
TOKYO: Sumo will struggle to fill the “void” left by the retire-
ment of its greatest-ever champion Hakuho, experts say, with
few new stars emerging and public interest in the ancient Japan-
ese sport likely to wane. Hakuho helped usher in a new wave of
sumo popularity with a record 45 tournament wins, drawing
huge crowds to his epic battles with archrival Asashoryu in the
late 2000s. 

But the Mongolian-born 36-year-old handed in his retirement
notice on Monday after persistent trouble with his right knee,
leaving fans wondering how sumo will cope in his absence. Sumo
commentator John Gunning told AFP Hakuho was “one of those
athletes that transcend their own sport”, likening him to football’s
Pele or basketball’s Michael Jordan. His departure leaves just one
wrestler, Terunofuji, at sumo’s highest rank of Yokozuna - and even
his long-term future is unclear.

“I don’t see anybody that’s going to fill the void,” said Murray
Johnson, another commentator. “Terunofuji is the only one that
can take that role, but with his knees, how long does he last? If
he lasts any longer than a couple of years, that would surprise
me.” The 29-year-old Terunofuji only reached the yokozuna rank
in July, after an injury-plagued career that saw him drop to the
second-lowest division at one point.

By contrast, Hakuho was sumo’s longest-serving yokozuna,
with over 1,000 bouts at the rank. His titanic tussles with charis-
matic bad boy Asashoryu were the stuff of legend, pitting the
popular Hakuho against the man the crowds loved to hate.
Asashoryu retired in 2010, but two years later Hakuho had an-

other yokozuna rival in the shape of Harumafuji. Kakuryu and
Kisenosato later joined them at the sport’s highest rank.

Gunning says such “storylines” are what drives sumo’s popu-
larity. “Sumo is a sport that has always been based around rivalry
at the very top of the rankings,” he said. “What you really want is
the best of the best going at it, all the time. So with Hakuho gone
and Terunofuji not having a rival of the same standing, there’s
going to be a dip in interest.”

Yokozuna troubles 
Gunning says there is “hope on the horizon”, and names Hoku-

seiho - a two-meter-tall, 19-year-old prodigy scouted by Hakuho
- as a possible future star. But the current crop of wrestlers has
been less than convincing during Hakuho’s injury-enforced ab-
sence over the past year. A string of journeymen have emerged
from the pack to win their first titles, only to sink back into medi-
ocrity. Meanwhile, the wrestlers at the second-highest rank of
ozeki have consistently disappointed. Sumo journalist Shoko Sato
says the sport could soon find itself without a yokozuna for the
first time since the period between May 1992 and January 1993.
“All the current ozeki are weak, so there might not be any new
yokozuna for a while, and Terunofuji’s knees are bad so I don’t
think he’ll be around for long,” she said. “I’m worried that interest
in sumo will gradually decline.”

The coronavirus pandemic makes it difficult to judge sumo’s
current popularity, with several tournaments cancelled or held be-
hind closed doors. The sport has made a concerted effort to court

younger fans in recent years, and the Internet has also helped it
attract a sizeable overseas audience. Gunning believes interest
has cooled slightly since Hakuho’s injury troubles began, and that
his departure will lead to an inevitable “dip in popularity”.

But he also says “the premature death of sumo has been re-
ported on countless occasions”. Commentator Johnson agrees
that the sport will overcome this latest bump in the road. “Every-
one says that if you look in the crowd, it’s just a bunch of old men
and women,” Johnson said. “Well that might be the case, but it will
just be a new bunch of old men and women.” — AFP 
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Qatar to hold its first
ever Formula One
Grand Prix
DOHA: Qatar will hold its first ever Formula One Grand
Prix in November replacing the cancelled Australian GP,
organizers announced yesterday. The race will take place
at the Losail International Circuit north of Doha on Nov 21
and will form the first part of a Middle Eastern ending to
the Formula One season as it will be followed by races in
Saudi Arabia and the season-ending Abu Dhabi Grand Prix.

Qatar has also signed a 10-year deal to host Formula
One from 2023. The Australian GP, traditionally a season-
opener, was moved towards the end of the season in a bid
to ensure it could go ahead in the light of COVID-19 re-
strictions. In spite of that, it was cancelled for a second year
running. “We are very pleased to welcome Qatar to the
Formula 1 calendar this season and for the longer term from
2023,” said F1 President and CEO Stefano Domenicali.

“We have shown that we can continue to adapt and
there is huge interest in our sport and the hope from many
locations to have a Grand Prix. The huge effort from all the
teams, F1 and the FIA has made it possible to deliver a 22-
race calendar, something that is very impressive during a
challenging year and something we can all be proud of.”

The Losail Circuit opened in 2004 and has hosted Moto
GP since then, under floodlights which will also be used for
the Grand Prix. In its statement, F1 said it would confirm
the venue for the race in Qatar from 2023 onward at a later
date, suggesting a possible change from Losail. It is the lat-
est sporting coup for gas-rich Qatar, which will host the
football World Cup in 2022. — AFP 

TOKYO: This picture taken on Jan 8, 2019 shows Yokozuna or sumo
grand champion Hakuho of Mongolia taking part in a traditional
ring-entering ceremony at Meiji shrine. — AFP 

IPL’s Delhi back 
Ashwin after Warne’s 
‘disgraceful’ jibe
DUBAI: Delhi Capitals leapt to Ravichandran Ashwin’s defense
after Australian spin legend Shane Warne slammed the star all-
rounder’s “disgraceful” single in a feisty Indian Premier League
encounter. Ashwin had a verbal exchange with Kolkata Knight
Riders skipper Eoin Morgan and Tim Southee after he grabbed
an extra run following a throw that ricocheted off his partner
Rishabh Pant’s arm. Usually a batsman avoids a run when the ball
from a fielder hits him and deviates away because it is seen as
against the spirit of cricket, although there are no rules stopping
the batter getting the runs.

The retired Warne, who led Rajasthan Royals to victory in the
inaugural edition of the popular Twenty20 tournament in 2008,
told his 3.6 million followers on Twitter: “The world shouldn’t be
divided on this topic and Ashwin. “It’s pretty simple - it’s disgrace-
ful and should never happen. “Why does Ashwin have to be that
guy again? I think (Morgan) had every right to nail him!”

But Delhi co-owner Parth Jindal hit back as he recalled the
2019 World Cup final when England were awarded four runs after
Martin Guptill’s throw for New Zealand deflected off Ben Stokes’
bat to the boundary. “So when the ball ricochets off Ben Stokes
for 4 additional runs which single handedly allows England to win
the 50 over World Cup there are no issues?” Jindal tweeted, call-
ing the criticism of Ashwin “hypocrisy at its best”.

Pant, the Delhi captain, said the run was in the “spirit of the
game” and described the incident as “part and parcel” of
cricket after Tuesday’s match in the UAE. Kolkata wicket-
keeper-batsman Dinesh Karthik had tried to cool down tem-
pers. “I do not think Morgan appreciates that he is someone
when the ball hits the batter, he expects them not to run be-
cause of the spirit of cricket,” Karthik, who is Ashwin’s former

India teammate, told reporters. “It is a very grey area, a very
interesting topic. I have my own opinion on it, but I can just
say I am happy to play peacemaker.”

Ashwin later exacted a small measure of revenge when he
got Morgan out for nought with his off-spin in Kolkata’s chase,
but the Indian ultimately ended up on the losing side. Ashwin
was involved in another spirit-of-cricket debate two years ear-
lier in the IPL when he controversially ran out England’s Jos
Buttler while the batsman was backing up at the non-striker’s
end. While legitimate, the so-called Mankad dismissal is widely
considered unsporting. — AFP 
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