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Three in a row for Vettel, 
Hamilton shares front row

BAKU: Ferrari’s championship leader Sebastian Vettel
smiled with relief yesterday after he had claimed pole for
today’s Azerbaijan Grand Prix ahead of a revived Lewis
Hamilton for Mercedes in a crash-strewn qualifying ses-
sion. The German, who leads the defending four-time
champion by nine points after three races this season,
clocked a best lap in one minute and 41.498 seconds to
sweep to the prime starting spot.

It was an emphatic demonstration of his and Ferrari’s
pace after he had struggled in practice on Friday. It was
his third consecutive pole position and the 53rd of his
career. “In the end, I knew I had the car I wanted and it
did what I wanted... The first lap was good and it was
good enough in the end so I
am happy,” said Vettel.
Hamilton was 0.179 seconds
adrift after an improved
showing that left him ahead of
Mercedes team-mate Valtteri
Bottas, Daniel Ricciardo and
his Red Bull team-mate Max
Verstappen.

“That was close,” said
Hamilton.  “We did the best
job we could and I think I lost
a little bit in the final  sector,
but Sebastian did a great job. We are in the mix and I am
hoping to give him a hard time in the race.”

Bottas said: “We can fight them here and we are start-
ing very close. This race can be crazy, but we have a
good starting point.” Kimi Raikkonen wound up sixth in
the second Ferrari after an eventful session and a huge
slide on his final flying lap.

Esteban Ocon was seventh ahead of his Force India
team-mate Sergio Perez, Nico Hulkenberg who faces a
five-place grid penalty for a gearbox change, and his
Renault team-mate Carlos Sainz.

In cool and overcast conditions, with a strong breeze,
the opening Q1 session began briskly, but was soon inter-
rupted when Romain Grosjean’s Haas car came to a halt
in an escape road at Turn Three, his gearbox jammed.

He was unable to rejoin while the action was con-
trolled by yellow flags. As a result, Ocon was briefly
fastest ahead of Hulkenberg and Sergey Sirotkin, back in
action after his crash in morning practice.

‘UNACCEPTABLE’
For Hulkenberg, it was encouraging despite knowing

he faced a five-place grid penalty for a gearbox change.
More drama followed in the final minutes of Q1 when

Pierre Gasly almost clipped
his Red Bull team-mate
Brendon Hartley. Taking
avoiding action, Gasly
bounced over the kerbs at
Turn 15 and into an escape
road. The Frenchman was
furious, screaming at the New
Zealander over the team
radio. Told Hartley had a
puncture he said:
“Unacceptable”. “Sorry
guys,” said Hartley. “I was

trying to get out of the way, but it was too late. I went the
wrong way. I feel pretty stupid.” 

This incident resulted in them both being eliminated in
17th and 19th positions along with the luckless Grosjean.
Also out went Stoffel Vandoorne of McLaren and Marcus
Ericsson of Sauber. In Q2 more drama saw Raikkonen
going straight on, at Turn 15, and Lance Stroll also left the
track. Bottas led the way ahead of Verstappen and Vettel
before Raikkonen went off again and a persistent Hamilton
topped the charts ahead of his team-mate by 0.003 sec-
onds until Raikkonen, racing with fury on a set of ultra-

softs, roared to the head of the lap-times in the final sec-
onds. All this left Stroll in 11th place ahead of Williams
team-mate Sirotkin, Fernando Alonso of McLaren, Charles
Leclerc of Sauber and Kevin Magnussen of Haas. On their

first flying runs, Vettel outpaced Hamilton by three-tenths
ahead of Bottas and the Red Bulls with Raikkonen sixth,
following a scary off-road excursion at Turn 16. “I was on
the kerb and couldn’t steer,” said the Finn. — AFP
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BAKU: Pole position winner Ferrari’s German driver Sebastian Vettel (C) celebrates with second placed Mercedes’
British driver Lewis Hamilton (L) and third placed Mercedes’ Finnish driver Valtteri Bottas after the qualifying
session for the Formula One Azerbaijan Grand Prix at the Baku City Circuit in Baku yesterday. — AFP

Hamilton was 0.179 seconds adrift

Trailblazer 
Walsh wins and 
hangs up boots
DUBLIN: Trailblazing Irish jockey Katie Walsh, who
came closest to becoming the first woman to ride a
Grand National winner, has retired. The 33-year-old-
third on Seabass in the world’s most famous steeple-
chase in 2012 — bowed out in the best possible way
with a fine win at Irish national hunt racing’s premier
festival Punchestown.

Despite still being at the top of her game-which
down the years has seen her win an Irish National on
Thunder and Roses and three winners at the
Cheltenham Festival-Walsh felt she had achieved all she
could. “I’ve had a marvellous career and I’ve unbeliev-
able memories. The next chapter in life begins now,”
she said. “I said to myself that I’d retire whenever I rode
my next winner, whether it be here at Punchestown or
wherever.

“I’d be the first one sitting at home saying: ‘When is
she going to be hanging up her boots?’” Walsh hails
from a legendary Irish racing family with father Ted and
brother Ruby combining as trainer and jockey respec-
tively to win the 2000 Grand National on Papillon.

She was heavily backed to win this year’s National
on Baie Des Iles trained by her husband Ross
O’Sullivan. However, the grey never really fired and
came in last of the 12 finishers. Walsh, who was given a
guard of honour by her fellow jockeys as she made
her way back to the weighing room after her final vic-
tory on Friday, said she had been blessed with the
career she had had.  “I wanted to ride in a National for
Ross and did that, and have ridden winners in France,

Australia, England and Ireland and was very lucky
throughout my career,” she said. “I’ve had the backing
of dad and Ross, and wouldn’t have ridden half these
winners without the backing of Willie (Mullins).

“Everyone is here, my husband Ross and my family. I
couldn’t have picked a better place.” Mullins too had a
festival to remember as having begun the week trailing
Gordon Elliott by almost 500,000 euros ($607,000) in
the trainer’s championship he overhauled him to secure
the title. However, a six-timer on the Wednesday and
big wins for Footpad and Faugheen allied to Elliott’s
hurdling star Samcro falling in Friday’s Champion
Hurdle saw Mullins turn the tables completely and with
a lead of over half a million euros himself he will be
handed the trophy for the 12th time later at
Punchestown. — AFP

Zain holds employees 
volleyball tournament 
KUWAIT: Zain, the leading telecommunications com-
pany in Kuwait, successfully held its Employees
Volleyball Tournament at Gulf University for Science
and Technology (GUST) fields. The tournament con-
tinued for two days and witnessed the participation of
ten teams. 

The organization of various sports tournaments is a
main pillar of Zain’s internal strategy towards the health
of its employees. The company remains committed to
the wellbeing of its employees by organizing similar
events to increase the spirit of teamwork and out-of-
office bonding amongst them.

The tournament witnessed positive participation
from Zain employees, continuing for two consecutive
days between ten teams at Gulf University for Science
and Technology (GUST) fields. “Game Over” team won
the first place title, while “Al Khibrah” team won the
second place title. 

During the award ceremony, Zain awarded the win-
ning players as well as recognized the Head of Sporting
Activities at GUST Salem Al Qabandi for hosting the
event at the university’s fields. 

Zain will spare no efforts to organize activities and
programs that enrich the recreational aspect of its
employees’ lives and cater to their different talents and
interests. The company is keen on encouraging employ-
ees to pursue healthier lifestyles and take part in differ-
ent sports and health programs all year round. 

Zain is keen on ensuring employees take part in all
of the company’s social activities and programs,
whether they be cultural, sporting, or recreational
events. The organization of this tournament is part of
Zain’s belief in supporting the physical wellbeing and
health-orientation of its employees, as well as the
company’s commitment to the development of the
sports sector in Kuwait. KUWAIT: Winners of the first and second place titles.

Katie Walsh

Renault to start 
planning for Sainz 
replacement
BAKU: Renault will not wait for Daniel Ricciardo to decide
his Formula One future before starting the search for a
potential replacement for Spanish driver Carlos Sainz. The
French manufacturer team currently have Sainz on loan
from Red Bull, who can take back the 23-year-old at the
end of the season should their race-winning Australian
Ricciardo decide to go elsewhere.

“We need to make plans, we need to be prepared for
the worst as always,” Renault Sport F1 managing director
Cyril Abiteboul told Reuters at the Azerbaijan Grand Prix.
“So the worst for us would be that we would want to stay
with Carlos and that’s not possible. And it can happen, let’s
be honest. So we need to plan accordingly.” Abiteboul said
the team were treating Sainz as if he were staying, howev-
er. “We already actually started to work on next year’s car,
we had a meeting this week with him to talk about the plan
for next year, the objectives and also... the early concept of
the 2019 car,” he said.

“It’s a clear sign we are not thinking that, in the back of
our mind, he may not be with us. It may happen, but we
don’t want to compromise short-term or middle-term per-
formance by starting to mitigate the way we are working
with him.” Sainz, who joined Renault late last season to
replace Britain’s under-performing Jolyon Palmer, has been
out-qualified by team mate Nico Hulkenberg 3-0 this sea-
son and has only three points to the German’s 22.
Abiteboul recognised the youngster was “a bit behind” but
said Renault remained fully supportive.

“It would be completely inappropriate to start making
judgements only after three races, way too early,” he said.
“But it does say something about the quality of his team

mate and that’s great, that’s only positive. “For the rest, we
will see. We have a bit of time to specifically think about
Carlos. Having said that, we will not delay the thinking
process about the alternative in case it cannot work out
with him. “It’s my responsibility to make sure that we have
a competitive lineup next year and to present the options
to the board of Renault in the coming weeks and months
and we will do that.”

RICCIARDO DECISION
Red Bull have yet to decide whether to continue with

Renault engines next season or switch to Honda. Abiteboul
said that was unlikely to be the key factor in making up
Ricciardo’s mind, however, because power unit perform-
ance was converging. “The four engine manufacturers
(Mercedes, Ferrari, Renault and Honda) are very close
from one another, particularly in race conditions,” he
added. “There is still a gap in qualifying, we know that, we
are working around that on a number of areas. There will
be some stuff coming hopefully later this season, I’m pret-
ty sure that Honda are working on the same plan.

“In my opinion, the gap (next year) will not be bigger
from the gap we used to have from the previous set of
regulations.” Red Bull must tell Renault what they are
doing by the end of May, meaning Ricciardo will know the
situation before he has to commit. The Australian, winner
for Red Bull in China two weeks ago and in Azerbaijan last
year, has spoken of his interest in joining Mercedes as
team mate to four times world champion Lewis Hamilton.
He has also been linked in the media to Ferrari but says he
has so far talked only to his current team.

Red Bull won four titles in a row with Renault V8
engines between 2010-13 but have been at loggerheads
with the French manufacturer in the V6 turbo hybrid era
and there is no ‘wiggle room’.

“Our engine will not be available for very long,” said
Abiteboul. “We need to start making orders these days for
next year. We have a number of long lead-time items in the
engine...  and we need to start now. — Reuters


