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MILAN: Federico Santander scored the winner as
struggling Bologna stunned Inter Milan 1-0 to pile the
pressure on coach Luciano Spalletti as Roma rescued a
point with a 1-1 draw to AC Milan in Serie A on Sunday.

Santander’s header gave new coach Sinisa
Mihajlovic the perfect start as his relegation-threat-
ened side earned their first win in over four months. But
Spalletti’s Inter were booed off the pitch at the San Siro
after their third-place cushion was cut to four points on
city rivals AC Milan, who occupy the final Champions
League berth, with Roma a further point back in fifth.

Paraguayan forward Santander broke through after
33 minutes with his header enough to seal just a third
win this season and first since September 30. Inter are
still searching for their first win of 2019, being held to a
goalless draw by Sassuolo and losing 1-0 to Torino in
Serie A before exiting the Coppa Italia on penalties to
Lazio in the San Siro this week.

“Unfortunately when we have to fight or to cope
with difficulties we lack something, that bit of dash that
can make you make a difference,” said Spalletti.  “In any
case, I repeat, I don’t feel under scrutiny. The team is
still behind me, I’m convinced,” added the former Roma
and Zenit St Petersburg coach. 

The damage could have been worse but for a solid
performance from goalkeeper Samir Handanovic, with
captain Mauro Icardi proving wasteful, extending his
goal drought in Serie A to six games.

Bologna keeper Lukasz Skorupski denied Andrea
Ranocchia a late equaliser as the northern side reignit-
ed their push for top-flight survival. “I couldn’t have

dreamed of a better start,” said Serb Mihajlovic.  “This
proves that if you are brave you can do anything - you
can beat Inter at the San Siro.”

At the Stadio Olimpico, Roma eased the pressure on
their coach Eusebio Di Francesco who was still stunned
by a 7-1 Coppa Italia whipping by Fiorentina. AC
Milan’s Lucas Paqueta combined to set up fellow new
boy Krzysztof Piatek to tap in after 26 minutes for his
third goal in two outings. But Roma piled on the pres-
sure with AC Milan saved by goalkeeper Gianluigi
Donnarumma’s heroics denying Patrik Schick and Edin
Dzeko before the break. Just after the interval Nicolo
Zaniolo equalised for the hosts who were boosted by
the return of veteran midfielder Daniele De Rossi.

Donnarumma again came to the rescue to frustrate
Dzeko, while a searing Lorenzo Pellegrini header rattled
the post, with Roma goalkeeper Robin Olsen denying
Diego Laxalt late. “It’s a pity we need a slap in the face
before waking up,” said Di Francesco. “This was a posi-
tive response to Florence, but could never wipe out
that game, even if we had won. 

“The lads showed character and I hope it is yet
another starting point.” “Roma probably deserved a lit-
tle more, but I really liked our second half perform-
ance,” said Milan coach Gennaro Gattuso.

Both Milan and Roma edge closer to Inter but
Atalanta and Lazio have a chance to close in on the top
four against Cagliari and Frosinone respectively.

Earlier Fiorentina battled back to share a point in a
1-1 draw with Udinese, as the Tuscany side sit five
points off the Champions League places. The match

was halted at the 13th minute as the fans remembered
former Fiorentina captain Davide Astori, who died
before last year’s game in Udine. Elsewhere Paraguayan

striker Toni Sanabria scored his second goal in as many
games for Genoa since his loan move from Real Betis, in
a 1-1 draw with Sassuolo. —AFP

Santander stuns Inter, Roma 
rescue a point against AC Milan

Fiorentina battle back to share point in 1-1 draw with Udinese

MADRID: Real Madrid gained ground on both
Barcelona and Atletico Madrid in La Liga as Karim
Benzema and Vinicius Junior each scored in a 3-0 win
over Alaves on Sunday. Benzema, Vinicius and Gareth
Bale started together for the first time and two thirds
of the newly-dubbed ‘BBV’ delivered as Madrid capi-
talised on Barca being held by Valencia and Atletico
losing at Real Betis.

Mariano Diaz, on as a substitute, added a third late
on. After 22 rounds, this is the first in which Madrid
have been the only winners from the established
three clubs, which is as much an indication of their
own inconsistency as the sturdiness of Atleti and,
particularly, Barca.

Madrid could now overtake Atletico if they win
the city derby next weekend but the difference
behind Barcelona, whom they face in the Copa del
Rey on Wednesday, is still a considerable eight
points. “We will fight for everything until the end,”
Solari said. “Today there was a real hunger to cut the
gap.” It may have been the 5-1 loss to Barca in
October that proved the final straw for Julen
Lopetegui but Alaves’ 1-0 victory at Mendizorrotza,
their first over Real in 87 years, was perhaps the
team’s rock bottom.

Benzema has been the revival’s ringleader since
and his latest goal was his sixth in four games, his
best streak since January 2016. The only La Liga
player to have scored more in all competitions this
season is Lionel Messi.

He did it starting alongside both Bale and Vinicius
but it was the latter, not the former, that looks to be
Benzema’s most dangerous partner. 

Bale endured one of his quieter nights and it was
noticeable that while Benzema and Vinicius both
departed to rousing ovations late on, there was a
scattering of disgruntled whistles when the Welshman
was replaced by Marco Asensio shortly after the
hour. “It was difficult,” Solari said. “Alaves defended
very well, they were determined and there weren’t
many spaces.”

It was Vinicius’ clever reverse pass through the
legs of Carlos Vigaray that led to Benzema’s opener
as Sergio Reguilon was set free down the left, his
cross ensuring the Frenchman could not miss.

Alaves defended so deep at times that Madrid’s
defence were playing more as creative midfielders
but the visitors were not without chances on the
break. Tomas Pina took too long to shoot and Jony
Rodriguez forced a smart save from Thibaut Courtois.

Madrid, though, ended any hopes of a comeback
with 10 minutes left as Asensio picked out Vinicius at
the back post. The teenager controlled, picked his
spot and put it there.

Mariano’s diving header in injury-time from Isco’s
cross added a final flourish.

Earlier, there had been another first for Atletico up
front as Alvaro Morata made his debut but it ended in
disappointment after a 1-0 loss to Real Betis. Atleti
could have reduced the deficit to three points at the
top but Sergio Canales’ second-half penalty means
that Barcelona finish the weekend one point further
ahead than when they started it.

“The match was clear,” Atletico coach Diego
Simeone said. “A few chances for both teams, they
took advantage of the penalty we gave them and that
was enough.” Morata enjoyed the occasional link on
the counter-attack with Antoine Griezmann but there
was little to suggest the pair’s chemistry will be
instant. Diego Costa is expected back from injury
soon. Morata has limited time to stake his claim.

“In the few days that he has been with us, Alvaro
has worked very well,” Simeone said. “Hopefully he
can find a way to score goals, which is what we
need.” Betis’ penalty came after Filipe Luis put his
hand up while anticipating a cross and looked away
at the crucial moment. Canales’ shot clipped Jan
Oblak’s hand but nestled in the corner. — AFP

Benzema on target 
again, Real close 
gap at the top

ROME: AC Milan’s Italian goalkeeper Gianluigi Donnarumma (R) deflects a shot to save a goal during the Italian Serie
A football match AS Roma vs AC Milan on Sunday at the Olympic stadium in Rome. — AFP

PARIS: Moussa Dembele scored and won a penalty as
Lyon stunned Paris Saint-Germain 2-1 on Sunday to end
the runaway leaders’ hopes of an unbeaten Ligue 1 cam-
paign. Angel Di Maria fired PSG into a seventh-minute
lead, but Dembele equalised and Nabil Fekir scored the
winner from the spot three minutes after half-time.

“I don’t know if the defeat was deserved. In the first
half it was deserved, but after half-time, we still dominat-
ed,” said PSG forward Kylian Mbappe. The reigning cham-
pions remain 10 points clear of second-placed Lille at the
top of the table despite the defeat, with two games in
hand, while Lyon strengthened their grip on third spot,
three points further back.

“We did what we had planned, namely high pressing,
quick transitions, and to cause them problems every time
we had the ball,” said Lyon coach Bruno Genesio. “I don’t
think they’re used to that in Ligue 1.”

All eyes will now turn to the Champions League for
PSG, with only a French Cup tie at third-tier Villefranche
and a home game against Bordeaux to come before the
last-16, first-leg clash with Manchester United at Old
Trafford on February 12. Man United boss Ole Gunnar
Solskjaer and his assistant Mike Phelan were both in
attendance at the Groupama Stadium on Sunday, just
hours after their side’s 1-0 Premier League win at
Leicester. The pair would have learned plenty from watch-
ing Lyon regularly slice through the PSG defence against
seemingly little resistance, while Mbappe shouldered the
majority of the attacking responsibility in the absence of
the injured Neymar.

“I’m not worried about the Champions League,” insist-
ed Mbappe. “We must take it match by match and wait for
the Champions League.” On paper, this looked the tough-
est test remaining for PSG in their bid to go through the

league season unbeaten, having won on just two of their
previous 13 Ligue 1 visits to Lyon, losing seven.

But Thomas Tuchel’s men almost forged ahead inside
the first two minutes, as Kylian Mbappe raced clear only to
shoot tamely at Lyon goalkeeper Anthony Lopes. The
away side did not have to wait long to strike, though, as
Houssem Aouar carelessly gifted possession to Julian
Draxler, who strode forward and teed up Di Maria to slot
in his 10th goal of the season. But Lyon, on a six-match
unbeaten run in the league themselves, quickly improved
and twice wasted clear-cut chances to level, as PSG ‘keep-
er Alphonse Areola denied Bertrand Traore from point-
blank range before Dembele nodded wide.

Areola had to be alert again, springing to his right to tip
away a vicious long-range drive from Nabil Fekir, before
producing a wonderful double stop from Traore and
Memphis Depay. However, just seconds after another
excellent save to deny Fekir, Areola was totally at fault for

Lyon’s 33rd-minute equaliser. The 25-year-old misjudged
Leo Dubois’ cross, allowing Dembele the simplest of tasks
to head into the net. PSG almost snatched a half-time lead
against the run of play, but Lyon centre-back Jason
Denayer made an incredible diving header to keep out
Draxler’s close-range shot. Lyon, who face Barcelona in
the Champions League knockout stage, continued to dom-
inate after the restart, and were awarded a spot-kick when
Dembele was brought down by Thiago Silva, with Fekir
doing the rest.

That provoked PSG into life, and Lopes made two bril-
liant saves from Mbappe in the space of just 20 seconds.
Mbappe was PSG’s best hope of salvaging their unbeaten
record, but he saw Lopes divert away a low drive, before
former Celtic striker Dembele wasted a golden opportuni-
ty to wrap up the points as he was again foiled by Areola.
But Lyon held on anyhow, ending their opponents’ 21-
game unbeaten run in the French top flight. —AFP 

Dembele stars as 
Lyon end PSG’s 
unbeaten run

DECINES-CHARPIEU: Paris Saint-Germain’s French goalkeeper Alphonse Areola (L) shoots the ball next to Lyon’s
Ivorian forward Maxwell Gnaly Cornet (R) during the French L1 football match between Olympique Lyonnais (OL) and
Paris-Saint Germain (PSG) at Groupama stadium in Decines-Charpieu, near Lyon, on Sunday. — AFP

BANGKOK: A refugee footballer fighting an extradition
request appealed for his freedom yesterday, pleading
“please don’t send me to Bahrain” as he arrived in shackles
at a Bangkok court, which extended his detention by
another two months.

Hakeem al-Araibi, a Bahraini refugee and Australian
resident, fears torture and even death if he is returned to
his homeland. Araibi 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 player has said he believes he is being targeted
over his criticism of Asian Football Confederation (AFC)
president Sheikh Salman bin Ebrahim Al Khalifa, a member
of Bahrain’s ruling family. Araibi was stopped at Bahrain’s
request at a Bangkok airport in November when he arrived
in Thailand for his honeymoon. He has been held in deten-
tion since then as Thai courts decide whether to send him
back to the Gulf state. 

“Please don’t send me to Bahrain,” he pleaded as he
arrived at the court where former Australian football cap-
tain Craig Foster and other campaigners were on hand to
lend support to the embattled player. 

“Your wife sends her love! Hakeem, Australia is with
you, mate,” Foster shouted. The court said Araibi would be
given 60 days to object to the extradition request and
would need to present his case in April when the judges
reconvene. 

Along with the objection papers, the footballer’s lawyer
Nadthasiri Bergman said they needed to submit evidence
“to show the court that Hakeem’s extradition to Bahrain
will pose danger to his life.”  Outside the court, Foster, who
has been leading a protest in the football community for
Araibi’s freedom, said the case was politically motivated

and represented “retribution from Bahrain to Hakeem”.
“We continue to call on the Thai prime minister to show

some mercy.... Don’t be pushed around by Bahrain and just
let him go home,” Foster said. 

Australian premier Scott Morrison has previously called
on his Thai counterpart to release the 25-year-old, saying
that returning him to Bahrain would infringe on his rights
under international law. “We are asking the Prime Minister
to allow Hakeem al-Araibi to return to Australia,”
Australian ambassador-designate Allan McKinnon reiter-
ated yesterday outside the court, adding that representa-
tives of 15 other countries were present to observe the
proceedings.  Araibi had played for Bahrain’s national
youth team before he fled his homeland and was granted
asylum in Australia, where he plays for the semi-profes-
sional club Pascoe Vale FC. 

“We believe if Hakeem is not released there have to be
some sanctions levied on Bahrain and Thailand,” interna-
tional players’ union FIFPro’s vice president Francis
Awaritefe, a former Australian football player, told
reporters outside the court.

Both countries “should at least be excluded from being
able to host” international matches, he added. FIFA’s head
of sustainability and diversity, Federico Addiechi-who was
present for the hearing-told reporters FIFA has had
numerous exchanges at a “formal and informal level” with
Bahrain, Thailand, Australia and the AFC.—AFP

ABU DHABI: He may not get there with them, but if
Qatar’s fast-improving squad do make a decent fist
of their World Cup campaign in 2022, the host
nation will have plenty to thank Felix Sanchez for.

On the face of it, the amiable Spaniard has trans-
formed the footballing fortunes of the oil-rich nation
since taking over as their 11th head coach in the
space of a decade in July, 2017. After finishing
pointless and ranked 13th out of 16 teams at the last
Asian Cup in 2015, not a great deal was expected of
the Qataris, 93rd in the FIFA rankings, in the United
Arab Emirates.

Sanchez had expectations, however, and his team
fulfilled them, storming to a first continental title
with seven wins in seven matches-four against for-
mer Asian champions.

“This is one step more to continue developing
the team,” Sanchez told reporters after the 3-1 final
win over Asian powerhouse Japan. “We play anoth-
er big tournament in the summer and we will be
ready in 2022 to represent Qatar as a really com-
petitive team in the World Cup.”

The roots of the Asian Cup triumph go back a lot
further than 2017, however. Sanchez first coached
many of the players in his squad at Qatar’s Aspire
Academy when they were as young as nine-years-
old. He moved up with them through the age-group
national teams, leading them to a first title at the
Asian under-19 championship in 2014 and the semi-
finals of the under-23 tournament in 2018.—Reuters

Longevity has 
its place as Qatar’s
project 2022 
reaps rewards

‘Don’t send me to
Bahrain’: Refugee 
footballer pleads 
in Bangkok

BANGKOK: Hakeem al-Araibi, a Bahraini refugee and
Australian resident, is escorted to a courtroom in Bangkok
yesterday.— AFP


