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In this photo Fatima Mohammadi drives her car on the streets of Kabul.

Parisa Haidary gets behind the steering wheel of a
mini-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-users-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 an ultra-patriarchal 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 program
employing only women to ferry female passengers and
their kids across the Afghan capital. “I love driving and
am interested in my job. The only concern we have is the
security situation. We have to stay fearless,” Haidary said. 

The 36-year-old former beautician, 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
options is compounded by the risk of harassment if they
walk on the streets.

“We have transportation problems 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 Development (USAID), is set to be extend-
ed. While the service is currently being offered for free to
a limited number of pre-approved passengers, Nove
Onlus hopes it will become financially sustainable within
two years.

Terrifying traffic 
According to Khan Mohammad Shinwaray, police chief

at Kabul’s traffic department, the number of women driv-
ers in the capital has been steadily growing, with 275
licenses 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 licenses in the city, according to
Nove Onlus. It is a “positive change to see Afghan women
driving in Kabul,” Shinwaray said. “There are no restric-
tions 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. Usually it is the bigger of
two vehicles 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
towering blast walls. When extremist Taliban 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 toppled in late 2001 and a US-
backed government took over, gender equality was
enshrined in the Afghan constitution, though discrimina-
tion 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 windows of the car open,” she said.  “Sometimes when
another driver or passerby smiles or says ‘Well done,’ it
feels like harassment.”

Women like Haidary and Mohammadi worry 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.”—AFP

Japanese chicken yakitori kebabs, one of the
country’s most-loved fast foods, will soon be
making an appearance in orbit after Japan’s

space agency cleared them for astronaut meals.
The charbroiled chicken meat on skewers and fla-
vored with a variety of sauces is hugely popular
in Japan and abroad, and a canned version has
just won certification as a “Japanese space food”
for consumption on the International Space
Station. Yakitori joins 34 other Japanese items
such as “onigiri” rice balls, ramen noodles, sea-
weed soup and cooked mackerel, as Japanese
astronauts pine for a taste of home while in orbit.

They can pick what certified Japanese food to
bring on their ISS missions, adding to base meals
selected by NASA, a spokesman from the Japan
Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA) explained
on Wednesday. The approved yakitori will come
in two flavors-soy sauce and “yuzu kosho”-green
pepper infused with the Japanese citrus fruit
yuzu. But while astronauts may want the full yaki-
tori experience of chewing from a bamboo skew-
er, strict space rules will make this impossible.

“Eating from skewers in space would be good...
but the policy is to leave as little waste as possi-
ble,” the JAXA spokesman told AFP. So the yaki-
tori will be eaten from ring-pull cans with special
velcro to keep it from floating away in the micro-
gravity environment. The approved yakitori cans
are manufactured by Hotei Foods, based in
Shizuoka, southwest of Tokyo. The company said
they expect their cans will blast off when
Japanese astronauts leave for the ISS next year.
They won JAXA approval after clearing a rigor-
ous set of criteria such as guaranteeing the food
would not degrade even after 18 months at room
temperature. — AFP

AFrench celebrity chef has been branded a
“diva” for taking the Michelin guide to
court yesterday for suggesting he used

cheddar cheese in a souffle. In a case that could
have far-reaching consequences for restaurant
critics, chef Marc Veyrat is claiming he was “dis-
honored” by the red guide when it stripped his
flagship restaurant in the French Alps of its cov-
eted third star in January.

Dubbed “Cheddargate” by wags, he claimed
that an “incompetent” Michelin inspector mistak-
enly thought he had adulterated a souffle with
the much-maligned English cheese instead of
using France’s Reblochon, Beaufort and Tomme
varieties. It is the first time that a chef has sued
the guide, the most prestigious in the world.

If Veyrat wins the case, and forces Michelin to
hand over its secret judging notes, it could cause
an earthquake in the restaurant world, potentially
setting a precedent for other disgruntled chefs.

Veyrat, 69, made his name with so-called
“botanical” cooking using wild herbs gathered in
his native Haute Savoie region. He said the
Michelin review nearly broke him, sending him
into an eight-month depression, and leaving his
cooks in tears.

Pathological egotism   
But Michelin hit back on the eve of the court

battle, branding Veyrat a “narcissistic diva” suf-
fering from “pathological egotism”. The larger-
than-life figure, instantly recognisable for his
wide-brimmed black Savoyard hat and dark
glasses, told AFP that the case, which opens
before a judge in a suburb of the French capital
Wednesday, is a matter of “honour” for him.

“That they said that my souffle was full of
cheddar... and that they took “my virtual scal-
lops” to be real coquilles Saint-Jacques when
they were made from a base of burbot (fish) liv-
ers from Lake Geneva shows a lack of compe-
tence,” he said. But Michelin’s lawyers were with-
ering in response, calling the case “grotesque”.
“The court is not there to protect men’s vanity,”
barrister Richard Malka told AFP.

“Mr Veyrat wants France to abandon the prin-
ciple that restaurant critics should have the free-
dom to have an opinion because his restaurant
has two stars rather than three-because (La
Maison des Bois) was judged to be just excellent
rather than brilliant,” he added. Malka said the
case flies in the face of reason and basic consti-
tutional right of freedom of expression.

While Veyrat is demanding symbolic damages
of one euro ($1.1), Michelin is now counter suing
for 30,000 euros in costs and compensation. But
Veyrat’s lawyer Emmanuel Ravanas said that the
case was far from an abuse of the legal system.
“For decades Marc Veyrat has been used to his
cooking being judged and compared and he
knows that no one has (Michelin) stars for life.”
However it all depended on the criticism being
“rigorous”, he added. — AFP
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In this photo Parisa Haidary drives a mini-bus to pick up women passengers in Kabul. — AFP photos

‘Pink Shuttle’ buses help Afghan 
women navigate conservative society

In this photo Razia Dalili, front seat, gestures as she drives a mini-bus to carry women passengers in Kabul.


