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LONDON: England’s  Rugby Players’
Association hit out yesterday at a “detri-
mental” plan to extend the top-flight
Premiership season to 10 months, saying
it was not “viable” and would jeopardize
the welfare of players. There have long
been concerns about the toll an increas-
ingly physical and fast-paced professional
game is taking on players, with worries
about concussion-related injuries a par-
ticular issue.

At the same time there has been an

attempt to  br ing greater  harmony
between club and international fixtures
worldwide, with rugby union traditional-
ly a winter sport in both the northern
and southern hemispheres. March saw
World Rugby announce plans for a new
global calendar from 2020, which raised
the possibi l i ty  that European-based
players could be left with an 11-month
season once overseas Test tours were
taken into account.

Premiership Rugby responded by say-

ing the 2019/20 domestic season would be
extended to provide more club rugby after
the Six Nations concludes in March. The
season will still start at the beginning of
September with the Premiership final
played at the end of June, rather than the
end of May as happens now. Premiership
Rugby chief executive Mark McCafferty,
said the new set-up would “significantly
reduce or eliminate overlaps between the
international and club game”, adding this
was good news for club fans as their teams

would not be missing “important players
for significant chunks of the season”.
McCafferty, who insisted player welfare
was a “priority”, stressed the 32-game sea-
son limit would remain in place.

But the unimpressed RPA said yesterday
in a strongly-worded statement that
“extending an already arduous season from
nine months to ten has serious implications
for players, given the potential increase to
the game, training and psychological loads
they face”. The RPA said reducing the off

season from three months to two would
have a “seriously detrimental effect on play-
er welfare unless substantial guaranteed
safeguards are introduced”, adding that Test
stars would be particularly badly hit by the
proposed changes. “Perhaps most worry-
ingly is the incredible strain these proposals
would place on international players. “If the
Premiership season retains its current start
date, the addition of a July tour schedule
will lead to an 11-month season for these
players. —AFP

RugbyU: Players’ union slams plan to extend English season

MUMBAI: Mumbai Indians captain Rohit Sharma, center, Parthiv Patel, left, and bowling coach Shane Bond pose for a picture with the Indian
Premier League (IPL) trophies from last three wins after a press conference after their IPL 2017 win. —AP  

HYDERABAD: Veteran paceman Mitchell
Johnson, who took key wickets in Mumbai
Indians’ IPL final triumph over Rising Pune
Supergiant, has been hailed as an influential
force off the field too by captain Rohit Sharma.
The 35-year-old Australian struck two crucial
blows in the final over to drive Mumbai to a one
run victory in Hyderabad on Sunday.

Pune, who required 11 to win off the 20th
over, buckled as Johnson snagged two succes-
sive wickets, including a dangerous Steve Smith
on 51. Johnson (3-26), India’s Jasprit Bumrah (2-
26) and Sri Lankan veteran Lasith Malinga (0-21)
choked Pune of runs in the final three crucial
overs, denying them their target. Johnson, who
retired from international cricket in 2015, was
not first choice for Mumbai’s playing XI but an
injury to Mitchell McClenaghan saw him star in
the final two matches.

“We have got some proven match winners in
our squad. It comes in healthy when the team
requires them the most,” Sharma said. “Mitchell
McClenaghan, who was playing well for us, was
injured and unfortunately he couldn’t find a
place in the finals, but we always knew we had a
great back up in Johnson, who is again a proven
customer. “He has done it for Australia and for
Mumbai as well. He has been in this atmosphere
as well. I could happily rely on him when I need-
ed (him) the most.”

Johnson, who played a key role in Mumbai’s
2013 IPL (Indian Premier League) triumph,
returned for a second stint after being picked in
the February auctions. Johnson only played five
games for Mumbai this season, with younger
quicks Bumrah (20 wickets) and New Zealand’s
McClenaghan (19 wickets) carrying the pace
attack. But despite playing limited games, the
Australian also played a role behind the scenes,
Sharma said, working closely with bowling
coach Shane Bond to sharpen Mumbai’s fast
bowlers. “To have him throughout the season is
fantastic. He’s been talking to younger bowlers,
sharing his experience, all those things have
helped our youngsters,” said Sharma. “You will
hear (Jasprit) Bumrah talk about him in the
future and how Johnson was helpful to him.”

MISSING STOKES 
Meanwhile Pune coach Stephen Fleming

rued the absence of England’s Ben Stokes, who
was key to Supergiant’s surge to the play-offs
before being recalled to play for England.
Stokes-whose $2.16 million contract broke the
IPL signing record for a foreign player-scored
316 runs in 12 matches, with a highest of 103
not out, and took 12 wickets.

“We would have loved having Ben Stokes the
full time but we knew he would not be there. We
did not spend too much time lamenting that,”
said Fleming, a former New Zealand captain.
“From his point of view, he would have loved

this situation. He is a big game player. Playing in
the final, whatever competition it is, it is special.”
However he was “proud” of the team for turning
around their fortunes after finishing seventh in
last year’s tournament.

“We are not a skilled side in the IPL. In this
campaign, we have had some players stand up

from nowhere. We take real pride in that,” said
Fleming. “We have created an environment
where some players excel. Jaydev (Unadkat) has
been extraordinary, so has been Rahul Tripathi
and (Manoj) Tiwary. Big stars have stepped up at
key times. Ben Stokes was fantastic for us.” - AFP 

Johnson key to Mumbai’s 
IPL success, says Sharma

DUBLIN: New Zealand captain Tom Latham
is still looking for improvement when the
Blackcaps aim for a clean sweep of victories
in the final match of the one-day internation-
al Tri-Series against Bangladesh in Clontarf
tomorrow. An emphatic 190-run success
against hosts Ireland at Malahide on Sunday
ensured the Blackcaps will win the trophy
but for Latham the important point was that
a team missing many leading players was
getting better with every game.

“You try to improve each game and we
did that today,” said Latham, who led from
the front with a century against Ireland as
New Zealand continued their build-up to
next month’s Champions Trophy tournament
in England. “You talk about each player doing
their jobs and playing their role and every-
body did that today and that was the most
pleasing thing,” said Latham who is filling in
as skipper until Kane Williamson returns from
the Indian Premier League. “We want to
improve again against Bangladesh and give
the selectors plenty to think about going
into the Champions Trophy.”

The first two New Zealand players back
from the IPL, Matt Henry and Corey
Anderson, played on Sunday with Henry the
most successful bowler, taking three for 36 as
Ireland were dismissed for just 154 in
response to the Blackcaps’ 344 for six. “It was
nice to have the experienced guys back from
the IPL and playing a part,” added Latham.

“That is important moving forward to the
Champions Trophy and hopefully they can
contribute again in the next match.

“But the players not in the Champions
Trophy squad have also competed and that’s
the most pleasing thing. They have come in
and done well.” Latham made 104 from 111
balls, with nine fours and four sixes against
Ireland. He received superb support all the
way down the order - every batsman who
came in reached double figures-with Ross
Taylor scoring his second half century of the
series with 57.

But it was Colin Munro who took the game
away from Ireland with a sensational 44 from
15 balls featuring three fours and four sixes-
one of them a switch hit off Ireland’s fastest
bowler, Peter Chase-as the Blackcaps plun-
dered 72 from the last four overs. “He has
done it before and it was great to see him do
it today,” said Latham. “Colin finished the
game against Bangladesh with plenty of time
to spare and played a different role today. 

“As that for that reverse sweep, I don’t
know how he plays that.” Ireland captain
William Porterfield was left to lick his side’s
wounds. “We were out-skilled and we have to
improve on that as players and look for more
consistency,” he said. It doesn’t help Ireland,
who could be granted Test status next month,
that their next scheduled ODI is not until
September when West Indies visit Belfast for a
one-off match. —AFP 

Latham wants more from 
NZ against Bangladesh

HYDERABAD: Five things we learned from
the 10th Indian Premier league after Mumbai
Indians beat Rising Pune Supergiant in
Sunday’s final:

BIG BUY STOKES A ‘PERFECT FIT’
Ben Stokes finally repaid the $2.16 million

worth of faith Rising Pune Supergiant placed
in him. The Englishman was the most expen-
sive foreigner ever signed for the IPL and the
best paid player this season. He was key in
Pune’s impressive campaign to reach the
knockout phase. After some poor early per-
formances the Stokes’ deal was questioned,
but the 25-year-old eventually hit 316 runs in
12 matches, with a high of 103 not out. He
also took 12 wickets to bust the big buy, big
waste tag. Pune skipper Steve Smith heaped
praise on Stokes, terming him a “perfect fit”
for the team.

FOREIGN INTEREST ON THE RISE
Big guns l ike Chris Gayle and David

Warner have always raised the IPL entertain-
ment quotient but the influx of England play-
ers this year made it even more cosmopoli-
tan. IPL teams welcomed them with open
arms at the February auctions and the eight-
strong English contingent was double the
number last season. Stokes, Eoin Morgan
(Kings XI Punjab), Chris Woakes (Kolkata
Knight Riders) and Jos Buttler (Mumbai
Indians) were important performers for their
teams. The season also saw the first Afghan
players signed up, with Rashid Khan and
Mohammad Nabi going to Sunrisers
Hyderabad. “The participation of players
from around the world makes it the biggest
draw,” said IPL chairman Rajeev Shukla.

IPL PICKS UP THE PACE
Fast bowlers are back. Bhuvneshwar Kumar

(Sunrisers Hyderabad), Jaydev Unadkat (Rising
Pune Supergiant) and Mitchell McClenaghan
(Mumbai Indians) made up the top three in
the IPL bowlers rankings and the impact of

seamers was evident this season. While Kumar
took 26 scalps to get the purple cap for high-
est wicket taker in season 10, Unadkat (24
wickets) was instrumental in Pune’s success.
Mumbai also rode on McClenaghan’s incisive
bowling in the first six overs and fellow pace-
men Jasprit Bumrah and Mitchell Johnson’s
ability to choke the opposition in the dying
overs. “I t ’s a huge achievement for fast
bowlers to have made an impact in T20 cricket
which is not an easy format for the quicks,” for-
mer India paceman Chetan Sharma told AFP. 

MATCH FIXING GHOST RETURNS
Just when the match-fixing specter

seemed to have disappeared from the world’s
most lucrative cricket league, a betting ring
was busted after a Gujarat Lions-Dehli
Daredevils game. Three suspected bookies
were arrested at the hotel used by the teams
in Kanpur. While the Indian board boasted of
their anti-corruption team working overtime
to keep the league clean, the presence of fix-
ers in the hotel raised eyebrows. A spot-fixing
scandal in 2013 led to the Chennai Super
Kings and Rajasthan Royals being suspended
in 2015 for two seasons. 

IPL RAIN RULES CAUSE A CLOUD
Debate erupted over the IPL’s rain rules

after an el iminator between holders
Sunrisers Hyderabad and Kolkata Knight
Riders ended at 1.27 am. Rain stopped play
after the Sunrisers managed a modest 128-7
in 20 overs and Kolkata were then given a
revised target of 48 in six overs. Many believe
the current Duckworth-Lewis method should
not be used in the 20 over format as it gives
an undue advantage to the team batting sec-
ond-Kolkata won by seven wickets. But the
bone of contention remained the IPL ruling
of not having a reserve day for play-offs
except the final and thus allowing the match
to stretch to get a result. Kolkata paceman
Nathan Coulter-Nile said: “You can’t be play-
ing cricket at 2 am”. — AFP 

IPL-10: Five major 
things we learned 

DUBLIN:  Bangladesh’s Tamim Iqbal bats during the fourth ODI match of the Ireland Tri-
Nation Series between Ireland and Bangladesh at the Malahide Cricket Club. —AFP

No sign of an end to French 
men’s title drought in Paris

PARIS: No French man has lifted the
Musketeers’ Cup in over three decades and
there is no sign of the frustrating and painful
wait ending for one of tennis’ leading nations
at this year’s French Open. A lack of consisten-
cy at the highest level, fragile bodies and an
outstanding generation barring their way
make it difficult to imagine a French succes-
sor to their last men’s singles champion
Yannick Noah any time soon at Roland Garros.
After it became an international tournament
in 1925, the first eight titles went to French
men-but since then, they have claimed only
two titles, Marcel Bernard winning in 1946
and Noah in 1983. “If you want a chance to
win the French Open, you need to arrive full
of confidence, having won great matches on
the surface and, let’s face it, it is not happen-
ing with the French male players,” former
French technical director Patrice Hagelauer,
the coach who led Noah to the title, told
Reuters. “For the French Open especially you
need to be in top shape physically and men-
tally. “Gael (Monfils) played the odd semi-final
but then you’ve already reached your maxi-
mum and in the quarter or semi-finals, they
hold on for a set or two.” 

Since Noah beat Mats Wilander 34 years

ago, only the mercurial Henri Leconte has
reached the final of the claycourt grand slam,
losing in straight sets to the same Swede in
1988. In the last 10 years, only Monfils (2008)
and Jo-Wilfried Tsonga (2013 and 2015) have
given some hope to the vociferous home
support when they reached the last four.

“Since 1983, we’ve had great talents-
Leconte, (Guy) Forget, (Cedric) Pioline,
Monfils, (Richard) Gasquet, Tsonga, but never
players who started Roland Garros with the
favourite tag. It was the case for Yannick, it’s
not the case anymore,” Hagelauer added. “In
the last 15 years, incredible things happened,
notably Rafa Nadal winning the French Open
nine times. “The Big Four generation (Nadal,
Roger Federer, Novak Djokovic and Andy
Murray) also complicated things. These guys
are monsters. It never happened in the histo-
ry of tennis, even at the time of the
Musketeers when there were fewer players.”
Pressure is a factor, too, according to
Wilander. “No person in tennis can under-
stand the pressure on a player from Britain,
the US, from Australia nor especially, I think,
from France,” he told Reuters. While Noah was
a pure claycourter, none of the actual French
men are real specialists of the slowest sur-
face.”I think French players are more com-
plete now. I don’t think you have seen a true
French claycourter since Yannick Noah,”
Wilander said. “Yannick was so athletic and
moved so well. That’s why he was a clay-
courter even though he came to the net so
much. Today, their best surface generally isn’t
clay.” Even if Noah remains the last French
man to win a grand slam singles title, France
have at least enjoyed more success on other
surfaces, even if it all ended in anti-climax.
Arnaud Clement reached the Australian Open
final in 2001, Tsonga also made the final in
Melbourne in 2008, while Pioline reached the
finals of both the US Open (1993) and
Wimbledon (1997).

Would Wilander be tempted to coach a
French man to try to take him to Roland
Garros glory ? “No!” he said, before adding
with a laugh: “I am happy with my life, my
work as a commentator for Eurosport-I have
made the finals of every grand slam since
2002.” Wilander still thinks that no French
man is close to winning again on the red dirt
in Paris. “I think the longer it (the drought)
goes on, the harder it gets. Yannick tran-
scended sport in the way that Andre Agassi
did, and Bjorn Borg,” said Wilander. “Kids who
would otherwise have played soccer wanted
to play tennis. But the longer it goes without
a grand slam champion, the smaller the pool
of kids you influence.” — Reuters 

GENEVA: Japan’s Kei Nishikori (L) poses
with Switzerland’s Stan Wawrinka next
to the Jet d’Eau (the landmark fountain
of Geneva) during a photo session ahead
of his first game at the Geneva Open ATP
250 Tennis tournament. —AFP 

Badminton: Danes beat India in Sudirman Cup
GOLD COAST: Denmark overcame early resist-
ance to beat India and make a successful start to
their BWF Sudirman Cup badminton campaign
on Australia’s Gold Coast yesterday. India had the
chance to win the opening mixed doubles but
lost a three-game struggle before the Danes went
on to win the Group 1 tie 4-1. “It was their experi-
ence that made the difference,” India’s Ashwini
Ponnappa said. “We made some silly mistakes at
the end. It was really close today.” Ajay Jayaram
had a 3-2 career record against Viktor Axelsen

going into their men’s singles encounter, but the
Dane was too strong in a 21-12 21-7 victory in just
27 minutes.

Hosts Australia overcame a setback in the
men’s singles to beat USA in their sub-group 2B
tie, with Sawan Serasinghe and Setyana Mapasa
winning both their matches. Serasinghe and
Mapasa took the mixed doubles over Vinson
Chiu/Jamie Subandhi, but the Americans levelled
the score as Timothy Lam got the better of
Anthony Joe, 21-14 21-18. Serasinghe and Chau

ensured the lead once again beating Kyle
Emerick/Darren Yang in men’s doubles before
Wendy Chen got the third point for the hosts in
women’s singles against Jennie Lai. Mapasa
returned with Gronya Somerville in the women’s
doubles to overcome Annie Xu/Kerry Xu, 21-15
21-18 to give the Australians a 4-1 win. Singapore,
another prime contender for top honours in
Group 2, eased past Austria 5-0 in sub-group 2B.
Macau China also wrapped up their sub-group 3A
tie against Guam without losing a match. — AFP 


