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Jusoor building bridges to Syrians’ education
Nadine Sayegh & 
Ahmad Ghoneim

London

W 

ith the Syrian war 
entering its sixth 
year and no indi-
cation of a resolu-
tion in sight, Syrian 

refugee communities and expatri-
ates are creating home-grown or-
ganisations aimed at helping Syrian 
youth.

The conflict has claimed the lives 
of more than 270,000 people and 
displaced millions. Education, or 
the lack of it, remains a pressing 
issue. For the past five years Syria 
children have been struggling with 
sporadic education.

To counter this, Syrians around 
the globe have joined hands to as-
sist with both education and career 
progression through the establish-
ment of Jusoor, a non-political non-
governmental organisation. The 
name means “bridges” in English.

Since it was founded in 2011, Ju-
soor has provided scholarships, 
career guidance, education and en-
trepreneurship programmes. The 
organisation works with children 
and young professionals in a num-
ber of countries.

“This concept was first formed 
upon the realisation that much of 
global attention was centred on the 
events of the Syrian crisis,” Jusoor 
board member Aziza Osman said.

“In education, it is very difficult 
to find institutions outside Syria 

that would enrol Syrians as trans-
fer students, especially since many 
lack the required documents to en-
rol.”

She said: “Victims of war can-
not be expected to deliver proper 
attested transcripts, diplomas and 
recommendation letters. Many 
have lost their papers while fleeing 
the country and have no contact 
with their universities to request 
recommendations. These students 
are left without the chance to com-
plete their higher education.”

Jusoor seeks to facilitate the pro-
cess of enrollment in educational 
establishments abroad by remov-
ing barriers that often put off stu-
dents from applying and prevent 
them from completing their educa-

tion, Osman pointed out.
This is done through connecting 

the Syrian expatriate community 
internationally with young people 
inside Syria to help them establish 
a solid understanding of what the 
education system is like abroad and 
what is needed to continue their 
education in the West.

In The Cost of War, a report re-
leased in January by Save the Chil-
dren, the organisation estimated 
the cost of rebuilding the war-dam-
aged schools in Syria at as much as 
$3 billion.

It said the long-term effects on 
Syria’s economy of 2.8 million chil-
dren not returning to school could 
be as much as 5.4% of gross domes-
tic product — almost $2.18 billion.

A greater cost comes to Syrian so-
ciety with a generation struggling 
to access basic education. This 
proves crucial as it is this very gen-
eration that will bear the task of re-
building a much damaged country.

Syrian student Ahmad Alajdad is 
among the lucky ones. He is study-
ing financial analysis and fund 
management at the University of 
Exeter in southern England after 
commencing his journey with Ju-
soor three years ago.

“I heard about Jusoor in 2012 
through some friends in Syria at 
the time,” he said. “To be honest, I 
did not know what to expect. After 
applying to be mentored, I success-
fully acquired a scholarship and got 
the opportunity to attend a pres-
tigious master’s programme in the 
UK.

“The fact that I received the 
mentorship for free made the pro-
cess much more accessible. Being 
a prime beneficiary of this vibrant 
educational and professional net-
work I am now proud to be a Jusoor 
mentor, giving back to my commu-
nity and helping young men and 
women to pursue their dreams.”

Cutting to the heart of the anxiety 
felt by their fellow Syrians, Jusoor 
has tried to bridge this formidable 
gap by helping Syrians find part-
time and freelance jobs, as well as 
encouraging them to partner up 
and offer independent services.

A powerful illustration high-
lighting Jusoor’s work in Lebanon 
includes assisting children in ac-
cessing education. Fees to join 
public schools were $50 per child; 

unaffordable for most refugees. As 
such, Jusoor opened its first school 
for refugees in Beirut, accommo-
dating more than 150 students free 
of charge.

“We soon scaled to two other 
centres in the Bekaa valley (east of 
Lebanon) where most refugees re-
side. Currently, we have more than 
1,700 students aged 5 to 14 years 
old, 48 teachers who themselves 
are refugees and employ over 20 
others in positions supporting the 
running of our schools, including 
teacher assistants, facility manage-
ment, transportation and security 
officers,” said Osman.

In this manner, Jusoor has es-
tablished resourceful means to ad-
dress educational and professional 
needs for Syrians both in the Mid-
dle East and abroad, while actively 
promoting the consolidation of a 
vibrant Syrian network from all 
classes, backgrounds and ages.

Albeit, a colossal task, it is such 
benevolent and grass-root initia-
tives that will reignite hope among 
Syrians who are suffering from the 
conflict.

Nadine Sayegh and Ahmad 
Ghoneim, reporters based in 
London, contributed this report to 
The Arab Weekly.

Save the Children 
estimated the cost of 
rebuilding the 
war-damaged schools 
in Syria at $3 billion.

Jusoor children in classroom in one of their schools in Lebanon.

Saudi religious police see their powers curtailed
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S 

audi Arabia’s religious po-
lice have been formally 
barred from pursuing and 
detaining people in what is 
perhaps the biggest curtail-

ment of the group’s privileges.
Officially known as the Commit-

tee for the Promotion of Virtue and 
the Prevention of Vice, or just Hai’a 
(Arabic for “committee”), the group 
traditionally patrolled Saudi cities 
looking for what its members per-
ceived as violations of Islamic law. 
Group members often overstepped 
their “advisory” role and were 
viewed by many as routinely violat-
ing people’s civil liberties, including 
arrests and demanding individuals 
show identification.

New guidelines, however, state 
that Hai’a will no longer be allowed 
to pursue people, demand to see 
their identification or arrest them, 
emphasising that that role belongs 
to police and drug enforcement of-
ficials.

Curtailing Hai’a’s powers is part of 
a larger overhaul of their activities; 
in essence, redefining and codifying 
the committee to be more congenial 
in a modern era. According to new 
parameters set by the Saudi Coun-
cil of Ministers, Hai’a members will 
need to meet educational and re-
ligious qualifications as well as be 
well-behaved, and have no criminal 
record or judicial rulings against 
them prior to joining.

The decree raised the status of the 
head of Hai’a to ministerial level.

News of the new guidelines set 
social media abuzz in Saudi Arabia. 
Hashtags for and against the new 
laws flooded Twitter, with the ma-
jority in support of the measures.

Defending the directives, Saudi 
media personality Abdullatif al-
Sheikh wrote on his account: “This 
is the opinion of the council of sen-
ior scholars on this subject and who 
among us adds to their opinion is 
not one of us.”

A Saudi female user with the han-
dle @nada_2662 wrote: “Normal, 
honourable and free people are ob-
viously in favour of the resolution 

because they don’t perceive them-
selves as animals needing… a stick 
to go the right way!”

A user named Abu Saud, who is 
against the new measures, said: 
“The people want to expand the 
committee’s powers and not cur-
tail them.” A Saudi male under the 
handle of @secular_forever posted: 
“The people are in favour of abol-
ishing the entire body itself and not 
just its functions.”

Hai’a has long been a source of 
controversy in Saudi Arabia, with 
many accusing its members of 
overstepping boundaries. During 
the reign of King Abdullah bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud, Hai’a members 

were forced into training courses 
to learn to how better interact with 
people. The king fired the head of 
the commission in 2012, replacing 
him with a more moderate chief.

However, sporadic reports of 
abuse continued. In 2013, a car 
chase resulted in a crash, killing two 
young people who were being pur-
sued by Hai’a members. In Febru-
ary, group members were arrested 
for allegedly assaulting a young 

woman outside a Riyadh shopping 
mall, local media reported.

With the ascension to the throne 
of King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud, who is known to have strong 
ties to both the conservative com-
munity and the intellectual elite, 
it was thought that an era of em-
powerment was to come for Hai’a’. 
There were also fears that royal de-
crees in support of women’s rights 
would not be followed through or 
would be reversed.

However, in late 2015, 20 women 
candidates captured municipal 
council seats in the first election 
to include female participation, 
despite calls for a boycott from the 

religious establishment. Saudi Ara-
bia’s first co-educational universi-
ty, the King Abdullah University of 
Science and Technology (KAUST), 
continues operating without trou-
ble.

The latest changes were not ex-
pected by the Saudi populace and 
are viewed by many as a historic 
event. “It’s great. Finally!” blogger 
Eman al-Nafjan told the Agence 
France-Presse news agency, adding 
that she hoped officers disobeying 
the rulings would be held account-
able.

“I’m very confident because 
there are so many people who are 
for these changes,” she added.

Members of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, or religious police, attend a training course in Riyadh.

“There are so many 
people who are for 
these changes.”

Blogger Eman al-Nafjan


