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HILLS Solicitors have effec-
tively claimed the 2019 mi-
nor premiership with three 
rounds to go after beating 
Nexus Power Comets 47-29 
on Saturday.

Hills will have three weeks 
to savour the title as the com-
petition takes a break for the 
school holiday and resumes 
on July 20.

It was Hills 10th win 
from 10 games this season 
and leaves them 12 points 
clear of second placed Club 
Maitland City and short of 

forfeiting their next three 
games can only be equalled 
on points.

Even then their for and 
against record is 200 goals 
better than CMC so they 
would still finish at the top of 
the table.

In other games on Sat-
urday, CMC strengthened 
their hold on second place 
with a 39-29 win against 
HInton Hotels and Customs 
House Hotels forfeited to 
Tolsaf Cranes.

The George Tavern had 
the bye.

While the minor premier-
ship is in HIlls' keeping, the 
battle for the three remaining 
spots in the top four is still 
very much alive.

CMC are second on 28 
points, Hinton Hotel are 
third on 24, Nexus Power 
Comets are fourth on 21 and 
last year's grand finalists The 
George Tavern are fifth on 
20 points.

Maitland netball president 
Kim Starkey said Hills had 
taken their game to a new 
level this season.

"I think overall A-grade 

has evened up with all the 
teams improving, but Hills 
are just at another level this 
year," Starkey said.

"I don't think anyone can 
deny them this year's suc-
cess. They have been such 
a great team for so long and 
to keep on improving is just 
such a tribute to them."

Hills have been the dom-
inant force over the past 
decade in Maitland netball 
winning seven of the past 
eight minor premierships 
and three major titles.

NETBALL
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TOO STRONG: Hills Solicitors claimed the minor premiership with victory over Nexus Power Comets on Saturday. 
Picture: Michael Hartshorn

Hills are minor premiers

QUEENSLAND look set to 
rely on a makeshift fullback 
for the State of Origin series 
decider after superstar Kalyn 
Ponga was all but ruled out.

Maroons' fears were con-
firmed on Sunday by scan re-
sults on the calf injury Ponga 
suffered during the Origin 
II defeat in Perth which 
forced him to miss Newcas-
tle's NRL win over Brisbane 
on Saturday.

""The scans showed 
he (Ponga) has suffered 
a strain....He is expect-
ed to miss the next two 
weeks," said the Knights in 
a statement.

With game three at ANZ 
Stadium looming in 10 days 
time, it remains to be seen 
whether Maroons coach 
Kevin Walters will name 
Ponga in his squad on Mon-
day in the hope he recovers 
in time to play.

His likely absence would 
be a major blow for a 
Queensland side still reel-
ing from their belting by the 
Blues in Perth, which set up 
the blockbuster decider.

Ponga was arguably 
Queensland's best in their 
game one triumph at Sun-
corp Stadium but was 
kept quiet in their game 
two defeat.

Michael Morgan is ex-
pected to lead a number of 
candidates to play at fullback 
should Ponga be ruled out. 
Shifting Cameron Munster 
from five-eighth is another 
option, as is promoting utility 
Moses Mbye from the bench.

Ponga set 
to miss 
Origin 
decider
STATE OF ORIGIN

NSW coach Brad Fittler will 
give injured halfback Nathan 
Cleary until Thursday to 
prove his fitness for the State 
of Origin decider.

Cleary is expected to 
be named in an extended 
squad on Monday night as 
he attempts to recover from 
an ankle injury suffered in 
game two.

His possible inclusion 
would be regarded as an Or-
igin miracle after initial fears 
the Penrith star would be 
ruled out for up to six weeks.

However, scans revealed a 
high ankle sprain instead of a 
dreaded syndesmosis injury, 
giving him an outside chance 
of playing in game three.

Cleary is expected to try 
and put weight on his foot on 
Sunday with the aim to begin 
running with his Blues team-
mates on Tuesday.

"And that'll be the big in-
dicator," Fittler said on the 
Nine Network on Sunday.

While Fittler has been 
reluctant to bring injured 
players into camp over his 
tenure, Cleary is set to be 
an exemption given his role 
within the team.

Former Blues No.7 Mitch-
ell Pearce has put his hand 
up to make a dramatic return 
should Cleary be ruled out, 
however, Fittler hinted his 
call-up would be unlikely.

Utility Wade Graham 
will instead be expected to 
partner James Maloney in 
the halves after filling in for 
Cleary in the second half 
in Perth.

Cleary 
given a 
chance 
to play
STATE OF ORIGIN

FFA Cup tie at Sportsground

THE Maitland Magpies his-
toric round of 32 FFA Cup tie 
will be held at the Maitland 
Sportsground on Wednes-
day, July 31.

The date and venue were 
confirmed by Northern NSW 
Football on Friday, but un-
fortunately it will not be the 
live telecast game on Foxtel.

However, there will be live 
crosses to the venue during 
the game for updates.

Details on the cost of light-
ing for the venue are still to 
be finalised. It will cost up to 
$16,000 to bring in addition-
al lighting to lift the sports-
ground to the required 500 
lux level.

Magpies president Ray 
Watkins said negotiations 
had been positive and it was 
an exciting to announce that 
the game would be at Mait-
land's new showcase sports-
ground.

"We are still negotiating 
with the council over the cost 
of the venue hire and the 
cost of the additional flood-
lighting facility, but we saw it 
as vitally important that the 
game be held in Maitland 
so we gave our submission 
to the FFA on the basis that 
it be held in Maitland based 
on further negotiations with 
council staff," Watkins said.

"We have a further meet-
ing with them during this 
week to continue those ne-
gotiations.

"From the reports and 
feedback we are getting back 
from the community and 
even the Newcastle commu-
nity there is a groundswell 
of support for Maitland and 
to hold the game within the 

Maitland region is the only 
sensible option."

Maitland are making their 
debut in the FFA Cup nation-
al stage this season but have 
been drawn against a Mar-
iners side that have already 

been beaten by Member 
Federation clubs on two oc-
casions in years prior.

Watkins said it was a David 
versus Goliath encounter but 
with the Maitland and wider 
Hunter community in their 
corner the Magpies were 
capable to pulling off the un-
expected.

Magpies coach Mick Bolch 
is excited about the challenge 
and pleased the Magpies will 
play at Maitland's premier 
sporting facility.

"The buzz around the 
club is electric. When we 
got drawn a cheer went up 
around the whole pub," Mag-
pies coach Mick Bolch said.

"Everyone is really excited 
about it.

"We'll give it a red-hot 

crack and back ourselves but 
at the end of the day being 
realisitic they're an A-League 
side, a bunch of profession-
al footballers, and we're a 
bunch of part-timers who 
train once or twice a week 
and all have full-time jobs.

"We're the underdogs go-
ing into it, it's the first time 
we've been into this stage of 
the Cup, but I'm sure we'll 
give a good account of the 
club and a good account of 
the region.

Maitland's round 15 clash 
against Lambton Jaffas at 
Arthur Edden Oval on Sat-
urday afternoon has been 
rescheduled to be played 
on Wednesday, July 10. The 
Magpies host Broadmeadow 
Magic on Sunday, July 7.
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SOCCER

Maitland FC players and staff celebrate after their round 7 
win against Hamilton Olympic.


