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Even if Trump were to be elected for a second four-
year term in 2020 he would not be president when the
World Cup kicks off in 2026.

Trump had earlier warned that countries voting
against the North American bid would suffer conse-
quences. The president has regularly assailed world
leaders like Germany’s Angela Merkel and France’s
Emmanuel Macron for ‘ripping’ America off over trade.
On Twitter Trudeau said: ‘Good news this morning: The
2026 FIFA World Cup is coming to Canada, the US and
Mexico.  Congratulations to everyone who worked hard
on this bid - it’s going to be a great tournament!’ The
United States, Canada and Mexico were expected to
qualify automatically for the tournament as has been
the tradition for all World Cup host nations.

After the bid some observers expressed hope that
the ‘NAFTA World Cup’ would rebuild cooperation
between the three countries. Trump will be gone from
office when the tournament does take place. ‘See?
Always better when we work together,’ Roberta
Jacobson, ambassador to Mexico until May, wrote on
her Twitter feed. The North American bid collected 134
votes to the 65 for Morocco. One Congress member
voted for ‘neither bid.’ Mexican President Enrique Pena
Nieto tweeted ‘We did it!’

The 2026 finals will be the first expanded tournament
featuring 48 teams, up from the current 32-team event
which begins in Russia today. Both bids were given a
last chance to make their case with 15 minute presenta-
tions in front of the Congress at the Moscow
Expocentre. Of the 80 games, 60 will be held in the
United States with 10 each in Canada and Mexico. The
final will be played at MetLife Stadium in New Jersey,
home to the National Football League’s New York
Giants and New York Jets. Ten of the eventual 16 chosen

venues for the tournament will be in the United States
with Mexico and Canada having three venues each.

The US previously hosted the World Cup in 1994
while Mexico staged it in 1970 and 1986. Canada has
never staged a men’s World Cup but it did hold the
women’s tournament in 2015. A US bid lost out in the
vote eight years ago for the 2022 World Cup, which
was handed to Qatar, and US Soccer Federation presi-
dent Carlos Cordiero said it had been a long road to
get the tournament back to the country. ‘It was over-
whelmingly emotional for everyone, not just for myself.
A lot of very hard work and effort has gone into this
campaign... You know, we ran and lost eight years ago.
We appreciated that as much as you can do, you are
not guaranteed victory,’ he said.

The Moroccan bid had expected a closer result and
some of their backers felt they had been let down by
potential allies. ‘Of course, it’s really sad because we
were counting on our friends, the countries that are
close to us, that are long-time friends. And today they
betrayed us,’ Moroccan Olympic champion runner
Hicham El Guerrouj, who was active with the bid team,
told Reuters. 

The last time FIFA voted on World Cup hosting
rights was in 2010, the decision then resting with the
old executive committee which chose Russia to host the
2018 finals and Qatar for 2022. Several members of that
committee were later banned from the sport after they
were caught up in the corruption scandal that engulfed
world football’s governing body in 2015. Under FIFA’s
new system for choosing the host, all eligible football
federations who attend Congress were given a vote.

The result has been a jet-setting campaign from both
bids, whose team members have travelled the globe in
an attempt to win over the worldwide electorate.
Cordeiro has said his bid would generate $14 billion in
revenue and make an $11 billion profit for FIFA. The bid
also expects record ticket and hospitality revenue. The
result is a boost for FIFA president Gianni Infantino
who, while he maintained neutrality during the cam-
paign, was known to be keen to see the first expanded
Word Cup being held in North America. — Reuters

US, Mexico and
Canada to host...

Continued from Page 1

Pakistanis were also complaining of congestion as
authorities said they expect road traffic to more than
double ahead of the holiday.

The country’s railways have announced special “Eid
trains” with extra carriages and discounts to tackle the
rush. In Malaysia, traffic slowed to a crawl on major
roads out of Kuala Lumpur, with traffic expected to soar
by some 70 percent over the usual volume. India, which
has a 180 million-strong Muslim minority population,

does not see a huge annual mass migration. But Delhi
bank clerk Shakir Khan is among those who will be
headed home for the holiday. “We live in a very fast-
paced world and Eid is always special as it gives you a
chance to reconnect with your family and friends,” the
29-year-old said.

Eid, which is expected to begin from today, comes at
the end of Ramadan, when Muslims abstain for a month
from activities including eating, drinking, smoking and
sex during daylight hours. Safety will be a big factor in
some countries. Some 276 Bangladeshis died in road
accidents during Eid last year, while the number in
Indonesia was an eye-watering 740 people. The
Southeast Asian nation’s often dangerous roads were
clogged with thrifty travelers who packed whole families
onto one motorcycle-plus luggage-for grueling trips that
can last upwards of 15 hours. — AFP 

Eid exodus: Asia
Muslims on the...

In this handout file photo, a fighter jet of the UAE armed forces takes off from an air force base before raids against Shiite Houthi rebels in Yemen as part of the Saudi-led coalition’s Operation Decisive Storm. Yemeni forces backed by
Saudi Arabia and the UAE massed around the key port city of Hodeida yesterday in a bid to seize it from Iran-backed. — AFP   

ADEN: A Saudi-led alliance of Arab states launched an
attack on Yemen’s main port city yesterday, the largest
battle of the war, aiming to bring the ruling Houthi move-
ment to its knees at the risk of worsening the world’s
biggest humanitarian crisis. Arab warplanes and warships
pounded Houthi fortifications to support ground opera-
tions by foreign and Yemeni troops massed south of the
port of Hodeidah in operation “Golden Victory”. 

Ground battles raged near Hodeidah airport and Al-
Durayhmi, a rural area 10 km south of the city, media
controlled by the Arab states and their Yemeni allies
reported. The assault marks the first time the Arab states
have tried to capture such a heavily-defended major city
since joining the war three years ago against the Iran-
aligned Houthis, who control the capital Sanaa and most
of the populated areas. 

The port is the main route for food to reach most
Yemenis, 8.4 million of whom are already on the verge of
famine. The Houthis deployed military vehicles and troops
in the city centre and near the port, as warplanes struck
the coast to the south, a resident speaking on condition of
anonymity told Reuters. People fled by routes to the
north and west. CARE International, one of the few aid

agencies still there, said 30 air strikes hit the city within
half an hour. 

“Some civilians are entrapped, others forced from
their homes. We thought it could not get any worse, but
unfortunately we were wrong,” said CARE’s acting coun-
try director, Jolien Veldwijk. Saudi-owned Al Arabiya TV
quoted witnesses describing “concentrated and intense”
bombing near the port itself. “Under international human-
itarian law, parties to the conflict have to do everything
possible to protect civilians and ensure they have access
to the assistance they need to survive,” said Lise Grande,
UN humanitarian coordinator for Yemen.

Calls for restraint
The UN special envoy to Yemen, Martin Griffiths, said

the world body was talking to both sides to try to avert a
battle. “We call on them to exercise restraint & engage
with political efforts to spare Hodeida a military con-
frontation,” he tweeted. UN refugee chief Filippo Grandi
said there was a danger Yemenis might flee across the sea
to Somalia or Djibouti. Port workers told Reuters five
ships were docked at Hodeidah port unloading goods, but
no new entry permits would be issued yesterday. The

Arab states say they will try to keep the port running and
can ease the crisis once they seize it by lifting import
restrictions they have imposed.

Western countries have quietly backed the Arab states
diplomatically, while mostly avoiding direct public
involvement in the conflict. A major battle could test that
support, especially if many civilians are killed or supplies
disrupted. The United States, Britain and France all sell
billions of dollars of weapons a year to the Arab coun-
tries. Aid agencies urged President Emmanuel Macron to
cancel a planned Paris conference on Yemen co-chaired
with Saudi Arabia. The operation began after a three-day
deadline set by the United Arab Emirates for the Houthis
to quit the port.

“The liberation of the port is the start of the fall of the
Houthi militia and will secure marine shipping in the Bab
al-Mandab strait and cut off the hands of Iran, which has
long drowned Yemen in weapons that shed precious
Yemeni blood,” Yemen’s Arab-backed government-in-
exile said in a statement. A Yemeni anti-Houthi military
official said the alliance had brought to bear a 21,000-
strong force. It includes Emirati and Sudanese troops as
well as Yemenis, drawn from southern separatists, local

Red Sea coast fighters and a battalion led by a nephew of
late ex-president Ali Abdullah Saleh.

Houthi leader Mohammed Ali Al-Houthi, who has
threatened attacks on tankers, warned the alliance not to
attack and said on Twitter his forces had struck a coali-
tion barge. There was no immediate confirmation from
the coalition. The Sunni Muslim Arab states see the
Houthi rise as expansionism by their Shiite foe Iran. They
aim to restore President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi, driv-
en into exile in 2014. The Houthis, from a Shiite minority
that ruled a thousand-year kingdom in Yemen until 1962,
say they took power through a popular revolt and are
now defending Yemen from invasion.

Yemen has been in crisis since 2011 mass protests that
ended Saleh’s 33-year rule. Hadi came to power in a
Saudi-brokered transition, but the Houthis drove him out.
For a time Saleh joined forces with the Houthis, but they
turned on each other last year and Saleh was killed. Parts
of Yemen are also held by Al-Qaeda and Islamic State
militants. Yemen lies beside the southern mouth of the
Red Sea, one of the world’s most important trade routes,
which oil tankers use to reach Europe from the Middle
East through the Suez Canal. — Reuters

Arab states launch attack on Yemen’s rebel-held port city

RIYADH: Even a year ago, it would have been hard to
imagine-Saudi women clad in skinny jeans and Harley-
Davidson T-shirts, revving motorbikes at a Riyadh sports
circuit. But ahead of the historic lifting of a decades-long
ban on female drivers on June 24, women gather weekly
at the privately owned Bikers Skills Institute, to learn how
to ride bikes. “Biking has been a passion ever since I was
a kid,” said 31-year-old Noura, who declined to give her
real name as she weighs public reactions in the ultra-con-
servative Islamic kingdom.

Overturning the world’s only ban on female drivers,
long a symbol of repression against women, is the most
striking reform yet launched by powerful Crown Prince
Mohammed Bin Salman. But it has been overshadowed by
a wave of arrests of female activists including veteran
campaigners who long resisted the ban. None of the
women at the floodlit motoring circuit wanted to talk
about the crackdown, a deeply sensitive issue, focusing
instead on securing a basic freedom long denied to them.

“I grew up watching my family riding bikes,” Noura
said as she mounted a Yamaha Virago. “Now I hope... to
have enough skills to ride on the street.” Next to her,
revving a Suzuki, sat Leen Tinawi, a 19-year-old Saudi-
born Jordanian. For both women, biking is not just an
adrenalin-fuelled passion, but also a form of empower-
ment. “I can summarize the whole experience of riding a
bike in one word-freedom,” Tinawi said.

‘It’s your turn to ride’
Both bikers follow their Ukrainian instructor, 39-year-

old Elena Bukaryeva, who rides a Harley-Davidson. Most
days the circuit is the domain of drag racers and bike
enthusiasts - all men. But since offering courses to women
in February on the basics of bike riding, four female enthu-
siasts have enrolled, most of them Saudis, Bukaryeva said.
“They always wanted to learn how to ride a motorcycle.
And now they are saying ‘it’s my time’,” Bukaryeva said.

She echoed a catchphrase printed on the institute’s
promotional material: “It’s your turn to ride.” Asked why
more women had not enrolled for the course, which costs
1,500 riyals ($400, 340 euros), Bukaryeva said: “Maybe
their families stop them.” Tinawi echoed the sentiment,
saying she faced strong reservations from her family. “My
parents said: ‘You on a bike? You are a girl. It’s danger-
ous’,” she said. In Saudi Arabia, taking the wheel has long
been a man’s prerogative.  For decades, hardliners cited
austere interpretations of Islam as they sought to justify
the ban, with many asserting that allowing them to drive
would promote promiscuity.  

Many women fear they are still easy prey for conser-
vatives in a nation where male “guardians”-their fathers,
husbands or other relatives-can exercise arbitrary

authority to make decisions on their behalf. “Expect more
accidents” because of women is a common refrain in an
avalanche of sexist comments on Twitter. The government
has preemptively addressed concerns of abuse by out-
lawing sexual harassment with a prison term of up to five
years and a maximum penalty of 300,000 riyals.

‘Climate of fear’
The most immediate practical worry for female

motorists is the dress code. Inside the private institute, the
bikers wear skinny jeans, with abrasion-proof knee pads
wrapped outside-but that is still unthinkable in public.
Body-shrouding abaya robes-mandatory public wear for
women-are impractical while riding as their flowing hems
could get caught up in the wheels. Many women also
complain that female instructors are in short supply and
that classes are expensive. But topping all concerns is the
crackdown on women activists-while the kingdom trum-
pets women’s rights.

Saudi Arabia this month said it detained 17 people for
“undermining” the kingdom’s security.  State-backed
media published pictures of veteran driving activists, the
word “traitor” stamped across them in red. “It’s a com-
plete contradiction for the government to proclaim it is in
favor of new freedoms for women and then target and
detain women for demanding those freedoms,” Samah
Hadid, Amnesty International’s Middle East director of
campaigns said. The arrests have unleashed a torrent of
global criticism-including from vocal supporters of Prince
Mohammed’s reform drive, such as Bernard Haykel, a pro-
fessor at Princeton University.

Calling the crackdown “a mistake”, he has urged the
government to “apply due process and the rule of law”
in handling jailed activists’ cases. Observers say the
arrests seem calculated by the crown prince to placate
clerics incensed by the modernization drive and to send
a clear signal that the pace of reform will be driven by
him alone, not the activists.  Back at the institute, as the
floodlights dimmed and the women bikers donned their
abayas to leave, the crackdown was not a topic of dis-
cussion. “A climate of fear is now evident in Saudi
Arabia,” Hadid said. —  AFP 

Saudi women rev up 
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RIYADH: Saudi-born Jordanian Leen Teenawi prepares for
a training session at the Bikers Skills Institute, a motorcy-
cle driving school, on the outskirts of Riyadh. — AFP 


