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BOSTON: Robert Williams III #44 of the Boston Celtics shoots the ball during the game against the Minnesota Timberwolves on March 27, 2022.—AFP

Suns beat Sixers as Irving loses debut
NEW YORK: Boston seized a share of the Eastern
Conference lead, Phoenix dumped Philadelphia in a
possible NBA Finals preview and Kyrie Irving’s home
season debut was spoiled Sunday by the Charlotte
Hornets. Jayson Tatum scored 34 points and Jaylen
Brown contributed 31 points and 10 rebounds to ignite
the Boston Celtics to their sixth consecutive victory, a
134-112 home triumph over Minnesota.

The Celtics scored their most points in a half all season
to grab a 72-49 half-time lead and improved to 47-28,
matching Miami for the best record in the East. “Seeding
matters. We definitely want to take advantage of that,”
Brown said. “But at the same time, we’re going to have to
play who we’re going to have to play. “The East is going
to be a dogfight so we’re not running from nobody.”

Defending champion Milwaukee and the
Philadelphia 76ers are third on 46-28 while Chicago,
Toronto and Cleveland are within five games. Brown
cited Boston’s roster healing from a season of injury
setbacks for the late-season charge. “We done got

healthy,” he said. “I missed about 15 games. My ham-
string was bothering me a lot. I feel a little bit healthier.
Our guys feel a little bit healthier. We’ve just got our
feet under us a little more and now we’re here.”

The medical report got some bad news with Celtics
center Robert Williams suffering a sprained left knee.
he played only 24 minutes with 13 points and 10
rebounds. Philadelphia had moved atop the East but
lost 114-104 at Western Conference leader Phoenix,
which improved the league’s best record to 61-14 with
an eighth straight victory. Both teams’ NBA Most
Valuable Player candidates delivered virtuoso efforts
with Phoenix’s Devin Booker scoring 35 points while
Chris Paul added 19 points and 14 assists and Deandre
Ayton added 14 points and 12 rebounds.

Philadelphia’s Joel Embiid scored 37 points and
grabbed 15 rebounds while Tyrese Maxey had 18
points and Tobias Harris had 17. But James Harden
scored only 14 points on 2-of-11 shooting, hitting only
2-of-5 from 3-point range. At Brooklyn, unvaccinated

Kyrie Irving played his first home game of the season
thanks to a change in New York City Covid-19 safety
rules that had previously banned him from the court.

But Charlotte dampened the debut with a 119-110
victory. Charlotte’s LaMelo Ball sparked the Hornets
with 33 points, nine assists and seven rebounds. Kevin
Durant led the Nets with 27 points, eight rebounds and
seven assists while Andre Drummond added 20 points
and 17 rebounds for Brooklyn. Irving had 16 points on
6-of-22 shooting and contributed 11 assists. With the
victory, the Hornets seized a tie-breaker edge over
Brooklyn and matched them at 39-36 on the season,
dropping the Nets to ninth in the East.

LeBron gets 39 in loss
Despite 39 points, nine rebounds and five assists

from LeBron James, the Los Angeles Lakers lost 116-
108 at New Orleans, which moved ahead of the Lakers
for ninth in the Western Conference, trading the last
two play-in spots for the post-season. Brandon Ingram,

back from a 10-game absence, scored 26 points and
Jonas Valanciunas added 19 points and 12 rebounds to
lead the Pelicans (32-43), who rallied from 23 points
down to beat the Lakers (31-43), who fell to one game
above San Antonio (30-44) for the last play-in berth.
Corey Kispert scored 25 points, Kristaps Porzingis
added 23 and Kentavious Caldwell-Pope added 22 to
power the Washington Wizards over visiting Golden
State 123-115.

Jordan Poole scored a game-high 26 points while
Klay Thompson added 25 for the Warriors, whose lead
over Dallas for third in the Western Conference was
trimmed to two games. Luka Doncic had 32 points and
10 rebounds, Reggie Bullock scored 23 points and Jalen
Brunson added 22 as the Dallas Mavericks beat visiting
Utah 114-100. The fifth-place Jazz fell to 45-30, one
game behind Dallas and one ahead of Denver in the
West. RJ Barrett scored 21 points and grabbed nine
rebound while Julius Randle had 20 points to spark the
New York Knicks over host Detroit 104-102. —AFP

TORONTO: Canada qualified for the
World Cup for the first time in 36 years
on Sunday with an emphatic 4-0 victory
over Jamaica in Toronto. Goals from Cyle
Larin, Tajon Buchanan, Junior Hoilett and
an Adrian Mariappa own goal secured all
three points after Canada dominated
against a Jamaica side already eliminated
from contention in the CONCACAF
region’s qualifying tournament for this
year’s finals in Qatar. The win sparked
wild celebrations at Toronto’s 30,000-
capacity BMO Field, where an expectant
sell-out crowd had gathered to watch
Canada clinch World Cup qualification for
only the second time, having last
appeared at the 1986 Mexico tournament.

Canada’s English manager John
Herdman-who took over the men’s team in
2018 after a successful stint in charge of
Canada’s women’s team-said the qualifica-
tion was proof that Canada was a “football
country”. “You know what, you can play in
a Champions League final, Canadians can
play for Bayern Munich, and now they’re
going to World Cups,” Herdman said in a
reference to injured Canada and Bayern
Munich star Alphonso Davies. “Canada is
a football nation and we better believe it.
We’re going to keep going. We’ve only
just got started.”

After a dominant qualifying campaign
had left them three points clear with two
games remaining, Canada needed only a
point from Sunday’s fixture to assure
themselves of qualification. That objective
was never in doubt as Canada went on
the attack from the whistle. Larin could
have opened the scoring after only five
minutes, but his shot after Jonathan
David’s surging run and pass was well
saved by Jamaican goalkeeper Andre
Blake. But Larin made no mistake in the

13th minute to bag Canada’s opener.

‘Just kept believing’ 
A lovely team move ended with for-

mer Portgual Under-21 international
Stephen Eustaquio splitting the Jamaica
defense to find Larin, who calmly tucked
away the finish to spark raucous celebra-
tions. The remainder of the half was only
a question of when Canada would add to
their lead as wave after wave of red-
shirted players laid siege to Jamaica’s
goal. David should have doubled
Canada’s lead on 15 minutes, but shot
wide from eight yards, and in the 21st
minute Buchanan squandered a gilt-
edged opportunity, scooping his shot
over the bar.

Jonathan Osorio went close with a
deflected shot in the 34th minute, and
Buchanan then missed another opportu-
nity from Osorio’s cross. Larin was the
next to miss on 38 minutes, guiding his

shot just wide of the post to leave
Herdman howling in disbelief on the
sidelines. But just when it looked as if
Jamaica might restrict Canada to one
first-half goal, the Reggae Boyz’s resist-
ance was finally broken. David crossed
from the far post, Buchanan lost his
marker, took a touch and buried his fin-
ish into the bottom corner.

That sent the home crowd into party
mode and Canada’s dominance contin-
ued throughout the second half, with the
hosts carving out chance after chance
only to be let down by their finishing.
Finally, however, the dominance paid off
seven minutes from time when English
Championship player Junior Hoilett col-
lected a pass from Buchanan and coolly
placed his finish beyond Blake for 3-0.
There was still time for Canada to grab a
fourth when the London-born left back
Sam Adekugbe launched yet another
powerful foray down the flank. —AFP

TORONTO: Tajon Buchanan #11 of Canada celebrates a goal dur-
ing a 2022 World Cup Qualifying match against Jamaica on
March 27, 2022. —AFP

S Africa skates on 
diplomatic thin ice 
over Ukraine war
JOHANNESBURG: A month into the war in Ukraine, South
Africa, one of the few African countries wielding diplomatic
influence outside the continent, has stuck its neck out,
adamantly refusing to condemn Russian aggression.
Pretoria says it would rather be neutral and allow negotia-
tions to end the conflict. On Thursday it sponsored a reso-
lution at the UN General Assembly, calling for the provision
of humanitarian aid to Ukraine, but avoided mentioning
Russia’s role in the conflict.That resolution was rejected.
Pretoria had abstained from voting on another resolution
that demanded an immediate halt to the Russian onslaught.
Earlier this month, South Africa was one of the 17 African
countries to abstain from voting on another UN resolution
calling on Russia to cease fire. Back home fiery debates on
South Africa’s position on the war rage on.

President Cyril Ramaphosa, an experienced conflict
mediator, says he won’t be swayed into adopting an “adver-
sarial” position, yet blames NATO for Moscow’s invasion.
“The war could have been avoided if NATO had heeded
the warnings from among its own leaders and officials over
the years that its eastward expansion would lead to greater,
not less, instability in the region,” he told parliament recent-
ly. But Ramaphosa, who has helped mediate in conflicts in
Africa and Northern Ireland, also said: “We cannot con-
done the use of force or violation of international law.”

‘We are with Russia’ 
The war has created strange bedfellows between the

South African government and opposition radical leftist
Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) party. EFF leader Julius
Malema declared: “We are with Russia,” urging Russia to
teach NATO and America “a lesson”. Addressing a recent
human rights rally, Malema turned to history to justify his
defense of Russia which “equipped us with weapons, gave
us money to fight apartheid”. “We will never denounce
Russia,” he vowed.

The Kremlin and many African countries have strong,
long-running historical ties dating back to the 1960s Cold
War when it provided military training and assistance to

freedom fighters. Ex-president Jacob Zuma also threw his
weight behind Putin saying the invasion “looks justifiable,
...Russia felt provoked”. “A member of BRICS is now at the
crosshairs of bullies,” said a statement from Zuma’s office.
Russia had pushed for South Africa to become a member
of the once-influential club of emerging economies which
include Brazil, Russia, India and China (BRICS). Zuma, who
was on the verge of signing a multi-billion-dollar nuclear
energy deal with Russia before his 2018 forced resignation,
said he knows Putin as “man of peace”. Government later
abandoned what would have been a crushingly expensive
nuclear power deal. Elsewhere, the main opposition
Democratic Alliance leader John Steenhuisen lambasted
Pretoria’s “shameful foreign policy decisions”, and its “cow-
ardly and immoral position” on the conflict.

In a show of solidarity with Kyiv, the DA-led Cape Town
government this month illuminated the historic City Hall in
yellow-and-blue Ukraine national colors. Nelson Mandela
addressed crowds on the balcony of the hall following his
1990 release from prison. Even the clergy is incensed.
Desmond Tutu’s successor, Anglican Bishop of Cape Town
Thabo Makgoba, said he was distressed by “South Africa’s
silence on the horrific bombing of health facilities and civil-
ians in Ukraine”. “Where is our ubuntu (Zulu for together-
ness), our humanity?” he asked.

‘Diplomatic egg-dance’ 
Ordinary people are already reeling from a hike in fuel

prices and are bracing for another round of increases next
week. South Africa imports most of its oil from Saudi
Arabia, Nigeria and Angola. And the government has
allayed fears of wheat shortages, thanks to last season’s
good harvest. While many other African countries have
been conspicuously silent over Russia’s invasion of its
neighbor, South Africa’s fence-sitting thrusts Pretoria’s
diplomacy under the spotlight. “Government is creating a
growing public relations disaster... with its diplomatic egg-
dance,” wrote journalist Peter Fabricius, warning it risked
“rapidly losing friends both at home and abroad”.

University of Cape Town’s Jeremy Seekings finds it
“extraordinary that a government of democratic South
Africa which came to power through a long struggle for
democracy against...the apartheid state which was of impe-
rial power, is now defending Russian imperialism and
against a democracy”. South Africa’s “influence” is declin-
ing and could lose its powerhouse status to Kenya, Nigeria
and Senegal. —AFP
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