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BRASILIA: The sporting calendar took a serious
beating this week with few events surviving the
world’s battle to contain the coronavirus, and even
though Saturday’s UFC mixed martial arts event in
Brazil still went ahead, it was against a backdrop of
eerie silence in an empty arena.

In the main event, underdog Charles Oliveira from
Sao Paolo scored a shock submission win over Kevin
Lee with a guillotine choke that would have taken the
roof of the Ginasio Nilson Nelson Arena, if there had
been anybody there to
see it.

With the local govern-
ment having banned large
gatherings in an effort to
contain the spread of the
coronavirus, the usual
gladiatorial atmosphere
of a fight night was ab-
sent as the thousands of
seats remained unfilled.

Watched only by the
coaches, the officials and
the production staff,
Sweden’s Bea Malecki and Veronica Macedo of
Venezuela were the first to make the walk to the oc-
tagon. The usual thundering intro music for each
fighter was cut short; with no fans, there was no at-
mosphere of anticipation to build.

Octagon announcer Joe Martinez did his best to
inject some life into the proceedings as he introduced
the fighters, but his fairground-style announcements

of each fighter were met with indifference from those
in the arena, who all had other work to do.

The only sounds were the slap of leather on flesh,
feet pounding off the octagon floor and the odd grunt
punctuating the grappling exchanges. Occasionally
the sounds of combat were pierced by the shouts of
coaches and corner personnel.

The bouts themselves lacked nothing in intensity
but, without the electricity generated by a live audi-
ence, they took on the feel of glorified sparring ses-

sions, and as the victors
had their hands raised
there were no roars of
appreciation to reward
them.

The first nine fights on
the 12-fight card all went
the distance before Re-
nato Moicano finally got
a win inside the allotted
time with a submission
victory over Damir Had-
zovic, and Gilbert Burns
then added a thunderous

knockout of Demian Maia in the co-main event, his
full-throated victory roars echoing through the
empty hall.

The lack of atmosphere clearly affected some of
the fighters, who are more used to battling in front of
sold-out arenas full of enthusiastic supporters.

“It was a bit weird not having any fans in the arena,
but I could hear everything my coaches were saying,

so that was good,” Bea Malecki told reporters after
scoring a decision victory in the first fight of the night.

“Sometimes it’s so loud in there. It’s been a crazy
week; we did not know if it (the fight) was going to hap-
pen or not, but we stuck to the plan,” she added. With

the government in the United Kingdom said to be con-
sidering a ban on large gatherings, the UFC’s next event
in London next weekend may yet be cancelled. That
may be a better fate than forcing their gladiators to fight
in another empty colosseum.  — Reuters

Oliveira wins in eerie silence as 
UFC Brasilia defies virus fears

Watched only by coaches, officials and production staff

Charles Oliveira and Kevin Lee fight in action.

It’s been a 
crazy week

Russo’s bid for 
Olympics fades 
in his hotel room
LONDON: Italian super-heavyweight Clemente
Russo, a double Olympic silver medallist, blamed
digestive problems for a no-show in his Tokyo
2020 qualifying bout with Britain’s Frazer Clarke
on Saturday.

The 37-year-old two-times world champion,
seeking to fight at a fifth Games, told his 130,000
followers on Instagram that ‘bad digestion’ had
kept him stuck in his room for the past 24 hours.

“I’ve tried to train, I’ve tried to react but I am
somewhat weakened and they will not let me
fight,” said Russo, whose coach cited an abdom-
inal problem, according to the event organisers.

The sparsely-attended qualifying tournament
at London’s Copper Box involves 342 male and
female boxers from 43 countries and is one of
few sporting events going ahead on a calendar
ravaged by the coronavirus.

Italy is in lockdown as the European country
worst hit by the fast-spreading virus but Russo
and the Italian boxing team have been training in
Britain for several weeks.

Russo said his dreams were not over, with
one more European qualifying tournament
scheduled for Paris from May 13-20. Whether
that happens in the current climate remains to
be seen, however.

“Today more than yesterday I am convinced
I can do it, I am convinced I can once more take
Italian pride, which at the moment is going
through great difficulty, to the top,” said the
2008 and 2012 silver medallist.

Clarke, a former sparring partner of profes-
sional heavyweight world champion Anthony
Joshua, was given a walkover.

The 28-year-old is making his third attempt
to qualify for a Games after losing out to even-
tual gold medallist Joshua in 2012 and Joe Joyce
in 2016.

A BOY CALLED COLIN
British lightweight Caroline Dubois, a junior

world and Olympic champion who started in box-
ing pretending to be a boy called Colin, won her
first senior fight by outpointing Ala Staradub of
Belarus.

The 19-year-old, whose 10 siblings include un-
beaten professional heavyweight Daniel Dubois,
next fights 2016 Olympic bronze medallist and top
seed Mira Potkonen.

The Finn, a 39-year-old mother of two who
sparred with Dubois at a training camp in Col-
orado in January, has a bye to the second round.

“It was an alright fight, I’ll give it a C, I could
have done a lot better but obviously there was a
lot of pressure that was built up,” said Dubois of
her debut.

“Even though Mira is number one seed, she has
only got two hands, two legs and one brain. If I
can’t beat her, I can’t ever say I will be the best.”

The Briton started boxing at nine, following her
brother to Repton amateur boxing club, but had
to hide her gender. “Back then most boxing clubs
in England didn’t really approve of female boxing,”
she told Reuters. “Repton at the time didn’t allow
female boxers so I had to say I was Colin.”

The subterfuge lasted for months until she
had to get a medical for her first real bout. “It
was funny because whenever my dad used to
call me, he wasn’t very good at it and would al-
ways say ‘Caroline’ and nobody else picked up
on it,” she added. “Some people did actually say
‘that boy, he looks like a girl’ but everyone else
just turned a blind eye.”  — Reuters

Liverpool left to 
wait and wonder 
after virus strikes
LONDON: Liverpool could have been crowned Pre-
mier League champions today for the first time in a
generation. Instead the stadium will be silent and the
streets empty. Jurgen Klopp’s team needed Manches-
ter City to lose to Burnley on Saturday to give them a
chance to seal the deal at their local rivals Everton two
days later.

Regardless of whether it would have happened at
Goodison Park or over the coming weeks, their first
top-flight title for 30 years was a mere formality.  But
now fans are wondering when, or even if, they will be
crowned champions after the coronavirus laid waste
to the global sporting calendar.

The message coming from Liverpool is that there
are more important issues than football to talk about,
even with the club tantalisingly close to glory. “I’ve
said before that football always seems the most im-
portant of the least important things,” Klopp said in a
statement on Friday. 

“Today, football and football matches really aren’t
important at all.  “If it’s a choice between football and
the good of the wider society, it’s no contest. Really, it
isn’t.” Klopp’s stance won him the support of World
Health Organisation chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreye-
sus, who thanked him for his “powerful message”.

Liverpool supporters, desperate to reclaim their
position at the pinnacle of the English game, agree
with their German manager, saying the pandemic
overshadows football. Supporters’ union Spirit of
Shankly is focusing on the damaging fallout from the
COVID-19 virus.

“In talks with @lfc we asked for assurances that

non-playing staff will not lose their pay as a conse-
quence of shifts being cancelled,” it said in a state-
ment. “We also need to keep in mind those most
vulnerable. Cancelling football games means (food-
banks) will be hit hard.”

DESERVING WINNERS 
Liverpool have stumbled in recent weeks, knocked

out of the Champions League by Atletico Madrid and
dumped out of the FA Cup by Chelsea. But they have
been peerless in the Premier League, leaving their ri-
vals in their wake to race 25 points clear of defending
champions Manchester City.

With Alisson Becker in goal, Virgil van Dijk mar-
shalling the defence and their devastating front three

of Roberto Firmino, Mohamed Salah and Sadio Mane,
Klopp’s men have been irresistible. 

Paul Hayward, writing in the Daily Telegraph, said
Liverpool should be crowned champions for the 19th
time even if no more games are played. “If a season
ends too soon, its natural winning line is the point it
reached before the halt was called: emphatically so,
29 games into a 38-match campaign, which is a re-
spectable distance,” he wrote.

“‘Voiding’ the 2019/20 football season would be
nonsense,” he added. “Handing over the trophy at any
point where clubs were forced to give up would feel
morally correct.” Brighton and Hove Albion chief ex-
ecutive Paul Barber said if the season were to be
“frozen” it would be unjust on Liverpool. — AFP

LIVERPOOL: File photo shows Liverpool’s Brazilian midfielder Roberto Firmino celebrates with team-
mates after scoring his team’s second goal during the UEFA Champions league Round of 16 second
leg football match between Liverpool and Atletico Madrid at Anfield. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Everton FC v Liverpool                                                23:00
beIN Sports

GERMAN BUNDESLIGA
SV Werder Bremen v Bayer 04 Leverkusen     22:30
beIN Sports

England’s lower
clubs enjoy spotlight
after virus fears shut
down top leagues
HALIFAX/DARTFORD: England’s Premier League
and 72-team Football League closed down on Saturday
due to concerns over the coronavirus but clubs in the
fifth tier and below defiantly took to the field — to the
delight of football addicts across the country.

But while fans made the most of what may have been
the final games for several weeks, club officials were
facing up to the financial damage that could be on the
horizon if they too are forced to stop playing.

A crowd of 2,154 turned out in West Yorkshire to see
Halifax Town lose 1-0 at home to Ebbsfleet United and,
while that attendance was not much bigger than ex-
pected, there were several supporters of Premier and
Football League clubs who had travelled to get their fix.

One Ebbsfleet fan, who had made the four-hour trip
from Kent, watched the first half of the game in a gas
mask but removed it at the interval to eat a pie.

Several clubs, such as Halifax, offered fans of other
clubs a discounted ticket of 10 pounds ($12.27)and
Manchester City season-ticket holder David Miller
took full advantage of the offer, attending two games in
one day.

“I was at Bradford Park Avenue earlier for the 3pm
kick-off in the National League North and then came
to this one,” he said. “I’m not worried about coming to
football matches”. Wigan Athletic supporter Nathan
Sinclair, who had planned to see his club play at nearby
Huddersfield in the second-tier Championship, said he
simply wanted to watch some football while he could.

“I have a feeling this might be the last football match
that takes place in the country for a good while,” he
said. Sinclair said his wife had decided against coming
to the game due to concerns about catching the virus

but said he had practiced ‘social distancing’ at the
match. “I’ve read the government advice so I have tried
to put myself with empty seats around me and I moved
once,” he said.

FOOD OUTLETS
At one of the few matches to take place in London,

Dulwich Hamlet took on Hemel Hempstead in the sixth-
tier National League South. The only references to the
pandemic were the by-now familiar non-handshaking
pre-match team greeting and a PA announcement say-
ing there was no guarantee next week’s match at St Al-
bans City would go ahead “in these difficult times” -
but that the beer and food outlets would be open all af-
ternoon. “I’m more worried about us going down than
I am about catching this bloody bug,” said 75-year-old
Archie Harrison, adding that he had supported Hamlet
since 1964. “The trouble is, I can’t do anything about
stopping either.”

A good crowd of around 1,400 turned up at Dart-
ford’s modern and well-equipped Princes Park to watch
their side take on Chelmsford City in something of a
Kent-Essex derby in the National League South.

Regulars said there might have been a few outside
fans in attendance too but the crowd was about aver-
age. “Maybe there are some fans of Premier League
and EFL clubs who are kicking their heels and want to
see some football but then others might be worried by
the spread of the virus and not come out of their
houses,” said Dartford vice-chairman Dave Skinner.

Dartford ran out 3-0 winners to keep alive their
prospects of promotion to the National League, al-
though whether or not that challenge will come to
fruition is out of their hands. 

A meeting of the National League takes place on
Monday, after the British government meets again to
discuss banning mass gatherings. The prospect of a
lengthy stop concerns club officials across the non-
league pyramid.

“It could be terminal really. We rely on gate re-
ceipts. If the games are abandoned for the rest of the
season many of the clubs at our level will go to the
wall. Most clubs like us are run on a shoestring,” said
Skinner. —Reuters

IPL cricket season 
will be shortened
MUMBAI: India’s cricket board chief Sourav
Ganguly said Saturday the Indian Premier League
will be truncated with the Twenty20 tournament
pushed back due to the coronavirus pandemic.
The world’s richest cricket league was postponed
Friday, meaning instead of starting on March 29, it
will begin on April 15 at the earliest after the Indian
government ordered measures against travel and
public gatherings.

Top officials of the Board of Control for Cricket
in India (BCCI) met franchise owners of the eight
IPL teams in Mumbai to assess the situation.
“Safety is most important for the players and at
the moment (with) what’s going around in the
world and India with the government directives
this is all we can do. We have postponed remaining
domestic matches,” Ganguly told reporters.

“If it (IPL) is (postponed till) April 15, then, in
any case 15 days are gone, it has to be a truncated
one. How truncated, how many games, I can’t say
at the moment.” While the country of 1.3 billion has
reported just two deaths from coronavirus and
more than 80 confirmed cases, all sporting activ-
ities have been suspended. — AFP


