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A
s Dania Akeel drives her lightweight
vehicle through the Saudi desert in
the Dakar Rally she is aware she

has to steer a careful course across her
home sands. Akeel is one of two Saudi
women competing in the 2023 race and
one of only 31 women among 790 com-
petitors.

She represents a visible change in the
ultra-conservative kingdom where women
have only been allowed to drive since
2018, but, sponsored by the Saudi
Ministry of Sport, the country’s motor
sports federation and a leading Saudi car
dealership, she is vulnerable to accusa-
tions she is part of a ‘sportswashing’ cam-
paign. “I’ll go and do my best and at the
end of the day your drive is between you
and yourself,” Akeel told AFP. “One wants
to do well of course, but to do so you just
have to focus on the drive. “Motorsport is
not segregated by gender, so I think that
the best way to empower women is to
drive your best and to be competitive,”
she added. 

Cristiano Ronaldo last week became
the latest high-priced sporting jewel
adding lustre to the country’s image when
he joined the Al Nassr club. Other sporting
ventures include the rebel LIV Golf series,
which offers huge contracts and purses to
attract stars, heavyweight boxing title
bouts and a Formula One grand prix. The
country’s Public Investment Fund bought

Premier League club Newcastle in 2021
and is being linked with Manchester
United. Human Rights Watch said that
despite the “progressive image conveyed”
by sporting events, the lack of opportuni-
ties for women and girls to participate in
sports remains.

‘What sponsors are paying for’ 
Akeel turned professional last season

and finished eighth overall in the T3 light-
weight prototype category in her first
Dakar. After Monday’s second stage,

Akeel, and co-driver Sergio Lafuente,
were 14th out of 46 remaining drivers in
the class. She started driving in the desert
in buggies owned by cousins and
acquired a driving license after moving to
England as a student at 17.

Akeel avoids criticizing either the
restrictions on Saudi women or the recent
easing. Before the ban on women drivers
was lifted, “I didn’t really have any prob-
lem” because her family “took me to
places and so I didn’t feel limited.” “Then
when they opened the tap and we were

able to drive, I saw it’s actually a wonder-
ful feeling and it does have an impact for
sure.”

Akeel, who studied modern history and
politics at Royal Holloway College outside
London and then gained a masters in
business studies in the United States, is
acutely aware that visibility pays. “I don’t
imagine a situation where I will enter a
race like this and nobody will have an
opinion, that will never be the case. “And,
actually, it’s what the sponsors are paying
for,” she said. “For me it’s useful to be in

the public eye, otherwise I wouldn’t be
able to finance my season. “For sponsors,
it can be an asset being a woman and
speaking to a bigger audience and that’s
why they chose me.” While Akeel was
careful to stay on track when discussing
Saudi politics she said she was happy to
compete and to draw attention to her
country’s “topography”. “To be able to see
the country from the off road perspective
is really a privilege. “I’m there because I
love to drive.”— AFP

Pele lives on in 738
Peruvian children
named for football star

T
he world lost Pele, the “king” of foot-
ball in 2022, but his name will live on
in more than 700 Peruvian children

born last year, according to a list pub-
lished by Peru’s National Registry of
Identification and Civil Status. As per the
list, 738 babies were registered with the
names Pele, King Pele, Edson Arantes or
Edson Arantes do Nascimento, the full
name of the three-time football world
champion, by the close of 2022. The
Brazilian star died on December 29 at the
age of 82 and was mourned on Monday
at the stadium of his long-time club
Santos, where thousands of people
arrived to bid him farewell.

New President Luiz Inacio Lula da
Silva will lead the tributes as Brazil says
its final farewell to its most famous son at
a 24-hour wake on Tuesday. Among
Peruvian girls, 551 were baptized as
either Queen Elizabeth, Elizabeth the
Second or Elizabeth II, after the British
monarch who died in September after 70
years on the throne.

Despite Pele’s passing, the most popu-
lar famous name used by Peruvian par-
ents was that of Portuguese star Cristiano
Ronaldo, with Ronaldo or his full name
chosen 31,583 times. Football was an
enduring theme, with 371 babies named
either Leo Messi or Messi, for the
Argentine World Cup champion, and 229
Mbappe or Kylian Mbappe for the French
star. here were also 733 Mavericks, after
Tom Cruise’s character from the Top Gun
movie sequel released last year. Among
female names, Rubi was at the top of the
list with 24,980, followed by 1,787 baby
girls named for Colombian singer
Shakira.—AFP

In this file photo US driver Ken Block of Hoonigan Racing Division Team during the first day of the
FIA World Rally Championship’s in Silao, Guanajuato State, Mexico. 

(From left to right) Britain’s Prince Harry, Duke of Sussex (left) and Britain’s Prince William, Prince
of Wales (right) arrive to hold a vigil around the coffin of Queen Elizabeth II, in Westminster Hall, at
the Palace of Westminster in London. — AFP 

US rally driver,
YouTube star Ken 
Block dies in 
snowmobile mishap

U
S rally driver and YouTube star Ken
Block was killed when the snow-
mobile he was riding overturned on

a steep slope in Utah, his racing team
and US media reported Monday. “It’s with
our deepest regrets that we can confirm
that Ken Block passed away in a snow-
mobile accident today,” Hoonigan Racing
Division said on its web page. “He will be
incredibly missed.” TMZ Sports reported
that Block, 55, was riding a snowmobile
on Monday afternoon when it “suddenly
upended” and landed on top of him.

He was pronounced dead at the
scene, it quoted the Wasatch County
Sheriff’s Office as saying. The sheriff’s
office said Block was alone when the
accident occurred. He had posted pic-
tures on his Instagram page earlier on
Monday. Block was an action sports star
who co-founded the skateboard brand
DC Shoes in 1994 and began his rally-
driving career when the company was
sold 10 years later.

He became more widely known after
posting his 10-part Gymkhana video
series on YouTube, which featured him
stunt driving on dangerous tracks and
obstacle courses. According to ESPN, his
videos were viewed more than a billion
times and his Hoonigan YouTube chan-
nel became the most popular in motor-
sports history. Block also competed in
snowboarding and motocross. — AFP

In this file photo US driver Ken Block of
Hoonigan Racing Division Team, formerly
known as the Monster World Rally Team, poses
for a photo in a Ford Fiesta ST type car on ice of
Budapest City Park Ice Rink as he is a star of
the advertising film of the new type car.

In this file photo taken on October 31, 1990 Pele
opens his arms as he acknowledges cheers
from a crowd of spectators during a ceremony
in Milan to celebrate his fiftieth birthday. — AFP  

This file handout picture provided by the
Sharqiyah International Baja Toyota shows
FIA’s Jutta Kleinschmidt (right) and Saudi rider
Dania Akeel, the first ever Saudi female to
tackle an international rally, posing for a pic-
ture in Saudi Arabia. 

In this file photo Mini’s Spanish diver Laia Sanz speaks with Saudi driver Dania Akeel in the
coastal city of Jedda. 

This file handout picture provided by the Sharqiyah International Baja Toyota shows Saudi rider
Dania Akeel, the first ever Saudi female to tackle an international rally, waves next to her vehicle
in Saudi Arabia. — AFP photos

This file handout picture provided by the Sharqiyah International Baja Toyota shows Saudi rider
Dania Akeel, the first ever Saudi female to tackle an international rally, standing next to her vehi-
cle in Saudi Arabia. 

P
rince Harry sees “no willingness to
reconcile” in a palace rift where
leaks portray him and his wife

Meghan as villains, according to interview
extracts released Monday. Harry, 38, said
he would nonetheless like to get back his
father King Charles III and brother
William, heir to the British throne, accord-
ing to extracts from a television interview
to be aired Sunday, days before the
prince’s memoirs are published. Harry
and Meghan, 41, lifted the lid on their
experiences in the British royal family in a
Netflix docuseries last month about the
reasons behind their stunning 2020
departure for North America.

“It never needed to be this way, the
leaking and the planting,” Harry said,
referring to news stories about the palace
rift. “I want a family not an institution,” he
added. “If they feel as though it’s better to
keep us somehow as the villains they’ve
shown absolutely no willingness to recon-
cile,” he said, without specifying who
“they” were. “I would like to get my father
back. I would like to get my brother back,”
Harry said.

Ahead of the January 10 publication of
his memoirs, the prince gave an interview
to the British network ITV and another to
CBS of the United States, which are due
to air on Sunday. The criticism comes in
the run-up to the May 6 coronation of
King Charles following the death of his
mother, Queen Elizabeth II, on
September 8 last year at the age of 96.

The Netflix docuseries broadcast in six
episodes in December gave the Duke
and Duchess of Sussex, their formal

titles, a chance to give their reasons for
leaving for California. The move has
made them very unpopular in Britain,
where they are often portrayed by the
media as selfish and spoiled children.
The docuseries contained no startling
revelations, but the couple settled scores
with the media, which have been
accused of harassment and triggering a
miscarriage.

‘Laid bare’ 
The pair accused the royal family of

lies and not knowing how to protect them.
Harry also said “it was terrifying to have
my brother scream at me” during a 2020
family summit in the presence of Queen
Elizabeth II. The Sussexes also accuse
William and his wife Kate of being behind
the negative media coverage because
they allegedly wanted to retain the lime-
light.

According to the Sunday Times news-
paper, Harry’s book takes greater aim at
William than Charles. “Everything is laid
bare,” according to a source with knowl-
edge of the memoirs. “Charles comes out
of it better than I had expected, but it’s
tough on William, in particular, and even
Kate gets a bit of a broadside,” the
source said. “There are these minute
details, and a description of the fight
between the brothers. I personally can’t
see how Harry and William will be able to
reconcile after this,” the source told the
Sunday Times. — AFP

This file handout picture provided by the Sharqiyah International Baja Toyota shows Saudi rider
Dania Akeel, the first ever Saudi female to tackle an international rally, talking to event staff in
Saudi Arabia.


