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TOKYO: Japanese superstar Naomi Osaka admitted she
was “not real ly sure” the coronavirus-hit  Tokyo
Olympics should go ahead as doubts grew about the
Games just weeks before the opening ceremony. The
four-time tennis Grand Slam winner joined fellow
Japanese player Kei Nishikori in raising concerns, with
Tokyo and other parts of Japan under a virus state of
emergency. A top politician also warned that Japan still
had to make a “careful decision” about whether to hold
the Games, which have scant public support according
to opinion polls.

Scrapping the 2020 Olympics, postponed last year
as the pandemic advanced, is a concept that has never
quite gone away, despite repeated assertions from offi-
cials that they will proceed. A survey by a leading
Japanese daily released on Monday found 59 percent of
respondents want the Olympics cancelled, underlining
persistent public concerns over the risk of infections.
Osaka, Japan’s biggest sports star and a major gold-
medal prospect, said “to be honest, I’m not really sure”,
when asked if the Olympics should take place as planned.
“I’m an athlete, and of course my immediate thought is
that I want to play in the Olympics,” the four-time Grand
Slam winner told the BBC. “But as a human, I would say
we’re in a pandemic, and if people aren’t healthy, and if
they’re not feeling safe, then it’s definitely a really big
cause for concern.”

Nishikori said there “definitely should be a discus-
sion” on whether Tokyo should plough ahead. “I don’t
know how much they are thinking about how they are
gonna make (a) bubble, because this is not like 100 peo-
ple,” he said. “It’s 10,000 people in the village and play-
ing tournaments. So I don’t think it’s easy, especially
(with) what’s happening right now in Japan.”

‘So much to think about’
America’s Serena Williams, who has 23 Grand Slam

titles — one off the all-time record — as well as four
Olympic golds, said she was yet to commit to Tokyo. “I
haven’t spent 24 hours without her (three-year-old daugh-
ter Olympia) so that kind of answers the question itself,”
she said at the WTA tournament in Rome. “I haven’t really
thought much about Tokyo, because it was supposed to be
last year and now it’s this year, and then there is this pan-
demic and there is so much to think about.”

Athletes until now have largely stayed quiet about the
Olympics, in contrast to last year when there was a wel-
ter of complaints before the historic postponement in
March. A series of test events have been cancelled, post-
poned or held behind closed doors, underlining the chal-
lenges facing organizers.

Meanwhile, an increasing number of sections of the
Olympic torch relay have been scaled back and moved
off-road to prevent people from gathering to watch, with
the relay legs in Hiroshima and Yamaguchi the latest
casualties, organizers said.

At a para-athletics rehearsal yesterday, competitors
told AFP they were training on the assumption the
Games would be held. “It’s only natural that there are
voices of disapproval. Can we really hold safe Olympics
for everyone under these circumstances? I don’t think we
can say yes with confidence right now,” said Tomomi
Tozawa, a 100m T63 runner.

“But as an athlete, until we are told it’s cancelled, we
need to presume it’s going ahead and prepare for that,”
she said. Another para-athlete, Ikoma Tomoki, said he
had “a strong desire for them to hold it, even given the
circumstances”.

Olympic officials insist the Games can still be held
safely and have released rulebooks they say will ensure
the biggest international event since the pandemic began
does not spread the virus. On Monday, International
Olympic Committee president Thomas Bach was forced
to cancel a visit to Japan planned for this month, after the
state of emergency was extended last week.

Toshihiro Nikai, number two in the ruling Liberal
Democratic Party, said Japan needed to take advice from
“Olympic experts” before deciding whether to hold the
Games. “A careful decision will be necessary in the
future,” he said late on Monday, according to the Jiji
Press news agency. —AFP
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Competitor performs during Red Bull Car Park Drift at Souq Marfaa Palm Deira in Dubai. —Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

‘Change is coming’
at the top, 
says Djokovic

ROME: Novak Djokovic said Monday that the
recent run of Masters 1,000 titles won by NextGen
players is clear evidence that “change is coming” at
the top of men’s tennis and his position as world
number one is under threat.

Two of this year’s three Masters champions,
Stefanos Tsitsipas and Hubert Hurkacz, have been
first-time winners, while Matteo Berrettini reached
his first such final at the Madrid Open. Alexander
Zverev returns this week to Rome, the site of his first
Masters title in 2017, fresh off a second triumph in
the Spanish capital — and fourth overall at this level.

“The results are showing that,” Djokovic, who sat
out the Madrid tournament, said ahead of his Italian
Open defense. “There are guys like Tsitsipas,
Zverev, Berrettini, (Andrey) Rublev that are winning
against all of us and playing a lot and building their
ranking points. (Daniil) Medvedev as well, of course,
and challenging for the top spots. Dominic Thiem of
course has been there for many years. It’s inevitable
that it’s going to happen. The change on the men’s
rankings, top of the rankings is coming. Whether it’s
going to happen in a month or a year or whatever, I
don’t know.”

Djokovic in March eclipsed Roger Federer’s
record for the most weeks spent at number one.
This week marks his 320th at the top of the men’s
game. But the Serb, who won his 18th major at the
Australian Open in February, insisted his focus now
is on surpassing Federer’s haul of 20 Grand Slams
— a record he shares with Rafael Nadal.

“I’m not personally paying too much attention
anymore to the rankings as much as I am to my
game for the Grand Slams. Those are the biggest
focus tournaments right now at this stage of my
career. I have managed to achieve the milestone of
the historic ranking No. 1, and that was the focus up
to recently. Now it’s more about really trying to
peak at Grand Slams and make those count for my
career.”

Djokovic has played just two events since win-
ning in Melbourne. He lost to Dan Evans in the last
16 at Monte Carlo and was beaten by Aslan
Karatsev in the semi-finals at home in Belgrade. He
is gearing up for another bid for a second Roland
Garros title, as he attempts to become the first
man to win all four Grand Slams twice since Rod
Laver in 1969.

Djokovic lost to Nadal in straight sets in last year’s
French Open final. “I didn’t have too many matches. I
didn’t play so great in Monaco and Belgrade, but I’m
hopefully going to change that here in Rome and
then another week in Belgrade before the French
Open,” he said. “Four tournaments before the French
is I think enough in terms of match play. So I’m build-
ing my fitness and I’m building just my game slowly
step by step in order to peak in Paris. That’s definitely
where I want to play my best.” —AFP

LONDON: England stars such as Ben
Stokes, Jofra Archer and Jos Buttler
have been told their international com-
mitments will have to take precedence
in the event of a fresh fixture clash with
a delayed finish to this year’s Indian
Premier League. The 2021 edition of
the lucrative franchise Twenty20 tour-
nament was suspended last week due
to the devastating coronavirus out-
break in India.

There is speculation the IPL may
resume midway through September,
which could lead to a clash with
England white-ball tours of Pakistan
and Bangladesh that are meant to take
place between the end of the home sea-
son and a T20 World Cup in India
scheduled for October. Halting he IPL
has left England with a potentially larg-
er player pool than they envisaged for
next month’s two-Test series at home to
New Zealand.

Previously, the England and Wales
Cricket Board had been prepared to let
players miss those matches in order to
honor their previously agreed IPL deals.
A position that angered some England
fans was justified by the ECB on the
grounds that the New Zealand series
had been a late addition to an already
crowded fixture list.

But Ashley Giles, the England man-

aging director, has made it clear he
expects national service to be the prior-
ity from now on in a year culminating
with Joe Root’s men heading to
Australia in a bid to regain the Ashes. 

“We’ve got a full future tours pro-
gram and if those tours are going ahead
I’d expect them (IPL players) to be
there,” Giles said Monday. “The New
Zealand scenario was very different. A
rearranged IPL...none of us knows what
that looks like at the moment, where it’s
going to be, or when or if.”

Giles, a former England left-arm
spinner, added: “But we’ve got a lot of
important high profile cricket including
a T20 World Cup and Ashes, so we’re
planning on the involvement of England
players in England matches.” Giles
reduced England’s backroom staff last
month when he ditched national selec-
tor Ed Smith and gave his responsibili-
ties to head coach Chris Silverwood.

“It’s a change I’ve been looking at
for some time. For me, it’s more modern
and it’s cleaner; let the coach pick the
team,” said Giles. “His head’s on the
block. I don’t want that to be the head-
line but it’s a conversation I’d have had
with Chris...if we lose in Australia the
pressure is on all of us. You might as
well have a free run at it, it’s your
team.” —AFP

TOKYO: Kaede Maegawa of Japan competes in the women’s long jump - T63 category during a para-ath-
letics test event for the 2020 Tokyo Olympics at the National Stadium in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

Stefanos Tsitsipas

Kuwait figure skaters grab 17 medals in int’l tourney England stars told to put int’l 
duty ahead of IPL matches

KUWAIT: The Kuwaiti figure skating girls
team grabbed up to 17 medals in the online
open international tournament that con-
cluded in the Romanian capital Bucharest
recently. The national champions won nine
gold medals, six silver medals and a bronze

one in the three-day competition, head of
Kuwait Winter Games Club Fehaid Al-Ajmi
said on Monday. 

Ajmi praised the Kuwaiti female players
for their outstanding performance vis a vis
top-notch competitors from various coun-

tries. Hussa Al-Saraawi won two gold
medals, Khairiyah Al-Kanderi grabbed two
gold ones, Lulwa Al-Darman and Lara Al-
Barrak each snatched one gold and one
silver medal, while Sara Al-Laho grabbed
two silver medals. —KUNA

KUWAIT: Members of the Kuwaiti figure skating girls team with head of Kuwait Winter Games Club Fehaid Al-Ajmi. —KUNA


