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BRUSSELS: US drugs giant Pfizer and its
German partner BioNTech yesterday announced
a deal with the International Olympics Committee
to provide vaccines to competitors and staff at
the Tokyo games. In a statement, the firms said
they would coordinate with national sporting
bodies to make sure that coronavirus vaccines
are available to anyone who needs one before
travelling to Japan.

“Delivery of initial doses to participating dele-
gations is expected to begin at the end of May
where possible with the aim to ensure participat-
ing delegations receive second doses ahead of
arrivals in Tokyo,” they said. The agreement was
welcomed by IOC president Thomas Bach, who
has already seen theTokyo Games postponed
from last year because of the pandemic.

“We are inviting the athletes and participating
delegations of the upcoming Olympic and
Paralympic Games to lead by example and
accept the vaccine where and when possible,”
Bach said. There are expected to be more than
11,000 athletes at the games, which will run from
July 23 to August 8, but many have already
secured vaccines in their home countries.

The IOC has been promising for months that
the Olympics would be safe even without wide-
spread vaccination, thanks to a battery of health
precautions. The IOC has already said it will offer
national delegations COVID-19 vaccines bought
from China.

But the agreement with Pfizer is seen as
important as Tokyo and several Japanese regions
are once again under a state of alert due to the
increase in cases of COVID-19, amid lingering
doubts about the wisdom of holding the games. 

Japan has already decided to ban spectators
from abroad and the president of the organizing
committee, Seiko Hashimoto, told AFP last Friday
that the Olympics could be held behind closed
doors for the first time in their history.  

With Japan’s hospital system already under
intense pressure, Tokyo 2020 has been criticized
for asking Japanese medical staff to work on the
event, and Hashimoto said the absence of specta-
tors could ease the pressure. In an attempt to
appease the skepticism of the Japanese public,
organizers last week tightened the anti-virus
measures imposed on both Olympic delegations
and the media. Albert Bourla, chairman and CEO
of Pfizer and Ugur Sahin of BioNTech said their
firms were proud to supply the vaccine — already
the mainstay of Europe’s inoculation effort — to
the Games.  “The return of the Olympic and
Paralympic Games represents a monumental
moment of world unity and peace after a grueling
year of isolation and devastation,” Bourla said. The
firms noted that it would be a decision of individ-
ual countries’ government whether to permit or
require the vaccines be used, but added that the
jab has been authorized by the EU, US, UK,
Canada and other countries. — AFP BARCELONA: The Formula One circus pitches

up in Barcelona this weekend for the Spanish
Grand Prix with Red Bull’s tantalizing tilt at prizing
the spotlight away from showstoppers Mercedes
topping the bill. Three races in and against pre-
season predictions it is Lewis Hamilton who leads
Max Verstappen by eight points arriving at the
fourth leg of the championship.

Wins last Sunday in Portugal and in the opener
in Bahrain leave the seven-time champion in his
customary habitat at the top of the F1 drivers’ tree.
Barcelona is a track the teams know intimately as
the usual venue for pre-season testing, and with its
reputation as a circuit where overtaking opportu-
nities are few and far between the onus will be on
tomorrow’s qualifying to command a prime front
row seat on Sunday’s grid.

Hamilton is seeking his fifth consecutive win in
Catalonia, with three of his last four victories deliv-
ered from pole. Should he top the time sheets
tomorrow he will celebrate his 100th pole position,
after being denied that honor by his teammate
Valtteri Bottas last weekend in Portimao.
Verstappen and Red Bull’s emergence as serious
title contenders not only has F1 fans gripping their
sofas’ arm rests or smart phones — Mercedes
chief Toto Wolff says he’s enjoying the same sensa-
tion he felt at the first signs Mercedes could muscle
in on the then Red Bull roadshow seven years ago.

“When we were behind in testing and in
Bahrain, it’s a buzz that I have not felt in the team
since 2013 when we had that first sniff that we
could be there,” said Wolff. “The whole place is
excited and continues to be excited. I’d like to be
happy after Abu Dhabi at the end of the season but
for the time being, we’ll take it one step at a time.”

While the 2021 Hamilton continues to display all
the hallmarks that have turned him into a serial
champion - often flawless race craft, consummate
professionalism and steely focus, Verstappen this
season has changed. The Dutch driver seems to
have his eye on the bigger picture, as F1’s managing
director Ross Brawn pointed out.

“It’s clear that Max Verstappen is approaching
this championship in a different way because he
finally has a title-winning car,” said Brawn. “And it
had to change because when you’re a title con-
tender, the focus has to be on consolidating when
you’re not the fastest and when opportunities such
as a mechanical issue for a rival or a Safety Car
present themselves, you must be in a position to
strike.” Verstappen’s boss at Red Bull Christian
Horner is like his Mercedes counterpart Wolff lap-
ping up the first proper inter-team title battle for
some time. “The picture is starting to clarify. Red
Bull and Mercedes are the two standout teams, and
Lewis and Max are the two standout drivers. It’s
incredibly tight. The biggest winner for that is
Formula 1 - and if it goes like this for 23 races, it’s
going to be nip and tuck.”

One driver who has special reason to approach
this weekend’s race with a spring in his step is
Fernando Alonso. The two-time champion is finally
finding his feet with Alpine, formerly Renault, after
his return to F1, scoring points for the second
straight race in the Algarve sunshine.

“It was good, it was fun,” said the veteran
Spaniard ahead of his home grand prix. “We were
fighting with one McLaren, one Ferrari - things that
were unthinkable in Imola or Bahrain. So I think we
made a big step forward in terms of the car per-
formance.”—AFP

Pfizer/BioNTech to supply
vaccines for Olympic athletes

TOKYO: This file photograph taken on April 28, 2021, shows a general view of the Olympic rings lit up at
dusk on the Odaiba waterfront in Tokyo.— AFP

PORTIMAO: Mercedes’ British driver Lewis Hamilton and Red Bull’s Dutch driver Max Verstappen (back)
compete during the Portuguese Formula One Grand Prix race at the Algarve International Circuit in
Portimao on May 2, 2021. — AFP

Hamilton pursues 100th pole as ‘nip
and tuck’ title battle arrives in Spain


