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Broncos, Browns on playoff 
fringe ahead of matchup
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NFL hikes salary cap to $190 million in 2019
DENVER: The Denver Broncos were high on quarter-
back Baker Mayfield long before he was selected first
overall in the NFL draft in April. They hope to keep him
from beating them on Saturday night.

Mayfield, the brash, outspoken Cleveland Browns
rookie, visits Denver for a Week 15 showdown with
both teams clinging to slim postseason hopes. The
Browns (5-7-1) are having their best season in years
and are coming off a 26-20 win over Carolina.

The Broncos (6-7) had their three-game winning
streak ended at San Francisco on Sunday in a game
they desperately needed. Denver was feeling good after
getting back to .500 and into the thick of the wild-card
race, but as has been the case this season, it struggled
against a young quarterback.

The Broncos have lost to rookies Sam Darnold (New
York Jets) and Nick Mullens (49ers) and twice to sec-
ond-year star Patrick Mahomes (Kansas City Chiefs).
They did they beat Josh Rosen of the Arizona Cardinals
and Jeff Driskel of the Cincinnati Bengals, and they have
another chance against Mayfield on Saturday.

“He’s got a neat personality,” Denver coach Vance
Joseph said after practice Tuesday. “It’s kind of a-it’s
loose, but it’s tight. Very, very intelligent, but a very,
very confident person.” Mayfield could find success
against a banged-up secondary that will be without Pro
Bowl cornerback Chris Harris Jr., who sustained a frac-
tured left fibula against the Bengals on Dec. 2. Harris
said he is improving, but he won’t be ready for
Saturday.

Without him, and with the status of Tramaine Brock
(ribs) and Isaac Yiadom (separated right shoulder) in
question, Denver is vulnerable on the back end. The
Broncos signed rookie safety Trey Marshall off the
practice squad Tuesday to add to their depth.

The Browns have the weapons to take advantage,

with Mayfield showing plenty of poise and wide receiv-
er Jarvis Landry running routes. They can mix things up
with running back Nick Chubb.

The biggest turnaround for Cleveland has come after
the firings of head coach Hue Jackson and offensive
coordinator Todd Haley. Gregg Williams is now the
interim head coach, and Freddie Kitchens was promot-
ed to offensive coordinator.

With Kitchens calling plays, Mayfield has thrown 11
touchdown passes in five games, and his passer rating
is 114.4 compared to from 78.9 under Haley. With the
short week, both teams practiced Tuesday instead of
having a regular day off. For Denver, linebacker Shaquil
Barrett (hip), Harris, wide receiver Courtland Sutton
(quadriceps), Yiadom and defensive tackle Derek Wolfe
(concussion) did not practice.

Joseph said Sutton should play Saturday but didn’t
have an update on Wolfe. Tight end Orson Charles
(ankle), tackle Austin Corbett (foot), defensive tackle
Larry Ogunjobi (biceps), cornerback Denzel Ward
(concussion) and center JC Tretter (ankle) did not prac-
tice for Cleveland. Tretter has been dealing with the
ankle injury for two months but has battled through the
past seven games. He is normally held out of practice to
stay ready for games.

“From a guy who barely practices all week to have
the game plan down and then fight through it on
Sundays for everybody else, it is great to have,”
Mayfield told the Cleveland Plain Dealer after the
Sunday game. “He is a very, very important piece out
there to have to be able to make calls and direct guys
the right way and lead.”

Meanwhile, the NFL announced Tuesday that the
salary cap will rise to about $190 million in 2019, a
jump from $177.2 million this season. The league
informed teams that the projected range is from $187

million to $191.1 million.
That marks a 40-percent increase since the 2014

season ($133.0 million) and the sixth consecutive year
the cap has climbed by at least $10 million. “Total pro-

jected player costs, including benefits, will be more than
$7.3 billion in 2019,” the league said in a statement. The
exact salary cap figure will be determined before free
agency opens on March 13. — Reuters
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KANSAS CITY: An unexpected toss with his left
hand, a no-look pass to a crossing receiver and-most
importantly-a run toward home-field advantage in the
AFC playoffs. All that and so much more has defined
record-setting Patrick Mahomes as a first-year starter
in the NFL this season. Yet the Kansas City Chiefs
quarterback must be on top of his game again
Thursday night when the streaking Los Angeles
Chargers look to tighten the AFC West division race.

Kansas City (11-2) last weekend qualified for the
playoffs for the fifth time under sixth-year coach Andy
Reid, using a madcap rally Mahomes engineered
Sunday to hold off the Baltimore Ravens 27-24 in
overtime. But after burning the NFL’s top defense
entering the game for 377 yards passing and two
touchdowns, the no-look pass was all the rage.

Hey, it’s always something radical with Mahomes. “I
worked with him real hard on that. I built that right
into the offense,” Reid cracked. “He has a knack for
that. He is comfortable doing it. This is the NFL and he
is doing it. That’s something to do it in practice, but
when you start throwing it in a game against the No. 1
defense in the National Football League, that is a little
different.”

Confidence oozes from Mahomes, whose plus-32
touchdown-to-interception mark leads the NFL, as do
his 43 touchdown passes and 45 completions of 25-
plus yards. The Chiefs average 437.5 yards and 36.2
points per game, along with 6.86 yards per play, all of
which lead the league.

“I have built that chemistry with guys like D-Rob,”
Mahomes said of Demarcus Robinson, recipient of the
no-look pass, “through training camp and through last
year. I know that the guys are going to know what I’m
thinking and trust that they are going to keep running
the route the same way. Then, I put the ball out there
for them.”

Los Angeles (10-3) will counter with pressure off
both edges from defensive ends Melvin Ingram and
Joey Bosa. Bosa was injured and missed the first
matchup, a 38-28 Week 1 win for the Chiefs to
account for Kansas City’s one-game lead over the
Chargers.

Los Angeles has won nine of its last 10 games,
including three straight. Its only road defeat was
against the crosstown Rams. Kansas City, however,
has won 20 of its last 21 against AFC West rivals and is
looking to secure a third consecutive division title. A
better divisional record gives the Chiefs the tiebreaker
over the Chargers should Los Angeles win Thursday.

Veteran quarterback Philip Rivers is having an
exceptional season for the Chargers but may need to
come up even bigger against the Chiefs. Running
backs Melvin Gordon (knee) and Austin Ekeler (neck)
are dealing with injuries. Two rookies who have com-
bined for 32 carries, Justin Jackson and Detrez
Newsome, are next in line.

“It’s important to just get back to being healthy,”
said Michael Badgley, a rookie kicker who set a
Chargers record with a 59-yard field goal while going
4-for-4 Sunday in a win over Cincinnati. “Get back in
there, go through all of our recovery, and it will be a
short week, so a big mental week.” The Chiefs also
must deal with injuries to offensive threats.

Speedy receiver Tyreek Hill limped through a heel
injury against the Ravens but is expected to be avail-
able. Another receiver, Sammy Watkins (foot) is likely
out. Running back Spencer Ware (shoulder) is also
hobbled. — Reuters

Chiefs can lock 
up West with 
win over ChargersSYDNEY: Wallabies legend Matt Burke has urged

Rugby Australia to axe Michael Cheika along with his
coaching staff after a review was announced into their
positions less than a year before the World Cup.

The two-time world champions have won just four
Tests this year and slipped to sixth in the world rank-
ings, heaping pressure on Cheika as a sense of turmoil
engulfs the national side. Burke said the Wallabies
needed change “from the top down”, calling for
Cheika and his assistants, Stephen Larkham and
Nathan Grey, to go.

“Michael Cheika after that (season) has to go”
Burke, who played 81 Tests for Australia and was a
World Cup winner in 1999, told Big Sports Breakfast
radio. “There has to be a change. I don’t think just
getting rid of the assistant coaches will be enough,”
he added.

Despite club success at Leinster and the NSW
Waratahs, Cheika has struggled to stamp his authority

on a Wallabies side that is replete with world-class
players, but has consistently underperformed of late.

“I think they have to change it from the top down.
Getting rid of the assistant coaches won’t be enough
because it’s still the same voice,” said Burke. “At the
moment it’s untenable when you’re looking at the situa-
tion from the coaches and then the high performance
managers and the rest of it.”

Rugby Australia has promised a decision on Cheika
and his coaching staff “ahead of Christmas”. Cheika’s
contract is due to run out in a year and he had previ-
ously received the backing of Rugby Australia chief
executive Raelene Castle to take the Wallabies to the
World Cup in Japan.

However, three defeats out of four on their northern
hemisphere tour renewed the pressure on Cheika, who
took the Wallabies to the last World Cup final in 2015.

Meanwhile, New Zealand three-quarter Ben Smith
will join Pau after next year’s Rugby World Cup, the
club’s president told French broadcaster RMC Sport on
Tuesday. Smith lifted the Webb Ellis trophy in 2015 and
the 32-year-old has featured on 76 occasions for his
country, scoring 33 tries since making his international
debut in 2009.

He will move to an unnamed Japanese club after fin-
ishing the 2020 Top 14 season and will be unable to
feature for his national side while playing outside of
New Zealand.

“It’s a great satisfaction. He will have an impact on
the squad and considering his calibre it will allow him
to help our youngsters,” Bernard Pontneau said. On the
other hand, New Zealand back-rower Ardie Savea will
not join the club who sit in 11th place in the table,
despite originally agreeing a three-year deal in the
autumn.

The 36-time All Black has decided to re-sign with
the New Zealand Rugby Union. His brother Julian plays
for Toulon in the France’s top tier. — AFP
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Under-fire Cheika 
‘has to go’, says 
Wallabies Burke

LONDON: When Team Sky launched in London in 2010
with the ambition of having a British winner of the Tour de
France within five years, there was more than a modicum
of scepticism at the undoubtedly flashy new boys in the
peloton.

Not that there was inexperience as British Cycling’s
Dave Brailsford was installed as team principal and
brought with him the “marginal gains” strategy that would
underpin the team’s successes and controversies over
almost a decade of extraordinary success.

Six out of seven Tour de France titles, three of which
were won by different riders, and Chris Froome holding all
three major tour titles at once would be impressive enough
in isolation but, coming after more than 100 years of
Britain failing to get a man on the Tour podium, the suc-
cess and the speed with which it was achieved were noth-
ing short of astonishing.

The broadcaster, which has announced it will end its
association with the team next year, had already enjoyed a
fruitful partnership with the national cycling federation
and, with Brailsford’s persuasion, a team was built to nur-
ture young British talent and win cycling’s biggest prizes.

At the time, reports said the investment was worth 30
million pounds ($37.6 million) over four years but by 2017
their budget for that year alone was 31.1 million pounds.

Such figures dwarfed anything the rest of the peloton
could muster and soon led to a seething undercurrent of
animosity. Bradley Wiggins finished 24th in Team Sky’s
tentative debut at the Tour de France in 2010 and two
years later became the first British winner of cycling’s most
prestigious event.

With Wiggins also leading British domination of the
cycling programme at the 2012 London Olympics,
Brailsford was the toast of the sporting world.

“The whole principle came from the idea that if you
broke down everything you could think of that goes into
riding a bike, and then improved it by one percent, you will
get a significant increase when you put them all together,”
Brailsford said that year, expanding on his marginal gains
philosophy. At a time when trust in cycling was at an all-
time low on the back of Lance Armstrong and relentless

doping revelations, Sky seemed a shining beacon for their
focus on technical improvements and their insistence on
‘winning clean’. But soon the halo began to slip. The team
struggled to explain the delivery of a mystery “jiffy bag”
for Wiggins at the 2011 Criterium du Dauphine race in
France and Brailsford’s belated claim that it was a ‘flu treat-
ment that needed to come from England did not convince
many onlookers. A 14-month U.K. Anti-Doping investiga-
tion into its contents eventually hit a dead end due to a lack
of accurate medical records being available. In March this
year, a damning report by the British government’s Digital
Culture Media and Sport select committee said that the
team had cynically abused the anti-doping system by using
therapeutic-use exemption certificates.

PR DAMAGE
Froome won the Tour in 2013 and would go on to win

another three but he too came under the microscope for
an adverse analytical finding for asthma drug salbutamol.
He was later cleared of any wrongdoing by the governing
UCI, but the PR damage had been done.

Despite winning the Giro d’Italia, again another mile-
stone for a British rider, Froome endured his worst recep-
tion in France, being jostled and spat at on this year’s Tour
as critics accused Sky of crossing the ethical line.

Geraint Thomas won his maiden title in the race to give
the team a timely boost, considering the Welshman’s lack
of connection to any controversies.

By then it was clear what a force the Sky machine had
become from that flashy but nervous launch in London in
2010, with its huge entourage, clad in black-and-blue,
leading the way wherever they went. Even their buses
went out in front.

There was no doubting who Wiggins was referring to
at his own team’s season launch earlier this year. “We want
to be a team who engages with the public, not hidden in a
big, black bus behind screens,” he said, after even he fell
out with his former employers.

It was changes further up the food chain that probably
spelt out the end of Sky’s association as last year James
Murdoch resigned as Sky plc chairman following the
majority-control takeover by U.S. cable group Comcast
Corp. Murdoch had been the main driver of Sky’s involve-
ment in cycling. He was a keen fan of the sport and the
push to make the team the best in the world had not been
simply a business decision but one of personal passion,
too. With Murdoch gone, so too it seems is the passion as
Sky pursues other aspects of its business.

As far as shaking up the world of cycling and putting
British riders to the fore, the sponsorship has undoubtedly
been a spectacular success.

The team hopes to continue beyond next year but any
potential new backer is highly unlikely to be able to match
Sky’s investment levels, suggesting that the end of one of
the most dominant eras in the history of the sport is about
to draw to a close. — Reuters

SOUTH WALES: In this file photo taken on September 02, 2018 Britain’s Chris Froome (R) and Geraint Thomas (L) of
Team Sky prior to the start of the first stage of the Tour of Britain cycle race in Pembrey Country Park, south Wales on
September 2, 2018. British media giant Sky yesterday said it would axe its sponsorship of cycling giant Team Sky
after next season, ending a partnership that has delivered six Tour de France titles in the past seven years. — AFP
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