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Fergie expects
Mourinho to
return

AFP, Manchester

Manchester United manager
Sir Alex Ferguson believes
former Chelsea boss Jose
Mourinho is certain to return
to the Premier League.

Mourinho, currently in
charge at Italian champions
Inter Milan, this week fuelled
speculation that he will be
back in England soon by
admitting that he misses the
country's unique football
atmosphere.

The Portuguese coach,
who led Chelsea to Premier
League triumphs in 2005 and
2006 before being sacked in
2007, has struggled to gain
acceptance in Italy and is
regularly linked with the jobs
at Liverpool and Manchester
City.

Mourinho was back in
England on Monday to watch
Chelsea's victory over Fulham
ahead of Inter's Champions
League clash with his former
club.

And Ferguson admits he
wouldn't be surprised to lock
horns with Mdurinho again
sooner rather than later.

"Every time | have spoken
to Jose Mourinho, he has
always said that he liked
English football better than
anywhere else,” Ferguson
said.

“The attraction to get back
to England at some point will
always be there.

"He is still a young man
and being at Chelsea on
Monday will have reignited
his thoughts about English
football because you don'tget
the atmosphere, intensity and
closeness to the pitch at
Chelsea in a lot of the Italian
grounds. He will miss that.”

Mourinho has also been
mooted as a potential succes-
sor for Ferguson at United, but
the Scot was less keen to enter-
tain that possibility just yet.

"Is that right?” he said with
a shrug when told Mourinho
was one of the favourites to
followin his footsteps.

Stosur eyeing
top 10 spot

AFP, Perth

Australia's top-ranked female
player, Samantha Stosur,
believes she is poised to the
make the quantum leap into
the rarefied air of the top 10
nextyear.

Speaking shortly after she
arrived in Perth on
Wednesday to prepare for her
season-opening duties at the
mixed teams Hopman Cup,
which starts on Saturday, the
world No.13 said her confi-
dence had only continued to
rise during a breakthrough
2009, including her first sin-
gles title.

The imposing 25-year-old,
who will be paired with dual
grand slam winner Lleyton
Hewitt in the Hopman Cup,
said continued hard work and
discipline would ensure a
further rise in the rankings in
2010.

"I have had the best year of
my career this year and | hope
to build on that,” she said.

"I have improved a lot and
itis all going in the right direc-
tion.

“I'd love to be top 10 and |
am not too far offit and that is
definitely the next goal.

"l am only going to get
there if1 keep doing what I am
doing.”

Stosur said the guarantee
of three singles matches
under the Hopman Cup
round robin format offered
perfect preparation for the
Australian Open, the new
year's first grand slam starting
January 19in Melbourne.

Blessed with one of the
biggest serves in women's
tennis, she believes she has all
the necessary weapons to
snare a gram slam singles title,
and that it is just a matter of
fine-tuning her game.

'If I can keep improving
my game anything is possi-
ble,” she said.

“If I match up my game
against a lot of the girls that
have won grand slams, | have
got as good a serve as them,
I've got as good a forehand, |
move well and everything
else.

‘It just tidying all those
things together and making it
happen for that two weeks of
the year.

“Two weeks is a long time
10 peak and you have to get
used to playing great players
dayin, day out.

"There is no reason I
m!LI

Stosur and Hewitt open
their Hopman Cup campaign

- on Saturday against the

Romanian pairing of Sorana
Cirsteaand Victor Hanescu.

encounter at Villa Park on Tuesday.
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Liverpool striker Fernando Torres (R) is locked in an aerial tussle with Aston Villa defender Carlos Cuellar during their Premiership

AFP, Bolton

Bolton manager Gary Megson
has been relieved of his duties
with immediate effect, the
struggling Premier League
club confirmed on
Wednesday.

Megson, 50, was axed after his side squan-
dered a two-goal lead in Tuesday's 2-2 draw
with Hull at the Reebok Stadium.

That result left Bolton languishing in the
wselegation zone, although the third bottom
team do have two games in hand on the sides
directlyabove them.

The final straw for Bolton chairman Phil
Gartside came during the Hull match when the
club’s fans turned on Megson after he substituted
striker Ivan Klasnic withWanderersleading 2-1.

Hull went on to equalise and Bolton fans
unveiled banners proclaiming "Megson out” at
full-time.

A club statement read: "The decision has
been taken in the light of the position the club
finds itself in the Premier League at the halfway
pointof the season.

“Assistant manager Chris Evans and first-
team coach Steve Wigley will take charge of
first-team matters for the interim period."

Bolton sack Megson

Although Megson saved Bolton from relega-
tion when he took over from Sammy Lee in
October 2007, the club's supporters have never
warmed to him because of his negative tactics.

Megson even admitted after the Hullmatch that
he knewhewould never be loved by Bolton fans.

"There are probably 10 other clubs around
the relegation zone this year and I'll bet there's
no other team who have to play in similar cir-
cumstances, " hesaid.

"DolthinkI'll ever be given a fair crack of the
whip here? No.”

Megson leaves the Reebok after losing 45 of
his 99 games in charge of Wanderers and
becomes the third Premier League boss to be
dismissed this season following Mark Hughes'
exit from Manchester City and Paul Hart's
departure from Portsmouth.

Hughes has been installed as the bookmak-
ers' favourite to replace Megson, but Gartside
will also look at the likes of former West Ham
boss Alan Curbishley, ex-Wigan chief Paul
Jewell and Darren Ferguson, who recently left
Peterborough, as he seeks to ensure Bolton
avoidrelegation.

But with an FA Cup third round tie against
League Two Lincoln on Saturday, followed by a
Premier League trip to Arsenal next Wednesday,
Wigley and Evans have to steady the ship quickly.

Roman rids
ﬂ% Football

AFP, London

Chelsea owner Roman Abramovich has erased
virtually all of the Premier League club's 340
million pounds (375.75 million euros) debt,
according to the 2009 financial figures released
onWednesday.

Russian billionaire Abramovich, who
reduced the club's debts by half last year, was
reported to be owed the money as an interest-
free loan, but that has now been turned into
shares to make Chelsea all but debt free.

Chelsea claim Abramovich's move "demon-
strates the continuing commitment from the
shareholder to the group” and it removes any
fears of a financial meltdown if the tycoon, who
bought the west London club in 2003, ever
decided to walk away.

During his six-year reign, Abramovich had
bankrolled massive spending in the transfer
market which helped Chelsea win the Premier
League in 2005 and 2006, but he has kept a
tighter hold on the Stamford Bridge cheque
book over the last year.

Blues' debts

A statement from Chelsea read: "Following
previous conversions of half of the debt, the
remainder of the interest-free loans from the par-
ent company, whose ultimate controlling party is
Roman Abramovich, have been converted into
equitymakingthe group effectively debt free."

The club's chairman Bruce Buck said: "The
club’'s debt load has been reduced almost to nil
in order to provide more long-term stability for
the club.

“The reduction will also enable the club to
comply with any regulations on debt levels which
are beingdiscussed by the football community.”

The Blues' financial results revealed losses
down to 44.4 million pounds (48.6 million
euros), which included a compensation pay-
ment of 12.6 million pounds (13.9 million
euros) to sacked former manager Luiz Felipe
Scolariand three of his staff.

The losses announced by the club are down
from 65.7 million pounds (72,6 million euros) last
year and Chelsea chief executive Ron Gourlay
said: "It is still our aim to be self-sufficient and we
will achieve this by increasing our revenues as we
continue toleverage offourbrand.

“We are reducing our costs by controlling
expenses, including salaries and wages."

PHOTO: AFP

Barcelona defender Eric Abidal (R) plays with the ball during atraining session at Joan Gamper on Tuesday.

Bosnia appoint

Susic
AFP, Sarajevo

Safet Susic was named on
Tuesday as coach of the
Bosnian national side replac-
ing Miroslav Blazevic who
resigned after they failed to
make it through the 2012
World Cup play-offs.

The 54-year-old Susic's
target will be to guide Bosnia
to their first ever major finals,
the Euro 2012 tournament.

"Safet Susic was chosen by
a unanimous decision," read
astatement from the national
federation.

Susic, who has never
coached at national level
though he has had spells in
charge of Turkish sides and
French outfit Cannes, had a
successful career as a player
representing the then Yugo-
slavia over 50 times - appear-
ing at two World Cup finals -
and played mainly for Sara-
jevo and Paris Saint Germain.

Wigan sign
Serbian keeper

on loan
AFP, Lisbon

Serbian international goal-
keeper Vladimir Stojkovic on
Tuesday signed on loan for
English Premier League side
Wigan for the remainder of
the season from Portuguese
giants Sporting Lisbon.

The 26-year-old, who has
been at Sporting since 2007,
was loaned to Spanish side
Getafe last January but hav-
ing returned to Portugal has
failed to play in one match
this term.

Meltzelder gives
up WC hopes

SOCCERNET

Real Madrid defender
Christoph Metzelder has
ruled out a return to the
Bundesliga in January after
appearing to give up hope of
being included in Germany's
World Cup squad.

But the former Borussia
Dortmund man, who is
surplus to requirements at
the Bernabeu, has ruled out a
return to the Bundesliga in
January to boost his chances
ofa national team recall.

The 29-year-old had been
linked with a return to
Germany where he could get
the chance to impress Die
Mannschaft coach Joachim
Low.

But Metzelder fully
intends to see out the last six
months of his contract in
Spain, even if it means
spending most of the time on
the bench.

“Thisis notagood time for
a transfer," he said at a press
conference.

"l have spoken very little
with Joachim Low recently
and I 'don’t think I play a very
bigrole in his plans."

AFP, London

Fernando Torres's stoppage-
time goal saw Liverpooltoa -
0 win away to Aston Villa on
| Tuesday as the Merseysiders
reignited their bid for a
Champions League place.

The match at a snow covered Villa Park was
heading for a goalless draw until Spain striker
Torres made the most of a defensive mix-up
deep into added-on time with a precise and
powerful finish past Brad Friedel.

Victory saw Liverpool leapfrog Birmingham
into seventh place and close to within four
points of a top four spot that will secure
Champions League football next season for the
five-times European Cup winners.

Defeat, Villa's second in as many games
after their 3-0loss away to third-placed Arsenal,
left them in sixth place and revived doubts
about their ability to sustain a bid to break into
the leading quartet after they faltered at a simi-
lar stage last season,

Torres's strike saw him become the quickest
Liverpool player to 50 league goals, needing
only 72 appearances to reach the landmark,
and Reds manager Rafael Benitez, speaking to
Sky Sports, said of his compatriot: "He's a very,
very good player, a key player for us and his
record is amazing.

"I'm really, really pleased for him and for the
team.”

He added: "It was a very difficult game. We
were trying, they were trying.

"We need to keep working hard. You could see
the team was working everyone together and |
think that's the only way to change things."

Liverpool's win was marred by the sight of

BARCLAYS

il Torres sinks Villa

England defender Glen Johnson limping off
and Benitez said: "He'll have to have a scan bul
maybe he'll have a problem with his knee.”

Villa manager Martin O'Neill felt this latest
defeat was harsh on his hard-working team.

"We definitely didn't deserve that. It was a
cruel blow.”

O'Neill added: "We've given everything. We
played two games in 48 hours and we've thrown
everythingatit.

"I don't think it's any damage to confidence
ifwe cankeep performing.”

Al the other end of the table, Stephen Hunt
was Hull City's hero with two goals as they
came from 2-0 down to share the pointsin a 2-2
draw away to relegation rivals Bolton
Wanderers at the Reebok Stadium.

Ivan Klasnic and Kevin Davies looked to
have secured a win for Bolton that would have
lifted the hosts out of the bottom three.

But Republic of Ireland midfielder Hunt
scored in the 71st minute and was on-target
again seven minutes later.

The draw did little for either side's survival
prospects, both teams staying in the relegation
zone,

"At 2-0 down you are not staring into the
abyss you are staring at ways and means of
getting back into the game," insisted Hull man-
ager Phil Brown,

"The team spirit and commitment of these
players has been epitomised by the performance

* after the second goal went in and the boys

deserved to get something from the game.”
Bolton boss Gary Megson said: "It's hap-
pened and we've got to deal with it. It's hap-
pened to other teams.
"But it still doesn't take away the disappoint-
mentofbeing2-0 up and cruising,” headded.

McGregor proclaims

his innocence

EeWrFootball

AFP, Glasgow

Rangers goalkeeper Allan McGregor admits he
would take a lie detector test to prove the infamous
v-sign gesture that threatened to end his interna-
tional careerwas notaimed atScotland fans.

McGregor is in line for a recall to the
Scotland squad following the appointment of
Craig Levein as replacement for sacked boss
George Burley.

McGregor and Scotland team-mate Barry
Ferguson were told they would not play for
Scotland again after being caught on camera
making v-sign gestures during the World Cup
qualifyingwin overIceland in April.

The incident occurred after McGregor and
Ferguson were dropped to the bench by Burley
following reports they had been drinking for
more than eight hours before the match at the
team's hotel.

McGregor is adamant the gestures were not
directed at the Tartan Armyand he hope$ he can
be forgiven if Levein does hand him arecall.

"I'm not a bad guy - anyone who knows me
will tell you that,” McGregor told the Daily
Record. "But that night at Hampden I felt I hac
been thrown to the wolves if I'm honest.

"The whole Boozegate thing had not beer
well handled and Fergie and myself felt we were
being hammered for something others hac
beeninvolved in.

"Then we had to sit there with 300 cameras

pointinginourfaces. Andthat'swhenithappened.

"People think we hatched it between us ir
the dressing room as some kind of way of stick-
ing our fingers up at the whole country.

"But that's honestly not the way it was. |
happened at the spur of the moment when we
were sitting there with all the cameras flashing.

"I can say this with my hand on my heart
the V signs were not meant for the Tartan Arm
or forall of Scotland.

“Itwas just a stupid, childish reaction to the
situation we were in. If I had felt that way abou
the fans I would have walked out into the centre
circle and stuck two fingers up there.

"What else can I say? I'd take a lie detectos
test if I could - that's how strongly I feel about it
[wish I could turn the clock back.

McCarthy wants out

AFP, Blackburn

South Africa striker Benni
McCarthy wants Blackburn to
let him leave during the
January transfer window.
McCarthy is unhappy at the
= Premier League club and was
booed by Rovers fans aftera disappointing perfor-
mance in Monday's 2-2 drawwith Sunderland.

The 32-year-old has also fallen out with
Rovers boss Sam Allardyce and admits he is no
longer prepared to put up with being called in
for extra early morning fitness sessions.

McCarthy believes a fresh challenge ata new
club would revitalise his career and allow him
to go into next year's World Cup on top form.

"Enough's enough, I feel I've been stepped
on too much and it's best I go," McCarthy said
in the Daily Mail.

"I feel I'm being singled out unfairly. Iwasn't
any worse than the other lads, yet I'm the only
one on duty from that game (against
Sunderland) being asked to come in at 7am.

i

"Yes, I admit I've had issues with hitting the
weight targets the manager has set and that's
my fault, but I put 100 per cent in on the pitch
and always try my hardest. It seems I'm being
punished more than others.”

However McCarthy, who joined Blackburn
from Porto in 2006, is keen to stay in the
Premier League.

"I'd like to stay in the England. This is a great
league,” he said. "I'm just unhappy with my
situation and need to feel wanted again. I'm not
getting any younger but [ know I can still make
an impact.

"This is a very big year for me. To come from
South Africa and have the chance to play for my
country in theWorld Cup is massive.

"I can't risk that by playing the odd game
here and there for Blackburn. I néed to playand
[ hope they will allow me to fulfil that dream.

"Theygotme for next to nothing and they've
had a good return with more than 50 goals in
about 130 games.

"Hopefully they won't ask an unreasonable
teeand let me go when the window opens.”

PHOTO AFP

Inter Milan strikers Samuel Eto'o (L) and Mario Balotelli take part in a training session at Zayed Sports
City in Abu Dhabi on Wednesday. Inter will head to Saudi Arabia to play Al-Hilal in a friendly on Saturday.




