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MADRID: Barcelona coach Ernesto Valverde was
delighted that his side “finally” wrapped up a 25th La
Liga title with four matches to spare, after a Lionel
Messi hat-trick secured a thrilling 4-2 victory at
Deportivo La Coruna on Sunday. Valverde’s men com-
pleted a league and cup double after thrashing Sevilla 5-
0 in last week’s Copa del Rey final, regaining the Spanish
crown from Real Madrid and relegating Deportivo in the
process. “When you chase it for so long you say ‘finally’,”
he told Spanish television.

“I feel very happy because
in the end the league is very
long, it starts in August... and
when spring arrives every-
thing is decided, we have
passed everything. “We’ve
been pursuing it since the
beginning, we have been in
the lead, we’ve finished well,
with a big margin... It’s the
first La Liga that I’ve won.”

The only blip on the
Catalans’ season was the
stunning Champions League quarter-final loss at Roma
when they blew a 4-1 first-leg lead.

“The elimination (by Roma) marked us a little bit
because it was unexpected, but out trajectory has been
extraordinary,” added Valverde. “There is always a small
‘but’, but we’ll try again next year.” Barca knew they just
had to extend their record unbeaten streak to 41 La Liga
matches to seal a seventh title in 10 seasons, and
Philippe Coutinho fired them into an early lead.

Messi’s 38th-minute volley made it two, but Lucas
Perez pulled one back for Deportivo before half-time
and Turkish winger Emre Colak stunned Barca with an
equaliser midway through the second period.

Barca finally saw off their stubborn hosts, though, as
Messi pounced after a brilliant one-two with Luis Suarez
before slotting in to complete his 30th La Liga treble.

The Catalan giants now hold an unassailable 11-point
lead over second-placed Atletico Madrid, who have just
three games to play, and are closing in on becoming the
first Spanish side to go through a top-flight season with-
out tasting defeat. “We have managed an almost perfect

league campaign, without losing so far.  I hope we can
continue,” midfielder Sergio Busquets said. Andres
Iniesta was surprisingly left on the bench after the mid-
field great announced earlier this week that he will leave
the club at the end of the season.

But it was his expected long-term successor Coutinho
who broke the deadlock in the seventh minute, bending
an exquisite finish into the top corner for his third La
Liga goal for the club since signing from Liverpool in

January.
Deportivo had to win to

stave off relegation for
another week, but Clarence
Seedorf’s men were denied
an equaliser when Perez was
flagged offside after tapping
in from close range. Messi
went close to doubling the
advantage just before the
half-hour mark, only for
home goalkeeper Ruben to
pull off an excellent one-
handed save to turn his free-

kick around the post.

DEPORTIVO CAUSE PROBLEMS 
Deportivo were causing Barca plenty of problems at

the back, though, and centre-back Fabian Schaer should
have levelled as he headed over when unmarked inside
the six-yard box. But Messi drilled a curling Suarez
cross past Ruben at the keeper’s near post to score his
30th league goal of the campaign, before on-loan
Arsenal striker Perez swept home to halve the deficit just
two minutes later. Despite the close scoreline, Barca
were playing as if the second half was a pure title party,
with centre-back Gerard Pique even performing a few
‘keepie uppies’ on the left wing. Their complacency cost
them in the 64th minute, as Celso Borges unselfishly
squared for Colak to score.

Suddenly the champions-elect were desperately try-
ing to hang onto their unbeaten record, as goalkeeper
Marc-Andre ter Stegen made a smart stop from another
Schaer header. But Barcelona showed their class as
Suarez and Messi combined to terrific effect with eight

minutes to play-the latter clipping the ball in off the post.
Suarez again sent the Argentinian racing clear three

minutes later, and the 30-year-old made no mistake to
complete a hat-trick. The 33-year-old Iniesta came on to
a standing ovation in the 87th minute as Barca closed
out a successful title-winning campaign in style.

Andres Iniesta said his team were worthy winners of a
25th La Liga title as the veteran skipper prepares to
leave the Spanish giants. The 33-year-old revealed
Friday that he will leave Barcelona at the end of the sea-
son, bringing the curtain down on a phenomenally suc-
cessful career at the club he has served since he was 12.

On Sunday, he came off the bench for a brief cameo
appearance as Barcelona defeated Deportivo La Coruna
4-2 at a Riazor stadium which stood to honour him. “This

feels good. The championship is a competition that lasts
all year, it is about consistency and the team deserved
this title,” said Iniesta.

“It has been a great season with the Copa del Rey
and now La Liga.” On the ovation he received from
Deportivo fans when he made his 87th-minute entry, he
said was overwhelmed, especially as the home side had
been relegated as a result of the defeat. “These are inde-
scribable emotions. On a personal level, as a sportsman,
there are no words when you receive such affection in
such a difficult situation for the fans. “I am eternally
grateful for all the messages received from the heart. In
all my career, I tried to be a good sportsman, a good
person, being respectful. “I have been fortunate to expe-
rience unique situations. I am very grateful.” —AFP
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LONDON:  Mauricio Pochettino says Tottenham
are victims of their own success as they scramble
to finish in the top four of the Premier League
ahead of deposed champions Chelsea. Fourth-
placed Spurs, who host Watford later, have stum-
bled in the league in recent weeks and crashed to
their eighth successive FA Cup semi-final defeat
against Manchester United last week.

But Pochettino, targeting Champions League
qualification for a third straight year, said his
approach would not change as he strives to take
the club to the next level and win silverware after
a barren decade.

Spurs are two points clear of Chelsea, with
four games remaining. Antonio Conte’s side, who
have won three successive league matches, have
three games left. “Tottenham needed when we
arrived here to have a clear idea about discipline,
rules, principles, a project to develop, to use
young players, and that was how we created this
project all together,” he said.

“Whether it is me or another, that is the right
project to keep pushing, don’t be disappointed if
we stil l  don’t win a trophy, the expectation
always is massive. “We are victims of our own
success because we are ahead in our project. I
remind you that in my first meeting with (chair-
man) Daniel Levy and (owner) Joe Lewis, the tar-
get was to arrive in the new stadium in four years
and to create a team to have the possibility to
fight for the top four and the second year to play
Champions League.”

Pochettino, whose club will move into their
new stadium next season, raised eyebrows fol-
lowing the defeat to Jose Mourinho’s United by
saying the project at Spurs will go on “with me or
another”.

The Argentine still has three years to run on
his contract and was coy about whether a new
deal is in the offing. “Am I going to sign? It’s a
question for Daniel,” he said. “I am not (Arsene)
Wenger or (Alex) Ferguson who decides about
their own future. I decide only about the starting
XI in this football club. That is up to Daniel, does
he want to offer or not? “I am a person who is
never going to ask to improve my salary or
extend my contract or anything like this.” —AFP
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MILAN: Napoli’s title hopes looked in tatters on
Sunday after a shock 3-0 defeat at Fiorentina, complete
with an early sending-off for Kalidou Koulibaly and a
hat-trick from Giovanni Simeone, edged Juventus clos-
er to a seventh successive Serie A title.

With just three games left, Juventus have a four-
point lead on closest challengers Napoli and could
wrap up yet another ‘Scudetto’ next weekend.
Argentina forward Simeone-the son of Atletico Madrid
boss Diego Simeone scored all three goals in a spec-
tacular display to keep Fiorentina’s Europa League
hopes alive.

Koulibaly, labelled a hero when he scored the last-
gasp header that kept Napoli’s ambitions alive with a 1-
0 win over Juventus in Turin last week, turned villain in
Florence when he was sent off after just eight minutes.
“We lost tactical certainties after the sending off, and
faced with adversity we lost our way and our nerve
too,” said Napoli coach Maurizio Sarri.

“The entire team had a bad performance. We won as
a team at other times, today we lost as a team. I didn’t
see any positives.” Juventus battled past 10-man Inter
Milan in a San Siro thriller on Saturday to prevail 3-2
thanks to two late goals in three minutes.

Massimiliano Allegri’s champions host Bologna on
Saturday and will be assured of the title if they win and
Napoli lose at home against Torino on Sunday. “I want
the whole team to fight back straight away,” said Sarri
as Napoli chase a third title after 1987 and 1990. “If we
always focus on the next game, we can have a good
season.” Napoli never recovered from Koulibaly’s dis-
missal, the towering Sengalese defender initially shown
a yellow card for kicking out at Simeone as he charged

towards goal. But a video assistant referee (VAR)
review at the Stadio Franchi upgraded the yellow to
red, with a free-kick given instead of a penalty.

Sarri replaced midfielder Jorginho with central
defender Lorenzo Tonelli. But Napoli struggled to con-
tain their rivals, Simeone breaking the deadlock by fir-
ing through the legs of goalkeeper Pepe Reina after 34
minutes. Simeone pounced to drive home the second on
62 minutes after the ball initially bounced off Elseid
Hysaj and Reina saved with his leg.

The 22-year-old completed his hat-trick three min-
utes into injury-time to claim his 13th goal this season.
The suspense remains over who will join Juventus and

Napoli in the Champions League next season.
Both Roman clubs occupy the two remaining places

with Roma beating Chievo 4-1 and Lazio edging past
Torino 1-0 to remain third and fourth respectively level
on points, with Inter Milan four points behind in fifth.

Luis Alberto saw his penalty saved and Serie A top-
scorer Ciro Immobile went off injured, with Sergej
Milinkovic-Savic’s header giving Lazio all three points
at Torino. The final game of the season will see Lazio
host Inter. AC Milan maintained their Europa League
hopes with a 2-1 win at Bologna to end a six-game
winless streak including last week’s shock reverse to
bottom club Benevento. —AFP
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UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
Real Madrid v Bayern Munich 21:45
beIN SPORTS HD 1

CORUNA: Barcelona’s Spanish midfielder Andres Iniesta celebrates after his team won the Spanish
league football match against Deportivo Coruna and claimed their 25th La Liga at the Riazor stadium in
Coruna on Sunday. —AFP

FLORENCE: Napoli’s Brazilian midfielder Allan (R) jump kicks the ball during the Italian Serie A football match
Fiorentina vs Napoli on Sunday at Artemio-Franchi stadium in Florence. — AFP

BERLIN: Bayern Munich need “cool heads and hot
hearts” if they are to learn from Juventus and pull off an
unlikely Champions League victory at Real Madrid,
says chairman Karl-Heinz Rummenigge.

Bayern face an uphill task in today’s semi-final, sec-
ond leg, at the Santiago Bernabeu stadium after losing
2-1 in Munich last Wednesday when a defensive slip let
Marco Asensio hit the winner.

To compound their problems, Bayern have lost both
key defender Jerome Boateng and creative winger
Arjen Robben with groin injuries. Nevertheless, the
Germans jetted to Madrid on Monday determined to
pull off an unlikely win. They can take solace from
Juventus who went down fighting with a 3-1 win in

Madrid in the quarter-finals after losing 3-0 in Turin,
bowing out 4-3 on aggregate.

“Juve are a good example of putting pressure on
Real in Madrid,” said Rummenigge. “We need cool
heads and hot hearts.” Defender Niklas Suele, who will
step in for Boateng at centre-back, added:  “It’s a diffi-
cult starting position, but we trust ourselves to do it. “It
will be important to switch well between attack and
defence. “We also did well against (Cristiano) Ronaldo
(who failed to score) in the first leg.”

PRESSURE TO SCORE 
Rummenigge says the loss of Boateng and Robben

gives their replacements the chance to step up and
shine. “Boateng and Robben will not make the trip and
we can’t change that,” said Rummenigge.

“I think lamenting makes no sense, we have other
players who can step in. “When I look at the develop-
ment of Niklas Suele, that’s been top notch. “Whoever
stands on the pitch will have to go to their limits if we
want to be successful.”

Bayern must score at least two goals to have any
chance of reaching the final on May 26 in Kiev. “We’re
confident,” said right-back Joshua Kimmich, who
scored in the first leg. “We did not play at our top level
and still had some chances.

“The aim is to score two goals and conceding
wouldn’t change much.” In the first leg, the Germans
were kicking themselves for converting just one of their
17 shots on goal, compared to Real’s seven, two of
which Marcelo and Asensio put away.

“We will get some chances and when we get them,
we will have to use them,” said Bayern president Uli
Hoeness. Rummenigge defended Bayern striker Robert
Lewandowski, who was criticised in the German media
for struggling in front of goal in the first leg.

“I find this discussion ridiculous, as we all actually
find it ridiculous at Bayern Munich,” fumed
Rummenigge, a former striker. “He has scored 39 goals
again this year and we are glad that he is with us and
that next year he will play with us.”

Rummenigge pointed to legendary Bayern striker
Gerd Mueller, who scored 68 goals in 62 games for
West Germany in the 1970s.  “He (Lewandowski) is a
goal machine and I can remember Gerd Mueller for
example, who is the number one in all (goal) statistics,
not only at Bayern Munich, but throughout Germany.
“He also had eight or ten games in which things did not
work out, where he didn’t play the way he wanted to.

“But then, there are days when you score two or
three times. “I hope he (Lewandowski) has a day like
that tomorrow.”—AFP
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