
S PORTS
THURSDAY, DECEMBER 17, 2015

SOFIA: Sport’s highest court expects to
announce a final decision on Bulgaria’s
appeal against an Olympics ban on its
weightlifters for a string of doping offences
by the end of January, it said on Monday.

Last month, the International Weightlift-
ing Federation (IWF)said the Balkan coun-
try’s athletes would be absent from next
year’s Rio Olympics following a high number
of doping cases.

The Bulgarian Weightlifting Federation
(BWF), which appealed to the Court of
Arbitration for Sport (CAS) last week, was
also fined $500,000.

“The CAS is expected to issue its decision
by the end of January 2016,” the Swiss-based
court said in a statement. “Until then, the
qualifications for the Rio 2016 Olympic
Games will not become final.”

Eight male lifters, including three

European champions, and three female
lifters, tested positive for the banned ana-
bolic steroid stanozolol during a training
camp in Tbilisi, Georgia in March. Bulgaria
found it tough to find suitable replacements
for the banned lifters but still competed at
the world championship in Houston last
month and finished 21st in the team stand-
ings. Bulgaria has already said it is optimistic
the Olympics ban will be overturned in time

for its lifters to compete at next year’s
Games. “Bulgaria’s chances of participating
in the Olympics are very good because this
punishment contradicts existing IWF regula-
tions,” the BWF’s lawyer Boris Kolev said.

The Black Sea state will have three
spots for the Olympics in Rio de Janeiro if
the ban is overturned. Bulgarian
weightlifting has suffered repeated
embarrassment due to doping cases and

the national organisation was temporarily
stripped of its licence in 2009.

A year earlier the country withdrew its
team for the 2008 Olympics in Beijing
because of 11 failed doping checks.
Bulgaria’s reputation was also tarnished at
the 2000 Olympics in Sydney where the
team were stripped of three gold medals
and sent home in shame following positive
drug tests. — Reuters

CAS to rule on Bulgaria Olympics ban by end-January

HAVANA: Cuban baseball stars Yasiel Puig and
Jose Abreu returned home Tuesday for the first
time since defecting to play in America, as part
of an unprecedented Major League Baseball tour
made possible by the thaw in US-Cuban rela-
tions.

Baseball is a shared passion in the United
States and Cuba-but also a source of acrimony in
their decades-long estrangement.  To play under
the bright lights of a Major League Baseball sta-
dium, Cuban stars have to flee their homeland,
as did Los Angeles Dodgers outfielder Puig in
2012 and Chicago White Sox first baseman
Abreu in 2013.  Both are returning home with an
MLB delegation that will host workshops and
meet with Cuban baseball officials on a four-day
tour of the communist-run island.

“I feel very happy to be in Cuba, and that they
gave me the opportunity to return to my coun-
try,” Puig, 25, told AFP. The trip comes as
Washington and Havana mark the first anniver-
sary of the historic rapprochement announced
by Presidents Barack Obama and Raul Castro last
December 17.

Since then, the two countries have restored
diplomatic ties, reopened embassies in each
other’s capitals and taken the first steps to patch
up their relationship after decades of Cold War
animosity.  But Cuban ballplayers still cannot
play in the United States without fleeing their
country, which then bans them from returning.
MLB has organized events in Cuba in the past,
including a 1999 exhibition game between the
Baltimore Orioles and the Cuban national team.
But this is the first time that players who defect-
ed have been allowed to return.

The delegation also includes Cuban-born
player Alexei Ramirez, a free agent who left Cuba
legally by marrying a Dominican in 2007.  Some
20 Cuban-born players are currently active in the
Major Leagues.  Several non-Cuban stars are also
along for the trip, including Miguel Cabrera of
Venezuela, Nelson Cruz of the Dominican
Republic and American Clayton Kershaw.

The delegation is led by Hall of Famers Joe
Torre, the MLB’s chief baseball officer, and Dave
Winfield, of the MLB Players’ Association.  “Major
League Baseball is very fortunate to have an
opportunity to play a constructive role in the
improvement of our country’s relations with
Cuba,” MLB Commissioner Robert Manfred said
in a statement.  “Baseball represents a pivotal
common bond in our cultures, and the impact
that Cuban ballplayers have made on our game
is undeniable. I am hopeful that this tour will
represent the beginning of a longstanding rela-
tionship.” MLB has said it hopes to organize pre-
season games in Cuba next year, as it used to do
until 1960, the year after the Cuban Revolution.

LONG ESTRANGEMENT 
It is an emotionally charged homecoming for

both Puig and Abreu.  Puig fled by boat via the
Bay of Pigs, a harrowing journey in the hands of
people-smugglers. Abreu, who signed a $68-mil-
lion, six-year contract with the White Sox in
2013, has a five-year-old son in Cuba he has not
seen since defecting. 

The Cuban government has reportedly
agreed to allow both men to visit with family
members at their hotel.

The homecoming will be almost as sweet for
Cuban fans, who saw the players develop as
young talents but have not been able to watch
them since.  “To be able to see these stars again

who came up in our country and are now shin-
ing at the highest level of baseball in the world,
like Abreu and Puig, will be magnificent,” local
fan Pedro David told AFP.  Cuba’s national base-
ball commissioner, Heriberto Suarez, has said
the game is being “lacerated” on the island by
defections and attempted defections.  More
than 100 players have defected this year or
found a way to leave legally.

Castro’s government began allowing athletes
to sign with foreign teams outside the United
States in 2013, for the first time since 1961.
About a dozen baseball players have signed
with teams in Mexico, Japan, Canada and
Colombia. But the trade and financial embargo
the US has imposed on Cuba since 1962 still
means Cubans cannot play in the United States
without fleeing. — AFP

Cuban defectors return 
home on MLB goodwill trip

HAVANA: Cuban professional baseball shortstop Alexei Ramirez, center, signs a cap for a fan at
the Hotel Nacional in Havana, Cuba, Tuesday. A lineup of Cuban baseball superstars including
some of the most famous defectors in recent memory made a triumphant return to Cuba as
part of the first Major League Baseball trip to the island since 1999. — AP

LOS ANGELES: US all-time hits leader Pete
Rose said Tuesday he was disappointed that
his l ife ban from Major League Baseball
remains in place.

Rose spoke in Las Vegas a day after major
league commissioner Rob Manfred said he
would not end Rose’s lifetime banishment for
betting on baseball as the Cincinnati Reds
manager, a punishment imposed in 1989.
Rose, 74, works for Mandalay Bay casino in Las
Vegas and says he has his gambling under
control, but Manfred was unhappy that gam-
bling remains a major portion of Rose’s life.

Rose thanked Manfred for meeting with
him last September and said he knew he put
the first-year commissioner “in a tough spot to
make a judgement on my situation.”

“I’m disappointed, obviously disappointed,”
Rose said. “But I will continue to be the best
baseball fan in the world. ... I’m a baseball play-
er. I’m a baseball person, and that’s never
going to change.” Rose says he has changed
greatly from the person who committed the
violations in 1986 that led to his banishment.

“I’ve worked hard at it,” Rose said. “I’ve got it
under wraps the last several years. I’m under
control right now. Unlike 30 years ago, when I
was out of control as a gambler.

“I live in Las Vegas because that’s where my
job is. I’m a recreational gambler. I don’t bet
every day. I’m not a casino guy. I don’t play
blackjack, roulette, dice, all that stuff. I occa-
sionally like to bet on horses because I used to
be a horse owner and have a lot of respect for
people in that industry.  But everything I do is
legal. I’m very selective with people I associate
with now.”

Rose said he still hopes for a chance to be
elected into the Baseball Hall of Fame, but
consideration would require his ban to be
overturned.  “I think I can teach lots of people
not to make same mistakes I made, to learn
from my situation,” he said. “People headed
down the wrong path can learn from my situa-
tion.”

Rose has applied for reinstatement twice
before with other commissioners.  He ended
his playing days in 1986 with a record 4,256
hits and managed the Reds until 1989.

“I’m just looking to be friends with base-
ball.” Rose said. “It would be nice to just have
the opportunity to go to the Hall of Fame.  “I’ve
led a Hall of Fame life by association with the
teammates I’ve had.  I’ll try to be a better per-
son every day, to where they’ll eventually
want me back.” — AFP

Rose disappointed life 
ban stays but loves game

NEW YORK: US Tennis player Serena Williams (C) receives the Sports Illustrated
Sportsperson of the Year trophy from her sister Venus Williams as their mother
Oracene Price (L) looks on during a ceremony in New York on Tuesday. —  AFP 

NEW YORK: Serena Williams says complet-
ing a Grand Slam is a goal she’d like to
accomplish. For now, her focus is on win-
ning another major tournament, not four in
a row.

Williams was two victories away from
sweeping all four in the same year when
she was stunned by Roberta Vinci in the US
Open semifinals in September. Her domi-
nant season earned her Sports Illustrated
Sportsperson of the Year honors, and she
was feted late Tuesday at a banquet in
Manhattan.

Asked if the Grand Slam is a goal in
2016, Williams said: “It is, obviously; I’ve
never done it.”“We’ll see,” she added. “I’m
not putting any pressure on it. I’d have to
have a good year in the beginning, win
Australia, win French - I’ve only won the

French three times, so that’s going to be a
little difficult to do.”

Williams hasn’t played competitively
since that upset in New York, resting elbow
and knee injuries. She says it was driving
her nuts to watch the tour’s Asia swing on
TV so she had to stop. Her workouts are
back to full throttle, and the 34-year-old
woke up at 6 a.m. Tuesday to train in
Florida before catching a plane.

In her acceptance speech, Williams list-
ed the many obstacles she’s overcome,
mentioning “controversies” then adding,
with a laugh, “horses” - a sly reference to
the debate about whether US  Triple Crown
winner American Pharoah should have
instead received the award. She closed her
speech by quoting the Maya Angelou
poem “Still I Rise.” — AP

For Serena, Grand Slam 
is one feat to still chase

LONDON: World number two Andy Murray will
not be working with Swede Jonas Bjorkman next
year after his French coach Amelie Mauresmo
resumed her role following the birth of her son.

Bjorkman joined Briton Murray’s team in
March. “Nice to have Amelie back in the team out
in Dubai,” Murray, who is competing in the
International Premier Tennis League, said on his
Facebook page yesterday.

“Thanks to Jonas for helping out this year. I
enjoyed working with one of the nicest guys on
the tour, bring on 2016.” Former world number
one Mauresmo gave birth in August but will

return to work with Murray for 22 to 24 weeks
next year. “Amelie did come in at a difficult time,
when I had just come back from back surgery,
which was tough,” Murray, who will become a
father in February, told the BBC.

“When I started working with her officially I
was ranked 11 in the world-I had just dropped
out of the top 10 for the first time in eight years-
and I’m now back up to number 2, which is my
highest ranking.”  Andy Murray could leave the
Australian Open early in order to be present for
the birth of his first child, he revealed in a British
newspaper interview published yesterday. The

Australian Open runs from January 18-31, with
Murray’s first child not due until February.

But the world number two said that he will
leave Melbourne and return to Britain if his wife,
Kim, goes into labour earlier than expected. “I’d
go home. For sure, yes,” Murray told the Daily
Mail. “It’s obviously important. I want to make
sure at the beginning I am there as much as I can
be to try and help out, just be there for whatever
is really required of me.” Murray, who inspired
Great Britain to Davis Cup glory against Belgium
last month, has been a beaten finalist at the
Australian Open on four occasions. — AFP

Bjorkman no longer 
part of Murray’s team

DUBAI: Britain’s Andy Murray of OUE Singapore Slammers hits a return to Australia’s Bernard Tomic of Micromax Indian Aces during their tennis
match in the men’s singles of the International Premier Tennis League (IPTL) yesterday in Dubai. — AFP 

DUBAI: Poland’s Agnieszka Radwanska and teammate Indian Sania Mirza of
Micromax Indian Aces attend their teammates’ tennis match in the International
Premier Tennis League (IPTL) yestertday in Dubai. — AFP 

SAN ISIDRO: Argentina’s Super Rugby
franchise making its debut in 2016 will
be called the Jaguares, the Argentine
Rugby Union’s (UAR) general manager
Greg Peters said yesterday.  The southern
hemisphere Super Rugby championship
is expanding from 15 teams to 18 for the
new season with Japan’s Sunwolves and
Southern Kings of South Africa joining
the Jaguares in boosting the competi-
tion’s numbers.  The Super format is also
changing to ensure teams play a greater
number of matches against their nearest
rivals.

New Zealander Peters confirmed the
Jaguares squad would be made up
entirely of home-grown players. “There
will  be no foreign players in Los
Jaguares,” he said at Wednesday’s press
conference.

“It is incredible what Argentina rugby
has done in the past years.” Hooker
Agustin Creevy, who last played for
Worcester in England, will be the new
captain while former international fly-
half Felipe Contepomi will be one of
head coach Paul Perez’s assistants.

Already 30 players have signed
Jaguares contracts including the likes of
Nicolas Sanchez and Juan Martin
Hernandez, both of whom turned out for
European champions Toulon last season.

Jaguares will eventually name a 45-
man squad before the Super 18 season

gets underway. Creevy, who is also cap-
tain of the Argentine national team, the
Pumas, said Super Rugby is the equiva-
lent to basketball’s NBA.  “We will contin-
ue to train with the same sense of sacri-
fice (as the Pumas),” said Creevy.

Perez has set the team very broad
goals for their first participation in the
Super Rugby competition, which comes
four years on from the national team’s
inclusion in the Rugby Championship,
formerly the Tri-Nations of New Zealand,
Australia and South Africa.

He wants the team to “develop a style,
understand this competition and go as
far as possible”. The UAR had previously
said that only players contracted to the
Jaguares, or rather those playing in
Argentina, would be eligible for the
national team but scrum-half Tomas
Cubelli has been allowed to remain with
Australia’s Brumbies.

But those players plying their trade in
Europe rather than Super Rugby, such as
Racing 92 wing Juan Imhoff and versatile
Saracens back Marcelo Bosch, will no
longer be picked for the Pumas.

The team will play at the 50,000-
capacity Estadio Jose Amalfitani, home
of the Velez Sarsfield football team in
Buenos Aires.  Matches will be televised
on ESPN in Latin America. In October,
Argentina reached the World Cup semi-
finals for only the second time. — AFP

Argentine Rugby 
franchise announce 

Jaguares name


