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TOKYO: Japan Olympic Committee (JOC)
deputy chief Kozo Tashima said yesterday he
had contracted coronavirus, as doubts increase
over whether Tokyo can safely host the Summer
Games.

“Today, my test result showed positive for the
new coronavirus,” Tashima said in a statement,
issued via the Japan Football Association, which
he also heads.

“I have a mild fever. Examinations showed a
symptom of pneumonia, but I’m fine. I will con-
centrate on treatment following doctors’ ad-
vice,” he said.

Japanese officials insist that the summer
Games — due to start in July — will take place
as scheduled despite rising speculation that it
might be postponed or even cancelled due to
the virus.

Tashima said he had been on a business trip
since February 28, first heading to Belfast to at-
tend the annual general meeting of the Interna-
tional Football Association Board (IFAB).

From March 2, he visited Amsterdam for a
Union of European Football Associations
(UEFA) meeting to give a presentation on
Japan’s bid for the 2023 women’s World Cup.

And On March 3, he attended a general meet-
ing of the same body.

“In Amsterdam and in Europe in early March,
the level of nervousness against the novel coro-
navirus was not the same as now,” he said in the
statement.

“Everyone was still doing hugs, handshakes
and bises (cheek kissing).” 

He then travelled to the United States to
watch the Japanese women’s team in action and
to lobby for the women’s World Cup, before re-
turning home on March 8.

“In the United States, too, the sense of crisis
about the novel coronavirus was not as serious
as now,” he said.

Staff at the Japan FA have been working from
home as a precaution against the virus, but
Tashima said he went to the association building
several times last week and attended meetings.

He began feeling chills and experienced a
mild fever from Sunday. He went to a local public
health centre on Monday and told them about
his travel history.

During the UEFA gatherings, Tashima said he
saw Swiss and Serbian football chiefs, who have
tested positive for the virus, although he added
it was not clear how he contracted the infection.

His positive test came out on Tuesday.
“I have chosen to face the illness as so many

people are doing in Japan and around the
world,” he said, adding that he hoped his deci-
sion would help eradicate the stigma attached
to the infection.

His announcement came as the Tokyo 2020
organising committee said it would scale down
festivities related to the Olympic torch relay to
prevent further spread of the virus.

The flame, which has already been lit in
Greece, will arrive in northern Japan on Friday,
with the torch relay slated to start on March 26
from Fukushima. — AFP
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Inside China’s tough swimming 
regime that shaped Sun Yang

China’s approach has helped make the country a powerhouse in sport
SHANGHAI: A former team-mate of banned Olympic
champion Sun Yang has given AFP a rare insight into
how China drives its swimmers hard from childhood
in the pursuit of national glory. But Wang Yajie, who
started swimming at three-and-a-half, told AFP that
China’s approach had helped make the country a
powerhouse in the sport.

Chinese swimming is in the spotlight after Sun, a
three-time Olympic gold-medallist, was banned last
month for eight years for refus-
ing to provide a sample to dop-
ing inspectors.

Sun, the most decorated
product of the Chinese system,
started swimming at a young
age at Chen Jinglun Sports
School in Hangzhou, which has
bred a number of Olympic
stars. Wang was Sun’s contem-
porary in the national swim-
ming team before she retired following China’s 2013
National Games to pursue other interests, among
them singing. Underlining the sensitivity in China sur-
rounding Sun, Wang declined to speak about his dop-
ing case, saying only that he was “a rare talent” whose
loss would affect the team’s medal hopes at this year’s
Tokyo Games.

The 27-year-old also declined to discuss whether
during her spell in the Chinese team — a world often
closed to outsiders — she was offered any banned
substances. But Wang, a former national butterfly
champion, gave a glimpse of life at the heart of Chi-
nese swimming, which is regarded as the jewel in the
crown of Olympic sports in the country.

While on the national team they were mostly con-
fined to camp, rising at 5:30 am to train for up to eight
hours a day, seven days a week in the most intense

periods. “We’d go to sleep at 10:00 pm with two or
three people sharing a room, usually two,” said Wang,
speaking by telephone from Wuhan, the epicentre of
the coronavirus outbreak and a city of 11 million peo-
ple on lockdown.

“I used to write a training diary every day. Because
you need to focus on rest after training, you generally
don’t leave the training base.” They were well looked
after but training was “tiring and hard”, Wang said.

She admitted that the percep-
tion that Chinese training tends
to be repetitive and unforgiving
is accurate.

But Wang said sacrifices
must be made in the pursuit of
success, and that it is the same
with top-level athletes in all
countries. “Recalling it now, I’d
use three words to describe my
feelings: affection, passion and

gratitude. “Every swimmer trained with 100 percent
passion during each session, and I was no exception,”
said Wang, who now runs a swimming club for chil-
dren in Wuhan.

SUN ‘VERY AMIABLE’ 
Sun, the 1500m freestyle world record-holder, has

vowed to appeal the Court of Arbitration for Sport
(CAS) ruling against him. The length of the ban took
into the account the fact that it was his second doping
violation, after he was suspended for three months in
2014 for taking a banned substance.

If the CAS judgement is upheld at a Swiss federal
court, China will be shorn of its biggest star at the
Tokyo Olympics — and 28-year-old Sun’s career will
almost certainly be over.

Wang described Sun as “very amiable” on the few

occasions they talked and believes that the Chinese
team can still do well in Tokyo, despite his expected
absence. “The Chinese swimming team still has a lot
of new stars, they are very strong,” she said.

Wang said there were clear differences between
how young swimmers are coached in China and other
nations. “Whether in sports training or learning in
general, they mainly enjoy the process and enjoy the

sport,” she said of some other countries.
“They are not so strict about technique and results

and they may be more respectful of children’s ideas.
“In China, starting at six or seven years old, children
begin to develop swimming skills, swimming speed,
strength training and other disciplines. “I think that is
why the performance of the Chinese swimming team
is getting better and better.” —AFP

SHENYANG: File photo taken on September 4, 2013 shows Olympic gold medallist Sun Yang of Zhejiang Province
reacting after winning gold in the Men’s 400m Freestyle event during the 12th National China Games in Shenyang,
Liaoning Province. — AFP
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SYDNEY: The International Olympic
Committee’s point man for the Tokyo
Games has insisted there’s no deadline
to call off the event and that it was still
going ahead as planned. John Coates,
chairman of the Tokyo coordination
commission, was speaking before his
return from Switzerland to Australia,
where he is facing a mandatory two-
week quarantine.

The Lausanne-based IOC is set for
emergency talks yesterday as doubts
grow over whether it remains feasible
to hold the Games during the coron-
avirus emergency, with world sport
largely grinding to a halt.

Senior IOC member Dick Pound
suggested last month that a final call
would be made by late May. But
Coates, who is also president of the
Australian Olympic committee, dis-
puted the timeline. “The IOC didn’t
recognise any dates that Dick came up
with and I think Dick backed off that as
well,” he told Tuesday’s Sydney Morn-
ing Herald. “It’s all proceeding to start

on the 24th of July.
“It’s never been the IOC’s position.

It was Dick’s idea,” he added of the ap-
parent deadline. “There is four months
to go.” Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe and International Olympic Com-
mittee chief Thomas Bach have repeat-
edly insisted preparations should
continue as scheduled even as the virus
scare intensifies. The IOC’s executive
board is due to meet via conference
call to prepare an “information ex-
change” ahead of a series of talks with
athletes’ representatives, National
Olympic Committees and International
Federations.

The issue of qualifying is expected
to be a particular focus of the tele-
phone meeting, after a long list of
events were called off. “The difficulty
for those who have qualified or will
qualify is they won’t get any more in-
ternational competition,” admitted
Coates, who said it will also be difficult
to get athletes into Japan without fur-
ther spreading coronavirus.

“Japan has got some restrictions on
athletes but I know that the Chinese are
probably the best organised,” he said.
“The Chinese are in various parts of
Europe and the last I heard is they’re
bringing them all together in a univer-
sity in Paris where they’ll be fully con-
tained, 600 of them.

“They will go straight from confine-
ment there, straight into Japan. They
won’t put anyone on a plane who has
got coronavirus.” Coates will go into a

two weeks’ isolation on his return
home after Australia imposed strict
travel rules to counter the spread of
the virus. He welcomed the tough
measures being taken by Australia and
other countries to tackle the growing
crisis, but criticised Europe’s response.
“Despite a bit of personal inconven-
ience, I’m very happy that countries
are taking these steps that clearly
some of the European countries should
have taken earlier,” he said. —AFP
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MELBOURNE: Rugby Australia (RA) faces “ex-
treme” pressure on its finances due to the coron-
avirus pandemic but the game is strong enough to
survive the crisis, chief executive Raelene Castle
said yesterday.

The coronavirus outbreak has shut down sport
around the world, with top competitions called off
as governments ban mass gatherings and tighten
border controls as part of efforts to contain the
virus which has killed more than 7,000 people.

The suspension of Super Rugby over the week-
end, seven rounds into the season, is a major blow
for RA and partner unions in the southern hemi-
sphere, which rely on broadcast revenues to prop

up their domestic games.
Castle said a prolonged shutdown would be a

major challenge for RA and that the governing body
had already opened communication with the Aus-
tralian government to flag concerns.

“The impact of government decisions to contain
the coronavirus has seen rugby in Australia im-
pacted in ways that we could never have imagined,”
Castle told reporters in Sydney yesterday. “We
support these decisions as the health and wellbeing
of Australians must come first.

“However, any ongoing restrictions will put ex-
treme pressure on Rugby Australia’s finances. “We
are obviously not the only sport in the country fac-
ing these challenges in the current environment.”
the National Rugby League, Australia’s top flight
rugby league competition, has already requested
assistance from the Australian government after
warning of a “catastrophic” hit to its finances.

Rival winter football code the Australian Football
League has also voiced concerns about the finan-
cial impact in the leadup to the indigenous game’s
season-opener this week, with fans banned from

stadiums indefinitely.
Castle said RA was working with partner unions

in New Zealand, South Africa and Argentina to
work out how the Super Rugby season could be
salvaged, perhaps with a schedule limiting interna-
tional travel.

Australia’s four teams compete in a conference
with Japan’s Sunwolves, while the five New Zealand
sides have their own conference. The sole Argentine
team, the Jaguares, belong to the five-team South
Africa conference.

“The travel restrictions mean that cross-border
competition doesn’t seem realistic so domestic ob-
viously leads the conversation,” Castle said. “That’s
all the work we’re doing and we expect we’d be able
to communicate on that in the coming days.”

Castle said RA had also suspended negotiations
with broadcasters for the next five-year rights deal
starting in 2021 for Super Rugby and the Wallabies’
international matches. The decision was made after
feedback from broadcasters who wanted to focus
on “important issues” with their own businesses,
she added. — Reuters
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SYDNEY: Super Rugby is exploring domestic der-
bies as a way of resuming competition after its coro-
navirus suspension, Rugby Australia chief Raelene
Castle said yesterday. The southern hemisphere club
championship, which features 15 teams from five
countries, was halted last weekend after New
Zealand said all inbound travellers must self-isolate
for 14 days to prevent the spread of COVID-19.

Australia quickly followed suit, leaving Super
Rugby’s fate in the balance and clubs and national
bodies facing the prospect of serious financial prob-

lems if the stoppage were to extend over a pro-
longed period.

“The impact of government decisions to contain
the coronavirus has seen rugby in Australia im-
pacted in ways that we could never have imagined,”
Castle told reporters in Sydney. “We support these
decisions as the health and wellbeings of Australians
must come first. However, any ongoing restrictions
will put extreme pressure on Rugby Australia’s fi-
nances.”

Only seven rounds of Super Rugby have been
played, leaving broadcasters, who have paid for 18,
with no live games. Castle said discussions with gov-
erning body SANZAAR were under way on a num-
ber of alternative competition models.

It could see Australian teams Queensland Reds,
NSW Waratahs, Melbourne Rebels and the ACT
Brumbies playing matches against each other and
Japan’s Sunwolves, who are already in Australia.
New Zealand have five teams who could do the

same, while South Africa have four and Argentina
one, which would potentially mean the Jaguares
having to base themselves in South Africa.

“The travel restrictions mean that cross-border
competition doesn’t seem realistic so domestic ob-
viously leads the conversation,” Castle said. “That’s
all the work we’re doing and we expect we’d be able
to communicate on that in the coming days.”

South Africa’s Coastal Sharks currently top the
overall table, one point ahead of the Brumbies. De-
spite what could be crippling financial costs to
rugby clubs worldwide from the global health crisis,
Castle insisted the sport would survive.

“Yes, there’s going to be some bumps in the road,
there’s no doubt about that, and we ultimately might
have to make some difficult decisions along the way.
But the sport’s not going anywhere,” she said.

Rival code rugby league plans to press ahead in
Australia behind closed doors with the NRL season,
which began last weekend. — AFP
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