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MUNICH: Robert Lewandowski scored twice
on his 100th European appearance to leave Bay-
ern Munich on the verge of the last 16 after a 2-
0 win over AEK on Wednesday. Lewandowski
converted a first-half penalty then volleyed
home with an athletic leap after the break to
leave him on 56 goals in Europe.

The victory saw Bayern claim top spot in
Group E with 10 points. Benfica’s 1-1 draw at
Ajax virtually assures Bayern of a place in the
last 16 and a point against Benfica in three weeks
will guarantee their place in the knock-out
phase. “We took a good step forwards and had
the game under control in the decisive mo-
ments,” said Lewandowski. “We know that we
can do better, but the win was very important
for our self confidence.”

The win at the Allianz Arena will ease the
pressure on head coach Niko Kovac with the
defending Bundesliga champions only third in
the table before Saturday’s showdown at leaders
Borussia Dortmund.

“We deserved the win and managed to keep
them scoreless,” said Kovac. “In the second half
we should have rewarded our hard work with
two or three goals. “There were no fireworks out
there and neither were any expected.”

Kovac abandoned his experiment of playing
Joshua Kimmich in the central midfield role va-

cated by injury to Thiago Alcantara. The initia-
tive had only resulted in a performance Kimmich
described as his “worst in three years at Bayern”
in Saturday’s lacklustre league draw with
Freiburg.

Instead, Javi Martinez controlled the midfield
against Greek side AEK and it was a cross from
Kimmich, who reverted to right-back, which led
to the second goal.

Bayern had a scare after five minutes when
AEK defender Vasilis Lampropoulos slipped his
marker, Mats Hummels, and glanced his header
just wide of the post from a corner.  The hosts
eventually took the lead, at the sold-out Allianz
Arena in front of 70,000, when Lewandowski
was pulled down by his shirt in the area.

The Poland striker sent AEK goalkeeper Vas-
silis Barkas the wrong way as he converted the
spot-kick with half an hour gone. However after
the disappointing draw with Freiburg, this was
another unimpressive display from Bayern.

The hosts were too often content to defend
deep rather than go on the attack, as they tend
to do on European nights at home. They made a
brighter start to the second half when Kimmich
fired in a cross which Leon Goretzka volleyed
straight at Barkas just before the hour mark.

The Germans then began to turn the screw.
Lewandowski had a shot saved and AEK’s dis-

cipline waned as midfielder Andre Simoes and
Lampropoulos both picked up yellow cards.
The hosts finally scored their second when
Kimmich whipped in a corner, which was
flicked on to Lewandowski, who volleyed

home at the far post on 71 minutes. There was
plenty of relief at the three points won when
the final whistle went, but Bayern will need to
improve significantly if they are to be chal-
lenge for the title. — AFP

Lewandowski double leaves 
Bayern on verge of last 16

Low-profile
Eriksson relishing
new role in 
Filipino outpost
MANILA: When Sven-Goran Eriksson arrived
to take up his new role as head coach of the
Philippines at the weekend, there were no TV
cameras to greet him, nor were there any fans
clamouring for photos and autographs.

The Swede’s latest national team job is al-
ready a stark contrast to any of his others, trans-
porting him to a country passionate about
basketball but with little knowledge of soccer,
despite the sport’s fervent following throughout
East Asia. But after spending five years as Eng-
land manager, hounded by the media and seeing
his private life splashed across front pages, the
soft-spoken 70-year-old is enjoying the
anonymity. “Nobody recognised me, it’s very,
very good,” Eriksson told Reuters before taking
his third training session with the Philippines na-
tional team.

“You see, it’s not a football country. If I was
in England or Italy or somewhere, people would
know who I am, but that’s nice, it’s very good.”
Eriksson takes charge of the “Azkals” (street
dogs) just a week ahead of a hectic schedule of

back-to-back tournaments, starting with the
month-long Suzuki Cup, the Southeast Asian
championship, and the more prestigious Asian
Cup in January.

He hopes to capitalise on a mood of quiet
excitement in Filipino soccer, stirred by a
maiden Asian Cup appearance and national
goalkeeper Neil Etheridge becoming the first
Southeast Asian to appear in the English Pre-
mier League with Cardiff City. Eriksson recently
turned down jobs with Cameroon, which he said
involved too many people, and Iraq, which had
“big ambitions” and expected an Asian Cup win.

After former England defender Terry
Butcher quit as coach in August without over-
seeing a single match, Eriksson made the move
to the Philippines, where he said the game’s rel-
ative obscurity was part of the appeal. “It’s
something new even for me. It’s a country with
more than 100 million people and football is not
important, and I want to try to make it impor-
tant,” he said. “I thought, why not try to do
something very good with the Philippines?
They’re very low in the FIFA rankings list
(116th), so let’s try to get that up.

“I know that basketball is the biggest sport
here, but let’s try change that and why not? If
we get some success, it could grow very
quickly.” Success might come easier than do-
mestic attention, however. Eriksson’s first media
appearance only made the inside pages of
Philippine newspapers, behind American col-
lege basketball, a police chief presiding over a
shooting contest, and a story about a gymnast
worried about not getting a visa. — AFP

Benzema brace
helps Solari’s
Real thump Plzen
PLZEN: Karim Benzema’s first-half brace pro-
pelled Real Madrid to a 5-0 thrashing of Viktoria
Plzen in the Champions League on Wednesday,
putting the holders one win from the last 16 after
a third straight victory under Santiago Solari.

Former Real midfielder Solari took over from
the sacked Julen Lopetegui as interim coach on
October 29, and has now seen his side score 11
times without reply following wins over Melilla
and Real Valladolid.

“I think we played a very nice game today, we
scored wonderful goals,” Solari told reporters.
“A 5-0 win in the Champions League-I can only
be happy with that.” The 42-year-old Argentin-
ian dismissed questions about his possible future
as Real’s head coach.

“I only think about the next game. Football is
about the present and it’s the next game that
matters,” he said, with a trip to Celta Vigo on
Sunday next up for Real. Benzema struck first in
the 21st minute on Wednesday, weaving his way
through the Plzen defence and beating goal-
keeper Ales Hruska with a low shot.

Casemiro made it two shortly afterwards by
nodding in a Toni Kroos corner, and Benzema
headed home himself in the 37th minute after
Gareth Bale had found him unmarked just yards
out. Bale scored five minutes before half-time,

beating Hruska with a low left-footed shot at his
far post following Benzema’s flick-on header.
Kroos rounded off the scoring in the 68th
minute, curling a sumptuous lob over the
stranded Hruska following a pass from rising star
Vinicius Junior, who came on as a second-half
substitute.

The 18-year-old Brazilian, signed from Fla-
mengo for 45 million euros in the close season,
made his Champions League debut after scoring
his maiden La Liga goal against Valladolid at the
weekend. Real are now level with Roma at the top
of Group G on nine points, after the Italians’ 2-1
win at CSKA Moscow earlier on Wednesday.
CSKA are third with four points, while Plzen sit at
the bottom and are out of contention to progress.

Real were without the injured Marcelo and
fellow defenders Raphael Varane and Dani Car-
vajal, who did not travel to Plzen, a western
Czech city famous for its lager beer. Real over-
came an early scare when Nacho cleared a low
cross against his own crossbar, while Plzen mid-
fielder Roman Prochazka curled a shot just past
Thibaut Courtois’s goal.

But they were quick to regain their composure
and put Plzen on the back foot. Bale headed wide
from close range and then saw his long-range
shot kept out by Hruska while the Plzen defence
cleared the ball away from Benzema hungry for a
rebound. Benzema then narrowly missed Bale’s
cross just in front of a gaping goal. Plzen, the
reigning Czech champions, had two attempts on
goal from long range in the second half, but Jan
Kopic saw his effort stopped by Courtois and Pa-
trik Hrosovsky, who scored for Plzen in their 2-1
loss in Madrid in October, fired wide. — AFP

MUNICH: Bayern Munich’s Polish forward Robert Lewandowski vies for the ball during the
UEFA Champions League Group E football match Bayern Munich v AEK Athens FC in Munich,
southern Germany, on Wednesday. — AFP

Bayern claim top spot in Group E with 10 points


