Linar Vildanov, Coach of Ak-Bars-2003: "Our strength is four equally strong line-ups"
Linar Vildanov coaches the team of boys born in 2003-2004 from the Kazan club, Ak Bars, which will compete in this year’s GazpromNeft Cup. Ak Bars has been a regular Tournament participant. Vildanov described in an interview how his team is preparing for the matches and what the Tournament means for Tatarstan’s flagship ice-hockey club.

- Can we say that your team’s style of play is like that of the Ak Bars regular team?
- At this age you can’t compare the Ak Bars junior team with the Ak Bars adults. We try to play attacking hockey, while the KHL team plays more defensively. We have some great players, four equally strong line-ups. A lot of boys do trials for this team, so we have plenty to choose from. 
- Which line is the strongest in your team?

- They are all very strong! You could single out the goalkeepers – we have three very strong, world-class goalkeepers. And there are also three lads who make great forwards and are also crucial to our game strategy.

- There are still two months until the Tournament. What do you plan to work on?
- It is hard to say right now what we need to work on, we are still competing in the Volga Championship. We need to be physically ready for the Gazprom Neft Cup and that won’t be easy. The main thing is to be fully recovered by the time the Tournament starts.
- What can give you the winning edge against such tough competition?

- You are right that competition in the Gazprom Neft Cup is comparable to adult tournaments. Our best chance is from having a lot of players on the bench. When you have four full line-ups to play with right through the Tournament, you can keep the players fresh. No matter how great your players are, if you play with two or two and a half line-ups, they will get tired. Four equally strong line-ups are the main asset of our team. But it is hard to say how they will look at the end of April – you have to remember that the Tournament is very short.
- Is the Gazprom Neft Cup the main event of the season for you?

- We still have to win our division in the Volga Championship – we are up against some good opponents there and we are doing our best. But the Tournament organized by Gazprom Neft is the most prestigious, and it is our top priority for the season.

- What are your players setting out to achieve in the main Tournament of the season?

- To get to the final. I know it will be very difficult, the East subgroup has some very strong teams. But even if we get to the semi-final and pick up some medals, that will be very good too. Let's see how it goes. 
Daniil Grigoriev, captain of Ak-Bars-2003:

- Our team is very strong, all four line-ups are equally strong. And we have good goalkeepers. 
- What kind of hockey does the coach want you to play? 
- Our coach wants us to play attacking hockey, so that’s what we do.

- And do you like playing that sort of game? 
- Yes, very much. Because we score a lot of goals and that’s great! We win games that way.

- So you are looking forward to the Gazprom Neft Cup? 
- I'm really looking forward to it! I think we will win a lot of games and enjoy ourselves. It’s always interesting to see new places, arenas and cities.

- What is the key to winning this sort of tournament? 

- The players have to understand each other, we need stamina and we need to work together and concentrate.

