
ADELAIDE: Two-time Australian Open champion
Victoria Azarenka sent out a message ahead of the
opening Grand Slam of the year with a dominant
win over Spain’s Paula Badosa in the Adelaide
International yesterday. The 32-year-old was in
ruthless form as she blasted the world number eight
off the court 6-3, 6-2 in just 77 minutes. Badosa had
a breakthrough year in 2021, culminating in winning
the BNP Paribas Open at Indian Wells, where she
beat Azarenka in an epic three-set final.

But the 24-year-old was never in the hunt
against the Belarusian yesterday, with Azarenka
superior in every department. Azarenka won the
Australian Open in 2012 and 2013, and she showed
against Badosa that she could again threaten this
year. “I wasn’t expecting to play the way I did
today,” Azarenka said. “I felt really focused, I was
really prepared and I’m glad the way I started the
year. “For me to come out and produce this type of
tennis really makes me proud.”

Earlier, former French Open champion Iga
Swiatek launched her season and defense of her
title with a straight-sets win over qualifier Daria
Saville. The Pole took an hour and 20 minutes to see
off the Australian 6-3, 6-3 and book a second-
round clash against US Open finalist Leylah
Fernandez. The 20-year-old Swiatek burst onto the
world stage when she won the French Open in

2020, then claimed titles in Adelaide and Rome in
2021 to move into the world top 10. Against Saville,
who missed most of 2020 and 2021 with injury,
Swiatek came away with a comfortable win.

“I stayed focused pretty well,” said Swiatek,
who will chase a second Grand Slam crown at the
Australian Open later this month. “Even though at
the beginning I wasn’t completely sure what my
tactics should be because it was our first match, I
stayed consistent, which was great. “I had some
ups and downs, for sure, because it was my first
match (of the season) but I feel pretty good.” The
17-year-old American prodigy Coco Gauff brushed
aside Norwegian qualifier Ulrikke Eikeri 6-2, 6-1 to
book a tasty second-round clash with top seed
Ashleigh Barty.

Also through is the 2020 Australian Open cham-
pion Sofia Kenin. The sixth-seeded American was
pushed hard by Italian qualifier Lucia Bronzetti
before winning 7-5, 7-5. Kenin will now take on
Australia’s Ajla Tomljanovic. There was an upset in
the first match on centre court when 22-year-old
Russian Anastasia Gasanova came from a set down
to beat eighth seed Elina Svitolina 5-7, 6-4, 6-3.
Svitolina looked lethargic after the first set and
Gasanova took full advantage, outlasting the
Ukrainian in a match a shade over two-and-a-half
hours long. — AFP 
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Azarenka turns back time in 
dominant win over Badosa

Two-time Australian Open champion sends out ‘a message’ 

ADELAIDE: Victoria Azarenka from Belarus hits a return against Spain’s Paula Badosa at the Adelaide
International 2022 WTA women’s singles tennis match in Adelaide yesterday. —AFP 

KUWAIT: Public Authority for Sports Deputy Director General for Competitive Sports Dr Saqer Al-Mulla
received Rider Ali Makhseed from Kuwait Motor Sports Club after winning third place in the UAE draft
race championship which was held in Abu Shabi earlier. Dr Al-Mulla thanked Makhseed for his efforts.

Djokovic heading to 
Australian Open with 
COVID-19 exemption
MELBOURNE: World number one Novak
Djokovic said yesterday that he was heading to the
Australian Open to defend his title after being grant-
ed a COVID-19 medical exemption to play. All par-
ticipants at the opening Grand Slam of the year,
which starts on January 17, need to be vaccinated
against COVID-19 or have the exemption, which is
assessed by an independent panel of experts. The
Serb has repeatedly refused to confirm if he has
been inoculated, with his participation at Melbourne
Park the subject of intense speculation after he
pulled out of the ongoing ATP Cup in Sydney.

“I’ve spent fantastic quality time with my loved
ones over the break and today I’m heading Down
Under with an exemption permission. Let’s go
2022!” the nine-time Australian Open winner, who
beat Daniil Medvedev in last year’s final, said on
Instagram. His post was accompanied by a picture of
the 34-year-old at an airport, looking relaxed, with
his bags on a trolley.

“Djokovic applied for a medical exemption which
was granted following a rigorous review process
involving two separate independent panels of med-
ical experts,” Tennis Australia said in a statement.

‘Genuine reason’ 
Tournament director Craig Tiley last week con-

firmed a number of players had been granted
exemptions, without naming Djokovic, while explain-
ing the process involved. “There are two medical
panels that assess any application, and they assess it
in a blind way. They don’t know who the applicant
is,” he told reporters. “Against the ATAGI [Australian
Technical Advisory Group on Immunisation] guide-
lines, an exemption gets granted or not. The reason
for granting that exemption remains private,
between the panel and the applicant.”

He said yesterday there had to have been a “gen-
uine reason” to grant an exemption. “Central to this
process was that the decisions were made by inde-
pendent medical experts and that every applicant
was given due consideration,” he said. Djokovic
expressed his opposition to the COVID-19 vaccine
in April 2020 when it was suggested they might be

obligatory so tournament play could resume.
“Personally I am not pro-vaccines,” said Djokovic. “I
would not like it for someone to compel me to be
vaccinated so I can travel. “But if it becomes com-
pulsory, what will happen? I will have to make a
decision.”

It is not the first time Djokovic has opposed the
perceived medical route having been against sur-
gery when he had an elbow problem in 2017 - this
decision led to his split with then coach Andre
Agassi. However, when his alternative remedy did
not work he opted for surgery in 2018 although he
regretted doing so on a personal note.

“Every time I thought about what I did, I felt like I
had failed myself,” Djokovic told the Daily
Telegraph. Djokovic has received support from his
family too over his Australian conundrum. His father
Srdjan said in late November that his son would
probably not play in Melbourne, accusing the
organizers of “blackmail”. Government officials in
Victoria state, which hosts the Australian Open, had
been adamant for months that only vaccinated play-
ers would be able to play the tournament.

“They’re the rules. Medical exemptions are just
that - it’s not a loophole for privileged tennis play-
ers,” the state’s Deputy Premier James Merlino said
recently. Confirmation that the Serbian superstar is
en route sets the scene for a showdown with arch-
rival Rafael Nadal, with both gunning for a record
21st Grand Slam title. The Spanish superstar is
already in Melbourne preparing after recovering
from the coronavirus. Fellow 20-time Grand Slam
winner Roger Federer is sidelined by injury and not
travelling to Australia.— AFP 

Serbia’s Novak Djokovic

Beijing seals off its 
Olympic ‘bubble’
BEIJING: Beijing sealed up its Winter Olympic
“bubble” yesterday, preparing the Games venues,
transport and staff for the world’s strictest mass
sporting event since the global pandemic. China,
where the virus emerged toward the end of 2019, has
pursued a zero-tolerance strategy on COVID-19 and
is taking the same approach to limit the pandemic’s
potential impact on the February 4-20 Winter
Olympics and subsequent Paralympics.

From yesterday, thousands of Games-related staff,
volunteers, cleaners, cooks and coach drivers will be
cocooned for weeks in the so-called “closed loop”
with no direct physical access to the outside world.
That contrasts with the COVID-delayed Tokyo
Summer Olympics, which allowed some movement in
and out for volunteers and other personnel. The
global media and roughly 3,000 athletes are expect-
ed to start arriving in the Chinese capital in the
weeks ahead and will remain in the bubble from the
moment they land until they leave the country.

Anyone entering the bubble must be fully vacci-
nated or face a 21-day quarantine when they touch
down, and everyone inside will be tested daily and
must wear face masks at all times. In an interview
with AFP last Friday, Zhao Weidong, head of the
Olympic organizing committee’s media department,
said Beijing was “fully prepared”. “Hotels, transporta-
tion, accommodation, as well as our science and
technology-led Winter Olympics projects are all
ready,” Zhao said. Beijing’s international airport acti-
vated its closed-loop system after the clock struck
midnight yesterday, state-run CCTV news reported.

Two Japanese participants were among the first to
go through the system, which was staffed by officials

in full protective equipment and keeps all Games
arrivals separate until they reach the Olympic village.
Passengers are subjected to temperature checks and
coronavirus tests on arrival but can proceed to the
village without waiting for test results. “Suppose
these people are carrying large luggage, such as
bobsleighs, sleds or other sports equipment, they can
hand over them to our logistics team here, who will
deliver the equipment directly to venues or waxing
rooms,” Wang Yanling, operation manager at Capital
Airport, told CCTV.

City lockdowns
Fans will not be part of the closed loop, and

organizers will have to ensure that they do not mingle
with athletes and others inside the bubble. People
who live in China must also quarantine upon leaving
the bubble to return home. The system includes dedi-
cated transport between venues, with even closed-
loop high-speed rail systems operating in parallel to
those open to the public. It is set to be operating well
into late March and possibly early April. AFP
reporters outside venues in Beijing saw workers
erecting wire fences and security guards standing by
in the winter chill.

Most major venues are outside of the capital.
Foreign diplomats in China have told AFP that the
measures look to be so impregnable that they worry
they will not be able to offer proper help to their
nationals inside the bubble. China’s “zero-COVID”
strategy has been successful in keeping cases low
but the system has come under pressure with a series
of recent outbreaks in recent weeks. Xi’an, a historic
city of 13 million, has been under lockdown for nearly
two weeks after a spate of cases was detected.
Yuzhou, a city with a population of around 1.17 mil-
lion people in Henan province, also began a lock-
down on Monday night after three asymptomatic
cases were discovered. — AFP 

All eyes on Newcastle 
for Premier League’s 
January arms race
MANCHESTER: Three months on since a contro-
versial takeover by the Saudi sovereign wealth fund
was given the green light by the Premier League,
Newcastle have the chance to splash their new-
found wealth in the January transfer window. The
Magpies are badly in need of reinforcements just to
remain in the English top-flight after winning just
one of their 19 games this season.

Newcastle’s last two matches have even been
postponed because they were unable to field a
team with enough senior players due to coronavirus
infections and a growing injury list that could dic-
tate who arrives at St. James’ Park in the next 27
days. Defenders are expected to be top of the
shopping list after Newcastle shipped a Premier
League record 80 goals in 2021, 42 of which have
come this season.

England international right-back Kieran Trippier
is reportedly close to a £25 million ($34 million)
move from Atletico Madrid with Lille centre-back
Sven Botman also a target. “Trippier is an extraordi-
nary footballer who has given us a lot and we will try
to keep him,” said Atletico manager Diego Simeone
after Sunday’s 2-0 win over Rayo Vallecano. “But
nowadays, when a player wants to leave, you can’t
force them to stay.” Injuries to Newcastle’s two most
potent attacking weapons Callum Wilson and Allan
Saint-Maximin have also seen some star strikers
linked with a move to Tyneside, including Arsenal’s
out of favor Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang.

Bigger squads
Despite record numbers of coronavirus cases as

Britain battles the Omicron variant, Premier League
clubs have so far been allowed to maintain full
crowds. That has avoided a repeat of the economic
losses from matchday revenue of the past two sea-
sons and the English top-flight’s record breaking
$2.7 billion US television rights with NBC to kick in
next season will only increase its financial advan-
tage over other major leagues.

However, there is not expected to be much trans-
fer activity among those towards the top of the
table with Manchester City already taking control
of the title race thanks to a 10-point lead over
Chelsea. City have even offloaded Ferran Torres to
Barcelona for a reported 55 million euros ($62 mil-
lion). But manager Pep Guardiola confirmed the
Spanish international’s departure will not mean City
will be addressing their lack of a natural striker.
Chelsea have been rumored with a move for
Everton’s Lucas Digne to cover for left-back Ben
Chilwell, who has been ruled out for the rest of the
season with a knee injury.

Liverpool look set to rely on what they have in
reserve to cope without Mohamed Salah and Sadio
Mane while they are at the Africa Cup of Nations.
The prospect of Champions League riches next
season could lure Arsenal, Tottenham or West Ham
into strengthening as they battle for a top-four fin-
ish. Manchester United trail all three sides but there
are more likely to be departures than arrivals at Old
Trafford with interim boss Ralf Rangnick admitting
his squad is “too big”. French international Anthony
Martial is reportedly close to a loan move to Sevilla
after expressing his desire to leave, while Dean
Henderson, Jesse Lingard, Juan Mata and Donny
van de Beek could also move on in search of more
first-team action. — AFP 

BEIJING: Workers use zip ties to lock up a fence to help create a ‘bubble’ surrounding the Beijing Olympic Park
yesterday in Beijing. — AFP 


