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DUBAI: No player attracts a larger audi-
ence than Tiger Woods. No tournament
attracts a larger audience than the Waste
Management Phoenix Open. Imagine
putting those two together. That has
happened only four times in the last 20
years, and this won’t be one of those
occasions.

Woods has taken his talents to the
Middle East to play in the Omega Dubai
Desert Classic.  The Phoenix Open is left
with an expected 600,000 patrons to see
some of the rising young stars in the
game, from Jordan Spieth to Justin
Thomas, from Hideki Matsuyama of
Japan to Jon Rahm of Spain.

The Phoenix Open is known as the

“Greatest Show on Turf,” partly because
the TPC Scottsdale has a stretch of clos-
ing holes as compelling as any on the
PGA Tour, and mainly because there are
so many fans and such a party atmos-
phere that the golf sometimes is an
afterthought.

The biggest crowd is on Saturday. The
biggest stage is the par-3 16th hole,
which has been turned into its own sta-
dium. This is where players are tested,
even if they’re not in contention. Miss a
putt and the fans can be brutal, as Chris
DiMarco found out in 2009. Make a putt,
and players can become stars by their
reaction. James Hahn has won twice on
the PGA Tour, yet he’s still known largely

for his Gangnam Style dance. Make a
hole-in-one when you’re Tiger Woods?
Pandemonium .

Not to be overlooked are the players,
and there are plenty of them. Thomas
hasn’t lost all year, a winner at both
Hawaii events he played. He’s been gone
for two weeks and already another
young player is attracting a ton of atten-
tion. That would be Rahm, whose 60-foot
eagle putt at Torrey Pines will be shown
every time he gets in contention this
year. Matsuyama is the defending cham-
pion and No. 5 in the world, the first
Japanese player in 20 years to crack the
top 5. With so much of the spotlight on
youth, there’s still room for the old guard.

Phil Mickelson is a three-time winner of
the Phoenix Open. Television (all times
EST ): Thursday-Friday, 3-7 p.m. (Golf
Channel); Saturday-Sunday, 1-2:30 p.m.
(Golf Channel), 3-6 p.m. (CBS Sports).

EUROPEAN TOUR
Woods is back in Dubai for the eighth

time, and while he has two victories, his
first visit didn’t end so well. Thomas Bjorn
was paired with him all four days in 2001,
and it was one time that Woods blinked
first. He hit into the water on the 18th
hole and made double bogey to finish
second. But he had his share of big
moments, such as his 30-foot birdie putt
on the final hole in 2008 to beat Ernie Els.

Even though he is No. 666 in the
world, Woods is a big deal. That’s why the
European Tour put together a video clip
on its website of Woods’ greatest
moment in Dubai. And he’s not even a
European Tour member.

Woods is playing the opening two
rounds with the defending champion,
Danny Willett, and former U.S. Amateur
champion Matt Fitzpatrick. That three-
some alone has combined for five green
jackets and four US Amateurs. Willett
says he has never properly been intro-
duced to Woods. Rory McIlroy was sup-
posed to play until a rib injury. Henrik
Stenson at No. 4 is the highest-ranked
player in the field. —AP

Tiger Woods in Dubai while all the fans are in Phoenix

The contender for  the Six Nations for 2017 will be a tournament to savour.

DUBLIN: Ireland and England are gearing up for
a Grand Slam decider in the final match of the
Six Nations on St Patrick’s weekend in Dublin.

The Irish going for a third title in four years.
The English seeking a second straight title and a
world-record 19th straight win. There are six
weeks, 14 matches, and likely a whole load of
drama before that could happen, and it’s often
dangerous to make too many long-range predic-
tions ahead of the northern hemisphere’s annual
rugby tournament .

The prospect is enticing, nevertheless. And
current form suggests it’s a distinct possibility.
England and Ireland have been the standout
teams in the European game over the past year,
emerging as genuine rivals for the superpowers
of the southern hemisphere approaching the
midway part of the Rugby World Cup cycle.

England is on a 14-match winning run, 13 of
which have come under the stewardship of
Eddie Jones since the 2015 Rugby World Cup,
while Ireland beat New Zealand, Australia, and
South Africa in a memorable second half of
2016. No wonder all roads are leading to Dublin
on March 18. “I would think that England would
still be favorites,” Ireland coach Joe Schmidt said,
assessing the Six Nations contenders, “but I am
sure our odds would have shortened as com-
pared to last year because I think there has been
some visible growth in the team.”

England starts out as odds-on favorites with
all British bookmakers, with Jones having inject-
ed self-belief and a street-wise edge to the team
that was in crisis after its elimination from its
home World Cup at the pool stage. Injuries have
hit the English going into the tournament - No. 8
Billy Vunipola and flanker Chris Robshaw have
been ruled out of the whole thing, for example,
and winger Anthony Watson will miss the first
two rounds at least - but such is the titleholders’
strength in depth that it might not show.

Jones is promising a “daring” brand of rugby.
“It’s a big part of how we want to develop our
game because we want to be a side that has the
courage to play our sort of rugby from the very
first game of the tournament,” the Australian
said. “Daring doesn’t mean flair. ... Daring to me
is having the mindset of going out to win the
game, not relying on the opposition to make
mistakes.” After all, England totaled 159 points in
successive wins over South Africa, Fiji, Argentina
and Australia in the autumn internationals, and
averaged 35 points in its series sweep of the
Wallabies Down Under in June.

Only Ireland’s players look close to the level
of their English counterparts. And they won’t be
short of confidence either, having ended New
Zealand’s 18-match winning streak in Chicago in
November.

The emergence of tighthead prop Tadhg
Furlong has given the Irish strength in an area
where they’ve previously been light, while the
impressive form of Leinster and Munster in the
European Champions Cup suggests Ireland is
ready to hit the ground running against
Scotland in the tournament opener on Saturday.

Hopes that the French might rise as potential
title contenders on the back of an encouraging
autumn series - they thrashed Samoa 52-8 and
pushed Australia and New Zealand all the way in
defeat - were hit by an Achilles tendon injury to
Wesley Fofana that rules the dynamic center out
completely. That could affect coach Guy Noves’
ambitions of France rediscovering its running
game out wide.

The Welsh have a new captain in Alun Wyn
Jones, as well as a temporary head coach in Rob

Howley while Warren Gatland focuses on his role
as British and Irish Lions coach. It is Italy’s first Six
Nations under coach Conor O’Shea, whose rein-
vigorated side beat South Africa for the first time
in November to boost hopes of avoiding the
wooden spoon for the 12th time in 17 editions
of the tournament, especially given its three
home matches. As for improving Scotland, Vern
Cotter will look to end his coaching stint on a
high before his return to club rugby with
Montpellier. It is the most competitive Scottish
team for some time, but early losses to Ireland
and France might see doubts return to a team
that often doesn’t live up to expectations.

Two other factors provide extra intrigue to

this Six Nations. For a one-season trial, bonus
points will be on offer for teams either scoring
four tries or more, or losing by fewer than seven
points. Organizers hope this experiment, bring-
ing the Six Nations in line with the scoring sys-
tem in the Rugby Championship and most other
leagues, will deliver more tries and place the
emphasis on an attacking style of play. Jones,
though, is among those thinking it will make lit-
tle difference.

And then there is the carrot of the Lions tour
to New Zealand in June. Gatland will be watch-
ing intently and there’ll be no better stage for
players from England, Ireland, Scotland and
Wales to prove themselves. —AP

England, Ireland set to 

slug it out for title

HOUSTON: Something has got to give on
Super Bowl Sunday when the National
Football League’s top-scoring Atlanta
Falcons face a New England Patriots
defense that allowed the fewest points in
the league.

The Patriots would lose in the glamour
department, but count on their know-how
and synchronicity to get the job done in US
sport’s biggest event. “There’s not a lot of
flash to us,” said linebacker Dont’a
Hightower. “We’re a very competitive team.
What we do is make it hard for the other
team to score, and we do a great job of
that.” “The biggest thing for us is that we
kind of gelled together. That chemistry,
that brotherhood and accountability really
grew and took off.

“We’re not just a good football team,
we’re a smart football team.” Safety Devin
McCourty said the Pats’ defense built
momentum as the season progressed. “We
got off to a slow start, but you do not want
to peak during Week 1 or Week 5. You want
to peak towards the end of the season,” said
McCourty.

“We just play as a team. That is what it is
all about, playing as a team. The numbers

show it.” In the seven prior instances where
the NFL’s top offense faced the stingiest
defense in the Super Bowl the defense has
prevailed six times.

While Atlanta averaged nearly 40 points
a game, New England allowed less than 17
points a game on average, getting extra
stingy once opponents closed in on the
end zone. “That chemistry we built, we’re
able to know where guys are going to be,”
said Hightower. “We’re able to just kind of
look at each other and just know, ‘Hey bro,
I’m rushing. ‘Hey, I’m dropping.’”

Hightower also said having the luxury of
practicing against prolific passer Tom Brady
helped their cause. “We feel that we go
against one of the best if not the best
offense every day in practice with Tom and
that outstanding pass team that we have,”
said Hightower. “It’s good we get that test
every day.”

McCourty said the defensive secondary
had the same knack of knowing how their
colleagues would react. “It starts with us
hanging out in the locker room, us hanging
out off the field, going to dinners together,
building that bond and that trust it takes to
play together,” said McCourty. —Reuters

Patriots defense unfazed 

by high-flying Falcons

MELBOURNE: Usain Bolt says he is
resigned to the fact that he’s lost one of his
nine Olympic gold medals, but isn’t holding
any grudges against drug-tainted Jamaican
relay teammate Nesta Carter.

Carter has said he will appeal after re-
analysis of his sample from the 2008 Beijing
Games using more advanced scientific
methods returned a positive test to the
prohibited stimulant methylhexaneamine.

The result announced by the
International Olympic Committee last week
meant Jamaica was stripped of the 4x100-
meter relay gold, one of Bolt’s unprece-
dented three gold medals at three consec-
utive Olympics at Beijing, London in 2012
and Rio de Janeiro last year.

Bolt and fellow Jamaican sprinter Asafa
Powell arrived in Melbourne on Wednesday
for a Nitro Athletics meet which begins
Saturday.

“Initially (I was) disappointed, of course,”
Bolt said at Melbourne airport. “But in life,
things happen ... I’m not sad, I’m waiting to
see if Nesta is going to appeal or whatever,”
Bolt added. “So right now I’m just waiting
to see what’s going to happen. But I gave
up my medal.”

Carter teamed with Bolt on three
straight world championship relay-winning
teams, from 2011 through 2015. He also
took an individual bronze in the 100 in
2013 in Moscow, behind Bolt and Justin
Gatlin of the United States.

Carter, who did not compete at the Rio

de Janeiro Olympics last year, faces a ban
from the IAAF. Bolt, Powell and Michael
Frater, the fourth member of the relay team
which crossed the line in a world record
time of 37.1 seconds at the Beijing Games,
are all in Melbourne to compete in the
Nitro Athletics series.

The meet held over three nights will fea-
ture six teams of 24 track and field athletes
- 12 women and 12 men - from Australia, an
international team representing the Bolt
All-Stars, China, England, Japan, and New
Zealand.

Organizers say the team-based competi-
tion “combines strength, endurance, power
and extreme energy” and includes sprint,
distance, field and para-athletic events. The
series continues on Feb. 9 and 11, also at
Melbourne’s Lakeside Stadium.

Former 100-meter world record holder
Powell also served a doping ban in 2014
after testing positive to the stimulant
oxilofrine, although his sanction was
reduced from 18 months to six following a
successful appeal to the Court of
Arbitration for Sport.

“We went out there as a team and we
did what we had to do,” Powell said yester-
day. “It’s very unfortunate and we have to
look to the future. We’ve accomplished a
lot and we just need to be positive about
everything right now. I’m in no position to
say what should and should not be
(banned). It is what it is. Some things aren’t
fair.” — AP

Bolt resigned to 

losing relay gold

Usain Bolt

KUALA LUMPUR: Yamaha’s Maverick Vinales
topped the timesheets on the final day yester-
day of the 2017 test season at Malaysia’s
Sepang circuit, ahead of teammate Valentino
Rossi and Marc Marquez.  The Spaniard, who
put in 72 laps, clocked 1min 59.368 seconds —
0.138 seconds faster than reigning world
champion Marquez on a Honda who put in 85
laps. “Today again, like yesterday, we worked
mainly on the race pace. We improved the
pace a lot,” said Vinales.

“We are developing the bike, trying to bet-
ter the package that we have, and I think for
sure we have the best bike at the moment for
one lap and on race distance.”

Italian Andrea Divizioso, on a Ducati,
clinched the third fastest spot at 1min 59.553
seconds while Honda’s Dani Pedrosa was
fourth fastest at 1min 59.578 seconds.

Light rain briefly hampered the action in
the early afternoon but riders were unde-
terred once dry conditions resur faced.
Motorcycling superstar Rossi-debuting
Yamaha’s new fairing with “internal” winglets

in Sepang following the ban on external ones
this year-registered 1min 59.589 seconds on
the clock to take the fifth spot.  The Italian
superstar is targeting an elusive 10th world
title in a new MotoGP season dominated by
riders switching allegiances and thereby
changing bikes too.

“I’m quite happy, it was a good test,
because my lap times were OK and 1min
59.589 is not so bad and we are all very close
at the top,” said Rossi.  Three-time world cham-
pion Jorge Lorenzo, adjusting to his new
Ducati, was the ninth fastest at 1min 59.767
seconds. It was a vast improvement from day
one when he was 17th fastest but he leapt up
the timesheets on day two to number eight.
Suzuki’s Andrea Iannone, the fastest rider on
day two on Tuesday, was 11th fastest on
Wednesday at 2mins 00.045 seconds.

The second round of testing will be held on
Phillip Island in Australia from February 15-17
and a third round in Qatar from March 10-12.
The 18-race MotoGP season gets under way in
Qatar on March 26. —AFP

Vinales tops first 

test of 2017 in Sepang

SEPANG: Movistar Yamaha MotoGP’s Spanish rider Maverick Vinales takes a corner during
the last day of 2017 MotoGP pre-season test at the Sepang International Circuit yester-
day. — AFP


