
TOKYO: Simone Biles abandoned the defence
of her individual all-around Olympic crown
yesterday, a day after her shock withdrawal
from the women’s team final over mental health
concerns. As a worldwide outpouring of sup-
port for the troubled US gymnastics superstar
grew, a statement from USA Gymnastics con-
firmed that Biles would not take part in
Thursday’s all-around final.

The 24-year-old 2016 Olympic all-around
gold medalist’s participation in the four individ-
ual event finals starting on Sunday will be
decided after further evaluation, USAG said.
“Simone Biles has withdrawn from the final
individual all-around competition at the Tokyo
Olympic Games in order to focus on her mental
health,” USAG said in a statement.

“Simone will continue to be evaluated daily
to determine whether or not to participate in
next week’s individual event finals. “We whole-
heartedly support Simone’s decision and
applaud her bravery in prioritizing her well-
being. Her courage shows, yet again, why she is
a role model for so money.”

The decision marks a stunning turn of
events for Biles, who had been widely expect-
ed to crown the greatest career in gymnastics
history with another multiple haul of gold
medals in Tokyo. The diminutive Texan, winner

of four gold medals at the 2016 Rio Olympics,
was vying for a potential six golds in Japan.

Game-changing moment
However her campaign unraveled on

Tuesday when she suddenly withdrew from the
team final after an uncharacteristically shaky
display on the opening vault. Biles later said
she had pulled out of the final out of concern
for her mental well-being. “I have to focus on
my mental health,” Biles said. “I didn’t want to
go out and do something stupid and get hurt...
At the end of the day we don’t want to be car-
ried out of there on a stretcher.”

Biles’ decision has been hailed as a game-
changing moment for elite sport, helping to
dispel enduring stigmas surrounding mental
health. Biles told US Olympic broadcaster NBC
television late Tuesday she would assess her
readiness to compete on a “day-by-day” basis.
“Physically, I feel good, I’m in shape,” she said
on NBC television’s Today program. “We’re
going to take it day by day, and we’re just
gonna see.”

As Biles reflected on her shattered Olympic
dreams, she drew broad support from athletes,
officials and public figures. “Simone, you’ve
made us so proud. Proud of who you are as a
person, teammate and athlete,” said Sarah

Hirshland, US Olympic and Paralympic
Committee chief executive officer. “We
applaud your decision to prioritize your mental
wellness over all else and offer you the full
support and resources of our Team USA com-
munity as you navigate the journey ahead.”

Obama support
Former US first lady Michelle Obama

tweeted: “Am I good enough? Yes, I am. The
mantra I practice daily. @Simone_Biles , we are
proud of you and we are rooting for you.”
Two-time Olympic Alpine ski champion
Mikaela Shiffrin offered support as well, tweet-
ing: “@Simone_Biles keep whipping out that
smile of yours cause it is undeniably golden.
Always.”

US swimming and Olympic legend Michael
Phelps, who in 2018 revealed his own struggles
with depression and suicidal thoughts follow-
ing the 2012 Olympics, said watching Biles
struggle on Tuesday “broke my heart.”

Phelps told NBC the Olympics could be
overwhelming for athletes, and that he had
often struggled to find support during his own
career. “The biggest thing is we all need to ask
for help sometimes too when we go through
those times,” Phelps said. “For me, I can say
personally it was something very challenging.

It was hard for me to ask for help.”
Biles’s former USA teammate Aly Raisman

spoke of her concerns for her friend’s wellbe-
ing. “I know that all of these athletes dream of

this moment for their whole entire lives, and so
I’m just completely devastated,” Raisman told
NBC. “I am obviously so worried and just hop-
ing that Simone is OK.” —AFP

Biles pulls out of Olympic all-around
title defense as support pours in

TOKYO: US’ Simone Biles (right) attends the artistic gymnastics men’s all-
around final during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at the Ariake Gymnastics
Centre in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

TOKYO: Dutch Olympic athletes in
hotel quarantine after testing positive
for COVID-19 said they went on
“strike” over a lack of fresh air in their
rooms, winning 15 minutes a day at an
open window. All six isolated team
members from the Netherlands took
part in the protest in the hotel lobby,
said taekwondo fighter Reshmie
Oogink, 31, who joked on Instagram
that she was in “Olympic jail”.

Tokyo 2020 athletes are tested daily
while in Japan and if they are positive
they must isolate or be hospitalized.
Oogink, who had been due to compete
in the women’s +67kg category on
Tuesday, told AFP she and the others
had been “locked up for several days
with no fresh air”.

They can only leave their rooms to
collect food, which is “every day the
same”, she said. Dutch street skate-
boarder Candy Jacobs, 31, said in a
video posted Wednesday on Instagram

that she was still testing positive eight
days after entering isolation.

“Yesterday we went on a strike,
because we need outside air, anything...
because nothing opens. The windows
are closed, the doors don’t open, ever.
That’s not OK,” she said. “Not having
any outside air is so inhuman, and it is
mentally super-draining.”

The Dutch Olympics federation on
Tuesday called the strict quarantine
conditions “unacceptable” and said it
would raise the issue with the
International Olympic Committee.
Jacobs, who in a previous video said
she was asymptomatic and felt “super
good” physically, described the sit-
down protest.

“We didn’t move until something
happened. And eventually, at the end of
the day — I think it took us like seven
or eight hours — we came to a deal,
and now we get to stand in an open
window for 15 minutes a day, under

supervision,” she said. “Having that first
breath of outside air was the saddest
and the best moment in my life.”

Out of the more than 124,000 rou-
tine coronavirus tests taken by Olympic

athletes and team officials this month,
just 22 positive cases have been con-
firmed, according to Tokyo 2020. The
figure does not include tests at air-
ports. —AFP

TOKYO: Fiji defended their Olympic
rugby sevens title with an entertaining
27-12 victory over New Zealand at
the Tokyo Stadium yesterday. The
elated Fijians burst into a cappella
hymns that boomed around the stadi-
um to celebrate just the second ever
Olympic medal for the nation of
890,000 people scattered around
more than 330 Pacific islands. Fiji
skipper Jerry Tuwai said there had
been “a lot of expectation. Every
Fijian wants only the win. It’s a good
day for Fiji today”.

“They won’t be thinking about the
pandemic now, they’ll be celebrating
the gold medal!” Fiji’s Welsh coach
Gareth Baber hailed the “resilience of
the group dealing with whatever has
been thrown our way” after spending
five months away from their families
as coronavirus restrictions took hold
throughout Oceania. “It’s been a really
strange year, particularly the last six
months,” Baber said. “We were locked
down in Fiji, then we went to Australia
where we were in quarantine.”

“It takes a special kind of person
to make that commitment,” the for-
mer scrum-half said, joking that there
had been almost daily references to
the win in the Rio Olympics, when
Fiji were coached by Englishman Ben
Ryan.

The Fijians, superbly marshaled by
the omnipresent Tuwai, were quick to
pile the pressure on New Zealand, a
robust defense the cornerstone of

their all-encompassing game. They
took the lead when a smart offload
after Maqala stripped Joe Webber of
the ball found Meli Derenalagi, who
stretched his large frame to cross in
the corner.

When an under-pressure Andrew
Knewstubb failed to ground a tenta-
tive grubber over the Kiwi line,
Maqala was on hand to pounce on the
loose ball for a second try converted
by Napolioni Bolaca. But Scott Curry,
instrumental to New Zealand’s run to
the final, showed a surprising turn of
pace to run one back in for the men in
black, who have 12 sevens world
series titles to their name.

‘Credit to Fiji’
Fiji fired straight back, the jinking

Jiuta Wainiqolo riding a Knewstubb
tackle and swerving away to race in
for the Islanders’ third try, Bolaca hit-
ting the extras. Sione Molia clawed
one back for New Zealand to keep
them in the game, doing well to battle
his way out of an attempted Tuwai
wrap-around and skip away, Fiji up
19-12 at half-time.

The second half, however, was all
Fiji. Molia was hand to produce a try-
saving tackle under relentless pres-
sure. But befitting a team who play
rugby sevens, according to coach
Baber, as uniquely as Australian crick-
eters of the 1990s and the vaunted
Brazilian football team of the 1970s,
the ball was swiftly and confidently

moved to the other wing for Asaeli
Tuivuaka to dot down for a simple,
decisive try.

A late penalty in the Kiwi 22m area
saw Fiji opt to run down time to the
hooter, Waisea Naqulu hitting a
penalty for the final word in front of
empty stands at a baking Tokyo
Stadium. New Zealand’s Curry added:
“It’s pretty disappointing to take it
this far and not to win. We went into
that game with a lot of confidence
that we could get gold. “We had our
opportunities out there. Credit to Fiji,
they took theirs, and we didn’t.”

Fiji had run out 26-14 semi-final
winners over Argentina, while New
Zealand outmuscled Britain 29-7 in
the other last-four clash. In the bronze
medal match, Argentina beat Britain
17-12. The third-place play-off

opened at a rip-roaring pace, Ben
Harris crossing within 40 seconds for
Britain before Argentina scrum-half
Lautaro Bazan Velez responded with
a cheeky snip down the blindside.

One of the tournament’s standout
players, Marcos Moneta — a Youth
Olympic Games gold medalist —
added a second and his sixth of the
tournament, with Santiago Mare con-
verting to make it 12-7 at half-time.
Ollie Lindsay-Hague and Ignacio
Mendy then swapped scores before
British captain Dan Libby was caught
in possession and the whistle was
blown, leaving Los Pumas in delight.
Moneta, 21, called the bronze-medal
showing “a dream come true. It was
what we’re looking for, to get on the
podium. We are really happy to get
the bronze medal.” —AFP
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TOKYO: An employee disinfects the pole of a handball goal during men’s
preliminary round group handball matches of the Tokyo 2020 Olympic
Games at the Yoyogi National Stadium in Tokyo on July 24, 2021. — AFP

Record-setting super
shoes are here to
stay, say experts
TOKYO: Derided by purists, evangelized by innova-
tors: “super shoes” are the tools of the trade for
today’s athletes and will continue to radically change
the landscape of track and road running, experts have
told AFP.

A mass of not only new world records, but also a
slew of national records and startling personal bests
since the 2016 Rio Olympics show athletes are thriving
on new technology that has pushed the biomechanics
of the running shoe to a new level.

When the Olympic athletics program starts in
Tokyo on Friday, many athletes will be wearing the
super-light shoes that contain a rigid plate and
unique foam that lend a propulsive sensation to every
stride. Critics claim the shoes, first developed by
Nike, are the equivalent of mechanical doping, while
supporters hail them as a revolutionary advance after
decades of stagnation.

“There seems to be an acceptance now that the
new generation of shoes are part of the sport moving
forward,” Geoff Burns, a biomechanics and sport per-
formance researcher at the University of Michigan and
an expert in running shoe technology, told AFP. “We
definitely don’t hear of people calling for the shoes to
be banned so much anymore.”

US-based journalist Brian Metzler, author of
“Kicksology: The Hype, Science, Culture and Cool of
Running Shoes”, said there was a broader acceptance,
largely because “all brands have caught up to Nike and

because there is a greater understanding of how the
school technology works”.

“The key factors in acceptance are making sure
there is a fair playing field and also the notion that
there is no additional energy being created by the
shoes, but instead a greater return of energy from the
force the runner is applying with each stride,” Metzler
told AFP.

Athletes, added Amby Burfoot, winner of the 1968
Boston marathon and a former editor-in-chief of
Runner’s World magazine, “only care about running
fast, and they have realized they must wear new shoes
— from whatever company — if they are to keep up
with the competition”.

He said: “I doubt the general public cares very
much about the shoes, or understands them. That
leaves only the sports historians and sports statisti-
cians to debate what they should do about the fast
new performances.” —AFP

Biles’s  struggles 
could inspire change
around mental health
TOKYO: First it was Naomi Osaka, now weeks lat-
er a tearful Simone Biles. Two of the biggest names
in sport have publicly revealed that they are strug-
gling with their mental health — and they could be
the catalyst for wider change.

The superstar American gymnast Biles on
Tuesday stunned the Tokyo Olympics when she
pulled out of the women’s team final, saying: “I
have to do what’s right for me and focus on my
mental health and not jeopardize my health and my
wellbeing.”

The 24-year-old had already hinted that she
was feeling the immense pressure in the Japanese
capital, writing on Instagram: “I truly do feel like I
have the weight of the world on my shoulders at
times.” Yesterday, Biles also pulled out of the all-
around final, and her participation in the rest of the
Olympics is uncertain.

There was an outpouring of sympathy on social
media for Biles, who is already a four-time Olympic
gold medalist, that went beyond sport. Writing on
Twitter, Henrietta H. Fore, executive director of
UNICEF, thanked Biles “for being a role model and
showing the world it’s okay to priorities your men-
tal health”.

Also on Tuesday, Osaka — who lit the Olympic
cauldron at the opening ceremony — suffered a
shock early exit in the tennis. As a home hope and
one of the faces of the Games, the 23-year-old said
that there was “a lot of pressure”.

The Japanese had only just returned after two
months away from the game after revealing that
she had been suffering depression. Biles and
Osaka, who are aged just seven months apart, are
by no means the only young athletes to suffer in
the public eye.

At Wimbledon earlier this month, 18-year-old
Briton Emma Raducanu came out of nowhere to
reach the fourth round, only to retire from the
match with what was first described as “breathing
difficulties”. The teenager subsequently explained
that the “whole experience caught up with me”.

It is not just young women. After Raducanu’s
explanation, England and Manchester United for-
ward Marcus Rashford said that he too had suf-
fered something similar when he was a teenager. In
2018, NBA star Kevin Love said that he had suf-
fered a panic attack during a match, while Olympic
swimming great Michael Phelps and England
cricketer Marcus Trescothick have also openly
documented their mental struggles.

Pressures of the bubble
Julie-Ann Tullberg, an expert in sports psychol-

ogy and sports journalism at Monash University in
Australia, told AFP that “mental health has long
been swept under the carpet as a reason of under-
performance in high-pressure sporting events such
as the Olympic Games”.

“However, athletes are now willing to talk about
their pressures openly,” she said. People deal with
“performance anxiety” in all walks of life, said
Tullberg, and that has been exacerbated by people
across the world living in intermittent lockdowns in
the face of the coronavirus pandemic.

“But people are now more willing to talk about
it (their mental health),” she said. “There are sup-
port networks offered to us all the time, we’re
encouraged to seek support, and people are now
taking those options because they’re not so fearful
of the repercussions if it’s known in their work-
place that they’re struggling.” Tullberg said that
the unprecedented anti-virus measures facing ath-
letes at the Tokyo Games, where they are largely
confined to the Olympic Village, had undoubtedly
taken a toll on competitors. 

“I reckon the bubble of the Olympic village is
having a big impact on athletes,” she said. “They
used to be able to go out and party after their
events, but now they’re not able to do that, for the
first time in recent history.” —AFP

‘Olympic jail’: Quarantined
Dutch athletes demand fresh air

TOKYO: Silver medalists from New Zealand (black), gold medalists from Fiji
(white) and bronze medalists from Argentina (blue) pose together after the
victory ceremony following the men’s final rugby sevens match during the
Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo Stadium in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

Fiji outgun New Zealand to defend
Olympic rugby sevens title


