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Nuggets hold off Clippers
Bulls overwhelm Pacers 113-105

LOS ANGELES: Eric Bledsoe #12 of the Los Angeles Clippers drives to the basket against Facundo Campazzo #7 of the Denver Nuggets during the third quarter at Crypto.com Arena on December 26, 2021. — AFP  

LOS ANGELES: Denver and their NBA Most 
Valuable Player Nikola Jokic thwarted a furious 
Clippers rally to emerge with a 103-100 victory in 
Los Angeles on Sunday. The Nuggets saw their 17-
point third-quarter lead evaporate, falling behind by 
nine with 9:04 remaining only to rally for the narrow 
victory. Jokic scored 26 points and pulled down 22 
rebounds for the Nuggets. Will Barton added 17 and 
Austin Rivers and Monte Morris scored 12 points 
apiece as Denver avoided the kind of collapse that 
saw them waste a 19-point lead in a loss to 
Charlotte on Thursday. 

Luke Kennard drained a three-pointer with 19 
seconds left to pull the Clippers within one at 101-
100. But Jokic was fouled on an inbounds play and 
made two free throws to push Denver’s lead to 
three and Brandon Boston’s three-point attempt at 
the buzzer for Los Angeles didn’t fall. Boston and 
Eric Bledsoe led Los Angeles with 18 points apiece. 
Ivica Zubac scored 17 points and grabbed 11 
rebounds for the Clippers, who were playing their 

first game since announcing that Paul George would 
miss at least three weeks with a torn ligament in his 
right elbow. 

Elsewhere, Jimmy Butler returned from an eight-
game injury absence to post a double-double in the 
Miami Heat’s 93-83 victory over the Orlando 
Magic. Butler, who was sidelined with a bruised 
tailbone, scored 17 points and pulled down 11 
rebounds, handing out four assists and coming up 
with three steals. It couldn’t have been more timely 
after Miami guard Kyle Lowry on Saturday joined 
the parade of NBA players sidelined by COVID-19 
concerns. 

Miami were also without regular starters Bam 
Adebayo and PJ Tucker. Orlando were even more 
short-handed and the teams reached halftime with 
Miami holding a slim 42-39 lead, despite connect-
ing on just 37.8 percent of their shots from the 
field. Six three-pointers in a 30-point third quarter 
helped the Heat pull away. They led by as many as 
18 in the fourth period.  

Coping with inevitable injuries has become more 
problematic for all teams amid the wave of coron-
avirus cases in the league that mirror the rise of the 
Omicron variant in the United States. The Magic 
had six players in the league’s COVID protocols on 
Sunday, with another player cleared to return but 
still absent because of conditioning issues. Another 
six players were out with injuries. “You expect the 
unexpected,” Magic coach Jamahl Mosley said. 

In Cleveland, the Cavaliers thrashed Toronto 
144-99 in the Raptors’ first game since December 
18. The Raptors, who had three of their past four 
scheduled games postponed because of lack of 
available players, had the league minimum eight 
on Sunday - four on regular contracts and four 
signed under the league’s hardship rules. “We 
haven’t done a thing since our last game,” Toronto 
coach Nick Nurse said before the game. Kevin 
Love and Darius Garland scored 22 points each 
for the Cavs, who tied a club record with 46 
points in the third quarter. 

LaVine lifts Bulls 
In Chicago, the Bulls were buoyed by the return 

of Zach LaVine from COVID protocols in a 113-105 
victory over the Indiana Pacers. LaVine scored 32 
points and DeMar DeRozan added 24 for Chicago, 
who led most of the way en route to their third 
straight win. LaVine, who hadn’t played since 
December 11, admitted he’d been frustrated to be 
ruled out because of COVID concerns. 

“But that’s the world we’re living in right now,” he 
said. “Everybody in the league and the world is 
dealing with it right now, so I’m not doing a poor-
me mentality.” It was another lopsided affair in 
Washington, where Philadelphia’s Joel Embiid 
scored 36 points and grabbed 13 rebounds in the 
76ers’ 117-96 victory over the Wizards, who were 
without top scorer Bradley Beal because of COVID. 
The Memphis Grizzlies, who lost Dillon Brooks and 
two other players to COVID concerns on Sunday 
morning, shook off a slow start against the Kings in 
Sacramento to triumph 127-102. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Tom Brady and reigning 
Super Bowl champion Tampa Bay clinched an 
NFL playoff berth on Sunday by defeating 
Carolina 32-6, securing the Buccaneers’ first 
division title since 2007. The Los Angeles Rams, 
Kansas City Chiefs and Arizona Cardinals also 
sealed post-season spots thanks to Sunday’s 
results while New England missed a chance to 
clinch with a 33-21 home loss to Buffalo. 

Brady, the 44-year-old quarterback who has 
won a record seven Super Bowl titles, complet-
ed 18-of-30 passes for 182 yards and a touch-
down while Ke’shawn Vaughn and Ronald Jones 
each ran for touchdowns to spark the Bucs. 
Tampa Bay captured the NFC South division 
crown and reached the playoffs in consecutive 
seasons for the first time since capturing the 
2003 Super Bowl. 

“I’m not taking anything for granted,” Brady 
said. “Winning the division is hard to do. We’ve 
earned it. We’re 11-4. It’s not the greatest record 
in the world but it’s certainly not the worst either. 
“We’ve lost some tough games. I think we’ve 
learned from each of those losses. Everything is 
ahead of us.” Brady is in the playoffs for the 19th 
time in his career and for a 13th consecutive sea-
son. The Rams also reached 11-4 and boosted 
their NFC West-division lead to a game over 
Arizona with a 30-23 victory at Minnesota. 

“Punched a ticket to the playoffs, but we 
know that’s not the end goal,” Rams coach Sean 
McVay said. Matthew Stafford threw for 197 
yards and a touchdown but was intercepted 
three times by Vikings defenders. Sony Michel 
ran a career-high 27 times for a season-best 131 
yards and a Rams touchdown and Brandon 
Powell scored on a 61-yard punt return for Los 
Angeles. Minnesota’s defeat allowed Arizona 
(10-5) to clinch a playoff berth as well despite a 

Saturday loss to Indianapolis. 
The Green Bay Packers, with an NFL-best 

12-3 record, and Dallas Cowboys had already 
clinched NFC playoff berths, meaning five of 
seven NFC post-season spots are claimed with 
Philadelphia and San Francisco, both 8-7, the 
teams to beat for the others. Las Vegas’ 17-13 
victory over Denver meant the Dallas Cowboys 
were assured of the NFC East title before they 
hosted Washington on Sunday night. But the 
Cowboys put an exclamation point on the 
evening with a 56-14 triumph that featured four 
touchdown passes by quarterback Dak Prescott. 

Patrick Mahomes threw for 258 yards and 
three touchdowns as Kansas City secured a 
sixth consecutive AFC West division crown by 
routing Pittsburgh 36-10, the host Chiefs win-
ning their eighth game in a row to become the 
first AFC team to secure a playoff berth. New 
England failed to become the first AFC playoff 
team as Buffalo’s Josh Allen completed 30-of-
47 passes for 314 yards and three touchdowns 
to ignite the Bills, who overtook the Patriots to 

lead the AFC East at 9-6. 
 

Bengals rout Ravens 
In another showdown to decide a division 

lead, Cincinnati’s Joe Burrow completed 37-of-
46 passes for a club-record 525 yards and four 
touchdowns to power the Bengals over visiting 
Baltimore 41-21. Burrow’s 299 passing yards in 
the first half, when the Bengals seized a 31-14 
lead, were the most by any NFL quarterback in 
any half all season. 

Houston’s Davis Mills threw for 254 yards 
and two touchdowns and Rex Burkhead ran 22 
times for 149 yards and two touchdowns to lead 
the host Texans in a 41-29 upset of the Los 
Angeles Chargers, who fell to 8-7. Philadelphia’s 
Jalen Hurts threw for 199 yards and two touch-
downs to lead the Eagles over the visiting New 
York Giants 34-10. Chicago’s Nick Foles threw a 
15-yard touchdown pass to Jimmy Graham and 
a two-point conversion toss to Damiere Byrd in 
the final seconds to lift the Bears to a 25-24 vic-
tory at Seattle. — AFP 

NEW YORK: The National Hockey League will allow 
teams to use taxi squads to bolster their rosters amid 
resurgent COVID-19 cases, the league and its players’ 
association said Sunday. With play due to resume 
today after an extended holiday break, the NHL 
announced three more game postponements over 
COVID concerns: Today’s night face-off between 
Columbus and Chicago a long with tomorrow’s 
Pittsburgh v Toronto and Boston v Ottawa. 

“The League and NHLPA will continue to monitor test 
results and teams’ readiness to play over the coming 
days and weeks,” the two bodies said in a statement, 
adding that “a variety of factors” would be considered in 
assessing whether a game should be postponed. That 
includes the number of players unavailable because of 
COVID, the risk of further transmission within a team 
and a club’s access to players from its minor league affili-
ate. 

The health and safety of players and club personnel 
remain the “number one priority,” the league said. Clubs 
were told they could begin forming taxi squads on 
Sunday, setting up six-player reserve squads that could 
be ready for a quick call-up if needed. Such squads were 
used last season in response to the pandemic’s impact on 
the league. Players on loan to the taxi squad will be per-
mitted to travel and practice with the NHL Club, but they 
can only play in an NHL game if recalled and placed on 
the active roster. 

The league and union also agreed that clubs will be 
allowed to make emergency recalls of players from the 
minor leagues if COVID-related absences leave them 
without a full line-up of players. So far the NHL has 
postponed 67 games this season. Also this week the 
league and union agreed not to release players to partic-
ipate in the Beijing Winter Olympics in February over the 
pandemic. The three weeks the league would have been 
on hiatus for the Games could be used to make up 
missed contests.— AFP  

NHL postpones 3 
more games amid  
COVID-19 spike

Bucs, Rams, Chiefs  
and Cardinals clinch  
NFL playoff berths

MINNEAPOLIS: Alexander Mattison #25 of the Minnesota Vikings falls into the end zone for a rushing 
touchdown against Jalen Ramsey #5 and Jordan Fuller #4 of the Los Angeles Rams in the third quarter 
at US Bank Stadium on December 26, 2021. — AFP  


