
Players unaware of spying scandal as Canada Olympic coach sent home: official
AFP | Paris

Canadian soccer chiefs yes-
terday pleaded with FIFA 

not to deduct points from their 
women’s Olympic football team 
as a drone-spying scandal led to 
head coach Bev Priestman being 
dramatically kicked out of the 
Paris Games.

Canada Soccer chief execu-
tive Kevin Blue said Canadian 
players had not seen any footage 
produced by the drone used to 
spy on a New Zealand training 
session and should not be pun-
ished by global governing body 
FIFA.

Reigning Olympic champions 
Canada defeated New Zealand 
2-1 in their opening match of the 
women’s football tournament 
on Thursday despite the turmoil 

around the squad.
Canada Soccer announced 

yesterday that English coach 
Priestman had been suspended 
with immediate effect after ini-
tial investigations into the scan-
dal revealed drone-spying that 
pre-dated the Paris Olympics.

Canadian Olympic Commit-
tee chief executive David Shoe-
maker said separately yesterday 
that Canada’s victory at the pan-
demic-delayed Tokyo Olympics 
might also have been stained by 
spying tactics.

Priestman’s departure came 
a day after assistant coach Jas-
mine Mander and analyst Joey 

Lombardi were also sent home 
for their roles in the scandal.

Blue told reporters there had 
been “frankly unacceptable 
shortcomings of ethical inci-
dents” by members of the Ca-
nadian coaching team.

However, he pleaded with 
FIFA not to slap Canada with a 
points deduction, which could 
potentially blow a hole in the 
defence of their Olympic crown.

“The players themselves have 
not been involved in any unethi-
cal behaviour,” Blue said. “And 
frankly we ask FIFA to take that 
into consideration if contem-
plating any further sanctions.
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Bev Priestman

Norris heads Piastri in McLaren 
one-two at Belgian GP practice

Norris and Piastri lead the pack, outpacing Verstappen who faces grid penalty

• Norris leads Piastri 
by 0.215 seconds, 
Verstappen by 0.217

• Leclerc and Sainz 
place fourth and 
fifth in the session

• Hamilton and 
Russell deliver below 
expectations, finishing 
tenth and sixth

AFP | Spa

Lando Norris topped the 
times ahead of his team-
mate Oscar Piastri as 

McLaren finished a dominant 
one-two in yesterday’s second 
free practice ahead of this week-
end’s Belgian Grand Prix.

The duo, who secured a front 
row lockout in qualifying at last 

Sunday’s Hungarian Grand Prix, 
set the pace again ahead of series 
leader and three-time champion 
Max Verstappen of Red Bull.

The Dutchman faces taking a 
10-place grid penalty for Sun-
day’s race after his team fitted 
him with a new engine, taking 

him beyond the permitted limit 
of four units for the season.

Norris clocked a best lap in 
one minute and 42.260 seconds 
to outpace Piastri by 0.215 sec-
onds and Verstappen by 0.217, 
meaning they were separated by 
only 0.002 seconds after lapping 

the 7.004-kms circuit, the long-
est on the calendar.

In cooling conditions, with 
rain threatening, the Ferraris of 
Charles Leclerc and Carlos Sainz 
were fourth and fifth ahead of 
George Russell of Mercedes and 

Alpine’s Esteban Ocon, who it 
was announced Thursday will 
switch to Haas next year.

Kevin Magnussen was eighth 
in his Haas ahead of Sergio Perez 
of Red Bull and seven-time 
champion Lewis Hamilton in 
the second Mercedes.

After his successful exploits 
in opening practice, which he 
topped with some ease, Verstap-
pen was out swiftly for FP2 on 
mediums to set a marker lap in 
1:43.456 as Perez joined him on 
the pace, back in third, separated 
from the champion by Hamilton.

To the delight of his fans, Al-
pine’s Ocon joined the fray, hav-
ing missed most of the earlier 
action due to a suspected water 
leak.

Verstappen improved his time 
as the McLarens began to reel 
him in, but it was Sainz, in his 
Ferrari, who leapt to the top of 
the timing monitor in 1:43.098 
before Piastri moved six-tenths 
clear.

“Might just need to check the 
floor,” reported the Melburnian 
driver, who claimed his maiden 
F1 victory in Hungary.

“Turned into a skateboarder at 
Turn Seven...”

Piastri was soon displaced by 
his team-mate Lando Norris, in 
1:42.260, giving them a one-two 
again, with the Australian adrift 
by two-tenths, but 0.002 clear of 
the Dutchman.

After two aborted attempts on 
softs, Hamilton could manage 
no better than 10th on his third 
flying lap with Russell in sixth 
behind the Ferraris, a below-ex-
pectations effort from Mercedes 
as  they switched to  race  
runs.

For Hamilton, who counts the 
majestic high-speed Ardennes 
circuit as one of his favourites, 
it was a discouraging day as he 
sought a set-up for Sunday’s 
race, which is expected to be 
run in dry conditions after a wet 
qualifying day on Saturday.

McLaren’s British driver Lando Norris drives during a practice session

The Spa-Francor-
champs circuit, at 

7.004 km, is the long-
est on the Formula 1 
calendar, presenting 
unique challenges for 
drivers and teams in 
terms of setup and 

strategy
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New India captain Yadav says ready to lead against Sri Lanka
AFP | Kandy

India’s Suryakumar Yadav said 
yesterday he was not going 

to repeat the mistakes of his 
domestic captaincy ahead of his 
first trial as Twenty20 skipper 
against Sri Lanka.

Suryakumar, 33, this month 
picked up the baton from much-
loved predecessor Rohit Shar-
ma, who announced his retire-
ment from the 20-over format 
after India’s World Cup victory 
in June.

He pipped all-rounder Hardik 
Pandya to the post after con-
cerns over the latter’s frequent 
injury absences.

But his previous captaincy of 
state team Mumbai had aroused 
concerns over his leadership 
style, after complaints from 
teammates prompted his 2015 
sacking.

“Lot of things have changed 
since then. I am a different 
person now,” the batsman told 
reporters in Kandy ahead of Sat-
urday’s series opener.

“I have got married and I 
have learned a lot from other 
captains. I will take the team 
forward in my own style,” he 

added.
“Our brand of cricket remains 

the same. What the captaincy 
has done is it has given me new 
responsibility and I am looking 
forward to the challenge.”

Star batsman Virat Kohli also 
retired after the T20 World Cup 
and India’s 15-man squad will 
give Suryakumar the oppor-
tunity to experiment with the 
top order, anchored on open-
ers Shubman Gill and Yashasvi 
Jaiswal.

Sri Lanka also have a new 
short-format captain after a hu-
miliating first-round World Cup 
knockout prompted Wanindu 
Hasaranga’s resignation just six 
months after his appointment.

His replacement Charith 
Asalanka captained Jaffna Kings 
on Sunday to a title win in the 
island’s 20-over Lanka Premier 
League tournament.

“It’s a huge challenge for us to 
play the world champions. We 
are ready for the challenge as we 

prepared well for this series,” 
Asalanka said.

“Bit disappointed that we 
are not at full strength,” he 
added, saying that injury and 
illness had hurt the team’s pace 
strength.

Fast bowler Nuwan Thushara 
was ruled out of the series with 
a fractured thumb while Dush-
mantha Chameera is unwell.

Sri Lanka have brought in 
right-arm seamer Asitha Fer-
nando and left-arm quick Dil-
shan Madushanka as replace-
ments.

The three-match series con-
cludes Tuesday in Kandy before 
a three-match ODI series begins 
in Colombo yesterday.

Lot of things have 
changed since then. I 
am a different person 

now. I have got married 
and I have learned a lot 

from other captains. 
I will take the team 

forward in my own style
SURYAKUMAR YADAV

Sri Lanka’s captain Charith Asalanka (R) and his Indian counterpart Suryakumar 
Yadav at a press conference in Kandy

Australian swim coach avoids 
being kicked out of Olympics
AFP | Paris

An Australian swimming 
coach who backed a South 

Korean rival to beat two of his 
countrymen avoided being 
kicked out of the Olympics yes-
terday, with officials deciding 
it would be too disruptive.

Michael Palfrey told South 
Korean media this week he 
hoped Kim Woo-min won gold 
instead of Sam Short and Eli-
jah Winnington in the men’s 
400m freestyle.

The trio -- all former world 
champions -- will face off on 
Saturday in the opening day 
of action at La Defense Arena.

Head coach Rohan Taylor 
blasted Palfrey as “un-Austral-
ian”, deeming his actions “ex-
tremely disappointing”.

But he stopped short of fol-
lowing through on a threat to 
send him home, saying athlete 
welfare across the 41-member 
pool team factored into his de-
cision.

“We took the time to con-
sider the two options -– for 

Mick Palfrey to stay, and for 
him to be sent home,” he said 
in a statement.

“After extended conversa-
tions with athletes, the ath-
lete leadership group, and 
coaching staff we have made 
the decision for Michael to  
stay.

“It is not one we have taken 
lightly and I stress this is an 
ongoing discussion for when 
we return home.”

Palfrey works with Australi-
an swimmers Zac Incerti, Ab-
bey Connor and Alex Perkins, 
but also mentored Kim while 
he was training in Brisbane 
ahead of the Games.

Michael Palfrey

Stimac looks to late show in must-win Asian Cup clash
AFP | Doha

Igor Stimac said his goal-shy 
India will try and wear down 

Syria and look to hit them late 
on in a must-win Asian Cup 
clash on today.

India face Syria in Qatar 
with the knockout rounds still 
a possibility for both teams 

despite neither yet winning a 
match or even scoring a goal 
after two games.

Australia have sealed one of 
the spots out of Group B but 
with the top two and possibly 
even third place also qualify-
ing, it is all to play for. Uzbeki-
stan are second, ahead of Syria 
and India.

Stage set for golf spectacle
Royal Golf Club’s Juan Manuel Fuentes Perez discusses course upgrades and excitement

• Pérez shares his 
vision for the Bahrain 
Championship, aiming 
to raise awareness 
of golf, position 
Bahrain as a premium 
destination, and grow 
the game locally

TDT | Manama

The Royal Golf Club’s gen-
eral manager Juan Ma-
nuel Fuentes Pérez shares 

his views ahead of the upcoming 
Bahrain Championship present-
ed by Bapco Energies, as the DP 
World Tour returns to Bahrain 
for the first time in 13 years this 
February 1 to 4.

How is the course and the 
venue looking ahead of the 
tournament?

JP: It was a mega sprint to-
wards the end but we made it 
happen. We always believed in 
it, some days it was really tough 
but the course is better than ever 
before with the changes we’ve 
made. Now the guys are here 
setting everything up for the 
tournament so it’s starting to 
look like something big is hap-
pening and it’s exciting.

Talk us through the up-
grades that have been done 
to the course in preparation 
for the DP World Tour stars 
coming to town?

JP: The main aspect has been 
the redesign of 10 greens. The 
main intention was to provide 
new and more pin locations to 
the existing greens but most 
importantly to upgrade and 
improve the playability of the 
course for our members and 
guests. To bring the course up 
to date and make it more user 
friendly at the same time. The 
greens used to be very undu-
lated. The main designer from 

European Golf Design, Robin 
Heisman, has been involved 
with us on the changes. Some of 
the holes have been completely 
redesigned and transformed, 
others have been partially 
changed. Everyone, including 
all our members, is super excited 
about the changes. It’s like a new 
course!

So, it’s actually been about 
making the course more play-
able rather than harder?

JP: Exactly, making it more 
playable so for our visitors, it’s 
like having a new product and 
they get rewarded for their good 
shots. It’s a fairer test now which 

is what it should have been from 
the beginning. Aside from the 
greens, we’ve done a redesign 
of every bunker on the course. 
We’ve put in new liners and 
brought in crushed marble sand 
from Oman – one of the best 
sands you can get. We’ve rede-
signed the landscape as well to 
make it more visually appealing 
and to make the desert land that 
frames the course fairer in terms 
of playability again as well. So, 
it’s a whole new design with the 
objective of helping the players, 
all players, not just the DP World 
Tour pros.

What do you think the host-
ing of the Bahrain Champi-
onship presented by Bapco 
Energies will bring to the golf 
club and to Bahrain itself?

JP: For me the key thing it will 
bring is awareness of the game. 
I think F1 is a good example of 
how the profile of a sport has 
been raised significantly by host-
ing a big event here. We want to 
position Bahrain as a premium 
destination for golf and hospi-
tality, to showcase the country. 
Really grow the game of golf and 
show the people that this is a 
game that is played internation-
ally at all levels. It’s a cool sport 
that can be played by the whole 

family. Basically, to discover golf 
in the country and I think the 
tournament will be a huge ben-
efit for that.

What will be the main chal-
lenges posed by the Royal Golf 
Club course for the DP World 
Tour players?

JP: It’s a very challenging 
course and the players that will 
succeed will be the ones who 
know how to adjust to the winds. 
The wind can change from day 
to day so you might find four 
different golf courses through-
out the tournament. They will 
also have to have an impeccable 
short game and strong putting. 
They need to be very precise 
with the trajectory approaching 
the greens and know where to 
place the ball to have the best 
birdie chances. Tee to fairway, 
they’ll be okay – it’s challenging 
but they’re really good players so 
they’ll be okay but the difficulty 
will come in the approach shots. 
It will be fun to watch.

The DP World Tour has not 

come to Bahrain for 13 years, 
can you feel the excitement 
building ahead of the tourna-
ment?

JP: Everyone is really excited 
and I think people will be sur-
prised at how many fans will 
come and watch. I have to say, 
the DP World Tour is doing an 
amazing job to showcase some-
thing really spectacular with this 
event. We didn’t even have to go 
out and look for volunteers, peo-
ple came to us. Everyone wants 
to be part of this tournament. 
Bahrain is a country where 
when something is happening, 
the whole population turns out 
for it and gets behind it. It’s not 
going to be only a golf event, it’s 
going to be something bigger 
and the DP World Tour are really 
making this happen. There will 
be entertainment, kids club, and 
many different activities for peo-
ple to enjoy as well as the golf.

What can the DP World Tour 
players and travelling fans ex-
pect in terms of the hospitality 
granted to them by the King-
dom of Bahrain?

JP: I first came here in 2015 
and then moved away and came 
back again. I went to a few dif-
ferent countries, including my 
home country Spain, before 

I returned. I have to tell you, 
Bahrain is the most hospitable 
country in the world. It has to be 
experienced. Obviously, the UAE, 
Qatar etc are amazing countries 
but Bahrain is special. It’s a fam-
ily-oriented country – Bahrainis 
are proud of their country. They 
like to showcase their country 
and they will open their homes 
to people. They’re just waiting 
to show everyone what Bahrain 
has to offer.

General admission to the Bah-
rain Championship presented by 
Bapco Energies is free of charge 
for spectators, while there are 
also a host of premium experi-
ences available.

Tickets will include access to 
the tournament’s Village Square, 
which will boast a wealth of ac-
tivities for the whole family to 
enjoy. Little ones will be enter-
tained in the Kids Zone with 
face painting, glitter stations and 
roaming entertainers, while live 
music from local bands, free golf 
lessons, delicious food and bev-
erage options and an activation 
dedicated to Bahraini culture 
will ensure fans enjoy the off-
course action just as much as the 
thrilling golf on offer at Royal 
Golf Club.
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 A golfer plays The Royal Golf Club’s championship course Juan Manuel Fuentes Perez

The main aspect has 
been the redesign 
of 10 greens. The 

main intention was 
to provide new and 
more pin locations 

to the existing 
greens but most 

importantly to 
upgrade and improve 

the playability of 
the course for our 

members and guests. 
To bring the course 

up to date and make 
it more user friendly 

at the same time
Bahrain is the most 
hospitable country 
in the world. It has 
to be experienced. 

Obviously, the 
UAE, Qatar etc are 
amazing countries 

but Bahrain is 
special. It’s a family-

oriented country

It’s not going to 
be only a golf 

event, it’s going 
to be something 

bigger and the DP 
World Tour are 

really making this 
happen. There will 
be entertainment, 

kids club, and many 
different activities 

for people to enjoy as 
well as the golf

Najma claim three-set sweep of Ahli
• Victors claim 
second straight win 
to increase chances of 
advancing to Golden 
Square semi-finals

TDT | Manama

Al Najma continued their re-
surgence last night in their 

hopes of booking a berth in the 
Golden Square semi-finals of 
the 2023/2024 Isa bin Rashid 
Bahrain Volleyball League.

Najma overcame heavily fa-
voured Al Ahli in a stunning 
three-set sweep for their sec-
ond successive victory in the 
Top Six, thus increasing their 
chances of qualifying for the last  
four.

Najma were in control for vir-
tually the entire contest except 
for a brief period late in the sec-
ond set, but they were able to 
claim the well-deserved victory 
with a 3-0 (25-17, 25-23, 25-14) 
score line.

Spearheading Najma in their 
win last night were Swedish 

import Jacob Link and top Bah-
raini talents Fadhel Abbas, Has-

san Dhahi, Hussain Mahdi and 
Mahmood Hassa, among others.

For Ahli, they relied on Ali 
Ebrahim, Nasser Anan, Hani Ali, 
Hassan Shakhouri and newly 
signed Montenegro professional 
Marko Vukasinovic.

Najma improved to a 4-5 win-
loss record in the Top Six table, 
while Ahli dropped their sec-
ond straight game to go to a 6-3 
mark. Despite the loss, Ahli are 
virtually assured of their place 
in the Golden Square.

The Top Six is being played 
in a double round-robin to de-
termine the cast for the semis. 
Action continues tonight with 
defending champions Dar Ku-
laib facing Nabih Saleh, who are 
also contending for a semi-final 
berth.

Following this week’s play, 
this stage of the league will wrap 
up on January 28 and 29. On 
the 28th, Nasser play Najma 
and Muharraq take on Nabih 
Saleh. On the 29th, Ahli and 
Dar Kulaib lock horns in a game 
between the top two clubs so  
far.

Al Najma’s Jacob Link attacks the net during their game against Al Ahli last night


