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MADRID: “I’m just doing my bit,” says Iragartze Fer-
nandez, the part-time referee turned full-time nurse
who has swapped the whistle for a face-mask in the
hope of helping Spain combat the deadly coronavirus.
The 26-year-old, who officiates matches in La Liga
Iberdrola, the top tier of the women’s game, and Se-
gunda B, the third tier of the men’s, has been practis-
ing as a nurse for five years at the Rekalde Health
Centre in Bilbao.

But as the relentless spread
of the virus has stretched
Spain’s hospitals to breaking
point, Iragartze Fernandez has
made her medical role full-time
to help manage the rush of pa-
tients. “When someone arrives
with a cough and a fever, my job
is to analyse their symptoms,
while wearing full protective
equipment,” she told AFP.

“The risk of us transmitting the disease is high be-
cause we are constantly living next to it. That’s a very
stressful experience because you’re always fighting
against something you can’t see. You’re always play-
ing at a disadvantage.”

Spain now has the second most deaths of any
country in the world, behind only Italy, with more than
4,000 lives taken by the pandemic, according to the
latest figures on Thursday. 

Football has stepped forward, as coaches, players
and fans have raised millions to boost the effort while
clubs have offered up their first-class facilities in a
bid to ease the strain.

Yet Iragartze Fernandez is among the few from the
sport to take her place on the fight’s frontline.

“I’m not Superwoman or anything like that,” Ira-
gartze Fernandez says. “I’m just doing my bit, like
everyone else.”

Spain is now 11 days into official lockdown, with
another two weeks at least to come, after the state of
alarm was extended earlier this week.

With people concerned, frightened and frustrated,
Iragartze Fernandez says her encounters in hospital
can turn ugly, something she admits she is accus-

tomed to from her work on the
football field. 

“Maybe in football, we talk
about it more,” she says. “But
as a nurse, I have to take a lot
of abuse as well from people
who maybe don’t want to
queue or who want to be ex-
amined first because they think
their situation is more serious
than the person next to them.”

Yet Spain has shown solidarity too since the popula-
tion went into collective confinement. Every night at
8pm, residents all over the country step out onto their
balconies and applaud to salute the work of those in
the health industry, like Iragartze Fernandez. “All that
applause every night, it’s incredible,” she says. “I’ve
been working in the same medical centre for two
years and to be honest, no one has ever said thank
you until now. It’s really heart-warming to see our
work is being recognised.”

Spanish football has been suspended until further
notice and she misses not only the game but the dis-
traction from a job that is now all-encompassing. 

“Playing sports is usually my escape. At work, we
live with the coronavirus, we rub shoulders with it. I

come home, I turn on the TV and now we only talk
about that,” she said. 

“The only thing to really disconnect is sport. It
helps me forget everything.” 

Iragartze Fernandez is not the only one, with Judit
Romano, an assistant referee in Segunda, the second
tier of men’s football, now working as an anesthesi-
ologist in the resuscitation department of Oviedo’s
Central University Hospital of Asturias.  

Elena Pelaez, a referee in La Liga Iberdrola, is
working as a midwife at the Rio Carrion Hospital in
Palencia. But despite their strenuous timetables, Ira-

gartze Fernandez said the Spanish Football Federation
are keen to ensure they all stay as sharp as possible.  

“They send us videos and tests with decisions to
make,” she said. “We also have physical exams to
pass, with suggestions according to the equipment
we have at home, like if we don’t have elastic bands
or exercise bikes. We adapt.”

And she is looking forward to blowing the whistle
to start her first game back. “When I think about foot-
ball in the little free time I have left, I miss it,” she said.
“I miss matches, I miss the competition and of course
most of all, refereeing. I miss all of it.” —AFP
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Clubs offer first-class facilities to ease the strain

BILBAO: A combo of handout pictures made on March 23, 2020 shows Spanish nurse and semiprofessional
football referee Iragartze Fernandez officiating a match (L), at a hospital desk (C) and at a hospital in
Bilbao during the COVID-19 coronavirus outbreak. — AFP

LAS VEGAS: If the NBA regular season re-
sumes, it is almost “100 percent” the games will
be played without fans present, ESPN’s Brian
Windhorst reported Friday. Windhorst said the
NBA very likely will mimic the plan being used
in China for a potential end to the current hiatus,
which began March 12.

In China, ground zero for the coronavirus in
recent months, the plan for professional basket-
ball to resume includes keeping players in a cen-
tralized, isolated location or shared hotel to limit
the chance they come in contact with any in-
fected person.

Ideas being floated include playing all the
games at a neutral site, such as Las Vegas, the
Bahamas or even a college campus in the Mid-
west where the outbreak, to this point, has been
mild, according to the report. The idea would be
to refit a casino or grand ballroom of a resort into
made-for-TV events.

—ESPN broadcaster Doris Burke tested pos-
itive for COVID-19, but she said she is now
symptom-free.

Burke shared the information on “The Woj
Pod” with ESPN.com’s Adrian Wojnarowski.
Burke said it took eight days for her test results
to come back.

She began feeling symptoms associated with
the coronavirus on March 11. Burke was broad-
casting a game in Dallas that night when news
broke that the Utah Jazz’s Rudy Gobert tested
positive for the coronavirus, which triggered a
suspension of the NBA season that kicked in
after the Mavericks beat the visiting Denver
Nuggets 113-97.

- Utah Jazz players and staff have been
cleared of the coronavirus, the team said. “The
Utah Department of Health has determined that
all Jazz players and staff, regardless of prior test-
ing status, no longer pose a risk of infection to
others,” the team said in a statement.

The NBA suspended play after Gobert tested
positive for COVID-19 on March 11. His team-
mate, fellow All-Star Donovan Mitchell, also
tested positive for the coronavirus.

- Point guard Killian Hayes, who is playing for
Ratiopharm Ulm in Germany, is entering the
2020 NBA Draft.

Hayes, No. 10 in ESPN’s NBA prospect rank-
ings, told the network via email he submitted pa-
perwork to the league and will be part of the
draft, whenever it might take place.

Measured at 6-foot-5, Hayes is a pass-first
guard and is also known as a stellar defender.
The 18-year-old son of former Penn State player
Deron Hayes, Killian Hayes was born in Florida
and raised in France, for whom he played on the
U17 FIBA team last year.

- USA Basketball is weighing alternative ros-
ter options in the event of a potential conflict be-
tween the delayed Tokyo Olympics and the NBA
season.

If the postponed Games are moved from a
July 2020 start to March or April of 2021, NBA
players would not be eligible to participate. The
NBA regular season typically ends in mid-April,
when the playoffs begin. There is no set timetable
for the Olympics after the International Olympic
Committee announced this week the games
would not start as scheduled on July 24 due to
the coronavirus pandemic.—Reuters

Play likely 
to resume 
without fansLONDON: England’s Premier League, Professional

Footballers’ Association and Football League are
steadying themselves for some “difficult decisions”
amid the coronavirus outbreak as they try to see if
there is a way of restarting the season.

The three organisations all met on Friday to exam-
ine the financial impact of suspending the season,
with Britain as a whole in a state of lockdown. “The
Premier League, EFL and PFA met today and dis-
cussed the growing seriousness of the COVID-19
pandemic,” they said in a joint statement.

“It was stressed that the thoughts of all three or-
ganisations continue to be with everyone affected
by the virus. “The Premier League, EFL and PFA
agreed that difficult decisions will have to be taken
in order to mitigate the economic impact of the cur-
rent suspension of professional football in England
and agreed to work together to arrive at shared so-
lutions.”

Some clubs have asked players to defer up to half
their wages, while players at Championship leaders
Leeds, pushing for promotion to the lucrative Premier
League, have volunteered for a wage deferral. The
governing bodies are set for more talks next week as
they try to draw up a unified plan.

Last week saw the projected restart of the season
pushed  back until April 30, and that date has not
moved. “The leagues will not recommence until April
30 at the earliest. They will only do so when it is safe
and conditions allow,” added the statement.

“Further meetings will take place next week with
a view to formulating a joint plan to deal with the dif-
ficult circumstances facing the leagues, their clubs,
players, staff and fans.”

Meanwhile a spokesperson for the Football Asso-
ciation insisted they had no regrets about their an-
nouncement earlier this week that saw a host of lower
division leagues declared null and void because of the
coronavirus outbreak. 

“The decision taken to end the 2019/20 season
across Steps 3-7 of the National League System, the
women’s football pyramid and the wider grassroots
game was made by committee representatives for the
respective leagues, and was supported by the FA
Board and the FA Women’s Board,” the spokesperson
said. “It will now go to the FA Council for ratification.
We fully support the decision they came to during
these challenging and unprecedented circumstances
for English football.” — AFP
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CORUNA: Journeyman footballer Toni Dovale put
his football boots to one side and slipped into a
pharmacist’s white coat in the front line struggle
against coronavirus in Spain. The 29-year-old phar-
macy graduate and former top-level sportsman had
been playing football for a Thai club, but was visiting
his family in Spain when the COVID-19 pandemic
took hold.

So he decided to pitch in his ‘grain of sand’ against
the virus using the studies which he had yet to put
into practice due to his passion for football. “I really
was packing my bags to go back when things got
complicated,” Dovale told AFP.

Travel restrictions trapped Dovale in his native La
Coruna in the Atlantic coast region of Galicia, where
he started his football career with nearby Celta Vigo.

Although Dovale also completed his university
studies in pharmacy four years ago, he had never ac-
tually worked in the field. Now with the world of sport
in limbo the footballer realised the time was ripe to
use his studies to help his homeland.

“I was playing in Asia then; pharmacy is different
there and I was never in Spain long enough to work,”
he says. “With football stopped and travel banned I
said to myself ‘get some practical experience and do
your bit’.”

The coronavirus is ravaging Spain with a death toll
of over 4,800 and some 64,000 registered cases of
infection. There is hope of course with around 10,000

people already cured of the virus in Spain.
“We’re in a really frightening situation. Those of

us working with the public are afraid, and the peo-
ple who come to us for advice are afraid too,” says
Dovale, who is working in a pharmacy run by his
family.

He has gloves but no mask, and does not appear
ready to lose his smile any time soon. “We all know
we are exposed, that this is a pandemic and a com-
plicated situation,” he says. “But we all know too that

our behaviour in complicated situations defines who
we are, and for me I need to put fears for my own
safety to one side and help in any way that I can.

“There are shortages of many things and we are
struggling to get enough of the simple things like
thermometers, paracetamol, gloves and hand gels.”
Dovale has played football for Spanish top flight clubs
Leganes and Rayo Vallecano, Sporting Kansas City
in the United States and also Bengaluru in the Indian
Super League before moving to Thailand.—AFP
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CORUNA: Thai football league’s Navy FC player Toni Dovale poses with a ball at his family’s pharmacy
where he is working at the moment in Coruna, northwestern Spain. Football globetrotter Toni Dovale has
changed his cleats and the ball for the white coat in a pharmacy to contribute his bit in the fight against
the novel coronavirus pandemic that is ravaging Spain and the world. — AFP

LOS ANGELES: With the NHL season on an indef-
inite hold due to the coronavirus pandemic, players
have plenty of time to ponder the potential return
of the sport. With it looking increasingly likely that
a full 82-game regular season won’t be completed,
attention is turning to how the playoffs might look.

In a Friday conference call involving players from
four Pacific Division teams, several potential playoff
formats were floated. At the moment, teams have
played between 68 and 71 games, calling into ques-
tion whether total points could be used as the de-
ciding criteria or if the percentage of points
amassed should be utilized.

Calgary Flames defenseman Mark Giordano
suggested an even more dramatic departure. “I’ve
thought a lot about this,” he said. “In a perfect

world, you want to play a full regular season and
whoever gets in, gets in. But I don’t think realisti-
cally we’re going to have that time.

“You can’t eliminate teams that are in on points
percentage. I think you go 12 (playoff teams in each
conference). More teams get in this year. Maybe a
couple byes at the top, and play it out.”

Vancouver Canucks center Bo Horvat said of his
playoff preference, “Either go by points percentage
or play some more regular-season games. “Obvi-
ously, to make it completely fair, you’d want to play
more regular-season games and have more games
to get in. But if we’re going to start playoffs right
away, definitely by percentage, that would put (the
Canucks) in. But it’s tough to make that call.”

Regardless of the playoff format, Edmonton Oil-
ers center Connor McDavid said he does not want
action to resume with the start of the postseason.
“We want a fair season, and a fair season is a full
season,” McDavid said. “If we can go do that, that’s
what we would obviously prefer. I don’t think we
can just step into playoffs and Game 1, Calgary

come to Edmonton and guys are just running
around killing each other and we haven’t played a
game in two months. It would end up the Stockton
Heat against the Bakersfield Condors, if that’s the
case.

“We want to keep guys healthy, and we want to
make sure that everyone is up and ready for playoff
hockey. ... If we can get back to playing, I think it
could be some of the best playoffs we’ve ever seen.”
Arizona Coyotes defenseman Oliver Ekman-Lars-
son also favors a resumption of the regular season.

“I think it’s fair to start where we left off here,”
Ekman-Larsson said. “It would be good for the play-
offs, too, to get those games going again. It would
benefit all of us.” The current Pacific Division stand-
ings have the Vegas Golden Knights in first place
with 86 points in 71 games played (.606 point per-
centage), followed by the Oilers (83, 71, .585), the
Flames (79, 70, .564), the Canucks (78, 69, .565), the
Coyotes (74, 70, .529), the Anaheim Ducks (67, 71,
.472), the Los Angeles Kings (64, 70, .457) and the
San Jose Sharks (63, 70, .450).—Reuters
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