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ZAGREB: Defending champions Croatia will be
without Marin Cilic in the Davis Cup finals later
this month after the former US Open winner an-
nounced his withdrawal on Thursday because
of a knee injury. Croatia, who beat previous
winners France in last year’s final, play the inau-
gural match in Madrid against Russia on No-
vember 18. “My recurring knee injury has
continued to give me problems, and as the sea-
son progressed it was becoming more evident
that surgery was inevitable,” Cilic, world num-
ber 39, wrote on Facebook.

The “rehab work was successful enough that
surgery is not necessary at this stage,” he con-
tinued.  “However, I will need to undergo a few
minor interventions which will keep me off the
tennis court for a longer period and unfortu-
nately means I will not be able to compete at
the Davis Cup this month.” Adding that he was
“extremely disappointed”, the 31-year-old
Croatian said he would dedicate himself to get-
ting back into shape to kick off the 2020 season
“healthier, more prepared, and more motivated
than ever”. 

Cilic was supposed to play in a squad of five
Croatian players which includes Borna Coric,
Mate Pavic, Ivan Dodig and Nikola Mektic. Ac-
cording to the Sportske Novosti daily paper, he

will be replaced by veteran Ivo Karlovic, 40.
Davis Cup’s new 18-team format has replaced
the former World Group. The nations have been
split into six three-team groups, with the win-
ners and two best runners-up advancing to the
quarter-finals. Russia and Croatia have been
drawn alongside Spain in Group B.

WORLD NUMBER TWO 
Meanwhile, world number two and recent

WTA Finals semi-finalist Karolina Pliskova said
yesterday she was parting ways with her Span-
ish coach Conchita Martinez. “I decided I will
no longer work with Conchita,” the 27-year-old
Czech wrote on her Facebook page. “It was (a)
tough decision as the season was great. Thank
you for all this year and wish u only the best.
Life is a change!!!” added the 2016 US Open fi-
nalist. Her manager and husband Michal
Hrdlicka told the Czech news agency CTK they
were in talks with a new coach, without disclos-
ing the name.

“It has been an incredible year full of great
moments and emotions,” tweeted Martinez. “I
wish Kaja and her team the best for the future,”
added the 47-year-old Wimbledon champion
from 1994. Pliskova hired Martinez during last
year’s US Open and she immediately won the

Pacific Open in Tokyo. She went on to win four
WTA tournaments this year and reached the
semi-finals at the Australian Open and at last

week’s WTA Finals where she bowed out to
world number one and later champion Ashleigh
Barty. — Agencies 

Cilic pulls out of Croatia’s 
Davis Cup squad over injury

Djokovic has
world No1
Nadal in sights 
at London finale
LONDON: If Novak Djokovic is to claim the
year-end number ranking for a record-equal-
ing sixth time he will have to do it the hard
way at the ATP Finals next week in London.
The Serb was knocked off top spot by Rafael
Nadal on Monday despite winning the Paris
Masters last week and will need a strong finish
alongside the River Thames to snatch it back.

Only Pete Sampras has finished a year on
top six times and Djokovic’s hopes of emulat-
ing the American are not in his own hands with
Nadal leading by 640 points heading to the
climax. Nadal, 33, is bidding to become the
ATP’s oldest year-end number but with 200
points awarded for round-robin wins, 400 for
a semi-final win and 500 for winning the final
the door is still ajar for Djokovic to deny him.

Spaniard Nadal has often struggled
physically in London and pulled out of his
Paris Masters semi-final against Denis
Shapovalov last week citing an abdominal
issue when victory would have put him vir-
tually out of reach. He intends to play in
London having been drawn in a round-robin
group alongside 2018 ATP Finals champion

Alexander Zverev and debutants Daniil
Medvedev and Stefanos Tsitsipas. If Nadal
fails to win a round-robin match, Djokovic
would still need to win two group matches
and reach the final to dislodge him. Djokovic
will also finish the year as number one by
winning the title, providing Nadal does not
reach the semis. Djokovic faces a tough
group though, with six-time champion
Roger Federer, French Open runner-up Do-
minic Thiem and Italian Matteo Berrettini,
the third newcomer in this year’s event, who
he will play in Sunday’s opening singles.

“It’s an extremely difficult task considering
who my opponents are going to be,” Australian
Open and Wimbledon champion Djokovic said.
“As a consequence, if I manage to get the
year-end number one, that would be fantastic.
It is a motivation and a goal every day.” Fed-
erer, ranked third, will be a particularly dan-
gerous obstacle for Djokovic even if he has not
added to his ATP Finals title haul since winning
in 2011. The Swiss, who has a record 57 match
wins at the event, bowed out to Zverev in the
semi-finals last year but continues to defy the
passing years at the age of 38. Last month he
claimed the Swiss indoor title without drop-
ping a set. It was his fourth title in 2019, during
which he lost an epic Wimbledon final to
Djokovic having held match points. The penul-
timate ATP Finals in London, before it moves
to Turin, has a fresh look this year. Russian
counter-puncher Medvedev has enjoyed an
incredible breakthrough year and of the three
debutants he looks the most likely to challenge
for the title. — Reuters

Karolina Pliskova of Czech Republic

World No 2 Pliskova parts ways with coach Martinez

Barty eyes Fed Cup 
win to close out 
stellar season
MELBOURNE: World number one Ash Barty
will look to crown her annus mirabilis by helping
Australia to their first Fed Cup title in 45 years
when she leads the host nation in the final
against France in Perth this weekend. Barty’s
2018 has been a season of individual triumphs,
highlighted by her maiden Grand Slam title at the
French Open and her WTA Finals win in Shen-
zhen on Sunday.

Yet she has also proved to be a superb team
player throughout the Fed Cup campaign and
enters the decider unbeaten in nine singles rub-
bers dating back to 2017. Barty was the differ-
ence when Australia downed Belarus 3-2 in the
semi-finals in Brisbane in April, winning all three
of her rubbers. That made her the first woman of
any nation to win three rubbers in both the
opening round and semi-finals of the tournament
since the best-of-five format started in 1995.

If carrying the nation has proved a heavy bur-
den, the 23-year-old has hidden it well and en-
thuses about the thrill of donning the ‘green and
gold’. “When you are playing for your country
and you are playing in a Fed Cup final, it is pretty
easy to get up and about and be as ready as you
can,” said Barty, who will anchor a team that also
features Australia No. 2 Ajla Tomljanovic and vet-
eran Sam Stosur. “It’s a format that I love, I cher-
ish it. This is going to be a really precious week.”

SIMILARITIES
With seven titles, Australia are the third most-

successful nation in the event after the United
States (18) and the Czech Republic (11), who won
five before the 1993 split with Slovakia and six
after. But the Australians have barely registered
in the last three decades, barring a solitary trip
to the final in 1993. They last claimed the title in
1974 during a golden era for Australian tennis
when former world number one Evonne
Goolagong was in her pomp.  Four decades on,
local fans see encouraging similarities between
the teams. Aboriginal Australian Goolagong led
the nation to the 1974 title with victory in the final
against the United States after winning a Grand
Slam title at the Australian Open and the WTA
Finals crown. Barty is Australia’s first women’s
world number one since her mentor Goolagong
and also the first indigenous Australian to win a
Grand Slam title after the 68-year-old great.

Twice champions France have proved more
successful than Australia in the modern era, claim-
ing the 1997 and 2003 titles, while being beaten
for the 2016 trophy by the Czech Republic. They
boast depth and versatility in Caroline Garcia and
Alize Cornet, and a formidable all-round player in
the nation’s top-ranked Kristina Mladenovic, who
won the doubles title at the WTA Finals and beat
Barty in singles in Rome early in the year. The
Julien Benneteau-captained team are no strangers
to Perth Arena, either, with Cornet having won the
team-based Hopman Cup event at the venue in
2014 and Mladenovic winning it in 2017. “When
you play a Fed Cup final with the number one in
the world in the other side, and away, you cannot
say that you have an advantage,” Benneteau said.
“But for sure, I have a lot of options for singles
and doubles.” — Reuters


