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Syrian vendors sell traditional sweets. Syrians buy traditional sweets in Damascus’ Midan neighborhood during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan.-AFP photos 

Grammys scrap 
‘secret’ nomination 
committees after 
criticism 
 
 

The organizers of the Grammys said 
Friday they were scrapping the 
“secret” committees that select which 

acts get nominated for the prestigious 
music awards following criticism from artists 
and allegations of rigging. The Recording 

Academy said nominations for the 2022 
awards would be decided by its entire vot-
ing membership of more than 11,000, 
rather than the anonymous 15-30 member 
expert committees who had previously 
made the selections. The Academy said 
the “significant changes” to the awards 
process “reflect its ongoing commitment to 
evolve with the musical landscape and to 
ensure that the Grammy Awards rules and 
guidelines are transparent and equitable.” 

In its statement, the organization said it 
was also reducing the number of cate-
gories in which voters can vote and added 
two new award categories, in Latin and 
global music, to bring the total to 86. The 
changes come after R&B star The Weeknd 
in November accused the Grammy organ-
izers of being corrupt after he surprisingly 

received no nominations, despite a big year 
commercially. “The Grammys remain cor-
rupt. You owe me, my fans and the industry 
transparency...,” the Canadian, known for 
hits like “Blinding Lights” and “Starboy,” 
tweeted at the time and pledged to stop 
submitting music for awards consideration. 
Harvey Mason Jr, chairman and interim 
president of the Academy, said it had “been 
a year of unprecedented, transformational 
change for the Recording Academy.” 

“This is a new Academy, one that is driv-
en to action and that has doubled down on 
the commitment to meeting the needs of 
the music community.” Last year the 
Academy’s first female CEO, Deborah 
Dugan was fired over alleged bullying. In a 
legal complaint, Dugan said she was oust-
ed after raising concerns ranging from vot-

ing irregularities to sexual harassment and 
alleged rape. Former One Direction singer 
Zayn Malik criticized the anonymous nomi-
nation committees in March. “I’m keeping 
the pressure on & fighting for transparency 
& inclusion. We need to make sure we are 
honoring and celebrating ‘creative excel-
lence’ of ALL. End the secret committees,” 
tweeted the singer, who has never been 
nominated either with his former group or 
as a solo artist. “My tweet was not personal 
or about eligibility but was about the need 
for inclusion and the lack of transparency of 
the nomination process and the space that 
creates and allows favoritism, racism, and 
networking politics to influence the voting 
process,” Malik added.-AFP  

 

Year after year Ramadan meals 
become more frugal in war-torn Syria 
as the economy worsens, but 

Damascus dwellers say a traditional wafer-
thin crispy pancake called “naaem” is here 
to stay. During the Muslim fasting month, 
just before sundown Damascus residents 
flock to buy the deep-fried sweet from 
street vendors who make them in bubbling 
cauldrons all over the sidewalks. The 
crunchy pastry-also called “Ramadan 
bread”-is prepared by dropping a thin circle 
of dough into hot oil until it snaps like a 
crisp. Fished out, the sweet-smelling pan-
cake is then drizzled with dark brown date 
or grape molasses. 

Government employee Abdallah, 51, 
said he rushes out to buy a naaem to share 
with his wife and two daughters at the end 
of every day. “However tough the circum-
stances, the naaem is a tradition we can’t 
go without during Ramadan,” he said. At 
around 2,500 Syrian pounds (less than a 
dollar), the crunchy dessert is still one of the 
few affordable ones, he said. Other more 
elaborate sweets, such as sesame-covered 
barazeq biscuits or syrupy baklava stuffed 
with pistachios, have become prohibitively 
expensive. Dizzying price hikes have 
forced many Syrian households like 
Abdallah’s to cut back on some food items 
this Ramadan.  

This year, red meat, chicken broth, and 
pistachio-filled sweets are largely off the 
menu for iftar, the meal at the end of a 
day’s fasting. Instead, most families opt for 
cheaper items to put on their dinner tables 
such as naaem. “Children love it, and that’s 
the most important thing,” Abdallah said. 

‘Within everyone’s reach’  
In one Damascus market, 49-year-old 

Abu Tareq called out to customers in a bel-
lowing voice, near endless airy stacks of 
crispy naaem. He said they disappear fast 
in the run-up to iftar. “Sweets are an essen-
tial part of the Ramadan spread, and 
naaem are the cheapest and most deli-
cious,” he said. But the wealthy too are cus-
tomers, he added, because the dessert is a 
traditional Ramadan sweet. Just a stone’s 
throw away from Abu Tareq’s shop, the 
scent of more freshly baked pastries wafts 
out of some of the sweets shops for which 
Damascus is famous. 

But each year, fewer and fewer people 
buy and take home trays of syrupy treats, 

baked in ghee and stuffed with nuts or ten-
der date flesh. A kilo of those sweets can 
cost up to 50,000 Syrian pounds ($17 at 
the black-market exchange rate). In a 
country where the currency has lost 98 
percent of its value since the start of the 
war in 2011 and millions struggle to put 
food on the table, that is money many sim-
ply do not have. Instead, crispy “Ramadan 
bread” is still a delight they can afford. 
“The naaem is within everyone’s reach,” 
said Abu Tareq. “Ramadan wouldn’t taste 
the same without it.”— AFP 

 

In Damascus, crispy pastry  
sweetens frugal Ramadan 

A picture shows traditional sweets known as “Warbat or Shaabiyat”, commonly served during the 
Muslim holy month of Ramadan. 

A Syrian vendor spreads grape molasses on a pancake, traditional sweet known as “Al-Naem” 
and commonly served during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan. 

A picture shows traditional sweets known as “Warbat or Shaabiyat”, commonly served. 

A Syrian vendor sells traditional sweets known as “Qatayef”, commonly served during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan. A Syrian vendor sells traditional sweet bread known as 
“Maarook”. 

Syrians buy traditional sweet bread known as “Maarook”. 

A Syrian baker prepares traditional sweet bread known as 
“Maarook”, commonly served during the Muslim holy 
month of Ramadan. 

Syrian vendors sell traditional sweets during the Muslim 
holy month of Ramadan. 


