
S p o r t s Tuesday, January 21, 2020

27

Relief for Barca as Messi ensures 
Setien enjoys winning start

MADRID: Quique Setien may want a different
Barcelona but he needed the same old Lionel Messi on
Sunday as the Argentinian gave his new coach a win-
ning start by scoring in a 1-0 victory over Granada.
Messi’s strike in the 76th minute decided a cagey con-
test at the Camp Nou and prevented the much-antici-
pated launch of Setien’s new era becoming something
of a damp squib.

Victory also sends Barca back to the top of La Liga
on goal difference, after Real Madrid had briefly
claimed first place following their win over Sevilla on
Saturday.

“I have seen many things from the team today that I
want to see,” said Setien. “But I already saw some of
them against Atletico (last weekend) because Barca has
been doing great things for many years.” It would have
been different if Granada’s Yan Eteki hadn’t struck the
post with just over 20 minutes left or their central
defender German Sanchez not been sent off for a need-
less second yellow card soon after.

The extra man was the boost Barca needed and
Messi duly poked home his 17th goal in 21 games this
season following good work by Arturo Vidal, Antoine
Griezmann and the 20-year-old Riqui Puig.

All three had reasons to impress, particularly Puig,
whose inclusion on the bench was an early indication of
Setien’s belief in youth. Puig’s contribution after coming
on should mean more opportunities are to come.

Setien said last week that if he could make one guar-
antee, it was that Barcelona would play good football
while he is in charge and although few could argue this
was a transformative display following the sacking of
Ernesto Valverde, there were certainly some encourag-
ing signs.

The passing was faster, the pressing higher and
Messi spent most of the match playing down the mid-

dle, with Griezmann on the left and Ansu Fati, another
youngster, on the right.

Setien claimed on Saturday he would never go home
happy after winning and playing badly but a 1-0 victo-
ry gets his tenure off to a positive start and, with Real
Madrid showing no sign of stuttering, he could hardly
afford anything less.

His team had 83 per cent possession in the first half
but chances were not as clear-cut and, as it was under
Valverde, nearly everything went through Messi. His
driving run teed up Fati, who shot over, and then a cut-
ting reverse pass set Alba away but Fati failed to finish
at the back post.

Messi won the ball back on the ground and then
nipped past two players. He flashed wide at the end of a
fluid team move and missed from two free-kicks. Barca
were slick, evidently trying to pass faster and press
with more aggression. Messi and Sergio Busquets
chased and Griezmann did too, at one point earning the
approval of the home fans after sprinting to provide
cover at right-back.

Vidal has always harried and when he won the ball
back early in the second half, Barca had a four against
two. But Messi’s pass was heavy and the angle for Vidal
became too acute. The game drifted and tension grew
but two moments proved crucial. First Eteki’s shot was
kept out only by the post as he drove hard past the
right hand of Ter Stegen.

Then, less than five minutes later, Granada were
reduced to 10 men after German picked up a second
yellow card for a late hack on Messi. It left Granada
needing to survive 21 minutes and they only made it
through eight.

Puig, on for Ivan Rakitic, recovered possession in the
corner before Messi picked up the ball centrally. In a
flash, he played in Griezmann, who found Vidal, whose

swivelled a flick back into the path of Messi and he
poked a finish into the corner. Setien threw both arms
into the air and looked to the sky, with joy and also
relief. Earlier, two challengers for the top four stumbled
as Valencia were thrashed 4-1 away at Real Mallorca

and Real Sociedad beaten 3-0 by Real Betis. After
Sevilla and Atletico Madrid both lost on Saturday, Real
Madrid and Barcelona are now eight points clear of the
chasing pack, in what looks increasingly like a two-
horse race. —AFP

BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentine forward Lionel Messi (R) shoots beside Granada’s Spanish defender Victor Diaz
during the Spanish league football match between FC Barcelona and Granada FC at the Camp Nou stadium in
Barcelona. —AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Aston Villa v Watford 22:30
beIN Sports 
Everton FC v Newcastle United FC 22:30
beIN Sports 
Crystal Palace FC v Southampton FC 22:30
beIN Sports 
Sheffield United FC v Manchester City 22:30
beIN Sports 
Bournemouth FC v Brighton & Hove Albion 22:30
beIN Sports 
Chelsea FC v Arsenal FC 23:15
beIN Sports HD 2

Victory sends Barca back to the top of La Liga on goal difference

MILAN: Crisis-hit Napoli host holders Lazio today in
the Italian Cup quarter-finals scrambling to end a spiral
of defeats and remain in the race for a trophy which
could save their season. Napoli, Serie A runners-up in
the past two campaigns, have slumped to 13th in the
league, closer to the relegation zone than the
Champions League places.

They take on an in-form Lazio, powered by Serie A
top scorer Ciro Immobile who bagged a hat-trick in a
5-1 win over Sampdoria at the weekend, to extend their
winning streak to 11 league games. Simone Inzaghi’s
side are third in the league and challenging for a first
Scudetto since 2000, having beaten Juventus to lift the
Italian SuperCup trophy last month.

Napoli coach Gennaro Gattuso knows his side face
an uphill battle, after another “embarrassing perform-
ance” in a 2-0 defeat to Fiorentina at the weekend. “We
can’t go on like this,” blasted Gattuso, who has lost four
of his first five league matches since replacing Carlo
Ancelotti in December.

Frustration and tension is growing in the club. The
team have been in a training retreat since the Fiorentina
defeat before hosting Lazio and welcoming champions
Juventus to Naples next weekend

“We need to do some soul-searching and do every-
thing we can to find a solution,” continued the former
AC Milan coach. “Until the other day we were talking
about the Champions League spots but realistically as
things stand we should be looking beneath us.”

Napoli are without a league win at their San Paolo
since October 19 and are also hosting Barcelona in the
Champions League in a month’s time. The southerners
have just 24 points from 20 games.

The Europa League is six points away, but lifting the
Italian Cup for the fifth time, and first since 2014, would
qualify them for the group stage of the second-tier
European competition. Lazio beat Napoli at the Stadio
Olimpico on January 11, with Immobile, the runaway top
scoerer in Serie A with 23 goals, finding the net.

Inzaghi’s side are building towards next weekend’s
derby clash against Roma. “We know how much the
derby is worth for us and for the fans, but I can’t afford
to think about that yet,” said Inzaghi. 

“We have the Italian Cup in Naples and we want to
move forward.” Juventus, the record 14-time Cup win-
ners, host Roma in the Allianz Stadium midweek after
pulling four-points clear of second-placed Inter Milan
in the league.

Cristiano Ronaldo scored twice for 11 goals in seven
league games, and is second behind Immobile in the
scorers’ charts with 16 this season. Ronaldo also scored
when the Turin giants beat Roma 2-1 away this month.

Next week Zlatan Ibrahimovic’s AC Milan play
Torino at home on January 28, with Fiorentina travelling
to Inter Milan the following day. —  AFP

Napoli scramble to 
save season against 
Lazio in Italian Cup

NANTES: One year after the footballer Emiliano Sala died,
there will be memorial services today in both Nantes and
Cardiff, but while the two cities are united in grief, the fatal
air crash continues to raise questions.    

Cardiff City, then in the Premier League, agreed to buy
Sala from French side Nantes. The Argentine striker was
on his way to his new club in a small plane when it crashed.
The circumstances of the accident are murky and the
aftermath has been a bitter dispute between the clubs.

THE ACCIDENT 
On January 19, 2019, Cardiff, struggling to remain in the

Premier League, agreed to pay Nantes 17 million euros
($18.85 million) for the 28-year-old Argentine who had
been the Ligue 1 team’s top scorer for three straight sea-
sons. After passing his medical, Sala returned to Nantes to
pick up some gear and say goodbye to team-mates. He
then took off for Cardiff in the early evening of January 21
in a small, single-engine Piper PA-46 Malibu tourist plane
which disappeared from radar around 8.20pm near the
Channel Island of Guernsey. 

THE AFTERMATH
The immediate response was a frantic search for the

wreckage of the plane and an outpouring of grief in
Nantes, where Sala was popular, in Cardiff and in
Argentina. There were also questions over the suitability of
the plane, the qualifications of the 59-year-old pilot, David

Ibbotson and the decision to hire both.
The flight was arranged by another pilot, David

Henderson, at the request of football agents Willie McKay
and his son Mark, who were representing Nantes. Sala
sent a WhatsApp message before the crash saying he was
“really scared.” 

On January 24, Guernsey police ended the search, pro-
voking a deluge of indignation. Two days later, Sala’s fami-
ly announced the resumption of private searches thanks to
an internet fundraiser. On February 8, the plane was locat-
ed and police announced that they had recovered Sala’s
body. Ibbotson’s remains have never been found. 

Tributes were paid to Sala in Ligue 1 and the Premier
League. Nantes commemorated him on February 10 at a
packed stadium with huge pictures of the striker, the team
playing in black and fans singing and holding banners. It is
a tribute they plan to repeat when they play Bordeaux,
Sala’s first French club, on Sunday. 

On February 16, Sala’s funeral took place in Progreso,
his home town in Argentina. Willie McKay’s twin sons, Paul
and Jack, were both players on Cardiff’s books at the start
of 2019. Paul had been loaned to Morecambe at the start
of January, while Jack moved to Chesterfield on loan on
January 31. At the end of the season, Cardiff let both play-
ers leave permanently.

On April 26, Sala’s father Horacio died of a heart attack
aged 58. On May 4, Cardiff were relegated to the
Championship. On August 2, Vahid Halilhodzic, who had
been at odds with club leadership, particularly over Sala’s
transfer, resigned as Nantes coach.

THE DISPUTES 
Cardiff and Nantes quickly started arguing over the

transfer money, while Cardiff also insisted they had wanted
Sala to take a commercial flight. On February 8, Nantes
publicly expressed concern about the delay in paying the
first instalment, and on February 27 the French club com-
plained to FIFA. 

Cardiff responded, saying there were “anomalies” in the
contract and that FIFA should wait for the conclusion of

investigations into the accident. On June 19, British police
briefly arrested Henderson.

On September 30, FIFA ordered Cardiff to honour the
timetable for paying the transfer fee and to pay the initial
instalment of 6 million euros to Nantes. On November 4,
FIFA threatened Cardiff with a transfer ban. The Welsh
club responded by appealing to the Court of Arbitration
for Sport (CAS) in Lausanne. 

WHAT NEXT? 
CAS says it will not rule on the transfer before June.

“Cardiff and Nantes have agreed on the timetable for the
written procedure, which is expected to last until around
the end of April,” Matthieu Reeb, secretary general of the
CAS, told AFP. “A hearing will then have to be scheduled.
In principle, a final decision is not expected before June.” 

Meanwhile, British media have reported that Cardiff are
considering legal action against Henderson, the McKay
clan and possibly Nantes. — AFP

A year on, Sala’s
death continues
to haunt football,
fuel disputes

Emiliano Sala

DENVER: Doug McDermott buried two game-chang-
ing 3-pointers midway through the fourth quarter and
Domantas Sabonis took over down the stretch to com-
plete a triple-double Sunday night as the Indiana
Pacers rallied from behind to beat the host Denver
Nuggets 115-107.

After trailing by as many as 11 points in the third quar-
ter, the Pacers finally caught the Nuggets for the first time
since 0-0 on a McDermott 3-pointer with 6:59 to play
that produced a 91-all tie.

The game was subsequently deadlocked at 93 and 95
before McDermott followed a hoop by the Nuggets’
Jerami Grant with another 3-pointer, this one giving
Indiana the lead for good at 98-97 with 4:13 to play.
Sabonis then scored the Pacers’ next six points, extending
the visitors’ lead 104-99 with 1:30 remaining.

McDermott bombed in another 3-pointer and Malcolm
Brogdon slammed home a dunk as Indiana held on to win
for the fifth straight time.

McDermott finished with a season-high and team-best
24 points. The former Nuggets first-round draft pick
recorded a career-best with six 3-pointers in seven
attempts, helping the Pacers outscore the Nuggets 39-9
from beyond the arc.

Sabonis finished with 22 points, 15 rebounds and 10
assists, giving him his first career triple-double. T.J.
Warren (22) and Brogdon (22) made it four Pacers with 22
or more points in a balanced attack. Justin Holiday added
14 off the bench. Playing for a second game in a row with-
out starters Paul Millsap, Gary Harris and Jamal Murray,
the Nuggets scored the game’s first six points and never
trailed until McDermott’s 3-pointer with 4:13 remaining.

Denver led by as many as six in the first quarter, nine in

the second and 11 in the third. Nikola Jokic recorded a
double-double with a game-high 30 points and team-high
10 rebounds for Denver. Grant and Will Barton chipped in
with 16 points apiece, Mason Plumlee had 13 and Michael
Porter Jr. 10. The Pacers outshot the Nuggets 50.0 per-
cent to 46.6.  Earlier, LaMarcus Aldridge scored 21 points
and DeMar DeRozan added 20 to pace a balanced San
Antonio attack as the Spurs outlasted the visiting Miami
Heat 107-102 on Sunday afternoon in the Alamo City.

Two free throws by DeRozan and a three-point play by
Aldridge after a steal by Derrick White gave the Spurs a
102-98 lead with 3:20 to play in a back-and-forth game.
Marco Belinelli then drained a 3-pointer to stretch San
Antonio’s advantage to seven points. But the Heat charged
back, as Bam Adebayo threw down an alley-oop dunk and
Jimmy Butler converted two free throws to cut the deficit
to 105-102.

Two Belinelli free throws with 6.6 seconds to play
pushed the Spurs’ advantage to five points and San
Antonio held on in the final seconds. Patty Mills added 18
points for San Antonio, which won for the first time in
three games. Belinelli scored 12 points and White tallied 11
for the Spurs, which played without guard Dejounte
Murray, who missed the game with because of an illness.

Adebayo paced Miami with 21 points and 16 rebounds.
Goran Dragic scored 19 points, Kendrick Nunn had 18,
Butler hit for 16 and Duncan Robinson added 12 for the
Heat, who had a two-game winning streak snapped. The
Spurs led 60-54 after a first half in which there were three
lead changes and seven ties. The Heat enjoyed as much as
an 11-point lead midway through the first quarter before
San Antonio roared back to flip the script, taking a 12-
point advantage in the second.

Mills led all scorers over the first 24 minutes with 14
points off the bench. DeRozan added nine points on 3 of 8
shooting, and his 13-game streak of shooting at least 50
percent for the game ended. Robinson scored 12 points in
the half to lead the Heat while Nunn and Butler added 10
each. Miami rallied to move in front by three points early
in the third quarter before San Antonio responded.
Adebayo’s tip-in with 19.5 seconds left allowed the Spurs
to take an 86-84 lead into the final period. — Reuters

AMSTERDAM: Iran’s only female Olympic medallist
Kimia Alizadeh, who has said she had left her homeland
because she had enough of being used as a propaganda
tool, is moving to Germany, her Dutch coach said.
Alizadeh, who won taekwondo bronze at the Rio 2016
Olympics, had been training in the southern Dutch city of
Eindhoven, after leaving Iran several weeks earlier.
“Kimia has decided to continue in Germany,” Dutch
national taekwondo coach Mimoun el Boujjoufi told
Reuters yesterday.

German newspaper Bild this weekend reported that
Alizadeh wished to continue her career in Germany and
had moved to Hamburg, after having also received offers
to compete for the Netherlands, Canada, Belgium and
Bulgaria. “After the explosion (of interest) many fought
for her attention,” El Boujjoufi said. She had written on
Instagram this month she was prepared to accept the
“hardship of homesickness” because she “didn’t want to
be part of hypocrisy, lies, injustice and flattery”.

“I wore whatever they told me and repeated whatever
they ordered. Every sentence they ordered I repeated,”
she wrote. “None of us matter for them, we are just
tools.” Mahin Farhadizadeh, a deputy Iranian sports min-
ister, said at the time he had not read Kimia’s post,
adding “as far as I know she always wanted to continue
her studies in physiotherapy”, the semi-official ISNA
news agency reported.

Alizadeh is one of several Iranian sportspeople to clash
with the Iran authorities of late. Iranian chess referee
Shohreh Bayat who has been accused of violating her
country’s Islamic dress code while adjudicating a women’s
tournament said last week she did not want to return
home from Russia out of fear for her safety.— Reuters
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