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Italian Serie A table ahead of weekend matches (played, won, drawn, lost, goals for, goals against, points):
Fiorentina 12 9 0 3 24 9 27
Inter Milan 12 8 3 1 12 7 27
Roma 12 8 2 2 27 13 26
Napoli 12 7 4 1 22 8 25
Sassuolo 12 6 4 2 14 10 22
AC Milan 12 6 2 4 15 16 20
Juventus 12 5 3 4 16 11 18
Atalanta 12 5 3 4 13 14 18
Lazio 12 6 0 6 16 20 18
Sampdoria 12 4 4 4 19 17 16
Torino 12 4 3 5 17 18 15
Palermo 12 4 2 6 12 16 14
Empoli 12 4 2 6 13 18 14
Chievo 12 3 4 5 14 12 13
Genoa 12 3 4 5 12 16 13
Bologna 12 4 0 8 11 15 12
Udinese 12 3 3 6 10 15 12
Frosinone 12 3 2 7 11 18 11
Verona 12 0 6 6 8 19 6
Carpi 12 1 3 8 10 24 6

Italian Serie A table

Spanish La Liga table before this weekend’s matches (played, won, drawn, lost, goals for,
goals against, points):
Barcelona 11 9 0 2 25 12 27
Real Madrid 11 7 3 1 26 7 24
Atletico Madrid 11 7 2 2 16 6 23
Celta Vigo 11 6 3 2 22 18 21
Villarreal 11 6 2 3 15 11 20
Eibar 11 5 4 2 16 11 19
Valencia 11 5 3 3 16 8 18
Athletic Bilbao 11 5 2 4 18 14 17
Deportivo La Coruna 11 3 6 2 16 13 15
Sevilla 11 4 3 4 17 16 15
Real Betis 11 4 3 4 11 16 15
Rayo Vallecano 11 4 1 6 13 19 13
Espanyol 11 4 1 6 12 23 13
Sporting Gijon 11 3 3 5 11 15 12
Getafe 11 3 1 7 11 18 10
Real Sociedad 11 2 3 6 12 14 9
Malaga 11 2 3 6 5 9 9
Las Palmas 11 2 3 6 9 16 9
Granada 11 1 4 6 11 20 7
Levante 11 1 4 6 7 23 7

Spanish La Liga table

Buffon to meet ‘successor’ 
when Juventus host Milan

MILAN: Champions Juventus host AC Milan in a
potentially high-risk fixture today that could pit
Gianluigi Buffon against the teenage sensation
widely expected to succeed him as goalkeeper
of Italy. Juventus appear to have put their disas-
trous start to the campaign behind them but a
stubborn nine-point deficit to leaders Fiorentina
means they have plenty of ground to make up
in the race for the ‘scudetto’. Yet in a match that
will see security tightened significantly in the
wake of the Paris terror attacks, all eyes could be
on the goalkeepers who, between them, repre-
sent the past, present and future of the game in
Italy. Buffon, 37, was feted by his peers on
Thursday when he celebrated the 20th anniver-
sary of his Serie A debut with Parma.

It came on November 19, 1995 and on that
occasion the 17-year-old produced a perform-
ance worthy of ‘keepers twice his age to defy
Roberto Baggio, Marco Simone and George
Weah as Parma held AC Milan to a scoreless
draw. Whether by design or accident, 20 years
later, almost to the day, Buffon will again face
Milan. Only this time, when he shakes hands
with Gianluigi Donnarumma, fans could be wit-
nessing a virtual passing of the torch.
Donnarumma, 16, made his league debut in a 2-
1 win over Sassuolo last month and kept
Spanish veteran Diego Lopez on the bench ever
since. Milan have claimed 10 points from their
past four outings to move to within seven
points behind La Viola and much of it is down to
teenage sensation Donnarumma. Juventus have
doubts over Croatian striker Mario Mandzukic
after he hobbled off with an injured ankle
against Russia, and strike partner Paulo Dybala
was scheduled to return only Thursday from
international duty with Argentina. But Juve’s
Spanish striker Alvaro Morata told Juventus’s in-
house television channel Jtv: “We’re still hungry
for wins and we want to be back at the top of
the table where we belong.”

Although still missing striker Mario Balotelli

through injury, Milan coach Sinisa Mihajlovic
can count on Carlos Bacca and M’Baye Niang,
and also welcomes Giacomo Bonaventura back
from suspension to bolster his midfield. Milan
defender Alessio Romagnoli, who has recently
been described as the ‘new Andrea Nesta’,
refuses to rule Juve out of the title race but said
the Rossoneri have to continue their recent pur-
ple patch. “Juve are strong and will give 100%
today. They’re still one of the favorites for the
title,” he said. “If we’re going to reach our objec-
tive of a top three finish, we have to win as
many games as possible, and that means con-
tinuing our good run of results by looking for a
win today.”

Due to midweek Champions League com-
mitments, Roma, one point off the pace in third,
are also in action today with an away trip to
Bologna that looks anything but straightfor-
ward. Since former Parma handler Roberto
Donadoni took over, Bologna have won their
past two league games-a fact that hasn’t
escaped Roma midfielder Alessandro Florenzi.
“Donadoni hasn’t changed much but he seems
to have touched all the right buttons because
they’ve taken six points from their last two
games,” said Florenzi. “We’ll be up against a side
that feels galvanized. It will be hard, but we
have to win at all costs.”

Roma’s task has been compounded by the
absence of Ivorian striker Gervinho, who on
Thursday joined Mohamed Salah in the casualty
room after being sidelined for three weeks with
a thigh injury. Elsewhere, title chasers Napoli,
two points off the pace in fourth, travel to
Verona without injured forwards Manolo
Gabbiadini and Dries Mertens, both of whom
suffered injury while on international duty with
Belgium and Italy respectively. Fiorentina will be
expected to tighten their grip on top spot when
they host Empoli while Inter Milan could wel-
come Stevan Jovetic back to the front line for
Sunday’s visit of Frosinone.— AFP 
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Five key Clasico duels
MADRID: Real Madrid host Barcelona in the
231st meeting between the Spanish giants at
the Santiago Bernabeu today (1715GMT).
Here, AFP Sports looks at five key duels that
could decide the outcome in the Spanish cap-
ital:

Marcelo v Lionel Messi
Four-time World Player of the Year Messi

looks set to return from a two-month injury
layoff on the biggest stage where he has so
often made the difference. Messi is the top
scorer in the history of the fixture and
Marcelo will have the unenviable task of mar-
shalling the Argentine defensively, whilst also
playing a major role in Madrid’s attacks down
the left-hand side. The Brazilian was in the
form of his life prior to a thigh injury picked
up two weeks ago. He will be fit to start, but
whether he is capable of stopping even a
rusty Messi will have a huge bearing in decid-
ing if Madrid can draw level with Barca at the
top of the table.

Sergio Ramos v Luis Suarez
Suarez recently described Ramos as the

toughest defender he has faced, but it was
the Uruguayan who got the upper hand
when the sides last met with the winner in a
2-1 Barca win. Ramos will  play with a
painkilling injection to numb the discomfort
from a dislocated left shoulder and Madrid
need a captain’s display to prevent Suarez
adding to his 13 goals in 17 games this sea-
son.

Cristiano Ronaldo v Daniel Alves
Ronaldo also has a formidable record in

this fixture with 15 Clasico goals to his name.

Yet, his form has come under the microscope
in recent weeks as he has failed to score in
seven of Madrid’s 11 league games this sea-
son. Alves has also had a dip in form since his
exceptional displays at the end of last season
earned him a new two-year contract, but
throughout his career has at least marshalled
Ronaldo better than the vast majority of
right-backs.

Luka Modric v Sergio Busquets
Often overshadowed by the star strikers

on show, Modric and Busquets are the brains
of both sides in midfield. Busquets has been
lauded by Barca coach Luis Enrique as the
“best midfielder in the world” in recent weeks
and has taken on the mantle from Xavi
Hernandez in setting the rhythm for Barca’s
passing game.  Modric’s influence on Madrid
has grown with every season at the Bernabeu
and, after a slow start to his Real career, is
now considered undroppable.

Rafael Benitez v Luis Enrique
Of the two coaches it is Benitez who has

most to prove. Just one defeat, his first in 15
games as Madrid boss, against Sevilla last
time out was enough to intensify doubts in
the Madrid dressing room and media about
the former Liverpool manager’s meticulous
methods. Enrique is a more emotional charac-
ter, but allows his side more freedom to
express themselves as was demonstrated by
the stunning success of a treble in his debut
season in charge. He is even more despised
by the Madrid fans than your average Barca
coach after controversially leaving Real to join
Barca as a player 19 years ago.  However, he is
yet to win at the Bernabeu as a coach.— AFP 

MADRID: Real Madrid head into today’s
blockbuster clash with Barcelona on the
verge of crisis and in need of the world’s two
most expensive players, Cristiano Ronaldo
and Gareth Bale, to prove their worth. Madrid
trail Barcelona by three points at the top of La
Liga as their “Galacticos” have failed to fire,
while Barca have hardly skipped a beat
despite losing four-time World Player of the
Year Lionel Messi to injury for the past two

months. When Madrid president Florentino
Perez added Bale to a star-studded squad
over two years  ago,  the Welshman and
Ronaldo were supposed to form an unstop-
pable partnership.

Yet, since scoring in the Copa del Rey and
Champions League finals in his debut season,
Bale has endured a frustrating 18 months due
to injuries, a lack of form and even Madrid’s
own demanding support turning on him.

When Rafael  Benitez was appointed to
replace the sacked Carlo Ancelotti  amid
much uproar from Madrid’s players and fans
in June, he was given one specific task-to get
the best out of Bale. Yet, despite a promising
start to the campaign in a new central role, a
persistent calf injury has restricted Bale to just
seven appearances in Madrid’s 15 games this
season.

Moreover, Benitez’s men have tended to

be better off without Bale, winning six and
drawing twice in the games he didn’t feature
compared to four wins, two draws and a
defeat when he has. Bale still has credit in the
bank with Perez and,  by proxy,  Benitez.
However,  he was consistently booed by
Madrid’s fans towards the end of last season
and is likely to endure similar treatment today
if he doesn’t produce his best display in quite
some time.— AFP

Madrid patience running thin with Bale, Ronaldo


