
NEW DELHI: Competing at the Olympic
Games is the dream of most athletes but
Indian wrestler Ritu Phogat has always
wanted to script a different destiny.
Phogat won gold at the 2016
Commonwealth Wrestling Championship
but switched to the combat sport of
mixed martial arts (MMA) in February,
much to the disappointment of India’s
wrestling federation who saw her as a
strong medal contender in the 48kg cate-
gory at Tokyo 2020.

Phogat, who will make her MMA debut
against South Korea’s Kim Nam-hee at
One Championship’s Age of Dragons
event in Beijing on Saturday, says she
never gave much thought to qualifying for
the Olympics.

“It never crossed my mind,” she told
Reuters by telephone from Singapore
where she trains. “I always wanted to do
something different. Script my own jour-
ney on the international stage. “I want to
win a World Championship belt for India.
I want to be the first in mixed martial arts
to win that for my country.”

The 25-year-old is from one of India’s
most famous wrestling families. She start-
ed in the sport aged eight, under the tute-
lage of her wrestler father Mahavir Singh

and followed in the footsteps of her elder
sisters Babita and Geeta, who have both
won Commonwealth Games gold.

Their cousin, Vinesh, is one of India’s
top medal hopes for Tokyo. The Phogat
sisters achieved cult status in 2016 when
the film ‘Dangal’, which is based on the
family’s story, became the highest-gross-
ing Indian movie ever made.

Before they were famous, however,
growing up in their village in Haryana was
tough. “We struggled to fit into society,”
Ritu Phogat said. “Our family was sur-
rounded by naysayers in those early days,
but we had each other for support.
Together we found a way to block out all
the outside noise.”

The sisters are very close - Babita and
Geeta sprung to Ritu’s defence when her
decision to quit wrestling drew criticism
on social media earlier this year. MMA is
the third-most popular sport in the world,
behind soccer and basketball, according
to Nielsen. India alone accounted for
nearly 100 million viewers last year,
Rajesh Kaul, the head of Sony Pictures
Networks India’s sports business, told the
Hindu newspaper March.

Phogat, who discovered MMA on
YouTube at the age of 18, said her deci-

sion to sign for the Asian promotion One
Championship in February was a “no-
brainer”. “I see this sport growing by
leaps and bounds in India,” she said. “My
debut will be shown live on TV and I
hope it inspires the next generation ... Our
country is changing. Young girls now have

a platform for take up any sport.” 
Phogat has trained in Brazilian jiu-jitsu,

boxing and muay Thai ahead of her MMA
bow but she remains a wrestler at heart.
“My natural style makes it much easier to
control all the takedowns ... I hope I can use
that to my advantage,” she said.  — Reuters

LOS ANGELES: USA Track and Field’s
athletes grouping on Tuesday lashed out at
World Athletics plans to cut several events
from next year’s Diamond League series,
accusing the sport’s global governing body
of being “out of touch”.

In an open letter to World Athletics chief
Sebastian Coe, USATF’s Athletes Advisory
Committee called on the global body to
reverse plans to axe the triple jump, the
200 meters, steeplechase and discus from
the Diamond League program.

The IAAF, which changed its name to
World Athletics this week, announced
the overhaul on November 6, claiming
the moves would he lp streaml ine
Diamond League events in an effort to
make meetings more attractive for televi-
sion audiences.

However the moves have been greeted
with howls of protest across the athletics
world, while American triple jump star
Christian Taylor has announced the launch
of a global group aimed at giving athletes a

bigger say in the sport.
In its letter to Coe, the USATF athlete’s

grouping said it “wholeheartedly con-
demned” the Diamond League reforms.

“The IAAF and Diamond League organ-
isers have shown themselves to be com-
pletely out of touch with the sport they are
entrusted to grow and protect,” the letter
said, accusing world authorities of shutting
athletes out of the reform process.

“We understand changes need to be
made in order to attract the appeal of a
global audience, but the IAAF has shown
no desire to include a sufficient number
of athletes in the thought or decision-
making process and this is where our
frustration lies.

“By eliminating the opportunity for dis-
cussion, we see that you do not have the
athletes as partners in this process.
Consequently, the decisions being made
appear self-serving and biased.”

Although several of the downgraded
events would continue to feature at

Diamond League meetings, they will not
have the same prize money, effectively rel-
egating them to second tier status.

“The United States athletes have
grown exhausted of accepting the unfa-
vorable decisions made by the IAAF,
which are typically made with minimal
input from the athletes,” the USATF’s ath-
letes council added.

“It is our hope that you would immedi-
ately reverse these actions to remove the
events from the Diamond League schedule,
and bring athlete representatives to the
table to correct this major misstep.”

The group said it supported athletes like
Taylor who were trying to create a coali-
tion to protect athletes’ interests.

World Athletics’ reforms have met with
widespread criticism. On Saturday, triple
jump world record holder Jonathan
Edwards said denying Taylor a stage to
compete was “beyond comprehension.”

“There are so many things wrong with
World Athletics decision re Diamond

League events but what Usain Bolt showed
athletics is that it’s not about events but
personalities and to exclude and alienate

one of the sport’s true stars (Christian
Taylor) is beyond comprehension,”
Edwards said on Twitter. — AFP
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Astros being 
investigated 
over 2017 
cheating claims
LOS ANGELES: The Houston Astros said
Tuesday the team was cooperating with a
Major League Baseball investigation into alle-
gations the team illegally stole signs during
their 2017 World Series-winning campaign.

A report in The Athletic website earlier
Tuesday quoted former Astros pitcher Mike
Fiers as saying the team stole signs from
opposing teams during their home playoff
games in 2017. The team decoded the signs
with the assistance of a camera positioned in
the outfield — a violation of Major League
Baseball rules.

“Regarding the story posted by The
Athletic earlier today, the Houston Astros
organization has begun an investigation in
cooperation with Major League Baseball,” the
Astros said in a statement on Tuesday. “It
would not be appropriate to comment further
on this matter at this time.”

Sign-stealing in baseball is the act of
observing signals by opposing teams, most
commonly between pitchers and catchers, in
an attempt to gain a tactical advantage by
identifying what kind of pitch is likely to be
thrown.

Major League Baseball forbids teams
from using electronic assistance — such as
a camera — to help steal signs. Sign-steal-
ing by players in the field is allowed but
generally frowned upon. Fiers told The
Athletic that the Astros had used a video
feed from the outfield relayed to a television
monitor positioned near the home dugout to
decipher signals.

The veteran told the website the practice
had rankled him because it had led to pitchers
being relegated to the minor leagues. “I just
want the game to be cleaned up a little bit
because there are guys who are losing their
jobs because they’re going in there not know-
ing,” Fiers said.

“Young guys getting hit around in the first
couple of innings starting a game, and then
they get sent down. It’s ruining jobs for
younger guys. The guys who know are more
prepared. But most people don’t.”

The Athletic also quoted three sources
from inside the Astros who confirmed that
sign stealing was used by the team. The
report said an Astros employee would watch
the opposing team’s catcher’s signals on a
video monitor, and then bang a trash can
loudly to let hitters know what pitches were
being thrown.

“That’s not playing the game the right
way,” Fiers told The Athletic. “They were
advanced and willing to go above and beyond
to win.” During the 2017 playoffs, the Astros
won the American League Championship
Series 4-3 after winning all four home games
against the New York Yankees.

The team then won two out of three of its
home games in a 4-3 victory over the Los
Angeles Dodgers in the World Series.
Yankees chief Brian Cashman, speaking to
reporters at the general managers’ meetings
in Arizona on Tuesday, declined to comment
directly on the allegations.

However, Cashman said teams who cheat
should face “consequences”. “You decide to
play by the rules, or you don’t,” Cashman said.
“And if you don’t, there’s consequences.
You’re putting yourself at risk whether it’s
future employment, current employment, or
sanctions or what have you. “It’s not a tech-
nology question as much as how you want to
operate.” — AFP
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Reed won’t dial 
down the passion 
at Presidents Cup
MELBOURNE: Patrick Reed’s fiery, competitive spirit
has ruffled feathers in the past but the golfer nick-
named ‘Captain America’ says he has no plans to dial
down the intensity when he tees off for the United
States at next month’s Presidents Cup.

The last time Reed wore American colours it end-
ed in acrimony at the 2018 Ryder Cup, where he lost
both his matches playing with Tiger Woods as the
United States suffered a 17.5-10.5 thrashing by
Europe in Paris.

His disappointment spilled over into a now infamous
interview with the New York Times in which he casti-
gated the American team for having ego problems and
criticised captain Jim Furyk’s selections.

Reed said he had long since smoothed things over
with team mates and that U.S. captain Woods expect-
ed him to be his natural, passionate self against the
International team at Royal Melbourne.

“Tiger has always just told me and told all of our
guys, ‘be who you are, go out and play golf, and at the
end of the day, go out and do your job,’” the 29-year-
old told reporters on a conference call on Wednesday.

“It’s something that I’ve always done. I mean, if I

go out there and I try to be someone else or do
something differently on the golf course, now all of a
sudden I’m playing away from my strengths and my
golf game.

“That’s something Tiger doesn’t want from any of
our guys. He wants us to go out there, feel relaxed,
go out and do what we do and play golf.” His pairing
with Woods at the Ryder Cup was a major misfire
and prompted Reed to complain that he had wanted
to be paired with Jordan Spieth but that Spieth had
nixed the idea.

Playing at Royal Melbourne as one of Woods’s
four captain’s picks, Reed was reluctant to say who
he would like to pair up with until seeing how the
famed sandbelt course was set up.

“Honestly, it would be unfair for me to say whether
I want to — that I should play with Tiger or play with
this guy or that guy because we haven’t seen the golf
course,” he said.

“I would go to battle with any one of the guys on
the team and feel confident that we could go and do
our job, but at the end of the day, it all comes down
to who we feel like the best match-up is for each golf
course.”

The former Masters champion carries a folded
American flag with him whenever he plays a round and
said he could not wait to wear the red, white and blue
again. “My job is easy. I get to go play golf rather than
our veterans out there and our military (who are) out
there keeping us safe,” he said. “Any time I can help
represent our country, try to bring some joy to our
country, means a lot to me.”  — Reuters

US Olympic chiefs 
to strip USA 
Badminton of 
governing status
LOS ANGELES: United States Olympic chiefs on
Tuesday moved to strip USA Badminton of its govern-
ing body status after it failed to implement a range of
reforms recommended in a 2018 audit. United States
Olympic & Paralympic Committee chief executive
Sarah Hirshland said in a statement the organisation
had begun the formal process required to decertify
USA Badminton.

“We have set high standards in order to associate
with the Olympic and Paralympic movements in the
United States, and we must hold organizations
accountable when they don’t live up to those stan-
dards,” Hirshland said. 

“Seeking to revoke recognition is not a decision
that the USOPC came to easily, but we believe it is the
right and necessary action in the interest of the ath-
letes we all serve.” The USOPC had demanded action
after a 2018 audit of USA Badminton raised concerns
in several areas including athlete safety, financial and
accounting practices and general governance.

In an open letter to members of the US badminton
community released Tuesday, Hirshland said several of
the issues raised in the 2018 audit had not been ade-
quately resolved. “We have attempted to work with
USAB’s leadership over the course of the last year to
address our concerns, however those efforts have not
yielded the results necessary to give me confidence in
USAB’s ability to continue to serve its athletes as an
NGB (national governing body),” Hirshland wrote. 

“We remain committed to working with USAB’s
leadership to address our concerns but have so far not
found a willing partner.” The decertification process
— known as Section 8 proceedings — will see
USOPC select an independent three-person panel
which will review the case and hear evidence from
both sides before deciding a course of action.

Hirshland did not give a timeframe for the pro-
ceedings, stating only that it could be several weeks
or “a few months.” The USOPC’s moves to improve
governance of different sports follows the scandal
which embroiled USA Gymnastics following revela-
tions of sexual abuse by former USA team doctor
Larry Nassar. — AFP


