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Juventus beat Inter Milan to go 
top after coronavirus chaos

MILAN: Aaron Ramsey starred as Juventus beat title
rivals Inter Milan 2-0 on Sunday to reclaim top spot in
Serie A in a game played behind closed doors due to
the coronavirus outbreak. Earlier in the day, Italian
sports minister Vincenzo Spadafora called for the
league season to be put on hold.

His statement caused chaos at the early game
between SPAL and Parma, with confused players sent
back to the dressing rooms from the tunnel before
eventually taking to the field 75 minutes after the
scheduled kick-off.

Juventus’ game against Inter in
Turin did go ahead, although in
an empty Allianz Stadium, with
the defending champions taking a
one-point lead over Lazio at the
top of the table. Juve coach
Maurizio Sarri told Sky Sport
Italia that he “doesn’t know what
is the right thing to do” when it
comes to the thorny question of
cancelling matches.

“What have to I ask is whether it’s right to take away
two hours of enjoyment from those who are stuck
indoors or if there really is a serious risk for the players
and staff, I just don’t know the answer to those ques-
tions,” said the 61-year-old.

On the game itself, he added: “This is an important
victory, but there are still 12 games to go, so it’s a long
road ahead. “It’s very positive that we barely allowed a
quality side like Inter a single shot on goal.”

Antonio Conte’s third-placed Inter are now nine
points adrift, but with a game in hand on Juve and
Lazio. Douglas Costa went closest in a tight first half,
but was denied by an excellent save from Inter goal-
keeper Samir Handanovic.

The hosts broke the deadlock 10 minutes after the
break, as Cristiano Ronaldo got to a low ball first inside
the box, with it then falling kindly for Ramsey to sweep
a low shot into the net from close range.

It was the Wales midfielder’s fourth goal of the sea-
son after joining Juve from Arsenal last year. The 29-
year-old created his side’s second goal 12 minutes later,
playing a neat one-two with Paulo Dybala, who wrig-
gled clear of two defenders and fired home.

Inter substitute Christian Eriksen went close to
pulling one back when he drilled a shot narrowly over

the crossbar. Things went from
bad to worse for the away side
when Daniele Padelli, sitting on
the substitutes’ bench, was shown
a red card for dissent.

The climax of the season
remains uncertain, though, after a
deadly outbreak of the new coro-
navirus in Italy which has claimed
the lives of over 350 people.

Italians woke up to discover
the entire Lombardy region around Milan and other
parts of the north in which a quarter of all Italians live
— and most big teams play — under lockdown.

Italian Footballers’ Association president Damiano
Tommasi tweeted that “stopping football is the most
useful thing for our country right now”. “The teams to
cheer are playing in our hospitals, in emergency
rooms,” Tommasi wrote.

Spadafora quickly sounded his own support for the
idea of suspending the season right away. “The FIGC
(Italian Football Federation) should consider immedi-
ately STOPPING Serie A,” Spadafora wrote on
Facebook.

Elsewhere on the pitch, Zlatan Ibrahimovic’s fourth

goal since returning to AC Milan could not prevent the
seven-time European champions from slipping to a 2-1
loss at home to struggling Genoa. Milan remain seventh,
three points off a Europa League place.

SPAL edged out Parma 1-0 in the delayed early
match to boost their slim survival chances, while
Sampdoria moved out of the bottom three by beating
Verona 2-1. — AFP

TURIN: Juventus’ French midfielder Blaise Matuidi (L) kicks the ball past Inter Milan’s Italian forward Antonio
Candreva during the Italian Serie A football match Juventus vs Inter Milan, at the Juventus stadium in Turin. — AFP

‘FIGC should consider stopping Serie A’ 

LONDON: Manchester United have had a rocky ride
under Ole Gunnar Solskjaer but there are signs that they
could finally be turning the corner after completing a
memorable league double over Manchester City. The
Norwegian appeared to be bringing the good times back
to Old Trafford when he took over from Jose Mourinho last
season but their stunning run of results proved a false
dawn. This season has also been a difficult one for United,
who are a scarcely credible 37 points behind their histori-
cal rivals Liverpool in the Premier League.

There have been high points, including an opening-day
thumping of Chelsea and a 2-1 away win at the Etihad but
some desperate lows, with defeats against West Ham,
Bournemouth and Watford.

But there are genuine signs of recovery under
Solskjaer, with United now unbeaten in 10 games in all
competitions and at last playing with purpose and style,
illustrated by the 2-0 home victory against City on
Sunday. Bruno Fernandes, who arrived in January, has slot-

ted in straight away, bringing swagger, leadership and des-
perately needed creativity to a ponderous and flat mid-
field. Solskjaer said after Sunday’s win that the Portugal
international had energised the whole club and had
brought an “X-factor” to United.

Defensively the team has tightened up, conceding just
two goals in their 10-match unbeaten run. Harry Maguire is
proving a leader at the back and Aaron Wan-Bissaka shone
against City. United are now fifth in the Premier League,
which could be good enough to qualify for the Champions
League next season, depending on the outcome of City’s
appeal against their ban from European football. Solskjaer
focused on the growing bond between his players and the
fans after they completed a first derby double over City for
10 years at a pulsating Old Trafford. .”The desire, attitude,
commitment, the connection between fans and players,”
said Solskjaer. “What a day they’ve had today.

“It’s a derby. The fans love it, the players love it. You can
say it’s only three points, but to beat a team like
Manchester City with the problems we’ve had is fantastic.”
United have the chance to end the season on a high. They
are just three points behind fourth-placed Chelsea in the
Premier League and only five behind Leicester, in third.
They have a favourable draw against Austrian side LASK
in the last 16 of the Europa League and travel to struggling
Norwich in the FA Cup quarter-finals. They are a long way
from their domination under the leadership of Alex
Ferguson and their season could yet disintegrate — but

there are a number of reasons for optimism. 
United finally appear to have got a grip on their transfer

policy after some high-profile errors. Fernandes has been
the standout story but Maguire, Wan-Bissaka and Daniel
James have impressed since their arrival in the summer.
Even last-minute January signing Odion Ighalo, who
arrived on loan from Shanghai Shenhua, has hit the ground
running, scoring three times so far.

United’s in-house talent factory is also bearing fruit.
Mason Greenwood has 11 goals this season and fellow
teenager Brandon Williams has impressed in his multiple
first-team outings. Their recent run has come in the
absence, through injury, of top-scorer Marcus Rashford,
who will add firepower on his return.

One measure of United’s recent success has been the
lack of talk about the missing Paul Pogba, whose injuries
have limited him to a bit-part role this season. Either the
French World Cup winner will come back into the side,
giving Solskjaer extra midfield options, or he can be sold
for big money, swelling the coffers.  Solskjaer, scarred by
last year’s end-of-season collapse, is not getting carried
away and was clear that the City win was just “one game”.
“We feel we are improving all the time,” he said. “We know
we lack one or two, three players, and some experience, to
be considered a title contender. “But we are not going to
start talking about that now. We are just going to start
talking about going up the table, getting more points, to
that top four.” — AFP

Are Manchester Utd 
finally on their 
way back to the top?

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Champions League last 16
second leg at home to German club Borussia Dortmund
tomorrow will be played behind closed doors because of
the coronavirus outbreak, Paris police said yesterday.

The decision comes after the French government on
Sunday announced measures to cope with the spread of
the virus, including banning all gatherings of more than
1,000 people. France has so far seen more than 1,100 con-
firmed cases of COVID-19 and 19 deaths.

“In accordance with the measures announced...last
night, the police chief has decided that the match...will be
played behind closed doors,” said Paris police in a state-
ment. PSG, who would have expected a full house of more
than 45,000 fans at the Parc des Princes for the game,
issued a statement of their own, saying: “In this context,
the club remains fully mobilised to organise the match in
the best possible conditions.”

The announcement was closely followed by the post-
ponement of the Six Nations rugby match between France
and Ireland scheduled for Saturday in Paris, the most high
profile sporting events in France to be hit by the coron-
avirus outbreak.

PSG has already had their Ligue 1 match at Strasbourg
on Saturday postponed due to the extent of the outbreak
in the Alsace region of eastern France. The state of North
Rhine Westphalia, where Dortmund is situated, has been
the worst hit in Germany, with close to 500 confirmed
infections, according to official data.

Dortmund won the first leg 2-1 at home last month,
leaving PSG requiring a second-leg comeback to avoid a
fourth straight exit in the first knockout round of the
Champions League. Today’s Champions League clash
between Valencia and Italian side Atalanta in Spain will
also be played behind closed doors, with the visitors trav-
elling from Bergamo in the Lombardy region which is
amongst the worst hit parts of Italy by the virus. No jour-
nalists will be allowed to attend that game either. — AFP

Dortmund clash to 
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closed doors 

Serie A in a
game played

behind 
closed doors

LONDON: Tottenham travel to Leipzig today needing to
overturn a 1-0 first leg deficit to prevent adding an early
Champions League exit to a season spiralling out of
control. Saturday’s 1-1 draw at Burnley stopped the rot
of four consecutive defeats in all competitions that has
seen Jose Mourinho’s men fall behind in the race for a
top four finish in the Premier League and eliminated
from the FA Cup by bottom-of-the-table Norwich.

Failure to fight back in Germany will also halt the
progress Spurs have made in the Champions League in
recent years. Under Mauricio Pochettino, Tottenham
went further in the competition for each of the past three
seasons, culminating in a rollercoaster run to the final
last season. Rather than using defeat in Madrid to
Liverpool last June as a springboard to continue com-
peting with the European elite, Spurs have unravelled.
Pochettino was sacked just three months into this season
after five-and-a-half years in charge that transformed
the club’s fortunes.

Rather than follow the template of Pochettino’s
appointment with a young and forward-thinking coach
like Leipzig’s Julian Nagelsmann, Spurs chairman Daniel
Levy was wowed by Mourinho’s past. The Portuguese
has 25 trophies to his name, but the last of them came
three years ago and recent spells at Chelsea and
Manchester United did little to suggest he was the man
to take Spurs forward. So it has proved with Mourinho’s
negativity contributing to the gloom around the club.

After losing Harry Kane and Son Heung-min to injury,
Mourinho has repeatedly stated the end of the season
cannot come soon enough. The 57-year-old is quick to
bemoan his lack of resources at what is now the eighth
richest club in the world, according to Deloitte’s Football
Money League. However, he was scathing of Tottenham’s
club record signing Tanguy Ndombele after hooking the
French midfielder at half-time on Saturday.

“My thinking was that in the first half we didn’t have a
midfield. Simple as that,” he said. “I’m not going to run
away and I have to say that Tanguy had enough time to
come to a different level. “I know that the Premier
League is very difficult. For some players, it takes a long
time to adapt to a different league, but a player with this
potential and responsibility has to give us more than he

is giving us.” Mourinho dressing down an underperform-
ing star player in public is nothing new, but evidence
from his previous clubs suggests it does little good. At
23, and in his first season in England, it is questionable as
to whether Mourinho’s criticism of Ndombele is the best
way for Spurs to realise the potential of their £63 million
($82 million) signing.

Levy also has to bear his share of the blame for
Spurs’ decline. As he oversaw a £1 billion project for the
club’s new stadium that ran well over budget and time, he
allowed Pochettino’s squad to stagnate without a single
signing between January 2018 and August 2019. At the
same time, Levy demanded exorbitant fees for players
that could have been sold to reinvest in the squad and
saw many of those assets depreciate. Christian Eriksen
was sold to Inter Milan in January for a cut-price £17
million with just six months left on his contract.

Levy faces another crossroads come the end of a
season that Mourinho so desires. Does he back his bet
on an experienced coach by meeting his demands in

the transfer market, or cut his losses on a coach he
signed until 2023 in November on a reported £15 mil-
lion a year?  —AFP

Spurs’ spiral 
the sign of a 
club in decline

LONDON: Tottenham Hotspur’s Portuguese head coach Jose Mourinho (L) and Tottenham Hotspur’s assistant head
coach Joao Sacramento (R) look at Tottenham Hotspur’s Argentinian midfielder Erik Lamela during a team training
session at Tottenham Hotspur’s Enfield Training Centre, in north London yesterday. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
Valencia C.F v Atalanta 23:00
beIN Sports HD 2
RB Leipzig v Tottenham Hotspur 23:00
beIN Sports HD 1

SPANISH LEAGUE
SD Eibar v Real Sociedad 21:00
beIN Sports

LONDON: FIFA and the Asian Football Confederation (AFC)
have agreed to postpone the Asian World Cup qualifying
matches in March and June due to the coronavirus outbreak,
the world soccer body said yesterday.

“Following consultation with Asia’s member associations,
FIFA and the Asian Football Confederation (AFC) have
agreed to postpone the upcoming Asian qualifiers for the
FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022,” FIFA said in a statement
https://www.fifa.com/worldcup/news/update-on-upcoming-
fifa-world-cup-qualifiers. China’s matches against Maldives at
home and Guam away were already moved to Buriram,
Thailand and were set to be played in an empty stadium, but
more than two dozen other matches were scheduled around
the continent on two match days on March 26 and 31.

A further 32 games were scheduled to be played during
the second international break on two match days on June 4
and 9. FIFA added that the matches could still go ahead if the
member associations due to play each other mutually agree
and safety standards are met, subject to prior approval from
both FIFA and the AFC. It added that upcoming qualifiers for
the Olympic Football Tournaments were likely to be played as
scheduled, with the exception of the women’s Olympic quali-
fiers playoff between South Korea and China.

The playoff will now take place during the June 1-10 inter-
national window. FIFA and the AFC also announced new
dates for the AFC Futsal Championship Turkmenistan, which
was scheduled for Feb. 26-March 8 and will now be held from
August 5-16.  — Reuters

FIFA, AFC agree 
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