
S p o r t s Monday, August 31, 2020

15

News in brief

Sevilla sign Oscar from Real 

MADRID: Real Madrid midfielder Oscar Rodriguez
has joined Sevilla on a five-year contract, the clubs
announced yesterday.  Oscar came through Madrid’s
youth system but never made an appearance for the
first team and has spent the past two years at
Leganes, scoring 13 goals and making six assists. The
Spaniard was one of Leganes’ key players last term,
even as the club were relegated from the top flight.
He has earned a particularly strong reputation as a
free-kick taker, after scoring four goals last season
from 16 attempts. Sevilla have paid Madrid around
15 million euros ($17.9 million) to sign Oscar, accord-
ing to reports in the Spanish press. “The 22-year-old
signs with the club for the next five seasons,” read a
statement from Sevilla, who added he has a “powerful
shot and an excellent set-piece”.— AFP 

Nice thump Strasbourg 2-0 

STRASBOURG: Striker Kasper Dolberg netted
twice as Nice won 2-0 at Strasbourg to grab the
early-season lead in Ligue 1 on Saturday. Nice, who
had six players booked during the encounter, top the
table with six points after two games. Paris St Ger-
main will begin their bid for an eighth Ligue 1 title in
nine years on Sept. 10 after being granted an ex-
tended break to recover from last Sunday’s Champi-
ons League final, in which they were beaten by
Bayern Munich. Denmark’s Dolberg broke the dead-
lock with a 37th-minute penalty after Lamine Kone
brought down Eddy Sylvestre, and the 22-year-old
added a delightful lob in the second half to complete
the scoring. Dolberg was also one of six Nice players
who were shown a yellow card. Kone and Alexander
Djiku from Strasbourg were also booked. In Satur-
day’s early game, Rennes beat Montpellier 2-1 at
home as both sides finished with 10 men following a
feisty encounter.— Reuters

Ruthless Sale crush Bristol 

LONDON: Sale Sharks leapfrogged play-off rivals
Bristol Bears into second place in the English Pre-
miership with an impressive 40-7 win at the AJ Bell
Stadium on Saturday. The thumping victory puts the
Sharks two points ahead of the Bears, who have now
suffered back-to-back defeats after a long winning
run. The hosts flew out of the blocks and a clinical
opening half-hour from Steve Diamond’s side set the
tone for a ruthless display from his experienced team.
Luke James, Denny Solomona and Faf de Klerk
crossed for converted tries inside 20 minutes. Sale
wrapped up their bonus point just after the half-hour
mark when Solomona capitalized on another Bristol
handling error, slipping in Sam James for an easy try.
The Bears gave themselves a lifeline just before the
break.  AJ MacGinty’s risky pass was cut out by Ala-
pati Leiua and the Samoa centre sprinted clear for a
try, with Tiff Eden slotting over the conversion.—AFP 

Rangers equal clean-sheet record

GLASGOW: Rangers eased to a 2-0 win over 10-
man Hamilton on Saturday, recording a sixth con-
secutive clean sheet in the Scottish Premiership to
equal a 114-year-old record. Steven Gerrard’s side
missed a host of chances after early goals from Ianis
Hagi and James Tavernier. The run of six clean sheets
at the start of a top-flight campaign matches the feat
of Celtic in 1906. “We’re happy with the result,”
Gerrard told Sky Sports.  “I thought we were a little
bit wasteful. I think we need to be more clinical. I
can’t complain too much - three points, clean sheet.
“We’d certainly have taken this position at the start
of the season.” He praised his players for their feat
in equaling Celtic’s record. Colombian Alfredo
Morelos was back in Gerrard’s squad after being
dropped for last week’s Kilmarnock victory. But de-
spite redoubling his efforts in training after having
his focus his questioned by Gerrard, the Lille target
was left on the bench. — AFP  

TORONTO: Ondrej Palat scored two goals to lead
Tampa Bay to a 3-1 victory over the Boston Bruins on
Saturday afternoon in Toronto, putting the Lightning
on the cusp of reaching the next round in the Stanley
Cup playoffs. Nikita Kucherov collected a pair of as-
sists and goalie Andrei Vasilevskiy made 29 saves for
the Lightning, who lead 3-1 in the best-of-seven East-
ern Conference semifinal. 

The Bruins, outscored 10-2 in the last two games,
were guilty of surrendering a couple of prime scoring
chances early and paid the price when Palat opened
the scoring-the third straight game in which the Light-
ning forward has scored. After falling behind 3-0 by
the end of two periods, the Bruins, the reigning Presi-
dents’ Trophy winners for the best regular-season
record, got on the board thanks to Jake DeBrusk’s
power-play goal at 7:04 of the third. But that was close
as they could get.

Islanders 3, Flyers 1
Leo Komarov scored the tie-breaking goal in the

final seconds of the second period for New York in a
win over Philadelphia in Game 3 of an Eastern Confer-
ence semifinal series in Toronto. The Islanders lead the

best-of-seven series two games to one. The Islanders
scored the final three goals of the game. Matt Martin
scored the game-tying goal earlier in the second and
Anders Lee added an insurance goal in the third.
Goalie Semyon Varlamov made 26 saves. Tyler Pitlick
scored in the first for the Flyers. Goalie Carter Hart
recorded 26 saves.

Golden Knights 3, Canucks 0
Robin Lehner made 31 saves to record his second

shutout in three games and Vegas Golden Knights took
a 2-1 lead in their Stanley Cup playoff series against
Vancouver in Edmonton. Alex Tuch and Zach White-
cloud netted first-period goals, while Mark Stone
added the insurance marker early in the third period
for the Golden Knights, who have claimed shutout vic-
tories in both wins in this series. Lehner didn’t have his
busiest night, but he was key during the first period,
especially midway through the frame by making big
saves on Bo Horvat and Elias Pettersson during a Van-
couver five-on-three power play. The Canucks con-
trolled the shot clock in the first period but it was the
Golden Knights who did all the scoring, thanks to goals
83 seconds apart by Tuch and Whitecloud.— Reuters

Lightning put Boston Bruins 
on the verge of elimination

Palat powers Lightning past Bruins after 2-day NHL hiatus

TORONTO: Andrei Vasilevskiy #88 of the Tampa Bay Lightning stops a shot against Ondrej Kase #28 of the
Boston Bruins during the third period in Game Four of the Eastern Conference Second Round during the 2020
NHL Stanley Cup Playoffs at Scotiabank Arena. — AFP 

NEW YORK: The US Open becomes the first Grand
Slam of the COVID-19 era when it starts today in a
spectator-free bubble at Flushing Meadows following a
troubled build-up that saw several top stars withdraw
over coronavirus fears.  Novak Djokovic and Serena
Williams headline a tournament that will be unrecognis-
able from previous Slams due to strict safety protocols
that were still not enough to convince some of tennis’s
biggest names to travel to New York. Defending cham-
pion Rafael Nadal and women’s number one Ashleigh
Barty are among high-profile absentees at the US Na-
tional Tennis Center, which just months ago was trans-
formed into an emergency coronavirus field hospital.

Raucous crowds are a hallmark of the US Open, but
this the cavernous Arthur Ashe Stadium will be eerily
empty to mitigate the risk of infection from the deadly
pandemic that has wiped out much of the tennis season,
including Wimbledon. The players are being kept in a
tightly controlled environment with regular COVID-19
testing throughout the tournament. Any competitor who
tests positive once the event has started will be auto-
matically withdrawn. Most competitors are staying at
one of two hotels where they will be shuttled the 30 min-
utes to and from the tennis center.

A few, including Djokovic and Williams, have chosen
to stay in private homes where they must pay for 24-
hour security approved by the United States Tennis As-
sociation (USTA). The security teams are obliged to
provide the USTA with information regarding when the
player leaves and arrives at the house.  No player is al-
lowed to travel anywhere other than between the tennis
center and their accommodation. Any player who leaves
the bubble without the written consent of organizers will
be thrown out of the tournament.

‘Safe’ 
Temperature checks are mandatory for everyone en-

tering the US Open site, which is dotted with hand san-
itizer machines and signs warning everyone to keep six
feet from each other. Players are to wear masks when
not playing or eating, while ball persons and lines offi-
cials will wear face coverings on court on the Ashe and
Louis Armstrong stadiums. There will be no lines officials
on the outer courts, where Hawk-Eye technology will
make line calls. Organizers are limiting the locker rooms
to 30 players at one time, with competitors encouraged
to shower and then head outside as quickly as possible
where activities including basketball hoops have been
put up.

Briton Andy Murray, the 2012 US Open champion,
said the atmosphere felt “pretty sad,” but he praised the
precautionary measures. “It feels safe and I’m happy I
decided to come,” he told reporters in an online press
conference. The absence of world number two Nadal
due to coronavirus concerns and Swiss legend Roger
Federer, who is recovering from knee surgery, hands
Djokovic a golden chance to close the gap on his fierce
rivals in the records race.

Djokovic has captured five of the past seven men’s
singles Slam crowns and is overwhelming favorite to
capture a fourth US Open title in September 13’s final. A
win on the hard courts would take the 33-year-old to 18
Grand Slam titles, behind Nadal on 19 and Federer on
20. The Serbian, who overcame a neck injury to lift the
ATP Western & Southern Open Saturday, begins his
quest against Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 107th-ranked
Damir Dzumhur today evening.

Asterisk? 
He could meet fourth seed Stefanos Tsitsipas or world

number seven Alexander Zverev in the semi-finals before
a possible championship match against Austrian second
seed Dominic Thiem, who pushed Djokovic to five sets
before falling in this year’s Australian Open final.
Djokovic said it will be strange without the “explosive”
energy of 22,000 fans packed into Arthur Ashe Stadium

but that more downtime was a positive. “The circum-
stances are very unusual but we have to deal with it and
try to embrace it,” he said. A depleted women’s field
hands Williams a gilt-edged opportunity for a 24th ca-
reer Grand Slam title to match Margaret Court’s all-time
record.

World number two Simona Halep is missing, as is
reigning US Open champion Bianca Andreescu of
Canada and top ten players Elina Svitolina, Kiki Bertens
and Belinda Bencic. Williams, 38, has a tricky draw
though. She could meet 2017 US Open champion Sloane
Stephens in the third round, Australian Open champion
Sofia Kenin in the semi-finals and potentially Czech top
seed Karolina Pliskova in the final. For Williams, who lost
in the US Open and Wimbledon finals each of the past
two years, a diminished field doesn’t devalue the title. “It
still has to be tennis that’s played, asterisks or not. I think
this whole year deserves an asterisk because it’s such a
special year,” she said.— AFP 

NEW YORK: Novak Djokovic of Serbia poses with the
winner’s trophy after defeating Milos Raonic of
Canada in the men’s singles final of the Western &
Southern Open at the USTA Billie Jean King National
Tennis Center on August 29, 2020. —AFP 

Djokovic, Williams chase
tennis history in US
Open COVID bubble

LONDON: Kim Clijsters will return to Flushing Mead-
ows next week looking to rekindle the magic that saw
her emerge from her first retirement in 2009 to win the
US Open, but questions about her readiness and a tough
draw do not bode well for her chances. The 37-year-old
Belgian retired for a second time in 2012 but came back
again this year seeking to add to her trophy collection
of four Grand Slams, including three US Open titles. The
good news for the former world number one is that she
will be playing on her preferred hard court surface,
which rewards her aggressive style of play.

On the other hand, Clijsters has suffered first-round
exits in Dubai and Monterrey and, despite impressive
wins as part of the New York Empire in World TeamTen-
nis, she withdrew ahead of this week’s Western & South-
ern Open with an abdominal injury. The US open
wildcard will also face a stiff challenge in Russia’s 21st
seed Ekaterina Alexandrova in the first round on Mon-
day, but she sounded upbeat note on Saturday as she
looked ahead to her return to the Grand Slam arena.

“My stomach is feeling much better. I felt in World
TeamTennis my level really went up to where I want it
to be,” she told reporters. “Hopefully I can kind of drag
that through here in the matches. I feel like I’m hitting
the ball really well in practice. I’m hitting the ball clean.”
Clijsters initially retired in 2007 and then returned in
2009 as a mum, going on to enjoy the most prolific spell
of her career, winning three Grand Slam titles before she
quit again.

“Her first comeback was extraordinary when she won
as a mom,” former US Open finalist and now ESPN
broadcaster Pam Shriver told Reuters this week. “This is
a much tougher situation because late 30s is a lot dif-
ferent,” she said of Clijsters, who is now a mother of
three. A factor that could work in the Belgian’s favor is
the unprecedented nature of this year’s Grand Slam. It
will be held without fans due to the COVID-19 pandemic
and require competitors to stay in a bio-secure bubble,
something that may reward more experienced players.

However, her match readiness remains a big question.
“If she’s healthy and has really been able to train and put
in the hours in the last 10 days to get herself to 100%, she
can still play at a pretty high level,” Shriver said. — Reuters

Clijsters faces tough 
path in bid to reclaim 
past glory

WASHINGTON: Japan’s Hideki Matsuyama opened
with an eagle and matched Dustin Johnson in shoot-
ing a one-under 69 to share the lead after Saturday’s
third round of the US PGA’s BMW Championship.
Johnson, coming off a 30-under par score and an 11-
shot victory a week ago at the Northern Trust,
shared a two-stroke edge with Matsuyama at 1-
under 209 through 54 holes at Olympia Fields in
suburban Chicago. “This is pretty much a major
championship venue, obviously, and the conditions,
the way it’s set up, it’s playing just like a major,” said
Johnson.

It was the highest score to lead in the event since
1974. Not since the 1995 Tour Championship has par
or higher won a title outside the majors, but it could
be in the cards on this former US Open layout. “It re-
ally doesn’t matter how far away you are, you’ve just
got to be in the fairway,” Johnson said. “That’s the
only way to control the ball and even then it’s still dif-
ficult to get it close to the hole.” The tournament is
the second of three tour playoff events, with the top
30 on season points after Sunday’s final round ad-
vancing to next week’s Tour Championship at East
Lake in Atlanta.

Matsuyama has not won in more than three years,
since the 2017 WGC Bridgestone Invitational, but
boosted his chances by blasting out of a greenside
bunker into the cup from 37 feet at the first hole. A
four-foot birdie putt at the fourth pushed him to 3-
under, but bogeys at the par-3 sixth and eighth and
par-4 10th dropped him back. Matsuyama and John-
son each birdied the par-5 15th, Matsuyama from 3
1.2 feet and Johnson from eight feet, and parred into
the clubhouse to remain atop the leaderboard.

Johnson missed the fairway and the first and the
green on his approach at the fifth to set up bogeys,
but offset them with a six-foot birdie putt at the third
and a nine-footer for birdie at the par-3 eighth. Aus-
tralia’s Adam Scott, Canadian Mackenzie Hughes and
Chile’s Joaquin Niemann shared third on 211. Four-

time major winner Rory McIlroy and Spain’s Jon
Rahm were on 212 along with two-time Masters
champion Bubba Watson, Americans Brendon Todd
and Kevin Kisner and Colombia’s Sebastian Munoz.

McIlroy revealed that his wife, Erica, is due to give
birth to their first child, a baby daughter, within days.
“We’re about to be parents very soon, so we’re ob-
viously super excited,” the Northern Ireland star
said. “It’s a private matter, but we’re really excited
and can’t wait for her to get here.” His caddie has a
beeper and McIlroy has plans to skip the Tour
Championship if he gets the call. “I’m going to play
in many more Tour Championships and it’s only
going to be the birth of your first child once,” McIl-
roy said. “That trumps anything else.”

Rahm matched the week’s low round with a 66
despite a one-shot penalty for picking up his ball
without marking it on the fifth green. “For some rea-
son I picked up the ball thinking I had marked it al-
ready,” Rahm said. Tiger Woods fired a 72 to share
55th on 220, well back of the third-place effort he
needs to reach next week’s season finale. The 15-time
major champion found water off the 17th tee on his
way to a triple-bogey seven and a third over-par
round to start for the first time since 2010. Canada’s
Corey Conners aced the par-3 sixth hole with a 9-
iron from 150 yards.— AFP 

Matsuyama, Johnson 
deadlocked atop PGA 
BMW Championship

ILLINOIS: Hideki Matsuyama of Japan lines up a putt
for birdie on the 16th hole during the third round of
the BMW Championship on the North Course at
Olympia Fields Country Club.— AFP 


