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Liverpool survive scare from
virus-hit Aston Villa in FA Cup

Growing concerns as new virus variant plagues Britain
LONDON: Liverpool survived a scare from coron-
avirus-ravaged Aston Villa to reach the FA Cup
fourth round with a 4-1 win against opponents
missing their entire first-team squad as the pan-
demic wreaks havoc on English football.

Villa fielded a raw side comprised entirely of
youth academy players and were without boss
Dean Smith after being hit hard by a COVID-19
outbreak earlier this week. In all, 14 unnamed Villa
employees — nine players and five staff — have
tested positive, forcing the Premier League club to
close their training base on Thursday because of
the outbreak.

Liverpool played a strong side for the third
round tie at Villa Park, but Villa’s youngsters acquit-
ted themselves well. Four of Villa’s starting line-up
weren’t even born when Liverpool midfielder James
Milner made his professional debut for Leeds in
2002. But they gave Liverpool a shock when Louie
Barry cancelled out Sadio Mane’s opener.

Eventually, the Premier League champions’ class
told with a blitz of three goals in five minutes in the
second half. Georginio Wijnaldum struck before
Mane and Mohamed Salah sealed a first win in four
games in all competitions for Jurgen Klopp’s side.

“The kids did really well,” Klopp said. “We had
problems in passing and moving. Too many on the
wrong side of the ball, not enough recoveries of
passes. We had chances and shot directly at the
goalie. It was rusty but better in the second half. We
have a lot players with no rhythm.”

Mark Delaney, the Villa Under-23 coach deputiz-
ing for Smith, added: “We are all very proud as a
club, as coaches and players. That was a monumen-
tal effort considering what the players have had to
go through.”

That Villa, whose team had an average age of 18
and 294 days, ended the night with their heads held
high was all the more remarkable given their CEO

Christian Purslow’s frank pre-match assessment.
“Our experience of this situation in the past two
days has been a frightening scenario because we
went from 100 percent negative on 1 January to 14
cases,” Purslow told BT Sport. “Many of the players
tonight are so young their mums and dads will be
dropping them off at Villa Park.”

There are growing concerns over whether the
Premier League season can be completed on time
as the new virus variant plagues Britain. The FA Cup
has not escaped the chaos and Southampton’s third
round tie against Shrewsbury today has been post-
poned after several positive tests at the League One
team.

A record-high 40 positive tests were detected
among top-flight players and staff in the week
between December 28 and January 3 and four
Premier League games have already been post-
poned this term. The English Football League, which
oversees the three divisions below the Premier
League, reported 112 positive tests on Friday.

Newcastle boss Steve Bruce and Leeds manager
Marcelo Bielsa claim there is a moral argument to
suspend all matches after the latest national lock-
down ordered by the government. Despite the
resurgent virus, Premier League officials are
adamant the season will proceed and Liverpool
took advantage of Villa’s problems to get back on
track. They needed just four minutes to take the
lead when Mane headed home from Curtis Jones’
pin-point cross. Yet Liverpool were caught with a
stunning counter-punch in the 41st minute.

Barry, a 17-year-old striker who joined Villa from
Barcelona last year, sprinted onto Callum Rowe’s
pass, left Rhys Williams trailing in his wake and
planted a brilliant finish into the far corner. If
Liverpool were experiencing flashbacks to the
humiliation of their 7-2 Premier League defeat at
Villa in October, Wijnaldum restored order in the

60th minute when the midfielder swept home from
the edge of the area.

Mane netted with a looping header over Akos
Onodi in the 63rd minute before Salah turned to fire
home from 10 yards two minutes later. In Friday’s
other third round tie, Wolves beat Crystal Palace 1-0
thanks to Adama Traore’s 35th minute goal. — AFP

BIRMINGHAM: Liverpool’s Brazilian midfielder Roberto Firmino (center) vies with Aston Villa’s English defender
Mungo Bridge (right)  during the English FA Cup third round football match between Aston Villa and Liverpool at Villa
Park in Birmingham, central England on Friday. — AFP

MONCHENGLADBACH: Moenchengladbach’s German midfielder Florian Neuhaus scores his team’s third goal
during the German first division Bundesliga football match Borussia Moenchengladbach v FC Bayern Munich in
Moenchengladbach, western Germany on Friday. — AFP

LONDON: Chelsea’s English head coach Frank Lampard
reacts to their defeat on the pitch after the English
Premier League football match between Chelsea and
Manchester City at Stamford Bridge in London on
January 3, 2021.— AFP

Lampard doesn’t
fear Chelsea revolt
LONDON: Frank Lampard insists Chelsea’s players
won’t turn on him after the dismal run that threatens to
derail their season. Chelsea manager Lampard is under
pressure after four defeats in six Premier League
games pushed the Blues down to ninth place. Lampard
has tinkered with his team repeatedly in a bid to find a
winning formula and he knows it is hard to keep all his
players happy. The 42-year-old expects players who
find themselves out of the side to be frustrated, but he
believes they will do their talking on the pitch rather
than grumble about the boss behind his back.

“Having been in those squads I can say clearly how
sometimes that the player power phrase got relayed
to the open world and what was going on inside was
not always the same thing,” Lampard said. “I hate
relating back to my time with the club because every-
one will get bored with that, particularly the players.
Where we are at the minute is we have been off the
pace of winning the Premier League for a few years.
When you are in a rebuild you are searching for any-
thing that can help this squad grow. When it is grow-
ing there are tough times. They have to react, they
have to get over it. The players have to do that. I am
looking closely at the players, as I look at myself
because the players will do it on the pitch but I am
always at the forefront of it.”

Chelsea host Morecambe in today’s FA Cup third
round bidding to hit back to form after last weekend’s
3-1 damaging defeat against Manchester City. A shock
cup exit would be a major blow to Chelsea’s morale,
but Lampard knows it is difficult for a squad changed
by a major close-season spending spree to show lead-
ership while players are still finding their feet.

“It’s a big ask to ask players fresh to this club to be
the players that have been here many years and have
seen it all before,” Lampard said. “Other teams in the
Premier League have that, we do not. So that’s the first
part of player power. The other part is the people talk-
ing negatively. I never came into this job thinking for
one minute that I’m going to have a squad of 25 play-
ers or so who are going to be saying ‘I love not playing
football’. I realised pretty quickly in this job that
whether we win or lose there will be players who will
be wanting to play. Some will use that with real posi-
tivity, some maybe not so much.” — AFP

BERLIN: European champions Bayern Munich suf-
fered only their second Bundesliga defeat of the sea-
son on Friday after throwing away a two-goal lead and
crashing to a 3-2 loss at Borussia Moenchengladbach.
Bayern were cruising at 2-0 up after 26 minutes thanks
to a Robert Lewandowski penalty and a superb Leon
Goretzka goal at Borussia Park.

However, Gladbach roared back as midfielder
Jonas Hofmann scored twice to make it 2-2 at the
break, then set up Florian Neuhaus who scored what
proved to be the winner for the hosts just after the
break. “We’re delighted, it was a hard fight. I don’t
think many people had thought we could do it, but we
scored our first two goals exactly as planned,”
Hofmann told DAZN. “We knew Bayern defend high.
We made life hard for ourselves at the start, but it
was great that we could take the lead straight after
the break.”

Bayern were punished for repeatedly losing the
ball in their half as Gladbach took the chances which
came their way. Bayern started brightly, ending their
curious run of conceding the first goal in their previ-
ous eight league games when Neuhaus reached down
and brushed the ball with the back of his hand on the
edge of the area.

After a long VAR review, the referee awarded a
penalty and Lewandowski slotted home his 20th

league goal this season. Bayern were 2-0 up when
Goretzka superby won the ball back in Gladbach’s
half, traded passes with Leroy Sane and hit the net
with a great finish. However, the scores were level at
the break as the hosts fought back.

In the pre-match build-up, Gladbach coach Marco
Rose had highlighted Bayern’s tendency to defend
high up the pitch, which created space for opponents
to attack, and his team ruthlessly exploited the weak-
ness. A superb pass by Lars Stindl split the Bayern
defence, Hofmann darted onto the ball and fired it
past Manuel Neuer on 36 minutes.

The second goal was almost identical. Stindl’s
long-range pass released Hofmann, who sprinted
clear of Bayern’s scrambling defence to again fire
past Neuer just before half-time. Then when Niklas
Suele gave away possession to Hofmann, the mid-
fielder dribbled on the edge of the area and passed to
Neuhaus, who made amends for the first-half penalty
with a brilliant finish four minutes after the break.

Gladbach defender Matthias Ginter was floored
and needed medical treatment after blocking a Sane
shot with his face. In a bid to raise the tempo, Bayern
head coach Hansi Flick brought on Kingsley Coman,
whose goal decided the Champions League final in
August, for the final 22 minutes but to no avail as
Gladbach held on. — AFP

Bayern Munich squander two-goal 
lead to lose at Moenchengladbach

Man City’s
Aguero set for
FA Cup return
LONDON: Sergio Aguero could make his first
Manchester City start since October when the club
face Birmingham in the FA Cup third round today.
Aguero, City’s record goalscorer, has made just nine
appearances so far this season, with six of those from
the bench, following a series of fitness problems. The

32-year-old missed both the end of last season and
the start of the current campaign after knee surgery
in June. His return has since been hampered by a
hamstring injury and more knee trouble.

But City manager Pep Guardiola believes the
Argentina forward can now start from the kick-off,
telling reporters on Friday: “Yesterday he trained
really well, today he was off. Tomorrow if he feels
good he is going to play. Sergio, he’s unique, but he’s
had a tough injury, really tough. The important thing
is his mood is exceptional, better than ever. He’s
going to start and the minutes (to be played) his level,
performance or knee will dictate. If he can play 90
minutes it will be great, or 60 or 30 minutes will be

great. What’s important is that he has good quality
minutes as much as possible. We will see what hap-
pens with him.”

Guardiola, however, was wary of over-burdening
Aguero in a season where the fixtures list has been
compressed as a result of the impact of the coron-
avirus pandemic. “It would be great to have him fit
and in the best condition,” Guardiola said. “He’s opti-
mistic and positive, he’s been saying he will do a good
season, ‘I will score a lot of goals’, and this is the most
important thing. But we don’t want to put him under
pressure. There are games that maybe we don’t need
him, but we do for most of the games, for 80 or 90
percent of games we need him as a striker.” — AFP

News in brief
Atletico Madrid game postponed

MADRID: Spain’s heaviest snowfall in decades
has forced Atletico Madrid’s game against Athletic
Bilbao yesterday to be postponed, LaLiga
announced. “With the exceptional situation due to
the storm over a large part of the peninsular which
has forced the Madrid-Barajas airport to close for
the day, and the impossibility of providing a pitch
in ideal conditions LaLiga, after discussions with
the two clubs, has postponed the game,” the fed-
eration said. A new date for the encounter will be
published in the coming days, LaLiga’s statement
added. Diego Simeone’s Atletico lead the table by
two points from city rivals Real with two games in
hand. — AFP

Benzema’s sex tape trial

MADRID: Real Madrid coach Zinedine Zidane
backed striker Karim Benzema to focus “on his job
and his family” and not get distracted by having to
face a blackmail trial over a sex tape. Benzema, 33,
is accused of involvement in a plot to extort mon-
ey from former France teammate Mathieu
Valbuena by threatening to make a sex video pub-
lic. The French star has described the trial as a
‘farce’. “I fully support him, I am with him, I know
very well that these are not situations which are
easy,” said Zidane at a news conference on Friday.
A date for the trial of Benzema as well as four oth-
er men has not yet been set. — AFP

De Ligt tests positive

ROME: Netherlands defender Matthijs De Ligt
has become the third Juventus player to test posi-
tive for coronavirus this week, the Italian champi-
ons said on Friday. De Ligt follows team-mates
Alex Sandro and Juan Cuadrado in missing this
weekend’s league match against Sassuolo as well
as next Sunday’s trip to Inter Milan and January
20’s Italian Super Cup final with Napoli due to the
illness. “Juventus Football Club announces that,
during the checks provided for by the protocol in
force, Matthijs De Ligt has emerged positive with
Covid 19,” Juve said. “The player has already been
placed in solitary confinement.” — AFP

Haller joins Ajax

THE HAGUE: Striker Sebastien Haller has joined
Ajax Amsterdam from West Ham on a four and a
half year deal, the Dutch champions announced on
Friday. “Ajax, West Ham United and Sebastien
Haller have reached an agreement for the transfer
of the French-Ivorian player,” said a statement on
the Ajax website. The club said the fee of 22.5 mil-
lion euros ($27.5 million) — considerably less than
the estimated 50 million euros West Ham paid
Frankfurt in the summer of 2019 — makes the 26-
year-old the most expensive signing in the Dutch
Eredivisie. — AFP


