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LONDON: Maurizio Sarri will be fighting to save his
job when crisis club Chelsea face Manchester United in
the FA Cup fifth round today. Sarri is in danger of being
sacked after a dismal first season at Stamford Bridge
and crashing out of the FA Cup would push the Italian
closer to the axe.

Chelsea suffered their heaviest defeat for 28 years
when they were thrashed 6-0 at Manchester City last
weekend, an indignity that came just weeks after a
humiliating 4-0 loss at Bournemouth.

Amid claims Sarri has lost
the support of his players,
the former Napoli boss held
clear-the-air talks this week
in a bid to convince the
squad to stick with him. It is
not the first time he has chal-
lenged Chelsea’s stars after
accusing them of being hard
to motivate, questioning their
mental strength and claiming
they don’t understand even
the basics of his game plan.

Sarri’s players are said to
be unhappy with the Italian’s uninspiring training meth-
ods and refusal to adapt his tactics to the players he
has at his disposal. Cesar Azpilicueta, Marcos Alonso
and N’Golo Kante are all being asked to perform roles
that are ill-suited to their strengths and so far Sarri’s
lengthy debriefs have had made little difference.

While ‘Sarri-ball’ was a big hit with Napoli, Chelsea
have looked laboured for much of this season, strug-
gling for cohesion in midfield and lacking cutting edge
up front. Demanding Chelsea owner Roman
Abramovich and influential director Marina
Granovskaia are unlikely to spare Sarri unless results

and performances improve soon.
That means Sarri must lift Chelsea-beaten in seven

of their last 22 games-back into the Premier League’s
top four and keep them on course for silverware. They
are still in the Europa League, having beaten Malmo in
the last 32 first leg on Thursday, and face Manchester
City in the League Cup final next Sunday.

But first Sarri must focus on United’s visit to the
Bridge as holders Chelsea look to move closer to a
third successive FA Cup final appearance. “We know

it’s a crucial moment. We
have some very important
matches. The first will be
United. It’s very challenging,”
Sarri’s assistant Gianfranco
Zola said. Responding to the
mounting sense of gloom
around Chelsea, Zola called
on his squad to pull together.
“Nobody is pleased when
you lose games the way we
did recently. Not only the
players, but the coaches and
everyone,” he said.

“It’s a moment when we’ve been alternating the
results, going from one good performance to a bad one.
“We have to be consistent. We all know this, and it’s
important everyone understands the situation and is
working on it.

“This is important. The unity facing the challenge
will make the difference.” United were beaten by
Chelsea in last season’s final, but much has changed at
Old Trafford since May. Jose Mourinho was sacked in
December and his replacement Ole Gunnar Solskjaer
had overseen a remarkable turnaround as interim boss.

Solskjaer went unbeaten in his first 11 games in all

competitions, lifting United above Chelsea into the top
four. But their momentum stalled in a big way on
Tuesday when Paris Saint Germain won 2-0 in the
Champions League last 16, first leg in Manchester.

United’s attempt to get back on track has been hit
by injuries to Anthony Martial and Jesse Lingard, who
are both out for up to three weeks. Solskjaer expects a
strong response despite those key absences, saying: “I

hate losing games and it seems like the boys hate los-
ing games.

“There’s no point dwelling on it because there are
big games against good teams coming up. We need to
dust ourselves down and get going again today.

“You’ve got to bounce back at this club. You don’t
panic because you’ve lost a game, you don’t change
everything. It doesn’t change the mindset at all.” — AFP
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MALMO: File photo shows Chelsea’s Croatian midfielder Mateo Kovacic and Malmo’s Fouad Bachirou vie for the ball
during the UEFA Europa League round of 32, first-leg football match between Malmo FF and Chelsea in Malmo,
Sweden, on February 14, 2019.  — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLAND FA CUP
Chelsea FC v Manchester United 22:30
beIN SPORTS HD 2

SPANISH LEAGUE
Huesca v Athletic de Bilbao 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 3

ITALIAN CALCIO LEAGUE
AS Roma v Bologna FC 22:30
beIN SPORTS HD 4

GERMAN BUNDESLIGA
FC Nuremberg v BV Borussia Dortmund 22:30
beIN SPORTS HD 5

DOHA: Qatar wants to attract more sports companies
to the Gulf state, aiming to develop a $20 billion sports
sector ahead of the 2022 World Cup, a senior official
said yesterday. Qatar Financial Center (QFC) - which
licenses foreign companies, mostly in the finance sec-
tor, to exempt them from local ownership laws - aims
to license about 150 sports companies by 2022, includ-
ing around 25 this year, QFC’s CEO Yousuf Al-Jaida
said at an event to announce the strategy. He did not
give any names.

The drive to attract sports-related multinationals
and facilitate the commercialisation of sports-related
services in the state is part of plans to become a
regional hub for sporting events in the run-up to
Qatar’s hosting of the 2022 soccer World Cup, he said.
This month FIFA established a joint venture in Qatar to
help run the tournament.

“A lot of the value chain is moving to Qatar as we
speak for the World Cup 2022,” Jaida said.

Qatar will this year stage the World Championships
in Athletics, a biennial even organised by the
International Association of Athletics Federations.

“We’re looking at sports service companies, legal
companies, education and training, sportswear and
equipment... it’s a detailed cluster of sports companies
catering to 2022,” Jaida said.

Last year QFC announced plans for new incentives,
like free office space and seed capital, to compete with
neighbouring Dubai. Jaida said QFC also aims to
attract companies in areas such as Islamic Finance, fin-
tech and media as part of plans to attract 1,000 com-
panies across sectors by the time Qatar hosts the
World Cup, up from about 600 at present.

Qatar is looking to draw foreign investment and
diversify its gas-centred economy but faces a diplo-
matic and trade boycott launched by Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt in 2017. The
bloc accuses Doha of supporting terrorism, which it
denies. There was no figure immediately available for
the current value of sports investment.

Jaida said Qatar is also positioned to serve as an
alternative hub to Dubai for regional markets like
Kuwait, Oman, Turkey and Pakistan, where relations
have grown stronger since the Gulf rift.

“We believe that due to the geopolitical situation
some very interesting government-to-government
relations have formed between Qatar and neighbour-
ing countries... (and) these can be target markets for
companies wishing to do regional activities out of
QFC,” Jaida said. — Reuters
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ROME: Krzysztof Piatek hit a wonder goal and
grabbed a second as AC Milan came back to defeat
Atalanta 3-1 on Saturday and stay on course for the
Champions League. Piatek took his season’s Serie A

total to 17, just two behind Cristiano Ronaldo.
The Polish star now has scored six times in four

starts for Milan since moving from Genoa in the
January transfer window to replace Gonzalo Higuain.
After Remo Freuler had given Atalanta a 33rd-minute
lead, Piatek struck with a memorable left-footed volley
in first-half stoppage time.

Ricardo Rodriguez swung in a cross from the left,
Piatek hooked the ball around defender Berat Djimsiti
before volleying into the top corner from 12 yards out
despite not even looking at the target.

“I was being marked closely, but I knew the ball
would come into the box sooner or later, so I made the
movement to ensure I got there first,” Piatek told Milan
TV. “I am happy with the two goals today and want to
keep going like this. I am a striker, so I’d like to score in

every game.” Turkish winger Hakan Calhanoglu then
put Milan ahead with a sharp drive 10 minutes into the
second period before Piatek headed in from a corner
just after the hour mark to seal victory. Milan fans have
taken Piatek to their hearts, even devising a new chant
“Piatek! Pum pum pum pum!” to mirror the striker’s
goal celebration of a pistol-shooter.

Gennaro Gattuso’s Milan stay in fourth spot but they
now have 42 points, four more than Atalanta, Roma and
Lazio. On Friday, Ronaldo set up Paulo Dybala to score
early and added one himself with defender Leonardo
Bonucci also on target as Juventus surged 14 points
clear in Serie A with a 3-0 win over lowly Frosinone.

The win was a perfect way to prepare for next
week’s Champions League last 16, first-leg tie at
Atletico Madrid. — AFP
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MADRID: Lionel Messi scored a penalty and missed
another as La Liga leaders Barcelona ground out an
unconvincing 1-0 win over Real Valladolid, while
Antoine Griezmann surpassed Fernando Torres with
his 130th goal for Atletico Madrid.

Messi’s fitness was again in the spotlight on
Saturday after a niggling thigh strain in recent
weeks, but he completed the full 90 minutes at the
Camp Nou and hit the 30-goal mark at Barcelona
for the 11th straight season.

The Argentine coolly dispatched a spot-kick just
before half-time, drilling beyond the reach of Jordi
Masip after Gerard Pique was bundled to the
ground by Valladolid midfielder Michel. Masip bril-
liantly tipped over a Messi volley soon after the
interval and Luis Suarez wasted a huge opportunity
to double the lead shortly after replacing Kevin-
Prince Boateng with an hour gone.

Messi found himself booked for dissent after an
apparent foul on him went unpunished, and he then
blew the chance to kill off Valladolid when Masip
kept out his second penalty of the night-awarded
following a trip on Philippe Coutinho.

The excellent Masip alertly gathered Messi’s fol-
low-up header and again denied Suarez late on as
Barca pulled seven points clear of Atletico ahead of
their trip to Lyon in the Champions League last 16.

“We haven’t played well. The truth is it wasn’t a
good match today. The only good thing is the victo-
ry,” Pique, who made his 300th appearance in La
Liga told Movistar. “Getting back on track with
three points is important after two draws in the
league. But we definitely have to improve. We have
to be better on Tuesday otherwise we’ll have a
tough time.”

Griezmann scored a second-half winner in
Atletico’s 1-0 victory at neighbours Rayo Vallecano
to provide a timely boost going into next week’s
showdown with Cristiano Ronaldo and Juventus.

The French forward surpassed Torres-now playing
for Sagan Tosu in Japan-for fifth all-time on the
Atletico goalscoring charts as they shook off two
successive defeats, including last week’s 3-1 loss at
home to Real Madrid.

Griezmann struck for the tenth time in his last 11
outings, forcing home from six yards on 74 minutes
after Alvaro Morata laid off a high, looping ball
inside the area. “Griezmann is an extraordinary
player, he always adapts to what the team needs.
He’s very important for us,” Atletico coach Diego
Simeone said.

The late Luis Aragones, who coached Spain to
the European Championship tit le in 2008, is
Atletico’s record goalscorer with 172. “It’s always
tough at this stadium. We started off well and we
had chances in the first 15 minutes such as Saul’s
header, but then they improved,” Simeone added. 

“Our second half substitutions gave us more
offensive strength and that allowed us to get our
goal. It was a very tough match.” Real Madrid, two
points behind Atletico in third, could move back
into second and to within six points of Barca when
they host Girona. — AFP

Messi penalty lifts
Barca as Griezmann 
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BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi (2L) and Barcelona’s Uruguayan forward Luis Suarez (R)
vie for the ball with Real Valladolid’s Spanish defender Fernando Calero and Real Valladolid’s Spanish defender Kiko
Olivas during the Spanish League football match between Barcelona and Real Valladolid at the Camp Nou stadium in
Barcelona on Saturday. — AFP

MILAN: Fiorentina were saved by VAR yesterday
amid chaotic scenes after the referee disallowed
SPAL a goal and instead awarded a penalty which
the Tuscans converted before winning 4-1.

Mattia Valotiís deflected strike after 75 minutes
had been greeted with delight by the home crowd as
it had given relegation-threatened SPAL a 2-1
advantage after 75 minutes in Ferrara.

But the referee immediately ordered a video

review which confirmed Felipe had fouled Federico
Chiesa in the build-up to the goal which he disal-
lowed and instead awarded Fiorentina a penalty.

Jordan Veretout stepped up and converted from
the spot with the decision proving to be a killer
blow for SPAL who instead of being 2-1 up were
2-1 down.

The hosts scrambled to get back into the game
but conceded a goal with Giovanni Simeone adding

a third minutes later, and Brazilian Gerson a fourth
two minutes from time.

SPAL had taken the lead through Andrea Petagna
after 36 minutes before Edimilson Fernandes
grabbed the equaliser just before the break.
Fiorentina move up to eighth—seven points off the
Champions League places—after  their eighth win
this season. SPAL sit three points above the relega-
tion zone after their 12th defeat. — AFP
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