Report on Visits to Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Italy. March 2- March 23/07.
CCMW is most appreciative that the Canadian government invited us to visit Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Italy. It was a remarkable opportunity to meet people of  these countries, on behalf of CCMW and the government of Canada. The staff of the various Embassies did a superb job in organizing individuals and organizations for visits and the  roundtables.
The intent of the venture was: 
To provide the Embassies the opportunity to gather people and to create further partnerships so that there could be sharing of ideas between Canada and the particular country, specifically about our model of Multiculturalism and its actual implementation.

To have an NGO present, so that it showcases the realities of how the model works within Canada. This allows for frank and open discussion of both the strengths and challenges of the model.
To honestly and without prejudice, inform people about Muslims in Canada from the perspective of a Muslim organization.
To provide the Canadian Council of Muslim Women the opportunity to present our perspective, to learn about the countries visited, to create linkages and to demonstrate what it is to be Canadian, Muslim and women.
To allow CCMW to share with Canadians the experiences gained and to let people know of the high interest in these countries about Canada and Muslims. 
IN SYRIA:  
With the Embassy staff, we called upon the Grand Mufti, Sheikh Ahmed Badreddin Hassoun.  We then met with Asmaa Kftarou, wife of Mohammed Habbash, director of Islamic Studies Centre and an independent member of the People’s Assembly.  Her calling card states that she is of the Syrian Islamic Forum, and has recently started a women’s service organization. 
Asmaa is from the family of the previous Grand Mufti and we will keep in contact with her as she develops her organization for women. She also attended my public lecture at the University of Damascus and told me that she enjoyed it.

There were media interviews, especial one with Thara, [on their website] a NGO. Its website has much of interest, and. CCMW would like to pursue how we can work together with them on mutual issues of Muslim women. 
It was very interesting to meet Mohamad Shahrour, as I have read about him and I was pleased to have the opportunity to actually meet him.  Mohamad Shahrour, though an engineer, is also an Islamic scholar, fairly well known even if some look askance at his controversial interpretations of Islam. I would assume that he is not seen as “mainstream” in Syria.  He told us that his books are being translated into English and will soon be published.
The next day, we visited Salah Eddin Kuftaro of the Sheikh Ahmad Kuftaro Islamic Foundation.  He is the son of a past Grand Mufti and uncle of Asmaa Kftarou. His grandfather and father were eminent Sufis of the Naqshabandi school of Sufism, and both are buried at their centre. I am sure this link has substantial influence in Syria. For example, one of the Embassy chauffeurs, told me that as a young man, he used to come to listen to the father, Ahmed, the Grand Mufti.

The organization is vast, provides education and social services to over 8,000 people. The schools seem to be highly organized with the appearance of lots of funds. He has a special class for foreign students and I met a young Canadian woman there. The classes are divided by gender and the women wore the traditional long coats and scarves, including some in niqab. Mr. Kuftaro made a point of saying that his school was not like the Wahabis but it was too short a time to assess how traditional or open he is to new ideas. 
We had a fascinating lunch meeting with several Syrian women, including the Canadian Syrian Women’s Club, as well as other activists. It seems that there are few NGOs in Syria, as there are bureaucratic requirements for setting one up. The women were so passionate and there was a lot of discussion about conferences, books and a survey done by one organization asking Syrian women to identify their needs. It seems that the survey has got stuck because of the government ministers’ concerns? This was unclear, but I would have found it interesting to see what the questions were and the responses. Although, there was some disagreement amongst  the women, there was consensus regarding the need for one civil law for all women.
I got the impression that the women appreciated the opportunity to meet in a neutral setting as some did not know each other and it seemed that they had little other opportunities to discuss their similarities or differences.  
My public lecture, “Experience of Muslim Canadian Women” at the University of Damascus, sponsored by the University, the Embassy, the Syrian Canadian Women’s Club and the Grand Mufti, was successful judging  by the number of people who attended [300?]  and by the questions during and after the session. The discussion became interesting when the Grand Mufti agreed with me that currently many Muslims are insisting on far too many criteria to delineate what is Islam/Muslim, when in fact, there are a few immutable requirements for being Muslim.  

As he seemed to be supportive of the questions asked by some women in the audience, I wondered if they could request a meeting with him for his support for women’s rights.

Many people stayed on for quite a while as they wanted more time for discussion, and I was given several calling cards from people. We will certainly keep in contact with the Syrian Canadian Women’s Club as they function in both countries, as well as with Asmaa Kftarou.
On a very special Saturday, some new friends took us around the souks, visiting the Azzem Palace, eating superb food in a special restaurant, as well as learning more about Syria and human rights.

IN LEBANON: 
A lovely car drive arranged by the two Embassies [Syria and Lebanon] allowed us to see the countryside, esp. the B’kaa valley. We were grateful for the cars as the border crossings were made so easy for us because of the drivers. 
I was pleased to see the B’kaa valley, as this is the valley from which most of the Lebanese immigrated to cities such as London, Ontario. We were saddened to see the bombing of bridges etc by Israel and the ravages of the civil war in Beirut. We were told not to wander into the downtown area of Beirut because of the “tent city” of those who are dissenting on politics. 

The program started with a visit to Cheikh Abdel Amir Qabalan, head of the Chiite Higher Council,. There was a short TV interview with the Ambassador and me for their internal channel. This was followed by a meeting with Cheikh Mohammad Rachid Kabbani, the Lebanese Republic Mufti. Both these followed the same pattern of very formal interviews with the men giving mini speeches about Islam and their work in inter-and intra-faith dialogue in Lebanon.  I was able to interject some information about Canada, Canadian Muslims and CCMW. Interestingly both made some political comments about the role of Canada, the World Trade Centre etc. 
The lunch with some Embassy staff, Khalil Gebara, Lebanese Transparency Association and Oussama Safa of the Lebanese Centre for Policy Studies was very enlightening about politics and electoral changes in Lebanon. It was great to see that Canada is involved in some of these projects. 

In the late afternoon, we all went to the American University of Beirut. The event was sponsored by the Social and Behavioural Sciences, [Prof Sari Hanafi] and the Embassy, and my topic was Multiculturalism and the Muslim communities: The Case of Muslim Women.  There was keen interest about the Canadian Multiculturalism model and it seemed that people were impressed about its workings in Canada. A number of participants were knowledgeable about Canada because they were Canadians. 
The other issue was directed more at the Ambassador regarding Canadian citizenship and passports. This was intense because of the recent war and the transfer of thousands of Canadian passport holders in Lebanon. The critical issue is what rights and responsibilities does a Canadian have and what are the country’s responsibilities for its citizens
We had a lovely evening meal with the Embassy staff as well as with Professor Samar Zebian, a Canadian and a member of CCMW when she lived in Canada. I know that the staff were weary, and we appreciated the time they spent with us.

 The next day after a media interview with the Daily Star, there was a roundtable on the subject of Personal Status laws in Lebanon and Canada. The attendees were lawyers, activists, religious groups from Christian to Muslim. The discussion was vibrant, articulate and passionate. I learnt a lot and made some connections with lawyers as CCMW hears of cases of family breakdown in Canada of Lebanese women. The complexities of the Lebanese family law system, based on a “confessional” model were difficult to understand and all agreed that they wish there was a uniform civil code for family law applicable to all. Sadly, the various religious bodies are entrenched and unlikely to agree to any changes. I think all the members of the roundtable yearned for the Canadian family law system of a single civil code, not based on any one religion. 
IN JORDAN:
Another wonderful car drive from Damascus to Amman through the countryside.

After a meeting with Embassy staff, we met with Jordanian Ambassador Hasan Abu Nimah and his deputy, Baker M al Hiyari, of the Royal Institute for Interfaith Studies. This is an organization under the auspices of Prince El Hassan Bin Talal, the uncle of the King. The purpose is to promote dialogue amongst Christian and Muslims. My public speech/event later in the day was sponsored by the Institute. 
The working lunch with some Jordanian women was interesting. I met the Islamic Front elected member of the assembly who proudly talked about her party and their political agenda for the country. One of the planks of their platform is for the application of Sharia legal system. There was a Senator as well as a Human rights representative present. It was obvious that there were political differences but the discussion remained cordial.

My public lecture, the same as the one given in Beirut, “Multiculturalism and the Muslim Communities: The Case of Muslim Women, attracted about 100 people, amongst these were the Ambassadors of Taiwan and Bangladesh. There were interesting questions about Canada and its model.

IN ITALY:
After the Middle East Arabic countries, Rome felt very different.

The Embassy staff provided me with background material which proved very helpful. The first day started with a very interesting radio interview for Radio Radicale. The interviewer had done a lot of preparation and this showed in the questions she asked. 
The conversation at the lunch party at Ambassador’s was very open and stimulating as everybody was involved. HRH Wijdan Al Hashemi, the Jordanian Ambassador, Mario Scialoja, Director of the Italian Muslim Cultural Centre as well as Members of Parliament were present.

The next day we went to RAI TV studios for an interview, with Souad Sbai of the Italian Association of Moroccan Women. The two interviewers were interested in Canadian Multiculturalism and showed a snippet of the CBC TV show “Little Mosque on the Prairie” as an example of the maturity of Canadian Muslims and the media to show the humourous side of our lives! 
The roundtable discussion at the Chancery was very stimulating and I learnt a lot from those who responded to my paper. The speech I gave was on the “Experience of Canadian Muslim Women: Multiculturalism/Accommodation/Integration” and there was again a lot of interest in Canada, Canadian Muslims and the benefits and challenges of Multiculturalism. I think we could have had another hour for the discussion. Some professors and students had come from Naples and Florence to attend the roundtable and I will contact them as the subject matter is Muslims and Multiculturalism.
We proceeded to give a talk at the University La Sapienza of Rome, to a class of graduate students of the Dep’t of Languages for Public Policies, who were said to be fluent in English. This was not the case and so the students were shy about asking 
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questions. In a deluge of hail and thunder, we went to a meeting organized by Franca Coen with non Italian women who are trying to address their issues via advisory bodies to the city of Rome. There were about 15 passionate women who spoke freely of their lives and their frustration living in Italy but not being recognized as Italians. Citizenship is not given to non Italians, work permits are difficult to get and their children face racism in schools. There was a lot of commitment and drive in the group and I hope that they will accomplish some of their objectives. 

The Italian government does not allow for citizenship for any other than Italians, including children born in Italy of non-Italians. These people remain “foreigners” with few rights and with difficulties in obtaining work permits. The gov’t has initiated a number of “Consulta” bodies made up foreigners, including Muslims to act as advisory bodies to the government. A professor who came from Naples, did tell me that there are a lot of newcomers and some schools are trying to accommodate these diverse children into the educational system. She said these were “multicultural” schools. 
MY IMPRESSIONS:

Each country had its own interests and sensitivities, for example, in Syria, it was politics, in Lebanon, the Census and the recent political unrest, and in Jordan I did not sense any taboo issues, while in Italy it was the treatment of non Italians and the prohibition against acquiring citizenship. 
It is presumptuous to make any comments after only a few days in these countries, but one does get a small sense of what is happening there. The Embassies staff can confirm or tell me if I got mistaken impressions but to me it seemed that Syria is stable because of its political system, which may also show in the shortage of NGOs, and there seemed to be a sense of unease regarding open discussions of civil liberties, including women’s rights. The population seems fairly traditional in their demeanor and dress, esp. in the older part of the city. It was somewhat surprising to see many women in niqab, and difficult to assess what this means. Syria does have scholars such as Jawdat Said and Mohamad Shahrour, as well as the youngish Grand Mufti so can one hope for critical thinking within Islam?
I understand that there are a huge number of Iraqi refugees in the country, but this was not noticeable to a traveler like me. There were a lot of Irani pilgrims in the souk and around the holy sites.
 My impressions of Beirut were that it seemed vibrant with lots of bright people who could openly discuss some issues. We did not talk about sensitive issues such as the 
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war or the Census, but they were keenly interested and wanted to share their system of family laws and those of Canada. The fact that Lebanon is not a Muslim majority country and holds a delicate balance between Muslims and Christians gave the country an interesting feel.
My impression of Jordan is that it seemed stable; it is making a real effort to present a “moderate” perspective of Islam, as seen in the Amman Message and is trying to have cordial relations between different faiths. It also appears more western in some aspects, but I cannot say if this is a veneer or if it is deeper.
The fact that the Islamic Front is allowed as a political party is interesting.
The people in each country seemed to be genuinely interested in Canada, and in our lives as Canadian Muslims. Perhaps they were being polite, but they seem to acknowledge the problems which exist within the Muslim communities as well as understanding the racism and stereotyping of Muslims.  There was some brief talk of the stress between Syria and Lebanon, and I did not pick up any impression of whether there is cooperation or cross fertilization of ideas between the countries, esp. with regard to Islam. 
In Italy, the issues regarding the influx of newer immigrants, their settlement in a new surrounding, the issues of employment, racism and lack of opportunities for some are similar to the ones being faced all over Europe, Britain and Canada. The significant difference is that the issues are being addressed differently in each country.

CONCLUSION:

In conclusion, the success of the sessions was due to the thought and effort which went into organizing the agendas by the Canadian Embassies’ staff.  The staff was very welcoming to me and I can only hope that the events/visits achieved their objectives as well. 

I think I was able to convey that even with our issues, we are fortunate in Canada and some of the issues facing Muslims in Europe are not present in the same way for us. I think I conveyed the realities of Multiculturalism, the issues being raised about its practices, the experiences of Muslim women, the issues within Muslim communities as well as the racism and prejudice faced by Muslims in Canada. There was interest regarding what is reasonable accommodation and how this must be worked out. Particularly in Italy, they seem to be looking for models of Multiculturalism, or not, and are considering the three as expressed in Britain, France and Canada. 
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I know when I am in Canada, a lot of fellow Muslims complain about our treatment and the discourse is often articulated as racist, neo colonialism, oppression, cultural dissonance, western arrogance and so on. This may all be true but there are also lots of positives and as Muslims we must acknowledge these as well.

I was aware that my presence as a Canadian, a Muslim, a woman, of Indian background was a real example of what is Canadian, and I was highly amused and delighted to discombobulate people in the best possible manner. Thank you for this great opportunity for CCMW and for me, it was fun, stimulating, allowed for lots of learning, giving, and allowed all of us to showcase an example of the complexities of being a Canadian. 
Did the visits and events achieve the intents stated in this report? I think they did, and the other parties which can make the assessment are the Embassies’ staff, as well as your Working Group in Ottawa. 

With many thanks,

Sincerely,

Alia Hogben.
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