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I met Um Alaa in February this year in Domiz II – a Syrian refugee camp in northern 

Iraq – where she now lives with three of her children. She is greeted by passers-by 

from all corners of the camp – starting with the next door neighbour to her 

children’s school principal. Recycled art work decorates her inviting shelter – a 

mixture of concrete cement blocks, aluminium sheets and tent fabric from the UN 

Refugee Agency (UNHCR). 

Originally a household of six, the family used to lead a normal life in Aleppo, Syria. 

Her husband, Abu Alaa, worked at a shop 15 minutes' drive away from their home, 

selling stocks of food to restaurants in the area. Every day, he would leave at three 

o’clock in the morning to work and return by midday. Um Alaa used to work at a 

beauty salon to earn extra money to support the family. The couple had almost paid 

off their debt that covered the costs of education for their eldest son Alaa who 

earned a degree in physics from the University of Aleppo. 

Near the end of 2011, when clashes ignited across different parts of Syria, the town 

where Abu Alaa worked was besieged by fighters. He had to hide for cover for two 

days before being able to cross safely back home. At the time, Syrians could never 

have imagined that those random clashes would turn into the full-blown war that 

has crippled the country for years. After that incident Abu Alaa remained at home 

without working for a week. When he received a phone call from the business owner 

asking him to come back to work at seven one morning, Um Alaa pleaded her 

husband to stay at home but he didn’t listen – he was focused on making sure that 

he would be able to keep bread on the family’s table. 

Abu Alaa died in a street explosion on his way back home that day, leaving Um Alaa 

a widowed mother of four. “He was a loving man, very kind hearted,” Um Alaa said. 

“Even if he didn’t have money, he always tried to help people”. 

Since then, not only has Um Alaa managed to cross to safety with her children 

without the support of her extended family, but she has also constantly tried to seek 

opportunities to give her four children the future they had aspired to before the 

war.  She lives with her second eldest son Mohammad (22) and her 14-year-old 

twins Sally and Sami in the camp. Her eldest,  Alaa who is now 24, lives in Erbil 

(160 km away) working as a street vendor to earn money to cover the cost of his 

dialysis – a medical service not available in the camp. 
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Between the jokes, exchanges of hugs and kisses, the recurring cups of tea and 

Arabic coffee and delicious bites of homemade labaneh (strained yoghurt), the 

dominating topic of discussion among the family is the future of Um Alaa’s children. 

Mohammad had to drop out of university when the family decided to flee. He helps 

his younger siblings with their homework, especially mathematics, telling them that 

when they graduate from high school they will have the opportunity to continue their 

education, unlike him. He is constantly applying for scholarships hoping that one day 

he will be accepted and be able to return to his education. 

In the meantime however, Um Alaa has set her mind on moving on and building a 

new life in the camp. Within the fenced area of Domiz II, Um Alaa and her children 

try to stay busy. She works as a child protection aid worker at one of the 

organisations that has set up a child-friendly space in the camp, while Sally and 

Sami go to school and attend different child-oriented activities. Life is monotonous 

except for occasions like Nawroz (the Kurdish New Year) when Um Alaa took her 

children to the city for some entertainment. “It was nice, but I miss Aleppo and my 

friends there” said Sally. 

As a widowed mother, Um Alaa says she will not voluntarily return to her hometown 

in Syria where people have turned against one another and where their lives are at 

risk. She is working hard in the camp to try to make the best out of her situation, 

but struggles to accept the confinement of her family’s aspirations and dreams. She 

says she will continue to fight for her children’s education and for expanding the 

reach of her work beyond the fence of the tented camp that has been sheltering her 

for more than two years now. 

Four years ago, the first waves of Syrians crossed the borders of the now war-

stricken Syria into neighbouring countries for protection and survival. Since then, 

the number of asylum seekers has swelled to over four million men, women and 

children in primarily four countries: Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq. 

Over these four years, humanitarian agencies and host governments have worked 

towards meeting the refugees’ urgent needs and helping them reach one of three 

possible durable solutions under the mandate of UNHCR: voluntary repatriation, 

local integration, or resettlement to a third country in situations where it is 

impossible for a person to go back home or remain in the host country. 

 

This post was written by Dina Baslan, European Commission's 

Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department (ECHO). 
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