
RIYADH/JEONJU: Uzbek winger Jaloliddin
Masharipov struck a second-half brace as Saudi
Arabia’s Al-Nassr thrashed the UAE’s Al Wahda 5-1
to storm into the semi-finals of the Asian
Champions League on Saturday. Al-Nassr will now
meet compatriots Al-Hilal tomorrow in a Riyadh
derby after the three-time champions saw off
Iranian giants Persepolis 3-0 in the second quarter-
final from AFC’s western zone. Meanwhile, title-
holders Ulsan Hyundai will play fellow South
Korean side Pohang Steelers in Wednesday’s semi-
finals as they close in on an unprecedented third
AFC Champions League crown. 

The AFC were forced to play the quarter-finals
in a single-leg format after the COVID-19 pandemic
played havoc with the scheduling. Masharipov, who
joined Al-Nassr from Uzbekistan’s Pakhtakor this
year, had vowed to do his best in the match. “I
promise our fans that I will give my best and so will
all of my teammates to meet the fans’ expectations
and ambitions,” he told the AFC website on Friday.

And sure enough the 28-year-old delivered in
style, first by providing the assist for Abderazzak
Hamdallah to score Al-Nassr’s opening goal in the
seventh minute and then booting home the second
seven minutes after the break as he cut in from the
left flank and beat Al Wahda goalkeeper Mohamed
al-Shamsi with ease.

Abdulfattah Asiri added the third goal in the 56th
minute before Masharipov made it 4-0 in the 65th
on a pass from Hamdallah with a composed finish.
Al-Wahda, who were on a six-match unbeaten run
in the tournament, just couldn’t cope against the
better organized Saudis and conceded their fifth
goal with Sami al-Naji firing home in the 75th
minute. The Emiratis managed to pull one back in
stoppage time but Ismaeil Matar’s strike was too lit-
tle too late as they crashed out of the tournament at
this stage for the third time.

Also in Riyadh, Al-Hilal made light work of
Persepolis with star striker Bafetimbi Gomis on tar-
get twice in the second half. Salam al-Dawsari put
the 2019 winners ahead in the 27th minute, making
good on a long pass by Mohamed Kano and blast-
ing the ball past goalkeeper Hamed Lak whose full-
length dive went in vain.

Frenchman Gomis made it 2-0 five minutes after
the break with an easy tap-in from a Matheus
Pereira pass as Al Hilal completely dominated their
rivals. Former Swansea striker Gomis got his second

goal in the 70th minute following a spell of crisp
passing involving Pereira and al-Dawsari to put Al
Hilal within two wins of a possible fourth Asian title. 

All-Korean semi
Elsewhere, substitute Lee Dong-gyeong hit a

cracker in extra time as Ulsan squeezed past anoth-
er Korean team, Jeonbuk Motors, 3-2 in a thriller at
Jeonju World Cup Stadium yesterday. Earlier at the
same arena, where a modest crowd was socially
distanced because of coronavirus rules, Pohang
defeated Japan’s Nagoya Grampus 3-0 to book
their last-four spot.

In a terrific clash between the top two in the K
League, Ulsan went ahead against Jeonbuk in the
13th minute thanks to a spectacular strike from

Valeri Qazaishvili. The Georgian international
picked the ball on the edge of the box, danced his
way past three defenders and pinged the ball into
the top corner.

Home side Jeonbuk hit back six minutes before
half-time through Han Kyo-won, but Ulsan retook
the lead in scrappy fashion in the first minute of
injury time, with Yun Il-lok pouncing from close
range. Jeonbuk were level again however just three
minutes into the second half when Japanese forward
Takahiro Kunimoto chested the ball down and

volleyed into the bottom corner.
The two sides went into extra time locked at 2-2,

before Lee stepped up to smash the ball into the net
from outside the box in the 101st minute. In the oth-
er quarter-final, Lim Sang-hyub scored twice as
Pohang sealed their place in the last four.

Pohang failed to have a shot on target in the first
half, but the 2009 champions cranked up the pres-
sure on Nagoya in the second period, with Lee
Seung-mo grabbing the other in an ultimately com-
fortable triumph for the Koreans. — AFP 
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Inter ‘lose heads’
in Lazio defeat as
AC Milan go top
MILAN: Reigning champions Inter Milan
suffered their first Serie A defeat of the sea-
son as they lost a bad-tempered game 3-1 to
Lazio on Saturday, while AC Milan fought
back from two goals down against Verona to
go top of the table.

Inter were incensed after Felipe Anderson
tapped home a rebound in the 81st minute to
put the hosts 2-1 ahead at the Stadio
Olimpico, with the visiting players angry that
Lazio had not stopped play due to Federico
Dimarco being down injured. But Lazio were
under no obligation to stop and Dimarco had
hit the floor before Inter continued attacking
themselves. Five yellow cards were dished
out in the aftermath as the away side’s
protests stopped play for several minutes,
with visiting full-back Denzel Dumfries per-
haps lucky to only be booked.

It was a miserable return to the capital
for away coach Simone Inzaghi, who left
Lazio in the close-season to replace
Antonio Conte at Inter. His Lazio replace-
ment, Maurizio Sarri, has often been criti-
cized in the early weeks of the campaign,
but the three points take his new team into
fifth place.

“(We) conceded a strange second and
lost our heads,” Inzaghi told DAZN. “That
should not happen, because the referee can
let play continue and there were 10 minutes
plus stoppages to go, we should’ve kept
playing. The third goal was the worst, as we
were not defending properly and switched
off. We lost our focus and there was still time
to make up for the second goal until then.”

AC Milan took first place overnight,
though, as Zlatan Ibrahimovic made his
return from injury as a substitute in a dra-
matic 3-2 victory over Verona.

Lazio fight back
In Rome, Inter made the breakthrough in

the 20th minute as Albanian full-back Elseid
Hysaj clipped Nicolo Barella and Ivan Perisic
stepped up to score for the second time this
season. But Lazio deservedly drew level in
the 64th minute, after Alessandro Bastoni
handled inside the area.

Immobile made no mistake with the
penalty to net his seventh league goal this
term and move above Inter striker Edin
Dzeko at the top of the scoring charts. The
controversial moment came with nine min-
utes remaining as Dimarco went down hold-
ing his chest after appearing to be fouled in
the center circle.

But the referee waved play on and Inter’s
attack ended with Lautaro Martinez shoot-
ing straight at Reina, who started a quick
counter-attack. Immobile’s shot was saved
by goalkeeper Samir Handanovic, with
Anderson tapping in the follow-up. Dumfries
and Handanovic responded angrily, with the
Dutch wing-back almost ripping the apolo-
getic Anderson’s shirt. “There’s no debate,”
Sarri said. “Dimarco was down and Inter
went to have a shot on goal.”— AFP
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RIYADH: Nassr’s players celebrate their goal during the AFC Champions League quarterfinal football match
between UAE’s Al-Wahda and KSA’s Al-Nassr on Saturday, at the Mrsool Park Stadium in Riyadh. — AFP

Ulsan win 
thriller to reach 

all-Korean 
semi

Masharipov leads Al-Nassr into
Asian Champions League semi-finals
Al-Nassr meets Al-Hilal in Riyadh derby tomorrow

Man Utd must
fix ‘mentality
and tactics’,
says Pogba
MANCHESTER: Paul Pogba delivered
a withering assessment of the state of
Manchester United’s form after a 4-2
defeat to Leicester left the Red Devils
already five points adrift in the Premier
League title race. United have not won
an English top-flight title since 2013, but
were expected to challenge this season
after splashing out to sign Cristiano
Ronaldo, Jadon Sancho and Raphael
Varane in the transfer window.

However, Ole Gunnar Solskjaer’s
men have taken just one point from a
possible nine against Aston Villa,
Everton and Leicester in their last
three league games. United also
crashed out of the League Cup last
month and are under pressure for
Wednesday’s Champions League
clash with Atalanta after losing their
opening group game to Swiss side
Young Boys.

“If we want to win the title, these
are the games we need to win, even if

they are very hard,” Pogba told Sky
Sports. “We have been having these
kind of games for a long time and
haven’t found the problem. We have
conceded easy and stupid goals.”

United’s defense was easily
exposed by a Leicester side that had
not won since August before Saturday.
Solskjaer started with all of Pogba,
Bruno Fernandes, Sancho, Mason
Greenwood and Ronaldo and hinted
afterwards he may have to sacrifice
some of his attacking stars to better
balance the side.

“We know that the fans were going
to push and put pressure on us and
we need to be more mature, play with
more experience and arrogance - in a
good way - by taking the ball and
playing our football,” added Pogba.
“We need to find the key for this
change because we deserved to lose.
I don’t know if it is the mindset of the
players. We need to change some-
thing. We need to find the mentality
and tactics to win. We have to look as
individuals and as a team to fix this.”

Former Manchester United captain
Gary Neville said Solskjaer’s forward
players were not working hard
enough defensively. “I love them as
players those five, but having them all
in the same team there’s not enough
work horses,” said Neville. “We need-

ed work horses alongside the great
players. Manchester United at this
moment in time are imbalanced.”

The pressure is rising on Solskjaer
to turn things around quickly ahead of

a demanding run of fixtures.
Solskjaer’s men face Liverpool,
Tottenham, Manchester City, Chelsea
and Arsenal in their next six Premier
League games. — AFP

LEICESTER: Manchester United’s French midfielder Paul Pogba controls the ball
during his team’s English Premier League football match against Leicester City
at King Power Stadium in Leicester, central England, on Saturday. —AFP

Tuchel backs
‘unselfish’ Lukaku
to end goal drought
LONDON: Thomas Tuchel insists Chelsea striker
Romelu Lukaku will end his worrying goal drought
because he is so unselfish. Tuchel’s side moved to
the top of the Premier league with a hard-fought 1-
0 win at west London neighbors Brentford on
Saturday.

But Belgium forward Lukaku was unable to get
on the scoresheet as his run without a club goal
extended to six games. That is a concerning statistic
as his strong start to his second spell at Chelsea
begins to fade away.

Signed in a club record £98 million ($134 mil-
l ion) deal from Inter Milan, Lukaku looked
unplayable as he scored four times in his first four
games for the Champions League winners. But
since then the goals have dried up, raising ques-
tions about a player who also flopped in the
Premier League with Manchester United before
reviving his career at Inter. Lukaku tucked away
Timo Werner’s cross against Brentford, only to see
the effort chalked out for offside. Ben Chilwell pro-
vided Chelsea’s winning goal. Blues boss Tuchel is
relaxed about Lukaku’s recent barren run, praising
the 28-year-old’s selfless approach.

“I am not concerned as I felt him a bit tired, and
then isolated because we were defending too deep
as a block,” Tuchel said. “I felt him a bit tired.
Altogether we produced a very strong 60 to 75
minutes, including Romelu and Timo. Both of them,
Romelu and Timo, were too far away to help us
escape the pressure. That was the problem, but I
have no concerns. Normally the best thing is that
he scores but he is very unselfish at the moment,
looking for Timo in good situations. And we had
him in the situation to score, it was a close offside
decision.”

Superb Mendy
Meanwhile, Tuchel saluted Edouard Mendy as

the Chelsea goalkeeper’s superb display sealed the
hard-fought win at Brentford. Tuchel’s side had
been knocked out of pole position by Liverpool’s 5-
0 rout of Watford a few hours earlier. But Chelsea
had the perfect response with a gritty victory in
their first league meeting with their west London
neighbors for 74 years. 

Ben Chilwell’s fiercely-struck goal in first half
stoppage-time was enough to give Chelsea their
sixth win in eight league games. But Chelsea had to
rely on a series of fine saves from Mendy in the
closing stages before they could move one point
clear of second placed Liverpool. “They trouble you
with long throws and set pieces. They created big
chances and Mendy was the key to the clean sheet,”
Tuchel said.

At the start of a five-game run of winnable

league fixtures, Tuchel had warned his players not
to expect an easy ride from Brentford and the
Chelsea boss was proved right. “We were very
strong for 70 minutes and very lucky for 20 min-
utes, to sum it up,” Tuchel said. “We escaped with
the three points thanks to Edouard. It was like a cup
game at the end; they took risks and the atmos-
phere gave them a lot of courage. It is better to be
there at the top but there are way too many teams
who are close.”

Just five months ago, the gulf between the clubs
appeared huge as Chelsea won the Champions
League on the day Brentford earned promotion to
the top-flight for the first time since 1947. However,
Brentford had already bloodied the noses of two
supposedly superior opponents this term, with
Arsenal beaten at the Community Stadium and
Liverpool held to a draw. They pushed Chelsea to the
brink as well with another spirited showing. —AFP

LONDON: Chelsea’s Belgian striker Romelu Lukaku (center) shoots during the English Premier League foot-
ball match between Brentford and Chelsea at Brentford Community Stadium in London on Saturday. — AFP


