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Society Ramadan 2015
Ramadan a special month for UAE expats, natives
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T
he special spirit of the 
Muslim holy month of 
Ramadan, a time when 
daily life slows down and 
more focus is placed on 

charity and caring, is commonly 
felt by Gulf nationals and expatri-
ates. Fasting at this time of the 
year, when days are the longest and 
temperature at their highest, is no 
easy feat.

Mario Volpi, an Italian real estate 
professional who has been in Dubai 
for seven years, has observed fast-
ing on several occasions along with 
his Muslim colleagues and friends. 
“Personally, I find (fasting) not that 
difficult,” he said. “The harshest 
part, though, is not to partake any 
liquid and that is remarkable about 
those who abstain.”

For Australia’s Jonathan Brad-
ford, Ramadan is a unique experi-
ence. “I find life at this time of the 
year different from anything I had 
experienced at home. While back 
home practically everything shuts 
down by evening, here you find 
the city coming to life after 9pm,” 
Bradford said. “You can go out and 
do many things, like visiting a den-
tist or taking your car for service.”

Ramadan, one of the five pillars 
of Islam, is a time when the spirit of 
virtue, compassion and harmony is 
practiced by Muslims across the 
globe.

The emphasis during Ramadan 
is on spiritual transformation from 
within, according to Nasif Kayed, 
managing director of the Sheikh 

Mohammed Centre for Cultural 
Understanding (SMCCU). “Rama-
dan in the UAE and Gulf is special 
in terms of bonding and closeness 
between the younger and older 
generations of a family. Here you 
can see many generations living to-
gether and observing Ramadan in a 
very traditional way,” Kayed said.

Operating under the banner of 
“Open Doors-Open Minds”, the 
SMCCU is a non-profit organisation 
designed to increase awareness 
and understanding between the 
many cultures in the UAE. It strives 
to remove barriers between people 
of different nationalities and back-
grounds while raising awareness 
about local culture and Islam.

“The Ramadan spirit permeates 
everywhere, whether at home or 
outside. Anyone visiting the UAE 
or any other Gulf country can ex-
perience and feel its spirit,” Kayed 
said.

What an outsider will notice is 
that “there is less activity during 
the day and at night people tend 
to be more outgoing. Offices and 
work places curtail their daily work 
by around two hours to cope with 
the rigours of fasting,” he added. 
He said people are inclined towards 
worship during Ramadan and more 
eager to do charitable and volun-
teer work.

Dubai, one of the world’s most 
popular tourist destinations, 
known for its beaches, shopping 
festivals, nightlife and restaurants, 
introduces special guidelines and 
restrictions during Ramadan. 

Moderation in dress and behav-
iour are required. “One cannot 
eat, drink or smoke in public dur-
ing fasting hours. (Visitors have) to 
respect and adhere to the rules and 
protocols in a Muslim society and 
enjoy the Ramadan spirit,” Kayed 
said.

As part of his mission as a cul-
tural ambassador, Kayed meets 
foreign expatriates and visitors to 
the UAE who are curious about Is-

lam and its customs and traditions. 
“Their most common queries re-
late to dress, food, prayer, fasting 
and women’s rights,” he said. “I at-
tempt to explain the thinking and 
reasons behind each of these facets 
of our life as well as religion and 
culture.”

Bradford, even after living in the 
UAE for a decade, said he is still 
taken in by the unique charm that 
Ramadan offers to a foreigner like 
him.

“Everyone is so welcoming,” 
Bradford said. “When I go for my 
walk in the evening, I see people 
offering iftar (sunset fast-breaking 
meal). Neighbours you have not 
seen lately come around offering 
you coffee. It is a very nice feeling.”

Ramadan-inspired lectures high-
lighting religious and social issues, 

events, activities and stage shows 
for children are scheduled across 
the UAE throughout the holy 
month.  The retail sector also gets 
in on the Ramadan sprit, coming 
up with a number of special offers.

One of the eagerly awaited events 
of the season is the Ramadan Night 
Market in Dubai, a ten-day shop-
ping fiesta at Dubai’s World Trade 
Centre.

“Despite a plethora of shopping 
options and world-class malls in 
Dubai, Ramadan Night Market has 
become very popular within just 
three years of its launch because it 
has a unique charm, offering visi-
tors extraordinary shopping as well 
as family bonding opportunity,” 
said Sunil Jaiswal, president of Su-
mansa Exhibitions, organisers of 
the Ramadan Night Market.

Ramadan is also about caring for 
the poor and needy. Local and in-
ternational charities organise fund-
raising events to help the poor. The 
Abu Dhabi-based Khalifa Bin Zayed 
Al-Nahyan Foundation has a com-
prehensive programme, running 
for the past eight years, to provide 
Ramadan food assistance around 
the world in coordination with the 
Emirates Red Crescent and UAE 
embassies.

This year, the foundation is pro-
viding nearly 2 million iftar meals 
to be distributed throughout the 
UAE as well as hundreds of thou-
sands of food parcels to be sent 
abroad to 56 countries, including 
Syria, Yemen and Sudan. 

People living in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip will also receive the 
packages.

One of the eagerly 
awaited events of 
the season is the 
Ramadan Night 
Market in Dubai

A Ramadan-inspired lecture or “majlis”, held at a Dubai mall.

In Casablanca, both spirituality and business thrive in Ramadan
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

I
t’s two o’clock in the afternoon 
and Moha o Said Street in Casa-
blanca’s old medina is crammed 
with vendors shouting to lure 
customers, a scene that heralds 

the advent of the holy month of 
Ramadan.

Inhabitants of Morocco’s econom-
ic capital become more spiritual 
and sociable while charity reaches 
a climax and businesses thrive dur-
ing this most sacred month of the 
year. However, the food often over-
shadows the spirituality as residents 
flock to markets and bakeries on a 
daily basis to fill their iftar tables.

In the neighbourhood of Derb Sul-
tan, customers queue to get pastry 
called shebbakia from one of Casa-
blanca’s busiest pastry shops, nick-
named “Hitler” because custom-
ers keep raising their hands to be 
served.

Also known as mkharka, shebba-
kia is a Moroccan cookie shaped into 
a flower, fried and coated with hon-
ey and adorned with sesame. The 
price for shebbakia can vary from 
$2.57 to $23.68 per kilo, depend-
ing on the ingredients used and the 
shops selling the product.

“I love to get shebbakia from this 
shop but, believe it or not, the black 
market is spoiling the festive atmos-
phere,” said Mohammed Talbi.

“Unfortunately, there are some 
guys who are charging customers al-
most half the price of the kilo if they 
want to avoid the long queue,” said 
Talbi as he watches a black market 
dealer approach a customer.

Another shop on bustling Mediou-
na Road is busy preparing all kinds 
of pastries to meet the demand.

“An iftar table without shebbakia 

is meaningless. Shebbakia is Rama-
dan and Ramadan is shebbakia,” 
said Mohsine Abou Ashahi, showing 
the different designs of the tradi-
tionally made Moroccan cookie.

“Most Moroccans drink harira 
accompanied with shebbakia,” he 
added.

Harira is an indispensable lentil 

and tomato soup that is served with 
other food, including hard-boiled 
eggs, briouate (sweet or savoury 
filled pastries), fried fish and vari-
ous pancakes, for breaking the fast.

Charity in Casablanca peaks dur-
ing Ramadan as many non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) and 
volunteers organise free iftar tables 

for the needy and distribute food 
across Casablanca’s public hospi-
tals.

The 39-year-old Al Wifak Asso-
ciation is one of the leading NGOs in 
catering to the needy during Rama-
dan.

“This is the 18th year that we have 
been organising free iftar meals in 
Casablanca,” Abdel Haq Al Iyassi, 
the president of Al Wifak Associa-
tion, said.

“We are serving almost 8,000 
meals a day during Ramadan, 500 
more compared to last year,” said 
Iyassi, who added that takeaways 
are served from 11am to 4pm to 
those who are in dire need, such as 
the unemployed, orphans or with 
special needs.

Al Wifak coordinates with other 
associations to cater at 13 venues in 
the economic capital besides serv-
ing food at the Casablanca Handi-
crafts Chamber.

Another team of a dozen volun-
teers packs food to distribute at 
Hospital Moulay Youssef.

“We distribute around 150 food 
packs to patients at the hospital on 
a daily basis throughout Ramadan,” 
said Fatiha Mghoghi, who coordi-
nates donations.

“Once we finish from the hospital, 
we look for the homeless and de-
prived children across the streets of 
Casablanca’s poor neighbourhoods 
to offer them food packs.”

A couple of hours before iftar, 
people can be seen running or cy-
cling along the corniche despite 
doctors’ repeated warnings that par-
ticipating in sports could be harmful 
during Ramadan because of the lack 
of water in the body. Others fish or 
just sit, taking advantage of the sea 
breeze and watching the beautiful 
sunset on the Atlantic coast.

A few minutes before iftar, the 
noisy city is brought to a standstill 

as if it were abandoned to errant 
cats and dogs. Speeding cars, oblivi-
ous to traffic lights and stop signs, 
can be clearly noticed from time to 
time, trying to make it home before 
the call to the Maghreb prayer at 
sunset.

As soon as cannon fire and sirens 
blow, to officially declare sunset, 
people in Casablanca break their 
fast while tuning to their favourite 
programmes on Moroccan televi-
sion.

Some, however, prefer to eat out 
as restaurants compete to offer the 
best value for money.

Iftar meals start from as little as 51 
cents and include a bowl of harira 
and a pancake at a little shop owned 
by Najia Salim in the old medina. 
At the other end of the economic 
spectrum, the Cabestan Ocean View 
offers an iftar meal for $40.13 while 
a traditional orchestra plays. The 
five-star hotel Golden Tulip Farah 
charges $46.31 for an open buffet.

“I like the atmosphere in Rama-
dan. As a matter of fact, if Ramadan 
lasted for one year, this would be a 
civilised nation because the traffic is 
better, dealing with people is much 
better than in the other months,” 
said Ali Alami, who was shopping in 
the old medina.

Mohamed Benchikh, a trader in 
his 40s, echoed Alami’s statement 
and said people are increasing good 
deeds by performing extra congre-
gational prayers, inviting relatives 
to iftar and becoming more tolerant 
towards each other.

Saad Guerraoui is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Charity reaches a 
climax and 
businesses thrive

Favourite pastries


