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Real Madrid see
off Eibar ahead of
Liverpool, Barca tests
MADRID: A patched-up Real Madrid began a
crucial week by beating Eibar 2-0 on Saturday to
increase the pressure on Atletico Madrid at the
top of La Liga. With Liverpool to come in the
Champions League tomorrow and a Clasico
against Barcelona next weekend, Madrid wel-
comed a comfortable win thanks to goals from
Marco Asensio and Karim Benzema. 

Zidane picked a makeshift starting line-up but
not by choice, with Raphael Varane and Toni
Kroos both on the bench, the latter after returning
early from international duty due to a muscle
problem. Sergio Ramos, Dani Carvajal, Eden
Hazard and Fede Valverde were all injured and left
out completely. 

None of that quartet are expected to return
against Liverpool in midweek although Zidane
insisted he remains hopeful  on Hazard and
Valverde. “We have to wait. I hope they can be
with us,” he said. A hesitant Eibar performance
also offered him the chance to take off the likes of
Luka Modric, Benzema and Asensio in the second
half. “We had to make changes today and we
haven’t suffered,” said Zidane. “Now we have to
recover ahead of an important week.”

Benzema will be essential to Madrid’s hopes of
reaching the Champions League semi-finals, and
of beating Barcelona too, after the Frenchman
made it 11 goals in his last 10 games. The 33-year-
old looked refreshed after the international break,
his exclusion from the national team continuing to
be of benefit to Real Madrid. 

But Asensio was arguably the star of the show,
his lively display in the front three likely to earn
him a starting spot in the trio of crunch games
now to come. “I’m happy for him, this will give
him confidence and energy,” said Zidane. Eibar,
who stay 19th, would have suffered a heavier
defeat were it not for three goals being chalked
off for offside. 

Benzema twice went close early on but was
denied by Marko Dmitrovic after latching onto
Alejandro Pozo’s backpass and then was the first
to be ruled offside, having headed in Marcelo’s
cross. The excellent Asensio hit the crossbar with a
free-kick from out wide and then flicked in Isco’s
shot, only for the flag to go up again.  —AFP

LONDON: Manchester City moved closer to the
Premier League title as the runaway leaders won 2-
0 at Leicester, while Liverpool took full advantage
of Chelsea’s shock 2-5 collapse to West Bromwich
Albion to close within two points of the top four
with a 3-0 win at Arsenal.

City are 17 points clear of second-placed
Manchester United after a remarkable 15th suc-
cessive away win in all competitions, and it is only
a matter of time before Pep Guardiola’s men cele-
brate their third title in four seasons. Goals from
Benjamin Mendy and Gabriel Jesus killed off
third-placed Leicester in the second half at the
King Power.

City, chasing an unprecedented quadruple, will
go into their Champions League quarter-final
first leg against Borussia Dortmund tomorrow in
confident mood after avenging the 5-2 thrashing
they suffered against Leicester in September. “It
is a big step to winning the Premier League,”
Guardiola said. “The Premier League is the nicest
competition to win. It is 11 months and it is so
tough. We are close.”

City controlled possession and their dominance
was rewarded in the 58th minute. Mendy cleverly
eluded Marc Albrighton in the Leicester penalty
area before curling a fine finish into the far corner
with his weaker right foot. Jesus then converted his

fifth goal in his last seven games 16 minutes from
time from Raheem Sterling’s unselfish pass.

Liverpool back in the groove
City’s win meant Liverpool can now not mathe-

matically retain their title, but they are back in the
race for Champions League football next season
thanks to their first successive league victories
since January.

Jurgen Klopp’s men looked more like their old
selves in a dominant display that got its reward
thanks to three goals in 18 second-half minutes.
Substitute Diogo Jota powered home Trent
Alexander-Arnold’s cross to break the deadlock
before Mohamed Salah cleverly prodded the ball
between the legs of Bernd Leno. Jota rounded off
the scoring with his sixth goal in four games for
club and country. “We have to win our own games,
but in our situation other teams have to lose games
as well,” said Klopp. “We have to keep working,
but it is a nice sign. We are still there.”

Arsenal remain in ninth with their season now
hinging on success in the Europa League after what
manager Mikel Arteta described as an “unaccept-
able” performance. Leeds moved level on points
with the Gunners as they pushed bottom-of-the-
table Sheffield United closer to relegation with a 2-1
win in a Yorkshire derby at Elland Road. —AFP

City on path to third Premier League title in four seasons

Man City go 17 points clear,
Liverpool back in the groove

LEICESTER: Manchester City’s Brazilian striker Gabriel Jesus (center right) shoots to score his
team’s second goal during the English Premier League football match between Leicester City and
Manchester City at King Power Stadium in Leicester, central England on Saturday. —AFP

Lukaku pulls Inter
eight points clear
as Juve, Milan held
MILAN: Romelu Lukaku fired Inter Milan eight
points clear at the top of Serie A on Saturday
with the only goal in a 1-0 win at Bologna as title
rivals Juventus and AC Milan were both held.
“Winning is a big step forward for us,” said coach
Antonio Conte after second-placed Milan’s chal-
lenge faltered in a 1-1 draw with 10-man
Sampdoria while champions Juventus were held
2-2 at city rivals Torino.

Conte’s side stretched their winning run to nine
league games as they chase a first ‘Scudetto’ since
2010, having finished runners-up last season. “Last
year we nearly got there. The closer we get to the
finish line, every victory becomes more important,”
added the former Juventus and Chelsea manager.

Lukaku got his head to an Alessandro Bastoni
cross after half an hour and bundled the ball over
the line for his 20th league goal this season after
Bologna’s young goalkeeper Federico Ravaglia had
pushed out the initial strike.

Lautaro Martinez missed a chance for a second
five minutes after the break when he rattled the
post. Inter next play Sassuolo on Wednesday, a
match postponed from before the international
break because of a COVID-19 outbreak in the
Milan club.

In Turin, Cristiano Ronaldo struck in the 79th
minute but couldn’t stop Juve dropping further
points in their bid for a 10th consecutive league
title. Andrea Pirlo’s side slip to fourth, 12 points
behind Inter, and four points back from Milan, with
a game in hand.

“We complicate these games all by ourselves,”
lamented Pirlo with his team’s Champions League
qualification also in the balance. “We must push on,
keep giving our all and try to secure our minimum
target, which is qualifying for the Champions
League,” said captain Giorgio Chiellini. “We have
another important match on Wednesday and it’s one
we need to win,” he added of their midweek post-
poned fixture against European rivals Napoli. 

Federico Chiesa had given Juventus the advan-

tage in the 13th minute, but an Antonio Sanabria
brace looked set to give the relegation-threatened
hosts their first derby win in six years. The
Paraguayan nodded in the leveller in the 27th minute
after Juve keeper Wojciech Szczesny had pushed
out a long-range Rolando Mandragora effort.

Sanabria struck a second time just after the
break when he intercepted a misplaced Dejan
Kulusevksi back pass. Ronaldo missed two
chances before the Serie A top scorer finally got
his 24th league goal this campaign following a
VAR review when he nodded home Chiellini’s
cross from close range.

‘No excuses’ for Milan
Milan’s miserable recent form at the San Siro

continued in their draw with Sampdoria. A terrible
Theo Hernandez pass across midfield in the 57th
minute allowed Sampdoria veteran Fabio
Quagliarella to pounce and send a long-range lob
over Gianluigi Donnarumma to claim his 10th goal
of the season.

Claudio Ranieri’s mid-table side went a man
down just after their goal with Adrien Silva sent off
after picking up a second yellow card. Substitute

Jens Petter Hauge curled in the leveller three min-
utes from the end, with Franck Kessie denied a late
winner after hitting the woodwork.

“There are no excuses,” said coach Stefano
Pioli, whose team’s push for a first league title in a
decade has been hampered by just two wins from
eight home games in the league in 2021. “Inter have
the Scudetto (league title) in their hands. It’s theirs
to lose.”

Atalanta are two points behind Milan in third
after a 3-2 win over against Udinese which came
thanks to a first-half Luis Muriel brace and Duvan
Zapata adding a third after the hour mark in
Bergamo. Napoli claimed their fourth consecutive
win, but not without a battle from bottom side
Crotone who lost a dramatic contest 4-3.

Three goals in 33 minutes from Lorenzo Insigne,
Victor Osimhen and Dries Mertens looked to have
sealed victory early for Gennaro Gattuso’s side.
However Crotone fought back to 3-3 largely thanks
to a double from Nigerian Simy the 25th and 48th
minutes. But Giovanni Di Lorenzo made sure the
home side did take the win with his 72nd-minute
strike. Roma stretched their winless run to a three
matches with a 2-2 stalemate at Sassuolo. —AFP

BOLOGNA: Inter Milan’s Belgian forward Romelu Lukaku shoots a free kick during the Italian Serie A foot-
ball match Bologna vs Inter Milan on Saturday at the Renato-Dall’Ara stadium in Bologna. —AFP

Neymar sent off
as PSG lose in
Ligue 1 title clash
PARIS: Neymar was sent off late on as a limping
Jonathan David scored the only goal to give Lille a 1-
0 win over Paris Saint-Germain in their Ligue 1 title
showdown on Saturday, a result that moves them
three points clear at the top.

Canadian striker David was struggling with an
ankle injury when he fired home in the 20th minute.
He was forced off soon after and emerged on crutch-
es to watch the second half with heavy strapping
where he had been caught by Idrissa Gana Gueye.

Without him Lille held on to beat PSG in a
league game in the capital for the first time in a
quarter of a century, with a frustrating afternoon for
the hosts summed up when Neymar was dismissed.
The Brazilian and Lille defender Tiago Djalo were
both shown second yellow cards following a shov-
ing match. 

It is Neymar’s second sending-off this season and
his fourth since moving to France in a world-record
deal in 2017. The result sees Lille take a big step
towards a first Ligue 1 title in a decade, just before the
Qatari takeover of PSG which changed the face of
French football.

It would be a remarkable achievement for the
northerners to pip the Parisians, who have won
seven of the last eight league crowns and face
Bayern Munich away in their Champions League
quarter-final first leg in midweek. “We are top and
we are in the fight, but so are Lyon, Paris and
Monaco. There is not much in it,” admitted Lille

coach Christophe Galtier.
PSG have now suffered three straight home league

losses for the first time since 2007, and they trail Lille
by three points with seven games left. Monaco are
another point behind in third after beating Metz 4-0,
but Lyon lost ground, dropping to five points off the
lead in fourth with a 1-1 draw at fifth-placed Lens.

Mauricio Pochettino’s PSG had been fancied to
ease to another league title after winning 4-2 in Lyon
before the recent international break, but Saturday’s
result raises doubts about their credentials. They have
taken just one point from four games against Lille and
Monaco this season. Lyon also beat them in Paris.

“I am disappointed with the result and at losing
three important points. I am not worried but we will
need to keep fighting to the end,” said Pochettino.
“We are an inconsistent side for lots of reasons but
we are working to fix that.”

Monaco win, Lyon held
PSG may still fancy their chances of avenging last

season’s Champions League final defeat when they
face a Bayern side missing the injured Robert
Lewandowski. However they will need to perform far
better than they did here against a well-organized
Lille side who survived an early scare before scoring.

Mike Maignan turned Kylian Mbappe’s shot
around the post not long before the goal arrived for
the visitors, Jonathan Ikone picking out David whose
shot from 12 yards deflected in off Thilo Kehrer for his
10th of the season. The 21-year-old striker was
replaced by Timothy Weah before half-time, and Lille
held on, with Neymar having one shot saved by
Maignan in the second half and then heading wide
from a Marquinhos cross.

Lille might have scored a second as Burak Yilmaz
was denied by Keylor Navas after a counter-attack.
Monaco scored all their goals in the second half

against a Metz side who finished with 10 men. Cesc
Fabregas scored a penalty and Kevin Volland netted
his 14th of the season before France striker Wissam
Ben Yedder came off the bench to crash in the third.

Ben Yedder scored again from the spot late on,
taking his tally for the season to 15 goals, after Metz
captain John Boye was shown a second yellow card
for fouling Gelson Martins. “If we keep going in this
direction maybe there is something possible for us,”
Monaco coach Niko Kovac told Canal Plus of his
side’s title chances. Lyon needed a late Lucas Paqueta
equalizer to draw in Lens after Jonathan Clauss had
put the hosts ahead. Islam Slimani was sent off at the
end for Lyon. —AFP

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Brazilian forward
Neymar (left) faces Lille’s French midfielder Benjamin
Andre during the French L1 football match between
Paris-Saint Germain (PSG) and Lille (LOSC) at the Parc
des Princes Stadium in Paris, on Saturday. —AFP

Bayern eye title 
after Leipzig win 
BERLIN: RB Leipzig coach Julian Nagelsmann all
but conceded the Bundesliga title on Saturday after
his side were beaten 1-0 by league leaders Bayern
Munich thanks to a first-half goal from Leon
Goretzka. Goretzka smashed the ball into the top
corner shortly before the break as Bayern opened
up a seven-point lead at the top of the table over
second-place Leipzig with just seven games to go.
“For us, it’s about finishing second in the table.
We’re playing a good season and we want to keep
going, even if our first chance of a title is gone,”
Nagelsmann told Sky.

Leipzig will now need a near miracle if they are
to stop Bayern winning a 30th Bundesliga title in
May, yet match-winner Goretzka remained cau-
tious. “There are still 21 points on offer this season,
so this was a big step towards the title, but not a
decisive one,” he said. 

Playing without their injured star striker Robert
Lewandowski, Bayern spent much of the game on
the back foot as Leipzig dominated possession.
Kick-off was delayed by several minutes after
Bayern keeper Manuel Neuer found a hole in his
goal net, but the Munich defence remained water-
tight in the first half. Goretzka blasted in the opener
shortly before half-time, hitting a Thomas Mueller
cut-back first time to pick up his fifth league goal of
the season. —AFP


