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LONDON: World number one Novak
Djokovic has claimed he is not anti-vac-
cination but would rather skip Grand
Slams than be forced to get a COVID
jab. The Serb was deported in extraordi-
nary circumstances on the eve of last
month’s Australian Open where Rafael
Nadal won a record 21st Grand Slam
trophy to move ahead of Djokovic and
Roger Federer on the all-time men’s list.

Djokovic was asked in an interview
with the BBC, published yesterday, if he
would sacrifice taking part in Wimbledon
and the French Open over his stance on
the vaccine even if it meant he missed
out on his chance to move ahead of his
rivals and make history. “Yes, that is the
price that I’m willing to pay,” Djokovic
said. “I am part of a very global sport
that is played in a different location
every single week, I understand the con-
sequences of my decision. “I was pre-
pared not to go to Australia. I under-
stand not being vaccinated today, I am
unable to travel to most of the tourna-
ments at the moment.”

However, his road to defending his
Wimbledon title seems clear because as
of a few days ago the unvaccinated are
no longer required to quarantine in
Britain-they just need to take a test
before and after arrival. The French Open

in May, which he also won last year,
could also be a possibility. French Health
Minister Olivier Veran said this month
that unless there is another wave, the
vaccination passport-which is required
for entry to sports venues among other
public spaces-will no longer be obliga-
tory “well before July.”

The most problematic tournament for
Djokovic at the moment is the US Open,
where a vaccination certificate is
required. There are also two high-profile
tournaments coming up in the US-Indian
Wells from March 7 to 20 and the Miami
Open, played from March 21 to April 3.
But Djokovic says his health comes
above making history. 

“Because the principles of decision
making on my body are more important
than any title or anything else,” he said.
“I am trying to be in tune with my body
as much as I possibly can.” Djokovic said
he did not want to be associated with the
anti-vax movement, but supported an
individual’s right to choose. “I was never
against vaccination,” he said, adding he
had received vaccines as a child. “But
I’ve always supported the freedom to
choose what you put in your body.”

‘Sad and disappointed’ 
Djokovic claims he did not say he

was ‘anti-vax’ when in Australia
‘because no one asked me for my stance
and opinion on vaccination”. The Serb
has not given his opinion on the matter
through his social media accounts
either-he has over 10 million followers
on Instagram and nine mil l ion on
Twitter. Djokovic arrived in Melbourne
in January for the first Grand Slam of
the year claiming he had obtained a
medical exemption to enter the country
without being vaccinated as he had
recently recovered from COVID-19. But
Australian border officials said he did
not meet requirements to be exempted
from strict vaccination rules, his visa
was cancelled and a protracted legal
appeal failed.

In his first interview since leaving
Melbourne, Djokovic told the BBC he
hoped vaccination requirements would
change and that he could “play for many
more years”. Djokovic said he was keep-
ing an open mind about being vaccinat-
ed in the future “because we are all try-
ing to find collectively, a best possible
solution to end COVID. “I was never
against vaccination. I understand that
globally, everyone is trying to put a big
effort into handling this virus and seeing,
hopefully, an end soon to this virus.”

Djokovic said he was “sad” with how

events played out in Australia, where he
spent days in detention at a notorious
immigration hotel. “I was really sad and
disappointed with the way it all ended
for me in Australia,” he said. “It wasn’t
easy. “The reason why I was deported

from Australia was because the minister
for immigration used his discretion to
cancel my visa based on his perception
that I might create some anti-vax senti-
ment in the country or in the city, which
I completely disagree with.”—AFP
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FIA alters F1 rain 
rules and refuses 
to increase sprints
PARIS: The International Automobile Federation
(FIA) said on Monday it had changed a wet-
weather rule that helped Max Verstappen snatch
last season’s Formula One title and had dialled
back plans for six ‘sprint’ qualifiers. The FIA
made its announcement after a meeting of its
commission and its newly-elected FIA President
Mohammed Ben Sulayem with Formula One
teams in London.

The FIA said in a statement that there had
been “detailed discussions” of a second contro-
versy, at the final race of the season in Abu
Dhabi. Lewis Hamilton was poised to capture a
record-breaking eighth world title in December
before a controversial safety car restart allowed
Verstappen to pass on the last lap. “Feedback
from the commission on matters raised will be
incorporated into the president’s analysis and he
will publicly present news of structural changes
and action plan in the coming days,” said the FIA.

The FIA did address an earlier controversy at
the Belgian Grand Prix in August. Verstappen was
declared the winner and awarded half the points
for a victory, even though the race was cancelled
because of heavy rain. The FIA said it had
approved changes to rules for weather-affected
races. “No points will be awarded unless a mini-
mum of two laps have been completed by the
leader without a Safety Car and/or Virtual Safety
Car intervention,” said the statement. It has intro-
duced a progressive points system based on the
percentage of the planned distance covered.

If the cars have raced less than 25 per cent of
the distance, the winner will get  six points and
the next four cars will collect four, three, two and
one points. If the race was between 25 per cent
and 50 per cent complete, “the winner will get 13
points (then 10, 8, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 for the following).
“Between 50 per cent and 75 per cent, it will be
19 points (then 14, 12, 9, 8, 6, 5, 3, 2, 1).” Sprints
were introduced at three races last season and
the teams favored an increase this season.
Formula One and its sporting director Ross Brawn
had talked about an agreement in principle for six. 

The FIA capped the number at three: Emilia-
Romagna (April 24), Austria (July 10) and Brazil
(November 13). The FIA statement said there
was “a recognition by all that the format created
positive benefits for the sport.” But, it added, that
teams were facing a challenging year because of
car redesigns and three was accepted “as a sen-
sible number in light of the pressures already on
the teams for this season with the introduction of
major changes to the regulations.” —AFP

US bobsleigh rivals 
join forces to fight 
for equality
YANQING: They have battled each other as
Olympic bobsleigh medalists at four straight Winter
Games, but off the ice, Elana Meyers Taylor and
Kaillie Humphries are united in their fight for equali-
ty in their sport. Canadian-born Humphries, 36,
stormed to gold for her adopted Team USA, with
her new teammate Meyers Taylor taking silver for
the Americans, as the women’s monobob made its
Olympic debut.

Monobob was added to the Beijing Games pro-
gramme so that for the first time, there are two bob-
sleigh events for both men and women at a Winter
Olympics. “It’s absolutely huge,” said Meyers Taylor,
37, who has won bobsleigh medals at the last three
Winter Games. “To be able to have two opportuni-
ties to medal now, that’s a game changer. Now we’re
more on par with the men.” The US bobsledders will
lock horns again in Friday’s two-woman heats while
the men race in two and four-man events at these
Winter Games.

‘I’ll keep fighting’ 
Humphries and Meyers Taylor are both team-

mates but fierce rivals too - “we wished each other
luck, but that’s pretty much it,” said the latter. Yet
both are passionate advocates for four-woman
bobsleigh being added to the Olympic program for
the 2026 Games. “This is a huge step forward. By
no means do I think we’re done,” said Humphries
following her monobob victory at the Yanqing
National Sliding Centre. “I really want to see a four-
woman event and I would love to see men do

monobob as well. Three events for all genders.”
Humphries revealed she has already faced oppo-

sition to the idea of four-woman bobsleigh races at
the Olympics. “What I hate to hear is that women
aren’t skilled enough or fast enough or strong
enough to do it,” she said. “That has literally been
told to my face. I’ll keep fighting for that to happen,
but it’s not solely up to me. “I know Elana Meyer
Taylor would also absolutely love to see it, but the
other women have to want it too.” They both had to
fight to compete in Beijing for different reasons.

Humphries has won two Olympic golds and a
bronze for Canada in two-woman bobsleigh
between 2010 and 2018, but switched to the
United States amid allegations she was verbally
harassed by staff in the Canadian team. She was
sworn in as a US citizen only last December.

Meyers Taylor only left isolation last Wednesday
after testing positive for Covid and was only sure
she could race two days before the monobob
heats. The pair were instrumental in the
International Olympic Committee (IOC) adding
monobob to the Beijing Games. 

Women’s bobsleigh events have a short
Olympic history compared to their male counter-
parts. The four-man event was included in the first
Winter Games in 1924 and two-man bob has been
a regular fixture since the 1932 games. Yet it
wasn’t until 2002 that women were first granted a
two-woman race and there has never been a four-
woman bobsleigh event at an Olympics.
Humphries admits it’s down to finances as much as
convincing the IOC and International Bobsleigh &
Skeleton Federation (IBSF).  —AFP

YANQING: Switzerland’s Michael Vogt and Sandro Michel compete in the 2-man bobsleigh event at the Yanqing National
Sliding Centre during the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympic Games yesterday. —AFP 

Move aside Gu, here 
comes Su - teenager 
wins ‘insane’ gold
BEIJING: Step aside Eileen Gu. Hosts China have a
new teenage hero at the Beijing Olympics after 17-
year-old Su Yiming yesterday added an emphatic
snowboard Big Air gold to his controversial silver.
Su scorched to the Big Air title with a runaway
score of 182.50 to win his second medal at the
Games, having been unlucky to only come away
with silver in last week’s slopestyle. The former child
actor was so good that he had the title firmly in the
bag even before his third and final run.

Su’s latest remarkable success went viral on
China’s Twitter-like Weibo, where a hashtag about it
clocked up about 750 million views in just a few
hours. He took a dominant gold ahead of Norway’s
Mons Roisland, on 171.75, with Canada’s Max

Parrot-the slopestyle winner-taking bronze with
170.25. Su has competed in just six World Cup
events and last week already became the first men’s
snowboarding Olympic medallist in China’s history.

“This feels insane, it’s something I’ve never expe-
rienced before... I can’t believe I got this gold,” said
Su, for whom this was an early birthday present-he
turns 18 on Friday. “I trained every day for the past
four years. Every night I was dreaming about this
moment.” When he was eight, Su appeared in the
epic action movie “The Taking of Tiger Mountain”,
before deciding to fully dedicate himself to snow-
boarding. With hair that tumbles down below his
ears, he still has something of the film star about him.

‘All about love’ 
Su’s silver in the slopestyle had been contentious,

with many experts saying that he should have been
awarded gold ahead of Parrot. Iztok Sumatic, the
head judge in Beijing, subsequently told the snow-
boarding magazine Whitelines that they made a
mistake in the scoring of Parrot. Su put all that

behind him yesterday and said he had been motivat-
ed by competing on home snow and by his passion
for the sport. “I wanted to try my best for this,” he
said. “The most important thing though is all about
love. Snowboarding is not just about competition.”

In a touching moment, Su pointed at his parents
when he was standing on the podium. “I haven’t
seen my parents for the past seven months because
I went to Europe for training and to many places for
competitions,” he said, attending a press conference
with the Chinese flag proudly wrapped around his
shoulders. “This moment is so special for me and
also my family.” Su even managed-for a time at
least-to upstage Californian-born Gu, his Chinese
team-mate and the unofficial face of the Games.

The 18-year-old Gu, who represented the United
States before switching to the country of her moth-
er’s birth in 2019, also now has one gold and one sil-
ver after she came second in the women’s freestyle
skiing slopestyle earlier in the day. The home nation,
who have little in the way of tradition when it comes
to winter sports, have now won six golds in Beijing.

Four years ago at the Pyeongchang Games, before
Gu and Su came on the scene, they took home only
one gold. —AFP

ZHANGJIAKOU: China’s Gu Ailing Eileen waits to see her
score as she competes in the freestyle skiing women’s
freeski slopestyle final run yesterday. —AFP 

No Williamson,
Taylor as New
Zealand aim to break
S Africa drought
CHRISTCHURCH: New Zealand enter unfamiliar
territory when the first Test against South Africa
begins in Christchurch tomorrow, without batting
greats Ross Taylor and Kane Williamson. It has
been 14 years since the hosts started a Test with-
out either Taylor or Williamson-their top two all-
time Test run scorers respectively-and they have
the extra burden of trying to win a series against
South Africa for the first time. Taylor retired last
month and Williamson is injured, leaving the Black
Caps without the pair’s steadying influence

against a dynamic Proteas pace attack.
South Africa arrived on a high after completing

a double of Test and one-day series wins at home
against India. New Zealand coach Gary Stead
admitted his team face a tough challenge in the
two-Test series. “They’re obviously a quality side,
capable of beating India in South Africa,” he said.
“They’ve got classy players throughout and while
they lack some experience you certainly can’t
underestimate them.”

New Zealand are also without pace spearhead
Trent Boult, who is awaiting the birth of a child,
with Matt Henry coming in as a replacement.
Batsman Devon Conway and fast bowler Neil
Wagner were both born and raised in South Africa
and Stead said they would relish playing the
Proteas. “From our perspective they’re true-blue
Kiwis now, even though they might have slight
accents at times,” he said. “They’re working hard
for the ‘Silver Fern’ but I guess playing against
South Africa will be exciting for them as well.”

The inaugural World Test champions begin
the series as favourites, lying second in the ICC
Test rankings, with South Africa fifth. But they
have never won a Test series against South
Africa and have recorded only one home victory
over the Proteas in 20 attempts. Former Black
Caps skipper Brendon McCullum said South
Africa under captain Dean Elgar were “tough,
gritty, they don’t give you an inch”. “I think this
will be a ripper series, I’m predicting it could be
1-1 but I actually have South Africa going in as
slight favorites,” he said.

“That’s pretty hard considering how good New
Zealand have been in the last little while.” Elgar
was wary of New Zealand’s threat on a quick
wicket at Christchurch’s Hagley Oval but said the
India series showed South Africa could cope with
pace. “With respect, New Zealand’s attack are a
little bit down on pace compared to the Indian
attack,” he said. “In saying that, they execute their
skills perfectly in their conditions.”— AFP


