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Lebanon’s Ahlan wa Sahlan restaurants feed 
the elderly and the destitute
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W
hen she volunteered 
to feed displaced 
Christians at the 
height of Lebanon’s 
civil war, Antoinette 

Kazan thought the effort would 
last a week or maybe a month. But 
more than 30 years later, Kazan, 
now in her-mid 80s, is still feeding 
impoverished Lebanese and Syrian 
refugees.

Kazan’s spontaneous initiative to 
assist Christian families who had 
sought refuge in Beirut’s Chris-
tian neighbourhood of Sin el Fil in 
1983 has developed into a chain of 
charity restaurants called Ahlan wa 
Sahlan (Welcome), the Lebanese 
version of France’s Restos du Coeur.

Recalling how friends and neigh-
bours, with the help of the dis-
trict’s municipality, joined efforts 
to assist the war-displaced, Kazan 
said in an interview with The Arab 
Weekly, “At the time, I had asked 
each household in the neighbour-
hood to donate cups, plates, cut-
lery and dishes… In a matter of two 
hours, we had many things, even 
carpets and curtains.”

Today, the energetic grey-haired 
lady runs her own non-govern-
mental organisation (NGO), the 
Association of Friends of Char-
ity Restaurants, which serves free 
hot meals to the needy through 16 
Ahlan wa Sahlan restaurants across 
Lebanon. Three of the restaurants, 
including the main one in Sin el Fil, 
are owned by the NGO. The rest be-
long to various other charities. The 
restaurants serve breakfast and 
lunch and people can take away 
dinner, too.

“A hot meal for an empty stom-
ach” is the slogan that drives a 
team of ten women volunteers in 

Sin el Fil restaurant to cook 300 
lunch portions daily, except on 
weekends. Other restaurants feed 
hundreds of people two or three 
days a week.

Kazan recalled that in the begin-
ning food was prepared by neigh-
bours and friends at their homes 
and sent to the restaurant at noon. 
“Afterwards, we had the idea to 
establish an in-house kitchen and 
cook at the place itself,” said Kazan, 
a former Labour Ministry employee 
and volunteer with the Lebanese 
Red Cross.

The restaurant’ s clients are 
mainly destitute elderly people, 
the homeless and impoverished 
Lebanese families. While a few eat 
their meals at the restaurant, the 
majority discretely collect their 
portions and eat at home. “These 
people have lost everything but 
they should not lose their dignity,” 
Kazan said. “Many come in the af-
ternoon, when the place is almost 
empty, to take away their food… It 
is hard for them to live on charity.”

Lebanon is facing an acute eco-
nomic crisis and high unemploy-
ment rate, compounded with po-
litical instability and insecurity at 
the national and regional levels. 
The economic situation was made 
worse with the influx of some 1.5 
million refugees fleeing violence in 
neighbouring Syria.

Kamal Sinno, the head of Leba-
non’s Food Bank, raised the alarm 
about the growing number of Leba-
nese sliding into poverty. “Some 
people are almost dying from hun-
ger. They have no one to take care 
of them and cannot work to earn a 
living,” he told The Arab Weekly.

Quoting the latest survey made 
by the Ministry of Social Affairs, 
Sinno said some 350,000 Lebanese 
live below the poverty line. “These 
are our clients. They survive on 
$1.50 a day. They are not the poor 
but much more than that. We are 
talking here about people who can-
not afford a loaf of bread,” he said.

The Food Bank, which Sinno 
helped establish in 2012, caters ex-
clusively for the Lebanese poor. It 
collects excess food from restau-

rants, five-star hotels and wedding 
venues and distributes it to the 
needy though 50 local NGOs across 
the country. The surplus food is 
gathered in refrigerated vans at 
midnight every day and distributed 
to the NGOs before 8am.

“Even the poor have the right to 
eat fresh, quality food,” he said. 
The Food Bank is feeding about 
3,000 people daily. Sinno’s aim is 
to more than double the number 
of beneficiaries and reach at least 
7,000 by the end of 2015.

Asked why the Food Bank is not 
assisting Syrian refugees, Sinno 
stressed: “We have to cover the 
Lebanese first because they are not 
receiving any aid, not even from 
the government. The (Syrian) refu-
gees are getting donations and as-
sistance from the United Nations 
and from Arab countries.”

“The Syrians are also taking the 
jobs of the Lebanese because they 
are cheaper labour,” he pointed 

out, reflecting the growing ten-
sions with huge numbers of refu-
gees in a country already reeling 
under economic strains.

The refugee influx has led to a 
glut of cheap labour, often under-
cutting workers from poor com-
munities. The knock-on effect has 
been to push thousands of people 
into poverty and to worsen the sit-
uation of those already poor.

Ahlan wa Sahlan also felt the 
reverberations of the Syrian refu-
gee influx. “At one point we were 
just invaded by the refugees. Even 
our budget suffered,” Kazan said. 
“They came here asking, ‘Where is 

that old lady who feeds people?’”
Kazan said she has organised as-

sistance for Syrians to prevent fric-
tion with Lebanese beneficiaries. 
“Our restaurant is open to all needy 
people regardless of where they 
come from. Many Syrian women 
take away portions for their fami-
lies but they are not eating here 
anymore.”

Kazan’s charity restaurants, 
which were established to help 
the war-displaced in 1983, are still 
needed in post-war Lebanon to 
help a rising number of impover-
ished Lebanese.

Her Ahlan wa Sahlan restaurants 
have no link with France’s Restos 
du Coeur, which were set up in 1985 
by French artist Coluche.

“Our restaurants came before. 
We did not copy anyone,” Kazan 
proudly noted.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Society section editor.

Antoinette Kazan helps serve food at her charity restaurant, Ahlan wa Sahlan.
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Cairo subway thrives beneath 
the chaos
Cairo

T
he Cairo Metro system 
sprawls across the city, 
delivering an estimated 
3.6 million passengers per 
day over three different 

lines and approximately 78 kilo-
metres of track, both above ground 
and below the city centre.

In a city known for its dysfunc-
tion, the Cairo Metro stands as a 
singular achievement. It’s reliable, 
well-maintained and relatively 
clean. And it may be the only place 
in Egypt where no-smoking rules 
are actually enforced. At 1 Egyp-
tian pound — about 13 cents — per 
ticket, the Metro is a bargain even 
in a country like Egypt where near-
ly half the population of 90 million 
lives near or below the poverty 
line.

“It’s like the life train,” said Leila 
Abdel Basset, a 24-year-old jour-
nalist who has taken the Metro to 
work every weekday for the past 
three years. “It’s crowded in some 
stations and empty in others but it 
always gets me to my station.”

Veteran Metro riders know the 
tricks and unwritten rules. For 
starters, men have to be careful not 
to accidentally step onto one of the 
women-only cars; those who for-
get may receive a hostile reaction 
from women onboard.

Savvy passengers know to 
avoid the morning and evening 

rush hours when the cars often 
are packed to capacity with com-
muting civil servants and rowdy 
students. Others carefully choose 
their cars to avoid those that stop 
closest to station turnstiles and are 
likely to be the most crowded.

But not everything runs smooth-
ly. The cars are not air-condi-
tioned, which can make conditions 
truly miserable on a crowded sum-
mer day. At peak times, stations 
can devolve into violent wrestling 
matches, with passengers aggres-
sively crowding in from the plat-
form, which prevents riders from 
exiting.

At the same time, a sense of 
community also exists. Riders 
commonly and freely give up 
their seats to elderly passengers 
or women with children. During 
Ramadan, the holy month when 
observant Muslims abstain from 
food and drink from dawn to dusk, 
volunteers pass cups of water on 
the train cars at sunset.

The dependability of the Metro 
became crucial during the 2011 up-
rising that ousted Hosni Mubarak 
from power. The massive Sadat 

station extends underneath Tahrir 
Square — the heart of the revolu-
tion and the site of dozens of pro-
tests and violent clashes in the 
years since. Even when the streets 
surrounding Tahrir were blocked 
with cement walls and barbed 
wire, and tear gas from the clashes 
above filled the platform, the Met-
ro still ran.

“The Metro was the tunnel to the 
revolution. It was the best trans-
portation,” said daily rider Lobna 
Tarek, a 26-year-old photographer.

But the Metro’s immunity to 
Egyptian politics ended following 
the July 2013 military coup that 
ousted Islamist president Muham-
mad Morsi after massive protests. 
In August 2013, when authorities 
violently cleared out a pair of pub-
lic sit-ins staged by Morsi support-
ers, Sadat station was closed and 
hasn’t reopened.

Tahrir was a major hub for pas-
sengers switching between lines 
— most of whom have had an ex-
tra 40 minutes added to their daily 
commutes

Since the coup, a simmering in-
surgency, launched partially by 
Morsi loyalists, has occasionally 
targeted Metro stations. The insur-
gents have used stun grenades de-
signed to sow panic without caus-
ing serious casualties.

But despite everything, the 
trains keep running.
(Associated Press)
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Egyptian women board a car at the Shohadaa, (Martyrs) metro 
station in Cairo, Egypt.


