
LONDON: Manchester City’s stellar season gathered
yet more momentum as the runaway Premier League
leaders reached the League Cup semi-finals with a
penalty shootout victory at Leicester City after a 1-1
draw following extra time on Tuesday.

Arsenal, one of the sides trying vainly to catch City
in the league, also battled into the last four by beating
London rivals West Ham United 1-0 with a Danny
Welbeck goal at The Emirates.  

Pep Guardiola’s City, even with a second-string
team, maintained their 21-match unbeaten record in
domestic matches this
season, thanks once
again in this competition
to their reserve goal-
keeper Claudio Bravo.
The visitors looked to
have booked a semi-final
place with a first-half
Bernardo Silva goal until
Leicester were awarded
a soft looking penalty
seven minutes into stop-
page time which Jamie
Vardy converted.

But after extra time
produced no further goals, Bravo, their hero with two
saves in a penalty shootout win over Wolverhampton
Wanderers in the previous round, again delivered. With
City leading 4-3 in the shootout, Leicester’s two big
guns, second-half substitutes Vardy and Riyad Mahrez,
who both helped change the game’s momentum, sur-
prisingly misfired. 

Vardy’s spot kick clipped the outside of the right-
hand post before Mahrez’s poor effort was saved by
Chilean Bravo to clinch a City victory that utterly
delighted Guardiola. “I’m so happy,” the Spaniard told
Sky Sports after he had bounced on to the King Power
Stadium pitch to congratulate his mixed bag of promis-
ing starlets and international heavyweights.

“A lot of young players played for us. They played
real good,” he said. “The way we had to react was not
easy (after Leicester’s penalty). “We were tired, we had
a lot of young players, and it’s not easy because Jamie

Vardy and Riyad
Mahrez were there.
“What I liked the most is
how we reacted and
overcame that situation.
It’s a good indication for
the future.”

Guardiola had
brought in some young
blood, including Phil
Foden, the teenager vot-
ed the Under-17 World
Cup’s best player in
England’s triumph, yet it
was two of his big name

recruits who dovetailed to put City ahead. Ilkay
Gundogan sliced through Leicester’s midfield in the
26th minute before putting in Portuguese international
Silva, who toe-poked home confidently. The Foxes, who
had also kept their luminaries on the bench, unleashed
Vardy and Mahrez and started to look a match for City.

However, Guardiola was left complaining of an

“unfair” finale when, with eight minutes added on,
Demarai Gray tumbled in the box having barely been
touched by fullback Kyle Walker.

Vardy put away the penalty with aplomb but when
asked to do the same in the shootout both he and
Mahrez were found wanting. Arsenal manager Arsene
Wenger, who replaced all 11 of his starters from the
weekend Premier League home win over Newcastle
United, still had plenty of international pedigree as
England’s Danny Welbeck got the winner three minutes

before halftime. Welbeck’s persistence in bundling
home from close range was one of the few highlights, a
solitary shot on target, in a dull derby but David
Moyes’s side never threatened Arsenal, with a wayward
Aaron Cresswell free kick proving their best effort.

With Arsenal and City progressing, there is the
prospect of two mouthwatering last-four clashes
because holders Manchester United visit high-flying
Championship side Bristol City and Chelsea host strug-
gling Bournemouth. — Reuters
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LEICESTER: Leicester City’s English striker Jamie Vardy (R) scores an equalizing goal from the penalty spot to
make the score 1-1 during the English League Cup quarter-final football match between Leicester City and
Manchester City at King Power Stadium in Leicester, central England on Tuesday.— AFP

MADRID: Often symbolised as pitting the pride of
Catalonia against Spain’s capital, the ‘El Clasico’ between
Barcelona and Real Madrid is a match laced with political
and social as much as sporting tension.

Even more so this week when the sides face off in
Madrid on Saturday lunchtime just over 36 hours after
polls will close in local elections in Catalonia that were
called over the crisis caused by the region’s drive for inde-
pendence. “They have a very strong ideological connec-
tion,” political scientist Pablo Simon told AFP. “On the one
side are Real Madrid, who normally can be said to have a
more conservative and nationalist fan base.”

By contrast, Simon cites Barca’s ‘more than a club’ mot-
to as being rooted in a sense of Catalan identity. The sights
and sounds of their Camp Nou and Santiago Bernabeu
stadiums reflect that difference.

In Barcelona, Catalan flags, including the independ-
ence-supporting Estelada, are commonly flown, while the
crowd at Europe’s biggest stadium chant in favour of inde-
pendence in the 17th minute of each match to mark the fall
of Catalonia in the Spanish War of Succession in 1714.

At the Bernabeu, Spain flags are splattered across the
stadium, while cries of “Viva Espana” rang around on
October 1 in the hours following a violent crackdown by
Spanish police forces on a referendum on independence
called by separatists in Catalonia. However, for all their dif-
ferences, El Clasico and particularly the fear of losing the
matchup should Catalonia gain independence, unites both
sets of fans. “It is the derby of Spain and it feels like it is
impossible to be neutral,” Sid Lowe, a Spanish football

journalist and author of the book “Fear and Loathing in La
Liga” on the rivalry, told AFP. “It is a unifying event. No-
one wants to lose this game, even in the event of Catalan
independence.”

NO CLASICO NOT CONTEMPLATED 
La Liga president Javier Tebas has repeatedly warned

Barca would not be allowed to continue playing in the
Spanish league if the drive for independence is followed
through. However, that is a scenario both clubs refuse to
envisage with many believing threats from Tebas, who
attended a nationalist march earlier in the year, are aligned
to his own political beliefs.

“I want to tell all members that the intention of the club
is to continue playing in La Liga. Right now our participa-
tion is guaranteed,” Barcelona president Josep Maria
Bartomeu told the club’s AGM in October.

“I can’t contemplate a Spain without Catalonia, nor La
Liga without Barca,” Real Madrid president Florentino
Perez told Spanish newspaper El Espanol.

Bartomeu’s board has tried to tread a fine line by
defending Catalonia’s institutions following the Spanish
government’s application of home rule, but also not com-
ing out in favour of independence. Barca played Las
Palmas behind closed doors on October 1 in protest at the
violence at the polling stations.

However, even outspoken pro-independence cam-
paigners like former Barca president Joan Laporta have
called for Barca to remain in La Liga. “No one at
Barcelona wants to lose this game even though that poten-
tially contradicts their political or social position,” added
Lowe. The most-watched football match in the world will
attract a potential TV audience of 650 million people who
will tune in to see five-time Ballon d’Or winners Cristiano
Ronaldo of Real and Barcelona’s Lionel Messi.

“It paralyses normal life in Spain,” added Simon. “That’s
why we always recommend to go to the theatre or the cin-
ema at that time because they will be empty.” Yet, the fact
that what could happen to Barca, and by extension El

Clasico, has played such a big role in the independence
debate is a sign of the match’s deeply-rooted importance
to Spanish society as something more than just a sporting
event. “On the face of it the fact we are concerned about
the impact for football from Catalan independence is

absurd because there are so many other things to be
worked through,” added Lowe. “Yet, it is the one that has
occupied people the most. Will Barcelona still be in the
league? Will there still be a Clasico? And no one wants
that to be lost.” — AFP
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BARCELONA: File photo shows Barcelona’s Brazilian midfielder Paulinho (2R) celebrates with Barcelona’s
Uruguayan forward Luis Suarez, Barcelona’s Spanish defender Jordi Alba and other teammates after scoring
during the Spanish league football match FC Barcelona against RC Deportivo de la Coruna in Barcelona. — AFP

LONDON: Match-by-match facts and statistics ahead of
round 19 of the Premier League on Dec. 22-Dec. 23.

FRIDAY, DEC. 22
ARSENAL V LIVERPOOL 

• Fifth-placed Arsenal have lost their last three league
games against Liverpool, conceding 11 goals and scoring
four.  They have not lost four in a row to the Merseysiders
since 1988.

• Arsene Wenger’s Gunners have won 13 of the last 14
league matches at the Emirates Stadium, with their only
loss coming against Manchester United this month.

• Fourth-placed Liverpool have won 19 of the 51
Premier League games between the two sides while
Arsenal have 15 wins, nine of which have been at home.

• Petr Cech needs one clean sheet to reach 200 in the
league.  He has nine clean sheets this season but has con-
ceded 14 goals for Arsenal in five games against Liverpool.

• Arsenal striker Olivier Giroud, who has scored seven
league goals this season, is out of the match with a ham-
string injury.

SATURDAY, DEC. 23
EVERTON V CHELSEA 

• Chelsea have beaten Everton in their last three league
meetings, scoring 10 goals and conceding none. Everton’s
last victory against the defending champions came at
home in 2015.

• Third-placed Chelsea have won three of their last six
away games in the league, drawing once and losing twice.

• Sam Allardyce has guided Everton into ninth, with the
club collecting 10 points from a possible 12 since he was
appointed manager earlier this month.

• Everton striker Wayne Rooney has scored 10 goals in
16 league matches this season. The last time he reached

double figures in the league was in the 2014-15 season. 
• Chelsea striker Alvaro Morata has been directly

involved in seven league goals this season, scoring five
times and providing two assists.

BRIGHTON AND HOVE ALBION V WATFORD
• Promoted Brighton have won one of their last 11

league meetings with Watford, prevailing 1-0 at Vicarage
Road in the Championship in 2012. They have drawn five
and lost five.

• Brighton have lost four of their last six league games
and are 13th in the league. Their last victory was against
Swansea City in November.

• Tenth-placed Watford are on a three-game losing
run and have collected seven points in their last 10 league
matches.

• Marco Silva’s Watford have had a player sent off in
each of their last three league games. They will be without
Abdoulaye Doucoure, Marvin Zeegelaar and Troy Deeney
on Saturday.

• Brighton have scored 14 goals in 18 league games this
season. Only relegation-threatened West Bromwich Albion
(13) and Swansea City (10) have scored fewer.

MANCHESTER CITY V BOURNEMOUTH
• Leaders City have beaten Bournemouth in all of their

five previous league meetings, scoring 17 goals and con-
ceding twice.

• City have scored 97 league goals in 2017 so far and
could become the first team to reach 100 goals since
Liverpool scored 106 in 1982.

• Pep Guardiola’s City are unbeaten this season and
are on a 16-game winning streak. The record in Europe’s
top five leagues is 19, set by Guardiola’s Bayern Munich in
2013-14.

• Eddie Howe will look to become the first English
manager to win at the Etihad Stadium since Harry
Redknapp’s Tottenham Hotspur beat the hosts 1-0 in 2010.

• Bournemouth are without a victory in six league
games and sit 16th in the table with 16 points.

SOUTHAMPTON V HUDDERSFIELD TOWN
• Southampton have lost one of their last 26 games

against newly-promoted sides, winning 17 and drawing
eight times.

• Huddersfield have lost five of their last seven league
games and are 11th in the league with 21 points.

• Two of Huddersfield’s 16 goals this season have been
own-goals by the opposing team.

• Southampton are 12th in the table and have not kept a
clean sheet in their last nine league games, the longest run
this season alongside Newcastle United.

• Southampton defender Cedric Soares is out of the
game after picking up an injury in last weekend’s 1-0 loss
to Chelsea.

STOKE CITY V WEST BROMWICH ALBION
• Stoke have one win from the last eight games and are

17th in the table after losing their last three matches.

• Alan Pardew has won eight league games against
Stoke, but the Englishman is still looking for his first league
victory at West Brom since taking over from Tony Pulis
last month.

• Stoke have conceded 39 goals in the league for the
worst defensive record this season behind Watford (33)
and West Ham United (32).

• West Brom are on their longest ever winless run of 16
games after two victories in their opening two games of
the season.

• West Brom have had 10 different scorers this season
but none have scored more than two goals, with Hal
Robson-Kanu, Jay Rodriguez and Salomon Rondon top-
ping their list.

SWANSEA CITY V CRYSTAL PALACE
• Swansea defeated Palace 5-4 when the two teams

last met at the Liberty Stadium. A total of 12 goals were
scored in the two games between the sides last season.

• Palace, 14th in the league, have won once in nine pre-
vious Premier League meetings between the two teams
while Swansea have four victories.

• Bottom side Swansea have one win in 10 league
games this season and have lost eight of those.

• Swansea have scored 10 league goals this season.
Only Everton (9) in 2005-06 and Derby County (8) in
2007-08 have scored fewer after 18 games.

• Wilfried Bony, Swansea’s only scorer in the last seven
games, is a doubt for the clash after picking up a ham-
string injury in the 3-1 defeat by Everton.

WEST HAM UNITED V NEWCASTLE UNITED
• The two teams have played 39 times in the Premier

League, with Newcastle posting 18 victories to West Ham’s 11.
• Newcastle have lost eight of their last nine league

games, including the last four, and are 18th in the table.
• West Ham are unbeaten in their last three league

games, beating champions Chelsea and drawing with
Arsenal in the process to climb to 15th.

• West Ham midfielder Manuel Lanzini will miss the
match as part of his two-game suspension for simulation.

• Newcastle manager Rafa Benitez has won seven of
his last nine Premier League meetings with David Moyes.

BURNLEY V TOTTENHAM HOTSPUR 
• Burnley and Tottenham have played each other seven

times in the Premier League, with Spurs winning four
times. The two teams played out a 1-1 draw in their last
meeting in August.

• Sixth-placed Burnley have scored 16 goals this sea-
son, the fewest in the top 10, but have conceded 12 goals,
the same as Manchester City and Manchester United at
the top of the table.

• Sean Dyche’s Burnley have lost one of their last eight
home games in the top flight, winning five and drawing twice.

• Seventh-placed Tottenham’s top scorer with 12 goals,
Harry Kane has hit the woodwork six times this season.

• Only 10 league goals have been scored at Turf Moor
this season, with home side Burnley scoring seven of them.

LEICESTER CITY V MANCHESTER UNITED 
• United have won 15 of the 23 games played between

the two teams in the Premier League, with Leicester win-
ning twice.

• Eighth-placed Leicester have collected 20 points
from their last 10 games. Only Manchester City (30),
Chelsea (25), United (21) and Liverpool (21) have more
points in this period.

• United striker Romelu Lukaku has directly been
involved in five goals in the last six league games against
Leicester, with four goals and an assist.

• Leicester striker Jamie Vardy scored his first Premier
League goal against United and is one short of 50 strikes
in the competition. 

• United have won seven of the last 10 games and are
second in the table. — Reuters
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