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ZAKAT for Social Justice

Introduction

Every year between 200 billion and 1 trillion USD is given in Islamic charity
to alleviate poverty.! Given by individuals and to charities for distribution
within communities and more recently coordinated by governments, it is a
clear religious obligation to give to those in need. Such giving is noble, just,
and plays an important function within Islamic societies; however it is
limited by its immediate focus. In short, it does not engage with the causes
of inequality or injustices; leaving issues that surround and aggravate
poverty unaddressed.

Zakat is the most significant form of charity within Islam. ARDD-Legal Aid
believes that Zakat is both an opportunity fill the funding gaps in humani-
tarian and development assistance as well as enhance social justice. With a
clear mandate to increase access to justice for all vulnerable and marginal-
ized groups, ARDD-Legal Aid believes that Zakat could be utilized with a
social justice intention to address some of the most intractable issues that
exist in Jordan, and the world more broadly. One example of this could be
through contributing to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs).

This paper outlines the accepted role of Zakat, the deficiencies with this
system and the possibility for its expansion to take into account social
justice issues in Jordan.

As will be shown in this paper, Zakat has recently been recognized as a
potential source of humanitarian funding. This is an important develop-
ment in its history but progress still needs to be made to convince our
community that focus on programs with longer term, less immediate
results can have untold benefits in achieving the ultimate aim of reducing
poverty.

Islamic Charity

The most common and relevant forms of giving in Islam are Zakat,
Sadagah, and Waqf. Despite holding an important place in the Islamic
faith, the roles and function of Zakat and other forms of Islamic charitable
giving are not well understood by both Muslim and non-Muslim communi-
ties.

As one of the five pillars of Islam, Zakat is a spiritual and religious duty for
all Muslims who have the means to do so. Through this, Muslims whose
wealth reaches a certain threshold, known as nisab, are required to give
2.5 percent of their accumulated wealth from a lunar year. The clear inten-
tion is to benefit the poor or needy.? Those whose wealth falls below the
nisab are encouraged to give Zakat in the form of goods, or by offering a
service or providing help to someone in need.

Sadaqah is another form of voluntary Islamic charity which can be given at
any point throughout the year and be any amount. A more specific variant
of Sadaqgah is Sadaqah Jariyah, known as ongoing charity, where individu-
als contribute to community projects such as building wells for access to
clean water or providing schoolbooks for students.> Considered by the
international development sector as “sustainable development,” Sadagah
Jariyah has both short and long-term positive effects on communities.*

A popular form of Sadaqgah is Wagf, which is an endowment given as land
or property that can be used for charitable purposes or used to support
charitable activities via investment. To aid in the Waqf process, various
Ministries of Awqgaf have been established in some Muslim-majority and
Islamic countries (including Jordan) and organizations have been set up to
collect and distribute funds. *
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How it Works

The key role of Zakat is to create mutual responsibility in communities by
building relationships between different parts of the society. Zakat is often
collected during Ramadan, the holy month of fasting and prayer for
Muslims. The channels for payments include through government collec-
tion, independent collection via delivery agencies, mosques, individuals
and Islamic banking systems.® Due to this tradition, many communities
often view Zakat as a yearly obligation just for charity items and not as a
tool to target larger community issues in a more sustainable way.

Although Zakat has been around since the beginning of Islam, few modern
governments legally enforce its collection, many of which have only begun
to do so in recent years. The following governments regulate Zakat either
through the constitution or law: Saudi Arabia (1950), Libya (1971),Pakistan
(1980), Sudan (1984), Malaysia (1990) and Yemen (1996). In contrast,
Jordan, Bahrain, Kuwait, Lebanon, and Bangladesh consider it voluntary.’
However systems are in place for its collection.

Since the rise of Islamic finance in the 1970s, Islamic banks and financial
institutions have integrated the religious alms of Zakat, specifically by
creating accounts for Zakat payments.2 However, many Muslim countries
have not been able to successfully implement these methods due to
various limitations from logistical and ideological barriers, to accounting
standards and liabilities.

In addition to government and bank management of Islamic charity, there
has been a growth in the number of local, regional, and international Faith
Based Organizations (FBOs) and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)
that utilize Zakat. In recent years, Islamic faith-based organizations have
started to receive the majority of their funding through Zakat donations as
aresult of their perceived political independence and focus on humanitari-

an aid. In general, these organizations support emergency relief, develop-
ment projects, orphans and seasonal projects. Two prominent FBOs
known for the distribution of Zakat and Islamic charity are Islamic Relief
Worldwide and Zakat Fund of America.

Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW), established in 1984, is the most well
known FBO. IRW has successfully used Zakat to target a wide variety of
issues that go beyond the distribution of aid items, also working towards
sexual and gender-based violence prevention, child protection, and
psychosocial support.® Most recently, IRW was involved in food distribu-
tion in besieged Syrian communities such as Madaya, Madamiyah, East
Ghouta, West Ghouta, and Daryya.

It is through the work of organizations such as IRW, that Zakat is being
seen by the broader aid community as a way to utilize alternative humani-
tarian financing methods. Many international agencies have started to
partner with Zakat FBOs, such as the United Nations International
Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and the United Nations High Commis-
sion Refugees (UNHCR), because of the recognized wide reach and
influence of these organizations. ARDD-Legal Aid believes that this can be
expanded further with the specific and clear aim to contribute to social
justice issues and the SDGs.

The Impact of Zakat

Due to the complex nature of calculating the value of Zakat, an accurate
view of the past and projected impact of Zakat is impossible. Based on
available data, Islamic financial analysts estimate that between two
hundred billion and one trillion U.S. dollars are given in mandatory alms
and voluntary charity across the Muslim world each year.” A study by
Global Humanitarian Assistance collected data from Indonesia, Malaysia,
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Yemen, which make up 17 percent of the estimated
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Muslim population, and found that the “amount of Zakat raised in each of
these countries through formal Zakat-management institutions [totaled]
at least U.S. $5.7 billion... each year.”" It is estimated that Wagqf could be
worth up to U.S. $1 trillion globally.™

Both Zakat, Sadagah, and Waqf could be sustainable and efficient source
of funding for many Islamic financial and charitable institutions. The total
voluntary income and charitable contributions of FBOs to humanitarian
causes in 2013 totaled over 132 million Euros.” If the enormous amount of
Zakat contributions was directed towards humanitarian and development
initiatives each year the impact could be unprecedented. As Economist
Habib Ahmed notes, “the potential is tremendous. But in most countries it
is not being used to the potential.”*

Achieving this potential will not just be done with clearer communication
and coordination between actors, the understanding of Zakat also needs
to be shifted. Zakat can and should be used with a clear social justice
intent, not merely with the very narrow focus on poverty alleviation, as
this does not address the root causes of the issue. With a social justice
mandate for the use of Zakat there is greater capacity to make substantial
positive change within a community.

Government Management of the Fund

Numerous Islamic scholars and Muslim citizens do not see government
authorities as fit to manage Zakat collection and distribution and this has
been a point of concern in countries where governments face fiscal
challenges and a lack of resources and capacity. The reluctance towards
governmental administration of the fund is not just limited to a question of
capacity but also one of control. This is a valid concern when discussing
Zakat because it symbolizes an individual act that is considered accounta-
ble to God—but the donor then questions why the state is interfering in

such aninherently religious act. Citizens who see Zakat as an obligatory act
then question whether there is a guarantee that Zakat will be used for its
rightful purpose, especially if it is controlled by a governmental agency.

The basis of this lack of trust and concern is found in the lack of transparen-
cy with regards to the distribution of the funds, exact data on the number
of beneficiaries reached, the administration of the fund and the distribu-
tion of collection to the poor and needy. To address the issue of transparen-
cy, governmental agencies must work in tandem with their populations to
promote awareness."” Further, governmental agencies should be working
to increase their transparency and accountability with regards to how they
administer and manage the funds. This in turn would create trust between
the donor and the governmental agency. The increase in awareness and
trust requires the engagement of Islamic academics, scholars, theologians,
regulators, finance experts, foundations, practitioners and agencies.
Through partnership between these entities, governments can address
the logistical barriers they face as well as the ideological barriers and misun-
derstandings of the contributors. These partnerships provide a coordinat-
ed approach to limit suspicion and mistrust. It will provide the opportunity
to increase and improve the use of Zakat.™

Case Study: Jordan

Zakat is voluntary in Jordan. The Zakat Fund is one of the oldest funds in
the Levant region and the primary Islamic charity fund in Jordan. The fund
falls under the Ministry of Awgaf, Islamic Affairs, and Holy Places and
consists of a National Zakat Fund. While there are currently no laws enact-
ed within Jordan that regulate and make Zakat obligatory, the Ministry and
National Zakat Fund works to ensure a steady flow of the Zakat fund as
well as Waqgf Funds. 7
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Through the Jordanian Ministry of Awqaf, Islamic Affairs, and Holy Places,
there are 7 major programs: Cash Assistance; Occasional In-Kind Assis-
tance; Orphan Cash Assistance; Rehabilitation Assistance Projects; Urgent
Cash Assistance; and Medical Care Programs.” USAID’s 2011 report on
National Zakat Fund programs shows the highest expenditures of the
Zakat Fund are cash assistance and occasional in-kind assistance, total-
ing4.645 Million Jordanian Dinars (6.5 Million USD) for 13,000 beneficiar-
ies.” The Zakat Fund has been primarily used to provide cash assistance to
Jordan's poor and vulnerable communities.

Within Jordan, Waqf is used to solve economic problems such as inade-
quate housing and the revitalization of commercial buildings. In 2010 there
were about 6,243 operating mosques and 772 under construction that had
been financed by Wafqg.? For Jordan, the Waqgf Fund has proved beneficial,
as it has contributed directly to the establishment and creation of infra-
structure. Such works increase access to economic opportunities and
growth amongst the most marginalized communities.

Zakat in Jordan has primarily focused on poverty alleviation measures to
support Jordanians. This means assistance such as cash and food, which
although necessary, do not address the root causes of such problems. To
achieve this, it is important to examine the use of Zakat with a social justice
intent to address the causes of these problems in a sustainable way. Given
that Jordan is a major host country for hundreds of thousands of displaced
people, Zakat must also be blind to nationality and be focused on building
and supporting the entire community. The Jordan Response Plan for 2016
- 2018 has shown that the needs of all who call Jordan “home” far exceed
what the Government of Jordan is able to provide on its own. While
foreign governments and international organizations are contributing, it is
important for citizens who meet the nisab threshold to recognize their
important role in improving the livelihoods of their neighbors. Through

the promotion of Zakat as a tool for social justice within Jordan, those
giving Zakat can identify the issues facing the community and actively
work to be a part of the solutions.

Obstacles of Accessing Zakat in Jordan

Zakat and Wagqgf within Islamic society have gone through a period of
innovation and critical reexamination. In the West and Far East, Muslim
leaders and Islamic scholars in the private sector and civil society are begin-
ning to reconsider the Islamic principles of social justice, Islamic govern-
ance and the role of the obligatory alms. Despite this increased conversa-
tion, barriers to accessing Zakat remain.

The primary barriers to accessing Zakat center on accountability. As Chloe
Stirk highlighted, the lack of transparency creates ‘tension between the
individual paying Zakat and the institution or governmental agency they
are paying.’”* This tension is aggravated if there is no reporting on the
funds which creates insufficient mechanisms to trace financial contribu-
tions and their impacts. Without accountability mechanisms in place, the
trust of those contributing is low which results in limited funds being
contributed. Within some communities, it is believed that collection institu-
tions are limiting the overall volume of Zakat that is collected.?? This must
be remedied to ensure the expansion of Zakat fund in Jordan.

Jordan has, to an extent, implemented localization within the Zakat distri-
bution and collection methodology through Voluntary Zakat Committees.
Enlisted and overseen by the Ministry of Awgaf and Islamic Affairs, nearly
210 Voluntary Zakat Committees have been established, and are run and
staffed by private citizens who are registered under the Ministry. While
tightly controlled by the Ministry,? ‘Zakat committees employ teams of
social workers familiar with the local community that assess which individu-
als and families are eligible for aid.
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