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MADRID: Gerard Pique salvaged a 1-1 draw for La
Liga leaders Barcelona at city rivals Espanyol on
Sunday, keeping their bid for an unbeaten campaign on
track, while Atletico Madrid edged out Valencia to cut
the gap at the top to nine points.

Ernesto Valverde’s men were in danger of falling to
their first league defeat of the season when Gerard
Moreno nodded the hosts ahead midway through the
second half, but centre-back Pique met a Lionel Messi
corner in the 82nd minute to snatch a point.

Barcelona are now nine
points clear at the top of the
table from Atletico Madrid,
who beat third-placed
Valencia 1-0 at the Wanda
Metropolitano. The Catalan
derby was played in pour-
ing rain and Valverde
slammed the “dangerous”
pitch.

“Even though it was rain-
ing, we thought that the
pitch would hold, but then
we saw that the grass was not going to hold up and that
the pitch was becoming dangerous,” the Barcelona
coach said. “On our passes from defence the ball could
get stuck in a puddle and that’s why things got difficult.

“We give a lot of value to this draw, because it was
hard to get because of this scenario and because it’s a
derby and we didn’t want to lose.” The five-time
European champions also set a new club record of 22
matches unbeaten to start a league season on Sunday,
and are still in the hunt for a La Liga, Copa del Rey and
Champions League treble.

“We are still up there (top of the table). The condi-
tions for them and for us were not the best, but it was
an entertaining game,” Barca captain Andres Iniesta
told BeIn Sports. They were far from at their fluent best
against a stubborn Espanyol whose point drags them

eight clear of the relegation zone, although Philippe
Coutinho came close to scoring his first goal since join-
ing from Liverpool last month when he struck the
crossbar in the first half. Faltering champions Real
Madrid are 19 points adrift of arch rivals Barca in
fourth, after throwing away two points in a 2-2 draw at
Levante on Saturday.

CORREA STUNNER CUTS THE GAP 
Atletico took advantage of Barcelona’s draw to

revive their slim title hopes,
as Angel Correa produced a
moment of magic to win the
game. Neither side managed
to create many chances in a
sloppy first half, with Saul
Niguez seeing a long-range
effort palmed away by
Valencia goalkeeper Neto,
while Simone Zaza dragged
a shot wide for the visitors.

But Correa stunned Neto
with a magnificent long-

range strike when nothing appeared on in the 59th
minute, with the ball flying into the top corner from 25
yards out to give the 22-year-old Argentinian his sixth
league goal of the season.

Valencia plugged away but never truly threatened an
equaliser, with Diego Simeone’s hosts doing enough to
keep Barca looking over their shoulders. But star for-
ward Antoine Griezmann was whistled by the home
fans late on, when he opted to run down the clock
instead of pushing for a second goal.

The Frenchman has had an up-and-down relation-
ship with the Atletico supporters since saying last year
he wanted to leave the club in the future. “Griezmann
did what he had to do... That’s normal, people want to
win,” coach Simeone said.

“The players are the ones who best interpret what

they have to do on the pitch. Griezmann made only
good choices tonight, even though he didn’t score and
couldn’t finish. “Everyone is happy, all the fans are cele-
brating at home and everyone is happy.”

Earlier on Sunday, Girona moved into the top half of
the table as Uruguayan international Cristhian Stuani
scored a double in a 2-0 win over Athletic Bilbao, while
Getafe and Leganes played out a goalless draw. — AFP
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CORNELLA DE LLOBREGAT: Barcelona’s Spanish defender Gerard Pique (C) vies with Espanyol’s Spanish forward Gerard Moreno
(L) during the Spanish league football match between RCD Espanyol and FC Barcelona at the RCDE Stadium in Cornella de
Llobregat on Sunday. — AFP

LONDON: Chelsea manager Antonio Conte
goes into Premier League game at Watford with
mounting uncertainty over his future amid con-
cern the champions may miss out on a
Champions League spot next season.

Fourth-placed Chelsea are one point ahead of
Tottenham Hotspur after an unimpressive start
to the year in which they were knocked out of
the League Cup by Arsenal and beaten at home
in the Premier League by Bournemouth.

Conte has been the subject of persistent
British media reports that he will leave the club
at the end of the season after publicly criticising
their transfer policy. Although the 48-year-old
has been linked with a return to his former job as
Italy manager, Italian football federation (FIGC)
assistant commissioner Alessandro Costacurta
said on Sunday that he has ruled himself out.

“As Conte reiterated the other day, he wants
to continue working as a coach on a day-by-day
basis at club level for at least the next 18 months,
the length of his Chelsea contract, so he has
pulled out of the running,” Costacurta said.
Conte has called on the Chelsea board to end
the uncertainty over his future by publicly con-
firming they trust in his work.

One way or another he may well be disap-
pointed. The only time Chelsea have done any-
thing similar was in Oct  2015 when they
released a statement backing Jose Mourinho fol-
lowing Chelsea’s worst start to a season since
1979. Two months later the Portuguese was
sacked.

Conte’s methods underwent further scrutiny
over the weekend when it was revealed that new
signing Ross Barkley will miss Monday’s game at
Vicarage Road after becoming the eighth
Chelsea player to suffer a hamstring injury this
season.

Conte has consistently said his squad is not
strong enough, although striker Olivier Giroud
and defender Emerson Palmieri were recruited
last week in an attempt to provide more options.

Publicly at least, Conte is putting a brave face
on the situation, refusing to confirm media
reports he has been at odds with director
Marina Granovskaia, one of owner Roman
Abramovich’s most trusted employees, following
November’s surprise departure of transfer chief
Michael Emenalo.

Conte maintains that he intends to stay until
at least until next summer when his contract runs
out. “We are doing the maximum for this club. If
the club understands this and the club wants to
extend a new contract, we can talk,” he said.

“We can talk. Why not? My contract expires
in 2019. My desire and my will are to continue to
work with this club.”

Although Conte’s position would be bolstered
by a strong showing against Barcelona in the
Champions League round of 16, he knows that,
after 18 months in the job, he has survived
longer than most at a club which has employed
10 managers in as many years. — Reuters
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PARIS: Mohamed Salah was the star
African performer in Europe at the week-
end, netting twice to close within one goal
of Harry Kane in the English Premier
League leading scorer race.  The Egypt
sharpshooter and 2017 African Footballer
of the Year twice gave Liverpool the lead
in a dramatic 2-2 draw with Tottenham
Hotspur, whose second equaliser came
from Kane.

Gabon striker Pierre-Emerick
Aubameyang-third behind Salah and
Senegalese Sadio Mane in the Footballer of
the Year poll-scored on his debut as
Arsenal triumphed 5-1 against Everton.

ENGLAND
MOHAMED SALAH (Liverpool)

The Egypt winger struck twice, includ-
ing a stoppage-time goal, but Liverpool
were denied as Tottenham rescued a 2-2
draw at Anfield. Salah punished a mistake
from defender Eric Dier to put Liverpool
ahead with a cool finish in the third minute.
He restored Liverpool’s lead with a superb
solo effort-his 21st league goal this term.

PIERRE-EMERICK 
AUBAMEYANG (Arsenal)

He marked his Arsenal debut with a goal
in the Gunners’ 5-1 demolition of Everton
at the Emirates Stadium. Aubameyang
joined Arsenal from Borussia Dortmund for
a club record £56 million (about $79.1 mil-
lion/63.5 million euros) last week and
didn’t waste time making a good impres-
sion on his new fans. He capped a lively
performance by scoring Arsenal’s fourth
goal with a cool finish late in the first half,

although replays showed he was fortunate
not to be flagged offside.

WILFRIED BONY (Swansea City)
The Ivory Coast str iker has been

ruled out for the rest of the season after
suffering a serious injury in a 1-1 draw
at Leicester. Former Manchester City
star Bony tore a cruciate ligament in his
knee after coming on as a second-half
substitute.

AHMED HEGAZI (West 
Bromwich Albion)

The Egypt defender scored his first goal
since August, but it wasn’t enough to boost
his side’s hopes of avoiding relegation as
they lost 3-2 at home to Southampton.
Hegazi put Albion in front with a fourth-
minute header from Chris Brunt’s cross.

VICTOR WANYAMA 
(Tottenham Hotspur)

Wanyama set up a dramatic finish at
Anfield with an incredible 25-yard
piledriver into the top corner for
Tottenham’s first equaliser 10 minutes from
time. The Kenyan had been on the pitch
only a minute before smashing home his
first goal of an injury-plagued season.

RIYAD MAHREZ (Leicester City)
Algerian Mahrez was again absent from

the Leicester squad in a 1-1 draw against
Swansea after his displeasure at the Foxes’
refusal to let him move to runaway league
leaders Manchester City last week.  

MOHAMED DIAME (Newcastle United)
Senegalese midfielder Diame headed

home his second goal of the season to earn
Newcastle a 1-1 draw at Crystal Palace to
lie just a point above the relegation zone.

SPAIN
EMMANUEL BOATENG (Levante)

The 21-year-old Ghanaian marked only
his fourth La Liga start with his first goal in
the Spanish top flight against floundering
champions Real Madrid.  Boateng latched
onto a loose ball to coolly slot in Levante’s

first equaliser of a 2-2 draw and cap an
enterprising individual display.

ITALY
KALIDOU KOULIBALY (Napoli)

Bottom club Benevento were awarded a
penalty for Senegalese defender
Koulibaly’s clumsy tackle only for it to be
revoked by VAR (video assistant referee)
due to an earlier offside position. Napoli
won 2-0 to stay top of the Serie A table.

AFRIYIE ACQUAH/MBAYE
NIANG/JOEL OBI (Torino) 

Ghanaian Acquah equalised and was
sent off as Torino settled for a 1-1 draw
against European qualification rivals
Sampdoria. Acquah levelled in the 25th
minute before being red-carded for a sec-
ond bookable offence after 75 minutes.
Senegalese Niang missed a chance to pull
Torino ahead three minutes after Acquah’s
goal, but his lob was off target. He was
substituted to his obvious displeasure and
Nigerian Obi went off injured.

GERMANY
SALOMON KALOU (Hertha Berlin)
Once again, the Ivory Coast veteran res-

cued a point for Hertha when he headed
home a second-half equaliser for his eighth
Bundesliga goal of the season in a 1-1 draw
against Hoffenheim. It was the fourth time
this season that Kalou, 32, pulled Berlin level
after also netting in draws against Bayern
Munich, Freiburg and Augsburg.

FRANCE
KEITA BALDE (Monaco)

The Senegal international endured a
night of contrasting emotions as Monaco
came from two goals down to beat Lyon 3-
2. Balde used his strength to hold off a
series of defenders and drill in a low strike
to cut the deficit on 31 minutes that helped
spark his side’s recovery. But his role in the
fight back ended prematurely as he was
sent off for a second yellow card shortly
before half-time for a wild challenge on
Ferland Mendy, having been booked min-
utes earlier for kicking the ball away in
frustration. — AFP
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KUWAIT: American Tourister, world’s leading fashion-
able, youthful, international luggage brand, is proud to
announce the signing of international football super-
star and fashion icon, Cristiano Ronaldo, as its new
brand ambassador for 2018. Five-time winner- a world
record, and the current holder of the FIFA Ballon d’Or
Award (2008, 2013, 2014, 2016, 2017), the former
Manchester United (2003-2009) and Real Madrid
(2009-present) goal-scoring record-breaker has won
24 trophies over the course of his illustrious career,
including four UEFA Champions League titles, and has
captained Portugal to victory in the 2016 UEFA
European Championship. Cristiano is a true legend of
the game and one of today’s most popular and recog-
nizable sporting icons.

Dynamic, stylish and confident, with most followers
across Facebook and Instagram globally, Cristiano

embodies the soul of the American Tourister brand. His
appointment also comes as football fever begins to
grip global audiences ahead of the FIFA World Cup,
which kicks off in Moscow, Russia on June 14th, 2018.

Expressing his excitement on the signing of
Cristiano, Subrata Dutta, President of Asia Pacific at
Samsonite, said, “There couldn’t be a better time to
bring Cristiano on-board. His lively and vivacious
personality, on and off the field, resonates perfectly
with our fun-loving, vibrant brand personality. His
presence will help bring American Tourister to a
whole new audience, allowing us to stand out from
the competition, and enabling us to take the Brand to
the next level.”

Equally delighted to join the American Tourister
family, Cristiano said, “American Tourister is a func-
tional yet cool brand that appeals to everyone. I’m
delighted to be the face of the brand for 2018. As a fre-
quent traveler myself, I appreciate the need for high
quality luggage that still allows you to express your
personality.”

Speaking on the association, Syed Shaheen Jamil,
Business Head for Middle East, Africa, CIS and SAARC
countries, said “Cristiano Ronaldo is arguably the most
popular football star in our region. We hope to lever-
age his popularity, in a football-crazy region, especial-
ly when the FIFA World Cup is just around the corner,
to strengthen our brand’s connection with all his fans.”
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