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Abdo Feghali seen during Red Bull Car Park Drift World Championship Qualifier 2019 in Georgia. — Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

LOS ANGELES: The NFL players union on Sunday 
criticised unofficial workouts conducted by star quar-
terbacks Tom Brady and Russell Wilson, saying the prac-
tices were risking player safety during the coronavirus 
crisis. 

Tampa Bay Buccaneers star Brady and Seattle Sea-
hawks signal-caller Wilson have both faced scrutiny re-
cently after conducting throwing sessions with receivers 
in the build-up to official pre-season training camps. 

However NFL Players Association executive director 
DeMaurice Smith told USA Today in an interview on 
Sunday that the sessions were potentially compromising 
players and the upcoming season. 

“Those practices are not in the best interests of 
player safety,” Smith said. “They’re not in the best inter-
ests of protecting our players heading into training camp 
and I don’t think they’re in the best interests of us getting 
through an entire season.” 

Smith said the practices could complicate the 
NFLPA’s negotiations with the league over how players 
who contract COVID-19 will be classified and compen-
sated. 

“I certainly understand how competitive our players 
are and I get that,” Smith said. “But at the same time we 
are in the process of trying to negotiate with the league 
about what happens to a player if they test positive dur-
ing the season. 

“Does that player go on injured reserve? Does that 
player go on short-term IR? If you test positive for the 
virus after training camp, is that a work-related injury? 
Are you covered under worker’s comp? 

“What benefits are available to you if you have 
downstream injuries from contacting COVID-19? “All of 
the things that players may want to do during the off-
season have a direct impact on how well we can negoti-
ate protections for them once the season starts.”—AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: Rugby World Cup-winning 
coach Jake White has embarked on the biggest mod-
ern-era South African spending splurge as he seeks to 
make the Northern Bulls a powerhouse again. 

The Pretoria team were the dominant southern 
hemisphere franchise between 2007 and 2010, win-
ning three of the four Super 
Rugby competitions during that 
period. 

Loftus Versfeld, the 50,000-
seat fortress of the Bulls in a 
leafy suburb, was the scene of 
the many great triumphs, no-
tably a 61-17 thrashing of the 
Waikato Chiefs in the 2009 
final.  The ground was regularly 
packed as adoring supporters 
turned up to watch stars like fly-half Derick Hougaard, 
scrum-half Fourie du Preez and locks Victor Matfield 
and Bakkies Botha. 

It was a very different story this year in Super 
Rugby, however, before the coronavirus pandemic 
brought the five-nation competition to a close after 
just seven rounds. A Bulls side shorn of stars like play-
maker Handre Pollard, who moved abroad after helping 
South Africa win the World Cup a third time last No-
vember, lost five of six matches. 

The packed stands at Loftus were a distant memory 
with only a few thousand hard-core supporters turning 
up to witness one inept display after another. It left the 
three-time champions 12th in the overall standings and 
hopes of a top-eight finish and a quarter-finals slot al-
ready gone less than halfway through the regular sea-
son.  Something had to give and coach Pote Human 
was fired, paving the away for the ‘Mr Fixit’ of rugby, 
White, to take control last March and immediately em-
bark on a signing spree. 

“We need to rebuild a winning culture at Loftus,” 
White, 56, told AFP. “Winning matches will bring thou-
sands of supporters back. “It will not be an easy task 
as the team has been struggling for some time, but we 
are up for it.” White has hired a flood of experienced 
players, many of them former Springboks who opted 

to return home from Europe 
and Japan and spend the twi-
lights of their careers in Preto-
ria.  

The backs who were bought 
include Gio Aplon and Travis 
Ismaeil, both past 30 but with a 
lot to still offer, according to 
White, who coached the 2007 
World Cup-winning Spring-
boks. To bolster the pack he 

wooed World Cup winner Duane Vermeulen back to 
South Africa after the forward spent a year cashing in 
on the riches of Japanese club rugby. Arno Botha, 
Nizaam Carr, Sintu Manjezi, Marcel van der Merwe 
and Walt Steenkamp have also been signed to create 
a virtual new Bulls pack for the post-coronavirus pan-
demic era. It was not one-way traffic toward the Loftus 
changing rooms though with backs Warrick Gelant, 
Johnny Kotze, Manie Libbok, Divan Rossouw and 
Rosko Specman leaving. 

South Africa-born former Scotland loose forward 
Josh Strauss was the latest departee after failing to 
make an impact in Super Rugby this season. There 
were also coaching changes, notably the hiring of Rus-
sell Winter and the recall of former Bulls Super Rugby 
handler Nollis Marais. 

Once dismissed by a rival coach as nothing more 
than a “video operator at training sessions”, White has 
succeeded wherever he has worked. Assisted by wily 
Australian Eddie Jones, he guided the Springboks to 

2007 World Cup glory with a 15-6 final triumph over 
England in Paris. 

Told to reapply for his national team post by offi-
cials he did not click with, White refused and Peter de 
Villiers became the first black coach of the Springboks. 
He later dramatically improved the Super Rugby for-
tunes of the ACT Brumbies in Australia and the Coastal 
Sharks in his homeland, taking both to the knockout 
stages. White won the second-tier European Rugby 
Challenge Cup with French outfit Montpellier and later 
coached Toyota Verblitz in Japan. When Verblitz hired 
outgoing New Zealand coach Steve Hansen this year, 
White came home and after talks with PRO14 strug-
glers the Southern Kings, agreed to join the Bulls. 

Forwards coach Winter is convinced White can 
make the Bulls a force to reckon with again in Super 
Rugby. “We should never be shy of touting the South 
African style of play. When I coach forwards, I want 
them to play to their strengths — a brutal, confronta-
tional type of game.  

“South African forwards are naturally attuned to that 
way of playing and it can work so well for us.” No 
rugby has been played in South Africa since mid March 
because of the COVID-19 crisis and the most optimistic 
date for a resumption of matches is August. SA Rugby 
hope to stage a domestic Super Rugby competition, 
similar to the one already under way in New Zealand, 
with Australia set to follow suit in July. — AFP
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SYDNEY: Former Wallabies coach Michael Cheika 
was yesterday linked with the top job at second-tier 
French rugby side Beziers, who are in talks with 
wealthy UAE investors about a takeover. 

Beziers were a powerhouse team in the 1970s and 
1980s, winning 11 championships, but are now lan-
guishing in the Pro D2 second division. 

The club confirmed over the weekend that they 
were negotiating with United Arab Emirates in-
vestors, led by former France international Christophe 
Dominici, who are keen to return the side to former 
glories. 

The Sydney Morning Herald yesterday said it was 
“a done deal” for Cheika to join as coach if the 
takeover proceeded. Other reports have named All 
Blacks Ma’a Nonu and Beauden Barrett as players on 
Beziers’ radar. 

Cheika quit as Wallabies coach in October after 
Australia’s humiliating 40-16 World Cup quarter-final 
exit against England and is currently a consultant with 
rugby league side Sydney Roosters. 

Earlier this month, he told reporters he had been 
in Europe talking to people about opportunities, but 
nothing fitted so far. He was most recently linked with 
the vacant job at English Premiership side Gloucester, 
but insisted he had “nothing to do with them”. 

Cheika has a history of turning around under-per-
forming clubs, notably Leinster and the NSW 
Waratahs, helping both win silverware. — AFP 

LONDON: Formula One emerges from its three-
month coronavirus lockdown with Sunday’s new 
season curtain-raiser, the Austrian Grand Prix. AFP 
Sport looks at five talking talking points ahead of 
the start of the behind-closed doors race at the 
Spielberg circuit. 
 

CAN HAMILTON RETAIN FOCUS? 
The main threat to Lewis Hamilton’s bid to land a 

record-equalling seventh drivers’ title is likely to be 
himself — just ahead of Mercedes team-mate Valtteri 
Bottas and Red Bull’s Max Verstappen. 

The sport’s first black champion has admitted he 
is committed to racing for more than personal or team 
triumphs. 

“I’m racing for all of you out there who may feel 
that you don’t have a voice,” said the Briton, who 
made his voice heard in support of recent anti-racism 
protests during the enforced time-out. 

“In the world, in the society that we live in, I think 
making it as a young black kid from a council estate 
in Stevenage, making it to F1 through the tiniest win-
dow of opportunity — that’s a very, very important 
part of my journey and then staying there and con-
tinuing to deliver against adversity.” 

Asked where F1 should race, he added: “Africa. It’s 
such an important place to go back. At the moment, 

F1 goes to countries and doesn’t really leave much 
behind, if anything. Formula 1 has to shift into being a 
sport that does go to places and leaves behind some-
thing that can really help the communities.” 

 
VERSTAPPEN’S CHANCE  

Having proved his speed and racing talent this is 
the time for Max Verstappen and Red Bull to seize 
their moment and emerge from the opening trio of 
races as championship leaders. 

A year ago, the young Dutchman bullied his way 
to victory at the Red Bull Ring and a double repeat 
of that plus a strong result at Budapest would see the 
Milton Keynes-based team on top of the embryonic 
title race. 

Pre-season testing in Barcelona suggested their 
car is very fast, but also ‘skittish’ and may face relia-
bility problems. 

But the driver pairing of Verstappen and Alex 
Albon has a proven ability to shine in challenging 
conditions and can beat Ferrari to take the fight to 
champions Mercedes. 

 
WILL VETTEL SHINE?  

After confirming he is leaving Ferrari at the end of 
this year, Sebastian Vettel may feel freed and capable 
of delivering the consistency and speed that can in-
spire the team again despite the threat of Charles 
Leclerc. 

The four-time champion has the speed and quality, 
but Ferrari have to deliver a car that can show imme-
diate performance development as the season unfolds. 

Pre-season testing suggested that this year’s ma-
chine had sacrificed some of last year’s outright 
straight-line speed for improved pace in slow and 
medium corners. 

 
IS IT THE END OF THE ROAD FOR 

WILLIAMS? 
George Russell and Williams face a defining chal-

lenge and season after the famous British team was 
put up for sale during the lockdown – leaving their 
young and talented English driver to race for his fu-
ture this year. 

Russell, a member of the Mercedes junior driver 
programme, is tipped to have a big future, but needs 
a stronger team in 2021 to prove himself unless 
Williams find some resurgent form and haul them-
selves off the bottom of the championship. 

Russell made good use of the lockdown to become 
F1’s ‘virtual champion’ during e-racing from his home 
computer and said recently he is “very excited” to re-
turn to racing.  “It’s going to be surreal, but I can’t 
wait for it – I just want to be back in a car.” 

 
NO HUGGING  

Daniel Ricciardo is famous for his beaming smile 
and big hugs, but he has had to abandon his tactile 
approach to life. He will be joined by a new Renault 
team-mate in Frenchman Esteban Ocon, but decided 
during lockdown to leave the team next year and 
switch to McLaren as successor to departing 
Spaniard Carlos Sainz, who is joining Ferrari. 

The fact that McLaren are switching to Mercedes 
engines was a factor and one that may not have en-
hanced his standing with Renault as he starts his final 
season. 

“I’ve got to keep my distance,” he admitted in a 
team video call last week. “We’re going to find some 
new ways to embrace each other, especially after a 
good result, but obviously we’re going to do what we 
can to keep this thing out of the paddock.” — AFP
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