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BARCELONA: Lionel Messi has shown many
different faces during his spell-binding career
but in Barcelona’s win over Liverpool on
Wednesday, the dominant one was of a leader.
Barca were not at their best at Camp Nou, in-
stead made to sweat and suffer against a Liver-
pool side that were just as dangerous in the first
half and then dominant for at least a 20-minute
period in the second.

But when his team were struggling, Messi de-
livered, two goals in seven minutes turning turn
a disappointing night into a disastrous one for
Liverpool and leaving Barcelona with one foot
in the Champions League final. 

“In these moments, he is unstoppable,” Jur-
gen Klopp said. “I knew before that he was a
world-class player and I saw it again. I am not
surprised.”  “I am always surprised,” said
Ernesto Valverde. “I don’t know how he does it.” 

In the end, 3-0 seemed harsh, lacking the
away goal Liverpool deserved and requiring
now a comeback in the second leg at Anfield that
would surely rival the 2005 miracle in Istanbul.
Mohamed Salah and Sadio Mane terrorised
Barca’s defence, the latter perhaps even the
game’s stand-out player during a breathless
opening 45 minutes, in which both teams might
have scored two or three. 

But while Liverpool’s deadly duo have an im-
pressive 50 goals between them this season,
Suarez and Messi have 75, their knack of finding,
creating and converting chances unparallelled
and, in this first leg, decisive. 

Between Mane firing over from eight yards
and Salah hammering the post, Messi tapped
into an open net and arced a free-kick, past the
right hand of Alisson and into the top corner. 

It was his second goal on the night and 600th
for Barcelona, after 683 games, 14 years to the
day since his first. He now has 12 goals in this
season’s Champions League, only two short of
his best in 2012. 

“He’s a fantastic player, it’s obvious,” Virgil
van Dijk said. “I think the hard part is that when
we attack, he is waiting somewhere, in the corner
or anywhere, you can never switch off.” 

IMPORTANT MOMENT 
It was also the 100th time he had worn the

captain’s armband for his club and in some ways,
this season has ushered in another cycle of
Messi. From dribbler, to scorer, to creator, Messi,
at 31, is now Barelona’s leader too. 

He walked them out, scored two goals and
walked them back in, saluting the crowd as he
went. He defended Philippe Coutinho, by gestur-
ing to the fans not to whistle as he was substi-
tuted and then admonishing them during a frank
post-match interview. 

“It’s ugly to say goodbye to a player like that,”
Messi said. “We were in a defining moment, we
are in an important moment where we have to be
more united than ever, all of us, as a team. 

“We said at the beginning of the year that we
are going to achieve this together and it is not a
moment to criticise anyone but to support, to

push forward and to do this all together.”
Valverde was keen to point out that Barcelona
threw away a three-goal cushion against Roma
in the quarter-finals last season but, avoid a re-
peat at Anfield, and his team are within touching
distance of a treble.  With La Liga wrapped up,

they face Valencia in the final of the Copa del
Rey this month before a potential Champions
League decider against either Tottenham or Ajax
in Madrid on June 1. “We have only a few games
left and hopefully two finals,” Messi said. “We
will do it all together.” — AFP

Captain Messi showing Barca the way

Liverpool have 
no time to lick
wounds after
Barcelona defeat
LONDON: Liverpool have no time to fret over
their chastening Champions League defeat at
the hands of Barcelona as they scramble to pre-
vent their season from fizzling out without any
silverware to show for it.

After the hammer blow of two late Lionel
Messi goals at the Camp Nou, which gave
Barcelona a 3-0 win in the first leg of the semi-
final, Jurgen Klopp’s men must raise themselves
for the challenge of Newcastle in the Premier
League on Saturday.

Despite already posting a club record points
tally of 91 with two games remaining, a Liverpool
defeat would give Manchester City the chance to
retain the title at home to Leicester on Monday.
“They don’t have to think about the next game
against Barcelona, now we play Newcastle,” said
Klopp after Wednesday’s defeat in Spain.

“That’s all our focus. We go to the hotel, have a
proper sleep, get up in the morning, fly home and
then prepare for Newcastle. “Whatever happens,
these boys, I couldn’t be more proud of them.”
There was plenty for Klopp to be proud about in
Catalonia despite a first defeat in 20 games.

Liverpool had more possession and shots on
goal as they pressed and penned the Spanish
champions back, particularly after Luis Suarez
had come back to haunt his former club with the
opening goal in the 26th minute.

“I can work really well with this game. I will
use this game to show the boys what is possible,”
added Klopp. “It was brave performance that

was very passionate, very lively and in a lot of
moments creative and direct. 

“There will be a moment when I can convince
the boys again how important this game was for
us for our development because I really think it
was the best away game we played in the Cham-
pions League. That’s a very important message
for us, not for the world outside.” However, while
Sadio Mane and Mohamed Salah missed huge
chances, the magic of Messi swung the tie heavily
in Barca’s favour. 

If Messi’s first goal 15 minutes from time was
opportunistic, his second was out of this world.
The Argentine’s 600th goal for Barcelona was
fired into the top corner with unerring accuracy
from a long-range free-kick.

“In these moments he’s unstoppable,” admit-
ted Klopp. A second leg at fortress Anfield is still
to come, but ending a 29-year wait to win the
Premier League was always Liverpool’s primary
target for the season.

Now into his fourth season in charge, Klopp
has still to win a trophy with Liverpool. But if his
maturing side were denied by individual brilliance
in Barcelona, it is the collective class of City, led
by former Barca boss Pep Guardiola, that looks
likely to deny them a much-desired title.

For the seventh game in a row, Liverpool
would go back on top with a victory over
Newcastle, led by their former manager
Rafael Benitez. However, with City on a 12-
game Premier League winning run, Liverpool
still need the champions to slip up either at
home to Leicester or away at Brighton on the
final day of the season to stand a chance of
winning the title.

“I think mentally, we shouldn’t be affected,”
said Liverpool defender and Professional Foot-
ballers’ Association player of the year Virgil van
Dijk. “I won’t be. It was a tough game but we
have a big game at the weekend and we are still
in the race. We want the same performance with-
out conceding the goals.” — AFP

Zenit eye Russian 
league title on 
trip to Akhmat
MOSCOW:  Russian Premier League table-
toppers Zenit St Petersburg head to Akhmat
Grozny tomorrow eyeing a fifth title with four
games still to play. Zenit are eight points clear
of second-placed Lokomotiv Moscow, the de-
fending champions who need to win away at
Arsenal Tula to keep alive their slim chances
of retaining the title.

Krasnodar, who beat CSKA Moscow 2-0
last week, sit third, three points further back.
Zenit need just a point to get an automatic
qualification for next season’s Champions
League-their season’s main goal.

But the Saint Petersburg outfit, who are in
the hunt for their first domestic title in four
years, are gearing up to extend their four-
match winning streak at Grozny. “We’re all fo-
cused on the upcoming match at Grozny,”
manager Sergei Semak told the club web site.

“The win there may bring us a title if Loko-
motiv will lose points at Tula. But first of all
we must focus on our own performance to
avoid any unpleasant surprises.” Lokomotiv
may still be in title contention but have a wor-
rying injury list.

“We still have title aspirations as we still are
the reigning champions,” Lokomotiv press
service quoted coach Yury Syomin as saying.
“In the upcoming games we will experience
serious problems in defence as we’ve missed
a number of first-line players through injuries
including two full backs and two defensive
midfielders.

“Zenit are unlikely to squander their solid

advantage but we will continue to battle as an
automatic qualification for the Champions
League is at stake.” Krasnodar, who have been
inconsistent since the league resumed from
the winter break, will have to pass a tough test
in the southern derby with Rostov on Sunday.

“We have been criticised for our unstable
performance in recent matches,” Krasnodar
head coach Murad Musaev said.  “We under-
stand that it’s a deserved criticism, we don’t
try to find an excuse for it and we all work
hard to show our best football.

“CSKA are just two points behind and
we have no room for mistakes in the re-
maining matches as we all dream to win a
place in the Champions League for the first
time ever.” — AFP

BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi (R) challenges Liverpool’s Scottish
defender Andrew Robertson during the UEFA Champions League semi-final first leg football
match between Barcelona and Liverpool at the Camp Nou Stadium in Barcelona. — AFP

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Everton FC v Burnley FC 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 2

SPANISH LEAGUE
Sevilla FC v CD Leganes 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 3

ITALIAN CALCIO LEAGUE
Juventus FC v Torino FC 21:30
beIN SPORTS HD 4

GERMAN BUNDESLIGA
FSV Mainz 05 v RB Leipzig 21:30
beIN SPORTS HD 5

FRENCH LEAGUE
RC Strasbourg v Olympique Marseille 21:45
beIN SPORTS HD 6

MATCHES ON TV
LOCAL TIMING


