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RIYADH: Saudi women will be allowed
to drive from the age of 18, a govern-
ment spokesman said yesterday, par-
tially allaying speculation they could
still face tighter controls than men
even when finally allowed behind the
wheel. In a royal decree issued on
Tuesday, King Salman ordered an end
to the ban on women drivers, a con-
servative tradition that has limited
women’s mobility and been seen by
rights activists as an emblem of their
suppression.

Saudi Arabia is the only country in
the world that bans women from
driving. The decree stipulated that
the move must “apply and adhere to
the necessary sharia standards”, refer-
ring to Islamic law, but did not elabo-

rate, sparking speculation that restric-
tions might include a higher mini-
mum age or limited hours of the day.
The king ordered a ministerial com-
mittee to report within 30 days on
how to implement the new policy by
June 24, 2018.

Asked on al-Arabiya TV about the
minimum age for Saudi women, interi-
or ministry spokesman Mansour al-
Turki said: “Eighteen years is the age at
which a person can obtain a driver’s
license and drive a car in the king-
dom.” The interior minister said sepa-
rately that l ifting the ban would
reduce the number of car crashes in
Saudi Arabia, which has one of the
world’s worst traffic death rates.

Prince Abdulaziz bin Saud bin

Nayef, who took over from his uncle in
June, said security forces were ready
to apply traffic laws to men and
women, though he did not mention if
women would be recruited as traffic
police. “Women driving cars will trans-
form traffic safety to educational prac-
tice which will reduce human and eco-
nomic losses caused by accidents,” he
was quoted as saying on the ministry’s
Twitter feed. He did not elaborate.

Around 20 Saudis die each day in
traffic accidents - in a population of 30
million. The government aims to
reduce that by a quarter as part of its
Vision 2030 reform program. While
Saudi women have generally wel-
comed the lifting of the driving ban,
some men expressed concern it would

increase the number of cars on already
crowded Saudi roads.

A typical middle- to upper-class
Saudi family has two vehicles, one
driven by the man of the house and a
second car in which a full-time chauf-
feur transports his wife and children.
The royal decree promises to change
lifestyles for many of the more than 10
million women, including foreigners,
who live in Saudi Arabia and may help
restore auto sales growth in a market
dented by the economic fallout from
weak oil prices. 

But because of conservative tradi-
tions, it may actually take years rather
than months for women to become a
major presence on the roads in some
areas.—Reuters

NAIROBI: Kenya’s opposition yesterday criticized a gov-
ernment move to amend the electoral law as it walked
out of a meeting aimed at settling differences over the
presidential re-run due next month. Kenya’s Supreme
Court annulled last month’s presidential election, won by
Uhuru Kenyatta, citing irregularities and mismanagement
by the electoral commission. James Orengo, a senior offi-
cial in the opposition National Super Alliance (NASA),
described the proposed amendments as an effort by the
ruling Jubilee Party to change “the rules of the game”
ahead of the re-run.

“They have reached a level where they feel that they
can do anything, and change anything, including the con-
stitution through the backdoor,” Orengo said.Orengo said
the amendments-being debated during a special sitting
of the Jubilee-dominated parliament yesterday-would
render legal some of the “irregularities and illegalities” cit-
ed by the Supreme Court in its ruling. Jubilee officials
insist the changes are simply an effort to resolved “ambi-
guity” in the electoral law.

Church groups also criticized the proposed amend-
ments. “This is an unacceptable path since it will lead to
mutilation of the constitution and weakening of institu-
tions,” said Archbishop Jackson Ole Sapit, head of the
Anglican church in Kenya. NASA walked out of yesterday’s
meeting with Jubilee and the Independent Electoral and
Boundaries Commission (IEBC) in protest at the proposed
changes and warned that the government “will take
responsibilities for what happens thereafter.”

After the collapse of talks, IEBC chairman Wafula
Chebukati questioned the necessity of changing the law.
“We don’t need any other law to move forward with elec-
tions,” he said. —AFP
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ARBIL: All foreign flights to and from
the Iraqi Kurdish capital Arbil will be sus-
pended from today, officials said, as
Baghdad increases pressure on the
Kurds over this week’s independence
referendum. The move by the Iraqi cen-
tral government marks the first major
step taken in retaliation for Monday’s
vote, which delivered a resounding 92.7
percent “yes”. An extended suspension of
flights would have significant conse-
quences for the Kurds, who have turned
Arbil into a regional transport hub that is
home to a large international community.

The non-binding referendum in the
three provinces of Iraqi Kurdistan and
some disputed areas was held in defi-
ance of Baghdad, which declared it ille-
gal, and despite international objec-
tions. Turkey, also home to a large
Kurdish minority, is especially con-
cerned and has threatened a series of
measures to isolate the Iraqi Kurds. Arbil
airport director Talar Faiq Salih said that
all international flights to and from the
city would stop from 6:00 pm today fol-
lowing a decision by the Iraqi cabinet.
Regional carriers, including Turkish
Airlines, EgyptAir and Lebanon’s Middle
East Airlines, had already announced
that they would be suspending their
flights serving Iraqi Kurdistan at
Baghdad’s request. 

A civil aviation official in Baghdad
told AFP the measure applied to the air-
ports in Arbil and the region’s second-
largest city Sulaimaniyah. Baghdad has
demanded the airports be handed over
to central authorities. A decision on
whether to also suspend domestic
flights would be made after today, the
official said. Salih said she deeply regret-
ted the decision, which she said would
hamper the campaign against the
Islamic State group in Iraq and neigh-
boring Syria, as well as the delivery of
aid to those displaced by it.

Going to affect everyone   
“We have consulates, international

staff, international companies, so it’s
going to affect everyone,” Salih said.
“We have a big international community
here, so this is not only against Kurdish
people.” Kurdish forces have been key
allies in US-backed offensives against IS
in both Syria and Iraq, and Washington
had urged Arbil to postpone the refer-

endum in the interests of that battle.
Longtime Iraqi Kurd chief Massud
Barzani went ahead anyway, and more
than 3.3 million people — 72.6 percent
of the electorate-flocked to polling sta-
tions to pursue a decades-old dream of
statehood.

Barzani said the vote would not lead
to an immediate declaration of inde-
pendence, instead opening the door to
negotiations, but Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi has rejected any talks on
the basis on the referendum. On
Wednesday, Abadi demanded the
results of the vote be “annulled” and
talks take place “in the framework of the
constitution”. Lawmakers on
Wednesday passed a resolution calling
on Abadi to “take all necessary measures
to maintain Iraq’s unity” including by
deploying security forces to disputed
areas. A similar demand had been made
on Monday but there have been no
signs of any deployment.

Wednesday’s resolution also called
for the closure of border posts with
Turkey and Iran that are outside central
government control. Analysts have said
it is unlikely Baghdad will take military
action in response to the vote, especially
as the top priority for its forces remains
the battle against IS. It could coordinate
efforts with Turkey however to tighten

the screws on the Kurds by cutting off
trade routes, including for vital oil
exports.

Moves against oil exports    
Abadi’s office said in a statement

yesterday that  Ankara had told
Baghdad it would deal only with the
Iraqi government on oil exports. In a
phone call with Abadi, Turkish Prime
Minister Binali Yildirim offered support
for “all Iraqi decisions to protect the
country’s  unity”  including those
“linked to limiting oil export (opera-
tions) to the Iraqi government,” the
statement said. Turkey fears the vote
will inflame separatist feelings among
its  own Kurdish population and
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan had
earlier threatened to block oil exports
from Iraqi Kurdistan.

The Iraqi Kurds export an average
600,000 barrels per day through a
pipeline running through Turkey to
Ceyhan on the Mediterranean coast.
Erdogan has also warned Ankara could
close its land border with Iraqi Kurdistan
and even suggested the possibility of a
cross-border incursion similar to one
Turkey carried out against IS and
Kurdish fighters in Syria. A senior Iraqi
government official said that there were
no ongoing talks with the Kurds. —AFP
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ARBIL: Passengers are seen at Arbil airport, in the capital of Iraq’s autonomous
northern Kurdish region.—AFP

NAIROBI: A protestor attempts to flee from anti-riot
police in Nairobi, during a demonstration to demand
the removal of officials from national election over-
sight body, Interim Elections and Boundaries
Commission (IEBC) allegedly implicated in manipula-
tion of the votes tally during the August 8, presiden-
tial elections.—AFP


