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Australia coach 
says Smith the 
opener will 
face India

Atletico’s Simeone welcomes 
‘important’ Griezmann return
AFP
Madrid

A
tletico Madrid coach 
Diego Simeone and de-
fender Axel Witsel said 
yesterday they hoped 

Antoine Griezmann’s return could 
propel them into the Champions 
League quarter-fi nals.

The French forward suff ered an 
ankle sprain in the 1-0 last 16 fi rst-
leg defeat by Inter Milan in Febru-
ary and missed the following four 
matches across all competitions, 
in which Atletico won just once.

Griezmann has trained ahead of 
the second leg at the Metropoli-
tano stadium in the Spanish capi-
tal on Wednesday and could start.

“Griezmann gives the team a 
lot of strength... he’s a very im-
portant player, we are very happy 
that he is back,” Witsel told a news 
conference.

Coach Simeone said the 
32-year-old’s return would ex-
pand his options in the clash 
against last year’s runners-up.

“His return to the team gives us 
more solutions and more tactical 
possibilities... and we hope he has 
the game that he wants to have,” 
said Simeone.

Atletico were beaten 2-0 on 
Saturday by lowly Cadiz in La Liga 
but the coach expected support-
ers would back the team to the hilt 
against Inter.

“We’ll accept what they want 
to give us – they always give eve-
rything and support us, I am sure 
our fans will be like they always 
are,” added Simeone.

Atletico are fourth in La Liga 
and face a battle with Athletic Bil-
bao to hold on to that spot, with 
the Basque team also knocking 
them out of the Copa del Rey in the 
semi-fi nals.

“I can say that I believe in my 
players, in my team and I know 
they will have a good game,” said 
Simeone.

“In recent games the team has 
not maintained the level they had 
been playing at and we hope to 
keep growing after the lessons 

(we’ve been given).”
At home Atletico have been far 

stronger than on the road, losing 
just once there this season, against 
Athletic in the cup.

“It’s a fact that here at home 
Atletico transform – if they always 
played here, they’d be fi rst in the 
league,” said Inter coach Simone 
Inzaghi.

“In the last 30 (home) matches 
they have only lost against Ath-

letic Bilbao in the Copa del Rey, I 
saw that game and they did not 
deserve to lose.

“We all know what Atletico are, 
who their coach is. We’ve pre-
pared, knowing that the Metro-
politano is a big factor for them, 
and we will play the game without 
thinking about what happened in 
Milan.”

Inzaghi said his team, runaway 
leaders in Serie A, were aiming to 

go all the way to the fi nal again af-
ter losing last year’s against Man-
chester City.

“Last year we reached the fi nal 
in Istanbul and this year we want 
to go on our run again,” he added.

“We’re leaving the league to one 
side for now, thinking about each 
game (as it comes), and tomor-
row night we’ll give our best and 
we know we will face off  against a 
team with great quality.”

PREVIEW

French forward set to return to Atletico Madrid’s lineup for Champions League game against Inter Milan

By Sports Reporter
Doha

A
l Rayyan rallied from behind to se-
cure a 2-2 draw against Umm Salal 
in the Expo Stars League match 
at the Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium 

yesterday.
Substitute Ahmed al-Rawi scored in 

the 59th minute and Roger Guedes scored 
the stoppage-time equaliser for Al Rayy-
an, while Kenji Gorre scored both Umm 
Salal’s goals in the 27th and 55th minutes. 
The result moved The Lions to 32 points 
and third on the league table, while Umm 
Salal are now sixth in the standings with 
20 points.

The match started on a cautious note, 
with each team appearing to be sizing up 
their opponent before springing up with a 
surprise. Umm Salal’s Lucas Joao almost 
had a go at goal in the 15th minute, but the 
Angolan international was stopped in his 
tracks after being fl agged off side.

As expected, Al Rayyan were in domi-
nant control of the game for most of the 
early minutes of the fi rst half, but they 
were unable to convert their superior pos-
session into a major advantage, with many 
scoring opportunities wasted.

While Al Rayyan missed their opportu-

nities, Umm Salal, on the other hand, drew 
the fi rst blood in the 27th minute through an 
overlapping Gorre, who ensured that a pre-
cise pass from Ali Afi f was not wasted as he 
blasted home a right-footed low shot into 
the left hand corner of goalkeeper Fahad 
Younis goal. 

Gingered by the goal, Umm Salal began 
to play more confi dently as they gradu-
ally asserted themselves in the game while 
a desperate Al Rayyan sought to have the 
spoils shared going into the half-time 
break, but the scoreline remained un-
changed as the match was brought to the 
expected pause.

Al Rayyan brought in Qatari striker 
al-Rawi in place of Ahmed al-Minhali at 
halftime in a bid to shore up their attack 
and get the needed equaliser but it was 
Umm Salal who doubled their lead in the 
55th minute, once again through Gorre.

The Curaçao international got on the 
end of Abdulrahman Faiz al-Rashidi’s di-
agonal cross, which was initially missed 
by Joao, and drove home a well-taken 
low-shot, again to the left-hand corner of 
Al Rayyan’s goal.

Four minutes later, Al Rayyan’s substi-
tution paid off , with al-Rawi pulling one 
back for his team off  a headed assist by 
Gabriel Pereira. 

The goal gave The Lions a shot in 

the arm as they started pressing harder 
against the Barzan’s Falcons, who resorted 
to counter-attacks going forward. 

Guedes could have restored parity in 

the 74th minute, but his glancing header 
went just inches wide, much to the re-
lief of Umm Salal. The match almost de-
scended into a chaos in the 85th minute 

after a seemingly innocuous challenge 
on al-Rawi, within the goal area of Umm 
Salal, led to a series of pushing and shov-
ing that eventually necessitated a red card 
being awarded to Umm Salal’s Oussama 
Tannane for violent conduct.

Just when it seemed Umm Salal would 
be running away with the maximum 
points, Guedes made up for his ear-
lier miss as he stepped up to the plate to 
equalise for his team in the four minutes of 
added time, assisted by Achraf Bencharki.

The goal was the last major event of the 
night, as the spoils ended up being evenly 
shared between the two gladiators.

Al Ahli upstage Qatar SC 3-1
In the other match of the day, two late 
goals saw Al Ahli beat Qatar SC 3-1 at the 
Suhaim Bin Hamad Stadium.

The highly absorbing contest saw The 
Brigadiers score through Julian Draxler 
(42nd minute), and Eissa El Nagar (90th 
minute) and Yazan al-Naimat (90+10th 
minute) against Qatar SC’s only goal 
which came from Javi Martinez in the 
64th minute.

Their sixth win of the league fetched Al 
Ahli three more valuable points moving 
their tally to 19 points and consolidating 
their eighth place ranking while Qatar SC 
remained in tenth place with 13 points.

Al Rayyan rally to draw 2-2 with Umm Salal
EXPO STARS LEAGUE

Atletico Madrid’s Antoine Griezmann attends a training session yesterday, on the eve of their Champions 
League last 16 second leg match against Inter Milan in Madrid. (AFP)

Dortmund embrace 
‘favourites’ tag 

ahead of PSV clash
Borussia Dortmund striker 
Donyell Malen said yesterday 
his side were embracing their 
“favourites” tag ahead of the 
last-16 second leg against PSV 
Eindhoven.
“Are we the favourites? We’re 
playing at home – I think we are,” 
Malen told reporters, with today’s 
tie evenly poised after a 1-1 draw 
in the Netherlands in February.
Alongside Porto, PSV are the last 
remaining team from outside the 
top five European leagues, but 
Peter Bosz’s unbeaten side have 
played an incredible domestic 
season, dropping just six of a pos-
sible 75 points.
Dortmund, by contrast, have 
performed poorly in Germany but 
have impressed in the Champions 
League, qualifying first from a 
group featuring Paris Saint-Ger-
main, AC Milan and Newcastle.
“Our season is not over yet” 

Dortmund coach Edin Terzic said 
yestyerday. “We’ve got a huge 
chance and we want to invest 
everything for it.”
“We can go in with a good feeling 
tomorrow – we’ve earned that 
after some hard work in the first 
leg.”
Malen moved to Dortmund from 
PSV in 2021 and has had his best 
season yet in Germany, scoring in 
the first leg. The abolition of the 
away goals rule means the winner 
on Wednesday will progress, 
whether in regulation or extra 
time. Malen told reporters: “We 
haven’t been thinking about a 
penalty shootout, but of course 
we’ve been practicing.”
Dortmund will be without injured 
striker Sebastien Haller and 
defender Nico Schlotterbeck, who 
is on a yellow card suspension. 
Veteran Mats Hummels is likely to 
step in.  (AFP)

Dortmund’s Donyell Malen attends a press conference yesterday on 
the eve of their Champions League last 16 second leg match against 
PSV Eindhoven in Dortmund, Germany. (AFP)

Al Rayyan’s Roger Guedes (left) vying for the ball with Umm Salal’s captain Victor Lekhal
during their Expo Stars League match at the Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium yesterday.
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Pant set to return to cricket aft er car crash
AFP
New Delhi

S
tar wicketkeeper-batsman 
Rishabh Pant is fi t to 
play in the Indian Premier 
League starting this month 

after being seriously hurt in a car 
crash in 2022, the cricket board 
said yesterday.

Pant is set to return to the Delhi 
Capitals after missing last season 
and could play for India at the T20 
World Cup in the West Indies and 
United States in June.

“After undergoing an exten-
sive 14-month rehab and recovery 
process, following a life-threat-
ening road mishap... Rishabh Pant 
has now been declared fi t,” the 
Board of Control for Cricket in In-
dia (BCCI) said in a statement.

Following the BCCI announce-
ment, the 26-year-old posted a 

picture of himself on Instagram 
with the caption: “Keep smiling.”

Pant crashed his Mercedes SUV 
north of New Delhi before dawn in 
December 2022, suff ering multiple 
injuries when the car rammed into 
a crash barrier, fl ipped over and 
caught fi re.

He was rushed to hospital before 
being airlifted to Mumbai for fur-
ther treatment and surgery.

Pant has been on an intensive 
rehabilitation programme since 
surviving the crash with a dam-
aged ligament in his right knee, a 
hurt wrist and ankle, and abrasions 
to his back. He was replaced as 
skipper of Delhi Capitals by David 
Warner of Australia last year.

Pant has played for India a total 
of 129 times in all three formats 
since 2017.

BCCI secretary Jay Shah fore-
shadowed Pant’s return on Mon-
day when he said that the destruc-

tive wicketkeeper-batsman could 
be available for the T20 World Cup.

“If he can play the T20 World 

Cup for us that will be a big thing 
for us,” Shah was quoted as saying 
by the Press Trust of India news 

agency. “He is a big asset for us. If 
he can keep (wicket), he can play 
the World Cup. Let’s see how he 

does in the IPL.” Before the IPL’s 
latest player auction last Decem-
ber, Pant had spoken about the 
challenges he faced during the re-
covery period.

“The kind of accident I had, I’m 
lucky to be alive,” he said.

“I think it was very challeng-
ing, especially the fi rst part I would 
say more from a physical point of 
view... there was a lot of pain to be 
endured.”

The latest instalment of the IPL 
will begin on March 22, with de-
fending champions Chennai Super 
Kings taking on Royal Challengers 
Bangalore in the fi rst match. 

The BCCI has only announced 
the schedule for the season’s fi rst 
21 matches because it is waiting 
for India’s general election dates to 
be fi nalised. The IPL is the world’s 
richest cricket league and has 
proven a cash bonanza for both the 
BCCI and top players.

Smith to remain 
opener vs India:  
Coach McDonald
Reuters
Melbourne

A
ustralia coach Andrew McDonald 
believes it is too early to judge Steve 
Smith as a Test opener and has made 
it clear that changes in the batting 

order are unlikely before India visit at the end 
of the year.

Smith, one of the world’s best batsmen over 
the last decade, replaced David Warner at the 
top of the order on the veteran’s retirement 
from Tests in January, allowing all-rounder 
Cameron Green to slot in at number four.

The 34-year-old has averaged 28.5 with a 
high score of 91 not out in four Tests but, in 
the absence of any other glaring weaknesses 
in the team, has come under scrutiny for his 
51 runs over four innings in two tests against 
New Zealand.

“I think it’s unfair,” McDonald told report-
ers after Australia swept New Zealand 2-0.

“I don’t think it’s deserved. I think he’ll be 
able to work through that. It’s a new challenge 
for him, a new position.

“If you bring in a new opener and you gave 
them four Test matches, and then said, ‘okay, 
we’re going to shift that after four test match-
es’, would you think that’s fair or unfair? I 
think it’s reasonably unfair.”

McDonald echoed skipper Pat Cummins’s 
view that Smith remains one of the six best 
batsmen in Australia and said the batting 
group would be “hard to infi ltrate”.

“He is a great player and his ability to prob-
lem solve is one of his great strengths,” he 
added.

“There will be a debate as to what his best 
position is ... but he’s up for the challenge, and 
I think any time that Steve Smith fails, he sees 
it as a greater challenge.

“So walking away here with 51 runs under 
his belt in tough conditions, that will no doubt 
drive him for the next challenge and that next 
challenge is India. They await, and I think 
it will be an internal motivator for him.He 
wants to open, it’s a position that he came to 
us around, and we think he can make it work.”

India are scheduled to play fi ve Tests in 
Australia in December and January.

“It’s going to be a hard group to infi ltrate. It 
will take something special I think,” McDonald 
said. “I think four Test matches is still a rather 
small sample size. We’re trying to make sure 
that we get the best top six batters, plus Alex 
Carey is an extension of that. How we stack 
them is always going to be a debate,” McDon-

ald added. McDonald praised the 32-year-old 
Alex Carey’s unbeaten 98 at Hagley Oval on 
Monday that carried his team to a three-wick-
et win having gone to the crease early on day 
four with the score 5-80 in pursuit of a distant 
279.

“That’s a signifi cant innings, to win that 
game from where he did,” McDonald said.

“We know the work he puts in, and he’s not 
only a hard worker but he’s a highly skilled 
player. “And 10 dismissals with the gloves (in 

the Test), to couple that with almost a match-
winning ton which unfortunately wasn’t to be.

“He would have said he didn’t have the runs 
he would have liked (prior to yesterday), but 
it’s a signifi cant step for him moving forward.

“We saw at the Gabba only a couple of Test 
matches ago, that 60-odd in the fi rst innings 
and the way he played there.

“If you look at Alex Carey at his best, there’s 
a player that you want to keep in the side,” the 
Australian coach added. 

‘It’s a new challenge for him, a new position. He is a great player”

Australia’s Steve Smith reacts as he walks after losing his wicket, caught by England’s Zak 
Crawley off  the bowling of Chris Woakes, during the fifth Ashes Test at The Oval, London, 
Britain, on July 31, 2023. (Reuters)

Qatar Airways wraps up the Lusail Speed Fest 
2024 in thrilling fashion, applauds Bagnaia

Q
atar Airways, the Title Sponsor of 
Qatar MotoGP, yesterday extended 
its congratulations to Francesco 
Bagnaia of Team Lenovo Ducati se-

curing fi rst place in the MotoGP Grand Prix of 
Qatar 2024, held yesterday at the iconic Lusail 
International Circuit (LIC). 

The airline also applauded the second 
and third place winners at LIC, Brad Binder 
of Team Red Bull KTM, and Jorge Martin of 
Pramac Ducati.

Qatar Airways Group Chief Executive Offi  c-
er, Eng Badr Mohamed al-Meer, awarded the 
MotoGP Qatar Airways Grand Prix of Qatar 
trophy to Francesco Bagnaia, and the MotoGP 

Constructors World Title to Team Ducati Len-
ovo, in the presence of the airline’s cabin crew 
members, bringing the Lusail Speed Fest 2024 
to a fashionable close. 

The Lusail Speed Fest was held at the Lu-
sail International Circuit from 29 February-10 
March 2024 for the Qatar Airways Qatar 1812 
KM – 2024 FIA World Endurance Champi-
onship, and the MotoGP Grand Prix of Qatar 
2024. 

Qatar is solidifying its position as an inte-
gral hub for motorsport events, and continues 
to host diverse global racing competitions and 
motor shows. 

 Qatar Airways welcomes all motorsport en-

thusiasts from its network of over 170 destina-
tions to experience unbeatable action in Qatar’s 
state-of-the-art racing facilities.

Sammy keen to nail 
down specifi c roles for 
Windies bowlers at WC
AFP
Barbados

W
est Indies have as-
sembled a “danger-
ous” batting lineup 
and just need to as-

sign specifi c roles for their bowlers 
to be fully prepared for the home 
T20 World Cup in June, head coach 
Daren Sammy said.

Cricket’s shortest format re-
mains a strong suit for West In-
dies, who won both their T20 
World Cup titles in 2012 and 2016 
under Sammy’s captaincy.

They won T20 series against 
South Africa, India and England 
in 2023 and posted three succes-
sive 200-plus scores in Australia 
earlier this year despite losing the 
series 2-1.

“It sends a strong message to the 
world from our batting group that 
West Indies is a dangerous force,” 
Sammy said in a Cricket West In-
dies video interview.

“I’ve said it before to my guys. I 
said to them, ‘I’ve seen this team 
before, this type of power, the ex-
plosiveness’. It was a team that I 
captained before ...

“So to see it eight years since 
I left the game... man, it’s excit-
ing times for us in the World Cup 
coming in June.”

Death-overs bowling remains an 
issue with the team, though, and 
Sammy said they were fi nalising 
the candidates for various bowling 

roles. Fast bowler Shamar Joseph is 
in Sammy’s thinking for the World 
Cup after the 24-year-old’s head-
line-grabbing debut in a Test series 
Australia earlier this year.

Joseph’s exploits were widely 
celebrated across the region and 
winning the World Cup on home 
soil would help sustain that inter-
est in the game, said Sammy.

“When West Indies do well, 
there’s a buzz,” he said.

“You saw Shamar Joseph’s ex-
ploits in Australia and how it cre-
ated a buzz in the Caribbean. So 
for us, and for me as a coach, to lift 
the silverware, it will mean every-
thing.”

Rovman Powell and his men will 
begin their World Cup campaign 
with a Group C match against Pa-
pua New Guinea in Providence, 
Guyana.  

Afghanistan thrash Ireland 
by 117 runs to seal ODI series

Sharjah:  Mohamed Nabi made 
a key 48 before taking five 
wickets as Afghanistan defeated 
Ireland by 117 runs yesterday to 
complete a 2-0 victory in the 
three-match one-day interna-
tional series in Sharjah.
Rahmanullah Gurbaz, who made 
a hundred in the series opener, 
helped Afghanistan get off  to 
another strong start with 51 off  
53 balls before spooning a return 
catch to spinner Andy McBrine.
Afghanistan captain Hashmat-
ullah Shahidi struck a second suc-
cessive ODI half-century, making 
a sedate 69 to keep his team on 
for a competitive total after they 
started to lose their way.
The 39-year-old Nabi off ered key 
support but fell two runs short 
of his fifty as Ireland put the 
squeeze on Afghanistan in the 
final overs, restricting them to 
236-9. Mark Adair finished with 
3-51 while Barry McCarthy picked 
up two wickets.
Ireland lost opener Andy Balbi-
rnie for one but appeared well set 
at 77-1 until skipper Paul Stirling 
holed out to long-off  soon after 
reaching 50.
Harry Tector, who scored 138 
in the first match last week, 
departed for three as he was 
trapped lbw by Nabi before the 
off -spinner removed Lorcan 
Tucker cheaply as well.
International debutant Nangey-
alia Kharote had Curtis Campher 
caught behind for 43 and then 
removed George Dockrell and 
Adair in his next over as a calami-
tous Ireland collapse saw them 
lose five wickets for just two runs.
Nabi bowled McBrine and then 
cleaned up Graham Hume to pick 
up his first ODI five-wicket haul as 
he ended with 5-17.
Kharote dismissed McCarthy to 

return figures of 4-30 and wrap 
up a comprehensive victory 
after Saturday’s second ODI was 
abandoned without a ball being 
bowled due to heavy rain.
The two teams will stay in Shar-
jah to play three T20s on March 
15, 17 and 18. 
Ireland won the preceding one-
off  Test match by six wickets, 
their first victory in the five-day 
format after seven successive 
losses.

BRIEF SCORES
Afghanistan 236-9 in 50 overs 
(Hashmatullah Shahidi 69, Rah-
manullah Gurbaz 51; M Adair 3-51, 
B. McCarthy 2-42) v Ireland 119 
all out in 35 overs (P. Stirling 50; 
Mohamed Nabi 5-17, Nangeyalia 
Kharote 4-30)
Toss: Ireland
Result: Afghanistan won by 117 
runs
Series: Afghanistan win the 
three-match series 2-0
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‘Lucky loser’ Nardi stuns 
Djokovic in Indian Wells
AFP
Indian Wells

Q
ualifying lucky loser 
Luca Nardi scored the 
biggest win of his young 
career on Monday, stun-

ning world number one Novak 
Djokovic 6-4, 3-6, 6-3 at the ATP-
WTA Indian Wells Masters.

The world number 123 from Italy 
ended the 11-match win streak of 
the veteran Serb at Masters events, 
with Nardi bettering the childhood 
tennis idol whose poster hung 
above his bed from the age of eight.

The 20-year-old was not awed 
by the big game of Djokovic, and 
broke Djokovic for a 4-2 lead in the 
deciding set before pounding out 
the victory three games later with 
a match point ace.

The Italian fi nished with 36 
winners and 41 unforced errors 
while Djokovic had 31 errors in just 
under two and a half hours.

“Before this night no-one knew 
me,” Nardi said in an on-court in-
terview after his win. “I hope the 
crowd enjoyed the game; I’m super 
happy with this one.”

Asked how he had pulled off  the 
biggest win of his career, Nardi re-
plied: “I don’t know. I think it re-
ally is a miracle. I’m a guy ranked 
outside the top 100 in the world 
and now I’m beating Novak – cra-
zy, crazy.”

Nardi only reached the main 
draw in Indian Wells after a with-
drawal. He had been beaten by 
Belgium’s David Goffi  n in the fi nal 
round of qualifying.

In other games on Monday, sev-
enth seed Holger Rune fi nally made 
it onto court after a fi rst-round bye 
and a walkover in the second round 
against injured Milos Raonic.

The 20-year-old Dane got off  

and running in the event with 
a 6-2, 7-6 (7/5) defeat of Italy’s 
Lorenzo Musetti, earning revenge 
for a loss on grass last June at 
Queen’s Club, London.

“It feels great to fi nally get 
started,” he said after reaching the 
fourth round here for the fi rst time.

“The wait is fi nally over, I was so 
eager to play, though I did get two 
extra practice days.”

Norway’s ninth seed Casper 
Ruud advanced past Arthur Fils of 
France 6-2, 6-4.

French showstopper Gael Mon-
fi ls ended the run of 2021 cham-
pion Cameron Norrie, with the 
36-year-old winner and the Briton 
playing a massive 31 break points in 
a match won by Monfi ls 6-7 (5/7), 
7-6 (7/5), 6-3.

Tommy Paul, who next faces 
Nardi, earned a home win with his 
6-4, 6-4 defeat of Dubai cham-
pion Ugo Humbert.

Taylor Fritz joined him, 6-2, 6-2 
over Argentine Sebastian Baez.

Sabalenka, Gauff  advance
In the women’s draw, reigning 
women’s Grand Slam champions 
Aryna Sabalenka and Coco Gauff  
reached the fourth round with 
challenging straight-set wins.

But former number one and 
2018 tournament winner Naomi 
Osaka failed to join them, with the 
Japanese player eliminated 7-5, 
6-4 by Elise Mertens, who now 
takes on Gauff .

The Belgian saved three break 
points in the fi nal game, advancing 

on her second match point which 
drew an Osaka error.

Osaka, a four-time winner at 
the majors, is making her return 
to tennis this season after giving 
birth.

Earlier, double Sabalenka de-
feated Emma Raducanu 6-3, 7-5 
but double-faulted on a match 
point and needed three more win-
ning chances before fi nally going 
through.

“I was super-happy to close this 
match in two sets; the last game 
was tight,” Sabalenka said. “If I 
had lost that game it would give her 
emotionally much more belief and 
confi dence – going to the tiebreak 
you never know, it’s 50/50.”

Gauff , who won the US Open 
last September as a teenager, over-

came Lucia Bronzetti 6-2, 7-6 (7/5) 
as she closed out victory in a tie-
breaker with a minimum of drama.

The US Open champion, who 
turns 20 today, won her sixth 
straight match against an Italian 
opponent.

“She played really well,” the 
winner said of Bronzetti. “But I 
was much better than in my last 
match – I’m improving with each 
one.”

Rafael Nadal expected back on 
the clay at Monte Carlo

Rafael Nadal is set to make his re-
turn to the ATP Tour on the clay 
courts of Monte Carlo next month, 
tournament organisers announced 
yesterday.

“You never know what he’s go-

ing to do, but I saw him train-
ing with his coaches on a private 
court... and I had the impression 
I was listening to a wild beast. He 
hits like he’s never hit before,” said 
tournament director David Massey 
at a press conference in Paris.

“He felt some discomfort, so 
he was scared and decided not to 
play at Indian Wells, but the tests 
he underwent showed nothing,” he 
added.

Nadal, with 22 Grand Slam titles 
to his name, has dropped to 652nd 
in the ATP rankings this week and 
used a protected ranking of ninth 
to get into the main draw in Monte 
Carlo, the fi rst clay-court Masters 
1000 event of the 2024 season.

The clay specialist has won the 
tournament 11 times in his career 
but since his last victory in 2018, 
he fell at the semi-fi nals in 2019, 
the quarters in 2021 and missed the 
2020, 2022 and 2023 editions.

“We sent him two boxes of balls 
to Mallorca so that he could prac-
tise (with the balls that will be used 
in the tournament),” said Massey.

Nadal missed almost all of the 
2023 season with abdominal and 
other injuries and has played only 
the Brisbane International this 
season, where he suff ered a fl are-
up of a hip injury.

The 37-year-old Spaniard was 
set to make his comeback at the In-
dian Wells Masters but pulled out 
of the hard-court event last week 
without playing a point.

The bombshell decision came 
four days after he lost a Las Vegas 
exhibition to compatriot and world 
number two Carlos Alcaraz.

The Monte Carlo Masters begins 
on April 7 and marks the beginning 
of the clay-court season where 
Nadal may well play his last-ever 
French Open, a Grand Slam event 
he has won a record 14 times.

Novak Djokovic of Serbia leaves the court after losing to Luca Nardi of Italy during the BNP Paribas Open at Indian Wells Tennis Garden in Indian 
Wells, California. Right: Nardi celebrates his win. (AFP)

‘I’m a guy ranked outside the top 100 in the world and now I’m beating Novak – crazy, crazy’

Retired Ecclestone says 
F1 driver Massa is right 
to sue in English court
Reuters
London

F
ormer Formula One supre-
mo Bernie Ecclestone said 
yesterday Felipe Massa 
was right to take his fi ght 

to be recognised as the 2008 world 
champion to the London High 
Court.

Lawyers for the Brazilian former 
Ferrari driver announced on Mon-
day legal action against Formula 
One Management (FOM), the gov-
erning International Automobile 
Federation (FIA) and Ecclestone.

The 42-year-old is also claim-
ing compensation for estimated 
fi nancial losses of around £64mn 
($82mn) plus interest for missing 
out on the title by a single point to 
Britain’s Lewis Hamilton.

Ecclestone told Reuters by tel-
ephone from Brazil that, had he 
been Massa’s manager he would 
have advised him to take action in 
England.

“The best thing he could do is 
sue in England. He wants some-
thing straightforward so it will be 
straightforward. No axe to grind 
from anybody. So we’ll wait and 
see,” said the 93-year-old Briton.

“It might help him if an English 
judge comes out and says some-
thing that’s in his favour, it would 
be good for him.”

Ecclestone has plenty of expe-
rience of the British legal system, 
most recently last October when 
he paid £652.6mn but was spared 
a jail term after pleading guilty to 
misleading Britain’s tax authority 
about overseas assets.

In 2014 he won a High Court 
case brought against him by Ger-
man media company Constantin 
Medien who had sought $100mn 
in damages following the sale of a 
stake in the sport eight years ear-
lier.

That same year he paid $100mn 
to end a bribery trial in Germany.

Massa’s claim has made much of 
an Ecclestone quote to the German 
website F1 Insider stating that the 
Brazilian should have been world 
champion in 2008 and was “de-
prived of the title he deserved” by 
a Singapore Grand Prix scandal.

Ecclestone repeated last year’s 
assertion that he had no recollec-
tion of saying that and declared he 
had tried, in vain, to fi nd a record-
ing.

Massa was leading that race 
from pole position when compa-
triot Nelson Piquet Jr crashed his 
Renault into the wall on lap 14 of 
61, triggering the safety car.

Piquet’s teammate Fernando 
Alonso went on to win, while Mas-
sa failed to score after a bungled 
pitstop.

Piquet revealed in 2009 that 
team bosses, who were subse-
quently banned, had ordered him 
to crash.

Massa wants the FIA to ac-
knowledge it breached its own 
regulations by not immediately in-
vestigating the crash and cancel-
ling the race result, which would 
have made him the champion.

The Paris-based FIA and Lon-
don-headquartered FOM, a part of 
US company Liberty Media, have 
not commented on the Brazilian’s 
legal action.

Bernie Ecllestone Felipe Massa

WADA remains ‘deeply sceptical’ about Russian 
athletes in Paris, anti-doping chief Banka says
Reuters
Lausanne

T
he head of the World Anti-Doping 
Agency (WADA) said yesterday he 
remained sceptical and concerned 
about Russia’s anti-doping practices 

as some of the country’s athletes prepare to 
compete as neutrals at this year’s Paris Sum-
mer Olympics. Speaking at the WADA Annual 
Symposium in Lausanne, WADA President 
Witold Banka said he had received many ques-
tions from concerned athletes regarding the 
Russians who could be competing in Paris.

“What I can tell you is that they all remain 
subject to testing,” he said. Banka explained 
that the International Testing Agency (ITA) 

and the various international sports federa-
tions were collecting samples from athletes 
within Russia, as well as those training or 
competing overseas.

He said that Russian anti-doping agency 
RUSADA was also conducting the required 
amount of testing, and that all samples were 
being transferred to WADA-accredited labo-
ratories outside the country.

“Despite this and given the history, WADA 
remains deeply sceptical and worried when it 
comes to Russia,” Banka said. “We must re-
main vigilant and leave no stone unturned to 
ensure that all the proper education and test-
ing has taken place in advance of Paris.”

Russia has for years been embroiled in dop-
ing scandals that have forced its athletes to be 
barred from competing under their fl ag and 

national colours. Although Russia has ac-
knowledged some shortcomings in its anti-
doping set up, it denies running a state-spon-
sored doping scheme.

Russians and Belarusians were banned from 
competing internationally following Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine in 2022, for which Belarus 
has been used as a staging ground.

The International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) later issued a set of recommendations 
for international sports federations to allow 
competitors from these countries to return.

The neutral Russian and Belarusian athletes 
will compete without fl ags, emblems or their 
countries’ national anthems. Athletes who ac-
tively support the war in Ukraine are not eligi-
ble, nor are those contracted to the Russian or 
Belarusian military.  

South Korea’s triple Olympic archery champion 
An misses Paris berth aft er sloppy home trials
AFP
Seoul

T
riple Olympic archery 
champion An San has 
missed out on a place 
at this summer’s Paris 

Games after failing to make South 
Korea’s team.

An became the fi rst woman 
since 1904 to win three archery 
gold medals at a single Olympics 
when she triumphed in the in-
dividual, team and mixed-team 
events at the pandemic-delayed 
Tokyo Games in 2021.

But with her stunning success 
came sexist online abuse from 
some South Korean men about 
her short hair, which in turn trig-
gered an outpouring of support 
from women infuriated at her 
treatment.

The 23-year-old was elimi-
nated from contention for South 
Korea’s Paris Games team in 
Monday’s national trials, after 
failing to fi nish in the top 16 of the 
24-woman fi eld.

An won individual silver at last 
year’s Asian Games and was also 
part of the women’s team that 
won gold in the Chinese city of 
Hangzhou.

South Korea are the dominant 

force in world archery, particu-
larly its women archers, who have 
won team gold at nine consecu-
tive Olympics since the event was 
introduced in 1988. With new tal-
ent emerging every year, compe-
tition for places is intense.

“An San failed to make it to the 
national team this year because 
she did not make it into the top 
16,” South Korean media outlet 

STN reported yesterday. “This 
serves as a reminder that winning 
a domestic competition is not 
necessarily easier than winning 
an international competition.”

 
British track team confident in 

new kit
The kit Britain’s track cyclists will 
use at the Paris Olympics will not 
be bettered by another nation, 

according to the man responsible 
for keeping them top of the med-
als table.

British Cycling’s attention to 
detail, as well as generational tal-
ents, has been a major factor in the 
nation topping the cycling medals 
table at the past four Games.

While the technological gap 
has been closed, performance 
director Stephen Park says Brit-
ain’s bike and race suits will be the 
envy of most of their competitors.

“We’ll still make sure we’ve got 
rounder wheels than everyone 
else,” Park joked, stealing a line 
once used by his predecessor Dave 
Brailsford at the London 2012 Ol-
ympics.

“We’ll also have slippier frames 
than everyone else, and hopefully 
better apparel than everyone else.

“I am confi dent that, when we 
go to Paris, no other team will 
have an equipment and an apparel 
set-up that will be better than the 
one that we will be able to provide 
our riders to give them the best 
opportunity to deliver their best 
on the day.”

The British track bike for Paris, 
the updated Hope-Lotus HBT, 
was given a brief outing at last 
year’s world championships in 
Glasgow. But Park said it will not 
be seen again until Paris. 

South Korea’s An San competes in the women’s individual eliminations 
during the 2020 Olympic Games at Yumenoshima Park Archery Field 
in Tokyo on July 30, 2021. Triple Olympic archery champion An San 
has missed out on a place at this summer’s Paris Games after failing to 
make South Korea’s team. (AFP)
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Palmer shines to boost 
Pochettino and leave 
Guardiola with regrets
AFP
London

C
helsea forward Cole Palm-
er has emerged as one 
of the Premier League’s 
brightest young stars to 

ease the pressure on Mauricio 
Pochettino and leave Pep Guar-
diola ruing what might have been. 
Palmer is enjoying a breakthrough 
season after his surprise move 
from Manchester City on transfer 
deadline day last September. 

The 21-year-old’s latest high-
light came on Monday when he 
played the decisive role in Chel-
sea’s much-needed 3-2 win 
against Newcastle at Stamford 
Bridge. Palmer teed up Nicolas 
Jackson for Chelsea’s fi rst half 
opener when his shot was fl icked 
in by the Senegal striker.

After Newcastle’s Alexander 
Isak equalised, it was Palmer who 
stepped up to restore the lead with 
a superb fi nish for his 13th goal in 
all competitions for Chelsea.

Given license to roam from his 
nominal starting position on the 
right of Chelsea’s front three, 
Palmer has scored and assisted 
in fi ve diff erent league games, a 
feat unmatched by anyone else in 
the Premier League in the current 
campaign.

He has been directly involved in 
19 goals this season and is Chel-
sea’s top scorer.

Palmer’s emergence as their 
most infl uential player has been 
one of the only bright spots in a 
gloomy season for beleaguered 
Blues boss Pochettino.

The Argentine has struggled 
to create a cohesive unit from a 
disparate collection of players 
thrown together over the last two 
years in Chelsea co-owner Todd 
Boehly’s £1bn ($1.2bn) spending 
spree. Even after beating New-
castle, they are still languishing 

in 11th place with only faint hopes 
of qualifying for a European com-
petition. The recent 1-0 defeat 
against Liverpool in the League 
Cup fi nal heaped further pressure 
on Pochettino, who has endured 
calls for his sacking from frus-
trated Chelsea fans. Fortunately 

for Pochettino, he has Palmer’s 
full support. “The fans don’t see 
it, but the way the manager works 
us on the pitch, the things he does 
with us, it’s only going to get bet-
ter,” he said. “It’s a project and 
everyone’s young. We will see it 
sooner or later.”

Another virtuoso Palmer dis-
play in Sunday’s FA Cup quarter-
fi nal against Leicester would sure-
ly keep alive Pochettino’s hopes 
of winning his fi rst silverware in 
England.

It might also remind Guardiola 
of the controversial decision that 

could come back to haunt the 
Manchester City manager.

Eye-catching goals for City in 
the Community Shield against 
Arsenal and the UEFA Super Cup 
against Sevilla seemed to cement 
Palmer as a certainty to follow in 
Phil Foden’s footsteps as a homeg-
rown prodigy in Guardiola’s team.

But Palmer was reportedly 
pressing for more playing time in 
a side already packed with attack-
ing talent and, unable to guaran-
tee that wish, Guardiola accepted 
Chelsea’s £42mn bid.

City fans were shocked and 
it could be argued the move has 
backfi red. While City are still in 
the hunt for a second successive 
treble, they sit third in the Premier 
League – one point behind lead-
ers Arsenal – in part because of 
the injuries sustained by Kevin de 
Bruyne and Erling Haaland.

De Bruyne missed the fi rst half 
of the season with a hamstring 
problem, while Haaland was side-
lined for two months due to a foot 
issue.

Palmer would have been a more 
than adequate replacement for 
both as a scorer and creator, po-
tentially helping City to another 
vital win or two in their title de-
fence. Instead, it was Palmer who 
robbed City of two important 
points with his last-gasp penalty 
in the 4-4 draw between the teams 
in November. The England inter-
national’s brilliant form has also 
put him fi rmly in contention for a 
place in Gareth Southgate’s squad 
for Euro 2024. 

With Southgate watching the 
Newcastle game in person, Palmer 
said: “If you’d told me at the start 
of the season I had a chance of go-
ing to the Euros I wouldn’t have 
believed you.”

If Palmer’s Euro dream comes 
true, Pochettino might be sitting 
more comfortably, while Guardio-
la is left with only regrets.

PREMIER LEAGUE

The 21-year-old played the decisive role in Chelsea’s 3-2 win against Newcastle

Man United’s Mount back in training aft er four-month injury absence
Manchester United midfielder Mason Mount 
returned to training yesterday after four 
months out with a calf injury.
Mount has made just 12 appearances in all 
competitions for United since his £60mn 
($76mn) transfer from Chelsea before the 
start of this season.
The 25-year-old last played when he came 
off  the bench in United’s 1-0 win against 
Luton in November.
Even when he was fit to feature, Mount 
struggled to make an impact, leading some 
to brand the England international a flop.
But Mount could still have a chance to 
silence the critics this season after United 
confirmed he was back in training, having 

“remained upbeat and positive throughout 
his rehabilitation”.
The playmaker’s long-awaited return came 
just days after Erik ten Hag off ered a promis-
ing update on his status.
“Mason Mount, I think he is in a good spell 
now and he will return shortly,” Ten Hag 
said on Friday. “I think after the international 
break.”
Mount is unlikely to feature in Sunday’s FA 
Cup quarter-final against Liverpool, but 
could be involved when United travel to 
Brentford on March 30.
Mount’s presence will be a welcome boost 
to a United side looking to keep alive their 
faint hopes of Champions League qualifi-

cation via a top four finish in the Premier 
League.
United are eight points behind fourth placed 
Aston Villa with 10 games left.
Ten Hag expects Harry Maguire, Rasmus 
Hojlund and Aaron Wan-Bissaka to be back 
from injuries for Liverpool’s visit to Old 
Traff ord.
Lisandro Martinez, Anthony Martial, Luke 
Shaw and Tyrell Malacia remain sidelined.
Off  the pitch, United announced record 
second-quarter revenues of £225.8mn on 
Tuesday.
The results for the period until December 
31 showed the club’s net profit was up 6.3 
per cent to £20.4mn, although United’s debt 

remains at £509.6mn.
Following British billionaire Jim Ratcliff e’s re-
cent purchase of a 25 percent stake, United’s 
overall revenue in 2024 is expected to be 
between £635mn and £665mn.
“We delivered strong revenues during the 
first half of the fiscal year and have reiter-
ated our guidance for record revenues for 
the full fiscal year,” United’s chief financial 
off icer Cliff  Baty said.
“This is an exciting time at Manchester 
United following the completion of Sir Jim 
Ratcliff e’s investment, and we are all focused 
on working together with our new co-
owners to drive the club forward and deliver 
success on the pitch.”   (AFP)

Sarri steps 
down as 

Lazio coach
Lazio coach Maurizio Sarri 
has resigned after a poor run 
of form left the Serie A team 
off  the pace in the race for 
European football, Italian me-
dia reported on Tuesday.
Contacted by AFP, Lazio 
refused to either confirm 
or deny the widespread re-
ports that Sarri had stepped 
down.
Monday night’s 2-1 home 
defeat to Udinese left Lazio 
seven points from Atalanta 
who sit in Italy’s Europa Con-
ference League place and a 
further four away from the 
final Champions League spot 
held by Bologna.
Lazio finished second last 
season but are currently 
ninth after losing 12 of their 
28 league fixtures.
Sarri’s team were also 
dumped out of the Cham-
pions League by Bayern 
Munich after leading by a 
single goal following the first 
leg of their last-16 tie.
Lazio’s season is not com-
pletely over as they are in the 
Italian Cup semi-finals, where 
they will take on Juventus 
over two legs. 
Sarri joined Lazio in 2021 
after a year’s sabbatical fol-
lowing his league title win at 
Juventus at the height of the 
Covid-19 pandemic.
The 65-year-old, who also 
won the 2019 Europa League 
with Chelsea, is most famous 
for the flamboyant Napoli 
team which nearly won Serie 
A in 2018.

Enrique saw Ligue 1 as 
‘easy league’ before PSG job

Luis Enrique conceded 
yesterday that before taking 
over as Paris Saint-Germain 
coach last year he had 
viewed Ligue 1 as “an easy 
league”.
“When I didn’t know Ligue 
1, I thought it was an easy 
championship. But it’s quite 
the opposite, there is a great 
individual level, very good 
coaches,” the former Barce-
lona and Spain manager said 
on the eve of PSG’s French 
Cup quarter-final against 
Nice.
“I’m not saying that because 
I’m in Ligue 1, I’m saying that 
because I think it. There is a 
high level of competition... I 
can say that now that I have 
experienced it.”
The 53-year-old former 
Barcelona and Real Madrid 
midfielder took over as PSG 
coach last year. The Ligue 1 
champions hold a 10-point 
advantage over second-
placed Brest this season and 
are on course for a 10th title 
in 12 years. 
Luis Enrique said he has “al-
ways felt (the) full support” 
of the club since his “first 
meeting” with PSG president 
Nasser Al-Khelaifi and other 
off icials.
“The club is trying to imple-
ment something diff erent 
compared to previous 
coaches, with young play-
ers,” he continued.
“The idea is that our support-
ers get behind us. I am hav-
ing a good time as coach.”

Bayern fans banned from 
away leg of Champions 

League quarter-final
Bayern Munich fans have 
been banned from attending 
the away leg of their Champi-
ons League quarter-final tie 
after their supporters threw 
fireworks onto the pitch 
during their 3-1 win at Lazio 
earlier this month, the club 
said yesterday.
UEFA fined Bayern 40,000 
euros after travelling fans 
set off  fireworks during their 
2-1 win at Copenhagen in 
October. Bayern were given 
a suspended one-match 
ban from purchasing away 
tickets in December. The in-
cident at Lazio triggered the 
ban. The club will not appeal 
UEFA’s decision, Bayern said 
in a statement. “We have to 
accept this punishment. Not 
only were pyrotechnics set 
off , but also fired deliber-
ately onto the field, directly 
endangering bystanders,” 
Bayern CEO Jan-Christian 
Dreesen said. “This was such 
an explicit violation of the 
conditions of probation that 
an appeal is unfortunately 
futile. The fact we now have 
to play away without the sup-
port of our fans is a big blow. 
A small group of individual 
off enders have done a dis-
service to all our supporters 
and the team.” The draw for 
the quarter-finals will take 
place on Friday.

AFP
Miami

P
GA Tour chief Jay Mona-
han said yesterday talks 
with the Saudi Arabian 
backers of LIV Golf were 

“accelerating” but was tight-
lipped on how the proposed joint 
venture between the two bodies 
would work.

Speaking to reporters ahead of 
this week’s Players Champion-
ship, Monahan said negotiations 
with Saudi Arabia’s Public Invest-
ment Fund (PIF) were progressing.

However Monahan said several 
“key issues” remained to be re-
solved and that hammering out a 
deal would “take time”.

“As I’ve said on a number of 
occasions, you can’t negotiate a 
deal like this in public, so I will be 
brief,” Monahan said.

“I recently met with the gover-
nor of the PIF, Yasir al-Rumayyan, 
and our negotiations are acceler-
ating as we spend time together.

“While we have several key is-
sues that we still need to work 
through, we have a shared vision 
to quiet the noise and unlock golf’s 
worldwide potential.”

The emergence of the Saudi-

funded LIV Golf, which has lured 
top PGA Tour players with huge 
signing on fees and lucrative lim-
ited fi eld tournaments, plunged 
golf into a bitter civil war.

Monahan however shocked the 
sporting world last June by an-
nouncing that the PGA Tour had 
agreed a tie-up with LIV’s back-
ers, the PIF, in a stunning U-turn 
that followed secret negotiations.

The precise detail of how the 
new venture between the PGA 
Tour and PIF will work remains 
shrouded in mystery. An initial 
December 2023 deadline to agree 
a deal came and went as negotia-
tions continue.

Since then more players have 
left the PGA Tour to join LIV, most 
notably Spanish star Jon Rahm, 
the reigning Masters champion 
who opted to join the upstart cir-
cuit in December.

Monahan, who has faced criti-
cism for his handling of the crisis, 
declined to comment on the ques-
tion of whether players who left 
for LIV would be welcomed back 
to the PGA Tour.

“Like I said, we’ve made and 
continue to make real progress in 
our negotiations and our discus-
sions with the PIF,” Monahan said. 
“I recognise that this is frustrating 

for all of you, but it really is not in 
the best interest of the PGA Tour 
and our membership and for PIF 
for me to be talking about where 
we are with specifi c elements of 
our discussions.

“I would just stress the fact 
that we’re engaged, we’re making 
progress, but I’m really not at lib-

erty to share any of the details on 
that front.”

Monahan added however that 
the eventual goal was to unify the 
sport so that all of the world’s best 
players were participating on one 
circuit.

“As a board and as an organiza-
tion, we’re committed to trying to 

get to a place where there is unifi -
cation,” Monahan said.

Monahan also declined to say 
whether the new joint PGA Tour-
PIF venture would feature LIV’s 
team golf concept.

“There are a lot of things that 
we’re talking about, team golf be-
ing one of them, but I’m not at 
liberty to talk about the specifi cs,” 
Monahan said. “I just don’t think 
that’s helpful for what we’re try-
ing to accomplish together.”

Monahan urged rank-and-fi le 
PGA Tour members opposed to al-
lowing LIV players back on to the 
circuit to be fl exible, but acknowl-
edged that any eventual agree-
ment was unlikely to be univer-
sally popular.

“When you’re in a negotiation 
like this and you’re in a time like 
this, it requires open-minded-
ness, it requires fl exibility, and it 
requires a long-term view and a 
long-term vision,” Monahan said.

“But however we end up, I think 
that we’re not going to be able to 
satisfy everyone, and that goes for 
both sides.

“But what we’re trying to do is 
to get to the best possible outcome 
again for the Tour and for the 
game, and I do think that that’s 
achievable.”

PGA Tour, Saudi talks ‘accelerating’: Monahan
GOLF

Chelsea’s English midfielder Cole Palmer in action during the English Premier League match against Newcastle 
United at Stamford Bridge in London. (AFP)

PGA Tour Commissioner Jay Monahan speaks during a press conference 
prior to Players Championship on the Stadium Course at TPC Sawgrass 
in Ponte Vedra Beach, Florida, yesterday. (AFP)
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