
Barca held at Bilbao
• Barcelona give 
fresh hope to La Liga 
rivals after Athletic 
Bilbao stalemate

• Barca was saved 
by Ter Stegen as 
Suarez struggled

AFP | Bilbao, Spain

Lionel Messi was short 
of fitness and Barcelona 
lacked spark as a goalless 

draw away to Athletic Bilbao on 
Sunday offered fresh hope to 
their rivals in the title race. 

A thigh injury had limited 
Messi to 27 minutes against 
Real Madrid on Wednesday and 
while he played the full match 
at San Mames, Barca’s assistant 
coach Jon Aspiazu had admitted 
before kick-off he was not yet 
100 per cent. 

In all likelihood, he stayed on 
because his team needed him 
but Messi was not at his best and 
neither were Barcelona, who 
would even have lost had it not 
been for Marc Andre ter Steg-
en’s stunning late save to deny 
Inaki Williams. 

“He saved us,” coach Ernesto 
Valverde said. “It was a great 
stop.”

The draw makes it three 
games without a win for La Li-
ga’s leaders, whose advantage 
is still six points but now with 
Real Madrid their closest chal-
lengers, after they beat Atletico 
on Saturday. 

“We were first last week and 

we are still first, and if my maths 
is right, we will be again next 
week,” Valverde said.

But Real’s victory at the Wan-
da Metropolitano was their fifth 
on the bounce and just as they 
have gained momentum, Barca 
appear to be losing theirs, at 
a crucial juncture, with more 
stern tests to come. 

After Real Valladolid at home 
next weekend, Valverde’s side 
travel to Lyon in the Champions 
League and Sevilla in the league. 
They then face two Clasicos in 
four days, one in the Copa del 
Rey, and both at the Santiago 
Bernabeu.

“We are playing a lot of games 
at the moment and that shows,” 
Luis Suarez said. “We also 
lacked communication today 
-- it is the little details that make 
a difference.”

Injuries have not helped ei-
ther. Messi was picked but not 
fully recovered while Ousmane 
Dembele was fit enough only for 
the bench, having shaken off an 
ankle injury. 

Coutinho struggling 
The struggling Philippe 

Coutinho retained his place 
alongside Suarez and Messi up 
front but Arturo Vidal came in 
for the injured Arthur Melo and 
Nelson Semedo started at left 
back, with Jordi Alba suspend-
ed. 

Bilbao had the better of the 
early stages as Yuri Berchiche 
flashed just wide after a poor 
pass from Vidal while Markel 
Susaeta’s drive forced the leap-
ing Ter Stegen into an acrobatic 
save. 

Barcelona settled into the 
game but were never in con-

trol. Still, they twice should have 
scored, with Messi and Suarez 
both guilty of missing. 

First, Suarez peeled free at the 
back post but glanced wide from 
Messi’s cross and then Messi 
hit the crossbar, the goal gaping 
after Iago Herrerin had rushed 
out to intercept Nelson Semedo. 

The game was frantic and 
Bilbao were more than holding 
their own. Raul Garcia’s finish 
was blocked and Mikel San Jo-
se’s effort whistled inches out-
side of the post. 

In between, Barca had en-
joyed their best spell at the start 
of the second half but the gaps 

always seemed to close around 
the penalty area and they strug-
gled to find a way through. 

Dembele replaced Coutinho 
with just over 10 minutes left 
but Bilbao had the best chance 
to win it. Iker Muniain squared 
for Williams, who looked cer-
tain to score after wriggling free 
of Gerard Pique. Instead, Ter 
Stegen shot out his right hand, 
somehow denying the striker 
from eight yards. 

De Marcos received a second 
yellow card in injury-time for a 
handball but there was no time 
for Barce to feel the benefit. Bil-
bao held on. 
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Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi (R) vies with Athletic Bilbao’s Spanish defender Inigo Martinez

The draw makes it 
three games without a 
win for La Liga’s lead-
ers, whose advantage 
is still six points but 

now with Real Madrid 
their closest challeng-

ers, after they beat 
Atletico

Martial can reach Ronaldo’s level, 
says Man Utd boss Solskjaer
AFP | London

Anthony Martial has the 
talent to reach Cristiano 

Ronaldo’s level if he puts his 
mind to it, according to Man-
chester United caretaker boss 
Ole Gunnar Solskjaer.

Martial had looked set to 
leave the club in the summer af-
ter falling out with Jose Mour-
inho but battled his way back 
into the Portuguese manager’s 
plans.

Last month, with Solskjaer 
now at the helm at Old Traf-
ford, he signed a deal keeping 
him at the club until at least 
2024.

The France international 
marked his first start since that 
contract with an assist and a 
superb second in the 3-0 win 
against Fulham, where his fine 
solo goal led ex-United captain 
Gary Neville to compare it to a 
Ronaldo effort at Craven Cot-
tage in 2007.

“He does have similarities, 
of course,” said Solskjaer, who 
replaced the sacked Mourinho 
in December. “If he wants to 
be at Cristiano’s level, Anthony 
knows what he has to do. It’s up 
to him. He has the talent.”

“I am glad he is in my team,” 
the Norwegian added. “He 
has contributed to so many 
chances, so many goals. He is 
a Manchester United player. 
He excites the crowd. He ex-
cites the manager. He excites 
his teammates. And he is a great 

character around the place.”
Martial, 23, who became 

the most expensive teenager 
in history when he moved to 
United from Monaco in 2015 
for an initial £36 million ($46 
million), has scored 47 goals 
for the club.

Ronaldo scored 118 
goals in 292 appearances 
for United, winning the 
Premier League three 
times and the Champi-
ons League.

United play Paris 
Saint-Germain in 
the first leg of their 
Champions League 
quarter-final on 
Tuesday, bolstered 
by Neymar’s inju-
ry, but Solskjaer 
said the absence 
of the Brazilian 
would be a loss.

“When you play 
against the best teams, you 
want to play against the play-
ers,” he said. “The crowd want 
to see the best players. Too bad 
for Old Trafford.

“I have played a couple of 
games when we played Real 
Madrid and (Brazil’s) Ronaldo 
and (Luis) Figo and all those 
were coming to Old Trafford. 
That gives it an extra edge.

“Unfortunately for Neymar 
he is injured but of course he 
is a quality player. I think 
our right-back thinks it 
is not too bad he will not 
be here.”

Anthony Martial

Solskjaer says perfect time for 
confident United to play PSG

AFP | Manchester

Manchester United’s return 
to Champions League ac-

tion against Paris Saint-Ger-
main today has come at the 
perfect time, according to care-
taker manager Ole Gunnar Sol-
skjaer after a run of 10 wins and 
one draw since the Norwegian 
took charge.

When the two sides were 
paired together in December’s 
draw, PSG were strong favour-
ites to make the last eight, with 
United mired in the final days 
of Jose Mourinho’s trouble-
some tenure.

However, the mood around 
Old Trafford is transformed 
two months on as Solskjaer 

has overturned an 11-point 
deficit to break into the top 
four of the Premier League 
and beaten Arsenal away to 

reach the fifth round of the 
FA Cup.
“We’ve given ourselves the 

best possible opportunity with 
the way we’ve gone into this 
game because we are confi-
dent,” said Solskjaer  yesterday.

“I’ve found out what kind of 
team we have. We are playing 
like a team, we are agreeing 
on how we should approach 
games. If there was ever a time 
to go into big games like this it 
is now.”

It may also be the perfect 
time to run into an injury-rav-
aged PSG, with the world’s most 
expensive player Neymar, Edin-
son Cavani and Thomas Meuni-

er all sidelined by injury.
“Of course any team that are 

missing players like Neymar, 
Cavani and Meunier will feel 
the effect,” added Solskjaer, 
who is still wary of the pace of 

Kylian Mbappe.
“It makes them maybe more 

unpredictable for us who they 
are going to play.

“When you see that front 
three over the whole season 
you know what to expect. We 
are guessing a little bit how they 
will approach this game.”

Should United emerge victo-
rious over the two legs it will 
be the first time in five years 
the three-time European cham-
pions have reached the quar-
ter-finals.

And Solskjaer admitted it has 
been too long since a memora-
ble Champions League night at 
Old Trafford.

“Yes, it has been (too long), 
said Solskjaer. “It’s both the 
players and supporters who 
have been looking forward to 
some of these nights because 
they are special.”

Manchester United’s Paul Pogba (C) vies with Fulham’s Calum Chambers (R) 
and Jean Michael Seri (L) (file photo)

I’ve found out what 
kind of team we 

have. We are playing 
like a team, we are 
agreeing on how we 

should approach 
games. If there was 

ever a time to go into 
big games like this it 

is now
OLE GUNNAR SOLSKJAER

Azpilicueta says 
sorry to Chelsea 
fans after Man City 
drubbing
AFP | London

Cesar Azpilicueta has 
apologised to Chelsea 

fans after their humiliating 
6-0 defeat by Manchester 
City, describing it as one 
of the lowest points in his 
professional career.

Maurizio Sarri’s team 
crashed to their heaviest 
loss since 1991 as the Pre-
mier League champions ran 
riot at the Etihad Stadium 
on Sunday.

The heavy defeat saw 
Chelsea slip below Arsenal 
to sixth in the table on goals 
scored and raised further 
questions over the future 
of Sarri.

“It’s difficult to find the 
words to describe my feel-
ing after the game,” defend-
er Azpilicueta, who was 
given a torrid time by two-
goal City winger Raheem 
Sterling, told the club’s  
website.

“It is one of the worst 
nights in my career. It’s very 
frustrating, it’s very disap-
pointing.

“When you lose 6-0 
everyone has to accept they 
didn’t play well. The only 
thing I can say to the fans 
is ‘sorry’, because it’s not 
acceptable, and I feel sorry 
for all of them.”

It was Chelsea’s third de-
feat in four Premier League 
games, coming after a 2-0 
loss at Arsenal and a 4-0 
thrashing by Bournemouth. 
The only relief during that 
period was a 5-0 victory 
over bottom side Hudders-
field.


