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BILBAO: Karim Benzema and Toni Kroos’ goals kept 
Real Madrid on Barcelona’s tail in La Liga with a 2-0 win 
against Athletic Bilbao on Sunday. After the Catalans had 
beaten Getafe 1-0, champions Madrid won a tight clash 
at the San Mames to remain three points behind their 
rivals. Benzema broke the deadlock with a superb volley 
in the first half while Kroos fizzed home the second late 
on to kill off Athletic’s hopes. 

After losing the Spanish Super Cup to Barcelona last 
weekend, anxiety had increased in the capital, but a stir-
ring Copa del Rey comeback against Villarreal on 
Thursday settled nerves. This victory in Bilbao will reas-
sure Los Blancos fans further, ahead of their derby clash 
in the cup with Atletico Madrid next week. “It’s clear that 
the team is defending well again, (we were) compact, sol-
id,” Real coach Carlo Ancelotti told DAZN. “With us 
ahead in the game we needed to defend and we did it 
well. We did not give things away and in the end we won.” 

Madrid had let in eight goals in their previous four 
games across all competitions, but despite the injury 
absences of David Alaba and Aurelien Tchouameni, they 
were far more sturdy in the Basque Country. Anticipating 
a physical clash with the Basques, Ancelotti benched 
midfield stalwarts Luka Modric and Kroos, opting to line 
up with Eduardo Camavinga and Fede Valverde as part 
of his central trio. 

Dani Ceballos, Nacho Fernandez and Marco Asensio 
also started after their fine performances against 
Villarreal. Athletic started well but Benzema volleyed 
Madrid ahead from Asensio’s header back in his direc-
tion. It was Benzema’s 228th La Liga goal, pulling him 
level with the iconic Raul Gonzalez as Madrid’s second 
top scorer in the competition - with Cristiano Ronaldo 
leading the way on 311. “What Karim does is incredible, 
he helps us a lot with his goals, it’s good that’s he’s on fire 

for us,” Nacho told DAZN. The hosts fought hard for a 
leveler but were finished off by Kroos, who steered 
home from the edge of the box to wrap up Madrid’s vic-
tory in the 90th minute. Athletic sit eighth, five points 
below the Champions League qualification spots. 

 
‘Sluggish’ 

Pedri Gonzalez’s goal made the difference for 
Barcelona in their single goal win over Getafe. Without 
suspended striker Robert Lewandowski, Barcelona cre-
ated few noteworthy chances, but did just enough to 
emerge with the three points to drive on their bid for a 
first league title since 2019. “We didn’t play well, we 
were sluggish, we didn’t attack well,” Barcelona coach 
Xavi Hernandez told Movistar. 

“We did defend well, but it’s always hard to attack a 
defensive line sitting so deep, but we weren’t polished in 
our play, we didn’t have a great game by any means and 
we have to improve. But we do take an important win, 
three points at home, and another clean sheet which is 
important too.” Xavi’s side have won six games in a row 
across all competitions and fans chanted the coach’s 
name in the final stages despite a sub-par display. 

The coach selected Ansu Fati up front in place of 
Lewandowski but the young Spain international strug-
gled to get into the game. Barca’s first real chance came 
in the 35th minute and was converted by Pedri from close 
range, turning home Raphinha’s cross after a great inter-
ception by Andreas Christensen set the Brazilian free. 

Former Madrid striker Mayoral should have equalized 
for the visitors but was denied by Marc-Andre ter 
Stegen when through on goal, after a poorly judged 
Pedri back-pass. Barcelona’s German stopper is back to 
his best this season after a long dip in form and that is 
reflected in their sparkling defensive record. The 

Catalans have kept 13 clean sheets in 17 La Liga match-
es, conceding just six goals in the top flight. 

The result leaves Getafe 16th, along with Celta Vigo 
and 18th place Real Valladolid on 17 points. Earlier 

Villarreal, fifth, beat mid-table Girona 1-0 thanks to Dani 
Parejo’s 100th minute penalty. Bottom of the table Elche 
earned a 1-1 draw against Osasuna, seventh, but remain 
without a win this season in the top flight.  —AFP

Madrid triumph in Bilbao, 
Barca scrape past Getafe

 

Senegal, Ivory 
Coast win to 
reach quarters 

 
ALGIERS: A successful night for west Africa 
saw regional powerhouses Senegal and the Ivory 
Coast qualify for the African Nations 
Championship (CHAN) quarterfinals on Sunday 
in Algeria. Senegal, who began the final round in 
Group B lying second, trounced two-time former 
champions the Democratic Republic of Congo 3-
0 in the eastern city of Annaba. The surprisingly 
comfortable victory elevated the Senegalese to 
first, and a last-eight showdown with the Group 
D winners, probably Mali, this Friday. 

Ivory Coast were last in the standings as 
they kicked off against then leaders Uganda, 
but a 3-1 triumph lifted them to second and 
qualif ication for the knockout phase. The 
Ivorians will face Algeria on Friday in Algiers at 
the Stade Nelson Mandela, a ground where the 
host nation won all three Group A matches 
without conceding. 

Senegal finished with six points, the Ivory 
Coast and Uganda four each and the DR Congo 
two in a competition confined to footballers 
playing for clubs in their country of birth. The 
head-to-head rule separated the Ivorians and 
Ugandans, and ensured all three west African 
contenders will be involved in the quarter-finals 
as Ghana have qualified from Group C. 

After holding DR Congo and beating Senegal, 
a Ugandan side coached by Serbian Milutin 
‘Micho’ Sredojevic hoped to go beyond the 
group stage for the first time in six attempts. But 
they began disastrously, allowing Sankara 
Karamoko and Vignon Ouotro to put the Ivory 
Coast two goals ahead after 27 minutes. 

Moses Waiswa impressively converted a 
penalty on 34 minutes to halve the deficit, and 
Uganda missed chances before Aubin Kouame 
notched a third Ivorian goal 12 minutes from 
time. Luck was not on the side of the east 
Afr icans as  the woodwork denied Travis 
Mutyaba a late goal off a brilliantly taken 
free-kick. 

In Annaba, DR Congo fell behind midway 
through the first half when Ousmane Diouf 
scored and they were reduced to 10 men 
before half-time after the red-carding of Kevin 
Mondeko. Senegal sealed victory with two 
goals inside three minutes, from Pape Diallo 
and a Baggio Siadi own-goal, in the closing 
stages.  —AFP

Juve held by 
Atalanta in 
6-goal thriller 

 
MILAN: Juventus played out a thrilling 3-3 draw with 
Atalanta in their first match since being slapped with a mas-
sive points deduction for illicit transfer activity, Roma taking 
their place in Serie A’s Champions League positions follow-
ing a 2-0 win at Spezia. Italy’s biggest football club were 
rocked on Friday by the Italian Football Federation’s deci-
sion to dock them 15 points after ruling they had managed 
capital gains from transfers to artificially benefit their 
accounts. 

That decision, which leaves them ninth in Italy’s top flight 
on 23 points, drew howls of disapproval from Juve fans at 
the Allianz Stadium before a hugely entertaining encounter 
and was blasted as “unjust and unequal” by CEO Maurizio 
Scanavino pre-match. But the team showed fight to twice 
come back from going behind to Ademola Lookman goals 
to draw an exciting encounter, with Danilo’s drive midway 
through the second half eventually earning his team a point. 

Juve are 14 points from the Champions League positions, 

a bad situation for a club whose last accounts were nearly 
240 million euros in the red and have various bodies exam-
ining their financial conduct. “I think we’d need 71 points to 
get into the Champions League... We need to look at the 
reality who how things are,” said coach Massimiliano 
Allegri. 

Juventus had been leading at half-time when Angel Di 
Maria’s 25th-minute penalty cancelled out Lookman’s early 
opener before Arkadiusz Milik’s superb volley nine minutes 
later. But the hosts were rocked again when Nigeria forward 
Lookman sent Joakim Maehle through to level seconds after 
the break. Lookman then thumped home a perfect header in 
the 53rd minute to take his tally in his debut Serie A season 
to 11 before Danilo made sure both teams would share the 
spoils and leave Atalanta in fifth place. 

“We’re in a good position now but there’s a long way to 
go.... this is a very strange season and we don’t know what 
will happen,” said Atalanta coach Gian Piero Gasperini. “I 
don’t like it when the table changes during the season, it 
should be done at the start or the end, otherwise you 
haven’t got credibility.” 

 
Roma in top four 

Roma are fourth, level on 37 points with Inter who host 
Empoli on Monday and just one behind second-placed AC 
Milan ahead of the champions’ trip on Tuesday to take on 
Lazio, who will move above Jose Mourinho’s side into the 

top four with a win. They came away with the three points 
at Spezia despite the absence of Italy international Nicolo 
Zaniolo, who refused to be picked in the matchday squad 
and was openly criticized by the club’s general manager 
Tiago Pinto pre-match. —AFP 

BILBAO: Real Madrid’s French forward Karim Benzema fights for the ball with Athletic Bilbao’s Spanish defender Aitor 
Paredes at the San Mames stadium on Jan 22, 2023. —AFP

Dortmund beat 
Augsburg on 
Haller’s return 

 
DORTMUND: Borussia Dortmund 
clinched a 4-3 thriller at home against 
Augsburg on Sunday as Sebastien Haller 
returned to the team after battling tes-
ticular cancer. Dortmund took the lead 
three times, only for Augsburg to 
equalise, exploiting the home side’s dis-
organized defense. Dortmund manager 
Edin Terzic brought on Jamie Bynoe-
Gittens and Gio Reyna in the 70th 
minute, with both wingers scoring goals 
to help carry their team to victory. 

Terzic praised his team’s resilience in 
a “wild, chaotic match”. “I’m happy we 
still won the game with all the setbacks. 
The positive thing is that we fought 
back.” Augsburg coach Enrico Maassen 
said his side, who are just one place 
above the relegation playoff spot, could 
take positives from the “annoying” 

result. “We played a huge game. We will 
get our points if we play like this.” 

Dortmund had the better of the early 
proceedings before Jude Bellingham 
broke through in the 29th minute. The 
19-year-old Englishman collected the 
ball on the edge of the box and sent the 
Augsburg defenders the wrong way, 
before drilling a low shot into the bot-
tom right corner of the net. Despite 
Dortmund’s dominance of possession, 
Augsburg hit back in the 40th minute, 
when Dion Beljo dispossessed a sloppy 
Nico Schlotterbeck before passing to 
Arne Maier, who hammered home. 

Schlotterbeck redeemed himself 
immediately, however, heading in a 
Julian Brandt free-kick to put Dortmund 
up 2-1. Augsburg equalised in stoppage 
time, Ermedin Demirovic chipping over 
Dortmund ‘keeper Gregor Kobel for his 
sixth goal of the campaign. Haller came 
off the bench in the 61st minute to rap-
turous applause from the home and 
away fans, his first competitive appear-
ance since May 2022. 

He took to the field wearing boots 
adorned with the words ‘F*ck cancer’, 

celebrating the striker’s return after a 
six-month battle with the disease. With 
the game drifting towards more 
dropped points for the home side, 
Bynoe-Gittens and Reyna were intro-

duced. The home side reclaimed the 
lead almost immediately, with the 18-
year-old Englishman Bynoe-Gittens 
superbly curling the ball in from outside 
the box. —AFP 

DORTMUND: Dortmund’s US midfielder Giovanni Reyna fails to score past Augsburg’s 
Polish goalkeeper Rafal Gikiewicz on Jan 22, 2023.  —AFP

TURIN: Juventus’ Italian forward Federico Chiesa fights for 
the ball with Atalanta’s Italian defender Rafael Toloi on Jan 
22, 2023.  —AFP
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Preparations on 
for cycling event 

 
By Abdellatif Sharaa 
 
KUWAIT: Organizing committee of the Gulf cycling 
initiative completed its preparations for the start of 
activities on Thursday until Saturday. The Gulf initia-
tive is held under the theme “March of Gratitude” 

with participants of various ages from Australia, 
Lebanon, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, India, 
Philippines, Syria, South Africa and the US. 

Participants will cover 200 km on bicycles, dur-
ing which they will visit many historic places in 
Kuwait. The Gulf initiative - held for the second 
time in Kuwait and sixth internationally - aims at 
promoting social awareness and getting in touch 
with various societal groups to send beneficial 
social messages. 

Chairwoman of the organizing committee Sarah 

Al-Hubail said the committee is keen on ensuring 
maximum security and safety of all participants in 
the March of Gratitude. She lauded the support of 
the interior and health ministries as well as volun-
tary teams, as the bicycle paths will be secured by 
police, with mobile medical teams for participants’ 
safety. She said the Gulf Initiative began in 2018 
and elicited good reaction from various age 
groups, and the past five years saw large numbers 
of participants who were up to the challenge to 
achieve their goals.


