
MELBOURNE: Tennis superstar Novak Djokovic
trained at the Australian Open venue yesterday for
his attempt to win a record 21st Grand Slam but his
dream hung in the balance as the government pon-
dered cancelling his visa, again. The world number
one had scored a surprise courtroom victory the
day before, overturning the Australian government’s
decision to cancel his visa on COVID-19 vaccina-
tion grounds.

But the immigration minister said he may annul
Djokovic’s visa once more. The unvaccinated 34-
year-old Serbian ace says he is now determined to
stay in Melbourne and
compete in the Australian
Open, which starts in six
days. “I flew here to play
at one of the most impor-
tant events we have in
front of the amazing fans,”
Djokovic said on
Instagram Monday.
Wearing a t-shirt and
shorts, he limbered up in a
gym yesterday accompa-
nied by coach Goran
Ivanisevic before heading to centre court, AFP jour-
nalists saw. Television cameras filmed him from heli-
copters as he played.

Djokovic, a nine-time Australian Open champion,
jetted into the country six days ago carrying a med-
ical exemption from vaccination due to a positive
coronavirus test on December 16 last year. After
overnight questioning at Melbourne airport, border
officials decided the exemption was not valid, can-
celled his visa and transferred him to a detention
centre pending deportation. “I am not vaccinated,”
Djokovic had told the border official, according to a
transcript released by the court.

‘Biggest victory’ 
He expressed bewilderment that his exemption,

approved by two medical panels in Australia, was
not accepted. The limited number of foreigners

allowed into Australia must be fully vaccinated or
have a medical exemption. The government insists
that a recent infection does not count as an exemp-
tion. Federal circuit court judge Anthony Kelly dra-
matically reversed the visa decision Monday, order-
ing the cancellation be “quashed”, that the player be
released immediately and that the government pay
his legal costs.

The government had surrendered after conced-
ing that Djokovic’s airport interview was “unreason-
able” because the player had not been given the
promised time to respond. It was “the biggest vic-

tory in his career, bigger
than all his Grand Slams”,
his mother Dijana said at a
press conference in
Belgrade. “Truth and jus-
tice came to the light. I
would like to thank the jus-
tice system of Australia,”
said his brother Djordje.

Much of Australia’s
media said yesterday
doubts had emerged over
the accuracy of Djokovic’s

travel declaration, reportedly filled out before he
flew in from Spain. A copy of his declaration
showed a tick in the box to confirm he had not and
would not travel in the 14 days before landing in
Australia on January 5. But the player had reported-
ly been in Serbia before Spain. A spokesman for
Immigration Minister Alex Hawke said he was “con-
sidering whether to cancel Mr. Djokovic’s visa” by
using his ministerial powers. But he would not com-
ment further for legal reasons.

‘Free Novak’
As Djokovic practiced in Melbourne Park, some

fans said he should be allowed to play. “I can imag-
ine some people will be pretty angry about it,” said
22-year-old fan Harrison Denicolo. “All I know is he
came here, and then we turned him back when he
got here. So, it’s kind of unfair.” Ofek Dvir Ovadia,

22, said he was excited to see Djokovic play in the
Australian Open. “He will cop a fair bit of abuse, I
reckon, when he plays just from the fans in general,
but I hope a few people get behind him,” he said.
Until Monday, Djokovic had been held at the former
Park Hotel, a five-storey detention facility, which
holds about 32 migrants trapped in Australia’s hard-
line immigration system - some for many years.

Hundreds of Djokovic fans, anti-vaccination pro-
testers and migration rights activists had rallied
outside the centre during his stay. Yesterday morn-
ing, there were just two television reporters outside
and no protesters. A lone cardboard sign read:

“Free Novak and all the refugees”. The ATP, which
runs the men’s tennis tour, said the affair leading up
to the court case had been “damaging on all fronts,
including for Novak’s well-being and preparation
for the Australian Open”.

Rafael Nadal, one of Djokovic’s main rivals for
the title, said “it is the fairest thing” for the
Serbian to play in the Australian Open. Tennis
great Martina Navratilova said on social media:
“Though I disagree with not getting vaccinated;
at the end of the day it seems Novak did play by
the rules as they were for the exemption and was
burned. Let him play.” — AFP 
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Djokovic trains as Australian 
Open dream hangs in balance

Tennis superstar targets a record 21st Grand Slam

MELBOURNE: Serbia’s Novak Djokovic takes part in a training session in Melbourne ahead of the Australian Open
tennis tournament yesterday, a day after a court overturned the Australian government’s decision to cancel his visa
on COVID-19 vaccination grounds. — AFP 

Govt ponders
cancelling his 

visa, again

Djokovic’s saga 
throws light on 
migrants’ ordeal 
MELBOURNE: It was the most unlikely
Australian residence for the world’s number one
tennis player, Novak Djokovic: a grim, five-
storey former hotel with no check-out allowed.
For four nights, Melbourne’s infamous “alterna-
tive place of detention” for migrants became his
abode: no tennis courts, no swimming pool and
no leaving. Dozens of journalists and scores of
fans, anti-vaccination mandate protesters and
migrant rights activists rallied outside daily.

But the 34-year-old ace reportedly was not
seen by his fellow residents: about 32 people
held under Australia’s stringent immigration
policy, some of them for years. And a day after
the Serbian superstar left the detention centre
as celebrating fans sang and danced, his can-
celled visa restored by a court, the media glare
left with him.

Yesterday morning, there were only two
television reporters outside and no protesters.
A lonely cardboard sign read: “Free Novak
and all the refugees”. Chalk scrawled on the
front of the hotel said: “#gameover free the
refugees”. Days earlier, people had been
scrawling graffiti on the walls, hanging pro-
refugee banners from the building, singing
and dancing. Among the mix of demonstrators
were at least 20 activists trying to highlight
the situation of people caught up in Australia’s
strict migration system.

‘They won’t eat it’ 
On Djokovic’s first day in detention, activist

Kim Matousek pointedly remarked on the inter-
est being shown in the tennis ace’s brief stay.
“Well I find it kind of interesting that they’re
protesting for Djokovic, he’s only been in
detention for less than a day,” she said. “As for
our friends, they’ve been in detention for what
was it 3,099 days now?”

Above Matousek, men at the facility had put
up signs at the windows reading: “Nine years
too long” and “Aren’t we human beings like
you?” The food served inside is of poor quality,
she said. “The coleslaw smells like alcohol
because it’s rotten, they won’t eat it.” The facili-
ty, formerly the Park Hotel, gained notoriety last
December when a fire broke out in the building.
One person was hospitalized for smoke inhala-
tion. There were no fatalities.

A week later, asylum seekers posted images
to social media of food they said they were
served, which contained maggots and mouldy
bread. Deviani Segal, a 54-year-old piano
teacher, was also demonstrating to remind peo-
ple about those inside. “I would rather the mes-
sage be that no one should be locked in this
hellhole,” he said. Refugee Action Collective
spokesman David Glanz said Djokovic’s deten-
tion shone a light on the centre. But for the
refugees, he said, “it is not a game”. “We fear
that long after Djokovic is back on the lucrative
global tennis circuit, those men will still be in
detention - many of them in their ninth year of
being held by the Australian government,” he
said on the weekend. — AFP 

Burgan Bank continues 
sponsorship of World 
Fencing Champion 
KUWAIT: Burgan Bank is continuing its support of
professional Kuwaiti athletes, once again renewing its
sponsorship of World Wheelchair Fencing Champion
Tareq Al Qallaf. Now in its eight year, the Bank’s sup-
port of Al Qallaf comes as part of its efforts to elevate
the sports sector in Kuwait and help Kuwaiti athletes
compete across all arenas. 

Throughout his career, Al Qallaf has won many
titles on the local and international levels, garnering
almost 380 medals to date, as well as the ‘sword of
honor’ award as the world’s best player and the gold
medal as World Champion of the sport. He has
become an icon of the sport and a role model for
Kuwaiti athletes who have been able to overcome
disabilities to achieve great success in their fields. 

With the support from Burgan Bank throughout the
2022 season, Al Qallaf is set to compete in several
notable global championships and training camps.
These include: the San Jose, California Championship,
the Pennsylvania Championship, and the Richmond

Championship. He will also be taking part in the ‘Kuwait
Challenge’, which will be held in December 2022.

On this occasion, Hessa Hussain Al-Najadah,
ManagerPublic Relations at Burgan Bank, said: “We
are proud of this partnership which is now entering its
eighth year. At Burgan Bank, we remain committed to
sponsoring and supporting Kuwaiti athletes; offering
them all the needed support to enable them to com-
pete under Kuwait’s flag in local arenas, and as far as
the United States as well. We have also always been
firm believers in Al Qallaf and his abilities to continue
beating all obstacles and consistently ranking on top
of his sport.”

From his side, Tareq Al Qallaf said: “Kuwait’s
accomplishments in the sport of wheelchair fencing
continue, on the heels of my participation in tourna-
ments in the United States, supported by Burgan
Bank. For eight years now, Burgan has continued to
offer its complete support to me, and they have also
been a major source of support for Kuwaiti athletes of
all types over the past few years. I would personally
like to express my gratitude to the Bank for offering
Kuwaiti athletes this opportunity and embracing us
this in this expansive way, with the aim of elevating
the state of the sports sector in Kuwait.”  

Burgan Bank’s support of this initiative falls under
its dynamic full-fledged community program entitled
‘ENGAGE’ - Together to be the change. This program

sheds light on important aspects affecting every seg-
ment of the society by promoting social welfare
through educational, cultural and health driven initia-
tives. Burgan Bank’s approach to ‘ENGAGE’ begins
with a vital principle that as a leading Kuwaiti financial
institution, its conduct and policies should be aligned
with the needs and interests of the community. 

ADELAIDE: World number two Aryna
Sabalenka’s Australian Open prepara-
tions were in tatters yesterday when
she self-destructed for the second week
in a row and was almost unable to serve
at an Adelaide warm-up event. A week
after her delivery deserted her at the
first of two Adelaide lead-in tourna-
ments, Sabalenka suffered the same fate
as she was stunned in three sets by
world number 93 Rebecca Peterson 5-
7, 6-1, 7-5.

Sabalenka dished up 21 double
faults and was reduced to serving
underarm in the second and third sets
in a desperate effort to get the ball into
play. She took so much pace off her
first serves that at one stage they were
barely clearing the net. The 23-year-old
Belarusian became distressed in the
third set and, after being asked by the
umpire whether she was all right, broke
down in tears during her next service
game. Her only consolation was that

she was still hitting her groundstrokes
with power and placement, but it was
no surprise when she bowed out at the
first hurdle.

“That was definitely the weirdest
match I’ve ever played,” Swedish quali-
fier Peterson said. “It was tough staying
focused. I know she was struggling a
lot. “I just had to stay in my own world -
it was really difficult.” American teenage
sensation Coco Gauff blasted her way
to the second round with an impressive
6-1, 6-2 win over Czech player Katerina
Siniakova. The 17-year-old Gauff took
just over an hour to dispose of
Siniakova and set up a second round
clash with fellow teenager Marta
Kostyuk of Ukraine. Fourth-seeded
Slovenian Tamara Zidansek progressed
when she saw off British qualifier
Heather Watson 2-6, 6-2, 7-6 (7/4).

Seventh seed Jill Teichmann fell to US
qualifier Lauren Davis 1-6, 7-6 (7/3), 6-
4. Australian wildcard Maddison Inglis

beat Montenegro’s Danka Kovinic 6-4,
1-6, 6-2, while other winners were
American Madison Brengle, who
downed Russia’s Anastasia Potapova 7-
5, 4-6, 6-1 and Czech player Tereza
Martincova, a 6-4, 3-6, 6-3 winner over
Ukraine’s Dayana Yastremska. In the

men’s draw, fifth-seeded South African
Lloyd Harris was ousted by South
Korean Kwon Soon-woo 5-7, 7-5, 6-4,
while Australian wildcard Thanasi
Kokkinakis continued his recent good
form with a 6-4, 6-0 win over
Frenchman Benoit Paire. —AFP 
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Tearful Sabalenka melts down;
Open warm-up in tatters 

Dolphins, Bears,
Vikings fire their
head coaches
LOS ANGELES: The Miami Dolphins, Chicago
Bears and Minnesota Vikings all fired their head
coaches on Monday just one day after the close of
the 2021-22 NFL regular season. The Dolphins
sacked Brian Flores, the Vikings let Mike Zimmer
go, and the Bears fired Matt Nagy with both teams
looking for new direction after missing the playoffs.

“I made a decision today to part ways with Brian
Flores,” Dolphins owner Stephen Ross said
Monday.  “After evaluating where we are as an
organization and what we need going forward to
improve, I determined that key dynamics of our
football organization weren’t functioning at a level I
want it to be and felt that this decision was in the
best interest of the Miami Dolphins. 

“I believe we have a talented young roster in
place and have the opportunity to be much better in
2022. I want to thank Brian for his hard work and
wish him nothing but the best in his future.” In three
seasons, Flores had 24 wins and posted a 9-8
record in 2021 but the former New England Patriots
defensive coordinator never made the playoffs. He

had no prior experience as a head coach before
joining the Dolphins. Nagy’s fate was sealed as the
Bears struggled through a 6-11 season that ended
with a loss at Minnesota on Sunday. Bears general
manager Ryan Pace is also stepping down.

The Bears have not won in the postseason since
the 2010 team advanced to the NFC championship
game. The Vikings fired coach Mike Zimmer and
general manager Rick Spielman after eight seasons,
making the moves after a season-ending 31-17 win
over the Bears. The Vikings finished with an 8-9
record and missed the playoffs for a second straight
season. The Detroit Lions also fired offensive coor-
dinator Anthony Lynn. Detroit was one of the worst
teams in the NFL with a 3-13-1 record. — AFP 


