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MADRID: The last Spanish league derby against Atletico
Madrid marked a turning point for Zinedine Zidane’s Real
Madrid. The disappointing home defeat in February was the
last time Madrid lost a game in the league. It rebounded
from that 1-0 defeat at the Santiago Bernabeu by going on a
streak that culminated with the club lifting the Champions
League trophy - in a final against Atletico - and contending
for the league title until the very end. Madrid won 12
straight after the loss, erasing 11 points off Barcelona’s lead
and finishing only one point from the title. This time, Madrid
is just looking to keep its momentum when it plays city rival
Atletico tomorrow.

Madrid arrives at the derby in a much better position than
previously, holding a two-point lead over Barcelona and a six-
point advantage over Diego Simeone’s Atletico, which needs
the victory to avoid losing more ground to the rivals. Atletico
led the league until losing two of its last three games to drop
to fourth in the standings. Atletico has won four league games
in a row at the Vicente Calderon stadium, but it will be facing
a Madrid team that has thrived away from the Bernabeu, hav-
ing scored 20 goals in its last four away games in all competi-
tions. Madrid isn’t getting over-confident, however. “The next
game will be a tricky one, like they always are against
Atletico,” Real Madrid defender Nacho Fernandez said.

Madrid’s only loss since the league game against Atletico
last season was at Wolfsburg in the Champions League in
April. It remains unbeaten since then, with 21 wins and seven
draws in all competitions. It has won four straight in the
league and is the only team in the top tier not to have lost this
season. Succeeding at the Calderon may be especially difficult
this time as Zidane has been dealing with injuries to some of
the team’s top forwards. Alvaro Morata, who scored three
goals in his last three games with Madrid, is out because of a
hamstring injury sustained with Spain’s national team, and it
remains unclear if Karim Benzema will overcome a lingering
hip problem.

The coach may have to change the team up front, or use
some of his reserve players to fill the attack along with
Cristiano Ronaldo and Gareth Bale. Among Zidane’s options
on offense are Lucas Vazquez and youngster Mariano Diaz.
Other Madrid players uncertain to start tomorrow because of
injuries include defender Pepe and defensive midfielder
Casemiro. In better news for Zidane, midfielder Luka Modric
will likely make his first start since undergoing a surgical pro-
cedure on his knee almost two months ago, and defender
Sergio Ramos also is expected to play after his own knee
problems. Midfielder Tony Kroos remains sidelined because of
a foot injury.

Simeone, meanwhile, still doesn’t know if he will be able to
count on forward Antoine Griezmann, who is nursing a knock
to his left foot sustained with France’s national team in a
World Cup qualifier last week. The forward has a good chance
of playing after tests early in the week ruled out a serious
injury. Madrid and Atletico drew 1-1 the last time they met at
the Calderon. Madrid beat its city rival in a penalty shootout in
the Champions League final in Milan. Barcelona hosts Malaga
tomorrow, while third-placed Villarreal plays at Athletic Bilbao
on Sunday.— AP 

BERLIN: Borussia Dortmund winger
Marco Reus is hoping to make his come-
back from a six-month adductor injury
against league leaders Bayern Munich
tomorrow as the hosts look to close the
gap on the leaders to three points. The
27-year-old Reus returned to training
this week he could be available for the
biggest Bundesliga game of the season
even without any match practice. “It is a
pleasure to see Marco back in training,”
coach Thomas Tuchel said. “He is in top
shape and already has reached a note-
worthy playing level.” While Reus, out
since May, is unlikely to be in the start-
ing line-up, his presence on the bench
will no doubt lift the 80,000 fans expect-
ed at the Signal Iduna park.

Tuchel will  also have midfielder
Sebastian Rode back following his
appendicitis operation as well as fit-
again full back Marcel Schmelzer as their
injury crisis eases. Several others, includ-
ing Portugal’s Raphael Guerreiro, came
back early following the international
matches and will be rested as Dortmund
gather as much firepower as they can to
snap Bayern’s unbeaten run this season.
“There is tension in the air but that’s nor-
mal when you play your biggest rival,”
Rode said. “We play at home, we can
play freely and can close in to within
three points. That is enough motivation
for us.”

Dortmund’s Bundesliga campaign
may be somewhat less consistent than
Bayern’s, chasing a record-extending
fifth domestic league title, but the visi-
tors have not had a flawless campaign.
With only two wins in their last five
league matches, Bayern, on 24 points,
know another slip-up could prove cost-
ly.   Dortmund are fifth on 18. The
Bavarians had their own injury concerns,
but keeper Manuel Neuer, who missed
Germany’s internationals due to illness,
defender Jerome Boateng and winger
Frank Ribery are back in training.

Dutchman Arjen Robben also looks
to have overcome a minor thigh muscle

injury picked up on international duty
but coach Carlo Ancelotti’s biggest con-
cern is over Chilean Arturo Vidal who
played twice for his country despite an
injury. Vidal will undergo a thorough
medical check to determine the extent
of his injury, sustained in the goalless
draw against Colombia before he played

in their 3-1 win over Uruguay. “We need
a top performance and the team is
aware that this is what is needed from
us,” Bayern captain Philipp Lahm said.
Second-placed RB Leipzig, unbeaten so
far, can take over the top of the table - at
least for a day - when they travel to
Bayer Leverkusen today. — Reuters
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BERLIN: RB Leipzig can claim a milestone
in their fledgling history today by taking
a point at Bayer Leverkusen to knock
Bayern Munich from the top of the
Bundesliga table. “We definitely want to
take something there and remain
unbeaten. If there is a point available,
then there will also be three,” said
Leipzig’s coach Ralph Hasenhuettl ahead
of the clash at Leverkusen’s BayArena.  

Second-placed Leipzig, backed by
Austrian drinks giants Red Bull, can
become the first club to go 11 games
unbeaten at the start of their first German
league season if they avoid defeat.Ahead
of the weekend’s matches, both Bayern
and Leipzig, who have earned four pro-
motions in seven years, have 24 league
points. A draw or win would see Leipzig
top the table, at least overnight, ahead of
Bayern, who are at Borussia Dortmund on
Saturday evening in the battle of
Germany’s top clubs-dubbed ‘Der
Klassiker’.

But Hassenhuettl says usurping
Bayern-who Leipzig face in Munich on
December 20 in a pre-Christmas show-
down-is not the priority. “If we take
points, the table will look like that,” said
the Austrian. “But that’s not a subject for
us, it’s neither the team’s motivation, nor
something we will let put us under pres-
sure. “We have other things to worry
about, namely a tough away match.”
Leipzig have question marks over top-

scorer Timo Werner (upset stomach),
who has five goals in ten league games,
and teenage Scotland winger Oliver
Burke (virus). 

“It will be close for Oliver, Timo will
most probably be okay,” said
Hasenhuettl. Following their 1-0 win at
Tottenham Hotspur a fortnight ago,
Leverkusen are on course for the last 16
in Europe. Bayer, who are eighth in the
table, need a win to warm-up for
Tuesday’s Champions League group
stage match at CSKA Moscow, but their
coach Roger Schmidt says Leipzig have
proved they deserve respect.”Leipzig,
with their financial possibilities and pro-
fessional structure, are not your average
newly-promoted team,” said Schmidt,
whose team won their three games
before the international break.

“We want to climb the table, but we
have our own goals. “Before the interna-
tional break, we made a very good
impression, which we want to resume
today.” Leverkusen hope to have midfield
hard-man Charles Aranguiz, but the Chile
international picked up an injury in a
World Cup qualifier against Uruguay.
Captain Lars Bender, also a candidate for
the defensive midfield, has not trained
for two weeks with a heel injury. Kevin
Kampl (bruised foot), Omer Toprak
(thigh), Joel Pohjanpalo (foot fracture)
and Vladlen Yurchenko (hairline shin frac-
ture) are all out.— AFP 
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