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Amman

L 

ast year, Khairi Abu Ha-
meedah joined friends 
and enlisted the support 
of hotels and restaurants 
in Amman to provide food 

for refugees and poor Jordanians 
during the Muslim fasting month 
of Ramadan. He said he intends to 
repeat this initiative this year with 
the hope of reaching a larger num-
ber of people.

Ramadan, the ninth month of 
the Islamic calendar, is observed 
by Muslims as a period of fasting to 
commemorate the revelation of the 
Quran to the Prophet Mohammad.

“Ramadan is about families get-
ting together to eat after a day of 
fasting. Our thoughts and feelings 
are with the refugees here who 
might not have food at their tables 
and are stuck with memories of 
what they had during Ramadan be-
fore the war,” Abu Hameedah said.

“Last Ramadan, we managed to 
provide food to refugees in coop-
eration with hotels and restaurants 
and hopefully we will do the same 
this year. Hotels generously do-
nated extra food from their kitchen 
which we could distribute to the 
families.”

Diverse menus and buffets are 
commonly offered in hotels and 
restaurants for iftar, the evening 
meal when Muslims break their 
day-long fast, often resulting in 
large amounts of extra food.

“We saw a need to provide assis-
tance to deprived families whether 

they are Jordanians, Iraqis or Syr-
ians,” Abu Hameedah said. “We 
started with ten families at the be-
ginning of Ramadan last year but 
the number later grew to around 25 
families and we even managed to 
bring toys to their kids.

“It was the team effort involving 
two hotels, several restaurants and 
my friends who made it possible. 
This year we are aiming for more 
families and we are working on it.”

Jordan topped an Amnesty In-
ternational list of countries that 
host more than half of the world’s 
refugees. More than 2.7 million 
refugees from 40 countries, main-
ly Iraqis and Syrians, have placed 
enormous pressure on the eco-
nomic and social infrastructure in 
Jordan.

Most Jordanians sympathise 
with refugees who fled their coun-
tries with the hope that they would 
return in a short while. However, 
months have turned into years 
without a chance to go home.

“We have never planned to stay 
here that long. We thought it will 
be for a few months but now we 
are in our third year. Even my lit-
tle daughter was born here,” said 
Abdullah Salim, a Syrian refugee 
in Azraq refugee camp, east of Am-
man.

“I have a small family and for us 
Ramadan is all about gathering the 
families at one table and sharing 
food and laughs but, since we left 
Syria, things are just about surviv-
ing,” Salim said.

Built in 2014, the Azraq camp 
hosts more than 35,449 Syrian ref-
ugees, 58% of whom are children. 
Refugees receive around $28 per 

month per person from the World 
Food Programme in the form of 
electronic vouchers that can be 
used to buy food from the camp’s 
market.

“Our neighbour has a family of 
eight and I think he will have big 
issue feeding them. Everything is 
so expensive and Ramadan will 
be a sad occasion for many,” Salim 
added.

Rana, a 23-year-old Syrian refu-
gee, roams the streets of Amman 
begging for money to help her fam-
ily of eight. During Ramadan, she 
sits near bakeries and mosques 
with the hope of receiving bread 
and other food.

“It is true we left our country and 

it is true we are poor but this is not 
a reason to deprive my little broth-
ers and sisters from enjoying a de-
cent Ramadan,” said Rana, whose 
father was killed in Syria.

“For us, Ramadan used to be an 
occasion to see all the family dur-
ing iftar and enjoy a feast of various 
meals the same way Jordanians do, 
but now it is a different story. We 
try to save and eat the leftovers 
and pray that things will just get 
better.”

This year Jordanians are prepar-
ing for Ramadan amid calls for ra-
tioning and avoiding wasteful iftars 
and to be more spiritual instead.

“We are losing the true meaning 
of fasting Ramadan by becoming 

more of a consumer society rather 
than getting closer to God and fam-
ily during this time of the year; 
when we get invited to iftar and 
see all this food wasted, we have 
to think about the others,” said 
Haitham Najjar, 48, a car dealer.

Markets in Jordan are being 
stocked to meet the increase in de-
mand for food during the fasting 
month.

Abu Hameedah said he is confi-
dent Jordanians will be able to pro-
vide iftar meals for their families 
and assist refugees and the poor 
despite the increase in food prices.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Cairo

E 

gypt’s Religious Endow-
ments Ministry, which 
oversees the country’s 
mosques, is coming under 
fire for ordering mosques 

to unplug their loudspeakers during 
night prayers through the holy fast-
ing month of Ramadan.

Detractors warned that the de-
cision would lead to public anger, 
dampen the Ramadan spirit and 
deprive millions of Muslims living 
near the mosques of hearing imams 
melodiously reading verses from 
the Quran during night prayers.

“I totally reject this decision 
because it turns Ramadan into a 
month like all others, although it 
is not,” said Mohamed Mazroua, 
a professor of jurisprudence at al-
Azhar University. “Egypt is an Is-
lamic country and everybody is 
used to hearing Quran recitation 
coming from all places all the time 
during this month.”

Reading and hearing the holy 
book is of special importance to 
Muslims during Ramadan, the 
month that, tradition has it, the 
Quran was revealed to the Prophet 
Mohammad.

The night prayers — known as 
Tarawih — start after Muslims per-
form the fifth and last prayer of the 
day. They sometimes extend for 
hours, taking a musical reading of 
the Quran as its basic element.

The Endowments Ministry, 
however, said loudspeakers cause 
problems for people living near the 
mosques and turn the prayer time 
into a dissonant experience.

“We have received many com-
plaints against mosques that cause 
noise to those living around them 
all night long,” Religious Endow-
ments Minister Mohamed Mokhtar 
Gomaa said. “We will not allow the 
abuse of the prayer and Quran reci-
tation by turning them into a tor-
menting experience for those out-
side the mosques.”

More than 100,000 mosques us-
ing loudspeakers to be heard read-
ing the Quran at the same time can 
be disconcerting, the ministry said. 
The resultant cacophony, the min-
istry said, distorts the sanctity of 
Ramadan and causes more harm 
than good.

Enforcing such a decision can be 
difficult, observers said, given the 
number of mosques and the fact 
that some mosques are not con-
trolled by the Endowments Ministry 
but are run by Islamist movements, 
including ultraorthodox Salafists.

Some people expect the decision 
to begin debates between the min-
istry and Islamist movements and 
perhaps stoke religious extremism.

“This is the problem,” said Abdul 
Karim Zakaria, a member of parlia-
ment’s Religious Affairs Committee. 
“Some extremists can use decisions 
like this one to incite anger against 
the government, which is very dan-
gerous.”

The committee plans to summon 
Gomaa to parliament soon to, as 
Zakaria put it, “grill” him over the 
decision.

Egypt has been struggling to 
control religious extremism, tak-
ing a series of measures, including 
changing school curricula and re-
newing religious discourse. Egypt 
is the birthplace of some of the 
world’s most important Islamist 
movements, including the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Although Gomaa is not the first 
endowments minister to issue a de-
cision for unplugging mosque loud-
speakers during Tarawih prayers 
— a similar decision was made ten 
years ago — some people accused 
him of acting against Islam.

Mazroua described the decision 
as a “war against Islam,” accusing 
Gomaa of seeking to only satisfy 
secularists and those who want Is-
lam confined to mosques.

“Can the minister prevent loud 
wedding parties organised on the 
streets?” Mazroua asked. “This is 
not actually about noise but about 
the desire to eliminate this coun-
try’s Islamic identity.”

The ministry said that it is mind-
ful that some people would turn 
the decision, which is “an organisa-
tional measure” related to the work 
of the mosques, into “a political is-
sue.”

It added that it had instructed its 
offices to oversee the implementa-
tion of the decision and investi-

gate complaints against violators. 
Disciplinary action, the ministry 
said, would be taken against min-
istry-appointed imams running the 
mosques who violate the decision.

“We will not heed campaigns 
launched by radicals and ones 

that aim to vilify us,” said Abdul-
lah Taye, the spokesman for the 
Religious Endowments Ministry. 
“Some people want to turn the de-
cision into a political issue but we 
will not allow them to drag us to 
this area.”
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loudspeakers in Ramadan

Roufan Nahhas

Munificent buffets 
during Ramadan 
result in extra food, 
which is distributed 
to refugees.

Jordanians are 
preparing for 
Ramadan amid calls 
for rationing and 
avoiding wasteful 
iftars.

Holy month of Ramadan

Striving to maintain traditions. Refugees having iftar at one of the temporary restaurants that open 
exclusively during Ramadan.                          (Nader Daoud)

Religious 
Endowments 
Ministry ordered 
mosques to unplug 
their loudspeakers 
during the night 
prayers.

Observers say 
enforcing the 
decision can be 
extremely difficult.

Recitation sounds. Egyptians walk near Cairo’s Sayeda Zeinab 
mosque on May 24, ahead of the start of the Muslim holy fasting 
month of Ramadan.                                                                                        (AFP)
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