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Serie A in slump

ﬁi Football

AFP, Rome

World champions they may be, but Italy Is

feeling a chill in its domestic game as the coun-

try's glamour clubs suffer a potentially devas-
" tating slump.

Last week's European action brought home a
very uncomfortable truth that the Italians, con-
sidered the continental driving force in the 1990s,
are nolongersitting at the head of the table,

[n three clashes against English opposition,
[taly's three Champions League representa-
tives failed to score a goal, suffered two defeats
arid only some profligate Manchester United
finishing, coupled with heroic goalkeeping
from Julio Cesar, allowed Inter Milan to buck
the losing trend.

To make matters even worse, three of Italy’s
four UEFA Cup sides went crashing out with AC
Milan, Fiorentina and Sampdoria eliminated,
leaving only northern side Udinese to progress
tothe last 16.

If Udinese fail to get past holders Zenit St
Petersburg in the next round, Italy could well
find itself without a single team in the
quarterfinals of either European competition.

[t's afarcry from the glory days of the 1990s.

First, the Spanish and now the dominant
English, thanks to the mega-rich Premier
League, have streaked past.

For the second year in a row, every Italian
team that made it through to the Champions
League knockout stages faces elimination by
an English foe.

And once again, it has been the failure to
score goals that has cost them dearly.

Lastyear AC Milan lost2-0 on aggregate and
Inter Milan 3-0 to Arsenal and Liverpool
respectively at this stage.

Roma made it into the last eight but they
losthome and away to Manchester United fora
3-0 aggregate defeat.

Taking those clashes between English and
Italian teams from the knockout stages last
year and the first-leg ties this year, that makes
nine matches played, two drawn, seven lost,

no goals scored and 10 conceded for the
[talians.

It makes for sorry reading.

But it used to be so different in the 1990s,
particularly when there were three European
competitions.

From 1989, when Italy had a team in all
three finals - winning the European and UEFA
Cups but not the European Cup Winners' Cup -
they embarked on adecade of domination.

A year later four of the six European finalists
were Italian and they carried home all three
trophies.

In the European Cup/Champions League,
[taly had a finalist in nine of 10 finals from 1989
to 1998, winning four and losing five.

In the UEFA Cup, which was occasionally
deemed a tougher competition because up to
four clubs from the same country could com-
pete in it, Italy's domination was even more
apparent.

In the 11 seasons from 1989 to 1999, ltalian
teams won the competition eight times, pro-
viding four all-Italian finals and failing to make

‘the final only once.

However, since 1999, when the Cup
Winners' Cup was ditched with Lazio as the
final winners and Parma beat Marseille in the
UEFA Cup final, it has been a steady decline for
[talian teams.

Having dominated the UEFA Cup from 1989
to 1999, they have failed to qualify a single
team for the final ever since, and with only
Udinese left in it this season, that run looks
likely to continue for another 12 months.

In the Champions League, their decline has
been less profound, although only thanks to
AC Milan.

They have reached three finals in the last
decade, winning two of them while Juventus
lostthe 2003 final to Milan on penalties.

But in the same period four different
English teams, and three Spanish, have
reached finals.

And perhaps more significantly, English
teams have been in the finals in each of the last
four seasons, including last year's all-English
affair between Manchester United and beaten
finalists Chelsea.

Guus being realistic

AFP, London

—— Guus Hiddink admits Chelsea
55 J| are likely to fall short in their
| ’\ bid to catch Premier League
A\NALEEUEw ) leaders Manchester United.
Hiddink's side are seven
~— points behind United and
have played a game more than the reigning
champions.

United's ability to grind out narrow wins
this season continued on Sunday as they won
the League Cup final against Tottenham on
penalties and Hiddink concedes it would be
extremely surprising if they squandered such a
bigadvantage.

"I am not naive. They have a very good
squad, but as long as there is a possibility, you
never know. However, realistically, it will be
difficult,” Hiddink, speaking at a press confer-
ence on Monday, said.

"I like a team that does not give up. I liked
the way the team reacted against Wigan after
we conceded the goal, and that is just like I see
the championship as well. We have to go as
longasitis possible.

"We have the ambition to go and be at the
top in the end of the May, so we have to stop
them.

"They have always been classical clashes
between two powerhouses, but let's make a
fewsteps first.”

Hiddink admits United's strength in depth
has been the crucial factorin maintaining their
bid to win all five trophies they are competing
for this season.

Ferguson was able to leave out Wayne
Rooney, Edwin van der Sar, Michael Carrick
and Dimitar Berbatov against Tottenham,
while Ryan Giggs and Nemanja Vidic only
came on as substitutes.

"Sir Alex Ferguson has the right blend,”
Hiddink said. "You have to be keen on the
balance of the squad as well.

"You need three groups: the older group
with experience, 28 to 32, some 34 the mid
group who are 23-27 and then the youngsters
from 18-23.

"If the balance isrightin those three groups,
you can maintain your position as United have
done formany years."

Hiddink has made an impressive start to his
Stamford Bridge reign after winning his first
three matches.

But the Russia coach believes it is the posi-
tive attitude of his players thathas been the key
factorin theirrecentrevival.

"What | see is that the players are disci-
plined and committed to what we want to do,”
hesaid.

"We would like to improve our control in
games. Sometimes, and it is also to do with
the quality of the opponents, we have strug-
gled too much to get the game controlled and
also we can improve in tactical aspects of the
game.

"We have taken a maximum haul from the
last few games, but there is always something
we can improve on."”

Chelsea will be heavy favourites to make it
four wins under Hiddink by dispatching
managerless Portsmouth, but the Dutchman
won't underestimate the struggling Fratton
Park club.

"Portsmouth can test anyone, and Chelsea
especially,” hesaid.

"The clubs now who are fighting to avoid
relegation, they are strong and they see every
week that they have to gather the points, as
Stoke did yesterday.

"That is difficult because the teams at the
bottom have this specific English commit-
ment.

"In other leagues, if you are second and play
the teams at the bottom, it is not easy but it is
easier than here. That is why they will give us a
bigchallenge.”

Abahani, Russel

Super Cup logo unveiled

SPORTS REPORTER

Defending
two-time B.
League
champlions
‘Abahani will

‘play on the
Cl [ opening day
of the
Citycell
Super Cup which kicks off in
the cityon March 11,
Abahani meet Rahmatgan),
a side who had defeated the
eventual professional league
winners of this season in the B.
League opener, in the day's
second game after the open-
ing match between potential
group contenders Sheikh
Russel and Chittagong
Mohammedan.
Apart from the six teams

GROUP STAGE

March 11: Russel v Clg
Mohammedan, Abahani v
Rahmatgan)

March 12: Brothers v Farashgan,
Mohammedan v Ctg Abahanl
March 13: Russel v Rahmatganj,
Abahaniv Ctg Mohammedan
March 14: Brothers v Cig Abahani,
Mohammedan v Farashganj
March 15; Rahmatgan, v Clg
Mohammedan, Abahaniv Russel
March 16: Farashgan) v Clg
Abahani, Mohammedan v Brothers
SEMIFINALS

March 19: Cup 1stsemifinal
March 20: Cup 2nd semifinal
March 21: Plate 1st semifinal
March 22: Plate 2nd semifinal
March 23; Cup retumn 1stsemifinal
March 24: Cup retum 2nd semifinal
FINALS

March 25: Plate final

March 27: Cup 3rd place play-oft
and Final
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from the capital, Abahani and
Mohammedan from
Chittagong are competing in
the Tk 2-crore event for the top
eight finishers of the B.
League,

Mohammedan, two-time
runners-up of B. League, are
pitted in Group Band open their
campaign against Chittagong
Abahani on March 12.
[ronically, these two teams had
also clashed in the B. League
opening round. In the first
match on same day, Brothers
Union face Farashgan).

The kick-off times of the
group stage matches are 4 and
6 pm.

Although the time schedule
is not convenient for proper
media coverage, the organisers
defended the decision.

Talking with the press after
unveiling the logo of the
Citycell Super Cup along with
sponsor Citycell's DGM Tanjin
Haque yesterday at the BFF
Bhaban, tournament commit-
tee chairman Harunur Rashid
told that they believe the
timing will inspire the office

goers and real football fans to
come andwatch the matches.

BFF vice-president and
tournament committee secre-
tary Shawkat Ali Khan
Jahangir, Atique Akbar, DM of
Citycell, were also present.

“We have invited the top
teams of the professional
league and I hope that the best
four will move to the Cup
competition,” Harun said
adding that two-legged semi-
finals for the top teams would
inspire the fans to come to the
stadium.

Themptwmeams[mmmhl
group will play in two-legged
sernifinals for a place in the Cup
ﬂmlwheremewinnmudﬂtakal
awayTkone crore.

The runners-up will get Tk"
20 lakh and many believe that

the difference of prize money*
between the first and second
teams would inspire the clubs

to go all out for being the best

in the competition.
There would be consola-
tion for the bottom four who,

after a knockout round, will“

playin the Plate final.

PHOTO: STAR

Tournament committee chairman Harunur Rashid (2nd from L) and Tanjin Haque (R), DGM of Citycell, unveil the logo of Citycell Super

Cup atthe BFF Bhaban yesterday.

Ribery slates
teammates

AFP, Berlin

France international
midfielder Franck Ribery has
criticised his Bayern Munich
teammates over on-pitch
tactics, the German media
reported onTuesday.

"I complained to the coach
(Jurgen Klinsmann) about the
fact that I never have enough
support when [ want to attack
on the left side," Ribery told
the tabloid daily Bild. "The
coach said [had apoint.”

Ribery, who has been
repeatedly linked with a big-
money move away from the
club, was speaking in refer-
ence to Bayern's disappoint-
ing 0-0 draw against Werder
Bremen on Sunday, which left
the reigning champions fifth
in the Bundesliga table.

His remarks come at a time
when speculation about his
future is mounting, with his
agent having recently sug-
gested that he could be set for
a move to Spanish league
leaders Barcelona.

German footballlegend and
former Bayern hero Franz
Beckenbauer has expressed his
frustrationwith the situation.

"It'salways aproblem when a
player wants toleave and holds a
gunto hisclub'shead becausehe
has only a slim chance of leav-
ing," Beckenbauer told Bild.

MU look to consolidate

AFP, London

Manchester
United can
take another
step towards
an unprece-
dented clean
sweep of five trophies in one
season with a victory in
Wednesday's Premier League
clashat Newcastle.

Sir Alex Ferguson's side
have already won the Club
World Cup and lifted the
League Cup against
Tottenham at Wembley on
Sunday, making the dream of
winning every competiion
they have entered an increas-
ingly distinct possibility.

While Ferguson continues
to play down United's chances
of sweeping the board, the
Scot will know only too well
that the next seven days could
put his team in an even stron-

quarterfinals on Saturday,
then host Inter Milan in the
Champions League last 16
second leg next week.

United, who are on a 15-
match unbeaten run, have
won five of their last six visits
to St James' Park, scoring 20
goalsinthe process.

Ferguson is likely to bring
back Michael Carrick, Dimitar
Berbatov and Nemanja Vidic
after all three were left out of
Sunday's starting line-up,
while Wayne Rooney could
recover from a virus.

Rio Ferdinand, who cap-
tained United at Wembley,
warned his team-mates they
still have room for improve-
ment despite their remarkable
winning run.

"The momentum is with us
but there are still loads of
improvements to make," he
said.

"We did well in parts
against Tottenham but they

managed to get through to our
back line too easily on occa-
sion so we need to cut thatout.

"It is down to us really. [f we
win the rest of our games,
obviously we will be champi-
ons and the way the results
have panned out has been
quite good.

"But it is not over. We still
know Chelsea and Liverpool
can go on unbeaten runs until
the end of the season. We have
to make sure we do as well as
them."

Elsewhere on Wednesday,
Aston Villa will attempt to
consolidate their place in the
top four at inconsistent
Manchester City.

Villa have stumbled in
recent weeks and were forced
to settle for a 2-2 draw against
Stoke on Sunday after blowing
a two-goal lead in the final
minutes.

But Norway striker John

ger position.

A victory at St James' Park
could open up a 10-point lead
if Chelsea, in second place,
and Liverpool, in third, come
unstuck in their matches on
Tuesday against Portsmouth
and Sunderland respectively.

After their trip to
Newcastle, United face
Fulham in the FA Cup

Wednesday

FIXTURES

Blackbum v Everton (2000GMT),
Fulham v Hull (2000GMT), Man

City v Aston Villa, Newcastle v
Man Utd, Stoke v Bolton,
Tottenham v Middlesbrough
(2000GMT), Wiganv West Ham

Carew expects Villa to bounce
back and register their eight
successive away league win
thisseason at Eastlands.

"We have a great chance as
there is still a gap between
ourselvesandArsenal,” he said.

"We were sad for an hour
after the Stoke game but then
you look forward to the next
challenge - and be confident

SEE PAGE 18 COL 3

PHOTO: AFP

Bayern Munich coach Juergen Klinsmann plays with the ball during atraining session in Munich on Monday.

Arsene Wenger believes
Arsenal can rescue a
Champions League place
from their disappointing
season if his players start to
think positively.

The misfiring Gunners face West Bromwich
Albion on Tuesday after a dismal run of four

' successive goalless draws in the Premier League.

That barren spell has left Arsenal in fifth
place and six points behind Aston Villa, who
hold the last Champions League spot.

Wenger's side could have been in an even
worse position but for Villa's late meltdown
that forced them to settle for a 2-2 draw against
Stoke on Sunday.

But the Arsenal manager refuses to contem-
plate the prospect of finishing outside the top
four. He is convinced they can get back on track
by following Manchester United's confident
approach.

“They (United) don’t think about it. The tro-
phies flow in for them at the moment, so it is all
natural forthem,"Wenger told Arsenal TV Online.

"Even on Sunday in the League Cup final
they were so convinced they would winitin the
end because they have no doubt.

"They put themselves in that position - we
were in that position as well, we just need to
continue to focus,

"I believe the spirit of the team is great, the
focus they have in training is great and they will
be rewarded - I have never seen a team not being
rewarded for thatkind of spiritand quality.”

While Arsenal's forwards have struggled to
find the net in recent weeks, Wenger has taken
heart from the way his defence - previously
Arsenal's Achilles heal - has conceded just three

Wenger stays positive

AFP, London

goalsin 12 matches.

Wenger believes such consistency at the
backis asolid foundation on which to build.

"We want to keep the focus on that strength. We
are in the final sprint of the season and you can see
thatit's vital and very, veryimportant,” hesaid.

"You can only make results everywhere if
you feel strong defensively.”

Wenger will, however, be forced into a
defensive change for the trip to The Hawthorns,
with William Gallas needing to rest a niggling
ankle injury.

The Frenchman has been a consistent per-
former in the past few months, in stark contrast
to when he grabbed the headlines earlier in the
season for all the wrong reasons following some
outspoken comments and was eventually
stripped of the captaincy:.

"His future is here and it is bright. I believe
he has shown that the only answer in football is
quality performances,"Wengeradded.

"William has had a little ankle problem for a
while and we want to cure it. He will be back for
Sunday (against Burnley) probably.”

Should the Gunners be able to get their
league campaign on course once again, then
they should be able to welcome back reinforce-
ments for the run-in.

England winger Theo Walcott has resumed
full training following a shoulder problem
which needed an operation, while fellow long-
term absentees captain Cesc Fabregas and
Tomas Rosicky could both be back in action by
the start of April.

Wenger revealed: “Theo is well, he just needs to
getused to contact in training, butitlooks positive.

"Eduardo has'a small chance to be back for
Burnley, even (Emmanuel) Adebayor has a
small chance, maybe Burnley will be too tight,
butasmall chance.

LOCAL SNIPPETS

SPORTS REPORTER t

Kasaituli SKP defeated Lalbagh
SC 2-0 in the Citycell
Metropolis 3rd Division
Football League at the
Birshreshtha Shaheed Mostafa
Kamal Stadium in Kamalapur.

Saiful and Anwar scored in
the 43rd and 55th minutes for
the victors.

Kasaitulihave 15 points from
seven matches while Lalbagh
are on nine points from the
same numberof matches.

In another match, Mirpur
XI and Dhaka Junior SC drew
1-1. Mirpur extended their
collection to eight points and
Dhaka Junior four from six
matches.

Masum put Junior ahead
after 36 minutes while Masum
equalised for Mirpur a couple!
of minutes later.

VOLLEYBALL
Bangladesh Jail defeated
Nagar SKS 3-1 (25-17, 30-32,
25-11) to become champions'
in the National Bank Dhaka
Metropolis Second Division’
Volleyball League at the Dhaka
Volleyball Stadium. -
Meanwhile, managing
director of National Bank
Limited Abdur Rahman Sarker:
inaugurated the Premier and
First Division Volleyball,
Leagues at the same venue
earlieron the day. ,.

GAIBANDHA CRICKET
Young Pegasus defeated Club
Infinity by five wickets in the:
Gaibandha Second Division!
Cricket League at the
Gaibandha Stadium. 2

Batting first, Infinity scored
140-7 in 20 overs while
Pegasus took 18 overs to reach
the target.

Arambagh
leave for
Nepal

UNB, Dhaka g

-

A 30-member Arambagh Kriral
Sangha will leave Dhaka for.
Nepal this afternoon to partic-;
ipate in the Prime Minister
Cup invitational football
tournamentin Kathmandu,

In the group matches,
Arambagh will play Nepal
Blues on March 6 and Pakistan’
onMarch8.

Arambagh finished 9th in’
the recently finished B. League.
and were unable to make it to;
the Super Cup. :

Nine officials including:
coach Kazi Jolly and assistant,
coach Farukuzzaman will
accompany the 18-member
playing squad.

PLAYERS: Mitul, Musht:g,
Akram, Deen Mohammed,
Tutul, Shahjada, Shaheen,
Jahangir, Nadir, Nayan, Muloz.‘-

pd

Turjo, Saifullah, Moudud.,
Kanchan, Surat, Imrul and
Tabith. S 47

-

play on first day "
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