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PRAGUE: Canada have won all seven
games in the group stage of the ice
hockey world championships in style,
but past editions have taught them that
the play-offs are a brand new competi-
tion.

In today’s quarter-finals, Canada will
face Belarus in their quest for a first
medal since 2009 — and possibly the
first gold since 2007.

“We’ve felt all along that we have a
chance to win the tournament if we play
well and we’ve done what we came to
do in the group stage,” said Dallas for-
ward Jason Spezza.

“Now it’s the most difficult part of the
tournament, we know we’re going to
get tested more than we have lately and
we have to be ready to play some tight

games.” Olympic winners from
Vancouver 2010 and Sochi 2014, Canada
have put together an extremely strong
team for the tournament which is typi-
cally shunned by top players who play
the NHL playoffs or prefer to heal their
wounds from the season.

In the group, the team comprising
NHL icons Sidney Crosby, Claude Giroux
or Tyler Seguin scored 49 goals and only
conceded 14, humiliating minnows
Germany and Austria with ten-goal wins.

But Belarus, leaning on players from
the Russian-based Continental Hockey
League, might turn out to be a different
story, having beaten a strong US team.

“They can be a tricky team to play
against, there’s lots of skill and some
good offensive players... it’s probably

going to be our biggest test so far,” said
Spezza. Spezza himself is one of the
tournament’s top offensive stars so far
with four goals and seven assists, the
same as his teammate Matt Duchene
and Russia’s Evgeni Dadonov.

The USA won Group B with their
young team after beating defending
champions Russia and Finland, and they
face Switzerland in the quarter-finals.
Led by New York Islanders forward Brock
Nelson, who has scored seven goals at
the tournament so far, the US attacking
lines will look for ways to beat a solid
Swiss defence backed by Colorado
goalie Reto Berra.

Finland, who have the best defence
at the tournament, will take on hosts the
Czech Republic in Prague. Finland have

only conceded ten goals, of which five
were in the opening game against the
USA, and Nashville goalie Pekka Rinne
has managed three shutouts and set a
new record of 238 minutes with a clean
sheet at the worlds.

Propelled by an enthusiastic crowd in
Prague’s 17,000-seater O2 Arena, the
Czech Republic have had a few good
moments up front but their offensive
strength may be hurt by the absence of
43-year-old NHL veteran Jaromir Jagr.

The Florida Panthers wing, who has
scored four goals at the tournament, is
doubtful for Thursday after limping off
the ice early into Tuesday’s game with
Switzerland, probably with a pulled
muscle.

Russia face Sweden on Thursday in a

clash pitting the tournament’s top scor-
er, Nashville prodigy Filip Forsberg,
against the potent St Petersburg line of
Vadim Shipachyov, Evgeni Dadonov and
Artemi Panarin.

Pittsburgh star Evgeni Malkin and for-
mer NHLer Ilya Kovalchuk add spirit to
Russia’s offensive efforts, which will be a
serious test for Sweden’s defence lean-
ing on NHL players including the
acclaimed Oliver Ekman-Larsson of
Arizona fame.

The USA and Switzerland will face off
in Ostrava today. Canada’s game against
Belarus starts an hour later. Russia will
take on Sweden in Ostrava and Finland
face the Czech Republic in Prague. The
semi-finals are scheduled for Saturday
and the finals for Sunday. —AFP

Stylish Canada braced for tougher test at worlds

Nikita Kucherov in action in this file photo

Lightning oust Canadiens
TAMPA: Nikita Kucherov scored two goals and
set up another as the Tampa Bay Lightning
advanced to the NHL Eastern Conference
finals with a 4-1 victory over the Montreal
Canadiens on Tuesday.

Steven Stamkos scored his third goal of the
playoffs for the Lightning, who closed out the
second-round ser ies  in  s ix  games af ter
Montreal fought off elimination in Games 4
and 5.

“This was our Game 7 tonight,” Stamkos
said. “This is the biggest game of the playoffs
for us and we responded.” Kucherov finished
with six goals in the series.

Ondrej Palat also had a goal and assist for
Tampa Bay, which played without forward
Ryan Callahan, who had an emergency appen-
dectomy on Monday night.

Ben Bishop stopped 18 shots to outperform
Carey Price, who finished with 24 saves. The
Lightning,  who won nine of 11 meetings
against the Canadians this season including
playoffs, will face either the New York Rangers
or Washington Capitals in the conference
finals.

Those teams meet in Game 7 of their sec-
ond-round series late yesterday night. Price, a
leading candidate for league MVP, played well
in helping the Canadiens climb back in the
series after losing the first two games at home
and watching Game 3 slip away in the closing
seconds for a 3-0 deficit. The Montreal star
stopped several shots from point-blank range
-  but  Bishop was better  for  Tampa Bay.
Montreal ’s  loss  means the last  of  f ive
Canadian-based teams that reached the post-
season is el iminated from the playoffs.  A
Canadian-based team hasn’t won the Cup

since the Canadiens did it in 1993.
Meanwhile, the New York Rangers weren’t

wasting any time on Alexander Ovechkin’s
prediction of a Game 7 win for the Washington
Capitals in the Eastern Conference semifinals.

O vechk in said i t  on Monday and the
Rangers didn’t care Tuesday. The only thing
they talked about after practice was being
prepared for winner-take-all game tonight at
Madison Square Garden.

The Rangers usually are. They have won
their last five Game 7s dating to 2012, includ-
ing a  win in Pittsburgh last  season that
capped a rally from a 3-1 deficit and the last
two series against Washington (2012 and ‘13).
In the 2013 series,  the Rangers overcame
deficits of 2-0 and 3-1 to win. They are one win
away from overcoming a 3-1 deficit in this
series. While the Capitals have Ovechkin lead-
ing the way,  the R angers  have Henrik
Lundqvist. The goaltender is 5-0 with a 0.80
goals-against average and a .973 save percent-
age in his last five Game 7 appearances.

“His focus and his preparation are by far
one of the best I  have seen in this game,”
Rangers coach Alain Vigneault said. “For him
and, I can say our group, these are moments
to play for and I think everybody is looking
forward to it.” 

Game 7s are the dream of children playing
hockey, with hopes of scoring the winning
goal or coming up with the big save. When
they get older, it’s a job, no matter how well
you have done.  “ The past  is  the past ,”
Lundqvist said. “You don’t think about it, you
just go in there and you focus the same way
you focused the game before. It’s great memo-
r ies  to have to win impor tant  games.

Tomorrow is a new opportunity for the team
here, so you have to be in the moment. You
can’t think about the last year and whatever.
That doesn’t really matter, You stay in the
moment.”

Lundqvist  expec ts  to have butter f l ies
before the game. He gets them every game,
whether it’s the season opener or the playoffs.

“When you start the playoffs, I talked about,
you have to see it happen, you have to see
good things happen to you and your team,
and then you have to go out there and work
for it,” Lundqvist said. “It starts with believing.
We were in a tough spot in this series and we
believed we could force another game, and
another game, and now are here.” Lundqvist
refused to comment on Ovechkin’s prediction,
other than to say he was just trying to get
himself ready for Game 7. The Capitals were
doing to same thing in Washington.

“We’re just going in there to concentrate
for three periods, maybe four, maybe five,”
Ovechkin said. “Whatever it takes.” History is
working against the Capitals. In all previous
ser ies  that  they led 3-1,  they have been
pushed to Game 7 four times and they’re 0-4.

Since Ovechkin, Nicklas Backstrom and
Mike Green made their playoff debuts in 2008,
this is the ninth time in 11 playoff series that
Washington has gone to a Game 7. The team is
3-5 in the previous eight. That core group has
never made it out of the second round of the
playoffs. “There’s an opportunity here and
that’s the key word - opportunity,’ Green said.
“None of us wants that to go to waste. We
want to create something special here, espe-
cially with his group of guys. It’s been a lot of
fun and it’s not over yet.” —AP

ISLAMABAD: Zimbabwe touch down next
week, the first test-playing cricket team to
visit Pakistan in more than six years. The
anticipation is building, heightened by a
delay in selling tickets until Friday for all
five limited-overs games at 27,000-seat
Gaddafi Stadium in Lahore.

The desire of Pakistan fans starved of
internationals on their home grounds
should sell out the three one-day interna-
tionals and two Twenty20s from May 22-29.

The International Cricket Council is not
expected to send its match officials for a
tour in which the security has been
deemed “unmanageable” by the interna-
tional players’ body.

While the tour is more about proving to
the other test-playing nations that Pakistan
is safe to play in again following the 2009
attack on the Sri Lanka team convoy, the
home team will also use Zimbabwe to try
to improve its credibility after a woeful run
of limited-overs results.

Pakistan slipped to its lowest ever ODI
world ranking of No. 9, two above
Zimbabwe, after a shambolic 3-0 first-ever
defeat in Bangladesh recently.

“The focus is, of course, on organizing a
series without any security problems, but
it’s hard to swallow the defeat against
Bangladesh, too,” former Pakistan captain
Rashid Latif said on Wednesday.

“Pakistan should not repeat the same

performance in front of their home fans.”
The drop in the rankings has put Pakistan’s
place in doubt for next year’s Champions
Trophy, as only the top eight ranked teams
will compete.

The team is in rebuild mode. Senior pros
Misbah-ul-Haq and Shahid Afridi quit ODIs
after the Cricket World Cup exit in the quar-
terfinals, and seasoned batsman Younis
Khan was rested from the three-match
series against Bangladesh.

Latif was critical of the decision to ele-
vate Azhar Ali to captain, and still wasn’t a
fan even after the new skipper scored a
century against Bangladesh.

“Look, we need an aggressive captain
who could bat with a good strike rate, and
Azhar Ali is, for sure, not one of them,” Latif
said. Injuries also dented Pakistan’s plans
against Bangladesh, and board chairman
Shaharyar Khan last week termed the fit-
ness of the team as the “worst in the world.”

Under coach Waqar Younis, the team has
lost its five most recent ODI series; New
Zealand (home and away), Sri Lanka,
Australia, and Bangladesh.

“Had I been in Waqar’s place, I would
have resigned after what happened in
Bangladesh,” Latif said. “Pakistan needs a
local coach who knows the strength of
domestic cricketers and not someone like
Waqar, who hardly knows which cricketer is
performing on the domestic circuit.” —AP

For Pakistan, it’s not 

just about cricket

DHAKA: Pakistan’s Yasir Shah (left) celebrates with teammates in this file photo. —AP

Pakistan blame game in full 

flow after Bangladesh debacle

KARACHI: Pakistan’s cricket chiefs face a
battle to address the reasons behind their
disastrous tour to Bangladesh as they gear
up for their first home series against Test
opposition in six years.

Pakistan slumped to ninth in the ICC
one-day international table-their lowest
since rankings were introduced in 2002 —
after losing the ODI series to minnows
Bangladesh 3-0, threatening their partici-
pation in the 2017 Champions Trophy in
England where only top eight teams will
feature. The tourists also suffered their first
ever Twenty20 defeat against Bangladesh.
Although they managed to win the two-
Test series 1-0 with victory in the second
Test last week, the national pastime of
inquisition and blame game is back in full
flow. Legendary paceman and 1992 World
Cup-winning captain Imran Khan termed
the Bangladesh one-day series defeat as
“unimaginable” while former captain Ramiz
Raja described it as “the lowest point in
country’s cricket history”.

As a bewildering number of former play-
ers and captains line up to have their say,
those who currently govern the game are
pointing their fingers towards the system
over which they preside.

Pakistan Cricket Board (PCB) chairman
Shaharyar Khan promised a “serious review”
and labelled the first-class system as “com-
pletely flawed” and fitness of the players as
“worst in the world.”

A procession of players withdrew with
injuries from the Bangladesh tour, high-
lighting the lack of a fitness regime and the
mistakes made in allowing players to come
back to the rigours of international cricket
without proper match practice.  

The post-mortem comes as Pakistan
prepare to face Zimbabwe in a mini-series
of Twenty20s and three one-day interna-
tionals-the formats where the team has

fared worst of late-with the African side
keen to upset the hosts.

No Test-playing team has toured
Pakistan since militants attacked the Sri
Lankan team bus in Lahore in March 2009,
leaving eight people dead and seven visit-
ing players injured.

Test captain Misbah-ul-Haq, who retired
from one-day cricket after World Cup in
March, called for a united effort to arrest
the decline.

For decades Imran has blamed a flawed
first-class system as being detrimental to
the national side, but analysts counter that
it produced players in the past of the cali-
bre of Javed Miandad, Wasim Akram, Waqar
Younis and Inzamam-ul-Haq.

That argument doesn’t wash with for-
mer Test captain Inzamam. “Look, with the
passage of time our first-class system didn’t
get better,” he told AFP.  “The lack of ‘A’ team
tours hurt us badly, because that is the
stage where we can mature our fringe play-
ers.” The absence of any international crick-
et on Pakistan soil since a terrorist attack on
the Sri Lankan team bus in Lahore in 2009
has also been detrimental.

PCB officials say countries refuse even to
send ‘A’ teams because of security fears.
Such tours are normally arranged on a
reciprocal basis meaning no Pakistan ‘A’
team has played outside the nation’s
adopted ‘home’ grounds in the United Arab
Emirates for five years. 

Fast bowler Wahab Riaz and batsman
Umar Akmal rose to senior level after the
last Pakistan ‘A’ tour to Australia in 2009 and
Inzamam said until fringe players tour
abroad they cannot make the step up to
Test and ODI level. “We need to send our
players to countries like England, Australia
and South Africa. If we don’t then we will
not be able to groom them for higher lev-
els,” said Inzamam.—AFP

Derby winner’s Triple bid could be derailed
BALTIMORE: To spoil or not to
spoil.  That is the question. The
Preakness Stakes on Saturday will
present a rare, but not unprece-
dented, story line that could see
the trainer of Kentucky Derby win-
ner American Pharoah upend his
chance at a Triple Crown if stable-
mate Dortmund avenges his Derby
defeat. “My job is to try to win all
three races and to win every race
I’m entered,” trainer Bob Baffert
said in trying to explain his unique
predicament.

While the post-position draw is
later Wednesday at Pimlico Race
Course, the field will include the
first three Derby finishers,
American Pharoah, Firing Line and
Dortmund.

“If you’re going to be a Triple
Crown winner,” the Hall of Fame
trainer continued, “... he’s going to
have to beat his stablemate. He’s
got to beat Firing Line, and proba-
bly some other horses in there.”

Ahmed Zayat,  the owner of
American Pharoah, understands
Baffert ’s situation. The two are
close friends. Their families are
close. Both are fiercely competitive.
And Zayat welcomes another
opportunity to show off his “dream
horse,” especially in taking on rival

Kaleem Shah, a Baffert client and
the owner of Dortmund.

“Am I concerned Dortmund can
step up? Of course you are,” Zayat
said. “You are concerned with all of
them. But I think we’re better than
all of them. I think we are a cut
above.” And if Dortmund wins?

“It’s not happening. We have a
much better horse,” Zayat said, not
as a boast but in his way of exud-
ing confidence “I have tremendous
faith in that horse. It’s just not hap-
pening.” Two decades ago, it did
happen. To another Hall of Fame
trainer, D. Wayne Lukas.

Two weeks after Thunder Gulch
won the 1995 Derby, Lukas won
the Preakness with Timber Country
(Thunder Gulch was third). Three
weeks after that, Thunder Gulch
came back and won the Belmont
Stakes ( Timber Country was
scratched with a fever).

For his part, Lukas said he felt
no pressure from either of his high-
profile owners in running back
Timber Country - who incidentally
was the beaten Derby favorite and
the top choice in the Preakness.

“Look, when this kind of thing
happens, you just do the best job
with both of them,” Lukas, who has
won a record 14 Triple Crown races,

most recently the 2013 Preakness
with Oxbow, said. “It’s so difficult to
win these races. Bob has said, ‘If
Dortmund wins it then so be it.’
That’s kind of the way it is.” A simi-
lar plot developed for Lukas after
Charismatic won the 1999 Derby.
The trainer also sent out top con-
tender Cat Thief in the Preakness,
but Charismatic prevailed before

finishing third in the Belmont.
More recently, after trainer Todd
Pletcher won his first Derby with
Super Saver in 2010, he also sent
out Aikenite in the Preakness. The
difference was Aikenite was the
longest shot on the board at 30-1.
Neither won; it was Baffert claim-
ing his fifth Preakness with Lookin
At Lucky.—AP

LOUISVILLE: Exercise rider Jorge Alvarez gallops Kentucky Derby win-
ner American Pharoah at Churchill Downs. The colt is preparing for a
start in the 140th Preakness Stakes in Baltimore. —AP


