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Dakar champ Attiyah eyes fifth title

SHAYBAH, Saudi Arabia: Toyota’s driver Nasser Al-Attiyah of Qatar and his co-driver Mathieu Baumel of France compete during the Stage 10 of the Dakar 2023 between Haradh and Shaybah on Jan 11, 2023. — AFP 

SHAYBAH, Saudi Arabia: French driver Sebastien 
Loeb won his second successive stage and fourth in 
all of this year’s Dakar Rally though Qatari defend-
ing champion Nasser Al-Attiyah remains firmly in 
charge. Attiyah holds a daunting one hour 21 min-
utes advantage over his Brazilian Toyota teammate 
Lucas Moraes with Loeb in third, a further 16 min-
utes in arrears. 

Loeb - a record nine-time world rally champion - 
timed 3min 4sec quicker in his Prodrive than Sweden’s 
Mattias Ekstrom with Moraes third on the 624 km 
10th stage from Harad to Shaybah. Attiyah may be 
looking comfortable for a fifth title but the 52-year-
old knows there remain potential pitfalls as the race 
heads into the final four stages. 

The next two are challenging even by the ultimate 
endurance race’s standards as they are termed 
“marathons” and take place in the Empty Quarter. 
Adding to their challenges the competitors will not 
have assistance at camp following Thursday’s stage. 
“We got to the Empty Quarter! It was a good day to 
test things for tomorrow, we know what we need,” 
said Attiyah. “I’m pleased, I’ve got a good feeling with 

the car, we didn’t make any mistakes. I didn’t push too 
hard today, I didn’t want to take risks. The marathon 
stage is tomorrow.”  

The situation in the motorbike category is far 
tighter. Kevin Benavides took over as the overall 
leader after Botswana’s Ross Branch won 
Wednesday’s stage. Benavides, 34 and seeking his 
second Dakar title to add to his 2021 victory, now 
heads former leader Skyler Howes of the USA by 
1min 29sec. 

 
‘Good job’ 

Australia’s Toby Price is third, 2min 10sec off the 
pace. Benavides finished fourth in the stage, a minute 
slower than Branch - who recorded his second victo-
ry in this year’s race and more than made up for the 
embarrassment of having run out of fuel on two previ-
ous stages. “I think I did a good job,” said Benavides. 
“I attacked before crashing and losing a few minutes 
there, then I went back on the offensive.” 

Howes posted the 17th fastest time, over seven 
minutes off the winner. “I just wanted to make it 
through this stage today and get ready for the 

marathon stage,” said Howes. “On short stages like 
this, you can definitely lose it, but trying to win it is 
not necessary.” Price was pleased too with his day’s 
work ahead of Thursday’s far more intimidating stage. 

“We just played it safe today,” said two-time 
champion who is yet to win since the race moved to 
Saudi Arabia in 2020. “There was a lot of broken 
dunes and the sand was really soft. All in all, I think so 
far the position was pretty good. Hopefully a few 
people will get in the mix of it. We’ll try and get some 
gaps (Thursday) and see if it works.” 

The leader of the truck category Ales Loprais 
meanwhile said he was “terribly sorry” after his 
vehicle hit an Italian tourist who subsequently died 
on Tuesday. Loprais’s Praga truck struck the 69-
year-old Italian man who was taking pictures behind 
a sand dune during the ninth stage between Riyadh 
and Haradh. 

He died in the helicopter taking him to hospital, 
organizers Amaury Sport Organization (AMO) said in 
a statement, adding it was investigating the accident. 
The Czech news agency CTK said later on 
Wednesday Loprais had quit the race. “I would like to 

express my condolences to his family and friends. I’m 
terribly sorry and it will haunt me for the rest of my 
life,” Loprais said in a video on his Facebook page. 

Loprais, who turned 43 on the day of the accident, 
said he had had no idea what had happened at the 
time. “The entire crew learnt about it when we went 
to bed and the commissioners came and told us they 
had a video recording of the accident,” he said. 
Loprais, whose uncle Karel Loprais won the Dakar 
Rally six times in the truck category, said the victim 
suffered a heart attack during the journey to hospital 
“two or three hours after” the accident. 

“So a human life was wasted and I am to blame 
because I was driving,” said Loprais. Loprais, who 
was seeking his maiden victory after racing at the 
Dakar Rally since 2006, published a video of the 
accident on his Facebook page. The rally ends on 
Sunday in the eastern Saudi city of Dammam. Held 
in Saudi Arabia for the fourth edition in a row, the 
rally is raced mostly in desert areas but nevertheless 
attracts spectators even if in far smaller numbers 
than when the race was held in Africa and Latin 
America.  — AFP 

Truck racer Loprais distraught after spectator’s death

MELBOURNE: Novak Djokovic has won the Australian 
Open a record nine times but a 10th title in Melbourne this 
month will be the most satisfying of all after his humiliating 
ban a year ago. Twelve months ago the Serbian superstar, 
one of the finest men’s tennis players of all time, was at the 

center of a global 
firestorm as he fought deporta-
tion from Australia. The 35-
year-old’s refusal to get vacci-
nated against COVID sparked 

a high-profile legal battle which 
eventually saw him turfed out of the 

country on the eve of the Grand Slam. 
In his absence his great rival Rafael Nadal won the 

Australian Open for a record 21st major crown. Some 
people, including former world number one Jim Courier, 
felt Djokovic was the victim of politics in what was an 
election year in Australia. Djokovic, who was held for a 
while in an immigration detention center as the saga 
played out, now goes into next week’s showpiece as the 
red-hot favorite to win it. If he does, it will be his 22nd 
Grand Slam title, tying him with Nadal at the top of the 
all-time men’s list. 

Many in Australia were glad to see the back of 
Djokovic in January 2022, but there are indications that 
public sentiment has softened since. He enjoyed strong 
support from the crowd as he blew away the rest of the 

field last week to win in Adelaide for the 92nd ATP title of 
his career - level with the Spaniard Nadal. “The support I 
have been getting in the last 10 days was something that I 
don’t think I’ve experienced too many times in my life,” 
Djokovic said after saving a match point in the final 
against Sebastian Korda on Sunday. 

Last month, The Sydney Morning Herald reported that 
a survey showed 30 percent of Australians now support-
ed him being allowed into the country, up from 14 percent 
in January last year. Along with his ominous form, the 
cards look to have fallen Djokovic’s way this 
time. There are indications that age and 
injury are catching up with Nadal. The 36-
year-old has lost six of his past seven 
matches stretching back to the US Open, 
where he went out in the last 16 to 

Frances Tiafoe. 
Roger Federer is no longer in the picture, having 

retired last year, and world number one Carlos Alcaraz - 
the new kid on the block - is out of Melbourne with 
injury. Daniil Medvedev, the losing finalist in 2021 and 
2022, is the most obvious threat aside from Nadal, having 
beaten Djokovic in the 2021 US Open final to win his lone 
major. Djokovic though outclassed the Russian 6-3, 6-4 
last week in the Adelaide semi-finals and Medvedev has 
dropped to eighth in the world. 

 
‘Emotional baggage’ 

Mats Wilander, a former world number 
one who won seven Grand Slam titles, 
believes Djokovic is “pretty heavy 
favorite” in Melbourne and will be dou-
bly motivated by what happened last 

year. “I don’t think that we have ever seen a 
more hungry tennis player in terms of wanting 
to get revenge or wanting to win matches,” 
the 58-year-old Swede told Eurosport. “I 
don’t think anyone has ever been hungrier 
than Novak is going to be.” 

But Patrick Mouratoglou, who was the 
long-time coach of the 

now-retired Serena 
Williams, warned that 
the emotions of his 
controversial depor-
tation could catch up 

with Djokovic. “It’s 
going to be tough for 

Novak in Australia, that’s 
for sure,” he said. “He (is) 

going to carry a big emotional baggage. He’s been through 
so much, emotionally speaking. Nobody is immune.” 

Speaking for the first time since setting foot back in 
Australia, Djokovic earlier this month admitted that the 
events of last year “stays with you for, I guess, the rest 
of your life”. But after beating Korda for the Adelaide 
crown, he said he held no grudges. “I couldn’t ask for a 
better preparation and lead-up to the Australian Open,” 
he said. “I love playing in Australia. My results are a tes-
tament to that.”  — AFP 

Djokovic hot favorite 
for Australian Open 
‘revenge’ mission

PARIS: French Football Federation president Noel 
Le Graet has been forced to stand down just weeks 
after France’s defeat in the World Cup final following 
a series of controversies, the body said on 
Wednesday. The decision was taken following an 
emergency meeting of the FFF in Paris. 

“Noel Le Graet, in agreement with the FFF exec-
utive committee gathered today in Paris, has chosen 
to step down from his role as president until the 
completion of the audit performed by the sports 
ministry,” the federation said. Le Graet, whose man-
date was due to run until 2024, had faced calls to 
resign after what he admitted were “clumsy 
remarks” about Zinedine Zidane’s potential interest 
in coaching the French national team. The 81-year-
old, who has been president of the FFF since 2011, 
had said in an interview with radio station RMC on 
Sunday that he “wouldn’t even have taken his call” 
when asked whether Zidane, a World Cup winner as 
a player and an all-time France great, had rung him 
to express an interest in taking over as coach from 
Didier Deschamps. 

Deschamps, who led France to World Cup glory 
in 2018 and oversaw their run to last month’s final 
which they lost on penalties to Argentina, last week-
end signed a new contract to stay as France coach 
until 2026. The storm around Zidane followed a 
series of accusations of mistreatment by employees 
at the FFF, which led to the French government 
launching an audit of the federation and Le Graet 
being summoned to attend a hearing. 

Le Graet denied those accusations, but on 
Tuesday his behavior again came under the spot-
light with a female football agent making further 
accusations of unwanted sexual advances by the 
veteran administrator in an interview with sports 
daily L’Equipe. — AFP 

Scandal-hit French 
FA boss Le Graet 
forced to step down

MELBOURNE: Novak Djokovic attends a practice 
match with Russian player Daniil Medvedev ahead 
of the Australian Open in Melbourne Park on Jan 
11, 2023.— AFP  


