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TOKYO: Tokyo Olympics organizers yesterday said
they won’t decide how many spectators — if any —
can attend the Games until June, as coronavirus
surges raise fresh uncertainty. They also announced
athletes will have daily coronavirus tests, increased
from an initial plan for tests every four days, as they
firm up virus rules in a bid to build support for the
postponed 2020 Games.

With less than three months until the opening
ceremony, parts of the country including Tokyo are
under a state of emergency following several spikes
in infections. Overseas fans have already been
barred and organizers had intended to set a domes-
tic attendance limit this month.

But that has now been put back and a decision
could come just a month before the opening cere-
mony on July 23. “As we look into the evolving situa-
tion with the domestic infections status involving
new strains, we have agreed that a decision regard-
ing spectator capacity at the Olympic and
Paralympic venues will be made in June,” Olympic
officials said after top-level talks yesterday.

More details are expected soon on other virus
rules for athletes as organizers update their “play-
books” for the Games. But among those announced
after the meeting was the daily test requirement for
all athletes “and those in close proximity... to mini-
mize the risk of undetected positive cases”.

“We are ready with you to take all the necessary
measures to minimize the risks to make the Japanese
people feel safe,” International Olympic Committee
chief Thomas Bach said at the start of the talks. “Our
top priority is health and safety for everyone — not

only for the participants of the Olympic Games but,
first and foremost, also of our gracious hosts, the
Japanese people.”

‘People are anxious’
With the Games looming, Japan faces what some

experts have called a fourth wave of the virus. A new
state of emergency was imposed on Tokyo and three
other areas on April 25, and the government’s top
medical advisor warned Wednesday that discussions
should start soon on how the Games could be held if
infections remain high by the summer. “What’s very
important is the situation of the infections and how
overwhelmed the medical system is,” Shigeru Omi
told parliament in response to a question from an
opposition lawmaker.

“I think it is time to discuss the Olympics,” he
added, while stopping short of calling for either a
postponement or cancellation. Polls show most
Japanese oppose holding the Games this summer,
backing either another delay or scrapping the event
altogether. But Olympic officials insist it can be held
safely, with Tokyo 2020 chief Seiko Hashimoto last
week saying that organizers are “not thinking about
cancellation”. “There are so many people who are
looking forward to the Games,” she said yesterday.
“But, on the other hand, there are a lot of people
who are anxious. That’s the reality, and we need to
look at both sides.” Olympic chiefs took the
unprecedented decision to ban overseas fans in
March, in a bid to reduce virus risks. 

Domestic ticket sales have not yet resumed after
last year’s postponement. Organizers said around

4.48 million tickets had been sold in Japan, and near-
ly a million for the Paralympics. Tickets purchased by
overseas fans are being refunded, and organizers

have also said that anyone who bought tickets in
Japan is eligible for a refund if crowd numbers are
cut. —AFP

Tokyo 2020 organizers delay decision
on local spectators until June

TOKYO: International Olympic Committee (IOC) president Thomas Bach (on screen) speaks as
Tokyo 2020 Organizing Committee president Seiko Hashimoto listens during a five-party meeting
of the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

Nets book 
playoff berth 
with Raptors win
LOS ANGELES: Kevin Durant and
Kyrie Irving combined for 26 points as
the Brooklyn Nets became the first
Eastern Conference team to punch their
playoff ticket on Tuesday with a 116-103
victory over the Toronto Raptors.

The Nets overturned a six-point
deficit with just under 10 minutes
remaining in the final quarter to pull
away for a win which leaves them on
top of the conference with 42 wins
and 20 defeats. Durant finished with
10 rebounds, four assists and two
blocks while Irving ended with nine
points on a night when seven
Brooklyn players posted double-digit
points totals.

Jeff Green led the Brooklyn scoring
with 22 points while Blake Griffin
delivered another solid performance
with 17 points from 22 minutes on
court. Joe Harris had 16 points while
Landry Shamet had 14 off the bench.
Toronto’s Kyle Lowry led the scoring
for the 2019 NBA champions with 24
points while OG Anunoby had 21.

Nets coach Steve Nash saluted his
team’s character for securing a playoff
place despite injuries which have pre-
vented their big three of Durant,

James Harden and Irving from playing
together regularly this season. “We
have our eyes on bigger things but it’s
a nice first step to clinch a berth,”
Nash said. “For this group, facing all
we’ve faced to be in this position with
10 games left is very positive.”

Nash meanwhile singled out Griffin
for praise following his important 17-
point cameo. “Blake’s been great,”
Nash said. “His IQ, his toughness, his
physicality, his willingness to give up
his body and be physical. It’s a different
role for him than being asked to carry
or produce — he’s a complementary
player now and he’s accepted that with
joy and pride. He’s been great.”

In Charlotte, Giannis
Antetokounmpo scored 29 points and
grabbed 12 rebounds as the
Milwaukee Bucks solidified their hold
on third place in the Eastern
Conference with a 114-104 win over
the Hornets. Brook Lopez pocketed 22
points and Khris Middleton added 17
as the Bucks improved to 38-23 to
edge closer to the postseason.
Charlotte remain in contention for a
place in the play-in tournament
despite falling to 30-31 for the season.
Devonte Graham led the Hornets
scoring with 25 points while Miles
Bridges had 21.

Elsewhere Tuesday, Anfernee
Simons had 27 points as the Portland
Trail Blazers blew away the Indiana
Pacers in Indianapolis, dishing out a

133-112 beatdown at the Bankers Life
Fieldhouse arena. Simons went on a
blistering three-point blitz, making
nine out of 10 attempts from outside
the arc in his 24 minutes on court.

Damian Lillard added 23 while CJ
McCollum added 20 as Portland
moved to within striking distance of
an automatic playoff place. The
Blazers are now seventh in the West
on 33-28, just behind the sixth-placed
Dallas Mavericks.

The Mavericks meanwhile

improved to 34-27 with a brutal
133-103 pounding of the Golden
State Warriors in San Francisco.
Luka Doncic finished with 39 points,
six rebounds and eight assists as
Dallas showed no mercy to an out-
classed Dubs l ine-up. The Mavs
raced into a 36-12 first quarter lead
and kept their foot down, at one
stage stringing together a 28-0 run
and bui lding a 43-point  lead.
Stephen Curry led the Warriors
scorers with 27 points. —AFP

TAMPA: Kevin Durant #7 and Kyrie Irving #11 of the Brooklyn Nets talk dur-
ing the game against the Toronto Raptors on Tuesday at Amalie Arena in
Tampa, Florida. —AFP

Mayweather to
fight YouTube star
Logan Paul June 6
LOS ANGELES: Former world welter-
weight king Floyd Mayweather said
Tuesday he will face off against
YouTube personality Logan Paul in an
exhibition bout at Miami’s Hard Rock
Stadium on June 6. “Logan Paul and I
are going to fight at Hard Rock Stadium.
Mayweather Promotions, Fanmio and
Showtime will team up to give you an
epic event,” Mayweather wrote on
Instagram. 

A separate post from Mayweather
Promotions billed the contest as a
“historic crossover event” dubbed

“Bragging Rights.” The announcement
gave no further information about
specifics of the fight such as number
of rounds or what size gloves would
be used.

Paul, 26, first ventured into white-col-
lar boxing in a bout with British
YouTuber KSI in 2018 that reportedly
generated 1.3 million pay per view buys
worldwide, before a rematch in 2019 in
Los Angeles. The 44-year-old
Mayweather meanwhile has not fought
since beating mixed martial arts star
Conor McGregor by technical knockout
in a money-spinning cross-combat
superfight in Las Vegas in 2017.
Mayweather (50-0, 27 KOs) came out of
retirement for that contest after hanging
up his gloves two years earlier after an
unbeaten career spanning three
decades. —AFP Floyd Mayweather (left) and Logan Paul.

Lawrence heads
new quarterback
class at NFL draft
LOS ANGELES: College gridiron prodigy Trevor
Lawrence heads a new generation of quarterbacks
expected to dominate the top picks when the 2021
NFL Draft gets underway in Cleveland tonight. A
year after COVID-19 forced National Football
League chiefs to stage the 2020 Draft virtually, the
annual selection of top college talent returns to its
more familiar in-person format.

Three days of festivities will take place at loca-
tions across Cleveland, with draft picks announced
and introduced on a stage set against the backdrop
of Lake Erie. Tonight’s first round gets underway at
5:00 pm local time (21:00 GMT), where barring a
monumental surprise, the Jacksonville Jaguars will
recruit former Clemson quarterback Lawrence with
the top pick.

The 21-year-old is widely seen as one of the most
talented college quarterbacks to emerge in decades,
already being mentioned in the same breath as NFL
icons such as Peyton Manning and John Elway. At
6ft 6in (1.98m) and 220 pounds (100kg), the long-
haired Lawrence has physical presence allied to a
skill set that includes a powerful arm, rare deep-ball
accuracy and poise in the pocket.

Those attributes helped Lawrence lead Clemson
to a national championship during his freshman
season in 2018, the highpoint of a college career
that included 34 wins and only two defeats. The
prospect of the Jaguars landing Lawrence with the
No.1 pick was enough to persuade legendary col-
lege coach Urban Meyer to cut short his retirement
to enter the NFL with Jacksonville.

Meyer said Lawrence’s down-to-earth
demeanor had already made a strong impression,
noting that the young quarterback preferred to
watch the draft with a small group of friends and
family tonight, eschewing the glitz and glamour of
the Cleveland festivities.

‘Refreshing’ focus
“All he ever talks about is winning,” Meyer told

ESPN. “All he ever talks about is getting better.
“It’s not social media following — he’s not even
going to the NFL Draft. There’s not a whole lot
other in his life than his faith and his family. I’m
intrigued by that. I’ve talked to many of his players
on his team, obviously his coaches, but I always like
to ask players too. Especially at that position. And
you have to be a leader and you have to be
respected or quarterbacks will fail. And he checked
those boxes with big black check marks in his box-
es. He is respected by his teammates and just his
focus in his life is really refreshing.”

With the No.1 pick all but locked in, the most
intrigue in the draft surrounds the remaining top
selections. The New York Jets own the second
overall pick and are tipped to draft Brigham Young
University quarterback Zach Wilson to fill the
vacancy created by the departure of Sam Darnold
earlier this month.

The San Francisco 49ers meanwhile are also
expected to opt for a quarterback with the No.3
slot, a decision that has raised questions about the
future of Jimmy Garoppolo, who led the team to a
Super Bowl appearance in the 2019-2020 season.

Although head coach Kyle Shanahan reportedly
wants tonight’s draft pick to work as a back-up, he
declined to guarantee whether Garoppolo would
remain on the 49ers roster by the end of the week.
“I can’t guarantee that anybody in the world will be
alive Sunday, so I can’t guarantee you who will be
on our roster on Sunday,” Shanahan said. “So, that
goes for all of us.”

The 49ers coach refused to give any clue how-
ever as to which young quarterback the team were
most interested in, with Alabama’s Mac Jones,
North Dakota State’s Trey Lance and Ohio State’s
Justin Fields all in the running. “Do we know exact-
ly who we want?” Shanahan said. “Maybe.
Probably. But maybe not. I don’t feel like we need
to say that.” —AFP

All Blacks or greenbacks?
New Zealand Rugby mulls
controversial US investment
WELLINGTON: New Zealand Rugby is poised to
vote on the sale of a multi-million dollar stake in its
legendary All Blacks franchise to a US private equity
firm, opening a new front in the battle over big money
in sport.  New Zealand rugby’s governing body is
expected to approve the $280 million offer from
California-based Silver Lake investments at an annual
general meeting in Wellington today. But the proposal
faces a potential veto from players, some of whom
believe the soul of rugby’s most storied national team
is being sold.

The vote comes just a week after the European
Super League fiasco, when Europe’s top football clubs
shelved a US-backed breakaway competition within
days, after an outcry from fans and officials. The All
Blacks are a national obsession in New Zealand. Their
players are household names, and countless young-
sters dream of running out to perform the famed haka
pre-match challenge to opponents.

Over the decades the team has won worldwide
recognition for the attacking verve that has delivered
three World Cups and a win rate of almost 80 percent.

That success has made the team a valued asset,
attracting Silver Lake, which wants a 12.5 percent
stake in New Zealand Rugby’s commercial rights, and
the right to negotiate merchandise and broadcast deals
worldwide. The deal would value New Zealand
Rugby’s commercial assets at a whopping $2.2 billion.

New Zealand Rugby chief executive Mark
Robinson said the deal would be “transformational” for
rugby in New Zealand, and for club sides that are
perennially short of cash despite the All Blacks’ on-
field success. He said the game’s financial woes —
partly driven by rising player wages and the limited
broadcasting funds available in New Zealand — had
worsened during the pandemic.

“We believe the game needs to change and we have
a strong leadership role to play in providing opportu-
nities for that to happen,” he told reporters. But critics
point to the European Super League debacle as evi-
dence that mega-rich foreign owners often chase cash
and care little about a sport’s tradition and culture.

‘Sold their souls’
“Clubs have sold their souls and then had to do

complete backflip,” former NZR chief executive David
Moffett told Radio NZ. He said Silver Lake, which
boasts assets under management of $79 billion, was
not buying into New Zealand Rugby as a benefactor
and would want to squeeze all it could from the All
Blacks brand.

He said that may involve the team playing “mean-
ingless” exhibition matches in the United States to
generate income from large crowds without providing
a genuine sporting contest. “You will see the All Blacks
playing more games, and perhaps more meaningless
games, and that just devalues the greatest brand in
rugby,” he said.

All Blacks fans reacted angrily to a shirt sponsor-
ship deal with US insurance giant AIG in 2012, flooding
the team’s Facebook page with comments accusing
NZR of disrespecting a jersey that until then had been
largely commercial free.

But in contrast with the fury vented by football fans
recently, Kiwi rugby supporters have been largely
silent about the private equity proposal, seemingly
content to let the players’ union spearhead opposition
to the move.

Silver Lake, which started out as a technology
investment vehicle, has moved into sport recently, tak-
ing a 10 percent stake 18 months ago in City Football
Group, owners of English Premier League giants
Manchester City. City were among those willing to
participate in the short-lived move by 12 top clubs in
Europe to form the rebel Super League.

Documents released before the vote revealed $28
million of the Silver Lake money would be released to
New Zealand Rugby stakeholders and a proportion
would also be put into a long-term “legacy fund” to
ensure the game remained sustainable. —AFP


