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MOSCOW: Two-time world champions
Finland won all seven of their preliminary
group matches, including against reigning
champions Canada, but the upcoming play-
off round will be a completely new test. Today,
Finland will face Denmark in a quest for their
first medal since 2014 and possibly a first title
since 2011. Denmark, who have previously
played in the world championship knockout
stage only once in 2010, when they finished
eighth, their best ever placing to date, seem to
be the most favourable quarter-final oppo-
nents.  However, the Finns expect a tough
match on Thursday against the Danes, who
managed to upset Group A winners the Czech
Republic 2-1 on their way to the play-offs.

“Denmark are strong team,” Finland for-

ward Aleksandr Barkov said.  “They have three
NHL forwards in their roster. No doubts they
will battle tough but we’re also intending to
win. I expect an interesting game.” When these
teams last met at the 2014 world champi-
onship, Finland won 3-2. That year, Finland fin-
ished as runners-up.  Meanwhile, the hosts
Russia, seeking redemption for last year’s
humiliating 6-1 defeat in the final at the hands
of Canada, will take on Germany for a place in
the semis. Russia, who were beaten 3-0 by
Czech Republic in the campaign-opener,
brushed off their slow start to chalk up six
wins in the next six matches.  

Though Germany, winners of Olympic
bronze medals in 1932 and 1976, along with
silver medals of the world championships in

1930 and 1953, have not played in the play-
offs since 2011, Russia take their opponents
seriously.  “Germany are a very mobile and
very experienced team,” Russia skipper Pavel
Datsyuk said. “They’re always dangerous. It
will be a serious mistake to take them lightly.”
Germany, meanwhile are ready for the chal-
lenge.  “Yeah, we’re happy we’ve moved on to
the next round. But we can’t be satisfied with
that,” forward Marcel Goc said. “We’re under-
dogs but we will throw everything against
them that we have. We have to wait until we
get our chances and hope we can bury some.”

Canada look to bounce back
Defending champions Canada will clash

with Sweden on the ice of Saint Petersburg’s

Yubileiny Arena, which will be the two teams’
112th meeting at the worlds. Canada have
won 55 games, while Sweden have 48 victo-
ries to their name, with eight draws. In their
group, Canada scored 34 goals and only con-
ceded eight, the preliminary round’s best
record.  Canada manager Bill Peters said that
despite the 4-0 defeat at the hands of Finland
in the last Group B game he remains confi-
dent.  “We play as a single unit and count on
all of our players,” he said.  “The match with the
Swedes is going to be a tough test and we
need to show our best hockey on Thursday.
But I believe we will be ready to do that.” The
Czech Republic will face the United States in
Moscow’s first quarter-final.  Czech manager
Vladimir Vujtek said he is ready for a tough

encounter with the Americans.
“We did not chose our quarter-final oppo-

nents, we just wanted to win our group,” he
said. “I’m pleased that we managed to do that,
to finish ahead of strong Russian team. “Now
we need to prepare for the match with team
USA the best possible way. No doubts it will
be a hard match.” The US meanwhile said that
they were happy to avoid meeting Russia in
the last eight. “We’re happy we will not play
Russia in the quarter-finals,” Arizona Coyotes
rear guard Connor Murphy said. “It’s very hard
to oppose Russians at their home ice. “Anyway
there are no weak opponents in the last eight,
only the best teams managed to battle into
the play-offs. And if we want to win the title
we must be ready to beat any rivals.” — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: As 3-pointers fell at historic rates
through the first two rounds of the postseason,
LeBron James’ message never changed: The
Cleveland Cavaliers are not just a team of jump-
shooters. In Game 1 of the Eastern Conference
finals, James and the Cavaliers proved it. On a night
when the Toronto Raptors did their best to take
away the 3-point arc, the Cavs instead attacked the
paint and stormed their way to a 115-84 victory
Tuesday and a 1-0 series lead.

It was the most lopsided postseason win in Cavs
history and marked their ninth victory in as many
playoff games this year. The Cavs are rolling, and
James and Kyrie Irving are a big reason why. James
scored 24 points and Irving had 27 as the Cavs
made just seven 3-pointers but shot 55.4 percent
and scored 56 points in the paint. “Tonight they
wanted us to be in the paint,” James said.  “We tried
to take advantage of that. I keep telling you we’re
not a jump-shooting team. We’re a balanced team.
We’re able to do whatever the game dictates, and
we’re able to adjust to that.”

Kevin Love had 14 points and four rebounds, his
first game in this postseason without a double-
double. The Cavs rolled anyway, becoming the first
team to win their first nine postseason games since

the 2012 San Antonio Spurs, who won their first 10
before losing four straight to the Oklahoma City
Thunder. DeMar DeRozan scored 18 points for the
Raptors, but only six after the first quarter. Fellow
All-Star Kyle Lowry scored eight points on a tough
4-of-14 shooting night after scoring a career-high
43 against the Cavs in a February victory at Air
Canada Centre. Neither Lowry nor DeRozan
attempted a free throw Tuesday. “We’ve got to
come out of the gate with that mindset, being
aggressive like we usually do,” Lowry said. “I think
we didn’t try to do that until later on in the game.”

After sweeping through the first two rounds of
the playoffs by setting records with their 3-point
shooting, the Cavs instead attacked the heart of
the Raptors’ defense. 

Each of James’ first nine baskets came near the
restricted area. Cleveland went inside after averag-
ing nearly 17 3-pointers per game through the first
two playoff rounds. The Raptors scored the game’s
first seven points, although the Cavs had the lead
within about seven minutes. Cleveland extended it
to double figures within the first two minutes of
the second quarter and rolled the rest of the night.
The Cavs led by as many as 35 in the fourth quarter.

Raptors coach Dwane Casey thought the defen-

sive rotations broke down once the Raptors denied
the Cavs 3-point looks. “We’ve got to continue to
keep those (3-pointers) down, work to keep those
down, and also at the same time make sure we
understand and be disciplined as far as how we
take away their roll guy,” Casey said. 

“Because I thought that hurt us, especially in
the second quarter.” The sweeps in each of the first
two rounds meant the Cavs played just eight
games in the last 33 days, while the Raptors were
stretched to seven games in each of their first two
series.  All the time off has done little to disrupt
Cleveland’s rhythm.

The Cavs beat the Atlanta Hawks by double fig-
ures in each of the first three games following an
eight-day layoff, and nine days between games
certainly didn’t bother them Tuesday. The Raptors
have been in this position before. They have now
lost the first game in each of their three series,
although they fought back to win the first two. This
will be their toughest test yet. “I thought they were
quicker than us tonight, and the reasons are not
important. It’s not an excuse,” Casey said.  “It’s one
game. But they were the quicker team tonight, and
we’ve got to make adjustments of how we want to
combat that quickness.” — Reuters

LOS ANGELES: Brent Burns did not need to
study the San Jose Sharks’ postseason his-
tory to know going down 0-2 in a series is
not desirable. Burns and goalie Martin
Jones made certain that did not happen on
Tuesday as he scored a pair of power-play
goals and Jones stopped all 26 St. Louis
shots to lead the Sharks to a 4-0 win over
the Blues in Game 2 of the Western
Conference final. The shutout was the sec-
ond in the playoffs for Jones, who also shut
out Nashville in Game 7 in the second
round. The best-of-seven series is now tied
at one win each as it heads to San Jose for
Game 3 on Wednesday.

Had Burns looked into the Sharks’ histo-
ry, he would have learned that 10 times
they have fallen behind 0-2 in a series- and
lost all 10. That list includes the franchise’s
three previous trips to the conference final,
in 2004, 2010 and 2011. “We wanted to go
home with a split and that’s what we got,”
said defenseman Marc-Edouard Vlasic. The
Sharks scored what would turn out to be
the only goal they would need just 2:07
into the game, from Tommy Wingels,
before Burns scored on the power-play in
both the second and third periods, his fifth
and sixth goals of the playoffs.

Both goals came while the Blues’ Troy
Brouwer was in the penalty box. “Guys
came out with a good sense of urgency
and got after it,” said the Sharks’ Joe
Pavelski. “It was a great job by everybody.”
Dainius Zubrus added an empty-net goal
with just 19 seconds left in the game to
close out the victory. It was the first time
the Blues were shut out at home in the
playoffs since Game 2 of the conference
quarterfinals in 2001, a 1-0 loss to the
Sharks. “We feel good about what we have
going on,” Burns said, “and the way we’re
playing. We’ve had confidence all year.”

The Sharks were 0-for-3 on the power-
play in their Game 1 loss but converted two
of their five chances in Game 2. The Blues

had allowed only two power-play goals in
23 chances over their previous eight
games, dating back to the start of the sec-
ond-round series against Dallas. “I thought
we brought our good game to the rink
tonight for longer periods,” said Sharks’
coach Peter DeBoer. “Getting the first goal
was big, and I knew our power play would
bounce back.  It always has all year.” One of
the reasons is Burns’ booming shot. “Best
I’ve ever seen,” DeBoer said. “I think just
how he can get it off from every angle, how
he can get it to the net off balance, in bad
spots. He finds a way to get it there. If it’s in
the right spot, it’s going in. That’s a great
weapon for us.”

The Sharks also killed off all five Blues’
power-plays. “We didn’t play very well,” said
Blues’ coach Ken Hitchcock. “I’m not sure
why. I don’t know if the players know why.
They (the Sharks) were much better than us
in every aspect, especially special teams.
We tried to play the way we did in game 1
and we didn’t get away with it. “We’ll take
1-1 right now with the way we’ve played.”
The Blues, who had a combined 15 shots
on goal through the first two periods,
trailed 2-0 when the Sharks’ Patrick Marleau
received a double minor penalty for high-
sticking just 32 seconds into the third peri-
od. Instead of using that chance to get
back in the game, however, the Blues had
just four shots on goal, all stopped by
Jones, and Burns’ second goal of the game
midway through the period sealed the vic-
tory. “Our execution wasn’t very good and I
thought we let frustration creep in at cer-
tain times in the game,” said the Blues’
Alexander Steen. 

“That can’t happen at this time of the
year. They had the little details in their
game tonight that we didn’t, unfortunately.
We took a few penalties and that set us
back a little bit.” In all three of their playoff
series’ this year the Blues have been tied 1-
1 after two games. — Reuters

CLEVELAND: Toronto Raptors’ Cory Joseph (6) and Cleveland Cavaliers’ Kyrie Irving (2) and Kevin Love compete for a rebound during the second
half of Game 1 of the NBA basketball Eastern Conference finals on Tuesday, May 17, 2016. — AP 

Cavaliers crush Raptors in
Eastern Conference opener

Sharks rout Blues 
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Unbeaten Finland prepare for tough Danish test

ST LOUIS: Joe Pavelski #8 of the San Jose Sharks fights David Backes #42 of the St Louis Blues
during the 2016 NHL Stanley Cup Playoffs at Scottrade Center on May 17, 2016.  — AFP 

ASTANA: A quartet of state-of-the art, gov-
ernment-built stadia rise out of former marsh-
land in energy-rich Kazakhstan’s futuristic
capital Astana, but the Central Asian state’s
soaring sporting ambitions have been shot
down by the global oil slump.  Residents of
the 900,000-strong city tasted the elite of
European football earlier this season as FC
Astana, backed by the country’s sovereign
wealth fund, made national history by becom-
ing the first Kazakh club to reach the group
stage of the UEFA Champions League.

Along with the Astana Pro Team cycling
outfit-famous for doping scandals as well as
successes in the Tour de France-FC Astana
form the lynchpin of the image-boosting
Astana Presidential Sports Club launched in
2013 by the country ’s veteran leader
Nursultan Nazarbayev. Since then, however,
prices for the ex-Soviet state’s key crude
export have more than halved from a high of
above $100 per barrel, while an economic cri-
sis in neighboring Russia has only compound-
ed cashflow problems. 

“There is a gap in funding for the Astana
Presidential Sports Club, we cannot deny this,”
Darhan Kaletayev, managing director of the
Samruk Kazyna sovereign wealth fund said in
his office overlooking the young capital’s
architecturally adventurous cityscape.
Budgets for the club’s basketball and hockey
teams will be cut, Kaletayev explained, while
funding for football and cycling has dropped
in “real terms” after the national tenge curren-
cy shed half its value against the dollar amid
economic volatility last year.

FC Astana surprised many by bowing out

of Champions League Group C unbeaten at
their 30,000-capacity Astana Arena, securing
draws against Portugal’s Benfica, Spain’s
Atletico Madrid and Turkey’s Galatasaray but
only picking up one point on the road. But
the money-spinning novelty of qualification-
worth approximately $13 million to the club-
must now become habit if the team is to
retain and attract top players.  A recent game
pitting FC Astana against their  biggest
domestic rivals FC Kairat-a club from the for-
mer capital Almaty-testifies to challenges the
government faces in making its flagship foot-
ball team sustainable.

“We call this our Yel Clasico,” jokes Ablaikhan
Muzhubayev, a fan decked out in FC Astana’s
yellow and blue colours, punning ‘el Clasico’,
the derby between Real Madrid and Barcelona,
by substituting the Kazakh word ‘yel’ or ‘peo-
ple’. But the game Astana won 1-0 in front of an
official crowd of 11,000 people that appeared
even smaller feels a far cry from one of the
world’s most-watched sporting events. “There
was so much energy and noise at the
Champions League games,” Muzhubayev said
wistfully. “We need more of that for our domes-
tic league.”

The game’s goalscorer Nemanja
Maksimovic, embodies a recruitment blueprint
that values up-and-coming talent over big
names like ex-Arsenal star Andrei Arshavin,
who cut a disinterested figure for the opposi-
tion. But the 21-year-old Serbian starlet, who
scored the goal that fired FC Astana into this
season’s Champions’ League, is also the type of
player the club will struggle to keep in the new
era of austerity. “What we see in Kazakhstani

football as a whole is that one club might have
good finances one year and no finances the
next,” FC Astana’s no-nonsense Bulgarian coach
Stanimir Stoilov said on the sidelines of a train-
ing session at the arena. “That (instability) will
kill any team immediately,” said the coach, who
was not allowed to discuss financial matters
relating to FC Astana specifically.

Burnishing the brand 
Before FC Astana’s rise the Astana

Presidential Sports Club was mostly famous for
the Astana Pro cycling team that once included
American Lance Armstrong, Spain’s Alberto
Contador and Kazakhstan’s own Alexander
Vinokourov.  Yet those riders and the team as a
whole featured prominently in the doping
plague that has bedeviled the sport and trig-
gered calls for a permanent ban on Astana Pro
and other outfits found guilty of multiple dop-
ing violations.  

Kaletayev of Samruk-Kazyna admits the
scandals damaged Kazakhstan’s reputation
and claims the club has since turned itself
around to become a “leader in anti-doping
programs.” Moreover, while new mega-projects
have been ruled out as the country weathers
its worst economic crisis in almost two
decades, Kaletayev says Kazakhstan is only at
the beginning of a “big journey” in sport.  “We
want to encourage more sport at grassroots
level and build up our profile in paralympic
sport. These are goals that are reachable for
the moment,” he said. “Of course, everything
depends on finances but we are searching for
co-sponsors and look to the future with much
optimism.” — AFP 

Pipe dreams: Kazakhstan’s hopes of sports empire hit by oil crash

ASTANA: Astana’s players take part in a training session at a stadium in Astana. — AFP 


