
TOKYO: Emili Omuro was thrilled by Naomi Osaka’s
star turn at the Tokyo Olympics opening ceremony, but
the biracial teenager says Japan must do more to
accept people of mixed heritage. Four-time Grand
Slam winner Osaka, whose mother is Japanese and
father Haitian, climbed a replica Mount Fuji on Friday
to light the cauldron in the ceremony’s crowning
moment. And she wasn’t the only athlete of dual her-
itage representing the host.

Japanese-Beninese NBA basketball star Rui
Hachimura was one of the flagbearers leading Japan’s
team into the Olympic Stadium. Osaka and Hachimura
are adored in Japan, and boast lucrative sponsorship
and advertising deals. But many young people of black
and Japanese heritage still struggle in an often conser-
vative and largely homogenous society.

“There were many times when it was hard,” 14-
year-old Omuro, born to a Japanese mother and a
black American father, told AFP of her childhood in a
town north of Tokyo. “People would whisper behind
my back and make fun of me at extra-curricular clubs,
or when I was walking down the street.”

Looking to draw attention to the bullying and dis-
crimination faced by some biracial Japanese, Omuro
applied and was chosen to be a torchbearer in the
nationwide Olympic flame relay before the Games. She
also hoped to highlight the country’s increasing but
often overlooked racial diversity. “Some people say,
‘for mixed people, bullying is inevitable.’ And other
people don’t know there is discrimination, or pretend
not to see it,” she said.

‘Ignorance, not hate’
When coronavirus measures began to force sec-

tions of the relay off public roads, Omuro reconsidered
taking part, worried about the pandemic. But she ulti-
mately decided her participation would be important.
“We need to create a society where people can feel at

ease, even if they are different.”
Kinota Braithwaite is painfully aware of how dis-

crimination can affect Japanese biracial children. The
black Canadian’s daughter Mio, whose mother is
Japanese, suffered racist taunts in second grade in
Tokyo. “This happened to me when I was a kid grow-
ing up in Canada, and I thought that the world was a
place where this wouldn’t happen anymore,” he told
AFP. “So it really broke my heart.”

This year, he published a children’s book called
“Mio The Beautiful” about his daughter’s experience.
And he gives talks in schools to raise awareness of an
issue that he says Japanese teachers are often not
equipped to handle. Braithwaite, a teacher himself,
sees discrimination in Japan as largely driven by “igno-
rance, not hate”.

Athletes like Osaka and Hachimura give his two
children “role models”, he said. And the pair are huge

fans — “My son has a Rui Hachimura water bottle, he
has his hair cut like Rui, he plays basketball,” he
laughed. “For Japanese people, it sort of opens their
eyes too, which is a good thing.”

Representation ‘does matter’
Japan remains a largely homogenous society. An

analysis of government data by Kyodo News agency
found just 20,000 of 1.02 million babies born in 2014
had Japanese and non-Japanese parents. And only
recently has the image of mixed Japanese started to
include those with black heritage, said Sayaka
Osanami Torngren, associate professor of interna-
tional migration and ethnic relations at Malmo
University in Sweden.

“Historically, mixed persons have always existed (in
Japan), but the image of mixed persons has always
been white or Caucasian and Japanese,” said Torngren.
Now, more people of black and Japanese or mixed
Asian heritage are “raising their voices and addressing
their experiences of discrimination or racism”.

Even stars like Washington Wizards power for-
ward Hachimura and Osaka are not immune to racist
language and tone-deaf depictions. In 2019, Osaka’s
sponsor Nissin Foods was accused of “whitewashing”
over an animated advert depicting the 23-year-old
with light skin, and a Japanese comedy duo apolo-
gized after joking she was “too sunburned” and
needed “bleach”.

Hachimura meanwhile revealed this year that he
receives racist messages “almost every day”. “There
are people who say there is no racism in Japan,” wrote
his brother Aren Hachimura, posting a hateful message
he received online. “But I want people to pay attention
to the issue of racism.” So seeing Hachimura and
Osaka represent Japan on the global stage is impor-
tant, said Torngren. “Even though it might be token, it
does matter.” — AFP

TOKYO: Japanese tennis player Naomi Osaka holds the Olympic Torch after lighting the flame of hope in the
Olympic Cauldron during the opening ceremony of the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games, at the Olympic Stadium, in
Tokyo, on Friday. — AFP
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Djokovic, Medvedev
urge schedule rethink
to avoid Tokyo heat
TOKYO: Novak Djokovic and Daniil Medvedev called
on organizers to delay the start times of Olympic ten-
nis matches as players labored in the sweltering Tokyo
summer heat on the opening day of the tournament.
World number one Djokovic encountered little resist-
ance from Bolivia’s Hugo Dellien in a 6-2, 6-2 first
round win, but like many others found the playing con-
ditions particularly demanding. Medvedev, a 6-4, 7-6
(10/8) winner over Kazakhstan’s Alexander Bublik,
suggested putting back matches until the evening,
having started his opening round shortly after midday
in blazing sunshine.

“I agree with him 100 percent,” said Djokovic, who
revealed he had asked the International Tennis
Federation (ITF) about potentially changing the daily
11am start. To be honest I don’t understand why they
don’t start matches at say 3pm. I’ve heard that for ten-
nis there’s some kind of curfew and they have to finish
by midnight. If that’s the case, I just finished the last
match (on center court) and it’s not even 5pm. We still
have like seven hours to play, they have the lights on all
the courts. They (could) make life much easier for all of
us thanks to this. I just don’t understand why they
don’t move it. I doubt they will change the decision but
we’re hoping that they will.”

Medvedev admitted the conditions were “some of

the worst” he had ever experienced. The Russian nar-
rowly avoided going three sets after saving a set point
in the second set tie-break before sealing victory over
the dangerous Bublik.

“I think... the matches should maybe start at like
6pm because the heat actually gets much lighter,” said
Medvedev, whose match began with temperatures
hovering around 32 degrees Celsius (90 degrees
Fahrenheit). I don’t think they’re going to change it in
the middle of the tournament, but that’s what can be
done and the fact we have only one minute between
changeovers is a joke. I think if you ask 200 tennis
players here, I think 195 will say one minute is a joke
and it should be 1:30 like it is in Asian tournaments.”

Sun causes problems
Medvedev, a two-time Grand Slam finalist who will

meet 160th-ranked Sumit Nagal of India in the second
round, is fairly well acclimatized to the heat, spending
his summers on the French Riviera after relocating
from Russia. “Where I live in summer in Cannes can be
really hot, I’m not going to lie, but you have to play.
That’s the Olympics, you go for the medal. You’re not
here to cry about heat, it was really tough for both of
us,” said Medvedev.

Poland’s Iga Swiatek, the 2020 French Open
champion, suffered with the heat and the glare of the
sun as she opened the day’s program on the main
court. “Not only the temperature was hard, but also
the sun because on one side it was pretty hard to
serve,” Swiatek said after a 6-2, 6-2 win over Mona
Barthel. “But we had to adjust quickly and change
our toss, so that was hard, but you know I would say
the players who can adjust quicker are going to be
the best ones here.” — AFP

Olympic swimmer
Andrew ignoring
‘haters’ in vaccine row
TOKYO: US Olympic swimmer Michael Andrew
vowed yesterday to ignore “haters” critical of his
refusal to vaccinate against COVID, saying his sole
focus was performing in the pool. Andrew has been
outspoken about rejecting COVID-19 jabs, drawing
the ire of retired US swim star Maya DiRado, who
accused him of putting his own beliefs before the
health of his teammates.

But the 22-year-old said he had faced no issues
form his compatriots in the USA team after qualifying
for the 100m breaststroke on the opening night of
swimming at the Tokyo Aquatic Centre. “I’m just
blessed with the team that we have here and the pro-
tocols, everything’s really safe,” he told reporters. “So
I’ve been doing my best to switch it off. (There’s) a lot
of haters, a lot of people that are with me, so it’s yea or
nay. But I’m here to swim fast and right now that’s the
focus. I’m keeping my eyes on that and trying to keep
off social (media) as much as possible.”

Andrew said it was “crazy” competing at his first
Olympics with no crowds present because of the pan-
demic, but he was not letting the magnitude of the

event get to him. “It’s one of those things where we can
make it into something bigger than it is in our minds,”
he said. “I don’t want to crumble under that nerves and
that pressure, so I’m approaching it like any other
swim meet-there’s just millions of people watching.”

Tokyo remains under a state of emergency due
to a spike of infections in recent weeks and there
have been dozens of Games-related coronavirus
cases in the Japanese capital. However, US team
officials have said they are “comfortable” with
Andrew’s stance. — AFP

TOKYO: USA’s Michael Andrew competes in a heat for the
men’s 100m breaststroke swimming event during the
Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo Aquatics Centre in
Tokyo yesterday. — AFP

Algerian judoka
given Olympic
chop for snub
TOKYO: Algerian judoka Fethi Nourine and his coach
Amar Benikhlef on Saturday had their Olympic
accreditation withdrawn and will be sent home after
refusing to fight an athlete from the Zionist entity.
Nourine was set to face Sudan’s Mohamed
Abdalrasool tomorrow in his first bout, with a possible
second round showdown against the Zionist entity’s
Tohar Butbul in the men’s 73kg division.

But speaking to an Algerian television station late
Thursday, he said his political support for the
Palestinian cause made it impossible for him to com-
pete against an athlete from the Zionist entity. “We
worked a lot to reach the Olympics.. . but the

Palestinian cause is bigger than all of this,” he said,
adding that his decision was “final”.

Yesterday, the International Judo Federation’s (IJF)
executive committee announced they had temporarily
suspended Nourine and Benikhlef. In response, the
Algerian Olympic Committee withdrew their accredi-
tation said they would be put on a plane home, with
further sanctions expected. The IJF said Nourine’s
stance was “in total opposition to the philosophy of
the International Judo Federation”.

“The IJF has a strict non-discrimination policy, pro-
moting solidarity as a key principle, reinforced by the
values of judo,” it added. “Judo sport is based on a
strong moral code, including respect and friendship, to
foster solidarity and we will not tolerate any discrimi-
nation, as it goes against the core values and principles
of our sport.” It is not the first time Nourine has pulled
out to avoid facing an opponent representing the
Zionist entity, after a similar move at the 2019 world
championships, also in Tokyo. Iranian judokas have
also come under fire for refusing to compete against
their counterparts from the Zionist entity. — AFP

Papuan flag-bearer
Dika creates Olympic
weightlifting history
TOKYO: Papua New Guinea’s Loa Dika Toua made
history as the first female to compete in five Olympic
weightlifting competitions yesterday, just a few
hours after carrying her nation’s flag at the Tokyo
2020 opening ceremony. It  was a remarkable
achievement by the 37-year-old, coming 21 years
after she became the first female ever to lift at an
Olympic Games, when women’s weightlifting was
first introduced at Sydney 2000.

The 12-time continental champion and mother of
two, a national hero back in her home country, beamed
a huge smile as she successfully hoisted 69kg in her
first snatch attempt before forming a heart shape with
her hands. “It’s an amazing feeling,” she told AFP after
finishing fourth in Group B of the 49kg bodyweight
division, with a total of 167kg. “Your dream is to go to
one Olympics, and maybe a second one. But I never
imagined in a million years that I would make it to five.”

Toua considered quitting the sport after she was
diagnosed with tuberculosis in 2013 and almost died,
but made an astonishing recovery to win
Commonwealth Games gold at Glasgow 2014. This
might have been her sixth Olympic Games but she
skipped Rio 2016 to spend more time with her children
and give her sister Thelma a chance to lift at the
Olympics, a dream that was dashed when Papua New
Guinea did not send a team.

She said she hadn’t ruled out attempting to qualify
for a sixth Games, with the Paris Olympics just three
years away when she will be 40. “Well I was in the
back room and all my weightlifting friends were like
‘Dika we’ll see you in 2024 in Paris’,” she said. “But I
was like: ‘I’m not getting any younger’! But I will take it
one step at a time. I’m really looking forward to the
Commonwealth Games next year in Birmingham, and
hopefully this COVID situation goes away.”

Toua was at the Tokyo International Forum venue
to weigh in at 7:50 am, despite proudly leading her
country’s delegation at the Opening Ceremony which
did not finish until almost midnight on Friday. “There
was a lot of walking,” she said. “At one point I said to
my coach, who is my husband, you know I need to sit
down somewhere and rest my legs for tomorrow. But it
just kept going and I’m not complaining, but I only had
five hours of sleep.”—AFP

TOKYO: Serbia’s Novak Djokovic returns a shot to Bolivia’s Hugo Dellien during their Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games men’s
singles first round tennis match at the Ariake Tennis Park in Tokyo yesterday. — AFP

TOKYO: Papua New Guinea’s Loa Dika Toua competes in the women’s 49kg weightlifting competition during the Tokyo
2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo International Forum in Tokyo yesterday. — AFP


