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Barca end gloomy year on drab note 
Sevilla pound visiting Villarreal 2-0

BARCELONA: Eibar’s Serbian goalkeeper Marko Dmitrovic (left) saves a shot on goal by Barcelona’s Danish forward Martin Braithwaite during the Spanish League football match between Barcelona and Eibar on 
December 29, 2020. —  AFP 

MADRID: Barcelona ended a difficult year with 
another disappointing result as they were held 1-1 
at home by struggling Eibar on Tuesday. The result 
left Barcelona in sixth place in La Liga, seven points 
behind Atletico Madrid who have played two fewer 
matches. “We have to be realistic,” said Barcelona 
manager Ronald Koeman.  

“The league is very complicated. In life nothing 
is impossible, but you have to recognize the points 
gap to a team like Atletico, which seems to give 

very little away.” The six-time Ballon d’Or winner 
Lionel Messi is nursing an ankle injury and watched 
from the stands. In his absence Martin Braithwaite 
took an eighth minute penalty kick, and missed. The 
Dane did put the ball in the net in the 25th minute 
but the strike was disallowed. 

Although Barcelona dominated possession and 
took far more shots, Eibar took the lead after 57 
minutes. Their captain Kike Garcia pounced after a 
defensive mistake from Ronald Araujo. “I take 

responsibility,” said Araujo. “I didn’t notice that the 
forward was so close.”  

“It’s a pity, we wanted to win and we played 
well” Ousmane Dembele levelled 10 minutes later 
with a right foot shot but Barcelona could not find 
the winning goal. “We were missing Leo, of course,” 
said Koeman, before asking: “How is it possible that 
we didn’t win this match?”  

“We created chances, we missed a penalty, and 
we gave away a goal, the only shot on target they 

had?” Barcelona have struggled with injuries this 
season and lost Philippe Coutinho who limped off in 
added time. “He said he was feeling pain in his left 
knee,” said Koeman. “We need to do more tests to 
find out exactly what’s wrong with him”. In the oth-
er early game, Lucas Ocampo converted an early 
penalty and Youssef En-Neyri added a second after 
the break as Sevilla beat visiting Villarreal 2-0. 
Sevilla moved onto a tie for third with Real 
Sociedad and Villarreal. — AFP  

United move  
up to second  
 
LONDON: Marcus Rashford’s 93rd 
minute strike beat Wolves 1-0 to move 
Manchester United into second in the 
Premier League as fears over the continu-
ation of the season due to rising coron-
avirus infection rates grew on Tuesday. A 
record 18 positive tests for Covid-19 
among players and staff were detected in 
the weekly round of testing. 

After Manchester City’s trip to Everton 
on Monday was postponed due to a 
COVID outbreak in Pep Guardiola’s squad, 
all five matches scheduled for Tuesday 
went ahead despite disruption for Sheffield 
United and Southampton. Bottom-of-the-
table United revealed they had suffered a 
number of positive cases but were still 
able to field a squad of 18 for their 1-0 
defeat at Burnley. Southampton manager 
Ralph Hasenhuttl coached his side from his 
home for a 0-0 draw against West Ham 
after a member of his household tested 
positive. 

The Telegraph reported the Premier 
League will discuss plans for a two-week 
circuit breaker with infection rates soaring 
across England. However, Manchester 
United boss Ole Gunnar Solskjaer called 
for the competition to continue. “I’m not 
sure if stopping playing football will make 
a difference,” said Solskjaer, whose side 
are mounting an unexpected title challenge 
after a slow start to the season. “In our 
bubble we’ve proven to be quite (safe), we 
haven’t had too many cases transmitting 
within the group.” 

On the field, United were fortunate to 
escape with all three points against a 
youthful Wolves side, who were in action 
just 48 hours ago against Tottenham. In 
keeping with several meetings between the 
sides in recent years, chances were few 
and far between. But United answered 
Solskjaer’s call to win more games late on 
in the style he did as a player during Alex 
Ferguson’s time at Old Trafford as 
Rashford’s shot took a wicked deflection 
off Romain Saiss deep into stoppage time. 
“This is a big step forward that you don’t 
perform, but you stil l  win,” added 
Solskjaer. 

Winning the best medicine for Arsenal  
Arsenal eased fears they could be 

dragged into a relegation battle with a 3-1 
win over Chelsea on Saturday and can now 
look up the table with hope thanks to 
Alexandre Lacazette’s winner in a 1-0 vic-
tory at Brighton. Pierre-Emerick 
Aubameyang returned from injury in the 
place of Lacazette in the only change made 
by Arteta. But the French striker came off 
the bench to make an instant impact with a 
fine near-post finish from Bukayo Saka’s 
pass just 21 seconds after coming on. 
Victory moves the Gunners up to 13th, 
within six points of the top six.  — AFP

LONDON: The Premier League con-
firmed on Tuesday that 18 players and 
staff have tested positive for coron-
avirus, the highest number since week-
ly testing began. Manchester City’s 
clash at Everton was postponed on 
Monday after an outbreak of multiple 
positive cases at City. “The Premier 
League can today confirm that 
between Monday 21 December and 
Sunday 27 December, 1,479 players 
and club staff were tested for Covid-
19,” the league said in a statement. 

“Of these, there were 18 new pos-
itive tests. Players or club staff who 
have tested positive will self-isolate 
for a period of 10 days.” That figure 
surpassed the previous highest fig-
ure recorded of 16 for November 9-
15. Al l  remaining seven Premier 
League games on Tuesday and 
Wednesday are still set to go ahead. 
City had already announced on 
Christmas Day there had been four 
positive tests at the club for players 
Kyle Walker and Gabriel Jesus and 
two staff members prior to the latest 
positive cases on Monday. 

The club’s training ground has 
been closed for an “indeterminate 
period” with further testing on players 
and staff to take place before it can 
reopen. City are due to face Chelsea 
away in the Premier League on 
Sunday and Manchester United in the 

League Cup semi-finals on January 6. 
Southampton revealed that manager 
Ralph Hassenhuttl will not be in atten-
dance for his side’s match against 
West Ham on Tuesday as a member of 
his household has tested positive. 

The Everton-City postponement 
was just the second time that a 
Premier League game has been called 
off due to Covid-19 since the 2019/20 
season resumed in June. Aston Villa’s 
clash with Newcastle earlier this 
month was postponed due to an out-
break at Newcastle’s training ground. 
However, the Premier League insisted 
the protocols put in place are still 
stringent enough to prevent another 
shutdown like the three-month stop-
page between March and June earlier 
this year. “The Premier League con-
tinues to have full confidence in its 
protocols and rules, and the way in 
which all clubs are implementing 
them,” the league said in a statement 
on Monday. 

Further down the English football 
pyramid, postponements are mount-
ing with seven of the 12 games sched-
uled for Tuesday in League One 
called off due to COVID-19 infec-
tions. The number of positive tests 
recorded over a 24-hour period in 
England and Wales hit new high of 
41,385 Monday, according to UK 
government figures.  — AFP

Coronavirus: Premier  
League hits new high 

MANCHESTER: Manchester United’s Uruguayan striker Edinson Cavani controls the ball during 
the English Premier League football match between Manchester United and Wolverhampton 
Wanderers on December 29, 2020. — AFP 


