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DALLAS: Predicting what’s ahead in an NFL
season is no easier than forecasting the weather.
Given all the variables, it’s probably harder. The
team of September, the Chiefs, went mediocre
on us in October and early November. Those
struggling Patriots who were 2-2 now seem on
course for yet another hosting role in the AFC
playoffs. Early season woes for the Giants that
were dismissed as temporary have become
chronic. That ugly 0-2 start for the Saints has
turned into a beautiful six-game winning streak.
See? No matter. Here are some things to look
for as we move through
November and December.

MORE QB INJURIES
This has been the over-

riding story of the season,
with Aaron Rodgers, Car-
son Palmer, sensational
rookie Deshaun Watson
and Sam Bradford all
going down. Ryan Tan-
nehill didn’t even make it
out of the preseason, and Andrew Luck’s shoul-
der didn’t heal enough after winter surgery for
him to suit up. Speculating who might be the
next quarterback or three who will suffer a
major injury is ghoulish. Consider, though, that
nine teams (Tampa Bay, Minnesota, Green Bay,
Arizona, Tennessee, Oakland, Houston, Miami
and Baltimore) have had to go to backups be-
cause of injured starters.

OFFICIATING CONTROVERSY
This one is unavoidable, and will occur

weekly. Seems as if no weekend goes by without
a pool reporter being sent to talk to game offi-
cials about a decision. As video replay becomes
more refined - we can just about count the

blades of grass under a receiver’s hands as he
cradles (or doesn’t) a pass - and the NFL rule-
book remains far too complex, officiating will
continue to play a huge role in outcomes of
games. One request: no more reversals like what
we saw in Falcons-Lions and Patriots-Jets that
fans will be questioning into the new year.

HOTTER SEATS
Other than Hue Jackson in Cleveland, the fire

figures to burn very hot under the Buccaneers’
Dirk Koetter; the Giants’ Ben McAdoo; the Ben-

gals’ Marvin Lewis,
whose contract is up
this year; the Colts’
Chuck Pagano, who
could get a pass be-
cause he’s had no,
ahem, luck with his
passer; and possibly
the Lions’ Jim Caldwell.
New York and Detroit
are among the league’s
biggest underachiev-

ers, and that likely won’t change in 2017.

PASSION IF NOT SKILL
It would be difficult to find a club that would

trade its roster for what the Jets or Bears have.
It also would be tough to point out any teams
that play with more passion and dedication.
There’s no reason to believe either of them will
stop giving their all for 60 minutes. New York is
4-5 in a year some projected it wouldn’t win a
game and was tanking for the top overall draft
pick. With any finishing power, the Jets would be
in the playoff hunt. Chicago is 3-5 despite an
inept passing game, and has beaten Pittsburgh
and Carolina. The Bears simply don’t go away.
Maybe they aren’t the Monsters of the Midway,

but they sure are pesky. Give tremendous credit
to coaches Todd Bowles and John Fox. And ex-
pect more of the same from both teams the rest
of the way.

A TIE OR TWO
One thing we’ve learned from the reduced

overtime period (from 15 minutes to 10) is that a
tie is hardly unlikely. Indeed, getting more than
one possession in OT can be problematic. So ex-
pect at least one deadlock down the stretch, and
let’s hope it won’t figure into playoff tiebreakers. 

EARLY CLINCHINGS
With two highly regarded divisions, the

AFC West and North, turning soft, watch for
the Steelers and Chiefs to be selling playoff
tickets by mid-December. Same for the Patri-
ots, but that’s a yearly occurrence in the
mediocre AFC East. 

Barring a stunning turnaround, the Ea-
gles, at 8-1 the league’s top team, will be
making postseason plans about a month
from now. The Saints, too, if their defense
remains stout. —AP

Predicting NFL is becoming more 
difficult than forecasting weather

MIAMI: Miami Dolphins running back Damien Williams (26) dives over the goal line to score a
touchdown in the second quarter of an NFL football game against the Oakland Raiders. —AP 

Russian gold medalist 
disqualified for  
Sochi doping
GENEVA: In a landmark verdict that indicates Russia conspired to
run a doping program at the 2014 Sochi Olympics, a cross-country
skier who won a gold medal was disqualified by the IOC on Wednes-
day. All results for Alexander Legkov in Sochi were wiped from the
record and he was banned for life from attending another Olympics.

A second Russian cross-country skier was also disqualified
and banned by the International Olympic Committee on Wednes-
day, while cases implicating 26 more Russian athletes in a Sochi
doping conspiracy are pending. With calls to ban Russia’s team
from next year’s Pyeongchang Olympics likely to increase, the
IOC’s executive board will meet next month to discuss the matter.
The IOC disciplinary panel did not have a positive doping test
from Legkov but used evidence of cover-ups and tampering of
sample bottles that was first gathered last year by World Anti-
Doping Agency investigator Richard McLaren. “The IOC showed
its determination to protect clean athletes from the very beginning
of the case,” said the Olympic body, whose board meets Dec. 5-
7 in Lausanne, Switzerland.

Cover up 
The IOC panel did not give details of the evidence Wednesday.

McLaren has said that glass sample bottles were scratched when

broken into, and in some cases clean urine used to cover up doping
was tampered with, revealing unnatural levels of salt and even DNA
from the wrong gender. Legkov’s gold medal was a marquee Russian
success at the Sochi Olympics, which was a national priority for
President Vladimir Putin and cost $51 billion to prepare for and host.

The cross-country skier won gold in the individual 50-kilome-
ter freestyle race in a Russian podium sweep on the last day of
competition. The Russian trio received their medals in the main
Olympic Stadium during the closing ceremony. Legkov had earlier
taken silver in the 4x10-kilometer relay. Legkov said last year he
had never failed a doping test, claiming he was tested so often
that he couldn’t have doped without being caught. “You’d have to
be a complete kamikaze to do that in Russia if you’re an athlete
representing our nation,” Legkov said then.

However, McLaren’s investigation said the Russian doping
program was enabled by the country’s government, anti-doping
agency and testing labs, plus sports governing bodies. The sec-
ond cross-country skier who was disqualified and banned,
Evgeniy Belov, did not win a medal. Lawyers for the two skiers
disputed the IOC panel’s ruling while accepting a doping pro-
gram was in place. “So there is neither Prof. McLaren’s assertion
nor proof that individual athletes have really participated in the
system that has undoubtedly existed,” German law firm Wiesche-
mann said in a statement.

Russia’s sports minister during the Sochi Olympics, Vitaly
Mutko, told the Russian state news agency Tass that the IOC ruling
“inspires great alarm and bewilderment.” “The correct and just de-
cision is to file an appeal with CAS (the Court of Arbitration for
Sport),” said Mutko, who is now a Deputy Prime Minister and heads
the organizing committee for soccer’s 2018 World Cup. —AP

The NFL
rulebook

remains far
too complex

LONDON: British Olympic leaders have plans in place to
evacuate athletes from the 2018 Pyeongchang Games amid
heightened tensions on the Korean peninsula. While the
British Olympic Association is not expecting to have to im-
plement those emergency procedures in South Korea, it is
preparing for the worst-case scenario. Tensions have risen in
the region as North Korea has built up its nuclear weapons
program and has accelerated weapons tests in recent months.
Dire threats traded by President Donald Trump and North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un have further stoked fears of war,
just as South Korea prepares to host its first Olympics since
the 1988 Seoul Games.

“The South Koreans have lived with this for 60 years and
tensions have gone up and down.  There seems a higher level
this time obviously,” British Olympic Association chief execu-
tive Bill Sweeney said Wednesday. “We are working on all
possible contingency plans. The only one you have in the sit-
uation of the extreme event you mentioned (about a potential
North Korean attack) is evacuation.—AP

Team Britain has 
evacuation plans for 
Pyeongchang Olympics


