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PARIS: French Sports minister Roxana 
Maracineanu yesterday urged abuse victims to 
speak up after a series of rape and sexual ag-
gression allegations in figure skating. French 
prosecutors launched a preliminary investiga-
tion on Tuesday into former figure skating coach 
Gilles Beyer for the alleged rape of a minor and 
sexual aggression. 

Former figure skater Sarah Abitbol, a bronze 
medallist with partner Stephane Bernadis at the 
2000 world championships, recently published 
a book in which she said Beyer had raped her 
multiple times from 1990 to 1992. In a statement 
to Agence France Presse, Beyer admitted to “in-
timate” and “inappropriate” relations with Abit-
bol. He could not be reached for comment. 
Maracineanu told reporters at Global Sports 
Week in Paris that she was “launching a solemn 
appeal to all victims, past and present, to speak 
up so that we can find the offenders and prose-
cute them.” 

She added that she wanted children to be 
able to practice sport safely. Three other skaters 
have said they were sexually assaulted by for-
mer coaches, prompting Maracineanu to ask ice 
sports federation president Didier Gailhaguet to 
resign. Gailhaguet has been president of the 
FFSG since 1998, with a hiatus between 2004-

07. He has said he made mistakes, but that he 
was “not at fault.” “This is a serious situation. 
Educators, athletes, associations, we all need to 
face the problem and find a solution together,” 
said Maracineanu. 

Tony Estanguet, the head of the Paris 2024 
Olympics organizing committee, said they would 
guarantee a safe games for children. “It is time 
to draw conclusions from what has been hap-
pening. It is serious, it is shocking and it puts the 
whole system at risk,” Estanguet told reporters. 
“Everyone must take their responsibilities.” 
French athletes on Tuesday wrote in a letter 
published by Le Parisien newspaper that it was 
time to “break the wall of silence” around sexual 
abuse in sport. 

Double Olympic champion Judoka Teddy 
Riner, former skater Nathalie Pechalat and four-
times X Games gold medalist Ophelie David 
were among those to sign the letter. Estanguet 
promised measures would be taken ahead of 
Paris 2024. “We will commit to having a safe 
event,” he said. “We will check that every per-
son who has access to athletes will go through 
a thorough background check to make sure 
they have no record or that they’re not a liabil-
ity. “It will allow us to guarantee the safety of 
the athletes.”—Reuters 
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GEELONG: Spain’s Alejandro Canizares 
blitzed a nine-under-par 63 to top the 
leaderboard among the men yesterday 
while in-form Swede Madelene Sagstrom 
shared the women’s spoils at an innovative 
tournament in Australia. The Vic Open is 
the only event in the world with male and 
female fields teeing off, in alternate groups, 
on the same course and for equal prize 
money. It has been running as a dual event 
for seven years. But the tournament took 
on added significance last year with the 
European Tour and the US-based LPGA 
Tour jointly sanctioning it for the first time, 
with prize money significantly boosted. 

Played at the 13th Beach Golf Links 
south of Melbourne, Canizares fired 10 
birdies to one bogey in his 63 to be two 
ahead of a chasing pack of four Aus-
tralians-Matt Griffin, Travis Smyth, Jake 
McLeod and Justin Warren. “I putted really 
well. It was one of those days where you 
saw the hole pretty big,” said Canizares. 
Sagstrom shares top spot in the women’s 
field after a 65, matching South Korea’s 

Kang Haeji and Taiwan’s Peiyun Chien. 
The Swede, who claimed her first LPGA 

win two weeks ago in the United States, 
started with six birdies in her first seven 
holes before breaking a run of pars with 
birdies at each of the last three. “I think 
after my first win it definitely added confi-
dence to everything, just knowing that I 
can compete out here, knowing that I can 
win on tour,” she said. Incredibly, two 
strokes behind is English veteran Laura 
Davis, who has been on tour for 35 years 
but was playing her first event in six 
months after taking time off to look after 
her ailing mother. 

“That’s the best I’ve putted in 20 years,” 
said the 56-year-old, who has 87 world-
wide victories to her name. “I don’t know 
how many putts I had, but it wasn’t many. 
“This might even be my favorite tourna-
ment,” she added. To accommodate the 
dual fields, there are two cuts-one as usual 
after round two, and another reducing the 
men’s and women’s fields to 35 players 
after 54 holes. — AFP 

SAN FRANCISCO: Ten years after winning 
his only major title at Pebble Beach, Graeme 
McDowell returns to the seaside California 
layout coming off a victory in Saudi Arabia 
and hungry for more. The 40-year-old from 
Northern Ireland, who won the 2010 US Open 
at Pebble Beach, seeks his first victory on US 
soil since 2013 this week at the Pebble Beach 
Pro-Am, played over three Northern Califor-
nia courses. 

“It’s a fun week, but at the same time I’m 
here to try and continue to play well,” Mc-
Dowell said. “Feel like the game is certainly 
trending in the right direction and obviously 
would love to have a nice week this week.” 
McDowell won last week’s Saudi International 
title, defeating defending champion Dustin 
Johnson by two strokes to capture his first 
European Tour title since 2014 and jump from 
104th to 47th in the world rankings. 

“The win last week was important at a lot 
of levels, just to get me back up the rankings, 
get me back in a couple of the WGC events, 
which is really important, the major champi-
onships, and get me back in the right direction 
again, so very pleasing,” McDowell said. 
“Ticked a lot of boxes and hopefully I can use 
it as a springboard to kick on for a big year, 
big season ahead.” 

McDowell recalled how it felt to win his 
first major title a decade ago at Pebble Beach, 
which along with Spyglass Hill and Monterey 
Peninsula courses will host the first three 

rounds. Sunday’s final round after the cut will 
be at Pebble Beach. “Lots of great memories,” 
McDowell said. “Probably coming up the last 
and just having that two putts from 25 feet to 
win a US Open-you visualize that as a kid 
standing on the putting green and then all of 
a sudden you’re like, ‘I’ve got two to win a 
major championship here.’ 

“So just special memories. And obviously, 
kick started a pretty amazing five or six years 
of my career. Can’t believe it’s going to be 10 
years in June, but a lot of good stuff has hap-
pened. “Excited to be kicking back up into the 
top-50 in the world. And one of my big goals 
is get myself back up in the top-20 and have 
a chance to experience that back nine at a 
major championship again with a chance to 
win. So that’s really the goals for the next 
three or four years.” 

US left-hander Phil Mickelson, who turns 
50 in June, claimed his fifth Pebble Beach 
crown and 44th career US PGA title last year. 
The 72nd-ranked five-time major winner 
makes his 24th career start at Pebble Beach. 
“I believe I can play at an extremely high level. 
I just need to show it,” Mickelson said. “Phys-
ically, I’m swinging the club better, more on 
plane, striking it more solid, hitting the ball 
longer, swinging the club faster than I have in 
many, many years. “But there’s a lot more to 
winning than just hitting bombs. I’m trying to 
put all those pieces together and I’m enjoying 
the challenge.”— AFP  

McDowell eyes another Pebble 
Beach victory after the Saudi title Alejandro Canizares 

Canizares sets pace at  
pioneering Australia  
golf tournament 


