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PARIS: Big-spending Paris Saint-Germain, five-time cham-
pions Barcelona and Jose Mourinho’s Manchester United are
among the teams looking to book a Champions League last-
16 place today.  The pick of the action sees Anderlecht take
on Neymar and co. in Paris, while Barcelona face Olympiakos
and Roma go head-to-head with Chelsea in Italy.

Group A
At Manchester, England

Manchester United (ENG) v Benfica (POR)
Jose Mourinho’s side can secure a place in the last 16 with

two matches to spare with a win at Old Trafford, if Basel
avoid defeat against CSKA Moscow.  United are unbeaten at
home in 12 meetings with Portuguese opponents-their last
home loss in Europe came in a 2-1 reverse against Real
Madrid in the 2012/13
competition. Benfica are
likely heading towards an
early exit after losing their
first three group games and
will be without veteran
defender Luisao following
his dismissal in the 1-0
defeat by United in Lisbon.
Brazilian striker Jonas
scored his league-leading
12th goal in a 1-0 win over
Feirense on Friday, while
United bounced back from
a shock loss at
Huddersfield Town by edging Tottenham Hotspur 1-0 on
Saturday courtesy of Anthony Martial’s late winner.

At Basel, Switzerland
Basel (SUI) v CSKA Moscow (RUS)

Basel will clinch a spot in the knockout phase with a
second straight win over CSKA Moscow, if Benfica fail to
beat United. After a slow start to the season, Basel have hit
their stride with six wins in their last eight games.
Conversely, CSKA are in the middle of a terrible run of
form after only winning once in their last eight matches and
scoring just twice in that period. A 1-0 defeat at Arsenal
Tula on Friday left them four points off leaders Lokomotiv
in Russia, but Alan Dzagoev could return after a month out
with an Achilles injury.

Group B
At Glasgow, Scotland

Celtic (SCO) v Bayern Munich (GER)
Celtic matched their century-old British record by

stretching their domestic unbeaten streak to 62 matches with
Saturday’s 1-1 draw against Kilmarnock. But Brendan
Rodgers’ team face a stiff test against Bayern Munich as they

bid to keep their European adventure alive. A resurgent
Bayern eased to a 3-0 win over the Scottish champions a
fortnight ago, and a repeat success would all but end Celtic’s
chances of reaching the knockout rounds. Jupp Heynckes is
hopeful striker Robert Lewandowski will be fit for the trip to
Glasgow after limping out of Saturday’s 2-0 victory over RB
Leipzig-their second triumph in four days over their title
rivals after a shootout win in the second round of the
German Cup.

At Paris
Paris Saint-Germain (FRA) v Anderlecht (BEL)

Unai Emery’s French heavyweights have cruised through
their opening three fixtures-netting 12 goals with none con-
ceded-and will be expected to again sweep aside Anderlecht

at the Parc des Princes.
Edinson Cavani struck
twice more in Friday’s 3-0
victory over Nice, giving
the Uruguayan 15 goals in
14 matches this term, as
PSG stayed four points
clear in France. Neymar is
also set to return after
serving a domestic one-
match ban following his red
card against Marseille.
Anderlecht have yet to
register a goal or point in
this season’s group stage,

with their last away win in the Champions League proper
coming in December 2005.

Group C
At Madrid

Atletico Madrid (ESP) v Qarabag (AZE)
Diego Simeone’s Atletico Madrid are still searching for

their first win of the competition after a goalless draw in
Azerbaijan a fortnight ago. They are in danger of missing out
on the knockout stages for the first time since failing to qual-
ify at all in 2012-13. The Spanish side have made a solid start
in La Liga and are unbeaten in their first 10 games, but sit
eight points adrift of leaders Barcelona in fourth place after
five draws. Although Qarabag picked up their first
Champions League point in Baku, Atletico will be expected
to have little trouble in closing the gap on Chelsea and Roma,
ahead of a home match against the Italians and a crucial visit
to Stamford Bridge.

At Rome
Roma (ITA) v Chelsea (ENG)

The winner of the clash at the Stadio Olimpico will be
well-placed to reach the last 16 with both teams still to play a

game against struggling Qarabag. A thrilling 3-3 draw at
Chelsea last time out prevented the Premier League champi-
ons from moving five points clear at the top of Group C, with
Roma now looking for a victory to overtake Antonio Conte’s
men. Roma won their last home game against Chelsea in the
group stages nine years ago, but have not reached the quar-
ter-finals since 2007-08. Chelsea gave their English title
defence a boost by beating Bournemouth at the weekend to
stay nine points off top spot, while Roma are seven points
behind Serie A leaders Napoli with a game in hand.

Group D
At Piraeus, Greece

Olympiakos (GRE) v Barcelona (ESP)
Barcelona could secure a last-16 place on Tuesday. A

fourth straight group-stage win in Greece would book a
knock-out spot unless Sporting Lisbon beat Juventus.
Ernesto Valverde’s men are on a 14-match unbeaten run in all
competitions since losing both legs of the Spanish Super
Cup to Real Madrid.  The five-time European champions are
flying high in Spain, having only dropped two points in their

first 10 outings. Barca talisman Lionel Messi is La Liga’s top-
scorer so far this term with 12 goals and has also netted three
times from three Champions League outings. The first meet-
ing two weeks ago saw Barcelona ease to a 3-1 win with
only 10 men, while Olympiakos, bottom of Group D, will be
eliminated if they lose and Sporting fail to beat Juventus.

At Lisbon
Sporting Lisbon (POR) v Juventus (ITA)

Sporting and Juventus look set to be in a straight fight for
second place in Group D behind Barcelona, with today’s
match in Lisbon crucial after the Italians’ 2-1 win at Turin.
Jorge Jesus’ team are looking to draw level on points with
their opponents, although last season’s runners-up would
move all but into the knockout rounds with victory. After
winning six consecutive Serie A titles, Juve trail in-form
Napoli by three points domestically despite a strong start to
the campaign. Jesus is hoping to improve Sporting’s
European pedigree as the Portuguese giants have not
reached the last 16 since 2009, when they lost 12-1 on
aggregate to Bayern Munich. — AFP
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LONDON: Tottenham boss Mauricio Pochettino is
hopeful Harry Kane will be fit for tomorrow’s
Champions League clash with Real Madrid after he
missed the 1-0 defeat at Manchester United.

Kane, who has scored 13 goals for Spurs this sea-
son, was expected to be a doubt for the game at
Wembley after a hamstring problem forced him out of
the match at Old Trafford. “With the doctors and the
player, we will take the best decision for everyone,”
said Pochettino. 

“It’s not the last game or the final where you would
say, ‘OK, after that it’s holidays’. We must analyse and
take the best decision for everyone. “We will assess
him and then we will make the best decision. My feel-
ing is good. But it’s not my feeling, it’s Harry Kane’s
feeling.”

The United match, in which substitute Anthony
Martial netted the only goal in the 81st minute, was an
unremarkable contest for much of the time, with the
best work coming in defence. Pochettino was also
asked afterwards if opposing teams were more defen-
sive against Tottenham, and he said: “No. I think no.

“My perception is that United played like they did
against Benfica (a 1-0 away win) and Liverpool (a 0-0
draw at Anfield). “That’s football. Everyone can play
(how) they want to play.” High-flying Tottenham have
suffered back-to-back defeats, with the 1-1 draw at
Real and 4-1 win over Liverpool at Wembley being
followed by a 3-2 League Cup loss to West Ham at the
same venue and the Old Trafford setback.—AFP
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Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
Basel 1893 v CSKA Moscow 22:45
beIN SPORTS HD 8
Manchester United v Benfica 22:45 
beIN SPORTS HD 6
Paris Saint v Anderlecht 22:45
beIN SPORTS HD 2
Celtic v Bayern Munich 22:45
beIN SPORTS HD 5
Atletico de Madrid v Qarabag Agdam 22:45
beIN SPORTS HD 7
Roma v Chelsea 22:45 
beIN SPORTS HD 1
Sporting v Juventus 22:45 
beIN SPORTS HD 4
Olympiacos v Barcelona 22:45 
beIN SPORTS HD 3

MADRID: Finding themselves against the ropes,
Atletico Madrid have to come out swinging and finally
start landing punches to keep their Champions League
dreams alive when Azerbaijani champions Qarabag visit
the shiny new Wanda Metropolitano today.

The move to the 68,000 capacity stadium, which
will host next season’s Champions League final, was
seen as confirmation of Atletico’s place among the
European elite.

Inspired by coach Diego Simeone, Atletico have
twice reached the final, as well as the semis and quar-
ters in the Champions League over the past four sea-
sons - only to fall to cross city rivals Real Madrid on
every occasion. On top of a 310 million euro ($360 mil-
lion) outlay on their new home, Atletico made a huge
economic effort to make their transition from the
Vicente Calderon as smooth as possible despite a FIFA
ban on registering new players.

Simeone and key figures such as Antoine Griezmann,
Saul Niguez and Koke were handed lucrative new con-
tracts. Diego Costa also rejoined the club for a report-
ed club record 55 million euros ($64.8 million) from
Chelsea, but he and Atletico’s other major recruit Vitolo
can’t feature until January.

However, the gamble that Costa and Vitolo would
provide the perfect boost to Atletico’s Champions
League campaign come the new year could backfire
spectacularly as Simeone’s men have taken a paltry two

points from their opening three Group C games. Costa’s
old club Chelsea lead the way on seven points, closely
followed by Roma on five.

GOAL-SHY GRIEZMANN 
Atletico’s problem is painstakingly obvious, they

can’t score goals. Griezmann’s penalty in 2-1 home
defeat to Chelsea last month is their only Champions
League goal to date and they have managed just eight
in their last eight La Liga games to fall eight points off
the top. “It’s the same thing as always,” Saul confessed
after a 1-1 draw against third-tier Elche in the Copa del
Rey. “That lack of goals makes us anxious and we end
up suffering.”

Top scorer for the past three seasons, Griezmann’s
form has faltered with just three goals 11 matches.
However, Simeone insisted the Frenchman has got
Atletico into a “bad habit” of solving the team’s attack-
ing problems single-handedly for too long.

Luciano Vietto, Fernando Torres and Kevin Gameiro
have all been handed their opportunity to partner
Griezmann in attack and failed when presented chances
in front of goal. Some have also pointed the finger at
Simeone’s defensive tactics as Atletico have been pun-
ished for sitting back after taking the lead against
Chelsea, Barcelona and in drawing 1-1 against Villarreal
on Saturday.

“Simeone isn’t the one missing the chances,” wrote
former Atletico favourite Paulo Futre in sports daily
Marca on Sunday in defence of the Argentine.

Griezmann, Yannick Carrasco and Torres all missed
huge opportunities as Qarabag secured their first ever
Champions League point in Baku two weeks ago.

“Now we have a final here at home,” said Atletico’s
top scorer Angel Correa, his side’s top scorer with a
meagre four goals this season. “We need to be calm
because the only thing we lack is luck, we are creating
the chances.”—AFP

MADRID: Atletico Madrid’s Slovenian goalkeeper Jan Oblak catches a ball during a training session at the
Vicente Calderon Stadium in Madrid yesterday on the eve of the UEFA Champions League group C. —AFP

Punchless Atletico 
face Champions 
League knockout

BARCELONA: Real Madrid’s f irst ever trip to
Wembley to face Tottenham Hotspur in the
Champions League tomorrow will come as a welcome
distraction to the European and Liga holders in the
midst of their worst domestic run of results in five
years.

Sunday’s shock 2-1 defeat to Liga newcomers
Girona saw them fall eight points behind arch rivals
Barcelona in the standings, the biggest gap they have
faced with a league leader since their final turbulent
campaign under Jose Mourinho in 2012/13.

Madrid were also defending champions in the
Portuguese’s final campaign but came unstuck at the
start of the season, dropping eight points in their first
four games while Barcelona raced ahead, eventually
finishing 15 clear of Madrid while Mourinho had an
acrimonious split with the dressing room.

The feeling in the Spanish sports press after
Zinedine Zidane’s side threw away a 1-0 lead at half-
time was one of resignation about Madrid’s faltering
campaign, as the 32-times Liga champions have never
managed to win the title after falling eight points
behind the leaders.

“Madrid vote no to La Liga”, ran a headline on the
website of daily newspaper Marca, alluding to the
political undertones of Sunday’s game at Girona,
Real’s first trip to the troubled region of Catalonia
since a banned referendum on independence on Oct. 1
sparked Spain’s worst political crisis in 39 years.

Only Madrid’s goalscorer Isco and forward Karim
Benzema were exempt from criticism in Marca, which
criticised the team’s usual talisman Cristiano Ronaldo
for only scoring once this campaign and called out
Marcelo, Toni Kroos, Luka Modric and captain Sergio
Ramos for unconvincing displays.

“Isco is out on his own”, ran the cover of newspa-
per AS, while daily ABC described Madrid as “apa-
thetic”, calling the defeat the team’s worst perform-
ance since Zidane took over at the club in January
2016 and began a winning cycle that has yielded sev-
en trophies.

The French coach said Real had lost the game due
to two lapses of concentration in the space of four
minutes which lead to Cristhian Stuani’s equaliser and
Portu’s winner, but denied there was a problem with
the team’s attitude.

“What I’m most annoyed about is not killing the
game off when we had the chance to do it,” the coach
said in a news conference after Girona snapped Real’s
record run of 13 consecutive away wins over the
course of two seasons.

“I’m not worried about a lack of intensity nor
enthusiasm, these results can happen in the league but
we’ll keep on working hard. I’m not worried. We didn’t
expect this after winning four games in a row but we
still want to win the league.” — Reuters

Spanish media flay 
Real after worst 
start in five years

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Brazilian defender Dani Alves controls the ball during a training session at Saint-
Germain-en-Laye, western Paris yesterday, on the eve of the UEFA Champions League football match against
Anderlecht.   — AFP 


