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MILAN: Serie A leaders Juventus continued to stut-
ter towards a ninth straight league title as they threw
away a two-goal lead before settling for a thrilling 3-
3 draw at Sassuolo on Wednesday. Juventus are
seven points ahead of Atalanta, who thrashed Brescia
6-2 on Tuesday, with five games left to play after their
winless run was extended to three matches. Lazio
missed the chance to retake second and cut the gap
to Juve to six points with a goalless draw against
Udinese and are one point behind Atalanta in third.
“A coach demands continuity and at this moment we
don’t have it physically and mentally,” said Juventus
coach Maurizio Sarri.

“We had very good moments that alternated with
difficult moments. “It should also be said that we are
facing teams that arrive in great shape, such as Ata-
lanta and Sassuolo. We have to solve the problem of
these ups and downs.” Juventus were two goals up
within 12 minutes thanks to Brazilian Danilo and Gon-
zalo Higuain. But despite the return of captain Gior-
gio Chiellini, the Turin giants showed signs of
weakness in defense again and have now conceded
11 goals in five games.

Sassuolo took advantage, with Filip Djuricic
pulling one back for the hosts just before the half-
hour mark, before Domenico Berardi curled in a free-
kick on 50 minutes and Francesco Caputo blasted in
a third four minutes later. Alex Sandro headed Juven-
tus level with 26 minutes to play, but the defending
champions had goalkeeper Wojciech Szczesny to
thank for securing a point as the Pole pulled off a
string of late saves.

Juventus lost 4-2 to AC Milan and needed a 90th-
minute Cristiano Ronaldo penalty to snatch a 2-2
draw with Atalanta in their previous two games. The
Turin giants next host Lazio on Monday after Ata-
lanta visit Verona at the weekend looking to cut the
gap to four points. “Now we must not do calculations
but only think game by game,” added Sarri. Inter
Milan still harbour hopes of a late title push and could
jump from fourth to second, six points behind Juve,
when they travel to face SPAL on Thursday.

Simone Inzaghi’s Lazio, who were only one point
adrift when Serie A returned following the coron-
avirus lockdown, were held by Udinese after three
consecutive defeats, as their hopes of a first Scudetto
in two decades suffered another blow. City rivals
Roma, in fifth, continued their good form with a 2-1
win over ninth-placed Hellas Verona thanks to a Jor-
dan Veretout penalty and an Edin Dzeko header.
Roma are four points ahead of Napoli and AC Milan.

Milan close in on Europe 
AC Milan boosted their Europa League hopes

with a 3-1 comeback win over Parma to move level
on points with sixth-placed Napoli who were held
1-1 at Bologna. Stefano Pioli’s Milan are unbeaten in
seven league games since the resumption. Goals
from Franck Kessie, Alessio Romagnoli and Hakan
Calhanoglu saw off 12th-placed Parma who had
taken the lead thanks to a Jasmin Kurtic goal just be-
fore the break at the San Siro. Milan sit six points
clear of eighth-placed Sassuolo, with seventh likely
to be enough for a Europa League spot due to

Napoli’s Italian Cup triumph.
Napoli coach Gennaro Gattuso said he was

worried ahead of the Champions League last-16
second leg against Barcelona after his side let a
lead slip against Bologna. Kostas Manolas’ diving
header from a Matteo Politano corner put the vis-
itors ahead on just seven minutes. But in-form

Musa Barrow grabbed the equaliser 10 minutes
from time for the hosts. “We have to play to pre-
pare for Barcelona and with performances like this
we will not go anywhere,” said Gattuso. Sampdoria
moved further away from the relegation zone with
Federico Bonazzoli scoring a brace in a 3-0 win
over 11th-placed Cagliari.—AFP

Juventus ‘7 points clear’ after 
a dramatic Sassuolo 3-3 draw

Kessie inspires Milan comeback as Napoli held at Bologna

REGGIO EMILIA: Juventus’ Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo reacts during the Italian Serie A football match Sas-
suolo vs Juventus Turin played behind closed doors on July 15, 2020 at the Mapei stadium in Reggio Emilia. —AFP

Porto secure 29th 
Portuguese title
LISBON: Porto clinched their 29th Portuguese Primeira Liga title on
Wednesday with two games to spare after a 2-0 win over Sporting Lis-
bon. Sergio Conceicao’s men went into the match needing only a point
to secure the league due to their superior head-to-head record over
second-placed Benfica. The victory ensured they won the championship
in style, moving eight points clear of last season’s champions Benfica
who have won a record 37 titles. Porto only led Benfica by one point
when the campaign resumed following the coronavirus lockdown last
month, but their old rivals have faltered and coach Bruno Lage was re-
placed as coach with their title defense in tatters. The home side got off
to a nervy start at the Estadio do Dragao, as Sporting forward Andraz
Sporar saw a goal ruled out by VAR for offside in the very first minute.
Midfielder Danilo Pereira scored just his second league goal this term
in the 64th minute though, allowing Porto to cruise through the rest of
the game. Mali striker Moussa Marega added a second in injury-time,
his 11th of the triumphant campaign. Porto, Benfica and Sporting have
won the Portuguese league title every year bar two between them since
the inaugural season in 1934-35. But Benfica had been dominant in re-
cent years, with this only Porto’s second championship since 2013 after
also taking the spoils in the 2017-18 season. —AFP

Barcelona reflect on 
catalogue of errors 
as title slips away
BARCELONA: Barring a miracle, Barcelona’s recent grip on
the La Liga title is coming to an end and there is a deep sense
of frustration within the club and among fans at how this sea-
son has gone, with an overriding sense that they have thrown
it away. Barca were in pole position for a third consecutive title
when the campaign re-started in June but have drawn three of
their nine games while Real have been on a relentless run of
victories and need two points from two games to lift the tro-
phy. “If we have lost the league it’s because we let it slip away,”
Barca striker Luis Suarez told newspaper Sport.

“You can look for excuses and point to what happened in
other games (involving Real) but we have to be aware that
we let it escape due to our own errors.” Barca first dropped
points after the re-start by drawing 0-0 at Sevilla while the
campaign truly unraveled in a 2-2 draw with relegation-fight-
ing Celta Vigo. They also drew 2-2 with Atletico Madrid next.
“We lost a huge opportunity as if we’d have beaten Celta
things would have gone better against Atletico. The real blow
was in Vigo, that last-minute goal by (Iago) Aspas. That hurt
a lot,” Suarez added.

Chaotic campaign
A chaotic campaign began with defeat by Athletic Bilbao

and has witnessed a managerial change and a scandal af-
fecting the club’s president and hierarchy. It is likely to end
with no domestic silverware for the first time since the
2007-08 season. Lionel Messi, meanwhile, has looked in-
creasingly frustrated, lashing out at sporting director Eric
Abidal in January and the board in March over the handling
of a pay-cut. With the benefit of hindsight, sacking Ernesto
Valverde in January when the team were top of the table
looks like a big mistake.

Barca may not have been playing thrill-a-minute football
under Valverde but he had led them to the last two titles by a
landslide and was popular among the leading players. Succes-
sor Quique Setien was not the club’s first choice and although
the 61-year-old’s commitment to attacking football sounded
appealing to purists, the transition has not gone well. The team
have often looked predictable and only produced one top dis-
play, a 4-1 thrashing of Villarreal, while Setien has admitted to
being out of his depth, ill-equipped to dealing with the needs
of Barca’s big-name players.

Ahead of his side’s last home game of the season against
Osasuna, Setien shouldered the blame for not winning the title
but paid tribute to Real Madrid for their relentless run. “I ac-
cept some responsibility but not all of it. These assessments
always focus on the coach but I don’t feel I’ve done things too
badly because we drew three games,” he said. “I would give
more credit to Madrid for winning every game.” —Reuters


