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Ivan Rakitic - Croatia
How do you feel ahead of Euro 2012?

We didn’t have an easy journey through the qualification phase so for us, simply the most important thing is that we now get ready, that we prepare well, and that we do ourselves proud. We’ve been fortunate that as a group we’ve had some good time ahead of the tournament to be together and all play together, and that will give us an advantage, where everyone really can display their capabilities. We will have to be properly prepared, and I am sure that we will be strong and powerful in this tournament.

How did it feel to qualify for the tournament and beat Turkey along the way?

It was a very emotional moment, since a lot of the players and a lot of the supporters of Croatia had been involved in that match against Turkey at Euro 2008.  It was really important that we showed the right reaction, that we are a real team, that we are ready, and that we can also compete at the highest level. And so, I think that we just proved our strength and power, so for us there were no surprises.  I think that we just proved what we know.

What do you know about Ireland as a team?

We know a few players, we know they're a fighting side, we know it will be a fight, and this is a tough, strong, team that never gives in.  They have a top manager, who in his life has already won everything.  I think they have a few good attacking players, but we have to be ready.  I am sure that if on that day we play our game, and play to our potential then we can take three points.

How important is it to get off to a good start in the tournament?

Yes, it’s important.  I think that... everyone always says that the first match is the most important one.  Our first match is against Ireland and here we simply have to take our first three points if we really want to progress further in the tournament.  And we have to take benefit from everything we can, so that first match may be the way through for us. I think that for us, the match with the Irish is the most important for three years - we simply have to have a good match and at that point, on that day, we have to be 100 percent ready.  And I am sure that's how it will be.

Daniele De Rossi - Italy
How do you rate Italy’s chances in the forthcoming European Championships? 

I think that Italy’s chances of doing well at the Championships are strong and I think that we can do well.  I think that we have shown over the last two years, especially in the qualifying group that we are an improving team. 

Which are the teams to be feared at the tournament and which players do you think will play a starring role at the Euros?
Well I think that the teams to be feared the most at the European Championships are the usual teams: Spain, England, Italy, France, Germany,  I guess that a dark horse could emerge, but if you add Holland to this group then these are certainly the teams that could go on and win the Euros. As for the players, again I think that it will be the usual players rather than someone coming through for the first time. Players such as Xavi and Iniesta from Spain, Rooney from England, Cristiano Ronaldo, Robben, those kinds of players.
How important is it to win the first game, even though Italy did make it through the group stage last time anyway? 

Well we should learn from our defeat in the first game at the last tournament (Euro 2008) and we all know how important it is to make a good start. Otherwise you end up chasing the result in the two remaining group games. Of course, our most difficult game is the first one against Spain, but if we were to get off to a good start in that game against Spain then we would already be halfway towards going through to the next round. I think that Spain is at the very top of world football at the moment.  Not just because the national team has won the Euros and the World Cup, but also because at club level Real Madrid and Barcelona are the strongest teams in the world. They have great strength and consistency throughout their team.  I have played the current team and I think that it has improved massively since we last played at the Euros. The Spanish team that beat us on penalties was less practical and pragmatic than the current team.  Now they can hurt you even if they create fewer chances and they really are a team to be feared.
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