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PTI n DUBAI

Astellar effort by senior stars
would be mandatory when
India take on New Zealand

in their opening Group A match of
the women’s T20 World Cup here
on Friday, aiming for a strong start
in their quest to wipe off the
memories of past near-misses.
Skipper Harmanpreet Kaur, who in
all likelihood, will be appearing in
her last T20 World Cup, has been
witness to several near misses and
disappointing moments from close
quarters, including India’s
capitulation to Australia in the final
at Melbourne in 2020.
As a has been in the past, this Indian
line-up is rich in talent and,
arguably, only Australia have a
similarly well-oiled unit.
But the reigning champions have six
titles in their cabinet, and India’s is
still dust-laden.
So, what pegs India back in global
events? It seems more a case of
mental fragility at clutch moments,
and the Women in Blue tried to
address that during a preparatory
camp at the NCA (National Cricket
Academy) with a few counselling
sessions.
But such external measures can
only be of limited help in big
tournaments, as it boils down
entirely to flawless execution of
strategies on a given day.
In that context, India will not get a

better opponent than New Zealand,
which is not a fancied side like its
Trans-Tasman neighbour. But the
two-time runners-up are as tough
as nails.
A victory against them could well
be counted as a sign of being in fine
shape — tactically and mentally —
and that’s a pre-requisite for India in
a group that also has Australia, Sri
Lanka and Pakistan.
To start with, India will require
heavy contributions from their top
guns — the 35-year-old
Harmanpreet, Smriti Mandhana,
Jemimah Rodrigues, Shafali Verma
and Deepti Sharma.
Among them, Shafali and
Mandhana have been in excellent
touch, making runs in their last
international outing in the Asia Cup
in Sri Lanka in July even though
India lost to the hosts in the final.
In fact, Mandhana’s last five T20I
innings include three fifties.
But Harmanpreet and Shafali have
been a tad underwhelming and the
duo finding range is imperative for
India’s charge at the top and middle
order.
It is critical to India’s chances as the
pitches in the UAE, going through a
harsh heat wave, might not be a
treasure trove of runs, particularly
deep into the tournament.
However, the expected weariness of
the track, in one way, will cater to
India’s strengths in the bowling
department — spin.

They have only three pacers in their
squad — Renuka Singh, Pooja
Vastrakar and Arundhati Reddy.

In all likelihood, India will only play
two of them, while depending on a
plethora of spinners in their line-up.

India have exceptional variety in
that department. The attack will be
marshalled by off-spinners Deepti

and Shreyanka Patil, leg-spinner
Asha Shobhana and left-arm
spinner Radha Yadav.

But the Kiwis have a good blend of
experienced and young players,
who can lift them above such
obstacles.
Their talismanic skipper Sophie
Devine, experienced all-rounder
Suzie Bates along with veteran
pacers Lea Tahuhu and Leigh
Kasperek form the crux of this New
Zealand side.
Add the exciting young all-rounder
Amelia Kerr to the mix, and they
have the wherewithal to spring a
surprise or two in this tournament.
But beyond them, the Kiwis are a bit
green behind the ears and that
could be their Achilles Heel.

TEAMS:
India: Harmanpreet Kaur (c),
Smriti Mandhana, Shafali Verma,
Deepti Sharma, Jemimah
Rodrigues, Richa Ghosh, Yastika
Bhatia (subject to fitness), Pooja
Vastrakar, Arundhati Reddy,
Renuka Singh Thakur, Dayalan
Hemalatha, Asha Sobhana, Radha
Yadav, Shreyanka Patil (subject to
fitness), Sajana Sajeevan
Travelling reserves: Uma Chetry
(wk), Tanuja Kanwer, Saima
Thakor.
New Zealand: Sophie Devine (c),
Suzie Bates, Eden Carson, Izzy
Gaze, Maddy Green, Brooke
Halliday, Fran Jonas, Leigh
Kasperek, Melie Kerr, Jess Kerr,
Rosemary Mair, Molly Penfold,
Georgia Plimmer, Hannah Rowe,
Lea Tahuhu.

AP n COLUMBUS (OHIO)

Lionel Messi and Inter
Miami have another

trophy, along with home-field
advantage throughout the
Major League Soccer playoffs.
Messi scored twice in the final
minutes of the first half,
goalie Drake Callender
stopped a penalty kick in the
84th minute and Inter Miami
beat the defending MLS Cup
champion Columbus Crew 3-
2 on Wednesday, wrapping up
the Supporters Shield given
annually to the team with the
best regular-season record.
It was Messi’s 46th major
trophy won for club or
country, extending his record
for the most by any men’s
soccer player in history. And
it is the second he has won
with Inter Miami, this
Supporters Shield being
added to the Leagues Cup
trophy the Herons claimed
shortly after Messi joined the
club in 2023.
“We knew this was a group
that could fight for this,”
Messi said.

Luis Suarez also scored for
Inter Miami, which will open
a best-of-three first-round
playoff series in the final
weekend of October. If the
team wins that series, it would
have the right to host every
match it plays the rest of the
season - an Eastern
Conference semifinal
(scheduled for Nov. 23 or 24),
the East final (Nov. 30 or Dec.
1) and the MLS Cup final on
Dec. 7.
“We have a nice opportunity
to go down in history ... And
now we think about what is
coming,” Messi told Apple TV
after the match. “We have a
great advantage in that we
play all the games at home,
which was what we were
looking for. I think that we are
very, very strong at home.”
Also still within reach for
Inter Miami: the best MLS
regular-season mark ever.
Wednesday’s win pushed
Inter Miami’s record to 20-4-8
this season, giving it 68
points. If the club wins its
final two matches - Saturday
at Toronto and Oct. 19 at
home against New England -

it would finish with 74 points.
New England has the single-
season points record,
finishing with 73 in 2021.
Messi opened the scoring in
the 45th minute, taking a long
pass from Jordi Alba - his
longtime teammate at
Barcelona, the club with
which Messi won 35 of his
trophies - and splitting two
defenders before somehow
getting the ball past
Columbus goalkeeper Patrick
Schulte for a 1-0 lead.
And about five minutes into

first-half stoppage time, Messi
struck again on a free kick
from about 30 yards out.
Schulte seemed fooled, and
Messi squeezed the ball
between the goalie and the
near post for a 2-0 lead.
“Dominant,” Inter Miami
coach Gerardo “Tata”
Martino said.
Diego Rossi scored in the first
minute of the second half for
Columbus to cut the lead in
half, but it didn’t take long for
Inter Miami to restore the
two-goal cushion. Almost

immediately after play
resumed, Schulte was
upended by one of his own
defenders and Suarez sent a
header into an empty net for a
3-1 edge.
Juan “Cucho” Hernández’s
penalty kick in the 61st
minute got Columbus within
3-2. But once again, the
momentum didn’t last for
long. Rudy Camacho was sent
off for his second yellow card
in the 63rd minute, meaning
the Crew had to play with 10
men the rest of the way.
Didn’t matter. Columbus still
created some big chances
down the stretch.
A deflected ball in the 76th
minute got across the box and
onto the right foot of
Mohamed Farsi - but his shot
was blocked by Callender,
who was perfectly positioned
to protect the lead.
Then came more drama,
when Inter Miami was called
for its second handball inside
the box — an automatic
penalty kick — of the second
half. Hernández picked the
left side of the net, but
Callender made the save look

Lionel Messi, Inter Miami win MLS Supporters Shield with 3-2 win at Crew

INDIA NEED TOP GUNS FIRING IN UNISON AGAINST NEW ZEALAND

PTI n NEW DELHI

India’s World Cup-winning
spinner Harbhajan Singh

said the Harmanpreet Kaur-led
side will face a tough challenge
from Australia and Sri Lanka
in the ICC Women’s T20
World Cup.
The global showpiece gets
underway in the UAE from
Thursday, and India are placed
in Group A alongside
Australia, Sri Lanka, Pakistan
and New Zealand.
“I think India needs to be very
careful when playing against
Australia. Looking at this
group, India has Australia,
New Zealand, Pakistan, and Sri
Lanka. But one match that I
think will be a little tough is the
India-Australia match,”
Harbhajan told Star Sports.
“Australia is a good team, even
though these matches are
being played in Dubai, on
subcontinent pitches that
might not suit them as much as
their home conditions. But
Australia, no matter where
they play, are hard to beat. So,

the biggest challenge for India
may be Australia,” he said.
Harbhajan’s fears were not
entirely misplaced as the
Australia have beaten India 23
times in 32 T20Is with the
‘Women in Blue’ winning
seven of them.
However, the 44-year-old
warned India of another
potential hazard on its way -
Sri Lanka.
The Islanders had recently
trumped India in the Asia Cup
final with Chamari
Athapaththu and Harshitha
Samarawickrama producing
match-winning efforts.
“Sri Lanka, too, after their
recent series win against India,
will be confident when they
play against India. So, that will
also be a good contest.”
But Harbhajan had little
doubts that India have the skill
sets to land their maiden ICC
title.
“Team India will be the team to
beat in this tournament. They
have both experience and
youth. Harman (captain
Harmanpreet Kaur) is in good

form, Smriti (Mandhana) is in
good form, and Deepti
(Sharma) is an unbelievable
spinner.
“They are a very capable team
and have been playing very
good cricket. The unit looks
solid. If India plays good
cricket overall, I believe they
will win this tournament,” he
noted.
The off-spinner, who has 711
international wickets, also
advised the Indians to take it
one match at a time, without
succumbing to the big-
moment pressure.
“You have to try to give your
best and not take pressure. At
this stage, the only thing that
matters is to know yourself,
and play as a unit. Results will
follow.
“Don’t think about the big
picture; just take small steps
with each match and focus on
the process. I hope if they
follow these things, our team
will perform very well,” he
added. 
India open their campiagn
against new Zealand on Friday.

Biggest challenges for India in Women’s
T20 WC will be Australia, SL: Harbhajan

PTI n LIMA (PERU)

Khushi secured a hard-
fought bronze in the

women’s 50m rifle 3 positions
at the ISSF Junior World
Championship here,
dramatically qualifying for
the final before rallying to
claim the third spot.
Her medal on Wednesday
took India’s tally to 15,
including 10 gold, one silver,
and four bronze medals,
keeping the country at the top

of the standings.
The youngster shot 447.3 in
the final to finish behind
Caroline Lund of Norway
who won silver with 458.3.
Caroline’s compatriot
Synnoeve Berg won gold with
458.4.
However, Khushi’s path to the
podium was far from easy.
She narrowly made it to the
medal round, rallying
brilliantly in the final
standing position in
qualifying to clinch the

seventh spot with a score of
585.
It got so tight that there were
four others on the same score.
However, Khushi and Italian
Anna Schiavon clinched the
final two qualifying spots,
scoring 29 inner-10 shots,
while two Swiss athletes —
Alexa Tela and Emely Jaeggi
— managed 27.
Khushi finished ahead of
Anna on countback.
In the eight-woman final,
Khushi was fourth at the end

of the first two positions —
Kneeling and Prone. 
A strong finish in the
Standing position allowed her
to pip Norwegian Pernille
Nor-Woll after the 40th shot
to move up to third.
Synnoeve and Caroline were
having their own battle for
top-two throughout the 45-
shot final.
Khushi wobbled again on the
41st shot with 9.1 which put
her back down to fifth, but a
brilliant 10.7 in the 42nd and

10.4 in 43rd ensured the
bronze.
In the team competition in
junior women’s 3P, the trio of
Sakshi Padekar, Melvina Joel
Gladson and Prachi
Gaekwad, finished fifth with a
tally of 1757.
Anoushka Thakur also shot
585 in qualification, but 26
hits in the inner-10 ring
meant she ended 11th.
Sakshi, Melvina and Prachi
finished 24th, 32nd and 41st
respectively.

PTI n MUMBAI

No stranger to the physical toll of
weight management during a

competition, six-time world champion
boxer M C Mary Kom Thursday
waded into the debate surrounding
wrestler Vinesh Phogat’s Olympic
heartbreak for being 100gm over,
saying that to be within the prescribed
limit is an individual responsibility.
The 42-year-old mother of four, who is
India’s only woman boxer with an
Olympic medal (a bronze in London,
2012), was in the city to promote
Utkarsh Small Finance Bank, which
named her as its brand ambassador.
Speaking for the first time on Phogat,
who was disqualified on the day of her
50kg finals in the Paris Games for
being marginally over the prescribed
limit, Mary Kom said weight
management is an athlete’s
responsibility. 
“I felt so disappointed in the sense that
I have also done the same (weight
management) for the last so many
years. Weight is important, that is my
responsibility. I cannot blame anyone,”
she said. 
“I do not want to say this in her case. I
am saying this in my case only. If I do
not cut the weight properly then how
will I play? I am there to win a medal
and that is what I think,” she
continued. 

Mary Kom, in the past, has spoken
about her weight cut routines and how
difficult the process can be. The
Manipuri started out as a pin-weight
(46kg) category boxer before settling
for the flyweight (51kg) division in her
amateur career. 
Phogat, who was being seen as gold
medal contender in Paris, skipped
meals and fluids, worked out an entire
night and also cut her hair to be within
the requisite category but the effort fell
short eventually.
She challenged her disqualification,
calling the rules inhumane, but her
appeal was rejected by the Court of
Arbitration for Sport. The wrestler
retired to join politics after the
heartbreak and is contesting the
Haryana assembly elections on a
Congress ticket.
WANT TO DISCUSS INDIAN
BOXING WITH SPORTS
MINISTER: Mary Kom was also
quizzed about India’s boxing campaign
in Paris and she was still perplexed by
how poor the performance was. She
said she wants to have a meeting with
the national federation and sports
minister Mansukh Mandaviya to
understand “what is lacking” and clear
her “doubts”.
The Indian boxing contingent, which
included two reigning world
champions in Nikhat Zareen and
Lovlina Borgohain, cut a sorry figure

in the Games and failed to win even
one medal. 
“We know what the result was, it was
so, so bad. I want to know what is
lacking,” said the Manipuri, who
became the first Indian woman boxer
with an Olympic medal when she
bronze in the 2012 London Games. 
One of the most successful athletes in
the history of Indian sports, Mary
Kom felt the boxers got all the
logistical support they needed but she
does have some “doubts” regarding
how their training was managed by the
Boxing Federation of India.
“I will meet the boxers too if the

situation demands. If the sports
minister has the knowledge (about the
issues) I want to discuss that also,” she
said. 
Refusing to share her exact concerns,
Mary Kom said she would rather
discuss them in the meeting with
Mandaviya and BFI brass. 
“The federation has provided all the
coaches. But I have a few doubts as
well. But what is the point in saying
them now, the Olympics are done.
Now there is no point in saying all that,
but I want to discuss it with them in
the meeting,” said the former Rajya
Sabha MP. 
“(The) sports minister is doing
whatever he can do from his side,
infrastructure, facilities or whatever
(other) needs are there. But how did
the federation handle the training?
Was it done systematically or not?
What happened exactly, I do not
know,” she wondered. 
“If I do not meet them and not discuss,
how will I know about them?”
Mary reiterated that she wants to
participate in professional boxing
“I have not retired yet but I want to
compete. I am trying to get
opportunities, waiting for my chance
to fight pro. I just want to come back.” 
“I can continue for another three-four
years, that is my will. I have the passion
and hunger. I want to continue,” she
added.

Weight management is athlete’s responsibility: Mary Kom

Khushi seals dramatic bronze, takes
India’s tally to 15 at ISSF Jr Worlds

almost easy.
That save helped finish what
Messi started.
It was the fifth two-goal game
of the MLS season for Messi,
who now has 17 goals in 17
league matches this season.

He’s missed 15 of Inter
Miami’s MLS matches in
2024, either because of
commitments to Argentina’s
national team or the two-
month absence that he
needed to recover from a

badly injured ankle - an
injury that happened during
his nation’s run to the Copa
America title in July. 
Inter Miami, in MLS play this
season, is now 10-1-6 with
Messi in the lineup.


