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LOS ANGELES: Milwaukee star Giannis
Antetokounmpo shook off foul trouble to score 13
of his 22 points in the second half Monday as the
Bucks pulled away for a 121-99 NBA victory over
the Magic in Orlando. Antetokounmpo, the two-
time defending NBA Most Valuable Player, showed
no sign of the back spasms that forced him out of
the Bucks win over Cleveland on Saturday, adding
six rebounds, four assists and two blocked shots.

Khris Middleton scored 20 points and grabbed
10 rebounds and Bobby Portis chipped in 20 points
off the bench as the Bucks notched their fifth win in
six games. Orlando’s Nikola Vucevic led all scorers
with 28 points and 13 rebounds, but it wasn’t
enough in the first meeting between the teams since
Milwaukee ousted Orlando in the first round of the
Eastern Conference playoffs in August.

Orlando forward Aaron Gordon threw down a
dunk over Antetokounmpo early in the fourth to pull
the Magic within 88-86. Antetokounmpo responded
with a three-pointer and assisted on Portis’s shot
from beyond the arc as the Bucks rebuilt their lead.

After Gordon’s dunk, the Bucks scored 22 of the
next 24 points as they put the game out of reach.
“He’s growing in all ways and it was just two huge
plays, because the momentum could’ve swung on
the dunk,” Bucks coach Mike Budenholzer said of
Antetokounmpo’s late-game effort.

It was a tight finish in Portland, where CJ
McCollum scored 30 points, including the game-
winning pull-up jumper with 9.9 seconds remaining
to give the host Trail Blazers a 112-111 victory over
the Toronto Raptors. Toronto’s Pascal Siakam
missed a floater in the closing seconds and the
Blazers escaped with a victory after trailing by as
many as 17 points. The Blazers posted their third
straight win, despite losing center Jusuf Nurkic to a

left quadriceps contusion in the first quarter.
In Charlotte, Gordon Hayward scored 28 of his

game-high 34 points in the first quarter to fuel the
Hornets’ 109-88 victory over the New York Knicks.
The Hornets notched their fourth straight victory —
longer than any streak they put together last season.

The Washington Wizards notched their first
home win of the season, downing the Phoenix
Suns 128-107. With star guard Russell Westbrook
absent with a quadriceps injury, Bradley Beal led
the Wizards with 34 points, eight rebounds and
nine assists.

Coronavirus questions
Beal, who had totaled 101 points in his previous

two games, was back in action after missing
Saturday’s contest against Miami because of the
league’s coronavirus health and safety protocols.
But the ongoing pandemic was having an effect on
the young season, with Monday’s game between the
Dallas Mavericks and New Orleans Pelicans post-
poned, along with a scheduled Tuesday clash
between the Boston Celtics and Chicago Bulls.

The latest postponements will make for three
straight days of lost games, after Miami’s matchup
with the Celtics in Boston on Sunday was called off
because the Heat were unable to field a minimum
eight players due to COVID-19 issues. Some of the
enforced absences were due to positive or incon-
clusive COVID-19 tests, and others to the league’s
stringent contact tracing and isolation of possibly
exposed players.

The Philadelphia 76ers, among the teams feeling
the pinch with five players sidelined by coronavirus
protocols, endured a third straight defeat, 112-94 to
the Hawks in Atlanta. Hawks point guard Trae Young
led all scorers with 26 points and Atlanta took a 32-

point lead into the fourth quarter.
Philadelphia center Joel Embiid, back after miss-

ing one game with a tight back, scored 14 points
with 11 rebounds but played less than four minutes
in the third quarter and sat out the fourth. Sixers
coach Doc Rivers was still irked that his team had to
take the court on Saturday with just seven fit play-

ers between COVID protocols and late injuries.
“We had enough guys tonight, but the other night,

we were not happy with the way that went down,”
Rivers said, although he acknowledged that “No one
is going to feel sorry for us. We’ve been in a tough
spot with COVID. I have a sneaking feeling a lot of
teams are going to have this problem.” —AFP

COVID-19 postpones matches for third straight day

NBA MVP Antetokounmpo propels Bucks past
Magic, Wizards beat short-handed Sixers

PORTLAND: Fred VanVleet #23 of the Toronto Raptors drives to the basket during the game against
the Portland Trail Blazers on Monday at the Moda Center Arena in Portland, Oregon. —AFP

Smith leads Alabama
to coveted collegiate
football crown
MIAMI: Heisman trophy winner DeVonta Smith
scored three touchdowns as the University of
Alabama capped an undefeated season with a
52-24 victory over Ohio State in the US college
football’s championship game.

Najee Harris also scored three TDs as 13-0
Alabama notched their sixth national title under
coach Nick Saban, who now has a record seven
overall. “This is a team that was always together,”
Saban said of how his players responded to the
difficulties of the pandemic-disrupted season.

“Everybody bought into the principles and
values of the organization and program,” Saban
said. “And they just did a great job. They played
together. They supported each other. This is a
great team.” Smith, the first wide receiver since
1991 to win the Heisman as the top college play-
er in the country, didn’t disappoint.

He had 12 catches for 215 yards in the first
two quarters, when his 18 points were one more
than the Buckeyes’ 17, and he out-gained Ohio
State 215-190 yards. He was unstoppable until
injuring a finger on his right hand early in the
third quarter, departing first to the sideline and
then to the locker room only to return in the
fourth quarter to watch from the sidelines.

“I’ll be all right,” said Smith, a likely top-five
pick in the next NFL draft. His 12 catches were a
record since the current College Football Playoff
system was instituted seven years ago. His 215
yards were six shy of tying the record for most
receiving yards in a full game.

He helped give Alabama a 35-17 halftime lead,
which was 45-24 after three quarters. Once
Smith had left, Harris — who finished fifth in the
Heisman Trophy voting — picked up he Smith
left off. Alabama quarterback Mac Jones, who
was third in the Heisman voting, finished with
464 pass ing yards  and f ive  touchdowns.
“Unbelievable,” Smith said. “We just finished
wri t ing our  s tory.”  Saban, who coached
Louisiana State to the title in 2003, notched his

sixth championship with Alabama and his third
of the playoff era. He had entered the contest
tied with legendary Alabama coach Bear Bryant
for most titles of any college coach.

“I’m just happy that we won tonight,” he said.
“I really haven’t thought about that (record)
because you’re always looking forward. “And I
just love this team so much,” Saban added.
“What they’ve been able to do, I can’t even put
it into words.” —AFP

COVID-19 forces
divisional shakeup,
shrinks NHL season
WASHINGTON: A National Hockey League
season disrupted by COVID-19 even before the
first puck drops will start today with defending
champion Tampa Bay among the Stanley Cup
contenders. The campaign has been shortened
from 82 games per club to 56 and scheduled to
run until May 8 in home arenas with playoffs to
follow into July, bringing hope of returning to a
normal October start for the 2021-22 season.

Teams have been realigned due to US-Canada
border travel restrictions with all seven Canadian
clubs in their own division and new eight-team
breakdowns in three US-only divisions. The
Dallas Stars have already had their first four
games postponed, two at Florida and two at
Tampa Bay in a rematch of last year’s Stanley
Cup Final, after six players and two staff mem-
bers tested positive last week for COVID-19.

And without spectators in the stands for most
clubs over most of the season due to the deadly
virus, the league stands to lose more than $1 bil-
lion, NHL commissioner Gary Bettman said
Monday. “We’re coming back to play this season
because we think it’s important for the game,”
Bettman said. “It would be cheaper for us to shut
the doors and not play.”

Bettman said revenue from spectators
accounts for half of all NHL income. “Everybody
is going to lose a lot of money to do this,”
Bettman said. Only Dallas, Florida and Arizona
plan to have a limited number of spectators for
games among the NHL’s 31 teams.

There has been an off-season break similar to
normal since the Tampa Bay Lightning captured
the Stanley Cup on September 28, beating
Dallas four games to two in the best-of-seven
NHL Final  inside a COVID-19 bubble at
Edmonton.

It ended four days shy of a year from the
2019-20 season opener, concluding a campaign
halted March 12 by the pandemic with an
expanded playoffs in August and September in
quarantine bubbles at Toronto and Edmonton
that saw no COVID-19 positive tests.

Regular season and pre-season NHL contests
in Europe, outdoor contests in Minnesota and
North Carolina and the NHL All-Star Game in
Florida were all wiped out due to COVID-19
issues. But Vegas will face Colorado and Boston
will meet Philadelphia outdoors at Lake Tahoe in
February.

The Lightning have the most wins, playoff
wins and goals scored in the NHL over the past
six seasons and figure to challenge for the Cup
again with Steven Stamkos healthy after missing
most of  Tampa Bay’s playoff  run, Andrei
Vasi levskiy sol id at goaltender and Victor
Hedman anchoring a strong defensive unit. The
divisional shakeup makes Dallas a division rival
instead of a foe from the opposite conference,
with Carolina and Nashville also likely to chal-
lenge among Central rivals.

Ovechkin sparks Caps 
Washington’s Alex Ovechkin, whose 48 goals

shared the NHL lead last season with Boston’s
David Pastrnak, has topped the league in goals
for seven of the past eight seasons and hopes
the Capitals can repeat the Stanley Cup title run
of 2018 under new coach Peter Laviolette.

The Capitals also boast the NHL’s oldest and
tallest player (6-foot-9, 2.06m) in 43-year-old

defenseman Zdeno Chara and the NHL’s top
assist producing backliner in John Carlson, who
set-up 60 goals last season while scoring 15.
Boston, which led the NHL with 44 wins last
season, should be a factor as well with Pastrnak
and a fast, physical lineup.

Colorado, powered by 35-goal scorer Nathan
MacKinnon, will be a favorite in the West along
with the Vegas Golden Knights, who lost to
Washington in the 2018 final in their inaugural
season and reached the Western Conference
final last year before falling to Dallas.

Hockey-mad Canada wil l  enjoy a season
unlike any other with its seven teams together
playing only each other. The Edmonton Oilers
should be a force behind stars Connor McDavid
and Leon Draisaitl while the Toronto Maple
Leafs, sparked by 47-goal  scorer Auston
Matthews, figure to contend for Canadian brag-
ging rights as well. —AFP

MIAMI GARDENS: DeVonta Smith #6 of the Alabama Crimson Tide reacts following the College
Football Playoff National Championship game win over the Ohio State Buckeyes at Hard Rock
Stadium on Monday in Miami Gardens, Florida. —AFP

WASHINGTON: In this file photo taken on October 16,
2019 a detailed view of the NHL logo on the back of
the goal netting before the game between the
Washington Capitals and the Toronto Maple Leafs at
Capital One Arena in Washington, DC. —AFP

Australia, China F1
postponed as COVID
hits 2021 calendar
MELBOURNE: Formula One’s Australian Grand Prix was
postponed to November and China’s race was put on
hold indefinitely as the coronavirus forced a 2021 calen-
dar rejig yesterday. The Australian race, usually the sea-
son-opener, was delayed from March to November, but
no new date was set for the Chinese Grand Prix, normal-
ly held in April.

The announcement means a second season of coron-
avirus disruption for Formula One, which was delayed
and truncated into 17 races in ‘bubble’ conditions last
year. The record, 23-race 2021 season will now begin in
Bahrain on March 28, a week later than the originally
scheduled start in Melbourne.

“The global pandemic has not yet allowed life to
return to normal, but we showed in 2020 that we can
race safely as the first international sport to return,” F1
president Stefano Domenicali said in a statement. Many
of Formula One’s teams are based in England where cas-
es are surging, spurred by a more infectious new variant,
further complicating matters.

Domenicali said talks were still underway about the
Chinese Grand Prix. An F1 statement said the Shanghai
race would be held “later in the season if possible”, citing
travel restrictions. —AFP

Man Utd to face
Liverpool in FA
Cup 4th round
LONDON: Manchester United will face
Liverpool in the blockbuster tie of the FA Cup
fourth round, while League Two Cheltenham host
Manchester City. Liverpool and United will clash
for two consecutive weekends with the top two
also facing off in the Premier League on Sunday.

National League North side Chorley’s reward
for their victory over a depleted Derby was a
home tie with Premier League Wolves. Chorley
manager Jamie Vermiglio told BBC Sport: “That’s
what we really wanted, Premier League opposi-
tion, great. And there’s a bit of history because in
1986, Chorley played against Wolves at home and
beat them 3-0, so we just need to do that again.”

Should Chorley pull off another upset, they
could face holders Arsenal in the fifth round.
League Two Crawley, who thrashed Leeds 3-0 in
the third round, travel to Bournemouth. The
fourth round ties will be played across the week-
end of January 22 to 25 with the fifth round tak-
ing place between February 9 to 11.

In Premier League news, Tottenham Hotspur’s
match against coronavirus-ravaged Aston Villa
has been postponed with Jose Mourinho’s men
instead set to face Fulham in a rearranged fixture
today. Fulham’s match against Spurs on
December 30 was itself postponed because of a
COVID-19 outbreak among Scott Parker’s squad.

“Following Aston Villa’s request to rearrange
the fixture, and due to the number of players and
staff who have either tested positive for COVID-
19 or have been placed in isolation by the club,
the Premier League had no other option than to
reschedule the match,” the Premier League said
in a statement on Monday. “As a result of this
rescheduling, Spurs will now play their home
match against Fulham in its place, on Wednesday
13 January at 20:15 GMT.” —AFP


