
MELBOURNE: England were nervously awaiting
results of PCR tests after four COVID cases in the
camp but veteran Jimmy Anderson said yesterday
they are keen to finish the Ashes series in Australia.
Four members of the England party-two support
staff and two family members-tested positive for
coronavirus just hours before the start of day two
in the third Test in Melbourne. The team and man-
agement were then required to undergo rapid anti-
gen (RAT) tests as they were about to leave their
hotel for Melbourne
Cricket Ground.

They were given the
all-clear barely 45 minutes
before play was due to
begin, but must also take
PCR tests as a precaution.
England bowler Anderson
said the team was on the
bus ready to leave when
they were ordered off to
have the RAT tests. “As far
as I’m aware, the whole
playing group feel fine. We’ve just stepped up safe-
ty protocols around the dressing room, wearing
masks and keeping distance where possible,” he
said after stumps on day two. “We are all having
PCR tests now and obviously we need all those to
be clear, if possible, so we’ll just have to wait and
see what the results are.” Anderson added that the
England team had not been told of the plan should
anyone test positive.

Australian broadcaster the Seven Network also
said there had been a positive case among its staff
working at the MCG, forcing last-minute changes to
their commentary team. Driven by the Omicron
variant, coronavirus cases are surging in Australia-

particularly in Sydney-where the fourth Test is
scheduled to start on January 5, before the Ashes
finale in Hobart. 

More than 6,000 cases are being reported daily
across New South Wales state, where Sydney is
located. Nevertheless, Cricket Australia chief Nick
Hockley said the plan was to press on as scheduled
with the Ashes. “That’s absolutely the plan, there’s
nothing to suggest otherwise. We’ll rely on the pro-
tocols,” he told reporters, before cautioning: “It’s a

day-by-day proposition.”

Keen to carry on
England faced a similar

scenario earlier this year
when the fifth Test of their
home series against India
was cancelled after multi-
ple cases among the visi-
tors’ support staff.
Anderson said he was
keen to finish the Ashes
series, even though

England are facing another heavy defeat. “That’s
the plan. Again, it’s going to depend on the PCR
tests and what situation that is going to leave us in,”
he said. “As long as the group that was here at the
ground today are negative, I don’t see why we can’t
carry on.” Australia captain Pat Cummins, who
missed the second Ashes Test because he was in
COVID isolation, said the dramatic events yester-
day were “a sign of the times”. “You’ve got to be
pretty flexible,” he told sports broadcaster SEN.

Australia scent victory 
Meanwhile, a dazed England lost four wickets in

a hostile late spell to leave them at 31-4 - still trail-

ing Australia by 51 runs-and fighting to save their
Ashes hopes after day two of a gripping third Test.
It came after the visitors-who must win in
Melbourne-were rocked by four positive COVID
cases in their camp, although no players were
among them. Australia had been all out for 267,
earning an 82-run lead on England’s first-innings
185 on an MCG pitch that was still offering plenty
for the bowlers.

Marcus Harris top-scored with a battling 76
against a dangerous English attack led by veteran
Jimmy Anderson, who was at his fearsome best with
4-33 off 23 overs. After heavy defeats in Brisbane
and Adelaide, England must win to keep the five-

Test series alive, with Australia only needing a draw
to retain the urn as holders. But faced with surviv-
ing the final hour against a revved-up Mitchell Starc
and Pat Cummins, England collapsed again.

Struggling opener Zak Crawley never looked
comfortable and after dodging 15 balls he was
caught by wicketkeeper Alex Carey for five off
Starc. Dawid Malan came in but incredibly was out
first ball to Starc lbw after an unsuccessful review,
then Scott Boland ruined Haseeb Hameed’s day on
seven, with Carey gloving an edge. Fired-up Boland
bowled Jack Leach without scoring two balls to
leave skipper Joe Root unbeaten on 12 and Ben
Stokes on two-and England in deep trouble. — AFP 
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England face nervous wait 
as COVID-19 threatens Ashes

Australia scent Ashes victory as England collapse again

MELBOURNE: Australia’s paceman Mitchell Starc (center) bowls to England’s batsman Joe Root (left) on day two
of the third Ashes cricket Test match between Australia and England yesterday. — AFP 
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Rough weather
batters Sydney 
to Hobart race
SYDNEY: Treacherous conditions have pummeled
the annual Sydney to Hobart yacht race, forcing
dozens of withdrawals as Black Jack led a tight bat-
tle for line honors. Sunday’s starting fleet of 88
yachts for one of the world’s toughest ocean events
was cut down to 56 by yesterday evening, as com-
petitors peeled off after suffering damage or minor
injuries to crew. A close scrap for line honors was
being fought out at the front of the pack between
super maxis Black Jack, SHK Scallywag,
LawConnect and the slightly shorter 80-foot Stefan
Racing. Black Jack, skippered by Mark Bradford,
was race leader as they headed into the Bass Strait.

Cruising Yacht Club of Australia Commodore
Noel Cornish said although the conditions had been
“very tough”, the challenge of a “great adventure” is
what drew competitors. “That’s why in the non-
COVID world, people come from all over the world
to sail in this race. It’s an iconic blue-water chal-
lenge,” Cornish said. The race leaders were now
through the worst of the weather and were expected
to arrive in the Hobart by Tuesday afternoon if con-
ditions held, he told media in the Tasmanian capital.

“(The) yachts that are out there now are hunkered
in, they’re going hard and they’re really looking for-
ward to getting down here.” Crowds had turned out
to watch the boats race out of Sydney Harbour on
Boxing Day after COVID-19 forced the blue-water
classic’s suspension in 2020. But the pandemic con-
tinued to cause problems. Before the start, four

yachts were forced to retire, leaving 88 entrants at
the starting line including 17 two-handed crafts,
which are allowed to take part for the first time.

It was a sharp reduction from the 157 boats that
set out in 2019. In a dramatic start to this year’s race,
a major technical problem cost the 100-foot SHK
Scallywag prime position to LawConnect after lead-
ing out of the heads. Numerous withdrawals fol-
lowed, as southerly winds-which reached 30 knots
overnight-whittled the competition down. Weather
is a critical factor in the 628-nautical-mile (1,200-

km) race down Australia’s east coast to Hobart.
Six men died, five boats sank and 55 sailors

were rescued during the 1998 event when a deep
depression exploded over the fleet in the Bass
Strait. The latest weather update predicted south
to southeasterly winds to ease in the day evening in
the Strait and onto Tasmania’s coast. Though the
first yacht to reach the finishing line grabs most
public attention, the main prize for sailors is
regarded as the handicap honors, which take
account of the size of the yachts. — AFP 

SYDNEY: This handout photograph shows Black Jack competing at the start of the Sydney to Hobart yacht
race on Sydney Harbor. — AFP 

Mikaela Shiffrin

Middlesbrough, 
Huddersfield win 
amid COVID chaos
LONDON: Middlesbrough and Huddersfield
moved into the Championship play-off places
on Sunday as the rest of the second tier bat-
tled coronavirus chaos. With eight
Championship matches postponed due to
COVID-19 issues on Boxing Day, there was an
opening for Middlesbrough and Huddersfield
to climb into the top six.

They both seized the opportunity as fifth
placed Middlesbrough beat Nottingham Forest
2-0 at the Riverside Stadium, while sixth
placed Huddersfield enjoyed a 3-2 home win
against Blackpool. A Ryan Yates own goal and
a second-half strike from Andraz Sporar gave
Chris Wilder’s Middlesbrough a fourth victory
in their five-match unbeaten run. It was a first
defeat in 10 league games for Forest, who
dropped down to ninth place.

The only other game in the second tier on
Sunday saw Huddersfield survive a thriller
against Blackpool. Two late goals from Sorba
Thomas turned the game in Huddersfield’s
favour after Blackpool’s Jordan Lawrence-
Gabriel had been sent off just after the hour
mark. Blackpool’s Jerry Yates opened the scor-
ing with less than a minute on the clock. Danny
Ward headed Huddersfield’s equalizer two min-
utes later and Gary Madine restored Blackpool’s
lead before Thomas’ late double. — AFP 

Ski ace Shiffrin
tests positive 
for COVID-19
PARIS: American double Olympic alpine ski
gold medalist Mikaela Shiffrin has tested
positive for COVID-19, she announced on
social media yesterday. The 26-year-old
three-time overall World Cup champion will
miss the meeting at Lienz today and tomor-
row. Her positive test comes just over a month
from the Winter Olympics in Beijing, where
she will hope to add to the slalom gold she
won in 2014 and the giant slalom title in 2018.

“Unfortunately I had a positive COVID
test. I’m following protocol and isolating, &
I will miss Lienz,” she tweeted. Shiffrin did

not say when she tested positive, or if she
had already arrived in Austria where she
was due to compete in a giant slalom and
then a slalom. Shiffrin - who leads this sea-
son’s World Cup standings - is the latest
female ski star to be forced to isolate after
testing positive.

Switzerland’s 2016 overall World Cup
champion Lara Gut-Behrami missed the Val
d’Isere and Courchevel meetings. Austria’s
double ski world champion Katharina
Liensberger also missed the Courchevel
round of the World Cup season. Liensberger
is not a certain starter either in Lienz where
there will be no spectators due to COVID.
“We are conscious of our responsibility,”
said Roswitha Stadlober, president of the
Austrian Ski Federation. The women’s World
Cup season moves on to Zagreb on January
4 - for a slalom - and then Maribor in
Slovenia (Jan 8/9). — AFP 

Hanyu books 
Olympic spot 
SAITAMA: Two-time Olympic figure
skating champion Yuzuru Hanyu has
booked his place at the Beijing Games,
laying down a marker with a com-
manding win at Japan’s national cham-
pionships on Sunday. But he failed in
his bid to become the first person to
land a quadruple axel in competition,
slightly under-rotating his maiden
crack at the legendary jump. Hanyu,
who was making his first appearance
in eight months after injuring ankle lig-
aments, will have the chance to try
again in China in six weeks’ time.

He was officially named in Japan’s
Olympic team later Sunday evening,
along with Pyeongchang Games silver
medalist Shoma Uno and current world
number one Yuma Kagiyama. “To be
honest, this wasn’t an Olympics that I
had been thinking about,” said 27-
year-old Hanyu, who only confirmed
this week that he intended to compete
in Beijing. “But the road I have taken to
get here, and my feelings towards the
people who have supported me, made
me decide to compete.”

Hanyu added that he is “aiming to
be number one”, and that he is “the
only one who has the privilege to be
able to compete for a third straight
men’s figure skating Olympic title”.
Hanyu has been gearing up all week to
attempt the quad axel, considered the
holy grail of men’s figure skating. He
came close to nailing it in practice ear-
lier in the week, and made two failed

attempts as he warmed up ahead of his
free skate routine on Sunday. He was
unable to land it cleanly in competition
either, under-rotating the jump and
landing on both feet.

“I was almost going out of my mind
with everything I was doing leading up
to this competition,” he said. “I was
reminded just how difficult it is to do a
quad axel that I haven’t mastered yet in
a competition.” Hanyu went on to pro-
duce a masterclass for the rest of his
routine, earning a free skate score of
211.05 for a 322.36 score overall. He
showed no sign of being hampered by
the ankle ligament injury that forced him
to miss the entire Grand Prix season.

Uno finished second with an overall
score of 295.82, ahead of Kagiyama on
292.41. Uno hurt himself in the warm-
up but still produced a clean free

skate, and will now attempt to claim
another podium finish in his second
Olympics. “I’m very happy to be cho-
sen for the Olympics, but after watch-
ing Yuzuru and Yuma’s performances
today, it highlighted some areas where
I’m lacking,” he said. “I want to get
back to practice as soon as I can.”

Eighteen-year-old Kagiyama, who
won both his Grand Prix assignments
this season, put in a solid free skate to
finish third. But he was unable to make
up ground on the leaders after falling
on a jump in Friday’s short program.
Kaori Sakamoto, Wakaba Higuchi and
Mana Kawabe were chosen for Japan’s
women’s team. Sakamoto, who finished
sixth at the Pyeongchang Olympics,
won her second national title on
Saturday. The Beijing Olympics begin
on February 4. — AFP 

SAITAMA: Japan’s Yuzuru Hanyu competes in the men’s short program during
the 2021-22 Japan Figure Skating Championships at Saitama Super Arena in
Saitama. — AFP 


