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Dupont gets nod
for Wales game as
France hit by COVID
PARIS: Antoine Dupont will skipper France
against Wales in the Six Nations in Cardiff
tomorrow as a Covid-19 outbreak in the squad
has left coach Fabien Galthie preparing for the
worst. Star winger Damian Penaud misses out
after a positive test, his place taken by the free-
scoring Gabin Villiere, who sat out the Scotland
win through injury.

Lock Romain Taofifenua will also skip the trip
to Cardiff after testing positive for coronavirus.
“Damian Penaud and Romain Taofifenua will not
travel following positive tests this morning,”
France team manager Raphael Ibanez said after
Galthie named the team yesterday. “We’d largely
been spared that until now, but that’s the way it is.
We have the resources to front up against Wales.
“Yesterday evening we explained to them that
everything can happen very quickly. And that was
the case.”

Galthie did not rule out other players testing
positive before Friday’s match at the Principality
Stadium, with a kick-off of 2000 GMT. “We are
preparing for it: we are waiting for information
from the Six Nations Committee to find out if
and when we will be retested,” he said. Penaud
and Taofifenua, Galthie added, had discovered
they had tested positive “this morning when they
were packing”. “Psychologically, it’s brutal. But
we’ve got to keep going and the guys coming in
are ready.”

Dupont takes his place in the starting XV after
overcoming a stinger sustained in training on
Tuesday. The 26-year-old scrum-half was forced
to leave the session early after coming off worse in
contact with a fellow squad member, his left arm
bandaged and iced. The world player of the year,
who had his elbow and biceps treated on the side-
lines, has been crucial to France’s current success-
ful run: the team has notched up three wins from
three matches and are bidding for their first Grand
Slam since 2010, the last time they won the title.

“He’s doing fine, very well,” a reassuring Galthie
said of his talismanic captain. France coach Fabien
Galthie named Villiere, scorer of a hat-trick of tries
in the 37-10 opening win over Italy and star of the
30-24 victory over Ireland, in place of Penaud,
with Yoram Moefana retaining the other wing spot.
Moefana had stepped in after Villiere missed the
36-17 rout of Scotland with a facial injury. Villiere
is the sole change from that run-out in
Murrayfield.

Dupont is joined at half-back by Toulouse
teammate Romain Ntmack, with Gael Fickou and
Jonathan Danty in midfield, Moefana on the other
wing and Melvyn Jaminet at fullback. The pack is
unaltered, New Zealand-born Uini Atonio and
Cyril Baille propping up hooker Julien Marchand
while Cameron Woki and South African-born Paul
Willemse are named in the second row. Anthony
Jelonch, Gregory Alldritt and Francois Cros form
an ultra-competitive backrow. —AFP

ZHANGJIAKOU, China: Cross-country
skiers ploughed through slushy snow
wearing T-shirts on day five of the
Beijing Winter Paralympics yesterday as
spring-like weather pushed tempera-
tures well above freezing. The warm
spell caught some athletes off guard on
the largely man-made snow at the
Zhangjiakou cross-country event where
six gold medals were up for grabs.

Competitors in the Olympics last
month had battled blizzard conditions
and a brutal wind chill, with some
events postponed because of the
weather. This time it was the opposite
problem. Cross-country skier Birgit
Skarstein, who competes in the
women’s sitting category, likened the
weather to July back home in Norway
as temperatures in nearby
Zhangjiakou city nudged a balmy 17
degrees Celsius.

Up on the slopes temperatures were
about 10 degrees cooler, but still well
above freezing as the artificial snow

began to melt. “It was really sucky con-
ditions out there, you could feel the
skis being drawn into the ground,” she
told AFP. “You pull and you feel like
you’re stuck in glue,” said Skarstein,
who raced in short sleeves. “It was
really slushy,” she said, adding at times
she felt like her exhausted arms would
fall off. “These kinds of conditions draw
your energy out of the body.”

For Canadian visually impaired
cross-country skier Brian McKeever,
43, who won his 15th Paralympic gold
medal, the conditions proved advanta-
geous. “Honestly, I think for us it’s prob-
ably an advantage (because my guide
Russell Kennedy and I) don’t have as
much pure speed and power as some of
the younger guys,” he told AFP. “This is
more about finesse.”

Fellow Canadian Natalie Wilkie won
the women’s standing category - help-
ing her country climb to second spot on
the medals table with seven gold and 16
podium finishes, to overtake Ukraine.

French gold medalist Benjamin Daviet,
who won the men’s standing event, said
the conditions also worked in his favor.
“It was really warm weather, but the
snow was better for me,” he told AFP.

Paralympians recalled that they had
endured similar warm weather at
Pyeongchang 2018 and Sochi 2014.
With more unseasonable weather
ahead in the coming days in the
Chinese capital, organizers will tweak
the schedule including bringing
Saturday’s snowboarding forward a
day because of a “high risk of rainfall
and snow melting”.

Organizers told AFP that, along with
strong winds, “the temperature is pro-
jected to be higher than that in the same
period of previous years”. “We have
formulated corresponding emergency
plans for these weather challenges,”
they said in a statement, such as
increasing the amount of artificial snow
on slopes where there is sun and
warmer temperatures.

‘Grind fest’
American Aaron Pike, who competed

in a T-shirt, said the cross-country track
was lightning fast for the qualifying
round but was getting slower and slow-
er. It was becoming a “grind fest”, he
said. “I was honestly hoping it would still
be winter out here,” Pike told AFP. “It’s
slowing everyone down. For people with
less function, they’re not using their abs,
they’re not using their back, they’re not
throwing their body into all the pull
strokes, they are just using their arms.
“When it’s slow like this they’re going to
suffer a little bit more for sure.”

At the wheelchair curling there were
dramatic scenes during Canada’s win
against Britain when one player fell from
his wheelchair and had to be taken off the
ice on a stretcher. “David Melrose has
been taken to hospital for a medical
assessment,” a Paralympics GB spokesman
said in a statement, adding that Melrose
was conscious. He received initial first aid
from the team’s nurse and physio.  —AFP

ZHANGJIAKOU, China: Austria’s Carina Edlinger (C-#131) and Ukraine’s Oksana Shyshkova (second right #132) compete in the women’s sprint free vision impaired cross country final yesterday at the Zhangjiakou
National Biathlon Centre during the Beijing 2022 Winter Paralympic Games. —AFP

Winter Paralympics feels the heat

LOS ANGELES: Kyrie Irving erupt-
ed for 50 points as the Brooklyn
Nets snapped a four-game losing
streak with a 132-121 road victory
over the Charlotte Hornets on
Tuesday. The fifth 50-point game of
Irving’s career came courtesy of a
superb shooting performance, with
the seven-time All-Star shooting 15
of 19 attempts from the field includ-
ing nine from outside the arc. The
Nets improved to 33-33 with the
victory, which keeps them firmly on
track for a place in the postseason
play-in tournament.

Brooklyn are eighth in the Eastern
Conference standings, just ahead of
the Hornets in ninth. Irving was
backed by Andre Drummond, who
scored 20 points and hauled in 14
rebounds, while Kevin Durant and
Bruce Brown both had 14 points
apiece. “It was special all the way
around,” Irving said afterwards. 

“We started off the game with a
great resolve, a great game plan and
we just played aggressive the whole
game. That’s what feels good - you
really want to put your stamp on the
game early and that’s what we did
tonight. We needed it. We need
everybody. It’s a total team effort. It’s
not about one individual. Great per-
formance but it’s about the team and
us getting collectively better.”

Nets coach Steve Nash took

encouragement from the perform-
ance. “We showed the level we can
play at when we play extremely hard
and play connected,” said Nash, who
reserved praise for Irving’s 50-point
masterclass.

‘A special player’
“He’s incredible. It’s a career high-

light reel every night. We obviously
have a special player on our hands
and tonight he was unbelievably effi-
cient and difficult to defend,” Nash
said. The Nets now face a showdown
with the Philadelphia 76ers on
Thursday, marking a reunion with
James Harden - traded away from
the Nets in January. “It will be a dif-
ferent feeling to play against him this
soon after the trade, but it will be an
exciting night for everyone to be
part of,” Nash said.

Elsewhere on Tuesday, Giannis
Antetokounmpo scored 39 points as
the Milwaukee Bucks thumped the
hapless Oklahoma City Thunder 142-
115 to notch a fifth straight win. Khris
Middleton added 25 points while
Bobby Portis finished with 18 points
and 14 rebounds in a romp for the
Bucks, who remain third in the
Eastern Conference.

In Indianapolis, Cleveland main-
tained their playoff drive with a 127-
124 win over the Pacers courtesy of a
career-high 41-point display from

Darius Garland. Garland also con-
tributed 13 assists and five rebounds
as all five members of the Cavs start-
ing line-up cracked double figures.
The Cavaliers are sixth in the
Eastern Conference table on 38-27,
with a comfortable four-win advan-
tage over the seventh-placed
Toronto Raptors, who are just out-
side the playoffs spots in seventh.

Tyrese Haliburton led the Pacers
scoring with 25 points. In Orlando
meanwhile, the Phoenix Suns
bounced back from Sunday’s loss to
the Milwaukee Bucks with a 102-99
defeat of the Magic. With the Suns
still without the injured Chris Paul

and Devin Booker (health protocols),
it was left to Deandre Ayton to step
up for Phoenix. Ayton finished with
21 points and 19 rebounds while
Landry Shamet also posted 21.

In San Francisco, the Golden State
Warriors finally snapped their five-
game losing streak with a 112-97
defeat of the Los Angeles Clippers.
Klay Thompson scored 20 points and
Stephen Curry added 15 while
Jonathan Kuminga delivered 20 off
the bench for the Warriors, who
improved to 44-22 with the victory.
The Warriors are third in the Western
Conference, while the Clippers
remain in eighth place. —AFP

CHARLOTTE, North Carolina: Kyrie Irving #11 of the Brooklyn Nets shoots the ball while
guarded by Terry Rozier #3 of the Charlotte Hornets during their game at Spectrum Center
on Tuesday. —AFP

Irving scores 50 as
Nets sting Hornets


