
MILAN: Lorenzo Insigne stepped up to slot in a
98th-minute penalty as Napoli came from behind to
beat Cagliari 2-1 on Sunday to guarantee they finish
second in the Italian league this season behind
Juventus.

Carlo Ancelotti’s side have a 10-point lead on third-
placed Inter Milan with three games left. But they are a
massive 16 points behind Juventus who had already
won an eighth consecutive Serie A title with five games
to spare.

“Keeping up with Juventus was honestly difficult,”
said Ancelotti.  “Of course we lost the strong motiva-
tion because the gap was great, but second place sat-
isfies us and the team will certainly be reinforced for
next season.”

After a drab first half in Naples the hosts fell behind
after Leonardo Pavoletti fired the Sardinians ahead
after 63 minutes. But Dries Mertens headed Napoli
back into the game with just five minutes to go and in a
dramatic finale the hosts were awarded a late penalty
after consultation with VAR when Artur Ionita handled
a Faouzi Ghoulam cross, and was sent off.

Insigne stepped up with the clock ticking to score
and ensure that Napoli will finish runners-up for the
second consecutive year. Mertens now has 82 Napoli
league goals-one more than club legend Diego
Maradona.

Juventus and Napoli are already assured of
Champions League football next season but the battle
for the final two berths remains tight with six teams in
the running.

Atalanta’s push for a first-ever berth in Europe’s top
competition was boosted after a 3-1 comeback win
over Lazio as rivals Roma were held 1-1 at Genoa. “We
believed in a Champions League place before, but now
we believe in it even more,” said Atalanta coach Gian
Piero Gasperini.

The side from Bergamo are just one point behind
Inter Milan who were held to a goalless draw at
Udinese. Atalanta, who meet Lazio again in the Coppa
Italia final on May 15 in Rome, next play Genoa before
travelling to Juventus with their final league match
against Sassuolo.

Roma missed the chance to close the gap after a 1-1
draw at Genoa and are now three points behind
Atalanta in fifth. Torino are two points behind Roma in
sixth after a 1-1 draw against Juventus on Friday.

But AC Milan, in seventh, can move to three points
off the final Champions League place with a win at
home against Bologna.

RANIERI’S ROMA NOT GIVING UP 
Atalanta had gotten off to the worst possible start

after Marco Parolo had opened the scoring for Lazio
after just three minutes in the Stadio Olimpico. But
Duvan Zapata hit back on 22 minutes for his sixth goal
in eight league games.

The Colombian has scored one goal more than
Juventus star Cristiano Ronaldo, with 22 this season,
and is three short of league top scorer Fabio
Quagliarella of Sampdoria. Timothy Castagne added a
second just before the hour mark with Lazio’s
Brazilian defender Wallace turning into his own net
after 76 minutes.

Lazio’s Champions League hopes, however, have
faded with Simone Inzaghi’s side seven points adrift
of top four with the Europa League also at risk. In
Genoa, Claudio Ranieri’s side thought they had the
winner when Stephan El Shaarawy volleyed in after
82 minutes.

But Cristian Romero nodded in on 90 minutes for
Genoa, with the hosts missing the chance for a winner
on 96 minutes with Roma goalkeeper Antonio Mirante
saving Antonio Sanabria’s weak penalty effort.

“We needed three points but we’re not giving up,”
said Ranieri. “We’re in the running for it and we’ll fight
until  the very end.” In Parma, veteran striker
Quagliarella scored a brace for Sampdoria in a 3-3

draw to extend his lead on top of the Serie A scorers
to 25 goals. At the bottom of the table, Frosinone join
Chievo in Serie B next season after a 2-2 draw at
Sassuolo. — AFP
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Insigne’s 98th-minute penalty seals 
second spot for Napoli in Serie A

Atalanta’s Champions League belief growing, Roma held in Genoa

NAPLES: Napoli’s Italian forward Lorenzo Insigne (R) scores a penalty during the Italian Serie A football match
between Napoli and Cagliari at San Paolo stadium in Naples.  —AFP

Lille close in on 
Champions League 
return after 
Lyon stalemate
PARIS: Lille moved a crucial step closer to a return to
Champions League football on Sunday with a 2-2 draw
at Lyon while Saint Etienne inflicted more misery on
Monaco to give their hopes of a top three finish a mas-
sive shot in the arm.

A point from a thrilling encounter consolidated
Lille’s hold on second and an automatic ticket into the
Champions League group stages with three Ligue 1
games remaining.

Saint Etienne’s 3-2 win over 2017 champions
Monaco earlier had provisionally moved them above
Lyon who reclaimed third spot a point above their arch
regional rivals to remain six points behind Lille.

A first appearance in the group stage of Europe’s
elite club competition since 2012/13 is now looking
likely for Lille, while Lyon scrap for third and entry to
the qualifying stages with Saint Etienne.

Lyon took the lead via former Lille player Martin
Terrier in the first quarter of an hour. Lille drew level
five minutes after the restart. Jonathan Ikone crossed
into the area, Lyon defender Jason Denayer failed to
clear with the ball bouncing off Ferland Mendy to Loic
Remy who neatly outmanoeuvered Anthony Lopes to
tap home into an empty net.

Nicolas Pepe was instrumental in putting Lille into a
68th minute lead when his freekick to the far post
found Boubakary Soumare who flicked the ball over
Lopes from a tight angle  after another error by Leo
Dubois, who shortly after made up for his lapse with
the equaliser.

Christophe Galtier’s team can wrap up second place
next weekend. Earlier, Gelson Martins put Monaco into
an early lead with Fode Ballo-Toure’s own goal on 59
minutes drawing Saint Etienne back level. Goals from

Remy Cabella and Arnaud Nordin sealed the victory,
Carlos Vinicius grabbing an injury time consolation for
the hapless hosts.

This is dream time for Saint Etienne who despite
being France’s most decorated side last appeared in the
Champions League in 1981. With fifth-placed
Montpellier held by Amiens earlier Les Verts are at the
very least all but assured of Europa League action next
season.

Monaco’s 16th loss of a wretched campaign mean-
while left the 2017 champions precariously placed just
three points above the relegation zone. The sight of

their Croatian goalkeeper Danijel Subasic hobbling off
injured will only have served to deepen the gloom
enveloping Leonardo Jardim’s side.

Elsewhere, Rennes failed to replicate the heroics of
slaying PSG in last weekend’s Cup final, and are in dan-
ger of finishing out of the top 10 for the first time since
2014 after a 2-2 draw at Toulouse which extended their
winless run in Ligue 1 to eight matches.

On Saturday, PSG’s dismal run continued as
Edinson Cavani missed a stoppage time penalty for
the French champions in a scrappy 1-1 home draw
with Nice. — AFP

DECINES-CHARPIEU: Lille’s Turkish defender Mehmet Zeki Celik (L) vies with Lyon’s forward Houssem Aouar (R) dur-
ing the French L1 football match between Olympique Lyonnais (OL) and Lille (LOSC) , at the Parc Olympique Lyonnais
stadium in Decines-Charpieu, central-eastern France.  —AFP

Guardiola says City 
title bid ranks 
alongside greatest 
achievements
MANCHESTER: Pep Guardiola has suggested
remaining in control of this season’s relentless
Premier League title race is his most satisfying
achievement as a manager. The Manchester City
boss says the English top division is the toughest
domestic competition he has faced during a 10-
season coaching career that has brought him 25
trophies.

City have won 12 Premier League matches in a
row, and are on course to finish just two short of
matching last season’s competition record of 100
points, yet they are being pushed all the way by
Liverpool, who have set extraordinary standards of
their own. Jurgen Klopp’s side have lost just once
in the league all season, against City in January,
and recorded their eighth successive top-flight
victory on Saturday, beating Newcastle 3-2 to
return to the top of the table.

City have a game in hand, at home to Leicester,
but are likely to have to win both that and their final
league match at Brighton next Sunday to retain their
title. “Yeah, it’s the toughest league I’ve ever played
as a manager, because of the quality of the rivals,”
said Guardiola, a former manager of both Barcelona
and Bayern Munich.  “No doubts. That’s why being
there is incredible. But, of course, only one will take
the prize and the other one will be at home sad.”

Guardiola is thrilled his City players have main-
tained their standards following last season’s record-
breaking points total, with the club three wins away
from completing an unprecedented domestic treble
of Premier League, FA Cup and League Cup.

“When you get 100 points, everyone thinks we
won’t do what we have to do (the following sea-
son), that we will do less because we won, but it
has been completely the opposite,” the Catalan
manager said. —AFP

Fallen Man Utd 
face huge rebuild 
after CL failure
MANCHESTER: Ole Gunnar Solskjaer’s Manchester
United legend was built on scoring the goal that won
the Champions League, but, 20 years on, the
Norwegian now concedes the United side he has
inherited as manager are not even fit to grace that
competition.

The scale of the task now facing Solskjaer was laid
bare by Sunday’s 1-1 draw at already relegated
Huddersfield, statistically one of the worst sides ever
to play in the Premier League, that ensured United
cannot finish in the top four and must accept the con-
solation prize of a place in the Europa League.

“We are not in the Champions League but I think
that is a true reflection. The table seldom lies at the
end,” admitted Solskjaer as he came to terms with a
run of two wins from 11 games that have sucked the
enthusiasm from his first few months as a caretaker
manager.

“When United needed their players to stand up and
be counted, playing with intensity, taking responsibili-
ty individually, concentrating fully, fighting for the right
to play in the Champions League, they froze,” wrote
The Times.

“The meek may inherit the earth but they also end

up in the Europa League.” Solskjaer was given the job
on a permanent basis less than six weeks ago on the
back of winning 14 of his first 17 games in charge.

Yet, the hastiness of the club’s executive vice-chair-
man Ed Woodward and American owners the Glazier
family to take the easy decision of appointing the for-
mer striker then, rather than waiting until the end of
the season, may only extend the wait for United to get
back on their feet.

A massive summer clear-out is now required, but
years of mismanagement means United are in the
unenvious position of trying to find buyers for players
quite happy to sit on their highly lucrative contracts at
Old Trafford and struggling to hold onto those stars
they do want to keep.

David de Gea has just one year left on his contract,
while Paul Pogba and Marcus Rashford have so far
refused to extend their deals beyond 2020.

“There is a chance you have seen the last of play-
ers,” said Solskjaer after Huddersfield claimed a first
point since February.

Solskjaer insisted on Friday the lure of playing for
the 20-time English champions is still enough to
attract players, but the lack of Champions League
football or a director of football to lead the recruit-
ment will not make that task any easier.

“Nothing about this United team I like at all.
They’re just awful. They’re a despondent group of
people,” said former United captain Gary Neville on
Sky Sports.

“It would be nice if the club got an experienced
sporting director and recruit team to help him.” 

The pain of United’s predicament is only intensified

by watching fiercest rivals Liverpool and Manchester
City raise the bar to new heights in their tussle for the
Premier League title.

Should City beat Leicester on Monday to retake top
spot, they will move 29 points ahead of their city rivals
with one game of the league campaign still to play.

Both City and Liverpool are reaping the rewards of
long-term planning off the field put in place the right
structures for the football to flourish.

By contrast, in the six years since Alex Ferguson
retired having lifted United’s last Premier League title,
the club have lurched through a series of quick fixes,
appointed four different managers and never found the
right solution.

The Red Devils have now missed out on the top
four in four of the past six campaigns and the seismic
gap between them and the contenders for the title is
only getting bigger. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

Liverpool v FC Barcelona 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 1

Sanchez to lead Qatar 
to 2022 World Cup
DOHA: Felix Sanchez has extended his contract as head
coach of Qatar’s national team through to the 2022 World
Cup hosted by Qatar, the country’s Football Association
said yesterday. Spaniard Sanchez led the team to the
Asian Cup title in the United Arab Emirates in January
having been appointed to replace Jorge Fossati during
the final stages of the country’s failed attempt to qualify
for the 2018 World Cup finals in Russia.

The Asian Cup win, when Qatar defeated Japan in the
final in Abu Dhabi, was the country’s first major trophy
and was achieved with a squad that is expected to form
the bulk of the side at the World Cup finals in three
years’ time. Sanchez, 43, has spent much of his coaching
career in Qatar, working at the Aspire Academy before
leading the nation to the Asian Under-19 title in 2014 and
he has a long-standing relationship with many of the
current squad.

He retains the position despite speculation the QFA
was on the hunt for a high-profile coach to lead the team
into the World Cup finals and Sanchez’s next task will be
to take Qatar to the Copa America finals in Brazil in June,
where they are one of two invited sides. —Reuters


