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MADRID: Barcelona are in sight of La Liga’s top four
again after 19-year-old Nico Gonzalez scored a late
winner to seal a much-needed victory over Elche
before Atletico Madrid were beaten by Sevilla. Nico’s
strike came after the 22-year-old Ferran Jutgla, making
his full debut, and the 17-year-old Gavi had earlier giv-
en Barca a two-goal lead at Camp Nou. 

But Elche scored twice in 96 seconds shortly after
the hour as Tete Morente and Pere Milla pulled the
visitors level, only for Nico to drag Barcelona to a 3-2
victory. And the result got even better for Barca’s top-
four chase after Atletico lost 2-1 away at Sevilla, Lucas
Ocampos smashing home in the 88th minute at the
Ramon Sanchez Pizjuan to consign Atleti to a third
consecutive league defeat.

“It’s a difficult moment but I’m calm,” said Diego
Simeone. “I trust in the squad we have.” Barcelona are
now seventh, two points behind Atletico and three
behind Rayo Vallecano in fourth, yet having played one
game fewer than Rayo. Sevilla are second, five points
behind Real Madrid, who play at home to Cadiz on
Sunday. Gavi’s goal made him Barcelona’s third
youngest ever scorer in La Liga at 17 years and 135
days, younger even than Lionel Messi when he opened
his account aged 17 years and 331 days.

Jutgla also registered his first professional goal,
after coming off the bench last weekend against
Osasuna and then scoring against Boca Juniors on
Tuesday in the Maradona Cup, an exhibition match
held in honor of Diego Maradona. Nico’s goal com-
pleted another exciting night for Barca’s young
guns, less than a week after Xavi said his veterans
needed to do more, insisting they could not rely on
the next generation to deliver every week. “Gavi,
Nico, Abde, (Ronald) Araujo, (Alex) Balde, they are
the future of the club,” Xavi said. “I played here

when I was 18 and I was scared but they let their
personality show.”

Impressive Gavi 
Gavi, though, was particularly impressive, the

teenager scoring a superb individual goal in the first
half, before then assisting Nico’s winner late in the
second. “What’s surprising is his age, he’s 17 and look
how he competes,” said Xavi. “Today he made the dif-
ference with a goal and an assist. More than anything
his work is spectacular. We’re happy to have him and I
don’t want to compare him to anyone. There’s no ceil-
ing for him.” Barcelona were cruising after they scored
twice in three minutes. Jutgla had already shown a
sharp finish early on but was offside before he headed
in Ousmane Dembele’s swinging corner at the front
post in the 16th minute.

And in the 19th, it was two, Gavi with a spectacular
goal to put his team in control. He spotted Omar
Mascarell approaching behind him when Clement
Lenglet played the ball and he flicked it with his right
foot away from his marker, his body spinning away into
the space. Gavi drove forward and when he reached
the edge of the box, fired the ball low into the corner.
But Elche had openings on the break and it was two
substitutes that dragged them back into the game just
after the hour.

First, a superb counter-attack began down the left
as Dembele’s press was beaten too easily and Lucas
Boye did well to keep the ball in off the line. He
switched it right to Morente, who smashed in. Only 96
seconds had passed before they were celebrating
again, Morente freed again down the right and this
time crossing to the back post where Milla’s header
could only be palmed in off the post by Marc-Andre
ter Stegen. Frenkie de Jong, linked with an exit in the

January transfer window, departed to whistles in the
76th minute but a tense atmosphere turned joyous in
the 85th.

Gavi was at the heart of it again, a neat one-two
with Dembele sending the teenager to the line, where
he had the composure to pull back for Nico who

poked in on the stretch. Atletico almost took a point
from Sevilla after Felipe cancelled out a stunning goal
from Ivan Rakitic before half-time. But Sevilla snatched
victory at the end, Jules Kounde keeping the ball alive
at the back post after a scramble in the box, which
allowed Ocampos to slam in from close range. —AFP

Barca’s young guns deliver late win over Elche  

Barcelona in sight of 
La Liga’s top 4 again

BARCELONA: Elche’s Chilean defender Enzo Roco (left) vies with Barcelona’s Moroccan forward Abde
Ezzalzouli during the Spanish league football match between FC Barcelona and Elche CF at the Camp Nou
stadium on December 18, 2021. —AFP

Arsenal consolidate 
their EPL’s position, 
crush Leeds 
LEEDS: Arsenal consolidated their position in the
Premier League’s top four with a 4-1 rout of Leeds in the
only Premier League match on Saturday to survive a
wave of coronavirus postponements. Two goals from
Gabriel Martinelli and Bukayo Saka’s deflected strike put
the Gunners 3-0 up before half-time.

Raphinha’s penalty pulled a goal back, but Emile
Smith Rowe rounded off a miserable week for Leeds
after their 7-0 thrashing at Manchester City on
Tuesday. “We were really lucky to play today with
everything that’s happening,” said Arsenal boss Mikel
Arteta. “I told the players to enjoy the game and give
everything because I don’t know how this will develop.”

Arteta’s own positive case back in March 2020 accel-
erated the Premier League’s shutdown for three months
at the start of the coronavirus pandemic. Six of the 10

matches in the English top-flight scheduled for this
weekend have been called off due to a surge in cases
due to the new Omicron variant of the virus. A meeting
of the 20 Premier League clubs will take place today to
decide whether to go ahead with the Boxing Day fix-
tures next weekend or to halt the season temporarily.

Arteta has called for more consistency in the deci-
sion making over when matches are called off after the
Gunners were forced to play their season-opening
game against Brentford in August despite an outbreak.
“Now it’s play as you can and we’ll play as we can,”
said Arteta. “The Premier League will make the best
decision for everybody, but we want to play all under
the same rules. “That’s where I think they have to come
forward. Whatever they decide is best for the competi-
tion has to be explained.”

Leeds boss Marcelo Bielsa described his side’s
performance at the Etihad in midweek as the worst in
his four years in charge and there was no sign of any
improvement from his injury-hit squad. However, the
Elland Road crowd remained behind the Argentine as
they chanted his name in the closing stages. Bielsa
was without England internationals Kalvin Phillips
and Patrick Bamford, captain Liam Cooper and Spain
forward Rodrigo amid an injury crisis that saw 15-

year-old Archie Gray earn a spot on the bench. “The
first half we could have lost it by more goals,” admit-
ted Bielsa. —AFP

LEEDS: Arsenal’s Brazilian striker Gabriel Martinelli
(left) jumps up as Leeds United’s French goalkeeper
Illan Meslier (right) clears the ball during the English
Premier League football match between Leeds United
and Arsenal on December 18, 2021. —AFP

Premier League’s 
schedule decimated 
by COVID-19 chaos
LONDON: Arsenal’s 4-1 win at Leeds was the only
action of a Premier League Saturday decimated by
coronavirus call-offs with five games postponed due
to outbreaks. Aston Villa’s home match with Burnley
became the latest casualty of surging infection rates
across Britain due to the Omicron strain of COVID-
19 following a worsening outbreak among the Villa
squad. 

Just four games are now due to be played in total
this weekend out of the original 10, with the growing
crisis causing chaos during the busiest time in the
English football calendar. Three games are still listed
for Sunday-Manchester City’s clash with Newcastle,
Wolves v Chelsea and Tottenham v Liverpool.

Tottenham revealed they will be missing just two
players after an outbreak affecting at least 13 players
and staff saw their last three matches postponed.
However, the justification for that match going ahead in
front of a 62,000 crowd was called into question after
London’s mayor Sadiq Khan declared a “major inci-
dent” in the capital due to the spiking case numbers.
The British government on Friday reported 93,045 new
coronavirus cases, a third consecutive record daily tal-
ly, as the new variant fuels a surge in infections across
the country. A meeting of Premier League clubs today
is set to decide whether to continue with the intention
of playing games where safe to do so or to temporarily
halt the campaign as a firebreak for the infection rate.
In the three divisions below the Premier League, 19 of
the 36 games in the English Football League (EFL)
were called off this weekend.

But EFL chairman Rick Parry said there was no sci-
entific evidence a short break would help. “If we think
a circuit breaker will help we will do it but, at the
moment, there’s no scientific evidence to suggest that it
will help,” Parry told the BBC. “We’ve got to stick
together, stay calm and keep making balanced deci-
sions on the basis of the latest information.” —AFP

By Ahmad Jabr

KUWAIT: Kazma emerged victorious
from its showdown with titleholders
Al-Arabi on Saturday to remain on
top of the Kuwait Premier League
standings with 13 points. Meanwhile,
the 1-0 loss adds to Al-Arabi’s woes
as they suffered their second defeat
this season and sit in sixth place with
seven points from five matches.
Shubaib Al-Khaldi scored the visi-
tors’ goal in the match held at Al-
Arabi’s Sabah Al-Salem Stadium.

Kazma’s ambitions will be put to
test when they host second-place
Kuwait. Kuwait had beaten ninth-
place Al-Fahaheel 2-0 on Wednesday
to raise its total points to 12, level

with Qadisiya who remain in third
place on goal difference following
their 3-1 win against last-place Al-
Yarmouk. Meanwhile, Al-Nasr’s title
hopes were dealt a major blow when
they lost to eighth-place Al-Shabab
2-1 on Friday. They dropped to fifth
place following the loss, leaving the
fourth spot to Salmiya who went up
one spot in the standings after their
2-2 draw with seventh-place Al-
Tadhamon.

Qadisiya could climb to the top of
the league if they beat Salmiya and
the Kazma vs Kuwait matchup ends
in a draw. Meanwhile, Al-Nasr host
Al-Arabi on Friday in a match that
could help boost or end title hopes
for either team.

Kazma beat Arabi to remain on top

KUWAIT: Kazma’s goalkeeper Hussain Kankoune reaches for the ball during the
Kuwait Premier League match against Al-Arabi on Saturday. —KUNA


