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Champions Trophy: India to
sharpen spin play against NZ 
PTIn DUBAI

Aseemingly invincible India
will be eager to sharpen

their spin game and give a run to
second-line players ahead of the
semifinal when they take on New
Zealand in their last group match
of the Champions Trophy here
on Sunday. 
A win in their last league match
will help India top the Group A.
But that position of pride is of
little value because they are set to
face either Australia or most likely
South Africa in the last four, and
both of them have handy spin
units at their disposal. 
Indian batters have not been
really comfortable against spin
despite two victories thus far in
the event, and New Zealand,
which also qualified for the
semifinals, could offer them a
tough challenge. 
The star Indian batters were
focusing more on playing out
Bangladesh spinners Mehidy
Hasan Miraz (0/37) and Rishad
Hossain (2/38) without taking
risks, and they followed the same
approach against Pakistan leg-
spinner Abrar Ahmed (1/28). 
But they will come up against

more wily customers in Mitchell
Santner and Michael Bracewell
on Sunday, and it could be their
harshest test against spin yet in
this event. 
Both the Kiwi spinners are in fine
fettle here, and could be even
more effective on the worn out
surface at Dubai. 
Indian batters have been clever
enough to milk spinners for
singles and twos, while reserving

the big shots against pacers when
the ball came much more quickly
and predictably at them. 
But they will face 20 overs from
Santner and Bracewell while a
few more of Glenn Phillips' part-
time off-spin.
India do not have very fond
memories of facing Santner and
Phillips in a Test series at home
late last year, which they lost 0-
3, and now they have Bracewell

too to tackle.
The off-spinner has been quite
parsimonious so far, conceding
just 3.2 runs per over across two
matches. 
So, the effectiveness of Shubman
Gill, India's standout batter in
ODIs of late, batting icon Virat
Kohli, who made a morale-
boosting 100 against Pakistan,
Shreyas Iyer and KL Rahul
against them will have a telling
impact on the outcome of the
game.
And even beyond this match,
considering the slowing-down
nature of the decks at the DICS. 
Spinners to the fore
But there is a pleasing side to
spinners' dominance here. 
The selection of five spinners -
Ravindra Jadeja, Axar Patel,
Kuldeep Yadav, Varun
Chakravarthy, Washington
Sundar - was not viewed with any
conviction ahead of the marquee
event because of the
overwhelming success pacers
had at this venue in the past.  
But what India encountered at
Dubai are tired pitches after the
venue hosted the ILT20 recently,
vindicating the selection call to a
large extent.

Pakistan's former cricketer Shahid Afridi displays the Champions Trophy in Karachi
PTI

Praggnanandhaa scores first
win in Prague Masters
PTIn PRAGUE

Grandmaster R
Praggnanandhaa cruised to

a smooth victory against Nguyen
Thai Dai Van of Czech Republic,
while Aravindh Chithambaram
emerged as the sole leader,
defeating top seed Wei Yi of
China in the third round of the
Prague Masters here.
It was a swift and commanding
victory for Praggnanandhaa,
widely regarded as the biggest
favourite to win this tournament.
It was a Nimzo-Indian defense
and in Praggnanandhaa's words
it was "just a position to play". 
The middle game surfaced with
Dai Van being on the defensive
despite his extra pawn, a typical
feature of the structure and the
Indian navigated the complexities
with ease.
The decisive moment came on
the 14th move itself when
Praggnanandhaa got an
undeniable advantage and after
that though the game took a few
twists but the result was never in
doubt.
Having played two draws in the
first two rounds, it was an
essential victory for
Praggnanandhaa and he

achieved the final result in style.
The Indian won a rook for a
minor piece and when it comes
to technicalities, no one can
doubt the acumen of
Praggnanandhaa.
"Yesterday (the second round)
was nothing, in the first round I
had a good position", was how
the Indian reflected on his
performance thus far.
While Praggnanandhaa scored
his first win, compatriot
Aravindh Chithamabaram
announced his arrival in the
elite circles by entering the world
top 20 in live ratings for the first

time.
Aravindh showed deeper
opening understanding in the
Ragozin where the Chinese
played as black. 
The middle game approached
with a dynamic balance but
Aravindh out-calculated Yi and
launched a king side attack,
sacrificing two pawns on the
other flank. 
The game lasted 44 moves.
The victory took Aravindh to 2.5
points out of a possible 3 on a day
when American Sam Shankland
lost to Vincent Keymer of
Germany. 

Gukesh
attains career-
best number
three ranking
PTIn NEW DELHI

India's reigning world
champion D Gukesh climbed

to a career-high number three
ranking, while compatriot R
Praggnanandhaa broke back into
the top 10 in the latest FIDE
classical ratings released on
Saturday.
The 18-year-old Gukesh, who
has been in sublime form ever
since he beat China's Ding Liren
to clinch the world title in
Singapore in December, has
gained 10 points and now has a
2787 rating.
Gukesh, who lost the Tata Steel
Masters in Wijk aan Zee to
Praggnanandhaa on tiebreak, is
behind second-placed Hikaru
Nakamura (2802) while and
Norway's Magnus Carlsen (2833)
continues to be the top-ranked
chess player in the world.
The Indian Grandmaster has
overtaken compatriot Arjun
Erigiasi and USA's Fabiano
Caruana.
Erigiasi, who was the highest-
ranked Indian for a long time,
has moved down to fifth with
a rating of 2777.

Hard on Pant not playing: Doeschate 
PTIn DUBAI

India assistant coach Ryan ten
Doeschate has acknowledged

that it has been really hard for ace
wicketkeeper-batter Rishabh Pant
to be watching the ongoing
Champions Trophy matches
from the sidelines but "that's the
nature of sport at this level".
Pant has not been a part of the
playing XI in the last two group
games, with India handing over
the wicket-keeping duties to KL
Rahul, who has performed
remarkably well behind the
stumps and provided solidity to
the middle order.
"It's been very hard on Rishabh
not playing. But that's the nature
of sport at this level, Doeschate
told reporters on Friday, when
asked if having two quality
keepers has been a good
dilemma.
"KL has been good. He didn't get
many chances... We've got to keep
Rishabh up and running. We
never know when we're going to
need him. But certainly to have
two wicket-keepers of that calibre
is a nice thing to have."
Doeschate admitted that
Sunday's match against New
Zealand could be a contest of spin
between the two sides.

"They (New Zealand) have four
spinners as well, so it could be a
contest of spin. Coming into the
competition, we weren't
expecting such an over-reliance
on spin.
"But the guys have bowled nicely
and the pitch has helped a little
bit, so I'm sure it's going to be the
same for the next game here
tomorrow."
The South Africa-born former
Dutch cricketer hinted that the
team might ring in some changes
in the bowling attack for its last
group match against New
Zealand.
At the same time, Doeschate said
the side would not compromise
on the balance as it also wants to
top the group with an all-win
preliminary campaign.
New Zealand have also already
qualified for the semifinals after
two wins and Sunday's match will
decide the Group A topper.
"We've had two pretty tough
training sessions, so that's been
the preparation. In terms of the
bench strength, I think the
priority is making sure that we
have our best guys available and
fully fit for the second game
(semifinal on March 4),"
Doeschate said.
"But we also don't want to rest

them for another two days. So to
get that balance right, we might
just try to share the bowling out
a little bit. But we obviously want
to win against New Zealand as
well.
"It's important that we keep that
momentum going. And
obviously to top the group as well.
So the balance of those two
things I just mentioned for the
selection to be thought about," he
added.
Asked about captain Rohit
Sharma's fitness after an injury
scare in the game against
Pakistan, he said, "He's all right.
You can see he's batting a little bit
further than earlier. It's an injury
he's had before, so he knows how
to manage it really well."
On whether scoring has been
difficult on the pitch here, he said,
"I won't say difficult. I think we've
become used to a standard where
you score 320 without thinking
too much about it. So getting to
320 has been difficult.
"The pitch has played slightly
differently, in my opinion, in
those two games. But there are
probably like 280-290 pitches if
you batter really well. So in the
bigger picture, yeah, it's not like
playing in Pakistan, where you
expect to get 320-330.

South Africa qualifies for semifinals 
PTI n KARACHI

South Africa and Australia on
Saturday qualified for the

Champions Trophy semifinals
after the Proteas bowled out a
struggling England for 179,
the lowest total of the
tournament, in their final
Group B match here.
Already eliminated from the
semifinal race, England needed
a victory by at least 207 runs to
give Afghanistan a chance of
qualifying based on the run-
rate.
However, Marco Jansen (3/39)
stole the show with the new
ball, taking three crucial
wickets, and Wiaan Mulder
(3/25) and Keshav Maharaj
(2/35) applied the pressure in
the middle overs as South
Africa confirmed their
knockout berth, irrespective
of the match's result.
It remains to be seen who
finishes on top of Group B and

that will decide who India and
New Zealand will play in the
knockout stage.
In his final game as England's
ODI captain, Jos Buttler won
the toss and chose to bat, but
the decision backfired as Jansen
wreaked havoc early, reducing
England to 37 for 3 by the
seventh over. Opener Phil Salt
(8) top-edged a rising Jansen
delivery, while Jamie Smith (0)
failed to handle a short ball and
followed Salt back to the
pavilion. Ben Duckett (24)
then perished to a caught-and-
bowled effort by Jansen, as
England's top-order collapsed.
Harry Brook (19) and Joe Root
(37) attempted a recovery with
a 62-run stand, but just when
the partnership seemed to gain

momentum, South Africa
struck twice in quick
succession. 
Brook fell to Maharaj as when
Jansen took a superb catch in
the deep while Root's off-stump
was sent cart-wheeling by
Mulder.
England's woes continued as
Liam Livingstone (9) and Jamie
Overton (11) quickly followed,
leaving the side in disarray at
129-7 in the 26th over.
Buttler (21) and Jofra
Archer (25) added some
respectability to the total
with a partnership of 42, but
Archer was dismissed by
Mulder, and the England
skipper was then removed
by Lungi Ngidi with a slow
ball.

Matthew Short likely to miss
Champions Trophy semifinal
PTIn LAHORE

Australian opener Matthew
Short will likely miss the

Champions Trophy semifinal
against either India or New
Zealand after the in-form batter
suffered a quad injury in the
washed out match against
Afghanistan here.
Short had scored a 15-ball 20 on
Friday but had looked in visible
pain before he was dismissed by
Azmatullah Omarzai as Australia
advanced to the semifinals with
four points.
The 29-year-old white-ball player
had scored 63 as Steve Smith's
Australia had chased down
England's mammoth 351 in their
opening match of the Champions
Trophy. Smith said he didn't
think the star opener would be
fit to play in next week's semifinal.
"I think he'll be struggling. I think
we saw tonight he wasn't moving
very well. I think it's probably
going to be too quick between
games for him to recover," Smith
said.
Australia could include in big-
hitter Jake Fraser-McGurk as a
like-for-like replacement in the

playing XI, though he suffered
two failures in the recent one-day
series in Sri Lanka.
All-rounder Aaron Hardie too
could be an option, while the
team also has Cooper Connolly
as a travelling reserve in case
Short is completely ruled out
from the tournament.
"We've got a few guys there to
come in to fill a job," added
Smith. Australia will either play
the semfinal against India in
Dubai on Tuesday or against New
Zealand on Wednesday in
Lahore, as their opponents will
only be known after Sunday's
group clash between Rohit
Sharma's side and the Black
Caps in Dubai.Australia are
currently leading Group B with
four points but that can change
if South Africa, who are on
three points, defeat England in
Saturday's final group tie in
Karachi.

PTI n KOLKATA 

Chasing a first-ever playoffs
berth, East Bengal find

themselves in a must-win
situation when they face
former champions Bengaluru
FC in an Indian Super League
(ISL) match here on Sunday.
Currently eighth in the table
with 27 points from 22
matches, the Red-and-Gold
brigade have already won three
consecutive games and now
must win their remaining two
to achieve a perfect five-out-of-
five run and keep their playoff
hopes alive.
The Blues have already
confirmed their qualification,
which puts additional pressure
on East Bengal to produce an
unblemished record in the
remaining matches.
The Oscar Bruzon side recently
registered their fourth home
clean sheet in a 2-0 victory
over Hyderabad FC, boosting

their season tally to six, a
performance level they must
build on in the upcoming
fixtures.
In previous matches, East
Bengal and Bengaluru have
split their nine face-offs evenly,
with four wins apiece and one
draw. Sunday's clash offers
East Bengal a crucial
opportunity not only to extend
their unbeaten run but also to

finally secure a league double
over Bengaluru - a feat they are
yet to achieve this season.
With four goals and three
assists this season, East Bengal
FC's Vishnu Puthiya has had a
productive campaign, in
addition to making 34
successful dribbles and 60
recoveries too.
Bruzon assured that his team
will keep battling for a spot in

the top-six right until the end. 
"If you ask me, no doubt, we
want to make it but it depends
on other results. We are not
going to stop fighting until our
last breath," he said.
Like East Bengal, Bengaluru
FC are on the back of winning
three ISL matches while
keeping clean sheets, and their
form continues to make them
a formidable opponent even as
they rest on their playoffs
qualification.
With key contributions from
players like the talismanic
Sunil Chhetri and Alberto
Noguera, the Blues have also
made a mark with strong
domestic performances,
further solidifying their
standing in the league.

East Bengal needs two wins to keep playoff hopes alive
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