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TOKYO: Controversial Israel Folau is “definitely inter-
ested” in playing for Tonga at next year’s Rugby World
Cup and has “no regrets” over the homophobic com-
ments that ended his Wallabies career. The devoutly
Christian full-back-part of the Wallabies team that lost
the 2015 World Cup final to New Zealand at
Twickenham-was sacked by Rugby Australia in 2019 for
saying that “hell awaits” gay people and others he con-
siders sinners in a post on social media. 

The dual-code international moved to Japan at the
end of last year to resume his rugby union career after a
brief return to rugby league, and he is hoping to take
advantage of a new rule that allows him to represent the
country of his parents’ birth. The New South Wales-
born 32-year-old is eligible to play for Tonga and he
told AFP that it would be “special” to make the switch
after being sounded out by head coach Toutai Kefu. 

“Representing your heritage and where you’re from,
representing your parents is something that is quite
close to not only myself but to many other Polynesians,”
said Folau, Super Rugby’s all-time top try-scorer. “It
would be a huge honor if I got the opportunity. We’ll
see if that opportunity comes about but I’d love to put
the Tongan jersey on and represent Tonga.”

‘Moved forward’ 
Governing body World Rugby approved a landmark

change to its international eligibility rules in November
last year. Players can now switch teams if they have not

been selected for their national side for at least three
years and have a parent or grandparent born in the
country they wish to represent. Folau meets that crite-
ria, having won the last of his 73 caps for the Wallabies
in 2018 before he was booted out for a “high-level
breach” of Rugby Australia’s code of conduct.

He said he has now “moved forward from what’s
happened in the past” and was enjoying playing again
after joining Japanese club NTT Communications
Shining Arcs Tokyo-Bay Urayasu on a two-year deal. “I
have no regrets about anything but it’s led me here to
Japan and I’m grateful for the opportunity,” said Folau,
who has scored eight tries in seven games for his new
team, who are bottom of the first-division table.

“I’m just stoked to be playing rugby again. It’s a dif-
ferent experience to what I’m used to back in Australia
but it’s something that I’m really enjoying.” Folau’s anti-
gay post can still be seen on his Instagram account and
has been liked almost 75,000 times. He had previously
been embroiled in a similar row and he went on to cause
further offence in 2019 when he suggested that bush-
fires and drought ravaging Australia were “God’s judge-
ment” for the legalization of same-sex marriage and
abortion.

‘Outside noise’
His sacking by Rugby Australia sparked a backlash

from supporters of free speech and religious expres-
sion. Folau took the governing body to court for unfair

dismissal, demanding AUS$14 million ($9.5 million) in
compensation under employment legislation that bans
sacking someone because of their religious beliefs. The
case was settled out of court with Rugby Australia
reported to have paid Folau AUS$4 million ($3 million)
and the player claiming he had been “vindicated”. Now
Folau says he is keen to block out the “outside noise”
and “can’t be sitting there worrying about what people
think” of him.

“I don’t see myself as a symbol or anything like
that-I’m just a regular person,” he said. “I’ve been
blessed to have a talent to play the game of rugby.
Everyone will have different opinions but that’s up to
them. I’m here and I’m focusing really hard on playing
rugby.” Folau said that his move to Japan had been
“positive” and he would “love to play beyond next
year” if he was still in good enough physical condi-
tion. He has not thought about what he will do when
he retires, but he laughed off reports that he could
enter politics as “definitely not true”.

Next year’s World Cup in France could give him the
chance to end his career on a high if Tonga qualify, and
he thinks the new eligibility rule could be a game-
changer for Pacific Island teams. “It’s only going to raise
the standard across the board of world rugby and
strengthen those Tier Two nations,” he said. “It’s going
to strengthen Tonga, it’s also going to strengthen
Samoa, Fiji-all those guys will be available to represent
their nations.”— AFP

Unrepentant Folau eyes Rugby 
World Cup return with Tonga

TOKYO: Shining Arcs Tokyo-Bay Urayasu’s Australian
Israel Folau controls the ball during the Japan Rugby
League One match between Tokyo Sungoliath and
Shining Arcs Tokyo-Bay Urayasu at Chichibunomiya
Stadium.— AFP

‘No regrets’ over the homophobic comments

Crunch time for
Portugal and Italy in
World Cup play-offs
PARIS: The World Cup hopes of the last two
European champions are on a knife edge with
Portugal and Italy on a collision course in decisive
qualifying play-offs over the next week. A poten-
tial clash in Porto between the Euro 2016 winners,
captained by Cristiano Ronaldo, and an Italy team
who succeeded them as continental champions
last year is a mouth-watering prospect.

However, both must first come through semi-
finals on Thursday that are far from foregone con-
clusions, with Portugal hosting Turkey and Italy
facing North Macedonia. Failure to reach this
year’s World Cup would be a catastrophe for the
Azzurri, who had gone to every finals since 1958
until missing out in 2018 when they lost a play-off
to Sweden.

It would be all the more remarkable given that
they bounced back from that under Roberto
Mancini to win Euro 2020 while on a world
record 37-game unbeaten run. Yet four draws in
their last five World Cup qualifiers last autumn
saw them finish second in their group to
Switzerland, and now they must come through
these two one-off ties to secure a place in the
April 1 draw in Doha. “Our goal is to win the
World Cup, and to win the World Cup we have to
win these two matches. There’s nothing else to
say,” Mancini said on Monday.

North Macedonia plot shock 
Italy host North Macedonia in Palermo, and

they will know not to take the Balkan nation of
two million people lightly. After all, they beat
Germany away in qualifying last year before
appearing at their first major tournament at Euro
2020, and they also held Italy to a damaging draw
in Turin in qualifying for the last World Cup. “We
are not going to Italy as tourists, but to outplay
(them) and to win,” said coach Bobi Milevski, who
is aiming to take North Macedonia-born in 1991
out of the break-up of Yugoslavia-to their first
World Cup.

Portugal skipper Ronaldo will be 41 come
2026, so Qatar surely represents his last chance
to win the World Cup. Missing out altogether is
unthinkable for the all-time top scorer in interna-
tional football with 115 goals. “We know the road
will not be easy and we have full respect for our
opponents, who share the same objective as us.
But together we will fight to take Portugal where
we belong,” Ronaldo posted on Instagram this
week. Portugal, who are ranked eighth in the
world, two places behind Italy, must beat Turkey
in Porto to reach the play-off final, in which they
would have home advantage. However, their two
first-choice centre-backs have been ruled out-
Manchester City’s Ruben Dias succumbed to
injury before 39-year-old veteran Pepe tested
positive for coronavirus.

Russia excluded, Ukraine game postponed -
Three World Cup berths from Europe remain
up for grabs, with 10 teams led by holders
France having already qualified. The play-offs
were meant to feature 12 teams, split into three
separate paths, but they have been impacted by
the Russian invasion of Ukraine, with both of
those countries initially due to take part. Hosts
of the 2018 World Cup, Russia were excluded
after being suspended by FIFA and UEFA until
further notice.

That meant Poland getting a walkover to a final
against either 2018 quarter-finalists Sweden or
the Czech Republic, who meet in Solna on
Thursday. Ukraine were due to face Scotland in
Glasgow, but that match has been postponed until
June. Therefore, whoever wins Thursday’s clash
between Wales and Austria in Cardiff will also
have to wait until June for their play-off final.
Wales have impressed at the last two European
Championships but have not been to the World
Cup since 1958.—AFP

Women International 
Boxing Championship
By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: Kuwait the First Women International
Boxing Championship will be launched on Thursday
with the participation of 32 boxers from Kuwait, Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Germany, Nigeria, Jordan and Tunis.
Kuwait’s boxer Noura Al-Mutairi said Kuwaiti boxers
are competing for top places, adding that the moral is

high while technical and physical conditions are at a
satisfactory level. The team, led by Tunisian coaches
Fathi Al-Mousawi and Mohammad Al-Hamrani hope to
display good show in this noble sport.

Al-Mutairi, who holds the bronze medal in Asia
Women Championship said that Fedda Al-Asfour,
Lat i fa  Buarki , Moudhi  Al-Muzaie l , Maha Al-
Mutairi, Iman Al-Mudhaf and Rawan Al-Musaallam
hope to win the gold medals in their first participa-
tion despite the expected tough competition. She
lauded the support  of  the Kuwait  Olympic
Committee and its Chairman Sheikh Fahad Al-
Nasser and the women sports committee chair-
woman Fatima Hayat.

International 
Shooting GP 
By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: The finals of the Skeet event for men and
women at the HH the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad
Al-Jaber Al-Sabah International Grand Prix will take
place on Thursday. The competition is expected to be
very strong. The Skeet finals will be played on Friday.
Meanwhile, Shooter Nayef Al-Harby won the Horse
Riding Archery competition. Abdelaziz Al-Sharekh
grabbed the second position, followed by Ibrahim Al-
Enezi, Abdallah Al-Daihani, Usama Yaseen and
Abdelmohsen Dlaim. 

Acting Technical Director and Ranges Manager
Mishfi Al-Mutairi said that preparations of the ranges
were completed at a record time. He said Kuwait
‘Shotgun Shooting’ is now number four in the world
and have gained the respect of the federations due to
the unlimited support by officials. Sudanese Shooter
Khadeeja Omar said that the organization of the event
is at its best adding that there were no problems at all.

Barty: Down-to-earth 
star of many talents
SYDNEY: Multi-talented Ashleigh Barty excels at so
many sports that she has played professional cricket
and even won a golf tournament, but it was in tennis
where she rose to become the best in the world. In
January she took her place among the giants of
Australian sport by winning her home Grand Slam. It
was fitting that Chris O’Neil, the last home-grown play-
er to win the Australian Open, in 1978, was in the stadi-
um to witness Barty ending a 44-year hoodoo and
thrilling a nation glued to their televisions.

Less than two months later, Barty on Wednesday
announced her shock retirement from tennis aged just

25. She leaves the sport having been world number one
for more than two years and with three Grand Slam
singles titles, having also won the French Open in 2019
and Wimbledon last year. It is unclear what she will do
next, but it would be no surprise if Barty ended up
becoming a champion in another sport, because few
athletes can boast such a varied sporting CV as the
down-to-earth Barty.

Tennis to cricket
Widely respected as one of the nicest players in

women’s tennis, Barty began playing the sport as a
child in the Queensland state capital Brisbane. But it
was a trip to the Australian Open for a training camp
at the age of about 12 that proved to be the spark
that drove her to the summit of the sport. “To see
how professional it was and to see everyone going
about their business was really eye-opening. My

first taste of it was in the juniors and I loved it,” she
said at the Australian Open in January. “That kind of
lit the flame.” Barty went on to win the junior
Wimbledon title as a 15-year-old in 2011. But the
expectations that came with success took their toll
and she made a surprise decision three years later
to ditch tennis for cricket, signing for Brisbane Heat
in the inaugural Women’s Big Bash League. “In
short, I think I needed just to find myself,” said
Barty who, while never shrinking in the limelight,
hardly appeared to revel in it.

She said that while cricket gave her “a different per-
spective about sport”, the lure of tennis was never far
away. She returned after a season out. Barty broke
through for her maiden Grand Slam triumph at the French
Open in 2019, became Australia’s first women’s world
number one since Evonne Goolagong Cawley and finally
won a cherished Wimbledon crown last year.—AFP


