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LAS VEGAS: Ronda Rousey climbed on the scale and
glared into the distance while the crowd roared.
Moments later, she directed that withering gaze at
UFC bantamweight champion Amanda Nunes, who
stared right back. Rousey then left the stage at T-
Mobile Arena on Thursday without a word to Nunes
or the thousands of fans gathered largely to support
her at the weigh-in on the eve of UFC 207.

Rousey (12-1) was arguably the most dominant
mixed martial arts fighter in the young sport’s history
until she lost her belt 13 months ago in a stunning
knockout. After devoting a year to getting back on
top, Rousey is determined to earn her redemption
Friday night with her skills, not her words.

Her comeback fight against Nunes (13-4) is the
main event in the UFC’s traditional end-of-the year
show in its hometown, and few events in the promo-
tion’s blockbuster 2016 have been more anticipated.

Nobody is certain which Rousey will show up in
the cage. Will it be the confident judo genius who
thrashed a series of overmatched opponents while
blazing a trail into the mainstream for women’s MMA

and the UFC in general?
Or will it be the shaky, distracted veteran who

stumbled, flailed and eventually got stopped by
Holly Holm’s head kick in Australia last year?

“I’m not sure how it’s going to be, but she could
do a lot of things,” Nunes said. “Nobody knows, but I
know I’m going to be ready. We will see about her.”

Just don’t ask Rousey what she thinks. She has
largely refused to promote her fight, even declining
to speak to the UFC’s broadcast team after stepping
on the scale. The UFC reluctantly agreed to Rousey’s
media blackout, realizing it could cost the promotion
untold numbers of pay-per-view buys.

“It’s definitely not ideal,” UFC President Dana
White said of Rousey’s decision. “It’s what she asked
for.” Instead, Rousey expressed her thanks in an
Instagram post moments after the weigh-in.

“Looking forward to proving you all right tomor-
row,” Rousey said. “It’s going to be the happiest New
Year ever.” Rousey has a nascent acting career and
innumerable endorsements, but her celebrity still
hasn’t outstripped her athletic accomplishments, as

it did for fellow women’s MMA trailblazer Gina
Carano. Rousey could have walked away from the
sport already, but the Olympic medalist’s willingness
to return underlines her determination to get back
on top. The women’s bantamweight belt has
changed hands three times in the last 13 months,
and nobody has successfully defended it. Holm lost
the belt when Miesha Tate choked her unconscious
in March, and Tate lost the title when Nunes brutal-
ized her at UFC 200 in July. Holm is now a feather-
weight, and Tate has retired. Nunes is getting her
career-defining shot at Rousey, whose status as one
of the world’s most famous female athletes has
scarcely waned despite her decision to take a year off
from competition.

Rousey clearly doesn’t scare Nunes, even though
the champ has three career losses to fighters who
were beaten easily by Rousey. “This is what I’ve been
waiting for,” said Nunes, who has won four straight
fights. “Everything I work for comes down to this. I
don’t know what’s going on with Ronda, but I know
I’m ready.”— AP

PARIS: Sergio Parisse has been a stal-
wart for Stade Francais, an ever-present
since his arrival in Paris in 2005.

But the Italy captain, an inspirational
No 8, finds his Stade team floundering
this season, 11th in the Top 14, with a
new coach in Greg Cooper in place of
Gonzalo Quesada and the announced
departure of several senior players at
season’s end. It is certainly a time of flux
for the club based in the shadow of the
Parc des Princes at their state-of-the-art
Stade Jean-Bouin, with the likes of
Rabah Slimani, Hugo Bonneval and
Rapahael Lakafia all heading off for pas-
tures new next year.

“I ask myself questions,” Parisse told
L’Equipe newspaper when asked
whether he was worried for the future of
the club. “It’s why I asked to meet (own-
er) Thomas Savare and his father Jean-
Pierre to better understand the club’s
project and get some replies.”

Parisse has always been known as a
fierce competitor, notably when win-
ning 121 caps for an Italian national side
that has for long times struggled.

“I’m 33 years of age, I’ve extended my

contract until 2020, I could say to myself
‘I’ll finish my career quietly’. But it’s not
my philosophy. I’m not mediocre, but a
competitor, I want to win.

“I want to know what the club’s real
ambitions are for the coming years.”
Parisse added that he hoped to end his
career at Stade-”No one loves this club
more than me”, but insisted that there
had to be a core of senior players to lead
the squad.

“The squad’s been shuffled but it has-
n’t exploded, that’s the most important
thing,” the Argentinian-born player told
L’Equipe. Parisse admitted that the
club’s next three games, starting with a
home match against Brive today, and
followed by Toulouse and Grenoble,
would be the “turning point of the sea-
son”. “After my neck injury and suspen-
sion, I don’t really have the feeling of
having started the season. I can’t wait to
string a few games together.”

Ex-All Black Cooper, capped seven
times by New Zealand and who arrived
at Stade at the season’s start as backs
coach before being named in the head
job for next season, said he was not

“panicked” by the loss of senior players
from his squad.

“New Zealand lost a few players after
the World Cup and have continued to
build,” he argued. “I have big respect for
the players who’ll leave, but we have to
replace good people with the like. “We
have a good structure to play rugby, a
good environment. We have a strong
personality, I’m not in a state of panic.”

Top 14 leaders Clermont, who
thumped Stade Francais 46-10 last time
out, travel today to Toulouse, who this
week signed All Black prop Charlie
Faumuina for the start of the next
European season.

But Clermont will be without four big
names, France internationals Camille
Lopez, Damien Chouly, Scott Spedding
and Noa Nakaitaci all handed an extra
week’s holiday. Prop Aaron Jarvis, winger
David Strettle and flanker Julien Bardy
are also all out, injured. Second-placed
Montpellier are away at Pau while La
Rochelle, in third, entertain Grenoble
tomorrow. The final game of the week-
end pitches Toulon against Racing 92 in
a battle for fourth spot. — AFP

Ronda Rousey returns to reclaim belt at UFC 207

ASUNCION: Stephane Peterhansel targets a 13th Dakar title
next month, describing the gruelling 2017 rally as the most
intense he has faced and fearing the physical effects of racing
at South America’s punishing high altitudes.

The 51-year-old Frenchman clinched his sixth win on four
wheels in this year’s event to add to six motorcycle triumphs
since his debut back in 1988 when the famed race was still
held in Africa. But when the 39th running of the Dakar starts
in Paraguay on Monday, many in the field will be happy just to
negotiate the six days spent at 3,000 metres or more above
sea level. “We all fear a little the time spent at altitude. I fear
for the teams, the staff, mechanics,” said Peterhansel, who
won the 2016 event in a Peugeot after wins in 2004, 2005 and
2007 with Mitsubishi and 2012 and 2013 victories behind the
wheel of a Mini. “Last year there were cases when mechanics
didn’t feel well. This is going to be the most intense Dakar we
have done in South America.”

The 9,000km race will  start in Paraguay, cross into
Argentina, negotiate the Andes in Bolivia before returning to
Argentina and a finish at Buenos Aires on January 14.

The only scheduled rest day on January 8 will be spent in the
Bolivian capital of La Paz at a lung-busting 3,500m above sea lev-
el. While on the Bolivian Altiplano, five stages will be raced with a
maximum altitude of 4,500m reached. “The route of the 2017
Dakar preserves the rally-raid traditions, with a physical challenge
that will push the competitors into the world of extreme
endurance,” said Dakar race sporting director Marc Coma, himself
a five-time winner of the motorcycle title. There will be six stages
of more than 400km, dune crossing and driving in sand, especial-
ly on the sections of the route still unknown to rally-raid regulars
or during the all-important “Super Belen” stage, three days from
the finish line in Buenos Aires. — AFP
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LUQUE: A worker mans the entrance to a Dakar Rally tech-
nical checkpoint in Luque, Paraguay, Wednesday.
Paraguay is one of three South American hosting the 2017
Dakar Rally with the first stage beginning today, in
Asuncion. —AP


