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For Syrian refugees, the struggle to gain their footing and rebuild their life begins the minute 
they enter their host country and continues for many years after.  It is in this complex landscape 
that NEF is working to provide both vulnerable host community families and refugee families 
with safe and sustainable opportunities to adapt, recover, and earn an income in order to achieve 
economic stability.

Starting Over: Iman’s Story
These days, Iman and her husband Ahmed’s days are off to 
a busy start with a business to run, and a family to take care 
of. Getting up early in the morning, Ahmed heads to their 
falafel stand to start preparations for the day. The kiosk is 
located within the informal tented settlement in the Beqaa 
Valley of Lebanon, where they have resided since fleeing their 
home in Ghouta, Syria six years ago. Iman starts her day by 
tending to the children and their home. Once the kids are 
settled, she heads to the kiosk to meet Ahmed where they 
get to work chopping, grinding, and preparing their home-
made falafel and kabobs for the lunch rush. Iman makes the 
falafel, Ahmed grills the kabobs. Right now, life is manage-
able, peaceful, even hopeful.

This is a major departure from the chaos and uncertainty 
Iman and Ahmed felt after being forced to leave their home 
in Syria and arriving in Lebanon with their four children in 
2012. Their fifth child, a beautiful little girl named Joumana, 
was born in the camp after they resettled. The two-room tent 

that they occupy is the only home she has ever known. They 
could not find work after they arrived. Ahmed was badly in-
jured due to enduring shrapnel in his leg from a bomb, and 
Iman had severe back problems that greatly disabled her mo-
bility. The family racked up around $1,500 in debt, a source 

Iman and her daugher Joumana.
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of great stress for both Iman and Ahmed. Anything outside 
the bare minimum for the children was out of the question. 
Iman shared that the other women in the camp banded to-
gether to help her family, explaining, “they all take care of one 
another, it is very much like an extended family.” Although 
comforted by their support, Iman knew they had to do some-
thing to start providing for themselves.

When Iman was approached with the opportunity to join 
NEF’s livelihoods support program, Ahmed was skeptical. As 
they often do for hesitant spouses, NEF project staff invited 
him to sit in on the first business development training, so 
that he could see it was legitimate and safe for his wife to 
attend. Even when Iman was having extreme problems with 
her back, and was considering discontinuing the classes, 
NEF’s Siraj Center team made special accommodations for 
transport to the classes. Iman explains that the training was 
very enjoyable for her. Even with the pain she was experienc-
ing, she insisted on going because she says,

“It made me feel so good to be there 
learning new things and relating to the 
other women.”

She says it raised her spirits and was a relief from the difficul-
ties she was facing at home. She shared that she didn’t even 
know about the $850 project grant in the beginning—she 
just felt that the training and coaching was building her 
character, and made her feel like, “a more complete person.”  

Since starting their falafel stand, Iman and Ahmed have sub-
stantially paid down their debt. Their 13-year-old daughter, 
Bayan, says before the business Ahmed was often angry and 
stressed because of his inability to work and provide for their 
family but since it has been up and running, “the household 
is much more positive, everyone is less stressed.” In turn, 
Iman shared that her kids are, “smiling for the first time in a 
long time, they have hope.”

Beyond providing the household income, the kiosk has also 
helped them meet their neighbors. Iman explained that she 
loves getting to interact with the people in their community. 
The kiosk has become a hub for more than just food. It has 
also become a place of friendship, laughter, and healing.

Iman in front of her falafal stand.

Iman with two other women that she attending trainings with 
and are now close friends.


