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Kenya orders 
closure of 
training camps 
NAIROBI: Kenya’s athletics authority yesterday
ordered the closure of training camps and clubs
due to the coronavirus outbreak, a move that
threatens the ability of the country’s athletes to
prepare for the Olympic Games which are
scheduled to begin in July.

Athletics Kenya’s announcement follows last
week’s edict to bar athletes from travelling to
international events. “All athletics training
camps and clubs should remain closed until fur-
ther notice,” the body said in a statement.
“Athletes are advised to continue training indi-
vidually and coaches encouraged to continue
monitoring individual athletes.”

Sporting events around the world are being
suspended or cancelled entirely as countries
scramble to contain the spread of the virus,
which has infected more than 196,000 people
and led to more than 7,800 deaths.

Bernard Ouma, who coaches 1,500m world
champion Timothy Cheruiyot, told Reuters that
they had moved to minimise group training
before the announcement on Wednesday.

“We decided to break the camp, so guys are
training by themselves. But I am monitoring the
work,” said Ouma, who runs Rongai Athletics
Club, located on the outskirts of Nairobi, and
also coaches Elijah Manangoi, the 2017 1,500m
world champion.

There are growing concerns the outbreak
may hit the Tokyo Olympics. Japan on
Wednesday said it was not making any prepa-
rations to postpone the Games, insisting it plans
to host the event as scheduled despite the
global spread of the virus.

“Hopefully, the Olympics will be there, might
not be there as well. But we are preparing indi-
vidually, my job is to monitor what’s going on,”
said Ouma. “It’s tough for everyone, we are in
difficult times,” he added. “We don’t turn out
for the Olympics (without being ready) and we
are not in good shape... everyone is fighting the
dilemma (of) what will happen tomorrow.”

Athletics Kenya said yesterday it was
halting physical meetings for the next month
and urged athletes who had travelled out-
side the country over the last two weeks to
self-quarantine. The Africa Cross Country
Championships scheduled for Apri l  8 in
Togo have also been postponed with no new
date set.   —Reuters

WELLINGTON: Super Rugby has confronted
numerous problems during its 25 years, but experts
warn the coronavirus pandemic may prove a knock-
out blow for the southern hemisphere’s premier club
competition.

With 15 teams in five countries straddling 16 time
zones from Buenos Aires and Cape Town to Sydney
and Christchurch it has long been criticised as
unwieldy, expensive to run and exhausting for elite
players.

Now virus-related travel bans have put the com-
petition in limbo, leaving administrators scrambling
to set up locally-based alternatives that do not
require international trav-
el. While officials say
Super Rugby is on hold
“for the foreseeable
future”, in reality they are
preparing for the season
to be scrapped.

SANZAAR admitted
that would place the gov-
erning body and its con-
stituent unions “in a pre-
carious position”, as
broadcasters have paid
huge sums for the rights to cover the game.

“Without that revenue, without the ability to be
playing in front of stadiums that have crowds, it all
does have a direct impact on the bottom line,” SAN-
ZAAR chief executive Andy Marinos told Newshub.

“That’s something I know the national unions are
dealing with all of their clubs and then indirectly
with all their governments.” Short-term plans are
focused on staging local derbies in New Zealand,
Australia and South Africa, with Japan’s Sunwolves
potentially part of the Australian competition and
the Jaguares of Argentina based in Africa.

However, that may not satisfy broadcasters. New

Zealand’s Sky Network Television noted in a market
update this week that “the company has options to
recover some costs associated with sports content
rights”.

Australia-based sports consultancy firm Global
Media & Sports (GMS) said SANZAAR’s members
were in no position to pay back tens of millions of
dollars in broadcasting revenues. “I doubt any of the
unions could afford to do that, I’d wager that most of
that money has been spent already, or at least allocat-
ed,” GMS managing director Colin Smith told AFP.

Given Super Rugby’s myriad structural problems,
Smith said, the virus-enforced shutdown would

raise questions about its
future, with the makeshift
local derby matches
potentially forming the
nucleus of new national
competitions.

“It’s been very, very
expensive and there’s an
argument for the unions to
say ‘Is this something we
should continue with, can
we afford it?’,” he said. “It
goes to the future of the

competition.” Super Rugby began with 12 teams in
1996 but its format has undergone almost constant
tinkering in the past decade, testing the loyalty of
fans.

Over-ambitious expansion plans have been fol-
lowed by the painful axing of Australia’s Western
Force, the Central Cheetahs and Southern Kings in
South Africa, as well as the Sunwolves at the end of
this season.

The Cheetahs and Kings both joined Europe’s
Pro14 competition and there has been persistent
speculation all of South Africa’s teams could ditch
Super Rugby for a more lucrative and time zone-

friendly switch to the northern hemisphere.
In Australia, the game has been flatlining in the

face of keen competition from other sports, notably
rugby league and Australian Rules, after years of
poor onfield performances. Rugby Australia has
suspended negotiations on a new broadcast deal
due to the virus crisis, with reports it had received
little interest anyway.

“This couldn’t have come at a worse time for

them,” Smith said. Despite the issues, New Zealand
Rugby chief executive Mark Robinson insisted
Super Rugby was viable in the long term. “We’re a
world-class competition, as we’ve seen in recent
times the quality of the rugby has been outstand-
ing,” he told reporters.

“So we believe it’s a competition that’s got a
future, what that might look like is something that
we’re always revisiting and looking at.” —AFP

Short-term plans focus on staging local derbies in NZ, Australia and S Africa

Struggling Super Rugby pushed 
towards oblivion by virus crisis

CARDIFF: File photo shows a man in a kilt stands in front of the Principality Stadium in Cardiff,
Wales on March 14, 2020. This weekend’s Six Nations international between Wales and Scotland
in Cardiff was postponed on Friday due to the coronavirus outbreak. —AFP

India’s Chand says 
training fraught 
with virus fears
NEW DELHI: After battling in court to be able to
run and fighting discrimination when she came out
as gay, Indian sprinter Dutee Chand now has to
overcome the fear of training in a pandemic to
maintain her Olympic hopes.

Chand, who was banned from competing inter-
nationally because of the hyperandrogenism gene
condition, wants the Tokyo Games to go ahead even
if she has not yet made the women’s 100 metre
qualifying time of 11.15sec.

But running close to other Indian athletes is
fraught as the deadly coronavirus spreads across
the country of 1.3 billion people.

“There is fear of catching the coronavirus
because we train together and if somebody catches
it then it is going to spread,” the 24-year-old told
AFP over phone from a camp in the eastern city of
Bhubaneswar.

“I am not going out other than to train. Home-
cooked food is the order of the day, I don’t eat out
at all. “Washing hands has become a 24-hour activi-
ty. So hopefully we will overcome the crisis.”

But the global sporting lockdown caused by the
mounting death toll means there are no races for
Chand to run and reach the qualifying time.  

‘TRAINING IS AFFECTED’ 
Despite mounting doubts about the event, the

Games are still scheduled to start on July 24 and
time is running out. “Of course with all the meetings
cancelled it has become tough for me to qualify,”
said Chand, whose personal best is currently
11.22sec. “I have to clock 11.15 seconds to make the
cut and I am worried how I am going to make it if
international events don’t happen.” With just three
reported deaths, India has so far been spared a
pandemic that has killed almost 8,000 around the
world. But virus fears are widespread and travel is

increasingly difficult in the country.
“Training is affected because the state govern-

ment has shut down all facilities though we have
got special permission to train because of the
Olympics. “But it affects us mentally as schools,
colleges, offices are closed. We don’t know
whether the Olympics will happen or when the
next meeting will be.”

One of six children born to a poor family, Chand
is not new to beating the odds. Her battle against
gender testing when she was a teenager after show-
ing elevated levels of testosterone made interna-
tional headlines.

On top of her four-year battle with the world
athletics body over hyperandrogenism — the same
condition that affects South Africa’s two-time
Olympic champion Caster Semenya — Chand last
year became the first top Indian athlete to reveal

she is in a same-sex relationship.
The revelation prompted a backlash in her home

village in conservative rural India, and Chand said
she had been finding it hard to overcome the preju-
dice. At the 2016 Rio Olympics, Chand became only
the fifth Indian to participate in the women’s 100m,
though she did not get past the heats.

After the Court of Arbitration for Sport defini-
tively ruled in her favour, Chand went to the 2018
Asian Games in Jakarta, where she won silver
medals in the 100m and 200m. Chand said Indian
runners want to test themselves against the best at
the Olympics.

“But it is tough to qualify for the 100m in India,”
she said. “We face tough competition from the best
athletes from other countries. “But fingers crossed,
we have two months left and if there is a competi-
tion, hopefully I can make it.” —AFP

JAKARTA: File photo shows silver medallist India’s Dutee Chand celebrates during the victory ceremony
for the women’s 200m athletics event at the 2018 Asian Games in Jakarta on August 29, 2018. After bat-
tling in court to be able to run and fighting discrimination when she came out as gay, Dutee Chand now
has to overcome the fear of training in a pandemic to maintain her fading Olympic hopes. —AFP

Olympic gymnastics 
qualifier cancelled 
TOKYO: A Tokyo Olympics gymnastics qualifier next
month, which had hoped to feature US superstar
Simone Biles among its participants, was cancelled yes-
terday as the coronavirus pandemic continued to cast a
shadow over this year’s Games.

The Japan Gymnastics Association announced the
scrapping of the Artistic Gymnastics World Cup Tokyo
on April 4-5, an Olympic test event, just a few days
after saying it would be held without spectators.

“Due to the impact of the spread of coronavirus
infections in Europe and cancellations of World Cups in

other countries, many athletes and judges decided not
to participate in the event,” the JGA said in a statement.

Leading gymnasts including four-time Olympic gold
medallist Biles, who is expected to be among the stars
of Tokyo 2020, had been on the original entry list for
the event.

A rhythmic gymnastics Olympic test event sched-
uled for April 6 is still going ahead, according to the
Tokyo 2020 organising committee.

“After confirming it is safe to do so, Tokyo 2020 will
carry out an operational test within the given dates,”
the organisers said, adding they will consult with the
International Olympic Committee and Federation
Internationale de Gymnastique.

The cancellation comes as doubts grow about
whether the Games can open as scheduled on July 24.

Organisers and the International Olympic

Committee insist preparations are moving ahead as
scheduled despite cancellations and alterations to
events ranging from qualifiers to the torch relay.

Tokyo 2020 organisers said Tuesday they had taken
the “heartbreaking” decision to scale back parts of
flame’s journey across Japan, beginning with its arrival
in the country on Friday.

A recent poll by Kyodo News showed 70 percent of
respondents in Japan said they did not think the Games
could be held as scheduled.  But the IOC said Tuesday
there was no change to the programme so far.

“The IOC remains fully committed to the Olympic
Games Tokyo 2020, and with more than four months to
go before the Games there is no need for any drastic
decisions at this stage,” it said in a statement after its
executive board met in Lausanne. “Any speculation at
this moment would be counter-productive.”  —AFP

Broadcast 
cash ‘spent

already’ 

S Africa could go 
domestic amid 
virus pandemic
CAPE TOWN:  South African Rugby may run a
domestic competition featuring its six Super
Rugby and PRO14 sides in a bid to keep players
match fit ahead of the Springboks’ scheduled
tests against Scotland and Georgia in July.

Both international franchise competitions are
on hold due to the coronavirus pandemic and,
with no resumption date set, SA Rugby are
keen to keep players active and the local rugby
economy alive.

The government has banned gatherings
o f  m o r e  t h a n  1 0 0  p e o p l e ,  b u t  d o m e s t i c
t rave l  i s  open  and  spor ts  events  can  go
ahead as long as they receive the required
approvals.

“SA Rugby is currently evaluating all our
competition structures, with a view to restruc-
ture it in the interim so that we are able to

afford game-time to al l  our franchise and
provincial teams,” its CEO Jurie Roux said in a
statement yesterday.

Nothing would however happen for several
weeks until the period of social distancing as
instructed by President  Cyri l  Ramaphosa
lapsed, he said.

“We are considering local derby matches
between our South African teams... (and) we
are confident we will be able to put a feasible
plan on the table that will be suitable for every-
one... (and) will announce plans once we are in
a position to do so.”

Director of Rugby Rassie Erasmus, who led
the Boks to the World Cup trophy in Japan last
year, says the team is planning for their interna-
tional season on the assumption it will kick off
in July.

“Our planning for the season will carry on
regardless ...as we still have a lot to prepare
for,” Erasmus said. “While there are challenges
when it comes to face-to-face interaction with
players and team activities, modern communi-
cation methods make it possible for coaches,
players and management teams to keep in con-
stant contact with one another.”  —Reuters


