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MELBOURNE: Roger Federer will open his
Australian Open title defense against Slovenian
Aljaz Bedene next week, while top seed Rafa
Nadal, the losing finalist last year, was paired
with Dominican Victor Estrella Burgos at the
draw yesterday. Women’s top seed Simona
Halep of Romania faces Australian wildcard
Destanee Aiava in the first round, with second
seed Caroline Wozniacki starting out against
Halep’s compatriot Mihaela Buzarnescu. Serena
Williams will not defend the women’s title having
had her first child last year but 2008 champion
Maria Sharapova, who failed a drugs test at the
tournament in 2016, is back unseeded after a
ban and will face Germany’s Tatjana Maria.

Williams’s sister Venus, who lost to her sibling
in the final last year, is seeded fourth and the 37-
year-old was handed a tricky first encounter
against Swiss former world number seven Be-
linda Bencic, who is 17 years her junior. Men’s
third seed Grigor Dimitrov will face a qualifier,
with Alexander Zverev, ranked fourth, playing
Italian Thomas Fabbiano but with 2014 cham-
pion Stan Wawrinka, returning after surgery, in
his section of the draw. Young gun Zverev had
little luck in his first Australian Open draw as a
top five seed with either Wawrinka, who plays
Ricardas Berankis, or Novak Djokovic poten-
tially standing in his path in the quarter-finals.  

Six-times Melbourne Park champion

Djokovic,  seeded 14th after missing the back end
of last season with an elbow injury, will take on
American lefthander Donald Young in his first
match with mercurial Frenchman Gael Monfils
looming in round two. Federer also has Milos
Raonic, Juan Martin del Potro, David Goffin and
Tomas Berdych in his quarter of the draw, while
Nadal would appear to have the easier section,
although former US Open champion Marin Cilic
looms as a last-eight opponent. If the draw goes
to seeding, Dimitrov would face American Jack
Sock in the last eight, with ailing world number
five Dominic Thiem, who withdrew from Kooyong
because of illness on Thursday, taking on Zverev.

Britain’s Andy Murray and Japan’s Kei
Nishikori have already withdrawn from the
championships and women’s world number
three Garbine Muguruza has twice pulled out
of tournaments over the last two weeks due to
leg cramps and a thigh problem. The Wimble-
don champion is scheduled take on France’s
Jessika Ponchet in the first round, while French
Open champion Jelena Ostapenko was paired
with veteran Francesca Schiavone and US
Open champion Sloane Stephens will take on
China’s Zhang Shuai. Australia’s sole men’s
seed, Nick Kyrgios, takes on Brazilian Rogerio
Dutra Silva and local women’s 18th seed Ash-
leigh Barty takes on Belarusian Aryna Sa-
balenka.  —Reuters
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MELBOURNE: Switzerland’s Roger Federer hits a return during a training session ahead of
the Australian Open tennis tournament in Melbourne. — AFP 

MELBOURNE: Struggling star Eugenie
Bouchard won her first match of the year yes-
terday, posting a 6-2, 6-0 defeat of Australian
teen Destanee Aiava at the Kooyong Classic in
Melbourne. The Canadian had gone down in
three group matches last week at the Hopman
Cup in Perth, where she suffered a buttock in-
jury, and was eliminated in the first round at
Hobart on Monday, denting her Australian
Open preparations.  “I was happy to be out
there in a pretty official-feeling match,” said
the 23-year-old. “There were stands, a crowd,
and an umpire. It was like a practice match but
kind of real.”

With time running out for her to be ready
for the opening Grand Slam of the year, the
2014 Wimbledon finalist, now ranked 83rd after
a dismal last season, eagerly accepted a late in-
vitation for a hit-out at Kooyong, a non-tour
event. Bouchard, who made the Australian
Open semi-finals in 2015 and the quarters a
year later, said her game was a work in
progress after changing her routine and

coaches in the off-season. “It’s progressing,”
she said. “I was just focusing on myself and the
things I have to work on throughout the match.”

The Canadian, who said her buttock injury
was now fine, added that she was keen to elim-
inate all memories of a poor 2017 campaign.  “I
don’t want to feel any continuation of 2017, it
really wasn’t a good year for me. I worked hard
in the off-season, changing some things,” she
said.  In other matches at the exhibition event,
France’s Richard Gasquet won his second
match, overcoming Australian Matthew Ebden
6-4, 7-6 (7/4).  “It was perfect in these condi-
tions,” the 31-year-old said. “I’m preparing my
game to be ready for the Open and to perform
there.” Gasquet, who has never gone past the
Australian Open fourth round, added: “I’ll keep
up the training. I have no injuries and am feel-
ing great.” 

World number five Dominic Thiem, mean-
while, withdrew from his scheduled match as he
recovers from illness, disrupting his Grand Slam
plans.  The Austrian arrived late in Melbourne
from Doha after pulling out prior to last week-
end’s Qatar Open semi-final with Gael Monfils
after contracting a virus. He lost in straight sets
to Novak Djokovic on Wednesday and decided
against playing any more matches. Thiem’s sub-
stitute, Russian Andrey Rublev, beat Lucas
Pouille of France 3-6, 6-1, 6-4. “I only arrived
yesterday,” said Rublev, who made the Doha
final. “I’m happy to be here and pleased with
my preparation after this match. “We’ll see
what happens in a couple of days (at the
Open).”—AFP 
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MELBOURNE: Eugenie Bouchard of Canada hits a forehand return to Destanee Aiava of Australia
during their match at the Kooyong Classic tennis tournament in Melbourne yesterday. — AFP 


