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MIAMI: Top-ranked defending champion
Novak Djokovic withstood back spasms
throughout the second set Wednesday to
defeat Tomas Berdych 6-3, 6-3 and reach
the ATP and WTA Miami Open semi-finals.
Djokovic, trying to match Andre Agassi’s
record of six Miami titles with his third in a
row, will play Belgian 15th seed David
Goffin on Friday for a berth in Sunday’s
final. The 28-year-old Serbian won his 14th
consecutive match at the hardcourt event
and his 28th out of 29, but needed a gritty
performance after back pain began early in
the second set, prompting him to have
massage therapy before serving in the sixth
game.

“Due to windy conditions on the court, it
was hard to find a good rhythm to serve,”
Djokovic said. “I had a little bit of a spasm in

the back but (the trainer) did a great job and I
was able to finish the match.” Asked if he had
any worries the spasms might become a
long-term issue, Djokovic said: “No concerns.
None at all.” On the women’s side, reigning
Australian Open champion Angelique
Kerber, the second seed from Germany, and
two-time Australian Open champion Victoria
Azarenka of Belarus advanced to a Thursday
semi-final showdown. Both have finals wins
over top-ranked Serena Williams this year,
Kerber at the Australian Open and Azarenka
at Indian Wells.

Berdych lost his 10th consecutive match
to Djokovic, whose domination of their
career rivalry reached 23-2. Berdych’s last
victory over Djokovic was in a 2013 Rome
quarter-final. “If you have that many head-
to-head, it can help, but not substantially,”

Djokovic said. Djokovic blasted a crosscourt
forehand winner to break Berdych for a 3-1
lead and held from there to claim the first
set, in which the Czech had 21 unforced
errors. Berdych surrendered a break to open
the second set but Djokovic first reached for
his lower back in the next game but held
and broke again to end the match.

“Overall, this is the best match I’ve
played in the tournament,” Djokovic said. “I
feel better than I did last year at the same
stage. I’m hoping I can keep the same tra-
jectory.” Djokovic won his 11th Grand Slam
title two months ago at the Australian Open
and also has crowns this year at Indian Wells
and Doha. Goffin matched his semi-final
run from Indian Wells by downing French
18th seed Gilles Simon 3-6, 6-2, 6-1. “Feeling
great,” Goffin said. “Confident for the rest of

the week and the season.” But he is 0-3
against Djokovic, losing in the 2013 French
Open first round and at Cincinnati in 2013
and 2015. “He’s going to be very dangerous
but I like my chances,” Djokovic said.

Azarenka, Kerber cruise
Former world number one Azarenka

defeated British 24th seed Johanna Konta 6-
4, 6-2 while Kerber cruised into the semi-
finals, downing US 22nd seed Madison Keys
6-3, 6-2. The German second seed, the last
of the top 12 remaining, is 1-6 lifetime
against Azarenka, but won their most
recent meeting in the Australian Open
quarter-finals on the way to the title. “We
have played some really tough matches,”
Kerber said. “I know I have to play my best
tennis against her. I will be ready.” — AFP 

Djokovic rolls into Miami semi-finals

Refugees run for Rio 
Olympic dream team

NGONG: High up in Kenya’s rugged Ngong Hills, refugees sprint
around an athletics track in intensive training they hope will see
them selected for a unique team for the Rio Olympics. Hand-
picked from Kenya’s vast refugee camps-including Dadaab, the
biggest in the world-to join the training camp just outside the
capital Nairobi, the athletes here have their eyes set on racing in
Rio de Janeiro in August.

“It will be a very great moment for me and the rest of the
refugees, who will be so proud for having produced one of their
own who has gone to the Olympics,” said 22-year-old Nzanzumu
Gaston Kiza, who fled Democratic Republic of Congo after his rel-
atives were massacred in ethnic clashes. Here at Ngong, a high
altitude running track some 2,400 meters (7,875 feet) above sea
level, some 40 kilometers southwest of Nairobi, athletes from
across eastern Africa are chasing the dream of the Olympics.

Amid a world record number of people forced from their
homes and their countries, the International Olympic Committee
(IOC) this month announced the creation and funding of Team
Refugee Olympic Athletes (ROA) to compete in Rio under its flag.
The team, expected to include between five to 10 athletes from
across the world, is part of the IOC’s “pledge to aid potential elite
athletes affected by the worldwide refugee crisis”. “Team ROA”
will march just before the hosts Brazil enter the Olympic Stadium
at the opening ceremony-carrying the Olympic flag and anthem-
a position likely to be given enormous cries of support.

‘Message of hope’  
While countries may field their own teams, the refugees are

unable to return home safely to take part - and instead will run
under the Olympic flag. “We want to send a message of hope for
all refugees in our world,” IOC president Thomas Bach said when
plans for the team were announced. At this camp in Kenya-train-
ing in fierce equatorial sunshine at high altitudes that would leave
many breathless-athletes include runners from DR Congo as well
as war-torn South Sudan and Somalia. “It is a very good opportu-
nity for us,” said 22-year-old Angelina Ndai, a 1500-metre hopeful
from South Sudan. “I will feel so proud to be there and to be rec-
ognized as a South Sudanese.” It is not the first time athletes have
run under the IOC flag: fellow South Sudanese Guor Mading
Maker ran in the London 2012 marathon as an independent
Olympian-under the name Guor Marial. At that time, newly inde-
pendent South Sudan had not yet been accepted as an IOC mem-
ber. Today it is a member, but Ndai is among the more than two
million people forced to flee the world’s youngest nation, which
has been in civil war for more than two years. “We are here, and
we believe we will move forward,” Ndai said. 

The athletes’ abilities are in no doubt, but it has been far from
easy for most to shift from the crowded camps to the track. Runners
picked up injuries at the initial stages, with many forced to quit to
return to the refugee camps. “We have been training hard, even
though our bodies have been responding negatively, because we
got lots of injuries,” Ndai said. Former Kenyan Olympic team coach
John Anzrah is in charge of moulding the refugees into quality
Olympic material capable of challenging elite athletes in Rio. “When
the athletes came here, they not in shape, they were a zero,” Anzrah
said. “We should remember that these were people living in camps
and we had to start them from somewhere.” — AFP 

DOHA: This file photo shows Kupttamon, an Indian laborer working in Qatar, sitting in his tiny over-crowd-
ed room at a private camp housing foreign workers in Doha. — AFP 

DOHA: Qatar World Cup stadium workers
have suffered abuse and been subjected to
forced labor, Amnesty International said yes-
terday, for the first time alleging rights viola-
tions at a 2022 tournament venue. The
London-based watchdog said laborers at the
Khalifa International Stadium, mostly from
Bangladesh, India and Nepal, were lied to
over their salaries, went unpaid for months
and were housed in squalid accommodation,
which it claims amount to forced labor.

Seven workers at the venue, which will
also host the 2019 World Athletics
Championships, were even prevented from
returning home to help their families after
Nepal’s devastating 2015 earthquake. “This is
a World Cup based on labor exploitation,”
said Amnesty’s Mustafa Qadri. The poor treat-
ment of construction workers is one of the
major issues that has dogged the Gulf state
since the controversial decision to award it
the right to host football’s flagship tourna-
ment. The 51-page report, “The Ugly Side of
the Beautiful Game”, is likely to increase inter-
national criticism of Qatar and put fresh pres-
sure on FIFA and its new leadership, as well
as World Cup sponsors.

The criticisms also extend to landscaping
at the nearby Aspire Zone, a world-renowned
sports complex where Paris Saint-Germain
and Bayern Munich trained this year.

Amnesty said it carried out its research for a
year until February and interviewed 234 men.
It claimed 228 said the wages they received
were lower than promised. Many had no
choice but to accept reduced salaries as they
had paid debt-inducing recruitment fees of
up to $4,300 to enter the Gulf, even though
such fees are illegal under Qatari law. Qatar
was uncharacteristically quick to respond to
the report, pointing out the steps it has taken
to improve practices. It said Amnesty’s claims
painted “a misleading picture” and were
aimed at only four of the 40 companies work-
ing at the Khalifa Stadium.

‘Like a prison’  
One group of men told Amnesty that a

labor supply company, Seven Hills, did not
pay staff for months. Workers at the 40,000-
seater stadium and Aspire Zone were also ini-
tially put in sub-standard and overcrowded
accommodation, said Amnesty. “In one case,
the main entrance road to the camp was
flooded due to inadequate drainage and
smelled of raw sewage,” the report said.
Amnesty alleged most laborers had their
passports unlawfully confiscated, and 88
men including Nepalese “were denied the
right to leave Qatar”.

One worker, Deepak, said life in Qatar was
“like a prison”. “When I first complained... the

manager said ‘If you complain you can but
there will be consequences. If you want to
stay in Qatar be quiet and keep working’,” he
said. Amnesty recognized the tournament’s
organizers, the Supreme Committee for
Delivery and Legacy, had introduced safe-
guards, but urged Qatar to “fundamentally
reform” its “kafala” sponsorship system,
which restricts job changing or leaving the
country. Its report also criticized FIFA’s “lack
of meaningful action”.

Qatar defends record
Supreme Committee chief Hassan Al-

Thawadi admitted abuses occur and organiz-
ers did not “have a magic wand that could fix
the matter” but said the commitment to
reform was “clear and steadfast”. He reiterat-
ed that no workers had died on World Cup
projects and said relevant reforms had been
introduced to address concerns raised by the
report, even before the committee knew
about it, he said. These included wage pro-
tection, improved accommodation, and
sanctions against companies named in the
report including the termination of Seven
Hills’ contract. “We have always maintained
this World Cup will act as a catalyst for
change it will not be built on the back of
exploited workers,” the committee said in a
statement. — AFP 

Amnesty International accuses 
Qatar of abusing WCup workers


