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OLYMPICS

GYMNASTICS

BUENOS AIRES: Argentina have the ability to win
an elusive Olympic gold medal in women’s hockey
at the Rio Games despite losing talismanic, eight-
times world player of the year Luciana Aymar,
coach  Gabriel Minadeo said. Aymar, famed and
feared for her weaving runs and dribbling skills,
retired at the end of 2014 after a medal-studded
career - though without ever having won a gold.
“Argentina must learn to play without her, she
wasn’t going to be eternal ... I think Argentina has
potential and the players to be able to replace
‘Lucha’ with another gameplan,’ Minadeo said.

“We’re going to be able to show Argentina are a
power without having ‘Lucha’,” said Minadeo,
whose team will take part in the Champions
Trophy in England next month. “What she had was
that she resolved things for you when they got
complicated, with an individual move, pulling
something out of the hat,” he said after a practice at
the Cenard national athletics training centre in the
capital. However, for all her achievements, Aymar
never managed to add the gold medal to two sil-
ver and two bronzes she won at the previous four
Games starting with silver at Sydney 2000 when
the team earned their nickname Las Leonas
(lionesses). Forward Carla Rebecchi, who took over
from Aymar as team captain, said they had set
themselves the target of the gold medal after win-
ning a second silver at the London Games in 2012.
“We don’t want to put pressure on ourselves but
we know it’s the medal we’re missing and it’s also
a dream, we know it’s difficult but we’re doing
everything we can ... to compete at the highest
level,” she said. Minadeo believes Argentina can
take that final step without Aymar, who retired
midway through an Olympic four-year cycle after
winning the team’s fifth and her sixth Champions
Trophy on home soil in Mendoza. There was no
discernible slump in the team last year when they
won the world league and they are now building
strongly for Rio.

Dynamic game
“Argentina has forwards who hurt rival teams.

They have a passing game that is improving and
is very dynamic and I think that’s essential in
hockey,” said Minadeo, who picks his squad from
the local amateur championship and nurtures
them towards a higher level. “We’ve got to take
out our ‘chip’ for national (league) hockey which is
a lot slower, one-on-one,” he said.  “Internationally,

you don’t elude (opponents) so much, what
eludes them is the pass (you make), so if
Argentina improve that I think it will be funda-
mental. “It’s a key to breaking down rivals’ defen-
sive systems.” Argentina may, however, still miss
the dribbling runs that earned Aymar the epithet
of the Maradona of women’s hockey and were
often a key to the team’s successes. Minadeo said
the newer girls in the team were being put
through a crash course in matches so that they go
into the Rio tournament with plenty of experi-
ence of top competition.

They started the season with six friendlies
against touring New Zealand in the Atlantic sea-
side resort of Mar del Plata in February-March.
This was followed by a tour of Belgium and
Germany in April, friendlies at the Olympic venue
in Rio in May and another trip to Europe for the

Champions Trophy in England from June 18-26.
“In July, four countries will come here (to
Argentina for more friendlies) so each player will
get (to Rio) with at least 30-35 matches which is a
very good playing base,” said Minadeo, a former
men’s Olympic player going to his seventh Games
and fourth as a coach.

Minadeo said taking part in the Olympics was
the greatest experience for an amateur athlete.
But competitors were isolated at a Games from
what might be going on in the city staging them
and Rio would be no different despite political
turmoil and the Zika health risk to pregnant
women. “One is kind of on the margins of those
things,” he said.  “Today we don’t think about
(Zika) but we depend on the COA’s (Argentine
Olympic Committee) information to know how to
watch out for ourselves.”— Reuters

Post - ‘Lucha’, Argentina’s Leonas 
target elusive Olympic gold medal

Luciana Aymar

File photo shows a technician holding blood samples about to be tested at the
French national anti-doping laboratory, in Chatenay-Malabry, outside Paris.  US offi-
cials have opened an investigation into explosive allegations of a government
orchestrated doping program in Russia involving dozens of its top athletes. — AFP 

LAUSANNE: IOC president Thomas Bach
said yesterday that athletes and federations
face tough sanctions up to a lifetime ban as
he warned that doping has hit “an unprece-
dented level of criminality”. The
International Olympic Committee leader
also stepped up calls on Russia to clear up
accusations of interference in testing at its
doping laboratory during the 2014 Sochi
Winter Games. In a new sign of pressure on
Russian sport, the New York Times said US
prosecutors have started an investigation
into doping by Russian athletes. 

With 31 athletes from 12 countries
already facing a ban from the Rio de Janeiro
Olympics in August after new tests on sam-
ples from the 2008 Beijing Olympics, Bach
warned of new punishment if accusations
against Russia were proved. The allegations
against the Sochi laboratory are “very
detailed and therefore very worrying”, Bach
said in a commentary published in newspa-
pers around the world. “Should the investi-
gation prove the allegations true it would
represent a shocking new dimension in
doping with an ...unprecedented level of
criminality,” added Bach.

He said sanctions “could range from life-
long Olympic bans for any implicated per-
son, to tough financial sanctions, to accept-
ance of suspension or exclusion of entire
national federations like the already exist-
ing one for the Russian athletics federation.”
The International Association of Athletics
Federations (IAAF) suspended Russia in
November after the World Anti-Doping
Agency said there was a “state-sponsored”
doping campaign in Russian athletics.

Bach warned that a WADA inquiry into
Russia’s actions in Sochi in 2014 could
“greatly influence” whether its athletes are
allowed to return for Rio. “Should there be
evidence of an organized system contami-
nating other sports, the international feder-
ations and the IOC would have to make the
difficult decision between collective
responsibility and individual justice.” Bach
even said sporting authorities would have
to consider whether the ‘innocent until
guilty’ maxim should still be applied to the
“contaminated” federations.

With doping scandals mounting, the IOC
announced Tuesday that 31 athletes from
the 2008 Beijing Olympics had failed tests
after their samples were reexamined. The
athletes are from 12 countries. Some 454

Beijing tests were re-examined and the
results from 250 samples retested from the
2012 London Games will be announced in
a week, IOC officials said. Bach said: “This
decisive action will most likely stop some
dozens of doped athletes participating in
the Rio Olympic Games.” 

He said in a separate briefing that the
new testing had uncovered athletes “who
participated in Beijing and in London and
may have qualified for Rio.” The IOC execu-
tive board has demanded that WADA start
“a fully fledged investigation” into allega-
tions that Russia’s secret services and
sports ministry subverted testing at the
laboratory for the 2014 Sochi Winter
Olympics. This has been alleged by a for-
mer head of the Russian anti-doping
agency now in hiding in the United States.
The IOC has instructed its lab in Lausanne
to re-examine samples from Sochi “using
the most modern and efficient methods at
its disposal.” The Sochi samples are stored
for 10 years in the facility in Lausanne.
Russian authorities have strongly denied
any wrongdoing. But it faces a desperate
struggle to get back into the IAAF so its
athletes can compete in Rio. The IAAF is to
take a decision on June 17 on whether to
let the All-Russian Athletics Federation
back into the global body. He said he had
not had any communication from President
Vladimir Putin over the sporting scandal
however. Russia’s Sports Minister Vitaly
Mutko said on Sunday that his country was
“sorry” and “ashamed” over the doping vio-
lations. But he added that it was “absurd” to
believe that Russian athletes were involved
in systematic doping at the Sochi Olympics.

Mutko insisted it would be unfair to stop
Russian athletes competing in Rio. US
authorities have meanwhile opened an
investigation into the allegations of gov-
ernment-orchestrated doping in Russia, the
New York Times reported, quoting two
people with knowledge of the probe led by
the US attorney ’s office in New York.
Prosecutors are investigating Russian gov-
ernment officials, athletes, coaches, anti-
doping authorities and others who could
stand to profit, said the Times. Even though
the case involves people living outside the
United States, US courts allow prosecutors
to bring cases against foreigners abroad if
there is at least a tenuous connection to
the United States. — AFP 

Athletes and federations 
face Olympic doping bans 

KUALA LUMPUR: In this file photo, IOC President Thomas Bach speaks at a press con-
ference after the 128th IOC session in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Bach said yesterday
that the entire sports federations could be suspended if allegations of state-support-
ed Russian doping at the 2014 Sochi Olympics are proven. — AP 

MUMBAI: Roelant Oltmans fully under-
stands what a men’s hockey medal would
mean to India’s success-starved fans but the
Dutch coach will not burden his players
with the pressure of bringing one home
from the Rio Games. Once-mighty India are
the most decorated nation in the sport’s
Olympic history but the South Asians col-
lected the last of their eight gold medals
way back at the Moscow Games in 1980.

The sport has been in steady decline
since that success 36 year ago and its popu-
larity hit a nadir when India failed to qualify
for the Beijing Games in 2008. The team
representing a nation of 1.25 billion people
did recover to seal at spot at the London
Games four years later but finished last
among the 12 countries taking part. “We
can only learn from past mistakes,” Oltmans,
who turns 62 next week, told Reuters in an
interview. “Now we are going in a different
direction and we are working hard to get
the bit of glory back for the country and
that’s what I am here for. We are moving in
the right direction.”

Oltmans, who became India’s high per-
formance director in 2013, inherited the
coach’s job last July following the sacking of
compatriot Paul van Ass. Under Oltmans, a

relatively inexperienced team finished sec-
ond behind Australia at the Sultan Azlan
Shah Cup in Malaysia last month, fuelling
renewed hope for a first Olympic medal in
more than three decades. “I know it ’s
(expectations) there, I can’t change it,” he
said from the team’s training camp in
Bengaluru. “The only thing I can do is take
the pressure off the players and encourage
them to show the next level of quality.

Mental training
“I only hope the billion people and more

are looking at the players who have worked
their hearts out for the last couple of years
to get back to that level again. “I have seen
their attitude and how they work every day
to make that happen and that ’s what
makes me happy.” The team have spent
six-to-eight hours working on all aspects
of the game, including sports psychology,
for six days a week at the camp. Oltmans
also believes that seventh ranked India are
getting closer to the world’s top teams.
“We excelled in the last two major tourna-
ments we played-Champions Trophy and
the World Hockey League final. In those
tournaments we finished in the semi-
finals,” he said. — Reuters

Improving India to keep 
expectations in check

MUMBAI: With one hand in her pocket
and the other on the trigger, India’s ace
shooter Heena Sidhu is trying to keep it
cool as she targets glor y at the Rio
Olympics. The 26-year-old, who is a quali-
fied dentist, may be desperate to put a
smile on the face of medal-starved fans
back home but she knows that she must
stay relaxed despite carrying the huge
burden of an expectant nation.

“Everybody goes through pressure. That
pressure comes from expectations,” said
Sidhu, who will compete in the 10 meter
and 25 meter air pistol events at the Games
in August. “I just don’t want to add my per-
sonal expectations to that pressure which is
already there and make it so hard on
myself.” India have only won three Olympic
medals in individual women’s events. None
have been in shooting and no Indian
woman has stood on the top step of the
podium. But Sidhu, who has an
International Shooting Sport Federation
(ISSF) World Cup title and a Commonwealth
Games silver medal to her name, is regard-
ed as the best chance of filling that gaping
hole with gold.

The Games will  be Sidhu’s second
Olympics after competing in the 10 metre
air pistol at London 2012.  She endured dis-
appointment four years ago though, finish-
ing 12th in qualification and failing to make
the final. Sidhu blamed her early exit on
being too desperate to win but insists she
has learnt from the experience and will do
things differently this time around.  “If I
think about the medal from the first shot I
won’t even be able to release it-that’s how
the sport of shooting is. “When I went to
London it wasn’t so enjoyable because I

was under so much pressure that I put on
myself, which I don’t want this time.”

‘A new landmark’
Sidhu has gone from strength to

strength since London, winning gold in the
10 metre air pistol at the ISSF World Cup in
Germany in 2013. In January she grabbed
10 metre gold in Asia’s Olympic qualifying
tournament. “I’ve shot so many high-pres-
sure matches since that (London) Olympics
where I’ve gotten the medal so it gives you
that confidence,” she explained to AFP at
Mumbai’s Maharashtra Rifle Association.

Her husband and coach Ronak Pandit is
confident Sidhu can achieve something
special-the first individual Indian medal in
women’s shooting and perhaps breaking
the world record en route. Male shooter
Abhinav Bindra became the first Indian to
win an individual gold medal when he tri-
umphed in the 10 metre air rifle event in
Beijing in 2008. “A world record. Yes,
because she’s that good,” Pandit predicted
confidently.  “I won’t be surprised that if we
get things right on the day we will be able
to make a new landmark in the sport.”

Sidhu stares intensely at the target with
her right eye, her left eye covered and her left
hand tucked away in her pocket as she
shoots. She has to enter an almost trance-like
state, emptying her mind and thinking about
nothing as she lines up each shot. “That’s the
best state to be in,” she explains.  Sidhu, origi-
nally from Punjab state, took up shooting
when she was 17. Her father was a national
shooter while her uncle was a gunsmith. “I’m
in the sport because I used to love guns. Now
I’m just OK about guns but I love the tech-
nique of shooting, the art of shooting.” — AFP 

LONDON: As a double Commonwealth Games
gold medalist born more than seven years before
her younger sister Ellie, gymnast Becky Downie
would like nothing better than to pull rank on her
equally talented sibling. “But it just doesn’t work
with Ellie!” exclaimed 24-year-old Becky in a tele-
phone interview with Reuters ahead of next
month’s European Championships. The doppel-
ganger sisters, known as Double Downies, have
become the face of British gymnastics after guid-
ing the nation to their first team medal-a bronze-
at the 2015 world championships. Watching them
in competition, it is clear they are each other’s
biggest supporter, with one of them shouting
words of encouragement as the other performs
their gravity-defying routines on an apparatus.

But spending almost every waking moment in
close quarters is not all about winning glittering
medals and sharing celebratory hugs. “We do just
irritate each other in general. Ellie can be quite
slow and grumpy in the morning. Ellie’s definitely
not a morning person,” Becky said with a smile.
Her 16-year-old sister added: “We can get on top
of each other because we’re together all the time.
We go to gym together, then we’re at the gym
together. We go back home together, then we’re
at home together and we travel away together so
it can get claustrophobic and crazy. “I can drive
her insane,” Ellie said impishly before dissolving

into laughter. Becky and Ellie know, however,
that they must work together to have a shot at
creating a unique piece of Olympic history in
August-provided they are named in the British
team for Rio. For according to the FIG, the sport’s
governing body, no sisters have ever won gym-
nastics medals at the same Olympics. While the
sport is littered with successful brother acts- with
American twins Paul and Morgan Hamm sharing
a team silver in 2004 and the Tanaka brothers
helping Japan to silver in 2012 — that achieve-
ment has so far eluded sisters. If the Downies
achieve the milestone, it will mean the world to
Becky, who suffered the heartache of failing to
qualify for the 2012 London Games.

First sisters
“That will be amazing. We know what we’re

capable of and one of our best chances (of a
medal) will probably be in the team,” said Becky,
whose collection includes an asymmetric bars
gold from the 2014 Europeans. “After getting a
medal at the last worlds, that is what everyone is
pushing towards. It will be history as a female
team from Britain has never done that at the
Olympic Games. “For me and Ellie, there’s a very
good chance we could do it together as a team.
It will be very special (to become the first sisters
to win Olympic medals in gymnastics) if we can

achieve that.” But to get the chance to accom-
plish that feat, they first need to make sure they
both get selected for the five-woman team head-
ing to Rio. In a sport where an out-of-place toe or
the mistiming of a release-and-catch manoeuvre
by a fraction of a second can make the difference
between success and failure, nothing can be tak-
en for granted. “It could be a win-win situation if
both of us get on the team, if not, I’d like to think
at least one of us will go,” added Becky, who has a
small tattoo of the Olympic rings on her left
ankle. “But it will be very difficult if one makes it
and not the other.”

While Becky will draw on the experience of
competing at the 2008 Olympics, Ellie is no
slouch on the international scene either, having
become the first British female to win an all-
around medal (bronze) at the European
Championships. If they both make it to Rio, there
is one “annoying” thing the sisters know they
cannot escape. 

“People mix us up all the time. It wasn’t so
bad when Ellie was a bit smaller. But now that
Ellie has overtaken me in height and she is the
taller one, everybody just assumes she’s the
older one and addresses her as Becky,” said
Becky. “Everyone gets us confused. Sometimes
it’s just funny but at other times it can be really
annoying.”—  Reuters

Double Downies show sisters 
are doing it for themselves

Dentist sharpshooter aims 
to give India golden smile

MUMBAI: Indian shooter Heena Sidhu lines up a shot as
she takes part in a training session at the Maharashtra
Rifle Association firing range in Mumbai. — AFP 


