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MADRID: Lionel Messi gave Barcelona a
timely boost on Wednesday by returning to
training with the rest of the squad after a calf
injury. Messi trained alone in the morning
before joining his team-mates in the after-
noon, increasing hopes that Barca’s captain
could play a role against Real Betis in La
Liga on Sunday. 

He strained his calf on August 5 in his first
training session back following the Copa
America and subsequently missed the club’s
pre-season. It would be a surprise if Messi
started at Camp Nou, but Barcelona coach
Ernesto Valverde will be eager to have his
star available again, particularly after his
team suffered a surprise 1-0 defeat by Ath-
letic Bilbao in their opening league game last
weekend.  Messi’s absence has been com-
pounded by injuries to other strikers. 

Luis Suarez is expected to be out for
around a month after hobbling off with a calf
problem against Bilbao. Ousmane Dembele
injured his hamstring and will need five
weeks to recover.  Antoine Griezmann, the
120 million summer signing from Atletico
Madrid, is the only fully-fit forward, with
Rafinha and 21-year-old Carles Perez possi-
ble options to play behind him. 

The shortage up front has intensified
speculation that Paris Saint-Germain’s Ney-

mar could return to Barcelona before the
transfer window closes in Spain on Septem-
ber 2. PSG sporting director Leonardo ad-
mitted earlier this month that the club were
in “advanced negotiations” to sell Neymar
but a deal is yet to be agreed with Barca,
who have already spent around 250 million
euros this summer. 

Messi ‘made me better player’ 
Meanwhile, Cristiano Ronaldo admitted

on Wednesday his long-time rivalry with Li-
onel Messi has made him “a better player”
and that he enjoys a “healthy” rivalry with the
Argentine great. However, Portuguese star
Ronaldo, whose influence at Real Madrid
mirrored that of Messi at Barcelona before
he left for Juventus, admitted that the pair
have never socialised together.

“I really admire the career he has had and
from his side, he has already talked of the dis-
appointment when I left Spain because it was
a rivalry that he appreciated,” Ronaldo told
TVI in Portugal. “It’s a good rivalry but it’s not
unique — Michael Jordan had rivalries in
basketball, there was Ayrton Senna and Alain
Prost in Formula 1. The thing they all had in
common is that they were healthy rivalries.”

Ronaldo and Messi have won the coveted
Ballon d’Or five times each, a factor that

helps each player flourish. “I have no doubt
that Messi has made me a better player and
vice-versa. When I am winning trophies it
must sting him and it’s the same for me when
he wins,” he said. “I have an excellent pro-

fessional relationship because we have been
sharing the same moments for 15 years. He
added: “We’ve never had dinner together but
I don’t see why we can’t in the future. I don’t
see a problem with that.” —AFP

Messi back in training, in 
contention to face Betis

BILBAO: (L to R) Barcelona’s Spanish defender Gerard Pique, Dutch midfielder Frenkie de Jong and French de-
fender Clement Lenglet react to Athletic’s goal during the Spanish league football match between Athletic
Club Bilbao and FC Barcelona at the San Mames stadium. —AFP

On-loan Nketiah fires 
Leeds back to top 
of Championship
LONDON: On-loan striker Eddie Nketiah came off the bench to
score a 81st-minute winner as Leeds beat Brentford 1-0 on
Wednesday to go back to the top of the English Championship.
The 20-year-old, on loan at Elland Road from Arsenal, had only
been on the pitch four minutes when he scored from a close range
cross from Helder Costa as Leeds went to 10 points after four
games in the race for a Premier League place. “We deserved to
win the game because we dominated. We didn’t create a lot of
chances but we created enough chances to make a difference,”
Leeds coach Marcelo Bielsa told the BBC. “It was a physical, de-
manding game and we took control in the best moment of the game.
“Helder Costa is a balanced player who can play on both sides, and
Eddie Nketiah can make an impact in the middle. We defended well
and our opponents did not have enough clear chances.”

Swansea are second, also with 10 points, after a 3-1 win at QPR.
Borja Baston’s 70th-minute penalty put them back in front after
Jordan Hugill’s equaliser and Sam Surridge sealed the victory by
nodding in Andre Ayew’s cross 10 minutes later. Ivan Cavaleiro
struck twice as Fulham went third with nine points after a 4-0 vic-
tory over London rivals Millwall at Craven Cottage. Anthony
Knockaert and Aleksandar Mitrovic were also on target as the Cot-
tagers registered a third successive win. In a duel between two of
last season’s relegated sides, Cardiff edged Huddersfield 2-1 with
Junior Hoilett snatching a late winner for the Welsh side. Joe Ralls
put the Bluebirds into the lead in the 42nd minute before Trevoh
Chalobah leveled early in the second half for a Huddersfield team
who sacked coach Jan Siewert last week.  —AFP

Coutinho will not 
start for Bayern 
tomorrow: Kovac
BERLIN: Brazilian star midfielder Philippe Coutinho will not make
his first Bundesliga start when Bayern Munich travel to Schalke
tomorrow, said coach Niko Kovac yesterday. Coutinho, 27, has
been the talk of Germany since joining Bayern on a one-year loan
deal from Barcelona earlier this week. Yet at a press conference
on Thursday, Kovac confirmed the Brazilian would begin his first
game as a Bayern player on the bench.

“He is not quite at the level of fitness he needs to play for 90
minutes,” said Kovac. “He has said that himself, and we don’t want
to take any risks. He has only been training for the last two weeks,
so he needs to catch up,” he added, but confirmed Coutinho
would be in the matchday squad. “I know a lot of people want us
to play him straight away, but everything has to be right.” Kovac
said Bayern’s other new attacking signing, Croatia winger Ivan
Perisic, could make the starting eleven against Schalke.  “Ivan is
much further along, he started training at the same time as we
did, and played several games for Inter Milan in pre-season,” he
said. Bayern are under pressure to pick up three points against
David Wagner’s Schalke side, having been held to a draw in their
opening Bundesliga game against Hertha Berlin last week. 

Neymar future up in air 
In other news, Neymar remains no closer to getting his desired

move away from Paris Saint-Germain amid reports Thursday the
French club have rejected an offer from Real Madrid of 100 mil-
lion euros ($111 million) plus players.

French sports daily L’Equipe said Real had offered cash plus
Gareth Bale, James Rodriguez and goalkeeper Keylor Navas, but
PSG turned it down because “the overall value of the offer did
not match their expectations”. Paris paid 222 million euros to sign

Neymar from Barcelona two years ago and their sporting direc-
tor Leonardo is understood to be determined to only sell the for-
ward for a deal considered to be of the same value.

Real have spent the summer trying to offload Bale, while James
is unwanted after returning from a loan at Bayern Munich and
Navas is no longer the club’s first-choice goalkeeper. Meanwhile,
Barcelona remain hopeful of bringing Neymar back to the Camp
Nou, but Catalan daily Sport claims an attempt to sign the player
on loan with an obligation to buy for 160 million euros at the end
of the season has been firmly rejected in Paris.

Sport claims Barcelona feel “it is very clear that PSG are trying
to prevent the Brazilian from returning to the Camp Nou in any
scenario”. PSG had previously reportedly turned down an offer
from Barcelona of 40 million euros plus Philippe Coutinho and
Ivan Rakitic. Juventus are also believed to have stated an interest
in signing the 27-year-old, who has not featured in any of PSG’s
matches so far this season having been frozen out amid the un-
certainty over his future. The transfer window closes in France,
Spain and Italy on September 2, meaning time is fast running out
for a deal to be done. —AFP

MUNICH: Brazilian midfielder Philippe Coutinho (R), the new recruit of Ger-
man first division Bundesliga football club FC Bayern Munich, waves dur-
ing his presentation in the stadium. —AFP


