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MADRID: Barcelona won their second Clasico in four days
on Saturday and Real Madrid might have to win the
Champions League if Santiago Solari is to be in charge for
the next one. After knocking them out of the Copa del Rey
on Wednesday, Barca returned to the Santiago Bernabeu
for a 1-0 victory that surely eliminates their greatest rivals
from the title race too.

Lionel Messi and Sergio Ramos locked heads after
Ramos flung an arm into Messi’s face but, despite the
scoreline and a few half-chances, that was about the most
trouble Madrid caused. Messi would have been proud of
Ivan Rakitic’s delightful chip, a rare moment of precision
that in the end settled another Clasico high on vigour but
lacking in either real quality or rhythm. 

“What we wanted was to deliver our best and to inflict
damage on our rival,” Barca coach Ernesto Valverde said.
“We have done that.” The onus was on Madrid, not only to
make amends for their defeat in midweek but to reduce the
nine-point gap between them and La Liga’s leaders.

Instead, Barcelona extended it to 12 and the way their
players jumped up and down in front of the away fans after
the final whistle suggested they felt this was a major hurdle
overcome. Barcelona also now own 96 victories in this fix-
ture to Real Madrid’s 95, the first time they have been in
front in 87 years.

When Solari took over in November, his team were
seven points adrift of the Catalans and the fact the deficit
has almost doubled since might not reflect the improve-
ment in performances. But this was the first time Madrid
have lost three in a row at home in 15 years and these are
surely the matches president Florentino Perez will remem-
ber when he considers his coach’s future next summer.

“You go through spells, sometimes everything goes for
you and sometimes it doesn’t,” said Solari. “In these two
games it hasn’t.”  All that realistically remains now is the
Champions League, in which Madrid will carry a 2-1 lead
into Tuesday’s second leg at home to Ajax.

Europe has rescued them before and it also revived
Gareth Bale, who endured another frustrating night on
only his third start in 10 games.  Bale was largely anony-
mous again and when substituted in the second half, he
departed not just to a scattering of whistles from the home
crowd but a chorus. “He tried, like the rest of the players,”
said Solari. It took Busquets 89 seconds to be booked and
only a few more for Bale to send the free-kick over the bar
but Madrid started with purpose, like a team determined
to right the wrongs of before.

Their early impetus faded though as Barca, driven on
by Messi, took control. Messi skipped through three play-
ers in midfield and was furious with Ousmane Dembele
when he missed his late run into the box.

He then weaved in behind with the help of a Luis
Suarez touch but, to everyone’s surprise, the trademark
lifted finish floated wide. Rakitic showed him how to do it.
He played the ball wide to Sergi Roberto, continued his
run behind Ramos and received it back, before feathering
a delightful chip over Thibaut Courtois. Barca were com-
fortable but the game erupted on the stroke of half-time.
Ramos won the ball from Messi but, with his arm out-
stretched, left it long enough to catch his opponent in the
face. Messi pointed to his lip and then butted heads with
Ramos but referee Alberto Mallenco saw nothing worthy
of punishment. Madrid pushed for an equaliser but their
desperation showed. Benzema failed to connect while

Vinicius Juniors’ rushed shot was blocked.  Bale was
hauled off just after the hour, replaced by Marco Asensio,
and even Isco came on in the 76th minute, for his longest

appearance since the end of January.  Raphael Varane
might have snatched a late equaliser but his header was
weak. Barcelona were left celebrating again. — AFP

Barcelona beat Real Madrid to 
edge closer to La Liga title

Barca’s victory eliminates their greatest rivals from the title race

HONG KONG: With the Asian Cup recently
added to their trophy cabinet, Qatari soccer is
preparing for an all-out assault on the Asian
Champions League. The continental club
championship launches today with Doha-based
Al Duhail looking to become the first club from
west Asia to claim the title since fellow Qataris
Al Sadd in 2011.

Al Duhail have already made waves before a
ball  has been kicked. Coached by Jose
Mourinho’s long-time assistant Rui Faria, Al
Duhail have been flaunting their wealth. Just
days after signing Morocco international
defender Mehdi Benatia from Juventus, Al
Duhail splashed a record $40 million to cap-
ture highly-rated Japan international winger
Shoya Nakajima from Portugal’s Portimonense.

The fee paid for the 24-year-old eclipsed
the $29 million paid by Parma to Roma for two-
time Asian Player of the Year Hidetoshi Nakata
in 2001, making Nakajima Japan’s most expen-
sive player.

A record-equalling nine wins in a row took
Al Duhail to the verge of the 2018 semi-finals.
The squad featured five of the side that would
go on to win the Asian Cup for Qatar in the
United Arab Emirates, including top scorer
Almoez Ali and influential midfielder Assim
Madibo.

Al Duhail are joined by fellow Qataris Al
Sadd, semi-finalists last year, and Al Rayyan. Al
Rayyan take on two-time winners Al Ittihad
from Saudi Arabia on Monday in group A while
Al Sadd, impressive last season with Xavi
Hernandez at the heart of midfield, face another
Saudi side, Al Ahli, in group D tomorrow.

Al Duhail, meanwhile, begin their campaign
against Iran’s Esteghlal on Tuesday in group
C, which also features former winners Al Ain
of the United Arab Emirates and Saudi
Arabia’s Al Hilal.

Japan’s reigning champions Kashima Antlers,
who won last year’s two-legged decider
against Iranian side Persepolis 2-0, begin their
defence against Malaysian debutants Johor
Darul Ta’zim on Tuesday.

Urawa Red Diamonds, who won the title in
2017, return after missing the 2018 edition and
take on Thailand’s Buriram United in group G,
which also includes two-time winners Jeonbuk
Motors from South Korea and China’s resur-
gent Beijing Guoan.

Roger Schmidt’s Beijing will be one of four
teams looking to take the title back to China
for the first t ime since the second of
Guangzhou Evergrande’s two triumphs in 2015.

Evergrande are also represented, along with
big-spending domestic league winners
Shanghai SIPG and Shandong Luneng in the
32-team tournament, which runs until mid-
November. — Reuters

Big-spending 
Qataris eye 
more Asian glory

MADRID: Real Madrid’s Spanish midfielder Marco Asensio (R) challenges Barcelona’s Croatian midfielder Ivan Rakitic
during the Spanish league football match between Real Madrid CF and FC Barcelona at the Santiago Bernabeu stadium
in Madrid on Saturday. — AFP
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MILAN: Felipe Caicedo and Ciro Immobile scored as
Lazio beat Roma 3-0 in the capital-city derby on
Saturday to revive their hopes of Champions League
qualification from Serie A. Simone Inzaghi’s men ended
their bitter rivals’ eight-match unbeaten run in the
league to move only three points behind Eusebio Di
Francesco’s fifth-placed team in the race for a top-four
spot, with a game in hand.

Victory at the Stadio Olimpico for Lazio also pulled
them within six points of fourth-placed Inter, with AC
Milan one point further ahead in third after beating
Sassuolo earlier on Saturday. Lazio coach Simone
Inzaghi’s decision to leave Immobile on the bench took
less than 12 minutes to pay dividends as Joaquin
Correa played in Caicedo, and the former Manchester

City striker rounded visiting goalkeeper Robin Olsen
before tapping in his fourth league goal of the season.

Roma were much improved after the interval, with
Stephan El Shaarawy and Nicolo Zaniolo both bringing
saves from Thomas Strakosha. Alessandro Florenzi was
the next to go close, as his long-range strike was
tipped over by Strakosha, before Javier Pastore waste-
fully fired wide.

Lazio made their rivals pay 18 minutes from time, as
Immobile scored his 16th goal of the campaign only
eight minutes after coming on as a substitute. The 29-
year-old striker sent Correa running through on goal,
with Federico Fazio outpaced and resorting to bringing
down the forward, and Immobile squeezed the result-
ing penalty underneath Olsen.

There was further pain for Roma late on, as a won-
derful team move from Lazio ended with midfielder
Danilo Cataldi curling home an 89th-minute third goal,
before Aleksandar Kolarov was dismissed after picking
up two yellow cards in a matter of seconds.

Earlier on Saturday, AC Milan took third place in
Serie A from city rivals Inter as Gennaro Gattuso’s men
continued their fine run of form with a narrow 1-0 win
over Sassuolo. The seven-time European champions’
only defeat of 2019 so far was a 1-0 Super Cup loss to

Juventus in Saudi Arabia, and they are unbeaten in
their last nine league matches.

But Gattuso was disappointed with his side’s
laboured performance at the San Siro, saying it felt
l ike “a step back”. “I take the posit ive results
against Empoli, Lazio and Sassuolo, but we have got
to do better,” the former Milan midfielder told Sky
Sport Italia.

“I don’t want to talk about fatigue. I want to under-
stand why we aren’t sharp enough lately. We struggled
against well-organised opponents.”

Milan struggled for long periods to break down a
stubborn Sassuolo outfit, with Spanish full-back Pol
Lirola bundling the ball into his own net for the only
goal 10 minutes before half-time.

Sassuolo saw goalkeeper Andrea Consigli sent off in
the 64th minute for bringing down Krzysztof Piatek
when the Polish striker was about to tap into an empty
net, although Milan failed to find a second.

But it was enough to see them move one point clear
of Inter, who were beaten 2-1 at Cagliari on Friday.
Runaway league leaders Juventus can all but secure an
eighth successive title on Sunday when they visit sec-
ond-placed Napoli looking to open up a 16-point lead
at the top of the table. —AFP

Caicedo, Immobile 
goals help Lazio 
win Rome derby

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain had Kylian Mbappe to
thank as his brace saw the runaway Ligue 1 leaders
come from behind to win 2-1 at struggling Caen on
Saturday in their f inal  outing before their
Champions League last 16, second leg against
Manchester United.

A week after reaching a half-century of goals in
France’s top flight at the age of 20, Mbappe netted a
penalty for the first time in his Ligue 1 career just
before the hour mark. That cancelled out Chadian for-
ward Casimir Ninga’s opener for Caen, and Mbappe
then grabbed the winner in the 87th minute for his
29th goal in all competitions this season. Of those, 24
have come in the league, including six in the last four
games. This was an eighth successive win for PSG in
all competitions, and their enormous lead at the top of
Ligue 1 is now 20 points before second-placed Lille
play Dijon on Sunday.

“The coach said before the game that to prepare
for the big matches we need to win the game before
it,” Mbappe told Canal+. “We had a three-hour bus
journey to get here and we didn’t do that to come and
see the tourist sights-we wanted the victory, and now
we are going to go home and focus on what is a very
important match.”

Coach Thomas Tuchel rested a host of players who
are likely to start against United at the Parc des
Princes on Wednesday, when Paris will look to follow
through on their 2-0 win in the first leg last month.
Gianluigi Buffon, Thiago Silva, Presnel Kimpembe,
Juan Bernat, Marco Verratti and Julian Draxler were
all either left on the bench or absent altogether.
Neymar and Edinson Cavani are still sidelined,
although the latter is now close to a comeback after a
hip injury.

“The team worked hard for 90 minutes and to
score such a late goal tells you something about our
mentality,” Tuchel told Canal+. “Now we must analyse
Manchester United again. They have some players
missing and now they are doing things a bit different-
ly so we need to look at what team we will put out.”

United’s 3-2 win over Southampton on Saturday
continued their fine run under Ole Gunnar Solskjaer,
with the first leg against PSG remaining the
Norwegian’s only defeat in charge.

PSG’s humiliating collapse against Barcelona two
years ago after they won the first leg 4-0 ensures they
are not getting carried away. “It’s not good to play with
fear, but it’s not good to play with too much confidence
either,” added Tuchel. “We have guys who played in
Barcelona, who have that experience.  — AFP

LOS ANGELES: Major League Soccer kicked off a
new season on Saturday with 10 games and a tribute to
football great David Beckham whose arrival in 2007
helped usher in a new era for the then upstart league.

A statue of the former England captain was unveiled
by the LA Galaxy outside their stadium in an emotional
ceremony prior to their 2-1 victory over the Chicago
Fire. Beckham’s former Galaxy coach Bruce Arena and
teammate Robbie Keane, as well as Beckham’s wife,
Victoria, attended the ceremony.

“From day one when myself, Victoria, and the kids
arrived in this city we felt at home and for that we will
be forever grateful,” said Beckham, who is set to
become an MLS club owner when expansion side Inter
Miami joins the league. 

“This city has always felt like home for me. My wife,
my kids, my parents, and my friends, I couldn’t have had
the career I had without the support from you guys.”
Beckham made headlines around the world when he
moved to the United States in 2007 after an illustrious
career at Manchester United and Real Madrid. 

His Galaxy deal was widely reported to be for
US$250 million over five years, but in reality the $250
million figure was his potential earnings from salary,
endorsements and club revenue. His base salary was
$6.5 million a year but he was promised a percentage
of Galaxy revenues.

Beckham played for the Galaxy until 2012, taking
league titles in his final two campaigns, during a career
that also featured a stop with England’s national team.
“He wasn’t one of the fastest players on the field, nor
did he score many goals,” Arena said. “He was an out-
standing passer and a great free-kick specialist. 

“He was an intelligent and skillful player. He was sim-
ply a great leader and a winner.” Said former Los
Angeles Lakers star Kobe Bryant, “the impact he had
on the sport here in America can’t be overstated. He
was the first true big name to come to the States.” 

Beckham helped pave the way for European star
players to follow and so it was fitting that Zlatan
Ibrahimovic scored on a late header Saturday to lift the
Galaxy to a season-opening win over the Fire.

Ibrahimovic, who was second in MLS last season
with 22 goals in his debut campaign, rushed in to put
his header past Fire goalkeeper David Ousted in the
80th minute. “We are not 100 percent but worked to
get our first three points,” said Ibrahimovic.

Elsewhere, Toronto FC captain Michael Bradley’s
brace lifted the Canadian side to a 3-1 victory at
Philadelphia in the opening game of the season. The 31-

year-old US midfielder found the goal three minutes
into first half stoppage time and again in the 62nd to
put Toronto on top.

Mexico’s Marco Fabian answered for the Union in
the 73rd minute but US midfielder Nick DeLeon sealed
Toronto’s victory three minutes into stoppage time.

Opening day also featured the debut of expansion
squad FC Cincinnati, who opened late at Seattle. Three
other early matches ended in draws with FC Dallas and
the New England Revolution deadlocked 1-1, Orlando
City and New York City level 2-2 and the New York
Red Bulls finishing 1-1 with the Columbus Crew.

MLS Cup champions Atlanta, with a new manager
and without star Miguel Almiron who decamped to
Newcastle United in January, open their campaign
today against Wayne Rooney and D.C. United. — AFP

Galaxy honour
Beckham on MLS
opening day

CARSON: Former Los Angeles Galaxy midfielder David
Beckham (L) and his wife Victoria Bekcham pose beside
his newly unveiled statue at the Legends Plaza in
Carson, California on Saturday. Beckham played for the
Los Angeles Galaxy from 2007 until 2012. —AFP

Mbappe gives PSG 
narrow win before 
Man Utd return leg


