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AUSTIN: Dustin Johnson tee’s off at the 14th during round one of the World Golf Championships-Dell Technologies Match Play at the Austin Country Club on March
22, 2017. — AFP 

TEXAS:  World number one Dustin
Johnson rolled and Rory McIlroy and
Jordan Spieth stumbled, while Jason
Day left to be with his ailing mother in
Wednesday’s  opening day  of  the
WGC-Dell Match Play in Austin, Texas.
Johnson won the first three holes and
was 5-up after nine holes and steam-
rolled Webb Simpson 5&3. “When you
get up real early,  you just want to
keep the momentum on your side,”
said Johnson.

Rory McIlroy and Jordan Spieth were
surprise losers in their first round-robin
matches at Austin Country Club. McIlroy,
who reached last year’s semi-finals, fell
2&1 to Dane Soren Kjeldsen while
Japan’s Hideto Tanihara, making his first
appearance at the tournament, routed
Spieth 4&2. Kjeldsen was 1-down with
five to play but rattled off four succes-

sive birdies, knocking his last four
approaches inside nine feet, with the
last three inside four feet. “I played well.
If I had played anyone else, I might have
won. Soren played great,” said McIlroy.

Northern Irishman McIlroy will play
Gary Woodland on Thursday and
Argentine Emiliano Grillo on Friday.
Woodland beat Grillo 3&2. Twice major
champion Spieth never led against
Tanihara, who has 13 career titles over-
seas. The American played his last nine
holes in three over, hitting only one
green. “I knew if I brought my ‘A’ game, I
could probably compete against him,”
said Tanihara. “I wanted to see how a top
player would play and I was just looking
forward the whole day.” Next up for the
Texan is a clash with Japan’s Yuta Ikeda
on Thursday and Ryan Moore on Friday.
Moore halved his match with Ikeda.

Japan’s Hideki Matsuyama and US
Ryder Cup Captain Jim Furyk halved,
while Brooks Koepka was lights out with
the putter in a 6&5 trouncing of fellow
American Kevin Kisner. 

Day, last year’s winner, walked off the
course after six holes, revealing to
reporters that he was leaving to be with
his mother, who is having lung cancer
surgery on Friday. 

“Hard to comprehend being on the
golf course right now with what she’s
going through,” said a tearful Day.
“Family is first.” The event is comprised
of 16 four-player groups who play
round-robin matches from Wednesday
through Friday with the winners of each
group advancing to a single-elimination
bracket at the weekend. Players receive
one point for a win and a half-point for a
halved match. — Reuters

Asian Cup berth is
essential for India

MUMBAI: Qualifying for the 2019 Asian Cup finals is
essential for India if football in the country is to continue
to develop in the wake of the success of the Indian Super
League, coach Stephen Constantine told Reuters. India,
currently ranked 132nd in the FIFA world rankings, have
never played in the World Cup finals and kick off the latest
phase of their attempt to qualify for the Asian Cup on
Tuesday when they take on Myanmar in Yangon. 

They last qualified for the Asian Cup in 2011 but, with
the country due to host the under-17 World Cup later this
year, Constantine believes booking a spot in the United
Arab Emirates in two year’s time would give the game a
significant boost. “I think it would be huge given the fact
that it would come two years after we have hosted the U-
17 World Cup,” the Englishman said in an interview.

“We’ve also got the Asian Games in 2018 (in Jakarta)
and have got the chance to build there. “I think it would
be another sign of continued progress and consistency,
which is what we’ve lacked in the past. We really need to
qualify to keep the momentum in Indian football going.
Every country needs to see success.” Interest in the game
among India’s 1.3 billion population has been boosted by
the 2014 launch of the eight-team Indian Super League,
which has seen players such as Nicolas Anelka and Diego
Forlan come out of retirement to play. But while the game
has been showing signs of growth, the national team has
achieved little. India’s qualification for the 2011 Asian Cup
in Qatar came after the country won the AFC Challenge
Cup, a tournament for the lowest ranked nations in the
continent. That was their first appearance since 1984 and
while they are still the dominant force in South Asia,
Indian football remains a long way behind the likes of
Japan, Australia, South Korea, Iran and Saudi Arabia.

Second stint
Constantine returned to India for his second stint as

coach two years ago after India failed to qualify for the
2015 Asian Cup and feels he has introduced a level of
competition in the squad that was previously absent. “You
can say I have introduced 30 players over the last two
years and we have expanded the pool of players,” said
Constantine, whose side will  also face Macau and
Kyrgyzstan in Asian Cup qualifying. “That has given the
opportunity to many more players to play in the national
team and that’s a major reason we are in the position we
are in now, because now everybody is fighting for places,
it’s not a given. You need to have people who want to
have the same thing.”

While progress for the national team has been slow,
there have been successes. Bengaluru FC were AFC Cup
runners-up last year, the first time an Indian side played in
the decider in a continental club competition. — Reuters

LOS ANGELES: Top-ranked defending champion Lydia Ko and
world number two Ariya Jutanugarn pace an elite field for this
week’s LPGA Kia Classic, the last tuneup for next week’s first
major championship.  

In all, 23 of the world’s 25 top-ranked players will compete
at Aviara Golf Club near San Diego ahead of next week’s ANA
Inspiration at Rancho Mirage, California. But New Zealand 19-
year-old Ko will be a focus as the reigning champion at
Rancho Mirage as well as this week even as she tries to enjoy
some of her favorite holes.  

“This is my favorite stretch of events,” Ko said. “I don’t think
it real clicked until I had to do media days that I actually did
win back to back. 

They are great events.” Many players, including South
Korea’s sixth-ranked Jang Ha-Na, will try to treat the week like

any other even as she fine tunes her game in quest of a first
major title next week. “It feels really good this week. So maybe
it will be a really good score after this week,” Jang said. “Feels
really exciting, but not thinking too much, not thinking too
differently. Just thinking tournament.” 

Thailand’s Ariya has been ranked second to Ko with 34
weeks in a row and hopes to close the gap even as the South
Korean-born Kiwi has found her form with three top-10 show-
ings this year, including shares of eight last week at the
Founders Cup and in Thailand and ninth at Singapore. But Ko
has yet to win since making wholesale changes in her support
team before the start of the 2017 campaign, using a new
swing, caddie and coach.Ko and Lizette Salas each fired four
rounds last week without a bogey, a feat achieved by only two
other players since 2011. — AFP 
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