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AFP, London

Chelsea can
cement their
position on
top of the
Premier
| League with
a win over Birmingham on
Saturday, while new
Manchester City boss Roberto
Mancini gets his first taste of
English football against Stoke.

With second-placed
Manchester United not in
action until Sunday’s clash at
Hull, Carlo Ancelotti's Chelsea
will move seven points clear of
the reigning champions if they
can defeat Birmingham at St
Andrews.

But Ancelotti, whose team
have spluttered of late, would
be wise not to take
Birmingham for granted.

While Chelsea have
looked surprisingly vulnera-
ble during a run of one win in
six matches in all competi-
tions, Birmingham have
risen to seventh place on the
back of a nine-match
unbeaten run.

Ancelotti, who will be
without injured France striker
Nicolas Anelka, needs a big
performance from Didier
Drogba after the Ivory Coast
striker's anonymous effort in
last weekend's 1-1 draw at

West Ham as he will be making
his last appearance before
flying off to the African
Nations Cup.

"Birmingham have had five
consecutive victories and a
draw," Ancelotti said.

"Above all, it's difficult to
play up there. They put a lot of
pressure on and we'll have to
pay attention,”

While Ancelotti looks for
the solution to Chelsea's
recent inconsistency, his
compatriot Mancini will hope
for an early sign that there is
no dressing room dissent over
his appointment.

Several of City's players
including Craig Bellamy and
Shay Given were reported to
be unhappy that Mark Hughes
was sacked to make way for
former Inter Milan coach
Mancini.

Hughes was dismissed
despite losing just two
league matches this season,
so Mancini will know that
only instant success will
satisfy the club's Abu Dhabi
based owners.

But the former Italy for-
ward, who has only been al
City for a week, said: "I
thought the players trained
very well. I think I have a good
team and we have only one
problem and that is many
players injured.

"I have a good relationship
with the players. I appreciate
some players are close to Mark
but that is a good thing for a
manager.”

Rafael Benitez is another
manager under close scrutiny
this weekend after Liverpool’s
woeful 2-0 defeat at
Portsmouth last Saturday left
them eight points behind
fourth-placed AstonVilla.

Missing out on a spotin the
Champions League would
leave Benitez in severe danger
of losing his job and Spaniard,
whose side host Wolves,
acknowledges things must
change soon.

"I must manage and con-
trol the anxiety of the players,
and the anxiety of the fans,”
Benitez said.

FIXTURES

(1500GMT unless stated)

Saturday

Birmingham v Chelsea
(1245GMT), Burnley v Bolton
(1400GMT), Fulham v Tottenham §

(1300GMT), Liverpool v
Wolverhampton (1730GMT), Man
City v Stoke, Sunderiand v Everton,
West Ham v Portsmouth
(1300GMT), Wigan v Blackburn
Sunday

Arsenal v Aston Villa (1330GMT),
Hull v Man Utd (1600GMT)

"We know we have to
change the situation, sooner
rather than later. Thatis clear.

“If we talk too much about
having to win a title, or win a
cup, it just makes things
worse. We must help our
players by making them con-
centrate on the next match
andwinningit.”

Liverpool's poor form has
given Villa and Tottenham
hope of snatching one of those
Jucrative top four spots.

Villa, who have already
beaten United, Liverpool and
Chelsea this season, go in
search of a big four
cleansweep at Arsenal on
Sunday.

Tottenham travel across
London to face Fulham, who
thrashed United 3-0 last week-
end.

That loss was the lowest
moment for United in an
erratic campaign marred by
injuries to a host of defenders.

Sir Alex Ferguson hopes (o
have Nemanja Vidic or Wes
Brown back at Hull on Sunday,
but he knows the hosts will go
on the attack in an attempt to
exploit United's weakness at
the back.

"Hull will be encouraged
by the fact we have these
defenders injured. They will
certainly have a go at us,’
Ferguson said.

Lehmann in
more strife

INTERNET, undated

Stuttgart goalkeeper Jens
Lehmann may be taken to court
for theft after he took a pair of
glasses from a fan following a
recent Bundesliga fixture.

Lehmann left Mainz's
Bruchweg Stadion in a rage
after a 1-1 draw earlier this
month and, on his way out of
the stadium, tore a pair of
glasses from the face of a fan
who had confronted him.

After a short while,
Lehmann gave the glasses
back, but the fan is now look-
ing to bring charges against
the former Germany goal-
keeper for theft. And he has
already contacted the local
police, according to Sport Bild
magazine.

"We have received a report
of an offence again Mr
Lehmann," said the director of
Mainz's state prosecutors to
the magazine.

“We will look into the mat-
terasnormal.”

Lehmann later apologised
for his actions, but said he
had acted in such a manner
since it was “"the only way to
shut himup”.

The 40-year-old was angry
after being sent off and con-
ceding a penalty close to the
conclusion of a match his side
drew 1-1, and he was search-
ing for a taxa to take him to
Frankfurt airport rather than
joining his team-mates on the
club coach.

He was reprimanded and
ordered to pay a heavy fine by
Stuttgart, but it seems he may
not have heard the last of the
incident.

Zamora

dazzles
Hodgson

AFP, London

Fulham manager Roy
Hodgson believes Bobby
Zamora's dazzling goal-
scoring form has been instru-
mental in the Cofttagers’ push
into the top half of the English
Premier League as well as into
Europe.

The 28-year-old striker
scored his 10th goal of the sea-
son in Saturday's 3-0 shock win
over Manchester United, justi-
fying his decision to tumdowna
move to Hullin the summer.

His form has also left

n unconcemed about
his failed nine-million-pound
bid to buy England striker Peter
Crouch from Portsmouth
before the season got underway.

*Crouch had the chance to
join Fulham or Tottenham and
he chose them. That meant we
were able to keep Bobby. With
Bobby playing well it's not
something we've missed,”
said Hodgson.

"When Bobby was on his
way to Hull, as was being
mooted at the time, it would
have been much more prob-
lematic for us. Peter made his
decision and we're pleased
he's doing well but we've
survived with the players we
have.”

Zamora will lead the Fulham
attack against Tottenham on
Saturday and at league leaders
Chelseaon Monday.

Fulham will renew their
Europa League campaign in
February against Ukraine's
Shakhtar Donetsk.

'Progress being made’
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top.”

the new stadium and keeping the team at the

Wenger, reflecting on his 13-year reign in a
webchat with arsenal.com, admits there have

Arsene Wenger has claimed that Arsenal’s last
four trophy-less seasons have given him more
satisfaction than any other spell in his long
career with the Premier League team.
Wenger's side have failed to win major
silverware since lifting the FA Cup in 2005, but
the Gunners boss, who arrived in north
London 1996, believes the progress made by
the club on and off the pitch makes it the most

rewarding time.

The Frenchman has overseen Arsenal’s
move to the Emirates Stadium, the construc-
tion of a new training ground and the develop-
mentofa hugely successful youth academy.

"For me the best period at the club is the
last four years but unfortunately it is also the
period where we have not won trophies,”

Wenger said.

"But people forget we have been reasonably
consistent and it has been the most difficult
period, but as well for me, the period where I

worked the best.

"Moving into a new stadium, with fewer
resources, people should respect the fact we
have still made some money in every single
year without the team dropping a level and
maintaining a successful period in the
Champions League and reasonably in the
league. I think it was quite difficult.

"The last four years have been the most
challenging. It's not linked with the fact we
have won no trophies. I think it is moving into

been positive and negative changes to the
Premier League since his arrival from Japan's
Grampus Eight.

He is happy to be part of aleague with such a
renowned global brand, but feels the vast sums
of money spent by top clubs have made the
game too serious.

"It has become a worldwide product and
when I travel nowadays I see how popular this
league has become and we shouldn't take it for

granted in England,” he said.

"Firstly it's a worldwide product, secondly
the ownership has changed completely, the
structure of the game has changed. And don't
forget, for example, referees have become
completelyprofessional.

“The league has become much more profes-
sional, the pressure has become much bigger,

financial input has become much bigger which

much better.

means the quality of the games has become

"All that has changed. In some ways for

good, and some ways a bit more negatively

more tense.

tense.

because it's less relaxed. Everybody is a bit

“Ifelt 13 years ago a defeat was less dramatic
than it is now, it's much more dramatic and

“Itis because of money and it is all about the
Champions League now, being in the top four.
A few years ago it was a bit more open and as
soon as you are a bit out from what is expected
of younow, itis acrisis.”

footballing ability that 1
deserveaspotinthesquad.”

INTERNET, undated

Spain coach Vicente del
Bosque insists Real Madrid
captain Raul is a chance to
make the World Cup
squad,

Raul has struggled for
first-team football since
coach Manuel Pellegrini's
arrival in the summer and
his chances of making Del
Bosque's squad appeared to
be all-butover.

However, the coach told
Marca: "I have a personal
appreciation for Raul and I'm
not talking about tributes
because for me, he is a player
thatl could select.”

One possible rival for
Raul's place in the squad may
be in-form Barcelona
attacker Pedro,

"Pedro is a possible World
Cup player with or without
the goal he scored against
Estudiantes (in the Club
World Cup final),” said Del
Bosque.

“In his position we have a
number of talented players,
but we have six months to
make the bestdecision.”

Ronaldinho
targetsWC
place

INTERNET, undated

AC Milan ace Ronaldinho is
determined to make Brazil's
2010World Cup squad.

The former Ballon d'Or
winner has lost his place in
the Selecao after a dip in form
at firstly Barcelona and then
Milan.

But he says: “The year
which is about to end has
been a positive one for myself
and for Milan, but 2010 will
be even better.

“Itis true that I hope to go
to the World Cup, but I don't
want to get there because of
the things I say.

“I want to prove with my
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Rafa Benitez,
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Mark Hughes.

Mancini arrived at Eastlands on Monday
following Hughes's dismissal last weekend
and reports in England claimed a number of
senior players including Craig Bellamy and
Shay Given had protested about the decision
to City chiefexecutive Garry Cook.

It has been suggested that Bellamy, Given
and other players close to Hughes could ask to
leave during the January transfer window.

But former Inter Milan coach Mancini
claims he hasn't had any complaints about his
squad'sattitude in training this week.

"I thought the players trained very well. I
think I have a good team and we have only one
problem and that is many players injured,”

Mancinisaid,

"I have a good relationship with the play-
ers. | appreciate some players are close to
Mark but thatis agood thing foramanager.

"When I go away from Manchester City in
15 years after five Premier League titles and
four cups the players will have the same situa-

tion with me!”

Mancini also dismissed claims made by
Cook this week that he had previously been
approached by Liverpool when American
owners Tom Hicks and George Gillett were
considering the future of Reds manager

Roberto Mancini insists there
has been ng dressing room
rebellion at Manchester City
in response to his arrival as
replacement for sacked boss

'City stars back me’

“Liverpool never contacted me, absolutely.
They have a good manager, Rafa is a good
manager," Mancinisaid.

Mancini set a target of finishing in the top
four when he was unveiled as City boss on
Monday and he believes he can match his

achievements atInterin the longrun.

He won three Serie A titles with the San Siro
club, helping Inter replace AC as the city's
dominant force, To do the same in Manchester
would be quite an effort but Mancini is con-
vinced itis possible.

"It depends (finishing in the top four) but
think so. It is important now we concentrate
on Boxing Day's game at home to Stoke and
then after thatone game atatime," he said.

“Ithink I can do ajob and my target, always,
is to win. Inter Milan was a good job. I arrived
there when they had not won in 18 years and
after one year they won the cup and then after
thatthe championship.

"I think I can do the same in Manchester

but for this it is important that I work hard and

[ get to know the team fast.”

Mancini accepts it will take time for the
players to adjust to his methods but hopes to
have the team playing his way withinamonth.

"We must work out our defensive problem.
A balance to the team is the most important

situation but for this we must work every day,”

he said.

"After three or four weeks it will be possible
forthem to adaptto my style.

"I hope the players play well on Saturday
and understand my team talk.”

Harry won't sell Robbie
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Tottenham manager Harry
Redknapp insists he has no
intention of selling Robbie
Keane despite the striker's
role in his squad's controver-
sial Christmas party.

Keane is reported to have
gone against Redknapp's
express wishes and organised
for his team-mates to have a
festive party in Dublin earlier
this month.

Redknapp ordered the
players involved to make a
donation to charity but did
not consider taking the club
captaincy away from Keane or

selling him to Celtic, who are
believed to be keen on a loan
deal for the Republic of
Ireland forward.

"Robbie is the captain and
that wasn't going to change,”
Redknapp said. "Not a
chance, and it never, ever
entered my mind, | was never
goingto changeit.

"I don't want to sell
Robbie, there's not too many
Robbie Keanes about in the
game. He has enthusiasm and
knowledge, a lot of things that
he brings into the game so
he's certainly not a player
we'dwanttolose.

"He's still a big part, very
much so. When we brought
him here it coincided with a
terrific run we had last year.

He came and gave the place a
real lift, and it's been the same
this year.”

Redknapp has also been
linked with a move for
Manchester City striker Craig
Bellamy this week following
reports that the Welshman
was unhappy with the
appointment of new manager
Roberto Mancini.

"He's a good player,
Redknapp said. "He belongs
to Manchester City, I'm sure
they wouldn't want to sell
him. | tried to sign him before
hewentthere.

"It's like asking me if I'm
interested in Wayne Rooney,
of course I love Wayne
Rooney, but I won't get him,
will I?"

Bangladesh Computer Council

Forest dream of
big-time return

ﬂa Football
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While the chaos and intrigue
engulfing Liverpool and
Manchester City in recent
weeks has inevitably hogged
the sporting headlines in
England, an equally intrigu-
ing story is quietly gathering
pace at former European
champions Nottingham
Forest.

In a country transfixed by
the dramas of its' biggest
clubs, the attention will
always linger far longer on
City, Liverpool, Chelsea and
Manchester United than it will
a relatively unfashionable
outfitlike Forest.

But the reawakening of a
sleeping giant by the banks of
the River Trent could become
one of the most fascinating
talesof the season.

After a decade down in
the doldrums, Forest, under
the astute leadership of boss
Billy Davies, have risen to
third in the Championship -
English football's second
tier - and look capable of
returning to the Premier
League for the first time
since 1999,

Forest are unbeaten in 14
matches and the City Ground
faithful, who regularly post
attendances of over 25,000,
are finally able to dream
‘about a brighter future for a
club who have spent too long
in the shadow of Brian
Clough.

With Clough at the helm
in the late 1970s, Forest - a
provincial team who had
rarely been able to com-
pete with the game's
superpowers - embarked
on the greatest period in
their history.

Promotion to the top-flight
was followed by a league title
in 1978 and then consecutive
European Cup triumphs in
1979 and 1980.

Those glory days are a
distant memory and even
surviving in the Premier
League now would represent a
significant achievement for
ForestL

Many in Nottingham
believe Davies, who led
Derby to promotion from
the Championship in 2007,
is the man to help them do
just that,

Forest are level on points
with West Bromwich Albion,
who currently hold the second
automatic promotion place,
ahead of Saturday's clash at
Watford.

Yet Davies himself is
understandably keen to keep
expectations low at such a
delicate stage in Forest's
rebuilding process.

"We are far from the fin-
ished article,” he said. "We're a
work in progress, I'm still
developing the team.

"Promotion has not been
spoken of because I stand by
what [ have always said, that
the aim, this season, is to
achieve a strong mid-table
finish."

Defeating leaders
Newcastle and play-off rival
Leicester during their long
unbeaten run suggests Forest
should be aiming higher than
that.

And Chris Gunter, the
Forest defender, said: "We are
not going to focus on other
teams. We are going to focus
on what we can influence,
which is our own perfor-
mances.

"And, with the quality of
players we have got, we can
aim for that (automatic pro-
motion).”

Hull boss
furious at
FA charge

AFP, Hull

Hull manager Phil Brown has
hit out at the English Football
Association after his club were
charged with misconduct
following last weekend's brawl
atArsenal.

Brown's team and Arsenal
were both hit with the FA
Charge of failing to control
their players after a mass
confrontation involving 21 of
the 22 players on the field at
the Emirates Stadium on
Saturday.

The row started after
Arsenal’'s Samir Nasri
appeared to tread on the ankle
of Hull midfielder Richard
Garcialate in the first half.

But Brown, whose side lost
3-0, has defended the reaction
of his players and made it clear
the club will be contesting the
charge,

“There was an incident for
some reason, and I can't
answer the accusations
against Nasri. He decided to
light the touchpaper,”" Brown
said.

"It was there for everybody
to see. It needed to be dealt
with more severely and hasn't
been.

"Why we are up for a
charge I don't know. I defend
the players to the hilt. As far
as I am concerned that lad
has gone in there with the
intent to start a fight, to start
aruck,

"Maybe it was because
Arsenal were hitting a brick
wall in terms of the way they
were playing, Idon'tknow,

"We were doing our job to
the best of our ability and
maybe that's why they've
decided to light the
touchpaper, I've no idea.

“For us to come under
criticism yet again is abso-
lutely scandalous, and we'll be
defendingit.”
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Mic P -1- -1- s
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3. | Hardware Maintenance & 72 Graduate and experience in the use of
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