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BARCELONA: Real Madrid have returned to the top
of La Liga but need to halt their recent trend of leak-
ing goals in games if they want to stay there in
tomorrow’s trip to Athletic Bilbao, who have the sec-
ond best home record in the Spanish top flight.
Zinedine Zidane’s side have conceded 10 times in
their last six games in all competitions, falling
behind in five of those, and are increasingly relying
on late escape acts to get them out of trouble.
Sergio Ramos came to their rescue in Sunday’s
labored 2-1 win over Real Betis with an 81st minute
winner, while Alvaro Morata and Cristiano Ronaldo
scored late against Villarreal and Las Palmas, sal-
vaging a 3-2 win and 3-3 draw respectively.

Real leapfrogged rivals Barcelona at the league’s
summit after the Catalans’ shock 2-1 defeat at
Deportivo La Coruna and enjoy a two-point lead as
well as having a game in hand in their pursuit of a

first title win since 2012, although their defense is
still vulnerable. The spotlight has fallen particularly
on goalkeeper Keylor Navas, who scored an embar-
rassing own goal against Betis and was fortunate not
to be sent off, adding to costly mistakes against Las
Palmas and in their 2-1 defeat to Valencia.

Real have won one of three visits to Athletic’s
new San Mames stadium, which opened in 2013,
and the Basques have hit form, winning their last
four league home games and beating local rivals
Real Sociedad 2-0 in their last outing. “We’re playing
well, we are very confident and the derby win gave
us an extra boost. 

We want to keep up our great run at home and
the fact we’re playing Real Madrid makes us even
more motivated,” Athletic midfielder Benat
Etxebarria told reporters. Athletic have only lost one
home game in all competitions, to champions

Barcelona in August, and are set to welcome back
top scorer Aritz Aduriz to the starting line-up for the
first time in over a month after the veteran recov-
ered from injury.

Barca host Valencia looking for a response from
their surprise defeat to Deportivo, which came four
days after their sensational 6-1 win over Paris St
Germain in the Champions League. Barca are also set
to welcome back Neymar, the hero of their amazing
second leg comeback, after a thigh problem. Sevilla
are third in the standings, having slipped five points
behind Real with two consecutive draws. Their
promising season further unravelled on Tuesday
with a 2-0 defeat to Leicester City and elimination
from the Champions League. Jorge Sampaoli’s side
visit Atletico Madrid, who are fourth in the standings
and can cut the distance with Sevilla down to two
points with a win. —Reuters

Real’s vulnerable defense faces test at home specialists Athletic

ADDIS ABABA: Ahmad Ahmad (2nd left) of Madagascar reacts after being elected the new president of the
Confederation of African Football (CAF) in Addis Ababa yesterday.  —AFP

ADDIS ABABA: Issa Hayatou was voted
out as president of the African soccer
confederation yesterday after 29 years
in charge, losing to challenger Ahmad of
Madagascar in a major shakeup for the
sport on the continent.  The 70-year-old
Hayatou had ruled African soccer since
1988 and was FIFA’s most senior vice
president because of his status as the
longest-serving executive at the world
soccer body. 

He also lost that position yesterday,
and his place on FIFA’s ruling council.
Ahmad won 34-20 in the vote of Africa’s
54 member federations. He will become
a FIFA vice president and join the coun-
cil. Hayatou left the congress room in
Addis Ababa when the result was
announced without commenting. “This
is sweet victory,” said Ahmad, who was
held aloft by officials when his victory
was announced and then hugged peo-
ple around him. “When you work hard

for years and months and you succeed,
that is great.”

Ahmad takes over on an initial four-
year term, and has promised to modern-
ize CAF and make it more transparent.
His first job, he said earlier yesterday,
would be to introduce a new code of
ethics for the African soccer body. He
has also pledged to extend ethics
checks on African soccer officials.
Hayatou’s departure is the end of an era
in African soccer. The Cameroonian,
who took power when Ronald Reagan
was still president of the United States,
was seeking an eighth term in office.

As the result became apparent,
Ahmad’s campaign manager shouted out
“We won!” The campaign manager,
Zimbabwe Football Association president
Phillip Chiyangwa, predicted that Ahmad
had won over 35 national federations to
his cause, a credible claim in the end.
Chiyangwa also fiercely criticized Hayatou

in the run-up to the election, saying he
was too old and had led CAF for too long.
“This was coming. He (Hayatou) knew it
was coming,” Chiyangwa said following
Ahmad’s victory.

Underlining his complete control
over CAF for three decades, Hayatou
had only been challenged in a re-elec-
tion campaign twice before, and he won
both of those votes in landslides. He was
re-elected unchallenged in 2013 after
engineering rule changes that favored
his candidacy.  Hayatou served as acting
FIFA president following the world
body’s 2015 corruption scandal and had
been touted as a possible candidate for
the head of FIFA. He eventually decided
not to stand.  FIFA President Gianni
Infantino was present for CAF’s general
assembly, and raised speculation that he
was backing Hayatou’s challenger when
he appeared at a party hosted by
Chiyangwa last month. —AP

Guardiola faces test of 
resolve after ‘pathetic’ 

City’s Euro woe
LONDON: Pep Guardiola faces the biggest crisis of his managerial
career after spluttering Manchester City hit a new low in their dismal
Champions League exit against Monaco. City’s woeful defending
cost them dearly as Monaco recovered from a 5-3 first leg deficit
with a 3-1 win on Wednesday that took them through to the quar-
ter-finals on away goals. Having fallen 2-0 down in the first half, City
were given a lifeline by Leroy Sane’s goal, which would have been
enough to send them into the last eight.

However, City’s star-studded and expensively assembled side
were badly lacking in tactical discipline as they allowed Monaco to
score again, condemning Guardiola to his earliest Champions
League exit. As Guardiola blamed himself for failing to convince his
players to attack more effectively during a lethargic first half, it was
the 46-year-old’s struggle to build a sold City defense that earned
him most criticism. “They were too high, it’s pathetic defending,” for-
mer Manchester United and England centre-back Rio Ferdinand said
on BT Sport. “You have to give yourself the chance to see the ball. If
you stay that high you give the guy taking it an area to hit. 

“There is no one in there who is commanding that box, dictating
to the line of defence telling them where to be. There is no com-
mander in there. That’s the problem.” Languishing 10 points behind
Premier League leaders Chelsea, City are now reduced to focusing
on securing a top four finish and beating Arsenal in the FA Cup semi-
finals next month. That would be a meagre return given the hype
that greeted Guardiola’s appointment last year to replace Manuel
Pellegrini, the Chilean who managed to lead City to the Champions
League semi-finals with much less fanfare.

Turmoil  
Guardiola was hailed as a revolutionary who would dazzle the

Premier League with his purist principles when he arrived at City
from Bayern Munich. The Spaniard had impeccable credentials after
winning La Liga three times and the Champions League twice at
Barcelona, then adding three more league titles at Bayern. But
Guardiola has found it much harder to thrive in England, where the
competition provided by a host of mega-rich top clubs is far stronger
than the opposition provided in Spain or Germany. Even though City
won the first 10 matches of Guardiola’s reign, his ruthless decision to
axe goalkeeper Joe Hart foreshadowed the turmoil to come. When it
became apparent that Claudio Bravo, Guardiola’s hand-picked
replacement for Hart, was even more flawed than his predecessor,
the Spaniard immediately lost credibility. —AFP
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