
TOKYO: The US Olympic Committee yesterday
backed shot putter Raven Saunders after she made the
first protest on a medal podium at the Tokyo Games.
The 25-year-old African-American athlete crossed her
arms in an “X” gesture during Sunday’s medal ceremo-
ny at the Olympic Stadium after claiming silver. US
media outlets reported that Saunders, who is an out-
spoken supporter of LGBT rights, said her gesture was
made in solidarity with “oppressed people”.

After clinching a silver medal, she said that she
wanted to represent “people all around the world who
are fighting and don’t have the platform to speak up
for themselves”. The USOPC said it had decided the
protest did not violate its own regulations and that it
was in discussions with the IOC about the issue.

“The USOPC conducted its own review and deter-
mined that Raven Saunders’ peaceful expression in
support of racial and social justice that happened at
the conclusion of the ceremony was respectful of her
competitors and did not violate our rules related to
demonstration,” it said in a statement. The USOPC
softened its approach to athletes protesting on the
podium after a review of rules following nationwide
protests in the United States last year in the wake of
the killing of George Floyd.

Saunders’ protest is the first test of International

Olympic Committee rules which ban protests of any
kind on the medal podium at the Olympics. The IOC
tweaked its rules regarding athlete protests ahead of
the Games, saying that peaceful protests before com-
petition would be allowed. However the Olympics gov-
erning body has maintained a strict rule against
protesting on the medal podium.

Asked earlier yesterday about the protest, IOC
spokesman Mark Adams said the body was in touch
with the US Olympic Committee and World Athletics.
“We are, not surprisingly, looking into the matter and
we’ll now consider our next steps,” he added, declining
to be drawn further on possible consequences.

“I think we need to fully understand what’s going
on and then take a decision from there,” he added.
Updated IOC guidelines released last month say that
disciplinary consequences for protests will be “pro-
portionate to the level of disruption and the degree to
which the infraction is not compatible with Olympic
values”.

It said an extensive survey of athletes showed most
wanted to “protect the field of play”. Experts say the
IOC is unlikely to take a heavy-handed approach
against athletes for protesting in Tokyo, mindful of the
possible public relations backlash that would likely fol-
low any sanction. — AFP
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after first Olympic podium protest

TOKYO: New Zealand’s Laurel Hubbard competes in the
women’s +87kg weightlifting competition during the Tokyo
2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo International Forum in
Tokyo yesterday. — AFP

TOKYO: Second-placed USA’s Raven Saunders gestures on
the podium with her silver medal after completing the
women’s shot put event during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic
Games at the Olympic Stadium in Tokyo on Sunday. — AFP

Weightlifter Hubbard
becomes first trans
woman at Olympics
TOKYO: Pioneering weightlifter Laurel Hubbard
became the first openly transgender woman to com-
pete at the Olympic Games yesterday, but her Tokyo
dream was cut short when she crashed out of her final
early. Hubbard contested the +87kg category in a
groundbreaking move that Olympic chiefs says makes
the Games more inclusive but critics fear will under-
mine women’s sport.

After months of anticipation, the historic appear-
ance lasted less than an hour as all three of the 43-
year-old’s snatch attempts failed. She dropped her first
attempt at 120kg, increasing the weight to 125kg for
her second only for the judges to disqualify the effort.

Hubbard had one more chance at 125kg but could
not hold on, making a heart gesture to the spectator-
free arena before bowing out. World champion Li
Wenwen won the +87kg event, making it a golden dou-
ble for China after Wang Zhouyu triumphed in the 87kg.

Media-shy New Zealander Hubbard made a swift
exit from the arena after a brief statement to journalists,
thanking Japan for hosting the Olympics in difficult cir-
cumstances. She also expressed gratitude to the
International Olympic Committee and the International
Weightlifting Federation for supporting her campaign.
“Of course, I’m not totally unaware of the controversy
that surrounds my participation in these Games,” she
said. Hubbard was born male and competed as a man
before transitioning to female in her 30s, taking up the
sport again after meeting IOC guidelines on reduced
testosterone for transgender athletes. She has already
blazed a trail as the first transgender Commonwealth
Games athlete in 2018 and won silver at the 2017 world
championships. But her presence on sport’s biggest
stage in Tokyo has reignited debate about transgender
athletes in women’s sport, raising complex issues of
bioethics, human rights, science, fairness and identity.

‘Very important day’
Critics argue Hubbard has an unfair advantage over

female rivals due to physical attributes locked into her
body during her formative years as a male. Supporters
say her appearance is a victory for inclusion and trans
rights. She received enthusiastic applause from the
sprinkling of officials, athletes and volunteers at the
Tokyo International Forum, although not all at the are-
na were so supportive.

Rival lifter Anna Vanbellinghen of Belgium, who in
the lead-up to the Games labeled Hubbard’s partici-
pation “a bad joke”, said she remained concerned it
would result in less opportunities for female-born
athletes.

“Today, I think the Olympic spirit should prevail
and I wish her good luck, obviously, but I stand by
what I said previously,” Vanbellinghen told reporters at
the venue. “I do think that we need to have a reorder
of these rules. I have nothing against trans women’s
participation in sports, I just hope that we can come
up with rules that are a bit more equal and don’t give
such a big advantage to trans women.”

IWF spokesman Mike Cooper said Hubbard
becoming an Olympian was a milestone for the sport.
“This is a very important day for the IWF because the
eyes of the world are on this event,” he said. “There
are a lot of questions and we’re very happy to explain
how and why we came to develop the transgender
polices that have allowed Laurel Hubbard to compete
alongside other excellent women athletes tonight.”

The IOC allowed transgender participation for ath-
letes who had undergone gender reassignment in
2003, then dropped the requirement in 2015, instead
focusing on lower testosterone levels. It will release
new guidelines focusing on fairness, inclusion and
safety after the Tokyo Games, but Vanbellinghen
doubted they would settle the challenging issue. “Little
by little, if we can come up with something better, I
will be satisfied.” — AFP

‘Powerless and angry’:
Japan’s anti-Olympic
activists fight on
TOKYO: Kai Koyama was standing outside Tokyo’s
Olympic Stadium as fireworks burst overhead during
the opening ceremony but unlike many of those
around him he wasn’t cheering, but protesting. For
months, polls showed strong opposition to the Games
in Japan, which only grew as virus cases surged and
the country’s vaccine program got off to a sluggish
start.

But since the opening ceremony, sentiment seems
to have softened. More than half of the city’s residents
watched the opening extravaganza on TV and long
lines have formed by the Olympic Stadium as people
wait to have their photo taken with the Olympic rings.

Japanese athletes have won a record number of
gold medals and shops selling Games merchandise
have reported a surge in sales. None of that sways
Koyama and other long-time opponents of the Games,
who continue to stage demonstrations, even if they
tend to draw just a few dozen people. “Lives are more
important than medals!” chanted demonstrators out-
side Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga’s office in Tokyo
on one recent evening. Koyama was among them, urg-
ing Suga to cancel the Olympics and focus on Japan’s
latest surge in coronavirus cases, which has put Tokyo
and other regions in a state of emergency. “I’m so
angry,” the painter, in his 40s, told AFP. “We are in an
emergency situation... people are dying every day, but
the Olympic Games are still going on.”

Coronavirus threat
Tokyo 2020 is being held under strict anti-virus

rules, with spectators banned from most competition
venues. But Koyama argues that holding the event
sends the wrong message and encourages people to
flout restrictions and risk infection.

He was outside the Olympic Stadium on July 23
when the shouts of protesters using loudspeakers

could be heard in the nearly empty venue. “I felt
powerless and angry when I saw the fireworks at the
National Stadium that told us the Games had started,
despite opposition from 80 percent of the Japanese
public.”

Koyama has channeled his frustration into an art
exhibition called “Declaration for the end of the
Olympic Games”, bringing together works by artists
who oppose the event. Exhibits include the clay sculp-
ture “Ruins”, in which Olympic rings, an olive-leaf
wreath and a hand are covered by pale sand.

“There are athletes who perform with great skill,
and people who enjoy watching, and I think that’s a
wonderful thing. But I feel people take the threat of the
coronavirus too lightly,” artist Sachiko Kawamura told
AFP. Kawamura argues “the way money is spent (on
the Games) is wrong”. The government should be con-
centrating on dealing with the virus rather than spend-
ing on the Olympics, she said.

‘Forced to watch’
While the virus has driven some misgivings about

the Games, others in Japan opposed Tokyo’s host bid
from the early days, including 55-year-old painter
Takatoshi Sakuragawa. He struggled to understand
why the country was competing for the competition in
the International Olympic Committee vote in 2013
when it was still reeling from a 2011 tsunami that left
more than 18,000 people dead or missing and trig-
gered a nuclear disaster. “I wondered why they were
pouring energy into something like the Olympics even
after our worst-ever disaster,” Sakuragawa told AFP.

The Tokyo bid committee said the Olympics would
help rebuild the disaster-hit area through the “power
of sports”. But a poll in March among residents of
regions hardest hit by the 2011 disaster found 61 per-
cent disagreed that the Tokyo Games were helping
reconstruction, against 24 percent who agreed.

Only a handful of Olympic events are happening in
the affected area, many without spectators. Koyama
said he was shocked that Olympic organizers were will-
ing to ignore public opposition, calling them “anti-
democratic and dictatorial”. And Sakuragawa said he
was trying to avoid Games coverage even though he
enjoys watching sport. “But whichever TV channel I turn
on has them, so I’m kind of forced to watch.” — AFP

China edge out
Germany to win
first velodrome gold
SHIZUOKA: China clinched the first track cycling
gold medal of the Tokyo Olympics in the women’s team
sprint yesterday and set a new world record as
Germany took silver on a dramatic first day at the Izu
Velodrome. Australia’s Alexander Porter also suffered a
nasty crash during qualifying for the men’s team pur-
suit after his handlebars snapped off, while Germany
smashed a world record in the women’s event to
advance as favorites for gold today.

It meant some consolation for the German team,
who were edged out in the women’s team sprint final
by Chinese pair Bao Shanju and Zhong Tianshi. Bao
and Zhong had earlier broken China’s own world
record with a time of 31.804sec in the heats and they
were too quick in the final, their 31.895 just ahead of
Germany’s 31.980. The Russian Olympic Committee
beat the Netherlands to take bronze. “The time is
amazing,” said Zhong. “Going into the final we
thought ‘Don’t think too much, just do it. Don’t think
about the result’.”

China retain their Olympic crown after winning
gold in Rio and bronze in London. Germany’s Emma
Hinze and Lea Sophie Friedrich pushed them close but
fell short of the gold medal they won at the world
championships last year. “I feel very disappointed,”
said Hinze. “We wanted to win the gold but I am also
super proud with the silver and that we won another
medal. That’s pretty awesome.”

Hinze will be a contender for more medals in the
women’s individual sprint and keirin later in the week
while Germany will be favorites in the women’s team
pursuit today, after a superb opening showing. Their
quartet of Franziska Brausse, Lisa Brennauer, Lisa
Klein and Mieke Kroeger smashed the world record,
with their time of 4min 07.307sec almost three sec-
onds faster than the previous mark set by Great Britain
in 2016.

Britain, led by Laura Kenny, also beat their Rio
record with a time of 4:09.022 but Germany are the
frontrunners, for which their reward is a duel today
against Italy, who were fourth fastest with 4:11.666.
“We actually did think about getting that world-record
time,” said Kroeger. “We knew what we could do, we
knew our times and we just did it.”—AFP

Slovenian takes
climbing to new
heights in Tokyo
TOKYO: Slovenia’s Janja Garnbret loved clamber-
ing up trees, cupboards and even doors as a tear-
away tot - now she’s targeting gold as sport climb-
ing makes its Olympic debut today. The twice com-
bined world champion starts as the women’s
favorite in Tokyo, where 20 men and 20 women will
compete for the overall titles over three disciplines-
speed, lead and bouldering.

The 22-year-old Garnbret is almost unrivalled in
lead climbing, where athletes clip hooks along the face

of a 15-metre (50 feet) wall and try to climb as high as
they can. Her parents signed her up to a climbing gym
when they found her scaling anything she could as a
child. She entered her first competition aged eight.

Now she’s in Tokyo ready to compete for the
sport’s first Olympic gold, and she sounded a warn-
ing to her rivals after a training session. “I’ve been
training for this for two years so I have to feel confi-
dent in what I did,” she said. “I feel actually very
relaxed. I’m not even nervous because I think what
is done is done. I believe I did a good training, so
now I just have to transfer that from the training to
the competition to the walls.” Japan’s Akiyo
Noguchi, 32 is likely to be Garnbret’s biggest rival in
Tokyo, in her one and only shot at Olympic glory
before she retires. Leading the charge in the men’s
competition will be the Czech Republic’s Adam
Ondra, a superstar of the sport.

The 28-year-old has a record 11 world champi-

onship medals and has climbed three of the world’s
hardest four outdoor routes. But Japan’s Tomoa
Narasaki-the 2019 overall world champion-is
expected to push him all the way.

“For sure I feel nervous. There is lots of pressure,
but I would be a psychopath if I wasn’t nervous,” said
Ondra. “I think it’s going all right, it’s been good
acclimatization here in Tokyo. The venue and the
climbing walls are looking great, so definitely excited.”

Speed climbing is essentially a vertical sprint to
the top, while bouldering sees athletes clamber over
rocks and faces without a rope, trying to “solve” the
course with dramatic leaps and impressive feats of
strength. The four-day competition will showcase
the sport to a wider audience, with climbing includ-
ed at the Tokyo Games as one of four new sports.
“It’s a big step. It’s been a big dream for many years
and climbing deserves to be here as a sport,” said
Ondra. — AFP

IZU: China’s Bao Shanju and China’s Zhong Tianshi compete
in the women’s track cycling team sprint qualifying event
during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at Izu Velodrome in
Izu, Japan, yesterday. —  AFP 

TOKYO: This picture taken on July 26, 2021 shows anti-Olympic artist Kai Koyama talking during an interview with AFP at
an anti-Olympic art exhibition in Tokyo. — AFP


