
MADRID: On a night marked by the surprise announcement
that coach Luis Enrique will leave Barcelona at the end of the
season, his team routed relegation-threatened Sporting Gijon
6-1 to return to the top of the Spanish league on Wednesday.
Lionel Messi scored his league-leading 21st goal less than 10
minutes into the match at the Camp Nou to help Barcelona
earn a comfortable victory. Barcelona leads the standings for
the first time since the opening round, one point ahead of
Real Madrid, which was held by Las Palmas to a 3-3 draw at
the Santiago Bernabeu Stadium.  

Madrid, which still has a game in hand, scored twice with
Cristiano Ronaldo in the final minutes to erase a two-goal
deficit and salvage a point despite playing most of the second
half without 10 men after a red card for Gareth Bale. Luis
Enrique announced that he will not coach Barcelona next sea-
son in the post-match news conference, saying that he need-
ed to rest. “The reason clearly had to do with the way of life I
need to have in this profession, constantly having to find solu-
tions, constantly trying to improve my team,” he said.  

After scoring important late winners in the last two games,
Messi put Barcelona on the board with a header off a long
cross into the area in the ninth minute.  It was his 36th goal in
36 matches this season, and his 12th in the last 11 league
games.  The Argentina playmaker also hit the crossbar with a
free kick in the 59th minutes, a couple of minutes before being
substituted. Two minutes after Messi opened the scoring,
Barcelona added to the lead with an own goal by Juan
Rodriguez, who deflected a shot by Luis Suarez.

The Uruguay striker scored with a volley from inside the
area in the 27th, and his second-half substitute, Paco Alcacer,
added the fourth from close range after a pass by Messi.
Neymar found the net with a well-placed free kick in the 65th,
and Ivan Rakitic rounded off the scoring with an angled shot
in the 87th as Barcelona made it five league wins in a row.
Sporting, which could have left the relegation zone with a vic-
tory, got its lone goal from Carlos Castro in the 21st. Third-
place Sevilla, five points off the lead, hosted Athletic Bilbao
yesterday. Fourth-place Atletico played at struggling
Deportivo La Coruna on the same day.

REAL MADRID 3, LAS PALMAS 3
Real Madrid looked set to return to the top when Francisco

“Isco” Alarcon scored in the eighth minute. But Pedro “Tana”
Dominguez equalized two minutes later and Las Palmas took
advantage of Gareth Bale’s sending off with a second yellow
card for an altercation with an opponent at the beginning of
the second half. The visitors, sitting 12th in the standings,
went ahead with a penalty kick converted by Jonathan Viera in
the 56th and a counterattack goal scored by Kevin-Prince
Boateng in the 59th. Ronaldo helped Madrid rally by convert-
ing a penalty in the 86th and netting the equalizer with a
header in the 89th. “We have to improve a lot of things,”
Madrid left back Marcelo said.  Madrid, seeking its first league
title since 2012, had been leading the league since the eighth
round. Zinedine Zidane’s team has scored at least one goal in
45 straight games, breaking Barcelona’s record from 1942-44.

CELTA VIGO 2, ESPANYOL 2
All four goals were scored in an 11-minute span in the first

half of a game between two mid-table clubs. Iago Aspas put

Celta ahead in the 21st and Gerard Moreno equalized in the
28th before Daniel Wass restored the hosts’ lead in the 30th.
Pablo Piatti leveled in the 32nd.  Celta played a man down
from the 43rd after defender Andreu Fontas was sent off.

OSASUNA 1, VILLARREAL 4
Colombian striker Santos Borre scored twice in the first half

as Villarreal easily defeated last place Osasuna to remain in
sixth place. Bruno Soriano and Roberto Soldado also scored
for the visitors. The result extended Osasuna’s winless run in
the league to 17 games.

GRANADA 2, ALAVES 1
Granada won its third game in a row at home to move clos-

er to leaving the relegation zone. Alaves had two players sent
off in second-half injury time. —AP 
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Enrique calls curtain 
on Barcelona’s reign

BARCELONA: Barcelona coach Luis Enrique is leaving the
Spanish La Liga champions at the end of the season when
his contract expires after three trophy-laden seasons at the
club. Luis Enrique made the announcement at a news con-
ference after Barca thrashed Sporting Gijon 6-1 at the Nou
Camp on Wednesday to keep up their bid for a third league
title under the management of their former midfielder. “I
would like to thank the club for the confidence they have
shown in me, it’s been three unforgettable years,” said Luis
Enrique, who has won two Liga titles, two King’s Cups and
the 2015 Champions League since succeeding Gerardo
Martino in 2014.

Luis Enrique said he had met with Barca directors Albert
Soler and Robert Fernandez before this season to discuss the
possibility of not renewing his contract. “They told me there
was no hurry to make a decision, but now that moment has
arrived,” he added. “This is a very difficult decision for me
which I have thought about for a very long time but I think I
have to be loyal and do what I think is right.” Barca top the
standings on 57 points, one ahead of arch-rivals Real Madrid
who have played one game fewer.

Luis Enrique has also led his team to the King’s Cup final
but suffered heavy criticism after Barcelona were crushed 4-
0 by Paris St Germain in their Champions League last 16 first-
leg game two weeks ago.  Luis Enrique followed in the foot-
steps of former team mate Pep Guardiola in leading Barca to
the treble in his first season in charge, although his reign has
also witnessed turbulent moments. The coach was reported
to be on the brink of dismissal in January 2015 due to his
rocky relationship with Lionel Messi after leaving the
Argentine talisman out of the starting line-up.

Spectacular football
While he has overseen spectacular football, fired by the

prolific attacking partnership of Messi, Neymar and Luis
Suarez, Luis Enrique has been criticized for abandoning the
team’s style of play perfected by Guardiola which was
geared around controlled possession in midfield. He bore
the brunt of criticism for the harrowing defeat by PSG which
has left Barca on the brink of their earliest elimination from
the Champions League in a decade. Luis Enrique said he had
become exhausted from the constant pressure that comes
with the Barca job and needed time out to recover, echoing
Guardiola’s words when he stepped down in 2012.

“In my work I am constantly looking for solutions and
that means I get no time to rest, I need to rest and that’s my
main motive for leaving,” he said. Guardiola paid tribute to
his former team mate. “With Luis Enrique’s farewell, fans lose
someone who was the perfect coach for Barcelona. The foot-
ball in the last three years has been incredible,” the
Manchester City manager said on Twitter.

Midfielder Ivan Rakitic said he and the rest of the Barca
squad were taken aback when Luis Enrique revealed the
news to them in the dressing-room.  “We knew nothing
about it,” Rakitic told Croatian media.  “First he told the team
about his decision We were left stunned and at a loss for
words. We want to end the season successfully and enjoy
what is left.” Barca president Josep Maria Bartomeu also
praised the departing coach. “We’re very happy with the
work he has done up to now and we have to accept his deci-
sion and support him. — Reuters
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LONDON: Arsene Wenger said he had no interest
in succeeding Luis Enrique as Barcelona coach yes-
terday, but admitted his future as Arsenal manager
remains up in the air. Luis Enrique announced after
Barcelona’s  6-1 win over Sport ing Gi jon on
Wednesday that he will step down from his role at
the end of the season in order to take a break.

Wenger,  67,  is  due to make a decis ion on
whether to extend his 20-year association with
Arsenal either this month or next and he reiterated
that his preference would be to remain at the
Emirates Stadium. Asked if he would be interested
in moving to Camp Nou, he said: “No, my prefer-
ence has always been the same and will remain the

same.  “Of course I am not looking for jobs in other
clubs or jobs off other people.  “I am focused on
me, getting to the next level and trying to improve
and always trying to see what you can do better
and reinvent yourself and that’s what I try to do.
That’s basically it.”

Wenger’s position is once again under scrutiny
after Arsenal fell off the pace in the Premier League
title race and lost 5-1 at Bayern Munich in the first
leg of their Champions League last 16 tie. Despite
his long attachment to the club, he said he was not
allowing sentiment to cloud his thinking about his
future. “I have been here for 20 years and I had
many times the opportunity to leave so I don’t

think I have to convince you that my preference
has always been Arsenal,” he told a press confer-
ence at Arsenal’s training base.  

“But of course I am objective and lucid enough
to make the right decision for myself and the club
as well. The club is free to make the decision it
wants and I will respect that.” Wenger also said he
would not be worried about the potential impact
of making a statement about his future similar to
Luis Enrique’s. “I believe that the players have
their targets, the team targets, and I don’t think
that can be detrimental. It can be positive as well,”
said the Frenchman, whose side visit Liverpool
tomorrow. —AFP 

Wenger ‘not interested’ in Barcelona job

Barcelona 25 17 6 2 71 21 57
Real Madrid 24 17 5 2 63 25 56
Sevilla 24 16 4 4 48 29 52
Atletico Madrid 24 13 6 5 44 21 45
Real Sociedad 25 14 3 8 39 34 45
Villarreal 25 11 9 5 36 19 42
Eibar 25 11 6 8 41 33 39
Athletic Bilbao 24 11 5 8 31 29 38
Espanyol 25 9 9 7 35 33 36
Celta Vigo 24 10 5 9 39 39 35
Alaves 25 8 9 8 25 31 33
Las Palmas 25 7 8 10 35 39 29
Valencia 25 8 5 12 35 43 29
Real Betis 24 7 6 11 25 38 27
Malaga 25 6 8 11 32 42 26
Leganes 25 5 6 14 20 40 21
Deportivo La Coruna 23 4 7 12 26 39 19
Granada 25 4 7 14 24 53 19
Sporting Gijon 25 4 5 16 27 54 17
Osasuna 25 1 7 17 25 59 10

Spanish La Liga table
Spanish La Liga table after Wednesday’s matches (played,
won, drawn, lost, goals for, goals against, points):

BARCELONA: FC Barcelona’s coach Luis Enrique waves to
the crowd during a training session at the Miniestadi sta-
dium in Barcelona. — AP 

Barca take the lead


