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F1 pitches up in Baku with Perez 
out to promote title credentials

BAKU: Sergio Perez has fond memories of last
year’s Azerbaijan Grand Prix and this weekend the
Mexican finds himself returning to the fast and furi-
ous streets of Baku as a viable contender for the
world championship. ‘Checo’ arrives on the Caspian
Sea coastline fresh from his Monaco triumph and
with the ink barely dry on a two-year extension to
his Red Bull contract. Monaco, following three sec-
ond-place finishes, lifted Mexico’s most successful
F1 driver to within 15 points of his world champion
teammate Max Verstappen.

Ferrari’s Charles Leclerc is only six points in front
of Perez heading into this eighth round of the 22-
race season which welcomes back fans for the first
time since the COVID pandemic. “He’s in this cham-
pionship just as much as Max is,” Red Bull boss
Christian Horner stated in the aftermath of Perez’s
third career win after Azerbaijan in 2021 and in
Bahrain the season before. Perez was helped in
Monaco by his team’s pit stop prowess with Ferrari
bungling theirs but Horner warned the Italian con-
structor’s faster car will be hard to stop “over the
coming races”.

Baku has a reputation for serving up the unex-
pected, with cars hurtling down the Neftchilar
Avenue, the longest straight on the calendar, at
350kmh, before snaking through the sinuous old
town framed by Baku’s medieval city walls. It’s
unpredictable nature is borne out by the results,
with a different driver winning each edition since
Nico Rosberg won the first Grand Prix held there,
the European, in 2016.

Verstappen readily concedes it’s not one of his
favourite weekend destinations after last year’s
dramatic tyre blow out with the chequered flag his
for the taking continuing his sorry sequence of

never making the podium. The Dutchman had to
settle for third in Monaco but still came away sat-
isfied at extending his title lead over Leclerc, who
judged his home race as “a freaking disaster” after
starting from pole to finish fourth. The man from
Monaco has seen the title momentum he estab-
lished with wins in Bahrain and Australia disappear
with Red Bull on a five-timer after annexing the
last four races.

Dominating
“Everything went against us...we’ll come back

stronger,” said Leclerc, that sentiment echoed by
his team boss. “We are pretty aware: being com-
petitive is a fact; winning is another task and it’s
another level of difficulty. And I think as a team we
are still progressing, learning, and maybe it will
take some more time,” said Ferrari principal Mattia
Binotto.

While Red Bull and Ferrari are dominating the
early season limelight Mercedes have struggled to
unleash the full potential of their car. Upgrades in
Barcelona last month looked encouraging as Toto
Wolff’s under pressure team sought to iron out the
‘bouncing’ that has bedevilled their performance.
The Silver Arrows’ undoubted speed should make
deposed seven-time champion Lewis Hamilton and
his astute new teammate George Russell a force to
be reckoned with in qualifying.

But it is perhaps wishful thinking to suggest they
are in a position to add to their three wins from the
five races held here on Sunday just yet. Aside from
Perez last year the other that escaped the mighty
German manufacturer was in 2017, when Daniel
Ricciardo won for Red Bull from 10th on the grid.
The Australian’s trademark smile has been tested

this term as he struggles to make a mark in his
McLaren, collecting only 11 points to 48 for his
teammate Lando Norris. 

At Monaco he more or less agreed with team
boss Zak Brown that so far his move to the team
had failed to meet expectations. “No one’s going to

be harder on me than myself,” he said. “I know that I
don’t want to be racing around in 10th, 12th places.
“I still believe I can be at the front and belong at the
front, so it’s been a little bit more, certainly, testing
at times, in terms of us trying to get up there and
maximize myself in this car. — AFP

BAKU: Mechanics work on the car of Mercedes’ British driver George Russell ahead of the Formula One Azerbaijan Grand Prix
at the Baku City Circuit in Baku on June 9, 2022. — AFP

Baku has a reputation for serving up the unexpected

Kuwait Futsal team 
remain on the top
By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: Kuwait Futsal National team goalkeeper
Mohammad Majki said that beating Palestine 5-1 in
the third and final round of group one competitions
in the 4th West Asia championship placed Kuwait on

top of the group. “The Palestinian team are known
for being fast and skilled while Kuwait team are
known for pressuring the opponent,” he added.
Majki was the only goalkeeper because Mohammad
Al-Hazeem had a red card in the previous match and
will return in the semifinal on Saturday. Meanwhile,
Saudi Arabia joined Kuwait in the semifinals after a
tough match against Iraq 3-2. Kuwait are on top of
the group with 7 points while Saudi Arabia have 6
points while Iraq remain with 4 points. Palestine is
out of the tournament without a point.

Mickelson and Johnson 
tee off in Saudi-backed 
breakaway series
ST ALBANS: Phil Mickelson and Dustin Johnson
are among the stars who teed off on Thursday at the
LIV Golf Invitational London, the launch event of a
lucrative and divisive series that is rocking the
sport. The $25 million event in St Albans - the
biggest prize pot in history - is the first of eight
tournaments this year bankrolled by Saudi Arabia’s
sovereign wealth fund, worth a combined $255 mil-
lion. A number of marquee names are in the 48-man
field for the opener including six-time major winner
Mickelson, former world number one Dustin
Johnson and Sergio Garcia.

European Ryder Cup stars Lee Westwood, Ian
Poulter and Graeme McDowell are also playing at
the Centurion Club in St Albans. Reports say Bryson
DeChambeau, Patrick Reed and Rickie Fowler will
become the latest big names to join the series.
Organizers are pledging to “supercharge” golf and
widen its appeal, offering 54-hole tournaments with
no cuts, simultaneous “shotgun starts” and a team
element. Signs around the course proclaim: “Golf.
But Louder”.

Power struggle 
But the series is being staged in defiance of the

main established tours, which are weighing up how
to react in an intense power struggle. Neither the
US PGA Tour nor the DP World Tour, formerly
known as the European Tour, have yet announced
sanctions, though a decision is expected soon.
Players have faced tough questions over Saudi
Arabia’s human rights record in the days running up
to the three-day event and have been accused of
greed in chasing the huge prize money on offer.
Mickelson confirmed earlier this week he had
signed up for the breakaway series, refusing to con-

firm or deny if he had been suspended, or currently
was suspended, by the PGA Tour.

And he did not dispel rumors that he was receiv-
ing an eye-watering fee of $200 million to compete.
The American, 51, has not played since the publica-
tion of comments in February in which he criticized
the PGA Tour and LIV Golf ’s Saudi backers.
Mickelson faced an uncomfortable grilling at a
press conference on the eve of the tournament,
often pausing before answering questions carefully.
He insisted he did not “condone human rights viola-
tions”, adding that golf could be a force for good.

Amnesty International renewed its call for play-
ers to speak out about “human rights abuses” in
Saudi Arabia, rather than being “willing stooges of
Saudi sportswashing”. Two-time major winner
Johnson, who is reportedly receiving $150 million in
appearance fees, is among a handful of players to
have resigned their PGA Tour membership. When
asked whether he had opted for money over his
country, he said he had chosen “what’s best for me
and my family”.

Rory McIlroy, Jon Rahm and Tiger Woods are
among a group of players who have all committed
themselves to the PGA Tour, but Ian Poulter
believes more top golfers could defect. Speaking in
the run-up to the PGA Tour’s Canadian Open, which
clashes with the LIV event, McIlroy said: “It’s a
shame that it’s going to fracture the game. “The
professional game is the window shop into golf. If
the general public are confused about who is play-
ing where and what tournament’s on this week and
oh, he plays there and he doesn’t get into these
events, it just becomes so confusing.”

LIV Golf is fronted by two-time major winner
and former world number one Greg Norman.
Players will compete as individuals and teams for
purses of $25 million in all seven regular-season
events, being held in North America, Europe, the
Middle East, and Asia, with the winner of each com-
petition taking home $4 million. The eighth and final
event will be a team championship, with a total prize
fund of $50 million. — AFP

LIV Golf is ‘a shame, 
bummer and stinks’
TORONTO: Multiple major winners Rory McIlroy
and Justin Thomas declared the Saudi-backed LIV
Golf Invitational Series  “a shame” and “a bummer”
on Wednesday for fracturing the sport at its peak.
Along with top-ranked Scottie Scheffler, the pair
spoke at the US PGA Tour’s Canadian Open, which
starts Thursday in competition LIV Golf’s debut
event outside London. “It’s a shame that it’s going to
fracture the game,” McIlroy said. “The professional
game is the window shop into golf. If the general
public are confused about who is playing where and
what tournament’s on this week and oh, he plays
there and he doesn’t get into these events, it just
becomes so confusing.

“Everything needs to try to become more cohe-
sive and I think it was on a pretty good trajectory
until this happened.” The upstart series, offering a
combined $255 million total prize money for its
eight events, has lured such stars as Phil Mickelson,
Dustin Johnson and Sergio Garcia. Multiple reports
Wednesday said that US major winners Patrick
Reed and Bryson DeChambeau will join LIV Golf
next month for its first US event.

In the meantime, the PGA has said there will be
consequences for those who play in England since
the tour refused releases for PGA players to compete
in an event opposite this week’s stop at par-70 St.
George’s Golf and Country Club in Toronto. “It’s a
bummer,” said Thomas, an American who won his
second PGA Championship last month. “The decision
is theirs, but I just wish it wouldn’t be taking away
from the great story lines and things that are going
on, on a tour that has been around for a very long
time and is in one of the best places it has ever been.

It’s just a bummer those guys won’t be a part of it.”
Five of the world’s top 10 are set to tee off at the

Canadian Open, which was wiped out the past two
years due to Covid-19 issues. “I would say stuff
here’s pretty unaffected,” Scheffler said. “We got
the best players in the world. I’m looking forward to
competing against them. I don’t really know what’s
going on over there.” Eighth-ranked McIlroy, a
four-time major winner, repeated his US PGA sup-
port and warned that choices made only for money
tend not to work out.

“It’s not something I want to participate in,” he
said. “There’s nothing about my schedule or my life
or earning or anything I would change. “Any deci-
sion you make in your life purely for money usually
doesn’t end up going the right way. “It’s a weird
time in professional golf. We’re just going to have to
see how this season plays out and if any other guys
decide to go another direction than the established
tours and see what the consequences are.”

‘I’m disappointed’ 
Thomas, ranked sixth, said he was disappointed

in the players who have chosen the new tour. “I
don’t dislike DJ now. I don’t think he’s a bad dude.
I’m not going to treat him any differently. He’s enti-
tled to choose as he wishes,” Thomas said. “It does-
n’t make him a bad person. Now I’m disappointed
and I wish that he and others wouldn’t have done it,
but that’s their decision.” McIlroy wasn’t upset
either at the players who will be his rivals in next
week’s US Open, the US Golf Association having
said Tuesday all LIV Golf players qualified for the
Open can play as planned. “I certainly understand
the guys that went. I understand what their goals
and ambitions are,” McIlroy said. “I’m certainly not
knocking anyone for going. It’s their life. It’s their
decision. They can live it the way they want to. But
for me, I want to play on the PGA Tour against the
best players in the world.” — AFP

Record-setting Azam 
trumps Hope, West 
Indies in first ODI
MULTAN: Pakistan skipper Babar Azam became
the first batter to knock three successive one-day
international hundreds twice as he anchored a five-
wicket win over the West Indies in Multan on
Wednesday. Ranked number one batter in both lim-
ited overs formats, Azam cracked a brilliant 107-ball
103 with nine boundaries to help Pakistan overhaul
a tough 306-run target in 49.2 overs. Opener Shai
Hope knocked a 134-ball 127 for his 12th one-day
international century to help the West Indies post
an impressive 305-8 — their highest against
Pakistan in Pakistan.

The win gives Pakistan a 1-0 lead in the three
match series and 10 crucial points in the ODI Super
League, a qualification process for 2023 World Cup
(50 overs) to be hosted by India. But once Azam
and Mohammad Rizwan (59) fell in quick succes-
sion, Pakistan were in a spot of bother with 50
needed off 32 balls. Khushdil Shah lived up to his
big hitting and carted four sixes in his 23-ball 41 not
out  - three successive in Romario Shepherd’s 47th
over before Mohammad Nawaz hit the winnings six
in the final over.

Azam generously handed his man-of-the-match

award to Khushdil. “I want to give the award to him
for his outstanding knock,” said Azam. “We planned
the chase and showed intent which worked in our
favor.” West Indian skipper Nicholas Pooran
praised his team. “Getting 300 plus in tough condi-
tions was a great effort,” said Pooran. “I am proud
of the guys and although result did not go our way
but that’s cricket.” Azam added 103 for the second
wicket with Imam-ul-Haq who scored 71-ball 65
after opener Fakhar Zaman fell for 11.

Haq hit six boundaries before he gave an easy
catch, failing to keep a reverse sweep down off
spinner Akeal Hosein. Azam added 108 with Rizwan
for the third wicket and during that stand guided
spinner Hayden Walsh to third man boundary for his
17th hundred in ODI cricket. Azam had knocked two
hundreds in Pakistan’s last two one-day matches
against Australia in March-April this year. He also
smashed three hundreds in successive ODIs against
the West Indies in United Arab Emirates in 2016.

Former Sri Lankan Kumar Sangakkara hit four
consecutive centuries in as many matches leads the
chart with nine other batsmen have three successive
centuries once each. Azam holed out to paceman
Alzarri Jospeh who finished with 2-55. Earlier, West
Indies, who won the toss and batted, were guided by
Hope and Shamarh Brooks. Hope, who cracked 15
boundaries and a six, added an innings-building 154
with Shamarh Brooks after the visitors lost opener
Kyle Mayers for three in the third over, caught and
bowled by pacer Shaheen Shah Afridi. Brooks scored
a polished 83-ball 70 with seven boundaries. — AFP


