
Tuesday, February 25, 2020S p o r t s

27

MILAN: Lazio kept their bid for a first Serie A title in
20 years on track as they stayed one point behind
leaders Juventus with a 3-2 win at Genoa on Sunday,
but four Serie A matches were postponed amid
growing coronavirus fears in northern Italy. Reigning
champions Juve had edged out bottom club SPAL 2-
1 on Saturday, but Lazio responded to keep the pres-
sure on, extending their unbeaten away run in the
league to 20 games.

Third-placed Inter Milan, who are six points
behind Juve, saw their game on Sunday at the San
Siro against the other Genoese club, Sampdoria,
postponed, with Thursday’s Europa League match
against Bulgarian club Ludogorets at risk, along with
next weekend’s league clash with Juventus in Turin.
Three other top-flight matches were also pushed
back: between Torino and Parma, Atalanta versus
Sassuolo and Hellas Verona against Cagliari.

Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte announced that
all sporting events in two northern regions would be
suspended on Sunday. Strong measures are being
taken in Italy with over 152 confirmed cases of coro-
navirus in an outbreak that has claimed three lives in
the country.

“I think it’s right to take the necessary precau-
tions,” said Lazio coach Simone Inzaghi. “Do a lot of
prevention, try to defeat and understand the problem
by stopping the championship, because we shouldn’t
underestimate what is happening.” On the pitch in
Genoa, Adam Marusic scored the opener for Lazio
with less than two minutes on the clock before Ciro
Immobile, the top flight’s leading scorer this season,
netted his 27th Serie A goal of the campaign six min-
utes into the second half. The Italian striker pulled six
goals clear of Juventus star Cristiano Ronaldo who
scored for a record-equalling 11th consecutive Serie
A game in his 1,000th professional match against
SPAL. Francesco Cassata pulled one back for the rel-
egation-threatened hosts, but Danilo Cataldi secured
Lazio all three points despite Domenico Criscito’s
late consolation.

“We’re doing something great. The lads know it
and I’m not hiding from saying it,” said Inzaghi.

“In 21 games between the championship and the
Super Cup we have won 17 times. In other champi-
onships we would be first, but here you have to fight
with Juve and Inter. “We are there in the chase and
we will try to fight.” Fifth-placed Roma ended their
four-match winless run, including three defeats, with
a 4-0 success over lowly Lecce.

Paulo Fonseca’s side keep touch with Atalanta, in
fourth, who are three points ahead in the final
Champions League berth, with a game in hand.

The under-fire Portuguese coach praised the
players for improving in ever area as they followed
on from their Europa league last 32, first leg win over
Ghent. “I accept the critism,” said Fonseca. “If things
are not going good the coach takes the blame, so in
those moments I wasn’t expecting flowers.”

Turkish striker Cengiz Under picked up a Henrikh
Mkhitaryan cross to fire Roma ahead after quarter of
an hour in Rome. Edin Dzeko set up Mkhitaryan for
the second eight minutes before the break with the
Bosnian himself connecting with a low Aleksandar
Kolarov cross for the third with half an hour to go.

Kolarov rushed through to neatly tap in a fourth
after 79 minutes, following good work from both
Dzeko and Carles Perez for a first victory in the
Stadio Olimpico since December 15.

“When you are losing you don’t feel good. I feel
sharp,” said Dzeko. “These two wins will give us a
boost going into the next few games.”

Lazio on Juve’s
heels, Roma
back winning 

Neymar sent off as PSG beat 
Bordeaux in seven-goal thriller

PARIS: Edinson Cavani scored his 200th Paris Saint-
Germain goal and Marquinhos netted twice as the
Ligue 1 leaders bounced back from their Champions
League defeat by Borussia Dortmund to beat Bordeaux
4-3 on Sunday, but their victory was marred by
Neymar’s late sending-off.

After losing 2-1 in Germany in their Champions
League last 16 first leg in midweek, PSG’s defensive
weaknesses were again exposed as South Korean
international Hwang Ui-jo gave Bordeaux the lead at
the Parc des Princes.

PSG turned it around thanks to goals by Cavani and
Kylian Mbappe either side of a Marquinhos brace, but
at the other end there was a bizarre goal credited to the
Brazilian defender Pablo and a Ruben Pardo strike had
the home side hanging on at the finish.

The evening concluded with Neymar being sent off
in stoppage time for a second yellow card for grappling
with Bordeaux’s Yacine Adli, leaving the world’s most
expensive player facing a suspension.

Along with the shortcomings at the back, it is anoth-
er problem for coach Thomas Tuchel to think about,
even if his team are now 13 points clear atop Ligue 1
from Marseille, who lost 3-1 to Nantes on Saturday.

“He is human too and he was angry. The guy who
fouled him just before was not even booked, so it was a
bit bizarre,” said Tuchel of Neymar’s sending-off. “We
have let in seven goals in the last two league games and
that is not normal. It is difficult to get back confidence,
but the best thing for us was to win. That gives us a
base to build on.”

Another domestic title has looked inevitable for
some time, although it will all feel rather hollow should
the Qatar-owned club fail to turn around the Dortmund
tie when the sides meet again on March 11.

Tuchel came in for criticism after Tuesday’s game,

including veiled criticism from Neymar over the han-
dling of his latest injury.  Tuchel also admitted he was
less than impressed at his squad after videos appeared
on social media of them out partying on Thursday night
to celebrate the birthdays of Cavani, Angel di Maria
and Mauro Icardi.

A banner at one end of the Parc des Princes on
Sunday asked the players if they “deserved to wear the
colours. Find out on March 11”. They endured a bad
start against mid-table Bordeaux, with skipper Thiago
Silva going off hurt just before Hwang put the away
side in front on 18 minutes, heading in a corner for his
sixth Ligue 1 goal.

PSG were level in the 25th minute, though, as Di
Maria’s cross was headed in by Cavani, allowing the
Uruguayan to reach a double century of PSG goals. He
then hit the post from close range before Marquinhos
put Paris in front in first-half stoppage time, using his
shoulder to covert Di Maria’s free-kick.

Nevertheless, there was still time for Bordeaux to
equalise at 2-2 before the interval. Selected ahead of
Keylor Navas in goal, Sergio Rico’s clearance from a
Marco Verratti back-pass struck Pablo and the
Spaniard looked on in horror as the ball ricocheted
back into the net.

However, Marquinhos netted from close range for his
second of the night in the 63rd minute to make it 3-2.
Then, when Ruben Pardo lost possession, Cavani set up
Mbappe to score PSG’s fourth, and his 16th in the
league this season.

Pardo made some amends with a stunning strike for
Bordeaux’s third, and the ninth goal Paris have conced-
ed in three games altogether. Icardi then had another
goal disallowed before Neymar was sent off for his sec-
ond yellow at the death.

“They have had quite a difficult week in terms of

results and their confidence has taken a knock too,”
said Bordeaux’s Laurent Koscielny of PSG. “When you
lose points and games then your confidence can quickly
disappear but they are great players and they are

capable of overcoming that.”
Earlier on Sunday, Rennes reclaimed third place

from Lille by coming from behind to beat Nimes 2-1 as
M’Baye Niang scored twice. — AFP

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Uruguayan forward Edinson Cavani (R) kicks the ball during the French L1 football match
between Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) and Girondins de Bordeaux at the Parc des Princes stadium in Paris. — AFP

Cavani scores 200th Paris Saint-Germain goal

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

SSC Napoli v FC Barcelona 23:00
beIN Sports HD 1
Chelsea FC v Bayern Munich 23:00
beIN Sports HD 2

MADRID: Villarreal’s Spanish defender Alberto Moreno (R) challenges Atletico Madrid’s Croatian defender Sime
Vrsaljko during the Spanish league football match Club Atletico de Madrid against Villarreal CF at the Wanda
Metropolitano stadium in Madrid. —AFP 

BERLIN: A year after being dumped by Germany head
coach Joachim Loew, Thomas Mueller is set to showcase
why he is so important for Bayern Munich - and Robert
Lewandowski - at Chelsea in the Champions League.

Alongside Erling Braut Haaland, Bayern’s star striker
Lewandowski is joint top-scorer in the Champions League
with 10 goals going into the last 16, first-leg clash today. In
order to keep him fresh, Mueller was a second-half
replacement in Friday’s 3-2 league win over bottom side
Paderborn when Lewandowski netted twice.

The Poland striker is on a career-high 38 goals after 32
games in all competitions and is happiest with Mueller
alongside him. “It’s easier with Thomas next to me, he
helps me out a lot,” Lewandowski has said of Mueller.

“We always have one player more in the penalty area
when he plays, I have more space and not always two or
three opponents against me.” It’s no coincidence that
Lewandowski is enjoying his highest goal tally just when
Mueller’s 14 assists in Germany’s top flight also puts him
near his personal best. 

The 30-year-old is back to his best after significant
setbacks for club and country in 2019. Alongside fellow
2014 World Cup winners Mats Hummels and Jerome
Boateng, Mueller was told last March he was no longer
needed by Germany as Joachim Loew rebuilt his squad
following the 2018 World Cup debacle.

Then last autumn, Mueller found himself repeatedly
benched by Bayern to make room for Philippe Coutinho,
who is on loan from Barcelona. When Niko Kovac was
sacked in November, caretaker coach Hansi Flick restored
Mueller to the starting line-up, often at Coutinho’s expen-
sive, and he has flourished.

Mueller was superb in their recent 4-1 win at Cologne,
drawing defenders to create goals for Kingsley Coman and
Lewandowski as Bayern raced into a 3-0 lead after 12 min-
utes. Flick is probably wise to pick Mueller, who joined
Bayern as a schoolboy in 2000 and made his first-team
debut in 2009 just before his 19th birthday.

Such lengthy service means he has the ear of the club’s
senior bosses and an unhappy Mueller is never good for a
Bayern coach in the long run. His relationship with Pep
Guardiola became strained after Mueller was benched for
the 2016 Champions League semi-final, first-leg defeat at
Atletico Madrid. 

Mueller was part of a disgruntled group of senior play-
ers whose complaints contributed to the sacking of
Guardiola’s successor Carlo Ancelotti in 2017 after poor
results. Mueller then became so frustrated under Kovac
that his wife Lisa criticised the coach in a social media
post just before he was replaced by Flick. 

What makes Mueller unique is that he is neither a strik-
er, nor an attacking midfielder, but describes himself as a
‘Raumdeuter’ - an interpreter of space. He is at his dead-
liest with perfectly-timed runs and quick passes so that his
presence in the penalty area creates space for
Lewandowski. “I like to be active in the space in behind
the opposition’s midfield,” Mueller has said on his favourite
position. “That’s where I can hurt the opponent most. I’m a
mix between a striker and a midfielder - I’m a
‘Raumdeuter’.”—AFP

Mueller ready to 
show Chelsea what 
Germany is missing

MADRID: Atletico Madrid followed up their surprise win
over Liverpool by beating Villarreal in La Liga on Sunday
as Joao Felix marked his return from injury with a first
league goal since September.  Felix came off the bench at
the Wanda Metropolitano after almost a month out with an
ankle problem and the 20-year-old looked refreshed as he
drove in Atletico’s third in an impressive 3-1 victory. 

Kieran Trippier was also back after recovering from a
groin injury and he was involved in Atletico’s second goal
as Koke headed in. Angel Correa had earlier cancelled out
Paco Alcacer’s strike for Villarreal. 

Atletico’s inconsistency this season means they are out
of the title race,  12 points adrift of leaders Barcelona, who
thrashed Eibar 5-0 on Saturday.  But momentum would be
timely as Atleti bid to consolidate their place in the top
four and capitalise on their 1-0 advantage against
Liverpool next month in the Champions League last 16. 

Diego Simeone’s side move up to third in La Liga, level
on points with Sevilla, who earlier struck a superb 3-0 win
away at fellow top-four rivals Getafe.  Liverpool are
expected to overturn Atletico’s lead at Anfield but it looks
like Simeone will be able to field a bolstered side for the
second leg.  Diego Costa came off the bench on Tuesday,

although he was not involved against Villarreal, while Felix,
Trippier and Morata are all fit again and available. Felix’s
recovery will be particularly welcome. The Portugese, who
signed for 120 million euros from Benfica last summer, has
struggled to live up to expectations but perhaps some time
away will have done him good.

He looked revitalised after coming on as a substitute
and could prove a valuable addition during the run-in.
Alcacer, who joined Villarreal from Borussia Dortmund last
month, gave the away side the lead with a brilliant shot
from the edge of the box in the 16th minute but Correa
levelled before half-time, flicking in after a mistake by Raul
Albiol.  Koke completed the turnaround in the 64th minute,
heading in Correa’s chip after Trippier had cut it back to
the Argentinian from the right. Felix then added a third
with a driven shot, which squirmed through Villarreal goal-
keeper Sergio Asenjo.

Sevilla delivered a huge boost to their own hopes of
qualifying for next season’s Champions League by beating
Getafe for their first victory in six matches. A poor run of
form had threatened to kill Sevilla’s chances of securing a
place in Europe’s premier tournament but they dismantled
usually solid Getafe with goals from Lucas Ocampos,
Fernando Reges and Jules Kounde. 

Getafe might still have been feeling the effects of their
superb 2-0 win over Ajax on Thursday in the Europa
League as Jose Bordalas’ side lacked the defensive disci-
pline that has thrust them into the mix again for a
Champions League spot.  Sevilla, meanwhile, were
arguably the favourites to finish fourth at the start of the
season and former Spain coach Julen Lopetegui will have
been relieved to return to winning ways, just as the pres-
sure on him was beginning to mount.  — AFP

Felix back with a 
bang as Atletico 
beat Villarreal

LONDON: Manchester City manager Pep Guardiola has
issued a rallying cry to his players to show character
and fight to the very end in their Champions League
last-16 tie against Real Madrid.

City, who have not progressed beyond the semis-
finals of Europe’s elite club competition, have been
banned by UEFA for the next two seasons following an
investigation into alleged breaches of Financial Fair Play
rules. They face a daunting task against the 13-times
champions, who they take on in the first leg in Madrid
tomorrow. “We have to show our personality. I know
that my players, myself, all the club want to fight until
the end for this title,” Guardiola told reporters following

Saturday’s 1-0 Premier League win over Leicester City.
“It’s the real test. The kings of this competition

against one team who aren’t used to playing these kind
of games much, as our best performance was one semi-
final. “But if you want to do that (win the title) you have
to face these teams sooner or later... you have to beat
Madrid, you have to beat Barcelona, you have to beat
Bayern Munich. You have to beat the big, big teams.

“If we’re able to do it we’ll be so happy. If not then
next season... well, next season I don’t know but when we
are able to play we are going to come back.” City, who
plan to appeal their transfer ban, have not beaten Madrid
in four previous meetings in the competition. — Reuters

Guardiola wants City to show 
‘personality’ against Real Madrid


