The 5th European Championship
Zholtye Vody, 07. - 11.11.2000

By Ants Soosõrv
For the first time a title tournament was held in Ukraine. Without a doubt it is necessary to organize big tournaments in different countries in order to popularise renju. RIF's policy has been at the same time liberal and conservative about this issue. In a country, where big tournaments have not been held yet, an international open tournament must be organized about a year before the big tournament. After that a final decision is made. Such a test tournament took place in Arjeplog in the summer of 1992, a year before Arjeplog World Championship, and also in Tallinn in 1993, before European Championship 1994. This system gives the organizers a reasonable responsibility to show their level earlier. 
Ukraine and Zholtye Vody were not an exception. In December 1999 a test tournament took place there and participants from Sweden, Russia and Estonia were expected. Unfortunately the only foreigner who was able to go there was I. At that time I had the expression that Zholtye Vody is suitable for a big tournament and the local initiator Konstantin Piddubny for organizing the competition. I recommended carrying the European Championship through there and therefore I was jointly responsible. 
Unfortunately after the European Championship Piddubny, who was otherwise very optimistic, had to admit that he was not able to organize the tournament on the level hoped for. It seemed that Kostya himself was simply not in his best shape and his hurray! -optimism that things will somehow thrive anyway, did not justify itself. The plusses were a small participation fee (50 USD with accommodation and food) and decent provisioning. The living conditions were not bad either, but unfortunately there were not enough rooms with conveniences for all the participants. Filippov and Sirategyan, who arrived later, went to another hotel. 
Unfortunately there were a lot of negative things in the arrangement of the tournament and the work of referees. The opening and closing ceremonies that are necessary for a tournament on such a level, were almost completely missing. During the competition there were not enough clocks etc. Bigger and smaller problems occurred frequently. 
My intention is not to say that there should be no more big tournaments in Ukraine. On the contrary, these tournaments are necessary for the survival and development of renju in Ukraine. I also believe that Konstantin Piddubny is able to learn from his mistakes. 
A few words about the rules of the tournament. On two first European championships (1994, 1995) the Swiss system was used, the two next ones (1996, 1998) had many steps - subgroups, intermediate groups, semi-finals and finals. This time a variant similar to the latter was used. 16 participants were divided into two subgroups, from where two of the best got to compete for places 1-4 (there semi-finals and finals took place then), two of the next competed for places 5-8 and so on. Hurrying on ahead I may say that the negative aspects of this system came very brightly to light on the tournament. 
During last years it has become a bad habit that the main tournament in Europe is far from bringing together the entire best of Europe. Two of the best on Beijing World Championship were missing - Ando Meritee, who has also won the European championship twice (1996, 1998) and Igor Sinyov. Russian top players Tarannikov and Makarov withdrew at the supreme moment. From the Swedes only Stefan Karlsson and Björn Eriksson were present, although they could have put out even seven players. Such players of merit as Gardström, Gaulitz, Johannesson, Holgersson etc could have made the tournament stronger. Unfortunately the absence of representatives from Latvia, Armenia, Azerbaijan and other countries is already so commonplace that no one is even astonished about it. 
The last minute withdrawal of Yuri Tarannikov was beneficial for the fourth Ukrainian player Roman Umantsiv, who as a reserve could play now. The organizing country deserves more representatives on European Championship than the regular quotas allow, because the number of competitors is not limited. Pavel Salnikov came up with a reasonable suggestion during the championship. Namely, he proposed that the organizing country of EC could hold an open tournament before the championship for additional places (3-4 for example). The participants of this tournament would be mainly (or only) the players from the future organizing country, who then would get the additional places. For example, if the next EC takes place in Sweden, they will have a possibility to get let's say seven places instead of four that they have now. Such a preliminary tournament could last for two days and be 6-7 rounds in Swiss system in case there are enough participants. 
Before I counted a lot of big names in renju who were missing, but some stars were present too. The main favourites of the competition were Alexander Klimashin, European Champion in 1995 and Vladimir Sushkov, 2nd place in EC in 1998. And of course Stefan Karlsson, who has not yet got a medal from European championship, but has achieved the 3rd place from World Championship in Beijing. We cannot forget Pavel Salnikov, Team World Champion of the present year, always dangerous old fox Konstantin Nikonov and Ants Soosõrv. Other players winning a medal would have been a clear surprise. Because the lotting took place according to ratings, out of the favourites Sushkov, Stefan Karlsson and Pavel Salnikov got into the first group. Presumably Sergey Filippov and Karen Sirategyan could have offered rather strong competition, but also Björn Eriksson and Johann Lents could have caused some confusion. Roman Umantsiv was probably not under suspicion for anything. 
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Pavel Salnikov and Stefan Karlsson met right in the first round. After a fierce duel the game settled into a draw. The key-game in the second round was between Stefan and Vladimir Sushkov. Sushkov could not put his home preparation in D8 into practice behind the board and instead of a win he lost. Onwards the favourites made no mistakes and everything was decided by a game Salnikov - Sushkov in the last but one round in the subgroup. Pavel got a draw necessary for getting further. One of the favourites of EC, Vladimir Sushkov, had to put up with games for places 5. - 8. A big surprise was the exceedingly poor performance of Sergey Filippov. Besides five losses he was able to collect only two draws - with Eriksson and Lents - and played for places 13. - 16. 
There were opinions about the second group before the tournament that there are three categories of players: 1. the aces - Klimashin, Nikonov, Soosõrv, 2. Ukrainians - Nazarov, Drozd, Shereverov, 3. women - Irene Karlsson and Evelyn Tihkan. In reality the Ukrainians were not at all superior to the women. I think that the fact that Ukrainians had a minimal amount of international games, while the girls had a lot of experience from international tournaments, played its role. 
After the fourth round Irene and Evelyn had already gathered 2 points, while Drozd and Shereverov had zero. At that moment I looked at the tournament table and thought that theoretically it might happen that five players all gather two points. Later on all the results started going according to this scenario. Evelyn Tihkan had the biggest chances to change this; in the last round she achieved a clear superiority with white against Alexander Drozd. A draw would have been sufficient for Evelyn to get the fourth place in the subgroup and get to play for places 5. - 8. She tried to win strenuously for a long time, but without compromising, so in the end she lost. 

The first three players had divided the points calmly between each other in the meantime. Bad luck traced Klimashin, who let go of a simple win against Nikonov and in the end lost in a lack of time. In other games between the favourites Klimashin defeated me and I defeated Nikonov. So a "deadlock" again. 
The situation was quite uncomfortable because instead of semi-finals we had to play additional games that took time. Therefore it was decided to move a part of the semi-finals to the next day.
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Drozd 0 1 3 -
Tihkan 0 0 1 2 4
Shereverov | 0 1 1 2 3
Nazarov 1 1 3 1
Karlsson | 0 0 0 5





The rearward five players played with five-minute time control, which does not suit Irene at all, as it is seen from the results. The top three played with 15-minute time control. There was confusion with what will happen if two players get an equal result now. For Nikonov and I both received a loss from Klimashin, then it was important what will happen in case of a draw between us. Piddubny said that there would be no more games. He explained the matter separately to Kostya and to me and we were both certain that in case of a draw we would get forward (!). So if a draw had occurred, there would have been quite a mess. But in a rather chaotic game Kostya made the last mistake and so I got to semi-finals to meet with Stefan. 
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There is not much to say about that semi-final game. I placed D3. Stefan was somehow cramped, thought a lot in meaningless spots, but in places he should have thought he acted quickly. Therefore I won already on the 27th move. 
In the other semi-final game Pavel had a difficult task of placing an opening for Sasha. Klimashin took the black in D8 and attacked without results for a long time. In the end Pavel still made a mistake and so Klimashin and I met in the finals. This time Sasha had to put the opening that gave me a somewhat chance. But I was not able to put my big superiority achieved with black in D8 into practise and we reached the ending of the game with a light dictating of white. Right before the time control I acted as a total beginner - when I had one move to make and about 30 seconds of time left, then instead of playing a four safely in the other corner, I tried to defend immediately, but was caught in a trap and lost. 
So Klimashin became the European Champion for the second time. When the first time he had a lot of luck then this time it was a deserved win from a presumed favourite. 
In the game for the third place between Stefan and Pavel, Stefan was lucky again because for already several occasions on the tournament his opponent could not put a clear winning position into practise. In the end Stefan won the game and got the third place on the tournament. Volodya Sushkov had to swallow another bitter pill, when he was defeated in the game for the 5th place by Nikonov who performed capably and competitively. The best Ukrainian was Vladimir Nazarov on the 8th place. 
Although Irene Karlsson got the last place, I hereby use the opportunity to praise her. Her good game and three points out of nine would definitely have deserved a better place, but mistakes made in games with shortened time control did not allow that. 
Semi-finals
For places 1 - 4 
1 Soosõrv - Karlsson S. - 3D 1:0
2 Klimashin - Salnikov R 8D 1:0 

For places 5 - 8
1 Sushkov - Nazarov R 7D 1:0
2 Nikonov - Sirategyan - 3D 1:0 

For places 9 - 12
1 Shereverov - Eriksson R 8D 0:1 
2 Lents - Drozd R 9D 0:1

For places 13 - 16
1 Tihkan - Umantsiv - 3D 1:0
2 Filippov - Karlsson I. R 5I ½:½; extra game 1:0

Finals 
1-2 Soosõrv - Klimashin R 8D 0:1
3-4 Salnikov - Karlsson S. R 8D 0:1
5-6 Nikonov - Sushkov R 8D 1:0 
7-8 Nazarov - Sirategyan R 8D 0:1
9-10 Eriksson - Drozd R 9D 0:1 
11-12 Lents - Shereverov R 12I 1:0
13-14 Tihkan - Filippov - 3D 0:1 
15-16 Umantsiv - Karlsson I. R 3D ½:½; extra game 1:0

Final results:

1. Alexander Klimashin Russia
2. Ants Soosõrv Estonia
3. Stefan Karlsson Sweden
4. Pavel Salnikov Russia
5. Konstantin Nikonov Russia
6. Vladimir Sushkov Russia
7. Karen Sirategyan Russia
8. Volodimir Nazarov Ukraine
9. Olexander Drozd Ukraine
10. Björn Eriksson Sweden
11. Johann Lents Estonia
12. Alexey Shereverov Ukraine 
13. Sergey Filippov Russia
14. Evelyn Tihkan Estonia
15. Roman Umantsiv Ukraine
16. Irene Karlsson Estonia
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Now some comments to the games.

Irene Karlsson - Drozd, 1-0, 35, D3, - , 5 - 15

Alexander Drozd had celebrated his birthday the evening before and that fact evidently made playing more difficult for him. But it does not diminish the value of Irene's nice performance. With the 7th move Irene tried to get into a less-known theory, but at the same time with the 9th move giving an opportunity to return to theory more played. But Drozd refused - 10(!) challenges into a sharp game. But Irene feels comfortable in a sharp position and after 16(?) starts to show her fangs. After series 17/23 a beautiful transition into another corner follows - 25(!). Alexander tried to get tempo with a deceptive 26th move, but Irene did not subject to provocations - 27(!) and there seems to be no defence. If 28 - G6, then 29-E8 and 31-E9 follow. 

Salnikov - Sushkov, ½ - ½, 60, D3, - 5-9[image: image5.jpg]




Salnikov used this 5th move also in another crucial subgroup-game against Stefan Karlsson and was able to get a draw there too. The game Salnikov - Sushkov was decicive in the subgroup, Sushkov needed a win in order to get forward. Unfortunately his game was somehow fettered and passive, he clearly allowed Pavel act too freely. After a more or less optimal beginning the 16th move seems too soft to me, I myself would prefer a more powerful 16-G11, in order to try to form a few own structures. But now Salnikov was skilfully able to keep the initiative and fill the board. Sushkov allows him to do this seemingly peacefully. Onwards the game is influenced by the lack of time on both sides and therefore the protocol of the game is not complete. At the end Salnikov even had an opportunity to win, but focused on making a draw, he did not notice it. 

The last game is commented by Alexander Klimashin. 
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Klimashin - Salnikov, 1-0, 47, D8, R, 5 - 8

It was a semi-final game and I could not make a mistake. My plan was to attack carefully which would lead to controlling the whole position and to make draw if that is not successful, because I am always glad to play games with short time control. That is why I began to play this variant of the D8 opening, it is very difficult for white to win here. 1-13 moves are rather popular today. I suppose that 14th move to i7 or l8 are better, because this 14th gives a possibility for black to develop a strong attack. 16 - i7 is probably a loss (after Sushkov's analysis). But I knew nothing about this one, which is why I was surprised. 17 looks natural, 18-22 are good moves as well I think. I spent much time before the 23rd move and decided to give my opponent a choice: where he wants me to attack. His defence was quite careful and so I didn't get much advantage on right or left sides. But there were more resources on the right side and I could also use help from the left side there, it was very important. 32 is the only one I guess and 34 is also a strong defensive move. 35 - is a key point, which helps to connect all 4 sides! 36-40!!! Really wonderful idea. Pasha tries to do everything not to let me use the left side and to make me play in the right-low corner. Main idea of the 41st move was to attack in the upper side after 42 - m5 or m6, because I couldn't find a win in the low side after these moves. But Pasha had time-trouble and made a move after which I had a nice win. You can look it up yourself. 

