
TOKYO: Japan said it will not send
government representatives to
February’s Beijing Olympics as it called
on China to respect human rights and
the rule of law. Government spokesman
Hirokazu Matsuno did not describe the
move as a diplomatic boycott - already
announced by the US and others - but
said there were “no plans” for offi-
cials to attend the Games.

“Japan believes it is important that
common values shared by the interna-
tional community such as freedom,
human rights, and the rule of law are
also respected in China,” he said. “As
Tokyo 2020 demonstrated to the
world, the Olympics and the
Paralympics are festivals of peace and
sports that give courage to the world.”
The United States, Britain, Australia
and Canada this month announced
diplomatic boycotts of the Games over
what they consider to be widespread
rights abuses by China, including against
the Muslim Uyghur minority.

Their boycott stops short of not
sending athletes to the Winter Games,
which start on February 4. But Beijing
has warned the four nations will “pay the
price” for the US-led campaign. Japan,
which hosted the virus-postponed Tokyo

Olympics this year, is in a tricky position
as tensions simmer between the US and
China - both key trade partners.
Matsuno said Friday’s decision had been
made after “comprehensive” considera-
tion, noting that Japan has held discus-
sions with the Chinese side on human
rights issues “at various levels”.

‘Respect to the athletes’ 
Tokyo 2020 chief Seiko Hashimoto

and Japanese Olympic Committee head
Yasuhiro Yamashita will attend the event
in the Chinese capital. “Hashimoto will
attend to express gratitude and respect
to the athletes and others who support-
ed the Tokyo Games,” Matsuno said.
Japan Paralympic Committee chief

Kazuyuki Mori will attend the Winter
Paralympics in March, he added. Chinese
foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian
said the country “welcomes the Japanese
Olympic Committee and other relevant
officials, as well as Japanese athletes”,
but also sounded a note of caution over
the decision.

“China... urges the Japanese side
to honor promises to support each
other in hosting the Olympic Games
and to not politicize sports,” he said.
Washington has said its diplomatic
boycott decision was prompted by
rights abuses such as what it has
called the “genocide” of the Uyghur
minority. Not all US allies have fol-
lowed suit, however. Last week South
Korea ruled out joining the boycott,
citing the need to work with China.
UN Secretary-General Antonio

Guterres is also set to attend the Games,
as are senior French officials.

International Olympic Committee
president Thomas Bach said this month
he was staying politically neutral on the
matter, insisting the important point was
“the participation of the athletes”.
Foreign fans will be banned at the
Winter Games under virus rules and the
event will take place after several crack-

downs - including in Hong Kong -
designed to consolidate President Xi
Jinping’s power. Campaigners say at
least one million Uyghurs and other
mostly Muslim minorities have been

incarcerated in “re-education camps” in
the far western Xinjiang region. Beijing
has defended the camps as vocational
training centers aimed at reducing the
appeal of Islamic extremism. — AFP 
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‘Olympics and Paralympics are festivals of peace and sports’

TOKYO: President of Tokyo Organizing Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games,
Seiko Hashimoto, delivers a speech during the opening ceremony of the Tokyo 2020
Olympic Games. Tokyo 2020 chief Seiko Hashimoto and Japanese Olympic Committee
head Yasuhiro Yamashita will attend the Winter Olympics in the Chinese capital. — AFP 
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England ring
changes for a 
must-win Test 
MELBOURNE: Embattled England made four
changes yesterday for the crunch Boxing Day Test in
a bid to keep the Ashes alive, while Australia handed
experienced seamer Scott Boland a surprise debut.
Joe Root’s team must win at the Melbourne Cricket
Ground in front of an expected 70,000 fans to stay in
the hunt after heavy defeats in the first two Tests at
Brisbane and Adelaide and with three still to play.

Those losses were characterized by batting col-
lapses compounded by poor bowling and fielding
with the visitors looking to stop the rot by shaking
up the team. Zak Crawley was recalled for the first
time since March to replace struggling opener Rory
Burns, despite averaging just 28.34 from his 15 Tests.
Veteran Jonny Bairstow, meanwhile, will add to his
78 Tests when he takes over at number six from
youngster Ollie Pope, who has failed to adapt to the
Australian conditions.

England also mixed up the bowling unit again
with speedster Mark Wood returning after being
rested for their 275-run defeat in Adelaide, which
followed a nine wicket thrashing in Brisbane. Off-
spinner Jack Leach also gets another chance after

being axed for the second Test despite the Adelaide
pitch having plenty in it for the slow bowlers. Chris
Woakes and Stuart Broad were overlooked in an
attack that will be led by veteran quick Jimmy
Anderson and Ollie Robinson.

“It’s a massive game for us, but it’s a brilliant
venue to play cricket at. Everyone is very excited
to be here in what I’m sure will be a hostile envi-
ronment,” said wicketkeeper Jos Buttler, who keeps
the gloves despite Bairstow’s return. “We know we
need to bring our best cricket, we haven’t brought
that so far and that’s disappointing. “The reaction
(after Adelaide) has been an honest one,” he added.

“We have a really tight-knit group, some great
mates in there, but we had some honest conversa-
tions as well.”

‘Someone fresh’
Australia are bolstered by the return of captain Pat

Cummins, who missed the second Test after being a
close contact of a COVID-19 case. He replaces
Michael Neser. But, as expected, fellow pace spear-
head Josh Hazlewood will again miss out as he contin-
ues to recover from a side strain. Jhye Richardson,
who took five wickets in England’s second innings at
Adelaide, is still sore from his efforts with Boland
replacing him to become the third Australian debutant
this series after Neser and Alex Carey. In doing so, he
also becomes the first Indigenous man to play Test
cricket for Australia since Jason Gillespie. “He was
pretty sore,” Cummins told reporters of Richardson,
adding that he also had a minor leg injury.

“We were umming and ahhing - he had a bowl
yesterday but we thought seven days off (before
the fourth Test in Sydney) will kind of give him
enough rest.” Boland will play on his home ground,
where he has taken 91 wickets at 25.71 in 26 first-
class games, often on unresponsive pitches.
Cummins said his record at the Melbourne Cricket
Ground factored into their thinking. “It was a huge
part of it. His record speaks for itself here in
domestic cricket,” he said. “Home ground, having
someone fresh like him who can perform straight-
away were the big factors.” — AFP

Scott Boland

COVID cases 
curtail Top 14’s
Christmas schedule
PARIS: The resumption of the Top 14 immedi-
ately after Christmas has been disrupted by
coronavirus as the league on Friday cancelled
two games, including the one involving leaders
Bordeaux Begles. The French league said on
Friday night that it called off Racing 92’s home
game with Pau and Bordeaux-Begles’ visit to
Toulon, both scheduled for tomorrow, “due to
the health situation of the Racing 92, Pau and
Bordeaux-Begles squads, following new tests
carried out today”.

Both Bordeaux-Begles and Racing 92 had
announced earlier in the week that they
were dealing with outbreaks and had can-
cel led training. The Toulon-Bordeaux-
Begles match was due to close the round on
Monday evening. The league had already
taken the precaution of pushing back the
encounter between fifth-placed La Rochelle
and Lyon, who are fourth to ensure it had a
prime-time game.

The postponements follow a chaotic sec-
ond round of European competition last week
in which only two French clubs, Castres and
Lyon, played their scheduled games. The can-
cellations give Toulouse a chance to regain
first place. The defending champions lost at
Bordeaux-Begles in their last match to cede
first place, but are just two points behind their
conquerers. They entertain Stade Francais
today, and both clubs are trying to fit a family
Christmas into their plans. Stade Francais have
adjusted their travel plans for their visit to
Toulouse to accommodate Santa.

The Parisians are allowing their squad to
have a family Christmas and will fly down to
southwest France on the morning of the game.
“We’ll have a very short night’s sleep,” said
coach Gonzalo Quesada. “We take the plane
very early in the morning.” He lamented
“preparations that are necessarily a little
strange with Christmas.” Playing at home may
allow Toulouse players a more relaxed
Christmas. “We’ll take the 24th and 25th off and
get together on the morning of the 26th for the
match,” Toulouse fullback Thomas Ramos said
in an interview posted on the club website.

‘Far more fans’ 
Toulouse and Stade are the two clubs with

the most French titles and like to call their
encounters the Top14 ‘Classico’. For the first
time in two years, the hosts have opted to
move a home Top14 game from their Ernest
Wallon ground to the 33,000 Stadium de
Toulouse, home of the local football club.
“These are big matches we like to play with
far more fans and a bigger atmosphere,” said
Ramos. “We look forward to a full stadium.”
Toulouse unwrapped some Christmas pres-
ents a day early when they announced on
Friday that their co-captains, world player of
the year Antoine Dupont and fellow French
international Julien Marchand, had extended
their contracts.

Montpellier, who have won five straight to
climb to third in the table face last place
Biarritz on Monday afternoon and could
profit when the two teams immediately
below them, Lyon and La Rochelle face off in
the evening. La Rochelle will be playing their
first match since back row forward Kevin
Gourdon announced on Tuesday that he was
retiring at 31 because of a heart problem.
The last of his 221 appearances for the club
was in their home game against Pau at the
end of November.—AFP 

Rider Ak-Fuzaie
shines 
By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: Rider Abdelrahman Ak-Fuzaie from the
Hunting and Equestrian Club won first place during the
fence jumping tournament that was organized by
Students Association of GUST at Kuwait Equestrian
Center. Al-Fuzaie took the first place at the 135 cm
height in 37.17 seconds and 4 penalty points following a
differentiation round with Brar Al-Musallam who com-
pleted the run in 42.05 seconds and 8 penalty points.
Head of the Association Jasim Al-Mutawaa said the
tournament was organized because there is a large
number of university students who are members of rid-
ing clubs who have won top prizes in local tournaments.
He said the tournament was held without sponsors.

Kohli’s India seek to 
conquer final frontier 
in South Africa
CENTURION: Virat Kohli bruised from being fired
as India’s one-day captain bids to rebound by lead-
ing his country to an historic triumph in South Africa
in a three-match Test series which starts at
SuperSport Park in Centurion today. South Africa is
the only regular Test-playing nation where India
have yet to win a series.

“We have worked really hard to win series away
from India,” said vice-captain KL Rahul at India’s
pre-match press conference on Friday. “We’ve won
series in England and Australia, which gives us a lot
of confidence. We haven’t won a series in South
Africa, which gives us extra motivation to do our
best.” South African captain Dean Elgar said he
thought the teams were evenly matched. “India are
number one in the world for a reason but the fact
that we are playing in our own back yard gives as an
advantage.”

Despite losing to New Zealand in last year’s world
Test championship final, India are the top-ranked
Test team, five places ahead of South Africa, who
have lost several key players to retirement in recent
years. Kohli leads an experienced side. Crucially, it
has the fast-bowling fire power to match South
Africa’s in conditions which usually favour pace. No

fewer than ten of India’s 18-man squad have toured
South Africa before. Kohli, Cheteshwar Pujara, Ishant
Sharma, Ravichandran Ashwin, Umesh Yadav and
reserve wicketkeeper Wriddhiman Saha are on their
fourth tour of the country.

Ajinkya Rahane and Mohammed Shami are on
their third tour, while Rahul and Jasprit Bumrah were
part of the closely-contested 2017/18 series which
South Africa won 2-1. “We know what to expect and
we’ve had great preparation,” said Rahul. “The pace
and bounce is very different to other countries and it
was very important that we came here early and had
preparation in the middle.” Rahul indicated India
were likely to maintain their recent strategy of pick-
ing five bowlers, which he acknowledged would lead
to a “very difficult discussion” about settling on five
specialist batsmen.

Centurion fortress
India have the luxury of chosing between capable

players in both batting and bowling, while South
Africa’s options seem limited, especially since fast
bowler Anrich Nortje withdrew from the series
because of a hip injury. South Africa will, of necessi-
ty, field a batting line-up short of proven quality, with
two players in their top six yet to score a Test centu-
ry, while India may be unable to find a place for
Shreyas Iyer, who scored 105 and 65 on debut
against New Zealand last month. Elgar confirmed
star wicketkeeper-batsman Quinton de Kock was
only available for the first Test and will then take
paternity leave, which will leave the home team’s bat-

ting even more vulnerable.
South Africa’s fast bowling remains their strength

but the loss of Nortje is a major blow. Much will
depend on former world number one Kagiso Rabada,
whose form in the past two years has been moderate.
The hosts will also hope the injury-plagued Lungi
Ngidi can recapture the form which enabled him to
take 6-39 on debut against India at the same venue
in 2017/18. In South Africa’s favour, Centurion has
been a fortress for the home side, with 21 wins and
only two defeats in 26 Tests at the venue. — AFP 

CENTURION: India’s Virat Kohli walks on the field dur-
ing training at SuperSport Park in Centurion. — AFP 


