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PARIS: While Paris Saint-Germain have long
since had the Ligue 1 title wrapped up, the
battle for Champions League qualification
beneath them is only intensifying in the
final weeks of the French season. Just two
points separate Lyon in second from Saint-
Etienne in fifth with three matches remain-
ing, including a crucial set of fixtures this
today. Lyon sit second ahead of Monaco on
goal difference, with Nice and Saint-Etienne
both two points back. Only second carries
with it automatic qualification for next sea-
son’s Champions League group stage, with
the team in third facing entry in the third
qualifying round in late July. Monaco are
desperate to avoid that fate after losing to
Valencia in the Champions League play-offs
at the start of this season, but their form has
dipped rather alarmingly of late.

Leonardo Jardim’s side have won only
two of their last eight matches, allowing
Lyon to catch them up thanks to six wins
and two draws over the same period. The
two teams meet each other in a huge game
on the penultimate weekend of the season,
but first Monaco entertain Guingamp at the
Stade Louis II on Saturday just before Lyon
entertain relegation-threatened Gazelec
Ajaccio. “It is a decisive match, a bit like a
semi-final. There will be something to play
for at Lyon only if we win against

Guingamp,” said Monaco coach Jardim,
whose side drew 1-1 at Rennes last week-
end.

“The fact OL are favorites now changes
nothing. There are four of us fighting for
second place and all the teams will give
everything to get it. “The draw against
Rennes doesn’t change much. We are still
obliged to win our next three matches. If we
do that we will finish second.” Lyon, whose
leading scorer Alexandre Lacazette has this
week been linked with a move to Barcelona,
will look to defend their unbeaten record at
their new Parc OL when they host Gazelec.

“It is a very important match and we are
really concentrated on it. We are not think-
ing about the match against Monaco,” said
midfielder Corentin Tolisso. “Everything
depends on a victory on Saturday. We need
to be in front of them before playing
Monaco.”

Vegas visit    
With Hatem Ben Arfa in the form of his

life, Nice have lost just once-to PSG-in their
last seven games and go to Nantes looking
to keep alive their hopes of a first podium
finish since 1976. Ben Arfa, who has scored

17 Ligue 1 goals this season, has been nom-
inated for the player of the year award in
France along with PSG duo Zlatan
Ibrahimovic and Angel Di Maria and
Marseille midfielder Lassana Diarra. Nice
need points before hosting Saint-Etienne
next weekend, before which Les Verts
entertain Toulouse today. Christophe
Galtier’s side are bidding to secure a fourth
consecutive top-five finish and are on a run
of five successive wins, all without conced-
ing a goal.

PSG’s win against Lille last weekend
ensured fifth place would bring with it a
Europa League berth, while sixth will also
offer European qualification if PSG beat
Marseille in the French Cup final next
month. Lille, who visit Lorient today, are cur-
rently sixth, one point ahead of Rennes,
who went to Paris yesterday. Champions
PSG can equal their own record for the most
points in a Ligue 1 season with a win
against Rennes after a week in which sever-
al stars used their days off to take a mini
break in Las Vegas. “My players do what
they want. They had three days off, I gave
them to them, and I think that’s a good
thing,” coach Laurent Blanc said in response
to media criticism after Ibrahimovic and
Javier Pastore were among those who visit-
ed Vegas.— AFP   

Quartet scrapping for Champions League berths 
French League Preview  

MADRID: Real Madrid will be without Cristiano
Ronaldo and Karim Benzema for today’s trip to
Real Sociedad in La Liga but Coach Zinedine
Zidane is hopeful of having both back to face
Manchester City next week. Ronaldo has missed
Madrid’s last two games, including the 0-0 draw
away to City in the first leg of their Champions
League semi-final on Tuesday, while Benzema
came off in that match and his club later con-
firmed he was suffering from a thigh injury.

Zidane admitted it was not worth risking
either player against Real Sociedad but indicated
both could feature in the semi-final second leg
against City at the Santiago Bernabeu on
Wednesday. “The most important thing for now
is that they recover. We can’t take risks with
Cristiano or Karim, or anybody. The idea is that
they come back as soon as possible,” Zidane told
a press conference on Friday ahead of today’s
game in San Sebastian. “I can’t say how likely it is
that they will play (against City). I hope both are
back at 100 percent but I can’t say for certain.”
Ronaldo sat out last weekend’s 3-2 win at Rayo
Vallecano with a thigh strain but Zidane said it
was a different problem that kept him from play-
ing at the Etihad Stadium.

Meanwhile, Zidane had said Benzema would
be out for “seven or eight days”, leaving the
Frenchman with a race against the clock to
recover for the City showdown. Madrid come
into the weekend one point behind Barcelona
and Atletico Madrid at the top of the table with
three matches remaining. Zidane’s side have

won their last nine league games, but he is wary
of the trip to Anoeta, where Barcelona lost
recently. “We know it will be a difficult match at a
difficult venue, but as always we need to focus
on ourselves,” he said.— AFP 

Zidane hopeful of Ronaldo, 
Benzema against Man City

Paris SG 34 27 5 2 89 1886 -
champions
Lyon 35 17 8 10 58 37 59
Monaco 35 15 14 6 51 42 59
Nice 35 16 9 10 53 38 57
Saint-Etienne 35 17 6 12 42 34 57
Lille 35 13 14 8 37 27 53
Rennes 35 13 13 9 51 46 52
Angers 35 13 11 11 38 33 50
Caen 35 14 5 16 36 51 47
Nantes 35 11 12 12 31 38 45

Montpellier 35 12 7 16 44 43 43
Guingamp 35 11 10 14 43 50 43
Lorient 35 10 13 12 46 54 43
Bastia 35 12 7 16 33 41 43
Bordeaux 34 10 13 11 42 53 43
Marseille 35 8 17 10 45 41 41
Gazelec Ajaccio 35 8 13 14 36 51 37
Reims 35 9 9 17 38 52 36
Toulouse 35 7 12 16 41 53 33
Troyes 35 3 8 24 25 7717 -
relegated

French Ligue 1 table

MADRID: Spanish La Liga table before this
weekend’s matches (played, won, drawn,
lost, goals for, goals against, points):

Barcelona 35 26 4 5 102 29 82
Atletico Madrid35 26 4 5  59 16 82
Real Madrid 35 25 6 4 104 32 81
Villarreal 35 17 10 8  42 31 61 
Celta Vigo 35 16 9 10 49 55 57
Athletic Bilbao 35 16 7 12 53 43 55
Sevilla 35 14 10 11 49 42 52
Valencia 35 11 11 13 44 42 44
Las Palmas 35 12 7 16 42 46 43
Malaga 35 10 12 13 31 32 42
Eibar 35 11 9 15 46 54 42
Real Sociedad 35 11 9 15 42 46 42
Real Betis 35 10 11 14 31 48 41
La Coruna 35 7 18 10 43 57 39
Espanyol 35 10 7 18 35 67 37
Rayo Vallecano 35 8 11 16 48 69 35
Granada 35 8 9 18 39 63 33
Sporting Gijon 35 8 8 19 35 61 32
Getafe 35 8 8 19 33 64 32
Levante 35 7 8 20 33 63 29

Spanish La Liga Table

PARIS: French Ligue 1 table ahead of this weekend’s matches (played, won, drawn, lost, goals
for, goals against, points):

MADRID: Barcelona hold the slightest of
advantages in a thrilling three-way La Liga title
race with just three games remaining ahead of
their trip to Real Betis today. The Catalans lead
Atletico Madrid solely thanks to their better
head-to-head record with Real Madrid just a
point behind the leaders in third. However,
Barca’s chances of retaining their title could be
boosted by Atletico and Real’s European com-
mitments as their respective clashes with Rayo
Vallecano and Real Sociedad are sandwiched
between the two legs of their Champions
League semi-finals. Atletico and Real remained
on course for a second Madrid derby final in
three years in midweek as Atletico will travel to
Germany with a 1-0 lead over Bayern Munich,
while Real host Manchester City at the
Santiago Bernabeu with the scores level at 0-0.

By contrast, Barca have enjoyed just their
second free midweek of 2016 and appear to
have turned the corner with 14 goals without
reply against Deportivo la Coruna and
Sporting Gijon in their last two outings after a
run of three straight league defeats. “There are
people who say it is better to play every three
days to not lose the rhythm of competition,
others say it is better to rest, but the most
important thing is winning,” Barca defender
Gerard Pique said on Thursday. “We need to
win the three games that are left to win La Liga
and then the Cup final. “It is in our hands
which is the most important thing. If we win
the three games we will be champions.”

Ronaldo injured 
Luis Suarez scored four times in each of

Barca’s last two games to streak three

ahead of Cristiano Ronaldo in the race to
be the league’s top scorer. The Uruguayan
is well set to win at least that personal duel
as Ronaldo is expected to miss a third
straight game with a thigh injury as Real
travel to San Sebastian. Karim Benzema will
join the three-time World Player of the Year
on the sidelines after he picked up a ham-
string injury in the first leg at City. 

In their absence Gareth Bale will  be
charged with leading the Madrid attack as
he did with a double when they came from
2-0 down to register a ninth straight La Liga
win at Rayo Vallecano last weekend. And
Real coach Zinedine Zidane refused to
accept he will prioritize the upcoming sec-
ond leg with City ahead of their trip to
Anoeta. “It is another final. From here until
the end of the season we only have finals
remaining,” he told Madrid’s website.

“We have not had much time to prepare,
but we know that. We have to play every
three days and it is both a difficult stadium
and a dif f icult  team to play against .”
Atletico look to have the easiest task of the
three title contenders today when they
welcome struggling Rayo to the Vicente
Calderon in a Madrid derby. Coach Diego
Simeone has resisted the temptation to
rotate his squad in recent weeks, but may
have one eye on the return in Munich on
Tuesday with only six days separating the
two legs.  Defender Diego Godin and
winger Yannick Carrasco are both expected
to miss out through injury with Atletico
hopeful both will be fit in time to face
Bayern.— AFP 

Barcelona await Real, Atletico 
Champions League’s hangover

Spanish League Preview  


