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Halep, Sharapova begin season 
with easy wins in Shenzhen

Konta overcomes blip to get past Keys in Brisbane 

SHENZHEN: World number one Simona Halep swatted
aside American Nicole Gibbs while Maria Sharapova was
flawless in her straight sets victory over Romania’s
Mihaela Buzarnescu in the opening round of the Shenzhen
Open yesterday.

Halep, who sealed a 6-4 6-1 victory, struck three aces
and fired 12 winners and was at her aggressive best to set
up a second round clash with China’s Duan Yingying who
defeated Evgeniya Rodina 6-2 7-5.

“It’s always nice to play here in Shenzhen,” said Halep,
who captured the Shenzhen Open title in 2015. “It’s my
first victory this year as number one in the world, so I’m
happy and enjoying the time.” Five-times major winner
Sharapova hit 18 winners and needed an hour and 22 min-
utes to despatch the seasoned Buzarnescu 6-3 6-0 for a
winning start to the year.

“Every match gets tougher and as a competitor and
someone who tries to be realistic, I like to only look ahead
to the next opponent,” Sharapova said after the match. The
Russian next faces 2017 runner-up Alison Riske, who
upset China’s fifth seed Wang Qiang on Sunday. “She beat
a crowd favourite yesterday, so I know I have a tough
match ahead, but I just want to keep playing better, and
keep improving no matter who is across the net.”

Unseeded Danka Kovinic, ranked 123 in the world,

stunned Greek seventh-seeded Maria Sakkari 4-6 6-2 6-3.
Local hope Zhang Shuai powered past Russia’s Anna
Blinkova 6-3 6-4 and was joined in the next round by
Timea Babos who beat China’s Wang Xiyu 6-1 6-1.
Meanwhile, Johanna Konta made a shaky start to the new
season before battling past US
Open finalist Madison Keys
and into the second round of
the Brisbane International yes-
terday. Konta, who prevailed
4-6 6-4 6-3, needed two hours
and eight minutes to quell the
challenge of her American
opponent as her usually reli-
able serve sputtered early on
before eventually coming to
her rescue at the Pat Rafter
Arena.

“This was my first match in
quite a while, so I’m really happy to have had such a com-
petitive match against such a great player,” Konta said. “It
was a really tough first round for both of us. Madison is an
incredibly good player, so I feel very lucky that I got to
play her so early on and really have a good match.”

World number 19 Keys missed eight opportunities to

break Konta’s serve before she finally succeeded while up
5-4 to take the first set with a powerful forehand drive.
Konta appeared to calm her serve and nerve in the second
set, fighting back with an early break to go up 3-2. The
world number nine then held on to level the match at one

set apiece.
The Briton battled her way

to a 2-0 lead in the decider as
Keys began to tire and finished
the match with another break
to set up a clash with Ajla
Tomljanovic in the next round. 

Mischa Zverev powered
past Australian qualifier John-
Patrick Smith 6-4 7-5 to enter
the second round of the
Brisbane International yester-
day. Eighth seed Zverev fired
four aces in the match and

converted five out of six break points to come through in
an hour and 28 minutes. The German will meet the winner
of Tuesday’s match between Argentine Federico Delbonis
and American Michael Mmoh.

Earlier, local hope Matthew Ebden dumped out Frances
Tiafoe with a 6-3 6-2 victory that set up an all-Australian

second round clash with the big-serving Nick Kyrgios.
“Nick has obviously got a great serve,” Ebden said, look-
ing ahead to tomorrow’s match.

“That’s one of his biggest weapons that carried him
through well over the past few years, with the upsets and
good results that he’s had. He’s obviously good around the
court. He moves well for a big guy. “Last year I played
(Ivo) Karlovic, I played (John) Isner, these kind of guys. So
I wouldn’t say Nick’s serve is maybe as big or as tall as
those guys’, but he’s obviously very accurate and uses it
well.” Ryan Harrison downed Leonardo Mayer 6-4 3-6 6-2
while fellow American Jared Donaldson eased past Jordan
Thompson 6-2 6-4.  Horacio Zeballos needed 72 minutes
to beat Ernesto Escobedo 6-3 6-4 and meets Alexandr
Dolgopolov next.

Belarusian qualifier Aliaksandra Sasnovich came from
behind to upset sixth seed Kristina Mladenovic 1-6 6-3 7-
5 while Elina Svitolina beat Spain’s Carla Suarez Navarro
6-2 6-4. Ukraine’s Lesia Tsurenko then stunned eighth
seed Ashleigh Barty 6-3 6-2.

Double Wimbledon champion Petra Kvitova withdrew
from the event with a viral illness. The 27-year-old Czech
was unable to take the court against Estonian Anett
Kontaveit and was replaced in the draw by lucky loser
Heather Watson. —Agencies
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SEOUL: Kim Jong-Un yesterday gave the first indi-
cation that North Korea could participate in next
month’s Winter Olympics in the South, despite ten-
sions over Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons pro-
gramme.  “I sincerely hope the Pyeongchang Winter
Olympics will be staged successfully,” the North
Korean leader Kim said in his new year’s address to
the nation.

“We are willing to take necessary measures
including to dispatch our delegation.”  Seoul and
organisers have billed the Winter Games which
begin on February 9 as a “peace Olympics” and
have been keen for the North to take part.  Two
North Korean athletes-pairs figure skaters Ryom
Tae-Ok and Kim Ju-Sik-have qualified for the
Games but the North Korean Olympic Committee
missed the October 30 deadline to confirm to the
International Skating Union that they would partici-
pate. The pair could still compete if given an invita-
tion by the International Olympic Committee. The
Winter Olympic main venues are just 80 kilometres
(50 miles) from the tense border with the North and
the build-up to the event has been overshadowed
by tensions running high over the Pyongyang’s
escalating nuclear and missile tests.

Kim said the Olympics would “serve as a good
chance to display our Korean people’s grace toward
the world.” “The year 2018 is a significant year for
both the North and the South, with the North mark-
ing the 70th anniversary of its birth and the South
hosting the Winter Olympics.”

Kim did strike one note of caution. “The sharp
military tension between the North and the South
must be eased and a peaceful atmosphere should be
in place,” he said. “As long as an unstable state
which is neither a war nor peace continues, the
North and the South cannot guarantee their sched-
uled events (including the Olympics) will be suc-
cessfully staged, sit down for talks or move forward
for reunification.”  Professor Kim Hyun-Wook at the
Korea National Diplomatic Academy said the North
was trying to use the Olympics to improve ties with
the South while tensions with the US show no signs
of abating. “The US will find it awkward to put
brakes on inter-Korean dialogue focused on
Pyeongchang,” he said.— AFP
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SHENZHEN: Maria Sharapova of Russia hits a return against Mihaela Buzarnescu of Romania
at the Shenzhen Open tennis tournament in Shenzhen, in China’s southern Guangdong
province yesterday. — AFP

BRISBANE: Johanna Konta of Britain hits a return against Madison Keys of the US during their
first round women’s singles match at the Brisbane International tennis tournament at the Pat
Rafter Arena in Brisbane. — AFP

PERTH: Former world number one Angelique Kerber
put a testing 2017 behind her yesterday, kicking off the
new year with a fighting singles win as Germany beat
Belgium 2-1 at the mixed teams Hopman Cup in Perth.

The 29-year-old gave her country an early lead in
their Group A tie with Belgium, beating the emerging
Elise Mertens in a tough two-set match. World number
seven David Goffin levelled the tie with an upset
straight-sets win over fourth ranked Alexander Zverev,
but Zverev and Kerber then claimed the deciding mixed
doubles.

Kerber was delighted to start 2018 with a victory,
having battled a dramatic slump in form last year. She
started 2017 ranked world number one but by the end
of the season the dual Grand Slam winner had slipped
to 21.

Kerber was fully tested by Mertens, whose ranking
went the other way in 2017 as she climbed from 120 to
36.  The pair traded service breaks and winners, but it
was Kerber who produced when it mattered to win 7-6
(8/6), 7-6 (7/1) in one hour and 56 minutes.

Kerber, who won her maiden Grand Slam title at the
Australian Open in 2016, said it was a promising start to
her preparation for Melbourne. “I think it was a really
good match from both of us,” she said.

“We played on a really high level. “It was the first
match of the year so I am really happy with my per-
formance.” Kerber added that she had emerged from
last year a wiser player, having struggled with the pres-
sure of expectations. “Last year was a completely dif-

ferent year, I learnt a lot,” she said. “I am trying not to
look back, we are in 2018 and I’m really happy about
that.  “It”s a fresh start.”

Goffin, coming off a superb finish to last year, capi-
talised on a misfiring Zverev to secure an impressive 6-
3, 6-3 win. Zverev racked up the unforced errors and
the 27-year-old Belgian claimed another big scalp, hav-

ing beaten Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal in London
in November.

“I cannot start the year better,” Goffin said of his tri-
umph over the 20-year-old. However, Zverev’s power
was a major factor in the mixed doubles, played under
the Fast4 format, with the Germans winning 4-2, 4-3
(5/2) to claim the tie. —AFP
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AUCKLAND: Second seed Julia Goerges overcame a
rusty start to beat her nemesis Monica Puig in a
marathon three-setter on a rain-disrupted opening day
of the WTA Auckland Classic yesterday. 

It was the first time in five attempts that the 29-
year-old German has beaten the Puerto Rican Olympic
champion and it took her 13 aces to win 6-4, 4-6, 6-2.

“What a beginning to the New Year,” Goerges said
after more than two hours battling on court. 

“I’ve never beaten Monica before so I knew what
was going to come.” Goerges was thankful for her
powerful serve which constantly rescued her from tight
spots. “That’s one of my weapons. I’m trying to keep
that up on the important points and sometimes you get
some free points which is nice and I was happy I could
put it in in some very important moments.”

Only four singles matches were completed on a
rain-affected day, which saw Goerges and Puig
take the court after 11pm, more than four hours lat-
er than scheduled. They finished two hours and 12
minutes later. 

The German was down 2-4 early before recovering
to take the first set 6-4. Puig broke Goerges at 5-4 to

take the second set before Goerges pulled off three
service breaks to take the deciding third set. Belgian
Kirsten Flipkens continued her dominance of Donna
Vekic, disposing of the eighth seed 7-6 (7/5), 3-6, 6-4
to have a 5-0 record against the Croat. 

In a tense third set Flipkens broke early, dropped
her serve at 4-3 and then broke again to be 5-4 up.
When serving for the match she was 15-40 down
before steadying herself to take the next four points. 

Petra Martic from Croatia was two points from vic-
tory over Czech Marketa Vondrousova when the first
rain break occurred and had to wait 90 minutes before
retaking the court. She needed just 41 seconds to finish
the match 7-6 (7/2), 6-3.  In the only other completed
match, Su-Wei Hsieh of Chinese-Taipei cruised past
Japan’s Nao Hibino 6-0, 6-3. — AFP
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PERTH: Angelique Kerber of Germany hits a return against Elise Mertens of Belgium during their
women’s singles match on day three of the Hopman Cup tennis tournament in Perth yesterday. —
AFP


