
Thursday, May 3, 2018S p o r t s

Established 1961 14

WELLINGTON: New Zealand is weighing up playing
cricket in Pakistan for the first time in 15 years after an
invitation from the south Asian nation’s cricket board.
New Zealand have not played in Pakistan since 2003
due to security concerns but had been asked to play
Twenty20 matches in the country later this year, gov-
erning body New Zealand Cricket said.

“NZC has received a request from the PCB chair-
man for New Zealand to play in Pakistan,” an NZC
spokesman said. “At the moment NZC is doing due
diligence on the request and consulting with security
providers, the government, and the players.

“We will respond to the PCB when this process has
been completed.” The Black Caps are scheduled to
play tests and one-day internationals against Pakistan
in November at the United Arab Emirates, the coun-
try’s designated ‘home’ base.

No dates have been issued for those matches but
the spokesman said they would be played in the UAE.
Pakistan has remained largely starved of international
cricket since the 2009 attacks on a bus carrying Sri
Lanka’s team in Lahore, which wounded six players
and a British coach, and killed eight Pakistanis.

But Sri Lanka returned to the country for a
Twenty20 match in Lahore in October and West Indies
played a recent T20 series in Karachi. New Zealand
abandoned their last test tour of Pakistan in 2002 after
a bomb exploded outside their Karachi hotel but
returned to play an ODI series in 2003.

Pakistan media, citing an unnamed source in the
national cricket board, reported that Australia had also
been approached to play in the country.

Australia are scheduled to play tests and limited
overs matches against Pakistan at the UAE later in the
year, likely starting in September or October. Cricket
Australia declined to confirm the approach but said
their next series against Pakistan would remain in the
Middle East. “The safety and security of Australian
players is our number one priority,” a CA spokesman
said. “From an Australia team perspective, we are not
contemplating moving our current bilateral-tour
arrangements from taking on Pakistan in the Middle
East, when they host the next series.” —Reuters
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LOS ANGELES: LeBron James’s “worst” was too
much for Toronto on Tuesday as the Cleveland super-
star and his Cavs teammates rallied to stun the
Toronto Raptors 113-112 in overtime in game one of
their NBA playoff second-round series. It was a heart-
breaker for the Raptors, who led throughout regula-
tion only to see James knot the score at 105-105 with
30.9 seconds left in regulation.

Toronto, the Eastern
Conference top seeds for
the first time in franchise
history, missed their last 11
shots of regulation.
Cleveland’s Kyle Korver
opened overtime with a
three-pointer and the Cavs
held on for the victory and a
1-0 lead in the best-of-sev-
en Eastern Conference set.

“It was an al l-around
team win for us,” James said
after five Cavs players scored in double figures.
“Everybody contributed tonight, and we needed it.”

After the high drama in Toronto, all eyes were on
Stephen Curry in Oakland, where the two-time NBA
Most Valuable Player scored 28 points in his return
from a 16-game injury absence to help the reigning
champion Golden State Warriors to a 121-116 victory
over the New Orleans Pelicans.

The Warriors took a 2-0 lead in their best-of-seven
Western Conference series, with Curry looking fit and
confident as he came off the bench late in the first
quarter. “Everything changed as soon as he walked on
the floor,” Warriors coach Steve Kerr said of Curry’s
impact. Curry had not played since suffering a
sprained left knee ligament on March 23. But he got

off to a confident start, quickly draining a three-point-
er, and the Warriors, who trailed 18-11 when Curry
entered the game, were up 58-55 by halftime.

“He was Steph,” Kerr said. “He doesn’t take long to
warm up, that’s for sure.” Curry connected on eight of
15 shots from the field and five-of-10 from three-point
range. He pulled down seven rebounds with two
assists and three steals.

Kevin Durant paced the
Warriors with 29 points,
seven assists and six
rebounds and Draymond
Green fell one rebound shy
of a triple double with 20
points, 12 assists and nine
boards. “Big win for us,”
Curry said after a game that
saw 13 lead changes, 11 of
them in the first half.

CAVS PLAY TOUGH 
There was no such back-and-forth in Toronto,

where the Raptors led until James tied it up in the final
minute of regulation. Once Korver put them in front at
the start of overtime, they wouldn’t relinquish the lead.

Kyle Lowry converted a three-point play to pull
Toronto within 113-112 with 57 seconds remaining but
Toronto’s Fred VanVleet missed a potential game-
winner. James, who said he was “burnt” after the Cavs
clinched a seven-game first-round win over Indiana
on Sunday, made just 12 of 30 shots from the floor but
still recorded the 21st playoff triple-double of his
career with 26 points, 13 assists and 11 rebounds.

“I definitely wasn’t as efficient as I like to be,”
James said. “I missed a lot of open looks. It was prob-
ably one of my worst games of the season. “But at the

end of the day the only thing that matters is that my
team-mates stepped up and got the win when I wasn’t
at my best.”

JR smith scored 20 points and Korver added 19.
Tristan Thompson came off the bench to add 14 points

and 12 rebounds for the Cavs and Jordan Clarkson
chipped in 16 points. “We didn’t play great, but we
played tough,” said Cleveland coach Tyronn Lue,
whose Cavs trailed by as many as 14 in the first half.
“We stayed the course.” — AFP
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TORONTO: LeBron James #23 of the Cleveland Cavaliers dribbles the ball as Jonas Valanciunas #17 of the Toronto
Raptors defends in the second half of Game One of the Eastern Conference Semifinals during the 2018 NBA Playoffs
at Air Canada Centre on Tuesday in Toronto, Canada.— AFP

Karunaratne in doubt
for W Indies tour
COLOMBO:  Sri Lanka opener Dimuth Karunaratne has
fractured a finger in practice, officials said yesterday, and
is in doubt for a West Indies tour starting this month.

Sri Lanka’s cricket board confirmed Karunaratne sus-
tained the injury while batting in the nets on Tuesday to
prepare for a limited-overs tournament.  It did not com-
ment on whether he would join the three-Test series in the
West Indies, but sources said the 30-year-old opener was
unlikely to be ready.  The board said Karunaratne would
be examined by a specialist “to determine the injury man-
agement and return to play timeframe”.  The left-hand
opener has played in 49 Tests and scored 3,186 runs.  Sri
Lanka have adopted advanced software used by football
club Barcelona to manage their injury-prone cricketers.

The players wear devices during training and tourna-
ments to monitor fitness and performance. Under new
coach Chandika Hathurusingha, Sri Lanka have been
rebuilding after a year of humiliating defeats. The national
side bounced back in a tour of Bangladesh in January,
thrashing the hosts in all three formats of the game. —AFP

NEW DELHI: England stumper-batsman Jos Buttler
has said there is nothing wrong with cricketers wanting
to specialize in a particular format and believes the
lucrative Indian Premier League (IPL) has changed the
“climate” of the sport considerably.

England’s Adil Rashid and Alex Hales have signed
white ball-only contracts with their respective counties,
which means they are not available for selection for the
test side, while Colin Munro did the same in New
Zealand in March.

Test, or red-ball, cricket’s slide in priority for many
players is a concern for traditionalists and a recent
report by the Federation of International Cricketers
Association (FICA) said young players were putting
their Twenty20 ambitions above national contracts.

“I think there is nothing wrong in people wanting to
specialise in the sport,” Buttler told Hindustan Times. “It
is becoming increasingly tough to play in all three for-
mats. I don’t think we should have that snobbery that if
you play cricket, you need to play all formats.”

Buttler also said players should not be criticised for
looking to maximise their earnings in tournaments like
the IPL. “The climate of cricket has changed a lot with
the IPL and the money the tournament offers,” said
Buttler, who earned 44 million Indian rupees ($659,274)
in this year’s players auction after being bought by

Rajasthan Royals.
“At the end of the day, we are professional athletes

and we have a short career. To a big extent, earning as
much money in that time is hugely important.”

Buttler and his Rajasthan team mate Ben Stokes, who
fetched a whopping $1.97 million in the February auc-
tion, are among a dozen English players currently play-
ing in the eight-team league.

The limited-overs specialist said England’s approach

to the shorter formats had changed significantly in
recent times. “We are taking white-ball cricket as seri-
ously as red-ball cricket,” said the 27-year-old.

“There are not many players who play all formats.
So, the burnout issue is not prevalent anymore.
(England coach) Trevor Bayliss, in particular, who had
success (in IPL) with Kolkata Knight Riders as the head
coach, knows how important it is for the success of
players.” — Reuters
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CANTERBURY: Pakistan bowling coach Azhar
Mahmood “wants more” from Mohammad Amir, a
challenge he believes the paceman will rise to in
upcoming Test matches against Ireland and England.
Amir was the hottest property in world cricket after
bursting on the scene as a teenager in 2009.

He was soon earning comparisons with fellow
Pakistan left-arm fast bowler Wasim Akram, with
Wasim himself declaring Amir a better bowler than
he had been at the same age. At 18, Amir was the
youngest bowler to have reached the landmark of 50
Test wickets. His first 14 matches in the five-day
game saw him take 51 wickets at just a fraction over
23 apiece-figures that had Amir on course to be an
all-time great. But Amir’s world was turned upside
down in 2010 when he and Mohammad Asif became
involved in a spot-fixing scandal after deliberately
bowling no-balls during the Lord’s Test against
England at the behest of then Pakistan captain
Salman Butt. 

‘RESPONSIBILITY’ 
In 2011 Amir was given a five-year ban by the

International Cricket Council and sentenced to six
months in jail by an English court.  Amir returned to
international duty in 2016 but his 16 Tests since his
comeback have yielded 44 wickets at a relatively
expensive 37.25.  “We want more from Amir, as bowl-
ing coach I want more from Amir,” Mahmood told AFP
after the paceman took one wicket for 45 runs in 15
overs during Pakistan’s drawn tour opener against
Kent at Canterbury on Tuesday.

“If you see his record since he came back it’s not
great, but he was coming back after five years out,”
the former Pakistan all-rounder added. “He needs to
take a bit more responsibility and get more wickets
for us.  “If he’s the leader of this attack, he needs to
show us a bit more.  “I’m sure he will do that and that’s
what we want from him.” Given his lengthy absence it
is unsurprising that the now 26-year-old Amir has not
quite scaled the heights he reached earlier in his
career.  Nevertheless, there have been some memo-
rable moments since his return, with Amir taking a
superb three for 16 in six overs as Pakistan thrashed
arch-rivals India by 180 runs in the final of last year’s
Champions Trophy one-day tournament at The Oval.

Amir’s figures against Kent on a cool, if sunny, day
were nothing like as spectacular.  This, however, was a
warm-up match, with Pakistan next facing
Northamptonshire before providing the opposition for
Ireland’s inaugural Test and then returning to England
for a two-Test series.  And one delivery from Amir,
who served part of his prison sentence in Canterbury
jail, stood out on Tuesday when he demolished the
stumps of Alex Blake with a late-swinging yorker.

‘IMAGINATION’ 
It certainly caught the admiring attention of Kent

assistant coach Allan Donald, the former South Africa
fast bowler. “When I saw this kid a few years ago, he’s
one of the most skilful that’s going around,” Donald
said. “When you saw him knocking over those ‘poles’
that’s exactly what you expect from him-so much skill,
so much imagination and creativity to produce that
sort of thing on flat pitches.”

He added: “When it gets flat, you have to think out
of the box and to see that happening was an eye-
opener.” Meanwhile Donald predicted Pakistan, whose
last Test series in England ended in a highly creditable
2-2 draw in 2016, would impress again this year.
“There are some seriously good players in this
Pakistan team,” he said.  “I think it’s going to be a great
series-I hope it warms up for them though.” — AFP
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