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In Lebanon, women give birth but not nationality
Samar Kadi

Beirut

S 

amira could not have been 
more proud when her 
16-year-old son Moussa 
was among the highest 
scoring students on official 

exams in Lebanon but her happi-
ness was short-lived because Mous-
sa had to immigrate to Sweden to 
study the subject he loves most, 
forensic medicine.

“Being a non-Lebanese, he found 
out that he could not practise medi-
cine or any other profession that 
requires him to be part of syndi-
cates which restrict membership to 
Lebanese nationals. That was a big 
shock for him,” said Samira, who re-
quested her last name not be used.

Under a 1925 citizenship law, 
women such as Samira who are 
married to foreigners cannot pass 
on their Lebanese nationality to 
their husbands or children who are 
considered like any other foreign-
ers. They are denied work in a num-
ber of professions, need to have 
residence and work permits and are 
not covered by social security.

Despite being a good student, 
Moussa could not enroll in a public 
school when his family was no long-
er able to pay for private schooling. 
“When I tried to register him I was 
told that by minister’s order priority 
is given to Lebanese students and 
that foreigners, even if their moth-
ers are Lebanese, are placed on 
waiting lists until the registration of 
Lebanese is completed. This is pure 
racism!” an outraged Samira said.

Pressing for Lebanese women’s 
citizenship rights has topped the 
civil society agenda for more than 
a decade since the My National-
ity is a Right for me and my Family 

campaign was launched in 2002 as 
part of a bid to reform nationality 
laws across the Middle East by the 
Collective Research and Training 
on Development Action (CRTDA), a 
non-governmental organisation.

Many Arab countries, including 
Saudi Arabia, have reformed citi-
zenship laws since. Lebanon, which 
boasts about being the most liberal 
country in the region, however, has 
not, observed Karima Chebbo, who 
leads the legal unit in the campaign.

“In 2004, the law was amended 
in Egypt, in 2005 in Algeria, in 2007 
in Morocco. Lebanon, Bahrain and 
Jordan are the only Arab countries 
where women do not have the right 
to give their nationality to their chil-
dren and foreign husbands. Even in 
Syria, they were about to amend it 
[before the war],” Chebbo said.

Lebanese officials and politicians 
have always provided a set of ar-
guments to justify their refusal to 
give women the citizenship right, 
mainly the fear from upsetting the 
demographic and sectarian balance 
in the country. They argue that this 
will be an incentive, especially for 
the mostly Sunni Muslim Palestin-
ian refugees, and lately Syrians, 
to marry Lebanese women to es-
tablish nationality and resettle in 
Lebanon.

“This is absurd,” Chebbo said. 
“How come Lebanese men mar-
ried to Syrians or Palestinians or 
any other nationality can grant the 
citizenship to their partners? Don’t 
they cause a demographic imbal-
ance? It is pure discrimination 
against women and an insult to 
them to insinuate that they could 
be easily manipulated and abused 
by foreign suitors.”

In recent remarks reportedly 
made to Lebanese expatriates in 
New York, Lebanese Foreign Minis-
ter Gebran Bassil said he would be 
willing to support an amendment 
to the discriminatory laws if it in-
cluded an exception that would 

bar women married to Palestinian 
and Syrian refugees from passing 
on citizenship to their spouses and 
children.

“He (Bassil) is effectively im-
plying additional discrimination 
against Lebanese women,” Cheb-
bo argued. “Discrimination is not 
only between men and women 
but between women themselves, 
those who are married to Palestin-
ians and Syrians and the rest. It is 
triple discrimination.”

According to Predicament of 
Lebanese Women Married to Non-
Lebanese, an analytical study con-
ducted in 2009, more than 77,000 
people are affected by the citizen-
ship law. The estimate, however, is 
not considered accurate as many 
Lebanese women married to for-
eigners are not settled in Lebanon 

or have not registered their mar-
riages in their home country.

Being married to an American, 
Nadira Daaboul had to be sepa-
rated from her family. Her eldest 
child studied medicine but he has 
gone to the United States because 
he cannot practise in Lebanon. The 
youngest will be leaving soon to 
become an airline pilot as the Leb-
anese flag carrier, MEA, employs 
Lebanese pilots only. Her husband, 
an engineer, is employed in Saudi 
Arabia because he cannot work in 
his profession in Lebanon.

“It is my right as a Lebanese citi-
zen to give my nationality to my 
children, for them to live in my 
country. They spent all their life in 
Lebanon, went to school in Leba-
non, and half of their blood is Leb-
anese. They don’t understand why 

they are treated like strangers,” 
Daaboul complained.

Chebbo said the discriminatory 
citizenship law is a blunt violation 
of the constitution, which says 
male and female citizens are equal 
before the law and have equal 
rights and responsibilities.

“Our objective is to ensure gen-
der equality, regardless of who 
Lebanese women marry, be it 
Palestinians or Syrians or anyone 
else. The law says citizenship is 
transmitted through bloodline,” 
Chebbo said. “Are the babies of 
Lebanese women married to for-
eigners placed in an incubator or 
do they develop in the wombs of 
their mothers?”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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An April 2010 file picture shows Lebanese women holding banners during a demonstration to
demand rights to nationality in Beirut.                                                                                                               (Reuters)

Egypt’s slum dwellers’ relocation project faces challenge
Khaled Osama

Cairo

F 

unding shortages, lack of 
public cooperation and 
rising construction costs 
threaten to stall a project 
for the relocation of mil-

lions of Egyptians from dangerous 
slums to safe housing.

“A huge funding gap is facing the 
project,” Deputy Housing Minis-
ter Ahmed Adel Darwish said. “We 
have alerted the president to this 
gap but he promised to work hard to 
sort it out.”

About 15.5 million Egyptians 
live in more than 350 slums in five 
provinces in what has been called 
by housing and urban planning ex-
perts a “national disgrace”. Almost 
40% of the slums are in Cairo. They 
emerged against the background of 
rising housing prices and the urban 
crush in the last few decades.

Slum dwellers have been viewed 
by the government and many fel-
low Egyptians as a “nuisance” and a 
“shameful reality”. Many structures 
in which they live lack electricity, 
drinking water and sewage removal.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi has tried to tackle the 
housing issue, starting the project 
to move people from slums to safe 
housing.

In May, Sisi had 10,000 fami-
lies moved from Manshiet Nasser, 
which houses about 55,000 people, 

to a beautiful compound called 
Asmarat. It includes 40,000 flats 
on Mokattam Hills, not far from 
Manshiet Nasser.

Only 18,000 flats have been con-
structed in the Asmarat project, 
which will cost more than $100 mil-
lion, according to Mohamed Ashma-
wi, executive director of the Long 
Live Egypt Fund, founded by Sisi to 
collect donations from the public 
for projects such as Asmarat, offer 
free medical treatment to the poor 
and increase sewer infrastructure.

He said since its founding in June 
2014, the fund had received nearly 
$800 million. Sisi had donated half 
of his savings and half of his salary 
to the fund.

As generous as the donations 
have been, the money is dwarfed by 
the $1.6 billion expected to be need-
ed to complete the project. It is ex-
pected to be completed within two 
years but a lack of funding could 
affect that schedule. Darwish said 
just $168 million is available for the 
project this year.

“The president has promised to 
work hard to solve funding prob-
lems,” he said.

Sisi has often urged the public to 
donate to the relocation project and 
Long Live Egypt Fund. On one occa-
sion, he appealed to every member 
of the public to donate 1 Egyptian 
pound every day via text.

“If ten million Egyptians donate 
a pound by sending a text message 
every morning, we will collect 300 
million pounds every month, 4 bil-

lion every year,” Sisi said in Febru-
ary. That would be about $450 mil-
lion a year.

The relocation project is one of 
several measures adopted by the 
Sisi administration to achieve social 
justice. He has maintained that he 
would not rest until Egypt’s slum 
dwellers are moved to safe housing.

That project, however, faces a 
large number of hurdles, including 
the sharp rise in the price of con-
struction materials.

In 2010, slum development ex-
perts estimated the cost of relocat-
ing the 15.5 million residents of the 
country’s most dangerous slums at 
$95.7 million.

“We did not relocate these resi-
dents then but now the cost of 
relocating them has almost dou-
bled,” said slum development ex-
pert Sherif al-Gohari. “If we do not 
implement the project now, its cost 
will be triple or even four-fold this 
amount of money a few years from 
now.”

The government has said that 
there will be 29 million slum dwell-
ers by 2050 if no action is taken.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

A May 2016 picture shows Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
(R) presenting an Egyptian man with a contract for a new home 
during the opening of the first and second phases of the housing 
project Long Live Egypt, which focuses on development in the 
country’s slums, at Al-Asmarat district in Al Mokattam area, east 
of Cairo.
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