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HONG KONG: Speed skater Barton Lui will
make history when he becomes the first
man to compete for sub-tropical Hong
Kong at the Winter Olympics, despite being
forced to hone his skills on rinks in the city’s
crowded shopping malls.

Temperatures rarely drop below 10
degrees Celsius (50 degrees Fahrenheit) in
the southern Chinese territory, even in the
depths of winter, and humidity regularly
hits 80 percent, but the shy 20-year-old’s
commitment to the sport saw him seek out
ice in the few places it exists.

While other teens hit the air-condi-
tioned malls to shop or watch movies, the
young Lui headed to the handful boasting
their own ice rinks, the only places he could
train as Hong Kong has no facilities of inter-
national standard.

“To be able to skate on the ice in Hong
Kong is quite special. It was quite fun, it was
fast and cool,” he told AFP, although the
conditions were hardly ideal. “You won’t

find a big ice rink at shopping malls. For a
sport that requires speed, it’s hard to prac-
tise,” said Lui, forced to jostle with leisure
skaters. 

The lack of proper crash barriers at pub-
lic rinks was also an injury risk, he said, and
many of his peers gave up on the sport.
“Some of my friends competed for a long
time, but the circumstances didn’t support
them to continue,” Lui said. “But I know I
have to survive against adversity.”

‘A milestone in my life’
Lui-whose grit and determination

shone through from an early age-took up
speed skating when he was just 10 years
old after his coach Lu Shuo spotted his
skills as a young competitive rollerblader.
“His coach thought he had potential
because when he fell, he would not cry he
would climb back up and move on,” his
mother, Catherine Lui, who regularly
accompanies him on his travels, told AFP.

Lui’s parents encouraged him to take
up sport as they were keen for him to be
active as opposed to sitting at home play-
ing computer games.

After Lu took him on, he spent six years
skating in his spare time, fitting in his train-
ing around his studies before leaving
school to go full-time aged 16, enabling
him to train on bigger rinks abroad.

He became a member of Hong Kong’s
official skating team in 2008 and now trains
in mainland China and Seoul, where the
facilities are better. Now all Lui’s hard work
has paid off as he travels for next month’s
Winter Games after qualifying through the
Short Track Speed Skating World Cup as
Hong Kong’s only competitor in Sochi.

Hong Kong first fielded athletes at the
Winter Olympics in 2002 at Salt Lake City,
with Cordia Tsoi and Christy Ren compet-
ing in short track speed skating, while Han
Yueshuang was the only representative at
Turin 2006 and Vancouver 2010.

Lui will compete in the 1,500-metre
short track event and although he is not a
medal hope, he aims to beat his personal
best of 2 minutes 15 seconds. “Going to the
Olympics is an important milestone in (my)
life,” said Lui.  “I am excited-the first male
athlete from Hong Kong to participate. I
want to break my personal records.” 

He joins a contingent of competitors
from countries where winter never really
happens, including Tongan luger Bruno
Banani and Bermuda’s cross-country skier
Tucker Murphy. Lui hopes his efforts will
inspire others in Hong Kong, but said the
city must improve its facilities.

“I hope my participation will bring the
sport to kids and students-ice sports are
fun,” he said. “It would be good to have
more venues so people can easily try it out.
“In Hong Kong, if there is a kid wanting to
practise to reach a good level but the (stan-
dard of the) rink doesn’t support that,
many will give up.” — AFP

Skater is Hong Kong’s first male Winter Olympian

SOCHI:  Five days before the opening
ceremony, new IOC President Thomas
Bach will convene his inner cabinet to
review final preparations and security
plans for the Sochi Games and push
his agenda for future policy changes
in the Olympic movement.

Bach will chair a scheduled two-day
meeting of his 14-member executive
board in Sochi starting tomorrow, the
first stage of a weeklong gathering of
the International Olympic Committee
on the eve of Russia’s first Winter
Games.

Bach, a 60-year-old German, will be
overseeing his first Olympics as IOC
president. The former Olympic fencer
was elected in September to succeed
Belgium’s Jacques Rogge, who served
for 12 years.

The buildup to Sochi has been
overshadowed by Western criticism of
Russia’s law banning gay “propagan-
da” and the threat of terrorist attacks
by Islamic insurgents from the North
Caucasus region. The pair of suicide
bombings in late December that killed
34 people in Volgograd, 400 miles
(600 kilometers) from Sochi,  has
ramped up the security worries ahead
of the Olympics.

The Sochi organizing committee
will be reporting to the IOC board on
Sunday, and Russia’s security opera-
tion will be high on the agenda. Russia
is deploying more than 50,000 police
and soldiers to protect the games, the
biggest security apparatus in Olympic
history.

IOC leaders, who have repeatedly
expressed confidence in Russia’s abili-
ty to secure the games, will be looking
for last-minute reassurances. “I under-
stand the sports facilities are ready
and magnificent and I hope that that
the necessary security operation can
be managed in such a way that safe
games are delivered with a happy
Olympic ambience,” IOC vice presi-
dent Craig Reedie of Britain told The

Associated Press.

Security plans
Sochi organizing committee leader

Dmitry Chernyshenko said this week
that the host city was the “most
secure venue at the moment on the
planet.” He said security measures
would not be obtrusive or detract
from the Olympic atmosphere for ath-
letes and spectators.

“You can be sure the Russians will
be doing everything to welcome
everybody and make everybody feel
comfortable,” Bach told reporters this
week. President Barack Obama, mean-
while, said he believes the Olympics
will be safe. He told CNN that the US is
coordinating with Russia and officials
have looked at the Russian security
plans.

Bach is expected to meet with
Russian President Vladimir Putin next
week before the opening of the
games yesterday. The two men met
last year in Sochi when Bach visited
the host city.

Organizers say the venues - the

indoor arenas in the Olympic Park on
the Black Sea coast and the snow facil-
ities in the nearby mountains - are all
ready to go. They were built from
scratch in a massive building project
whose cost has soared to an Olympic
record $51 bill ion, a figure that
includes long-term investments in
road, railways, hotels and other infra-
structure.

“There are last touches to be made
in the last couple of days, but this is
not new,” Bach said.  “I think overall
we can say Sochi is ready to welcome
the best winter athletes of the world.”
The impact of Russia’s anti-gay law is
also likely to be discussed in the meet-
ing between the IOC and Sochi organ-
izers. Russia has repeatedly said the
law will not discriminate against gay
athletes or spectators at the games.

The IOC has reminded athletes to
comply with Rule 50 in the Olympic
Charter, which states: “No kind of
demonstration or political, religious
or racial propaganda is permitted in
any Olympic sites, venues or other
areas.” — AP
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SOCHI: People take photos of the Olympic Rings prior to the Sochi 2014 Winter
Olympics at the Olympic Park yesterday in Sochi, Russia. — AFP

SYDNEY: Australian swimming great Ian Thorpe’s handlers
yesterday denied he was in rehab for depression and alcohol
abuse and said he instead entered hospital for shoulder sur-
gery. It followed a front page splash in The Sydney Daily
Telegraph that the 31-year-old was injured in a fall this week
leading his family to seek medical help for the swimmer, with
Thorpe reportedly admitted to hospital on Wednesday for
depression and alcohol abuse.

“Ian is not in rehab,” his management firm SEL said follow-
ing the report. “Ian was in hospital for an operation on his
shoulder and is pleased to let his friends and fans know that
he is now out of hospital and on the mend.”

The five-time Olympic gold medallist, one of Australia’s
most recognised sporting figures, has struggled to adjust to
life after swimming and with the disappointment of a failed
effort to reach the 2012 London Olympics.

And he has been open about his battle with depression
and alcohol in the past. The newspaper quoted broadcaster
Alan Jones, one of Thorpe’s closest associates, as saying: “Yes,
it’s serious but there’s not a lot I can or want to add.

Stuggled with depression
“Ian is a beautiful person but he has difficulty recognising

his problems.” Thorpe, who came out of retirement in 2011 in
a bid to make the team for London but failed to qualify,
released an autobiography in 2012 in which he admitted a
struggle with depression and alcohol.

“Not even my family is aware that I’ve spent a lot of my life
battling what I can only describe as crippling depression,” he
wrote. “It’s a terribly dark place in which to hide.”

He added: “I suppose it was inevitable that I’d turn to oth-
er, artificial ways of managing my feelings, and I found alco-
hol.” Thorpe is Australia’s most decorated Olympian with five
gold medals at the 2000 Sydney and 2004 Athens Games,
with his extraordinary success attributed partly to his abnor-
mally large feet and hands.

He became the first person to win six gold medals at one
world championships, in 2001, among 11 world titles overall-
along with 10 Commonwealth Games gold medals. — AFP
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