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SPORT

PLAYING TONIGHT

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE

Arsenal vs Leicester City (7.30pm),

Brentford vs Man Utd (10pm)
Live on Star Sports Network

Cricket chases the American dream

With a new league, new stadiums and blg investment, the game is again trying to crack the vast US market

ABHISHEK PUROHIT
MUMBAIL AUGUST 12

INMARCH this year, the owners
of Major League Cricket (MLC)
announced plans to invest
around $110 million (approx. Rs
875 crore) to build and renovate
eight stadiums in the United
States of America. In May,
Microsoft CEO SatyaNadellawas
announced asalead investorina
$44 million fundraise by MLC,
with another $76 million
pledged, primarily for cricket in-
frastructure upgrades across the
country. The Knight Riders group
is among the early stakeholders
inthe six-team MLC, planned to
begin next year.

The International Cricket
Council has been invited to sub-
mit a proposal this month for
cricket to be considered for the
2028 Los Angeles Olympics, thefi-
naldecisiononwhichisexpected
next year at the International
Olympic Committee's session in
Mumbai. Also, the 2024 T20
World Cup will be co-hosted by
theUSA and the West Indies.

Cricket has made sporadic at-
tempts to crack the US sports
market, but it is only now, with
thebacking of big names and big
money, that the chase appears to
have gained pace.

‘With the proposed new, ren-
ovated as well as repurposed sta-
diums, a significant increase in
turf pitches, a 26-team Minor
League aimed toincrease grass-
Toots participation,and attempts
to woo the average American,
cricket hopes to finally make it

in the land of its bat-and-ball
cousin - baseball.

The main challenge remains
daunting - the game still isn't
much of a draw in the USA, be-
yond the South Asian and other
cricket-connected diaspora.

“The US ranks number twoin
digital consumption of cricket
content, after India. There’s a
huge market, maybe made up
primarily of the diaspora tostart
with. The best way to describe
the US market is that we're look-
ing at the number one media
market in the world combined
with the second-most watched
sport... in the medium to long
term, we must get the average
American sports fan interested
inT20 cricket or cricket in gen-
eral,” Knight Riders CEO Venky
Mysore had told Livemint.

Tom Dunmore, vice-presi-
dent (marketing) at MLC, says,
“The South Asian expat cricket
fanisthe obvious No. 1 target but
‘we know that in the long-term
holistic view of the game here,
we need to develop new audi-
ences and engage new fansinto
the sport.

“There s still some percep-
tion herethat cricket

Abaseball ground is being repurposed into a cricket facility
after MLC acquired along-term lease.

to compete for eyeballs with
popular American sports.

“At the Minor League finals
inMorrisville,North Carolina, we
were able to draw a crowd of
new fans. We got it out to the
media that this is a fun event,
cricket is maybe not what you
think it is, it is fast-paced and
athletic, T20 cricket is shorter
than abaseball match, come and

at some Minor League matches
‘where fans can get information
about how the game is played
and the terminology.”

This battle for attention will
not be won overnight, but cricket
does enjoy more visibility on
video platforms today than it did
acouple of decades ago,and that
is a boost. “If we can get past
some of the barriers such as ter-

The biggest barrier is that many
people just do not understand
the fundamentals of the game.”

Information and buzz
From setting up explainer
kiosks at grounds to tapping so-
cial-mediainfluencers, cricket is
trying to get the message across
that it is not some stuck-up,
quaint British pastime, but
something that is good enough

experienceit,” D The
Indian Express.
“Young Americans are start-

ing to follow international sport
more,whetherit is soccer, rugby
orF1,and cricket fits into this di-
versity as the second-most pop-
ular sport in the world. We are
starting to see those audiences
engage with the game.

“It is also about educating
people about the sport. We have
our Cricket 101 explainer zones

Sad to see players retire for T20
leagues: Capitals co-owner Jindal

MIHIRVASAVDA
AUGUST12

PARTH JINDAL, the co-owner of
IPL heavyweights Delhi Capitals,
hassaid the cricket lover within
himdoesn't ‘really like' the direc-
tion cricket has taken, vis-a-vis
players retiring from interna-
tional sport prematurely to play
T20 leagues. However, as ateam
owner, he is cognizant of the
th y

siveaboutthesticcessof eachand

Speaking to The Indian
Express, Jindal, the director of
JSW Sports, said: “I really find
that extremely upsetting. You
had the West Indies coach [Phil
Simmons] saying, 'l can't make
players to play for the West
Indies anymore". It's really sad. |
don't know, I'm not very happy
to see this happening.”

Headded: “Becausethe IPLis
two-and-a-half months long, it
is very difficult to maintain the
engagement with our fans and
sponsors. So when we had an
opportunitytobuy ateaminthe
South African League, and then
our partners bought a team in
the UAE lead, we felt that this
was an opportunity to keep the
brand alive and relevant for a
longer period of tlme

Jindal inthe con-

1y league that
pointed out two critical factors
that could determine the direc-
tion cricket takes in the coming
years: the sport’s ability to gate-
crasha‘mature’ US sporting mar-
ket and the potential inclusion in
the Olympics at LA 2028.

“I think the Olympic piece is
important,” Ghouse said. “If
cricket does make it into the
Olympics, that will globalise the
sport in a much, much bigger
manner. And yes, the US plays a
big piecein all of this because their
ability tocommercialiseand mon-
etise sport is second to none.”

Next target, swimming
For Jindal, cricket is just one
partof theinvestment, albeit the
most significant given it’s also
the most ploﬂtable His group
pend: Rs 60-65

text of the precarious position
international cricket finds itself
in.With franchise T20 cricket be-
coming more powerful and tak-
ingup bigger space inthe annual
calendar, through leagues across
theworld,and the fact that some
of the top cricketers are turning
into T20 mercenaries by taking
early international retirement,
putting into doubt the future of
0Dl and Test cricket.

Delhi Capitals is one of the
teams leading the expansion of
cricket’s global footprint, with
the group adding Dubai Capitals
and Pretoria Capitals to its bou-
quet. They aren’t the only ones -
the Knight Riders, for instance,
have teams in the T20 leagues of
the Caribbean, the UAE, South
Africa and also the upcoming
tournament in the US.

JSW Sports’ chief executive
Mustafa Ghouse compared the
proliferation of the leaguesto the
sudden mushrooming of ‘'IPL-
style’ leagues across sports in
India. Ghouse, a former Davis
Cupper, was slightly apprehen-

CrOre per year across sports,
Jindal says, and has seen returns,

Jindal, 32, said their
next frontier is
swimming, with the
programme under
South African coach
Rushdee Warley - also
the CEO of Inspire
Institute of Sports -
targeting the 2026 CWG
and the LA Olympics

Jindal plays down those inci-
dents and says the government,
federation and private organisa-
tions are now on the same page.
“There's a sea of change in the
way thegovernment, throughits
TOPScheme, aswell asthe feder-
ations are approaching high per-
formance and sport in general.
Therewill always be certain idio-
syncrasiesbut ingeneral, the fed-
erations are more professional,
consultative and open to sugges-
tions and feedback,” [indal said.

He, however, does not feel
the same way about the way
footballis governed inthe coun-
try. Jindal owns one of India's
most successful clubs, Bengaluru
FC, but has been left disillu-
sioned with the way the sport is
run.In 2019, he had written a let-

interms of at] 'y support
winning medals, in sports such
as wrestling, boxing, judo and
the recent track-and-field suc-

terto League chair-
person Nita Ambani, requesting
aroadmap to make the league
mol i iall

cess at the Commonwealth
Games, where athletes like high
jumper Tejaswin Shankar,
steeplechaser Avinash Sable and
long jumper Murali Sreeshankar
were all backed by the group.

Jindal, 32, said their next
frontier is swimming, with the
programme under South African
coach Rushdee Warley - alsothe
CEO of Inspire Institute of Sports
- targeting the 2026 CWG and
the LA Olympics.

But funding the Olympic stars
‘hasn'talways beensmoothsailing,
withthefederations,in particular,
expressingapprehensionoverthe
involvement of private bodies in
running sports. This came to the
fore after the Tokyo Olympics in
particular, when the Wrestling
Federation of India (WFI) barred
its athletes from communicating

While he says efforts have
been made on that front and re-

Supreme

people excited
aboutthe sport, the stars, theac-
tion, the storylines, we will see
some success with new audi-
ences,” says Dunmore.

Build and upgrade
Thereisstillonly one ICC-ap-
proved international venue in
the USA, in Miami, where India
recently played a couple of T20Is
against West Indies. MLC, under
astrategic partnership agree-

time for 2024 remains to be

.Itis only now, with seen. It is certainly a tight time-
. . line,” says Dunmore on the ven-
the backing of big ues that are likely to host T20
namesand bigmoney,  world Cup games.
that the chase app ec"‘(a‘;lm “|I12|"1 ou are woi l;ens‘
. ially wi u are worki
to have gained pace pecia v when ¥ ‘

ment with USA Cricket, the
game's governing body in the
country, proposes to build new
ones in the greater Los Angeles,
San Francisco and Seattle metro-
politan areas. The existing
grounds in Morrisville and
Houston will get added facilities
and capacity, but the ground
that's been envisaged as the
‘home of USA cricket’ is the
AirHogs Stadium in Grand
Prairie, Dallas.

Fittingly, it is a baseball
ground that is being repurposed
into a cricket facility after MLC
acquired a long-term lease. It
was home to the Texas AirHogs,
aminor ‘hat folded

with local governments on the
land and development. In both
San Jose, which is just south of
San Francisco, and Orange
County in the Greater Los
Angeles area, we have agree-
ments in place to finalise devel-
opment plans with the local gov-
ernment entities.”

Pitching it right
Apart from fan engagement
and stadium facilities, a basic re-
quirement for cricket - the pitch
- is another challenge. Natural
turfsurfaces are notjust difficult
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Unhappy WFI to review
wrestlers’ show at CWG
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tolay and prepare,
them across seasons can be a
nightmare, given that experi-
enced curators are hard to come
across in the USA. MLC is going

during the Covid pandemic.

“The flagship stadium in
Grand Prairie will be ready by
next year. It is the first time a
baseball venue is being con-
verted info a cricket venue. That
will certainly be a fantastic op-
tion to host World Cup matches.
‘We will also have the upgrading
in North Carolina and Houston
and then, of course, the existing
venue in Florida which has al-
ready hosted high-level interna-
tional cricket.

“Those four are certainly
good options and whether we
canget any othervenue ready in

for hybrid pitcl under
an arrangement with an
Australian company. These area
combination of natural soil and
synthetic grass, allowing for low
upkeep but also maintaining
near-usual variation in how the
ball behaves after pitching.

Hybrids are proposed to be
installed at 20 venues this year
across the Bay Area, New Jersey,
Chicago, New York City, St Louis,
Michigan, Seattle, Philadelphia,
Dallas, Orlando, Ohio, Boston
and Atlanta. After several false
starts this century, cricket seems
better prepared to chase the
American dream.

THE NATIONAL federation is not
pleased that four Indian women
wrestlers could not take advan-
tage of aweak field at the recently-
concluded  Commonwealth
Games and missed out on gold
medals, All 12 Indian wrestlers

the Games, return-

Veer placed third

India’s Veer Ahlawat contin-
ued his love affair with
Singapore as he shot a superb 7-
under 65 to jump to third place
atthe inaugural USD 1.5 million
International Series Singapore
here on Friday. Ahlawat, 26, fin-
ished a career-best T-5 at the
Singapore Open in January, a
week after missing the cut at the
International at

ing with six gold, a silver and five
bronze. From among women,
only Vinesh Phogat and Sakshi
Malik won gold while Anshu
Malik,whowas alsoagold medal
favourite, returned with silver in
57Kkg category.

"It was not a great show by
our women wrestlers. If you are
not winning such a weak field,
what it reflects on your perform-
ance,"said aWFl official."Weare
going to sit with the wrestlers
and review the performance.”

Tampines, Tanah Merah, which
is hosting the current event.

Durand Cup set to begin
Defending champions FC
Goa will face Mohammedan
Sporting in the opening match
of the Durand Cup football tour-
nament at the Salt Lake Stadium
here on Tuesday. The two sides
will clash in a Group B game in
what will be a repeat of last edi-
tion's final. Twenty teams are
taking part in the tournament.
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“What's
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with the governance of football.
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