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PARIS: Four teams, including Britain’s Ineos,
have pulled put of several cycling races in Italy
under threat because of the coronavirus out-
break. Organizers RCS said on Wednesday
they would communicate updates and details
in the coming days, following meetings with the
authorities, starting with the Prefecture of
Siena yesterday. Italy has ordered that all
sporting events be held without fans in a bid to
curb Europe’s worst coronavirus outbreak.

Three teams had already pulled out of Sat-
urday’s Strade Bianche, with Groupama-FDJ
saying that with several team members being in
quarantine in Abu Dhabi following the cancel-
lation of the UAE Tour, they did not have the re-
sources to set up a competitive team. Team
Ineos cited the coronavirus situation as one of
two reasons for their withdrawal until March 23
from all racing following the death of the team’s
sports director Nicolas Portal on Tuesday.

“We have taken this decision given the
unique set of circumstances we are facing fol-
lowing yesterday’s tragic news about Nico
Portal,” Ineos said in a statement. “And clearly
we recognise there is also a very uncertain sit-
uation with Coronavirus more widely.” Ineos
will not take part in the Paris-Nice stage race
in France starting on Sunday. Tour de France
winner and Ineos team leader Egan Bernal was
the defending champion.

Dutch team Jumbo Visma were the first to
pull out of Strade Bianche on a day of uncer-
tainty. “Team Jumbo-Visma will not partici-

pate in Strade Bianche and GP Industria this
weekend,” Jumbo-Visma said in a statement.
“The decision has been taken on medical ad-
vice, the recommendation of the Dutch Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, as well as on practical
grounds. “It’s likely that the same decision will
apply to other Italian races in March. However,
we are also awaiting messages from the Italian
government.”

Strade Bianche is, along with Tirreno-Adri-
atico and Milan-Sanremo, one of three major
Italian races in March and Mauro Vegni, the
head of RCS, said they could all be cancelled.
“Undoubtedly the news emerging from the
coronavirus is clear: the indications from the
Italian scientific committee leave little space
room for manoeuvre and if they are to be
adopted by the government we would be forced
to cancel those three events,” Vegni was quoted
as saying by cycling website Tuttobiciweb.

Italy has been the European country worst
affected by the coronavirus outbreak, with
over 100 deaths and more than 3,000 cases.
“Together with the management of our team, I
am constantly considering and acting in the in-
terest of the health and working conditions of
our riders and staff members. That includes, for
example, preventing them from quarantine
abroad,” Jumbo Visma team general manager
Richard Plugge said. “We have to look at the
broader picture and take responsibility for the
health of riders, staff and fans.”

Mitchelton-Scott they have pulled out of

seven other races scheduled until March 22
as a precautionary measure in response to
the outbreak. Their men’s team will be ab-
sent from GP Industria, Paris-Nice, Tirreno-

Adriatico and Milan-Sanremo, while the
women’s team will miss Ronde van Drenthe,
Danilith Nokere Koerse and the Trofeo Al-
fredo Binda. —Reuters

Coronavirus forces teams 
out of Italian cycling races

Ineos cite coronavirus and sports director death

ARDECHE: In this file photo, France’s Nicolas Portal of Team AG2R rides on his way to win the second stage of the
56th Criterium du Dauphine Libere cycling race between Saint-Etienne and Aubenas. Nicolas Portal, the sports
director of British cycling outfit Team Ineos, died suddenly at his home in Andorra aged 40, his team said. —AFP

Islanders’ Boychuk 
needs 90 stitches 
NEW YORK: New York Islanders defenseman Johnny Boychuk
needed 90 stitches to his eyelid after taking a skate to the face
but suffered no damage to his eye, the NHL team’s general man-
ager, Lou Lamoriello, said Wednesday. “Johnny Boychuk is OK,”
Lamoriello told reporters a day after Boychuk was injured when
he was hit by the skate of falling Montreal Canadiens left wing
Artturi Lehkonen.

“There’s been no damage to his eye. Fortunately the skate
blade just got the eyelid. It took 90 stitches for a plastic sur-
geon to fix,” Lamoriello said, “but he’ll be fine.” Islanders goalie
Semyon Varlamov had made a glove save and Boychuk tried to
get Lehkonen out of the crease. Lehkonen tripped and when
his skate came up it slid under Boychuk’s helmet visor. Boychuk
rose quickly and hurried to the locker room with his hand over
his face.

The incident comes just over a year after Boychuk was cut
in the neck by the skate of Toronto Maple Leafs forward Mitch
Marner. Islanders forward Cal Clutterbuck had his wrist sliced
by a skate in December, missing 30 games before he returned
on Saturday. Teammate Casey Cizikas is still sidelined after sus-
taining a leg laceration on February 11. Toronto’s Ilya Mikheyev
was cut on the wrist in a December 27 game against the New
Jersey Devils, an injury that required surgery to repair an artery
and tendons.—AFP 

How the coronavirus 
has hit global sport
PARIS: The International Olympic Committee insist that a po-
tential cancellation or postponement of this year’s Tokyo
Olympics due to the global spread of the deadly coronavirus
were “not mentioned” at a meeting of their Executive Board on
Wednesday. However, the virus, which has killed 3,200 people
while infecting 90,000 in more than 60 countries worldwide,
is having a major impact on world sport. AFP Sport looks at
the latest effects on Wednesday:

Tokyo Olympics
International Olympic Committee president Thomas Bach

said that the nightmare scenario of either cancelling or post-
poning the Tokyo Olympics was not discussed at a key meeting.
“Neither the word cancellation nor postponement was men-
tioned today during the Executive Board meeting,” Bach told
reporters in Lausanne on Wednesday. “I will not add fuel to the
flames of speculation. We are fully committed to the success
of the Tokyo Games.” The Olympics take place from July 24-
August 9. Japan says it will, however, adjust the Olympic torch
relay set to begin this month “as necessary”. The Olympic flame
is set to arrive in Japan on March 20 and depart less than a
week later on a nationwide relay that will begin in Fukushima.

Football
In Italy, the hardest-hit European country with 107 deaths,

it was announced that all matches-as well as all major sports
events-will be played behind closed doors until April 3. “Clos-
ing doors but continuing matches is the right thing to do, so

the people aren’t put at risk,” Inter Milan chairman Steven
Zhang told the BBC. This week’s Italian Cup semi-finals were
postponed to a date to be arranged while a number of league
games were cancelled over the last two weekends.

Elsewhere, the start of Japan’s J-League was postponed till
mid-March while China suspended all domestic football and
shelved indefinitely the top-flight Super League season which was
due to kick off on February 22. The Swiss league has already sus-
pended all Super League and second-division Challenge League
matches until March 23. The Valencia v Atalanta Champions
League clash on March 10 will be played behind closed doors.

Rugby Union
The Six Nations match between Ireland and Italy in Dublin,

scheduled tomorrow, had already been cancelled. The Italy v
England match set for Rome on March 15 will be played with-
out spectators. Sevens World Series tournaments in Hong Kong
on April 3-5 and Singapore the following weekend postponed.   

Motor Racing
The Chinese Formula One Grand Prix, which was set for

April 19 in Shanghai, was axed as was the March 21 Formula E
race slated for Sanya on the Chinese island of Hainan. In mo-
torcycling, the season-opening Qatar MotoGP, set for Sunday,
and the Thailand MotoGP have also been scratched.

Golf
European Tour chiefs postponed the Maybank Champi-

onship in Malaysia and the China Open in Shenzhen-both set
for April. The US LPGA Tour cancelled all three of its lucrative
early-season events in Asia with a combined prize purse of
more than $5 million. The Abu Dhabi Ladies Open, due to start
on Friday, was shelved Wednesday.—AFP


