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TOKYO: Japan’s Urawa Reds players celebrate after defeating Saudi Arabia’s Al Hilal in the final of the AFC Champions League soccer tournament in Saitama, north of Tokyo yesterday. — AP

SAITAMA: Brazilian sharp-shooter Rafael Silva
smashed a late winner as Japan’s Urawa Reds beat 10-
man Al Hilal 1-0 yesterday to win a second Asian
Champions League title. The forward, who also scored
in last weekend’s 1-1 first-leg draw in Riyadh, blasted a
superb winner two minutes from time for Urawa, last
crowned continental champions in 2007.

“Words can’t describe how happy I feel right now,”
said Silva after recovering from a sore ankle he sus-
tained in Saudi Arabia. “It’s been a difficult week with
the injury but this makes it worthwhile.  We fed off the
crowd’s energy and were running on 100 percent
adrenalin,” added the 25-year-old, who was the target

of racial abuse in the build-up to the game.
Urawa officials filed a formal protest to the Asian

Football Confederation after racist comments were
posted on the player’s Instagram account. Tempers
flared on the pitch too as Silva and Uruguayan mid-
fielder Nicolas Milesi went nose to nose, with Al Hilal
becoming increasingly anxious as they tried to cancel
out Urawa’s away goal. 

Japanese teams have struggled in Asia’s premier club
competition since Gamba Osaka lifted the trophy in
2008 and the Reds were under the cosh for much of the
return game in Saitama. But the visitors, chasing a first
Asian title since 2000, lacked end product and their

cause was not helped by the dismissal of midfielder
Salem Al Dawsari in the 78th minute.

Al Dawsari fizzed a first-half shot just over with
arguably Al Hilal’s best chance of the match before
Syria striker Omar Kharbin curled a free kick just wide
before the break. At the other end, Reds striker Shinzo
Koroki had a header brilliantly saved before Silva
almost broke the net with his late rocket to dash Saudi
hopes. The home crowd of 57,000 erupted with joy at
the final whistle while Al Hilal’s players slumped to the
turf, many sobbing, after coming up short in their bid
for a third Asian title.

Reds manager Takafumi Hori said: “The players did

wonderfully well. We didn’t have much time to prepare
after the first leg but we showed great character to
win.” Urawa’s victory qualifies them for next month’s
Club World Cup in the UAE. “Hopefully we can go there
and do a job too,” said Silva, who also scored the win-
ner in last month’s victory over star-studded Shanghai
SIPG in the semi-finals. “We’ll take a little time to
recover from tonight and then we go again.”  Visiting
coach Ramon Diaz tried to put a positive spin on the
result. “Congratulations to Urawa on winning the title,”
said the Argentine. “I’m proud of how my players per-
formed. It’s been a dream to come this far in the tourna-
ment, it’s been a great experience.” — AFP

Japan’s Reds crowned Asian kings

LONDON: Manchester United closed the gap on
Premier League leaders Manchester City to five points
with a 1-0 win over Brighton, while Tottenham’s title
hopes suffered another blow in a 1-1 draw against West
Bromwich Albion yesterday.

Jose Mourinho’s United bounced back from their
surprise Champions League defeat at Basel in midweek
thanks to Lewis Dunk’s second half own goal at Old
Trafford. However, City can reopen an eight-point
advantage over their Manchester rivals if they win at
Huddersfield today. Tottenham’s bid to win the title for
the first time since 1961 is in tatters after their latest
frustrating result at Wembley left them 10 points behind
City. At Old Trafford, United, featuring seven changes
from the Basel loss, found it hard to break Brighton’s
stubborn resistence before finally nabbing the crucial
goal in the 56th minute.

Dale Stephens headed Marcus Rashford’s corner to
Ashley Young on the edge of the area and his shot
deflected off Dunk and looped over Brighton keeper
Mat Ryan. That was enough to secure United’s second
consecutive league win as they try to keep pace with
City. It was United’s club record 39th successive home
game without defeat. Tottenham have had mixed results

at Wembley since moving into their temporary home
while White Hart Lane is redeveloped and once again
they lacked a cutting edge against supposedly inferior
opponents.

The pre-match headlines focused on Tottenham
manager Mauricio Pochettino’s decision to leave left-
back Danny Rose out of the squad for the second time
in seven days. Rose admitted he was “fuming” with his
absence from the north London derby and although he
played 90 minutes in Tottenham’s midweek win at
Borussia Dortmund, there was no place for the England
international against Albion. Albion were led by care-
taker boss Gary Megson following Tony Pulis’s sacking
earlier this week and they took a shock fourth minute
lead. Notching his first goal since September, Salomon
Rondon sprinted onto Jake Livermore’s pass, held off
Davinson Sanchez and hit a scuffed shot that trickled
past Tottenham goalkeeper Hugo Lloris.

LABOURED 
Tottenham laboured for long periods but equalised

in the 74th minute when Kane converted Dele Alli’s
cross for his 15th club goal this season. West Brom are
without a win in 11 league games, while Tottenham have
failed to win their last two in the league.

Mamadou Sakho gave Crystal Palace just their sec-
ond league win this season as the French defender’s
last-gasp goal sealed a 2-1 success against Stoke. Mark
Hughes’ men went ahead in the 53rd minute through
Xherdan Shaqiri’s superb solo effort at Selhurst Park.

But bottom of the table Palace drew level thanks to
Ruben Loftus-Cheek’s tap-in three minutes later and
Sakho won it for the hosts from close-range in the 90th
minute. Watford handed Newcastle a fourth successive
defeat with a 3-0 win at St James’ Park.

The Hornets showed why their manager Marco Silva
has been linked with the vacant Everton job as they
swept to a second successive victory. They took a 19th

minute lead through Will Hughes, the midfielder flicking
in Marvin Zeegelaar’s cross for his second goal in his
last two games.—AFP

United close 
gap on City, 
Spurs held

Brazilian Silva scores two minutes from time

OLD TRAFFORD: Brighton Irish defender Shane Duffy (bottom) challenges Manchester United’s Swedish
striker Zlatan Ibrahimovic (L) during the English Premier League football match between Manchester
United and Brighton and Hove Albion at Old Trafford in Manchester. — AFP


