
Saudi provides  
thrills on track  

 
JEDDAH: Max Verstappen may have led Charles 
Leclerc across the line to confirm the identity of 
Formula One’s ‘new era’ protagonists, but Sunday’s 
thrilling Saudi Arabian Grand Prix posed plenty of 
questions for the future. The world champion’s victory 
by half a second in a cat-and-mouse duel with his fel-
low-24-year-old tyro to finish a close contest between 
the Red Bull and Ferrari teams kept fans and specta-
tors enthralled. 

It left few doubting their credentials as this year’s 
main title contenders. But it was unable to hide a brood-
ing unrest in the pit lane and paddock after a weekend of 
high-speed crashes, safety and security concerns follow-
ing Friday’s nearby missile attack and an uneasy disquiet 
over Saudi Arabia’s human rights record. If the close rac-
ing, frequent overtaking and swapping of positions sig-
naled the second ‘ground effect’ era in F1 was delivering 
the sought-after entertainment levels on track, it also 
supplied surprises. 

The loss of competitiveness of Mercedes, after 
eight consecutive championship-winning seasons, 
undermined seven-time champion Lewis Hamilton’s 
hopes at the floodlit Jeddah Street Track and may 
wreck his bid for a record eighth driver’s title. The 37-
year-old Briton, who finished 10th, was one of many 
drivers who spoke in favor of a boycott during four 
hours of late-night talks on Friday following the missile 
attack. He remained despondent on Sunday night, 
admitting: “I am so happy this weekend is done. “I am 

so happy that everyone is safe. I am just looking for-
ward to getting out. I just want to go home....” 

The missile strike at an oil plant within sight of the 
circuit intensified feelings on human rights-most 
recently brought into focus by the Saudi state’s execu-
tion of 81 men on March 12. While many drivers were 
reluctant to voice their views, Hamilton spoke with 
careful precision about a need to highlight the issues 
raised in the paddock about ‘sports-washing’ and the 
perils of racing in Jeddah. 

F1 management and team bosses, mindful of the 
commercial aspects of a race worth a reported $900 
million over 10 years, argued that ‘the show goes on’ 
and cited local security guarantees. Verstappen made 
clear the story was not over when he spoke after his 
first win of the season following a late retirement in 
Bahrain’s season-opener. 

“We had a lot of guarantees that it would be safe, 
but after this weekend all the drivers together will 
speak with F1 and the team bosses to see what hap-
pens in the future.” The prompt cancellation of the 
Russian Grand Prix following Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine showed that F1 can take action and drew 
attention to the issues surrounding not only Saudi 
Arabia’s role in the seven-year war in Yemen, but also 
the inclusion of Bahrain on the race calendar. 

Other events will be examined carefully. For the 
sport, having reinvented itself this year as a high-
speed high-tech global media entertainment, there is a 
need to clarify its position as more race promoters 
jostle to join the feast in a bloated calendar. More 
questions are expected at round three in Melbourne 
next month when Mercedes will hope to have found 
an answer to their performance problems in a bid to 
catch Ferrari and Red Bull before it is too late. — AFP
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TORONTO: Daniel Theis #27 of the Boston Celtics drives to the basket during the game against the Toronto Raptors on March 28, 2022 at the Scotiabank Arena in Toronto, Ontario. —AFP 

CAIRO: Egypt supporters watch the second leg of the 2022 Qatar World Cup African qualifier between 
Senegal and Egypt on March 29, 2022. — AFP 

TORONTO: Pascal Siakam poured in 40 points as the 
Toronto Raptors snapped the Boston Celtics’ six-game 
win streak with a 115-112 overtime victory on Monday. 
Siakam and the Raptors took advantage of a depleted 
Celtics line-up to grab a crucial victory that boosts 
Toronto’s hopes of securing an automatic postseason 
berth. The win moves Toronto level with the Chicago 
Bulls on 43 wins and 32 losses in the East, just ahead of 
the Cleveland Cavaliers who are one place outside the 
automatic playoff spots in seventh. 

The Celtics have been the form team in the NBA 
recently, motoring to 11 wins in their last 12 games prior 
to Monday’s clash. But Boston were jolted earlier 
Monday by confirmation that center Robert Williams III 
faces a lengthy layoff with a knee injury, while Jaylen 
Brown and Jayson Tatum were also sidelined with 
knocks. That cleared the way for Siakam to take over at 
Toronto’s ScotiaBank Arena with a 40-point display as 
well as 13 rebounds, three steals and two blocks. Fred 
VanVleet and OG Anunoby added 14 points each while 

Thaddeus Young and Gary Trent Jr had 12 points apiece. 
“It was a great team win,” said Siakam, who was side-
lined for several months last year after undergoing 
shoulder surgery. 

“It’s been a long road, so I’m excited about just get-
ting back to the grind and working hard, just playing 
with everything I’ve got. “We’re a team. We have a next 
man up mentality, just go out there and win the game.” 
Marcus Smart led the Celtics scorers with 28 points, 
while Grant Williams finished with 17. Boston’s loss 
means Miami reclaimed top spot in the Eastern 
Conference with a 123-100 victory over the Sacramento 
Kings in Florida. 

 
Eye on playoffs 

Jimmy Butler finished with 27 points and seven assists 
while Bam Adebayo added 22 points and hauled in 15 
rebounds for the Heat, who improved to 48-28. The win 
ended a four-game losing streak for Miami, who had 
dropped games against Philadelphia, Golden State, the 
New York Knicks and Brooklyn in the past week. “We 
were very disappointed about the last four games, and it 
was trending that way before that, while we were still 
winning,” said Miami coach Erik Spoelstra, who used the 
mini slump to reshuffle his roster with one eye on the 
playoffs. 

“I don’t mind these stretches-they force you to 
address things,” Spoelstra said. “There were detail things 
that we needed to address and will continue to address. 
We’re not satisfied with where we’re at. “Our roster is 
deep and checks a lot of boxes we feel we’ll need in the 
playoffs. If we’re fortunate enough to play multiple 
series, we’ll have different needs and complexions and 
we feel our versatility and depth is one of our greatest 
strengths.” 

Elsewhere in the Eastern Conference on Monday, the 
New York Knicks kept their faint hopes of forcing their 

Siakam and Raptors upset Celtics 
Knicks keep their faint hopes alive; down Chicago  

DIAMNIADIO: Liverpool star Sadio Mane con-
verted a shoot-out penalty in Diamniadio on 
Tuesday to take African champions Senegal to the 
2022 World Cup in Qatar at the expense of Egypt. 
Senegal won the second leg of the African play-off 
1-0 thanks to a fourth-minute goal from Boulaye 
Dia and the teams finished level at 1-1 on aggre-
gate after extra time. As was the case in the Africa 
Cup of Nations final last month, Mane was 
entrusted with taking the crucial fifth Senegal kick 
and once again he made no mistake to give his 
side a 3-1 victory in the shoot-out.  

 
Ghana upset Nigeria  

In another development, Arsenal midfielder 
Thomas Partey scored the goal that took Ghana to 
the 2022 World Cup in Qatar as they forced a 1-1 
draw in Nigeria on Tuesday to win the African 
play-off on away goals. Partey struck after 10 min-
utes in Abuja and although another Premier 
League star, William Troost-Ekong, leveled from a 
22nd-minute penalty, Nigeria failed to score again. 
The first leg ended goalless. The Black Stars of 
Ghana are back in the World Cup finals after qual-
ifying in 2006, 2010 and 2014, but missing out four 
years ago. 

Defeat was a massive blow for favorites 

Nigeria, who were chasing a seventh appearance 
in eight attempts since debuting at the 1994 World 
Cup. Public servants in the Nigerian capital were 
given a half-day and free transport was arranged 
from the suburbs to ensure a capacity 60,000 
crowd cheered on the Super Eagles. But the home 
team fell behind early on when Partey’s shot from 
outside the box slipped between the hands of 
goalkeeper Francis Uzoho and into the net. 

It was the latest in a series of blunders by 
Nigerian goalkeepers with Maduka Okoyo blamed 
for the Tunisian goal that knocked his team out of 
the recent Africa Cup of Nations at the last-16 
stage. Troost-Ekong was the calmest person in the 
cauldron of noise midway through the opening 
half as he sent Ghana goalkeeper Jojo Wollacott 
the wrong way from the penalty spot to equalize. 

Napoli forward Victor Osimhen had the ball in 
the net for Nigeria soon after, but it was ruled off-
side after a VAR check. Nigeria applied constant 
second-half pressure, but could not break down a 
Ghana defence marshalled by Leicester City cen-
tre-back Daniel Amartey. Ghana started the two-
leg tie as underdogs after a dismal showing at the 
Cup of Nations in January, with a loss to minnows 
the Comoros condemning them to a humiliating 
first-round exit. — AFP 

Senegal stun Egypt, qualify for WCup 

way into the postseason play-in with a fourth straight 
victory, downing Chicago 109-104 at Madison Square 
Garden. DeMar DeRozan led the scoring for the visiting 
Bulls with 37 points, but the Knicks were carried to vic-
tory with 28 points from RJ Barrett, 28 points from Alec 
Burks and 16 points from Mitchell Robinson. 

The Knicks are one place outside the play-in spots 
with a 34-42 record. Atlanta, 132-123 winners over 
Indiana on Monday, occupy the last play-in place in the 
East at 38-37. In the Western Conference, Golden State’s 
problems continued with a third straight loss. A Warriors 
line-up missing the injured Stephen Curry as well as 

Klay Thompson and Draymond Green were pummeled 
123-95 on the road by the Memphis Grizzlies, who swept 
to a fifth consecutive victory with a balanced offensive 
performance.  Desmond Bane scored 22 points and 
Dillon Brooks 21 as five Grizzlies players posted double-
digit points totals. Warriors coach Steve Kerr was eject-
ed after arguing with the officiating crew at the end of 
the first half. “Everyone was a little down because we 
were getting our behinds kicked, and our coach was 
kicked out, but Steve did a fantastic job in getting our 
guys fired up for the second half,” Warriors assistant 
coach Mike Brown said afterwards. —AFP

TORONTO: Pascal Siakam #43 of the Toronto Raptors 
shoots the ball during the game against the Boston 
Celtics on March 28, 2022.— AFP 


