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NEW YORK — The WNBA Draft 
will be a virtual event this year.

The league announced Thursday 
that its Draft will still be held April 
17 as originally scheduled, but with-
out players, fans or media in atten-
dance due to the coronavirus pan-
demic. 

“The WNBA Draft is a time to 
celebrate the exceptional athletes 
whose hard work and dreams are 
realized with their selections in the 
draft,” WNBA Commissioner Cathy 
Engelbert said. “Safeguarding the 
health and well-being of our pros-
pects, players, employees, and every-
one connected to our game as well as 
the general public is paramount.”

Logistics of the Draft are still being 
worked out with ESPN although 
Engelbert confirmed she would 
announce the picks that night on the 

league’s broadcast partner’s network. 
She just isn’t sure where she’ll be 
doing it from; it could be her house, 
the league offices or another loca-
tion.

The New York Liberty have the 
No. 1 pick and are expected to draft 
Oregon’s Sabrina Ionescu, who won 
the AP women’s college basketball 
player of the year earlier this week. 

“Everything is still the same as it 
was before as far as the excitement 
goes of having the No. 1 pick,” 
Liberty general manager Jonathan 
Kolb said in a phone interview. 

“We’re still waiting for directives 
from the league as far as war room 
and things like that and how the draft 
will work.” 

Baylor senior Lauren Cox, who is 
projected to go in the first few picks, 
is happy the league is proceeding 
with the Draft. 

WNBA Draft sticks to original date with a virtual twist

Yesterday, I suggested sev-
eral things that the NCAA 
must do to make it both pos-
sible and safe for collegiate 
athletics to resume at some 
time this fall or winter.

Doubtless some readers 
wondered just how far off-
base this old writer must 
be. After all, once this crisis 
passes, won’t we just jump 
back to what we used to do 
and resume where we left 
off?

If you think so, I hope you 
read the stories circulating 
this week about the role 
that a European Champions 
League soccer game on Feb. 
19 in Milan might have had 
to do with the explosive 
spread of COVID-19 in both 
Italy and Spain.

It was a match between 

Italian Cinderellas Atalanta 
and visiting Valencia, the 
first leg of a tie eventually 
won by the outsiders from 
Bergamo who now have 
reached the quarterfinals of 
the competition against the 
odds. The community of 
roughly 100,000 celebrated 
its team’s ability to compete 
with the very best.

Now the sad part of the 
story. The 40,000 or so fans 
who made the short trip 
from Bergamo to Milan, 
where the match was played, 
and the  Valencia visitors 
who came to support their 
team all unknowingly car-
ried the virus with them 
when they returned home.

As a result, Bergamo 
has been among the hard-
est hit cities in the world 
with an estimated 1,000 
dead. Valencia has become 
a COVID-19 hot spot in 
Spain.

Nobody should sec-
ond-guess UEFA, the teams 
or the fans for showing up 
at the San Siro Stadium in 

mid-February, because they 
didn’t know what was actu-
ally happening.

We don’t have that excuse.
I suggested that the NCAA 

make it possible for athletes 
to change schools easily 
and for schools to have the 
flexibility to schedule local 
opponents, regardless of 
whether they are members 
of the same division or 
conference. More important 
is that future games avoid 
areas when the virus is still 
actively strong.

I pointed out that many 
athletes will  not be able to 
get back to where they are 
playing now, either because 
of international travel 
restrictions or local regula-
tions. It is a certainty that 
COVID-19 isn’t going away 
soon, so  whatever can be 
done to prevent the creation 
of “hot spots” will  need to 
continue much longer than 
the optimists would like.

The lesson from Milan is 
that any attempted resump-
tion of big sports with big 

crowds and the “old” feel 
will happen with crowds 
knowing what we do today.

On the simplest level, 
when are you going to feel 
comfortable at an event with 
7-to-10,000 cheering, cough-
ing and sneezing on one 
another?

Will the fans in the most 
vulnerable age groups  risk 
such environments again? If 
they don’t, there will be eco-
nomic consequences. Older 
fans not only often have the 
most leisure time, they have 
long-term relationships with 
teams and events. Those 
relationships are going to be 
sorely tested in the months 
to come.

Maybe we will need to 
become re-acquainted with 
our favorites via TV and 
radio, the players competing 
without crowds in the safest 
settings possible. Sports in a 
“studio” will be better than 
none at all and will maybe 
provide a stop-gap before 
complete resumption.

Soccer match played huge role in pandemic
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WILLIMANTIC — The 
Little East Conference  
announced a total of 181 stu-
dent-athletes competing in 
the LEC’s five winter cham-
pionship sports — men’s and 
women’s basketball, men’s 
and women’s indoor track & 
field, women’s swimming & 
diving — have been named 
to the 2019-20 LEC Winter 
Academic All-Conference 
Team. 

To be named to the LEC’s 
Academic All-Conference 
Team, a student-athlete must 
be at least a sophomore in 
the classroom, have a cumu-
lative GPA of 3.30 or higher 
through the previous semes-
ter and have been at their 
institution for at least one 
full academic year.

Eastern led all LEC affili-
ates with 40 qualifiers, fea-
turing the highest number 
in men’s (13) and women’s 
(12) indoor track & field and 
women’s basketball (10). 

Of the LEC’s eight stu-
dent-athletes with perfect 
4.00 cumulative GPAs, 
three come from Eastern. 
Nine student-athletes in all 
showed a GPA of at least 
3.80. For Eastern, eight 
individuals qualified for the 
team for the maximum third 
time: Hayley Brodeur, Holly 
and Maggie Dulak and 
Samara Johnson (women’s 
indoor track & field) along 
with Lizzy Cretella, Sabrina 
LeMere, Tara Prochorena 
and Mya Villard (women’s 
basketball).

Each of the five qualifi-
ers from the women’s swim 
program had an overall 
GPA of at least 3.67 with 
seven women’s indoor track 
& field qualifiers featuring 
GPAs of at least 3.60.

NHL 
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discuss 
future
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Captain Sidney Crosby of 
the Pittsburgh Penguins pre-
fers the NHL skip the rest 
of the regular season and 
head directly to the playoffs 
if games resume during this 
pandemic-interrupted spring.

Captain Alex Ovechkin of 
the Washington Capitals is 
on the same page, saying 
he would even be willing to 
finish two goals short of his 
ninth 50-goal season, which 
would tie the NHL record 
shared by Wayne Gretzky 
and Mike Bossy.

“Of course, you want to 
score 50 but, right now, like 
everyone is saying, the most 
important thing is to stay safe 
and to get this thing done,” 
Ovechkin said Thursday. “It 
[stinks] not to score 50 and 
to not get another milestone, 
but you have to think about 
your family, people and fans 
to be more safe.”

The two Metropolitan 
Division rival stars shared 
their views Thursday during 
a video conference call host-
ed by the league.

“I mean, you try to get in 
as many games as you can, 
I think. But I wouldn’t mind 
starting right in the playoffs,” 
said Crosby, whose Penguins 
were third in the division 
standings when the season 
was suspended March 12.

Crosby acknowledged the 
more regular-season games 
that can be squeezed in 
would be better for the integ-
rity of the playoffs. Ovechkin 
agreed when he appeared on 
the video call later.

“For, me of course, the 
more games we play, it’s 
going to be better for our fans 
and it’s going to be better for 
teams fighting for the play-
offs,” said Ovechkin, whose 
Capitals lead the division. 
“But I’d rather start the play-
offs right away.”

Ovechkin then broke into a 
smile and said, “Sorry guys,” 
referring to the other three 
players on the video call. 
Columbus Blue Jackets cap-
tain Nick Foligno didn’t take 
offense and said: “Don’t say 
sorry to me. We’re in a play-
off spot.”

The calls featured repre-
sentatives from each of the 
eight Metropolitan teams. 
Similar calls with players in 
the other three divisions will 
take place into next week.

There is no timetable for 
when play will resume and 
it has not been determined 
whether the league will com-
plete the regular season. 
There were 189 games left 
on the schedule when play 
was stopped, and each con-
ference featured tightly-con-
tested playoff races. 

In the East, Carolina and 

Coming April 25th
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Send us your pet photos and we will feature them on our special 

“Pets On Parade” page! We will be celebrating World Veterinary Day.

Brandy of Willimantic

Only $5 (Must be prepaid) Cash, Check
or Credit Card accepted.

Send your photos (.jpg or .tif, 200 dpi) to pets@thechronicle.com
by Monday, April 20, 2020. Please include your pet’s name,

your town and your phone number.
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A packed house of 40,000 fans at the San Siro Stadium in Milan, Italy greeted the soccer squads from Atalanta and Valencia 
and their fans during a first-leg match of the Champions League round of 16 on Feb. 19. More than a month later, experts are 
pointing to that game as one of the biggest reasons why the nearby city of Bergamo has become one of the epicenters of the 
coronavirus pandemic — a “biological bomb” was the way one respiratory specialist described it.  AP
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Connecticut Sun head coach Curt Miller reacts during the first half of Game 
2 of a WNBA playoff game against the Los Angeles Sparks last September at 
the Mohegan Sun Arena in Uncasville.  AP
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