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LONDON: Athletes are fooling them-
selves if they think they can use the
chaos caused globally by the coron-
avirus pandemic to cheat, World Anti-
Doping Agency president Witold Banka
has told AFP.

The Pole said physical testing might be
virtually at a standstill but WADA and na-
tional anti-doping agencies possessed
other weapons they can deploy in the
fight against doping.

Canada and Russia have gone
public in saying they have suspended
their testing programmes while the
British anti-doping body has signifi-
cantly reduced its testing. “COVID-
19 is not a space for the athletes to
cheat,” Banka said in a phone inter-
view from his home in Poland.

“They should not feel it is a time
for cheating. Otherwise, the anti-dop-
ing agencies will use their weapons to
catch them.” The 35-year-old former
Polish sports minister, who only took up
his post on January 1 after being elected
to replace Craig Reedie, said he hoped it
would not take long once the pandemic
was over to return testing to its “full
power”.

In the meantime WADA would rely on
other means to keep tabs on athletes.
“Testing is not our only weapon and we

have some strong ones,” Banka said.
“There is the athlete biological passport,
there is long-term analysis of samples,
there is intelligence.

“The biological passport is a useful
tool for the profile of the athletes. “Also
they are still obliged to tell us of their
whereabouts even if we cannot go and
test them.” Banka is mindful however that
on a global basis, combating the coron-

avirus is the number one priority.
“Anti-doping is not as important as

people’s lives,” he said. The former inter-
national 400 metres runner said he had
been in regular contact with leading
sports bodies including the International
Olympic Committee and the National
Anti-Doping Organizations to discuss the
current situation. “We issued guidelines

for them that cover a number of areas that
may be affected by COVID-19.”

‘CAUSE FOR CONCERN’ 
The pandemic has forced Banka to put

on hold several ideas he wants to imple-
ment, especially a bid to increase funding
for the anti-doping fight. 

“I am pursuing the idea of a Solidarity
Fund to serve regions like Africa, for ex-

ample, where they have very limited
anti-doping systems (there is just
one accredited laboratory in South
Africa),” he said.

“We are still working on that, this
is a very important issue.” He aims
to encourage sponsors and corpo-
rate partners to back the fight
against doping with hard cash.

“The idea is to get them to con-
tribute a minimum of their sponsor-
ship investment in sport (to
anti-doping efforts).” Such corpo-

rate involvement could go some way to
resolving an age-old problem for WADA,
and one Reedie frequently raised — that
their budget is insufficient for the size of
the task they face.

“We are a strong organisation with
powerful tools,” said Banka. “But taking
into account our budget, $36-40 million a
year, that is not in line with the expecta-

tions towards the organisation expressed
by our stakeholders. We want, or rather
have to, increase it.

“That is why we are looking for some
alternative sources of funding.” Banka
said proudly that WADA “plays many
roles” and achieves a lot even with the
budget constraints but stresses that with
extra funding “it could do a lot more”.

“One aspect we would like to address
is that at the 2016 Rio Games, 10 percent
of the medallists came from countries who

either have very weak anti-doping sys-
tems or none at all,” he said. “That is a
cause for concern and one which we
should have the capability to address.

“That would be possible if sponsors
were willing to contribute to the Solidarity
Fund.” Banka said the coronavirus pan-
demic would not deter WADA from its
over-riding goal. “This is a new world for
all of us,” he said. “WADA, though, will do
everything to maintain the integrity and
beautiful idea of clean sport.” — AFP
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NZ Rugby criticises 
Crusaders players 
for lockdown breach
WELLINGTON: New Zealand Rugby condemned
several Canterbury Crusaders players yesterday who
were caught flouting strict lockdown rules by training
together at a Christchurch park.

Five players from the Super Rugby champions, in-
cluding All Black fly-half Richie Mo’unga, were pho-
tographed passing a ball and going through training
drills together on Monday. The Crusaders admitted
the players were from several households — which
are supposed to remain separate under New
Zealand’s lockdown rules.

“Some of the Crusaders’ players have not followed
these rules and that is unacceptable,” NZ Rugby chief
executive Mark Robinson said. “We have reminded
everyone involved in rugby that they must abide by
the New Zealand government COVID-19 guidelines
and this situation must not happen again.”

However, it appears the players will not face fur-
ther punishment, with Crusaders chief executive Colin
Mansbridge saying their actions were not deliberate.
He said players from separate households who lived
close to the park happened to turn up at the park
around the same time and began passing a ball
around.

“It was clumsy and not wilful... we’re not happy,
they’re not happy and they are contrite,” he told
Radio New Zealand. “We are sorry, it was something
we did not envisage.”

Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern had some choice
words this week for the minority of people who were
not following rules during the South Pacific nation’s
four-week lockdown.

“While compliance has been generally strong,
there are still some who I would charitably describe
as idiots,” she told reporters Monday. — AFP
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Phelps urges
athletes to seek
help for stress 
LOS ANGELES: US Olympic great
Michael Phelps says it’s “hard to com-
prehend” what today’s athletes are
going through with the Tokyo Games
postponed in the face of the coronavirus
pandemic.

“It’s our life,” Phelps said in an inter-
view on NBC’s Today show on Monday.
“I’ve tried to replay what I would be
going through emotionally at this very
time if I was still competing.

“It’s hard to really kind of compre-
hend it.”

The International Olympic Commit-
tee took the historic decision to post-
pone the Tokyo Games by 12 months as
Olympic hopefuls found it harder and
harder to train with sports and facilities
shut down by the pandemic.

Phelps, who retired after the 2016 Rio
Olympics with a record 28 medals — 23
of them gold — said athletes must try to
find positives in the delay.

“You go through something for four
years. We kind of know exactly when it’s
going to  come, and our bodies are
ready for it, and then we have to wait,”
he said. 

“The biggest thing now is everybody
to look at this as an opportunity, an op-
portunity for another year, fine-tuning

some small things that are going to help
you make a big difference.”

Phelps, who has detailed his own bat-
tles with anxiety and depression, had al-
ready voiced concern that the stress of
postponement could take a toll on the

mental health of athletes.
“If you are in a spot where you need

help, to reach out and ask for help,”
Phelps said of the advice he is offering.
“It was something that was very difficult
for me to do.”  — AFP

France wants to
replace Euro Cup
with Club WCup
PARIS: Laporte wants World Rugby to
create a Club World Cup to replace the
European Champions Cup, he said in an
interview published Monday.

“Let’s be frank: it (the Champions Cup)
does not generate enough income,” La-
porte told French rugby newspaper Midi
Olympique.

Former France coach Laporte is run-
ning for the vice-presidency of World
Rugby, the global governing body, with
elections due on May 13.

“World Rugby must create a World
Cup for professional clubs that would
take place every year, outside the tradi-
tional Rugby World Cup windows,” in-
sisted Laporte.

He said the format would duplicate that
of the World Cup, played every four years,
with South Africa winning the 2019 edi-
tion in Japan.

“We can take as a basis for our work
what currently exists at World Cup level:
20 teams divided into four pools of five
and a final phase with quarter-final,
semi-final and final matches,” Laporte
explained.

“The whole thing would have to be
condensed into six weeks.”

Laporte said he “can well imagine
seeing the semi-finalists of the (French)

Top 14, those of the English champi-
onship, the top six in Super Rugby, the
top four in the Celtic league, the Japan-
ese champion and the US champion, for
example, qualifying”.

“We have to create this competition
and very quickly. It could be a breath of
fresh air for the whole of world rugby,”
said Laporte, with Midi Olympique calcu-
lating it could bring in between 300-500
million euros ($323-539m) per year.

Laporte, who coached Toulon to three
Champions Cup titles, said the competi-
tion “would have to disappear, that’s for
sure, if we don’t want to overload the cal-
endar a bit more”.

“This European competition is magnif-
icent, with Toulon I’ve been able to lift the
trophy three times and I know what it can
represent,” he said, before bemoaning its
financial limitations.

“Without the Champions Cup, nine
weekends will become available.”

European Professional Club Rugby
(EPCR), the Champions Cup organisers,
responded Monday by saying they had
already talked to their shareholders
about a global event every four years
that would “complement” their flagship
tournament and the second-tier Euro-
pean Challenge Cup.

But with rugby worldwide suspended
due to the coronavirus outbreak, EPCR
added it “does not believe it appropriate to
highlight such discussions while the public
health crisis due to COVID-19 continues”,
insisting its “focus is on attempting to
reschedule the knockout stages of the
2019/20 tournaments subject to govern-
ment and local authority directives”. — AFP
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