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Syrian refugees spend Ramadan in exile
Samar Kadi

Beirut

S
itting on the floor with her 
daughter next to her in the 
sweltering summer heat, 
Naima Haj was busy pre-
paring iftar, the fast-break-

ing meal, for her large family in the 
informal Syrian refugee camp of 
Rihaniya in northern Lebanon. It 
is the fourth Ramadan, the Muslim 
holy fasting month, that Haj and 
her family are spending in exile af-
ter fleeing war in her native Homs 
province in western Syria.

“It feels like an oven inside,” 
the mother of ten said outside her 
tent, cooking iftar. Her teenage 
daughter helped by peeling pota-
toes. “The food is repetitive. It is 
the same during the whole month 
of Ramadan… It is either beans or 
lentils, or rice and fried potatoes!” 
the girl complained.

For Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 
Ramadan spirit is largely subdued. 
Food not only lacked variety but 
quantity as well. “I always find ex-
cuses in order not to sit at the iftar 
table with the family because I am 
convinced that there is not enough 
food for all,” Haj said.

“We are grateful for those who 
are offering us assistance without 
which we would not have been able 
to survive under these harsh con-
ditions, but what is being offered 
is insufficient and very little, com-
pared to our needs,” she added.

The Syrian war, which is in its 
fifth year, has displaced half of the 
Syrian population of 22 million, 
with at least 4 million seeking ref-
uge in neighbouring countries.

There is nothing special happen-
ing during Ramadan in the shabby 
encampment that has become 
home to some 500 Syrian families 
for the past four years. “Most Syr-
ians spend their time praying to be 
able to return to their homes,” Haj 
said. “We got nothing particular for 
Ramadan except new clothes for 
the kids donated by some chari-
ties.”

In Jordan’s Zaatari camp, a de-
sert settlement housing more than 
80,000 refugees, the mood is as 
sad and gloomy, with no signs of 
Ramadan festivities.

“There’s nothing to celebrate 
while our people are being killed 
and our country is perishing,” said 
Yousef Anzo, 34, a native of Syria’s 
southern restive border city of 
Daraa, the site of the first peaceful 
demonstrations against President 

Bashar Assad in March 2011 that 
marked the beginning of what be-
came an all-out war engulfing all of 
Syria.

“We are fasting, although con-
ditions make it much harder than 
back home,” he said, referring to a 
swirling dust, scorpions and snakes 
and scorching desert heat.

 Temperatures in Zaatari, which 
straddles the southern Syrian bor-
der, are in the 40s Celsius during 
daytime and dip to 15 degrees at 
night.

Oum Mahmoud, a 45-year-old 
Daraa housewife and mother of 

six, said her daily routine during 
Ramadan remained unchanged, 
but her life has changed. “I cook 
for my children and husband as 
we all fast, so more or less it’s the 
same,” she said. “What changed is 
that we now live under a tent that 
barely fits us all while back in Syria 
we had a farm with a home of two 
floors which I yearn to return to.”

In the marketplace of Zaatari, 
shops sell Ramadan ornaments, 
such as lanterns, and others deco-
rated their entrances with flashing 
lights to attract shoppers.

But in Rihaniya, refugees stood 
in long queues under the scorch-
ing summer sun to receive “a box” 
of food assistance. Amina Idriss, 
a camp resident, complained that 
the ration was not increased or di-
versified for Ramadan fasting. “We 
expected the assistance to dou-
ble or improve but nothing of that 
sort happened,” she said. “Things 
remained unchanged. In fact, mat-
ters have been worsening year after 
year.”

Idriss’s husband, Darazi Nas-
sir, is more content and happy to 
have his family safe and secure. 
“We have four children and we all 
live in one tent but, despite every-
thing, Ramadan has a special taste. 
The fact that we gather around the 
iftar table every evening with my 
children safe and sound around me 
is a blessing for which I thank God 
Almighty,” he said.

Four years of forced exile has 
stretched assistance to some 1.2 
million refugees in Lebanon, re-
sulting in cuts in food rations. But 
in Jordan, food assistance has not 
been jeopardised.

At the Zaatari camp, stores are 
packed with shoppers buying fresh 

fruit, vegetables, meat, chicken 
and fish to prepare for their sun-
down meal. They use prepaid cou-
pons provided by the UN refugee 
agency. 

Elsewhere in the camp, charities 
run by the Jordanian government 
and non-governmental organisa-
tions provide free meals.

“Food is in abundance but we 
only care to return home, to a safe 
Syria with no Bashar Assad,” said 
Mahmoud Khalidi, a 23-year-old 
carpenter, as he distributed dates 
and water to passers-by to break 
their fast after dusk sets on the 
camp.

Despite the gloominess, children 
in Rihaniya camp can still have 
a feel of Ramadan spirit. Rafi, a 
10-year-old refugee, referring to a 
collective iftar organised by camp 
leaders, said: “We were at least 40 
families sitting around a big iftar 
table on the first day of fasting. It 
was great fun and we were prom-
ised to have another collective 
meal for children only!”

Housewives like Idriss also make 
an extra effort in Ramadan. “Dur-
ing this month, my neighbour 
in the opposite tent and myself 
prepare joint meals and cook to-
gether, in order to have a certain 
feel of Ramadan and make believe 
that life can still be enjoyable,”  
she said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Naima Haj, with her daughter, preparing iftar outside their tent in 
the Syrian refugee encampment of Rihaniya, north Lebanon.
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Ramadan, another month of hardship in Gaza
Saud Abu Ramadan

Beit Hanoun, Gaza Strip

R
amadan brings sad mem-
ories to Ibrahim al-Masri, 
whose wife, two sons and 
daughter, who was about 
to get married, were 

killed when their home was hit in 
an Israeli air strike during Rama-
dan, the Muslim fasting month, in 
2014.

“Ramadan this year is the hard-
est because my family is not with 
me anymore,” said the 50-year-old 
Palestinian from the town of Beit 
Hanoun in the Gaza Strip.

Masri said his wife, 40-year-old 
Sahar Hamdan, was preparing a 
meal to break the family fast at sun-
down, while his daughter and two 
boys were helping set the table.

“When Israeli air strikes began, 
one missile landed in my house, 
destroying it completely and killing 
my wife, daughter and two sons, 
all in one go,” Masri said, his voice 
cracking.

“We were sitting in peace at home 
and we didn’t cause any danger to 
the Israelis,” said the former con-
struction worker who is now unem-
ployed and lives with a surviving 
son and daughter in a prefabricated 
home, widely known as a caravan. 

Such houses were donated by 
Turkey, Qatar and Jordan to shelter 
Gazans who lost homes in the con-
flict.

Pointing to a pile of rubble that 
used to be his one-storey home, 
Masri said: “There, we had the din-
ing table, where we all sat as one 
family to eat.” On July 8, 2014, Isra-
el launched an air, sea and ground 

military operation on the coastal 
enclave, saying it wanted to stop 
rocket attacks by Gaza’s Hamas mil-
itants against Israeli cities.

Hamas’s attacks increased after 
Israel clamped down on the group’s 
adherents in the West Bank follow-
ing the June 12, 2014, kidnapping 
and killing of three Israeli teenagers 
by Hamas members.

Hamas fired more than 400 rock-
ets at Israel. Its goal was to bring 
international pressure to lift Israel’s 
blockade of Gaza, force the release 
of Palestinian prisoners from Israeli 
jails and overcome its political iso-
lation following its 2007 seizure of 
the strip from moderate Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas.

Israel’s offensive on Gaza ended 
with an Egyptian-brokered truce in 
August 2014.

The conflict left 2,140 people 
dead and more than 10,000 wound-
ed and resulted in destruction and 
damage to thousands of homes, 
mainly in the area between the 
northern and the eastern borders of 
the Gaza Strip with Israel.

The United Nations estimated 
that more than 7,000 homes for 
10,000 families were razed, with 
an additional 89,000 homes dam-
aged, of which roughly 10,000 were 
severely affected by the bombing. 
Rebuilding costs were calculated 
to run from $4 billion to $6 billion 
over 20 years.

A year has passed since the war 
but destruction is visible every-
where across the coastal strip. A 
reconstruction drive moves at a 
snail’s pace, partly due to insuffi-
cient funds pledged by Arab do-
nors.

Meanwhile, Gaza’s 1.8 million 
people remain under a tight Israeli 
blockade for the eighth consecutive 
year, bringing unemployment to a 
record 46%, poverty to 55% and the 
fragile economy to a virtual stand-
still.

In Gaza City’s main marketplace, 
foodstuffs, including meat, poultry 
and fish, fruit and vegetables are in 

abundance during Ramadan, when 
people buy supplies on a daily ba-
sis. Few can afford to do so during 
the rest of the year.

Gaza food store owner Mustafa 
Zeineddine, 45, said “activity is 
weak” because of the high poverty 
and unemployment rates.

“The catastrophic outcome of the 
Israeli siege and the internal Pales-
tinian split had negatively affected 
market trade,” said Zeineddine. He 
explained that many people were 
hesitant to spend money with the 
“horrible images from the war still 
in our minds and hearts”.

Osama Murtaja, owner of a store 
that sells local cheese and other 
dairy products, pickles and spices, 
said economic conditions were 

worsening. “After eight years of 
siege and internal split and a year 
after the Israeli war, the economic 
situation has been getting worse 
and worse,” he said.

Annas Amro, an administrative 
assistant in the Hamas-run Minis-
try of Social Welfare, has not been 
paid his regular salary in 14 months. 
Married with four children, he said 
Ramadan was “very difficult for 
me this year because I don’t have 
enough money”.

Since the Palestinian unity gov-
ernment of Rami Hamdallah was 
formed, “I receive 730 shekels 
($190) every 63 days” said Amro. 
He noted that his monthly salary is 
supposed to be double what he is 
receiving. He is far from alone. In 
the Gaza Strip, 43,000 employees 
haven’t been paid regular salaries 
due to feuds between Fatah and 
Hamas

“I don’t know how one can sur-
vive with empty pockets,” Amro 
said.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28 
years.
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