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Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

Juventus FC v Ajax Amsterdam 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 2
Barcelona v Manchester United 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 1

Q-final curse looms as Barca, 
Messi look to set record straight

BARCELONA: Four years have passed since Lionel
Messi last reached a Champions League semi-final and
his drought has become a source of unease for
Barcelona ahead of their latest attempt today.
Manchester United are the ones looking to emulate
Atletico Madrid, Juventus and Roma by sending Barca
out in the quarters for a fourth year running but for the
Catalans, another failure would be unforgivable, not
least because of the implications for their captain. 

“Last season we did the double but we all felt bad
about how it went in the Champions League,” Messi
said in August. “We promise this season we will do all
we can to bring that beautiful cup back to Camp Nou.”
Barcelona’s dominance in Spain has been shaped by
Messi, who only this month overtook Iker Casillas as
the player with the most La Liga victories, 335, in its
history. 

Those wins have helped them capture seven of the
last 10 league titles, a figure that will surely become
eight from 11 next month, given their nine-point lead at
the top of the table.  There could be an historic fifth
consecutive Copa del Rey too if Ernesto Valverde’s side
beat Valencia on May 25. 

But in Europe, Barca would appear under-marked,
with only one success in the last seven years, three in
10 since Pep Guardiola took charge in 2008 and set in
motion what has felt, in playing terms at least, like an
iconic era. 

The list of clubs etched onto the cup hoisted at the
Wanda Metropolitano on June 1 will instead show a
decade swallowed up by Real Madrid, whose domestic
failings in that period have been exonerated by four

Champions League triumphs in five years.  “Obviously
it’s infuriating,” Luis Suarez said. “Madrid have made
history and it’s a thorn in our side.” 

Messi’s record is similarly unbalanced. He has nine
La Liga titles and is by a distance the competition’s top
scorer, with an astonishing 414 goals. Cristiano
Ronaldo, closest in second, has 311.  But in the
Champions League, Messi has lifted the trophy four
times, a relatively modest return given it puts him on a
par with 11 current Real Madrid players alone, including
Nacho, Casemiro and Dani Carvajal. This year, Ronaldo
is hunting his sixth. 

And while Messi dwarfs the Portuguese for goals in
La Liga, the opposite is true in Europe, where Ronaldo
has 125 goals to his 108.  The game’s most illustrious
pair could yet meet in this year’s final, should Barca
capitalise on their 1-0 first-leg win over United and
then overcome either Liverpool or Porto in the semis. 

Ronaldo and Juventus, meanwhile, would have to
beat Ajax, and then either Manchester City or
Tottenham.  A showdown in Madrid would throw an
even brighter glare on Messi’s record compared to
Ronaldo, whose sensational hat-trick against Atletico
Madrid last month only enhanced the sense this tourna-
ment belongs to him.  Messi is not one to complain,
particularly given he cannot be blameless in Barca’s
underachievements in Europe. 

But the fans are frustrated, with last season’s double
doing little to ease the disappointment of the collapse
against Roma.  And his teammates feel it too, the weight
of history on their shoulders from a need to square
arguably the game’s greatest ever player with a

Champions League haul that befits that status. 
“It is an important trophy,” Suarez said after follow-

ing up the league title by winning the Copa del Rey last
season. “But this does not hide what happened in

Rome.”  It means the pressure on Barcelona in this
competition runs deep, a psychological burden that
perhaps United, or their next opponents, will use to
their advantage. For Messi, there is work to do. —AFP

SANT JOAN DESPI: Barcelona’s German goalkeeper Marc-Andre Ter Stegen gives a press conference at the
Joan Gamper Sports Center in Sant Joan Despi yesterday on the eve of the Champions League second leg
quarter-final football match between FC Barcelona and Manchester United.  — AFP

‘We will do all we can to bring that beautiful cup back to Camp Nou’

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain missed the chance to seal
their sixth Ligue 1 title in seven years for the second
week running on Sunday after a 5-1 hammering at Lille,
their biggest league defeat in 10 years. Thomas Tuchel’s
side could have been crowned champions in record-
equalling time last weekend but failed to beat Strasbourg,
and they fell short again on Sunday despite needing just
a point in a match that saw them have to play with 10
men for 54 minutes and lose both captain Thiago Silva
and Thomas Meunier to injury.

The loss was PSG’s worst domestic defeat since going
down 4-0 at Bordeaux in 2009, and the first time they
had conceded five goals in the league since another 5-1
defeat at Sedan way back in 2000. 

However they are still 17 points clear of second-
placed Lille and if they win at Nantes tomorrow they will
still win the league with six matches to spare. “We are
going to be champions, but you have to lose in the right
way,” said Kylian Mbappe, who had two goals ruled out
for offside.

“We can’t lack personality like that, and concede
three, four, five goals. Losing happens, but that is not
normal.” World Cup winner Mbappe had already had one
goal chalked off by the officials when a comical Meunier
own goal set Lille on their way after six minutes. But PSG
looked set to seal the title when Juan Bernat levelled soon
after and Mbappe roofed what looked like his 28th
league goal of the season in the 13th minute, only to see
that one also rightly disallowed.

Silva left the field with a knee injury soon after and
after Meunier was pulled off, Bernat was then handed a
debatable straight red card in the 36th minute for a tug
on Nicolas Pepe despite a VAR check.

Attacker Pepe slotted home Lille’s second five minutes
after the break when he latched onto a superb Jonathan
Ikone through ball and after that the floodgates opened.
Jonathan Bamba smashed home the third 14 minutes later
from another Ikone assist and two fine headers from
Gabriel and Jose Fonte in the final 20 minutes completed

the rout and put Lille eight points ahead of third-placed
Lyon. “Putting five past PSG doesn’t happen to everyone,
even if they did only have 10 men, but we played well
tonight,” Pepe told Canal+. “We’ve still got six matches
left and we need to win at least three or four to be
assured of the Champions League next season.”

Earlier on Sunday, Saint-Etienne closed in on
Champions League football after Mathieu Debuchy
scored twice in a 3-0 win over Bordeaux that moves
them to within three points of Lyon. Wahbi Khazri
opened the scoring from the spot 10 minutes after the
break following a VAR check of Sergi Palencia’s handball
before Debuchy headed home the second from a corner
to seal the points 17 minutes before the end.

Debuchy then completed the win with a deflected
close-range strike in the final minute to put Jean-Louis
Gasset’s side back ahead of Marseille, who started the

day fourth and in the Europa League spot after surviving
late VAR penalty drama on Saturday to scrape to a 2-1
win over Nimes.

They are two points ahead of Rudi Garcia’s side and
piling pressure on Lyon, who have lost two on the bounce
following Friday’s shock 2-1 defeat at Nantes. Lyon go
into the final six games in trouble following coach Bruno
Genesio’s announcement that he would leave the club in
the summer after falling out of favour with the fans.

Monaco moved to two places and seven points clear
of the relegation play-off spot despite only drawing 0-0
with Reims after all four of the teams below them failed
to win. Caen lost 1-0 to Angers, Giungamp draw 3-3 at
Strasbourg, while Dijon and Amiens drew 0-0 in a match
that was interrupted after monkey chants were directed
by a home fan towards the away side’s captain Prince
Gouano. — AFP

PSG title party 
delayed again 

VILLENEUVE D’ASCQ: Lille’s players celebrate after winning the French L1 football match between Lille (LOSC) and
Paris Saint-Germain (PSG), at the Pierre-Mauroy Stadium in Villeneuve d’Ascq, near Lille, northern France. — AFP

LONDON: Prolific striker Teemu Pukki’s 27th goal of
the season edged Norwich closer to a return to the
Premier League as they came from 1-0 down to draw
1-1 with Championship strugglers Wigan.

The 29-year-old Finnish international’s delightful fin-
ish nine minutes from time gives Norwich a four-point
advantage over Leeds United with four games remain-
ing. Leeds-seeking a return to the Premier League for
the first time in 15 years-moved into the second and last
automatic promotion spot on Saturday due to a
deserved 1-0 win over Sheffield Wednesday.

Wednesday’s city rivals Sheffield United had been
held to a 1-1 draw on Saturday leaving them three

points adrift of Leeds. Leeds had been the big winners
of the week in the enthralling battle for promotion hav-
ing won two on the trot whilst Norwich and United
dropped four points.

Norwich, though, remain in the box seat and require
just six more points from their remaining four games to
go back up to the Premier League.    “We were strug-
gling a lot today, it was a hard, hard game so it was
important to come out with at least one point,” Pukki
told Sky Sports.

“I don’t think it’s comfortable. We just need to keep
going and it’s good we have a game on Friday (they
host Sheffield Wednesday) so we can keep winning
again.” Wigan had broken the deadlock as half-time
neared-xx penalised for handball.

Reece James made no mistake from the spot-
although ‘keeper Tim Krul went the right way and got a
hand to it-for his second goal in three games. The hosts
went close to doubling their advantage in the 65th
minute on the counter-attack-after Pukki’s appeals for
a penalty had been turned down-saw Leon Clarke turn
the Norwich defence inside out but Canaries goalkeep-

er Krul denied him by getting the slightest of touches to
his shot to deflect it away for a corner.

James also went close first with a superb long range
effort which just scraped the bar and then with a free-
kick although Norwich too had their moments largely
through Pukki. However, having wasted a few chances
Pukki made no mistake when found by Kenny McLean,
he outpaced a defender and cooly slid it right-footed
past Wigan goalkeeper Christian Walton.

Wigan thought they had taken the three points in
time added on but Leon Clarke was adjudged to be off-
side. James though was content to have at least a point
against the table toppers and give them a two point
advantage over third from bottom Rotherham.

Millwall and Reading are also embroiled in the fight
to avoid filling the final relegation spot-Bolton look
destined to join Ipswich Town in the third tier as they
are 10 points adrift of safety.

“The league table is there but anyone can beat any-
one,” James told Sky Sports. “That’s why it’s a fantastic
league. “Points in this league are massive when you’re
down there fighting.” — AFP

Pukki edges
Norwich closer
to EPL return

AMSTERDAM: David Neres may not represent part of
Ajax’s latest crop of gifted homegrown talent, but the
Brazilian import is a chief component of a new golden
generation emerging in Amsterdam.

The 22-year-old forward struck a magnificent individ-
ual equaliser in the first leg against Juventus to give Ajax
hope ahead of Today’s return leg of their Champions
League quarter-final in Turin.

Signed from Sao Paulo in January 2017 for a reported
12 million euros ($13.6 million), Neres’ form in the Dutch
capital recently earned the winger a first call-up to the
Brazil squad.

Mirroring a fearless Ajax side that has lost just once in
five European matches this season against three conti-
nental giants-Bayern Munich, Real Madrid and Juve-
Neres impressed on his debut for the Selecao last month.
He set up a late winning goal in the 3-1 victory over the
Czech Republic, and contributed to another with a sub-
lime backheel having come off the bench for the final 27
minutes. His dance-like moves around opponents on the
pitch and his trademark jig after scoring goals have
earned Neres the title of Ajax’s “Samba King”. His haul of
eight league goals only ranks fifth at Ajax this season, but
seven in his last nine outings-both in Europe and the
Eredivisie-show that Neres is hitting his stride at the
ideal time.

“With his excellent jewel of a goal, which sent the
Ajax supporters into a crazed frenzy, David Neres again
underlined his excellent form,” popular daily tabloid De
Telegraaf said after last week’s 1-1 draw. “Ajax with their
home-grown philosophy have exposed Juventus’ weak-
nesses, which showed that they’re after all not Ajax or
Neres proof,” the paper added.

Having fallen behind to a Cristiano Ronaldo header,
Neres fired Ajax level early in the second period by rob-
bing Joao Cancelo just inside the Juve half and advancing
before curling a shot beyond Wojciech Szczesny and into
the far corner.

“David Neres is the dribble king, the street youngster
who ignored his mum’s calls when it was time to come
inside. Dribbling, driving, haggling until he could no more
(against Juventus),” wrote Willem Vissers in the De
Volkskrant daily.

Neres’ path to Europe is one increasingly well trod-
den, following the likes of Vinicius Junior, Douglas Costa
and Richarlison who crossed the Atlantic despite limited
first-team exposure in Brazil.

“I think he has the potential to be an important player
for the Selecao, but he has to be patient,” says Ledio
Carmona, a widely respected Brazilian football commen-
tator. “There are high expectations of him and he
deserves to be given a chance, but you can’t yet guaran-
tee he will be an indispensable part of the national team.”
“He’s a cutting-edge player, who does well on the wings,
who works for the team and doesn’t hesitate to get back
and defend,” Carmona adds. “He reads the game well and
knows how to finish off moves.” With reigning champi-
ons Madrid vanquished at the Bernabeu in the last
round, Neres and co. will look to deliver a follow-up act
in Italy every bit as mesmerising so to end Juventus’
hopes of a first European crown in 23 years. — AFP

Samba king’ Neres
looks to weave 
past Juventus

GENEVA: FIFA yesterday slapped a lifetime ban on
the disgraced former boss of Brazilian football, Jose
Maria Marin, after a US court convicted him of mas-
sive corruption. The 86-year-old Marin was one of the
key figures swept up in the graft scandal that began

with a series of stunning arrests in 2015 and subse-
quently upended world football.

He had already been sentenced to four years in a US
prison after a court in New York found him guilty in
connection with nearly $6.6 million in bribes from
sports marketing companies in exchange for contracts
to broadcast major tournaments.

But the decision from FIFA’s independent ethics
judges definitively confirms that Marin is finished in
football. FIFA’s ethics committee said in a statement
that Marin had participated in various bribery
schemes.

Judges “banned him for life from all football-related
activities (administrative, sports or any other) at both

national and international level”, a FIFA statement said.
FIFA also imposed a 1 million Swiss franc ($1 million)
fine against Marin, once one of the most powerful fig-
ures in world football.

Following his May 2015 arrest at a luxury hotel in
Zurich, Marin spent five months in a prison in
Switzerland before being extradited to the United
States. He posted bail of $15 million and spent two
years living in luxury at Trump Tower, the Fifth Avenue
skyscraper best known for housing the penthouse and
company headquarters of the US president.

But his life of excess dramatically came to a halt at
his sentencing in August, when he broke down in tears
over the “nightmare” his family had endured. — AFP

FIFA bans disgraced 
ex-Brazil football 
chief Marin for life


