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TOKYO: When the Tokyo Olympics were post-
poned last year, officials promised they would open
in 2021 as proof of mankind’s triumph over the
coronavirus. But six months before the rescheduled
start, victory over the virus remains distant, and
fears are growing rapidly that the Games may not
take place at all. Publicly, organizers are still
adamant the Games can go ahead, and say they
can be held safely even if the virus is not under
control by the time the flame is lit on July 23.

“It’s precisely because we’re in this situation
that we need to remember the value of the
Olympics - that humankind can coexist peace-
fully through sport,” Tokyo 2020 CEO Toshiro
Muto told AFP. However, with much of the world
still paralyzed by COVID-19, and Tokyo under a
state of emergency, the doubting voices are
growing louder. Former London 2012 deputy
chairman Keith Mills this week said he thought
the Games looked “unlikely” to happen, while
British Olympics legend Matthew Pinsent said it
was “ludicrous” to go ahead. The long path to
Tokyo’s second Summer Games has been littered
with obstacles, from bid bribery allegations to
fears over the summer heat. But none has loomed
as large as the pandemic, which last March
forced the first peacetime postponement in mod-
ern Games history.

Public disenchantment 
In Japan, whose emergency measures cover

greater Tokyo and other parts of the country,
public disenchantment is rising. A poll this month

found 80 percent of respondents opposed host-
ing the event this year, with 35 percent favoring
outright cancellation and 45 percent calling for
further postponement. The Australian Open ten-
nis Grand Slam has underlined the complexity of
organizing international sport in the pandemic,
with major problems bringing in players and
keeping them Covid-free.

“It’s been really eye-opening here in Mel-
bourne to see and hear the amount of logistical
challenges and the scale of trying to organize just
a tennis event in the current situation,” said Gor-
don Reid, the British wheelchair tennis player and
Paralympic gold-medallist. “You’ve got to multi-
ply that by a thousand when it comes to the
Olympics and Paralympics because they are on
another scale.” In an interview with Kyodo News
published yesterday, International Olympic Com-
mittee boss Thomas Bach said the Games will go
ahead this summer and there is “no plan B”.
Tokyo 2020 chiefs say another postponement is
“absolutely impossible”, meaning the Games will
be cancelled if they cannot be held this year. They
are pushing ahead with a raft of coronavirus
countermeasures intended to ensure a safe
Games, even without vaccines which remain non-
mandatory for athletes.

A 53-page interim report released in Decem-
ber outlines measures including a ban on sup-
porters cheering, regular testing for athletes and
limited stays at the Olympic village. Much is still
undecided though, including a decision on how
many spectators will be allowed - if any.

Clock is ticking 
The coronavirus has taken a considerable fi-

nancial toll, with some studies rating Tokyo as the
most expensive Summer Olympics yet. Anti-virus
measures and other delay-related costs have
added 294 billion yen ($2.8 billion) to the price
tag, which has ballooned to at least 1.64 trillion
yen ($15.8 billion). Efforts to reduce costs by cut-
ting back on athlete welcome ceremonies and
other trimmings have produced only minimal sav-
ings, though organisers say they have managed

to keep all domestic sponsors on board.
Meanwhile many athletes are still sweating on

qualification, with several events outstanding.
Disruption to training and competition schedules
is also causing huge uncertainty. However, plans
to start the nationwide torch relay in March re-
main on course, with social distancing measures
set to be enforced. Japan is now desperately
hoping it does not lose another Olympics - fol-
lowing the cancellation of the 1940 Summer and
Winter Games because of war. —AFP

Cancellation fears cloud Tokyo 
Olympics with 6 months to go 

IOC chief says Games will go ahead, ‘no plan B’

TOKYO: In this file photo taken on Sept 10, 2013 Tokyo Governor Naoki Inose, Tokyo 2020 bid committee mem-
bers and Tokyo metropolitan assembly members open an ornamental ball to celebrate winning the right to
host the 2020 Olympic Games at Tokyo city hall. —AFP

Archer, Stokes to 
give England ‘huge 
boost’ against India
COLOMBO: Ben Stokes and Jofra Archer’s return
to England duty for their India tour next month
will be a major boost to the side as they seek a
crucial series win over the world’s top Test nation,
captain Joe Root said yesterday. Stokes and
Archer have missed England’s recent matches in
Sri Lanka as the squad was rotated to allow play-
ers to rest during the coronavirus pandemic.

England lead the two-match series 1-0 going
into the final Test today in Galle. England have
called back fast bowler James Anderson and will
rest Stuart Broad for the clash. England then go
on to India - who have been boosted by their
historic Test win in Australia this week - for a
series including four Tests. Root was optimistic
despite India’s sensational 2-1 win.

“I expect India to be full of confidence and
in their own conditions they are a very good

team. They play some very good cricket,” he
told reporters. “We have to be at our absolute
best. But that’s an exciting prospect for us, a
great opportunity for us, it’s a great way to aid
our development as a side. And we will be going
there fully expecting to try and win that series.
But we have got a lot of hard work to do before
we get there. We got a big Test match here.”

Root’s 228 was crucial to winning the
opening Test by seven wickets but England’s
bowlers twice bowled out the hosts in Galle.
The shuffling of their veteran fast bowlers was
the only change made to the team for the sec-
ond Test. But it is the return of Stokes and
Archer for the India series that excites Root.
The two key players are expected to be an-
nounced in the Test squad for India to be re-
vealed Thursday.

“You speak to any side in the world, those
two guys coming back into it would give the
squad a huge boost and it’s certainly the case
for us,” said Root. “We are excited to see
them back in and around the squad. Hopefully
they are full of energy and ready to go when
they get here.”  —AFP

Chinese racer on 
brink of F1 says 
‘last step hardest’
SHANGHAI: Zhou Guanyu played with toy cars as
a little boy and dreamed of being China’s first For-
mula One driver. Now 21, he is within touching dis-
tance of making that a reality. The Shanghai native,
who tested for Renault last year, is widely touted as
destined to make the move onto the Formula One
grid, which would have far-reaching implications for
the sport in China. 

“When I was four or five I was already really into
toy cars, I was always getting cars for birthday pres-
ents,” Zhou, who uses the English name “Joe” and
currently races in F2, told AFP. “Then one day I just
went to indoor karting when I was seven-and-a-half
years old and that was the first time actually me driv-
ing a proper go-kart. “The first time I tried it, I ab-
solutely loved it.” Zhou speaks good English with a
hint of a Yorkshire accent, having moved to the
northern English city of Sheffield in 2012 where his
karting team was based. “I didn’t speak great English
at that time because the English lessons you study

in school (in China) are completely different to ac-
tually speaking to a real person or real life,” he said.
“So everything for me was blank, I had no idea and
lessons for me were really difficult to understand.” 

Zhou, who is temporarily back in Shanghai from
Britain, caught Ferrari’s attention and was with their
famed driving academy from 2014 to 2018. He joined
the Renault Sport Academy in 2019 and was named
a development driver for their F1 team.  Last year he
was promoted to drive in the post-season young
drivers’ test in Abu Dhabi, where he shared the
garage with one of his idols, two-time world cham-
pion Fernando Alonso.

Many experts say it is only a matter of time until
Zhou steps up to Formula One. But first he needs more
F2 success to accrue enough points for his Super Li-
cense, a requirement to drive at the highest level. 

“That’s my dream so I wouldn’t say exactly the
time when it will happen. But I would say definitely
I’m the closest ever to get into Formula One as a Chi-
nese driver. But the last step is the hardest because
as well as the Super License you need to have the
opportunities or seat available to jump in.”

A seat did come up for the 2021 season at Re-
nault, now rebranded Alpine F1 Team, but that was
filled by Alonso. Zhou said his experience of testing
alongside the 39-year-old Spaniard in December in
Abu Dhabi had been invaluable on the road to se-
curing a Formula One seat. —AFP


