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Female-only taxis, Egypt’s way to curb harassment
Yasser Ahmed

Cairo

T
he last time Sherin Abdel-
Hafez got into a taxi on the 
way to work, she ordered 
the driver to stop and left 
the vehicle because she 

felt that the man would eventually 
verbally harass her.

“Some drivers are just impolite,” 
said Abdel-Hafez, a civil servant in 
her early 30s. “Harassment by taxi 
drivers is becoming so common.”

But a new project, undertaken by 
a private firm, Pink Taxi Egypt, is 
promising to reduce sexual harass-
ment in transportation across big 
cities in Egypt. The “pink taxis” — 
women-only transportation — will 
be rolling soon in the streets of Cai-
ro and other cities in the country 
to make the ride more secure, safe 
and comfortable for women.

Egypt, where men and women 
rub shoulders and fight for a foot-
hold in dense and creaky buses and 
train carriages, has seen a surge 
in sexual harassment  so the an-
nouncement of the project received 
an avalanche of welcoming com-
ments on Facebook from women

Traditional taxi drivers, however, 
expressed dismay at the prospects 
of losing customers.

“Most of our clients are women. 
Such a project will take them away 
from our taxis,” said Mahmoud 
Mohamed, 42. He and fellow driv-
ers say they struggle to make ends 
meet, earning a maximum of 100 
Egyptian pounds — roughly $13 — 

a day. Egyptian women, though, 
praised the Pink Taxi project as 
“the best thing” that could be 
done, and some asked whether the 
service would be available in their 
cities.

The taxis, which are expected to 
be on the streets in August, will be 
painted pink,  have women drivers 
and allow men passengers only  if 
they are in the company of a wom-
an. The new taxis can be ordered by 
phone and will be equipped with a 
positioning system to help clients 
locate the taxis closest to their lo-
cation. The positive reaction to the 
project reflected women’s despera-
tion to curb sexual harassment.

“Women know that there will be 
no other solution to the problem. 
That is why they welcomed any 
idea that will solve the problem, 
even if in a temporary way,” Mona 
Ezzat, a founding member of local 
advocacy group New Woman Foun-
dation, said.

Sexual harassment is a wide-
spread problem in Egypt, which 
ranked second in the world, after 
Afghanistan, in this regard, accord-
ing to a report by the UN Women 
agency. More than 99% of Egyptian 
girls and women reported experi-
encing sexual harassment in their 
lifetime. Up to 86.5% of women 
surveyed said they did not feel 
safe in public transportation, while 
82.6% said they did not feel safe on 
the streets.

A few months ago, a colleague 
of Abdel-Hafez told her she was al-
most raped by a taxi driver on her 
way home. “When he discovered 
that she wasn’t an easy nut to crack, 
the driver took the vehicle and ran 
away but before this he insisted [on 
taking] all the money in her purse,” 
Abdel-Hafez said.

According to Ezzat, “A grow-
ing number of women carry blunt 
weapons in their handbags these 

days” to discourage possible assail-
ants. But she said sex segregation 
in taxi cars will not solve the prob-
lem.

“We need a total change of cul-
ture,” Ezzat said. “By separating 
women from men, we will increase 
women’s isolation, the matter that 
we have been fighting against for 
years.

“Sexual harassment will only 
come to an end in Egypt when the 
authorities take firm action against 
the practice.”

Egypt enacted its first anti-sexual 
harassment law almost a year ago, 
with prison terms and fines for 

those convicted of the crime. But 
the law is poorly enforced, accord-
ing to Shady Hussein, a 22-year-old 
university student who formed his 
own “anti-harassment squad” in 
2012.

“Some people are on the streets 
only to abuse women sexually,” he 
said.

He said when his squad detains 
a man who has been harassing a 
woman on the street, they hand 
him to authorities but soon thereaf-
ter the suspect is released without 
punishment.

“Most of the time, the authorities 
arrest us, instead of the wrongdo-

ers, and accuse us of breaching the 
law as we have no legal right to ar-
rest people,” Hussein said.

Abdel-Hafez said she is largely 
sceptical about the government’s 
resolve to take firm action against 
harassment anytime soon. “But in 
the meantime,” she said, “women 
who are tired of harassment and 
fearing rape can now enjoy the new 
harassment-free taxis.

“For a woman, it will be much 
more comfortable and secure to be 
in the company of a female driver. 
Personally, I will feel much secure 
when a lady is driving me home or 
to work.”

Women-only cabs, a solution to deep problems?

The taxis, which are 
expected to be on 
the streets in August, 
will be painted pink

Living costs worry expatriates in UAE
Gamil Lotfy

Dubai

A
s instability and vio-
lence drive professionals 
away from parts of the 
Arab world, and with the 
performance of global 

markets allowing the United Arab 
Emirates to maintain its tax-haven 
status, it is difficult to imagine seri-
ous labour issues in the Gulf state, 
which is renowned for its ample job 
opportunities and high salaries.

But in a recent survey conducted 
by the US-based social media plat-
form LinkedIn, nine out of ten UAE-
based professionals said they were 
looking to change jobs with more 
than 50% of respondents attribut-
ing this to salary worries. Salaries in 
cities such as Dubai and Abu Dhabi 
are among the highest in the region, 
even competing with Europe and 
North America in some sectors. 
But the issue facing the UAE is that 
these packages are stagnating while 
living costs increase.

At the core of the disparity be-
tween salaries and living costs is the 
country’s inflated real estate market 
in both the residential and commer-
cial sectors. Falling oil prices add to 
the financial concerns.

The outlook for hydrocarbon 
prices remains uncertain with many 
oil majors cutting jobs and capital 
spending, while a currency linked 
with the strengthening US dollar 
makes the UAE a much more expen-
sive place to live, work and invest.

The Arab Weekly spoke with a 
number of expatriates living in 
Dubai who say they do not wish 
to leave the UAE because “things 
aren’t that bad quite yet”, as media 
professional Ahmed, who has lived 
in the Emirates since 2007, put it.

“Rent in Dubai is too high for 
some people. When your salary 

only increased by 1 to 2% a year but 
your rent goes up 25%, you wonder 
how long you can keep going,” he 
says.

Rent increases eased in the first 
half of 2015 but Dubai’s real estate 
market is still set to face a diffi-
cult year. A combination of low oil 
prices, a strengthening dollar and 
supply-and-demand economics are 
expected to play roles in the slow-
down of the market over the next 
12 months. In the face of this, rent 
increases have only slowed rather 
than decreased as homeowners 
look to alleviate the falling values of 
their properties.

In an attempt to tackle the issue 
of high rents, Dubai is expected to 
introduce regulations imposing af-

fordable housing quotas on new 
residential developments. Real 
estate analysts welcomed the ini-
tiative with UK real estate firm Clut-
tons releasing a statement claiming 
the move is “long overdue”.

“Even if rent increases slow down 
and the market offers more afford-
able solutions, the price precedent 
has been set and with salaries un-
likely to see any drastic increases, 
other living costs are putting a 
burden on employees,” explained 
a representative from a UAE-based 

recruitment agency.
“As such, we are seeing people 

moving from job to job to try and 
increase their annual pay increment 
beyond what their current employ-
er is prepared to offer.”

Nonetheless, there is little evi-
dence to suggest that growing living 
costs are driving people away from 
the UAE. Economic heartache in 
places such as Egypt and Lebanon, 
coupled with wars in Syria and Iraq, 
means that the UAE and the rest of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries will remain attractive and 
at times the only option for many 
living and working in the Gulf.

In addition, “global economic 
outlooks in other parts of the world 
also mean that many profession-

als from outside of the region will 
continue to see the UAE as a worth-
while place to work and live,” the 
recruitment representative said.

In saying this, as oil prices stag-
nate and with up to 30% of the 
UAE’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
coming from the hydrocarbons in-
dustry, many may find that living 
costs do not stabilise and salaries 
do not increase.

The news that the UAE is to con-
sider draft laws on a new taxation 
system will worry expatriates who 
were already on the precipice. The 
drafting of the laws is expected by 
the final quarter of 2015, according 
to a report by Reuters.

It is understood the UAE may look 
to introduce value-added tax (VAT) 
and corporate tax despite the coun-
try’s reputation as an international 
tax haven. Previous reports sug-
gested the UAE is reluctant to adopt 
VAT-type taxes unless neighbouring 
countries also do so in fear of hurt-
ing competitiveness in the region.

In May, GCC officials adopted a 
draft agreement to implement VAT. 
Each GCC member agreed to issue 
a separate VAT law that includes 
the principles of the draft agree-
ment. At the time, no timetable was 
given for its implementation, with 
the UAE set to be the first to press 
ahead.

The proposed changes are guar-
anteed to stir a reaction from the 
expatriate community with some 
being forced to change jobs in the 
UAE or relocate outside of it.

As the country prepares to coun-
ter international factors affecting 
residents’ cost of living and salary 
demands, all eyes are watching to 
see if the market naturally adjusts 
to sustainable levels.

Gamil Lotfy is Dubai-based 
business and geo-politics journalist 
working across the region.

Various nationalities in Dubai

Expatriates living in 
Dubai do not wish to 
leave the UAE


