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Nasrallah and his son Saeed pick out ripe mushrooms in a dark room at a camp in a town called Haarem in the northwestern province of Idlib on
Nov 29, 2019. — AFP photos 

Mushrooms are pictured in a dark room.

In a camp for the displaced in northern Syria,
Nasrallah scatters mushroom spores into a
bag of wet hay, hoping they will sprout and

feed his family. “Mushrooms have become the
main alternative to meat, as it’s so expensive,”
says the 43-year-old. After the civil war erupt-
ed in Syria eight years ago, Nasrallah started
growing the fungi in his home province of
Hama. “We’d eat some, give some away to
friends,” explains the father of three, who used
to work for the local council in the town of
Qalaat al-Madiq.

But earlier this year, increased regime bom-
bardment on the Hama region forced his family
to flee north towards the Turkish border. They
found refuge in a camp in the town of Haarem in
the northwestern province of Idlib, but jobs
there are scarce. With money tight to support
his wife and children, he planted some mush-
rooms. “We eat some and we sell a little to pro-
vide for ourselves,” he says.

Before planting the fungi, Nasrallah sterilizes
hay by stirring it in boiling water over a wood
fire. He then layers the wet straw into a bag,
sprinkling five to ten grams of mushroom
spores between each coating. Sealing the bag
with a tight knot, he lugs it into a dark, warm
room and leaves it for around 20 days. Once the
bag has turned white, he transfers it to a slightly
brighter room, opens it up, and mists the top

regularly until mushrooms sprout out. “Not
many people grow mushrooms, though people -
especially in camps - are increasingly turning to
them,” he says.

‘Can’t afford them’ 
Mushrooms are commonly viewed as an

alternative to meat in dishes, although they are
different in nutritional value. They contain far less
protein, but more minerals and vitamins. Syrians
in other parts of the country have also grown
them during the war, most notably in the
Damascus suburb of Eastern Ghouta when it
was under a five-year government siege. Around

6.5 million people in Syria are food insecure, or
lack access to sufficient nutritious food. Many of
them have been displaced from their homes by
the conflict, the World Food Program says.

Today, Nasrallah buys a kilo of spores from
Turkey for the equivalent of $10, hoping they will
generate 20 kilos of food. But he spreads out his
yield, picking no more than five kilos a week.
Each kilo sells for a little under the equivalent of
$3, far less than the average $13 per kilo for
meat. Inside the brighter cultivation room, his
nine-year-old son, Saeed, watches as Nasrallah
carves off a huge sprout of creamy oyster mush-
rooms from a sack.

In the street outside, 65-year-old Umm
Khaled takes a quick look at the merchandise
and picks it up for a few banknotes. Inside her
modest mudbrick home, she chops the mush-
rooms up and cooks them over a camping stove
with some onions and ghee. “To be honest,
chicken and meat are better, but we can’t afford
them,” says the elderly woman, who cooks for
her son and grandchildren. Gathering around the
dishes, she and her family rip up flat bread and
dip it into the vegetables instead. — AFP 

Displaced Syrian grows mushrooms to feed family 

New York City has an opportunity practically
unheard of in modern times - a chance to
decide what to do with an island bigger than

London’s Hyde Park. The city voted in October to
close down its notoriously overcrowded, violent jail
on Rikers Island by 2026, which has in its history held
more than twice the number of prisoners it was
designed for. Commanding the most public attention
for the island’s future is green industrial use - a
renewable energy hub with possibilities of a solar
farm, modernized wastewater treatment, and a plant
converting organic waste into fuel.

“There’s a lot of momentum for the island as a hub
of green infrastructure, “said Moses Gates, vice presi-
dent for housing and neighborhood planning at the
Regional Plan Association, a New York-based urban

research group. “It’s an amazing opportunity and def-
initely doesn’t come along every day,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Mostly landfill and situated just a few hundred feet
from the city’s LaGuardia Airport, Rikers Island can
be reached by means of a bridge only accessible to
people with jail business. The entrance to the bridge
sits in an industrial section of New York’s Queens
borough, dominated by scrapyards, litter-strewn lots,
abandoned trucking containers, bus parking lots and
an 80-year-old wastewater treatment plant.

To that end, the City Council, which has a say in
deciding the fate of the island, is weighing three
pieces of legislation. One would shift its control to the
city’s Department of Environmental Protection from
the Department of Correction, and the others call for
studying its capacity for renewable energy and bat-
tery storage and how much wastewater it could han-
dle from other plants.

Introducing the bills over the summer, Councilman
Costa Constantinides, whose district includes Rikers
Island, called it “a place of despair for many New
Yorkers”. “These bills are a down payment for a
brighter future for this island - one that actually
serves New York communities instead of tearing them
apart,” he said.

Bleak to green
Environmentalists note a green use of Rikers Island

would help the city meet its target of having at least
1,000 megawatts of solar capacity by 2030, which
could power more than 250,000 households, accord-
ing to New York City officials. New York state, mean-
while, aims to generate 70 percent of its electricity
from renewable sources by 2030 and by 2040 get all
of its electrical power from sources that do not emit
planet-warming greenhouse gases.

“It’s turning something that has been bleak, maybe
gray and black, into something with a lot of potential
for light and green,” said Melissa Iachan, senior staff
attorney at New York Lawyers for the Public Interest,
a civil rights organization. The proposals would trans-
form the “literally toxic” island and help “end our
addiction to fossil fuel and change the legacy of this
island from one of just horror and trauma to one of
possibility and clean air and sustainability,” she
added. And opening a wastewater treatment plant on
Rikers could allow for the closure of old and out-dat-
ed plants elsewhere, said supporters of the island’s
green industrial use option.

Uncertain future
Putting housing on the island has been suggested

but faces obstacles making it largely unfeasible,
according to urban planners. The island has building
height restrictions due to the flights going in and out
of the airport, and its landfill is decomposing and
emits methane gas, said the Council’s Constantinides.

Transport is another hurdle, with the nearest subway
stop well over a mile away. “Without extending some
sort of mass transit to Rikers, making it a dense urban
environment doesn’t make much sense,” said Mark
Ginsberg, an architect whose firm Curtis + Ginsberg
has studied possibilities for the island’s future.

Other planners have proposed expanding
LaGuardia to the nearby island. An additional runway
could allow larger, longer-haul planes to use the air-
port, but the proposal has enjoyed little public sup-
port. Not to be overlooked is an acknowledgement of
what the island has been since the 1930s, said
Brandon Holmes, New York City campaign coordina-
tor for Just LeadershipUSA, an organization aimed at
cutting the nation’s jail and prison populations.

Rikers, where most prisoners are awaiting trial or
serving sentences of less than one year, was plagued
by chronic violence, overcrowding and decayed
facilities, said city officials as they voted to close it
down. The city’s $8.7 bil l ion plan approved in
October calls for replacing Rikers with four smaller
jails elsewhere. A goal for the future of Rikers Island
is to remember the jail complex and “ensure that the
city doesn’t look at this as a blank slate,” said
Holmes. “What we want is to make sure the island is
never used for profits over people ever again and is
something that values and invests in the future of
every New York.” — Reuters 

Infamous New
York island jail
could have
new, green life

Nasrallah sits with his son as they wait for customers to buy their mushrooms.

Nasrallah layers wet straw into a bag.Umm Khaled and her family share a meal in Haarem.

Umm Khaled cooks
mushrooms in a pot.


