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News in brief
PSG top of Ligue 1

PARIS: Kylian Mbappe scored twice for the sec-
ond game in a row but picked up a thigh injury as
Paris Saint-Germain climbed top of Ligue 1 on
Saturday with a 3-1 victory at Metz. The France
striker was rested for the midweek cup rout of
Angers and returned to bolster PSG’s title hopes
as he netted either side of Fabien Centonze’s
equaliser to send the defending champions above
Lille. However, Mbappe was substituted in the
closing minutes with a heavily strapped thigh, a
worrying sign for PSG ahead of Wednesday’s
Champions League semi-final first leg at home to
Manchester City. Mauro Icardi sealed the victory
with a penalty a minute from time. “He took a
knock to his quad, it’s a dead leg. We don’t think
it’s anything serious,” Pochettino told Canal Plus,
playing down concerns Mbappe could miss the
City game. — AFP

Watford promoted

LONDON: Watford bounced back to the Premier
League at the first time of asking after Saturday’s
1-0 win over Millwall sealed promotion.
Brentford’s win at Bournemouth earlier in the day
meant that only three points would be good
enough for Xisco Munoz’s men to be promoted
alongside Norwich, who came down with them
last season. Prior to Munoz’s appointment on
December 20, automatic promotion looked unlike-
ly after dip in form under Vladimir Ivic. However,
17 wins in just 24 league games under the
Spaniard helped amass a 10-point lead over
Brentford, who have just three games left to play.
Brentford are now at least guaranteed a playoff
spot with Bournemouth, Barnsley and Swansea
almost certain to join them in the battle for the
final promotion place. — AFP 

Crotone survives

MILAN: Nigerian forward Simy scored twice as
Crotone delayed their Serie A relegation on
Saturday with a 4-3 win over fellow strugglers
Parma. Both clubs look destined for Serie B next
season with second-last Parma 11 points off safety
with five games left, and Crotone two points
behind. A defeat would have seen the Calabrians
mathematically demoted, instead they grabbed
their first away win this season. Also, eighth-
placed Sassuolo kept their push for Europa
League football alive with a 1-0 win over
Sampdoria. Earlier, Genoa boosted their hopes of
Serie A survival with a 2-0 win over Ligurian
rivals Spezia, who still risk a return to the second-
division. — AFP

MADRID: Real Madrid handed the initiative back to
Atletico Madrid in La Liga on Saturday by drawing at
home to Real Betis, a result that raises doubts about the
team’s condition ahead of tomorrow’s Champions
League semi-final against Chelsea. 

Eden Hazard was thrown on for the last 15 minutes of
the 0-0 draw at Valdebebas in what was only the
Belgian’s second appearance in three months but
Madrid could not find a way through. Real Madrid
struggled for chances and the concern will be that
numerous injuries and fatigue are catching up with
Zinedine Zidane’s side at a crucial moment in the season. 

“It’s two points dropped, that’s obvious, we lacked a
lot going forward, especially at the start of the game,”
said Zidane. “We weren’t sharp but that can happen. We
have to go again on Tuesday.” They play Chelsea at
home tomorrow in the first leg of the Champions
League semi-finals and it is possible none of Toni
Kroos, Sergio Ramos, Ferland Mendy, Fede Valverde or
Lucas Vazquez, all absent due to injury, will return.
Kroos and Mendy have the best chance, with Zidane
saying afterwards they would be assessed on Sunday.

Hazard could feature against his former club after
coming on for the final quarter of an hour but the fact
Zidane waited so long to introduce him suggests he is
still not considered match fit, having now played 30

minutes since the end of January. “I think in 15 minutes
he did well,” said Zidane. “He played with spark, with
energy. The most important thing was nothing was
bothering him. He can make a difference, absolutely, and
we’re going to need him.”

After an impressive few weeks in which Real Madrid
knocked Liverpool out of the Champions League and
became favourites to overhaul Atletico in La Liga,
Zidane’s team have now been held to three draws in
their last four matches, all of them without scoring a
goal. 

Neither side had much success in the first half but
the game opened up in the second as the rain poured
down and the ball began to skid across the turf.
Rodrygo struck the bar, his overhit cross almost flying
in, before Betis had three chances in 10 minutes, the
best of them falling to Borja Iglesias but he hesitated
and Dani Carvajal intervened. 

Madrid, though, came again as Luka Modric’s bend-
ing effort was saved before Marcelo found space in the
box but skewed his finish wide of the post. Marcelo and
Alvaro Odriozola had come on, with Zidane deploying
wing-backs to find a winner, and then Hazard was intro-
duced with 15 minutes left. Hazard weaved inside and
picked out Vinicius Junior but Vinicius slipped with the
goal in sight. Madrid had to settle for a point. — AFP

Below-par Real Madrid held by
Betis with Chelsea test to come

MADRID: Real Madrid’s French defender Raphael Varane touches his head at the end of the Spanish League football
match between Real Madrid CF and Real Betis at the Alfredo di Stefano stadium in Valdebebas, on the outskirts of
Madrid, on Saturday.— AFP

MAINZ: Bayern Munich’s German forward Thomas Mueller (center) reacts during the German first division Bundesliga
football match Mainz 05 vs FC Bayern Munich, in Mainz, western Germany, on Saturday. — AFP

LONDON: Chelsea’s German striker Timo Werner (2nd left) looks on as his shot beats West Ham United’s Polish goal-
keeper Lukasz Fabianski for the opening goal of the English Premier League football match between West Ham United
and Chelsea at The London Stadium, in east London on Saturday. — AFP

Werner tightens
Chelsea’s grip
on top four
LONDON: Chelsea took control of the battle to
secure Champions League football next season as Timo
Werner’s goal earned a 1-0 win over West Ham on
Saturday. After a week dominated by England’s ‘big six’
aiming to guarantee top level European football every
season via a breakaway Super League (ESL), Chelsea
and Liverpool turned their attentions to trying to earn a
top-four Premier League finish on the field.

Manchester City, Manchester United, Arsenal and
Tottenham were the other four English clubs involved
in proposals for the ESL, which collapsed within 48
hours of its launch after a furious backlash from gov-
ernments, governing bodies, players and fans.

The Blues are now in pole position for fourth as just
a second Premier League goal in 22 games for Werner
opened up a three-point advantage over the fifth-
placed Hammers. Thomas Tuchel blamed the distraction
of huge protests outside Stamford Bridge on the night
the ESL proposals crumbled for a 0-0 draw against
Brighton last Tuesday.

The German made six changes with one eye also on

the first leg of his side’s Champions League semi-final
against Real Madrid tomorrow. However, Chelsea’s
superior strength in depth showed against an injury-hit
West Ham without Michail Antonio, Declan Rice and
Aaron Cresswell. “We did not talk one word about
Super League from Tuesday on,” said Tuchel. “I felt
everybody very concentrated and enjoying the focus
on just the game.”

The result could have been very different had
Chelsea defender Cesar Azpilicueta not escaped strong
claims for handball inside his own area as he deflected
a shot wide midway through the first half. Werner has
failed to live up to his £50 million ($69 million) price
tag since joining from RB Leipzig last summer.

But the German ended his two-month goal drought
with a composed finish from Ben Chilwell’s cross two
minutes before half-time. After the break, though,
Werner showed the profligacy in front of goal that has
characterized his season as he somehow turned the
rebound wide after Lukasz Fabianski parried Mason
Mount’s long-range effort.

The in-form Jesse Lingard came closest to an equal-
izer for the hosts as his looping effort drifted just wide.
But the Hammers’ hopes were killed off 10 minutes
from time when Fabian Balbuena was harshly sent off
after a VAR review for his follow-through on Chilwell
after clearing the ball. “I thought it was a rubbish deci-
sion,” said West Ham boss David Moyes. “I think it is a
decision made by somebody who has never played the
game.” —AFP 

Bayern miss
chance to secure
title after loss
BERLIN: Bayern Munich blew the chance to clinch
the Bundesliga title for a ninth successive season on
Saturday as the club world champions crashed to a 2-1
defeat away to Mainz. First-half goals by Jonathan
Burkardt and Robin Quaison sealed Mainz’s third
straight win, pulling them away from the relegation
fight and forcing Bayern to wait to be crowned cham-
pions. On his return from a knee injury, Bayern striker
Robert Lewandowski scored just before the end to
leave him four short of Gerd Mueller’s all-time record
of 40 Bundesliga goals in a season. “We just have to
put the game behind us, we just weren’t assertive
enough,” said Bayern coach Hansi Flick who wants to
leave at the end of the season.

‘Too few chances’
“That was too little from us in the first half, you

can’t win games like that, in terms of body language
and our build up,” said Bayern captain Manuel Neuer,
who was at fault for the opening goal. “We created too
few chances and were punished for our own mistakes.”

Mainz made sure Bayern had to put the champagne
back on ice by capitalizing on the visitors’ errors. With
just three minutes gone, a speculative shot by
Germany Under-21 striker Burkardt from the edge of
the area deceived Neuer and flew into the Bayern net.

The hosts doubled their lead before the break when
Swedish striker Quaison got in between David Alaba
and Thomas Mueller to power his header past Neuer.
Bayern showed an unusual lack of discipline as Jerome
Boateng, Leon Goretzka and Alaba were all shown yel-
low cards within six minutes late in the first half.

Mainz had also been 2-0 up at half-time against

Bayern at the Allianz Arena in January until the hosts
roared back to win 5-2 when Lewandowski scored
twice. However, this time Mainz held their nerve to
earn their first home win over Bayern for nearly a
decade. Lewandowski’s goal four minutes into added
time was the visitors’ only consolation.

Haaland nets twice
In Wolfsburg, Erling Braut Haaland netted twice as

Borussia Dortmund boosted their hopes of qualifying
for the Champions League next season with a 2-0
away win. Haaland sprinted clear of the defense and
fired home from a tight angle with just 12 minutes
gone. Dortmund played with 10 men for the last 31
minutes after 17-year-old England midfielder Jude
Bellingham was sent off for a second yellow card.
However, Dortmund doubled their lead when
Mahmoud Dahoud won the ball on the edge of his own
penalty area and his pass found Haaland.

The 20-year-old raced clear and slotted past
Wolfsburg goalkeeper Koen Casteels for his 37th goal
in 38 games this season in all competitions. With three
games left, fifth-placed Dortmund are one point from
the Champions League places and face RB Leipzig,
Mainz and Bayer Leverkusen.

Haaland roared “Yeesss!” at the final whistle and
defender Manuel Akanji said Dortmund are deter-
mined to play Champions League football next season.
“A few weeks ago we were still 11 points behind
Wolfsburg, now it’s just two,” said Akanji. “We’re not
giving up and want to win every game.”

Dortmund’s cause was boosted later when Eintracht
Frankfurt, who are a place and a point above them in the
table, lost 3-1 at Bayer Leverkusen. The hosts scored
second-half goals by Leon Bailey and a deft Lucas
Alario chip. Frankfurt top-scorer Andre Silva headed in
his 25th goal in added time just before Kerem Demirbay
crashed in Leverkusen’s third from outside the area to
seal the win. Finland striker Joel Pohjanpalo struck a
hat-trick as Union Berlin romped to a 3-1 home win
against Werder Bremen to move up to seventh and a
point from the European places. — AFP

Super League
teams in UEFA
president’s sight
LONDON: UEFA president Aleksander Ceferin has
refused to rule out a ban from next season’s
Champions League for all 12 clubs involved in trying
to set up a breakaway European Super League. But
Ceferin also told Britain’s Mail yesterday that the six
English clubs — Chelsea, Manchester City, Arsenal,
Tottenham, Liverpool and Manchester United —
deserve greater leniency as they were the first to
back out.

He said their stance was in contrast to that of Real
Madrid, Barcelona and Juventus, ridiculed by Ceferin
as “the ones who feel that Earth is flat and... think the
Super League still exists.” In the space of 48 hours
beginning last Sunday, UEFA, aided by fans and
politicians, quelled a mutiny by English, Spanish and
Italian clubs attempting to form a quasi-closed tour-
nament designed to supplant the existing Champions
League.

Nine clubs, including all six in England, subse-
quently withdrew. But Ceferin, who thanked British
Prime Minister Boris Johnson for his opposition to the
Super League, said disciplinary action remained an
option for UEFA, European football’s governing body.
“Everyone has to take consequences for what they
did and we cannot pretend nothing happened,” he
warned.

However, the Slovenian lawyer, elected UEFA
president in 2016, added: “But for me it’s a clear dif-
ference between the English clubs and the other six.
They pulled out first, they admitted they made a mis-
take. You have to have some greatness to say: ‘I was
wrong.’” 

“But everyone will be held responsible. In what
way, we will see,” he said. The irony is that UEFA
were on the brink of enacting changes that would
have entrenched the position of many of the estab-
lished Champions League powers behind the Super
League. But Ceferin said he was open to dropping
the two extra Champions League spots in an expand-
ed competition that were meant to be reserved for
clubs based on their historic record. — AFP
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