
Xabi Alonso confirms exit from Bayer Leverkusen at season’s end
AFP | Berlin

Bayer Leverkusen coach Xabi 
Alonso confirmed yesterday 

he will leave the club at the end 
of the season, amid reports link-
ing him to Spanish giants Real 
Madrid.

Alonso said it was “the right 
moment” to announce the exit, 
but did not confirm his next 
post, saying it was “not the right 
moment to talk too much about 
the future”.

Spanish and German media 
reported yesterday the 43-year-
old has already agreed to join 
Real and will link up with the 
Spanish giants after the Club 

World Cup, replacing Carlo An-
celotti, with a compensation 
payment of around 12 million 
euros ($13.5 million) to be paid 
to Leverkusen.

Taking over in October 2022, 
Alonso guided Leverkusen to an 

unbeaten league and cup double 
in 2023-24, the first Bundesliga 

title in the club’s history.
In March 2024, Alonso de-

clared he would stay with the 
club despite reported interest 
from Liverpool, Real and Bayern 
Munich, all of whom he repre-
sented as a player.

Alonso will be in the home 
dugout for the final time on Sun-
day against Borussia Dortmund, 
before his last match as Leverk-
usen coach away at Mainz.

“We have to enjoy this mo-
ment, with mixed emotions. I 
spoke this morning to the play-
ers, the staff, who have been 
with me during this unbelieva-
ble, fantastic three years,” Alon-
so said.

Bayern captain Neuer to return for Mueller’s Munich farewell
AFP | Munich

Bayern Munich captain Manuel Neuer 
will return after a two-month absence 

alongside veteran Thomas Mueller, who 
will play his last home game with the club 
today.

Speaking to the media yesterday, Bayern 
coach Vincent Kompany confirmed Neuer 
would return from injury for the home 
game against Borussia Moenchengladbach.

Bayern, who clinched their 34th German 
title last weekend, will be presented with 
the Bundesliga shield after the match, with 
striker Harry Kane set to lift team silver-

ware for the first time in his career.
“If everything goes well, Manuel Neuer 

will be back tomorrow,” Kompany said.
Neuer, 39, injured his calf muscle while 

celebrating a goal in Bayern’s Champions 
League last 16 win over Bayer Leverkusen 
in March and has missed 11 games.

Asked if Mueller, who will leave in the 
summer after 25 years at the club, would 
start in his final home game, Kompany 
joked: “I’m not stupid... I don’t want to spoil 
the party.”

Bayern hold an eight-point lead over 
second-placed Bayer Leverkusen with two 
games remaining.

Man United, Spurs set up third 
all-English Europa League final

Manchester United thrash Athletic Bilbao 4-1 as Tottenham advance with 5-1 aggregate win over Bodo/Glimt

• United beat Athletic 
Bilbao 7-1 on aggregate

• Mason Mount 
scores twice in second-
leg comeback

• Final against 
Spurs set for later this 
month in Bilbao

AFP | London

Manchester United are, 
improbably, 90 min-
utes away from quali-

fying for next season’s Champi-
ons League after a 7-1 aggregate 
win over Athletic Bilbao to set 
up a Europa League final against 
Tottenham.

Ruben Amorim’s men, who 
have endured a terrible Premier 
League campaign, came into 
Thursday’s second leg at Old 
Trafford with a comfortable 3-0 
cushion.

But the 4-1 scoreline gives a 
misleading impression of the 
match as the nervy home side 
struggled to gain a foothold after 
falling behind to a superb Mikel 
Jauregizar strike in the first half.

A triple substitution shortly 
after the hour mark changed 
the game, with substitute Mason 
Mount scoring two eye-catching 
goals and Amad Diallo creating 
havoc on the right.

Casemiro and Rasmus Ho-
jlund scored the other goals as 
the nerves disappeared at Old 

Trafford, giving way to a raucous 
party atmosphere.

“I think if you look at both 
games, it was so much tougher 
than if you look just to the re-
sult,” said Amorim.

“We have so many weaknesses 
and you can understand that in 
the game, but we are fighting 
and we managed to pass. I think 
we deserve, if you look at the two 
games, to be in the final.”

In the final, United will face 
Tottenham, who beat Norwe-
gian champions Bodo/Glimt 5-1 
on aggregate.

Amorim, who replaced the 
sacked Erik ten Hag in Novem-
ber, admitted the showpiece in 
Bilbao later this month would 
be his biggest match so far at 
the club.

“The money (in the Champi-
ons League) is not the most im-
portant, even the title,” he said.

“To win a title as a coach is 
that feeling. It’s that feeling that 

we can do good things, the feel-
ing to give something to our fans, 
especially in this kind of season.”

 Premier League slump 
United are heading for their 

worst finish in the English top-
flight since they were relegated 
in 1974, though they cannot go 
down this season.

But it has been a radically dif-
ferent story in Europe, where 
they are the only team unbeat-
en in the Champions League, 
Europa League and Conference 
League.

The fact that United are pin-
ning all their hopes on Europe’s 
second-tier club competition 
is a sign of how far they have 
fallen since they were regularly 
competing at the sharp end of 
the Champions League.

They reached four Champi-
ons League finals under former 
manager Alex Ferguson, win-
ning two of them.

Ex-Arsenal manager Arsene 
Wenger, now FIFA’s head of glob-
al football development, believes 
it is not appropriate that the Eu-
ropa League winners qualify for 

the Champions League.
This is especially because five 

English teams will qualify for 
Europe’s top club competition 
through the Premier League.

Rival teams will balk at the 
presence of United or Totten-
ham in next season’s Champions 
League after their dire league 
form.

Both teams are guaranteed to 
finish outside of the European 
qualification places in the Pre-
mier League, with United cur-
rently in 15th and Spurs in 16th.

But the rules are set and both 

clubs have the chance to finish 
on a high.

Tottenham have beaten Unit-
ed three times this season, twice 
in the Premier League and once 
in the League Cup, but Amorim 
is not unduly perturbed.

“Every game has its history. 
So, we lost the three last games, 
we can win this one,” said the 
former Sporting Lisbon boss.

“So, if you look at the odds, we 
are closer to win than to lose. 
Both teams are going to play 
like all or nothing in this kind 
of game. It’s quite similar. The 
position of the coach is quite 
similar.

“I know that (Spurs manager) 
Ange (Postecoglou) has been 
there for one more year. It is 
different, the context, but we 
are struggling, both of us. So, 
I don’t know what is going to  
happen.”

Sabalenka eases past 
Potapova in Rome opener
AFP | Rome

Aryna Sabalenka cruised 
past Anastasia Potapova 

and into the third round of the 
Italian Open with a 6-2, 6-2 
victory yesterday.

Last year’s beaten final-
ist and current world num-
ber one, Sabalenka swept 
past Russian Potapova in 
just over an hour at the Foro  

Italico. 
Sabalenka will play Sofia 

Kenin in the next round af-
ter the American beat another 
Russian in Anastasia Pavly-
uchenkova in straight sets, 6-3, 
6-0.

The 27-year-old Sabalenka 
has reached the final of her last 
four tournaments, with 1000 
series wins in both Miami and 
Madrid.
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Bayern Munich’s forward Thomas Mueller (L) and 
goalkeeper Manuel Neuer walk on the sidelines prior 
to a match

 think if you look at 
both games, it was so 
much tougher than if 
you look just to the 
result. We have so 

many weaknesses and 
you can understand 

that in the game, but 
we are fighting and 

we managed to pass. I 
think we deserve, if you 
look at the two games, 

to be in the final
RUBEN AMORIM

Football is about the 
moment and I think 

is a good moment for 
everyone. Let’s enjoy it 
until the last moment. 
We can be happy and 

proud of what we have 
achieved always with 
the good feeling we’re 
taking the club in the 

right direction
XABI ALONSO

Manchester United’s English midfielder #07 Mason Mount (C) watches his shot fly towards goal

Despite their 15th-
place Premier League 

position, United 
remain as the only 
team unbeaten in a 

European competition 
this season

KNOW WHAT

Xabi Alonso


