Corruption allegations and insipid PCB chief hit Pakistan cricket hard in 2010
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By Muhammad Ali 

The year 2010 was neither smooth nor an easy one for Pakistan cricket. Perhaps it was the most damaging for the country as well as for the game. The spot-fixing allegations involving opener Salman Butt, fast bowlers Mohammad Asif and Mohammad Aamir, friction within the team members, fitness problems, poor selection of players, captaincy wrangles, and below-par on-field performances dented the pride of Pakistan cricket in a seemingly irreparable manner. The Pakistan cricket team didn’t accomplish much throughout the abysmal year that ended without much to look forward to.

The operational showing of the Pakistan Cricket Board (PCB), with Ijaz Butt at the helm of affairs, remained under the spotlight with loads of criticism coming from almost every quarter including the International Cricket Council (ICC). Taking note of the continuing decline in the governance of cricket in Pakistan, the ICC gave the PCB a hard rap on the knuckles and decided to monitor closely the running of the game in Pakistan. Bulk of this condemnation was, indeed, justified. Rhetoric, hasty decisions and events sans logic saw Pakistan cricket plunging to its lowest ebb in recent years. Itching for resumption of international cricket activity at home, the game’s enthusiasts were left bewildered and in their shock craved an explanation for this madness. Consequently, the game and tens of millions of ardent fans were the biggest sufferers. 

In the backdrop of Pakistan’s dismal performance Down Under, the PCB, in the light of recommendations by an inquiry committee, banned and fined seven senior players. The players – Shoaib Malik, Rana Navedul Hasan, Shahid Afridi, Kamran Akmal and Umar Akmal, Mohammad Yousuf and Younus Khan – were handed out different terms of punishments and fines for lack of coordination, poor performance, negative influence on the team and disunity among the ranks. But, as it is normal in Pakistan cricket, the bans were lifted to make the board, particularly its chief Ijaz, a laughing stock around the globe. It was interesting that the bans were lifted not only under political pressure but also when the players apologised to the ego-centric PCB chief, who is playing god since 2008. 

The farce of the PCB chairman’s blatant lies, antics, controversial appointments and sackings were unprecedented and showed how the country’s richest organisation had been crippled by the rule of misfit ‘political appointee’, who needed medication to get going. It was not just Ijaz’s damaging strategies and statements that caused concern but he also brazenly overruled everybody that he appointed. Off the field, Pakistan cricket displayed incompetence. On the field, Pakistan cricket displayed a lack of guts and a lethargy that was thought impossible among international sportsmen. 

Throughout the year there was a witch-hunt by the National Assembly and Senate Standing Committees on Sports against the PCB chairman and his immediate removal was demanded. But Ijaz and company, with the blessings of the patron-in-chief, survived the onslaught. Fast bowler Asif’s marriage and his former girl friend and actress Veena Malik’s allegations against him provided an opportunity to the Pakistani media to go bananas. The saga of wicketkeeper Zulqarnain Haider’s departure from Dubai and arrival in London was also mind-boggling. He created turmoil with his sensational news about being threatened to death by illegal bookmakers. Unfortunately, such shameless amateurism was the hallmark of Pakistan cricket. These controversies not only battered the image of Pakistan cricket but also that of the country. In short, Pakistan cricket hit rock bottom in the last twelve months.

But there were also good tidings when all-rounder Malik married Indian tennis star Sania Mirza, Pakistan’s women squad won a gold medal at the Asian Games in China and umpire Aleem Dar won the ICC Umpire of the Year award for the second time in a row to bring smiles on the faces of their country fellows. It was Pakistan’s first gold medal in the women’s tournament and was welcomed by all and sundry at a time when the men’s game was reeling from a succession of controversies and the country was battling the fallout of devastating floods that affected 21 million people last summer. And at the fag end of the year, Pakistan lost an ODI series against South Africa 3-2 and drew a Test series 1-1 in the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

1: Pakistan humiliated in Australia 

The year started on a dismal note when Pakistan, led by Yousuf, were beaten black and blue by Australia in Australia. The Aussies crushed Pakistan by 170 runs in the first Test in Melbourne, won the second in Sydney by 36 runs and third in Hobart by 231 runs to complete the whitewash. After the Test series, Pakistan also lost the one-day international series: first ODI by five wickets in Brisbane, second ODI by 140 runs in Sydney, third ODI by 40 runs in Adelaide, fourth ODI by 135 runs in Perth and fifth ODI by 2 wickets in Perth. In the only Twenty20 in Melbourne, Shaun Tait helped Australia to a tense two-run win that completed a clean-sweep across all three formats against Pakistan. 

2: All-rounder Afridi banned for ball-tampering

Afridi was banned for two Twenty20 internationals after being found guilty of ball-tampering during Pakistan’s two-wicket loss to Australia in the last and fifth one-day international in Perth. Afridi was caught on TV cameras apparently biting the ball on a couple of occasions. The incident was reported to on-field umpires by TV umpire and Afridi was charged with an article 2.2.9 offence of the ICC Code of Conduct that relates to “changing the condition of the ball in breach of Law 42.3 of the Laws of Cricket”. 

3: Chief selector steps down after shameful performance 

Taking the moral responsibility of Pakistan’s shameful performance against Australia in both Test and ODI series, chief selector Iqbal Qasim resigned from his post. Qasim’s decision came after Pakistan lost the fifth and final ODI against Australia.

4: IPL franchises snub Pakistan players at auction 

In January, Pakistan cricketers were ignored and humiliated by the Indian Premier League (IPL) franchises at the players’ auction in Mumbai, India. With this snub, no Pakistan cricketer featured in the third edition of the IPL that was held across India from March 12 to April 25. None of the 11 players, who went under the hammer, including flamboyant all-rounder Afridi were sold despite Pakistan being the reigning World Twenty20 champions. 

5: Pakistan lose Under-19 World Cup final

Pakistan, led by Azeem Ghumman, lost the Under-19 World Cup final to Australia by 25 runs on January 30 in New Zealand. The Australian bowlers clinically shut down the Pakistan’s batting threat to help their side win their third ICC Under-19 crown at Bert Sutcliffe Oval, Christchurch.

6: Chappell declines Pakistan coaching offer

The PCB got an egg on its face when former Australian Test captain Greg Chappell turned down an offer to take up the reins of the unpredictable Pakistan cricket team, saying that he was not interested in coaching at the international level anymore. Chappell, a former India coach, confirmed that he was approached by the PCB with a coaching offer but he declined because of his commitment with Cricket Australia and added he had no interest in being an international coach. 

7: Pakistan play two T20s against England in Dubai

In February, Pakistan played a two-match T20 series against England in Dubai, United Arab Emirates (UAE). The first contest was won by England while the second by Pakistan. 

8: Waqar becomes Pakistan’s 4th coach

Former Test captain and fast bowler Waqar Younis became Pakistan’s 4th head coach after Bob Woolmer, Geoff Lawson and Intikhab Alam. The coveted post was never been an easy ride. Waqar, who retired after the 2003 World Cup as captain after taking 373 Test and 416 one-day wickets, was the bowling and fielding coach on Pakistan’s tour to Australia. 

9: Mohsin Khan is new chief selector

In March, former Test opener Mohsin Hasan Khan was appointed as new chief selector. Mohsin replaced former Test leg spinner Qasim who resigned after Pakistan’s pathetic performance Down Under where they were whitewashed in both Test and one-day international series. Mohsin was the fourth chief selector in the last eight months. 

10: PCB bans and fines senior players for ‘infighting’

Accepting recommendations of a six-member inquiry committee, which was formed to look into the reasons behind the disastrous tour to Australia, the PCB fined and banned seven senior players in March. The biggest and most unexpected action was axing of batsmen Yousuf and Younus for an indefinite period from all formats of national teams. All-rounders Malik and Naved were banned for a year with fines of Rs 2 million each, wicketkeeper-batsman Kamran and all-rounder Afridi were fined Rs 3 million each while batsman Umar, brother of Kamran, was fined Rs 2 million for various misdemeanours. Kamran, Umar and Afridi were also put on probation for six months. This was the first time in Pakistan cricket history that the PCB took such a strong disciplinary action against so many players at one time. The action had been expected once details of the inquiry committee’s recommendations were leaked in the press. 

11: ‘Disruptive influence’ Yousuf says goodbye to international cricket 

Senior batsman Yousuf announced his retirement from international cricket following his punishment by the PCB. “The PCB has said in its letter sent to me that I am a ‘disruptive influence’ on the team and I would never want my presence to affect the team,” Yousuf told reporters. The 35-year-old Yousuf added that he would continue to play first class domestic cricket. On the other hand, the PCB termed Yousaf’s decision to call it a day as his ‘personal’ and left the matter of his selection for future tournaments to the selection committee. 

12: Pakistan fail to defend Twenty20 crown

In May, defending champions Pakistan took part in the Twenty20 World Cup in the West Indies. They lost matches against England, New Zealand and Australia but still qualified for the semifinals after beating South Africa. They lost to Australia by three wickets in the last-four stage. In the nerve-wracking semi-final, Australia, with their clinical performance, showed why they were the most professional and top team in the world. In the nail-biting and thrilling contest, Pakistan also played some marvellous and dazzling cricket. The excitement stretched till the final overs. Australia owed their victory to Michael Hussey who played a memorable innings to steer his team to the final for the very first time in this shortest version of the game. 

13: Kaneria held, released for spot-fixing

In May, Pakistan leg-spinner Danish Kaneria, and young pacer Mervyn Westfield were arrested by Essex police for alleged spot-fixing in Essex’s Pro40 match against Durham. Both the Essex cricketers were questioned at Brentwood police station before being released on bail. 

14: Senators move privilege motion against PCB chief 

The Senate Standing Committee on Sports moved a privilege motion against PCB chairman Ijaz for issuing negative statements against Senators Haroon Akhtar and Tariq Azeem. The standing committee members met under the chairmanship of Abdul Ghaffar Qureshi and discussed the issue of Ijaz’s statements against the senators and unanimously decided to submit the privilege motion in the Senate secretariat to protect the honour of the upper house members. 

15: Bans of senior players removed, fines reduced

In June, the PCB, as usual taking a U-turn, removed bans on the senior players and also reduced and revoked their fines. The decision was a political one with pressure from some government quarters. The PCB chairman defended the removal of bans and fines. Ijaz said all the decisions pertaining to the lifting of the bans and fines by appeals commissioner Justice (retd) Irfan Qadir were taken as per the constitution of the board. 

16: India oust Pakistan from Asia Cup 

In June, Pakistan participated in the Asia Cup along with India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Led by Afridi, Pakistan failed to reach the final. Archrivals India beat Pakistan by 3 wickets qualifying for the June 24 final against Sri Lanka and leaving runners-up Pakistan and Bangladesh to contest a league match. The Asia Cup was finally won by India.

17: Pakistan’ fine performance against Australia 

Pakistan defeated Australia in a two-match Twenty20 series and drew two-match Test series 1-1 in England in July. It was a fine performance by Pakistan who were earlier thrashed by the same opponents during their tour Down Under. After losing the first Test at Lord’s, Afridi declared he was not fit to lead in longer version and resigned as skipper. Salman took over the reins for the final Test, which Pakistan won to the surprise of many. Pakistan claimed their first Test victory against Australia in 15 years during a tense fourth-day finish at Headingley. Pakistan, set 180 to win, lost four wickets for 40 runs before finishing on 180 for 7 to score a 3-wicket triumph and level the Test series.

18: Imran Khan inducted into ICC Hall of Fame

Pakistan legend Imran Khan became the fourth Pakistani (after Hanif Mohammad, Javed Miandad and Wasim Akram) to be inducted formally into the ICC Cricket Hall of Fame at Lord’s in July. The former captain received his commemorative cap from ICC chief executive Haroon Lorgat who was accompanied by Cricket Australia chairman Jack Clarke and the MCC president John Barclay, a former Sussex teammate of Imran. 

19: England crush Pakistan in both Test and ODI series 

In August-September, Pakistan played a 4-match Test and 5-match ODI series against England in England. Pakistan were given a cricketing lesson by England who won the first Test at Nottingham by 354 runs and second at Birmingham by 9 wickets. The third was won by Pakistan by 4 wickets at the Oval. England crushed Pakistan by an innings and 225 runs to win the fourth and final Test at Lord’s. The two-match Twenty20 (2-0) and five-match ODI (3-2) series were also won by the hosts.

20: Spot-fixing allegations rock Pakistan cricket

During their England tour, Pakistan were embroiled in allegations of spot-fixing after British police arrested a man on suspicion of conspiracy to defraud bookmakers. The controversy erupted after a British tabloid ‘News of the World’ alleged some members of the Pakistan team were involved in a betting scam in the fourth and final Test against England at Lord’s. Britain’s biggest-selling tabloid claimed several blatant no-balls had been delivered by Pakistan bowlers. The weekly tabloid said it gave £150,000 ($230,000, 185,000 euros) to a middle man who correctly told them in advance precisely when those deliveries would be bowled. Salman, pacers Asif and Aamer were questioned by Scotland Yard for nine hours. Later the trio were suspended by the ICC. 

21: PCB and ECB at warpath over fixing allegations

The spot-fixing allegations resulted in a complete breakdown in relations between the England and Pakistan cricket boards. PCB chief Ijaz accused unnamed England players of taking money to throw an ODI against Pakistan. He also hit out at the media and ‘august cricket bodies’ who he accused of engaging in a conspiracy against Pakistan cricket and Pakistan as a country. The ECB threatened to take legal action against Ijaz unless he makes a public apology for alleging that England’s players accepted a bribe to lose the third ODI at The Oval. The threat worked and Ijaz ‘withdrew’ his match-fixing accusations against England. Indeed it was a humiliating apology.

22: Clean up your act, ICC warns PCB

In October, after a two-day board meeting at the ICC’s HQ in Dubai – the first since the spot-fixing scandal that rocked the world of cricket – the message of the world governing body to one of its leading members was clear: sort out the game’s administration or face the consequences, potentially in the form of sanctions. A wide-ranging series of measures was approved by the ICC requiring Pakistan to not only toughen its approach to corruption within the game but to also work alongside the ICC’s task force on Pakistan “to carry out any reforms which may be deemed necessary to restore confidence in the administration of the game.”

23: Aleem wins ICC Umpire of the Year award

In October, Pakistan’s umpire Aleem won the David Shepherd Trophy for the second time after being named ICC Umpire of the Year at the ICC Awards in Banglore (India). 43-year-old Aleem was voted to this award by the 10 full member captains as well as the eight-man elite panel of ICC match referees. The award was based on his decision statistics and officiating skills over the past 12 months. 

24: Gold medal at Guangzhou Asian Games 

The Pakistan women’s cricket team won the gold medal at the Guangzhou Asian Games after a flawless performance in the Twenty20 competition. With India not participating, Pakistan were already the favourites, but they won in good style. Pakistan beat Bangladesh in the finals to clinch the gold.

25: Pakistan and Proteas draw Test series in UAE

Pakistan played the 2-Test and 5-match ODI series against South Africa in UAE in November. While Pakistan lost the ODI series 3-2 but drew the Test series played at Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Beyond expectations, Pakistan played some exceptional Test cricket. Even in the ODIs, Pakistan performance was not that bad.

26: Zulqarnain Haider stuns cricket world

During the South Africa ODI series in the UAE, wicketkeeper Zulqarnain stunned the cricket world as well his country when he left the Pakistan team without informing anyone and landed in London. He asked for asylum in Britain after ‘receiving threats’ for not cooperating in a match-fixing conspiracy following his match-winning performance in Pakistan’s fourth ODI against Proteas. 

For the year 2011, the choice is clear: Pakistan cricket can continue to wallow in the depths where it will ultimately perish or summon every ounce of reserve and rise to the surface. For anything to be salvaged from the unmitigated disaster that was the 2010, the post-mortem must be thorough and unsparing. The tenure of Ijaz is a contradiction to the Pakistan mindset, a defensive and passive outlook that has sucked the passion out of the sport. It is because of Ijaz’s stupidity the ICC has started dictating terms and interfering in Pakistan cricket affairs. This is a very dangerous trend. Pakistan cricket requires urgent reforms and complete over-hauling as Ijaz and his cronies are murdering Pakistan cricket on daily basis. Pakistan cricket must return to the values that made it great: aggression, passion and fearlessness. And it must start now. But the most important of them, who is going to head the board. That is a decision that President Asif Ali Zardari has to make. For the sake of Pakistan cricket, hopefully he would get it right this time.
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