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SYDNEY: More than 100 staff cleared their
desks at Rugby Australia’s shiny offices near
Sydney Cricket Ground yesterday in a troubling
portent of an uncertain future for the game in the
wake of the coronavirus shutdown.

Already cash-strapped after five years of only
modest success on the field and ructions off it,
the suspension of all professional sport to help
contain the pandemic has come as a perfect
storm for rugby union’s governing body in
Australia.

While other unions around the world have
been forced to cut costs, and USA Rugby are
making the tactical move of filing for chapter 11
bankruptcy, few face a future as bleak. Twice
world champions and World Cup finalists as
recently as 2015, the Wallabies are undoubtedly
one of the powers of the international game.

In response to the crisis, Rugby Australia
Chief Executive Raelene Castle agreed to a 50%
pay cut before announcing on Tuesday that 75%
of RA staff would be laid off for three months
with those remaining working shorter hours on
reduced wages.

RA’s 2019 accounts have yet to be signed off
because of the uncertainty but Castle said in
announcing the layoffs that they faced a “worst
case scenario” of A$120 mill ion ($73.54
million)losses in revenue, a devastating amount
for a body of its size.

Former Wallaby Rod
Kafer, now a television
pundit, said yesterday
the roots of the crisis
predated the coron-
avirus pandemic and
called for wholesale
changes at the top. “This
concept for the rugby
community that ‘every-
thing’s okay, just trust
us’ when the CEO says
we’re staring down a A$120 million hole? How
did the board allow the game to get into that
position?” he told Fox Sports TV.

“We know rugby was sick a long time before
the coronavirus came along. Rugby’s been sick
for years, people have been calling for change

and it hasn’t occurred. And yet, the same people
who’ve taken us off the cliff are still in charge.”

LEGAL BATTLE
This year was already going to be tough

financially for RA due to the usual reductions of
revenue fol lowing a
World Cup year being
compounded by the
financial fallout from the
lengthy battle over Israel
Folau’s sacking last May.

The decision to spurn
the offer of an extended
broadcast deal from
long-term partners Fox
Sports and take the
rights to market has also

left them potentially exposed when the current
four-year, $285 million contract expires at the
end of 2020.

The next job for Castle and her team is to
start negotiations over what are now inevitable
player salary cuts with the Rugby Union Player’s

Association (RUPA) and their chief executive,
Justin Harrison.

Former Wallabies lock Harrison says Rugby
Australia were being nowhere near as transpar-
ent as they should be about the extent of the
crisis facing the game.

“Australia’s professional rugby union players
are still waiting on detailed financial information
from Rugby Australia after talks in Sydney
today, still not provided after three weeks of
requests,” he said in a statement on Tuesday.

“Although RA provided no assurances, RUPA
looks forward to the opportunity to assess that
information in the near future.” Kafer said he
thought that even after halving her A$800,000
salary, Castle would still be earning more than
95% of players.

“Taking the game to the point of insolven-
cy is what this management team and board
have done,” he added. “It is time for drastic
change, the rugby community ... has watched
this train smash over the last few years and
has cal led for change. Now’s the t ime to
demand it.” —Reuters
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Australian rugby staring into abyss 
as coronavirus shutdown takes toll

Photo of the day

OMAN: Red Bull Sailing Team at the GC32 Oman Cup in Muscat, Oman. Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

MLB games in 
empty parks under 
discussion: Heaney
LOS ANGELES: Los Angeles Angels pitcher Andrew
Heaney said Tuesday he’d be willing to open the Major
League Baseball season playing in empty ballparks —
something the MLB players’ union has discussed.

Heaney, who is the Angels’ union representative, said
on a conference call with reporters that playing without
fans in attendance in a bid to get the season underway
was a possible option under consideration, even though
“no player wants to play in an empty stadium.” Major
League Baseball’s 2020 season had been set to start on
March 26, but it’s on indefinite hold along with the rest
of the sports world amid the coronavirus pandemic.

Heaney said televised games might be a relief even
if continued bans on large gatherings mean fans can’t
get to the ballpark. “Baseball shows why it’s the
national pastime in situations like this, difficult times
for our country,” Heaney said from his home in
Oklahoma. “It seems to me that’s when the sport flexes
its muscles.

“As players, we understand that too. Maybe (the
word) therapeutic is overboard, but it can be helpful
for people in tough times, tough situations, to flip on a
game and see their team play.”

Currently the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention have recommended no gatherings of 50 or
more people through mid-May, but Heaney said he’s
still trying to prepare himself for a full 162-game sea-
son. “That’s everybody’s goal,” he said. “It may seem
far-fetched, but that’s everybody’s goal.” But he
wouldn’t reject the idea of changes to the playoff for-
mat later in the year.

“It’s definitely not a normal season, so I can see
the benefit of having an abnormal playoff system
that would be exciting and intriguing,” he said. 

“I think there’s a movement within baseball to start
being a little bit more outside-the-box and not quite so
traditional. It’s a very slow movement, but I think it’s
getting there.” —AFP
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future for 
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NZ Rugby slashes 
salaries as sport 
reels from virus
WELLINGTON: New Zealand Rugby slashed wages for
all staff and warned of up to NZ$100 million (US$60
million) in lost revenue yesterday as leading governing
bodies scrambled to absorb the blows of the coron-
avirus pandemic.

New Zealand’s emergency measures come after
England, Scotland and Wales all cut pay for top officials,
and follow Rugby Australia’s decision to temporarily lay off
three-quarters of its workers.

NZR chief executive Mark Robinson said that in a
worst-case scenario the All Blacks — the top-ranked
Test team and three-time world champions — and the
country’s five Super Rugby teams would not play
again this year.

He said NZR needed to staunch cash outflows and staff
had agreed to a 40 percent pay cut for the next three
months, with talks underway with players. “It’s an incredi-
bly challenging time, we have fantastic rugby people all
around the country at the moment dealing with difficult
financial circumstances,” Robinson told reporters.

The southern hemisphere’s Super Rugby season has
been suspended and July internationals are also in doubt
after the coronavirus prompted tough containment meas-
ures and curbed international travel.

The annual Rugby Championship, featuring New
Zealand, Australia, South Africa and Argentina, is sched-
uled to start in August. Robinson said he had been in con-
tact with the global governing body World Rugby about
the prospect of NZR receiving financial support. “They’re
going through a process of gathering as much information
as they can, once they digest that I’d imagine they’ll come
back to us with some ideas,” he said.

NZR said it had made emergency grants of
NZ$250,000 to each of New Zealand’s Super Rugby
clubs to tide them over for the next three months.

“These decisions are about protecting the core
capability of the Super Rugby clubs so that they
are ready to hit the ground running if Super Rugby
resumes later this year,” he said.

‘TOUGHEST DECISION’ 
New Zealand’s cuts came after Scotland announced a

25 percent salary deferral for their coach, Gregor
Townsend, and Wales’s Wayne Pivac reduced his wages
by the same figure. Townsend’s deferral, covering April 1
to September 1, will also apply to Edinburgh boss
Richard Cockerill and Glasgow counterpart Dave Rennie,
as well as Scottish Rugby Union performance director
Jim Mallinder.

Rennie, however, is set to leave in June to become the
coach of Australia. SRU chief executive Mark Dodson,
one of the highest paid administrators in the game, will
have a salary deferral of 30 percent from April 1 to
September 1.

Scottish Rugby Board chairman Colin Grassie said:
“We are working extremely hard to navigate the sport of

rugby in Scotland through these extremely challenging
times. “We will leave no stone left unturned to ensure the
long-term sustainability of Scottish Rugby.”

Just hours after the Scottish announcement, Pivac and
Welsh Rugby Union chief executive Martyn Phillips said
they would take 25 per cent salary reductions from April
1. The WRU had already cancelled all league and cup
competitions in Wales for the rest of the season, and later
on Tuesday the SRU announced its 2019/20 domestic
season had been annulled. 

Last week, England’s Eddie Jones — the highest paid
coach in international rugby — and other top officials took
a 25 percent pay cut for up to three months. And on
Tuesday, Rugby Australia put 75 percent of its staff on
unpaid leave, in what chief executive Raelene Castle called
“the toughest decision in the game’s history”. —AFP

TOKYO: In this file photo taken on November 1, 2019 New Zealand’s players perform the haka prior to the
Japan 2019 Rugby World Cup bronze final match between N Zealand and Wales at the Tokyo Stadium in
Tokyo. New Zealand Rugby slashed wages for all staff and warned of up to 60 million USD in lost revenue
yesterday. —AFP

Kiwi rugby stars 
share lockdown 
tips in new show
WELLINGTON: New Zealand’s top rugby players
will share homemade videos on how they are cop-
ing during COVID-19 lockdown and keeping fit in a
new show airing yesterday called “Isolation
Nation”. With the Super Rugby season in limbo,
pay-TV broadcaster Sky Sport is desperate to pro-
vide fresh content for subscribers and worked on
the concept with New Zealand Rugby and the play-
ers’ association.

The programme, co-hosted by former All Black
Israel Dagg, features gags, inspiring stories and fit-
ness tips from players, who are in the midst of New
Zealand’s four-week lockdown. Sky’s chief content
officer Tex Teixeira said the twice-weekly show
demonstrated the players were “born entertainers”.

“We’ve all seen how talented these players are
on the field and now we will get to see what makes
them tick off it,” he said. “Like everyone else in
Aotearoa (New Zealand) they are keen to stay fit,
healthy and motivated to get back in action as soon
as we have COVID-19 licked, and they’re letting us
in on how they are trying to do it.”

While the programme gives Sky Sport an alter-
native to endless reruns of old matches, those
involved said it was also a way to lift spirits and stay
connected to fans. “(It’s) trying to keep a fair
amount of normality to this isolation period,” said
All Blacks fly-half Beauden Barrett, who appears in
the first show drop-kicking a rugby ball from his
balcony into a distant basketball hoop. 

Broadcast rights to Super Rugby and All Blacks
internationals were the jewel in the crown for Sky
Network Television, which signed a lucrative deal
last year to retain them until 2025. But shares in Sky
— which is not linked to the European media group
of the same name — have halved to 28 NZ cents
this month as the prospect of matches in the near to
medium term looks increasingly remote. —AFP


