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LONDON: Aston Villa forward Gabriel Agbonlahor
has been dropped from the first team pending an
investigation after pictures were published by
British media of him apparently smoking a shisha
pipe. Villa, who are bottom of the Premier League,
announced that Agbonlahor would not be included
in the squad for today’s Premier League game
against Chelsea as the club looks into his behaviour
while on holiday in the United Arab Emirates.

The decision to remove Agbonlahor from the
squad was taken by caretaker manager Eric Black,
who took over this week after Remi Garde was
sacked following a dismal five-month spell in
charge.

“There’s an ongoing investigation which will run
its course, I’m sure,” Black told reporters yesterday.

“Obviously I can’t give you any more information
on that as we stand but that is underway. I’ve taken
the decision myself that I want us to focus on foot-
ball matches now so I’ve removed Gabby from the
squad for today.

“We don’t need this to be about Gabby
Agbonlahor. We need this to be about the 18 play-
ers who are possibly going to play for Aston Villa
today.”

Villa are nine points adrift at the bottom of the
table and 12 short of Norwich City in 17th place.

They have won only three league games in a
woeful campaign and parted company with manag-
er Garde this week after he failed to turn around
their flailing fortunes having replaced Tim
Sherwood, who was sacked in October.

Agbonlahor, who has three England caps, has
played 18 games for Villa this season but scored just
once and dropped to the bench for Garde’s final
match in charge, a 1-0 defeat to Swansea City before
the international break. The 29-year-old Agbonlahor
was pictured during a trip to Dubai with club team
mate Micah Richards and Crystal Palace pair Dwight
Gayle and Fraizer Campbell.

“It’s part and parcel, unfortunately, of modern-
day football. I can assure you Aston Villa’s not the
only club that’s had to deal with this,” Black added.

“It’s not specific to Aston Villa. We’ll deal with it in
the right manner and try to remove those issues and
focus purely on what this club should be about.
That’s playing football and the next challenge is
Chelsea today.” —Reuters
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CLEVELAND: LeBron James scored 24
points to move into 12th place on the NBA’s
career scoring list as the Cleveland Cavaliers
beat the Brooklyn Nets 107-87 on Thursday
night. James passed Dominique Wilkins
with a three-point play in the first quarter.
The four-time MVP, who didn’t play in the
fourth quarter, has 26,689 career points.
Kevin Love added 19 points for Cleveland
(53-22), which leads Toronto by 2 1/2 games
for the top seed in the Eastern Conference.
Thaddeus Young led Brooklyn with 18
points. James, who also had 11 assists,
sparked a 25-6 run to end the second quar-
ter. After returning with 7:27 remaining, he

scored eight points as Cleveland built a five-
point margin into a 63-39 lead at halftime.

BULLS 103, ROCKETS 100
Nikola Mirotic scored 28 points and

Jimmy Butler added 21 to lead the
Chicago Bulls past the Houston Rockets. In
a pivotal game for two teams fighting for
the final playoff spots in their conferences,
the Bulls were fueled by a strong fourth
quarter in which they outscored the
Rockets 32-20. Chicago entered the fourth
facing a nine-point deficit but was able to
overcome thanks to hot shooting from
Mirotic. Trevor Ariza attempted a tying 3
at the buzzer, but it rimmed out and

Chicago held on. The Bulls won their sec-
ond consecutive game following a four-
game skid and trail Indiana by one game
for the final playoff spot in the East. James
Harden had 24 points and eight assists for
Houston, which dropped a half-game
behind Utah and Dallas, who are tied for
the seventh and eighth seeds in the West.

MAGIC 114, PACERS 94
Evan Fournier scored 25 points and

Nikola Vucevic added 24 to lead the
Orlando Magic past the Indiana Pacers.
The Magic have won three straight since
snapping a six-game losing streak, includ-

ing their first win at Indiana since February
4, 2012. Paul George scored 27 points and
had eight rebounds while Lavoy Allen fin-
ished with 12 points and 11 rebounds, but
it wasn’t nearly enough for the Pacers.
Indiana tied the score at 62 early in the
third, but Orlando answered with a 14-5
run and steadily pulled away. 

THUNDER 119, CLIPPERS 117
Kevin Durant scored 31 points, Steven

Adams hit a go-ahead tip-in with 26.9 sec-
onds left as the Oklahoma City Thunder
held on to avoid a potentially embarrassing
loss, edging the depleted Los Angeles
Clippers. Russell Westbrook added 26

points and 11 assists for the Thunder, who
lead the Clippers by 51/2 games in the race
for the No. 3 seed in the NBA’s Western
Conference playoffs. The Clippers played
without usual starters Chris Paul, DeAndre
Jordan and J.J. Redick, as coach Doc Rivers
chose to rest them. Blake Griffin also was
out, serving the last game of a four-game
team-imposed suspension. Jamal Crawford
and Austin Rivers carried the load offen-
sively, each scoring 32 points and going a
combined 12-of-17 from 3-point range. Los
Angeles led by as many as nine in the sec-
ond half but couldn’t hold on as the
Thunder outrebounded the Clippers 46-26.

PELICANS 101, NUGGETS 95
Luke Babbitt scored 22 points and Tim

Frazier had 11 of his 17 points in the fourth
quarter, leading the injury-riddled New
Orleans Pelicans past the Denver Nuggets.
Babbitt had 10 of the Pelicans’ first 12
points and scored on a driving layup with
2:08 left to give them a 94-89 lead. After
Denver cut the deficit to 94-91, Babbitt hit
two free throws and Frazier sank a 3-point-
er to seal the game. New Orleans took the
lead for good, 81-80, on Frazier’s high-arch-
ing shot early in the fourth quarter. He then
scored six points on a three-point play and
3-pointer to give the Pelicans a 92-84
advantage. Toney Douglas added 20 points
and a season-high 10 assists for New
Orleans. Darrell Arthur tied a career high
with 24 points for Denver, which is on the
verge of following the Pelicans and being
eliminated from the Western Conference
playoff picture. Gary Harris added 16 points
for the Nuggets, and Kenneth Faried had
10 points and 12 rebounds.

TRAIL BLAZERS 116, CELTICS 109
Al-Farouq Aminu scored a career-high

28 points, including a career-best six 3-
pointers, as the Portland Trail Blazers
extended their winning streak at home to
a season-high six games with a victory over
the Boston Celtics. With only six regular-
season games remaining, Portland (40-31)
holds the sixth seed in the West. Boston
(39-37) entered as the East’s fourth seed,
but fell to sixth with the loss. CJ McCollum
added 17 points and Damian Lillard had 14
for Portland, helping to avenge a 116-93
blowout loss to the Celtics two weeks ago
in Boston. Isaiah Thomas led the Celtics
with 22 points. —AP

Confident Cavaliers 
shred Nets in Cleveland

CLEVELAND: Cleveland Cavaliers’ Timofey Mozgov, left, from Russia,
and Brooklyn Nets’ Thomas Robinson battle for a rebound in the sec-
ond half of an NBA basketball game Thursday, in Cleveland. —AP

BOGOTA: FIFA President, Gianni Infantino attends a
press conference in Bogota on Thursday. With the chal-
lenge of changing the image of FIFA, hit by a corruption
scandal since last May, president Gianni Infantino
closed in Colombia his South American tour. —AFP

Leaders CSKA face 
challenge from Zenit

MOSCOW:  Russian Premier League leaders CSKA Moscow will
undergo a stern test of their title ambitions tomorrow when
they visit reigning champions Zenit St Petersburg.

The match represents a key game in an increasingly excit-
ing title race, that has seen several sides keep themselves in
contention with just nine matches to play.

CSKA’s lead is far from unshakeable as they are just two
points ahead of second-placed Rostov, while Lokomotiv
Moscow are three points further back in third, with Zenit
fourth, six points behind CSKA.

CSKA and Russia head coach Leonid Slutsky, who oversaw
the national side’s 4-2 friendly defeat to France on Tuesday,
said his players will need to switch their focus back to domes-
tic games after fulfilling their international commitments.

“The match in Paris gave me a lot of food for thought but
it’s history now,” Slutsky said. “Now we need to revert back
immediately to our remaining commitment this season, the
national championship, as we want to maintain our lead.

“I expect a very hard clash in Saint Petersburg. There’s no
doubt that Zenit intend to defend their title and the upcom-
ing match is an excellent chance to improve their position in
the table.” Zenit manager Andre Villas-Boas meanwhile
expressed confidence that his team were on course to retain
their title, especially if they could grab a win tomorrow.

“We’re now six points from CSKA. That is not that much,”
the former Porto, Chelsea and Tottenham Hotspur coach said.
“We can narrow the gap to just three points if we win the next
game. But a single win is not enough and we need to keep on
winning.  “I believe we can become the champions again,
though a lot of teams are still in the race for the first place.
Possibly everything will be decided in the very end of the
championship.”

Meanwhile, Rostov need a win in their home match
with Spartak Moscow today to give a boost to their unlike-
ly title challenge and, temporarily at least, move top of the
table. —AFP


