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SOCHI: File photo taken on February 24, 2014 shows Russia’s President Vladimir Putin (C) posing for a photo with Russian athletes, winners of the Sochi 2014 Winter Olympics, in Sochi.
Vladimir Putin has staked Russia’s prestige — and his own reputation — on sporting achievements but a possible ban from the Winter Olympics after claims of state-run doping threatens
to wipe out any successes. —  AFP 
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IOC weighs Russian Olympic ban
MOSCOW: Vladimir Putin has staked Russia’s prestige-
and his own reputation-on sporting achievements but a
possible ban from the Winter Olympics after claims of
state-run doping threatens to wipe out any successes. 

Observers say it was the Kremlin’s desire for victory
that fuelled the cheating that spectacularly backfired, with
the country losing its top ranking in the 2014 Sochi Winter
Olympics after being stripped of 11 medals for doping.

More penalties are expected in the coming days as the
International Olympic Committee meets today to rule on
whether to ban Russia from competing in the Winter
Games in Pyeongchang, South Korea, in February as pun-
ishment for cheating at the 2014 Sochi Olympics.

“Sport is a huge media and political resource and Sochi
was very important for the country’s image,” said political
commentator Sergei Medvedev, adding Russia had resort-
ed to mass-scale doping to guarantee victory in the Sochi
games. “It turns out they overplayed their hand and the
largest scandal in the history of the Olympic movement
ensued,” the professor at the Moscow-based Higher
School of Economics told AFP. “It is a huge blow to
Russian sport.” Russia may not be barred from the world’s
most prestigious sporting event 

altogether but IOC officials are likely to ban Russian

emblems including its flag and anthem from the games.
An explosive 2016 report by the World Anti-Doping

Agency detailing the “state-dictated” system to hide drug
test failures said it was put in place after a dismal showing
at the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver.

Moscow has consistently denied running a state-
orchestrated doping pro-
gramme, seeking to pin all the
blame on sporting officials.  In
September, a Russian court
issued an arrest warrant for
whistleblower Grigory
Rodchenkov, who has fled to
the United States and spoken
out about Moscow’s doping
cover-up.

‘BIAS AGAINST RUSSIA’  
Medvedev of the Higher

School of Economics said the
possible ban against Russia would only reinforce the
Kremlin’s rhetoric which maintains the West is out to get
Russia, in Ukraine, Syria and now in sport. 

“What is happening now is just one more piece of evi-

dence for the Kremlin that Russia is at war with the out-
side world,” he said.  Putin said this month that doping
allegations against Russian athletes had been invented by
the United States to influence a March presidential elec-
tion he is widely expected to contest and win. 

Tatyana Stanovaya, a Paris-based analyst for the Centre
of Political Technologies in
Moscow, said the Kremlin is
sure that performance-based
substances are used by ath-
letes everywhere but the
West singles out Russia to
punish it for its increasingly
assertive political stance.

“The question is, why
some sportsmen get exposed
and others don’t,” she told
AFP. “Putin believes that it is
not about doping but about
bias against Russia.”

Ironically, the punishment of Russian athletes may play
into the Kremlin’s hands ahead of the March vote and
prompt ordinary Russians to rally behind Putin, just like
many did after Western sanctions following Moscow’s

takeover of Crimea in 2014. The Kremlin has pumped more
than $50 billion into hosting the Sochi games 

some say to the detriment of health care, science and
education-and is pulling out all the stops to hold the foot-
ball World Cup in 2018. Russia’s state television and radio
holding company VGTRK has already said it would not
broadcast the Winter Olympics in South Korea if Russian
athletes are not allowed to compete in it.

‘DO WE NEED OLYMPICS?’ 
But even anti-Kremlin observers admit Olympic offi-

cials may be going too far in their desire to punish Russia.
“A poisonous political atmosphere affects the deci-

sions,” said Anton Orekh, an observer with the liberal Echo
of Moscow radio. Yevgeny Slyusarenko, deputy editor of
Russian sports website Championat.com, was more blunt.

“There are doubts that Russian sport and Russian ath-
letes have the right to a fair trial today,” he told AFP.

Some are even wondering whether Russia should pull
out of the Olympics altogether.

Dmitry Ponomarenko, a columnist for Sovietsky Sport
newspaper, said he personally knew many athletes and
how hard they worked, adding he was tired of seeing them
painted as villains.—AFP
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GETAFE: File photo, Real Madrid’s Cristiano Ronaldo falls during
a Spanish La Liga soccer match between Getafe and Real Madrid
at the Coliseum Alfonso Perez in Getafe, Spain. — AP

MADRID: Real Madrid’s slump in form has alarms
ringing in the Spanish capital, but pretenders to
the champions’ European crown should beware:
Real are often a different animal in the spring.  A
familiar foe in recent seasons, Borussia Dortmund,
visit the Santiago Bernabeu for the fifth time in
five years tomorrow.  However, for once there is
precious little on the line with the Germans
already eliminated from the Champions League
and Real certain to finish  second in Group H
behind Tottenham Hotspur.

Two years ago, Madrid were in such mid-sea-
son crisis that Rafael Benitez was sacked in
January. Zinedine Zidane took over and five
months later won the Champions League. Last
season, Zidane’s men finished second in their

group, but still qualified behind Dortmund and
went on to retain their  European title.  This winter
has brought another crisis.  A 0-0 draw at Athletic
Bilbao on Saturday left Real eight points adrift of
Barcelona at the top of La Liga, having failed to
win six of 14 league games so far this season.  An
unusual lack of firepower has hobbled the Spanish
giants with Cristiano Ronaldo and Karim
Benzema scoring a meagre four La Liga goals
combined and Gareth Bale sidelined for most of
the season by a series of injuries.  The Champions
League has been a different story, though, as
Ronaldo once again leads all scorers with eight in
five games.

Throughout his nine seasons with Real,
Benzema has also tended to save his best for the
European stage and he became the fifth-top scor-
er in the competition’s history with a double in a
6-0 rout of APOEL Nicosia two weeks ago.

Poor domestic form has historically only made
Madrid stronger come the business end of the
Champions League. Last season’s La Liga and
Champions League double was a first for 59 years
with Los Blancos having won the European Cup,
or Champions League, eight times in that span.

There is a feeling that this Madrid squad is not as
strong as last season.  Ronaldo even admitted, fol-
lowing a first group stage defeat for five years, at
Spurs last month that the departures of Alvaro
Morata, James Rodriguez and Pepe over the sum-
mer had left the current squad lacking “experi-
ence.” The squad has also lost depth, with Zidane
yet to fully trust summer recruits Theo Hernandez,
Dani Ceballos and Jesus Vallejo.  “I also think the
Real Madrid squad is inferior, they have lost
potential compared to last season,” Valencia
coach Marcelino Garcia Toral, whose side lead
Madrid by three points in La Liga, said on
Sunday.  However, Zidane insists the level of per-
formance is the same and all that is missing is a
killer touch in front of goal. “Last season we
would score goals in the last minute and at the
moment that isn’t happening,” said Zidane on
Saturday. “We need to keep going and think that
there will be better moments to come.” Ronaldo
was also questioned this time last year after an
unusually slow start to the season before coming
alive to score 10 goals from the Champions
League quarter-finals on that will see him win the
Ballon d’Or for a fifth time this week.—AFP
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