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MADRID: Lionel Messi put his arm around Ilaix
Moriba, the 18-year-old born in the same year
Messi made his Barcelona debut and who was now
being given his own chance to play for the club’s
first team. Ilaix had just set up the opening goal
against Alaves on Saturday when he was congratu-
lated by his 33-year-old captain, whose task it is
tonight to lead this youthful Barca to an unfancied
victory against Paris Saint-Germain in the
Champions League last 16.

From nurturing the next generation of Barcelona
talents to confronting one of Europe’s richest, most
ambitious clubs, the fork in the road for Messi’s
future is becoming clear. PSG may not be Messi’s
preferred choice this summer, especially if
Manchester City decide the Argentinian is the final
piece of the jigsaw for a team already ahead of the
rest in the Premier League.

But the two clubs remain his most realistic desti-
nations, both united in representing almost every-
thing that staying put at Barcelona would not. Clubs
ready, in theory, to win the biggest trophies imme-
diately and able to spend whatever it takes to do it.

Meanwhile Messi’s suspicions in August, when he
sent the burofax requesting he depart for free, have
arguably been confirmed. Barcelona appear neither
ready to win the biggest trophies immediately nor
able to spend what is needed to do it.

As it stands, Koeman’s team sit third in La Liga,
eight points behind Atletico Madrid. They were
beaten by Athletic Bilbao in the Spanish Super Cup
and trail Sevilla 2-0 after the semi-final first leg of
the Copa del Rey. And yet while nobody knows
what Messi will decide, perhaps not even Messi —
who told La Sexta in December he “wouldn’t be
right to say what I’m going to do because I don’t
know either” — there is reason to think Barca’s
chances have not only survived the disappoint-

ments but been improved in spite of them.

Barcelona stabilized
When Messi explained to goal.com why he

wanted to go last summer, he reiterated his desire
for a “winning project” but also said he “wanted to
live my last years in football happily”. He admitted
how hard it was to tell his family they were leaving.
For the first few weeks of the season, he seemed
distracted, like a player giving his all while simulta-
neously wishing he was somewhere else. 

Yet Barcelona stabilized under Koeman — nev-
er perfect and always far from the finished article
— but with a renewed sense of purpose emerging.
Koeman has enabled struggling players to flourish
and promising youngsters to shine. Pedri, the 18-
year-old attacking midfielder, has stood out, his
eye for a pass chiming with Messi’s quickness of
thought. “In Pedri, Messi has found a reason to
enjoy the game again,” wrote Diario Sport in
January.

Ansu Fati sparkled before injury struck in
November while in defense, the 21-year-old Ronald
Araujo, who is also expected to miss the first leg
with an ankle problem, emerged as Koeman’s most
reliable central defender. Frenkie de Jong has
excelled in recent weeks and Ousmane Dembele is
enjoying his best spell at the club so far. Messi, like
the team, has looked happy. “He is focused, he is
happy, he has found that ruthless streak again,” said
Koeman on Saturday.

Excitement may prove misplaced or, at least,
premature given there are no guarantees
Barcelona’s depleted defense will not cave against
PSG and Kylian Mbappe, even with Neymar absent.
Another humbling in Europe may not undo the good
work Koeman has done but it would serve as a
painful reminder to Messi of past failures and

ground to make up.
A positive result could do the opposite, provid-

ing affirmation of steps already taken and evidence
that a move even to the richest clubs would bring no
guarantees. Most importantly, there is an opportu-
nity to rubberstamp what Koeman has started and
to confirm the growing sense of a club slowly
rebuilding again. With presidential elections due

next month, the reality is Koeman may not see this
transition through but Messi can decide if his role in
any revival will be fleeting or more fundamental.
“There is only one person who can choose his
future and it is him,” said Koeman. “I would like him
to stay for many more years and I’m trying to make
sure he is happy like he is now. But his future is in
his hands.” —AFP

Barca face Leo’s potential suitors in Champions League last 16

Messi leading Barca revival, but
PSG reminder of what could await

BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi (left) celebrates with Barcelona’s
French midfielder Antoine Griezmann after scoring a goal during the Spanish league football
match between FC Barcelona and Deportivo Alaves at the Camp Nou stadium in Barcelona on
February 13, 2021. —AFP

Deprived of Neymar,
PSG look to Pochettino
to take down old foe
PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain knew what they were
doing when they appointed Mauricio Pochettino as
coach a little over six weeks before renewing their
rivalry with Barcelona in the Champions League last
16. Tonight’s game at the Camp Nou will be the
ninth between the sides in the competition in eight
years. History is on Barcelona’s side, and in the era
of the super club, going out in the first knockout
round of Europe’s elite competition is potentially
disastrous.

PSG’s exit at the hands of Barcelona at this stage
in 2017 was certainly that, with an astonishing 6-1
second-leg demolition wiping out a 4-0 first-leg
advantage. But the Qatar-owned club responded to
that humiliation in stunning fashion, by buying the
architect of their downfall, paying Neymar’s release
clause for a world record fee of 222 million euros
($264m at the time) in a move that caused conster-
nation in the Catalan capital.

PSG’s hopes of gaining revenge over Barcelona
on the pitch this time have been hit by the injury to
Neymar which rules the Brazilian out of the trip to
his old home, and could rule him out of the second
leg on March 10 too. However, the hope is that
Pochettino can get the better of his old foes. When
it came to changing coach midway through this sea-
son, Pochettino was a natural choice to replace the
sacked Thomas Tuchel in many respects. He is a for-
mer PSG captain, and was a free agent having pre-

viously done an excellent job at Tottenham Hotspur.

‘Impossible to work for Barca’
Yet his relationship with Barcelona — or lack of

it — also works in the Argentine’s favor. The 48-
year-old spent a large chunk of his playing career in
Catalonia, but did so wearing the blue and white of
Barcelona’s city rivals Espanyol. He was part of two
Copa del Rey winning sides at Espanyol, in 2000
and 2006. Pochettino then began his coaching
career when he took over a struggling Espanyol
team in early 2009. He quickly revived their for-
tunes and oversaw a 2-1 win over Pep Guardiola’s
Barcelona in the Catalan derby at the Camp Nou.

That remains one of the finest results of his man-
agerial career, for all the sterling work he did at
Tottenham, including taking them to the 2019
Champions League final. It also remains Espanyol’s
only win away to Barca in the last 39 years. He left
in 2012, but the ties to Espanyol remain strong. “I
would prefer to go and work on my farm in
Argentina,” he famously joked in 2018 when asked if
he might ever coach Barcelona.

It was a theme he recently returned to during an
interview with French broadcaster RMC Sport. “I
have a real affection for Espanyol. I spent 12 years
there as a player, five as coach. Seventeen years of
my footballing life,” he said. “I have spent more time
there than at any other club, and they gave me the
opportunity to become a coach. That is why, given
the big rivalry, it would be impossible for me to
work for Barca.”

Still finding his feet
Yet for all that, Pochettino must know elimination

at the hands of Lionel Messi and co. would be a

huge setback for him so early into his reign in Paris.
He has won eight and drawn one of 10 games so far,
but none of the teams he has come up against yet
are near the level even of the current Barcelona.

The absence of Neymar is an enormous blow,
especially when added to that of Angel di Maria.
Marco Verratti is a doubt, and Pochettino is still try-
ing to put his stamp on the team. Kylian Mbappe,
with four goals in Pochettino’s 10 games, has not
consistently produced his electrifying best for some
time. The new coach has chopped and changed for-
mations too. “We want the team to be confident
playing in different systems, but it’s not always easy
to get a lot of work done in just 40 days,” he insist-
ed after Saturday’s win against Nice. “We have to
be ready, and the team will be ready.” —AFP

Energy-sapped
Liverpool could
learn from Leipzig
LONDON: Liverpool are badly in need
of a Champions League lift to save their
season, but with Jurgen Klopp’s men
seemingly devoid of confidence and
showing signs of physical and mental
fatigue, RB Leipzig are far from perfect
opponents in the last 16. Barred from
entering Germany due to coronavirus
restrictions, the English champions head
to Budapest for tonight’s first leg on the
back of three wins in their last 12 games
in all competitions.

That run has ended their chances of
silverware by retaining their league title
or lifting the FA Cup, leaving the
Champions League as Liverpool’s only
route to glory this season. However, there
is little reason to believe there is a revival
on the horizon for a squad that has been
hamstrung by injuries all season and
badly in need of rejuvenation. The loss of
three center-backs — the talismanic
Virgil van Dijk, Joe Gomez and Joel
Matip — to season-ending injuries has
had a devastating impact on Liverpool’s
season. Midfielders Fabinho and Jordan
Henderson have been forced to deputies
at the heart of the defense.

Without them, Liverpool’s bite to
quickly recoup possession in midfield has
gone as has the pace of Van Dijk and
Gomez to defend a high line. To com-
pound matters, goalkeeper Alisson
Becker, who has been fundamental to his
side’s success over the past two seasons,
has made glaring errors to concede sev-

en times to Manchester City and
Leicester in the last two games.

The injuries have also meant the
core of Alisson, Trent Alexander-
Arnold, Andy Robertson, Henderson,
Fabinho, Georginio Wijnaldum, Sadio
Mane, Roberto Firmino and Mohamed
Salah have had to carry a huge burden
of minutes in a season congested like
no other. After four years of implement-
ing Klopp’s energy-sapping style of
high pressing football, Liverpool’s
reserves have run dry.

“When you look at the percentage
of Premier League minutes played from
August 2018, this is a team that have
gone to the well for three years and
produced unbelievable moments, tro-
phies for this club,” former Liverpool
defender Jamie Carragher told Sky
Sports. “This is not an attitude thing.
This is not a team who think, ‘We’ve
won the league, we’ve made it’. They
just haven’t stopped for three years.”

Carragher pointed to the transfor-
mational impact the three signings of
Salah, Van Dijk and Alisson had in con-
secutive transfer windows in 2017 and
2018 to turn Liverpool from contenders
for a top-four finish in Klopp’s early
years into champions. However, key to
the recruitment of those three players
was the sale of Philippe Coutinho to
Barcelona for £142 million ($197 million,
162 million euros) in January 2018.

With Salah and Mane turning 29 this
year and Firmino 30 in October, the
chance to cash in on another prize asset
in their peak looks to have gone.
Wijnaldum also looks set to leave for
free when his contract expires at the
end of the season. Without significant

sales, even the Premier League champi-
ons cannot spend freely after a year of
little matchday revenue. Leipzig’s con-
troversial ownership structure as part
of Red Bull’s sports empire may be not
be popular with fans in Germany, but it
has helped them become a model for
successful player trading.

Dayot Upamecano’s departure to
Bayern Munich at the end of the season
for 43 million euros is the latest big
profit to be made on a player signed for
just two million euros by another Red
Bull-owned club Salzburg five-and-a-
half years ago. Liverpool have been fre-
quent shoppers from the Red Bull sta-
ble themselves in signing Naby Keita
and Takumi Minamino, while Mane also
made his name at Salzburg. Another

Leipzig center-back Ibrahima Konate
has been rumored as the long-term
solution to Liverpool’s defense.

Despite losing the goals of another
long-term Liverpool target Timo
Werner to Chelsea, Leipzig are
Bayern’s closest challengers for the
Bundesliga this season and knocked
out Manchester United to reach the
last 16 from a competitive group, also
including Paris Saint-Germain. A
steady stream of young new recruits
such as Dani Olmo, Dominik
Szoboszlai, Amadou Haidara,
Christopher Nkunku, Konate and
Angelino, has made Leipzig a force on
the European stage and a lesson for
Liverpool in how not to allow stan-
dards to slip with a stale squad.  —AFP

LEICESTER: Liverpool’s German manager Jurgen Klopp (center) and
Liverpool’s Egyptian midfielder Mohamed Salah react at the final whistle
during the English Premier League football match between Leicester City
and Liverpool at King Power Stadium in Leicester, central England on
February 13, 2021. —AFP

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

FC Barcelona v Paris Saint-Germain 23:00
beIN Sports HD 1
RB Leipzig v Liverpool 23:00
beIN Sports HD 2

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

News in brief

Leipzig boss wary of Liverpool

LEIPZIG: RB Leipzig head coach Julian Nagelsmann
is refusing to read too much into the Liverpool’s poor
recent results ahead of tonight’s Champions League
showdown in Budapest. Jurgen Klopp’s Liverpool
have won just three of their last 12 games and fly to
Budapest for the last 16, first-leg tie against Leipzig
on the back of three straight Premier League defeats.
In contrast, Leipzig are only second in the
Bundesliga behind world champions Bayern Munich
after winning their last three league games. “They
don’t have the results crisis in the Champions
League, but in the Premier League,” Nagelsmann
told reporters yesterday. “They have crossed off the
(Premier League) title and their focus is now only on
the Champions League.” —AFP

Inter go top of Serie A

ROME: Romelu Lukaku scored twice to reach 300
career goals as Inter Milan moved above AC Milan
to the top of Serie A with an impressive 3-1 home
win over Lazio on Sunday. Lukaku’s brace came in
the first half as Inter made the most of their city
rivals’ surprising 2-0 loss at Spezia on Saturday.
Inter, bidding for a first Scudetto since winning the
treble under Jose Mourinho in 2010, are now one
point clear of AC Milan, with Roma six points further
back in third. The stage is set for a mouthwatering
Milan derby at the San Siro next Sunday. —AFP

Arsenal hold off Leeds 

LONDON: Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang scored a
hat-trick as Arsenal saw off a Leeds rally for a thrilling
4-2 win at the Emirates on Sunday. Aubameyang had
not started a game for nearly a month after having to
quarantine after visiting his mother, who is suffering
from illness abroad. The Arsenal captain had previ-
ously scored just five league goals all season in a frus-
trating campaign for the Gunners, but he took full
advantage of Leeds’ expansive style to score his first
Premier League hat-trick.  —AFP

Lille reclaim top spot

PARIS: Lille returned to the top of Ligue 1 despite a
0-0 draw at home to Brest on Sunday, while Wissam
Ben Yedder scored an injury-time equalizer for
Monaco as their seven-game winning run was ended
by a resurgent Lorient. Christophe Galtier’s Lille failed
to register a single shot on target as they dropped
points for the first time in seven matches, moving back
one clear of Paris Saint-Germain at the summit.
Canada international Jonathan David had a goal disal-
lowed for Lille in the second half following a handball
in the build-up by center-back Jose Fonte. —AFP

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Argentinian head coach
Mauricio Pochettino gestures during the French L1
football match between Paris Saint-Germain (PSG)
and Nice (OGCN) at the Parc des Princes stadium in
Paris, on February 13, 2021. —AFP


