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MAARET MASRIN: After years of Syrian govern-
ment siege, Umm Samer can finally prepare an ap-
petizing spread to end her family’s daily Ramadan
fast. But war has given the holy month a bitter after-
taste. Crouched near a tiny gas stove in the mud hut
that is now her home in northwest Syria, the 51-year-
old from Eastern Ghouta slices a juicy aubergine into
large chunks for the evening meal.

“Yes, there’s plenty of food here, but being far
away from home is really hard for us,” Umm Samer
says of her hometown of Zamalka, in the former rebel
enclave. Umm Samer, her husband and five children-
two of them disabled-fled
Ghouta around two
months ago as it came
under government control,
setting up near the town of
Maaret Masrin in Idlib
province.

Their memories of life
in Ghouta are stained with
siege: during the govern-
ment’s five-year encir-
clement, medicine was hard to find and child
malnutrition rates soared as affordable food became
scarce. Every day, Umm Samer did her best to stave
off her children’s hunger with a meagre diet of
radishes, spinach and parsley.

When they could, they ate small portions of bul-
gur wheat or barley bread, which often gave them
stomach aches. When the month of Ramadan came
around, the family would observe the day-long fast
like millions of other Muslims around the world. But

instead of breaking their fast at sundown with tradi-
tional multiple-course meals and desserts, Umm
Samer’s family gathered around the same sparse
spread. “We’d eat it all with spoons because there
was no bread. We couldn’t even get biscuits for the
kids,” she recalls. “Sometimes we’d wait two days be-
fore breaking our fast because there was nothing to
eat,” she says.

Donated meals 
Across the Islamic world, Ramadan is a month of

prayer and remembering the less fortunate, but also
a time of endless gather-
ings with loved ones. In
Ghouta, says Umm Samer,
the heavy raids made that
impossible. “We wouldn’t
dare meet up for iftar any-
more,” she says, referring
to the fast-breaking sunset
meal. “This year in Idlib it’s
very different. There’s rice,
meat, vegetables, fruit and

sweets,” says Umm Samer, sitting down cross-legged
on a simple mat for iftar.

They begin with sips of chilled water, then dig into
dishes of turmeric-flavored rice, salad and stewed
vegetables. The meal is plentiful compared with what
they were eating just a year ago, but Umm Samer
says starting a new life for a seven-member house-
hold is tough. “Over there, you’re fine because it’s
your hometown, your home and your land,” she says.
“None of us work here. The relief groups help us but

it’s limited,” she worries. Like in Muslim communities
around the world, aid groups in Idlib are distributing
iftar meals to families in need. One of them, Al-Bun-
yan Al-Marsous, prepares dozens of sealed pack-
ages of rice and meat every day. Men and women line
up outside their centre to pick up the food packages.

Missing loved ones 
Such meals are life-changing for Umm Mo-

hammed, 53, who was displaced from Ghouta a
month ago with her husband, two daughters and two

sons. They too resettled in the camp of earthen huts
in Maaret Masrin, but siege is still on their mind.  “We
once spent 11 days without me putting a single pot
on the fire”, says Umm Mohammed.

Cooking radishes was unheard of before Syria’s
war erupted, but it became a stable in Ghouta: “We
were under siege and whatever was available, we
would cook.” She crouches down on a wool carpet
as her husband pours her a glass of juice to break
her fast, before they begin a donated iftar of rice,
chicken and meat pies. —AFP

For displaced Syrians, plentiful 
Ramadan cannot erase the loss

Memories of life in Ghouta are stained with siege

MAARRAT MISRIN: Um Samer and her family, displaced from eastern Ghouta, gather to break their fast at their
home. —AFP 

UAE sentences
activist to a
decade in jail 
DUBAI: An Emirati court has sentenced an
award-winning human rights activist to 10
years in prison for insulting the “status and
prestige of the UAE and its symbols”, pro-
government media reported yesterday. The
Abu Dhabi court also imposed a fine of one
million dirhams ($275,000 or 235,000 euros)
and ordered Ahmed Mansoor be placed
under surveillance for three years after his re-
lease, The National and Gulf News reported.

The 48-year-old was convicted of at-
tempting to harm his country’s relations with
its neighbors by spreading misinformation on
social media, The National said. Foreign jour-
nalists are not allowed to attend such trials in
the United Arab Emirates, whose ruling fam-
ilies rarely tolerate opposition. Mansoor was
cleared of conspiring with a “terrorist organ-
ization”. His court-appointed lawyer Tariq Al-
Shamsi had told an earlier hearing that 

Mansoor should be cleared of all charges.

Mansoor’s arrest in March 2017 triggered an
international outcry led by Human Rights
Watch and Amnesty International. Mansoor,
a father of four, won the Martin Ennals Award
for Human Rights Defenders in 2015 for his
efforts to introduce greater political and civil
rights in the UAE. 

During his detention, the prosecutor ac-
cused him of using social media to “publish
false information and rumours, spread ten-
dentious ideas that would sow sedition, sec-
tarianism and hatred”, state news agency
WAM reported. He was also accused of
harming “national unity and social peace”
and “the state’s reputation”. The Gulf Centre
for Human Rights described his punishment
as “shocking”. The sentence “demonstrates
the UAE’s brazen disregard for its obligations
under international law to respect the right to
free speech as well as to protect human rights
defenders,” the group said in a statement.

Mansoor was part of a group of activists
known as the UAE Five, who were arrested in
April 2011 and released later that year by a
presidential pardon-although authorities
confiscated his passport and banned him
from leaving the country. He was re-arrested
in March 2017 under the Gulf state’s cyber-
crime law. —AFP

Experts urge Western  
response to Turkish 
‘hostage diplomacy’
WASHINGTON: Turkey is using foreign prisoners
in its jails as diplomatic bargaining chips and West-
ern governments should adopt a coordinated re-
sponse, US-based experts warned yesterday.
According to a new report, more than 30 Western
nationals have spent time in Turkish jails since Pres-
ident Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s government launched
a crackdown in the wake of a July 2016 coup at-
tempt. At least six of these, including two US citizens,
are still in custody.  Others have been released, but
Turkey has not paid a price for what the report’s au-
thors call “Erdogan’s hostage diplomacy.”

Yesterday’s report, which tracks the cases of 55
prisoners with Western ties, was written by former
Turkish parliamentarian Aykan Erdemir and a for-
mer US ambassador to Turkey, Eric Edelman.
Erdemir, an internationally renowned advocate for
religious freedom, is now a fellow at Washington
think tank the Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies, which published the 36-page report. Edel-
man, a senior associate of the International
Security Program at the Belfer Center for Science
and International Affairs at Harvard University, ad-
vises the foundation’s Turkey program.

In an interview with AFP, Erdemir said that in
the aftermath of the failed coup, which Turkey
has blamed on US-based cleric Fethullah Gulen,

several North American and European Union
nationals were arrested. In many cases the de-
tainees faced secretive investigations and
charges alleging ties to Gulen’s “terrorist” or-
ganization or to Kurdish guerrillas, often on ap-
parently flimsy evidence.

This may not have been an organized, central-
ized effort to sweep them up-in many cases local
issues combined with anti-Western sentiment
drove the arrests-but the government sought to
exploit the situation. “There really seems to be a
systematic attempt, through these bogus political
charges to go after Western nationals, often based
on secret witness testimony or arbitrary and long
detention,” Erdemir said. “Our argument is this is
part of an overall policy of hostage diplomacy.
There seems to be an attempt to use these indi-
viduals as bargaining chips, as pawns, often to ex-
tract concessions from Turkey’s counterparts.”
Turkey has, for example, more or less explicitly
links demands for the release of detainees to its
own calls for alleged Gulenists to be extradited
from the West and in some cases for arms sales. 

‘Concerted strategy’ 
The report notes that so far, Western govern-

ments have attempted to secure the fair treatment
of their nationals in quiet bilateral negotiations with
Turkey, with varying degrees of success but little
cost to Ankara. Two US citizens have been in jail for
the past two years: Andrew Brunson, a Christian
pastor based in Turkey, and Turkish-American
NASA physicist Serkan Golge, who was picked up
while he was on holiday there. —AFP
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