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AFP | Kabul

Parisa Haidary gets behind 
the steering wheel of a mi-
ni-bus, kicks off her high 

heels and with a socked foot 
presses the accelerator, carefully 
easing the 10-seater into Kabul’s 
ever-clogged traffic.

The Afghan mother, who 
works for a women-only bus 
service, smiles as other road-us-
ers -- all of them men -- gawp in 
astonishment.

“We get a lot of different reac-
tions,” she says. “Some drivers 
block our way, others honk at 
us, some even drive alongside at 
the same speed when the road 
is clear.”

In a society where it remains 
rare to see a woman behind the 
wheel, Haidary is one of four 
drivers working for Pink Shuttle, 

a pilot bus programme employ-
ing only women to ferry female 
passengers and their kids across 
the Afghan capital.

“I love driving and am inter-
ested in my job. The only con-
cern we have is the security sit-
uation. We have to stay fearless,” 
Haidary said.

The 36-year-old former beau-
tician, who has also worked as 
a television journalist, and her 
colleagues were chosen from 
100 candidates.

The first-of-its kind service 
is helping women navigate 
the many challenges they face 
getting around Kabul, where 
a woeful lack of transport op-
tions is compounded by the risk 
of harassment if they walk on 
the streets.

“We have transportation prob-
lems for women. In fact, public 
transportation does not exist, 
especially for women in Kabul,” 
project coordinator Obaidullah 

Amiri said.
Pink Shuttle is being run by 

Nove Onlus, an Italian non-gov-
ernmental group that in turn is 
being supported by the Only The 
Brave foundation, created by 
fashion designer Renzo Rosso.

Amiri said the pilot project, 
which started in May and also 
receives backing from the US 
Agency for International De-
velopment (USAID), is set to be 
extended.

While the service is currently 
being offered for free to a limited 
number of pre-approved passen-
gers, Nove Onlus hopes it will 
become financially sustainable 
within two years.

Terrifying traffic 
According to Khan Moham-

mad Shinwaray, police chief at 
Kabul’s traffic department, the 
number of women drivers in the 
capital has been steadily grow-
ing, with 275 licences approved 

for the first half of the year.
This is quite a jump: In the 

years between 2012 and 2016, 
just 1,189 women in total got 
licences in the city, according to 
Nove Onlus.

It is a “positive change to see 
Afghan women driving in Ka-
bul,” Shinwaray said. “There 
are no restrictions on women 
becoming drivers.”

Navigating Kabul’s traffic is 
no easy feat. Traffic can flow 
fast one moment, then suddenly 
grind to a complete standstill for 
hours on end.

Road signs are non-existent, 
few of the streets are named and 
drivers often zoom the wrong 
way into oncoming traffic. Usu-
ally it is the bigger of two vehi-
cles that wins the right of way.

Congestion has only got 
worse in recent years as 
Kabul has been sliced into 
ever-smaller portions by 
new security measures 
and entire streets and 
landmarks suddenly 
disappear behind tow-
ering blast walls.

When extremist Tal-
iban insurgents swept 
to power in 1996, women 
were forced to stay home, barred 
from most jobs, and deprived of 
their right to an education.

After the militants were top-

pled in late 2001 and a US-backed 
government took over, gender 
equality was enshrined in the 
Afghan constitution, though dis-
crimination remains rife.

Fatima Mohammadi, a 31-year-
old Kabul resident who has been 
driving for about four years, said 
she appreciated the freedom of 
having a car but still deals with 
daily harassment on the road.

“I usually don’t leave the win-
dows of the car open,” she said.

“Sometimes when another 
driver or passerby smiles or says 
‘Well done,’ it feels like harass-
ment.”

Women 
l i k e 

Haidary and Mohammadi wor-
ry the Taliban might one day 
return to power, and take away 
their relative freedoms.

Negotiations between the US 
and the Taliban that could have 
paved the way to an eventual 
peace settlement collapsed in 
September, and now no one is 
sure what will come next.

“If the Taliban come back, 
I hope they are not the same 
group they used to be,” said 
Haidary. “If they impose the 
same limitations, we will lose 
our jobs.”
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Afghan’s 
pink 

shuttle to 
liberation

‘Pink Shuttle’ buses help Afghan women navigate society

The ‘Pink 
Shuttle’ is 
the first and 
only service in 
Afghanistan 
run uniquely 
by female 
drivers 
for female 
passengers

Parisa Haidary drives a mini-bus to pick 
up women passengers in Kabul

Pink Shuttle is being run by Nove Onlus, 
an Italian non-governmental group

A first-of-its kind service called Pink Shuttle is helping women navigate the many 
challenges they face getting around Kabul, where a woeful lack of transport options 
is compounded by the risk of harassment if they walk on the streets

According to Khan Mohammad 
Shinwaray, police chief at Kabul’s 
traffic department, the number of 
women drivers in the capital has been 
steadily growing, with 275 licences 
approved for the first half of the year

China introduces 
mandatory face 
scans for phone 
users
Beijing

China will require tele-
com operators to collect 

face scans when registering 
new phone users at offline 
outlets starting Sunday, 
according to the country’s 
information technology au-
thority, as Beijing contin-
ues to tighten cyberspace 
controls.

In September, China’s 
industry and information 
technology ministry issued 
a notice on “safeguarding 
the legitimate rights and in-
terests of citizens online”, 
which laid out rules for 
enforcing real-name reg-
istration. The notice said 
telecom operators should 
use “artificial intelligence 
and other technical means” 
to verify people’s identities 
when they take a new phone 
number.

Plane crash kills nine, injures three
Washington

A plane crash in the US state 
of South Dakota killed nine 

people, including two children, 
and injured three others on 
Saturday while a winter storm 
warning was in place, officials 
said.

The Pilatus PC-12, a sin-
gle-engine turboprop plane, 
crashed shortly after take-off 
approximately a mile from the 
Chamberlain airport, the Fed-
eral Aviation Administration 
(FAA) said.

Among the dead was the 
plane’s pilot, Brule County 
state’s attorney Theresa Maule 
Rossow said, adding that a total 
of 12 people had been on board.

The three survivors had been 
taken to the hospital in Sioux 
Falls, she told US media.

The flight left the airport just 
before noon local time, with a 
destination of Idaho Falls Re-
gional Airport in the western 
state of Idaho.

The FAA said investigators 

were en route to the crash site 
and that the National Trans-
portation Safety Board (NTSB) 
would be in charge of the in-
vestigation.

The NTSB tweeted that it was 
“investigating today’s crash of 
Pilatus PC-12 near Chamberlain, 
SD.” South Dakota is located in 
the Northern Plains, a region 
facing blizzard conditions as 
a storm blows eastward across 
the United States.

A winter storm warning re-

mains in effect in Brule County 
until midday Sunday, the Na-
tional Weather Service said, 
potentially including blowing 
snow that “could significantly 
reduce visibility.”

“The men and women of law 
enforcement, first respond-
ers and medical professionals 
should be commended in their 
heroic actions to rescue the vic-
tims in extreme weather condi-
tions,” the state’s attorney office 
said.

A file picture shows a Pilatus PC-12 single-engined aircraft similar to the one 
involved in the crash, in which nine people were killed

No evidence suspect in Hague 
stabbing had terrorist motive

Reuters | Amsterdam

Dutch police said yester-
day there was no evidence 

that a man arrested on suspi-
cion of stabbing three people 
in the Hague had a terrorist 
motive.

Three teenagers were hurt 
in the incident on Friday 
evening on a busy shopping 

street. Police said the suspect, 
a 35-year old man arrested at a 
homeless shelter on Saturday, 
had been interrogated.

“Preliminarily there have 
been no signs found that would 
point to there having been a 
terrorist motive,” Hague police 
said in a statement. “What the 
motive was, then, is still being 
investigated.”

Stabbing in Netherlands
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I believe it was the 
Navy SEALs right 
outside our door. 
I think they came 
in six times to try 
to get us. And that 
a number of times 

they missed us only 
by hours
TIMOTHY WEEKS

Bolivia’s women wrestlers back in the ring
El Alto | Bolivia

Wearing a bright green 
billowing skirt and 
dainty black velvet 

flats, Bolivian wrestler Lidia 
Flores launches herself from 
the second rope of the outdoor 
wrestling ring and squashes her 
hapless male opponent.

Suspended for two weeks as 
anti-government protests and 
blockades rocked El Alto, a 
sprawling city overlooking La 
Paz, the cholitas luchadores are 
back on the canvas at Sharks of 
the Ring wrestling club.

The raucous crowd of elderly 
men, young women and parents 
with small children heckle and 
hurl insults as the indigenous 
women wrestlers, wearing tra-
ditional multilayered “pollera” 
skirts and long braids, flip, kick, 
punch and pull each other’s hair 
in a chaotic show that often 
spills outside the ring onto the 
pavement.

Flores, whose performance 
name is “Dina the Queen of the 
Ring,” says wrestling is a wel-
come relief from the pressure 
of her day job cooking in a res-
taurant.

“Wrest l ing 

de-stresses 
me,” Flores, 44, tells AFP as 
she stands outside the venue 
before the match handing out 
fliers to people walking through 
a street market.

After a fortnight hiatus, the 
feisty mother of three, who has 
been wrestling for 12 years, is 
“very keen” to get back in the 
ring.

“With these problems, with so 
many blockades, nothing to eat, 
it was very stressful,” she says, a 

black bowler 

hat worn by many indigenous 
women perched on her head.

Weeks of unrest triggered 
by the disputed October 20 
election, which Evo Morales 
claimed to have won and oppo-
sition groups said was rigged, 
have made life difficult and dan-
gerous for people in El Alto, a 
stronghold for the former pres-
ident.

A siege of a key fuel plant 
turned deadly last week when 
protesters clashed with heavily 
armed security forces, leaving 
eight people dead.

Two days later, police tear-
gassed demonstrators who 
marched on La Paz with five 
of the bodies to demand justice 
and the resignation of interim 
President Jeanine Anez, who re-
placed Morales after he quit on 
November 10 and fled to Mexico.

With roads blocked and many 
afraid to leave their homes in 
the city more than 13,000 feet 
above sea level, the Sunday 
high-altitude wrestling 
matches were cancelled for 
a fortnight.

“It was the first time (in eight 
years) that we had to stop be-
cause of conflict,” says organizer 
Marie Penaranda, 30, as she sells 
tickets for 20 bolivianos (around 

$3) each.

T e n s i o n s 
eased at the weekend with the 
passing of a bill authorizing new 
elections and ongoing talks be-
tween the caretaker govern-
ment and protesters aimed at 
ending the unrest.

Ana Luisa Yujra, better known 
as “Jhenifer Two Fa c e s ,” 
says the specta-
cle is “afforda- b l e ” 
t h e r a p y  f o r t h e 

crowd after so much violence.
“I love demonstrating the abil-

ity, agility and capacity that a 
woman can have,” says Yujra, 
who works as a geriatric nurse.

 ‘Rough but interesting’ 
Flores, wearing a shawl the 

same shade of garish green as 
her flouncy skirt, climbs into the 
ring and tosses her bowler hat 
on the floor.

To warm up for her mixed 
pairs fight against Yujra, the 
plump wrestler performs a cou-
ple of running somersaults on 

the canvas, revealing the lacy 
layers of her pollera and her un-
derwear to the scores of specta-
tors. Martha Mayta, 28, sits in 
the front row enthralled by the 
performance.

“It is really admirable ... how 
these women in a pollera can get 
into the ring, wrestle, be in those 
positions,” she says. 

The sight of male and female 
wrestlers stomping, beating, 
choking and spraying water on 
each other does not bother the 
crowd as they egg on the per-
formers to go even further.

“It is a demonstration for us 
of a woman defending herself 
against men,” Norah Martinez 
Salazar, 34 said.

“It seems rough, but it’s some-
thing interesting.”

After an intense battle pep-
pered with references to the po-
litical crisis gripping the coun-
try, Yujra and her male partner 
decked out in shiny red trousers 
and matching top, are declared 
the winners.

A visibly exhausted and di-
shevelled Flores blows kisses 
to her fans as she leaves the 
ring defeated and returns to the 

makeshift change room.
“I feel bad,” she says.

“I’m really tired and out 
of breath.”

“Jhenifer Two Faces” throttles “Dina, The Queen of the Ring”

Ana Luisa Yujra, aka “Jhenifer Two Faces”, slams a male wrestler

Blanca Perez (L), aka “Katy The Beautiful,” struggles to free herself from a 
neck hold

Bolivian wrestler Lidia Flores, 
aka “Dina, The Queen of the Ring,” 
readies for action

‘This is not over’: Hong Kong 
protesters return to the streets

Hong Kong 

Protesters returned to the 
streets of Hong Kong yes-

terday, ending a brief election 
lull and demanding the gov-
ernment make concessions 
a week after pro-democracy 
candidates won a landslide 
victory.

Rallies follow skirmishes 
overnight between police and 
protesters, with tear gas fired 
for the first time since the No-
vember 24 district council vote 
and a man assaulted as he tried 
to clear a protester barricade.

Hong Kongers have rallied 
in huge numbers over the last 
six months, fuelled by years of 
growing fears that authoritar-
ian China is stamping out the 
city’s liberties.

T h e  t e r r i t o r y ’ s  B e i -
jing-backed leaders have of-
fered few concessions and po-

lice have cracked down hard 
on protesters in increasingly 
violent confrontations.

At one of yesterday’s ral-
lies -- a gathering to thank US 
lawmakers for their support 
-- protesters said they were 
determined to keep up the 
pressure on local authorities 
after the election victory.

“I would like to send a mes-
sage to the government: we are 
not done and this is not over,” 
said one 27-year-old protester, 
who declined to give his name.

He said he hoped that Sun-
day’s demonstrations, all three 
of which received permits 
called “letters of no objection,” 
would stay peaceful.

“I do worry that public opin-
ion may change if violence and 
clashes continue,” he said.

But he said he feared the 
movement would “simply 
wither if we adopt a complete-
ly peaceful manner.”

Skirmishes erupted overnight between protesters and police in Hong Kong 
after a rare period of calm in the city

Australian freed by Taliban believes 
US made multiple rescue attempts
Sydney 

An Australian man who 
spent three years in Taliban 

captivity said yesterday that he 
believes US special forces tried 
to rescue him and an American 
colleague on half-a-dozen-oc-
casions.

Speaking in Sydney for the 
first time since he was freed in a 
prisoner swap deal, 50-year-old 
Timothy Weeks said he never 
lost hope, but the captivity “had 
a profound and unimaginable 
effect” on him.

Detailing a hellish life spent 
moving between windowless 
cells in Afghanistan and Paki-
stan Weeks said “after almost 
1,200 days, our ordeal ended as 
abruptly as it had begun.”

Weeks and American col-
league Kevin King were freed 
on November 20 as part of 
deal between the Taliban, US, 
Australian and Afghan govern-
ments.

The pair -- both professors 
at the American University in 
Kabul -- were kidnapped by 
gunmen wearing military uni-
forms as they returned home 
from classes in August 2016.

“I struggle to find words to 
express just how completely 
this has changed me. At times, 

I felt as if my death was immi-
nent, and that I would never 
return to see those that I loved 
again,” he said.

“But, by the will of God, I am 

here, I am alive and I am safe.”
He recalled that in April this 

year he was woken “at around 
2:00am and we were taken 
down into the tunnels.”

He was told at the time that it 
was the Islamic State group’s lo-
cal affiliate. “I believe now that 
it was the Navy SEALs coming 
in to get us. And the moment 
that we got into the tunnels, 
we were just one or two metres 
underground. There was a huge 
bang at the front door.”

“Our guards went up and 
there was a lot of machine-gun 
fire,” he said. “I believe it was 
the Navy SEALs right outside 
our door. I think they came in 
six times to try to get us. And 
that a number of times they 
missed us only by hours.”

Timothy Weeks with his sisters Alyssa Carter, left, and Jo Carter in Sydney. He 
has spoken of his three ‘long and tortuous’ years in Taliban captivity.

Death toll rises to 
21 after attack on 
Mexican town
Reuters | Mexico City

Security forces shot dead 
seven more suspected 

cartel gunmen after a week-
end attack on a northern 
Mexican town, authorities 
said yesterday, bringing the 
death toll to 21 and add-
ing fuel to a debate about 
whether the gangs should 
be deemed terrorists.

The government of Co-
ahuila state said 10 gun-
men and four police were 
killed in shootouts on Sat-
urday in Villa Union, days 
after US President Don-
ald Trump fanned bilat-
eral tensions by saying he 
would designate cartels as  
terrorists.

The gunmen peppered 
the Villa Union’s mayor’s 
office with bullets and state 
police pursued the gang 
members after they fled the 
town, killing seven more in 
the early hours of Sunday, 
the Coahuila government 
said in a statement.

The leftist Lopez Obrador 
said on Friday he would not 
accept any foreign interven-
tion in Mexico to deal with 
violent criminal gangs in 
response to Trump’s com-
ments.


