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News in brief

Owners shown commitment

LONDON: Arsenal boss Mikel Arteta said
yesterday he hopes a strong statement from
the club’s owners underlining their commitment
to the club will end speculation over a potential
takeover bid from Spotify founder Daniel Ek.
Swedish billionaire Ek last week sent a tweet
saying he would be interested in buying the
Premier League club, which is owned by
American billionaire Stan Kroenke through his
Kroenke Sports & Entertainment (KSE) busi-
ness. On Friday, Ek said he was considering a
takeover bid and reports this week suggested
former Arsenal players Thierry Henry, Patrick
Vieira and Dennis Bergkamp would be part of
an advisory group. But any potential deal
appears to have been scuppered following a
staunch response from the Gunners’ American
ownership, which said it had not received any
bids. — AFP

Giggs denies charges

LONDON: Wales manager and former
Manchester United star Ryan Giggs yesterday
denied charges of assaulting two women and
controlling or coercive behavior as he
appeared in court. Giggs pleaded not guilty to
an allegation he was violent and engaged in
behavior towards his ex-girlfriend including
isolation, belittling, humiliation, harassment,
degradation and abuse during a short hearing
at Manchester Magistrates’ Court. Giggs, 47,
also entered a not guilty plea of actual bodily
harm relating to PR executive Kate Greville, 36,
at his home in Greater Manchester on
November 1 last year. He has also been
charged with the common assault of Emma
Greville, understood to be Greville’s younger
sister, during the same alleged incident. — AFP

Istiqlol top AFC group

DOHA: Alisher Dzhazilov struck a dramatic
second-half stoppage time winner as Tajik
debutants Istiqlol went top of Group A with a
1-0 win over the UAE’s Shabab Al Ahli in the
Asian Champions League on Tuesday. The
Group A match at the King Fahd International
Stadium in Riyadh was heading for a draw in
the sixth minute of added time when Dhazilov
was gifted an open net after Shabab goalkeep-
er Majed Nasser found himself hopelessly out
of position. It gave Istiqlol their third victory
and they top Group A on 10 points from five
matches. Saudi giants Al Hilal are level on
points with a game remaining after they beat
Uzbekistan’s AGMK 3-0 on Tuesday, second
on head-to-head record. — AFP

Union stun Atlanta

MIAMI: Philadelphia Union put one foot in the
semi-finals of the CONCACAF Champions
League on Tuesday, stunning Major League
Soccer rivals Atlanta United with a 3-0 first leg
away victory. Two goals from Polish striker
Kacper Przybylko left Union firmly on course
for a place in the last four in what is the
Pennsylvania club’s first campaign in the
regional club competition. Philadelphia’s third
goal was almost a carbon copy of their second,
only this time it was Przybylko playing creator,
unselfishly squaring to Anthony Fontana to
make it 3-0 four minutes from time. In the other
half of the draw on Tuesday, Mexico’s Cruz
Azul outclassed Toronto FC 3-1 in their quar-
ter-final first leg game at the Canadian club’s
temporary home at the Raymond James
Stadium in Tampa. — AFP

MADRID: Karim Benzema came to Real Madrid’s
rescue again on Tuesday, his acrobatic volley earning
them a 1-1 draw against an impressive Chelsea side in
the first leg of the Champions League semi-final.
Christian Pulisic grabbed Chelsea a deserved away
goal in a soaking wet contest at Valdebebas but they
might regret not pulling away, with the struggling Timo
Werner again missing a golden chance.

It means Madrid will be satisfied too, after recover-
ing from a chastening opening half an hour before
Benzema’s brilliance left the tie in the balance. Eden
Hazard was given 24 minutes off the bench against his
former club but despite some twinkling touches, he
was unable to add a late twist. “It’s always good to
play against friends,” Hazard told BT Sport afterwards. 

By the time the Belgian entered the contest, it was
drifting, the early adrenaline lost, with both teams
seemingly content to defer to the return leg at
Stamford Bridge next Wednesday. Benzema’s goal was
his 71st in the Champions League, making him the
joint-fourth top scorer in the competition’s history
with Raul, behind only Cristiano Ronaldo, Lionel Messi
and Robert Lewandowski. 

When Real Madrid were suffering, and in the
absence of the injured Sergio Ramos, Benzema was the
one dragging his team back into this match, at times
through sheer force of will. With Werner clearly short
of confidence, the Frenchman’s precision at the other
end could yet prove the difference. “We should have
won the first half,” said Chelsea coach Thomas Tuchel.
“We should have scored at least one more.”

“The result is fair,” said Zinedine Zidane. “Our first
half wasn’t the best, their pressure caused us difficul-

ties but we adapted and in the second half we were
better.” These two teams were both among the Super
League’s ‘Dirty Dozen’, with Madrid president
Florentino Perez, the face and voice of the breakaway
project, watching on at the Alfredo di Stefano Stadium.
Despite stirring scenes of protests outside Premier
League stadiums last weekend, Real Madrid’s - admit-
tedly remote - training ground was untouched by any

sign of discontent with the club. 
And there was no Real Madrid revolt against UEFA

either, with the Champions League anthem ringing out
as normal and the stadium announcer loyally declaring:
“The UEFA Champions League brings together the
best teams in Europe.” Chelsea were electric in the first
half an hour, their passing slicker and their movement
quicker than Madrid, who were unable to keep up. 

Werner misses sitter
Werner should have scored when Mason Mount’s

deflected, looping shot was headed across goal by
Pulisic but he missed from six yards, his volley blocked
by the right leg of Thibaut Courtois. But Chelsea’s
dominance was such that another chance never felt far
away, in the 14th minute Pulisic taking advantage. 

Antonio Rudiger was given t ime to f loat  a
delightful ball over the top for the darting American,
whose first touch took him left but he recovered his
poise, nipping past Courtois and firing between
Marcelo and Raphael Varane on the line. Chelsea
were rampant but as the rain began to pour, Madrid
found a way back. Benzema led the resistance, one
shot from distance shaving the post before another
from close drew Madrid level.  A short corner
worked its way to Marcelo on the edge of the area
and his cross was headed back in via Casemiro and
Eder Militao. Benzema, with his back to goal and
surrounded by blue shirts, tamed the ball with his
forehead before throwing his body into the air and
volleying in before his markers could react. Marcelo
and Jorginho were both guilty of sloppy passes ear-
ly in the second half  but neither Werner nor
Benzema could capitalize. 

And for 20 minutes the game drifted, both sides
nervous of opening up. Four substitutes came on just
after the hour, Hazard and Kai Havertz among them.
Hazard was making his third appearance in three
months. But Benzema’s shot was blocked, Hakim
Ziyech’s free-kick curled into the hands of Courtois
and a late Madrid cross flashed past the far post. A
draw was a fair result. — AFP

Benzema volley pegs back Chelsea
to leave semi-final in the balance

LOUISVILLE: Hot Rod Charlie walks on the track during training for the Kentucky Derby at Churchill Downs on
Tuesday in Louisville, Kentucky. —  AFP

MADRID: Real Madrid’s French forward Karim Benzema celebrates after scoring during the UEFA Champions League
semi-final first leg football match between Real Madrid and Chelsea at the Alfredo di Stefano stadium in Valdebebas,
on the outskirts of Madrid, on Tuesday.— AFP 

Europa League: Emery
threatens Arsenal’s
shot at salvation
LONDON: Arsenal are relying on Europa League suc-
cess to save a sorry season, but face former manager
Unai Emery with a point to prove in tonight’s semi-final
first leg against Villarreal. Sitting 10th in the Premier
League, the Gunners are on course for their worst
league finish since 1995.

But Mikel Arteta’s men are also just three games away
from only the club’s third ever European trophy and a
much-needed ticket back into the Champions League
for the first time in five seasons. All is not well at the
Emirates on or off the field. Ahead of Friday’s 1-0 defeat
by Everton, thousands of fans demonstrated against
Arsenal’s owner Stan Kroenke, calling on the American
billionaire to sell the club following his role in a collapsed
European Super League.

Arsenal were one of 12 breakaway clubs seeking the
reassurance of top level European football every season
without facing the perils of having to qualify. It is easy to
see why Kroenke sought the guaranteed income the
Super League would provide.

For 19 seasons between 1998/99 and 2016/17, the
Londoners never failed to qualify for the Champions
League. Now they are set to finish outside the Premier
League’s top four for a fifth consecutive year. That
decline started prior to Emery’s 18-month spell in charge
between May 2018 and November 2019. The Spaniard
missed out on the top four by a point and got to the
Europa League final in his only full season in charge, but
was dismissed just four months into his second.

“It ended in unwanted circumstances,” Emery told
uefa.com ahead of the tie. “I want to win for myself and
for Villarreal. (Two years ago) I was defending Arsenal’s
red colors in that final against Chelsea, now I feel that
affinity for the yellow of Villarreal. I have that competi-
tive instinct, that responsibility I owe the club and every-
one I represent with my decisions.”

A three-time Europa League winner during his time
at Sevilla, the 49-year-old has won 28 out of 31 knockout
ties in the competition across spells at four different
clubs. Revenge is also on Villarreal minds for those with
a far longer connection to the club than Emery. A first
ever major trophy is also the Spanish side’s only route
into next season’s Champions League. Arguably the
closest they have ever come to silverware was a
Champions League semi-final against Arsenal, when Jens
Lehmann’s last-minute penalty save from Juan Roman
Riquelme in 2005/06 prevented the tie from going to
extra-time. “The two clubs have their own history
between themselves,” added Emery. 

“It will be a great contest, regardless of my having
coached there recently.” In the other semi-final,
Manchester United boss Ole Gunnar Solskjaer is aiming
to reach a final at the fifth time of asking since taking
charge of the Red Devils against Roma. Under the
Norwegian, the English giants have twice fallen at the
last four in the League Cup and in the semi-finals of last
season’s Europa League and FA Cup. With United real-
istically assured of a top-four finish in the Premier
League, but too far off Manchester City to mount a title
challenge, ending a four-year trophy drought is the
major prize left on offer for Solskjaer’s men this season.
“It feels like a proper European tie because Roma is a
club with lots of history,” said Solskjaer when the draw
was made. Like Arsenal and Villarreal, there is even
greater motivation for the Italians, who sit seventh in
Serie A. Victory in next month’s final in Gdansk is the
best shot at European football next season for Paulo
Fonseca’s men. — AFP

VILA-REAL: Villarreal’s Spanish coach Unai Emery ges-
tures during the Spanish League football match between
Villarreal CF and FC Barcelona at La Ceramica stadium in
Vila-real on April 25, 2021. — AFP

Marsch to succeed
Nagelsmann; German
FA to speak with Flick 
BERLIN: Salzburg’s American coach Jesse Marsch
has agreed terms to succeed Bayern Munich-bound
Julian Nagelsmann at Bundesliga club RB Leipzig,
German media reported yesterday. Wisconsin-born
Marsch, 47, had “turned down Tottenham Hotspur and
decided to move to Leipzig”, according to German
football magazine Kicker. 

The country’s most widely read newspaper Bild also
claimed that Marsch had reached “an agreement in
principle” with Leipzig director Oliver Mintzlaff. A for-
mer assistant coach of the US men’s national team,
Marsch has long been a rising star within Red Bull’s
sprawling global football network.

The Leipzig job would be his third in charge of a
Red-Bull backed club, following a three-year spell at
the helm of New York Red Bulls and two years in the
Salzburg dugout. Marsch also previously worked at RB
Leipzig as assistant coach to Ralf Rangnick in the
2018-19 season, helping the club to a German Cup final
and top-three finish in the Bundesliga. 

He then moved to Salzburg, winning the Austrian
league and cup double in his first season as head
coach. At Leipzig, Marsch would replace 33-year-old
German coaching prodigy Julian Nagelsmann, who was
announced as the next Bayern Munich coach on
Tuesday.  Bayern reportedly paid a fee of up to 30 mil-
lion euros (36 million dollars) to secure Nagelsmann as
a replacement for Hansi Flick, who will leave Munich

after this season. The move completes a meteoric rise
for Nagelsmann, who will turn 34 in July and is
younger than Bayern club captain and goalkeeper
Manuel Neuer. 

Flick to replace Loew?
Germany’s football association (DFB) said Tuesday

it planned to hold talks with Flick about becoming the
replacement for national team boss Joachim Loew after
Euro 2020. Flick will leave the reigning German cham-
pions at the end of the season after he asked Bayern to
be released from his contract. “It’s well known that
Hansi Flick is held in high regard by the federation. We
can confirm that, in this context, we will now also have
discussions with him and Bayern officials,” a DFB
spokesperson told AFP subsidiary SID.

“At this time, we will not be making any more com-
ment on the rest of the procedure, which we will coor-
dinate internally first with all the parties concerned,
with all the necessary care and calm,” the spokesper-
son added. Flick won the Bundesliga and German Cup
last season and added the Champions League and his
side could wrap up the German title again early next
month, but his relationship with Bayern’s powerful
sporting director Hasan Salihamidzic has deteriorated
over transfer policy.

The 56-year-old is considered the German FA’s pri-
mary choice to take over from Loew, who is set to step
down after the European Championship following 15
years in charge. The DFB had repeatedly said in recent
weeks it would not approach a coach still under con-
tract, and ruled out paying any compensation to a club.
Flick served an assistant to Loew between 2006 and
2014, helping Germany win the World Cup in Brazil. He
later worked as the DFB’s sporting director. — AFP

Favorites handed
outside posts in
Kentucky Derby draw
LOS ANGELES: Kentucky Derby favorite Essential
Quality and rival Rock Your World were handed out-
side starting positions on Tuesday for this weekend’s
147th running of the US horse racing showpiece.

The Brad Cox-trained Essential Quality, the 2-1
favorite, will start from post 14 while Rock Your World
(5-1), will bid for glory on Saturday from slot 15. “It
got a little nerve-wracking with both horses still to go
and the rail still being out there,” said Cox. “I think it’ll
be a good spot. He’s got good tactical speed that he’ll
be able to get into a good position from there.”

John Sadler, the trainer of unbeaten Rock Your
World, was satisfied with 15th. “It’s a good post and
we’re happy with it,” Sadler said after Tuesday’s draw.
The Godolphin-owned Essential Quality heads into
Saturday’s race fresh from a victory at the Blue Grass
Stakes at Keeneland on April 3, a win which extended
his undefeated record to five races since his debut win
last year.

Cox, who has never won the Kentucky Derby, is
bidding to become the first Louisville-born trainer
to do so. The $3 million race staged at Churchill
Downs is the highlight of the US racing season and
kicks off the Triple Crown, with the Preakness
Stakes set for May 15 and Belmont Stakes due on
June 5.

The Kentucky Derby is returning to its traditional
slot in May this weekend after the calendar was
upended by Covid-19 last year, forcing the race to be
moved to September behind closed doors. A reduced-
capacity crowd of around 45,000 spectators is
expected for Saturday’s “Run for the Roses”, instead of
the regular capacity of around 165,000.

Highly rated Known Agenda, meanwhile, was hand-
ed the number one post on the rail, to the dismay of
trainer Todd Pletcher. “It’s just not an ideal post to
start,” Pletcher said. Legendary US trainer Bob Baffert
meanwhile is chasing a record seventh Kentucky
Derby win with Medina Spirit, ridden by John
Velazquez.

Medina Spirit (15-1) was handed the eighth post in
Tuesday’s draw. “He’s a horse that’s never failed me,”
Baffert said. “He’s light on his feet and stays out of
trouble — and that’s what you need in a Kentucky
Derby. “Quick out of the gate, get away from that
stampede and hopefully by the first turn he’ll be in a
good spot.” — AFP


