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FOREWORD
It gives me great pleasure to congratulate the members of the Association of Former International Civil Servants in Egypt (AFICS-EGYPT) who
took the initiative to produce this book. I share their conviction that this
work is most timely. It provides Egypt’s policy makers of the post-revolution new era and their partners for development with succinct analyses,
ideas and solutions to problems that have been facing Egypt for decades,
but that remain unresolved to date.
This book compiles valuable contributions from eminent thinkers, scholars
and practitioners who had generously shared their views over five years
(2005-2009) through Beyond, AFICs-Egypt’s publication at Al Ahram
Weekly, about issues of utmost vitality for Egypt’s progress. They have
been warning about major pitfalls and flaws of the past regime and they
also proposed ways to solve them, which remain valid.
One most interesting feature of the book is that it devotes a whole chapter to exposing the views of youth on the various topics addressed. This
chapter (VIII, in this volume) consists of statements written by youth prior
to the revolution. These previews should have been seen as signals of the
dissatisfaction of the younger generation, and their determination to drive
change. As the readership will find out, Egyptian youth have proven their
ability to assess situations in any of the political, socio-economic, cultural
or human rights domains they addressed, with surprising insight. Their
statements on the various topics denote knowledge of facts, awareness of
what and why things went wrong, and sensitivity to people’s aspirations.
They also displayed mounting rebellion that eventually led to their historic
demand for sweeping change in January 2011.
People are the makers of development. Unfortunately, some of them can
be destructive elements and enemies of progress. Though the latter group
constitutes a small minority of the population, the consequences of their irresponsible acts can have the most devastating effects. These effects on the
people and on the nation can transgress borders and can defeat, as history
can tell, entire civilizations.
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We therefore need to pull all the strength that exists in the form of knowledge, good judgment, and experience as well as love to continue building
shields against threats of poverty, environmental degradation, diseases,
and often but growing armed conflicts. These everyday issues have the
most destabilizing effects on the lives of the majority of people. They
have to be fought using scientific thinking, strategic and comprehensive
approaches, though applicable to each situation.
As stated in the inaugural issue of Beyond in 2005, the central challenge is
to ensure that the rules, instruments and institutions to deal with all these
threats and issues are in place. “We need to know how to deal with the
so- called “hard” threats without neglecting the “soft” threats. After all,
they are closely linked. A world not advancing towards the Millennium
Development Goals will not be at peace. And a world awash in violence
will have little chance of achieving the goals.”
The makers of this book are valued members of the United Nations community, either in current or former capacity. At all times, Egypt has been
contributing with expertise to world development, in every field, and at
every level. I am glad that with enriched knowledge and memory they
continue to promote the ideals and objectives that such an organization
was established to defend by remaining concerned citizens of Egypt and
the world,
I hope that this thought provoking work will be given the consideration it
deserves by concerned authorities, institutions and individuals. 			
										
					
Boutros Boutros-Ghali
President, National Council for Human Rights, Egypt
Former UN Secretary General
Former Secretary General of the Francophonie
Honorary President, AFICS-Egypt
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INTRODUCTION

This is a time for resolve. The 25 January revolution led by Egypt’s youth,
is giving reason to cheer to the many of us who had dared to care about
Egypt and its welfare. That is why the vision, thoughts, warnings, proposals that those who cared had offered Egypt to solve many of its problems,
are compiled in this book for the inspiration and guidance of those who
can.
The book compiles the works of thinkers, scholars, experts, practitioners
and also youth, that were first published at Al Ahram Weekly in a quarterly
public policy quarterly issued by the Association of Former International
Civil Servants in Egypt (AFICS-Egypt). It featured as a 16-page quarterly
supplement entitled “beyond” for five years 2005-2009. At that point the
Editorial Team believed it was time to take a pause to ponder about the
impact of such work as an advocacy tool geared towards an improved performance of the Egyptian system in diverse socio-economic, cultural and
political fields.
Realizing the depth of analysis and the richness of ideas and proposals
contained in Beyond it was decided to select those articles that continue
to be relevant today, and compile them in a book that can be used as solid
reference material and for action in Egypt’s post-revolution era. This is especially that all such contributions had for common objective to give back
to Egyptians, their missing rights to freedom, dignity and social equity,
that were also the purpose for which the revolution took place.
Though it cannot be claimed that the book covers all problems affecting
Egypt - for example, the key problems of unemployment and health are
not tackled - it however addresses several issues of utmost importance and
effect on the quality of life in Egypt. These count: issues of governance,
politics, legislature; land, population, density problems and the desert alternative, the food crisis; education; environment; human rights; women;
and, Cairo, the capital and its problems, such as waste mismanagement.
Also included are the views of youth as concerned citizens; and, the outer
perspective: Arab, African and global.
Compilation of articles does not follow the chronological order of their appearances in the various issues of beyond, and is restricted to those articles
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that are believed to continue having relevance to the current debate. The
main criteria for selection are whether they address points in areas where
change is due, and especially when they offer thoughts or solutions with
regards to problems that still exist. The nine chapters of Daring to Care
are conceived in a different way than the original Beyond out of which articles are extracted. This is to offer a more focussed approach to the various
themes and issues than in the publication.
It is hoped that the editorial collaboration between the Al Ahram Weekly
and AFICS-Egypt, an unprecedented initiative on the part of Al Ahram
with a non-governmental body and its think tank, will have proved to have
been a worthy initiative. Lending its platform to reach the widest possible readership for spreading thoughtful and critical analysis and opinion
by eminent writers, experts and commentators in Egypt, as was done for
beyond, sets a good model for how the media and a civil society organization, can join hands for mutual enhancement of their mission as social
communicators.
The Egyptian chapter of the Federation of Association of Former International Civil Servants (FAFICS), or AFICS-Egypt, had, for its own part,
set itself the task of mustering the invaluable and highly diverse experience, expertise and knowledge gained by the large numbers of Egyptians
through their work with the various agencies of the UN system in often
crucial posts -- not least that of which is that of the UN Secretary- General.
By hosting Beyond for all these years, Al Ahram Weekly had offered AFICS-Egypt a platform through which such a valuable reservoir of knowledge could be shared with the wider public. To them we are most grateful.
As a founding member of AFICS-Egypt, and its Chair since returning from
my last official post in the UN Secretariat, I wish to thank the editorial
team of this work for their initiative in founding Beyond , and producing
it all these years, all on voluntary basis. I also consider that this additional
initiative of transforming its valuable contents into a book, is a form of
paying a tribute to those who have, years before the revolution took place,
warned against the failure of the regime and came up with solutions that,
if given the attention they deserve can contribute meaningfully to Egypt’s
progress and quest for freedom, dignity and social justice. I also wish to
thank the contributors and authors of articles who have all, without exception, shared their values and ideas, a wealth of its own. They have all,
individually and collectively demonstrated a dedication to the welfare of
Egypt, hard to match. Before ending, I wish to announce that our work will
xxii
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continue, albeit in Arabic, for a wider outreach among the Egyptian and
Arab speaking readership.
I hope you will find in Daring to Care a most invigorating and thoughtprovoking material that can inspire those building the new Egypt towards
a new era of prosperity for the nation and its people.
Mervat Tallawy (Ambassador)
Chair, Association of International Civil Servants in Egypt (AFICS-Egypt)
Former UN Under Secretary General and Executive Secretary of ESCWA
Former Secretary General of the National Council for Women
Former Minister of Insurance and Social Affairs
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Executive Summary

In the past few years that preceded the revolution, problems that had been
confronting Egypt for decades due to erroneous policies in the political,
economic and social spheres started to affect the quality of life of Egyptians to the point where silence could not be maintained any longer. Many
scholars, practitioners, pundits, and individuals concerned with the welfare
of Egypt and its people started to take advantage of the relative freedom of
expression that was allowed under the former regime to voice their opinions, using mass media, movies and all other communication channels,
and increasingly through taking the street and using virtual social networks
that, at the end, exploded on 25 January 2011.
This book compiles voices of experts whose views, advices and warnings
on various issues that have been affecting people’s life in Egypt in most
dramatic and often tragic ways were not given any consideration by the
previous regime, and even when it did, this has not been in a sufficiently
comprehensive manner that could have allowed virtuous change. It presents as well some concrete and technical proposals believed to offer viable
solutions to major problems and challenges facing Egypt. Furthermore,
and as can be considered as a prelude to the revolution of 25 January, it also
carries the voice of youth. This young cohort that constitutes more than
20% of Egypt’s population were starting to rebel against having to suffer
the consequences of the sins of their forebears who, through lack of vision,
short-sight, self-interest and erroneous policies, were to leave them with a
legacy of an impoverished nation, economically, politically, socially and
culturally. Amazingly, as can be seen from Chapter VIII of this volume,
their contribution has no lesser value than that of their elders. They even
surpassed the latter group by taking the matters in their hands and forcing
a more than half a century regime to fall.
What was next to come was clearing up the mess by the military who suddenly found themselves defending a democracy in transition from falling
into chaos. Their concern with matters of emergency nature, such as reestablishing some order, has compelled them to run the country with a management by crisis formula. New beginnings, however, could not start from
scratch and there is merit in taking advantage of the literature that provided
xxiv
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objective assessments of the situation in Egypt before the revolution and
offered solutions that can – it is believed – constitute viable elements on
which a new road map for Egypt can be drawn. Hence the value of this
forward looking book in the quest for virtuous change.
All views, suggestions, or proposals that are presented in this book were
originally published in Beyond the public policy quarterly produced by
the Association of former International Civil Servants in Egypt (AFICSEgypt), as a supplement of Al Ahram Weekly during the period 2005-2009.
Though selection of material for the book was based on their continuing
viability and relevance, yet, for contextual relevance, each work is affixed
with the month and year on which it was written.
Highlights of the nine chapters of this volume, grouped by theme, follows.

Daring to Care
Chapter I - Change is overdue.
The dominant threats to advancement of this country have been perceived
long ago, by a distinguished thinker, late Ibrahim Shihata as requiring a
clear vision of what needs to be changed and how to go about it. In his seminal book “wasseyety le belady”, first published – in Arabic - in 1999, he
proposes choices for Egypt and constitutional reforms, excerpts of which
are presented in this manuscript. In addition, distinguished jurist Nour Farahat discusses the absence of the rule of law and the flaws of the Egyptian
Constitution while Amr El Shalakany warns about using models unwisely.
In 2005, Hazem El Beblawi was already stressing the importance of Egyptians going to polls, and Hesham El Bastawissy writes about the need to
guarantee judicial independence. Distinguished justice Joseph Nadeau explains what it means to be a judge in an advanced country. Islamising democracy, a subject that has gained prominence after the revolution is raised
by Moataz Abdel Fattah, and Mona Makram Ebeid was already warning
about the power of the street. Changing the business climate, clipping corruption wings are all material worthy to consult. A key underlying theme
of this chapter also concerns the nature of the social contract the Egyptian
government had pledged to conclude with the Egyptian people. However,
for those interested to know about how youth perceive a social contract,
they are invited to visit the relevant contributions in Chapter VIII. In addition to other public issues requiring reform, warnings about the social
and income divide in the country and the need to protect the country and
its people from social problems such as drug addiction are raised in this
chapter.
Chapter II – Knowledge at risk
Concern in this chapter is about knowledge and how important it is for
younger generations to acquire a proper education in order to lead a better
life, enjoy better health, and ensure better productivity and income. In this
respect, the great educational guru, Professor Hamed Ammar, provides a
brilliant panorama of Egypt’s education system and its failings, and the
risks of the new short-sighted policies introduced in recent years that were
bound to result in lost identity and larger divides among the various classes and income groups in the country
The warning that time for change was pressing with relation to education
whose decline was made obvious to people concerned with Egypt’s progress is expressed in this chapter by Professor Mohamed Aboulghar, a long
xxvi
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time dissident, who protested against the constraints imposed on the education system by the ruling party and its culture of imposing silence. The 25
revolution may be traced back to the protests in universities spearheaded
by Aboulghar and other academics who saw in resistance a prerequisite
for reform such as Hoda Elsadda. This chapter is rich with defining flaws
in the educational system, such as described by Samia Farid Shihata to
the need for civic education and democracy, advocated by Mona Makram
Ebeid. How to become part of the new knowledge-based economy of the
21st century, is given by Ismail Serageldin who provides his vision for an
ambitious yet necessary institutional reform in education. Emphasis on the
important role science, technology and organised knowledge can play in
coming up with effective solutions to pressing problems are offered by
Professor Emeritus Saad Z. Nagi of Ohio State University (OSU). Such
views are confirmed by spatial expert Farouk El Baz who gives a case
demonstrating how high technology has solved a humanitarian issue in
Darfur . A more mundane view of the problems facing education in Egypt
is given by Essam Mitwally who sees the need to educate educators as a
way to reform. Concern for the condition of basic education in the country
and the importance of reforming it and adopting an inclusive approach
to embrace school dropout are expressed by each of Laila Iskandar and
Malak Zaalouk .
The chapter ends with Hisham El Sherif telling Egypt’s story with computerisation which started in the 1960s, and how Egypt has entered the era
of information and communication technology, that was later used by its
youngest generation to run one of the most impressive historical revolutions of all times.
Chapter III - The Land Question
The reason for presenting such argument is that, embarking on any mega
project, especially as costly as was the case for Toshka, for example, requires caution, yet, caution is not to deter a proper feasibility study and
socio-environmental impact assessment by policy makers to determine its
cost effectiveness and to avoid possible side effects. When the proposal
was presented more than 20 years ago, the private sector was not yet a full
partner of Egypt’s development. Now things have changed. Private investments can effectively support an initiative that promises a new lease of life
for Egypt. New technologies can help minimize past abuses of resources.
El Baz’ proposal, also holds the promise of linking with Sudan, a more than
neglected issue, and to perhaps provide some fresh thought on the Toshka
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initiative that may otherwise count as one of the biggest mistakes of our
times.
The problem of overcrowding is also addressed by Abou Zeid Rageh in
his alternative desert development proposal. There is an additional note of
caution to add to that of the experts, it relates to water scarcity which, in
addition to the need of rationalizing consumption, implies external politics, a matter which is not covered in this volume. Concern for water is
extended to energy. Essam Mitwally advocates a vital role for solar energy
in desert development. The Bassaysa village model in Al-Sharqiya Governorate shows an initiative that entices the local younger generation to
live in desert environment. Maged Osman – later appointed Minister in
the post-revolution cabinet, worries about the ever increasing population
growth that eats up development efforts. Another issue addressed in Daring
to Care has proved to be one of the major reasons why the old regime was
condemned. In this chapter, Salah Hegab reveals the faulty policies of the
former regime with regards to disposing of precious public land – labeled
runaway sales - and the need to publicize any transaction in the future.
This chapter also probes the situation in Egypt as a consequence of the
food crisis, compounded by underlying problems, and brings forward the
views of experts and the solutions they propose for mitigating consequent
hardships and for minimising future risks. Two of the most eminent economists discuss the issue: Karima Korayem and Gouda Abdel Khalek who
was appointed, Minister of Solidarity and Social Equity, after the revolution. Views of youth on this topic can also be found in Chapter VIII of this
volume.
Chapter IV – Environmental concerns
During the last few years, several natural phenomena aggravated by manmade activities have been causing climate shocks all around the globe. In
Egypt, there is a compelling mission to give the environment and climate
changes utmost attention. This is because the preoccupation of the leadership of this country to seek short-term gains versus sustainable development kept the environment as a low priority for action and law enforcement despite the establishment of machineries and legislations to protect it.
This is gradually changing thanks to staunch environmental activists. To
seek a “community of solutions” to overcome the environmental threats to
xxviii
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land and to lives is however found to be a daunting task. Mohamed El Raey
warns that without action, many of Egypt’s coastal areas may disappear,
Samia Al-Marsafawy warns that agriculture is at risk and calls for adaptation strategies so that the agricultural base can weather global climate
change. Mohamed Bayoumi of UNDP shares the experience of innovative
use of wetland foliage in purifying polluted waters for reuse. The need for
long term records and reliable observations as scientific tools to investigate
sea level are considered necessary for coastal protection contends Ibrahim
El Shinawy. Egypt’s hydraulic future requires glancing back to learn from
history about the precariousness of the environment, warns John Harris
Concrete proposals to face environmental challenges are given by Mostafa
Tolba, the environmental guru who sees in shifting production from the
material to the virtual a way to overcome the limits to growth sustainability. Wegdan Loutfy shares her experience in saving Shoubra El-Kheima
from the health risk of exposure to lead. Essam Mitwally offers a technical proposal to convert domestic solid waste into Ethanol which he sees
as the appropriate way to permanently solve the present domestic solid
waste problems in Egypt. Yousryia Loza and Ayman Moharem propose an
integrated system of solid waste management. Preserving heritage value of
buildings and preserving the trees are other concerns raised in this chapter.
Chapter V - Human Rights
Does Egypt meet its commitments to the Universal Human Rights Declaration proclaimed by the General Assembly of the United Nations more
than 60 years ago, precisely on 10 December 1948? Does it meet the human rights in Islam that are the premises on which its constitution and legal
code are built?
The first article in this chapter the Rights of Islam, is written by Zeinab
Radwan at a time when she was deputy speaker of the parliament. She
often supports her arguments by verses from the Koran, being herself a
Ph.D holder in Islamic philosophy, to prove that Islam bestows on all human beings - without any form of discrimination - human rights and a code
of conduct, that surpass the Universal Declaration, conceptually and in
substance.
More than 60 years ago, all member-nations of the UN, including Egypt,
pledged to abide by the universal Human Rights Declaration. One of its
basic premises (Article 25) reads: “Everyone has the right to a standard of
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living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family,
including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social
services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness,
disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances
beyond his control.”
Though all above rights can be considered as addressing basic human needs
indeed, evidences of their non-compliance in Egypt abound. Furthermore,
other human rights violations, especially touching on political rights, had
been legitimized by virtue of an emergency law which was promulgated
decades ago, and is still in vigour up to writing this manuscript. The attempt in this chapter, that compiles the views expressed between 2006 and
2009 by distinguished experts, is to draw the attention of the new makers
of change after the revolution of 25 January, to issues that have not been
resolved as yet, and or that require adjustments, constitutionally, legally,
institutionally or in practice.
Contributors to this chapter include internationally famed experts and authorities in legal affairs including Fouad Abdel Moneim Riad, Mohamed
Nour Farahat and no less than the President of the National Human Rights
Council (NHCR) Boutros Boutros-Ghali. It also includes a note of disillusion of Bahey El Din Hassan three years after the establishment of the
council.
Chapter VI – Women is Power
The heading of this chapter does not carry a grammatical mistake. It is
believed that, in fact, women is power, being half the population. Empowering them as men’s equals in rights is a must, to promote democracy and
Egypt’s development and progress, as viewed by gender expert and woman
activist Fatma Khafagy. Her writings in this chapter also include her assessing that the national machinery established for the advancement of
women and to eliminate all forms of discrimination against them requires
to be energized for impact, as well as she appeals for the enforcement of
law to help stop violence against women – a phenomenon hushed by inhibition despite its prevalence, as demonstrated by poor official records.
In the political domain, rights of representation by women, individually
and collectively are further raised by Mona Makram Ebeid, while visitation rights for children continue to be subject for legal argument, as presented by lawyer at the family justice initiative, Thanaa el Shamy. Carmen
Niethammer of IFC makes the point that Egypt’s female entrepreneurial
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capacity is essential to the realisation of broader national development
goals.
Ghada Shahbender who refuses silence, realizes that the simple participation in Egyptian public life remains subject to undeclared prohibition. Images of successful young women in voluntary activities, as entrepreneurs,
and in art work, prove that women are not only good for housework and
raising children, contrary to what chauvinistic groups think. The first woman justice in Egypt, Tahany el Gebaly reveals her staunch support for the
principles of democracy, equality and respect for universal human rights
Chapter VII - Cairo, Living History
“One could say that almost no other ancient or modern city over the last
centuries has been observed, visited, studied, described, written about,
its moments painted or pictured, like Cairo.” Chapter VII gives only but
a glimpse of the city’s complexity that is best described by Abou Zeid
Rageh, as the tale of three cities not always living in harmony: the medieval city, the Alaweyad city and the informal city.
In fact, Cairo is an open museum built over 13 centuries of the reign of
the Tolounians, the Ayyoubis, the Mameluks, and the Ottomans during
the medieval era, followed by the Alaweyad city established by Mohamed
Aly dynasty from the 19th century and that opened up to Western culture
and civilization. This is before such museum was swept by the winds of
change brought in first by the 1952 coup d’etat when the military started
modeling the city by functional standards, giving it austerity on account of
beauty and harmony. The city further deteriorated with the invasive migration from underdeveloped rural Egypt to the capital, expanding its edges
over agricultural land with shanty towns that crept back in waves to the
inner city.
The central preoccupation expressed in the chapter is henceforth how to
preserve what may from Cairo past glory; how to improve local governance
and improve the housing conditions of the poorest segments of its inhabitants; how to build urban harmony where good urban design can bring a
sense of belonging and togetherness. Other issues brought up discuss the
reasons why so many well-to-do residents choose to move out of Cairo
to gated communities; how well-conceived new development can serve
entire neighborhoods of the less privileged classes such as what Mamdouh
Hamza proposes for Embaba district; and what is it like to live on the edge
of the city, being the predicament of street children, particularly girls. The
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chapter, takes the reader further to the streets of Cairo where street vendors
are persecuted, where public spaces are missing, where traffic is messy,
where sidewalks are unfriendly, where trees are killed; where people’s behavior leave to be desired, and where, because of mis-management, waste
disposal becomes an issue.
If urban planning expert Abdallah Abdel Aziz Attia argues that other urban
centres must be developed to relieve the pressure on Cairo, giving back to
the capital its magnificence is a duty incumbent on those who care to preserve the human heritage.
Chapter VIII – Youth have their say
Youth in Egypt have been in need of passion and compassion. This is
whether they belong to the disadvantaged many, the lower and middle
classes, or even the privileged few. They constitute more than 20% of the
population and each of these groups - internationally identified as being
those between 15-25 years of age – has its own set of problems and justified reasons for discontent. It is all relative, as no one could fail to see the
importance of giving priority to the underserved before the privileged, but,
it is argued, each of these categories requires the special attention of the
Government and society, albeit in different ways.
While the poorest category is struggling with issues of threats and survival, those offspring of parents who belong to the upper and lower middle
classes have been increasingly exposed to globalization with its good and
bad influences. Some have suffered the problems of dualism of culture,
and some have succumbed to fundamentalists’ influences. But across the
board, and irrespective of classes, more and more of Egypt’s young generation had lost hope in building their future in Egypt and saw that their only
chance to fulfill their aspirations and dreams was to be found elsewhere.
To the surprise of all, Egyptian youth, and especially the educated amongst
them, showed remarkable leadership prowess in conducting the 25 January
revolution, a matter that confirms that the best investment that could ever
be made, lies in education. Though this whole book is geared to present
experts’ ideas of reform in the various political, socio-economic and cultural domains, this chapter offers the perspective of youth of the problems
that have afflicted Egypt prior to the revolution, and their mapping of the
way forward. This should have predicted that a revolution was forthcoming, but more important: that the Egyptian young generation has finally
decided to be here to stay!
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Chapter IX – Beyond Borders
Moving beyond borders, this chapter presents experts views that concern
the Arab region, Africa and globally.
The Arab region
With regards to the Arab world, Nader Fergany, author of the first issues
of the now famed Arab Human Development Report series produced by
UNDP, affirms his views that to take its place in the 21st Century, the building
of a knowledge society is a must. He also sees that “An Arab renaissance
lies on the horizon if the public is afforded freedom and leaders embrace
the innovation of Arab youth”. Noeman El Sayyad of UNDP reflects on
the contribution the Arab Human Development Report could have made
to the Arab political reform debate: by offering insightful descriptions
of prevailing conditions, a sound analysis of causes and potentials and a
vision for alternative avenues of transformation, he argues that it could
very well have helped the countries of the region develop their own.
Farouk el Baz’ article “Let the new generation rise” reads: “The old Arab
dreams of unity, liberty, justice and development are sound, but it is the
youth, not the aging generation, that will see these ideas into practice. Such
words written between 2005 and 2006 could have also been a prophecy for
what was to happen in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain and Syria. Another
distinguished expert. Ahmed Galal, optimistically views that education
reform, sorely needed in the Middle East and North Africa, and though
unrealized, is not beyond reach. Hoda Badran is more worried about how
much remains to be done to enhance the role of women in the region.
Famed environmentalist, Mohamed El Ashry, the founder of the Global
Environment Fund (GEF) initiative worries about the faltering ecology in
the Arab region and the little action taken to meet environmental challenges ahead. Professor Mohamed El-Kassas provides a concrete proposal
to erect a barrage at Gibraltar to control the sea level of the Mediterranean
that can stand against the possibility of rising sea level, an eventual consequence of global warming.
Finally, Mervat Tallawy, five years into her term as Executive Secretary
General for the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western asia
(ESCWA) in 2005 gives a panoramic view of the challenges facing the
region and what she views as necessary steps to meet such challenges.
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Africa
Egyptian Ambassador and Pan African pundit Ahmed Haggag lends his
pen to argue that though the black continent continues to face major problems, such problems can be surmounted provided they are addressed by the
African states together as their capacity on individual basis is constrained
by fragile domestic markets and the limited resources and skilled manpower base. Despite the machineries and mechanisms the states have established and the plans of action that have been formulated, the deepening
impoverishment of already very poor people, widespread unemployment,
political instability and other economic and social hardships have hindered
development also due to the fact that the modus operandi of African policy
makers has been largely one of crisis management. The African debt remains another sore issue despite “debt cancellations” or relief measures. It
is viewed that economic recovery will not be achieved unless the crushing
debt burden is removed.
“Afro-pessimists” Haggag contends, should recognise that the African
continent is made up of clusters of states, which are proceeding on parallel
paths of political and economic renewal at different rhythms and speeds,
depending on increased political openness, improved governance, and
whether they opted for enlightened leadership and sound economic policies. Yet, at any rate, there has been warning that whatever gains are made
could be wiped out by the rate of population growth. One of the important
key steps to take to bring down population growth is viewed to be through
investment in girls’ education.
With respect to human rights in Africa, while large-scale human rights violations persist on the continent, its human rights system is getting stronger
with the adoption by the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, a bill of rights similar to those
that are in existence in Europe and Latin America. The adoption of the
African Charter that was promulgated 25 years ago was indeed a milestone
for the African human rights system, yet to be effective, there is a need not
only for enhanced cooperation of African governments, but increasing participation and involvement of civil society organisations in all countries,
together with assistance from friends of Africa.
Haggag also offers the case of the forum for Africa’s ex leaders which he
views as a step towards good governance. Finally the UN system is recognized for its supportive role for the continent. This makes of Africa a
staunch supporter of the organization’s future growth and success.
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Global
Whereas “In Larger Freedom” was the central theme for the first issue of
Beyond in 2005, the broader perspective in this book, goes from national
(the first eight chapters), to Arab, to African to end with the global perspective. The point to be made is that so long as there are inhabitants on
this planet, their goal for survival, for development and for prosperity is
a common goal to all. Notwithstanding their difficulties, their diverse and
conflicting interests and often clashes, decisions in one side of the globe
affect the other side. There are also lessons that can be learnt from elsewhere and there are ideas that can be shaped internationally, for adaptation
locally, based on individual circumstances. This is why there will always
be a need for a system that helps bond the peoples of this world together.
Their very survival requires that the system does not fall apart. This system
remains, it is believed, the United Nations. This is despite its flaws that
were bound to grow for over 60 years of dealing with a world in continuous
crisis, but it is in everyone’s interest that it be reformed as commensurate
with its mission, and that global democratic governance is achieved, especially as an equity measure to the great majority of the so-called South.
Special tribute: Egyptians have, at all times and since the inception of the
United Nations in 1945, been instrumental in building the system.
A tribute to those of them who made it to the helm of the organization
closes this selection from Beyond for Daring to Care.

Seheir Kansouh-Habib
Editor
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Ode to the 25th January Revolution

What is to give Light
What is to give light must endure
burning, a man once said
Another man became the matchstick
that set a nation aflame
But fire, and its appetite, cannot be
calculated, like freedom
Injustice and desperation make men
combustible, like dry wood
When words lose their meaning
and an entire people their voice so they can neither laugh nor screamdeath and life begin to taste the same
From Tunis, to Egypt, to Libya to Yemen
the light from a burning man proved catching
And those with nothing to lose, or offer, but bodies
fanned the embers of their hopes into a blazing dream.

Yahia Lababidi, 28 January, 2011
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Shihata’s Last Testament: Excerpts
A contribution to the ongoing national dialogue on
Choices for Egypt and Constitutional Reform
Ibrahim Shihata

translated by Samia Farid Shihata

Shihata provides an in-depth analysis of the major problems facing Egypt
and offers bold and comprehensive solutions to solve them. The views
reproduced here were published first in 1995 and 1996 respectively, in 2
booklets entitled Towards a New Constitution for Egypt. In 1999, Shihata
incorporated their contents into his seminal book on Egyptian reform
“Wasseyety le-beladi”, (My Will for My Country).

A.

Choices for Egypt

In the first chapter of his “Wassseyety le-Beladi” The late Ibrahim Shihata
saw Egypt facing three basic choices: either it was to move backwards,
by following the path advocated by those he viewed as proponents of
intellectual regression; stand still, gripped by the fear of change and
innovation propagated by beneficiaries of the status quo; or move firmly
forward by implementing critical reforms capable of leading Egypt towards
new horizons of economic and social achievement. The distinguished
Egyptian thinker was confident at the time of writing that his views -- in
favour of reform -- had many supporters, even though these reformers did
not form a coherent political movement. Following are excerpts of his
views on the choice of moving forward.
On religion
Advocates of “moving forward” are strong believers in their faith and in
practicing its tenets and rituals. They see in religion the virtues of love,
compassion and forgiveness. To them, being religious means having an
open mind and being willing to learn from other civilisations for the benefit
of Muslim society. In their view, to be religious is to obey the law, to be
just, and to govern with integrity. To be religious is to believe in equality
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of opportunity for all. It is to be truthful in both speech and in action. It is
to practice the virtues of order and cleanliness and to refrain from harming
others.
As called for in the verses of the Quran and in the Prophet’s sayings, “They
delve into religion with care”, seeking closeness to God through worship
and good deeds, and are moderate in their positions and in their behaviour.
They are convinced that religion does not place a limitation on human
reasoning. Rather, religion nourishes the mind and stimulates thought,
as called for in the Quran, and as evidenced by the writings of Muslim
scholars in Islam’s golden age.
They interpret religious texts by analysing their rationale (hikma), not
just by looking at the illa -- or immediate reason -- as advocated by past
scholars, taking account of changing conditions and seeing God’s purpose
in the preservation of society’s well- being, without necessarily confining
themselves to the interpretations of their ancestors.
They believe that “jihad” in modern times must include as its highest
priority eradicating illiteracy, raising living standards, and achieving
prosperity and progress for one’s country. They are convinced that Muslim
rights will continue to be trampled on as long as the majority of Muslims
are illiterate and living in backward societies. They are convinced that such
an understanding of religion and “jihad” is capable not only of protecting
Islam, but also of allowing Islam to flourish through changing times and
circumstances. They believe that imprisoning religious precepts within the
confines of early interpretations, and the repressive portrayal of religion by
the advocates of “moving backwards”, inflicts grave harm to Islam and to
all Muslims.
On the state
Advocates of “moving forward” are in agreement with the scholars of
the golden age of Islam who, in answer to the question of what form the
caliphate or imamate (i.e. the political system) should take, replied that
this issue should be governed primarily by what would be most beneficial
to the people, taking account of the special conditions of time and place.
They, therefore, want a state where both the subjects and the rulers are
governed by the rule of law, not only on paper and in slogans but in real life
as well. They want a state where there is no difference between the written
law and the law that is applied, and where the law applies to everyone with
no exceptions based on influence or money.
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They want a state where all branches of government are subject to a
constitution that does not simply list empty slogans, but spells out the
inalienable rights that are guaranteed to all citizens. They want a constitution
that specifies the operational safeguards that would protect these rights
from encroachment by the government, be it the executive or legislative
branches. They want a constitution that does not discriminate between
citizens based on gender or religion, but which rewards hard work and
excellence. They want a constitution, which keeps religion outside politics
by rejecting the state’s interference in a person’s relationship with God.
They want a constitution that defines the relationship between citizens
and the government and the relationship among the different branches
of government. They stress that while the laws governing these political
questions should be based on the universal moral values espoused by all
religions, particularly Islam, the authority to decide on them must not lie
with religious institutions (which are, in effect, institutions set up by man).
Advocates of “moving forward” define the role of the state in a way that
does not have the state interfering in every issue, both large and small.
They stress, however, that the state has an indispensable role to play in the
design of policies, in the promulgation of laws and regulations that protect
the public interest, as well as in the serious and impartial enforcement
of directives and laws. They emphasise the role of the state in the
administration of justice; not only in the sense of providing for swift and
fair settlement of disputes, but also in the sense of achieving broad social
justice and equality of opportunity.
On stability
Advocates of “moving forward” realise that there is no hope for achieving
lasting political and social stability in Egypt as long as every group believes
that its own way is the sole “right way” ( Al-Sirat Al-Mustakeem ), and that
anything else is heresy and must be destroyed by force. They recognise that
social peace and stability depends on the ability of Egyptians to be tolerant
of each other’s religious and political differences, and to live together and
compete with one another for the benefit of their country. They believe
that citizens have the right to belong to whichever political movement they
choose and to express their views through the spoken and written word.
They strongly reject any group’s assumption that they have a monopoly
on truth, or that they have the right to remain in power indefinitely, or that
they have been divinely chosen to rule over the country and its people.
They realise that truth in worldly matters is not absolute, and that God did
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not delegate any one person to rule over the people, nor has He delivered
divine revelations to any person after His Prophets.
On educational reform
Proponents of “moving forward” call for a major change in the educational
system. It is beyond their comprehension that in a country as poor as Egypt
where basic primary education is, in fact, not available to all Egyptians,
university education is open and free of charge even to those lacking the
necessary qualifications. They find it unacceptable that we continue to
focus our efforts on achieving this huge quantitative expansion in “higher”
education, despite the obvious collapse in the quality of this education. Nor
do they find it acceptable, that our educational system continues to be based
on memorisation rather than critical thinking, research and teamwork,
and that the end result of the “education” provided in our schools and
universities is the closing of students’ minds instead of opening them to
new ideas.
While the perpetuation of the present educational system is ostensibly
justified by the need to protect the rights of the poor, the reality is that the
poor are the ones who have been harmed by it the most. A large percentage
of the poorest children are unable to enroll in primary schools, while many
who do complete their primary education are still unable to read and write.
Education in public schools continues to be heavily dependent on access
to private after-school lessons that the poor cannot afford. Furthermore,
graduates of public intermediary schools are unable to find jobs because
they lack vocational training; and the skills they are taught do not match
the skills required by the marketplace. As for our university education,
the policy of enrolling massive numbers of students, literally hundreds of
thousands, and subjecting them to a system of learning by memorisation,
has produced university graduates that are a burden to the economy and to
society instead of being leaders of the development process.
“Moving forward” entails the adoption of a new system for public education
based on three principles: first, basic elementary education of high quality is
to be provided, free of charge to all; second, intermediary schooling should
be expanded to absorb large numbers of students and it should provide
serious vocational training in the skills needed in the market; third, general
secondary schooling and university education of superior quality should be
available only to above-average students. It should be based on research,
critical thought, and practical experience and should be provided free of
charge to the financially needy through a system of targeted scholarships.
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Such an educational system would be less costly to the government than
the present system, which not only has failed to provide a useful education,
but has also turned universities into breeding grounds for reactionary ideas.
Additional, appropriately supervised, private educational institutions,
particularly in fields where the demand for skills exceeds available supply,
could complement public university education.
On population growth
Proponents of “moving forward “ believe that much greater attention
needs to be accorded to the problem of population growth in Egypt.
They recognise that the long-term solution to this problem is dependent
on economic development, on the spread of education, and on increased
employment, particularly of girls. However, they point to the necessity of
immediately implementing measures aimed at improving women’s health,
increasing the availability of birth control products, expanding social
insurance coverage, and introducing legal and financial incentives aimed
at reducing family size.
On corruption
Finally, supporters of “moving forward” believe that it is critical, though not
sufficient, to seek out the sources of corruption and to punish perpetrators.
It is just as important to remove excessive bureaucratic regulations and
excessive taxes and fees, and to sharply limit the many exemptions and
discretionary exceptions to the rules. All citizens should be subject to the
same regulations, which should be known in advance, and which should be
fairly and universally enforced.
In addition, investigations of allegations of corruption should be made
public in order to avoid the spread of rumours and to counteract the
prevalent perception that corruption is rampant. In this context, it is
noteworthy that corrupt practices seem to have spread so much in Egypt
and many neighbouring countries that many among us no longer consider
them to be corruption. In fact, to too many people, bribery has become
simply a form of “gratitude”, and the granting of favours has become a
sign of “goodness”. In such an atmosphere, it is futile to fight corruption
through preaching and admonition alone. Concerted action must be taken
to determine and combat the root causes of the spread of corruption in
individual and group behaviour, until new ethical standards emerge with
the implementation of the necessary reforms.
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Shihata concluded his chapter by stressing that all humans have within
them both the innate capability to reform as well as the innate tendency
to inaction, stagnation and even corruption. The existence of our innate
capacity to reform means that the opportunity is always there to achieve a
more just and more prosperous future. He cautioned that it was imperative
that we proceed, without delay or hesitation, with much needed reforms, so
that we do not find ourselves becoming ever more poor and less developed.
He called on us not to allow our negative side to prevail and, instead,
to utilise our strengths and creativity to fashion a better future for our
country.

B. Constitutional Reform
The following excerpt provides a brief overview of his analysis of the
Egyptian constitution and his proposals for constitutional reform. Shihata
discusses why, in his view, significant change in the constitution is needed,
and presents detailed suggestions for reform based on a comparative study
of democratic constitutions.
He calls on the government to take the initiative of forming a committee
of distinguished legal scholars and other prominent professionals to study
the issue and to present its recommendations. Alternatively, Egyptian
intellectuals concerned with Egypt’s future could take the initiative
themselves to form such a committee. The committee’s conclusions would
then be made public and a broad public discussion among Egyptians from
all walks of life and political persuasions would follow. The aim of such
discussions would be to reach a national consensus on a modern democratic
constitution that would fulfil Egypt’s needs and aspirations. The process
would culminate in the preparation of a final draft of a new constitution
that would be presented for a referendum.
While Shihata first published his views on the need for a new constitution
more than a decade ago, serious public discussion of constitutional
reform began only after (former) President Mubarak made his historic
proposal for a limited constitutional amendment to allow for direct, multicandidate presidential elections. Today, there are increasing calls for more
far reaching constitutional changes that would guarantee meaningful
political participation and representation, government accountability and
an effective system of checks and balances among the executive, legislative
and judiciary powers. Still, Shihata’s views remain seminal readings for
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individuals who seek insight into the dynamics of reform in Egypt.
Any attempt at the comprehensive reform of any state will undoubtedly
include, as prerequisite, a careful analysis of the way in which power is
exercised in that state: How do the rulers attain power? What is the nature
of the relationship between the various organs of government and between
these organs and citizens? What is the scope of responsibility of each of
these organs? How are the affairs of state administered and how are the
country’s material and human resources allocated and managed? Are all
such issues dealt with according to predetermined and enforceable general
principles, or do they depend on the will of the ruler and of individuals of
influence? What is the role of the people in all this?
A country’s constitution is the main instrument that provides the answer
to these questions, and it is considered the official guide to issues of
governance in any state. Consequently, no discussion of reform can take
place without a discussion of whether the present constitution provides an
appropriate framework for the needed reform and whether or not a change
in the constitution is needed for reform to be meaningful and successful.
A discussion of the need for constitutional reform becomes all the more
important when a country has undergone major economic, social and
political change. Such change can result in the emergence of a large chasm
between the actual constitutional framework and the social and political
realities on the ground. When that happens, the constitution resembles
a badly fitting garment that limits its wearer’s movement and, as a
consequence, fosters social and political instability.
In my attempt to analyse the major problems facing Egypt, it was
therefore obviously necessary to conduct a detailed comparative study of
the Egyptian constitution, and to formulate an opinion on the extent to
which it was compatible with the reform path that I have advocated for
Egypt. This study led me to the conclusion that the Egyptian reality had,
in fact, outgrown the present constitution and that Egypt required a new
constitution. The study also convinced me that any new constitution should
rise above partisan convictions, which by their very nature undergo change
with the passage of time. The constitution should therefore not include
ideological principles similar to those in the present constitution, since, as
we have seen, these may fall in or out of favour at different times.
For the new constitution to fulfil Egypt’s present and future needs and to
ensure its continued relevance, it is necessary to find a mechanism by which
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the constitution would guarantee increased political liberalisation, increased
popular participation and increased protection of basic civil rights. The
constitution must more clearly define the country’s political institutions
and the relationship between the various organs of the state in order to
achieve a balance among them and to avoid the excessive dominance of
any of them over the others. At the same time, the same constitution that
guarantees the freedom and rights of individuals must also protect society
from the abuse of those freedoms for terrorist and destructive purposes,
and must provide for the peace and security of all citizens. However, this
should be done through the criminalisation of terrorist acts and the strict
implementation of the law, and not through the placing of limitations on
the freedoms of citizens generally.
I have tried in this part of my book to identify and elaborate on what I
regard as flaws in the present constitution that should be avoided as we
prepare a new one. Such flaws are of two types: some are flaws in the
original document while others are provisions that have been overcome by
major changes in Egyptian society. Some of these changes have resulted
from the political and economic liberalisation measures that have been
implemented by President Mubarak. Others are a result of the rising
awareness of the public of their rights, and what is happening in other
parts of the world. My book also explains how modern constitutions
promulgated in recent times by various countries have dealt with the basic
issues of governance. I paid particular attention to cases where countries
have undergone a transformation from authoritarian to democratic rule.
Following a comparison between these constitutions and the present
Egyptian constitution, I presented my suggested reforms.
I fully realise that my views are those of one person and that others may
agree or disagree with me, and that what matters in the final analysis in
such a critical matter is the view of the majority of Egyptians. Yet, I am
also fully aware that for too long the information and educational organs in
Egypt have joined forces with reactionary elements in the propagation of
contradictory ideas and slogans that continue to have a strong influence on
society today, particularly in view of the widespread illiteracy and lack of
meaningful opportunities for political participation. As we can see, the result
has been the rise of a number of extremist ideologies. There is, therefore, a
need for a strong effort, untainted by personal gain or ideological beliefs,
to encourage the emergence of a more enlightened public opinion that is
capable of discerning where the greater national interest lies.
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In my opinion, it would be of great benefit if a limited number of Egyptian
thinkers, from the legal and other professions, would undertake a study of
the constitution to determine in an objective manner the modifications and
improvements that can be made in light of present conditions and future
expectations. Their conclusions should then be presented for discussion
among Egyptians from all walks of life and political persuasions. Such
discussions would enlighten public opinion and would provide a solid basis
for the formulation of a new constitution that would gain general public
acceptance and would be compatible with modern values, while placing
Egypt on the path to stability and progress. It would, of course, be preferable
if the initiative for such action were taken by the political leadership, since
that would expedite the process and enhance its credibility. However, it is
also possible for the initiative to come from a group of Egyptian thinkers
concerned with the well being of their country and eager to save the country
from the destructive sloganeering of those who are only interested either in
gaining power or maintaining power, and who are willing to use religion or
the fears and deprivation of the poor to achieve their aims.
Either way, it is my hope that my personal thoughts on constitutional
reform, fallible as they may be, would assist in some way in the formulation
of the principles to be included in a new constitution: a constitution that
would provide a more suitable framework for Egypt’s progress as it enters
a new century.
_________________
“Wasseyety lebelady” (1999), translation of excerpts into English 2005
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The Rule of Law
Can the Constitution be Unconstitutional?
Mohamed Nour Farahat
Ever since the amendment of Article 76 of the Egyptian constitution and
the legislative changes that followed, political and legislative reform has
been the foremost topic of discussion in Egypt. According to official
pronouncements, the process of political reform is set to continue.
Beyond venturing into a discussion of the details of the legislative changes
already implemented or yet to come, it is imperative at this stage to provide
much needed guidance to present and future legislators through an in-depth
examination of the general nature of the legislative process. Certain basic
questions need to be raised.
The pivotal question has to do with what is meant by the term “rule of law”
in a democratic society. Is the “rule of law” simply the promulgation and
enforcement of legislation , regardless of their content and the methods of
their enforcement?
History shows us that even the absolute rule of tyrants was exercised by
means of legislation passed by subservient legislative bodies. The Nazi
state, for example, based its policy of ethnic cleansing on legislated
principles. Stalin, Franco and other famous dictators in modern and ancient
history also performed their tyranny under the cover of legislation passed
by their legislatures.
The important question is : Is it enough that a state exercises its authority
according to legislated rules for us to say that it is governed by the rule of
law? Or does the legitimacy of the legislation in any given state depend
on whether universally accepted principles are binding to its legislative
authority? Obviously, the latter is the correct answer, since any legislative
body must be bound by the principles of the valid constitution otherwise
the laws it passes would be considered unconstitutional. However, though
simple, this answer does not present a complete solution to the legitimacy
problem, which is many- faceted. Two other essential questions need to
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be addressed. The first has to do with whether there are principles even
higher than the written constitution that govern the legislative process. The
second question is: Is it possible to consider a subsequent constitutional
amendment unconstitutional if it contravenes these higher principles?
Throughout history, scholars of law and politics have been preoccupied
with the search for a definition of higher universal principles that would
supersede ordinary positive laws. Recourse to these higher principles was
most urgent in times when the legislative and executive powers in a given
state fused into one another to the extent that the laws promulgated did
not reflect the citizens’ aspirations for freedom and justice. The search by
jurists and philosophers for a higher “natural” law that supersedes ordinary
laws can be credited with elevating the concept of legitimacy to a higher
level. It has been imbued with a philosophical stature that would justify
the nullification of an unjust ordinary law, even if it technically fulfilled
accepted norms of legitimacy. Aristotle’s ideas on natural law, St. Thomas
of Aquinas’s ideas on eternal, divine and natural law, and the ideas of Jean
Jacques Rousseau and John Locke on the social contract and the state of
nature, as well as the ideas of Muslim scholars on legal ideals ( Al Maqased
Al Shariia) , all fall under the same rubric, since their ultimate purpose was
to place limits on the positive power of the legislative authority in order to
curb its freedom and discretion to legislate at will.
The most prominent modern attempt to elevate the concept of justice above
ordinary legislation can be found in the efforts of the esteemed French jurist
L.Duguit ( 1859- 1928), who so aptly noted: “ As I grow older and delve
deeper into the study of law, the more convinced I become that law is not a
creation of the state, but rather something outside the state; and that the idea
of the law is totally independent from the idea of the state; and that legal
principle is equally binding on the state as well as the individual.” Duguit
concludes from this that “ the state is subject to a higher legal principle
from which it cannot escape....”. He is, thus, telling us that the legislative
authority exercised by the modern state is bound by higher unwritten legal
principles. These principles are embedded in the social conscience or, what
is referred to as, the principle of social solidarity. The state cannot rescind
these principles by invoking its legislative power, even if this power is
based on a parliamentary majority.
Egypt’s prominent jurist, Abdel Razzak El Sanhoury (1895-1971),
attempted to formulate a theory of the boundaries of legislative authority
in his study entitled, “Unconstitutional Legislation and the Abuse of
Legislative Authority,” (Conseil d’Etat Magazine,1952). We shall look here
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at El Sanhouri’s understanding of what constitutes abuse in legislation. El
Sanhouri explains that while certain legislation may outwardly conform
to the principles of the written constitution, legislative abuse would,
nonetheless, have taken place if the legislative authority deviated from a
set of unwritten, but binding, higher principles that apply equally to both
ordinary and constitutional law.
What are the standards that El Sanhouri proposes to use to determine
whether abuse of legislative power has taken place? El Sanhouri steers
away from using the public interest standard to evaluate the actions of
the legislative authority, preferring instead to apply more objective
criteria. The first standard he uses relates to the nature of the legislation
itself, that is, whether it is in its essence of a truly general and impartial
nature. If, despite outward appearances, a law in fact lacks this general and
impartial nature, then it is an unjust law. El Sanhouri says “ this standard
of abuse is a purely objective one since it does not require us to delve
into the hidden intent of the legislation. We need only prove that the law
in question is, in reality, tailored to specific instances and that this was
eminently clear to Parliament at the time of legislation.” The second
standard of abuse comes into play in cases where the constitution grants
a definite purpose to the legislature, which in turn oversteps that purpose
as defined by the constitution. For example, if the constitution forbids the
closing of newspapers except when needed to protect social order, and the
legislature expands the understanding of what constitutes ‘protection of
the social order’ to broaden its power to close newspapers, this is an abuse
of legislative authority. The third standard of abuse applies if, under the
pretext of preserving good order, the legislature restricts the rights and
freedoms of citizens instead of guaranteeing them. However, in our view,
by far the most important standard for legislative abuse is whether the
legislature contravenes the higher principles or the spirit of the constitution
( the theory of a higher law). Examples are: If the constitution places a high
value on individuality and the legislature unjustifiably curtails individual
rights; or if the constitution stresses the value of a multiparty system and
the legislature acts to ensure the predominance of one political party over
all others; or if the constitution ensures the independence of the judiciary
and the legislature promulgates laws that either directly or indirectly
impinge on this independence. In all these case and others, the legislature
would be abusing its legislative powers since it would be contravening the
higher principles and the spirit of the constitution.
It is noteworthy that El Sanhouri, in this study, refrains from applying any
standard that lacks precise legal definition to determine cases of legislative
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abuse. That is why he steered away from searching for hidden intent in
legislation. This is understandable given that at the time of his writing the
concept of constitutional surveillance was not yet fully developed.
____________
February 2006
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The Trouble with Sanhuri
When we look into the past legal history of Egypt for
heroes we have to be careful
Amr Shalakany
In the history of modern Egypt, the “Liberal Experiment” is a term often
used to describe the three odd decades spanning the period 1923 to 1952.
The years of this “experiment” are said to have certain defining features:
from the risqué songs of the 1920s coffee-shop-cum-cabaret, to the
scholarly and free university life of the 1930s, the artistic explosion of
modern cinema, literature, theater and painting, and of course a free press
bubbling with the dynamic political forces of mid-century Egypt.
But what helps historians to label these decades a “Liberal Experiment” with
any chronological coherence is the legal regime underpinning these years
and formally committing Egypt’s governing elite to the ideal of the “rule
of law,” an independent judiciary, and the protection of private property
and freedom of expression in equal measure. The “Liberal Experiment”
thus formally starts in 1923 with the adoption of a secular constitution of a
parliamentary-democracy type, and it closes with the overthrowing of the
same constitution following the 1952 military coup.
Nostalgia for these three decades is understandable -- especially if you
stand in the dwindling ranks of Egyptian liberals today. Instead of the
morbidly conservative and worryingly murky vision of a future Egypt
ruled by the Muslim Brotherhood, or the secular but economically statist
and bureaucratically repressive alternative of Egypt under Nasser, the
years of the Liberal Experiment provide a rhetorically powerful set of
black and white images of a better time lost, when the country had a certain
cosmopolitan tolerance to it, an intellectually daring environment and a
politically interesting scene; a time when women were still demanding the
right to vote as if voting really mattered in election results.
This experience of nostalgia is far heavier if you’re a member of Egypt’s
legal establishment today. The “Liberal Experiment” defines the years
when the Faculty of Law at Cairo University was called the “Faculty of
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Ministers” and the absolute majority of Egypt’s ruling elite happened to
be lawyers. Those are storehouse years, full of anecdotes of “true men of
the law,” defenders of an independent judiciary and heroes of civil rights
litigation, nationalist lawyers, judges and law professors who stood up to
British colonialism and laid the foundations for a liberal normative order.
In Egyptian legal folklore, the nostalgia pretty much ends in 1952 when
Nasser’s coup toppled the constitution of 1923 and ushered a revolutionary
regime with instinctive military disdain for the rule of law.
There is a distinct legal tone in much of our discourse on political
reform today and I feel it comes with a reinvigorated nostalgia for the
rule of law under the Liberal Experiment. From debates on amending the
present constitution and redrafting emergency law, to the ongoing saga
of the Judges’ Club in its clash with the executive, liberal slogans on an
independent judiciary and due-process guarantees are perhaps the most
common denominator shared by the splintered groups of the Egyptian
opposition. In the process, newspaper articles and regular columns often
invoke the names of such pre-1952 legal luminaries as Abdel-Razzak AlSanhuri and Abdel-Aziz Fahmy in sincere yearning for a time when the
rule of law was respected.
For a committed liberal, this surge of legal nostalgia is possibly to your
strategic advantage: invoking the names of past legal heroes may serve to
bolster future legal reform agendas. But there is a danger as well. The men
of the legal elite that presided over Egypt during the heady years of the
Liberal Experiment provide the staple iconography of our law- respecting
tales of yore, but they were also politicians and their personal biographies
often tell of a career blurring the lines between law and ideology. If we
invoke their names to commend the 1923 constitution they ruled under,
or to support the 1954 draft constitution that many of them worked on
writing, then we should also remember how these rule of law icons put
political expediency above legal principles and regularly breached the
constitution they claimed to defend.
Let us start with Sanhuri, for I know of no bigger name in our national
legal folklore than his. I grew up in an apartment facing the Maglis AlDawla -- the administrative court whose task is to strike down executive
excesses from government officials -- and I cannot count the times in
which I listened to the story of Sanhuri, the chief justice of this court, being
physically attacked by a pro-Nasser mob during the constitutional crisis of
March 1954. Sanhuri comes out as an undisputed hero of the rule of law
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who stood by General Naguib and demanded the army return to barracks
and civilian rule resume under a democratic parliamentary republic. For
this, the military junta had him beat up in the courtyard of the institution
over which he presided with the police standing by in helpless detachment.
From his hospital bed the following day, Sanhuri gave testimony to the
public prosecutor investigating the case. He formally accused Nasser of
engineering the attack and instructed his wife to “shut the door in his face”
when Nasser later came to pay a hospital visit. Flouting the independence
of the judiciary, Nasser’s regime eventually removed Sanhuri from his
post along with a number of his court colleagues -- an early chapter in the
later massacre of the judiciary in 1969.
Yet Sanhuri, who was brutally attacked in court 29 March 1954, is also the
judge who used the same judicial bench 31 July 1952 to extend invaluable
legal assistance to the military regime barely a week after the Free Officers’
coup. More specifically, following the abdication of King Farouk 26 July
1952, the military regime had to deal with a Regents Council ruling the
country on behalf of Farouk’s infant son and crown prince. Under the
1923 constitution, the Regents should have pledged allegiance before
parliament and then assumed their powers, but parliament was suspended
and the army officers were loath to call it back for a swearing-in ceremony.
Sanhuri resolved this constitutional crisis through an administrative
court opinion issued 31 July 1952 in which he argued the Regents form
a “temporary council” required to pledge allegiance before cabinet, not
before parliament. The return of the Wafdist majority to its parliamentary
seats was thus foreclosed and Sanhuri provided the military regime with a
much-needed cover of constitutional legitimacy.
Why did he do it? Opinions vary. It may have been a settling of old scores.
Sanhuri was famous for bitter feuding with the Wafd Party when it was in
power. Alternatively, he may have given up on the ability of the old liberal
order to push through with necessary reforms and decided a creative
bending of the constitution was a fair price to pay if the military could
be trusted to implement reforms instead. His diaries certainly support this
latter interpretation: He was in favour of land redistribution and thought
only the military could push it through.
I want to be clear: I am not arguing that Sanhuri who betrayed the
constitution in 1952 deserves the smacking he got in 1954. This is not my
point. Rather, I am merely counselling some caution regarding nostalgia
for the “Liberal Experiment”. If we are to remember Sanhuri as the victim
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of a lawless military and anoint him a hero of liberal legality, then we must
also remember him setting aside the constitution from a judicial bench
whose politically neutrality he was entrusted to preserve.
While I fully support current efforts to secure a more independent judiciary,
I also cringe when I hear these efforts supported by nostalgic stories of
valiant legal heroes before 1952. Sanhuri may have been a great judge and
jurist, but like much of the legal elite ruling Egypt before the military coup,
Sanhuri was also a politician with ideological convictions that swayed his
legal judgment.
Some nervous cringing is also warranted when we support the Judges’
Club in their current battle with the government, for we are standing by
a judiciary that over a decade ago declared one of our great intellects an
apostate and divorced him from his wife.

_____________
December 2006
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A Wake up Call
A reflection on Egypt’s going to the 2005 polls
Hazem El-Beblawi

For many Egyptians, 2005 was the election year par excellence. After

a presidential election in September, legislative elections followed two
months later. The whole show was presented under the banner of a new
era of democracy and pluralism. The outcome, if not totally disappointing,
was far below expectations. Much ink has been poured in evaluating the
results of these elections and their significance. This, however, is no time
for regret or recrimination. Let us be positive and look at the brighter side
of the picture.
First of all, though, we have to agree on the main characteristics of the
elections, both presidential and parliamentary.
For the presidential election, it seems that the change from a referendum
to an election system proved to be immaterial. President Mubarak won
the election with more than 80 per cent of the vote, much in line with
what he used to achieve in previous referenda. Except for a new look, the
campaign was banal more entertainment than a real contest. Perhaps the
reason resides in the fact that the president took everyone, including his
own party, by surprise. He first declared that amending the constitution
is not on the agenda. Few days later, he submitted his proposal to amend
article 76. The change caught everyone unguarded, except, of course, the
incumbent himself.
The parliamentary elections are a different story. Everyone knew that it
was coming. But there was a change in the overall climate. It was agreed
that there is a need for some transparency in the election process and more
tolerance towards the Muslim Brotherhood, many of whom were released
a few days before polling. The changes included the participation granted
reluctantly of civil societys organisations in the electoral process, the use
of glass ballot boxes and the overall supervision of judicial bodies. All this
gave the whole operation a new flavour.
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The results of the election, while not entirely unexpected, took many
people the government included by surprise. We can refer to the most
salient outcomes as follows: first, the National Democratic Party (NDP), in
spite of overwhelming governmental support, suffered flagrant disapproval
on the part of the electorate. This was particularly obvious in the case
of official candidates of the NDP. The party had to accept a humiliating
readmission of previously deserted members who won the election.
Second, the secular opposition parties received a no less humiliating slap
from the public. Prominent figures among them lost their long-held seats.
Third, perhaps, the only winner is the unauthorised party, the Muslim
Brotherhood. They presented less than one third of candidates and seem
to amass almost one fifth of Peoples Assembly seats. What would have
happened if they had run in all constituencies?
Fourth, regardless of who was running, the elections witnessed a higher
level of irregularity, corruption and the use in fact abuse of money and
even of brutal violence. Both the NDP and the Muslim Brotherhood shared,
probably equally, responsibility for these irregularities. The police and the
security forces were not always as neutral or effective as one would expect.
Fifth, the rate of participation in the elections was particularly low. Only
one in four took part, the majority of the population remaining aloof.
With these outcomes, what conclusions ought one to draw?
Perhaps the first test will be about the new amendment of article 76 of
the constitution. This amendment was subject to widespread controversy
and it seems that it has come to deadlock. In the new parliament, the
NDP stands as the only political party eligible to present a candidate for
the next presidential election. This is a serious setback for the claim that
Egypts presidential elections are contested openly. Eventually, the Muslim
Brotherhood, as independents, may also be able to present a candidate. This
would constitute an odd situation for the NDP: facing real competition.
With such a nightmare scenario imaginable, it is more than probable that
article 76 of the constitution will fade into oblivion. Its fate is doomed.
Regardless of Article 76, the rise of Muslim Brotherhood has aroused a
wave of fear of a potential takeover by militant Islamists. The Islamic tide
in many places has created a mood of apprehension among substantial
sections of society. This does not mean that the Muslim Brothers, if they
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ever won a presidential election, would necessarily establish a militant
Khomeini-type regime. They actually deny this possibility, affirming that
they are bound by democratic principles. But the doubt is there, and one
cannot dissipate doubts simply by verbal denials. After all, fear is one of
the deepest of all human instincts.
Future elections are, in fact, a serious challenge to both the Muslim
Brotherhood and their liberal opponents. The Muslim Brothers have to
prove their sincerity and commitment to the democratic process. They
need to present credentials of moderation and realism. The secular parties
meanwhile have to join forces and mobilise dormant elements of society
and bring them back into the political arena. They need to rediscover
dynamism and to appeal to the public.
Last years elections, both presidential and legislative, have the merit of
having brought life back to politics. Over the last 50 years, politics had
been relegated to the background. With Islamist hopes on the one side and
the fears of secular forces on the other, politics is moving again to the
foreground. For all its shortcomings, 2005 was a wake up call for everyone.
Ballot absenteeism is very costly. Now is the time for each citizen to assume
a role. People have grown up and should rise to meet their responsibilities.
____________
February 2006
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Struggle for Independence
Guaranteed judicial independence is the first step towards
the meaningful reform and revival of the nation of Egypt
Hesham El-Bastawissy
The Holy Quran warned us that the way to destroy a people is to

facilitate rampant profligacy among the rich. The moral decay of a
country’s elites, whose excessive lust for money, privilege and power
spreads corruption in the fabric of their societies, eventually leads
towards total collapse. It would, therefore, seem unwise for us as a
nation to remain passive in the face of the series of misfortunes that
have befallen us in the last few years, ranging from such tragedies
as the horrendous fire in a state theatre to repeated train and road
accidents, the pollution of our air, water and food, the widespread
use of dangerous fertilisers, chaotic traffic, and the disappearance of
already scarce prime agricultural land, to name just a few paramount
concerns.
Furthermore, suspicions continue to surround transactions involving
the sale of public assets and questions abound regarding the forces
behind movements in the Egyptian stock market. Meanwhile,
disparities between the rich few and the majority of poor Egyptians
keep getting wider. This is compounded by a deficient justice system
where laws are unevenly applied and by elections that too often are
fraudulent. Regrettably, those who expose or protest such fraud are
punished while perpetrators are protected and sometimes even
honoured and rewarded. Corruption continues to thrive, aided by laws
that forbid any public questioning of the personal finances of officials
and by a legal system that protects abusers and punishes those who
expose or resist corruption.
It is true that Egypt does not have a monopoly on such misfortunes;
that other countries also suffer similar and sometimes even worse
disasters. However, Egypt appears to stand out as a country that has
been beset by all types of disasters in all areas of society simultaneously.
It is also exceptional in that corruption has become so ferocious that
it succeeded in aborting reforms as modest as those contained in
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recent proposals tabled by the Judges’ Club that address only a limited
number of the issues that cast a shadow on the fairness of the justice
system and the independence of the judiciary. The modest reforms the
Judges’ Club has asked for are:

First, to categorically forbid the secondment of judges to any work
outside the scope of the judiciary as defined in the constitution -namely rendering judgment in disputes and supervising all elections
and referenda.
Second, to forbid the appointment of a specific judge to oversee a
specific court case, and to mandate the distribution of court cases
among judges according to a general abstract rule devised by the
general assemblies of each court, and to forbid the delegation of
authority to amend or contravene these rules to chief judges.
Third, to elect the chief judge of the Court of Cassation (who is the
president of the Supreme Council of Justice) and the majority of the
members of the Supreme Council of Justice as proposed in the draft
law prepared by the Judges’ Club. The reasoning behind this proposal
is that the application of absolute seniority as stipulated in the current
law allows the executive branch to know well ahead of time who will
be entrusted with these positions and to use its authority to second
these individuals to work elsewhere or to offer them highly lucrative
arbitration assignments. At a minimum such a system raises suspicions
that the judges would like to eliminate.

Fourth, to invest the general assembly of each court with final authority
in all matters concerning the court and to forbid any delegation of
such authority relating to the work of judges or the distribution of
cases. The job of the chief judge in any court should be to implement
decisions of the general assembly, not to rule over judges or interfere
in their judicial work. The rationale behind this proposal is to prevent
individual misconduct or error and to safeguard justice by subjecting
decisions to group scrutiny.
Fifth, to ensure financial independence of the Judges’ Club in order to
guarantee and to enshrine in law its independence from any authority
other than that of its general assembly. Such independence, which is
necessary to secure the independence of the judiciary, should also
apply to all syndicates and associations in Egypt.
In this connection, it is well to recall that the establishment of an
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independent Judges’ Club was a condition placed by the international
community for its agreement to the abolition of mixed courts in Egypt;
the presence of an independent organisation for judges considered by
the international community a basic and essential guarantee of the
independence, integrity and objectivity of Egypt’s national judiciary.
Thus, any interference by the executive branch in the affairs of the
Judges’ Club, and certainly any attempt to limit its role or to control it,
automatically diminishes the credibility of our judiciary in the eyes of
the international community, endangering Egypt’s reputation and, at a
minimum, adversely affecting the climate for foreign investors.

The Egyptian people, demonstrating political maturity, have realised
that the first step in the country’s fight against corruption and for
reform is to ensure the independence of the judiciary. It the judiciary
that is entrusted with the task of investigating and passing objective,
honest and transparent judgment in all disputes, including those that
involve financial, administrative or political corruption. It is also the
judiciary that is constitutionally empowered to supervise general
elections and referenda. The public is aware that the independence
of the judiciary is a guarantee of its integrity and neutrality and is,
therefore, indispensable to the proper performance by the judiciary
of its role in supervising the electoral process, beginning with the
preparation of voter lists up to the announcement of election results.
Hence, it did not come as a surprise that the general public rallied
around the judges and the Judges’ Club in support of real, full and
effective supervision of all public elections and referenda by a fully
independent judiciary, and in support for the observation of the
elections by domestic and international civil society organisations.
Nonetheless, the executive branch has continued to resist the demands
of the judiciary. Its response was limited to a formal acceptance of the
need for an independent budget for the judiciary, but it postponed
its implementation for another two years. Of course, the executive
branch’s success in imposing its will vis-à- vis the independence of the
judiciary could only have been achieved in consort with the Peoples’
Assembly, which obliged by passing into law what the government
wanted.

This was not the first time that the legislative and executive branches
of government impinged on the judiciary and violated the principle
of the separation of powers. We have seen, and continue to observe,
the lack of enforcement of court decisions and judgments by the
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executive branch. We have also seen how a legal innovation was
created by the Peoples’ Assembly (the so-called “parliament is its
own master” principle) to bestow legitimacy on members of the
Peoples’ Assembly whose membership was declared null and void
by a court of law. To do so, the Peoples’ Assembly chose to interpret
Article 93 of the constitution in a way that clearly stands in violation
of the principle of the separation of powers. No one can deny that it is
judicial authority alone that is entrusted with passing judgment in the
resolution of disputes. When the validity of a Member of Parliament
is contested, this constitutes a dispute between two or more parties
whose resolution should only be decided through court decision. This
jurisdiction cannot be relinquished to the legislature.

The continuing struggle for the independence of the judiciary has
regrettably drawn in forces of financial, administrative and political
corruption that see this cause as a threat to their interests. It is
worthwhile to draw attention to the fact that to this day the AntiCorruption Treaty, signed by the executive and passed by the Peoples’
Assembly, has yet to be published in the Official Gazette. According
to the constitution, doing so would make it an integral part of our
national laws and would mandate the modification of other laws
to make them compatible with its provisions. In fact, following the
treaty’s ratification, the Penal Code was modified in a manner that
is in contravention to the treaty. The code was changed in order to
criminalise the publication of information on a person’s financial
situation (including public officials). This is in contravention to the
treaty that aims to protect those who expose financial corruption
by officials. It follows that in the fight against corruption, the public
should call for the publication, without delay, of the Anti-Corruption
Treaty in the Official Gazette.
In conclusion, I hope that this presentation can help form the basis of
meaningful reform that would not only buttress the independence of
the judiciary and contribute to the enforcement of accountability at
all levels of government, but more importantly restore the dignity of
the Egyptian citizen. In the final analysis, the citizen is Egypt’s most
valuable asset. Only by restoring respect for the individual and his
dignity will our citizens regain their capacity to build and innovate
and, in doing so, restore Egypt to its rightful place among the nations
of the world.

______________
December 2006
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On Judicial Independence and what it
Means to be a Judge
All branches of government have a stake in guaranteeing
the independence of judges and courts. Courage, fortitude
and flexibility are essential qualities that make up the
backbone of all judiciaries
Justice Joseph Nadeau
In his statement, on Struggle for Independence, Judge Hesham El-

Bastawissy’ concerns have universal application and his suggestions
for change a deep impact on judicial independence. While I do not
feel it appropriate for me to comment on his analysis of the Egyptian
judicial system, or the status of the independence of its judiciary, I
believe Judge El-Bastawissy describes many characteristics of an
independent judiciary and raises several interesting points.

Because judicial independence guarantees for all people fair and equal
treatment in their courts, such independence helps to maintain a strong
government and a vibrant economy. As Judge El-Bastawisy notes, however,
the judicial branch must not only exercise decision making authority but
must be given the power to administer the courts system and to manage its
own budget. Judges should be assigned by the judicial branch to decide
cases. Those assignments should be made by a random method to ensure
there is no appearance of, or chance for, favouritism towards any party.
Judges should be appointed on merit through a non-political process.
Parliament should set the court’s jurisdiction and determine its budget.
The path to independence in any country, Western or Eastern, is through
judicial education and self-discipline. It does not make any difference
whether courts are based on common law or the civil code; education
of judges is necessary to provide high quality service and to earn public
confidence. The courts must be responsible for and in charge of judicial
education programmes.
Courts must develop a system for self- evaluation of judicial performance
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and create a judicial branch process to consider complaints against judges.
A judicial process must exist to discipline judges who are not ethical or
who fail to carry out their responsibilities. And it is very important for the
judiciary to create a mechanism by which the judges in highest authority
can respond publicly and quickly to unjust criticism and misinformation.
If judges are to be independent, if they are to be given extraordinary power
over the lives of other people, they must learn how to use that power with
compassion, with restraint and with dignity. Judges must live up to the
expectation that they act differently from other people, that they will be
restrained in their personal lives, and be dignified in all their conduct.
In short, there is a direct connection between justice in any society and
the competence and integrity of judges. Judges must keep that connection
strong every day and the other branches of government should assist by not
interfering into the work of the courts.
Establishing independence is not only a task for individual judges but
also one for the other branches of government as well. The powers of the
other branches do not deprive the courts of the right and responsibility
to exercise essential functions. Independence and separation of powers
requires the judiciary and every judge not just to refrain from interference
with the other branches, but equally as important to accept and meet the
responsibility and the affirmative obligation to assert and fully exercise
judicial powers.
So what must the other branches of government do to affirm the concept of
the separation of powers and to strengthen the judiciary?
While the judiciary must work hard to build and improve a strong and
respected judicial system, the other branches of government must give
them the tools to accomplish these goals. Working together, they must
provide and maintain court buildings that are dignified, safe, comfortable
and accessible for all who work and conduct business there. Courts must
be authorised to hire and dismiss their own employees. The other branches
must assure that court decisions will be enforced and respected. Leaders
must recognize the importance of a strong and independent judiciary
to a flourishing government. In constitutional government, presidents,
legislators, politicians, and those who disagree deeply with court decisions
still obey them. Decisions must be respected and honoured to guarantee
law and order for everyone.
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To demonstrate independence, courts must operate efficiently by modern
standards and be given the resources to do so. The executive and legislative
branches must fund courts adequately and allow the judiciary to administer
the funds. Courts must be given the means to make available to all judges
decisions on the interpretation of laws and the resolution of disputes, and
the ability to publish the decisions of supreme courts and constitutional
courts.
As Judge Hesham perceptively notes, meaningful reform not only buttresses
the independence of the judiciary and contributes to the enforcement of
accountability at all levels of government, it also reinforces the dignity of
citizens. What is required, to effect reform, are individual acts of courage
and resistance to interference in the judicial process from any source. Such
courage will provide a strong and reliable judiciary today and for future
generations.

What it means to be a judge
The following statement was delivered to the conference on “Promoting
the Role of the Judiciary in the Middle East and North Africa Region”
held in Amman, 27-29 June 2006. Permission of the author to publish the
statement in Beyond was obtained.
In the United States, 1 May each year is celebrated as “Law Day.” It is a day
designated to remind us of the importance of the rule of law in this country.
During the first week in May, judges and lawyers visit classrooms all over
their state to talk with students about the American system of justice. Many
continue such meetings throughout the year.
During 37 years as a judge in New Hampshire, students have asked me
many questions, including: Why did you become a judge? How are judges
selected? How do judges make decisions? When I was chief justice of the
Superior Court, though, I was stunned when a young student asked me,
“What does it mean to be a judge?”
As often as I have spoken in classrooms, at service clubs and to civic
organisations, I have never been asked that question. Fascinated by its
simplicity and haunted by its depth, I thought Law Day an ideal time to try
to frame an answer.
Actually, there are many answers. Perhaps first and foremost, being a judge
means trusting your instincts and following them. The hard decisions a
trial judge makes are made in solitude. There are no fellow committee
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members, no debate and consensus, no advisors and polltakers. Judges
cannot leave decisions to others. They must use mind, intellect and heart to
weigh competing interests, analyze the law, decide on the facts and search
for a just conclusion. Law clerks can help research, word processors can
help organise, but each trial judge makes each decision alone.
Being a judge means having confidence without conceit, decisiveness
without arrogance and passion without pretension. It means remembering
where you came from and knowing who you are. It means being aware
of the conditions and circumstances under which the people who come
before you live and act. Being a judge means using common sense as well
as the law to handle problems, problems that sometimes seem impossible
to solve. It means applying legal training and professional skills without
becoming an advocate. It means being even-handed at all times.
A black robe does not cloak a judge in wisdom, understanding or
compassion. Those characteristics each person must bring to the bench
and continuously work to strengthen. With the robe, however, comes the
responsibility to make difficult choices without fear or favour, along with
the responsibility to treat everyone fairly and impartially, and to seek
justice and do justice.
Being a judge means being temperate under circumstances that at times
would try the patience of the most serene. It means being respectful to
those who show no respect. It means being civil to those who are uncivil. It
means using awesome judicial power sparingly and with restraint. It means
all this and more.
Being a judge means being open-minded in every case. It means being
strong enough to ignore momentary public sentiment on one side or the
other. It means accepting criticism, justified or unjustified, without always
being able to respond. It means understanding that there will usually be
someone unhappy with your decisions. It means knowing that even when
you are right others may disagree with your decisions or even resent them.
While the salary for judging is less than for comparable work in the
private sector, being a judge means working for more than just financial
compensation. It means finding satisfaction and reward in resolving
difficult issues by the application of legal skills, intellectual faculties and
creative energies. It means welcoming the opportunity to serve the public
to have a positive impact on people’s lives. It means accepting the task of
explaining the judicial process, which is sometimes hard to understand,
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and confronting adverse attitudes that are sometimes hard to overcome.
Being a judge means not being afraid to make mistakes. Because humans
rarely achieve perfection, the courage to decide brings the risk of error.
Being a judge also means having confidence in the system. Confidence that
mistakes can be corrected and that justice is attainable.
Being a judge means accepting the responsibility to represent the justice
system to our very best; to exhibit patience, tolerance and understanding.
It means recognising that judicial independence does not justify the abuse
of power.
Being a judge means following the law, applying the constitution and
protecting rights even under the most trying and outrageous circumstances.
It means recognising that the great principles upon which America country
was founded and endures apply not just to the best of us, not just to the
worst of us, but to all of us.
Being a judge means providing a safeguard for individual rights and a
responsible forum in which constitutional principles and changing concepts
can be examined and balanced. Being a judge means acknowledging the
impact of progress as well as the importance of precedent. The framers
of the constitution knew it would be amended from time to time as the
democratic experiment unfolded. They knew it would be interpreted and
applied based on future events. Judges must have this same vision. Judges
must see the present through the lens of the past but view it with an eye to
the future.
Being a judge means being conservative: not a conservatism of cynicism and
inertia but of optimism and vitality. It means being liberal: not a liberalism
of permissiveness and destruction but of openness and innovation.
Being a judge means all these things. Mostly, though, it means being
yourself and making sure that is enough.
__________________________________________
On judicial independence (commentary) March 2007
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Islamising Democracy
There is no fundamental incompatibility between Islam
and democracy
Moataz Abdel Fattah
One way to depict the cultural map of Muslim societies regarding the

issue of democracy and autocracy is to say that there are two broad types
of subculture in the Muslim world: the culture of “dictatorship, but ... “ and
the culture of “democracy-as- a-must.” The former is the subculture of two
groups of Muslims: traditionalist Islamists who argue that a just autocratic
ruler who abides by Sharia law and defends its tenets is the most legitimate
ruler of all; and statist secularists who argue in favour of an autocratic
ruler who maintains the state’s stability and defends it against foreign and
internal enemies. In both cases, Muslims behave as rational actors who
find that the advantages of having an autocratic ruler outweigh those of
having a democratically elected one.
The “democracy-as-a-must” subculture is the one that is adopted by
modernist Islamists and pluralist secularists. Modernist Islamists treat
democracy, insofar as it does not contradict the principals of Islam, as
a means to fight dictatorship and ensure pluralism in society. Pluralist
secularists argue that democracy is the core component of modernity
and should be adopted on secular grounds. Democracy has no future in
Muslim societies unless the “democracy-as-a-must” subculture becomes
the dominant culture. Democracy must triumph in theory before it can be
realised in practice. Muslims must widely and clearly accept that Islam
and democracy are compatible and that meaningful faith requires freedom.
For those who wish to help make the “democracy-as-a-must” subculture
prevail, there are some practical steps to be taken. First, advocates of
democracy in the Muslim world should try harder to Islamise democracy
rather than democratising Islam. Islamising democracy is a philosophical,
theological and juristic attempt that aims at finding Islamic roots for
democratic norms and practices. Many sayings and actions of the Prophet
Muhammad can be considered as the Islamic roots of majority rule, the
moral and political equality of women and non-Muslims, obligatory shura

32

Change is Overdue
(consultation) and the eradication of apathy and the “dictatorship, but ...
“ culture. This is one of the main conditions for pluralist democracies to
surely grow.
Islam is widely known to be more pluralistic than many other religions.
Muslim democrats need to rediscover their religion and know where the
problems lie. Modernists and pluralists should talk to each other, learn
from each other, and teach each other. Secularists, for their part, need
to re- examine their self-defeating strategy to democratise/secularise
Islam through distorting Islamists’ image, debunking the role of the
ulema (educated class), copying Western experiences, implanting secular
solutions, and heightening the intellectual civil war. This approach has
been perceived by many Muslims as a Western attack on their legacy and
identity. Using Islamic teachings to reform Muslims’ culture seems the
most feasible strategy in most Muslim societies.
The process of Islamisation of democracy is based on three assumptions.
First, democratic norms and practices are not entirely Western. They are
humankind’s shared efforts to fight dictators and tyrants anywhere and
anytime. Muslims have made significant contributions to democratic
philosophy by emphasising the values of unity, respect for order, equality,
peaceful coexistence and pluralism, and have also worked for the abolition
of slavery and the emancipation of humanity throughout Islam’s history.
Second, “wisdom is the goal of the believer -- wherever he or she finds it, he
or she should learn it,” as most Muslims believe Prophet Muhammad said.
Early Muslims did not find it anti-Islamic to learn systems of administration
from the Persians, irrigation from the Egyptians, and philosophy from the
Greeks. They can learn from others what they lack without necessarily
finding it against Islam.
Third, many Muslims’ setbacks in the form of poor governance have
their roots in the Ottoman Empire and European colonialism. Democratic
impulses began to escalate in Europe in the early 18th century onward,
but this was also the period during which most Muslim countries began
to fall under the colonial control of the Europeans who distorted the class
structures and cultural priorities of Muslim societies. Thus, the best way
to correct this historical fall is to catch up and learn what Muslims would
likely have invented or developed if left to their own devices.
Up to this point, I have focused on changing the public mindset to create
fertile soil for democracy. Another important component of democratisation
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is getting the backing of political elites. As much as the public and
institutions matter for democratisation, one should not underestimate the
importance of elites who have the commitment and skills to redistribute
power in society without endangering the unity of the nation or the
sustainability of democracy.
The effort of 80-year old Sheikh Yusuf Al-Qaradawi of Egypt is one of the
most successful attempts to Islamise democracy. His book On the Fiqh of
the Islamic State (2001) is a notable attempt to demonstrate the Islamic
underpinnings of democracy in the Sunni Muslim world and is often
quoted by other modernist ulema in their books, booklets and sermons. It
has given informal permission to many ulema to use the originally alien
word “democracy” .
Al-Qaradawi’s attempt, along with those of others, has made democracy
acceptable to many Muslims, but it is still not perceived as a must. Muslims
still have a long road to travel until this happens.
_____________
September 2006
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The Power of the Street
As a locale of popular political expression, the street is
becoming -- despite attempts made to control it -- a power
to contend with
Mona Makram Ebeid
Do rulers in the region take into account street protests that often reveal
popular sentiments that may prove consequential?
In general, assessment of Arab public opinion, or the ‘Arab street’ as it is
often called, falls into two camps: one dismisses it as politically irrelevant
due to the absence of democratic institutions; the other sees the Arab street
as perpetually about to rise in popular revolt leading to chaos. Although
Arab society in general is opaque, statistics and demography not part of
ordinary life, I believe that the Arab street represents a much more complex
entity wherein dissent is expressed in a unique manner.
Being here mainly concerned with Egypt’s ‘street’, we can cite several
instances that illustrate its active history. First, the anti- colonial struggle
of 1919, when all actors of society took to the street to denounce the
British occupation: students, workers, peasants, women, state employees
and others. Then, the attempt via the October 1956 tripartite aggression of
Britain, France and Israel to regain control of the Suez Canal caused an
outpouring of protest in support of Egypt not only in Egypt’s street but also
in most Arab countries.
Similarly, the ‘bread riots’ of 1977 -- sparked by the lifting of subsidies
on basic commodities -- forced the government to renege on its actions
and keep prior social policies in place. And in 1986, police conscripts who
were shamefully underpaid rebelled when rumours spread that the duration
of their conscription would be extended, triggering nationwide protest
from Alexandria to Aswan, and countering the myth of Egyptian ‘apathy’,
‘passivity’ and ‘submissiveness’. Fear of further popular uprisings due
to spiralling costs of living has forced the government to maintain social
safety net programmes, such as the Social Fund for Development.
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More recently, 2008 saw an unprecedented wave of popular protests,
mainly by the impoverished lower middle classes whose discontent was
channelled into the Islamist movement when authorities failed to respond
adequately. While it cannot be said that the ‘street’ has a direct or decisive
impact, it has the proclivity to affect the state’s public policy, whether it be
in domestic matters or foreign policy.
On the other hand, because the government and state-controlled media
have been successful in moulding public opinion, in order to contain public
anger, the street has had only limited success in affecting politics. Things
are changing, however, and the street is increasingly becoming a force
to contend with. The influence of popular sentiment on the government
is real, though subtle. The regime has learned to pay more attention to
what the public thinks and to feel the ‘pulse’ of the street, although it does
so from a security rather than a political standpoint. It often attempts to
exploit discontent by allowing and even encouraging anti-American and
anti-Israeli protest, to distract attention from internal problems.
The latest ferocious assault on Gaza is proof that the street remains the
locale in which popular outrage is expressed so long as local regimes or
global powers ignore popular views. The brutality of Israel’s use of force
sparked a wave of fury from Morocco to the Gulf, making most Arab
rulers uneasy. Demonstrators took to the street in a show of solidarity
with the Palestinian people (though not necessarily with their leadership),
denouncing Israel’s barbarity and the Arab governments’ impotence and
immobility. Most Arabs, ordinary men and women, were fixated on their
TV screens, outraged by the horrific scenes of atrocities committed against
innocent Palestinians. Although the Israeli assault is felt primarily in Gaza,
political shockwaves pass across the Arab world in forms that cannot be
easily predicted.
In conclusion, to ignore ‘the street’ is to ignore moral sensibility at the
expense of the wise conduct of politics.
___________
January 2009
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Changing the Business Climate
Half-hearted reform will not turn Egypt’s under-performing
economy around
Samia Farid Shihata
The striking success story of the tiny emirate of Dubai brings close to
home how a truly business-friendly environment can be a powerful magnet
for investments and how it can transform a relative backwater into a
dynamic fast growing economy. Dubai’s attractiveness as an investment
destination goes beyond its minimal licensing requirements and tax-free
status. Investors from all over the world are drawn to the totality of Dubai’s
investment climate which boasts simple, clear and stable regulations, a
small and efficient civil service, the availability of a first class physical
infrastructure and the capability of recruiting skilled workers and
professionals from the region and beyond.
How does the situation in Egypt compare with this example two decades
into our transition to a private sector led economy? Unfortunately, we have
yet to unleash the creative energies of our private sector and we have a
long way to go in attracting foreign direct investment on the scale needed.
Though we have been relatively successful at stabilising the economy,
considerably less progress has been made in structural and institutional
reforms essential to improving the investment climate. In too many areas,
including the regulatory framework, reforms have been slow, piecemeal
and incomplete.
Our efforts to attract investments have for too long tended to focus on
meeting the needs of large foreign investors and influential Egyptian
businessmen, to the exclusion of small businesses. It was mostly large
companies that were able to take advantage of the generous tax exemptions
and free zone status offered in certain industries and geographic areas,
and it was the large investors who benefited from audiences with prime
ministers and cabinet ministers to make sure that obstacles were removed
and that bureaucratic hurdles were surmounted. In the meantime, small and
medium-sized local businessmen were generally left to fend for themselves
(unless they were lucky to have their own connections) in their daily struggle
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through a maze of contradictory and cumbersome laws and regulations
implemented by an inefficient, underpaid and corrupt bureaucracy. When
the lack of accessibility to bank financing and the inconsistent application
of laws are added to this mix, it is a wonder that any small business ever
gets started or ventures into the formal economy at all! This is unfortunate
since studies have shown that the highest proportion of jobs in most
economies are generated by small and medium sized companies, and that
a business environment favourable to domestic investors is a key indicator
of the attractiveness of a country to foreign direct investment.
The solution lies in focusing on institutional improvements that would
facilitate investment for all businesses, be they large or small, domestic
or foreign. The objective should be a system where no “connections”
are needed to conduct business. This cannot be achieved by a few small
measures here and there. It will require first, a meaningful comprehensive
reform of the civil service which is entrusted with implementing all other
reforms; second, a systematic review of all relevant laws and regulations
to be followed by speedy action to make them clear and simple; third, a
major upgrading and reform of our judicial system to ensure the speedy,
efficient and effective application of law.
In this connection, the World Bank report, “Doing Business in 2006”,
whose regional launch took place in Cairo last September, provides us
with a useful tool in setting our agenda to eliminate obstacles to private
sector investment. Based on 10 indicators measuring the ease of doing
business in 155 countries, the report placed Egypt close to the bottom of
the list with the rank of 141. All other Arab countries included in the study,
except for Sudan, ranked higher than Egypt. Here are the key areas of
business regulations covered in the report and Egypt’s ranking in each of
them:

Ease of

Starting a Business
Dealing with Licenses
Hiring and Firing
Registering Property
Getting Credit
Protecting Investors
Paying Taxes
Trading Across Borders
Enforcing contracts
Closing a Business
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146
14
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142
114
87
70
118
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While the above rankings are disturbing enough, a closer scrutiny of how
we compare to the regional average in each one of them is even more
troubling. With regards to business licenses, for example, we find that it
takes 30 steps and 263 days for a business to complete licensing and permit
requirements in Egypt, at a cost of 1067.1 per cent of per capita income.
This compares to an average of 19.9 steps, 216 days, and a cost of 469.7
per cent of per capita income for the region.
With regard to access to credit, a legal rights index ranging from 0- 10
(with higher scores indicating that laws are better designed to expand
access to credit), grants Egypt a score of 1 compared to an average of 4.1
for the region.
As to the ease of closing a business, the procedure to resolve bankruptcies in
Egypt takes 4.2 years, costs 22 per cent of the estate value, and the recovery
rate (expressed in terms of how many cents on the dollar claimants recover
from insolvent firms) is 16.15 cents. This compares to the averages of 3.8
years, a cost of 13.4 per cent, and a recovery rate of 28.8 per cent for the
region. It is worth noting here that the averages for industrialised countries
are 1.5 years, a cost of 7.4 per cent and a recovery rate of 73 per cent.
While these figures show that much remains to be done, it must be
recognised, nonetheless, that several important reforms have been made to
make the Egyptian economy more business friendly, particularly over the
past year and a half. The broad customs reform that cut Egypt’s tariff bands
from 27 to 6 and streamlined customs procedures and trade documentation
was a major step forward in improving the investment climate for all. This
reform placed Egypt in sixth place among the top 12 reforming economies
of 2004, according to the World Bank. The long-overdue comprehensive
income tax reform introduced in 2005 is also a major improvement likely
to have a large impact on investment over coming years. Another step
forward was the restructuring of the General Authority for Investments
and Free Zones (GAFI) and the establishment of its One Stop Shop for
investors.
Looking forward, the long awaited establishment of commercial courts
with streamlined procedures is expected to be part of the current legislative
agenda. Furthermore, at the government’s request, the World Bank is
close to completing a detailed investment climate assessment that will
-- hopefully -- form the basis of a prioritised and time-bound agenda for
reform in this area.
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Egyptian policymakers might also explore the idea of establishing an
autonomous body to act as the institutional advocate for fundamental
change in the regulatory framework. This idea was implemented in Mexico
in response to the crisis of 1994 and the increased competitive pressures
that resulted from trade liberalisation. Although Mexico already had the
Economic Deregulation Unit (EDU) which had successfully reduced
business start up procedures and simplified cumbersome commercial court
proceedings, the new crisis situation led to the realisation that cutting red
tape without tackling the underlying legal and regulatory framework was
not enough. As a result, the EDU was transformed into the Deregulation
Council and its private sector membership was widened. More importantly,
its mandate was broadened to include reviewing all new regulations
proposed by government agencies and, as opportunities arose, reviewing
and recommending amendments to existing regulations of all levels of
government. The Council, which was headed by a respected public figure,
appears to have achieved noteworthy success, particularly in its review of
new regulations, though the task was by no means smooth since it had to
overcome much bureaucratic and political resistance.
Egypt can learn from the experience of Mexico and other successful
reformers in this area. So far we have tended to deal with regulatory reform
in a somewhat ad hoc manner. By institutionalising the reform process we
would have an ongoing mechanism for a continuous, systematic review
of new and existing regulations. The institutional set up may consist of a
similarly mandated autonomous body headed by a well-respected public
figure. Alternatively, the mandate of the GAFI could be broadened and
a similar council formed under its umbrella. We need to decide which
alternative would be more effective in the Egyptian context.
Ranking of countries in the Arab region as per “Doing Business in
2006” (World Bank) :
Saudi Arabia 38 - Kuwait 47 - Oman 51 - Tunisia 58
United Arab Emirates 69 - Jordan 74 - Yemen 90
Lebanon 95 - Iraq 114 - Syria 121 - West Bank and Gaza 125 Mauritania
127 - Algeria 128 - Egypt 141 - Sudan 151
_____________
February 2006
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Clipping Corruption’s Wings
Corruption is not only morally contemptible, but economically
and politically disastrous. What it is and what to do about it
Antonio Vigilante
Corruption is not only a moral evil. The total effect of corruption is reduced
economic efficiency and distorted resource distribution. By introducing
personal gain and interest criteria in decision making, corruption leads
to lower cost effectiveness of public expenditures -- for instance when
procurement processes or awards are altered in favor of a particular person
or firm in exchange for personal economic benefits -- or may produce public
losses, such as fraudulent credit operations or tax evasion. Corruption
reduces transparency of market operations and increases transaction costs,
thereby decreasing investor confidence and investment inclinations.
The psychological effects of corruption are equally detrimental. It decreases
the confidence of citizens in public policies and frequently prompts generic
feelings of cynicism and scepticism, while also discouraging individual
motivation and work ethics. In other words, corruption may alienate citizens
from public management and destroy social capital, which rests normally
on values of trust and transparency in the relations between citizens
and groups and citizens and the state. Finally, a climate of opportunistic
corruption creates uncertainties about the outcome of individual initiatives,
increases vulnerability to abuse and facilitates criminal associations, such
as when the judiciary or the police are significantly affected. The result is
lower human security for all citizens.
Indeed, corruption can also be presented as a violation of human rights. It
perpetuates discrimination for those who lack access to the “right people”,
or who cannot afford the economic overhead that corruption always implies.
A bribe to a public servant achieves unjustified preferential treatment for
the bribe giver, and alters the priority of administrative or judicial actions,
or attributes rights and permits when they should not be attributed. The
unwillingness to bribe may delay or make ineffective the enjoyment of
a legal or economic right. By distorting the optimal and most efficient
allocation of public resources, it prevents or delays the full realisation
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of economic, social and cultural rights. A corrupted tax collector may
nullify the progressive principle of taxation, which should achieve a more
equitable national distribution of wealth and services and public goods.
Corruption may also affect political and civil rights. It is sufficient to think
of the direct or indirect bribing of a number of voters.
It is widely thought that all countries suffer from corruption, but the
extent and level of corruption practices are variable. It is also thought that
democracies tend to decrease corruption practices through transparent
accountability, checks and balances in public management and an alert
media. But it is evident that democracy alone cannot stem corruption.
Several huge corruption scandals continue to affect democracies around
the world. However, one could say that in democracy the “culture of
corruption” may be fought and contained more easily, that petty corruption
tends to be less frequent, and that enforcement and judicial means to
fight corruption are more effective. Similar observations have been made
with respect to the level of economic development of a given country. It
is thought that the higher the economic development and the lower the
poverty incidence, the lower will be the diffusion of corruption in society.
According to many, predominant historic and cultural factors may also
determine different average levels of integrity or greed. In some societies,
corruption has come to be considered as almost normal, in any case
inevitable.
One of the most convincing analyses of the phenomena of corruption has
been provided by Robert Klitgaard, who in several works ( Controlling
corruption; Tropical gangsters; Corrupt cities, etc) has analysed corruption
from an angle that can be defined as the micro-economy of corruption.
He has introduced several intriguing definitions and measures, such as
“the optimal grade of corruption”, the “social marginal cost of reducing
corruption”, the “economic utility function of corruption”, and more.
Critical for understanding the micro- economy of corruption, but also
its macro treatment, is his equation formula of corruption: C= M+D-A,
where C is corruption, M is monopoly (or the extent of control over the
“client”), D is discretionality (the degree of absolute, arbitrary power in
decision- making) and A is accountability (the degree of responsibility by
the decision-maker).
If we focus on corruption from this angle, which concentrates especially
on the solicitor , who is frequently a public servant or institution, and
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excludes other elements characterising the “client”, it becomes clear that
the fight against corruption must start in reducing its economic and social
utility. First, the degree of moral satisfaction of not being corrupt must be
enhanced. Second, the quantity of economic reward borne of corruption
must be undermined. Third, the probability of being discovered must be
heightened. Fourth, the probability of being sanctioned, if discovered, as
well as assurances of appropriate levels, in terms of quantity and quality, of
sanction, should be improved. Finally, increasing the difficulties involved
in, as well as the effort necessary to, corruption operations would reduce
the number of favorable opportunities for corruption.
Klitgaard’s formula gives us very good hints of which variables need to be
included when preparing an anti-corruption plan.
According to the Arab Human Development Report 2005, in five MENA
(Middle- East and North Africa) countries surveyed, 90 per cent of people
believe that combating corruption is one of the most important components
of the concept of freedom; as important as choosing authorities through
free and fair elections. They also believe that freedom from corruption is
the least enjoyed component of freedom in their countries, and the one that
has been deteriorating the most.
In Egypt, it is commonly recognised that significant levels of corruption
persist, despite efforts to limit such phenomena. Like in many other countries,
if the fight against corruption is to be intensified it would be necessary to
start with a vulnerability analysis , which should be commissioned to an
autonomous group of individuals nominated on grounds of their integrity
and reputation and drawn from the public service, civil society and private
sectors. This commission, with the elements influencing corruption in mind,
should systematically review the status of affairs in the country, devise
measures to undermine the value of corruption, and, most importantly,
make their conclusions public.
In other words, this body would identify measures to ensure that the
monopoly on decisions enjoyed by some institutions or individuals is
broken, entailing the participation of more individuals and institutions in
those decisional processes more prone to corrupt practices (tax, customs,
procurement, law enforcement, etc), the establishment of appropriate
checks and balances and reforms increasing transparency, such as
publicity of proceedings and of decision making motivations, automation
of operations, introduction of the principle of tacit consent (by which a
request is approved or an action allowed if the authority has not expressed
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a decision or acted within a certain timeframe). The same independent
commission should identify how to reduce discretional decision-making by
individuals; in other words how to strengthen the rule of law and establish
clear norms and procedures that leave little space to arbitrary interpretation
and codify allowed exceptions to the rules.
The commission could also recommend how to increase the level of
individual or institutional political accountability. This is the element more
closely linked to the prevalence of democratic practices and of political,
administrative and fiscal decentralisation. Clearly if decisions and power
are vested more at a local level this will make easier and more effective the
control of citizens over local authorities and the political accountability of
decision makers.
The vulnerability assessment should be followed by relevant normative
and administrative reforms and simplification -- as bureaucracy creates
opportunities for corruption at every corner -- and by the design of
a system that uses intelligently integrity incentives and corruption
disincentives. Full-scale gradual civil service reform may be necessary, in
order to reduce the size of the bloated public bureaucracy and allow a new
career system based on transparent recruitment and career progression, on
fewer but much better trained, motivated and paid civil servants. Further
strengthened freedom and independence of the media must also accompany
the implementation of an anti- corruption plan.
The implementation of such a plan, based on the vulnerability assessment,
has to be monitored by public authorities as well as by civil society, and it
may require the appointment of an “anti-corruption czar”; a respected and
dynamic personality to become the integrity champion and to be endowed
with significant authority for combating corruption in all its forms. But it is
also clear that the technical approach to fighting corruption will be successful
only if civil society takes up a different role, as international experience
suggests. In the case of some countries, it has been the judicial power that
has started and championed a vigorous campaign against corruption. In
some other cases it has been a deliberate government effort. In still others,
an anti-corruption movement has originated in municipal authorities. But
endemic and deeply rooted corruption can only be successfully confronted
with the support of societal mobilisation. By forming coalitions, civil
society organisations can stimulate the necessary awareness, publicity and
monitoring of those areas most subject to corruption, exposing corrupt
practices. In other words, civil society is essential to foster a culture of
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accountability and transparency and can make sure that the threshold of
societal tolerance for corruption practices is raised, while resigned and
fatalistic attitudes no longer predominate in the community. If corruption
is to be faced resolutely, the citizen and the state have both a role to play.
_________
June 2005
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Towards a New Social Contract
Re-envisioning the relation between the state, citizens and
the private sector in Egypt is key to development
Samaa Kassaby
“In order to meet the development challenges it faces, Egypt cannot
continue doing business as usual.” This, in a nutshell, is how the Egypt
Human Development Report of 2005 (EHDR) analyzed the situation with
regard to all developmental issues, be they education, health, poverty
reduction, environment, housing, etc.

Why is a new social contract assumed to be the answer to the development

challenges that Egypt is facing? Moreover, what is the “unusual” way of
doing business it suggests?

The EHDR 2005, which was entitled “Choosing Our Future: Towards
a New Social Contract,” and more recently the EHDR 2008 entitled
“Egypt’s Social Contract: the Role of Civil Society,” adopt a view towards
rearticulating the state-citizen relationship. In this “new” approach, each
member of society -- institutions as well as individuals -- carries certain
responsibilities and is assumed to have a specifically assigned role in the
development process.
Full partnership amongst the three “institutionalised” development partners
-- the government, the private sector and civil society organisations
-- is regarded as the most realistic tool that would manage to execute
programmes and projects that could provide the basic package of rights
guaranteeing decent livelihood to all Egyptian citizens.
Individually, and at all levels, citizens themselves are assumed to be
equally strong partners in development. Simply by making sure that their
children are registered and by sending them to school or giving them their
immunisation shots, the poorest of the poor citizens are actually assuming
their role and taking part in the development process.
Is it as simple as that? Well, yes and no.
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Yes, because the vision is clear, the agenda is already set and the process
can be easily identified. The vision of the “New Social Contract” is based
upon the necessity of providing a basic package of rights and services to
each Egyptian citizen through the achievement of a high and sustainable
economic growth rate, accompanied by the execution of a wide range of
programmes reflecting a bold social agenda.
The “Social Contract Agenda” set forth by EHDR 2005 identified a
package of 55 programmes covering eight areas of development (poverty
reduction, basic education, health, small and medium enterprise [SMEs],
social security, agriculture, housing and area development, sanitation and
water). Once executed, these programmes would pave the road towards
Egypt achieving its Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and work as
the basic milestone in providing the ultimate objective of a dignified and
decent livelihood to each Egyptian citizen.
The package of rights and services encompassed within the framework
of these social contract development projects includes but is not limited
to: citizens’ security within the law; dignified treatment of the citizen by
all state institutions; freedom of expression; decent and productive job
opportunities; a safe and clean environment; high quality basic education
services; overall health insurance services; availability of infrastructure;
access to proper and affordable housing for the poor; provision of direct
financial assistance to those in extreme poverty.
No, it is not so simple because the requirements to perform the needed
tasks and to achieve the three-way partnership means addressing prevailing
patterns of dependency and apathy and rebuilding long-lost trust amongst
all partners of development. These are formidable challenges, though
not deterrents, that must be overcome to accomplish the main goals and
objectives.
Bearing these challenges in mind, the Social Contract Centre was
established -- being a joint effort between the United Nations Development
Program (UNDP) and the Information and Decision Support Centre
(IDSC) of the Egyptian cabinet -- to promote and monitor the execution of
the 55 programmes as well as to provide policy advice to decision makers
regarding the better accomplishment of the Social Contract Agenda.
Enhancing the “Yes” elements and overcoming the “No” factors mentioned
above, the Social Contract Centre was established with a set of strategic
objectives that govern its operations. The first strategic objective is to
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create a national consensus on the new vision of the New Social Contract
through creating dialogue opportunities amongst all partners. The second
objective is to rebuild long-lost trust between the government and citizens.
This is to be accomplished through providing technical support and
advice to government institutions with the purpose of increasing citizens’
satisfaction with services provided, increasing their trust in the system’s
ability to meet people’s expectations and needs.
The third objective is to provide technical support and advice to ministries
to deal with poverty reduction efforts through a rights-based approach.
The fourth strategic objective is the provision of technical support to civil
society organisations in designing appropriate roles, in capacity building,
in strengthening and building partnerships with government and private
sector entities, and in achieving better communication with citizens at local
levels.
During its first year of establishment, the Social Contract Centre intensified
its communication and outreach activities directed at its various partners.
A major part of these activities was directed towards civil society
organisations. Eight workshops were conducted to discuss the main
concepts and notions of the New Social Contract with members of active
NGOs at the national level. The workshops offered a great opportunity
to discuss how NGOs view the Social Contract Agenda’s programmes of
development and how these programmes fit local needs and requirements.
NGO members discussed possible roles that they can perform and possible
opportunities and requirements to establish partnerships with both
government organisations and private sector entities.
Also, as part of its role in monitoring and policy advice, the Social Contract
Centre has been closely monitoring global food price issues and how food
price rises would affect Egyptian development issues, in particular where
they deal with such sensitive issues as agricultural policies and issues of
subsidies and poverty reduction.
Building consensus and awareness of the New Social Contract as the new
approach to “doing the business of development” is a major tool that could
help in paving the way towards achieving development that is more just,
efficient and effective.
____________
October 2008
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Accountability, the Roman Way
As with many other public services issues in Egypt,
solidarity should not be viewed as just a virtue but as an
absolute necessity
Herve Pourcines
In many countries recent rapid urbanization has led to fundamental socio-

economic change, often at a high social and environmental cost. Among the
consequences of such major development is the fact that, with people and
business activities concentrated in specific areas, solid waste production
increases dramatically. The way these wastes are handled, stored, collected
and disposed of can pose risks to the environment and to public health, and
this has become a major challenge for society.
Egypt is no exception to these global trends of urbanization and rising solid
waste generation. More than 25,000 tons of solid wastes are generated in
the country every day with Cairo accounting for about 50 percent of the
total. (1) Consequently, the problems and issues of Municipal Solid Waste
Management (MSWM) in large and crowded urban areas are of immediate
importance.This has been acknowledged by the Egyptian government,
which enacted the 1994 Environmental Conservation Law and which
implemented a 10-year action plan to promote efficient use of the country’s
natural resources, to improve land, water and air quality standards, to
develop effective solid waste management techniques and to preserve the
country’s heritage. (2) However, rapid and unchecked population growth
has overwhelmed the capacity of authorities to provide even the most basic
services. Typically less than 70 percent of the waste produced in Egypt is
managed by some form of public or private sector collection, disposal or
recycling operations. (3) As a result, the uncollected waste, which is often
also mixed with human and animal excreta, is dumped indiscriminately
in the streets and in drains, so contributing to flooding, breeding of insect
and rodents and the spread of diseases. Furthermore, even collected waste
is often disposed of in uncontrolled dumpsites or burnt, polluting water
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resources and air. (4) While urbanization in developing countries has
contributed to wealth accumulation, it has also been accompanied by an
alarming growth in the incidence of poverty. Today, one out of four people
in cities of the developing world lives in “absolute poverty,” while another
one in four is classified as “relatively poor”. (5) Throughout Egypt, it is
traditionally these urban poor that suffer most from the life-threatening
conditions deriving from deficient MSWM. This is because authorities
tend to allocate their limited financial resources to the richer areas of
higher tax yields where citizens with more political pressure reside.
However, today, even privileged neighborhoods in Cairo are suffering
from severe environmental degradation due to a city-wide deficient SWM.
And, unsurprisingly, it seems that it is these new dangers posed by rising
levels of uncollected solid wastes in richer areas that have led to more
assertive calls for further legislative intervention and reforms in MSWM to
safeguard social interests such as public health, the environment and even
the aesthetics of Egyptian cities.
However, perhaps more important than adding one more layer of legislation
or implementing any new SWM plan is the need for ordinary Egyptians
and authorities alike to acknowledge publicly the fact that the two most
central issues to the SWM problem are that of its financing and that of
accountability for results.
Over 90% of the costs of SWM are operating expenses involving the
collection, the transport, the storage and the disposal of waste into
controlled dumpsites or sanitary landfills. (6) Once these controlled
dumpsites are full, they need to be foreclosed in a way that will prevent
any contamination of soil, air or water resources. The alternative, leaving
dumpsites open and un- managed -- which is the situation in the majority
of dumpsites in Egypt today (7) -- is tantamount to creating environmental
time bombs. In the end, all these necessary activities have costs that need
to be comprehensively financed by either a fee or a tax.
If one accepts this principle, then the question is who should pay this fee
and how should it be collected? In my opinion, the most obvious answer is
that the person or entity responsible for producing solid waste should be the
person or entity paying for the disposal of that solid waste. This requires
that the disposal fee should be actually paid by households and corporates,
whether owning or renting their residence or premise. Moreover, such fee
should be collected as part of a larger municipal tax to cover other urban
and environmental expenses, such as maintenance of roads and sidewalks,
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maintenance and upgrade of the underground sewage and of the power and
various utility grids or the development of public recreational areas, among
many other municipal public services that are in dire need of development.
Each of these costs should be borne directly by the beneficiaries of the
services and should be collected directly by municipal authorities and/or
governorates.
To estimate the amount of SWM funds that need to be collected, one can
use the Philippines as a benchmark because it has a GDP per capita and a
population relatively comparable to Egypt (8). There, the average annual
cost of disposing waste in 2002 was $23 per ton (9) and it is expected to
reach an average of $30 per ton in 2009.
In Cairo, where each household is thought to produce an average of 1.5
tons of waste per year (10), if one takes an annual disposal cost per ton of
$30 (similar to the Philippines), then the average cost per household should
be $45 per year or about 245 Egyptian Pounds. With an estimated 3 million
households in the Greater Cairo area, the city’s total annual budget for
solid waste disposal should be approximately 735 million Egyptian Pounds
or about USD 135 million. (11) If one includes all other urban and rural
areas of Egypt -- with rural areas producing 46% less waste per capita per
day (12) -- the total annual SWM budget of Egypt should be around USD
520 million per year. This would represent a very substantial improvement
over past budgets considering that annual public SWM expenditure for the
whole of Egypt for 2003- 2008 has been estimated at USD 182 million
only. (13)
Considering the sheer magnitude of the SWM problem in Egypt, the amount
of EGP 245 per household appears at first reasonable and within reach in
terms of fee or tax collection per household. However, since at least 50
percent of households in urban areas are suffering from either absolute or
relative poverty (14), it is hardly conceivable that these households could
afford the EGP 245 annual fee for waste disposal. Consequently, it will be
necessary to request that the richer 50 percent of households supports and
pays for the poorer 50 percent; thus bringing the annual disposal cost per
paying household to EGP 490. It is important to acknowledge that with
regards to the SWM issue, as with many other public services issues in
Egypt, solidarity should not be viewed as just a virtue but as an absolute
necessity.
In the end, whatever the final correct amount of SWM financing needed
in Egypt, the pre-requisite for the creation of a SWM municipal tax - or
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other needed taxes that are “local” in nature - is the decentralization of
power, budgets and competencies from the State and Ministries to the
Governorates and to the Municipalities. Indeed, problems of solid waste
management vary per neighborhood and even per city and so do solutions
and budgets needed to solve these problems. Therefore, local authorities
should be best suited to define budgets, collect fees and implement efficient
and tailored SWM programs. Provided, of course, that such local authorities
are accountable for their management of the solid waste disposal and are
sanctioned and replaced in case they are not doing a job satisfactory to their
constituents. That, in turn, should require that local municipal authorities
are actually elected by a true popular vote for a fixed term mandate, which
according to UNDP has not been the case (15).
The ancient Romans had a tradition: whenever one of their engineers
constructed an arch, as the capstone was hoisted into place, the engineer
assumed accountability for his work in the most profound way possible:
he stood under the arch. To transpose this would be to ask government
officials to stand in the middle of the garbage until it is gone. Somehow
I have the feeling that a lot of people would be actually willing to pay to
witness this.
Sources: (1), (2), (3) American Chamber of Commerce in Egypt’s website: Environment
Section, 2009; (4), (5) EAWAG-SANDEC: “Solid Waste Management in Developing
Countries”, by Chris Zurbrugg, 2003; (6) Economy and Environment Program for
Southeast Asia -- Research Report No. 2005-RR1 -- “Implementation and Financing of
Solid Waste Management in the Philippines” by Zeinada Sumalde, 2005; (7) Mediterranean
Technical Assistance Program -- Summary Report on Solid Waste Management in Egypt,
2008; (8) CIA Website, The World Factbook, 2009; (9) Economy and Environment
Program for Southeast Asia -- Research Report No. 2005-RR1 -- “Implementation and
Financing of Solid Waste Management in the Philippines” by Zeinada Sumalde, 2005;
(10) Mediterranean Technical Assistance Program -- Summary Report on Solid Waste
Management in Egypt, 2008; (11) Note: this amount includes upfront costs: depreciation
of vehicle and equipment, depreciation of landfill, and operating costs: salaries, wages
& benefits, maintenance, power & fuel, supplies, travel, contract service/rental, oversight
& support services, back-end costs, others; (12, 13) Mediterranean Technical Assistance
Program -- Summary Report on Solid Waste Management in Egypt, 2008; (14) EAWAGSANDEC: “Solid Waste Management in Developing Countries”, by Chris Zurbrugg, 2003;
(15) UNDP Website -- Program of Governance in the Arab World -- Egypt: Local Elections,
2009

___________
October 2009
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A Tale of Two Values
Societal values as a subject used to be a main concern to
those in the fields of sociology, psychology and social work
Hoda Badran
The subject has recently become of interest to others including economists,
intellectuals, business men and political scientists. Tarek Heggy, for
example, who used to manage Shell Petroleum Company, addressed
societal values in his paper published in the Middle East Media Research
Institute in June 2004. He argued that the progress of nations is mostly the
product of a value system, and he listed six basic values that characterize
such a system.
The economist, Galal Amin, has also tried to show in his book, “ Whatever
happened to the Egyptians? “, the changes that have recently occurred
in the Egyptians’ behavior as a result of a changing value system. Amin
resorted to his childhood memories to illustrate the changes and concluded
“everything is gradually being turned into a commodity, the object of a
commercial transaction, including man’s very soul”. Others underlined the
role of globalization in universalizing certain cultural aspects and bringing
about changes in the value systems of different countries throughout the
whole world. The emerging neo- social Darwinism ideology justified the
increased gap between the rich and the poor brought by the transnational
economy, allowing policies that keep some groups in poverty despite the
possession of the means and methods to prevent that .
The gap between the rich and the poor in Egypt has not only become wide
economically, but the two groups have also become widely segregated
from each other in terms of their sets of values and styles of life. Values are
developed by a process of learning from others with whom one associates.
The home is the great teacher of human values together with the school, the
mosque, the movies, the club and other social institutions. Everyone and
every group has a system of values which is determined by the interaction
of these institutions in the home environment. What follows is a discussion
of the difference in value systems between the rich and the poor in relation
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to the home environment, the family and the school, casting light on certain
changes that occurred over time within these values.
Some time ago, rich urban Egyptians used to select their homes in
communities close to the Nile, with wide streets and a quiet atmosphere.
They preferred to live in their own villas with enough space, green yards
and privacy. Increasing congestion in the cities has led to the development
of new communities on the outskirts of the big cities. These communities
are surrounded by high walls that, together with their prohibitively high
prices, segregate them from others. In this home environment privacy is
a value on all levels. No intruders can enter these compounds without
previous notice. A private garden surrounds each villa, and children have
their own rooms for study and for sleeping. Sports is another important
value for the rich. Therefore, private and public swimming pools are
available as well as variety of other sports facilitates. Part of the value
system of the rich is to spend the summer in an owned villa in one of the
new resorts built on the northern coast of Egypt. Another villa on the Red
Sea is used during the winter. Spending part of the summer outside Egypt
has also become also part of the value system of the rich who sometimes
have their own properties in different parts of Europe.
The poor live in a completely different home environment with a different
set of values. They find a place to live either in the downtown disadvantaged
neighborhood or in an unplanned shantytown, often established without
official permission. Space is limited and privacy is not a value, and the
narrow streets are an extension of the home. The noises coming out of the
small repair workshops and the factories spreading in these areas, plus the
shouting of the neighbors fighting teach the poor the value of speaking in
a loud voice. Whether in the urban disadvantaged areas or in the villages,
the poor can hardly include cleanliness in their value system. To them
the garbage, the polluted water and pools of standing sewage are parts
of a normal dirty living conditions. While in the past many rich families
used to be big landowners with country houses in their villages, the land
is no longer of a high value either to the “old” nor to the “newly” rich. On
the other hand, the poor villagers who emigrated as laborers to the Gulf
countries are buying land upon their return to gain esteem in their villages.
The family is a great teacher of human values of both the rich and the poor,
but it teaches a different set for each.. Rich families no longer yearn for a
large number of children. They have a low infant and children mortality
rate due to their awareness of the value of health and their use of health
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services. Rich families usually represent the traditional model with the
father as a provider, the mother as the home keeper and the children to be
taken care of until they finish schooling. While the rich always had servants
to help with housework, it is becoming part of their value system nowadays
to import helpers usually from Asian countries. Children from rich families
interact with the outside world and with outside values very early in life
through the internet, where they can make friends, buy commodities and
services, and get information.
On the other hand poor families still value large number of children, have
a higher child mortality rate and are less aware of the value of health. They
will only seek health services when they get very sick.
Discrimination against girls of poor families starts very early in life where
boys are more valued and feel superior than their sisters. Both sexes,
however, may enter the labor market during their childhood. Work instead
of schooling has its own value. The traditional model of the family is
changing, where it is estimated that about 20 percent of the poor families
are headed and provided by the women. This change in roles has created
a great tension in the family, and the value of the patriarchal system is
being threatened. Certain family values such as the great respect for the
aged, particularly parents, are changing. Recently violence and crimes
undertaken by members of the family against each other including siblings,
parents and grandparents are on the increase.
Schools are important official agencies for passing on prevailing values,
and education has its own value for the Egyptians particularly for the poor
who consider it the means for upwards social mobility. However, the types
of schools which the children of the poor attend are different from the ones
attended by the rich. The difference is not only in the terms of buildings
and facilities or text books, but also in terms of values transmitted by
the teachers and the prevailing relationships inside and outside the class.
Unfortunately education as a value has been recently affected by the rising
rate of unemployment among university graduates. As already mentioned,
some poor families are sending their children to work instead of schooling.
Girls are usually the first to forgo education.
These are some examples of the difference in the sets of values between
the rich and the poor and some changes that have recently occurred for the
sets of values for both.
The situation as such cannot be left without a strategy of intervention to
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bridge the gap between the rich and the poor in terms of their values. To
discuss the components of such a strategy needs another article but the
system of education is the important point of entry for the change.
____________
February 2006
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Dealing with Addiction
Drug addiction is a chronic disease that ought to be
approached with compassion and a system mapped for
recovery
Soheir Loutfy
While the problem of addiction has worsened considerably, society’s
perception of it has narrowed to vision of considering it a problem of
deviant behaviour, or as type of black economic activity that damages the
wealth of many nations and their peoples. Whether we agree or disagree
with this narrow vision, there is a reality that cannot be ignored: drugs
destroy mainly the young generation and that generation is the most
precious wealth of mankind.
Experts in the field have come to the realisation that drug addiction is caused
by negative aspects prevalent in given societies or communities, and not
by the character of the individual or family involved. This realisation has
led to the success of new awareness programmes and to the establishment
of a knowledge platform that emphasises the danger of addiction on youth,
society, civic and work ethics, and national security.
Yet is this addiction-awareness foundation enough to solve the problem of
addiction? The resounding answer is “No.” The clearest evidence is that
the desired reduction in supply and demand of illegal drugs among youth
has not been achieved. This may be due to the fact that the majority of
drug awareness and treatment programmes are outdated, which leads to
the ineffectiveness of these programmes in confronting the ever-adapting
global trade of illegal drug trafficking. It may also be due to the fact that
programmes of early prevention do not give sufficient weight to changing
society’s perception, attitudes and behaviours towards drug addiction.
To put it bluntly, we as a society need to come to a clear conviction on
whether to deal with drug addicts as victims or as criminals. Currently for
a young drug addict it is the luck of the draw: it depends on which authority
will reach him first, a treatment institution or a correctional institution. We
have to closely examine and analyze the costs and benefits of both paths
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for our youth, their families, and society as a whole.
Recognising addiction as a disease has significant and broad implications
for public perception of addicts and their families, for addiction treatment
practice and for many important aspects of public policy. It is worth
mentioning here that some researchers are currently investigating the
possibility of producing addiction vaccines. These vaccines could prove
the ultimate weapons against drug addiction. They are supposed to arm
the immune system against addictive drugs and prevent the drugs from
making addicts feel high. A large-scale clinical trial of a cocaine vaccine
in humans will be initiated this year, and vaccines against nicotine, heroin
and methamphetamine are also currently in development ( Newsweek, 3
March 2008).
Also, parents should be trained on sound methods of raising children in
modern society to pre-empt children from approaching drugs in the first
place. Parents should be trained on methods of dialogue in dealing with
children at all stages, especially not to stifle their opinions and to always
listen to them. Parents should recognise that children’s freedom should not
mean chaos, lack of responsibility, or disrespect for the system. Further,
parents should be able to monitor children without spying on them. Parents
should be familiar with their children’s friends in school and also in any
other social activities. For parents to be effective in monitoring their
children, they need a lot of help to cross the ever-increasing technological
gap between their generation and that of their children, in particular in the
area of computers and the Internet.
Parents should treat all their children equally with no preference or bias.
And families should be trained in new methods of treating addiction, and
on their vital role in achieving that goal.
Along with the recognition of addiction is a chronic disease, it is critical
to recognise that addiction is prone to relapses and setbacks. Another fact
to be recognised is that drug addiction is not curable. Drug addicts may
recover from addiction but are never totally cured. A recovered drug addict
will always struggle to uphold his recovery in the face of temptation and
frustration. To achieve this he will depend on his will power and on the
support of his loved ones, forever. Drug addicts should believe in the old
truism: “A recovering addict is an individual who cannot afford to give
up.”
There are many models for the treatment of addiction. One of the most
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successful models is Dual Disorders Recovery Counselling (DDRC).
The DDRC model is an integrated approach to the treatment of patients
with drug use disorders and co-morbid psychiatric disorders. It integrates
individual and group addiction counselling approaches with psychiatric
interventions. It attempts to address both the patient’s addiction and the
patient’s psychiatric disorder. In DDRC a positive therapeutic alliance
helps patients become involved, and stay involved, in the recovery process.
The model has several treatment phases that patients go through.
The first phase is detoxification. In this phase drug withdrawal symptoms
accompanied by physical and psychological symptoms should be dealt
with. Usually this stage is administered in a drug treatment hospital or
facility under the supervision of a psychiatrist and with the full support
of the patient’s family. The desire of such families to care for their addict
loved ones, and to surround them with understanding, care and love,
is vital. A grave mistake that many drug addicts’ families make is the
erroneous belief that a drug addict is cured once withdrawal symptoms are
successfully overcome. Withdrawal treatment is only the first stage out of
five in the therapeutic addiction treatment. If the patient is pulled out after
that first phase of treatment, a setback will surely follow.
Phase two is the phase of awareness in which the drug addict patient
stops using drugs and feels that he is drug free. He becomes aware of his
environment and surroundings. However, he finds himself incapable of
dealing with them. Phase three is the adjustment phase, which deals with
the drug addict’s thought -- to train him to get out of the vicious circle of
addiction behaviour in all of its components. Phase four is the accountability
phase. It is a three-role phase. These three roles are: education, knowledge
enhancement and training. Each of these roles impacts one another. Phase
five is the recovery phase, which is the crown of all previous phases and is
their final objective goal. We, at this point, remind the recovering addict’s
family that addiction is a chronic disease prone to relapse and that the real
objective of the treatment is continued recovery. As mentioned, addiction
is a chronic disease that should be accompanied by recovery training on
how to deal with “slips” and “setbacks”.
Implementation of the five-phase treatment requires stakeholder
participation of five partners, which affect and are affected by cases of the
disease and of recovery. This quintet consists of the patient, who wants to
recover with the help and support from the other four parties, the psychiatrist,
who is well aware that his role is not limited to the treatment of physical
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and psychological aspects but extends to full communication with the rest
of the quintet, the family, which must be aware of the characteristics of the
disease of addiction and of its fundamental role in the journey of treatment,
the extended family and friends that surround the patient, which have to
nurture a spirit of empathy for the patient and his family, and the wider
community, which often holds an unfair view towards recovered addicts
and their families. The community has to move away from this kind of
judgmental mentality and view recovered addicts as good citizens who
have been victorious in overcoming addiction and who are trying hard to
be good to themselves and to the community. Recovering addicts should be
welcomed as productive members of the community.
Finally, the success of the treatment journey requires a mediator. This is the
role played by the Egyptian Centre for Enhancement and the Fight Against
Addiction, which seeks to draw private associations in to participate in this
role. This complements weekly meetings organised by the centre between
the recovering addict, his doctor, his family, and friends of recovered drug
addicts.
_________
April 2008
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Time for Change
The looming danger in the current reform (2005) of the
education system in Egypt
Hamed Ammar
It is worth stating at the outset that in the final analysis the practice of

education is a political process, meanwhile, the conduct of politics is an
educational process. Consequently through the dialectical relationship
between these two poles, the more powerful of them at a certain time will
ultimately prevail. These are basic tenets that need to be pointed out for a
profound understanding of any educational system within the dimensions
of time and space.
I venture to express my view that for many decades Egypt has been ruled by
systems of government harbouring paternalism, autocracy, and plutocracy,
with varying degrees of force. Within this context, educational goals,
policies and activities have been mainly guided by the vested interests of
its rulers to maintain the reproduction of the status quo, and to shape the
minds and souls of its human products along the same direction.
However, these statements can be challenged by some critics upholding
the view that education has functioned as a powerful instrument in, the
euphemistically dubbed, modernization since the days of Mohamad Ali,
the founder of our modern state. This judgment sounds palatable at its
face value with respect to the phenomena of modernization. Nevertheless,
a more thorough evaluation of education’s impact on society would beg
the question, claiming an enquiry into the nature and content of this
modernization, the actual beneficiaries from all its effects, with special
reference to its educational yields and returns in improving the quality of
life, and in tackling the chronic ailments of economic and social problems.
It has been well stated that not every modernization is development,
whereas every development spells modernization. At best, education has
contributed to the stimulation of appetites for consumption at a geometric
rate, while instilling capacities for production at a mathematical rate.
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Moving from what may seem to be a pessimist’s view, let us look more
closely at the panorama of our educational system and its major problems:

1. One of these problems not usually discussed with transparency and

candidness but looms large, is the wide gap between the grandiose official
discourse and proclamation on the one hand and the real capabilities of
their implementation, on the other hand. In fact, what usually takes place
are minor modifications of the cosmetic type, representing pouring old oil
in new bottles, or according to the French saying “Plus ça change plus c’est
la même chose”.
Suffice it to mention a few examples: Changing previous text book covers
by more colourful ones; replacing the title of subject inspector (mufatish)
with a subject matter orientator (muwageh), or of a Director with President
of the university; issuing educational laws, such as the lately enacted
accreditation law, for improving education quality and imposing them
on existing institutions lacking the minimum basic conditions for their
application. Nothing has been changed in substance nor in practice!!

2. Inadequate financial resources available for a reasonable functioning

of the system are certainly a great obstacle and have dire consequences.
Indeed this stands as one of the chronic impediments in the way of serious
and effective changes. In absolute figures the total budget allocated to the
whole system increased from less than L.E. 3 billion in 1992 to about L.E.
26 billion in 2006. However school and university enrolment has risen
from 6 million to 18 million students.
For university enrolment alone, the increase was overwhelming as it soared
from 90 thousand to almost 1.8 million students this year, housed in almost
the same physical facilities that suffocate any attempt for sound teaching.
This reminds the writer of Moliere’s comedy L’ Avare (The Stingy),
indicating that the amount of hospitality food prepared for two guests can
also cater for four or five!!

3. Within this financial gap, it is significant to note the glaring meager

achievements in the provision of educational infrastructure (buildings,
equipment, space, facilities etc.) to match the flux of new enrolments in
schools and universities, who are squeezed in only 40.000 schools and 14
universities. The density of a classroom in the former ranges between 40-70 students. For the latter, attendance at lectures reach the hundreds, to the
extent that some students rent private chairs to be inserted wherever there
is little space.
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Adequate educational infrastructure is a sine qua non for productive
education, similar to the impact of economic infrastructure without which
economic development can hardly take off.

4. The official discourse voices the importance of fostering student -

teacher interaction and dialogue, with the aim of promoting critical and
independent minds in addition to self learning. It even labours under the
hope, expressed in its high flown verbosity, to reach loftier goals of first
class, quality education for excellence and creativity. The use of multi-media technology, which exists presently as mere samples, is expected to
motivate learners to attain the competitive edge required for progress in a
globalized world market.
However, the results remain disappointing, as the basic conditions for
meeting these noble goals are unavailable or unsatisfactory, keeping intact
the prevailing and lingering deep--seated traditional and banal methods of
instruction. These include prescribed mass textbooks, even in universities,
leading to rote memory learning, unimaginative moulds of exam systems,
and the whole range of what the famous Brazilian philosopher calls
the banking system of teaching learning and evaluating. As a result the
most abominable epitome of acquiring knowledge is represented by the
widespread resort to private lessons tutoring for exam preparation. It is
estimated to cost families at the national level around (L.E. 15 million)
every year.

5. With the deflating budgetary allocations per capita, the educational

system has been a classical example of bureaucracy inflation. Myriad laws,
by-laws, and regulations prevent institutions from having any room for
initiative or independent action, especially in any new emerging situation.
Diehard rules are generally received from the higher in the echelons,
and these from the centre. In fact the whole educational administration
is highly centralized e. g. every paper, regardless of its importance, must
have at least three signatures; graduation certificates for BA, BSC have
to be signed at the back by seven bureaucrats before being signed by the
university president in the front. One can imagine how many thousands of
certificates to sign and how much time is wasted therein!!
For further examples of this kind, one could cite the rigid prescription of
curriculum subjects, their periods, distribution between terms, teachers’
and students’ conduct, the start and end of the academic year, as all are
governed by legislation, ministerial orders and by regulations from
the Higher Council of Universities. A few attempts have been made to
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introduce a taste of decentralization but the results have not been promising,
as they created several problems between the competent ministry, local
government bodies and the schools.
There exists hardly any reasonable leeway for administrative or academic
autonomy. In addition, the whole process of education is geared to maintain
order and uniformity. At the university level there stands a Security Bureau
at the college and at the university administration level, with its officers
and personnel meant to control any disturbing or unruly gatherings, such as
students’ demonstrations and protests. The Security Agency at the higher
level usually has its say in the appointments, promotions and dismissals
of university staff. It also has to endorse the names of persons considered
for leadership positions. The Security Bureau usually also interferes by
excluding students out of favour due to their ideological colouring from
standing for students union’s elections.
Actually, forming political parties as part of students union activities is
barred by law, under the pretext of avoiding strife between these groups.
Again and paradoxically enough, presidents of teachers unions have been
held for the last fifty years by Ministers of Education, presumably duly
elected!!
On the whole, the duty of successful leadership is to abort and quell any
activities that could disturb the daily routine or the climate of steady
functioning, as peace must reign in the whole campus and its population.
This stands in sharp contrast with what my teacher Professor Karl Mannheim
taught me at London University, stressing the fact that when everything
appears to be running smoothly, devoid of any restless dynamism, one
must be sure that there are some matters going wrong.
One is also struck by the almost absence of a place for art in all university
curricula or even as hobbies, with the exception of art colleges. Whether
consciously or unconsciously, or for the lack of recognition of its significant
and valuable impact on total personality formation, its absence confirms
the dictum of Bertolt Brecht “Art is not a mirror held up to reality, but a
hammer with which to reshape it”. But who cares to reshape it!!

6. Problems of education are rampant, diversified and complicated due to

the timid approach in reform, lack of transparency and accumulations over
time. Therefore, I shall end my paper by focusing on what is, in my view, a
major problem that has been lurking in the educational scene and has lately
gained significant ground. It is the hasty rush to establish private schools
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and universities as well as foreign universities. The 1974 Investment
Law ushered in the ideology of encouraging free trade and the right of
free investment in any sector of societal development. Education being
a relatively easy venture with no risk therein, and decidedly a profitable
undertaking, has since lured private investors including foreigners who
find it much cheaper than in their original countries. Private schools have
started to mushroom, enrolling at present 10% of the total school population.
The general political climate, combined with increasing demand by social
classes who can affording providing their children with a better quality
education, has been a conducive factor for their continued expansion. With
respect to foreign schools and universities, they serves the interests of the
home country by providing graduates to be employed in their businesses in
Egypt and in neighboring countries. Such graduates could also be attracted
to emigrate to work abroad, filling the prevailing shortage of youth in their
own respective countries, due to their demographic gap. This will result
in an Egyptian brain drain and deprive the national economy from their
contributions.
The real dilemma for Egypt, despite the quality education to be gained
by such Egyptian graduates, is that it finds itself, at present, having four
complete educational systems, and not just few schools here and there.
These are, namely a) the Egyptian government system, b) the private
Egyptian system, c) the American, Canadian, French, German, and Russian
system, in addition to d) Al Azhar religious system. This quadruple system
differs in many aspects, e. g. ownership, student clientele, and free or tuition
fees as criteria of admission. They also differ in the medium of instruction
either in Arabic or in a foreign language. Even if there were no difference
in prescribed curriculum content, discrepancies and differences loom large
in the so called “hidden curriculum” reflected in their uniforms, means
of transport to and from their institutions and in the social background
of families. In short, discrepancies strike the eye in the whole milieu of
their schools and universities such as in small classes, adequate libraries,
facilities of playing fields, art and music arrangements and the whole
atmosphere of beautiful environments. This is not diversity, but rather a
state of differentiation, at variance and separation.
These four types of educational system can, and will have serious
implications for present and future sociological conditions through shaping
different minds, personalities, life orientations, and ways of thinking and
values. Suffice it to mention the difference in the use of a foreign language
as the medium of instruction where the mother tongue is relegated to a third
standing in the hierarchy of learning. It must be pointed out that language
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is not just the result of thinking. In fact, it is the real fabric from which the
process of thinking is made, and not merely a mode of expression. It is
the stuff or the material of thinking itself, imagination, feelings, fears and
hopes and all that constitutes one’s national culture. Teaching in Arabic
does not, however, exclude the great importance for a solid learning of
foreign languages, particularly needed for living in a globalized world.
Further problems that could emanate from this quadruple systems adding
to differentiations, lie in weakening the development of common core
of national culture, and simultaneously increasing class privileges and
unequal opportunities in both learning and prospects of employment.
Finally, the prestige and power accorded to the increasing number of feepaying educational institutions teaching in a foreign language, irrespective
of their individual benefits, are likely to stand as an impending danger for
the cultural and social fabric of society.
These coveted private and foreign institutions where society’s leaders and
wealthy classes send their children, are likely to diminish the value of the
national educational system and divert concern away from any serious
reform of its overdue malaise.

7. The eradication of illiteracy has been called for by the Legal Consultative

Assembly since 1876, yet the percentage of illiterates (15 -- 60 years of
age) after 130 years remains as high, at more than 30 per cent. The poverty
of the country’s knowledge wealth can also be observed in the pitiful
percentage (of 12%) with a higher education in the total labour force.
To conclude, one could assert, that the road to resolve these major problems
and others is well known, and sufficiently explored. Serious rewards can
only be gained by venturing onto that road with courage confidence and
willpower. Ideas, skills and know-how, and even financial resources are
not all that lacking. Only a democratic system of governance can mobilize
those assets towards a knowledge society, in the interests of all its people.
This requires a long term strategy aimed at building, with perseverance,
a societal edifice cemented by the values of human rights, freedom and
justice for all.
_____________
September 2006
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Egyptian Educational Decline:
is there a Way Out?
The myriad problems of Egypt’s higher education system
are linked to the ruling party and its culture of dependence
and silence
Mohamed Aboulghar
Universities worldwide have two missions: one is education; the second is
scientific research. In performing these two missions the university leads
society through its distinguished alumni who launch knowledge into the
social arena, directing social, economic and cultural development.
Basic university education should fulfil three objectives: first, to improve
the level of general knowledge and culture among students. Students are
exposed to different ideas and ideologies, both inside their own society and
in the wider world. This qualifies the student to start his or her career with
a broader spectrum of knowledge on life and a more global vision.
The second objective is to build the personalities of students, allowing
them to become more independent, more creative and more capable of
thinking freely, of making decisions and of developing autonomously.
Sadly, Egyptian university graduates are capable only of waiting for orders
and executing them. No thinking, no arguing, no questioning; no objecting
and not even dialoguing: a personality that does not (and cannot) create or
think. This graduate is usually stuck with this type of passive personality
for the rest of his or her life. So no matter how high he climbs in the
hierarchy, he still listens to the orders of those above and gives orders to
those below, leaving no room -- not the slightest possibility -- for thinking
or questioning, not to mention criticizing and hopefully improving. We
then end up with a state of paralysis: a frozen society unable to move,
grow, develop or produce. Who would expect a great scientist, an inventor
or a philosopher to emerge from such a society?

69

Daring to Care
The third objective university education should fulfil is vocational:
teaching professional skills, as in medicine or engineering. Due, however,
to great developments in many professional fields, the basic undergraduate
university degree has become only the first step in a journey of continuous
training and education. In some professions, this training can take several
years before the graduate is able to practice his profession and become a
productive member of society.
With these three objectives in mind, let us have a look at what Egyptian
universities really offer their graduates.
How much culture and general knowledge do they offer? Nothing. The
cultural programs in universities have been reduced to inviting religious
figures to discuss outdated matters or leaders of the ruling party to praise
the government. No more wall-to- wall student newspapers, which gave
students opportunity to express themselves. University theatre has become
history. No more music halls, and no concerts. There are no more student
debates. Even what is called “the small family,” which gathers a group
of students around a professor and together undertake communal, cultural
and sports activities, as well as arranging fieldtrips around the country, has
become useless after the intrusion of the police into every activity to the
extent of prohibiting certain staff members from being involved in any
activities with students.
As for building a creative and self- developing mind, this is completely out
of the question. Given the huge number of students, there is no room for
discussion. What complicates matters even more is that the teaching staff
themselves are a product of the same uncreative environment. They too
take orders, and give orders. They cannot give what they lack. For them,
having creative students is the last thing they desire.
What happens outside the classroom is even worse. There is also no room
for the mind to grow. It is forbidden to talk about politics. All political
and cultural activities are systematically discouraged. Any activity can
put the student under a real threat of arrest or worse. So students sit (or
stand) in overcrowded, poorly ventilated and poorly illuminated lecture
halls, and outside the hall there is nothing interesting to do. There is no
one to encourage them to think or to create. Even sports activities are not
available. So the second task of education is lost. Even the third task -- the
teaching of a profession -- has deteriorated due to huge numbers of students
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and a subsequent diminution of interest on the side of the instructor and
the student alike. The teacher, in most cases, is interested only in selling
his notes to students. Sometimes the teacher has a book to sell, which is
usually copied or translated or summarized from other books. In a real
university, one would expect students to search for knowledge in reference
libraries, not study by heart from a specific book or set of notes, which are
probably outdated and poorly presented. Unfortunately, students have not
been trained to do any research. They never look for what they need; they
get what they are offered as is.
On another hand, many instructors are busy with other means of making
ends meet, being underpaid for their educational duties. This includes
giving private lessons to the rich, where they teach them in a manner
similar to school teaching, again with no room for thinking or research,
and therefore no room for creativity.
How to undo all this damage and return our universities to the right path?
This can never be achieved without implementing the constitution and law
concerning university independence and freedom.
First, security inside the campus should report to rector and not to the
Ministry of Interior. It should be there to protect the properties of the
university, not to spy on staff members and students, and should have a
special distinguished uniform carrying the logo of the university. State
security has no role inside campus, according to the law. Further, security
officers should have no right to interfere in the appointment of new staff, or
giving permission for staff to travel to scientific or professional conferences
abroad.
A second important step is withholding the privilege of appointing rectors
and deans from the country’s political leadership. Instead, deans should be
elected or appointed by respectable collegiate methods, which necessitates
nomination by boards and selection by elected committees. In all cases,
the minister of higher education should have no authority in appointing
university administrators and the minister of interior should certainly have
no right to interfere.
Third, all principles of academic freedom, which are agreed upon worldwide,
should be applied. These principles are indicated in several international
treaties, which have been agreed upon and signed by representatives of
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Egypt. The least of these principles are the freedom of speech, the freedom
of protest, and freedoms of association. The most important is the freedom
of thought and belief, and the right to engage freely in scientific research.
We ought all to remember Saad Zaghloul who, during the inauguration
of Cairo University in 1908, said that the university has no religion but
science.
The second mission of universities is research. It is a well-known fact that
research in Egyptian universities is in a miserable, even pathetic, state.
The reasons are countless, but can be classified in a few groups: first, the
lack of resources along with the abuse of those available; second, the lack
of a motivation for research, and the lack of a strategic plan for research;
third, the lack of freedom and the presence of many forbidden areas and
handicapping taboos, with all the fear and mystery that surround them.
Another important reason is that university leaderships and administrations
are not real academicians. Instead, they are politicians representing the
ruling party and its leadership. Needless to say, scientific research is the
least of their worries. Finally, the economic condition of university staff
is very poor in light of low salaries. They are compelled to look for other
sources of income to make a decent living at the expense of their main
duties as researchers and educators.
America is considered a world leader in private university education. It
is very important to point out that in the US private universities are not
owned by individuals; instead they are owned by non-profit organizations,
and are financed either by donors or the state. All these private universities
have expensive tuition fees. Yet all profits go back to improve the quality
of education, through better staffing and newer and more advanced
equipment and libraries. These universities also provide scholarships for
excellent students, and financial aid for economically disadvantaged ones.
The American University in Cairo is the only private university in Egypt
that compares to those in the US. All other so-called private universities
-- the French, British and German universities -- are owned by individuals
and operate with the primary objective of profit making; education a
secondary issue. To my view, establishing an educational project to make
money automatically compromises the quality of education. With profit
maximization in mind, the university must meet the taste of the market to
attract as many customers as possible. So, why not reduce the quality of
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education, and lower the criteria of passing? On the other hand, cost saving
becomes policy, even if it means compromising the quality of education.
The new university phenomenon is different from private primary and
secondary schools where there are strict criteria for accreditation outside
the control of school owners.
On the whole, I believe that the philosophy of private higher education
in Egypt is built on loose ground. The majority of major problems in
university education in Egypt are created by the corrupt political system.
____________
February 2006
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Resistance as prerequisite for reform
The philosophy behind one group of academics that is
struggling for freedom on Egyptian university campuses
Hoda Elsadda
A group of academics in Egyptian universities under the name “9
March” have come together to uphold the values of academic freedom
by challenging existing laws and practices that threaten the autonomy of
national universities and resulting in the deterioration of higher education
in Egypt. Established in the summer of 2003, the group -- to use words
repeated by all its members -- is informal, has no president, and is governed
by a democratic spirit where decisions are reached by consensus. It is also
an inclusive group that welcomes new members and has consequently
been growing steadily. Members hold meetings on university campuses
and inside university clubs and address topical issues of academic concern.
Its members fund all activities of the group.
The name of the group is inspired by a significant moment in Egyptian
academic history. On 9 March 1932, Ahmed Lutfi Al-Sayyid, president
of Cairo University (then Fouad I University), submitted his resignation
in protest against a decision made by the minister of education to transfer
Taha Hussein, dean of the Faculty of Arts, to another job outside the
university without consulting with him and ensuring his approval. AlSayyid considered this action a blatant political intervention by the state
in the governance of the university that he found unacceptable. In his
resignation letter, he maintained that the minister had erred on three fronts.
The first concerned the autonomy of the university. The second concerned
the overall interest of higher education. The third concerned the contractual
agreement between the university founded by the initiative of civil society
(Al-Gamia Al-Ahliyya) and the new university supported by the state (AlGamia Al-Gadida). Although the minister was acting “within the law”, AlSayyid insisted that these laws compromised basic principles of academic
freedom by allowing political interests to interfere in academic matters.
He decided to expose the dangers that lurked behind accepting them
uncritically. In 1935, he agreed to take up his post again as president of
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the university on condition that the law was modified. He was granted his
request and a battle for academic freedom was won.
This act of resistance against political interventions in academic affairs was
deemed worthy of commemoration in Egyptian collective memory. On 9
March every year, the aforementioned group organises a commemorative
event to initiate discussions around the future of higher education in Egypt.
The first event took place in 2004 and emphasised the necessity of working
towards securing the autonomy of national universities and warning of
the perils of political intervention. Professor Mohamed Aboul Ghar, a
prominent and active member of the 9 March group, gave a presentation
about the deterioration of knowledge production inside national universities
and argued that one of the main reasons behind this dire state of affairs was
control exercised by the ruling regime on institutions of higher education.
The event also included testimonies about two crisis moments in the history
of Egyptian academia: the first in 1954 when a large group of academics
were expelled from national universities on ideological grounds; the
second in 1981 when academics were either arrested or transferred to other
jobs again on account of their political views.
In addition to these events, the group publishes a non-periodic newsletter
that documents some of its activities as well as highlights major issues
that need to be addressed. One such major issue that the group had an
active role in discussing and reviewing was the project funded by a loan
from the World Bank to establish a unit to assess and develop academic
performance in Egyptian universities. Members of the 9 March group
reviewed the project and commented on what they considered to be its
advantages and disadvantages. There is no room here to give justice to
this very important document but suffice it to say that the main point of
contention between 9 March and the state-sponsored project was regarding
the difference between a serious and radical vision for reform as opposed
to cosmetic and short-term measures. Members of 9 March formulated an
alternate proposal for the reformation of higher education that emphasised
autonomy, academic freedom, financial and administrative independence
from state institutions, principles of transparency and accountability, an
emphasis on securing basic resources, to give just a few examples.
As for the bulk of activities carried out by the 9 March group, it is fair to
say that their main focus has been to resist the influence of security police
inside the university and to combat the exploitation of universities for
political gain. On this issue, the group organised protest gatherings, wrote
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numerous statements addressed to ministers and university presidents
and published in newspapers, conducted meetings and published articles
and leaflets documenting various violations of academic freedom. Some
of these statements involved academic appointments which were halted
because of objections raised by state security, harassment of students and
staff by security police inside universities, violent attacks by security police
on peaceful demonstrations inside university campuses, the cancellation of
lectures or seminars because of security objections regarding speakers and
so forth. To give just one example of a success story, in February 2005, the
group started a campaign in support of Hani Doueik whose appointment
in one university was refused due to the objection of security forces
and in defiance of academic considerations. He was finally appointed in
September 2005.
The second Arab Human Development Report published in 2003 focused
on the deterioration of knowledge production in the Arab world as a major
hindrance to progress. It emphasised that freedom and good governance
were a necessity to insure the formulation and implementation of policies
conducive to building a knowledge society. The 9 March group’s focus
on challenging the political exploitation of universities has instated the
principle of resistance as a prerequisite for the reform of education in
Egypt.
_____________
September2006
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Answers are not Convincing
Educational reform needs to be put at the top of the agenda
with the government telling parents and students what is
in store
Samia Farid Shihata

When the (then) Minister of Higher Education, Dr. Hani Hilal, assumed

his post about seven months ago, he was asked on television, “What is
your vision for higher education in the coming years?” To the surprise
of his questioner, and to many viewers, his reply was something to the
effect that his task was not to formulate a vision, but to implement a plan
that was already there. This answer would have been convincing had the
Minister followed with an exposition of what exactly the reform plan he
was going to continue to implement entailed. After numerous subsequent
interviews and statements by the Minister, the Egyptian public still doesn’t
know much about the government’s plan for higher education reform.
This doesn’t mean that there is no plan. It’s just that those in the know don’t
seem to want to tell us what it is. We, the citizens are supposed to simply
trust our officials when they tell us that they have a plan and everything is
going on schedule. We are not given the chance to see the big picture, let
alone voice our views about it. We simply have to wait for the beginning of
every school year to find out what the minister du jour has in store for us
this time around. In any case, there is no need to get too worked up, since
it is likely that the changes will be reversed the following year. It’s all part
of the plan!
So, as is the case for many issues, the best way to obtain information is
to turn to international organizations, which make information widely
available to the general public. Knowing that the World Bank had been
involved in supporting educational reform in Egypt, I turned to the Bank to
try to find out what’s going on.
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Surprisingly, I was struck by the large number of projects in the education
sector that were being supported by the World Bank and the European
Union, as well as other donors such as UNESCO, USAID, CIDA, among
others. The World Bank alone has provided Egypt with no less than fifteen
loans in support of education reform programs covering the gamut from
pre-kindergarten, to basic education, to vocational training and higher
education. The Bank also prepared a voluminous Education Sector Review,
in October 2002, entitled, “ Progress and Priorities for the Future. “ The
report points to the existence of a number of long term reform frameworks
(including a 20 year secondary education improvement strategy and a 17
year higher education reform plan), that were prepared by a large number
of Egyptian and international experts. So why do we feel that we seem to
be going around in circles? Why do we feel that the reforms are piecemeal,
haphazard and ineffective?
The changes implemented obviously don’t add up to an overall reform
strategy capable of catapulting Egypt into a qualitatively higher plane
of development. For a reform strategy to be successful, it must have
broad public support. For this support to be sustained, the public must
know the general parameters of the plan, be convinced of its fairness and
effectiveness, and be informed about its stages of implementation. Most
importantly, progress must be objectively measured and those responsible
for implementation must be held accountable.
Turning to the World Bank Education Sector Review of 2002, which
is certainly worth reading in detail, here is a summary of the report’s
conclusions:
Four main challenges need to be seriously addressed in order for Egypt to
attain its educational goals. Foremost among these is to improve the quality
of schooling from primary to university level to create the knowledge
and problem solving skills needed in a modern society. This should be
done by changing teaching practices, modernizing curricula, and creating
the feedback loop between secondary and higher education institutions
and employers. A second challenge is to strengthen management of
educational institutions by decentralizing decision-making and promoting
accountability while making sure to provide managers at all levels with
the information they need to take informed decisions. A third challenge
is to increase efficiency by reducing overstaffing (over half the staff
employed by the Ministry of Education are administrative personnel, not
teachers), introducing new financing mechanisms at the higher education
level, and giving managers increased autonomy in internal resource

78

Knowledge at Risk
allocation. The fourth challenge is to improve equity by expanding early
childhood education programs for the poor, by reducing private education
costs borne by poor families and by better targeting higher education
subsidies. While officials could argue that they are already implementing
these recommendations, such an answer is less than satisfactory. As noted
earlier, as the stakeholders, we need to be given sufficient information on
the reform plan and to hold people accountable.
We must candidly assess the progress that has been made so far and
formulate a more ambitious, bold and comprehensive reform plan that deals
head on with the difficult issue that we have been skirting around. One
such issue is the myth that education is free. In fact, no less that 40 percent
of total education expenditures (8.8 percent of GDP in 2000) was private
not public spending. Private tutoring made up the largest component of
household education expenditures, even exceeding spending on tuition and
fees in private institutions. The relative burden of these costs in relation
to income is significantly higher for poorer families, of course, thereby
undermining the concept of equal opportunity which public education
is meant to guarantee. Furthermore, it is worth noting that, as a share of
GDP, total spending on education (public and private) in Egypt far exceeds
the averages of countries of the OECD, which begs the question of how
effectively and equitably this money is being spent.
To conclude, it is time for a major overhaul of the system. There is no more
time to lose if we are to give our young generation a fighting chance to
compete in the knowledge- based world of the 21st century.
_____________
September 2006
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Civic Education and Democracy
Educated teachers have a major role to play in promoting
democratic principles
Mona Makram Ebeid
“A modern nation needs participating citizens, men and women who take
an active interest in public affairs and who exercise their rights and perform
their duties as members of a community larger than that of the kinship
network and the immediate geographical locality. Modern institutions
need individuals who can keep to fixed schedules, observe abstract rules,
make judgments on the basis of objective evidence and follow authorities
legitimated not by traditional or religious sanctions but by technical
competence.” (Inkles and Smith in Becoming Modern, Harvard University
Press, 1974)

Education is not only favourable to economic development, but also to

political reform. Observations of events in various countries would reveal
that credible and powerful opposition to governments in literate and
educated societies have been pushing for democratic development. In
contrast, in less educated and illiterate societies it is easier to mobilise
opposition on the basis of religion, ethnicity and other ideologies.
In an interesting study, Saad Nagi made an incisive comparison between
Egypt and South Korea. He found that the countervailing forces to the
Korean regime expressed by various sectors of the population were, and
continue to be, concerned with advancing democratic practices such as
political pluralism, free elections, public accountability of government
and observance of human rights. The result has been a significant shift
towards a stable democracy. On the other hand, opposition forces in Egypt
are becoming pervasively grounded in religion and various ideologies.
This underscores the pressing need to attend to education both in quantity
and quality, as well as to accelerate the development of truly democratic
institutions. Is this possible?
It has become common among writers and intellectuals interested in politics
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and political participation to bemoan an absence of civic responsibility
and prevalence of total apathy, particularly among young people today.
Teaching students about democracy by having them study and discuss
texts that describe democratic processes and institutions is obviously
important, but not enough. School teaching is enhanced when students
have an opportunity to integrate their study with civic education. This
approach is a powerful means both for teaching the strengths and pitfalls of
democracy and for providing students with the foundations of democratic
and responsible citizenship.
My thinking about civic education has been strongly influenced by my
experience in working with schools, many of them in destitute areas and
organising summer camps for the students as an extra curricular activity.
Each year, as a summer project, students work together to identify and
study a public policy issue. This year’s project was to enhance students’
understanding of the constitution and its relevance to human rights. The
culminating activity was a simulated hearing in parliament where students,
divided into groups, demonstrated their knowledge and understanding
of constitutional articles and were given the opportunity to evaluate and
defend different positions on contemporary issues and problems. This
approach helped develop their intellectual and participatory skills while
increasing their understanding of both the constitution and human rights
conventions.
In conclusion, the most important precondition for democracy is democracy
in school. However, despite glowing statements about democracy and
openness, schools in Egypt are unfortunately quite undemocratic and
patriarchal. Violations of human rights, obscurantism, despotic approach
of teachers towards students are all present. It is hoped that the discipline
of civic education could be introduced in the main school curricula, where
educated teachers could promote democratic principles through good
examples and public advocacy, capable of bringing up a new, creative
generation of responsible and concerned citizens.
_____________
September 2006
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Creating a System of Excellence
Excellence in education is essential to a prosperous future
for Egypt
Ismail Serageldin
As the world moves into the knowledge- based economy of the 21st century,
it is becoming increasingly clear that Egypt, like many other developing
countries, must retool its educational and training system to better fit the
needs of the coming times. This is a continuous process and no matter
how successful past policies may have been they are not necessarily the
ones best suited to the needs of new and rapidly evolving challenges. Even
powerhouses like Korea are revising their education and training systems
to meet new demands.
A vision for Egypt
Egypt needs to develop cadres of highly trained individuals of talent to
lead the institutional reforms necessary to be part of the new knowledgebased economy of the 21st century. Such cadres will require excellence in
training from basic education through universities and must have access to
a variety of centres of excellence to carry out the necessary research and
development (R&D) that will transform Egyptian industry and agriculture
and enable Egypt to be competitive in the fast growing fields of the new
economy.
To do this, major and in-depth reform is needed. The large education
system that we have developed must continue to function with a primary
focus on basic education and the schools’ socialising function, along with
a new emphasis on the importance of science and technology.
In parallel, a smaller stream of rigorously controlled experimental
elite schools should be founded and allowed to flourish on a different
administrative milieu. These would feed centres of excellence at the higher
education level where appropriate R&D would be undertaken to transform
the Egyptian economy.
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Over the longer haul, the entire educational system should be retooled to
a much more vigorous and institutionally diverse system that works much
more closely with the private sector and where the focus is on ability not
certification.
A key long-range reform will be to break the automatic perception of a
certificate- employment link that exists to this day.
This two-phase solution is necessary to have a manageable proposition
to build the kind of human resources that Egypt needs in the next two
decades. Moving along a broad front is bound to fail as the inertia in the
system is vast and the personal interest of key actors (ie teachers giving
private lessons) should not be underestimated. However, the immediate
focus on a narrower slice of the system to create excellence in the midst of
mediocrity should not be seen as a substitute for the absolutely necessary
longer-term overhaul of the entire educational system. It is largely a matter
of phasing.
This vision of an institutionally diverse system, with many types of
institutions offering many different types of training, will allow for the
constant change and adaptation of the offerings needed at a time when
lifelong learning will be a necessity and not a slogan.
The backbone of the whole system will still remain the structured,
government- sponsored public educational and training institutions, all the
way to the higher education level. Particular parts of that system will be
allowed the institutional autonomy to become real centres of excellence
comparable to the best in the world. They would not be subjected to the
quotas and seniority systems that have destroyed so much of the Egyptian
higher education system.

It can be done
Difficult but essential, such reforms and the creation of centres of
excellence are absolutely necessary for the transformation of Egypt. It
must be pursued vigorously, without deviation and with no compromises
on the essential aspects of reform. Numerous examples of success stories
in other developing countries point the way.
India’s elite institutes of technology and science are prime examples of how
such institutions can flourish in a country that is populous and poor and
where social pressure for education remains high. Centres of excellence
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can coexist with enormous enrolments in a politicised environment. The
Mexican National University is an example. The R&D efforts launched
in national centres of excellence can be the driving force bringing
government, industry and the university together. Korea and Singapore are
prime examples. It can be done here.

Political dimensions of reform
The political dimensions of reform will be reflected in at least six areas.
First, no direct attack against free public education. The reform envisages
continuing the free universal public education system, but would allow
private (fee paying) schools to coexist with a minimum of government
intervention in their management. These schools would have to survive
the market test of the satisfaction of parents for the fee-paying primary
schools, and of the employability of their graduates for vocational schools
and higher education institutions.
Second, addressing the needs of employers. The private sector is already
focusing on ability, not just certification. With the gradual decline of the
guaranteed public employment of graduates, the stage is set for the single
most important reform: the de- linking of the certification function from
employment. If there is concern in some professions (eg medicine), allow
the profession itself to organise professional certification for market entry.
This is routine in the US, where board certification for medicine, and the
bar exams for law come after formal graduation from medical or law
schools, even for graduates of the best universities. This gives power to
professional associations that could become important allies in reform.
Third, involving parents. No group is more directly interested in the
education of children than their parents, and their direct involvement is
a guarantor of better quality in schools (despite occasional problems with
content). The promotion of parent teacher associations as a key reform
measure will also help build up the political constituency for the reform
programme.
Fourth, involving the private sector. Especially in vocational training
and in higher education, and their support for centres of excellence in the
promotion of R&D, involving the private sector will ensure that mediation
between industry, government and the private sector occurs at the cutting
edge of the reform programme.
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Fifth, harnessing new information and communication technologies. This
would be an attractive item in presenting the reform package to the public
and would be absolutely essential for the longer-term benefit of national
education and research. The digital libraries of tomorrow are vital if we
are to keep pace with rapid developments in science and technology
worldwide. We cannot afford to be left behind in the knowledge explosion
we are witnessing.
Finally, creating a national climate for the culture of science. It is essential
that rationality and the language of science become widely accepted as the
vehicle for transformation and progress. Today, an obscurantist wave of
religious zeal can obstruct national efforts towards
an in-depth transformation of the education and training system. The
example of Malaysia shows that an Islamic country can indeed promote
science and its attendant values as a part of its Islamic identity.

Conclusions
Difficult but essential, the reform of systems of education is top among
the priorities of any serious long-term reform effort in any country. The
necessity of change cannot be denied; not even by the most recently
successful countries in the world, such as Korea. The policies of the past,
no matter how successful they were, are not necessarily the most suitable
to address the challenges of the future.
Driven by the unrelenting pace of an accelerating revolution in science
and technology, the world is changing before our very eyes. Who could
have predicted the impact of the Internet a mere 20 years ago? We cannot
procrastinate. Education reform must start now.
The challenges we are facing today, and those that we will be facing
tomorrow, are challenges imposed by this rapidly changing world, where
the only constant is change, and the only certainty is the acceleration of the
rate of change.
_____________
September 2006
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Science, technology and organised
knowledge
For effective solutions to pressing problems, understanding
of the dynamics of knowledge and technology is essential
Saad Z. Nagi
The aims of this statement are to clarify what is meant by science and

technology; explain the relationships between the two; and distinguish
between the ways knowledge is organised in codifying the theoretical
principles of disciplines and for applied purposes.
Useful distinctions have been made by William McEwen among three
“ways of knowing”: theology, in which beliefs are grounded in faith;
philosophy, where consistency is the primary criterion for acceptance of
systems and arguments; and science, which requires empirical verification
of information. Three sets of criteria are proposed by Abraham Kaplan
for identifying and evaluating scientific material. First are “norms of
correspondence” which refer to “how a theory fits the facts” Empirical tests
for these norms are anchored in sense observation directly, or by inference.
Second are “norms of coherence” which pertain to the “integration” of
the work being evaluated into related literature. Internal integration is
concerned with how the various parts of the work itself fit together, while
the external level refers to integration within the broader body of related
literature. Integration at either level should not be interpreted necessarily
to mean conformity to existing literature. At times, new discoveries
introduce fundamental change in theories and paradigms. Thus, integration
also entails explaining and reconciling the differences in findings. Third
are “pragmatic norms” which relate to the theory’s contribution to the
advancement of science itself, and to its utility in practical application, as
in technological developments.
Turning to the meaning of technology, in the words of Robert Merrill, it
generally refers to “bodies of skills, knowledge, and procedures for making,
using, and doing useful things”. However, many technologies can -- and
do -- have negative side effects that vary considerably in significance. The
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use of the concept of technology has been largely limited to processes that
are basically physical and biological in nature; that is, “hard technology”
The scientific knowledge involved here comes primarily from such
disciplines as astronomy, physics, chemistry and biology. However it
is important also to give serious attention to “soft technology” which
relates to social and behavioural processes. Important examples of such
processes include the formation of organisations for different purposes;
systems of management and of marketing; systems of governance and
public administration; the formulation of policies, laws, and regulations;
planning and managing social movements; and innovations in values
and norms that guide the behaviour of individuals and collectives in their
daily lives. Pertinent scientific knowledge comes from such disciplines as
anthropology, sociology, political science, economics and history. It should
be noted that technological developments are also influenced, sometimes
greatly -- and especially in the soft technologies -- when other forms of
knowledge such as morals, ethics and ideologies, derived from theological
and philosophical ways of knowing, impinge on decisions.
Historically, developments in science and technology followed widely
independent pathways. Inventions were perfected through “trial and
error”, while many theoretical discoveries remained on the shelves in
academic libraries distant from application. Thomas Edison’s work on
inventing the electric lamp illustrates the point. In response to reminders
that already many trials had failed, he is reputed to have responded to
the effect that now, at least, we know that all the earlier elements do not
work. Over time, the pathways of scientific knowledge and technological
innovations have become increasingly close, reaching much higher levels
of synergy during the 20th century, especially the latter half. The results
have been massive and spectacular transformations in all walks of life:
communications, transportation, healthcare, systems of production and
distribution, among others. As already mentioned, it is important to keep in
mind that many technologies have negative side effects, sometimes serious.
This is especially evident when change is rapid and technologies are not
assimilated at an even pace. The resulting “cultural lags” in adjustment and
accommodation often create disruptions in peoples’ lives. This frequently
occurs in the processes of modernisation. Important also is that the benefits
and negatives of these transformations have not been equally distributed
among or within nations.
In an informative discussion of the recurrent issue of relationships between
theory and practice, Hans Jonas distinguishes between knowledge that
enters into the determination of ends and that used in the selection of means
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(“The Practical Use of Theory,” in Philosophy of the Social Sciences,
edited by Maurice Natanson). For example, knowledge that underlies the
establishment of priorities among such goals as advancing environmental
protection, expanding access to quality healthcare, improving capacities
of educational institutions, developing transportation and communication
systems, differs fundamentally from knowledge applied to implement
whichever goal has been selected. The former requires judgments based on
values, while the latter requires an understanding of processes. Within the
latter category, he identifies three types of knowledge. First is “knowledge
which pronounces on possibility in principle” and which rests on scientific
universal laws. Second is knowledge “which maps, still in the abstract,
possible ways of realisation.” This type is composed of “more complex
and more specific causal patterns,” embodying universal principles and
“providing models for rules of action.” The third type is knowledge
involved in “the discernment of the course of action most practicable in
the given circumstances.” Such knowledge “of what to do now is entirely
particular, placing the task within the context of the whole concrete
situation.” My objective here is to explain the differences between the
first and second types of knowledge identified above. As already pointed
out, both are forms of scientific information and are commonly referred
to as “basic” and “applied” Fundamental distinctions between basic and
applied science can be made when criteria are based on the types and
organisation of knowledge produced, rather than on the researcher’s
values and attitudes or the sponsor’s mission. How can the two types of
theoretical knowledge be differentiated? Two criteria: the ways used in
codifying knowledge, that is, the models or forms of theory construction;
and the nature of the phenomenon being explained and whether it is strictly
of theoretical interest or constitutes a social or a technical problem. In
regard to the first criterion, two models for theory were first recognized
by Einstein and further developed by Kaplan: (a) hierarchical theories in
which “component laws are presented as deductions from a small set of
basic principles”; suitable for codifying basic knowledge of the fields; and
(b) pattern theories in which the laws converge on a central phenomenon
which they are to explain; suitable for the organisation of applicable
knowledge, since they can be cast at sufficiently concrete levels and can
accommodate the integration of multi-disciplinary knowledge.
“Systems analysis” has become the usual term for the process of breaking
down a complex problem into detailed components, applying the knowledge
related to each of these components, and recombining the components into
a new whole. By such a process, knowledge from the various disciplines
relevant to the product or problem can be identified and applied. It is
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no accident that emphasis upon knowledge applicable to the solution of
social and technological problems has given impetus to systems analysis
and led to the criticism that university research and teaching is organised
within, in the words of John Steinhart and Stacie Cherniack, “departments
representing the narrow academic discipline.” However, while the type
of coordination characteristic of the systems approach has demonstrated
remarkable success in hardware technology, its effectiveness remains to
be shown in helping to apply existing knowledge to the solution of social
problems.
Obviously, the environment is a very broad and complex topic that
includes all external objects and conditions that surround an organism.
Much knowledge has been accumulated about related issues and problems.
The attempt in this statement is to provide a map/guide for organising and
integrating such a massive body of information. In addition to charting
current knowledge, is the task of identifying where gaps exist in theories
and explanations; where new data needs to be generated, what innovations
need to be diffused, and the priorities in which these activities should be
pursued. Clearly, these are not tasks that can be limited to academics,
corporations, or to governments. All are important to the identification of
problems, the discovery of related knowledge, and innovation in remedial
approaches. And, the diffusion and adoption of these innovations call for
the participation of all individuals and collectives. Useful in this respect
is the concept “community of solution” -- the boundaries within which a
problem can be defined, dealt with, and solved (see my “Toward a Global
Community of Solution,” in Building a World Community, edited by
Jacques Baudot). The communities of solution for environmental problems
may be global, regional, national, sub-national, or local.
_____________
November 2007
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1,000 Wells for Darfur
How radar images indicating accumulated groundwater in
Northern Darfur could help resolve a humanitarian crisis
Farouk El Baz
The Great Sahara of North Africa constitutes the largest desert belt on
earth, extending for nearly 6,000 kilometres from east to west. Its eastern
part includes some of the driest regions of the planet, where the received
solar radiation is capable of evaporating 200-times the amount of rainfall
it receives. This hyper-arid condition necessitates complete dependence on
groundwater resources for human consumption and agricultural activities.
Increase of populations and the attendant food and fibre requirements have
exasperated the situation.
Severe droughts over the past two decades initiated years of unrest and a
vicious war in the Darfur province of northwestern Sudan. A recent report
by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) indicates that water
shortages underlie the conflict between Darfur’s sedentary and nomadic
populations. Thus, there is a need to develop new and innovative techniques
to locate additional water resources to satisfy urgent needs.
Satellite images represent excellent tools for this activity and have been
used to analyse the regional setting of parts of Egypt and Sudan in the
search for groundwater resources. These include Landsat images that
display surface features, radar data that penetrates sand cover to reveal
underlying topography, and Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM)
data that allows three- dimensional viewing.
Although the Sahara is now dry and is subject to the action of strong winds
from the north, geological and archaeological data indicate that it hosted
much wetter climates in the past. Surface water during past moist climates
led to the formation of lakes in topographic basins. These basins would
have stored much of the water in the underlying porous sandstone rocks.
When the climate dried up, the wind resulted in the formation of sand
dunes and sand sheets.
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The wind regime in the eastern Sahara traces a pattern that emanates from
the coastal zone of the Mediterranean Sea. This pattern changes from
southward in the north to southwestward along the borders with the Sahel.
Weather satellite images such as those of Meteosat of the European Space
Agency (ESA) helped greatly in deciphering the details of this regional
pattern. Erosion scars throughout the desert suggest that this wind regime
was effective during much of the last one million years.
Another important observation is that sand accumulations in the eastern
Sahara occur within or near topographic depressions. This must be
explained in any theory regarding the origin of the sand and the evolution
of dune forms in space and time. A notable second observation is that dune
sand is composed mostly of well- rounded quartz grains.
Radiocarbon dating and geo-archaeological investigations show that the
eastern Sahara experienced a period of greater effective moisture 10,000
to 5,000 years ago (10-5 ka). Uranium-series technique was used to date
lake carbonates from the western Desert of Egypt and Northern Darfur in
Sudan. Results indicate that five palaeo-lake forming episodes occurred
since about 350,000 years. These wet episodes correlate with major
interglacial stages.
This information suggests that groundwater resources may be inferred
from large accumulations of sand during moist climate episodes. This
involves the down-gradient transport of sand grains toward low areas,
where sand was deposited in horizontal laminae. As dry climates set in,
the wind mobilised the sand and shaped it into various dune forms. This
implies that sand was born by water and sculpted by the wind.
Development of this theory was based on the analysis of satellite images
of the eastern Sahara. These data are easily grouped in a Geographic
Information System (GIS) to allow superposition and correlation of notable
features. This combination results in an ability to suggest a sequence of
events in space and time that would explain present features.
Southwest Egypt and Northern Darfur
Two cases to be considered include one in southwest Egypt and another in
Northern Darfur. In southwest Egypt, a 300 kilometre flat, sand-covered
area straddles the border between southwest Egypt and northwest Sudan.
This region is called the Great Salima Sand Sheet, after the Salima Oasis on
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its eastern border. Morphologically, the area is a depressed basin, covered
by sand deposits with a few exposures of solid rocks.
Radar images revealed the courses of five rivers and streams leading to
it from highlands to the west and southwest. I interpreted this setting to
indicate groundwater accumulation in its eastern, lower-most area. Hence,
the government of Egypt in 1995 drilled exploratory wells. The wells
were monitored for five years to assure the presence of large amounts of
groundwater.
Starting in 2000, plots of 10,000 acres were offered for agricultural
development by the private sector in Egypt. Today, agricultural farms thrive
where wheat, chickpeas, peanuts and other crops are profitably raised. The
groundwater is pervasive in the underlying porous sandstone. Its salinity is
only 200 ppm, which makes it sweeter than Nile River water. The proven
resources in the drilled area are enough to support agriculture in 150,000
acres for 100 years.
Similarly, interpretations of the space-borne data relating to Darfur suggest
that water remained in a lake-like expanse of 30,750 kilometres square for
long periods of time. This is indicated by horizontally layered sediments
at the highest level attained by the lake water: 573 cubic metres above sealevel. Based on the SRTM data, the volume of water in that former lake
would have been approximately 2,530 kilometres square.
During the residence time of the water in the Northern Darfur depression,
for thousands of years before the lake dried up, much of it would have
seeped into the substrate. This seepage would occur through the primary
porosity of the underlying sandstone or secondary porosity caused by
fractures in the rock.
Upon completion of mapping of the lake boundaries by the space data, I
thought it was important to convey this to the government of Sudan. Thus,
I briefed President Omar Al-Bashir in the presence of Kamal Ali, minister
of irrigation and water resources. President Al-Bashir recognised the
potential of the find and adopted the initiative of “1,000 Wells for Darfur.”
Upon hearing the news, Osman Kebir, governor of North Darfur, declared
“this brings hope for a better future.”
Shortly thereafter, Mahmoud Abu Zeid, Egyptian minister of water
resources and irrigation, responded by offering to drill 20 wells to satisfy
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urgent needs in Darfur, not only for the sedentary farmers, but also for
nomadic tribes that were badly affected by draughts.
In addition, a hybrid UN-African Union force of 26,000 will be deployed
in Darfur for peacekeeping. This force will require water resources. Thus,
Ban Ki Moon, secretary general of the UN, asked me to brief him at the
UN’s headquarters in New York. He also recognised the significance of
the discovery and was amenable to place the “1,000 Wells” initiative
under the auspices of the UN, which would assure both expediency and
accountability.
At this time, efforts are being made to select the best sites for well drilling
to seek new water resources. In the final analysis, the planned well
drilling programme will be a tangible illustration of using advanced space
technology in resolving a humanitarian crisis.
_____________
December 2007

93

Daring to Care

Do Educators Need Education?
What makes a nation leap-frog to higher levels of
development is its ability to ensure that the education
given to its citizens is more than just basic education
Essam Mitwally
I remember more than fifty years ago when I was a university student, one
of my professors pointed out that the black smoke that was gushing out of
the chimneys in places like Sheffield in the South of England was indeed
the sign of industrialisation.

I asked a young student about that few days ago and he said, without
flinching, that black smoke in the air meant pollution. That was reassuring
since, as is well known, black smoke means that the hydrocarbons in fuel
are not completely burned and, hence, free carbon particles are carried
over in the exhaust gases, painting them black.
However, the question that kept recurring to me was: how correct or
complete is the information imparted by the instructors to the students
at all levels of learning? I am sure that my professor never intended to
give us false information because he himself was not aware of the term
“environmental pollution” as it is being used now.
A few years back, French students demonstrated in the streets demanding
better quality education. We also saw that in the United States, the
Department of Education warned that American students were falling
behind in maths and science as compared to others in countries like India,
Malaysia, Japan.
The shortcomings in both cases were traced back to the instructors,
irrespective of the physical state of the learning institutions. Instructors
were either lacking updated information on their subjects or were simply
complacent about doing their job right. In both cases, it was determined
that these instructors needed education.
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The remedy for instructors who lack the latest information could be the
provision of supplemental education to update their knowledge. Besides the
updating of textbooks, this is easily achieved through regular workshops
and short courses during summer vacation. Funds must be made available
for such attendance, since we should not expect instructors to voluntarily
pay for this extra education.
On the other hand, instructors who, despite having updated information, do
not perform up to their abilities, need also to be educated about the ethics of
education. This is not easily achieved in Egypt at present for two reasons.
The first is related to the character of some instructors who simply may not
have what it takes to be better teachers. Many may have become teachers
simply for lack of other job opportunities. The question then arises: should
these teachers be withdrawn from schools when we suffer from a shortage
of teachers?
The second reason, which is the real culprit, can be summed up in one
phrase “who has the time?” Private tutoring is taking up most of the ‘free”
time of the instructors, and that is being done at all levels of education,
primary, secondary and tertiary. The motive is simply “profit”, a very
strong motive indeed. Poverty is indeed the strongest culprit. It is a vicious
cycle.
The above problems are really very complicated and it is difficult to decide
where to start to fix things. Many solutions have been presented to the
decision- makers. However, since the situation is getting worse, and one
does not need a national survey to find this out, it means that none of the
solutions presented had the required remedial effects. Other more practical
solutions are needed, even if they seem “radical” and too costly.
In devising practical solutions to the problem it is important to insist on
the importance of fairness or what is sometimes termed, the “ democracy
of education”. UN Resolution on the Human Rights of the Child indicates
that basic education is one of these rights. In other words, education is not
a privilege for a certain class of the population, but rather, it is a right to be
enjoyed by all cross- sections of the public. Under present circumstances
in Egypt, it is available only for those who can afford it.
Unfortunately, Egypt does not have one university that is ranked within the
World’s top 100 universities. There will be sacrifices, for sure, to improve
education in Egypt. Such sacrifices may be equal to those at a time of war.
Yes, we must declare war on failing education. It is a war we must fight to
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ensure that the nation would not be subordinated to or subjugated by other
nations that continuously raise their standards of education. It is a war of
survival. So, what sort of sacrifices should we expect?
The Government must avail the funds for it. Having limited resources as it
is, the Government will have to optimize its spending and priorities. The
issue then goes beyond mere education. As mentioned above, it is a vicious
cycle. The Government must also inform the public of what would be in
store for them, or rather their children, if the Government decided to follow
this radical solution. The Government must give the public the feeling of
sharing the responsibility in decision-making.
Even if such sacrifices were made, still the instructors must submit to
regular professional checks, annually or whenever they become eligible
for promotion. Only those instructors who keep abreast with the latest
information in their respective fields should be promoted. Instructors who
don’t pass these check-tests would be given more chances, but failing a
couple more tests, would, or should, render them professionally inadequate
to continue teaching.
Where would they go? That is another issue that requires a separate article.
_____________
September 2006
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Educating Working Children
Can the poor earn a living and receive an education at
the same time? How science and technology support
sustainable education and development
Laila Iskandar

When poverty is severe in urban pockets and in rural areas, unemployed

and under- employed adults address their vulnerability to macro-economic
changes in several ways: they go long periods without income, send their
children out to work, pull daughters out of schools, seek assistance from
faith-based institutions and lean on patronage relationships if they have
maintained or ever had them. Female-headed households are more exposed
to forms of deprivation and therefore are more likely to send their children
out to work.
Recent studies refer to the need for a multidimensional approach to respond
to the particular needs of working children. The International Labour
Organisation (ILO) estimates the worldwide number of child labourers
between the ages of 5 and 17 to be 256 million. Of these, 171 million work
in hazardous occupations while 110 million are below the age of 12 (www.
ilo.org/ childlabour).
While poverty in the global south is an overarching reason for child labour,
other reasons account for the phenomenon as well: the declared and hidden
costs of education, as well as income lost from the removal of children
from work. Cultures where child labour is accepted and where social
protection policies do not exist for families in financial and economic
distress demonstrate higher levels of children going out to work.
The debate around working children and their learning needs has centred
around the following question: Given the fact that most developing
countries do have legislation against child labour and for compulsory basic
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education, and, at the same time, given the realities of adult poverty and
high unemployment rates, as well as poor vocational education and even
poorer returns on basic education, what can be done to provide working
children with a measure of learning to equip them with market-based
vocational skills as well as basic education?
So far we have witnessed only fragmented and partial solutions, which
point to the urgent need to learn from concrete actions in communitybased experiments based on a reading of the context in which actions are
proposed. To educate the millions of young people in Egypt and the nonindustrialised world who have missed out on an opportunity for a formal
education requires an approach which seeks to empower them through an
alternative, non- formal model of education; an approach that focuses on
designing working conditions that lead to lifelong learning and earning
skills and creating a network of learning communities.
It’s a tall order to fill. And yet opportunities to utilise science and technology
to address the needs of this category of learners within the context of
poverty do exist. Non-formal education is, by definition, dispensed outside
any formal system of learning and is adapted to its target group: its culture,
its aspirations, its daily realities and its learning needs. Freed of the
constraints of time and place, and built on the reality of local communities,
this type of learning, upheld by UNESCO, integrates the natural learning
processes of young people trying to survive in difficult circumstances. As
such it integrates technical, vocational learning within the alphabet, social
and environmental literacy of learners.
To succeed, such an approach needs to incorporate science and technology
towards the earning of income, acquiring of work skills, maintenance of
environmental protection, the enrichment of culture and the arts, infusing
each with recreation, while meeting basic literacy needs, industrial safety,
and personal hygiene requirements. Furthermore, linking science and
technology to the reality of exclusion has many advantages, such as the
fact that technical tools and materials can be made out of almost anything
and the place of learning is by definition people’s place of living and work.
UNESCO has pioneered innovative methods of non-formal basic education
for children and youths working among Egypt’s garbage collectors. The
Plastic Recycling School was inaugurated in December 2001. In partnership
with the Spirit of Youth Association for Environmental Services it targets
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the children of garbage collectors in the Mokattam neighbourhood of
Cairo. Sixty children and youths joined initially and now 150 benefit from
the programme.
The school aims to provide these children with alternative learning
opportunities that will facilitate their integration into the new waste
management business when they are adults. It is built on the realisation that
globalisation has put the Mokattam rubbish collecting community in direct
competition with multinational waste management services, against whom
they cannot compete. It is designed to incorporate science and technology,
basic education, work experience, environmental protection, poverty
alleviation and earning, to create a matrix where one project improves an
impoverished community on many levels.
The school’s programme was devised as an answer to a growing problem
facing shampoo corporations. A study on brand name fraud conducted
by the Community and Institutional Development (CID) organisation in
1998 ascertained that shampoo-producing companies were experiencing
substantial losses from having their empty containers refilled fraudulently.
The Mokattam neighbourhood was identified as the primary collecting
point for plastic bottles retrieved from affluent residential areas in Cairo.
The rubbish collectors were then selling the bottles off to people involved
in the trade of fraudulent products.
This situation opened up an opportunity whereby a technical and literacy
education programme could be combined with an income generating work
experience for the impoverished children of Mokattam. An agreement
was negotiated with the multinationals whereby they would pay for the
destruction of brand name bottles in order to protect their profits and brand
reputation. The boys recover these containers, bring them to their school,
and destroy them by granulating them in a machine installed in the school.
The boys then fill out a form that shows how many containers they have
recovered and granulated. The forms are delivered to the multinationals
that produce the shampoo who reimburse the boys for every bottle they
collect and destroy. The school then resells the granulated plastic to small
and medium recycling enterprises in the neighbourhood. The income
generated from this covers the salaries of the teaching staff and makes the
project sustainable.
The children relate immediately to the work experience as each receives
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a small income according to effort. In the process, they are taught many
valuable skills that have immediate relevance, such as the technology of
recycling plastic bottles and the science of health and safety risks involved.
The work experience is designed with a built-in incentive to learn to read
and write. Each boy is given a standard form to fill out to register the
number of empty bottles he has brought to the school. They take a copy of
this form and are taught to count using the figures in the table. They also
have to learn to read and write because they have to sign the form they
filled out -- otherwise they cannot get their money. Through these tasks,
the boys experience the relevance of literacy to their immediate and future
income, hence the success of the literacy programme.
For those who master the first stages, there is the powerful attraction of
learning computer skills. To date, 50 boys have graduated from the basic
literacy programme and have gone on to computer training on Word &
Excel programmes that they use for simple bookkeeping and accounts.
This will hopefully lead them to the skills needed to access e-commerce for
recyclable materials. Another relevant skill taught is that of map reading
and mapmaking for planning rubbish collection routes, etc.
Additionally, the school is used for recreational activities -- art, theatre,
singing -- giving individuals confidence as well as skills in group cooperation and organisation and allowing them to develop their natural
creativity. The art programme also integrates teachings from the health and
literacy programmes by getting learners to make up illustrated booklets on
health hazards, which they then take home to inform their families: new
science and technology woven around primary healthcare.
The innovativeness of the “schools” lies in the combination of research
and action carried out by the learners themselves. Young people participate
directly in needs assessment exercises and in the running of the projects.
This approach is further reinforced by the fact that it is the learners who
eventually become the teachers of other children and youths.
The main method of teaching is hands-on instruction in which artisans or
facilitators work in direct contact with learners. Numeracy, literacy and
business accounting skills are transmitted through structured, non-formal
learning initiatives involving specific activities. Accounting skills are
directed at diversifying learners’ knowledge so that rather than becoming
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purely specialists in one skill, they can learn to calculate and manage a
business, whatever and whenever it may be.

We invite educators, policymakers and the industrial sector to:
1. Revisit the issue of working children and their learning needs within
the present reality of informal workshops to experience a paradigm
shift in how these workshops are in essence potential vocational
education training centres.
2. Revisit the informal and popular economy with an understanding of
the way it is organised to respond to markets to meet employment
generation needs of a vast majority of the urban poor in ways that the
formal economy has been unable to meet for the past few decades in
countries of the global south.
3. Encourage the redesigning of national policies towards the issue of
working children to combine a dual role for non-formal education in
informal workshops and the provision of basic learning needs, health
and occupational safety, business skills, etc, for children and youths
in that sector.
4. Plan for the design of curriculum in the non-formal sector of
education based on a reading of the popular economy and the
distribution of working children in specific sectors -- ie agriculture,
metal workshops, recycling, leather tanning, etc.
5. Train teachers to be “facilitators of learning” and establish teacher
credentialing and the professionalisation of educators in the nonformal vocational sector of education.
____________
September 2006
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Giving it Another Try
Albert Einstein once said, “it’s a miracle that curiosity
survives formal education.” I suppose there is no place that
proves Einstein’s words better than Egypt
UNESCO Staff

Education is the basis on which countries are founded and communities are
built. If a country lacks education, it is more than likely to have impeded
growth.
Egyptian youth, in general, regards education as an experience of survival;
stages that one has to pass through in order to gain societal approval, which
in turn can lead to a better job and a better life.
Education is looked upon as a means to an end rather than a learning process
and it’s hard to blame most of the young population for that. Classrooms
are crowded, professors are underpaid, and courses are theoretical with
little if any field experience. In such an environment, how can a person
excel?
Young people look to opportunities ‘abroad’ as their saving grace.
Thousands of college students apply for scholarships in other countries
hoping that this would be their ‘big break’. Most of those students don’t get
their wish and those who actually do, don’t return home.
Experts predict that in the future, all the brilliant Egyptian minds will live
abroad, leaving the country ‘empty’.
There is a select few in our community that are commonly labeled by
the young people as the ‘Lucky Few’. Those are the young people whose
families are able to pay the horrendous amounts of money demanded
by the private educational institutions. The Lucky Few receive the best
education money can buy and some of them are able to enroll in Ivy
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League universities, such as Harvard or Yale. So apparently there is a away
to acquire high quality education in Egypt, but it comes at a price.
In countries like Cuba, despite high government indebtedness, education
ranks high on the governmental agenda; education is nominally free up
to college and is mandatory from the age of 6 to 16, making illiteracy
virtually non-existent. However, being free of charge doesn’t entail a lack
of quality. A 1998 study conducted by UNESCO reported that Cuban
students showed a high level of educational achievement.
Amidst the chaos of our educational system, while most professors don”t
care, some professors seem to stand out. They try to make the best with
what’s available, helping students excel and find their way, while expecting
nothing in return.
Egyptian students show their abilities and distinction in extracurricular
activities such as simulation models of the United Nations, the Arab
League and the conferences on Communications and Trade. All such
activities are run by students for students with limited intervention from
faculty members. Students volunteer their time and effort. Perhaps they
excel in such activities because they are not forced to perform them. It was
Plato who wisely said, “Knowledge which is acquired under compulsion
obtains no hold on the mind”.
_____________
September 2006
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Pre-University Educational Reform in
Egypt
The time is ripe for pre-university educational reform
Malak Zaalouk

A discussion of the exigencies of educational reform in Egypt will entail a
holistic approach. The analyses of the problems, objectives and strategies
will require a capacity to examine root causes and not simply be satisfied
at depicting the manifestations of dysfunctional systems and actions. It will
furthermore necessitate innovative strategies and partnerships thus leading
to commitments and alliances beyond the educational sector; educational
specialists cannot be left with this lone responsibility nor do they have the
solution to all ills. Such a serious endeavor will require courage, initiative,
trust and perseverance.
Major issues confronting the educational system at the Pre-University
level:
A major issue to be contended with is the belated attention to serious
educational reform. After a period of gradual erosion to the educational
system it is only in the nineties that serious attention was given the sector.
Moreover the attention given to reform was piecemeal and lacked in
vision. It is only in 2002/2003 that a vision was outlined which attempted
to respond to questions such as what educational quality are we seeking
to propagate in the formation of which citizen in Egypt. The beginnings
of a vision was reached through the development of standards for
educational quality which spanned the outcomes of learning sought and
the adequate curriculum to reach those objectives of learning; the kind
of teacher needed to impart those objectives and skills to learners; the
adequacy and effectiveness of schools to enhance such learning for all
children; the degree of parent support and community participation needed
for a true paradigm shift to occur in the democratization and reform of

104

Knowledge at Risk
schooling; and finally the ways in which educational management can
excel in promoting the right leadership and system to support school
based reform. Although the vision is still new and not yet well rooted it is
however characterized by a very significant condition for success; namely
the holistic and integrated approach to reform. To ensure that this vision
is instrumental and will indeed lead the reform process, more needs to be
done in the way of clarifying the desired political economy aspired to,
the value system and ideology the country wishes to adhere to, the kind
of human being the educational system will contribute in developing and
identifying those components of quality which will match the vision in its
entirety in great detail (indicators and rubrics). Finally this process should
culminate in reaching national consensus on what quality learning means
to educators, parents and communities.
Another significant challenge to educational reform is ensuring responsible
parental and community participation. If parents and communities are
uneducated and unaware, their participation can obstruct reform and
development. To enhance responsible participation of communities and
parents, the kind that will enrich and improve the learning of their children
a great deal must be done in the way of advocacy, sharing of information,
public mobilization and enlightment. Parents have often stood in the way
of school reform and educational practices that work, out of ignorance and
short sighted interest. The public needs to become a strong pillar of support
for educational reform. They need to trust innovations and research results
and cooperate with those experiments that promise to work. It is the public
that is often more conservative and resistant to change than educators.
Another source of resistance to reform and a true challenge in improving
the system at large are teachers. Seriously underpaid they are in addition
disempowered and their professional development totally neglected. It is
no wonder that over the years they have successfully contributed to the
sabotaging of the system by moonlighting (finding additional sources of
income) and private tutoring. They are totally unequipped to live up to the
requirements of the new vision for learning.
Finally a major challenge to the system is resource allocations. Not only
is the funding of the sector not sufficient both in absolute and relative
terms, but in addition the scarce resources are not prioritized according to
a comprehensive vision for the enhancement of quality education for all.
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Suggested strategies to rectify the above:
1.Complete the visioning exercise and strive for national consensus
building around the national standards while strengthening advocacy for
quality learning and innovations in reform.
2. Introduce strategic planning with sustainable strategic units and structures
to ensure a sustainable sector wide reform with proper budgetary analyses
and allocations of human and economic resources according to situation
analyses and priority setting. This is the way the vision will be put in place.
3. Establish a Professional Academy for Teachers (PAT) to enhance the
status of teachers and promote their professional development.
4. Engage in civil service reform to ensure more effective promotion and
incentive systems for teachers and educators.
Donor partnership and support:
International organizations and donor agencies are in a good position to
support and accompany the Egyptian educational reform endeavor by:
-

Coordinating their efforts and entering into dialogue with the
Government of Egypt who will guide them as to how they can best
support and fit into the strategic plan.

-

Bring the best practices in the world in standard setting, strategic
planning, school based reform and decentralization, educational
management and leadership, curriculum development, teacher
education and professional development and classroom management
to national policy makers and practitioners.

-

Create models on the ground to catalyze change.

-

Provide technical assistance in building national capacity

-

Secure financial support for innovative programmes.

_____________
September 2006
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Supporting Egypt’s School Feeding
A Means of Attaining Better Child Education and Nutrition
WFP Staff

For a child, hunger is not just an empty stomach; it is a major impediment

to his/her mental and physical development, a huge limitation to the
benefit of education, and a hinder to social integration. It is estimated
that malnutrition contributes to 55 percent of all deaths in children in
developing countries. In Egypt alone, there is a considerable chronic
malnutrition among children with approximately 18 percent under 5’s who
are stunted (the percentage reaches 23 in rural Upper Egypt) and 6 percent
are severely stunted.
The World Food Programme (WFP) believes that investing in children, the
future generation, is one of the soundest investments a country can make.
Ensuring children get the best and most appropriate nutritional support
during their formative years has long-term sustainable returns. Likewise,
every child who is given a better chance to learn today will benefit not only
himself but his family, his community and his country tomorrow and in
years to come. Several studies, including one conducted by the Egyptian
Ministry of Education and the National Nutrition Institute, concluded
that absence rates in primary schools increased and children’s learning
capacities decreased in the absence of school feeding. Positive differences
in children’s height and weight were also noted as a result of school feeding
programmes.
Since 1971, WFP has been supporting the government with five separate
projects valued at a total of US$ 148,216,882. All these projects were in
support of the Government of Egypt’s national school feeding programme.
For more than 30 years, this programme distributed nutritious snacks
(biscuits, pies, sometimes a whole meal) to students (predominantly
primary) all over the country as a means to stimulate enrolment and
retention and improve the nutritional status of the children. In 2004/2005,
this investment reached a phenomenal LE 354.2 million (approximately
US$62 .8 million) to feed over 12 million children.
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Whether the current national school feeding expenditures reach their
intended target groups, efficiently, equitably and effectively is not clear. To
this end the government is working with UN agencies to develop a Poverty
Reduction Action Plan, and has supported the publication of annual
National Human Development Reports, going back to 1994, as well as
producing poverty analysis papers. The initial results of the recent public
expenditure review show that there are still mismatches between allocation
of resources and the needs of different levels in the system and a need to
address more directly the regional disparities in the country - particularly
the structural causes of poverty in Upper Egypt. A well targeted, school
feeding programme would significantly help in this regard.
WFP’s newly formulated Egypt Country Programme 2007-2011 attributes
profound emphasis on supporting the Ministry of Education conduct
an in-depth review of Egypt’s existing school feeding programme and
providing technical assistance in order to strengthen the government’s
capacity to plan, implement and monitor national food for education (FFE)
activities effectively and efficiently. The project aims at reducing the high
expenditures invested nationwide through better targeting, eventually
facilitating more days of school feeding throughout the school year (current
budgetary constraints limit the feeding in some area to only 40 school
days). Additionally an improved central school feeding information system
would facilitate monitoring, link nutrition and educational performance
(enrolment and attendance rates), and harmonise the various FFE
initiatives throughout the country. WFP’s long experience in implementing
FFE programmes make it uniquely qualified to assist the government.
The vulnerability analysis & mapping (VAM) work and expertise with
food systems management are expected to be an invaluable support to
the government in adjusting the existing school feeding programme. By
targeting interventions to the poor and disadvantaged, savings of public
resources will be generated while poorer and more needy communities
would benefit
Country exchange visits are also deployed for the success of the review.
One particular experience is that of Chile, when a delegation of highlevel Egyptian education officials visited the Country’s school feeding
programme, and got acquainted with their innovative targeting techniques
and the involvement of the private sector and various Civil Society
Organizations in service delivery. Lessons learnt from Chile are currently
being studied by Egypt to effect substantial and beneficial changes in the
national school feeding programme.
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In recent years, the national school feeding activities have extended to
include remote areas, through the community and one-classroom schools.
A special emphasis is placed on increasing girls’ school attendance
through the “Girl’s Education Initiative,” initiated by the National Council
for Childhood and Motherhood. WFP supports this initiative through
distributing take-home rations to girls in such remote areas as an incentive
for their families to send and maintain their girls in schools.
Another important priority of the government is early childhood
development. A new 100 million US$ project has jut commenced, in
cooperation with the World Bank, Canada and WFP, with the aim of
expanding early childhood education from 13 percent of the population
to 60 percent by 2010. This Early Childhood Education and Enhancement
Project marks the first time daily snacks are provided to over one million
preschool children in 18 of the poorest governorates in Egypt.
_____________
September 2006
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Questions and Answers

The Father of IT in Egypt Speaks Out
How far along Egypt has gone in its quest to become a
knowledge society.
Hisham El Sherif

interview with Samia Farid Shihata (excerpts).
Can you give us a brief overview of how and when information
technology (IT) was introduced in Egypt?
You should first know that the real start of computer technology in Egypt
was in the early sixties. That was when, at the initiative of Dr. Naim Abu
Taleb and Dr. Yehia El Hakim, the first department of computer science
in all of the developing world was set up in the Faculty of Engineering in
Alexandria University. The first computer was set up at the Ministry of
Planning under Ibrahim Helmy Abdel Rahman, At that time, computers
required huge capital investments and could only be used by highly
specialized people.
The real global revolution in computer technology took place in the late
seventies and early eighties with the development of microcomputers and
user-friendly software packages which allowed ordinary people to use
computers. Another revolution took place with the emergence of a new
field, called Decision Support Systems that was developed jointly by the
Schools of Engineering and Management at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT). Coincidentally, I was pursuing my studies there
at the time and became the first PhD holder in this field. Its application
quickly spread in the US corporate sector where the likes of Citibank
and others adopted it. My contribution was to develop applications of the
system beyond the private sector, namely to two domains: Government
and developing countries. I put together a strategy called “Accelerated
Development Strategy for Developing Countries from an Informatics and
Decision Support Perspective.”

110

Knowledge at Risk
I had a dream of applying it in Egypt, and was fortunate that, in 1984
the Minister of Administrative Reform and Cabinet Affairs at the time,
Dr. Atef Ebeid, invited me to do just that. In Egypt, he told me, “we take
decisions with no basic studies; we take decisions that are contradictory
to one another. Our decisions are judgmental, not rational, and they are
always taken under pressure.
We started by collecting data and building programs and projects around
strategic and infrastructure issues. By 1990, we had more than 900 projects,
including the main Decision Support Center in the Egyptian Cabinet. By
1999, we had established similar centers in every ministry, governorate,
and district and in one third of the villages in the country. That year, in
an official ceremony, President Mubarak announced the completion
of the building of Egypt’s information infrastructure. That included the
digitization of information in every ministry and every governorate, that is
the ministry of finance, of electricity, agriculture, all of them. The outcome
was digitization of every organization in the Government and building
national databases in the financial, economic, social, legal, cultural sectors,
etc.. It has all been done. We built an information system that could support
and transform the country’s economic growth.
Of course, we also introduced the internet to Egypt in 1994.
Our second task was to “build” people. We set up simple training programs
to train 300,000 per year to use computers at different levels. We also set
up 42 higher centers, one of which, the Regional IT Institute (RITI), has
awarded 1000 masters degrees. No less than 40 percent of graduates of the
Information Technology Institute (ITI) on the Pyramids road have been
hired by such companies like Microsoft and Oracle in the US. Our third
task was to introduce computers in schools; and our fourth task was to
develop companies that help leverage the mind.
Are you satisfied with the progress made thus far in integrating IT
generally and in our schools and universities, in particular?
No I am not. I believe that the information and data infrastructure that
was developed in the 80’s and 90’s have not been put to efficient and
effective use later on by the government or by the society at large. Was that
deliberate or not ? I think both. However, the people who participated in
these projects are now in leading positions.
The emphasis over the last 8 years has been more on technology and less on
information. In all fairness, Egypt is lately leap frogging in communications
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infrastructure, the Internet, and information technology, but this is not
proportional to the use of information or making it publicly available.
As for your question about schools and universities, again the answer is
NO. We introduced the technology to schools and universities, but did not
use it to enhance the learning process and the assimilation of knowledge.
We find computers everywhere. You find internet connections everywhere.
But to what extent are they being used to leverage education? To improve
the assimilation of a course in geography or maths or English at schools?
Or to enhance the process of knowledge development and research at the
university level?
We have the hardware. That’s the easy part. What about the courseware?
The learning environment? The teachers? You need to have a strategic plan
for that. You need to mobilize resources, only one of which is technology.
Technology alone cannot deliver education.
So what needs to be done to integrate information technology into the
learning process?
First, we need to mentally decide as a nation that we need to become one
of the top ten in the world in terms of education delivery. This should be a
target for our children. Let’s categorically compete with the best curricula
in the world for the 21st century. Lets make sure that we have the best
learning environment from kindergarten, to school, to university.
But how do we achieve that?
Basically, we pull out all the studies we have. Put them into a program
and a policy set that is independent from any minister or prime minister
and make sure the partnership exists among all the constituencies, the
government, civil society, the private sector. Make sure that the policy
set is applied homogeneously across the whole country. Make sure the
results are transparent across the whole country. And make sure we are in
partnership with the best in the world.
Lets see what others have done. Sixty years ago, India put together a
group of universities called the Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs)
spread across different governorates. They decided to model them after
MIT, Harvard, and Stanford. To do that they first sent students to these
US universities for training. When they returned they gave each one a
villa and had them develop the programs, the courses, etc.. modeled on
the universities they studied at. They did that in collaboration with the
universities themselves, Harvard, MIT, etc... Today the IIM in Ahmadabad,
in the middle of nowhere, only accepts students with a GMAT score of
700 or above, which is ahead of Harvard in recent years! In fact, their
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graduates have a higher market value than those from Harvard. It took 50
years for India to achieve this. But that’s the way to go.
What do you think are the most important obstacles we face today in
terms of building an information society?
The obstacles are in execution and implementation. We know what it takes
to build an information society and we are not doing it. I’d like to know
where are the centers that were developed ? I hope they are not dead.
Where are the people who were there?
Right now here is what we need to do: First , we need to send 1000 to
Harvard, Princeton, MIT, etc.. every year. How many have we sent in the
last 20 years? The President approved sending 1000 PhD students 10 years
ago. What happened? Second, we need to build Institutes of Research. To
build a knowledge society you have to build a strong base for science and
technology- to achieve excellence in all frontiers of knowledge that matter
to you. You need hundreds of Ahmed Zuweil.
We have to stop talking and continue implementing. There is something
fundamentally wrong in the execution and continuity of programs in this
country. We don’t have accountability. There is no monitoring of decisions.
To move towards a knowledge society we need information to guide our
policies, strategies, programs and projects. This only happens when the
whole society is properly informed.
_____________
September 2006
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Desert Development Corridor:
Into the Sahara
Superhighway to solve Egypt’s pressing problems
Farouk El-Baz
This statement advances the case for a proposed superhighway west
of the Nile from the Mediterranean Sea coastline to Lake Nasser. The
proposal would provide numerous opportunities for the development of
new communities, agriculture, industry, trade and tourism around a 2,000
km strip of the Western Desert. The Government of Egypt was unable or
unwilling to pursue the project, when I first proposed it 20 years ago, for
whatever reasons. Because the country is presently facing insurmountable
problems, the proposal is resubmitted for consideration by the private
sector -- local, Arab and international investors.
Adequate transportation routes and mechanisms are essential to everincreasing development. From the time of establishing the Egyptian
State over 5,000 years ago, the Nile served as a mechanism to transport
people, news, products, armies and tax collector -- all aspects of a unified,
sustainable state. Similarly, the Greek, Roman and Arab Civilisation
assured the ease and security of travel within the boundaries of their vast
territories. More recently, European development was greatly assisted by
the ease of transportation at the rise of Western Civilisations. It is also
clear that superb transportation systems allowed the United States to better
utilise its vast natural resources to reach its present position of prominence.
It is not possible to foresee establishment of a modern network of
transportation systems within the confines of the Nile Valley and its Delta,
because that would reduce agricultural land. The fertile soil within the
inhabited strip of Egypt was deposited by the Nile River over millions of
years, and it is irreplaceable. In the meantime, the growth of population
negates the potential of continuing to live on and utilise only five per
cent of the land area of Egypt. Thus, it is imperative to open new vistas
for expansion outside of the inhabited strip. This proposal provides an
innovative solution to the numerous problems that face Egypt today.
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In addition to facilitating transport throughout Egypt, the proposed
superhighway would limit urban encroachment over agricultural land and
opens myriad opportunities for new communities close to over-populated
towns. It also affords unlimited potential for new schools and training
centers, industrial zones, trade centers, tourism; providing virgin territory
for development initiatives in every field. This in itself gives hope to the
new generations of Egyptians for a better future. It represents the best
possible use of one of Egypt’s natural resources -- the strip of the Western
Desert that parallels the Nile and is close to its high-density population
centers.
This particular strip of land was chosen because of its unique natural
characteristics. It is basically flat with a gentle northward slope from west
of Aswan to the coast of the Mediterranean Sea; the lack of topographic
prominences makes it easy to pave. This strip is also devoid of east-west
crossing valleys that are prone to flashfloods as in the case of the Eastern
Desert. It passes close to vast tracts of fertile soils that are amenable to
reclamation; most of such regions have potential for groundwater resources.
The strip is also comparatively free of sandy areas; it is not crossed by lines
of shifting dunes as in the case of regions farther to the west. Furthermore,
the region is endowed with plentiful sunlight and persistent northerly wind.
These conditions allow the use of renewable solar and wind energy in the
future.
Based on the above, the proposed project includes the establishment of the
following:
1- A superhighway to be built using the highest international standards,
1,200 km in length, from west of Alexandria to the southern border of
Egypt,
2 - Twelve east-west branches, with the total length of approximately 800
km, to connect the highway to high-density population centers along the
way,
3- A railroad for fast transport parallel to the superhighway,
4- A water pipeline from the Toshka Canal to supply freshwater, and
5- An electricity line to supply energy during the early phases of
development.

1- NORTH-SOUTH HIGHWAY
The main highway runs parallel to the Nile River from Egypt’s
Mediterranean Sea coastline to its border with Sudan. Its distance from the
Western scarp of the Nile Valley varies from 10 to 80 kilometers, based on
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the nature of the crossed land. It begins at a point between Alexandria and
El-Alamein, perhaps near El-Hamman, to be selected for the establishment
of a new international port. Egypt requires a technologically advanced
port to serve future needs of import and export as well as increased trade
with Europe and the expansion of maritime transport worldwide. In the
meantime, the northern branch of the superhighway extends to Alexandria
and its present port and airport and eastward through the Nile Delta coastal
highway to Rosetta and Damietta.
The superhighway ends near the border with Sudan to allow a future
extension to better link the two neighboring countries. Better ground links
between Egypt and Sudan would have a positive impact on the economies
of both countries. Near the terminal point, branches extend to Lake Nasser,
Abu Simbel, and the Toshka depression -- all regions that have promise in
development of fisheries, tourism and agriculture, respectively.
The aforementioned characteristics of the superhighway require the
establishment of a private sector organisation to manage the road and its
maintenance. The organisation would be responsible for manning the toll
stations, providing emergency services, and maintaining the utility of the
superhighway. Naturally, such an organisation requires a specific mandate
and clear laws and regulations by the Egyptian Parliament to assure
the safety and utility of the highway while placing limits on excessive
government regulations or company profits.

2- EAST-WEST CONNECTORS
Branches of the main highway oriented in a roughly east-west direction
would connect it to the main centers of population. They assure easy
transport between the main cities of Egypt and between the main production
areas and the outside world. Such branches may include the following:
Alexandria Branch: This branch connects the main north-south highway
to the road leading to Alexandria, its port and airport. The eastern terminus
of this branch would connect with roads leading to the northern cities and
towns of the Nile Delta coastal zone including Rosetta and Damietta.
Delta Branch: This connects the superhighway with the heart of the Nile
Delta, for example, at the city of Tanta. The branch would best be an
elevated new road within the Delta to limit encroachment on the fertile
land. It also might require a new bridge over the Rosetta Branch of the
Nile River. From its terminal point at Tanta, it branches to upgraded roads
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leading to cities and towns of the Nile Delta. This would assure better links
between the Delta and the rest of Egypt and the outside world.
Cairo Branch: This branch connects the superhighway with the CairoAlexandria road. It is envisioned to link it with upgraded roads leading
to Maadi and eastward to Suez. This would allow the use of cargo land
transport between Alexandria and Suez (the Mediterranean Sea and the
Red Sea) as an alternative to the Suez Canal when the need arises.
Faiyum Branch: This connector would allow the development of the
desert north of the Faiyum depression by establishing sites for tourism,
new communities and agricultural areas. It also would allow an extension
to the west of the depression for establishment of industries such as cement
production.
Bahariya Branch: This branch improves the existing road to the Bahariya
Oasis as a northern link to the New Valley Province to the south. It would
also allow further development of the natural resources of the Bahariya
depression including the iron ore deposits.
Minya Branch: The city of Minya has been one of the major population
centers from ancient times. However, little development has reached its
shores because of the centralisation of projects in and near Cairo. Minya
has a university and can generate numerous avenues for local and regional
development if it is better connected to the national market.
Assiut Branch: This case is identical to that of Minya in all aspects. In
addition, Assiut has an airport that could be upgraded for civilian transport.
It is also the end point of the road from Kharga, the capital of the New
Valley Governorate, at the Nile Valley. This road is paved over the ancient
Darb El-Arbain, the track of camel caravans connecting the Nile Valley
and the oases of Darfur in northwestern Sudan, which can be upgraded and
revitalised.
Qena Branch: This connector would open for agricultural development a
vast area south of the Nile from the Qena Bend in the east to Nag Hammadi
to the west. This plain represents fan deposits of streams that were more
active during wetter climates in the past; therefore, groundwater resources
would potentially underlie it. A westward road could also connect it with
the existing road to the Kharga Oases to link the superhighway with the
southern part of the New Valley Province.
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Luxor Branch: This branch would allow unlimited growth of tourism and
recreation on the plateau that overlooks the largest concentration of ancient
Egyptian archaeological sites. It allows the erection of hotels and resorts
on top of a magnificent plateau overlooking the Nile Valley.
Kom Ombu-Aswan Branch: Like the Qena Branch, the Kom Ombu
segment opens up a vast tract of fertile land west of the Nile for
reclamation. The region once hosted the channel of the Nile; segments
of its ancient courses were revealed by radar images from space. Because
of geological reasons, the Nile shifted its course eastward to its present
location. Therefore, the abandoned land to the west would include fertile
soil of the ancient Nile sediments. This makes it an excellent location for
the expansion of agriculture west of the Nile. The Aswan segment connects
the superhighway to the city of Aswan. It would allow the transport of
products to and from the northern governates and the outside world. It
would also allow the expansion of winter recreation resorts and tourism
near the many archaeological sites and the High Dam.
Toshka Branch: The superhighway goes through the northeastern edge
of the Toshka depression, where a canal from Lake Nasser has created
several lakes. This region is slated for agricultural expansion. It is presently
devoid of an adequate transportation infrastructure. The superhighway
would provide all necessary mechanisms to transport people, material and
products to and from the Toshka region.
Lake Nasser Branch: This connector is to be selected at a site that is
amenable to the development of a major fishing port along the shores
of Lake Nasser to the north (downstream) of Abu Simbel. Plentiful fish
from the lake could be transported via the railroad to distribution centers
throughout Egypt. The branch might also increase the potential use of Lake
Nasser for eco-tourism.

3- MODERN RAILWAY
Egypt’s railroads are very old and their tracks are laid on relatively soft
soils that do not allow fast movement by heavy loads. Thus, the need exists
for an advanced railroad system to serve present and future requirements
of development. A rail- track parallel to the superhighway would serve
that purpose. If deemed necessary, connecting tracks could be established
along some of the east-west road branches in the future.
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The aluminum manufacturing plant at Nag Hammadi west of Qena
represents a good example of the need for a new railroad for industrial
uses. At present, the raw material arrives from abroad at Alexandria. It
is transported by heavy trucks from Alexandria to the factory in Nag
Hammadi on the ailing and very crowded road network of the Nile Delta
and Nile Valley. After processing, the aluminum is transported northward
along the same road network. A railroad from the Mediterranean port to the
Nag Hammadi connector would ease the operation, in addition to saving
lives and property along the existing road network.
The superhighway ends at the southern border of Egypt along the SelimaEdfu camel caravan route. At this point, a short segment of road would
connect it to the shores of Lake Nasser across from the town of Wadi
Halfa, near the northern border of Sudan. There is a railroad that connects
Wadi Halfa to the rest of eastern Sudan. Thus, it would facilitate transport
between Egypt and the main cities and towns of Sudan.

4- WATER PIPELINE
No development could be assured without the presence of freshwater.
Even though several areas along the path of the superhighway promise
the existence of groundwater, a pipeline of fresh water from the Toshka
Canal is required to run the length of the superhighway. It is envisioned
that a pipe of about one meter in diameter would provide the necessary
resources for human consumption during the early phases of the project.
Agricultural and industrial development along the east-west connectors
would be supplied either by groundwater resources or subsidiary canals
from the Nile.
The length of the required pipeline is about 1,100 km. This is less than
half that of the Great Man-Made River system in Libya. In the latter case,
the main pipeline is four meters in diameter, is buried under seven meters
of soil, and carries water from numerous wells in the south to the coastal
zone with a total length of more than 2,000 km. Feeder pipelines with a
diameter of 1.6 meters carry the water to the main pipeline. Within each of
the well fields numerous pipelines carry the water from hundreds of wells
to the feeder pipelines. In comparison, the proposed pipeline is neither
technically difficult nor economically taxing to accomplish.
After pumping the water from the Toshka canal up to the plateau for
approximately 300 meters, it would flow northward along the topographic
gradient without any need for energy. It is even possible to imagine that the
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water flow down-gradient might be usable to produce mechanical energy
that can be converted to electricity.

5- ELECTRICITY LINE
Initial phases of the proposed project require energy for lighting,
and refrigeration. Therefore, a line to supply electricity is one of the
requirements of the project. The required power can be supplied by any
one of the generation plants along the Nile Valley as deemed appropriate.
Urban communities, industrial plants and agricultural farms to be initiated
along the east- west branches should be encouraged to utilise solar and/
or wind energy resources as much as possible. This encouragement can
be in the form of tax breaks or grants from the Egyptian Government or
international environmental agencies.
Project Benefits
It is important to evaluate the pros and cons of any proposed project. In the
case of the present proposal, it is difficult to think of any drawbacks from
the environmental or socioeconomic points of view. The only question that
comes to mind is how long it takes to secure a return on the investment of
such an elaborate infrastructure. This question can only be answered by
feasibility studies.
In the meantime, it is possible to list the benefits of the proposed project
as follows:
-

Ending urban encroachment on agricultural land in the Nile Valley
Opening new land for desert reclamation and the production of food
Establishing new areas for urban and industrial growth near large
cities
Creating hundreds of thousands of new jobs for Egyptian labour
Arresting environmental deterioration throughout the Nile Valley
Relieving the existing road network from heavy and dangerous
transport
Initiating new ventures in tourism and eco-tourism in the Western
Desert
Connecting the Toshka region and its projects with the rest of the
country
Creating a physical environment for economic projects by the private
sector
Involving the population at large in the development of the country
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-

Giving people, particularly the young, some hope for a better future
Focusing people’s energy on productive and everlasting things to do

Method of Execution
Although the project was proposed twenty years ago for execution by the
Egyptian Government, its scope and the variety of its benefits suggest that
it can best be accomplished by the private sector. At the time of the original
proposal, experts placed its cost at six billion dollars. Perhaps now the
necessary infrastructure would cost four times as much. However, the cost
would not be too high for decisive solutions to many of Egypt’s present
problems, and tangible options for a better future. Furthermore, it would
not represent a burden to the Egyptian Government, because it would be
totally financed by the private sector -- local, regional and international
investors. Naturally, this would require a vigorous and well though-out
marketing campaign.
During the past twenty years, I have repeatedly written and widely lectured
on the proposal at universities and research centers throughout Egypt.
Audiences receive it with great enthusiasm and consider it ideal for a
“national project,” that is, something the whole nation can get involved in
its planning, execution and utilisation.
Therefore, it is envisioned to involve experts from universities and
research centres in the study and evaluation of various aspects of the
proposed project. It would also be necessary to plan the training of workers
in numerous fields for employment in the various aspects of the project.
In addition, governorates may initiate lists of the kinds of development
projects that could be established in their territories once the project begins.
It would also be advisable to involve the young in the process; the project
is proposed to assure a better life for future generations. University
students could compete for prizes in recommending projects on either side
of the connectors along the superhighway. High school students could be
given opportunities to compete for other prizes for naming the east- west
branches and the new towns and villages to be established along these
branches. If a large number of people become involved in the project, it
would have a better chance for being considered a “national project,” one
that the society as a whole owns and protects.
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Concluding Remarks:
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My granddaughter Yasmeen is 10 years old and attends school in Washington
DC, where her parents live. She returned from school one recent day to tell
her mother that the teacher mentioned Egypt in the first lesson in history.
She added that the teacher said that history repeats itself and asked if it
were true. When her mother answered positively, she excitedly asked:
“Does this mean that Egypt can be great again?”
We need to answer the question of this youngster who lives far away, but
keeps Egypt in her heart and mind. The answer requires deep thinking and
hard work by a generation or two. Egypt has lived through many great
episodes when its people were focused on their work, supportive of each
other, and aimed at the common good. Once in a while, Egyptians fall into
a quietude, hermitically sealing their minds, and receding from the world
around them. But, stagnation episodes are usually short, and Egyptians
spring back into action leading the way to civilised life. Is it fair then to
ask: “When will Egyptians return to holding the banner of civilisation?”
From the earliest time of recorded history, civilisation blossomed among
groups of people who were collectively able to achieve the following:
1. Production of excess of food, for the growth of their bodies and minds
2. Division of labor among the society, in a fair and well organised manner
3. Easy living in urban areas, where some of them could create and innovate
Therefore, Egypt needs to satisfy these three conditions before paving the
road for the re-spread of civilisation along the banks of the Nile River. It
is my belief that the proposed superhighway would go a long way toward
achieving these goals. This needs strong faith in the resilience of the
descendents of the energetic builders of the Pyramids. It would require a
mere generation or two for this development initiative to bear fruit. This
is not a long time in the 8,000- year history of Egypt, which deserves a
distinguished position among great nations now and in the future.
________
May 2006
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Learning From Past Mistakes
Desert reclamation projects will fail unless they can cater
to the needs of average Egyptians
Rushdi Said
Followed by commentary from Farouk El-Baz

The history of the land use of the Egyptian desert has been closely related
to the problem of overcrowding in the Nile Valley, a matter which has
haunted concerned Egyptians since the beginning of the 20th century when
the population began to increase at rates far beyond what the limited land
of the Nile Valley could offer.
Until the early 1950’s, the idea of expanding into the vast and underpopulated areas of the Sudan seemed to offer a solution to that problem.
Until that time, the Sudan had been considered an integral part of Egypt.
That solution was no longer possible when the Sudan declared its
independence from Egypt in a plebiscite in 1956. Since then, Egyptians
have been attempting to expand their living space by spreading out into
the surrounding deserts to make room for the burgeoning population.
Unfortunately, these attempts were not part of a long-range and wellresearched plan and they all failed in reducing population pressure on the
Nile Valley.
After a spurt of reclamation projects aimed at developing the longneglected alluvial lands of the Nile Valley during the first half of the 20th
century, Egypt turned its effort to expanding its agricultural lands into the
deserts that fringe the valley by extending to them canals from the river.
This phase, which started from the mid-20th century, extended until the
present day despite overwhelming evidence that this effort was costly
relative to gains. As recently as the late 1990’s, Egypt was still clinging to
the idea that it could wrest agricultural lands from the desert by supplying
them with water from the Nile. The recently- dug canals of El-Hamam
along the Mediterranean coast, El-Salam in Sinai and Toshka in Nubia
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are but some examples of this effort. All are facing difficulties and none
have attracted a substantial number of people to live in the lands they were
supposed to reclaim.
Projects to reclaim agricultural lands from the desert were also attempted
by the use of ground water that is known to exist under many stretches of
the deserts of Egypt. The most important experiment in this regard was
the New Valley Project that aimed at reclaiming new lands in the Western
Desert Oases. The experiment was well run and devoted a large part of
its effort to conducting systematic scientific research on the many aspects
of desert agriculture. The nature of the ground water reservoir received
particular attention and was proved to be limited and non- replenishing.
The project lasted for about 15 years from 1959 until the mid-1970s after
having failed in achieving its initial goals of reclaiming substantial areas
of agricultural land. In addition to dwindling water resources, there were
the problems of drainage and desalination, as well as the encroachment of
sand dunes.
The second desert reclamation experiment was along the Cairo-Alexandria
desert road in the 1970s, but it is starting to suffer from the lowering of
the water table and the consequent added expense of tapping water from
greater depths, which usually carries more salinity. In both the New Valley
and Cairo-Alexandria desert road experiments, no sizeable body of people
moved to settle in the newly reclaimed areas. Desert agriculture is a capitalintensive endeavour.
Projects to make use of the Egyptian desert then turned into a building
spree of second homes for the wealthy along the Mediterranean coast to the
west of Alexandria. This was followed by another spree of hotel building
along the Red Sea and the Gulf of Suez for the benefit of the tourist sector.
Both endeavours did not attract large numbers of people to settle down
along both coasts. Mediterranean coastal residences are used during the
summer season and left deserted the rest of the year while those along
the Red Sea are intended for tourists; they do not have the infrastructure
-- the schools or affordable housing -- that could attract Egyptians to settle
there. A glance at the national census shows that the number of inhabitants
of desert governorates has not increased substantially during the past 10
years.
Another spree of expansion into the desert occurred around the major cities
of Egypt. Satellite towns sprang up, many of which were intended to be
the site of industrial zones or commercial centres. All failed to attract a
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substantial number of people to settle in them for lack of transportation
and of suitable housing for the average Egyptian whose income cannot,
by any stretch of the imagination, afford the prices prevailing in today’s
housing market.
It is clear from this quick survey that none of the aforementioned projects
has succeeded in alleviating population pressures on the Nile Valley and
Delta. The projects did not attract any sizeable number of people to leave
the valley and settle in them. They were all improvised projects that did
not form part of an overall plan for the development of the desert. They all
failed to satisfy the two conditions that are essential to building viable living
centres in the deserts of Egypt, namely the creation of job opportunities in
the planned new extensions and the building of affordable housing.
The well-publicised project of Farouk El-Baz does not address these two
conditions and for this reason it will most assuredly fail in fulfilling its
goal. The project assumes that the building of a road across the desert will
attract people to live along its track. Had this been the case, the desert
would have bloomed long ago, as a network of desert roads has existed
for decades without attracting anyone to live around them. Furthermore,
there could have been no worse track to chose than the one proposed by
El-Baz for his road; it runs mostly along a desolate, stony plateau that has
no groundwater potential.
The desert of Egypt needs an overall plan to be executed over the years to
make use of its space for industrial development. The little groundwater
that it holds should be preserved for use in this endeavour and not in
agriculture. Agriculture should be restricted to the fertile lands of the Nile
Valley and the Delta, which should be administered as an environmentally
managed domain. All the industrial centres that exist at present in this
domain should be moved, over the years, to the newly planned desert
industrial centres. The centres should be built one by one and should be
planned to offer affordable and attractive housing. They should be built
to make use of the groundwater potential of the area as well as the energy
resources that have been recently discovered in northern Egypt. Once the
centres are developed and are ready to be inhabited they can be connected
by road. Roads, after all, are not ends in themselves.
_______
May 2006
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This is a Development Corridor, Not a
Desert Road
Commentary on Rushdi Said’s views
Farouk El Baz

My article entitled “Into the Sahara” appeared in the Spring 2006 edition
of Beyond, followed by “Learning from past mistakes” by Dr Rushdi Said.
In her thoughtful introductory comments in the same issue, Seheir Habib
wrote: “we believe that Dr Said’s words of caution are to be taken most
seriously.”
Dr Said is the dean of Egyptian geologists. He has indeed trained some of
the best, and his views deserve serious consideration. In this particular case,
however, his thesis is not based on detailed knowledge of the proposal at
hand. He assumes that it is a desert reclamation project. Furthermore, he is
of the opinion that it recommends the “building of a road across the desert
... along a desolate, stony plateau that has no groundwater potential.”
My proposal is for initiating 12 axes of development that begin just west
of the heavily populated centres along the Nile. Three of these begin in
the Delta and the rest are from Fayoum southward, a region that has not
received much attention by development projects in recent times. The 12
axes would extend -- for a total length of about 800 kilometres -- westward
to the plateau bounding the Nile Valley. Development along these axes
would be in housing, industry, agriculture, tourism, etc, depending on the
characteristics of the terrain, needs of each region, and available natural
resources.
Once these east-west axes are developed and inhabited, after a number
of years, they would be linked by a north- south corridor (about 1200
kilometres long) of a superhighway, a fast railroad, a water pipeline (to
supply water for human use from Tushka) and a power line (with electricity
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from the national grid keeping in mind future use of solar and/or wind
power). The flat nature of the plateau just west of the Nile Valley and its
gentle northwards tilt serve that purpose very well.
Thus, the “development corridor,” from El-Alamein to the border with
Sudan, would, among other benefits: make use of all available natural
resources in and near the Nile Valley; alleviate many of the existing
problems of over- population in the inhabited strip by gradually opening
up nearby spaces just to the west; facilitate and upgrade transportation
in Egypt; and open new vistas for innovative growth of the economy by
future generations.
In his concluding remarks, Dr Said states that what is needed is to open a
new space for proper development in Egypt, namely to allow: industrial
development, including transplanting existing industrial centres; affordable
and attractive housing to encourage population settlement; and proper use
of the groundwater potential and the local energy resources. I am certain
that if Dr Said reads my proposal in its entirety he would agree that it
would satisfy all these requirements, and much more.
In the editorial comment on Dr Said’s opinion, Seheir Habib added that: “We
don’t think, however, that this should deter policymakers from exploring
the feasibility of Dr El-Baz’s proposal without delay.” Indeed, detailed
studies by internationally accredited experts would judge its feasibility
one way or the other. This is particularly true because the vast majority
of the required funds would come from the private sector. Egyptian, Arab
or international concerns would not invest unless the project proves to be
feasible and profitable. If that turns out to be the case -- as I expect it to be
-- then the proposed development corridor would provide new generations
of Egyptians hope for a better future.
______________
September 2006
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New Horizons
An alternative desert development proposal
Abou Zeid Rageh
Urbanisation, in essence, is the outcome of the mutual interaction between
man and his living space. In Arabic tradition it is called “Omran”, which
roughly means development of livelihood and building of civilisation.
Egyptian urbanisation started with the early human settlements on the Nile
banks and was mainly shaped by the pattern of agricultural life. In this
fertile land and moderate climate man build his first civilisation, with its
remarkable social order and great achievements in the fields of arts and
sciences.
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It is clear now that the course of this traditional urbanisaton is coming to
its end. It has reached its potential and Egypt needs to carve a fresh course
of “Omran” if it is to start a new cycle of civilisation.
Egypt’s population remained semi- constant for most of its history. There
were approximately three million inhabitants living on about one million
feddans of agricultural land. The living space takes the form of a narrow
linear valley extended from south to north flanked by deserts on both sides
with a fan-like delta at its northern end. The inhabited area is so limited; it
does not exceed five per cent of the total geographic area of Egypt. Most of
the country remains uninhabited, almost empty.
Through the 19th century and till the mid 20th century (about 150 years)
the population increased to 20 millions inhabitants and the cultivated area
increased also to 6 millions feddans. The rate of population increase was
almost the same as the spatial increase. In other words, the balance between
man and his living space remained stable during this period as it had been
before.
The situation totally changed after the mid 20th century. The population
increased from 20 million to about 73 million at present, and is expected
to reach 93 million by 2020. Such an exponential increase has not been
coupled with equivalent spatial expansion. On the contrary, it has been
accompanied by a considerable decrease of living space. During this period
Egypt lost 1.5 million feddans, (about 36 per cent of the fertile land), due
to the continuous and rapid construction and the expansion of cities and
villages on agricultural land. We still lose about 60,000 feddans every year
due to urban growth. If such spatial erosion continues at the current level,
it is expected that Egypt -- as the world knows it through her long history
-- will disappear forever some time between year 2070 and year 2100 as
anticipated by some urban planners.
The mid 20th century represents the critical point where the relation between
man and space reached its ultimate balance. After that, space began to
shrink rapidly and was unable to sustain the increasing population. In other
words, as a result of overpopulation and the erosion of space, the balance
between man and his living space in Egypt was seriously undermined for
the first time in history. Such an imbalance seriously jeopardizes Egypt’s
very existence. Egypt now has one of the highest population densities in
the world, if not the highest. Indicators clearly show that the Egyptian
urban quality of life is considerably low.
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In view of this critical situation, Egyptians must spread out to new horizons
outside the Delta and Nile Valley. The challenges they will face in taming
the desert will be similar to those faced by their forefathers in taming the
Nile and settling on its banks. Science and modern technology could be
of great help in dealing with the challenges of adapting to the new desert
habitat.
Characteristics of the new space are greatly different from those of the old
one. First, it is not a narrow strip of space; but rather, a vast multi-dimensional
one that extends outwards in four cardinal directions. Second, it is a space
whose climate, environment and ecology are greatly diversified. Some
parts are coastal areas; others are desert lands, depressions or mountainous
heights. Furthermore, its productive potential is also diversified since it
includes almost all possible activities such as industry, mining, agriculture
and tourism.
In this new environment, the possibility of using wind and sun in generating
energy should be encouraged. Also, the use of rain and underground water
must be maximized. Desert and costal areas require special architectural
style as well as planning patterns appropriate for human settlements in
these areas; very much different from traditional architecture and urban
planning.
An overview of the Egyptian spacescape reveals that it takes the form of
a network of vertical and horizontal lines. The vertical lines, representing
the longitudinal development corridors, extend from north to south in the
same direction of the currently inhabited corridor. The horizontal lines,
which extend from east to west, represent the main transportation arteries
that would transfer energy, utilities, population, materials and products
between the parallel longitudinal corridors of development. This network
of vertical and horizontal corridors is very similar to the longitude and
latitude lines in geography.
The following are the proposed longitudinal corridors of development:1- A corridor of agricultural development extending along the Nile River,
at the border of the eastern plateau in Upper Egypt.
2- An eastern coast corridor along the Red Sea and the Gulf of Suez. It is
mainly a touristic development corridor.
3- A central corridor located in the eastern plateau between the Red Sea
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and the Nile Valley. Development in this area will depend largely on its
abundant mineral resources.
4- Sinai Peninsula covers the coastlines along Gulf of Suez, the Gulf of
Aqaba and the Mediterranean, in addition to its central plateau. It has great
potential for the development of tourism, agriculture, mining and industry.
5- The Western Desert depressions starting from Toshka valley in the
south passing through Al-Kharga, Al-Dakhla, Al-Farafra and Al-Baharia
oases up to Siwa in the north. This corridor is often referred to as “the
Western Green Belt” and has great possibilities of agricultural, industrial
and mining development.
6- Northern coast corridor between El-Saloom and North Delta. It is
suitable for touristic and agricultural development.
The traversal corridors representing the main arteries of transportation and
communication would run perpendicular to the longitudinal development
corridors in Upper and Lower Egypt. These arteries would transfer power,
utilities, raw materials and agricultural and industrial products between
development corridors and help population moving from the currently
inhabited areas in the Valley and Delta to the new development areas.
Preliminary studies indicate that the area which could be developed
represents from 25 per cent to 35 per cent of Egypt’s total area. It could be
inhabited in successive stages as follows:
1-Stage of direct moving to the desert lands adjacent to the old valley.
These areas include Salheya Desert in East Delta and El Tahrir in West
Delta. They include also the beginning of the dry valleys in Upper Egypt.
This stage has already begun by the establishment of 10th of Ramadan
City, El-Oboor, El-Salheya in East Delta and El-Amrya, El Nobarya and
El-Sadat City in West Delta and the twin cities of New Beni-Suif, New
Menya, New Sohag and New Aswan in Upper Egypt.
2- Stage of poles of growth located far from the present inhibited areas.
Examples of such poles are: the northern coast, El-Arish valley, the desert
located between El-Fayum and Beni-Suef, the High Dam area, the Red Sea
coast, the New Valley and Toshka regions.
3- Stage of building the infrastructure of the transversal corridors.
4- Stage of total comprehensive development of all regions.
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It is important to define the targeted social groups which will move to
the new communities. Newly formed families constitute the most dynamic
population and the less attached group to the old land. They could be
the natural nominees for moving to the new settlements. Recruits can
be encouraged to settle in the new settlements after ending the military
service, during which they can be trained to acquire some skills that enable
them to work in the new development regions.
Developing Egypt, Old or New, could be achieved only through
comprehensive national and regional planning. Egypt has been run by
a central administration all through her long history. Centralization was
justified in the past, but it can’t fit the new man-space order. The need to
replace the old central system by a regional system has been widely felt.
Dividing Egypt into administrative regions will help decentralization and
allow greater participation by the people in running their local affairs.
Dividing the country into regions should take the form of transversal
division, so that each region would include segments of different economic
activities. Such activities can help increase the overall rate of development
in each region.
Furthermore, the transversal division will make it possible for the regions
in Upper Egypt to have outlets on the Red Sea, in addition to outlets on the
Mediterranean for north regions.
The new regional boundaries would include both the old and new lands
in order to integrate them into one economic and social entity. It is also
proposed that the regional capitals be located in new cities as this would
significantly promote the growth of these cities and avoid overpopulation
in the capitals of the present governorates.
_________
May 2006
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The Eye of the Sun
Solar energy must play a vital role in desert development
in Egypt
Essam Mitwally
Can solar energy play a role in desert development? In order to answer
this question, one needs to consider the energy situation in Egypt. First,
it is appropriate to define what we refer to as solar energy. Solar energy
in its most general sense covers several forms of energy such as direct
solar, wind, geothermal, biomass, tidal, wave, hydro, etc. Some of these
resources are totally renewable such as direct solar, wind, tidal and wave;
while the others, such as biomass, hydro and geothermal, are not strictly
so. In Egypt, in the very long run ,only renewable sources of energy will
remain, unless energy from outer space could be tapped, which should not
be discounted considering the current advances in space research!
So how can solar energy be utilized in Egypt? This requires the availability
of a number of ingredients: the resources themselves; the technologies to
harness them; the know how to apply these technologies; and a reduction of
the cost of using these technologies to make them affordable to the public.
Some of the recent trends gaining momentum globally, whether through
practical steps or just through conceptualization, is the sharing of
resources,ie. the sharing of the know-how through the acknowledgement
of the concept of a common human destiny or “unity of fate”. Globally,
environmentalists have been struggling to make it very clear that our
planet is much smaller than originally imagined, and that what happens in
one corner of the globe affects the rest of it.
So, how are the above ingredients going to be shared? Most technologies
are, (and one can reasonably assume that they will continue to be), the
product, and perhaps the monopoly, of the industrialized nations. It is
true that some “simpler” technologies are now available in Egypt, but
the balance of the longer list of these technologies is still in favor of the
industrialized countries. The reduction of the cost of these technologies will
also eventually follow, through better design, higher operating efficiencies,
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cheaper materials, and mass production, in addition, perhaps, to cheaper
labor.
Availability of know-how is a mixed bag, because knowledge depends
on two elements: the release of the know-how by its source, namely, the
industrialized countries again; and the ability of those receiving it to absorb
it. The former is subject to many considerations, including political ones.
The latter should not be a problem, if one can reasonably assume that all
people, irrespective of their origins, have the ability to understand even the
most complicated technologies, once given equal chances of exposure and/
or training.
As to the first ingredient, namely the availability of resources , thankfully,
when it comes to solar energy , the distribution happens to be in favor of
Egypt. This is “providential” justice, as it were. Or will the competition
over oil supplies in the Middle East be repeated over solar energy
resources? This danger may not be so far-fetched given the possibility
that in the future, direct solar energy could be used in an area as large
as the Western Sahara to generate huge amounts of hydrogen from the
seawater of the Mediterranean Sea. It could then be transported to Europe
and elsewhere, ensuring a continuous supply of a refined and clean type of
fuel.. Obviously, the Sahara would then become as strategically valuable
as the oil fields in the Middle East, Egypt included.
The question, however, is whether the cost of receiving the required
amounts of energy is affordable by the average household. Renewable
sources of energy are a mixed blessing in terms of cost. Thus, while the
capital costs of the related technologies are still relatively high, running
costs are relatively negligible. If we could overcome the hurdle of the
high initial cost, then using renewable sources of energy would be highly
competitive and desirable, even while other conventional sources of energy
are still available..
Many ideas have been proposed to overcome the relatively high initial
costs of renewable energy systems. One idea receiving considerable
interest is the creation of a “cooperative” or a “public utility” that would
incur the large capital outlays and provide the services to the end users at
reasonable cost.
It should be noted here that while the total amount of solar energy usage
could be relatively small on a country-level, it could constitute 100
percent of energy requirements at a village level and at the level of some
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individual households. The importance of such usage in Egypt should not
be discounted however small it may be, since it may be the only available
source of energy for some areas. Another important consideration to be
taken into account is the shortage of freshwater in many parts of Egypt.
With more than 3000 km. of seashore, seawater desalination may be the
answer to our water problem in the long run. The direct application of
renewable sources of energy in this area becomes as valuable as the life
freshwater may sustain.
Last but not least, the use of renewable sources of energy will ensure
keeping Egypt’s environment cleaner. Although some high speed wind
machines may produce frequencies that may disturb radio communication,
and longer exposure to direct solar radiation may harm the bare skin or
eyesight, on the whole the adverse environmental impacts are negligible.
However, all the above is dependent on the state of our world over the
long term, that is, whether it will not have already been ruined by the
continuous use and abuse of energy resources. Thus, it is imperative to
pose many questions, here and now: What will be the state of the world
environment in the long term? For instance, would there be any biomass
left to be converted to energy? Would global warming have caused the
disappearance of most of the agricultural land? Will there be an equitable
distribution of freshwater? Would the energy mix between conventional
and renewable sources ensure sustainable energy supplies and thus lessen
the possibility of conflicts between nations? Finally, could the use of
renewable sources of energy that are not controlled by man, or by one
country, be a way leading to peaceful co-existence?
Unfortunately, the writer and most of the readers of this article, will not be
around to know the definitive answers to these questions.
In any case, I hope that from the foregoing, it is obvious that the answer to
the question posed in this article, is..Yes! Solar energy can play a role in
desert development in Egypt!
_________
May 2006
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The Bassaysa Model
The villagers of Bassaysa in Al-Sharqiya took the
initiative to create a new village in the desert for their
younger generation
Samia Farid Shihata
While most of us were busy complaining about overcrowding,
environmental degradation, and rising unemployment, the inhabitants
of the tiny village of Bassaysa in Al-Sharqiya governorate were busy
implementing their own answer to each and every one of these challenges.
Bassaysa is a typical satellite village in the heart of the Nile Delta, 15
kilometres northwest of Zagazig. In 1978, guided and led by their
mentor, Dr. Salah Arafa, Physics professor at AUC, the 320 inhabitants of
Bassaysa, set out to transform their village, one of about 30,000 such poor,
marginalized villages in Egypt characterized by the absence of practically
everything: schools, electricity, clean water, a sewage system, drainage,
roads, etc...You name it. They didn’t have it. Arafa, began his efforts by
diligently patiently spending every Friday in Bassaysa in discussions with
the villagers on how to identify and then solve their problems through active
community participation and collaboration. After two years, volunteers
from the American University in Cairo began to join him on his weekend
trips. Arafa’s vision was to implement a sustainable community-centered
model of development. His model was based on the conviction that only
when citizens are well educated and well-informed can they participate
actively and successfully in their own development.
With the active participatory approach as their starting point, Arafa and
his volunteers spent many years patiently encouraging all the villagers to
take part in setting the villages’ needs and priorities. Together, step by step,
they formulated a program for action that included literacy classes, training
in agriculture, use of local natural resources, and most importantly, group
collaboration and shared responsibility for implementation. The village’s
new found knowledge and the community’s involvement in defining its
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own needs and objectives led to the introduction of new ideas that hitherto
had been beyond the comprehension of the villagers.
Community discussions quickly determined that illiteracy was a critical
obstacle to the village’s development. But there were practical hurdles that
needed to be overcome in order to deal with this problem. For example, the
limited number of educated youth who could conduct the literacy classes
barely had any free time, given the long time it took for them to walk
to and from schools several kilometers away and the family chores they
had to complete every day. It was therefore decided to buy them bicycles,
one at a time, on installments, to shorten their commute so they would
have time to participate in this important community objective. But even
so, most classes would need to be held after sundown, therefore, a proper
source of light would be needed. This led to a village discussion on what
the best source of energy would be, which in turn led to their setting up of a
solar electricity unit that was eventually followed by the adoption of other
renewable energy options such as wind mills and biogas. Thus, one thing
led to another, and by 1992, Basayssa had become a model for innovative
sustainable community development based on knowledge, self help and
use of local natural resources. Its impact reached well beyond Egypt.
But that’s only the first part of the Bassaysa story. Despite, the impressive
improvement in the village’s living conditions, youth unemployment in
Bassaysa remained a challenge. The inhabitants of Bassaysa decided once
again to take charge of their own future by facing this challenge head on.
While a youth training program to prepare young graduates to manage
their own enterprises and help them obtain loans, had already been set up
with the help of Egypt’s Social Development Fund, business opportunities
remained scarce. In 1992, continuing discussions of the unemployment
problem among the trainees led to the formation of a collective cooperative
project, initially with 28 members, aimed at forming a new community in
the desert. The search for an appropriate location thus began, and from
among three alternatives identified by the search group, a plot of 250
feddans in the Ras Sudr area in South Sinai was chosen.
Today, New Bassaysa covers 750 feddans communally owned by about
100 members, all literate. Each young person was given five feddans to
cultivate at his own pace, and membership in the cooperative was also
opened to interested youth from outside Bassaysa. Investors not wishing
to move there were also accepted, provided they employed another young
person to cultivate the land. The maximum allocation for individual
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investors was set at 20 feddans. The inclusion of larger investors to the
cooperative, all bound by the rules agreed upon by the general membership,
was instrumental in providing the cash infusions needed for the project to
progress at a steady pace.
But how were poor villagers able to finance their share of the land purchase
and to contribute to the cooperative’s running expenses? Essentially, a
system was devised based on the village’s traditional system of economic
cooperation called the gam’eya. This is an arrangement of rotational credit
where a group of individuals agree to pay a certain amount of money
every month to a common fund. Each month one member gets to draw
the total amount for his/her needs. Arafa recounts how the system was
modified, to finance the community development projects: “ We set up
a system of collective savings and individual loans. In this system any
member can save any amount of money on a monthly basis for a one-year
period, after which he or she is eligible for an interest-free loan, to be paid
back over three years.” Still based on the active participatory approach,
the community decided on the communal cultivation of the land and the
allocation of a 400 sq.m. plot of land to each member on which to build a
one story house with a garden. All houses would have to be built according
to the environmentally friendly rules set by the community. “There is a
solar electricity plant in the village now,” says Arafa. “ Our aim is for
everyone to have a solar house.” The community also settled on olive and
jojoba trees, both oil producing, as the most suitable crops for their project.
To further raise incomes, the cooperative’s plan is to eventually establish a
complete plant to produce, package and market their oil.
While New Bassaysa remains a work in progress, Arafa seizes every
chance he gets to demonstrate that it is a model that can be replicated all
over Egypt. However, he notes, “We can’t accomplish this with the type
of societies that we now know. We need to design a new type of society
based on bringing knowledge to the grassroots level, ensuring real (not
fake) community participation, relying on local resources, and utilizing an
integrated approach that is attentive to the needs of the local community as
a whole, not just isolated sections of that community.”
_________
May 2006
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No Strength In Numbers
Egypt’s rapid population growth is crowding out
development
Maged Osman
What happens when economic development can’t keep up with population

growth? Economists agree that social and economic development requires
a national income growth rate three times more than the population growth
rate. Hence, it is difficult to overemphasize the importance of controlling
population growth in Egypt.
The most obvious feature of Egypt’s population problem is the continued
increase in the population growth rate. Our numbers have doubled from
2.5 million in 1800 to 5 million in 1850, then to 10 million in 1900, and
again to 20 million in 1947. This means that the Egyptian population has
doubled once every fifty years over one and half centuries (1800-1950). It
took a mere 30 years for the number to double the fourth time around: from
20 million in 1950 to 40 million in 1978. The increase resumed again until
the population reached nearly sixty million, according to the 1996 census.
Finally by January, 2006, Egypt`s population had reached nearly 71.348
million inhabitants and is expected to continue rising throughout the 21st
century.
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Accordingly, the main challenge currently facing the government is how to
control this population growth rate. The growth rate reached 2.52 per cent
during the period 1960-1966. From 1966-1976 it dropped to 1.92 per cent,
only to rise again to its highest level of 2.75 per cent during 1976-1986.
Subsequently, from 1986-1996, the growth rate dropped to 2.08 per cent,
and it continued to decrease gradually over the last five years to 2.01per
cent in 2002, and 1.91 per cent in January 2006.
This population explosion has, furthermore, been accompanied by
uncontrolled internal migration, negatively impacting economic and
industrial development and resulting in increased population density and
excess labour, not to mention the inevitable creation of new slums.
There was a notable absence throughout of any real urbanisation
management. Regrettably, urban development policy in Egypt is
characterised by favouritism, a fact that is obvious considering that most
development projects have been set up in a few select urban and capital
centers.
Then there is also a problem of geographical distribution. A characteristic of
Egypt’s population growth is that it is coupled by high population density.
Egyptians continue to inhabit a narrow piece of land which constitutes
less than 5.5 per cent of the total area of Egypt. This fact has resulted
in a population density that had reached 70.7 inhabitants/km2 by January
2006. During the time when population growth rates were characterized
by instability in the second half of the last century, population density
continued to increase, recording 36.28 inhabitants/km2 in 1976, 47.8
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inhabitants /km2 in 1986, and increasing once again to 58.76 inhabitants/
km2 in 1996. By 2000 population density had reached 64.05 inhabitants/
km2, increasing to 70.7 inhabitants /km2 today.
Despite the overall increase in population density, it is notable that
some governorates suffer from low population density as a result of the
concentration of most of the population in the Nile valley. According to
population estimates in January 2006, population density was highest in
lower Egypt governorates which recorded 914.9 inhabitants/km2, followed
by the urban governorates which recorded 815.1 inhabitants/km2. It is
lower in upper Egypt’s governorates, where it reached 151.8 inhabitants/
km2. The lowest population density is in the frontier governorates which
recorded 1.3 inhabitants/ km2.
The high levels of population density naturally led to fierce competition
over the usage of land for agriculture and for housing. These facts highlight
the danger posed by population density to Egypt’s ongoing development
efforts.
Other negative consequences caused by the population problem and the
rising population growth rates are the decreasing per capita shares of
public utilities, such as the per capita share of potable water, electricity,
health, education and transportation. Furthermore, it obviously affects
unemployment and illiteracy rates, and food shortages as well.
If population growth continues at the same current rates, Egypt’s population
is projected to reach 79.4 million by 2011, and 86.6 million by 2016. If the
same growth rates continue further, the population is expected to reach
93.5 million by 2021.
High population density along the Nile valley, especially in lower Egypt
and the urban governorates, will constitute a huge threat to the per capita
share of public utilities, infrastructure, health, education and public
services. For example, in the case of potable water, assuming an annual
population growth rate of 1.6 per cent by 2016, and 1.5 per cent by
2015, we must also assume that investments in the water sector would
keep up with the increasing population numbers if we are to maintain a
constant level for the per capita share of potable water during the coming
15 years. If investments in water utilities infrastructure did not meet the
requirements of the predicted population growth, it will clearly negatively
affect the individual needs of water sources. This is particularly worrying
considering the fact Egypt’s share of Nile river waters is fixed at 55 billion

145

Daring to Care
m3. Based on that, the per capita share of water sources will decrease as
the population grows. Per capita water share amounted to 927 m3 in 1995,
then decreased to 850 m3 in 2000, decreased again in 2005 to 771 m3. It is
expected to decrease to 590 m3 by 2026.
Per capita share of sanitation services will also be affected by population
growth and high population density. In 1981/82, the per capita share
of sanitation services amounted to 25 litre/ day. It increased more than
fourfold to reach 110 litre/ day by 2000/2001, only to increase again to 150
litre/day in 2005/2006. It is expected to increase to 225 liter/ day by 2017.
As for the per capita share of electricity, it doubled during the period
1981/1982 -- 1991/1992, increasing from 414 kwh in 1981/1982 to 850
kwh in 1991/1992. It increased by six per cent annually over the period
from 1992/1993 -- 1999/2000, and remained unchanged at the level of
1350 kwh during the four following years. It resumed its increase again to
reach 1450 kwh in 2004/2005. This highlights the importance of increasing
investments in basic infrastructure, including in public utilities.
In conclusion, a three-pronged approach is necessary to address the
population problem in Egypt: decreasing population growth rate, enhancing
population properties, and, finally, seeking a better geographic distribution
of our population.
To solve the population density and the overpopulation problem in Egypt,
we need a carefully planned strategy for new urban communities that
would provide different housing alternatives outside the valley and Delta.
The prerequisite for success is a realization by the Egyptian government
that it will be impossible to attain and sustain higher economic growth
within the confines of the narrow Nile valley while leaving about 95.5 per
cent of Egypt’s total land area neglected and unused.
_________
May 2006
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Runaway Sales
The government needs to publicize its policy of sales of
public land
Salah Hegab
About 4 years ago, when some buyers of land around Cairo and the Northern
Shore were facing financial difficulties and were unable to complete their
building projects, the government formed a working group to prepare the
terms of reference for a comprehensive study on the economics of the
Egyptian real estate sector, covering the real estate market and the workings
of the construction and building materials industries.
While the terms of reference for the study were completed by 31 July 2004,
the study itself was never undertaken. To this day, Egypt still lacks the
solid economic and social base study necessary to develop an effective
national policy for housing and new communities.
It is worth noting that over the last ten years, the government sold land
that was not included in the Master Plan for Greater Cairo. While the plan
aimed at establishing ten new communities outside the ring road, each
within an area not to exceed 2000 feddans, in just one of these, Sheikh
Zayed City, over 4000 feddans have been sold. According to the Plan, three
other such cities were to be located between the Suez and Sokhna roads
east of Cairo with a total area of 5860 feddans. These came to be known as
Communities 1,3 and 5 of New Cairo.
In 18/10/1995, the Council of Ministers took a decision to stop land sales
in the area known as New Cairo and to even return the down payments
received whenever possible. The decision also included the formation of a
committee composed of some Ministers and provincial governors to study
the issue of new urban communities around Cairo in light of : a) the city’s
inability to absorb more inhabitants and to provide them with the services
they need; b) the need to provide land to deal with the severe shortage of
low income housing ; c) the illegal encroachment on state landing Cairo
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and Giza; and d) the need to maximize benefit of the investments already
made in the new communities.
The Housing Ministry, however, ignored the Council of Ministers’ decision
and continued to sell land in and around these communities. Suddenly,
to everyone’s surprise, on 22/4/ 2000 the government announced the
resumption of land sales in communities 1,3 and 5 and also announced
that it encompassed a total area of 66,900 feddans ( instead of the 5860
feddans in the Greater Cairo plan)! Naturally, it followed that the planned
population density of the area, which according to the Plan was to be 120150 persons/feddan, was reduced to 30 persons per feddan instead. This
meant that the type of housing built, would be beyond the financial means
of the low income groups suffering from a severe housing shortage.
Unfortunately, things didn’t stop there. To rid itself of its debts to the
Osman Mohamed Osman Company, the government assigned to it 11,000
feddans outside the plan for New Cairo. It also assigned another 8,000
feddans on the Suez Road to another investor. Thus, New Cairo which
was planned as an area totaling 5,860 feddans was turned into 66,900+
11,000+ 8,000 = 85,900 feddans! Of course, the result was the creation of
a few expensive communities with low population density and lacking any
economic base. Furthermore, as their wealthy inhabitants commuted daily
to Cairo this further increased the congestion on its streets.
This brief account of the history of land sales around Cairo, shows that
over a period of 1000 years, the area of Cairo grew to 80,000 feddans.
Then just over the past 10 years, we managed to sell 200,000 feddans! And
this was done without the benefit of any urban studies and in contravention
to the Master Plan approved by the President of the Republic in May 1983.
I think it is high time we stopped this irresponsible behavior. We need to
undertake a serious study on which would form the basis for a transparent
government policy for the sale of land around Greater Cairo.
_________
June 2007
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Using What We Have
With intelligent intervention, Egypt’s agricultural
production could be raised and resources saved,
minimizing the impact of the world food crisis
Hamdy El-Swalhy
The food issue and the need to meet Egypt’s demand for food has always

been a top priority for policymakers when setting economic policy
objectives. Since the world food crisis of 1974, the Egyptian government
has adopted several policies to satisfy the country’s food needs, including
policies geared to increasing domestic production, import policies, subsidy
policies to provide food items at reduced prices -- especially for the poor
-- and policies that aim at improving individuals’ incomes.
Due to such policies, sufficient food items have generally been available
in the Egyptian market. However, this has been achieved through a heavy
dependence on food imports, which in turn has resulted in high import
costs incurred by the Egyptian economy, a high exposure to fluctuations in
world market conditions and, of course, in continuous increases in the cost
of food subsidies in the state budget.
Egypt is classified as a net food importer as it imports significant amounts
of most basic food items while its exports of some food commodities are
modest. Egypt is also the second largest importer of wheat worldwide and
the fifth and the fourth largest worldwide importer of maize and vegetable
oils respectively. Fluctuations in world food prices are quickly reflected in
the costs of Egypt’s food products.
Egypt’s food gap
Before addressing the adverse impact of the skyrocketing increase in world
food prices on the national economy, it is worthwhile to take a closer look
at the food gap in Egypt. Wheat, maize, rice, broad beans, lentils, vegetable
oils, sugar, meat, milk, vegetables, fruits and pulses are the major food
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products consumed in Egypt. There is a shortage in the production of
all these products, except for rice and some fruits and vegetables whose
production surplus is exported.
Clearly, the core of Egypt’s food problem lies in the shortage in domestic
production of major food commodities. The gap between domestic
production and consumption has been estimated at an average of 44 per
cent for wheat, 35 per cent for maize, 78 per cent for vegetable oils, 96 per
cent for lentils, 45 per cent for broad beans, 20 per cent for sugar, 17 per
cent for red meat and 19 per cent for milk. This gap has been continuously
widening over recent years and consequently dependence on food imports
has been increasing. The value of food imports amounted to about $3.5
billion annually over the period 2003-2006. In 2007, however, there was
a significant surge in the value of food imports, which went up by 78 per
cent compared to the 2006 level (71.6 per cent of such increase was due to
the increase in import prices while seven per cent is attributable to the rise
in the volume of imports).
Several factors are behind the increase in national food consumption:
continuous population increase at a rate of two per cent per annum;
the improvement in average income levels that raised demand for food
commodities; and the dampened domestic prices of such commodities
resulting from subsidy policies. On the other hand, the modest rate of
growth in agricultural production is brought about by the high costs of
production of various crops that rose at rates exceeding those of agricultural
prices, especially after the implementation of economic reform policy
during 1986- 2006.
The impact of world prices
With the implementation of economic reform policies and the liberalisation
of world trade, domestic prices have become more closely associated with
world prices. The correlation coefficient for all food commodities has
exceeded 92 per cent.
Due to deficiencies in the domestic market and prevailing monopolies
in the food commodities market, domestic prices have increased at rates
exceeding those of world prices. Analyzing the relationship between both
world and domestic prices of major food commodities over the period
from March 2006 to March 2008 reveals that an increase of one per cent
in world prices is reflected in an increase of more than one per cent in
domestic prices for all food commodities.
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The increase in prices of imported food commodities in the domestic
market has led to the rise of domestic food commodities, such as rice,
vegetables and fruits, eggs and milk, at rates closer to those of imported
food commodities. The highest rates of increase have been observed
for wheat (124.2 per cent) and maize (113 per cent) while red meat has
witnessed the lowest increase rates (24.7 per cent). The exception to the
rise has been sugar whose price has dropped by 21.4 per cent during the
said period due to the increase of world production of sugar, especially in
Brazil and India.
Price rises and cropping patterns
Just as the increasing prices of global food have influenced domestic
consumer and farm prices, they have also brought about significant changes
in the cropping pattern in Egypt in the 2007-2008 seasons. These changes
are manifested in the following patterns:
-

Wheat area increased by 14 per cent compared to 2006.
Maize area increased by 11 per cent compared to 2006.
Cotton area declined by 52 per cent as a consequence of the shift
towards cultivating wheat in the winter season and maize in the
summer season.
Rice area remained at its current size of 1.6 million feddans (one
feddan equals just over one acre) because the return per feddan is still
higher than that of the competing summer crops.
Soya beans area increased by 20 per cent.
Vegetables, fruits and sugar cane areas remained at their current size.

Suggested new agricultural policies
Addressing the world food crisis requires instituting changes in agricultural
objectives and programmes with the aim of raising the efficiency of land
and water utilisation in order to increase agricultural production and to
minimise the food gap and dependence on food imports. Priority has to
be given to raising the self-sufficiency ratio for major food crops which,
together with increasing the production of export crops, must be set forth as
the main objective of any agricultural policy. This objective can be fulfilled
through expansion of the cultivated area, as well as boosting feddan
productivity. Quantitative targets need to be set along with identifying the
means of achieving the said objective.
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Several interventions must be made if we are to address the food gap
and weather the world food crisis. First, the irrigation system must be
upgraded. In Egypt, water resources available for agriculture are limited.
This constitutes a major challenge for the expansion of the overall
cultivated area. Adding to this fact, the use of flood irrigation as well as the
traditional tendency to grow water- intensive plants is exhausting the share
of agricultural water resources. For example, one feddan of bananas needs
about 12,000 cubic metres of water annually, while grapes need about
9,000 cubic metres per feddan. These quantities could irrigate two feddans
of wheat and maize annually.
Agricultural and water policies should focus on programmes that secure
sufficient quantities of water to allow the expansion of cultivated areas of
major crops in order to ensure food security in Egypt. This requires drawing
plans to replace flood irrigation systems by drip irrigation systems, which
could save up to 3.124 billion cubic metres of water. Another valuable
intervention would be launching intensive awareness campaigns to
inform farmers of alternative systems and their benefits. Such behavioural
changes could result in saving 1.4 billion cubic metres of water annually.
A third measure could be implementing a programme for applying modern
irrigation systems in all current and future new area lands, such as drip or
sprinkle irrigation systems. Under such a programme an estimated 1.16
billion cubic metres annually could be saved.
Second, rice production and cultivation should be rationalised. Due to
the high net return per feddan of rice (LE2530) compared to that of the
competing summer crops such as maize (LE1888) and cotton (LE1015),
farmers have increased such cultivated area to 1.6 million feddans annually.
The current law limits rice cultivation in Egypt to 1.1 million feddans.
This law needs to be adjusted to raise the limit to 1.2 million feddans to
meet food security and export needs, and must be strictly enforced by the
government. In addition, farmers need to be supported by the provision
of some agricultural services such laser levelling and high quality seeds.
Once implemented, water saved under this programme could be about 1.2
billion cubic metres annually.
Third, a ban on building on agricultural land should be enforced. An
estimated loss of 39,000 feddans of fertile lands per year has been attributed
to illegal building on agricultural lands. Egyptian agriculture lost about one
million feddans of fertile land during the period 1981- 2007. The expected
outcome of legal intervention is the conservation of fertile land and its use
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in growing wheat in the winter season and maize in the summer. This could
yield 105,000 tons of wheat and 125,000 tons of maize annually.
Fourth, high yielding and disease resistant seeds should be universally
used in the growing of all crops, especially cereals, pulses and vegetable
oils. At an estimated cost of LE60 million to the government, an expected
increase in annual production due to such intervention is 600,000 tons of
wheat, 300,000 tons of maize, 220,000 tons of rice, 60,000 tons of broad
beans and 3000 tons of soya beans.

Research and reform
Positive intervention needs to intensify, including:
1. Improving Barseem productivity. Barseem is the major competing crop
to wheat as they are planted over the same area during the winter season.
The cultivated area of long- season barseem amounts to 1.82 million
feddans annually. Improvement of barseem productivity per feddan can
bring about an increase of 36-40 tons in crop yield. Raising productivity
can yield the same amount of production from a smaller area and the area
saved can be used for expanding wheat cultivation. In this case, production
of wheat can increase by 810,000 tons.
2. Implementing the results of agricultural research. Such research has
produced significant results that, if taken into consideration, can contribute
to increasing productivity per feddan for all crops, especially major ones,
by 25-35 per cent. Packages of technical and practical recommendations
exist to reach this target. The careful application of such recommendations
can help increase productivity per feddan by 40 per cent for maize, by 30
per cent for wheat, and by 26 per cent for rice.
3. Expansion of the use of biotechnology. Biotechnology has introduced
tremendous developments in food production worldwide through the
creation of new crop varieties and breeds. Application of biotechnology in
Egypt would help produce short-season and early ripe varieties that increase
production and save water. In this context, agricultural policy should
give attention to biotechnology research, especially for the production of
cereals, pulses and fruits.
Agricultural policies must also be directed towards achieving an increase
in the production of export crops as a second objective and priority. These
crops include rice, vegetables, fruits, and medical and aromatic plants, in
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addition to enhancing and improving the quality of exported commodities.
More generally, investment in the agriculture sector must be increased
from the low level of seven per cent of total national investment. Further,
agricultural research remains effectively insignificant as wages and salaries
devour 93 per cent of the budget allocated to this activity.
Finally, there is a need to look deeper into how to forge and operate a more
sound agricultural system that could function efficiently and effectively. It
should be backed by a cooperative bank that is financed through members’
funds, banks working in the field of agricultural development, and World
Bank loans.
____________
October 2008
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Egypt and Food Security
Egypt is well positioned to weather the global food crisis if
urgent action is taken
Paul Weber and John Harris
The domestic supply of food in Egypt is undergoing a crisis of dangerous
proportions. This crisis, caused by a combination of international and
domestic factors, threatens Egypt’s economy, social fabric, and domestic
politics.
The food crisis in Egypt, as in many other countries, has been caused by a
“perfect storm” of price increases in food and fuel markets. The Egyptian
crisis, perhaps the worst since the 1977 bread riots, is the result of two
complementary shocks: the end of cheap food and the end of cheap
transport. This piece outlines the contours of the domestic food crisis,
tracing its international and domestic roots, and explores some of its
implications for Egypt’s agricultural sector.
The reality
Empirical evidence of the food crisis is all around us, has been well reported
in the press, and is painfully obvious during every trip to the local store.
The price of a kilogram of tomatoes, a basic foodstuff in the Egyptian diet,
is up nearly eight times over the past year. Lentils and milk are up nearly
four times while the price of cooking oil has tripled. Cereals and bread are
up 48 per cent, and foodstuffs as a whole have risen by 24 per cent. The
price of a tonne of rice, another staple in the Egyptian diet, has risen from
LE1200 to LE2200, a rise of 83 per cent. To counter this alarming trend,
the Egyptian government has taken dramatic steps, including increasing the
annual bread subsidy from $3.6 to $6 billion, and restricting or eliminating
the export of rice.
Egypt, to be sure, is not alone. Globally, food prices have increased 73
per cent since 2006. During the same period the price of edible oils has
increased by 144 per cent, and cereals, including wheat and rice, have
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increased 129 per cent. Egypt, however, is particularly vulnerable and
poorly positioned to cope with the consequences of the global crisis.
The government, with many resource demands on its limited budget, is
reluctant to continue subsidising food imports at levels required to stabilise
prices. Salaries, already low, are being outpaced by inflation, making
foodstuffs that were expensive last year unaffordable today. Indeed, the
food crisis is just one component of a general inflationary environment that
saw increases in the cost of cigarettes, diesel and petrol, items relied upon
by low-income Egyptians and whose prices were considered inviolable
two years ago.
It is easy to theorise about the background and potential causes of the
situation. The consequences, however, are altogether too real. The fragility
of the situation was clearly shown by recent events following the scarcity
of subsidised bread. Much more in the same vein can be expected unless
the ability of Egypt’s food system to cope with the aftershocks of the global
food crisis is urgently addressed.
The causes
The causes of the food crisis are many: some factors are domestic and
others interconnected to the globalised food production system. Global
factors affect Egypt passively, though with serious consequences, mainly
through the increased price and scarcity of agricultural commodities in
global markets. Domestic factors are unique to Egypt and carry profound
implications.
In terms of global factors, we can note the following:
1. Biofuels as an oil replacement. The global search for an alternate fuel to
oil has had a dramatic impact on the global food production industry. The
possibility of producing bio- diesel from rapeseed or canola or other oil
crops, or producing ethanol from wheat and corn, has resulted in emptying
huge world grain reserves. Furthermore, demand for energy crops lead to
reversing the trend of reducing the intensity of land use, such as leaving
fallow portions of arable land. From 2008 on, very little land will be
left fallow since stocks are depleted and demand for agrarian produce is
booming. Record prices have currently been recorded for wheat, maize and
rice, with the price of wheat tripling over the past 10 months.
2. Climate change. Many significant agrarian producers around the world,
such as Australia, have seen their agricultural output compromised due to
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issues related to climate change, a global trend of unpredictability in rainfall
and temperature and increasing cycles of drought and flood. The total
number of recorded worldwide weather related disasters is now 400-500,
up from 125 in the 1980s. As a result, significant shocks are sent through
global agricultural markets, increasing prices and supply unpredictability.
Increasing water scarcity is mostly felt in the traditionally arid countries
between Morocco in the west and Iraq in the east. Few of these countries
have more than 1,000 cubic metres of fresh water resources available
per capita per year. Since food production in arid countries depends on
irrigation, this amount of water is the lower limit for producing enough
food for the population. As an example, in order to feed its population of
almost 80 million, Egypt disposes of approximately 60 billion cubic metres
of fresh water and hence has to import food that is equivalent, if it were
grown locally, to nearly 20 billion cubic metres of irrigation water.
3. Rising transportation costs. The global increase in the price of oil,
which over the past year has risen to record levels, has tremendous adverse
consequences on global food markets. Oil price increases drive up the cost
of food along the entire food chain, from production to the costs of fertiliser,
to diesel for planting and harvesting, and fuel for transportation. Some
much needed rationalisation has been introduced in the system, ending, for
example, the extraordinary situation in which fish caught and consumed
in Scandinavia was being prepared and packaged in China. However,
the increased cost of oil also makes agricultural produce an enticing oil
replacement, and increased oil prices have a direct upward implication on
the global costs of food. In many ways, this is the end of the era of cheap
food. It seems a new, more expensive reality is here to stay.
4. Rising global income levels. The economic boom, especially in Asia,
and the rising revenues of oil exporting countries have caused a dramatic
change in domestic food consumption. China, for example, has doubled
its consumption of meat, fish and dairy products since 1990. Likewise, it
has moved from being one of the largest exporters of maize to a significant
importer of maize. These trends remove considerable agricultural supply
from global markets and increase competition for the remainder.
5. Changes to the global agricultural commodities market. These factors,
in addition to a host of domestic factors, have resulted in a series of
alterations in the global market for agricultural produce. As countries have
tried to protect domestic production, several agricultural producers have
restricted or banned certain exports. Export restrictions in countries like
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China, India, Vietnam and Cambodia, for example, have tightened global
food supply and driven up prices elsewhere. Egypt too experimented with
trade protectionism, banning rice exports from April through October of
this year. Similarly, food aid is down as a development agency priority,
lessening the purchasing power of developing countries in agricultural
produce. Likewise, global food reserves are at their lowest point in the last
25 years, resulting in little ability to cushion food price fluctuations and
leaving the market susceptible to price spikes and speculation.
The factors listed above affect Egypt’s domestic situation due to the
tightening of supplies in the global food market and the increased prices of
agricultural produce. A series of strictly domestic factors further exacerbate
the situation. These include:
1. Population increase. Egypt’s population of over 80 million is growing
at annual rate of around two per cent, leading to projections of over 120
million by the year 2050. A new child is born in Egypt every 23 seconds,
where the population has more than doubled in last 30 years. One-third of
Egyptians are under 15 years old, meaning that the population bubble will
be felt long into the next generation.
Population growth is by no means unique to Egypt: the UN predicts a
world population increase from 6.5 billion to over nine billion by 2050.
Every year, world population swells by about 80 million people, equivalent
to the population of Egypt. But in Egypt, because of its limited resources of
fresh water and fertile land, the impact is particularly acute. For example,
Egypt currently imports over half of its annual demand of 14 million tons
of wheat. Egyptians, on average, consume a spectacular 180 kilograms of
wheat per person per year (in India and in Germany, for example, the figure
is closer to 70 kilograms).
Continuing to satisfy such a high demand for wheat of a rapidly expanding
population will continue to tax Egypt’s import capabilities. Substantial
increases of local wheat production are possible only at the expense of
areas dedicated to growing animal fodder, thus widening the already
important deficit in local meat production and other animal products.
2. Urban encroachment on agricultural land. Comparing current satellite
images of Cairo with comparable images from the 1970s illustrates the
challenges faced by Egyptian agriculture. In recent years, vast tracts
of fertile agricultural land have been lost to ever-expanding housing
and infrastructure developments. The city has expanded too rapidly,
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compromised by absent or inadequate planning, and in the process has
destroyed its own food base. Some 45,000 feddans are lost in Egypt
annually to urban encroachment. This problem is not limited to Egypt.
Since 1976, 10.5 million hectares have been lost to urban encroachment
worldwide. This is equivalent to the entire wheat cropping area of Canada,
the world’s sixth-largest producer of wheat, or to about four times the
entire cultivated area of Egypt.
But the problem for Egypt is made particularly acute by the tendency for
urban encroachment to take place on the most fertile agricultural land near
the Nile River, which are the easiest to irrigate from the river. “Old lands”,
the traditional agricultural lands in the Nile Valley and Delta regions, are
twice as fertile as “new lands”, newly reclaimed lands on sandy soils. Desert
soil has neither the storage capacity for water nor for plant nutrients to
make it even remotely comparable in productivity to the deep alluvial clay
soils in the Nile Valley and the Delta. Desert soil is much more expensive
to irrigate and to cultivate, and to compensate for the loss of one feddan of
old land, at least two feddans of new land must be reclaimed.
3. Changing domestic dietary habits. Egypt, too, has an expanding
middle class, the benefits of economic liberalisation and a growing
economy. As people upgrade in economic status, their dietary preferences
change accordingly. Generally, one of the effects of expanded economic
purchasing power is an increase in the amount of animal protein in the
diet -- particularly beef. Producing beef meat is notoriously land and water
inefficient. For example, it requires 20 square metres of agricultural land to
raise one kilogram of beef. This is 40 times the land required to grow one
kilogram of fruits, and 100 times the amount of land required to grow one
kilogram of potatoes. Likewise, it requires about 15,000 litres of water to
produce a single kilogram of beef, compared with 900 litres for a kilogram
of potatoes, or a similar amount for a kilogram of wheat. Other forms of
animal protein, like goat or chicken, rate better than beef does but still
considerably worse than the traditional Egyptian diet consisting of beans,
cereals and vegetables. Thus, the effect of a growing middle class threatens
to dramatically alter Egypt’s land and water use.
4. Growing attractiveness of agricultural exports. The dramatic increases
in global prices for agricultural commodities, along with the increasing
liberalisation of Egyptian import and export procedures, has made it
easier for Egyptian producers to sell to foreign markets. Thus, traders are
increasingly able to sell Egyptian products to the highest bidder globally
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rather than at lower rates domestically. Last year, for example, Egypt
produced 6.5 million tons of rice, which in theory should have been more
than sufficient for the domestic demand of three million tons. However,
shortages were common, meaning that many traders were able to access
foreign markets where a higher price could be obtained. Such exposure to
market forces means that Egyptian producers can charge Egyptian buyers
more in line with international prices. A proportion of the resultant price
hike is borne by Egyptian consumers.
5. The limitation of agricultural subsidies. The current Egyptian government
seems committed to scaling back agricultural subsidies, even as they
increase subsidies for some consumers. For example, the price of a sack of
fertiliser has increased recently from LE30 to LE161. Likewise, the price
of diesel -- a critical input during production, harvesting and processing
-- has considerably increased. The resulting price increase of agricultural
commodities is borne in large part by consumers. The government aims
to offset these general increases by targeted subsidies to needy Egyptian
consumers, but these efforts have yet to gather steam.
The implications
The combination of these global and domestic factors has the potential to
radically alter Egyptian agricultural production. Potential implications of
the food crisis on Egypt’s agricultural sector include:
1. A greater emphasis on agricultural self-sufficiency. In many countries,
agricultural self-sufficiency had been a largely discredited during the era
of faith in free-market economics and globalised trade. The food crisis is
forcing countries to rethink their positions on the subject of agricultural selfsufficiency and to support efforts to increase levels of domestic production.
The Egyptian Ministry of Agriculture, for example, recently announced
the aim of attaining 65 per cent self-sufficiency in the production of wheat
by the next season. Land reclamation initiatives like Al-Salam Canal and
Toshka may move from the fringes of future planning into the mainstream
of government (and even donor) policy. Egypt has become the world’s
largest wheat importer, importing over seven million tons annually.
Domestic production of “strategic” crops like wheat could therefore be
given a much higher priority.
2. Greater emphasis on cropping intensity. Supporting the aim of greater
agricultural self-sufficiency with limited potential to put new land under
cultivation means that cropping intensity on already cultivated land needs
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to be increased. Greater research and policy emphasis could therefore
be placed on efforts to emphasise higher yield strains of existing crops,
and on finding ways to optimise the cropping calendar. For example, the
government is currently pursuing initiatives to increase average annual
productivity of wheat from 2160 to 2640 kilograms per feddan, a 23 per
cent increase in productivity.
This process will be complex and adverse consequences will need to be
dealt with, particularly the rise of the ground water table in the Nile Valley
and the Delta region, followed by an increasing salinity of the soil, and a
higher load of pesticides and chemical fertiliser in drainage water, which
may seriously hamper the potential for re-using drainage water and for
expanding irrigation into newly reclaimed desert lands. Advisory support
for farmers as well as important investment in drainage and water treatment
facilities will be necessary in order to mitigate the adverse consequences of
increasing cropping intensity.
3. New prestige and relevance for agricultural support programmes.
Until recently, those supporting Egyptian agricultural production, and the
protection of land and water supplies that this requires, found themselves
on the losing side of a debate against land speculators and industrial
entrepreneurs seeking greater water and land allocations. Proponents
of agricultural production no longer fear losing this debate. Priority
in increasing agricultural productivity will be given to the use of “old
lands”, more efficient by a factor of two to “new lands”, and will require
the assistance of dedicated and experienced professionals to help guide
farmers through the changing landscape of agricultural production. Such a
programme, to cite just one example, is the German funded “Agricultural
Water Management Project” attached to the Egyptian Ministry of
Agriculture.
4. Better targeting of sector subsidies. Subsidies regarding inputs to
agricultural production, including fuel, electricity, water and fertiliser, is a
complex and highly political subject the world over. For example, the EU
and the US have been unable to wean their farmers off generous government
subsidies supporting domestic agricultural production. However, the
domestic food crisis in Egypt may provide renewed impetus to efforts to
scale back or target more effectively government subsidies concerning
inputs to agricultural production. Already, diesel and fertiliser prices
have increased significantly. It is possible to imagine a scenario in which
agricultural services and the provision of better irrigation facilities also
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attracts additional fees. In the same light, increased tariffs on agricultural
exports may be levied in order to promote domestic consumption.
5. Increasing problems of adequate nutrition for all Egyptian families. Some
14 million Egyptians currently live on less than $1 per day. At the same
time, inflation rates remain high with national wage averages unable to
keep pace. The result is more Egyptian families less able to afford adequate
nutrition. The potential for consequent social unrest was demonstrated
by recent events following restricted availability of subsidised bread in
Egypt, and by food riots in Indonesia, Haiti, Bangladesh and various parts
of Africa.
6. Need for cooperation with Sudan and other southern Nile riparians.
Cooperation between the countries of the Nile basin is ongoing, but the
food crisis gives the dialogue a greater sense of urgency. There is growing
discussion of increasing agricultural produce in Sudan and in Uganda with
Egyptian manpower and knowledge and investment, bound for Egyptian
markets. The food crisis will promote these discussions and will give
greater weight in policy discussions to those in government who promote
these schemes.

Summary
It is too early to tell the true consequences of the global food crisis.
Technical advances may soften its eventual impact on certain countries.
Other countries will face challenges greater and more complex than could
have been foreseen. What is sure, however, is that those countries that are
able to diminish the negative impacts of the crisis through alterations to
domestic food production patterns will be much better equipped to ride out
the storm than those at the mercy of international markets.
In this regard, Egypt is well positioned. Egypt’s land, water and technical
resources are well equipped to step up and address the challenges presented
by the food crisis. What is required is the protection of Egypt’s agricultural
land and water resources from further compromises, the empowerment of
farmers to ride out the challenges presented by the crisis, and commitment
on the behalf of policymakers to ensure the adequacy of domestic food
production.
___________
October 2008
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Modern Farmers Needed
There are role models for youth to follow
Samir Raafat
All it takes is one look to realize urbane Kassem Mourad, 35, does not
represent the typical fellah. First impression says his natural habitat tilts
more towards a bank or advertising job in a Cairo, Dubai or London rather
than in a clover field next to a water buffalo.
Quoting Mourad’s own words, “Farming in the Egyptian countryside is
certainly not paved with roses.” But then not everyone wants to spend his
entire life pushing paper behind a desk in closed offices in polluted cities.
But how many are like Mourad ready to forego a secure monthly paycheck
for the risks of nature and the whims of world commodity exchange prices?
Unwittingly Mourad’s journey against the tide brings us to our food security
problem, which alas is making dismal headlines again. Food self sufficiency
lies to a great extent in our ability to develop our agriculture sector and
meet the double challenge of land and water scarcity compounded by the
negative implications of rapid climate change. And yes, there is also that
ever growing population snag.Yet we can achieve food security if we get
more of our graduates interested in this vital domain. This is not an easy
task as most of our youth do not find in professions such as agriculture the
required career prospects that could help them meet their aspirations.
Some of the first questions that come to mind when attempting to address
this issue are: Is toiling the land outmoded? Are we doing enough to build
the necessary human resources and facilities to sustain and further develop
this key sector for Egypt and Egyptians?
Since time immemorial, Egyptians were described as an agrarian society
mastering the father of all rivers managing its floods and droughts, tilling
one of the world’s best soils. In fact Egypt was regarded as the world’s
breadbasket during antiquity and in modern times that same valley produced
the world’s best cotton a.k.a. white gold. This was a traditional rural society
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where a family plot of land, whether owned or leased, was considered
sacred. Now, we see more and more rural youth moving away from their
villages lured by the false promise of a better life in the overcrowded cities
and metropolises of Egypt. And for those who stay behind they tend to
look down at farming as a dead end job without prestige--a pastime for the
illiterate and the unskilled.
The sustaining crops are gone. Worse still, the soil that produced surplus
cereal and high-demand white gold is ailing so that Egypt can no longer feed
itself relying mainly on costly imports. But soil fertility is not responsible
alone for this catastrophe. Land encroachment, poor asset management,
a failed government land policy and gross misdirection by our archaic
educational system are but some of the reasons why our fertile land eroded
to an extent where the old slogan of “Awwad ba’e ardoh, ya welad, shoufou
touloh we ardoh, ya welad” which made a calamitous mockery of anyone
selling his land is no longer heard.
Egypt now more than ever is in dire need of reviving interest in its
agriculture sector. The challenge remains: can farming offer a lucrative
prospect for youth who legitimately long for a comfortable family life, a
decent income and integration in the modern world?
One hopes there are others out there like Mourad who not only love nature
and what it offers, but are also ready to take the risk once given the proper
tools and education so that farming becomes a ‘calculated’ risk not unlike
that taken in other vocations. Hence the state and its different institutions
have to rethink their economic, environmental, educational, research and
development policies determining Egypt’s priorities for the next 100 years
especially in terms of climate change, scarcity of water and many other
ecological considerations.
Policymakers should realize our traditional farming habits, passed on from
one generation to the other, is a thing of the past and if not modernized will
not remain viable for long.
Agriculture has moved from a traditional occupation to a complicated
one, not only requiring generational skills, but versatility, innovation and
creativity. The old misconception of farming being a job only good for
peasants and school dropouts must be reversed.
Enter modern science and technique which helped Mourad overcome
the many challenges he faced in what was at first a hostile environment-
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-unreceptive to change and innovation.Yet had he not found the results
rewarding would Mourad have continued to work the farm for the past
5 years? Would he not have taken on a glossy marketing job instead of
leaving his Cairo apartment at dawn during el moussem-- harvest season,
driving his truck for two hours or more (depending on traffic), returning to
his wife and children after sunset?
“Beside’s being one’s own boss the reward is to live with nature and watch
vital crops grow and fruit orchards maturing. And of-course eventually
cashing in!” exclaims Mourad who is now contemplating on how to expand
his landholding in Belbeis, Sharkiya.
Yet according to our enterprising agricultural entrepreneur there is a long
journey ahead before farming can become attractive to his contemporaries.
There are countless issues requiring action by the government and its defunct
agricultural cooperatives. The banking sector also has an important role to
play in this sector. But most importantly it is the ministry of education that
has to change the perception of farming. And as Mourad says, “peasants
and peasantry should be relics of the past; farmers and growers a reality of
the future.”
The last decades saw exaggerated emphasis on white collar trades at the
expense of agriculture so that today Egypt is paying an untold price for its
skewed policy. And unless this situation is immediately addressed today’s
bread riots will look like a Friday picnic in the years to come.”
_________
April 2008
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The limits of Trade Policy
Reducing tariffs or banning exports alone cannot address
the realities of the global food crisis
Ahmed Ghoneim
The period 2004 onwards signaled for the first time the use of trade policy

as a main tool to affect import prices, not only for producers but as well
for final consumers. This has been reflected in the Egyptian government’s
decision of imposing export taxes on cement in 2007 as a mean to stop
unexplained increasing domestic prices, followed in 2008 by a ban on
exporting cement for a certain period. Before that, the focus of trade policy
was mainly geared towards helping producers lower input prices or helping
exporters better access markets.
This is not to say that trade policy from 2004 onwards ignored these
objectives. On the contrary, in 2006 the Egyptian government announced
an increase in the budget allocated for export subsidies through the export
promotion fund, reaffirming its determination to help Egyptian exporters
gain better market access abroad.
The extent of the success of trade policy in reaching social goals, however,
was rather modest. This is mainly a result of the inefficacy of trade policy
in dealing with issues that cannot be resolved by trade policy alone. Indeed,
the use of trade policy requires several preconditions to be effective. Such
preconditions differ according to the market, commodity, and nature of the
problem that trade policy tries to resolve. When evaluating Egypt’s trade
policy it can be argued that the benefits of trade policy have been largely
oversold.
Illustrations include the relative inability of trade policy to deal with
the increasing prices of steel and cement, among other products, despite
abolishing tariffs and anti- dumping duties, and the imposition of export
controls in the case of cement. Trade policy was also unable to act as an
efficient tool in lessening the inflationary waves faced by the Egyptian
economy starting 2004, including the latest presidential decree lowering
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and abolishing tariffs on a number of commodities and encompassing
foodstuffs in 2008. In other words, the link between trade policy and the
functioning of the domestic market remained weak.

The present crisis
Regarding the role of trade policy in solving the current food crisis, Egypt
is one of the largest net food importing countries in the world, where food
accounts for more than 25 per cent of total imports. However, and despite
soaring prices, Egypt’s level of imports in 2007 did not change significantly
from 2006 levels. Thus, Egypt’s import bill will increase significantly and
this will have negative repercussions on Egypt’s chronic and widening
food trade balance. What is cushioning Egypt in such an adverse position
is the balance of payments surplus, which accounts for more than five per
cent of GDP. The surplus implies that Egypt is able to maintain imports and
keep food supplies stable, at least for the time being.
It is worth emphasising that the extent of price increase experienced by
Egypt domestically is far less than world price increases. For example, in
the case of rice, world prices increased on average by 97 per cent over the
period 2006 to February 2008, compared to 53 per cent in Egypt over the
same period, whereas wheat prices increased by 233 per cent compared to
100 per cent in Egypt over the same period. The differential price increase
in the domestic market when compared with the global market could be
attributed in part to export controls and/or the subsidy scheme adopted
by the Egyptian government, both which had a role in lessening the full
exposure of Egypt to increasing worldwide prices.

Actions taken
The Egyptian government has undertaken a number of measures to deal
with the food crisis, including fiscal measures (raising the level of subsidies
allocated for food items among other measures), administrative measures
for monitoring the process of production and the pricing of vital food
products (such as bread), along with a set of trade policy measures. The set
of trade policy measures adopted by the Egyptian government included a
ban on the export of all types of rice from 1 April 2008 to 1 October 2008.
It is worth noting in this regard that rice is the fourth product to be added
to the list of banned food exports, which included wheat, maize and whole
beans (none of which products receive export subsidies). In fact, the rice
ban decision was preceded in 2006 and 2007 by ministerial decisions
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imposing export taxes that helped to reduce rice exports. Egypt was not
the only country that adopted such measures. Vietnam, Thailand, India and
China also restricted rice exports to avoid domestic shortages.
Indeed, export bans have proliferated. China banned maize exports.
India banned milk powder exports. Bolivia banned the export of soy oil
to Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela. And Ethiopia
banned exports of major cereals. According to the World Bank, however,
worldwide experiences so far with such measures have not proven sufficient
in shielding domestic markets from world price increases.
On the other hand, the Egyptian government abolished and reduced tariffs
in April 2008 on a number of food items, including soybean oil, cheese,
rice, milk for babies, and milk substitutes where tariffs were completely
abolished, as well as reducing tariffs to five per cent on butter and dairy
products. Again Egypt is not the only country that has undertaken such
measures. Such measures did not have a significant impact on prices either.
In the case of rice, according to Al-Ahram newspaper, traders have decided
to store rice until the export ban expires by the end of October, an example of
where unilateral trade policy cannot alone resolve problems. International
prices are currently almost double the domestic price. Trade policy either
needs to be supported by other measures such as heavy monitoring of the
market to avoid excess storing, smuggling, and other anti-competitive
behaviour, or it needs coordination on the multilateral level to ensure
that “beggar-thy-neighbour” policies are not adopted internationally.
Moreover, the continuation of export bans can cause friction with Egypt’s
major trading partners.
Indeed, restrictive trade policy is not likely to solve the food crisis and
its repercussions, though it might seem to have played a relieving role in
the short run. If trade policy can help in the short run by reducing food
prices in the domestic market, such a benefit is surpassed by hidden costs
that should be prudently calculated. The hidden costs include the costs of
reducing incentives to produce and export food staples, decreasing export
proceeds, and distorting the market. Such costs are medium to long-run
costs and hence their impact is delayed, though may be pronounced later.
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Conclusion
The unilateral trade policy actions undertaken by the Egyptian government
in the current crisis have proven to be of limited value and entail severe
potential costs that are not yet felt. However, the Egyptian government had
few short-run alternatives that could have been adopted instead. Rather
than relying only on trade policy, the food crisis suggests strongly the
need for a “policy mix” where the trade policy dimension is but one aspect
among many.
To conclude, there are three problems that characterise the role of trade
policy in its attempt to address the food crisis, namely: trade has been
oversold because of a dominant world consensus that specified liberalisation
and openness as objectives while the current food crisis underlined the fact
that liberalisation and openness are instruments; trade is part of a complex
economic chain reaction that makes it inseparable from other economic
policies, whether on the national or global level; trade policies have never
been seen in the era of globalisation as social safety nets, which is currently
the case, and the notion has proven to have limited value.
____________
October 2008
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Questions and Answers

Economist’s Views on the Food Crisis (I)
Gouda Abdel Khalek

interview with Seheir Kansouh-Habib (excerpts)

To what extent do you think that the unprecedented world food price
crisis that started to manifest itself in 2007 is the result of global
economic integration?

It is to some extent, but it is also the result of national policies in many
countries under the pressure of international organisations.
With regards to the global aspect, we can identify several factors. First
is the might of multinational corporations in the agro-business that are
now controlling the process of breeding new varieties of seeds for various
products in addition to controlling the production of other agricultural
inputs, particularly fertilisers and pesticides. This trend has accentuated
under the World Trade Organisation (WTO) discipline as a result of the
implementation of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS),
because one of the vital elements of GATS is to prolong the period of
the protection of intellectual property rights. As a result, the access cost
to agricultural producers worldwide to basic agricultural inputs (seeds,
fertilisers and pesticides) has risen significantly.
The second factor has to do with the pressure levelled by developed
countries upon developing countries to liberalise their trade regimes with
regards to agriculture while at the same time insisting on subsidising their
own agricultural sector. This particularly applies to the European Union
that subsidises agriculture to the tune of $1 billion a day. As a result, many
agricultural products have entered the markets of developing countries at
the expense of local products. Main examples are wheat and corn, and to a
lesser degree dairy products and meat. Financial globalisation has resulted
in a proliferation of the use of derivatives in almost all markets, including
agricultural products.
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In this context, agricultural products such as wheat, corn and sugar
have become assets to be compared with other assets such as oil, gold
and currencies, and speculators are moving back and forth among such
assets using derivatives. When energy prices shot up, agricultural products
were increasingly converted to produce biofuel and hence agriculturebased derivatives became very attractive for speculators. Ultimately that
contributed to the spike in world food prices during 2007 and the early part
of 2008.
At the national level, there has been the trend to neglect agriculture in the
context of neoliberal policies promoted by the Bretton Woods institutions,
in addition to urban bias. This factor applies differentially to different
regions, but it may apply most to countries in the Middle East and Africa.
How can Egypt make more sense of globalisation rather than blaming
it?
We have to make a clear distinction between two aspects of globalisation.
The first is technology and the second is ideology. Technology manifests
itself in the areas of communication, information, transportation and
innovation in technology. This is positive and should not be resisted. With
regards to ideology, it means elevating a specific model to the level of a
universal model.
Economic policies under the so-called “Washington Consensus”
(liberalisation of trade and capital flows, privatisation, government
retrenching, labour mobility, etc) have shifted resources in the direction
least appropriate to the needs and conditions of developing countries.
On the other hand, a pattern of consumption of food products based on
prolonging the production chain (beef hamburgers, for example) has been
promoted as a universal model.
We can compare, for illustration, the beef hamburger with falafel (the main
staple food in the Middle East, which is a hamburger made of horse beans,
or chickpeas). We can get seven times the intake from a unit of agriculture
resources through consuming falafel than consuming beef hamburgers.
The loss of energy is due to the loss in the processing chain occurring
through feeding livestock with grain.
Based on the distinction between technology and ideology, countries
such as Egypt can increase the benefits of globalisation by engaging in
technological development to the maximum extent possible. When it
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comes to the ideology part of globalisation, in that sense, Egypt will have
to be selective and not surrender to the neoliberal economic ideologies
promoted by the Bretton Woods institutions. Instead, it will have to devise
an alternative model to frame its own socio-economic policies in the light
of its own realities.
The world is currently suffering from economic recession and political
turmoil. In Egypt, there are also structural deficiencies in governance.
As these factors are mutually reinforcing, it is difficult to know where
to start in addressing present challenges. What is your view?
The world economic crisis that has been triggered by the turmoil in financial
markets is in fact a systemic crisis, not just a question of a lack of liquidity.
By systemic crisis I mean that the system resulting from the Bretton Woods
agreement of 1944 is no longer relevant for today’s conditions. Naturally
that calls for international efforts to restructure the international system
and Egypt can only take this as given.
What Egypt should perhaps do is to join forces with other countries in order
to ensure that the new system will safeguard the interests of developing
countries. But at the same time, Egypt will have to rethink its systems of
government and managing the economy. With regards to the system of
government, there has to be a serious move towards democratisation. With
regards to management of the economy, it has to stress value-creation in
profit making instead of rent seeking.
Social justice will also have to be emphasised much more than at present.
This raises the issue of the economic system to be followed, as Egypt’s
experience over the past 30 years has indicated that the model of the market
economy based on neoliberal lines has failed. The current global economic
crisis provides clear evidence of the need for a new paradigm.
The Egyptian government is committed to meeting the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs), the first of which is halving poverty by
year 2015. How can it avoid missing such targets amid the current
world economic crisis?
Against the backdrop of the current world economic crisis, achieving the
MDGs may become a remote possibility. The current economic crisis
means that the world economy has moved into recession and hence
economic growth worldwide will be slower. Slower economic growth will
not provide the prerequisites for reducing poverty.
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In addition, under pressure of the crisis, and given the balance of power
both at international and national levels, measures taken in response to the
crisis may involve greater inequality. An example is the Bush bailout plan
of $700 billion where that amount will have to come out of taxes and the
tax burden will proportionally fall on lower income groups.
Simply put, measures to address the crisis will be in favour of capital and
at the expense of labour.
There appears urgency for a new global agreement on liberalising
trade at the Doha Round being negotiated by the WTO. What does
Egypt have to gain from this?
The urge to conclude a new agreement under the current Doha Round
is entirely prompted by the developed countries. On the other hand,
developing countries, including Egypt, have strongly objected to being
asked to remove barriers for service and investment flows into their
economies in exchange for greater access for their non- agricultural
products to developed countries. In fact, Egypt will have no interest in the
conclusion of the Doha Round according to the designs of the developed
countries.
____________
October 2008
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Questions and Answers

Economist’s Views on the Food Crisis (II)
Karima Korayem
Interview with Seheir Kansouh-Habib (excerpts)

To what extent have food price increases in Egypt been a
consequence of hikes in world food prices and how did the
subsequent global financial crisis affect them?
Food prices in Egypt have been affected by world food price increases, but
not only by them; there were other factors, mainly local factors, in play.
Internationally, before the financial crisis, there was a significant increase
in food prices. There were three main reasons for these increases.
First, the increase in total worldwide demand because of increases in
population and rapid economic growth in developing countries, on the
one hand, and sluggish productivity growth of agricultural commodities
worldwide, on the other hand.
Second, the impact of the fall in the US dollar exchange rate on the local
prices of commodities bought in the future commodity markets. Most
commodities, including crude oil and grain are priced in US dollars but are
purchased in local currencies. In the future commodity market, the price of
the commodity is determined by the prevailing exchange rate (the contract
time between the buyer and the seller). Thus the price of the commodity in
local currency will be determined according to that exchange rate.
For example, assuming that the price of one kilogram of wheat was
$1. With the exchange rate of $1=LE5, wheat price will be LE5 in the
Egyptian market. When the dollar exchange rate falls to LE4 a dollar at
the time of implementing the future contract, wheat will still be sold at
LE5 a kilogram in the local market, despite that according to the current
exchange rate it is supposed to be sold at LE4 per kilogram. This applies
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to prices in local markets in all countries worldwide when their currencies
appreciate vis-à-vis the US dollar.
The third reason was the increase in using cereals as biofuel, which has
increased total demand without being matched by an increase in supply.
Things have changed after the financial crisis, which has lead to a fall in
demand in the international market, resulting in turn in the fall of prices,
including food prices. Food prices in Egypt should have been affected by
this downward change in international prices since our main food import
consists of cereals: wheat (representing a high percentage of our total
consumption) and maize. As other food items, such as vegetables and fruits,
are mainly cultivated in Egypt their prices should not have been affected
by the international situation. Nevertheless, the price of food, which is the
main item in the budget of the poor, increased the most.
Within the food price component used in calculating inflation rate in 2007
it was noted that the price of home grown vegetables increased by 38 per
cent, representing the highest price increase in food components, while
the price of wheat- based bread and other cereals, partly imported, saw an
increase of 18 per cent only. Imported food represents about one quarter
of our total food consumption on average. This means that the increase in
world food prices is not the main factor underlying the increase in food
prices in Egypt.
The escalation of food prices in Egypt is attributed mainly to local factors:
1. The monopoly law applied is weak and inefficient in curbing realised
profits to an acceptable level, considering the low income of the majority of
the Egyptian population. This has led to a rise in domestic prices, including
food.
2. Increase in the fuel price resulted in an increase in the transportation cost
of food and non-food production.
3. No incentives are given to increase the agricultural land allocated to
food production.
4. No serious research is conducted aimed at increasing food production
in Egypt vertically, by improving cultivated seeds, and horizontally, by
tapping the potential of newly developed land to produce cereals and other
food products. The lack of funds available to research institutes and the
lack of incentives for good agricultural scholars are important factors
leading to this result.
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5. Even when serious research is done in this direction, no attempt is
made by the government to implement it. For example, in a research
project sponsored by the UN and proposed by the Ministry of Irrigation to
investigate the potential output and employment creation in Toshka in the
coming 10 years, it has been found, among other things, that Toshka has
potential in cultivating wheat and other cereals as well as different export
crops. However, the study is kept in the dark in the Ministry of Irrigation,
its results not revealed. Instead, it has been announced by the government
that local demand for cereal, especially wheat, is to be met by areas outside
Egypt, such as Uganda and Sudan!
As is now well known, the world financial crisis that followed the world
food crisis has resulted in lowering the price of food commodities in
international markets. If the argument given by the Egyptian government
that the increase in world food prices is the main factor responsible for
the increase of food prices in Egypt, this means that food prices in Egypt
should also follow a downward trend. In this context, it has been announced
that there is a fall in the price of food commodities. The questions now are:
How much will the price reduction of food items in Egypt be? Will the price
reduction cross the Egyptian market as a whole or only in governmentowned establishments, and how long this will last?
The wealthy eat more than the poor -- this is an established fact. So
how do you explain that food price increases affect the poor most?
The rich spend more in absolute terms; this is obvious. However, their
spending on food represents a small percentage of their income. On the
other hand, the poor, who spend less in absolute terms and also consume
less food, spend a much higher percentage of their income on food. This
means that any increase in food prices will hurt them the most. What
matters here is not the absolute value spent on food, but the percentage of
individual income spent on it.

Do you see population growth as consuming the world’s resources
and responsible for its misfortunes?
Population growth in itself can be an asset or a liability for any nation. If
the country leaves people illiterate, uneducated, unemployed, they become
a liability. If, on the other hand, the country invests in them by educating
them, training them, employing them in productive activities, then they
become its strongest asset.
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To illustrate, China’s population of 1.3 billion people did not deter its
growth of output or exports. To the contrary, it was the propelling factor,
while in Egypt, the comparatively much lower number of people (80
million only) is the country’s greatest liability and the rate of population is
blamed for almost every problem it is facing.

Growth, essential for social development, could not be achieved
by socialism, while justice could not be achieved through the
market economy that is also currently challenged by the current
world financial crisis. Please explain.
It is now contended that socialism with governments playing the main role
in the economy was not conducive to sustainable growth, though it did
cause some upward social mobility for some segments of the population.
The example of the Soviet Union and the developing countries who
adopted different forms of socialism in the 1960s and 1970s -- and that
includes Egypt -- is proof of the point.
On the other hand, the market economy, left unbridled, could not achieve
a just growth. The current world financial crisis provides evidence of the
existence of major caveats in the market economy. In my view, this does
not indicate the failure of the market economy per se, but there is a need
for more intervention by the state in certain areas for overall control of
the socio-economic system, while the private sector is to remain the main
player in the economy.
I probed the causes that led to the recent world financial crisis and came to
realise that essential links between the financial sector and real economy
sectors are missing in the banks’ assessment policies of loan seekers. The
absence of such links is, in my view, an important factor underlying the
current world financial crisis. To explain, real estate loans are extended
by banks to individuals taking into consideration the economic situation
of such individuals at the time the loans are requested (their capability of
repaying the loans at the agreed rate of instalments and on time, etc). No
consideration is given by these banks regarding expected development in
real economy sectors, which is the main determinant of job availability to
borrowers who can only pay back their debts if they keep their jobs, which
in turn, depends on the state of the real economy. When the economy
follows a depression curve, this means that many borrower jobs will
be lost. Hence those borrowers will not be able to pay back the loans.
If the banks had considered the general conditions of the economy, with
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its downward trend, they would not have given big loans to such a large
number of individuals in the first place. It is therefore viewed as essential
that banks reassess their criteria of approving loans to include assessing
the current and expected state of the real economy. I think that this is an
important factor underlying the financial crisis in the United States.
In Egypt, my feeling is that the threat will not come from real estate
loans but from the excessive volume of consumer loans (for buying cars
and consumption goods), banks are providing to individuals without
considering the current and expected situation of the real economy. Thus,
what is urgently needed in Egypt is to reduce consumer loans and to rethink
and reassess the criteria for loan assessment to include the current and
expected capacity of the real economy side by side with the status of the
individual loan seekers.
____________
October 2008
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Climate Change and Egypt
Without action, many of Egypt’s coastal areas may
disappear
Mohamed El Raey
Indications of serious changes in the world’s climate have been evident
over the past few decades. Recently, scientific studies have shown how
grave the problem is, as well as the magnitude of its negative effects on
all sectors of development. According to these studies, human activity
has led to a rise in the earth’s average temperature at a rate of 0.3 to 0.4
degrees every 10 years, which is unprecedented in recorded history. This
rapid and continuous rise in temperature has been traced to the increase
in greenhouse gases in the earth’s atmosphere. The accompanying figure
shows the increased rate of change in the earth’s average temperature
since the beginning of the 1990s following a relatively stable rate over the
previous 1,000 years.
Projections made by the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
indicate an expected rise in average temperatures of between two to 4.5
degrees centigrade by the end of the present century. A rise in sea levels
of between nine to 59 centimetres is also projected, which would lead to
unprecedented changes in an environment that has remained stable over
many eras.
How climate change will affect Egypt
The high increase in the population growth rate and rapid spread of
urbanisation in Egypt are cause for concern due to the resultant increase
in air and water pollution. Population growth has obviously intensified
demand for resources, including water, energy, waste disposal and sewage
services. The rise in temperature is expected to further exacerbate the
dearth in drinking water, increase pressure on land resources, and lead to a
rise in the incidence of sand and dust storms. Increased usage of fertilisers
and pesticides is also expected to exacerbate water and food pollution.
There are conflicting projections of the future availability of Nile water
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as a result of climate change. While some simulation studies foresee an
increase in Nile water levels by 25 per cent over current yearly levels,
a larger number of studies project declines reaching up to 70 per cent.
The variation in results indicates that more robust studies are needed to
provide a more solid base for the design of public policy. However, the
most plausible projections seem to point to less availability of Nile water
for Egypt in the future.
Furthermore, the global rise in sea levels by eight to 59 centimetres, added
to expected local land subsidence (a result of tectonic movements and
continued pumping of petroleum and ground water, estimated at another
30 centimetres within the next 100 years), will lead to a loss of a many
low-lying coastal areas and to salt water intrusion into a number of coastal
wells. The combined effect will also lead to a rise in the water table in
coastal regions that would ruin the agricultural productivity of low- lying
areas.

The adverse effects of climate change also include an increase in the
frequency and severity of sandstorms, and longer periods of drought
followed by more intense flooding. This is expected to lead to public health
problems, including the spread of epidemics, especially in poorer regions.
More generally, national income will decline and will in turn result in the
spread of social and political problems.
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The effect of rising sea levels on coastal Egypt
Egypt’s Nile Delta Mediterranean coastline is one of the areas that will be
most affected by the rise in sea levels, as a large portion of it is itself below
sea level and is subsiding. Within the Delta itself, or close to it, lie some of
the most important Egyptian cities, such as Alexandria, Rosetta and Port
Said. Further west, on the coastline, are Marina and Marsa Matrouh.
A detailed study of these cities was undertaken making use of satellite
images and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) techniques and
assuming specific scenarios of sea level rise. This resulted in a number of
estimates of expected losses.

Alexandria : A rise in sea levels of about 50 centimetres, assuming no
protection work is undertaken, will lead to the loss of a number of tourist
beaches and flooding of some agricultural and industrial areas. About
194,000 future jobs will be lost (151,000 in industry, 34,000 in tourism,
and 9,000 in agriculture) and about 1.5 million persons will be displaced.
Rosetta : A rise of 50 centimetres in sea levels will result in: increased loss
of coastline areas; the destruction of a large portion of Rosetta’s historic
Islamic monuments; the flooding of a large portion of the agricultural
land adjacent to the coast and the loss of 30,000 future employment
opportunities.
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Port Said : The city lies in the midst of large body of water with the
Mediterranean to the north, Lake Manzala to the west, and the Suez Canal,
the city of Port Fouad, Shark El Tafria Port and Sahl El Tina to the east. If
protection projects are not undertaken, large areas close to the coast near
the Suez Canal will be lost.
Marsa Matrouh : Considered relatively secure even though the study
indicates that many beaches and the museum built at the location of
Rommel’s World War II command centre may be immersed.
Marina Tourist Village : There are indications that some of its low-lying
areas and those on the coastline will be in danger of flooding with seawater.
Adaptation
Adaptation starts with identifying and assessing the vulnerabilities of
various sectors to potential climate change impacts. It then involves
determining and assessing available options to deal with the effects of
expected climate change through a shift in public policies and/or the
erection of protective structures such as dams or the like. The 2006 Stern
Report presented to the British prime minister stressed the importance
of the provision of speedy assistance by the international community to
developing countries seriously affected by adverse climate change to help
them in their adaptation efforts. The report pointed to the fact that poorer
countries will be the most affected despite the fact that they are not as
responsible for the greenhouse gases. It also stressed that while addressing
climate change today would cost one per cent of national income, waiting
for the adverse effects in the future would represent a yearly loss of 10 per
cent of national income.
Recommendations
It is clear that a number of important economic and commercial centres
in Egypt will be exposed to the adverse effects of climate change, with
the coastal cities of the Nile Delta, in particular, being most affected. It
is urgent that strategic adaptation policies and plans are put in place and
strong institutions and systems of supervision to enforce environmental
laws, are established.
Most importantly: a national institute for climate change should be set up to
build capacity and train human resources, design the required institutional
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systems and coordinate action among various sectors. The institute would
focus on the study of possible adaptation policies while also spreading
awareness of climate change effects and publicising success stories in the
different sectors.
The use of wind and solar energy for water desalinisation must be
promoted and adequate financing for scientific research in these areas must
be provided.
Local human resource skills in the field of mathematical regional circulation
models must be developed so as to allow future projections with the high
degree of accuracy required for policy formulation.
Studies should be undertaken to determine the possible adaptation choices
for the water, agriculture and coastal sectors that would make use of simple
and low cost technologies.
Environmental laws should be firmly enforced and environmental
assessments of projects must be made mandatory. National projects should
take into consideration expected climate change effects.
A comprehensive institutional mechanism for the protection of coastal
areas must be established with the aim of coordinating the efforts of the
research community and implementation agencies.
Non-governmental organisations should be encouraged to raise awareness
among decision makers and the public on the dangers posed by climate
change and the necessity for reducing over-consumption.
_____________
November 2007
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Agriculture at Risk
Adaptation strategies are essential if Egypt’s agricultural
base is to weather global climate change
Samia Al-Marsafawy
Human-induced climate change is caused by the emission of carbon dioxide

and other greenhouse gases that have accumulated in the atmosphere
mainly over the past 100 years. Scientific evidence that climate change is
a serious and urgent issue is now compelling. It warrants strong action to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions around the world to reduce the risk of
damaging and potentially irreversible effects on ecosystems, societies and
economics.
Climate change will affect the basic elements of life for people around
the world, namely access to water, food production, health and the
environment. Hundreds of millions of people could suffer hunger, water
shortages and coastal flooding as the world warms. Africa is the continent
most at risk from environmental changes due to global warming as the
continent is home to many of the world’s poorest nations who are unable
to afford mitigation strategies on their own. The impact of adverse climate
changes on agriculture is exacerbated in Africa by the lack of adaptation
strategies, which are increasingly limited due to the lack of institutional,
economic and financial capacity to support such actions.
The impact of climate change on agricultural activities has been shown
to be significant for low input farming systems in developing countries in
Africa. Agriculture in Egypt is expected to be especially vulnerable because
of its hot climate. Further warming is consequently expected to reduce
crop productivity. The effects are exacerbated by the fact that agriculture
and agro- ecological systems are especially prominent in the economics of
Egypt as one African country.
Scientists in the Soil, Water and Environment Research Institute at the
Agricultural Research Centre studied the impact of climate change on crop
productivity, crop water use and the general economic impact on agriculture

186

Environmental Concerns
in Egypt. Based on present production, wheat grain yields will be reduced
by nine per cent if temperature increases by two degrees centigrade, and by
19 per cent with a four degrees increase. Water requirements of wheat as
a winter crop will not be changed significantly due to the increase of two
or four degrees.
Maize grain yields will be reduced by 23 per cent and water needs will
rise by eight per cent under climate change conditions compared to current
conditions. Sorghum grain yields will be reduced by 23 per cent and water
needs will be increased by eight per cent due to climatic changes by the
year 2050, based on present production and water needs. The reduction in
yield is expected to be 14 per cent and the increase in water needs six per
cent between 2010 and 2050. Soybean grain yields will decline by 28 per
cent and water needs will increase by 15 per cent due to climate change in
2050 compared to grain yield and water needs under current conditions.
Barley grain yields will be reduced by 20 per cent and water needs will
be decreased by one per cent by the year 2050. Rice crops will be reduced
by 11 per cent and water needs will be increased by 16 per cent based on
present rice crop production and its water needs. Cotton crops will increase
by 17 per cent due to a two degree centigrade rise in temperatures, and
by 31 per cent with a four-degree rise, compared to productivity under
current climate conditions. At the same time, water needs will be increased
by 10 per cent under future climate changes compared to current climate
conditions.
Tomato yields in the North Nile Delta will be reduced by 14 per cent if
temperatures increase by 1.5 degrees centigrade and by 50 per cent with
a 3.5 degrees increase, based on present production. Sunflower seed
yields will be reduced 21, 27 and 38 per cent in the North Nile Delta,
and Middle and Upper Egypt respectively, compared to production under
current conditions. At the same time, water consumption will increase
approximately five and 12 per cent in North Nile Delta and Middle Egypt
respectively, while in Upper Egypt, it will decline approximately 0.5 per
cent as a result of reductions in yield.
Sugar yields in Upper Egypt (which represents the most important
sugarcane area in Egypt) would decline by 24.5 per cent. In addition,
water consumption would be increased by 2.31 per cent and crop water
productivity would be decreased by 25.56 per cent under climate change
conditions compared with current conditions. Concerning farm net revenue,
an increase in temperature of one degree centigrade would reduce net
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revenue by $968.94 per hectare (one hectare equals 2.4 feddans ) without
livestock and by $1044.28 per hectare when livestock is included.
Increasing temperatures of 1.5 to 3.6 degrees centigrade will greatly reduce
farm net revenue per hectare. Reductions in net revenue are estimated at
$1453.41 and $3488.18 per hectare for increases of 1.5 and 3.6 degrees
respectively. With regard to economic studies for sugarcane, climate
change without adaptation strategies could decrease farm net return by
44.32 and 70.15 per cent for holders who own the land and holders who
rent it respectively.
Adaptation to climate change necessitates identifying appropriate crop
management strategies, maximising benefits and minimising risks
associated with agriculture in Egypt. Future adaptation strategies to climate
change may involve the development of new, more heat- tolerant cultivars,
new crops (more cotton cultivation as an alternative to some maize crops),
and/or changing cultivation practices (optimum sowing dates and cultivars
for suitable agro-climatological regions).
Modification of cropping patterns (ie partially growing cotton after wheat
in the same year and land) and reducing or keeping on the current area
under cultivation with some high water consumer crops (i.e. sugarcane and
rice crops) can be adopted. The super cultivars and optimum sowing dates
for each region will reveal an increase in cotton productivity up to 18 per
cent; more efficient water application can improve productivity by about
nine per cent.
For example, the tomato crop will need more water to compensate for the
reduction in yields as a result of high temperatures. With regard to sowing
dates, cultivation of the tomato crop from the 1- 10 March is more suitable
under climate change (+1.5 degrees centigrade) in the North Nile Delta.
However, with +3.5 degrees centigrade change, sowing through 20-28 of
February would be more efficient.
Another example is the optimum sowing date for the sunflower crop.
Under future climate change conditions this would be between 1-10 of
May in the North Nile Delta and Middle Egypt and between 1 June and 10
June in Upper Egypt. Furthermore, under future climate change, planting
sugarcane in early February would cause an increase of 12.4 per cent sugar
yield compared with planting on 16 March.
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A general conclusion is that climate change would decrease national
production of major crops in Egypt, except for cotton. Water needs will
rise and farm net revenue will decrease without adaptation strategies. It is
therefore of major importance that we design future adaptation strategies
to climate change to identify appropriate crop management strategies that
maximise the benefits and minimise the risks associated with the impact of
climate change on the agriculture sector in Egypt.
_____________
November 2007
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Wetland for Wastewater
Innovative use of wetland foliage in purifying polluted
waters for reuse
Mohamed Bayoumi
Egypt has succeeded in extending piped water to more than 95 per cent of
the population; however, the sanitation extension programme is lagging
far behind. According to official figures, while 60-70 per cent of the urban
population has access to proper sanitation systems, only four per cent of
the rural population does.
In the absence of proper sanitation systems in rural Egypt, most of the
wastewater is either leaked into the shallow groundwater from open and
malfunctioning septic tanks or is directly discharged as raw sewage into
agricultural drains, thus polluting both ground and surface waters. The
pollution of ground water is localised but difficult to treat, while discharging
sewage in agricultural drains widely spreads pollution to large areas across
the country through surface water. This obviously increases health hazards
and diminishes opportunities for reusing agricultural drainage water in
irrigation. Furthermore, agricultural drains carry the pollution load to the
Mediterranean Northern Lakes, such as Manzala and Burulus, that used
to be the main source of fish production in Egypt. Eventually the polluted
water ends up in the Mediterranean Sea that is an international water
facility.
It is economically infeasible and beyond the capacity of the state to
imagine that traditional costly sewage networks and wastewater treatment
technologies will solve the sanitation problem, especially for rural Egypt.
Alternatively, the solution rests in the application of low cost and onsite wastewater treatment technologies. Before implementing these
technologies, they need to be adapted to the local diversified geographic
and demographic physical conditions that vary from one region to another
within rural Egypt. In this context, “engineered wetlands” appear to be
one of the cheap natural wastewater treatment technologies appropriate for
treating large amounts of drainage water wherever sparse land is available.

190

Environmental Concerns
The Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency (EEAA), UN Development
Program (UNDP) and the Global Environment Facility (GEF), have
collaborated on the introduction and demonstration of an engineered
wetland for treating agricultural drainage water that is mixed with sewage
and industrial waters. A facility was constructed on 60 acres at the end of
Bahr El-Baqr drain, south of Port Said, before it discharges its load into
Lake Manzala. The engineered wetland is located in the middle of a poor
fishermen’s community that lacks basic services and whose main business
is fish farming using drainage water in Bahr El-Baqr drain. This common
practice is producing low quality fish species of high tolerance to pollution
that are, in most cases, not suitable for human consumption.
Engineered wetlands are an imitation of natural wetlands that are open
areas of land occupied by natural vegetation and shallow waters most of the
year. Natural wetlands are known for their ability to improve water quality
and to alleviate the impact of large tidal waves, river floods and droughts.
When water enters at one end of the natural wetland loaded with a high
concentration of suspended matter, heavy substances and toxins, it leaves
the other end with reduced loads of these contaminants and pollutants,
most of which are taken up by reeds.
An engineered wetland is constructed as a shallow basin planted with
aquatic vegetation that can vary among submerged, floating and emergent
plants such as water hyacinth, cattail, papyrus, and duckweeds. Wastewater
is introduced at one end and flows over the surface, and is discharged at the
other end through a structure that controls the depth of water and retention
time in the basin. The selection of aquatic plants along with the slope of
the substrate and dimensions of the basin determine the speed at which
the water flows through the engineered wetland and consequently the
treatment level through its passage.
The demonstration facility is treating 25,000 cubic metres per day of the
Bahr El-Baqr drain that extends for more than 180 kilometres starting from
Cairo and collecting all kinds of wastewater from four governorates until it
reaches Lake Manzala. The facility design is composed of a large pumping
station that lifts water from Bahr El-Baqr drain into huge ponds where
sediments are allowed to settle, after which the water flows into a series
of engineered wetlands where native plants filter the water, gradually
removing at least 75 per cent of its toxins. Following its treatment, a
portion of the water is diverted into 60 acres of fish farms, demonstrating
that treated water can be safely used in producing clean and high quality
fish species.
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The National Water Research Centre of the Ministry of Water Resources
and Irrigation has investigated the use of treated water in the irrigation of
field crops. Laboratory analysis and field tests indicated that the quality
of the effluent is suitable for the cultivation of all crops. Accordingly, the
engineered wetlands technology offers opportunity for expanding the reuse
of drainage water in irrigation that will increase overall national water
use efficiency. Engineered wetlands are also an appropriate decentralised
technology for treating sewage water in summer resorts in the North West
Coast and tourist resorts on the Red Sea and in Sinai at a cost of about
10 per cent of traditional wastewater treatment technologies. Additionally,
an important application of engineered wetlands would be to clean the
northern lakes, if constructed at outlets of agricultural drains inside the
lakes, in order to improve the water quality of the lakes. Engineered
wetlands, however, are just one of several low cost wastewater treatment
technologies that ought to be developed to fit local conditions.

__________________
November 2007
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New Challenges for Coastal Research
The investigation of sea level changes requires long term
records of reliable observations
Ibrahim El Shinawy
The Coastal Research Institute (CoRI) was established in 1972 in response
to an urgent need for monitoring and protecting the Egyptian coasts. CoRI
is one of the twelve institutes of the National Water Research Center
(NWRC).
Its mandate is to carry out studies on existing and future problems with the
aim of identifying what protection projects are required along Egyptian
coastal zones.
CoRI activities to study coastal zones vulnerability to climatic changes
Shore-line retreat and changes of the Nile Delta coast have been observed
long before the final closure of the Aswan high Dam in 1964. The
investigation of sea level changes requires long term records of reliable
observations. Therefore, CoRI performed the following activities:
1.Since 1976 three tide gauges were installed at Rosetta, Burullus and Ras
El Bar to record the change in water levels.
2.Since 2000, three weather stations have been fixed at Rosetta, Burullus
and Ras El Bar to measure wind speed and direction.
3.Wave gauges (OSPOS, CASE System and S4DW) were installed in front
of Abu Quir, Rosetta and Damietta to study the impact of climate change
on wave characteristics.
4.Proposed a study on “Impact of climate changes on the Mediterranean
costal zone, Egypt”, with Spain, Germany and Greece in the FP7 program
plan.
5.Proposed a study on “Addressing vulnerabilities to climate changes in
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the Nile delta through integrated coastal zone management”, with UNDPGEF
6.Many papers concerning climatic changes have been published and a
Ph.D. thesis were completed on “Sea water level variations and its estimation
along the northern Egyptian coast using artificial neural networks model’
7.Through the second national communication report, a vulnerability
assessment study is being carried out to generate description and
distribution map (using GIS) for the coastal zone up to contour +3.0 m
along Egyptian coast. The map will include different the features located
in the coastal zone up to that level. According to the scenario of sea level
rise and the vulnerability of different sectors a strategy action plan to adopt
with climatic change impacts will be proposed.

______________

November 2007

194

Environmental Concerns

Egypt’s Hydraulic Future
Irrigation is at the heart of the sustenance of civilisations.
Glancing back at its history reminds us of the precariousness
of the environment
John Harris

I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read,
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed,
And on the pedestal these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:
Look upon my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
-- Ozymandias, Percy Bysshe Shelley

Shelley’s immortal words ponder the fallibility of great empires, and how

the natural forces of sand, silt and time can render meaningless great human
accomplishments. Continually inhabited for over 5000 years, Egypt may
be the world’s greatest experiment in irrigated agriculture. The Nile River,
the lifeblood of Egyptian civilisation, has been at the epicentre of Egypt’s
history throughout. For the vast majority of this history, the Nile was the
dominant actor, with humans struggling to adjust to its whims.
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It is scarcely 30 years since the Aswan High Dam was completed, vigorously
taming the Nile system under human stewardship. The tremendous import
of this construction has been voluminously discussed, counterbalanced
only by the dam’s detractors. The one incontestable thing is that the dam
exists, and barring a natural disaster of untold proportions, isn’t going
anywhere anytime soon.
As such, the interesting challenge facing Egypt’s hydraulic managers today
lies not in debating the dam’s pros and cons, but rather in maximising the
opportunities, and limiting the threats, of the irrigation system’s operations.
In such a process, history is always a useful guide. For this is not the first
time a civilisation has depended massively on its irrigation system; nor
is it the first time that the successful management of such a system has
been directly responsible for the continued viability of the civilisation as
a whole. Over 4000 years ago, to the north of modern-day Basra, Iraq, the
Sumerian civilisation at first flourished due to its irrigation prowess, and
just as quickly disappeared entirely from view. Egypt, still in the infancy
of its hydraulic experiment, may find useful lessons in the Sumerian
experience.
Historical sketch
Mesopotamia, in Greek meaning “the land between the rivers,” formed
the southeast arm of civilisation’s cradle, the Fertile Crescent. There, early
Mesopotamian civilisations vied with Nile based civilisations for a variety
of early human accomplishments: first written script, first urban and civil
structures, first domesticated agriculture and irrigation. Mesopotamia’s
early civilisations of Sumer and Akkad, located in the southern section
of Mesopotamia in the alluvial floodplain between the storied Tigris and
Euphrates rivers, rose to a glorious zenith around 2500 BC, inventing,
among other things, the wheel, the cuneiform script, and agricultural
implements whose design remained standard until a few hundred years
ago.
Suddenly, however, around the 18th century BC, the civilisation disappeared.
The seat of power moved north, where a civilisation based around Babylon
rose to prominence. While the south was never abandoned, it never returned
to prominence, and remains underdeveloped to this day. The reasons for
Sumer’s collapse, and the reason for its interest to an Egyptian audience,
have to do with the management of its irrigated agriculture system.
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Agricultural practices
The lower Mesopotamian valley is a generally flat, and Herodotus
confirms that it used to be “one continuous forest of verdure.” As the Nile
to Egyptians, the history of Mesopotamian civilisation is inextricably
intertwined with its two rivers, the Euphrates and the Tigris, which drain
the rugged highlands of Turkish Anatolia and the Zagros Mountains of
Iran. Civilisation clung to their banks and the rivers allowed the Sumerians
to flourish as active traders at least as far away as Turkey, Iran and Syria
The two rivers flow roughly parallel to one another throughout much of
modern-day Iraq, joining in the south before their exit into the Persian Gulf
to form the Shatt Al-Arab, an area extensively documented during Wilfrid
Thesiger’s travels among Iraq’s Marsh Arabs in the 1940-50s. Aggregately,
the two have considerable irrigation potential: for much of their course, the
Euphrates travels 10 meters above the Tigris. This height difference between
the rivers allowed for canals to be constructed, and irrigation channels to
be dug. However, the soils have a low permeability, thus drainage is poor,
and the water table is high. Hence the lower Mesopotamian plain has been
prone to water logging throughout the ages.
Irrigation was at the heart of Sumerian success, and irrigation allowed for
the expansion of settlements beyond the immediate banks of the rivers, and
a rapid increase in population. Sumerian agricultural achievements were
impressive. One canal was 50 kilometres in length, displacing the amount
of soil that would fill over 100 Olympic swimming pools, requiring the
labour of over 1900 men working for 60 days, to complete. The typical
Sumerian crop bundle, including cereals, pulses and fibre, served as the
“founder crops” which provided the agricultural basis for food production
around the world.
Sumerian collapse
Understanding what happened in Sumer requires a brief review of
agricultural practices. Soil salinity refers to the amount of dissolved solids
present in water. These solids -- primarily chemical compounds including
chlorides -- occur naturally and are picked up by water during its travel
over and through land. In irrigated systems, not all water directed is used
by the crops in cultivation. The remaining water sits beneath the soil layer
as ground water, becoming increasingly saline as it continues to interact
with the ground around it.
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The application of irrigation water, without requisite drainage systems, will
raise the level of this ground water so that either water rises up to inundate
cropland, or that crops access saline groundwater through their roots. Once
the right amount of water is obtained, getting rid of it eventually becomes
as crucial as assuring its continued supply. While all naturally occurring
water is to some degree saline, excessively saline water is harmful to crops.
In bad cases of soil salinisation, the ground may become impenetrable to
water altogether. Different crops have varying degrees of salt tolerance.
As levels of suspended solids increase, certain crops may cease growing
altogether.
In Sumer, the extensive canal system developed by its powerful rulers
allowed for the delivery of increased amounts of irrigation water. As a result
of seepage, flooding and over-irrigation, a decisive rise in groundwater
levels occurred. Saline groundwater was thus brought to within a few
metres of the surface, poisoning crops drawing sustenance from it. As
irrigation became less effective due to the build-up of soil salinity, wheat
was gradually abandoned in favour of the more salt-tolerant barley. Yield
rates per unit of land plummeted, until ultimately the lands were abandoned,
caked white and eerily desolate.
Creeping salinity is not a catastrophe like an earthquake or a flood, but it
removes the ability of a state to be state-like, thus rendering it susceptible to
more routine challenges to which it was previously impervious. Ultimately,
the early Fertile Crescent civilisations had the misfortune to arise in an
ecologically fragile environment. They committed ecological suicide by
destroying their own resource base.
Lessons for the future
To conclude, based on these events, that Egypt is in danger of immanent
societal collapse due to agricultural mismanagement is as absurd as it is
alarmist. Technology, such as improved drainage techniques, fertilisers,
and scientifically based crop rotation, has solved many of the challenges
faced by the Sumerians. Furthermore, Egypt, blessed by better natural
drainage, superior soil conditions, and sufficient water resources to flush
saline build-up from its soils, is in nowhere near the fragile environmental
position of the Sumerians.
So are there any lessons we can draw from the Sumerian experience? To
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be sure, societies continue to confront, and fail to adapt to, the conditions
faced by the Sumerians. The long-running human irrigation experiment has
encountered salinity-related problems throughout the ages, and salinisation
continues to affect irrigation projects today. Iraq’s Marsh Arabs, the
geographical descendants of ancient Sumer and Akkad, continue struggle
with the same issues that affected their ancestors. The agricultural zone
around the Aral Sea is currently undergoing an ecological disaster of the
same proportions as Sumer. In what is perhaps the world’s most advanced
modern irrigation civilisation, California, well over half of its irrigated
land is affected by soil salinity.
It should be remembered that Sumer, a civilisation dominant in the region
for hundreds of years, disappeared in a matter of decades. The study of the
past provides useful insights for the present. After all, he who is ignorant of
history is doomed to repeat it. It is easy for “technological optimism” -- a
stubborn belief that relentless innovation and the construction of ever more
ambitious engineering miracles will lead us on a continuing virtuous cycle
of expanding production -- to overrule historical evidence. We believe that
innovation immunises us from the dangers of salinity. But so did ancient
societies.
As Jared Diamond, author of the appropriately entitled book Collapse,
puts it: “collapse has already befallen many societies that were at less risk
than our societies are today.” Ozymandias, the time-humbled monarch
immortalised in Shelley’s poem, is better known as Pharaoh Ramses II.

_____________
November 2007
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Overcoming Limits to Growth
Sustainability depends on shifting production from the
material to the virtual
Mostafa K Tolba

I am often asked the question, “Are there limits to growth?” My answer
is a qualified yes. There are limits to growth, if we continue to heedlessly
squander the natural resources available to us, including energy, land
and water, to meet the needs and greed of a growing global population.
However, if we behave, growth can continue everywhere, north and south,
east and west.
When the term “sustainable development” was coined more than 30 years
ago, it clearly meant that the patterns of development being pursued were
unsustainable. We had to refocus our attention and adopt serious plans for
achieving development. Agenda 21, adopted at the 1992 Earth Summit at
Rio de Janeiro, charted the general path in this direction. We all now agree
that the answer to our sustainability problems lies in distinguishing growth
from development, where growth is mere accumulation of wealth while
development is improvement in the quality of life.
A large body of research on the issue of sustainability considers that the root
cause of our sustainability problems is the persistent imbalance between
growth and dematerialisation rates, leading to growth’s runaway demands
on the earth’s natural resources. There are, theoretically, two kinds of things
we could do to rein in runaway growth. One is to stop growth, and the other
is to change the way we grow so that the accumulation of environmental
damage stops.
Can growth be stopped? The answer is certainly no. If we cannot do away
with growth, then the only way to make development sustainable is to have
growth with minimal negative environmental impact. How do we do this?
Essentially, by dematerialising as fast as we grow.
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What is dematerialisation?
Dematerialisation denotes acts that reduce the consumption of materials
(energy, water, land, forests, minerals, etc) in each unit of economic output.
The dematerialisation rate is measured as the rate of decrease of material
intensity, which in turn is defined as units of a certain material consumed
(like a kilolitre oil equivalent in the case of energy), per unit of economic
output (euros or dollars) or per unit of GDP.
Dematerialisation is not a new thing. A part of our evolution has always
been to become more efficient, to use less and less energy and materials to
produce more and more goods and services. However, dematerialisation
needs to be looked at with considerably more care and rigor than in the
past.
Dematerialisation should always be measured against growth. So if in
a given year the energy intensity of a certain country is one kilolitre oil
equivalent per euro or dollar, and in the next year the figure went down to
0.97, the dematerialisation rate for that country in that year would be three
per cent per year. This is not a measure of achieving sustainability in itself.
The dematerialisation deficit (which is the growth rate minus
dematerialisation rate), rather than dematerialisation itself, is the important
parameter. It is the size of the deficit that measures how close or far
away we are from sustainability. We are better off getting a one per cent
dematerialisation rate when the growth rate is three per cent with a deficit
of two per cent, than having two per cent dematerialisation when the
growth rate is five per cent giving a deficit of three per cent.
Technology always dematerialises. Historically, each new generation
of technologies has almost always been more efficient and less material
intensive. So technology by itself is not bad. The trouble is that it has
always done a lot more for the growth side of the equation than for the
dematerialisation side.
When we talk about dematerialisation, we usually associate it with pollution
prevention, efficiency improvements, renewable energy, industrial
ecology, and other such familiar matters. They are all usually grouped
together under the term “cleaner production”. Unlike pollution control,
which draws on technologies developed for its specific purposes, cleaner
production relies to a large extent on pushing harder the dematerialisation
attributes of mainstream technologies. But the development of these
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mainstream technologies is driven mainly by competition and growth
purposes. They can become cleaner, for sure, but it is not realistic to expect
that these technologies, created for growth reasons, would do more for
dematerialisation than for growth.
Bits-for-atoms
We can see that from the fact that we did not bridge the energy
dematerialisation gap even during the energy crisis years. So to bridge the
dematerialisation gap we need something outside the realm of the industrial
age when cleaner production was spawned. That something is most likely
to be found in the information age.
Bits are the fundamental units of digitised information, while atoms are the
fundamental units of materials. The phrase “bits-for-atoms” is now used
to mean the substitution of information for material. It is an obvious fact
that our struggle to reach sustainability will take place largely during the
information age. Given this fact, sustainable development efforts should
move away from the distant position it has taken till now from information,
which is surely going to dominate human development for the foreseeable
future.
What will truly transform our lives will actually be “connection power”.
At the year 2000 we had about 200 million computers that were connected
together through the Internet and other networks. By 2005 the number
swelled to 500 million. Non-computer chips, which are already permeating
all kinds of products and equipment, totalling six billion today and growing
faster than computer processors, are also being increasingly interconnected
through wired or wireless means.
Available data shows that while heavy industries consume 34 per cent of
energy and material, they contribute less than seven per cent to GDP. The
present information industry energy intensity is approximately one-eighth
of all industry averages, and its water use intensity is in the order of onefifth compared to industrial age counterparts.
If the bits-for-atoms transition in growth doesn’t happen, then our only
weapon would be cleaner production in the broad sense. If future growth
were three per cent a year, cleaner production would have to deliver three
per cent dematerialisation a year to achieve the sustainability balance.
That’s a 20 times improvement in 100 years, and 400 times in 200 years.
The general feeling is that cleaner production cannot keep delivering
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these kinds of improvements. We all know that the cleaner the production
process becomes, the tougher and costlier it is to become cleaner. Sooner
or later, further improvements in cleaner production will run out. How
soon we would come to this kind of dead-end depends on how fast we
dematerialise.
Even if we dematerialise at close to the current rate of growth, we will run
into a dead-end, most probably in the next 30-50 years. Bits-for- atoms
must build up steam by then because it is likely to be the only solution
left. We are already quite a number of years into the information age and
the bits-for-atoms shift has not even made a dent on the material content
of our growth. If there is one thing that rapidly advancing information age
technologies have brought it is increase in our productivity, and therefore
greater acceleration in growth, not dematerialisation.
What is essential is that information power should become so potent as
to be able to make growth so scarcely material dependent that it begins to
promote dematerialisation faster than it does growth, until finally it erases
our dematerialisation deficits.
From idea to application
Two examples of where we can apply dematerialisation come to mind: first,
the North/South issue is one of the most complex and politically charged
issues in sustainable development. It boils down to this: How much extra
responsibility should the North bear so that the South may be given enough
room to grow? For decades, we have been mired in international wrangling
over the famous 0.7 per cent of GDP aid given by the North to the South.
The debate has been conducted often without common grounds or metrics,
which are prerequisites for meaningful negotiations.
For the dialogue to be meaningful it must be based on a scientific approach.
Can we put a number on how much extra the North should do? If we cannot
put a precise number, quantitatively meaningful answers are not difficult.
To start, we can divide the world into two -- a North bloc representing
economies that have per capita incomes above $10,000 per year and
a South bloc below that level. Both are growing now at approximately
three per cent a year. Sustainability is achieved when dematerialisation
equals growth that is three per cent per year. If the North can dematerialise
at one per cent beyond its minimum requirements (three per cent), the
South would gain approximately two per cent of extra growth. How much
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difference would this two per cent growth surplus make?
Recent studies show that the South would be able to expand its 50year growth from 4.4 times under the baseline scenario to 11 times. At
this rate, North/South income disparity at the end of the 50-year period
would be reduced from approximately 4:1 to 1.5:1. Human ills far beyond
sustainability problems would be greatly relieved if this would actually
occur.
This demonstration, while simplified, should give us a quantitatively
meaningful feel for the size of the North/South issue of sustainable
development. The answer to the question I raised, “Can we put a number
on how much the North should give?” is yes, we can. The answer is
one per cent extra dematerialisation beyond meeting its own minimum
requirements for sustainability. This is an ambitious goal but attainable.
Second, another major problem facing the future of our planet is climate
change and global warming. We all know the potential catastrophic impact
of such change. Current policy for the reduction of greenhouse gases
causing climate change is mainly concerned with energy saving, shifting
to the use of low-carbon fuels and the implementation of sustainable
energy technologies. Recent studies show that a strategy directed at
dematerialisation could make a considerable contribution to reducing
carbon dioxide emissions. Moreover, these studies show that the costs to
society as a whole of such a measure appear to be very low.
Such an approach was considered as a positive means to achieving
a reduction of carbon dioxide emissions in European countries. The
Dutch government has made a start. It incorporated efficient materials
management as a theme to be expanded upon in new long-term agreements
between the government and business community in the quest to meet the
reduction targets for greenhouse gases set by the Kyoto Protocol.
Towards a sustainable future
If we start now, dematerialisation rates could reach a sustainability
balance in 30- 50 years. Cleaner production began quickly but slowed
down, running into increasingly higher costs and diminishing returns.
Bits- for-atoms started more slowly but began to accelerate as people’s
wellbeing is increasingly derived from virtual things. At the same time, as
underdevelopment is gradually disappearing due to stimulated globalisation
and to development in the developing world, growth rates across the globe
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are expected to slow down. Those who advocate dematerialisation claim
that sometime during this century the contribution by cleaner production
will have run out and bits-for-atoms will take over. Growth will no longer
be materially dependent. Dematerialisation deficits will be automatically
erased and sustainable development achieved.

2000 GHG Emission by country (MMT CO2e) source WRI

What does CO2 eq mean?
-

The standard method of counting greenhouse gas emissions is
defined by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) with 6 types of greenhouse gases.

-

Each gas is assigned a 100-year Global Warming Potential (GWP)
that says how much warming the gas produces compared to
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carbon dioxide; the bigger the number, the greater the warming.
The following are the most important of the global warming
gases. They are listed by name and chemical symbol or acronym,
along with their GWP.
-

Carbon dioxide (CO2), GWP = 1

-

Methane (CH4), GWP = 21

-

Nitrous oxide (N2O), GWP = 310

-

Perfluorocarbons (PFC), GWP = 6,500 to 9,200

-

Hydrofluorocarbons (HFC), GWP = 140 to 11,700

-

Sulfur hexafluoride (SF6), GWP = 23,900

-

The emissions of each gas are multiplied by their GWP to vie the
carbon dioxide equivalent emissions, or CO2 Eq.

______________
November 2007
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Saving Shoubra El-Kheima
Exposure to lead is a serious issue in developing countries
undergoing industrial transition, a description of one
project where inherited health risks were addressed
Wegdan Lotfy
Shoubra El-Kheima has gained notoriety as one of the most polluted

districts in Greater Cairo due to the numerous industrial zones sandwiched
between residential blocks. The industries were constructed years ago
when the area was considered remote. Over the years, and as Egypt’s
population exploded, families started moving out to the area, building their
homes in the vicinity of these factories, oblivious to the dire consequences.
As population density increased, schools and hospitals were erected
and environmental problems consequently became interwoven in the
community as a whole.
Of particular significance is the lead smelting industry. Policymakers
together with public health officials lacked the appropriate means to
properly identify the risks and exposure potential of this heavy metal on
the Egyptian environment. Acid storage batteries used for vehicles can be
charged and recharged before they are worn out. Worn out car batteries
serve as the raw material for secondary smelters where lead plates are
smelted and then refined with metal additives and made into lead ingots and
lead pipes. A number of secondary lead smelters of old-battery recycling
plants were still operating in Shoubra El-Kheima.
The private sector lead smelting industry in Cairo has traditionally been
located in Shoubra El-Kheima, where 65 per cent of Egypt’s lead production
is found. The largest of these smelters is the Awadallah Secondary Lead
Smelter, which began operations in 1979 and ceased smelting activities
in 2001 after the government of Egypt encouraged smelters to move to
new industrial zones in Abu Zaabal and to install up-to- date technology
to reduce harmful emissions emanating from the smelting process. An 85
per cent decrease of emitted particulate matter and lead was attained as
compared to the 1999 values.
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The hazardous effects of lead
Lead is known to be one of the most hazardous elements due to its
cumulative toxic health effects on workers, residents and particularly
children. Once lead is absorbed, whether by inhalation or digestion, it
circulates in the blood. From blood, lead is able to diffuse into soft tissue
and major organs: the liver, kidneys, brain and bone marrow. These organs
are the primary sites of the cellular toxic effects of lead. Iron deficiency
and calcium deficiency are known to enhance lead absorption.
Lead’s toxic effects are encountered during both short and long term
exposure and its clinical manifestations vary with age and gender. The
adverse health problems are numerous and are exhibited primarily in the
blood forming and nerve tissues: in the blood, by inhibiting the enzymes
responsible for the biosynthesis of hemes; whereas lead’s invasion of the
central and peripheral nerve cells is governed by the amount of lead in the
blood. If the blood- lead level is in the 5µg/dL range (five microgram per
decilitre) it decreases nerve conduction velocity, while higher values are
associated with the degeneration of the nerve cell itself. The contribution
of lead to other health issues is evident in growth impairments, auditory
pathway and kidney function deterioration, to name a few.
Women are more vulnerable to lead’s toxic health effects than men. Elderly
women in particular experience a blood-lead level rise after first initial
intake. This is due to the remobilisation of lead that accompanies the
resorption of bones, thus causing osteoporosis. The body’s lead burden is
presumed to be very large because only around five per cent is in the blood
circulation.
For pregnant women, lead’s diffusion across the placenta contributes to
lead poisoned offspring; foetal blood lead levels are more than 80 per cent
of the blood-lead level of mothers. Also bone mobilisation allows elevated
lead levels during pregnancy. Lead poisoned women exhibit a high rate of
spontaneous abortions and stillbirths.
Age plays a vital role in the amount of lead to be absorbed by the body. Only
10 per cent of ingested lead is absorbed in adults, whereas children absorb
as much as 50 per cent of ingested lead. Children are more vulnerable to
all the neurotoxic effects of lead compared to adults. Exposing them to lead
during critical stages in their neurodevelopment results in changes of their
cerebral architecture and disrupts the integrity of the blood-brain barrier.
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The cleanup project
The Ministry of Environmental Affairs initiated, through the Egyptian
Environmental Policy Program (EEPP) together with two consecutive
USAID projects, the Cairo Air Improvement Project (CAIP) and the
Livelihood and Income from the Environmental Program (LIFE), an
investigation of these environmental problems and implemented for the
first time in Egypt a system by which polluted areas are targeted, studied
and remediated.
Preliminary studies were undertaken to establish the state of the site in
order to properly estimate the extent of lead pollution. Soil, dust and water
samples were collected and analyzed within a one-kilometre radius of the
Awadallah smelter that was taken as the focal point. Exceedingly high
levels of lead contamination were confirmed to exist in the targeted region.
The study showed evidence that the blood-lead level of some children
and females in certain areas were above 25 g/dL and that 100 per cent of
the females and 84 per cent of the children in these areas exceeded the
threshold limit, that is to say greater than 10 g/dL. Residential sections in
the direct vicinity of the smelters were found to exhibit the most hazardous
environmental conditions. Lead was also found in mothers’ milk in the
preliminary work performed by CAIP, this being in accordance with
previous literature.
It was clear that residents in the study area were not aware of the
precautions they should be taking to avoid exposure to the hazards of lead
contamination. An urgent need for remediation intervention and public
awareness programmes focusing on how to minimise the hazardous effects
of exposure to lead was identified.
In August 2004, USAID designed a lead cleanup component under LIFE,
to clean up five smelter locations and nearby schools.
_____________
November 2007
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Conversion of domestic solid waste
into Ethanol
This process is the appropriate way to permanently solve
the present domestic solid waste problems in Egypt
Essam Mitwally
This process is the appropriate way to permanently solve the present
domestic solid waste problems in Egypt writes, Essam Mitwally
The world is facing a pandemic caused by the spread of the H1N1 virus,
a.k.a. Swine Flu, and the WHO had classified it at the highest of its sixlevel system for classifying the global risk from disease. While the world
is struggling to deal with this situation by providing effective vaccines,
in quality and quantity, and prescribing routine cleanliness and healthy
hygiene precautions, a new dimension suddenly erupted in Egypt that was
not foreseen when the decision was made to slaughter all the pigs, a step
that was described by health authorities as a misguided attempt to combat
the swine flu. The problem became so severe that it was brought to the
attention of the President and the governors of big cities like Cairo, Giza
and Alexandria.
To shed some light on the origin of this problem, it should be noted
that the domestic solid waste in Egypt, a.k.a. garbage, is rich in organic
composition due mainly to leftover food waste. It is estimated that solid
waste in Egypt’s large cities is produced at the rate of 1 kg per person per
day. In other words, Greater Cairo, with 17 million people, will produce
daily 17,000 metric tons of solid waste, including street sweepings and
construction debris. The average composition of this solid waste in Cairo
is as follows: Food wastes 63.5%; Paper 14.0%; Metal 1.9%; Glass 2.0%;
Plastics 2.9%; and Other 15.7%.
Garbage collection in Egypt was practiced by an army of garbage
collectors, a.k.a. the Zabaleen. This practice has proven very profitable
and well organized over the years. In addition to selling recycled items like
metals, glass and paper, the food contents were sold to pig farms for pigs
to feed on. The proceeds from this trade provided the bulk of the incentive
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to sustain this profession. The patrons of this organized profession became
wealthy and powerful in their own domains.
Unfortunately, with the demise of Cairo’s pig population, the source of
this arrangement is gone and so is the incentive to collect the garbage from
each and every household.
Extent of the problem

The result has been that rotting food piles up on the streets of middleclass neighborhoods like Heliopolis, Maadi and Zamalek, as well as in
the streets of poorer communities like Imbaba and Dar Es Salam. The
Governor of Giza supported by an army of young citizens made attempts
to set an example for public participation in keeping the streets clean. The
garbage was collected, but was transported to other areas such as Nahia
and Saft-el-Laban, where it piled up, as many newspapers have reported.
Even if the Zabbaleen went back to work as before, their practice, though
claimed by some to be the most thorough recycling method in the world,
relies on primitive methods which do not correspond to the quantities of
garbage produced daily in Egypt’s large cities. This old way may have been
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sufficient for Cairo, for example, of the past 20-30 years, but it cannot,
with its ancient methods and limited manpower, cater for the city’s present
needs.
The Appropriate sustainable solution
Even if garbage could be collected, it cannot be disposed of completely
without considerable effort, let alone cost. The old advice of Reduce, Reuse
and Recycle has proven ineffective and the practice of disposing waste in
landfills, even if it could be done, is not sanitary because it does not follow
environmental good practice of lining the landfills. Composting, on the
other hand, produces carbon dioxide and is against good environmental
practice in light of the global environmental problems of global warming
and climate change.
The ONLY available solution that is both sustainable and profitable, while
at the same time having other positive side- effects like keeping streets
clean (thus reducing the health hazards facing the public especially
children as well as improving the image of Egypt) is to convert these solid
wastes which are rich in organic matters (cellulosic and hemi- cellulosic)
into Ethyl Alcohol, a.k.a. Ethanol.
Ethanol production has been going on for years in countries like Brazil
where it is produced from soy beans, mixed with gasoline and sold under
the name Gasohol. In Canada, ethanol is produced using woodchips, and in
the United States, it is produced using corn. Very recently the United States
began experimenting using agricultural waste to produce ethanol and the
first two bio-refineries in California are expected to begin operation later this
year. A few months back, Sudan, with Brazilian support, commissioned an
ethanol production bio-refinery using sugar cane molasses as the primary
feedstock.
A Proposal for Egypt
The proposed project suggests converting the bulk of the collected refuse
into ethanol. The process proposed is called “The Biomass Process” as laid
out in the accompanying line diagram. This process is a unique hydrolysis
technology designed to operate with distinct competitive advantages in an
arena where there are few competing technologies. Hydrolysis is a chemical
reaction in which a substance reacts with water and is changed into one
or more basic substances. Chemically speaking, cellulose, hemi-cellulose,
starch and sugars hydrolyze (i.e. break down) primarily into glucose, a

212

Environmental Concerns
simple sugar, and lignin. The sugars can then be processed to produce
any of the 400,000 products produced in the plastic and petrochemical
industries.
At this time, the most profitable product appears to be ethanol. The process
involves continuous hydrolysis and fermentation using chemicals and
biological catalysts, and is protected by patents and trade secrets. The simple
sugars are fermented into ethanol, which is the primary economic product.
One ton of raw unsorted solid waste, with 75% organic composition, will
yield around 50 gallons of ethanol.
The lignin, along with any un-reacted celluloid material, is sent for pyrolysis.
Pyrolysis is a chemical reaction in which a substance is decomposed by
heat, in the absence of oxygen, into basic products such as methane and
other gaseous fuels, diesel fuel, bunker fuel, carbon black, charcoal and
other products. For example, plastics will typically pyrolyze about 85% by
weight into diesel fuel.
Properties of Ethanol
Ethanol is a non-polluting oxygenated fuel that can be used as an additive
to gasoline to increase its octane composition and to lower pollution from
vehicles. Using the Biomass Process, ethanol will be refined quickly and
easily from solid waste materials anywhere and can be stored for indefinite
periods of time without deterioration. Ethanol has been referred to, by
some, as “Nature’s Perfect Fuel.” When added to gasoline, ethanol:
Ñ Extends motor fuel supplies;
Ñ Replaces lead as an octane enhancer and suppressor of engine knock;
Ñ Causes a major reduction in hydrocarbons, carbon monoxide and
other pollutants emitted from vehicle exhaust; and
Ñ May help avert a future motor fuel shortage.
Other advantages
The Biomass Process can permit ethanol production at a significantly
lower price than do other comparable processes, and is thus competitive in
the motor fuel market. This could signal one of the great technological and
economic shifts of the modern age - a massive movement towards the use
of renewable resources and recyclable products. In summary, this would
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result in some of the following benefits:
Ñ Major reduction in airborne and in groundwater pollutants;
Ñ Revolution in the disposal of municipal garbage and other solid
waste materials;
Ñ Employment of thousands in rural and urban centers;
Ñ Slowing of the “Greenhouse Effect”;
Ñ Produce viable byproducts that meet or exceed all EPA requirements
in Egypt; and
Ñ Provide incalculable social benefits eliminating waste’s harmful
effects on the population, particularly small children.

Financial requirements
The present project proposes the establishment in Greater Cairo of a 500
ton/day solid waste conversion facility using the Biomass Process (Greater
Cairo would ultimately need more than 30 such facilities). This would be
the first phase of the overall process, and would serve as a pilot project,
and its experience could lead to establishing additional centers, each of
which could handle up to 1500 ton/day. The largest conventional recycling
facility in the world currently handles 2100 ton/day in Southern California.
The cost of the license transfer, the equipment, the site and infrastructure,
and training of operators, in addition to the needed collection and tipping
trucks, constitutes the bulk of the required funding. A pre-feasibility study
for a 500 ton per day facility shows that if a loan is requested for $60 million
at 10% interest over five years, the annual bank payment plus salaries will
be just over $16 million. This means that every year for five years, the
refinery would break even. After that, it will net over $16 million annually.
By World Bank standards, this is a very technically and economically
feasible and profitable project. Using these proceeds, the next facility could
then be built, and so on until the entire country is covered by facilities to
transform the city’s solid waste.
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The Last Word
Such a proposal would bring a host of financial and administrative benefits
to the government, the private sector, and individual communities, while at
the same time providing sustainable and environmentally friendly solutions
to Egypt’s solid waste challenges.
___________
October 2009
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Proposing an Integrated System
Solid waste integrated management can be applied in entire
districts and governorates
Yousryia Loza and Ayman Moharem
This proposal takes into account the accumulated experiences of waste
pickers and their operations and how to make use of them - especially after
the execution of pigs - whether in waste collection, transport or recycling.
It takes into account the experience of the Enhancement of Integrated
Services and Waste Recycling Company in dealing with the various parties
and sectors involved in Solid Waste Management in Egypt, especially the
informal waste pickers. Also, as new technologies are applied for sweeping
the main streets and squares, and for dealing with medical waste and other
solid waste produced, this system can be applied in entire districts and
governorates.
System Components
The main features and steps of the proposed system are as follows, using
6th of October and Sheikh Zayed cities as an example.
Waste collection from houses: “household garbage collection”.
(Total 1000 waste collectors).
The collection will be done daily from residential units (apartments) by
“uniformed” waste collectors (Zabbaleen), at an average rate of 300 units
per day for each collector. They will work based on district maps that will
clearly identify the squares where each collector works and the movement
of the waste collecting cars.
Transferring the collected waste
The garbage collectors will transfer the collected waste using their vehicles
that will comply with the environmental standards adapted to suit the
location. Funds will be required for the provision of transport vehicles
complying with environmental standards. Total: 240 waste trucks.
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Sweeping and cleaning streets and squares:
Main streets and squares will be swept and cleaned using modern equipment
with advanced technologies, while garbage collectors will sweep and clean
narrow and side streets. Maps will identify the patterns of both manual and
technological sweeping for all 6th of October and Sheikh Zayed streets.
Transfer stations: (involving a total of 150 technical workers)
The collected waste is moved to intermediate “transfer stations” that should
be located outside the serviced area, but less than 20 kilometers from the
place of waste collection. There, the trucks are weighed to determine the
amounts of waste received by the station. This is followed by an initial
separation of solid wastes which are sorted using semi- automatic sorting
belts.
The intermediate stations purchase the recyclable materials (plastic, paper,
metal, etc.) according to the prevailing market price of the garbage to
be recycled in the transfer stations. These steps will be followed by the
transfer of organic waste, recyclable waste (paper, metal etc.) and the rest
of the waste unsuitable for recycling and the waste for dumping to their
respective disposal sites using large transport vehicles.
Waste recycling outlets, compost manufacturing, and healthy disposal site:
(a total of 500 technical workers):
The collected and sorted organic matter will be converted to compost
through anaerobic fermentation technologies. Concerning the sorted
recyclables, recycling processes will take place according to the various
types (plastic, metal, glass, paper, etc.). Medical waste will be sterilized
then dumped, along with waste unsuitable for recycling. These will go to
the sanitary dumping site outside the city.
Awareness Raising programs
Conducting awareness programs to educate citizens as partners in the solid
waste management system are important as they are the main stakeholders
and beneficiaries of the success of the proposed solid waste system, as is
conducting waste separation at source (household organic wastes and other
non-organic wastes) in many of the regions according to an action plan.
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Monitoring and Evaluation
A joint committee will conduct periodic follow-up at the field level to
monitor the services provided and for continuous evaluation.
Advantages of the proposed system
-The number of jobs opportunities has been calculated according to a study
to implement the proposed system for waste management in 6th of October
and Sheikh Zayed as an implementation example. The operation of the
proposed system will provide 3224 job opportunities, as follows:
1000 Garbage collectors
240 Drivers
150 Jobs in the intermediate stations
1234 Jobs in sweeping and cleaning streets
500 Jobs at recycling outlets
100 Administrative and supervision jobs
-Collection of garbage from residential units reduces environmental
hazards resulting from scavengers of garbage from streets containers, and
from reduced garbage accumulation in the streets.
-The collection and transfer of garbage will take place in an environmentally
safe manner.
-The garbage collectors will collect all the waste they can collect because
waste will be weighed at intermediate “transfer stations” and garbage
collectors will be paid monthly depending on the number of units they serve
and the quality of service they provide. The collection rate is calculated at
1.5 pounds per month /per flat and depends on amounts of waste collected.
Collectors will receive extra money in case of increased garbage weight.
This will ensure no accumulation of waste for residential units or in streets.
-Cleanliness of streets will be boosted as a result of the non-accumulation
of household garbage and the efficiency of manual and automatic sweeping
processes.
- Recycling of most collected waste at the Enhancement of Integrated
Services and Waste Recycling Company, where more than 80% of collected
waste will be recycled, ensures many job opportunities, benefits from the
recyclables, and the reduction in use of many of raw materials. In addition,
this will reduce the amount of waste dumped, therefore limiting negative
environmental effects.
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- Modern technologies will be used in sweeping main streets and squares
and disposing of medical waste.
-The system results in cooperation with and integrating all segments of
society as partners, stakeholders and beneficiaries, especially with relation
to sorting of garbage at source.
- Following-up and ongoing evaluation of the system takes place through a
joint committee to ensure the smooth and efficient workflow.
___________
October 2009
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Preserving Heritage Value
The problem is what to do after approving the list of
heritage buildings and structures, since their owners for
real estate investment intentionally destroy many of these
buildings
Salah Zaki
Lately, due to rising public awareness of the need to protect urban
heritage, the Ministry of Culture cooperated with the Ministry of Housing
in issuing Law #144 / 2006, which regulates demolition licenses and
the conservation of buildings and structures of heritage value. Egypt’s
prime minister promptly ordered governors to create a list of buildings of
heritage value in every region in Egypt.
The initial function of the Committee for Buildings and Areas of Heritage
Value, or Central Heritage Committee, was to help set the norms and
standards that define buildings to be conserved in Egypt. The term “sites
of heritage value” includes gardens, but does not include archaeological
structures that are considered monuments and hence the responsibility of
the Supreme Council for Antiquities. The committee started by writing a
manual to be used by governorates and local committees in the selection
procedure. The National Centre for Urban Amelioration has signed
protocols of cooperation with many governorates in this regard.
The future task of the Central Heritage Committee will be to offer
technical assistance to governorates, both in the area of listing heritage
value buildings as well as in pilot projects for conservation. Members of
the Central Heritage Committee are currently heading the local specialised
committees in Cairo, Alexandria, Menia, Kafr El-Sheik, Behiera, Aswan,
Port Said and Mansoura, for the listing of buildings, structures and gardens
of heritage value. It is expected this task will be completed within six
months, to be approved later by the prime minister and to form the basis of
the national list of heritage sites. In Cairo, the number of listed buildings
is around 5,690; in Menia around 340 buildings; while in Alexandria the
figure is around 2,000.
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Local committees, headed by professors of architecture, are using uniform
standards for evaluating buildings based on their history and architectural
and urban value, and social and traditional backgrounds. The committees
are also asked to put the buildings in categories, A to C, according to
their value and priority for restoration. Establishing local archives for
governorates and a central archive of buildings and structures of heritage
value is an important task the committees are also instructed to assist in.
Currently, the main problem facing governorates and the central state is
what to do after approving the list of heritage buildings and structures,
since their owners for real estate investment intentionally destroy many
of these buildings. One of the Central Heritage Committee’s functions
is to propose fair compensation as well as other incentives to convince
landlords to keep and conserve their buildings of value. Future work of
the committee includes raising public awareness on the value of Egypt’s
heritage and conserving what remains of it.
_________
June 2007
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Tree Lovers Needed
A safe and clean environment is essential for any sustainable
economic development
Samia Zeitoun
One of the distinguishing features of a modern city is how well it integrates

green spaces in its urban-planning design. Great cities can boast of treelined streets, landmark parks, safe green play areas and a network of
pedestrian walkways to connect attractive city highlights.
Cairo, a mega-city with one of the highest population densities in the
world, faces immense environmental problems in the form of air and water
pollution. The health hazard this poses is well documented. But it is not
only public health that is at stake. A safe and clean environment is essential
for any sustainable economic development.
How can Egypt reverse this environmental degradation? A committed
partnership between all sectors of society seems to be the only way out. A
welcome phenomenon in recent years has been the emergence of numerous
environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs), as well as the
appointment of a Minister of State for the Environment and the enactment
of the 1994 law for the protection of the environment.
The role of environmental NGOs is twofold. First, to carry out their specific
agenda of advocacy and project implementation aimed at the protection
and conservation of nature. Second, to play the role of watchdog to make
sure the government fulfills its role as guardian of our natural resources.
Regrettably, environmental laws are not consistently enforced due to the
complexity of the issues and the lack of co-ordination between ministries.
The Tree Lovers Association (TLA) is one such NGO focusing on nature
conservation and propagation. Founded by Mustapha and Saffiya Moyine
El Arab in May 1973 with a group of dedicated residents of the green suburb
of Maadi, they initiated several programmes and projects, and developed
guidelines and codes of conduct on how to interact with the environment.
The philosophy on which TLA is founded is grounded in the respect and
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love of nature and a commitment to its protection. Its aim continues to be
to serve the community by encouraging and assisting the public at large to
protect and increase space for trees, green areas and wildlife. As a pressure
group it has lobbied against and successfully prevented projects that would
have caused irreversible damage to our natural heritage. Wadi Degla, a
60million year old valley, was threatened by the encroachment of urban
activities, especially those related to quarrying and solid waste. Conflicting
interests between governmental and commercial sectors were putting the
area at risk of destruction. Backed by solid scientific data, and with the
help of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and the
media, TLA spearheaded a campaign that successfully mobilized public
opinion . The valley was saved for the enjoyment of future generations,
becoming the 21st Egyptian Natural Protectorate.
In its attempt to alleviate pollution and to mitigate its impact on the
health of low-income citizens, the TLA also completed the greening of
three feddans to replace a hazardous rubbish dump in an impoverished
area of Basateen. The project was an example of various sectors working
successfully together. Funds were provided by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), multinational companies, private
individuals and local institutions, as well as through the proceeds from
a “Home and Garden Tour” of Maadi that was held for three consecutive
years. Ezbet El Ward public garden continues to be an oasis of greenery,
hosting many varieties of trees and shrubs that help cleanse the air in this
highly congested area.
Recently, TLA broadened its lobbying efforts to encompass all of Egypt,
encouraging the creation of natural protectorates to safeguard unique areas
as sanctuaries for biodiversity.
An important part of TLA’s mission is also to collaborate with the Ministry
of Education by offering informal environmental awareness programmes
to schools and educational institutions. The very act of planting trees in the
schoolyard with the participation of children and their teachers has proven
to be an enjoyable and effective way of teaching environmental awareness
outside of the classroom. Children can be the best conveyers of messages
for positive change to family and friends when they are fully engaged in
such activities.
The famous botanist Vivi Talcom once said: “ If you know a tree’s name, it
creates a link between both of you.” Once a year, TLA also conducts a Tree
Walk to educate the public on the wealth of trees in the vicinity of Maadi.
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This has become a community activity that allows citizens to experience
and enjoy the beauty of nature around them. Over the years the TLA has
been invited by many clubs, schools, and universities to conduct similar
tours.
Another annual programme that has continued for 35 years is Gardeners
Day. It is a competition to select the best-kept pavement or square tended
by residents, in order to encourage the beautification of communal areas
by caring residents. TLA members annually evaluate over 500 different
areas grading them for their trees, shrubs, green hedges, grass and flowers.
Gift certificates and a prize tree are awarded to the winning homeowner/
caretaker in recognition of his/her efforts. The winning gardener is also
awarded a set of gardening tools. The activity strengthens the sense of
community and belonging, while enhancing the immediate surroundings
of the residents.
Though much more needs to be done, it is gratifying to see a growing
realization that the successful greening of our cities can only be achieved if
both official and nonofficial sectors reach out to involve the public at large.
By working together, we can find innovative development strategies that
preserve our natural heritage for future generations.
________
May 2006
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Saving the Trees
Despite burgeoning pollution, trees are often neglected or
even killed in our cities
Sohailah El-Sawy
The ever-increasing problem of pollution is common to all large cities.

Cairo is certainly no exception. Our streets have become open garages,
jam-packed with cars. Gas emissions from bumper-to-bumper traffic fill
our lungs.

Trees are the most cost effective way of fighting pollution -- they literally
pump oxygen into the environment. Other benefits include shade, fruits
and a great sound damper effect on noise pollution. Trees also have a
taming effect on human behaviour. Less bullying and less misbehaviour is
reported in schools with green areas. Yet most people only think of trees as
decorative elements (which of course they also are).
Another important fact is a life expectancy that can span hundreds of years:
the best example of sustainability. So why are we losing so many of our
street trees at a time when we so badly need them? The answer is tree
abuse.
Every day trees are being deliberately or unknowingly destroyed. Shop
owners wanting to show their window display will consistently chop off
branches from one side of any tree that bothers them. The amputated tree
soon loses its balance and over time can collapse. Tree strangulation is also
very common. Every tree needs breathing space. The soil area around it,
approximately three metres-square, should be free of debris. Paving often
removes this space.
Also, every time a new construction goes up, surrounding trees are downed.
When pavements are narrowed or disappear to allow for more traffic, trees
are the first to go. They are sacrificed so that an advert box or billboard can
be erected instead. Or they themselves are used as billboards. Practically
all our street trees have notices nailed to them. These nail injuries cause
diseases and an eventual slow death to the tree.
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The association to which I belong has an ongoing programme aimed to
respond to this situation: ‘Save Our Trees: We Owe it to Our Children’.
Every month we organise a Tree Day. During walkabouts, in conjunction
with the authorities, we prune and maintain existing trees. New trees are
planted, always bearing in mind an important concept: the right tree in the
right place. Larger trees are usually planted in middle isles dividing streets,
where they can easily flourish.
Each month, people born in that particular month contribute to planting
a tree in their name. The tree is theirs to look after. School children are
encouraged to take part.
Once a year, tree walks are organised, each time in a different area. People
are invited to get to know more about trees: their type, names, country of
origin, benefits, etc, making for a true bonding experience with nature.
‘Trees are the best monuments that a man can erect to his own memory.
They speak his praises without flattery, and they are blessings to children
yet unborn.’ -- Lord Oney (1707-1762).
___________
January 2009
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The Rights of Islam
At the heart of Islam are values all people can exalt
Zeinab Radwan

translation from Arabic by Fathi Abu Rafia

Islam is one of the first bodies of legislative thought to lay down general

principles that define the rights and duties of all people in their mutual
dealings in a way that ensures dignity, prosperity and progress for them
and their communities. Nothing attributable to Islam distorts human
rights or reduces their protection to selfish or damaging interpretations
that might risk the sustainability or safety of the community.

What are the principles that Islam has laid down as a general framework
for individual and collective human relations? The Holy Quran has
outlined four such principles as follows: equality, freedom, justice and
social solidarity.
Equality
Islam emphasises equality as a means to unify the human world and
eradicate discriminatory practices among human beings pursuant to the
holy verse ºO mankind! revere your Guardian-Lord, who created you
from a single Person, created, of like nature, his mate, and from them
twain scattered [like seeds] countless men and women.» (Al-Nisaa: 1)
In this way, the Holy Quran heralded a new concept of humanity,
attributing man to tribe or nation, unlike the Romans who divided people
into ordinary men and barbarians, and unlike the Old Testament which
gave precedence to the Israelites. The Holy Quran promulgates an equal
perspective of man and humanity, regardless of ethnicity or gender. All
are descendants of the same origin:
ºAnd Allah did create you from dust; then from a sperm-drop,» (Fatir: 11)
Thus, no preference is given in Islam on the basis of race, descent or ethnic origin.
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Diversity of races is but a call for gathering and convergence :
ºO mankind! We created you from a single [pair] of a male and a female,
and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not
that ye may despise each other verily the most honoured of you in the
sight of Allah is the most righteous of you).» (Al-Hujurat: 13)
This principle was fully applied at the time of the Prophet, equalising
relations between Muslims and non-Muslims, provided that all abide by
their rights and duties.
Islamic heritage books tell of incidents in which the Prophet was angered
when Abu Dharr Al-Ghifari, in a discussion with a black slave, shouted:
ºSon of black woman!» The Prophet, outraged, told Abu Dharr that
privilege existed neither for the ºson of the black woman» nor the ºson
of the white woman» outside of their piety and good work. Abu Dharr
sought forgiveness for his wrongdoing.
Islam also ensures equality between man and woman in matters of religion,
property and economic dealings, as well as in civil and legal rights, both
for married and unmarried women.
Freedom
Freedom is professed by Islam as one of the main pillars of society. It is
Allah¹s will that man should be free in his dealings with others within the
context of sound social relationships. Man¹s obedience is only to God to
whom man is indebted for his life and death and towards whom man looks
as his savior and provider:
ºSay: Who is it in whose hands is the governance of all things, who protects
[all], but is not protected [of any]? [Say] if ye know.» (Al-¹Imran: 26)
Islam also calls for liberating oneself from being engulfed in lustful and
wanton desires that weaken man¹s faith and chastity, but calls, on the
other hand, for enjoying life with all its amenities:
ºSay: Who hath forbidden the beautiful [gifts] of Allah, which He hath
produced for His servants, and the things, clean and pure, [which He hath
provided] for sustenance?» (Al-Araf: 32)
Islam ensures for all people the main pillars of all freedoms: freedom of
creed, political freedom, freedom of opinion and freedom of expression
and thought. As for the freedom of creed, it is enshrined in the Holy Quran,
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ºLet there be no compulsion in religion: Truth stands out clear from
Error: whoever rejects Evil and believes in Allah hath grasped the most
trustworthy hand-hold, that never breaks. And Allah heareth and knoweth
all things.» (Al-Baqara: 256)
As for political freedom, Islam has assigned to the umma, or nation, the
mandate of choosing the ruler. The concept of shura, or consultation, is wellembedded in the Quran: ºThose who hearken to their Lord, and establish
regular prayer; who [conduct] their affairs by mutual Consultation; who
spend out of what We bestow on them for Sustenance.» (Shura: 38).
Freedom of thought and expression are also upheld by Islam; everybody
is free not only with regard to what he believes, but to expressing his
belief.
Justice
Islam champions justice for all people. Application of this principle
should not be compromised by emotional feelings of love or hatred, or
via bias or nepotism. The Holy Quran is abundant with verses that stress
the value of justice not only among people of the same nation, but even
in dealing with foes.
ºO ye who believe! stand out firmly for Allah, as witnesses to fair dealing,
and let not the hatred of others to you make you swerve to wrong and
depart from justice. Be just: that is next to Piety: and fear Allah. For Allah
is well-acquainted with all that ye do.»
We read in Al-An¹aam (Al-An¹aam: 152):
ºNo burden do We place on any soul, but that which it can bear, whenever
ye speak, speak justly, even if a near relative is concerned; and fulfil the
Covenant of Allah: thus doth He command you, that ye may remember.»
In this way, Islam has surpassed all international laws in its call to adhere to
principles of justice and impartiality even when dealing with adversaries
and enemies.
Social Solidarity
Social solidarity is seen by Islam as the cornerstone of solid and integrated
societies. Islam believes in the ºindividual», but does not support
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ºindividualism». The individual is a singular entity that interacts with
other entities in society. That interaction creates a kind of ºcontrolled»
or ºrestrained» freedom or independence for the individual. These limits
of freedom and independence constitute the divisions between the halal,
ºwhat is allowed or lawful in Islam», and the haram, which is forbidden
or unlawful.
The halal implies what is good for the individual and for society, where
the haram implies personal and public damage. This realistic view of
society asserts and deepens the shared responsibility among its members
who belong to the same source of existence:
ºO mankind! reverence your Guardian-Lord, who created you from a
single Person.»
Social solidarity in Islam starts with reinforcing family links, being
charitable to parents, relatives, orphans, the poor, and neighbours. The
Holy Quran says:
ºServe Allah, and join not any partners with Him; and do good to parents,
kinsfolk, orphans, those in need, neighbours who are near neighbours
who are strangers, the companion by your side, the way-farer [ye meet]
and what your right hands possess.»
Zakat, or alms-giving, is also one of the most significant manifestations
of social solidarity in Islam. It is one of the five main pillars of Islam.
Zakat has proved to be instrumental in solving problems emanating from
poverty in several societies.
This brief outline shows how Islam has laid down for believers the
parameters that ensures for them, for their families and societies, a life of
dignity, prosperity and progress.
____________
December 2006
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Human Rights at a Crossroads
Human rights abuses, and how to deal with them, threaten
the international human rights system itself
Hedayat Abdel Nabi
The overdue decision of the European Union (EU) to press for the holding

of a special session of the UN Human Rights Council on the human rights
situation in Darfur comes at a crucial moment in the newly established
council’s deliberations.

The reticence of the EU to call for a session, which only required 16
signatures out of the 47 member states of the council, had led to a fierce
international campaign by Western countries and the United States, along
with certain international non-governmental organisations, labelling the
council as one sided due to its preoccupation with Israel’s gross human
rights violations in the occupied Palestinian territories and Lebanon. Thus
a strange notion seems to be taking hold that convening three special
sessions on gross human rights violations by Israel negatively affects the
credibility of the council.
The reluctance of the EU to call for a special session resulted in part
from the voting process. Yes, they could call for a session, but a strong
resolution on Darfur could be buried by a negative vote. The outcome of
the fourth special session of the council, expected to take place before
Beyond appears in circulation, will reveal if their fears were justified.
The EU action helped save the council from an inexplicable assault on it
by an international lobby that pretends not to have followed the atrocities
committed by Israel in Palestine -- the latest in Beit Hanoun -- and during
its 33-day war in Lebanon, televised globally in real-time for all to see.
Did they really miss the horror, or did they turn a deaf ear and blind eye
and switch to another channel?
The Israeli equation in the Middle East has no doubt upset the yardstick of
fundamental principles of human rights and their universal application. To
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start with, it has entrenched the notion of double standards that was exposed
time and again by the US vetoing in the Security Council any resolution
unfavourable to Israel. Were this veto is not exercised the situation in the
Middle East might change, opening the way to a honourable peace.
A seasoned diplomat in Geneva, Tehmina Janjua of Pakistan, acting chair
of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC), with firmness told
the council on behalf of the OIC that the occupier could not be equated
with the occupied. But here arrives the notion of self-defence. Israel has
repeatedly invoked this notion to convince those in power that it was
victimised by Arab assailants in the last century, and now by Arab terrorists
in the 21st century. Yes, self- defence is an acknowledged principle of
international law, but there are prerequisites for exercising it. First, the
state launching attacks must not be an occupying power. Second, it must
be committed to the implementation of the Geneva Conventions in letter
and spirit. Neither prerequisite applies to Israel.
One has to admit in admiration, I suppose, that the international campaign
waged by Israel has made the world forget those prerequisites. Even UN
High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour, while underlining
that Israel must act “in accordance with international human rights and
humanitarian law” was able to affirm, after visiting the occupied territories
recently, that “as long as the rockets continue to hit its territory, Israel has
the right and indeed the duty to defend its population and to ensure the
protection of its citizens and of all those who are within its jurisdiction,
control or power.”
Arbour did not mention once the right of self- determination of the
Palestinian people; an inalienable right guaranteed to all peoples by the
United Nations. Nor did Arbour mention the right of the Palestinians to
statehood and to a capital. She could not even affirm the urgent need to
end the Israeli occupation, which is the prime cause of violent discontent
across the Middle East.
In a direct attack on Arbour, Mohammad Abu- Koash, ambassador of
the Mission of Palestine in Geneva, told the council that Arbour had
attempted to balance the unbalanced, equating victims of occupation with
the occupying power.
Egypt’s ambassador in Geneva, Sameh Shoukry, also noted that the
humanitarian situation in the occupied Palestinian territories was
appalling according to all reports. “Against that dismal backdrop, the
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statement of the high commissioner appeared, to say the least, as deficient
and lacking,” he said.
Thus human rights practice stands at a crossroads, traditional guardians
having moved away from their most noble principles.
Does toning down resolutions of the council help? Yes, in achieving
consensus, or close to it, as has happened with a resolution on Israeli
settlements that the EU joined. Canada, however, another traditional
guardian of human rights, voted against. Taken as an example, it is clear
that the council did not dare condemn Israel, expressing only “grave
concern”, in order to bring onboard the EU.
What is more important: consensus, or the plight of the victims on the
ground? I would argue that it is the council’s duty, if it is only a body
of moral strength, to vindicate victims on the ground and forget about
diplomatic consensus. The present crossroads is dangerous not least
because expressions of “grave concern” might not be a sufficient to the
victims of Beit Hanoun and elsewhere.
The matter is serious and must be debated on a wide scale, for the Israeli
equation has not only upturned the Middle East, it has upset the paradigm
of human rights, their universality, and the primacy of victims, wherever
they may be across the globe.
_____________
December 2006
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From Deadlock to Democracy
It is around constitutional reform that all opposition
forces in Egypt coalesce in consensus
Mona Makram Ebeid
Egyptian political life has for a long time been monopolised by an overdominant ruling party. This monopoly over the political arena has been
recently challenged by the emergence of nascent protest movements
whose viewpoints have converged on an ambitious constitutionalist
agenda, notably a demand for the amendment of the undemocratic
portions of the 1971 constitution. The military regime that took over since
1952 left behind a society devoid of any socially based political power
centres, with the resulting concentration of power in the presidency -- the
only real political institution. Successive Egyptian regimes have tended
to concentrate power in the executive while manipulating the judiciary
and the legislature to legitimise their policies, thereby restricting if not
eliminating the autonomy of both.
Faced with growing criticism at home and abroad, the current government
has responded with some political reform measures in the last few
years in an apparent attempt to liberalise the political system within
carefully controlled guidelines that will preserve the control of the
National Democratic Party for the foreseeable future. The constitutional
amendment of Article 76, calling for popular election of the president,
was the most potentially significant change in the political system.
However, the stringent parameters established for candidate eligibility
totally precluded true competition for Egypt’s highest office. In view of
the virulent criticism of this article, the president, in a surprising move a
couple of months ago, has revisited the amended law to encourage more
participation from legalised political parties, though not movements, thus
excluding the Muslim Brotherhood which has been denied registration as
a party.
During his election campaign, the president pledged to introduce
substantial constitutional and political reforms that touched on most of
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the major demands in opposition platforms. He committed himself to
replacing the quarter-century old state of emergency with a more specific
antiterrorism law, amending the constitution to limit the powers of the
presidency, putting more oversight capacity in the hands of the judiciary
and legislature, delegating more authority to his cabinet and initiating a new
round of national dialogue and reform. However, experience has shown
that the chief lawmakers -- the Peoples’ Assembly -- are also the chief
lawbreakers! Priority action that reform activists are presently demanding
from parliament, which will begin its new session in November, includes:
- The amendment of Article 77 of the constitution, which allows the
president an unlimited number of six-year terms, to limit presidential
terms to four years and to establish a limit of two consecutive terms.
Some opposition groups, notably the Muslim Brotherhood, have called
for a parliamentary system with a much weaker presidency detached from
executive authority.
- Strengthening the legislature that generally does not draft legislation.
While the constitution gives the power to draft laws to both parliament
and the president, in practice the executive branch generates nearly all
legislation with the parliament’s role almost exclusively reactive. Further,
Article 86 of the constitution gives the Peoples’ Assembly authority
over the “general budget of the state” while Article 115 specifies that
the Assembly have no right to modify the budget without government
approval.
- Changing procedures for forming political parties. Until now the
formation of political parties is regulated by the Political Parties
Committee, which allows the ruling party to preserve its prerogative to
nip potential competitors in the bud (the Wasat and Karama parties have
been denied licensing). The law also maintains bans on parties with a
basis in religion (effectively barring the Muslim Brotherhood) and those
deemed not to “represent an addition to political life.”
More liberal licensing of political parties is necessary to remove the ruling
party’s stranglehold and allow new parties to emerge more naturally.
Egypt may choose to maintain the ban on overtly religious parties but
needs to find a formula for Islamist participation within the system.
- Passing a new law for the judiciary. The Judges’ Club remains in a state
of confrontation with the government over its demand for consideration
of a proposed law that would give the judiciary full fiscal autonomy as
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well as full judicial independence.
- Reducing and simplifying regulations for non-governmental
organisations. The 2002 NGO Law 82 needs thorough revision to lift
excessively intrusive licensing and regulatory powers of the Minister of
Social Solidarity.
- Revising the current electoral law. A proportional representation system
could make elections in Egypt fairer, to the extent that it would allow
better representation of the society, (women, non Muslims, professionals,
etc...) as it would promote competition among political groups rather than
among individual candidates. It would allow new blood to enter politics
and create new dynamics.
- Lifting the state of emergency. The presidents’ promise to end the state
of emergency has wide ranging implications for political, civil and human
rights. According to Article 148 of the constitution, the president has the
right to declare a state of emergency for a “limited period” and only
when national security is imperilled by war, the threat of war, or natural
disasters.
The Emergency Law of 1958 hampers freedom of expression and
association in multiple ways. Authorities may carry out wiretaps and
searches without warrants, censor the media, detain suspects without
charge for prolonged periods, refer civilians to military or state security
courts for trial, and prohibit public gatherings such as demonstrations or
rallies. Such regulations create a climate of fear and uncertainty. Lifting
the state of emergency and abolishing the 1958 law altogether would
be an important step towards effective civil liberties and free political
life. The danger, however, is that the new law on counterterrorism will
incorporate many aspects of emergency law into the regular penal code.
Constitutional legitimacy and ordinary laws must be reinstated because
reform and a state of emergency are mutually exclusive.
- Many laws that hamper civil liberties need significant revision. As
an example, the 1993 Syndicates Law needs amendment to remove
provisions requiring unrealistically high quorums for elections.
- The 1995 Press Law allowing imprisonment of journalists convicted of
libel should be abolished. It is noteworthy that the president had issued a
bill -- not yet a law -- prohibiting the incarceration of journalists.
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- Punishment for the torture of political dissidents needs to be greatly
strengthened and existing laws against torture need to be enforced in a
decisive manner.
- The establishment of a National Council for Human Rights in 2003 was
an important step regarding political, civil, and human rights. However,
not being an independent institution but a semi-governmental one has
severely hampered it from taking on the government directly. Indeed, it
acts more like an advisory body to the government. Its annual report called
for ending the state of emergency and documented many complaints of
torture in prison and police stations. As a result, it was virulently and
unjustifiably attacked in the government press. One important effect of
its creation, however, is that it has legitimised political activism by civil
society groups. It is hoped that they will become more effective advocates
of political reform than they have been until now.
Although calls for reform and respecting human rights, be they civil,
political or social, have strengthened in recent years, they continue
to be ignored by the authorities. Regardless, civil society activists and
reformers in opposition parties as well as in the ruling party must continue
to press the issue and influence how quickly the president follows up on
his promises to encourage meaningful political reform and avert radical
or violent change.

_____________
December 2006

239

Daring to Care

Defeating Terrorism
Through Human Rights
Core to confronting violence in contemporary world
politics is the struggle to extend the equity and protection
of just law
Fouad Abdel Moneim Riad
In the hope of pursuing perpetrators of terrorist acts, legislatures and
executives tend to overlook basic principles of human rights and the rule
of law. A typical example is the US Military Commissions Act of 2006,
signed by President Bush recently, which deprives US federal courts of
hearing lawsuits related to terrorism and grants over them sole jurisdiction
to military commissions that are under no obligation to abide by legal due
process.
Dangerous double standards
Overriding principles of legal due process could lead to investigations
that allow the extraction of information through torture and lead to
speedy prosecutions, unlimited incarceration, and the use of punishment
as a deterrent to crime. The judgment rendered by the UK Court of
Appeal on 11 August 2004 is a case in point. The court was presented
with testimony obtained by way of torture from a prisoner detained by
the US in Guantanamo. The court looked into the hypothetical question
of whether to accept or reject evidence thus obtained and reached the
conclusion that as long as it was by officials of another state and without
any connivance of UK officials it would be accepted. It could, hence, be
deduced a contrario that the court would have rejected the information
had the torture been committed by, or in connivance with, UK officials. It
is regrettable that the same act could be legitimised according to who did
it and not according to its known nature.
The subtle distinction the court made between torture practiced in the
UK by British officials or abroad by foreigners clashes with the universal
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principles of human rights and constitutes a double standard. For a
constitutional state, it is a betrayal of its raison d’etre. Disregarding the
rule of law and the basic principles of due process to combat terrorism
would in itself be an acknowledgement of the moral victory of terrorism.
As Sir Winston Churchill once said, even if we win the war our enemy
would nevertheless have defeated us if he succeeded in making us betray
our fundamental values.
A person accused of terrorism should be presumed innocent until proven
guilty; nothing should infringe upon his full right to the due process of
law. He should also not be exposed to an exceptional form of trial. It
is noteworthy that prior to the enactment of the Military Commissions
Act, the US Supreme Court struck down military tribunals set up to try
Guantanamo detainees. This decision constitutes an important ruling, not
only for the issue of the illegality of military courts, but it is an affirmation
that even in times of exceptional threat respect of the principles of legal
due process remains paramount.
Furthermore, as is well known, when a state chooses to extradite a person
accused of a terrorist crime it should abide by principles of international
law and international refugee protection standards and non-refoulement
obligations. It should abstain, in particular, from turning over the accused
to a state where his human rights are likely to be violated through an
unfair trial.
State terrorism
Excessive violence randomly practiced against a national population or a
population under occupation should in no way differ from terrorist acts
practiced by individuals or groups of individuals. Certain grave violent
acts committed or condoned by the state, if systematic and generalised,
could constitute “crimes against humanity”. If committed cross-border,
the perpetrators can be brought to international justice, for example the
International Criminal Court or ad hoc international criminal tribunals.
Over the last two decades, the gradual broadening of the principle of
universal jurisdiction has allowed the trial of such perpetrators before
the courts of any state, regardless of the nationalities of those involved
and where the crime was committed. However, precautions must be
taken to prevent the appearance of the accused before hostile courts and
it is imperative that the accused be prosecuted without the benefit of any
protection or immunity due to their official position.
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Reparations for victims
Remedies of a financial as well as moral character should be considered
to establish the victims’ rights to fair compensation for the physical,
material and moral damage they have suffered. This would call for the
establishment of a special international fund regardless of what can be
obtained from the aggressor by way of reparations. It is noteworthy
that Italy and France, in 1980 and 1986, respectively, each established
compensation funds for victims of acts of terrorism.
Experience has also shown, that in case of state-condoned terrorism, or
acts of terrorism committed by government officials in particular, a mere
trial simply purporting to expose such crimes without even delivering a
final verdict can have the effect of a moral reparation for victims. It gives
them undeniable moral satisfaction, thus allaying the urge for revenge. It
constitutes a sure sign of the compassion of the international community
while simultaneously putting perpetrators to shame by exposing their
horrible crimes to the world.
Exposing the roots of terrorism
It is clear that the ultimate solution regarding terrorism cannot reside
merely in exorbitant measures that may end up creating a police state.
As the saying goes, it is not enough to extinguish a fire without removing
the fuel that caused the fire. It is, therefore, imperative to identify the
roots of terrorism as a necessary step towards the prevention of terrorist
activities in the long run. Such roots spread over a spectrum of factors,
be they political, social, economic, cultural or religious. Lurking in the
background of many terrorist acts we may detect a certain degree of
injustice or disregard for human dignity that could lead to desperation.
It is apposite to quote in this regard a General Assembly resolution which,
while condemning terrorism, wherever and by whomever committed, as
unjustifiable, calls on states “to contribute to the progressive elimination of
the causes underlying international terrorism and to pay special attention
to all situations including colonialism, racism and situations involving
mass and flagrant violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms
and those involving alien domination and foreign occupation, that may
give rise to international terrorism and may endanger international peace
and security.” (General Assembly Resolution 44/29, 6 December 1989).
The resolution highlights the fact that colonialism marked by injustice
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and plundering still persists in new forms of alien domination and foreign
occupation. The disregard of basic human values in occupied territories
still extant today sows the seeds of hatred that can erupt in violence at any
time in the future.
Thus, acts of terrorism are not exempt of causes, be they latent or evident.
While such causes by no means justify the act, they nonetheless call for a
transparent confrontation that could lead to devising methods for uprooting
all or some of these causes. With regard to political causes, an honest and
candid attempt striving to diminish the practice of double standards and
discrimination is timely. Prejudice and racism, as expressed in the abovementioned General Assembly resolution, are certainly among the major
causes that have to be dealt with; the more so as they have led to the blind
incrimination of certain racial or religious groups, and consequently to
their persecution. It is through dealing with such causes and similar ones
that terrorism can be nipped in the bud.
In the economic field the ever-widening gap between the haves and the
have-nots should be bridged. Increasing degradation of the quality of life
in various communities that have reached starvation and desperation can
constitute a breeding ground for potential violence.
Finally, a theory has recently been formulated to the effect that terrorism
could be eradicated through what might be called pre-emptive armed
strikes. Experience has shown that such an approach defeats its own
purpose. In fact, it has proven to be incapable of stopping terrorist acts
and even seems to have accentuated them. It could be fairly stated that
pre-emptive defence against an unknown enemy is, in essence, a form of
aggression which itself could constitute an initial form of terrorism and a
source of a vicious circle of violence.
Human rights first
It is appropriate to conclude that respect for human rights by no means
diminishes the chances of defeating terrorism in the long run. Rather,
such respect is a sine qua non condition for uprooting the latent causes
of terrorism.
_____________
December 2006
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Freedom Needs a Free Press
Key to a culture of human rights is journalism that acts on
its social and ethical conscience
Mohamed Nour Farahat
The media, in all its forms, plays a pivotal role in spreading across the
various strata of society the culture of human rights. It exercises this role
through first internalising human rights principles in its own work; second,
by spreading these principles and raising awareness of their importance;
third, by exposing human rights violations and trying to prevent their
continuance; and fourth, by monitoring and publicising developments in
the domestic, regional, and international human rights movements.
An analysis of topics covered by the media will quickly reveal that nearly
every domain of public and private life is related to human rights. Topics
such as education, health, housing, unemployment and the environment
all fall under the umbrella of social and economic rights, while other
topics like culture, art and literature, scientific progress and technology
fall under the rubric of cultural rights. Other topics such as the right to
self-determination, the difference between terrorism and the legitimate
right of a people to resist occupation, the freedom to form political parties
and associations, freedom of thought and expression, freedom of the
press, political participation issues, and the right to a fair trial, etc, all fall
under civil and political rights. Hence, practically all of the topics covered
by the media belong to the domain of human rights in one way or another.
To effectively play its role in the spread of human rights principles, the
press must itself enjoy its basic rights within a free and democratic social
order. Obviously, a press that is muzzled and lacking in freedom will not
be capable of preaching the values of freedom and basic human rights,
since, as the Arabic saying goes, “You cannot give that which you don’t
have”! To preach freedom, the press must be free. Institutions lacking
in freedom can only preach tyranny. Laws governing the press must
provide sufficient guarantees for its freedom and independence to allow
it to defend itself in the face of official directives. The appropriateness of
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national press laws must be judged according to the extent to which they
respect the freedom of the press.
Freedom of opinion and expression in general, and press freedom in
particular, are constitutionally protected in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights and the International Covenant for Civil and Political
Rights (Articles 19 in both documents), which have been ratified by
Egypt. These rights are subject to certain limitations in the International
Covenant, namely that the press should respect the rights and reputations
of others and take into consideration issues related to national security,
public order and public health, and public morality. Article 20 of the
International Covenant includes, in addition, legal limits on such rights
where it says, “1) Propagation for war must be forbidden by law; 2) all
propagation of national, ethnic, or religious hate that would constitute a
call for discrimination and violence should be forbidden by law.”
At the national level, the Egyptian constitution guarantees freedom of
opinion and expression and freedom of the press. Furthermore, it considers
the press to be one of the powers of the state. Article 47 of the constitution
stipulates that freedom of opinion is guaranteed and that any individual
has the right to express his opinion orally, in writing, through art, or in
any form of expression, within the confines of the law. It also notes that
self-criticism and positive criticism are a guarantee of the health of the
nation. Furthermore, Article 48 in the constitution states that “freedom
of the press, of printing, of publication and of media are guaranteed and
censorship is forbidden, as are threats or actual closure and stoppage
through administrative action.”
These guarantees notwithstanding, we find Egyptian press and publication
laws, as well as other laws, imposing various restrictions on the freedom
of opinion and expression, including of course, freedom of the press.
Some of these restrictions are acceptable according to international
norms, while others are considered violations of international standards
of freedom of opinion and expression. Despite all the above, it remains
the duty of the press to strive to spread the culture of human rights and to
expose human rights violations.
Some researchers have attempted to measure the degree of freedom
enjoyed by the Arab press to spread the culture of human rights. They
have found that this freedom is greater when it deals with international
issues, steering away from domestic issues. It also becomes greater as
parliamentary elections get closer. Furthermore, the written word enjoys
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more freedom than other media forms such as television and radio.
Other studies examined the factors affecting the role of the press in
spreading human rights values by focusing on the issue of the ownership
of newspapers and the nature of the issues being discussed. Thus
newspapers owned by the state are expected to be less inclined to deal
with human rights issues than partisan or independent newspapers. Here it
must be noted that the visual and radio media in Arab countries is mostly
owned by the state, except for a few private television channels that have
emerged recently; while the ownership of newspapers is more diverse
with some being state owned, some being owned by political parties,
and still others by joint-stock companies, or cooperatives. In terms of
editorial orientation, they could be broadly classified as national, partisan,
or independent.
The main feature of the way the official media deals with the issue of
human rights is its selectivity. Thus, it highlights criticism directed at Arab
regimes with which official relations are tense and either totally ignores
any criticism directed at domestic conditions or attacks the sources of
such criticism while neglecting to provide the reader with an objective
presentation of the criticism itself. As for the reports of domestic human
rights organisations, these are either totally ignored or are viciously
attacked as acts of treason or, at a minimum, as coming from organisations
that are agents of the West.
The human rights discourse in the “national” media has certain
characteristics. The first is that this discourse is manipulated in the service
of official political objectives. For example, we find statements of human
rights organisations that condemn terrorist acts being highlighted while
information on the torture and abuse of prisoners is ignored. Furthermore,
human rights organisations that expose violations are constantly rubbished
while those that support official policies are celebrated and placed in the
limelight.
The publication of human rights violations, particularly those touching
political issues, in official media is a sensitive task. However, this
sensitivity is overcome by the fact that violations are condemned as a
matter of principle through statements by government officials who
continuously announce their vigilance in the pursuit of perpetrators
of human rights abuses and extra- legal behaviour. It is essential that
accusations of violations are documented and backed by evidence leaving
no doubt as to their veracity.
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Certain human rights must be given priority in the national discourse.
Some of the most important of these are the rights of those sectors of
society that, for historical, economic or cultural reasons have been the
objects of discrimination or of some form or other of social injustice -- for
example, the rights of women and children.
It must be acknowledged that the media does provide special coverage for
issues related to women and children. However, the manner with which
these issues are dealt remains deficient at a minimum and sometimes is
even biased against the interests of these groups. Thus we find that most of
the coverage of women’s issues is focused on the art of cooking, fashion,
health and beauty, while sections devoted to children’s issues focus on
storytelling that often stress superstition and belief in the supernatural.
What is required, is to deal with women’s and children’s issues from
a rights perspective by highlighting the rights and duties of women
according to international instruments, the most important of which is the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW).
The rights of the accused and the right to a fair trial, as well as other
legal rights, are also high priorities. The press must play its role in raising
awareness of these rights, whether in its coverage of specific incidents or
in a direct manner by reporting critically on the administration of justice.
These are some quick points on the role of the press in spreading human
rights principles. Implementation of these recommendations would help
spread the values of both rights and duties without which we cannot hope
to build a just society or good citizens. At the end of the day, it all depends
on the conscience of individual journalists and their belief in the sanctity
of their role in advancing enlightenment and social progress.
_____________
December 2006
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Early Beginnings
International law affords definable rights to children, but
implementation remains a chequered affair
Hoda Badran
The child’s right to participate
The concept of participation initially concerned the domains of the
political system, narrowly defined to mean political input. Nowadays it
is considered a way of life, representing a strategy and a concern for
all community systems besides being a basic human right. The 1993
UNDP Human Development Report considered participation as the
main issue of our world today. It stated that participation represents a
special comprehensive strategy of development that provides people
with alternative choices and increases their access to a wider range of life
opportunities.
In the human rights arena the International Convent on Civil and Political
Rights has early embodied a number of articles to foster people’s
participation. The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) has also
embodied a set of provisions to protect the child’s right to participate.
The CRC has further considered participation as a general principle that
should pervade all its other articles.
Two groups of articles in the CRC reflect the child’s right to participate.
The first group focuses on the forms of participation, the context of
participation and the conditions of participation. The other group of
articles focuses on the requirements of participation. The classification
is not, however, exclusive where some paragraphs within one group of
articles may overlap with the content of the other group
Articles 12, 13, 14, 15, 31 and 40 belong to the first group. They give the
child the right to participate in the form of expressing views and opinions
either orally, in written form, or through any other media. Article 12
demands the child’s opinion to be respected and given due to weight
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when decisions that affect his life are taken. This shows that the CRC
takes the right of participation seriously and not as a ritual or a slogan.
Article 15 in particular spells out the child’s right to participate not only
individually but also as a member of an organised group. Such a form of
participation makes the child understand the power of organisation and
teaches him or her the tactics and procedures of the democratic process.
As a group, children are more able to deal with the adult world. They can,
for example, influence the decision making process in the school system
through students’ associations more than they can individually.
Two systems were referred to in the CRC as contexts for child’s
participation. Article 31 specifies participation in cultural and artistic
activities, and two articles -- 12 and 40 -- are concerned with the child’s
participation in the juridical system, particularly when getting into
conflict with the law. The two articles give the child the right to influence
the decision of a court by providing him or her the opportunity to be
heard either directly or through a representative or a body. Although the
CRC has referred to these two contexts only for children’s participation,
other contexts including the family or the school are not less important.
Actually the child can influence decisions that vary from what to eat and
how to dress to where the family goes for vacation or which house to buy.
The child whose parents are separated can also have a say in deciding
custodial matters.
It is important to note that while the CRC stipulates the child’s right
to express a voice in decisions affecting his or her life, it guards such
rights by certain conditions that guarantee that the outcome represents the
best interest of both the child and society. Article 12 puts as a condition
consistency with the procedural rules of natural law. Article 13 also states
that the child’s right to freedom of expression should not infringe on other
rights or contradict the national order.
Despite stating such conditions, there is still some concern among certain
groups that participatory rights will unnecessarily empower children or
turn them against their families and societies.
A number of articles in the CRC specify the requirements for effective
implementation of the child’s right to participate. These include articles 5,
12 and 18. Article 5 and 18 underline the responsibility of parents or their
substitutes to raise the child in a way appropriate to his or her evolving
capacities. They are also responsible for giving appropriate direction and
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guidance to enable the child to exercise all the rights recognised in the
CRC, and particularly the right to participate. Article 18 underlines state
party responsibility to assist parents in carrying out such a role. Here the
CRC recognises that the right to participate raises controversial issues
and is not easily practiced, particularly by children. It has therefore
established the need for understanding, acceptance and guidance on the
part of parents to enable the child to participate.
Article 17 of the CRC highlights the importance of children’s access to
appropriate information as a prerequisite for formulating a rational and
sound opinion. The article differentiates between the type of information
that contributes to the development and maturity of the child and other
types of information that can lead the child to influence decisions
rationally, while a third kind of information can lead the child to decide
and act against his or her best interest. The child is entitled to have access
to appropriate information and to be protected from harmful information.
The abovementioned articles represent the way the CRC makes operational
the child’s right to participate. As a general principle, however, it interacts
with all other rights. On the one hand, violations of any of the rights
embodied in the CRC deprive the child of the right to participation. A
malnourished or an illiterate child, for example, cannot participate and
influence decisions. On the other hand, violations of the child’s right to
participate deprive him or her from practicing other rights. A child who
cannot participate is, for example, easily exploited, economically and
otherwise.
As the most innovative right provided in the CRC, participation also
stands as the most controversial concept in certain circles. Controversy
stems from many factors. Being new, it is sometimes misunderstood
by state parties, educationalists and families to mean minimising their
authority and their role in socialising the child. It sometimes represents
a threat to cultures used to considering the child as the property of the
family and as an object of actions. In many instances the right of the child
to participate is translated negatively to mean encouraging him or her to
act wild, to let loose, and end up in jail or an institution as a delinquent.
Unfortunately, the participatory rights expressed in a number of articles
of the CRC are not seen in their integrity. The balance between rights,
conditions and requirements is not fully comprehended as stated in the
articles. Misunderstanding that balance does not only create resistance
among adults against the child’s right to participate, but it can also lead to
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using that participation as a token amounting sometimes to manipulation.
Finally, monitoring the right to participate is a problem to be addressed.
Some efforts have been made to identify the degrees of participation,
but there is not until now a set of indicators that can measure the
implementation of the child’s right to participate within different systems.
Monitoring of the right is easier in certain systems than in others.
Participation in the school system can be monitored through the number
of children’s associations and procedures followed by them. It can also
be monitored and measured by the percentage of time allowed for student
questions in the classroom. Monitoring the implementation of the child’s
right to participate in the family system is much more difficult to achieve.
Efforts in this direction have to coalesce, and qualitative indicators have
to be used along with quantitative ones.
_____________
December 2006
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Asserting our Right to Silence
Contemporary culture appears alternately suspicious or
outright contemptuous of silence
Yahia Lababidi
Living as we do, in the busyness of this modern world, hooked up,
beeping and under the false imperative of needing to keep in touch with
everything, we find ourselves in the unhealthy situation of losing our
silences and the sustenance that comes with them. So we desperately
rush, hurling ourselves from one activity to the next, without ever pausing
to process what it is we’ve learned.
The erosion of silence in our lives is unmistakably connected with our
increased stress levels as well as increasingly shortened attention spans.
This, in turn, negatively affects our ability to both think and feel deeply,
in order to sift through the deluge of stimuli that informs our hurried and
harried days.
Culture of noise
With the culture of reading imperilled (previously a portal to silence) in
favour of “information snacking” to accommodate our hectic schedules,
coupled with the media’s shrill and insistent competition for our attention,
it becomes necessary to guard our silences even more vigilantly. In this
context, for example, we can more closely examine how the internet
affects our concentration and capacity for critical thinking.
If French philosopher Blaise Pascal is right that “all of humanity’s
problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone,” then
the proliferation of talk and reality shows may be seen as symptomatic
of our cultural malaise. Reality shows, which actually serve to distract us
from reality, or being present to ourselves, are precisely a reflection of our
collective “inability to sit quietly in a room alone”.
Just like silence, noise too can be the absence of sound. Noise is also the
silent invasion of our inner spaces by the clutter of undigested information
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and unsorted emotions that pile up throughout the days and weeks. With
our private spaces thus encroached upon, we risk becoming alienated
from ourselves until our lives are something foreign to us.
Rather than allow ourselves to be shoved into the bathroom, perhaps the
last sanctuary of personal space and reflection, we should instead question
the necessity or merit of amusing and multitasking ourselves to death.
Against the odds of what at times appears to be a conspiracy of noise, we
must try to assert our birthright to retreat, reflect and regenerate.
The many silences
In this pursuit of quietude, cultivating silence can also mean cultivating
attention, so that we are present to ourselves and the deeper life that is
continually unfolding within and around us.
We may begin to do so by investigating the silences available to all of us,
knowing them better as well their judicious uses. Three categories we can
explore in some depth are: silence as language (wordless communication),
as entity (physical presence in nature), and as a kind of metaphysical
portal (for contemplation, meditation, transcendence).
As a language, it can be the thing and its opposite: eloquent or clumsy,
despairing or serene, polite or impolite, communicating empathy or
resentment. Which is to say, as means of wordless communication, silence
is as fluid and protean as the emotions that inform it, often transmitting
what words cannot. As poet Rainer Maria Rilke confesses: “Things aren’t
so tangible and sayable as people would usually have us believe; most
experiences are unsayable, they happen in a space that no word has ever
entered.”
As an entity too, silence can be difficult to define. For it is not merely the
absence of sound, but may be perceived as an actual physical presence as
well. The elemental silence found in the natural world is a case in point:
whether it is relative (forest, underwater) or absolute (desert, before a
storm, or outer space). Such experiences of silence as entity may be said
to represent a kind of auditory equivalent to stillness.
Another category of silence, as portal, is very much like a state that we
are said to “enter” and “emerge” from. Reading can act as a springboard
to access this region of the soul, where one is transported and “lost in
thought”. Contemplation and meditation are two further examples. Prayer
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is yet another, especially in the inclusive definition of Ralph Waldo
Emerson: “the soliloquy of a beholding and jubilant soul.”
In fact, various spiritual traditions agree on the importance of observing
silence as a tool for inner growth/self- transformation. Moreover, based
on scans of Buddhist monks’ brains, the young science of Neuroplasticity
indicates that meditation actually alters the structure and functioning of
the brain. In other words, our thoughts and silences can, in effect, change
our minds and even our lives: the ultimate goal of philosophy or religion.
Returning to being
It may seem like a betrayal to speak of silence, to break an unspoken
pact. And yet it is there, inextricably woven into the fabric of our lives
-- whether we are conscious of it or not. It exists in the gaps between
our words, interactions, as well as encounters with the natural world.
Whether we know it or not, silence is a platform from which we observe
and interrogate our selves and the world. As Sufi poet Rumi puts it, “a
person does not speak with words. Truth and affinity draws people. Words
are only a pretext.” What’s more, silence is a prerequisite for certain vital
solitary activities, such as reading, thinking, daydreaming, healing, and
praying.
But ubiquity does not ensure intimacy. Or as Hegel put it: “what is well
known is not necessarily known merely because it is well known.” Thus,
silence is both under considered and undervalued. Perhaps by learning to
recognise our silences in their many guises we can partly demystify them
and become more intimate with them.
Whether longed for or reviled, summoned or thrust upon us, silence is an
inescapable force in our lives. Yet curiously, as a discipline, philosophy
seems not to have deeply investigated this constant presence, leaving
it up to spirituality, poetry and psychology to explore these mysterious
spaces. Nonetheless, it remains a slippery subject to pin down.
Rather than being defined negatively, as the absence or perhaps failure
of words, silence may instead be viewed positively as somehow existing
before and beyond representation, a primordial essence that lurks beneath
our constructed world. In the immortal words of the Tao Te Ching :
“Returning to the root is silence/ Silence is returning to being.”
It is in silence that things patiently unfold, open up and trust us with their
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secrets or reveal their hidden nature -- be they shy ideas or creatures,
daybreak or a work of art. In this fundamental and seemingly privileged
state, what seems to elude the world of words and sound may otherwise
dawn on us; perhaps because we are now in the position to overhear
ourselves and tell ourselves what we already know.
It is no surprise then that realisations and revelations are forged in this
realm. Silence is, after all, the best response and conduit for our most
profound experiences: awe, love and death.
That said; silence, like any controlled substance, must be handled with
care. It is up to each person to determine how much is desirable or useful;
as too much of this good thing might be counterproductive for some, even
dangerous. “Social intercourse seduces one into self-contemplation,”
muses writer Franz Kafka. The aim, then, is to try to find that healthy
balance between silent fasts and noise feasts on the slippery road to
moderation.
___________
January 2009
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Questions and Answers

Bringing Human Rights Home
Boutros Boutros-Ghali

sets out a vision for human rights awareness and protection in Egypt, interview
with Seheir Kansouh-Habib

On 10 December 1948, the UN General Assembly proclaimed the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, recognising that “the inherent
dignity [and] equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human
family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.”
What are the gravest breaches of human rights principles in the past
half-century that continue to impact on our lives?
The world has seen several major developments since the Universal
Human Rights Declaration was promulgated in 1948. While some of these
developments helped in promoting the human rights situation and raising
awareness of human rights issues all over the world, most important of
which is the information and communication revolution with its impact
on the international arena, there were other developments that constituted
setbacks and flagrant violations of human rights.
I may not readily and closely recall such developments, but I have in mind,
in particular, the repeated Israeli human rights violations in Lebanon, an
outrageous example of which are the massacres in Qana in 1996, and Qana
in 2006, and the repeated Israeli massacres against Palestinian civilians, the
latest of which was the massacre that took place at Beit Hanoun. Included
in human rights violations all over the world are the inhuman practices
perpetrated by some dictatorial regimes in Africa against their citizens, the
worst two of which are the genocides in Angola and in Darfur.
There has also been the ethnic cleansing in many regions of the world.
And the role of the superpower in invoking the alleged claim of spreading
principles and values of democracy and freedom the world over while they
were indiscriminately arresting and detaining foreign nationals in their
detention centres without fair trials.
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What, in your opinion, are the most difficult obstacles constraining
progress towards enjoying “freedom of speech and belief and freedom
from fear and want,” which are proclaimed as highest aspiration of
the common people?
Unquestionably, enjoyment of the freedom of speech and belief and being
free from fear and need are the dream of all common citizens everywhere.
The fall of the Nazi and Fascist regimes by the end of World War II and
the overthrow of dictatorships in the countries of the former Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe were positive steps towards the establishment of basic
freedoms for citizens mainly in Europe, but the Third World is still far from
attaining this goal.
Main developments in the field of information and communication
technology, on the one hand, and the growing international role played by
civil society organisations, on the other hand, give rise to some optimism
that the future of humanity will be relatively better than in earlier centuries.
But I am not overoptimistic. The still widening gap between developed
and developing countries, the substantial differences between economic
potentialities and capabilities of countries and misdistribution of wealth
and resources will be always among factors conducive to world tensions
and conflicts the consequences of which only impair the welfare and
fundamental freedoms of common citizens.
Underdevelopment and poverty remain the main factors constraining the
fulfilment of peoples’ aspirations.
What is your assessment of the new UN Human Rights Council, and
what would happen if the US withdrew all support because of claims
that the council is “one sided”; that it only holds special sessions on
Israel?
It is too early to judge. Under the new leadership of Louise Arbour, the
council is expected to progress and to play a new role.
Do you believe the principles embodied in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights permeate the culture, policies and legislation of Egypt?
Where do you think there are shortcomings?
Most of the principles embodied in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, if not all of them, are reflected in the Egyptian constitution and its
supplementary legislation. As a matter of fact, the drafting committee of
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the Egyptian constitution took the Declaration as basis for several articles
of the constitution, particularly those related to rights and the fundamental
freedoms of citizens.
Let us cite some specific examples drawn from the Egyptian constitution,
which includes in its first four chapters more than 40 articles that are almost
identical to formulations in the Universal Declaration.
Article 8 of Chapter 1 of the constitution about ensuring equal opportunities
for all citizens is based on Article 2 of the Declaration; Articles 9 and 10 of
the constitution, dealing with family protection, maternity and childhood,
as well as with young people and youth, are based on Articles 16 and 25
of the Declaration; Articles 16 and 17 of the constitution on the right to
cultural, social and health services, are based on Articles 22 and 24 of the
Declaration.
Article 40 of Chapter 3 of the constitution on equality and non-discrimination
among citizens is based on Articles 1, 2 and 7 of the Declaration. Articles
41 to 48, on personal freedoms and safeguarding personal dignity and
inviolability of property and creed of all citizens, as well as their freedom
of thought and expression, reflect the substance of Articles 3, 5, 9, 12,
18 and 19 of the Declaration. The same is true with regard to Chapters 3
and 4 of the constitution on freedoms and fundamental rights as well as
safeguards for defendants.
As one of the founding nations of the United Nations, Egypt has, therefore,
lived up to its commitments to the Declaration. However, it is essential to
admit that in some cases laws have not been enforced with the necessary
rigor. On the other hand, some extraordinary laws that were promulgated
in Egypt to deal with special circumstances, as temporary measures,
have outlived and exceeded their viability. Notable among them is the
Emergency Law, which is a major cause of concern as it continues to
breach the fundamental right of citizens’ freedom.
The National Council for Human Rights (NCHR) called to put an end
to the Emergency Law in its first annual report in 2004. We reiterate our
request on all occasions. Council members pay regular visits to prisons
and detention centres in an endeavour to put an end to any abuses or
shortcomings in the enforcement of laws, as well as to any arbitrary use
of power. In the meantime, the NCHR is active in calling for the issuance
of legislation that would promote human rights and safeguard the freedom
and dignity of persons.
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There is a general feeling that the NCHR’s two annual reports are not
easily accessible and to the public.
This is not true. NCHR publications are widely disseminated and we have
produced issues in Braille, for the blind. The reports were also translated
into English. The first report was even translated into Spanish.
Is it true that the NCHR has no power to enforce the observance of
human rights, as “it has no executive responsibilities”?
This is true. The NCHR has no executive functions. As the council has
been established on the basis of Paris Principles and United Nations
recommendations, it is well known that such councils are advisory with no
legislative or executive mandates. Their function is to advise governments
on matters relating to freedoms and fundamental human rights, and to act
as a facilitator that converges the efforts of governments, local community
societies and civil society organisations in order to drive forward various
development activities inside society.
Is the NCHR concerned with the rights of women and children, or are
such issues left to the National Council for Women (NCW) and the
National Council for Childhood and Motherhood (NCCM)?
Section 9 of Article 3 of the council’s statute provides for coordination
with government institutions dealing with human rights issues. In this
context, collaboration is in place with the NCW, the NCCM, and other
relevant councils and bodies. This reflects the idea rightly recognised by
the legislator that there could not be visible divisions between the functions
of national councils in the field of human rights, and that the efforts of
these councils should be integrated. Such integration should be an outcome
of mutual interaction and coordination aimed to achieving common goals,
and this is what the NCHR has achieved with NCW and NCCM.
While these councils deal with matters relating to mother and child
health, the NCHR is now implementing, in cooperation with the United
Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA) and human rights centres
in faculties of law in Assiut and Menoufiyya, a special programme on
reproductive health from a human rights perspective. A questionnaire
on human rights aspects of reproductive health has been developed for
recipients and providers of services in this field, including doctors and
paramedics. Results of the questionnaire will be conveyed to appropriate
state authorities or national councils so as to avoid any negative impact on
their efforts to advance rights to reproductive health.
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Does the NCHR collaborate with NGOs and consider them partners?
Certainly. Even 20 years before the inception of the NCHR, there were civil
society organisations and juristic organisations that played an important
role in promoting and raising human rights awareness. The establishment
of the NCHR has been one of the major demands of those societies and
organisations in the context of their efforts to translate the principles they
advocated into reality. Thus, the council sought, since the first day it came
into existence, to deepen its cooperation with civil society organisations,
considering this as the mainstay of its work.
I should refer here to the five major meetings the council has held
with various societies and organisations, the latest of which was held
13 November 2006. The meeting discussed the establishment of an
independent body to oversee the elections.
There are “lines in the sand” between human rights that are breached
for reasons of national security and those impinging on personal
freedom. How does the council deal with such issues?
Problems concerning the protection of human rights are found in all parts
of the world. Governments always use national security as an argument
to continue with their policies. For three years, we have been persistently
calling for the cessation of the state of emergency. But additional efforts
and pressure from public opinion organisations are needed.
What are the key areas in which you plan to focus the work of NCHR
in the next five years?
The council’s plan for the coming stage will focus on several pivotal issues,
foremost of which is the promotion of human rights through seeking
amendments to certain legislations affecting citizens’ freedoms and
fundamental rights. But it is not by the rule of law alone that fundamental
rights of people may be guaranteed. Legislation should be complemented
by people’s awareness of human rights and by developing mechanisms and
modalities for maintaining these rights.
To this end, the NCHR will launch by the beginning of 2007 a plan
with a view to spread a culture of human rights among various actors
in society. To spread such a culture it plans to implement a multi-theme
programme accompanied by a wide media campaign and an ambitious
training plan for various actors such as ummads, or mayors, lawyers,
law students, media professionals, and youth in general. The council will
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make use in this campaign of audiovisual multimedia, video-conferencing,
teleconferencing, Internet, competitions and rewards. I am confident that
such a campaign will do much for raising human rights awareness.
What are the main challenges you expect to encounter?
We need patience. To build real protection and to develop the culture of
human rights cannot be expected to take place over one or two years. There
are 20 active human rights NGOs in Egypt, and yet we are still at the
beginning. We need time. How many years did it take to put an end to
apartheid? How many years did it take to put an end to slavery? So it will
take time and continuity to progress, and we will progress. We cannot just
jump and press a button as we do with TV. The new trend is that everyone
is in a hurry.
_____________
December 2006
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Commentary: Three Years Later
The government’s flagship human rights organisation has
done nothing to limit human rights violations
Bahey Eldin Hassan
On 18 January 2007, the National Council for Human Rights (NCHR)

will end its three-year term as specified by law. Its membership is to be
reconstituted by the Shura Council, either by changing all, some, or none
of its members. This author, a current member, has personally declared his
refusal to have his membership renewed.
When evaluating the NCHR’s work, the pivotal question that needs to be
answered remains, “What has been the value added of the three year-old
NCHR?” Both the quantity and the quality of its activities during its three
years must be considered.
In terms of quantity, the NCHR could be considered to have been an active
institution. It issued numerous documents and two annual reports (a third
is underway). It convened three sessions of hearings. It organised several
seminars and more than 70 meetings, both bilateral and multilateral, with
concerned parties. It also organised a number of visits to prisons, and
participated in monitoring parliamentary and presidential elections.
A positive surprise
In terms of quality, two things are presented as evidence of good
performance. The first is the NCHR’s opening annual report, which was
a positive surprise to public opinion. The second is the council’s proposal
on constitutional amendments, which included many of the demands of the
Egyptian public.
A major reason behind the relatively positive evaluation of the first
annual report is the fact that Egyptian NGO briefs on human rights
violations constituted its main source of information. The first report also
conducted a quality analysis of the complaints received by the council and
highlighted the lack of response of the relevant authorities to the council’s
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investigations. It also documented shortcomings in the administration of
justice, in investigatory practice, and in state security action when dealing
with human rights issues. However, once the government expressed its
dissatisfaction with this report, these two positive features were dispensed
with in the second report.
As a council member, this author voted against the second report and
registered his objections in a newspaper article entitled “Ten Steps
Backwards”.
Turning to the council’s generally positive constitutional amendment
proposals, it is regrettable that they did not cover the areas that fall directly
under the council’s jurisdiction, namely the human rights guarantees
contained in Chapter 3 of the constitution. This, despite the following:
First, the government has announced that, in order to transform emergency
law into a permanent Anti-Terrorism Law, it intends to amend this chapter,
particularly by weakening the existing constitutional guarantees therein.
Second, at present the Egyptian constitution does not refer specifically
to “human rights”, except once in Article 53, which is related to foreign
political refugees and not to Egyptians.
The constitution makes no reference to international human rights
instruments.
Clearly, the opening of the door to constitutional amendments is an
exceptional opportunity that should have been seized by the NCHR to
enhance the constitutional protection of human rights in Egypt.
Virtue of silence
The NCHR organised three hearings on torture cases and on the massacre
of Sudanese refugees in Egypt. It also sent a fact-finding mission to
Sinai. However, it did not issue any statement informing the public of the
outcomes of its hearings, or of the negligence of governmental bodies in
responding to the council’s investigations. Its presentation of these issues
in its annual report was confined to an inaccurate summary of the hearings
and investigations.
Further, the NCHR kept silent on major torture cases widely reported by
the media and was content with a limited presentation of some events in
its annual reports. It also avoided addressing the question of Egypt’s secret
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prisons, the subject of discussion all over the world following revelations
of the kidnapping of “Abou Omar” in Italy and his transfer to Egypt where
his confessions were to be extracted by force. The NCHR devoted only a
few lines, from newspaper reports, to this issue in its first annual report and
it completely ignored it in its second report.
When the prime minister stated in interview with the US media that Egypt
had received 60 persons to be investigated, the NCHR ignored members’
suggestions to ask him for elaboration. It also avoided addressing the
transferral of Talaat Al-Sadat, a civilian and Member of Parliament, to a
military court.
In addition, the NCHR overlooked the judges’ demands for judicial
independence and full election supervision despite the judiciary’s deeprooted relationship to human rights. The council also remained silent with
regard to so- called elections in labour and student unions.
The council’s silence/protection umbrella also extended to all issues
ascribed to the official Islamic religious institution concerning violations
of freedom of expression. Moreover, NCHR officials censored the reports
and activities of its members and its committees on such issues, as well as
any material collected by them.
Silence would have been preferable to the way some other serious violations
were covered. A case in point is the NCHR’s statement on the occasion
of the 25 May 2005 assault on female demonstrators protesting against
the referendum on amending Article 76 of the constitution. The statement
provided justification for the collective sexual harassment of women by
considering it an act of mutual violence between the government and the
opposition.
Silence would also have been preferable to the NCHR’s statement following
a visit to some prisons that pretended that the conditions found therein
were normal. Another such case is the council’s adoption of the Ministry
of Interior’s position on the need for a new anti-terrorism law in case the
state of emergency is lifted.
The NCHR’s failure to carry out its mission led to a decrease in the number
of complaints submitted for its attention from a monthly average of 485 to
466, though the opposite would have been expected since awareness of the
council’s role would have increased with time.
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The NCHR convened less than 10 meetings with senior officials but held
more than 70 meetings with foreign diplomats and delegations in Egypt.
The purpose of these meetings was not to expose human rights violations,
but rather to respond to criticism of the government’s human rights record.
Who monitors the NCHR?
This poor performance had a negative impact on the NCHR’s relationships
with human rights NGOs. From the very beginning, NGOs had doubts
about the council’s credibility. Its performance entrenched these doubts,
especially after the NCHR’s statement on the referendum and its acceptance
of the decision of the governmental Committee for Parliamentary Elections
Supervision to make the NCHR a channel for NGOs seeking to monitor the
process. NGO fears with regard to assigning the council as guardian over
them proved justified. In a case filed before the State Council, the latter
issued a ruling in favour of the NGOs. One of the ironies of this case is that
the person who filed it was one of the council’s NGO members.
Some council officials attributed the motivation behind the criticism by
NGOs to competition for foreign funding. However, it should be noted that
governmental and non- governmental organisations are not funded via the
same channels, even if the source could be the same.
This does not mean that NGOs have fulfilled their duties with regard to the
NCHR. Lack of consistency and follow- up were prevailing characteristics
of the NGO-NCHR relationship in both criticism and cooperation. It could
even be said that the NCHR’s internal criticism was clearer and more
consistent than that of the NGOs.
At the time of the council’s establishment, this author had suggested that
NGOs set up a monitoring body to cooperate when possible and criticise if
required, in order to balance governmental pressures on the NCHR and to
improve its performance. Unfortunately, this proposal, though welcomed,
was not implemented.
NCHR is not an NGO
An important similarity, to the extent of being identical, is noticeable in
the working methods and tools of human rights NGOs and the NCHR.
However, this similarity should not lead to dealing with the NCHR as
just another NGO whose credibility and effectiveness is to be assessed
according to the impact of its activities on public opinion regardless of
whether the government responds or not to its reports.
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Third world governments always deal with NGOs in a hostile way and
consider them a platform for opposition or foreign country interference.
But how can the government justify its non-cooperation with a stateestablished organisation whose chairman, vice-chairman and members it
appoints? Among them are several leading members and supporters of the
ruling party.
The government does not follow NCHR recommendations, does not
provide it with basic information, and does not investigate its complaints.
When it comes to responding to citizen’s complaints transmitted through
the NCHR, replies are very few and almost devoid of content.
The government has yet to send its comments on the NCHR’s second
report for the year 2005 (issued in April 2006). It is ironic that in its
response to the first report, the government noted that it was commenting
on it as “a reader”. In other words, its response was not the fulfilment
of a legal and political commitment toward the NCHR, but merely a
reaction to the NCHR’s invitation to “all recipients to provide it with
feedback”. Nevertheless, NCHR reports always thank the government for
its cooperation.
Even when the NCHR commissioned a UN Development Programme
expert to design a national plan for human rights to be implemented by
the government, the latter refused to provide him directly, or through the
NCHR, with the basic information needed. So, what is the value of a plan
not designed according to proper information and whose implementing
agency is not a willing participant?
The NCHR’s major task is to influence the executive decision-making
process with regard to human rights. If this is not the case, its existence
is meaningless. Therefore, three years after its creation it is justifiable to
ask “What if the council was not there?” Would there be more violations
of human rights? Would the rigging of parliamentary, labour and student
elections have increased? Would torture be more brutal and severe? Would
the government’s disrespect and non-execution of judicial rulings be
intensified?
Sadly, the existence of the NCHR did not impose any limits, whatsoever,
on human rights violations.
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No value added
The added value of the establishment of NCHR is basically its defence of
the government’s human rights record. The reasons behind this situation
lie first and foremost in the state’s lack of political will for reform. The
motivation behind the establishment of this so-called “independent”
institution was to help to improve the government’s image internationally.
The soft criticism of its reports would merely constitute a mild addition to
critical reports issued by Egyptian and international human rights NGOs,
while the unbalanced composition of the NCHR’s membership in favour
of the government would successfully undermine its “independence”. The
lack of democracy, transparency and efficiency in the administration and
internal management of NCHR, were obviously an enabling factor in this
respect.
Finally, further facilitating the government’s intentions, have been the
good intentions and generosity of the NCHR’s foreign donors!
_____________
December 2006
Post Scriptum: This commentary was made 3 years after NCHR was
established. What could be the verdict now, that is 8 years later?
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Women in Focus
Fatma Khafagy

i.

A Look at the Women’s Machinery

The idea of women’s empowerment in Egypt is present,
but nodes within the current national support apparatus
need to be energised and enhanced.
A country’s women’s support apparatus -- or national women’s machinery
(NWM) -- can take several forms. It could be a ministry or secretariat of
women’s affairs, a council or commission for women or for the family
that would address women’s and/or gender issues. “Any state should have
a mechanism in charge of the promotion of women, which is the central
policy coordinating unit. Its main task is to support government- wide
mainstreaming of a gender equality perspective in all policy areas,” noted
the UN Beijing Platform of Action.
The establishment of NWMs in many countries, including Egypt, is
characterised by a number of dualisms that have shaped and defined this
process. These dualisms are: international versus national motivation,
secularism versus religion, and top-down state tradition versus bottom up
democratisation.
The first dualism points to the fact that the obligation to establish NWMs
originated at the global level when the UN initiated a call for their
establishment in the 1970s. Egypt established, in the 1970s, a Women’s
Affairs Directorate inside the Ministry of Social Affairs. However, this
department did not contribute much to the advancement of women due
to its lack of authority. In 1993, following a push by the UN to establish
stronger mechanisms, a National Committee for Women was established
within the National Council for Childhood and Motherhood (NCCM).
This was changed to a stronger mechanism called the National Council for
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Women (NCW) in 2000. This latter mechanism was granted more authority
through a wider mandate and was allocated funds within the government’s
budget.
The second dualism stems from whether women are considered first and
foremost as individuals in their own right or as family members whose
main task is to take care of children. The Women’s Committee in Egypt
was first placed under the NCCM. This reflected a desire to assuage
traditional elements by showing that women were more valued as mothers
and gatekeepers of families. The situation changed in 2000, when women’s
issues were divided between two different councils: the NCCM and the
NCW.
The third dualism juxtaposes the top down and bottom down approaches.
Like other established machineries in Arab countries, the established
Egyptian national women’s machinery shows strong signs of a top down,
state feminism approach. The decisions to establish these machineries were
taken by a few important public figures, often by first ladies supported
by their close and trusted associates without much participation from
women’s groups or NGOs. The initiatives often partly reflected a desire to
improve the countries’ external image, in addition to genuine political will
to promote the status of women, albeit as defined by a few select women
not necessarily representing the interests of wider women’s groups.
Furthermore, in most developing countries, the internal governance of the
national women’s machineries includes symptoms of what is known in
African literature as “first ladies’ syndrome,” where political space is in the
hands of the wives of men in power and their associates. Nevertheless, the
involvement of first ladies in women’s machineries can give prominence
to certain women’s issues.
The National Council for Women
The NCW in Egypt has a broad mandate that includes drafting a national
plan for the advancement of women, advising on draft laws related to
women’s issues, issuing newsletters and documents, running training
sessions, and representing women in international and regional forums.
The NCW is a large bureaucracy with a secretariat, 11 standing committees
and branches in each of the country’s 26 governorates and Luxor. Some
of the staff in the secretariat and in the branches is paid, while others are
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volunteers who receive honoraria for specific tasks. These include board
members of standing committees.
While a small number of board members in the NCW are from women’s
NGOs, they are chosen in their personal capacities, not as representatives
of important NGOs. The same applies to the appointment of secretariat
staff. A question arises as to whom the appointed board members in the
NCW represent within the council.
Among 11 standing committees, the NCW has one committee devoted
to NGOs. None of the strongest feminist NGOs are included in this
committee, though they are sometimes invited to some council events. The
NCW- NGOs relationship is not formalized; procedures and channels of
dialogue are not clear.
Achievements of the council
Despite these inherent obstacles, the NCW was able to mark some
achievements during its rather short life of seven years. In particular, it
was able to influence some legislative changes that have benefited some
groups of women.
For example, the change in nationality law helped many Egyptian women
married to non-Egyptian husbands give Egyptian nationality to their
children. The remaining exception is that of Egyptian women married to
Palestinian husbands who still cannot pass their Egyptian nationality to
their children. The NCW also helped in initiating the “Khulaa” (women’s
right for divorce) and family court laws, and in changing social insurance
and tax exemption laws. The first two laws, however, still face many
problems, either in implementation or because of gaps in the legislation
itself.
The NCW also succeeded in initiating the establishment of equal
opportunity units in most ministries to look at issues of gender equality in
recruitment, promotion and training. However, these units lack adequate
funds and the authority to implement decisions.
The NCW also established an Ombudsman Office for Gender Equality in
2002. The NCW evaluation report of September 2004, which included a
number of recommendations, concluded that: “The Ombudsman Office
has taken great strides and has succeeded in continuing to offer great
services to women in Egypt. However, the office has no legal power to
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implement its decisions after investigating women’s complaints. Hence its
sustainability and effectiveness are doubted.”
Recommendations for the future
The NCW’s ability to influence government policies is affected by
organisational issues and a lack of national consensus on gender policies. In
addition, patriarchy existing within the state weakens the implementation
of many of the NCW’s directives regarding the advancement of women. No
single institution can change prevailing bureaucratic gender discriminatory
mindsets unless serious gender-sensitive reform takes place in all aspects of
government work and at all levels and organisations. This is needed if the
machinery is to redress gender discriminatory laws, to remove reservations
placed by Egypt on the UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women, and to facilitate implementation of new
legislation in favour of gender equality.
Another recommendation is for the NCW to discontinue its involvement
in implementation activities that are better undertaken by NGOs. Instead,
it should develop a systematic approach to transforming gender relations
through strongly addressing the strategic interests of women in a clear
manner.
It would also help if the NCW would distance itself somewhat from the
government, given that it aims to promote and monitor gender equality
issues in government agencies. Its success requires working inside the
state, but sometimes not in accordance with state policies. Unfortunately,
the NCW is reluctant to criticize other governmental institutions, or to
demand change of some of their gender discriminatory practices.
The NCW should also consider steering away from an approach centred on
welfare programmes and projects targeted specifically for women in favour
of a new approach focused on strengthening women’s power and addressing
their strategic interests, such as their citizenship rights, and freeing them
from gender-based violence. A more democratic and participatory culture,
integrating women’s rights organisations into decision-making processes,
is needed. This would mean changing to a bottom up approach instead of
the top down approach adopted. There is also a great need to prioritise the
results to be achieved and reforms to be initiated.
The NCW should seek to improve coordination and collaboration with
women’s NGOs based on transparent procedures that allow for systematic
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consultative processes with these NGOs. Guidelines on NGO participation
and rotation should be in place.
An expansive strategy
Another recommendation is to divide the composition of the Council equally
between civil society organizations and governmental departments and to
have civil society elect their members from feminist organizations. The
Council could also establish a think tank that helps in conceptualizing and
evaluating the different programs of the Council. It should be noted that a
national women’s machinery cannot do miracles without other institutions
and legislation in place, such as a strong Gender Equality Act as well as
a strong ombudsperson for gender equality, a parliamentary commission
for gender equality, gender focal points in all governmental institutions,
and a consultative commission on gender equality for the preparation of
development plans.
To conclude, a number of legitimate questions should be discussed and
examined with a very wide number of stakeholders. Important among
these: Is it time for a different and new model of a national mechanism
for gender equality? Could such a model consist of a more independent,
inclusive type of organisation while still remaining a public organisation?
___________
March 2007
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Women in Focus
Fatma Khafagy

ii. Empowerment:
A Battle for Both Men and Women
The two battles .. for women’s rights and for democracy
.. are equally important and they must be fought together.

The issue of women’s empowerment has been identified as one of the
major development challenges that the Arab world continues to face. This
can only take place when gender equality is achieved and when women are
able to participate fully in the democratic process.
Experts, such as Marina Ottaway, who speak of the “women’s rights trap”
have argued that a country cannot be democratic if it discriminates against
half of its population. Yet the real obstacle to democracy in Arab countries
is not discrimination against women but the fact that the entire population
has only limited political rights. The problem has less to do with giving
women the same rights as men but more with reforming the political system
in such a way as to grant the entire population the full gamut of civil and
political rights as delineated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
and other human rights treaties. In the majority of cases, when women are
treated equally or assigned important policy and legislative positions in
non- democratic countries they tend only to exert themselves in the effort
to preserve their own positions and to maintain the status quo in order to
remain in power. There is no guarantee that giving women positions of
importance will bring about democracy. In Egypt, for example, women
occupy several important positions in the media. Yet they have failed to
bring about major changes in media policies. Nor have they managed to
alter stereotypes of woman in the media. In short, while a country cannot
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democratize so long as it excludes women, it would be delusional to think
that giving women the same (limited) rights as men in an autocratic setting
will bring a country closer to democracy. The two battles -- for women’s
rights and for democracy -- are equally important and they must be fought
together.
The battle for reform, democracy and good governance requires that both
men and women enjoy their full human rights. It remains essentially a
human rights battle. The focus solely on gender and the importance of
closing the gender gap is not the best methodology in the current context.
Closing gaps is relevant when the minority and not the majority are
excluded. How to bring the majority to the mainstream is a battle for both
women and men.
Challenges facing Egyptian women
Gender equality and women’s empowerment are up against several
obstacles -- legal, economic and socio/cultural.
Gender discriminatory laws do not only violate women’s human rights.
They also hinder women’s participation in different spheres of life. There
is an urgent need to revoke any existing laws that discriminate on the basis
of sex. Unfortunately, gender discriminatory laws still exist in areas like
the penal code and family law. Eliminating discrimination in legislation is
essential to achieving gender equality. Laws that govern the private sphere
(the family) should be descriptive and not inscriptive and must be based on
present reality. We cannot go on assuming that men are the sole providers
in families and that they are responsible financially for their close female
relatives. We cannot continue to consider women as only mothers, wives
and daughters. Women should be treated as individuals who have full
rights.
Women also face economic challenges when their economic rights are
determined only by their roles within the family and when men are not
required to perform any household chores or undertake childrearing
responsibility. Rigid family structures and male dominated relations
limit the role women play and therefore determine women’s economic
opportunities (such as the kind of jobs they should take, the number of
hours they can work, the proximity of the workplace to their homes, the
need for travel...etc.). Women are thus expected to take up jobs that do not
fall in contradiction with their more important role as wives and mothers.
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The strong belief that a woman’s most important role is that of wife,
mother and manager of households limits women’s opportunities for
advancement in the public sphere. Even when governments declare their
strong commitment to increasing educational opportunities for women
and increasing their political participation, family laws can contradict
these goals and commitments by keeping structures in place that ensure a
continuation of the status quo, making it difficult for women to combine
their different reproductive and productive roles and they therefore become
invisible players in the public arena. These laws are in many cases based
on wrong interpretation of religious mores and represent a cultural/power
preservation ethos.
These social and cultural challenges are manifested in the use of religion
to subordinate women, the misapplication of law, the male domination
of institutions that implement the law, such as the justice and the police
departments, and the control of female sexuality.
Having mentioned all these challenges, do Egyptian women have
opportunities to empower themselves to achieve gender equality in Egypt?
The answer is yes, there are several opportunities that can be seized.
Egyptian women have to play a major role in the democratization process.
This requires women to be organized in civil society in such a way that
makes them a strong pressure group with defined and agreed agenda.
This agenda should not only include women’s demands in the political,
economic and social arenas but also the concerns of society in general.
Women’s groups must be involved in planning and implementing activities
that enlighten women as well as men from all social groups on the human
rights of women and the importance of achieving gender equality and equity.
Women’s groups must work to end media programs that portray women as
physically dependent beings whose sexuality should be controlled.
Because women usually suffer more from social disparities caused by the
expansion of market economies, women’s groups and NGOs in Egypt should
influence the government to draw up a comprehensive social agenda. This
is especially crucial because rapid social and demographic changes have
implications for family structure and function. More realistically, informed
family policies based on changes in family structures, gender relationships
and social security should be in place. The ability of women to combine
their reproductive role with their productive roles is an important issue.
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Women’s groups can work together to suggest policies that increase
women’s ability to combine work with family responsibilities. They can
press institutions to adopt policies that take account of women’s roles as
well as those of men.
Women in Egypt, as many women worldwide, suffer from gender-based
violence that cuts across all cultures, social classes and economic lines.
Gender-based violence -- including wife beating, honour crimes, rape,
female genital mutilation -- needs to be eradicated. They can exchange
experiences and lessons from other countries in areas such as legislation
penalizing domestic violence, police training in how to protect women
against violence, and providing victims of violence with services such as
shelters, rehabilitation and housing, to name a few. There are countries in
the Arab region, such as Morocco, that have made significant advances in
family law and women’s political participation.
Women’s groups in Egypt should also work hard to influence the government
to ratify the Optional Protocol of the Convention on the Elimination of
all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) which would give
women the right to present their individual complaints internationally. This
is but one of many international instruments that should be utilized by civil
society to prod governments towards the achievement of true equality for
all citizens.
____________
February 2006
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Women in Focus
Fatma Khafagy

iii.

Violence Against Women

Poor record in addressing the gender-specific nature of
violence against women

In 2001, UNICEF estimated that globally up to half of all women and

girls in some countries have experienced physical violence at the hands
of an intimate partner or family member. Statistics based on research data
from around the world show that violence against women generally occurs
within the family.
At any given time, approximately 20 million of the 230 million women
living within the European Union (EU) are facing situations of violence.
On average, two women per week are killed in England and Wales by their
partners/ex-partners. In Portugal a 1997 survey showed that 43 per cent
of acts of violence were committed within the family. A Belgian study in
1998 indicated that 68 per cent of women had been victims of physical
or sexual violence. At present there is more data available on genderbased violence in Europe. Such data is scarce in the majority of South
Mediterranean countries.
Gender-based violence takes many forms in South Mediterranean countries.
Within domestic the domain of violence, which takes place in the context
of a close relationship, there are three main types. First, there is physical
violence such as battering, hitting, burning, slapping, murder, honour
killing and crimes of passion. The second type is sexual abuse, such as
female genital mutilation, incest, enforced prostitution and forced sex. The
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third type is psychological abuse, such as criticism, humiliation, threats
and verbal abuse, the destruction of personal belongings and accusations
of mental illness.
Sexual harassment in the workplace is also a violation of the right of a
woman to work in a safe and healthy environment. Equality in employment
can be seriously impaired when women are subjected to gender-specific
violence, such as sexual harassment at the workplace. Sexual harassment
is also a tool to discourage women who may be seen to be competing for
power at work.
Domestic violence is usually regarded in many parts of the South
Mediterranean region as a private family affair. Sexual harassment is
sometimes justified as being a form of flirting that women like.
Across the majority of the South Mediterranean countries there are three
kinds of obstacles that make addressing domestic and sexual violence
difficult: lack of reliable statistics and data; lack of effective legislation;
and lack of sufficient good quality services for victims and survivors of
violence.
Statistics on gender-based violence
Compiling reliable statistics on gender-based violence is often difficult.
It is frequently regarded as a “private” affair. Data and information,
however, should be complete, accurate and current on the prevalence and
incidence of violence and its various manifestations. Without data effective
and comprehensive strategy to combat violence against women can be
developed or implemented. Considering data on gender-based violence in
Egypt, for example, we find that we have information only on battering and
on female genital mutilation. The Egypt Demographic and Health Survey
for 1995 reveals:
• One out of three ever-married women has been beaten at least once since
marriage.
• Almost all women who say they have been beaten, irrespective of
background characteristics, report being beaten exclusively by their
husband.
• Eighty-six per cent of women agree that husbands are justified in beating
their wives under at least one of the scenarios presented in the survey.
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• Ninety-seven per cent of ever-married women (15-49) were circumcised.
• Eighty per cent of women support the continuation of circumcision
In 2005, 10 years later, the situation has not improved. The Egypt
Demographic and Health Survey for 2005 indicates that 95.8 per cent of
ever-married women were circumcised and that 47.4 per cent of women
above 15 years have experienced physical violence.
Police data on the different types of violence perpetrated against women in
Egypt in the years 2002 and 2003 are considered woeful underestimates.
The total number of cases of violence against women that were reported in
2002 and 2003 were 292 and 235, respectively.
Legislation
Laws are crucial to ensure that perpetrators of acts of gender violence are
punished. Women should be able to access the justice system.
Law has the potential to play a leading role in combating violence against
women. It can set standards of right and wrong, as well as wielding the
deterrent of incarceration or other remedies. Resources should be allocated
to make the legal system a crucial site for initiatives to improve a country’s
response to violence against women.
Besides being able to contribute to specific deterrence measures,
legal practices should contribute to public awareness of -- and public
responsibility for -- violence against women. The legal system should
empower individual women who are victims of violence. Domestic
violence, rape and sexual assault, sexual harassment and other forms of
violence often deprive women of their sense of control, autonomy, selfrespect and personal privacy. The legal system should restore and reinforce
those qualities, while avoiding measures that “re-victimise” the victim.
The legal response to violence against women should strengthen women’s
place in society by enhancing women’s overall equality.
Many sexually harassed individuals put up with the damaging physical
and psychological effects of the harassment because taking action can
be daunting, especially in environments that do not provide moral and
practical support. Most often victims are ashamed and embarrassed and
worry that they will be labelled as “loose women” and thus prefer to keep
quiet. Specific laws that deal with both domestic violence and sexual
harassment at the workplace are necessary so that women do not continue
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to suffer in silence.
Egypt, like the majority of South Mediterranean countries, has not yet
brought forward specific legislation that addresses domestic violence or
sexual harassment in the workplace. Neither form of violence is addressed
in current laws. In fact, domestic violence in Egypt is dealt with in the
same manner as any other form of violence, namely through Articles 240243 of the Penal Code. Likewise, sexual harassment in the workplace is
dealt with in the same manner as any kind of sexual harassment committed
in the street.
Further, Article 17 of the Egyptian Penal Code gives judges the authority
to reduce punishment sentences if they decide that the condition of the
accused requires so, and without needing to provide justification. Article
17 is used often in cases of rape and honour killing to reduce the sentences
of perpetrators.
Services for victims and survivors
Services should aim at assisting women to overcome multiple consequences
of violence in a way that empowers them to rebuild their lives and
relationships.
Unfortunately such services in Egypt, as well as in many South
Mediterranean countries, are minimal. There are only four shelters in Egypt
and they are in dire need of capacity building, including the development
of quality standards, the training of staff in counselling, and the provision
of psychological services. Many South Mediterranean countries do not
have any of such shelters. There is also a need for legal aid in support of
victims and survivors of violence. There is no 24-hour helpline for women
suffering from violence in many South Mediterranean countries. While
there are a number of NGOs in some of South Mediterranean countries that
provide legal aid for women, including victims and survivors of violence,
the capacity of these services is far below what is required.
Honour killing
Honour crimes constitute a major violation of women’s human rights. It
is the most extreme form of domestic violence. Murder to cleanse family
honour is a type of crime committed against women, with impunity, in
many parts of the world.
Honour crimes refer to the murder of a woman by her male family
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member(s) for a perceived violation of the social norms of sexuality,
or a suspicion of women having transgressed limits of social behaviour
imposed by traditions. This includes seeing or meeting a man, even if this
is only suspicion or gossip. A family’s honour is seen as being dependent
on the sexual conformity of its female family members -- the virginity of its
unmarried female members and the chastity of its married ones.
Honour crimes include also a husband killing a wife whom he or other
family members suspect of adultery. Such crimes take place in several
South Mediterranean countries such as Egypt, Jordan and Palestine. It is
difficult to estimate the overall number of honour killings that take place
yearly in Egypt. However, an Egyptian report in 1995 counted 52 honour
killings out of 819 murders reported. In Jordan, in 2003, 17 women were
reportedly killed in the name of “family honour”.
Modern laws in many South Mediterranean countries have not appropriately
penalised this crime due to the strong influence of the tribal system and
popular beliefs about women’s sexuality. Modern penal codes and practices
reinforce the notion that men have a “right” to punish women for improper
sexual behaviour.
As mentioned, Article 17 of the Egyptian Penal Code allows judges to
decrease sentences passed according to their discretion. Murder can result
in a sentence of as little as six months, which likely would be spent by the
end of the trial.
In Jordan, honour killing rarely carries a sentence of more than one year of
imprisonment. This sentence can be reduced to six months if the victim’s
family pardons the perpetrator. Although such provisions are often genderneutral in language, in application they only benefit men.
In the Egyptian Penal Code, a married man is adulterous only if the sexual
act is committed in the marital home (Article 277) while a woman is
adulterous wherever the act is. She does not need to be found compromised
in the marital home for the husband to claim the defence of inflamed
emotions. Activists in Egypt have challenged the constitutionality of this
law.
In both Jordan and Egypt, there are four main sources of discrimination
against women: dependency; male control of sexuality; conservative
interpretations of Islam; and certain provisions of secular law that reinforce
women’s low status and gender inequality.
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Such low status is evident in most of the personal status codes in South
Mediterranean countries and it puts women at risk of domestic violence.
For example, family law in Egypt permits not only male polygamy but
also the right of the husband to divorce his wife without reason and the
expulsion of a divorced woman from the marital residence if she has no
children or her children are beyond custody age.
What to do?
Governments must seriously address and break the cycle of violence
against women They should take effective measures to prevent violence in
the home and in the workplace, and also in the public places such as streets
and on public transportation. They have also to redress family laws that are
gender discriminatory.
Governments should take effective steps to bring laws, practices, policies
and procedures into full conformity with international human rights
instruments. They should ensure that laws against abuse, including beating,
rape, sexual assault, and other gender based violence, provide adequate
protection to all women and respect their integrity and dignity.
The police should be trained to prevent and investigate domestic violence
including honour crimes. The responsiveness of the judiciary to the
problem of honour killing should be increased.
Both governments and NGOs should collect and analyze regularly data on
gender-based violence. They should also provide good quality services for
victims of violence such as help-lines, shelters, housing, medical treatment
and jobs.
_____________
December 2006
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Rights of Representation
Women, individually and collectively, need to fight for
their right to take a place in the political system
Mona Makram Ebeid
Political participation offers opportunity to various groups in society to

promote, articulate, advocate and defend their interests and views. Women
are as vital a human resource as men. Excluding them from political life
risks not utilising fully and efficiently their knowledge, skills, experience
and distinct vision of world and society. Political participation empowers
people to understand and influence decisions that affect their lives.
The time has come to move from recognising women’s contribution to
challenging those factors in the family, in communities, and in the country
and the Arab world as a whole, that make it difficult for women to play
their full part in democracy and development. Is it a male or a female issue?
The answer: it is an issue for society, as society ascribes different roles to
both men and women. We should not forget that women constitute 50 per
cent of the total population of the Arab world. Women are the foundation
of the transformation underway in Arab societies. Our societies cannot
ignore the fact that women are the mothers and educators of the nation, the
companions of men, and fighters for prosperity and development.
In this respect, we believe that the quota system is one useful strategy
to guarantee that the voices, knowledge, experience and skills of women
impact the development of the nation. Resistance to women entering
politics via mechanisms -- such as quotas -- that make it possible to correct
democratic dysfunctions is largely explained by the attitude of the political
class. It does not look favourably upon female representatives, who are
not yet considered key players in the effort to bring about democracy and
sustainable development. Yet evidence from around the world shows that
voluntary quotas adopted by political parties and regimes to increase the
number of women candidates in elections have been effective, especially
when applied in proportional representation-based electoral systems. In
the Arab world, however, there are relatively few successful examples
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of political parties adopting and enforcing internal party quotas and the
participation of women remains limited.
Although no quota is perfect, it is better to have an imperfect system than
none at all. While quotas alone will not solve the problems of patriarchal
systems, attitudes and stereotypes, the mere presence of women changes
the face of decision-making and provides opportunities for substantive
input.
As a former member of parliament, I have participated in three different
elections with different electoral systems. In the 1980s a new law was
introduced which reserved 30 new seats for women. Three women won
elections on their own steam and two more were appointed by President
Sadat, so there were 35 women in parliament, representing nine per cent
of the body.
In 1987, the reserved seats were abolished but the government retained
the proportional representation system and 18 women gained seats in
parliament. The proportional representation system was also eventually
abolished. In 1990, women constituted only two per cent of parliament,
most of them appointed.
There has been a lot of talk lately of empowering women and encouraging
their political participation, and many activists have demanded a return to
the proportional representation system, or the quota system. Parliament,
however, with a majority of chauvinistic and short sighted members, has
registered its strong resistance to both systems. It is now up to women’s
associations, women politicians and party members, and writers to stand
fast and demand what is their legitimate right. Women need to mobilise on
a larger scale within and outside of political parties.
Let us remember, that thanks to Doria Shafik, the courageous political
activist and her supporters, women obtained the vote in 1956. Can we
expect that her daughters and granddaughters be as courageous as her?
__________
March 2007
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Visitation Rights for Children
Laws concerning visitation rights for parents should be
amended to establish that children have rights too
Thanaa El-Shamy
Children who are unfortunate to have their parents divorce end up living
with one or the other. Children younger than 15 years of age requiring
custody (normally by the mother as long as she remains unmarried) are
entitled to see the other non-custodial parent (normally the father). If the
parents come to an amiable agreement regarding a programme of visits,
there is no problem. Problems abound, however, when parents disagree on
visitation rights and the matter is brought to court.
The current Personal Status Law regulating visitation rights stipulates that
parental visits should be supervised by a third party (a close relative of the
mother, like a father, brother or mother); should take place once a week, for
at least three hours; and should take place at a location that will not harm
the children, like clubs, libraries, or public parks.
Reports show that such visitations are callous in nature and devoid of loving
emotions or feelings. The children go to see their father in a place under
the supervision of a hostile relative of the mother, making it difficult for
the father to get closer to his children or even to enjoy giving them a hug.
Some mothers instruct their children not to be swayed by, or respond to,
their father’s exhibited overtures of love, threatening to punish them if they
do. Attempts on the part of the father to get closer to the children, if they
show loving reactions to him, would be reported by the person supervising
the visit. Some mothers portray the father and his family as monsters.
Furthermore, the father cannot bring along a member of his family to
see the child -- not even an older brother or sister of the concerned child.
Sometimes fathers also take advantage of such visitation hours to try to
smear the reputation of the mother. Children come out of these experiences
feeling depressed and suffering psychological trauma, as if visitation rights
were solely for parent(s) and not for children.
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The present law also deprives children of visits by grandparents and
their father’s larger family, except if the two parents are not present in
the country. The law also does not allow the larger families of the noncustodial parent any chance to see the children. It should be noted that
sometimes the relationship between children and their grandparents and
their father’s families are so strong that denying them the right to visit with
them becomes a punishment to the children through no fault of their own.
Why can’t such visitations be conducted in a healthy and normal atmosphere
full of love, where the non-custodial parent can accompany his children
back to his house so they can get to know their brothers and sisters better,
as well as the parent’s family? The law should be modified in order to
provide appropriate guarantees to the custodial parent that children would
be returned at the end of such visits. This way small children would be
raised in a nurturing atmosphere and would not see their parents as two
hostile parties or enemies.
If parents would stop using their children as weapons to fight each other,
their children would grow up without deep feelings of hatred that might
push them to extreme behaviour, becoming a menace to society.
___________
March 2007
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Women in Business
Using Egypt’s untapped female entrepreneurial capacity is
essential to the realisation of broader national development
goals.
Carmen Niethammer
Women’s entrepreneurship is an important factor for economic growth

and development in Egypt. Entrepreneurship creates new jobs for men and
women, which is essential in countries with a young population and high
unemployment. Globally, increases in women’s income lead to relatively
higher spending on family welfare, and this is critical for reaching key
national development goals.
In Egypt, where women’s rate of economic participation, at 33 per cent,
is among the lowest in the world, entrepreneurship can offer women new
opportunities to generate their own income and help others as they do so.
Helping better leverage the untapped potential of women in Egypt will
have positive development results, and not only at the macroeconomic
level.
Yet, despite the apparent benefits as levels of women’s entrepreneurship
rise in Egypt, businesswomen report that they face a variety of constraints
when it comes to setting up or expanding a business. Some of the concerns
are similar to those faced by men, while many of the issues affect
businesswomen disproportionately.
For example, most women-owned micro and small enterprises have not
received any financing from a formal financial institution, due to lower
availability of assets that can be used as collateral and a lower level of
financial management education among women entrepreneurs. Women
also tend to have less access to general business know-how through
networking and mentoring relationships -- resources that are more readily
available to men.
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Access to markets is another key constraint for women business owners,
partly related to women’s more restricted mobility. Hence most womenowned small and medium enterprises serve local and national markets, and
only a very small number are export-oriented.
Female entrepreneurship in Egypt has become more visible over the
last decade, and support systems are developing. In the last few years,
numerous businesswomen networks have been created. This includes the
Egyptian Business Women Association, the Alexandria Business Women
Association, Business Women 21, the Businesswomen Association
for Development, the Development of Businesswomen Export Ability
Association, the Egypt-based Arab Women Investors Union, and the
Women in Business Committee of the American Chamber of Commerce.
Going forward, these associations can play a critical role in developing
successful businesses by providing businesswomen with services they
could not access otherwise.
Economically active women also represent a potentially profitable market
niche for the financial sector. The Commercial International Bank of Egypt
is already leading the way by offering a special women’s programme called
“Heya” (“she” in Arabic).
At present, the cornerstone of the programme is a women’s credit card and
its associated benefits in addition to a package of specially tailored services
for Heya members. The Commercial International Bank is also the first
bank from the Middle East and North Africa to join the Global Banking
Alliance for Women, a consortium of best practice banks that leverage the
women’s market for profit as well as social good. The Alliance’s secretariat
is housed by IFC (International Finance Corporation), the private sector
arm of the World Bank Group.
Many stakeholders and partners are looking to further women’s
entrepreneurship in Egypt. This includes a number of government bodies
that have started to focus on women’s economic empowerment and private
sector development: for example, the Ministry of Investment has integrated
a gender perspective into the country’s investment climate assessment with
the support of the World Bank, and the National Council for Women has
established the Women’s Business Centre.
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Promoting an environment where women entrepreneurs can thrive will not
only benefit Egyptian businesswomen themselves, but will contribute to
the well-being of their families and communities, as well as their countries’
overall economic development.
___________
March 2007
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Refusing Silence: Taking to the street
Simple participation in Egyptian public life remains subject
to undeclared prohibition.
Ghada Shahbender
It has been almost two years since I unexpectedly became more
involved in “public life”. I had not taken a premeditated decision to do
so, nor did I expect to be involved for so long. I reacted spontaneously to
the events that took place on 25 May 2005, or what’s now labelled “Black
Wednesday”.
On that day, I was submitting my final research paper for my Masters
degree at the American University in Cairo. I was not going to cast a vote
on the suggested amendment of Article 76 of the constitution, nor was I
going to participate in demonstrations objecting to the referendum. I was
simply going on with my daily life like the majority of Egyptians who had
lost faith in the political system.
Standing outside my professor’s office, I received a text message from
a friend who was covering the events of the day as a reporter for an
international news agency. She described an all-too-familiar scene of
riot police cracking down on demonstrators and chasing them from the
Saad Zaghloul mausoleum to the staircase of the Press Syndicate, Cairo’s
unofficial demonstration venue. How upset my normally composed and
professional friend sounded when I called her back later astounded me. She
described the now infamous scene of hired thugs attacking and sexually
harassing female demonstrators with the explicit permission of the police.
Later in the day, when I watched television footage and saw photographs
of the incident I understood why my friend was so angry. I was enraged
by what I could only see as a flagrant and brutal attack on our beliefs,
norms and values. I was further infuriated by the lack of response from
our government and the National Democratic Party. No one was going
to be held accountable and we, the people, appeared to find that perfectly
acceptable.
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One week later, for the first time in my life, I was standing at a demonstration
on the Press Syndicate staircase, the venue of the violent events of Black
Wednesday. By 1 June, I was one of 10 people who had decided that we
could no longer stand on the sidelines and allow such happenings to go
unchecked. We worked on defining our vision and mission and founded
Shayfeencom, a popular monitoring movement that would allow for the
participation of Egyptians in public life and empower them with monitoring
wrongdoing. The 10 founding members all came from professional
backgrounds. There were more women than men, and when we agreed on
role distribution, women were chosen to speak on behalf of the movement.
Since then, Shayfeencom has monitored presidential and parliamentary
elections, rallied support for the independence of the judiciary, campaigned
for freedom of the press and launched an anti-corruption campaign. Its
founding members were challenged in many ways. We were all newcomers
to the arena of political activism and had to work hard to gain credibility,
gather and research information, train as monitors, convince people to join
the movement and maintain contact with those who did join.
More importantly, the founding members were challenged by the
Egyptian political system and legislation governing civil society. The
media, politicians and activists were all suspicious of our intentions. Most
important of all, State Security did not welcome our existence. We were
questioned, labelled and harassed for a variety of reasons, some of which
were contradictory and most of which were unjustified -- at least by any
activity we had undertaken or declaration we had made about our identity
and intentions.
We were assigned to the officer in charge of “socialist movements” at State
Security and were named the feminine (not feminist) velvet movement
by the state- owned press. We were simultaneously accused of being an
offshoot of the National Democratic Party, champions of the Muslim
Brotherhood, and Western agents. We were considered inadequate and
were held to account for not intervening in the Bird Flu crisis!
We became subject to State Security’s unlimited scrutiny and inquiry into
all of our activities; some of us were intimidated while others were fed
misinformation about their colleagues. Professionally, we were ostracised
by the business community and the governmental and non- governmental
institutions we had associated with for years because no one wants to do
business with the “opposition” (another label attached to our movement).
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While I had intended this article to be about female participation in public
life in Egypt, the truth is that participation is a challenge for both men
and women. The socio- political environment, legislation, practices, and
most importantly the political will of the government, are not conducive
to participation.
Surprisingly, or maybe not, of the 10 founding members of Shayfeencom
only three women remain active today.
__________
March 2007
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Women and Voluntarism
Rays of Hope
Street children are among the most vulnerable members of
society, needing care and support like anyone else
Hanna Aboulghar
For me, it started with an article in Al-Ahram in April 2001. Fahmy
Howeidy wrote in his weekly column about “a little boy who sought
shelter from the cold of the night behind the wheels of a truck parked on
the streets of Cairo. In the early morning, the driver took his seat, started
the engine, put the gears in reverse and pressed the gas, crushing the little
boy’s sparsely clothed body.”
Suddenly, I saw the street children in Cairo more clearly, noticing how thin
their clothes were. I’d notice a little boy sleeping on the pavement in the
cold, or looking in on me and my two daughters safe in our car. I tried not
to imagine their loneliness and fear.
I began looking for people who knew more about how to help. It took me
just a few months to realise it was not going to be easy. There turned out
to be less than a handful of NGOs involved with street children in Egypt.
At last I came to one of Hope Village Society’s (HVS) reception centres,
where I was met with confident staff. It was easy to see that these people
knew what they were doing.
Children are approached at their places of gathering on the streets by trained
social workers. They are encouraged through kindness and friendship to
visit the nearest reception centre where they find a friendly welcome, are
given a change of clothes and asked to take a bath, and then they are ready
for a day of fun. The reception centres are open from 9am until 5pm, and
the children have access to a variety of activities, to hot meals, a safe nap,
and, most importantly, to the human warmth of someone who cares to
listen without judging or preaching.
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After many conversations between child and social worker, many truths are
reached and families are approached with the hope of mending the bonds
that have been broken by neglect, or divorce. Some of these families are
eligible for micro-loans, with which they can start a small family project
in order to overcome poverty, the sole condition being to keep their child
in a happy home. Not all of these trials meet with success, and when the
families are unwilling or unable to accommodate the child, he or she has
a home at one of the HVS’s eight shelters, where they are allowed to live
out their childhood.
Thus started my relationship with Hope Village. In December 2002, a
reception centre for girls in Imbaba was opened, sponsored by family and
friends, and managed by HVS. For the girls rehabilitated by this reception
centre, three shelters were established. The total number of HVS branches
has reached 15.
The number of children on the streets of Egypt is rising to anything between
500,000 and two million. Children are leaving home at a younger age, and
the number of girls are now exceeding a third of the total number.
At HVS, we serve a total of 5000 children per year, a third of which we
successfully convince to go back to their families, or to accept to live at
our shelters. We are taking great measures to improve our success rate.
We know that the reason for failure is not that the kids “enjoy” life on the
streets, or that they don’t appreciate the love and care they receive at our
shelters; it is the “addiction” they gain to the freedom of the street that
makes our job so difficult.
At the age when they are supposed to learn to accept such simple social
rules as sleeping at night and being awake in the morning, these children
live in full unsupervised freedom, which allows them to “jump on the roof
of a train heading to Alexandria, because they long to have breakfast by
the sea”.
This kind of freedom is addictive, despite the very high price they pay
on the street. It is an addiction that may require psychological and social
therapy, in addition to addressing the psychiatric illnesses they so often
gain from the repeated instances of sexual, physical and psychic abuse to
which they are exposed. All these factors put street children in the position,
like all addicts, where they feel the pain of living as they do, see the beauty
of leaving that life, but still suffer from being unable to live within four
walls.
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Until the day comes when the economic and social situation in Egypt
doesn’t force children onto the street; till the day comes when no child
will need to look for shelter behind the wheels of a truck, NGOs like Hope
Village, Caritas, and others will remain the only light in some very dark,
young lives.
__________
March 2007
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Peace and Plenty
The rationale of one organisation that uses networks of
social redistribution as a means of bringing people together
in tolerance
Nevine El-Ibrachy
As we all know, the government has been unable to deliver all the services

necessary to all areas. NGOs have often been encouraged to lend a hand,
specifically in health and educational services. Quite often in rural areas
and unplanned communities the Mosque or the Church provides many
of these services. In either case, a generous dose of religion is mixed in
with the service provided. I have nothing against religion. On the contrary,
I consider myself quite religious. Religion left in less learned hands,
however, and combined with the ignorance or illiteracy of the recipient,
often results in a distortion that is conducive to fundamentalism.
In fact, in the less privileged strata of society, we have a polarisation that
is developing. Quite often we find parallel communities, sharing the same
neighbourhood but lacking in interaction. Each community is centred on
its religious institution, which becomes the nucleus of its existence.
It is precisely this phenomenon that Peace and Plenty, or Kheir wa Baraka,
was willing to address. The group was founded and registered as an
NGO in 2004. Its main purpose is to try to bridge gaps that may exist
by encouraging community development through the interaction of all
factions in any given neighbourhood.
Egypt is a country of contrasts, as we are all well aware. On the one hand,
there are sectors that generate substantial surpluses, be it on the individual
or institutional level. On the other, there exists great need in an expansive
level of society. Hotels, factories and high tech offices may generate surplus
food (remnants of buffet functions), clothes (overstocked merchandise),
and slightly out-dated technology (computers, copiers, etc), all of which
would be treasured by so many.
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The aim of our organisation is twofold: primarily to help link sectors with
surplus to areas of need. By offering viable, well-researched recipient
institutions to the donors, our organisation facilitates the task for those
businesses looking to fulfil their mission of corporate social responsibility.
Redistribution of wealth, at little or no cost to the donor, is the mechanism
by which we try to achieve our ultimate goal.
Secondly, through the redistribution of said goods, Peace and Plenty tries
to support community service centres both in local Mosques and Churches.
By supplying the needs of these centres, avoiding duplication of services,
and offering guidance in the direction of the services provided, it becomes
possible to encourage interaction amongst community centres. This springs
naturally as a result of seeking optimum use of limited resources in serving
the entire community.
It is perfectly logical to supply, for example, only one computer centre
where all the children of the neighbourhood could enhance their computer
skills. This could be set up in one community centre for all to enjoy. In
another community centre we may want to help set up, say, literacy classes.
Again, it would be stipulated that to make the best use of the resources,
one centre would have to serve the entire community. By encouraging
the interaction of women and children (since they are the main recipients
of community services), we found that communities quite easily became
more relaxed towards each other. More camaraderie sprung up, thus
helping to reduce imaginary walls that sometimes hold people back from
understanding one another.
Through these simple activities, both the vertical wealth related (donorrecipient) gaps as well as horizontal sectarian (recipient-recipient) gaps in
society could gradually diminish. Overall, a more tightly knit social fabric
should be more resilient to extremism.
___________
March 2007
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Women and Entrepreneurship
The Women of Diwan
Profile: Hind Wassef, Nadia Wassef, Nihal Schawky
Some time ago, five friends who were all at a crossroads in their lives
and between careers: Hind Wassef, Nadia Wassef, Nihal Schawky, Ali
Dessouki, and Ziad Bahaaeddin dreamt of opening a bookstore that was an
extension of their love for books, music and culture as a whole. It had to be
a place that they themselves would love to frequent, which was something
missing in Cairo at the time.
Five years ago, the Diwan bookstore , opened its doors in Zamalek. During
the initial start-up phase, all five friends were involved. Once Diwan
operations began, the three women became the more active partners,
whereas the two men gravitated to other careers. Each woman was drawn
to the area that appealed most to her: Hind is in charge of all Arabic titles;
Nadia orders the titles that come from the United Kingdom and the United
States; Nihal manages the café and all items in the impulse section. This
was a spontaneous division of labour, but one that clearly expressed each
of their passions.
At the start they were guided by their gut instinct and the desire to create
something they would like to go to themselves. Five years down the road,
they are very conscious of the importance of fulfilling the needs of their
clientele. They like to think that a measure of their success has come from
listening to their customers.
Today Diwan is shifting from a “cottage” industry to a middle-sized
professional organization. However, as they move to a more structured
organization with new jobs being created, they still struggle to retain
their personal work environment where each individual counts and has a
palpable contribution to make.
As in any business, they do encounter challenges, of course. “Constraints
are a normal part of any business climate”, they note. “We have always felt
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free to think outside the box and we hope to always have the conditions
that enable us to do so. That is not to say that life is a rosy picture, but we
try and focus on what can be done rather than what can’t be. In the words
of Voltaire, changes in the general climate will come in their own time,
what we can do is to cultivate our own garden.
And how do these busy young women juggle career and family? “It is not
an easy balance to strike, but the joy comes from constantly trying”, the
three agree. “We show our children by example the importance of their
mothers being career women who allocate equal importance to raising a
family and to having independent roles which contribute to society outside
of the home.”
And their career advice to other young women? “Only, that it pays to have
a passion.”
___________
March 2007
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The Aura of Flora
Profile: Malak Taher
Flowers are usually perceived as delicate creatures and flower shops as

a romantic endeavor. Few people know the hard work involved in this
business. One of them is Malak Taher, the proud owner of “Flower Power”,
in Cairo.
“It’s not an easy industry at all,” explains Taher, “the deadlines, clients,
import procedures are all basic aspects of our day-to-day work.”
Taher has always had a horticultural streak running through her, “My father
had a farm, I guess that’s when I first fell in love with plants.” It wasn’t
until the late 1970s, however, that Taher got her first taste of the flower
business. “My brother and his wife opened the first Flower Power shop and
asked me to help.” Taher would go for a couple of hours everyday while
her children were at school. “It became a part of me. I’d look forward to the
time I go to the shop. It energized me.” By the beginning of the 1980s, her
brother decided that the shop was more of a hassle to him and told Taher
that she could either have it or he’d close it down. “I couldn’t let it go,” she
remembers fondly.
“Oh, the mistakes I made when I was first in business,” she laughs. That’s
why she united with her current business partner who also happens to be
her best friend, “she has a great business sense.”
Flower Power became known first for its uniqueness by word of mouth.
“We’d take on some weddings and so people started telling each other
about our shop.” Now, the once little shop provides flower arrangements,
that change weekly, to luxury hotels from Cairo to Sharm El-Sheikh. Taher
would sometimes pay a visit to one of these hotels at 4 a.m. to make sure
that the various flower displays are “simply perfect”. “There are guests
who stay at these hotels solely for the flower arrangements.”
Entering the offices of Flower Power, one notices almost immediately that
the place is filled with women. So does Taher only work with women? “No,”
she laughs, “it’s just a coincidence. I promise. We have men working with
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us too.” She refuses to label the flower business as a woman’s profession.
“I know many men who are successful at the trade.”
Working with flowers is an uplifting experience and Taher is gracefully
optimistic. She believes that Egypt is bound for progress with all the young
talents she sees in her line of work.
There is not anyone more familiar with the healing power of a flower than
Taher who summarizes the flower power in a simple sentence, “have you
ever given someone flowers and he didn’t smile? I doubt it.”
___________
March 2007
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Women and Art
The spirit of change
The philosophy behind Cairo’s first Women’s Film Festival
Alia El-Bialy
The Cadre Foundation, a non-profit audio-visual organisation, is staging
(2007) the first Women’s Film Festival in Cairo to promote culture, human
rights, and contribute towards the goal of achieving total equality between
women and men. The festival will afford the opportunity to those devoting
their art and energy to formulating a more authentic image of their culture
to express their many different and contradictory visions and aspirations
through film.
The festival includes screenings of 65 films from all over the world
relevant to women’s issues by women or men directors. It takes place 8-16
March 2007, coinciding with the celebration of International Women’s
Day. At first glance, we might ask ourselves what brings so many disparate
filmmakers together in one festival? The common denominator is a general
concern for “gender issues”, with all the contradictory currents the term
contains.
More than at any other time, today critical eyes are focused on women, their
social position in the spheres of art, literature, religion, politics, economics
and history. The focus, however, is usually on the shortcomings of women
rather than on their accomplishments. In these changing times, women,
together with men, have in film a legitimate medium for expressing their
views and for demanding their rights. The stories that can be told in film
supply us with elements that help us construct the outlines of, if carefully
defined, a better assessment of the situation of modern women today.
Like tales from the Arabian Nights, this festival will consist of an intricate
and assorted weave of films from all over the world: from Greece, Egypt,
France, New Zealand, Afghanistan, Germany, and others. Together
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they form a homogeneous whole eagerly anticipated by audiences at
the Creativity Centre on the premises of the Cairo Opera House, and,
simultaneously, at the Alexandria Library. The festival is designed to reflect
the rhythm and beat of the big city and it’s flashing neon lights. But it also
recognises the challenge of “No Entry” signs attached to certain topics or
films that are officially banned.
Some of the films made by young Egyptian filmmakers constitute a form
of exorcism or revolutionary self- fulfilment. These films deal with taboo
subjects that translate the inner vision and message of filmmakers into
artistic creation. What we see here are young Egyptian artists expressing
in film an authentic yet cruel image of life and its sometimes-ugly content.
Working from a need for self-renewal and an insatiable and infinite quest for
discovery, filmmakers demystify symbols and make change a possibility.
Such filmmaking is a free and responsible spirit that in contest and mediation
expresses the discomfort of fellow countrymen in general, and of women
in particular. The films gathered for this festival show the awareness and
sensitivity of women to their marginalised status, their lack of freedom, and
the way they see themselves. They show how women evaluate their own
social identity so as to enable them to create a new image of themselves.
In doing so, these films help the audience gain insight into the beauty and
difficulty of womanhood.
By looking at the plight of women and portraying it in their work, the
festival’s filmmakers strive to come into contact with the soul, and in this
particular instance the mysterious hidden essence of women and their
suffering that is rooted in ancient traditions that remain powerful in our
present everyday life.
Cinema has made a vast contribution recently to altering stereotypes or
archetypal images of women. Happily, many new films are a far cry from
the repetitive and abused and clichéd representations that often plague
popular consciousness. Many films to be screened during the festival
address the possibility of women having their own cinematic language.
Do distinguished female directors such as Agnes Varda, Jane Campion or
Nicki Caro tackle their subjects differently from male directors, and if so
how?
Integral to the festival, seminars, following screenings -- be they
documentaries or fiction, films on female genital mutilation, stories of
real life, heroism, intolerance and injustice, and the horrors of war and
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destruction -- discuss freedom of expression and discrimination against
women.
During the festival, the pioneers of cinema are not overlooked. Each year,
tribute will be paid to one such pioneer. This will remind the younger
generations of those who tilled the land before them.
One notable item in the first Women’s Film Festival in Cairo is an item
celebrating the centenary of Egyptian cinema, celebrated by a screening
of “Layla Al-Badawiya” the first film ever made by a female Egyptian
film director, Bahiga Hafez. This film was made in 1937 and runs for 115
minutes.
The importance of this film festival -- and hopefully many more that are to
follow on a yearly basis -- lies in the role that cinema can play in shedding
light, for a wide audience, on the deep socio-cultural context within which
we live.
In organising the first Women’s Film Festival in Cairo, the Cadre Foundation
aims to underwrite the importance of cultural identity, the democratisation
of culture, freedom of expression and tolerance. It hopes to do so by using
film, in its diversity and common spirit, to build a more coherent image of
the world around us.
__________
March 2007
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Rhapsody in Paint
Profile :Nazli Madkour
Nazli Madkour is a renowned artist who has exhibited all over the world.

Quite an accomplishment for an economist who took a risk on herself and
her art. “Back then it wasn’t acceptable to just study art,” reminiscences
Madkour. She worked her way through the political economy academia
to obtain her masters from the American University in Cairo (AUC) and
proceeded to work successfully in the development field. But the artistic
streak wouldn’t leave her. “I took art classes simultaneously with my
masters studies,” she says, “it was wonderful.”
In 1981, she decided to focus on her art. “It was a bold decision,” she
explains “but my husband was quite supportive despite the fact that our
household income was cut in half when I resigned from my job at the
Industrial Development Center for Arab States.”
As the years passed, Madkour was able to prove herself to the extent that
she was asked to do a number of illustrations to go with the livre d’artiste,
“Arabian Nights and Days” of the late Nobel Laureate Naguib Mahfouz ,
published by the Limited Editions Club, NY in 2005. The illustrations have
a special place in her heart. However, Madkour stresses the fact that while
being appreciated is an amazing sensation, “true pleasure is manifested
while painting.”
Nonetheless, “it takes real discipline to become a painter,” she vehemently
explains. “I work in my studio for at least six hours everyday and through
this routine I am able to produce.” She added that Naguib Mahfouz used to
hold a pen and a paper and try to write even if he “was not inspired”.
Madkour is a big advocate of mixing different schools of art as it gives
her a sense of freedom. “One should never obsess with just one form of
art, but rather experiment to avoid becoming mundane. Known for her
landscapes and ethereal paintings, Madkour is presenting a new edge in her
work with her coming exhibition: faces of women. “I have painted around
16 canvases showing the inner feelings of women.”
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As for the artistic environment in Egypt, Madkour sees an active commotion
on the field with all the new emerging artists and the increase in buying art.
However the sensitive spirit of the artist in Madkour seems to be bruised
by the overall harsh reality in Egypt. “I am not very optimistic about our
country,” she sighs, “creativity needs to be nurtured by freedom of thought.
Something that’s, unfortunately, missing in our society.”
___________
March 2007
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Questions and Answers

with A Woman Justice
Justice Tahany El-Gebaly

reveals her staunch support for the principles of democracy, equality and respect
for universal human rights in an interview with Samia Farid Shihata

Established 25 years ago and consisting of 17 judges, the Supreme
Constitutional Court (SCC) is the highest legal authority in Egypt. Deep
inside the imposing building it occupies on the banks of the Nile, Justice
Tahany El-Gebali has been quietly making history since 2003 when she
became the first woman SCC judge. Today, she continues to be the only
sitting woman judge, not only in the SCC, but in the regular court system
and in the Conseil d’Etat (Magles El-Dawla) courts as well.
Justice El-Gebaly has a long history in public service. She was the first
woman elected to the board of the Lawyers’ Syndicate and to the Permanent
Secretariat of the Union of Arab Lawyers, and also was a member of the
opposition (the Nasserist Party).
Beyond met with Justice El-Gebaly to discuss the SCC’s role and a number
of other legal and constitutional issues currently under debate in the public
arena. Below are excerpts of the interview.
What is the role of the Supreme Constitutional Court?
First of all, the Supreme Constitutional Court stands above the ordinary
court system, the Conseil d’Etat, and the administrative court system. It
also stands above the legislature, which must not promulgate any law that
is contrary to a SCC ruling. It also stands above the executive, which is
also bound not to take any action contrary to a ruling of the SCC.
Second, the SCC is the final authority on the interpretation of law. A
notable example is when the Court was asked to resolve differences in
interpretation of the law dealing with the evasion of compulsory military
service by a member of parliament. The SCC ruled that such service was a
basic requirement for a citizen’s political participation. This interpretation
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resulted in the removal of 22 members of parliament. Another important
example is when the SCC ruled on what was meant by “judicial
supervision of elections” in the constitution. The SCC interpreted that to
mean complete and direct judicial supervision of both major and secondary
election committees. The court’s interpretation rendered the elections for
parliament existing at the time unconstitutional. Parliament was dissolved
and early elections were called for in 2000.
Third, in cases where there is a contradiction between two final rulings of
two different courts, such as an ordinary court and the Conseil d’Etat, it is
the SCC that issues a binding decision on which of these rulings should be
enforced. Its decision is binding on both courts in question.
Can an article of the constitution be unconstitutional?
I am a supporter of the important school of constitutional legal thought
that emphasises the oneness of the constitution and looks at it as an organic
consistent whole. The articles must be compatible with one another and
no article should contradict another article in the constitution. I hope that
this view gains strength in our legal jurisprudence and our constitutional
court system since constitutional legal practice is inevitably influenced
by intellectual preferences. I do not believe in the idea that anyone can
be totally without a position with regard to literally everything. There
are schools of legal thought that promote tyranny, and others that help
undermine tyrannical tendencies. If I occupy a seat on the constitutional
court and I am a true believer in the values of freedom, democracy and
respect for human rights, this will be reflected in my judgments. It is my
hope that we have, at the very least, a majority among us that believes in
strengthening the values of freedom and democracy in order to safeguard
our nation from the challenges confronting it.
How does the Supreme Constitutional Court supervise the
constitutionality of the nation’s laws?
As a general rule, the SCC is entrusted with the supervision of the
constitutionality of specific laws after they are passed by parliament.
However, the amendment of Article 76 of the constitution included a
stipulation that the SCC should review the draft of the presidential election
law prior to its passage in parliament.
The reason put forward for granting this exceptional jurisdiction to the
SCC was the “special gravity” of this new law based on Article 76. Thus, it
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is the draft law on presidential elections that was submitted to the SCC for
constitutional review, not Article 76 itself. That the amended Article 76 was
as detailed as the presidential election law that followed it led to confusion
in peoples’ minds. In fact, the consensus of constitutional law scholars was
that the inclusion of such details in an article of the constitution constitutes
a serious and unprecedented constitutional flaw.
Going back to the issue of post or prior supervision of the constitutionality
of the laws by the SCC, it does well to note that by accepting to rule in
a number of cases challenging the constitutionality of the presidential
election law after the law came into effect, the SCC established a very
important principle, namely its continued jurisdiction over the body of law
after its passage in parliament, despite having ruled on it when it was still
in draft form.
What are your views on the criticisms levelled against Article 76 of the
constitution?
Both constitutional scholars and public opinion have agreed that this
article contains numerous flaws. I hope that the upcoming amendment
of the article will correct all of them. As citizens, we have all been
following the discussions of this article for over a year and we hope that
the constitutional drafters this time will be guided by the stated objective
of the article, making sure that it does not obstruct or contradict other basic
rights guaranteed by the constitution. This is not only the responsibility
of the drafters, but also of those who will discuss the draft, and finally of
the public who must also take its responsibility seriously by expressing
its will through the upcoming referendum on this and other constitutional
amendments.
In your opinion, why do we still not have women judges in the normal
court system?
The problem is the prevailing culture in our society, which has continued
to regress away from the enlightenment that Egypt was previously known
for. We have become captive to cultures that are not compatible with our
level of social development. We seem often to be discussing issues that
were resolved many years ago. This endless rehashing makes us appear to
be a nation without memory. The problem was never a legal one, either in
the constitution or in the law. I am shocked that three and a half years after
my appointment to the SCC, the judiciary is still unable to grant Egyptian
women their constitutional right to become sitting judges. This is both sad
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and regrettable since throughout its history the judiciary was a bastion of
social progress. It is an aberration that instead it now acts as an obstacle to
progress and to the attainment of a constitutional right.
Thankfully, there seem to be some steps being taken these days to open
this career path to women. However, what we really need is a long-term
strategy to overcome this historic and huge gap in equality of opportunity
in the judiciary. Is it not surprising that women have been practicing
lawyers for over 80 years, have twice headed the administrative court
system, constitute over 52 per cent of teaching positions in national
faculties of law, and yet they are still deprived of becoming judges?
Some civil society groups have drawn attention to the fact that the
Anti-Corruption Treaty ratified by the Egyptian parliament some
time ago has not been published in the Official Gazette and therefore
is not being enforced? Do you have any comment?
I cannot comment on whether this is true or not as, frankly, this is the
first time I hear of it. However, if this were indeed the case, it would be a
legislative scandal by any standard.
There are, without doubt, procedural arrangements that must be followed
with regard to international treaties, and publication in the Official Gazette
is part and parcel of these procedures. These procedural arrangements are
considered constitutional arrangements par excellence. Not respecting
them would constitute a grave violation of the constitutional rights of the
Egyptian people who should be informed of the treaties their country has
entered into and who have the right to supervise their implementation
through constitutional instruments.
For an international treaty to become part of a country’s law it must pass
by certain procedural steps. In Egypt, these procedures are written in
the constitution. Hence, non-implementation of any of these procedures
would constitute a violation of the constitutional rights of the Egyptian
people.
__________
March 2007
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Cairo
I buried your face, someplace
by the side of the new road
so I would not trip over it
every morning or on evening strolls
still, I am helplessly drawn
to the scene of this crime
for fear of forgetting
the sum of your splendor
then there’s also the rain
that loosens the soil
to reveal a bewitching feature
awash with emotion
an eye, perhaps tender or
a pale, becalmed cheek
a mouth tight with reproach or
lips pursed in a deathless smile
other times you are inscrutable
worse, is when I seem to lose you
and pick at the earth like a scab
frantic, and faithful, like a dog.

____________

Yahia Lababidi,
March 2007
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A Tale of Three Cities
Cairo is a city where three eras of history, and their urban
formations, cohabitate, not always in harmony
Abou Zeid Rageh
Cairo is not one city; in reality, it consists of three successive cities clearly

separated from one another. The first city is the “heritage city” built during
the Islamic eras prior to the 19th century. The second city was built in the
19th and first half of the 20th century, during the rule of the Mohamed Ali
dynasty. It can be called the “Alaweyad city”, and is sometimes known as
the “Khedive city”. The great expansions around the city in all directions
that took place recently, in the second half of the 20th century marks the
emergence of the third, or “informal city”.
Each one of these three cities carries the distinct architectural and urban
characteristics -- and even lifestyle -- of the historical epoch to which it
belongs. Moving from one city to another is like moving from one historical
era to another. A walk through Cairo is indeed a walk through history.
The first, or medieval city
This city was built over the period of about 13 centuries, by the Tolounians,
the Fatimids, the Ayyoubis, the Mameluks, and the Ottoman dynasties.
Each dynasty added to the city great buildings and monuments that made
Cairo the largest and the greatest open museum of Islamic architecture in
the world.
The urban fabric still has the characteristic of a medieval Islamic town:
narrow and covered crooked streets, houses with inner courts and
neighbourhoods set closely together. Members of each craft guild lived and
worked in a neighbourhood of their own, usually named after them. It was
a socio-economic entity, forming with other neighbourhoods the general
urban and social pattern of the city.
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The city has two main arteries: Al-Moezz Street, which extends from Bab
Zeweila in the south to Bab Al-Foutouh to the north, and Marssina and
Saleeba street, which runs from Al-Sayyeda Zeinab Square in the west to
the Citadel Square in the east, passing by Ibn Tuloon Mosque. On both
sides of these two main streets lie world famous mosques, as well as
wikalas (warehouses and lodgings for merchants), khans (hotels), souqs
(trading centres), sibeels (water fountains) and medrassas (schools). The
whole city was surrounded by a high stonewall with two gates on each of
its four sides.

The second, or Al-Alaweyad city
The second city was established by the Mohamed Ali dynasty after Egypt
closed the Ottoman-Mamlouk chapter and started new era at the beginning
of the 19th century. From that time onwards, Egypt adopted an open door
policy to Western culture and civilisation; Western influence gradually
increased to cover almost all walks of life. Large foreign communities
-- Greeks, Italians, Armenians and others -- became integral part of the
Cairene social fabric.
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Khedive Ismail played a leading role in the construction of this
cosmopolitan city. He spent part of his youth in Vienna and Paris, where
he saw Haussman planning the “city of light” as we know it today. When
he was named as Wali of Egypt, he made his policy clear: to make Egypt
part of Europe. He summoned one of Haussman’s assistants to help him in
the planning of new Cairo. He moved the seat of power to Abdeen Palace
after it had remained for 1,000 years in the Citadel. He established the
ministries district beside his palace, constructed Mohamed Ali Avenue with
its famous arcades to connect old Cairo with his new capital and planned
the downtown district to be the business centre of the city. The city centre,
indeed, looks almost like a Parisian quarter; it has a French character in its
planning and distinguished Western styles in its buildings.
After building Aswan Dam at the beginning of the 20th century, the Nile
took its final stable course and it became possible for urban development to
move westward. Garden City and Zamalek were built in the west. Maadi was
built in the south and Heliopolis in the north. Urban expansion continued
and over passed the river to the Giza side. These neighbourhoods were
inhabited by the upper class of Egyptian society and also by the wealthy
foreign community at that time. They had different European architectural
styles. Al-Maadi was built in English countryside cottage style, while in
Zamalek and Garden City distinguished villas were built in French and
Italian styles. Such an excellent neo- classical architectural collection -before many were demolished -- was rarely found in any other city outside
Cairo. In Heliopolis, there was an attempt to give its buildings an Islamic
look, despite the fact that it has a Western urban layout.
These neighbourhoods were well planned according to European standards
at the time: wide streets, large green areas and low population density.
Both the planning and the design expressed the lifestyle of the district’s
dwellers.
The middle classes, particularly governmental employees, have their own
neighbourhoods: Abbassia, Shoubra, Al-Rodah and others. The planning of
these neighbourhoods was linear in character. A main single wide street in
the middle, acting like a backbone for the neighbourhood, with a network
of narrow streets stretching out on both sides. The main street was the
shopping and entertainment centre of the area. Also here, urban planning
and architectural character expressed the life pattern and cultural values of
the inhabitants of these districts.
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The old city has a genuine Islamic character in architecture and urban setting,
while the Alaweyad city has its obvious European form and style. Yet both
have great historical value. The planning of each represents a cohesive
culture and unity of thought, and expresses a stable and harmonious social
order. But both cities were two separate closed communities. They were
two different worlds living side- by-side without much human or cultural
contact.
This was a story of two cities; the old and the new, before they were faced
with radical changes in the second half of the 20th century that undermined
their social and urban systems, and let two great civilisations to go with
the wind.
Winds of change
The change that took place in the Egyptian society, particularly in cities
within the second half of the 20th century was deep and complex. It has
more that one aspect. First, is the general trend in Third World societies
towards industrialisation and urbanisation; second, is the high rate of
increase of population. Mid-20th century, Egypt had a population of about
20 million inhabitants. Now it has about 76 million. Cairo then had two
million inhabitants. Presently its population reaches over 12 million. The
third change is the huge migration from rural areas to cities, particularly to
big urban centres as Cairo and Alexandria. Most of these migrants are of
limited income groups without any handicraft or vocational skills, and they
work mostly in marginal activities. They brought with them to the cities the
rural way of life that they were used to back in their villages.
There was no national or regional or local planning to manage these
changes or direct their course. Thus the door was wide open for the huge
expansion of informal settlements around the city that we may call the
third or “informal city”.
The third, or informal city
The vast expansion that took place during the last 50 years resembles a fast
and sudden urban explosion extended outward from the nucleus of the city
toward its outside edges. Nasr City was built in the east, Al-Mohandiseen in
the west, and large extensions were added to existing districts such as Maadi
in the south and Heliopolis in the north. Huge informal neighbourhoods
were built, outside the official supervision of the government, surrounding
the city from all directions.
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The urban quality of life in these informal neighbourhoods is extremely
low. They lack proper living conditions: high population density, shortage
in utilities and a lack of social services. Streets are narrow -- not wide
enough, sometimes, to allow the passing of ambulances, police and
fire-fighting trucks. Natural lighting and ventilation are not sufficiently
available. Buildings were poorly constructed and without any architectural
merits. In brief, they are merely functional in an urban chaos. While the
other two cities represent cultural values, this third city represents nothing
of the sort.
The third city was built in a revolutionary era. Harmony, beauty and high
standard of urban life were not a priority for all decision makers. Different
channels were opened between the three cities that led to a mixing of
diversified activities, a clash of behaviours and attitudes, and general
architectural distortion in all of these three cities. It should be noted that
the last city was built in only 50 years, yet its area is about six times the
area of the other two, which took more than 1,000 years to build together.
The diagrammatic shape of Cairo is like three consecutive circles; the old
city is located in the centre of the first circle, followed by the Alaweyyad in
the second circle, then the informal city in the outer circle.
Cairo today
A special study of the quality of urban life in the largest 100 cities of the
world was recently undertaken. The study included numerous indicators
such as population density, share of green area per individual, level of
noise, pollution, and the quality of living environments, etc. The city of
Melbourne in Australia occupied first place, while the city of Cairo was
down at 84th. Population density, for instance, reaches an average of 36,000
persons per kilometre- square -- reaching 100,000 in some neighbourhoods
-- while density in large Western cities does not exceed 8,000. The share
of each individual in green space areas is only 30 centimetres square for
Cairo, while in Western capitals it amounts to 18 metres square on average.
Meanwhile, Cairo’s air pollution almost reaches the highest level globally.
The total number of inhabitants living in informal areas in Greater Cairo is
estimated to be six millions. Informal settlements have spread quickly and
widely with the housing crisis during the late decades. About 60 per cent
of units built during this era were informal units.
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While informal neighbourhoods are surrounding the city from the outside,
besieging it from all directions, marginal housing, huts and single-room
living, are concentrated in the old city and its neighbouring districts.
Single-room living is when a whole family, males and females of different
ages, are jammed in one sole room without any utilities. They share with
other families a single toilet. Twenty per cent of families in Cairo dwell in
one room. This rate increases in some districts; for instance, it is over 40
per cent in Bab Al-Shaareyya and Al-Khalifa. It is worth mentioning that
the number of people living in the City of the Dead amounts to 600,000
persons. Informal housing outside, and marginal housing inside, are
suitable incubators for all sorts of social distortion.
The Alaweyad city has its share of urban distortion. Commercial, financial
and tourist activities crept into residential areas like Zamalek and Garden
City. This creeping business led to the demolishing of many villas with
large gardens, replaced by high towers and massive concrete constructions.
Commercialism and business investments have not much regard for
aesthetics. Consequently, these neighbourhoods have lost a great deal of
their architectural wealth and urban harmony.
_________
June 2007
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Under Siege
Informal urban growth highlights deficiencies in national
governance
Ali Dessouki
In its history, Cairo has been known by different names and was the

playground for a variety of dynasties. Its design and layout has undergone
centuries of interventions. Cairo’s growth and urban development has
been, most assuredly, reason for countless studies and research papers. But
one issue is pressing and often overlooked: the mounting threat of squatter
areas that are growing at an inconceivable speed around the city.

Since the 1960s, the Egyptian government has procrastinated on the pressing
issue of urbanisation. Thousands of families from rural areas flocked to
Cairo and other major cities for better chances of living; namely better
jobs. The assumption was reasonable from those people’s perspective,
notwithstanding the popular belief that “urban poverty is worse than rural
poverty”. At least in Egypt, that theory is quite untrue.
As the government centralised authority more and more, adopted
nationalisation policies over industry and agriculture, and neglected
provincial economies, the scale of informal or random economic and urban
planning grew exponentially, compounded by disturbances in traditionally
established values that affected all aspects of Egyptian socio- political life.
Though informal areas now surround all national cities, Cairo is a severe
case.
Cairo has become almost 50 per cent informally inhabited. Some have
encroached illegally on desert land owned by the government; others have
built property on agricultural land, which is also illegal. The irony is that
despite stringent punishments built into law to combat such irregularities,
violations have grown bigger and bolder and with great innovation. The
simple reason is that demand has been -- and still is -- far greater than the
supply of urban planning.
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The rising number of squatter areas around Cairo since the 1950s up to
2000, are challenging the government’s attempt to control urban sprawl.
Most interestingly, the period of highest rates of encroachment was during
martial law that threatened imprisonment for 5 years without trial! Today,
Egypt is known to have 1,221 informal areas -- triple the number of 1993.
By the late 1990s, some militant Islamic groups caused unrest in Imbaba,
Giza. That sparked an array of postulations about informal settlements
being hubs for radical organisations. A number of development agencies
were solicited to look into the matter and propose with workable solutions,
one of these was the German Technical Cooperation (GTZ), which was
most active through its “Participatory Development in Poor Urban Areas”
programme. The preliminary findings of the GTZ were that squatter areas
are not a danger from the point of view of religious militancy, but are a
time bomb from a humanitarian viewpoint.
During this decade a series of workshops, conferences and discussion
groups proliferated on the issue of informal areas, embracing also the
phenomenon of the informal economy. The attention-grabbing part was
the identification of stakeholders. Who is responsible for squatter areas?
Coming to an answer was difficult, because several players were identified.
Indeed, of the many players no one carries overall responsibility alone,
which makes the issue rather elusive. By investigating deeper it has been
revealed that many policies are in dire need of reform.
In 2005, the National Democratic Party produced an aggressive paper on
reform towards the issue of informal areas. It realised pragmatically that
there was little room to look back on the present situation, but rather to
look forward and save whatever is left of state and agricultural land by
planning for the future, bearing in mind the increasing demands made on
the capital and other major cities. The Ministry of Planning, together with
the United Nations Development Programme, produced in 2005 a “Poverty
Reduction Action Plan” that addressed informal settlements as well. Every
year, the Egypt Human Development Report addresses the pressing need
to alleviate poverty, especially on those in poor squatter areas. In 2005
the Integrated Care Society, under the auspices of First Lady Suzanne
Mubarak, undertook a leading role in upgrading informal settlements in
Helwan. Many more efforts aimed to address informal areas, viewed as the
“shame of Cairo”, only to realise that the issue of urbanisation touches on
the delicate sphere of governance itself.
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Undeniably, concerted efforts are making a difference, but these remain
small differences limited to pilot areas. All have now come to realise that
a strategic plan needs to be put forward for all players to abide by and
respect. Unfortunately, while the orchestra is in place, we are still missing
a conductor. Egypt has remarkable capacities, expertise and competencies
but no maestro. Hence, we are left with laudable projects here and there;
success stories that are presented in international arenas; great minds and
big names celebrated around the world for their contribution to humanity,
but sadly without Egypt attached to it.
Finally, the essence of any successful measure lies in the credibility of
its structure. The structure concerned with urbanisation in Egypt is
woefully fragmented. On another front, enabling people to participate
in decision-making on city planning issues must be a cornerstone of any
urban programme. That, however, entails a democratic environment that
at present is rather underdeveloped. Furthermore, if there are platforms
for participatory measures where people do take part determining relevant
projects, the vast majority is preoccupied making an extra pound to support
his or her family. We have still around 50 years to go to feel the impact of
the government’s serious attempts to regulate urbanisation, bearing in mind
staggering rates of population growth and dwindling natural resources.
Once more, the issue is not an independent crisis that requires an innovative
solution; it is a profound structural, socio- economic problem that lies at
the heart of the bigger and wider sphere of “good governance”.
__________
June 2007
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Towards the Inclusive City
True national development must give opportunity and
dividends to all
Laila Iskandar
According to the 2003 UN report on “The Challenge of Slums,” Cairo

has three of the 30 largest mega-slums in the world. Two of these are
Manchiyet Nasser and Embaba. The growth of informal settlements in the
Greater Cairo area took place in a context of oversupply of formal housing
units whose prices are beyond the financial capacities of low-income
families and whose financing institutions served middle income rather than
low income groups. Urbanisation on scarce agricultural land has been the
dominant pattern in Egypt. Official prohibitions were not able to stem the
loss of one million feddans of agricultural land to urbanisation.
It has been argued that slums are a manifestation of social injustice, and
that social injustice is a breeding ground for violence, extremism and
instability. The widening gap between the living conditions of people who
live in the serviced, formal parts of the city and informal settlements calls
for the design of special measures for the inclusion of the excluded urban
poor.
By giving the Nobel Peace Prize to Muhammad Yunus Khan, the Nobel
Committee supported the view that peace, social stability and security
are inextricably linked to eradicating poverty, and that poverty is in fact
a threat to peace and a denial of all human rights. It breeds hostility,
feeds the frustrations of the deprived and produces an angry generation
that threatens stability and security in any society. The creation of dignity
and opportunity for the majority of slum dwellers, as well as among all
impoverished people, is a pressing issue in Egypt today.
Around the world, upgrading so-called “informal areas” is no longer
restricted to the limited aspects of physical infrastructure improvements.
It encompasses people centred actions meant to create the “inclusive city”:
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one where all people living in a given city enjoy decent living standards
and share the common fruits of prosperity.
Around the world, informal settlement residents have organised and
mobilised into coalitions that have engaged in constructive dialogue with
government and the private sector around issues related to exclusion and
the reality of life in slums. These efforts have given rise to internationally
renowned groups, such as Slum Dwellers International in Asia, and Shack
Dwellers International in Africa and Latin America. These coalitions
represent the growing global population of informal settlement dwellers
(close to one billion) and have demanded that the urban poor be integrated
into the structure of formal economies. Some of these economies, such as
India and China, have now penetrated global markets. They are now being
called to manage cities in a manner that treats informal settlements as a
major component of the city’s economy and prosperity. This discussion
has led to numerous innovative solutions for the myriad problems facing
the urban poor.
The introduction of microfinance for shelter for the urban poor is one such
innovation. Another is the integration of the informal economy with the
formal one. This approach has proven that the poor can create their own
business model if the right legal and business climate prevails. A third
approach addresses the complicated procedures required for small informal
businesses to register and formalise. Streamlining these procedures and
facilitating the registration of small businesses is coupled with the diversion
of pay offs to local government officials into tax funds that are specifically
dedicated to infrastructure upgrading in informal settlements. A fourth
approach is the simplification of land titling procedures to allow the urban
poor to enjoy minimum standards of security of shelter.
In Egypt, NGOs have been active for over 20 years in informal settlements.
They have innovated around urban poverty issues, such as child labour,
registration of informal workshops, and local economic development. The
Sohag Businessmen’s Association has been extending credit to informal
workshop owners for 18 years to assist them to register their businesses,
upgrade their technology, institute health and safety standards and release
working children for an hour to attend literacy and health awareness
classes. The Spirit of Youth NGO in Manchiyet Nasser has partnered
with Proctor & Gamble to bring illiterate boys out of the trash collection
and scavenging businesses into the recycling trade. The Association for
the Development and Enhancement of Women in Manchiyet Nasser has
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extended 8,000 micro loans to women over the past 20 years, while offering
literacy classes and assisting women in procuring birth certificates and ID
cards. The Association for the Protection of the Environment in Manchiyet
Nasser designed rag and paper recycling projects for hundreds of women
and adolescent girls in a communal enterprise that offers producers the
chance to learn and earn. The Eskan Sinaai Association in Shoubra ElKheima has been providing child workers in local small and medium
sized enterprises with literacy, recreation and a meal. El-Fustat NGO in
Old Cairo removes children from hazardous occupations and places them
in alternative safer occupations as an interim step towards their complete
removal from the informal labour market.
While these efforts have tangible, direct impact on the lives of the people
in the informal settlements, they have not yet coalesced to the point of
presenting policy design proposals at the national level, the way Asian,
African and Latin American coalitions have done. Community-based
organisations representing the urban poor in Egypt have a wealth of ideas
on how to create the “inclusive city”. They have tested and legitimised
their innovative solutions, yet they have not been able to reflect their
practice in policy, legislation or government process. The climate in
which NGOs operate does not yet allow them to come together to raise
their collective and valuable experience in constructive discussion with the
government or the private sector. Advocating for the poor does not mean
taking an adversarial stance. Rather, it is the act of presenting viewpoints
seen through a lens that might differ from the one used by policymakers
-- one that is more connected to the reality of people living in informal
settlements.
Infrastructure needs are a primary and critical priority in informal
settlements. Communities need to be consulted on these and other issues
concerning their lives. Proposing practices that have been tried by numerous
grassroots organisations and that are worthy of integration into policy and
practice on a broader scale is something worth undertaking if we are to
seriously work on addressing the mounting problems facing people living
in urban informal settlements, and at the same time to ensure stability,
security and peace by grounding the notion of the inclusive city.
_________
June 2007
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Towards Urban Harmony
Good urban design can bring a sense of belonging and
togetherness
Mahmoud Yousry
Our urban environment has been degrading rapidly. The signs of this

degradation are evident in visual and environmental pollution, ugliness,
congestion, and lowered quality of life. Human behaviour in our cities has
become characterised by carelessness, aggression and anonymity: a lost
feeling of belonging to or appreciation of the urban environment. If the
quality of the urban environment is a measure of human development, we
are in urgent need of an upgrade -- man and place alike.
The visual form of the city

Urban experts have been concerned with various aspects of the city.
Planners are concerned with land use and development, engineers with
traffic and utility systems, architects with buildings, social scientists
with people and communities, and historians with the history of urban
formations. It is high time to examine the visual aspects of the city: how it
looks and how its residents, visitors and observers appreciate it. It is also
important to familiarise the layman with the meaning and components of
urban visual forms -- components he sees daily but perhaps does not feel
or appreciate.
From a visual point of view, the city is composed of several districts, some
of which have a vivid character that is differentiated from neighbouring
areas. Examples of such districts in Cairo include the historic area of
Fatimid Cairo, the downtown area, Zamalek, Maadi, or even lower-end
districts like Meit Okba.
Another important feature is what can be labelled as landmarks. These
are point elements (buildings or structures) that give us the sense of place
and orientation, such as the pyramids, the Cairo Tower, the Citadel, the
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Egyptian Museum, religious buildings, and the like.
A third element of the visual form is paths. These are major streets and
pathways from which we experience the city. They are the main sources of
information and, therefore, are the skeleton on which we build our image
of the city. Related to paths are nodes : points of conversion where people
or traffic are concentrated. These are the city squares, plazas, or even
smaller meeting places.
Other components include edges and gateways. Edges are visual
boundaries that hinder development (like a river or seashore) or cut across
the city (like a railroad or an elevated highway). Gateways are entrances
or places where one feels he has reached the city.
These are the elements that the urban designer can manipulate, design,
or control to achieve urban harmony, seeking clarity, beauty, visuality,
flexibility and sensual satisfaction from the urban environment.
The National Organisation of Urban Harmony
The National Organisation of Urban Harmony (NOUH), established in
2001 by presidential decree, and that has a special section in the new
Building and Planning Law that is presently being discussed in the
People’s Assembly, is concerned with both the urban and rural domains,
and its responsibilities include the following:
• Formulating a statement of objectives and policies of urban harmony,
and translating these objectives and policies into plans and programmes
for development and the upgrading of urban areas and spaces
• Establishing principles, standards and urban design manuals for various
components of the city to help guide and control private and public urban
development
• Undertaking research and conducting studies in relevant fields
• Carrying out pilot projects to demonstrate and apply urban harmony
principles and standards
The concerns of NOUH, however, surpass those established by legislation.
Our ambition covers not only upgrading the urban environment, but also
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human development and upgrading human behaviour through mass media,
education, refining public taste, and similar measures.
Urban design manuals
One of the important action areas of NOUH was to formulate the principles
and standards of urban design, and issue them in the form of manuals
to guide and control urban development. Once issued and circulated to
concerned organisations and local government bodies, they are considered
as binding regulations.
About two years ago, the Supreme Scientific Committee for Preparing
Urban Design Manuals was formed within the NOUH. The committee
includes around 17 urban design experts and university professors. Each
member of the committee leads a team of researchers to carry out studies
in a given field. Serious deliberations and painstaking efforts that involved
about 70 experts and professionals working for about two years have led
to the production and issuing of 13 urban design manuals covering various
aspects of the urban environment, namely:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Urban streets and pedestrian pathways
Heritage districts
The city centre
City entrances
Coastal zones
Open and green spaces
Informal areas
Environmental protection
Protection areas
Rural areas
Signs and billboards
City lighting
Quality engineering and control

The principles and standards proposed in these manuals were not only
derived from international standards, but were also guided by local
characteristics and constraints. The manuals were designed for immediate
application, allowing for continuous revisions and improvements over
time.
In addition to the manuals, there have been other accomplishments made
by NOUH in its relatively short period of existence. Most important of
these was the organisation’s persistence to include and revise the “Urban
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Design” section in the new Planning and Building Law. Another concern
has been confronting several urban development issues that have been
considered harmful to the urban environment. Last, but not least, are
NOUH’s efforts to spread a “culture of urban harmony” through mass
media channels, conferences and symposiums, in addition to offering
technical advice to several governmental institutions.
_________
June 2007
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Old and New Matrices
There is a matrix for every organized place, even diversity
has a matrix
Aly Raafat
Carpets, Chinese or Iranian, have different matrixes. Cotton carpets are

different from silk ones. A flower or fruit garden has a different matrix
than cloth. Each matrix has parallel or intersecting lines in two or three or
more directions. A matrix can be of vertical lines as in matrix of flowers
or trees or planting crops. It can be a matrix of dots or slots or geometric
shapes, or circles or triangles. Even human beings walking in a parade as
soldiers or students each has a matrix of its own.
On an urban scale the unit of a matrix can be a villa or a walk up building
or towers. The matrix can be in constant, upward or downward, or
irregular rhythm in thickness, height, spacing, color, texture or unit. It can
be complex with several matrixes mixed together making it one general
complex matrix. In any case the intention of the designer of the matrix
whether steady or diversified should be comprehended by the viewer.
Otherwise the result can be hazardous.
In old Cairo, the matrix was perfectly homogeneous. Narrow broken
traffic streets with an important building on each break, be it a mosque,
sabil, or madrassa. Such streets were lined by shops with residences above
and interrupted by squares where the main mosque or important palaces
stood on each of its sides ( eg. Bein ElQasrain).
From these streets, branched narrow harras lined by houses and Rabaa’s
(group of houses around a court). Lots had broken irregular, lines, and
geometric inner courts. They also branched into covered souks.
All these matrixes were homogenous, functional and sensible for carriages
and donkeys as main means of transportation. They have , of course, been
spoiled by motor traffic emitting gases in the faces of passersby on the
sidewalks. Shops have been extended to the streets thus increasing traffic
jams. In case of destruction of some of these units, they are being replaced
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by catastrophic new buildings spoiling the matrix in height, construction,
color and age. Just one building out of the matrix destroys the whole
harmony of the place. This is what happened all over old Fatimid Cairo.
It can be stopped by declaring whole districts under law 144, 2006 as
national heritage. It should be kept and maintained as it is. Any building
that is demolished because of its bad condition of unit should be replaced
by one with the same old elevation, height and materials.
New Cairo started with the French expedition (1798- 1801) which
demolished old harras around Azbakia Lake (which was transformed to
become a Garden).
Straight wide roads were started to connect Azbakia with Boulaq (26th
July street). Mohamed Ali started a road connecting Azbakia to the Citadel
(Kalaa). Another road was constructed from Azbakia to Azhar (El-Seka
El-Gadida). Planning was started for a new district between Azbakia and
the Nile. This was executed with a western matrix completely different
from that of the east. Straight wide streets intersected in circular squares
with high buildings on both sides with very strict building regulations
for form and content. Even the cost of building was restricted to above
E.P 2000, which was much at that time. This secured a matrix of western
urban design with streets anticipating the future multifaceted means of
transportation, unknown at that time. The result, during Khedive Isma’il
and Tawfik’s rule was the most homogenous and rich collection of
buildings at a time of western eclecticism. The building groups came out
as a collection of different western styles (New Baroque, High Victorian,
Romanesque, Art Nouveau, and later Art Deco) all mixed with Islamic
details that went along western eclectic tendencies of the turn of 19th
century. All buildings were of the same heights, richness, materials and
details in balconies, entrances toppings in cones or domes ... etc.
Since then we have witnessed catastrophic interference with this matrix.
Towers started to appear, and modern buildings, with glass curtain walls
and matchboxes with strip balconies replaced those with fer forge’ and
decorated stone parapets.
We now find shapes with different colors, displays with large protruding
signage, side walks completely interrupted by street peddlers and beggars,
with no place for pedestrians. Cars are lined on both sides in pairs. Signage
for doctors, tailors, and companies occupy the whole elevations in a very
confusing matrix.
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Heritage Committees have to get to work as fast as possible in
declaring untouched homogeneous street matrixes as urban heritage. All
interferences with the original matrix should be removed by force of law.
Special building codes should be declared for such urban heritage districts.
Committees should be sure that these codes are imposed on old existing
building and in new ones that replace any possible future demolitions.
In Europe old elevations are preserved untouched while the whole
buildings behind are either repaired or demolished.
Maadi, Helwan, Garden City, Zamalek, Helmeia and Abbasiya all have
special early 20c matrixes that should be preserved. For example, Maadi
is famous for its villas matrix, Garden City for its winding streets with Art
Deco four story apartment buildings, etc... . They all have a richness in
handcrafts, materials and decorative historical forms. They are now under
destruction by greedy unappreciative investors. Preservation of urban
heritage should have teeth to stop spoiling our urban matrixes.
_________
June 2007
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Downtown
Today, Yesterday and Tomorrow
The culture of a capital flows from its architecture,
which must be preserved
Sami Serageldin
In an intimate gathering made possible by the British Council, on 23
May 2007 urban landscaping experts, academic and practising architects,
intellectuals, and architectural students discussed the future of the Cairo’s
beautiful downtown district -- what is known also as Khedivian Cairo -established, planned and developed in the era of Muhammad Ali . (Egypt
celebrated the two hundredth anniversary of his reign two years ago).
It was noted in this gathering that throughout the 19th and early 20th century
politicians and the Egyptian intellectual class had in common a futuristic
vision for the creation of a new Egypt with a capital city comparable to the
greatest European cities of that time. Khedive Ismail wanted to make Cairo
the Paris of the region. This motivated him to enlist the greatest European
architectural and artistic expertise in developing Egypt’s ancient capital
city.
“If Paris was the capital of enlightenment in the West, the Cairo that we
are dreaming of today has been the capital of enlightenment in the East:
So what next for Cairo?” This was the question posed to attendees in the
recent May meeting.
The answer: We all want Cairo to be a centre that radiates culture; to
become a major financial capital for the surrounding region; to enjoy broad
and clean streets with areas for pedestrians only, and with wide-open plazas
and squares that can become venues for cultural discussions, where we
can listen to poets, discover artistic talents and hold open exhibitions and
international festivals throughout the year. We want to make Cairo a great
open-air museum for tourists to experience the greatness of new Egypt.
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While the discussion was enriched with varying opinions and viewpoints
on how to achieve this, everyone agreed that they wanted to bring back
Cairo’s glory and to overcome the prevalent culture that is distorting this
once great city. National institutions, including the Egyptian parliament,
honourable businessmen, charities and the inhabitants of the capital’s
downtown district were also called upon to help save the Cairo’s magnificent
buildings and its downtown architectural glory from further decay.
In the good old days
In the late 19th and early 20th century, Cairo was a beacon of knowledge
and enlightenment in the East. Highly educated people and great intellectual
thinkers such as Jamalluddin Al-Afghan and his followers, Sheikh
Muhammad Abdo, Rashid Rida, Sheikh Abdul Rahman Al-Kawakbi and
others, used to meet freely to discuss the issues of their time. Animated
open discussions where pillars of the Egyptian national movement, such
as Mustafa Kamel Pasha, Mohammed Farid and Saad Zaghloul Pasha,
attended were regular occurrences.
Cultural meetings were held at the Palace of Princess Nazly Fadel that
included Egypt’s great thinkers and leaders of the enlightenment movement
such as Lotfi Al-Sayed and many others. Mai Zeyada’s salon grouped
modernisers and leaders of the cultural enlightenment of that time.
It was a beautiful time when cultural nourishment could be found in the
music kiosks in Al-Azbakeya Garden, and when the Yusuf Bey Wahbi,
El-Raihani, and Ali El-Kasar theatres in Imad Eddin Street competed
for people’s enjoyment. The charming nights of Cairo entertained Arab
audiences throughout the region with the concerts of the legendary “Star
of the East” Umm Kulthoum, along with Mohammad Abdul Wahab and
Farid Al-Atrash.
This Cairo with its clean streets and beautiful buildings designed by the
greatest European architects was ranked in the 1940s and early 1950s
amongst the most beautiful capitals of the world.
Man and place
There is a great bond between the inherited culture and our current
situation. Who of us does not miss the beautiful Cairo -- the Khedivian
Cairo? The name reminds us of the age of glory whose features we seem
to be forgetting today.
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Downtown buildings are deteriorating, left un-maintained or replaced by
ugly buildings unrelated to our culture or identity. Age-old shops, banks,
cafes, cinemas and theatres are quickly disappearing. Gone are the Cairo
department stores that were proud of displaying new fashions, even before
Paris.
Disappearing are the cafes where Naguib Mahfouz, our Nobel Prizewinning author, sat. Egypt’s modern revival started from the downtown
streets whose names have been changed. It blossomed around the
landmarks and historical buildings being purchased by wealthy buyers
eager to demolish or to modify them according to whim.
The architectural forms that we are trying to document are vanishing
before our eyes. We are loosing our identity and history. Leaving Cairo in
this current situation is no less tragic than the theft of Iraqi heritage during
the American attack in 2003. Both represent deliberate action aimed at
effacing Arab history.
Cairo for all
Following in the footsteps of the successful national project of continuing
education, “Reading for all”, it is time to raise the banner of “Cairo for all”.
We want to revive Egypt, the capital of enlightenment and culture;
Egypt of the poems of Ahmed Shawqy; Egypt that contains the different
international building styles that are a joy for all people around the world.
We must assert our right to preserve our identity and to protect the culture
that resulted from the greatest positive and peaceful interaction between
Egypt and the West.
Khedivian Cairo is an open international museum that contains the most
beautiful output of the great artists and architects of Europe and the input
of the Mohammed Ali Pasha family across 200 years. This great heritage is
the patrimony of all Egyptians. We must join forces to preserve it.
_________
June 2007
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Do we have to Wait for Overseas Protests
so that we get our Act Together?
The author of: Cairo the Glory Year, wonders if the crimes
of demolition and destruction of our historic neighborhoods
can be stopped?
Samir Raafat
To date, laws and regulations defining a historic building or landmark

remain equivocal, which makes it all the easier for developers to pursue their
mission to fill up the city with concrete structures. Moreover, the absence
of a Commission for Historical and Architectural Preservation (CHAP) is
translated into the accelerated disappearance of historic neighborhoods
and sites across the nation. Which is why many are demanding that our
government-appointed city mayors actively intervene to preserve our
historic neighborhoods.
Take the neighborhood of Garden City, for example, or what’s left of it.
Here’s a story that can be told elsewhere in Cairo. It is the story of an upper
middle-class elite who sought to balance their middle-class sensitivities
with their patriotic political convictions. The last Ottomans in Egypt
nicknamed it Beyoglou (sons of beys) a reminder of a comparable Istanbul
district on the shores of the Bosphorous, where the privileged dreamt of a
modern independent Turkey. While Beyoglou’s landmarks are still around,
Garden City’s are disappearing.
The story of Garden City was also the story of a state in the making.
Architects, musicians, politicians, educators, ideologues, judges and
many of the most prominent figures of the pre-republican era lived there,
leaving their ephemeral mark on Egyptian society as they walked along its
shady winding streets admiring the district’s eclectic architecture. These,
of course, were the days when ‘elected’ state administrators determined
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municipal zones, commercial areas, density of construction, use of
materials and height of buildings.
Garden City was designed just as new ideas were spreading, influenced by
non-traditional town planners. It was shaped by turn of the century architects
whose outlook was consciously modern. This is why the term ‘heritage’ in
Garden City is intimately linked with both history and architecture.
But over the past four decades, Garden City has not been preserved.
Property owners, along with a corrupt municipality, discovered that there
are big bucks to be made. In the absence of any forms of regional planning
boards or CHAPS protecting landmark buildings and villas, 80- year-old
homes built in the art deco or international style, were transformed into
primitive dwellings, their gardens giving way to ugly, multistory, highpriced residential structures.
Numerous homes, of great historical and architectural value were razed.
The palatial home of Adly Yeken Pasha, a leading political figure and
sometime prime minister, was removed to make way for the Four Seasons
Hotel complex which stands like a giant barrier forever separating the rest
of Garden City from the Nile.
The home of Youssef Cattaui Pasha built in the 1920s with gothic turrets in
the Victorian-folly style at the corner of Ibrahim Pasha Street and al-Saraya
al Kobra, succumbed to the bulldozer, with an eyesore 15 story building
replacing it.
Doctor Naguib Mafouz Pasha’s villa on Tolombat Street, with its spacious
balconies set back from what was once a very quiet tree-lined street, was
taken over by a bank which immediately corrupted its structure so that it is
unrecognizable today. The palazzo across from it, built by a princess and
leased to America’s ambassador during WW2, was replaced with fourteen
unsavory buildings surrounded by the tiniest of sidewalks, thus taking full
advantage of building percentages while the municipality looks the other
way.
The list is long, the crimes far too abundant. Architectural terrorism is alive
and well in our historic neighborhoods. But in light of the demolitions that
have already taken place, can the destruction be stopped?
Apparently, growing community awareness and effective use of media
has yet to produce results. Things are moving very slowly. The question
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now stands, will this be yet another example where we have to wait for
overseas protests so that we get our act together? Or are we expected to
solicit the assistance of some multinational citizens group? It was, after all,
an eleventh hour intervention by the UNESCO that saved our Giza plateau
from having a four lane highway zigzagging between the pyramids.
________
May 2006
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A Desert Taj Mahal
Unless historical palaces are turned to museums, average
Egyptians will never gain access to them
Samir Raafat
Heliopolis Palace Hotel turned into the Federation of Arab Republic’s
headquarters, Kasr Al-Ittihadiya, in 1972 and later into an executive
presidential palace during Mubarak’s rule.
More than half a century after Nasser’s Free Officers vowed to turn this
nation into a republic “by the people and for the people”, its citizenry is
as removed from the temples of power as they were millennia ago when
Pharaohs ruled the land and high priests prohibited access to temples.
Except for a very few halls in Abdeen, few Egyptian citizens have ever
seen the gilded interiors of the former royal palaces of Tahra, Koubbeh and
Ras Al-Tin. And unless plans to turn them into public historic sites ever
surface, there is no chance they ever will.
Not so Kasr Al-Ittihadiya, now perhaps the most august and restricted of
them all. While few others than national leaders and journalists can visit it
these days, there are still some around who remember having frequented it
as the Heliopolis Palace Hotel.
International conferences, weddings and honeymoons took place there,
as did the coveted apres courses celebrations -- the races at the nearby
Heliopolis Sporting Club were second to none. Although veterans are
probably not around anymore to remind us, during the First World War the
hotel was requisitioned and turned into a British military hospital.
Like Heliopolis itself, the grandiose Palace Hotel rose out of the desert
wastes in 1908-10 when lengthy sojourns in Egypt were a social ritual
and the hotel’s register resembled a leaf out of Burke’s Peerage. Its first
proprietor was Monsieur Marquet. Its inaugural director, Herr Doerhoefer,
had been with the Mena House, and its first food and beverage manager
was Monsieur Bedard, assisted by Chef Gouin. They had come from the
Paillard Restaurant in Paris.
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On 1 December 1910, all four were on hand to greet Egypt’s best as they
celebrated the official launch of Africa’s most luxurious hotel. Conceived
by Belgian architect Ernest Jaspar, the hotel boasted 400 rooms including 55
private apartments. Its banquet halls were amongst the biggest anywhere.
The utilities were the most modern of their day. All had been constructed
and put together by the contracting firms Leon Rolin & Co and Padova,
Dentamaro & Ferro, the two biggest civil contractors in Egypt. Messrs
Siemens & Schuepert of Berlin fitted the hotel’s web of electric cables and
installations.
As though intentional, its severe, almost forbidding exterior contrasted
sharply with the sumptuousness of the interior. A 1912 visitor recounts:
“Beyond the reception offices are two lavishly decorated rooms, in Louis
XIV and Louis XV styles respectively, and then comes the central hall,
which is a dream of beauty and symmetry. Here the architecture, which
is responsible for so many wonderful effects in Heliopolis, reaches its
artistic zenith. From every nook and cranny hang, suspended like stalactite
pendants, Damascus-made Oriental lamps of fantastic loveliness.”
To give us a sense of the central hall’s monumental dimensions the
overwhelmed visitor continues: “Above soars the dome rising upward in
a bold scheme of frolicsome fancy with all the involved convulsions of
Oriental ornamentation. No photograph or description could do justice to
the wondrous and elusive loveliness of the scene, which is baffling to the
language as it is to the lens.”
“C’est une merveille!” exclaimed the King of Belgium in 1911 when he
entered the main hall accompanied by his consort. The royal couple spent
an entire month at the Heliopolis Palace Hotel, during which time Queen
Elizabeth, who was recovering from typhoid, slowly regained her health.
The dry air of Heliopolis had been strongly recommended by her doctors
in Brussels.
Another king was equally taken by the hotel, so much so that before his
wife died in 1915 she urged him to build a hotel “like the great Heliopolis
Hotel in Cairo.” As Milton S Hershey finally prepared to construct his hotel
in Pennsylvania, USA, he contacted the architect of the Heliopolis Hotel
and arranged to purchase his plans. But when it was estimated that the cost
of duplicating the structure would be $5 million, America’s chocolate king
abandoned the idea.
A regular visitor to Egypt of that period, who couldn’t believe his eyes
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upon visiting Heliopolis, was John Pierpont Morgan. Never before had the
legendary tycoon seen architectural cross-fertilisation of such magnitude.
The overall scene was so phantasmic he exclaimed in zest that the Heliopolis
Company directors should be arrested for having conceived such a mindboggling endeavour! And that Taj Mahal by the desert ... was it real? JP
Morgan was in a tizzy!
The Heliopolis Palace Hotel’s main dome that was so awe inspiring to
kings and tycoons alike measured 55 metres from floor to ceiling. The 589
square metre hall, designed by Alexander Marcel of the French Institute
and decorated by Georges-Louis Claude, was carpeted with the finest
oriental rugs and fitted with large floor-to-ceiling mirrors, draperies and
a large marble fireplace. Twenty-two Italian marble columns connect the
parquet to the ceiling. To one side of the hall there was the grillroom, which
seated 150 guests, and to the other was the billiard hall with two full-sized
Thurston tables, as well as a priceless French one.
The mahogany furniture was ordered from Maple’s of London. The upper
gallery contained oak-panelled reading and card rooms furnished by
Krieger of Paris. The basement and staff area was so large that a narrow
gauge railway was installed running the length of the hotel, passing by
offices, kitchens, pantries, refrigerators, storerooms and the staff mess.
Two wars interrupted the hotel’s hospitality activities, and on both
occasions the Heliopolis Palace Hotel was transformed into a hospital for
British and Dominion soldiers, who became the largest single category of
tourists to visit Egypt.
Following the Second World War, air travel reduced the average tourist
stay to a few days. Mass production and consumption introduced the era of
the camera-clicking crowds. As tourism became a mega-industry, massive
vertical hotels cropped up along the Nile with interiors calculated on the
basis of return per square metre. Unable to compete, the Heliopolis Palace
became a dinosaur.
In the 1960s, the abandoned hotel was the unwitting home to various
government departments and in January 1972 the sorry headquarters of a
stillborn political union between Libya, Egypt and Syria (the Federation
of Arab Republics), hence the current name of Kasr Al-Ittihadiya (Unity
Palace). One by one, an untutored public and several dubious state
organisations chipped its inimitable artefacts away.
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It was all over. The dustbin of history was waiting; perhaps the bulldozer
and a demolition ball were not far behind. We shall never know.
Whether by divine or temporal intervention, the Palace Hotel was granted a
new lease on life. Situated within earshot of where President Mubarak lives,
the former hotel was given a thorough facelift in the 1980s and declared
the headquarters of the new presidential administration. Once again, the
Taj Mahal of the desert became the focus of international attention. So
will we lesser mortals ever get a virtual gape at its eye- popping interiors?
Don’t hold your breath.
_________
June 2007
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Exiled in Suburbia
For those who can afford it, gated communities springing
up around the edges of Egypt’s noisy capital offer a different
kind of life. But is it better
Hazem Zohny
Perhaps better described as the City Cacophonous, Cairo, the fabled City

Victorious, has reached chaotic extremes with its bustling rhythm sounding
much like a full size orchestra hopelessly out of sync.
Add onto that disturbing pollution levels, so-bad-you-have-to-laugh city
planning, and the sort of traffic jams where one can empty a fully charged
phone battery just trying to kill time, and the bitter Cairene cocktail
experience is almost set. Topping it off is perhaps what worries most: to be
a young, modern Egyptian woman is to suffer incessant staring or worse,
each time you venture for a walk in your own streets.
The result? The last few years have seen a mass exodus of those who can
afford it, packing up and leaving the centre for the suburban serenity to be
found in their newly enclosed, gated-communities on the outskirts.
Just how repulsed Cairo has left these former inhabitants is only too
evident in the tens of security men monitoring the “borders” of their
exclusive compounds. But, undoubtedly, these residential bouncers are
there for good reason. Though some are a mere dozen kilometres from
Cairo’s innards, one step inside these lavish havens reveals a hidden -- and
bizarrely contrasting -- world of green grass, with children laughing and
running, thoroughly bred dogs guarding magnificent villas, freely dressed
women, and of course, one too many BMWs.
The message is clear: We have worked hard to earn this piece of heaven
and now we want to raise our children somewhere safe and free from all
the hazards of Cairo. Indeed, as one who has partaken in this very exodus,
I can attest to the fact that life on the outskirts certainly has an element of
“extended vacation” to it. Even leaving the relative tranquillity of Zamalek,
having the option to merely sit in a garden at any time, to take a deep breath
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and not feel lightheaded, to be free from hearing a car horn every second in
the distance -- yes, life seems good.
Yet there is something sinister lurking behind the laughter of the merry
children here; there is something amiss in the SUVs stuffed with groceries
and flat screen TVs; indeed, at times it feels like there is a dead body in the
middle of the road that no one seems to notice.
The reference here is to an all-too-dismissible, yet undeniable, ambience
of segregation. Egyptian society, for a long time now, has been such that
the gap between the haves and the have-nots is one of enormous extent,
bridged only in fleeting commercial transactions, or through a nod to the
bawab, or doorman, or perhaps a two minute superficial conversation
about politics between a taxi driver and the passenger who’s Mercedes was
in maintenance that particular day. Otherwise, the haves have done a pretty
good job at closing themselves off in their own luxurious, quasi-liberal
world.
The worry now is that this tiny group of people, which (incidentally) also
hoards the vast majority of the nation’s wealth, has found an even better
way to close itself off in its own domain -- “gated communities”. It seems
like a win- win situation: the rich happily hide behind high fences and the
not so rich don’t have to suffer seeing what they can’t have. In reality,
however, this is a recipe for a dangerous clash of cultures.
The first -- and most disturbing -- symptom of this clash presents itself in
the children of these communities: walking through a Christmas carnival
in one of these compounds where children take turns sitting on Santa’s lap
to receive their toy (without the slightest thought of cultural imperialism
seeming to cross any of the parents’ minds), what language would one
expect to hear? It’s certainly not Arabic. These Egyptian children are being
raised with English as their first language, and it comes at the cost that
many of them are growing up inadvertently learning to perceive Arabic “as
that language the lady who comes to clean uses.”
Moreover, many of these children go to schools equally cut off from the
reality of Cairo -- for them, the only real time they get to engage with the
city, and the culture therein, is as they drive through it. And, of course,
shopping is done in colossal malls where beggars aren’t allowed, and there
is inevitably no appreciation for the cultural spice that can only be found in

348

Cairo: Living History
small, personal shops in which customers may grow to share some affinity
towards the owners.
The real problem behind growing up in such a bubble becomes particularly
evident when one considers that it is these very children that, like their
parents, will most likely grow up to direct the course of this country. Yet
if one is to be raised utterly alienated from the reality of the situation, if
one is to grow up with broken Arabic and the idea that they are inherently
different from (or, worse, better than) the “commoners” whom they rarely
interact with, how will they possibly relate to the people that make up over
95 per cent of this country -- regular, everyday Egyptians?
Of course, one may argue that this escape from Cairo is a necessary evil. In
one sense, the staggering number of children in the capital suffering from
respiratory problems due to pollution almost leaves able parents morally
obliged to raise their children outside the city. In a similar sense, parents
who do not wish to cover their daughters in drapes and who want to give
them the freedom to walk around and play without suffering accusing
stares (and the serious identity crises they often lead to) are also obliged to
run for the gates. But more than anything, perhaps, Cairo is in dire need of
dispersion -- its infrastructure is creaking with the pressure. Often literally.
Crucially, however, this exodus, though a necessity, needs not be an evil
per se. The danger of further alienation between the classes exists even in
the heart of Cairo, with some Egyptian children raised in the middle of
Mohandiseen with poor Arabic and a general obliviousness to the human
condition around the corner. They might be exceptions, but let us not raise
an entire generation like them. For once in our modern history, let us plan
ahead -- let’s not buy up land in the middle of nowhere, place a flag by
the entrance, and become forgetful of everything outside that cocoon.
Let’s not spend half our days commuting in gas-guzzling vehicles because
the government knows that even if it did miraculously provide decent
public transport it wouldn’t be made use of. And critically, let’s not raise
a generation of khawagat, or foreigners, but let us teach our children that
they are entitled to their own -- perhaps different -- sense of identity, while
still giving them the skills and awareness necessary to engage with their
surrounding culture when need be.
Ultimately, it is in the hands of parents to ensure that their children are
educated about the dangers of classism, and about the importance of
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having the ability to effectively interact with any segment of society in a
non-discriminatory manner, and that is something parents can succeed or
fail in doing regardless of where they live.

In Ramses’ footsteps:
The 3,200 year old red granite statue of Ramses II, discovered in 1882
in the Great Temple of Ptah, in ancient Memphis, had become a famous
landmark of Cairo where it was moved to ornate the city’s famous railway
station square since 1955. The statue had been standing there for more than
50 years, but gradually - same as Cairenes - it suffered from the exponential
growth of the city, its deafening noise and threatening pollution. Tests on
the invaluable monument revealed that 12 types of polluting materials
had accumulated over its surface, including dust, carbon, lead and oxides.
Heavy traffic was becoming a constant source of vibrations which together
with rising water tables had become serious threats to its endurance.
Furthermore, flyovers and pedestrian walkways had made it hard for
people to see the eleven meter statue in all its splendor. After lengthy
studies the government decided to move it away from the dangers of the
city to its outskirts, to a healthier environment. The safe journey of the 83
tons’ statue to its new destination was guaranteed, but its isolation from the
city centre has deprived the metropolis’ 20 million inhabitants and visitors
from the privilege of its majestic presence. The saddest part of the story is
that nobody noticed it was no longer there!
___________
January 2009
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Green Lung for Embaba: Using the
Opportunity Wisely
The development of Embaba Airport should serve the
nearby community, not fleeting commercial interests, or
the needs of the wealthy
Mamdouh Hamza
There have always been and always will be different opinions about how
best to utilize the land of Embaba Airport for the benefit of the Embaba
community, Greater Cairo, and Egypt at large.
The clear, indisputable fact is that the land was designated for public use,
and that the President requested that this land should remain for public use.
This land was annexed from agricultural use about 58 years ago to be used
for public service activities, mainly gliding and other hobbies involving
civil aviation. The airport cannot operate anymore, and we have a wonderful
opportunity to use the 209 acres of land inside Greater Cairo, the highest
populated area in Cairo, to create a “green lung” and also to provide much
needed basic services such as education, health, sport and entertainment.
Embaba Airport’s land borders the up-market area of Mohandessin on
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one side, the Cairo Ring Road on another, and very densely populated
“informal” residential areas on the other two sides. The land represents
a huge opportunity for imaginative planning. If correctly thought out and
developed to address all current needs, it could be a blessing for the whole
area. If planning is mishandled, however, it could prove a disaster.
The Ministry of Housing has been actively involved over the last few years in
planning improvements for North Giza, which includes the underprivileged
areas of Warrak, Munira and Embaba. These areas, of about 3157 acres, are
characterised by informal and unsanitary housing, narrow streets, a lack of
services, and an extremely substandard environment.
The North Giza area boasts a host of attractive aspects: sizeable agricultural
land, government and public sector land, and a vast and highly sought after
River Nile frontage that investors are willing to go to all lengths to get their
hands on. The area and its historic connection to Warrak Island revives
memories of the time when investors tried to take Warrak Island away from
the people who had lived there for decades.
According to the Housing Ministry, development plans include widening
a few streets, extending the Ahmed Orabi flyover, and an obscure line
connecting the Ring Road to Warrak Island that could be a planned bridge.
The plan indicates three distinct zones for Embaba Airport land: the first is
marked out for housing (about 52 acres to contain 3,500 units); the second
is to be a park (covering 38 acres); and the third and largest zone (119
acres) will be for “further planning” -- the ministry’s usual euphemism
for selling the land -- as well as the Ahmed Orabi flyover extension and
services.
The majority of the third zone will be tendered out to investors. Simple
calculations show that the land to be tendered will be around 84 acres.
This contradicts the figure of 58 acres in media reports. The simple acre
calculations are:
Regardless of the size of the public land to be sold, it is the intention to
annex part of this land and permit its use for commercial activities like
shopping malls. This is unprofessional in terms of planning principles,
exploiting public land for naked commercialism to provide for projects
that should be financed by the government. Money could easily be raised
by other means, such as the sale of government-owned land and properties
within North Giza that have not been allocated for public use: for example,
some of the many closed or inoperative factories and unused stores along
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the Nile bank.
Improving living standards in the Embaba neighbourhood depends in large
part on widening some of the streets to become passable roads. Better access
for traffic will enable ambulances, fire brigades, utility services, rubbish
collection services, school buses, and trade vehicles to reach what are now
almost inaccessible parts of these heavily populated areas. The ministry
plan to widen these streets is good for the people and very commendable.
On the other hand, the traffic on the 26th July Corridor from Cairo is
extremely congested. This Corridor serves residents living in the new
housing areas of 6th October City, Sheikh Zayed City, and the surrounding
areas. One area of particular concern with regards to Embaba Airport land
is the Ahmed Orabi flyover, which should be extended into the airport land
and be connected to the Cairo Ring Road to relieve traffic congestion from
the 26th July Corridor. It is ironic that the extension of the Ahmed Orabi
flyover will serve rich communities in the new residential areas of 6th
October City and Sheikh Zayed City and yet will be paid for by the poor
people of Embaba by annexing part of their land and putting it up for sale.
Unfortunately, the enlargement of Embaba’s streets and extension of the
Ahmed Orabi flyover could necessitate the displacement of people and
land acquisition. The number to be displaced is estimated to be around
3,500 families, though it is not clear if this means 3,500 units.
A survey was undertaken amongst the people who were going to be
displaced, and the result was:
27 per cent needed housing in the same area
21 per cent needed housing in new developments
20 per cent needed housing in a nearby area
16 per cent sought financial compensation
3.5 per cent had different requests
Out of this plan, two specific questions need to be satisfactorily answered:
Who will pay for the development, including compensation for the
displaced? Where will the 47 per cent of displaced families who requested
to stay in the same area or nearby areas be relocated and given living
accommodation? The Ministry of Housing has apparently concluded that
Embaba Airport land should be used first and foremost to provide funds
for development (widened streets and construction of the Ahmed Orabi
flyover extension, and possibly a bridge to Warrak Island), and secondly to
pay for relocation housing for displaced families.
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It has been stated that the cost of this development in North Giza will
amount to about LE4 billion. Other reports mention LE2 billion, and close
ministerial links give a figure of LE3.5 billion. Neither the exact figure
nor its components are known. It is extremely important to know the
exact components of expenditure, and to know if the figures include the
construction of the Ahmed Orabi flyover, and/or the bridge from the Cairo
Ring Road to Warrak Island. If the amount does include the Ahmed Orabi
flyover and the Warrak Bridge, then it is another example of the poor man’s
rights being sacrificed for the benefit of the wealthy.
Valid questions could be raised on whether the Ministry of Housing’s
solutions address the heart of the matter. Neither house building on part of
the Embaba Airport lands nor sale of another part of this land for commercial
purposes, as proposed by the ministry, would bring material benefits to
the community as a whole, or to the economy. Also, it is very debatable
whether it is based on sound planning principles. It represents only a purely
commercial solution. Faced with the facts that neighbourhoods in North
Giza are overcrowded, highly polluted, unable to sustain more housing
and suffer severe traffic congestion problems, it does not make sense to
be planning to build commercial malls or additional houses on Embaba
Airport land.
On the contrary, there is a real need for the land to be used for improving
Embaba residents’ quality of life and creating a healthier environment with
reduced traffic. To upgrade and build medical clinics, sports facilities,
schools and other educational establishments offering courses in IT and
languages, may in the future reap benefits of greater significance for this
community than the commercial aspects of a mall and housing that could
be built in other areas.
Herein lies an opportunity to provide this underprivileged population with
the means to be healthy, educated and enjoy life in the same way as their
counterparts who live beyond the borders of North Giza, in Mohandessin
or Dokki and other more wealthy areas. It is the duty of the government
to find the funds from income taxes, value added taxes, real estate taxes,
Suez Canal fees and natural gas royalties to raise the horizon of this
community. It would be wrong for the government to annex the land of
the very underprivileged and sell it to investors to provide funds merely
covering the cost of its development. To improve the standard of life of the
underprivileged is at the very core of the government’s responsibility and
should be prioritised accordingly.
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One idea is to levy an “improvement tax” to be paid only by villa
owners, not flat owners, located in 6th October City, Sheikh Zayed City
and surrounding areas of newly developed desert resorts and luxurious
residential compounds, because they are the direct beneficiaries of the
Ahmed Orabi flyover.
The plan that is proposed here for Embaba Airport land is based on its use as
public land only. The envisioned School Park Project provides educational,
cultural and sporting facilities in a Green Oasis on former Embaba Airport
land. The parameters of the buildings will not exceed more than 12 per
cent of the total land used for the School Park Project, and the height of the
buildings will not exceed three floors. The special design and park setting
will provide a clean and civilised environment to enable students to adjust
mentally and physically to being educated using the latest technology and
techniques.
It has been suggested to build the School Park Project on an area of 80 acres,
out of the 209 acres of Embaba Airport land. If this idea finds acceptance,
perhaps a larger area, or even the whole area, could be designated for the
project.
From an economic point of view, the School Park Project will save on total
education costs. This saving is made by the fact that many of the facilities
will be linked and commonly shared between the 22 schools planned.
This will allow students to share libraries, computer laboratories, science
laboratories, workshops, art centres, music halls, swimming pools, sport
recreation areas, and other multi-purpose areas. Normal state, stand- alone
schools face enormous difficulties in providing students with anything
more than standard curriculum activities. All too often there are no funds
available and students lose out in their education when compared to private
schools that generally have better facilities.
On the other hand, many schools in the areas of Dokki, Agouza,
Mohandessin and Zamalek are currently being housed in the cramped
space of normal apartment buildings or old villas, and some of these could
be transferred to the new School Park. This would not only improve the
students’ education in terms of skill values, but also provide a greener
environment to stimulate students to excel. This would also decongest
some residential areas during peak times of school arrival and departure
when hundreds of cars and buses try to occupy the same narrow streets
to drop off and pick up children. They could then return to being quiet
residential streets, to the benefit of residents.
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The Ministry of Housing and opponents to its plans are both united in
seeking the best solution for society for the use of Embaba Airport’s land.
I hope that this subject will be discussed with an open mind on both sides,
and the best solution adopted. This is public land and it should not be
sold as a source of income, but should rather be a source of happiness and
enhanced wellbeing for the people who live there.
To quote from Adam Smith (1723- 1790), the “father of capitalism”,
from The Wealth of Nations: “ ... [the state is responsible] for erecting
and maintaining those public institutions and those public works, which
though they may be in the highest degree advantageous to a great society,
are, however, of such a nature that the profit could never repay the expense
to any individual or small number of individuals, and which it, therefore,
cannot be expected that any individual or small number of individuals
should erect or maintain.”
____________
January 2009.
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Commentary:

Before it’s Too Late
Samia Farid Shihata
When it was decided to move the Embaba airport out of Cairo, Cairenes

experienced a sense of anticipation at they pondered the huge potential
of this sizeable and uniquely placed newly available empty plot of land!
It was clearly a golden opportunity to establish a “green” haven in the
middle of one of the poorest, most crowded and polluted areas of Cairo.
It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for Egypt’s best urban planners
to use their imagination to devise a beautiful “urban concept” that would
lift the area’s standard of living while contributing to the alleviation of
Cairo’s traffic congestion and pollution. President Mubarak identified
with this popular yearning when he declared that the Embaba Airport
land would remain a green public space providing a breathing space for
Egypt’s capital city.
Several years have passed since the decision to move the airport was
made. Concerned citizens hoped that the government was using this time
to study the situation to find the best plan for the area. It was hoped that the
government would launch a national competition among Egypt’s many
urban planning experts to choose from alternative visions for this unique
space. Surely, this very last chunk of prime real estate in the middle of
one of the most congested cities of the world deserved no less. But this
was not to be. When the government’s plan for Embaba Aiport land was
finally revealed, it was a disappointment.
Instead of seizing this amazing opportunity for creativity and inspiration,
the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development went about the planning
process in a typical “business as usual” fashion, lacking imagination. It
seems that to the Ministry, this was just another piece of public land to be
filled with as many housing blocks as possible so long as it included a big
garden in the middle.
Of course, the Ministry would consider the above characterization as
unfair. In fact, the Ministry vigorously defends its plan as the best possible
option given the financial constraints. The area of 209 acres, is divided
into three parts: a first part for housing blocks for families displaced by
the planned road construction planned (52 acres); a second part consisting

357

Daring to Care
of a park based on the design for the Al Azhar Park ( 38 acres); and a
third part, as yet unplanned, to be reserved for future sale to investors ( 84
acres) to cover the cost of the first and second parts and the construction
of a major throughway and other roads.
In its defense against the accusation that it is reserving a large part of the
land for sale for commercial buildings , the Ministry insists that Embaba
airport land must not be viewed in isolation but as part of the larger plan
to rehabilitate North Giza. This argument, though seemingly logical, is
misleading. It is used to muddy the waters in the face of every criticism
leveled against the government plan. To objections that just one third
of the land will be devoted to a green park in the government’s plan,
the Ministry retorts that it will compensate for that by transforming into
parks the few cultivated plots remaining in the midst of the sprawling
informal housing community of North Giza. To those who believe that
it would be best to make use of this opportunity to create a state-of-the
art urban concept that would comprise educational, cultural, and/or other
innovative parks with high quality facilities that could transform the lives
of the underprivileged residents of the area, again the answer is that “we
intend to build a number of new schools in other areas of North Giza.”
As for the criticism that the Ministry’s plan is inconsistent with the
strategy underlying the Greater Cairo urban plan which calls for moving
commercial activities outside of Cairo and not building new commercial
centers that will exacerbate Cairo’s already unbearable traffic and
pollution, the Ministry obfuscates by saying that it has not yet decided
what to do with that third of the land, even as it professes that selling that
land to investors would finance the implementation of the project .
Those defending the government plan don’t seem to get it. The issue is
not just to build so many schools. It is not just to have a park here or there.
The challenge is to use this whole contiguous area to create something
that will be more that the sum of its parts; something that has the potential
to produce a real change in the future of a large number of Egyptians.
Finally, framing the choice as one between accepting commercial
development as a necessary evil and having to postpone indefinitely what
may be a superior alternative due to lack of financing is a false one. If a
truly visionary plan is decided upon, I am sure it will be possible to obtain
both private and international donor financing for it. In the accompanying
article, Dr. Mamdouh Hamza also presents other financing ideas for the
Embaba project.
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Like so many other concerned citizens, I sincerely hope that the Ministry
will reconsider its decision and that it will call on Egypt’s urban planners
to openly compete in presenting alternative urban visions for this valuable
piece of public land. The general public should be also allowed to express
its views on the different plans, while the ultimate choice of the best plan
could be made by a distinguished panel of urban planners and prominent
citizens.
___________
January 2009
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The Orphan Street

To whom does the street belong?
To its neighbours, shopkeepers and the peddlers of folk songs?
Or to the cars, mini-buses and drivers that rush along?
To the pedestrians, children, mothers and workers that cross it all
day long?
Or to the government, and why not Mao Zedong?
Whoever they are, they have little sense of Right or Wrong,
Whoever they are, their care and vision is not worth a pound!
If you ask me if among all these a parent can be found,
I would say that “fool around” and “mess around” fathered the
holes in the ground,
But the awakening of our common will and a resolve so profound
Should help the street come around, safe and sound, on solid
ground!
Now again, to whom does the street belong?
In the mirror, my friend, the answer you will find before long.
Hervé Pourcines,

January 2009
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Living on the Edge
The problems street children face, particularly girls, must
be taken seriously, with comprehensive efforts made to
understand their predicament, and to help
Hanna Abulghar
To be a child on the street is hard enough, to be a little girl on the street is
even harder. Growing up on the street has a lot of meaning, the background
that forces these children to leave their families often full of aggression,
physical abuse, forced labour, psychological pressure, neglect, family
breakdown, and sexual abuse in some cases. For a child to take the decision
to leave “home”, even if this home is not paradise, has meaning -- they are
already starting off on the wrong foot. They already carry a psychological
load too heavy for their age. So why are girls on the street so difficult to
deal with? Why are they less likely to adapt to a rehabilitation programme?
For girls, life on the street is dangerous. The street is a wonderfully free
place, full of opportunity, friends, more money than any of these children’s
parents could ever dream of providing them with, freedom of movement,
of experimentation, no timetable to follow, no chores to do, no school to go
to, no grown up to report to. But then it is also a place of great risk; on the
street you are all alone, you learn by trial and error, something that at home
might be educative on the street could be fatal. The hazards of traffic, the
dangers of getting caught by the police, the mere fact that if you get sick
or are hurt you’ll just have to handle it yourself (bearing in mind that your
age can be anywhere between five and 18 years). Not to forget that these
children are outcasts of society, they are dirty, they have no manners, they
are seen as a menace, and so they are treated as such in shops, pharmacies,
hospitals, etc.
These are children who like all children have a need to develop their skills,
to learn from adults; they need to grow up knowing someone will help
them out if they need it. But street girls and boys don’t have this luxury.
They learn about math through counting money collected from begging;
they learn about safety through accidents; they learn about sex through
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rape, about biology through pregnancy. By the time they meet someone to
help them (a rising number of NGOs are now working on the rehabilitation
of street children), these children have already lost precious time needed
for development of their personalities, a loss that might be difficult to make
up for. They have will also have developed a number of psychological
problems related to the abuse they are exposed to on the street.
For girls, this abuse is often unnecessarily brutal. The aggression that street
children are exposed to is mostly from their peers. Often they live in fairly
closed communities within the street, trying to solve their problems within
the gangs they hang out with. They defend each other, they fight with each
other, they force each other into sexual relationships, into crime, and they
feed each other. A complicated relationship explains the famous crimes
allegedly committed by the “torbini” and his gang, exposed two years
ago as committed by street children against street children, a fact that has
delayed society’s interest in seeing the seriousness of the situation. The
fact that these children will surely one day start expressing their anger at
society instead of within their own community, and that there might be
great difficulty controlling them, is ignored.
The incidence of psychiatric illness among street girls is very high. In a
2006 study on 80 sexually active street girls in Egypt, the incidence of
overall stress, emotional turmoil and behavioural difficulties was high -most probably an effect of negative experiences on the street. The predictors
for psychiatric illness in general were high, as for emotional disorders,
behavioural disorders, hyperactivity and concentration disorders, meaning
that these children even when helped off the street are much more likely
to suffer psychologically than peers of the same age from a more stable
background.
The study also showed that the age at which girls left home was largely
below 15 years, reflecting the independent personality of these girls in
taking brave decisions at a relatively young age. The level of the girls’
education and that of their parents was very low: 70 per cent of the girls
had never gone to school. It might be argued that educated parents are
better able to identify and handle their child’s problems before they seek to
solve them outside their homes. It is also probable that a girl who regularly
receives some form of schooling might find psychological support among
teachers and friends, something that would not be available to a child who
has never received any schooling; hence the role that the failing education
system in Egypt has played in the spread of the problem of street children.
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Aggression was placed by the girls in the study as their first cause for
leaving home -- largely physical, although there were reports of sexual
abuse also. On the street, the girls were better able to avoid physical
aggression than boys, but their exposure to sexual abuse nearly tripled.
They reported a high incidence of physical and sexual abuse, even at police
stations and other detaining institutions, in spite of new legislation that
aims at separating adults and children, an alarming sign that more needs to
be done to protect children in custody.
The girls were exposed to a very high incidence of physical trauma on
the street. Over 50 per cent of girls in the study had suffered a major
accident, many of which were car accidents, stressing the danger of leaving
children to fend for themselves in Cairo’s traffic. They were also exposed
to accidental falls and stab wounds, and one girl included in the study
reported a failed suicide attempt.
Sexual abuse of girls on the street often involves the use of force, such as
beating, kidnapping, prolonged unlawful detention, and gang rape. NGOs
working with street girls have reported receiving girls in very bad shape
following weeks of being locked up, with very little food, and repeatedly
raped, sometimes by more than one person at a time. This is usually done
by their peers on the street, increasing their sense of insecurity and low
self-esteem. Anyone who works with street girls must notice the facial
scars so common among them. These are often marks made by the rapist
-- often a street boy -- on the face of his victim to show to others that ‘he
was the first to have her”.
This kind of cruelty is difficult to understand, but it explains the apathy
and indifference often encountered when dealing with street girls. It also
enforces the psychiatric risks involved in street life -- both for attacker and
victim -- making rehabilitation difficult. This kind of regular, repetitive
sexual violence often results in pregnancy, for some girls more than once.
The violent means and the young age at which pregnancy occurs, and the
fact that the pregnant girl is alone in dealing with the situation, often in
the presence of an abusive partner on the street, is an important cause of
medical problems later observed following childbirth, together with the
social and legal problems encountered, making mother- child relations
complicated, and greatly increasing the incidence of disease and death
amongst street babies.
The high incidence of disease, often chronic, sometimes life threatening,
often with very little or no medical care, is another cause for alarm.
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Street children in general, and street girls in particular, cannot be dealt
with as we do orphans. It is not enough to provide food and loggings and
some care. They need a more complex, integrated approach, taking into
consideration their psychiatric problems, social background, and their
insecurity and difficulty in trusting others. Most of all, life off the street
must appear more attractive than life on the street. The longer the girls
have been on the street, the harder this task is.
____________
January 2009
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The Street is My Only Home!
A participatory and long-term vision for the re-integration of street
children in society is a must
Omneya Ragab
“Four Years in the street are enough...I need to feel home”, stated twelve
years old Tarek. Like so many of the Egyptian children living in street
situations, Tarek was driven out of his home due to intensive familial
pressures, abuse and torture including economic hardships. Among the
estimated tens of thousands children in street situations, 65% escape family
problems, 30% are out in the streets to earn money for themselves and their
families while 23% are forced to leave by family members . Dreaming of a
less painful life, freedom, joy and independence, street life seems to them
as the only escape. However, painful reality on the street quickly sets in
with its extensive multi-dimensional hardships.
Children develop a dichotomous relationship with the street. “I live in the
street and I can earn a living on my own without help. I can take care of
myself”, argued Amer, a sixteen years old . However, like all such children,
he clearly misses emotional support, a secure life and a joyful childhood.
In most cases, they experience dual perceptions of street life, where they
suffer severe conditions but at the same time have no other alternatives.
“I have no place to go but the street. When I go back home, I find the
same problems that have driven me out, so street is my only home”, argued
Ahmed, a twelve years old.
In 2003, the National Council for Childhood and Motherhood (NCCM)
declared the national strategy for protection children in street situations
and reintegrate them in society. The amendment of the Egyptian Child
Law in 2008 is considered one of the most important achievements of
the NCCM , as the law changed society’s perspective of children in street
situations viewing them as children at risk, instead of delinquent children
and emphasizing their need for governmental and societal protection.
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Through the support of the NCCM and international organizations, local
non- governmental organizations have been also able to develop more
comprehensive programs to adapt and improve the living conditions of
children in street situations. In 2006, five local NGOs developed a network
in partnership with the UNICEF, to provide a better quality service for
children in street situations. The main objectives shaping the network’s
activities are serving, supporting and re-integrating children in the Egyptian
societal fabric. Daily services are provided to children through the network’s
different reception centers and shelters, where needed nutrition is served,
educational sessions are held, psycho-social counseling are developed and
recreational activities are also introduced regularly. Outreach services to
the children are provided through street work and a mobile unit that aims
to understand the culture of children and leaders living in the street as a
starting point for rehabilitation.
Legal support is also provided through the legal support unit, which
supports the children in conflict with the law, who are often convicted as a
result of petty crimes. The network is also keen to draw future partnerships
with the Ministries of Interior and Justice to ensure the application of the
new child law, in order to maintain a better referral system.
Education is another main component of the network activities, and is
provided for the children through the friendly schools program situated in
the NGOs and developed by the Ministry of Education. To date, very few
children were integrated into the mainstream schooling system. In order to
achieve more effective integration and better teaching techniques, a longterm partnership with the Ministry of Education is required. In addition to
education, the children often talk about their desire to acquire vocational
skills that ensures future employability.
Additionally, the network provides health care services, where trained
physicians are available at all the reception centers and the mobile units
in order to ensure maximum outreach. In an attempt to ensure a more
sustainable health care system, the network is planning to develop a
protocol of coordination with the Ministry of Health in order to get its
centers cater for the children.
Partnership with the Ministry of Social Solidarity stands to be another
cornerstone. It is true that some coordination is currently undertaken
between the network and the ministry’s social care institutions, yet
further efforts need to be directed to the joint implementation of the child
protection policies stipulated in the 2008 child law. Given the fact that the
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support provided to poor families is very fragmented and limited to under
budgeted social assistance schemes with poor coverage, the ministry is
advised to work on the restructuring of its financial and human resources.
It is also required to provide economic and psycho-social support to the
whole family with continuous monitoring and a great deal of awareness on
values and protection.
Although these efforts serve the children in their immediate predicament,
a more participatory and long-term vision for children’s re-integration
in society as the ultimate goal is required. “I want to know...does street
produce kids?” questioned Aisha, a fourteen years old girl; “no really...
people call us street children? Does the street produce kids” she repeated
upon the helpless smiles of the social workers around her.
For Aisha and her friends, there should be a life out of the street.
January 2009
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The Right to Know
Engaged citizenship starts by letting communities have a
say on decisions that affect them
Samia Zeitoun
A model living space set amidst architectural and natural landmarks, the

suburb of Maadi has been called the “gem in the crown of the capital
city of Cairo”. Since founded, almost 100 years ago, this community has
represented the best of city living without compromising its unique natural
setting.
Maadi’s citizens have been continuously and actively involved in its
protection and enhancement to ensure the continuity of its special
features. With the strengthening role of civil society in recent years, and
the government’s call for participation by the private sector in national
development, increased efforts have been exerted by Maadi’s citizens, both
individually and collectively, through NGOs, to contribute to the balanced
development of their beloved community.
Against the backdrop of the community’s strong civic commitment and the
model citizenship of its members, the news announcing Maadi’s removal
from the Cairo Governorate and its annexation to the new Governorate of
Helwan was received with anger and disbelief. How could such a serious
decision affecting the livelihood of Maadi’s residents be taken without
debate or consultation?
Elected local council members vowed to take the government to court on
the grounds that they had been ignored in the decision-making process and
that the government had violated the Egyptian Constitution, which states
that the “right to know” is a major human right. Human rights law stipulates
that elected representatives be informed “on major issues concerning the
agenda, planning and policies of their polity.” Why were locally elected
councils not even briefed through the usual channels and networks that are
designed to facilitate the flow of information to them? Veteran Maadi council
member Karima Nabarawy has repeatedly maintained that the decree is
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unconstitutional, holding Maadi parliamentary representatives responsible
for not consulting with or seeking consensus among constituents on such
an important issue.
Local NGOs also expressed their anger at being left out by organising and
holding meetings, collecting signatures, appearing on public television,
radio programmes and making statements to media outlets. Petitions
were submitted after conferring with legal counsellors and prominent
urban planners. The petitions were sent to several government authorities,
including the president and Mrs Mubarak. Ministers were also met in
person in an attempt to change the unpopular decree.
Confused by the decree, citizens asked who was responsible for making
the decision it announced, and on what basis? Where were the maps
that marked out the new boundaries? How was it possible to redraw the
boundaries of the new governorate when those responsible belatedly
discovered that according to the constitution the Supreme Court -- located
in Maadi -- had to legally reside in the capital?
Urban planning experts expressing their views on Maadi’s geographical
boundaries note that Maadi is a natural continuation of Cairo that ends at
the flash flood line where a man made duct separates it from Torah to the
south. This line is only three kilometres away from the Supreme Court.
The Autostrade and Wadi Degla Protectorate mark Maadi’s eastern border
and to the west is the River Nile. The basics of urban planning would
presume that the borders of Maadi would follow these ground lines.
A glance at the satellite photo of Maadi shows these demarcations clearly.
As it stands now, with the new boundaries, some streets are oddly divided
between the two governorates, posing administrative and security issues
that could lead to more problems.
Notable urban planners were equally angered by the decree in not being
included in consultations leading to the decision. They state that the move
was not in the approved 2020 or 2050 Greater Cairo Plans. They also refer
to Law No 3 of 1982 and Law 119, Article 11, of 2008 for urban planning
that necessitates the participation of specialised groups from civil society
and local council members with the executive branch in studying the needs
of communities and in setting the priorities of their constituencies.
Renowned architect and urban planner, Abu Zeid Rageh told the Voice
of Maadi newspaper that this was a hasty decree that was not properly
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researched. Such complex decisions should have been carefully studied
for a length of time, covering all the different angles and the logistics of
zoning, infrastructure, carrying capacity, and the ratio of green areas to
built-up areas.
Architect Salah Hegab, honorary head of the Urban Planning Institute
and resident of Maadi, also said he had been unaware that this decree was
being considered. He agrees with the decision to decentralise the capital,
but believes the land division concerning Maadi was not based on proper
data, in terms of homogenous population, resources, and budget, etc. On
the contrary, it appears the result of a closed group of officials who chose
not to broaden the circle of discussion or decision, hence the swiftness of
the decree.
In the search for answers, talk has been circulating about land barons
who would be allowed to bend building laws upheld by the Supreme
Court in 1977. The Court’s ruling empowered NGOs to fiercely defend
restrictions imposed on the licensing of high buildings to preserve the
unique character of Maadi as set out 100 years ago. With Maadi’s removal
to another governorate, strict building codes would be annulled. Profitseeking development could quickly overwhelm the infrastructure of the
suburb that was not designed for high-density living.
It is also common knowledge that Helwan City, to whose governorate
Maadi has been appended, is in need of major expenditure to overhaul its
extensive informal shantytowns and to upgrade its infrastructure that has
deteriorated as a result of years of neglect. Naturally, meeting these needs
will mean diverting a large part of the services and administrative budget
to Helwan, to the detriment of Maadi. The media, notably Egypt Today,
picked up this issue and reported on the problems of waste disposal that
afflicted the streets of Maadi since the decree was announced. It questioned
the sufficiency of the budget allotted to this task. Local NGOs working in
the field of cleanliness rose up and organised cleaning campaigns in an
effort to push authorities to do their job.
As a self-organising society, Maadi is fortunate to have citizens who have
consistently served its best interests, cooperating with local authorities to
maintain law and order, cleanliness and a green environment. This social
fabric has drawn to it over 15 diplomatic missions that have chosen to
locate there, assured by Maadi’s law-abiding residents who share their
same ideals and standards of living.
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The spirit that has kept Maadi alive must be allowed to continue as a
shining example of truly engaged citizenship. Engaged citizens should be
rewarded with support and recognition and, most of all, inclusion in the
development of policy strategies and reforms.
____________
January 2009
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Chased off the Street
Harangued and hounded, street vendors are simply poor
people, often with families, trying to make a living. They
should be protected, not persecuted
Nawal Hassan
The first time I felt the plight of street sellers occurred during a visit to
the courtyard of the Qalaun Mosque, a jewel in l3th century Mameluk
architecture that was sheltering 14 evicted families. These families, part
of over 7,000 victims of speculators who were buying and demolishing
beautiful buildings in historic Cairo during the 1960s, 1970s and early
1980s, had been placed there by the Arab Socialist Union, prior to a
massive construction programme to re- house them.
That day in 1979, I witnessed a police officer confiscate the identity
card of an elderly man attempting to sell cucumbers on the street. The
officer proceeded to confiscate the identity cards of all the vendors who
were selling mehalabeyya, batata and other typical food of the poor. The
vendors, who were simply trying to earn their daily livelihood, would have
to pay heavy fines to retrieve their cards from the police station.
Later, I would witness more of the same; heart-rending sights, including
trucks in front of the Cairo municipality loaded with the broken carts of
mobile vendors, their merchandise thrown everywhere or destroyed. These
itinerant vendors were often referred to the courts where fines of up to
LE1200 could be imposed on them.
Women vendors are not exempt. Often divorced or widowed, the sole
supporters of their families and living in makeshift shelters, these women
are most in need of community and government support. Our organisation
-- the Organisation for the Urban Development of Islamic Cairo -- paid the
fine for a woman who was selling lemons on a street corner. She would have
faced imprisonment for non-payment, leaving her five children destitute.
Some years ago, shortet al-marafek, a special police force, was created

372

Cairo: Living History
whose main task was to remove vendors and other “obstructions” from
the street and to forcibly remove tenants from buildings whose owners
have demolition permits. Among many cases documented by our
organisation, one was in Doueka, where the government built temporary
shelters to house families who had been evicted from their homes. Mr
Assefa Bequele of the International Labour Organisation and I witnessed
an officer shouting instructions to bulldoze a few wooden kiosks selling
much needed vegetables and consumer goods in this desolate area. Mr
Bequele and I rushed to help the vendors remove their goods that were
being smashed by the relentless bulldozer. There was no justification for
such drastic action, especially as there was no obstruction to the street that
was entirely devoid of cars. One woman said: “It is as if there is a vendetta
between the government and the poor.”
Cairenes are used to seeing vendors of clothing and other goods on the
streets of downtown Cairo dash into side streets as soon as they are alerted
that the shortet al-marafek are coming. These are but unemployed youths
-- some even university graduates -- trying to earn an honest living. A high
official in the governorate, sitting at his desk with a huge poster of New
York’s skyscrapers behind him, actually told me that in “in London, Paris
and New York” you do not see vendors on the street. It seems that he had
driven around these cities in a limousine and never saw the various openair markets or weekend pedestrian walkways where all kinds of goods are
sold. Nor had he seen the young Egyptians selling hot dogs on mobile carts
throughout New York City.
Another high governorate official summed up the official attitude when
he said that street vendors were all “crooks, dope peddlers or criminals”.
Thus there is usually no support for this class of itinerant poor vendors,
either from the governorate or other government agencies. Development
banks are only willing to assist people in “productive” occupations and
consider these vendors “parasitic”. So what is being done to help these
poor in informal sector occupations survive economically?
Studies show that in all the major cities of South America, Africa and Asia,
between 40 to 60 per cent work in the informal sector, a large portion
of whom are vendors. And government policies are often responsible
for pushing productive workers into the category of “parasitic”, nonproductive occupations.
A case in point: When the evicted residents of Gamalia were moved to the
new housing projects in Madinet Al-Salam, there was no plan to incorporate
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small workshops or shops for this low income community. Am Ismail, who
was a shoemaker, had to put his tools away and resort to selling cigarettes
since the contract of his flat stipulated he could not engage in production.
Overnight all those self-employed in services became unemployed -the ironers, grocers, tailors, shoe makers, fruit vendors, pastry makers,
carpenters, hairdressers, haberdashers, stationary-cum-sweet shops for
school children -- because no provision was made to create space for these
activities. Most workers continued to commute to workshops in central
Cairo at great transportation expense. They would bring home bread and
other provisions with them since they could not buy them in their new
community. Itinerant vendors were chased away with a vengeance as they
were considered a blemish on this urban plan that, with its wide boulevards,
was congenial for the visits of dignitaries in limousines but not for the poor
residents living there.
Hassan Fathy, the late renowned architect, used to ask: “Are cities designed
for human beings or for something else?” It appears, sometimes, that the
governorate believes that streets are designed for cars only.
In sum, the right to work is a basic human right. Vendors should be legally
protected.

____________
February 2009
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Missing Public Space
Cairo’s public space is almost nonexistent and traffic is
admittedly bad, but common sense
John Harris
Cairo is abundance. It overflows on so many levels: noise, dirt and people
on the one hand, discoveries, history and charm on the other. One thing
sorrowfully lacking, however, is public space.
Public space refers to space that is truly open, accessible to all, regardless
of background, identity, gender, age or social class. Public spaces are
maintained for the good of communities as a service of the state. No
fees are levied for entry. Malls do not qualify, as they exist to promote
commerce; neither do sporting clubs, as they by definition cater to an
exclusive membership; likewise religious spaces. Public space most often
refers to parks, gardens, boardwalks and public squares. But not all public
spaces need to be outdoors: public libraries are a good example of indoor
public space.
Cairo is somewhat unique in its lack of public space. Around the world,
public spaces are woven into the very fabric of successful urban centres.
Those who witnessed the inauguration of US President Obama several days
ago will have noticed the millions of citizens who were accommodated
into one of Washington DC’s main axes of public space, the National
Mall. European cities are full of gardens and parks; in America, cities are
ranked by the amount of public space they maintain per citizen, and city
administrators vie to do well by this account. Nor is commitment to public
space restricted to the first world: New Delhi, India, and Havana, Cuba,
as two examples, maintain extensive public space within the urban core,
and have a similar socio-economic -- and in the case of India, a similar
demographic -- profile to Egypt.
Public spaces play an important role in the successful functioning of
society. They provide citizens a social outlet, and the ability to interact
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with others in their community outside of the home. They relieve the
tension of cramped living quarters, and provide urban apartment dwellers
with the space needed to connect, pursue recreation, and relieve stress.
Public spaces, in which everyone is equal, bring communities together.
In a sense, they act as the soul of a society. Public space, as it is a shared
resource, maintained for all and enjoyed by all, brings out the best in us and
connects us to one another.
Egypt in general, and Cairo in particular, has very little that can truly be
considered public space. Some of the population has access to private
sporting clubs, which can provide an alternative to public space in club
membership. While some public spaces still remain in Cairo, many
in Zamalek, entry fees cordon these spaces off to many. And Egypt’s
coastlines are rapidly moving in the same direction: to find a public beach
between Agami and Marsa Matrouh on Egypt’s north coast is increasingly
challenging.
This was not always the case. Cairo in its not-too-distant past maintained
admirable amounts of public space. The Azbakiyya Gardens, for example,
which shared the same architect as Paris’s Bois de Bologne, was only
recently paved over and used to provide Cairo’s population with an urban
lake. Cairo’s Mamluk rulers sought to ensure their legacy by building
elaborate funerary complexes that resemble today’s community centres,
including a school, a hospital and a mosque. Likewise, the grand Mamluk
avenue, Bayn Al-Qasrayn, provided ample space for thousands to gather
and to enjoy a variety of public spectacles. Cairo’s shrinking commitment
to urban public space is a new -- and disturbing -- phenomenon.
To be sure, maintaining public space in crowded urban cores, with many
competing demands for real estate and investment, is difficult, and in this
way Egypt is no different from many similar countries. Public space is
expensive and difficult to maintain. In the face of intense competition for
limited governmental budget, open spaces often get knocked down the
priority list. Similarly, public spaces inherited from prior generations,
particularly those in urban areas, often fall prey to greed and administrative
corruption in view of the financial value derived from their development.
Because public spaces exist for the good of citizens they are more commonly
found in societies governed by highly participatory democracies. Societies
where leaders are less accountable to the people naturally exhibit less
commitment to public space.
But there are also some more uniquely Egyptian obstacles to public space.
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One of these is a lack of awareness of the role of public space in societies.
In the new residential communities springing up around Cairo, developers
are quite sensibly restricted in the number of homes they can build by
the requirement to maintain a certain amount of open space. Rather than
develop parks or community land, however, the most common way to
fulfil this requirement is by developing golf courses. These certainly look
nice on marketing materials for the compound, but they hardly provide
an egalitarian gathering place for the community as a whole. Likewise,
during the debate several years ago about a proposal to transform some of
the Gezira Club and Reaayet Al-Shabab in Zamalek into a shopping centre,
some of the well-connected proponents of the scheme made the case that
this would be a much better use of space than the current “wasted” space
provided by these clubs.
Similarly, Egypt suffers from a fear of the truly public. The rush towards
gated communities on Cairo’s outskirts is fuelled in part by the wish to
select one’s neighbours, and by definition exclude certain elements of
society. It is assumed, perhaps with good reason, that public space would
become immediately overrun on account of the sheer demographic pressure
that it would attract. Similarly, also for good reason, women assume they
cannot freely access public space on account of the harassment they might
encounter. As a result, the sense of shared obligation towards community
has broken down. In the place of community, every family fends for
themselves. Watch how Cairenes litter from their cars, or allow their
apartment building to decay in spite of the orderliness of each individual
unit. These are signs of a decline in importance of the communal at the
expense of the personal.
These obstacles can surely be overcome. India’s urban centres are often
more impoverished and more crowded than Egypt’s, yet they have
maintained much more extensive public space. A famous joke during the
time Sadat ended with the derisive punch line, “What, do you think I’m an
Indian?” If India can do it, Egypt surely can as well.
There are many signs for hope. The Aga Khan Foundation is spearheading
impressive redevelopment efforts in the Darb Al-Ahmar district at the foot
of the Citadel. In these communities, public spaces are being developed
into the fabric of communities with the assent of those communities. The
Mubarak administration has signalled a commitment to public libraries,
and several beautiful libraries exist around Cairo. The streets around the
stock exchange downtown have been restricted to pedestrians, and Cairo’s
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master plan calls for the development of many more pedestrian only zones.
Alexandria and Marsa Matrouh, likewise, have developed superb corniche
boardwalks in recent years. In light of this, the future role for Midan Tahrir
should be seen as an exciting opportunity.
Open spaces are a critical component of successfully functioning societies.
There is clearly the need for public space in Cairo; as proof, just watch the
evening crowds strolling along one of Cairo’s downtown bridges, or the
families picnicking on the median strip of Orouba Street on the way to the
airport. (As an aside, what does it say about a society in which the median
strip of the airport road is more beautiful than any public space that most
of the population has access to?) What is needed is for Egypt to reaffirm its
commitment to its existing public spaces, and build public spaces into its
ongoing development.

Getting going
Cairo’s roads suffer from a bad reputation. Yes, traffic is bad. Yes, road
conditions aren’t great. Yes, the behaviour of Cairo’s drivers is erratic. But
it could be much worse.
I travelled through Southeast Asia several years ago, and if you ever have
the chance to experience traffic there, you’ll come home thinking that Cairo
traffic is a blessing. For in Cairo, bad traffic means adding 15 minutes,
maximum half an hour, onto your travel time, assuming that the delay has
not been caused by the entourage of a travelling dignitary, at which point I
hope you brought a picnic basket.
But in Bangkok, for example, bad traffic means not moving for several
hours. It means never travelling without water, because your thirst may
not survive the wait. It means switching off your engine during delays to
make sure you don’t run out of gas before your wheels have a chance to
spin again. Bangkok traffic police are trained in assisting with childbirth,
in case an expectant mother happens to get stuck at the wrong time. In
Bangkok, traffic is stacked up on several different levels, thus leaving
downtown more of an ugly tribute to the automobile, rather than a graceful
gathering of civilised humans.
However, the fact that others have it worse is no reason to rest on one’s
laurels and do nothing. And in fact much is being done. Or, this being
Cairo, it would be more accurate to say that much that could be done is
being studied. Gamal Mubarak’s Policy Unit at the National Democratic
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Party, for example, recently took on this topic and came up with a
substantial investment target for what will be required in order to keep
Cairo’s downtown traffic moving at a stately 15 kilometres per hour. While
the required size of this investment may be daunting, and the solutions
proposed might be difficult to imagine, Cairenes can take solace in the
fact that their traffic is in fact moving. Speak to a commuter in southern
California, and they will tell you that 15 kilometres per hour sounds like
paradise.
However, many of the solutions being proposed for Cairo’s traffic ailments
involve infrastructure-based approaches. In recent months, I’ve heard
dizzying accounts of the number of new mehwars, or linking roads,
that are due to be constructed parallel to the 26th July Corridor linking
Mohandiseen with the Cairo Ring Road and the Alexandria Desert Road.
However, an overwhelming amount of international evidence points to
the fact that new roads are just another space of tarmac cars can fill. It’s
like opening up another lane at a crowded passport control. For a moment
things fly, until the reality of congestion sets in once again.
While up to date infrastructure is important to any city, seeking its rightful
place in a progressive universe, infrastructure must be accompanied by
common sense. Implementing common sense is invariably considerably
cheaper than infrastructure, and it’s often much more effective. With this
in mind, I would like to make three suggestions to Cairo’s road planners:
1. Get buses and taxis off the roads during pickups and drop-offs. I lived
in New Delhi a while ago during a period when people were talking
about traffic much in the same way as Cairenes discuss their own traffic.
Delays were growing, new infrastructure was immediately inundated, and
tempers were rising. A particularly smart traffic planner instituted a radical
innovation. Instead of building new roads, he simply built bus lay-bys on
existing roads. Furthermore, he imposed stiff fines on buses that chose to
pick up or drop off passengers in normal travel lanes. In Cairo, buses and
taxis picking up or dropping off passengers in travel lanes create massive
gridlock behind them. Road planners will tell you that a single delay can
send massive repercussions throughout a traffic system. A bus stopping
removes one, if not two, lanes from the flow of traffic. Building lay-bys
would be a simple to implement and affordable way to massively ease
congestion.
2. Build breakdown lay-bys on enclosed highways. How many seemingly
interminable delays on the 6th October Bridge are the result of a single
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stalled vehicle? Building frequent lay-bys on restricted roadways, especially
on raised highways, where broken down vehicles can be pushed to get
them out of the travel lanes, would remove one major cause of congestion.
Checking up on the health of cars a bit more diligently, to remove from the
streets those crumbling Eastern European relics that cannot hope to make
it through a Cairo summer, wouldn’t hurt either.
3. Build adequate pedestrian crossing infrastructure and enforce pedestrian
rules. By pedestrian infrastructure, I don’t just mean over or underpasses.
These are expensive and tend to go unused. A simple crosswalk, with
electronic crossing indicators tied into the traffic light system, will suffice.
But infrastructure without enforcement is useless. Whenever I suggest this
to a Cairene, they roll their eyes, as if to ask if I’ve learned nothing in my
years in Cairo. This is Cairo, and this is how it operates. But there isn’t
a single city in the world where traffic flows and pedestrians wander (or
scramble) at will. A commitment to improved traffic in Cairo requires a
new approach to the relationship between cars and pedestrians.
Cairo’s traffic is bad, but many places have it much worse. The next time
you’re stuck in
traffic, just ponder this and you may feel a bit less stress. Much is being
done, or considered, to address Cairo’s serious traffic challenge in the
future. But a little common sense sometime equals or exceeds a lot of
infrastructure.
____________
January 2009
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Cairo: a Story of Waste mis-Management
Traditional waste management systems spring from an
organic relationship between the people who run them
and their city. But who is in charge?
Laila Iskandar
In 1984, Cairo and Giza created new regulatory authorities (the Cairo and
Giza Cleansing and Beautification Authorities -- CCBA and GCBA) to
organize and upgrade the city’s waste sector. They licensed the traditional
collectors (the zabbaleen ) by delineating their collection routes, charging
them a fee for the privilege (!) of collecting waste from households (!),
allowing them to charge residents a fixed fee for monthly collection, and
forcing them to split that fee with the traditional middlemen (waahi). They
placed a tax on the traditional collectors which went in a ‘cleaning fund’
at a decentralized level of government. Many cities in the South have
experience with these ‘cleaning funds’ being readily available pots of
money used in non-transparent ways to compensate municipal government
employees.
The 1 L.E. the zabbaleen ended up keeping after paying the government
1 L.E. and the waahi another 1 L.E. hardly covered the cost of operating,
maintaining or upgrading their vehicles, let alone cover the cost of labor,
health and safety, or any of the other costs of delivering the service. Their
lack of education and information, their traditional lack of accounting for
unpaid family labor led them to miscalculate revenues and profits. Thus
the cleanliness of cities becomes intertwined within a whole set of poverty
contexts: a poverty of capability to even discuss, negotiate and participate.
A new system to replace the informal sector
To respond to the continuing need to expand coverage to all of Cairo, and
not rely on a system which dealt with the organic component of waste
by feeding it to pigs, policies in the late nineties leaned heavily toward
the establishment of composting plants. They were expected to absorb
a substantial amount of the city’s waste and substitute for the unseemly
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methods of the traditional collectors, i.e. pig breeding. Ten years of that
policy led to a trail of poorly managed, poorly operated, poorly maintained
plants and facilities which ground to a halt, or years later were at a standstill.
Many had become obsolete after five years of operation and others still
glistened with their original coat of paint, never having been used!
In the meantime, Cairo kept growing. In 2000, the population had reached
12 million. This population was generating 10,000 tons of municipal waste
per day and the zabbaleen were still collecting between 30-40% of it and
recycling 80% of what they collected. Local Egyptian companies were
contracted to haul the waste from the neighborhoods not serviced by the
zabbaleen to the municipal poorly managed dumpsites. These became
constant sources of billowing dark smoke hanging over the city of Cairo.
In 2000, farmers in the Delta converted to new rice harvesting technologies
which led to the practice of burning the rice stalks. Together with the wild
fires from the landfills, this created a suffocating environment for a duration
of two months from October to November.
A System to supplant all systems
In response to this, in 2003 the governorates of Cairo and Giza opted for the
privatization of their waste services to multinational corporations. Cairo
was going to unburden its waste management woes onto the Northerners -professionals with long track records of keeping cities spotlessly clean. The
terms of the contracts included collection from dumpsters in waste pooling
sites on the streets -- an end to door to door collection. This arrangement
included transport to transfer stations, then on to composting plants (only
20% of the waste was required to be recycled) with the greatest component
of waste to be landfilled in sanitary engineered landfills.
The people who designed the system had not factored in a few socioeconomic aspects of their city: that it is home to an estimated 40.6%
people below the poverty line in 2004/ 2005 according to the African
Economic Outlook 2007/2008; that this constitutes an eternal potential
pool of scavengers; that popular markets provide the urban poor with
lucrative sources of incomes for the recyclables they scavenge from waste
pooling sites; that the residents of Cairo do not enjoy the same standards
of education enjoyed by the average resident of cities in the North; that
residents had previously enjoyed a level of service that was now being
reduced, and that they were now being asked to pay more for lower service
levels; that the ones who had enjoyed that level of service preferred to keep
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it and were willing and able to pay for it as well as for the service they were
not getting; and that the multinationals would not be able to attract the
labor they required even at reduced service levels as the stigma attached
to the occupation of garbage collecting acted as a barrier to unemployed
youths joining their collection crews.
The system led to the following:
1. Containers placed on streets were stolen at an alarming rate.
2. Placing household waste in the public domain led to the appearance of
scavengers who now found a bounty on the streets of Cairo. They mined
these at night and moved about the city on donkey carts -- the same carts
which the zabbaleen had been forbidden from driving into the city in 1990!
3. A parallel system to the official multinational one sprang up among high
income residents of the city They held on to their door to door collection
by the traditional collector. They paid him an amount which they felt was
fair, but in addition they were obliged to pay for the service they were
NOT receiving by the new system on their electric bill as the fee for waste
collection service became an integral part of the electric bill as per the
Egyptian Government decree.
4. Recycling rates achieved by multinationals met the 20% contractual
quota but no more, i.e. down from 80% which the zabbaleen had proved
was possible.
5. Government agencies in municipalities were, and still are, building
their capacities to implement rigorous monitoring of waste contracts. They
often fined multinationals for violations which were not always contractual
shortcomings and which often exceeded the amounts due to the companies.
This led many to halt the service, go into arbitration, strikes and eventual
breach of contracts.
And then the pigs were culled!
In 2009 when the outbreak of the H1N1 flu in Mexico became known
by the misnomer ‘swine flu,’ the Egyptian Government decided to take
precautionary measures to protect the city from the possible outbreak of
an epidemic and in a hasty move embarked on the culling of the entire pig
population in Egypt! Since most of this took place in the neighborhoods of
the zabbaleen, the massacre commenced there and later extended to the rest
of the country. What happened next was reported worldwide and Egypt’s
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action was criticized by the World Health Organization. The relationship
between pigs and the H1N1 flu was firmly denied by all authoritative,
international, and neutral agencies. The official waste managers of the city
had made a decision which had left the city without its main organic waste
recycling machine: the pigs!
It did not take long for the city to swim in a sea of organic waste which
the traditional collectors now had no incentive to collect. To make matters
worse, the pig culling ended right before the holy month of Ramadan when
food consumption rises. Waste generation rates of organic material during
that month are substantially higher than other months. This coincided
with the strike of the multinational companies due to the complexities and
ambiguities caused by the contract monitoring process, and Cairo found
itself in a hellishly unsanitary situation it had not experienced in living
memory.
To sum up, cities in the South can extract some valuable lessons from the
story of Cairo. These are:
1. Traditional waste management systems are embedded in realities which
are too complex for official, conventional systems to understand. They are
socially constructed and thus difficult for engineers to understand. They
spring from an organic relationship between the people who run them
and their city. They are market based and derive from knowledge and
information about popular markets and trading systems. They provide the
poorest and most destitute segments of society with incomes, livelihoods,
trades, occupations and economic growth opportunities which no other
sector provides.
2. Traditional systems should be supported not fought. At present, because
they are not recognized, they end up adopting unsanitary, unsafe and
backward methods.
3. They achieve the highest recycling rates recorded for cities all around
and generate employment for significantly higher numbers of people than
official systems do. In spite of the resistance traditional garbage collectors
face, they relentlessly seek the materials which the city discards, and look
forward to turning the day’s pickings into the day’s earnings so that they
can raise children whom the state, has left behind, with no education, no
health services or nutrition, no social services, no basic services and no
prospects. In short, no place in society. Yet they choose to go out every day
and save the city from the daily threat of an outbreak of cholera.
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The question posed to waste managers of cities therefore should be:
how can we give these people (the Zabbaleen) their rightful place in a
more efficient system to serve the city, the economy of the poor and the
environment? There are new systems we can adopt which can keep cities
clean and the poor recycling.

But who is in charge? Stakeholders mapping (it has a matrix)
A variety of stakeholders groups, with differing priorities and objectives,
must be engaged in the waste management debate in order for substantive
change to be realized.
Cairo’s poor solid waste management (SWM) system has created serious
consequences on the environment and on human health. Uncollected or
improperly treated and disposed of garbage contaminates ground water
and soil and can have damaging sanitary results. Given the relative
strength and priorities of the different stakeholders, and perceived threats
or opportunities to each in light of adjustments in the industry, we must
deal with differing stakeholder opinions on many key issues.

The overall goal is to establish a sustainable, efficient SWM system
which meets the needs of the citizens, including the poor. It is designed
to generate employment and income, promote the health and well-being
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of the people, and protect the quality and sustainability of the city. There
are complementary roles for a variety of stakeholders the political, social,
financial, economic and technical institutions. For example, a strategy
that does not achieve the social objective of education, the population, or
the financial objective of ensuring an industry that is financially viable, is
bound to be under-effective, or even fail.
A stakeholder mapping of the system shows the need to bring a range of
stakeholder groups into a consultative process, including residents, waste
collectors, NGOs and civil society organizations, multinational companies,
the recycling sector, governmental agencies and leaders, neighborhood
councils and municipalities, donors, and other groups.
Residents must be involved from high, middle and low income
neighborhoods alike. They are disgruntled by the fact that they are paying
twice for a reduced level of service. Between 30-50% of municipal waste
in Cairo is not collected; neighborhoods which suffer from this neglect are
the low income ones .
The traditional household waste collectors remain the main source of
labor for this trade. However, what keeps them working at low wages and
long hours and difficult conditions is the potential profit to be made from
recyclables. They continue to operate informally under the multinational
companies, and are paid less than when they were licensed by CCBA
(Cairo Cleaning and Beautification Authority), and still informally take the
waste home to sort, recover, process, trade and manufacture
NGOs representing neighborhoods and households will be involved by
mobilizing to conduct public awareness campaigns at the household level
and implement door to door campaigns on source segregation. NGOs that
have tested the new proposed source segregation system include: APE,
ICED, SoY, Hemaya, among others. Multinational companies involved in
the waste sector, such as AAEC, FCC must be involved in the zones they
service. Likewise the recycling private sector, including SMEs and large
industrial recyclers need a steady supply of recovered plastic to feed their
industries and reduce the need to import virgin plastic.
Various agencies of government have a key role to play, including The
Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency (EEAA), the Governor of
Cairo, the Cairo Cleansing and Beautification Authority which licenses
collectors serving residents and commercial and institutional waste
generators, the Governor of Giza and the Giza Beautification Authority
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Local Neighborhood Councils and municipalities; the Social Fund for
Development (SFD) and the Environmental Protection Fund (EPF) at the
EEAA which extends credit to youths and to traditional collectors to set up
small and medium recycling enterprises.
Current and future donors, including the World Bank, USAID, GTZ, and
the EU play a key role in supporting youth in employment schemes, the
traditional collectors to upgrade their methods, the local authorities to
build their capacities to monitor the system, and other areas. Media and
advertising companies support the EEAA’s public awareness campaign
on source segregation of household waste into wet and dry. Consultants,
industry professionals, investors and lenders, and research and legal
firms play a key role, as do trade organizations such as the Federation of
Egyptian Industries Plastic Chamber and the Plastic Technology Center in
Alexandria.
We are at a critical juncture, one that is transformational -- both from the
strength of our position and the pressure on government. In order to make
progress in this sector, we need to understand all stakeholder interests
as we develop our strategy since all will be affected, including: Who
are the stakeholders? What do they want to accomplish? How are they
incentivized? The long term goal is to reach a comprehensive management
system with a strong waste infrastructure supporting it. All stakeholders
will need to be engaged in order to bring this about.
____________
October 2009
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Questions and Answers

Cairo’s Solutions Lie Outside
Urban planning expert Abdallah Abdel Aziz Attia argues
that we must develop other urban centres if we are to
relieve the pressure on Cairo
interview with Samia Farid Shihata. Excerpts:

To the layman, it appears like there is no master plan for Cairo’s
urban development. Is Greater Cairo being developed according to
any plan?
The master plan for the Greater Cairo region (Cairo, Giza and Kalioubia
governorates) was formulated in 1970 and its first amendment was
authorised in 1983. Several later amendments were made until finally in
1997 the development plan was approved and authorised. According to the
plan, the city’s sprawl would be checked primarily by removing industrial
activities and relocating them outside Cairo.
The plan included the creation of 10 industrial cities, each with a
population capacity of 250,000 inhabitants. Among these were Obour City,
6th of October City, and communities one, three and five in Katameya
(now known as New Cairo). All were planned as industrial cities, each
with an economic base to provide sufficient employment opportunities for
inhabitants. But not a single one was developed according to the plan’s
intent. When the minister for housing and urban development changed in
1993, the new minister began doing exactly the opposite of what the plan
envisaged. He started selling land in “New Cairo”, and began with an area
of 45,000 feddans.
The driving force of these sales was not development, but simply income
generation for the cash strapped government. The original plan’s objective
was to stimulate economic development, to reduce population density in
Cairo and to stem the growth of slum areas. Today, 45 per cent of Egypt’s
population is living in slum conditions. There are about eight million slum
dwellers in Greater Cairo. This is very serious and very dangerous.
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At the same time we find that urbanisation has been increasingly replacing
scarce agricultural land. The creation of peripheral ring roads around the
Greater Cairo region is very risky because of the resultant urban sprawl in
all directions, including swallowing up agricultural land, that lies within
the new boundary. This calls for an effective regulatory framework to
enforce the protection of agricultural lands.
Is there a comprehensive development strategy today?
Unfortunately, we are still concentrating on Cairo: projects, investments,
services etc. This results in an imbalance in our development. We have
a huge wealth of human resources that we are not utilising. To utilise it
efficiently we have to spread our population over a much larger area; not
just on five per cent of our country around the Nile River. The other 95 per
cent of Egypt is full of resources we can exploit.
There is also no policy governing the sale of land in Egypt. There should
be a national strategy that governs the sale of land. There are areas that can
be sold and others that must not be sold. Land sales to non-Egyptians must
also be reassessed. Generally, I believe we should consider a system like
the UK, where land is leased rather than sold.
The national urban strategy is part and parcel of our national development
strategy. In 1977 Egypt was divided into eight economic regions. Each
was to develop in a decentralised manner as a semi- autonomous area.
Each region was supposed to direct its investments in such a way as to
attract people away from overpopulated areas to areas with low population
density. In 1983, Alexandria, Behera, and Matrouh were grouped in one
economic region. The strategy was meant to attract population away
from Alexandria and the Delta westwards, towards Matrouh, through
investments in exploration, mining, tourism, agriculture, housing etc,
providing numerous employment opportunities.
Three economic regions were established in Upper Egypt, which later were
extended to reach the Red Sea. Assiut, the capital of Upper Egypt, should
have become the nucleus for development of the area. Its main activity
is agriculture. But population density in agricultural land is very high -10 persons per feddan. How can production from one feddan sustain 10
people in terms of food, shelter, clothing, education etc? Impossible. The
result is rampant poverty and migration to Cairo with ever more people
living in its slums. People migrate to Cairo because there are no economic
opportunities where they live.
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Let me give you another example. Sinai is very important for our national
security and is full of resources also. It has the potential to sustain a high
population density, which is essential for our national defence. Population
is the real line of defence for Sinai. Leaving it empty is a strategic error.
The state should direct investments to areas of priority for development.
For example, the Toshka project seems to have been undertaken without
proper study and does not help in terms of population dispersion and
comprehensive economic development. If we had invested this huge
amount of resources in central Upper Egypt we would have stimulated
human and economic development covering a large area, which would
have encompassed activities in industry, agriculture, education, tourism,
etc. Investments should be spread out and distributed in a fair manner, not
concentrated in a small spot like Toshka.
But is Cairo not the main problem?
Cairo’s solutions lie outside Cairo. That is, by developing other areas of
Egypt. If we keep only investing in Cairo to improve its situation, we will
be stuck in a never- ending cycle of drawing in more migrants, further
increasing population density, and making solutions to Cairo’s problems
ever more difficult to find.
I believe our problems have solutions. Unfortunately these solutions
are not implemented, despite our dire need to do so. Implementation is
in the hands of decision makers, each with his own personal perspective
and personal policy. There is no national development strategy where all
policies aim to reach the same strategic objective. Instead, each minister
acts like a Pharaoh and does whatever he wants.
The reality is that we keep finding ourselves being dragged by such
people into haphazard policies that have nothing to do with a national
development strategy. Decision makers need to rely on experts to advise
them on priorities. Instead, they base their decisions on short-term political
considerations.
_________
June 2007
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Acting Today to Secure a Democratic
Future
Political parties and a just constitutional order in Egypt must
be renewed and defended, for which action is needed now
Dina Shehata
The results of the 2005 parliamentary elections have underscored the
weakness of the Egyptian secular opposition and have confirmed the belief
that the Muslim Brotherhood constitutes the only organised alternative
to the existing regime. As a result, the United States and Europe have
begun to reassess their commitment to democratisation in Egypt and
the region as a whole and Egyptian reformers have begun to fear that a
genuine democratic opening might pose a real threat to the principle of
equal citizenship and to the civic nature of the state. The existing political
landscape which pits the ruling National Democratic Party (NDP) against
Islamists in a political vacuum populated by weak and fragmented secular
groups poses real challenges to the prospects of democratisation in Egypt;
challenges which must be overcome if Egypt is to successfully make an
exit from five decades of authoritarian rule. Three challenges in particular
must be addressed in the coming period to ensure that Egypt is able make a
safe and peaceful transition to democracy: reconstituting political society;
moderating the Islamist opposition; and finally creating institutional
guarantees to protect the constitutional order.
The reconstitution of Egyptian political society will require first and
foremost the rehabilitation of political parties. Since the elections there
has been much talk among opposition elites about the need to create new
liberal and leftist political parties/movements to substitute for existing
parties that have become largely defunct. Meetings are already underway
among elites on the left and the right of the secular spectrum to discuss
means of reviving their respective movements. However, in light of
existing legal and structural constraints on the activities of political
parties, the creation of new political parties is not likely to make a major
difference. A new political parties law that eases restrictions on the creation
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of political parties and their activities and a new electoral system are a
necessary, but not sufficient, condition for the rehabilitation of political
parties in Egypt. Such measures do not address the fundamental problem
that inhibits the emergence of viable parties, namely the schism that exists
currently between political elites and “the street.” The emergence of viable
political parties requires dismantling the corporatist structures created
by Nasser and his successors which have de-linked political parties from
their potential constituencies, namely student and labour unions, business
associations, intellectuals, churches and mosques, etc. One cannot envision
a viable leftist movement that is unable to harness the support of university
students, intellectuals and workers. Similarly, one cannot envision a viable
liberal movement that cannot harness the support of women, Copts and
the middle class. As long as most of these groups remain locked within the
framework of state-controlled corporatist structures (the Coptic Church,
Al-Azhar, the General Federation of Labour Unions, etc), the emergence
of viable political parties will remain a remote possibility. Encouraging the
growth of moderate tendencies within the Islamist movement is a second
precondition for a smooth transition to democracy. Moderation has often
been defined as the rejection of violence. However, it has become apparent
that the Muslim Brotherhood needs to do much more than reject violence
in order to be accepted as a genuinely inclusive political movement.
Specifically, the Brotherhood needs to demonstrate its commitment to the
principles of equal citizenship: equality irrespective of gender or religion,
and to a civic state, the separation of religious and political institutions.
Two principal strategies will help produce such an outcome: the growth
of a strong secular opposition via means already discussed above, and
the legalisation of the Muslim Brotherhood. Allowing the Brotherhood
to act as a legal entity will encourage it to become less secretive about
its recruitment and socialisation techniques and will place its activities
under greater public scrutiny, which should encourage it to adopt a more
centrist discourse. Moreover, by removing the state of siege under which
the movement has operated for at least five decades, the emphasis on
internal unity and discipline within the movement is likely to dissipate.
Disagreements between the various factions/generations within the
movement are likely to assume a more open character. Such an outcome
might lead to the emergence of more moderate elements in the movement,
which may in turn form their own parties as happened with the Justice and
Development parties in Turkey and in Morocco. The final precondition for
ensuring a smooth transition to democracy is the creation of institutional
guarantees to protect the constitutional order. However, that condition
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assumes that a constitutional order worthy of protecting already exists!
Given the deeply flawed existing constitutional order, it is difficult to
imagine that any new government will have difficultly making a case for
the need to change it. This makes drafting a new constitution before it
is too late all the more necessary. Such a constitution must clearly assert
the principle of equal citizenship and the civic nature of the state. It
must ensure a clear separation of powers and institute strong checks and
balances that will limit the power of any new government to challenge the
constitutional order. Finally, and most importantly, a new constitution must
reflect national consensus and enjoy popular legitimacy.
Several institutional arrangements are possible to help protect the sanctity
of the constitution. A strong and independent constitutional court that will
act as the ultimate authority on constitutional matters is a particularly fitting
mechanism for Egypt, which already has a strong and proactive Supreme
Constitutional Court. The establishment of a National Security Council
which acts as a guardian of the constitution and which has veto powers
over the decisions of the government is another option that has worked
successfully in Turkey.
Of course, the real obstacle standing in the face of progress on all these fronts
is the continued resistance of the government to real and comprehensive
reform. However, the longer the government resists real reform, the greater
the chances that Egypt might someday in the not too distant future find
itself with a new religiously-based government, a weak secular opposition
and fragile institutional and constitutional guarantees.
Time is running short and an era is drawing to a close. The character of
the new era will be largely determined by steps taken to ensure that a
constitutional order based on equality and civic rights is protected; steps
that should begin now, before it is too late.
. ________
May 2006
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Egyptian Expatriates Help Egypt’s
Emerging Industries
Many more of them aspire to participate in Egypt’s development
Noha Hatata
Approximately a million Egyptians residing outside of Egypt are successful
and accomplished scientists and experts in various fields. While many of
these expatriates aspire to participate in Egypt’s development, until recently
they could not find the appropriate channels to do so.
This is where Nahdet El Mahrousa (NM) stepped in. NM is a nongovernmental
organization launched in 2002 by a group of young, well educated
professionals who believe Egypt deserves a better future and that the
young generation is able to create genuine change. This youth-led NGO
seeks to make a positive impact on Egypt’s cultural, economic and social
development through engaging Egyptian youth in public service and
decision-making. NM achieves this through the incubation of innovative
development project ideas, cultivating them until they become independent
and successful national models. NM also hosts a lively intellectual forum,
both virtual and through a lecture series, where members can share
resources, ideas, information, and opinions about development practices.
NM is also involved in several partnerships aiming at informing public
debate and policy in Egypt.
Under its currently incubated Economic Development projects, NM has
launched an innovative program, “ Egyptian Expatriates for Development
(EED) “, initially known as the United Nations “Transfer of knowledge
through Expatriate Nationals (TOKTEN) in Egypt”. The program aims
at reversing Egypt’s brain drain by mobilizing the Egyptian professional
diaspora on a voluntary basis to effectively transfer their knowledge and
expertise in different sectors. Through its wide reach in the EgyptianAmerican and other diaspora communities, NM initiated contacts with
Egyptian expatriates and matched their qualifications with the needs
of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Egypt. EED linked
Egyptian expatriates with local emerging industries by inviting top-notch
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experts from the United States and Canada to conduct training workshops
for SMEs.
The program’s pilot phase focused on the information technology (IT)
field, this being a strategic and booming sector with a high potential for
growth. Launched last November, the program has already shown positive
results. The topics covered in the expatriate training sessions have served
to bridge a knowledge gap and expand the SMEs vision and awareness of
the global market.
The first of nine workshops was delivered by Dr. Hani El Gebaly from
Intel Corporation in Oregon who tackled several important topics, namely
“ Business Experience of India in Software Development Outsourcing,
Best Practices and Lessons Learnt “ , “ How to Establish and Off-shore
Site “ , and “ Technology Trends on Intel Client Platform “ . Following this
first success, the program organized a series of eight unique and highly
successful “transfer of knowledge” events hosted by NCR -- the main
sponsor of the pilot phase.
The training sessions were highly interactive, including group exercises
intended to encourage exchange of experiences and team work as well as
improve the skills of participants. It was also an enjoyable experience for
participants and a great networking opportunity.
Dr. Mohamed Zahran , Assistant Professor in the Electrical Engineering
department at City University of New York, who has extensive research
experience on several aspects of computer architecture, including microarchitecture and memory system design, introduced the “ evolution of
software/hardware relationship “, which was a topic not readily available
to SMEs in Egypt.
Tamer Farag, Partner Technical Specialist, Microsoft Canada -- another
expatriate who volunteered his expertise, summed up the purpose of these
training workshops with the following quote from Jack Welsh, former
Chairman of General Electric: “An organization’s ability to learn, and
translate that learning into action rapidly, is the ultimate competitive
advantage”
The workshops created quite a stir among IT companies as SMEs,
impressed by the quality of knowledge transferred, rushed to register for the
training events. Though large corporations were just as eager to grasp this
opportunity, priority was given to SMEs who lacked the resources to access
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the knowledge and technical assistance necessary to support their business
growth. SMEs were also eager to interact with Egyptian expatriates and
establish linkages for future potential cooperation/ opportunities.
The benefit derived from these unique workshops goes far beyond any
traditional certification or training course and is incomparable to any
“out of the book” training. It provides the international experience of
an Egyptian, coupled with his own personal understanding of the global
market, in addition to his knowledge of local culture. No standard training
course could provide such a holistic package of international and local
expertise at the same time.
The nine expatriates who participated in this pilot program shared a
common dream and sense of responsibility towards Egypt’s development,
reiterating that “this was the least they could do for their beloved country
and that they were thrilled when they first heard about EED volunteer
opportunity”. They were all anxious to promote the program upon their
return and looked forward to delivering future training with EED.
In recognition for the valuable contribution of Egyptian expatriates,
the United Nations Volunteers Programme (UNV ) has agreed to grant
Egyptian Expatriates who participated in the pilot with the “United Nations
Volunteer Associate (UNVA )” status for their significant contribution.
. ___________
February 2006
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Bewildered Youth
Learning to be at home in a world of harsh realities is the
key to maintaining balance
Hazem Zohny
In a nation of uncertain ambitions and at times near- comical contradictions,

Muslim youth in Egypt are perhaps a prime example. Here, professed
Muslims barely beyond their teens may stumble awkwardly out of pubs
late at night while their same aged counterparts, already full-bearded and
with a hint of rug burn on their foreheads, prepare for their dawn prayers.
And yet, while the vast majority of young Muslims will settle somewhere
closer to the centre of the religious spectrum, these two extreme ends are,
nonetheless, as apparent as they are disturbing. Where do they stem from
and why? And is there a foreseeable middle ground?
At the risk of raising questions without addressing them, perhaps we can
consider the popular psychological interpretation of this matter, which
concludes that what we are observing are two very different responses
to the same ailments. They are coping mechanisms that may be used to
deal with the effects of alienating modernity and its technologies, family
dysfunction, debilitating disease, poverty, or the mass suffering in the world
which many are now all too aware of thanks to media ubiquity. And so,
whether a raving libertine unable to come to grips with religion and life, or
an overly pious adherent who does not shake hands with the opposite sex,
one opinion holds that both stem from the same root cause -- an inability to
cope with the at times all too stark severity of reality.
This interpretation leaves questions unanswered. While perhaps oversimplifying the matter, it also does not explain why someone might sway
to one end of the pole rather than the other. Could it simply be a matter
of circumstance? Possibly the entire matter just comes down to that
one time when a youngster agrees to venture to that specific gathering
of “deviant” friends, or that one place where he or she comes across a
group of all too zealous adherents. What is clear is this: in the face of life’s
arduous challenges, the human being, young or old, may seek solace in the
oblivion of undue hedonism, or in the unshakable certainty of any form of
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fundamentalism. What distinguishes the middle ground is that its members
have either been protected from life’s particularly harsh challenges by mere
fortune, or they have come to learn to accept them by adopting healthier
attitudes. Perhaps the key to the middle ground, then, is simply learning to
accept.
. _________
June 2007
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Drug Addiction in Teenagers
Parents need to wake up to the needs of their children, and
the government must act to cut the supply lines that bring
drugs to the nation’s youth
Habiba Hegab
The teen years are one of the critical stages of any human being’s
experience, where one learns about life with all its good and bad habits.
Painfully, most teenagers do not realise the link between their actions today
and consequences tomorrow, leading to many disasters in the long run.
Drug addiction has become a terrible and widespread problem. Teenagers
turn to drugs for several reasons including out of curiosity, because it feels
good, to reduce stress, to feel grown up, or to fit in. Others simply use them
because they believe that drugs will help them think better or overcome
problems. Furthermore, depression plays a important role as a driving
force that pushes a lot of people to take the road of one or another of the
many forms of addiction, which they believe will get them live with this
depression. But the truth is drugs do not solve problems, they simply hide
feelings and as soon as their effect wears off the problems remain, or even
become worse.
The percentage of drug addictions among teens in the last few years has
approximately doubled; accordingly, we’ve got to address and end this
epidemic that’s ruining every aspect of many young lives. To start with, we
need the help of parents to guide their children to the right path, steering
them away from anything that might have even a small effect on them.
Moreover, parents should find out who their sons and daughters are hanging
out with, because hanging out with the wrong crowd can get you into a lot
of trouble; as we all know, teens are easily influenced by their friends.
The difficulty that we’re facing here is that most parents just cannot accept
the fact that their “babies” are smoking, drinking or even worse. They
have just one thought in their minds: that children at that age shouldn’t be
doing these terrible things. Beyond that, they seem incapable of reflection
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or action. They just want to bury their heads in the sand and hope that the
problem will sort itself out. At a loss for words, parents often unknowingly
build an invisible wall between themselves and their children at that age.
Researchers have concluded that most people -- especially young people
-- who suffer an addiction are emotionally unsure of themselves and in
desperate need of love and affection. They are lonely and insecure and are
seeking the same thing: relief, support and confidence. They are the victims
of yesterday and what life has put them through. Some people believe that
they should take the whole blame, but no: How can we blame them when
they weren’t mature enough to cope with all their problems, and all they
needed was someone to warn them against these dreadful substances, but
no one ever did? Consequently, they fell into the trap without even realising
what they were getting themselves into. When and if they start to wake up
it is too late as the drugs control and haunt them, taking their lives away.
Finally, the worst point that most people aren’t aware of is the availability
of these drugs; you can easily buy them! The government should put an
end to that and punish all those who make them accessible.
. ___________
February 2006
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Equity Matters
Can we pursue rapid free market economic growth while
maintaining equity and social justice? Yes
Ayman Ismail
The year 2007 brought positive economic news to Egypt. The country was
designated as a top economic and business reformer by the World Bank
and witnessed a rapid growth rate of 7.2 per cent, a stable macro-economic
environment and currency, large inflows of foreign direct investment, and
a booming stock market.
However, another report, by the World Bank and the Ministry of Investment,
paints a dark picture for prevailing levels of poverty, based on 2005 figures.
Over 40 per cent of Egyptians live under the poverty line of 1,854LE per
year, or five LE per day, while 10 per cent live in absolute poverty on less
than 2.7 LE per day. Compared to the year 2000, these figures highlight a
pattern of divergence: the rich are getting richer, and the poor are growing
in number and getting poorer.
Reading through these numbers I felt as if we live in two countries: one
that is enjoying an economic boom, with high employment, growing
salaries and disposable income, access to luxury housing in the new Cairo
suburbia, and upscale shopping and entertainment, and another lives in
informal housing and shantytowns that are growing bigger and more
crowded; mostly unemployed youth, with little hope of finding decent
employment, securing a house, or building a family. A growing number
struggle to even feed themselves and their families.
It may take formal reports by economists to confirm this dichotomy with
facts and figures, but it only takes few hours of walking in the streets of
Cairo, wandering around its neighbourhoods and shops, ridings its taxis
and subway to see these stark contradictions staring one in the face, for
those who can bear to look. The first question that comes to mind is why?
Why do these stark contradictions exist? What is really driving this rapidly
growing divergence?
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On the one hand, economic growth is driven by two main factors.
First, the current government has implemented a package of liberal and
administrative reforms over the past four years, and these reforms have
started to pay off. They reduced bureaucracy for businesses, lowered taxes
and customs, promoted Egyptian exports, encouraged new investments
(both domestic, Arab and foreign), stabilised the currency, increased
the pace of privatisation, and activated the stock market. All in all, the
government went far towards building a functioning market economy.
The second factor driving economic growth is the huge surplus in capital
in the Gulf countries from oil revenues. Many Arab investors, reluctant to
invest in the US and Europe due to political risks, decided the keep their
money in the region. And a number of them are investing heavily in Egypt.
Also, more Egyptian expatriates in the Gulf and elsewhere are sending
their remittances back to Egypt. Some of this money is going to investment
in new factories and companies, which provides a boost for employment;
some is going to real-estate, which energises the construction sector and its
feeding industries, another a significant source of employment; and some
is going into leisure and consumption, which also translates into jobs in the
services sector such as restaurants and entertainment.
So why aren’t these reforms trickling down? Why is poverty and income
inequality increasing so fast?
First, the usual suspects: the population is increasing, and if we want to
keep everyone employed, the economy needs to generate roughly a million
new jobs every year. Also, the higher the unemployment rates, especially
among low-skilled jobs, the lower the wages. This has been the case for
the past 50 years or more -- nothing new here. However, the numbers
are continually growing. Up until the early 1990s, the government tried
to absorb most of this unemployment through government employment,
which led to a bloated and ineffective public sector. With current levels, it
is virtually impossible to continue doing the same.
The second factor, which often gets most of the blame, is the government’s
liberal policies. Social subsidies for food and medicine, and services such
as healthcare, transportation and education, are shrinking. Public sector
companies, which used to deliver low-cost products, are now privatised
and operate under a for- profit model. And to make matters worse, global
commodity prices are skyrocketing. Over the past two years, the global
price of wheat has increased by 143 per cent, corn by 101 per cent, and
of course oil by 44 per cent. These price increases go mostly unabsorbed
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through government subsidies, being rather passed on to consumers. Most
of these commodities impact the most basic needs of poor families in food
and transportation.
The third factor involves the labour market and education. The quality
of Egypt’s educational system has declined to the point that many recent
graduates are deemed unemployable. Many schools do not equip their
graduates with basic skills for the rapidly growing manufacturing sector.
Similarly, universities are not equipping students with the necessary
management and other “soft” skills needed in the emerging corporate
sector. It is ironic that at the time when we have severe unemployment in
Egypt, we import Asian labour to work in new factories because of a lack
of qualified workers.
What is compounding all of these factors is the fragile nature of Egypt’s
poor. With 40 per cent of the country making less than five LE per day,
any change in the cost of living translates into a big effect on people’s
livelihood. For example, if the cost of food increased by four LE per month
(ie, 13 pesetas per day), 1.4 million people would be pushed below the
poverty line. One can imagine the impact of all the recent price hikes in
2006-07: a huge portion of Egypt’s struggling middle class that were trying
to keep their head above water have fallen into poverty while those who
were already below the poverty line have descended further into absolute
poverty.
So what does all this mean? Putting aside factors beyond our control,
such as global price hikes and population growth, the rest represents
policy choices that we make as we transition from a planned to a free
market economy. The fundamental question is: Are these liberal policies
fundamentally opposed to equity and social justice? Or can we still have
rapid economic growth and a free market while maintaining equity and
social justice? Personally, I believe the answer is yes; we can grow our
economy, move towards a free market, and at the same time maintain a
sense of social justice and equity. But this requires a commitment to social
and economic policies that support equitable income distribution, social
services and social justice -- policies that are hard to implement and are
often controversial. Here are some examples:
First, changing the tax system to be more equitable. It doesn’t make sense
that the salary of an employee or worker is taxed while the profits from
capital gains are not. Income taxes currently target the middle and lower
income segments of our society while the capital gains of the wealthy
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go untaxed. Capital gain taxes on profits from the stock market and real
estate investments are common in the US and Europe. This type of tax is
particularly needed in Egypt to increase the government’s ability to support
social subsidies.
Second, focusing on low-income housing. Some figures estimate that
there is an unmet need for six to seven million low-income housing units,
while there is a surplus of two to three million luxury units. Finding a
new home is the biggest challenge for young people creating new families.
Current land prices and construction costs make it uneconomic for any
private developer to build housing for the poor. Meanwhile, governmentbuilt low-income housing is not much better than informal housing. To be
sure, the mortgage law and associated institutions were recently introduced
and may take a while to become fully operational, especially with the
highly informal nature of the economy. Until then, the government needs
to support low-cost housing through measures such as initiating publicprivate partnerships, allocating subsidised land, or providing targeted tax
exemptions and mortgage guarantees.
Third, the informal sector is often treated as if it is a black market that
operates outside of the law. The reality, however, is that it represents
around half of the Egyptian economy and is the largest provider of jobs
and low-cost products and services. The government needs to integrate it
into the formal economy in a way that enables it to continue to function.
Small and medium enterprises (SME’s) that constitute the informal sector
cannot afford to comply with all current complex regulations, so any
attempt to formalise them must start by simplifying these regulations, or
possibly creating a separate unified law for SME’s that exempts them from
the majority of these regulations.
These are but three examples of pro-equity policies that can be implemented
within a free market economy.
Back to our main question: while I would argue that, yes, we can we have
rapid economic growth and a free market while maintaining equity and
social justice, I believe this is only possible if we commit to the proper
pro-equity policies as part of the economic reform package. Many of the
countries that preceded us in the liberalisation process faced the same
challenges. Those who ignored them, such as Mexico and Chile, suffered
from set backs and social unrest, while those who made social policies an
integral part of their development process, such as India or South Korea,
maintained a steady and equitable growth.
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So why aren’t these pro-equity policies on the top of today’s economic
reform agenda? One possible reason is that this government has been
overwhelmed by the daunting task of quickly opening up the economy
and implementing their reform programme. Another possible and more
likely reason is that nobody is representing the poor, the growing bottom
40 per cent of the population, as a constituency in the policy-making
process. Traditionally, the interests of the poor were represented by leftleaning organisations, labour unions and socialist parties. These groups are
strongly opposed to the policies and politics of the current government, so
their voices are excluded. However, maintaining the balance between rapid
liberalisation on the one hand and social justice on the other will never
happen unless these voices are heard and represented in the policy process.
The challenge for the current government is how to make that happen.
My personal conviction is that there is no fundamental contradiction
between equity and social justice on the one hand and markets and free
economies on the other. But equity doesn’t come of its own; it requires
deliberate actions towards balancing market liberalisation policies with
pro-equity and wealth distribution policies. It is our choice what to do for
the bottom 40 per cent of society; ignoring them is something we cannot
afford to do.
. ________
April 2008
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A Divided Way of Life
New media and changing demands has put youth on the
cultural and political map, though divided
Hadil Ghoneim
It is almost impossible to describe a culture without over- generalising

and falsely lumping different and diverse groups of people into a unified
category. Awareness of this should make one wary of sweeping statements
and assumptions, yet it should not hinder attempts to understand the
changing features of people and society as they occur. And change is what
one can easily detect when looking at the culture of the new urban Egyptian
middle-class youth. But what exactly do we mean by “culture” here?
Culture here refers to “a whole way of life”, as British sociologist
Raymond Williams famously defined the concept. It includes values,
beliefs and behaviours, as well as everyday rituals, language, modes of
dress, food consumption patterns and leisure activities. It is also relevant
here to talk about youth culture in the sense of artistic self-expression and
cultural consumption. In all these areas, young people in Egypt seem to
add their own character, departing a little and sometimes a lot from their
parents’ generations. They do not of course represent a homogenous bloc,
as they are influenced by the principal cultural and class division lines that
delineate Egyptian culture and society. But as much as inherited societal
divisions influence them, the young people of today both go to their own
new extremes and meet on their own new common grounds.
It seems natural to assume that there is always a youth culture as long as there
are youth. However, Egyptian youth culture now enjoys a visible presence
and certain acknowledgement from society and media that was unseen in
the 1980s or 1990s. And since culture and power are so interlinked, one
cannot dismiss the political factor in explanation of this development. For
since the student movement of the early 1970s, Egyptian youth, especially
university students, hadn’t played any notable role in public politics. Youth
were marginalised, both politically and culturally, in schools, universities,
the media and the expressive arts. Discussing youth was a top-down
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process, with the authoritative older generation complaining about the
alienation and weakness of Egyptian youth, their Westernisation, or their
religious fanaticism that makes them gullible before terrorist groups. Only
in the past few years did we witness new forms of political activism by
some Egyptian youth. Despite their small number, they managed to attract
the public’s attention, perhaps because of new internet media and mobile
technology which they began to use away from government and parental
control.
Egyptian youth activists in recent years found new independent sites for
their activism in the emerging “blogosphere” away from the security
controlled universities and weak authoritarian political parties. Internet
blogs became platforms of political and cultural expression for some,
as well as a mode of social and political networking, campaigning and
organisation for others. Even when the political energy that sprang up
during the presidential referendum and elections declined, the same youth
more or less continued to present independent forms of cultural expression.
Blogging remained a platform for cultural expression and networking
alongside new independent venues like Al-Sawy Culture Wheel, Rawabet
and the Townhouse Gallery, for example, which also became platforms for
alternative youth culture production and consumption. Diverse music bands,
photography exhibitions, theatre, and even mobile phone filmmaking,
gained ground outside the universities and official cultural institutions.
Using the internet as a mode of communication and organisation, youthbased art societies also began to form. One of the most positive outcomes
of increased internet activity among Egyptian youth was the founding of
a number of philanthropic, charitable and development initiatives that use
the internet for recruitment, organisation and fund-raising.
Recent years also witnessed the birth and rise of a new generation of young
directors and screenplay writers, with many entering the mainstream
Egyptian movie scene. At the same time, we saw the rebirth of Al-Dustour,
the weekly-turned-daily newspaper, which also presents a form of “youth”
journalism different from other independent papers. More recently, young
literary bloggers found their way from internet alleys, with internet users
as their only readers, into mainstream publishing.
All this, however, is not to convey an overly optimistic picture pegged on
new media technology. For as much as these developments are significant
and worth noting, the percentage of active youth in all of the above is
very small. The opportunities presented by new media also did not address
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problems of “ideology” and “identity” in Egyptian youth culture. A cultural
polarisation still prevails between religious conservatives on the one hand
and the Westernised few on the other. The religious component in the daily
lives of the Egyptian youth is very large, manifested mainly in individual
prayer rituals, the pervasiveness of the veil among girls, and the continued
popularity of the modern preachers like Amr Khaled. Yet, at the same time,
the popularity of Arabic music video clips featuring ever more scantly clad
performers equally grows.
It is unwise, therefore, to draw assumptions that directly link cultural
consumption with cultural identity. Many commentators tend to associate
the cultural identity of youth with the cultural products they are consuming;
their Western tastes in dress, fast food, music or even the celebration of
Valentine’s Day. They conclude that national cultural identity is threatened
by such choices. A closer look reveals that besides the influence of global
capitalism and global cultural goods, young Egyptians equally consume
local cultural products and they strongly identify both with their religion
and with their national Egyptian identity -- especially in international
football tournaments! Cultural identity in the age of globalisation is far
more complex and multilayered to be cast as an either/or choice.
. ___________
April 2008
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The Artistry of Youth
Working with one’s hands and the mind’s eye constitutes a
space of freedom youth in particular
Ossama Alserwy
A plastic artist is someone who thinks through his hands, moulding or
modulating the material he uses to put into shape an idea or notion and
to turn imagination into material reality. The ideas may be a transient and
fleeting thought that flashes and vanishes sometimes even before being
grasped by the artist himself. This may explain why artists are sometimes
distracted or absent-minded. When the artist, however, recovers from this
transient state and recedes from the people around him to be on his own,
he picks up his tools and starts thinking through his hands to turn the visual
image in his mind into an art form that embodies the real and imaginary.
In his primitive ages, man recognised the world around him through
groping and touching, using finger language to acquire experience and
knowledge. It is this knowledge that, later on, put man on the road to
civilisation. Thinking through one’s hands is an experimentation technique
young plastic artists rely on more than any. It allows a wider space of
freedom that youth aspire to and is their motivating force for innovation
-- the ultimate end of art itself. In this way, art comes to epitomise life in a
symbolic way, so long as it is performed in an unrestricted atmosphere of
freedom and individual expression.
It is through this perspective that one can view the works of some young
artists in Egypt as they explore their experiences and present their visions
for art. Yet young plastic artists in Egypt today did not start from scratch,
given that the year 2008 marks the centenary of the School of Fine Arts
that was established in 1909. More than ever there is now increased
openness to the art world through cyberspace. There is also an increase
in cultural events organised around various forms of art, such as the Salon
of Youth, the National Pride Forum, the Sculpture on Granite Symposium
held in Aswan, and the biennales of Cairo, Alexandria and Port Said, not to
mention the marked increase in art halls and galleries, all of which remove
the barriers and boundaries existing between artists around the world, and
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provide young artisans with the freedom to innovate and be open to various
techniques of art.
Young artist Mohammed Hamed El-Bezra presents a fine ceramic vase of
42x23 centimetres dimension made of Aswanian clay. Born in 1980, he
exemplifies the above-mentioned open and inspiring environment in which
his talent was sown and nurtured. He applies the technique of touch and
compression to introduce a range of variations on the surface of the vase, a
technique that is best suited to display the expression he wanted to convey
based on a pre-conceived idea in his mind. The artist resorted to a symbolic
technique to express the current state of wars and disputes prevalent in the
world through invoking the figure of a woman and a bird as two symbols of
peace trying to combine them into one integrated whole. He designed the
basic form of the vase to suit the expression he wanted to convey, trying
to depart from the traditional forms of vases to give it a more free and
expressive shape. He applied the technique of touch to give prominence to
his expressive elements.
Hamed is the holder of a bachelor’s degree in fine arts education from
Helwan University and works as an assistant teacher in the Department
of Sculpture and Ceramics in the same college. He is also the recipient
of several prizes conferred by various art forums organised by Helwan
University.
Young artist Alaa Abul-Magd Abdel-Satar, born in 1979, introduces us to
another fine work of Pectoral art through which he presents the emotional
relationship between man and woman by dividing the portrait into almost
two parts, with a woman on the right side offering a rose to the man. He
displays the face of the woman from a side view, with her shoulders facing
us -- a typical way of portraying women by ancient Egyptian artists -while the man places his left hand on his heart and looks across the horizon
in peace and tranquillity. The portrait reflects a sense of quiet solemnity, a
distinctive feature of the traditions of ancient Egyptian art.
Alaa Abul-Magd holds a bachelor’s degree in fine arts and works as an
instructor in the Faculty of Fine Arts in Luxor. He participates in the Salon
of Youth and exhibitions of the teaching staff of the Faculty of Fine Arts
in Luxor.
In the area of sculpture, we have a work of art designed by the young
artist Taha Hussain Musad El-Ghabashi, 32. He introduces a metallic work
of art in the shape of a fish in a state of movement while maintaining its
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equilibrium amid the modulations of the sea, thus making a plastic rhythm
of tranquillity and silence.
Taha Hussain holds a bachelor’s degree in specific education from
Mansoura University and a master’s degree from Cairo University. He has
participated in public exhibitions and the Salon of Youth since graduation.
In the area of sculpture, we also introduce the young female artist Mona
Mohammed Gharib, 24, through a symbolic work of art that deals with the
elements of a woman, a pigeon and a branch of olive. Gharib works as an
instructor in the Faculty of Fine Arts and participates in regular exhibitions.
She is the recipient of many prizes and certificates of appreciation.
In the area of graphics, we introduce the young artist Ahmed Rezq Barakat,
24, through a surrealist work of art that reflects the strange world in which
he searches for the human being who is lost in the midst of alienation
and the rubble and crowdedness of life. Rezq holds a bachelor’s degree in
specific education from Fayoum University.
. ________
April 2008
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Untapped Treasure
While often assumed able to fend for themselves, young
professionals are a national resource that should be nurtured
and utilised
Ehaab Abdou
Youth in general and young professionals in particular are a great asset

to any society or country’s development. In Egypt, the prevalent view of
youth is as a liability. This is beginning to change. An increasing number
of sectors of society are starting to view youth as an asset of vast potential,
able to contribute positively to community development. In Egypt and the
region, many youth-led initiatives as well as youth-targeting initiatives,
have contributed to the emergence of a vibrant civil society.
Many recent trends, opportunities and challenges are shaping this youth
civil society sector . This article provides some recommendations for
possible institutional and policy interventions to create the more favourable
environment needed to engage the vastly underutilised body of young
Egyptian professionals. Also discussed are mechanisms necessary to
encouraging young professionals to be more engaged in social development
and the public arena.
Youth-led civil society in Egypt has witnessed a revival in the past 10 years
or more. Youth-led NGOs and student-led clubs and associations are only
a small indication of changes in youth organisation. Media tools used by
youth, and for youth, whether in magazines or more recently in electronic
format, including “blogspots”, are testimonies to this revival. Young
people have the ability and interest to “participate”. This phenomenon
is promising for several reasons, but most importantly because youthtargeting programmes led by youth are usually more understanding of
their peers’ needs and priorities. Examples of youth-led, youth-targeting
NGOs functioning in Egypt include the Youth Association for Population
and Development (established after the UN International Conference
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for Population and Development in Cairo) and student clubs like Resala
(Message), initiated in the Faculty of Engineering at Cairo University,
and Alashanek Ya Balady (For you My country), initiated at the American
University in Cairo. Other student clubs and associations function as
local chapters of international organisations, like AIESEC (International
Association for Students in Economics and Management) or SIFE (Society
for Free Enterprise). Some are more home grown, like Tshange in the
Faculty of Economics and Political Science and the Patient Doctor New
Era (PDNE) in the Faculty of Medicine, both at Cairo University.
Youth-led civil society is confronted with both opportunities and
challenges. Increased interest in youth and civil society is reflected in the
increase in sources of funding available for development initiatives from
the corporate sector. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programmes,
corporate foundations and philanthropic family foundations, are some of the
sources of support. Indeed, there is a changing trend in funding away from
traditional short-term relief and charity to the support of development and
empowerment projects. Other opportunities derive from the rising interest
in youth issues. Large projects such as the Arab League’s programme on
the empowerment of youth, or the Brookings Institution’s Wolfensohn
Centre research programme on Middle East youth, are aimed at improving
society’s understanding of youth through research. National governments
are also giving priority to youth, establishing entities like the Egyptian
National Youth Council. And in September 2007, the Suzanne Mubarak
International Women for Peace organisation hosted the International Youth
Forum in Sharm El Sheikh. On a regional level, the Bibliotheca Alexandrina
holds an annual discussion forum with Arab youth. Greater opportunities
can also be envisaged under the relatively new NGO Law 184 (2002),
which has, in principle, made establishing an NGO much easier to do.
With the reality that not all NGOs survive and grow, the challenges
begin. There is a recognised need for improved relations between all
NGOs and government, in particular the Ministry of Social Solidarity.
More trust is needed, along with understanding of the nature of NGOs,
entailing obligations on both sides of this necessary partnership. Among
important challenges is a lack of core funding for institution building
beyond programmatic support. One of the few, if not the only, core donors
is the EFG-Hermes Foundation, which supports the capacity building and
sustainability efforts of youth-led NGOs through its collaboration with the
Federation of Egyptian Youth NGOs.
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A lack of well-qualified human resources, whether on a voluntary or fulltime professional basis, with the right skill-set and understanding of the
voluntary sector, is also a major challenge, just like in other sectors in
society. However, a positive trend is emerging to increase the number of
programmes and organisations dedicated to youth development, which
should in turn bread experience. Several programmes have emerged to
target and support youth to be active and to play a leading role in their
communities. There has also been an increase in the number of youth
leadership development programmes, whether government-led and
organised by the National Youth Council, or by UNICEF. The Ford
Foundation’s programmes, managed and organised by the International
Institute for Education and the Dreamers of Tomorrow youth-led NGO,
provide other exciting opportunities. Resources and funds available
for youth leadership and youth programming have also increased. The
Amman-based regional funds dedicated to youth development, including
Naseej (Weave) and Safar (Travel), funded by the Ford Foundation and
Siraj (Night Light), funded the US Agency for International Development,
are two examples. In addition there is the German Technical Cooperation
(GTZ)-initiated, and Nahdet El Mahrousa incubated, Namaa (Sustainable
Devlopment) initiative. Several scholarship programmes by many local
foundations like that of Sawiris or Citadel, and other international entities
or in the corporate sector, have also appeared recently.
Most of these opportunities focus on underprivileged youth, aiming
to provide them with necessary skills or educational opportunities and
resources. Young professionals, however, are mostly ignored on the belief
that they will take care of themselves. This overlooked segment of youth, if
effectively mobilised, could have a powerful ripple effect across all sectors
of the country’s development. Young professionals, although a great asset,
are under-utilised. Given their skills, with initial financial encouragement
and, most importantly, connections and social support, they represent an
enormous opportunity and should be regarded as an untapped treasure. In
business terms, they provide the highest return on investment. Whether
based inside or outside Egypt, they contribute to Egypt’s development.
Individually, through their work and careers in government, the corporate
sector, academia and many others fields, they are building Egypt.
A big void remains, however, which is the public arena. Although some
youth are already “participating” in Egyptian society through volunteering
or being board members of NGOs, or are even active politically, the
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majority is apolitical and not engaged actively in the civic domain. There
are many ways this could change. Organisations exist aiming at mobilising
and engaging young professionals in numerous ways. Regionally,
organisations include the Young Arab Leaders in Dubai. Closer to home,
the Egyptian Junior Business Association focuses on young professionals
with a corporate or business background. Another home grown entity is
Nahdet El Mahrousa (Egypt’s Rennaissance), an NGO which is open to
young professionals from diverse backgrounds, aiming to empower them
and sustain their innovative development projects. These organisations are
a good start. However, they need to expand their outreach and strategically
scale-up to mobilise more young professionals.
For young professionals to play the role required of them, efforts are
needed on several levels. First, young professionals have to be proactive
and reach out to civil society organisations and the public arena at large.
Individuals can contribute to strengthening youth-based civil society
through the transfer of personal knowledge and providing support. There
is a need to develop successful models and support local NGOs in their
efforts to learn from international best practice. Second, the corporate
sector needs to support its employees undertaking development work. As
some multinational corporations do already, there is a need to promote
corporate volunteerism and encourage companies to match employee
donations. Third, the government has a big role to play. Better incentives
are needed to help start community foundations where small donors can
pool their resources. This has proven successful in the US. Fourth, the
government in collaboration with civil society can design special national
programmes targeting Egyptian expatriates. This is particularly important
for communities where large numbers of young Egyptian professionals are
based, such as Dubai, the US, the UK and Canada. Fifth, NGOs also need
to be creative in best utilising the time of this resourceful, dedicated, able
and yet busy segment of society.
International NGOs and donor agencies need to recognise this opportunity.
They need to streamline and build significant components into their
programming that engage young professionals in all the above areas.
This can include mentoring for others, sharing knowledge and expertise,
volunteering, providing training and capacity building. These organisations
also need to support young professionals in transferring their skills
and knowledge through designing mentoring programmes for younger
generations.
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Universities also play a crucial role. By connecting with their young
professional alumni, universities need to help engage them and provide
them with incentives to be active in strengthening student culture and
student bodies. Universities, research centres and think tanks need also to
give more space to young professionals by reaching out to them. Space is
needed for their opinions, perspectives, views and innovative solutions to
national development issues and dilemmas. ( Al-Ahram Weekly’s Beyond
supplement has been a great potential vehicle or tool for this).
Finally, engaging this vital part of the population in our collective future
is a national duty. Media, academe, donors, large NGOs and government
all need to work together on educating young professionals about available
opportunities and their role in Egypt’s history, as well as beyond in other
countries, in the region and internationally. While the challenges are great,
the opportunities are greater yet for mobilising this vital sector and building
a brighter future for our youth and for Egypt.
. _________
April 2008
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Those Precious Few We Touch
Volunteer work is not about changing everything instantly;
it is about the wonder of changing for the better the lives of
a few among the unfortunate many
Dalia Ihab Younes
Last year, I decided to take part in an extra-curricular activity. I’m not a

bright medical student, but I have gained communication skills -- skills
sufficient for me to participate in the awareness team backing a group of
physicians from a medical caravan organised by my university and where
volunteer students could also take part.
It was scary indeed for a fourth year medical student like me, with
very humble medical knowledge and no practical experience, to take
responsibility for spreading medical awareness in a small rural village,
especially given that we were all presented to the people there as “doctors”
whether we were real doctors -- like the ones who dealt with diagnosis and
treatment -- or volunteer students like me! People there wouldn’t accept
that a student, even trained, would tell them what to do about their health.
We undertook some heavy training, not on the topics we were to talk about
(which were no more than basics in hygiene and general ideas about known
diseases) but on the difficult situations we might face. We had long sessions
discussing situations like what to do if a question is asked that you have no
clue how to answer, or how to respond if told that you look younger than
the other doctors in the clinic, or how to respond to being mocked, or asked
for the “real reason” behind the medical caravan that treats people for free.
Carrying our luggage of essentials and warnings, we headed to the small
village where we spent five days -- days full of events and problems. Not
only were the residents the focus of events and problems, we had our share
too! Imagine living in a room for five days with nine other girls whom
you’ve just met in the training sessions!
Sleeping problems ... girly problems ... but one solution: remember why

419

Daring to Care
you’re here; you’re not here to have a good time or to mingle with people;
you’re here for the sake of Allah, and to help the people and to give them
the chance of a better life and better health by subtle and slight changes in
their habits.
Perhaps our greatest problem in the awareness team was disappointment.
It was our first time to deal with people trapped in the Bermuda Triangle
of ignorance, poverty and illness. Some of them didn’t listen at all. Some
didn’t understand most of what we said. Some didn’t understand why we
were bothering ourselves so much with trivial things like walking barefoot
in the streets or getting multiple shots with the same syringe.
But there were also those vital few that made us feel we were actually
doing something. Each one of us in the team had a story about one local or
another who actually practiced what he/she was taught and was saved, in
one way or another.
For myself, I entered a house where I found a child with horrible dehydration
symptoms that none could miss, but that strangely his own mother didn’t
see. I understood the urgency -- that the child was actually dying -- and
arranged for an emergency visit.
This experience made my vision about volunteer work more clear. The
problem with many volunteers is that they expect to change the world
overnight, so they get so disappointed when they find that their efforts
yield meagre results. But I say; when you want to engage in development
or charity work, look for quality, not quantity.
I talked to more than 200 people in that village, yet I don’t think I made a
real difference in the lives of more than 10; and yet those 10 are my real
goal, not the 200.
So to all those who were volunteers once but who quit feeling they didn’t
change anything, or didn’t help, please, don’t look at the whole that you
hoped to change. Look at the few whom you affected deeply!
. _________
April 2008
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Lost in the Slums
Social policy failure is deepening inequality, particularly
among Egypt’s youth
Sarah Sabry
According to the Egyptian government, there are 1,133 slums in Egypt of
which 171 are in Greater Cairo. UN-Habitat defines slums as overcrowded
areas with poor or informal housing, inadequate access to safe water
and sanitation and insecurity of tenure. In 1996, a conservative estimate
reported that 34 per cent of Egypt’s urban population was living in slums
( ashwaiyyat ). More recent estimates are closer to 60 per cent of Greater
Cairo’s residents. You can see the scale of informal settlements in Greater
Cairo for yourself: try flying over Cairo using Google Earth. Despite the
great diversity between and within Egypt’s informal settlements, they
house the vast majority of Egypt’s urban poor as well as many members of
the lower-middle classes who cannot afford housing outside these areas.
Egypt is currently experiencing a demographic youth expansion
characterised by a large proportion of youth in relation to other age
groups. Given that the poor in Egypt generally have more children, a large
proportion of Egypt’s urban youth live in slums. Moreover, many migrant
labourers, many of which are youth, move to large cities in search for
work. Many of those end up living in slums, particularly those of Greater
Cairo. This means that a sizeable proportion of slum populations are young
people.
Young people who grow up in slums are born into a world of terrible
inequality of opportunity. If you are born into a family where means are
available you will be adequately nourished in your childhood, will go to a
private school, have access to private healthcare and have the potential for
a bright future available to you -- just because your family has the means,
independent of what your talents are in life. On the other hand if born in one
of Cairo’s ashwaiyyat, there is a great chance your family will be poor. You
will probably be inadequately nourished growing up, which already places
you at a huge disadvantage. Most likely you will be forced to drop out of
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school either to help supplement family income or to avoid the extremely
expensive costs of majmuat -- an almost compulsory after school parallel
education system of private tutoring. At best, if you are not forced out of
school you will probably go to some of the worst public schools in Egypt.
While it is widely acknowledged that the public education system’s quality
has severely deteriorated, the limited numbers of public schools located in
Cairo’s ashwaiyyat are the worst of the lot.
Youth who drop out of school early will probably end up in low paying
dead-end jobs. Some luckier ones will manage to learn a skill or craft
through an apprenticeship, for example with a mechanic or a carpenter.
The vast majority will end up as arzuiya or casual daily wage labourers
who gather in the early morning in various locations to be picked up for
physically demanding jobs that pay pitiful wages. Moreover, these jobs are
irregular: one day there is work and on another there isn’t. Often workers
go home without an income.
Young women face even worse prospects. They usually leave school before
their brothers, stay at home to help their mothers with the housework, or do
all the housework so that their mothers can go out and work. They mostly
remain confined to their homes. If they work without an education, it is
mostly as domestic servants. That is, they will remain stuck in dead-end
jobs where their potential to escape poverty is almost non- existent given
current social policies.
The luckiest young people will be those who actually managed to stay in
school and completed their education. Young people finish their education
with the hope of finding decent jobs that pay good salaries. Unfortunately
though, Egypt’s current public education system produces people with
limited skills, skills that are not those required in the “good jobs” available
-- if at all -- in the labour market.
Remaining healthy and getting adequate healthcare are yet further challenges
for young people from poor families. They are exposed to greater health risks
due to overcrowded living conditions, lack of clean water and sanitation,
lack of solid waste disposal services and overall appalling environmental
conditions. As infants, this increases their vulnerability to becoming ill and
increases infant mortality rates. The only affordable option is the public
healthcare system. Today though, it is overused and under-funded; doctors
are rarely available, equipment is lacking or faulty, hospitals are severely
unhygienic, medication and nursing are rarely available, so people have to
provide for themselves and if they cannot afford it then they simply don’t
get healthcare.
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Beyond basic necessities, young people need safe spaces to play, to develop
and pursue hobbies and to spend leisure time. They need to play sports,
learn how to use computers and generally do the things young people do.
Such spaces and activities are almost non-existent in Egypt’s slums.
Social policy today is providing very little opportunity for young people
who grow up in poverty to escape it. Thus, poverty continues to be
transmitted from one generation to the next. The World Bank’s poverty
assessment report published in 2007 stated that in 2005, 40 per cent of
Egypt’s population lived in poverty. In 2008, this is probably a gross
underestimation. The recent hike in inflation rates, particularly the increase
in costs of basic foods, will have had a great impact in increasing the number
of poor people in Egypt today. Indeed, as one observer put it, there seems
to be two stories in Egypt today. One story is that of economic growth that
has benefited a small percentage of Egyptians. The second story is that of
increased hardship for the vast majority of Egypt’s population.
Social policy in Egypt needs urgent and immediate revision. One crucial
element of this social policy must be to create equal opportunities for
all young Egyptians. Government policies today do not provide equal
opportunity to Egypt’s young people.
. _________
April 2008
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Subsidising or Taxing
While commonly it is thought that the poor benefit from
fuel subsidies, reality points to the contrary
Samer Atallah
There is often a deep divide between what is considered sound economics
and what is pursued in public policy. In Europe and North America,
environmental taxation appears the favourite policy instrument of
academics in efforts to curb fossil fuel emissions and deal with growing
concern over global warming. Yet in practice special interests from industry
and their lobbyists often succeed in influencing the politicians’ choice of
what policy instruments to use. Cap and trade regimes, alternatively known
as “carbon markets”, are advocated widely across political platforms.
Egypt is no exception to this ideal/real divide. The only difference is
that the people who pay the steep price for misguided economic policies
are voiceless. The point is all too evident when it comes to the policy of
subsidising fossil fuels, a policy Egypt adopted several decades ago with
regard not only to domestic but also to industrial energy usage. What is of
concern now is that this policy is not sustainable. Its harm in the long term
far outweighs its short-term benefits, if there are any.
Fossil fuels such as gasoline and diesel are crucial to numerous sectors
of our economy, from transportation to bread baking. Removing price
subsidies would inflate the price level of practically all necessities, leading
to a substantial drop in the purchasing power of the great majority of
Egyptian households whose income has been rigid for decades. Given
the high risk of consequent social unrest, past governments chose to
keep energy subsidies intact, while exacerbating their negative long-term
effects. As observed all too often, a common and frequently used approach
to solving a given problem is to create a much bigger one for someone else.
Fuel subsidies consume a substantial portion of government income and
contribute to a great extent to its chronic budget deficit. This affects the
sustainability of economic growth in two ways. First, this deficit has to
be financed either through higher taxes or through issuing more debt;
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either way, future generations end up paying the enormous bill. Extensive
government borrowing additionally increases interest rates, which raises
the cost of credit thereby crowding out investment, the main engine of
growth. Alternatively, these resources could be redirected towards other
priorities for development, such as improving failing public education and
healthcare systems. Furthermore, these subsidies increase the consumption
of fossil fuels, and that has well known negative consequences on the
environment.
One must admit that the current government has taken a courageous
decision to phase out subsidies in industrial usage. Given the exceptional
influence of industry on the decision making process in Egypt, this step
has to be applauded. A bolder action would be to tax energy usage;
especially in export driven industries such as the cement industry. These
industries have for long enjoyed substantial profits due to the fact that they
sell at international prices while paying low domestic wages and enjoy
a subsidised energy bill. There is no doubt in my mind that, even after
taxing their energy usage, their profit margins would remain conducive,
and their products would still be competitive in export markets. In parallel
to proposed energy taxation, it is important to also lessen the burden of
employment taxation paid by firms, which would eventually encourage the
expansion of labour intensive industries.
Energy taxation should not be limited to industrial energy use only. The
largest portion of fuel subsidies goes to the top and middle income brackets
that own private cars. The willingness of this segment of society to pay
for fuel has not yet been fully exhausted. It is incomprehensible that
someone willing to pay over 150,000LE to buy a fancy 2008 car with a
two-litre engine pays just 1.30LE for a litre of gasoline! What is even more
ridiculous is how meagre the annual registration fee for a private vehicle is.
Ironically, it is the poor who subsidise the rich in this country.
Further, I am surprised how people spend time and resources trying to
improve traffic conditions in Cairo, whereas the solution lies at the source
of the problem. Congestion is mostly blamed on the lack of reliable public
transport, a market flooded with cheap cars bought on credit, and the
extremely low price of gasoline. All these factors make the decision to
own a car very rational. The solution, therefore, is to tax car ownership
depending on the size of the engine and the number of cars owned by each
household and each person. A key complementary adjunct to this policy is
to invest heavily in clean and reliable public transport.
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Yet the above solutions are not enough. Heavy subsidisation policies have
to be brought to an end. It is a delicate matter; so delicate that no one wants
to be in the shoes of the politician who would take such a daring decision.
However, the only consolation is that delaying the decision exacerbates
the problem. The question is not if, but rather how to do it. If any lesson is
to be learned from the experience of 1977, it is that a sudden removal of
subsidies has catastrophic consequences, and that a transparent and staged
process needs to be adopted.
First, prices need to remain at their current level for a period ranging from
a year to 18 months. For the following two years, fuel prices would be
adjusted by an annual increase of 25 to 35 per cent. In the third stage, which
should last two to three years, fuel prices would be a fixed proportion of
their cost; say 70 per cent. Finally, after nearly six years, fuel prices should
reflect at least their cost of production (currently the price of one litre of
gasoline is less than 20 per cent of its production cost). One key element
to the success of this plan is transparency. Consumers and firms alike need
to be able to project the cost of energy to determine the allocation of their
resources in the present and in the future.
Subsidies are essential for the poor. But when the benefits go to the
rich rather than the poor it is imperative to take corrective action that is
economically sound rather than sustaining the status quo for political
reasons.
. ________
April 2008
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A Matter of Choice
At the centre of life should be pursuing one’s dreams
Laila Omar Hassan
In our society, people are more often that not perceived and judged
according to what they do for a living. “He’s a lawyer! He’s an engineer!”
then he must be respectable. I beg to differ and challenge this reduction.
Personally, I think that there is a lot more to an individual than what they
do for a living and it seems unfair to assume otherwise. I believe a person
should be judged on how well they do their job and not on the job itself. To
me, a person is more respectable if he has passion than if he has a degree.
Don’t get me wrong, this is not to say education is not important; quite
the contrary, education is the tool for shaping your future. However, one
should study what one loves and not what one is told to love.
In Egypt, a person working in the movie business is either a university
dropout or a jobless person. People conceive the movie industry as taboo.
I have a friend who wants to be a director. He studies political science at
the American University in Cairo (AUC) as well as directing at the Cinema
Institute. He attends classes at both schools, writes political papers, enters
debates, shoots films and writes scripts. As diverse as the two majors are,
he is good at both of them. He works very hard and is very passionate about
his dreams. I don’t think such a person should be viewed as a dropout if
he chooses cinema over politics, but rather as a hard worker with a dream.
Speaking about ambitions and dreams, I find a very disappointing
phenomena rising these days among university students. As strange as it
may be, while boys choose which university to attend according to their
job preference, girls tend to choose universities according to their potential
husbands’ preferences.
I know people who go to AUC and others who go to Cairo University.
They seem to have the same future goals in mind: getting married and
having kids. This is not a bad dream, but it should not be our ultimate goal.
I sit with girls whose biggest fear in life is not getting married. I don’t mean
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to be judgmental or to put myself on a higher pedestal, but I think that it
is sad with all the gender equality that the world has worked so hard to
achieve that we are still ready to take a backseat in our lives.
My biggest fear in life is not proving my existence, not achieving all I can
achieve. I am not saying that I do not want to get married. I am merely
saying that there are more things in life than this. When you hear me say
this, you might think that I am an “A” student whose goal is to conquer the
world. However, I know of many “A” student girls who will end up staying
at home because they just want an easy life. I am not an “A” student, nor
am I low scorer; I am simply a girl with a goal in life: my goal is to make
the best of what life offers me.
In summary, my point is: Go after what you want, work hard on it, because
it is only through pursuing your dream that you become respectable,
successful and most importantly happy!
. ________
April 2008
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Before a New Social Contract
Without a solid legal framework and competent government,
talk of a new social contract is hot air
Ayman Ismail
Five decades ago, the 1952 Revolution ushered in a new social contract
between the new Free Officers government and the people of Egypt, with
a broad socio- economic vision and Egypt envisioned at the forefront of
Arab nationalism, anti- imperialism and resistance to the Israeli project.
The government would take the lead in social and economic development
by providing jobs, land ownership, and industrialisation; would guarantee
free education and healthcare; and would provide a socially equitable
society, as opposed to the feudal society that preceded it. In exchange,
the people would provide strong political support and acquiescence. This
social contract dominated for two decades, where Egypt created a new
middle class that is highly dependent on government institutions. A whole
new generation owes its rise from serfdom to this social contract. It was a
time of rapid upward social mobility.
This social contract came under major attack three times: the first came
with President Sadat’s “open door” policies in the 1970s; the second came
with the World Bank-driven Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) in
the 1990s; and the third came with current liberal reforms that started four
years ago. Each of these waves witnessed privatisation of state-owned
enterprises, pushing more economic and social services towards the
private sector. However, despite these changes, most of the past legacy, in
institutions and culture, continued to survive for three decades. We were
never able as a society to acknowledge that we had moved beyond the
social contract of the 1960s, which was and still is widely popular. And
we were never able to agree on the kind of arrangement that would replace
it. We have free education that is neither free nor equitable, and a public
healthcare system that is deteriorating by the day. However, we have
neither the political will nor a social consensus on what should replace
these ailing institutions.
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Today, the social contract debate is mostly confined within the context of an
ongoing policy debate between proponents of maintaining the welfare state
model versus proponents of a Laissez-faire model with less government
intervention. For example, the Egypt Human Development Report 2005
called for a new social contract that sets a 10-year vision for Egypt based
on a welfare state model. In 2006, the Cabinet Information and Decision
Support Centre (IDSC) established the Social Contract Centre based on this
effort, with the objective of “redefining the relationship between the state
and the citizen, widening the democratic space to advance decentralisation
and an enabling environment for citizens’ participation and dialogue.”
At the same time, several leading writers and intellectuals also called for
revisiting Egypt’s social contract. However, I would argue that this policy
debate is secondary to two other major issues that form the core of any
social contract or policy reform: improving the competency of government
institutions and bureaucracy; and restoring the basic rule of law.
Any policy reform requires strong and competent government institutions
and bureaucracy to implement -- this is not the case in Egypt today.
Most of our government institutions are bloated with over- employment;
government employees often lack the necessary skills for managing and
delivering public services; and there are no performance incentives and
little accountability. The result is a clear failure on two fronts: first, the
deterioration of social services, most notably healthcare and education, a
deterioration that is responsible for a rapid decline in the standard of living
for many Egyptians; second, the inability of the government to effectively
and quickly implement any reform policies.
Indeed, the bureaucracy has become so bloated to the point that it has
developed a mind of its own. Policy directives flowing from the top of the
government take forever to flow through layers of government bureaucracy
and reach the bottom where they actually get implemented. The result is that
declared government reforms are not effectively and timely implemented.
On both counts, the government loses credibility for its inability to deliver
social services and its inability to implement its promised reforms.
This calls for a major administrative change. For the government to be
able to implement any social contract or policy agenda, it needs an able,
competent and agile bureaucracy. Over the past decade, the government
has implemented several reform programmes, including capacity building
and technical assistance programmes by many international aid agencies
as well as the Ministry of Administrative Development. However, most
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of these efforts were narrow in scope and limited in their effect. What
is needed is a broad administrative reform programme that examines the
whole government bureaucracy. We need to reassess the legal mandate of
each and every government agency; identify the resources, financial and
human, required to deliver these mandates; and redesign each agency for
these mandates. This major reform would be tough to implement as it
would touch on every government agency, and would significantly affect
levels of employment. However, it is necessary for Egypt to make any
significant progress, and for the government to deliver on its commitments
as well as implement any reform policies.
The second major issue is re-establishing the rule of law in its broadest
sense, which is at the core of any social contract. This includes protecting
people’s property rights; the ability to implement and enforce contractual
agreements; and the respect for laws and regulations in general. Today,
we have descended into an unprecedented level of unruliness and chaos.
This is most visible in our streets, where traffic laws and discipline have
all but disappeared; in our urban environment, where building codes and
zoning bylaws have ceded to squatter settlements that surround Cairo and
other major cities; and in our neighbourhoods where individual safety and
security is coming under attack from thuggery and sexual harassment. No
social or economic development can prosper in an environment like this,
despite any good intentions of policies or politicians.
Restoring the basic rule of law is a daunting task that requires both
institutional reform and cultural change. On the institutional side, there is
a dire need for reforming the judiciary to accelerate the litigation process
and ensure the implementation of court rulings. There is also a need for
separating the civil responsibilities of the police force from political/
national security duties, which have come to dominate their effort in the past
decades. These civil responsibilities include maintaining law and order on
the streets, enforcing court rulings, and fighting crime. On the cultural side,
we need to re-establish the public’s respect for rules and laws, which will
only happen when they see them applied in a fair and egalitarian way, with
respect for the human dignity of each individual guaranteed, regardless of
their connections or affiliations.
Implementing any social contract, old or new, requires these two
prerequisites: a major administrative reform that restores the government’s
ability to implement its commitments and policies, for a state that cannot
deliver what it promises is one that lacks credibility; and a reestablishment
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of the rule of law as the basic tenet of our society, for a state that does not
secure the safety and property of its citizens will lack their support. Any
discussion of policy reform or new social contracts will not go very far
without addressing these two issues.
. ___________
October 2008
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Playing it Forward
It is the energy of youth in Egypt that can cast anew a just,
vibrant and open social contract for all citizens
Seif Abou Zeid
“He is wrong that thinks that Egyptians know of their social contract, and
he is foolish that believes that a social contract even exists.”

My aim is not to claim wisdom by proposing a self-made quote to be
the lead of this article. My intent is to show, simply, what Egyptians -particularly Egyptian youth -- really believe.
A social contract is not merely a bilateral agreement between the government
and the people. It is a set of demands that is continuously put forth by the
people, forced on a succession of governments to accept, adopt and operate
within. But in Egypt, the social contract is a “nonexistent document”. For
Egypt’s youth, it is something at best they do not participate in creating.
Egyptian youth are either scared or indifferent; they are either disempowered
and fearful, or privileged and “do not care less”. This is the paradox we
have amongst the public and private schools of Egypt.
Going through financial problems day in and day out, and suffering from
the lack of basic human rights on Egypt’s streets (crammed transportation,
overpopulated classrooms, excessive presence of needlessly and generically
repressive Central Security Forces on their campuses), makes the majority
of Egypt’s students scared. They are scared to enunciate their opinions.
They are afraid to raise their voices. And they feel that what they say or do
does not matter.
Even the exceptions that exist in some university faculties (such as political
science and economics faculties) and some active student groups make
sure to do whatever it takes to “protect” themselves and their activities
from being banned or prohibited by avoiding politics. Furthermore, they
refrain even from exercising their most basic “political” right, namely
asking for their rights as students. “Student leaders” have consistently
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failed to mobilise other students to advocate any academic or social rights
on campus.
Almost all historical accounts recognise the very active nature of student
movements during the early 1970s. They also observe a major discrepancy
in such activism starting in the 1980s. The reasons for that range from
restrictive oversight by university administrations over student activities to
direct governmental policy, but the most significant reason for the halt in
activism is the “Student Activities Policy”, enacted by the Highest Council
for Universities in 1979.
The Student Activities Policy represents a major obstacle to any student
groups that have a political view that is different from that of the ruling
regime. The policy gives the right to university administrations (those
appointed by the government) to take away the right of any student to run
for election through very “elastic” criteria for nomination (the definition
of the nomination criteria is largely left up to the discretion of the
administration).
For example, one of the criteria is to have a “significant” record in student
activities, with no further explanation of what “significant” means. Another
clause states that a student- candidate must possess a “good reputation”.
These clauses in effect give the right to the administration to approve or
de-list any student wishing to run for elections. Therefore, students react
in three ways: some work closely with the administration; others direct
their energy to charity work, which, though important, does not necessarily
qualify them for candidacy; and others choose to remain totally inactive on
campus.
Further, it has been communicated by many students in youth conferences
I attended that there are what they dubbed as “security students”, those
students who report any acts of political activism on campus to the Central
Security Forces.
This is the case with schools and universities that comprise the majority of
Egyptian youth (16 to 23 years old). What about those who are privileged,
wealthy, and do not go through the daily sufferings that their counterparts
in the public schools go through? The answer is, they “don’t care”.
Unfortunately, the majority of students from private schools, despite
having the awareness and the resources to push for change, deliberately
choose not to participate in the formulation of a meaningful Egyptian
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social contract. It seems that the competitive nature of the private schools
-- being corporate entities at the end of the day -- results in detaching their
students from their Egyptian societies.
In particular, private (commonly known as “international”) schools,
including the whole spectrum of British, American, German, Canadian,
French and even Dutch schools, tend to enclose their students in a “social
bubble”. This social bubble allows the students to be physically in Egypt,
but to mentally -- and that includes interests, cultural orientations and
beliefs, and mindset -- belong somewhere else. If American schools teach
US history and British schools educate their students about the geography
of the UK, then it makes perfect sense that it is hard to find an Egyptian
student from those schools talking about Egyptian society.
I have personally come across a group of wonderful students from a private
(ie international) school that when asked to write down a list of issues they
are concerned about, chose euthanasia to be one of the issues on the top
of that list. Euthanasia, being a widely debated issue in the Western world,
must have been brought up to the students in their school, thus redirecting
their thoughts towards a topic that is so distant from what most Egyptians
are interested in, such as getting a decent loaf of bread for a cheap price or
receiving affordable healthcare, that it appears alien.
“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can
change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” That quote of
Margaret Mead, the famous anthropologist, is the solution. It remains the
task of a small group of committed citizens to change their “country”. This
small group must come from the group that historically has always induced
change, namely the middle class.
Middle class citizens are -- by nature -- the most sensitive to social and
political changes, because they have “something to lose”. They risk being
demoted to a lower socioeconomic status, or losing the chance of rising
up the economic and social ladder. The poorest, on the other hand, do not
have enough resources to organise and participate politically. Those in the
middle are those responsible for effecting positive change through more
participation.
A group of middle class youth has to lead by example and should participate
politically. More importantly, those youth have to influence the people
around them in a “play it forward” manner to create a critical mass of
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active Egyptian youth who are committed to effecting change in Egypt, to
deal with the challenges facing Egyptians on daily basis.
. ___________
October 2008
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The Absent Woman
Embedded inequality, veiled as tradition or religious
probity, is what women face and must change in the lived
reality of the Egyptian social contract
Marwa Sharafeldin
During my student years studying political science, the words “social
contract” were for me synonymous with all things good. For a fresh,
hopeful, and an “I-will- conquer-the-world-once-I get-sanely-out- ofuniversity” undergraduate, they signified freedom and equality between all.
We were taught that a social contract was a contract made between equals
to legitimise the government that is organising their affairs. And how did
the government organise these affairs? By legislating and implementing
laws of course, the highest of which is the constitution. For these laws to
be legitimate however, they had to be endorsed by the people, who are
supposedly all equal. If you haven’t guessed yet, the catchword here is
“equal”.
Many years after my graduation, and with a desperate attempt not to
turn too cynical, I realised that conquering the world was not as easy as
I thought. But more shatteringly, that real life did not necessarily follow
what we spent so much time studying in books. The books told us that
under the social contract we were all considered citizens. And indeed our
constitution in Egypt does spell out in Article 40 that we are all equal
before law, notwithstanding differences in religion, race, language or
sex. However, beyond that things start to go a bit awry. For in that same
constitution, Article 11 states that a woman is considered “equal to man in
the political, social, cultural and economic spheres without detriment to the
rules of Sharia.” (Emphasis added) And in case we are in doubt, Article 2
tells us that the main source of legislation is indeed the principles of Sharia.
Reading these articles over and over, something did not seem right here.
It seemed that for some reason those writing this constitution felt that
treating women equally to men as Egyptian citizens might be in detriment
to Sharia. They therefore had to make sure this did not happen by spelling
it out the way they did. Indeed, if we look around us today we find that
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many people believe that women and men are not to be treated equally
based on a certain way of interpreting Islam.
Initially I found this confusing because both the constitution and Sharia
strongly advocate the general principles of equality and freedom for all.
So where was the problem? The problem, obviously, lies in the details.
It is these details that justified using Islam as the main reason for treating
women differently than men, and reflected this in the Egyptian social
contract, the Egyptian Constitution.
Clearly no one denies that indeed men and women are biologically
different and that this sometimes entails making space to accommodate
such differences. However, this certainly does not entail that they receive
unequal treatment as human beings with inherent equal public and private
rights. For simply, both genders, with their biological differences, are
equally important for the continuation of the human race and life as we
know it. Complementarity, the famous argument for difference in treatment,
does not have to mean inequality. So then, why are not the two genders
considered absolutely equal in rights?
I discovered that this is not merely a foolish, or heaven forbid, a “feminist”
concern for equality at all costs, as we are often told. I probed further and
discovered that there is a growing number of Islamic scholars who are
not happy with the way their religion is being appropriated and used to
justify inequality. Most of them agree that the impressive body of fiqh
(Islamic teaching) tackling this issue was created by other human beings
in a different time and place; that it is their responsibility today to read the
Quran themselves and come up with an interpretation that is more suitable
to the times.
Today women have better opportunities for education and employment.
Society as a whole has changed and the family unit itself has undergone
significant transformations that cannot go unnoticed. Women share
household expenses and in more than a quarter of Egyptian households they
are the main breadwinners. On the international level, women’s domestic
work as housewives is gradually being viewed as work of value that is to
be considered part of the country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
For this and many other reasons, a growing body of knowledge is being
created that tries to show that, indeed, equal citizenship rights for women
are not going to be detrimental to Sharia. On the contrary, that a new

438

Youth have their Say
reading of Sharia shows that women and men are equal human beings, and
that Sharia is suitable for all times and places if only we manage to use the
mechanisms within it to do so.
So again, if this is the case, then where is the problem? You get a hint to
the answer when one follows the huge opposition in the discussions around
the Khul Law (Divorce Law) and the recent Child Law. Both laws were
largely based on solid Islamic practices, reasoning and justification. Khul
was practiced by the Prophet Mohammad himself, and the prohibition
of FGM (female genital mutilation) in the Child Law was based on the
undisputed Islamic principle of no harm to be caused to a human being.
Nevertheless, they were largely opposed as un-Islamic, and aiming to
destroy our Eastern identity (as if this Eastern identity necessitated living
forcefully with someone you don’t want to live with, and cutting a vital
organ in the body of a helpless little girl).
Yes, traditional Islamic interpretations of Quranic verses, on issues such as
wife beating, wilaya, kiwama, witnessing, divorce and custody rights etc,
do need to be revisited and re-understood in light of the more overarching
Quranic principles of equality and freedom and justice. But I have a strong
hunch that this is not mainly where the problem lies. It seems to me that
even if religion is an ally to equal citizenship rights for women, as in these
examples of laws mentioned above, the problem would still remain.
The issue, it seems, is the patriarchal set of customs, traditions and power
relations that dictate the way we appropriate religion and draft our social
contracts. It is these that lie at the heart of a scenario where women end up
being sub-citizens in Egypt.
However, all is not doom and gloom, for who creates customs and
traditions with their ensuing power relations? It is not God, rather it is us.
And therefore it is, in the end, up to us -- the people, the citizens, women
and men -- to transform these traditions and power relations to create
more equitable social contracts. The question is, do Egyptian women and
men feel that there is something wrong with their own social contract’s
treatment of women? For if they do, maybe then we’ll discover that what
we studied in the books was not so useless after all.
. ___________
October 2008
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The End of the Line
Why in Egypt is the simply logic of queuing so misunderstood
Mary Mourad
What do you do if you wish to register a birth, a death, get into school,

buy bread, license a car, get on a crowded bus, or buy subway or cinema
tickets? The answer is simple if you live in England, Germany, China,
Canada or Rwanda: stand in line!
But this is Egypt! You ask, “But excuse me, where’s the queue?” The
answer: “The queue disappeared a long time ago. It’s time to look for
the tunnel leading to the office of the manager ... the tunnel of personal
connections ... and if there’s no tunnel, you have to dig one ... or you can
try queuing, but we’re not sure when or how or whether you’ll be served. If
today we’re serving at all, we have to manage the tunnel crowd first ... they
get priority, you know... So your turn might come tomorrow, or in a month
or a year, or a century.” It also may never come.
And here you are faced with the reality of the matter: the age of queuing is
long gone. We’re in the age of tunnels!
The background of the story is this: there are more people than resources,
and everyone knows that. Queues are one way to manage the distribution
of resources on a first-come first-served basis, to ensure some kind of
equitable distribution. The needier come first and spend more time queuing
than the less needy. Queues existed when everyone believed they were still
going to get their errand completed. It was simply a matter of when.

Yet as resources grow tighter, queues grow geometrically (ie. much faster
than resource scarcity). If that continues for too long, however, and people
don’t get to their final goal, despite the queue, alternative routes are created
and eventually queues disappear. The crowd battling every day to maintain
its sliver of the limited pie is only capable of using its various skills to
ensure that share doesn’t escape its grabbing hands.
Once they stop believing they’re getting their turn, they turn into a jumble
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of chaos, fighting each with their best tools to get to their ends. Solutions
are invented: big guys go first; loud women follow, while those connected
go straight to the manager’s office. And what happens to queues? They die
out. what’s the use of queuing? One’s time is better spent digging tunnels
leading to all those back doors.
The problem with a lack of queues is that efficiency drops exponentially.
To give a local example: if there’s one man selling bread through a window
with five men in front of him properly queuing, he hands out the bread one
by one, with only one request flowing at a time and one hand of money
to manage. If he faces all five at the same time, he hears five requests and
has to manage five separate money-giving hands. You can bet he’s at least
going half as slow in the second case. So, the last person served will be
delayed twice as much if he had been last person in the queue, while the
third person served will be served as slow as if he were the last of the lot.
In other words: there is only one person who benefits from the cram at the
window, one who stayed in same position, and three who were worse of.
Can you imagine?
Now, picture how worse it gets if he is also receiving requests from the
manager’s daughter inside and from the friend screaming from the second
floor outside, etc. Imagine the lack of efficiency we’re creating from all the
new tunnels! You wonder: wouldn’t all be better off if they were standing
in line?
By contrast, here’s a solution for the above challenge from the traffic
situation in Holland. They discovered that during times of high traffic, the
smoothest way to manage the flow of cars is to slow down their speed.
Simply, cars coming from a distance are asked to move towards the traffic
ahead slower. As they slow down, they give time to allow the traffic ahead
to flow smoother and avoid further cramming. Once the flow into traffic
slows, eventually the traffic build-up stops, and in the end the car coming
at a slower speed actually doesn’t face any traffic and goes a lot faster than
if it had rushed earlier into traffic! Brilliant, isn’t it?
Do you think we can apply that in Egypt? Blocking all the tunnels, rat
holes, back roads and dark alleys leading to that manager’s desk that lead
to efficiency loss? Allow queues to evolve hilariously for a while until
resources are reallocated to the larger queues (bread versus car licensing
for example), knowing there will eventually be more bread and many more
car licences than ever there was before?
. ___________
October 2008

441

Daring to Care

Performance-Based Governance
The essence of the social contract is that the needs of the
people are served. That’s not happening in Egypt
Youssef Bishai
A key question in understanding the social contract is simple and

straightforward: Are people satisfied with the quality of services they
receive? Public services form part of the social contract in Egypt and
reforming them is becoming ever more important.
One reason for that is the changing role of government as it gives up noncore policy interventions (eg. fertiliser pricing and distribution) to better
pursue core welfare services (eg. healthcare and education). A second
reason is the dominant capacity constraint government faces. Hospital
and road capacity is hardly capable of meeting the growth in population,
therefore leaving our public utilities in a state of overuse (or abuse) and
poor maintenance.
Faced with the dilemma of expanding its services but with no capacity to
do so, the government has had to revamp state-run providers and introduce
competition to the marketplace. A case in point is Cairo’s public transport.
Drawing a baseline for public transport in Cairo demonstrates a great
deal of mismanagement in this sector. To start, the entire transportation
grid lacks synchronisation across different modes of transport (ie buses,
subway, river, etc). Intercity transport is overseen by too many departments
and is lacking a sense of strategy. Asset quality also undermines service
provision.
Bus fleets are unequipped for safety and vehicles depreciate at fasterthan-expected pace due to rising passenger volumes. Shamefully, you still
find see-through floor holes in buses running in Cairo, the earth’s 14th
largest city. Additionally, some routes are overloaded, the majority are
uneconomic, and personnel are severely underpaid.
Furthermore, measurements of quality of service are totally lacking, with
no evaluation of such indicators like trip length, bus frequency and user
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experience. The balance sheets of the Cairo Public Transport Authority
(CPTA) summarise this ailing performance: a net loss of LE566 million in
2008/09 (a 2.6 per cent increase in losses from 2007/08). This loss is offset
by a government subsidy paid by the taxpayers who thus not only receive
awful service but also pay for it twice, “on the road” and through taxes,
which raises the question of the true price of the service.
In short, while key passenger requirements are affordability, accessibility
and quality, the system pretends to anchor the first, does little to achieve
the second, and fails to address the third.
Still, there is a vast opportunity for policy improvement. A new transport
policy will not just leverage CPTA finances but also empower the passenger
and alleviate his/her trip hurdles. In what sense does this opportunity exist?
Running a market sizing exercise can prove illustrative. Cairo’s population
hits 20 million in daytime and falls roughly to 16 million in the evening.
Assuming that three million people do not regularly use transport and six
million others use cars (1.5 million cars), this leaves us with 7-11 million
people likely to be using public transit. If the subway, microbuses and taxis
can maximally accommodate four million passengers (the subway can
carry 1.9 million), the confirmed opportunity for bus transport is crudely
over three million passengers per day, which creates a buoyant market.
Over and above, an advantage of bus transit is the absence of network
limitations. Bus routes are readily adjustable to urban change if compared
to subways whose routes normally require mass population resettlement.
This makes expanding the bus grid easy and cost- effective. Commercial
services also promise another advantage for bus transit. Indeed, stations
and buses should tap opportunities in advertising, food and beverages, and
shop rental that are growing to become the major revenue drivers for tour
operators worldwide.
Hand in hand with such market opportunity, service providers should
focus on disfranchised consumers. As rising fuel prices take their toll on
car owners, more people need to shift from cars to public transport. In
our simplistic projection of the market’s size we did not count users who
will switch from microbuses as fuel prices soar and their drivers pass the
increase on to passengers. Those price- sensitive passengers, making up
the majority of lower-income Egyptians, will increasingly shift to other
public transport.

443

Daring to Care
Fulfilling the needs of this rising passenger mass can only take place if
greater emphasis is placed on equity. Transfer programmes can deliver
equity by creating a multi-segment market with price differentials for
adults versus students, peak versus off-peak times, and subsidised versus
for-profit routes. Transfer pricing further provides leeway to avoid
politically unfavourable tariff meddling. In addition, the consumer will be
better off if innovative “supersaver” schemes such as pay-as-you-go travel
cards are introduced. Such schemes can be designed to boost ticket sales
and CPTA turnover while sustaining affordability to consumers. Existing
arrangements like student subscriptions and professional discounts
(journalists, police, etc) should be reviewed as they lack business sense
and their impact on worse-off segments is quite uncertain.
An accessible public service cannot be provisioned without a strong supply
side. The transport market has proven rewarding to both manufacturers
and tour operators alike. Evidence from the books of Egypt’s leading
bus maker, GB Auto, suggests a lucrative gross profitability of 25 per
cent in bus manufacturing compared to only 16 per cent in its passenger
car business. Not only are manufacturers doing well, but also operators
who recently joined the market struck a balance between earnings and
user convenience. The introduction of an uptown taxi service and green
mini-buses uncovered a large consumer segment that is willing to pay a
premium for higher quality. The fundamental lesson for suppliers is to
identify the right customer and create the right suite (features, price) to
serve it profitably.
However, in contrast to such promising transport economics possibilities,
we find policymakers moving on sluggish wheels. In the league of mega
cities, where Cairo has positioned itself, transport must be a top priority on
the social reform agenda. A few weeks ago a chief advisor to the mayor of
London stepped down amid a row about which strategy the city’s transport
operator should take. This shows, if anything, that transport is a key policy
in engaging the public and validating their political choices. Yet in Egypt
transport tails the policy agenda and four years of a “technocratic cabinet”
have barely touched transport outcomes. Managing CPTA’s 2637 vehicles,
340,000 staff, and 3.1 million trips per day is by no means an easy task, but
that should not be an excuse for ill performance.
Examining intercity transport shows that such social policies can yield
immediate results and produce changes in the way people view and
consume public services. This will alter peoples’ perception of the state
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and in turn the social contract binding them together. The present contract
is failing. Citizens are fed up with failing utilities, pseudo education, and
inhumane healthcare while officials are complaining of overcapacity.
Reconciling public services with peoples’ expectations takes place by
gearing the service to user requirements and commissioning overbooked
services to the private market. Doing so will establish a new, performancebased social contract.
. ___________
October 2008
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For the Love of Egypt
Environmental activism is the best counterpoint to the
attitude of those Egyptians who would rather leave Egypt
than help save it
Ahmed El-Dorghamy
Meeting well-off Egyptians who want to leave their homeland is not
surprising anymore. Their money may go a long way in a country like
Egypt; however, a vibrant life and a healthy environment for their children
cannot be bought. They will commonly tell you “Look out of the window.”
Indeed, there is no more space to have a pleasant walk, it’s too noisy, too
crowded, garbage is everywhere, and the air is suffocating.
Daily life in urban Egypt has been growing increasingly unpleasant
over the decades. Even those who decide to stay have mentally detached
themselves from their environments. Not many are prepared to take on
the burden of knowledge readily. Few will sit and reflect on the reasons
behind an advertising campaign desperately seeking resources to establish
a children’s cancer hospital. What can they do?
Perhaps the few that do reflect and keep their minds in Egypt can
make a difference, however. The recent history of civic engagement in
environmental activism in Egypt can tell us a lot and inspire many.
Notably since the 1970s, many admirable civil society organisations
(CSOs) have taken up local challenges. They initially focused on the
aesthetics of our deteriorating urban environment, which incidentally
might have started the lasting stereotypical impression of the “tree-hugger”
among the less informed. With time, and usually international support
for capacity building, CSOs started addressing demanding problems in
environmental justice and human rights, environmental law and policies,
housing and community development, eco-tourism, renewable energy,
biodiversity, industrial ecology, management of natural resources, solid
waste management, and cleaner production, to name just a few of an evergrowing list. The government and academia have been developing in the
right direction as well, but have both been weighed down by bureaucratic
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inertia and overstretched resources, among other difficulties.
Better late than never, environmental awareness in Egypt, instigated by
some alarming incidents, has finally pushed the environment towards the
top of the national agenda. Indeed, Egypt’s problems have been deemed
grave enough for a constitutional amendment. Article 59 of the Egyptian
constitution now states that, “Conserving the environment is a national
duty”. Advice of international environmental institutions suggests that
the sustainable way to fulfil this duty is through partnerships between
government, the private sector, and NGOs in alliance with community and
grassroots organisations.
However, CSOs must make a head start in this alliance; otherwise, they
will have a lot of time to kill. That is for two main reasons: first, the
fact that there are at least 17 ministries involved in the administration of
over 80 laws and decrees, including environmental components. Internal
harmonisation within the government is necessary before arranging to
partner with others. Second, although a National Environmental Action
Plan (2002/2017) for Egypt has been issued, the same document concedes
that there is a lack of environmental expertise in the government, claiming
that the field is relatively new in Egypt.
Again, the need for ample time and resources for capacity building are
implied. This might not be achieved anytime soon, not without professional
practices of human resource management in the government to maintain a
high calibre. Therefore there is a need for urgent and extensive intervention
and support from the organised and enlightened of civil society. Many
CSOs have come to prove worthy of being outsourced for environmental
activities and they are able to promote ownership and incorporate the social
and economic components for sustainability. Examples are multiplying by
the day.
The Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE) has conducted
truly inspiring programmes in solid waste management in the Zabbaleen
area, the city of Cairo’s garbage collectors. The programmes additionally
integrated components of healthcare, literacy, and computer literacy
to empower locals. Today, among the garbage men are many who have
travelled abroad, have been featured on international television, and even
hosted delegations from developing countries visiting to learn from them.
The simple-yet-experienced Zabbaleen manage to swiftly recycle 85 per
cent of what they collect, whereas stumbling international companies are
increasing landfills and burning waste. The APE NGO managed to break
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a vicious cycle of poverty, ignorance and social segregation, and today the
development has been extended to other parts of Cairo and Sinai.
The Friends of the Environment Association (FEA) is a civil society
advocacy group based in Alexandria. It has won several cases against
the government and the private sector on environmental matters. One of
their successful campaigns put an end to dumping in Lake Maryut, saving
an entire local economy dependent on fishing and putting an end to the
deteriorating health of thousands of fishermen and residents.
The Arab Office for Youth and Environment (AOYE) is where the idea of
the National Environment Day was born. The NGO has a 30-year history
of successful projects, some of which have later been transferred to the
Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency, such as the Hotline Environmental
Service Unit, and the Cairo House training centre.
The Hurghada Environmental Protection and Conservation Association
(HEPCA) struggled tirelessly to save Giftun Island from a $2 billion
tourism development plan to turn the pristine island into what real estate
developers called a “New Ibiza”. HEPCA’s campaign was a success, and
Giftun proudly remains one of the top five diving sites in the world, a
major nesting ground for green turtles and host to a diversity of marine
species, to say the least.
The Friends of the Environment and Development Association (FEDA)
has been focusing on endangered cultural heritage in historical areas
with fragile ecological systems since 1993. Its most recent project was
a sweeping restoration of the historic Gamalia district in Islamic Cairo,
including infrastructure upgrading and community development. Another
community development association, El-Bassaisa, introduced renewable
energy in Sharqia Governorate. The association promoted biogas and solar
technology and made sure they built the local technical and administrative
capacity to sustain and replicate active projects.
Furthermore, a recent revolutionary popularisation of online social
networking in Egypt has sparked many youth-led initiatives for
environmental causes, many finding support from the private sector or
international environmental organisations. Also, in the recent years,
availability of local information has improved drastically to better inform
stakeholders with local and up-to-date information. Examples are the
national and the governorate Environmental Action Plans, guidebooks
targeting Egyptians, maps and statistics, national human development
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reports, or simply documentation of environmental projects implemented
around Egypt with lessons learnt.
There is more potential today to effectively engage in environmental action
than ever before, for those who choose to keep their minds and hearts in
Egypt and hope, and may soon manage, to keep their lungs clean.
___________
October 2008
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A Breath of Fresh Air
Tackling pollution demands a multi-faceted strategy.
Finding good solutions for agricultural waste is one aspect
Ibrahim Youssef
Transportation, manufacturing, thermal inversion, topography, man made
and natural phenomena have coalesced together to form “the black cloud”.
The black cloud is present throughout the year as many of its causes are
time independent. Rice straw burning only broke the camel’s back. Since
we usually ignore problems until they are inflated by shocks, rice straw
burning has -- to this extent -- benefited us. Solving the problem, however,
involves many challenges that are difficult to deal with collectively. We
need to prioritise our actions.
Besides near impossibility, combating natural causes would be casting too
wide a net with limited gains. In their essence, most natural factors are
intensifiers of pollution rather than direct causes of it. For example, thermal
inversion -- a seasonal phenomenon in which black cloud pollution is
trapped from ascending and diffusing -- does not add to the black cloud; it
only intensifies it. Natural factors’ share of adding or intensifying pollution
is insignificant compared to man made factors. Vehicle emissions’ share
in black cloud pollution is 32 per cent, followed by open burning (30 per
cent). However, in the autumn, open burning outweighs vehicle emissions
by 30 per cent. This is attributed to the burning of rice straw in October,
practised every year since 1999. Therefore, we can be assured that efforts
to eliminate rice straw burning are worthwhile.
Harvesting rice in October, farmers have no alternative to burning the straw
to get the land ready for the winter cultivation cycle. In its attempts to
circumvent open burning, the government has been working on two fronts:
banning open burning and setting up alternative means for the disposal
of straw. Banning has proved to be a palliative that, in the short run, is
likely to cause more intense burning. Last year, farmers abided by the law
only when enforcement was tight, but compliance translated into nothing
but the accumulation of straw that had to be disposed of at some later
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point. Therefore, proscription increased the variation of burning, but did
not eliminate it.
Fortunately, we are not the sole rice cultivators on the planet: we do not
have to reinvent the wheel. Major rice cultivators -- such as China, India,
Vietnam, the Philippines and Japan -- must have found feasible ways to
utilise rice straw if they do not experience “the black cloud”. Rice straw
can be used in manufacturing compost, animal fodder, energy gases, and
fibreboard. Recently, the government has set up pilot projects aiming to
utilise rice straw. However, pilot projects are currently operational with
minimal capacity compared to the stock available, and not without problems.
In some cases, manufacturers have failed to source rice straw promptly,
thus forcing farmers to burn it. Other projects are facing difficulties that
can render them uneconomical. The economics of utilising rice straw for
gasification projects, for example, is adversely affected by the high subsidy
provided to liquefied petroleum and natural gas networks, which already
cover most market demand. This leaves little room for the consumption of
gas from straw, and raises the cost.
The core ideas of utilising rice straw are thus available. The puzzle will only
fit together, however, if successful pilot projects are allowed to surface and
are enhanced to reach operational sustainability independent of government
aid and regulation. Once an idea consistently proves profitable, a great leap
in eliminating the problem would follow via increasing investments of the
private sector.
Current pilot models can be encouraged through the tapping of supporting
revenue streams, such as carbon credits derived from so-called “Clean
Development Mechanisms” (CDMs). The CDM scheme creates a market
for carbon dioxide emissions through which industrialised countries -which meet a certain limit of carbon emissions per year -- are induced
to invest in projects that reduce carbon dioxide emissions in developing
countries. Pilot models can also be enhanced through obtaining financing
at concessional terms through such sources as the Clean Technology Fund
(CTF). The Global Environment Facility provides such CTF financing at a
low interest rate, including a grace period as an incentive to integrate low
carbon strategies into sustainable development plans, to projects operating
with environmentally friendly technologies. This type of funding helps in
minimising financing costs, which leads to higher project profitability.
The ultimate solution for eliminating open burning of straw is to turn it
into a resource rather than simply waste. That is, rice straw should have
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a value so that farmers gain financially by selling it instead of burning
it. Conditions that make waste products valueless include: supply that
is much higher than demand; the need for prospective sellers to get rid
of the waste in a timely manner; and a monopoly on demand (ie lack of
competition in the purchase of waste). The propagation of successful pilot
projects will attract private sector investments that will increase demand
and create a market for rice straw. It will also increase the opportunity cost
of burning to the farmer, who will want to maximise his profit by selling
this valuable resource.
For all our previous missteps and limited action, pessimism is not inevitable.
The only thing sure thing is that the burning of rice straw will continue if
private investors are not given incentives to take part in the solution. The
rice straw problem, however, represents only one battle in the larger war
against “the black cloud”. While ending rice straw burning would be an
important achievement, it would not be a decisive solution to the larger
pollution problem. As long as vehicle emissions are not reduced, reaching
a healthy level of air quality will remain elusive.
___________
January 2009
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Free-Share is No Free Lunch
Government plans to give public sector companies over to
the public spell disaster ahead
Youssef Bishai
Once every decade the government drops its economic orthodoxy

and surrenders to wild imagination. This time it proposes a free-share
programme whereby ownership of 100-plus public sector companies will
be transferred to 40 million members of the public, regardless of education
or social condition. Shortly a chorus was set up in the media to explain
how this inchoate programme would stimulate the incomes of the poor
and save public sector companies from financial distress. This idea of freeshare, however, should be gauged against some conceptual and operational
criteria before it moves forward.
Only few will disagree with the rationale behind the free-share idea; that
is, to channel returns, if any, of public sector companies directly to their
true owners, the general public. The philosophy of the programme, as
expressed in official discourse, is to cut the government’s intermediary
role in running these companies, a role that is both costly and contentious.
Another rationale behind the idea is that when the government micromanages public enterprises (governed by Law 203/ 1991) it vests a
‘producer’ interest in the market at the expense of its regulatory role. The
free-share programme will thus carve out the public sector portfolio to let
the government exercise regulation more firmly and impartially. But such
a compelling raison d’etre is insufficient to transform the free-share idea
into a successful reality.
The idea faces numerous barriers that make it far from being practical.
Its primary goal of creating wealth for the poor is highly questionable
on operational grounds. One part of the problem lies in the distributable
value of public sector companies, which are generally undermined by
a low return on capital and dim growth outlooks. This value will not be
boosted, as many think, by leaving the lower outlier (debt-laden textile
companies) out of the programme. In fact, this will have no effect as the
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government already ruled out the upper outlier as well, that is, cash-rich
monopolies like oil refineries, Telecom Egypt, Eastern Tobacco, along with
major utilities. The other part of the problem is that the beneficiary base
is too broad. Without a proper mechanism to target the poor, distributing
shares to 40 million people, irrespective of income level or other socioeconomic criteria, is pointless. Without any targeting, the share of each
beneficiary will shrink in value and become no more than a one-time bonus
that evaporates with the first shopping spree. The equation suggested by
the programme, with the sum of enterprise value as the nominator and the
number of beneficiaries as the denominator, is distorted and will not make
the poor any richer.
It is also difficult to imagine how the economics of a programme of this
scale would work. On the revenue side, it is unclear whether transfer of
ownership would generate any revenue. On the cost side, the government
will easily slip into a spending trap where costs of registry, database
management and fraud detection would inflate and break all ceilings.
Using the national ID database to administer the free-share programme,
and perhaps minimise its costs, is easier said than done. In hindsight, this
gigantic free- share programme will open cost silos in every direction. It
will be useless if implementation costs outweigh the programme’s desired
outcomes.
Other barriers will deter the free-share programme from improving the
performance of public sector companies. Transferring ownership will
probably have zero effect on their financials. Ownership has not always
been the problem with public sector enterprises, nor is it going to be the
solution. The main problem with a majority of public sector companies
is not from public ownership per se, but lay rather with operations -- ie
free cash flow, cyclicality, competition, etc. Bringing myriads of illiterate
shareholders onboard will not raise the intrinsic value of these companies
nor add new capital. Likewise, the free-share programme will not enhance
company governance. Expanding the shareholder base in such a bizarre way
will not make managers more accountable or decisions more transparent.
Had the free-share programme made some conceptual sense, it would
still have many feasibility checks to pass. Answering the ‘why’ question
matters less if the ‘how’ question is not fully addressed. There are many
straightforward, pre- tested ways that, if explored, would better alleviate
poverty and public sector problems rather than simply flipping the
ownership of enterprises over to an uninformed public. Egypt has not yet
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exhausted all of these options in order to test out odd solutions. If this
programme does not undergo a careful cost-benefit analysis at this stage it
will cost much and change little; just another case where the government’s
largesse with public funds seems to know no limit.

___________
January 2009
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The Streets Are Ours
Real freedom lies in reclaiming the territory of individual
and collective imagination
Alia Mossallam
Laken, el Sharee’ Le-min?
El Share’ Lena! Ehna Lewahdenna!
Wel nas el tanyeen, dol mesh menenna
dul nas ananeyeen, fi makanhum waafin,
dul mesh menenna!
And whose streets may they be?
The streets are ours, and ours alone.
As for those ‘others’, they are not of us,
Standing selfishly; quiet and passive;
They are not of us.

(From a Salah Jahin song written for Yousef Chahine’s 1976 ‘Awdat AlIbn Al Dal’ -- The return of the Prodigal Son)

The first I heard of Salah Jahin’s lyrics was almost a decade ago in a cultural
evening in one of Townhouse Gallery’s factory spaces. I will never forget
the energy that rippled through the room with the start of this song, and how
suddenly, almost simultaneously, an audience of intellectuals, activists and
“leftists” (your typical ‘ wust el-balad crowd’ at the time) rose to their feet
and sang along enthusiastically, almost militantly, as they pumped their
fists in the air. A collective memory tickled and spurred to life, as each
individually and collectively asserted whose streets these really were.
This was possibly the start of the transformation of downtown Cairo, from
a space of a particular “intellectual” and politically affiliated stratum, to a
space hosting many a cultural venue and event that catered to a wider and
more expansive audience. It would be difficult to separate this cultural shift
from political events of the last decade or so.
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Since the second Palestinian Intifada of the year 2000, Cairiene streets
witnessed more political expressions of contention and solidarity than they
had for at least a decade before. Though the issues were mainly ones of
regional concern (issues related to events in Palestine and Iraq), with time
political contention was diverted to internal affairs as well.
In 2005, and after violent police reactions to protesters to the constitutional
referendum, a campaign was started by a group of activists to “reclaim”
the streets of Cairo. ‘El-Share’ Lena’ campaign started as a movement by
and for women, in the name of those harassed during the protests. With
time, the movement grew to stand for much more. It became about finding
new means and spaces for social and political expression in public space,
a retrieval of the streets of Cairo as legitimate space for such means and
modes of expression. ‘El Share’ Lena’ went on to be used for several other
civil society initiatives in public spaces outside of Cairo. A movement to
re-explore, rediscover and redefine our streets was growing.
Many a cultural platform for new, alternative and independent forms of
art started sprouting in the downtown area during that time. Places like
an old warehouse transformed into Rawabet, an independent, affordable
theatre to talented yet amateur performers and audiences alike, while the
Contemporary Image Collective (CIC) in Monira was set up for the visual
arts. A bookstore, El-Balad, doubles as a cultural hub, open to youth from
the area. The symposiums and initiatives these spaces sponsored, like ‘Alraseef ‘ (Tales from the pavement), explored and engaged with kiosks,
pavements, and corners of downtown streets; while the bi-yearly “Photo
Cairo” is dotted around designated arts venues as well as lightly modified
apartments in buildings such as Immobilia.
Most interesting, however, is the start of the new street-theatre troupe
“Haala”. The troupe’s aim being the production of populist theatre, “
al-masrah al-sha’bey “, where productions cater for a general audience.
Performances have made venues of streets, bridges, slums and rooftops, of
downtown Cairo as well as other Egyptian cities.
Brimming with ideas for plays in his first year, Mohammed Abdelfattah
could find no space to perform while studying theatre at the University of
Alexandria. “To get a space at the university you had to at least be in your
last year of study, otherwise there was just no way. I tried other public
venues in Alexandria, but it was the same problem.”
There seemed to be a minimum degree of credibility required and good
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ideas were just not enough. With that, Mohammed brought the cast together,
produced the play and performed in Al-Anfoushey neighbourhood, by
the shore. “Although we were looking forward to doing it in wide open
space, we were not at all expecting people to react the way they did! It
was incredible! Our audience was large, grew by the minute, and was very
interactive.”
Since that experience Mohammed describes having questioned the notion
of space. Why did plays have to be in a closed space? If his ideas had
been indirectly censored, by not having access to mainstream performance
venues, how many other such ideas had been kept away from the public,
and how much of the public had actually been censored from these ideas.
Since then, numerous plays have been performed in the most “unlikely”
of places. “At first we tried to get a permit to perform on the streets. we
were transferred from one bureaucratic office to another, and at the end I
was told my permit was to come from El-Mukhabaraat (State Security).
at which point we realised it was impossible. All the spaces we choose are
public anyway, so it made sense that obtaining a permit was so impossible
.”
Haala have continued to prefer open, public spaces to closed theatres ever
since. They have participated in events and competitions, for example, but
always outside the venue where the event is taking place. The opera has
also become a favourite place for performances, but always in the open
spaces near the Hanager Theatre. “They keep trying to get us to perform
inside, but that’s not where our performances belong.”
Mohammed and the group went on to describe their favourite performances;
to the individuals, couples and families sitting or strolling on the 6th of
October Bridge, to people who lived on roof tops, and a particular favourite,
to children of the streets of Imbaba. The performance with the children was
one of “Oozo al-Lazeez”, about a magical, invisible substance that can be
made of anything, and can be made into anything one desires. The children
had gotten so excited about the idea they kept singing and acting along,
living the imaginary situation and extending the dimensions of the play.
Other interesting performances include “Kastour: Al-Ghuna bel kessaa
al-sha’bey”, kastour being a fabric of which uniforms were made under
the socialist regime and cheaply sold or distributed as a way of making
basic needs affordable to all. In these performances the actors all dress in
pyjamas made of kastour, and march barefoot through the streets, and sing
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songs of Sayed Darwish and ‘Adaweyya. Darwish, a poet and songwriter,
introduced the idea of theatre and story to nationalist songs, particularly
popular during the early 1900s and the 1919 movement. ‘Adaweyya, on
the other hand, is a contemporary popular or “sha’bey “ singer of the 1970s
and 1980s. Between them, the fabric of popular or collective memory
stretches to include most generations. Thus, even when the audience is
not singing along, the performances draw on events that most can recall or
relate to. This performance verges on political.
“ Dostur”, another performance of a clear political verve, was created
during a controversial constitutional amendment. It tackles the question
of how “an article of law” is “created”. In it, a scientist -- read politician
-- cautiously ventures to “create” articles, in a volatile chemical laboratory.
Such a plot performed in public creates a space where it is safe for spectator
and audience alike to contemplate such issues. How, indeed, is an article
produced; what is a constitution about, and what or who should it represent?
Though the plays touch upon political issues, Mohammed asserts: “Our
commitment is first and foremost to theatre É we are not political activists,
we are artists. But at the same time, art reflects life, it reflects the spirit of
the individual and society, and neither are free of political realities.”
Art, I might add, is also about dignity, and dignity requires a daring
imagination.
The beauty of street art is that it creates a space, a social and imaginary
landscape, where the real is put on hold and possibilities transcend permits
and closed venues. It is nostalgic of or vaguely familiar to the forms of
theatre hosted in Cairo and Alexandria in the mid-1800s where there
was much pressure and emphasis on popular and widely accessible art.
Theatres, much like coffeehouses, became pockets of cultural and political
energy, incubators to popular social movements and eventually a threat to
social and political orders, leading to their censorship and control.
Haala’s work seems reminiscent of the magic of popular theatre, whilst
extending beyond the limiting parameters that any closed space imposes.
To them, the streets are the ideal stage. What better space to recreate reality
than that where reality unfolds day after day? What better, more convincing
way to indicate that social alternatives are possible than to actually engage
with social spaces and realities, alternatively?
Theirs is a true testament that these streets are ours. Not a mere retrieval of
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physical spaces once deemed inaccessible or off- limits, but the expansion
of those spaces and the retrieval of a key controlled and delimited space:
individual and collective imagination.
___________
January 2009
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Make Way for Change
For the beauty of Egypt’s cities to shine through, urban
planners should prioritise people not cars
Ahmed El-Dorghamy
So amusing, it established itself as a tourist attraction: the adventurous
Egyptian street. Welcome to the loud pulse of Cairo. Painfully, however,
heavy pollution, harassment and 9000 traffic casualties a year slowly strip
away the comedy and reveal the underlying tragic reality. Some 20 million
people are spending their days and nights asking the same question: When
will the day come when Cairo’s streets are clean, the ambulance gets
through the gridlock, the girl enjoys her walk, and the child survives the
street? Certainly not when the noise in the street pushes us over the edge,
and when parking lots evolve into games of ultimate Tetris. Meanwhile,
people continue to silently accept the chaos and violation of their rights.
Is it not possible to see change? After all, dream streets are a reality in
many other large cities around the world, from Ottowa and Davis in North
America, to Basel, Amsterdam and Barcelona in Europe, to Melbourne in
Australia and Singapore in Asia. Why should Cairenes accept any less than
the dream streets their city deserves?
But looking further ahead, dream streets in Egypt wouldn’t only mean
hope for refreshing strolls down a peaceful road and a happy life for you
in your car. It would also unravel something one would only find in Cairo.
We are surrounded by traces of thousands of years of amazing stories and
heritage that one might only notice in rare moments of tranquility when
everyone else is at home, be it the early Friday morning jog, the trip to the
airport at dawn, or that urgent errand that you had to make during the last
quarter of the FIFA World Cup final. But emptier streets are only one item
on a disturbingly long checklist that if fulfilled would qualify our streets as
humane; or, if you still remember, to qualify our city to potentially host the
next FIFA championship.
Take air pollution, for instance. More than a third of the fuel burnt in
Egypt goes to the transportation sector alone -- to aging fleets of poorly

461

Daring to Care
tuned vehicles coughing soot as they wobble by, wasting energy and
money. Not only is it poor tuning and maintenance, but some car parts
installed for emissions reduction are deliberately torn out by the first
uncertified mechanic that sets hands on the vehicle in an attempt to reduce
“unnecessary” pressure on the exhaust system. Even when tuned, vehicles
emit a mix of invisible harmful pollutants such as nitrogen oxides, sulfur
oxides and particulate matter of different compositions and size so small
that they can enter the bloodstream through the lungs.
We need another look at the simple ideas of promoting non-motorised
transport (typically walking and cycling) and collective public transport
-- what environmental planners call “green mobility” and multimodal
transport, an optimal mix of options. And don’t forget the Nile. Why is
Cairo’s friendly tramway dying out for instance? We should seek inspiration
from foresighted planners, maybe the Belgian engineer and entrepreneur
Baron Empain who established the Société des Tramways du Caire (Cairo
Tramway Company) in 1894 to build and operate the Cairo tramways
system. It soon accommodated some 53 million passengers a year. There
is no need to reinvent the wheel. His footprints remain to this day, not only
in the surviving trams, but also in what remains of the carefully planned
Heliopolis city and the well- preserved Korba district we enjoy today, its
infrastructure, streets, and its buildings.
Features of the dream streets we long for are simple: cleanliness, safety,
tranquillity, friendly planning, spacious sidewalks, smooth cycling lanes,
courteous drivers, vivid greenery, good taste and fresh air. These are also
features of a powerful country with caring proactive citizens that don’t
give up. Whatever happened to the Korba experiment?
In an attempt to draw attention to the importance of healthy lifestyles,
green transportation and a healthy urban environment, Cairo Cycler’s Club
(CCC) advocacy group lobbied in the media to entirely close Baghdad
Street in Korba district of Heliopolis for pedestrians -- quite ambitious it
seemed. Aiming for the stars, they landed on a once-a-week experiment:
Baghdad Street for pedestrians on Fridays. Good enough for celebration.
For CCC members, this meant weekly morning visits to the street for a
peaceful sunny gathering to remember what birds sound like in an urban
environment, and how fresh air energises the body for the coming week.
But for the masses of youth from all classes that it attracted after sunset,
this experiment meant an outlet for so much energy and excitement, but
celebrated in chaos, vandalism, and most lately, harassment. Shop owners
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and local residents could no longer tolerate the graffiti on their walls, the
littering at their doorsteps, the fire crackers set off around their children,
noise in all senses, and dog fights in the crowds. On the other hand, this
disturbing phenomenon triggered sympathy and reflection among some
observers. It is quite astonishing how a simple empty and clean street got
our kids -- and many adults -- on the verge of mass hysteria.
Several weeks later, after a few trials of traditionally enforcing order, the
authorities gave up: the experiment is over. For CCC however, it is only
one battle lost.
This tells a bit about why today the trend is to live in isolation, in a bubble,
for those who can afford to. TVs and computers are isolating us in a virtual
world of our choice, with cars isolating us from the noise and air pollution
or numerous other horrors of the Egyptian street. We travel around in
shuttles from one bubble to the other. No wonder why much of our youth
has become so detached from Cairo and blinded to its splendour -- they
have abandoned it beneath the rubble. But not everyone has. In more than
a glimpse of hope, a large movement of trendsetters has lately been talking
people back into challenging the streets and air of Cairo for change.
Featured on popular TV channels, international radio, in magazines and
newspapers, approaching 2000 members and spinning off clubs in other
cities, governorates, and even abroad, CCC uses the bike in their logo to
symbolise so much that we miss in our urban society. In all of its diverse
events, the symbol has already done a lot: telling the shy to go out,
reminding the narrow minded that girls can enjoy the streets, challenging
the uptight to loosen up, the sluggish to exercise, the car owner to listen to
a better social statement, the selfish to remember those who can’t afford
the bubble, pushing the careless to go green, and the passive to act and be
visible, and telling the world we won’t give up on Cairo.
If we cannot create one “dream street” -- if not the street celebrated annually
under the auspices of the First Lady, neighbouring the presidential palace,
boasting such a harmony of Islamic and European architecture, and already
closed off in response to public demand -- then how will any other beauty
in Egypt see the light? Rather than resorting to traditional enforcement of
order, this challenge is a call for any sociologist, politician, psychologist,
environmentalist, and activists of all disciplines to brainstorm for intelligent
solutions. A second try, this time with creative planning and ingenuity, is
an excellent learning opportunity for those devoted to see change happen
at large.
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Next time you’re roaming around Cairo, Alexandria, Hurghada, or any
of the cities of CCC and its spin-offs, when you drive by a cyclist, look
beyond the bicycle, and make way for change.
___________
January 2009
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Staying in Egypt
Amid all the problems, Egyptians have much to celebrate
in themselves, and to be thankful for
Sara Abou Bakr
“Why stay?” A question, I suppose, every other young person in Egypt
asks himself along the way. The situation in Egypt nowadays, whether
economically or socially approached, is deteriorating in spades. Recession,
unemployment and moral disintegration are only the tip of the iceberg of
the dilemma of current Egyptian “life”.
In a country where people are literally killing each other for bread, why are
some young middle-class people refusing to leave the country to start afresh
somewhere else? Not really believing in the usual national sentimentality
of culture and heritage, I started probing around. What I discovered was
astonishing to say the least.
Egypt at present is a nation of youth, with 29.2 million in 2006 under the
age of 18, according to UNICEF, and almost half the country, if not more,
under the age of 25. Young people are this country’s ultimate resource for
they constitute up and coming labour. But unfortunately they are an unused
resource -- a wasted one if you will. Schools are deteriorating. Universities
are packed to the brim while jobs are scarce. The outlook is bleak at best.
So the question is, when possible, why not emigrate?
There seems to be a trend among young Egyptians. They are tired of the
current political and religious movements sweeping the country. That
does not mean they have unsound political views or are atheist. Actually,
quite the opposite; they are mostly of devout belief, unwavering principals
and diverse political backgrounds. However, they all have one thing in
common: an ultimate conviction that change in this country has to come
from the inside, coupled with a deep disbelief in the current system.
Another notable fact about these young people is their refusal to be
moulded into the image of either of the country’s two major sparring
political contenders: the state’s National Democratic Party and the banned
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Muslim Brotherhood movement. Most wonder why there is not anything
in-between these two camps that have their own agenda and that can serve
the people of the country. Why not a third camp simply for “Egyptians”?
Many of these young people are found working or volunteering in
development projects and various civil society groups. In their opinion,
this is the main way to serve the people; helping in building schools and
hospitals, supplying medical services, spreading awareness about human
rights, teaching crafts to the unprivileged and much more. The change they
foresee is coming from the people to the people. The change starts with
oneself. It’s a simple formula: if you incorruptible, corruption would find
no place. Idealistic? Probably. Feasible? Absolutely.
Egypt is filled with these idealistic youth who are willing to work to make
it better. Unfortunately they are overshadowed by the strenuous situation
of the state. The media focuses on the negative aspects of life, forgetting
the important role of leading by example; showing the masses that there
are still young people who are not concerned with the trivialities of life and
the bright lights beckoning them across the Mediterranean.
But these special young people have the odds stacked against them, be
it via the state, the current immorality of society, mental extremism and
omnipresent corruption. In my opinion, it’s a fight to the death where their
will and convictions are pitted against the phantom shadows that swallow
everything in front of them. But still they stay, and most important they
believe.
A dear friend of mine once told me that Egyptians are really not fully
successful in emigrating: “We long for our country, even if we live in
palaces abroad. We may have everything one would desire, but when our
time is up, we ask to be buried in our homeland: in Egyptian soil. Why
does it matter where you buried? It just does.”
Sentimentality? I believe not. This feeling of connection to one’s country
goes deeper than mere emotion. I’d say renowned Professor Gamal
Hamdan put it best in his encyclopaedia, The Character of Egypt, blasting
Egyptians for overstating our positive points, but at the same time
accurately describing the sweet peace-loving nature of Egyptians that
makes us intricately bound to our land.
So why stay in Egypt? Simply, hope.
. ________
April 2008
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Building a Knowledge Society
and the Ultimate Resource
To take its place in the 21st century, the Arab world needs to
re-imagine itself. An Arab renaissance lies on the horizon
if the public is afforded freedom and leaders embrace the
innovation of Arab youth
Nader Fergany

i. Building a knowledge society
The link between knowledge and human development is organic.

Knowledge is the criterion for human progress in the present phase of the
march of humanity. It is also the means to attain the highest human ideals
of freedom, justice and human dignity.
Building a knowledge society represents reclaiming one of the epic
achievements of Arab history. The zenith of the Arab-Muslim civilisation
produced, in its historical context, a knowledge society. At present,
however, societal impediments stand in the way of knowledge acquisition.
The absence of institutional support for research and development (R&D),
and the lack of an environment favourable to R&D, is a fundamental
shortfall. However, political impediments to knowledge acquisition appear
to be even more strident than those of socio-economic disadvantage.

Poverty of knowledge at present
At the start of the 21st century, the dissemination and production of
knowledge is quite poor and its utilisation in the service of human
development is weak, despite the presence of significant human capital.
Human capital innovates, at present, at a limited rate, and a hostile societal

471

Daring to Care
environment for R&D has led to a brain drain. Under different conditions,
human capital can become the foundation of a knowledge renaissance.
Nevertheless, the prerequisite of involving highly qualified migrants
effectively is a serious project for human development that tempts
expatriates to return, temporarily or permanently, to share in it.
A number of factors can be advanced to explain the poverty of knowledge
production. In societal context, the restriction of freedom stands supreme.
Relevant intermediate factors include relative lack of investment in human
capital through education -- compared to the East Asian tigers, for example.
Another is the relatively low level of allocation of human capital to R&D
in comparison to other regions in the world.

Role of governance, national, regional and global
While socio-economic features impede knowledge acquisition, the political
layer of the societal context is probably the most binding constraint. This
political layer consists of national, regional and global dimensions.
It is not a coincidence that the “strategic vision for the establishment
of a knowledge-based society” outlined by the second Arab Human
Development Report is organised around five main pillars, the first of
which is: “Total respect for the key freedoms of opinion, expression, and
association, and guaranteeing these through good governance”, which
addresses the national dimension of governance. Indeed, it specifies the
necessary initial condition not only for building a knowledge society but
also for serious governance reform.
The essential reason for failure thus far is to be found in national governance
regimes that are neither representative of nor accountable to the people
at large, and in which power (political authority/wealth) is concentrated
in the hands of a few. In such a governance regime, decision-making is
geared to serve the interests of the dominant few while the vast majority is
marginalised and recedes into poverty (the antithesis of freedom).
As far as the regional dimension is concerned, the consensus is that present
regional cooperation arrangements have failed to capitalise on the immense
potential of Arab integration by virtue of a common culture, history and
language, not to mention addressing regional and global challenges that
would have been better managed had Arab countries been united. Thus, the
potential for Arab cooperation in education, in mass media, in translation
from and into Arabic, in R&D, especially in areas in which Arab countries
have a distinct advantage or interest, has gone mostly untapped.
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Elements of the global governance regime are also recognised to have
impeded knowledge acquisition. Notable among these is the intellectual
property rights regime under which knowledge has been essentially
transformed from a public good to a heavily guarded private good to
protect the profits of the few knowledge producers in developed countries
even at the expense of human welfare in less developed countries. The
cases of HIV/AIDS treatments, genetically modified seeds, and traditional
medicinal knowledge appropriated by multinationals, embedded in
pharmaceutical products and protected by patents are only a few cogent
examples.
The negative impact of bad governance on the global level on the restriction
of freedom in Arab countries is only too clear. Indeed, the contradiction
between freedom in Arab countries and the interests of dominant powers
in the global arena have historical roots.

Strategic vision for a knowledge-based society
The Arab Human Development Report vision is organised around five
main pillars:
First, complete respect for the key freedoms of opinion, expression, and
association, and guaranteeing these through good governance.
Second, ensuring high-quality education for all, with special attention given
to the two ends of the educational spectrum, early childhood education and
higher education, and to life-long continuing education.
Third, the institution of research and technological development in all
societal activities with a full accession to the information age.
Fourth, rapid transition to a knowledge mode of production across socioeconomic structures.
Fifth, establishing a general knowledge model that is authentic, open,
enlightened and based on a return to true religion, salvaged from
exploitation for tendentious purposes, and the encouragement and valuing
of independent religious scholarship; promotion of the Arabic language;
appeal to and use of the highlights of the heritage of Arab knowledge;
enrichment of, support for, and celebration of cultural diversity within the
nation; and opening up to other human cultures.
Clearly, the only impediments to knowledge are man-made structures in
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society, the economy, and above all in politics. It is now incumbent to
reset these structures so that the nation may assume the place it rightfully
deserves in the knowledge millennium.

Broad reform is needed
The crisis of development has become so huge, complex and multidimensional that any true reform of any of the aspects needed to build a
human renaissance in the region needs be extended to all other aspects of
society to take effect. As is clear from the proposed strategic vision for
the establishment of a knowledge society -- a topic that might seem to be
free of any political perspective -- required societal reform extends to the
dominant culture, albeit on its margins and not in its essence, as well as to
current social and economic structures, and, before all else, to the political
context at the national, regional and global levels.
In other words, partial reform is no longer enough, however many fields
it may cover. Indeed, it may no longer be possible anyway given the need
for an enabling societal environment for effective partial reform. It follows
that delay or prevarication over comprehensive societal reform out of
regard for existing interests of whatever kind can no longer be tolerated, the
alternative bringing with it consequences that would be totally catastrophic.
It has also become clear that it is the political shackles on human
development that are the most virulent and long-lasting factor in terms of
delaying opportunities for a renaissance. This calls for a radical reform of
the power structure. While it is possible that, if left to follow their course,
events might lead to a violent social conflict ending in a modification of
the power structure, the cost to society would be too enormous for any
patriot solicitous of the wellbeing of the nation as a whole to tolerate or
accept. This being so, the sole alternative capable of saving us from the
unimaginable disasters that will inevitably come about if current trends
continue is the initiation of an historic process of negotiation among the
vital forces of society aimed at achieving a radical modification of the
power structure and its exercise. Such a modification should lead to good
governance, protect freedom, and guarantee its maintenance and steady
expansion.
Similarly, there is no alternative to reform from within founded on balanced
self-criticism and an effective and authentic effort at innovation on the part
of society at large in which all the vital societal forces participate. This
should create a societal transition that is both universally acceptable and
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sustainable. In contrast, reform imposed from outside cannot possibly serve
the interests of any but those who impose it. It cannot serve the interests of
the Arabs, and will unavoidably result in a legitimate, and indeed to some,
sacred, resistance.
This said there is no civilised alternative for a renaissance but to open
up to the world and human culture at large. The Arabs have made a
substantial contribution to the latter and must now regain the honour of
effective participation in it. Obscurantism and isolationism can bequeath
only stagnation and impotence. At the same time, the global system is
itself indisputably in need of reform and such reform, when carried out,
will be reflected positively in improved opportunities for renaissance in
the region, which has suffered too much from the injustice of the current
oppressive global system.

Opportunity ahead
In the final analysis, there is a real opportunity to build a human
renaissance based on knowledge acquisition and, to the extent possible,
help reform the global context. This opportunity, however, is dependent
on the strengthening of Arab cooperation, whose weakness in the fields of
knowledge acquisition specifically and of human development generally
risks irrevocable loss of an historic opportunity.
Knowledge : All symbolic structures internalised by the human being or
society in a specific historical and referential context that directs individual
and collective behaviour in all fields of human activity
Not limited to the fruits of the exact sciences but extends to social sciences
and the humanities as well as literary and artistic expression.
Knowledge society : A society in which knowledge is the organizing
principle for all human existence. A society built on the dissemination and
production of knowledge and utilising it effectively.

ii.

The ultimate resource

An Arab renaissance lies on the horizon if the public is afforded freedom
and leaders embrace the innovation of Arab youth
Youth represent the ultimate resource in any society, especially from a
future perspective.
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First of all, in this age, knowledge has become the measure of value.
Human beings are the reservoir of knowledge and youth represents an
inexhaustible supply of energy and creativity. Nevertheless, youth in Arab
countries are poorly equipped for knowledge acquisition and production
through defective educational systems.
For human beings to engage effectively in knowledge acquisition,
especially knowledge production, three requirements must be met.
Capabilities must be acquired, normally through education and training
systems, and an enabling societal environment is needed for individuals
and groups to utilise capabilities in knowledge acquisition and production.
Ideally, this enabling environment consists of two layers: an active and
efficient innovation system and a governance regime that protects freedom
and mobilises societal resources for research and development.
Governance regimes in Arab countries share many features, prominent
among which is marginalisation of the people from political processes.
Though precise up-to-date information is lacking, evidence is that youth
suffer a higher than average level of marginalisation in political processes.
This takes place in spite of the fact that, in terms of population share,
youths younger than 35 years of age represent a clear majority of all Arabs,
a majority considerably younger than the rest of the developing world.
By democratic criteria, the choices of youth should direct all decisionmaking in Arab countries. Available information, however, points to an
appalling absence of youth in the circles of effective decision-making in
Arab countries, except for the tiny minority of crown princes that is. As a
result, youth seem to have developed an aversion to participation in political
processes under present governance regimes. On the positive side, Arab
youth figure significantly in political protest and resistance movements.
In addition to political marginalisation, Arab youth suffer extremely high
unemployment rates attesting to their marginalisation in the economic
realm. As a result, being able to afford to marry and set up home and form
a family -- a healthy and normal aspiration -- is now beyond the reach of
most young people in Arab countries.
This is the situation of the majority of Arab youth: marginalisation and
exclusion through unemployment, poverty, widening social polarisation
and political oppression. In human development terms, Arab youth
are deprived from acquiring useful capacities and from utilising their
capabilities effectively, thus ending up denied a decent level of human
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welfare. Young women, unfortunately and irrationally, endure higher levels
of deprivation than young men on all counts, on top of sex-determined
deprivations such as a demeaning loss of personal freedom.
Arab youth, however, is not a homogenous bloc. To illustrate we can
contrast two prevalent segments of Arab youth. The first is the tiny minority
of the sons and daughters of the current ruling cliques who are pampered
to the point of being spoiled rotten by decadent lifestyles. These “lucky
few” often inherit their parents’ positions of power, whether they qualify
or not, not only in elite professions but even as heads of state in a notorious
pattern increasingly established in Arab countries. At the other end of the
spectrum we have the street-children population, especially girls among
them, numbering in the millions in at least one major Arab country. In
addition to the miserable living conditions street children suffer, street girls
have to endure the most humiliating indignities, including multiple rapes,
even on the same day, forced prostitution, and giving birth to street-born
children.
The core of the problem then is that youth, though the most precious
resource in Arab countries, is wasted, or at least marginalised at present. If
this misguided policy -- or lack of it -- continues, Arab countries can look
forward to a serious intensification of the human development crisis they
presently suffer in the future. In particular, in the context of restrictions on
freedom and bad governance, this deepening crisis in human development
generates grave injustices while undermining or forestalling peaceful
and effective political channels to address these injustices. This naturally
invites violent protest behaviour, and even terrorism.
This stalemate is the precursor of what the Arab Human Development
Report (AHDR3) called the scenario of “impending disaster”. The
prospects of this scenario are increased by the insistence of ruling cliques
in command of present bad governance regimes to retain their hold on
power (both political authority and wealth), depriving people at large from
wealth and freedom and resorting to the sinister combination of oppression
and corruption. This situation is not surprising, for the stakes for these
cliques of remaining in power or losing it are tremendous. However, it
augurs terribly for the prospects of human development in Arab countries.
Frustrated and disgruntled youth can become, in the current environment
of restricted freedom, fodder for violent social conflict that could have
devastating consequences for human security and cause much material
destruction in countries that can hardly afford it. This scenario appears
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imminent in a number of Arab countries, including the pivotal states of
Egypt and Saudi Arabia, but also Morocco, Algeria and some of the small
gulf emirates as well.
Nevertheless, the future does not have to be as bleak, for the contribution of
Arab youth can bring about an Arab renaissance. A bright future trajectory
would require a process of deep-rooted broad reform leading to a society of
freedom and good governance. The indispensable opening act, according
to AHDR3, is unchaining the public sphere in Arab countries through
respecting the key freedoms of opinion, expression and association.
Political reform needs, however, to be complemented by a far-reaching
package of societal reforms. The two components of political and societal
reforms would then integrate to form the basis of a project for human
renewal in the Arab region
To encourage a healthy contribution of youth to this process of reform,
special care needs to be devoted to reform of education and training systems,
being essential requirements for the acquisition of basic human capacities
badly lacking at present. In addition, special care needs to be devoted to
effective utilisation of the diverse capabilities of youth in various fields of
human endeavour, especially economic activity and democratic political
processes. Only in a climate of public freedom can Arab youth innovate for
the benefit of the Arab region and world at large.
_________
April 2008

478

Beyond Borders

Out of the Black Hole
How did the Arab Human Development Report contribute
to the Arab political reform debate?
Noeman Al-Sayyad
“ Mafish Faydah! “ (It’s no use). This comment of the historic Egyptian
leader, Saad Zaghloul, from his deathbed, on the futility of medical efforts
to save his life, has become the proverbial conclusion to many a discussion
on political reform efforts in the Arab world. The persistence and resilience
of a monopoly on power in the hands of small ruling elites in many regimes
in the Arab region has put politics beyond the reach of a majority of citizens,
left as observers rather than participants in a process to effect social
change. Fear or apathy is the dominant response to any call for political
engagement. However, recent events in several Arab countries reveal that
more Arab citizens are determined to muster their will to challenge the
status quo, capitalising on openings towards greater freedom. Despite its
delayed publication, the recent Arab Human Development Report (AHDR
2004) could not have come out at a more opportune moment to underline
the urgency of its main message: failure to deliver real political reform that
guarantees greater freedoms and good governance may result in chaotic
social upheaval.
Initiated in 2002, the series of AHDRs examine the most significant
challenges facing development in the Arab world at the start of the third
millennium. The first report, issued in 2002, identified three key deficits
in the areas of knowledge, freedom and good governance, and the
empowerment of women. The second report (AHDR 2003), focused on
the Arab world’s growing knowledge gap, and called for closing it through
a number of carefully considered recommendations. Third in the series,
AHDR 2004 surveys political reform efforts throughout the region over
the past three years and aims at stimulating a dialogue in Arab societies on
how to expand freedom and establish good governance.
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Since its publication, the AHDR series has inspired extensive and energetic
debates inside the Arab region and internationally. Like many intellectual
endeavours, the response to the findings and arguments of the AHDRs
ranged between enthusiastic acclaim and pointed critique. However,
supporters and critics alike duly recognised the significance of the reports
in informing policy choices for development. Two features of the reports
are particularly important. First, they reflect energy for change from
within; they are authored by an independent and diverse team of eminent
Arab experts, and they present balanced and self-critical analyses of some
of the most fundamental issues facing Arab policy makers. Secondly, the
reports do not stop at diagnosis and analysis of the current state of affairs.
They conclude with a strategic vision that proposes credible avenues of
positive action.
The individual is free only in a free society in a free nation
Subtitled “Towards Freedom in the Arab World,” AHDR 2004 adopts
a comprehensive concept of freedom that not only emphasises civil
and political freedoms, but also the liberation of the individual from all
factors that are inconsistent with human dignity, such as poverty, hunger,
ignorance and disease. This comprehensive concept of freedom expands
beyond the individual level to include the collective (societal) and the
national (national liberation) levels as integral components. The report
sums up all societal structures and processes necessary to guarantee,
sustain and promote freedom in the order of good governance. Such an
order is constructed on five pillars: first, safeguarding freedom in the
comprehensive sense to ensure expansion of people’s choices; second,
effective popular participation and full representation; third, effective and
accountable institutions; fourth, the rule of law; and fifth, an efficient fair
and independent judiciary. As such the report presents freedom and good
governance as essentially inseparable.
The current Arab condition
The report employs this conceptual construct to examine the status
of freedom and good governance in Arab countries. This analysis is
complemented by presenting the findings of a field survey exploring
perceptions of Arab citizens of the most important components of freedom
and the level of enjoyment of those freedoms in their countries. It is
important to note that only five Arab countries, namely Jordan, Lebanon,
Palestine, Morocco and Algeria, gave permission to conduct this survey.
The report concludes that the situation of freedom and good governance in
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the Arab world ranges from deficient to seriously deficient, notwithstanding
some country variations.
Unrepresentative and authoritarian regimes interested in preserving
their interests and grip on power, and keen on giving no chance to any
opposition to challenge their authority, have erected a political architecture
that relentlessly curtails civic and political freedoms, which the report
dubbed as the “Black-hole state model.” In the words of the AHDR 2004’s
authors, “the modern Arab state, in the political sense, runs close to this
astronomical model, whereby the executive apparatus resembles a ‘black
hole’ which converts its surrounding social environment into a setting in
which nothing moves and from which nothing escapes.” Furthermore,
such regimes violate constitutional rights taking control of the law and
manipulating it to their own ends. At times laws are enacted to confiscate
constitutionally granted rights, while in others the constitutions are
themselves amended to usurp certain fundamental rights.
At the root of this state of affairs the report finds a confluence of internal
constraints and external interests. Such factors include: the contradiction
between Arab freedom and the narrow interests of dominant global powers;
“oriental despotism”; appropriating religion to perpetuate tyranny; and the
trap of one-off elections, among other aspects. But in the final analysis, the
picture is not totally bleak. The report records political reform advances in
select countries, including Morocco, Bahrain, Syria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia
and Palestine, and an expanding discourse within civil society calling for
reform, citing initiatives such as the Sanaa declaration and the Alexandria
Charter.
Three alternate future scenarios
The basic premise of the report’s strategic vision is that the convergence
of factors of a deepening developmental crisis, internal repression and
external interference calls for bold, comprehensive and fundamental
reforms. Partial measures will no longer be sufficient or effective. That is
why it presents its first future alternative of maintaining the status quo under
the title of “Impending Disaster”, highlighting the cost of inaction. This
alternative is juxtaposed against the ideal scenario that is entitled “Izdihar:
epanouissement humain”. In this alternative, power would be redistributed
within Arab societies in favor of the citizenry and a good governance
regime is built on the pillars mentioned above. The outcome of an historic
transformation should be based on peaceful negotiation among all proreform segments of Arab society. Acknowledging that the historical project
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of Arab renewal which started two centuries ago has failed to deliver, the
report accepts a third midway scenario accommodating external reform
initiatives. However, acceptance of this alternative is conditional upon
equal partnership, provision of Arab ownership and leadership, respect for
outcomes freely chosen by the people, inclusiveness and complete respect
of international human rights law, especially the right to national liberation.
The report concludes setting out recommendations to guide Arabs towards
the realisation of this vision of a gradual and negotiated transition of
power to democratic regimes. Creating an environment that guarantees the
traditional three key freedoms -- opinion, expression and association -will be the first step in the process of transition through dialogue between
the state and all political, intellectual and civil forces. This genuine and
equal dialogue in an environment of freedom should allow civil society
institutions to gain autonomy and emerge as a truly representative actor of
the whole society, free from corruption and an inclusive force to spearhead
the movement towards good governance.
Three key priority areas of action are necessary: abolishing the state
of emergency, ending discrimination against any societal group and
guaranteeing the independence of the judiciary. The transformation process
also entails reforming the political system to allow for full participation
through free and fair elections, the results of which must be fully respected.
Civil and political rights and basic freedoms should be guaranteed by
constitutions with sufficient legal safeguards to avoid the possibility of the
legislatures to diminish or abolish them. Along with many others, these
recommendations are presented only as guidelines offered to all active
societal forces on the Arab political scene: a society of freedom and good
governance. The report, as such, delivers on its promise of providing
insightful descriptions of current conditions, a sound analysis of causes and
potentials and a vision for alternative avenues of transformation. It does not
pretend to have the answer, and thus refrains from any prescription. Those
searching the report for an action manifesto may be disappointed. But a
careful and critical reading of the report may help them develop their own.
_________
June 2005
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Let the New Generation Rise
The old Arab dreams of unity, liberty, justice and
development are sound, but it is the youth, not the aging
generation, that will see these ideas into practice
Farouk El Baz

My generation has failed to achieve any of the hopes of the Arab people.
It did not succeed in reaching the goals that were deemed attainable by
the vast majority. The generation in question was educated in schools and
universities locally and abroad in the 1950s and 1960s. Among us were
extraordinary people full of energy, hope and determination. With the
enthusiasm of youth, nothing appeared insurmountable. Failure was not
imaginable. The future was ours to shape and the lifting of the Arab world
to the highest levels of human development appeared certain in the near
distance.
We spoke of the future with commendable resolve. Our four goals were
to: first, unify the Arab world; second, liberate Palestine; third, institute
social justice; and fourth eradicate illiteracy. Unifying the Arab world
was first and foremost on my generation’s agenda. We believed that Arabs
everywhere were unified by common history, language, culture and hopes
for the future. With few exceptions, their land was divided into countries
by colonial powers. Their borders were lines drawn on maps with little
accuracy, did not represent natural boundaries, and lacked tribal or
historical significance. Joining these disparate entities into one nation, or a
federation of countries, would create a meaningful block that would have
a befitting presence on the world stage.
It was assumed that the unity of Arab countries would lead to the liberation
of Palestine. We believed that the Palestinian people paid the price for
the inhumanity of Nazi Germany towards European Jews. We feared that
establishing a Jewish state would increase religious extremism, polarise
sects and initiate untenable sectarian strife throughout the region. Palestine
was part of the Arab world where Muslims, Christians and Jews could
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live in harmony and peace as they had accommodated each other there for
2,000 years.
Just before our time, the Arab world was still productive: Egyptian cotton
was a highly prized commodity worldwide; Syrian artisans produced
imaginative handiwork; and emerging industries were satisfying local
needs everywhere. But, we felt that the riches benefited only a few. We
perceived an upper class of greedy landlords and industrialists who
exploited the labour force. Our sought after social justice came in the form
of a Robin Hood solution: take from the rich and give to the poor. This
simplistic model was imposed by revolutionary governments of the time
as “Arab socialism,” a poor cousin of failed practices in the Soviet Union.
We also believed that establishing social justice would tend to our last goal
of eradicating illiteracy. We felt that the Arab people remained exploited
because many were illiterate. They either did not know their rights, or
did not have the intellectual means to attain them. Thus we envisioned
organising, training and motivating groups of college students to devote
their summer months to teaching young and old how to read and write
throughout the land.
What went wrong
There was nothing wrong with any of these goals; in fact, most remain
valid to this day. It was the approach to these that was impractical or
counter-productive. The failure was due to dependence on strengthening
institutions rather than on building the capacity of individuals. Government
institutions were inept, inefficient and self-serving. Assured employment
with increasing perks, no matter what the performance, had created a highly
protective culture of the status quo. Efficient propaganda machines touted
the lofty aims of governments. Populations were kept in a dark cloud of
smoke that inhibited vision and reflection. Lies became facts and regression
became progress. None of our goals could have been accomplished under
then prevailing systems.
Concentrating power in the hands of “people of trust,” rather than of
knowledge and ability, held back progress and suffocated innovation.
Technocrats lost their self-respect and acquiesced. Young workers in
every field were expected to simply do as asked. None were encouraged
to change, improve or try new or better ways. Individual initiative was
forbidden and institutional decay became the norm. The excitement of
contributing was lost and a malaise took hold of all aspects of society and
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economy. As Arab governments spent energy on their own survival, the
cause of unity was relegated to empty slogans at ineffective conferences
and summit meetings.
A federation of Arab countries could not have been established based
on emotional ties, and without popularising the gains to all parties. (The
European Union emerged after years of unstinting efforts by many leaders
to explain the various benefits to their people, and the proper institutional
framework had to be put in place.) Thought should have been given to
benefits from common trade, security, mobility of labour, etc. Also, an
Arab union could not have happened in the atmosphere of mistrust and fear
of the strong by the weak, which prevailed at the time. It was not possible
without sacrifices on the part of the haves for the betterment of the havenots. It required visionary leaders capable of inspiring their people to work
for the public good and to achieve a common goal.
In the meantime, deciding to change the tragic fate of the Palestinians by
military means was definitely counter-productive. It changed the story
from that of the displaced Palestinians who were robbed of their land and
their freedom to that of seven armies of huge countries trying to invade
fragile, little Israel. The human tragedy should have remained as such:
people who had suffered great injustice should not cause suffering to
others. The conscience of the world could have been aroused in favour of
the Palestinians through the United Nations, which was once a powerful
and vigorous organisation.
Because of reliance on the military option, all else was neglected in the
Arab “confrontation states.” Their banners of the time proclaimed: “No
voice rises above the voice of the battle.” In practice, this meant: “Do not
question anything”, as all spending was directed towards the war effort.
Individuals became muzzled and no one dared to question those holding
power. The grasp of government-run institutions expanded and tightened.
Ineptness and corruption set in, derailing the few remaining signs of
economic productivity or cultural enhancement.
As to the goal of eradicating illiteracy, it was practically forgotten. It was
replaced by a loud buzz of “free education for all.” Governments opened
schools and universities with or without teacher preparation. These
institutions were not based on long-range plans grounded in societal or
market needs. Officials continued to issue statistics of the number of schools
opened each year, yet illiteracy remained high, and in some countries even
increased.
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What To Do
If my generation has failed to achieve its goals it should no longer be left
in charge of the future. Moving forward in a new direction requires leaders
with courage, vision, energy and determination. A younger generation
should be given the opportunity to inspire change and uplift the Arab
world from its present state. To forge a new path, however, one must first
recognise the failings of the old one. We owe it to future generations of
Arabs to admit our failure and point to the right direction.
The present goal should be to build the ability and self-confidence of younger
citizens and to put trust in them. Therefore, it is important to encourage
and empower mid-career individuals to take the necessary initiatives to
motivate the workforce and upgrade the capacity of institutions. Such
individuals could only thrive in a culture of respect for the minds of its men
and women. Individual contributions can only blossom in an atmosphere
of valuing knowledge and rewarding excellence in a fair and transparent
manner.
In reality, this translates into the need for a generation with self-confidence,
which is essential for innovation, “thinking out of the box”, providing
alternatives to the status quo, or leading others to a common good. It also
requires nurturing capabilities through constant acquisition of knowledge
for its own sake.
Personal sacrifice for the good of the nation is something that can be
taught. Implanting national pride by leaders, intellectuals and the media
can produce useful citizens. It makes people feel satisfaction by doing
something for the benefit of others, without expecting pay or thanks.
Personal pride from being useful and valuable far outweighs material
rewards.
Although it requires attention by parents, teachers and the media, redirecting
the goals of the new generations of Arabs is not an insurmountable
challenge. It calls for changing the culture from one of admiring riches to
one of respecting knowledge and valuing the work ethic. It requires young
men and women with enough self-confidence and self-respect to dedicate
their energy towards the benefit of society. Only a generation armed with
the ability to effect change from the ways of the past can achieve the
legitimate hopes of the Arab people for a better future.
_____________
September 2006
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Faltering Ecology in the Arab Region
The Arab world is not yet doing enough to confront major
ecological challenges
Mohamed El Ashry
The Arab region, which at one time led the world in science, mathematics
and literature, now faces unique development and environment challenges.
Despite some improvements over the past decade, future generations in
the region will continue to face serious environmental problems unless
significant attention is given, and investments are made, to reverse the
current state of environmental degradation, particularly with regard to
water scarcity, pollution and health problems, and weak environmental
institutions and legal frameworks.
Environmental and natural resource problems are dictated by the region’s
geography and its arid and semi-arid climate. As a result, the distribution
of water resources and arable land has led to a concentration of about 250
million people in the coastal zones and river valleys. This phenomenon,
along with a corresponding concentration of industry, agriculture and
transport activities, has created unique and complex environmental
management problems. The pressures on the resource base are exacerbated
by demands from relatively high population growth rates and continued
migration from rural areas to increasingly crowded urban centres.
Region-wide, there is a dichotomy of development. Levels of education,
health, population growth and environmental degradation indicate that
countries of the region are less developed than a glance at their economies
and infrastructure would imply. Across and within countries, differences
in income and opportunities are striking. These “development gaps” are
complicated by enormous contrasts in economic and resource conditions of
the region’s countries. Some countries have major oil resources and attract
labour from other parts of the region; others have abundant populations,
limited natural resources, and are labour exporters. Some lower income
countries are limited both in government institutions and human resources.
Common to all countries of the region, however, is an evident need for the
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strengthening of institutions, particularly those concerned with integrating
environmental protection and natural resource management issues into
the overall development process. Stronger institutions are imperative if
a successful transition to balance and sustainable development is to be
achieved throughout the Arab region.
In one way or another, the major environmental issues facing the region
revolve around the reduced quantities of water available for human
consumption and severe water quality issues emerging from limited supply,
inadequate municipal treatment, high agricultural runoff, and uncontrolled
effluents from industry.
Today, average per capita water availability in the region is about 1,200
cubic metres per year (world average is about 7,000). According to the
World Bank, annual water resources per capita are expected to fall to 740
cubic metres per year by 2015. Despite growing urban populations, almost
90 per cent of the region’s water resources are allocated to the agriculture
sector, with only 7 per cent going towards domestic consumption.
While conventional water availability remains relatively constant, demand
is increasing sharply as a result of population growth and irrigation
development. To meet this increasing demand, groundwater -- the main
source of water in many countries -- is being extracted beyond its renewal
rate in parts of the region. In coastal North Africa, excessive pumping of
groundwater has resulted in the contamination of aquifers with seawater.
Degraded water quality further reduces the availability of fresh water for
domestic and agricultural use and increases the cost of the treatment and
reuse of water. Less than 15 per cent of the total wastewater generated in
the region is adequately treated. Other sources of water pollution include
agricultural runoff from the overuse of pesticides and fertilisers and
industrial discharges of heavy metals and toxic substances.
Despite some progress, 45 million people still live without access to safe
water and 85 million people -- about 30 per cent of the region’s population
-- live without access to proper sanitation.
The region is also suffering from the loss of arable land and increased
coastal degradation. Permanent cropland, currently less than six per cent of
the total area, is shrinking due to land degradation. The cumulative impact
of land degradation is estimated to have reached $1.15 billion per year in
lost agricultural production. Lack of integrated coastal zone management
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is exacerbating competition over land and marine resources. The World
Bank estimates that the region is losing about $1.2 billion a year in tourism
revenues due to coastal zone degradation and the discharge of wastewater
into coastal seas.
Pollution related health problems, particularly in urban and industrial
centres, represent another major environmental challenge. Sources include
open municipal waste dumps, open burning of municipal waste, an aging
and poorly maintained vehicle fleet, inefficient use of fossil fuels for power
generation and in industry, and sulphur oxide emissions from industry.
Concentration of industry around major urban centres accounts for a large
part of urban air pollution in the region. Cairo and Alexandria, for example,
account for about 95 per cent of industrial pollution in Egypt. The same
situation can be found in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia.
Environmental problems in the region are not abstract issues that only -as once was argued -- the rich can afford to address. These long-lasting
challenges have significant impacts on the economy and on human health.
As estimated in the National Environmental Action Plans of countries in
the region, the annual cost of environmental damages ranges from 4-9 per
cent of GDP for certain countries (Algeria, 9.6 per cent; Morocco, eight
per cent; Syria, seven per cent; and Lebanon, six per cent). These costs
are higher than those for Eastern Europe (five per cent) and substantially
higher than those of OECD countries (2-3 per cent). Overall, it is estimated
that the environmental health burden is about 15 per cent of the total health
burden in the region.
Slow progress in improving environmental quality and pursuing sustainable
development in the Arab region is routed in policy and institutional failures,
coupled with a lack of public awareness and a poor knowledge base. In
many countries, public access to environmental information has not
advanced. Water subsidies, especially in irrigation, continue to be a major
stumbling block for many countries. Similarly, energy subsidies prevail.
Development strategies can only be sustained when countries integrate
environmental issues and actions into plans and policies. Arab countries
should also remove the perverse incentives embodied in subsidies and
price interventions, which tend to exacerbate economic and ecological
losses, particularly in the energy and agricultural sectors.
The liberalisation of investment can also provide substantial environmental

489

Daring to Care
benefits by promoting competition, specialisation and improving access
to environmentally benign technologies. This is particularly relevant
where much of the industry concentrated around urban centres in the
Arab region is public sector and operating with outmoded and highly
polluting technologies. Tunisia’s problem with phosphates in water
supplies, Algeria’s problems with mercury pollution and Egypt’s problem
with cement dust are all associated with public ownership. Increased
competition and investment in environmentally benign technologies could
make significant reductions in these countries’ industrial air and water
pollution problems.
In many cases, these policy reforms must be complemented by targeted
measures to break the negative link between economic development
and environmental degradation. Taxes or direct government regulations
can be directed at specific resource- users to force full accounting of the
environmental costs of their behaviour.
Central to achieving environmentally sound and sustainable development
is building-up institutional and technical capacity for choosing, applying
and adapting suitable technologies for energy and transport, and in
industrial and agricultural production. There is also a need to support the
establishment of a network of first-rate research and training centres in Arab
countries. One objective would be to facilitate the transfer of knowledge
and develop a strong in-country capacity for science and technology and
improvements in natural resource management. Such centres would also
allow countries to better assess the regional implications of global change
and enable them to participate more effectively in international discussions
and negotiations on the global environment.
Scientific knowledge should underlie the articulation of sustainable
development goals through scientific assessments of current situations and
future prospects for the environment in the Arab region. Such assessments
should be also used to inform the development of alternative strategies
for long-term policy formulation. Science and technology research and
development should provide for improvements in the efficiency of resource
use, including more efficient utilisation of energy in agriculture, industry
and transportation, and the development of renewable energy sources,
especially solar energy.
Responding to these complex and interconnected challenges of
sustainable development will also require increased regional cooperation.

490

Beyond Borders
Economic cooperation among countries tends to reduce tensions, thereby
simultaneously enabling countries to redirect resources to development,
promoting a more favourable economic environment, and undercutting
instability. Cooperation in trade enlarges the market and allows gains from
economies of scale and from the adoption of new technologies. Some
infrastructural and environmental projects, which hold the promise of
contributing to economic prosperity, can only be implemented in a regional
context.
The beginning of the 21st century is an opportune time for an “Arab agenda”
on sustainable development and environment and a regional pact that pools
resources for action on economic, environmental and social challenges. In
such a pact and the cooperative development it suggests lies the long-term
stability, prosperity and security of the Arab region.

_________
May 2006
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The Gibraltar Barrage
Controlling the sea level of the Mediterranean would be an
engineering feat and may be both possible and necessary
Mohamed El-Kassas
The Mediterranean is a word that has three connotations: a body of saltwater

(sea), a basin comprising the sea and its adjoining coastal lands, and a
region with a climate type (hot, dry summers and mild, wet winters) that
prevails in an area broader than the basin and in homologues encountered
far beyond the basin: southern Africa, southern Australia, western South
America and western North America.
The Mediterranean Sea is a body of water that extends for around 4,000
kilometres from Gibraltar to the Syrian coast. It is the largest inland sea (an
area of approximately 2.5 million square kilometres), and it lies between
Asia, Africa and Europe. Its maximum depth is around 4,400 metres
(average depth is around 1,500 metres), with a total water volume of around
3.7 million cubic kilometres. It is connected to the Atlantic Ocean through
the Strait of Gibraltar (15 kilometres wide, 290 metres deep), with the Sea
of Marmara and the Black Sea through the Dardannelles (four kilometres
wide, 55 metres deep), and with the Red Sea through the Suez Canal since
1869.
The Sicilian Channel (110 kilometres wide, 350 metres deep) divides the
Mediterranean Sea into a western basin (around 850,000 square kilometres)
and an eastern basin (approximately 1,650,000 square kilometres). The
Mediterranean Sea comprises a number of sub-basins: the Ligurian,
Adriatic, Aegean, Ionian and Tyrrhenian seas.
The hydrological processes of the Mediterranean Sea set the framework
of its ecology, resources, environment and likely impacts of future global
warmth. The water body comprises three layers that differ in their salinity
and temperature profiles: a surface layer (depth 75-300 metres), an
intermediate layer (depth 400-600 metres, warmer and more saline), and
a deep layer (below 600 metres). The eastern basin is warmer than the
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western basin and hence evaporation rates are higher and the level of water
surface lower. The sea level of the Mediterranean is lower than that of the
Atlantic (lowest around 80 centimetres in the eastern basin).
The deficit is compensated by an influx of Atlantic water through the Strait
of Gibraltar (approximately 40,000 cubic meters per second, or around
2,760 cubic kilometres per year). This figure is the sum of AtlanticMediterranean exchanges through surface and subsurface currents.
Estimated turnover time for Mediterranean waters is 80-100 years.
The water deficit of the Mediterranean Sea and the narrow inlet of the Strait
of Gibraltar suggested to the German engineer Herman Söergel in 1926 the
idea of a barrage across the strait that could be used to control the inflow
of water from the Atlantic and hence control the level of Mediterranean
surface water. Söergel had a dream project that would provide a mechanism
for lowering the Mediterranean for a few hundred metres, to: expose wider
shoreline stretches that would provide space for coastal resorts, etc (a
100-metre drop would result in the exposure of 150,000 square kilometres
of Mediterranean littoral); a Gibraltar hydraulic power plant would be an
added asset; expose a land bridge between Africa and Europe (the Sicilian
divide); the Sicilian bridge and the Gibraltar cross-over would provide
two highway connections between Europe and Africa (forming a united
continent: Atlantiropa).
This was earlier than the concern about global warmth and its likely impact
on sea levels. The Söergel scheme included complementary projects such
as locks across the Suez Canal.
Herman Söergel first reported his project in papers (March 1928), then a
book, Lowering the Mediterranean, published in 1929 in German, French,
English and Spanish.

The Strait of Gibraltar
The Mediterranean is what remained of its giant ancestor: the Tethys
Ocean. It has a very long geological history with major tectonic movements
including continental drifts. During the Tertiary Age (65 million years ago),
the Mediterranean Sea was progressively reduced, the gap between Europe
and Africa was closed and the connection between the Mediterranean and
the Atlantic was cut off. But some 5.3 million years before present a new
series of westerly oriented tectonic shudders shook the region, breaking
open the land bridge between lberia and North Africa, and allowing the
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Atlantic waters to once again surge through the Strait of Gibraltar into the
dried basin. The present day size, shape and features of the Mediterranean
were finally set around five million years before present. But during the
Quaternary Age (one million years before present) events of the major
glacials and interglacials caused the lowering (regression) and the rising
(transgression) of the Mediterranean.
“The whole Mediterranean Sea has the shape of a bottle of which the ninemile (14.4 kilometre) Strait of Gibraltar is the neck”, wrote E C Simple
in The Geography of the Mediterranean Region in Relation to Ancient
History, published in 1932. The relative narrowness and shallowness
(290 metres) of this Atlantic- Mediterranean gateway made it seemingly
a practicable site for a barrage that would control the inflow of water
from the Atlantic Ocean to the Sea. Without this inflow the “level of the
Mediterranean would tend to subside”, to quote André Siegfried.

So‘rgel’s project revisited
So‘rgel’s scheme (lowering the Mediterranean Sea) was based on the
balance sheet of the Mediterranean waters. It showed that around 70 per
cent of its water deficit was compensated by inflow from the Atlantic. A
dam across Gibraltar would initiate a process of Mediterranean dry up.
So‘rgel calculated that an annual drop in water level would be “in excess of
one metre”. The Gibraltar dam, with navigation sluices, would be a major
engineering structure.
Very likely global warmth would cause global water bodies to expand by
an increase of temperature (1-3¼C), water levels rising 20-80 centimetres.
Melting ice formations may increase the volume of marine waters causing
a substantial rise (several metres). Coastal countries of the two connected
basins, the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, face the threat of sea level
rises. Approximately 30 countries have developed coastal lands that would
be threatened by sea level rises. Building protective walls may be considered
in very limited sites, but not for the thousands of kilometres of shoreline.
Revisiting Soergel’s scheme deserves consideration. The objective is not to
lower the sea level, but to provide a mechanism for controlling this level,
and preventing the inundation of otherwise threatened coastal lands.
Four studies need to be carried out preparatory to the project: engineering
design, including costs; formulating the basis of an international treaty on
maritime traffic; formulating the basis of a regional convention including
the 30 or so countries directly concerned and deciding ownership and
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mechanisms for management; environmental impact assessments.
The engineering study would require background survey data on the
Gibraltar site, particularly water depths, bottom configuration (including
the sill that characterises the bottom), and the hydrographies of AtlanticMediterranean exchanges.
The international treaty may require the UN General Assembly to establish
an intergovernmental negotiation group to draft the treaty (comparable to
treaties set for the Suez Canal, etc).
The regional convention -- under the aegis of the Union for the Mediterranean
-- would set the arrangements for ownership and management.
The environmental impact studies may be carried out with the help of
the institutions of the Convention for the Protection of the Mediterranean
Sea Against Pollution, Barcelona, 1976 (United Nations Environment
Programme).
___________
October 2008
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Road Not Travelled
Education reform in the Middle East and North Africa
is sorely needed, but yet unrealised. It is not, however,
beyond reach
Ahmed Galal
Everyone agrees that education is probably the most important determinant
of the future of countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA),
including Egypt. Yet there is no common view about which road to travel
to improve the region’s ailing education systems.
I tried to answer this question in a recent comprehensive study. The short
answer is that the region must travel a new road.
Any reform package must encompass three parallel tracks: reforms to
improve the education process itself; reforms to motivate the actors
involved through better incentives; and reforms to accord citizens greater
sway to hold policymakers accountable for results. Thus far, most reform
efforts are focused on the education process alone.
To tell the story more fully, I will try to answer the following questions
successively: How much progress has the region made thus far? What went
wrong along the way? What is the best path to follow? How do we get
there?
How much progress has been made?
Over the past 40 years, the MENA region invested heavily in education,
with significant positive results. Indeed, the region spent on average five
per cent of GDP and 20 per cent of government expenditures on education.
As a result, the region was able, between 1970 and 2003, to achieve full
primary education enrolment and to increase enrolment in secondary
schools threefold and fivefold at the higher education level.
The crowning achievement for the region has been the closing of the
education gender gap. Illiteracy rates have also been halved, and some
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countries now score relatively well on international tests.
Despite this impressive track record, education systems in the region
continue to deliver inferior outcomes to those obtained in other regions
at similar levels of economic development. The region lags behind East
Asia and Latin America with respect to secondary and higher education
enrolment. The average number of years of schooling in MENA is also
below both regions by more than one year.
Equally important, investment in education was not translated into
higher economic growth, better income distribution and lower poverty.
In comparison with other regions, MENA allocated more resources to
education. However, per capita growth rates were lower and unemployment
was higher. The limited contribution of human capital in MENA to
development outcomes can be traced to a host of factors, particularly low
quality and poor allocation of graduates, dominated by government hiring
in low productivity jobs. Low returns in education also mean that the poor
are not reaping the benefits of investing in education by moving up the
social ladder.
What went wrong?
Like other developing countries in the wake of their independence,
governments in the MENA region pursued aggressive education policies
to enhance their national identity and make education available to as many
citizens as possible. This drive worked quite well.
Indeed, countries in MENA committed themselves early to free access
to education for all citizens. To achieve this objective, they relied on a
command-and-control centralised apparatus, which involved building and
owning schools, producing the content of education, and hiring teachers
as civil servants. The focus was on building new schools, development
of pedagogical material and curricula, and the recruitment, training and
deployment of teachers. After enrolling as many students as possible,
most MENA countries were subsequently faced with the problem of
overexpansion in higher education . Growing graduate unemployment
rates and the costs of higher education led many to consider ways to
dampen demand for this level of instruction. Some adopted higher
standards of entry and retention and fewer incentives to attract students
(including fewer scholarships). The most common response, however,
was to orient lower- performing students to terminal vocational training
at the secondary education level. Once in the vocational stream, students
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acquired some practical skills, but very few had the option of pursuing
university education.
Over time, circumstances changed, both within region and globally.
Globally, firms can no longer afford to compete without employing a
well-educated, technically skilled workforce capable of adopting new
technologies and selling sophisticated goods and services. Students now
require proficiency in new subjects and new sets of transversal skills.
Whereas literacy and numeracy remain fundamental, with ever-greater
levels of mastery, foreign languages and science training increasingly hold
importance. In addition, problem solving and communication skills, rather
than the ability to perform routine tasks, are essential for productivity. And
modern pedagogical methods incorporate inquiry-based learning and adapt
teaching to the learning capacity of individual students.
MENA countries, however, continue to use a more traditional model of
pedagogy (for example, blackboard based learning and little interaction
between teachers and students). They do not provide multiple opportunities
for learning; rather they view schooling as a pyramid with a narrowing group
of students advancing to higher levels of instruction. Education systems
are not inclusive and diversified, particularly at the post-compulsory level
of instruction. In post-compulsory education, once a decision is made
regarding a field of study, there is no turning back.
In sum, the region invested heavily in education and was able to make
significant progress by means of state-led and funded education systems.
This approach, however, exhausted its usefulness and present education
systems need to undergo significant transformations to cope with important
changes in circumstances.
In search of a new path
In a fundamental way, the guiding principle of most education reforms in
the MENA region thus far has been that engineering education (reforming
inputs) will do the trick. That is, it is sufficient to increase the quantity
and improve the quality of inputs (schools, teachers, administrators and
equipment) to improve outcomes. More resources and better mix of inputs
constitute the necessary ingredients to fix education systems. This premise
is flawed. It leaves out motivating the actors involved in the process to
do a better job. And it ignores the importance of holding policymakers
accountable to citizens. Without a combination of reforms on all three
fronts, as illustrated in Figure 3, progress will remain elusive.
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The road ahead
The road not travelled is thus the road ahead. This new road is a significant
departure from past reform efforts. It involves a shift in thinking on multiple
fronts. What are the main landmarks of the new road?
From engineering inputs to engineering for results
In earlier phases of reform, engineering was a relatively straightforward
activity of putting in place buildings, teachers and pedagogical materials
based on a simple prediction of demand. Now education must produce
appropriate skills for global competition and meet a growing demand for
post-compulsory education.
This increased complexity requires a new kind of engineering based on
partnership rather than hierarchical command. For example, rather than
controlling the allocation of all educational inputs and resources, education
authorities need to coordinate the contributions of an assortment of actors
(public, private, local, nongovernmental) to meet expected objectives.
Some of the tools of this type of engineering include quality control and
public- private partnerships. In addition, “engineers” (from the ministry
to the school level) would have the responsibility of finding additional
sources of financing.
From hierarchical control to incentive- compatible contracts
Using incentives to change the behaviour of educators, schools, or providers
of other education services is not entirely new in the region. However, to
promote the flexibility and performance of education actors, there are three
areas in which MENA countries can further improve incentive structures.
First, non-public provision of instruction and education could be further
promoted, particularly in areas where it has an evident comparative
advantage to meet diversified demand for educational services (for example,
vocational training, and postsecondary education). Second, more decisionmaking responsibilities could be shifted to the school or university level
to increase flexibility. In parallel, (additional) public financing could be
tied to outcomes, thus ensuring accountability for performance. Finally,
teachers are now expected to function more like physicians or lawyers,
applying diagnostics and crafting responses according to the specific needs
of students.
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To support this transformation, new teacher incentive structures are needed.
Although linking teacher pay or promotion to class outcomes is not easy, it
can be done initially at the level of schools or specific departments. Also,
teacher licenses and promotion could require teachers to continuously
upgrade their skills and competencies, rather than depend on seniority
alone.
Accountability to the state versus accountability to the public
For education systems to perform better, they must cater to the increasingly
complex demands of a diverse clientele (parents, students, workers,
employers). Ensuring better accountability to this public can be approached
along two dimensions.
First, institutional mechanisms can be put in place to enable different
stakeholders to influence educational policy, resource allocation and
service delivery. This can be done in part by holding consultative
events, parliamentary oversight committees, advisory committees, or
nongovernmental representation on oversight agencies. Civil society
can play the role of “watchdog” through independent research institutes,
professional associations and well-informed media.
Second, an accurate, credible, regularly updated and detailed information
system is required to enable the above actors to exercise their accountability
mandates effectively. At present, education information systems tend to be
weak, as demonstrated by the many gaps in basic educational data available
to the public; even simple information on student outcomes, attendance,
dropout, teacher absenteeism, and teacher training and qualification at the
level of school, district and nation.
Synchronising human capital accumulation with labour demand
Initiatives are needed at national, regional and international levels to
produce better labour market outcomes and higher returns to investment
in education in MENA.
First, employment policy in government has led to suboptimal use of
labour and created expectations that could not be fulfilled. This policy was
coupled with relatively low levels of job creation by the private sector
in new and dynamic directions. In turn, private sector activities were
limited by excessive and costly regulations, constraints on openness, and
low confidence in macroeconomic policies. One important implication
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for the education sector is this: until sufficient progress is made to create
productive jobs in dynamic sectors of the economy, further expanding
education systems in the region may be counterproductive.
Without labour mobility or migration, unemployment in the region would
have been higher and the returns on education lower than observed. Yet
this positive outcome was possible despite an array of migration policies
and practices that do not encourage migration. Collectively, governments
of both host and home countries can benefit from concluding bilateral
or multilateral agreements on orderly migration and return migration of
workers. They could further coordinate their education systems to ensure
that the graduates the exporting countries have the skills most in demand
in host country markets.
Clearly not all countries in the MENA region need the same recipe
suggested here. Some have made more progress than others. What seems
certain, though, is that all countries need to travel a new road, with different
degrees of emphasis on engineering, incentives and accountability.
April 2008
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Forward, but Slowly
Much remains to be done to enhance the role of women in
the region
Hoda Badran
A few weeks ago the fourth Arab Human Development Report was issued,
entitled “Towards the Rise of Women in the Arab Region”. The United
Nations Development Programme, the Arab Gulf Programme for United
Nations Development Organisations and the Arab Fund For Economic and
Social Development jointly published the report. The first report in the
series, published in 2002, identified three critical problems affecting human
development in the Arab region: knowledge acquisition, freedom and good
governance and women’s empowerment. Subsequent reports were aimed
at discussing these problems in depth and formulating a strategic vision for
overcoming them.
The most recent report addressing the empowerment of women is divided
into two parts and an executive summary. The first part discusses human
development changes initiated by governments and civil society since
the launching of the previous report, and how these initiatives affected
the empowerment of women. It questions the seriousness of the reform
process embraced by Arab countries that continue to mask the repression
of freedoms and violations of human rights. It notes that elections that
took place in some Arab countries recently were flawed. It also points to
an unfavourable international and regional context arising from several
factors, including the continued occupation of Palestine and Iraq, the
passing of the Global Anti-Semitism Review Act by the United States
in 2004, and the stereotyping of the Arab region and Islam as breeding
grounds for terrorism.
In assessing progress towards overcoming deficits in human development,
the report states that although during the study period restrictions on
public freedoms increased, and oppressive systems in Arab countries were
perpetuated, some positive steps towards widening margins of freedom
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were taken. Such steps included Egyptian and Jordanian human rights
reports, Bahrain’s decree to teach human rights in schools, the United
Arab Emirate’s new human rights association, Morocco’s proposals for
reform and Algeria’s similar initiatives. The first part of the report ends by
citing some positive developments in the area of women’s empowerment
in a number of Arab countries. However, such developments were listed
separately without linking them to other changes in human development
in each country, or in the region as a whole. As an example, the report
does not mention what happened to the Iraqi Women’s Union as a result
of the occupation. Absent is a dynamic analysis of how general changes
in human development trends affected women’s empowerment during the
study period.
The second part of the report starts with core concepts and definitions.
It presents four organising principles underwriting the rise of women;
namely, that all Arab women should enjoy: complete human rights equality
with men, complete equality of opportunity, complete citizenship rights,
and acknowledgement and respect for differences between the sexes. It
identifies certain problematic issues, such as society’s resentment of
external forces calling for the liberation of women, despotic authority in
favour of women’s rights, and the undervaluation of women’s economic
activity. It ignores, however, other important problematic issues, such
as resentment by society of the focus on women’s rights in countries
where men are also deprived of rights. Resentment also arises because
the percentage of women entering the labour market has been increasing
more than that of men, despite remaining gaps between the sexes. Another
source of resentment arises from the conflict between the concept of male
superiority -- stemming from the perception of men as traditional providers
for the family -- and the reality of increasing numbers of female-headed
households.
The second part of the report also contains a situational analysis of the
state of Arab women, including their level of general wellbeing and their
acquisition of human capacities. The report states that women, with great
variation between Arab countries, suffer high levels of health risk related
to maternity but also HIV infection and AIDS. In education, the report
notes that despite the increase in school enrolments, women are still not
equal to men in terms of opportunities for acquiring knowledge. In the
economy, Arab women’s participation is still low due to a prevailing male
culture, the scarcity of jobs, wage discrimination, and the demands of other
roles and responsibilities assigned to women. In the political sphere, Arab
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women are underrepresented in parliament. The report indicates that Arab
women suffer from human poverty, which excludes them from legislation,
administrative and organisational jobs. Attention is also drawn to certain
groups of women who are at risk of encountering violence more than
others.
The fourth Arab Human Development Report also discusses the societal
context of the state of women, and social and legal structures. It includes
a discussion of culture, focusing on sources of influence such as religious
heritage, popular culture, intellectual and artistic trends and the media.
It rightly questions the ability of Arab women working in the media to
positively influence the image of women in society. On social structures,
the report focuses on the family, where patriarchal authority over wife and
children governs relations.
On the interaction between cultural, social, economic and political
factors influencing the situation of Arab women, the report states that
Islam emphasises respect for both sexes and their rights and does
not conflict with human development, though some interpretations
prescribe an inferior status for women. According to the report, Islam
also does not contradict the UN Convention for the Elimination of all
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), which has been
ratified by around 17 Arab countries, though some with reservations.
Relative to public political life, the report states that while Arab women
made some gains in the political arena, generally speaking men fill
important decision-making positions. Women are marginalised in political
parties, where they have no decisive voice in party political affairs. A quota
for women is advocated as a tool to improve women’s political status and
participation.
The establishment of mechanisms to empower women is included among
the key accomplishments achieved in Arab countries. However, the
report erroneously notes that Jordan was the first to establish a national
commission for women. Egypt was the first to do so since it established a
National Commission for Women as early as 1975, followed in 2000 by the
National Council for Women. It should also be noted that a comparative
study to evaluate these mechanisms was recently undertaken and it would
have been useful to include its results in the human development report.
The report ends with a strategic vision with “two wings” for the rise
of women. The first wing envisages certain reforms that bring national
legislation and institutions in line with CEDAW, including initiatives to
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address poverty, health, education, the cultural dimension, the media,
child rearing, etc. The second wing is a societal movement for women that
starts at the country level and culminates in an Arab movement that links
country-specific initiatives.
Finally, certain questions could be raised on the scope and methodology
used in the field study of the report. For example, why are three countries
from the Mashrek (east) of the Arab region included while no country from
the Gulf area is? Can 1000 responses from a large country like Egypt stand
as a representative sample? Why was no correlation made between the
respondents’ characteristics and their responses?
In conclusion, notwithstanding these reservations, the report represents a
tool to be used for discussion, as noted by its authors.
__________
March 2007
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Questions and Answers

Seeing the Whole on the Challenges
Facing the Region
Mervat Tallawy
interview with Hedayat Abdel Nabi

Five years into her mandate, the (then) Secretary General of the UN

Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) speaks up
on the factors destabilizing the Arab region and the challenges that have
been facing the commission in promoting socio-economic development in
the region.
What are the main challenges facing the ESCWA region up to 2015,
when the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are supposed to be
achieved?
Instability in the region has become endemic. It is manifested in the
ongoing conflict and violence in Palestine and Iraq.
This instability has led to enormous negative implications for
socioeconomic development. It has resulted in low investment rates,
limited economic growth and constrained access to new technologies,
increasing unemployment and low productivity. This led to negative
growth all through the last two decades.
Achieving most of the MDGs by the year 2015 is, therefore, extremely
doubtful if this situation continues, especially with regards to poverty and
gender equality. The quality of education in several Arab countries -- Iraq,
Palestine and Yemen -- is also not improving according to studies carried
out by ESCWA, reporting on MDGs. In many cases educational systems do
not appear to be relevant to labour market needs. Furthermore, inadequate
economic policies and lack of social justice especially in the distribution
of wealth, as well as issues of corruption and lack of transparency are
additional facing many countries in the region.
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Do you foresee a Palestinian state in 2005, and what is your assessment
of the main challenges facing the new leadership?
We naturally hope to see the implementation of the two- state solution
declared on several occasions as the basis for resolving this most damaging
conflict in the Middle East. However, given current developments, it may
be too optimistic to envisage full implementation of this solution in 2005.
Positive signs are looming on the horizon. Greater unity among Palestinian
factions is evident. However, positive developments are often undermined
by ongoing settlement building and the use of excessive force by Israel in
the occupied Palestinian territories. The Palestinian leadership certainly
has a tough task ahead. In order to achieve significant results, it would
need to be armed with greater support from the international community,
particularly its sister Arab countries. It would also need to resort to further
measures that ensure accountability and transparency.
The deteriorating socio-economic situation in the occupied territories will
be a major challenge facing the new leadership. Damage to the ecology
is another setback that will be hard to remedy. For example, one million
olive trees some hundreds of years old were destroyed or uprooted during
the last four years!
Democracy has become a top priority item on Arab agendas.
What are your view on the model the Arab world should pursue in
democratisation?
It is true that reform and democracy are a priority for most national agendas,
but it is not realistic to single out a “one model, fit-all”, since the situation
in each of the states is different.
As a general rule, reform and democracy are essential for engendering
an environment that is conducive to socio-economic development. For
example, the ensuring of human rights -- including women’s rights -- will
be very difficult to achieve in a non-democratic environment.
Reform and democracy are essential to ensure transparency and therefore
for fighting illegal action and corruption. In this context, certain recent
developments initiated by several countries in the region are encouraging.
However, much more is needed if significant and enduring change is to be
realised.
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What impact would the failure to achieve democracy have on
development in the region?
The debate on national development models, including systems of
governance, will certainly impact paths ultimately taken by Arab countries
in implementing their own development agendas. Finding the right way to
implement the right model is crucial. Raising the standard of living of the
people is essential to peace and stability in any society.
Here, I would like to point out that many development theories have
proved to be wrong, even when backed with the best intentions. In essence,
bad planning and poor management have affected development most
negatively.
What we have to remember is that Arab countries will need to tackle external
threats and challenges as they attempt to address their heavy national
agendas. This is in addition to laying firm foundations for democracy and
the rule of law.
This is a time when the success or failure of nations is measured by
standards of living and performance in the global marketplace and we
need to constantly remember that competition in the international arena
is knowledge- based. The technological capacity to transform knowledge
into marketable products is at the root of competitiveness.
But, while we quite rightly emphasize challenges that face Arab countries,
we ought to mention that there is a need to perfect measurement and
monitoring tools that result in political and moral pressure for reform in all
nations, not only in Arab countries.
Democracy and human development have proved to be closely related.
What is your vision for the period 2005-2015 regarding this important
issue?
The relationship between democracy and human development is very well
established. This link will have to be reflected in policy and practice. To start
with, we shall have to reform educational programmes in order to ensure
a proper upbringing of the new generation, instilling and emphasising
new values, encouraging participatory attitudes and building capacity for
engagement in political debate.
Active involvement in social, economic and environmental aspects of
development must become the main goals of educational reform.
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Additionally, the role of NGOs and civil society organisations at large
should be strengthened. More partnerships are needed between NGOs,
governments and the private sector. With this in mind, ESCWA has
established a Consultative Committee of NGOs from Arab countries to
discuss problems facing civil society institutions in the Arab world.
How would you define the different challenges facing each of the Arab
world’s sub-regions, that is the Gulf states, the Levant, the Nile Valley
and the Maghreb countries?
Political differences between some member countries are among challenges
confronting all sub-regions. Differences in the level of socio-economic
development are at the root of other important sets of challenges.
The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries are almost entirely oilproducing while, by and large, the rest of the Arab countries are not oil
producers. Naturally, this impacts paths taken in national development
as well as efforts towards regional cooperation. In general, inadequate
government policies in many sectors, particularly with regard to knowledge
creation and diffusion mechanisms, impede human development in the
Arab region as a whole.
Taking each sub-region separately, we may see that challenges in the GCC
sub-region include the need to diversify national economies, and high
unemployment among nationals coexisting with a sizeable proportion of
foreign manpower. There are a few border problems as well, but these
are being gradually resolved. As far as natural resources are concerned,
water scarcity looms very high. Gender issues due to negative attitude and
inherited traditions and customs still prevail. Other important factors in
socio-economic development in this region relate to the size of some of the
GCC countries and their national populations.
Challenges of the Levant or the Mashrek relate to the high rate of population
growth, particularly in the younger age groups. Unemployment, lack of
a permanent and just solution to the Palestinian problem, and continuing
unrest in Iraq threaten to spill over into other parts of the region. Problems
in Palestine and Iraq have direct implications on all countries of the
Mashrek. For example, the implementation of many agreements that were
concluded between states of this sub-region was constrained because of
such unresolved problems.
In the Nile Valley, strong relations have existed between Egypt and Sudan
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since time immemorial. However, unrest in Southern Sudan and Darfur has
obstructed the implementation of joint development projects. Moreover,
unemployment, illiteracy and modest standard of living are among major
problems still to overcome. In the Maghreb, unresolved problems of
Western Sahara as well as internal ethnic differences appear to be among
the main causes of upheavals from time to time. These are only some of the
main challenges of the sub-regions.
Do you foresee an Arab economic union? If yes, when?
Regional unions are a principal requirement in confronting challenges of
the global, knowledge-based economy. Since the establishment of WTO
in 1995, more than 100 unions have registered. The Arab region is similar
to other regional groupings in the Far East, the Pacific and Latin America.
Sooner or later the Arab world will have to move towards more extensive
cooperation, which is a requirement of today’s world trade and economy.
As to when this might happen, it is very difficult to predict. Eventually, each
country has to give up its individualistic attitude, or part of its sovereignty
in order to have a unified region, as the European Union. In the nearer
future, one passport and one currency should be in place!
If this sounds too optimistic, let us remember that some of the regional
groupings that have reached greater maturity, particularly in the economic
field, such as GCC, are in the process of unifying their currencies. The state
of their customs union is more advanced than what might be implied by
“free zone” approaches.
Could you elaborate a little on mega projects in the ESCWA region?
Here I would like to direct attention to three international agreements
fostered by ESCWA. The first relates to executing a road network that
connects the Arab Mashrek along 36,000 kilometres with 10 North-South
axes and 14 East-West axes. The second agreement is to complete railway
linkages. The third relates to maritime transport. When implemented, these
agreements will facilitate social movement, investment flows and goods’
transportation. This will forge cooperation and fuller integration among the
countries of the region.
ESCWA is also active in two other areas. In the first, we are promoting the
formulation of national social policies throughout the region. In preparing
these policy agreements we were guided by examples of successes in
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Canada, Malaysia, South Korea, Tunisia and Norway. It was a pleasant
surprise to see that in Tunisia 70 per cent of people own their houses
and 80 per cent of the population constitute the middle class. This is a
model worth learning from. In the second, we are implementing a regional
initiative aimed at harnessing technology for employment creation and
poverty reduction. We have high hopes that our efforts in this direction
will bear fruit quite soon.
Another success story that has remained remarkably robust for some time
is self-sufficiency in food production. A case in point is Syria.
However, all these mega projects require a democratic and free environment
that would let people develop and prosper.
What is ESCWA’s current input in Iraq, with all the uncertainties and
troubles there?
ESCWA established a task force in 2003, before the war, to monitor the
situation in Iraq. The Minister of Planning, His Excellency Mr Mahdy
El-Hafez, acted as liaison for this task force in order to help define the
priorities and needs of Iraq during this critical period.
As a result of this and through negotiations with the Iraqi representative
in ESCWA, a number of training courses in the area of capacity building
were developed. This also helped in collecting missing data and statistics
in the period of unrest.
There are also a number of projects in the pipeline awaiting approval
of funding from UNAMI (United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq).
These include the smart community project that helps bring the benefits of
modern technologies to rural areas in Iraq. The project aims at rehabilitating
existing infrastructures and at creating bases for improved skill formation
and improved competitiveness and outreach.
Could you elaborate on the role of ESCWA in the period 2005-2015?
ESCWA, like other agencies of the UN system, considers the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) as a guide for its programme, whether this
biennium or the next biennia, until 2015.
Monitoring the performance of member states to reach these goals is
integrated in all our work for the purpose of evaluating and identifying
constraints and ways to solve them. An important constraint here is the
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scarcity of timely statistics and indicators in many countries. It is a must
that such counties commit themselves to collect and improve statistical
data without which it is difficult to give a clear picture of progress on
MDGs and to effectively guide development policies.
In general, however, we see important, though uneven, progress being
made in the region towards attaining the MDGs.
Our thematic focus and priorities are sustainable development, including
issues of water, technology (including information technology),
globalisation and social policies. We are also keen to follow up on the
implementation of our mega projects mentioned earlier in the infrastructure
field; namely, roads, railways and maritime transport for the purpose of
boosting regional economic and social integration.
We also exert a special effort to overcome the geographical borders of our
member states by inviting the rest of the Arab countries to our meetings.
This proves to be very helpful particularly when trying to take a unified
position, such as in the case of the Sustainable Development Declaration
in Johannesburg in 2002. This was also manifested in the unified Arab
position taken vis-à-vis the WTO before conferences in Doha and Cancun,
as well as before the Monterrey Conference on Finance for Development.
How do you see the development in the role of women in Arab States?
In the Arab region there has been a large number of legislative changes
in favour of women. In Egypt, women have acquired the right to divorce
( khol’ ), the right to give their nationality to their children, and the right
to travel abroad without the need to provide written permission from their
husbands. In Kuwait, women can now engage in aspects of political life,
after having acquired their political rights. In Morocco a quota of 30 seats
in parliament has been assigned to women candidates. A new family law
has given them also many rights within marriage.
There is also an established quota for women in the Jordanian parliament.
One fourth of all judges in Lebanon are now women. There are also women
judges in a number of countries of the region, including Sudan and Yemen.
A Jordanian woman judge became member of the International Criminal
Tribunal for Rwanda. Joining other countries of the region, the Saudi
government has signed the CEDAW (Convention for the Elimination of
all Discrimination Against Women) agreement. It has also endorsed and
supported the appointment of the first Saudi woman to hold a high-level
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post at the United Nations (in the UN Population Fund).
In general, there has been marked progress at all socio- economic fronts
with respect to women’s empowerment. However, the main challenge
Arab women face is deeply seated in the traditions of a patriarchal society
and the absence of an active role by women themselves to change such
traditions.
Is ESCWA working on the “Arab image”, correcting misconceptions
nurtured since 11 September 2001?
ESCWA as a mini-United Nations for the Arab Mashrek should be better
utilised by all stakeholders for increasing joint operations, enhancing
efforts towards socioeconomic integration among these countries and
the larger Arab region, as well as serving as a bridge between Western
civilisation and that of the Arab countries.
We are also working on forging stronger partnerships between all
three agents of development in the region -- governments, civil society
institutions and the private sector.
Regarding misconceptions nurtured in the West because of terrorist
activities, it is also not conceivable that millions of Arab people are held
accountable for such activities that are condemned by and fought in every
Arab country. Efforts made by ESCWA in this respect are directed at some
of the root causes of terrorism, which are poverty and inequality. Other
reasons are embedded in the need to justly resolve conflicts in the region,
primarily in Palestine and Iraq.
Clearly, the solution of these problems and many others does not lie in the
hands of Arab countries alone. In short, working on the “Arab image” in
the West is an onerous task that will need time before it can bear fruit.
_________
June 2005
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Africa in Prespective
Ahmed Haggag

i. Africa between hope and reality
Though the problems Africa faces are onerous, we don’t
have to resign ourselves to pessimism
With the eclipse of the colonial period, Africa sought after rapid positive

change in security and living standards. Consequent volatile political
developments, radical changes of policy, abrupt reversals of national
priorities and profound alternations in export prices, combined to limit
progress towards prosperous independence. Although experience varied
from one country to another, some commonalities have been established.
High population growth and low investment levels are two that immediately
come to mind. In some countries, premature, poorly conceived or poorly
timed attempts to industrialise, and public sector spending on grandiose
but unsustainable projects, marked this period. The results have been
disappointing. Continent- wide, the average African is no better off than he
or she was a generation ago.
This situation precipitated the decade of the 1980s, in which we stood
witness to a socioeconomic crisis of unprecedented dimension. The crisis
was so pervasive and persistent that in many instances it threatened the
very capacity of societies to reproduce themselves as viable entities.
Conditions today contrast sharply with those of the 1960s, and to a lesser
extent, of the 1970s, when the continent registered respectable, if erratic,
growth rates in output, as well as advances in education, health and other
social sectors. The 1980s shattered all rising expectations in the immediate
post-independence period. The situation may be summarised as follows:
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low economic growth rates, mounting debt, continued economic overreliance on agriculture--which itself has been faltering--and inadequate
achievements in human development. The situation at present is by no
means less gloomy. In aggregate terms, high population growth, oil and
international interest rates shocks, unfavorable terms of trade, conflicts
and drought, have contributed to African difficulties, but weak economic
management has been another major factor. Inappropriate domestic policies
and lack of policy- implementing capacities have been key impediments to
improved economic performance.
On the continent level, it is as if a semblance of vision has dawned on African
leaders. It has been strongly understood that the economic problems facing
Africa cannot be resolved on an individual country basis, due to fragile
domestic markets and the limited resource and skilled manpower bases.
African states, thus, through the Organisation of African Unity (OAU)-now the African Union--and the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA),
have issued declarations on the crisis and formulated plans of action for its
speedy resolution. Through my work at the OAU for more than 12 years, I
did have the privilege of following closely those plans.
The Lagos Plan of Action, 1980, was a major attempt aimed at highlighting
the critical nature of the continent’s socio-economic plight and to chart, albeit
in broad terms, an agenda for action. On several occasions after 1980 the
alarm bell has been sounded. The major undertakings of this sort were: the
Africa Priority Program for Economic Recovery and Development, 19681990 (APPER), of the OAU, the United Nations Programme of Action for
African Economic Recovery and Development, 1968-1990 (UNPAAERD),
and the African Alternative Framework to Structural Adjustment Programs
(AAF-SAP). These efforts were crowned by the decision of the African
leaders to establish an African Economic Community, in Abuja on 3
June 1991. The primary objective of the African Economic Community
(AEC) is to promote economic, social and cultural development and the
integration of the African economies, in order to increase economic selfreliance and promote indigenous, self-sustained development. Besides,
there are number of sub-regional organisations (the Economic Community
Of Central African States, the Arab Mahgreb Union, the Common Market
for Eastern and Southern Africa, the Economic Community Of West
African States, and the Southern African Development Community) which
have been mandated to achieve similar objectives in their respective subregions. A new and visionary initiative is NEPAD, the New Economic
Partnership for African Development, which received enthusiastic support
from most of Africa, and its friends abroad.
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Notwithstanding the embarkation of several countries on the reform
path and the seemingly earnest collective response of African leaders to
the continent’s crisis, the modus operandi of African policy makers has
been largely one of crisis management. Insofar as policies are adopted to
address the various aspects of socioeconomic and political development,
often enough they are haphazardly implemented, fragmented in nature, and
rarely made in the context of a holistic long-term perspective.
The process of Africa’s marginalisation must not be seen in academic
terms, as a kind of natural, harmless and gradual reduction of contacts
between Africa and the rest of the world. What could actually be
involved is a deepening impoverishment of already very poor people,
widespread unemployment, political instability and other economic and
social hardships. Doubts are spreading about the effectiveness of existing
economic policies and programs, including those sponsored by the two
Bretton Woods institutions--the World Bank and IMF--because they are
not bearing fruit, in spite of being practiced.
We have to realise the magnitude of the impact of Africa’s external debt
on African economics, and even on our political stability. Despite socalled “debt cancellations”, or relief measures, total debt is estimated to
be around $350 billion for the whole of Africa. This may sound modest
compared to Latin America, but when the figure is seen in terms of debt
service ratios, which range from 35 per cent to 65 per cent--and in some
countries much higher--or in terms of debt/GDP ratios, the heavy burden
of the debt becomes obvious. In some countries, debt service is higher than
all the proceeds from exports. Therefore, economic recovery will not be
achieved unless the crushing debt burden is removed.
Africa is a continent facing enormous challenges. The sobering figures
speak for themselves: 33 of the world’s 47 Least Developed Countries
are in Africa. Fifty four per cent of its population is estimated to live in
absolute--and growing--poverty. Population growth is the highest in the
world. Religious tensions, civil wars and drought continue to take their
toll, and real GDP growth fell from 4 per cent in the 1970s to 2.1 per cent
in the 1980s, although recent IMF figures on growth are encouraging.
In the area of education the situation is also critical: 138.8 million of the
world’s illiterate adults live in Africa, representing 56 per cent of the
continent’s adult population, of which over 60 per cent are women. Only
68.3 per cent of African children are enrolled in primary level education,
with hardly one-third managing to complete. Secondary education was
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accessible to only 18 per cent of children of the appropriate age. Public
expenditure on education, as a percentage of GDP, decreased from 5.2 per
cent in 1980 to 4.6 per cent in 1991.
In such times of resource constraint, mobilisation in favor of the poorer
regions of the world requires bold decisions. A non-response to Africa’s
appeal for cooperation would accentuate the factors contributing to global
instability. “Afro-pessimists” should recognise that the African continent
is made up of clusters of states, which are proceeding on parallel paths
of political and economic renewal at different rhythms and speeds. Some
countries have actually found a “take-off point” by demonstrating able
leadership, increased political openness, the principles of a multi-party
system, and improved governance and economic growth rates, all which
inspire confidence in local and foreign investors. Other countries show
a marked willingness to reconstruct their battle-torn economies through
enlightened leadership and sound economic policies. Yet, others are in a
state of transition and achieving less positive results.
In Nigeria, between 1987 and 1989, over 100,000 professionally and
technically trained personnel emigrated to the West. The brain drain has
serious implications for the capacity of countries to develop. Whereas
capacity-building programs are useful, there is a need to seriously consider
how to retain trained personnel and keep them economically active.
Mobilisation of domestic savings for investment has great potential. The
economic climate must be right to encourage small investors. There are
two important instruments: namely, the stock exchange and the micro
credit system. With a bit of education and information, it has been shown
that small investors are prepared to take a risk in buying shares in the
stock exchange. The flotation of Kenya Airways was over-subscribed four
times when shares were offered to the public. A substantial number of
investors were in fact small. Other new issues have had similar positive
and encouraging participation by the local investors. There are not yet
many active and vibrant stock exchanges in Africa. The most active and
developed ones are Johannesburg, Cairo, Accra and Nairobi. Francophone
West Africa is in a process of establishing the Abidjan mart. Dar es-Salam
and Kampala have recently opened.
The micro credit system as a new instrument is proving effective in
accessing capital and mobilising savings from small enterprises. The micro
enterprise sector is normally locked out of the formal financial sector. The
Grameen bank ideas and concepts have been modified and attempts are
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being made to introduce the system in Africa. Already, many African
countries are far ahead in using the micro credit approach to extend credit
to small entrepreneurs. Those working in this sector are encouraged and
have proven that one can bank on the poor. The objective of this instrument
is no longer accessing credit, but offering a range of financial services
and products. The micro credit system does in fact enable the process of
miniaturisation of the economy by bringing in the informal sectors. The
instrument is still in its infancy and requires support. It is gratifying to note
the interest the World Bank has shown in the development of micro credit.
To enable the system to work well, governments have to amend financial
laws, which hinder the full development of micro credit.
Whatever gains are made could be wiped out by the rate of population
growth. For, Africa, according to UNDP, the rate is above three per cent. A
lot is being done to control the rate of population growth and the impact is
already being felt, but there is still a long way to go. It has been demonstrated
that the most effective way of bringing down population growth is through
investment in girls’ education. Investment in girls’ education has other
direct benefits for the society as a whole. Could this, then, be one of our
strategies for the coming years?
_________
June 2005
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ii. Looking ahead to rights
While large-scale human rights violations persist on the
continent, Africa’s human rights system is robust and
getting stronger
Let me at once come to the conclusion. The human rights situation in
Africa lies in the median: It is neither perfect nor catastrophic. This is not
a diplomatic assessment. Allow me to explain. Any observer of Africa
will be struck by the level of human rights violations suffered by civilians
during the past decades in conflict areas such as in Angola, Mozambique,
Congo, Liberia and now Darfur. Abuses are not only confined to countries
suffering from inter-state or internal conflicts, but also to countries that are
reasonably stable but have been governed by a one party system or passed
through military coups. Nonetheless, this bleak picture should not prevent
us from seeing in many parts of Africa positive developments in the field of
human rights and the emergence of strong civil society organisations, and
the adherence by almost all African countries to international and regional
instruments and conventions on human rights.
The real start was the adoption by the Organisation of African Unity
(OAU) of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, a bill of
rights similar to those that are in existence in Europe and Latin America.
This year we celebrated 20 years of the African Charter, which was a dream
to many African human rights activists who envisioned an integral role for
the charter in the growing global trend in this regard, underpinned by their
belief that no real or tangible political, economic or social development
would occur in African countries without due respect to human rights.
The adoption of the African Charter was indeed a milestone for the
African human rights system, which tries to give more serious attention
to the promotion and protection of human rights in Africa and provides
institutional oversight in the face of incessant and gross violations that
characterised post-colonial African governance. Although some of early
assessments of the charter were negative, I believe it heralded a new
chapter in African history and bore its most positive results later. Yes, at
the beginning, the African Commission emanating from the charter was
timid in approaching different African governments about violations
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committed in their countries. But later it became bolder and managed to
bring to justice several perpetrators of rights violations. For several years
in many African heads of state summits the annual reports of the president
of the African Commission were routinely dealt with in closed meetings
with little discussion while in subsequent years we deliberately made those
reports public. This was instrumental as no government wished to see its
name listed as a violator of human rights. We were also fortunate to have
several enlightened leaders who cared about the issues and insisted that
full debate on such reports be conducted.
The African system encompasses, besides the African Charter, mechanisms
established under it and the newly created African Court on Human Rights
whose judges have been recently elected and which will commence its
work very soon. The system also includes instruments and agreements
such as the Convention on Specific Aspects of Refugees Problems in Africa
(several million refugees and displaced persons are in Africa), the African
Charter on the Welfare of the Child, and the Protocol to the African Charter
on the Rights of Women in Africa.
The charter of the OAU, founded in May 1963, did not specifically refer
to human rights. The organisation was created in the midst of the rivalry of
two the superpowers, the Soviet and the West, who were competing to have
influence on the continent. Only 32 Africa countries were independent at
that time, the rest remained under colonial rule, epitomised by the apartheid
system in South Africa. Most of the then sovereign African countries had
attained their independence in a liberation struggle. Human rights were not
a priority. The international system of human rights was also just gaining
momentum. Later on, the Constitutive Act of the new African Union -established in 1999 and which replaced the OAU, was more positively
oriented towards human rights promotion and protection.
Generally speaking, the African Charter contains similar provisions to
those found in other principal international and regional human rights
instruments, notably the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, the American Convention on Human Rights and
the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.
A distinct feature of the African Charter is that it contains elaborate
provisions for substantive human rights protection in all areas without
being hampered by the traditional divide between civil and political rights
on the one hand and economic, social and cultural rights on the other. Its
extension of human rights protection to what has been termed “group” or
“collective rights”, that ordinarily were not classified as falling within civil
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and political rights or economic, social and cultural rights, is unique.
It took a long time to convince African governments to sign and later ratify
the African Charter since some of them feared it would infringe on their
legal system and would be utilised by opposition groups. But at present
all African countries are party to the charter. Regarding the African Court,
however, while many states have signed its protocol several have refrained
so far from ratifying it. Nonetheless, the court will fill an important gap
since Africa should be in the forefront of bringing to justice those who are
responsible for gross human rights violations, not waiting for international
bodies such as the International Criminal Court to intervene.
The African Commission is also improving in performance. During
recent years we have seen an increasing number of women elected as
new members. And it is more aggressive in promoting positive activities
throughout the continent. It is inviting more and more civil rights
organisations and African NGO’s to its meetings. Its secretariat, in Banjul,
Gambia, is becoming more professional. It needs, however, to make its
activities better known and more visible. The same challenge awaits the
African Court.
The next 10 years of the African human rights system should entail more
consolidation in areas where development has been positively steady, while
it should strive to improve in areas where progress has failed. This needs not
only the cooperation of African governments, but increasing participation
and involvement of civil society organisations in all countries, together
with sincere assistance from friends of Africa outside the continent. No
pressure please, gentle and constructive persuasion is more successful.
And the African Union can do a lot.
I conclude with a phrase diplomats are fond to utilize: I am cautiously
optimistic.
_____________
December 2006
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iii. A forum for Africa’s ex leaders: A step
towards Good Governance
The Africa Forum has built on the fact that today’s rulers
will be the former rulers of the future
Following the end of colonial rule, Africa witnessed Presidents who

either came to power after having led their countries’ in the struggle for
liberation, or who seized power through military coups. In general, the
period was characterized by the lack of democracy, the preponderance
of single ruling parties and presidents for life. Most rulers attempted to
extend their rule for the longest possible period and, generally, power was
transferred either by the demise of the president or his unseating through
a military coup. Even those who attained power by force but promised to
introduce democratic rule within a short period, prolonged their tenures
under numerous pretexts. The prominent exceptions to this rule were
President Senghor of Senegal and President Nierere of Tanzania who left
power voluntarily. Nevertheless, there was obviously no role envisaged for
former heads of state in public life in their countries or in the service of the
African continent as a whole..
During the last two decades and especially after the demise of the Soviet
Union on whom several African rulers has depended, the winds of change
and democracy came to the continent. For the first time in their history,
many rulers were forced to compete for presidential office in multiparty
systems and through “democratic” elections. Furthermore, in 1999 the
Organization of African Unity, now the African Union, declared that
it would not recognize any regime or head of state who assumed power
through unconstitutional means. As a consequence, several “heads of
state” were not allowed to participate in the meetings of the Organization.
The question then arose : “Now that Africa was to have “former” leaders,
and given the tremendous challenges of globalization and democratization
faced by the continent, how could it make use of their expertise and
international contacts without competition with their present counterparts?
The answer to this question was obviously significant, not least because
but it would be instrumental in showing that there was life after leaving
office for a head of state who relinquishes power on his own free will or
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through the democratic process. Thus, the idea of establishing the “Africa
Forum” to bring together the former heads of state of Africa to help resolve,
through their good offices, the continent’s conflicts and problems started
to take shape.
A small group of African experts was chosen to outline the framework of
the envisaged new Forum and the role of its members, especially in view
of the fact that some foreign non African centers had already started to
benefit from the expertise of some former African leaders. Some former
African rulers had already deposited all their papers, official and private,
with universities in the United States and Europe. Unfortunately, Africa
has no tradition of recording, documenting or writing the history of its
former leaders, as is the tradition in the United States, for instance. Indeed
certain quarters tried, and almost succeeded, in hijacking or preventing
the establishment of the Africa Forum, were it not for the enlightened exleaders who objected to this attempt, and emphasized that any such Forum
should be purely African and should depend on Africa alone in its financing.
During the meeting of experts last year, several principles to guide the
work of the Forum were agreed upon: First: That the purpose of the Forum
would be to benefit from the experience of former leaders to support
Africa’s quest for development and stability and to use their wide range
of local and international contacts for resource mobilization. Second:
That membership would be confined to those leaders who assumed office
through free elections and who left it in a democratic manner. Several
prominent African figures who held leading positions would also become
members of the Forum, such as former UN Secretary General (BoutrosGhali, and later Kofi Anan), former Secretary General of the OAU and
African Union, former Presidents of the African Development Bank and
the UN Economic Commission for Africa. Third: The Forum would be
serviced by a small secretariat and would meet only once a year, except in
exceptional circumstances. The secretariat would mobilize the resources
to finance its activities which would include, commissioning studies of
vital issues for Africa, issuing declarations on important African events
and conducting peace missions etc…Fourth: Utmost care would be taken
to avoid raising undue sensitivity between ex leaders and present ones.
Members of the Forum should not be seen to be interfering in the methods
or activities of their successors. Their main mission is to support and give
advice and nothing more.
The Africa Forum was inaugurated last January in Maputo, the capital
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of Mozambique with fifteen former leaders attending, including Nelson
Mandela who, in spite of his fragile health insisted on participating, together
with former leaders from Zambia, Botswana, Ghana, Mali, Nigeria, Benin,
Mozamique, Mauritius etc… From North Africa, former Algerian President
Ahmed Ben Bella was invited, but could not attend due to ill health. The
gray-haired former leaders spoke modestly and without the aura of their
former office or the presence of bodyguards, firmly indicating that they
were not in a competition with present leaders. Some noted that they were
already undertaking missions on behalf on non- African institutions, such as
the United Nations, or that they belonged to the so called “Madrid Forum”
whose members include former leaders from around the world, and that
such activities should be conceived as conforming to the principles of the
new Africa Forum.
During this first meeting of the Africa Forum, former Ghanian President,
Jerry Rollings related how he came to seize power by force. He said that
politicians asked him as a military man to take power by force to get rid
of the corrupt civilian rule which had led the country to ruin. They assured
him that civilian rule would be reestablished shortly afterwards. However,
when he reintroduced civilian rule the same politicians complained again
that this new civilian rule was much worse than its predecessor, and
convinced him to reassume power once again! Rollings related this story
to show that it was professional politicians who convince the military in
Africa to take power by force, hoping that they could manipulate them and
enjoy privileges and influence.
The former president of Mozambique, Joachim Chissano, was chosen as
the first president of the Africa Forum.
Thus the Africa Forum has built on the fact that today’s rulers will be the
former rulers of the future. They should feel confident that there is an
active life awaiting them after leaving office and that they could help their
countries and Africa through the experience they have accumulated. They
could contribute to spreading the culture of tolerance and democracy and
respect for peoples’ rights throughout Africa and outside.
Could we envisage the creation of a similar Forum for former leaders in
the Arab World?
_________
May 2006
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iv. Beneficiaries and friends
Africa has always been at the heart of the UN system, and is
committed to the organisation’s future growth and success
There is no exaggeration in stating that the United Nations played a pivotal
role in the independence of many African countries. Most of Africa was
colonised by the big powers of the 19th century during the famous Berlin
Conference. The continent was divided into several spheres of influence -and domination -- among France, Britain and Germany. Belgium, Portugal
and Italy entered the scene after. When the League of the Nations was
established after World War I, it did not include any independent African
country. Only Abyssinia and Egypt were admitted later and colonial powers
took it for granted that none of their colonies could become a member of
the League.
Likewise when the United Nations was established in 1945, only four
“independent” African countries were among the founding members during
the San Francisco conference: Egypt, Ethiopia, Liberia and South Africa.
The latter was governed by the apartheid white regime and could not have
been said to be representing the majority of its inhabitants. However, the
winds of change blew across the continent. The colonial powers could
not expect to continue forever dominating other nations, especially after
the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United
Nations in 1948. Of course, dominant powers balked that the declaration
contained reference to the right to self-determination by peoples around
the world, but they could not uphold their objections forever. Two factors
played an important role in this regard: first, the independent developing
countries at the United Nations insisted that the organisation should be
more affirmative in dealing with the question of colonies. Therefore, we
could find that the agendas of the UN General Assembly, starting from
the 1950s, did have many items about the right to self- determination
of occupied territories. The Trusteeship Committee was established, the
Council of Namibia was inaugurated, and later the issue of the apartheid
regime of South Africa dominated discussions.
The second element was the emergence of liberation movements in those
territories that waged wars of liberation against the occupying powers.
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Their leaders used to go to the UN seeking support from the international
organisation. The UN Security Council was slower than the General
Assembly in these matters, since two big colonial powers, Britain and
France, were permanent members of the Council and blocked any debate
or decision made concerning these matters. The two countries were also
supported by the United States due to the belief that granting independence
to colonised territories would drive those “countries” to the Soviet bloc
who was championing at that time the causes of liberation movements in
its competition with the West.
This asperity within the Secretary Council did not hinder the wave of
independence with many countries in Africa admitted immediately to the
United Nations in the 1950s and 1960s. All new countries declared from
the very beginning their adherence to the UN Charter, and the African
group at the UN used to play an important role in deliberations of the
General Assembly, the different UN organs and committees, and also
within numerous UN specialised agencies.
Furthermore the United Nations entered in close cooperation with the
African regional organisation, the Organisation of African Unity, which
was established in 1963 and at present with the African Union. African
countries are among those countries that contribute most of the soldiers
of the UN peacekeeping operations. African commanders are usually
chosen to lead such operations. Two prominent Africans became also
UN secretaries-general: Boutros Ghali, and at present Kofi Annan. Many
Africans likewise were elected to lead specialised UN agencies, although
many African countries are still rightly complaining that many high and
important UN posts are not given to qualified Africans.
Now the UN, on the 60th anniversary of its establishment, is being
ushered into a new phase. The competition and rivalry amongst the two
superpowers that characterised the work of the organisation from the
1950s to the late-1980s is over since the demise of the Soviet Union. It was
replaced, however, by the dominance of one superpower, the United States.
Africa is trying to keep the organisation independent, objective and vibrant,
because this is in the interest of Africa itself. It is a difficult task, not only
for Africa but also for the rest of the world. Africa feels grateful to the
United Nations, since it, with other agencies, is in the forefront of assisting
African countries with aid, technical assistance and sincere advice. The
majority of UN budgets are directed to projects in Africa. The UN and its
organs, especially the UNDP, have offices in almost every African country.
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Therefore Africa is very active in pursuit of reform of the United Nations
as a whole, and not only enlargement of the Security Council. It has a
stake to see a successful outcome to the UN summit this month, and for
the organisation to become stronger and tuned to serve the majority of
mankind, void of exploitation by any power.
The United Nations, in spite of limitations, is still considered the symbol of
international cooperation and solidarity. Africa, therefore, is proud of the
UN and is determined to see that it will continue in its valuable work to the
benefit of all peoples.
___________
October 2005
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Message to the South
The crisis of multilateralism in international relations is
deep but not irreparable

Boutros Boutros-Ghali
The United Nations is in a crisis. The institution is persistently criticised

by the North. It is painted as ineffective, not corresponding to the
requirements of the new age, in need of profound reform and in danger of
becoming irrelevant. On the other hand the countries of the South cling to
the organisation and its charter. They see it as their last hope of preserving
multilateralism and democratic governance in the family of nations.
The crisis of the UN has not been brought about by the 11 September events
or, by the war in Iraq and its follow up. The crisis is related to: the end
of the Cold War and the difficulties that the international community has
encountered in managing the post Cold War period; the drastic changes in
the world system driven by changes in power relations and the emergence
of one superpower; the shift in the dominant world view or paradigm.
In its essence the crisis of the UN today is a North-South crisis.

With the emergence of a single, unified North (West and East) it has
become possible for realpolitik theoreticians and political figures in the
major developed countries to challenge the importance and relevance of
a multitude of “sovereign” states in the corridors and meeting halls of the
world body.
It has also become easier to dismiss the notion of sovereign equality and
advance in its stead the notion of economic and political power making
some states “more equal” than others. This in turn, means downgrading the
importance of the UN General Assembly and, shifting the centre of gravity
to the more collegial and easier to manage entities, such as the Security
Council and the executive boards of the Bretton Woods institutions.
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The neo-liberal globalisation paradigm that has spread worldwide has
also invaded the UN. It has progressively deprived the organisation of its
development mission and, it has undermined its role of questioning and
trying to improve what the developing countries have been considering as
an unjust and inequitable world economic order.
In the new scenario, where efforts are supposed to be directed at bolstering
and maintaining the existing order and, where the preferred approach is one
of the “level playing field” (or everyone for himself), the power and action
have shifted to the Bretton Woods institutions and the WTO. These are the
organisations where hard bargaining prevails and, where democratic values
do not count for much in decision and policy-making. Their underlying
objective is to support the status quo; they are not supposed to doubt it or
even be critical of it. This applies in particular to their secretariats that are
tightly controlled and steered by a handful of developed countries.
The turbulence and conflicts that have erupted in many parts of the world
in the post-Cold War period have placed a series of new challenges on the
UN agenda, presaging for the organisation a new activism in the domains
of peace- keeping and conflict prevention.
While the Security Council was freed from the earlier veto-induced
paralysis common during the Cold War era, it was soon discovered that
reaching a consensus on how and where to act was not a simple matter.
It should not be surprising then that those with power began increasingly
to show impatience with the delays and difficulties in mounting effective
action on their own terms through the UN.
If the UN agreement and support could not be marshaled, the inclination
to act unilaterally became pronounced among those with sufficient power
to do so. No doubt the September 11 events provided an added and strong
impulse in this direction.
The newly perceived and defined threats did not know borders, and the
responsibility could not be assigned to a given country or government.
Thus, the notion of security and peace- keeping came to be expanded to
include dealing with new threats that supposedly target the major countries
of the North, their populations and their worldwide interests. With the strong
international backlash against military and security actions undertaken
unilaterally, it became important to adapt the UN to new requirements so
as to be able to use it in order to provide a multilateral framework and
legitimacy for such actions in the future.
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The above trends have fundamental implications for the United Nations
and may be summed up as follows: The basic tenet of the UN Charter of
sovereign equality of its member states is in doubt. The organisation which
has claimed to be the bulwark of democratisation in international relations
will need to be adapted to, and its membership adjusted to, the underlying
power realities and facts of life.
The UN’s central role in the economic and social fields, assigned to it by
the Charter, is to be foregone and its mandate in hard core areas of global
macro-economic management, finance and monetary issues, and trade and
trade-related matters be devolved on other “properly equipped” institutions
that are de facto or de jure outside the framework of the UN system.
The organisation will assume increasingly the role of a fireman (both in
the sense of providing rescue operations in case of natural or man-made
disasters and, in dousing the fires of conflict) and a policeman, offering a
centralised facility for global intervention, including military intervention,
to deal with security threats.
It is this outlook that has largely inspired the North’s drive for modernisation
and reform in the United Nations.
It is at the core of the controversy between the North and the South.
It preoccupies the developing countries. They are seriously concerned
with the loss of policy space, not only in the multilateral arena but also
domestically, in what they feel is their national sovereign domain. They
see the UN -- which they knew and which they considered as a place of
solace and support in their effort to matter and count for something on the
world scene -- gradually fade away, and begin to assume a profile of yet
another bastion from where the North will try to project its dominance,
intellectually, politically, economically, militarily and culturally.
This North-South controversy is reflected foremost in the principal items
of reform, namely: the reform of the Security Council, the reform of peacekeeping operations, and the reform of the UN role in social and economic
development.
Other reform issues, including various administrative and management
(or mismanagement) questions which often catch the attention of the
media and the public, are subsidiary to these overarching policy concerns
and, are used or manipulated in order to attain broader policy objectives.
However, one should not underestimate their critical importance for the
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running, functioning and control of the organisation, including subtly and
from within, a domain where some countries tend to excel. Nor should one
ignore the populist appeal of these issues, which is often used skillfully to
discredit and criticise the organisation.
The reform of the UN Security Council
Few aspects of UN reform have attracted as much political interest and
academic attention as the projected reforms of the Security Council.
Since January 1994 Security Council reform has been discussed in the
General Assembly without any result. In September 2000, leaders attending
the Millennium Summit called for the “rapid reform and enlargement of the
Security Council making it more representative, effective and legitimate in
the eyes of everyone in the world”.
The high-level panel appointed by the UN secretary-general to advise him
on collective security has published its report. The panel presented two
models of expansion of the Security Council. Both involve a distribution
of seats between four major areas: Africa, Asia and the Pacific, Europe and
America.
While the expansion of the council’s membership points in the right
direction, the power of veto, which is considered as “anachronistic” in an
increasingly democratic age, remains unchanged. For, as the commentators
from the Great Powers argue, the veto is vital to the operation of the United
Nations: “it keeps the big players in the game and there is no game without
them”. Furthermore, change in the veto would require the agreement of the
five permanent members of the Security Council and, there is little chance
of the five permanent members accepting a Security Council which would
undermine their status and freedom of action.
The fixation on the veto, however, may divert attention from the important
other underlying issues, namely those of representation and influence in
the council.
Will the expansion of the council bring about greater influence and roles
for those countries that remain on the outside or, will the council become
an expanded forum of a handful of major countries all vying to advance
their narrow interests and engaged in a global power game? In the process
it is easy to trade away or ignore the interests and concerns of those that
have to remain ante portas.
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Such an expanded council will also have a greater claim to
representativeness. it would thus contribute to the concentration of power
and the marginalisation of the General Assembly, and indeed of the
Economic and Social Council, given the fact that the new and expanded
definition of collective security covers also economic and social questions,
which would be opened up for use of veto by the five permanent members.
The “reformed” Security Council would thus be the place to watch. The
challenge is to turn it into a more representative and democratic body
to which the international community and the members of the United
Nations, will have delegated the high responsibility to lead the action in
attaining collective goals and pursuing the high objectives embodied in
the UN Charter. The challenge is also to prevent it from converting itself
into a directorate, where national interests vie for primacy or, where the
fiat and will of the most powerful prevails in the end, using an array of
increasingly sophisticated methods to line up the consensus needed to
authorise “multilateral” action.
No doubt the risks are great. However, to be fully aware of these
challenges is the first step on the long and difficult road of democratising
the Security Council, taming the monopoly of power and making it into
a truly representative and transparent mechanism of the United Nations
that together with other major UN organs will become the centrepiece of
democratic global governance.
The reform of peace-keeping
In the Cold War decades the United Nations created the concept of “peacekeeping operations”. This concept is not mentioned in the Charter. After
the Cold War, the Untied Nations peace-keepers (Blue Helmets) took on
vast new duties. During my tenure as secretary-general, the UN started as
many new operations as in the previous 45 years. At the end of 2004, there
were more than 60,000 peace-keepers in 16 missions around the world.
peace-keeping has become a “major industry” and its quality has also
changed in important ways.
Indeed, today’s operations are not peace- keeping in the traditional sense.
The earlier missions involved United Nations forces which were lightly
armed.
They were interposition forces between two states in order to maintain
a ceasefire. They were there with the agreement of all concerned. They
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were an international presence, not a force expected to take drastic military
action or to intervene in the conflict. They were not allowed to use force
except in self-defence.
Today, the United Nations operations may take place where there is no
peace to be kept, where conflict is internal to a country, including civil
wars, where new forms of assertive action may be required -- Blue Helmets
protect relief shipments, provide services for victims, respond to refugee
needs, enforce embargoes, remove anti- personnel mines, and seek to
confiscate arms. The United Nations operations involve a large number of
civilians in different operations such as monitoring elections, public safety,
information and communication, the restoration of infrastructure and in
administrative services.
The 11 September events brought a demand for further change in the
traditional concept of collective security elaborated in the United Nations
Charter, and UN practice over the last fifty-five years, for the following
reasons: the aggressor is not a state, the aggression is not a military attack,
and is not a war according to international law, the battle front is not
geographically defined and, unlike territorial wars, it is not clear when
victory occurs and what victory means, the aggression is called “terrorism”
but, there is no agreement on a definition of terrorism and furthermore,
there is no definition of international terrorism, terrorism has successfully
adapted to globalisation, while anti- terrorism measures still remain bound
by national boundaries.
Is the United Nations ready to elaborate and adopt a new and expanded
concept of security?
In its report, the high-level panel allows for the use of force in self-defence
by member States, in the event of “imminent” or approximative threat to
their national security. This is not in accordance with Article 51 which
states that the right to self-defence can be exercised only “if an armed
attack occurs”. The proposed extension of this article would provide
sufficient flexibility to permit a country to engage in a preventive attack
or war for reasons of self-defence against perceived threats to its security,
which appear to encompass political, social and economic trespassing of
permitted boundaries. it is not hard to imagine a myriad of scenarios where
force could be deployed or, a threat of its being applied, used by those in a
position to do so.
The implications are momentous, for the United Nations, for the evolution
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of the international community, and indeed, for all the declared troublespots and trouble-makers, mostly in the South, which for reasons of
exclusion and marginalisation today harbours the greatest degree of social
and political instability and sources of real or potential trouble and/or
threats.
The importance given in the report to the role of regional organisations in
the peace and security domain, including beyond their “mandated area”,
de facto opens the door for worldwide action to NATO, the only regional
organisation with the required military and logistical capacity, and the
military arms of the countries of the North. Once again, this gives little
comfort to developing countries, who not only would be exposed to the
might of the Northern military machine but, could also begin to rely and
depend increasingly on its services for resolving problems internal to their
respective regions.
We in the South, especially those with a knowledge and sense of history
and the recall of an earlier colonial epoch, have an uncomfortable feeling
of deja vu and the suspicion that the fundamental thrust of the proposed
reforms could easily take us back conceptually and politically to long gone
geopolitical situations and practices.
Whether the UN should become a facilitating platform for this new security
doctrine is an important issue that first and foremost should preoccupy us
in the developing world. In the space of little more than half a century since
the majority of us emerged from colonial status and became sovereign and
independent, a new global enclosure seems to be rising around us.
The reform of the UN’s role in social and economic development
It is we from the developing countries who have argued form the very
beginning of the UN’s existence that development and economic and social
progress hold the key to peace.
It is thanks to our collective efforts that development was placed at the
centre stage of the UN’s work, as its main preoccupation.
At one point in time we had the illusion of making headway on a number
of key issues and reforms of the international economic system. Many
of these reforms were of a structural character. In addition, the well- off
countries were supposed to help and facilitate our development efforts.
One of the main messages of rising neo-liberal globalisation and, of the
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conservative political thought that began to dominate domestic scenes in
the key countries of the North, was that the early development work of the
UN was mistaken and disoriented.
Developing countries ought to swim with the tide, help themselves and
adjust to the dominant system, by integrating into the world economy on
terms and conditions offered by the North.
For the North, the end of the Cold War also presented the opportunity to
end the North-South development dialogue, to ditch a number of concepts
and concessions which they had agreed earlier under the collective pressure
of the South, and to return to normalcy.
Thus, the “reform” drive form the North is an attempt: to shift the real
and structural issues and hard core decision-making away from the
“developmentalist” UN, to weaken the UN’s capabilities and mandates
which could be used to challenge the existing structures and relationships,
to transform it gradually into what one might call a “second fiddle”
institution, providing support to the main players and acting according to
the script that they provide, offering technical assistance to developing
countries so that they can integrate better and to make them feel that
attention is being paid to them.
On the other hand, the developing countries resist and try to preserve as
much as they can of the UN which they knew. In the process, they are
being accused of blocking progress, of negativism and of lacking ideas and
proposals for reform.
Their defensive efforts did slow things down but, could not stop the
process of erosion under the pressure of a well-thought out and persistent
strategy of the North. Indeed, the developed countries were not shy to use
their financial clout in the organisation to achieve their ends. Furthermore,
they applied bilateral pressures -- carrots as well as sticks -- to weaken the
resolve of individual developing countries and, to induce cracks in their
collective posture in the multilateral arena.
In fact, in its report, the high-level panel endorses the progressive weakening
and erosion of the UN’s role in the socio-economic domains that has taken
place over the last two decades. The report puts forward the North-driven
institutional agenda of entrusting socio-economic problems to the World
Bank, the IMF and the WTO, the institutions that enjoy a “comparative
advantage”, and to the G8. Negotiating and decision- making on hard
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economic issues would no longer take place in the UN, which would be
oriented to becoming a forum for consultation and debate.
Much as in the case of Security Council reform and peace-keeping, one
witnesses a de facto move in the direction preferred by the countries of the
North. This direction, in turn, implies weaker chances for democratisation
of global economic governance and indeed, for expressing dissent and
promoting alternatives to the dominant structures and paradigm. Once
more, it is the countries of the South that are the “losers”.
The obstacles to the large-scale reform of the United Nations may reside
above all in the split between the rich North and the poor South, the haves
and the have-nots. The North may already have used its power to advance
a number of important changes in the UN that fit within its own vision of
the role for the organisation in the post-Cold War period and the age of
neo- liberal globalisation. The South is on the defensive and resisting, but
with limited success. Indeed, it is facing today a new and determined drive
spearheaded by the only superpower, to reshape radically the international
organisation. The two documents that have just appeared, the report of the
panel on threats, challenges and change, and the report on strengthening
the WTO, testify to this.
To sum up: On the one hand, the North, rich states, considers that the UN
should serve as an extension of the foreign policy of the most powerful
nations. Since the end of the Cold War, the United States is the only
superpower, and therefore the United Nations is at a risk of becoming a
mere extension of the policy of the unique superpower, and of its domestic
and global interests and preoccupations.
On the other hand, the South, the developing countries, defends the basic
premises of the UN Charter, stresses the need for the democratisation of the
UN and the primacy of development on its agenda. Increasingly, they find
support and allies in civil society in the North, and tacitly from the public
opinion and policy- makers of some developed countries, uncomfortable
vis-a-vis hegemony practiced by the leading power.
For the pessimists, there is little evidence that the United States will accept
any reform which might decrease its power within the UN system, while
pressing for reforms that maximise its own scope of action and importance
and, its ability to dominate the proceedings and work of international
organisations. They do not believe in the argument that the role of the
United Nations is even more important now than it was in 1945, at the end
of World War II.
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For the optimists, reform leaders and activists should keep up the
mobilisation and the struggle, with the end goal of building an international
democracy. They believe it is possible to create the political will necessary
to achieve global democratic governance within the UN system.
They dream about a possibility that a coalition of developing countries
along with progressive nations might arise to counter the unilateralism of
the United States. Furthermore, the optimists believe that the American
democracy which gave birth to President Wilson, the father of the League
of Nations, and President Roosevelt, the father of the United Nations, will
be able to provide a leader with a transcending vision, with imagination,
generosity and the will to crate a new United Nations Organisation able
to respond to the needs of humanity, to foster a new dialogue between
North and South and, to promote the democratisation of globalisation,
before globalisation destroys the foundations of national and international
democracy.
My message today is that we cannot just dream, or wait for someone else
to bring our dream about. We must act now. It is the role of the South,
its leaders, intellectuals and its people to mobilise a global coalition in
defence of the UN Charter and of the United Nations.
After all, we represent more than 80 per cent of humanity, an important
part of which lives in this great country. Your voice and our voice count
-- they can blow down the walls!
________
June 2005

542

Beyond Borders

Milosevic’s Trial
Must not Come to Nought
For the sake of solidarity with the victims, evidence of war
crimes in the former Yugoslavia should come to light
Fouad Abdel Moneim Riad
The mysterious, and not above suspicion, death of Slodoban Milosevic
in his cell in The Hague, while standing trial for close to five years on
counts of genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes, may give
rise to dire consequences. Chief among them is damage to the reputation
of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY),
particularly as Milosevic’s death follows the suicide of another inmate in
the same prison. Furthermore, survivors of Milosevic’s massacres remain
burdened by their frustration and anger at the fact that “the butcher of the
Balkans” has evaded justice. The ICTY missed the chance of having the last
word that might have alleviated their feelings of humiliation and injustice.
The establishment of an international criminal jurisdiction in the 1990s
with the express purpose of prosecuting those who commit hideous crimes
against humanity and war crimes is one of the major achievements in the
history of humanity. Throughout history, tyrants managed to trample on
inalienable human rights with impunity and, paradoxically, even entered
halls of fame as heroes. The ICTY, therefore, represented a quantum leap
in the administration of justice through the pronouncement of deterrent
sentences against major war criminals guilty of crimes against humanity
throughout the world.
It is to be sincerely regretted that the long- awaited sentence with regard
to Milosevic’s crimes, including but not limited to genocide, will not be
passed. Such a sentence could have backed the foundation of the ICTY by
sending a warning to the likes of Milosevic, deterring them from planning
similar crimes, as well as revealing to the world the true dimensions of
the crimes committed. Sentencing would have assured all victims that the
international community would not forsake them, and as justice is being

543

Daring to Care
done, they need not take the law into their own hands or seek revenge.
History has shown that, in similar cases, justice denied turns anger into
glowing embers beneath the ashes lingering across the ages. Investigations
of massacres in the former Yugoslavia revealed that bitter memories Serbs
retained of Ottoman rule were a principal factor leading to the recent
genocide. It is notable that recent massacres by Serbs started in the early
1990s when a Serb leader waved a bloody shirt, reminding his countrymen
of the Ottoman execution of their king 500 years ago. Perpetrators of
similar massacres on occupied Arab territories are well advised to heed
this lesson and avoid the return of past injustices with a vengeance in the
future.
Needless to say, the unprecedented delay of justice in Milosevic’s trial,
which then ended inconclusively without a sentence, may lead to a lack of
confidence in the efficacy of such trials, especially given the legal obstacles
faced by the ICTY due to the prevarications of seasoned politicians.
Moreover, as in the above case, testimonies that run into the hundreds,
amid difficult political circumstances, leads to the extensive prolongation
of such trials.
It is a well known fact that national jurisdiction is unanimous regarding
the closure of cases upon the death of the indicted. Since their inception,
international courts have followed suit. However, it should be noted that
hideous atrocities and violations committed against humanity stand out
as a potential threat for humanity at large. Targeting a human community
for genocide or degradation weighs upon the conscience of humanity as a
whole.
It is therefore strongly argued that the prerogatives of the international
community, through international courts, should include the investigation
of such violations whether perpetrators are alive or dead. It is to be also
noted that the purpose of setting up of an international tribunal, as the
UN Security Council explicitly stated in the 1993 ICTY resolution, is to
deter whoever considers committing such crimes in the future, establishing
world peace by upholding justice, and defusing anger and hatred which
may fan the fires of revenge in victims of such crimes. Needless to say,
such a target is rendered null and void by calling off trials at the death of
those indicted.
It is also noteworthy that the mysterious death of the like of Milosevic
while standing trial for crimes against humanity raises suspicions against
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hidden figures implicated but not indicted in such crimes, since silencing
the indicted keeps their sinister roles unknown.
In conclusion, the most suitable course to pursue in the field of international
criminal justice is not merely to close the case upon the death of the
accused, but to reveal the conclusive evidence that has been established
in spite of the fact that no verdict can be reached. Only then will the
objective of bringing to the world’s consciousness the real dimensions of
crimes against humanity be achieved. Such a course of action would also
constitute an expression of moral support by the international community
to the victims of those crimes while also constituting an official recognition
of the injustice they endured.
_________
May 2006
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Agenda for People-Based Global Reform
Civil society models of global reform should be heeded
and implemented
Hoda Badran
Representatives from 100 civil societies from all over the world, including

myself, met in Copenhagen ahead of the Millenium+5 Summit. The threeday discussion was of the UN secretary-general’s report to the summit,
culminating in the Copenhagen Conference 2005 Civil Society Declaration.
The declaration came in six parts. The first part, entitled “Time is of the
Essence”, was a preamble to the declaration, highlighting the imbalance
in power between nations. Transnational corporations and powerful states
control resources, monopolise access and follow excess as a way of life,
depriving the world’s population of the most basic necessities of survival.
Civil society organisations have an enormous role to play in addressing
such an unacceptable situation. They can, and have the right to demand the
institutionalisation of their involvement in all governance processes and
structures, within a comprehensive democratic framework.
The second part of the declaration, entitled “Freedom From Want and
Access”, emphasises poverty as a result of unequal distribution of assets
and opportunities, often due to ethnicity, gender and class, lack of political
participation and information. Economic growth in itself is not the solution
to poverty without strategies such as protecting employment, land reform
and policies to promote the position of women. The various plans of
action of international conferences including the International Conference
on Population and Development, Beijing and relevant international
conventions, should be mainstreamed in the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs).
This part also emphasised that developing countries have the right to protect
their markets to ensure domestic food security. WTO trade agreements need
revision to assess their impact on poverty, gender equality, environment
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and human rights. The debt of developing countries should be totally
cancelled, and Official Development Assistance increased to levels where
poverty eradication becomes possible.
To achieve a sustainable world, and higher quality of life for all
people, global society has a responsibility to protect the environment.
Peace, development, human rights and environmental protection are
interdependent and indivisible. Education should be seen in a broader
sense, creating active citizenship as a component of democratic society.
The third part of the declaration discusses “Freedom From Fear and
Threats”. It calls for drastic reduction in military spending, the establishment
of mechanisms to audit and monitor production, consumption and trade of
arms, and to make such information publicly available. It also calls for the
abolition of biological, chemical and other weapons of mass destruction.
The war in Iraq exposed the vulnerability of the UN to the will of strong
members; accordingly, the General Assembly and not the Security Council
should take decisions on the application of force. There is also a need
for protection from the so-called “war on terrorism”, as it has been used
to violate human rights. Finally, this part demands that peace- building
processes should include a gender perspective and strong civil society
participation.
The fourth part of the declaration talks about the “Freedom to Live in
Dignity and in Mutual Respect”. It states that development, security and
human rights are the pillars of the UN system, and that all human rights
are indivisible. All governments should ratify all human rights treaties and
their protocols, without reservations, waving any existing reservations. It
suggests strengthening the office of the High Commissioner and elevating it
to a council with real authority to compel states to incorporate international
law into national law, and to protect human rights defenders. Furthermore,
international law must be equally implemented across powerful and weak
states. The International Court of Justice should be strengthened, and all
states should accept the jurisdiction of the World Court in the 21st century.
This point of the declaration endorses the UN commitment to democracy
in its diverse, multiple and participatory form, including freedom of
expression and association. It urges the UN to engage more profoundly
with civil society and dedicate resources for building its capacity. It is
unacceptable that powerful nations are the opponents of international
democracy. Security Council resolutions must apply to all parties and
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leadership of certain international organisations should not be appointed
by particular nations,
The UN should be fundamentally reformed. International democracy
must be underwritten by greater democracy at local and regional levels.
The declaration endorsed the new norm of the responsibility inherent
in national sovereignty to protect civilian populations. When outside
intervention is needed it must be guided by international law and UN
institutions, and should be a last resort, backed by UN resolutions. Human
security is fundamental to state security, and civil society is committed to
take measures to provide people with essential services to ensure security.
The fifth and last part of the declaration discusses strengthening global
solutions through the UN. It outlines the changes that occurred worldwide
since the establishment of the UN, particularly as a result of globalisation.
A list of demands are presented including the reaffirmation of the principles
of the Charter, democratisation of UN procedures, strengthening the role
of the International Court of Justice, incorporation of the International
Criminal Court into the Charter, abolishing permanent membership and
the use of veto power, and institutionalising the role of civil society.
The issue of corporate responsibility, which is missing from the UN report,
should be addressed. The UN system should be reformed to enhance
coordination and should be modernised. The World Bank, IMF, Global
Environment Facility and WTO should be brought under the direct control
of the UN through an enhanced Economic and Social Council.
Finally, the obsession of global security and anti-terrorism should not
replace addressing the abuses of people’s most basic human rights.
__________
March 2007
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Questions and Answers
with the Architect of Global Fairness

The global labour agenda, decent work
and significance to Egypt
Juan Somavia

interview with Hedayat Abdel Nabi

Juan Somavia, Director-General of the International Labor Organization

(ILO) and former Ambassador of Chile to the United Nations, has been
the driving force for a fair globalization process for the past eight years. In
his position at the helm of the ILO, he is the safety valve for workers all
around the globe for a better world in which decent work would be the rule
and not the exception.
In this unique agency, where all stakeholders in the working arena meet
each year, Somavia has been the architect of major campaigns that affect
the lives of millions of people on earth, children, men and women. His
fingerprints are all over the numerous unique contributions of the ILO to
human development during the past 8 years, from his call for achieving
the Millennium Development Goals through “decent” work, to his call to
eliminate child labor, among other important landmarks.
Somavia believes that it is absolutely critical to enhance fairness in
globalization, because poverty is a threat to prosperity everywhere.
“Social progress needs an economic foundation. But economic progress
has to meet the aspirations of workers and their families. This is the
basic interdependence on which to build a future of peace,” according to
Somavia.
“People want a fair chance for a decent job. It is as simple as that. “People
are worried about jobs. Work on which I can raise my family and send my
children to school. Work in which I am respected, can organize and have
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a voice. Work, which will provide a reasonable pension at the end of a
working life. That is what we mean by decent work,” notes Somavia.
But jobs, he adds, are not created in a vacuum--employment is connected
to growth, investment, social institutions, active labor markets, capacity
building, skills development--and above all--the present model of
globalization. “The fairness issue shows up in the unbalanced pattern of
trade liberalization, in migration, in the contagious effect of instabilities in
capital markets and in commodity prices,” he adds.
Somavia notes that fair globalization will not come about through disjointed
decisions on trade, or finance, or labor, or education or health policies,
conceived and applied independently. It is an integrated phenomenon. “It
takes integrated solutions. And obviously, integrated policies. Coherence
must grow from the local to the global level. You build coherence through
dialogue,” says the architect of global fairness.
The more voices and interests that participate in the formulation of policies,
he adds, the more balanced and efficient the results will be.
Following are excerpts from the questions and answers of the interview.
Ten years after the World Social Summit held in Copenhagen in 1995,
how do you, its principal engineer, feel about its results and impact?
To what extent did this experience help you formulate the ILO
employment programme? What would you recommend to Egypt?
Basically, the notions of the Social Summit have permeated policy talk,
have had some influence on policymaking...Since the Summit, it is now
widely agreed, there must be a social pillar to the global economy, and
poverty eradication has become a legitimate political objective. The critical
role of social policy is generally accepted in international and national
policy debates, including in the Bretton Woods institutions, and gender
issues are becoming more prominent. But more must be done to translate
this consensus into concrete action:
Above all, globalization must deliver jobs in both North and South if its
benefits are to reach more people. All the more so, because more and better
jobs are the way out of poverty. This can only happen if countries and
international organizations make employment their central policy focus.
We need a global strategy for growth, investment and employment.
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Privatization in Egypt
Privatization has been an important process in Egypt, how do you
assess this process in terms of negative and positive effects on workers
in Egypt?
Enterprises all over the world--public and private--are having to come to
terms with increased competition and technological change. This often
means major restructuring, with a significant impact on workers, families
and their communities.
Economic change is part of the development process, but we all must work
to ensure that it is managed in a socially responsible way with the full
participation of all affected, including worker representatives. We at the
ILO stand ready to assist in advancing the concept of decent work and
dignity for all workers.
Decent work has been an important initiative of yours. How far has
this initiative had an echo in the developing world and Egypt?
The decent work agenda is reflected in the country’s new labour code.
Awareness of the agenda has started to permeate the Egyptian society.
When decision makers talk about securing employment to youth and the
unemployed, they don’t refer to any kind of job but to decent work. This has
been emphasized by Egyptian officials, including at the recent International
Donors’ Conference on Reforming the Business Environment in Cairo.
Decent Work and Child Labor
Decent work can have a wide- ranging impact on many aspects of
social life including political participation, how does it affect effective
political participation?
Decent work is based on four strategic objectives: employment and
enterprise creation; rights; social protection; and social dialogue. It is
founded on the notion that labour is not a commodity. What is a cost of
production is also a central source of personal dignity, family stability, and
peace in the community.
Decent work is where workers’ rights -- wherever they work - are respected
and where there is a basic social protection system. It is where people have
a voice in the decisions that affect their lives and where social dialogue
is a reality. Where businesses, especially smaller enterprises, have an
environment in which to grow to increase employment and prosper, and
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this democratic demand for opportunity and security is resonating all over
the world, in both developing and developed countries.
Combating child labor is another important initiative in recent years.
How far is the developing world responding to this call, and how does
Egypt deal with it?
Child labor remains a major global challenge. But in Egypt, as in much of
the world, there is an increasing awareness and determination to take on
the challenge and provide a better future for children based on education
for children and decent jobs for parents.
Egypt has taken leadership by ratifying ILO Conventions No. 138 (in
1999) on minimum age, and No.182 (in 2002), on the worst forms of child
labour. But ratification is meaningful only when followed up by action and
I understand that Egypt has done a survey which will be used to prepare
an integrated national strategy to fight child labour. Egypt’s First Lady,
has also lent her support to the ILO’s Red Card to Child Labour campaign
during the Africa Cup of Nations 2006. The event was organized by the
ILO in partnership with Egypt’s National Council for Childhood and
Motherhood.
Bird Flu
Avian flu is having a negative impact on the poultry industry, which
in turn is negatively impacting thousands and maybe more industry
workers worldwide. How should the countries concerned deal with
this problem?
Avian flu is raising international concerns, and has started to have a
negative impact on the poultry industry in a number of countries. Should
there actually be an epidemic, one can expect that there will be impact
on labor markets--from agriculture to tourism, but that remains to be
seen. Unlike previous epidemics of flu in the past century, this time, the
international community is making efforts early and rapidly to try and deal
with a potential health crisis, and in the process, to deal with its social and
economic impact. This is a positive indication of how far we have come
socially in the past decades.
The Hong Kong Meeting of WTO
What is your assessment of the Hong Kong ministerial meeting of
the World Trade Organization (WTO) held last December, and its
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impact on the workers of the world, in particular those in developing
countries?
The distribution of the benefits of liberalization of trade has so far been
uneven. This confirms one of the main findings of the 2004 report of the
World Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization. The World
Commission found that the social and economic imbalances of globalization
were serious but could and should be corrected with the right policies. The
way to get there is not by rolling back the opening of markets and stifling
the potential gains from increased international trade and investment, but
by finding solutions with a strong eye on what happens to people, families
and communities.
The situation cries out for a coherent response from the multilateral
system. We need to work together to achieve a more even distribution of
the potential benefits of globalization, to deal equitably with the downside
that may come with it, and to focus on fairness in areas such as trade
and market access. The ILO is committed to joining together with other
international agencies -- including financial institutions such as the World
Bank and the IMF -- to meet these goals.
ILO Annual Conference 2006
What are the most important themes for the ILO annual conference?
Particularly those that would be of major concern to Egypt, the Arab
region and the developing world?
We have two conference sessions this year. An extra session of the
ILO’s general conference is devoted to the maritime sector. It has the
unprecedented task of adopting a comprehensive international labour
convention to consolidate almost all ILO maritime labour conventions
and recommendations currently in force -- over 60 texts -- and set out the
conditions for decent work in the increasingly globalized maritime sector.
The annual conference in June (2006) will deal with a wide range of issues,
including occupational safety and health. The Conference Committee on
Safety and Health will consider a promotional framework in the area of
occupational safety and health. In addition, we will take up a discussion on
the employment relationship, the role of the ILO in technical cooperation and
the reports on the application of ILO Conventions and Recommendations.
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This year’s conference will also provide the Egyptian Government, as
well as workers’ and employers’ representatives, an opportunity to discuss
with their counterparts from around the world a report that examines the
changing patterns in the world of work.
____________
February 2006
Post scriptum: The global labour agenda, five years later (2011): Where
does the world stand?
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A Special Tribute
Egyptians in the UN who Left their Mark
(in Alphabetical Order)

Abbas AMMAR
Born in 1907, Abbas Ammar was one of the earlier Egyptians to have
joined the UN system. Through his top position in the International Labour Organisation (ILO), he was the artisan of the World Employment
Programme.
Abdel Shakour SHAALAN
Abdel Shakour Shaalan is currently the Executive Director representing
Egypt and twelve Arab countries and the Maldives on the Executive Board
of the International Monetary Fund (IMF). He was elected to this post in
1992 after retiring as the influential director of the Middle East Department
of the IMF, a post he held for fifteen years.
It was in this latter position that Shaalan gained his fame in Egypt, as he
led the IMF team that negotiated the economic stabilization programme
agreed to by the Egyptian government in 1990. While he was often accused
in the Egyptian press of setting demanding conditions on the government,
some in the IMF thought he was too soft on Egypt. The main elements of
the economic stabilization programme were the reduction of Egypt’s deteriorating fiscal deficit (at the time it was the highest in the world), requiring
the implementation of painful austerity measures and the elimination of
Egypt’s multiple currency exchange rates. Though implementation took
several more years than originally envisaged, the programme was eventually completed in 1998. At that point, the fiscal deficit had been reduced
dramatically, the exchange rate was unified, and 50 per cent of Egypt’s
official foreign debt was written off.
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Aida GINDY
Aida Guindy was a veteran of social work, a star of UNICEF. She was
the first Egyptian woman to be granted a permanent position in the UN.
Among her many high level positions, she was Chief of the UN Social
Affairs Section in New York and former member of the Economic Commission for Africa. She devoted her life to children and the cause of women
across the world until her death in 2004. She is remembered fondly and
with great respect by all who had the chance to have come her way. Late
James O. Billups, a distinguished social worker himself and former Dean
of the Faculty of Social Work at the Ohio State University, had selected
her to be portrayed among 15 notable social workers from six continents
in his book about the “Faithful Angels” of this world who have made “exceptional professional contributions to social work and to people’s wellbeing in their own country and beyond during a major part of the second
half of the century” (Washington DC, NASW Press, 2002). She was one
of the founders of the Association of International Civil servants in Egypt
(AFICS-Egypt).

Aly Tewfik SHOUSHA (1891 - 1964)
Aly Tewfik Shousha, was one of the founders of the World Health Organization (WHO) and served for eight years as the first Director of its Eastern
Mediterranean Regional Office. Born in Cairo in 1891, he received his degree in medicine from Berlin University in 1915 and subsequently specialized in bacteriology at the University of Zurich, Switzerland. He returned
to Egypt to work as bacteriologist at the Public Health Laboratories in
Cairo where he became Director-General in 1930 and was later appointed
Under-Secretary of State in the Ministry of Health. He was responsible for
organizing the campaign against the cholera epidemic in Egypt in 1947
and was instrumental in significantly minimizing the resultant mortality.
He devoted a major part of his life in international centres of learning and
research.
Dr. Shousha was a member of the Technical Preparatory Committee of
WHO that met in Paris in 1946; took part in the International Health
Conference in New York that drew up the WHO Constitution; and was
designated to serve at the Interim Commission of WHO. Following the
official establishment of the organization, Sir Aly T. Shousha Pasha - as
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he was then titled - was elected Vice-President of the First World Health
Assembly and Chairman of the Executive Board (1948-49). Dr. Shousha
was appointed Director of the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean in1949 and held this position until his retirement in 1957. He
continued to devote much of his time and energies to WHO as a member of
several Expert Committees and as Advisor for special assignments.
In 1966, the Dr. A.T. Shousha Foundation was established in his memory
as the first WHO Regional Director for the Eastern Mediterranean. An annual prize is awarded by the Foundation to persons contributing to improving health in this region. The Foundation also established the Dr. A.T.
Shousha Fellowship to assist health professionals from the WHO Eastern
Mediterranean Region in obtaining postgraduates degrees in public health.

Boutros BOUTROS-GHALI
Boutros Boutros-Ghali was the sixth Secretary-General of the United Nations (1992-1996). He was the first Egyptian, African and Arab to hold this
top international position. At the time of his appointment, he was Deputy
Prime Minister for Foreign Affairs of Egypt and had served as Minister of
State for Foreign Affairs from October 1977 until 1991.
After graduation from Cairo University in 1946, Boutros-Ghali earned his
Ph.D in international law from the University of Paris and a diploma in international relations from the Sciences Po in 1949. He began his career as
professor of international law and international relations at Cairo University where he taught with distinction between 1949 and 1977. He also served
for a long period as president of the Egyptian Society of International Law
and as President of the Centre of Political and Strategic Studies, Al-Ahram
from 1975. He was a member of the Curatorium Administrative Council
of The Hague Academy of International Law from 1978; member of the
Scientific Committee of the Académie Mondiale pour la Paix (Menton,
France) from 1978; and associate member of the Institute Affari Internazionali (Rome) from 1979. He also served as a member of the Committee on
the Application of Conventions and Recommendations of the International
Labour Organisation from 1971 until 1979. He became President of the
African Society for political studies in 1980.
Boutros-Ghali also founded the Al-Ahram Iqtisadi magazine and the quarterly Al-Siyassa Al-Dawlia. His publication list exceeds 100 titles in the
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fields of regional and international affairs, law and diplomacy, and political
science.
The world encountered several major crises during his tenure as UN Secretary General including the breakup of Yugoslavia that was one of the
hardest tasks he had to deal with. A major drawback for the UN, however,
was its failure to act during the Rwandan genocide in 1994 which left over
one million, though Boutros-Ghali had submitted in 1992 his Agenda for
Peace, a suggestion of how the UN could respond to violent conflicts.
In 1996, the UN Security Council, led by African members, including
Egypt, Guinea-bissau and Bostwana, sponsored a resolution backing
Boutros-Ghali for a second five-year term until 2001. However, the United States vetoed the resolution. The US lobby that campaigned against
Boutros-Gahli’s second term had called its secret plan Operation Orient
Express.
Following his retirement from the United Nations, Boutros-Ghali was
elected President of the Organisation of French-speaking nations, La
Francophonie. In 2005-2006 Boutros-Ghali was the Chairman of the
South Centre, an inter-governmental research organization of developing
countries. Since 2007, he has been supporting the Campaign for the Establishment of a UN Parliamentary Assembly and was one of the initial
signatories of the campaign’s appeal. In a message to the campaign he
stressed the necessity to establish democratic participation of citizens at
the global level.
In 2003, he was appointed President of the National Council for Human
Rights (NCHR) in Egypt, a position he continues to hold. He is elected
Honorary President for Life of the Association of International Civil Servants (AFICS-Egypt).
Boutros-Ghali continues to be active in the fields of international law, human rights, economic and social development, development in the Mediterranean region and Afro-Arab cooperation.
Ibrahim Helmy ABDEL RAHMAN
The late Ibrahim Helmy Abdel Rahman became Director General of the
United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) in 1967.
He orchestrated the positioning of UNIDO among the UN’s 21 specialized
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agencies and insured the new agency’s dynamic international participation
in the industrialization of developing countries seeking a better standard
of living.
Abdel Rahman encouraged dialogue between international experts with
national counterparts which enabled the flow of knowledge thus paving the
way towards a meaningful transfer of technologies.
He was initially appointed in 1963 to head of a small centre for industrial
development. He used this appointment to explore the needs of third world
countries and the possibilities of their development through industrialization.
Abdel Rahman is considered the father of planning in Egypt, where he established and headed the National Institute of Planning from 1960 to 1963
and later held the position of Minister of Planning in 1975.
He was an early warner against the dangers of population explosion and
the desperate need for Egypt to expand in desert communities to absorb at
least 20 million inhabitants by the year 2000.

Ibrahim SHIHATA
The late Ibrahim Shihata, universally acclaimed as one of the leading international law scholars of the 20th century and a vocal champion of the
interests of developing countries, was senior Vice-President and General
Counsel of the World Bank as well as Secretary-General of the International Centre for the Settlement of International Disputes from 1983 to
2000. He was the first Arab national to hold these positions.
He is credited with having elevated the position of General Counsel to a
new level of importance by the force of his personality and his intellect,
which was reflected in his exceptional influence on the policies and direction of the Bank during his tenure. Among the numerous achievements
he is remembered for at the Bank is his success at establishing, virtually single handedly, the World Bank’s Multilateral Investment Guarantee
Agency (MIGA) and in the preparation of the World Bank Guidelines for
the Legal Treatment of Foreign Investment. He also played a key role in
the establishment of the Inspection panel of the World Bank which greatly
enhanced the bank’s accountability to its members and the general public.
Shihata wrote numerous books and articles, including 11 seminal books on
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matters related to the Bank’s work and on crucial issues in international
development. He received numerous international awards and honorary
degrees.
Shihata joined the World Bank after serving for seven years as the first Director-General of the Organization of Oil Producing Exporting Countries
(OPEC) Fund for International Development. He also founded and was
president of the International Development Law Institute, headquartered
in Rome, since its inception in 1983 until he passed away in May 2001.
Ismail SERAGELDIN
Ismail Serageldin, currently the Director of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, is
the man best known for bringing the social dimension centre stage into development. Before taking on his current position he was nominated for the
post of Head of the UNESCO, a nomination supported by 31 Nobel laureates among many other prominent figures.
He has served as Vice-President of the World Bank for Special Programmes
(since March 1998); Chairman of the Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) since 1994; and Chairman of the Consultative Group to Assist the Poorest (CGAP) -- a micro-finance programme.
He also heads or belongs to a number of advisory committees for academic
research, scientific and international institutions.
Starting in the early 1970’s, Serageldin worked with the then president of the
World Bank McNamara towards introducing issues of population, health and
nutrition into the Bank’s agenda. He became a division chief for technical
assistance and special studies at the World Bank and for ten years worked on
problems of education, producing a number of studies on literacy in Egypt
and Saudi Arabia. In the 1980’s, he shifted focus, to urban projects in Africa.
Following the Rio Earth Summit, Serageldin was asked by the President of
the World Bank to turn the issue of environmentally sustainable development into reality. For this purpose, the post of Vice-President for environmentally and socially sustainable development was created. Serageldin was
appointed to this particular UN agency in 1993. In 1998, he became the
Vice-President for special programmes, and is focusing on issues close to
his heart through the Consultative Group to Assist the Poorest, the Consultative Group on Agricultural Research, and the Consultative Group on Water.
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Serageldin has written over 200 articles and research papers, edited and
co-edited about 35 books.
Mervat TALLAWY
On 22 November 2000, Mervat Tallawy was appointed as Executive Secretary of the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA)
at the level of Under Secretary-General of the UN.
Prior to her appointment, Tallawy was Secretary-General of the National
Council for Women in Egypt. She served as Minister for Insurance and
Social Affairs of Egypt (1997- 1999) after a long and distinguished career
in foreign affairs and public service.
In her diverse work with the UN, Tallawy has played a special role in
population and gender issues. She has held several leadership positions
in UN inter-governmental bodies, including the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Cairo Conference on Population
and Development (ICPD). She has also served as Deputy Director to the
UN Institute for Research and Training for the Advancement of Women
(INSTRAW) (1982-1985). During her ambassadorship to Vienna, Tallawy
was also Egypt’s Resident Representative to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) and the UN Centre for Social and Humanitarian Affairs
(UNCHA) (1988-1991). She is founding member of the Association of
International Civil Servants in Egypt (AFICS-Egypt) and its current chair.
Mohamed EL-ASHRY
Mohamed El-Ashry has worked towards the protection of the environment
and the wise management of natural resources through his work in academia, NGOs, think tanks and international institutions.
El-Ashry’s most significant achievement in recent years was his role in the
structuring, management, and operation of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) which he served as its first CEO and Chairman. Under his
leadership, the GEF grew from a modest pilot program with less than 30
members and $800 million to the largest single source of funding for the
global environment with 174 member countries and a portfolio of more
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than 1,200 projects in 140 developing countries worth $16.5 billion.
In his three terms of service, he mobilized from donor countries a total of
$7 billion in three replenishments. In 2002, for the third replenishment,
donors cast an extraordinary vote of confidence in the GEF by replenishing
it with $3 billion.
Before leaving the GEF, El-Ashry ensured that “desertification”, which
is of great interest to developing countries especially in Africa, became a
focal area of the GEF and received significant financial resources. Today,
many recognize El-Ashry as the father of the GEF. He is currently Senior
Fellow with the UN foundation and Facilitator of the Global Leadership
for Climate Action (GLCA) which he organized in 2007. Its membership
includes 13 former Presidents and Prime Ministers and 12 other global
leaders.
Mohamed EL-BARADEI
Just after his appointment to a third term as Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed El-Baradei was
awarded the 2005 Nobel Peace Prize. He has been described as a “fearless
advocate” of curbing nuclear arms and a promoter of safe nuclear energy
while the importance of his agency’s work is considered “incalculable.”
During his tenure of the directorship of IAEA El-Baradei devoted his
efforts to facing the major global challenges facing global security and
development. His major commitments were the protection against the
dissemination of nuclear weapons, and his fight against poverty.
El-Baradei had been a senior member of the IAEA since 1984 holding a
number of high-level policy positions, including that of the Agency’s legal
adviser and, beginning in 1993, Assistant Director-General for external
relations.
El-Baradei began his career in the Egyptian Diplomatic Service in 1964,
serving on two occasions in the Permanent Missions of Egypt to the United
Nations in New York and Geneva, in charge of political, legal and arms
control issues. During his career as diplomat, international civil servant
and scholar, El-Baradei has become closely familiar with the work and
processes of international organisations, particularly in the fields of
international peace and security and international law making lecturing
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internationally in the fields of international law, international organisations,
arms control and the peaceful uses of nuclear energy. He is also the author
of various articles and books on these subjects.
Upon his return to Egypt following the completion of his assignment with
the UN, El –Baradei renewed his determination n to promote social justice
and the rule of law for the advancement of Egypt and for ensuring a better
life for Egyptians. He was among the major champions who inspired the
25th January 2011 peaceful youth-led revolution. He is a strong candidate
for Egypt’s next presidential elections.
Mostapha Kamal TOLBA
With the emergence of an understanding regarding the dangers of pollution, Mostapha Kamal Tolba has been at the helm of the battle for an environmentally safe world.
It all began in 1976 when, as Under-Secretary- General of the UN, elected
by the United Nations General Assembly for four consecutive four-year
terms, Tolba was nominated Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).
By 1992, he had spent two entire decades serving UNEP to which he had
already been nominated as Deputy Executive Director in 1973, with the
rank of UN Assistant Secretary-General, before becoming its Executive
Director in 1976. When he handed over the leadership of UNEP to his
successor he pledged to continue his activism against the environmental
dangers that continue to plague the planet.
A prominent scientist, university professor, Undersecretary of State for
Higher Education and Cabinet Minister, Tolba has throughout his career used his skills as a politician and diplomat towards the support of an
emerging global environment movement.
He is the author of many scientific works published under the aegis of the
United Nations (mainly UNEP and UNESCO) and is considered a must
reference for students of the environment and development across the
world. He is member of the Association of International civil Servants in
Egypt (AFICS-Egypt).
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Nadia YOUNES (1946-2003)
At Nadia Younes’ memorial lecture delivered on 8 November 2005 at the
American University in Cairo (AUC) by (then) UN Secretary General,
Kofi Annan, Nadia Younes was described as “one of a group of the very
best civil servants of the United Nations.. lost in one terrible blow on 19
August 2003.”
Her outstanding career with the UN system was further summarized in
this lecture: “Nadia Younes served in Rome, Kosovo, in Geneva, and last
in Iraq. She contributed to many of the UN’s successes including the Beijing’s Women conference in 1995, the Millennium Summit in 2000, and
the World Summit for Sustainable Development in 2002.
She moved effortlessly from work in public information, where she served
as Spokeswoman for two (of Annan’s) predecessors, as Protocol Chief, and
then to the World Health Organization before being assigned to Baghdad as
Chief of Staff to Sergio Vieira de Mello (Brazilian UN diplomat). She was
just about to come back to New York as Assistant Secretary General for
General Assembly Affairs when her life was cruelly cut short” during the
2003 terrible bombing of Baghdad which also cost the life of Jean Selim
KANAAN, “an outstanding Egyptian humanitarian”, and also the life of de
Mello among so many other victims.
Said EL-NAGGAR (1920-2004)
The late Said El Naggar’s UN career started in New York, when in 1965
he was appointed as Deputy Director of Research in the United Nations
Center for Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the then newly created
organization by the well-known Argentine economist Don Raul Prebisch.
When UNCTAD later moved to the Geneva UN Headquarters, El Naggar
remained with the organization until his nomination in August 1971 as
director of the United Nations Social and Economic Office (UNESOB)
in Beirut. Under his direction this office later became the Economic Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA). He returned to Geneva for another
year with UNCTAD before his appointment in the autumn 1975 as advisor
to the Kuwaiti government, and in the autumn of l976 he was elected by
the Arab countries to be their Executive Director representing Egypt and
all the Arab countries east of Egypt, plus Pakistan, at the Executive Board
of the World Bank. He remained on the board until late 1984. He was one

564

Special Tributes
of the founders of the Association of International Civil servants in Egypt
(AFICS-Egypt).
Another milestone in his career was his nomination by his government for
the candidacy for membership of the newly established Appellate Body of
the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995. He was selected to be one
of seven members of the Appellate Body, a position he held until 2000
when he retired. He then resumed the full schedule of acting as President
of the New Civic Forum (NCF), the NGO he formed in Egypt in service of
his country. He considered Hayek’s book “the Constitution of Liberty” as
one of the most important books.
He also accepted the chairmanship of a special committee on trade disputes
just a few months before he passed away on 11 April 2004. Till he left this
world, he had the deepest concern about the education situation in Egypt.
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Contributors

Abdallah Abdel Aziz Attia is professor of architecture and urban planning
at Ain Shams University. He is credited with the design and execution of
“Marina”, Egypt’s most popular resort on the Mediterranean Sea.
Abou Zeid Rageh is ex-Chairman of the National Research Centre of
Housing and Building
Ahmed El-Dorghamy is an Environmental Management Consultant,
JICA/REMIP
Ahmed Galal is managing director of the Economic Research Forum.
Ahmed Ghoneim is associate professor, Faculty of Economic and Political
Science, Cairo University
Ahmed Haggag, veteran diplomat, is secretary general of the Africa Society in Egypt and former assistant secretary general of the Organisation of
African Unity 1987-1999.
Ali Dessouki is Deputy Country Director of the German Technical Cooperation.
Alia El-Bialy is director of the first Women’s Film Festival in Cairo.
Alia Mossallam is a PhD student at the London School of Economics and
Political Science
Aly Raafat is the former Head of the Department of Architecture, Faculty
of Engineering, Cairo University
Antonio Vigilante is a UNDP Official. He served in Egypt as UN Resident
Coordinator during which time he wrote the statement (in 2005) published
in this book. The opinions expressed in this statement do not necessarily
represent the position of the United Nations or of any of its bodies and
agencies.
Amr Shalakany is assistant professor of law at The American University
in Cairo.
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Ayman Moharem is consultant for the Association for the Protection of the
Environment (APE)
Ayman Ismail is a PhD candidate in International Economic Development
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He is also co-founder and a
board member of Nahdet El-Mahrousa, an Egyptian youth and development NGO
Bahey Eldin Hassan is director of the Cairo Institute for Human Rights
Studies and (former) member of the National Council for Human Rights.
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, President, National Council for Human Rights,
former UN Secretary-General of the United Nations; Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs from October 1977 until 1991; was also a member of the
International Law Commission.
Carmen Niethammer is Program Manager of IFC Gender Enterpreneurship Markets Program for Middle East and North Africa
Dalia Younes was a 21-year-old medical student who volunteers for UNICEF’s webpage on Masrawy.com “Kalam fil Moufeed” at the time of writing this paper
Dina Shehata is a research fellow at Al-Ahram centre for Political and
Strategic Studies.
Ehaab Abdou is Ashoka fellow, managing director of Nahdet El Mahrousa, and chairperson of the Federation of Egyptian Youth NGOs. In 1999,
he helped establish Fathet Kheir, a leading Egyptian micro-finance NGO
Essam Mitwally is a retired UN Senior Adviser and former research scientist for NASA in the US
Fathi Abu Rafia is writer, former official of the United Nations, New York
Fatma Khafagy is expert in development planning and woman activist
Farouk El-Baz is Research Professor and Director of the Center for Remote Sensing at Boston University, Boston MA, US and Adjunct Professor
of Geology at the Faculty of Science, Ain Shams University. He is Senior
Advisor to the World Bank/UN World Commission on Water for the 21st
Century. He is a veteran of NASA’s Apollo program
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Fouad Abdel Moneim Riad is a former judge at the International Criminal Tribunal, The Hague and professor of International Law at Cairo University. He is member of the National Council for Human Rights (NCHR)
Ghada Shahbender is founder and spokesperson for Shayfeencom
Gouda Abdel Khalek is Professor of Economics, Cairo University. Appointed Minister of Solidarity and Social Equity after the Revolution of 25
January 2011
Habiba Hegab is financial analyst at Pharos Holding for Financial Investments (at time she wrote her statement she was a 16 year old student)
Hadil Ghoneim, is senior editor of Children’s books in Dar El Shorouk.
She has an Msc in Culture and Society from the London School of Economics
Hamdy El-Swalhy is consultant
Hamed Ammar is Professor of Sociology of Education, Ain Shams University and former UN ESCWA Human Resources Adviser. Author of more
than 5 books in English and 20 in Arabaic including “Growing up in an
Egyptian Village”.
Hanna Abulghar is Assistant Professor of Pediatrics, Cairo University
Hazem El-Beblawi is Senior Adviser at the Arab Monetary Fund and former Executive Secretary of the United Nations ESCWA
Hazem Zohny is writer and free lance journalist
Hedayat Abdel Nabi is president of the Press Emblem Campaign (PEC),
an NGO based in Geneva. She is former director of UNIC, in Egypt and
former elected president of the federation of journalists at UN Headquarters. She follows closely issues related to human rights on the world scene.
Hervé Pourcines is a management consultant for strategy and organisational efficiency
Hesham El-Bastawissy is vice president of the court of cassation and
presidential candidate (as in 2011)
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Hisham El Sherif is founder of IT Investment, a holding direct investment
company with subsidiaries in networking, telecommunications and software development. Founder and former co-chair of the Advisory Board
of the Egyptian Cabinet Information and Decision Support Centre (19851999).
Hoda Badran, is chair of the Alliance for Arab Women (AAW), former
Secretary General of the National Council for Childhood and Motherhood,
and former UNICEF Regional Representative in Sri Lanka.
Hoda Elsadda is Professor of the Contemporary Arab World, The University of Manchester
Ibrahim El Shinawy, is the director of the Coastal Research Institute
(CoRI)
Ibrahim Shihata (1937-2001) was “one of the greatest international jurists of the 20th century”
(Quote: James Wolfensohn, former president of the World Bank )His last
international position was senior vice-president of the World Bank and
president of the International Centre for the Settlement of Investment Disputes.
Ibrahim Youssef is a management consultant and holds a bachelor degree
in economics from the American University in Cairo.
Ismail Serageldin is Director of the Library of Alexandria
John Harris is an American journalist residing in Cairo. He was advisor
to the Agricultural Water Management Project as water policy specialist
Justice Joseph P. Nadeau is senior associate justice, New Hampshire Supreme Court (Ret.).
Karima Korayem is Professor of Economics, Al-Azhar University and international consultant to several agencies of the UN system
Laila Iskandar is chair and Managing Director of Community and Institutional Development Association (CID). She was awarded the Schwab
Social Entrepreneur prize at the World Economic Forum, 2006
Laila Omar Hassan is a Business Administration senior at the American
University in Cairo and senior in law at Cairo Law School
Malak Zaalouk is Head, Higher Studies for Middle East, AUC Graduate
School of education, and former Regional Advisor, UNICEF
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Maged Osman is former Chairman of the Information and Decision Support Centre (IDSC)of the Egyptian Cabinet. Appointed Minister of Communications and Information Technology after the Revolution of 25 January 2011
Mahmoud Yousry is former Dean of the Faculty of Urban Planning, Cairo University
Mamdouh Hamza is an engineering consultant and university professor
Marwa Sharafeldin is Gender and Development Consultant and PHD
candidate in Law at Oxford University.
Mary Mourad holds a Masters Degree in Economics from Sussex University, UK
Mervat Tallawy, a veteran diplomat, is former under-secretary-general of
the United Nations and executive secretary of the Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA). She is former minister for insurance and social affairs and first secretary general of the National Council
for Women (NCW)
Moataz Abdel Fattah is Professor of political science at Cairo University
and Central Michigan University and the author of Democratic Values in
the Muslim World (Lynne Rienner Publications, 2006)
Mohamed Aboulghar is professor in the Faculty of Medicine, Cairo University
Mohamed Bayoumi is environment specialist, UNDP, Cairo
Mohamed El Ashry, one of seven ‘green’ leaders named the 2006 Champions of the Earth by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
is former chief executive officer of the Global Environment Facility
Mohamed El Kassass is professor emeritus, Cairo University
Mohamed El-Raey is professor of environmental studies at Alexandria
University
Mona Makram Ebeid is distinguished lecturer in political science at the
American University in Cairo (AUC), President of the Association for the
Advancement of Education and former Member of Parliament
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Mostafa K. Tolba is former secretary general of the United Nations Environment Program
Nader Fergany is former lead author of the Arab Human Development
reports
Noeman El Sayyad is UNDP Regional Communications Adviser for Arab
States, stationed in Cairo
Noha Ahmed Hatata serves as the “focal point” at Egyptian Expatriates
for Development.
Also visit: Nahdet el Mahrousa : website: www.nahdetmasr.org
Nawal Hassan is Director, Centre for Egyptian Civilisation Studies, Association for the Urban Development of Islamic Cairo
Nevine El-Ibrashy is chairperson of the board of Peace and Plenty
Nour Farahat is professor of law at Zagazig University and a UN human
rights consultant
Omneya Ragab is Child Protection Officer, UNICEF Egypt
Ossama Alserwy is assistant professor of plastic art in the Faculty of Artistic Education at Helwan University.
Paul Weber is GTZ senior advisor in irrigation agronomy and head of the
Agricultural Water Management Project with the Ministry of Agriculture
and Land Reclamation, Egypt
Rushdi Said is former head of the Egyptian Geological Survey Authority
Saad Z. Nagi is professor emeritus in sociology at Ohio State University
and former director of the Social Research Centre at the American University in Cairo.
Salah Hegab is an Architectural Consultant
Salah Zaki is Professor of Architecture, Al-Azhar University
Samaa Kassaby is a communication specialist with the Social Contract
Centre of the Information and Decision Support Centre (IDSC) of the
Egyptian Cabinet
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Sami Serageldin is Head of the Architectural Department at Al-Shorouk
Academy and Project Executive of a one-year EU-sponsored effort to document and preserve downtown Cairo
Samia Al-Marsafawy is professor of agrometeorology and climate change
studies at Soil, Water and Environment Research Institute
Samia Farid Shihata is former senior advisor to the executive director
at the International Monetary Fund. She is currently an independent economic consultant
Samia Zeitoun is Secretary General of the Tree Lovers Association.
Samir Raafat is a journalist and author of “Cairo, the Glory Years”, 2003
Sara Abou Bakr is journalist and publisher
Sarah Sabry is a PhD candidate, School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London
Samer Atallah has his BSc in Mechanical Engineering, AUC, 1997. He
holds a MSc in Engineering, University of California at Berkeley, 2002,
and a MA in Economics, McGill University, 2006. He is currently a PhD
Candidate in the Economics Department at McGill University.
Seif Abou Zeid is Co-founder Agency for Development and Advancement
and Project Manager, Nahdet El Mahrousa NGO.
Seheir Kansouh-Habib is former UNDP official, founder AFICS-Egypt
and founder “Beyond” public policy supplement of Al Ahram Weekly
Sohailah El Sawy is chair of the board of directors of the Egyptian Association for Environment and Community Services.
Soheir Loutfy is professor of sociology, and director of the Egyptian Centre for the Prevention of Addiction. Since 2011, she is member of the National Council for Human Rights.
Tahany El-Gebaly is first woman justice in Egypt
Thanaa El-Shamy is a family law specialist.
UNESCO Staff, Cairo Office
Wegdan Lotfy is assistant professor at Al-Ahram Canadian University.
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Yahia Lababidi is an internanationally published writer of Egyptian-Lebanese origins. His first book (2006) “Signposts to Elsewhere” received
generous reviews from writers in the USA and throughout the Middle-East.
In 2007, his work was included in the encyclopedia of the World Great
Aphorists.
Youssef Bishai is a Masters degree student in public management at the
London School of Economics and fellow at the Mohammed Bin Rashid Al
Maktoum Foundation, 2008-09.
Yousryia Loza is founder of the Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE) and Chairman of the Board of Directors of the Enhancement of Integrated Services and Waste Recycling Company.
Zeinab Radwan is Professor of Islamic Studies and Deputy Speaker of the
People’s Assembly (till its dissolution in 2011).
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Editorial Team of Beyond and Daring to Care
Each member of the team has participated in this work, totally on voluntary basis, out of conviction that its contents represent a valuable contribution –from experts, thinkers, and youth – also on voluntary basis - to
policy-makers in building the new Egypt, reborn with the Revolution of
25th January 2011.

From AFICS-Egypt
Seheir Kansouh-Habib is founder and CEO of Beyond public policy quarterly and lead editor of Daring to Care book. Her long career with UNDP
spanned more than 30 years in overviewing multifaceted programmes of
development, in Egypt and the Arab region. Following her retirement in
1999, she served as senior adviser to the Minister of Insurance and Social
Affairs, to the National Council for Women and to the Minister of Planning. In 2002, she founded and chaired the Association of Former International Civil Servants (AFICS-Egypt). She continues to serve development in advisory and consultative capacities and through volunteer work.
She has received several awards for outstanding contribution to human
development, and to the cause of women. She has several publications in
peer reviewed journals. Her academic background lies in political science,
through graduate studies at AUC and fellowships at the Ohio State University under sabbatical from UNDP.
Samia Farid Shihata was Editor in Chief of Beyond public policy quarterly published as a supplement of the Al Ahram Weekly from 2005-2009.
She is book reviewer of Daring to Care. She earned her graduate degree
in International Economics and Middle East Studies from the School of
Advanced International Studies at Johns Hopkins University in the United
States. She worked as Senior Advisor to the Executive Director at the International Monetary Fund (IMF) from 1993 to 2003; as Director General of the Sawiris Foundation for Economic Development in 2003/4; and
then, as an independent consultant on development issues. Earlier in her
career she worked at the inter Arab Investment Guarantee Agency Corpo-
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ration (Kuwait). She is currently Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Venus
Media Ltd., a publishing, new media and public relations firm based in
Cairo, Egypt and continues to consult on development issues.
Hoda Sharkawi, production manager of Beyond since its inception in
2002, is also book reviewer and production manager of Daring to Care
book. A graduate from the Faculty of Art, Cairo University, she is former
official of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). She is former
senior controller of foreign publications with the Supreme Authority on
Foreign publications and Press. She is also the author of a series of books
for children, published by Dar El Maaref Publishing House. As a painter,
she received several awards for her work. She has extensive experience
in all aspects of the work related to the production of documentation and
publications. Her experience as a critic have been beneficial to her work,
first as UNDP media watch specialist related to women issues, then as
senior advisor to the National Council for Women since 2000 until today.
Amina Abdel Aziz has been contributing to Beyond publication since its
inception in 2002 as member of the Editorial Team, that is prior to the
journal becoming a public policy quarterly of Al Ahram Weekly in 2005,
and up to 2009. She is also book reviewer of Daring to Care book. Her 30year career as UNDP official was followed by her appointment as UNDP
project manager for the institution building of the National Council for
Women (NCW) where she serves to-day as senior adviser to the Secretary
General of NCW. She also served as director of the Programme Support
Unit of the Canadian International Development Assistance (CIDA) from
2008–2010. She studied history of civilization in the University of Memphis Tennessee during 1961-1966; and exfoliative cytology in the United
Kingdom where she worked in the Cytology Department of the Royal Free
Hospital in London.
Mahmoud Nour has given a special contribution to Beyond since its beginnings in 2002. In his capacity as graphic designer and photographer, he
designed its logo and layout up until it became a public policy quarterly of
Al Ahram Weekly in 2005. From then until 2008 he published the Arabic
edition of Beyond “Mabaed” through his company, Emerald publishing
LLC. He holds a Bachelor’s degree in Tourism and Hotel Administration,
Helwan University, as well as a diploma in professional photography from
the New York Institute of Photography. He worked with UNIC between
1993 and 1996, and has his photos and illustrations published in many
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magazines and publications. Nour arranged the layout and handled the
prepress as well as designed the cover of this book ‘Daring to care’.
From Al Ahram Weekly
Gamal Nkrumah has been the counterpart to AFICS on behalf of Al Ahram
Weekly newspaper with regards to the public policy quarterly supplement
Beyond from 2005-2009. With every issue, his editorial provided a broader
outlook of the topic addressed. Together with the lead editor of Daring to
Care book, they authored its overview. Gamal Nkrumah is a Pan-African
journalist and son of the first Ghanaian President late Kwame Nkrumah
and his Egyptian wife, Fathia Nkrumah through whom he also obtained the
Egyptian citizenship. He received his doctorate in political science from
the School of Oriental and African Affairs in London. He initially worked
as a political journalist at Al Ahram Weekly in Cairo for 15 years. Presently
he is editor of the international section of Al Ahram weekly.
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Other Collaborators and Supporters
Other collaborators/supporters of Beyond from AFICS-Egypt include at
early stages, late Pervine Rageh, thoroughly missed after her untimely
death, Hedayat Abdel Nabi and Essam Montasser, who proposed the
publication’s name Beyond out of belief of the broad vision it carries
with regards to hopes and aspirations for Egypt. Chafik Chamass and
Fouad Abdel Moneim Riad have been offering support and inspiration at
all stages . The youngest collaborator is Amr Saad, AFICS administrative
officer, who has helped transfer the electronic issues of Beyond into discs
and hard copies that allowed progressing with the manuscript smoothly.
From Al Ahram Weekly at founding stages, Hani Shukrallah, Fatemah
Farag and Sarah Aboubakr and throughout 2005-2009, Assem El-Kersh,
Editor in Chief of Al Ahram Weekly, and Galal Nassar, Managing Director,
who hosted Beyond’s editorial team throughout the five years during the
production time with an outstanding collaborative spirit.
A very special note of gratitude and appreciation goes to Hani Mostafa,
lay-out director at Al Ahram Weekly and his team, especially Nesmahar
Sayed Aly and Nader Fouad Habib, and to Ian Douglas, editor, without
whose substantive contribution to the lay out/production and editing of
Beyond, respectively, throughout 2005-2009, Beyond could not have
reached the quality that made of it a first class publication.
A word of thanks and appreciation also goes to renowned artist and
caricaturist George Bahgory, who, whenever solicited, responded
with a piece of art that adorned Beyond. Special words of thanks also
go to Waheed Abdel Meguid, Director General of Al Ahram Centre for
Publishing, translation and Distribution, who has, without hesitation given
his approval for such an illustrious institution, to be the publisher and
distributor of Daring to Care.
The UN system in Egypt has been supporting Beyond throughout the
years. Faith in Beyond as a serious public policy publication was first
demonstrated through financial support for printing and publishing by
Antonio Vigilante, former UN Resident Coordinator and Michele Ribotta,
and later by James W. Rawley, current Resident Coordinator, backed by
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John Appruzese, May Seraphim and Nahed Salama, and UNDP country
Director Mounir Tabet. Among the UN officials also to be thanked are from
UNESCO, late Amr Azouz, then Abdin Salih and Ghada Gholaim, from
UNIC Maher Nasser, former Director, and Magda Khorshid; Loretta de
Luca, former ILO Director and Nashwa Belal; Erma Manoncourt, former
UNICEF Representative, Maya Morsy, UN Women Country Coordinator;
from UNFPA former Representative Faysal Abdel-Gadir and current
Representative Ziad Rifai and Mona Moustafa, from FAO, Paul Makin;
from UNIDO, Mohamed Al Braithen, and from IOM, Shahidul Haque.
Mobaco, the Commercial International bank (CIB); the Social Fund for
development (SFD), Vodafone and Mansour Group, have each provided
some support that allowed the production of Beyond over its lifetime.
To them all, the Editorial Team is thankful, as without them, it would not
have been possible to produce the work they are proud to offer through
Daring to Care.
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About AFICS Egypt

The Association of International Civil Servants-Egypt (AFICS-Egypt)
is a non-profit organization of Egyptians and expatriates, UN consultants
and partners who have served (or are serving) the United Nations
Secretariat, its commissions and/or its specialized agencies. It operates
under Egyptian NGO Law 84/2002, with the name “Gameiat El Ameleen
Al Sabekeen bel Omam Al Mottaheda”, and is registered with the Ministry
of Social Solidarity under: no. 6548/2006, previously 1723/2003.

Through the critical mass of expertise and international development
experience of its members who also have extensive knowledge of Egypt’s
developmental problems and ways to solve them, AFICS-Egypt is crosssectoral and multi-disciplinary. In Egypt it enjoys the status of partner of
the UN operational team (vide United Nations Development Assistance
Framework (UNDAF) 2007-2011) with whom it is closely associated. It
also offers developmental assistance on a consultative or voluntary basis
to governmental authorities and to other civil society organizations.
Its competency lies within the cultural, scientific, social, technical, and
community, humanitarian and environment spheres. A parallel goal of
AFICS-Egypt is to serve the interest and welfare of its members.

AFICS-Egypt benefits from its being the country chapter of the Federation
of Associations of Former International Civil Servants (FAFICS) formed
more than 30 years ago with base stations at UN headquarters in New
York and Geneva. As an affiliate of FAFICS, it enjoys the status of member
of ECOSOC.
AFICS-Egypt networks with its sister associations around the globe and
its by-laws are in conformity with both FAFICS international regulations
and the Egyptian Law.
Since its establishment, AFICS-Egypt has provided expert technical
advisory services and has contributed to policy debates through a
number of activities, at regional and national levels.
This work is one of them.
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