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Inter on leaders’ 
heels after 
Venezia win 
MILAN: Inter Milan moved to within one
point of the Serie A summit on Saturday
thanks to a 2-0 win over Venezia, while
Duvan Zapata pi led on the misery for
Juventus who are reeling from a probe into
their accounts.

Hakan Calhanoglu continued his f ine
recent form in the 34th minute when he col-
lected the ball and fizzed the opening goal
through a crowd of players, and Lautaro
Martinez added the second from the penalty
spot deep in stoppage time. Inter have won
seven of their last nine matches in all com-
petitions — drawing the other two — and
are on a high after ensuring passage to the
Champions League last 16 after a decade
away midweek.

“The only negative thing was that we
should have scored the second goal earli-
er,”  sa id  Inter  coach Simone Inzaghi .
“People said this was meant to be a transi-
tional season, one focused on just saving
the club, but I found a club that supports
me totally and has an extraordinary bunch
of lads in the squad.”

It was another composed display from the
champions which puts them right on the
heels of  league leaders Napoli  and AC
Milan. Inter only had one real scare when
Samir Handanovic, who saved Inter with a
miracle save in last weekend’s win over
Napoli, had to be at full stretch to tip over
Mattia Aramu’s long-range drive. Promoted
Venezia meanwhile stay six points above the
relegation zone in 15th.

Zapata sinks Juve
Atalanta strengthened their hold on fourth

place and Serie A’s final Champions League
spot thanks to Colombian Zapata’s seventh
goal in as many games in all competitions in
the 28th minute in Turin. Atalanta were six
points ahead of their closest rivals for fourth
spot Roma, before the latter hosted Torino
yesterday, while Juve sit a further point back
in eighth after the latest uninspiring display
which led to them being whistled off by furi-
ous fans who watched their team lose for the
fifth time this league season.

Massimiliano Allegri’s Juve have only
scored 18 goals in their 14 league matches,
the lowest total in Serie A’s top 10, and
rarely looked like pegging back Atalanta
until Paulo Dybala clipped a free-kick off
the crossbar in stoppage time.

“We need to be realistic. If we’re in this
position after 14 matches it means that for
now that’s how good we are,” said Allegri.
Juve’s defeat comes after a difficult week in
which they were humiliated by European
champions Chelsea on Tuesday and then had
police search their offices on Friday as part
of a probe into suspicious player transfers.

Earlier Dusan Vlahovic firing his way to
the top of the Serie A scoring charts was not
enough for Fiorentina as Empoli came from
behind late to snatch a 2-1 Tuscan derby
win. Serbia striker Vlahovic slid in his 11th
league goal of the season after 56 minutes to
move above Italy forward Ciro Immobile but
the Viola threw away the win in the final few
minutes with Filippo Bandinelli and Andrea
Pinamonti netting for the hosts. —AFP

PARIS: Robert Lewandowski threatens to deny
Lionel Messi a record-extending seventh Ballon
d’Or title as the prestigious awards ceremony
returns today after it was cancelled last year
because of the pandemic. The Bayern Munich and
Poland striker pilfered a Bundesliga record 41 goals
in just 29 games last season to eclipse the long-
standing mark set by the late Gerd Mueller.

Lewandowski, 33, scooped FIFA’s prize for best
male player of 2020 and has the backing of both
coach Julian Nagelsmann and Bayern team-mate
Thomas Mueller after a prolific start to the new
campaign. “‘Lewy’ has to win the thing on Monday
when you see the way he is playing at the moment,”
Mueller said of a player who has already scored 25
times in 20 appearances this season.

Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo have combined to
win 11 of the past 12 editions of the Ballon d’Or, the
lone exception in 2018 when Luka Modric helped
Real Madrid to another Champions League triumph
and inspired Croatia to the World Cup final. “Robert
deserves to win it, because in my view he has been
more unbelievably consistent than any other play-
er,” Nagelsmann said last month in an interview
with Munich newspaper Abendzeitung.

While Messi has endured a stop-start beginning
to life at Paris Saint-Germain, the Argentine bagged
30 league goals in his farewell season at Barcelona
and also won the Copa del Rey. Further strengthen-

ing his case was a first major international trophy in
July, as Argentina beat rivals Brazil to win the Copa
America at the Maracana — ending the country’s
28-year wait for the title.

Seventh heaven?
“My biggest prize was what I was able to

achieve with the national team,” Messi told Catalan
daily Sport recently. “After having fought and fought
so much for that achievement, it was the best given
all that it cost. If the Ballon
d’Or were to arrive, it
would be extraordinary for
what it would mean to win
one more. The seventh
would be crazy.”

Ronaldo last took home
the trophy in 2017. The
Champions League’s all-
time top scorer has struck
in all five games in Europe
during his second spell at
Manchester United but
appears an outside contender for a sixth Ballon d’Or.

Karim Benzema received support from Thierry
Henry, Zinedine Zidane and tennis star Rafael Nadal
following a tremendous year with Real Madrid.
However the France star this week received a one-
year suspended sentence for complicity in a bid to

blackmail his former international team-mate
Mathieu Valbuena with a sex tape. He was also giv-
en a 75,000-euro ($84,000) fine.

Five members of Italy’s Euro 2020-winning
squad feature on the 30-man shortlist, including
Chelsea midfielder and Champions League winner
Jorginho. Kylian Mbappe, Erling Haaland — viewed
as Ballon d’Or winners of the future — also feature
alongside Neymar and Liverpool striker Mohamed
Salah, the leading Premier League scorer this term.

Barcelona captain
Alexia Putellas, the UEFA
women’s player of the
year, is a leading candi-
date to succeed 2019
Ballon d’Or winner Megan
Rapinoe. The American
was not among the 20
nominees. Putellas is
joined by Barca team-
mates Jennifer Hermoso
and Lieke Martens follow-
ing their Champions

League triumph, with Australia’s Sam Kerr among
five Chelsea representatives. Christine Sinclair, of
Olympic gold medal-winning Canada, is also in the
running. The Kopa trophy will be handed out to the
best young men’s player, while 10 goalkeepers are
shortlisted for the Yashin trophy. —AFP

‘Lewy’ scored Bundesliga record 41 goals in 29 games

Lewandowski tipped for Ballon
d’Or as Messi eyes seventh prize

Robert Lewandowski

Sane fires 
Bayern back to 
Bundesliga summit
BERLIN: A long-range Leroy Sane strike fired
record-breaking Bayern Munich back to the
top of the Bundesliga table on Saturday after
the defending champions were briefly overtak-
en by Borussia Dortmund. Sane’s goal sealed a
1-0 victory over strugglers Arminia Bielefeld,
who kept Bayern at bay for the opening 70
minutes at the Allianz Arena.

It was another tricky domestic outing for
Julian Nagelsmann’s team after a shock defeat
at Augsburg in their previous league game. But
Sane netted for the ninth time this season as
Bayern, chasing a 10th straight Bundesliga title,
restored their  one-point  advantage over
Dortmund, who they face away next Saturday.

“We were under a bit of pressure after
Dortmund won earlier and we wanted to make
sure we get on the bus there next weekend first
in the table,” Nagelsmann told Sky. Sane’s
strike was Bayern’s 102nd league goal of 2021,
breaking Cologne’s 44-year-old record for the
most Bundesliga goals scored in a calendar
year. Bielefeld remain second-bottom in the
table, four points from safety.

Dortmund had earlier gone top with a 3-1
win at Wolfsburg when Erling Haaland scored
on his return from injury. The return of Haaland
is a huge boost for Dortmund ahead of their
showdown with Bayern.

Haaland netted his 50th Bundesliga goal in
as many games, just eight minutes after coming
off the bench in the second half following a
five-week absence with a leg injury. He tapped
home a Julian Brandt cross, adding to an Emre
Can penalty and Donyel l  Malen goal  for
Dortmund after Wout Weghorst had given
Wolfsburg an early lead.

“We missed him (Haaland) in the last few
weeks. He’s a weapon,” Brandt told Sky. The win
came three days after a 3-1 defeat at Sporting
Lisbon ended Dortmund’s hopes of reaching the

Champions League last 16. “We needed to show
a reaction after the game on Wednesday,” said
Can, who was sent off in Lisbon.

Third-placed Freiburg are now eight points
adrift of second-placed Dortmund after their 2-
1 defeat at Bochum handed the visitors a third
straight league loss. Serbian striker Milos
Pantovic scored the winner eight minutes from
time to ruin Christian Streich’s 300th Bundesliga
game as Freiburg coach. “It would have been a
cool day if we had won,” admitted Streich.

Nine-goal thriller
There was a nine-goal thriller at bottom side

Greuther Fuerth as Togo striker Ihlas Bebou
bagged a hat-trick in Hoffenheim’s 6-3 victory.
The result moves Hoffenheim up to fifth, while
Fuerth claimed an unwanted Bundesliga record
with an 11th straight defeat.

Augsburg backed up a shock win over

Bayern last time out with a last-gasp equalizer
to seal a 1-1 draw at Hertha Berlin. Michael
Gregoritsch levelled for Augsburg seven min-
utes into stoppage time. Hertha assistant coach
Andreas Neuendorf was shown a red card in
the aftermath. The point was scant consolation
for Hertha after last weekend’s 2-0 defeat by
Union Berlin in the derby.

Cologne hammered Borussia
Moenchengladbach 4-1 in the Rhineland derby
as Dejan Ljubicic, Mark Uth, Ondrej Duda and
Sebastian Andersson scored for the hosts.
Denis Zakaria and Alassane Plea hit the wood-
work for Gladbach before Jonas Hofmann
equalised midway through the second half to
cancel out Ljubicic’s goal. Cologne pulled away
with two goals in 90 seconds as Uth capital-
ized on a Florian Neuhaus mistake before Duda
also hit the net. Andersson scored their fourth
in stoppage time. —AFP

MUNICH: Bayern Munich’s midfielder Leroy Sane prepares to score the goal during the German first division
Bundesliga football match against Arminia Bielefeld in Munich, southern Germany, on Saturday. —AFP

Barcelona 
register first 
La Liga away win
MADRID: Barcelona notched their first
away win in La Liga this season in Xavi
Hernandez’s first away game in charge
as late goals from Memphis Depay and
Philippe Coutinho secured a 3-1 victo-
ry over Villarreal on Saturday.

Barca had gone five away matches
in the league without a win but Xavi
had the magic touch, with the 41-year-
old overseeing his second victory out
of two in La Liga, either side of a mid-
week goalless draw at home to Benfica
in the Champions League.

The score at La Ceramica flattered
Barca, who could easily have lost a
frantic game in which Villarreal
spurned a number of excellent
chances, only to commit a dreadful
mistake at the back that allowed
Depay to score in the 88th minute.

Coutinho added a third from the
penalty spot in injury-time after Samuel
Chukwueze had earlier cancelled out
Frenkie de Jong’s opener early in the
second half. “It was the game we domi-
nated the least, but we won,” said Xavi.
“On Tuesday we deserved to win and
we drew, today it could have been a
draw, and we got the win. It’s a tremen-
dous victory for us.”

Barcelona cut the gap to Atletico
Madrid in fourth to three points, before
Atletico played at Cadiz yesterday. One
blot on the evening was an injury to
Jordi Alba, who had to be replaced in
the second half, with his fitness now a
concern less than two weeks before
Barca’s pivotal final Champions League
group game at Bayern Munich.

Woodwork struck twice
In a frantic opening nine minutes,

Barcelona hit the post twice while
Villarreal were gifted a golden oppor-
tunity as Abde Ezzalzouli’s header was
tipped onto the crossbar by Geronimo
Rulli before Gavi’s drive brushed the
outside of the far post. In between,
Eric Garcia’s backpass was intercept-
ed by Arnaut Danjuma but his shot
was blocked by the sliding Gerard
Pique, who was lucky not to concede
a penalty after making the stop with
his right hand.

The chances kept coming for both
teams as Depay scuffed wide after
being slid through by De Jong before
Yeremy Pino and Pau Torres both
headed over when left free in the box,
Torres from five yards out. Villarreal
were rampant down Barcelona’s right-
hand side and finished the first half the
stronger.

But Barca survived and took the
lead three minutes after the restart,
Alba volleying Abde’s cross back in for
De Jong to tap home after Depay’s ini-

tial finish was saved. Alba went off
injured, replaced by Oscar Mingueza,
and Villarreal continued to stretch
Barcelona, who never looked in control
of their lead. They could not even keep
hold of a throw-in, Villarreal regaining
possession and hooking the ball
towards the penalty area, where
Chukwueze nipped in ahead of
Mingueza and poked into the corner.

Villarreal fancied a winner as Manu
Trigueros twice went close and then
Danjuma shot just wide of the post
after a weaving run in from the left.

Instead, it was Barcelona who struck
after capitalising on a Villarreal mix-up
at the back.

Pervis Estupinan flicked Barca
goalkeeper Marc-Andre ter Stegen’s
punt towards his own goal and Raul
Albiol slipped as Depay darted
through, rounded the goalkeeper and
finished through the legs of Estupinan
on the line. Disheartened, Villarreal
conceded a third in added time as
Juan Foyth hacked down Coutinho,
who planted the penalty into the bot-
tom corner. —AFP

VILLARREAL: Barcelona’s players celebrate their third goal scored by Brazilian
midfielder Philippe Coutinho during the Spanish league football match against
Villarreal at La Ceramica stadium in Villarreal on Saturday. —AFP

Messi won 
first major int’l

trophy in July


