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LAUSANNE: International Olympic Committee (IOC) President Thomas Bach arrives to a press conference closing an IOC executive meeting yesterday in Lausanne. Analysts praised the
International Olympic Committee for being “brave” and “strong” in banning Russia from the 2018 Winter Games in South Korea. — AFP
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No Olympics boycott after IOC ban: Putin
MOSCOW: President Vladimir Putin yesterday said
Russia would allow athletes to compete at the 2018
Winter Olympics under a neutral flag, after the country
was banned from the Games over a state-orchestrated
doping programme. 

There had been speculation Moscow could boycott
the Games entirely after the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) on Tuesday barred the country from
competition over what its chief Thomas Bach described
as Russia’s “unprecedented attack on the integrity of
the Olympic Games and sport”.  Clean Russian athletes
would be allowed to compete under an Olympic flag,
the IOC said.

“We will certainly not declare any boycott, we will
not prevent our Olympians from competing, if they
want to take part in a personal capacity,” Putin said
after a speech at an automobile plant in Nizhny
Novgorod, in which he announced he would run for a
fourth presidential term next year.  “The final decision
of course must be made by the Olympic team,” he said.

Putin said the ban looked like “an absolutely staged
and politically motivated decision”, repeating denials
that any state sponsored doping programme had exist-
ed in Russia.

“I feel for those guys-I consider many of them
friends rather than just acquaintances. I really feel for

them,” he said of the athletes in the Russian team.
Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov earlier yesterday

cautioned against an “emotional” response to the ban.
Russian officials are expected to address the ban in a
meeting next Tuesday. Politicians and athletes earlier
reacted with anger and disappointment to the IOC
decision.

The head of Russia’s Olympic Committee, Alexander
Zhukov, told the IOC that
punishing clean athletes
was “unjust and immoral”.
Russian media expressed
regret at the decision while
welcoming the possibility of
some athletes participating
in South Korea next year,
albeit under tight restric-
tions. The IOC “chose one
of the harshest options it
was considering but still not
the harshest of all”, which
would have been a total ban, wrote Kommersant busi-
ness daily.

“It’s very hard to take accusations and punishments.
But the fate of our athletes and preserving our place in
the Olympic family is more important,” wrote the Sport

Express daily. It slammed the decision as “very harsh
and in some ways even humiliating for Russia,” citing
the life bans on attending the games for ex-sports min-
ister Vitaly Mutko, now first deputy prime minister.
“Can’t get by without Russia,” the pro-Kremlin Izvestia
daily headlined its front page, stressing that “Russian
Olympic athletes will defend the honour of the
Motherland under any banner.”

Some top sports figures
agreed, with ice hockey for-
ward Ilya Kovalchuk telling
TASS state news agency:
“We must go to the
Olympics. Refusing is sur-
render.” Pole vault star
Yelena Isinbayeva told
TASS: “Addressing our ath-
letes, I want to say that they
should absolutely not
despair and should continue
training for the games.”

‘THIS IS SPORT, 
DAMN IT!’ 

Some politicians vented rage, however. “This is an
absolute outrage,” said the last Soviet leader Mikhail

Gorbachev, quoted by state RIA Novosti news agency.
“This is sport, damn it!” he added.

Nationalist politician Vladimir Zhirinovsky, leader of
the Liberal Democratic Party, condemned the decision
as “sporting racism, political racism.” Chechen strong-
man Ramzan Kadyrov, writing on his Telegram social
networking page, warned that “not one athlete living in
Chechnya will participate under a neutral flag.”
Olympic gold-medallist gymnast Svetlana Khorkina,
now a ruling party MP, told Sport Express: “What have
we come to? Crushing our great country Russia?  No,
they won’t manage it. Russia has an army, nuclear
weapons and great people.”

Pro-Kremlin media focused on discrediting Grigory
Rodchenkov, the whistleblower who gave evidence of a
state-controlled doping programme in which he played
a central role. Rodchenkov has been living in hiding in
the United States since lifting the lid on the intricate
workings of a state-supported doping scheme at the
2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi. “Grigory Rodchenkov
is the perfect traitor,” wrote tabloid daily
Komsomolskaya Pravda. It said the IOC’s actions
proved that “you can destroy a whole Olympic country
on the basis of indirect evidence and a single witness
who was under a criminal investigation and has been
treated in a psychiatric hospital”.—AFP 
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KUALA LUMPUR: AFC National Team Competitions Director Shin
Man Gil announces the 2018 AFC Cup official draw for group
stages at the Asian Football Confederation (AFC) headquarters in
Kuala Lumpur. — AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: Two-time champions
Guangzhou Evergrande have been handed a
potentially bumpy ride to the knockout
stages of the 2018 Asian Champions League
after the draw for the group phase of next
year’s competition was made yesterday.

Evergrande, title winners in 2013 and
2015, will take on South Korea’s Jeju United,
Buriram United of Thailand and an as yet
undetermined Japanese representative in
group G when the competition kicks off in
February.

Guangzhou’s last triumph came under
Luiz Felipe Scolari but they exited the com-

petition this year at the quarter-final stage at
the hands of Chinese Super League rivals
Shanghai SIPG.

However, Scolari still steered Guangzhou
to a club-record seventh straight domestic
league tit le before resigning and was
replaced by Fabio Cannavaro. The former
Italy defender’s first game back at the helm
of the club he led at the start of 2015 will be
against Thai champions Buriram at Tianhe
Stadium on Feb. 14.

Shanghai Shenhua, China’s other auto-
matic qualifier for the group phase, have
been drawn in  group H to  take on
Australian champions Sydney FC as well
as former Japanese champions Kashima
Antlers and either Suwon Bluewings from
South Korea, Vietnam’s Thanh Hoa or
Eastern from Hong Kong.

With the champions not gaining auto-
matic qualification, Urawa Red Diamonds,
who won the 2017 title in November with a
2-1 aggregate win over Al Hilal of Saudi
Arabia, will not defend their crown after
failing to claim a place through Japan’s
domestic competitions.

Jeonbuk Hyundai Motors, who won the
title in 2016 but were banned from this year’s
competition due to their involvement in a
match-fixing scandal, return after winning
the Korean league title. Choi Kang-hee’s
team will meet Hong Kong’s Kitchee with
two playoff winners in group E.

Newly-crowned Japanese champions
Kawasaki Frontale have been drawn to face
Ulsan Hyundai of South Korea, Australia’s
Melbourne Victory and the winner of a play-
off that could see China’s Shanghai SIPG
join the fray.

In the west of the continent, Al Hilal, who
were defeated by Japan’s Urawa Red
Diamonds last month, were drawn to face
Iran’s Esteghlal, Al Rayyan of Qatar and
either Al Ain of the United Arab Emirates or
Bahrain’s Malkiya in group D.

Iran’s Persepolis take on Al Sadd of Qatar,
UAE’s Al Wasl and either Nasaf Qarshi from
Uzbekistan or Aizwal from India in group C
while group A will feature Al Jazira from
UAE, Saudi Arabia’s Al Ahli, Tractorsazi
Tabriz of Iran and either Qatar’s Al Gharafa
or Pakhtanor from Uzbekistan. — Reuters
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