A huge hit, but is it cricket?
By Rahul Singh

IS it going to kill the ‘gentleman’s sport’ of cricket or is it going to be its saviour? I am of course referring to the Indian Premier League (IPL), the cricket matches that are currently being played all over India and which have taken the country by storm. Correction, not just taken India by storm, but quite a bit of the world. These matches are being telecast live to almost 60 countries. That is something entirely new. Till now, interest in cricket was restricted to less than a dozen countries, mostly in what used to comprise the Commonwealth.

The IPL has made cricket more of an international sport and shifted the centre of cricket away from England. Remember, the International Cricket Council (ICC) is now headquartered in Dubai.

Also, it would be interesting to know what the TV viewership of the IPL has been in Pakistan. My guess is that it must be considerable. The Pakistan cricket authorities must surely be thinking in terms of trying out something similar in Pakistan. The British, after pooh-poohing the IPL (no prominent English cricketers made themselves available), are now reportedly having second thoughts and may replicate it.

A huge amount of money, at least by Indian standards, rides on the IPL, some two billion dollars, no less, and some of the players are being paid enormous amounts. Sony TV has paid over $250m for the TV rights.

Mahendra Singh Dhoni, the Indian captain for the short form of the game, stands to earn $1.6m in just 44 days, with the Australian Andrew Symonds coming next with $1.2m.

The explosive Shahid Afridi is the most valuable Pakistani player but till now he has disappointed, scoring few runs. The Pakistani who has made his mark is Sohail Tanvir, with his unorthodox action. He took six wickets in an innings, the highest yet by any bowler. The next Pakistani, out of favour with his own cricket board yet surprisingly allowed to play in the IPL, to make a sensational debut was Shoaib Akhtar.

He took a wicket in his very first over, raising a roar of approval from the Kolkata crowd, eventually taking four wickets in all for his team, paving a victory for them and being named man of the match.

Sadly, six leading Pakistani players, including Inzamamul Haq, opted for the rival Indian Cricket League (ICL), promoted by Kapil Dev and financed by Subhash Chandra of Zee TV, who put in $50m. They made a big mistake. It sank like a stone and Chandra’s investment went down the drain, since few watched it in the Indian stadiums or on TV.

But returning to the IPL, India’s Rahul Dravid and South Africa’s Jacques Kallis, both considered to be among the top batsmen in the world, have not been among the runs, while players like Adam Gilchrist, Glenn McGrath and Shane Warne, brought out from retirement, have shone.

The novelty of Australians, Indians, Pakistanis, Sri Lankans and South Africans playing in different teams has added a unique twist to the matches. Saurav Ganguly and Dravid, both former Indian captains, used to playing together, being now pitted against each other has given the IPL a piquant touch.

Then there are the glamorous Bollywood movie stars, making their presence felt in front of the TV camera, cheering and rooting for their teams: Shahrukh Khan, of course, a franchisee of one of the teams; Preity Zinta, along with her boyfriend, industrialist Ness Wadia (great grandson, incidentally, of Mohammad Ali Jinnah), another franchisee; Juhi Chawla and her businessman-husband, Jay Mehta, a third franchisee.

Prominent Indian industrialists like Mukesh Ambani — one of the 10 richest men in the world — and Vijay Mallya have also put big bucks into buying their respective teams. Whether they get a good return on their investment probably matters little to them, since they have got more than their money’s worth in sheer publicity.

In fact, Mallya’s team has performed so poorly that the CEO, Charu Sharma, was unceremoniously sacked the other day. But the canny businessman that he is, Mallya has done some clever advertising for his company. His team has been named Royal Challengers and the whisky his company manufactures is called — yes, you guessed it — Royal Challenge!

Indian regulations prohibit advertising of alcoholic beverages (Goa is the only exception). So, Mallya has resorted to what is called ‘surrogate advertising’. His airline is called Kingfisher, which happens to be the name of the beer his company brews!

Why has the IPL been such a huge hit? Star appeal and business power apart, the 20-overs game has proved to be very audience-friendly. Five-day test matches are fast becoming an anachronism in this fast-paced age and even one-day matches could soon become passé.

In the 20-overs version, three hours is all it takes to complete the entire match. And those three hours are packed with big hitting, athletic fielding, plenty of run-outs and diving catches. Many of the matches are very close, the decision often coming only in the last over. No wonder the stadiums are packed, the crowds cheering madly.

There is something else. Many more women and young children are fans, making the appeal of the 20-over version of the game family-centric. In addition, promising young Indian players who have been untested at the highest levels, find themselves thrust into the limelight, rubbing shoulders with legends of the game. It is a veritable trial of fire for them, and some could emerge as future cricketing superstars.

The purists are shaking their heads in disapproval, saying this signals the end of the hallowed sport as one has known it. Players being ‘auctioned’ to the highest bidder and money becoming the determining factor? Good grief! It’s not a googly, nor reverse swing, not even a bouncer. It’s simply not cricket.
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