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Nadal and Djokovic off to 
winning starts at ATP Cup
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KAPALUA: Xander Schauffele sank his fifth birdie of
the day on the 18th hole to take a one stroke lead
during a wet and windy second round at the Sentry
Tournament of Champions in Kapalua, Hawaii on
Friday. The 26-year-old American fired his second
bogey-free round of the tournament to keep his
hopes of a title defense alive amid ever-changing
weather conditions at the oceanside course.

“This is rain and wind that we don’t really play
too often in but fortunately it’s kind of warm,”
Schauffele said after his second round 68 to sit nine-
under par for the tournament. “It was an interesting
day. I wasn’t thinking about my score because I was
trying to stay as dry and warm as possible.”

The round of the day belonged to another past
champion, American Patrick Reed, who mixed eight
birdies with a bogey for a seven-under-par 66 and a
share of second place with the overnight leader
Joaquin Niemann of Chile.

Fellow American Rickie Fowler shot a solid two-
under-par 71 to claim sole position of fourth place.
Reed, the tournament’s 2015 champion, entered the
first PGA event of the year after two disappointing
performances at the end of 2019.

He was assessed a two-stroke penalty at the Hero
World Challenge in the Bahamas in early December
for appearing to deliberately improve his lie in a
bunker and ultimately finished in third place. At last
month’s Presidents Cup at Royal Melbourne he
posted a disappointing 1-3-0 record as a member of
the winning American side but looked on the bright
side of his experience in Australia. “Any time you can
go out and play for your country and play for others
it means a lot, especially to me,” said Reed, who has
also represented the United States at Ryder Cup
competitions and is nicknamed Captain America.
The wind is forecast to die down somewhat at the
Plantation Course for round three today. — Reuters

Schauffele grabs 
lead in stormy Maui

Wins ensure Spain,  Serbia clinch their ties at inaugural 24-nation team event
SYDNEY: Rafael Nadal and Novak Djokovic kickstart-
ed their build-up to the Australian Open with straight
sets wins at the ATP Cup yesterday, but world number
four Dominic Thiem slumped to defeat.

Top-ranked Nadal had little trouble with Georgia’s
Nikoloz Basilashvili, racing to a 6-3, 7-5 victory, while
long-time rival Djokovic was given more of a test by
South Africa’s Kevin Anderson before overcoming him
7-6 (7/5), 7-6 (8/6).

Their wins ensured Spain and Serbia clinched their
ties at the inaugural 24-nation team event, where the
countries are split into six groups across Sydney,
Brisbane and Perth. The top eight from the round robin
go onto the knockout phase in Sydney before one is
eventually crowned the winner.

France, Argentina, Croatia and Japan also began
their tournament in style, winning their ties to join day
one victors Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Norway, Russia
and Australia.    

“I’m super, super happy to be here in Perth for first
time in my life. It’s an amazing arena and a great
crowd,” said Nadal. “It was tough first match of the
season, not an easy start. But I think I played a great
game.”

Earlier, his teammate Roberto Bautista Agut crushed
a hapless Aleksandre Metreveli 6-0, 6-0. Serbian
superstar Djokovic needed to produce some of his best
tennis to see off the big-serving Anderson, admitting it
was a testing encounter.

“What a way to start the year,” he said. “He was on
fire tonight — I think the quality of tennis was quite
high. “I was very pleased with the way I kind of weath-
ered the storm.” His teammate Dusan Lajovic outlasted

Lloyd Harris 3-6, 7-6 (7/4), 6-3. 
Austria’s Thiem forecast this week that 2020 would

be the year that the vice-like hold of Djokovic, Nadal
and Roger Federer on Grand Slam titles would come to
an end. He is tipped as one of those who could make
the breakthrough, along with Alexander Zverev and
Stefanos Tsitsipas. But all three have been beaten in
their opening ATP Cup clashes.

Thiem, who won five titles last year, had six break
points in the third set against Croatia’s Borna Coric, but
failed to convert any of them. “It’s really nice to beat
him because at the end of last season I was not playing
well and this will give me a lot of confidence,” said
Coric, ranked 28 and who suffered six losses in a row in
late 2019.

Fellow Croat Marin Cilic, a finalist at the 2018
Australian Open, used his experience to down Austria’s
Dennis Novak 6-7 (7/4), 6-4, 6-4, and ensure Croatia
won the tie in Sydney. The most dominant win of the
day came courtesy of Japan, who are without the
injured Kei Nishikori but crushed Uruguay 3-0 in Perth,
dropping just 15 games across their two singles and
one doubles rubbers.

Yoshihito Nishioka routed higher-ranked Pablo
Cuevas 6-0, 6-1 and veteran Go Soeda thrashed Martin
Cuevas, Pablo’s younger brother, 6-1, 6-3 before a
tighter doubles encounter. French duo Gael Monfils and
Benoit Paire, both in the top 25, led their country to a 2-
1 Group A win over Chile, while Argentina scraped past
Poland by the same score.

But it was a struggle for the South Americans with
Polish number one Hubert Hurkacz upsetting world
number 14 Diego Schwartzman in three sets. Guido

Pella won the other singles before Maximo Gonzalez
and Andres Molteni teamed to down Hurkacz and two-
time Grand Slam winner Lukasz Kubot in the deciding
doubles.

Some US$15 million in prize money is at stake in the

tournament, with up to 750 singles and 250 doubles
ATP rankings points up for grabs. Under the innovative
tournament rules, on-court coaching is allowed and
team zones are in the corners of the court, rather than
on the sidelines by the umpire. — AFP

PERTH: Rafael Nadal of Spain hits a return against Nikoloz Basilashvili of Georgia during their men’s singles
match on day two of the ATP Cup tennis tournament in Perth yesterday. — AFP

Serena, Kuznetsova 
to resume rivalry 
WELLINGTON: Multiple Grand Slam winners Serena
Williams and Svetlana Kuznetsova are set to resume their
16-year rivalry after being drawn yesterday to face each
other in the first round of next week’s Auckland WTA
Classic.

Tournament top seed Williams, 38, and Kuznetsova, 34,
are in a competitive half of the draw in which the veterans
are competing against the rising stars of tennis, including
American teen sensations Amanda Anisimova and Coco
Gauff as well as 22-year-old Latvian Jelena Ostapenko. 

Williams leads Kuznetsova 10-3 in their head-to-heads
dating back to 2004 and has won 23 Grand Slams com-
pared to two for the Russian. The last time Williams played
in Auckland, in 2017, she had problems with the wind and
was bundled out in the second round before going on to
win the Australian Open a few weeks later.

The 15-year-old Gauff, who hit the headlines with her
first round win over Venus Williams at Wimbledon last
year, opens against World number 56 and 2019 Auckland
semi-finalist Viktoria Kuzmova, while Anisimova has been
drawn against Ukraine’s Kateryna Kozlova. 

Ostapenko, the seventh seed, plays Germany’s Laura
Siegemund in the first round. On the other side of the
draw, fifth seed Caroline Wozniacki, who will be playing
her penultimate tournament before retiring after the
Australian Open, faces unheralded New Zealander Paige
Hourigan in the first round. 

Wozniacki will also team up with Serena Williams in the
doubles for the first time. — AFP

SYDNEY: Borna Coric earned some badly-needed
confidence with a big upset over world number four
Dominic Thiem in stifling hot conditions at the ATP Cup
yesterday as Austria slumped to defeat against a bat-
tling Croatia.

Thiem had won all three previous encounters with
the 28th ranked Coric but failed to rediscover that form
in Sydney, crashing 7-6 (7/4), 2-6, 6-3. Veteran Marin
Cilic, a finalist at the 2018 Australian Open, earlier used
his experience to down Austria’s Dennis Novak 6-7
(7/4), 6-4, 6-4, with Croatia taking an unassailable 2-0
lead in the Group E tie at the 24-team event.

“It was really hot in the beginning but in the second
set I started to feel better because I think the tempera-
ture went down,” said Coric. “But it was really physical.
It’s really nice to beat him because at the end of last
season I was not playing well and this will give me a lot
of confidence.  Coric had six losses in a row at the end
of 2019 but dug deep against Thiem, who worked six
break points in the third set but couldn’t convert any of
them. Former world number three Cilic showed similar
fight in his tough three set victory.

“I’m very excited. It was absolutely very difficult,”
said Cilic, who has fallen to 39 in the world, his lowest
since 2013. “Dennis played a great level. It was our first
meeting, and it was absolutely a thriller and difficult
match... and also a great match to start the year. I think
the level was really, really good.”

Cilic sent down 15 aces and won all of his service
games after losing the opening set. Earlier in Group E,
Poland’s top player Hubert Hurkacz stunned Argentinian

pocket-rocket Diego Schwartzman, who blamed sear-
ing heat for his defeat.

Temperatures soared well above 40 Celsius (104
Fahrenheit) in Sydney, although fears that smoke haze
from bushfires burning across New South Wales could
impact the action proved unfounded. World number 14
Schwartzman, one of the smallest players on tour at just
5ft 7ins (1.70 metres), looked destined for victory after
winning the first set but wilted 4-6, 6-2, 6-3.

Guido Pella, ranked 25, had earlier battled past Kamil
Majchrzak 6-2, 2-6, 6-2 to give Argentina the edge in
their tie. Hurkacz returned to partner two-time Grand

Slam winner Lukasz Kubot in a deciding doubles rub-
ber, but his energy was sapped and they fell 6-2, 6-4 to
Maximo Gonzalez and Andres Molteni, handing
Argentina a 2-1 victory.

“The first match with this weather, you know, 45
degrees inside the court, difficult to play, difficult to be
ready every single point,” said Schwartzman, who has
improved his year-end ranking in four straight seasons.
“Then I think he deserved to win. He played much bet-
ter than me. “You know, that part of the game with this
weather, it’s difficult to do every point. So every single
point was difficult for me at the end,” he added. — AFP

Thiem slumps 
as Croatia 
upset Austria 

SYDNEY: Borna Coric of Croatia hits a return during his men’s singles match against Dominic Thiem of Austria
at the ATP Cup tennis tournament in Sydney yesterday. — AFP

BRISBANE: Former world number one Angelique
Kerber knows the pressure of starting a new season as
the player everyone wants to beat, but she is confident
Ashleigh Barty can meet the challenge.

The Australian had a breakout year in 2019, winning
the French Open along with the prestigious WTA
Finals, where she cemented her place atop the year-end
rankings. Both Kerber and Barty, along with former
world number one Naomi Osaka, begin their 2020
campaigns at the Brisbane International from Monday.

“She’s always a tough opponent. She’s such a great
player, a great person as well and I’m really happy for
her that she reached the number one spot,” the German
told reporters of Barty.

“She put a lot of effort in and she worked hard. It’s
always a tougher year to start as the number one player
but I think she will deal with that situation.”

Kerber well knows the perils of battling to back up
a breakthrough season. After winning Grand Slams in
2016 and 2018, she struggled to emulate her results in
the following years. “I was really trying to enjoy, but
you really have to schedule your day a bit different
than if you were number 20 or number 30 in the
world,” she said. “You have to improve every single
tournament, every year, because even if you win a
Grand Slam, everyone is looking to beat you.”

But she is confident the level-headed Barty has what
it takes to handle the expectations of her home fans and
the extra off-court workload that comes with being the
best player on the planet. “It’s for sure completely dif-

ferent — she has all the pressure, all the expectation,
especially here in Australia,” said Kerber. “I know her
and also her team, she played so well and I’m really
sure she’ll continue to play how she played particularly
the end of last year.”

Since finishing 2016 as world number one after win-
ning the Australian and US Opens, Kerber slipped to 21

the following year then climbed back to number two
when she won Wimbledon in 2018.

Now ranked 20, she has a new coach — Didi
Kindlmann — and is keen for a fresh start.”I was really
looking forward to 2019 being over and we are 2020
now so I’m really looking forward to starting again,”
she said. — AFP
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