
ROME: Five-time Grand Slam champion Maria Sharapova has
been given a wildcard to play in the Italian Open in
May, organisers said yesterday. The former world
number one makes her return to the circuit in
Stuttgart in April after completing a 15-month
ban for doping.  “We officially announce the wild
card for the 3-time Rome champion
@MariaSharapova into the main draw ... “ organ-
isers announced on Twitter.  Sharapova hasn’t
played on tour since testing positive for meldo-
nium at the 2016 Australian Open. An initial two-
year ban by the International Tennis
Federation was reduced to 15
months by the Court of
Arbitration for Sport.  The Rome
tournament runs from May 15
to May 21. She has also been
handed a wildcard for the May
6-13 Madrid Open. —AFP
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MILAN: The sale of AC Milan to a Chinese consortium, sched-
uled to be finalised on March 3, could be delayed until the end
of the month, a source close to the deal told AFP yesterday.
Milan’s media tycoon owner Silvio Berlusconi agreed in August
2016 to sell the club to Sino-Europe Sports (SES) in a deal that
values the Serie A giants at 740 million euros ($825.4 million).
But the takeover has been postponed on several occasions as
the financial details are ironed out.  “The Chinese consortium
has asked to postpone the signing by a month,” the source said.
“That should be possible with the payment of a new instalment
of 100 million euros.” Italian media has reported that the
Chinese consortium, which has already paid out 200 million
euros, was encountering difficulties after the withdrawal of one
of its investors. La Repubblica newspaper confirmed that one of
the Chinese investors due to have paid out 80-100 million euros
had withdrawn because it failed to obtain permission to move
funds out of China. “It’s like a joke, one of those that doesn’t
make you laugh,” opined Gazzetta dello Sport. Milan’s neigh-
bours Inter Milan are already under Chinese ownership. — AFP

Chinese Milan buyout 
could hit new delay

KUALA LUMPUR: Top seed and defending champion Elina Svitolina withdrew
from the Malaysian Open with a lower leg injury yesterday, bringing her 13-

match winning streak to a halt.  The Ukrainian world number
10, who beat Caroline Wozniacki in Dubai last week to lift
her second straight trophy, pulled out before her second-
round match against Japan’s Nao Hibino. Svitolina, 22, had
needed treatment during her 6-2, 6-3 first-round win over
Jang Su-Jeong of South Korea-her 250th victory on the WTA
tour.  “I was looking forward to coming back to Kuala

Lumpur to defend my title and I was excited to play here but,
unfortunately, I have to withdraw because of a lower leg

injury,” she said, according to the WTA website.  “I was
struggling in my final match in Dubai and I was hoping to

recover but... I need to make sure I take care of my body
for the rest of the season.” Svitolina’s unbeaten streak,
which has pushed her into the top 10 for the first time,

also included a run to the Taiwan Open title and two
Fed Cup wins against Australian opposition. — AFP

Svitolina pulls 
out in Malaysia

Sharapova handed 
Rome wildcard

BARCELONA: Mercedes driver Valtteri Bottas of Finland exits a curve while performing a race simulation during a Formula One pre-season testing session at the Catalunya racetrack in Montmelo, outside Barcelona, Spain, Tuesday. — AP

BARCELONA: Formula One champion Nico
Rosberg returned to the paddock yesterday for
the first time since his retirement and said he
had absolutely no regrets about his decision to
quit at the top. With Finnish replacement Valtteri
Bottas putting the Mercedes through its paces
on the third day of pre-season testing, Rosberg
said the new cars looked ‘monstrous’ and a real
physical challenge.

“There was not one single moment where I

thought ‘Oh, damn I should be sitting in that car’,”
declared the 31-year-old German, who said he
was enjoying family life and exploring potential
new challenges. “That was interesting for me to
realise, and perfect of course.” Rosberg
announced his retirement in December, shock-
ing the sport just five days after taking the title
from team mate and triple champion Lewis
Hamilton in Abu Dhabi. He spoke to Bottas but
said he had not seen Hamilton on his brief visit

to the Circuit de Catalunya. “It’s good to be back,
first of all to see my racing family again. And it’s
such a massive hype at the moment so I want to
see it first hand as well and see the new cars.
They look absolutely monstrous,” Rosberg told
television reporters. “Very, very aggressive and
everybody’s excited and that’s great to see. The
drivers are loving it and I think this year they will
be proper gladiators out there.

“The cars will take them to their physical lim-

its and we might even see drivers losing race
wins because of just being game over physically.
And that’s what we need.”

Rosberg said he had been interested to hear
from Bottas how it felt to drive the new car,
wider and lower and with bigger tyres, and
expected the Finn to settle in well at a team
that has dominated for the past three years. He
added that the Finn needed no advice from
him, other than some tips to help with integrat-

ing into the team.  “He’s a good driver so we
need to expect that he will be challenging
Lewis,” he said. “It’s difficult to predict exactly
how they are going to compare. “We all know
Lewis is a massive benchmark so it’s never
going to be easy against him but sure there’s
going to be a battle.” The season starts in
Australia on March 26. Mercedes have so far
done more laps in testing than any other team,
with no reliability problems. — Reuters

Rosberg has no regrets on return to F1 paddock

By Nawara Fattahova

KUWAIT: Football is Kuwait’s most popular
sport, but the national team cannot participate
in international competitions due to the sus-
pension imposed by the International Olympic
Committee. This is very disappointing, but the
people of Kuwait finally celebrated a victory.

Recently, the junior Kuwaiti team won the
bronze medal at the ‘Jeem Cup3’, an interna-
tional football tournament for young boys
held in Qatar. This was the third edition of this
tourney, with 20 teams from various countries
participating. It began as a 10-team competi-
tion before expanding to 16 teams in its sec-
ond iteration. Organizers plan to expand it
even further. 

“This is the first time a Kuwaiti team won in
this mini-cup, and it has participated since the
first tourney,” coach Ali Falah told Kuwait
Times. “The teams were divided in four groups,
each containing five teams. In our group, we
won against Brazil 3-1, then against Chile 6-0,
Sudan 11-0 and finally Russia 3-1. We qualified
for the quarterfinals and beat the UAE 2-1.
Unfortunately, we lost against France on
penalties and ranked third after beating
Bahrain 4-2. France stood first and Morocco
second,” he said. Kuwait’s team consisted of 15
players between the ages of 12 and 13 study-
ing in the seventh grade. “The matches are
shorter than regular adult games. Each half is
only of 20 minutes, instead of the regular 45,
and halftime is only for five minutes. Also, only
nine players play in the field and six are substi-
tutes,” Falah explained. 

The players study at both public and pri-
vate schools. “We chose the players from differ-
ent schools. There was a league held including
schools in all governorates,” Falah said. “We
then chose the best players from the many
teams and formed our team. In this team, 11
players were from public schools and four
from private schools.”

The school world cup is supervised by the
Ministry of Education. “This cup is not related
to the Olympics or FIFA, so we could partici-
pate under the Kuwaiti flag. The organizers in
Qatar corresponded with the undersecretary
of the Ministry of Education, so we formed this
team,” he pointed out.

The players trained at one of the schools
equipped with artificial turf. “They trained for
17 days before participating in the champi-
onship. The training took place after school
hours four days a week,” Falah said. “I’m the
coach, and we have an administrative assistant
and the head of our delegation Dr Ahmad Al-
Fayez. We are proud of our achievement, and
various institutions held honoring ceremonies
for the team, especially now that our sporting
activities are suspended. I hope that we
achieve first place in the future,” he concluded.  

BARCELONA: Formula One could re-introduce a
non-championship race to experiment with new
formats and ideas if such an event can be made
commercially viable, motorsport head Ross
Brawn has suggested.

“It might be rather optimistic,” the former
Honda, Brawn and Mercedes team principal told
Reuters during pre-season testing at the Circuit
de Catalunya yesterday.

“But you can imagine if we had a non-champi-
onship race there’d be a lot more capacity to look
at different formats and approaches and see if
the fans take to it with much less risk or exposure
than we would if we were doing something in
the championship.”

The last non-championship race was held at
Brands Hatch in 1983 and won by Keke Rosberg,
the father of 2016 world champion Nico, in a
Williams. Silverstone also held the International
Trophy from 1949 to 1978. Such races saw drivers
compete for prize money but not points towards
the world title, with teams using them for extra
testing. “We often had non-championship races
in the old days but getting it all to work is anoth-
er matter,” said Brawn. “It needs to be commer-
cially viable of course, and that’s the challenge.
Again, it couldn’t just be ‘pick ideas out of a hat’.
It needs to be properly thought through, but
maybe an opportunity.”

Brawn was appointed in January, following
the takeover of the sport by Liberty Media, and
the Englishman reports to the new chairman
Chase Carey who has taken over from Bernie
Ecclestone.

Sean Bratches, who was in the paddock on
Monday as testing started, is the managing direc-
tor for the commercial side.

Speaking separately to Sky television on
Tuesday, Brawn said he was nervous about
changes to the race weekend format.

“You can’t take the risk of swapping a format
in a championship race and not getting it right,”
he said. He also said 2017 rule changes with
faster and wider cars and fatter tyres could
unwittingly benefit his former Mercedes team,
the dominant world champions for the past
three years.

“We expose ourselves whenever we make
changes like this.  Fingers crossed, it is going to
work out but l think it is a good example of
where we didn’t go through the right principles
to begin with,” he said. “And if this was a principle
to stop Mercedes winning, you could argue the
exact contrary. A team that strong and with that
resource will relish change. It was naive to think
it would destabilise Mercedes. If anything it gave
them an advantage.” — Reuters
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