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SOCCER

MADRID: Barcelona defender Gerard
Pique thinks Real Madrid is being
helped by the referees. Real Madrid
defender Sergio Ramos thinks Pique
should mind his own business. The play-
ers got into a little spat after the week-
end games in the Spanish league, each
defending his club as the title race heats
up. Pique helped Barcelona earn a diffi-
cult 2-1 win at Atletico Madrid on
Sunday, then watched Madrid erase a
two-goal deficit in a controversial 3-2
win at Villarreal, which complained of
the refereeing.

Pique hinted on social media that
Madrid was being benefited, posting
stories mentioning refereeing mistakes
that went against Barcelona and some

that favored Madrid. “Against the same
teams, eight points,” he wrote, making
an apparent reference to the difference
in points caused by the alleged mistakes
in games involving Madrid and
Barcelona.

He made sure the stories came from
media outlets in Madrid to “leave no
doubt” about the claims.

Barcelona, seeking its third straight
league title, is one point behind Madrid
after 24 rounds.  Madrid has a game in
hand, at Celta Vigo. The stories posted
by Pique mention a goal he scored but
was mistakenly disallowed for offside,
and a Ramos goal that was not annulled
even though he was offside.

Ramos said the accusation was

expected from the outspoken Pique.
“It would surprise me if it came from

(Lionel) Messi,” Ramos said. “But from
Pique, we already know him, we won’t
get caught up in that. We will mind our
own business, which is to win every
match and secure the league title.

“Everyone has to stick to their own
problems. Fortunately we only depend
on ourselves. We are focused on improv-
ing and on doing what we have to do.”

It’s not the first time Pique publicly
showed his frustration with the referees
in Spain. Last month, after a penalty kick
not awarded to Barcelona against
Villarreal, he pointed his finger at the VIP
box and yelled toward officials before
leaving the field, apparently targeting

Spanish league president Javier Tebas.
Pique also complained after Barcelona’s
loss at Athletic Bilbao in the Copa del
Rey. The most controversial play on
Sunday was the penalty call that led to
Cristiano Ronaldo’s equalizer in
Villarreal. The ball hit the hand of Bruno
Soriano inside the area, but the mid-
fielder claimed it was involuntary.

“I can’t just cut my arm off,” Soriano
said. Villarreal president Fernando Roig
added fuel to the controversy by com-
plaining the officiating crew left the sta-
dium carrying Real Madrid bags. Madrid,
like many other clubs, is known to hand
out small gifts such as key chains, pins
and pens to the referees and their assis-
tants after matches.

“The referees try to be fair and some-
times they’ll benefit you and sometimes
they’ll hurt you,”  Ramos said.

Madrid is trying to win its first league
title since 2012. Barcelona, which has
lifted three league trophies since then,
trailed Madrid by as many as six  points
this season.

Third-place Sevilla, seeking its first
league title since 1946, is three points
off the lead. Fourth place Atletico, which
last won the league in 2014, is 10 points
behind its city rival. “Whoever thinks
that Barcelona will throw in the towel
and that Madrid has already won it with
nine or 10 rounds to go, doesn’t know a
lot of football,” Ramos said. “It’s going to
be very difficult.” — AP

Pique and Ramos in spat as title race heats up in Spain

MARSEILLE: Olympique de Marseille’s Japanese defender Hiroki Sakai (C,R) vies with Paris Saint-Germain’s French midfielder Blaise Matuidi (C,L) during
the French L1 football match Olympique de Marseille vs Paris Saint-Germain on Sunday at the Velodrome stadium in Marseille, southern France.  — AFP 

PARIS: Edinson Cavani bagged his 35th goal of a
spectacular season as Paris Saint Germain swept
aside Marseille 5-1 on Sunday in “Le Classique” to
move second in Ligue 1.

The reigning French champions are three
points behind prolific league leaders Monaco
and level with Nice, but go second thanks to a
better goal difference in what has become a
three-way tussle for the title.  A Stade Velodrome
record 65,252 packed into the stands in the
hopes of seeing a Marseille side buoyed by fresh
investment and the return of Dimitri Payet derail
their old rival’s title charge.

But the vociferous home fans were silenced
after just six minutes when skipper Thiago Silva
rose to powerfully nod the ball back across goal
and fellow Brazilian defender Marquinhos head-
ed home unchallenged.  That opened the flood-
gates and Blaise Matuidi, who scored the fifth
and best goal of the evening, was jubilant after-
wards.  “We knew they were going to try to
squeeze us in the first 15-20 minutes, but we
managed well,” the French international mid-
fielder said.  “A great victory... It’s just sheer hap-
piness. When I was a kid I dreamed of playing
these games.

“I’m happy but we have to go on like this.
There are other very good teams around us at
the top and it’s a very nice looking title race.”
Marseille defender Gregory Sertic commented:
“We were very good for the first five-six minutes,
but their second goal killed the game, against
PSG it’s hard to come back.”

Marseille were never in the game but Payet,
who forced his way out of West Ham in the win-
ter transfer window for 30 million euros ($32m),
had the home side’s first real chance when he
flashed a long-distance strike just wide on the
quarter hour. A minute later however it was 2-0
when the Argentine attacking midfielder Javier
Pastore-recalled after injury at the expense of
Julian Draxler-cleverly dinked the ball through
to Cavani, who poked in past the advancing
Yohann Pele in the home goal to continue his
deadly form.  It was the Uruguayan predator’s
35th goal in all competitions this term and 26th
in the league.

Cavani might have had a second on 23 min-
utes as PSG dominated, but he miscued his scis-
sor kick over with the goal gaping.

MEMPHIS DEPAY DOUBLE 
The second half was more of the same and it

was 3-0 on 50 minutes when another Brazilian,
Lucas Moura, profited from poor defending to
prod in from close range.

Matuidi claimed the assist but it was Pastore,
back in boss Unai Emery’s starting XI and back to
fitness, who provided a classy touch on the way.
Emery replaced Pastore with Draxler early in the
second half and just after the hour the German
international schemer made it 4-0, firing in first
time after a pinpoint Thomas Meunier cross.

Marseille grabbed a 70th-minute consolation
through Rod Fanni, before Matuidi sealed the
rout, steering the ball into the top corner from
just outside the box.

The heavy defeat leaves Marseille in seventh.

Earlier, Manchester United flop Memphis Depay
struck twice as Lyon, a distant fourth, smashed
Metz 5-0. Nerveless Fabinho chipped in a late
penalty as Monaco beat Guingamp 2-1 away on

Saturday to move clear at the top. Nice were also
winners, but they made hard work of it too, com-
ing from  behind to beat Montpellier 2-1 on
Friday. —AFP

Goal-crazy PSG 

hammer Marseille

MILAN: Juventus coach Massimiliano
Allegri has warned against complacency
when the Turin giants host ‘angry’ Napoli in
the first leg of their Italian Cup semi-final
on Tuesday.  Napoli’s hopes of staying in
the title hunt were dented by a humiliating
2-0 home defeat to 10-man Atalanta on
Saturday which left them 12 points off the
top. Although Juve’s last reverse at home
was a league defeat in September 2015
and they recorded a 30th consecutive win
in Turin with a 2-0 victory over Empoli on
Saturday, Allegri expects Maurizio Sarri’s
men to push them all the way.

“Now, our focus is on the Cup. We want
to reach a third consecutive final and it
won’t be easy because we’re up against a
team that will still be angry after defeat on
Saturday,” Allegri said Monday.  “Napoli
haven’t suddenly become a bad side in the
space of three days. 

Playing at home is crucial for us if we
want to keep a clean sheet.” Juventus, bid-
ding for a third consecutive league and
Cup double, boast a seven-point lead over
Roma in Serie A after the Giallorossi hum-
bled Inter Milan 3-1 at the San Siro on
Sunday As he did on Saturday, Allegri is set
to rest Gianluigi Buffon and hand the goal-
keeping gloves to Norberto Neto for the
second consecutive game.  “Neto will play
again tomorrow,” said Allegri. “He’s a great
goalkeeper and has always stepped up to
the plate for us when asked.  “The only rea-
son he’s number two is because there’s
Buffon ahead of him.” League and Cup win-
ners the past two seasons, Juventus remain
in contention for the treble, having coasted
past Porto 2-0 last week in their Champions

League last 16 tie in Portugal.
And Allegri, who steered Juve to the

2015 final and a 3-1 defeat to Barcelona in
his first season in charge, admitted he
wouldn’t mind seeing his side play a few
extra games at the end of the season.  “To
fill out the fixtures calendar it would be
nice to get to the final of every competi-
tion,” he added.

“As things stand we have 15 games to
play, but hopefully we can extend the cal-
endar because without football the week
gets boring.” Lazio host Roma in a Cup
semi-final first leg tomorrow. —AFP

Allegri warns Juve 

over ‘angry’ Napoli

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

SPANISH LEAGUE

Real Sociedad v SD Eibar 21:30
beIN SPORTS 
Malaga CF v Real Betis 23:30
beIN SPORTS
Valencia v CD Leganes 23:30
beIN SPORTS 

ENGLISH CHAMPIONSHIP LEAGUE

Aston Villa v Bristol City 22:45
beIN SPORTS
Brighton&Hove Albion v Newcastle 22:45
beIN SPORTS
Wolverhampton v Huddersfield 22:45
beIN SPORTS
Blackburn Rovers v Derby County22:45
beIN SPORTS

Mourinho demands Man

United trophy charge

LONDON: Jose Mourinho has challenged
his Manchester United stars to use their
dramatic League Cup final win against
Southampton as a springboard to bigger
prizes. Mourinho lifted the first major tro-
phy of his United reign on Sunday after
Zlatan Ibrahimovic’s late header clinched a
3-2 victory at Wembley.  The 54-year-old is
the first United manager to win a major
competition in his maiden season at Old
Trafford and the 19th trophy of his glitter-
ing career made him only the third boss,
after Alex Ferguson and Brian Clough, to
enjoy four League Cup triumphs.

Now Mourinho wants his players to
learn from the winning feeling as they
chase FA Cup and Europa League titles this
term, and ideally Premier League and
Champions League glory next season.

“The reality is that we want more: my
contract is long, I have two more years with
this one, so hopefully I can win more,”
Mourinho said.  “This season I know it’s dif-
ficult, but the reality is we have to try to
fight for more.” Despite the landmark occa-
sion Mourinho wore a stern expression dur-
ing the trophy presentation.

But he insisted he was merely hiding his
pride because he wanted his players to
soak up the adulation.

“I am very happy. I always try to put
myself in the secondary position-it’s impor-
tant for the fans, the club, the players-but
it’s also important for me,” he said.

“I put a lot of pressure on myself, you
(the media) put a lot of pressure on myself.
I wanted very much to win a major trophy
at every club. By doing that with
Manchester United it’s quite the sense of
relief because it was a big target for me.

“I feel very happy with the victory and

the fact I did it four times, the same as the
biggest one (Ferguson) and Mr Clough.”

HUMBLE 
After watching United blow a two-goal

lead as Manolo Gabbiadini struck twice for
the Saints before Ibrahimovic’s winner,
Mourinho conceded his team had been for-
tunate.  “You could feel in the game the dif-
ference in freshness. Southampton were in
Spain, relaxing and preparing, and we were
playing Europa League and FA Cup,” he
said. “We coped because we are humble,
we stuck together and fought together,
then we had a bit of luck because the 3-2
came at a moment when they couldn’t
react.” Although more silverware this year
would be nice, Mourinho knows the main
target is to guarantee Champions League
action next season by securing a top-four
Premier League finish.

The key to achieving that will be keep-
ing Ibrahimovic fit and firing on all cylin-
ders.  The Swedish veteran, who also scored
United’s opener with a fine free-kick, was
written off by many when Mourinho signed
him on a free transfer last year.  Yet he has
defied the critics with 26 goals in all com-
petitions, and Mourinho said he never
doubted the forward. “I was his manager, I
know his potential,” said Mourinho of their
previous spell together at Inter Milan.

“Only a silly player comes to England at
35 years old, and with the successful career
that Zlatan has, if he doesn’t feel he can do
it (he wouldn’t have come). “Who better to
know? Him. Not me, not you. Him.”
Ibrahimovic’s future remains uncertain as
his contract expires at the end of the sea-
son but, while Mourinho won’t plead with
him, he expects the star to stay.—AFP

LONDON: Manchester United’s Portuguese manager Jose Mourinho holds up the tro-
phy as Manchester United players celebrate their victory after the English League
Cup final football match between Manchester United and Southampton at Wembley
stadium on Sunday. — AFP

LONDON: Mauricio Pochettino believes Harry
Kane is on course to becoming a Tottenham
Hotspur great after the striker scored the
100th club goal of his career.

Kane, 23, scored a first half hat-trick in his
club’s 4-0 victory over Stoke City, reaching the
century mark with his first goal and ending
the game with his season tally on 22 goals.

The striker’s effort helped Spurs bounce
back after the disappointment of going out
of the Europa League against Gent this week
and Pochettino believes Kane’s all-round dis-
play confirmed his qualities as one of the
world’s most dangerous forwards.

“Harry has the profile to be a legend (at
Tottenham),” said the Spurs manager. “Maybe
he’s starting to be a legend with the goals
he’s scoring and the way he behaves.

“He is so professional. He has the perfect
profile to be a legend here. He has his charac-
ter. Sometimes he argues with me.
Sometimes he’s upset with me.  Sometimes
he is happy. “He has a strong character. His
personality is because he showed on the
pitch behaviour as he showed today.”

HE IS ONE OF THE BEST 
And Pochettino added: “He is one of the

best. I am pleased for him. He deserves it (to
reach 100 goals). He is very professional, a top
man and I’m very happy.

“This is not new for me. I’ve said many
times for me one of the best strikers in the
world.” Stoke manager Mark Hughes, a former
striker with Manchester United, Bayern
Munich and Barcelona, added his voice to the

praise directed Kane’s way. He said: He either
takes chances or creates them or he’s
involved in the creation of chances, always
involved at the sharp end.

“There’s great movement around him and
that causes consternation. He benefits from
that. He’s in a good team and he’s a good
player and when it all clicks they’re very diffi-
cult to stop.” Kane also set up Dele Alli for his
side’s fourth goal as the midfielder delivered
the ideal response after being sent off against
Gent. Alli was heavily criticised for the first
half challenge that brought a straight red
card and the player admitted it had been a
difficult 72 hours.

He said: “It has been a difficult week for
me. I felt horrible after the game in the week.
I’m delighted to respond like this today.”

And his manager offered his full support
for the 20-year-old. “Our conversations are
private but I gave more love than normal,”
said Pochettino. “He’s very mature and he
showed that today. I  am happy for him
because he was sad and disappointed. He is
only 20 years old. I will always protect and
support him.

“For me, he is one of the best young play-
ers in the world. I will always protect him. His
character and the way he behaves, some-
times can make a mistake but I want him on
the pitch and I want him next to me.”

The win moved Tottenham up to second
place and while the gap to leaders Chelsea
remains a daunting ten points, Pochettino
insists he has not given up hope of chasing
down Antonio Conte’s side.—AFP

Harry Kane

Kane growing into 

a Tottenham legend


