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ISTANBUL: Abdo Feghali performs during the Red Bull Car Park Drift World Final in Istanbul in 2019. —- Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

NEW DELHI: India’s cricket board will only con-
sider staging the Indian Premier League (IPL)
abroad as a last resort if there is no other way to
salvage the lucrative limited-overs tournament this
year, a top BCCI official has told Reuters.

The annual tournament was originally scheduled
to begin on March 29 but was postponed indefi-
nitely due to COVID-19. India’s death toll from the
pandemic surpassed 20,000 on Tuesday.

Sri Lanka and the United Arab Emirates have of-
fered to host the league but BCCI treasurer Arun
Singh Dhumal said the board was optimistic about
staging it on home soil.

“We’ve to consider India first and then think of
overseas,” Dhumal told Reuters. “They have sent
these proposals in case we want to organise it
there.

“We will discuss it in the next IPL governing
council meeting where we will take a call.”

The 2009 edition of the franchise-based
league, which coincided with India’s elections,
was held in South Africa and the UAE hosted the
early matches of the tournament five years later
for the same reason.

The BCCI, facing a $535 million loss of revenue
if it cannot stage the IPL this year, would be keen
to slot it into the Twenty20 World Cup’s October-
November window if that event was unable to go
ahead in Australia due to the pandemic.

The uncertainty around the World Cup, the
BCCI has said, has created a scheduling headache
for cricket boards trying to recoup some of the
losses caused by the pandemic. “Everybody is
under the pressure because of the uncertainty,”
Dhumal added.  —Reuters
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SHANGHAI: The retirement of two-time Olympic cham-
pion Lin Dan signals the end of a golden era of Chinese
sporting superstars, state media said yesterday. Ar-
guably the greatest badminton player of all time, the 36-
year-old said on Saturday that he was bringing the
curtain down on a career that also brought five world ti-
tles. NBA All-Star Yao Ming, Olympic gold-medal hur-
dler Liu Xiang and two-time tennis Grand Slam
champion Li Na have all retired in the last decade. “With
the ‘Super Dan’ curtain call, people cannot help but
sigh,” Xinhua news agency said.

“The era of the superstar that once belonged to Chi-
nese sports has faded. “When
will the next Lin Dan appear? Or
when will the next Yao Ming, Liu
Xiang and Li Na appear?
“Where is the next Chinese
sports superstar who will create
a collective memory for us?” The
quartet were not just world lead-
ers in their sport and popular in
China, but also had “considerable
influence in the international arena and became a win-
dow for the world to understand China,” Xinhua said.

Of prominent Chinese athletes left, women’s volley-
ball player Zhu Ting has the potential to rise to superstar

level, Xinhua said, while disgraced swimmer Sun Yang
“enjoys high popularity (in China), but unfortunately he
is banned”.

The 28-year-old is appealing against an eight-year
ban for refusing to give a doping sample. The three-time
Olympic freestyle champion’s career will effectively be
over if he loses his appeal at the Swiss Federal Tribunal.

China has world champions in other sports, and fin-
ished third behind the United States and Britain in the
medal table at the Rio 2016 Olympics, but they are not
generally well-known even inside the country, Xinhua
said.

Table tennis player Zhang
Jike, another three-time Olympic
gold medallist, deserves to be
mentioned in the same breath as
Lin, said the Oriental Sports
Daily.

But at 32 his best days are be-
hind him and as far back as 2016
he signalled his intention to re-
tire, before having a change of

heart. “When will the next Lin Dan and China’s next
sports superstar appear again?” asked the newspaper.
“This question may not be answered in a short space of
time.” — AFP
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KUALA LUMPUR: File photo taken on April 5, 2019 shows China’s Lin Dan hitting a return against Japan’s Kanta
Tsuneyama during their men’s singles quarter-final match. China’s two-time Olympic badminton champion Lin
Dan announced his retirement in a social media post on July 4, 2020, thanking his family and fans. — AFP.

LOS ANGELES: Four months after grinding to a halt
due to the deadly coronavirus pandemic, major pro-
fessional sports leagues in North America are taking
their first nervous steps back on the road to recovery.

But as basketball, soccer and baseball gear up for
long-awaited returns this month, they are doing so
against a backdrop of anxiety and surging COVID-19
cases across the  United States.

Athletes in all three sports have expressed deep
misgivings about arrangements put in place for their
return, and in several cases have opted to skip partic-
ipating altogether.

The National Basketball Association and Major
League Soccer have drawn up plans which will see
teams based in a protective “bubble” in Orlando,
Florida where COVID-19 cases have skyrocketed in
recent weeks.

Yet a cluster of outbreaks involving two MLS teams
already inside the bubble has highlighted the omnipo-
tent threat posed by the coronavirus, even in the face
of carefully crafted mitigation measures.

“It’s important that the leagues realize that even in
a ‘bubble’, there is still risk to all players and staff for
contracting COVID-19,” said Robert Glatter, an emer-
gency physician at Lenox Hill Hospital in New York.

“It’s impossible to completely mitigate the risk even
when players and staff practice social distancing and
wear masks.”

That point was underscored by Monday’s news that
11 members of Dallas FC’s organization — 10 players
and a technical assistant — had tested positive for
COVID-19. Dallas FC were later withdrawn from the
MLS is Back tournament altogether, less than 48 hours
before it kicks off on Wednesday.

Nashville SC, another team taking part, have also
reportedly suffered multiple coronavirus cases since
arriving in Florida.

ENTERING THE BUBBLE 
Zach Binney, an epidemiologist at Oxford College

of Emory University in Atlanta, believes the two MLS
outbreaks have exposed the single biggest flaw in the
“bubble” models.

“The most difficult part is getting everyone into the
bubble safely without introducing the virus right at the
start,” Binney told AFP.

“This was always something I was worried about
but it has been shown to be a much bigger deal than I
thought. “I still believe that bubbles can work — it’s
just that nobody has mastered getting into the bubble
safely.”

Binney believes the answer may be to introduce
an “airlock” system, where teams spend a period of
up to seven days in isolation in their home market
before they travel. For athletes on the ground, mean-
while, news of the positive cases has fuelled a sense
of anxiety.

“It’s certainly something that we’ve abruptly been
faced with,” said Inter Miami midfielder Wil Trapp.
“We’re players who want to play, that’s one part of it,
but we’re also human beings and this is bigger at times
than sports.”

For others, the risk of traveling to Florida has
proved too much. Los Angeles FC’s star striker and
reigning MLS MVP Carlos Vela on Monday said he
would miss the tournament, citing concerns for his
family’s health. The Mexico international’s wife is
pregnant.

BASEBALL RISKS 
Baseball superstar Mike Trout is wrestling with an

identical dilemma. The Los Angeles Angels slugger re-
vealed at the weekend he is contemplating skipping
Major League Baseball’s abbreviated season to remain
with his wife, who is expecting the couple’s first child
next month.

“I love baseball, but I have to do what’s right for my
family,” said Trout, widely regarded as baseball’s
biggest star.  While basketball and soccer have opted
to base all their teams in one location, Major League
Baseball will start their shortened season this month
with teams playing at their home stadiums.

Public health experts believe it is a riskier proposi-
tion than the bubble plans put in place by the NBA and

MLS. “Major League Baseball is basically trying to run
the Bundesliga plan — but they’re trying to do it in the
US, not Germany,” said Binney, referring to German
football’s top-flight, which successfully returned to ac-
tion in May.

“MLB’s plan would work great in Germany, South
Korea, or Vietnam or New Zealand. I have sincere
doubts it’s going to work in the United States. The
number of cases is just so high.” Unlike the NBA and
MLS comebacks, where all games will be played in
empty arenas, baseball has been more circumspect
about whether or not to allow fans in ballparks. As it
stands, local government rules about coronavirus will
determine whether spectators can attend games.

‘SOCIOPATHIC’ INDY 500 
At least one US sporting event, however, plans to

host a mammoth crowd despite the warnings of public
health experts: the rescheduled Indianapolis 500 In-
dyCar Race on August 23.

Organisers of the iconic race at Indianapolis Motor
Speedway have said they plan to operate at 50% fan
capacity — meaning a potential crowd of around
175,000 for the event.

That prospect alarms epidemiologists like Binney,
who describes the decision to allow fans as “com-
pletely unacceptable, sociopathic.” “It shows a com-
plete disregard for public welfare and public health,”
Binney said. “The only explanation I can see is that
they want money.

“We should have no fans at any professional
sporting event until there’s a vaccine. It just doesn’t
make sense.” New York physician Glatter agreed. “It
is not safe to stage the Indy 500 even at half-capac-
ity,” he said.

“In excess of 100,000 fans, simply put, leads to un-
safe conditions which produce ‘superspreaders’  - per-
sons who can then transmit the virus more efficiently
to significant numbers of people.” Binney said even a
half-full Indy 500 would see significant fan congestion
at entry and exit points, as well as bathrooms and con-
cession lines.

“I don’t think you can bank on people keeping their
distance from each other, nor do I think you can bank
on them wearing masks,” he said, “175,000 people is
an unimaginably bad idea.” — AFP
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All-rounders Stokes 
and Holder to lead 
from the front
LONDON: Two of the world’s best all-rounders Ben
Stokes and Jason Holder will be captaining their respec-
tive sides when England face the West Indies in the first
Test at Southampton starting today.

Holder tops the ICC’s Test all-rounder rankings, with
fellow paceman Stokes in second place as international
cricket resumes for the first time since March 2 following
the coronavirus lockdown.

They both average in the 30s with the bat, with
Holder’s bowling mark of 26.37 slightly more economical
than Stokes’ 32.68.

But while Holder, 28, is a seasoned skipper, Wednes-
day’s match will be the first time the 29-year-old Stokes
has captained a cricket team since he was a teenager.

England’s talisman has been thrust into the role, with
regular skipper Joe Root missing the series opener to
attend the birth of his second child. Pace-bowling all-
rounders Ian Botham and Andrew Flintoff saw their in-
dividual games decline with the cares of the England
captaincy.

The concern is that something similar will happen to
Stokes, a key figure in England’s World Cup triumph last
year when his spectacular century also saw the team to
a remarkable win over Australia in an Ashes Test at
Headingley.

It appeared any chance of Stokes becoming England
captain disappeared when he was charged with affray
following an incident outside a Bristol nightclub.

But after being found not guilty at a 2018 trial, he
regained a position of responsibility as Root’s vice-
captain.

“After that happened it was ‘right, what am I going to
do from this point forward?,” Stokes said last week. “I’m
quite proud to say I’m in this situation (of being England
captain) through hard work and determination.”

Holder was made captain of the West Indies’ one-day
side aged just 23. A year later he was put in charge of
the Test side against a backdrop of administrative chaos
that included bitter rows between senior players and ad-
ministrators.—AFP


