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Titans, Raiders battle to 
remain in playoff race

Besieged Castle: 
Folau not only 
problem for 
Rugby boss
SYDNEY: Australian rugby was already in
crisis when Raelene Castle took over but the
problems refuse to go away for the chief ex-
ecutive — even after ending the Israel Folau
anti-gay controversy. Two years after Castle
was tasked with steadying Rugby Australia’s
listing ship, Folau, a poor World Cup and the
demise of a lucrative TV deal have detained
her in choppy waters.

The New Zealander faced calls to step down
yesterday over her handling of the Folau case,
which Rugby Australia settled out of court for
an undisclosed sum. But she insisted she was the
best person for the job as Rugby Australia
heads towards 2020 seeking a new broadcast
partner and an uptick in fortunes on the pitch.

“There’s not a business leader that leads an
organisation that I’ve spoken to that hasn’t
looked at this situation and gone, ‘This is a
very difficult thing’,” Castle said, referring to
the Folau case. “Ultimately we’ve had exten-
sive support from the rugby community and
also from the wider business community.”

Folau, the former Australia fullback, had
launched a Aus$14 million compensation claim

after his sacking in May for posting “Hell
awaits” gays, as well as drunks, atheists and
others. While his comments drew outrage, it
was a case that exposed divisions in Aus-
tralian society after Folau won backing from
conservatives who defended his right to ex-
press his religious views.

There were also commercial implications for
Rugby Australia whose main sponsor, flag-car-
rying airline Qantas, warned the governing body
to take appropriate action. Castle will be de-
lighted to finally see the back of Folau, after ad-
mitting he had caused her the toughest
challenge of her career when he posted similar
comments last year. But although settling the
case avoided a lengthy and expensive court bat-
tle, the outcome still hit Rugby Australia in the
pocket — and Folau’s beaming reaction spoke
volumes about which side was the happier.

“A team of the sassiest spin doctors can’t
help Rugby Australia. They lost on Wednesday.
Big time,” wrote columnist Janet Albrechtsen
in The Australian. Castle will now be looking
forward eagerly to the arrival of fellow New
Zealander Dave Rennie, the highly rated new
Wallabies coach whose signing was one of the
brightest moments of Rugby Australia’s year.

Rennie, who takes the reins in July, suc-
ceeds Michael Cheika whose stormy tenure
ended with a record defeat to England in Oc-
tober’s World Cup quarter-finals — and a
stinging parting shot. “It is no secret I have no
relationship with the CEO (Raelene Castle)
and not much with the chairman (Cameron
Clyne),” Cheika was quoted as saying by Aus-
tralia’s Fox Sports. — AFP

OAKLAND: The Tennessee Titans and host
Oakland Raiders will treat each other like play-
off opponents when the postseason hopefuls go
head-to-head Sunday in a game that figures to
have significant ramifications in the AFC race.

With four games remaining, the Titans (7-5)
enter the battle of second-place teams in better
shape than the Raiders (6-6) in the AFC wild-
card chase.

Sunday’s outcome, barring a tie, will either
give Oakland the overall edge on Tennessee
(based on a head-to-head tiebreaker of teams
with the same record) or basically eliminate the
Raiders from wild-card contention (two games
behind the Titans with three to play, with Ten-
nessee holding the tiebreaker).

“We would love to make the playoffs. We
would love to win a championship. That’s out of
our control right now,” Raiders coach Jon Gru-
den noted in the wake of a 40-19 blowout loss
to Kansas City on Sunday that dropped his club
two games back of the Chiefs (8-4) in the AFC
West and one behind Tennessee and Pittsburgh
in the duel for the AFC’s second wild-card spot.

“We’re going to focus on the Titans,” he
continued. “We can’t control who’s playing who
and what the scores are in other places. We
have to control the things we can control.”

The Raiders have lost two in a row after a 6-
4 start that, after Week 11, had them a game
ahead of the Titans. But Tennessee has ridden
a rejuvenated Ryan Tannehill to three consec-

utive wins, and now finds itself in a position in
which winning out will assure the Titans of just
their second playoff berth since 2008.

That’s because two of their remaining four
games are against AFC South leader Houston
(8-4). The Titans sandwich those two show-
downs with a visit from one of the NFC’s best,
the New Orleans Saints.

Tennessee coach Mike Vrabel has warned
his guys: Beating the Texans might not mat-
ter if they lay an egg in Oakland. “We’re fo-
cused on the team that’s 4-1 at the Oakland
Coliseum,” Vrabel told reporters Wednesday.
“A defense that gives up 20 points a game at
the Oakland Coliseum. An offense that aver-
ages 360 yards at the Oakland Coliseum.
And a team that is plus-4 in turnover margin
at home.”

Indeed, the Raiders have won three in a row
in Oakland, sweeping Detroit, the Los Angeles
Chargers and Cincinnati before going on the
road and losing to the New York Jets and
Kansas City. The Raiders have won three in a
row against the Titans, sweeping consecutive
road games in 2015, 2016 and 2017. Tennessee’s
last win in the series came in its last trip to Oak-
land, a 23-19 triumph in 2013.

The duel between former Alabama star run-
ning backs Derrick Henry and Josh Jacobs will
be a first. Henry, who rushed for 3,591 yards in
three years at Alabama before being a second-
round NFL pick in 2016, ranks third in the

NFL in both rushing with 1,140 yards and
touchdowns with 13. Jacobs, a rookie first-
round pick who arrived on the Alabama cam-
pus one year after Henry left with a Heisman

Trophy and accumulated 1,491 rushing yards
in three seasons, ranks fourth in the NFL in
rushing with 1,061 yards and is tied for 14th in
touchdowns with seven. — Reuters

INDIANAPOLIS: File photo shoes  Kevin Byard #31 of the Tennessee Titans intercepts a pass
during the third quarter of the game against the Indianapolis Colts at Lucas Oil Stadium on
December 1, 2019 in Indianapolis, Indiana. — AFP

‘We didn’t back 
down’, Rugby 
Australia insists
after Folau payout
SYDNEY: Rugby Australia insisted yesterday it
did not back down by settling its feud with Israel
Folau over homophobic comments, while all-but
ruling out the staunch Christian from playing
Super Rugby again. The two parties avoided a
costly court battle by reaching a mediated
agreement on Wednesday to end Folau’s lawsuit
over his sacking in May for warning “hell awaits”
gay people and others he considers sinners.
Under the settlement, both sides apologised for
“any hurt or harm” caused, with Folau taking to
YouTube to claim he had been “vindicated”. Fi-
nancial terms of the deal were confidential, but
Rugby Australia chief Castle shot down a report
that the settlement was worth Aus$8 million as
“wildly inaccurate”.

She said the governing body “didn’t back
down” and that it stood by its decision to termi-
nate his contract. “We had to make a decision
that was right for rugby in this country,” she said
at a press conference in Sydney. “We made the
right decision in calling out Israel on his posts
and his inappropriate messaging,” she added.
“That remains the same, we stick to our values
that inclusiveness is absolutely core to rugby.”
Castle said taking the matter to court was not in
the interests of the game, which is already strug-

gling with poor crowds and disappointing per-
formances by the Wallabies, quarter-final losers
at this year’s World Cup in Japan. “So we made
a decision that gave us cost certainty that put us
in the best financial decision entering the new
year in a positive way,” Castle said. Folau had
been demanding Aus$14 million (US$9.5 million)
in compensation, claiming he was unlawfully dis-
missed under legislation that bans sacking some-
one because of their religion.

Rugby Australia argued the termination for
“high-level” misconduct was purely contractual.
Castle would not reveal how much the settlement
amounted to, but said it was “a commercial de-
cision” that was deemed cheaper than going to
trial. She added that the governing body had an
insurance policy and would not have to make
changes to its budget to pay Folau, who she said
would not be playing Super Rugby again, effec-
tively ending his Wallabies career.

“At the end of the day, we have parted ways.
He’s been terminated since April,” she said when
asked if he could play for an Australian club in the
southern hemisphere tournament under the set-
tlement. “Never say never, because that would be
crazy,” she added, when pressed by reporters on
the issue. “I think it’s clear to see our values are
not aligned and the expectations that Rugby Aus-
tralia would have of Israel coming back into the
sport would not be acceptable.” Folau played 73
Tests for the Wallabies and was Super Rugby’s
record try-scorer for the NSW Waratahs before
his four-year, Aus$4 million contract was termi-
nated. Australia’s National Rugby League has
previously said it would not welcome him back
to the 13-man code he played at the start of his
career, although a move to a rugby union club
overseas remains a possibility. — AFP


