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ITEN: At first Alex did not want to dope. The Kenyan
runner wanted to compete clean, earn an honest living,
and lift his family out of poverty through grit and deter-
mination. But his resolve crumbled as he realized he
could not match his opponents, athletes he knew were
doping and beating the system set up to catch drug
cheats. Soon, Alex was boosting his performance with
erythropoietin (EPO), a substance banned by the world
doping watchdog but poorly regulated in Kenya.

“I had to use it, in order to earn a living. You cannot
compete with people already using and expect to earn
something reasonable,” said Alex, who spoke with AFP
on condition of anonymity and asked that his name be
changed. “Sport today is not clean.” Kenyans are leg-
endary marathoners, making up 38 of the world’s top
100 runners in 2019. But the country’s anti-doping
authorities have struggled to stamp out a culture of
drug use in its fabled athletic fraternity.

Alex trains in Iten, hallowed ground for aspiring
Kenyan runners who dream of following their idols from
the high plateau above the Rift Valley to the Olympic
podium and record books. But most do not make the
big league. Nearly a thousand Kenyans earn a living
competing in marathons across the globe, according to
the Athletics Integrity Unit, runners whose times —
though unnoteworthy at home — would make them
stars anywhere else. They are not taking home the tens
of thousands on offer at major marathons but pick up a

few hundred, maybe the odd thousand, in second and
third-tier races. 

These prizes are fiercely coveted by the enormous
pool of talented Kenyans. Placing anywhere high-up
could support whole families for months, in a country
where many live on little more than $1 a day. It is
among this class of competitor — professional
grade, but not elite — that doping is most rampant
and unchecked, athletes say. “You don’t have to be an
elite athlete, be on the national team, go to the big
races, to make money,” said a pharmacist in Eldoret,
a city near Iten, who sells EPO to runners for $20 (17
euros) a dose.

‘We need more testing’ 
Kenya was forced to confront its doping problem in

2016 when a string of high-profile scandals almost saw
the country blacklisted from the Olympic Games in Rio.
It scraped through, promising to stamp out cheating
through tough new laws penalizing users and dealers
and a newly-established anti-doping agency (ADAK).

Drug tests jumped ten-fold in a matter of years. A
blood testing laboratory approved by the World Anti-
Doping Authority (WADA) opened in Nairobi in 2018.
For the first time, Kenya was able to create biological
passports for about 40 of its top athletes. Big names —
including Olympic gold medalists Jemima Sumgong and
Asbel Kiprop — were among the Kenyan stars to test

positive in the years after the Rio scare.
But a whole class of international-grade runners, one

step below the best, have gone virtually undetected.
These athletes are not subjected to regular testing by
ADAK, which does not have the funds or manpower to
monitor such a huge pool of runners. “It is simple: we
need to do more tests,” ADAK head Japhter Rugut said.

Many race organizers cannot afford to run compre-
hensive drug tests for all competitors, so eschew it alto-
gether. Tony, another athlete who admits to doping,
opts to compete in these races where scrutiny is low or
non-existent. If there is testing in place, he avoids plac-
ing in the top three to evade suspicion, he said. Tony
trains in a squad of 15 runners in Iten — at least a quar-
ter of whom are doping, he estimated. “If people stop
cheating, I’ll stop. I cheat because others have cheat-
ed,” said Tony, not his real name.

Alex, who started using EPO in 2017, said he had
never been tested. “In life, you have to take risks to win
something reasonable,” he said. Rugut said it was diffi-
cult to test “thousands and thousands” of athletes, so
ADAK was focusing on deterrence. “If people think
they can compete, and there is nobody to test them,
they may be tempted,” he said.

Easy money 
Efforts to curb the supply of doping substances have

been hamstrung in Kenya by lax regulation and the

absence of a scheme to trace the drugs back to suppli-
ers, hospitals and pharmacies. Spot inspections are also
rare, if ever. “There’s no one there. There is no control-
ling body. It’s pretty easy as long as you have a
license,” said the pharmacist in Eldoret, who declined to
be named for fear of prosecution.

He admitted to selling EPO to athletes, without pre-
scription, for years, legally importing the hormone from
India used to treat patients with anaemia. But his real
customers are runners seeking to boost the amount of
oxygen being carried by their blood. In a September
2018 report, WADA described doping in Kenya as
largely “opportunistic” and unsophisticated, listing EPO,
corticosteroids and nandrolone as the drugs of choice.
But there can be serious consequences to doping.

The pharmacist said he was aware of the risks of
misusing EPO — heart attacks, stroke and high-blood
pressure have been associated with its misuse — but
athletes did not care. “They do it anyway, and they want
it to exist,” he said. “We do it for the money. In Kenya,
you can do anything for money.” Tony said he knew
there were dangers “and I could die anytime”. “But I
take the risk, because I have to take care of myself and
my brothers and sisters.” Many athletes are convinced
there is no point going clean, because the system is
rigged from the top down. “In Kenya, most people are
corrupt. To get rid of doping or cheating in athletics,
you have to fight corruption first,” said Tony. — AFP 

ITEN: A Kenyan professional athlete who admits to doping sits for an interview with AFP at Iten, known colloquially as the ‘world’s running capital’, legendary for producing some of Kenya’s most elite athletes and a training ground for
other international top distance runners. — AFP 

Kenya struggles against doping
‘You cannot compete with people already using and expect to earn something reasonable’

Police end Neymar 
rape probe over 
lack of evidence
SAO PAULO:  Police in Brazil probing rape allegations
against football superstar Neymar have closed the case due to
a lack of evidence, the Sao Paulo attorney general’s office said
Monday. The police decision will be sent to prosecutors, who
will have 15 days to evaluate the case, a spokeswoman for the
attorney general’s office told AFP.  A final ruling on the case
will be made by a judge. 

A spokesman for Neymar said he was not able to comment
on the police decision.  Neymar has vehemently denied alle-
gations he raped a Brazilian woman in a Paris hotel in May.
The ugly affair, which has dominated headlines and conversa-
tions in the soccer-mad country for weeks, overshadowed
Brazil’s preparations for the Copa America. Hosts Brazil went
on to win South America’s showcase tournament earlier this
month without their biggest player, who was injured in a
warm-up friendly before the opening match.

The scandal blew up on June 2 when Neymar published a
seven-minute video on Instagram, where he had first been in

contact with Najila Trindade, revealing that he had been
accused of rape. In an attempt to defend himself against the
allegations, Neymar’s video was accompanied by WhatsApp
messages and images of his encounter with Trindade — with-
out her consent, possibly breaking Brazilian law.

The drama quickly snowballed. Extracts of a televised
interview with Trindade, in which she accused Neymar of
“aggression together with rape,” aired just one hour before he
was about to enter the pitch for the pre-Copa game between
Brazil and Qatar. Neymar tore his right ankle ligament in the
20th minute, ruling him out of the tournament. In the following
weeks, Neymar was questioned by police over the WhatsApp
messages. 

He also appeared before police in Sao Paulo, where Trindade
had filed her complaint at the end of May. As the case dragged
on, police filed a defamation suit against Trindade — who was
dropped by multiple lawyers — after she insinuated the force
was corrupt. “The police are bought, aren’t they? Or am I
crazy?” she told television channel SBT last month in response
to questions over the police investigation of an alleged theft of a
tablet device from her home that contained a short video she
claims has conclusive evidence she was assaulted. Despite the
seriousness of the allegations, polls have shown that most
Brazilians believe Neymar is innocent.  Controversy has fol-
lowed the Paris Saint-Germain player, who flew back to France
earlier this month. Neymar, who joined PSG in 2017, has made
clear he wants to return to Barcelona. —  AFP 

Bodyguard
defends viral
bowling action 
PARIS: A Transylvanian bodyguard has become
a cricket internet sensation due to his bowling
technique, but stands by his unorthodox style. A
video of Pavel Florin playing in the European
Cricket League for Cluj Cricket Club against
France’s Dreux yesterday has been watched
hundreds of thousands of times on Twitter and
garnered hundreds of comments. “Maybe some-
one says my bowling is not beautiful or not
effective but I don’t care, because I love cricket,”
he told the European Cricket League.

Reaction on the social media platform varied
from mickey-taking to support for Florin, a fit-
ness fanatic who says he works as a body-
guard. One user replied to a post by broad-
caster @FoxCricket saying: “If that’s the stan-
dard there may be a chance for me in the euro
leagues.... #Pies.” Another account was in more

of a positive mood: “Good on em! Got 2 start
somewhere!” Former Australia batsman Mark
Waugh responded: “I reckon that would be
very hard to hit.”

The 40-year-old Florin, who took up cricket
at the age of 32, is featuring in the first edition
of the 10-over eight-team European tourna-
ment which includes sides from the
Netherlands, Spain and Italy. In an interview
with the competition’s website in May, the
Romanian said his role model was South
African AB de Villiers and revealed his top
score was 36 in a league match for Cluj.

Asked if he had ever been a hero for his team,
Florin said: “I drove 500km during night time for
nine straight hours just to reach the match in the
morning. I stayed 14 overs on the ground and
scored 34 runs not out. “I would not call it a
hero act, but it is the match that gave me confi-
dence that I can be a good cricket player.” The
Romanians lost their third and final pool stage
fixture to Dreux, based to the west of Paris, by
95 runs, a result which means they must settle
for a place in the second-tier ‘minor’ semi-finals
held on Friday. Two ‘major’ semi-finals also take
place at the end of the week, as well as the final,
in the Spanish town of La Manga. — AFP 


