


WHAT IS THE GFFN 100?

The Get French Football News 100 comprises of our selection of the top
one hundred talents that French football has to offer, judged solely on
their performances in 2016.

To be eligible for the GFFN 100, the player must have been a registered
squad member of a Ligue 1 or a Ligue 2 club on the 31st December

2016.

For example, Zlatan lbrahimovic is ineligible despite playing half of the
calendar year at PSG because on the 31st December 2016 he was plying
his trade at Manchester United.

However, Mario Balotelli is eligible for the GFFN 100 despite having
joined OGC Nice in the summer of 2016 because on the aforementioned
date he was a registered squad member of theirs.

Players that are eligible are judged on all their professional appearances
in 2016, regardless of whether or not they were playing abroad for a part
of the calendar year. This applies to the international appearances they
might have accumulated, notably at EURO 2016 in the summer for ex-
ample.

Players are ranked in descending order: with the highest-rated talent
ranked 1st and the 100th highest-rated talent ranked 100th.

The selection process involved a nomination stage whereby the GFFN
100 contributors chose their favoured list of one hundred, alongside the
use of statistical data to rank players according to a range of over 50
distinct parameters across different playing positions.



100
REMY CABELLA

POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

MOFIELDER
MARSEILLE
26

2016 has not exactly been a vintage year for Rémy
Cabella, rejected by Newcastle United, and still
massively short on confidence at an out-of-sorts
Olympique de Marseille, the Corsican now seems a
long way from the dazzling trickster we saw light up
Ligue 1 with Montpellier only three years ago.

The Frenchman was undoubtedly relieved not to be
a part of the Magpies’ demotion back to the Cham-
pionship last season, having scored just once in 34
games on Tyneside, but things are not exactly rosy
at the Vélodrome either. Marseille sensationally just
avoided the drop themselves last season, finding
themselves again in the lower half of the table until

the very end of the first half of the 2016/2017 cam-
paign.

The year began in auspicious circumstances for the
Ajaccio native, an abdominal strain reported on the
first day of the New Year put the midfielder out for

a fortnight, as his club Marseille continued to find
themselves lagging mid-table. On January 24th he
smashed a low drive to open the scoring away to
Lyon, but despite the heroics of now-departed custo-
dian Steve Mandanda, the Southerners had to settle
for a 1-1 draw.

Cabella was making a habit of scoring against the
big clubs, and bagged a stunning equaliser at home
to PSG a fortnight later, however again les Marseil-
lais couldn’t hold on, moking it 10 games without

a victory at home. That game would also start a
winless run of 11 for the Vélodrome side, and as they
got closer to the bottom, Cabella’s game time signif-
icantly decreased.

The midfielder would play just over an hour com-
bined in the three games (1-1v Nantes, 1-O v Angers
and 1-O v Reims) that would ultimately steer Mar-
seille to safety. However despite Cabella’s disap-
pointing season, OM decided to make the former
Mon’rpe”ier midfielder's move permanent, fora

reported €8m.

It was another disastrous transfer window for Mar-
seille, who again had a talismanic striker depart in
Michy Bathsuayi, while goalkeeper and leader Steve
Mandanda finally left OM to pursue a career in
England. Young talent Georges-Kevin N'Koudou
left for Spurs and midfielder Benjamin Mendy went
down the A7 to Monaco.

Apart from the rushed loan signing Bafétimbi Gomis
from Swansea, caretaker boss Franck Passi and
ex-President Vincent Labrune found themselves out-
fought once more at the negotiation table.

Much like the season before, Cabella, Marseille’s
biggest signing of the transfer window, was given a
front-and-centre spot in the OM midfield, and again
has shown himself not meeting standards.

Left out of games against Nice, Metz, and PSG,
Cabella’s only goal in 11 games was against Lorient
in August, and since then he has been resigned to
mainly a role on the bench with Maxime Lopez and

Zinédine Machach preferred behind Thauvin.

Three years ago; a league win, French caps, and a
big move to Newcastle, it seemed like the world was
at Rémy Cabella’s feet. This very publication said
that year: "His eye for a pass and serenity in front of
goal is currently the only thing stopping Montpellier
from being in serious trouble.”

The same sadly cannot be applied to Marseille’s
current situation.



CEDRIC CARRASSO

POSITION:— GUALKEEPER
CLUB BURDEAUX
AGE 34

In many ways, Cédric Carrasso is the epitome of
the goalkeeper’s goalkeeper. With Ligue 1 long the
province of bright young things, his steadfast pres-
ence has been a reliable one, even if his club have
struggled at fimes.

He has appeared almost 300 times for Bordeaux,
with a further 120 matches among Guingamp,
Toulouse, and the club where he developed, Mar-
seille. His 35th birthday is fast approaching, but it is
no coincidence that even with Jerédme Prior and Paul
Bernardoni, his two understudies at club level, being
touted as integral parts of France’s future, his com-
manding performances have made all the difference
when he has appeared.

He has struggled with serious knee injuries in the
recent past, but his return to the first team earlier this
season coincided with a dramatic improvement in
Bordeaux's defensive form. Considering the turnover
that the club have endured as regards to their back
four in the recent past, this is no mean feat.

This summer was no exception, as Polish interna-
tional lgor Lewczuk has replaced Pablo as Nicolas
Pallois' regular partner. After conceding six goals in
their first two matches, the second a hecnvy loss to
local rivals Toulouse, Carrasso stepped into the first
team in place of Prior, conceding the same amount
of goals over the team's next eight matches.

Another injury followed, however, and Bordeaux’s
recent defeat to Monaco underscores Carrasso’s
importance; Prior made several fine reflex saves,

but also evinced poor communication with Pallois

on a handful of occasions, gifting chances to their
opponents unnecessarily. Prior is admittedly a superb
‘keeper when it comes to saves, but Carrasso is no
slouch in that department either, despite his advanc-
ing years. He is also a fine distributor of the ball,
allowing Bordeaux's attack-minded full-backs, Diego
Contento and Youssouf Sabaly, the opportunity to
get forward at will.

Despite his size and physical presence, he sometimes
s’rrugg|es with his command of the areq, par’ricu|or|y
from corners, and can also be guilty of punching,
rather than catching, but his infangible leadership
more than makes up for the odd flap.

He could also do better in terms of his positioning,
as his age has made him more of a liability in this
regard. That said, these are but minor quibbles, and
the palpable difference in the quality of Les Giron-

ins play is manifest.

Unlucky to have had both Hugo Lloris and Ste-

ve Mandanda ahead of him in the pecking order,
Laurent Blanc's move to Paris Saint-Germain was a
death knell for what would have been a promising
career for Les Bleus in the absence of the established
top two.

None’rhe|ess, out of contract at the end of the sea-
son, if Carrasso does decide to end his stint with the
club, he can look back proudly on his time with Bor-
deaux and point to a sequence to the Champions’
League quarter-finals and a 2012/13 season which
saw a decent run in the Europa League and Coupe
de France success.

Rumours had swirled surrounding a move to the
Premier League or Marseille prior to the season, and
if the veteran does opt for one of those routes, he will
undoubtedly continue to be a paragon of leadership
for his new club. The kind of steady veteran presence
who can be the difference.



JULIEN PALMIERI

POSITION:— DEFENDER
CLUB LOSC LILLE
AGE 30

Starting his career with SC Bastia in 2005, Julian
Palmieri has hit one of the brigh’rer periods of his
career at the age of 30. As somewhat of a French
football journeyman, Palmieri played for a number
of clubs in his eor|y careet, such as Crotone, Istres
and Paris FC, before finally re-signing with his first
team, Bastia, in 2012. He went on to make over
132 appearances for the island’s Les Bleus over four
years.

Winning many plaudits for his sturdy defending and
clever decision-making, Palmieri became somewhat
of a stalwart in Bastia's back line over the years,
perhaps proving them wrong for shipping him out in
2006 after just three appearances.

Creating 20 chances in his 34 appearances for a
struggling Bastia side last season, Palmieri stood out
as not only a key player, but a wise head in what was
for most of the season, a relegation battle. Getting
up and down the flank, supporting his winger with
pace often, Palmieri was an impressive attacking
full-back, considering his age, and it came as little
surprise to see the French defender get snapped up
by Lille over the summer.

A club in desperate need of more reliable defenders,
and someone who can match the consistent attack-
ing runs of right-back, Sébastien Corchia, Julian
Palmieri seemed like an obvious choice for Frédéric
Antonetti over the summer, and so far for Les
Dogues, has looked like a shrewd bit of business.

Making just 14 appearances for Lille this season at
the time of writing, Palmieri has at times s’rrugg|eo|
with fitness concerns, but when playing 90 minutes,
the full-back has looked both defensively sturdy and
impressive going forward. Creating 11 chances for
Les Dogues over those 14 games, and contributing
with a goal in Lille’s 4-1 hammering by Leonardo
Jardim’s AS Monaco, Palmieri has proven himself so
far to be an excellent player going forward for his
new side.

However, at times Palmieri’s individual performances
have been over-shadowed by what has been, so far,
an underwhelming and underachieving Lille side.

After struggling for most of the season so far under
Antonetti, Les Dogues have finally made the change
that some at Get French Football News suggested
should be happening much earlier in the season,
parting ways with their manager. Antonetti's per-
sistence with formations that do not suit his players,
most notably his insistence on playing a 4-3-3 with-
out any proper wingers or a holding midfielder, has
cost his former side plenty of points this season.

But with Antonetti gone, and the possibility of
Marcelo Bielsa arriving to take over as head coach in
the New Year, things are looking up for Les Dogues
and, by extension, Palmieri.

Once Lille’s performances start improving, as you
would hope and expect them to do now that they
have parted ways with their former manager, some
of Palmieri’s defensive and attacking displays will
hopefu”y begin to pick up more credit. Picking up a
deserved place in GFFN's top 100 this year, the fu-
ture is still |ooking brigh’r for the 30-yeor-o|o| French
defender, who appears to have found a good place
to call his new home.



Q/ NE

CLEMENT CHANTOME

POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

MOFIELDER
RENNES
29

A common fixture in the GFFN 100, Clément
Chantéme once again makes the list for the calendar
year of 2016. The Frenchman'’s career to date has
been unconventional to say the least. Having spent
seven seasons in the French capital at PSG, as the
club were taken over and money began pouring
info the team, Chantéme found himself further and
further away from the starting line-up. A loan move
to Toulouse in the 2013/14 season was followed by
another few months of small morsels of playing time
at PSG, which proved to be the final straw for the
Frenchman. His long relationship with Les Parisiens
ended when he moved to Bordeaux in the January
transfer window of 2015, a move which he hoped
would get his career back on track.

And as a matter of fact, this is exactly what hap-
pened. Starved of playing time for so long in the
French capital, he was almost instantly a regular in
the Bordeaux starting line-up. When he joined the
club halfway through the 2014/15 season, Bordeaux
were enjoying a good start to their campaign, sitting
in 6th place in the Ligue 1 table. Chantéme integrat-
ed flawlessly into the team, dictating the pace of the
game from central midfield, and helped the outfit
capitalise on their good start to maintain their posi-
tion of 6th at the end of the Ligue 1 season.

However, the 2015/16 season was to be considerably
tougher for Les Girondins. Chantéme missed seven
out of their 19 league games before the winter break
due fo a combination of injury and suspension, and
the club struggled in his absence, finishing the calen-
dar year just four points above the relegation zone.
Admittedly, their fortunes turned in the New Year of
2016.

With Chantéme acting as the central metronome
from a slightly deeper midfield role, Bordeaux rallied
during the second half of the season to drag them-
selves out of the relegation battle and finish a com-
fortably in mid-table. To highlight the importance of

%

Chantéme to his team’s fortunes, in 2016 Bordeaux’s
win percentage without the Frenchman was a mea-
gre 20%, compared to 43% with him in the side.

So what makes Chantéme so important to the
fortunes of a side? We||, the QQ-yeor-o|o| has al-
ways had the gift of precise and effortless passing,
and when he is in his central midfield role almost
everything will go through him. Last season for Bor-

eaux, he made by far the most successful passes in
the team, over 200 more than 2nd place Jaroslav
Plasil, all despite missing 11 games over the course of
the campaign.

Perhaps even more impressively, he maintained

the highest pass completion percentage (at 89%)
amongst the regulars in the team as well. This goes
to show that, when given a consistent run in a team,
Chantéme can become its beating heart, such is his
ability on the ball.

During the summer of 2016, Chantéme decided to
change clubs once again, this time joining Rennes
on a free transfer. However, the 2016/17 season has
not gone to plan so far. During the first game of the
season against OGC Nice, Chantéme was forced
off with a shoulder injury before the half hour mark.

Unfortunately for the Frenchman, it turned out that
he needed surgery on his shoulder, which has seen
him miss every game since that day. Despite this,
Chantéme showed during his time at Bordeaux that
given the responsibility and trust, he will produce re-
sults, and we are sure he will be able to do the same
at Rennes in 2017 when he recovers from his injury.



MAXWEL CORNET

POSITION:— ATTACKER
CLUB OLYMPIQUE LYONNATS
AGE: 20

For as young a player as he is, Maxwel Cornet al-
ready seems to have a knack for stepping up on the
big occasion. He scored in Lyon’s 2-1 win over Paris
Saint Germain in February, bringing to an end the
champions’ 36-game undefeated run in their first
visit to the newly inaugurated Parc OL, as well as
earlier this season in the first European match to

be played at the new stadium - a 3-O victory over
Dinamo Zagreb.

Having only just turned 20 in September, over the
past 12 months Cornet has already imposed himself
as a key attacking option for Bruno Génésio, and on
the evidence of his performances there is much more
to come from him.

Bought for the meagre sum of €400k in 2015 from
a Metz team with which he won the Ligue 2 title,
Cornet notched 12 goals in his first full season and
has so far impressed with his piercing runs and adept
finishing. Just as comfortable in a more central at-
tacking role as he is on the wing, Cornet has been
used by Génésio to particularly good effect in a
diamond 4-4-2 formation partnered with Alexandre
Lacazette on the frontline.

On occasion, he has even acted as cover for the
club’s star striker. As a result, until now he has played
the role of an attacking trick-card for Lyon, filling in
wherever he migh’r be needed, be it on the wing or
up front.

Having played for France at every youth level - most
notably scoring eight goals for the under-19 team -
Cornet was fully expected to eventually break into
the full French national team. However, earlier this
year it was reported that he was contacted by the
Ivory Coast, his native country, and the promise of
regular international football that the African nation
can offer may sway him, given that even in Cornet’s
own age group France have a wealth of options in
his position.

For example, Ousmane Dembélé and Thomas Le-
mar, who despite Cornet’s progression this year are
ahead of him in terms of development, having both
starred in their respective teams” Champions' League
runs, leading to call-ups from Didier Deschamps.

Nevertheless, Cornet is more than capable of catch-
ing up and at Lyon he has found the perfed environ-
ment in which to do so, surrounded by other young
players and playing for a club which puts a strong
emphasis on developing them. If Lacazette's success
in his position is anything to go by, Cornet is on the
right track as long as Lyon continue to put faith in
him and he carries on receiving regu|or p|oying fime.

Overall, though, while Mathieu Valbuena's recent
resurgence has meant that he and Rachid Ghezzal
have maintained a monopoly over the spots on the
wing in Lyon’s line-up, it is clear that over the last
12 months Maxwel Cornet's career has come on in
leaps and bounds.

Should Lacazette leave in the coming transfer win-
dows, Lyon will have a ready-made replacement for
im in Cornet, albeit one who still requires improve-
ments, notably in his collective play and linking up

with team-mates.



BILLY KETKEOPHOMPHONE

POSITION:— ATTACKER
CLUB ANGERS SCO
AGE: 26

Born in Champigny-sur-Marne, Billy Ketkeophomph-
one, known throughout Ligue 1 as the player with the
trickiest name to pronounce, is a French footballer

of Lao origin. Starting his career with Racing Club
de France, Ketkeophomphone joined INF Claire-
fontaine in 2006, leaving just a year later to sign

for RC Strasbourg. Here, Ketkeophomphone began
to make a name for himself, and in the summer of
2008, the striker was promoted to the reserve team,
eventually making his debut against SC Bastia in
December 2009.

Impressing many with his pace and creativity, Ket-
keophomphone signed a huge five-year-contract
with Swiss Super League side FC Sion in 2011, but
after making just one appearance, the French for-
ward departed for Tours. Scoring 21 goals in his

time with Tours, Ketkeophomphone was again be-
ginning to draw attention, and in 2015 the eyes of
recently promoted Angers SCO were caught, signing
for Stéphane Moulin’s side after three years at the
French Ligue 2 outfit.

Making 35 appearances for Angers in the last cam-
paign, Billy Ke’rkeophomphone played a major
part in Moulin’s side’s sensational season. Despite
not always being prolific in front of goal, Ketkeo-
phomphone adds pace and creativity to Angers’
front-line. Scoring five goals for his side last season,
Ketkeophomphone was by no means a star forward
especially by the standard of strikers in the French
top flight, nor was he even a star striker for his own
club. However, through the creation of 38 chances
over the course of the 2015/16 campaign, the French
forward played a major part in Angers impressive
counter-attacking style, contributing more to the
team than many would give him credit for.

Comfortable playing both through the middle and
out wide on the flanks, Ketkeophomphone flour-
ished in Angers 4-3-3 system last season, playing in
a number of forward areas. His main attribute is his

pace, terrorising Ligue 1 full-backs on a number of
occasions, most notably in Angers’ 1-O win against
SC Bastia last season, the side that the French
forward made his debut against back at RC Stras-
bourg. Scoring one of the goals of the season to give
his side all three points, Ketkeophomphone became
somewhat of a fan favourite at Angers for his dili-
gence and excellent human qualities.

However, this season has been a somewhat differ-
ent story for the forward. Appearing only four times
for Angers this season, and playing 90 minutes just
twice, Ketkeophomphone has found his place in the
side usurped by the side’s new forward signings, Karl

Toko-Ekambi and Famara Diedhiou, after suffering
a brutal ACL injury.

Unfortunately for Ketkeophomphone, even when he
recovers, as a forward his performances and place
in the side will always eventually come down to the
amount of goals he contributes, and after just five
last season and none before his injury in the 2016/17
campaign, there is absolutely no guarantee that
manager Moulin will see it fit to bring Ketkeophom-
phone back to the starting line-up.

In any case, the formation that Moulin has adopted
since Ketkeophomphone was placed on the treat-
ment table, a 5-3-2, is not one that the latter would
suit, as so much of his game relies on playing as a
wide forward, part of a more fluid 4-3-3.

Billy Ketkeophomphone's future with Angers will de-
pend on two things: Whether the side’s style changes
upon Ketkeophomphone's return, or whether the
exciting attacker can fully heal from his nasty injury
and adapt to a new style of play.



=V4
RAMY BENSEBAINI

POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

DEFENDER
RENNES
A

At 21, Ramy Bensebaini has slowly started to turn
heads across France thanks largely to his appear-
ances for Rennes in the first six months of this season.

Joining from Montpellier in July 2016, Bensebaini is
a versatile defensive talent, who can play across the
entire back line and can even cut it in front of the de-
fence in a holding midfield role. However, the Alge-
rian excels most in the heart of the defence, despite
playing twice at left-back and twice as a defensive
midfielder for Rennes this campaign.

At the tail end of last season, Bensebaini certainly
did not end his career at Mon’rpe”ier in the best pOos-
sible way. During the last seven games of the Ligue
1 campaign, Bensebaini did not make a single ap-
pearance for the first team, on|y managing to make
the bench for his last time with the squad in April for
a 2-2 away draw to Guingamp.

Despite the poor end to the 2015/16 campaign,
Rennes saw po’ren’ri0| in the Q]-yecr-o|o| and pcr’red
with just under €2m to bring him to Roazhon Park in

July.

Since arriving, Bensebaini has made eleven Ligue 1
appearances plus one in the Coupe de la Ligue at
the time of writing, showing that at the start of the
season Rennes manager Christian Gourcuff believed
in Bensebaini enough to give him immediate respon-
sibility by deploying him in various positions.

Despite a good start to life at Rennes, however,
Bensebaini suffered a slight leg injury that kept him
out for two games against Bordeaux and Nantes
and since then Bensebaini hasn't quite fully recov-
ered. A start against Paris Saint-Germain resulted
in the Algerian being hauled off just after the hour
mark as the game seem to pass him by in the hold-
ing midfield role, and this performance meant that
he did not feature in the match day squad against
Angers following the international break.

Ever since that fateful day at the Parc des Princes,
Bensebaini has not been his usual self. A recent red
card against Lyon having played the entire match
as a centre back supports the notion that Bensebaini
has finished 2016 in poor form.

Having said this, he certainly has the skills to work
his way back into the side. The Algerian Under-21
international is dangerous in the air from attacking
set pieces and defensively the averages show that
more often than not, he dominates the aerial battle.
An emerging attribute among modern centre backs,
Bensebaini is also becoming very skilled in the art of
the long, diagonal balll.

With defenders such as Toby Alderweireld and
Leonardo Bonucci standing out as the best diagonal
defensive passers in the game, Bensebaini is follow-
ing the trend of attempting to match physical domi-
nance with excep’riono| ’rechnique.

2017 will be the year in which Bensebaini wishes to
become a fully-fledged Algerian international, but
maybe it is a bit too premature to force his way into
the squad for the upcoming African Cup of Nations
tfournament.

In order to break into the national team, Bensebaini
will need to force his way back into a starting con-
tention at club level, holding down a single position
and making it his own. A move away from the “util-
ity man” label will likely be the best for Bensebaini's
development at this stage of his career.



LUCAS LIMA

POSITION:— DEFENDER
CLUB G NANTES
AGE 20

The skill-set of the full-back in modern football has
evolved considerably over recent years and in some
cases, this new wave of players can only really be
nominally described as ‘defenders’. They are fast,
technically adept, and are taking on increasing re-
sponsibility in the attacking third, often largely used
as auxiliary wingers. Despite the shift in design, often
overlooked is the fact the previous generation of
full-backs regularly offered similar outlets and al-
though this was arguably just the previous link in the
evolutionary chain, full-backs have forged forward
for some time. Gary Neville, Michael Salgado and
Gianluca Zambrotta are all names of adventurous
full-backs that sprung to mind before Pep Guardiola
and the tiki-taka-ering likes of Dani Alves and Jordi
Alba pushed the definition a step further.

Nantes  Lucas Lima, despite being 25 and part of
the generation characterised by Alba, Alves and
o’rhers, has far more in common with Zambrotta and
Neville. Not to be confused with the Selecdo forward
and S&o Paulo number 10 of the same name, Lima
has the abilities of an ‘old school” 90s left-back. He
is aggressive, stocky and muscular, confident on the
ball (if a little wasteful at times) and can actually
defend. His greatest asset however, much like many
of the 90s vintage, is his crossing obi|i’ry. From deep,
the byline or a dead-ball situation, Lima is capable
of providing deliveries with pace, whip and accuracy
that can often add an unpredictable dimension to
the attack. A fact quickly realised earlier in the cam-
paign by then Nantes boss, René Girard, who swiftly
appointed his new Brazilian signing as Les Canaris
set-piece specialist.

Despite their wayward and rather barren run at the
Beaujoire this year, Lima has been one of Nantes’
standout performers, quickly settling into life in East-
ern France and hitting the ground running in the
win over Dijon on the opening day while continuing
to outshine his underperforming co||eogues with his
smash-mouth style of play. This success, despite his

talents, remains a little surprising after a somewhat
nomadic career to date. Having spent his formative
teenage years in Gremio's youth system, Lucas made
his senior debut in the Brazilian third tier for Criciuma
in 2009.

After only a pair of first team outings, he was quickly
swept up by Porto Alegre giants Internacional before

eing sent out on loan in 2011 to Parana in Serie B
without a league appearance for the former side. A
successful year in the second division, at still just 21,
saw Botofogo snap him up where he was an inter-
mittent part of the first team either side of another
loan spell, this time with Goias.

The 2015 season saw him sign with ABC, again in
the second division, after unpaid wages, a saga
which saw the courts become involved, led to his
Botofogo contract being rescinded. Just a handful of
league appearances later, Lima was off to Portugal,
specifically Arouca, where, finally, he would find a
home.

The unfancied and unfashionable Arouca had a
superb campaign, leading them to take a surprise
5th place before Nantes came calling. Lima is an
exciting and talented performer. The potential his
physicality and skill-set offers is high, even if he did
appear to lose his way in October and November
under René Girard as his displays became increas-
ingly inconsistent, despite an excellent start. Howev-
er, with fellow Portuguese speaker Sergio Conceicdio
recently installed as manager and the prospect of

a more aggressive, all-action and attacking style to
come, Lucas Lima may just be the man to watch for
Nantes in 2017.



CLEMENT LENGLET il

POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

DEFENDER
AS NANCY LORRAINE
A

To have been named captain at the age of 20, in

a dressing room that features the likes of Benoit
Pedretti and club legend Youssouf Hadiji, Clément
Lenglet could not be your average centre back. Hav-
ing made his Nancy debut in 2013, Lenglet, courted
by Juventus for a long time, has imposed himself

as the leader of the team'’s defence after an initial
struggle in his first six months of professional foot-
ball, and by the start of this year was already one of
French football's most promising central defenders.

The French U-21 international, who already has

79 club appearances to his name at the time of
erhng, would go on to be a key element of Nan-
cy's league-winning season in the second tier, a
campaign in which he marshalled the league’s best
defence, conceding only 32 goals.

It was evident that, despite his rejection of Juventus’
offer the preceding year - moin|y on Pierre Man-
kowski's advice and his own feeling that his career
would benefit from more playing time - Nancy
would have a hard time holding on to him. Never-
theless, the logical step up to regular Ligue 1 football
seemed to be enough for him to stay on.

Lenglet's regular playing time in the top flight,
against what he himself recognises as a higher cali-
bre of attackers, has allowed him to fine-tune some
of the features of his defensive game that have pro-
pe||eo| him to the top of the national scene.

His technical obi|i’ry in porﬁcu|or has he|peo| him
stand out from his counterparts, highlighted through
his ease with playing either long balls forward or
playing out from the back on the ground. Lenglet
has also excelled in aerial duels, something which
has been particularly recognised this year as he adds
to his defensive skill-set.

Nevertheless, Lenglet's maiden Ligue 1 season has
not been a roaring success so far. While Nancy's

league position, generally hovering above the rele-
gation zone, should not come as a surprise, recent
high-margin defeats to a currently free-scoring
Monaco side, where he gave away the penalty for
the second goal (6-0) and a revived Marseille (3-
0) showed in many respects that, despite being let
down by his team-mates as well, the 21-year-old still
has much to improve on.

Despite this, he has, in other games, shown signs of
building on his performances from last year's success
- namely in an emphatic 4-O win over Metz.

As the season goes on, and it becomes increasingly
clear that Clément Lenglet will be plucked from his
formative club by a bigger team come the end of
the season, he will no doubt continue to polish his
defensive play by facing some of the best forwards in
the league.

Making the transition to top flight football with a
familiar squad could go on to be crucial in his career
development, giving him the experience of a full
season af this level preparing him for the next step,
as there is little doubt that he will have various offers
waiting for him at the end of the campaign.



POSITION:
CLUB
AGE

DEFENDER
SAINT-ETIENNE
2/

Versatility is a valuable yet underappreciated asset
in modern football, and Kevin Théophile-Catherine
is a perfect example of this. The French defender will
never grab the headlines, nor will he ever win any
individual accolades to his name. Despite this how-
ever, Theophﬂe Catherine has become a vital part of
a Saint-Etienne team that places a huge emphasis
on defensive quality.

Théophile-Catherine’s career began with Rennes
where he spent his formative years before making
the leap into the first team. He would go on to be-
come a key player for Rennes, playing across the
backline for an outfit that was consistently achieving
top ten finishes in Ligue 1. In 2013, Théophile-Cath-
erine moved to the English Premier League to
newly promoted Cardiff City, every French players’
dream. Despite their best efforts, Cardiff struggled
throughout the campaign and were relegated. After
being offered around by the Welsh club on loan,
Théophile-Catherine opted to return to the familiar
grounds of Ligue 1 and joined Saint-Etienne for the
2014/15 season. He alternated between playing as
a right-back and a centre back for Saint-Etienne as
they secured fifth place in Ligue 1. Théophile-Cathe-
rine’s performances were impressive enough that at
the end of the season, Saint-Etienne quickly made
the loan deal a permanent one.

After missing most of the first half of the 2015/16
season due to injury, Théophile-Catherine returned
at the beginning of 2016 and immediately became
a vital part of the Saint-Etienne defence. Alternat-
ing between right-back and centre back, Théo-
phile-Catherine became an essential part of one of
the league’s best defences that for one period did
not concede a goal for five straight games. Théo-
phile-Catherine’s positive influence was shown by the
fact that during the time he was injured Saint-Eti-
enne conceded an average of 1.1 goals per game,
after his return, that number reduced to 0.83 goals
per game. While it would be overly simplistic to state

that the reduction of goals conceded was solely be-
cause of Théophile-Catherine’'s comeback, especially
as the aforementioned period also coincided with
the return of club captain Loic Perrin from injury was
also imperative as it allowed Théophile-Catherine to
play in arguably his best position of right-back.

The 2016/17 campaign has not been a good one
for Saint-Etienne fans so far. The club have drawn
far too many games and have s’rrugg|eo| to create
and score goals. Théophile-Catherine has also had
a less than desirable start to the season. The rise of
Kévin Malcuit at right-back coupled with an injury
that kept Théophile-Catherine out for two weeks has
ensured an inconsistent start to the season for the
French defender. However, Théophile-Catherine has
once again showed his versatility by returning to the
centre back position on many occasions this season.

Standing at 6, Théophile-Catherine is solid in the air
and is also physically very strong. Théophile-Cathe-
rine is also extremely quick, despite his more senior
age, which has allowed him to play as a full-back
throughout his career.

If Théophile-Catherine has one major weakness, it is
his on-ball ability. He often struggles with his passing
and dribbling and is probably the most susceptible
to giving away possession in dangerous positions in a
trio of central defenders when Saint-Etienne deploy
a 3-5-2 owing to his shaky touch. Théophile-Cath-
erine is ex’rreme|y capob|e defensive|y, but would
almost certainly struggle in a team that emphasizes
passing the ball from the back.

An unsung hero of French football, Théophile-Cath-
erine’s consistency and professionalism have and will
continue to be a huge asset to whatever team he
plays for.
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JEREMY SORBON

POSITION: - DEFENDER
CLUB FA GUINGAMP
AGE: 33

After playing almost 300 games for Caen and with
his contract expiring, it looked like it could have been
the last that we would see of Jérémy Sorbon in Ligue
1. However, with Guingamp picking him up from the
free transfer market, he has repaid that faith with
some really strong performances.

Since Jocelyn Gourvennec moved on to pastures new
and Antoine Koumbouaré came in to replace him,
the Breton outfit have transformed into a club ready
to be more than just content with staying in the divi-
sion.

They have added some solidity in the middle of the
park, given freedom to the attacking players and at
the time of writing, they are even in and around the
European places. The 33-year-old Sorbon is a part
of that metamorphosis, giving them some classic
steel at the back along with some extra consistency
that a club in transition desperately needs.

What has really established him at the club is his ex-
cellent rapport with his centre back partner, Christo-
phe Kerbrat. Both are seasoned combatants with a
great understanding of each other's game, knowing
when one should approach the player with the balll
and which one should cover in any given situation.

That also lends to his positional awareness, highlight-
ed by the 2.5 interceptions per game that Sorbon
has accumulated in both of the last two seasons. He
is aware of his limitations, especially as he is getting
older, so he is consistently using his experienced mind
to keep up with the play around him.

Sorbon is strong in the air, his 88.3% pass comple-
tion rate shows his ability to maintain possession.
The latter statistic is especially impressive in a Gu-
ingamp team that rarely plays from the back and
often adopts a direct style. Sorbon’s 5.5 clearances
per game perhaps highlight this point, with the big
Frenchman not afraid to adopt the “safety first”

odoge. All of these ingredien’rs are the mokings of a
quietly impressive Ligue 1 defender, earning points
for his team, rather than attempting to make a
splash personally.

What was however a troubling experience was
watching Sorbon against Saint-Etienne in the 2-0
defeat in early December. He was consistently
caught out pushing towards the opposition’s right
flank, attempting to cover for Guingamp's attacking
full-back Morgo| and was easily beaten by Kévin
Malcuit for the opener.

Not only that, Sorbon appeared frightened to put a
boot in whenever an attacker with pace ran with the
ball at him. He would back off and back off until he
either allowed them to slide in a pass behind him or
gain a free-kick with Sorbon lazily throwing a leg out
to resemble something like making an acceptable
challenge.

Although Sorbon might appear, on the back of such
a fixture, as a slight anomaly in concerning French
football's top 100 talents in 2016, Sorbon has un-
deniably been at the heart of an ever-improving
Guingamp outfit over the last 12 months. Admittedly,
it is hard to deny that father time is creeping up on
him and when you are a footballer who fits the bill
of a jack of all trades, master of none, it can mean a
steep slope of decline.

It was evident in the Saint-Etienne game, especially
against a team that have struggled offensively at
times this season, that Sorbon has peaked.

A worthy servant of Ligue 1 for many years but if
Guingamp redlistically want to reach the next level,
they might need an upgrade on Sorbon despite him
still being serviceable for the time being.



MALANG SARR

POSITION: - DEFENDER
CLUB 0GC NICE
AGE: 1/

There cannot be many better ways to introduce your-
self to your fans by scoring the winner on your debut
- not least in the way Malang Sarr did on the first
day of the season against Rennes.

Born and raised in Nice, he would go on to dedicate
his goal to the victims of the Bastille Day terrorist
attacks that happened just a month prior to the
game, in which the team was wearing commemora-
tive shirts to honour the victims of this senseless act of
violence.

Should Nice go on to win the title in May - or, at
least, qualify for the Champions’ League - 17-year-
old centre back Malang Sarr will have had more
than his part to play in their success. The 17-year-old
was one of those who benefited greatly from Lucien
Favre's arrival to the club, who, on seeing him play
for the youth squad, wasted no time in fast-tracking
him to the first team and handing him his debut on
the first day of the season.

Forming an unlikely partnership with one of Nice's
marquee summer signings, ex-Bayern and Wolfsburg
centre back Dante, he has been able to o|eve|op
over the course of the start of the season alongside a
player 16 years his elder, with which comes a wealth
of experience that would have helped Sarr settle into
top flight football.

While it would have been hard to imagine a better
introduction than scoring the winner in his first pro-
fessional match - especially given the extra-sporting
circumstances - Sarr has been impressing with his
consistency, having played in all of Nice's league
games so far.

Alongside the likes of Yoan Cardinale and Wylan
Cyprien, there can be little argument that Sarr has
been one of the breakout stars of Nice's season.
Adding to the already established young players at
the club such as Vincent Koziello and Alassane Pléa

-

as well as the acquisitions of the more established
Dante, Belhanda and Balotelli, it is clear to see that
Favre has struck the perfect balance in his squad.

One of the features of his game that have led to him
making such a premature start to professional foot-
ball is his astute reading of the game, often stopping
attacks before they develop by intercepting any
forward play from the opposition.

Sarr has also been noted to be more of a ball-play-
ing defender, and one who anticipates the game
rather than rushing into tackles, a style of play which
has already become evident 20 matches into his
career. Sarr also has two assists to his name - includ-
ing one in the Europa League, although the less said
about Nice's performances in Europe, the better.

Overall, it is clear that 2016 has been Sarr's break-
out year - perhaps a little earlier than he himself
would have expected - and while there are several
aspects of his game which remain unpolished, such
as his often questionable decision-making and lack
of physicality, this is forgivable given his age.

As he continues to impose himself as one of Europe’s
brightest young defenders, he will undoubtedly be
able to put them right in the future.
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ALBAN LAFONT

POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

GOALKEEPER
100LOUSE FC
1/

In November 2015, Toulouse were in the midst of a
goalkeeping crisis. Ali Ahamada'’s form was shifting
from the wayward to the terrible, Uruguayan sum-
mer signing Mauro Goicoechea's start in Ligue 1

had been inconsistent at best while, and despite over
a decade at the c|ub, Marc Vidal continued to be
overlooked for the first choice role.

However, then manager, Dominique Arribagé had

a wildcard ready to play. During the international
breok, Alban Lcncon’r, all of 16 years of age, took to
the field in northern Spain for a friendly at Eibar.

Les Violets lost the game 3-1 but Arribagé had seen
enough to convince him to make one of the boldest
selection decisions that any manager in Ligue 1 took
during the 2015/16 campaign. One further poor per-
formance from Ahamada at Guingamp and Lafont,
still three months shy of his 17th bir’rhdcy, was in.

Without a win since the opening day of the season,
Toulouse welcomed Nice to the Stade Municipal in
desperate need of points, and young Lafont was
thrown in at the deep end along with fellow teenager
lssa Diop at centre back. Toulouse won the game
2-0, aided by a trio of superb Lafont stops, and
embarked on a mini-revival that arguably did just

as much for their survival hopes as the incredible run
they underwent when overseen by Pascal Dupraz as
the season drew to a close.

Lcncon’r, the undispu’red first choice since that win
over Nice, has grown and matured at an alarmingly
rapid rate and is now one of the first names on the
inspirational Dupraz's teamsheet.

Like a deer calf, in his early outings Lafont showed
himself to be a nimble and agile stopper, even if
with that came a hint of haphazardness. Despite his
shot-stopping prowess being abundantly clear, he
was fortunate to get away with some simple errors.
The ball would bounce off of him without his knowl-
edge and away to safety while, although effective,

some of his technique was overtly unorthodox. His
youthful naivety and inexperience was as apparent
as his talent. But, never’rhe|ess, much like his Milanese
teenage goalkeeping counterpart Gigi Donnarum-
ma, the confidence that Lafont had in his own ability
shone through, not afraid to police his area with the
assuredness and gumption of a wily professional.

Under Dupraz, Lafont has blossomed into one of
Europe’s premier goalkeeping prospects. Where he
once seemed a little naive, he is now commanding
and powerful, his confidence has only grown, assum-
ing the mantle as one of the most solid and reliable
goalkeepers in the league. His cat-like spring and
lightning reflexes remain, lending themselves to a
number of outstanding displays in recent months.

One such performance against PSG, which includ-
ed two gravity-defying saves, helped Toulouse beat
the ccpi’ro| club to go third at the time, while the
routinely high standard of keeping across his 40 or
so outings to date have won his side points and kept
them in games where before ’rhey would have fallen

behind.

In January, Alban Lafont turns 18, but after less

than 50 professional appearances, he continues to
espouse the cool attitude, commanding nature and
consistency of a keeper with a decade’s worth of
experience at the top level of European football and,
perhaps most creditably, he is still improving.

A long Ligue 1 career? Clairement, oui. A future
French number 1?7 Absolument.
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JULIEN FERET

POSITION: - MDHIELDER
CLUB oM CAEN
AGE: 34

One for the romantics, Julien Féret is the type of
footballer that we could watch all day long. He may
not have numerous YouTube clips that show off his
skills to his name, he may not have football's next
generation trying to emulate his performances across
the globe, but if you ever needed an example of an
accomplished, wily, creative force, look no further
than Féret.

What was more of a surprise back in 2014 was that
nobody appeared willing to take the cool-headed
Frenchman on board. Disposed of at Rennes by
former manager Philippe Montanier as the latter
looked towards youth, it took until mid-June for SM
Caen manager Patrice Garande to gleefully sign him
up to the Normandy outfit and build around Féret in
the proceeding weeks of the transfer window accord-

ingly.

It worked superbly for the Normandy side, with his
goals and assists helping them gain momentum
after a slow start in the 2014/15 season. That carried
into a sensational 2015/16 campaign, where his four
goals and eight assists helped the side finish a dizzy-
ing seventh, with the club winning seven of their first
10 games.

Almost like a painter, Féret uses his right foot as if
it were a brush to etch a masterpiece that others
simply cannot even fathom to create. Able to spot
a pass and execute it from seemingly anywhere on
the pitch, he can unlock defences before they even
realise what is unfolding before them and he is still
continuing fo surprise opponents even as he enters
his mid-thirties.

Despite being of a slender build and frame, he
creates the perception of always having time on

the ball. Everything appears to travel in slow mo-
tion when you watch Féret play, opponents seem

to bounce off of him and he regularly drifts into the
space required when he needs to produce something
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typically inspirational in a side that has relied on him
to be his creative self.

There is a clear reason as to why a player like Féret
has slipped so far down from last season’s GFFN
100, as father time seems to have finally caught

up with him. The mercurial talent dodged him for a
number of years but time has a yet unbeaten record
and he looks to have claimed another victim.

With the modern game seeming|y getting faster,
Féret, especially in 2016, appears to be missing a
yard of pace which can result in him becoming iso-
lated in the middle of the park without protection.

Combined with Caen'’s struggles this season and
their tactical switch to three at the bock, Féret no
longer has a veritable attacking squadron to mar-
shal, preventing him from being the real heartbeat
of the team and leaving his talents to be slightly
wasted. Caen are no longer playing between the
lines, opting for a swift counter-attacking system
instead that is heavily reliant on attackers pulling out
wide, notably Ronny Rodelin.

That is not to say that Féret is simply walking off into
the sunset just yet or that his powers have completely
diminished. The legs may be slowing but the mind is

still there, the technique never leaves you and as long
as there is grass to play on, he will continue to make

football look like an incredibly easy game.



JEMERSON

POSITION: - DEFENDER
CLUB AS MONACO
AGE: 24

From a club’s point of view, money generated from TV
rights in France can be seen as considerable now but in
the past, French clubs in January and in summer went
shopping abroad, because it was cheaper to do so.
Brazil has always been a destination for major clubs to
send scouts, analysing the top leagues for the next big
thing. French clubs have a good track record of doing
so, specifically in the cen’rregl)ock osition: Edmilson and
Cacapa to Lyon and César for PSG, for example. Once
a F?'ench club has honed in on a target, ’rhey are usuo”y
ready to pay the typically uninﬂo’reo?

man.

price to sign their

Jemerson started playing football at the top level in
Brazilian Serie A for Confianca back in 2009. He only
stayed there for one season as he later joined the Atlet-
ico de Mineiro reserves having failed trials at Palmeiras,
Santos and Vasco de Gama. Jemerson was thus loaned
to Democrata where he made his full professional debut
and for whom he played 12 games.

Back at Mineiro in 2014, an injury to a fellow defender
ave him the chance to shine that he had been waiting

’?or for so long. Jemerson would never relinquish that

first team status again. A year later, he had played his

100th (and last) game for the club and left with a decent

goal-scoring record from corners, netting six times there.

Funni|y enough, it was not Monaco whose scouts first
noticed Jemerson in Serie A. Ex-Lyon defender Claudio
Cacapa was lining up a deal for Zes Gones to buy him

in the summer of 2015 but his stock was quite higK at the
time (€25m) and Jean-Michel Aulas preferred to heavily
court Nicolas N'Koulou instead. Targeting an estab-
lished Ligue 1/European centre back rather than a South
American one seemed to be a wise move at the time, but
hindsight may prove that Aulas probably got that one
wrong as N'Koulou is often injured and Kcs not been as
assured as he was for Marseille. N'Koulou incidentally
did not join Lyon in 2015, but in the summer of 2016 on
a free transfer following the expiry of his contract with
Ligue 1's other Olympique club.

Anyway, Lyon passed on the chance to sign the Brazilian
defender and Jemerson's stock fell to €10m six months
later, allowing Monaco to buy him in January 2016.

A bit less than a year ago, Monaco were hardly blessed
with the form they are in now. Theﬁ were defending well
(Ave goals conceded in February) but very few goals

were scored. Still, it was a formula that was working
vis-a-vis the rest of the |eoﬁue as a consistent stream of

points were picked up each weekend by the Principal-
ity side, and PSG aside, there was no other team who
were producing such dependably positive results. Jardim
used the second half of 2015/16 to blend Jemerson into
the squad, hoping to allow the Brazilian to acclimatize
himself to the South of France and to begin to learn the
language.

Jemerson made his debut at the Parc des Princes in late
March as a right-sided centre back in a 3-4-3 playing
next to Ricorol% Carvalho (quite a baptism of fire). It
worked very well as Monaco won on PSG's turf 2-0.
However, Jardim then played Jemerson as a right-back
and that seriously backfired. In Jemerson's next two
appearances in Monaco's starting line-up, Monaco got
trounced 1-4 aft Lille and 1-6 in the big game for an?
spot at Lyon.

Jardim knew that Jemerson was a better centre back than
a full-back so more investment in the defence was need-
ed in the summer of 2016. He bought Djibril Sidibé from
Lille, Benjamin Mendy from Monaco and Polish sensa-
tion Kamil Glik in from Torino.

The 2016/17 season did not begin brilliantly immedi-
o’re|y, as the four defenders ho&qnever |c|yeo| o|ongsio|e
each other but at least Mendy and Siori)bé had Ligue 1
experience and had previously established ’rhemsjves as
two of the best full-backs in the division.

Of course, it took time for Glik and Jemerson to gel and
form what is now a formidable partnership. Jemerson has
|o|oyeo| the whole 90 minutes in 14 of Monaco's first 17
eo?uegcmes, usually next to Glik, having to be espe-
cially adept with the Monaco full-backs pushing forward
a lot, leaving the central defensive pairing with more
ground to cover than most individuals in their position
would have to at another Ligue 1 club. Admittedly, Glik
and Jemerson have been oic?ed enormously by Tiemoué
Bakayoko, who shields the defence well.

If anything, Jemerson is an unspectacular figure in this
onaco side. He is yet to score in the league and does

not have the licence to roam forward due to Mona-

co playing a 4-4-2 this season. However, he is quietly

efficient. Not much more is asked of him than that at this

juncture given the talent surrounding him.
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ROMAIN HAMOUMA

POSITION: MIDFIELDER
CLUB SAINT-ETIENNE
AGE: 29

Romain Hamouma has not had the most enjoyable
2016. After a superb couple of seasons during which he
dazzled Ligue 1 playing on the wing for Saint-Etienne,
2016 has served as a reminder that the life of a footballl-
eris incredib|y unpredic’rob|e. Fo||owing a solid return of
five goals and seven assists in Ligue 1 during the 2015
calendar year, Hamouma has s’rrugg|eo| to recreate his
form during 2016 and has only scored 2 goals and given
4 assists during the whole of 2016 at the time of writing.

So what has caused Hamouma's dramatic drop in form?

As is the case with so many foo’rba”ers, Hamouma has
s’rrugg|eo| with injuries over the last two seasons. Ham-
ouma has made just 15 out of a possible 36 appearanc-
es over the course of 2016 in Ligue | gnd has already
missed a significant portion of Saint-Etienne’'s 2016/17
campaign because of injuries.

Another reason for Hamouma's drop in production over
the last couple of seasons could be the team ’rhg’r he is
playing for. During the 2014/15 season, Saint-Etienne
scored a total of 51 goals over the course of the Ligue 1
season. This gave them a respectable average of 1.34
goals per game. During the 2015/16 season this figure
decreased as Les Verts only scored 42 times, with an
average of 1.11 goals per game. This decrease hgs con-
tinued this season. At the time of writing, Saint-Etienne
have scored 17 goals in 17 games at a rate oF/].OO goals
per game. If this trend continues, then Saint-Etienne will
finish the season with 38 goals, which is a huge drop in
comparison with the 2014/15 season. These numbers
help explain Saint-Etienne’s struggles this season and to
a certain extent evidence Hamouma's drop in production
over the last year.

Another explanation which fits this narrative is that
Hamouma's best season in Ligue 1 was during 2014/15.
Throughout the 2014/15 season, he benefited from play-
ing alongside Max Gradel and Mevliit Erding. Gradel
and Erdinc scored a combined 26 goals in Ligue 1 with
Hamouma registering 11 assists. During the 2015/16

season, however, Sain’r-Eﬁenne's fop scorer was Nolan
Roux with nine Ligue 1 goals. The lack of an obvious
goo|—scorer could be another reason as to why Hamou-
ma has struggled to recapture his 2014/15 form. As a
creative talent, you want to be developing a relationship
with your most dangerous finisher. It has not been clear
if Saint-Etienne have actually had one in the last two
years, and if they have, then who exactly is it? Difficult
questions that Hamouma has had to wrestle with in
2016. He appeared to be forming an understanding
with Robert Beric for a time, who actually looked dan-
gerous in and around the six-yard box, but the front-man
suffered an unfortunate ACL injury during the previous
campaign, ending any hopes of continuing fo improve a
blossoming relationship with Hamoumai.

Despi’re all of this however, it would be unfair not to
mention that when fit and injury-free Hamouma has
remained one of the most dangerous players in Ligue 1.
Generally regarded as one of the most creative players
in the league, Hamouma has shown consistent improve-
ment in his decision-making and quality of his final balll
over the last few campaigns and this has continued
throughout 2016. Hamouma is also extremely danger-
ous in one-on-one situations and has used this to his
advantage to create opportunities for his team-mates.
The biggest criticism Hamouma has endured has been
his po|’rry goo|-scoring record, despi’re the fact that he

is predominantly utilised as a right-winger by manager
Christophe Galtier. However, Hamouma has respond-
ed to this by becoming a more consistent goal threat
this campaign and has already scored two goals in the
French top flight this season, almost equaling his total
of three that he reached in the entirety of the previous
campaign.

After a tough year, Hamouma will be eager to put 2016
behind him and prove during 2017 that he has not lost
his touch and remains the player who so consistently
struck fear into Ligue 1 defences.
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POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

ATTACKER
FA GUINGAMP
29

Making the GFFN 100 for the first time in his career
is Guingamp's dynamic 25-year-old winger Yannis
Salibur. Over the course of the last 12 months, Sal-
ibur has surprised many by becoming one of Ligue
1's most electric wide players, combining his natural
talent with a growing maturity, a blend which is
essential if he is to establish himself as a household
name over the coming years.

As a left-footed player plying his trade almost exclu-
sively on the right wing, Salibur gives full-backs an
age-old problem. Salibur can either cut inside the
defender onto his favoured foot and drive straight at
goal or, if the full-back overcompensates, dart down
the line and set up a team-mate inside the box.
What is even more challenging is the fact that Sali-
bur combines his natural gift of speed with a techni-
cal ability that makes it very difficult for defenders to
anticipate what is coming their way.

This ability to trouble defenders was perhaps most
clearly evident during last season’s 2-2 league draw
with Montpellier. Salibur latched onto a stray pass
in Montpellier's final third and ran straight at their
centre back William Rémy. As he advanced at pace,
he gave a little body feint as if to continue down the
line, but instead cut inside onto his left foot, causing
Rémy to lose his footing and fall. Then, still just out-
side the box, Salibur unleashed a stinging drive past
the helpless Jourdren and into the top corner of the
Montpellier net.

Whilst glamorous goals such as this will likely get

all the attention, in the current 2016/17 campaign
Salibur's game has taken on a somewhat more
subdued efficiency, making him arguably even more
effective than he was last season. Whilst last season
he produced headline-grabbing efforts on the way
to helping Guingamp stave off relegation, this sea-
son his contribution has helped the small club reach
exceptional heights, currently standing at 6th in the
Ligue 1 table. Perhaps the most useful addition to

Salibur's game has been his ability to create chanc-
es for team-mates. During the second half of last
season, the 25-year-old managed to create just 10
chances Guingamp, at 0.67 chances per game. This
season, however, at the time of writing, he has al-
ready created 17 chances, at a drastically improved
1.21 chances per game. In fact, amongst Salibur’s
Guingamp team-mates that puts him behind only
full-back Fernando Marcal, showing that he is one of
the most creative p|oyers in the Guingamp squod

In addition to his newfound panache for chance-cre-
ation, Salibur has added an ability to provide clinical
finishes in areas he previously would not take up. In
the current campaign, all three of the Frenchman'’s
league goals have come from almost identical sce-
narios. Against both Marseille and Nantes, he ar-
rived late into the box to get on the end of a cross
from the left-hand side and steered a shot into the
bottom corner of the goal. His effort against Lyon
also came as a result of wandering off of his flank
and stroking a shot first-time into the back of Antho-
ny Lopes net.

Overall, Yannis Sailbur is one of the most exciting
young talents in the league. Capable of the extraor-
dinary, as evidenced by his stunning free-kick against
Reims from over 40 yards, the Frenchman has nat-
ural ability that makes your mouth water. What has
taken his propelled him to new heights, though, is

a growing consistency in his game. If Salibur and

his team Guingamp finish the season as they have
started it, we could be talking about them for a long
time to come.



MARIO BALOTELLI

POSITION: - ATTACKER
CLUB 0GC NICe
AGE e

Mario Balotelli has gone from zero to hero over the
course of 2016. After a miserable season at Liver-
pool in which he only scored four times in 28 appear-
ances and was judged by a majority of this English
media to have been the worst signing of the 2014/15
season, Balotelli joined his former club AC Milan on
loan. Milan had recently appointed Sinisa Mihaijlovi¢
as manager after his excellent work with Sampdoria.
Balotelli had arguably played the best football of his
entire career at AC Milan and there was a hope that
the enigmatic striker could regain his best form under
Mihaijlovi¢'s “tough love” approach.

The season started promisingly for Balotelli as he
made several positive substitute appearances. The
ltalian forward made his first start of the season for
Milan against Udinese on match-day four, going on
to score a thunderous free-kick as | Rossoneri won
2-3 with Balotelli involved for the game's entirety.

lt seemed as if Balotelli was beginning to work to-
wards the explosive form that he last showed at
EURO 2012 for ltaly. He was duly rewarded with
another start during the next match against Genoa.
However, football is a cruel game and Balotelli
suffered an injury o|uring that fixture, which required
surgery and ruled him out for three months.

During the time that Balotelli was injured, Carlos
Bacca established himself as an indisputable starter
in Mihaijlovi¢'s 4-4-2 formation essentially leaving
one spot for the trio of Balotelli, Adriano and Niang
to compete for. After his return from injury, Balotel-
l s’rrugg|eo| for p|oying time with Mihoj|ovic’ often
preferring Niang to play next to Bacca. Balotelli
seemed unfit and unfocused in his substitute appear-
ances and his zero league goals after his return from
injury work to prove that. During the latter parts of
the season, Mihaijlovi¢ seemed to lose trust in the
ltalian with the manager publicly questioning his
work-rate.
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After returning to Liverpool, it soon became appar-
ent that Balotelli had no future at the English club
and he joined OGC Nice on a free transfer. Despite
his earlier struggles at Milan, Balotelli has been an
unmitigated success thanks to the trust placed in him
by Lucien Favre and his Nice team-mates with eight
league goals to his name in his first eight league
appearances.

Throughout his career Balotelli has played best when

eployed as a lone striker and has always struggled
when having to share the most advanced positions
of the pitch with a partner. This helps explain his
struggles with regards to playing in Mihajlovi¢’s
4-4-9 system. For Balotelli's Nice debut, Favre chose
to play the ltalian forward next to Alassane Pléa
upfront against Marseille. Despite the 3-2 win and
Balotelli's two goals, Nice lacked balance because
Plea and Balotelli often invaded each other's space.
After resting Balotelli against Montpellier he was
back in the |ine-up for a crucial fixture against fellow
title chasers AS Monaco.

This time however, Favre chose to partner Balotelli
with Younes Belhanda, who sat just behind the ram-
bunctious former Manchester City man. Belhanda,
who is a midfielder, was much more willing to drop
deep and receive the ball, countenancing Balotelli as
the focal point up top. The result of this switch was a
resounding 4-0O win with Super Mario scoring an-
other brace. Since the Monaco match, Balotelli has
struggled with fitness issues and injuries. However,
this is o be expected considering how little football
Balotelli has played over the past two years. When
he has featured however, Balotelli has shown Ligue
1 why he was earmarked as a po’ren’rio| superstar so
early on in his career. If Balotelli can maintain his
form, then the sky truly is the limit for Super Mario
and his exceptional technical and shooting ability.



OLE SELNAES

POSITION: MIDFIELDER
CLUB SAINT-ETIENNE
AGE: 20

Norwegian midfielder Ole Selnzs has only been

at Saint-Etienne for 12 months, but he has already
made a big enough impact to become a crucial
lynchpin in the centre of the park for manager Chris-
tophe Galtier. The 22-year-old has established him-
self as a starting central midfielder for Les Verts, but
Selnas has shown at different stages throughout the
calendar year that he can perform adequately in the
holding midfield role, or even as the central defend-
er.

He arrived at the Geoffroy-Guichard in January
2016 from Norwegian champions Rosenborg BK for
a fee around €2m. At the time, he was not heralded
for being a “superstar signing” by the French media,
coming from Norway with a low profile. As a result,
his quietly effective performances as Saint-Etienne’s
midfield metronome have largely gone unnoticed.

Generally deployed as a central midfielder, Selnas
began to forge a reputation for being a tough tack-
ling, ball-winning midfielder. What allows Selnas
to stand out though is that he marries this defen-
sive-minded ability with great on-the-ball technique
and with a cultured eye for a killer pass.

At the time of writing, Selnas has beer) played a
part in more Ligue 1 games for Saint-Etienne in
2016/17 than every single one of his central midfeld
colleagues aside from Aston Villa loanee Jordan
Veretout.

This is just one indicator of the remarkable trust that
manager Galtier places in Selnzs. It is exceptionally
rare for a Ligue 1 manager to adopt such an ap-
proach to a player coming from outside of Europe’s
top five leagues just six months following their arrival.
The extent to which he trusts the Norwegian in big
games was showcased when he p|oyeo| him at centre
back for the derby against Lyon. That indicates a
fantastic belief in Selnas as a footballer, not just as a

midfielder.

Selnas has not only impressed at club level in 2016.
Following a period of captaining the Norway under
21 side, he was promoted to the first team squad

in March, making his full international debut in a
friendly against Estonia.

Not on|y ’rho’r, but with the exception of the last
World Cup qualifier where he was called up to the
Under 21 side, Selnas was involved in every senior
international game from March until October.

The darkest moment in 2016 for Selnzs is inextrica-
bly linked with his recent demotion to the Norwegian
under 21 side. FIFA have decided to ban him from
playing at the top level of international football for 11
months until November 2017 after he insulted an of-
ficial following a 1-O loss to Azerbaijan. The incident
highlighted a nasty streak in Selnas’ character which
might alert future suitors.

What does 2017 hold for the central midfielder?
There is no doubt that his progression has been con-
siderable and unexpected both on a purely personal
level in terms of improvements, notably in the physi-
cality department, but also by becoming a key asset
to one of France’s most historic clubs.

Selnzs has found a manager in Galtier who will give
him the freedom to progress in all aspects of the
game and at the tender age of 22, Les Verts fans
will continue to get excited about their Norwegian
polyvalent midfielder.



=1
MARGAL

POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

DEFENDER
FA GUINGAMP
2/

For Guingamp's Brazilian full-back Marcal, 2016 has
been a year of struggle, perseverance and, eventual-
ly, great success. Owned by SL Benfica of Portugal,
Marcal began the calendar year on loan with Turkish
side Gaziantepspor, having not played for Benfica

a single time since his move there in the summer of

2015.

The New Year was to bring testing times for the
27-year-old. He sat out the first game of 2016
through suspension and, upon his return, his side lost
their next two consecutive games, conceding seven
goals in the process. To compound his problems, he
ruptured a thigh muscle during a 4-0 loss to Be-
siktas, an injury that would keep him out of the six
league games that followed. Experiencing one of
the toughest moments of his career, it seemed a long
road back to success for the Brazilian.

Having played the full 90 minutes in just five of his
18 league games whilst in Turkey during the second
half of last season, Marcal had not done enough to
convince Benfica to integrate the left-back into their
squad, so once again they began listening to loan
offers. For any European club, Marcal represented
a maijor risk. This was a p|0yer whose on|y real expe-
rience of European football was during the previous
season in Turkey, in which he not only missed many
games through injury, but also received two red
cards, and his team only avoided relegation on the
final day of the season. But Ligue 1 side Guingamp,
fresh off of a very testing season of their own, were
willing to take a gamble. A gamble that in fact,
turned out to be a masterstroke.

See whilst many clubs, including Morgors parent
club Benfica, saw an injury-prone player capable
of at times being rash and reckless, Guingamp
saw a talented full-back with an attacking ability
that would prove crucial to their game. Playing at
left-back, the Brazilian's primary job is obviously to
prevent the opposition from scoring, but it is really

down the other end of the field where he truly comes
into his own. His ability to put dangerous crosses into
the box with his left boot has been unparalleled so
far this season in Ligue 1.

In particular, he has made 22 key passes in the
league so far this season, putting him comfortably
ahead of anybody else in the Guingamp squad,
including creative players like Yannis Salibur and
Marcus Coco. Perhaps even more impressively, his
five assists put him ahead of every other defender
across Ligue 1in this regard, and tied in 2nd with the
likes of Morgan Sanson and Lois Diony, amongst alll
Ligue 1 players.

But it is not only offensively that Marcal has excelled.
He has been a major part of @ bock?ine that has

led Guingamp to the 4th best defensive record in the
league, having conceded just 16 goals in 17 league
games this season, at the time of writing. Building
largely on this newfound defensive resolve, Guinga-
mp have defied the odds to sit just outside the Euro-
pean places in 6th place in the Ligue 1 table.

That is not to say, +hough, that Morgo| is without his
flaws. Whilst overall he has been exceptional so far
this season, an old problem reared its ugly head on
match day seven against Bastia, where the Brazilian
received two yellow cards in quick succession in the
first half in a game that Guingamp ended up losing
1-0. If he is to continue to progress his game, he must
cut out these lapses, which may end up costing his
team crucial league points come May.

Overall, though, 2016 has been a breakthrough
year for the Q7-yec1r-o|o|. His o’r’rocking talent and
defensive stability are helping Guingamp reach new
heights this season, and if he continues his current
trajectory, SL Benfica may finally integrate him into
their team come the summer. 2017 promises to be a
year full of excitement for the Brazilian.
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For individuals who are not particularly enormous
fans of French football reading this publication,
Sébastien Squillaci will only be known by you for

his time at Arsenal, where it is safe to say he did not
make many friends among the North London side’s
fan-base. But since his departure in 2011, he has
ioroved to be a great addition to SC Bastia's back-
ine.

At the age of 36, Squillaci is the timeworn head in
the SC Bastia side, and while he may not be blessed
with the greatest amount of technical ability vis-a-vis
some of the more modern-age ball-playing defend-
ers, he more than makes up for it with his experience
and his ability to read the game.

Squillaci's peak years came at Lyon and Sevilla,
where he established himself as a highly intelligent
centre back who avoided the temptation of diving

in to every tackle. Rather, he would use his brain to
assess a situation, reposition himself accordingly and
seek to deal with the emerging problem with the
utmost efficacy. Even now, that remains the case.

Of course, Squillaci will on occasion be exposed

by a particularly rapid opponent, as will any aging
defender, but on the whole in 2016 he has been an
exceptionally positive influence on the Corsican side.

SC Bastia finished 10th last season in Ligue 1, with
Squillaci playing a key role in their mid-table sta-
bility. This was a remarkable finish orchestrated by
Francois Ciccolini.

It is easy to forget the sheer lack of resources that
SC Bastia have at their disposal. They have needed
to rely on a string of loan deals and youth products,
making up a largely inexperienced squad. Not only
did Squillaci have a fantastic run of form in the early
months of 2016, the guidance he has offered to
team-mates, notably some of the academy product
defenders like the promising Alexander Dijiku, has

undoubtedly been invaluable.

The start to the 2016/17 season has failed to im-
press most in Corsica, with SC Bastia currently sitting
16th, despite the fact that they have the joint fourth
best defensive record in Ligue 1 (both at the fime of
writing), the latter of which Squillaci has certainly
contributed to.

Unfortunately, disaster struck in late October for
the former Arsenal man, as Squillaci picked up a
nasty ACL injury against Dijon FCO. An ACL tear,
arguably the most severe, common injury picked up
in modern football, is potentially career-ending for
Squillaci at the age of 36.

We sincerely hope he can recover, but it might be
unrealistic to think that we will see him commanding
his troops at the Armand-Cesari again during the
2016/17 season, at least.

Prior to the injury, Squillaci would probably have
been the first to tell you that he may not have long
left in the tank with regards to playing time. How-
ever, his on-pitch performances before that fateful
match in October were of a high enough calibre to
convince pundits that he had potentially another 18
months in him playing a key role for SC Bastia in
Ligue 1. All of that is now in doubt.

In the meantime, Squillaci can take comfort in the
fact that in 2016 he picked up the mantle left by
Francois Modesto as SC Bastia's undisputed wise
owl, taking the captaincy for periods of the calendar
year and executing his leadership role with aplomb.
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POSITION:— ATTACKER
CLUB BURDEAUX
AGE: 23

Diego Roldn placed a very respectable 31st in the
GFFN 100 for 2015. Having scaled the heights in
2014/15, hitting 15 league goals for Bordeaux, he
was labelled as a big hope for the 2015/16 cam-
paign for a Girondins side that for all of their talent,
could not muster a strong run of form to break into
the upper echelons of the championship.

Roldn’s 2016 started much in the same way he end-
ed the previous year - in good form. Having scored
in the draw with high-flying Angers, he was arguably
one of the better players for a side that began the
year in the midst of a seven-game unbeaten run.

Given a freer rein by then-coach Willy Sagnol, Roldn
was able to really make an impact in his side’s at-
tacking forays. With Cheick Diabaté installed up
front, Roldn'’s positioning on either wing ensured he
would support the burly Diabaté with his energy and
gooo| movement.

This was none more evident than in Bordeaux's 4-O
thrashing of Rennes in late January. Roldn had a
hand in all four goals - starting two moves, scoring
one and assisting one for Thomas Touré. He illustrat-
ed his poacher-like instincts in slotting past Benoit

Costil after the France international had spilled the
balll.

He also displayed his pace and panache for intelli-
gent movement in setting up Cheick Diabaté for the
opener. All in all, it proved to be a good highlights
reel for what Rolan is about as a player, and what
he specifically offered to Bordeaux as a team in the
second half of the 2015/16 campaign, at least initial-

y.

Did it last? Not for long. Two heavy defeats to
Rhéne rivals Lyon and Saint-Etienne was followed
by another stirring display in the 4-2 win away to
Guingamp. Another goal and assist saw Roldn pick
up the captaincy for the following three games in

Jaroslav Plasil's absence. Despite the initial struggles
between player and coach, Sagnol clearly identified
the Uruguayan as central to his project.

The problem with Roldn is that while he is clearly
talented, good performances are becoming a rarity.
With the armband, the 23-year-old failed to repay
Sagnol's belief as Les Girondins lost heavily to rel-
egation candidates Reims (4-1) whilst also being
unable to beat Gazelec Ajaccio at home. He was
benched in the 4-O defeat to Toulouse soon df’rer, a
result which cost Sagnol his job.

Ultimately, the forward ended the campaign on just
seven goals in 31 league outings. A decrease in form
failed to convince English suitors, and the Uruguay-
an stayed on at the Matmut Atlantique throughout
the summer.

However, with the addition of the talented Jocelyn
Gourvennec as coach and a new strike partner in
Jérémy Ménez, there was hope that the Montevideo
native could drum up the form from 2014/15.

Another strong start to the campaign - two goals

in his first three league games - followed by a near
two-month drought as Roldn struggled to adapt in

? partnership with Ménez in a two-striker format up
ront.

Thus, Roldn ends 2016 with still a lot to prove, hav-
ing largely failed to mimic the likes of Alassane Pléa
and Martin Braithwaite who have really come into
their own in the last 12 months.

At 23, the Uruguayan still has time on his side, but
perhaps not the patience from the Bordeaux coach-
ing staff and board.
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In some ways, the narrative of Fouad Chafik is an
unfortunate one. An assured presence at right-back
for newly promoted Dijon, the 30 year-old did not
even sign his first professional contract until 2012,
when he moved from AS Valence to FC Istres, then
in Ligue 2.

Despite the Provence club’s struggles during Chafik's
two seasons there, including a relegation in his
second campaign, suitors were never far away, as
Saint-Etienne were linked with the player in the sum-
mer of 2013 in concert with Faouzi Ghoulam's move
to Napoli. Nothing came of the link with Les Verts,
though, and he eventually moved to Stade Laval-
lois in 2014, further burnishing his reputation there
before joining Dijon on a two-year deal this summer
following their promotion.

Born in Pierrelatte, in the Rhone valley, the modest
player’s late trajectory had seen him privilege his
studies over his playing career, earning a masters’
degree in sport economics and tourism. Given his
play in 2016, one wonders where his career could
have gone had that not been the case.

His obvious intelligence is manifest in his style of
play; Chafik is a tireless worker, but not one who runs
for the sake of running.

Rather, he thrives by using his acceleration, s’rreng’rh
and positioning to be not only a threat going for-
Wdrd, as is expec’red of modern fu||—bocks, but also a
competent defender, a skill which he had to o|eve|op
only recently, having been generally used as a mid-
fielder earlier in his career.

Upon his rise to professional football, his tackling
was a bit of an issue as he struggled to cope with a
quicker standard of play, even becoming a liability in
this regard in Ligue 2. However, after being sent off
twice last season, he has yet to be booked for Dijon,
and is averaging only one foul every two matches.

He is also a sublime crosser of the ball, and how he
has yet to record an assist this season is more down
to Dijon’s style of play than his ability; the team tend
to favour a level of intricacy facilitated by Frédéric
Sammaritano and Lois Diony rather than stretching
play at wide angles.

Thus, Chafik's function in attack is to stretch play
and create space for the midfielders and forwards,
and he does this superbly. His strength and intelli-
gence make him superb at retaining the ball; it is not
uncommon to see a defensive midfielder or centre
back forced to join an opposing left-back to get the
ball off Chafik, leaving space for the attack.

His performances with Stade Lavallois, and now
Dijon, besides creating a greater appreciation for his
talents among fellow clubs, also garnered the atten-
tion of Morocco, for whom he was eligible through
his parents.

Despite not making his debut until last year, he has
already racked up seven appearances for the Lions
of the Atlas, and will be a massive miss for Dijon dur-
ing January's Africa Cup of Nations, should he make
Hervé Renard's squad.

Dijon have thus far been the most impressive of the
three promoted sides, and while Chafik will be grate-
ful to the club for having given him a chance in the
top flight, it would be no surprise to see him moving
to a club chasing the European places come the
summer.
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Over the last two years, OGC Nice have discovered
that the Portuguese Primeira Liga is filled with hid-
den gems waiting for the opportunity to showcase
their talents in one of Europe’s top five leagues. Both
Ricardo Pereira and Jean Seri were signed %rom rela-
tive obscurity in Portugal but have become key play-
ers for Nice over the course of the last 18 months.
This summer, Nice once again dipped into the
Portuguese market with the signing of the Brazilian
left-back Dalbert Henrique from Vitéria Guimaraes.
When he was signed for a paltry €2m, few would
have guessed that just a couple of months later he
too would become the latest Portuguese import to
establish himself as an essential element for Nice

as they began to mount an unlucky title challenge.
However, those familiar with Dalbert will not have
been surprised with his excellent performances this
season.

Born in Brazil in 1993, Dalbert began his football ca-
reer with several youth teams in his homeland before
moving to Académico de Viseu, a Portuguese second

division club, in 2013.

After two seasons with Academico, his performanc-
es were noticed by Vitéria Guimardes and he was
promptly signed during the summer of 2015. Initially,
Dalbert strug led for p|c1ying time and was nof in-
cluded in the %II’ST team squad for the first five games
of the season. Dalbert finally made his league debut
for Vitéria against Sporting Braga, playing the full
90 minutes as a left-back. Dalbert was orﬁy included
because of an injury to starting left-back Breno. De-
spite a O-1 loss, Dorberf put in an impressive enough
performance to go on to make 25 league appear-
ances during the 2015/16 season as he es’roEﬁshed
himself as first choice left-back.

Dalbert's evolution over the past year has been
fascinating from a tactical perspective. The Brazil-
ian has never been the ﬂosﬁies’r of players and has
a completely different style from other Brazilian
left-backs such as Marcelo and the great Roberto
Carlos. At Vitéria, Dalbert was often the more con-
servative of the two full-backs and his one assist that

- " - :
(ygoeore

season is a festament to his more conventional role
as a left-back. With this in mind, it may seem strange
that Nice made the move for him, considering that
Favre's 3-5-2 formation involves two able, attacking
wing-backs. However, when examined more close-
ly the move makes perfect sense. Dalbert's signing
allowed Nice to move Ricardo Pereira back to his
best position of right-back. Pereira is a phenomenall
attacking player and moving him to his favoured
position %os been crucial to ?\lice's success. Dalbert
playing on the left has offered balance to the team
Gncj/ensured that Nice's defence is rarely left ex-
posed. His inclusion as the more defensive minded
wing-back has also offered protection to 17-year-old
centre back revelation Malang Sarr.

The best way to describe Dalbert’s playing style is
ruthlessly pragmatic. The young Brozi|ion%|os no
major flaws in his game and is a very well-rounded
player for such a young age. Possessing impressive
work-rate and pace, Dalbert is defensively sound
and is extremely difficult to beat in one-on-one
situations. Despite standing at just 5" 9", his determi-
nation makes him difficult to beat in the air and he
has shown that he harbours the decision-making of a
much older player. Dalbert has also shown improve-
ments in his attacking play and has become a threat
from left-wing back with his crossing and dribbling
ability. Having said this, he sits a good 50 places
behind fellow full-back Ricardo Pereira in this year's
GFFN 100 classification, and for good reason. Dal-
bert's accuracy from crosses is not yet good enough
consistently and he has a habit of panicking when
receiving ’rKe ball in advanced positions, leading him
to simp|y rush down the line when there are better
options available to him through a pass, even if that
might be a more difficult skill fgor Dalbert to pull off.

If Nice do achieve success this season, then Pereira
will most likely get most of the plaudits out of the
two wing-backs and rightly so. However, Pereira is
|iberofe§ offensively-speaking as a result of Dalbert's
tirelessness on the left. The latter full-back remains
vital to any success that Nice might have in 2017.



JEREMY TOULALAN

POSITION:
CLUB
AGE:

MOFIELDER
BURDEAUX
33

At the age of 33, Jérémy Toulalan could easily retire
and decide that he has had enough, after a remark-
ably understated if distinguished career. But Toulalan
is far from finished, and retirement might be a long
way away yet for the former Lyon enforcer.

Joining Bordeaux from Monaco in the summer of
2016, the midfielder was brought in by new manag-
er Jocelyn Gourvennec to become the elder states-
man of the team. He provides another authority
figure to the dressing room, a leader who has un-
doubtedly helped current captain Jaroslav Plasil in his
role so far in the 2016/17 campaign.

Toulalan may end this year in the blue of Bordeaux,
but he started it with the Principality side at the Sta-
de Louis Il, where he made 25 Ligue 1 appearances,
as well as being influential in Monaco finishing in the
top three, gaining qualification to the Champions’
League play-offs.

Toulalan obviously left Monaco before he could help
them in this year's Champions’ League group stag-
es, but his time at the club saw him tutor Monaco's
promising central midfield talents.

Toulalan is undoubtedly in part responsible for the
successful reconversion of Fabinho into a deeper-ly-
ing midfielder from a right-back and the explosion
that Tiemoué Bakayoko has had in 2016. Fabinho
and Bakayoko now form the bedrock of an AS
Monaco side that has reached a new level of high
performance in 2016/17, making them a dangerous
force both at home and abroad.

At Bordeaux, Toulalan is generally considered as one
of their top performers so far, winning the majority of
his tackles and operating consistently with an ele-
vated passing percentage. The veteran tough-tack-
ler has had quite a storied career, picking up all of
his career +rophies, inc|uo|ing two Ligue 1 titles, two
Trophées des Champions and a French cup during

his spell with Lyon between 2006 and 2011, but for
now Toulalan will be looking to use all of his experi-
ence to help some of the players at Bordeaux im-
prove.

2016 has shown that whilst he may not be the most
glamorous of midfielders, Toulalan is still a fantastic
player to have on your books.

Toulalan’s relative lack of pace has arguably made
him the player he is today, as he has no choice but
to think two steps ahead of his opponent, something
that is imperative if you need to be able to expertly
read the game. Otherwise, he would have no hope
of intercepting the ball or winning a tackle.

Toulalan’s footballing brain enables him to become
a third centre back in a back four when Bordeaux
attack, and move into defensive midfield when they
lose the ball.

Bordeaux, Toulalan and his new boss Gourvennec
will be hoping that the former French international
can maintain his recent Form, and that the club can
close the gap on the Europa League places in 2017.

Thankfully, there still seems to be life left in the
knowledgeable legs of Jérémy Toulalan and Bor-
deaux’s youngsters would be wise to listen to every
ounce of wisdom that the former French interna-

tional wishes to impart upon them for the rest of the
2016/17 campaign.
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Rémy Cabella
Cedric Carrasso
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(LOSC Lille)
(Rennes)
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(Saint-Etienne)
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(Toulouse FC)
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