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Eastern Conference
Atlantic Division

W L PCT GB      
Toronto 54 26 .675 -       
Boston 47 34 .580 7.5   
NY Knicks 32 49 .395 22.5  
Brooklyn 21 60 .259 33.5  
Philadelphia 10 70 .125 44      

Central Division
Cleveland 57 24 .704 -       
Indiana 43 37 .538 13.5  
Detroit 43 37 .538 13.5  
Chicago 41 40 .506 16      
Milwaukee 33 48 .407 24      

Southeast Division
Atlanta 48 33 .593 -       
Miami 47 33 .588 0.5   
Charlotte 47 34 .580 1       
Washington 40 41 .494 8       
Orlando 35 46 .432 13      

Western Conference
Northwest Division

Oklahoma City 55 26 .679 -       
Portland 43 38 .531 12      
Utah 40 41 .494 15      
Denver 33 48 .407 22      
Minnesota 28 53 .346 27      
Pacific Division
Golden State 72 9 .889 -       
LA Clippers 52 28 .650 19.5  
Sacramento 33 48 .407 39      
Phoenix 22 59 .272 50      
LA Lakers 16 65 .198 56      

Southwest Division
San Antonio 65 15 .813 -       
Memphis 42 38 .525 23      
Dallas 42 39 .519 23.5  
Houston 40 41 .494 25.5  
New Orleans 30 51 .370 35.5  

NBA Results/Standings

Cleveland 109, Atlanta 94; Orlando 107, Milwaukee 98; Charlotte 114, Boston 100; Washington 120,
Brooklyn 111; Houston 129, Minnesota 105; Chicago 121, New Orleans 116; Oklahoma City 112, LA
Lakers 79; Dallas 101, Utah 92; Sacramento 105, Phoenix 101.

KUALA LUMPUR: Asian Cup champion
Australia and Japan have been grouped togeth-
er in the last round of Asian qualifying for the
2018 World Cup in Russia.

The Socceroos and Japan were drawn into
Group B at a ceremony in Kuala Lumpur yester-
day and will be joined by Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Iraq and Thailand. Iran
and South Korea were the top-seeded teams in
Group A, which also includes China, Uzbekistan,
2022 World Cup host Qatar and Syria.

The teams were drawn into two groups of
six, with the matches starting in September. The
top two teams in each group qualify automati-
cally, with the third-place teams playing off for a
shot at an inter-continental qualifier against the
fourth-place team from CONCACAF in
November 2017.

The teams were seeded and drawn from six
pots based on the April 7 FIFA rankings, mean-
ing Iran and Australia - the top teams in the
rankings - could not meet nor could South
Korea and Japan.

Australia is expected to open against 2007
Asian champion Iraq at home on Sept. 1 before
traveling to the UAE. In October, the Australians
travel to Saudi Arabia before returning for a
home match against Japan, which has qualified
for the last five World Cups. The Saudis reached
the Round of 16 in 1994 and played in four con-
secutive World Cups but haven’t qualified since
2006. Also on Sept.  1, Iran opens against Qatar,
South Korea hosts China, Japan is at home to
UAE, Saudi Arabia takes on Thailand and
Uzbekistan meets Syria.

Japan is the only team in the group with a
winning record against Australia - eight wins
and eight draws in their 23 international meet-
ings. “If you want to make it to such a presti-
gious tournament, you’ve got to beat the best.
I’m excited,” Australia forward Tim Cahill, who
scored twice in a comeback win over Japan in
his World Cup debut in 2006, told Fox Sports
Australia. “This is what football is all about.
We’ve done so well in the Asian Cup by winning
it - this is where it’s going to separate the men
from the boys. We’re ready for it. We want to
play the best.”

Australia coach Ange Postecoglou said the
challenging draw would hone the Socceroos
ahead of its bigger target. “As Champions of

Asia we will show due respect to all countries,”
he said, “but (we’re) focused on continuing our
journey that has aspirations greater than simply
qualifying for the World Cup.”

South Korea is growing in confidence after
reaching the final of the 2015 Asian Cup, top-
ping their second-round group with 24 unan-
swered goals. “We played exceptionally well in
2015 so we’re full of confidence. I’m very opti-
mistic that we’ll make it to Russia,” South Korea
coach Uli Stielike said ahead of the draw. The
South Koreans have played in nine World Cups
and reached the semifinals in 2002 while co-

hosting the tournament with Japan, which
remains the best run by an Asian team at the
sport ’s marquee tournament. The South
Koreans open against China, which scraped into
the last round with two late wins to maintain its
hopes of reaching the World Cup for only the
second time.

War-torn Syria reached the final round
despite the ongoing upheaval, forcing the
national team to play the entire second round
away from home. The Syrians finished behind
Japan in the previous stage to progress as one
of the four best second-place teams. — AP

Australia, Japan in Group B 
for World Cup qualifying

KUALA LUMPUR: Windsor John, Asian Football Confederation (AFC) General Secretary, displays
a draw for Saudi Arabia during the official draw for the final round of the 2018 World Cup foot-
ball Asian qualifiers, in Kuala Lumpur yesterday. — AFP 

BOSTON: Boston Celtics’ Isaiah Thomas looks to pass away from Charlotte Hornets’
Jeremy Lin (7) and Courtney Lee (1) during the second half of the Charlotte Hornets 114-
100 win over the Boston Celtics in an NBA basketball game in Boston Monday. — AP

BOSTON: Jeremy Lin scored 19 of his 25
points in Charlotte’s big second quarter to
carry the Hornets to a 114-100 win over
Boston on Monday night. Kemba Walker
scored 18 points, and Al Jefferson and
Marvin Williams each had 16 for the
Hornets, who are in a tight race with
Boston and Miami in the Eastern
Conference playoff chase. Isaiah Thomas
and Avery Bradley led Boston with 17
points apiece. It was just the Celtics’ third
loss in their past 21 home games. As with
many of his visits to Boston, Lin had a num-
ber of Asian-American fans holding signs
and cheering his play. The 27-year-old
guard starred at Harvard. Four years ago
when he sparked the New York Knicks, Lin’s
rise was called “Linsanity.”

CAVS 109, HAWKS 94
LeBron James scored 34 points in three

quarters and Kyrie Irving added 35 as the
Cleveland Cavaliers clinched the top seed
in the Eastern Conference playoffs by beat-
ing Atlanta. James scored 19 in the third
quarter and only sat for four of the first 36
minutes as the Cavs ensured they’d have
home-court advantage until  the NBA
Finals. James shot 13 of 16, made all five
free throws and added six rebounds and six
assists - another dazzling statistical line for
the four-time MVP who switched into play-
off mode weeks ago. When James finally
sat down late in the third, Irving made sure
he didn’t have to come back in by scoring
nine points in the first four minutes. Kevin
Love added 14 rebounds for Cleveland.

MAVERICKS 101, JAZZ 92
Dirk Nowitzki scored 22 points to help

Dallas clinch the No. 7 spot in the Western
Conference playoffs with a win over Utah,
leaving one remaining postseason slot.
Utah (40-41) lost control of its own destiny
and needs to beat the Lakers on
Wednesday and for the Rockets (40-41) to
lose to the Kings. Houston holds the
tiebreaker against the Jazz if they finish
with the same record. Dallas rode its two
biggest stars to victory as Nowitzki hit four
3-pointers and added 11 rebounds. Deron
Williams scored 23 of his own against his
former team. Gordon Hayward finished
with 26, but was 1 for 9 from 3-point range.
The Jazz struggled to shoot the ball as a
team and were 2 for 18 from behind the arc
in the second half.

ROCKETS 129, TIMBERWOLVES 105
James Harden scored 34 points and

Dwight Howard had 19 points and eight
rebounds to keep Houston’s playoff hopes
alive with a victory over Minnesota. Harden
made 12 of 21 shots in three quarters,
Trevor Ariza scored 21 points and the
Rockets made 15 of 30 3-pointers. Houston
(40-41) entered the game in ninth place in
the Western Conference and one game
behind Utah for the final spot. Shabazz
Muhammad scored 23 points and Zach
LaVine scored 21 for the Timberwolves, 

who were looking for their first four-
game winning streak since 2012. Karl-
Anthony Towns was held to 12 points and
five rebounds and Minnesota was just 5 for
21 from 3-point range.

WIZARDS 120, NETS 111
Ramon Sessions had 21 points and 12

assists as Washington recovered after blow-
ing all of its 20-0 lead to beat Brooklyn.
Marcus Thornton scored 19 points as he and
Sessions more than adequately replaced
injured starting guards John Wall and
Bradley Beal. J.J. Hickson had 15 points as

Washington put seven players in double fig-
ures. The Wizards made their first nine shots
before Brooklyn made one and looked
headed for a blowout victory. Instead, they
needed another big run in the fourth quar-
ter to finally put it away. Shane Larkin
scored a career-high 20 points and added
seven assists and six rebounds for the Nets.

THUNDER 112, LAKERS 79
Kevin Durant scored 34 points and

Russell Westbrook had a triple-double by
halftime to help Oklahoma beat Los
Angeles in the final road game of Kobe
Bryant’s 20-year career. Kobe looked vin-
tage in the first quarter with 13 points, but
he went scoreless the rest of the way.
Plenty of Lakers fans lined up at
Chesapeake Energy Arena more than two
hours before the start, and the crowd
chanted Bryant’s name as they waited dur-
ing pregame warmups. The Thunder hon-
ored him with a video before the tip.
Westbrook stole the show in the second
quarter, clinching his league-leading 18th
triple-double of the season, and the 37th of
his career. He finished with 13 points, 14
assists and 10 rebounds.

MAGIC 107, BUCKS 98
Ersan Ilyasova scored 22 points and

Mario Hezonja added 19 to help Orlando
beat Milwaukee in its home finale. The vic-
tory allowed the Magic to close out the reg-
ular season strong at home where they
won five of their final six games, including
two straight to finish the year 23-18 at the
Amway Center.  Orlando concludes its sea-
son at Charlotte on Wednesday. The Magic,
playing without three starters, were domi-
nant at times with Ilyasova leading the way
in place of injured Aaron Gordon. Center
Dewayne Dedmon also gave a big effort in
place of injured Nikola Vucevic, scoring 17
points and grabbing eight rebounds while
at times outplaying Milwaukee center Greg
Monroe. Monroe led five Bucks players in
double figures with 23 points.

KINGS 105, SUNS 101
Seth Curry had 20 points and tripled his

previous career best with 15 assists to help
depleted Sacramento beat Phoenix. Curry,
Stephen’s brother, played 39 minutes - the
most of his NBA career - while the Kings left
three of their top players home for “rest” -
DeMarcus Cousins, Darren Collison and
Rajon Rondo. Curry topped his previous
career best of five assists. Kosta Koufos
added 19 points for Sacramento. Mirza
Teletovic led Phoenix with 26 points. Devin
Booker added 22, 18 in the second half
when the Suns sliced Sacramento’s 17-
point lead to two. The loss left Phoenix (22-
59) a game better than Brooklyn (21-60) in
the competition for the fourth- and third-
worst record in the league.

BULLS 121, PELICANS 116
Jimmy Butler scored 12 of his 23 points

in the last six minutes as short handed
Chicago beat injury-riddled New Orleans.
Nikola Mirotic added 20 points and
Cristiano Felicio matched his career high
with 16 for the Bulls. Butler was the only
regular in the starting lineup. Derrick Rose
and Pau Gasol sat after Chicago was elimi-
nated from the playoffs when Indiana won
Sunday. James Ennis had a career-high 29
points for the Pelicans, who have been
without all five of their leading scorers for
two weeks. Toney Douglas contributed 21
points, and Tim Frazier had 20 points and
11 assists. With the score tied at 106, Butler
took over down the stretch. —AP

Lin leads Charlotte 
victory over Boston

BEIJING: Seeking to close a glaring gap in its
international sporting prowess, China has
announced an ambitious football development
plan that envisions 50 million players joining in
the game by the end of the decade and the
transformation of the country into a “first-rate
major footballing power” by the middle of the
century. To achieve those goals, China will put
into service 70,000 soccer pitches, including
those newly built and others refurbished,
according to a lengthy document released late
Monday by the Chinese Football Association.

The initiative especially targets long-neglect-
ed youth programs, with more than 30 million
primary and secondary schools to play regularly,
and the training of 10,000 coaches. It would also
more than double the number of specialized
academies to 20,000.

The plan is to be rolled out in three stages,
with the short term goals set for 2020, midterm
for 2030 and long-term for 2050. No figures were
given on how much the government plans to
spend on the project.

The aim, the document says, is to “strive to
realize the goal of becoming a first-rate major
footballing power, realize the all-around devel-
opment of Chinese football, fulfill the football
dream of the sons and daughters of China, and
fulfill our obligations to world football.”

Despite its success in other sports at the
Olympics and other global competitions, China
has been a perennial underperformer in interna-
tional football. Its men’s team has qualified for
only one World Cup finals competition, in 2002,
and is given poor odds of making it to Russia in
2018. A recent $300 million splurge to bring big-
name foreign talent to the Chinese Premier
League  has raised the level of play among top-
flight domestic clubs. It’s far from clear though,
whether their skills will rub-off on local talent. Of
the 16 goals scored in the league’s opening
round, not one could be attributed to a home-
grown Chinese player and the influx of overseas
goal-scoring talent could further reduce local
players’ chances to shine.

Despite that, President Xi Jinping has made
boosting Chinese football’s fortunes a top sport-
ing priority, ordering the cabinet to help guide
the plan announced Monday and demanding
results. As befits a document produced by a
Communist Party-led government accustomed
to dictating top-down solutions, the plan comes
laden with political jargon and patriotic exhorta-
tions. Football “is an important vessel of the
national spirit. Football has an important educa-
tion function that benefits the propagation of
socialist core values,” the document said.

Despite the government’s encouragement,
analysts questioned whether parents would be
willing to allow what is often their only child to
spend more time on sports programs that take
time away from their studies. While football is
hugely popular in China, participation in the
sport is not as deeply embedded in the culture
as in European nations, they said.

“It is very hard to buy such success in a team
sport, not only football, because such sports are
deeply anchored in popular culture and have
everything to do with little kids playing them
from when they start to walk,” wrote Andrei
Markovits, a professor of comparative politics at
the University of Michigan and author of
“Gaming the World: How Sports Are Reshaping
Global Politics and Culture.”

“In other words, one cannot ‘plan’ these
things from above like one can individual
sports,” Markovits wrote in a comment on the
Chinese football plan. — AP

China football development 
plan envisions 50m players

HANGZHOU: In this March 18, 2015 file photo, students take part in a soccer class at a primary
school in Hangzhou in east China’s Zhejiang province. Seeking to close a glaring gap in its inter-
national sporting prowess, China has announced an ambitious football development plan that
envisions 50 million players joining in the game by the end of the decade and the development
of the country into a “first-rate major footballing power” by the middle of the century. — AP

LOS ANGELES:  Kobe Bryant is down to one
last shot, and everybody knows he’s going to
take it. After two decades spent dazzling the
world, Bryant will end his basketball career at
home with the Los Angeles Lakers tonight.
He’ll walk off the court in front of his devoted
fans in the building where he hung five
championship banners.

He retires this week as the third-leading
scorer in league history. Nobody ever got to
spend 20 seasons with one NBA team before
the 37-year-old Bryant, and he intends to
thank Los Angeles with one last display of
his transcendent talent. “It means every-
thing” to finish at home, Bryant said. “I grew
up a die-hard Laker fan, so it’s like a dream
come true for a kid to grow up and play for
his favorite team, and play here for 20 years,
his entire career,” he added. “I’ve seen the city
grow. I’ve seen the city develop, and vice ver-
sa. There’s no place I’d rather end my career.”
Tickets are reselling for hefty sums, and mer-
chandise commemorating the day is moving
briskly. Fans without seats will gather down-
town to show love for Bryant, a globally
admired athlete who both fearlessly repre-
sented and strongly resembled LA.

Flashy. Confident. Clever. Combative.
Bursting with ambition. And always enter-
taining. “I’ve grown up in front of this crowd
from the age of 17,” Bryant said. “A lot of
faces that I saw in the crowd in my very first
game are still here. That’s very special. Kids
that are sitting there now, that were kids
when I first came in, now come to the game
with their kids. You know, that’s pretty cool
to see.” While Bryant’s fellow Nike athletes
around the globe wear shoes honoring the
event they’ve dubbed “Mamba Day,” the

Lakers will attempt to send Bryant out in
style against the Utah Jazz, who could be
eliminated from the playoff race shortly
before tipoff.

Coach Byron Scott expects Bryant to play
more than 37 minutes, and Kobe’s team-
mates will be feeding the ball to him on
practically every possession - admittedly not
much of a change from most games during
this otherwise horrific season.

With two 30-point performances this
month, Bryant has proven he’s still capable.
He’ll have every opportunity to run up the
score one last time. “I think it’s going to be
crazy,” Scott said. “We got a chance to cele-
brate one of the greatest to ever play the
game this season, and I think we did it the
right way.”

FAREWELL TOUR
Although some things went very wrong,

they turned out all right for Kobe. Bryant said
last week that every season is a failure unless
it ends with a title. The 15th such failure of
his career has been comically bad, yet the
ineptitude of the worst team in Lakers histo-
ry (16-65) actually has made it easier to enjoy
his farewell tour.

“We’re not playing for a championship,
and I’m pretty black-and-white on where I
stand with that sort of stuff,” Bryant said. “I’ve
allowed myself to take the blinders off and
enjoy the fans, enjoy the crowd. Laugh a lit-
tle bit more. Engage a little bit more.”

Indeed, the Lakers’ recent games effec-
tively have been tribute evenings for Bryant,
with opponents shaking his hand and lining
up for turns to guard a player who profound-
ly inspired most of the current NBA.—AP

Bryant says farewell after
20 years with LA Lakers


