
Bayern deny 
‘crisis’, host
Leverkusen 

BERLIN: Faltering Bayern Munich hope to break their
second mini winless streak this season when they
host Bayer Leverkusen today to launch their counter-
attack on top spot in Germany. For the first time since
September 2015, second-placed Bayern do not top
the table at the start of a weekend of Bundesliga fix-
tures. Having won the Bundesliga title in each of the
last four seasons, things are currently not going
Bayern’s way. New leaders RB Leipzig, who are at
Freiburg on Friday, are on a record run and yet to
taste defeat in their first 11 league games to leave
them three points clear of Bayern.

Leipzig coach Ralph Hasenhuettl acknowledged
their 3-2 win at Leverkusen last Friday, to put them
top, stirred up a wasps’ nest “so of course there is
some buzzing” in Bayern. Following their home draw
with Hoffenheim, narrow defeat at Borussia
Dortmund and 3-2 loss at Russia’s Rostov in the
Champions League on Wednesday, Bayern are wob-
bling. This is the second time the Bavarian giants
have gone three games without a win since Carlo
Ancelotti took charge at the start of the season. Poor
defending was at the root of their problem in Rostov.
The tension around the defending German champi-
ons is clear, especially as the Rostov defeat ended
their hopes of winning their Champions League
group.

‘A circus’
“It’s useless to make a circus out of things now,”

fumed chairman Karl-Heinz Rummenigge after the
loss in Rostov. “We have to do things better, especial-
ly in today’s next game against Bayer Leverkusen.”
Captain Philipp Lahm denies Bayern are in crisis, but
“at he moment we are a bit careless and making too
many mistakes. “We don’t seem to know that our
opponents can also score and will punish our mis-
takes,” he added, bemused. Bayern are waiting on the
fitness of defender Jerome Boateng.

The Germany centre-back suffered a thigh injury in
Rostov and was criticized by Rummenigge for a poor
display, but the whole Bayern defense is currently
shaky. Having served time in jail for tax evasion, Uli
Hoeness is set to be re-elected as Bayern president.
The out-spoken Hoeness wants to put Bayern back on
the attack and the 64-year-old will have plenty to say
if results do not improve. Leverkusen are buoyed
from their midweek Champions League draw at CSKA
Moscow which means they progress at the expense
to the last 16 at the expense of Tottenham Hotspur.
The sides drew 0-0 in Leverkusen in February on their
previous meeting and it is four years since Bayer last
poached a win in Munich.

Reus returns 
Third-placed Dortmund are at Eintracht Frankfurt

having welcomed back Germany winger Marco Reus,
who led the scoring in their record 8-4 drubbing of
Legia Warsaw on Tuesday. Coach Thomas Tuchel,
who made nine changes for the side which beat
Bayern, has a few defensive frailties to fix. Antony
Modeste, the league’s joint top scorer with 12 goals
alongside Dortmund’s Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang,
will look to add to his tally for fourth-placed Cologne
against. Augsburg. Fifth-placed Hoffenheim, who
along with RB Leipzig, are still unbeaten this season,
are at Borussia Moenchengladbach, who are 13th.
Gladbach held Manchester City to a 1-1 draw on
Wednesday which ended their Champions League
hopes and booked their passage into the Europa
League.  —AFP
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MADRID: Barcelona face an uncomfortable trip
to bogey side Real Sociedad as they seek to
avoid losing further ground on Real Madrid just
a week before the two clash in the Clasico. Barca
have lost on their travels to San Sebastian in
each of the past three seasons and already trail
Real by four points having been held 0-0 at
home by nine-man Malaga last weekend. The
champions will at least benefit from having the
on-fire Lionel Messi available. 

Messi was badly missed due to illness
against Malaga, but took his tally to 18 goals in
15 games this season with a double in a 2-0 win
at Celtic that guaranteed Barca’s place in the last
16 of the Champions League as winners of their
group on Wednesday. All four of Barca’s slip-ups
in La Liga this season have come when Messi
hasn’t completed the 90 minutes. “It is a difficult
game because of the team they have. They are
playing very well, they are up in the European
places and it is years since we won there,” Messi
said on Thursday.

“It will be a very tough game. We can’t afford
to play badly because we need to win.” A run of
four straight wins, including over Atletico Madrid
in their last home outing, has seen Real Sociedad
rise to joint fourth in the table. “To play against
Barcelona is always an extra motivation because
there are one of the best in the world and we
know what it means to play against them,” said
the Basque side’s Mexican forward Carlos Vela.
Barca will again be without the injured Andres
Iniesta and Samuel Umtiti, while Neymar has to
be careful as a yellow card would see the
Brazilian miss the Clasico through suspension.

Life without Bale 
Barca  could  f ind themselves  seven

points  back  by  the t ime they k ick  of f
tomorrow as Madrid host the struggling
Sporting Gijon today. Zinedine Zidane’s
men extended their unbeaten run in all
competitions to 30 games with victory at

Sporting Lisbon on Tuesday. However, pro-
gression to the last 16 of the Champions
League for a record 20th straight season
came at a huge cost as Gareth Bale will
have to undergo surgery on an ankle injury
that is set to keep the Welshman out for at
least two months. —AFP

SPANISH LEAGUE PREVIEW

Sociedad hoodoo 
hangs over Barca

Real Madrid 12 9 3 0 34 10 30
Barcelona 12 8 2 2 32 13 26
Sevilla 12 7 3 2 22 17 24
Villarreal 12 6 4 2 19 8 22
Real Sociedad 12 7 1 4 21 13 22
Madrid 12 6 3 3 25 11 21
Bilbao 12 6 2 4 16 13 20
Eibar 12 5 3 4 17 15 18
Celta Vigo 12 5 2 5 18 22 17
Las Palmas 12 4 4 4 21 20 16
Malaga 12 4 4 4 17 16 16
Espanyol 12 3 6 3 14 17 15
Real Betis 12 4 2 6 13 22 14
Alaves 12 3 4 5 11 16 13
Leganes 12 4 1 7 11 22 13
Valencia 12 3 2 7 16 22 11
Deportivo 12 2 4 6 10 19 10
Sporting Gijon 12 2 3 7 11 25 9
Osasuna 12 1 4 7 12 23 7
Granada 12 0 5 7 10 26 5

Spanish League Table
Spanish league table before this weekend’s matches (played, won, drawn, lost,
goals for, goals against, points):

MILAN: Juventus coach Massimiliano Allegri
could hand teenage starlet Moise Kean his full
debut for the injury-hit Turin giants against
Genoa tomorrow-even if he is secretly an AC
Milan fan. Kean, a powerfully-built striker, joined
an elite group of 16-year-old Serie A debutants
when he replaced Mario Mandzukic in a 3-0 win
over Pescara last weekend. On Tuesday Kean
showcased his talents to a global audience when
he made a late cameo in a 3-1 Champions
League win over Sevilla that secured Juve’s ticket
to the last 16. 

Now, he could start alongside Croatia star
Mandzukic at the Luigi Ferraris stadium-if
Argentina striker Gonzalo Higuain fails to recover
fully from a thigh knock that kept him on the
bench in Seville. The Italian champions hold a
seven-point lead over Roma and Milan ahead of
tomorrow’s trip to Genoa and Allegri will definite-
ly be missing striker Paulo Dybala and attacking
midfielder Marko Pjaca.

Attacking options are limited and Allegri said
after Tuesday’s game: “At the moment Pjaca and
Dybala are still sidelined, so he (Kean) will be stay-
ing with the squad for the moment. “He’s making
progress. He’s had a few ups and downs, like all
young players, but he’s on his way back after
spending a little too much mental energy.” Kean,
who has been compared to Mario Balotelli, made
such an impact at youth level that he was regular-
ly moved up the age groups. While videos of his
skills have gone viral in Italy, a clip showing his
older brother Giovanni has been featured regu-
larly on sports websites in the past week.

As Kean walked on to make his Juve debut in

Turin, Giovanni wept with emotion as he
watched from the stands in Turin surrounded by
applauding fans. Later, he admitted that Kean is
really a fan of Juve’s scudetto rivals Milan. “When
he was younger he used to support Inter, thanks
to (Nigerian forward) Obafemi Martins,” said
Giovanni Kean. “Then he switched to AC Milan

because our uncle, our mother’s brother, was a
fervent Milan supporter and used to sit with us
and show us all their games.” The potential con-
flict is unlikely to worry Allegri, who steered Milan
to their last league title, in 2011, but he is watch-
ing the Rossoneri’s progress this season a little
more closely. —AFP
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Juventus fans wait for Milan fan Kean

Juventus 13 11 0 2 26 9 33
Roma 13 8 2 3 30 14 26
AC Milan 13 8 2 3 21 17 26
Lazio 13 7 4 2 25 14 25
Atalanta 13 8 1 4 21 14 25
Napoli 13 7 3 3 23 14 24
Torino 13 6 4 3 29 16 22
Fiorentina 12 5 5 2 18 11 20
Inter Milan 13 5 3 5 18 16 18
Chievo 13 5 3 5 13 14 18
Sampdoria 13 5 3 5 16 19 18
Genoa 12 4 4 4 14 14 16
Bologna 13 4 4 5 14 19 16
Cagliari 13 5 1 7 20 30 16
Udinese 13 4 3 6 17 22 15
Sassuolo 13 4 1 8 16 25 13
Empoli 13 2 4 7 6 17 10
Pescara 13 1 4 8 9 23 7
Palermo 13 1 3 9 10 26 6
Crotone 13 1 2 10 10 26 5

Italain League Table
Italian Serie A table ahead of weekend fixtures (played, won, drawn, lost, goals
for, goals against, points):
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