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SYDNEY: Novak Djokovic could still play at the
Australian Open, a Serbian teammate said yester-
day, despite the world number one’s last-minute
decision to pull out of the ATP Cup in Sydney. The
20-time Grand Slam champion withdrew from this
week’s teams event days before its start on Satur-
day, heightening doubts over whether he will de-
fend his Australian Open title. Djokovic has refused
to confirm if he has been inoculated against Covid-
19, with all participants at the opening Grand Slam
of the year needing to be vaccinated or have a
medical exemption.

Dusan Lajovic, who will lead Serbia’s ATP Cup
drive in Djokovic’s absence, said his teammate
wanted to be in Sydney. “Unfortunately he’s not able
to come here, but, you know, he was I think hoping,
same as we did, that somehow he will be here. Un-
fortunately he’s not, and we’ve got to deal with it,”
he said. “I don’t know the official reason. Maybe the
ATP knows. He just said that he’s not coming to the
ATP and trying to get to the Australian Open.”

Pressed on whether Djokovic would be at Mel-
bourne Park, Lajovic said: “I mean, the decision, he
said, ‘I’m not coming, guys,’ to the ATP Cup. We’ll
see about the Australian Open. “He didn’t specify if
he’s coming or not but that he’s waiting for a deci-
sion.” It is not clear what that decision is, but if he
were to apply for a medical exemption it would be
assessed by an independent panel of experts and

remain confidential.
However, government officials in Victoria state,

which hosts the Australian Open, have been adamant
for months that only vaccinated players can play the
tournament from Jan 17-30. “They’re the rules. Med-
ical exemptions are just that - it’s not a loophole for
privileged tennis players,” the state’s Deputy Pre-
mier James Merlino said this month.

‘It’s his choice’
World number four Stefanos Tsitsipas, who will

open Greece’s ATP Cup against Poland’s Hubert
Hurkacz on Saturday, said he respected whatever
decision Djokovic made. “If he thinks he’s not ready
to play here for whatever reason, it’s his choice. I
think most of the players respect his choice. He has
the freedom to choose,” he said. Asked whether he
felt the rules to play the Australian Open were too
tough, he replied: “The rules are rules, and the rules
are established for a certain purpose and reason. “So
if some players decide not to follow them, it’s their
choice. I wouldn’t say it’s right or wrong here.”

Spearheaded by Djokovic, Serbia won the inau-
gural ATP Cup in 2020, beating Rafael Nadal’s
Spain. Nadal is another no-show in Sydney this year
after contracting Covid-19 earlier this month. La-
jovic admitted Serbia’s task will be much harder
without Djokovic when they open their campaign
against Norway on Saturday. “You know, it’s never

the same when you have the number one in your
team and then you don’t have him. It’s a big differ-
ence,” he said.

In Nadal’s absence, Spain are led by world num-

ber 19 Roberto Bautista Agut. They also open their
tournament tomorrow, against Chile. Defending
champions Russia, led by Daniil Medvedev, play
France on Sunday. —AFP

Djokovic ‘trying’ to get
to Australian Open 

MADRID: In this file photo taken on Dec 3, 2021, Serbia’s Novak Djokovic hits a return during the men’s singles
semifinal match between Croatia and Serbia of the Davis Cup tennis tournament at the Madrid arena. —AFP

Iran federation
defends footballer
in row over jersey
TEHRAN: Iran’s football federation threw its weight behind former
national team captain Mehdi Mahdavikia Wednesday after he faced
criticism for wearing a jersey bearing the Zionist flag during a
friendly game. “He is one of the greats of Iranian football” and “a
symbol of pride for the Islamic Republic of Iran”, secretary-general
Hassan Kamranifar said in a statement on the federation’s website.

Ultraconservative lawmakers had lambasted the veteran player
after he wore a jersey featuring the flags of all FIFA member coun-
tries, including the Zionist entity, during a friendly match in Qatar
on December 17. Iran does not recognize archrival Israel as a state
and prohibits contact between athletes from the two countries.

Mahdavikia “must apologize to the Iranian people for his act
and must stand trial because he has betrayed the Iranian nation”,
MP Bijan Nobaveh-Vatan said, according to the ultraconservative
Fars news agency. Kamranifar said Mahdavikia had handled the sit-
uation with “vigilance”. The federation had spoken with him and
examined the case “despite prejudice and sometimes unfair at-
tacks”, Kamranifar added.

Mahdavikia, 44, was named coach of Iran’s U23 team in July. He
played 111 matches for the national team, and is particularly cele-
brated for having scored a goal in Iran’s famous 2-1 victory over
the United States in the 1998 World Cup. The 2003 Asian Player of
the Year served as captain of the national team from 2006 to 2009
and spent much of his career playing for European teams, most no-
tably Hamburg SV. —AFP

US sports leagues
scramble amid
COVID spike
LOS ANGELES: The NBA, NFL and NHL are scrambling to keep teams
competing, even as COVID case rates skyrocket in the United States and
Canada due to the Omicron variant. As of Wednesday, the United States had
hit its highest ever average of new COVID cases, with a seven-day average
of 265,427 surpassing the previous peak of 251,989, set in mid-January 2021
- according to a tracker maintained by Johns Hopkins University.

But as evidence mounted of milder outcomes under the new variant,
sports leagues were grappling with how best to adjust their coronavirus pro-
tocols to protect players, staff and fans while still keeping their schedules in-
tact. The NBA, NFL and NHL all changed their return-to-play rules for
players who test positive for COVID-19.

The NFL reduced the period of isolation for both vaccinated and unvac-
cinated players from 10 to as little as five days if they are asymptomatic. The
NBA reduced quarantine time from 10 days to six for asymptomatic, vacci-
nated players who test positive as they try to avoid the kind of game cancel-
lations that hit Miami on Wednesday - when the Heat found themselves
without the requisite eight players to take the floor.

Heat coach Erik Spoelstra admitted that navigating the Omicron surge
was sometimes “perplexing”, as people with no visible illness were suddenly
ruled out amid the league’s increased testing. “I think we’ve gotten to a point
where we need more information,” Spoelstra said. “Are there more asymp-
tomatic cases? And all this is with the caveat of, OK, with double vaccination,
with a booster and then asymptomatic-what does that mean and what ad-
justments can we make from there.”

While it is good news that more of those sidelined by COVID show no
signs of serious illness, that does not necessarily help the quest to maintain
competitive balance when key players are ruled out. That problem is espe-
cially acute in the NFL, with playoff berths up for grabs in the final two weeks

of the regular season. More than 500 NFL players have tested positive for
coronavirus in December.

Indianapolis Colts quarterback Carson Wentz, who is unvaccinated, was
among them - a potentially massive blow for a team that is in the thick of the
chase for a wild card playoff spot. However, Wentz and the Colts could benefit
from the NFL guidelines revised in the wake of new CDC recommendations
that allow for a quicker return of both vaccinated and unvaccinated players
who have had no fever for 24 hours and whose other symptoms, such as a
cough, “have resolved or improved”.

That might mollify Green Bay Packers quarterback Aaron Rodgers, who
complained on a podcast this week that the NFL had created an unfair “two-
class system” for vaccinated and unvaccinated players. But teams still have
a bewildering array of variables to negotiate, from the NFL’s return to stricter
masking and social distancing rules in club facilities to varying local public
health regulations.

COVID crapshoot
Many teams have tightened up their social distancing rules, going back

to virtual meetings in a bid to keep players healthy. “It’s tough, especially with
the NFC and AFC playoff races close,” Colts defensive lineman DeForest
Buckner said. “I just feel like the teams that can handle the COVID-19 situa-
tion are going to be the ones that are going to be able to pull out and get
into the playoffs, to be honest.” The NBA are still shy of their season mid-
point, but the uncertainties posed by the virus are taking a toll nonetheless.
“It’s literally a crapshoot every single time you take a test at this point on who
is negative and who is positive,” Los Angeles Lakers superstar LeBron James
said. “You’ve just got to see who is available and go from there.”

Coronavirus cases have led to cancelled training and less than a dozen
cancelled games in the NBA, but teams have had to cope without head
coaches sidelined by the virus and in some cases filled out lineups with jour-
neymen from the developmental league under special signing rules imple-
mented to keep the season rolling. “Of course there’s a certain amount of
unfairness,” NBA commissioner Adam Silver said of a solution that sees de-
pleted teams soldiering on. “But the other advantage is we do have an 82-
game season and we have a long playoffs and my sense is things will work
out by the end of the season.”  —AFP


