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NEW YORK: Anastasija Sevastova, of Latvia, serves to Maria Sharapova, of Russia, during the fourth round of the US Open tennis tournament, Sunday, in New York. — AP

Sharapova ousted at US Open, Venus, Kvitova advance
NEW YORK: Maria Sharapova’s Grand Slam
return after a 15-month doping ban ended
Sunday with a fourth-round defeat at the US
Open but the former world number one consid-
ered it a major step in her comeback.  Latvian
16th seed Anastasija Sevastova rallied to elimi-
nate the five-time Grand Slam champion 5-7, 6-
4, 6-2 at Arthur Ashe Stadium, booking a quar-
ter-final against American Sloane Stephens, who
ousted Germany’s Julia Goerges 6-3, 3-6, 6-1.

Sharapova, the 2006 US Open winner, was
able to find the positives after making 51
unforced errors to only 14 by Sevastova, whose
21 winners were half the 30-year-old Russian’s
total. “Reflecting back on the week, I can be hap-
py,” Sharapova said. “It has been a really great
ride. Ultimately, I can take a lot from this week.”
Tuesday’s other quarter-final will match Czech
13th seed Petra Kvitova, a two-time Wimbledon
champion, against US ninth seed Venus
Williams, seeking her eighth Slam title and third

US Open crown. Kvitova eliminated Spanish
third seed and two-time Slam winner Garbine
Muguruza 7-6 (7/3), 6-3 while Williams beat
35th-ranked Spaniard Carla Suarez Navarro 6-3,
3-6, 6-1. In Sharapova’s first Slam since she test-
ed positive for the banned blood booster mel-
donium at the 2016 Australian Open, she ousted
second-ranked Simona Halep in the first round
and served notice to any contender her game
remains formidable.

“She played unbelievable throughout the
first and second set and I just kept fighting, run-
ning for every ball,” Sevastova said.  “I was confi-
dent. I was feeling it. But still you have to beat
her. She was playing one of the best matches
here.” Sharapova returned from her suspension
in April, was snubbed for a French Open wild-
card and missed Wimbledon with a thigh injury
but received a US Open wildcard despite only
one hardcourt tuneup match due to a left fore-
arm injury.  “It’s great to get that major out of

the way,” Sharapova said. “I’m thankful for the
opportunity. I did my best and I can be proud of
that.” Sharapova is expected to jump from 146th
to around 100th in the world rankings.

KVITOVA 4-1 AGAINST VENUS 
Williams is the oldest woman entered at 37

but was this year’s Wimbledon and Australian
Open runner-up. She hasn’t reached three Slam
finals in a year since 2002. 

“I’m focused on myself and trying to be as
aggressive as possible,” Williams said. “Nobody
ever gives you a Slam. You’ve got to take it and
I’m going to try and take it.”

Kvitova, 4-1 all-time against Williams, missed
five months after a knife-wielding home intrud-
er injured her left hand last December.  “I
worked hard to come back and be here. I t
means a lot,” Kvitova said. “I don’t have words to
describe. It was a tough time. All five months
were very tough. “It was just a journey I didn’t

know how it would end. If it ends here on the
big stage it’s a happy end.” Muguruza still leads
the fight for world number one after the Open
but will  be overtaken if  fourth seed Elina
Svitolina makes the semi-finals or top seed
Karolina Pliskova reaches the final.

Stephens missed 11 months with a foot
injury and returned only at Wimbledon, but has
won 12 of her past 14 matches for her deepest
US Open run in six tries. “I honestly couldn’t
have asked for a better comeback,” Stephens
said. “Making it to the quarter-finals here is
unbelievable.”

TEEN SHAPOVALOV OUSTED 
In a men’s draw assured of producing a first-

time Slam finalist, Spanish 12th seed Pablo
Carreno Busta meets Argentine 29th seed Diego
Schwartzman in the last-eight while South
African 28th seed Kevin Anderson meets US
17th seed Sam Querrey, who beat German 23rd

seed Mischa Zverev 6-2, 6-2, 6-1.  Anderson
matched his best Slam run from the 2015 US
Open by beating Italy’s Paolo Lorenzi 6-4, 6-3, 6-
7 (4/7), 6-4. “I got off to a great start the first two
sets and imposed my game,” Anderson said. “I
had to dig deep and it feels absolutely fantastic
to get through.”

Carreno Busta, who has not dropped a set,
ended Canadian 18-year-old qualifier Denis
Shapovalov’s dream run 7-6 (7/2), 7-6 (7/4), 7-6
(7/3).   Shapovalov would have been the
youngest Slam quarter-finalist since Michael
Chang at the 1990 French Open and youngest at
the US Open since Andre Agassi in 1988.

“The biggest lesson is that I’m able to compete
with these guys,” Shapovalov said. “I still think I
have a lot of work to do.” Schwartzman eliminated
French 16th seed Lucas Pouille 7-6 (7/3), 7-5, 2-6,
6-2. At 5ft 7ins (1.70m), he is the shortest Grand
Slam quarter-finalist since Peruvian Jaime Yzaga at
the 1994 US Open. — AFP

NEW YORK: World number one Rafael Nadal notched up his 50th win at
the US Open yesterday to reach the quarter-finals for the seventh time.
The two-time champion, who could meet old rival Roger Federer in New
York for the first time at the semi-final stage, crushed Ukraine’s Alexander
Dolgopolov 6-2, 6-4, 6-1.

The 31-year-old Spaniard goes on to face either 19-year-old Andrey
Rublev of Russia or Belgian ninth seed David Goffin for a place in the last-
four.  “I played a solid match with not many mistakes,” said Nadal, the
reigning French Open champion.

“He’s a player who can play amazing shots but sometimes he can be
very unpredictable with errors so I just waited for my opportunity.” Nadal,
the 2010 and 2013 champion in New York, showed no signs of the strug-
gles that bedeviled him in the two previous rounds, when he dropped
the opening set before prevailing in four.

His 23 winners yesterday were just shaded by world number 64
Dolgopolov’s 25 but the Ukrainian’s 39 unforced errors were more than
three times those committed by Nadal. Federer, bidding for a sixth US
Open and 20th major, will tackle Philipp Kohlschreiber later.

After stretching his runs of dominance over Mikhail Youzhny to 17-0
and Feliciano Lopez to 13-0, the 36-year-old Federer takes an 11-0 advan-
tage into his night-time duel with German 33rd seed Kohlschreiber.  The
remaining last-16 tie of the day sees 2009 champion Juan Martin del
Potro, the 24th seeded Argentine, up against Austrian sixth seed Dominic
Thiem.  Thiem, who was forced to quit with injury against del Potro at the
same stage in 2016, celebrated his 24th birthday on Sunday.  Top seed
Kristina Pliskova, the runner-up in 2016, needed just 46 minutes to sweep
past Jennifer Brady of the United States 6-1, 6-0 and make her third Slam
quarter-final of 2017.

The tall Czech had needed back-to-back three-setters to get to the last
16, including having to save a match point against Zhang Shuai of China
in the third round. But the 25-year-old world number one fired 23 win-
ners on Sunday while the outclassed Brady, the 91st-ranked player, man-
aged just six in her quickfire demolition.

Pliskova will next face either 37th-ranked compatriot Lucie Safarova
or US 20th seed CoCo Vandeweghe for a place in the semi-finals.  “I
think it was one of my best matches this year,” said Pliskova.  “But the
opponent was not the best. Definitely she can play better than she was
playing today.”—AFP

Nadal hits 50 at US Open, 
Pliskova races throughDAMASCUS: In the midst of a long-running and ruinous

war, millions of Syrians may finally have something to be
joyful about. Syria’s national soccer team has a chance to
qualify for next year’s World Cup - what would be the Arab
nation’s first ever appearance in the sport’s most presti-
gious event. The team, referred to by many Syrians as the
“Qasioun Eagles” after a mountain overlooking the capital
Damascus, has been on an impressive run despite being
forced to play all its games in other countries.

The Syrians beat Qatar 3-1 on Thursday in Malaysia,
moving into third place in Group A of Asian qualifying. The
top two finishers in the six-team group will automatically
qualify for next year’s tournament in Russia, while the third-
place team will enter a playoff.

If the Syrians beat Iran in Tehran in their final group
match on Tuesday, they will be guaranteed to finish at least
third. But Syria could finish second and qualify directly
depending on the result of the match between South
Korea and Uzbekistan.

“Our team is ready to achieve victory and qualify Syria
for the first time to the World Cup,” Muwaffaq Fathallah, the
chief administrator of the Syrian team, said by telephone
from the Iranian capital. “We want the Syrian people to be
happy.” The qualification would come as a welcome sur-
prise for millions across the war-torn country, which has
been devastated by the conflict. More than 400,000 people
have been killed and half the country’s prewar population
displaced since the conflict erupted in March 2011. It will
also be a boost for President Bashar Assad, who is eager to
project strength and normalcy on the world stage while his
forces continue to recapture territory on the ground.

The war has negatively impacted the country’s soccer
industry, the country’s most popular sport. As the nation
descended into conflict, sports stadiums were trashed and
many of the national team’s players moved to Arab or
Asian countries to play.

The national team is made up of government-approved
supporters, although at least one player was an opposition
activist. Striker Firas al-Khatib, who was often seen attend-
ing fundraising events for the opposition during his years
in exile, returned to Damascus last month for the first time
in five years, receiving a VIP welcome at the airport.

“There is no better feeling than returning home,” al-
Khatib, who once said he would never again play for the
government team until it stops its bombardment of oppo-
sition-held areas, said upon his arrival.

Another player who has been outside Syria for years but
never expressed support for the opposition is Omar al-
Soma, who joined the national team before the match
against Qatar last week. The team’s captain, Ahmad al-
Saleh, plays for Chinese club Henan Jianye, while Omar
Khribin, who scored a goal in each half against Qatar, plays
for Saudi Arabian team Al-Hilal. Al-Soma, who recently
joined the national team, plays for Saudi club Al-Ahli.

Al-Khatib, who played for Kuwaiti team Qadsia and later
Al-Arabi, will be returning to his mother club of Al-Karamah
in the central city of Homs. Opposition activists are divided
over the team. Ahmad al-Masalmeh, an activist based in

the southern province of Daraa, said that he supports the
team because “they are carrying the name of Syria.”

He said will watch the game against Iran, as he did with
previous ones. But an opposition fighter in northern Syria
who goes by the name of Abu Dardaa al-Shami said he has
no respect for the national soccer team.

“This is the team of the regime, not the team of our
nation,” al-Shami said. Syrian state news agency SANA said
the national team began its training in Tehran on Saturday
in preparation for today’s match against Iran.

In the Syrian capital yesterday, workers were setting up
giant screens in at least three squares for public viewing,
while businessmen will be offering food and drinks for
those planning to watch. State-run television, which is
planning to broadcast the game live, has lined up special
programs for the event.— AP

Amid war, Syria hopes to reach WCup for first time

DOHA: In this Jan. 9, 2011 file photo, Syria’s midfielder Abulrazaq al-Hussein, left, celebrates with teammates
after scoring his team’s second goal against Saudi Arabia during their 2011 Asian Cup group B football match
at Al-Rayyan Stadium in the Qatari capital Doha. Millions of Syrians may finally have something to be joyful
about in the midst of a long-running and ruinous war. Syria’s national soccer team has a chance to qualify for
next year’s World Cup.— AP


