
Burnley may get spot in Europa League
LONDON: Relegated Burnley could be playing European football next season
following Fulham’s success in reaching the Europa League final.

If Fulham beat Atletico Madrid in next month’s final, they will qualify for
the 2010-11 tournament as holders, which would leave Burnley next in line
to claim the Fair Play place that is expected to be awarded to England.

Burnley are sixth in England’s Fair Play table but Arsenal, Tottenham,
Manchester United and Chelsea all look set to qualify for Europe by virtue of
their league positions.
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Villa said to be joining Barca
MADRID: Barcelona have reached a verbal agreement to sign Valencia’s Spain
international striker David Villa, sports daily Marca reported yesterday.

The deal, which will be made official once the current Spanish Primera
Liga season ends, will be worth over £40 million (S$83.6 million) and could
include Barcelona pair Alex Hleb and Bojan Krkic, the newspaper said.

Villa is the third-highest scorer in La Liga with 21 goals.
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

BY TERRENCE VOON

FOR decades, the Chinese have been on
the top of the badminton charts.

Now, India is set to join the likes of Ma-
laysia and Indonesia in challenging Chi-
na’s supremacy, with starlets like Saina
Nehwal leading the way.

Nehwal, who is now No. 6 in the wom-
en’s singles rankings, is bullish about her
country’s rise as a badminton superpow-
er.

“India has the potential to rival Chi-
na,” the 20-year-old said in a telephone
interview with The Straits Times this
week. “There is a new golden generation
of players in India, and we have the belief
that we can beat the best Chinese play-
ers.”

Nehwal, who will be in Singapore for
June’s Li-Ning Singapore Open, became
the first Indian woman to reach the
semi-finals of the All-England Champion-
ships in March.

Last year, she overcame higher-ranked
Chinese players like Wang Lin to win the
Indonesian Open, becoming the first Indi-
an to win a Super Series event.

Other Indians have also excelled.
Men’s singles star Chetan Anand is the

world No. 18, while his wife, Jwala Gutta,

partnered V. Diju to reach the mixed dou-
bles final at the World Super Series Mas-
ters Finals in Malaysia last year.

Coupled with India’s first appearance
in both the Thomas and Uber Cup Finals
this month, the signs are there that Indi-
an badminton is in the ascendant.

“If the seniors are performing well, the
younger players will get confidence to per-
form well, too,” said Nehwal, who trains
under Indian legend and former All-Eng-
land champion P. Gopichand.

“The Chinese give their all to the sport
and, if we want to beat them, we have to
match them in terms of training hours
and commitment.”

Just two years ago, Nehwal was ranked
30th in the world.

But a combination of hard work and
Gopichand’s expert guidance has seen her
rise quickly through the ranks.

“The coach pushes me 100 per cent,”
she said. “I also study the game a lot,
watching videos before and after every
match I play.”

She is now targeting an Olympic medal
in 2012 and a top-three ranking by the
end of the year.

She said: “I’ve been in the (Super Se-
ries) circuit for about four to five years
and I’ve played all the girls at least four
times each. No one is unbeatable.”

Nehwal bullish about India’s rise

BY LIN XINYI

THIS time last year, national shooter Lee
Wung Yew thought that he had fired his
last shot.

While he never announced his retire-
ment officially, he was convinced that his
shooting days were over.

He even sold off four guns, including
the first gun he had ever owned – a
present from his father when he started
his shooting career at 17 – because he was
not using them.

Lee, 44, was prepared to spend more
time with his family and new passion –
triathlon.

But two weeks ago, he found himself
back at the shooting range, and aiming
for podium finishes in the men’s doubles
and team events at the Commonwealth
and Asian Games respectively this year.

That, after heeding the call of the Sin-
gapore Shooting Association (SSA),
which had asked him to return to training
and team up with Choo Choon Seng, 38,
and Mohd Zain Amat, 35.

Despite rating his form at about 70 per
cent of where he left off last year and a
fair distance from his peak, Lee is confi-
dent that he will be back to his best in
New Delhi.

“I believe I can find my old form. If
not, I wouldn’t have come back,” said the
Innova Junior College physical education
teacher. “My reflexes are not as sharp as
before, and I’m now relying a lot more on
my experience.”

His return thus far has been somewhat
of a challenge.

Having shed 12kg from his 95kg frame
because of his triathlon training, his cus-
tom-fit gun – the same weapon he used
at the Beijing Olympics – no longer rests
perfectly on his cheek.

Shooting practice now results in a
swollen right cheek, although the three-
time Olympian is expecting the situation

to improve once he gets used to firing
again.

He plans to shoot three times a week,
and continue with his daily triathlon train-
ing sessions.

“I don’t think I’ve been fitter,” said
Lee, who trains with his wife, Lynn. “The
triathlon training helps me with my shoot-
ing as I’m not fatigued so easily.”

Should he qualify for his fifth Com-
monwealth Games and win a medal, it
would be Singapore’s first in a trap event
at the Games.

It would also go some way towards
erasing the hurt he suffered when he and
Choo missed the men’s pairs bronze by
two shots at the 2006 Commonwealth
Games in Melbourne.

“It’d be a nice collection of medals
from the various major Games, even
though I’ve not won at the Olympics,”
said Lee, who besides umpteen South-
east Asia Games medals, also owns an
Asian Games men’s double-trap team
bronze from the 1998 edition in Bangkok.

SSA general manager Lim Meng Kiaw
added that success in the trap events at
the upcoming major Games will be imper-
ative.

“At present, we don’t have a lot of
shotgun shooters, so we still need the old
guard,” he said.

“If they can sustain us for one or two
years, we can hopefully identify new tal-
ent. And if they are successful, it’d be a
greater catalyst to expand shotgun shoot-
ing in Singapore.”
linxinyi@sph.com.sg
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Saina Nehwal,
who is ranked
No. 6 in
women’s
singles, is
aiming to
finish among
the top three
by the end of
this year. She
will play in
next month’s
Li-Ning
Singapore
Open. PHOTO:
ASSOCIATED
PRESS

Home United 1
Albirex Niigata 0

BY FABIUS CHEN

SHI Jiayi converted an early penalty as
Home United edged out Albirex Niigata
1-0 in a Great Eastern-YEO’S S-League
clash at Jalan Besar Stadium last night to
move up to third in the table.

The game marked the return to
first-team football of Home’s Ismail Yu-
nos after almost 14 months out with a ca-
reer-threatening knee injury.

Having passed the league’s mandatory
Beep test on Wednesday, the 23-year-old
slotted in at right-back, where he was
rarely troubled until he was withdrawn
on the hour mark.

While Ismail’s immediate return to the
starting line-up raised some eyebrows,
the real surprise of the night was the deci-
sion of Home coach Lee Lim Saeng to de-
ploy centre-back Shariff Samat up front
in the absence of Chilean Nelson San Mar-
tin.

But vindication came after just 10 min-
utes, as Shariff drew a foul from Ryuta
Hayashi inside the penalty box and Shi du-

ly despatched the spot kick.
The Japanese side showed glimpses of

decent build-up play but were constantly
let down by disappointing final balls.

On a night of uninspired football, it
was Lee’s tactics that stole the show, as
his side went into the closing stages of
the game with Shariff in attack and recog-
nised forward Choi Chul Woo in defence.

“Choi told me before the game that he
was not at 100 per cent,” Lee later ex-
plained. “That’s why I played Shariff as a
striker, and he actually did well.”

The night, however, belonged to Is-
mail, who was delighted at his return.

“I’m feeling really contented right
now,” he said. “After a lot of hard work
and setbacks along the way, it’s a big re-
lief to be back.

“Stepping back on the pitch felt a bit
weird at first, but I’m very glad and hon-
oured that the coach trusted me enough
to start the game.”

Lee himself admitted that he first saw
Ismail in action only recently and was in-
stantly impressed.

“I’m so happy that he’s back in ac-
tion,” he quipped. “I think he’s the best
among Home’s local players.”

�

CONFIDENT
“I believe I can find my old
form. If not, I wouldn’t have
come back.”
LEE WUNG YEW

A slimmed-down Lee Wung Yew at the range. The trap shooter is aiming for a podium finish at the
Commonwealth and Asian Games later this year. ST PHOTO: NG SOR LUAN

Members of the South
African police force
rappelling from a helicopter
during a training exercise in
Cape Town on Thursday as
part of security preparations
for the 2010 World Cup
football tournament.

It was the biggest display
of World Cup security

preparations by the South
African authorities, who
have spent 655 million rand
(S$122 million) on security
equipment to ensure the
safety of fans during
football’s biggest
tournament from
June 11 to July 11.
PHOTO: REUTERS

Securing the Cup

Albirex Niigata captain Mitsuki Ichihara (in white) struggling to find a way through a crowd of Home United defenders. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO

Triumphant return for Ismail

Lee Wung Yew recalled
to beef up trap team for
Asian, C’wealth Games

TAKING 1 MORE SHOT
sport�
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