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MADRID: Real Madrid may not even challenge for the
title let alone win it as a shock 2-0 defeat at home to
Real Sociedad on Sunday left them 10 points behind
Barcelona in La Liga. Barca took their advantage over
their fiercest rivals into double figures by beating
Getafe 2-1 while Atletico Madrid and Sevilla also
gained on the European champions, despite earlier
sharing a 1-1 draw.

Lionel Messi and Luis Suarez’s goals were enough
for Barca, for whom the weekend could hardly have
gone better. Antoine Griezmann’s stunning free-kick
earned Atletico a point at the Ramon Sanchez Pizjuan. 

Madrid played with 10 men for half an hour after
Lucas Vazquez was sent off but by then they already
trailed to Willian Jose’s early penalty. Ruben Pardo
wrapped up a brilliant victory for La Real, who had
won this fixture only once in their last 22 attempts. 

This was their first victory at the Santiago Bernabeu
since 2004 and then, Madrid fired coach Carlos
Queiroz a day later. Santiago Solari is not there yet,
even if he was asked afterwards if he deserved to keep
his job. “We fight to win the next game,” he said. 

The honeymoon period Solari enjoyed in November
though after replacing Julen Lopetegui is well and truly
over.  This loss, coming after the draw away to Villarreal
on Wednesday, means Madrid sit fifth, outside even the
Champions League places. 

“Everything went against us today,” Solari said. “We
did everything we could but the ball just would not go
in.” A stoney-faced Florentino Perez was among the
53,412 watching on, the club’s second lowest atten-
dance of the season. “We will try to get them back,”
Solari said, before making a swift exit.

Barcelona have won seven out of the last 10 La Liga
titles and now own a five-point cushion. If they are to
slip up in 2019, Atletico or Sevilla would seem the ones

able to take advantage.  Gareth Bale was missing with a
calf injury but it was the 18-year-old Vinicius Junior
that came in, not Isco, who is yet to start a league game
under Solari. 

La Real’s penalty was awarded after 75 seconds and
converted after 150. Mikel Merino ghosted past Sergio
Ramos and inside Marcelo.  Casemiro tried to cover but
bundled Merino to the ground. Willian Jose went high
and down the middle. 

GRIEZMANN ON TARGET 
Karim Benzema spurned the best of Madrid’s

chances before the break, lashing wide with only
Geronimo Rulli to beat.  Rulli was not needed then but
he would be, many times. He denied Vinicius, Benzema
and Luka Modric in quick succession. Ramos wanted a
penalty for a push in his back but the appeal was des-
perate. 

Vazquez clipped the post with a looping cross but
that was not enough to hush the angry whistles at the
end of the half.  The second period was frantic, with
chances at both ends. La Real could have sealed it
when Mikel Oyarzabal fired over and the weaving
Januzaj twice went close. 

Isco replaced Casemiro in the 57th minute and in the
61st Vazquez was sent off. A rash sliding challenge had
earned a yellow card towards the end of the first half
and even if the chip at Merino’s heels seemed harmless,
he was foolish to take the risk. 

Down to 10, Madrid still pushed and had a more
convincing penalty appeal when Vinicius tumbled over
the arm of Rulli. Referee Jose Munuera stood firm. The
decision was “scandalous”, Ramos said later.

Januzaj should have wrapped it up when his shot
was saved by the legs of Thibaut Courtois but Pardo
did, heading in a cross from Willian Jose, who could

even have made it three in injury time.
Defeat made Griezmann’s superb free-kick seem all

the more valuable as the Frenchman’s fifth goal in as
many games earned Atletico a point away to Sevilla.
Wissam Ben Yedder had put Sevilla ahead.

Barca rode their luck as Getafe missed several
chances to snatch a draw. Instead, Messi’s 399th La
Liga goal and a sumptuous volley from Suarez did the
job at the Coliseum Alfonso Perez, despite Jaime Mata
giving Getafe hope. — AFP

Madrid slip 10 points behind Barca 
after shock defeat by Real Sociedad

Barcelona beat Getafe, Atletico and Sevilla gain on European champions

MUMBAI: Soccer is slowly but surely getting traction
in India and Barcelona see the world’s second most
populous nation as a key part of their global expan-
sion plans, the Spanish side’s Asia Pacific Director
General Jordi Camps has told Reuters.

Cricket-mad India, home to 1.3 billion people, is a
massive underachiever as far as football is concerned
and the country has yet to make a single appearance
at the World Cup finals. Access to better coaching
has long been highlighted as one of the key elements
needed for Indian football to develop, though hosting
the FIFA under-17 World Cup in 2017 could prove to
be a turning point in attracting youngsters to the
game who would otherwise be heading to the local
cricket academy.

A number of European clubs have come to India
over the last few years to set up academies on a fran-
chise basis in a bid to establish a foothold in a poten-
tially huge market. Barcelona have opened three cen-
tres in the country and Camps said they could prove
a win-win for the La Liga side and India.

“The growth of the Indian Super League and the
success of the under-17 World Cup held in India in
2017 have been absolutely vital for the development
of the sport in the country,” he said in an interview.

“Not only did it garner global coverage and
engage young people of India, it also helped develop
infrastructure, upskill personnel and transfer knowl-
edge to a range of governmental organisations and
businesses to help stage major footballing events.

“We feel that we have a part to play in the growth
of football in the country too.” After China embarked
on a multi-billion dollar mission to become a soccer
superpower by 2050, India followed suit with its own
plan to raise its status in the game to match its bur-
geoning economic power.

Described as a sleeping giant by former FIFA
president Sepp Blatter, India launched a programme
in 2016 to engage more than 11 million children in
soccer-related activities in the leadup to hosting the
U-17 World Cup.

Barcelona have been in India with the Barca
Academy since 2013 and say they have trained more
than 25,000 young footballers through various pro-
grams. It has been rated as the top academy in India
by the All India Football Federation.

“There seems to be a real interest and investment
happening in grassroots football - with the AIFF
grassroots program launch in October 2012,” Camps
said. “This isn’t quite as ambitious as the growth pro-
posed by President Xi (Jinping) in China, for example
- but it’s certainly a strong initiative for increasing the
popularity of the sport.

“Still, 95 percent of children taking up the sport
still do so at the local football centre or ground - with
unqualified coaches. With our Barca Academies, this
is what we are aiming to change - structured, consis-
tent and well defined programmes that promote the
club’s working philosophy.”

Spain’s top-flight division, La Liga, also underlined
the region’s importance by opening an office in New
Delhi in September 2016. Last year, La Liga also
announced a landmark deal with Facebook to allow
viewers in the Indian sub-continent to watch every
game over the next three seasons for free on the
social network site. Barcelona will host the Barca
Academy Asia Pacific Cup 2019 at their Delhi facility,
featuring over 500 players from six countries with
ages ranging from under-nine to under-15, and
Camps said they were always looking to grow the
game in India.—Reuters

Barca bets big on 
India in bid for 
global expansion

MADRID: Real Sociedad’s Belgian midfielder Adnan Januzaj (R) vies with Real Madrid’s Spanish defender Sergio
Reguilon during the Spanish League football match between Real Madrid CF and Real Sociedad at the Santiago
Bernabeu stadium in Madrid on Sunday. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ASIAN NATIONS CUP 2019

Iraq v Vietnam 16:30
beIN SPORTS
Saudi Arabia v North Korea 19:00
beIN SPORTS

LONDON: The numerous critics attacking the World Anti-
Doping Agency (WADA) over Russia’s failure to meet a
deadline to hand over data from its drug-tainted Moscow
laboratory are acting like a “lynch mob”, said former presi-
dent Dick Pound.

The 76-year-old Canadian lawyer-who was WADA’s
inaugural president from 1999-2007 and sits on its
Foundation Board-wrote in his blog for influential sports
politics website InsideTheGames that those demanding
WADA be overhauled had their own personal agendas.

The end-of-year deadline was set in September, when
WADA lifted a ban on the Russian Anti-Doping Agency
(RUSADA), paving the way for Russian athletes to return
to competition across all sports after a report which
uncovered a state-sponsored doping programme in
Russia. However, when WADA personnel travelled to
Russia in December they were unable to extract all of the
promised data. WADA said at the time its team could not
complete its mission “due to an issue raised by the Russian
authorities that the team’s equipment to be used for the
data extraction was required to be certified under Russian
law”. WADA’s leadership has been strongly criticised by
the likes of Travis Tygart, head of USADA, and NADO
(National Anti-Doping Agencies) over its decision to lift
Russia’s suspension before obtaining access to the infor-
mation sought from its Moscow laboratory.

This information was expected to shed light on the
extent of Russian cheating spanning several years and
including multiple major championships. Pound, a former
vice-president of the International Olympic Committee
who ran unsuccessfully to replace Juan Antonio
Samaranch as president in 2001, took aim at the critics
with typical bluntness.

“Lynch mobs are just that-unruly gangs having a single
objective, murdering someone without any due process of
justice,” said Pound. “Much of the response to Russia’s
failure to provide access to the former Moscow
Laboratory data by the deadline (31 December 2018)
imposed by the World Anti-Doping Agency’s (WADA)
Executive Committee in September 2018 has all the ele-
ments of a lynch mob. 

“Many of those making up the mob know or should
know that they are out of line. “What is their real end-
game?”

Pound, who is a long-standing friend to present under-
fire WADA president Craig Reedie, said those demanding
Russia be immediately declared non-compliant and the
meeting of the WADA Compliance Review Committee
(CRC)on January 14-15 be brought forward knew this was
impossible.

“This process is well-known to the entire anti-doping
community” said Pound. “It is disturbing to see otherwise
responsible and sophisticated organisations urge that the
process be completely ignored and incite others to adopt
a similar view.

“I come from a country-Canada-that has a strong tra-
dition of respect for the rule of law. That tradition is the
direct opposite of mob rule.” Pound, a former top-class
swimmer who competed in the 1960 Olympics, questions
the motives of those seeking to destabilise WADA and
warns the previous state of “anarchy” which existed before
its creation could return.—AFP
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LONDON: File photo shows Tottenham Hotspur’s English midfielder Dele Alli (L) vies wih Wolverhampton
Wanderers’ Portuguese midfielder Ruben Neves during the English Premier League football match between
Tottenham Hotspur and Wolverhampton Wanderers at Wembley Stadium in London. — AFP

LONDON: Dele Alli has pledged to end Tottenham’s 11-
year wait for a major trophy as his side head into an
explosive League Cup semi-final showdown with Chelsea.
Tottenham haven’t won a leading competition since they
beat Chelsea in the 2008 League Cup final.

But Tottenham midfielder Alli is convinced the north
London club will finally add to their trophy cabinet this
season. Tottenham are still in the Champions League and
FA Cup, and also have an outside chance in the Premier
League title race.

But it is the League Cup that presents their first oppor-
tunity to end the silverware drought, starting with their
last four first leg clash against bitter rivals Chelsea at
Wembley. While the League Cup is often written off as an
after-thought for the top clubs, England star Alli is
adamant Mauricio Pochettino’s team must use the tourna-

ment as the catalyst to kick-start a successful period.
League Cup glory would also secure a first major prize

for Pochettino, who is widely regarded as one of Europe’s
brightest young coaches but has yet to win a single trophy
in his managerial career with Tottenham, Southampton and
Espanyol.

“I think every game, every competition, you want to
win it,” Alli said. “As players you want to get as far in the
cup as we can, hopefully win it. “We want to win trophies,
that’s our aim and we’ve been playing well.

“We’ve been getting quite far in recent years without
quite having the finishing product at the end and not get-
ting over the line.” Tottenham crushed fourth tier minnows
Tranmere 7-0 in the FA Cup third round on Friday as
Pochettino used only three first-team regulars in a bid to
keep his key men fresh for the Chelsea tie.

Alli was one of the trio who featured in the rout at
Prenton Park and he expects Pochettino’s plan to pay divi-
dends against the Blues.

“Some people maybe expect you to prioritise different
things, but I believe we’ve got a strong squad,” Alli said.
“Players work hard in the gym and on the training field to
make sure we’re fully fit and the manager makes changes.

“I think he’s very good at that and as players we want
to play every game anyway. “We’ve just got to make sure
everyone is on it and keep up the consistency because
that’s the big thing. “When you’re going into different
competitions, you can’t take your foot of the gas. You’ve
got to be consistent and keep up your top level.”— AFP
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ABU DHABI: Thailand have fired coach Milovan Rajevac
following a humiliating 4-1 thrashing by India in their
opening Asian Cup game at the weekend. The 65-year-
old Serb, who took charge of Thailand in 2017, paid the
price after the War Elephants conceded three second-
half goals to slump to a shock defeat in Abu Dhabi on
Sunday.

Thai football chiefs took a dim view of their Group A
flop and acted swiftly to remove Rajevac the morning
after. “The result is not what is expected of the Thai
national team and that our supporters deserve,”
Thailand’s FA president Somyot Poompanmoung said.

“Like all Thai football fans across the country, I am
also disappointed with the result. But as president of the
football association, I cannot stand still with this prob-
lem.” Former assistant coach Sirisak Yodyardthai will
assume control of the team when they face Bahrain and

hosts United Arab Emirates, Thai officials added.
Rajevac, who has had spells in charge of Algeria and

Qatar, famously steered Ghana to the quarter-finals of
the 2010 World Cup where they were beaten on penalties
by Uruguay. But he was left shell-shocked by Thailand’s
horror show against underdogs India, whose veteran
striker Sunil Chhetri scored twice, overtaking Lionel
Messi’s 65 international goals in the process.

Lamenting his side’s abject display, Rajevac admitted
that India were worthy winners. “They were phenomenal-
they ran more, were more aggressive and wanted it
more,” he said.

“They absolutely deserved to win. But we underper-
formed, especially in the second half.” Rajevic has been
criticised for his defensive style but the Serb clearly felt
otherwise after watching Thailand over-run by a hungry
India side.

“It’s not always about technical ability and skill on the
ball,” he said. “We lacked power, strength and aggres-
sion. We need to put more pressure on the ball and show
more passion.” Thailand, appearing for the first time since
co-hosting the Asian Cup in 2007, have now won just
one of 21 games at the continent’s showcase competition.

Cricket-mad India find themselves as unlikely leaders
of Group A thanks to their first Asian Cup win in 55
years. The Emiratis were held 1-1 by Bahrain in Saturday’s
curtain-raiser. —AFP
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