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The days of summer

Spending summer in the Arab world
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W 

hen summer tem-
peratures soar to 
more than 40 de-
grees Celsius in the 
mostly arid Middle 

East, residents and visitors look for 
cool and refreshing places to spend 
the long summer days.

For some, it is the sea breeze and 
soaking in seawater that brings the 
desired freshness. Others prefer 
the coolness of high mountains 
and many in the Gulf states opt for 
air-conditioned malls and public 
spaces.

“For me it is the beach but my 
husband prefers the mountain re-
treat. So we divide time between 
the two places during July and Au-
gust,” said Paula Chahine, a Leba-
nese fashion designer.

While beaches are crowded all 
summer, villages and towns in Leb-
anon’s mountains also come alive 
after winter, during which they 
are mostly deserted. Many flee the 
humidity and heat of Beirut and 
other coastal cities, seeking the dry 
freshness of summer retreats more 
than 900 metres above the coast.

For Samira Riachi, summer is 
when she quits city life. “When 
July starts, I just pack my things 
and move to my summer house 
in Mount Lebanon for the whole 
three months,” she said. “Beirut is 
just unliveable during that time. It 
is too sticky hot and crowded with 
all the Lebanese expats flocking 
back home in summer.”

Before the 1975-90 civil war, 
which wreaked havoc on Lebanon 
and its economy, many families 
could afford to rent or buy a pied-
à-terre in mountain villages and 
towns to spend the summer.

“In the first week of July, imme-

diately after the school year ends, 
you would see loads of trucks car-
rying furniture and household 
stuff going up the mountain roads. 
People used to relocate to the vari-
ous villages for three months and 
return to the city at the end of sum-
mer,” Riachi said.

That is no longer the case. “I 
sweat all summer. I can’t afford to 
go away and the best I can do is to 
sit in air-conditioned rooms when 
there is power,” complained Beirut 
resident Nada Salman.

When summer comes in Egypt, 
people’s eyes turn to the Mediter-
ranean and Red Sea shores. Mil-
lions of Egyptians, especially those 
in Cairo or the central and south-
ern Egypt’s provinces pack up and 
head to the coast.

This is certainly true for Mona 
Mahmoud, a mother of four in her 
mid-40s. She has been saving all 
year to be able to travel in summer.

“We cannot stay in Cairo. It is al-
ways stinky hot here,” Mahmoud 
said.

For the equivalent of $550, 
Mahmoud and her family can get 
as far as the northern coastal city of 
Alexandria, a popular destination 
among Egyptians, where housing 
prices, beach entrance fees, trans-
port and food are affordable.

As for the more fashionable Red 
Sea resorts of Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Hurghada, they constitute 
the summer dwellings of well-off 
Egyptians and foreigners. They, 
too, are usually teeming with peo-
ple as people migrate to the beach-
es.

Wahid Saudi, the spokesman 
of the Meteorological Authority, 
said this “migration” has become 
noticeable in the past few years 
because of rising temperatures as 
part of climate change.

“There is a steady rise in tem-
peratures pushing a large number 
of people to spend summer by the 

beach. June, July and August are 
becoming extremely hot months in 
Egypt,” Saudi said.

The average summer tempera-
ture in Cairo during August — the 
hottest month of the year — is 36 
degrees C. For hotels, restaurants 
and traders in coastal cities, the 
heat is synonymous to good busi-
ness.

With its lush green mountains, 
water springs, many resorts and 
relative security, Iraq’s Kurdistan 
attracts residents of Baghdad and 
other Iraqi provinces seeking to es-
cape the sweltering summer heat.

“Kurdistan’s main cities of Su-
laimaniya, Erbil and Dohuk have 
become prime summer destina-
tions for Iraqi families due to the 

clement weather and competitive 
prices, as low as 125,000 dinars 
($100) for a five-day stay, includ-
ing accommodations and travel,” 
said Abbas Akla, a travel agent in 
Baghdad.

Most of Akla’s clients say they 
prefer to travel by land, despite the 
long ride and many checkpoints 
across devastated areas that wit-
nessed battles against the Islamic 
State (ISIS), because it is cheaper 
than flying.

“I organise two bus trips per 
week. They are always full, mostly 
with families who want to spend 
time in Kurdistan’s water parks 
away from the suffocating heat,” 
he said.

Visitors and residents of Dubai 

meanwhile have a new way to beat 
the scorching heat.

For about $200 per person, they 
can stay overnight in tents on the 
city’s indoor ski slope, Ski Dubai, 
on Fridays. The price includes 
after-hours access to the slopes 
and refreshments, including hot 
chocolate, before bedding down 
in tents and sleeping bags to keep 
out the artificial chill. Overnight 
visitors can expect temperatures of 
minus-4 degrees C while tempera-
tures outside reach 43 degrees C.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor. 
Amr Emam in Cairo and Oumayma 
Omar in Baghdad contributed to 
this report.

A man fishes in the surf at the beach of the southern port city of Tyre, Lebanon, in July.When summer comes 
in Egypt, people’s eyes 
turn to the 
Mediterranean and 
Red Sea shores.

Experts predicting hotter summers in the Middle East
James Denselow

London

N 

ASA reported that this 
past July was the hot-
test month in history. 
In Kuwait, an extraor-
dinary heatwave saw 

temperatures reach 54 degrees Cel-
sius, which would be the highest 
temperature recorded in the East-
ern Hemisphere.

In Iraq the Washington Post 
chronicled how people were deal-
ing with the heat: Baghdad’s streets 
emptied at the peak of the day, peo-
ple bought large blocks of ice and 
the Tigris river was crawling with 
swimming children.

The dark side of the heatwave is 
that crops were wiped out and el-
derly people collapsed due to dehy-
dration and exhaustion.

The conflicts across the region 
have forced millions from their 
homes and did untold damage to 
both state and society. The perils of 
climate change could pose a bigger 
threat to the region. Serious discus-
sions on how to meet the challenge 
need to take place.

Researchers put this dilemma in 
stark terms when they predicted 
that the Middle East and North Af-
rica could become so hot that hu-
man habitability is compromised. 
If that part of the world becomes 
uninhabitable, then the prospect of 
a cataclysmic migration crisis be-
comes very real indeed.

In 2015, more than 1 million peo-
ple illegally entered Europe leading 

politicians and the media to label it 
the continent’s “migration crisis”.

It is worth remembering that 
more than 500 million people live 
in the Middle East and North Africa 
and the United Nations predicted 
that the combined population of 
22 Arab countries will grow from 
about 400 million to nearly 600 
million by 2050.

A recent Economist feature noted 
that the Middle East’s environmen-
tal problems are predominantly 
man-made and likely to worsen. 
In Basra, most of the wetlands and 

orchards have turned to desert. In-
creasing numbers of sandstorms 
are being seen as a result of pro-
longed droughts; sea level change is 
threatening the Egyptian coastline 
and irresponsible dam construction 
has placed a premium around the 
availability of regional water with 
Sana’a, the capital of Yemen, likely 
to run out of water by 2019.

The effects of desertification or 
over-farming have had a multitude 
of effects on the region. In a fasci-
nating piece for the Chatham House 
journal International Affairs, Pro-

fessor Raymond Hinnebusch wrote 
on how climate change, in particu-
lar a sustained drought and a de-
cline in rural investment, increased 
the pace of urbanisation, formed 
part of the context for the 2011 up-
rising in Syria.

Many in the region are able to 
hide from the heat in air-condi-
tioned offices or homes, but spare 
a thought for refugees or the inter-
nally displaced, many of whom live 
in tents. The Middle East is home 
to 39% of the world’s refugees and 
far too many are exposed to the in-
creasing temperature extremes that 
the region is witnessing.

However, against such a bleak 
backdrop it is worth remembering 
that adjusting to a tough climate 
has been a characteristic of the 
inhabitants of the region. As the 
World Bank has explained, despite 
the Middle East being vulnerable 
to climate change, people “have 
developed various technical solu-
tions and institutional mechanisms 
to deal with these environmental 
constraints”.

Nevertheless, the urgencies of 
the Middle East’s multiple crises 
make us focus on the now. Put sim-
ply, without a vision for dealing 
with the future, there may be no 
future. To avoid this strategic and 
hugely populated part of the planet 
becoming a dead zone with all the 
associated issues of mass displace-
ment there needs to be serious in-
vestment — both in terms of money 
and political will — in preparing for 
a different future.

Multilateral bodies such as the 
United Nations, the Gulf Coopera-

tion Council and the Arab League 
must find renewed impetus to wa-
ter management schemes, mass roll 
out of renewable energy projects, 
particularly solar and wind, a move 
away from the traditional fossil fuel 
industry and creating plans for sus-
tainable cities with particular re-
gard to transport infrastructure.

The dramatic decline in oil prices 
has led to more urgent efforts to-
wards diversification in many of 
the region’s economies and there 
needs to be clear reference for these 
plans being able to survive the cli-
mate projections for the future. The 
European Union, considering its in-
terests in preventing further waves 
of mass migration, will have to be a 
central player as it must realise how 
interconnected this issue is.

Behind the bombs and the bul-
lets, the steady rise of temperatures 
in the region and the spectre of the 
Middle East becoming uninhabit-
able could act as a unifying chal-
lenge to a population too often be-
set by division and conflict. As the 
cliché goes: To preserve tomorrow 
we must act today.

James Denselow is a writer on 
Middle East politics and security 
issues and a research associate at 
the Foreign Policy Centre.

In Kuwait, an 
extraordinary heat 
wave saw 
temperatures reach 54 
degrees Celsius last 
July.

Youths take advantage of a public shower to cool off from the 
summer heat, in Baghdad, Iraq, last June.

While beaches are 
crowded all summer, 
villages and towns in 
Lebanon’s mountains 
also come alive.


