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In a glittering ceremony, Indonesia 
declares the 18th Asian Games open 

JAKARTA: Indonesia president Joko Widodo declared
the 18th Asian Games open in a glittering ceremony
yesterday, launching what promises to be a frenetic
fortnight of breathless sporting action featuring the
best of the continent’s athletes. Some 13,000 athletes
will compete in 40 sports and 67 disciplines, including
new additions such as bridge, jet skiing and roller skat-
ing in the biggest multi-sport extravaganza outside the
Olympics. “I hereby declare
the 18th Asian Games 2018
open,” Widodo said in front of
a 50,000-plus crowd at the
Gelora Bung Karno Main
Stadium.

Esports debuts as an offi-
cial demonstration sport in
Indonesia, which volunteered
to host the Games after
Vietnam pulled out in 2014
because of financial concerns.
North and South Korea
marched together at the open-
ing ceremony and will field joint teams in several events.
Kuwait will participate under their own flag a couple of
days after the International Olympic Committee lifted
their ban. The Games, which conclude on Sept 2, are
the first co-hosted by two cities with Palembang on the
island of Sumatra acting as venue for some sports along
with the capital Jakarta. 

Two Koreas march 
Meanwhile, North and South Korea marched

together in a stirring display of unity as the Asian
Games, one of the world’s biggest sports events,
opened in a blaze of color in Jakarta yesterday. South
Korean women’s basketball player Lim Yung-hui and
North Korean footballer Ju Kyong-chol jointly held the
Korean Unification flag aloft as they led the athletes out
to an ovation from the packed crowd.

It is the second such symbolic gesture this year by
the two Koreas, who also walked together at the
Pyeongchang Winter Olympics opening ceremony - an
event that heralded an unprecedented warming of ties.

The North and South, still technically at war, are joining
forces in women’s basketball, canoeing and rowing dur-
ing the 40-sport, two-week regional Olympics in the
Indonesian capital and Palembang, a port city on
Sumatra island. South Korean Prime Minister Lee Nak-
yon and North Korean Deputy Prime Minister Ri
Ryong-nam, watching from the VIP seats, rose together
holding hands and beaming as the Korean athletes

marched.
The ceremony opened with

a skit purportedly showing
President Joko Widodo doing
stunts on a motorbike in
Jakarta’s streets before riding
into the Gelora Bung Karno
stadium, to roars from the
crowd. About 1,500 dancers
in traditional dress then per-
formed a tightly choreo-
graphed routine before
Afghanistan led the athletes’
parade into the stadium.

There were huge cheers when the two Koreas, whose
athletes together number about 1,000, marched into
the stadium together wearing pristine white and blue
uniforms.

‘You can feel proud’
Widodo was then seen dancing in his seat as

Indonesian singer Via Vallen took to the stage, before
the stadium fell silent to honor the victims of the recent
Lombok earthquake. “You can feel proud of your home
country Indonesia,” said Sheikh Ahmed Al-Fahad Al-
Sabah, president of the Olympic Council of Asia, before
Widodo declared the Games open. Indonesian bad-
minton great Susi Susanti, the women’s singles Olympic
champion in 1992, lit the Games cauldron and the cere-
mony closed with a noisy music performance and spec-
tacular fireworks. It provided a vibrant start to the
Games, whose build-up has been dogged by logistical
headaches and security fears after Indonesia suffered
its deadliest terror attack in a decade in May.

The sprawling archipelago has also been grappling

with its latest earthquake disaster after strong tremors
in Lombok, an eastern island, left more than 400 people
dead. Indonesia, a country of about 270 million,
stepped in to host the Games at short notice after
Vietnam pulled out, citing the event’s eye-watering
costs. Indonesia has a poor track record in hosting mul-
ti-sports events — the 2011 Southeast Asian Games in
Jakarta and Palembang suffered serious corruption
problems and delays, and two people died in a stadium
stampede.

Rights group Amnesty International said at least 31
people were killed in a “shoot first and ask questions

later” police crackdown on petty crime. But officials
say all venues are ready for competition and tourna-
ment-related problems so far have been relatively
minor, from the ticket website crashing to misspelt
words on signs. About 18,000 athletes and officials
from 45 Asian countries will be at the Asiad, organiz-
ers said, looking to make their mark across a range of
sports from swimming to sepak takraw and bridge.
The Asian Games encompass nearly the full Olympic
program and are considered the pinnacle by many
participating nations, for whom Olympic success often
proves elusive.—Agencies 

13,000 athletes 
to compete in 
40 sports and 
67 disciplines

Two Koreas march together as Asian Games burst into life

PALEMBANG: Teenage shooter Manu Bhaker said
she’s told her parents not to accompany her to tour-
naments abroad as she struggles to adapt to life as
one of India’s best known sportswomen. The 16-
year-old has brought home World Cup and
Commonwealth Games gold medals this year in a
sudden rise to fame, and is one of the favorites at the
Asian Games in Indonesia.

But she is finding that success comes at a price,
with a tough training schedule and a restrictive
lifestyle that means less time with friends and a one-
hour daily time limit for using her mobile phone.
Bhaker said she had resorted to banning her parents
from her overseas trips as she tries to carve out a
slice of freedom. “They make limits for me, like, ‘Eat
that, eat this, don’t go there, do this, don’t do this,
don’t use your phone, don’t do this now, go to bed,’”
she tells AFP before a training session in Palembang,
which is co-hosting the Asian Games along with
Jakarta. “It’s a bit too much.”

Bhaker’s day kicks off at 5am with yoga and med-
itation, and ends with a jog and bootcamp-style
workout. But perhaps most punishing of all, she and
the other ‘juniors’ on the Indian team are only
allowed one hour with their phones each day. In spite
of her age, Bhaker is competing at senior level for the
25m sports pistol and both the individual and mixed
team 10m air pistol. She is proud of her achievement
but, yes, the unfairness does grates when she sees
older members of her team. “They’re seniors. They’re
free. They can do anything they want,” she says wist-
fully of her team-mates. “They can use their phones
any time.”

‘Your friend circle decreases’ 
Bhaker swept to fame at the beginning of this year

by becoming the youngest Indian to win a gold
medal at the World Cup, a feat she achieved the indi-
vidual 10m air pistol and the mixed team event. She
then climbed back on the podium once again at
Australia’s Gold Coast in April, setting a
Commonwealth Games record of 240.9 points for the
10m air pistol. The Asian Games promises to be the
toughest field yet with the world number nine taking
on fourth-ranked Ji Xiaojing of China. Life on the
road takes its toll too.

Bhaker says she has spent fewer than 10 days at
her home in Haryana state since February and
knows her studies have suffered in spite of some
tuition on the road. She also admits she feels lonely
sometimes. “Your friends are like, ‘No, we can’t
have fun with her. She’s a Commonwealth gold
medalist - we must respect her,’” she says. “Your
friend circle decreases.” Her coach Jaspal Rana
agrees the cycle of competitions and training camps
is tough for youngsters who often crave normality.
But they need to decide what they want out of life,
he says. “People come and go. But there are few
people who become real champions, real heroes -
so you need to work for that.”— Reuters

Sorry mum, dad, 
Indian shooting 
star bans parents 
from foreign trips

JAKARTA: Delegates watch a fireworks display during the opening ceremony of the 2018 Asian Games at the
Gelora Bung Karno main stadium in Jakarta yesterday. — AFP 

JAKARTA: Rags-to-riches teenage sprinter Lalu Zohri has
given Indonesia an unexpected confidence boost as the
Asian Games hosts look to pull off their first top-10
medals finish in decades. Zohri, 18, won the hearts of
Indonesians last month with a shock 100-metres victory
over two favored American rivals at the world junior cham-
pionships in Finland. It was the first medal for an
Indonesian athlete at the under-20 tournament and
capped a heady rise for Zohri, who was raised in a bamboo
shack and trained barefoot on the beach as a youngster.
Now, Zohri is facing his biggest test as he competes
against a field of older and faster athletes at the world’s
second-largest multi-sports event.

“My goal is to give my best for Indonesia,” Zohri, who
clocked 10.18sec to win world gold, said after a training
session in Jakarta. “But I’m not targeting a medal in the
100 meters.” Still, his unlikely rise has given Indonesia a
glimmer of hope that it too can manage a surprise showing
- and overcome a history of middling performances at
international tournaments. Badminton, weightlifting,
Indonesian martial art pencak silat and even paragliding
are all potential medal sports for the hosts at the August
18-September 2 Games in Jakarta and Palembang. Despite

a population of more than 260 million, Indonesia frequent-
ly trails smaller Southeast Asian nations like Malaysia and
Thailand at the Asian Games. Indonesia has ranked no bet-
ter than 13th at the past four Asiads and last placed in the
top 10 in 1990. They were 17th at the 2014 Games in
Incheon. Although the Asian Games allow the host nation
to tailor the sporting program to suit its strengths, some
remain sceptical that Indonesia can finish in the top 10.
“Last year we had a very poor performance at the
Southeast Asian Games with the same athletes, so I think it
is really difficult to achieve,” sports analyst Fritz
Simanjuntak said. The country ranked fifth at the Southeast
Asian Games in Kuala Lumpur last year behind hosts
Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam and Singapore.

High fliers and Minions
Indonesia’s poor results at multi-sport events can be

explained by a dearth of youth development programs,
according to Simanjuntak, who was a member of the
Indonesian Olympic Committee (IOC) between 1995-
2004. “We don’t have a good structure for athlete devel-
opment in Indonesia,” he said. “The government needs to
focus on the community level and the school level.” Even
so, many Indonesian athletes will be hell-bent on proving
they’re gold medal-worthy in front of passionate home
crowds. Paragliding - along with bridge and pencak silat -
will feature for the first time in the Asian Games, and there
are sky-high expectations for Indonesia’s team, which
includes four top-10 fliers in both the men’s and women’s
accuracy discipline.

Hening Paradigma, who is aiming for gold in the men’s
accuracy and cross country events, said the Indonesian
team has been training for a year-and-a-half. “The possi-
bility of gold is quite high for accuracy and for cross coun-
try we have a 50/50 chance,” said Paradigma, who is
ranked world number seven for paragliding accuracy. “We

know Korea and Japan are more experienced... but we will
do our best to achieve a gold medal.” While Indonesia’s
stranglehold on world badminton has loosened since the
1990s, it stands a strong chance resurrecting some past
glory at the showpiece tournament. 

Diminutive duo Marcus Gideon and Kevin Sukamuljo
- affectionately dubbed the “Minions” after the little yel-
low characters featured in a popular 2015 animated film
- are the world’s top-ranked men’s doubles pair and will
be tough to beat. Team manager Susi Susanti, a former
Olympic gold medalist  and world champion, said
Indonesia’s shuttlers were ready to go. “Indonesia has a
chance of getting a gold medal in several divisions like
men’s doubles and mixed doubles,” Susanti said. “This is
one of the most important competitions and we hope
that we can contribute a gold medal for the overall
Indonesian team.”— AFP 

From bamboo 
shack to running 
track, sprinter 
boosts Indonesia 

JAKARTA: Indonesian sprinter Lalu Zohri (center)
takes part in a practice session with his teammates
at the Senayan sport complex in Jakarta, ahead of
the 2018 Asian Games. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Rita Choksi says yoga and breathing exer-
cises have kept her sharp as the Indian grandmother goes
for gold at the age of 79 - just one of many elderly con-
tenders in the Asian Games bridge competition. Choksi
may be India’s oldest athlete at the Games in Jakarta, but
she’s one of several 70-plus bridge players as the cerebral
card game makes its debut at the regional Olympics. 

Also in the mix are Malaysia’s Lee Hung Fong, at 81 the
Games’ oldest competitor, and 78-year-old tobacco bil-
lionaire Michael Bambang Hartono, Indonesia’s richest
man. Bridge is one of the more surprising sports among
the 40 at the Games, which also include paragliding and
jet-skiing - alongside Olympic events like swimming and
athletics. At the other end of the generational scale, video
games or eSports will make their debut as a demonstra-
tion event, before becoming a full medal sport at the next
Games in 2022. 

Choksi is one of four septuagenarians in India’s
bridge team, which has an average age of 60. As well as
her morning yoga routine, she spends three hours a day
playing bridge online. “I am looking forward to it. As far
as age is concerned, I never felt that old, that was my
problem,” said Choksi, who will turn 80 in October.
“They kept saying that there other people much younger
but they feel old,” she told AFP at her home in what,
coincidentally, was once the athletes’ village for the 1982
Games in New Delhi. 

Choksi took up the sport in the 1970s and has repre-
sented India at international tournaments in China,
Pakistan and the United States. She secured her Asian
Games place at a contest in Goa. “I played well in Goa
and the president of the Bridge Federation of India felt I
am good enough. They selected nine ladies out of the 24-
member bridge team,” Choksi said with pride. 

Choksi is confident that bridge will contribute to
India’s medal tally as the country has internationally
ranked players. China and Indonesia are also strong.
“Bridge is a different game, it’s a mind game and there is
no age barrier in this,” Anand Samant, secretary of the
Bridge Federation of India, told AFP. “Rita is part of a
mixed event and her male partner is also in his sixties.

“We had a fair selection process at various camps and
the teams were selected after proper evaluation.” Anand
said every country faces some uncertainty as bridge is
contested for the first time.—AFP

Grey Games: India
grandma charges 
for a bridge gold

NEW DELHI: Bridge player Rita Choksi, 79, gestures
during an interview with AFP at her residence in
New Delhi.— AFP 

JAKARTA: China’s medal machine Sun Yang heads a
handful of reigning Olympic champions, and host of
aspirant Tokyo 2020 gold medalists, looking to make
a statement in the Asian Games pool over the next
week. While the Asiad does not often provide world
class competition in the big Olympic sports - Kosuke
Kitajima in 2002 was the last swimmer to post a
world record time at the Games - it can provide
valuable experience for aspiring champions.

Sun, Singapore’s Joseph Schooling, Dmitriy
Balandin of Kazakhstan and Japan’s Kosuke Hagino
all won one or more golds in the Incheon pool four
years ago and followed up with Olympic titles in Rio
in 2016. Japanese breaststroke specialist Rie Kaneto,
Asia’s other Olympic swimming champion in Brazil,
retired earlier this year but the other four will all
compete in Jakarta. China and Japan are the unques-
tioned continental swimming superpowers and
shared 34 of the 38 swimming gold medals at the last
Asian Games with Schooling and Balandin account-
ing for the other four.

Schooling, who skipped the Commonwealth
Games earlier this year, will have a heavy sched-
ule as the mainstay of the Singapore relay team
and having added the 50 meters freestyle to his
program. —Reuters

Asia’s Olympic 
champions vie 
for gold in pool


