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Past Champions Are Contenders This Week - By Ian Hudson


The expansion of the European Tour to make it global except for the PGA Tour in the 
United States is getting ridiculous. The Oman Open offers one of the smallest prize 
funds of the season which explains why the favourite, Joost Luiten, is at number 71 
in the world rankings and the highest ranked player in the field. Europe’s best 
players have deserted their home tour to play for more money, in better fields and in 
front of more fans in the United States. This week’s Honda Classic offers four times 
as much prize money as the Oman Open.


There are four Europeans in the top 10 of the current world rankings and Europe 
won the Ryder Cup last September. However, other than the Open Championship 
and to a lesser extent the PGA Championship most of the winning Ryder Cup team 
will not be playing too often on the European Tour this season. This week’s event in 
Omar has been marketed by saying the field contains a major champion and Ryder 
Cup player. Paul Lawrie did win the Open in 1999 and has played in the Ryder Cup 
but when he is your headline attraction you are in a bit of trouble.


The bread and butter players may welcome a low grade tournament that offers a 
two year exemption to the winner. However, this week’s event in Oman is little more 
than a Challenge Tour event with a sprinkling of Asia’s better players. Selecting 
potential winners is fraught with danger in the second renewal of the event. Luiten is 
the defending champion and is proven on the course. On rankings he is the best 
player in the field so he must have a great chance of winning the tournament again.


By contrast to the tournament in Asia the field for the Honda Classic contains two 
players from the top four in the world rankings and another player in the top 10. 
Brooks Koepka, Justin Thomas and Rickie Fowler head the betting followed by 
Adam Scott and Sergio Garcia. Granted there is little strength in depth after these 
players but the first prize is almost $1.2 million. The winner also gets a two year 
exemption but for the PGA Tour which is much more lucrative than any of the others.


The Honda Classic is the first leg of the Florida Swing which is characterised by 
windy conditions. However, the forecast suggests still weather this week and 
scoring should be relatively high. The regular host course is PGA National Champion 
Course in Palm Beach Gardens. It’s a par 70 track that produced a scoring average 
of over 72 last year which is the highest compared to par for any non-majors in the 
last two years. The degree of difficulty goes up in wind but calm conditions are 
expected.


However, the fast undulating greens will still provide a tough test and hitting the 
putting surfaces in the correct number of shots will be an important skill. The last 
three winners are Thomas, Fowler and Scott with scores of 8, 12 and 9 under. The 
lowest winning score over the last 10 years is 13 under and there have been three 
playoffs in that spell. Nine US players have won the tournament this century which 
means that 10 players from overseas have prevailed. 
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There is a great deal to like about Thomas’s chances this week. The defending 
champion leads the Tour in strokes gained from tee to green and was ninth in the 
WGC Mexico Championship last week. However, Scott is preferred on the basis of 
being another past champion and four top 15s in as many starts. He has gained 
strokes putting on the rest of the field in his last four tournaments so can win the 
Honda Classic for the second time. The double on Luiten and Scott pays 175/1.         


Today's Sports Betting Preview - By Rick Elliott


Pivotal Night In The Premier League 

Liverpool and Manchester City have winnable matches at home in the Premier 
League on what could be a pivotal night for the destination of the trophy. While City 
should beat West Ham by at least one goal Liverpool have a massive test of 
character against Watford and it would be no surprise if they conceded. Watford are 
emerging as one of the best of the rest and Wolves loss at Huddersfield leaves them 
level on points in the race for seventh place with a game in hand which they play 
tonight. 


Even Fulham scored against West Ham who will struggle not to concede in the first 
half. The Hammers have conceded the first goal in five of their last six matches 
against much inferior sides than tonight’s opponents at the Etihad. The CITY/CITY 
half time/full time result is 1/2 with Betfair. Watford have scored 22 goals away from 
home in the league this season but Liverpool have made Anfield a fortress so BOTH 
TEAMS TO SCORE at 9/10 with Paddy Power is the bet in this match.  


The goalkeeper that refused to be substituted made all the news after Chelsea lost 
on penalties to Manchester City in the final of the EFL Cup. That episode hid the fact 
that Chelsea held City over 120 minutes and had chances to win the match. Chelsea 
play at home tonight against Tottenham who lost at Burnley last Saturday. However, 
that fixture finished 28 hours before the end of proceedings at Wembley. Chelsea 
looked drained and in turmoil so TOTTENHAM are the bet at 5/2 with Betfair.   


There is an intriguing handicap chase over two miles and four furlongs at Wincanton 
(2.50) on a day of moderate action just 13 days before the Cheltenham Festival. The 
meeting dominates jumps racing and its bread and butter fare today. Overland Flyer 
is on a winnable mark and has form over the course and distance while Dentley De 
Mee has strong claims on form at a higher level. However, the veteran OPENING 
BATSMAN can compete and is the each way tip at 13/2 with Paddy Power. 
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