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TOKYO: A female mayor at the centre of a fierce
debate over allowing women into the sumo ring
vowed yesterday never to back down as she
lodged a formal protest. “I won’t give up this time
around... I’m determined to make a petition every
six months,” Tomoko Nakagawa said before tak-
ing her case to the sumo authorities in Tokyo. “I
want them never to leave this issue vague. I want
the association to hear this voice clearly and start
a debate on a review” of the practice of not al-
lowing women into the sumo ring.

Nakagawa later held
a 30-minute meeting
with senior sumo offi-
cials to urge them to
treat men and women
equally at ceremonies
and events. The officials
told her the ban on
women entering the ring
was “tradition but not
discrimination” but
promised to discuss the issue at a meeting of ex-
ecutive officials, Nakagawa told reporters after
the closed-door meeting. Nakagawa said the of-
ficials were “sincere” and “gentle” but she also
felt a “strong” determination to respect the sta-
tus quo”.

The association was not immediately avail-
able for comment. The issue hit the headlines na-
tionally and internationally when women,
including at least one nurse, were shooed out of
a sumo ring as they tried to help a man during a

medical emergency. In footage that was widely
broadcast on national news bulletins, several
women rushed into the ring in Maizuru, north-
west of Kyoto, after a local mayor collapsed
while giving a speech.

But as the women attempted to help the
mayor, multiple announcements were made over
loudspeakers asking them to leave the ring. The
rings where sumo is practiced, known as sumo
dohyo, are seen as sacred places. Sumo is
closely interlinked with the native Shinto faith,

which considers women
to be ritually unclean,
meaning they are barred
from stepping into the
ring. But Nakagawa, the
administrative head of
the western city of
Takarazuka, described
this as “discrimination”.
“While emphasizing
sumo’s prestige and its

being the ‘national’ sport, they are ousting
women to promote nationalism,” she said.

She has been battling for the right to make a
speech from the sumo ring, something her male
counterparts have regularly done. Earlier this
month, Nakagawa lost her fight to speak from a
sumo ring but slammed the ban as she delivered
a speech from a podium outside the ring. “I’m a
female mayor but I am a human being ... but be-
cause I am a woman, despite being a mayor, I
cannot make a speech in the ring.” “It is regret-

table and mortifying,” she said, drawing cheers
from the crowd. Two days later, a male mayor de-
livered a speech from a ring.

‘Safety concerns’ 
Citing “tradition” is just a way of keeping a

lid on discussing the habit, Nakagawa said.
“Japanese society has been putting off discus-
sions on issues that should be discussed,” said
Nakagawa, one of only 19 female mayors among
around 700 cities across the country.  “If you

don’t change unreasonable things, Japan will for-
ever be lagging behind when it comes to
women’s issues,” she told reporters.

The head of the sumo association, who goes
by the name Hakkaku, apologised after the fe-
male nurses were ordered to leave the ring, de-
scribing it as “an inappropriate act” in a situation
that involved someone’s health. But the associa-
tion sparked fresh controversy after it requested
girls be prevented from participating in sumo
events, citing “safety concerns”. —AFP
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TOKYO: Tomoko Nakagawa (top C), the mayor of the western Japanese city of Takarazuka, answers questions
during a press briefing after submitting her request to the Japan Sumo Association.  —aAFP

IOC monitors
Samsung’s 
lobbying claims
NEW DELHI: The Olympics ethics
watchdog will “monitor” developments
after South Korean media said Samsung
carried out illicit lobbying for
Pyeongchang to be awarded this year’s
Winter Games, IOC president Thomas
Bach said yesterday. Samsung, a top
Olympics sponsor, has denied the claims
made by the SBS television network that
the company offered incentives to get
votes from International Olympic Com-
mittee members.

Bach told a press conference during a
visit to New Delhi that the allegations
“have been clearly denied by Samsung,
this is all that we know so far. “But I am
sure that our our ethics commission will
monitor the situation,” he added. SBS TV
said it had obtained copies of 137 emails
including messages between Samsung ex-

ecutives and Papa Massata Diack-the son
of the scandal-tainted former Interna-
tional Association of Athletics Federations
(IAAF) president Lamine Diack.

The mails included one listing 27 IOC
members with voting rights in the deci-
sion for the 2018 Games, which was con-
tested by Pyeongchang, Munich in
Germany and Annecy in France. The re-
port said Papa Diack had promised to
convince each of the named members to
vote for Pyeongchang. In one 2010 mail
Diack requested $12 million in funds-in-
cluding a three-year, $9.5 million spon-
sorship for the IAAF’s Diamond League
athletics meetings. He also asked for a
“success fee”.

The emails were confiscated by South
Korean prosecutors last year during a
graft investigation into former president
Park Geun-hye, SBS said. As a top level
Olympics sponsor, Samsung is not allowed
to lobby for Games venue candidates. It
strongly denied the allegations last week.
“Samsung has never engaged in any illegal
lobbying activities to have Pyeongchang
win the bidding”, the South Korean tech
giant said in a statement. —AFP

All Blacks slam
Folau anti-gay
comments
WELLINGTON: All Black halfback TJ Perenara
has become the highest-profile rugby player to
condemn Wallaby Israel Folau’s anti-gay com-
ments, with New Zealand legend Michael Jones
also saying he disagreed with the Australian
player’s stance. Perenara, who shares Polynesian
heritage with Folau, said homophobic remarks
from an athlete of Folau’s stature were particu-
larly hurtful to young Maori and Pacific islanders
struggling with their identity.

“You don’t need to look far to know that
young Maori/PI are overrepresented in youth
suicide statistics and, as I understand it, even
more so when you look to those who are part of
the Rainbow community,” he tweeted late
Wednesday. “Comments that cause further harm
cannot be tolerated.” The 45-Test All Black
added: “As professional rugby players, whether
we like it or not, we are role models for a lot of
young people.”

Folau wrote on social media this month that
God’s plan for gay people was hell unless they
repent their sins. He later explained that his re-
marks were prompted by deeply-held religious
beliefs and Rugby Australia decided against

sanctioning him. Jones, the loose forward who
fired the All Blacks to victory in the inaugural
World Cup in 1987, said his own faith did not pre-
vent him from accepting gays.

A devout Christian from a Polynesian back-
ground who refused to play on Sundays during
his international career, Jones said his heart went
out to Folau.  “There’s members of my family from
those (gay) communities and we love them,
they’re integral in our lives and they’re a big part
of who we are,” he told reporters. “Being able to
express yourself is important, but doing it re-
spectfully, with wisdom. There needs to be a lot
of love and grace, particularly as Christians.”

Waikato Chiefs back Brad Weber became the
first player to challenge Folau about his com-
ments this week, saying they left him disgusted.
Perenara said young people should ignore them
and realise “it’s OK to be you, you are perfect as
you are”. “I am 100 percent against the com-
ments that were made by Israel. It was not ok to
say that,” he tweeted. “It’s not an attitude I want
to see in the game I love.” 

New Zealand Herald rugby writer Gregor Paul
welcomed the fact that players now felt comfort-
able calling out intolerance, rather than shying
away from controversy. “The dumb jock card
may now be consigned to history, no longer valid
or appropriate for players to use,” he wrote.
“They are professional athletes some of the time,
but human all of the time and because of that,
players have the same responsibility as everyone
else to speak out against wrongdoing.” —AFP
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