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Japan return to a stage they have rarely reached. It
has been almost 30 years since their last semifinal in
1996. This time, captain Ai Sugiyama leads with Ena
Shibahara, Shuko Aoyama, and Eri Hozumi forming a
reliable doubles core. In singles, Moyuka Uchijima
takes the lead. Naomi Osaka, the biggest star of the
Asian tennis is not in the team despite a strong US
Open run, but Japan’s history of grit and fight still
makes them a tough opponent.

The Billie Jean King Cup Finals have begun in Shenzhen, and
for the first time in many years, Asia has arrived in numbers.
Out of the eight nations gathered in China for this “World
Cup of Women’s Tennis,” three are from the continent —
China, Japan, and Kazakhstan. It is a sight rarely seen in the
men’s Davis Cup, but here, in the women’s game, the
strength of Asian tennis is written into the draw itself.

For China, this week already feels historic. It is their first time
playing the Finals, and right at their some soil in Shenzhen.
Their best run before this came back in 2008, when the great
Lina inspired the team to the semifinals. Now the
responsibility is shared by Zhang Shuai and a younger group
featuring Wang Xinyu, Yuan Yue, and Wang Xiyu. The
absence of Qinwen Zheng, the Olympic champion and world
Top 5 player, is a major setback for China but playing in front
of their own fans gives China belief and fresh energy.

Kazakhstan’s rise tells another story. A decade ago they were nowhere near this level, but now, with
Wimbledon champion Elena Rybakina leading and Yulia Putintseva alongside her, they look settled among the
elite. They open against the United States, the 18 time champions, and perhaps the toughest of all opponents.
Yet Kazakhstan’s journey itself an inspirational story — from newcomers to regular contenders. 

The rest of the field is full of pedigree. Italy, the defending champions, takes on hosts China as they look for a
sixth title. Spain meet Ukraine, one of the most spirited teams in the draw. Great Britain aim for a
breakthrough, even without even without their No. 1 Emma Raducanu. And the United States, the most
successful nation in the competition, chase a 19th crown. These teams bring years of success and history to
Shenzhen.

The Billie Jean King Cup has always been about more than wins and losses. It’s the most prestigious team
event in the Women’s tennis. Formerly names as Fed Cup, first played in 1963 and renamed in 2020 to honor
the great Billie Jean King. The tournament has seen champions from 13 nations, but never yet from Asia. That
wait may not end this week in Shenzhen, but having three Asian teams in the Finals is already a sign of change.
It shows where women’s tennis is heading, with Asia no longer on the outside, but right in the middle of the
contest.

For the crowds in Shenzhen, and for millions watching across the region, the Finals are not just about who lifts
the trophy on September 21. They are about China stepping onto the stage as hosts, Japan showing its fight
and resilience, Kazakhstan proving it belongs, and the hope that one day soon, the Cup itself might find an
Asian home. 


