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Society

Poverty in Iraq dramatically rises

Baghdad

T 

welve-year-old Dunia 
hurries towards the cars 
when the traffic light 
turns red at an intersec-
tion in Baghdad’s Al-

Wathek neighbourhood. She car-
ries several packs of tissue paper 
that she hopes to sell.

She refuses to say she is begging 
for money. “I am selling napkins 
to help my family’s livelihood. My 
father’s salary as a guard is hardly 
enough to feed us,” Dunia insists.

Not far away, Haidar, 9, whose 
face and arms show bruises caused 
by beatings, says he has developed 
techniques to evade police chas-
ing street children and to draw the 
compassion of passersby. “Some-
times, I pretend to be ill or to have 
a handicap and it works,” he said. 
“People have empathy for children. 
Lots of beggars make acceptable 
money.”

Begging has become common on 
the streets of Baghdad, an indica-
tor of widespread poverty in Iraq, 
which sits on the world’s fifth larg-
est oil reserves.

Decades of conflicts and eco-
nomic sanctions, paralysis of the 
Iraqi economy, the sharp decline in 
oil prices, runaway spending on the 
war against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
in addition to the absence of stra-
tegic planning and rampant finan-
cial and administrative corruption, 
have left the Iraqi treasury nearly 
empty.

Officials say poverty levels 
reached unprecedented levels in 
the past few years.

“The poverty rate hit an unseen 

high of up to 22.5%, according to 
the ministry’s statistics for 2016,” 
said Abdul Zahra al-Hindawi, the 
spokesman for the Iraqi Ministry of 
Planning.

“The rate has shot up signifi-
cantly after ISIS took control of the 
provinces in the north, raising the 
numbers of displaced people, and 
the fall in oil prices, which stressed 
the economy and the state budget 
that relies on oil as a main source of 
income. Within a span of two years, 
the poverty rate increased dramati-
cally from 16% in 2014 to the cur-
rent 22.5%.”

The percentage is even higher 

in governorates under ISIS control 
where the poverty rate was 41%. In 
Kirkuk and Diyala, it is estimated 
that 31% of  people live in poverty; 
Baghdad has the lowest rate with 
12%; the oil-rich southern provinc-
es stand at 31% while the rate is 17% 
in the central governorates and 13% 
in Kurdistan.

In addition to large numbers of 
beggars, shantytowns and com-
plexes taken over by squatters are 
visible across Baghdad. According 
to Baghdad’s provincial council, 
there are more than 249 complex-
es, each with 17,500-20,000 squat-
ters living in poverty.

The prevalence of squatters’ 
compounds significantly increased 
in 2006-07 when sectarian violence 
broke out. Tens of thousands of Ira-
qis were killed and millions of oth-
ers moved to other areas to escape 
death.

There has been a spike in shanty 
neighbourhoods since June 2014 
when the war against ISIS began. 
ISIS, which controls vast areas in 
the northern and western parts of 
Iraq, has deepened Iraq’s poverty 
crisis, creating another wave of Ira-
qis homeless fleeing to safety.

“The phenomena of begging and 
squatters are the main indicators of 
widespread poverty which the gov-
ernment is striving to reduce with 
the help of UN-Habitat to find suit-
able housing for some 2.5 million 
(squatters) in Baghdad,” Hindawi 
said.

The terrorism crisis that gripped 
Iraq since the US invasion in 2003 
compounded with political fric-
tion and economic slump is largely 
blamed for the poverty of Iraqis.

“Terrorism has caused thou-
sands of victims, including or-
phans, widows, impaired people 
and mass displacement that left 
scores in deep poverty, forcing 
many to resort to begging to make 
a living,” argued social researcher 
Wathek Sadek.

“Poverty is a main handicap for 
social development in the absence 
of solutions,” Sadek said, noting 

that in addition to income, poverty 
indicators include quality of life, 
public services, education, health, 
job opportunities and employ-
ment.

Based on those indicators, Iraq is 
considered a poor country.

Deputy Director of Baghdad pro-
vincial council Atwan al-Atwani ad-
mits the government failed to de-
vise a clear policy to fight poverty 
after 2003. “The local government 
has no data on the numbers of beg-
gars and street children although 
this phenomenon has increased in 
an unusual and alarming way late-
ly,” he said, warning that rampant 
poverty increased the numbers of 
those dropping out of school, de-
linquency rates and prostitution 
among young girls.

Baghdad and several cities in the 
south were sites of massive dem-
onstrations in the summer of 2015. 
Protesters denounced corruption 
and the political bankruptcy of the 
ruling sectarian political parties, 
deteriorating public services and 
increasing social inequalities.

In the meantime, beggars roam 
the streets to make a living.

“Compelling circumstances 
pushed me into the street,” says 
the middle-aged woman beggar 
who asked to be identified as Leila. 
“It was a difficult decision for me 
but it was the only option left when 
my husband lost his job after a car 
accident.

“The Ministry of Social Affairs 
rejected my application for as-
sistance on the grounds that my 
husband has a retirement income, 
which is hardly sufficient to pay the 
rent. The government does not care 
about the poor. Officials are only 
concerned to remain in their posts 
and steal the country’s wealth.”

A garbage collector looks for recyclable waste at a dump in Erbil, 
in Iraq’s northern autonomous Kurdistan region, on February 21st.

Officials say poverty 
levels reached 
unprecedented 
levels in the past few 
years.

Syrian philanthropists 
try to ease their 
homeland’s suffering
Rasha Elass

Washington

I 

nstitutional charities continue 
to face obstacles in reaching 
Syrians who are most in need, 
but substantial humanitar-
ian aid has been arriving from 

Syrians themselves. Syrian expatri-
ates and locals, some wealthy, but 
many middle class, have formed ad 
hoc networks to pool resources to 
help their next of kin or stranded 
neighbours.

One such Syrian philanthropist is 
building and construction tycoon 
Moataz al-Khayyat, who recently 
spoke with The Arab Weekly dur-
ing a break between his meetings 
with insiders in Washington, where 
his foundation is based.

Though Khayyat declines to say 
exactly how much his foundation 
contributes to humanitarian aid in 
Syria, among its partners are the 
UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and 
the UN High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees (UNHCR) in Lebanon, Jordan 
and Turkey.

“There’s huge demand and a 
huge crisis and the extent of de-
struction is unfathomable. There 
are millions of displaced, requiring 
the budgets of nations,” Khayyat 
said.

A total of $6 billion, including 
$1.6 billion by the United States, 
was contributed in 2015 to Syrian 

refugee aid efforts. The figure in-
cludes nearly $380 million contrib-
uted by private individuals and or-
ganisations such as Khayyat’s.

Though dwarfed in dollar terms, 
individual donations to Syrians 
have had a disproportionately large 
effect on recipient communities 
because individuals are not bound 
by the same restrictions as institu-
tional donors.

Syrians stranded in besieged ar-
eas around Damascus and Homs, 
for example, cannot receive inter-
national humanitarian aid without 
permission from the Syrian gov-
ernment, which enforces the siege. 
Individual contributors rely on per-
sonal networks of Syrians who can 
deliver humanitarian aid to those 
in need.

Elizabeth Dickinson, a UAE-
based journalist and author of God-
fathers and Thieves: How the Syrian 
Diaspora Crowdfunded a Revolu-
tion, said that without this type of 
help, the Syria crisis would have 
spilled into Europe long before it 
did.

“The Syrian diaspora has been 
perhaps the single most impor-
tant contributor of humanitarian 
aid for a large number of the war’s 
displaced, injured and needy,” she 
told The Arab Weekly by e-mail 
from Abu Dhabi. “Working in small 
groups scattered throughout the 
world… [they are] able to navigate 
the security situation far more ef-
fectively than international aid 
groups. Often, areas denied aid 
from the United Nations were still 
receiving some support from the 
diaspora.”

Khayyat may be too big a donor 
to send substantial amounts of aid 
through surreptitious ways to be-
sieged Syrians but, like most phi-
lanthropists, he said one aspect of 

his charity is particularly dear to 
his heart: education.

“For me, it’s important to focus 
on education because it’s a weapon 
you give to anyone and they can 
fight their way through life with it, 
so we have several projects in edu-
cation,” he said.

Among the public ones is a group 
of schools in Istanbul working with 
displaced Syrians. Khayyat said 
he has plans to expand the school 
project to refugee areas along the 
Syrian-Turkish border.

Another publicised project is a 
scholarship fund for 43 Syrians to 
study at universities in the United 
States, with more in the pipeline, 
though Khayyat demurred when 
asked for details.

His bashfulness is not unique 
among Syrian philanthropists, 
who generally eschew the more 
aggressive, transparent and public 
fundraising that is commonplace 
and expected of foundations in the 
West.

Philanthropy and grass-roots 
charity have a long tradition in Syr-
ian society but it is run much like 
most businesses operate in Syria’s 
private sector: They are family 
owned and private. And, just like a 
culture of publicly traded corpora-
tions had not yet taken hold in pre-
war Syria, transparent philanthro-
py remains highly unusual, even as 
private charities are ubiquitous.

Before the war, much of society’s 
medical and humanitarian needs 
were met by private and minimal-
ly regulated family-run charities, 
which usually focused on specific 
needs, such as those of children 
with autism, cochlear implants, 
heart surgeries or milk for babies 
and nutrition for the poor.

Asked about the vision he sees 
for Syria after the war, Khayyat re-
flected a common sentiment that 
captures the war fatigue that over-
whelms Syrians today.

“First of all, we’re working for 
Syria at war time because we’re not 
thinking Syria post-war, because if 
we focused on that then we won’t 
be able to meet the needs now,” he 
said. “We’re focusing on Syrians 
inside Syria, the ones we can reach 
with humanitarian aid, or Syrians 
outside of Syria and how we can 
help them.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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“We’re not thinking 
Syria post-war, 
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we won’t be able to 
meet the needs now.”
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and locals, some 
wealthy, but many 
middle class, have 
formed ad hoc 
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Oumayma Omar


