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Umrah no longer affordable for Egypt’s poor
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

F

our months ago, the 6,000
Egyptian pounds — approximately $333 — retired
civil servant Mohamed Ali
had saved were enough
for him to travel to Saudi Arabia to
perform umrah, the minor pilgrimage done by Muslims any time of
the year to holy sites in Mecca and
Medina.
That amount now, however, is
hardly enough for the sexagenarian
to perform the ritual, the cheapest
redemption option for Muslims in
Egypt, compared to the much more
expensive haj.
“I had really hoped to perform
the umrah after months of saving,”
Ali said. “Perhaps I can do it next
year.”

Travel is becoming
too expensive for
Egyptians because of
the effects of the
pound flotation.
The roots of Ali’s inability to
achieve his dream of visiting holy
sites in Mecca and Medina this year
can be found in last November’s decision by the Central Bank to freefloat the Egyptian pound to eradicate a rampant foreign currency
parallel market and boost foreign
currency reserves.
By leaving its decades-old controlled foreign currency exchange
rate regime, Egypt caused its national currency to lose more than
50% of its value.
There are advantages to the
move. Egypt has turned into a super-cheap destination for foreign
tourists and its products have an
unprecedented competitive edge
in terms of price in foreign markets.
Exports, including agricultural
crops, construction materials and
textiles, more than doubled after
the pound flotation. Construction
materials exports, for example,
were up 470% in January, compared to January 2016, said Walid
Gamal Eddin, the head of the Construction Materials’ Export Council, a section of the national Federation of Chambers of Commerce.

Lucky few. Egyptian pilgrims at Cairo Airport preparing to leave for Saudi Arabia as the minor pilgrimage season starts.
There are drawbacks, too, and
the unprecedented rise in travel
costs for Egyptians is one of them.
This is most clear when it comes to
umrah and haj. The umrah season
usually starts two months before
the Muslim fasting month of Ramadan, which this year begins near
the end of May, and lasts for about
five months. This is the time of the
year when hundreds of thousands
of Egyptians travel to Saudi Arabia
to perform the less costly ritual.
Last year, 1.3 million Egyptians
performed it but this year only
400,000 people have registered to
travel to Saudi Arabia for umrah,
said Basel al-Sisi, the head of the
Religious Tourism Section at the
Federation of Chambers of Commerce.
“This amounts to less than onethird of the number of people

who travelled last year,” Sisi said.
“Travel companies organising
umrah are in for unprecedented
losses.”
About 2,200 companies work
in umrah and haj organisations
in Egypt. The companies employ
thousands of workers.
Nasser Turk, the owner of one of
the companies, said some workers
in the sector would be laid off as
the economic recession continues.
“True, umrah is an important
ritual but, as prices shoot up,
people will have other priorities,”
Turk said. “Everybody is going
down to satisfying basic needs,
even as these needs become difficult to satisfy day after day.”
Turk said he was laying off
almost one-third of his company’s workforce of 50. He said
he planned to shift his business

from a focus on umrah and haj to
domestic tours, especially to the
southern provinces of Luxor and
Aswan and the Red Sea resort of
Sharm el-Sheikh.

I had really hoped
to perform the
umrah after
months of saving.
Perhaps I can do it
next year.

”

Mohamed Ali,
a retired civil servant

Even here he has a problem because fewer Egyptians are contemplating travel inside the country as
they struggle to make ends meet.

(Saeed Shahat)

Before the pound flotation, a
Saudi riyal equalled 2.4 Egyptian pounds. Now, the same riyal
equals 5 pounds.
Egyptians have been spending
$1.1 billion on umrah and haj every
year, a huge amount of money for
an economically struggling country. Although almost one-third of
those who travelled for umrah in
2016 will travel this year, the umrah bill is expected to remain near
the same level.
Ali said he was still hoping to
make the journey, believing it
would have contributed to his aspired redemption but said the cost
was becoming far higher than he
can afford.
“I had always dreamed of visiting the holy sites in Mecca and
Medina but it seems that umrah is
no longer for the poor,” he said.

Women-led mosque opens doors to both sexes in California
Lisa Fernandez

Berkeley

T

he second mosque in the
United States led solely by
women recently had its
inaugural service in California but, unlike a Los
Angeles congregation that opened
two years ago, the new female-led
Muslim house of worship in Berkeley is open to both sexes.
The Qal’bu Maryam Women’s
Mosque “is a place for women to
worship in the sanctuary, to not
be hidden away in dark rooms,”
said Rabi’a Keeble, founder of the
Berkeley mosque, whose name
means “Heart of Mary” in Arabic.

“I have never heard
from the scholars
that this is
acceptable.”
Mohammad Sarodi, former
chairman of the Muslim
Community Association in
Santa Clara
Many mosques admit both
men and women but most segregate them by sex. At the Women’s
Mosque of America in Los Angeles,
male worshippers over the age of

12 are excluded, making the new
Berkeley mosque the first of its
kind in the United States.

Islam is not the only
religion with a
tradition of male
leadership.
“We uplift the female and, just as
the Prophet loved women, we must
follow in his footsteps and love ourselves and each other,” she said.
Keeble is a 40-something convert
from Christianity with a master’s
degree in religious leadership from
the Starr King School of Ministry, a
seminary affiliated with the University of California, Berkeley, which
donated space for the mosque.
At Qal’bu Maryam, there is no
imam, as the cleric who conducts
worship at a mosque is called. Rather, female lay leaders will rotate in
leading prayers and talks.
About 50 women and men, including Muslims, Christians and
Jews, attended the traditional Friday service on April 14, listening
to prayer leader Crystal Keshawarz
chant “Allahu Akbar” — “God is
great.”
Some Islamic scholars say the
Prophet Mohammad gave permission to women to lead any kind of
prayer; others say that he meant to
restrict women to leading prayer
at home. Still, many traditionalists

Altering perceptions. Rabi’a Keeble, the lay leader at the Qal’bu
Maryam Women’s Mosque, on April 14.
(Reuters)

do not believe a man should hear a
woman’s voice in prayer.
“Men are conditioned to believe
that women’s voices are seducing
and if they hear [a woman’s] voice
they are pushed into an adulteress
area,” Keeble said. “Men should
think better of themselves. They
are not animals.”
Mohammad Sarodi, former chairman of the Muslim Community Association in Santa Clara, California,
said he would not attend prayers
led by women.
“If women are leading prayers for
women, fine, but if they are leading prayers for men, then that is
not something I have been raised
with,” said Sarodi, 70. “I have never
heard from the scholars that this is
acceptable.
“Women are certainly not inferior but this is not how it’s done.”
Though Islam is not the only
religion with a tradition of male
leadership, its religious tradition is
described by many non-Muslims,
and even some within the faith, as
restrictive towards women.
“It’s simply time” for change,
Keeble said, both to bring more
women into the faith and to alter
perceptions of those who say Islam
is oppressive to females.
“I think this is the only way that
reputation can be addressed — by
empowering women,” Keeble said.
(Reuters)

