The Arab Communities
​
Far from the pyramids of Egypt, the warm waters of the Mediterranean on the shores of North Africa, the hot deserts of the Arabian Peninsula, the ancient cities of the Middle East, and Yemen, the birthplace of civilization, Arab Canadians are adjusting to Toronto’s frigid winters. In January and February, many members of the city’s Arab community warm themselves with the fires of outdoor barbecues and hot Arab coffee at social gatherings called snow picnics. Others, through societies or organizations, meet once a month to discuss Arab-Canadian economic, political, and cultural issues. Involved in all facets of the cultural, political, and economic life of Toronto, Arab Canadians are making their contributions to the development of the the city’s future.
​
Throughout the year, social evenings of music and dance called haflahs and participation in various cultural events have become a means of preserving the heritage of Toronto’s Arab community. In addition, Arabic language schools and courses in religious studies flourish in all districts of the city.
​
Toronto’s Arab-speaking immigrants from 22 countries are represented by diverse coloration and a good number of the world’s religions. Immigration to Canada began with Syrian-Lebanese immigrants who arrived in 1882. Among these pioneers was Salim Shaykh, a Syrian-Lebanese immigrant who became Toronto’s first Arab settler.
​
An early Syrian enclave formed around St. Patrick’s Church on McCaul Street, the community’s first religious centre. At the turn of the century, St. Vincent de Paul Hall on Shuter Street became the unofficial Syrian church. In the neighbourhood surrounding the hall, Arab businesses, such as confectionery shops and grocery stores, and, later on, clothing factories, flourished and the area became known as “Little Syria.”
​
In 1913, the Melkites (Byzantine rite Catholics) bought a property on Jarvis Street and formed Our Lady of the Assumption Parish, while the Maronites worshipped at Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Church. In the 1930s, youth groups, ratepayers associations, and political and cultural organizations were formed.
​
Immigration remained slow until the end of the Second World War, when immigrants began arriving from Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Palestine, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen. These post-war newcomers included a broader mix of religious, social, and cultural groups and included an educated and financially secure core who formed numerous organizations according to the ideology, religious sect, or nationalism of the state from which each hailed. The largest post-war group, the Egyptians, established the Coptic Orthodox Church in 1965, while Assyrian-speaking people from Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon established two Eastern Apostolic churches in the city. Today, half of Arab-Canadians are of Syrian-Lebanese origin, a quarter are Egyptian and Palestinian, and the rest are from other Arab states. In the past few decades, events in the Arab world such as the Arab-Israeli conflict, civil wars in Somalia and Lebanon, and more recently the conflict in the Gulf have forced many Arabs to immigrate to Canada in ever increasing numbers. Today, Canada is home to about 400,000 Arab Canadians. Of these, nearly half reside in Ontario, with the majority living in and around Toronto.
​
The great majority of Arabs are Muslim, but there is also a sizable group of Christian Arabs who belong to a variety of denominations. Though there is no exclusive Arab mosque, there are 18 houses of worship which serve the Muslim community and many other churches that cater to constituents from all the Arab Middle East and other lands.
Several Arab social, cultural, and political organizations have emerged, representing various national groups of the Arab community. In 1960, the Canadian Arab Friendship Society was organized to promote social, cultural, and educational interests such as multicultural events, conferences, special lectures, and special briefs concerning educational curricula about the Arabs. The society helped raise money for the establishment of the Arab Community Centre of Toronto (ACCT) in 1972, which assists newcomers in acclimatizing to life in Canada.
​
The Arab influx continued in the 1980s with the arrival of Somalis in the wake of the strife in Somalia. Their numbers have increased dramatically from the early 1980s. Please note that almost all Somalis are Muslims. In the 1990s Arab immigrants, specifically Iraqis, also made their way to Canada. Others, too, came from the Arabian Gulf area as it degenerated and became a hotbed of political turmoil and strife. These immigrants again were predominantly Muslim.
​
The Canadian-Arab Federation, established in 1967, is a national organization which represents Arab-Canadian societies throughout Canada. 
 
Places to Go
 
The sweet smells of Arab almond pastries and the fragrant aroma of cardamom and saffron can be enjoyed at a number of Toronto restaurants, bake shops, and specialty stores.
 
Arab cuisine begins with maza (a course of appetizers) that may include hot peppers, olives, cheese, and numerous cooked tidbits. The basic diet is lamb, rice, chickpeas, lentils, broad beans, bulgur (cracked wheat), yogurt, vegetables, nuts, and fruit flavoured with a mixture of healthy herbs and exquisite spices. Baba ghannouj (eggplant and tahini), falafel (deep-fried patties of chickpea or broad beans with spices and parsley), hommos or hummus (chick pea-tahini dip), shish kebab (skewered meat), tabbouleh (salad of parsley, mint, bulgur, tomatoes, onions, and lemon juice), bisteela (filo dough stuffed with onions, chicken, and spices), couscous (steamed semolina with vegetable and meat stew), and kibbee (ground lamb or beef combined with bulgur wheat) are popular dishes available at most of the city’s Arab restaurants.
​
There is a large Middle Eastern community living in Scarborough, and a good sized concentration of shops and restaurants along Lawrence Ave. East between Pharmacy Ave. and Warden Ave.
 
Arab music plays in the background of Jerusalem Restaurant, which has two locations (955 Eglinton Ave. W - Tel. 416-783-6494; 4777 Leslie St.- Tel. 416-490-7888). The menu includes chicken, beef, lamb and tender liver shish kebab, spicy fish, kafta (a mixture of meat, parsley, onions, and spices), foule (fava beans), hummus, tabbouleh, labaneh (yogurt cream cheese), falafel, and shawarma (slowly roasted chicken or beef marinated and sliced into bite-size pieces).
 
Family-owned Tarboosh Restaurant, (Tel. 905-949-0222, 3050 Confederation Pkwy., Mississauga), serves home-cooked meals. The aromas of Middle Eastern vegetarian and non-vegetarian stews and buffets fill the air. Waraq Areesh (stuffed vegetarian or non-vegetarian grape leaves), varieties of shish kabab, and shawarma are also on the menu. Catering available.

Restaurant with four locations Tabule, (2009 Yonge St. – Tel. 416-483-3747; 810 Queen St. E. – Tel. 416-465-2500; 2901 Bayview Ave. – Tel. 416-222-5424; and 9570 McCowan Rd., Markham – Tel. 905-201-8888) is known for its fresh mezze, kebabs, and vibrant atmosphere. 
 
Zaad Restaurant (Tel. 647-347-9223, 348 Bloor St. W); Lebanese Garden (Tel. 416-551-1553, 366 College St.), vegetarian restaurant Eat Nabati (Tel. 289-277-0008, 160 Baldwin St.)

Fast food restaurants specializing in falafel and shawarma sandwiches include Nasib’s Shawarma and Falafel, (1867 Lawrence Ave. E., Tel. 416-285-7223); Falafel World, (Tel. 416-769-9336, 2396 Bloor St. W), Johnny’s Shawarma (Tel. 416-298-7917, 1904 Kennedy Rd., Scarborough).
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Middle Eastern products such as dates, dried fruits, figs, raisins, pistachios, lentil, chickpeas, pita, tahina, broad beans, olives, olive oil, imported canned goods, walnuts, cream cheese, bulgur wheat, scented Arab coffee, and mint tea are available at:   Arz Fine Foods, Scarborough Store (Tel. 416-755-5084 / 416-755-8042, 1909 Lawrence Ave. E); Mississauga Store (Tel. 905-502-9292, 720 Bristol Rd. W, Unit 1); Adonis Supermarket, multiple stores, one of them (Tel. 416-642-1515, 20 Ashtonbee Rd, Scarborough); Rabba Fine Foods, multiple stores, one of them: (Tel. 416-234-0609, 4869 Dundas St.W);  New Samiramis Arabic Supermarket, (Tel. 416-741-4729, 977 Albion Rd.); Al-Quds Market, (Tel. 905-275-2781, 3355 Hurontario St., Mississauga); Patisserie Royale, Fine Lebanese and Syrian Pastries, (Tel. 416-755-6323, 1415 Kennedy Rd Unit 26).  
​
Some of these stores also carry newspapers, magazines, videos, and recordings by Umm Kalthum, considered the greatest Arab singer of this century, and Sabah Fakhri who sings muwashshahaat, a thousand-year-old tradition in Arab music.
Stores that provide halal meats cleaned and prepared according to Muslim dietary laws include: Paramount Butcher Shop, (Tel. 905-890-1700, 4646 Heritage Hills Blvd, Mississauga);  Awaze Halal, (Tel. 647-671-2022, 8 Howard Street), Alzahraa Halal Meat Inc., (Tel. 416-701-1590, 2032 Lawrence Ave E, Scarborough). 
 
​
Toronto’s Middle Eastern bakeries carry pita (Arabic bread), marqooq (very thin Arabic bread), filo pastries with nuts or custards, kul wasushkur (cashew and almond filled pastries), and baklava. These items are available at: 
Golden Dough, (Tel. 905-949-6521, 800 Dundas St. E, Mississauga); Lebanese Bakery, (Tel. 416-441-2450, 2094 Lawrence Avenue E, Scarborough), Baklawa King, Mississauga Store – Dundas (Tel. 905-268-0949, 1590 Dundas St. E, Unit 4); Mississauga Store – Eglinton (Tel. 905-501-9995, 488 Eglinton Ave. W.

​Arabic to English translation is done by: AMM Arabic Translation Service, (Tel. 416-759-4334, website: ammtranslation.com, 1919 Lawrence Ave. E., Suite 301A). 


Religious Centres, Schools and Other Institutions
​
The Arab community consists of diverse religious groups. Christian groups include Antiochian Orthodox, Coptic Orthodox, Melkite, Syrian Orthodox, Anglican, and Maronite Catholic churches; Muslim groups include the Sunni, Shi`ah, and Druze.
​
· JAFFARI COMMUNITY CENTRE (JCC), (Tel. 905-695-9786, jaffari.org, 9000 Bathurst Street, Thornhill). 
· IMDADUL ISLAMIC CENTRE, (Tel. 416-636-0044, www.imdadulcentre.ca, 26 LePage Ct).
· MADRESATUL-BANAAT AL-MUSLIMAAT (MUSLIM GIRLS SCHOOL), (Tel. 416-244-8600, www.muslimgirlsschool.com, 10 Vulcan St).
· TARIC ISLAMIC CENTRE, (Tel. 416-245-5675, taric.org, 99 Beverly Hills Dr).
· JAMI MOSQUE, (Tel. 905-403-8406, www.isnacanada.com, 55 Boustead Ave).
· JESUS THE KING MELKITE CATHOLIC CHURCH, (Tel. 905-886-0700,  www.jesustheking.ca, 1 Lyndhurst Dr., Thornhill).
· OUR LADY OF LEBANON CATHOLIC CHURCH, (Tel. 416-534-7070, www.ladyoflebanon.org, 1515 Queen St. W).
· ST. GEORGE’S ANTIOCHIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH, (Tel. 905-731-7210, www.stgeorgeto.org, 9116 Bayview Ave., Richmond Hill).
· ST. MAR BARSAUMO SYRIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH, (Tel. 905-471-2566, www.sbsoc.ca,  3250 Denison St., Markham).
· ST. MARK’S COPTIC ORTHODOX CHURCH, (Tel. 416-494-4449, stmarkstoronto.ca, 41 Glendinning Ave).
· ASSYRIAN CHURCH OF THE EAST, (Tel. 416-213-0344, www.acoecanada.org, 161 Skyway Ave, Etobicoke).
· MADINAH MASJID, (Tel. 416-465-7833, madinahmasjid.ca, 1015 Danforth Ave).
· ISLAMIC INFORMATION & DAWAH CENTRE INTERNATIONAL, (Tel. 416-536-8433, islaminfo.com, 1168 Bloor St. W).
· ISLAMIC FOUNDATION (SCARBOROUGH), (Tel. 416-321-0909, www.islamicfoundation.ca, 441 Nugget Ave).
· MADINATUL-ULOOM ACADEMY, (Tel. 416-332-9428, mua.ca, 710 Progress Ave).
· ISSRA (ISLAMIC SOCIAL SERVICES & RESOURCES ASSOCIATION), (Tel. 416-767-1531, www.issra.ca, 2375 St. Clair Ave. W).
​
​
Holidays and Celebrations
​
Some members of the Arab community celebrate their former Homeland’s national day along with a series of religious holidays. Religious events include, for example for Muslims, Ramadan, a month of fasting, when Muslims abstain from eating, drinking, sex, smoking and cursing from sunrise to sunset. During Ramadan (even more than during the rest of the year), Muslims cultivate their moderation, willpower, patience and unselfishness. The month of Ramadan originates in people the real spirit of social belonging, of caring for the less fortunate, and of equality before God. Also, the month of Ramadan is a happy time for most Muslims, as family and friends gather around at sunset to break their fast together. On the first day of the lunar month after Ramadan, Eid Al-Fitr (the festival of the breaking of the fast) is celebrated.
​
· EID AL-ADHA (THE FESTIVAL OF SACRIFICE) is celebrated throughout the Muslim world over a period of three days. Each of the Eid days begins with prayers (Salat) and is spent in alms-giving, visiting friends and relatives, and exchanging greetings and gifts. Eid Al-Adha celebrates the completion of the Hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca, which is one of the five pillars of Islam, and represents to Muslims immense spiritual and emotional significance.
· EID AL-FITR (THE FESTIVAL OF THE BREAKING). A religious celebration is observed on the day following the last day of fasting (Ramadan).
· THE FEAST OF ST. MARON celebrated on February 9, honours the patron saint of Maronite Christians.
· THE DAY OF THE LAND, celebrated on March 30, represents the commitment of Palestinians to hold on to their lands in Occupied Palestine. Lectures and discussions about Palestine are held on this day.
· NEW YEAR’S DAY is celebrated by Assyrians in early April with a weekend of cultural and social festivities.
· ST. MARK’S DAY is celebrated on May 8, with commemorative church services held in honour of the patron saint of the Coptic Orthodox Church.
· THE FEAST OF ST. PETER AND ST. PAUL on June 29, is celebrated by the Antiochian Orthodox community to commemorate the two founders of the Church of Antioch. Church services are held on this date.
· COPTIC NEW YEAR begins on September 11, and is celebrated with a Divine Liturgy. The colour red is found throughout the church and in homes red dates are eaten in memory of the church martyrs.
· DECLARATION OF THE PALESTINIAN STATE is celebrated on November 15. Celebrations are marked by lectures and discussions about Palestine.
· ARAB HERITAGE DAY, held on November 21, is a celebration of the Arab community in Canada. A reception, with speeches followed by a dance, is sponsored by the Canadian Arab Federation.
​
See Holidays and Celebrations in Glossary.
​
​
Media
​
·  MIDDLE EAST RADIO, (Tel. 438-381-8123, meradio.ca). A Canadian Arab radio station broadcasting 24/7 in Arabic from Montreal and Halifax. Torontonians can access it via live stream. Established in 1996, it offers a wide range of programs including news, music, culture, and talk shows.
· ARAB CANADA NEWS, (Tel. 613-890-9559, arabcanadanews.ca). A digital Arabic-language news outlet serving the Arab community across Canada. Provides news, features, and community updates focused on Canadian Arab affairs.
· HALA CANADA MEDIA, (Tel. 647‑504‑4302, halacanada.ca, 690Dorval Dr
Suite 200, Oakville). A Canadian Arab media network established in 2015. Can be accessed via live stream, website, mobile app, and other digital platforms. Offers Arabic‑language news (local, national, international), radio broadcasts, magazine content, video content, and community‑oriented programs. 
· THE NECEF REPORT (NEWSLETTER), (Tel. 416-301-5019, Fax 416-483-5732, 20 Bloor St. E. P.O. Box 73090), Near East Cultural and Educational Foundation of Canada.(106 Duplex Ave), Publisher: Jonnes Graff.
​
​
Organizations
​
· ARAB COMMUNITY CENTRE OF TORONTO, Head Office, (Tel. 416-231-7746, acctonline.ca, 295 The West Mall, Suite 200 Etobicoke). Established in 1972, provides social, cultural, recreational and educational programs and publishes a newsletter in Arabic and English. President: Fathi Abu-Farah. 
· YASMINA RAMZY ARTS, (Tel. 416-953-7769, www.yasminaramzyarts.com, 1560 Yonge St.), teaches Middle Eastern dance and music. President: Yasmina Ramzy.  
· ASSYRIAN SOCIETY OF CANADA, (Tel. 905-624-0636, www.assyriansociety.net, 1150 Crestlawn Dr., Mississauga). Annual events such as evenings of entertainment featuring traditional music and dance are held in the club hall.  
· CANADIAN ARAB FEDERATION, (Tel. 416-493-8635, Fax 416-493-9239, www.canadianarabsfederation.com, 1057 McNicoll Ave). Acts as the official voice of the community, coordinates activities of Arab organizations in Canada, and arranges annually for a national convention of members. Also publishes a weekly e-bulletin.  
· DRUZE SOCIETY, (Tel. 416-439-3976, druze.net, 898 Markham Rd). President: Enas Botrie Younis. 
· PALESTINE HOUSE TORONTO, (Tel. 647-228-2727, palestinehouse-toronto.ca, 2359 Royal Windsor Dr Unit 27C, Mississauga). 
· CANADIAN EGYPTIAN HERITAGE ASSOCIATION (CEHA), (Tel. 855-552-2999, www.ceha1.com, Mississauga). Board Director: Dr. Magdy Nashat. 
· NILE ASSOCIATION OF ONTARIO, (Tel. 905-840-5375, www.nileclub.org, 50 Beachville Circle Brampton). President: Dr. Mohamed Elhalwagy. 
· AL-HUDA CENTRE & LEBANESE MUSLIM SOCIETY. (Tel. 416‑446‑0935, alhudamuslimsociety.com, 975 Kennedy Rd, Scarborough). President: Aymane Youssef.
· CANADIAN ARAB INSTITUTE, (Tel. 647-695-3339, canadianarabinstitute.org, 140 Yonge St.). Board Chair: Nedal Ismail.
· IRAQI CANADIAN SOCIETY OF ONTARIO, (Tel. 647-648-7822, icsociety.ca, 3173 Erindale Station Rd., Mississauga). President: Eman Said.

​
​Consulates, Trade Commissions and Tourist Bureaus
 
· ​ CONSULATE OF THE LEBANESE REPUBLIC, (Tel. 647-330-9292, 1832 Pine Grove Av. - Pickering). Honorary Consul General: Mr. Gregoire Bostajian. 
· CONSULATE OF THE SYRIAN ARAB REPUBLIC, (Tel. 905-564-0955, 7370 Bramalea Rd, Suite 14, Mississauga).  Consul General:

​
Prominent Torontonians
​
Johnny Essaw, sports commentator; Habeeb Salloum, author and freelance writer.
​
Contributors: Muna Salloum, M.A. Middle East and Islamic Studies; Dr. Ibrahim Hayani, Professor of Economics at Seneca College, and a writer and activist; Nadia Abu-Zahra, Canadian Arab Federation.
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