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Syrians feel the economic bite ahead of Ramadan
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

T 

he month of Ramadan, 
sacred and much antici-
pated across the Muslim 
world, is considered a 
time of family gather-

ings, festive banquets, alms giving 
and worship.

Syrians are getting none or little 
of that this Ramadan, their sixth 
since the outbreak of the war in 
March 2011. More than ever, they 
find themselves trapped in need 
and poverty, with families divided 
and lives shattered by the fighting. 
The recent devaluation of the Syr-
ian pound, the most severe in the 
country’s history, has added to the 
misery.

Five years ago, one US dollar was 
equivalent to 50 Syrian pounds, an 
exchange rate that had been sta-
ble since the mid-1980s. Banks, 
industry, commerce, government 
and ordinary citizens predicated 
their daily lives on that rate, which 
provided a decent income for most 
Syrians.

Before the war, for example, a 
university professor or a senior 
banker in the private sector used to 
make up to 200,000 Syrian pounds 
a month — $4,000. The salary re-
mains but it is worth $333 because 
of the drop in value of the Syrian 
currency, which now trades at 600 
pounds to the dollar.

A cabinet minister, the highest 
pay grade in the government sec-
tor, used to be paid $1,500 a month. 
That is now worth $125. A driver 
used to make $200-$300. That is 
now well below $20. A soldier’s sal-
ary is $26 a month.

This pain is being felt strongly 
throughout Syria, as Ramadan ar-
rives with its numerous dues and 
obligations.

Prices have tripled at least, which 
means the average Syrian house-
hold can no longer afford most 
goods and services. Many people, 
unable to live off their low salaries, 
have left, seeking better prospects 
in Turkey or Europe.

Some have stayed but they are 
struggling to make ends meet. For 
example, a bundle of seven loaves 
of subsidised Arabic bread used to 
sell for 16 cents but costs 34 cents.

White sugar used to cost 7 cents 
per kilogramme. It is now $1.20. A 
kilogramme of tomatoes, which 
pre-war sold at 5 cents, now costs 
$1.83. Meat, affordable at least once 
a month for all Syrians before 2011, 
used to cost $3.50 per kilogramme. 
It now costs $23, a sum unafford-
able for nearly all Syrians.

The locally manufactured ciga-
rette, al-Hamra, once cost 12 cents 
a pack and was in high demand by 
blue collar workers and labourers. 
It now costs 92 cents.

Dining at an affordable restau-
rant, which is traditional during 
Ramadan, used to cost $3 per per-
son. It is now $6-$8 and can reach 
$16-$26 per person for more so-
phisticated dining.

This is quite cheap if one is earn-
ing an income in hard currency, 
such as Syrians employed by in-
ternational organisations and the 
United Nations, but out of reach for 
the overwhelming majority who 
are paid in local currency.

The giving of alms, essential in 
Ramadan and mandated by Islam, 
is simply no longer possible be-
cause they are usually given only 
when households have some spare 
cash, which no longer applies to 
most Syrians.

Some accuse Syria’s Central Bank 
of purposely playing with the ex-
change rate to raise its flow of Syr-
ian pounds.

The government had three 
sources of income — oil, economic 

surplus and taxes — all of which 
have ceased providing today.

Revenue from the oil sector, in 
the red in 2007-10, has dried up 
completely since the oil fields are 
held by the Islamic State (ISIS).

Surplus was once high from tel-
ecommunications, tobacco manu-
facturing and government banking 
but these have all been cut back by 
at least 60% because of the war.

New taxes cannot be levied in 
time of war, so how will the state 
bankroll its massive war and con-
tinue to pay all state employees?

The public sector costs $1.05 bil-
lion annually, with $137 million in 
pensions. One creative idea would 
be to encourage Syrians to buy 
dollars — and abandon their Syr-
ian pounds in exchange for foreign 
currency, flooding the market with 
local currency that the government 
can use to pay salaries and fund its 
war on all fronts.

Others argue that the devalua-

tion of the Syrian pound is because 
Russia and Iran, the main foreign 
backers of the regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, are not 
providing enough economic as-
sistance. Some even accuse anti-
Assad Saudi Arabia, which still 
has the largest reserve of Syrian 
pounds, of devaluating the Syrian 
currency from Riyadh.

Regardless of who may be behind 
Syria’s economic crisis, the Syrian 
pound is not recovering and the 
state refuses to dollarise the econo-
my, arresting those who buy or sell 
hard currency.

Until a political settlement can 
be reached, the economic situation 
will deteriorate for all Syrians, with 
or without Ramadan.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015). He is a 
founding director of the Damascus 
History Foundation.

Jordanians celebrate Ramadan with 1.4 million refugees
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J 

ordanian officials predicted 
an unprecedented flow of 
tourists from Gulf Arab states 
this summer, taking advan-
tage of the country’s relative 

stability in the volatile Middle East 
but with an added value this time: 
Celebrating the holy Muslim fasting 
month of Ramadan with family and 
friends in Jordan.

Jordan has geared up prepara-
tions for the month of day-long 
fasts, with decorations of coloured 
lights splashing the streets, coffee 
shops, restaurants and private of-
fices. Street kiosks were set up 
across the country to sell lanterns 
and flashing lights.

The upbeat mood, however, 
masks the economic hardship of 
hosting an estimated 1.4 million 
Syrian refugees and thousands of 
Iraqis and Yemenis who have fled 
wars and violence in their coun-
tries.

The refugees have depleted Jor-
dan’s meagre resources, such as 
water, electricity and services, as 

well as health care and education. 
More significantly, Jordan’s econ-
omy is almost bankrupt. Borrow-
ing has reached an unprecedented 
86.3% of gross domestic product.

“People are trying to forget the 
miseries of war, violence and dis-
placement of people around them 
to celebrate the holy month in 
peace and enjoy its blessings,” said 
butcher shop owner Bilal al-Qaisi, 
who pointed out that he sold a re-
cord number of poultry in a week in 
late May.

Traditional destinations Egypt 
and Lebanon are struggling to re-
vive their tourism sectors, which 
have been hurt by civil wars and 
violence in Iraq and Syria.

Lebanon’s soured ties with Saudi 
Arabia risk another drop in tourism 
from the Gulf, which plunged 40% 
in 2015.

Egypt’s once-popular Sharm el-
Sheikh resort resembles a ghost 
town since the bombing of a Rus-
sian jet last October that killed all 
224 passengers on board.

Sobhi Saqr, 44, a Jordanian for-
merly manager of a Sharm hotel 
who was laid off due to lost busi-
ness, said it was “sad to see Sharm 
barren of tourists”.

“Many hotels closed or are go-
ing to close due to lack of business, 
which puts thousands of employ-
ees and their families in a dilemma 
of where to go and how to feed their 
children,” Saqr said.

According to Egypt’s Central 
Agency for Public Mobilisation and 
Statistics, 346,500 tourists visited 
Egypt in February 2016 compared 

with 640,200 in the same period of 
2015, a drop of 46%.

Amman has also felt the pinch. 
The number of tourists to Jordan 
from the Gulf region dropped 11% 
to 612,000 in 2015, compared with 
689,000 in 2014, according to the 
Tourism Ministry.

Tour operators insist there is 
hope that Jordan may have more 
tourists this year due to the clo-
sures in other destinations, partly 
plugging a $500 million loss in tour-
ism income.

“Despite all the troubles in our 
neighbourhood, we expect some of 
the tourists who are used to going 
to Lebanon and Egypt to come to 
Jordan this year,” said tour operator 
Mahmoud Daas. He said his travel 
agency was receiving more booking 
requests from Russians and Gulf 
Arabs, which is about 30% above 
the average.

Amman coffee shop owner Ala 
Shaban, 35, said “a lot of hope is 
pinned on this summer and Rama-
dan”.

“We have high hopes that busi-
ness activity will shore up, espe-
cially that Ramadan is starting at 
the beginning of the summer, right 
at the start of schools’ summer 
break,” said Shaban.

The Jordanian Central Traffic De-
partment said it expects more than 
600,000 vehicles to enter the king-
dom during the summer of 2016, 
compared with 450,000 vehicles in 
2015.

Malls and supermarkets have 
stocked up foodstuffs with special 
corners dedicated to Ramadan’s 
traditional delicacies and sweets.

“We’re happy to see that most 
places are making us feel the com-
ing of Ramadan. Everything is avail-
able, but we hope that the prices 
will remain unchanged,” Haitham 
Awadat, 45, said while shopping at 
one of the biggest hypermarkets in 
Amman.

The Jordanian Ministry of Ag-
riculture vowed that food supply 
will be enough to satisfy a greater 
demand during Ramadan, when 
banquets are lush with all kinds of 
food. It pointed out that Ramadan 
coincides with the peak harvest of 
many fruits and vegetables.

At least $494 million was spent 
on food in Jordan during Ramadan 
in 2015, which is about 30% less 
than average spending in previous 
years, according to the Foodstuff 
Traders Association.

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

A Syrian refugee shops in a market with his humanitarian aid vouchers, in preparation for the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, at the 
Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan, near the border with Syria.

Syrians are getting 
none or little of that 
this Ramadan, their 
sixth since the 
outbreak of the war in 
March 2011.

The upbeat
mood masks the 
economic hardship of 
hosting an estimated 
1.4 million Syrian 
refugees and 
thousands of Iraqis 
and Yemenis.

Downtown Amman decorated with lights announcing the 
beginning of Ramadan.

(Photo by Nader Daoud)


