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LONDON: Despite the early spring chill, English
cricketers would normally be turning their thoughts
to outdoor practice. Instead, they face a prolonged
period in limbo. The impact of the coronavirus means
there will be no sound of leather on willow and no
hardy supporters wrapped up in woollies braving the
bitter early-season conditions.

Last week the England and Wales Cricket Board
(ECB) announced that no professional cricket would
be played before May 28 at the earliest. The tradi-
tional County Championship,
comprising four-day first-class
matches, has long had to co-
exist with a range of other lim-
ited-overs, or white-ball,
formats. And this season the
plan was to throw the Hundred
into the mix, with a cast of
high-profile overseas stars in-
cluding Australia Test captain
Steve Smith. ECB chiefs were
hoping the Hundred — a 100 balls-per-side tourna-
ment featuring eight new franchises, all with men’s
and women’s teams — would attract a new audience.

Former England captain Nasser Hussain has sug-
gested the Championship, much less lucrative for the
counties than the Twenty20 Blast, could be scrapped
in an unprecedented peacetime move in response to
the shortened season.

“One thing the ECB will have to do is prioritise the
financial decisions in all this — Test match cricket,
white-ball cricket,” he told Sky Sports. “Maybe the
purist will just have to suck it up this summer with the
County Championship. These are the decisions the
ECB will have to make with their stakeholders and

their partners.” The first-class Championship is the
proving ground for the five-day Test format but is
often played in front of sparse crowds. Income from
white-ball cricket, plus broadcast and commercial
revenues from international matches helps keep the
18 first-class counties afloat.

The immediate focus is on options for cricket in
June including the three-Test series against West In-
dies, the Twenty20 Blast and the England Women’s
schedule against India. Pakistan are also due to play

three Tests later in the English
summer and Australia have
been booked in for several lim-
ited-overs matches.

The ECB is modelling a se-
ries of options to start the sea-
son in June, July or August as it
scrabbles for a solution to a
shortened summer. “Alongside
our partners in the game, we
continue to plan against a

number of scenarios for the cricket season,” an ECB
spokeswoman told AFP. “It is difficult for us to be sure
of what outcomes the game might be expected to
deal with. 

“These could include the possibility of playing
matches behind closed doors, or potentially postpon-
ing or cancelling further elements of the season.”

Durham chief executive Tim Bostock said if the
season were reduced to just two months, it would be
better to launch the Hundred next year. “It’s pretty
clear international cricket comes first then after that
it’s the (Twenty20) Blast and the Hundred. That’s
where the revenue is,” Bostock told Talksport radio
afte talks between the counties and the ECB.

“Tom Harrison (ECB chief executive) has been re-
ally pragmatic. I certainly get the impression if we get
a two-month season the pragmatic view would be
what’s the point of launching this competition now?
Let’s launch it properly next year. I think we’re all on
the same page.”

Reigning county champions Essex have suggested

regional games between neighbouring teams as a
way of keeping first-class cricket going if the usual
two-division format has to be abandoned. “Specta-
tors and members would love that and it would also
give us some four-day cricket to support England’s
Test series in a very tight schedule,” Essex chief ex-
ecutive Derek Bowden told Sky Sports. —AFP
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KOLKATA: File photo shows South African cricket players and team officials stand in a queue as they wait
for their turn to be scanned amid concerns over the spread of the COVID-19 at a hotel in Kolkata on March
16, 2020. India called off its two remaining one-day cricket internationals against a visiting South Africa
side amid mounting anxiety in India over the coronavirus pandemic.— AFP

HONG KONG: When two Spanish footballers took
to the controls of “FIFA 20” after the coronavirus
pandemic saw their La Liga match cancelled, a sta-
dium-sized virtual audience watched online.

The huge digital crowd last week is part of a
spectacular boom for the digital gaming industry, as
record numbers flock to online servers for distrac-
tion, entertainment and friendship with the “real
world” seemingly falling apart.

Real Betis striker Borja Iglesias kicked the win-
ning goal using his own digital likeness in the 6-5
battle against Sevilla, which was broadcast on pop-
ular video game streaming platform Twitch.

It took place at the same time the original derby
had been scheduled, before Spain’s premier tourna-
ment was postponed as part of containment meas-
ures that have also seen the country’s 46 million
people largely confined to their homes.

“We do all of this to entertain all of you, so that
you can be at home enjoying it, insofar as it is possi-
ble with this epidemic,” the host of the broadcast told
his audience of 60,000. Nearly every country
around the globe has reported cases of COVID-19
infection, with frantic efforts to contain the disease
prompting the near total shutdown of some of the
world’s biggest cities.  Online gaming has proved a
welcome diversion for many people chafing at move-
ment restrictions, the cancellation of countless public
events and a relentless onslaught of news about the
pandemic.

“It made me feel less depressed about being in a
small space for a long time,” said Yang An, who was
made to quarantine for two weeks in China after re-
turning to Shanghai from her hometown last month.
She told AFP that she passed the time by playing for
up to eight hours a day on her Nintendo Switch
handheld console.

Internet providers have scrambled to shore up
their networks in the face of surging demand. Gam-
ing traffic on Verizon’s network shot up an “unprece-
dented” 75 percent in the space of a week, the US
telco said recently.

Software companies have also rushed to accom-
modate a record number of users. Rockstar Games,
publisher of the Wild West-themed adventure title
“Red Dead Redemption”, promised players it would
keep its online servers running smoothly after it told
its global workforce to work from home.

The company also teased a roll-out of extra in-
game activities to keep housebound player glued to
their controllers. Online gaming communities could
“go some of the way to create the public space that’s
been lost” in the wake of the pandemic, said Christian
McCrea, a media studies lecturer specialising in
games at Australia’s RMIT University. He pointed to
Pokemon Go — a smartphone game that became a
worldwide phenomenon in 2016 when it lured mil-
lions of people onto the streets for a virtual monster
hunt — which was this month tweaked by its devel-
oper to make it easier for users to play at home.

McCrea said gaming habits were likely to see a
massive transformation in the months ahead, with the
prospect of further economic ructions and long
stretches of social isolation looming on the horizon.

“Overall the big impact will be younger kids at
home for months on end with parents out of work,”
he told AFP. “Games will be at the centre of a lot of
their spare time.”

Video games have long been blamed for a caus-
ing a suite of health issues, from repetitive strain in-
juries to eyesight problems. The World Health
Organization classified gaming addiction as an illness
in 2018, the same year China launched a crackdown
on the industry on concerns that youngsters were
spending too much time online.— AFP
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donated one million euros ($1.08 million) to help buy
medical supplies for the fight against the coronavirus
pandemic in his native Spain.

The former FC Barcelona boss gave the money to
the Medical College of Barcelona to buy “medical
equipment that is currently lacking in health centres
in Catalonia,” the body said in a statement.

His donation will also be used to produce ventila-
tors to treat patients and protective gear for health
care workers in Guardiola’s northeastern region of
Spain. Meanwhile Barcelona’s Hospital Clinic said it

had received a donation from FC Barcelona captain
Lionel Messi to help it fight the virus.

“Thank you Leo, for your support and commit-
ment,” the hospital added in a tweet. While the hos-
pital did not say how much money the player donated,
Catalan sports daily Mundo Deportivo said it was one
million euros.

With the pandemic spreading across the world,
Spain has been one of the worst-hit countries, log-
ging the third highest number of deaths with the latest
toll standing at 2,696, and the total number of infec-
tions nearing 40,000.

Meanwhile,  Cristiano Ronaldo and his agent Jorge
Mendes will donate three intensive care units to Por-
tuguese hospitals to help them cope with the coron-
avirus pandemic, local health officials said on
Tuesday. 

The Portuguese pair will donate to at least two in-
stitutions and will give “two intensive care units”, with
a “capacity of 10 beds each” to the University Hos-
pital Centre of Northern Lisbon (CHULN), a group

of hospitals in the country’s capital city, a spokesman
told AFP.  

CHULN currently has a capacity of 77 beds.
Mendes and Ronaldo will also donate a unit to the
Santo Antonio Hospital of the University Hospital
Center of Porto. “This is a very important investment
that includes more than a dozen respirators and other
necessary equipment,” Eurico Castro Alves, director
of the hospital’s surgery department, told newspaper
Jornal de Noticias, adding the unit would bear their
names.  “If necessary, Cristiano Ronaldo would like
to do the same in Madeira,” he added.  Juventus for-
ward Ronaldo has returned to his home island, which
has 11 confirmed cases of COVID-19 out of the 2,362
in Portugal. The country has recorded nore than 30
deaths. 

He was visiting his mother, who is recovering from
a stroke, when he was placed in confinement after
Juve team-mate Daniele Rugani tested positive.  The
local authorities said on 12 March Ronaldo showed
no symptoms. —AFP
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LOS ANGELES: US Swimmer Ryan Lochte’s
Olympic window may be closing, but the 35-year-
old says he’s ready to push on another year after the
2020 Tokyo Games were postponed because of the
coronavirus pandemic.

“I was a little pissed off because I’ve been training
my butt off and I’ve been feeling great,” the 12-time
Olympic medalist told the Los Angeles Times on
Tuesday. “This Olympics was going to be the most
important of my career because of everything that’s
happened in my past.

“But this whole thing is way bigger than me,”
Lochte added. “It’s way bigger than the Olympians,
it’s affecting the entire world right now.” Lochte won
the first of his six Olympic gold medals as a relay
swimmer in Athens. More gold followed in Beijing in
2008, London in 2012 and Rio de Janeiro in 2016. But
he was suspended from swimming for 10 months
after a scandal at Rio, when he was found to have
fabricated a story about a robbery during a drunken
late-night episode in the Olympic host city.

He received a further 14-month ban by the US
Anti-Doping Agency for taking a banned intravenous

infusion of vitamins in May of 2018 — returning last
year to launch his latest Olympic bid after undergo-
ing treatment for alcohol abuse and starting a family
with his wife, Kayla.

The couple have two children, son, Caiden and
daughter Liv. “There’s still so much more I want to
accomplish in this sport,” Lochte said. “I’m not going
to let this get in the way of it.” — AFP
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WASHINGTON: The Carolina Panthers confirmed their
parting with quarterback Cam Newton, releasing their
quarterback of nine years. “Cam has meant a lot to this
organization and the Carolinas,” general manager Marty
Hurney said in a statement. “Everyone saw his perform-
ances on the field. I had the privilege of seeing how hard
he worked off the field, and his commitment to this team
when no one was watching.

“He willed this team to victory on many occasions
and will always be considered one of the greatest play-
ers in the history of this franchise.” The kind words
come a week after Newton took the Panthers to task
after the team seemed to indicate he had sought to be
traded as the club finalized a deal for quarterback
Teddy Bridgewater.

“Stop with the word play!!” Newton, the 2015 NFL
Most Valuable Player, wrote on Instagram. “I never asked

for it!! There is no dodging this one. I love the Panthers
to death and will always love you guys!!

“Please do not try and play me, or manipulate the nar-
rative and act like I wanted this; you forced me into this!!”
As recently as January, Newton said he “absolutely” be-
lieved he would be in Carolina in the coming season. In
recent weeks the Panthers reportedly explored trade op-
tions with several teams, but no deal materialized for the
30-year-old Newton, who has dealt with a string of in-
juries. After two shoulder surgeries in less than two years,
he was sidelined much of 2019 with a left foot injury.

Newton, who had one year left on his contract and
was owed $21.1 million, was the top pick in the 2011 NFL
draft. He was the NFL’s Offensive Rookie of the Year that
season and in 2015 led the Panthers to a Super Bowl ap-
pearance in which they were beaten by the Denver Bron-
cos. Earlier, NFL commissioner Roger Goodell has
instructed clubs to close all team facilities, stepping up
league efforts to combat the spread of new coronavirus.

According to a memo sent to all league clubs and re-
ported on NFL.com, the shutdowns will continue to at
least April 8. Goodell told the teams the rules are meant
to “ensure that all clubs operate on a level playing field,
and that the NFL continues to conduct itself in a respon-
sible way at this time.”

All NFL clubs had already suspended normal business

operations and barred players from team facilities unless
they were there to receive medical treatment. Most if not
all clubs had a limited number of staff working in their
offices even as health authorities around the United
States recommended people stay at home in a bid to
slow the spread of the virus.

Now Goodell has told clubs that from yesterday night
the only personnel allowed at team facilities will be those
providing ongoing medical treatment to players, and
those required to maintain the security and operational
capabilities of the facilities.

Teams will still be free to conduct the signing of
players, long-distance evaluation of draft prospects,
ticket sales and other tasks preparing for the 2020 sea-
son. “The challenges we face are not unique — many
businesses and individuals throughout the country are
experiencing and addressing similar issues,” Goodell
said. “Please be assured that the NFL is well-posi-
tioned to meet these operational challenges as we pre-
pare to offer our fans and the country an outstanding
2020 NFL season.”

The annual NFL draft of new talent is still scheduled
to take place April 23-24, although the public events sur-
rounding the selection process that had been planned in
Las Vegas have been cancelled. The 2020 NFL season is
due to begin on September 10. —AFP
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