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Embiid sparks 
Sixers, Durant 
leads Nets 
LOS ANGELES, United States: Joel Embiid deliv-
ered a fourth consecutive 30-point performance
as the Philadelphia 76ers powered to a 111-101
victory over the Dallas Mavericks on Friday.
Embiid finished with 32 points, eight rebounds
and four assists while posting a career-high five
steals in a superb all-round display at
Philadelphia’s Wells Fargo Center. The Cameroon
international and NBA MVP contender was one
of five Sixers players to finish in double digits as
Philadelphia pulled away in the second half.

James Harden added 24 points with 12 assists
while Tobias Harris scored 14. Georges Niang
grabbed 12 points from the bench-all from three-
point range-and Matisse Thybulle chipped in with
10 points. The win saw the Sixers improve to 43-
26 in the Eastern Conference, three games back
from conference leaders Miami.

A gritty Sixers defensive performance also bot-
tled up the Mavericks’ talisman Luka Doncic. The
Slovenian star was restricted to 17 points with 10
assists. Jalen Brunson led the Mavs scorers with 24
points. After edging five points clear at half-time,
Philadelphia took control after the interval,
extending their lead to 20 points early in the
fourth quarter before closing out a convincing win.

It was a disappointing outcome for Dallas
after the high of earlier this week, when Spencer
Dinwiddie’s last-gasp winner had earned the
Mavs a pulsating victory over the Brooklyn Nets
in New York. The Mavs remain firmly on course
for an automatic playoff berth however. Dallas
are 43-27 for f i fth place in the Western
Conference table.

In Brooklyn, the Nets bounced back from
Wednesday’s buzzer-beating defeat to Dallas with
a 128-123 win over the Portland Trail Blazers.
Kevin Durant spurred the Nets with 38 points as
they recovered from an 18-point third-quarter
deficit to dig out victory.

LeBron ‘having a blast’ 
Seth Curry added 27 points-including seven

three-pointers-to spark Brooklyn, who improved
to 37-34 and remain in eighth place in the Eastern
Conference. “It was critical, that was a hard-play-
ing team we played today,” Curry said. “We had
to really earn this one. K (Durant) was good again
and he carried us offensively.”

In Toronto, LeBron James scored 36 points as
the Los Angeles Lakers halted their three-game
losing streak with a 128-123 overtime win over the
Raptors. But the unlikely hero for the Lakers was
under-fire point guard Russell Westbrook.

Westbrook, who has faced abuse from Lakers
fans this season after struggling to settle in Los
Angeles, was pivotal in taking the game to over-
time as the Raptors closed in on victory.

After missing a three-point attempt,
Westbrook forced a steal, snatched the loose ball
and then nailed a three-pointer on the buzzer to
lock up the game at 116-116. The Lakers then
pulled ahead in overtime to claim victory. “It was
big-time from him,” James said of Westbrook’s
game-tying three-pointer. “The season hasn’t
gone the way we would like it to go, but I’m hav-
ing a blast just playing this game.” —AFP

BIRMINGHAM, United Kingdom: Aston Villa’s English midfielder Jacob Ramsey (C) runs with the ball during the English Premier League football match between Aston Villa and Arsenal at Villa Park in Birmingham,
central England, yesterday. —AFP

Saka sends Arsenal closer to CL return
‘We are there with 10 games to go’
BIRMINGHAM, United Kingdom:
Arsenal took another big step towards
ending a five-year exile from the
Champions League as Bukayo Saka’s
strike beat Aston Villa 1-0 to open up a
four-point lead in fourth in the Premier
League. The Gunners could even
increase that gap with a game in hand
over fifth-placed Manchester United and
were well worthy of the three points
against a toothless Villa despite the nar-
row scoreline.

“We are there with 10 games to go,”
said Arsenal boss Mikel Arteta. “We have
this feeling that we really want it, you can
sense it and we’re going to give it a go.”
A run of 10 wins from their last 13 league
games has propelled Arteta’s men to the
front of the race to join Manchester City,
Liverpool and Chelsea in the top four

after getting off to their worst start to a
league campaign in 67 years.

Arteta had complained about the tight
turnaround his side faced after
Wednesday’s 2-0 home defeat to
Liverpool. But there was no sign of tired-
ness from his young side yesterday as
they penned Villa back for the opening
45 minutes. “It was a tough first half
because we allowed it to be tough,” said
Villa boss Steven Gerrard. “Our perform-
ance lacked belief. It wasn’t until half-
time onwards we showed we could be
better in the game.” 

Saka shines 
Emile Smith Rowe returned to the

starting line-up as one of two changes as
Gabriel Martinelli and Aaron Ramsdale
missed out through illness and injury

respectively. Smith Rowe had the first
chance inside the three minutes when he
fired over from Martin Odegaard’s pass.

Odegaard and Thomas Partey were
dominating the midfield and a nice move
between the two deserved a better finish
from the Ghanaian as he fired straight at
Emiliano Martinez. The former Arsenal
goalkeeper then denied his former club the
opening goal with a stunning save low to
his left to prevent Ezri Konsa turning into
his own net from Saka’s dangerous cross.

Saka was a constant threat and fit-
tingly got the only goal on 30 minutes
when Villa failed to clear a free-kick and
he fired low past Martinez from the edge
of the area. Arsenal players surrounded
referee Andy Madley moments later beg-
ging for a red card after Tyrone Mings
caught Saka, but the England interna-

tional got away with just a booking.
Villa improved after the break but

lacked the creativity to break Arsenal
down as Philippe Coutinho failed to hit
the heights of his best form since joining
on loan from Barcelona. John McGinn
curled a shot just wide and Ollie Watkins’
deflected effort came back off the out-
side of the post with Villa’s best chances
to snatch an equaliser.

Ramsdale’s absence meant Bernd
Leno was making his first Premier
League appearance since August. The
German was not forced into a save until
the final kick of the game when he parried
Coutinho’s free-kick to safety. He was
mobbed by his teammates at full-time as
Arsenal celebrated a big three points in
their quest to get back to European foot-
ball’s elite competition. —AFP

Qatar’s Invincibles 
lift WCup hopes
DOHA: When Al Sadd wrapped up a second
straight Qatar title by stretching their unbeaten
league run to 49 games, they were inevitably
dubbed the ‘Invincibles’ after another team that
reached the same number. While the 12-team Qatar
League is not as formidable as the 2003-4 English
Premier league, unlike Arsenal, Al Sadd have turned
their run into two league titles in a championship
loaded with millionaire imports.

Their form has inspired hopes for the national
team in the country that is hosting the World Cup.
Al Sadd’s squad contains the bulk of Qatar’s
national side, as well as a former Arsenal star Santi
Cazorla and ex-Premier League regular Andre
Ayew. Run by owners with seemingly bottomless
pockets and training on manicured turf in Doha’s
notorious heat, Al Sadd have swept aside rivals fea-
turing the likes of Belgian defender Toby
Alderweireld at Al Duhail and Colombian James
Rodriguez at Al Rayyan.

Alderweireld’s side beat Al Sadd this week in the
Amir’s Cup, the top domestic knockout. Al Rayyan,
however, got rid of former France coach Laurent
Blanc last month because they could not compete in
the 12-team Qatar Stars League. Al Sadd coach Javi
Gracia, battle-hardened at Watford in England and
Valencia in Spain before taking over when Xavi
Hernandez returned to Barcelona in November, said
his players had “achieved something very special”.

Cazorla, who spent six seasons at Arsenal, said
Al Sadd’s streak dating back to March 2020 was
simply “historic”. Having equalled Arsenal’s unbeat-
en run , the Qataris see nothing stopping them get-
ting past AC Milan’s 58-game streak in Italy in
1991-93 and Celtic’s 69 games in 2016-2017 in
Scotland. Romania’s Steaua Bucharest went
unbeaten for 104 league matches from 1985 to
1989. “The Wolves”, as they are known, see their
home success as a launchpad for the Asian
Champions League starting in April, and the World
Cup that Qatar will host in November-December.

‘Good for club and country’ 
Defender Tarek Salman said he felt he was part

of a “golden generation” at Al Sadd along with
national captain Hassan Al-Haydos and the foreign

contingent. “Most of Al Sadd’s players are interna-
tionals and this (success) stimulates enthusiasm,
courage and the desire to be fully ready for the
World Cup,” the 24-year-old told AFP.

Al Sadd players make up about three-quarters
of the national side. Salman said this was “good for
club and country” as they have developed a deep
understanding over the years. Qatar, winners of the
Asian Cup in 2019, face growing expectations to at
least get past the first round in this year’s World
Cup, their debut on football’s biggest stage.

As for Al Sadd, Salman is looking even further
ahead to a third straight Qatar title “even if, God
forbid, there was a defeat,” as well as the Asian
Champions League. Al Sadd won the Asian title in
2011 but failed in the early stages in the last two
years. Salman repeated apologies made by the
players and vowed: “This year will be different.”

He acknowledged there was envy from other
clubs, after criticism that Al Sadd’s success was
undermining the Qatar championship. But Salman
highlighted how Al Hilal have dominated the Saudi
Arabian league in recent years and won two of the

past three Asian Champions League titles.
In Qatar, “all clubs have resources and all clubs

have the power to buy and sell players. “The differ-
ence between Al Sadd and others is that Al Sadd is
smart and has good elements that know how to
develop players and take them to a level that distin-
guishes them from other teams.

“This superiority will be in our favour at the
World Cup because most of the players in the team
are from Al-Sadd.” Muhammad Ghulam Al-Balushi,
a product of the Al Sadd system who is now its
sporting director, said the club’s victories showed
how it is “a castle built for achievements and
breaking records.”

“It is no secret that most of the national players
at the World Cup will be from Al Sadd, and this
confirms that Al Sadd prepares players to be
ready,” he said, challenging other clubs to match
Al Sadd’s work-rate. “We lost the league two
years ago, losing one or two matches, with the
same team we have now. But we came back, cor-
rected the mistakes and worked. Now we are get-
ting results.” —AFP

DOHA, Qatar: File photo shows Hassan Mattar, Qatari former striker who played for the Al-Sadd and Qatar clubs, is sur-
rounded with trophies and cups at the headquarters of the Al-Sadd club in the Qatari capital Doha. —AFP


