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Messi’s free-kick magic keeps 
Barcelona top of La Liga

Atleti and Sevilla had moved level on 28 points

LEICESTER: Mauricio Pochettino challenged his
Tottenham squad to fight for silverware on two fronts
after seeing his team thrust themselves back into the
Premier League title race with a 2-0 victory at
Leicester City ahead of a Champions League trip to
Barcelona in midweek.

The Tottenham manager saw his side brush the
Foxes aside despite Harry Kane and Christian
Eriksen, two of his most potent attacking players,
playing only cameo roles off the bench. The pair will
now be fresh for Tuesday’s crucial Champions
League trip to Catalonia with Spurs needing to win at
the Camp Nou to guarantee progress to the last 16.

And Pochettino believes all of his players will have
a role in the hectic weeks ahead. “To show the belief
you have in the squad is massive,” said Pochettino.
“There’s no point players playing every three days.
It’s not healthy, they need to rest and need some time
to breathe.

“For some teams it’s so difficult to manage. The
most important thing is being genuine in the trust you
have in the squad. “We are showing we trust all the
players. In this busy period everybody needs to be
focused.” Victory in the East Midlands moved
Tottenham back into third, just six points off the top
of the Premier League, now headed by Liverpool fol-
lowing Manchester City’s first defeat of the season at
Chelsea. By staying in the race despite a host of
injury problems and delays over moving into the
club’s new stadium, Pochettino now believes his play-
ers can keep pace with the league leaders. “The three
points are massive to keep our position in the table,”
he added.

“It’s a massive win for us. The reality is we are
there, fighting Liverpool, City, Chelsea and Arsenal -
that’s the reality. “It was a tough place so I’m very
happy with the performance. I am so pleased and it
allows us to start thinking about Barcelona.”

In the absence of Kane and Eriksen, Son Heung-
min came to the fore by opening the scoring with a
left-footed rocket from the edge of the penalty area
before crossing for Dele Alli to head home Spurs’
second just before the hour mark.

Son’s impact in the first few months of the season
was limited by his participation in the Asian Games,
but the South Korean has been in fine form in recent
weeks after skipping international duty last month.

“The first few months of the season I was a little
bit disappointed because he travelled a lot, but after a
rest and not going with the national team he was so
focused on trying to improve,” added Pochettino.

“Today he improved a lot from (the) Chelsea
(game) and we’re so happy with his contribution and
performance and that is the player we want.” The
only blight on a bright night for Pochettino was an
injury to right-back Serge Aurier that could rule the
Ivorian out for the Barcelona match.

However, Pochettino is confident Spurs can pro-
duce on the biggest stage to cap a remarkable come-
back after picking up just one point from their open-
ing three Champions League games. “It will be a
massive game. They are qualified for the next stage
but in the Champions League nobody gives you a
present.—AFP
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MADRID: Lionel Messi stole the show with two free-
kick goals in a blistering display as Barcelona main-
tained their lead at the top of La Liga with a thumping
4-0 derby win over Catalan rivals Espanyol.

The Argentine superstar curled home two sensation-
al set-pieces and set up another goal as he and his
teammates romped to victory at the RCDE Stadium
and made sure Barca kept chasing Atletico Madrid and
Sevilla at bay.

Atleti and Sevilla had moved level on 28 points with
Barca on Saturday after Diego Simeone’s side defeated
Alaves 3-0 and the Andalusians drew 1-1 at Valencia.
However Messi made sure that Ernesto Valverde’s team
kept their place at the top of the pile with a mesmeris-
ing display alongside front-three partners Luis Suarez
and Ousmane Dembele that left Espanyol dead and
buried by half-time.

“He is extraordinary,” said Valverde. “The free-kicks,
the chances on goal that he creates, what he brings us
and what he take from the opponent...

“It is still very early, La Liga is very tight, but the
idea is to be solid away from home, knowing that win-
ning is very difficult against every team.”

Messi began the rout in the 17th minute with a per-
fectly placed free-kick that arched past a desperate
Diego Lopez, and followed that up by keeping posses-

sion under intense pressure before providing the pass
for Dembele from which the French attacker curled in a
fine second.

It was then Dembele’s turn to become provider a
minute before the break, slipping in a super through
ball that Suarez somehow took on and squeezed home
from near the byline.

Messi capped a dominant team and individual dis-
play with his second free-kick of the night, which this
time whipped past Lopez which such venom the
Spanish goalkeeper could barely move towards it.

Nikola Kalinic opened his league account for
Atletico Madrid with the opener against Alaves earlier
on Saturday, before Antoine Griezmann and midfielder
Rodri sealed all three points at the Wanda
Metropolitano with goals in the final 10 minutes.

The only negative note for Simeone was World Cup
winner Lucas Hernandez leaving the field with a knee
injury in the first half.

Mouctar Diakhaby’s header in second half stoppage
time for Valencia meant Sevilla missed the opportunity
to stay just a point behind Barca. Pablo Sarabia had put
the visitors into the lead nine minutes into the second
half and Sevilla had chances to seal the points at the
Mestalla with Ever Banega and Andre Silva hitting the
post. — AFP

MADRID: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi scores during the Spanish league football match RCD
Espanyol against FC Barcelona at the RCDE Stadium in Cornella de Llobregat on Satueday. — AFP

BOULOGNE-BILLANCOURT: England manager Phil
Neville admitted that a “great generation” of Japan
players will pose a major threat to his team at the 2019
women’s World Cup after Saturday’s draw for the tour-
nament placed them in the same group.

England have aspirations of winning the World Cup
after reaching the semi-finals in 2015, only to lose 2-1
to Japan. They also reached the last four of Euro 2017,
but their hopes of progressing far in France next year
could be complicated by the presence of the 2011
world champions in the same Group D, which will also
feature Scotland and Argentina.

However, Neville and his staff will see up close how
his team compare to Japan when the nations meet in
the SheBelieves Cup in the United States in March.
“That will be an interesting game but they are a team
that we know a lot about,” Neville said after Saturday’s
draw in Boulogne-Billancourt, just outside Paris.

“They have a great generation of footballers coming

through and they are approaching the World Cup
probably in the same mindset as us. “They want to win
the World Cup so that tells you what type of team we
are coming up against in the third group game.”

Both teams will hope to come into that match in
Nice on June 19 with maximum points, which would
make it a potentially crucial shoot-out for top spot. The
winners of Group D will face a third-placed team in the
last 16, while the runners-up will face the winners of
Group E, which could be Canada or the Netherlands.

England will start their campaign against old rivals
Scotland in Nice on June 9, a match which will hold no
fears for them given they beat Scotland 6-0 in their
opening game at Euro 2017. —AFP
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MILAN: Napoli boss Carlo Ancelotti said his side were
“ready for Liverpool” after warming up for next week’s
Champions League clash at Anfield with a 4-0 win over
Frosinone in Serie A on Saturday, but Roma threw away
a two-goal lead to draw 2-2 with nine-man Cagliari in a
chaotic final ten minutes in Sardinia.

Piotr Zielinski opened the scoring after just seven
minutes at the Stadio San Paolo for Napoli with
Algerian Adam Ounas adding a stunning second five
minutes prior to the break, before Arkadiusz Milik’s
second-half double.

Ancelotti’s team closed the gap on Juventus to eight
points after the seven-time reigning champions contin-
ued their unbeaten run with a 1-0 win over Inter Milan
on Friday. Napoli are six points ahead of third-placed
Inter. “Games like today have all the ingredients of a
trap, especially ahead of a Champions League game,”
said former Chelsea boss Ancelotti.  

“We can start thinking about Liverpool now.”
Goalkeeper Alex Meret got his first start after

breaking his arm following his move from Udinese, with
midfielder Amin Younes also making his debut off the
bench. Algerian international Faouzi Ghoulam-playing
his first game in over a year after a knee injury-set up
both Milik’s goals after 69 and 85 minutes.

“The new entrants have done well,” said Ancelotti.
“I’ve had positive feedback from everyone and I think
the team is ready to face the challenge tomorrow. “I
have fond memories of Anfield, as I won the Premier
League there with Chelsea.”

But amid chaos in Sardinia, Roma, who had led with
first-half goals from Bryan Cristante and Aleksandar
Kolarov, were caught as the clock ticked down. “I’m
really angry and upset at this draw, because it’s just
absurd. You can’t let it happen, conceding an equaliser
against nine men in stoppages,” said under-pressure

Roma coach Eusebio Di Francesco.
Roma are already through to the Champions League

last 16 before next week’s game against Viktoria Plzen.
But they have a long injury list with captain Daniele De
Rossi sidelined along with Edin Dzeko, Stephan El
Shaarawy and Lorenzo Pellegrini.

Cristante opened after 14 minutes off a Justin
Kluivert cross, as Kolarov got the second five minutes
before the break with a free-kick which took a big
deflection. But the hosts broke through late when Joao
Pedro nodded a corner on to Artur Ionita who blasted
into the Roma goal four minutes from time.

Luca Ceppitelli and Darijo Srna were sent off for
arguing with the referee in injury time, with Cagliari
coach Roberto Maran also banished. But Marco Sau
came off the bench to score five minutes into injury

time and maintain 13th-placed Cagliari’s unbeaten
home record. Roma, third last season, remain seventh,
22 points behind leaders Juventus.

Roma’s city rivals Lazio were also held 2-2 after
Riccardo Saponara snatched a point for ten-man
Sampdoria nine minutes into injury time in another
thriller at the Stadio Olimpico.

Lazio had trailed for much of the game after veteran
Fabio Quagliarella scored for the fifth consecutive
game. Sampdoria defender Bartosz Bereszynski was
sent off in injury time for a second yellow card with
Ciro Immobile pulling a goal back from the spot four
minutes later.

But Saponara fired in a dramatic last-gasp equaliser
to leave Lazio fifth after their fourth consecutive draw,
with Sampdoria 10th.— AFP

SYDNEY: A former Bahrain national footballer
held in Thailand on an extradition request and who
has refugee status in Australia should be allowed to
return home, Foreign Minister Marise Payne said
yesterday.

Hakeem Alaraibi, who plays for a semi-profes-
sional football club in Melbourne, was stopped by
Thai immigration on November 27 after arriving in
Bangkok for a vacation with his wife. He is being
held in detention, with a Thai court to rule next
week on his fate.

Payne called for the 25-year-old’s “immediate

return” and said she had spoken to her Thai coun-
terpart Don Pramudwinai. “Australia is concerned
by the ongoing detention of  Mr Hakeem Ali
Alaraibi and calls for his immediate return to
Australia,” she said in a statement.

“Australia has made, and will continue to make,
high-level diplomatic representations seeking Mr
Alaraibi’s safe return.” The footballer said he was
arrested and beaten at the start of the Arab Spring
protests in the Gulf state in 2012. He was granted
refugee status in Australia five years later.

Alaraibi was convicted in absentia on charges of
vandalising a police station in Bahrain, but says he
was out of the country playing in a match at the
time of the alleged offence. The office of Thailand’s
attorney-general on Friday submitted an extradi-
tion case to the criminal court on Bahrain’s behalf
as the Gulf state has an outstanding arrest warrant
for Alaraibi. Rights groups as well as FIFA, the
international governing body for football, have
called for his release. — AFP
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Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Everton FC v Watford 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 2

SPANISH LEAGUE
Athletic de Bilbao v Girona 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 3 Hakeem Alaraibi

NAPLES: Napoli’s Italian forward Lorenzo Insigne (R) vies with Frosinone’s Italian goalkeeper Marco Sportiello
during the Italian Serie A football match between Napoli and Frosinone at the San Paolo stadium in Naples on
Saturday. — AFP


