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MUMBAI:  Mahendra Singh Dhoni’s finishing skills
remain unmatched and the former captain will be an
asset in India’s lower middle order at this year’s World
Cup, former team mate Suresh Raina told Reuters.

The sight of Dhoni depositing Sri Lanka seamer
Nuwan Kulasekara into the Wankhede Stadium stands
to seal victory in the 2011 World Cup final is etched in
the memory of most Indians. No target was deemed
out of reach with the hard-hitting right-hander at the
crease but that clean striking and fluid swing of the
heavy bat are rare these days and many believe Dhoni
is no more the finisher that he was before. His sharp
glovework makes Dhoni India’s first choice wicket-
keeper in limited-overs cricket but his batting position
for the World Cup, when he will be 38, continues to be
debated. “For MS, the ideal position would be number
five or six,” Raina, who is an integral part of the
Dhoni-led Chennai Super Kings side in the Indian
Premier League, said in an interview.

“He is such a keen reader of the game and brings
years of experience. When required he can build up
an innings and his finishing skills are unmatched.”
Dhoni has played 340 ODIs for India and scored
more than 10,000 runs at an average of just under 51.
His role as a finisher is crucial for India’s World Cup
campaign with the team’s number four batting posi-
tion still to be sealed.

That has led to suggestions that captain Virat
Kohli, also the team’s best batsman, should bat a
place lower than his usual number three spot. “I think
number three or four should be good (for Kohli),”
Raina, a member of India’s 2011 World Cup team, said.
“If the top order topples quickly, we need someone
like Kohli to keep it together.”

Raina believes top-ranked England will be a strong
contender with their home advantage while India,
Australia, West Indies and New Zealand are the other
teams to watch out for. “For me the most balanced
team will win the World Cup,” the 32-year-old said.
“English conditions are helpful for the seamers but in
the recent years we have seen spinners also do well.

“Last year when I was playing against Ireland
and England, our wrist spinners did really well. Team
India is shaping up really well in this regard, a
healthy mix of youth and experience. “And a pace
attack that is bowling beautifully in all conditions.
No grey areas as such.”

Once considered an automatic selection in India’s
limited-overs sides, Raina played the last of his 226
one-dayers in July, 2018. An aggressive left-handed
batsman and a part-time off-spinner, Raina is also
known for his electric fielding and the all-rounder still
harbours hopes of making the World Cup squad.

The IPL, which starts later this month, will be his
last opportunity to impress the selectors before the
World Cup kicks off on May 30. “I have a mix of
activities that I do, I am currently doing a lot of high
intensity workouts in the gym, followed by strength
and conditioning sessions,” the IPL’s leading run-
scorer said.—Reuters
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SCOREBOARD

West Indies Innings
S. Hope c Root b Curran 6
C. Gayle c Rashid b Jordan 15
S. Hetmyer c Plunkett b Curran 14
D. Bravo c and b Jordan 28
N. Pooran b Curran 58
C. Brathwaite c Bairstow b Rashid 0
F. Allen c Jordan b Denly 8
J. Holder c Billings b Curran 7
A. Nurse not out 13
Extras (b1, w10) 11
Total (20 overs, 8 wickets) 160
Fall of wickets: 1-7 (Hope), 2-31 (Gayle), 3-37 (Hetmyer), 4-101
(Bravo), 5-102 (Brathwaite), 6-127 (Allen), 7-137 (Pooran), 8-160
(Holder)
Did not bat: S. Cottrell, O. Thomas
Bowling: D. Willey 2-0-20-0 (1w), T. Curran 4-0-36-4 (2w), C.
Jordan 3-0-16-2 (2w), A. Rashid 4-0-15-1 (1w), L. Plunkett 4-0-44-
0 (3w), J. Denly 3-0-28-1 (1w)

England Innings
A. Hales b Cottrell 11
J. Bairstow c Brathwaite b Nurse 68
J. Root lbw Cottrell 0
E. Morgan c Morgan b Brathwaite 8
J. Denly c Pooran b Holder 30
S. Billings b Cottrell 18
D. Willey not out 1
T. Curran not out 2
Extras (b8, lb7, w8) 23
Total (18.5 overs, 6 wickets) 161
Fall of wickets: 1-17 (Hales), 2-32 (Root), 3-83 (Morgan), 4-103
(Bairstow), 5-153 (Denly), 6-154 (Billings)
Did not bat: C. Jordan, L. Plunkett, A. Rashid
Bowling: S. Cottrell 3.5-0-29-3 (3w), O. Thomas 2-0-18-0 (1w), A.
Nurse 4-0-32-1, J. Holder 4-0-26-1 (2w), C. Brathwaite 4-0-33-1
(2w), F. Allen 1-0-8-0.
Result: England won by four wickets

Scoreboard from the first day/night T20 international of a three-
match series between the West Indies and England at the Darren
Sammy Stadium in St Lucia yesterday:

Bairstow powers England 
to win in opening T20

There were too many extras conceded: Holder
GROS ISLET: Jonny Bairstow made the most of the
absence of a few specialists with a blistering early
assault to set England on the way to a four-wicket vic-
tory over the West Indies in the first day/night T20
international of a three-match series at the Darren
Sammy Stadium in St Lucia on Tuesday.

Replying to the home team’s total of 161 for eight,
Bairstow led the charge at the top of the order with his
best T20I score of 68 off 40 balls with two sixes and
nine fours. His entertaining innings ended in the 12th
over via a catch on the boundary by Carlos Brathwaite
off spinner Ashley Nurse.

“A few guys are not playing in this series so it was
an opportunity to continue from the one-day series,”
said the wicketkeeper-batsman after receiving the
man-of-the-match award. “It was great fun because
you get to play with a lot of freedom.”

Joe Denly (30) and Sam Billings appeared to have
finished the job with a 50-run fifth-wicket stand.
However both were dismissed with victory in sight
although the target was still easily attained with seven
balls to spare.

As well as England batted the West Indies did not
aid their cause with a succession of errors in the field
throughout their opponents’ innings. Left-arm pacer
Sheldon Cottrell was the Caribbean team’s most suc-
cessful bowler with three for 29.

“There were too many extras (conceded),” said
captain Jason Holder in reflecting on his team’s loss.
“We were a bit scrappy in the field and the wicket was
a bit two-paced.”

England will defend the early advantage when the
series heads to St Kitts for the final two matches of the
T20 contest and the tour on Friday and Sunday.
Nicholas Pooran’s pyrotechnic half-century had lifted
the West Indies to a respectable total as the hosts suf-
fered early setbacks, including big-hitting opener
Chris Gayle, after being put in.

He was one of two wickets to fall to Chris Jordan,
the Barbados-born all-rounder also removing Darren
Bravo (28) via a spectacular diving effort off his own

bowling to break a 64-run fourth-wicket stand with
Pooran.

Tom Curran was England’s top wicket-taker though
with four for 36. He dismissed makeshift opener Shai
Hope and then Shimron Hetmyer before returning to
york the rampant Pooran in the 18th over. Curran also
removed Holder to the final ball of the innings to finish
with his best figures in T20Is.

Dropped after his one-day international debut in

the opening fixture of the preceding five-match series,
Pooran smashed four sixes and three fours in getting to
58 off 37 deliveries to underline his value in the short-
est form of the international game.

Leg-spinner Adil Rashid made amends for dropping
Hope on the third man boundary off David Willey in
the first over of the match with an excellent effort with
the ball, conceding just 15 runs off his four overs and
claiming the wicket of Brathwaite. — AFP

SAINT LUCIA: Sam Billings of England is bowled by Sheldon Cottrell of West Indies during the 1st T20I between
West Indies England at Darren Sammy Cricket Ground, Gros Islet, Saint Lucia, on Tuesday. — AFP

AMSTERDAM: Johan Cruyff would have been proud.
The spectacular qualification by Ajax for the
Champions League quarter-finals at the expense of
Real Madrid on Tuesday bore the stamp of the Dutch
great who died three years ago.

In 2011, no longer recognising his Ajax, Cruyff
undertook the task of rebuilding the famous youth
school, by now known as ‘De Toekomst’ (the future),
where he had learned his football. Cruyff’s declared aim
was “to focus on the individual, because it is by training
exceptional individuals that we will build a great team”. 

De Toekomst is a complex of 12 pitches located a
few hundred metres from the club’s main stadium, now
named the Johan Cruyff ArenA. There Ajax train the
young talent uncovered by the club’s eight full-time
scouts and 90 volunteers, generally from within 60
kilometres of Amsterdam.

It took time for Cruyff’s reforms to bear fruit. But the

backbone of the team that won 4-1 at the Santiago
Bernabeu on Tuesday night was molded at the
Toekomst. Frenkie de Jong (21), Matthijs de Ligt (19),
Donny van de Beek (21), Kasper Dolberg (21), Andre
Onana (22) and Rasmus Kristensen (21) are all products
of the youth system. 

Of the older players who add experience, Daley
Blind (28), who has returned after four years at
Manchester United, was in the youth system when
Cruyff started to implement his plan. Ajax won the last
of their four Champions Cup trophies in 1995 under
Louis van Gaal. 

That was also a squad built around the young home
grown talent, including Edwin van der Sar, Michael
Reiziger, Frank and Ronald de Boer, Edgar Davids,
Clarence Seedorf, Marc Overmars, Patrick Kluivert and
Jari Litmanen, as well as another veteran who had
returned to his first club, Frank Rijkaard.

“This generation is almost as strong as that of 1995,”
Van Gaal told Panenka magazine in February.”I said
that in October when Ajax was going to face Bayern
and people made fun of me.”

Ajax probably need to win soon with this exception-
al generation. The 1995 team quickly began to break up
as players left for richer clubs, although Ajax hung on to
Van der Sar and the de Boer brothers until 1999.

But that 1995 triumph was soon followed by the
Bosman ruling which made it harder for clubs to keep
talent.  At a club which welcomes back its prodigal
sons, Van der Sar, now the general manager, oversees

the youth project with technical director Marc
Overmars.

“It is clear that we will have difficulties keeping
these players together,” said Overmars, who as a player
left Ajax at the age of 23 to join Arsenal. Indeed the
summer sale of de Jong to Barcelona, the other club
rebuilt by Cruyff, for 75 million euros is already agreed. 

Yet Overmars’ pragmatism is not tinged with pes-
simism. The talent reservoir of Ajax seems deep. Ryan
Gravenberch, a midfielder, became the youngest first-
team player in club history when he made his debut in
the Dutch first division in September at 16 years and
130 days old, 112 days younger than Seedorf when he
set the previous record. 

Brian Brobbey, a 17-year-old striker, is also talked of
as a phenomenon. The club is good at making the most
of all that young talent: 86 per cent of players trained at
the club turn professional. Last summer the club made
a video to convince the latest generation of their
potential.

It compared goalkeeper Onana to Van der Sar,
striker Dolberg to Zlatan Ibrahimovic, Ligt to Daley’s
father Danny Blind and Jong to Christian Eriksen, one
of four former Ajax players, three of them products of
the youth system, who were part of the Tottenham
team that also recorded a notable away victory on
Tuesday night.

At the Bernabeu, the latest generation of Ajax talent
lived up to the video and won a remarkable victory in a
style that would have made Cruyff proud. —AFP

Cruyff’s children 
prove they are 
the latest Ajax 
golden generation

SYDNEY: Steve Smith and David Warner’s year-long
exile has likely left them hungrier than ever and their
return can spark Australia to World Cup glory, Test
great Shane Warne said yesterday.

The star pair’s ban from state and international
cricket for ball-tampering expires later this month and
they are expected to be rushed back into the Australian
side for the defence of their title at the showpiece tour-
nament in England this year.

Both players have recently undergone elbow surgery
and the great unknown is how they will perform back
on the world stage, particularly in what is sure to be a
hostile atmosphere in England.

But Warne has no doubt they will be as good as ever,
benefiting from the break rather than their skills being
blunted. He is talking from experience. Warne was sus-
pended in 2003 for a year after testing positive to
banned diuretic drugs.

Many wrote him off, but the leg-spinning legend
quickly bounced back and enjoyed several more years
playing at the highest level with the Australian team.
“Sometimes having an enforced lay off-like I’m used to,
I had 12 months off myself-what that means is you
become really fresh,” he told Fox Sports.

“You freshen your mind up, you become hungry
again and realise how important cricket is to you.”
Warne said both players would also “have a point to
prove” when they eventually pad up again.

“That’s why I reckon Australia can win the World
Cup,” he said, despite the team’s recent patchy one-day
form. “They’ll walk straight back in, they’ll be hungry.
They’ll be a bit nervous in the first few games but that’ll
be good for them, they’ll be excited and I would expect
them to play as good as they always have.”

Newly-appointed assistant Australia coach Ricky
Ponting echoed similar sentiments recently. Both play-
ers are expected to feature at the upcoming Indian
Premier League as they tune-up for the World Cup.

Smith only returned to the nets last week from sur-
gery in January after being forced to drop out of the
Bangladesh Premier League Twenty20 tournament with
a ligament problem. Warner’s injury, sustained at the
same event, was less serious and he could play his first
game since then for his club side Randwick-Petersham
this weekend. — AFP

DUBAI: Rights groups around the world are pressur-
ing Formula 1 to demand the Bahraini government
release an activist jailed over social media posts criti-
cising Manama’s hosting of the 2017 Grand Prix.

Letters between Formula One and rights groups-
including Human Rights Watch and the Bahrain
Institute for Rights and Democracy-seen yesterday
by AFP, raise the case of Najah Yousif, jailed for three
years over what rights groups say is criticism of the
2017 Bahrain Grand Prix.

Yousif opposed Formula One’s decision to hold
races in Bahrain on social media over the kingdom’s
rights records. Prosecutors say Yousif was convicted
of “broadcasting false and biased news” about con-
ditions in Bahrain and “promoting terrorist acts”. 

A February 6 letter signed by 17 rights groups
urged Formula One to “uphold its commitment to
human rights” by calling for Yousif ’s immediate
release and disclosing information obtained during
the organiser’s discussions with the Bahraini govern-
ment.  A March 4 response from Formula 1 general
counsel Sacha Woodward Hill said F1 was “assured
that Ms. Yousif’s detention, the charges she faced, her
trial and her subsequent conviction had nothing to do
with the peaceful protest around the Bahrain Grand
Prix”-a statement dismissed by rights groups as
“absurd”. 

“Taking the Bahraini government’s assurances that
no punitive measures will be directed against
activists for peacefully opposing the Grand Prix is
absurd given Bahrain’s track record of repressive
measures to close down protests opposing the races
in the country,” said Aya Majzoub, Middle East
researcher at Human Rights Watch . —AFP
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