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PARIS: Formula One’s annus mirabilis has the ending
it deserves with Lewis Hamilton and Max Verstappen
on exactly the same number of points ahead of the
weekend’s winner-takes-all showdown in Abu Dhabi.
Back in July Verstappen had built up a cosy 32-point
lead but the momentum is now back at Mercedes
with Hamilton driving like a man with an unprece-
dented eighth world championship in his sights. 

The Briton’s against-all-odds win in Brazil, Qatar
cruise and Sunday’s Saudi stunner means that for
the first time since Emerson Fittipaldi and Clay
Regazzoni in 1974 the title protagonists go into the
closing race level on
points. Hamilton produced
what three-time former
world champion Jackie
Stewart suggested “might
be the best race he’s ever
driven” to emerge tri-
umphant from the chaos of
a hot and sticky night in
Jeddah. The 36-year-old
Briton and his Dutch rival,
who is 12 years younger,
have for the large part
treated each other with respect. But after 20 races,
the equivalent of driving from New York to London,
the pair head to Yas Marina with their relationship
seemingly at its lowest point.

‘Crazy man’ 
Not for the first time in 2021 their cars touched

on Sunday, with Hamilton accusing Verstappen of
“brake-testing” him. “That guy is crazy man...It was
just dangerous driving, dude,” he snapped over the
team radio, adding later: “He’s over the limit for
sure”. Verstappen denied underhand tactics, saying
he had been trying to give the lead back as directed
after cutting across him illegally as the Briton tried

to overtake. Hamilton has not got to where he is this
week standing at the door of F1 history without a
cool head on his shoulders.

He noted: “I’ve avoided collision on so many
occasions with the guy and I don’t always mind
being the one that does that because you live to
fight another day, which I obviously did.” Mindful
of the high stakes at play his Mercedes team boss
Toto Wolff expressed hope that the drivers’ crown
would be decided by a clean fight on the track
next Sunday. “You’ve seen incidents today that
were pretty much Brazil at slower speeds. And we

don’t want to have that in
Abu Dhabi.

“The quicker car with
the quicker driver should
win the championship, and
not by taking each other
off.” “And I don’t think
that the championship has
deserved a result which
was influenced by a colli-
sion,” he added, evoking
the notorious rivalry
between Ayrton Senna

and Alain Prost. The feud between Senna and Prost
came to a head in Japan in 1990 when Senna barged
down the inside of the Frenchman at the start, tak-
ing both cars out, with the championship going to
the Brazilian.

While title deciders are uncharted water for
Verstappen, Hamilton has been here before, many
times. In 2007 he lost out to Kimi Raikkonen by one
point, before securing the first of his seven titles 12
months later in dramatic circumstances. Felipe
Massa, trailing Hamilton by seven points, needed to
win his home race and Hamilton to finish no higher
than sixth. And that was the situation when Massa
took the chequered flag.

‘One shot’ 
For a few seconds the crown was his, only for

Hamilton to overtake Timo Glock on the final bend to
cross the line in fifth and take the championship by a
whisker. If he does manage to pull it off and draw
clear of Michael Schumacher with eight F1 titles
Hamilton believes it would be “the most significant”
one of all. The stage is set then with the crown
awaiting either the man who has rewritten his

sport’s record books or the fearless young Dutch
pretender who has pushed the champion like no one
before him. “It’s all going down to the wire, that’s
how the sport should be and we love it,” said Wolff.
For his counterpart at Red Bull, Christian Horner,
“it’s a straight-out fight as it has been for the entire
year. “For the fans it is fantastic, it keeps the cham-
pionship dream alive and we have one shot and it’s
time to take it.” —AFP

Hamilton accuses Verstappen of ‘brake-testing’ him

F1 holds its breath; Hamilton, 
Verstappen go neck and neck 

JEDDAH: Second-placed Red Bull’s Dutch driver Max Verstappen poses with his trophy on the podium after
the Formula One Saudi Arabian Grand Prix at the Jeddah Corniche Circuit in Jeddah. —AFP

Peng Shuai to Xinjiang: 
Issues overshadowing 
the Beijing Olympics
BEIJING: From human rights to coronavirus and
tennis star Peng Shuai , February’s Bei j ing
Olympics have been overshadowed by several
controversies. With under two months until the
Games begin, the United States on Monday
reacted by announcing a diplomatic boycott. AFP
Sports looks at the issues hanging over the
Olympics:

Peng Shuai
There was grave international concern for for-

mer world number one doubles player Peng after
she made sexual assault accusations on social
media against a former top Communist Party
polit ician. The 35-year-old-a three-time
Olympian-was not heard from for nearly three
weeks and her claims were rapidly censored. The
United Nations, US and Peng’s fellow tennis stars
all voiced fears for her whereabouts. The Women’s
Tennis Association suspended tournaments in
China. Peng later appeared on state media in sev-
eral videos and held a video call with IOC presi-
dent Thomas Bach in which she said she was safe
and well, however concerns remain.

Xinjiang
Campaigners say that at least one mill ion

Uyghurs and other Turkic-speaking, mostly
Muslim minorities have been incarcerated in
camps in China’s northwestern region of Xinjiang.
Human rights groups and foreign governments
have found evidence of what they say is mass
detentions, forced labor, political indoctrination,
torture and forced sterilization. Washington has
described it as genocide. After initially denying the
existence of the Xinjiang camps, China later
defended them as vocational training centers
aimed at reducing the appeal of Islamic extremism.
China has also consistently railed against what it
calls the “politicization of sport”.

Tibet, Hong Kong
Human rights campaigners and exiles have

accused Beijing of religious repression and mas-
sively curtailing rights in Tibet. Activists unfurled a
Tibetan flag at the Olympic flame-lighting ceremo-
ny in Greece. Tibet has alternated over the centuries
between independence and control by China, which
says it “peacefully liberated” the rugged plateau in
1951 and brought infrastructure and education to
the previously underdeveloped region. 

But many exiled Tibetans accuse the Beijing gov-
ernment of religious repression, torture and eroding
their culture-part of broader fears for human rights in
China. There has also been international concern about
a clampdown in Hong Kong, which China is remoulding
in its own authoritarian image after huge and often vio-
lent democracy protests in the city two years ago.

Coronavirus
The coronavirus has loomed large over the build-

up to the Beijing Olympics, which take place just six
months after the pandemic-delayed Tokyo Summer
Games. China has managed to restrict domestic infec-
tions to small clusters through aggressive lockdowns
and mass testing, but Beijing organizers have admitted
that protecting the Games from the coronavirus is
their “biggest challenge”. The Winter Olympics will be
held in a “closed loop”-a strict bubble insulating ath-
letes from the outside world for the whole Games.
Only people living in China will be allowed to attend as
spectators. The estimated 2,900 athletes must be fully
vaccinated or face 21 days in quarantine upon arrival.
They, along with media and others in the bubble, will
also be tested daily. Entry into the Chinese capital has
already been tightened.  —AFP

MELBOURNE: China’s Peng Shuai serves during a practice session in Melbourne. Tennis stars threw their
support behind the WTA’s move to suspend its tournaments in China over concern for Peng Shuai, as calls
grew for other sports to follow suit. —AFP 

Winner-takes-all 
showdown in 

Abu Dhabi

Djokovic slated to 
play in Australia’s 
ATP Cup 
SYDNEY: After months of speculation that
Novak Djokovic may miss the Australian Open
over tough COVID vaccination requirements, the
world number one was yesterday named to play
in a Sydney tournament weeks before. The 20-
time Grand Slam champion had cast doubt on
whether he would defend his title at Melbourne
Park next month, refusing to reveal whether he
was inoculated against coronavirus.

However, he was listed as part of the five-man
Serbia team when the draw was made for the
ATP Cup in Sydney that will precede the open-
ing major of the year. Rafael Nadal was missing,
with the Spanish fellow 20-time Grand Slam win-
ner last month suggesting he would play an exhi-
bition in Abu Dhabi this month, then another
tournament before arriving in Melbourne for the
Australian Open. The only other absent top 20
player for the 16-team ATP Cup was injured
Swiss great Roger Federer.

“The playing group enjoy representing their
countries and to see 18 of the world’s top 20
players commit to the event is testament to that,”
said tournament director Tom Larner. “The event
shows off the passion the playing group have for
this format.” An ATP statement accompanying
the draw noted that top seed Serbia was “head-
lined by world number Novak Djokovic”, who
won three of the season’s four Grand Slams. The
34-year-old ended his rollercoaster season with
a Davis Cup defeat last week and then promised
to make a decision on his Australian Open partic-
ipation “very soon”.

Organizers of the Australian Open have insist-
ed only fully-vaccinated players will be allowed
into the country, which saw Djokovic’s father
Srdjan last month suggest his son “probably
won’t” play. “Of course he would want to go with
all his heart,” he told Serbian television. “But I
really don’t know if that will happen. Probably
not under these conditions, with this blackmail
and when it’s done that way.” Djokovic contract-
ed COVID-19 during the ill-fated Adria Tour
event he organized in the Balkans in June 2020,
but said he did not suffer from any symptoms.

Russia are the defending ATP Cup champions
after their team spearheaded by Daniil
Medvedev and Andrey Rublev swept past a
Matteo Berrettini-led Italy in the final. Djokovic’s
Serbia won the inaugural event in 2020, over-
powering the Nadal-led Spain. The teams in next
year’s US$10 million event, from January 1-9, are
divided into four groups of four, playing across
two Sydney venues - the Ken Rosewall Arena
and Qudos Bank Arena - with each tie compris-
ing two singles matches and one doubles.

Top seeds Serbia were grouped with Spain,
Norway and Chile, while Russia will face Italy,
Austria and home nation Australia. Germany, led
by reigning ATP Finals champion Alexander
Zverev, headline Group C against Canada, Great
Britain and the United States, while Greece, fea-
turing world number four Stefanos Tsitsipas, are
in Group D with Poland, Argentina and Georgia.
It kicks off a bumper series of ATP and WTA
tournaments in the lead-up to the Australian
Open, beginning on January 17, with events
across Sydney, Adelaide and Melbourne. —AFP

Arab Masters Tennis event

By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: Preliminaries of the Arab Masters Tennis
Tournament will start today at the Sheikh Jaber Al-
Abdallah Al-Jaber Al-Sabah International Tennis
complex courts. The draw for the single matches
took place yesterday at Kuwait Tennis Federation
premises in the presence of Deputy Chairman of the
Board Abdelsamad Al-Aryan, Secretary General and
Tournament Director Faleh Al-Otaibi, member of the
Board of Arab Tennis Federation Ahmad Al-Hajari
from Oman and head of Qatar delegation Ibrahim
Al-Khulaifi. The draw was held under the supervi-
sion of tournament referee Abdelraouf Abdelsalam.

The tournament will be the best of three sets,
and all three will have a tie break - while the dou-
bles will be in two sets and in case of a tie, a 10
point tie break will be enforced. The draw had
Oman’s Abdalla Al-Barwani facing Syria’s Rabei
Sleem; Somalia’s Zakaria Aweis facing Mauritania’s
Mohamed Said; Oman’s Muneer Alrawahi facing
Saudi Arabia’s Sulaiman Al-Qasem; Lebanon’s
Hassan Ibrahim facing Libya’s Ahmad Mouhan and
Somalia’s Mahdi Ahmad facing Jordan’s Seif Adas. 

The winners of the preliminaries will join the
main draw, while Kuwait players will start their
competitions in the main draw of the Arab Masters.
Essa Qabazard will play Algeria’s Toufik Sahtali,

while Abdulhameed Joma will wait for the winner of
Alrawahi and Al-Qasem’s match. Bader Antar will
face Jordan’s Mousa AlKotop; Talal Antar will face
Libya’s Mohamed Al-Mehdi and Ali Al-Shatti will
face Egypt’s Amr Mohamed.

Saudi player Sulaiman Al-Qasem lauded the
organizers of the Masters tournament. “We hope
the tournament will see high technical standards.
Such tournament will always strengthen brotherly
relations between participants. Sheikh Jaber Al-
Abdallah Al-Jaber Al-Sabah International Tennis
Complex is state-of-the-art and will be an impor-
tant destination for the best players of the world in
few years,” he said.

KUWAIT: (From left) Faleh Al-Otaibi, Ibrahim Al-Khulaifi, Abdelraouf Abdelsalam, Abdelsamad Al-Aryan, Ahmad Al-Hajari and
Ali Al-Mutairi are pictured during a press conference yesterday. Sulaiman Al-Qasem


