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The Flying Bulls plane seen at Hangar-8 in Salzburg, Austria. — Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

LONDON: Lewis Hamilton said Tuesday that winning
a record-breaking eighth world championship in 2021
would not be the determining factor in whether he
quits after the season. The attempt to land a drivers’
crown that would move the 36-year-old Briton above
Michael Schumacher to become the most decorated
driver in the sport’s history will go hand-in-hand with
the issue of his future in Formula One.

“I’ve made a really important decision in my mind,
that I don’t want that to be the deciding factor,”
Hamilton said in a conference call at the launch of the

Mercedes car for 2021. “I got into racing because I
loved racing and I think that’s got to always be at the
core of what I do. If all you’re going for is accolades, if
all you’re going for is titles, I feel like you could poten-
tially lose your way. Of course it’s the ultimate dream,
but I don’t think that’s necessarily going to be the
deciding factor whether to stay or keep going.”

Hamilton denied that a one-year extension to his
contract had increased the possibility that the upcom-
ing season could be his final one in the sport. “I am in
the fortunate position where I have achieved most of

the stuff that I wanted to, so there is no real need to
plan too far into the future. We are living in an unusual
period of time. I just wanted one year, then we can talk
about if we do more and keep adding to it by one if we
have to.”

Mercedes team principal Toto Wolff insisted that
despite seven successive constructors’ titles the team
had the “same fire, hunger and passion” as when he
arrived in 2013. The Mercedes-AMG F1 W12 E
Performance builds on the solid base of its predeces-
sor but includes considerable aerodynamic changes
alongside improvements to areas as such as the sus-
pension, cooling system and power unit. It will be seen
on the track for the first time in pre-season testing in
Bahrain on March 12. The season-opening Grand Prix
takes place on March 28.

“Every year we reset our focus and define the right
objectives,” said Wolff in a statement to mark the
launch of the new car. “That may sound simple but it’s
damn hard and is probably why there are no sports
teams out there with seven consecutive titles. So many
things can happen and it’s very natural to get used to
success, and therefore not fight as hard for it. But this
team has not shown any of that.”

Wolff said Hamilton and Finnish team-mate Valtteri
Bottas, who underlined Mercedes’ dominance by fin-
ishing second in the 2020 drivers’ standings, always
have new challenges which keep them motivated. “I
see the same fire, hunger and passion now as I did the
first time I walked through the doors in 2013,” he said.
One of Hamilton’s crusades has been to promote and
develop more diversity in Formula One. As a result the
car’s black base livery remains for a second season “to
underline the team’s commitment to improving diversi-
ty and inclusion within the team and our sport.”

Wolff said the team had set itself targets to back up
its words with actions. “We’ve set ourselves the goal
of at least 25 percent of all new starters coming from
under-represented groups for the next five years,” he
said. “The latest step is a joint foundation that we will
create together with Lewis to improve all aspects of
diversity in motorsport. All of these measures are
encouraging, but we know that real change takes time
and we’re at the start of a very long journey.” — AFP
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LeBron eclipsed as
Suns down Lakers
LOS ANGELES: LeBron James exploded for 38
points but it was not enough to prevent the Los
Angeles Lakers from sliding to a 114-104 defeat
against the Phoenix Suns on Tuesday. A testy clash
between the Western Conference rivals saw Phoenix
star Devin Booker ejected for two technical fouls dur-
ing the second half before the Suns rallied to close out
the win.

James led the scorers and chipped in six assists and
five rebounds, but a Lakers offense still missing the
injured Anthony Davis failed to fire consistently. The
Suns’ victory saw them leapfrog the Lakers into sec-
ond place in the Western Conference with 23 wins and
11 defeats. The NBA champions Lakers are third at 24-
12. Dario Saric led Phoenix’s scoring with 21 points —
including 10 in the fourth quarter — while Mikal
Bridges added 19. Booker’s ejection came midway
through the third quarter, with the 24-year-old tossed
for arguing and appearing to bounce a ball towards an
official.

Elsewhere Tuesday, Nikola Jokic bagged the 50th
regular season triple-double of his career as the
Denver Nuggets halted the Milwaukee Bucks’ five-
game winning streak with a 128-97 drubbing. Serbian
star Jokic dominated a one-sided encounter at
Milwaukee’s Fiserv Forum, as Denver never looked
back after taking the lead midway through the first
quarter before romping to victory.

Celtics roll on
Jokic’s ninth triple of the season included 37 points,

11 assists and 10 rebounds while Jamal Murray added

24 points for the visitors. The Nuggets improved to
20-15 with the win while the Bucks fell to 21-14 follow-
ing the loss to remain third in the Eastern Conference.

Giannis Antetokounmpo led the Bucks’ scorers with
27 points, but the home side were always struggling to
get in the game after conceding a 37-23 lead at the
end of the first quarter. In other games, Kemba Walker
scored 25 points as the Boston Celtics rolled to a third
straight win with a 117-112 victory over the Los
Angeles Clippers.

Walker’s points tally included six three-pointers as
the Celtics’ all-round offensive game subdued a

Clippers team jolted by the sudden withdrawal of
Kawhi Leonard shortly before tip-off at the TD
Garden. Paul George led the scorers for Los Angeles
with 32 points while Reggie Jackson — a late replace-
ment for Leonard — added 25 for the visitors.

Six Celtics players finished with double-digit points
tallies, including Jaylen Brown with 18, while Jayson
Tatum and Payton Pritchard added 14 apiece. The
Clippers suffered a blow earlier Tuesday when
Leonard was ruled out after complaining of back
spasms.

Hawks bounce back
Boston improved to 18-17 with the victory, leaving

them in fourth place in the Eastern Conference table.
The Clippers fell to 24-13 with the loss and remain
fourth in the West. Celtics coach Brad Stevens
expressed satisfaction at the way his team had
responded after a rocky spell preceding their current
winning streak when they lost three games on the
bounce. “The team have stayed together when they
easily could have been pulled apart by the noise,”
Stevens said. “You have to be able to resist that at this
level when you’re going through the roller coaster of
the season.”

In Miami, a late burst of scoring from Trae Young
gave interim Atlanta Hawks coach Nate McMillan a
winning debut over the Miami Heat, 24 hours after the
dismissal of Lloyd Pierce on Monday. Pierce was
sacked in the wake of Atlanta’s loss to Miami on
Sunday, but his unsettled squad responded with a bat-
tling 94-80 win over last season’s NBA Finals runners-
up. Young was pivotal in the win, rattling off 13 con-
secutive points in the fourth quarter to guide Atlanta
to victory. “The fourth quarter is when I gotta make
plays,” Young said. “Tonight I just wanted to close the
game out and get a win for us ... Everybody had a hell
of a game. It was a great team win for us.” — AFP

Alonso in ‘best
shape’ of career
LONDON: Fernando Alonso said Tuesday he
was in the best shape of his career as he pre-
pares to end his two-year Formula One exile
with the repackaged Alpine team. The double
world champion had surgery on his broken jaw
after he was involved in a cycling accident in
Switzerland last month. But he said he was in the
“best shape I’ve ever been before, both physical-
ly and mentally,” following the virtual Alpine
2021 car launch in Britain.

The Alpine team, which was Renault — and
will still race with a Renault engine — finished
fifth in the constructors’ championship last sea-
son with Daniel Riccardo, who has been
replaced by Alonso, coming fifth in the drivers’
championship. “I’ve been preparing myself for
this comeback for quite a while now and I have
fresh motivation,” said Alonso, who was world
champion in 2005 and 2006 with Renault.

Alonso will team up with Frenchman Esteban
Ocon, with former Red Bull and AlphaTauri driv-
er Daniil Kvyat announced as the team’s reserve
driver. The 39-year-old left F1 in 2018 to set his
sights on becoming only the second driver after
Britain’s Graham Hill to complete the so-called
Triple Crown - winning the Monaco Grand Prix,
Le Mans 24 Hours and Indy 500.

Although he tasted success in the famous
sportscar endurance race in 2018 and 2019 he
has not been able to crack the Indy 500. But
Alonso, whose last drive in F1 was for McLaren
in 2018, said he had become a more complete
driver in his time away. “You constantly learn
when you push yourself to new limits and when
you are out of your comfort zone,” he said.
“Without a doubt, I’m a more competent driver
now than two years ago.”

Ocon finished 12th in the drivers’ standings in
2020 but enjoyed his first podium at the Sakhir
Grand Prix in Bahrain, where he finished second.
“I am hungry to build on the success of 2020,”
he said. “I have that podium feeling and I am
keen to get that back. We want to aim for more
form across all type of tracks.”

‘Magnificent duo’
Renault chief Luca de Meo described the

new Alpine line-up as a “magnificent duo.”
“Fernando Alonso, he has come back home 20
years after he made his debut with us,” he said.
“He’s a two-time world champion and an inter-
national star. He brings us his speed, tenacious-
ness, his will, his talent, his experience, his com-
mitment. Esteban Ocon is a star in the making.
He brings his talent in full ascent as well as his
fighting spirit and cool head, his humility and
consistency.”

The chassis of the new A521, built in Enstone
in Britain, which will be the team headquarters, is
an evolution of last year’s RS20. The most strik-
ing difference is a complete change in livery.
Instead of the familiar yellow and black the cars
are painted red, white and blue to reflect both
the French and British flags. Pre-season testing
takes place in Bahrain from March 12 to14, with
the season-opening grand prix in the kingdom
on March 28. — AFP

LOS ANGELES: Devin Booker #1 of the Phoenix Suns
scores on a layup over Dennis Schroder #17 of the Los
Angeles Lakers as LeBron James #23 and Markieff
Morris #88 look on during the second quarter at Staples
Center on Tuesday in Los Angeles, California. — AFP

Gregg Popovich

BRACKLEY: A handout photograph released by Mercedes-AMG Petronas F1 Team on Tuesday shows British driver
Lewis Hamilton (center) and Finish driver Valtteri Bottas (right) posing with the Mercedes-AMG F1 W12 E
Performance car during a launch event in Brackley, central England. — AFP

Popovich slams
Texas ‘ignorant’
mask decision
LOS ANGELES: San Antonio Spurs coach Gregg
Popovich said Tuesday his team would ignore Texas’
decision to lift a state-wide mask mandate, branding
the move by Governor Greg Abbott as “ignorant.”
Abbott announced Tuesday he was ending the state’s
mask mandate in a bid to open up Texas “100 per-
cent,” despite fears from the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention it could lead to a resurgence of
COVID-19. Speaking on the sidelines of San Antonio’s
119-93 win over the New York Knicks on Tuesday,
Popovich said the Spurs would continue to follow NBA
protocols which require players, coaches and officials
to wear masks. “As far as the players go, we listen to
the NBA, not the governor,” Popovich told reporters,
condemning Abbott’s ruling as a “mystifying decision.”
He criticized “act(ing) like the pandemic is over... when
all the science tells us the opposite. We already went
through this once, and now we’re gonna to do it
again? There will be more infections one would think.”
“It puts a lot of businesses in a tough spot I think,” the
72-year-old added. “They’re trying to do a good job
keeping everybody safe, of course they want to open
up.” Abbott imposed a mask mandate in the second
most populous US state eight months ago. — AFP


