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What is happening in the 
Wimbledon controversy?

Russian and Belarusian players banned 
PARIS:  The French Open is being overshadowed
by the controversy sparked by the decision of
Wimbledon to ban Russian and Belarusian players
from next month’s grass court Grand Slam. AFP
Sport looks at the main points in a crisis which
could prompt some players to skip the event after
the ATP and WTA tours stripped Wimbledon of
ranking points.

What happened?
Wimbledon, which starts on June 27, banned

players from Russia and Belarus in response to the
invasion of Ukraine even though they are allowed
to continue competing at other tournaments,
including the ongoing French Open. “In the cir-
cumstances of such unjustified and unprecedented
military aggression, it would be unacceptable for
the Russian regime to derive any benefits from the
involvement of Russian or Belarusian players,” the
All England Club said.

The ATP and WTA, who run the professional
tours, responded by stripping the event of ranking
points. “Discrimination by individual tournaments
is simply not viable,” said the ATP. Wimbledon said
the sanction was “disproportionate”. It is not the

first time that the tournament has instituted a ban-
players from Germany and Japan were prevented
from competing in the immediate aftermath of
World War II.

What have the stars said?
Former world number one Naomi Osaka said

she is considering not playing Wimbledon if there
are no ranking points. “I’m leaning more towards
not playing given the current circumstances. I’m
the type of player that gets motivated by seeing
my ranking go up,” said the four-time major win-
ner. Defending champion Novak Djokovic “intends
to go” although he insisted Monday that the deci-
sion to ban players was a “mistake” and that other
options were available. He says the impasse is a
“lose-lose situation”. 

Djokovic will attempt to win a seventh title at
Wimbledon even though he stands to lose the
2,000 points he claimed in 2021. Ironically, Daniil
Medvedev, one of the banned Russians, could
inherit his top ranking as a result. John Isner, who
won the longest match in tennis history, an 11-hour
five-minute marathon, at Wimbledon in 2010, said
he was ambivalent.

“Right now, truthfully, I’m not that stoked about
Wimbledon. I might just show up on Saturday and
maybe I will play Monday and see what happens,”
said the American. For many players, ranking
points are hard currency, opening doors to the
bigger tournaments and, by extension, the bigger
pay cheques. Many in the sport are multi-million-
aires. For example, in 2021, Osaka became the
world’s highest-earning sportswoman with a for-
tune of $57 million, according to Forbes. The likes
of Djokovic and Rafael Nadal have long broken
through the $100 million barrier in on-court earn-
ings alone.

How do Ukraine players feel?
Lesia Tsurenko, a former top 25 player, has blast-

ed her fellow WTA professionals for a lack of
understanding, claiming that only “four or five” have
asked her about the war in the three months since
the invasion. Tsurenko, now outside the top 100, has
been unable to return to her home city of Kyiv,
instead having to base herself at an academy in Italy
alongside fellow player and compatriot Marta
Kostyuk. Former Ukraine player Sergiy Stakhovsky,
who famously defeated Roger Federer on Centre

Court at Wimbledon in 2013, described the ATP
decision on stripping points as “a shameful day for
tennis”. “To say that I am disappointed in @atptour
would be understatement. Never would expect that
anyone can stand on the side of invaders and mur-
derers,” tweeted Stakhovsky, who has joined the
Ukraine military to fight the Russian invasion.

Will there be a boycott?
Osaka said that without ranking points,

Wimbledon would resemble an “exhibition” tour-
nament, but the prospects of a large-scale snub-
bing of Wimbledon are unlikely. The allure of prize
money for the lower-ranked players in particular
will be too tempting-in 2021, first round losers
pocketed ?48,000 ($60,300) each. However, if
there was a boycott of the All England Club, it
would not be the first. In 1973, Yugoslavia’s Niki
Pilic had been suspended by his national federa-
tion for refusing to play a Davis Cup tie, a move
supported by the international body. The ban ruled
Pilic out of Wimbledon so the recently-created
ATP ordered players not to compete at
Wimbledon unless the suspension was lifted. Over
80 players opted not to appear. — AFP

Djokovic wins on
Slam return as
Nadal strolls 
PARIS: Reigning champion Novak Djokovic won in
straight sets on his return to Grand Slam action at the
French Open on Monday and 13-time Roland Garros
winner Rafael Nadal eased to victory, but Naomi
Osaka crashed out in the first round. Djokovic
defeated Japan’s Yoshihito Nishioka 6-3, 6-1, 6-0 in
the first night session at full capacity in Paris in his
first match at a major since losing last year’s US
Open final.

His attempt to defend his Australian Open title in
January ended in chaos and controversy when he
was deported from Melbourne for refusing to get
vaccinated. “I’m happy to be back. Roland Garros is
one of the biggest tournaments in the world, and the
memories from last year still are fresh in my head, in
my mind,” said Djokovic. The world number one, who
turned 35 on Sunday, converted eight of 18 break
points against Nishioka under the roof on Court
Philippe Chatrier on a rain-interrupted day.

“I have to be pleased overall. I always expect
highest from myself, so I can always do better, but
was a very good start of the tournament,” added
Djokovic. He will next meet either Federico Coria of
Argentina or Slovakia’s Alex Molcan, who is working
with Marian Vajda-Djokovic’s former long-time
coach. Nadal, on a quarter-final collision course with
Djokovic, brushed Australia’s Jordan Thompson aside
6-2, 6-2, 6-2 to improve his Roland Garros record to
106 wins and just three losses since his 2005 title-
winning debut.

“It’s a good start, of course, straight sets,” said
Nadal, seeded fifth. “I played good for a while. Then
things that I could do better and I need to do better.
But it’s a positive start.” The Spaniard, who last week
downplayed concerns over the recurrence of a foot
injury that plagued him in Rome, meets Corentin
Moutet in round two after the French wildcard
defeated 2015 champion Stan Wawrinka.

Osaka, Krejcikova dumped out 
Four-time Grand Slam winner Osaka was

knocked out 7-5, 6-4 by Amanda Anisimova-the

same player who ended the Japanese star’s title
defence at the Australian Open this year. Osaka
served eight double faults and committed 29
unforced errors on her return to Roland Garros,
after withdrawing in 2021 when she refused to hon-
or mandatory media commitments before revealing
she had been suffering from depression. “I thought I
tried really hard, and I just feel like it was a bit
unfortunate because I wasn’t able to play as many
matches leading into this tournament,” said Osaka,
unseeded at a Grand Slam for the first time since the
2018 Australian Open.

Anisimova, the 27th seed, reached the semi-finals
in Paris three years ago. “It’s tough to see Naomi
Osaka in the first round so I knew it wouldn’t be
easy,” said the American. “I knew I had to play my
best tennis and the conditions were not easy.”
Women’s defending champion Barbora Krejcikova
also crashed out, losing 1-6, 6-2, 6-3 to 19-year-old
Diane Parry of France in her first match since
February following injury. The Czech world number
two had yet to play on clay this season after being

sidelined by an elbow problem.
“I just think I just collapsed physically, and, I

mean, it was tough because I didn’t play the match-
es,” said Krejcikova. Fifth seeded Anett Kontaveit
became the fourth top-10 player to fall before the
end of the second day, going down 7-6 (7/5), 7-5 to
Australia’s Ajla Tomljanovic. Iga Swiatek, the
favourite for the women’s title, stretched her winning
streak to 29 matches by dispatching Ukrainian quali-
fier Lesia Tsurenko 6-2, 6-0 in 54 minutes.

The 20-year-old Swiatek, who took over as
world number one following Ashleigh Barty’s shock
retirement, has won her last five tournaments and is
bidding for a second French Open in three attempts.
“Today was a pretty good match,” said Swiatek.
She is unbeaten since February and has the longest
winning streak on the WTA tour since Serena
Williams won 34 matches in a row in 2013. “I’m
pretty sure that it can end, but I just want to keep
going. I’m sure someday my streak will stop.” Ten
matches were interrupted due to rain and will
resume on Tuesday. — AFP

PARIS: Serbia’s Novak Djokovic returns the ball to
Japan’s Yoshihito Nishioka during their men’s singles
match on day two of the Roland-Garros Open tennis
tournament on May 23, 2022. —AFP

PARIS: Spain’s Rafael Nadal returns the ball to Australia’s
Jordan Thompson during their men’s singles match at the
Court Philippe-Chatrier on day two of the Roland-Garros
Open tennis tournament in Paris. —AFP

Mbappe ‘consulted 
president Macron 
over PSG deal’
PARIS: Kylian Mbappe made the startling revela-
tion Monday that he had talked over his potential
transfer to Real Madrid with Emmanuel Macron,
saying he appreciated the “good advice” of the
French president, who wanted the Paris Saint-
Germain star to stay in France. World Cup winner
Mbappe had for months seemed certain to sign for
Real Madrid before being persuaded to sign a new
three-year deal at PSG, the club he joined in 2017.
“We talked quite a bit,” Mbappe said of his
exchanges with Macron. “You can say that it was
good advice. “He wanted me to stay, that’s part of
the negotiations.”

Mbappe said that Macron was one of a number
of different people to whom he had talked. “It’s
then that you see that football has changed and has
an important place in society. It’s important to also
know how to stay in one’s place despite the impor-
tance that can be given to me in the country.” With
that in mind, Mbappe also revealed that PSG would
not block him from playing in the 2024 Paris
Olympics.

The Paris-born Mbappe was raised in the north-
eastern Parisian surburb of Bondy, part of the
Seine-Saint-Denis department that is home to not
only the Stade de France, but also several other
Olympic sites including the Olympic Village. There
is no doubt that the potential participation of a
star-quality, home-grown talent in the Summer
Games would be a massive boost for organizers.
“First of all I have to be picked,” Mbappe said of
the possibility of taking part in Paris 2024. “We
talked about it with the club. “The club are not
against it, they are for it. There weren’t any prob-
lems with regard to that in negotiations.”

No say on transfers 
There has been speculation that as well as a

gigantic, undisclosed financial package, PSG’s
Qatari owners had persuaded Mbappe to remain
with his hometown club by agreeing to give the 23-
year-old forward some say in which players to sign
for next season. Mbappe however denied any such
agreement had been made.

“I remain a footballer, who is part of a team, and
I will not go beyond this role. I won’t go beyond my
role as a player,” he said at a press conference
seated alongside PSG president Nasser Al-Khelaifi.
“Everyone knows that last year, I wanted to leave
and I was convinced that it was the best choice, but
the years go by and things change. “I am French
and there is this sentimental side to leaving my

country which would have been difficult. “The proj-
ect has changed, my club wants to build a new
sporting ambition and I think there are other great
stories to write here, that’s what matters.”

Hours after Mbappe announced on Saturday
that he was staying at the club came the news
that PSG’s powerful sporting director Leonardo-
heavily criticised by supporters-had been sacked.
Al-Khelaifi said Mbappe’s decision to stay at the
French champions sent “a very strong sign”. “We
are keeping the best player in the world,” the
president said. “This is a great day for Paris
Saint-Germain, for our supporters in France and
in the whole world-Kylian is staying at PSG for
the next three seasons and that is important for
us and for Ligue 1.” — AFP

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s French forward Kylian Mbappe is cheered by supporters outside the Parc des Princes
stadium in Paris. —AFP

Party time as 
COVID-delayed 
SEA Games end
HANOI: The SEA Games in Vietnam’s capital Hanoi
came to a noisy and colorful close on Monday after
more than two weeks of competition in everything
from athletics to football and eSports. The closing
ceremony, held in an indoor sports complex and a
joyful mix of dancing, music and pageantry, brought
the curtain down on a Games which started six
months late because of Covid.

Nearly 5,000 athletes from 11 countries fought
for Southeast Asian pride, with hosts Vietnam easily
topping the medals table with 205 golds, followed
by Thailand and Indonesia in distant second and
third. The closing gala, at a venue with a capacity of
about 3,000, was markedly smaller than the open-
ing ceremony when tens of thousands crammed into
the My Dinh stadium.

But it did not disappoint as men in white military
garb came out onto a stage holding the flags of the
11 nations. Heavy rain fell outside. Hailing the bien-
nial competition a success, Vietnam Prime Minister
Pham Minh Chinh declared the Games closed and
the mantle was handed over to Cambodia, which
will stage the 32nd edition about a year from now.
“The torch of peace and development in Southeast
Asia will continue to shine,” he said. Athletes from
the countries did not parade before the audience
during the ceremony.

Record-breakers 
When the Games finally got under way earlier

this month, Singapore emerged again as SEA swim
kings with 21 golds in the pool. Malaysia swept all
eight golds in the diving, in what was a generally
disappointing Games for the country, coming a low-
ly sixth in the medals table with 39 gold. East Timor
won three silvers and two bronze to prop up the
table. Stars of the future were made and some bol-
stered their already global reputation. Thailand’s 16-
year-old Puripol Boonson shattered the 200m
Games record and also clinched the 100m gold as
he became the region’s new sprint king on the track.

Reigning Olympic champions Panipak
Wongpattanakit from Thailand defended her taek-
wondo crown, as did Filipino Hidilyn Diaz in
women’s weightlifting. A national hero in the
Philippines, Diaz is already eyeing up the Paris 2024
Olympics. But Singapore’s former Olympic swim-
ming champion Joseph Schooling hinted in Hanoi
that his career is almost at an end age 26, but not
before adding two more SEA Games golds to make
it 29 for him overall. Controversially, he was denied
gold in freestyle relay when Singapore’s sprint team
was disqualified. There was disappointment too for
the Philippines’ bodybuilders, who were barred
from competing over failing to fulfill anti-doping
rules, forcing them to leave Hanoi without even tak-
ing to the stage. —AFP

HANOI: Participants take part in the closing ceremony
of the 31st Southeast Asian Games (SEA Games) in
Hanoi on May 23, 2022. —AFP


