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Neymar on target
but PSG draw leaves
Lille closer to title
PARIS: Neymar was on target the day after sign-
ing his contract extension but Paris Saint-
Germain were held to a 1-1 draw at Rennes on
Sunday that leaves Lille a step closer to a
remarkable Ligue 1 title triumph. PSG led at half-
time after Neymar converted a controversial
penalty award, but they were pegged back in the
second half as Serhou Guirassy headed in the
equaliser.

Presnel Kimpembe was later sent off for
Mauricio Pochettino’s side, who could not get
back to winning ways on their return to domestic
action following their Champions League semi-
final exit against Manchester City.

PSG are now three points adrift of Ligue 1
leaders Lille, who know they will be champions
for the first time since 2011 by taking four points
from their remaining two matches of the season.
The Parisians have won the French title in seven
of the last eight years but they have regularly
wobbled this season and the decision to replace
coach Thomas Tuchel with Pochettino during the
winter break looks like it will not have the desired
impact.

“We will keep believing until the end, we won’t
lose faith, but at Paris Saint-Germain we need to
do much better,” captain Marquinhos told broad-
caster Canal Plus. “Lille are a really good side and
are winning every match. We have two games left
and we need to believe, focus on ourselves and
perform better.”

Lille had opened up a provisional four-point
lead by winning 3-0 at Lens on Friday, with Burak
Yilmaz scoring twice. It appeared PSG might
respond in kind, despite being without the sus-
pended Kylian Mbappe or the injured Marco
Verratti in Brittany.

They were given the chance to take the lead in
first-half stoppage time when referee Ruddy
Buquet surprisingly awarded a penalty after
reviewing footage of Rennes defender Nayef
Aguerd attempting to block a Layvin Kurzawa shot.

Neymar marked Saturday’s announcement that
he had extended his contract until 2025 by
stroking home from the spot. However, Rennes
are chasing European qualification and they went
looking for the equalizer, getting their reward 20
minutes from time when Guirassy headed in
Benjamin Bourigeaud’s corner.

PSG were then reduced to 10 men three min-
utes from time when Kimpembe’s lunge on
Jeremy Doku earned the defender a straight red
card. PSG’s last two games are at home to
Reims and away at relegation-threatened Brest,
while Lille finish at home to Saint-Etienne and
away at Angers.

Earlier, a first senior goal for Belgian youngster
Eliot Matazo gave Monaco a 1-0 win at Reims
that kept the principality club on course for a
top-three finish and a return to the Champions
League. Teenager Matazo, signed from
Anderlecht aged 16 in 2018, struck in the 20th
minute and Monaco then saw out the victory to
get back on track after losing at home to rivals
Lyon last weekend. —AFP

PARIS: Postponed last year because of the pandem-
ic, Euro 2020 finally kicks off in a month’s time when
Italy face Turkey in Rome but the health crisis con-
tinues to cast a shadow over a tournament being held
for the first time at venues all across the continent.

UEFA’s focus this week is on the headache of
what to do with the Champions League final amid
pressure from the UK government to move the all-
English showpiece from Istanbul to England.
European football’s governing body has already
dealt with similar difficulties surrounding the Euro,
which will be staged in 11 cities, concluding with the
final in London on July 11.

Dublin was due to be the 12th host but was
dropped in April after local authorities refused to
give guarantees about a minimum number of spec-
tators attending matches. Its games have been
moved to Saint-Petersburg and London, while
Bilbao was dropped for the same reason but Spain
will still stage four matches with Seville stepping in.
After a year of football in empty stadiums, UEFA
was determined supporters would be able to attend
games at the 24-team European Championship.

Munich: ‘No promises’
The remaining venues have all confirmed fans

will be allowed to fill between 25 and 100 percent of

capacity, with the exception of Munich. The German
city aims to host at least 14,500 fans at the Allianz
Arena, but mayor Dieter Reiter said in April there
had been “no promises, of any kind, to guarantee
spectators”. In contrast, Budapest could allow a full
house of 61,000 at the Puskas Arena, albeit with
“strict stadium entry requirements for spectators”.

Nevertheless, Euro 2020 will not quite be the
pan-continental party envisaged when, under for-
mer president Michel Platini, UEFA announced the
format of Euro 2020 to mark the 60th anniversary
of the competition. No travel exemptions are being
made for ticket-holders, meaning those entering
countries from abroad could have to quarantine on
arrival. They may simply not be allowed in at all.

Fans who are able to get in will be assigned a
30-minute time slot to arrive at stadiums, in an
attempt to limit gatherings outside grounds. After all
that, there will be the football, and the hope is the
second 24-team European Championship will live
up to expectations on the field. The list of con-
tenders is a long one, and it remains to be seen
which teams might benefit from the one-year post-
ponement.

Twelve months ago England were sweating on
the fitness of Harry Kane and Marcus Rashford
before the tournament was put on ice. Now the

wonder is how manager Gareth Southgate will
accommodate emerging superstars like Phil Foden
and Mason Mount. With group games at Wembley,
and the incentive of the semi-finals and final being
played at home too, England may sense this is their
chance.

France aim for double
Yet they can hardly ignore the multiple threats

from elsewhere, not least the one directly across
the Channel. France, after all, are the reigning
world champions and aim to repeat their perform-
ance in 2000, when they won the Euro as World
Cup holders.

“You don’t just win titles with a click of your fin-
gers,” France coach Didier Deschamps told AFP.
“The other nations are progressing. They’re not sit-
ting still, but when a competition starts we want to
go as far as possible.”

Portugal, who defeated France in the Euro 2016
final, will not give up their title easily, even with
Cristiano Ronaldo now aged 36. However, they are
in the same group as both Les Bleus and Germany.
There are nevertheless big doubts about the
Germans, in their last major tournament before
Joachim Loew stands down as coach.

Since making a mess of the 2018 World Cup,

Germany have not had their problems to seek, includ-
ing losing 6-0 to Spain and then being beaten at
home by North Macedonia in World Cup qualifying.
After their own 2018 World Cup debacle, when coach
Julen Lopetegui left on the eve of the tournament,
Spain look in better shape now under Luis Enrique
and will be at home in Seville in the group stage.

The Netherlands and Italy are two more rejuve-
nated teams playing group games at home, while
World Cup semi-finalists Belgium remain the top-
ranked nation in the world and are another side to
be taken very seriously when the football, eventual-
ly, takes center stage. —AFP

A month before Euro 2020,
uncertainty off the pitch and on

Real Madrid title
hopes hit by
dramatic draw
MADRID: Eden Hazard’s 94th-minute
equaliser salvaged Real Madrid a dramat-
ic 2-2 draw against Sevilla on Sunday as
an extraordinary penalty decision swung
La Liga’s title race back in Atletico
Madrid’s favor. 

Zinedine Zidane’s side had leveled
through Marco Asensio midway through
the second half and thought they had a
penalty when Karim Benzema was
brought down after rounding Sevilla
goalkeeper Yassine Bono. 

But VAR prompted referee Juan
Martinez Munuera to check an Eder
Militao handball a few seconds before,
with a huge decision seeing Madrid’s
penalty cancelled and a spot-kick award-
ed to Sevilla instead.

Ivan Rakitic converted and while
Madrid still managed to hit back in
injury time, Toni Kroos’ shot deflecting
in off Eden Hazard’s foot, the draw hands
the advantage back to Atletico at the
end of another dramatic weekend in the
Spanish title race. “They have to explain
the exact rules of the hands to me,” said
Zidane afterwards. “But now we have to
think about the next game. It is not up to
us now, but we will fight to the end, to
the death.”

After Barcelona and Atletico played
out a goalless draw on Saturday at Camp
Nou, the second installment of La Liga’s

blockbuster weekend also finished honors
even, meaning the situation at the top is
unchanged with three games now
remaining. Atletico are two points clear of
both Real Madrid and Barcelona, with the
title very much back in their hands.

A Sevilla victory might have given
them an outside chance but instead they
remain six points back and are surely
out of the running. “We’re disappointed
but we are not going to give up,” said
Sevilla coach Julen Lopetegui. “We are
going to try to keep this dream going a
little longer.”

With a superior head-to-head record
over Barcelona, Real Madrid scraping a
draw could also yet prove decisive, given
they only have to overtake one team now
instead of two. “It’s a shame but we’re
alive,” said Luka Modric. “We have seen
that everyone is dropping points so you
have to have faith.”  Hazard had to come
off the Real bench after his controversial
reaction to the Champions League defeat
by Chelsea and while the equalizer was
eventually credited to him, there was
hardly a sense of redemption given how
little the Belgian knew about it.

Sevilla had 75 per cent of the ball in
the first 10 minutes but it felt like more,
with Madrid chasing shadows and inca-
pable of escaping their own half. They
scored with their first attack, Benzema
rising above Jules Kounde to head in, only
for the goal to be chalked off, with Alvaro
Odriozola offside in the build-up. 

Madrid looked jaded, the usually reli-
able Modric guilty of sloppy passes while
Kroos and Casemiro struggled to affect
the game. Sevilla took the lead in the 22nd

minute and it was brilliantly worked, a
short free-kick down the right improving
the angle before Rakitic’s cool header
down gave Fernando Reges the chance.
He dummied past the diving Casemiro
before slotting in. 

Asensio’s rapid response
Madrid emerged early after half-time.

Vinicius Junior poked onto the outside of
the post after a clever short corner before
Modric departed for Asensio, who scored
65 seconds after coming on. Sevilla’s Joan
Jordan was caught in midfield and
Benzema sped away. Asensio looked like
he had overrun the ball but it was
returned to him by Kroos and he swept

first time into the net. 
Madrid had the momentum and they

thought they had a penalty before the
pendulum swung one way and then the
other in a matter of seconds. Sevilla’s cor-
ner was cleared and Benzema was sent
through one-on-one, rounding Bono and
going down for what looked an obvious
spot-kick. Instead, Martinez was prompt-
ed to look at the monitor, where he saw
Militao had dangled an arm onto the ball
before Sevilla’s corner was cleared. Both
benches made their feelings clear while
the voices from the stand in front of
Martinez, most of them belonging to
Madrid, insisted the ball had struck
Militao’s back.  — AFP

MADRID: Real Madrid’s Belgian goalkeeper Thibaut Courtois reacts to Sevilla’s sec-
ond goal scored by Sevilla’s Croatian midfielder Ivan Rakitic during the Spanish
League football match between Real Madrid CF and Sevilla FC at the Alfredo di
Stefano stadium in Valdebebas, on the outskirts of Madrid on Sunday. —AFP

Milan knock Juve
out of top four 
with thumping win
MILAN: AC Milan pushed Juventus
out of the Serie A top four with a 3-0
win in Turin on Sunday which increas-
es their hopes of Champions League
football for the first time since 2014.
Brahim Diaz put Milan ahead just
before the break with Anton Rebic
and Fikayo Tomori adding two more
in the second half after Franck Kessie
had missed a penalty.

Milan move up to third, equal on 72
points with second-placed Atalanta,
with Napoli a further two points
behind in fourth and the final
Champions League berth. Juventus are
now fifth, one point behind the top four
with three games left to play, including
next weekend’s clash with newly-
crowned champions Inter Milan.

“We had a great game, a victory
over a direct rival at this moment in
the championship is very important,”
said Milan coach Stefano Pioli whose
side lost 3-1 to Juve in the San Siro in
January. “We still have to fight. But I
have a very young team, that is matur-
ing as this evening proved.” 

The breakthrough came just before

half time with Diaz scoring on the
rebound after Juventus goalkeeper
Wojciech Szczesny cleared a Hakan
Calhanoglu free-kick. Milan should
have gone two up just before the hour
when Giorgio Chiellini was judged to
have handled the ball, but Szczensy
denied Kessie’s weak penalty.

Milan’s star striker Zlatan
Ibrahimovic came off with a left knee
injury after 65 minutes with Diaz also
replaced five minutes later. “He wasn’t
at his best, but he didn’t want to miss
the match,” said Pioli of the 39-year-
old Swede. “He has a sore knee, but I
don’t think it’s something serious.”

Rebic doubled Milan’s lead with a
fantastic strike with 12 minutes to go
and Tomori put the cherry on the cake
when he headed home the third min-
utes later. Juventus coach Andrea
Pirlo was at a loss to explain what
went wrong with star striker Cristiano
Ronaldo failing to add to his Serie A-
leading 27 league goals.

“We got into the game pretty well
and then little by little we fell apart ...
It’s hard to explain,” said Pirlo. “When
you lose 3-0 in such an important
game, it means that there are a lot of
things that did not work.”

Pirlo ruled out resigning, insisting:
“No I won’t step aside. I undertook
this work with a lot of enthusiasm,
with difficulties, but my work contin-

ues. “I think I can do better. There are
three games left and I will continue to
do my job as long as I can.”

Atalanta second
Earlier Atalanta brushed aside rele-

gated Parma 5-2 to move back into
second. Gian Piero Gasperini’s side
are closing in on a third consecutive
season of Champions League football.
“There’s still two weeks to go and a

lot can happen,” said Gasperini.
Atalanta have the top attack in

Serie A ahead of newly-crowned
champions Inter Milan which they
added to  in  Parma wi th  Rus lan
Malinovskyi grabbing the first after
12 minutes. Luis Muriel and Matteo
Pessina came on after the break
and the  Colombian  set  up the
Italian for the second six minutes
later. —AFP

TURIN: AC Milan’s Swedish forward Zlatan Ibrahimovic (center) and Juventus’
Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo (right) eye the ball during the Italian
Serie A football match Juventus vs AC Milan on Sunday at the Juventus stadi-
um in Turin. —AFP

West Brom relegated
from Premier League
after Arsenal defeat
LONDON: West Bromwich Albion were relegated
from the Premier League after losing to Arsenal 3-1
on Sunday. Meanwhile, West Ham’s top-four bid
suffered a major setback with a 1-0 defeat by
Everton.

West Brom arrived at the Emirates Stadium
needing a win to maintain their slim hopes of beat-

ing the drop. But they were 2-0 down just past the
half-hour mark thanks to well-taken goals from
Emile Smith Rowe and Nicolas Pepe.

Matheus Pereira pulled one back in the 67th
minute after running the length of the Arsenal half.
But Willian’s 90th-minute free-kick, his first goal for
Arsenal, confirmed West Brom’s fate one season
after they were promoted.

Defeat meant Baggies boss Sam Allardyce had
suffered the first Premier League relegation of his
managerial career. “It’s not sunk in yet, but I’m sure
I’ll wake up tomorrow and realise the situation,”
Allardyce told BT Sport. 

“I’m bitterly disappointed we’re not still in the
fight,” added the ex-England boss, who replaced

the sacked Slaven Bilic in December with West
Brom just one place off the bottom. Our real prob-
lem was not beating the bottom-six sides when we
came up against them. The results against Chelsea,
Manchester United and Manchester City should
have been bonus points.”

Victory for Arsenal came just days after they
failed to reach the Europa League final following a
lacklustre goalless draw against a Villarreal side
managed by former Gunners boss Unai Emery. “We
needed that win,” said Arsenal manager Mikel
Arteta. “It has been a while since we won at home.”

Across London, West Ham were rocked by
Dominic Calvert-Lewin’s 24th-minute goal. The
Hammers are now five points behind fourth-placed

Leicester with three games to play. Eighth-placed
Everton remain in the hunt for Europa League
qualification.

Brighton blew a chance to secure their survival in
a dramatic 2-1 defeat at Wolves. The Seagulls took
the lead in the 13th minute when Lewis Dunk head-
ed in Pascal Gross’ corner in a match Brighton
needed to win to be sure of avoiding relegation.

But Brighton captain Dunk was sent off in the
53rd minute after he pulled back Fabio Silva.
Wolves equalized in the 76th minute through
Adama Traore and Morgan Gibbs-White won it in
the 90th minute with his first Premier League goal.
Brighton’s Neal Maupay was sent off for foul and
abusive language after the final whistle. —AFP


