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BARCELONA: Barcelona will win La Liga if Atletico
Madrid lose to Valencia after a 2-0 victory over Alaves
gave them a 12-point lead at the top of the table.

Lionel Messi started on the bench at Mendizorrotza on
Tuesday in a move that made clear just how comfortable
Barca are in this title race, its conclusion surely now only a
matter of when rather than if. 

Should Atletico avoid defeat to Valencia at the Wanda
Metropolitano, the Catalans will still be crowned champi-
ons on Saturday at the Camp Nou with a victory over
Levante. They could even have it wrapped up before kick-
off on Saturday if Atletico fail to take at least four points
from Valencia and Real Valladolid, the latter whom they
face a few hours earlier on Saturday.

“It’s an incredibly valuable win,” coach Ernesto
Valverde said. “In the end however much as people say the
league is won, it has to be achieved on the field.  “We are
at the gates now, needing three points more with four
games ahead. It is an immense joy to be in this position
after so many months of work.”

Real Madrid, who play their game in hand against
Getafe today, sit 16 points adrift in third. Alaves stay
eighth, their hopes of a Europa League spot fading fast.
Messi came on as a substitute in the 61st minute shortly
after his team had scored twice, Carles Alena guiding one
into the corner before Luis Suarez, in Messi’s absence,
took and dispatched a penalty.

Valverde leaving out his captain and star player, pre-
sumably with an eye on next week’s Champions League
semi-final against Liverpool, was a luxury Barcelona have
earned and can afford. Liverpool, still jostling with
Manchester City in the Premier League, are unlikely to feel
the same sort of confidence when they face Huddersfield
on Friday. 

“The idea at half-time was to play Leo because the

result was not clear,” Valverde said. “But regarding the
Golden Boot and that sort of thing, we are only focused on
what we have to do to win. 

“Leo has a lot of individual challenges ahead but today
it was time to rest.” Other players were preserved too.
Jordi Alba, Clement Lenglet and Arthur Melo all began on
the bench, allowing Samuel Umtiti more minutes as he
recovers from a knee injury, while the struggling Philippe
Coutinho started in a front three with Ousmane Dembele
and Suarez.

Alena, the 21-year-old Spaniard, scored his second La
Liga goal and showed again why many believe he could be
a key figure for Barcelona in the years to come. 

CONSISTENT SUAREZ 
Suarez’s goal, meanwhile, was his 21st in the league and

marks the fourth consecutive season in which he has
passed the 20 mark for Barca. 

He might have scored earlier but shot straight at
Fernando Pacheco when sent clear in the opening stages,
while Coutinho followed up but his rebound was blocked.
Sergi Roberto fired over from inside the area but it was
his run down the right that created Alena’s opener in the
54th minute.

After a neat exchange with Arturo Vidal, Sergi played
inside, through the legs of Suarez and to the feet of Alena.
He controlled and placed the ball coolly into the corner.
Six minutes later, and one before the introduction of
Messi, Suarez doubled the lead from the spot. Umtiti bun-
dled in on the line and as VAR checked him for offside,
Alaves’ Tomas Pina was shown to have handballed
moments before. Suarez made no mistake.

Messi hit the woodwork, his shot well saved by
Pacheco, and Coutinho drove wide late on. Two was
enough for the win and, possibly, the title. — AFP

Messi rested as win over Alaves 
edges Barca closer to the title

Real Madrid, play their game in hand against Getafe today

LONDON: A manifesto signed by England star Raheem
Sterling and fellow footballers to combat racism in the
sport received a positive response from English foot-
ball’s governing body yesterday. However, the Football
Association (FA) recommended that if players are racial-
ly abused and want to walk off the pitch in protest-as
some have intimated they will do in the future-they leave
it to the referee and do not take the decision unilaterally.

Sterling, the victim of several instances of racial abuse
this season, said teams whose fans racially abused play-
ers should be docked nine points in the manifesto pub-
lished in Tuesday’s edition of The Times. It also called for
more black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) people in
positions of power within football, more severe punish-
ments for racist abuse and greater action by social media
organisations, sponsors and traditional media.

The FA responded with a lengthy statement on
Wednesday saying they agreed “completely with the
manifesto’s statement that players have a fundamental
right to a workplace free from discriminatory abuse”.

“Currently there is a protocol for players to follow if
they hear discriminatory abuse which is designed to both
protect the player and also to ensure that the matter can
be investigated immediately and the appropriate steps
taken,” it said. “This can include the referee stopping the
game and allowing the players to leave the field of play.
“We would encourage the protocol to be used rather
than a player or players walking off as we believe that
this is the best way to remove the burden from players.”

DIRECT LIABILITY
The FA also agreed there should be “radical change

at the top” in terms of BAME coaches, employees and
leaders. “We have set ourselves the target to reach 16
per cent BAME employees by 2021 (from 13 per cent)
and 11 per cent in leadership positions (from 5 per
cent).” In terms of representation on their own board,
the FA said it met Sport England’s code for sports gov-
ernance with regard to women (30% of the board) but
there was no similar recommendation for BAME repre-
sentatives. “The FA’s Board is attended by The FA’s
inclusion advisory board chair, Paul Elliott, and also
has Rupinder Bains as a Board Director; but we would
welcome specific targets for BAME representation
across sport and the game.”

The FA said its chairman Greg Clarke had suc-
ceeded in getting UEFA to agree to review its approach
to discrimination and would help study new options.
Clarke’s action followed the racial abuse directed at
Sterling and Danny Rose in particular during the Euro
2020 qualifier in Montenegro in March.

The FA claimed that much of what was in the mani-
festo regarding punishment of clubs whose fans chant
racist slogans has been implemented for a while.  “Since
2013 there has been direct liability for discriminatory
behaviour in relation to mass chanting,” it said. “The
manifesto also asks for clubs and countries to be put
into ‘special measures’ in the case of repeat offenders.
“The FA works to create action plans with clubs for any
offences, not just repeat offences.” — AFP

FA welcomes players’ 
anti-racism manifesto

VITORIA: Barcelona’s Uruguayan forward Luis Suarez scores a penalty during the Spanish league football
match between Deportivo Alaves and FC Barcelona at the Mendizorroza stadium in Vitoria. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

SPANISH LEAGUE
Sevilla FC v Rayo Vallecano 20:30
beIN SPORTS HD 1
Real Sociedad v Villarreal 21:30
beIN SPORTS HD 2
Getafe v Real Madrid 22:30
beIN SPORTS HD 3

ITALIAN CUP
Atalanta v ACF Fiorentina 21:45
beIN SPORTS

Etoile defeat Hilal 
with 10 men to 
reach semi-finals
JOHANNESBURG: Etoile Sahel of Tunisia reached
the CAF Confederation Cup semi-finals on Tuesday
thanks to a 2-1 win over Al Hilal of Sudan despite
playing the entire second half with 10 men.    

Striker Karim Aribi was red-carded in first half
stoppage-time soon after cancelling the lead Waleed
Bakhet gave Hilal in the Egyptian city of Suez. 

Although numerically disadvantaged, the Tunisian
contained the Sudanese after half-time until Wajdi

Kechrida scored the quarter-final second leg winner
10 minutes from time. Etoile won the tie 5-2 on aggre-
gate having established a 3-1 lead in Mediterranean
resort Sousse 15 days ago and will face Zamalek of
Egypt over two legs for a place in the final.

The return match, originally scheduled for
Omdurman on April 14, was delayed and moved to
Egypt amid security concerns after the overthrow of
Sudanese dictator Omar al-Bashir.

Bakhet became the leading Confederation Cup
scorer this season with seven goals when he put Hilal
ahead on 30 minutes.

But the lead lasted just six minutes before Aribi
levelled for Etoile, who won the competition which is
the African equivalent of the UEFA Europa League in
2006 and 2015. The closest Hilal came to lifting the
Confederation Cup was in 2012 when they lost a semi-
final against Djoliba of Mali on penalties. — AFP

La Liga to be Real’s 
number one priority 
next season: Zidane
MADRID: Zinedine Zidane said  yesterday La Liga will be
Real Madrid’s top priority next season after they were
mathematically ruled out of the title race with five games
left. Barcelona’s victory over Alaves confirmed that Madrid
cannot be crowned champions given they sit 16 points
behind the Catalans with only 15 still to play for.

Despite incredible success in the Champions League, it
means Madrid have now won the Spanish title only once in
seven years while Barca are on the cusp of securing their
fourth in the last five, and eighth in 11. 

“For us next year, the league must be our number one
priority,” Zidane said. “It’s the longest competition, it’s the
one that cannot be missed and I’m going to put that in the
heads of my players.

“It will be our bread and butter for sure, without
devaluing the rest, because we try to fight on all fronts at
this club, but our bread and butter will be La Liga.”
Barcelona’s 26th league title will be confirmed on

Wednesday night if Atletico Madrid are beaten at home to
Valencia. If Atletico avoid defeat, Barca can wrap it up
with a win at home to Levante on Saturday. 

“We have 33 titles,” Zidane said. “Barca are doing well,
I will admit when a rival is doing well, but in history, Real
Madrid has more league titles.  “But they have been doing
better lately and we need to change the dynamic.” 

Madrid are likely to be busy this summer, with Gareth
Bale heading a long list of players who could depart while

Chelsea’s Eden Hazard is among those expected to arrive.
“Even if we always work together with the club, the coach
has a say in relation to players and the profiles of players
he wants,” Zidane said. 

“There has not been much recruitment during the last
two or three years. This year there will certainly be a little
more.” Thibaut Courtois has shaken off a thigh injury and
is available to face fourth-placed Getafe on Thursday,
meaning Zidane must again decide between the Belgian
and Keylor Navas. 

Zidane was loyal to Navas during his first stint in charge
and has said again that next season there will be no debate
about his first-choice goalkeeper. “What I would like to do
I won’t say,” Zidane said. “I would like a lot of things but
sometimes they are not done, sometimes the opposite
even. “But this is not the time to talk about this today.
Thibaut is available and so is Keylor.” 

Zidane said Vinicius Junior is not yet ready despite
returning to training after almost two months out with an
ankle ligament injury.  “He won’t get any minutes tomor-
row, he has to work again,” Zidane said. “We have to give
him time.” 

Getafe’s remarkable bid for Champions League qual-
ification has them sitting two points ahead of both
Valencia and Sevilla. They beat Sevilla 3-0 at home on
Sunday. — AFP

Long breaks fastest 
goal record as Gray 
snatches late 
point for Watford
WATFORD: Southampton striker Shane Long scored the
fastest goal in Premier League history on Tuesday after net-
ting just 7.69 seconds into his side’s 1-1 draw at Watford, who
snatched a point thanks to Andre Gray’s late equaliser.

Long’s record-breaking goal came immediately after the
kick-off when he blocked a clearance from Watford defender
Craig Cathcart, allowing the Republic of Ireland international
to dink a cool finish over Ben Foster.

The 32-year-old’s effort surpassed the previous fastest
Premier League goal, scored by Tottenham defender Ledley
King in 9.9 seconds against Bradford in December 2000.  ‘It’s
a record, is it?” Long told Sky Sports News with a grin after
the game. “Straight from the kick-off we wanted to put them
under pressure. 99 times out of a hundred you block it and it
doesn’t work but this time it did.”

Long’s historic goal, just his fourth this season, didn’t prove
to be the winner at Vicarage Road after Gray’s 90th minute
equaliser for the FA Cup finalists but nonetheless moved them
six points from the relegation zone with three matches
remaining.

“It’s nice to have a record like that, but it would have been
nicer if it was the winning goal,” Long added. King was
watching Tottenham’s game against Brighton on Tuesday
when he discovered that his 19-year record had been broken.

After King’s goal, the next fastest strike in Premier League
history was scored by Alan Shearer after 10.52 seconds for
Newcastle against Manchester City in 2003. Christian Eriksen
scored after 10.54 seconds for Tottenham against Manchester
United last season.

The strains of Elton John’s ‘Rocket Man’ had barely fin-
ished booming over the loudspeakers when Long gave
Southampton lift-off.

The goal actually came from Watford’s kick-off as Roberto
Pereyra played the ball from the centre-circle back to
Cathcart some 40 yards from his own goal.

As the centre-back attempted to clear up field, Long
charged it down and raced through before lifting in his land-
mark goal.

The Saints could have scored more with Nathan Redmond
and Ryan Bertrand both hitting the woodwork. Redmond was
also denied by a good save from Foster and Long headed two
other presentable chances off target.

Watford dominated after the break and Abdoulaye
Doucoure attempted to convert a cross from Kiko Femenia
but could only bundle the ball into Angus Gunn’s arms.

Christian Kabasele felt he should have been awarded a
penalty after a shove by Long in the area, but referee Mike
Dean thought otherwise.

Southampton could not hang on and Gray swept
home from close range to lift Watford up to seventh and
keep Hasenhuttl’s men looking over their shoulders a lit-
tle longer. — AFP

Zinedine zidane

WATFORD: Southampton’s Polish defender Jan Bednarek (L) vies with Watford’s French midfielder Abdoulaye
Doucoure during the English Premier League football match between Watford and Southampton at Vicarage
Road Stadium in Watford, north of London. The match ended in a draw at 1-1. — AFP


