
BUDAPEST: Liverpool rediscovered lost form and
seized the initiative against RB Leipzig in the first
leg of their Champions League last-16 clash by
cruising to a 2-0 win in a chilly Budapest on
Tuesday. Clinical early second-half strikes from
Mohamed Salah and Sadio Mane, both courtesy of
dreadful defensive errors, proved decisive and leave
the German side facing a formidable task in the
return leg on March 10.

The win moves Jurgen Klopp’s men to the brink
of the Champions League quarter-finals and also
ends a run of three straight defeats that has left the
English champions 13 points behind leaders
Manchester City in the Premier League. “It was a
game we wanted it was a game we needed tonight,”
Klopp told BT Sport afterwards. “Leipzig can be a
real monster. The way they play in the Bundesliga
they overrun teams, they can be really physical in
everything and tonight we controlled them in an
exceptional way.”

“They had their moments because of the quality
they have but we controlled the game so tonight I
think we got the result we deserved,” he said. The
first leg was moved from Leipzig to the Hungarian
capital due to Germany’s strict COVID-19 travel
restrictions. Despite the enforced relocation, Julian
Nagelsmann’s side, on a four-game winning streak
at home where they are second behind Bayern
Munich in the Bundesliga, started briskly and almost
went ahead on four minutes.

Marauding left-back Angelino teed up fellow
Spaniard Dani Olmo for a close-range diving
header past Alisson but the effort only rattled the
post. Soon after Angelino again exploited space
on the left but his left-footed volley skewed harm-

lessly across the goalmouth. Instead it  was
Liverpool, striving to reverse their slump and bad-
ly in need of a Champions League lift, who gradu-
ally created more chances, often benefitting from
loose defending.

Busy Salah
First, Salah, busy throughout, forced a block

from Leipzig’s Hungarian goalkeeper Peter Gulacsi
on the quarter hour. Ten minutes later Mane, out-
jumping Nordi Mukiele, headed a Firmino cross
just over after the Brazilian striker and Salah had
combined well on the right. Shortly before half-
time, Andy Robertson shaved the crossbar when his
lob from distance almost caught out the Budapest-
born Gulacsi dashing back after making a clearance
outside his box.

Although Leipzig perked up on the restart with
Alisson Becker saving from Christopher Nkunku,
the German side, were made to pay for two calami-
tous mistakes early in the second half. In the 53rd
minute, Salah pounced on a sloppy back-pass by
Austrian midfielder Marcel Sabitzer and ran
unchallenged to smoothly slot past Gulacsi. Five
minutes later, Mane doubled Liverpool’s lead in
similar fashion, smartly finishing after Mukiele had
scuffed a clearance. “We made two huge mistakes
which would be punished at any level,”
Nagelsmann told DAZN. 

“Mistakes happen, we didn’t play badly and we
have to live with the result, we have to score twice
just to take the game (return leg) to extra time, but
we will try to do our best,” he said. With Swedish
playmaker Emil Forsberg sidelined by a knee injury
and lacking a talismanic goalscorer, Leipzig rarely

threatened to pull one back.
Liverpool were left to cruise to victory, keeping

alive their hopes of silverware via Champions
League glory this season despite their domestic
woes. “We were for two years really good and then

this year we had some problems,” said Klopp.
“That’s absolutely normal and I have no problem
with that. It’s just a lot of people probably expected
us to slip again because of the situation and the
boys didn’t,” he said. — AFP
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Liverpool seize control
over RB Leipzig in Budapest

Europa League
returns amid COVID
relocation complaints 
LONDON: Manchester United and Arsenal face
tough ties when the Europa League returns for the
knockout stages tonight amid complaints over the
relocation of various matches due to coronavirus
restrictions.

Both legs between Arsenal and Benfica have
been moved to neutral venues with Thursday’s first
clash taking place in Rome and the second leg in
Athens. United’s trip to Real Sociedad this week
has also been switched to Turin with no elite sport
exemption allowed for the English giants to travel
to the Basque Country due to concerns over new
strains of COVID-19.

Real Sociedad’s director of football, Roberto
Olabe, criticized UEFA for what he sees as an
unfair advantage should the Spanish side have to
play the second leg in Manchester. “It does not
seem coherent to me that as the home team, we
play on a neutral field and as a visitor, we do it
there,” he told Diario Vasco. “I would like the
return to be also on a neutral ground or for UEFA
to appoint a single venue for a one-game tie as it
did last year.”

United were involved in the final stages of last
year’s competition when one-off ties, all held in
Germany, were used to make up for lost time due
to the pandemic halting games across the conti-
nent for three months. The Red Devils manager,
Ole Gunnar Solskjaer, is also in favor of a return to
the one-game format to ease the fixture burden
with his side still involved in three competitions.

If United progressed to the finals of both the
Europa League and FA Cup, they could still have
26 games to play before the end of the season,
meaning they would be in action twice a week until
late May. “It’s not a decision we made but when
one game is in a neutral venue, it’s a disadvantage
to the team that doesn’t have the home game,” said
Solskjaer. “That’s out of our hands. We can’t say
we’d go to Turin and play one game, I wouldn’t
mind that at all, it would be one game less.”

Carrot of Champions League 
However, there are no guarantees that

Solskjaer’s side will progress against Real
Sociedad, who boast a collection of some of
Europe’s most exciting young talents, allied to the
experience of David Silva, who was a consistent
thorn in United’s side during 10 years at
Manchester City.

Swedish forward Aleksander Isak has scored
six times in his last five La Liga games, while
Spanish international Mikel Oyarzabal is the latest
supreme talent to come through the club’s youth
academy, following in the footsteps of Xabi Alonso
and Antoine Griezmann. Despite a flying start that
took them to the top of La Liga, La Real have
slipped to fifth and may now see winning the
Europa League as their best chance of securing
Champions League football next season. 

The carrot of a return to the Champions League
is even more pressing for Arsenal. After 19 seasons
in Europe’s premier club competition between
1998 and 2016/17, the Gunners have spent the last
four seasons in the Europa League with severe
financial repercussions. Sitting 10th in the Premier
League, a top-four finish looks beyond Mikel
Arteta’s men. Tottenham Hotspur are another side
who may have to pin their hopes of a Champions
League return on Europa League success as they
face Austrian side Wolfsberg, with the first leg
moved to Budapest. — AFP

BUDAPEST: Liverpool’s Egyptian midfielder Mohamed Salah (center) and Leipzig’s Korean forward Hwang Hee-
chan (left) vie for the ball during the UEFA Champions League round of 16 first leg football match between RB
Leipzig and FC Liverpool at the Puskas Arena in Budapest on Tuesday. — AFP

Salah - Mane duo put Reds on brink of quarter-finals

Klopp urges
Liverpool to
build on win
BUDAPEST: Jurgen Klopp has urged Liverpool to
build on their impressive Champions League last 16
away win against Leipzig which ended the Reds’
miserable run of recent results. Liverpool threw off
the shackles of three straight Premier League
defeats with a slick performance and clinical finish-
ing to dominate Leipzig in the first-leg tie in
Budapest on Tuesday.

Goals by Mohamed Salah and Sadio Mane in
quick succession early in the second half capitalized
on glaring errors in the Leipzig defense. However
with Liverpool still 13 points behind leaders
Manchester City in the Premier League table, Klopp
knows the Reds must keep improving. “We’re not
children anymore, it’s not as though we won that
game and everything is fine again,” Klopp told
reporters at the Puskas Arena.

The Liverpool manager was heartened to see his
side exploit the chances created and bounce back
after morale-sapping defeats to Leicester City,
Manchester City and Brighton in recent weeks. “We
played dominating football, which hasn’t happened
often,” admitted Klopp, who singled out goalkeeper
Alisson Becker for making key saves to deny
Leipzig. “We kept a clean sheet, we scored two
goals, we forced our opponent to make the mistakes
we have pretty much made in the last few weeks.”

The first leg tie was switched from Leipzig due to
Germany’s strict Covid-19 travel restrictions and

was played behind closed doors in Budapest.
Liverpool have one foot in the quarter-finals of
Europe, but Klopp expects Leipzig to put up a fight
in the return leg on March 10. “If you watch Leipzig
more often, you would know their game can look
completely different to tonight,” said Klopp. “We
looked at their line up (before kick-off) and we had
no idea of the system they would play, they could
have played six or seven different systems.”

An uncharacteristic mistake by Leipzig captain
Marcel Sabitzer resulted in the loose pass, which
was snapped up by Salah to score the opening goal.
Then Leipzig center-back Nordi Mukiele slipped
attempting a clearance, which left Senegal forward
Mane unopposed to fire past PÈter Gulacsi in the
Germans’ goal. “I think people expected us to slip
up and thought it would be a tricky tie for Liverpool,
but we did it,” said Klopp. “Whatever they tried, we
had answers. They had chances but that the majority
of the time we controlled the game well and that
doesn’t happen a lot against Leipzig.”

Liverpool captain Jordan Henderson insisted the
“job is only half done” after the Reds’ win. “Overall,
it was a pleasing performance, a good win but it is
only half the job done,” Henderson told BT Sport.
“We just wanted to keep going, keep fighting. We’ve
had a lot of difficult situations throughout the sea-
son. Tonight was a good step in the right direction,
but we need to continue with that and if we do we’ll
get good results along the way.”

On the other hand, Julian Nagelsmann’s Leipzig
face an uphill task in the return leg on March 10.
“We weren’t so brave with the possession we had,
we made two huge mistakes which would be pun-
ished at any level,” Nagelsmann told DAZN. “We
created chances, which we didn’t take, which will be
a big topic for the second leg. It won’t be easy, we

have to score twice just to take the game (return
leg) to extra time, but we will try to do our best.
Liverpool will respect us and we have to be confi-
dent for the second game, because there is no other
alternative.” — AFP

BUDAPEST: Liverpool’s German manager Juergen
Klopp reacts during the UEFA Champions League
round of 16 first leg football match between RB
Leipzig and FC Liverpool at the Puskas Arena in
Budapest on Tuesday. —AFP

Harden scores 38
as Nets overcome
huge deficit vs Suns
LOS ANGELES: James Harden spearheaded the
biggest halftime comeback in franchise history,
scoring 38 points and the short-handed Brooklyn
Nets rallied to stun the Phoenix Suns 128-124 on
Tuesday. Harden caught fire late as the Nets
stormed back from a 21-point halftime deficit to
snap the Suns’ season-best win streak at six NBA
games. The Nets trailed by as much as 24 points.
“We had nothing to lose but to fight back,” said
Nets coach Steve Nash. “We took advantage of
outstanding defense in our own end and James
made some big shots.”

Harden added 11 assists, Joe Harris scored 22
points and Jeff Green scored 18 points off for the
Nets, who won their fourth consecutive game
despite playing without Kevin Durant and Kyrie
Irving. Durant missed his second consecutive
game with a hamstring injury and Irving is both-
ered by a sore back. Chris Paul scored 17 of his 29
points in the fourth quarter and Devin Booker
added 22 with seven assists in the loss in front of a
pandemic limited crowd of 3,000 fans at the PHX
Arena in Arizona. 

It looked like the red-hot Suns might post a
wire-to-wire win until Brooklyn took its first lead
on a Harden three-pointer with 31 seconds
remaining in the fourth. “The first five to six min-
utes of the third quarter our offense was in the
mud,” said Suns coach Monty Williams. “We gave
one of the best offensive teams in the league life.”
The game marked the return of first-year coach
Nash to Phoenix, where he earned MVP honors in
2005 and 2006.

Elsewhere, Damian Lillard drained three clutch
three-pointers in four possessions late in the final
quarter as the Portland Trail Blazers squandered
a 24-point lead but held on to beat the Oklahoma

City Thunder 115-104. Lillard finished with 31
points for the Blazers, who posted their fifth con-
secutive victory. Lillard drained the first of his
three threes with just over four minutes left in the
final quarter as he and Gary Trent combined to
score 12 unanswered points to extend the Blazers
win streak to five straight games. Lillard scored
14 of his 31 in the fourth quarter as Portland
made 20 baskets from beyond the arc. He also
had seven rebounds  at Chesapeake Energy
Arena in Oklahoma.

Even Lillard’s teammates were in awe. “I went
up to him and told him, ‘You crazy, man!’” Enes
Kanter said. “He’s like a cheat code. I’ve never seen
anything like this before and I’ve played with some
great, great players.” Trent added 19 points and
Kanter had a game-high 21 rebounds. Luguentz
Dort delivered 23 points and Hamidou Diallo came

off the bench to score 17 for the Thunder, who took
the lead halfway through the fourth after holding
Portland to two-of-13 shooting to begin the final
quarter. “I feel like it just takes will and fight,”
Diallo said. “And I feel like with this group of guys
that we have here, we’re never going to give up, no
matter what we’re down.”

In Minneapolis, LeBron James sparked the
offense with 30 points and 13 rebounds as the
reigning NBA champion Los Angeles Lakers shook
off the absence of Anthony Davis to beat the
Minnesota Timberwolves 112-104. Lakers also got
24 points from Dennis Schroder and 17 off the
bench from Montrezl Harrell in the win. “We’re not
expecting one person to try to pick up A.D.’s pro-
ductivity. Nobody’s going to be able to do that. He
just brings too much to the table. But we all can do
more,” James said. — AFP

PHOENIX: James Harden #13 of the Brooklyn Nets drives the ball against Devin Booker #1 of the Phoenix Suns
during the second half of the NBA game at Phoenix Suns Arena on Tuesday in Phoenix, Arizona. — AFP


