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Serena out-guns Azarenka to 
reach Indian Wells third round
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Second-seeded Halep eases into Indian Wells next round

EXETER: England moved one step closer to sealing
the Women’s Six Nations Grand Slam with a com-
manding 55-0 victory over second-placed Italy in
Exeter yesterday. The win gave a relentless England
side a bonus point in front of a record 10,545 strong
crowd at Sandy Park, more than double the previous
record for a women’s international outside the World
Cup. “As the game’s growing we’re getting more
exposure and it’s great to see. We’re still getting to
know each other and having this crowd supporting
us, we can’t ask for more,” flanker Sarah Beckett told
Sky Sports.

Italy frustrated England until wing Jess Breach
gave the hosts the lead with a try in the 13th minute
before hooker Lark Davies and Sarah Hunter also
scored to give Simon Middleton’s side a 21-0 lead at
halftime.

England refused to take their foot off the gas and
Sarah Bern got England their bonus point in the 42nd
minute with a run to power through the Italians
before Marlie Packer added a fifth. Vickii
Cornborough scored the sixth before Breach scored
her second try just after the hour mark, her 18th try
in six appearances.

Abbie Scott and Vicky Fleetwood also joined in
on the action to give England nine tries in the game.
Katy Daley-McLean had four conversions, two in
either half. It was the third time England had scored
more than 50 points at the Six Nations this year
after beating Ireland 51-7 in the opening round in
Dublin and a 51-12 victory over Wales in Cardiff last
month. England now have 20 points from four games
and play their final match against Scotland, who are
yet to win a game, at Twickenham next Saturday. On
Friday, Wales picked up their first victory of the
tournament with a dramatic last-minute conversion
from teenage flanker Lleucu George to beat
Scotland 17-15.—Reuters
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INDIAN WELLS: Serena Williams out-gunned Victoria
Azarenka 7-5, 6-3 in an electrifying clash of former
world number ones on Friday to reach the third round
at Indian Wells. The two raised the temperature on a
cold, windy night in the California desert, trading shots
from every corner of the court before Williams
wrapped things up after two hours and 17 minutes

She finished it off in style, with a pair of unreturnable
serves. “It was really good for me to kind of fight
through that, because literally I had to fight for every
point,” Williams said. The display worthy of a final came
in the second round thanks to Azarenka’s current rank-
ing of 48th in the world-and the bad luck of the draw.

The first set alone lasted one hour and 13 minutes.
Williams, unable to serve it out at 5-3, was under pres-
sure again at 5-5 but Azarenka was unable to convert
five break points. Williams produced three service win-
ners to take a 6-5 lead and broke Azarenka to pocket
the set.

“She deserved to win,” Azarenka said. “She played
better on those important moments. I felt that every
game was ad, deuce, ad, deuce. It was all about who
was going to take that chance, and she took them a lit-
tle better today.”

While Williams took her record over Azarenka to 18-
4, the Belarusian said she would always relish any
chance to take on her longtime rival. “You know, as
much as she’s the toughest opponent I have ever played
in my life, she’s my favorite person to play against,”
Azarenka said. “Those type of challenges always moti-
vate me.” 

Since their last meeting-Azarenka’s victory in the
2016 Indian Wells final-both women have become

mothers, adding another dimension to their on-court
rivalry and off-court friendship. “We’re both moms, and
we know how hard it is and how hard it’s been for us to
come back, starting literally from scratch and fighting
our way back,” Williams said.

They exchanged a warm hug at the net to cap what
Azarenka called an “amazing” match. “I think it’s not a
surprise that we have mutual respect and love off the
court,” Azarenka said. “On the court it’s a fight. It’s a
war, it’s a lot of intensity.

“I think it was quite an amazing match. And having
such a match on International Women’s Day, I felt that
was really incredible.” Things won’t get any easier for
Williams in her pursuit of her first title since the birth of
daughter Alexis Olympia in September of 2017.

In the third round she faces another former world
number one, Spain’s Garbine Muguruza, a two-time
Grand Slam champion who breezed into the third round
with a 6-1, 6-3 victory over American Lauren Davis.

Elsewhere on Friday, world number two Simona
Halep eased into the third round with a 6-2, 6-4 victory
over Czech veteran Barbora Strycova. Halep, who lifted
the Indian Wells trophy in 2015, fired 18 winners and
converted six  of 11 break point chances to set up a
third-round meeting with Ukrainian qualifier Kateryna
Kozlova, a 6-4, 2-6, 6-0 winner over 31st-seeded
Aliaksandra Sasnovich of Belarus.

But there was more misery for world number four
Sloane Stephens, who was unceremoniously bundled
out by Swiss qualifier Stefanie Voegele 6-3, 6-0.

Voegele, ranked 109th in the world, won the last
eight games to  sweep into the third round in just 68
minutes. It’s the second tournament in a row that 2017

US Open winner Stephens has been toppled by a quali-
fier, coming on the heels of a straight-sets defeat to
172nd-ranked Brazilian Beatriz Haddad Maia in
Acapulco. Voegele’s victory is perhaps less of a shock-
er. She has now won the last four of five career meet-

ings with Stephens.
Stephens said the windy weather was a factor, but

not the main problem. “I didn’t play well,” Stephens
said. “It was unfortunate that I lost the second set 6-0.
It happens.” — AFP

INDIAN WELLS: Serena Williams of the United States plays a forehand against Victoria Azarenka of Belarus during
their women’s singles second round match on day five of the BNP Paribas Open at the Indian Wells Tennis Garden
on Friday in Indian Wells, California. — AFP

DUBLIN: Legendary Irish hooker Rory Best says he is
going to feel “a little bit sad” when the final whistle
goes on what is likely to be his final home Six Nations
match against France today.

The Ireland captain-who turns 37 in August-all but
confirmed this year will be his last hurrah in the green
jersey that come Sunday he will have donned 116 times.

Best has enjoyed memorable times as skipper with
two historic victories over world champions New
Zealand-the first ever by an Irish side over the All
Blacks in 2016 in Chicago and then a first home win in
2018 — plus a Six Nations Grand Slam last year.

A wistful Best-who made his Test debut back in
2005 — said he is enjoying his rugby so much at the
moment because his decision over his international
future is all but resolved.

“I think it’s fairly certain that the World Cup will be
the end for me,” Best said at his eve of match press

conference. “I feel really good and I don’t feel that I’m
playing any worse!. “I’m really enjoying rugby and part
of that might be because I haven’t 100 per cent made
the decision but I’d be fairly sure it will be.

“I think part of the reason that I’m enjoying rugby so
much and playing-well I hope playing well-is because
of that weight lifted off.”

Best, who has been on two British & Irish Lions
tours, said the Six Nations would always hold a special
place for him when he looks back on his career.

“Now that we’re upon this, the captain’s run (eve of
match training session at Lansdowne Road), being out
there with the sun shining for the first time this week, it
just reminded me how special this championship has
been, for me personally,” said Best. “To pull on that jer-
sey in the Six Nations, it’s been incredibly special for
me. “It’s very hard to believe that in just over 24 hours,
you’ll potentially not get that opportunity again to play
in a Six Nations here. “It’s a little bit sad.

“Whenever the game finishes and I get a little bit of
time to reflect on it, it will be special.” Best, who com-
bines his rugby with working on the family farm in
Northern Ireland, said he would not go down the route
of another Irish legend Brian O’Driscoll when he played
his last home Test in 2014.

The centre had a photo taken with his daughter
while a banner went round the ground with his image
on it. “I don’t think there will be too many kids in the

crowd or too many kids who need to see that,” said
Best. “It would be like a scene out of Shrek, maybe
leave that one off!”

Best, who all being well is set to play in his fourth
World Cup, will not be the only big personality bowing
out after the World Cup as head coach Joe Schmidt is
to leave to.  “Joe said he didn’t want me going without
him, so he did!” joked Best. — AFP

Irish rugby icon 
Best says end is 
nigh for Test career

Rory Best

PARIS: The International Athletics Federation
(IAAF) will look for the 10th time at the reinstate-
ment of Russia, at meetings in Doha tomorrow
and Tuesday. Russia has been suspended since
November 2015 after the eruption of a vast state-
sponsored doping scandal. The IAAF, which con-
venes three times a year, has discussed the issue
at every meeting since then. While the situation
has changed in recent months, the IAAF’s require-
ments for the return of Russian colours to the
track do not seem to have been satisfied.

At their meeting in Monaco in December, the
IAAF set two conditions. The first, the recovery of
data from the Moscow anti-doping lab seems, to
have been met and the World Anti-Doping
Agency is working its way through the files they
have recovered. 

The second is that Russia pays what the IAAF
says are substantial costs created by the scandal.
“For the moment all the conditions have not been
met,” Bernard Amsalem, French athletics federa-
tion president and one of the 27 members of the
IAAF Council told AFP. “We must not go faster
than the music.”

The International Olympic Committee lifted
their suspension of the Russian Olympic
Committee a year ago. WADA reinstated Russia
in September. Russia’s Paralympic ban was lifted
in early February.

Although the International Biathlon Federation
still excludes Russia, the IAAF is the last of the
high-profile international sports bodies to ban
athletes from competing under the Russian flag,
although many Russians are allowed to compete
under a neutral banner.

Tremors from the scandal continue. A dozen
more Russian athletes were suspended on
February 1 based on the revelations of the
McLaren report on the doping. The 12 included
high jumper Ivan Ukhov who was stripped of his
2012 Olympic gold. 

The IAAF Council will also discuss a proposal
by its Race Walking Committee to reduce dis-
tances at major events, replacing the 20km and
50km races with  10km and 30km events for both
sexes.—AFP

CBK sponsors Higher Education
Institutes soccer league tourney

KUWAIT: Commercial Bank sponsored the Higher
Education Institutes soccer league for school year
2018/2019, which was organized by Students Affairs
Deenship at the Public Authority for Applied Education

and Training. Teams from universities in Kuwait partici-
pated in addition to sports teams from Sabah Al-Salem
Military College, Saad Al-Abdallah Security Sciences
Academy and KFSD.

IAAF weighs Russian 
reinstatement again

BEIJING: China’s Liu Hong yesterday set a new world
record for the women’s 50km race walk, becoming the
first woman to complete the event in under four hours. 

The Olympic gold medallist completed the Chinese
Race Walk Grand Prix in the eastern city of Huangshan
in just 3hr 59min 15 sec, the International Association of
Athletics Federations said. 

She shaved more than five minutes off the previous
record set by compatriot Liang Rui. It is the first 50km
outing for the 31-year-old, who has just returned from
two years of maternity leave in 2019, the official Xinhua
news agency reported. 

A two-time World Championships winner, she also
holds the women’s 20km world record of 1hr 24min
38sec set in Spain’s La Coruna in 2015. Liu pipped
Mexico’s Maria Gonzalez by just two seconds to win
the Olympic women’s 20km race walk in a nail-biting
finish in Rio de Janeiro in 2016. 

Chinese athletes dominated yesterday’s Huangshan
race, with Li Maocuo shaving 11 minutes off her per-
sonal best to finish second at 4hr 3min 51sec and Ma
Faying coming in third at 4hr 7min 30sec.—AFP

China’s Liu 
sets 50km walk 
world record

SPINDLERUV MLYN: American sensation Mikaela
Shiffrin won the slalom in Spindleruv Mlyn yesterday to
set a new record for most World Cup victories in a sin-
gle season of 15. The American, already assured of a
third straight overall World Cup title, finished 0.85sec
ahead of the Swiss Wendy Holdener. 

She had been tied with Swiss legend Vreni
Schneider who won 14 races in 1988-89, when the cal-
endar was shorter. With the World Cup finals in
Andorra still to come, Shiffrin can add to her total. It
was a 58th career victory for the American, who does
not turn 24 until Wednesday, and her 39th in the slalom.
It took her to 1,954 points a for the season, well within
reach of the talismanic 2,000 which has only been
achieved twice, the first time, exactly, by legendary
Austrian Hermann Maier, the second by Slovene Tina
Maze who reached 2,414 points en 2013.

Shiffrin  was already assured of a sixth straight globe
in the slalom obliterated the field on Saturday with a
combined time of 1min 38.98sec. Swiss Wendy
Holdener was second 0.85sec behind. Petra Vlahova,
who on Friday prevented Shiffrin clinching the giant
slalom title, finished a distant third. 2.03sec back.

For Holdener, a 25-year-old who finds herself com-
peting against Shiffrin and Vhlova, this was a 21st time
she has stood on the podium in the slalom podium but
she has yet to reach the top step.— AFP
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