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TOKYO: The Tokyo Olympics are “100 percent” certain to go
ahead, the chief organizer said yesterday, but warned that a
major coronavirus outbreak mid-Games could slam the door
shut on fans. Tokyo 2020 president Seiko Hashimoto made the
comments exactly 50 days before the pandemic-postponed
Olympics, which remain plagued by public opposition.

“I believe that the possibility of these Games going on is 100
percent that we will do this,” Hashimoto told BBC Sport, adding
that fans could be locked out during the Games. “The biggest
challenge will be how we can control and manage the flow of
people,” she said. “If an outbreak should happen during the
Games times that amounts to a crisis or an emergency situation
then I believe we must be prepared to have these Games with-
out any spectators.”

Overseas fans have already been barred, and a decision on
whether to allow domestic spectators is expected after Tokyo’s
coronavirus state of emergency ends on June 20. Despite the
lingering uncertainty, organizers marked 50 days to the July 23
opening ceremony by revealing details of the medal cere-
monies, including podiums made with recycled plastic. They
also released the victory music for the gold-medalists.

“We have 50 days left. I feel like I can hear the sound of the
athletes’ footsteps heading to Tokyo,” Hashimoto said at the
ceremony in the Ariake arena, a Games venue. “We’re fully
ready and prepared with infection prevention measures, so
please feel safe and reassured coming to Japan,” she added.
“And for Japan to feel safe in welcoming you, I ask you, all the
athletes, to be responsible with your actions, to follow the
rules.”

10,000 volunteers quit 
Japan has seen a smaller COVID-19 outbreak than many coun-

tries, with just over 13,000 deaths. Around three percent of the
population has been fully vaccinated. But organizers face persist-
ent domestic opposition, with around 80 percent of people in na-
tional polls backing a further delay or cancellation. Hashimoto
earlier told Japan’s Nikkan Sports daily that postponement was
not an option, and a cancellation was virtually inconceivable.

“If various countries around the world experience very serious
situations, and delegations from most countries can’t come, then
we wouldn’t be able to hold it,” she said. “But conversely, unless
such a situation emerges, the Games will not be cancelled.” Or-
ganizers confirmed yesterday that around 10,000 of the 80,000
Games volunteers had quit - many over coronavirus concerns, ac-
cording to Tokyo 2020 CEO Toshiro Muto, as well as for sched-
uling or other logistical reasons.

Some also dropped out in protest at sexist remarks by
Hashimoto’s predecessor, who was forced to resign in February
after saying women talk too much in meetings. Organizers have
said the reduction in volunteers will not affect the Games because
the event has been scaled back. As well as the ban on non-domestic
fans, the number of overseas officials and participants has been cut
by about half, to around 78,000, with calls for further reductions.

Olympic officials are looking to build positive momentum as
the Games draw nearer, with Australia’s softball team this week
becoming the first athletes to arrive in Japan. But in a sign of the
challenges ahead, a member of Ghana’s Under-24 Olympic foot-
ball team tested positive upon arriving for a friendly late on
Wednesday, the Japan Football Association said.

All of Ghana’s team, who will play Japan’s U24s on Saturday,
tested negative in the 72 hours before their departure. Japanese
swimmer Daiya Seto said Hashimoto’s comments had given him
confidence for the final stage of his preparations. “Hashimoto said
that the Games wouldn’t be cancelled or postponed. As an athlete,
if you believe that they’re going to go ahead, then you can pre-
pare for it in the best way possible,” he said. “I want to make the
most of the 50 days I have left, so that I can do myself justice
when I race.” —AFP

Tokyo 2020 chief says Games 
‘100%’ on, with 50 days to go

TOKYO: The countdown clock for the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games is displayed with
50 days before the opening ceremony outside a Tokyo station yesterday. —AFP

Baffert gets 2-year 
Kentucky Derby ban 
over doping case
LOS ANGELES: Legendary US trainer
Bob Baffert was banned from the Ken-
tucky Derby for two years on Wednesday,
hours after confirmation of a positive
drugs test against his winning horse
Medina Spirit in this year’s race. A state-
ment from Churchill Downs Inc, which
operates the Kentucky Derby, said Baffert
would be barred from entering horses at
the track until the end of the 2023 Spring
Meet.

It means Baffert - one of the most
successful trainers in US racing history -
will not be allowed to enter the Kentucky
Derby until the 2024 season. Baffert, 68,
has been at the center of a doping scandal after Medina Spirit tested
positive for a banned steroid after powering to victory in last month’s
Derby. It marked the fifth time in the past year that a horse trained by
Baffert has failed a doping test. In its statement announcing Baffert’s sus-
pension, Churchill Downs said the ban was necessary to preserve con-
fidence in the integrity of the sport. “Reckless practices and substance
violations that jeopardize the safety of our equine and human athletes
or compromise the integrity of our sport are not acceptable and as a
company we must take measures to demonstrate that they will not be
tolerated,” said Churchill Downs chief executive Bill Carstanjen. —AFP

Serena survives 
scare as Tsitsipas, 
Medvedev advance
PARIS: Serena Williams survived a French Open scare to extend her latest
bid for an elusive 24th Grand Slam singles title with a three-set victory over
Mihaela Buzarnescu on Wednesday, while men’s fifth seed Stefanos Tsitsipas
and world number two Daniil Medvedev also reached the third round. The
39-year-old Williams, who has been one short of Margaret Court’s all-time
record of most major trophies since 2017, brushed off a second-set blip to
win 6-3, 5-7, 6-1. The American, seeded seventh, will play compatriot Danielle
Collins for a last-16 berth as she looks for a fourth French Open crown, but
first since 2015. “It was good competition, she was playing well and I was
playing well,” said the former world number one, who has withdrawn injured
mid-tournament on two of her last three visits to Roland Garros.

Williams has already seen two of her likeliest title rivals either fail to start
the tournament or pull out in unprecedented circumstances. World number
three Simona Halep, who defeated Williams in the 2019 Wimbledon final,
withdrew before the event with injury. The biggest story of the week so far
has been world number two Naomi Osaka’s shock withdrawal after a press
boycott, saying she has been suffering with “bouts of depression” since her
breakthrough triumph over Williams in the controversial 2018 US Open
showpiece match.

Williams started well on Wednesday with a comfortable opening set, but
paid for missing seven of eight break points in the second as world number
174 Buzarnescu forced a decider. But she double-faulted on break point in
the first game of the third set and Williams cruised to the finish line.

Tsitsipas lays down early marker 
Tsitsipas, regarded as the favourite to reach the final from his half of the

draw, put in a strong display to dispose of Spaniard Pedro Martinez 6-3, 6-
4, 6-3. The Greek, who lost an epic semi-final to Novak Djokovic last year,

next faces big-serving American John Isner. “We’re here at a Grand Slam
and it’s a big opportunity... But of course it’s going to be a challenge,” said
the 22-year-old Tsitsipas, who has never reached a major final. He has won
his last three meetings with Isner.

Medvedev bounced back from losing the first set to American Tommy
Paul in style by romping to a 3-6, 6-1, 6-4, 6-3 victory. The Russian, who had
never got past the first round in four previous appearances, will eye a fourth-
round spot against US 32nd seed Reilly Opelka. After a sloppy opening set,
the two-time Grand Slam runner-up was far too strong for Paul, breaking his
52-ranked opponent eight times. Sixth seed Alexander Zverev was in scratchy
form but did enough to see off Russian qualifier Roman Safiullin in straight
sets. The German, last year’s US Open runner-up, will take on Serbia’s Laslo
Djere in the third round after a 7-6 (7/4), 6-3, 7-6 (7/1) victory. Zverev had
needed to fight back from two sets down in his opening match against qual-
ifier Oscar Otte. “I’m happy to be through in three sets,” he said. “I’m happy
not to have played another five-setter. I think it’s going to be important for
me during the course of this tournament.” —AFP

PARIS: Serena Williams of the US returns the ball to Romania’s Mihaela
Buzarnescu during their women’s singles second round tennis match on Day
4 of the French Open tennis tournament on Wednesday. —AFP
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