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Society

Shopping malls provide rare escape for Algerian youth

Arab war victims 
get glimpse of 
hope in Jordan  
NGO facility

Algiers

Y 

oung people don’t have 
many places to socialise 
in conservative Algeria 
but the North African 
country’s youth are dis-

covering something their counter-
parts in the West embraced a gen-
eration ago: the shopping centre.

And away from family pressures, 
against this new backdrop of mas-
sive carparks, shiny floors, benches 
and fountains, they are letting their 
hair down.

The enormous Bab Ezzouar mall, 
opened in 2010 near the Algiers air-
port, was Algeria’s first major shop-
ping centre. Its cinemas, bowling 
alley and coffee shops provide a 
venue for those seeking to escape 
the prying eyes of relatives and 
neighbours.

With its dimmed lights and 
thumping music, the bowling alley 
feels like a nightclub. Young men 
and women — many of them with-
out the traditional Islamic veil — 
play billiards.

“I come to flirt,” declares Rym, a 
young woman from the south-east-
ern city of Constantine.

Meriem, 18, says she goes to the 
mall for the privacy afforded by a 
crowd.

“The great thing is there are lots 
of people, so it’s unlikely that you’ll 
bump into someone you know,” she 
said. “Sometimes, I take my veil 
off and only put it back on when I 
leave. I’m not the only one.”

In a country where three-quar-
ters of the population is under 35, 
malls are sprouting up giving Rym, 
Meriem and other youths who don’t 
have many other places to hang out 
a certain freedom.

Attracted by Algeria’s economic 

growth and rising income levels, in-
vestors have recently opened shop-
ping centres in the capital, Oran and 
the north-eastern city of Setif, with 
others planned or under construc-
tion.

“They’re not just somewhere to 
shop but also somewhere to social-
ise,” explains Tahar Drici, a sociolo-
gist at the University of Algiers.

At the end of the 1990s, Algerians 
started to emerge from a devastat-
ing decade of civil war between the 

army and Islamists.
“The end of terrorism has made 

people want to enjoy life and go out 
and these centres have made it pos-
sible, as young men and women can 
meet there to flirt far from the dis-
approving gaze of relatives,” Drici 
said.

The manager of a provincial shop-
ping centre agreed, saying: “It’s not 
uncommon to see youth of all ages 
flirting in our centres. It’s the per-
fect place for it.

“Young women can tell their par-
ents that they’re going shopping 
without it sounding suspicious.”

Despite signs of opening up, Alge-
rian society remains “conservative, 
traditional and hierarchical”, Drici 
said.

Couples embracing or holding 
hands in Algiers’ streets or on pub-
lic transport are a rare sight even if it 
was fairly common before Islamism 
swept over Algeria in the late 1980s.

In the malls, “the signs are mostly 
Western and sell a lifestyle and fash-
ion different from Algerian society’s 
traditional values,” Drici said.

Youths are not the only visitors of 
these new temples of consumption. 
Clients of all ages flock to the malls, 
where families can share a pizza 
while children enjoy a play area.

Up to 7.6 million people have 

visited Bab Ezzouar centre since it 
opened, equivalent to an average 
of 21,000 customers per day, says 
Alain Rolland, the Swiss director of 
the Company of Algerian Shopping 
Centres that owns it.

Barely 6 kilometres away, near Al-
giers Bay, people gather on the ter-
race of the Ardis commercial centre 
to admire the sunset over the water. 
The mall overlooks the Sablettes, a 
beach celebrated by Algerian-born 
French writer Albert Camus and 
which was recently cleaned up after 
years of neglect.

As in many other emerging econ-
omies, enthusiasm for shopping 
centres does not seem set to dwin-
dle any time soon. Investors are 
planning to open a new mall — com-
plete with skating rink, cinemas and 
theme park — in Baraki, a southern 
neighbourhood of Algiers that just 
two decades ago was overrun by Is-
lamist armed groups.
(Agence France-Presse)

Amman

M 

ustafa Irshaid, 14, 
lost his right arm 
when a missile ex-
ploded outside his 
father’s restaurant in 

the southern Syria border town of 
Deraa, but he yearns to play foot-
ball again.

“It doesn’t matter if I play with 
artificial parts as long as I can play 
football again and be able to … kick 
the ball,” said Mustafa, beaming a 
charming smile and sporting a jog-
ging suit and one shoe as he sat in a 
wheelchair.

Mustafa is one of 174 Arab war 
victims receiving free treatment 
at a new facility in Amman run by 
Doctors without Borders, known 
by its French initials of MSF.

The patients — of all ages and 
from all walks of life — come from 
conflict-stricken parts of the Arab 
world, such as the West Bank, Gaza 
Strip, Syria, Iraq, Libya and Yemen, 
where medical equipment and 
supplies, as well as advanced sur-
gery techniques, are often lacking.

The MSF facility, known as the 
Specialized Hospital for Recon-
structive Surgery, has a $12 million 
annual budget and operates out of 
the Al-Muwasa Hospital. The facil-
ity is bigger and better equipped 
than the premises MSF had used 
since 2006 at Jordan’s Red Crescent 
Hospital.

The new facility was inaugurated 
September 8th in a ribbon-cutting 
ceremony attended by the Jordani-
an health minister, city dignitaries, 
MSF staff, patients and the media.

“The new hospital is unique in all 
aspects because it hosts surgeons, 
counsellors and physiotherapists 
specialised in war victims,” MSF’s 
Jordan mission chief Marc Schakal 
said.

He said the Al-Muwasa Hospital 
is equipped with the latest tech-
nology and is ready to obtain more 
modern machines should the need 
arise. He said 3D printing of re-
placement body parts will soon be 
offered. At the new facility, MSF 
has added advanced services, such 
as specialised surgical care, physio-
therapy and psycho-social support.

Schakal emphasised MSF has 
seen “a lot of complicated cases 
but, due to the experienced staff 
we have, we managed to save many 
lives. Some patients were destined 
to have an amputated limp but we 
managed to reverse that and save 
their limbs.”

Launching its first facility in Jor-
dan in 2006, MSF has provided ad-
vanced surgical care for adults and 
children wounded during unrest in 
their home countries.

Since August 2006, more than 
3,700 Arab patients have been 
treated by MSF in Jordan. The aver-
age stay for patients is four months 
but more complicated cases can 
require some to remain for longer 
periods of intensive and successive 
reconstructive surgery and reha-
bilitation.

Iraqi patient Ahmed Khalifa, 15, 
said he underwent 22 plastic sur-
geries at the old MSF facility in 
Jordan to treat first-degree burns 
on his face, neck, arms and much 
of his body inflicted in a 2010 car 
blast outside his school north of 
Baghdad.

“I’ve been at the MSF facility for 
more than four years, so it has be-
come a second home for me,” the 
soft-spoken boy said.

However, he added, that he went 
through a “tough time forgetting 
what happened”.

“It’s been too painful,” he said.
Ahmed’s French doctor, who de-

clined to be identified in line with 
hospital regulations, said the boy 
was scheduled for another series of 

plastic surgery, starting in the third 
week of September. “In the end, 
his facial and body skin would look 
much better,” the doctor said.

MSF figures show that from 2006 
and until July 2015, its hospital fa-
cilities admitted more than 3,700 
people wounded in conflict. MSF 
conducted 8,238 surgeries and of-
fered 134,620 physiotherapy ses-
sions and 45,660 psychosocial con-
sultations.

According to Schakal, most in-
juries are from bullets, roadside 
bombs and exploding barrels, 
which can inflict severe damage to 
bones and skin tissue.

Recently, three Jordanian hos-
pitals admitted dozens of Yemenis 
wounded in the war in their coun-
try.

Schakal said MSF was not com-
peting with other hospitals but 
rather sharing expertise and offer-
ing assistance.

“The region’s conflicts and wars 
are having horrible effects on many 
people and the need for a special-
ised hospital to treat such war-re-
lated injuries is high and we really 
do hope that we will be able to save 
as many as possible,” he added.

In an emotional note, Schakal 
recalled a recent case involving a 
four-year old Syrian boy who lost 

his parents, one of his sisters and 
a cousin after a barrel bomb fell on 
their home in Syria’s north-eastern 
Deir ez-Zor province.

“The child suffered severe in-
juries to his hip, leg and head,” 
Schakal said. Following initial 
treatment in a field hospital in his 
village, his grandmother brought 
him to Jordan, where both ended 
up at a refugee camp straddling the 
northern Syrian border.

“We found him there and brought 
him for immediate medical care,” 
Schakal said. “Today, after several 
surgeries, he is able to stand and 
walk a bit with the help of crutches.

“It was simply a miracle in wait-
ing.”

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

An Algerian woman enters a beauty salon at the Bab Ezzouar 
commercial centre in the capital Algiers.
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20-year-old Syrian who was injured during the violence in his country two years ago, sits in his 
wheelchair in new hospital run by Doctors Without Borders in Amman, on September 8, 2015.
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