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BARCELONA: Sevilla have taken La Liga by
storm this season by rising to the top of the
table while the usual suspects have floundered
and the Andalusians can underline their title
ambitions on Saturday when they visit cham-
pions Barcelona. Barca are in the midst of their
worst league run since 2016, having lost one
and drawn three of their last four outings al-
though they remain undefeated at home in any
competition in over two years.

Sevilla have not won a league match at the
Nou Camp since 2002 but this time they head
to Barcelona in the unfamiliar position of being
league leaders after winning their last four La
Liga outings. During that winning run, they
have scored 14 goals and also thrashed Real
Madrid 3-0. 

Shrewd move
After going through three coaches last sea-

son and scraping a European place by clinch-
ing seventh, the club hedged their bets on
talented Spanish tactician Pablo Machin, who
had turned Girona from second division strug-
glers into an established top flight side. Machin
has harnessed a highly attacking side built on
the creativity of Argentine veteran Ever
Banega and Spaniard Pablo Sarabia, while up
front Wissam Ben Yedder and Andre Silva have
scored a combined 12 league goals.

The addition of Portuguese forward Andre
Silva, on loan from AC Milan, has proved par-
ticularly shrewd. Silva was a flop in Italy, scor-
ing two Serie A goals after a 38-million-euro
($44 million) move from Porto, but he has pros-
pered in Spain. After netting a hat-trick on his
league debut against Rayo Vallecano, he lies
second in the list of La Liga top scorers this
season with seven goals.

Sevilla have only a one-point lead over
Barca and midfielder Aleix Vidal is under no il-
lusions about the challenge that awaits his side.
“We’re going to a very difficult ground where
90 minutes can seem like a very long time if
you are not fully concentrated,” Vidal told
Sevilla’s official radio station. “They have play-
ers who can kill a game off very quickly even
if they are not performing very well in a game
or are having a difficult moment in the season.”

With strikers Lionel Messi and Luis Suarez
both resting in Catalonia during the interna-
tional break and midfielder Sergi Roberto set to
return, Barca will be confident of turning around
their recent mediocre form. The Catalans are
short staffed in defence, however, with Samuel
Umtiti and Thomas Vermaelen both out injured.

Triple European champions Real Madrid
are having an even tougher time than Barca,
having failed to score in their last four games
in all competitions, their longest stretch

without scoring since 1985. Even though
Real are two points behind Sevilla in fourth,
coach Julen Lopetegui is under pressure to

pick up a victory at home to Levante on Sat-
urday. Third-placed Atletico Madrid visit
Villarreal. —Reuters

Sevilla takes aim at stuttering
Barcelona in top-of-table clash

Barca are in the midst of their worst league run since 2016

VALENCIA: Barcelona’s Argentinean forward Lionel Messi celebrates scoring a goal during the Spanish league
football match between Valencia CF and FC Barcelona at the Mestalla stadium. —AFP

Bayern seek 
win to stay in 
touch with leaders
BERLIN: Bayern Munich’s trip to VfL Wolfsburg
this weekend could represent one of the last
chances for under-fire coach Niko Kovac to turn
things around for the German champions, who have
failed to win any of their previous three Bundesliga
matches. A low-key appointment who took over at
the start of the campaign, Kovac has so far failed
to make an impact, his team currently on a run of
four straight games without a win in all competi-
tions, including the Champions League.

The Bavarians, who have won the last six league
titles, sit in sixth place on 13 points, four adrift of
leaders Borussia Dortmund. They also travel to
AEK Athens for a Champions League group game
next week. A German Cup winner with Eintracht
Frankfurt last season, Kovac has struggled to get
the best out of his squad, with club president Uli
Hoeness showing concern over their current form
when he watched training from his office window
on Wednesday.

Kovac has had some good news, though, with
Leon Goretzka, Jerome Boateng and Rafinha all
back in training following injuries and available for
Saturday’s match. “I am fit again and I am an option
for the coach on Saturday,” Brazilian fullback

Rafinha said. His club needs him desperately to
plug a porous backline that has let in more than a
goal per game, an unusually bad record for the
Munich club. But Kovac, under mounting pressure
with each failure to win, has received vocal support
from colleagues at several Bundesliga clubs, in-
cluding Wolfsburg.

Now or never
“A couple of weeks ago Bayern were in a class

of their own and Kovac was seen as a coach who
can walk on water,” Wolfsburg sporting director
Joerg Schmadtke said. “Three weeks later, Kovac
is suddenly not in a position to give his team a plan
and Bayern will shut down? That’s just not right.”
However, Schmadtke’s team is in just as much need
for points to climb up the table and the timing of
their meeting against a struggling Bayern side
could not be any better.

“When Bayern have a phase like the one, peo-
ple say ‘it is now or never when it comes to beating
them’,” Wolfsburg forward Daniel Ginczek said.
“Let us not forget they have brutal quality and ar-
guably the best squad in the league. But we will
analyse them and exploit their weaknesses. At
home, we have earned points against big teams this
season so why not against Bayern?” Dortmund, top
on 17 points, hope to make it four wins in a row
when they travel to bottom side VfB Stuttgart. By
far the most exciting team to watch this season,
Dortmund have scored 23 goals in seven matches,
almost double Bayern’s tally, to stake an early claim
for this season’s title. —Reuters 

Sprint king Bolt 
rejects Malta 
football offer
SYDNEY: Sprint superstar Usain Bolt has
turned down a contract from Maltese champi-
ons Valletta and will remain in Australia to pur-
sue his dream of becoming a professional
footballer, his agent said yesterday. The eight-
time Olympic champion has been on trial with
A-League club the Central Coast Mariners
since arriving Down Under in August.

He scored two goals in a pre-season
friendly last Friday but is yet to be offered a
deal, with cashed-up Valletta dangling a two-
year trial-free contract to entice him away
earlier this week. But Bolt’s agent Ricky Simms
said he had opted against a move to the Mal-
tese Premier League team, which is backed by
a group of investors from the Sanban Group
in the United Arab Emirates.

“There is a lot of interest in Usain playing
football,” he told ESPN. “We regularly receive
similar approaches. I can confirm Usain does
not wish to pursue this opportunity in Malta.”
Valletta chief executive Ghasston Slimen told
the broadcaster: “We wish Usain Bolt all the
best with his football career. The Valletta FC
offer is always on the table.”

Australia’s domestic A-League season starts
this weekend, with the Mariners in action on
Sunday away to Brisbane Roar. With no con-

tract, Bolt is not eligible for selection. Club
chief executive Shaun Mielekamp said this
week the Jamaican “will continue his indefinite
training period ... until any further notice”.

Reports suggest the Mariners are waiting
for governing body Football Federation Aus-
tralia to decide whether it will contribute to a
potential Aus$3 million (US$2.1 million) offer
to the 100m world record holder. Sydney’s
Daily Telegraph yesterday reported Bolt and
Mielekamp sat down for a coffee in the wake
of the Malta offer for clarity on his future.

It said the 32-year-old, who regards Aus-
tralia as a second home, might consider ac-
cepting less money if it means locking in a
contract. Coach Mike Mulvey was reluctant
yesterday to talk about Bolt, saying he was not
involved in contract negotiations. “I’m really
not interested in it (contract speculation) to
tell you the truth,” he told reporters. “He’s been
great among the guys and I was very happy
for him last week with the two goals he scored,
but we move on.”

Mariners captain Matt Simon dismissed
suggestions the chronicles of Bolt were dis-
tracting the squad ahead of their A-League
opener. “He’s been here for a couple of months
now, so everywhere we go with Usain, every-
one’s talking about him,” Simon said. “We’ve
just been down to business, concentrating on
the season and putting into practice what
we’ve been doing at training for the last 12
weeks.” Bolt, who retired from athletics last
year, has previously tried out with clubs in
Germany, South Africa and Norway to no
avail.  —AFP


