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MUMBAI:  Some Indian athletes have joined
the clamour for the Tokyo Olympics to be
postponed because they have no access to
training facilities, which are under lockdown
to arrest the spread of the coronavirus pan-
demic.

Calls from athletes and federations for a
delay in the Games, which is scheduled to run
from July 24 to Aug. 9, have intensified as the
flu-like virus has brought sport to a grinding
halt across the world.

Countries have sealed borders and en-
forced lockdowns to fight the pandemic,
which has killed around 13,000 people since
surfacing in China at the end of last year.

“As an athlete, I obviously want the
Olympics to happen but it should not hap-
pen,” local media quoted India’s veteran table
tennis player Sharath Kamal as telling Press
Trust of India.

“The epicentre of the virus will keep
changing, first it was China, now it is Italy and
Iran too is badly affected in Asia. I don’t see
the scenario being safe for the Olympics to
start on time.

“Everyone is talking about social distanc-
ing but it is one thing which won’t be possible
at the Olympics. Thousands of athletes would
be staying in the same village.” The Interna-
tional Olympic Committee (IOC) and Tokyo
2020 organisers insist the July 24-Aug. 9
event will go ahead as planned despite the
massive spread of the virus.

The Sport and Rights Alliance and the
World Players Association have urged organ-
isers to review their plans of going ahead
with the Games and ensure regular dialogue
with the athletes. The Indian Olympic Asso-
ciation admitted the athletes’ preparations for
Tokyo have been severely impacted but
hoped it would prove to be a temporary blip.

“Coronavirus has already been controlled
in China, where it was massive, and we are
confident things will come under control in
the next two months,” IOA secretary general
Rajeev Mehta told Reuters by phone.

“We are expecting the IOC to organise the
Olympics during its scheduled dates. We will
go by what the IOC decides. If the IOC says
the Olympics will go on, we will have to par-
ticipate.” Former doubles number one in
women’s tennis, Sania Mirza, said she would
abide by the IOC’s decision on the fate of the
Games.

Multiple tennis doubles Grand Slam win-
ner Mahesh Bhupathi, however, feels delaying
the Olympics was the only option in the pres-
ent scenario. “Olympics is all about having
the best of the best competing for the highest
prize in sport and in today’s scenario where
the world is locked down and the training fa-
cilities are all shut, that cannot be a reality,”
the 45-year-old said in a message.

“So in my opinion pushing it to next sum-
mer is the only solution, while it’s not ideal for
all parties, it’s probably the only logical solu-
tion in the current scenario.” — Reuters
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Athletes lashed out at IOC advice to continue training
PARIS: Pressure mounted on Olympic organisers to
postpone the 2020 Tokyo Games on Saturday after
the powerful US track and field federation urged for
this summer’s event to be pushed back due to the
coronavirus pandemic.

USA Track and Field became the latest influential
sporting body to ask for the Games to be called off
after its head Max Siegel “respectfully requested” in
a letter that the US Olympic and Paralympic Commit-
tee (USOPC) “advocate ... for
the postponement of the 2020
Olympic Games in Tokyo”.

USOPC had said it was too
soon to axe the July 24-August
9 Games, much like Interna-
tional Olympic Committee
(IOC) head Thomas Bach, who
said that it would be “prema-
ture” to make such a big deci-
sion. “The right and responsible
thing to do is to prioritise everyone’s health and
safety and appropriately recognise the toll this diffi-
cult situation has, and continues to take, on our ath-
letes and their Olympic Games preparations,” wrote
Siegel. USATF joined a growing chorus of calls from
sports organisations to push back the Olympics a day
after the country’s swimming federation asked
USOPC to back a postponement until 2021.

“We urge the USOPC, as a leader within the
Olympic Movement, to use its voice and speak up for
the athletes,” USA Swimming CEO Tim Hinchey said
in a letter. That request for a delay was echoed on
Saturday by France’s swimming federation which said
that the Games could not be organised properly in
the “current context”.

The Norwegian Olympic Committee (NOC)
quickly followed, saying that it had sent a letter to the
IOC on Friday motivated in part by a Norwegian gov-
ernment ban on organised sports activities which had
created “a very challenging time for the sports move-
ment in Norway”. “Our clear recommendation is that
the Olympic Games in Tokyo shall not take place be-
fore the COVID-19 situation is under firm control on
a global scale,” the NOC said in the letter.

The new chairman of the
United Kingdom’s athletics
governing body also ques-
tioned the need to hold the
Olympics this summer given the
uncertainty surrounding the
spread of COVID-19, which has
killed nearly 11,500 people
worldwide. “To leave it where it
is is creating so much pressure
in the system. It now has to be

addressed,” head of UK Athletics Nic Coward told the
BBC. However, on Friday, Bach defended the IOC’s re-
fusal to cancel the Olympics by saying that the Games
were further away than other shelved events, such as
football’s European Championship which was due to
start in mid-June and was moved to 2021.

“We are four-and-a-half months away from the
Games,” Bach told the New York Times. “For us,
(postponement) would not be responsible now.” Ath-
letes lashed out at IOC advice to continue training “as
best they can”, with Olympic pole vault champion
Katerina Stefanidi accusing the body of “putting us
in danger”.

“The IOC wants us to keep risking our health, our
family’s health and public health to train every day?”

asked a perplexed Stefanidi. World champion fencer
Race Imboden of the United States said on Twitter
that he was “worried” about the prospect of the
Olympics going ahead.

“We keep being told the Olympic Games are hap-
pening. Starting to realise it’s more important to have

the games go on than the athletes be prepared or
mentally healthy.” But USOPC chairwoman Susanne
Lyons insisted on Friday that organisers had time on
their side. “We don’t have to make a decision. Our
games are not next week, or two weeks from now.
They’re four months from now,” Lyons said. — AFP

TONO: People wearing face masks wash their hands as they queue to see the Tokyo 2020 Olympic flame on display
outside the railway station in Tono, Iwate prefecture yesterday. — AFP
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MONTREAL: The World Anti-Doping Agency
(WADA) issued new guidelines to facilitate contin-
ued testing amid the constraints of the coronavirus
pandemic. Noting that the spread of COVID-19 had
evolved into “an even greater health and societal
emergency” since its March 6 communique, WADA
urged Anti-Doping Organizations (ADOs) to act in
accordance with restrictions placed by local health
authorities “to ensure proper protection of athletes
and doping control personnel, while protecting the
integrity of doping control programs, particularly in
the lead-up to the 2020 Tokyo Olympic and Para-
lympic Games.”

WADA’s latest guidelines advise anti-doping or-
ganizations to make sure that sample collectors are
free from any symptoms of illness. Collectors should
also ask athletes if they have any symptoms or if
they or anyone at the collection site are in the
groups thought to be at heightened risk from
COVID-19.

If test collection personnel are found to have
contracted the virus, athletes they tested should be
informed and vice versa, WADA said. Protective
wear such as masks should be used and work sur-
faces disinfected, and if local conditions limit what
testing can occur then ADOs should “consider fo-
cusing their testing program on targeted athletes
from high risk sports and disciplines,” WADA said.

In locations where testing programs can’t con-
tinue, WADA said, it and other anti-doping organi-
zations and sports federations will work together
“once the situation begins to return to normal” to
identify gaps in testing “particularly as it relates to

the Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic Games.”
WADA said anti-doping organizations should

continue to obtain information on whereabouts of
athletes normally gathered to facilitate out-of-com-
petition testing. Athletes are still responsible for ob-
taining therapeutic use exemptions and “should be
reminded that they can still be tested at any place,
any time,” WADA said.

With some WADA accredited laboratories al-
ready closed and others likely to follow suit, WADA
said testing organizations should contact the Mon-
treal-based organization for information on what
labs might be able to receive samples.

“While there are no plans to change existing re-
quirements under the World Anti-Doping Program,
WADA fully acknowledges the complexities of this
unprecedented situation and will ensure its compli-
ance monitoring program provides a level of flexi-
bility and understanding based on the
circumstances,” WADA said. — AFP
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LONDON: Worcester Warriors lock Michael Fa-
tialofa is back walking unaided just weeks after he
suffered a serious spine injury in what his wife de-
scribed on Saturday as a “miracle”. The 27-year-old
New Zealander underwent spinal surgery in late Jan-
uary after being left paralysed from the neck down
following his side’s Premiership rugby union match
with Saracens early that month.

The operation took place after he was diagnosed
with a spinal contusion, a serious condition which
causes compression on the spine. “You’re witnessing
a miracle that even medical professionals can’t ex-
plain,” wrote Fatialofa’s wife Tatiana with a video of
him walking on Instagram.

“They are so shook by his progress given his crit-
ical level of injury. “He was literally paralysed from the
neck down just 10 weeks ago and currently spinal
cord injuries do not have a clinical cure.”

However, the coronavirus outbreak will place re-
strictions on her being able to visit him as the British
government has recommended social distancing and
ordered pubs, restaurants and other places where the
public congregate to close.

“We’ve been advised by the hospital that visiting
probably will be reduced to only one hour soon and
while I understand completely it’s still so hard on the
heart,” she said. Fatialofa — who was a pivotal mem-
ber of the Hurricanes side that won the 2016 Super
Rugby title — has been affected in another way by
the coronavirus as Worcester’s home game against
Harlequins on April 11 was due to act as a fundraiser,
but it will not go ahead with the Premiership currently

suspended until April 14.
Meanwhile,  New Zealand Rugby’s broadcast

partner is hoping the domestic competition being
planned to replace the suspended Super Rugby
championship includes an international element at
some stage.

The 25th season of Super Rugby was put on hold
indefinitely after last weekend’s seventh round be-
cause of the coronavirus pandemic when the New
Zealand government enforced 14-day self-isolation
for anyone entering the country.

With the mainly southern hemisphere provincial
competition featuring teams from five countries on
three continents, a shutdown was inevitable and
there are fears the season may be cancelled. As well
as denying the teams and unions money through
ticket sales, the shutdown is also proving costly for
subscription TV channels who rely on sport for
their content. “We are obviously seeing some peo-
ple who no longer wish to subscribe to the sports
channels,” Martin Stewart, the chief executive of
Sky TV New Zealand told Radio Sport this week-
end. “I’m hoping that the Super Rugby teams will
be back in action shortly in New Zealand. We’re
very excited about that. We’ve been working
closely with New Zealand Rugby.

“There are a couple of alternatives that will de-
pend on how things develop in terms of travel bans
etc. as to whether or not there is an overseas element
towards the end or whether it remains purely a New
Zealand-based competition.

“But either way, we’re hopeful that ... we’ll be able
to see some great action between all of the Super
teams in New Zealand.” Australia have already an-
nounced that their four Super Rugby teams along
with Western Force, the Perth-based team that was
cut from the competition at the end of the 2017 sea-
son, will also play a domestic competition.

South Africa may run a domestic competition fea-
turing 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,
South Africa Rugby said on Wednesday.

The unions are not just keen to keep their players
fit but to ensure they maintain the income from their
broadcast deals, which is vital to the game in the
southern hemisphere.

“We are a vital cog in the, currently you’d have to
say, fragile sports ecosystem in New Zealand,” Stew-
art said. “Obviously the funding that we’re able to
provide through the subscriptions that New Zealan-
ders pay for the service is an extremely vital part of
the funding system.” — Agencies
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LONDON: Six-time Formula One champion Lewis
Hamilton says he is self-isolating but will not get
tested for coronavirus as others need attention more
than him. The 35-year-old Briton said he decided to
self-isolate because he had been at the same function
in London that actor Idris Elba and Canadian Prime
Minister Pierre Trudeau’s wife Sophie Gregoire-
Trudeau attended earlier this month.

Elba and Gregoire-Trudeau subsequently both
tested positive for COVID-19. “I want to let you know
that I am doing well,” Hamilton said in a statement.
“There has been speculation about my health, after I
was at an event where two people later tested posi-
tive for coronavirus.

“I have zero symptoms and it has now been 17
days since I saw Sophie and Idris. I have been in
touch with Idris and happy to hear he is OK. “I did
speak to my doctor and double checked if I needed
to take a test but the truth is, there is a limited amount
of tests available and there are people who need it
more than I do, especially when I wasn’t showing any
symptoms at all.”

Hamilton has been in isolation since last Friday. The
start of the Formula One season has been wiped away
by the pandemic with races in Australia, Bahrain, Viet-

nam, China, Netherlands and Spain shelved and the
iconic Riviera showpiece in Monaco cancelled.

A season which should have started in Melbourne
on March 14 will now not start until Azerbaijan on
June 7 at the earliest. Formula One’s British-based
teams are also hoping to contribute away from the
track.

They are working on a plan to manufacture med-
ical equipment needed to fight the coronavirus which
up to Friday night had claimed 177 victims in the
United Kingdom with the numbers infected set to top
4,000.

The British government and health authorities
need more ventilators in intensive care units to deal
with respiratory problems caused by the illness. For-
mula One teams have engineering capabilities that
could speed up the production of the units. —AFP
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