
News in brief

Berkane reach CAF Cup final

JOHANNESBURG: Captain Mohamed Aziz con-
verted two spot-kicks to give Renaissance
Berkane a 2-1 victory over Hassania Agadir
Monday after an al l-Moroccan CAF
Confederation Cup semi-final in Rabat. Berkane,
who are based in the citrus-producing northeast
of the kingdom, also reached the final last year
before losing on penalties to Zamalek of Egypt.
Midfielder Aziz put the ‘Orange Boys’ ahead on
20 minutes and defender Imad Kimaoui leveled
for the ‘Gazelles’ 10 minutes later. The match-
winning goal came on 61 minutes as Aziz once
again beat goalkeeper Abderrahmane el Houassli
from the penalty spot. Berkane will play Pyramids
of Egypt or Horoya of Guinea, who meet Tuesday
in Casablanca, in the final this Sunday. Pyramids
have been playing an average of two matches a
week since August when the Egyptian Premier
League resumed after a lengthy coronavirus-
induced shutdown.    —AFP 

Hero World Challenge cancelled 

ALBANY: This year’s Hero World Challenge in
the Bahamas has been cancelled due to travel
restrict ions amid the COVID-19 pandemic,
organizers said on Monday. The event, hosted by
Tiger Woods, was scheduled to take place at
Albany, Bahamas from Dec 3-6 and slated to
bring together 18 of the top golfers in the world.
Prize money won by the players is not included in
money rankings on any of the global professional
tours but the event offers world ranking points.
“This decision was made with the health and
well-being of all tournament constituents and the
Albany community in mind.” the organizers said.
“We look forward to hosting 18 of the top players
in the world and welcoming tournament guests to
Albany, Bahamas next year.”  —Reuters

MLS’ initiatives to fight racism 

NEW YORK: A series of initiatives to fight
racism, advocate social justice and increase Black
representation in soccer in the United States and
Canada was launched by Major League Soccer
(MLS) on Monday. The new programs include the
creation of a diversity committee consisting MLS
club owners, head coaches, former players and
Black employees from the league office who will
work towards diversity, inclusion and opportuni-
ty. It also includes a civic engagement initiative
aimed at addressing social issues among margin-
alized communities, a soccer upward mobility
initiative to boost participation of under-repre-
sented groups and a grassroots community
plan. “Major League Soccer is committed to
utilizing our wide-ranging platforms to create
meaningful programs to address racism and
social injustice in society and in the sport of
soccer,” said MLS Commissioner Don Garber in
a statement.  —Reuters

COVID: Gaviria out of Giro 

UDINE: Colombian sprinter Fernando Gaviria has
tested positive for Covid-19 at the Giro d’Italia
and has withdrawn from the race, his UAE
Emirates team announced yesterday. “Gaviria
went straight into isolation after the test result.
He feels fine and is completely asymptomatic,”
reported his team. Gaviria was tested for coron-
avirus along with the rest of the peloton on
Monday’s second rest day. UAE Emirates were
keen to stress that his was the only positive case
amongst the team. “All the other riders and staff
members returned negative tests and will have
other tests today.” Gaviria has tested positive
before, in February’s UAE Tour. Cycling’s govern-
ing body the UCI revealed another positive test
from Monday’s batch of 492, an AG2R La
Mondiale employee. Gaviria pulled out before
yesterday’s 16th stage placed 126th out of 138 in
the general classification, almost three and a half
hours behind leader Joao Almeida.- —AFP
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SHANGHAI: ESports has bucked a grim trend to stage
a world championship in Shanghai, even as numerous
international sports tournaments across the globe are
wiped out by the coronavirus. And while events that are
taking place often do so behind closed doors, the
October 31 finals of the League of Legends worlds will
be in front of more than 6,300 spectators. League of
Legends is a massively popular multiplayer online battle
arena game and the world title is one of the biggest
prizes in professional gaming.

There were 3.2 million applications for tickets for the
championship decider at the end of this month at the
new Pudong Football Stadium - the arena’s maiden
event. It can hold more than 30,000 but the attendance
is limited to ensure social distancing. Organizers antici-
pate that more than 100 million unique viewers online
will watch the finals, which come after many sports
competitions have been cancelled or postponed in
virus-hit 2020, including the Tokyo Olympics. The tour-
nament has a minimum prize pool of $2.225 million but
the final figure is likely to be far higher. In 2018 it even-
tually totaled nearly $7 million.

‘Toughest situation’ 
The staging of the championship is partly a reflection

of how China, where coronavirus emerged late last year,
has successfully got to grips with the deadly disease.
“Firstly the (coronavirus) situation in China is contained
and safe,” said Wensen Zeng, China eSports development
lead at Riot Games, the developer of League of Legends.
“Secondly, you have to get the teams’ support. All the
participants were willing to come,” he added, asked how
they put a world championship on in the middle of a pan-
demic. It is now at the semi-final stage, but the tourna-
ment started out last month with 22 teams from all over
the world.

Getting 400-500 people into China was a huge
logistical challenge. There were visas to be arranged
and coronavirus tests to be taken before arrival, while
international air travel remains badly disrupted. Two

teams, both from Vietnam, failed to make it. “It is indeed
the toughest situation we’ve ever encountered,” said
Zeng, crediting Chinese authorities for helping to get
the tournament on in the most trying of circumstances.
The championship takes place despite China saying in
July that it would not hold most international sports
events for the rest of the year, with Formula One and
major tennis and golf tournaments all cancelled in
Shanghai.

Regular testing
Original plans for a more expansive worlds in

China this year were torn up late on because of the

virus, said Toby Zhang of Shanghai-based TJ Sports,
which is  helping to run the tournament. “At the
beginning we wanted to really establish a big-scale
worlds event in China, so we would play a multiple-
city roadshow and have different stages taking place
in different cities,” said Zhang. “But we made a deci-
sion to pivot and host everything in Shanghai only in
June or July.”  After arr iving in Shanghai , which
aspires to be a global eSports capital, players and
staff had to quarantine for two weeks, in line with all
people landing in China from overseas. Organizers
laid on equipment so players could spend the time
practicing, said Zhang. —AFP

Virtual swords drawn as eSports 
worlds in China defy coronavirus
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Canoeist, Vavrinec Hradilek seen in Wanaka, New Zealand. —Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

Organizers anticipate over 100 million unique viewers online 

Three teams standing:
Rugby Championship 
like no other
SYDNEY: The coronavirus-hit Rugby Championship
starts in Sydney on October 31, but without world
champions and current title holders South Africa. Here
is what’s been going on and how the tournament is
shaping up:

What is it? 
The Rugby Championship is the southern hemi-

sphere’s premier tournament, ordinarily contested annu-
ally by Argentina, Australia, New Zealand, and South
Africa. Owned and managed by SANZAAR - a joint ven-
ture between the four participating unions - it used to be
known as the Tri-Nations until Argentina were admitted
in 2012. New Zealand’s All Blacks won the inaugural event
in 1996 and have dominated since, claiming another 15
titles. Australia and South Africa have four apiece while
Argentina have yet to get off the mark.

Pandemic problems 
It was supposed to start in August, with Tests in each

nation, until the pandemic forced a postponement. Given
travel restrictions and quarantine requirements, SAN-
ZAAR decided to hold it in one country for the first time.
New Zealand were the early favorites to be hosts, but
arch-rival Australia ultimately got the nod after agreeing
that teams could train together in large groups while in
mandatory 14-day isolation. 

Initially 12 matches over six double-header weekends
were scheduled until the All Blacks complained they
wouldn’t be able to complete quarantine requirements
and be home for Christmas. SANZAAR relented and
shifted one of their games to an earlier slot, stretching the
tournament to seven weeks. Then the Springboks, who
have been under harsher Covid-19 restrictions, dropped a
bombshell last week by pulling out, citing a lack of prepa-
ration and match practice. 

How will it work? 
With only three teams now in contention, the number of

matches has been slashed from 12 to six, played on consecu-
tive Saturdays between October 31-December 5, with each
side facing the other twice. One game will be in Brisbane,
three in Sydney and two in Newcastle, a coastal town two
hours’ drive north of Sydney. Otherwise, the rules are
unchanged, with four points for a win and two for a draw. A
bonus point can be earned if a team scores three tries or more
than their opponent or if a team loses by seven points or less.

Bledisloe Cup 
The Rugby Championship might not start until October 5,

but the Wallabies and All Blacks have already seen action con-
testing the annual Bledisloe Cup, played since 1931 and consid-
ered one of the greatest rivalries in sport. Named after former
New Zealand governor-general Lord Bledisloe, who donated
the huge silver trophy, the series can be anything between two
to four matches, depending on whether it falls in a World Cup
year or not. They are playing four games this year and two are
already over - a tense 16-16 draw in Wellington this month fol-
lowed by a 27-7 win for the All Blacks in Auckland.  The final
two Bledisloe Cup Tests, on October 31 and November 7, will
also count towards the Rugby Championship. 

Underdogs Argentina 
With South Africa on the sidelines, the door is wide open

for New Zealand or Australia to claim another title, with the
Argentines considered long-shot underdogs. Both are bat-
tle-hardened after bruising Bledisloe Cup games which fol-
lowed high quality domestic Super Rugby seasons. In con-
trast, the Pumas haven’t played a Test since the World Cup
in Japan last year.

Coach Mario Ledesma has admitted Argentina will be
rusty, but they have a roster of quality players and some
have been honing their skills in Europe, including winger
Juan Imhoff who scored a try for Racing 92 in their
Champions Cup final defeat to Exeter last weekend. The
core of the squad has been undergoing 14 days of quaran-
tine in Australia after a camp in Uruguay, but have at least
been able to train together. And they have been boosted by
Ledesma recruiting ex-Wallabies coach Michael Cheika as a
consultant. —AFP

This file photo taken shows Team Europe and Chinese team FPX (left) competing in the ‘League of
Legends’ videogame world championship final at the AccorHotels Arena in Paris. ESports has bucked a
grim trend to stage a world championship in Shanghai, even as numerous international sports tourna-
ments across the globe are wiped out by the COVID-19 coronavirus. —AFP

Woods returns, Mickelson 
marches on, back-to-back 
Cups: Golf talking points
HONG KONG: The build-up to next month’s US Masters is
in full swing, while men and women are teaming up for a
match play feast. Here are AFP Sport’s golf talking points
this week:

Tiger eyes 83 
The PGA Tour’s displaced Asian swing pitches up in

California this week with the Zozo Championship at
Sherwood Country Club where Tiger Woods will defend his
title memorably secured a year ago, when he equaled the
all-time record of 82 PGA Tour wins. The 15-time major
champion triumphed at the first PGA Tour event to be held
in Japan to tie Sam Snead’s mark, and Woods is on a happy
hunting ground as he goes for the outright record. 

Woods hosted his World Challenge tournament at the
Sherwood layout, Thousand Oaks, from 2000 to 2013, win-
ning five times. The 44-year-old American hasn’t won this
year and has looked out of sorts since golf resumed post-
lockdown. But a year ago he arrived in Japan having not
played since August following arthroscopic knee surgery
and blew away the elite 78-player field, leading from gun to
tape in a marathon event that saw a Monday finish because
of weather delays. Claiming the record of 83 wins at
Sherwood could tee up Woods nicely for his rescheduled
US Masters defense in November, where he will be going
for a sixth green jacket and a 16th major.

Phil’s untouchable 
Phil Mickelson heads to California to start his own

Masters build-up at the Zozo Championship having com-
pleted a second dominant win in two starts on the seniors
tour. Mickelson is a rookie on the PGA Tour Champions cir-
cuit this year but is now two-for-two after beating another
left-hander and former major champion, Mike Weir, by
three strokes to win the Dominion Energy Charity Classic
on Sunday. He may be 50 now, but Mickelson is averaging

well over 310 yards off the tee - not quite in the Bryson
DeChambeau class but up there with many of the PGA
Tour’s best - which has many thinking he could become the
oldest ever major champion at Augusta.

Meanwhile the busy “Lefty” announced his latest charity
challenge will see him team up with NBA legend Charles
Barkley in made-for-TV match against two-time NBA MVP
and accomplished golfer Steph Curry and five-time NFL
MVP-winning quarterback Peyton Manning. “The Match:
Champions for Change” will take place on Friday,
November 27. 

Proceeds from the event will help promote diversity and
inclusion, through donations to historically Black colleges
and universities.  Mickelson said he was looking forward to
pairing with Barkley, despite his notoriously poor golf swing.
“While we may need a handicap for Chuck,” said Mickelson.
“I’m looking forward to playing with Peyton and Stephen
and to help raise money for another important cause.”  

Ryder and Solheim come together
Fans are in for a feast of match play golf between the

best of the US and the cream of Europe after it was
announced Monday that the Solheim Cup and Ryder Cup
will be played back-to-back for the first time in 2023. Spain
will host the women’s Solheim Cup US v Europe match for
the first time at Finca Cortesin on Spain’s Costa del Sol
from September 22-24, 2023, and the Marco Simone Golf
and Country Club is the venue for Italy’s debut as a Ryder
Cup host a week later. 

Normally the women’s and men’s showdowns take place
in alternate years.  But when the 2020 Ryder Cup was post-
poned until 2021 by the coronavirus pandemic, the knock-
on effect was that Italy would host in 2023 giving officials
the chance to coordinate dates to generate heightened
interest. “The fact it is also a first for both hosting nations
simply adds to the anticipation,” said Keith Pelley, European
Tour chief executive. “And if we can recreate the excitement
generated at Le Golf National in 2018 and at Gleneagles in
2019, the whole world of golf will be in for a truly fabulous
fortnight.” The next Solheim Cup is scheduled for
September 4-6, 2021, at the Inverness Club in Ohio. The
delayed Ryder Cup at Whistling Straits will be held
September 25-27, 2021. —AFP


