
ATHENS: Tokyo 2020 organizers received the
Olympic flame in a scaled-down handover cer-
emony in the Greek capital yesterday, amid the
coronavirus spread that has cast doubt on the
global, multi-billion dollar event. In a brief cer-
emony closed to spectators in Athens’ Pana-
thenaic stadium, site of the first modern Games
in 1896, the torch was received by Tokyo
Games representative Naoko Imoto. 

It will arrive in Japan today and kick off a
domestic relay on March 26, with the Games
set to take place from July 24-Aug 9. A six-day
torch relay through Greece was cancelled last
week, with the country largely in lockdown
having recorded 418 cases of the virus and five
deaths. The scale of the spreading coronavirus,
which has infected more than 200,000 people
and killed more than 8,700 across the world,
has forced the cancellation of numerous sport-
ing events, raising concerns about whether the
Olympics will be able to open as planned. 

The International Olympic Committee (IOC)
and the Japanese government, however, have
insisted the Games will go ahead and have
publicly rejected any talk of cancellation or
postponement. Greece’s Olympic Committee
chief Spyros Capralos handed over the lit torch

to the Japanese former Olympic swimmer
Imoto in front of empty stands inside the vast
50,000-capacity horseshoe-shaped marble
stadium. 

The flame was then transferred into a small
receptacle to travel to Japan aboard a special
aircraft named “Tokyo 2020 Go.” Only a few
dozen officials were allowed into the central
Athens stadium as the country has imposed
strict measures to contain the spread of the
virus. The eerie mood during the ceremony,
which normally attracts thousands of Athenians
and visitors, reflected the problems facing
Tokyo 2020, with athletes and national Olympic
committees questioning whether the Games
should be held this year. 

Despite the IOC’s commitment to the
Games, several athletes have cast doubt on the
quality of competitions in Tokyo, given that
thousands cannot train at the moment due to
restrictions placed upon them in many coun-
tries. Tokyo Games chief Yoshiro Mori said in a
video message he hoped the flame’s arrival
would help lift Japan’s spirits.

“Tokyo 2020 commits to be in readiness for
the Games as planned...,” Mori said. “The con-
cept of the Tokyo relay is ‘Hope lights our way’.

I hope that the light will shine on the hearts of
people all over in Japan and that will shake off
the dark clouds hanging over the earth.” The
plane carrying the flame will land at JASDF Mat-
sushima Air Base in Miyagi Prefecture today.

The domestic relay will start from Fukushima
Prefecture, site of the 2011 earthquake and
tsunami, and will last for 121 days. It is planned
to end at the Games’ opening ceremony with the
lighting of the Olympic cauldron. — Reuters
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SYDNEY: Australian Super Rugby players insisted it’s “busi-
ness as usual” as they resumed training despite a coronavirus
shutdown that has left the competition facing an uncertain fu-
ture. The southern hemisphere club championship, which fea-
tures 15 teams from five countries, was halted last weekend
after New Zealand and Australia imposed strict travel rules to
prevent the spread of COVID-19. Only seven of the 18 rounds
have been completed, with governing body SANZAAR looking
at whether domestic games can be played as an alternative.

It could see Australia’s Queensland Reds, NSW Waratahs,
Melbourne Rebels and the ACT Brumbies facing each other,
but without spectators after the Australian government banned
large gatherings. “So this is week one of Super Rugby being
suspended over the coronavirus outbreak. It’s business as usual
mostly,” Melbourne Rebels winger Harry Potter said in a video
clip posted on Twitter. “Training is back to normal, people are
just getting on with things.” “People are pretty happy to be
here, there’s plenty of toilet paper, there’s plenty of food so
everyone’s enjoying themselves,” he added, after panic-buying
of toilet roll and other items at Australian supermarkets. —AFP 
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ATHENS: An athlete lights the Olympic torch during the olympic flame handover ceremony for
the 2020 Tokyo Summer Olympics yesterday in Athens. —AFP 

TOKYO: Japan’s top surfer Kanoa Igarashi is already seeing his
training for the Tokyo 2020 Olympics hit by the coronavirus out-
break, but he’s still hoping a “heartbreaking” cancellation can be
avoided. “The travel ban is what’s affecting me the most. Not
being able to go anywhere. That’s the main one,” the 22-year-old
told AFP in an interview on Wednesday from Los Angeles. 

“Surfing is a sport where we have to travel a lot to train in dif-
ferent types of conditions and types of waves in the world.” “For
me as an athlete, as a possible Olympian, it’s affecting training,”
added Igarashi, who was born and raised in the United States but
represents Japan. The bleach-blond Igarashi is a gold medal hope
for his home country at the 2020 Games, where surfing will make
its debut.

But the global coronavirus pandemic has raised growing ques-
tions about whether the Games can open as scheduled on July 24.
Organizers have scrapped qualifiers, scaled back test events and
altered the Olympic torch relay. On Tuesday, the deputy head of
Japan’s Olympic committee announced he had contracted the
virus. The waves of bad news have left athletes around the world
in limbo, with lockdowns and quarantines making it increasingly
hard for them to train for Games that might not even take place.

“It’s a little bit difficult to try to motivate (myself), preparing
for something that might possibly not be there,” Igarashi con-
ceded. “It’s a time to be a little bit unsure and worried.” But he

said the chance to represent his sport at its first outing at the
Games was keeping him going. “I feel really proud to be part of
surfing right now. That’s my motivation,” he said. “The goal has
been so clear for the last two years for me that I’m going to keep
going the same way I have been preparing for the Olympics,” he
said. Surfing will feature as part of a drive to make the Games rel-
evant to younger audiences, after being included for the first time
along with skateboarding and sport climbing. The surfing com-
petition will be held in Chiba, northeast of Tokyo and Igarashi said
he felt he would be representing the sport as a whole. “It’s such a
big opportunity for us as a sport,” said Igarashi, whose backers
include the Kinoshita Group conglomerate. “That’s what motivates
me to want to do my best and bring my best performance out and
to win the gold medal not just for my country, Japan, but also for
the world of surfing.”

Organizers have insisted preparation for the Games continues
despite the spread of the new coronavirus, which has infected
more than 200,000 people and killed over 8,000 worldwide. On
Tuesday, the International Olympic Committee said it was not the
time for “drastic decisions” on a possible postponement or can-
cellation of the Games. Some athletes have hit back at the IOC for
its stance, pointing to cancellation of qualifiers and the impossi-
bility of training as the world hunkers down against the virus.

Igarashi said a cancellation of the Games would be “very
heartbreaking for many people”. But the surfer, who has already
provisionally qualified for the Games, said he was confident the
IOC would make the right call. “I know the IOC will think about
the health of the athletes and also doing what’s right,” he said.
“Obviously, everybody wants to compete. Everybody in the
Olympics, they want to compete deep down inside.” But he said,
since the decision was “out of my control” he wouldn’t focus on
it. “Whatever happens, everything happens for reason,” he said.
“I’m trying to stay positive.”— AFP 
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