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NEW YORK: Driving a car in the United States-a country
similar in size to Europe-is often a necessity, as well as
being a key part of national culture for over a century. But
for many of the more than 10 million undocumented immi-
grants living in America, the sense of freedom from getting
behind the wheel is only now becoming an attainable dream.

Luis Jimenez, from Mexico, has been driving in upstate
New York near the border with Canada for 13 years, but
illegally because he doesn’t have a license.

“The dream of all of us is to drive without fear of being
stopped by the police, without fear of calling the immigra-
tion police and deporting us,” says the 34-year-old undoc-
umented migrant. That wish is about to come true for
Jimenez, who works 12 hours a day, six days a week raising
calves on a farm in Livingstone county, 300 miles (480
kilometers) north of New York City.

Jimenez applied for a driving license in December after
a new law permitting undocumented migrants to drive
came into force. “It’s a relief! The isolation is over,” said
Jimenez, president of the Agricultural Alliance, a group of
rural immigrant workers who have fought for years for the
right to drive.

Washington state in the north-west was the first to
grant driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants in
1993. It was slowly followed by other states, most of which
were under Democratic Party control. On Thursday, New
Jersey governor Phil Murphy signed a law which made his
state became the 14th to authorize the measure, following
closely in the footsteps of New York. A similar law is due
to take effect in Oregon in 2021 while moves are also afoot
in at least six other states. They all require migrants to
pass a driving test and are a lifeline in towns and rural
areas where public transport is virtually nonexistent. 

Opposition 
Activists argue that states should quickly adopt the law

because thousands of immigrants already drive without

permission, risking fines and deportation. They say it
would increase road safety and allow undocumented
migrants to obtain car insurance while deliver an economic
boost to towns that grant permits.

However, many Republicans in the Donald Trump era
are furious as his administration moves to crack down on
immigrants. Interim US Customs and Border Protection
(CBP) chief Mark Morgan is upset that New York’s “green
light bill,” as it has been dubbed, blocks driver licensing
officials from sharing data with immigration officials.

“The information we receive from NY state is vital to
our missions and blocking federal law enforcement officers
from accessing it creates a significant threat to both officer
and public safety,” he tweeted after the law entered force
in New York last Saturday.

Opponents also say the law encourages illegal immigra-
tion and can facilitate identity and electoral fraud.
Supporters, though, point out the a driving license for
undocumented people is more limited in scope than ones
for legal residents and citizens.

It cannot be used to vote or as a form of identification
when boarding domestic flights, for example. “I oppose
this legislation because it confers privileges on those who
have knowingly violated our laws,” said New Jersey state
representative Erik Peterson (r) who voted against it.

‘Free from fear’ 
In New York state, some Republican county clerks in

charge of vehicle licensing lost a challenge to the law in
court. This past week, hundreds of undocumented
migrants have been lining up in New York to apply for
their first licenses. “Here a car is a tool, it is not a luxury,”
Noe, a construction worker who refused to give his sur-
name out of fear of the police, told AFP while waiting his
turn at a center in Brooklyn. “Now I can go freely, to look
for children at school, to run errands,” he added.

The 40-year-old Honduran said he has been driving

without a license and has received several fines of $400
each. Another in line, 35-year-old Mexican Jose Hern·ndez,
wants to leave his job delivering food on a bicycle and “get
a better job” as a taxi or Uber driver.

Back upstate, six hours north of Manhattan, Jimenez
dreams about taking a vacation for the first time in 15
years. “I’ve always wanted to take my children to the
beach, to travel free from fear,” he said. —AFP 

Undocumented migrants drive 
closer to American dream

New law permits undocumented migrants to drive

Death toll in 
Europe from 
storm hits 9
MADRID: The death toll from storms that have bat-
tered Spain, Portugal and France rose to nine yesterday
as the region braced for more violent winds and heavy
rain. Storms Elsa and Fabien have flooded rivers,
brought down power lines, uprooted trees and disrupt-
ed rail and air travel across the region, leaving more
than 118,000 households without electricity. Two peo-
ple have so far died in Portugal and seven have now
been killed in Spain, the worst affected country, after a
fisherman was swept off rocks into the sea in Catalonia.

The local government said three police officers and
another fisherman had to be rescued after they tried to
save the man in the resort town of Sant Feliu de
Guixols, 100 km northeast of Barcelona. The deaths in
Spain include a South Korean woman killed by debris
falling from a building in Madrid and a Dutch man who
drowned windsurfing in rough weather off the
Andalusian coast.

As a weakened Storm Elsa moved over Britain on
Saturday, Storm Fabien quickly moved in, bringing
winds of 170 km per hour to Galicia in northwestern
Spain, forcing the cancellation of 14 flights according to
Spanish airport operator Aena. Some 8,000 households
in Galicia were without power due to damage caused
to power lines by the wind, local officials said.

Eight Madrid city parks remained shut on Saturday
because of the strong winds. However, Spanish officials
said on Sunday that Fabien was moving away quickly.
Parks and cemeteries were also closed in Bordeaux in
southwestern France on Saturday while the Arlette
Gruss circus, which had set up in a big tent in the city’s
main square, cancelled three performances. France’s
weather office placed 15 regions in the southwest of the
country on orange alert Saturday, as the storm battered
its Atlantic coast.

The winds were as fast as 148 kph at Socoa, in the
southwest near the border with Spain. Even on the
northwest coast of Brittany, winds reached up to 120
kph. The region was still being buffeted by gusts of up
to 90 km an hour yesterday.  Across southwestern
France, violent winds left 110,000 households without
electricity, officials said yesterday.

France’s SNCF rail network cancelled services
between Bordeaux, Toulouse and Hendaye in the south-
west because of the likelihood of winds blowing trees
down on to the line. Officials on the French
Mediterranean island of Corsica closed all the island’s
airports because of the approaching storm. Ferry serv-
ices to the mainland have also been suspended. Roads
into Corsica’s city of Ajaccio were also closed to try to
prevent people from getting caught in floods. — AFP 

Trump invites UK’s 
Johnson to White 
House in new year
LONDON: US President Donald Trump has invited
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson to visit him in the
White House in the new year, British media reported
yesterday. Trump’s invitation was made after the
British prime minister’s election win this month, The
Sunday Times newspaper reported. Britain wants to
strike a new trade deal with the United States after it
leaves the European Union at the end of January.

“Some potential dates have been floated in mid-
January but nothing has yet been formally agreed. But
it is clear that both sides want to make it happen
sometime in early 2020,” the Sunday Times quoted a
source close to the White House as saying. Johnson is
reluctant to make the visit before delivering Brexit on
Jan. 31 and would prefer to go after a cabinet reshuf-
fle scheduled in February, when he is expected to
appoint cabinet office minister Michael Gove as his
new trade negotiator, The Mail on Sunday reported.

That could allow Johnson to take Gove on the US
visit ahead of talks of a post-Brexit trade deal,
according to the report. Some Downing Street insid-
ers, however, have concerns about a visit by Johnson
due to fears the prime minister could be dragged into
Trump’s ongoing impeachment proceedings, the
Sunday Times reported. Johnson won approval for his
Brexit deal in the British parliament on Friday, the first
step towards fulfilling his election pledge to deliver
Britain’s departure from the European Union by Jan.
31. As Britain prepares to leave the bloc, Johnson and
Trump agreed in a phone call last Monday to pursue
an “ambitious” UK-US free trade agreement. After
Johnson’s election win on Dec 12, Trump had said
Britain and the United States were now free to strike
a “massive” new trade deal after Brexit. “This deal has
the potential to be far bigger and more lucrative than
any deal that could be made with the EU,” Trump had
said in a tweet earlier this month. — Reuters

Croatia votes in 
a three-horse 
presidential race
ZAGREB: Croatia went to the polls for a
presidential vote on Sunday that could
weaken the ruling conservatives just as the
country takes the helm of the European
Union’s rotating presidency. 

The pre-Christmas election, likely to be
decided in a January 5 run-off, has evolved
into a tight race between conservative
incumbent Kolinda Grabar-Kitarovic and
front-running rivals on the right and the
left. Voters braved heavy rain in the capital
Zagreb to reach polling stations that
opened at 7:00 am (0600 GMT), with vot-
ing set finish 12 hours later.  

Grabar-Kitarovic has been president
since 2015 with backing from HDZ, the
center-right party that has led Croatia for
most of its independence since 1991. The
51-year-old has often wavered between
representing the party’s moderates and
pandering to its nationalist faction.

In her re-election bid, she is struggling
to hold on to hardliners shifting to a right-
wing folk-singer turned politician, Miroslav
Skoro. Playing on an emotive symbol of the
1990s independence war, Grabar-Kitarovic
held her final campaign rally on Friday in
eastern Vukovar, the town whose bloody
siege by Serb forces became a byword for
Croatian suffering during the conflict. 

She told the crowd she believed those
who fought and died in the war “don’t
regret being killed since Croatia is (now)
here”. The comments were seen as an
effort to burnish her nationalist creden-
tials in the battle with Skoro, who has
been wooing the far-right with promises
to deploy troops to halt migrants at the
borders and pardon a convicted war
criminal.

Running as an independent, the 57-
year-old singer was polling in third place

in the run-up to election day. Meanwhile,
the split on the right has carved out a
space for leftist former premier Zoran
Milanovic, 53, to gain traction. He was
running neck-and-neck with Grabar-
Kitarovic in the latest opinion polls. Prime
minister from 2011 to 2016, Milanovic was
previously derided for his arrogance but
is trying to make a comeback with prom-
ise to make Croatia a “normal” country
with an independent judiciary and
respect for minorities.

Christmas calculation 
Analysts say a loss for Grabar-Kitarovic

would deliver a blow to HDZ Prime
Minister Andrej Plenkovic, a moderate in
the party, ahead of parliamentary elections
next year. Starting on January 1, his gov-
ernment will be tasked with hosting the
EU’s rotating presidency for a six-month
term, with thorny issues like Brexit and the
Western Balkans’ membership bids on the
agenda. 

Critics of the government have specu-
lated that the pre-Christmas poll in an
overwhelmingly Catholic country was pur-
posefully scheduled to take advantage of
diaspora who are home for the holidays-
and typically vote HDZ.  Of the 3.8 million
people eligible to vote, some 170,000 are
living abroad, mainly in neighboring
Bosnia. Matija Horvat, a 27-year-old econ-
omist preparing to vote in Zagreb, said he
was disappointed with a campaign that
focused on the past instead of the future.

“They stole the space for issues of vital
importance for most people’s lives, includ-
ing the young who are leaving in increasing
numbers,” he said reflecting the view of
many Croatians.

The government has struggled to halt an
emigration exodus as huge numbers of
Croatians pack their bags for better pay
and professional opportunities in wealthier
member states. Many who leave also cite a
culture of nepotism and corruption at
home, plus poor public services, as key
motivations.  The presidential campaign has
however been light on policy ideas with
many candidates instead attacking each
other with war-era grievances. —AFP

18 prisoners 
killed in clash 
at Honduras jail
TEGUCIGALPA, Honduras: At least 18 inmates died and
16 were injured in overnight clashes between prisoners in
Honduras after fighting erupted at a jail in the northern
port town of Tela, prison officials said Saturday. The
National Penitentiary Institute said 17 prisoners had died
at the facility in Tela, about 120 miles (200 kilometers)
from the capital Tegucigalpa, and another died in hospital,
with local media describing the unrest as gang violence.

A prison spokesperson, Digna Aguilar, said authorities
had to enter the area carefully “for fear of being among the
victims” because several inmates carried firearms. That
slowed the investigation. The combined national security
force known as Fusina said that five 9 millimeter guns, as
well as ammunition, had been seized from the inmates.
Prison officials had originally reported only three deaths,
but the toll quickly rose. Forensic workers placed the bodies
in plastic bags and transported them to the judicial morgue
of San Pedro Sula to be autopsied. An AFP photographer at
the scene saw shocked relatives arriving to claim the bodies.

Earlier killings 
Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez, grappling

with a recent wave of prison killings, had ordered the army
and the police on Tuesday to take full control of the coun-
try’s 27 prisons, which are badly overcrowded with some
21,000 inmates.  But as of Friday, the military had yet to
take complete control of the Tela detention center, accord-
ing to Aguilar. On Saturday, top military officer General
Tito Livio Moreno indicated that the military would be
deployed in 18 penal centers identified as “high risk.”

Hernandez announced the crackdown after the killings
on December 14 of five members of feared gang Mara
Salvatrucha (MS-13) by a fellow detainee at the high-
security prison in La Tolva, 25 miles east of Tegucigalpa.
That came just a day after Pedro Idelfonso Armas, the
warden of El Pozo-the country’s main high-security prison,
in the western city of Santa Barbara-was shot dead in the
south of the country.  The Ministry of Security had sus-

pended Armas shortly before that amid an investigation
into his presence during the October 26 killing by prison-
ers of Magdaleno Meza, a drug kingpin whose confession
and notebooks linked him to a brother of the president,
Juan Antonio “Tony” Hernandez.

Meza’s account books were entered as evidence in the
New York trial of Hernandez, who was subsequently con-
victed on four counts of drug trafficking. He faces sentenc-
ing-possibly for life-in January. President Hernandez con-
demned the conviction of his younger brother, saying it
was based on “the testimony of confessed assassins.”

A video circulating on social media shows the 52-year-
old Armas talking with Meza when prison guards opened a
locked gate, allowing a dozen inmates to burst in and stab
and fatally shoot the drug trafficker. In addition, a lawyer
who had represented Meza and other members of the
Valle Valle drug cartel, Jose Luis Pinto, was killed in an
attack December 9 in a town northwest of Tegucigalpa.
That killing remains under investigation.

Honduras has been plagued by drug trafficking, gangs,
poverty and corruption. It suffers from one of the highest
homicide rates in the world outside areas of armed con-
flict, having registered 41.2 homicides per 100,000 inhabi-
tants in 2018. To fight this scourge, President Hernandez
created a military police force financed by a new tax, and
built special prisons for gang members. — AFP

Relatives of inmates react after getting information
about their loved ones in front of the penitentiary of Tela,
Atlantida department, Honduras, on Saturday. — AFP

ZAGREB: Croatian voters cast their ballot at a polling station during the
Presidential elections yesterday in Zagreb. Croatia went to the polls for a
presidential vote that could weaken the ruling conservatives just as the coun-
try takes the helm of the European Union’s rotating presidency. — AFP

NEW YORK: People wait at the New York State Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) office at Atlantic
Center in the Brooklyn borough on Dec 18, 2019. — AFP 

ANDERNOS-LES-BAINS, France: This picture taken yes-
terday shows a pier in this Arcachon basin city on the
morning after the winter storm ‘Fabien’. — AFP 


