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No delay to
Australian Open
despite COVID
MELBOURNE: Australian Open chief Craig
Tiley insisted yesterday the Grand Slam would
begin as scheduled next month, while admit-
ting it was “not a great situation” for the 47
players who have been confined to their hotel
rooms. The tournament was thrown into disar-
ray on Saturday when three people tested
positive to COVID-19 on two of the 17 charter
flights bringing players and their entourages
to Melbourne and Adelaide.

A fourth person, a member of a broadcast
team on one of the same flights, from Los
Angeles, tested positive yesterday. None were
players, although one was Sylvain Bruneau,
coach of Canada’s 2019 US Open winner
Bianca Andreescu. Another was also a coach,
although they were not identified.

Everyone on board was considered to be
close contacts and ordered not to leave their
hotel rooms for the 14-day mandatory quaran-
tine period. It means 47 players will not be
allowed out to train for five hours a day as
previously agreed in the build-up to the open-
ing Grand Slam of the year, which is due to
start on February 8.

The l ikes of Victoria Azarenka, Sloane
Stephens, Kei Nishikori and Angelique Kerber
are believed to among those affected, badly
impacting their preparations. “We always
knew there would be significant risk with this
pandemic, you can never tel l ,”  Ti ley told
Channel Nine television. “But the Australian
Open is going ahead and we will continue to
do the best we possibly can to ensure those
players that have what is not a great situation,
one that is somewhat acceptable.”

Organizers quashed rumors about a posi-
tive case on one of the two flights to Adelaide
carrying some of the game’s biggest names.
Whi le  most  players touched down in
Melbourne, superstars  including Novak
Djokovic, Rafael Nadal, Serena Williams and
Naomi Osaka instead flew into the South
Australian city.

Several players, including Sorana Cirstea and
Belinda Bencic, took to social media to complain
about not being able to train, with some claiming
they were not told about a hard lockdown if one
person tested positive. “If they would have told
us this rule before i would not play Australia,”
tweeted Romania’s Cirstea, and Kazakhstan’s
Yulia Putintseva agreed: “I would think twice
before coming here,” she said. —AFP

LOS ANGELES: Aaron Rodgers threw for two
touchdowns and rushed for another as the Green
Bay Packers moved to within one win of the Super
Bowl on Saturday with a 32-18 victory over the Los
Angeles Rams. Rodgers set up an NFC
Championship game against either Tom Brady’s
Tampa Bay Buccaneers or Drew Brees and the New
Orleans Saints as Green Bay subdued the Rams
defense at a frigid Lambeau Field.

Also advancing with a home triumph were the
Buffalo Bills as Taron Johnson intercepted a Lamar
Jackson pass and ran it back 101 yards for a touch-
down in a 17-3 victory over the Baltimore Ravens.

The Bills advanced to their first AFC Conference
championship game since 1993, where they will face
the winner of last night’s game between the
Cleveland Browns and the defending Super Bowl
champion Kansas City Chiefs.

It was a deserved victory for the Packers, who
dominated the divisional-round clash for long peri-
ods with a potent running and passing game before
holding off a second-half Rams rally. “This feels
really good right now,” said Rodgers, who finished
with 296 passing yards from 23-of-36 to stay on
course for a second Super Bowl appearance, 10
years after leading the Packers to his first Vince
Lombardi trophy.

The Packers were also buoyed by the presence
of fans at Lambeau for the first time this season due
to COVID-19, with a socially distanced crowd of
8,456 roaring them on. “We have really missed that
part of the experience,” Rodgers said. “So to run
out of the tunnel tonight was unbelievable.

“It’s hard to explain how much it means, having
that energy from the crowd. But being able to play
in front of them tonight was really special.” A third-
quarter touchdown from Rams running back Cam
Akers followed by a successful two-point conver-
sion had cut Green Bay’s lead to seven points at 25-
18 heading into the fourth quarter.

Knockout blow
But Rodgers delivered the knockout blow, hitting

receiver Allen Lazard for a 58-yard touchdown to
make it 32-18 and put the game out of reach. Green
Bay had dominated the first half, moving the chains
methodically and coming away with points on every
possession in the first two quarters.

Mason Crosby and Matt Gay exchanged early
field goals for a 3-3 tie after one quarter. Rodgers
tossed a one-yard pass to Davante Adams to put
Green Bay up 10-3 up and the Packers quarterback
then skipped into the end zone for a one-yard
touchdown to make it 16-3.

The Rams rallied as quarterback Jared Goff
upped the tempo before arrowing a four-yard pass
into Van Jefferson to make it 16-10. Rodgers, how-
ever, was not done. He made completions of 21 and
33 yards to set up another Crosby field goal for a
19-10 half-time lead.

Green Bay started the second half on the front
foot, with running back Aaron Jones rushing 60
yards to set up his own touchdown run for a 25-10
lead. With the Rams defense finally managing to
make a stop, Akers’ touchdown and clever two-
point conversion gave Los Angeles hope at 25-18.

But on their next possession, Green Bay’s
defense reasserted itself with a stop and Rodgers
made a long touchdown pass to Lazard. The
Packers will now host either Tampa Bay or New
Orleans — who play Sunday — at Lambeau Field
next weekend. 

At Buffalo, Johnson’s playoff record-long touch-
down play was a turning point in the first-ever
post-season matchup between the clubs. Bills star
Josh Allen won the battle between quarterbacks
taken in the 2018 NFL Draft. Both were coming off
the first playoff wins of their careers but while Allen
showed off his electric arm and powerful running
skills, Jackson struggled mightily and had to leave
the game at the end of the third quarter with a pos-

sible concussion.
On a cold and windy night, Allen threw for 206

yards and a touchdown. Stefon Diggs snagged a
touchdown pass and Jerry Hughes had two sacks
as the Bills’ defense harassed Jackson and pre-
vented the Baltimore offense from getting into
the end zone.

Allen said he doesn’t care how it looks as long as
the Bills walk off the field as winners. “Our defensive
game plan was unbelievable,” said Allen. “The guys

stepped up when their numbers were called. We got
the job done. You don’t get style points for winning
in the playoffs.”

Jackson was hurt on the final play of the third
quarter. Centre Patrick Makari snapped the ball
over his head and Jackson picked it up but was hit
as he attempted to get rid of it. He fell backward
and slammed his head on the turf. He finished his
night with 162 passing yards, 34 rushing yards and
an interception. —AFP

Green Bay face Brady’s Buccaneers or Brees’ Saints for NFC Championship

Rodgers-led Packers, gritty
Bills advance in NFL playoffs

GREEN BAY: Aaron Rodgers #12 of the Green Bay Packers runs for a 1-yard touchdown in the sec-
ond quarter against the Los Angeles Rams during the NFC Divisional Playoff game at Lambeau
Field on Saturday in Green Bay, Wisconsin. —AFP

Mount winner
buys Lampard
time at Chelsea
LONDON: Frank Lampard was
relieved to get Chelsea back to win-
ning ways as Mason Mount’s late strike
broke the resistance of 10-man Fulham
to earn a 1-0 victory in the West
London derby on Saturday. The Blues
were languishing down in 10th at kick-
off after a run of one win in six league
games left Lampard fighting for his job.

But the former England midfielder
was handed a gift by Antonee
Robinson’s reckless challenge just
before half-time that earned the
American a straight red card. Chelsea
still struggled to make the extra man
advantage count, but Mount’s precise
low finish 13 minutes from time moved
the visitors up to seventh and within
three points of the top four.

“We can’t think everything is solved
because we want more,” said Lampard.
“I keep saying we’re in a bit of a tran-
sition and progression. We know there
are new players and we’re still trying
to find solutions but we need to get
points because it’s Chelsea. It’s a good
start from a difficult patch.”

A first defeat in six games rounded
off a disappointing day for Fulham
after victories earlier on Saturday for
relegation rivals Brighton and West

Brom. Scott Parker’s men remain third
from bottom and are now four points
from safety. Lampard responded to
Chelsea’s poor run by leaving big-
money summer signings Timo Werner
and Kai Havertz on the bench.

Mount has maintained Lampard’s
faith despite a club record fee being
splashed out to bring in Havertz from
Bayer Leverkusen and the English
international was inches away from
rewarding his manager with a thun-
derous shot that came back off the
crossbar midway through the first-
half. “He needs to score more goals,
he knows that, but his quality is bril-
liant, his attitude is brilliant,” added
Lampard on Mount’s contribution.

Reckless Robinson
Fulham were posing a threat them-

selves on the break and should have
gone in front after a brilliant team
move. Robinson’s low cross was
turned back across goal by Kenny
Tete, but Ivan Cavaleiro’s mishit shot
spooned wide. “We had a massive
chance with Cavaleiro and those are
the fine margins in this league,” said
Parker. “Against Chelsea you are rely-
ing on a couple of chances and they
need to go in.”

Moments later, Fulham had a
mountain to climb when Robinson
dived in on Cesar Azpilicueta and was
shown a straight red card. The hosts
were forced to sit deep and doggedly
defend wave after wave of Chelsea
attacks after the break.

In search of a goal, Lampard first
turned to Tammy Abraham from the
bench and he headed a huge chance
straight at Areola with his first touch.
A moment of madness from Chelsea
goalkeeper Edouard Mendy nearly
gifted the Cottagers a shock lead at
the other end.

Mendy diverted Azpilicueta’s back-
pass as he raced from his goal into the
path of Cavaleiro, who should have
done better than fire straight into
Silva’s chest with an empty net to aim
for. Werner was finally introduced 17
minutes from time, but it was

Lampard’s trusted lieutenant Mount
who made the breakthrough as he
pounced after Areola flapped at Ben
Chilwell’s cross.

Deep into stoppage time, Werner
then wasted a great chance to end his
10-game drought without a Premier
League goal as he skewed well wide
when one-on-one with Areola. “Those
are goals I’ve seen him score many a
time,” said Lampard. “He has to just
keep working, it’s the only way to get
out of it. It’ll go in for him because
he’s got high quality, he’s getting in
position and he’ll score.” —AFP

LONDON: Chelsea’s English head coach Frank Lampard (right) gestures to
Fulham’s French striker Aboubakar Kamara (left) on the pitch after the
English Premier League football match between Fulham and Chelsea at
Craven Cottage in London on Saturday. —AFP

PSG beat Angers
to go top of Ligue 1
without Pochettino
PARIS: A rare Layvin Kurzawa goal
was enough for Paris Saint-Germain to
beat Angers 1-0 on Saturday and go
top of Ligue 1 despite coach Mauricio
Pochettino testing positive for COVID-
19 before the game. Kurzawa scored
with 20 minutes left at the Stade
Raymond Kopa to send PSG provision-
ally two points clear of Lyon, who will
have the chance to reclaim first place
when they host Metz on Sunday.

Assistants Jesus Perez and Miguel
D’Agostino took charge of the PSG
side with Pochettino having to self-iso-
late after the announcement on Friday
that he had contracted the virus. The
Argentine’s positive test followed those
of three Paris players — Brazilian
Rafinha, Germany’s Thilo Kehrer and
French Under-21 international Colin
Dagba — in the last week.

“It was a very difficult match.
Angers are a very well organized
team,” said Perez, the Spaniard who
also worked for Pochettino at Espanyol,
Southampton and Tottenham Hotspur.
“We were in contact with Mauricio. He
spoke to the players before the match
via video at the hotel. We spoke before
the match, at half-time and just after-
wards. We will of course be in contact

during the week. We already know
what we will be doing in training. Of
course it’s not the same without him,
but we have been working together for
eight years so we know what we need
to put the emphasis on.”

Neymar made his return to the
starting line-up in Angers for the first
time since suffering an ankle injury in
a defeat to Lyon a month ago. With
Kylian Mbappe and Angel di Maria
also starting behind Moise Kean in
attack, it was a strong Parisian line-up
but they appeared to play within
themselves against an Angers side
who sit seventh.

The home team even almost went
ahead early in the second half when a
Lois Diony diving header from close
range was well  saved by Keylor
Navas. Stephane Bahoken also saw an
attempt deflected over before PSG
broke through.

‘Miserable’ Marseille beaten
Alessandro Florenzi’s cross from the

right was inadvertently helped on by
Angers defender Romain Thomas for
Kurzawa, arriving from left-back, to
score his first goal in almost a year with
a first-time cushioned volley at the
back post. It was a third win in four
games for PSG since former Spurs
coach Pochettino was appointed two
weeks ago. He won his maiden trophy
in midweek when the reigning Ligue 1
champions beat Marseille 2-1 to claim
the Champions Trophy, the French

equivalent of a Super Cup.
Meanwhile, Marseille’s hopes of

staying in the title race were dealt
another blow earlier on Saturday as
Florian Thauvin missed a penalty in a
shock 2-1 home defeat by struggling
Nimes. France World Cup winner
Thauvin sent a woeful spot-kick wide
in the first half and Swedish winger
Niclas Eliasson then converted twice
from close range after the break to give
the away side an unassailable lead
behind closed doors at the Velodrome.

Argentine forward Dario

Benedetto pulled one back late on for
Andre Vil las-Boas’s side but this
result left them with just one win in
six Ligue 1 games. Marseille are sixth
in the league, now 10 points behind
leaders PSG, albeit sti l l  with two
games in hand.

“We risk losing touch with the
teams at the top, who are more consis-
tent than us,” said Villas-Boas. “We
were very bad and we paid an expen-
sive price for it. We can’t go from play-
ing well against Paris to a miserable
match like today.” —AFP

ANGERS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Brazilian defender Marquinhos (left) runs
with the ball during the French L1 football match between Angers (SCO)
and Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) at the Raymond Kopa Stadium in Angers,
western France, on Saturday. —AFP

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Arsenal v Newcastle United 23:00
beIN Sports HD 1

ITALIAN CALCIO LEAGUE
Cagliari Calcio v AC Milan 22:45
beIN Sports HD 4

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)


