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Australians face weekend sporting void

SYDNEY: As Australians embarked on the unprece-
dented novelty of a weekend without sport yesterday,
negotiations continued between professional leagues
and players over wage cuts to ensure they survive the
coronavirus shutdown.

Top flight soccer, Australian Rules and rugby
league action continued behind closed doors up until
last Sunday when government measures to control
the pandemic forced them to suspend their seasons
indefinitely.

After containment steps were ramped up over the
week, the fields and beaches around the country usu-
ally packed with children and adults taking part in
community sports were all but empty yesterday.

As of early yesterday, there were 3,378 confirmed
cases of COVID-19 in Australia, with 14 deaths linked
to the virus. The desperate efforts by the professional
leagues to fulfil their broadcasting contracts and keep
the revenue flowing underscored the parlous state of
their finances without it.

The pay cuts and payoffs that have followed fur-
ther highlighted the challenges of carrying on for the

rest of the year. Even the wealthiest and best-at-
tended of the professional sports, the Australian Foot-
ball League (AFL), has been forced to agree pay cuts
with the players who would usually be playing in front
of huge crowds at this stage of the Australian autumn.

In a deal struck with the union on Friday, the Aus-
tralian rules players, whose
season was stopped after only
one round of matches, have
agreed to a 50 to 70 percent
reduction in payments depend-
ing on how long the suspension
continues.

“The players always under-
stood the gravity of the situa-
tion and have agreed to take
significant pay cuts to ensure we can keep the indus-
try going,” said AFL Gillon McLachlan.

And yesterday, netball players in the Super Netball
league agreed to a two-week holiday from Monday
followed by active rest for three weeks at a 70 per-
cent reduction in pay. The National Rugby League

(NRL), the dominant professional code in Australia’s
eastern states, is still negotiating with the union rep-
resenting their players but savage cuts in wages of up
to 87 percent are expected.

Local media reported that the NRL on Monday
will present a revised deal to the players and clubs,

who have been forced to re-
duce their workforce tem-
porarily. Melbourne Storm said
coach Craig Bellamy, chief ex-
ecutive Dave Donaghy and
some other staff will take 50%
pay cuts as they try to wade
through the financial stress.
Australia’s soccer federation
laid off 70 percent of its staff

on Friday and Perth Glory, A-League runners-up last
season, stood down all their players and staff on Sat-
urday, prompting a threat of legal action from the
players’ union.

The sport suffered a further jolt with Newcastle
Jets confirming that a player in their A-League squad

has returned a positive test for the virus.
“The player and his family are in good health, and

currently in quarantine in accordance with NSW
Health protocols,” the Jets said, adding that the squad
was being closely monitored. Rugby union, widely
accepted as the football code with the biggest finan-
cial challenge, suspended talks with the Rugby Union
Players Association on Friday pending Rugby Aus-
tralia’s annual general meeting on Monday, local
media reported.

The situation was similar across the Tasman Sea in
New Zealand, where even the coaching staff of the
famed All Blacks, who claim to be the most successful
national team in any sport in the world, have agreed
to reduced wages.

“It’s a dire state when you can’t play a game,” Ian
Foster, the head coach of the team that sets the stan-
dard in rugby union, told Radio Sport yesterday.
“We’re obviously in a high-cost, high-revenue indus-
try, and when the revenue dies, you’re left with high
costs. So it’s a no-brainer. There’s going to be some
pain.” — Reuters

SYDNEY: File photo shows Australian Olympic Committee chief executive Matt Carroll speaks at a press conference at Circular Quay in Sydney on March 25, 2020, the morning after the historic decision to postpone the
2020 Tokyo Olympic Games. — AFP

TOKYO: World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) chief
Witold Banka had a message on Friday for any ath-
lete thinking they could take advantage of the gap
in drug-testing created by the coronavirus outbreak
— “we will catch you” and “eliminate you”.

WADA acknowledged last week that the coron-
avirus pandemic had created challenges for drug-
testers with countries closing borders, cancelling
flights, enforcing mandatory quarantines or isola-
tions and the shutdown of the sporting calendar.

For unscrupulous athletes this represents a huge

opportunity. Out of reach of the anti-doping author-
ities, perhaps in some cases for months, some ath-
letes may feel emboldened to boost their medal
chances with the help of performance-enhancing
drugs, with the 2020 Tokyo Olympics postponed for
a year. If they do Banka insisted they will be caught.
“They are not athletes, if you are a cheat we will
catch you, for sure we... will ...catch you,” the WADA
president told Reuters in a phone interview. “If you
want to use this situation to cheat us we will catch
you and we will eliminate you from sport.”

OTHER WEAPONS
The coronavirus means, however, that testing is

certainly in slumber and WADA conceded that it has
been reduced in certain parts of the world although
no figures are available. In the absence of testing,
WADA will have to rely on other weapons in its anti-
doping arsenal including the athlete biological pass-
port, long-term analysis and investigations.

“The world stops, this is a new and challenging
situation for all of us but we have a lot of tools we
are using and I hope we will return to full power
very quickly,” said Banka.”Anti-doping never sleeps,
that is the message I would like to give to my fellow
athletes. Testing is not the one weapon we have
which we can use against cheats.

“It is important to know athletes remain subject
to testing and they must provide whereabouts infor-
mation. “To the athletes and my colleagues we will
do everything to maintain the integrity of the system
and hope we return full power very quickly.”

Knowing where athletes are is one thing, getting
to them during an epidemic is another, with entire
cities and regions quarantined or locked down.

But the International Olympic Committee’s deci-
sion to delay the 2020 Games for a year has also
bought WADA some time to plan and ramp up test-
ing when it is safe to do so.

“This is a difficult situation, a huge problem, but

we are doing our best to monitor the situation,” said
Banka. “The decision to postpone the Olympic
Games was a helpful decision. I need to say it was a
victory for commonsense and I think everyone
agrees it was the right call.

“For ourt anti-doping program it was good.”
While testing is down, WADA has made no cuts and
is not planning any layoffs, said Banka adding; “Our
financial situation, taking into account current situ-
ations, is very stable”.

Banka, who helped Poland win a bronze medal in
the 4x400 metres relay at the 2007 world champi-
onships, said WADA will use every resource avail-
able to ensure a level playing field in Tokyo.

“I am coming from an athletic environment and I
will do everything to convince the athletes I am
working with them and I am listening and I will do
everything to create a fair environment for them.”
he said. “I will use a lot of tools to do this. We will
use all the weapons which we have.” —Reuters
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