
Davis Cup
revamp could 
‘kill its soul’, 
say Belgians
LONDON:  A proposal to rip up the Davis
Cup format and replace it with a one-week
World Cup of Tennis Finals in a single city
risks “killing the soul” of the historic competi-
tion, according to Belgian tennis chief Gijs
Kooken.

When it comes to producing the raucous
atmospheres which help make the Davis Cup
unique among tennis events, few do it as well
as the Belgians who have reached two of the
last three finals, losing on both occasions.

The final between Belgium and Britain in
the Flanders Expo in Ghent in 2015 was an
unforgettable experience for the 13,000 fans
who crammed inside the arena over the three
days. Last year’s first-round clash against
Germany in Frankfurt and the final against
France in Lille brought thousands of Belgians
across the border to roar on their players.

“Our major concern is that we are risking
killing the soul of the Davis Cup,” Kooken
told Reuters by telephone.

“The Davis Cup atmosphere is really
something unique. The ITF are focusing on
having a bigger event but our concern is that
this part of it (the home and away format)
creates big event value.”

The International Tennis Federation, in
partnership with Barcelona soccer player
Gerard Pique’s Kosmos investment company,
plan a single city, 18-nation event to be held
over seven days, starting in November 2019.

A 25-year, $3 billion investment would see
cities bid for staging rights, with Singapore a
possible inaugural venue. While Kooken says
change is needed to ensure the participation
of the world’s top players - he is sceptical
about the radical revamp, especially the fact
that the traditional home and away ties would
be lost. “I can’t imagine that (the ITF) are not
thinking about this because they know what
makes Davis Cup different from all the rest,”
he said.  “You have to change what is neces-
sary to change and strengthen what is good
or at least keep it. To drop the most unique
thing of a product, that isn’t the right way to
develop a sport.”

Royal Belgian Tennis Federation president
Andre Stein was quoted in local media on

Monday as saying he was “absolutely
against” the proposals and that other
European federations would also vote against
it at the ITF’s annual meeting in August.

GAME-CHANGER
Kooken stopped short of echoing those

comments but said he thought it unlikely the
plans, described as a game-changer by ITF
president David Haggerty, would pass
through easily.

Last year the ITF’s board failed to ratify a
rule-change that would have scrapped best-
of-five-set matches in favour of best-of-
three-set rubbers. “Reforms last year were
minor compared to this. So I wouldn’t expect
for it to be a positive outcome,” Kooken said.

“And with the emotions involved it’s very
hard to predict how people will react to this.”
Ultimately, however, Kooken, said making
sure that the leading players commit to the
Davis Cup - something that has not been the
case in recent years - was vital for its future.

“What is certain is that change was need-
ed,” he said. “If the details are presented in a
way that top players react positively towards
it then yeah, it can go very quickly the other
way. But we as a federation will discuss it
with our players and captains, see how it fits
into their programme.” — Reuters
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CHONGLI: Villages are being razed in northern China.
Mountains are being cut to size. And new stadiums,
high-speed train lines, expressways and three separate
Olympic villages are coming to life.

With the Pyeongchang Games in South Korea hav-
ing wrapped up on Sunday, the focus turns to Beijing
as China spends big to host its first Winter Olympics
in 2022.

Still four years out, the tab for the Games has ticked
upwards, with outlays appearing to eclipse the budget
in Beijing’s winning bid by at least half a billion dollars,
according to an AFP review of government requests for
the massive project.

Beijing won the Games for its willingness to spend.
For the 2008 Summer Olympics the nation poured in an
estimated $40 billion.

That event amounted to a
stunning coming out party
for the rising giant-but after-
wards many of the venues
sat empty.

Beijing has pledged this
time will be different, with
officials drumming up sus-
tainable development and
post-Olympics plans for the
heap of new facilities.

But in Chongli, where
snowboard and ski events
like the halfpipe will run,
thousands of farmers are being pushed from their land. 

In Taizicheng village, the site of a planned Olympic
village, mammoth train station and snow town, only soil
remains where villagers’ homes once stood.

Up the valley, the brick and red-tiled roof homes
of Qipanliang village where 300 families once lived
were abandoned earlier this year and are set to be
demolished.

A new expressway and high-speed train for whisking
athletes to events will cut through the area. Ying Gui, 64,
and his family of five are among the few remaining vil-
lagers.

“We will leave once we sell all this,” said his daugh-
ter-in-law, waving at the candies, rice wine and gloves
packed onto the shelves of their home, which doubles as
the village store.

“We will have no home, no land for crops, nothing at
all left,” she said, adding however that she was satisfied
with the compensation offered by the government.

Ying is not sure what he will do. He sold his 40
cows and harvested his last crop of potatoes and
purple cabbage.

“I’m a farmer,” he said. “I don’t know what to think.”
For now Ying often wanders up the mountain where

workers are burrowing tunnels for the train and
expressway. He can sell scrap metal he finds at the con-
struction site for a couple of cents a pound.

BALLOONING BUDGET 
Extra budget requests, on top of $1.5 billion allocated

in China’s bid for the Games, show Beijing is once again
pulling out all the stops to put on a flawless Winter

Olympics.
The rural corridor north of

the city is turning into ski
fields, stadiums and housing.
Millions have been budgeted
just to bring water to the area
and build artificial snow
blowers.

“It’s 100 percent man-
made snow,” said a snowcat
driver as he groomed the
nearby Genting ski resort,
which will hold some events. 

China’s new national slid-
ing centre (for bobsledding and luge) will run to at
least $257 million. The national alpine ski centre for
ski racing will cost $311 million. A Nordic centre with
ski jumping is estimated at $246 million.

Even projects to rehabilitate land scarred by mining
that tourists might see out the window as they hurtle
north from Beijing are under way.  

When summed together, earmarked costs for a
portion of the Olympic projects already exceeds $2
billion, according to the estimates in bid requests
reviewed by AFP.

That vast sum does not include the billions needed
for the high-speed rail line or expressways to link
together the three different Olympic zones, or compen-
sate displaced farmers like Ying.

Ballooning costs for host cities shelved plans to host

the 2022 Games in a slew of European cities, and have
been the focus of reforms under way at the International
Olympic Committee. 

The Beijing Games may not be an example of thrifti-
ness for other nations to emulate.

Heavy private financing described in its bid has given
way to funding from government and state-owned
enterprises, the bid requests show.

SUPPORT AT HOME 
The heavy costs figure little into the discussion in

China, where state media continues to paint the upcom-
ing Games with an adoring glow. 

In December, Beijing unveiled the emblems for the
event in a star-studded ceremony featuring actor Jackie
Chan and pianist Lang Lang.

“For winter sports enthusiasts like me, I’m a support-
er of the government’s investment,” said Lu Shan, a
Beijing snowboarder sipping tea in a Genting ski lodge.

“Perhaps it’s not economically worth it to build this
rail project, but the government has ample cash.”

Ying’s family too said they did not mind giving up
their land. “We’re happy to give it to the nation,” said his
daughter-in-law. But they had no plans to hit the fake
snow. “No one from here can ski, they come from
Beijing,” she said.  — AFP
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India dumps sari
for trousers at
Commonwealth
Games 
NEW DELHI: India’s women athletes
will for the first time wear trousers
and a blazer instead of a traditional
sari at the Commonwealth Games
opening ceremony in Australia, a
move that has pitted reformers
against traditionalists.

Many Indian women competitors
have welcomed the dark blue blazer
and trousers that the Indian Olympic
Association said was introduced at
the request of the country’s athletes’
commission.

But female stars like badminton ace
PV Sindhu and wrestler Sakshi Malik,
both Olympic medalists, prefer the
time-honoured sari, a flowing dress
draped around the body.

“We always feel happy and proud
when we wear a sari during the open-
ing ceremonies,” Malik told the Mail
Today newspaper. Younger athletes
feel it will be a change for the better
at the opening parade for the 21st
Commonwealth Games starting April
4 in Gold Coast, Australia.

Women’s hockey captain Rani
Rampal told AFP that she “loves” the
new uniform at the official launch of
the attire in New Delhi on Monday.

“It’s very nice. Time to time there
should be changes. Girls always used
to wear a sari at the Games but this
time it will be different and I love it,”
said the 23-year-old Rampal.

Fifteen-year-old shooter Manu
Bhakar was relieved not to have to
wear a sari, which she finds difficult to
wrap. “I have never worn these typical
women dresses, so it was a bit weird
when thinking that I would have to
wear the sari. — AFP

Bhakar told AFP that she always
wears trousers and shirts so the new
uniform will be “comfortable” for her.
Indian gymnast Pranita Das wore a
sari at the 2014 Commonwealth
Games but said she thought the
trousers would be a better fit for
female athletes.

Male athletes have mostly worn
blue blazers with grey trousers at
major sporting events while women
have had to wear the traditional Indian
attire. This time will be more unisex,
though the men will have to wear a tie
while the women will wear a scarf.

The Raymond company that
designed the outfits for the Indian
contingent in Australia also said
women’s modern dress is more practi-
cal. “Traditional Indian costume is
definitely a sari but women athletes
have themselves said that wrapping a
saree is a tedious thing to do,” a
Raymond spokesman Rohit Khanna
told AFP.

“So based on their feedback we
created this ensemble for the women
athletes which is a white shirt, blazer
and trouser with a scarf.” — AFP
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Beijing spends big as it 
prepares for 2022 Olympics

PYEONGCHANG: The Olympic flag is brought down ahead of the handover to the next Winter Olympics host Beijing during
the closing ceremony of the Pyeongchang 2018 Winter Olympic Games at the Pyeongchang Stadium on Monday. — AFP

New stadiums, Olympic villages are coming to life 

Undefeated Thai 
‘dwarf giant’ 
one win from 
Mayweather 
BANGKOK: Unsung outside the boxing
world, a Thai fighter nicknamed the “dwarf
giant” is quietly closing in on Floyd
Mayweather’s undefeated 50 fight record and
with it an unlikely place among the sport’s
greats.  

At 5ft 2in (1.57m) and weighing just 105lb
(47.6kg), minimum-weight Wanheng
Menayothin is shorter, leaner and significantly
less wealthy than “Money” Mayweather, the
brash American who was teased from retire-
ment last year by a $100 million purse to fight
MMA star Conor McGregor.

But this spring Wanheng could tie
Mayweather’s 50-0 record and enter boxing
lore. His 50th bout in April or May is set to be
against Panama’s Leroy Estrada in Thailand, a
low-key affair that will be followed by fans
and boxing enthusiasts, but not the global
audience drawn to the cross-discipline spec-
tacle between Mayweather and McGregor.

The milestone is generating boxing buzz in
a country that is better known for Muay Thai,
the kingdom’s boxing-style martial art that
also allows kicking, kneeing and elbows to
the head. “Am I proud? Yes I am, for being on
par with the superstars,” the softly spoken

32-year-old said while sitting on a tyre and
wrapping his fists with gauze ahead of a
training session at his Bangkok gym.

His record of 49 wins with 17 knockouts
has been earned against relative minnows-
many of them regional fighters-but he has
been dominant in the minimum-weight divi-
sion and holds the World Boxing Council belt. 

With his present stats he has already
matched the legendary fighter Rocky
Marciano, but he doesn’t dwell too much on
the numbers. 

“I never thought about breaking records.
I just want to win every fight like all ath-
letes who don’t want to lose. Keep winning
until I quit.”

FIGHTING WORDS 
Wanheng is from Thailand’s poor rural

northeast. Growing up he viewed fighting as a
way out of poverty and moved to Bangkok at
age 12 to train. “When he arrived, he didn’t
have the best skills, but he got to that point
with determination,” gym owner Chaiyasit
Menayothin said. Wanheng’s legal name is
Chayaphon Moonsri. But like many fighters in
Thailand, in both boxing and Muay Thai, he
has several nom de guerres for the ring in a
nod to sponsors, gyms and his own style. His
endurance in bouts combined with his size
earned him the label “dwarf giant”, while his
alias Wanheng Menayothin derives from the
gym owner’s name.  — AFP

BANGKOK: This photo taken on January 31, 2018 shows the current World Boxing Council
(WBC) mini-flyweight champion, Wanheng Menayothin, punching a bag during a training ses-
sion in Bangkok. — AFP

NEW DELHI: File photo taken on February 26, 2018 shows India’s Minister of Youth
Affairs and Sports Rajyavardhan Singh Rathore (L) and Indian Olympics
Association president Narinder Dhruv Batra (2nd L) unveiling the official apparel
for Indian athletes during an event in New Delhi. — AFP


