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amadan began with a 
bitter taste for residents 
of Libya’s capital, as 
a cash shortage bites, 
prices rise and deadly 

clashes return to Tripoli.
Dawn queues outside banks just 

to withdraw a few tens of dinars 
have become routine for most Lib-
yans, whose chaos-plagued North 
African country faces a persistent 
liquidity shortfall.

Despite the difficulty of get-
ting by on a daily basis, the small 
Tomzini grocery store was crowd-
ed on the eve of Ramadan. How-
ever, shoppers were extra-careful 
about their purchases, with cut-
backs the order of the day.

During Ramadan, Muslims are 
supposed to abstain from eating, 
drinking, smoking and having sex 
from dawn to dusk. They break the 
fast with a meal known as iftar and 
before dawn they have a second 
opportunity to eat and drink dur-
ing suhur.

“Instead of buying 3 kilos of al-
monds, I’m buying 3 dinars’ ($2.10) 
worth, just for decoration,” said 
Mariem, a young mother whose lit-
tle girl gazed imploringly at large 
baskets of multicoloured sweet 
treats.

Prices have multiplied three or 
four times this year in Libya, in-
cluding at Tomzini, which is famed 

for its fresh spices.
Most Libyans these days are 

trying to adapt and change their 
spending habits so they are still 
solvent by the end of the month. 
People no longer buy in the large 
quantities of the past.

“I have to be careful. I’m not 
sure I can replace every dinar that 
leaves my pocket,” civil servant 
Moftah al-Barrani, 59, said.

“We haven’t been paid for 
months and, even if I still have 
money in the bank, I can’t get at it 
because there is no cash.”

He added that people still want-
ed to do their shopping in case 
prices rose even further because of 
high demand during Ramadan.

Retired teacher and mother of 
three Halima, 54, counts her cash 
carefully to ensure she does not 
have to go shopping again during 
the first week of Ramadan.

In a market in Tajoura, an east-
ern suburb of Tripoli, Sabri al-
Bouechi who lives on his salary as 
an official, said he recognises that 
“living conditions are below zero.”

“I’m just an ordinary guy like 
those who queue up outside the 
bank,” he said, adding: “Officials 
should have pity on people.”

Because of the cash shortage, the 
businesses that do best are those 
that accept cards and cheques.

“Do you take the Commerce and 
Development Bank card?” asked 
one customer in a supermarket.

In addition to economic may-
hem, Libyans have had to cope 
with a country in chaos after the 
2011 revolution that ousted strong-
man Muammar Qaddafi.

Fierce clashes on May 26 in the 
capital between forces loyal to the 
UN-backed Government of Na-
tional Accord (GNA) and rival mi-
litias killed at least 28 people and 
wounded 130, the Health Ministry 
said.

The fighting broke out in the 
south of the city after several 

months of relative calm in Tripoli, 
with even heavy weapons being 
used in residential areas.

“This is their gift to the people 
for the month of Ramadan,” a GNA 
statement said of the month gener-
ally marked by sacrifice and piety.

With such lofty ideals in mind, 
Tripoli residents have been help-
ing others to cope with a country in 
crisis. Throughout the city and on 
social networks, associations have 
mobilised to collect food supplies 
for needy families.

“There’s no point in praying and 
fasting when a neighbour goes 
hungry,” said Samer Fayyadh, who 
runs a fast-food restaurant in Trip-
oli.

To counter the effects of the 
economic crisis, the central bank 
decided to spend more than $550 
million on food imports for Rama-
dan. This is despite the constant 
risk of subsidised products being 
diverted by unscrupulous traders.

(Agence France-Presse)
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Extra careful. Libyans shop for olives and pickles for Ramadan meals at a market in the centre of the 
capital Tripoli.               (AFP)

For millions of Iraqis another Ramadan in displacement
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

W 

ith some 700,000 
Iraqis fleeing bat-
tles between gov-
ernment forces and 
Islamic State (ISIS) 

militants in Mosul, the number of 
refugees in poorly equipped camps 
near the embattled city has swol-
len dramatically in recent months. 
Lack of food and water, as well as 
high temperatures, are some of 
the problems they encounter as 
they fast during Ramadan, the holy 
month for all Muslims.

When Mohamad Yassin and his 
family of nine fled their home in 
the eastern Mosul neighbourhood 
of Badoush, fasting during Rama-

dan was the least of his worries. 
Now the 71-year-old finds himself 
in Jamkour camp in neighbouring 
Erbil, a place packed with the city’s 
residents and short of basics, strug-
gling to do his religious duty to fast 
during daylight in Iraq’s scorching 
weather.

“Despite the lack of electricity 
and cooling equipment in the camp 
we are determined to fast during 
Ramadan,” Yassin insisted. He said 
he does not have enough money to 
buy ice to cool water and has been 
selling part of the assistance he re-
ceived from humanitarian agencies 

to secure other basic needs.
“For instance, our suhour (pre-

dawn meal before fasting starts) for 
today will merely consist of tea and 
bread. I hope we will receive addi-
tional food aid to be able to com-
plete the fasting month,” he said.

Not all refugees are as deter-
mined as Yassin. “I am not sure that 
I will be able to fast during Rama-
dan this year. Life at the camp is 
very difficult; conditions are dra-
matic and inhuman. It makes fast-
ing harsher and more problematic 
especially for the elderly and the 
ill,” says 35-year-old Jassem Diab.

He contends that many Iraqi 
families will skip fasting due to dis-
placement, poverty and poor food 
assistance that prevented them 
from preparing well for Ramadan. 
Difficult though that was before 
Ramadan, it has been made all the 

worse because after enduring an 
entire day in the heat, they are left 
with only hot water to drink af-
ter sunset, leaving their thirst un-
quenched.

“On normal days, we suffer to se-
cure our basic needs. During Rama-
dan, it is even worse amid scorching 
heat and up to 15 hours of fasting a 
day,” Diab added.

Diab and his family have been at 
al-Khalidiyah camp in Anbar prov-
ince for almost a year since flee-
ing his hometown of Falluja. His 
house and all his belongings were 
destroyed in the battles that ended 
the ISIS occupation of the city.

“Responsibility lies primarily 
on the local government,” he said. 
“They have been unable to help us 
return to our homes or give us any 
kind of compensation. We have lost 
everything to the war.”

Hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple have fled their homes because 
of the unrest in Iraq this year. Most 
had little time to leave and set off 
for Iraq’s autonomous Kurdish re-
gion, which buttresses many of the 
areas occupied by ISIS. More than 
3 million Iraqis live in camps in dif-
ferent parts of the country, relying 
on aid provided by local, Arab and 
international humanitarian organi-
sations.

Razkar Obeid, the official in 
charge of refugee camps near Erbil, 
concedes that the lack of electric-
ity is the biggest problem facing 
refugees fasting during Ramadan 
in tents baking in searing tempera-
tures.

“We have undertaken big prepa-
rations during the holy month 
through the distribution of large 
food portions to the refugees whose 
number exceeded 77,000 in camps 
in Erbil alone,” Obeid said.

An estimated 700,000 people 
have been displaced from Mosul 
since the offensive to recapture 
the city from ISIS began in Octo-
ber. They include 176,000 refugees 
from eastern Mosul and 525,000 
from the western part of the city, 

which is cut through by the Tigris 
River, said Seif Sabah, spokesman 
for Iraq’s Ministry of Immigration 
and Refugees.

“Many have been resettled in sev-
eral camps set up by the Ministry in 
Erbil, Sulaimaniya and al-Kyara,” 
Sabah said. “With the beginning of 
Ramadan, the ministry launched 
the ‘summer cladding’ programme 
under which the refugees will re-
ceive special food baskets.”

The internally displaced popu-
lation of Iraq wishes to return to 
their homes and cities and recover 
a normal life, which they have been 
missing since ISIS overran a large 
part of the country more than two 
years ago.

“They lack the most basic ser-
vices and conditions of living. Aid 
organisations are making contribu-
tions but the sheer number of dis-
placed over such a short period has 
been overwhelming,” noted Asma 
Abaid, the volunteers’ team leader 
of Iraq TV and Broadcasters Union.

“The assistance provided is not 
sufficient, but disproportionate 
with the large number of displaced. 
For them Ramadan is as harsh as 
the rest of the year. They just want 
to return to a normal life.”

For Ahmad Mohamad, a 25-year-
old worker from Mosul, it is an-
other Ramadan spent in hardship 
and displacement. “For more than 
two years we have been missing the 
true feel and joy of Ramadan,” he 
said. “Life at the camp is unbeara-
ble. We struggle to secure our most 
basic needs.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Short of basics. A family breaks fast on the first day of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan at
al-Khazir camp, on May 27.                                       (AFP)

The displaced 
endure lack of food 
and water and high 
temperatures as they 
fast during Ramadan.

Many will skip 
fasting this year due 
to displacement and 
poor assistance.
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