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hen Mohamad Ali 
graduated from 
Baghdad Univer-
sity, he was unable 
to find a teaching 

job. Instead of joining the ranks of 
unemployed Iraqis, he decided to 
start his own business — a mobile 
snack restaurant.

“We did not have much choice. 
All doors were slammed in our face 
after graduation,” says Ali, who 
started his Master Burger with the 
help of friends and funding from 
expatriate relatives.

“We invested in the purchase 
and refurbishing of an old caravan-
style car, which we transformed 
into a restaurant on wheels,” Ali 
said. “We offer easy-to-cook popu-
lar Iraqi dishes in addition to West-
ern-style takeaway bites such as 
pizzas, burgers and hotdogs.”

Ali’s food truck is regularly sta-
tioned on Karrada Street in one of 
Baghdad’s well-known neighbour-
hoods. It is painted in bright col-
ours with lit menus. A few tables 
and chairs are set on the pavement 
next to the truck, proffering a wel-
coming ambience.

“It reminds me of the jolly at-
mosphere in Turkey during the 
holiday I spent with my family last 
summer,” says university student 
Hala Youssef, a regular customer 
whose favourite hamburger is pre-
pared by Ali from fresh Iraqi beef.

“I think that we will all end up 
like Ali. Employment opportunities 
are almost nonexistent. We will 
have to look for ways to secure a 
living, a future,” Youssef said, add-
ing somewhat jokingly: “In fact, 
with some friends, I am already 
planning to establish a female-only 
restaurant to keep us busy once we 
graduate.”

Mobile takeaway restaurants 
have multiplied in Baghdad in the 

past year while the official unem-
ployment rate in Iraq topped 12% 
in 2016, according to the Ministry 
of Planning.

“The figure comprises university 
diploma holders and average citi-
zens. But there is a different type 
of unemployment, which we call 
‘incomplete,’ and this covers peo-
ple with irregular and short-term 
jobs and those who are working in 
fields not related to their special-
ity or studies,” said the ministry’s 
spokesman, Abdul Zahra al-Hinda-
wi.

“The public sector cannot ac-
commodate the large numbers of 
university graduates, hence the 
need to bolster the private sector, 
the best guarantee to resolve the 
problem, which is worsening every 
year,” he added.

University graduates and stu-
dents in Baghdad are credited with 

being the force behind the grow-
ing Western trend for food trucks, 
selling everything from steaks to 
falafel.

“I come here in the afternoon 
after my morning courses at the 
faculty of technology. The place 
has become very popular and I  
have become an expert in prepar-
ing chicken sandwiches,” says 
21-year-old Haidar Slim about his 
part-time job at Chicken Burger, 
one of the mobile takeaway opera-
tions occupying Baghdad’s street 
corners.

“Our prices are affordable and 
the dishes are popular. A falafel 
sandwich is less than a dollar, and 
a chicken burger is almost two dol-
lars,” he added.

The low cost of starting a mobile 
food stall is another likely reason 
for the business’s rapid growth in 
such a short time. Food truck own-

ers don’t have to pay rent and be-
cause of the relatively small size of 
the operation, they do not need to 
employ many people.

In most cases, young entrepre-
neurs join forces to raise enough 
money to start a food-truck busi-
ness, which costs 5 million-10 mil-
lion Iraqi dinars ($4,000-$8,000).

Hakim Abdul Zahra, an official 
with the Baghdad municipality, 
argued that “resolving unemploy-
ment problems requires large gov-
ernment projects, employment 
strategies and funds to absorb 
the large numbers of university  
graduates.”

“Unfortunately, efforts and lim-
ited funds are reserved to security 
issues in light of the economic cri-
sis plaguing the country. However, 
the municipality is facilitating pa-
perwork required to start business-
es, especially mobile restaurants,”  

Abdul Zahra said.
A draft bill for the establishment 

of a fund to support young gradu-
ates was downplayed by economic 
expert Bassem Antoine as a “mere 
electoral propaganda by certain po-
litical parties.”

“In fact, there is no allocation for 
implementing the bill in the gen-
eral budget, which already suffers 
a huge deficit of 20 trillion Iraqi di-
nars,” Antoine said.

Under the proposed bill young 
graduates who are unable to find a 
job would get a monthly allocation 
of 250,000 dinars ($200), which 
they would pay back once they are 
employed through the deduction 
of 10% of their salary.

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

Cairo

In light of a recent Reuters poll 
finding Cairo to be the most dan-
gerous megacity for women,  a new 
female-only bus service aims to 
play a part in at least keeping them 
free from sexual harassment while 
on board.

Al-Englizi Company’s 15 buses in 
the fleet, which began service a lit-
tle more than two weeks ago, will 
be driven by women exclusively for 
women.

Al-Englizi Company, which op-
erates 600 buses in Cairo, is hiring 
and training more women to drive 
for the new service, said company 
vice-president Omar al-Englizi.

“We know there is an urgent need 
for this service, given rampant 
harassment and demand by our 
clients,” he said, adding that the 
company was following in the foot-
steps of the Cairo Metro Authority, 
which has specified female-only 
carriages.

“The new service is wonder-
ful because it protects me against 
harassment, which is becoming a 
normal experience on public trans-
port,” said Heba Sayed, a civil serv-
ant in her mid-30s. “It is manna 
from heaven for women like me.”

Englizi, one of several private 
firms offering public transport in 
Cairo, launched the service after 
receiving a number of requests for 
special women-only buses.

Approximately 86.5% of Egyp-
tian women surveyed in a 2013 
study by UN Women said they did 
not feel safe in public transporta-
tion and 82.6% said they did not 
feel safe on the streets.

Sexual harassment is exasper-
ated by social attitudes, with critics 
warning that the longer Egypt fails 
to deal with it, the greater the risk 
of it becoming normalised. Cou-
pled with the authorities’ failure to 
take action against harassers, over-
crowding on most public transport 
only exacerbates the issue of sexu-
al harassment, critics have pointed 
out.

An Egyptian lawyer stirred up 

public anger in early November 
after he encouraged men to harass 
women he deemed dressed “inap-
propriately.”

“It is a national duty for men 
to harass women who show their 
skin,” Nabih al-Wahsh, who ap-
pears frequently on talk shows to 
comment on social issues, told pri-
vate TV al-Kahera Wal Nas.

Mohamed Abdullah, the head of 
the Cairo province department that 
regulates private public transport 
providers, said that apart from eco-
nomically empowering women by 
creating jobs for them as drivers, 
the new bus service would offer fe-
male commuters safe transport.

“The fact that the buses are  

driven by women only also gives 
commuters confidence that their 
ride will be harassment-free,” Ab-
dullah said.

He said his department would 
negotiate with other public trans-
port providers in Cairo to specify 
buses for female commuters only. 
He said the department’s next 
move would be to talk to transport 
departments in other Egyptian 
provinces to offer the same service 
to female commuters.

In 2015, a private firm introduced 
female-only taxis driven by wom-
en, cashing in on demand for the 
service.

However, critics argue that the 
authorities are failing to address 
the underlying issue of sexual har-
assment and that initiatives such as 
women-only buses or taxis would 
ultimately backfire.

“Separating women from men 
is not an effective solution to the 
problem at all, because the au-
thorities cannot make this separa-
tion everywhere,” said Mona Ezzat, 
an activist with the New Woman 
Foundation, a gender equality 

advocacy group.  “Now, they are 
keeping women away from men in 
some means of transport, but what 
about other places where women 
and men are always together: The 
workplace, educational institu-
tions and the streets?” she said.

Egypt adopted its first anti-sex-
ual harassment law in 2014, under 
which convicted violators could 
face up to one-year imprisonment. 
However, anti-harassment activ-
ists complain that the law has been 
scarcely enforced.

Ezzat said ending sexual harass-
ment would take more than just 
specifying transport or separating 
men from women. “We need a to-
tal change of culture and a real en-
forcement of the law,” she said.

“This is the only way we can end 
harassment. When we change the 
culture, through education, the 
media and religious institutions, 
we will not need to separate wom-
en from men or introduce women-
only transport.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian re-
porter based in Cairo.
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Way out of unemployment. An Iraqi worker cooks food inside a mobile restaurant in Baghdad.            (Reuters)

Restaurants on wheels are thriving businesses 
in Baghdad amid high youth unemployment

Cairo firm’s women-only buses ride 
into the battle against sexual harassment

The low cost of 
starting a mobile 
food stall is another 
likely reason for 
business’s rapid 
growth in such a 
short time.

Al-Englizi Company’s 
15 buses in the fleet, 
which began service a 
little more than two 
weeks ago, will be 
driven by women 
exclusively for 
women.


