71 A

Understanding

Cairo

THE LOGIC OF A CITY
OUT OF CONTROL

David Sims

With a Foreword by
Janet Abu-Lughod

The American University in Cairo Press
Cairo New York




First published in 2010 by

The American University in Cairo Press
113 Sharia Kasr el Aini, Cairo, Egypt
420 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10018
WWW.aUCprSS.C()m

Copyright © 2010 David Sims
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or

otherwise, withaut the prior written permission of the publisher.

Dar el Kutub No. 2378/10
ISBN 978 977 416 404 0

Dar el Kutub Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Sims, David
Understanding Cairo: The Logic of a City Out of Control / David Sims.—Cairo: The
American University in Cairo Press, 2010
p- cm.
ISBN 978 977 416 404 0
1. Cairo (Egypt—Description and Travel 1. Title
916.216
123456 151413121110

Designed by Adam el-Sehemy
Printed in Egypt

Contents

List of Maps

List of Ilustrations

List of Tables

Abbreviations and Acronyms
Acknowledgments

Foreword Fanet Abu-Lughod

Introduction

Imaging Cairo

Cairo is Egypt and Egypt is Cairo

A History of Modern Cairo: Three Cities in One
Informal Cairo Triumphant

Housing Real and Speculative

The Desert City Today

Working in the City

City on the Move: A Complementary Informality?

o0 ~1I N Wi o w N e

Governing Cairo
10 Summing Up: Cairo Serendipity?

Notes
Glossary
Bibliography
Index

ix
xiii
XV
xvil

xix

25
45
91
139
169
211
227




Maps

Map Page
0  Greater Cairo Base Map 2009. Xiv
00 Central Greater Cairo Base Map 2009. xvi
1.1 Cairo built-up area in 1798 compared to 2009. 11
2.1 Greater Cairo topography, 2006. 27
3.1 Built-up area of Cairo in 1950 compared to 2009. 47
3.2 Greater Cairo in 2006: extents of the three cities. 48
3.3 Greater Cairo’s formal and informal cities, 2005. 60
3.4 Greater Cairo peri-urban areas, 2008. 71
4.1 Informal areas of Greater Cairo by typology in 2000. 98
| 4.2 Recent informal development on desert land in the

al-Suf and ‘Atfih areas. 118
4.3 Large informal areas of Greater Cairo in 2008. 127
6.1 Greater Cairo: new town boundaries in 2009. 174
6.2 Sixth of October boundary expansion. 179
6.3 Greater Cairo’s western desert in 2009, 180
6.4 Greater Cairo’s eastern desert in 2009. 184
7.1 Greater Cairo: main formal industrial areas in 2007. 215
7.2 Distribution of establishments in Greater Cairo 1996. 222
8.1 Greater Cairo: metro lines 1-4, 234
8.2 Greater Cairo: regional roads and second Ring Road. 244
8.3 Greater Cairo expressways in 2007. 247

vii




Figure
1.1  Typical older housing in Qaytbay village.
1.2 Typical street in the Northern (Mamluk) Cemeteries.
2.1  Urban and rural areas of Giza’s urban fringe according
to the 1996 Census.
3.1  Part of Mohandiseen.
3.2 Public housing estate of ‘economic’ units, 1960s, Helwan.
3.3 Part of Madinat Nasr, developed in the 1970s.
3.4  Al-Nahda public housing estate.
3.5  Contrasting fabrics: Dokki versus Bulaq al-Dakrur.
3.6  Semi-structured informal area, part of the shiyakba
of al-Masakin al-Amiriya.
3.7  Extensive infill between villages of Dar al-Salam
and al-Basatin.
3.8  Informal expansion in al-Munira al-Gharbiya.
3.9 Informal infill between villages of Saft al-Laban
and Kafr al-Taharmus.
3.10 Tenth of Ramadan New Town, started in the late 1970s.
3.11 Off-plan developments near pyramids of Giza,
started in the late 1970s.
3.12  Population growth of component parts of
Greater Cairo 1946-2006.
4.1 Informal housing construction off the Ring Road
in al-Baragil, 2001.
4.2 Village-style informal buildings, al-Bashtil, Giza.
4.3  Recent classic informal buildings, al-Munira al-Gharbiya.

Illustrations

Page
23
24

30
49
51
53
54
58

61

63
65

67
76

81

83

100
101



44

4.5
4.6

4.7
4.8

4.9

4.10
4.11

4.12

4.13
4.14

4.15

4.16
4.17

4.18

5.1
5.2

5.5

5.6

57

5.8

Recent classic informal buildings in Khusus,
next to Ring Road.
New one-off tower blocks in Bulaq al-Dakrur.
One-off tower blocks on fringe of Bulaq
al-Dakrur, 2009.
Informal one-off tower buildings in Dar al-Salam.
Evolution of different types of informal housing
in ‘Izbit Bikhit.
Slum pocket behind former Rod al-Farag
wholesale market.
Tight living in old 7aba’ type housing in ‘Izbit Bikhit.
Informal development by converted agricultural
strips in al-Bashtil, Giza.
Recent informal development on hillsides in
Wadi Pharaon.
Contrasting urban fabrics over nine hundred years.
"Two apartment units in an informal building in
Manshiyat Nasir.
Three apartment units in an informal building
in Zenin (Bulaq al-Dakrur).

‘Two apartment units in an informal building in Imbaba.

Horizontal expansion into agricultural land
in the shiyakha of Helwan al-Balad.
Recent detail of informal area of al-Khanka.
Typical narrow lane, Bulaq al-Dakrur.
Older public housing blocks circa 1985 in
Sixth of October.
Different public housing types, Sixth of October.
Demolished ground-floor shop in public housing
in Sixth of October.
Example of Mubarak Youth Housing in
Sixth of October.
Largely vacant public housing, al-Shuruq
New Town, 2006.
National Housing Program housing blocks,
Sixth of October.
Example of #ni baytak self-built housing,
Sixth of October.

[lustrations

101
102

102
103

104

108
109

113

116
117

123

124
125

135
136
143

154
155

156

157

159

161

163

59

6.1

6.2
6.3
6.4
6.5
6.6
6.7
6.8

6.9
6.10
6.11
6.12
6.13
6.14
6.15
8.1
8.2
8.3
8.4
8.5
8.6

8.7
9.1

9.2

National Housing Program block under construction,
Sixth of October.
Part of industrial zone of Sixth of October,
started in 1983.
Panorama of part of Sixth of October.
Central spine of New Cairo in relatively built-up area.
Panorama of mature part of Sheikh Zayed.
Patchy development in al-‘Ubur New Town.
Patchy development in al-Shuruq New Town.
Transport problems inside Sixth of October.
New Cairo on the way to the American University
in Cairo campus.
Successful gated residential compound,
al-Shuruq New Town.
New Cairo subdivision, zoned for four-story
apartment blocks.
Still uninhabited New Cairo subdivision, zoned
for muldstory villas.
Sparsely inhabited subdivision, started in 1988,
Sixth of October.
Off-plan villa subdivisions and gated compounds
near Giza Pyramids.
Off-plan gated community al-Sulimaniya.
Off-plan government technology park, ‘Smart Village.’
Passenger transport in Greater Cairo, 1971-98.
Minibuses competing for passengers, Munib.
Minibuses stopping for passengers at Ismailiya
Canal Road off-ramp.
Informal public transport interchange on Ring Road.
Clogged main road serving north Bulaq al-Dakrur.
Narrow unpaved lane in very dense residential
area, ‘Izbit al-Matar.
Tuk-tuk repair shop, Waraq al-‘Arab.
Government water main serving informal areas
of Manshiyat Nasir.

Local sewers and house connections, ‘Izbit Bikhit.

Ilustrations

165

176
177
178
182
186
188
190

191
193
195
196
197
202
203
204
230
231
232
239
240

241
242

258
261

xi




Tables

Tables Page
2.1 Urban Egypt Household Income and Expenditure

Distribution by Decile (2004/2005). 40
3.1 Evolution of the Population of Greater Cairo and

Its Component Parts (1947-2009). 83
4.1 Large Informal Agglomerations in Greater Cairo (2006). 115

6.1 New Towns around Greater Cairo. 172




Abbreviations and Acronyms

ADSL broadband connection

AUC The American University in Cairo

CAPMAS  Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics
[al-Jihaz al-Markazi li-1-Ta‘bi’a al-‘Amma wa-1-Thsa’] (Arab

Republic of Egypt)
CEDE] Centre des Etudes et Documentations économiques et
juridiques (independent French research center in Cairo)
CNN Cable News Network
GDP Gross Domestic Product

GOPP General Organization for Physical Planning (affiliated to
MHUUD) (Arab Republic of Egypt)

GTZ Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit
GmbH (a German federally owned sustainable
development organization)

HECIS Household Expenditure, Consumption and Income Survey.
See Bibliography under Arab Republic of Egypt, Central
Agency for Public Mobilisation and Statistics, Housebold
Expenditure, Consumption and Income Survey.

HSUE Housing Study for Urban Egypt, 2008. See Bibliography
under United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), Housing Study for Urban Egypt.

IAURIF  Institut d’Aménagement et d’Urbanisme de la Région
d’lle-de-France (French government organization)

IDSC Information Decision Support Center (Arab Republic
of Egypt)
IGN Institut Géographique National (French government

|. mapping agency)




ILD
INTA
JICA

MHUUD

NGO
NHP

NUCA
SEAM

SME
SPOT

SUvV

UN
UN-Habitat
UNDP
USAID

Institute for Liberty and Democracy (Lima, Peru)
International New Towns Association (The Hague)
Japanese International Cooperation Agency (government
organization)

Ministry of Housing, Utilities, and Urban Development
(Arab Republic of Egypt)

Nongovernmental Organization

National Housing Program (2005-2011) (Arab Republic
of Egypt)

New Urban Communities Authority (Arab Republic of
Egypy

Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency: Support for
Environmental Assessment and Management Programme
Small and Micro-Enterprises

Satellite images from Spot Image S.A. (website: http://
Www.spotimage.com)

Sports utility vehicle

United Nations

Un{'ted Nations Programme for Human Settlements
United Nations Development Programme

United States Agency for International Development

Xvi Abbreviations and Acronyms

Acknowledgments

any people need to be acknowledged who helped with this
M book. Warm thanks go firstand foremost to Janet Abu-Lughod,

who enthusiastically supported the project and made very use-
ful and detailed comments on the text. Next, many thanks are extended
to Marion Séjourné for her collaboration in all the cartographical work.
Sonja Spruit made valuable contributions with photographs and archi-
tectural drawings. Lila Abu-Lughod cheerfully and unstintingly helped
with communications.

A number of people shared their knowledge with the author or
were colleagues in the work upon which this book rests. These persons
included Eric Denis, Ahmed Eweida and Sameh Wahba at-the World
Bank, Nick Warner, Elena Piffero, Hazem Kamal, Zein Abd Al-Azim,
Muna El-Shorbagi, Olivia Kummel, and Hala Bayoumi at the Centre des
Etudes et Documentations economiques et juridiques (CEDE]).

Thanks and gratitude are extended to the people at Google Earth
who gave the author permission to use their screen imagery of parts of
Greater Cairo.

Thanks must also be extended to the Dutch-Flemish Institute in
Cairo, which invited the author to give a lecture on informal Cairo in
November 2006, on the basis of which this book project was conceived.

Finally, many thanks are extended to Randi Danforth, Miriam Fahmi,
and Nadia Nagib at the American University in Cairo Press, and Lesley
Tweddle, whose much appreciated efforts were essential for editing and

producing the book.

xvii



Foreword
by Janet Abu-Lughod

of writers and inspired prose ranging from the journalistically sen-

sational to the seriously scholarly. The best of the latter tries to
reconcile the city’s rich history of religious and political changes with what
appears to be the persistent essence of its people’s character. Especially
challenging has been the task of describing the protean shape of the city as
a coherent geographic whole, since Cairo’s urbanized region has expanded
(and sometimes contracted) over many millennia of political change without
losing its centrality or coherence. The exponential growth of Cairo’s popu-
lation in the last generation has been matched by radical expansion of the
metropolitan region’s boundaries. New urban settlement areas have more
than doubled the city’s extent, absorbing the increased residential popula-
tion at efficient densities, mostly within the fringe and northern zones.

All fans of Cairo will therefore welcome this new path-breaking book
by David Sims, original in its arguments and richly documented with
detailed data never before accessible to the general reader. It is clearly
a major addition to the voluminous literature about Cairo, thankfully
updating and indeed superseding two earlier holistic accounts of the city’s
social and spatial organization: those written by Marcel Clerget in the
early 1930s and by Janet Abu-Lughod in the late 1960s. The sheer size
of the city’s population and the rapidity with which it has grown in the
last century means that the conclusions reached by earlier generations of
scholars and the detailed descriptions they crafted, no matter how accu-
rate for their time, have long been in need of updating.

Clerget’s sympathetic historical narrative, his excellent maps (many
of them lovingly hand drawn), and his laborious extraction of raw census

Cairo is perhaps the city that above all others has captured the hearts




data, carried the history of the city up through the height of British colo-
nial rule when a bifurcation of the population into ‘natives’ and ‘local
and foreign elites’ was sharply reflected geographically in the contrast
between the ‘old’ city and the ‘new.” My own book carried the city’s his-
tory through the overthrow of the figurehead king, the exuberant period
of Bandung, Arab Socialism, the nationalization of the Suez Canal, and
the construction of the high dam designed to provide cheap electricity for
heavy industrial development. It was accompanied by high rates of rural-
to-city migration and soaring rates of natural increase, only partially miti-
gated by significant land reforms to break up enormous feudal estates and
by the state’s ambitious plans to construct industrial zones and mass hous-
ing, largely in the northern fringe and on the Giza shore. During this
period, sizable parcels of state, military, and wagf (religious endowment)
land adjacent to the built-up city were still available for development into
popular housing and, later, middle-class projects such as Nasr City and
Mohandiseen. These additions, together with the departure of foreign-
ers, helped expand the housing supply to keep pace with in-migration and
high natural increase.

Even such ambitious progressive investments, however, were
insufficient to build Egypt’s military capacity to defend the country from
hostile attacks. The tripartite invasion of Sinai by British, French, and
Israeli troops in 1956 was turned back after U.S. objections, but this only
postponed the humiliating defeat of Egypt in 1967, when Israel occupied
the remainder of Palestine and the Sinai up to the Suez Canal, ending
Nasser’s optimistic dreams of political autarchy and modern socialism.

Where my narrative ends, David Sims’s excellent analysis picks up,
concentrating essentially on the period after Egypt’s defeat in 1967 and
the death of Nasser in 1970. And it far exceeds the studies that preceded
it, both in posing more analytic questions and in its access to details that
are only now technically available to the student of urban development—
easier computer mapping of census data and, above all, Google Earth,
through which the actual and gradual changes in land use (especially in
the agricultural fringe) can be traced graphically.

Tracing the major changes that have occurred in the past half cen-
tury, Sims demonstrates how the city has managed to function despite its
mounting challenges, thanks to the patience and ingenuity of its people—
recognized and admired by all of us who marvel at the special resilient
qualities of ‘our’ city. Sims argues that Cairo has avoided the dysfunctional

XX Foreword

chaos and unplanned overcrowding of many Third World cities, thanks
to an ironic combination of an authoritarian but relatively ineffectual
state committed to developing new towns in the unlimited desert, and
the tenacity and ingenuity of informally organized entrepreneurial inves-
tors (ordinary people) in building regular dense housing developments on
contiguous farmland, despite firm (but unenforceable) government laws
prohibiting the conversion of agricultural land into urban settlements.

His tightly organized argument, focusing directly on this fundamental
problematic, allows the author to avoid the temptation to include all the
fascinating tidbits of historical interest so irresistible to other authors.
Instead, his book ruthlessly confines itself to the past forty years, makes
full use of the relevant new information available, and is deeply enriched
by the author’s understanding of Egypt, gained in his thirty-plus years
of experience as a skilled data analyst and as a sophisticated .hands—on
activist/planner in that country. The result is an analysis that is ngorousl.y
disciplined, based on a cautious reading of statistical and geographic
evidence, and illuminated by insights gained from actual experience as a
planning practitioner of development projects.

As Sims states clearly in his introduction, “the message which is devel-
oped in this book is that Cairo has generated its own logics of accom-
modation and development, and that these operate largely outside the
truncated powers of government or are at best in a symbiotic relation
with its weakness. For lack of a better word, these logics can be called
“informal.” In contrast to Egyptian critics who deplore informal solu-
tions, he argues that in Cairo, they work! Its population is relatively well
housed; the metropolitan region has kept its compact shape of high den-
sity by contiguous additions and infill within and between existing vil-
lages; roads, buses, and informal transportation systems move people with
flexibility; wasteful suburban sprawl has been avoided, because planned
industrial zones and better-class villas and government institutions have
been relegated to government-sponsored peripheral satellite cities.

The latter group, ambitious government planners, with official
power to appropriate unlimited ‘free’ state/military desert land, put its
efforts into designing a set of ‘new towns’ in the desert, far from the
city’s center. The state has made heavy investments in infrastructure
(notably the ring roads around the city designed to reach these satellite
towns and to extend water lines) and has offered generous incentives
to joint industrial ventures and to private builders of upper-class villas,
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hoping that sites and services and minimal worker housing would be
filled with workers and their families eager for employment in the new
factories of the planned spacious new towns. However, the population
anticipated to fill up these still mostly empty spaces has failed to materi-
alize. Instead, workers must be bused in daily while their families prefer
to remain in town.

At the same time, a set of ordinary Cairenes, using entrepreneurial
ingenuity and inventing quasi-legal techniques of land-transfer con-
tracts based largely on trust, have managed to circumvent government
restrictions that have proven either weakly enforced or subject to bend-
ing with bribes. In the most recent decades, these small investors have
added massive amounts to the metropolitan region’s affordable housing
supply on the agricultural fringe. By analyzing serial Google Earth aerial
photographs, Sims documents the achievements of these ‘informal plan-
ners.” He commends them for averting growing housing shortages, for
absorbing ‘excess’ population growth, for controlling construction costs,
and for facilitating gradually accumulated capital investments and owner-
supervised construction.

[t should be acknowledged that not all of these techniques for building
at efficient densities can be applied automatically in other resource-poor
megacities. This makes the study of Cairo’s solution of limited value in
the growing academic field of comparative global urbanization. However,
it may be of special interest as a counter-factual, which enhances its value
to comparative urbanists.

Some differences that distinguish Cairo from others are cultural:
long-term adaptation to living peacefully in high-density settlements;
strong family and neighborhood ties; tolerance for diversity; self-reliance
and skill at quietly resisting oppressive government controls.

Some are situational: the years of oil prosperity in neighboring labor-
short kingdoms in the 1970s and beyond, encouraged Egyptian men to
migrate for higher wages, despite their reluctance (and restrictions on
family admissions) to emigrate permanently. Excess wages were repatri-
ated and some of these were saved to invest in land and dwellings.

Some, like terrain, are relatively unique: flat rectangular agricultural
plots divided by canals for irrigation, which, after land reforms, were
subdivided into small ownership plots. These irrigation canals became
suitable, when covered, for narrow access roads to collective settl ements,
and served as templates to guide regular designs.

xxii Foreword

But one deviation is relatively unique: that is, the sharp but somewhat
flexible division between the desert and the sown, for which Egypt has
always served as an extreme example. Unimproved desert lands belong
collectively to the state or to tribes that can defend them, because, unless
irrigated, they have little value except for animal grazing. Ownership .of
the sown (or irrigated) space is always contested and policed because its
value fluctuates with what can be produced on it. According to standard
theories of land economics, conversion from agricultural to accessible
urban uses creates irresistible profits, unless recaptured in taxes or other-
wise regulated. Few other countries outside MENA can take advantage of
this opportunity to make contradictory policies. Similar contradictions,
however, may also exist in other rapidly growing cities of the South. The
challenge is to find and exploit them.

In conclusion, David Sims has not only produced an original and
unique case study of Cairo but an innovative model of methodological
sophistication and a theoretical challenge to superficial overgeneraliza-

tions. Hurrah!
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Introduction

hy try to understand a metropolis such as Cairo? Greater
WCairo is certainly important as the home for over seventeen

million people, as the engine of the Egyptian economy, and
as the largest city in Africa (and, by some measures, the seventh largest
in the world).! But an understanding of Cairo is crucial for other reasons.
There is a need to move beyond the stereotypical generalizations that
many are quick to apply to Third World megacities. There is so much
clutter out there, so much cavalier commentary and superficial analysis,
that it is frustratingly difficult for the simple realities of Cairo to emerge
from the noise. Comprehending Cairo’s urban realities is the subject of
this book, which seeks to explain how it is possible for an apparently out-
of-control Cairo to function and, in some ways, to function quite well.

Readers of this book who seek blinding insights or startling revelations
applicable across the urban Third World may be disappointed. In fact, one
of the points of this book is to show how easy it is to be superficial when
tackling the subject of a huge city, and how facile it is to immediately and
sweepingly confound it with the urban future of the planet. That over
half the world is now urban, that it will inescapably become more so,
and that almost all of this urbanization is a product of Asian and African
countries, is tirelessly repeated these days. But it is precisely because cities
such as Cairo are heralds of the planet’s future that they need better, less
cursory, and less prejudiced treatment.

Yet this book should have a certain universal appeal. It tries seriously
to understand Cairo, and in doing so, it demonstrates an approach that
can be applied to other cities. OQur process has been to step back, take a
bit of time, and proceed through the city’s modern history, geography,




built environment, transport, economy, and especially population, mak-
ing doubly sure people count and are counted. The focus is on the last
fifty years or so, a period of explosive growth in which the population
has quadrupled and which has fundamentally changed the city forever.
Within this process and at each juncture questions are constantly posed.
What are current images and understandings? What is actually known
and not known? And finally, does this or that aspect of the city work or
not work, and why?

In the past decade or so there has been only a handful of attempts at
putting the story of a contemporary non-western metropolis into a single
treatment. Maximum City: Bombay Lost and Found, written in 2005 by
Suketu Mehta, takes a look at Mumbai and, while certainly entertaining
and informative, does so through a personal optic that seems to be preoc-
cupied with class differences, police corruption and brutality, neo-fascist
politics, and Mumbai’s criminal world.? Rem Koolhaas tackled Lagos in
a fifty-minute film released in 2003 called Lagos/Koolhaas, but this treat-
ment is little more than a celebration of chaos, whose message is as much
about Koolhaas as it is about Lagos.” On the more academic side, Ananya
Roy produced City Requiem: Calcutta in 2003, which is an excellent narra-
tive of many aspects of the city—politics, poverty, gender, and contested
informality on the city’s rapidly developing fringes—but in it the impera-
tive to place her work within the fabric of western academic discourse is
often overwhelming.*

Even looking back decades, there are precious few books that tackle
cities in developing countries as a whole. Ironically, it is Cairo that has
probably been better covered by serious treatment than any other non-
western metropolis. Janet Abu-Lughod’s Cairo: 1001 Years of the City Vic-
torious, published in 1971, stands out in the literature as a much acclaimed
and often referenced model of such an approach.’ Her work was preceded
in 1934 by Marcel Clerget’s exhaustive and excellent if little-known work,
Le Caire: Etude de Géographie urbaine et d’Histoire économique.® Our book,
along with those of Abu-Lughod and Clerget, can be seen as punctuations
or markers along both temporal and demographic continuums. Clerget
was analyzing a Cairo that contained one million inhabitants in 1928, and
Abu-Lughod was looking at a city that had grown to roughly four million
inhabitants by 1966. The present book, another four decades on, is look-
ing at the same city, whose population exceeded sixteen million inhabit-
ants by 2006, another fourfold increase. These coincidental continuum
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markers dramatically underscore the reality of Cairo’s exponential growth
and the need for repeated investigations and updates.

Is modern Cairo out of control? The words chaotic, overcrowded,
cacophonous, disorganized, confusing, polluted, dirty, teeming, sprawl-
ing, and so on, are quick to be used by foreign observers as well as
Egyptians themselves. For the political leadership and most Egyptian
professionals and academics, Cairo has become a béte noire, represent-
ing all that is backward and undisciplined, the antithesis of what modern
Egyptian society should aim to be. For observers of global trends, Cairo
is one of those places where it is fashionable to deplore the rising tide of
‘intractable urban problems’ associated with so many megacities in the
Third World, and to see them as hopelessly out of control.

And in many ways Cairo is completely out of control, at least by the
metric of western urban management. Two-thirds of the city’s population
now live in neighborhoods that have sprung up since 1950, devoid of any
planning or control, and which are considered by officialdom as both
illegal and undesirable. In contrast, there are vast extensions of the urban
region that are completely planned and into which the state has poured
more and more resources, but perversely these areas remain almost com-
pletely devoid of any inhabitants. Housing in Cairo is built, and prop-
erty exchanged, in contravention of a host of laws; transport functions
in strange and apparently contradictory ways; and hanging over all are
near-dysfunctional and largely irrelevant bureaucracies. As one academic
discussion of Cairo’s ‘master planning’ efforts put it, “Greater Cairo has
not been mastered or planned.””

Furthermore, superficially Cairo is a knot of contradictions. One of the
most glaring is ostentatious wealth coexisting side by side with extreme
poverty. In this sense Cairo is right up there with Lagos, Mumbai, or
Mexico City—or at least would seem to be. There are huge SUVs and
donkey carts, palaces and hovels, beggars and pampered youth. There are
outrageously expensive weddings whose floral arrangements alone cost
more than the average Egyptian earns in a lifetime. However, another of
the city’s contradictions follows directly on from this: for all the juxtaposi-
ton of wealth and poverty, Cairo is probably the safest large city on earth,
at least in terms of violent crime. Yet another contradiction is that, even
in a huge metropolis such a$ Cairo, one can still walk from the center of
town and in less than two hours find oneself in the midst of verdant fields,
sturdy farm workers, and placid water buffalos.® Another whole set of
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contradictions is to be found in the huge chasm between government pro-
nouncements and realities on the ground, as we shall see in this book.

The contradictions of rich and poor are common to all Third World
capital cities, where the poor and disenfranchised continue to multiply,
where the thin layers of the rich and connected play out their fantasies,
and where the state (whether hard, soft, high modernist, paternal, or
some combination of all of these) continues to be at least partly irrel-
evant. But the message that is developed in this book is that Cairo has
generated its own logics of accommodation and development, and that
these operate largely outside the truncated powers of government or are
at best in a symbiotic relation with its weakness. For lack of a better word,
these logics can be called ‘informal.” Development literature, both donor
and academic, is full of talk about informality, as any keyword search on
Google will show. And informal urban development is now being recog-
nized by many students of modern urbanism as one of, if not the, defining
teature of the large developing world city.'” To those wishing to uncover a
hard anatomy of urban informality, one can only say, “Welcome to Cairo,
where informality rules supreme!”

If there is a particular methodology to be found in this book, it is that
a Third World metropolis needs to be seen as a sum of its people, their
activities, and livelihoods, and the planner must ask where all of this is
headed. We take as a premise that to understand such a place one needs
to stand back and look at numbers: numbers of people, volume of invest-
ments, prices, land measurements, and so on, and ask how and why they
are constantly changing. As Janet Abu-Lughod says, the “infrared lens
of statistics” is needed to “separate the accidental from the essential.”"!
Although it is valuable to focus on a particular locale or group of peo-
ple or one of the myriad idiosyncrasies that Cairo hides, there is also
a need to step back or above, put them in perspective, and determine
the general context in which they emerge. All too often, when looking
at a huge city, it is convenient to let tiny aspects dominate. While this
approach may advance someone’s particular agenda, it hardly contrib-
utes to understanding the city as a whole, and can introduce distortions
that inflate triviality all out of proportion. As this book contends, there
is a need to uncover underlying economic processes at work that shape
the city and, parenthetically, frequently bedevil government planners,
who ignore them in pursuit of their utopian dreams, and lawmakers, who
assume that somehow legislation will automatically be enforced. It is
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these processes that, after all, help explain how cities may actually exhibit
“order without design.”"

Cairo is a moving target, as any dynamic city must be. This book was
written in 2009, and it takes maximum advantage of the detailed results
of the 2006 census (which appeared partally only in 2008) as well as of
a number of very recent studies, theses, and reports. Inevitably, much of
this data will soon be out of date as Cairo continues to grow and change.
But hopefully the conclusions will not, since they are based on some fun-
damental traits and underlying driving forces that have shaped the city
over the last five decades and continue to do so. Some of the policies
and actions of government have had a definite impact, but rarely in the
ways intended, as we shall see. And this disconnect between government
pronouncements and reality continues in Greater Cairo, recent reforms
and initiatives notwithstanding.

One of the challenges in writing this book has been to decide what
should be included and what not.” To keep to the essentials of how Cairo
works, in our book there is 7o discussion of Cairo’s ethnic and religious
groups (which get along quite well), crime (which is remarkably low), air
pollution (extremely bad when there is no wind), or even solid waste col-
lection systems (which are badly managed but include an efficient infor-
mal means for recycling). For each of the topics covered, there is a huge
amount of information to draw on, and sifting and summarizing have been
necessary to deliver what is hopefully only clear and essential. This having
been said, by no means can the understanding of Cairo presented here be
considered definitive. All representations of a city, especially a complex
and dynamic city such as Greater Cairo, are approximations. This book is
no exception. But we hope it advances an understanding of Cairo and how
it works, knowing there is very much more that could be said.

This book was written in English, on the assumption that the main
audience would be an international one. However, as many people have
pointed out, for the book to advance the understanding of Cairo among
those who actually count—in other words, decision makers in govern-
ment and in the Egyptian intelligentsia—an Arabic version needs to be
produced. This is very much the intention.

How to Use this Book
The organization of this book is straightforward. First, views of Cairo
and ways in which it is imaged are summarized in Chapter 1, in order
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to show how reality is all too easily glossed over with facile portrayals
and even sometimes, gleeful misconceptions. Chapter 2 puts Cairo into
its Egyptian context, without which it is impossible for the reader to
even begin to understand Cairo. Chapter 3 presents a history of mod-
ern Cairo by focusing on the development over the last half-century
of its three component parts—the formal city, the informal city, and
the desert city—and the relative weights of each. Chapter 4 expends
considerable effort on dissecting the informal city and explaining both
why it has become dominant and why it will inevitably continue to be
so. Chapter § tries to untangle the confused picture of housing needs,
housing markets, and the real-estate bonanza. Chapter 6 visits in some
detail the new towns and desert developments around Cairo, since so
much hope is placed in them by planners, local investors, and neo-
liberal cheerleaders alike. Chapter 7 presents an overview of Cairo’s
economy and in particular the labor force, enterprises, and how infor-
mality dominates the livelihoods of many. Chapter 8 takes a look at
transport and informality in Cairo, and Chapter 9 briefly sketches how
Greater Cairo is governed, or is not. Finally, Chapter 10 tries to tie it
all together.

A Definition of Greater Cairo

Just what is the extent of Greater Cairo, which is the subject of this book?
Where to draw the boundaries of the metropolis is much debated, as is
the case for virtually all megacities where boundaries need to be revised
outward to keep up with urban expansion. To keep things simple, we take
as the boundary of Greater Cairo that of the Japanese International Coop-
eration Agency (JICA) study area for Greater Cairo (see Nippon Koei Co.
Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic Urban Development,
pp- S-1 and §-2). This is made up of three distinct sub-areas, listed below.
The reader should know that in this definition and throughout the book
we refer to the three governorates of Greater Cairo that existed prior to
the administrative changes promulgated in May 2008, which created the
two new governorates of Sixth of October and Helwan, carved partly out
of Giza and Cairo governorates respectively.

1. Greater Cairo Proper

This includes all of Cairo Governorate, Giza City (part of Giza Gover-
norate), and Shubra al-Khayma City (part of Qalyubiya Governorate).
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These areas correspond to the main metropolitan agglomeration and
to almost all of what the Central Agency for Public Mobilization and
Statistics (CAPMAS) classified as ‘urban’ in the 2006 Census. The 2006
population of Greater Cairo proper was 11.7 million inhabitants.

2. Peri-urban Greater Cairo

This includes nine, mainly rural, administrative marakiz (districts) of
Giza and Qalyubiya governorates. The marakiz of Qalyubiya are al-Qa-
natir al-Khayriya, Qalyub (including Khusus), al-Khanka, and Shibin
al-Qanatir. Those of Giza are Giza, Imbaba, Usim, Badrashayn, and
al-Hawamidiya. The 2006 population of peri-urban Greater Cairo was
3.9 million inhabitants.

3. Greater Cairo’s Desert

This includes the eight desert new towns found around Cairo—Sixth
of October, Fifteenth of May, al-‘Ubur, al-Shurug, Sheikh Zayed, New
Cairo, al-Badr, and Tenth of Ramadan, plus other desert developments
inside the Nippon (2008) study area boundary.* The 2006 population of
Greater Cairo’s desert was 602,000 inhabitants.

The totality of the extent of Greater Cairo is made by combining
these three different spaces, equaling 4,367 square kilometers. This is
sometimes referred to as the Greater Cairo region. The resulting bound-
ary is shown in Map 0. '

A Note on Sources

The sources for this book are many. It may be that there are more data,
descriptions, and commentaries about Cairo than most non-western
megacities. A main source is the Census of Egypt, and other outputs of
the Egyptian government body responsible for the census, al-Jihaz al-
Markazi li--Ta'bi’a al-‘Amma wa-l-Thsa’. This body also publishes in
English under the name Central Agency for Public Mobilisation and
Statistics, often known by its acronym CAPMAS. The Census of Egypt
is a multivolume work that includes a Census of Population, Census of
Buildings, Census of Establishments, and Census of Living Conditions.
Other sources include newspaper articles, heavily obtuse reports found in
the development literature, journalists’ impressions, and academic theses
and articles. Google Earth satellite images, that blessing and godsend to
all who love and dissect cities, have been indispensable.
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The author’s personal experiences are also a prime source of infor-
mation. The author has been based in Cairo for over thirty years and
has worked as an urban planner and economist on numerous projects in
Cairo and on studies about the city and its various facets. This has not
only allowed access to much data but has also meant that ‘getting into the
field” has been a frequent task and, parenthetically, a great privilege. Hav-
ing had to operate professionally as an independent consultant caught in
the middle, with Egyptian government agencies on one side and foreign
donors on the other, has been an uncomfortable but decidedly informa-
tive experience."

It should be pointed out that many of the recent studies used in this
book were produced by the author. Small parts of Chapters 2, 4, and 6 are
condensed or revised versions of passages written by the author and listed
in the Bibliography as: World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: Urban Sector
Note. Vol. 1: Urban Sector Update, and World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt:
Urban Sector Note. Vol. 2: Towards an Urban Sector Strategy.

How reliable is the published information used in this book? All such
information must be looked at with a critical eye, and in the text the basis
of data is questioned when it is thought that the reader should form his
or her own opinion as to their reliability. Since statistics coming from
the Census of Egypt are copiously used throughout this book, the reader
may wish to know how dependable these numbers are. As with any cen-
sus, there are deficiencies to be found in terms of definitions, methodol-
ogy, and geographical coverage. Also, the precise boundaries of census
enumeration districts are somewhat confusing, especially in peri-urban
areas.' Where housing unit or population numbers for a particular area
may be over- or under-represented due to these deficiencies, this is noted.
However, it should be realized that the Census of Egypt is a de facto cen-
sus with a long tradition and a consistent approach. It first counts all
buildings and housing units and then, on a particular night in the census
year, counts all persons physically present in housing units. (For the 2006
Census, this was the night of 20 November.) This means distortions that
could arise from considerations of what is a ‘normal’ or ‘registered’ resi-
dence are avoided, and also there is no double counting.
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Imaging Cairo

odern Cairo is certainly no backwater, judging by the amount

of commentary that has been and continues to be poured out

about it. The attention Cairo receives is found in books on
Cairo itself, in articles, in television programs, on websites, in films on
particular aspects of the city, and in works about Egypt and the Middle
East, in which Cairo figures more or less prominently. Efforts range
from serious journalism to guidebooks and travelogue impressions and
from obscure academic material to obtuse development reports gener-
ated by aid agencies. There is also a large body of fiction whose stories
are located in Cairo, some of it very good and well-known and some of it
superficial and self-serving. Except for the fiction, most of the material is
produced by western authors and institutions, and it is no exaggeration
to say that the western optic, especially the Anglophone one, seems to
predominate. Commentary on Cairo by Egyptians is rich and varied, but
is found mostly in the newspapers, on television, and in local journals,
rarely in books."!

Obviously, as a collective whole such sources can aid a reader in gain-
ing an understanding of the city and how it works. But who has the time
and patience to synthesize, even if information overload doesn’t occur?
In addition, the impressions gained are often superficial and sometimes
completely incorrect, since ‘out there’ is a lot of material colored by
preconceptions and myths. This can even be found in material that is
ostensibly well-grounded in Cairo and its manifestations, but it is more
often found in the copious transnational literature that throws in snippets
about Cairo while advancing global truths seemingly valid across cities,
across countries, and even across continents. There is too much of the




need to neatly package and quickly extrapolate to the global, and in the
process necessarily to stereotype, lose track, and objectify.

This chapter tries to set the scene, going through the most common
types of imaging to which Cairo is subject. The aim is to inform the
reader that there are numerous ways Cairo can be ‘taken’ and observed,
and to provide a kind of gentle forewarning of some of the more common
pitfalls and distortions found in the literature.

Cairo as History

The single strongest pull in the imaging of Cairo is probably the city’s
historical dimension. And Cairo certainly has a lot of history, over four
thousand years of it if Memphis and the Giza pyramids are considered
part of the city, and over one thousand years even if Cairo’s history is con-
sidered to have begun only in the Fatimid era. In fact, it could be said that
there is a whole industry, curiously dominated by American and French
scholars, which looks just at Islamic Cairo. It even seems sometimes that
the most important commentator on Cairo is the fourteenth-century
chronicler and urban observer Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-Magrizi.

It is worth remembering that, although Cairo certainly has a proud
historic past, at present the parts of the city that can be considered his-
toric (that is, those that existed at the time of the French occupation in
1798) represent only a minuscule fraction of the whole. Currently the
population of these areas (see Map 1.1) does not exceed 350,000 persons,
or 2 percent of Greater Cairo’s total of over seventeen million inhabit-
ants. It should be added that the population of these small areas continues
to decline, and if the government has its way, historic Cairo will soon
become a sterile open-air museum with little else but theme-park embel-
lishments and tourist shops.

Although historic Cairo is now an almost insignificant part of the mod-
ern metropolis, Cairo as history seems to trump the literature. In the last
fifteen years three substantial books have appeared that look specifically
at Cairo—André Raymond’s Cairo: City of History (published in 1993 in
French, and in 2001 in English), Max Rodenbeck’s Cairo: The City Victorious
(1998), and Maria Golia’s Cairo: City of Sand (2004).> Each tries to see the
city as a whole, and each includes descriptions of contemporary Cairo. Yet
in each the historical emphasis is at the forefront, if not overwhelming.

Raymond’s book is the most historic, devoting only one chapter of
some thirty pages to Cairo’s development over the 1936-92 period. And
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Map 1.1. Cairo built-up area in 1798 (from Description de I'Egypte) compared to 2009.




this chapter is predictably named “The Nightmares of Growth.” It con-
centrates on “galloping population growth,” wholesale urban expansion
on precious agricultural land, the “frenetic growth” of what had been
genteel neighborhoods, the “near-paralysis of traffic,” and deplorable
infrastructure services. Raymond devotes only two pages to the phe-
nomenon of informal or spontaneous settlements around Cairo, which
flourish “without the help of any planning, in agricultural areas that one
would wish to preserve,”™ focusing instead on laments for the decline of
the historic quarters and the ugliness of recent architecture. Raymond
seems to see nothing good in recent developments, implying that his “city
of history” is losing its soul. He concludes:

But Cairo risks becoming an ordinary city, another example of the vast
conurbations proliferating throughout the world. . . . The population
threat is still present, poised to sweep away the fragile barriers that tech-
nicians and politicians have managed to erect to direct its flow. In the
past demographic growth has been an asset to Egypt, giving it power,
prestige, and authority. Today it is a mortal danger. Cairo long played the
part of safety valve for Egypt’s population growth. Tomorrow it could be

its detonator.?

This gloomy assessment was published in 1992, when Greater Cairo had
just eleven million inhabitants. Today it has over seventeen million and is
still nowhere near detonating.

Max Rodenbeck’s book on Cairo is also unabashedly historical, and
the first two-thirds present a very readable and insightful historical time-
line that starts in earnest with the Arab conquest of Egypt in Ap 640 and
the establishment of al-Fustat. The last third of the book covers mod-
ern Cairo since the 1952 Revolution, going through the rule of Nasser,
Sadat, and Mubarak, and focusing on Egypt’s changing fortunes and
social dynamics and how they played out in Cairo. Religion and funda-
mentalism, political games, bloated bureaucracy, foreign aid, riots, Sufi
mulids, coffee houses, class hierarchies, the hopeless education system,
garbage and the zabbalin, song and film, are all subjects for observation.
Cairene kindliness, stoicism, humor, and wit in the face of economic
stagnation and chaos rightfully claim pride of place. Rodenbeck offers
few generalizations, but he does sit back and muse, quite accurately: “On
the surface Cairo’s ways of coping seem hopelessly tangled and sclerotic.

12 Imaging Cairo

They can be maddening. . . . By and large, though, the city’s mechanisms
work. . . . In richer cities formal structures, rules, and regulations channel
a smooth flow of things. In Cairo informal structures predominate.”

Rodenbeck never completely abandons the historic take on the city,
even when discussing modern facets. He is clever at intertwining the
old with the new. Thus Nasser’s autocracy is compared with that of the
Mamluks, modern Cairo’s cavalier attitude to garbage is compared to a
similar pharaonic nonchalance, today’s rampant bribery is compared to
legal knavery recorded on tomb reliefs from the New Kingdom as well
as to medieval Cairo’s corrupt judges and bribed witnesses, and present-
day funeral obsequies are compared to both the pharaonic and Islamic
preoccupation with death. These comparisons might help provide con-
tinuity in a take on Cairo that is more or less biographical, but it does
not in itself explain how modern Cairo grows and works. For example,
although the book was published in 1998 when almost half the city could
be considered informal, the phenomenon of informal urban development
and its ascendancy in Cairo’s landscape is hardly mentioned, except in a
quote from Asef Bayat on the informal city’s style of “quiet encroach-
ment” and a reference to the “higgledy-piggledy burrows of Bulaq al-
Dakrur.” To Rodenbeck, as to many other observers, the hard life of the
poor is found in an amorphous geographic landscape called “the Popular
Quarters,” which combine new informal Cairo with older tenement and
historic areas.’ '

Maria Golia’s book is less historic than either Rodenbeck’s or Ray-
mond’s. In the preface she poses the question: “Some of us wonder,
watching Cairo teeter between a barely functional glide and an irretriev-
able nosedive, what keeps this plane in the air? . . . How and why, given
some of the most grueling, incongruous conditions imaginable, Cairo
retains its allure and its people their sanity.” She aims at looking at
“Cairo’s broader present moment, its giddy equilibrium and unfolding
contemporary nature,” pursuing lines of inquiry about Cairo’s millions
and their “grace under pressure.” Golia bravely tries to do just that, but
even 50, she also cannot avoid the historical spin. One of her five chapters
is devoted entirely to the city’s history, and references such as “the arc of
fourteen centuries” pepper the text.

At one point Golia asks “Perhaps today’s greatest riddle is not so much
‘where is Cairo headed?’ as ‘where is Cairo at all?’ Is it in the old quarters,
or the remnants of belle époque downtown, or in the new middle-class
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areas on the west bank, or in the satellite cities of the desert? Or is the real
Cairo to be found in the myriad hovels in which most of the people actu-
ally live?” Except for her pejorative and incorrect description of informal
Cairo as a collection of hovels, this is a good question! Unfortunately
she doesn’t really answer it, except to ask another question, which turns
back to history: “Does a collective hallucination sustain the image of an
ancient and venerable city when it is in fact disfigured with slums and
crass consumerism?”"

Even Janet Abu-Lughod, who describes the orientation of her well-
known 1971 book on Cairo as “social and contemporary rather than
historical and architectural,” seems unable to escape from being partly
tied down by a thousand years of history." Over one-third of her book is
devoted to the Islamic and Khedivial city, up to roughly the time of the
First World War. However, the rest of the book investigates the forma-
tion and growth of the “contemporary city,” which roughly covers the
1920 to 1960 period.

Cairo as Nostalgia
Closely related to Cairo as history is the nostalgic view of the glories of
a more recent past. There are many Cairenes as well as foreigners who
look back to some perceived golden period, usually through a blinkered
memory conditioned by revulsion at what Cairo has since become.
Actually, what is perceived as Cairo’s golden period is in the eye of the
beholder, and it is possible to ride through time on the back of this nostal-
gia. Although no one still alive remembers Cairo’s belle époque (generally
considered to have spanned the 1870 to 1925 period), there has recently
been an outpouring of material about its architecture, enterprise, and
social life."” This view is frequently combined with a stubborn nostalgia
for the Cairo that existed before King Farouk was overthrown in 1952.
Cairo has a surprising number of unabashed royalists who see the 1930s
and 1940s as the heyday of a sophisticated capitalist Egypt untainted by the
self-serving officers of Arab socialism. From time to time glossy retrospec-
tives of royalty and their social life appear.”® The fact that much of what
is now ascribed to the Nasser regime actually had its antecedents under
Farouk, such as rent control, social housing, and even the oft-maligned
Mugamma* al-Tahrir, the central government services complex in Tahrir
Square, downtown Cairo, is conveniently ignored. Moving to still more
recent times, there are many who look back nostalgically to the innocence
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of the early revolutionary period, 1952-62, with the flowering of national
pride expressed in cinema, song, prestige industry, and Cairo’s undisputed
primacy as the political capital of the Arab world; that is, a period before
all those ‘peasants’ flooded into the city and ruined everything.

This nostalgia has translated into a number of attempts to preserve
the patrimony of older buildings in the downtown area. In 2008 the
facades of older buildings began to be renovated by Cairo Governorate
and the Ministry of Culture’s a/-Tansiq al-Hadari (‘urban harmony’) divi-
sion. At the same time an important developer quietly began to buy up
some downtown properties of particular architectural merit. There are
even brave if fitful efforts at revitalizing the cultural scene of wust al-balad.
In one of the strangest manifestations of nostalgia, a couple of real-estate
developers are now promoting exclusive gated communities that seem,
at least architecturally, to be recreating belle époque Cairo." Only in the
fine print is it discovered that these projects are in bleak desert locations
many miles from the city proper.

The important point about the nostalgic take on Cairo is that it is
largely referenced to and compared with what Cairo is today. And this
modern Cairo is perceived as the epitome of savage urbanism, which con-
veniently leads to the following take on Cairo.

Cairo as Monster and Unmitigated Mess

The Egyptian middle classes and intelligentsia, as well as a sizable slice of
the foreign community, love to deplore what Cairo has become. Crowds
and congestion, pollution, garbage, chaos, gridlocked traffic, horrendous
architecture, and no green space, all are endlessly invoked to describe
the mess that Cairo has become. To many, the main culprits who have
led to Cairo’s present mess are the rural migrants. It is they who have
spoiled the genteel city and turned it into a grinding nightmare. As one
commentator wrote in al-Abram al-igtisadi in 1990, “All the neighboring
villages have become part of the capital, and instead of inculcating them
with city ways and civilization, the capital has become sick with all the
backward diseases of the Egyptian villages. It has become a greater vil-
lage instead of a greater Cairo.”" On at least two occasions there have
been calls made in Parliament to control migration to the city.! In fact,
for many cultural and professional elites, Cairo would have remained a
civilized place, had it not been for those ‘peasants’ who keep on coming,
bringing with them backward behavior unsuited to modern city living.
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The fact that migration from the countryside to Cairo has for all pur-
poses halted, and that if many Cairenes can trace their ancestry to the
countryside, it is through the filter of two or three generations of totally
urban living, counts for naught. The fact that many of the perceived ills
of present-day Cairo—the traffic, the pollution, and the “earsplitting
auditory stimuli”'’—are caused by the small minority of the population
who are car owners, is lost on those elite critics, all of whom themselves
own cars but see their city as sullied by the ‘uncouth peasant.’

Cairo as Part of the World of Slums

Among the many ways Cairo can be imaged is that of the typical explod-
ing developing world metropolis. This is what many see as an increas-
ingly unstable and unequal urban world where a vast disenfranchised
humanity is warehoused in sprawling slums, and these slums are seen
as volcanoes waiting to erupt, the combat zones of the future.” This
imaging was helped by estimates that by 2007 the world had changed
forever, with more people living in urban areas than in the countryside,
and that the planet would never look back, firmly planted in a trajectory
of an ever increasingly urbanized humanity. Such is the storyline that
is becoming more and more prominent, especially in the literature on
global trends. Perhaps the most popular of all is Planet of Slums (2006) by
Mike Davis.'” This book contains a wealth of anecdotal information and
startling descriptions from the world’s ‘hypercities’ but there is no doubt
about its message. It paints an unrelieved picture of an unending exodus
of surplus rural labor toward the city, of stagnant urban economies that
cannot offer more than precarious marginal livelihoods and insalubri-
ous housing, of predatory and exploitative urban elites and real-estate
speculators supported by deeply corrupt governments, and of an ever
expanding “hermaphroditic landscape” of partly urbanized city fringes
groaning with environmental disasters. Always global in its optic, the
book loves to generalize:

Thus, the cities of the future, rather than being made out of glass and
steel as envisioned by earlier generations of urbanists, are instead largely
constructed of crude brick, straw, recycled plastic, cement blocks, and
scrap wood. Instead of cities of light soaring towards heaven, much of the
twenty-first century urban world squats in squalor, surrounded by pollu-

tion, excrement, and decay.®®
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Davis, as well as many academics, lays the blame squarely at the Wash-
ington consensus club, whose dictates of structural adjustment, retrench-
ment of the state, and liberal trade and economic policies have been “an
inevitable recipe for the mass production of slums.”' Whether or not
this blame sits well can be long debated, but the imaging of injustice and
doom is strong, evoking the kind of hand-wringing despair that readers
normally reserve for global warming.”?

Does Cairo sit comfortably within this picture? Does it form part of
a new urban frontier that includes Dhaka, Kinshasa, Mumbai, Sao Paulo,
Kolkata, Lagos, and so on? According to Davis, it certainly does. In fact,
Cairo is referred to twenty-seven times in his book, second only to Lagos
with twenty-nine references. Among the anecdotes tossed out about Cairo
are environmental disasters, child labor, squatters, state repression, slum-
dwellers, gated communities for the rich, housing crises, tomb-dwellers,
and even the black-market trade in human organs.

Davis is only one of many writers who love to paint a dire picture of
the world’s megacities and at the same time to throw in colorful snippets
about Cairo. A 2005 article quotes the president of the Washington-based
Population Institute: “By 2050, an estimated two-thirds of the world’s
population will live in urban areas, imposing even more pressure on the
space infrastructure and resources of cities, leading to social disintegration
and horrific urban poverty.”” The article goes on to describe the terrible
situations in Jakarta, Dhaka, and Mexico City, but it also manages to throw
in the following statement apropos of nothing in particular: “In Cairo,
Egypt, the rooftops of countless buildings are crowded with makeshift
tents, shacks and mud shelters. It’s not uncommon to see a family cook-
ing their breakfast over an open fire while businesspeople work in their
cubicles below.”* Just where is this “not uncommon” scene to be found?

Such images of Cairo, which instantly conjure up the cliché “Third
World megacity’ try to inform the reader of an ominous and unrelenting
megatrend with “gripping stories from globalization’s frontline.”” There
may be something in the idea that there is a new twenty-first century
global urban phenomenon, but to roll all of this into facile generalizations
doesn’t help anyone.

The Imperative to Refer to the Global

It seems as if much of the discourse on world megacities must point to,
and be defined by, the global. This is happening with more and more
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regularity, especially from academics. It is as if you have nothing to say if
you can’t show that what you look at is relevant as a part of a new para-
digm or huge global trend. Ignore the complexities of history, the nasty
details, and the geographic specifics embedded in any city, let alone a city
of millions and millions of people. And it certainly helps if you include
cutting-edge vocabulary.

An anthology called Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban
Space in the New Globalized Middle East, published in 2006, typifies the
common academic imperative of linking any analysis of Cairo to global
trends.”® It takes as its starting point the scattered protests in 2003-2005
against the Egyptian state, which is “run in the interests of an elite,
state-subsidized ring of Cairo-based capitalists who call themselves
liberals or globalizers or democratizers because they facilitate foreign
investment in the economic sphere, even as they insist on repression,
the extension of the emergency laws, and police state practices in the
political sphere.”?”

All but two of the twenty-two contributors are university academics
or researchers at western institutions. It is understandable that their
orientation is ‘out there’ in the wider world of scholarship, but how
much do their writings advance an understanding of Cairo? It is stated
in the introduction that “this city and this region cannot be easily con-
tained or understood through the rigid categories of the past.”** Well
and good. But then the introduction goes on to claim that the book
moves beyond old and worn visions and the “fabric of neo-orientalist
or neo-colonial meta-narratives” about Cairo. In fact, the approach is
called, a bit pretentiously, “the new Cairo School of Urban Studies.”*
It is not altogether clear just what this ‘school’ represents, since its aims
are couched in sweeping terms: “This school represents an international
research collective that asks new questions about cities and citizenship,
elite domination, public policy, and subaltern politics . . . [and] hopes
to disseminate new critical methodologies for qualitative social science
as well as new perspectives on urban social movements, state forms,
public policy, elite domination, and subaltern publics in the globalized
Middle East.” Although claiming to be based on down-to-earth field
work, the authors “hoped to begin to reveal complexity and by implica-
tion, to challenge the necessity of repressive, exclusionary, hierarchical
processes of globalization, neo-colonialism, and authoritarianism in
the urban and transnational context.”! It is hard to see how the case
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studies of the volume meet this challenge, but it is certain that the book
succeeds in ascribing to Cairo specific vocabularies drawn from higher
academic circles.*

Actually, many of the papers in the anthology are informative, espe-
cially those that look at specific phenomena of Cairo and are not overly
cluttered with academic global-speak. Particularly interesting is a contri-
bution by Eric Denis and Leila Vignal, mainly because they try to quan-
tify what is being talked about.” Ironically, quantification and statistics
are pretty much shunned by the ‘Cairo school,” which glorifies purely
qualitative analysis. The overwhelming impression of the book is not
one of a school of thought or analysis, but an interesting collection of
vignettes of modern, elitist life in Cairo plus a handful of descriptions of
the city’s subcultures, its spaces, and its cultural/historical oddities, and
how the state loves to modernize and sanitize them.

A second volume from the “Cairo School of Urban Studies” called
Cairo Contested: Governance, Urban Space, and Global Modernity appeared
in late 2009.** Like the first volume, this is a collection of academic papers
that delve into particulars of Cairo space and life, with an emphasis on
contestation and conflict. Many of the papers are quite informative when
they stick to details and specifics, as with W. Judson Dorman’s piece on
government aversion to slum clearance or Agnés Deboulet’s description
of the “infralegal” area of Dar al-Salam and the marginal community
of Stabl ‘Antar (Fustat Plateau).” Others rightly highlight the repres-
sive excesses of the state toward, for example, trade unions and Sudanese
refugees. But as a whole this volume is much like the first, loaded with
academic jargon and an overfamiliar castigation of neoliberal global-
ization as the sole cause of so many of Cairo’ ills. The inhabitants of
Cairo’s ‘ashwa’iyyat (informal urban areas) might be bemused to discover
that their neighborhoods “are the products of neoliberalism” and even
amazed that it is there “that the contested character of, and resistance to,
neoliberal globalization finds expression.” Given the fact that “there is
little consensus on a definition of globalization,” one would have thought
that use of the term might be a bit more circumspect.’’” In fact, it would
be just as easy to replace the phrase ‘neoliberal globalization’ with the
less emotive ‘westernization’ or ‘modernization.” These trends have been
around Cairo for many decades, and it is hard to see much new and star-
tling in the fact that government sometimes connives with business elites
to assist foreign penetration, and that existing power structures are able
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to absorb it, ally with it, and turn it to means of regime preservation and
allows the favored few to make lots of money.

Of course, not all academic work on modern Cairo becomes hope-
lessly entangled with the imperative to see everything through global
lenses and to describe it with obscure vocabulary. Perhaps the best schol-
arly work on contemporary Cairo is a doctoral dissertation by W. Jud-
son Dorman.”® Dorman examines the connections between the “logic of
durable authoritarianism” and Cairo’s neglectful governance, particularly
by focusing on its inaction vis-a-vis the city’s huge and dynamic informal
neighborhoods.” He explains why the government has been unable to
intervene at all effectively, showing that the “strong regime, weak state”
relies on the very clientist mechanisms of political control and regime
durability that constrain any ability to manage and guide the city’s devel-
opment. He spends considerable time analyzing various externally funded
projects relating to Cairo’s urban infrastructure, town development, and
housing. In this he describes the interplay between the government and
the aid agencies (and their consultants), demonstrating the obfuscation
on the part of government officials, who feared that such schemes might
threaten timeworn control formulae and unleash something unforeseen,
in spite of the promises of significant external capital. In short, to Dor-
man, informal Cairo exists and even dominates, due in part to the exigen-
cies of Egypt’s particular form of authoritarian rule and its pathologies of
urban management and planning, not because of some simplistic notion
of financial constraints. What Dorman does not attempt in his thesis is
to construct generalizations, to uncover constants of regional and global
worth, or to deduce overarching megatrends of world import. Although
for a doctoral thesis he must troll through “the international literature,”
much to his credit his thesis is solidly and single-mindedly grounded in
his subject, which is Cairo.

Tomb Dwellers—What Tomb Dwellers?

Although it is a very minor aspect of city life, the preoccupation with
those living in and among the tombs north, east, and south of Cairo’s
historic core illustrates just how easily one facet of the city can be blown
out of all proportion and repeatedly misconstrued. At some point in
the 1970s references began appearing to the large numbers of squatters
that were invading and living in and among Cairo’s oldest graves and
tomb courtyards. The image was an exciting one, at least for journalistic
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purposes. The crush of urban malaise and the impossible housing crisis
were painted as so dire that the marginal poor were being forced to live
cheek by jowl with the dead.

Janet Abu-Lughod noted that according to the census of 1960 there
were perhaps 100,000 inhabitants in the agsam (census districts) that con-
tain the tombs, although included in these zones were legitimate villages
and neighborhoods, and subsequently some quarters were razed for new
highways. John Waterbury flagged the phenomenon as becoming huge
as far back as 1978, when he noted that the then Governor of Cairo pro-
claimed that one million persons were living in the City of the Dead.®
In any event, the march of references in from the 1980s on was remark-
able. In the more academic literature, we have Yahya Sadowski in Political
Vegetables: “Housing shortages, endemic since the late 1960s, compel the
poorest strata to seek shelter in the medieval cemeteries which surround
Cairo.” Even the World Bank had to refer to the City of the Dead in its
1990 poverty analysis of Egypt. Referring to the housing problem and the
1986 Census, “It should be noted that the figures for marginal residential
places in urban areas (61,000 units) seem to be grossly underestimated in
the light of numerous press reports on the growing squatter population
of the City of the Dead in Cairo.”*

Over roughly the same period it seems there was an imperative for
journalistic articles and books on Cairo and Egypt to include at least a
passing reference to the awful images of the delectably named ‘City of
the Dead.” Thus we have Daniel Le Gac in I’Envers des Pyramides: “Le
probléme du logement est devenu tellement aigu que les cités des morts
de Qait Bai et du Qarafa, a I'est de la ville, ont été progressivement enva-
hies par des ‘squatters’ qui sont prés d’un million a I’heure actuelle.”*
Many other references of a very similar nature can be found. Tony Hor-
witz, in Baghdad Without a Map, states, “The only other option was to
take up residence in the City of the Dead, a Cairo necropolis whose
above-ground tombs had become cheap housin g for half a million people,
many of them newlyweds.”* Or Stanley Stewart in Old Serpent Nile: “The
shortage of housing is so acute that the vast Cairene cemeteries, known as
the City of the Dead, host a population of squatters thought to number a
million. They eke out an existence in cardboard and tin shacks amongst
the graves.”* Or the Independent magazine in December 1990: “The poor
have learnt to live among the ruins. More than half a million people have
set up home in the mausoleums of the City of the Dead.”*
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Interest in the tomb squatters was not limited to the print media. Evi-
dently Cable News Network (CNN) tried to film tomb dwellers in 1994,
provoking an angry response from both inhabitants and the Cairo press."
Egyptian filmmakers have made at least three movies based loosely on the
lives of tomb dwellers. Bahaa Jahin even penned a poem that begins:

A ity burst at the seams

It spilled over onto its dead (. . )

How curious you are, O Cairo!

With life and death bundled together; jumbled up/Inside you.*

There is no doubt that there are some families who live in Cairo’s tomb
cities. So just how extensive is the phenomenon? Are there half a mil-
lion, one million, or even five million inhabitants, as at least one website
has claimed?* Galila El Kadi published an article in the French journal
Maghreb-Machrek in 1990. She used the 1986 Census to calculate the pop-
ulation of the agsam (tomb districts), and came up with a figure of 179,000
inhabitants. A full-page article appeared in a/~Abram in 1992 in which the
tomb areas were discussed and an official from Cairo Governorate was
interviewed. This official pointed to “research by the French” (presum-
ably Galila El Kadi’s work with the Centre des Etudes et Documentations
economiques et juridiques (CEDE])) and declared that in total the popu-
lation of the tomb districts did not exceed 200,000, and that this included
housing estates and villages that were embedded within the cemetery pre-
cincts.* Finally, it seems, some sense of reality began to appear.

A much more precise and realistic estimate of those living in the
tombs is contained in Galila El Kadi’s Architecture for the Dead: Cairo’s
Medieval Metropolis, published in French in 2001 and in English in 2007.%!
She charts the demographics of the tomb districts in total, showing that
the population grew slowly from about 30,000 at the turn of the century
to 67,000 in 1947, and 179,000 in 1986. More interestingly, she distin-
guishes between those living in ordinary modest housing found within or
near the cemetery precincts (mainly a mix of older and newer apartment
blocks in Qaytbay and al-Tonsi villages, but also scattered on the fringes)
from those actually living in among tombs. The latter, the subject of all
the years of media hype, were found according to her field research to
number only 12,780.% This figure includes all of Cairo’s old cemeteries
except the Jewish cemetery in al-Basatin. It also matches the 1986 Census

22 Imaging Cairo

e e

Figure 1.1. Typical older housing in Qaytbay village, part of the Northern (Mamluk)
Cemeteries, 2001. (Photograph by David Sims.)

of Egypt, which listed 13,419 persons as living in the ahwash tomb typol-
ogy of housing in all of Cairo Governorate. In the 1996 Census this num-
ber actually diminished significantly to 7,930 persons, implying that the
tomb-dweller phenomenon peaked in the 1980s. Furthermore, of these
tomb-dwellers proper, at least half were private tomb guards, morticians,
gravediggers, and their families, all of whose livelihoods were linked to
directly to the cemeteries. In other words, the total number of inhabit-
ants who had been forced to invade the tombs in despair of finding other
housing did not amount to more than about 6,000 persons in the 1980s,
and probably not many more now! This is quite a minuscule fraction of
the half million or million inhabitants repeatedly mentioned.

This digression shows how easy it is to objectify erroneously a facet
of the city, even romanticizing an aspect of poverty mixed with a slice
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Figure 1.2. Typical street in the Northern (Mamluk) Cemeteries, 2010. (Photograph
by David Sims.)

of history. The fact that the vast majority of tombs are privately owned
and reverently kept exclusively for family burials obviously did not fit the
myth. Nor did the fact that there are no ‘invaders’ or ‘squatters’ to speak
of, among the few thousands who have actually moved into tomb areas. As
anywhere in Cairo, there are well-articulated informal markets that assign
rental values and key money for even a little scrap of land or a shed.

How many other misconceptions and gross exaggerations exist about
Cairo, and indeed about other megacities? It is a sobering thought. Are
there really 1.5 million people living crammed onto Cairo’s rooftops,
as Ahmed Soliman states?** Are there really, according to one website,
one million street children in Egypt, the majority of whom are found in
Greater Cairo?™
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2
Cairo is Egypt and Egypt is Cairo

nderstanding Cairo first requires a short look at Egypt. All

too often the city is treated in the literature as a stand-alone

metropolis, something disembodied that can be seen in isola-
tion from the rest of the country and immediately compared to other
world cities, ignoring the fact that Egypt is in many ways not a typi-
cal developing country. There are also a few widely held misconcep-
tions about Egypt that need to be set straight, and this chapter gives a
background sketch that will make Cairo more readable. It covers Egypt’s
unique geographical space, its population dynamics, the income levels
of its inhabitants, and their standards of living. Also presented are brief
discussions of Greater Cairo’s importance in the nationil economy and
also of how and to what degree the city’s inhabitants differ from those in
the country as a whole.

Context of a Unique Physical Space

Herodotus certainly got it right when he said Egypt was the gift of the
Nile. The Nile Valley, which runs over 1,100 kilometers from Aswan
in the south to the Mediterranean in the north, contains almost all of
Egypt’s population and is the locus of practically all economic activity.
The valley varies in width from two to three kilometers at Aswan to
twenty kilometers at Cairo, whence the Delta fans out to form a large,
flat triangular plain. As Egypt receives no significant rainfall (except
along the Mediterranean coast), all agricultural land is irrigated through

gravity take-off canals from the Nile and its two delta branches, and this

allows a very intensive cultivation throughout the Valley, with two to
three crops per year. The total irrigated area within the valley is about
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seven million feddans (area of land equaling 4,200 square meters) or three
million hectares, roughly the size of the Netherlands.’

Cultivation ends and the desert begins abruptly both to the east and
the west of the Nile Valley. In Upper Egypt and until Cairo, the valley is
mainly confined within cliffs and escarpments, beyond which is the ‘high
desert.” But starting south of Cairo, the desert fringes have gentler slopes
and the distinction between desert and cultivation is sometimes not so
sharp. In all cases the desert is extremely arid and inhospitable, although
at some points near to the valley, ground water (itself a result of the Nile’s
hydrology) can be extracted for agriculture and other uses.

Such a physical space is unique among nations. Many countries have
desert hinterlands, such as the North African states, but in none is the des-
ert so complete and abrupt and in none is it so extensive. In effect, Egypt’s
settlement patterns are extremely simple: linear south-north with a large
triangular fan at the northern limit. That practically all of the country’s
population is crammed within this configuration means that compact and
high-density living is the norm. And having an ‘empty’ desert a stone’s
throw from all this means that it is easy to provide unencumbered lines
of transport and communications parallel to the dense ribbon of the Nile
Valley, linking up the country and connecting also to the ports of Alexan-
dria, the Canal Zone, and the Red Sea.

Cairo is very strategically located at the point where the Delta fans
out northward, which helps account for its five thousand years of more
or less continuous settlement. It is something of a choke point, since the
Mugqattam/Tura hills, only five kilometers east of the Nile, represent the
northern extreme of the Nile Valley’s confining cliffs. Directly west of
the Nile is a relatively wide agricultural plain, beyond which the Western
Desert starts. For the most part, this desert rises gently from the plain,
except for low cliffs that define the Giza Plateau and its pyramid field and
the Abu Rawash hills. Similarly, to the northeast the desert slopes gently
upward, allowing for almost unfettered expansion along the Ismailiya and
Suez road axes. (See Map 2.1.)

That the Nile runs directly through Greater Cairo presents the
metropolis with an added advantage. The enormous volume of water
flowing past Cairo makes tapping it for urban uses straightforward and
inexpensive, especially given that the main elements of the metropolis
are very close by and rarely more than ten meters above the river’s water
levels. Such an advantage, crucial to allow for continued urban expansion,
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Map 2.1. Greater Cairo topography: agricultural areas, built-up areas, and desert
areas with contours, 2006.

is something not all of the megacities of the developing world can be said
to enjoy. (The water supply for Greater Cairo is taken up in Chapter 9.)

Thus, Cairo enjoys a uniquely favored physical space. Itis at the south-
ern apex of the Delta and is astride the country’s main lines of transport
and communications, which are improving rapidly throughout Egypt. It
is tied to and confined within the Nile Valley, but it also enjoys almost
unlimited opportunities to expand into an uncluttered desert both to the
east and to the west. That is, in physical terms at least. As we shall see
in Chapter 6, however, these desert opportunities have been wastefully
exploited.

Egypt’s Population

_Egypt’s population totaled 72.8 million inhabitants at the time of the 2006
Census and is estimated to be growing by 2.03 percent per year, which
is substantial but below that of some other countries in the region.” For
example, average natural increase rates of the Arab Maghrib countries
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cluster around 1.5 percent per year, whereas conversely those for the
Arab Mashriq countries cluster around 2.8 percent per year. The rate of
growth of Egypt has slowed, especially from the 1960s and 1970s when
it peaked at 2.8 percent per year. Total fertility has also fallen from 5.3
children per female in 1980 to 2.9 in 2006. However, regional differ-
ences are significant, with total fertility in rural Upper Egypt estimated
at above 4.5. Rates of natural increase in population (births over deaths)
are relatively higher in rural and Upper Egyptian governorates, but the
variations are not dramatic.’

Is Egypt firmly on the trajectory of demographic transition? In other
words, will fertility levels continue to decline, with the population eventu-
ally reaching near-equilibrium? There is no consensus on this issue, and
although UN population projections see a continued decline in fertility
and in rates of population growth in Egypt, there are some indications
that fertility rates have recently leveled off, which suggests that the result-
ing natural increase may remain stubbornly high for decades.* What is
certain is that—even if overall fertility continues to fall—the momentum
of higher birth rates from earlier decades will continue to work through
the population pyramid, producing a large proportion of females of child-
bearing age, who will in turn contribute to higher numbers of live births.
For this reason projections of Egypt’s future population can vary widely,
but it is certain that the population will increase rather steadily at least
over the next two or three decades.

Egypt’s Spatial Demographics and Its Levels of Urbanization

It is rare to find a report on Egypt’s development that does not include a
statement like “95 percent of the population lives on 4 percent of the land
area,” which often leads to images of relentless overcrowding in the Nile
Valley and the Delta. It typically serves as the entry point to discussions
of the imperative that Egypt expand into the desert. Certainly the valley
strip and Delta are the home to almost all Egyptians and in spite of enor-
mous efforts on the part of the government, population growth continues
to concentrate almost exclusively within this area. In fact, census figures
show that there has been a remarkably stable pattern of geographic dis-
tribution of the population over the period 1976-2006. The main con-
centrations of population—Lower Egypt with 36 percent and Upper
Egypt with 29 percent—have remained largely unchanged over the last
thirty-five years. Although Cairo Governorate’s share of the population
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has decreased slightly, this is more than outweighed by the increase in the
populations of the adjacent governorates of Giza and Qalyubiya, large
portions of which are now considered part of the Greater Cairo metro-
politan area. To date, desert and frontier areas of Egypt have absorbed
very few permanent settlers, whether in the new towns or in the newly
reclaimed areas.

Throughout the Nile Valley and Delta, there is a very productive agri-
cultural hinterland, all of which enjoys perennial irrigation. Most is made
up of private small holdings, due to the land reforms introduced after the
Revolution in 1952 and subsequent fragmentation due to inheritance. For
example, for the country as a whole in 2005, the average size of a muklafa
(agricultural land holding) was only 0.94 feddans or just over one-third
of a hectare, and only 11 percent of holdings were larger than three fed-
dans.’ Agricultural holdings in Upper Egypt are even smaller and more
fragmented than national averages. Throughout the countryside there
is a dense fabric of hamlets, villages, ‘mother villages,” and small towns.
One of the striking features of rural areas is the large size of some village
agglomerations, which can easily contain over 10,000 persons.

Other important features of Egypt’s spatial system are the short dis-
tances and the reasonably good systems of transport and communications
that bind and interconnect settlements in the Delta and Nile Valley. No
village is more than a few kilometers from a sizable town, and movement
to and from the main urban centers is quite efficient. Almost all roads
connecting settlements are now paved, and levels of water, telephone,
and electricity provision to rural households are reasonably high, even by
international standards. The ‘interconnectivity’ of the Egyptian country-
side and its cities is helped by the north-south linear structure of trans-
port and settlement south of Cairo, the use of major transport corridors
in the near desert that skirt heavily settled areas, and the fact that practi-
cally all human settlement in Egypt is situated on very flat topography.
The compactness of settlement patterns and the close proximity of cities
to one another mean that the concept of ‘isolated’ is restricted to frontier
and far desert areas. For example, well over two-thirds of Egypt’s popula-
tion is within a three-hour drive of Cairo.

What is Egypt’s rate of urbanization? Official figures report that in
2006 a total of 42.7 percent of Egypt’s population was urban.® This per-
centage had grown slowly but steadily from 34 percent in 1947 to 44
percent in 1976, remaining 44 percent in 1986, then declining slightly
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over the 1986-96 period, and finally, remaining virtually unchanged
over the 1996-2006 period. Can it be that Egypt is the only developing
country in the world where the urban portion of the population has
recently declined or remained constant? The answer is an emphatic no,
and such an aberration points directly at the problem of the definition
of urban areas in Egypt. The census records urban and rural populations
according to an arbitrary administrative definition of an urban place.
Urban areas considered to be either (1) urban governorates—limited to
Cairo, Port Said, Suez, and Alexandria; (2) a few agglomerations that
have been declared ‘cities’ and have a city council; and (3) the capi-
tals of rural districts (marakiz) and capitals of rural governorates. This
definition has no relation to the size of the agglomeration’s population
or its importance as an urban area. As a result, the official urban popu-
lation of Egypt has been located largely in the same geographic space
for decades.” In reality Egypt is already overwhelmingly urban, with
estimates varying widely depending on the definitions adopted. Bayat
and Denis carried out an analysis of the 1996 Census and, using the

Areas Classified
by CAPMAS
as rural

Areas Classifiad
by CAPMAS
as urban

Figure 2.1. Urban and rural areas of Giza's urban fringe according to the 1996
Census. (Prepared by David Sims.)
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definition of urban places as contiguous settlement agglomerations of
more than 10,000 inhabitants, calculated that Egypt was then at least 67
percent urban, residing in 628 urban places.” Other definitions of urban
places would result in even higher levels of urbanization in Egypt. For
example, if the U.S. Census definition—any incorporated settlement
over two thousand persons—were to be applied, then Egypt’s popula-
tion would be well over 90 percent urban.

There are two main types of recent urbanization patterns that have
been missed by census enumerations. The first is overspill from urban
centers into village agglomerations in the agricultural hinterland: this
could also be called spontaneous urbanization of agglomerations on
the periphery of the large cities, in larger villages, and in small towns.
The phenomenon can be traced, for example, in the significantly higher
annual growth in population in officially rural areas surrounding second-
ary towns in the recent past. To illustrate, over the 1986-96 period, the
city of Beni Suef in Upper Egypt grew at an annual rate of only 1.23
percent, whereas the rate for the surrounding rural areas was 4.02 per-
cent, and the city of Mahalla al-Kubra grew at only 0.93 percent annually,
compared to its surrounding rural areas which grew at 2.25 percent.

The second ‘hidden’ type of urbanization is the phenomenon of
emerging small towns. Many small agglomerations in dense rural areas
throughout Egypt have begun to reach well over ten or twenty thousand
inhabitants, and their economic functions have begun to diversify away
from purely agricultural activities. In fact, these ‘urban villages,” or small
towns, can be considered market towns and the loci of trade, small manu-
facturing, and services for the larger rural hinterlands, as well as the loca-
tion for certain footloose enterprises.

The phenomenon of these emerging towns underscores an impor-
tant point about the economics of Egypt’s countryside. Even in the
most ‘rural’ governorates, non-agricultural activities predominate. For
example, census figures for 1996 show that in all rural Egypt, only 50.5
percent of working persons aged fifteen and above (8.40 million per-
sons) were engaged in agriculture, fishing, and related activities. The
rest relied on secondary and tertiary economic activities.” In 2006, in
the predominantly agricultural (and poorest) governorate of Sohag, onl v
42 percent of employed persons were engaged primarily in agriculture.

And in the rural governorate of al-Gharbiya in the Delta, the figure was

only 33 percent.'
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Dynamics of Internal Migration

In the middle decades of the twentieth century, and especially after indus-
trialization efforts in the main cities, Egypt witnessed high migratory
flows from rural areas to the cities, and in particular to Greater Cairo,
Alexandria, Mahalla al-Kubra, and Aswan. This was the classic migra-
tion profile of a developing country, and it generated the imagery of a
continuing stream of ‘peasants’ moving to the towns, bringing with them
their particular lifestyles and bestowing upon Egypt’s ‘modern’ cities a
less desirable, rural character. However, as early as 1986, census figures
showed that net rural-to-urban migration had diminished greatly. In an
article in 1988, Frank Shorter demonstrated that, in fact, the population
growth of Greater Cairo was practically all explained by natural increase
and expanding boundaries, with net in-migration almost at zero."

So what is the true picture of current internal migration in Egypt?
First, it is important to realize that the Egyptian population tends to stay
where it is. According to the 1996 Census, only 6.3 percent of the total
population moved from one governorate to another in the previous ten
years (and many of these moves were from one governorate to another
inside Greater Cairo). As pointed out in a large household survey in 2008,
there is little urban residential mobility, and only 18.8 percent of urban
families changed residence in the previous five years. Most of these moves
were within the same neighborhoods or city districts, and only a small
fraction were between cities or governorates. The reasons for this low
mobility are that housing choices are unaffordable to many, housing mar-
kets are partly dysfunctional, and for most Egyptian families, the move
to a new location is a once-in-a-lifetime decision, usually at the point
of marriage."” So whatever spatal development policies are espoused by
government (new towns and agricultural settlements in the desert, stimu-
lating urban growth poles and frontier settlements, and so on), historic
migration patterns show that there is a tremendous ‘stay-at-home’ iner-
tia, both within cities and within rural districts.

Interestingly, there are some significant movements in Egypt’s popu-
lation within the Nile Valley, but they have nothing to do with spatial
policies. First, the bulk of migration to cities is urban—urban, usually in
stages from smaller to larger towns. Rural-urban migration is limited,
mostly occurring very locally to small emerging towns and markaz from
nearby rural areas. Surprisingly, this fact is unrecognized by some who
still see massive rural-to-urban migration as a root problem. For example,
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in a 2006 article in the semi-official a/-Abram newspaper, the new ‘desert
backyard’ initiative (al-zabr al-sabrawi) is described as having the objec-
tive of absorbing rural population growth and “limiting the massive inter-
nal migration from rural areas to existing cities.””® And in an interview in
2009, the secretary general of the Integrated Care Society was reported
as saying that halting the spread of informal areas in Cairo required a
government plan to address the root of the problem, which stems from

the constant flow of rural migration to Cairo.'

Second, for decades urban dwellers have been leaving the older
urban cores in large numbers, mostly for fringe and outlying informal
settlements. The causes are mainly the increasing commercialization of
downtown space, the slow deterioration of much of the older housing
stock, and, most importantly, urban core families seeking better accom-
modation in fringe informal areas. Such a trend was very noticeable in
Cairo starting in 1966 and is still continuing, as is discussed in Chapter 3.
The same movement out of city cores can be seen in Alexandria, Man-
sura, Tanta, Mahalla al-Kubra, and other secondary towns, although the
scale is smaller.

Third, informal settlements in Egyptian cities, mostly found in
peripheral and outlying areas, are huge and growing rapidly. This is very
true for Greater Cairo, as is discussed in Chapter 3, and it is also the case
in almost all Egyptian cities. The scale of the informality phenomenon
in Egypt depends on how it is defined, and reports have come up with
widely varying estimates. In 2008 a survey of 21,000 urban households'
asked respondents whether they considered their neighborhoods to be
informal, or ‘@shwa’i, as these areas are commonly known in Egypt.
According to this self-definition, overall, 41 percent of Egypt’s official
urban population was living in informal areas. The highest incidence
was in urban Upper Egypt, with 53 percent, followed by urban Greater
Cairo at 44 percent, the urban Delta at 36 percent, and Alexandria at 34
percent. Only in the Canal Zone cities was the incidence much lower,
at 24 percent. And these figures can be considered underestimates of
the informality phenomenon, for two reasons. As the survey was con-
ducted in official urban areas only, it did not capture any of the exten-
sive informal settlements found around cities in areas that the census
defines as rural. Secondly, ‘shwa’i is a somewhat pejorative term, and it
can be assumed that some respondents preferred not to classify them-
selves as such.

Dynamics of Internal Migration 33




In contrast, migration to Egypt’s desert has been practically insignificant,
in spite of the government’s longstanding national project of moving
Egypt’s population out of the narrow, crowded Nile Valley. This lack of
enthusiasm for the desert on the part of Egyptians is very noticeable in
the new towns around Greater Cairo, as is discussed in Chapters 3 and
6, even though these new towns are relatively close to the huge Greater
Cairo agglomeration. And at the national level, the new desert communi-
ties have had even less demographic impact. In spite of the national pro-
gram that began in the late 1970s and subsequently has soaked up a large
portion of the nation’s development budget, by 2006 the population in all
of Egypt’s new towns (twenty towns as recorded by the census) did not
exceed 766,000 persons, or only 1 percent of Egypt’s total population.

Similarly, Egypt's many large and prominently announced agricul-
tural reclamation projects in various desert areas have failed to attract
anywhere near their target populations. One factor is that most of these
projects, even if successful, tend to be capital-intensive corporate enter-
prises, which, except during harvesting, need little labor. Another factor
is that even where permanent employment is generated, workers find it
much more practical and economical to leave their families back in towns
and villages in the Nile Valley.

This last factor can also be seen in tourist developments in the Red
Sea and along the Mediterranean. The tremendous growth in the resort
sector over the last twenty years has generated considerable employment,
but this is almost exclusively a temporary ‘bachelor’ labor force and has
not led to any significant population shifts. Workers in the tourist vil-
lages and associated commercial and transport activities simply do not
migrate with their families. For example, in a 2003 study of tourism and
demographics in South Sinai, it was found that over 95 percent of the
staff in tourist establishments were single males, who typically worked
twelve-hour days, seven days a week in monthly rotations, with one week
off back in their homes in the Nile Valley. Given low average salaries and
the much higher living costs in coastal towns, bringing one’s family was
simply not economically feasible.'

Certain secondary towns seem to be attracting significant numbers of
migrants, especially the cities of the Canal Zone. In Port Said, Suez, and
Ismailiya there are free zones and industrial estates, and perhaps most
importantly, there is considerable nearby vacant government land for the
cities to expand into.
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Does Greater Cairo Dominate Egypt?

In population terms Greater Cairo, at 16.1 million persons in 2006,
represented 22 percent of Egypts total inhabitants. Alexandria, Egypt’s
second city, had some four million inhabitants, and other Egyptian cit-
ies were relatively much smaller, with only Port Said, Suez, and Mahalla
al-Kubra having populations slightly in excess of half a million persons.
Thus, in population terms, Greater Cairo is certainly far and away the
most important urban agglomeration in Egypt.

Greater Cairo is considered by many observers to be a ‘primate’ city,
given its weight of numbers and the concentration of economic enter-
prises in it, including most national institutions.'” For example, it has
been said that Greater Cairo contains 55 percent of the nation’s univer-
sity places, 46 percent of hospital beds, 40 percent of pharmacies, 43 per-
cent of public-sector jobs, and 40 percent of private-sector jobs.'* Greater
Cairo has captured, and continues to capture, a large share of national
public and private investments and to attract business enterprises and
higher-order economic activities. Partly, this is due to its role as Egypt’s
capital and main portal to the outside world. For example, as research
carried out by Eric Denis and Leila Vignal shows, in 2000, metropolitan
Cairo accounted for 83 percent of all foreign establishments (including
brands and franchises) found in Egypt."” Greater Cairo’s dominance is
also seen in the manufacturing sector. In 1996, of sixteen industrial poles
or zones of manufacturing concentration found in Egypt, nine were to be
found in Greater Cairo (including Sixth of October but excluding Tenth
of Ramadan), and their cumulative estimated production value repre-
sented 57 percent of the nation’s total. Alexandria, with four industrial
poles, represented an additional 23 percent of the total.?®

The use of the term ‘primate’ often has a negative connotation, imply-
ing thata country’ largest city captures more than its share of investments
and precludes the development of alternative urban and regional centers.
Concepts of ‘urban bias,” ‘spatial distortion,” and ‘regional disparities’
are frequent adjuncts used to describe such megacities, with the implied
need for correction through more investment programs in lagging cities
and regions. Certainly there is an imbalance in Egypt, and Greater Cairo
f:lorflinates. But in developing countries the primacy of one large megac-
ity is frequently the norm, as a look at Thailand, Turkey, Iran, and other
countries of roughly the same size as Egypt will show. And Egypt has
Alexandria, currently with a population of 4 million inhabitants, which is
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growing almost as rapidly as Greater Cairo. Thus it is best to be cautious
when looking at Cairo’s dominance in Egyptand to avoid value judgments
of what, after all, is the accumulation of long historical trends that are
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to alter. In fact, recent thinking in
economic geography has begun to describe such dominant primate cities
in developing countries as being ‘engines of growth’ that pull the whole
national economy along by performing those crucial higher-order func-
tions that are indispensable in keenly competitive world markets. These
huge cities are seen to live more in symbiosis than in tension with the rest
of national economic space. True, Greater Cairo has more than its share
of the country’s affluence as well as an overrepresentation of ostentatious
wealth, but any nation’s capital is bound to display such a face.

Egypt’s Labor Force

Egypt is part of the club of nations—over half the world—where demo-
graphic pressures have created a serious situation of surplus labor. In
2007 Egypt’s labor force stood at 23.8 million workers, and currently it
is increasing by almost one million per year.?! The labor force itself is
characterized by a high unemployment rate (officially reported at 8.9 per-
cent in 2007, but considered by many observers to be very much higher)
and a vast number of underemployed persons. The economy’s ability to
create formal employment has been limited, and more and more workers
have found jobs in the huge informal enterprise sector, which is to a large
extent an urban phenomenon, and which we discuss in Chapter 8. Tradi-
tionally, Egypt’s main employment generators had been (a) the huge gov-
ernment, the military, and the public sector, (b) agricultural labor, and (c)
emigration to work in oil-rich Arab countries. None of these sectors are
expanding anymore. The formal private sector, upon which most hopes
are placed, is expanding rapidly, but from such a small base that its ability
to absorb significant numbers is limited.

The proportion of new entrants to the labor force among the unem-
ployed has continued to climb, confirming that unemployment in Egyptis
essentially a problem of youth participation in the labor market. Although
the agricultural sector has been an important segment of the national
economy, accounting for 29 percent of Egypt’s total labor force in 2007,
a recent study reveals that the demand for labor in agriculture accounted
for just 5 percent of total national demand for labor over the 2001-2005
period, a strong indication of the sector’ relative labor saturation.”
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Employment in the Egyptian government and its public-sector com-
panies was reported in 2007 to have reached 6.4 million persons, account-
ing for a huge 38 percent of the country’s non-farm labor.* And this
total does not include those in uniform in either the armed forces or the
extensive security and police services. The bloated government sector is
the result of a decades-long policy of guaranteeing jobs for those who
complete secondary or university education, and although the state has,
since the 1990s, made a conscious effort to limit additional government
employment, it is still creeping up. Productivity in government service is
notoriously low, salaries for the lower ranks are abysmal, many employees
hardly show up for work, and many more have second and even third
jobs. But landing a government job is still perceived as desirable for job
security (and for some, rent-seeking and influence).

Education in Egypt

A particular feature of Egypt’s labor market, indeed of the whole pop-
ulation, is the distortion in education levels due to the government’s
longstanding emphasis on higher education. Notwithstanding decades
of government campaigns to eradicate illiteracy in the country, the rate
still stands officially at 29.6 percent (22.3 percent for males and 37.3
percent for females), and an additional 12.0 percent are deemed to be
able to ‘read and write,” although they did not complete any schooling.**
Unhappily, public primary education is universally so inadequate that
many who complete it can barely sign their names; thus the real level
of illiteracy is much higher than the official figures. Public secondary
education is also very weak, hardly equipping the one million students
who graduate each year with the kinds of skills required in the private
economy. The depressing state of primary and secondary education in
Egypt, with the particular system of private lessons on the side for those
who can pay for them, is best summed up by a Cairo taxi driver, as

reported by Khaled Al Khamissi:

“The kids go to school and don’t learn anything. The parents keep on
coughing up for private lessons from the age of ten upwards. In the end
the parents are penniless and the kids don’t find jobs. . . . Today there’s
no industrial training that’s any use or any agricultural training that’s any
use or any business training. And don’t forget that kids, the poor things,
expect the best and think they are well and truly educated, when they
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don’t even know how to read. The only thing they learn in school is the
national anthem and what good does that do them?*

University education has been expanding very rapidly for decades, pro-
ducing an ever larger pool of university graduates. This is definitely a case
of quantity over quality, since universities are overcrowded, underfunded,
and mired in a system of learning by rote. The numbers are staggering.
By 2006, of Egypt’s rotal population aged ten years and above, 9.6 percent
had a university degree or higher. (In Cairo Governorate the figure was
21 percent, the highest in the country.)* And of Egypt’s total labor force
in 2007, 17.0 percent had a university education or higher. The number
of those enrolled in both public and private universities was 1.96 million
in 2007, twice the number registered ten years earlier.”” This inexorable
expansion of higher education may seem laudable at first glance, but the
result is an ever-expanding army of ill-prepared degree holders without
jobs and with little hope of finding any. For example, of those officially
considered unemployed in Egypt, 700,000 or one-third of the total have
university degrees and another 1.2 million are high school graduates. In
fact, the rate of official unemployment is directly related to educational
status: less than 1 percent of illiterates in the labor force are officially
unemployed, but this figure rises steadily with educational attainment,
reaching 15 percent for secondary school graduates and 17 percent for
university graduates.®®

The point is that the labor market is vastly oversupplied with degree
holders poorly qualified for jobs in the formal private sector. Modern
businesses complain that they cannot find well-educated staff, even at sal-
aries that are several times the norm. But the ‘educated’ unemployed now
represent a formidable interest group, and the government feels com-
pelled to soak them up in government employment, in land reclamation
schemes for graduates, or in various business loan programs, the largest
of which is run by the Social Fund for Development.

Greater Cairo is no exception. In fact, the surplus of degree hold-
ers in the labor force of the capital is higher than elsewhere, as is the
overproduction of university graduates. For example, in 2007 an enor-
mous 46 percent of the officially unemployed in Cairo Governorate had
university degrees or higher.?” Greater Cairo contains four huge public
universities—Cairo, ‘Ain Shams, al-Azhar, and Helwan—whose total
combined enrollment in 2007 was 906,000 students, and an additional
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83,000 students attended private universities. Ten years earlier, the total
number of university students in Greater Cairo was only 499,000.

Living Standards, Household Incomes, and Poverty

For any understanding of Egypt (or Greater Cairo for that matter), it
is extremely important to have a basic knowledge of Egyptian living
standards and prevailing trends. Anecdotal information and personal
experience tend to emphasize manifestations of the extremes—grinding
poverty versus outrageous wealth—but such information remains just
that, perceptual and anecdotal. The quantification of the population’s
incomes, expenditures, and poverty are not just academic exercises, for
they enlighten and put into perspective any optic on how the masses live.

Egypt scores quite highly on many basic quality-of-life indicators,
especially when compared to other developing countries. For example,
in 2006 the national rate of infant mortality (aged one year and less) was
19.3 deaths per thousand, a rate that has been declining steadily (it was
37.8 per thousand in 1990).* This compares very favorably with the aver-
age infant mortality rate for Africa in 2007 (86 deaths per thousand) and
for Asia (48 deaths per thousand). Also, in 2007 the life expectancy at
birth for Egypt was 69.5 years for males and 74.0 years for females, quite
respectable figures.*!

How much do Egyptians earn and how much do they spend? And how
does this compare to other countries? In the CAPMAS Housebold Expen-
diture, Consumption and Income Survey of 2004-2005 (HECIS), a large
representative sample of households was interviewed repeatedly, offering
reasonably accurate figures on family expenditure and income.” For all
Egypt, the median household income, that is the income level at which
half of households earn more and half less, was reported to be LE992 per
month.” Note that ‘income’ here includes all sources, including wages,
self-employment, property income, cash transfers, and the imputed value
of non-cash income such as agricultural products. Since the median house-
hold had 5.2 persons, this allows the calculation that the median house-
hold member lived on LE6.35 per day or, using exchange rates at the time,
$1.10 per capita per day, an extremely low figure that would seemingly put

Egypt among the very poorest countries on earth. But the cost of basic

living in Egypt is low. To compare it with other countries, economists have
constructed ‘purchasing power parity’ coefficients, which would raise this
Per capita figure to $2.47 a day, were this income to be spent in the USA.3*
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Thus in these terms, according to the World Bank, in 2005 over 40 per-
cent of Egyptians lived on less than two dollars a day, but only 3.8 percent
lived on less than one dollar a day. Family incomes are significantly lower
in rural areas than urban areas (official definition). Whereas the overall
poverty rate for Egypt in 2005 was 19.6 percent, the rate for rural areas
was 26.8 percent and that of urban areas was only 10.1 percent.*

Some would say that these median income figures for the Egyptian
family are far too high, especially if one considers prevailing salaries in
the economy. These days a worker in a private-sector factory normally
earns LE350 to LES00 per month for long workdays. The starting salary
for a government employee is LE295, including bonuses. The entry sal-
ary for a professor at a university is LE750 a month. In informal service
establishments, an assistant will be glad to earn LE300 per month. The
list can go on and on, and it is difficult to reconcile these common wages
with family incomes generated by the CAPMAS survey, even assuming
some families have more than one bread earner. While debate goes on
about income statistics, in overall terms it can certainly be said that the
average or median Egyptian family struggles to make ends meet. And it
must be repeated that these statistics refer to 2005, before Egypt began

Table 2.1: Urban Egypt household income and expenditure
distributicn by decile 2004/2005 (LE per month)

Decile Household Income Household Expenditures
Minimum Maximum Minimum Maximum
First (lowest) 0 533 0 487
Second 533 678 487 598
Third 678 797 598 702
Fourth 797 908 702 800
Fifth 908 1,046 800 909
Sixth 1,046 1,199 909 1,037
Seventh 1,199 1,397 1,037 1,205
Eighth 1,397 1,699 1,205 1,451
Ninth 1,699 2,371 1,451 1,988
Tenth (highest) 2,371 - 1,988 -

Sonrce: Calculated from annual urban household expenditure and income by
twenty bands, from the CAPMAS Housebold Expenditure, Consumption and Income
Survey of 2004-2005 (HECIS), preliminary results.
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to experience tremendous and continuing inflation in the prices of basic
consumer goods.

The median income only relates to what the household at the fiftieth
percentile earns. How is this income distributed? Table 2.1 presents the
2004-2005 CAPMAS income distribution into deciles for #rban house-
holds. This shows how much each tenth of urban households earns and
spends per month, with the median income at LE1,046 per month and
median expenditure at LE909 per month. What these statistics show is
that urban income distribution is in general very shallow. That is, the
differences in household income between poorer and richer deciles is
not so sharp. In fact, there is a bulge or clustering of households located
around the median. For example, at the twentieth percentile monthly
income was LE678, and if this figure were only doubled to 1.E1,356, it
would encompass a full 70 percent of all urban households. Certainly
there are those who are desperately poor and there are those who are
very wealthy, but the bulk of urban households have low to moderate
incomes that cluster within a relatively narrow range. Such shallow
income disparities are rare in developing countries. Economists have
devised gini coefficients to measure overall income inequality, and for
Egypt in 2005 this coefficient stood at 32, showing a more equitable
income distribution than the average for the Middle East and North
Africa, which stood at 37. For Latin America, the gini coefficient was a
very high at 57.% '

For urban households, the Housing Study for Urban Egypt (HSUE)
(2008) provides more detail on household incomes and consumption for
urban Egypt, and it is also much more up to date than the CAPMAS
survey.”’ Income data from this survey confirmed the fact that urban
household income distribution is shallow and fairly equitable, with the
middle 60 percent of households earning between LE740 to LE1,350 per
month. But it also shows that many livelihood indicators are sensitive to
income. For example, as one moves from the poorest quintile (the first)
to the richest quintile (the fifth), the rate of illiteracy drops dramatically,
and the percentage of persons living in informal areas also drops, but less
steeply. Conversely the incidence of university education shoots up from
6 percent in the first quintile to 41 percent in the fifth quintile, as does
housing area per capita, which jumps from only 13 square metersin the
first quintile to 40 square meters in the fifth. The percentage of house-
holds owning specific durable goods also increases dramatically. Nearly
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zero percent of households in the first quintile own a private car, but this
rises to 32 percent for the fifth quintile. In other words, although income
disparities in urban Egypt may not be acute, richer households enjoy
higher living standards, especially the richest 20 percent of households.

How many Egyptians are poor? In Egypt the subjects of poverty,
poverty levels, and incidences of poverty have recently gained increas-
ing attention, and some would say increasing confusion, as carefully set
out by Sarah Sabri.*® At the national level, the portion of the population
living below the nutrition-based poverty line was estimated at 16.7 per-
cent in 1999/2000 and 19.6 percent in 2004/2005.3° These poverty levels
are much lower than in many other developing countries, but it is best to
be careful with such figures. In any event, poverty in Egypt is certainly
endemic and may be increasing.

In Egyptian cities, poverty is not notably concentrated in particu-
lar geographic areas. A few small and marginal urban pockets with high
concentrations of the desperately poor exist, but most poor families are
found mixed in with lower- and middle-income families in a wide num-
ber of older core neighborhoods and in the vast informal areas. Even
in older upper-class neighborhoods, a small percentage of poor families
may also be found. Conversely, in most informal areas, a percentage of
well-off entrepreneurs, traders, and professionals can be found. This
mix of income groups or ‘income heterogeneity’ in geographical space
is something that sets Egypt off from the situation in many developing
countries, where high concentrations of exclusively poor and destitute
inhabitants can be found in huge slums, and in contrast the rich tend to
cluster together in exclusive residential enclaves. This subject is taken up
for Greater Cairo in Chapter 4.

Profile of the Average Household in Greater Cairo

To set the scene for the rest of the book, it is useful to chart the main
features of the average household in Cairo and, to put it into context,
compare it with national urban averages. Most of this information comes
from the 2008 Housing Study of Urban Egypt, the only data set that
disaggregates national data to allow a separate look at Greater Cairo. In
fact, it provides one data set for Greater Cairo proper, which means all of
Cairo Governorate, Giza City, and Shubra al-Khayma City, and another
data set for peri-urban Greater Cairo, which relates to nine marakiz of
Giza and Qalyubiya governorates that are part of Greater Cairo.*
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First of all, the average household in Greater Cairo proper is better
off in terms of income and expenditure than the national urban average,
and that of peri-urban Greater Cairo is significantly below the urban
average. Thus, Greater Cairo proper had an average per capita annual
income in 2008 of 1.£4,324, versus LE2,804 for Greater Cairo’s peri-ur-
ban areas and 13,555 for all of urban Egypt. This is mainly due to the
concentration of higher-income families in Greater Cairo proper, which
raises the average, and also due to the relative poverty in peri-urban
Greater Cairo. For example, the percentage of households in the highest
urban income quintile was 29.4 percent in Greater Cairo proper versus
only 10.0 percent in peri-urban Greater Cairo (and 20 percent for all of
urban Egypt).

The higher living standards in Greater Cairo proper are reflected in
statistics on household assets. For example, 14.9 percent of households
in Greater Cairo proper owned at least one private car, versus only 3.0
percent in peri-urban Greater Cairo and 9.3 percent in all urban Egypt.
Household possession of mobile phones was 73.5 percent, 57.7 percent,
and 60.3 percent respectively. Household possession of a personal com-
puter was 30.6 percent, 10.3 percent, and 21.8 percent respectively. And
household possession of an air conditioner was 14.4 percent, 2.2 percent,
and 8.3 percent respectively (which is remarkably similar to the pattern
of private-car ownership).

Even with these differences, the bulk of households in all three cat-
egories are quite similar in basic terms, with almost the same household
size, age/sex distribution, literacy, labor force participation, and unem-
ployment rates. And, for example, in all three categories the ownership of
a color television was near-universal (above 95 percent of households). In
other words, if one were to exclude the richest households, which are heav-
ily concentrated in Greater Cairo proper, the standards of living would
not vary much between Greater Cairo proper and all of urban Egypt. On
the other hand, socioeconomic and especially income characteristics of
households in peri-urban Greater Cairo suggest somewhat lower living
standards compared to those of Egypt’s general urban population.
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| A History of Modern Cairo:
: Three Cities in One

the middle of the twentieth century, roughly in 1950." (See Map 3.1.)
At that time the city had just emerged from its wartime restrictions
and the literal as well as figurative hangovers of the massive Allied Forces
| armies. Cairo was bursting at its seams, since large migrations from the
countryside had already commenced, while all urban projects had been
frozen by the war. The metropolis contained roughly 2.8 million inhabit-
ants, less than one-sixth of the number today, but the population was
expanding at over 6 percent per year.” Due to the free-spending ways of
the Allied armies, the city’s economy had enjoyed a boom. Cairo’s already
! f significant industrial base soon started to expand rapidly, as bourgeois
1 industrialists began to invest heavily in consumer industries protected by
|-f high import tariffs. Basic infrastructure was in place—in terms of roads,
| Nile bridges, railways, and trolley lines; and also in terms of water and
|| : wastewater systems, and power grids. And Cairo was not lacking in pro-
" fessional and business classes, a sizable but declining portion of whom
were non-native. In effect, Cairo was poised to expand at a scale never

before seen in its history.
| In the lead-up to the war Cairo had already begun spilling out of
h _ its historic, traditional town and the European sector (today’s down-
town, also called Khedivial Cairo). This expansion occurred mostly
to the north along two axes: Shubra/Rod al-Farag and al-Wayli/
Heliopolis/‘Ain Shams.? To the south of Cairo, the agglomerations of
‘i'!| Maadi and Helwan were small isolated satellites, and across the Nile
‘ there was very little development, restricted to urban quarters near the
|| . traditional villages of Giza and Imbaba. The historic town to the east

To understand how Cairo got to where it is now, it is best to start in
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had not expanded physically but continued to absorb more and more
migrants, including most of the poorest. These prewar trends toward
urban expansion were a prelude to Cairo’s postwar explosion.

In this chapter we take up the story of Cairo’s urban development from
1950 by focusing on three distinct morphological phenomena or urban
forms: (1) the continuing growth of the formal city, (2) the emergence and
explosive expansion of the informal city, and (3), beginning in the late 1970s,
the crafting of the modern desert city. As will be seen, each urban form con-
tains its own causes, rules, and norms, and although there have been some
blurred and overlapping edges between the formal and informal cities, each
of the three forms is fundamentally physically and legally separate.

A fourth form of urban development could have been added and called
the peri-urban city. This development occurred on what was originally a
rich agricultural plain dotted with villages and small towns, mostly west
and north of Cairo proper. This area, in the governorates of Giza and
Qalyubiya, has increasingly been enveloped into the megacity of Greater
Cairo. But since, with very few exceptions, this mode of development
began and continues to operate under informal norms, it has been treated
as part of the informal city.

The Formal City
In 1950 virtually the whole of Cairo could be considered as formal. That
is, up to then, the modes of city formation had been mainly legal, in the
sense that they were real-estate projects and land subdivisions that con-
formed to the laws and government controls existent at the time. It is
worth mentioning that most legislation controlling urban development
and construction had been introduced in the 1940s, in particular the very
strict laws on land subdivisions that imposed high European standards,
making private land development much more difficult and expensive.*
One might say “But what about historic Cairo, with its narrow and wind-
ing streets and jumbled mix of monumental and decrepit buildings? How
could this part of the city be considered formal?” The answer is simply
that, during the periods of its development, which extended over almost
one thousand years, there were no controlling legislative frameworks,
and thus, strictly speaking, its evolution was ‘formal.’

In 1950, where did the poor and working classes live? They were
either crowded into the historic or medieval city precincts or in tenement
buildings found in such inner districts as Bulaq, Sayyida Zaynab, ‘Abdin,
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and Misr al-Qadima. A few found accommodation within expand-
: ing nearby villages west of the Nile, such as Mit ‘Uqgba, Imbaba, and
Giza. Some others were lucky to find affordable housing in the recently
expanded urban quarters of North Cairo, the agsam (districts) of al-Wayli,
Shubra, Rod al-Farag, and Heliopolis.’ In most cases residential densi-
ties were extremely high, and living conditions were generally deplor-
able. For example, average densities for Cairo Governorate exceeded two
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Map 3.2. Greater Cairo in 2006: extents of the three cities.
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persons per room in 1947, and in inner districts such as al-Gamaliya,
Bulaq, and Bab al-Sha‘riya this rate exceeded 2.5 persons per room. As
migrations to the city accelerated during the 1950s and early 1960s, most
newcomers crowded into these areas, further exacerbating conditions. By
1960, in Cairo Governorate the average number of persons per room had
increased to 2.3, and in some inner districts overcrowding was acute, with
rates around, and even over, three persons per room.*

In the 1950s and early 1960s formal Cairo expanded substantally,
mainly through the mechanism of state-sponsored subdivision projects
in combination with private housing companies. The largest of these
was in what is now Mohandiseen-Agouza west of the Nile. This project,
originally called Madinat al-Awqaf, was started in 1948 and created out
of roughly 800 hectares of agricultural lands held by the Ministry of
Awgqaf.” Other subdivisions and expansions launched at this time were
smaller in scale, such as in al-Darrasa, Mugattam, Hilmiya, al-Zeitoun,
and Helwan. Many were located in the ‘Northern City,” which had
doubled in population over the 1947-60 period to reach 1.6 million
inhabitants, over one-third of Cairo’s population.® With few exceptions
(such as the Muqattam development) these new districts and neighbor-
hoods were located directly on agricultural land next to the existing
urban fabric.

Cairo of the 1950s witnessed Egypt’s earliest experiments in what was
to become a long and continuing love affair with state-subsidized public
housing. The first law governing state-aided social housing was Law no.
206, issued in 1951. The first project was the Masakin al-‘Ummal project
in Imbaba, conceived in 1948 and only partly completed. It was aimed
to house factory workers in modest two-floor attached units, each with
its own street entrance.” Other public housing projects were launched
around Cairo after the revolution in 1952 and into the 1960s, all of which
were walk-up apartment blocks, initially of a maximum of four floors. The
largest examples of such projects are to be found in the industrial suburb
of Helwan and in al-Zawya al-Hamra’, al-Sharabiya, and al-‘Abbasiya,
but many more smaller schemes were inserted in almost any vacant
state-land pockets that could be found. By 1965 Cairo Governorate had
constructed nearly 15,000 public housing units."” Most of these public
housing units were very small (forty-five to sixty-five square meters) and
were distributed to ‘limited income’ families and lower-ranking govern-
ment employees. These units were designated iskan igtisadi (economic
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Figure 3.2. Public housing estate of ‘economic’ units built in the 1960s in Helwan,
Note that most housing blocks have been extended horizontally by residents. {(Image
dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

or affordable housing). However, in the 1960s the categories mutawassit
(middle), firg mutawassit (above the average), and fakbr (luxury) were also
added, and these larger units tended to go to government officials and
army officers."" In all cases nominal rents were charged, and the rental
Oon.tracts gave the tenants and their heirs absolute and perpetual rights
Aagainst eviction as long as rents were paid.

The 1950s also witnessed the creation of large industrial areas, most
notably the iron and steel complex in Helwan (inaugurated in 1958), the
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cement factories in Helwan and Tura, and a number of textile and heavy
industries in Shubra al-Khayma. These projects reflected the socialist
regime’s policy of rapid industrialization, so popular among developing
nations at the time. Many smaller private factories also expanded in the
1950s, in particular textile works in Bahtim in Shubra al-Khayma, and in
the smaller industrial clusters of al-Basatin (mainly building materials),
‘Ain al-Sira (leather), and so on.

The June 1967 war put an abrupt halt to all of Cairo’s formal urban
expansion. Egypt rapidly shifted to a wartime economy, with controls
on materials, foreign exchange restrictions, and a conscription that vacu-
umed up the labor force for the duration. Little of the government’s bud-
get could be spared for maintaining Cairo’s infrastructure, let alone any
new urban projects. This state of suspended animation lasted through
the so-called War of Attrition and the October 1973 war, and its effects
lingered until the 1977 Camp David peace negotiations.

In the mid-1970s President Sadat’s infitah, or Open Door policy, took
hold in Egypt and especially in Cairo. In a very short time local capitalist
entrepreneurs began to reemerge, and Egyptian workers started to flood
the Gulf countries and send back remittances. Imported goods, through
exclusive local import agents, began to appear, as did foreign oil companies
and banks. A real-estate boom began to change formal Cairo’s landscape,
with residential tower blocks, new hotels, and office complexes. Building
controls seemed not to exist, and many landlords gleefully added several
floors onto existing buildings. Infrastructure projects, mainly symbolized
by the Sixth of October Bridge and flyovers, began to appear. The boom
continued into the 1980s, with the introduction of the first metro line
and new highways such as the Autostrad, and numerous subdivisions were
added onto the existing urban layouts. Thanks largely to foreign assistance,
long-neglected infrastructure began to receive attention. A completely
revamped sewerage system began to be installed on both sides of the Nile,
including the world’ largest sewage collector, which runs under Port Said
Street. Huge power plants as well as water treatment plants were installed,
and even the dysfunctional telephone system actually began to work.

Madinat Nasr, a truly huge, 7,000-hectare concession on state des-
ert land directly east of al-‘Abassiya, became the formal city extension
project, starting in the mid-1970s, and today it still contains lands to be
developed. The project had been launched in 1958, but it only really took
off after the 1967-74 war hiatus, mainly with government, parastatal, and
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Figure 3.3. Part of Madinat Nasr, developed in the 1970s. Note tall buildings (over
ten floors) demarcated by shadows. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009
GOOGLE.)

cooperative housing projects, but also with numerous private building
lots, government offices, the Cairo Stadium, the exhibition grounds, and
€ven an industrial area. Although city plans stipulated a maximum of four
floors, in no time fifteen-story residential blocks with commercial ground
ﬁoors became the norm. Madinat Nasr, east of Cairo proper, reinforced
the formal city’s main growth in that direction. Other extensions—such
45 Nuzha, Madinat al-Salam, and ‘Ain Shams—also added to the develop-
ment weight of the northeast corridor.

In the 1970s and 1980s, formal Cairo’s horizontal growth remained
limited to the northeastern desert quadrant, and this has continued up to
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the present day. As discussed in the next section, any formal subdivisions
on agricultural land were prohibited, which meant that the whole north-
ern and western arcs of Cairo’s fringe, those areas that would have been
the most economically feasible and profitable for development and that
had been earlier axes of expansion, were shut off. And already the state
had adopted the new towns as the unique focus of its urban development
policies, and had launched a number of these in desert locations around
Cairo. In addition, rent controls continued to dampen severely any in-
town real-estate investment.

Figure 3.4. Al-Nahda public housing estate, built progressively by Cairo Governorate
1985-95. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)
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The government’s penchant for subsidized public housing continued
unabated, and in 1981 Cairo Governorate started the Madinat al-Salam
project, located east of Heliopolis on flat desert land formerly held by the
state chicken production organization. It, and the neighboring al-Nahda
project, grew throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and today they together
house over 150,000 inhabitants, some of whom were relocated from inner
city locations due to urban redevelopment projects or building collapse.
In fact, although there are no figures to confirm this, probably more than
half of all public housing units built by Cairo Governorate in the 1980s
and 1990s have ended up for resettlement, not for newlyweds and others
just starting families as originally intended.

In 1982, the government, sensitive to the obvious run-down condi-
tion of existing public housing, adopted a policy of ramlik tenure for both
existing and new public housing, whereby beneficiary families would pay
modest monthly installments and eventually, after thirty or forty years,
gain ownership of their units. Of course, these units continued to be
heavily subsidized, and the hoped-for sense of ownership and improved
maintenance has for the most part proven chimerical.

Over the 1982-2005 period Cairo Governorate (including its associated
new towns) captured the largest share of public housing built in Egypt, at
463,000 units or almost one-third of all government-financed units. If the
Greater Cairo governorates of Giza (ranked second, with a total of 104,500
units) and Qalyubiya (with a total of 58,000 units) are included, it can be
calculated that Greater Cairo had benefited from just over 50 percent of
all government housing production in Egypt from 1982 to 2005." Even
50, the HSUE (2008) calculated that only 5.1 percent of the households of
Greater Cairo lived in government-built or financed units."

In terms of population shifts in the formal city, the most startling aspect

~was the progressive depopulation of the older, especially historic districts

in central Cairo. Such a trend was noticeable as far back as 1966 when,
according to the census, six agsam (central districts) had lost population.
By 1986 this number had increased to eighteen districts. The exodus from

‘central Cairo seems to have peaked in the 1986-96 period, when inner

dlstn(:ts of Cairo Governorate lost over 500,000 inhabitants, a whopping
20 percent of their 1986 populations. These districts included historic

areas such as Sayyida Zaynab, al-Gamaliya, al-Darb al-Ahmar, Bulag, al-
Muski, Bab al-Sha‘riya, and Misr al-Qadima. Also included were down-
town and older fringe areas such as Qasr al-Nil, al-Zahir, ‘Abdin, Shubra,
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Rod al-Farag, al-Sahel, al-Wayli, and even Hada’iq al-Qubba. In percent-
age terms the greatest losses were in the districts of al-Muski, Bulaq, and
al-Gamaliya, each of which lost over 4 percent of its populations per year.
In the 1996-2006 period, the trend continued, albeit at a slower overall
rate. All of the inner seventeen districts continued to lose population, but
the overall loss was 251,000 inhabitants over ten years, representing 12.1
percent of the 1996 population. Even the older Giza districts of Agouza
(Mohandiseen) and Dokki recorded losses over the 1986-2006 period,
although these losses were minor."

The causes of such large population shifts out of historic and core
formal areas were partly slum clearances for prestige projects in areas
such as Bulaq and Rod al-Farag. But in most areas the main factor was the
increasing commercialization of space and the conversion of housing into
small factories, warehouses, and wholesale operations, especially in al-
Darb al-Ahmar, al-Gamaliya, ‘Abdin, and ‘Ataba quarters, coupled with
the slow deterioration, and even collapse, of much of the older housing
stock. And where did most of these displaced urban core families go? As
we discuss in the next section, most sought better accommodation and
new lives in the informal city, whose huge expansions were taking place
over precisely the same period.

In the 1990s and 2000s Cairo has witnessed a number of improve-
ments and metamorphoses. Infrastructure has continued to be extended.
The Cairo Ring Road was built in stages, the last of which (the southern
arc running through al-Basatin) was not completed until 2001. More
flyovers were built, as was the al-Azhar tunnel. The second metro line
was completed and construction of a third line commenced. Telecom-
munications were much improved, and mobile phones were introduced
in 1996, becoming ubiquitous in almost no time. For example, by 2008,
in Greater Cairo some 76 percent of households had at least one mobile
phone.” In addition, the decline of the downtown as the commercial
center, already noticeable in the 1980s, accelerated, with most upscale
establishments and offices opening or relocating to more prestigious
quarters such as Mohandiseen, Heliopolis, Maadi, Zamalek, and Madi-
nat Nasr. These areas also witnessed a new wave of higher-quality apart-
ment block construction, partly due to the liberalized rent regime that
was introduced in 1996. And in 1995 the formal city’s belated love affair
with shopping malls began, culminating with the opening of City Stars
in Madinat Nasr in 2005,
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In the last twenty years only a few new districts have been added or
extended to the formal city. And almost all of these have been located on
the eastern desert fringes of Cairo Governorate, mainly on concession
lands of the nationalized housing companies. These extensions included
the Zahra’ al-Maadi subdivision and extensions to Muqattam, Nuzha, and
especially to Madinat Nasr. Over the 19862006 period the population
of Madinat Nasr increased by 401,000 inhabitants, expanding the 1986
population almost fourfold. Practically all of these subdivision develop-
ments were aimed at the upper-middle and investor classes.

There have been schemes mooted from time to time to relocate major
activities, especially large government institutions, out of the central areas
of formal Cairo, ostensibly to relieve congestion pressures. In fact, these
ideas seem to come in waves. The first such scheme was hatched in the
early 1980s to relocate government ministries out of Cairo to the new
town of Sadat City, some ninety-five kilometers outside Cairo, off the
Alexandria Desert Road. The first ministry set to make the move was
the Ministry of Housing and Reconstruction, the very ministry that has
proudly championed the new towns program over decades. But as the date
for relocation approached, the ministry’s employees actually threatened to
strike, an unheard of action in Egypt at the time, and the relocation order
was rescinded. Today, some thirty years later, the ministry still continues
to operate out of its downtown premises off Qasr al-‘Aini Street.

In 2007 a new wave of interest in relocating government offices took
hold, and as of 2010 this project is still very much alive. A large piece of
desert just inside the eastern arc of the Ring Road, which for decades
has been an army camp, has been designated for a new government
complex, which is supposed to house a large number of ministries to be
relocated out of central Cairo.!® This scheme seems to have consider-
able support, but it will be a colossal and expensive undertaking. Yet the
underlying idea that moving government agencies outside central Cairo
will somehow alleviate congestion is very popular in government circles
and even among professional planners. Somehow the fact that doing so
will dramatically increase person-trips throughout the main arterials of
the metropolis, causing more systemic congestion, escapes notice.

Over the last twenty-five years there have been a series of attempts
to cleanse formal Cairo of its more noxious and least attractive activi-
ties. In the 1980s the removal of car repair workshops from the down-
town precincts gained momentum, and although new ‘car repair cities’
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Figure 3.5. Contrasting fabrics of formal and informal neighborhoods: Dokki versus
Bulaq al-Dakrur. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

were created within government housing estates in outer areas such as
al-Salam and Manshiyat Nasir, few of the downtown workshops actually
closed. Governors and the Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency have
repeatedly ordered the closing of polluting iron foundries and aluminum
workshops in places like Shubra al-Khayma and ‘Izbit al-‘Arab, only to
have to allow them to reopen ‘temporarily,’” since relocation schemes
proved totally unrealistic. In fact, the Achilles’ heel of efforts to rid cen-
tral parts of Cairo of undesired activities has been, and continues to be,
the inability of authorities to comprehend just how tied smaller enter-
prises are to Cairo’s fabric. In terms of labor, markets, and inputs, and
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also in terms of industrial clustering of the mostly small and family-run
businesses, proclaiming their wholesale transfer out into some far-flung
desert location runs counter to economic logic. This has been the case
of repeated attempts to remove ‘Ain al-Sira’s leather industries out to
al-Badr New Town, and also of the long-held dream of relocating the
garbage sorting activities and their associated pig farms out to remote
sites off the ‘Ain Sukhna Road. It is as if a simple, mechanical desert
Jand assignment and the installation of some infrastructure will somehow
entice small firms to operate many miles out of the city.

By 1996 the formal city had a population of 4.8 million inhabitants,
and this had increased only slightly to five million by 2006. In effect, the
formal city had ceased to absorb population, and there were precious
few opportunities for its further physical expansion. Certainly, urban
metamorphoses within formal Cairo are continuing, but to understand
Greater Cairo’s historical development and its present state of play,
attention must be turned to the informal city and the desert city, the
two urban forms that increasingly define the metropolis and are, para-
doxically, absolute opposites.

The Informal City

In 1950 there were virtually no informal settlements around Cairo."”
Where did the kernels of the informal city, which was to become so perva-
sive in Cairo, begin to appear? It is unfortunate that there is no recorded
history of the germination of the phenomenon and the actors involved,
but then, because of their marginal character and rather insignificant scale,
informal areas did not generate academic or professional interest. Janet
Abu-Lughod, a very keen observer of Cairo, whose main research covered
the 1957-61 period, did not mention the phenomenon at all.'”® One can

only deduce how these first areas began to blossom by looking at old maps,

trying to read from the urban fabric one encounters today, and listening to
elderly residents of these areas. It appears that there was no official resis-
tance, even though these early informal subdivisions clearly contravened
the subdivision laws and building code. Perhaps it was simply the fact that

at the time the government was increasingly preoccupied with creating
new socialist zones and prestige heavy industry, and it could afford to
ignore a few marginal, unregulated developments on the periphery.

One can surmise from oral histories that a number of informal areas

began their incipient growth in the early 1960s. Prominent examples on
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Map 3.3. Greater Cairo’s formal and informal cities, 2005.
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agricultural land included al-Munira al-Gharbiya west of Kitkat, and
Bulaq al-Dakrur and Ard al-Liwa, just across the railway tracks from
Mohandiseen and Dokki. Certainly by 1965, parts of Bulaq al-Dakrur
(especially the neighborhood of Abu Qatada) had become popular with
students at Cairo University seeking the cheapest of accommodation. And
it is certain that informal subdivisions on private agricultural land were
starting in North Cairo in parts of al-Sharabiya, al-Wayli, and al-Zawya
al-Hamra’. Informal occupancy of state land probably first appeared in
Manshiyat Nasir, located in abandoned quarries just east of the northern
Mamluk cemeteries and close to Fatimid Cairo. The first residents there
had relocated from slum clearances in al-Darrasa and al-Azhar. Older
residents of Manshiyat Nasir claim President Nasser himself ordered that
a water line be extended to serve them in 1963, hence the name.

A perusal of satellite imagery of Cairo shows that, during the earliest
emergence of the informal city, some residential subdivisions were created

SRess

Figure 3.6. Semi-structured informal area begun in the 1960s, part of shivakha of
‘al-Masakin al-Amiriya. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)
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that exhibited some ‘planned’ features. That is, lanes were strictly paral-
. lel and there were occasional cross-streets, which implies that someone
plotted the area in drawings and set it out. The building patterns within
these blocks are however indistinguishable from those in classic informal
areas, that is, small building footprints, 100 percent plot coverage, and

little or no allocation for public open space or social facilities. Nor are
socioeconomic markers, derived from the census, much different from

those found in the informal city. Examples of these areas, almost all of

which are in the Northern City, include residential blocks in Masakin

al-Amiriya al-Ganub, Marg al-Qibliya, and Tulumbat ‘Ain Shams. Can

these areas be considered strictly ‘informal’? Perhaps so, as the underly-

ing agricultural field patterns in these areas were usually rigidly rectangu-
| lar, and it could be that this order itself translated into subdivisions that
' appeared planned. But perhaps not, as the regularity and cross-streets
seem suspiciously intentional and are of a scale that presupposes some
official sanction. Such confusion underlines the fact that the knowledge
of early informal development in Cairo is largely uncharted territory.

In any event, the first small appearances of informal settlements mul-
tiplied in various locations of Cairo in the 1960s and early 1970s, both on
= agricultural land and in the desert fringes. In most of the earliest cases,
subdivision and development began in what had been agricultural land,
frequently being grafted onto existing rural settlements. This helps to
explain, at least to some extent, the lack of official reaction. Rural housing
was not regulated (building permits were unnecessary outside city limits),

so local administrations had a plausible excuse for overlooking what was
already becoming quite evident. And the logic probably went: If some
! farmers want to sell off some strips of agricultural land piecemeal, this
can hardly be construed as contravening the subdivision laws, which were
meant for modern, proper housing areas.
Whereas during the war years between 1967 and 1975, all development
of formal Cairo stopped, informal Cairo continued to grow, undoubtedly
‘ ; fueled by continued in-migration and the need to accommodate some of
the one million people evacuated from the Suez Canal zone. Based on
maps derived from 1977 aerial photographs,'” quite substantial fringe areas
must already have been largely subdivided and sold during the 1967-77
period. These included most of Dar al-Salam and almost all of al-Basatin,

vast areas of al-Munira al-Gharbiya, and sections of Bulaq al-Dakrur, al-

‘Umraniya in southern Giza, al-Zawya al-Hamra’, Matariya, ‘Ain Shams, )

Figure 3.7. Extensive, mostly informal infill between the villages of Dar al-Salam and
‘al-Basatin: 1977 (top) and 2000 (bottom). Note the Ring Road under construction in
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and Ma‘sara. And significant expansion out from core villages in Giza also
must have started, such as around Saft al-Laban, al-Bashtil, Kafr al-Gabal,
and even al-Kirdasa. And Manshiyat Nasir continued to grow, aided by the
relocation of a large zabbalin community there in 1972.

Beginning in 1974, domestic economic conditions in Egypt changed
dramatically due to the liberalizations of the infitah. Most importantly,

Egyptians were motivated—and allowed—to travel freely abroad. This
coincided with the oil price hike of 1973 (and later 1979) that soon made
neighboring countries, most importantly Saudi Arabia, Libya, and Iraq,
awash with money and eager to hire all classes of Egyptians to do their
work, particularly unattractive construction jobs. The earnings of these
Egyptians soon found their way back into Egypt and began to create an
unprecedented cash-based economic boom. Savings and remittances of
these expatriate workers provided the main capital for the accelerated
housing construction in the informal city, since it put serious investment
money in the hands of the kinds of families who were attracted to live
in informal areas. Not unreasonably, for many, the preferred choice of
investment was in land, bricks, and mortar. The level of construction in
the large fringe areas already established before 1977 rose to fever pitch.
New buildings appeared and, equally common, vertical extensions were
added to existing buildings. Also, new informal areas began to be created
or extended from existing villages during this period, for example on agri-
cultural land in Begam and Musturad (in Shubra al-Khayma) and Waraq
al-‘Arab, Kafr al-Taharmus, and al-Mu‘tamidiya in Giza Governorate,
and al-Marg in Cairo Governorate. According to Galila El Kadi’s 1987
study, parceling of agricultural land in some fringe informal areas was car-
ried out by subdivision companies that operated in a kind of semiformal
world.”" In parallel, new informal settlements appeared on state land, for
example ‘Izbit al-Nasr behind Maadi and ‘Izbit Khayrallah on the Fustat
plateau, and ‘Izbit al-Haggana at Kilometer 4.5 on the Suez Road.”!

In 1982, a much-quoted study commissioned by the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) concluded that over
eighty percent of the additions to Cairo’s housing stock over the previ-
ous five years had been supplied by the informal sector.”® This report
coincided with a considerable interest among foreign aid agencies (espe-
cially USAID, British aid, and the World Bank) in residential informality
in Egypt as a potentally positive dynamic that could be harnessed to
solve the country’s housing problem. Among their advisors it began to
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Figure 3.8. Informal expansion in al-Munira al-Gharbiya: 1977 (top) and 2000 (bottom).
Note that all canals have been filled to create main roads, and that minor lanes
follow what were field boundaries. (1977 image from IGN 1:5000 series, 2000 from
Ikonos satellite image.)




be recognized that informal processes, from land acquisition and sub-
division to progressive construction and densification, fit well with the
social and financial circumstances of the mass of Egypt’s urban popu-
lation. However, neither the USAID report nor the expert discussions
had the slightest impact on Egyptian planners and policymakers. In fact,
once the Egyptian government woke up to the informal phenomenon on
its doorstep, its reaction was completely negative. Although the 1974-85
period could be called the heyday of urban informal development in
Cairo, it was also the period when the state finally took notice of the
phenomenon and began to proscribe it. Starting in the late 1970s, a series
of decrees and orders made it increasingly illegal to build on what had
been recognized as precious agricultural land, and parallel efforts were
stepped up to preserve state lands from encroachment. Throughout the
period in question, these proscriptions had little real impact, only making
it more difficult for authorities to turn a blind eye and opening up a con-
siderable business in petty bribes. There was little official commitment to
tackle the issue, since it began to dawn on decision makers just how vast
informal areas had become. For urban planners and the state alike, it was
an unwelcome reality that hopefully could be wished away.

And wish away they did, by launching the national new towns policy
in 1977. The new towns quickly came to dominate both Cairo’s urban
development discourse as well as its budgetary allocations. Regardless of
the huge investments required and the dismal failure rapidly to attract
residents, the policy of creating modern planned desert settlements was
and is still offered by government as the ultimate solution and alternative
to the phenomenon of urban informality.

Mapping analysis comparing 1983 with 1989 showed that, at least in
terms of major additional new lands coming under informal urbanization,
development had slowed, with fewer sizable additions to the large fringe
developments, and a somewhat reduced level of activity around satellite
villages.”* How much effect government control was having is debatable,
but certainly a contributing factor was the drying up of remittance income
from Egyptians working abroad. World oil prices began to tumble in
1983-84, and host countries began to apply restrictions to Egyptian work-
ers at about the same time. The Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s led progres-
sively to the elimination of the Egyptian worker’ best bet, Iraq. Another
factor working to slow down urban informality was demographic. Starting
in the mid-1970s, the population growth rates of Greater Cairo proper
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Figure 3.9. Massive informal infill development between the villages of Saft al-Laban
and Kafr al-Taharmus: 1977 (top) and 2000 (bottom). Note that all canals have been
filled to create main roads, and that minor lanes follow what were field boundaries.
(1977 image from IGN 1:5000 series, 2000 from lkonos satellite image.)




started to fall significantly. During 1961-75 Greater Cairo grew at an aver-
age of 3.1 percent per year, but this rate fell to 2.7 percent for the period
1976-86 and to 1.9 percent for the period 1986-96. Natural increase rates
retreated slightly, but also migration to the city decreased dramatically.**

Although all new informal settlements or extensions started off with-
out any public infrastructure or social services, as an area matured and
the number of its inhabitants increased, needs became articulated and
slowly authorities would give in and begin to provide basic services, at
least in the larger informal areas. This was especially true in the 1980s
and 1990s, when the utilities authorities in Cairo finally were able to
improve and extend networks, partly due to foreign assistance. (See
Chapter 9.) Of course, such infrastructure services were slow in coming,
often substandard, and varied considerably from location to location.
In addition, many of the minor water and especially wastewater lines
were installed by neighbors themselves through gubud zatiya (self-help)
efforts.”” Public facilities such as schools were rarely provided in infor-
mal settlements, since in Egypt such services are only built on available
state land, which was in most locales extremely hard to find.

On the level of both public awareness and government action, infor-
mal areas of Greater Cairo gained prominence in the 1992-93 period.
The radical Islamic movements of the late 1980s and early 1990s became
active in certain informal areas, offering some deficient services that the
government should have provided. Suddenly these areas, termed ‘ashwa’i
(meaning random or unplanned), gained notoriety as breeding grounds
for fundamentalism and came to be seen as a threat to the security of the
state. Most prominent was a fundamentalist cell operating in al-Munira
al-Gharbiya, whose leader was called ‘the Prince of Imbaba.’ In response,
the government began to step up delivery of much-needed infrastruc-
ture to these areas, with police stations figuring prominently.?® Informal
settlements all over Egypt were cursorily inventoried and sketch plans for
infrastructure upgrading were prepared. In other words, the state only
began to address the issue of informal settlements after their creation and
maturation, and then in a rather ad hoc and small-scale manner.

One factor that had a temporary dampening effect on informal con-
struction was a much stiffer prohibition of the phenomenon, embodied
in two decrees issued in 1996. They stipulated that any new building on
agricultural land and #zy urban construction without a permit would be
severely punished through military courts, thereby avoiding the many
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well-established maneuvers familiar to lawyers in the civil courts. For a
few years this dampened informal construction, both on agricultural land
and in desert settlements around Cairo, especially in new, open spaces
where contraventions were easily visible; but its main lasting effect seems
to have been the sharp increase in the extralegal payments required to
have authorities look the other way. -

The Cairo Ring Road, started in 1985 and finally completed in 2001,
sharply increased awareness of the informality phenomenon, as it skirted
fringe informal areas of the metropolis. Ranking officials and middle-
class drivers began to use the Ring Road, and to their consternation could
see from their vehicles massive reddish-hued informal housing areas
stretching far into the agricultural plain. This was especially true on the
northern, western, and southwestern arcs of the Ring Road. No longer
was the phenomenon out of sight, conveniently dismissed as a marginal
aberration. In 2002 the then governor of Giza launched a demolition
campaign that involved chopping off the ubiquitous concrete pillars pro-
truding from the roofs of informal structures, intended to support future
vertical extensions. However, his campaign never extended more than a
hundred meters on either side of the Ring Road along its northwestern
arc, and within a couple years all traces of his actions had disappeared.

In the year 2000, an attempt to quantify the informal development
phenomenon in Greater Cairo was carried out for Hernando Desoto’s
Institute for Liberty and Democracy (ILD). This study, based mainly
on map and satellite imagery and on the detailed results of the 1996
Census of Egypt, concluded that of the estimated 11.4 million inhabit-
ants of Greater Cairo in 1996, some 7.1 million, or 62 percent, were to
be found in areas developed informally since 1950, covering some 129
square kilometers. In other words, already 4 majority of the population
and half of the residential surface areas of the metropolitan region were
deemed to have been developed informally.” Another study, undertaken
by CEDE] and published in 2002, confirmed the dominance of informal
areas in Greater Cairo and, importantly, looked at time trends. Compar-
ing satellite images of Greater Cairo between 1991 and 1998, the study
concluded that the net surface areas of informal settlements in Greater
Cairo proper increased at an annual rate of 3.4 percent, and that the
population in informal areas increased by 3.2 percent per year. This rep-
resented an additional 200,000 persons or 42,000 families each year. In
comparison, the annual population growth in formal Cairo was only 0.8
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percent.”® This study also showed how the forms of informal develop- o
: ment had become much more nuanced. Few new areas on virgin land had
been created; instead, the mode became more the infilling of agricultural
pockets between informal buildings, and small accretions and additions
to existing informal settlements and villages, along with the filling in and
densification of informal areas on state-owned desert land.
In the decade since 2000 the informal city has continued to grow and
l absorb the majority of additions to Greater Cairo’s population. The char-
| acteristics of the informal city and its dynamics are described in greater
detail in the next chapter. However, before moving on to a brief history of
the desert city, we need first to look at how the peri-urban parts of Greater
Cairo, where current informal development is at its most active, have come
to be developed and increasingly incorporated into the metropolis.

The Peri-urban Frontier
' Although informal urban development is continuing at a somewhat reduced
pace in and around Greater Cairo proper, since around 1990 its greatest
advance is in what can be called Cairo’s peri-urban frontier. This is the agri-
cultural plain found both to the north and south of Greater Cairo proper,
where there are long-existing and well-articulated rural settlement patterns
and where a vibrant transformation is taking place. It is difficult to define
precisely how far this peri-urban frontier extends, but for convenience it
can be considered the nine rural administrative marakiz (zones) on the
Greater Cairo periphery, where population growth has been significantly
above the prevailing natural increase rates. In Qalyubiya Governorate
these are Qalyub (including Khusus), al-Khanka, Shibin al-Qanatir, and
al-Qanatir al-Khayriya. In Giza Governorate they are the zarakiz of Giza,
Imbaba, Usim, Badrashayn, and al-Hawamidiya.*” (See Map 3.4.) All were
‘ originally flat, irrigated agricultural areas, although in Khanka (northeast of

Cairo) some slightly higher, formerly desert land can be found. Settlements

in these nine marakiz range from only five kilometers from the center of
H Cairo (in Giza directly west of the core), to between ten and twenty-five
| kilometers (where most of peri-urban development has taken place), to
thirty-five kilometers at their most extreme extents both north and south.

In peri-urban Greater Cairo urban expansion has been and continues R ‘7
I f A i P : e - N 30Km " D Peri-Urban Areas
' to be almost entirely polycentric in nature. That is, existing towns, core E & .
: : . o —_— . y \’ © Séjourné & Sims, 2009
| ‘ villages, and hamlets expand progressively through informal subdivision 1 N i =
‘ outward into the surrounding agricultural plain. Only in the northeast - Map 3.4. Greater Cairo peri-urban areas, 2008.
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quadrant of Greater Cairo (the Khusus—Qalag-Khanka areas) has this
polycentric growth merged into what could be called a more or less con-
tinuous conurbation.

The 2006 population of the nine peri-urban marakiz of Greater Cairo
can be estimated at 3.9 million inhabitants, representing 24 percent of
Greater Cairo’s 16.3 million inhabitants. The combined population of
these areas has been growing rapidly, averaging 3.3 percent per year over
the 1996-2006 period, an increase of over one million inhabitants. Prac-
tically all of this growth was and continues to be informal. During the
same period, all of Greater Cairo grew at an annual rate of 2.10 per-
cent. Growth in peri-urban areas had also been strong in the previous,
1986-96, period, when it averaged annual increases of 3.4 percent.

The rates of population increase have not been uniform throughout
peri-urban space. For example, during the 1996-2006 period, the markaz
of al-Khanka grew at a very high annual rate of 4.7 percent, whereas that
of al-Hawamidiya was only 2.0 percent. Some particular locales increased
at astronomical rates, particularly the rural gisz of Khusus, which grew at
7.0 percent per year to reach a population of nearly 300,000 in 2006. In all
of peri-urban Greater Cairo, eighteen village administrative units recorded
annual growth rates in excess of 4.2 percent per year in the 1996-2006
decade, and together these units contained a population of 722,000 in 2006.

The main reason for the growing attraction of peri-urban areas can be
said to relate to the array of affordable housing solutions that the mainly
informal housing markets generate in these areas. Land accessibility and
price are conducive to informal settlement creep and infill. Also, since
development is largely out of sight, there is less prohibition on building
on agricultural land than along the informal fringes of the core agglomer-
ation of Greater Cairo. These two factors result in housing supply pack-
ages on the market that are more affordable, at least compared to other
parts of Greater Cairo, especially for the bulk of lower-income families.
Anything from a single room to a large flat or traditional rural house can
be found on the informal market, either for rent or purchase.

Another attraction of peri-urban areas is the availability of affordable
public transport systems and networks, which provide the needed mobil-
ity/access even from far distant settlements to other parts of Greater Cairo.
Potential residents can and do calculate the trade-off between cheaper hous-
ing and higher expenditures on commuting. Furthermore, the local econo-
mies of existing peri-urban settlements easily accommodate incremental
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growth. Considerable employment and petty entrepreneur opportunities
are generated within peri-urban villages and informal settlements them-
selves. Although public services and infrastructure may be lacking or over-
burdened—and becoming more so in these areas—the situation does not
seem to have got out of hand, so far at least. Finally, social cohesion seems
to be good in peri-urban settlements, even with substantial numbers of new
arrivals. This is pardy due to the dynamic of informal settlement processes
(which relies upon and works through social groupings), but is also simply
because there are existing stable communities upon which to build.

Emergence of the Desert City

The desert around Cairo lies both east and west of the city proper. (See
Map 0.) As mentioned above, the formal city had begun extending to the
east into the adjacent desert plain from as early as 1905 with the Heliopo-
lis suburb project as well as with the establishment of British army camps
and depots in al-‘Abbasiya and elsewhere in the 1920s. More recent for-
mal extensions to the east included Madinat Nasr, Muqattam, Madinat
al-Salam, Nuzha, and Zahra’ al-Maadi. These were just that—extensions
grafted onto Cairo proper—and until the late 1970s, the further, limitless
desert to the east was hardly considered to have development potential.
This eastern desert was mainly flat in the northern quadrant, but the
topography was much more rugged east and south of Maadi.

Much the same could be said for Cairo’s western desert. This desert
area, seemingly without limits, was separated from Cairo proper by the
agricultural plain whose width averages fifteen kilometers. Except for the
pyramids area on the Giza Plateau, the Alexandria and Fayoum desert
roads, various quarries in the Abu Rawash area, and the odd hotel or
landowner’s hacienda on the immediate desert fringe, the western desert
was considered, until the arrival of the concept of the new towns, to be
just one very large and empty backyard.

However, Cairo’s vast deserts were not totally empty. From the time
of the British occupation they proved excellent locations for military
establishments. Most notable was the vast Heikastep camp extending
from the Ismailiya Desert Road on the north to the Suez Desert Road
to the south. This camp was established in the 1940s, and Cairo Inter-
national Airport was carved out of its western section in the 1950s. After
the 1967 war, the Egyptian military peppered Cairo’s deserts with vari-
ous camps, fortifications, air bases, air defense batteries, and factories, all
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part of its dispersal strategy. Thus, by the 1970s, Cairo’s eastern desert
was partly filled with large areas under military control, and even in the
western desert, military and security establishments could be found near
Dahshur and along desert roads leading out of Cairo. As we shall see,
control of such lands by the armed forces was to be an important factor
influencing Cairo’s desert development.

The idea of developing the deserts around Cairo for urban expansion
can be traced back to the 1956 Cairo Master Plan, and the concept was
elaborated in the successor 1969 Master Plan. The latter, finally approved
in 1974, concluded that Cairo’s growth had already exceeded its “carrying
capacity” and that the population of the metropolis should be limited to
9.5 million inhabitants. All excess population was to be directed to four
satellite cities, two located in the eastern desert and two in the western
desert.® Yet the real political commitment to developing Cairo’s deserts
derives from President Sadat’s 1974 October Paper, itself a product of the
euphoria following the successes of the 1973 October War. In this widely
promoted document, Egypt’s path to a modern future was sketched out,
first by launching the economic infitah, and secondly by announcing a state
policy of constructing desert cities throughout Egypt, thus shunting growth
away from Cairo, Alexandria, and the crowded Nile Valley. The new towns
were to be growth poles for alternative development and for decentralizing
state institutions. They were aimed explicitly at attracting population, cre-
ating an industrial base outside the Valley, and attracting public and private
investments, which dovetailed well with the economic Open Door policy.

It is important to note that even thirty years later, such a spatial policy
for Egypt remains a central part of government thinking. As declared in
1990, the government perceived that “the old inhabited areas along the
Nile valleys are no longer able to absorb the increasing population and
that Egyptians have to conquer their desert land in order to ensure the
sustainable growth of the nation.”! An important affirmation of Egypt’s
desert development imperative was articulated by President Mubarak in
an address given to both houses of parliament in 1996. After announcing
the start of the massive Toshka land reclamation project near Aswan, the
president declared:

Leaving the narrow (Nile) valley and fanning out, in a planned and orga-
nized manner, throughout the country, has become an unavoidable neces-
sity. In view of these facts, the conquest of the desert is no longer a slogan
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or dream but a necessity dictated by the spiraling population growth. What
is required is not a token exodus into the desert but a complete reconsid-
eration of the distribution of population throughout the country.”

In the 1970s, the concept of new towns in the desert generated con-
siderable excitement among urban planners, higher state officials, and
even Egypt’s cultural elite. It was in these new desert settlements that
the uncrowded, organized, and modern urban Egypt was expected to
be established. And what a playground! For planners, the talk was of
self-contained, balanced industrial towns economically independent of
Cairo, designed on government-owned lands that appeared to be end-
less. Desert sites represented the planner’s ultimate dream of a total
blank sheet of paper, where town layouts would be constrained neither
by topography nor existing urban realities. Concepts of low residential
densities, separation of land uses, green belts, and integrated neighbor-
hoods could be pursued with a vengeance. Egypt was going to be up
there with the small group of nations, such as Brazil, Nigeria, and India,
who were envisioning new capitals and new cities. In no time Egyptian
planners and academics became part of the international conference cir-
cuit of new town associations.*’

The first new town venture began in 1976 with the declaration by
President Sadat of the intention to build from scratch a totally self-
sufficient new town at a desert location about halfway between Cairo and
Ismailiya, that is, supposedly far enough away to be independent from
these existing urban poles.’* To be called Tenth of Ramadan, the new
city was to have a solid economic foundation based on manufacturing,
and workers in the industrial enterprises were to reside in government-
built housing blocks. A limited amount of middle-class housing was to be
privately built in neighborhood subdivisions. Aimed at an ultimate popu-
lation of 500,000, the design of the town was contracted by the (then)
Ministry of Reconstruction to a Swedish consulting firm.

Even while Tenth of Ramadan was still on the drawing boards, other
new town schemes, each to have a significant industrial base, were
announced. (The locations of the new towns around Cairo can be found
in Map 6.1.) Two of these were to be located near Cairo. The first was
Sixth of October, west of Cairo at an isolated desert location about forty
kilometers from the center of the metropolis, off the Bahariya Oasis
road, and the second was al-‘Ubur, to be located east of Cairo, about
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Figure 3.10. Tenth of Ramadan New Town, started in the late 1970s. (Image dated
2006, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

twenty-five kilometers from the city center, just north of the Ismailiya
Desert Highway. Along with Sadat City and al-Amiriya al-Gadida near
Alexandria, these cities were considered the ‘first generation’ of indus-
trial new towns. In addition, another purely residential new town, Fif-
teenth of May, was to be developed in the near desert adjacent to the
Cairo suburb of Helwan.

The industrial new towns enjoyed almost immediate success in attract-
ing manufacturing. For example, within ten years of their establishment
the industrial zones of Tenth of Ramadan had filled up and new indus-
trial subdivisions had to be added to accommodate more factories. There
was a similar rapid take-up of Sixth of October’s huge industrial area.
Such a glowing success of the industrial face of Cairo’s new towns was
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due entirely to government incentives to attract private manufacturing,
and government requirements that public-sector industries locate there.
Serviced industrial land was offered at low, subsidized prices with long
payment periods. Private enterprises in new towns enjoyed ten-year tax
holidays, and the required permits and licenses were easily obtained. And
for most foreign and joint-venture manufacturing projects, the Invest-
ment Authority would only facilitate approvals if these were located in
the new towns.

The legislative and institutional framework for the new towns was
formalized with the promulgation of the New Communities Law (Law
no. 59 of 1979). This created the New Urban Communities Authority
(NUCA) within the Ministry of Housing and gave it the right to declare
special development zones on state-owned desert lands. Furthermore,
the law gave NUCA the right to develop and sell lands within these spe-
cial zones and to retain these revenues to finance further development.
Such a right over lands was unique, something neither governorates nor
ministries enjoyed. Law no. 59 of 1979 also stipulated that each new town
would be managed by a town agency under NUCA, but that once devel-
oped, the new towns were to revert to municipal local administration
under the relevant governorate. Incidentally, and symptomatic of where
power actually lies in Egypt, this devolution of a new town to local gov-
ernorate authorities has yet to occur anywhere in Egypt.

In 1980-81 a large study was commissioned by the then Ministry of
Reconstruction, Housing, and Land Reclamation entitled The National
Urban Policy Study, with USAID funding.” This study can be considered
the only attempt in Egypt to have looked at the urban sector in its entirety.
To meet national economic and social objectives, and also to limit the
growth of Greater Cairo, it came up with a set of balanced recommenda-
tions that stressed the importance of directing scarce national resources
toward stimulating the growth and economic competitiveness of existing
urban agglomerations. Notably absent were recommendations to create
dozens of new cities in the desert and to give desert regions the high-
est regional development priority. The study was not well received. The
ministry never followed up on any of the recommendations, nor did it
allow the circulation of the study’s twenty-five separate reports. In effect,
the new towns concept had already acquired an almost Messianic image
in government and among the professional classes, and no American con-
sulting firm’s report was going to disturb this view."
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Although construction on the ‘first generation’ of new towns around
Cairo had hardly begun, by the early 1980s the concept of satellite ‘new
settlements’ around Cairo was launched, and this second generation of
nine settlements was to be located in the desert both east and west of
Cairo proper. These were to be dormitory suburbs of mainly subsidized
public housing, aimed at absorbing Cairo’ population increases, and they
became cornerstones of the 1983 Master Plan for Cairo and were to be
interlinked by the Ring Road. Although none ever materialized in their
original planned forms, three have been amalgamated into New Cairo to
the east and two into Sheikh Zayed to the west.

The 1986 Census revealed that growth of the residential population of
the new towns around Cairo was proving to be exceptionally slow, in con-
trast to the rapid take-up of the industrial areas in Tenth of Ramadan and
Sixth of October. The oldest new town, Tenth of Ramadan, registered only
8,500 inhabitants. Sixth of October had an insignificant 500 inhabitants.
Only Fifteenth of May had any sizable population—24,000 inhabitants—
and this was clearly due to its character as a purely residential suburb
grafted onto the existing urban area of Helwan. Such figures did not at all
dampen enthusiasm for the new town concept. Often heard was the state-
ment that any new town takes time to be launched, and that ‘sustained
growth’ was just around the corner, especially if investments and service
projects in them were accelerated.”” The results of the 1996 Census con-
tinued to deliver extremely disappointing population figures.-Overall, the
combined population of all these first new towns around Cairo registered
less than 150,000 inhabitants, equivalent to an insignificant 1.1 percent
of Greater Cairo’s population at the time. Almost half of this population
was to be found in Fifteenth of May, virtually an extension of Helwan,
and another 48,000 inhabitants were located in Tenth of Ramadan, which
due to its remoteness could hardly be considered part of Greater Cairo.
Sixth of October had only 35,000 inhabitants.

In the early 1990s there was a fundamental shift in the concept of
new towns and the associated land management policy. Up to this time,
new towns had mainly been developed to attract the working classes

through the construction of state-subsidized low-cost housing blocks, in

addition to the provision of some middle-class land subdivisions. With
the change of ministers and increasing criticism of the quality and aes-
thetic of social housing, a much more ‘capitalist’ mode of development
was applied. First, the boundaries of existing new towns and settlements
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were dramatically extended, particularly for those cities around Cairo
that were considered to have development potential. Huge tracts of sub-
divided land were sold at nominal, some would say give-away, prices to
individuals. And large tracts were released, again at very low prices, to
private developers. Three ‘second generation’ satellite settlements were
amalgamated and boundaries extended to create New Cairo in the desert
east of the metropolis, with a target population of two million. Also, two
huge new settlements of Sheikh Zayed and al-Shuruq (both with target
populations of 500,000 inhabitants) were created. Another new town,
al-Badr, was begun at a very remote location off the Suez Desert High-
way. Massive amounts of land in these extensions and new areas were
sold throughout the Jate 1990s, mainly at prices that began to reflect
some of the land servicing costs, but nowhere near full market values.
This new land-disposal policy began to bring some welcome revenues
to the NUCA and to the state treasury. Also, it signaled a fundamental
shift, with new towns around Cairo evolving into the locations for the
new middle classes and the rich. Gated communities, compounds, and
upmarket subdivisions were launched. Yet, in parallel, the state contin-
ued to pour investment into subsidized public housing in the new towns
around Cairo, creating more and more workers’ housing estates.

All of this increased the geographical extent and sunk real-estate
investments in the new towns around Greater Cairo, and created opti-
mism for Cairo’s desert city and an even greater amount of talk about
these new towns as the face of modern Egypt. However, when the pre-
liminary results of the census of 2006 were made available in late 2007,
Egyptian planners and promoters of the new towns received a rude shock.
Whereas the General Organization for Physical Planning (GOPP) had
estimated in 2005 that the population of the new towns around Cairo had
reached a figure of 1.75 million, the 2006 Census recorded only one-third
of this figure, equivalent to only 3.7 percent of Greater Cairo’s total pop-
ulation. Given all the construction activity going on, especially in Sixth
of October and New Cairo, some planners and officials simply could not
believe that population take-up continued to be so slow, choosing instead
to doubt the validity of the census. The 2006 Census actually confirmed
that investments in the new towns had been considerable, with a total
of 409,000 housing units enumerated in Cairo’s eight new towns. But
an extraordinary amount of this housing was unfinished, stalled, vacant,
or simply closed. The number of resident households enumerated was
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only 139,000, meaning that 63 percent of units were unutilized, or, put
another way, that for every resident household there were three dwelling
units available. Talk about dead capital!*®

It may appear puzzling that population growth in the new towns
around Cairo has been and continues to be so slow, especially given that
the government has built massive amounts of subsidized public housing
in these areas. Over the 1982-2005 period more than 200,000 such units
were built in Cairo’s new towns. And under Egypt’s National Housing
Program (NHP), which aims to build 500,000 units in Egypt between
2005 and 2011, at least 208,000 of these units are earmarked for the new
towns around Cairo. However, a very large portion of the current gov-
ernment-produced stock remains vacant or closed, and the same fate can
be expected for units currently being built.

What went so wrong with the new towns around Greater Cairo,
supposedly the vanguard of Egypt’s desert development project? This is
taken up in Chapter 6, which takes a closer look at the current state of
play of the desert city.

It is important to realize that the desert city is not at all confined
to its new towns, as large as they may be. Even more desert lands have
been developed for various urban and suburban purposes. Although
nominally all desert land is under state ownership and control, in the
last thirty-five years huge tracts of desert around Cairo have been allo-
cated and developed in what could best be described as a scramble to
capture development rights on land that, at some point, is perceived
as being extremely valuable, at least for speculative purposes. Both
state and private-sector actors have been involved. The current status
of these many ‘off-plan’ desert schemes is described in Chapter 6, but
in the following paragraphs a slice of the history of the phenomenon
is presented.

The oldest and perhaps most outstanding example of such desert
land grabs is Hada’iq al-Ahram, or the Pyramid Gardens, subdivision,
which began in the late 1970s. At that time a group of influential persons
formed a housing cooperative and somehow gained development rights
over a huge 420-hectare site along the Fayoum road just beyond Midan
al-Rimaya. This site was just two kilometers from the Giza pyramids
area, hence its name. The land was subdivided into large building lots.
It is understood that when Anwar Sadat heard of the project, he ordered
it cancelled, and for years it remained simply a collection of empty lots
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Figure 3.11. Off-plan desert developments near pyramids of Giza, started in the late
1970s. (Hada'iq al-Ahram to the left and police officer housing at center.) (Image
dated 2009, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

with only traces of a street network. However, slowly but surely, investors
bought parcels from the original cooperative members and the construc-
tion of large villas and garden apartment blocks began. Today the site is
perhaps half developed, utilities are in place, and land prices have soared
to astronomical levels. The fact that the scheme is next door to the iconic
Pyramids of Giza does not seem to bother anyone.

One way to gain control over desert lands around Cairo with future
development potential was to create an agricultural land reclamation
cooperative and obtain an assignment of state land from the Ministry
of Agriculture. A very early example dating from 1978 was the Ahmad
‘Urabi Land Reclamation Cooperative, located on 4,600 hectares north
of the Ismailiya Desert Road. Members of this cooperative were high-
ranking army officers, each of which was assigned a twenty-feddan parcel.
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' Most of these have either ended up as sumptuous suburban villa develop- Table 3.1: Evolution of the population of Greater Cairo
[ ments or remained vacant lots. Needless to say, agricultural output from and its component parts (1947-2009)

this project is practically nil. :

. Over the last four decades military and security-controlled desert lands Year | Formal | Informal | Peri-urban| Desert | Total GCR | Percent | Percent
around Cairo have also been converted for urban uses. A large part of the Cairo Caivg Cairo. | Cairo | Greater | Annual |Informal | Informal

| Heikastep camp was renamed Heikastep New Town in the 1980s, and the I:;:::_:f;} RCm‘ro I“;::;“ HiGhire | IWGCR

. army built a number of housing blocks for officers, although much of the _ (SE ;I; Prope

| area of the new town remains relatively underdeveloped. Other officer ' =
housing complexes can be found in locations in both the eastern and west- 612,900,242 0 586,038 0 2,986,280 0.0 10.2
ern deserts, and it seems that the majority of these cater more to secu- 1960 | 3,905,670 | 100,000 | 955,166 0 4,960,836 | 3.98 2.5 15.6
rity cadres than to the military. For example, a 3,000-unit housing-estate 1976 | 4.610326 | 1,969,000 | 1,374,317 i osygns | 209 555 .

project for police officers was built in the 1980s near Midan al-Rimaya,
on a raised portion of desert that now embarrassingly abuts the site of
the proposed Grand Egyptian Museum. Other examples include a large 1996 | 4,807,632 | 5,436,477 | 2,857,468 | 149,992 [ 13,251,569 | 1.88 53.1 59.7
police-housing complex constructed in the 1990s just off the entrance 2006 | 5,005,824 | 6,742,416 | 3,942,262 | 601,767 | 16292269 | 200 | 574 | 628
road to Sixth of October. In addition, some desert military lands have been
handed over to other government authorities for various urban projects,

1986 | 4,650,000 | 4,248,866 | 2,063,376 | 32,615 | 10,994,857 | 3.29 47.7 54.5

2009* | 5,038,763 | 7,155,106 | 4,345,567 | 800,952 | 17,340,388 | 2.09 58.7 63.6

usually after very opaque negotiations. Still other military camps remain Source: Census of Egypt, various years: detailed results, combined with map and
under the control of the armed forces or security agencies, and they rep- I’ satellite image analysis by the author to distinguish informal areas.

resent a kind of land bank for future urban development that will generate |

huge profits for developers, whether private or government. 18,000,000

Looking at the history of desert development around Greater Cairo, 0000 - -

it is inescapable to suspect that much of this development represents an o0 W Desert Cairo

opportunity for pure land speculation and windfall profits, especially for bl & Peri-urban Cairo

state agencies and those who have influence with the government. This B 1 [® Informal Cairo

speculative scramble for land in Cairo’s deserts was noted as far back 800,000 [ Formal Cairo

as 1981 in the National Urban Policy Study.”” In 1984, the Extension of - 8,000,000

Municipal Services project carried out a ‘land assembly’ exercise to iden- £ 6,000,000

tify desert lands around Cairo for possible low-income urban-develop- : 4,000,000

ment projects, only to discover that there was precious little land that was 2,090,000

not already held or claimed by the New Towns Authority, the military, - .

public-sector companies, government ministries, or housing and agricul- A 3 A L s Sone s e
tural cooperatives.* In fact, it was found that many parcels were claimed - _ )

by more than one entity, that there was total confusion about boundaries, Tg:g;&i g;ﬂ ;:OT‘:[;TE ;’?pulat'c’" growth of component parts of Greater Cairo

and that documentation on desert land holdings was practically nonexis-
tent. In the scramble to claim desert tracts, physical possession was all-
important, and in this the military and police usually trumped all other - .
competitors. Even the distinction between desert lands under the New * Estimate based on observed rates of increase 19962006,
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‘Towns Authority and that of other claimants and entities was frequently
blurred, leading not infrequently to disputes and protracted negotiations
among different state actors.

Comparing the Three Cities

In this chapter we have spent some time looking at the different forms of
Cairo’s development over the last fifty years or so. Here, the focus is to
summarize the evolution of each form and to compare results, especially
in terms of population absorption. Table 3.1 shows best estimates of the
populations of Cairo’s distinct types of urban growth as they have evolved
over the 1947-2009 period, based on census years.

In 1947, all of Greater Cairo’s urban population—some 2.4 million
persons—was contained in formal Cairo.” In addition, there were just
over half a million persons in what now constitutes peri-urban Cairo, most
of whom were in rural households engaged either directly or indirectly
in the agricultural economy. From 1947 to 1960 Cairo experienced very
high demographic growth averaging almost 4 percent per year, mainly
due to in-migration. Formal Cairo gained 1.5 million inhabitants and
the peri-urban areas almost 400,000. Informal Cairo was still practically
nonexistent, although we have included a nominal 100,000 persons in this
category, since informal development was just starting in 1960. We have
also categorized most development in the peri-urban areas as informal.

In the sixteen years between 1960 to 1976 the informal city took off
with a vengeance, increasing from practically zero to two million inhab-
itants, mainly in inner fringe areas that were to become, over the sub-
sequent decades, enormous agglomerations, almost cities in themselves.
Prominent examples include Shubra al-Khayma, Imbaba/Waraq, Bulaq
al-Dakrur, al-‘Umraniya, al-Basatin/Dar al-Salam, Manshiyat Nasir, and
al-Marg/Khusus.* The population of the formal city also increased, but
by a relatively fewer 700,000 persons. Few formal areas were being cre-
ated over the period, due to Egypt’s war footing after 1967, and already
the very strong trend of depopulation of inner formal areas had begun.

Between 1976 and 1986 the expansion of the informal city was in its
heyday, fueled partly by massive remittances from Egyptians working
in the Gulf. In ten short years the population of the informal city had
increased by 1.3 million, already nearing half Cairo’s total population.
The growth of the informal city’s population was an incredible 8 percent
per year. In contrast, the formal city virtually stagnated in population
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terms. It was not that there were no urban projects in the formal city (in
fact, the infitah generated considerable real-estate investments), but these
did not create much affordable housing. And at precisely the same time,
the exodus from the inner formal city had reached its peak—with these
areas recording an absolute decrease of over 600,000 persons, some 20
percent of their population. And where did these people go? Most moved
out of their crowded and dilapidated housing and into new lives in the
burgeoning informal city. Some also moved to large public-housing proj-
ects such as Madinat al-Salam, and other ‘pioneers’ moved farther afield
into what were already exploding peri-urban villages. Although the new
towns that made up the desert city had already been heavily promoted for
a decade, their total population in 1986 was a tiny 33,000 inhabitants.

Over the 1986-96 period Greater Cairo as a whole witnessed a
significant slowing of its population increase, registering only 1.9 per-
cent annual growth, down from 3.3 percent in the preceding decade. Net
in-migration to the capital region had almost ceased. The informal city
continued to grow substantially, although at a slower rate than in the
1976-86 period, reaching over 5.4 million inhabitants and exceeding for
the first time the population of the formal city. The formal city itself
registered modest growth, mainly due to expansions and densifications
of Madinat Nasr, al-Nuzha, Mohandiseen/Dokki, coupled with a reduc-
tion of the high rate of flight from its inner precincts (estimated at ‘only’
300,000 inhabitants over the decade). In this period the rate of population
growth of peri-urban Cairo exceeded that of the informal city for the
first time, growing at a rate of 3.3 percent per year versus 2.5 percent
per year for informal areas of Greater Cairo proper. The population of
the new towns in Greater Cairo’s desert increased to 150,000, still totally
insignificant when compared to demographic increases in informal Cairo
and the peri-urban areas.

The 2006 Census clearly showed that trends observed in earlier inter-
census years were continuing. Overall, Greater Cairo increased to 16.3
million inhabitants, showing a slightly higher annual growth rate (2.11
percent) than in the 1986-96 period. The already massive informal city
continued to grow, adding another 1.3 million inhabitants, but at a more
sedate growth rate of 2.2 percent per year. Peri-urban Cairo continued
to absorb huge population shifts—for the first time, over one million
persons in ten years—and grew at a relatively high rate of 3.3 percent
per year. The formal city actually began to show some expansion, adding
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200,000 inhabitants and registering a 0.4 percent annual growth rate, its
highest since the early 1970s. In the 1996-2006 period the desert new
towns finally began to register as a blip on Cairo’s demographic radar,
absorbing 450,000 additional inhabitants and rising to almost 4 percent
of Greater Cairo’s 2006 total population.

Discussing population statistics may be a dry exercise, but these num-
bers for Greater Cairo tell a very important story. After all, ultimately
a city is made up of its people, and how a megacity absorbs and accom-
modates them needs close examination. The results are startling, as can
be seen in Table 3.1 and Figure 3.12. Over the forty-six years from 1960
to 2006 the informal city jumped from nearly zero to nearly seven mil-
lion inhabitants, whereas the formal city expanded only very slowly, from
roughly four million to five million inhabitants. Over the same period,
peri-urban Cairo absorbed three million inhabitants, practically all of
whom found accommodation in informal settlements. The desert city,
for which planners and government had held out such hopes, absorbed
only 600,000 inhabitants over these forty-six years. It is thus no exaggera-
tion at all to say that almost all of today’s Greater Cairo is the product of
informal processes, that these processes are dominant, and that they will
continue to dominate for years to come.

The informal dominance of Greater Cairo in terms of population
absorption is found in all recent census decades. For example, in the 1976
to 1986 period just over three million persons were added to the population
of the metropolis. Of these additions, over 95 percent were absorbed by the
informal city or by informal settlements on the peri-urban fringe. In the
1986-96 period, of the 2.25 million inhabitants added to Greater Cairo,
over 85 percent were absorbed informally. Even in 1996 to 2006, when one
might have expected the modern desert city to begin to weigh in, of the 3
million additional inhabitants, a full 79 percent were absorbed informally.

One could say that the trend is in the right direction, with the infor-
mal share of population absorption decreasing slightly decade by decade.
Yes, it is; but the absolute share of this absorption remains colossal and
is still set to capture most additions to the population for several more
decades. And these informal settlements have considerable weight of
inertia, grounded in spatial configurations and sunk investments, and
now housing the majority of Greater Cairo’s inhabitants. They define the
city’s landscape and are set to absorb even more inhabitants, whatever the
government decides.
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Despite this reality, the government insists that the desert city should
be Cairo’s future, notwithstanding its dismal success to date. It is revealing
to compare the planned physical space of the desert city to that of Greater
Cairo proper. Using recent satellite imagery and other documentation,
it is possible to calculate that in 2008, Greater Cairo (that is, the formal
plus informal cities plus the peri-urban settlements) covered a total of 529
square kilometers.” This included all built-up areas and the few planned
extensions to the formal city. In contrast, the areas already under devel-
opment, allocated, or planned in the new towns around Greater Cairo
cover an immense 1,200 square kilometers, or over two times the surface
area of the existing built-up city.* And these desert areas do not include
possible further extensions to the new town boundaries, nor do they
include the numerous ‘off plan’ and random desert projects that seem
to be proliferating very rapidly. Thus, in spatial terms, the desert city
already completely eclipses all other forms of Cairo’s development. The
facts that in relative terms practically no one lives there, that Cairo’s des-
ert development generates more dead capital than live, and that it brings
new meaning to the concept of a city’s ‘speculative fringe,’ these are some
of the subjects which are taken up in Chapter 6.

And what about the future and the expected population increases of
Greater Cairo? Population projections made by GOPP and their Japa-
nese consultants for the year 2027 show that Egypt’s penchant for wishful
thinking in development projections has not abated.* First, the calcula-
tions assume that the population of the Greater Cairo region will increase
by 8.1 million inhabitants over the 2006-2027 period to reach 24.2 mil-
lion persons. The overall annual rate of increase is assumed to drop from
2.26 percent in 2006 to only 1.61 percent in 2027, which would imply a
dramatic demographic shift away from observed trends for Greater Cairo,
and, parenthetically, an optimistic drop in the rate of Egypt’s population
_ growth. Secondly, the distribution of this population assumes that Cairo’s
new towns will absorb at least half this increase, rising to reach 6.5 million
by 2027, a very optimistic scenario indeed. And the ‘small towns and vil-
. lages’ in Giza and Qalyubiya governorates, which are roughly synonymous
with peri-urban Greater Cairo and which are growing extremely rapidly,
are assumed under GOPP projections to have practically stopped growing
by 2027, their implied annual rate of increase dropping to only 0.9 percent
T year. In other words, the long-hoped-for success of the new towns will
nehow materialize, and the long-dreaded encroachment of informal
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development on agricultural land will somehow be stopped. Not only is
this in contradiction of all past trends, it assumes population increases that
have been occurring in peri-urban Cairo will be shifted entirely to the new
towns. This implies that families now forming in peri-urban Cairo—who
are among the poorest, and definitely not of the middle and upper classes—
will almost all find preferred housing alternatives in the new towns.

Peering into Cairo’s Future

Starting in 2008 the Egyptian government began spending consider-
able efforts to promote a future vision for Greater Cairo, with GOPP
sponsoring a study called “Greater Cairo Strategic Planning 2050 Con-
cept.” Using a time horizon of over forty years, and some extremely
optimistic assumptions about Egypt’s demography and economic perfor-
mance, government planners and their consultants have demonstrated
in ‘Cairo 2050’ a continued penchant for the manufacture of unrealistic
dreams. However, these dreams firmly reflect their wishes for Cairo to
become a super-modern, high-tech, green, and connected city that can
stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the metropolises in the world’s most
advanced countries.

The features that collectively make up the ‘Cairo 2050’ vision are
truly amazing, both in their daring and in their cost implications, There
are to be new universities, libraries, movie studios, and specialized hos-
pitals and museums, all of the highest international standards. There
are also to be technology and research centers, new hotel and confer-
ence districts, immense new boulevards and architectural focal points. A
prominent feature will be huge green areas and recreational parks, both
in the city’s desert and in what are now the historic cemeteries and Nile
islands. Downtown Cairo will be completely gentrified, and historic areas
transformed into ‘open-air museums.” Most government offices are to be
relocated and concentrated into one large desert site. New central busi-
ness parks are to be created on what are now poor neighborhoods. Huge
office towers and hotels will spring up all along the Nile. The informal
and shabby parts of Cairo are either to be removed entirely (with the
inhabitants relocated to public housing in the desert or to new neighbor-
hoods on agricultural land to be developed by private investors), or they
are to be ‘decongested’ by creating wide roads and green corridors that
cut through major informal areas. Millions upon millions of residents in
informal areas will need resettlement.
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It hardly needs saying that few of the schemes and projects of Cairo
2050 will ever see the light of day. The colossal sums needed to finance
investments will simply not materialize, and social resistance can be
expected to be fierce. In a way it seems that government planners enjoy
going through a rosy design exercise in which they can conveniently for-
get the reality that is present-day Cairo and over which the government
has so little control. It is much simpler to look so far into the future that
nasty details need not besmirch the vision.

Peering into Cairo’s Future
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: rom the previous chapter it should be abundantly clear that the

Finforma] mode of urban development in Greater Cairo has been

dominant over the last decades, that it continues to be so, and that

all trends point to its continued importance. Of the 17 million inhabitants

i living in Greater Cairo in 2009, a conservative 11 million or 63 percent

i inhabit areas that have been developed informally or extralegally since

1960, a few short decades ago. And a large majority of future additions to

the population of the metropolis will inevitably be absorbed in existing

and newly forming informal areas, especially those located in the peri-
urban fringes.

Such a huge and important phenomenon deserves a special focus, and
in this chapter we take a closer look at the informal city. While we aim to
paint as accurate a picture of Cairo’s informal areas and their underlying
causes as is possible, it must be kept in mind that there are tremendous
gaps in understanding informal urban developments in Greater Cairo
and Egypt in general. It is striking that there is so little serious and factual
. analysis of what is in effect the main mode of Cairo’s urbanization, and
E: this neglect is symptomatic of the attitudes toward informality among
_' - Egyptian officials and academics. What little is known about these areas
is mainly derived from projects and studies supported by international
¢ and bilateral donors, as will be seen from the references in this chapter.!
And this knowledge is itself only piecemeal and incomplete; much of it
k18 composed of circular references to the same shaky data. Perversely,
even in this near information vacuum, prescriptive policies and plans on
¢ how to halt or otherwise deal with the informal city can be found both in

i Bovernment and among donors, as will be seen below.




Images of and Attitudes toward Informal Areas

If you purchase a map of Cairo, even the most recent, you will find the
central areas of town, historic Cairo, and the usual known quarters such
as Zamalek, Mohandiseen, Roda, and Dokki well covered, with inserts
for Maadi and Heliopolis and even for New Cairo and Sixth of October.
But most of these cartographic efforts totally miss the informal areas that
make up the rest of the metropolis, either leaving them blank or sprin-
kling some names over an amorphous hinterland. As we have shown in
Chapter 3, this ‘rest’ of Cairo is, paradoxically, where most Cairenes live
and is, in population terms, the city’s future.

Such omissions are not mistakes. The informal city is of little or no
interest to modern Cairenes or foreigners who read maps, who need
banking, travel, or business services, or who need to shop'in high-end
outlets. In the cognizance of middle-class Egyptians and most govern-
ment officials such areas are definitely beyond the pale. Certainly, some
may have heard of such places as Ard al-Liwa, Imbaba, al-Basatin, and
so on—usually because they have servants or drivers or employees who
live there—but it is rare that they will have a clue how to get there.
Even architects and planners would be hard put to locate these infor-
mal areas.” Cognizance of the ‘rest,’ at least visually, improved with the
construction of the Ring Road in the late 1980s and the Twenty-Six July
Corridor in the early 1990s. These arteries are heavily used by private-
car commuters as well as trucks and minibuses and so on. They became
great eye-openers for the better-off classes, since it was not easy to ignore
the brick-red and concrete expanses of informal housing stretching out
on either side of the new highways.

Although the informal city has been around for decades and houses
almost two-thirds of the population of Greater Cairo, in the minds of
most comfortably established Egyptians ‘ashwa’i Cairo remains a remote
and marginal part of the metropolis. If thought of at all, the informal
city is usually considered a repository of poverty, backwardness, crime,
misery, and all that is wrong with Cairo. It is, in addition, a cancer that is
gobbling up precious agricultural land. In films and books and journal-
istic articles such areas are portrayed, if at all, as sinkholes of unrelieved
poverty and social deviation, or even breeding grounds for fundamental-
ist extremism and terrorism.

A film that opened in Cairo’s movie theaters in 2008, Hina maysara
(When Fate Calls), is typical of the genre. It uses a very run-down quarter
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as the backdrop to a plot full of gangsters, fallen women, social unrest,
lost children, and police brutality. Although the film was promoted as an
eye-opener into the ‘zshwa’i subculture and gave the director a chance to
indulge in the usual moralizing about the state of Egyptian society, the
locale used was in fact an old slum pocket of inner Cairo, which is totally
atypical of Cairo’s huge and relatively new ‘ashwa’i areas.

In 2007 a best-selling book called Taxi appeared, a very entertaining
account of sarcastic, hilarious, and sometimes-depressing conversations
with dozens of Cairo taxi drivers. The perceptive and sympathetic author,
Khaled Al Khamissi, recounts taxi rides taken all over town. But only once
in all his trips does he actually end up in an ‘@shwa’ area—Saft al-Laban,
which is behind Cairo University Lecturers’ City. His reaction was, well,
typical of his class of Egyptians: “The place was a real monstrosity of
an indeterminate nature . . . . I caught sight of a taxi from the city and I
ran toward it to escape, after besmirching my face in this salad bowl of
humanity.” And it should be pointed out that conditions in Saft al-Laban
are not bad, at least compared to many of Giza’s informal areas.

Some journalists positively love to report on the ‘shwa’i phenom-
enon in Cairo, and articles have been appearing with regularity over the
last twenty years. These pieces typically repeat the standard misconcep-
tions, deplore the state of affairs, and assume a tone of moral superiority,
blaming both the ignorant ‘peasants’ who flock to Cairo’s ‘slums’ and
the government authorities who continue to do nothing. Reading these
journalistic pieces, it seems the usual narrative is to focus on a particu-
lar locale or disaster, then conflate this with the millions of ‘the poor’
who live in ‘shantytowns and slums’ around Cairo, and finally to fling
out quotes from the usual ‘experts,” who are only too ready to lecture
and pontificate. The Duweiqa cliff collapse in 2008 became a godsend
to such journalists and is a good example of this journalistic license. For
them it was fortunate that the affected area of ‘Izbit Bikhit was definitely
poor and did include some shoddy dwellings hastily constructed by real
squatters. This then set the immediate image of the dangerous, poverty-
stricken shantytown, quickly to be generalized to all of informal Cairo.

A front-page article in Al-Abram Weekly, which appeared just after

the disaster, is typical.* The leap from the disaster area to the general

was in the leader: “People die in shantytowns because shantytowns
are there.” In the first paragraph experts are being quoted. Housing
expert Milad Hanna generalizes: “The poor are required to construct
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houses with cheap materials. They access electricity and water supplies
in ingenuous(sic] but illegal ways. The dangerous buildings that result
might provide temporary shelter but they are liable to collapse at any
moment. The only question we need to ask ourselves, as a nation, [is]
are we willing to seriously tackle the problem.” The article then calls the
‘ashwa’iyyat phenomenon in Cairo “this most embarrassing of national
fiascos,” and states: “according to one #/-Abram pundit, the shanty towns
encircling Cairo are but potential danger zones, ticking time bombs,
nestling within Egypt’s capital. They are areas beyond the control of the
state and the authorities.” Not to be outdone, in the same article a politi-
cal sociologist makes a number of scary generalizations about ‘zshwa’i
inhabitants: “They dream of living somewhere permanent. They live in
one slum for a decade then move to another. There is no direction, no
control. The slum dwellers are not city-dwellers in the proper sense of
the word, they are not even citizens . . . . They tolerate rising heaps of
refuse. They live beyond the regulations affecting the residents of the
city proper. Indeed, some of these slums are inaccessible to outsiders.
This is why we desperately need a comprehensive plan of action.”

Reading generalizations such as these about Cairo’s ‘ashwa’i areas, one
cannot but wonder if such negative images of the ‘other’ serve as a neces-
sary confirmation of the ‘non-other,’ that is, the modern middle- and
upper-classes and self-styled urban elites. They can feel good by objecti-
fying ‘slum-dwelling’ Cairenes as backward, living hand-to-mouth, undis-
ciplined, and even barely human. This gives them space to pontificate,
which is for some an opportunity to indulge in a little charity work or
to form an NGO. It can even be said that there is a perverse undertone
in these attitudes, a kind of barely disguised glee that “there, but for the
grace of God, go 1.” This objectifying of inhabitants in informal areas and
the necessary construction of ‘the other’ is well described in an essay by
Diane Singerman.’

A slightly different, if again generalized, take on the informal city,
one favored by some Egyptian academics and mufakkirin, is that these
blighted areas are only symptoms of deeper ills in Egyptian society and
government. The ‘shwa’i phenomenon is perceived as ‘disease,” which
requires a fundamental ‘cure,’ or as is sometimes said, a cancerous tumor
on the nation which requires radical surgery. This then opens the way to
express one’s personal opinions on what is wrong with Egypt. A paper
presented by a Cairo University professor at a conference on urban
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upgrading in October 2008 is illustrative.® To paraphrase, a cure to the
‘ashwa’i problem must be complete and deep, and for this the root causes
must be known. These, it turns out, are the lack of opportunities for most
Egyptians to pursue an honorable life. Government seems only to help
the elites, and for fundamental change to occur, absolute priority must be
given to human resource development, that is, better education, which
should be available to all equally. Such sentiments, expressed in the paper,
are noble and many would certainly agree with them, but it is hardly cor-
rect to identify the ‘ashwa’iyyat as the symptom.

What are Informal Areas, What are Their Extents,
and Where are they Found?

There are a number of definitions of what constitutes an informal
or ‘ashwa’i area. Countless pages are written about definitions and
classifications, and these are then revisited from time to time, even today.”
Certainly there are different types or typologies of informal areas and
their ages and conditions vary considerably from one area of Cairo to
another, as we will see below. After all, the phenomenon is very diverse
and heterogeneous. But to be preoccupied with concepts and vocabular-
ies, even after the ‘zshwa’i phenomenon has been around for decades, is
counterproductive to say the least.

The best definition of informal areas in Cairo is that they are the result
of extralegal urban development processes that first appeared around
1950, and they exhibit a complete lack of urban planning or building con-
trol.® In fact, al-manatiq al-gheir mukhattata (unplanned areas) is now the
preferred terminology used by GOPP. These areas were established and
consolidated in contravention of a host of laws and decrees that either
prohibited building on agricultural land or governed urban subdivisions
and the requirement for a building permit to be issued for any structure.
Physically, in informal areas there are few if any organized street patterns,’
no public space reserves, and little or no land for public services such as
schools, health clinics, or youth centers. Streets are commonly very nar-
row (two to four meters wide), except where canals and other public rights
of way allow for the creation of main streets. Land parcels are generally
small, averaging 80-150 square meters. Buildings have no side or back
setbacks, and the whole parcel of land is built upon, except for narrow
light- and air-shafts. Since there is no construction licensing, there is no
restriction on building heights and this results, over time, in quite high

What are Informal Areas? 95




net-population densities that can easily exceed one thousand persons per
hectare. These physical features of informal areas allow for reasonably
accurate delineations of them using high-resolution satellite imagery.

Using this definition of informal areas, what is the current magni-
tude of the informal city in terms of its population and area? Table 3.1 in
Chapter 3 shows that in 2009, it can be conservatively estimated that a
full 63.6 percent of Greater Cairo’s population of 17.3 million inhabitants
lived in informal areas. This equals eleven million persons. Of this total,
about 7.15 million persons lived in the main agglomeration or ‘Cairo
proper’ and another 3.84 million lived in peri-urban Cairo, that is, those
mainly rural parts of Giza and Qalyubiya governorates that are contained
within the Greater Cairo region. The informal city represents a much
smaller portion of built-up Greater Cairo in square-kilometer terms,
since population densities in these mostly compact areas are quite high
and there are few nonresidential urban land uses to be found in them. It
can be calculated that in 2008, informal areas, including those in peri-
urban Cairo, extended over 205 square kilometers, which is 39 percent
of Greater Cairo’s built-up area of 529 square kilometers (excluding the
modern desert developments).'” Were the area of desert Cairo to be added
to the calculations of what constitutes Greater Cairo, we would find that
in 2008 the informal city, with 63 percent of the population, represented
less than 17 percent of the total surface area of the metropolis!

Many maps delineating informal areas in parts of Greater Cairo have
by now been produced, but it is symptomatic of the lack of knowledge
of informality that the first known attempt only appeared in 1987, even
though by then ‘informal settlements’ in the metropolis had already been
amply discussed. This map, a series of very rough and schematic sketches
of informal areas around Cairo, appeared in a book on informal areas
written by Galila E]l Kadi." Another map, showing informal areas in more
detail, was prepared by the author in 1989 at the request of Frank Shorter,
to accompany his article “Cairo’s Great Leap Forward.”!? The map was
hardly scientific and had to rely on old topographical maps and personal
knowledge. The next cartographic exercise on Cairo’s informal areas, in
1997, was also made by the author, this time for the ILD." Again, this
was hardly precise. It could be said that the first proper attempt was made
by the author in 2000, again for ILD, in which not only were informal
areas by their various typologies delineated on a map, but the areas and
populations of these informal areas were estimated, based on the detailed
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shiyakha results of the 1996 Census." Following this, in 2002 Eric Denis
and Marion Séjourné produced a cartographic analysis that also delin-
eated the extent of informal areas and added, for the first time, estimates
of the growth of informal populations and areas based on comparisons of
satellite images between 1993 and 1999." Since then, a number of other
general maps of informal areas have been produced, for example a2 map
prepared by the Wilson Center in 2005, and also a composite map pro-
duced by Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit GmbH
(GTZ) in 2009.'° GOPP has recently produced several planning maps,
which, while demarcating some informal areas within Greater Cairo, do
not attempt to create a comprehensive map or to estimate seriously the
populations of informal areas.'”

The point of recalling this cartographic history is to show that
knowledge of Cairo’s informal areas, at least in mapping terms, has been
restricted to modest efforts. However, there is a remarkable congruence
among all the maps mentioned above of where informal areas in Greater
Cairo can be found. No government agency has tried to undertake any
serious spatial or demographic analysis of Cairo’s informality, in spite of
numerous, repeated, and still conflicting lists of the names of informal
areas produced by GOPP, Information Decision Support Center (IDSC),
and the Ministry of Local Development.'®

Types of Informal Areas in Greater Cairo

The nature and characteristics of informal housing can be best under-
stood by reference to the history of the phenomenon, which also helps
explain the different subtypes and subareas. The best effort to date at
classifying Cairos informal areas can be found in the 2000 study of infor-
mal areas produced for the ILD.' Basically, the study showed that in
Greater Cairo the vast majority, or roughly 83 percent, of informal settle-
ments, measured by their areas, were found to be developed on what had
been privately held agricultural land. Informal occupancy of state-owned
desert lands was limited to about 10 percent of the total, and the remain-
ing 7 percent of informal settlements were developed on agricultural
reclamation land nominally controlled by the state. An updated version

g of this map is presented in Map 4.1. It should be noted that delineating

informal areas can be challenging cartographically, since although there

are some huge informal agglomerations that are easily bounded, there is
. 10 many other districts a confusing jumble of informal strips and blocks
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Figure 4.1. Informal housing construction off the Ring Road in al-Baragil, 2001. Note
the almost universal use of reinforced concrete frames and slab floors, with red-brick
infill walls. (Photograph by David Sims.)

interspersed with agricultural parcels, factories, and other nonresidential
land uses, blocks of public housing, and even some formal subdivisions.

Within each of these three main typologies lie many variations. Per-
haps the most important variations are temporal. All informal areas began
small, usually adjacent to existing agglomerations, factories, or villages,
and they expanded incrementally and horizontally, and at the same time
slowly densified. The original plots might be further subdivided and built
on, other buildings would be built to ‘infill’ the remaining vacant lots, and
buildings themselves would be progressively extended vertically as floors
and rooms were added. Slowly, shops and other businesses would appear,
and very slowly, basic infrastructure would be added. Thus a recently
developed informal area may appear very rough, sparsely settled, and
devoid of services, whereas a mature area several decades old may seem
to be completely different, a very dense and vibrant area with relatively
good utilities coverage and even some paved streets.

The Quality and Types of Informal Buildings

There is a misconception held by many Egyptian professionals, espe-

cially engineers, that informal housing is haphazardly constructed and
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Figure 4.2. Village-style informal buildings (inside old village boundary) surrounded
by later classic informal development, al-Bashtil, Giza. (Image dated 2008, ©2010
DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

liable to collapse. However, such precarious housing is almost unknown
in informal areas. Since informal housing is overwhelmingly owner-
built without use of formal contractors, it is in the owner’s own best
interest to ensure that care is taken in construction. In fact, one of the
main features of informal housing construction is its high structural
quality, reflecting the substantial financial resources and tremendous
efforts that owners devote to these buildings. It is worth noting that in
the 1992 earthquake in Cairo, practically all building collapses and the
resulting fatalities occurred zot in informal areas, but either in dilapi-
dated historic parts of the city or in formal areas such as Heliopolis
and Nasr City, where apartment blocks had been constructed by (some-
times) unscrupulous developers and contractors.

At the risk of overgeneralization, it is possible to construct a list of
informal housing types or categories as they existed in 2009.

First, there are the older, village-style informal structures, often dat-
ing back to the 1950s and 1960s. Typically, buildings of two to four floors
were constructed, usually in stages, with load-bearing masonry walls and
either slab concrete or wood floors. This type can often be found in, or
next to, what had been villages on the agricultural fringes of towns that
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Figure 4.4. Recent classic informal buildings in Khusus, next to the Ring Road. (Image dated

Figure 4.3. Recent classic informal buildings, part of al-Munira al-Gharbiya. (Image dated 2008,
©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)
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Figure 4.5. New one-off tower blocks in Bulaq al-Dakrur, off Feisal Street, 2009. (Photograph

by David Sims.)

Figure 4.6. One-off tower blocks on fringe of Bulaq al-Dakrur, 2009. (Photograph by David Sims.)
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Figure 4.7. Concentration of recent informal one-off tower buildings (identifiable
by shadows) in Dar al-Salam. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009
GOOGLE.)

have subsequently either expanded into larger informal agglomerations
or have been engulfed by horizontal informal expansion. To a limited
extent they are still being constructed in Cairo’s peri-urban areas. Hous-
Ing units in this category are generally small apartments, although some
individual houses were buil.

Second, there is what could be termed classic informal housing, and
from the 1970s to the present, this type dominates. Buildings of this type
are built with reinforced concrete foundations, frames, and floor slabs,
with masonry (usually red brick) wall infill. Rule of thumb norms typi-

cally allow for ground plus five floors. Building footprints are normally

75-125 square meters, with one or two small apartments per floor (usu-
ally ranging from forty to eighty square meters per unit). Construction
1s almost always in stages, with floors being added as finances permit.
Some owners will continue to add floors above the standard ground-
plus-five if the building, usually overdesigned, can support them. Such
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Figure 4.8. Evolution of different types of informal housing in “Izbit Bikhit (Manshiyat
Nasir), 2001. Note the single-story rubble-walled house with wood roofing in the
foreground, the load-bearing masonry-walled building with concrete slab floors to
the right, and finally the reinforced concrete frame building to the left. (Photograph
by David Sims.)

higher buildings are becoming more common in areas under intense
development pressures.

Finally, there is the recent phenomenon of speculative one-off towers,
which began to appear in the late 1990s, especially dotting well-located
inner fringe areas of Cairo. These buildings tend to have larger foot-
prints (250 to 450 square meters), larger apartments, and more apart-
ments per floor. Heights can reach fifteen floors. What makes this type
unique is that the entire building is completed in a single stage, and
apartment units are then put on the market for sale or rental. Itis under-
stood that groups of relatives or neighbors, mostly from Upper Egypt,
pool their financial resources to rapidly construct and rapidly sell off
units, realizing quick profits. In many cases the building owner some-
how obtains a building permit or otherwise gains acquiescence from
local authorities to allow construction. These buildings have become
very visible parts of the informal landscape because of their height and
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their plastered and brightly painted exteriors. They are an indication
that, in terms of Cairo’s housing markets, there is a strong demand from
certain segments of the lower- and middle-classes for substantial hous-
ing units that are well-located within the city, despite their situation
in decidedly ‘ashwa’i areas. In fact, the housing units produced by this
‘one-off tower’ phenomenon in informal areas are competing very suc-
cessfully on the market with recent attempts to introduce smaller, more
affordable apartments in the new towns.

These three main types of informal construction are found in all
informal areas of Cairo. However, in formerly desert sites such as Man-
shiyat Nasir and ‘Izbit al-Haggana, one can still find quite humble single-
story buildings constructed of rubble or brick and roofed in wood. Most
of these buildings have either been replaced with the more substantial
structures—or else, following what was in vogue in the 1970s, reinforced
concrete columns were placed along the exterior of the building to sup-
port additional floors.

Quality of and Amenities in Informal Neighborhoods

Although all new informal settlements start off without any public infra-
structure or social services, as an area matures and the number of its
inhabitants grows, needs become articulated and, in most cases, utility
authorities slowly begin to provide basic services. Metered electricity is
usually the first network to arrive. Potable water networks serving indi-
vidual buildings are usually next. Sewers, the most expensive of infra-
Structure services, are slowly and sometimes arbitrarily extended, with
building owners required to pay hefty fees for individual connections.
Finally, in formerly agricultural areas, canals are filled in, and main roads
created and sometimes paved. Schools and other social facilities are prob-
lematic since they require public land sites, which are extremely scarce.
Overall, the provision of services to an area may take decades and will
depend in large part on the proximity to existing utilities mains, the avail-
ability of state land parcels for public facilities, and also on the pressures
a community can exert on local politicians.

Statistically at least, infrastructure service levels in Cairo’s informal
areas are quite good and not far from citywide averages. For example, the
2006 Census recorded near universal water, electricity, and sewerage con-
nections for individual households in Cairo Governorate as a whole, with
over 98 percent coverage for all three infrastructure services. The same
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near-universal coverage was reported in Cairo’s main agsam or informal
districts, with over 97 percent coverage for all three. The same conclu-
sion can be derived from the 2008 HSUE, which was able to distinguish
between formal and informal areas. For urban Egypt as a whole, 98.3
percent of households in formal areas had water faucets within the hous-
ing unit, compared to 95.1 percent in informal areas. And in formal areas
95.0 percent of housing units were connected to sewers, compared to
87.5 percent in informal areas.”’

Today the main problem with utilities and other services in Cairo’s
informal areas is that as populations increase, these services quickly
become overburdened; over time such services can reach a crisis point. In
many mature informal areas, water, power, and sewerage networks were
extended rather haphazardly in the 1970s and 1980s, and they now must
function for several times the original design populations. The results are
voltage and water pressure drops, power and water cuts, and blocked and
overflowing sewers. Similarly, public primary and secondary schools built
at the same period in ‘@shwa’i areas must now cater to armies of kids, with
the number of students per classroom frequently exceeding eighty pupils,
even with double shifts.”?

Roads and lanes in Cairo’s informal areas are mostly in a deplorable
state, although in some areas there are exceptions. Most main roads,
if ever paved, have long ago reverted to dust and rubble, and smaller
lanes were almost never paved. The 2008 HSUE reported that, for all of
Greater Cairo proper, only 34 percent of residential buildings fronted on
paved streets in good condition. For peri-urban Greater Cairo, the same
figure was a pathetic 6 percent. And these figures relate to both formal and
informal neighborhoods, so one can imagine what the percentages for
informal areas alone might be.

Finally, although all residential areas of Greater Cairo are supposed
to be served by garbage collectors and street cleaners, the state of solid
waste management in the metropolis is of variable quality, even at the
best of times. Upper-income areas are relatively well served, but in
informal areas garbage collection is limited to metal bins, placed on
main thoroughfares, which are only irregularly emptied. A common
sight is a sea of garbage surrounding them. The situation is even worse
in informal settlements on the agricultural fringes, where there is vir-
tually no garbage collection at all. In these neighborhoods irrigation
channels become the preferred locations for dumping, and it is not
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uncommon to see canals so clogged with accumulated rubbish that they
appear to be solid ground.

In effect, the quality and levels of infrastructure and public services
vary greatly from one informal area to another. As mentioned above, it
is the older, more mature areas that tend to be better served. Also to
generalize, ‘ashwa’i areas that are found within established urban districts
tend to be of higher quality than those located within village clusters
and extensions into agricultural land. Thus informal areas found in the
peri-urban frontier in Giza and Qalyubiya Governorates tend to suffer
more. But in all informal areas public amenities could be vastly improved,
and it is simply government neglect, and lack of sufficient investment in
upgrading or extending networks and in building, equipping, renovating,
and maintaining public facilities, which are to blame.

Slums: What Slums?

Contrary to common perceptions, there are practically no parts of the
informal city in Cairo that exhibit the characteristics of the stereotypical
“Third World slum’—hutments, shantytowns, or bidonvilles. Only in small
pockets, usually on public rights of way or in just-occupied desert areas,
does one find the type of precarious construction that evokes the images
of jerry-built slums that are standard in many parts of the developing
world. As described in a case study on Cairo in the 2003 UN Habitat
Report on slums, these areas can be called ‘deteriorated slum pockets,’
and they house only a tiny fraction, probably not exceeding one or two
percent, of Greater Cairo’s inhabitants. Furthermore, these slum pock-
ets are very rarely to be found in Cairo’ informal areas. They are mostly
restricted to inner-city districts developed in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, such as parts of Misr al-Qadima, Hikr Sakakini in
al-Wayli District, the huts in ‘Ain al-Sira behind the leather tanner-
ies, and those behind the old wholesale market in Rod al-Farag, and
so on. “In every case the existence of these pockets is due to precarious
!and tenure situations which put in doubt the wisdom of serious hous-
Ing investments, resulting in a very precarious type of housing which in
turn attracted very poor families seeking the cheapest possible housing
solutions.” Most of these areas are slated for removal and the resettle-
ment of inhabitants, and some have already been converted to parks. Tt
is these very rare degraded areas that are the preferred locations for films

b that claim to take place in ‘ashwa’i areas.
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Figure 4.9. Slum pocket next to railway line behind former Rod al-Farag wholesale
market, 2003. (Photograph by David Sims.)

There are very poor living conditions in deteriorated buildings in some
parts of historic Cairo, such as in al-Darb al-Ahmar and al-Gamaliya, but
these are mainly isolated structures within areas that are vibrant and can
hardly be called slums. In addition, in some informal areas, especially in
Manshiyat Nasir and ‘Izbit Khayrallah, people have built not only shacks
but substantial houses, both above and below cliffs that present serious
dangers. Such dangers became only too apparent following the collapse
of limestone cliffs in September 2008 in Duweiqa/‘Izbit Bikhit, which
resulted in at least 120 deaths. Following this disaster the government
established a national fund, which will remove and resettle all inhabitants
in these dangerous areas.”

Another kind of slum area found in parts of Cairo, also very marginal,
are made up of small, one- to three-room units of masakin iwa’ (emergency
housing) built by the government at various times to house welfare cases
and those resettled from unsafe buildings. These areas also attracted poor
squatters, who constructed shacks alongside, and sometimes on top of,
this emergency housing. The main concentrations are found in Duweiqa,
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Figure 4.10. Tight living
in old raba’ type housing
in ‘Izbit Bikhit (Manshiyat
Nasir), 2001. Six families
in six rooms with narrow
central court and only
one toilet. (Photograph
by David Sims.)

a part of Manshiyat Nasir, and in Telal Zeinhoum. The Telal Zeinhoum
area has already been completely redeveloped to a very high standard,
and the Duweiqa emergency housing is slated for removal.

Security of Tenure in Informal Areas

The international literature on urban development and slums is full of
dis-cussions on security of tenure, since lack of security and fear of arbitrary
eviction not only discourage investment in housing improvement but con-
stitute the deprivation of a basic human right. The tenure insecurity facing
the urban poor in such places as Addis Ababa, Sao Paulo, Mumbai, B;mgi
kok, and Manila is rightly high on the agendas of international agencies
and certain academics.”’ However, as with many facets of urban life, the

Sttuation in Cairo’s informal areas simply does not conform to standard

international wisdom. In fact, as carefully set out in an article published in
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2002, in Cairo’s informal areas the security of building owners, apartment
owners, and apartment renters is remarkably good.*® Protection against
arbitrary eviction is very strong, mainly because the state maintains a pol-
icy of providing compensation or alternative accommodation for affected
families, regardless of their documented property claims or lack of them.
Clearing large informal areas for redevelopment is thus a very expensive
undertaking for a chronically cash-poor government. And the threat of
public disturbances and unrest makes local authorities reluctant to under-
take removals without the agreement of citizens.?” There have been forced
removals from time to time in Cairo, but only on a very limited scale
and almost never in large informal areas.”® However, during the resettle-
ment of inhabitants into new government apartments as part of clearances,
abuses have been known to occur because of incompetence on the part of
authorites, fraud on the part of citizens, or both.*”

Even though practically no property owners in informal areas have
clear, registered title to their plots of land, this does not at all limit their
ability to sell properties at full market values through a number of quasi-
legal and informal means, as will be explained in Chapter 5. This trans-
lates into a high level of security to invest, as evidenced by the massive
and growing amounts of construction found in Greater Cairo’s informal
areas, even in districts that are clearly occupying state-owned land. Of
course, property investments may be risky on the fringes of new informal
settlements on state land, especially if the encroachments are on land
that the government (or powerful private interests) perceives as hav-
ing considerable value. But these risks are well known, and occupants
are unlikely to make substantial investments until the area consolidates
and there is a critical mass of population whose removal involves such a
degree of cost, hassle, and political opposition as to make local authorities
simply give up.

It should be added that security of tenure is also good for rental of
housing units in informal areas. Those who rent, both under the old
rent-control system and the new (post-1996) rent law contracts are rarely
evicted by landlords. In cases of dispute, both the courts and local police
invariably take the side of the tenant, even if there is no written rental
contract. In addition, there is a deeply ingrained societal aversion to toss-
ing a family out onto the street. This is not to say that evictions instigated
by greedy landlords never take place, but they are rare, especially in infor-

Who Are the Residents in Informal Areas?

Since those who live in informal areas constitute almost two-thirds of the
current population of Greater Cairo, it does not require great mathematical
powers to surmise that the average ‘@shwa’ inhabitant does not differ much
from the norm for the city as a whole. But in spite of this fact, it is surprising
how the misconception persists that informal settlements are zones of unre-
lieved poverty and misery. Census statistics and a number of socioeconomic
studies show that most informal areas of Cairo contain households with a
wide range of incomes and whose aggregate livelihood indicators are the
same as, or not much lower than, averages for Greater Cairo. This was borne
out in 2008 from a large random household survey of Greater Cairo proper,
in which almost half of families said they lived in ‘ashwa’i areas. Although
the median reported household income was higher in formal areas than in
informal areas, and in formal areas there were higher representations of the
rich (especially in the highest natonal urban income quintile, which con-
tained almost 40 percent of Greater Cairo’s formal households), there was
a remarkable range of incomes in informal areas. In fact, the distribution
of informal households by income quintiles in Greater Cairo proper was
almost exactly the same as for urban Egypt as a whole.*® Household income
statistics were generated by the 2008 study for peri-urban areas of Greater
Cairo, and these results also showed a wide range of incomes among fami-
lies living in informal areas, although there was a higher representation in
the lower income quintiles compared to national averages.*! Parenthetically,
these income statistics show that regardless of whether they live in formal
or informal areas, the inhabitants of peri-urban areas of Greater Cairo are
significantly poorer than those in Greater Cairo proper.

In other words, any single informal area is likely to contain a hetero-
geneous mix of inhabitants with a wide range of incomes. This heteroge-
neity is due to largely to an area’s development over time. Many families
built or acquired their units in informal areas in the 1970s with money
f?'om Gulf remittances, but circumstances did not improve and they now
live in a kind of impoverished gentility. Many others, that is, those rent-
ing before 1996, are sitting tenants who enjoy near-perpetual fixed rent
contracts. Others are building owners who make little rent from existing
tenants and try to add more floors to improve their own family finances.

-Still others are proprietors of small businesses that have, over time, pros-

pered—or not. In other words, every informal area exhibits both hetero-

:‘ mal settlements, where the sense of community is strong. geneity and a certain uniqueness due to historic chance.

|
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Another misconception is that the residents of informal areas are
composed of large families with lots of children, and that illiteracy is
rife. Against this, the census of 2006 shows that the average household
size for Cairo Governorate was 3.8 persons, while for the large informal
areas of al-Basatin, al-Matariya, and Manshiyat Nasir, average household
sizes were nearly the same, at 4.0, 3.8, and 3.9 persons respectively. And
whereas for Cairo Governorate as a whole, 17.1 percent of inhabitants
were under the age of ten, in the same three informal areas the percent-
ages under the age of ten were only slightly higher at 19.6, 17.6, and
22.3 respectively. Also, whereas illiteracy was reported at 18.3 percent for
Cairo Governorate as a whole, in the same three informal areas illiteracy
rates were 20.4, 18.1, and 46.1 percent respectively.*

In addition, Cairo’s informal areas are home to many micro-, small-
and even medium- size enterprises, a vast sector that generates most
urban employment opportunities throughout Egypt as a whole. Even in
Manshiyat Nasir, one of the poorest informal areas in Egypt, one finds
a mix of typical breadwinners, lower-ranking government employees,
professionals, tradesmen, contractors, and so on, alongside some extreme
hardship cases who live “‘ala bab Allah” (at God’s gate). As was uncovered
in a study carried out in 2001, over 55 percent of working inhabitants of
Manshiyat Nasir found their livelihoods within the area itself.**

Current Dynamics of Informal
Development on Agricultural Land
Agricultural land on the Nile flood plain is overwhelmingly held as
private freehold property, usually in very small land holdings. On- this
land, which bounds the Cairo agglomeration on three sides, at least 80
percent of all informal development has taken place in the past, almost
all ongoing informal development is now occurring, and practically all
future informal expansion can be expected. The underlying causes of
this phenomenon, which are embedded in the modern history of Cai-
ro’s growth and in Egypt’s policies of urban development, have been
sketched out in the preceding chapter. Here the focus is on identifying
the specific factors that govern the dynamics of this type of informality
as it operates today.

The patterns of irrigated agriculture around Cairo lend themselves
to easy subdivision for building purposes. Agricultural holdings are very
fragmented. They are more or less rectangular, and it is common for
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Figure 4.11. Informal development by converted agricultural strips in al-Bashtil,
Giza. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

individual agricultural parcels to be as small as one girat (175 square
meters). Thus, subdivision is straightforward and the decision to sell/
subdivide can be made by a single owner. Multiples of holdings are
normally arranged in ahwad (small irrigated agricultural plots), with
strips separated by small irrigation channels. These channels become
converted to the access lanes upon subdivision for building purposes.
Larger irrigation canals and drains bound multiples of abwad, and these
have side reservations for paths and for canal cleaning. As development
in an area intensifies, these are eventually filled in and become the main
Streets in an area.

Construction on agricultural land is guided by well-established tech-
nologies. Rule-of-thumb standards guide the design of foundations and
structural elements, at least for the average modest building. Further-
more, temporary water and wastewater solutions can be found on-site,
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at least until networks are eventually extended to an inhabited area. Shal-
low tube wells are installed to tap the high groundwater, and bayarat
(soakaway pits) are constructed to receive domestic sewage.

Even though irrigated agricultural land around Cairo is highly pro-
ductive, its market value as building land is always many times higher,
and this creates an almost irresistible incentive for farmers to convert
their holdings if at all possible. A main determinant of prices for building
land is the accessibility of the plot from existing settlements (with their
services and economic life) and existing road networks that provide the
link to the metropolitan economy. Plots on main roads always sell at a
premium. Due to greater government restrictions on informal develop-
ment in the last decade, another determinant of prices has become what
can be called critical mass or ‘safety in numbers,” whereby vacant plots
within already-developing areas, and those adjacent to existing buildings,
command higher prices because construction on them is less likely to be
noticed by the authorities.

In most cases, subdivision and sale of agricultural land parcels for
construction involves a straightforward transaction between the farmer-
owner and end-purchaser, for which simple ‘w7 sales contracts are drawn
up. A local simsar (informal real estate broker), who works on commis-
sion may be involved, as well a local sheikh or lawyer, who draws up the
contract. Personal acquaintance and community-sanctioned trust are the
main guarantees of these sale transactions. In some areas it is understood
that middlemen, sometimes calling themselves land subdivision compa-
nies, will buy up larger parcels from farmers (and absentee landlords in a
few cases) and resell them to individual builders.

It is important to realize that for the most part it is the individual or
extended family that carries out residential construction. These owner-
builders incorporate all the roles personally: they decide on a design,
finance construction, purchase materials, contract labor, and dispose of
units.”* In these operations they rely on personal contacts and trust, and
usually avoid formal written arrangements. Not only does this process
reduce costs to a minimum: it ensures that the quality of construction
is guaranteed by the owner-builders who have supervised it, and whose
own families and relatives will in most cases be the end users. Building in
stages is the key. Rooms and floors and finishings are added as finances
permit. The negative side of this progressivity is that skeletal buildings
and unfinished units are very common, especially in newer areas.”
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Table 4.1: Large informal agglomerations in Greater Cairo (2006)

Name t)f‘ Estimated 2006 Distance Area Density
Agglomeration Population from (km?) | (persons per
City Center (km) hectare)
Imbaba-Waraq 851,000 6.5 9.19 920
Bulaq al-Dakrur 694,000 7.5 13.24 524
al-‘Umraniya 690,000 9.8 9.39 735
skDasmn/Dar 805,000 9.1 6.80 1,183
Manshiyat Nasir* 451,000 4.2 2.96 1,925
al-Marg/Khusus 718,000 7.2 14.27 503
Shubra al-Khayma 945,000 9.0 13.87 681

*Manshiyat Nasir’s population is derived from demographic estimates of the GTZ Manshiet
Nasser Guide Plan (Existing Situation Volume, section 5, p. 4) rather than the census since
there is a serious definitional problem with the shiyakba of al-Mahagar in the census and a
resulting undercounting.

In older informal areas on agricultural land, most housing was built
decades ago. These are now quite stable residential areas with only
incremental building and occasional changeover of occupancy—much of
which is among members of extended families or relatives. In these cases,
informal rental or ownership tenure prevails. In newer areas and in new
buildings in older areas, units may be put on the market either as tamlik
(freehold ownership) or as time-bound rentals with substantial advance
payments. It is understood that the market works quite well, with buyers
and sellers meeting through informal networks and personal contacts.
The newer, speculative tower blocks may advertise units with signs, but
this is as far as media are employed. (See also Chapter 5 for a discussion
of how housing markets in Greater Cairo operate.)

Current Informal Development on Desert Land

In the past, a few large areas of Cairo’s desert were settled informally—
mainly Manshiyat Nasir, ‘Izbit al-Haggana, and the Fustat plateau—as
have many other smaller areas and pockets on the desert fringes, which

| - together represent roughly 10 percent by surface area of all informal areas

around Cairo. The process of informal desert encroachment by individu-
als was a fascinating one, what with initial toehold settlements, shadow
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Figure 4.12. Recent informal development on hillsides in Wadi Pharaon (Manshiyat
Nasir, 2002). (Photograph by David Sims.)

land-markets, manipulation of patronage and police power, and the very
important concept of critical mass, both to avoid demolition and also to
attract the eventual delivery of at least some basic services.

Another fascinating aspect of informal development on state desert
land is how urban fabrics are created. Streets, lanes, and building layouts
are determined ‘organically’ over time through negotiation among set-
tlers, the operations of informal land markets, and the common need for
access and circulation. Obviously, the government has little or no say in
the matter. The resulting local neighborhood patterns are remarkably
reminiscent of, and even indistinguishable from, medieval urban fabrics
in Cairo (as well as in other Middle Eastern cities). Figure 4.13 demon-
strates this by comparing a satellite image of a medieval Cairo neighbor-
hood dating from the eleventh century with that of a very recent informal
neighborhood of Cairo settled in the 1980s on state desert land.

“Today, opportunities for creating new informal settlements or expand-
ing existing ones are practically nil around Greater Cairo. There is simply
no more desert land that is easily accessible and does not already have a
public enterprise, military, or other formal institutional claim on it. Fur-
thermore, the more remote desert lands anywhere near Cairo are under

116 Informal Cairo Triumphant

Figure 4.13. Contrasting urban fabrics over nine hundred years. Top: the Bab al-Wazir area
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the authority of the MHUUD or
other state agencies, and these lands
are now jealously protected against
encroachment. (See Chapter 6 for a
description of the new towns around
Greater Cairo.)

Can it be said that the informal
¥ 5 development of the desert around
8 Ironand Steel )

~ . Complex Greater Cairo has completely halted?
Lt To a large degree the answer is yes.
However, in the desert verges south
of Helwan, in al-Suf, and almost as
& far as ‘Atfih, where there are existing
rural settlements and some incipient
agricultural land reclamation proj-
ects, informal encroachment and
consolidation continues. (See Map
4.2.) These areas may be as much
as twelve to thirty kilometers from
Helwan and thirty-five to fifty-four
kilometers from the center of the
metropolis, but the attractions of
cheap land for construction and for
informal land speculation are sub-
stantial. Luckily for those investing
in these areas, there is little or no
development interest, at least so far,
Map 4.2. Recent informal development on desert  ,, ¢he part of government or private
land in the al-Suf and ‘Atfih areas. developues, st Coogle Eacth
images and making assumptions about normative densities, it is possible
to calculate that the population of these strung-out informal settlements
along the desert fringes south of Cairo may already have reached 200,000
inhabitants, and the settlements are definitely still growing.

- Recent Informal Developmant
on Desert Land
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Means of Financing Informal Housing

The production of ‘classic’ informal housing is a progressive and quite
drawn-out affair, the pace of which normally relies on an extended fam-
ily’s ability to save and otherwise mobilize and pool financial resources.
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The first step is to purchase vacant land. With modest parcels easily
fetching in excess of LESO0 per square meter today, an upfront payment
will require marshalling, say, L.£40,000 to LES0,000. This is a very large
sum, which may take years to accumulate. Then construction begins,
usually with the ground floor which will require accumulating as much
as 120,000 to L£40,000, again a struggle which can take years. The addi-
tional floors (and rooms) similarly require further savings and conversion
of other assets over years.

What are understood to be the main sources of such finance? Many
observers consider the single most important source to be savings, espe-
cially savings generated by Egyptians working abroad. (At least in the
1970s and 1980s these remittances were the main sources of finance fuel-
ing the informal sector.) Other important sources include personal loans
(usually without interest and usually from relatives) and from gam‘iyat
(informal revolving credit groups). The conversion of other fami ly assets,
such as the selling of agricultural land, animals, jewelry, and so on, is also
common. Another method, perhaps becoming more and more impor-
tant, is the sale or rent of parts of a building to finance its further verti-
cal expansion. This last point helps explain how it is possible for simple
extended families to produce over time multistory structures that repre-

3 sent hundreds of thousands of pounds in investment.

There is no recourse to formal financial services in the informal hous-
ing sector. Informal property cannot be used as collateral for bank loans,
nor can such property be mortgaged under the nascent mortgage system
in Egypt (since the properties have no registered titles), and personal bank
loans carry high interest and may require onerous personal guarantees. In

a recent study of informal construction in three areas of Greater Cairo,
finance from bank loans was mentioned as a source in only between 2 and
4 percent of those interviewed.

In the case of the one-off speculative towers, which are becoming

- more and more common in informal areas, little is known about their
| financing mechanisms. In fact, it is surprising that virtually no studies
have been undertaken of these huge investments, which are starting to
alter the skyline of parts of informal Cairo.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Informal Areas
&tmk of overgeneralization, it can be said that the advantages of living
in an informal area outweigh the disadvantages, at least for the mass of
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Cairenes for whom the struggle for a decent livelihood is a daily chal-
lenge. First, what are the advantages? Probably the most important is
that housing in informal areas is reasonably affordable, and that there is
a very wide range of choice. The 2008 Housing Study of Urban Egypt
revealed that over the previous five years families moved into units in
informal areas under all kinds of tenure arrangements. The single most
popular was rental under the New Rent Law (in 37 percent of cases), a
significantly higher percentage than found in Egypt’s formal urban areas.
The median monthly rent for these informal units was only 1LE200 in
Greater Cairo proper and LE170 in peri-urban Greater Cairo, and these
are quite affordable rents by any measure.’” In the same period another
30 percent of families acquired ownership of housing units in informal
areas, and for these it is interesting to see that about half purchased the
unit, another third constructed their own units, and one-quarter inher-
ited or were gifted the unit.*® Of those that purchased an informal unit
in Greater Cairo proper, the median purchase price was only LE45,000,
compared to LE100,000 per unit in formal urban areas, a very significant
difference. (The average price per square meter for informal units was
LE666 compared to LE1,114 in formal areas of Greater Cairo.)

Another set of advantages of living in informal areas in Greater Cairo
can be collectively called ‘social.” Due to the very vibrant, albeit mostly
word-of-mouth housing markets found in every informal area, families
can locate near to other family members, kin, friends, and even those com-
ing from the same part of Egypt. (In all of Greater Cairo, the 2008 HSUE
reported that 57 percent of housing units were found through relatives or
friends and another 12 percent through neighbors. In informal areas these
percentages are undoubtedly even higher.) These close neighborhood
ties or ‘social glue’ have many advantages not normally found in formal
Cairo and, parenthetically, hardly ever in the new towns around Cairo. As
reported in a 2009 GTZ publication, in informal areas the proximity to
relatives helps in times of crisis, in daily chores such as child minding, and
in flows of information on jobs and business opportunities. Since everyone
in a dense informal neighborhood is likely to know the others, crime is
kept down and even the hassling of girls is diminished, at least when com-
pared to the more anonymous formal parts of Cairo.*

Any sizable informal area that has been in existence for some years
will have a full range of shopping opportunities as well as personal ser-
vices, most of which are provided by establishments that are themselves
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informal. Stiff competition and the bargaining skills of consumers keep
prices at low levels. It must be noted that the high-density neighborhoods
are particularly attractive to entrepreneurs, since they offer both a large
clientele and a pool of labor within a walkable radius. The dense char-
acter of urban settlement thus generates business opportunities, while in
turn this enterprise phenomenon makes living in these areas attractive.
Many jobs can be found for residents of an area, whether being employed
in a retail store, in one of the wide range of workshops (carpentry, metal
working, repair, and so on), or in a myriad.of transport, construction,
personal care, and even information technology activities. As pointed out
previously, in larger informal areas it is common for as much as half of the
workforce to be employed within the area itself. (The subject of Cairo’s
informal economy is taken up in Chapter 7.)

In most informal areas, particularly in the huge, inner urban areas of
Greater Cairo such as al-Basatin, Bulaq al-Dakrur, Manshiyat Nasir, and
Imbaba, both residents and workers enjoy relatively easy access to cen-
tral Cairo and to other formal locations within the metropolis through a
range of cheap public transport options, as described in Chapter 8. Even
those living in far-flung peri-urban settlements are served by informal
minibus lines.

So much for the advantages.* The disadvantages of living in one of
Cairo’s informal areas are many, and can be divided into two types: those
that result from the informal, uncontrolled urbanization process itself,
and those that are simply due to government neglect. In the former case,
the main problem is that streets and lanes are narrow and that buildings
are tall and take up the entire plot of land. This is the inevitable result
of an urban system lacking even the most basic of controls for the public
good, and as a consequence space is exploited for maximum private gain.
This means both sun and air are blocked from houses and street spaces,
and this lack of sufficient light and ventilation is found throughout infor-
mal areas (and becomes worse as an area matures and floors are added).
Although builders in informal areas have shown genius in providing at
least some air and light through ventilation shafts and stairwells, there is
only so much they can do. Also, the narrow lanes in informal areas mean
that in many cases emergency vehicles can hardly pass, parking is an eter-

- nal problem, and the tiniest public green space or even trees are hard to
. find. These are serious microenvironmental and circulation problems in
b Informal areas, for which there are no easy solutions.*
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Figures 4.14, 4.15, and 4.16 present floor plans of typical informal
housing units built in the 1960s and 1970s. These are located in Zenin
(Bulaq al-Dakrur), Imbaba, and Manshiyat Nasir. The floor plans show
how owner-builders have struggled to create small but affordable units
with sufficient light and air in tight situations, where adjacent buildings
preclude the use of external windows.

Other problems with informal areas—and they are many—have to do
with government incompetence, neglect, and a simple lack of budgetary
allocations. One of the most glaring is the poor quality or insufficiency of
basic services or both, particularly in terms of infrastructure, playgrounds,
and educational facilities. These are population-serving services, and they
are almost always insufficient in one way or another, especially given the
huge and growing populations they must cater to.

Another problem is the very poor vehicular access into and out of some
informal areas, where there are frequently only a couple of narrow choke
points, which can take more than an hour for a vehicle to traverse, as is
the case in Munira al-Gharbiya and in Bulaq al-Dakrur. Also, what main
roads exist within informal areas will in most cases be totally congested
and completely unpaved, with stiff competition for very limited space
between private cars, minibuses, pickup trucks, tuk-tuks, petty traders,
overflowing trash receptacles, storefront displays, and amorphous accu-
mulated rubble. The flow of traffic in these essential arteries is chaotic
and any discipline must rely on the civic-mindedness of drivers them-
selves, something that is in very short supply. One will almost never see
even a low-ranking traffic policeman in an informal area, and definitely
one will never see a traffic police officer.

The Informal Development Process: Personal Relations
and Negotiated Norms in the Shadows of Bureaucracy
Government control over informal areas and attempts to prohibit ille-
gal construction have increased in the last fifteen years, at least in the
fringe areas of Cairo where they are most visible. Around smaller towns
and villages that are within the urban orb, such control is still relatively
lax. This increased surveillance has not at all stopped informal residential
construction, but it has generated newer modes of construction and addi-
tional actors in the process.

First, construction—at least of the first floor of a structure—must be
done quickly. Also, building in open areas where construction is easily
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igure 4.14. Two apartment units in an informal building in Manshiyat Nasir built in the early

70s. Note it is blocked on three sides by neighboring buildings. Located on the third floor, unit
has a gross area of 52 square meters, unit 2 of 49 square meters (not counting air shafts).







seen from main roads has become more difficult. In fact, local land
prices put a premium on plots that are small, infill, and hidden within
the built fabric. Second, there is a rising phenomenon of middlemen
who specialize in overcoming and circumventing the control of gov-
ernment officials. These may be local lawyers or those who are called
muqawilin (contractors) or samasira (agents). In a recent investigation
of informal building processes in three neighborhoods of Cairo and
Giza,* it was found that these middlemen were the primary organizers
of construction in 37 to 41 percent of cases. These persons personally
know the local officials from the hayy (urban administrative district),
agricultural directorate, and/or utilities offices, and they know whom to
ask for favors and how much a bribe will cost. Sometimes they may be
elected officials in the magalis (local popular councils) or even members
of parliament. They, especially the mugawilin, also have many tricks to
avoid coming under the eye of control mechanisms. These may involve
building on Friday and during the night, blocking access streets with
vehicles, or even hiring local toughs to either prevent entry or create
diversionary disturbances. Maneuvers may also involve building false
walls to hide construction activity. They may also involve getting an
official in the agricultural cooperative to declare the land unfit for agri-
culture, and other administrative chicanery, as well as the purchase of
bogus permits.

It is not that such bribes, maneuvers, and subterfuges were unneces-
sary in previous stages of Cairo’s informal development. But in an earlier
age things were simpler, and it was usually the owner-builder himself who
carried the burden. The upshot of this is that building an informal struc-
ture in sensitive areas today involves many more actors and has become
much more expensive, which translates into higher prices for finished
housing units, which in turn makes such informal development less
affordable to those of limited income or modest family capital.

Cairo’s Large Informal Areas

Up to now, we have talked about the informal city in the abstract sense,
however diverse and heterogeneous. It is worthwhile to identify Cairo’s
most prominent and largest informal areas, each of which is a con-
tiguous agglomeration or ‘conurbation’ of informal urbanization. The
populations of these areas are estimated from the preliminary results
of the 2006 Census at the census enumeration level (shiyakha or qarya),
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adjusted to exclude formal residential areas. The surface areas are also
calculated, which allows estimates of residential densities expressed as
persons per hectare.®

There are seven such large areas, all but one of which is now home to
over 700,000 persons. Their locations within Greater Cairo are shown in
map 4.3, and the details of each area are given in Table 4.1.

All together the 2006 populations of these seven areas totaled 5.3 mil-
lion persons, or one-third of Greater Cairo’s population at that time. As
can be seen, they tend to form a ring or collar of inner fringe areas, quite
near the epicenter of Cairo, varying from 4.2 to 9.8 kilometers’ distance
from Ramsis Square. The estimated residential densities range from 503
persons per hectare in al-Marg/Khusus to an extremely high 1,925 persons
per hectare in Manshiyat Nasir. There is, as one might expect, an inverse
correlation between density and distance from the city center. Even so, all
of these areas can be considered as compact, dense, and containing a huge
number of inhabitants. (It might be added that each of these informal
areas is larger, in population terms, than any other city in Egypt except
Alexandria. Also, each one of these areas, except Manshiyat Nasir, had
populations in 2006 that equaled or exceeded the aggregate population of
all the government’s new towns in Egypt.) Some areas, especially Shubra
al-Khayma, contain numerous factories and other nonresidential land
uses, and all areas have quite vibrant local economies and are well inte-
grated into the surrounding city precincts. In no sense are they ‘no-go
zones,” except perhaps for those of Cairo’s paranoid upper classes. All
seven areas are mature urban quarters, and population increases are now
modest, in the range of 1.7 to 2.25 percent per year, considerably lower
than rates in fringe areas of peri-urban Greater Cairo, where the average
growth rate is 3.4 percent per year and where in some settlements annual
growth rates exceed 6 percent.

These seven informal areas of Cairo are only the most prominent and
best known. There are many other large informal agglomerations with
populations well above 100,000 persons. The most important of these is
the al-Qalag/al-Khanka area to the northeast, which is a coalescing con-
urbation with a very rapid population growth (in excess of 5.0 percent per
year) whose 2006 informal population was at least 290,000 inhabitants.*
If the Abu Za‘bal area to the north were to be included, then this informal
conurbation would today exceed 350,000 persons and will certainly top
half a million by the next census in 2016.
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Not to be forgotten are many other significant informal areas found
within and around Cairo. These include, but are not limited to, the fol-
lowing: (1) the exploding village of Manshiyat al-Bakari in Giza, which
alone had 108,000 inhabitants in 2006, and to which could be added some
of the 180,000 inhabitants of adjacent Saft al-Laban and Kafrat Nasar; )
the urbanized villages of Nazlat al-Batran, Nazlat al-Samman, and Kafrat
al-Gabal near the Pyramids, which together had a population of 109,000
inhabitants in 2006; (3) the informal clusters in al-Ma‘sara, which had a
combined 2006 population in excess of 210,000 persons; (4) the villages
and informal neighborhoods around Helwan including ‘Izbit al-Walda and
‘Arab al-Walda, Arab Ghunaym, and Manshiyat Nasir (not to be confused
with the much larger Manshiyat Nasir located on Map 4.3), which col-
lectively contained at least 220,000 inhabitants in 2006; and (5) the large
informal settlement of ‘Izbit al-Haggana in Madinat Nasr whose current
population is probably in the range of 100,000 to 200,000 persons.*

Government Approaches to the Informality Phenomenon
When informal areas began to appear in the 1960s and expand in the
1970s there was little interest from either government or academics in
what was at first a very marginal and not very visible phenomenon. In the
late 1970s uncontrolled urban expansion on the Nile Valley’s limited agri-
cultural land became an issue, and this provoked a series of decrees and
laws aimed at prohibiting further encroachments by informal housing.
These had little effect, and in the 1980s and 1990s further attempts were
made to legislate away the informal phenomenon, culminating in 1996
with the promulgation of two presidential decrees stipulating that any
new construction on agricultural land and #ny urban construction with-
out a valid building permit would be severely punished through military
courts. These stern decrees had a temporary dampening effect, but the
}fen:ical and horizontal expansion of informal settlements soon resumed
ln_Greatcr Cairo, albeit with higher ‘extralegal transaction costs, that is,
bribes. The military decrees themselves were revoked in 2005.

From time to time Cairo’s local administrations have also attempted
to discourage informal building by denying water, sewerage, and electric-
1ty connections to those who do not have building permits or otherwise
cannot prove a building’s legality. This has caused certain hardships, but
usually connections will eventually be provided quietly, often encour-
aged by small bribes. And the local administrations themselves frequently
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reverse their prohibitory decisions for political expediency. As recently
as August 2006, the Governor of Cairo announced that any building in
violation constructed before June 2006 would be allowed to have utili-
ties connections “as a temporary measure.” In other words, this decree
allowed virtually all buildings in Cairo Governorate to be connected up,
previous banning orders notwithstanding.*

Ever since the informal urbanization phenomenon became visible in
Greater Cairo, it came to be recognized in some circles that simple pro-
hibition was insufficient and that the state should offer alternatives to
informal housing expansion on agricultural Jand. Although there has been
much policy talk about attracting the informal dynamic and channeling
it out into the desert, and although there have been a number of schemes
proposed and even designed with donor support, in or around Greater
Cairo there have been virtually no successful pilot projects to date.”

In effect, since the 1990s the state has only begun to address the
issue of informal settlements in Greater Cairo after the fact, and in situ
urban upgrading of informal areas has become the main preoccupation
of government as well as donors. The first such effort was in Imbaba in
1992-93, and involved the introduction of infrastructure that was lacking
and the opening up of some roads by Giza Governorate. * In 1998, GTZ,
in alliance with Cairo and Giza governorates, began upgrading exercises
in Manshiyat Nasir and Bulaq al-Dakrur. These efforts involved a limited
amount of capital investment for water, sewers, roads, and social facilities,
combined with a considerable amount of technical assistance for studies,
planning, training, community mobilization, and capacity building. The
concept of community participation, always in vogue among international
donors, has been a paramount dimension to these two projects, both of
which continue more than ten years later, although focus is now limited
to scaling up and general policy impact.*

In 1998 the area of Telal Zeinhoum, an older, deteriorated area of
Cairo in Sayyida Zaynab district, became a model redevelopment proj-
ect championed by the Egyptian Red Crescent, the Future Foundation,
and the First Lady, with funding mainly from voluntary contributions by
prominent businessmen. This project involved the demolition of all old
structures and the rehousing of residents in new walk-up apartments sur-
rounded by manicured gardens. The final phase was completed in 2009
and the different phases together saw the building of 2,400 housing units
as well as a number of public facilities. Although the Telal Zeinhoum
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area had been a minor run-down inner-city area of squatters and crum-
bling emergency housing, and in no way could be considered typical of
‘ashwa’i areas of Greater Cairo, the state and its media have lost no time
in declaring that this kind of showcase redevelopment is the model for
dealing with informal areas.” Such an approach was repeated in some
small informal settlements around Helwan in 2005 to 2007 called ‘Izbit
al-Walda and ‘Arab al-Walda. This project was also championed by the
First Lady and involved some very plush social services as well as roads
and parks built by the Egyptian Army (and, it might be added, on land
that had been an army camp).’' Both of these projects are tirelessly lauded
by the state media as successful approaches that show the commitment
of government to solve the ‘shwa’i problem, although it is more correct
to say they are drop-in-the-ocean, expensive showcase efforts that are
hardly replicable without the strong and continued interest from the very
highest levels of political power.

A government project currently underway in Imbaba represents what
is probably the most ambitious and large-scale venture at improving and
restructuring an informal area of Cairo. The scheme, which first was con-
sidered in 2000 by the Ministry of Housing, is using the 74-hectare site
of the disused Imbaba Airport to build a park, a major boulevard, and
social facilities for the surrounding informal areas. Also being built on
the site are public housing blocks that are to be used to resettle those in
the path of street widening. If implemented as intended, this project will
definitely benefit the huge surrounding informal areas where more than
half a million people reside.’> However, even if successful, this experi-
ment is hardly an approach that is replicable, since in addition to being
expensive, finding more prime sites embedded in Cairo’s informal areas
is well nigh impossible.

Whether and to what extent one considers that the state has officially
recognized informal development and conceptualized approaches and
strategies to deal with or stop the phenomenon, it is important to real-

_ 1ze that state activities—mainly in the form of service provision (how-

ever slow) through traditional line agencies of government—have been
considerable in informal areas, as discussed above. In fact, it could be
f‘»aid that there is a kind of ‘organic’ development operating—piecemeal,
insufficient, and chaotic, always after the fact and limi ted—through local
and national sectoral agencies. Roads even tually do get built, water and
Wwastewater networks do get extended, schools do appear, and electricity
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does get provided to informal areas, just as they do in rural Egypt. It
may take years, and even decades, but most informal neighborhoods
of Cairo have been and are being served. (The subject of extension of
basic infrastructure services in Greater Cairo is treated in more detail
in Chapter 9.) If this is not state recognition, then what is? The resi-
dents of these areas may be disenfranchised and given pathetic funding
priorities, but their very mass works in their favor. They do have some
representation and some weight and voice, especially in local adminis-
trations, and this translates into a kind of pressure of numbers. Voting
pools may work somewhat, but it is more the same kind of personal and
informal relations and negotiated norms that ease the establishment and
consolidation of informal areas and also allow the extension of public
infrastructure and services, regardless of whether an area is considered
illegal/informal or not.

It is important not to get carried away and to overly laud this quiet
and piecemeal improvement of informal areas. The state’s aggregate
budgetary allocations to informal areas for infrastructure and services,
on a per capita basis, whether through local authorities or line ministries,
are truly pathetic. It is symptomatic of the embarrassing imbalance that
such comparative budgetary exercises are never carried out. One has only
to set levels of investments and the resulting services in informal areas,
against what can be found in the new towns around Cairo, where almost
no one lives and the few new inhabitants are likely to be decidedly well
off. Or one can compare the level of investments in any informal area of
Greater Cairo to those in a district like Zamalek, where it seems a street
is hardly repaved and recurbed before the process starts over again, and
where there are four government cooperative supermarkets, supposedly
for limited-income customers, selling a wide range of fixed-price meats,
canned goods, fish, fruits, and vegetables.”

If anything should constitute a scandal, it is this. One of the basic
principles of urban development is that investing scarce public moneys in
large and dense settlements and in areas adjacent to the city core would
have a much higher impact on the welfare of the city as a whole than
investing the same amount in faraway locations where demand is still
sluggish or in areas already enjoying high levels of services. Govern-
ment investments have much higher economic returns when the flow
of benefits (such as clean water, good electricity, better transport, and
better education) directly benefit a large number of people per unit of
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investment. This should be completely obvious. But it is symptomatic
of where government priorities lie in Cairo that one can search high and
wide and never find any calculation of per-capita investment allocations
by geographic area of the city. This is true whether talking about sectoral
allocations such as water and wastewater or education, or whether total
investment budgets are being considered. In this vacuum, it is easy for
decision-makers to continue to pour funds into grandiose desert schemes
or into precious parts of the formal city. Informal areas of Greater Cairo,
with almost two-thirds of the total population today, do not capture even
a very tiny fraction of the city’s investments in basic services.

Community in Informal Areas and Community

Participation in Upgrading Projects

Grass-roots and community-based organizations are few and far between
in Egyptian urban areas. Traditional community organizations tend to be
limited to small informal associations based on a specific neighborhood
or on the common rural origin of their members, and their activities
are limited to assistance during special occasions such as weddings and
funerals. Some also undertake small religious charitable works and some
operate health clinics. There are also small registered gam iyat (commu-
nity associations), most of which were formed during the-Nasser period
among government employees and exist only on paper. In fact, the lack of
locally based community organization in urban Egypt and apathy toward
public voluntarism is something that is bemoaned by many.**

Starting in the 1970s, a number of national and citywide NGOs were
formed and some became active in certain informal areas of Cairo. These
NGOs were either large, service NGOs, usually with religious or inter-
national affiliations, while others were purely ‘good works’ charities with
funds coming from donations. Since through the 1980s and 1990s more
and more funds from international donors were being made available for
NGO work, it is not surprising that there was an explosion in the number
and scope of these associations. Many do serious work in poor and infor-
mal areas, although they tend to operate mainly in extremely deprived
c.ornmunities such as the zabbalin (garbage collectors). Few have activi-
ties in the large, mainstream informal areas of Greater Cairo. Another
characteristic of these NGOs is that, with a few exceptions, they are run
!Jy the wt?ll-to—do, are very paternalistic, and can hardly be considered
community-based.’
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Jarious efforts have been made in some informal areas to encour-
age existing traditional neighborhood associations to take on more social
service and developmental activities, and support has also been given for
the formation of new local associations. In particular, the GTZ projects
in Giza and Cairo governorates have had some success in fostering more
organized community activities, although it has been difficult to cut
through the prevailing apathy, and the ingrained belief among inhabit-
ants that only the well-connected will benefit and that, anyway, social
services are something the government should provide. It doesn’t help
that most of these community-building efforts employ elitist, top-down
NGOs for the day-to-day work. In other words, attempts to build com-
munity in informal areas (or anywhere else in urban Egypt) is something
difficult to sustain, and many are the initiatives that have dried up as soon
as external funding stopped.

‘Community participation’ in slum upgrading projects has become
almost a holy grail with development agencies, in which the emancipating
potential of participatory approaches has an ability to ‘empower’ the mar-
ginalized. In Cairo, the single largest and longest attempt at participa-
tory development has been undertaken by GTZ, first in the pilot areas of
Bulaq al-Dakrur and Manshiyat Nasir starting in 1998, and later on more
systematically in the governorate administrations of Giza and Cairo. This
program, currently called the Participatory Development Programme
in Urban Areas, has tried to foster true participation and community
empowerment through a number of initiatives, struggling at the same
time to overcome community apathy, lack of effective grass-roots com-
munity organizations, and the reluctance of official counterparts in local
government. The results, as carefully analyzed by Elena Piffero in her
2008 PhD thesis, have been disappointing, to say the least. Here is not
the place to go into the details of GTZ’s participatory program in Greater
Cairo, which has generated a whole corpus of studies, assessments, and
evaluations, some of which are peppered with self-congratulatory and
feel-good rhetoric. For those interested in the pitfalls of participatory
approaches and their conceptual as well as practical problems, a reading
of Piffero’s excellent PhD thesis is highly recommended.”

The Future of the Informal City

Based on past trends, the informal city can be expected to keep growing,
with an ever-increasing portion of Greater Cairo’s inhabitants finding
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homes and livelihoods in it. Some mature informal areas have pretty much
reached saturation, but in many others consolidation and incipicﬁt infill
will continue for years. Most major horizontal expansion will inevitably
occur on the peri-urban frontier on agricultural land in Giza and Qaly'u1
biya governorates, although there are incidents of wholesale expansion in
other areas (see Figure 4.17). In terms of direction of growth, it can be
expected that the greatest expansion will be to the north-northeast along
the al-Marg, al-Khanka, and Abu Za‘bal axes, although other axes and
clusters can be expected to emerge throughout peri-urban Cairo. Assum-
ing that the observed 1996-2006 population growth rate for peri-urban
Greater Cairo as a whole continues over the next decade, then by 2016
over 5.4 million inhabitants can be expected in this zone, and by 2027
this figure will exceed 7.5 million persons. And it may well be that actual
future growth rates will exceed historical trends.* t

Many will say that this will lead to an unacceptable loss of Egypt’s pre-
cious agricultural land. However, informal expansion of Greater Cairo
into the agricultural plain is extremely dense and efficient, and over the
2001-2007 period the JICA-commissioned Strategic Urban Develop-
ment Plan for Greater Cairo calculated that agricultural land lost to
urban expansion was only 2,300 hectares, or just 383 hectares per year.”’
Such a loss is almost nothing when compared to the tens of thousands of

.Figljlre 4.17. Very rapid informal horizontal expansion, over eight years, into
agricultural land in shiyakha of Helwan al-Balad: 2000 (feft) and 2008 (right). (Both
images ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE,)




Figure 4.18. Recent detail of informal area of al-Khanka. Note that the majority of
buildings are capable of extending vertically, as can be seen by the room walls and
pillars on the roofs. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

hectares being added each year for agricultural purposes in Egypt’s many
desert-reclamation schemes.™

There are two government initiatives that have been launched in the
past few years, which might have some effect on informal areas in Greater
Cairo. The first is the national Sunduq Tatwir al-Manatiq al-Ghayr
Amina (Unsafe Area Development Fund), which was established in late
2008 under the prime minister’s office and appears to be well financed.
This initiative grew directly out of the Duweiqa landslide disaster and
the resulting media frenzy, and it aims at redeveloping all dangerous
informal areas in Egypt.”* This is a limited approach that appears to be
rationally thought out. For Cairo, it will mainly mean the redevelopment
of cliff areas in Manshiyat Nasir and Stabl ‘Antar as well as the removal
of some slum pockets. Perhaps a total of 250,000 to 400,000 persons in
all of Greater Cairo will be affected, almost all of whom will need to be

resettled at government expense.
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The second initiative is much more ambitious and, so far at least,
not very well conceived. It is called the tahzim (belting or containment)
strategy developed by GOPP in 2007 and 2008, and it aims to allow
limited formal urban development on agricultural land around informal
areas in order to contain further informal encroachment. Although this
strategy represents a fundamental shift in government policy related to
the urbanization of agricultural land, it has yet to be appli'cd and will
require planning and control mechanisms and institutions that still need
to be articulated. Also, unless greatly relaxed standards of subdivision and
building are allowed in these tabzim zones, there is the risk of creating yet
more areas for private real-estate speculation and little if any affordable
housing. In any event, this strategy has yet to become operational even
on a pilot basis, and to quote a recent World Bank report that reviews the
tabzim strategy, “the challenge is in the details.”®
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Housing Real and Speculative

n 25 May 2009, a third Egypt Housing Finance Conference
Owas held under the interesting ttle “Affordable Housing in

Challenging Times.” Like the previous two housing confer-
ences held in 2007 and 2008, it was organized by an events outfit called
Euromoney Conferences, took place in the glitzy Semiramis Intercon-
tinental Hotel, and was hosted by the Ministry of Investment and the
Mortgage Finance Authority. A visitor arriving at the conference lobby
was immediately assaulted by a bewildering array of booths with floor-
to-ceiling displays and glossy brochures, all promoting housing schemes,
almost all of which were to be located in the new towns around Greater
Cairo. The standard imagery—which can also be found prominently on
billboards throughout Cairo—almost jumped out at the visitor: the cute
kids with smiling TV-perfect parents frolicking on a sea of very green
grass, or an impossibly perfect villa, again on what appears to be an end-
less expanse of green, with slogans (always in English) such as “life as
it should be,” “cleaner, safer, and more beautiful environments,” “built
around people’s desires,” “healthy lifestyles combined with the comfort
and security of gated communities,” and even “innovative high street
boutiques and iconic malls that attract the world’s top brands.” Most of
the housing units on offer were either villas or luxury apartments and
duplexes. It was impossible to find any apartment units under 150 square
meters, and most were in the 200-375 square meters range.

The visitor could have been excused for being perplexed. Aren’t we
in Egypt? Isn’t the conference theme affordable housing? The confer-
ence presentations and panel discussions did include such topics as
“moving down the price pyramid” and “can good margins be made in
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the affordable housing market?” But these nods to housing affordability
seemed to be just that—a kind of recognition that, in tough times, maybe
going a little down-market might just find some customers who, in the
halcyon boom times of 2006 and 2007, would have been ignored. Such
a preoccupation with the high end of the housing market and the level
just below it has been the hallmark of practically all new ‘formal’ housing
for years, as can be seen in Cairo’s new towns and also developments in
Maadi, Madinat Nasr, and Heliopolis/Nuzha. In fact, this oversupply of
expensive housing, and the speculative nature of it, has been one of the
perplexing constants in a sector where ‘real’ demand is so far down the
scale as to be almost a world apart.

The conference also presented another common feature of corporate
housing in Egypt—its slavish imitation of western housing modes. The
main real-estate developers in Egypt such as Sodic, Emar, Talaat Mostafa,
Rooya, and Orascom were all represented with their international vocab-
ularies and global business styles, as were a few smaller developers.' Also
represented in force were Egypt’s four mortgage companies and the few
Egyptian banks with mortgage windows. Given that only in 2001 were
mortgage systems allowed in Egypt and that until now their mortgage
portfolios remain minuscule, it is no mean feat that such mortgage insti-
tutions, with all the paraphernalia of western housing finance, should be
so well established.

The conference also covered, at least briefly, the successes to date of
the subsidized National Housing Program, better known as the presi-
dent’s Housing Promise, which was announced in 2005 and aimed to pro-
vide 500,000 low cost housing units over six years. Under its umbrella,
central government, governorates, and private developers are producing
38-square-meter and 63-square-meter partly subsidized apartment units
all over Egypt, with about half the total units going to the new towns
around Greater Cairo.

The naive visitor to the conference might have come away with an
image of a system where corporate producers dominate in close part-
nership with government, where modern housing finance mechanisms
and securitization are well established, and where affordability and the
concerns for housing those of limited incomes are being fully addressed.
Unfortunately, such a visitor would be completely misinformed. If
he or she were to move around parts of Cairo outside the new towns
and the few upscale areas, another world of housing would have to be
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confronted. This reality, and how it functions in the shadows of infor-
mality, is the subject of this chapter.

What is Known about How Cairo Houses Itself?

Up until very recently, there was little material on housing in Egypt. The
subject was at best merely touched on by other development agendas and
research interests, but nowhere treated as a sector in itself. What existed
was based either on analyzing census results, on case studies, or on anec-
dotal and impressionistic interpretations. In this light, it was very fortu-
nate that a large, representative household survey of housing conditions
and markets was carried out in 2008, one which covered all urban regions
in Egypt, including Greater Cairo. This study, sponsored by the minis-
tries of investment and housing, financed by USAID, and undertaken by
a consultant team and a local research group, was called the Housing Study
for Urban Egypt (HSUE).” Much of this chapter unabashedly mines the
results of this study.

[t is revealing that the genesis and justification for this study derived
not from any imperative to understand housing systems and markets and
to design better housing programs for urban Egypt’s millions, but from
a realization within USAID that its hefty technical assistance to Egypt’s
financial sector, under which was included substantial support for the
nascent housing mortgage system and related institutions, was based on
an almost shocking lack of basic understanding of how housing works
in Egypt.’ USAID’ standard neoliberal viewpoint was that countries
like Egypt simply needed to get their financial services, legislation, and
institutions in order, securitize everything, and the private sector would
perform to produce suitable housing that most people need and can
afford. Well-targeted government subsidies would take care of the rest.
As USAID’s technical assistance unfolded and millions were being spent,
embarrassing facts were beginning to emerge, and to its credit USAID
accepted that there was a need to spend a couple of hundred thousand
additional dollars to at least begin to know what was being talked about.

The 2008 HSUE itself has limitations. As a survey of households, it
covered only occupied housing units; it did not include the huge amount
of unoccupied, unsold, or unfinished housing and thus cannot be consid-
ered a review of the whole housing stock or a report on current housing

b~ production and completion. Also, although statistically representative, it
relied on the 2006 CAPMAS sampling study frame, which some observers
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consider to underrepresent marginal and newer urban areas and to have
other flaws.* Finally, in order to be representative, the HSUE results are
aggregated to the level of regions and thus cannot give any geographical
refinement below this level.

Even so, the HSUE provides a wealth of information on housing that
helps considerably to gain an overview of how Cairo houses itself. In
the HSUE, Cairo is represented as two distinct regions—Greater Cairo
proper and peri-urban Greater Cairo—and all results relate to these.
In 2006 the total population of Greater Cairo proper was 11.0 million
inhabitants. Peri-urban Greater Cairo, the second region, covered the
remainder of the population of the Greater Cairo region, about 5.1 mil-
lion inhabitants. (map 3.4 shows the geographic extents of peri-urban
Greater Cairo in relation to Cairo proper.) Peri-urban Greater Cairo
contains what CAPMAS defines as both rural and urban areas, and is now
the fastest growing area in Egypt in terms of additions to the population
and has been treated in detail in Chapter 3.

Greater Cairo Housing Conditions—

Remarkably Good, Considering

The 2008 HSUE data, combined with the 2006 Census results, show that,
in spite of low incomes and very constrained family resources, the mass
of Cairo has become relatively well housed, at least when compared to
other large Third World cities. In terms of size of housing units, number
of rooms, basic utilities, and amenities, occupied housing units in Greater
Cairo demonstrate a remarkably consistent and modestly good standard,
on average. The overwhelming majority of housing units are small apart-
ments in walk-up buildings that are structurally sound, and there are very
few precarious structures. And, as perceived by inhabitants, the levels of
satisfaction with housing as well as security of tenure are very high.

A few statistics underscore these generalizations and give a glimpse
of how Cairenes are housed. In Greater Cairo proper, 92 percent of
households live in apartment units. The median area of housing units is
70 square meters net (75 square meters gross). Only 24 percent of units
exceed 90 square meters net in size, and only 9 percent are less than 40
square meters net. Only 6 percent of households lived in single rooms,
and an insignificant number—0.1 percent—lived in ‘precarious’ units,
that is, in shacks and structures not intended for residence. The average
(mean) number of rooms per unit is 3.3 and on average a unit has two
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Figure 5.1. Typical narrow lane
in an informal housing area
(Bulaq al-Dakrur, 2009) with very
high ratios of building-height
to street-width. (Photograph by
David Sims.)

bedrooms. A full 92 percent of occupied units have separate kitchens,
94 percent have private baths with toilets, and 97 percent have access to
water faucets inside the unit. Only 1.3 percent have no access to running
water. The average number of units in a building is six and the aver-
age number of floors including the ground floor is five, with the median
footprint of residential buildings being only 116 square meters. The aver-
age age of a building is thirty-two years.® An amazing 66 percent of all
residential buildings are between three to five floors high, and only three
percent have ten or more floors. Even though 44 percent of households
in Greater Cairo proper are renters, tenure security is perceived to be
high. This is reflected in the fact that a large majority of householders (91
percent) are not at all worried about the possibility of being evicted from
their housing units. Overall, only 10 percent of householders expressed
dissatisfaction with their current housing, and of these the most significant
reason for dissatisfaction was insufficient living area.
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Although these housing unit indicators are quite positive, the same
cannot be said for those related to neighborhood conditions. The HSUE
asked questions about the streets upon which residential buildings
fronted, and the result is striking, if predictable, to those familiar with
the city’s large informal areas. For Greater Cairo proper, 50 percent of
buildings faced streets with widths of 5.7 meters or less and 23 percent
faced streets of less than four meters. In the Egyptian building code, the
maximum allowed ratio of building height to street width is 1.5 to 1. By
calculating this ratio for surveyed buildings, the 2008 HSUE revealed
that only 23.7 percent of buildings in Greater Cairo proper had ratios
equal or less than this, showing that the code’s stipulation is widely
ignored, even in ‘formal’ residential areas. The median ratio of building
height to street width is roughly 2.2 to 1 and, in almost thirty percent of
buildings, 3 to 1 or above. This reflects the very high residential densi-
ties for which Cairo is outstanding among world metropolises, but it
also demonstrates that the quality of life for residents suffers as soon as
they exit their housing units.

How do these general housing characteristics for Greater Cairo proper
vary for the city’s peri-urban areas, which contain almost one-third of the
total inhabitants of the metropolis? In these areas, occupied apartment
units also predominate, with 82 percent of the total; but a higher pro-
portion, 11 percent, are either rural houses or detached units. Occupied
housing units are slightly larger, with the median net area at 75 square
meters (versus 70 square meters for Greater Cairo proper). Residential
building footprints tend to be even smaller than in Greater Cairo proper,
and on average with fewer floors. Over 90 percent of housing units have
private kitchens, private bathrooms, and access to running water, but only
54 percent of units are connected to sewerage networks, in striking con-
trast to Greater Cairo proper where the figure is 98 percent. Also, street
conditions are very poor, with only 6 percent of buildings facing streets
that are paved and in good condition, compared to 34 percent in Greater
Cairo proper. Overall housing unit conditions and also satisfaction with
housing were found to be similar in the two areas.

Perhaps the single most important overall indicator of housing stan-
dards is the average number of inhabitants per room or the average area
per capita. In Greater Cairo proper, the 2008 HSUE calculated this at
1.22 persons per room, or 1.6 persons per sleeping room.” Expressed
another way, the net area of a housing unit per person was 23.8 square
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meters. While not anywhere near western standards (except perhaps in
prime locations in Paris, London, and New York), such a moderate aver-
age measure of crowding allows one to conclude that Cairo’s housing
is remarkably decent. Compared to other metropolises of the industri-
alizing world, such as Mumbai, where in 1990 the crowding rate was
reported to be 4.7 persons per room, Cairo’s housing seems positively
spacious!® This was not always so. In the 1960s, rates of overcrowding in
Cairo were awful, and in many central areas rates exceeded 2.5 persons
per room.” Also at that time, single-room units were reported to repre-
sent almost half of all units in Cairo."

Of course, average figures can mask considerable variations, espe-
cially for lower-income households. The HSUE was able to calculate
houschold incomes and to rank households according to income quin-
tiles per capita, a standard process in household su rveys.'! This allowed
analysis of how housing characteristics varied by the degree of poverty
of the families residing in them. For Greater Cairo proper, the results
were predictable, if not as extreme as might be imagined. In terms of
crowding, the poorest 20 percent of households averaged only 11.2
square meters of unit space per capita, versus an average of 23.8 square
meters for the whole population. This figure rises slowly to 22.9 square
meters for the fourth quintile, then shoots up to 40 square meters for
the fifth or richest quintile. Likewise, whereas for the poorest house-
hold quintile, over 22 percent of households lived in units of 40 square
meters or less, only three percent of the richest families lived in such
small units. In terms of number of rooms per unit, the variation by
household income is not dramatic, with the poorest quintile living in
2.8 rooms per unit on average, rising slowly to 3.7 rooms per unit for
the richest quintile. What this shows is that the higher income families
enjoy much larger units but not very many more rooms, meaning that
the average room size increases steeply with family income. Visits to
informal and sha ‘i (often understood to mean ‘lower-class’) housing
confirm that room sizes can be tiny, with bedrooms of 2 x 2.5 meters
being common. This demonstrates that housing production systems
in Cairo are meeting mass demand by making a compromise between
space and the number of rooms. This also helps explain how the pri-
mary indicator of crowding—persons per room—can be relatively good
in Cairo. (See Figures 4.14, 4.15, and 4.16 for typical small-apartment
unit layouts in informal areas.)
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Other housing indicators that vary according to household income
show that, although there is much to say about how well Cairo houses
itself on average, housing remains a pressing concern for certain families
and especially for poor, newly forming households seeking housing on
the market, as will be shown in subsequent sections of this chapter. A
simple statistic underlines this. The percentage of families living in one
room is only six percent in Greater Cairo proper and 5.6 percent in peri-
urban Greater Cairo. This sounds like a small number, but it translates
to a total in 2008 of some 230,000 families or almost one million persons
crammed into a single room, sharing beds and even sleeping in shifts.
And these are not by any means the only ones who suffer from a lack of
adequate housing.

Housing Tenure and the Rise of the New Rent Law System
During the Second World War, as an austerity measure, authorities
in Egypt imposed a freeze on rents, which at the time affected mainly
Cairo and Alexandria, the only cities where rental accommodation was
widespread. Supposedly a temporary measure, this freeze was continued
through to the Revolution in 1952 and beyond. In the late 1950s and early
1960s Nasser’s regime, as a populist move, not only confirmed this rent
control but actually decreed the reduction of rental values."” The upshot
of this was that Cairo, by the 1990s, had a huge stock of housing under
rent control, representing some 42 percent of all housing units in Cairo
Governorate, with rents that had become, due to erosion by inflation,
ridiculously small, and these fixed rents continue today.”* Anyone living
in Cairo knows someone who occupies a huge luxury flat in one of the
downtown or older upscale areas and is paying as little as LE25 (85) per
month in rent. Even in modest apartments in older informal areas, most
rentals remain fixed at LE10 to LE20 per month.

Obviously, such a holdover causes an amazing distortion in housing
markets. Many are the ways, both illegal and quasi-legal, to circumvent
them and realize the huge market value latent in rent-controlled units.
But the control system remains remarkably rigid, mainly because it has
created an enormous and influential group of people who continue to
benefit from the system and in whose interest it is to see it maintained.
The losers are, of course, the building landlords. Observers and hous-
ing economists have railed against the system for decades, pointing with
despair to the run-down and even dangerous state of buildings where
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rent control predominates. But it is well known in government circles
that the surest way to commit political suicide is to champion the removal
of rent controls.

Fortunately, in 1996 a law was passed, which, although it did not
abolish rent control on existing units, imposed a new time-bound con-
tractual rent system for all units rented subsequently. This is popularly
called the ganun al-igar al-gadid, or New Rent Law, and it has progres-
sively become a prominent feature of housing markets in Greater Cairo,
as will be seen below.

What today is the overall picture of housing tenure in Cairo?® The
2008 HSUE gives a relatively good picture for Greater Cairo proper,
showing that old rentals, that is, those under rent control, still predomi-
nate at 39 percent of the total. In second place are private units that are
owned by the occupants, at 33 percent—and an overwhelming 92 percent
of these are owned by a single person, usually the head of the household.
Following this are 12 percent of all occupied units, which are held rent-
free as gifts (usually from close relatives) or are provided by employers.
Those units that are rented under the New Rent Law represent 10 per-
cent of the total, which is a very significant number given that this type
of tenure has only been in effect for twelve years. About five percent of
all occupied units are owned through purchase from the government.*
Finally, a tiny percentage of housing units in Greater Cairo proper—less
than one percent—are either rented from the government or are rented
furnished from landlords.'$

The tenure picture of occupied housing in Greater Cairo proper
varies significantly by family income. For ownership tenure, the richest
household income quintile is overrepresented and the poorest slightly
underrepresented. And an even greater distortion is found for gifted
units, where there is a much higher concentration among the poorest
income quintile households, and this diminishes as one moves up the
income scale. On the other hand, those enjoying the rent control regime
are found roughly equally in all income categories, as are those who rent

units under the New Rent Law.

In peri-urban Greater Cairo the housing tenure situation is quite dif-
ferent from that of Cairo proper. Most striking is that only 13 percent
of occupied units are under rent control (versus 39 percent for Cairo
proper), that ownership is much higher (at 58 percent versus 33 percent
for Cairo proper), and that rent-free tenure is also much higher (at 21
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percent of all occupied units versus 12 percent for Cairo proper). These
variations are logical, since peri-urban areas tend to be newer, poorer, and
more subject to the informal or ‘rural’ mode of housing creation.

Affordable Housing: Rents and Prices in Cairo
‘Affordable’ is one of the most slippery words to be found in the housing
literature. To an upscale developer, it may mean slightly smaller and less
luxurious units, or less onerous down payments and installments, aiming to
attract a slightly less affluent segment of the moneyed middle classes. But
for analysts of general housing markets, affordability is usually measured
by what the average or less-than-average household can afford to pay out
of its income for a modest rent or can reasonably amass to purchase a unit,
compared to what the market offers. Even here, difficult assumptions must
be made, including what real incomes are and what percentage of income
is considered reasonable for housing (usually 20 to 25 percent, although
it is not unknown for 40 and even 50 percent to be allowed), what equity
payments can be made, and what financing and systems might be actually
available. In any case, most models of housing affordability derive from
western practices, where steady, documented incomes are assumed, mort-
gage financing and credit are widely available, and a plethora of institu-
tions and laws guarantee and protect the various parties involved.
Needless to say, in Egypt (and developing countries in general) such
assumptions are difficultif notimpossible to make. Egypt has only recently
legislated a mortgage system: it remains minuscule, and it has yet to be
seriously challenged in Egypt’s courts. The framework of regulations,
institutions, and services needed for a modern housing sector is very much
in its infancy. As will be shown below, housing in Cairo remains largely a
system in which personal, individualistic norms predominate, which the
government hardly penetrates, and in which informal processes rule.
The results of the 2008 HSUE allow not only a good overall view of
rents, housing unit prices, and market values in Greater Cairo, but they
also permit comparisons of these with the incomes of those occupying
the units. Twwo major and surprising generalized conclusions can be made.
First, rents were quite affordable, even those subject to market forces, and
second, unit purchase prices and perceived values of units were consistently
modest and within the means of a large portion of households, assuming
of course that these families can save or otherwise accumulate over time
the required equity. The following paragraphs demonstrate this.
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For Greater Cairo proper, the 2008 HSUE recorded the average pur-
chase price for the median unit over the previous five years at LE100,000,
or a per-square-meter price of LE923, with the median unit having only
105 square meters. In peri-urban Cairo this average dropped to only
LE70,000 and the size to 76 square meters. In informal areas of Greater
Cairo proper, purchased units were also similarly small and inexpensive,
as is shown in Chapter 4. These averages were very far from what the
organized or corporate private sector can offer today, where the cheapest
flats are very rarely under 150 square meters and prices start at LE250,000.
On average, the ratio of unit purchase price to annual household income
for Greater Cairo as a whole was 4.5 to 1, almost half the ratio common
in western countries, where a typical family can afford a unit whose value
is eight times their annual income.

The affordability picture for rental units under the New Rent Law
was even better. It is remarkable that the median market rent paid over
the previous five years was reported to be LE200 per month in Greater
Cairo proper and LEIS50 per month in peri-urban areas.'® In terms of
rents paid as a portion of household income, the overall median was 20
percent (and only 17 percent in peri-urban areas). Surprisingly, this per-
centage remained roughly the same for all household income quintiles.
The rental burden on households was thus quite affordable, especially
when compared to international norms. And it should be remembered
that these were rents determined by market supply and demand, and
did not include rents paid under the rent-control regime. (The median
rent for units under rent control in Greater Cairo proper was a derisory
LE30 per month.)

Perhaps the main message is that in Greater Cairo, with its huge hous-
ing stock and vibrant housing markets, diversity and choice dominate,
affordable units are being supplied across a wide spectrum, and all of this
has developed without any government intervention. Of course the sys-
tem can’t respond to the housing needs of desperately poor or vulnerable
households, nor can it meet the marriage aspirations of all youth, but as a
general picture housing affordability in Greater Cairo is not at all bad.'”

How Cairo Houses Itself

How has it been possible for the city to turn housing conditions for the
masses from one of overcrowding and misery into one of relative dignity,
especially over four decades of tremendous population growth during
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which Egypt’s economic development has remained stubbornly anemic?
"To answer this question requires looking at the means of housing produc-
tion in the city.

In Greater Cairo, housing is characterized by overwhelmingly individ-
ualistic, personal, and atomized modes of supply. It is individuals, families,
and informal entrepreneurs who produce units and put them up for sale
or rent (or, as in the case of the owner-builder, simply live in what they
produce). Corporate and government production remain marginal. One
might expect that this noncorporate system could be found in the coun-
tryside and in small towns, but that it dominates in the capital Cairo, with
all its relative sophistication and assumed modern business penetration,
is truly remarkable. For example, of all occupied units purchased in the
previous five years in Greater Cairo proper, the 2008 HSUE reports that
78 percent were acquired from individuals or small informal developers.
Only 17 percent were purchased from the government or public-sector
entities, and only 8 percent were purchased from the private sector.'® In
peri-urban Cairo, housing supply figures were even more skewed toward
the individual and informal modes, with 92 percent of all purchased units
so supplied. In these peripheral areas, units acquired from the govern-
ment represented only 2.5 percent of the total, and only 5 percent came
from the corporate sector.

For rentals, the situation was even more inclined toward individual
modes. In the five years up to 2008 in Greater Cairo proper, only 1.1 per-
cent of all occupied rental units were supplied by private companies and
only 2.6 were supplied by government entities. And in peri-urban areas
over a similar period, government and private-sector supply of rental
units was so minute as to be statistically zero. In other words, the landlord
in market rentals in Greater Cairo is almost always another individual
or family, usually also living in the same building, and often a relative or
acquaintance. And it is rare that a landlord rents out more than a single
unit, or at most two or three.

How Housing is Exchanged and the Rise of the New Rent Law

The personal, noncorporate mode also dominates how housing markets
operate in Greater Cairo. For example, a large majority—74 percent—of
those seeking units either for rent or purchase in the previous five years
in Greater Cairo proper found them through word of mouth (from rela-
tives, friends, neighbors, or co-workers) and another 20 percent found
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them through a simsar (a mainly informal, self-appointed real-estate
broker operating in very localized markets). Only 4 percent found units
through the media and other corporate forms of market information. For
peri-urban areas of Greater Cairo, word of mouth was even more domi-
nant, at 84 percent of all housing unit exchanges.!’

The HSUE was able to look further into housing exchange and
market behavior. Of all units moved into in the previous five years in
Greater Cairo proper, 38 percent were rented under the New Rent Law,
18 percent were purchased on the market, another 3.5 percent were
purchased from the government, and 15 percent were said to have been
rented under the old law. The remainder were inherited, given as gifts,
or provided by employers as ‘in-kind privilege.” This means that only
56 percent of all units were exchanged in the last five years under free
market conditions, the others being transferred through government
bureaucracy or through personal relations and non-cash rewards. Of
the units exchanged through the free market, two thirds were under New
Rent Law contracts. Without any doubt this shows the emergence of mar-
ket rentals as the new dominant mode of occupancy in Greater Cairo
proper, the purchase of units on the market now representing only
one-third of the total of market exchanges. For peri-urban Cairo, the
situation is somewhat different. While New Law rents also dominated
market exchanges in the last five years, in these poorer and more ‘rural’
areas, well over half of all units (65 percent) were exchanged outside the
market, either through inheritance or as rent-free gifts, or were con-
structed by the owner-builder. This last category represented one-fifth
of all exchanges, which demonstrates that the informal, owner-builder
mode of housing construction is alive and doing very well, at least in
peri-urban areas.

New Law rentals are virtually all contractual arrangements between
individuals, with neither the corporate private sector nor government
playing any role at all. The growing recent shift toward rentals under the
New Rent Law may partly be explained by the inability of most families
to accumulate the large equity needed for housing unit purchase, espe-
cially in increasingly hard economic times, but it also points to the fact
that both landlords and tenants are acting rationally and that an efficient
market system for housing exchange is emerging. This shift is occurring
?Vith practcally no policy support from government and without any
Interest on the part of the corporate private sector.
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Registered Property Titles: Who Needs Them?

From 1897 through the 1920s, most rural lands in Egypt, including those
surrounding Cairo, were surveyed and mapped, and a cadastral registra-
tion system was set up. And in 1923 through 1940, cadastral mapping of
most of Cairo’s urban properties was carried out. In 1946 and 1964 two
laws were issued that set out the legislative framework for the current
property registration system in Egypt. The first, al-sigill al-shakbsi, or the
Deed Law (Law no. 114 of 1946), set up the notary deed system (based on
individual ownership), which covers most of Egypt. The second, a/-sigill
al-‘ayni, or the Title Law (Law no. 142 of 1964), allowed the registration
of property which was based on the property itself, although this system
has never seen its coverage extend beyond a few rural districts. It is the
Ministry of Justice that manages property registration through its shahr
al-‘aqari offices located throughout Egypt, and it is the Egyptian Survey
Authority that carries out property surveying and inspection and is sup-
posed to maintain cadastral mapping systems.

All properties (land and buildings) in Egypt are required to be reg-
istered under this legislative and institutional framework in order to be
considered legally owned. In fact, there are penalties on the books for
nonregistration, but these are never applied. The bureaucratic and cleri-
cal requirements of the property registration system are cumbersome
and complicated, if not labyrinthine, and small ikramiyyat, or bribes, at
the shabr al-‘aqari offices as well as at the Survey Authority are normal
events.”” In order for a property transaction to be registered, a clear chain
of title is required from the last time the property was entered into the
registry, usually when it had been part of a larger agricultural land parcel.
For all properties in informal areas of Cairo, and even for most formal
properties, establishing this chain, which usually goes back unregistered
for decades, is simply impossible. In 2005, a USAID project began, aimed
at improving property registration for mortgage purposes, and an early
finding was that the system of registry was hopelessly flawed. One report
summarized the situation as follows: “The current condition of Egypt’s
real property registration system can best be described as onerous and
complex for applicants, vastly underutilized, excessively bureaucratic and
complex, misunderstood and unpopular with the public, and incapable in
current form of promoting a real-estate mortgage finance market.””!

The result has been that very few owners bother adhering to the
property registration system, and over the decades the system has
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become less and less relevant. For example, a study by the ILD esti-
mated that of a total of some 4.5 million dwelling units in Cairo existing
in 1996, a full 57 percent were informal and unregistered and another
13 percent had once been registered but had devolved into informality
over time. Only 27 percent could be considered formal, and of these
only a fraction had been kept up-to-date in their registration.”? Even the
minister of justice admitted in 2005 that only 7 to 10 percent of proper-
ties in Egypt were registered.?’

How then are properties in Greater Cairo transferred and how is own-
ership documented? The answer is thata number of quasi-legal or informal
procedures have evolved that conveniently sidestep the official registration
system and allow for relatively straightforward, quick, and inexpensive
means to conclude a property transfer. These mainly use ‘ur#i contracts,
which are simple two-party sales contracts that should be witnessed by
two persons. For many, these simple paper contracts are sufficient, but
for more security it is possible to have these contracts endorsed in the
courts under the sibhat tawqi‘ (contract signature confirmation) or the
more stringent da‘wa sibha wa-nafadh (petition for execution of a con-
tract), either of which any lawyer can arrange for a small fee. Alternatively,
the seller of a property can issue a tawkil (power of attorney) to the buyer
giving him all ownership rights over the property, and then this tewkil
can be endorsed, just as in the sale of a car, at a shabr al-‘agari office. Such
systems of transfer are used not only by individual buyers and sellers, who
dominate Cairo’s housing markets, but also even by government agencies
and private companies that are selling new units.

Even though in the last few years tremendous efforts have been and
are continuing to be made to improve official property registration to
facilitate the expansion of new mortgage-based housing finance, never-
theless the informal, sidestepping means of property transfer remain very
much the norm. They are not perfect, and fraud is a remote possibility
(such as selling the same property more than once), but for most people
they are sufficient, since such systems minimize dealings with the govern-
ment, depend more on personal relations and guarantees, are much less
expensive, and are much more convenient.

Government Public Housing Programs?*

Government-provided housing in Cairo (and in Egypt) has a considerable
history, with the first project in Cairo constructed in 1952. A summary
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Figure 5.2. Older public housing blocks circa 1985 in Sixth of October. (Photograph
by Sonja Spruit.)

of this history is given in Chapter 3. In Greater Cairo the production of
government housing has been substantial, representing almost 50 percent
of all public housing units built in Egypt in the 1982-2005 period. Over
this period a total of 523,000 units were built in Greater Cairo, including
those erected in the associated new towns. However, the share of public
housing production relative to the total number of housing units pro-
duced over the same period remains small, at roughly 10 percent.
"Typical public housing in Egypt consists of four- to five- story walk-up
blocks, usually with between two and four units per floor. Housing blocks
are arranged in geometric patterns within the site. Different layouts and
architectural combinations have been tried throughout the years, but in
all cases an essential design feature is that all light and air for a unit comes
through windows and balconies in the building fagades. That is, there
are no internal light and ventilation shafts. While such a system allows
economies in the building design (fewer walls and less unusable space in a
building), it demands wide spaces between buildings, which require land-
scaping and maintenance, and which in turn require larger land-per-unit
ratios. The average land required per unit ranged from 39 to 115 square
meters, with a clustering around 70-75 square meters in the new towns
and, in general, lower averages for governorate housing. This results in
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Figure 5.3. Satellite image showing a mix of different public housing types built
between 1990 and 2000 in Sixth of October. (Image dated 2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe /
©2009 GOOGLE.)

rather low residential densities in most cases, lower than densities found
in formal areas of Cairo and very much lower than prevailing densities in
informal areas. Most observers would agree that government housing is,
in general, of good structural quality. Of course, there are embarrassing
cases of soil problems, bad foundations, or cheating contractors, but these
are exceptions.”*

Over the last twenty-five years there have been remarkably few
attempts by planners in Cairo to introduce housing designs that devi-
ate from the apartment block norm. As far as is known there have been
no core housing schemes, no attached duplex or townhouse units, no
purpose-built infill blocks, and, until very recently, no sites and services
projects.* However, in the 1980s the concept of hirafi (artisanat) housing
was introduced, notably in Madinat al-Salam and al-Duweiqa (both in
Cairo Governorate). Standard apartment blocks were built, but with the
ground floors devoted to workshops, whose owners and workers were to
live in the apartments above. This concept had only limited success and
has not been widely repeated.
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Figure 5.4. Demolished ground-floor shop in public housing in Sixth of October.
(Photograph by Sonja Spruit.)

A prominent characteristic of almost all government housing schemes
is their large scale. Housing projects are laid out on wide, leveled super-
blocks (parcels of land containing hundreds if not thousands of units).
Attempts are almost never made to insert smaller groupings of build-
ings upon small sites of state land that might exist within existing urban
fabrics. Also, shops are practically never built on the ground floors of
government-built housing, in spite of the fact that it is extremely com-
mon for ground-floor residents in mature public housing areas to convert
part or all of their units for commercial purposes.

Finishing of units in governorate housing is usually quite basic
(cement wall rendering, cement tiles, basic internal water and power
lines, simple wood doors and windows). Under the Mubarak Youth
Housing Program (1997 to 2003), finishing quality improved noticeably,
but then so did the comparable cost per unit. The same approach could
be said to apply to on-site services and landscaping in housing estates.
Some sidewalks and curbs, some paved parking, and street lighting have
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Figure 5.5. Example of Mubarak Youth Housing in Sixth of October, built 1997-2000.
(Photograph by Sonja Spruit.)

normally been provided. Under the Mubarak Youth Housing Program
and in some recent governorate examples, much greater effort is made to
landscape the estate areas.

The main problem with the quality of government housing is not in
the finished product but in the level of operations and maintenance that
follow. Civic responsibility and pride is rare, and operations and mainte-
nance are perceived to be the responsibility of the local authorities. The
overall functioning of utilities was considered good in a recent study of
public housing units in Greater Cairo, but the state of roads, landscap-
ing, and in particular cleanliness within and around buildings was judged
by residents to be fair to poor, especially in older governorate-supplied
units.*” In spite of a handful of attempts over the years to mobilize resi-
dents in government housing estates, collective and voluntary concern for
improving public spaces remains very much an exception to the norm.*

Until the launching of the National Housing Program in 2005, pub-
lic housing in Cairo was quite affordable, with the monthly installment
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payments being within the means of all but the lowest income families.
And no wonder, since units were all very heavily subsidized. For example,
in the Mubarak Youth Housing Program (1997-2005) it has been esti-
mated that the implied direct subsidy element represented 68 percent of
total direct costs (construction, infrastructure, and overheads), and that
this figure rises to 75 percent if indirect costs, mainly the associated land
values, are included.”

The subsidies associated with public housing, and the subsequent and
continuing drain on the state budget, not to mention the consumption
of precious state-owned land, might have been palatable if the units built
actually went to the poor and those in need. However, the system of tar-
geting and allocation to families has, to put it politely, been rather hit-
and-miss. Over decades the Egyptian government has relied on standard
applications to begin the housing unit distribution process. National-level
housing authorities and Greater Cairo’s governorates announce that there
is a housing program and accept filled-in istimarat (applications) from
citizens. These applications are usually very straightforward and require
payment of a nominal fee. Although, theoretically, new government hous-
ing is aimed at households with limited income, as far as is known there
have been no attempts to target beneficiaries based on income or wealth
thresholds, or to conduct means tests or social investigations. It is usually
required that an applicant be living in the governorate in question and
that he/she be married. Other criteria might apply, such as a statement
that the applicant has no residential property. In any event, once an appli-
cation has been screened and accepted, and the down payment deposited,
the applicant is put on a waiting list. Once new units are available, they
are distributed from the waiting list pool or, if demand exceeds supply,
by qur'a (a kind of lottery draw). Even if an applicant is lucky, he or she
will usually be assigned a unit many years after making the application,
when his or her personal housing situation might be completely differ-
ent. In all programs the allocation of units in a particular housing project
is random, with valid applicants assigned units through lists. This leaves
no way for a group of families to acquire units in the same building or
area, and thus they cannot hope to bring with them even a fraction of the
social networks and capital embodied in extended family or co-worker
relationships. In effect, the ‘application regime’ is a bureaucratic means
of rationing new subsidized units under a modicum of fairness, and there
is little or no link with housing need or social requirements.
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Figure 5.6. Largely vacant public housing in remote location of al-Shurug New Town,
2006. (Photograph by David Sims.)

The public housing system is perhaps at its weakest when it comes to
the issue of location. The reliance on vacant, cost-free public lands for
the construction of subsidized housing in Egypt has caused and continues
to cause serious distortions in attempts to match supply geographically
with demand. In and around Greater Cairo, forty years of land allo-
cations for public housing as well as for schools, health centers, youth
clubs, state enterprises, megaprestige projects, and the armed forces
has left precious little accessible state land, and as a result new housing
schemes may be located in awkward, remote, or otherwise undesirable
l?cations that are usually far from existing densely populated agglomera-
tions. As will be pointed out in Chapter 8, in Greater Cairo residential
location is of crucial importance, especially for the poorer segments of
urban populations at which subsidized housing programs are theoreti-
cally targeted. Distance creates a serious direct (and rising) transport
cost to all members of a family associated with living in remote housing
estates. It is no wonder that vacancies in these projects exceed 50 percent
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of all units recently built, as is discussed below. There is already a seri-
ous transport crisis faced by the vast majority of residents in Cairo’s new
towns who do not own cars.”” In these estates, government public trans-
port is practically nonexistent and the private microbus system cannot
provide convenient service, due to a lack of the necessary critical mass
of customers. And heavily subsidized fuel prices, which, until 2008, have
kept microbus fares affordable (at least for shorter distances) cannot be
expected to continue forever.

Experience has shown that government housing estates that are
remote and badly located (in terms of access from transport corridors and
of proximity to popular and dense urban areas) tend to remain largely
vacant and depressed for years, regardless of the success in distributing
units. However, as Cairo’s experiences in Madinat al-Salam and Madi-
nat al-Nahda and also Masakin al-Zilzal in Muqgattam show, reasonably-
located and large government housing estates will, over time, fill up and
mature, with both government and private-sector services eventually
migrating to or near the area. In these cases it has been a matter of: (1)
good location near a major urban corridor, and (2) an expanding critical
mass of population that generates its own dynamic, much as occurs in the
vast informal areas of Egyptian towns.

As we will discuss in Chapter 6, the new towns around Cairo have been
planned on gigantic scales, and the NUCA enforces high development
standards that lead to low urban densities. Furthermore, the mechanistic,
wholesale approach to land assignments has resulted in a scattering of
public housing estates throughout these vast spaces. Thus there is rarely
any ‘critical mass’ of habitation that would attract private transport and
services, and the distances between one part of a new town to another can
be daunting, to say the least. Perhaps, if these new towns had attracted
private investments in the manner and on the scale planned, they might
have developed contiguous densities for logical urban systems, but in all
new towns there are vast stalled property subdivisions that separate one
area from another and have created public housing estates that appear as
isolated islands.

The locational disadvantages of public housing in Greater Cairo,
especially the more recent projects and those still on the drawing board,
are much more serious than just a transportation problem. Families of
limited income must struggle to make ends meet, and it is extremely
common for the wage earner to also have a second casual job or a small
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business or both, and to have adult offspring working informally. The
main sources of such supplementary income are to be found in the huge
urban informal economy. If one lives in a remote government housing
project, especially in the new towns, informal job and business oppor-
tunities are almost nil. As many studies have shown, casual and informal
economic activities rely heavily on personal contacts and geographically
specific markets. For someone living in a new town or isolated governor-
ate housing estate, to access the informal economy will require such a
daily transport bill as to nullify the income gained.

Any link between public housing supply and actual beneficiary need
surviving from the ad hoc unit distribution system quickly disappears
once a unit is allocated. Although usually prohibited, the rental or resale
of public housing units by the beneficiary is extremely common, using
the ‘urfi contract system or through tawkilat (powers of attorney.) There
is a lively if underhand market in these units, with some buying up of

Figure 5.7. New remote National Housing Program housi i
Figur gram housing blocks, Sixth of October,
2009. (Photograph by Sanja Spruit.)
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apartments with a speculative eye for future resale. Units have been
known to exchange hands even before the original beneficiary acquires
his or her unit. In effect, public housing distribution has a roulette wheel
nature, representing a potential highly subsidized windfall to those who
eventually gain a unit, which can be either quickly or eventually realized
through secondary markets.

Current Government Housing Policies and

the National Housing Program

In 2005 the government announced a new National Housing Program
(NHP), which aimed at building and distributing 500,000 affordable
housing units over six years, to be located in the new towns and governor-
ates and administered by MHUUD. Almost half of the units were to be
constructed in Greater Cairo, almost exclusively in the new towns. As of
mid-2009, most of the 500,000 units have been budgeted, and construc-
tion has at least commenced, and this is considered a great success by
those in the MHUUD. All units under the NHP are either 63-square-
meter standard two-bedroom units or 35-40-square-meter a/-ri‘aya al-ula
(basic care) units for the very poor through rentals.

First, it must be emphasized that the NHP follows the previous supply-
side approach to housing. It does not attempt to operate on the demand
side, nor does it attempt to influence the wider urban housing market in
Greater Cairo. But as a supply-side housing construction program, the
NHP represents a departure from previous programs in a number of ways.
It stipulates an upfront cash subsidy from the state budget (originally set at
LE15,000 per unit, but now said to have been raised to LE20,000), rather
than the more confusing interest-rate subsidies on soft loans for housing.
For unit purchases, recourse is being made to mortgage finance under
new laws and institutions set up since 2001. Beneficiaries seeking housing
units are able to choose among different amounts of down payment and
among repayment schedules, one of which includes an annual escalator
clause of 7.5 percent on monthly installments. There is an explicit policy
to include the private sector in the finance and construction of units, and
around Cairo at least five companies have been allocated land to build and
market units. Of these, the Orascom Hotels and Tourism Company is
building the largest project, called Madinat al-Haram in Sixth of October.
For the first time in decades, rental housing is included in the mix of
units produced. Finally, a fundamental departure from previous public

162 Housing Real and Speculative

housing schemes is the introduction of the ibni baytak (Build Your Own
House) program, a kind of sites and services approach that offers 150
square meters of serviced land upon which a unit of 63 square meters net
can be built, with future vertical extensions allowed. This program, in
which the beneficiary must build a standard unit within a year, with cash
subsidies linked to progress in construction, has met with tremendous
demand. Some 100,000 of the 500,000 units of the NHP are said to be
under the ibni baytak program.

Another difference between the NHP and previous programs, and one
thatis much less popular, is that the units produced for sale to beneficiaries
are not cheap. First of all, costs of construction have soared in the last few
years, and the standard NHP unit, which had been assigned a nominal
cost of LE60,000 to build, now is pegged at LE90,000 and even this is
quite unrealistic. And it does not include the full cost of associated land or
infrastructure. Furthermore, the requirement that finance for purchase
be through the mortgage system, with interest rates ranging from 10.5 to
14 percent per year, means that monthly installment payments are quite
high. Effective monthly installment payments for a unit are rarely below
LE600 per month, even without escalator clauses. Given that the median

- Figure 5.8. Example of ibni baytak self-built housing, Sixth of October, 2009.

(Photograph by Sonja Spruit.)
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family income in Greater Cairo is around LE1,000 per month, only about
one-quarter of families are rich enough to meet these payments (on the
assumption that 25 percent of income can go toward housing.) It is no
wonder that in many NHP projects there is insufficient demand.

Another weakness of the NHP is that projects must be located on
state land, which in Greater Cairo means the new towns and other
remote desert locations. As has been described above, a fundamental
problem with all subsidized government housing is the total reliance
on state land and the resulting remote and isolated locations far from
existing urban agglomerations. In this the NHP has not at all devi-
ated from the flawed approach of past programs. In fact, it is inevitable
that the problem will become worse. Although the NHP claims to have
sufficient land available for its five-year production targets, such mas-
sive amounts of land can only be found in the furthest and most remote
expansion areas of new towns. The transportation problems facing
beneficiaries, and in addition the difficulties of economic survival and
making ends meet, means that attracting the low-income families for
which the NHP program was intended is far from assured, even assum-
ing such families could afford the payments.

The targeted production levels of the NHP, at 85,000 units per year,
may represent as much as one-fifth of national urban housing produc-
tion. But there are no government efforts in the housing sector beside
the NHP. There are no government policies that aim at improving how
overall housing markets function, at reducing the high level of vacancies,
at stimulating the private/informal sector to produce more aftfordable
housing units, or at helping homeowners improve their housing. The
new Unified Building Code does not reduce building and subdivision
standards to make new housing more suitable and affordable, and in fact
extends the building permit regime to every corner of Egypt, including
rural areas. No efforts are being made to stimulate the completion and
marketing of vacant units, of making the New Rent Law regime more
user-friendly, or even in targeting the very poor and vulnerable through
extending subsidies beyond the NHP into the larger market.*! The Min-
istry of Investment is heavily promoting the new mortgage system for
private developers, but if the mortgage-financed NHP units themselves
are already unaffordable for the masses although subsidized, those of the
corporate private sector will be totally beyond the reach of all but those
who have very high incomes.
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Housing Vacancies, Speculation, and

Modern Real-estate Markets

Practically all observers of the housing scene in Cairo bemoan the high
rates of housing vacancies. While there have been no surveys that allow
an accurate counting of vacant and unoccupied units, an approximation
can be made by comparing the number of households from the Census
of Population to the number of housing units enumerated in the Cen-
sus of Buildings. Using this rough measure, it can be estimated that in
2006 a huge 25 to 30 percent of units were presumably vacant.”> Vacan-
cies according to this measure were found to be high in all geographic
areas of Greater Cairo, even in informal areas, but by far the highest
were recorded in the new towns. Can it be that in Cairo, a crowded
place that many would say has a housing crisis, almost one-third of the
housing stock lies unused? Certainly anecdotal evidence and cursory
observation show that vacancies are common in Cairo, but as always
in Egypt, it is prudent to uncover just how statistics are derived. The

:_ngui’e 5.9. New National Housing Program public housing block under construction,
Sixth of October, 2009. (Photograph by Sonja Spruit.)
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figures on population and households can be considered reasonably accu-
rate, but just what is a ‘housing unit’ according to the census? The cen-
sus definition itself is vague, but based on informal queries at CAPMAS
it becomes clear that enumerators in the Census of Buildings usually
overestimate the number of units. First, whole unfinished buildings are
included and their units are included in the counts, as long as outer walls
are in place. In existing buildings, enumerators either take as fact what
the building owner or bawwab says about the number of units, or, if they
enter a building, they consider as a unit any door that leads off a stair-
well or public corridor or roof. Given that in Cairo (and especially in the
informal city) units are added to a building progressively, it is inevitable
that half-finished units and even pure air (as long as there is a door) are
included in the totals.

These over-optimistic ways in which housing units are counted means
that global rates of housing unit vacancy derived from the census are much
higher than in reality. Still, there is no question that Greater Cairo con-
tains a huge number of unoccupied finished units, and there are a number
of reasons for this. First, many rent-controlled units (which represent
over one-third of all units in Greater Cairo proper) are unoccupied, the
lifelong tenants having moved elsewhere. But they are under no pressure
to relinquish the units, due to the absurdly low rents. Secondly, it is very
common for a father, in anticipation of his son’s marriage, to build or
acquire a unit years and years before the event and simply leave it empty.
Given serious inflation in building materials and the fact that there is
little or no cost in holding owned units vacant, such a practice is a very
rational one. For example, the HSUE gathered information about unoc-
cupied units in buildings where sampled families lived, and in Greater
Cairo proper it was found that the reason for an owner leaving a unit
vacant was, in 69 percent of cases, “left for children when they marry.”
Why such owners do not rent these units out under short term contracts
until the offspring’s marriage is puzzling, and the best answer is that many
landlords still do not trust the New Rent Law system and fear they will
not be able to get the tenant out at the end of the contract period.

It is revealing that the HSUE reported that in another 16 percent
of cases the reason for unoccupancy in Greater Cairo proper was “left
as a long-term investment.” This factor hints at what may be the real
reason for the phenomenon of so many unoccupied units in Cairo,
especially those in the new towns and in newer private-sector housing
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schemes. For decades, real estate and land have been the most popular
forms of family investment. Property, especially land, is perceived in
Egypt as always gaining in value, a better investment than banks, or the
stock market, or investment in businesses, and the best hedge against
inflation. Also, the holding of land and property for speculation does
not incur any significant cost. Land taxes do not exist,”® and Egypt’s

property tax regime is sparsely applied, poorly collected, and usually

requires only tiny annual payments. Also, there are no municipal service
taxes imposed on property. The result is that an owner incurs no cost
for holding such ‘dead’ property. It is very common-to find massive
amounts of empty land in subdivisions, buildings half finished, empty
private apartments, and vacant public housing units. This phenomenon
is extremely common in the new towns and also in other desert subdivi-
sions. The losses in economic terms are staggering, even if the financial
return to the owner, at the time of resale, may be very positive.

Who speculates in housing? The answer is practically everyone who
can. The logic goes, if one has some accumulated cash, it is best to putitin
land and bricks and mortar. Many of those owners who keep units vacant
for their sons also have an eye on the property as an investment, which
might be sold in the future for a handsome profit. The phenomenon of
speculative property investment is even common in Cairo’s informal city
and its peri-urban frontier, but its most glaring manifestations are found
in the modern corporate housing sector, especially in the new towns. It
goes a long way toward explaining the extremely high vacancy rates in
these schemes and the huge disconnect between the real, utilitarian hous-
ing where Cairo’s inhabitants actually live, and the modern corporate sec-
tor, which as we saw at the beginning of this chapter is so visible in the
media and is the darling of the business elites. This sector’s offerings are
mostly unaffordable to all but the rich and those worki ng in the Gulf, and
their schemes are now scattered across most of Cairo’s desert hinterland.

E '.Tl'us state of affairs is highlighted in the next chapter, where desert Cairo
b 1 presented as the chimera that epitomizes the modernist dream, and
i conveniently allows the state to ignore reality.

kIt should be clear that housing in Greater Cairo, as produced in the

y last forty to fifty years, has been remarkably affordable and of a good if
fl‘lodcst standard, oz average. The modes of this production have been
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almost totally through individual, family, and informal developers.
The corporate sector has been practically nonexistent, and even gov-
ernment—pronouncements and huge subsidies notwithstanding—has
played a only minor role in housing provision. The same can be said for
housing exchange and housing markets, where again it is the individual
and personal relations that dominate. Government control and taxing of
housing and its markets has been only marginal. Even in the registration
of residential properties and in systems of tenure security, government
plays only a modest role. Nonetheless the perceived security of families
in their homes is very high.

The explanation for this state of affairs is intimately linked to the
dynamics of the informal city—and to the largely autonomous or organic
(and extralegal) forms of urban land and housing development as already
described in Chapters 3 and 4. It is as if the housing sector in Greater
Cairo has developed without government, even in spite of it. How would
Cairo’s millions upon millions be housed if government plans and schemes
had actually been followed and if the proscription of informal develop-
ment had actually worked?

This is not to say that the housing picture is all rosy by any means.
Finding an affordable housing unit is the main problem for Cairo’s newly
forming families and those wishing to marry, and many existing units,
especially in informal areas, are small, crowded, and lacking in sufficient
ventilation and light. Furthermore, many of the vulnerable, marginal,
and destitute still live in deplorable circumstances. And the huge number
of vacant units throughout many parts of Cairo, and especially in the
new towns, represents an outright economic waste. Thus the ‘good news’
of this chapter is not at all an excuse for complacency when it comes to
housing in the metropolis.
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The Desert City Today

hese days a visitor to Cairo could be excused for thinking that
the surrounding desert was practically the only property game in
town. Billboards and advertisements announce in glowing terms
the schemes of private developers promising a quality of life in the desert
that is the antithesis of the crowded, polluted, and noisy life found inside
Cairo. There are big players, such as the Talaat Mostafa Group, with
large developments such as al-Rehab City and now, Madinaty, “a world
city in the land of Egypt,” and Sodic, with its Beverly Hills compound and
now, East Gate and West Gate; but there are many more smaller com-
panies that offer luxury and serenity in gated communities and exclusive
compounds. Also promoted are modern private hospitals, private inter-
national schools, and private universities. In addition there are the malls
and shopping centers, the exclusive golf courses, the business parks, five-
star hotels, amusement parks, car showrooms, and practically any kind
of real-estate venture that could be found outside the average American
city. There are also large subsidized government housing schemes under-
way, such as #bni baytak and Orascom’s Haram City in Sixth of October.
And many of the consumer goods found on supermarket shelves will have
been manufactured in one of Cairo’s new towns. The phenomenon of
desert development around Cairo has provoked some political analysts to
talk about “a new hybrid globalized Americano-Mediterranean lifestyle,”
“:’hich is “completely in tune with the parameters of economic liberaliza-
tion and IMF-driven structural adjustment.”!
Cairo’s desert is the talk of large portions of Cairo’s middle and upper
classes: about someone who is thrilled with their new villa in a compound,
or about someone else who is desperately trying to meet payments on
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land purchased in one of the new towns, or even about the tidy sum
someone’s maid has gained by selling the government flat she was lucky
to acquire in al-‘Ubur through the lottery system. Certainly, a perusal of
the property section of the Friday edition of al~Abhram newspaper, or the
free marketing paper al-Waseet gives the impression that real estate in the
new towns and deserts around Cairo is by far the main preoccupation of
Egypt’s real-estate companies and individual buyers and sellers.

The image of the new towns, offering fresh promise and escape from
that old, crowded Cairo and all its faults, is firmly established as part of
Egypt’s popular culture. As far back as 1984, a popular film called Ayoub,
starring Omar Sharif was released.? It tells the story of an Egyptian expa-
triate businessman who returned to his homeland and, in an attempt to
amass his fortune, strikes increasingly shady deals and rubs shoulders with
the city’s corrupt and influential business elite. Much of the plot turns on
Ayoub’s growing disgust at the wickedness that surrounds him, and he writes
a kind of memoir (which gets him killed at the end of the film). His one
ray of hope is his daughter, played by Athar al-Hakim, a bubbly university
student who is engaged to a clean-cut and of course handsome youth. In a
scene toward the end of the film, the young couple come up to Ayoub as
he is sitting in the gardens of his sporting club and contemplating his past
iniquities, and announce with gushing optimism that they have just found
the perfect flat in Sixth of October, that they can now get married and, as is
obvious to the audience, live happily ever after. This event, and the image
of a clean, modern future in a new town far from the evils of Cairo, has
been an oft-repeated theme of films, TV serials, and advertising.

For these reasons a closer look at desert Cairo is in order, not because
any significant portion of Greater Cairo’s population actually lives there,
but because there is such a preoccupation with expansion into the desert
as intrinsic to modern Cairo’s future. In what follows we first look at the
eight new towns around Cairo and their record of success to date, then
examine the reasons for their continued slow take-up, then look at the
host of other schemes that are spreading into yet more of Cairo’ desert,
and finally investigate what all of this means both for Greater Cairo and
for the Egyptian economy.

The New Towns around Cairo
There are presently eight new towns that can be considered part of
Greater Cairo: Sixth of October, Tenth of Ramadan, Fifteenth of May,
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al-‘Ubur, al-Shuruq, Sheikh Zayed, New Cairo, and al-Badr.} These
cities are part of Egypt’s New Towns Program, which started in 1977,
was codified under Law no. 59 of 1979, and is being implemented by
the New Urban Communities Authority (NUCA) of the Ministry of
Housing, Utilities, and Urban Development. Although the program is
nationwide in scope and currently boasts some twenty new towns estab-
lished throughout Egypt—and dozens more on the drawing boards—it is
the eight new towns around Cairo that have captured most government
investments and private capital and have attracted the most inhabitants.
In 2006 the census recorded a combined population in these eight cities
of 610,000 persons, and while this was less than four percent of the popu-
lation of Greater Cairo at the time,* it represented over 80 percent of the
population of all of Egypt’s new towns. The other new towns have hardly
developed atall, and it is only a slight exaggeration to say that Cairo’s new
towns are the national new cities program.

The eight new towns around Cairo and their main features are listed
in Table 6.1, and their locations are shown on Map 6.1. Although popula-
tion growth has been very disappointing compared to planned targets,
these new towns have absorbed huge public investments over more than
thirty years, and these investments are continuing and even increasing.’
Infrastructure services—roads, sewers, water, street lighting, public
spaces, landscaping, and treatment plants—accounted for most of these
investments. Schools, housing, and other public buildings accounted for
a smaller share, along with expensive access roads and utilities trunk lines
needed to supply the new towns.

The physical layouts of all the new towns are quite similar. Both
the original plans and extension areas are all conceived on a gigantic
scale over empty and mostly flat desert tracts of state land, with stag-
gering distances between the different elements and neighborhoods.
Residential areas are designed at maturity in such a way as not to
exceed very modest densities of fifty to seventy persons per hectare,
and all such areas have as much as 60 percent of the land devoted to
open space, green areas, playgrounds, and wide streets and boulevards.
Generous land reserves for public services and green buffer zones are
also designed into planning schemes. In the public housing estates,
wide areas intended for parking and green spaces separate individual
buildings. Residential street and block layouts conform to the western
pPlanner’s standard street hierarchies, with main arteries buffered by
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Table 6.1: New towns around Greater Cairo

open spaces, restricted access points into neighborhoods to discourage
through traffic, and traffic circulation within neighborhoods limited to
a confusing set of local street loops and bends.5 Also in conformance
to western planning norms, land uses are strictly segregated. In almost
all neighborhoods commercial activities are limited to designated
shopping nodes located, along with local services, into areas centered
within the neighborhood block. Central commercial areas or spines
exist within each new town, and it is in these zones that all larger office
and retail establishments, as well as government offices, are intended
to locate. And all industry and warehousing are restricted to desig-
nated zones far from residential quarters. While such planning norms
may represent an ideal in western cities, they are questionable for an
Egyptian urban culture that excels at diversity and compactness, and
they are especially questionable in Cairo’s new towns, where a harsh
desert climate prevails and where all greenery will require copious
irrigation forever.’

Industrial areas have been created in four of the eight new towns, and
in three of these, Sixth of October; Tenth of Ramadan, and al-‘Ubur,
investments in factories and warehousing have been very significant.
This is understandable, since cheap land and ten-year tax holidays have
been provided to attract the burgeoning local capitalist sector, and the
permit regime for foreign investors has meant that they have had no
choice but to locate in the new towns.® The results have been dramatic,
and by now the new towns around Cairo boast over 1,500 factories with
a labor force said to exceed 200,000.” The main problem with these
industrial areas from a planning point of view was that the labor force,
which was intended to reside in the new towns, never materialized to
any significant extent, in spite of considerable incentives. Today, vast
fleets of buses and minibuses transport workers daily to these indus-
trial zones from sha‘bi neighborhoods of Cairo proper or from Shar-
qiya and Ismailiya. Also, due to structural problems within Egypt’s
industrial sector, even in successful industrial areas in the new towns, a
large number of factories are closed, idle, or operating at a fraction of
their capacities.

The location and boundaries of the eight new towns around Cairo
are shown in Map 6.1. As can be seen, two of the towns are in the
western desert, five are in the eastern desert, and one is attached to
the southern suburb of Helwan. The boundaries shown derive from
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Map 6.1. Greater Cairo: new town boundaries in 2009,

information available in 2009, but it must be noted that the new town
boundaries are not rigidly fixed. In many cases they have been redrawn
from time to time to encompass additional virgin, government-owned
desert land. In New Cairo and Sixth of October, this phenomenon of
additional land incorporation has been very significant. For example, the
area lying inside the boundaries of Sixth of October has been increased
by a factor of at least seven over its original surface area, and this land
accretion is symptomatic of the underlying rationale (or malaise if you
will) of these new towns, as will become clear in this chapter. It would
not be at all surprising if the 2009 boundaries are pushed further out-
ward in the future, at least for the new towns that still have vacant desert
land to incorporate.

The following paragraphs briefly describe each of the eight new towns
around Cairo, with an emphasis on Sixth of October and New Cairo,
since these are by far the largest, they can be considered the eastern and
western anchors of desert development around Cairo, and they have had
and continue to receive the greatest attention both from government and
the private sector.

Sixth of October New Town
Sixth of October Town was launched in 1981,'" was planned to have an
ultimate population of 500,000, and was the first new town to be designed
totally by Egyptian consulting firms. Like other first-generation new
towns in Egypt, its original concept was for an industrial city with resi-
dential areas dedicated mainly for factory workers. The designs called
for a large industrial zone to the west, a mix of public housing and indi-
vidual housing subdivisions to the east, and a central commercial and
office spine to interconnect the city. Sixth of October was located about
thirty-five kilometers west of central Cairo on a large and flat desert
site. Construction began in the early 1980s, but build-out and popula-
tion growth have been disappointing, even though hundreds of facto-
ries quickly located in the town and there are now said to be between
40,_000 and 60,000 jobs associated with these industries. In the early
1990s Sixth of October underwent fundamental changes. Boundaries of
the new town were greatly expanded into the surrounding desert, and
large chunks of land began to be allocated ‘wholesale’ to private-sector
developers as well as many more individual building plots, land being
sold at prices, which, although not near market rates, at least recovered
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Figure 6.1. Part of industrial zone of Sixth of October, started in 1983. (Image dated
2006, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

a portion of the associated infrastructure costs. Attempts were made to
attract flagship investments and signature brands, such as amusement
parks, private universities, and a Media Production City."" By 1996,
fifteen years after its launch, the population of Sixth of October had
reached 35,000 and by 2006 the census registered 157,000 inhabitants,
making Sixth of October the largest of all the new towns in popula-
tion terms."? Even more substantial was the increase in housing units.
According to the census, some 53,000 dwelling units in Sixth of October
were recorded in 1996, and this jumped to 142,000 in 2006. However,
as shown in Table 6.1, the occupancy of these units remained extremely
low, with some 63 percent of units closed or vacant."”
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Figure 6.2. Panorama of part of Sixth of October, 2009. (Photograph by David Sims.)

New Cairo New Town

New Cairo New Town is located just east of the Ring Road on a huge
desert plateau. It was originally the site of three mugamma‘at ‘umraniya
gadida (new settlements) that were launched in the 1980s as dormitory
suburbs, each of which was designed eventually to house 200,000 inhab-
itants, mainly in public housing blocks. These three settlements were
amalgamated into the design for New Cairo, which was officially declared
a single new town in 1989. Its boundaries, even then, encompassed an
enormous area of 13,000 hectares, and included the Mubarak Police City
and Egypt’s first golf course compound, called Qattamiya Heights. The
urban design called for a huge east-west central commercial spine, some
ten kilometers in length, and a large number of residential superblocks,
each with central services and extremely ample open spaces and green
areas. Notable was the exclusion from New Cairo of any industrial area.
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Figure 6.3. Central spine of New Cairo in relatively built-up area, 2009. (Photograph
by David Sims.)

Once New Cairo was established, there was a cascade of land alloca-
tions for three distinct kinds of developments—public housing estates,
private developer compounds, and individual plot subdivisions, a mix
similar to that found in Sixth of October and the other new towns
around Cairo. New Cairo boasted a number of advantages, including
excellent access via the Ring Road to the existing upmarket residential
areas of Heliopolis/Nuzha, Maadi, and Nasr City, as well as to Cairo
Airport. In fact, New Cairo was quickly perceived as a very sought-after
desert community, helped by the upscale image of Qattamiya Heights
and, soon thereafter, al-Rehab City. This image was further enhanced
by the establishment of a number of expensive private schools in New
Cairo, as well as the purchase in the late 1990s of some 104 hectares by
the American University in Cairo (AUC) as the site for its new campus.
This new campus cost some $400 million, of which $97 million was a
grant from USAID."

However, as with the other new towns, development in New Cairo
has been scattered over the city’s huge landscape, and contains many
empty desert tracts sprinkled with isolated projects. For example, up
until mid-2009, the AUC campus, which began operation in 2008, had

178 The Desert City Today

Boundaries 2008
(470 sq km)

0

10 Km

Map 6.2. Sixth of October boundary expansion.

an end-of-the-world feel. Students, faculty, and visitors alike had to
traverse almost ten kilometers of mostly empty desert and nascent or
stalled real-estate schemes, and it is sobering to think that the AUC
site is itself actually in the geographic center of New Cairo as it is
now defined.

By 2006 the population was recorded by the census at 119,000 inhab-
itants, but the number of housing units was 108,000, showing that, like
Sixth of October, housing vacancies were very high, with over 64 percent
of all units vacant or closed (Table 6.1)." And the official boundaries
of New Cairo have been pushed ever further eastward into the desert.
The huge Talaat Mostafa Group’s Madinaty scheme, located off the Suez
Road, some forty-four kilometers from the center of Cairo, needed to
be grafted onto New Cairo, as were recent land allocations to the Helio-
polis and Nasr City housing companies and to Arab Contractors for its
planned Future City. The result is that today, New Cairo’s boundaries
encompass an area of 264 square kilometers, which for comparison is
more than half of the surface area of all existing built-up Greater Cairo
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Map 6.3. Greater Cairo’s western desert in 2009,

(which contains a current population of over sixteen million persons).
By 2009, only sixty-eight square kilometers of New Cairo—at its eastern
extreme—remained to be allocated, and plans for developing these areas
are already well advanced.'®

Sheikh Zayed New Town

Sheikh Zayed New Town is the only new town beside Sixth of October
located in Cairo’s western desert, and can be considered functionally
as part of its larger neighbor. It was launched in 1989 on an area of
thirty-eight square kilometers directly northeast of Sixth of October,
and the 2020 population is targeted at 500,000 inhabitants. The site
for Sheikh Zayed was originally earmarked in the early 1980s for New
Settlements 6 and 7, and the area was also studied in 1984-85 to be the
western location for the ill-fated Extension of Municipal Services Proj-
ect."” In the end, the land of Sheikh Zayed was carved up into the three
types of superblocks that are classic for the new towns—private developer
compounds, public housing estates, and individual subdivisions. In 2006
the population was only 29,000 inhabitants, or less than 6 percent of its
design target. Sheikh Zayed is a purely residential city, with no industrial
area and only a smattering of schools and services, the most prominent of
which is the relocated British International School in Cairo. Take-up has
been slow, but perhaps better than in other new towns around Cairo, and
it boasts some of the more prestigious private compounds such as Beverly

Hills, Mena City, El Nada, al-Rabwa, and so on.

Tenth of Ramadan New Town

Tenth of Ramadan New Town was established in 1977 and was the
first new town in Egypt. It was the prototype for the first generation of
totally independent industrial new towns, and this factor influenced its
location exactly halfway to the Suez Canal town of Ismailiya. Although
it quickly attracted manufacturing enterprises, its population growth has
remained anemic. It was originally designed for a population of 500,000,
and this target has since been upped to one million inhabitants, but by
2006 the census registered only 124,000 inhabitants, a decidedly feeble
population for almost thirty years of development. It should be pointed
out that the inclusion of Tenth of Ramadan as part of Greater Cairo,
as is common in studies by GOPP and others, could be questioned. At
seventy kilometers northeast of the center of Cairo, the city is so far
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Figure 6.4. Panorama of mature part of Sheikh Zayed, 2009. (Photograph by David Sims.)

away that its economic and social links to the metropolis are few, and
in fact it was designed to be functionally independent. It is closer to the
huge eastern Delta governorate of Sharqiya than to Cairo, and many of
the workers in its numerous factories are bused in either from Bilbis or
from Ismailiya. In fact, Tenth of Ramadan is nominally part of Shargiya
Governorate. Thus, for many observers, Tenth of Ramadan can hardly
be considered part of Greater Cairo.

Fifteenth of May New Town

Fifteenth of May New Town was established quite early in 1980 on a
limestone plateau directly east of the southern suburb of Helwan. It is
unique among Cairo’s new towns in that it abuts a well-established urban
agglomeration, near to existing services, transport, and employment
opportunities. Also, it is the only new town around Cairo whose develop-
ment is mainly restricted to subsidized public housing blocks. For these
two reasons Fifteenth of May enjoyed relatively rapid population growth
and take-up of the subsidized units in public housing blocks. By 1996
the town already had 65,500 inhabitants, making it at the time by far the
largest of Cairo’s towns in population terms. In the late 1990s a second
phase was launched, which extended the public housing blocks eastward
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and also included individual subdivisions to the north of the site. By 2006
the census registered a population of 90,000 persons and 36,000 hous-
ing units in Fifteenth of May. which by then extended over some sixteen
square kilometers. At ‘only’ 35 percent, the city had by far the lowest unit
vacancy rate of any of Cairo’s new towns. However, the individual subdivi-
sion areas to the north remain a patchy affair of empty lots, stalled private
construction, and only a few finished and inhabited buildings. In spite of
this, more such superblocks are currently being planned for the ci ty.

Al-‘Ubur New Town

Al-“Ubur New Town, located some twenty-nine kilometers northeast of
central Cairo, off the Ismailiya Desert Road, was intended to be one of the
first of Cairo’s new towns, and preliminary designs were being developed by
GOPP as early as 1981 with support from GTZ."* However, none of these
proposals was ever adopted, and as a result the town was desi gned mainly
as a mix of public housing and high-standard individual subdivisions, with
only one major private developer compound, which includes an amuse-
ment park, villas, and a large golf course. There was also an industrial and
warehousing area on the southern part of the city. The boundaries of the
new town had to be rearranged many times due to land-claim conflicts
with both the military factories in the Abu Za‘bal desert and the Ahmad
‘Urabi Agricultural Land Reclamation Cooperative. In effect, implemen-
tation of the new town and construction of the first public hbusing neigh-
borhoods only began in the late 1980s, and by 2006 the census recorded
a population of al-‘Ubur of 44,000 persons. This take-up is particularly
disappointing in view of the town’s excellent location, at least compared
to other new towns, along the Ismailiya corridor, next to the existing large
public housing estates of al-Salam and al-Nahda and also the al-Ubur
wholesale produce market (established with French assistance in 1988). In
contrast to the feeble population growth, the industry and warehousing
zone quickly filled up, mainly due to the good location and transport links
within Greater Cairo. Such success led MHUUD to expand the city to the
north to include another industrial area along the Bilbis desert road. Today
al-“Ubur encompasses an area of fifty-four square kilometers, extending
over thirteen kilometers in a north-south direction. The areas devoted
to individual subdivisions are particularly large, representing twenty-five

Square kilometers or almost half the town’ total area. These subdivision
Superblocks have stubbornly refused to mature or even take off. Virtually
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no one lives in most of these areas, which are characterized by the depress-
- ingly repetitive landscape of empty lots, bits of desert strewn with rubble, \
stalled individual structures, and a few buildings that appear finished on
the outside but are uninhabited. The fact that there is only one significant
private-developer compound in al-‘Ubur (whose villa compound project
itself seems largely stalled) is presumably because the town was never per-
ceived as attractive for high-end residential development, being too close
to the large sha‘bi areas of al-Salam and al-Nahda.

ailiya

)

Al-Shurug New Town

To Suez

E g Al-Shuruq New Town is located on a huge, flat, rectangular desert site
= @ over forty kilometers east of the center of Cairo. It covers forty-two square
5 kilometers and lies between both the Ismailiya and Suez desert roads. The
s 4 new town was only conceived in 1993 and caught many by surprise, as it
E N had not been part of any Greater Cairo master schemes and seemed at
[ ‘s 53 z_g first to be an unnecessary addition to Cairo’s eastern desert, already boast-
;_ Eg ‘gg ing four new towns either established or on the drawing boards. In fact, )
& g 53 its establishment was opposed, unsuccessfully, by many within GOPP as '
<

unwelcome competition to these other new towns. Yet the land within

al-Shuruq was quickly allocated for the classic triple mix of public housing

estates, private developer compounds, and high-standard individual sub-

divisions. None of the land was earmarked for industry or other economic |
activities, other than a few educational institutes and social clubs. The I
separate residential superblocks seem to have been randomly developed,

and al-Shuruq today exhibits the all-too-familiar patchy development

thrown over a huge landscape. The population, as recorded in the 2006 |
Census, was only 21,000 inhabitants, although all residential land in the
town has been sold or allocated. With 28,000 housing units recorded in |
2006, al-Shuruq had the highest unit vacancy rate of any new town around |
Cairo, at an astounding 79 percent. More than any other new town, al- |
Shuruq represents a very remote and purely residential commuter devel- !
opment, access to which depends exclusively on the private car.
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Map 6.4. Greater Cairo's eastern desert in 2009.

Al-Badr New Town

Al-Badr New Town, which is the second most distant new town from
Cairo, at some fifty-three kilometers from the center off the Suez Road,
remains practically undeveloped although it was one of the first genera-
tion of industrial new towns, appearing in the 1982 Greater Cairo Master

B Zabara’ al-Maadi
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Figure 6.5. Extremely slow and
s patchy development of individual
subdivision area of al-'Ubur New
Town. (Image dated 2006, ©2010
DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

Plan. By 2006 the census enumerated only 17,000 inhabitants, although
the boundaries encompass a huge area of some fifty-two square kilome-
ters. The government has built at least 16,000 subsidized housing units
(giving a ratio of one resident per completed government housing unit in
this city!)."” Even al-Badr’s industrial areas have attracted only a few fac-
tories, although for decades it has been the target of schemes to relocate
noxious industries out of the central parts of the metropolis.”® The new
town has also been a favorite location to which to resettle families from
slum clearance schemes, but most of these ‘beneficiaries’ have avoided it
like the plague. Although heralded on a sign along the Suez Road as being
“on the natural path of Greater Cairo’s expansion,” the town’s stunted
development to date could be summed up neatly as ‘a city too far.”
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Reasons for the Depressingly Slow Population

Growth of the New Towns

Given the tremendous scale of both public and private investments
in Cairo’s new towns, their strategic locations on the desert fringes of
Greater Cairo, and their huge land banks, which incur no land acquisition
costs, why have the new towns around Cairo stubbornly refused to take
off? Why have they not begun to absorb even a fraction of the planned
target of at least twelve million inhabitants, as currently envisioned by
GOPP? The answer is multifold.

First, in terms of attracting inhabitants, it is clear that these towns do
not offer the kinds of housing, choice, and livelihoods that would entice
even a small portion of the bulk of Cairene families, especially those who
continue to crowd into the city’s huge informal areas. The new towns
around Cairo have been a main target of the government’s various subsi-
dized public housing programs, all of which are aimed at those of ‘limited
income.’ NUCA alone has built 210,000 units from 1982 to 2005 in Cairo’s
new towns, representing over 80 percent of its total national production.
Similarly, most subsidized housing projects under both the Cooperative
Housing Authority and the Housing Development Bank, which together
produced over 350,000 units nationwide in the 1982-2005 period, have
been located in Cairo’s new towns. And under the current National Hous-
ing Program, which aims to build 500,000 units all over Egypt by 2011,
at least 40 percent are being located in Cairo’s new towns.?! Yet, as shown
in Chapter 5, these programs rely on arbitrary methods of distribution
of units, rarely relate to the needs of target families, attract considerable

speculative intent, and result in housing units that are very poorly located

and are only conveniently accessible by private cars. Seen this way, it is
no surprise that vacancies in newer public housing units in Cairo’s desert
new towns commonly exceed 50 percent.”

Another factor that discourages the majority of Egyptians from mov-
ing to the new towns are the high standards and restricted uses imposed
by NUCA authorities on private housing developers. Regulations limit-
ing the density of population are extremely strict, and this, combined with
the large unit sizes, forces the development of residential units that are
very expensive and difficult to market. As a result, virtually all privately
built housing units available on the market are completely unaffordable
to the large majority of Cairo’s households, even if finance were to be
available—which, for most, it is not. Modest subsidized public housing
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Figure 6.6, Satellite image of entire area of al-Shurug New Town, showing patchy
and discontinuous development. (Image dated 2006, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009
GOOGLE.)

units are commonly if extralegally resold in the new towns, but even these
smaller units fetch prices that exclude the vast majority of Cairene fami-
lies. Furthermore, in the new towns it is prohibited in most buildings to
open retail shops, services, or offices. Workshops and repair shops are
almost unknown, and even kiosks are discouraged.” These prohibited
uses are precisely those that generate so much employment and so many
business opportunities in Cairo proper. In effect, the vast micro and small
informal business sector, which generates at least 40 percent of jobs in
urban Egypt, is almost totally excluded from the new towns.

Perhaps the most serious problem facing the limited-income family
who might choose to move to one of the new towns around Cairo is
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transport. In fact, poor transport services have for years been identified
as one of the major obstacles to the development of Cairo’s new towns.
With the exception of Fifteenth of May and to a lesser extent al-‘Ubur,
all new towns around Cairo are many kilometers from the city’s central
areas or from any existing large urban agglomerations. As will be pointed
out in Chapter 8, distance remains a crucial factor in Cairo’s urban space.
Location and mobility do count, and crucially. Good road links and rapid
and affordable public transport are needed for the new towns to become
fully integrated with the metropolitan area. Over the years, the govern-
ment has made considerable efforts to develop major transport corridors
out into the desert. In fact, the Ring Road, Cairo’s most important artery,
was conceived in 1982 mainly as a way to provide easy access to new
towns and settlements located in both the eastern and western desert.
Furthermore, al-mibwar (literally ‘the corridor,’ the axis road leading to
Sixth of October City) was constructed under a crash program in 1998.
In addition, a major highway link of 5.5 kilometers was built in 2007
from the far side of Madinat Nasr to the main entrance to New Cairo
in the east. These corridors have improved general traffic movement to
the new towns, but even though fleets of private minibuses, company
worker buses, and some Cairo Transport Authority buses run on routes to
serve the new towns, the lack of intercity public transit remains a serious
problem. The long distances that must be covered represent not only a
significant time loss, but more importantly they translate into transit fares
that are hardly affordable to a struggling lower-income family residing in
the new towns. There are a number of high-volume transport projects
(bus rapid transit, light-rail, and super-trams) on the drawing boards that
aim to improve public transport to new towns in both the western and
eastern deserts, but the economic costs of such ventures mean that either
these fares will be unaffordable to the masses or that they will need to be
heavily subsidized.**

Even if somehow public transit to and from the new towns could be
made convenient, fast, and affordable, movement within the new towns
is and will remain an intractable problem. The issue is, again, distance.
‘The new towns are planned on such astronomical scales that traversing
from one part to another involves journeys that exceed most trajectories
to be found within Cairo proper. For example, Sixth of October, with a
current population of less than 180,000 inhabitants, €Ncompasses an area
‘o over four hundred square kilometers, an area almost as large as that of
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Figure 6.7. Example of distances and transport problems inside Sixth of October,
2009. (Photograph by Sonja Spruit.)

all of Greater Cairo proper (see Map 00), which is home to some twelve
million inhabitants! The distance within Sixth of October measures 19.5
kilometers in an east-west direction and 23.6 kilometers in a north-south
direction. These distances are significantly greater than that from Tahrir
Square in the city center all the way to Cairo Airport. And the origi-
nal commercial spine of Sixth of October is almost seven kilometers in
length, greater than the distance across central Cairo from Cairo Univer-
sity to al-Azhar Park.

These huge distances in Sixth of October are also to be found within
the other new towns around Cairo, particularly in New Cairo, whose
current boundaries encompass a colossal 350 square kilometers, which
almost equals the extent of Sixth of October. The distances from one part
of New Cairo to another are staggering. For example, those traveling to
the American University in Cairo’s new campus in New Cairo must tra-
verse a distance of ten kilometers after exiting from the Ring Road, much
of which traverses a bleak desert landscape sprinkled with new or stalled
constructions. And the campus itself is actually located in the geographic
center of New Cairo as currently planned.
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Figure 6.8. Central spine of New Cairo on the way to the American University in
Cairo campus, 2009. (Photograph by David Sims.)

Today public transport hardly exists within the new towns, and what
services do operate are provided by private or informal minibuses that
serve only the main concentrations of public housing estates or the main
traffic nodes. The recent and popular phenomenon of fuk-tuk taxis, found
in more mature areas of Sixth of October, may ease the problem some-
what, but again distances and low densities make the generalized use of
this relatively cheap form of transport impossible. There are plans to cre-
ate internal bus networks in some of the new towns, and these might
be marginally feasible if trajectories traversed dense and well-populated
areas that could support frequent private shuttle-bus services. But the
scattered, leap-frog form of development so common in the new towns,
plus the extremely low planned residential densities, means that any such
services would need to be very heavily subsidized. '

Of course, such tremendous distances to and within the new towns
Wwould not be a problem if everyone could rely on the private car, and if
Cairo’s road networks could handle the huge extra load. Certainly, most of

‘those who live in the high-end residential compounds and some of those
. Who work or study in the new towns will own cars, but the same cannot
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be said for those with more modest means. As will be pointed out in
Chapter 8, only 11 percent of households in Greater Cairo presently own
any kind of vehicle, and thus, for the large majority, car ownership will
remain a dream for decades. Such a glaring fact somehow seems to escape
many planners and higher-level government officials. Even a private-car
commuter will have to think twice about the cost implications of living in
a new town, as daily trips in excess of 120 kilometers are common, which
translates today into monthly bills of LE400 for fuel alone, despite heavily
subsidized gasoline prices.

New Towns as Successful Real-estate Ventures

Even if the new towns around Cairo have completely failed so far to
meet the intended demographic targets, have they succeeded as pure
real-estate ventures? Certainly, with all of the state investment and pro-
motion, coupled with the ever-expanding surge in interest by modern
private and even global capital, the new towns should at least have begun
to exhibit some of the dynamic characteristics their promoters never
cease to proclaim. Certainly, there are impressive amounts of scattered
development going on in particular locations within the new towns, at
least in terms of cement, bricks, and steel, and there are numerous if
isolated examples of success. Yet even here there are fundamental flaws
to the real-estate model of the new towns, most of which can be related
to the poor management of development, especially how land is carved
up and distributed, who gains, and for what purposes.

One hasic flaw is the wasteful way land is allocated in the new towns
and the frequent failure of these allocations to develop. Thousands and
thousands of hectares of state land have been allocated for projects and
sold to individuals and investors. In the early years, land prices were
purely nominal, although recently, land prices have been set to at least
partially recover infrastructure costs, or are sold through closed-envelope
auctions. Terms of payment are very convenient, usually 10 percent down
and the rest paid in equal installments over seven to ten years. Although
sales contracts stipulate that a project or venture must be built within a
set period (usually three years) or the site is repossessed, this condition
is widely ignored. In fact, very few if any land allocations, whether to
corporations or individuals, have ever been taken back throughout the
history of the new towns. The results are very evident: all new towns
around Cairo are characterized by empty lots, stalled construction, huge
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Figure 6.9. Example of successful gated residential compound in al-Shurug New
Town. (Image dated 2006, ©2010 DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

empty concessions, and skeletal subdivisions. Not only does this repre-
sent a huge economic cost in underutilized prime land and associated
infrastructure, it is hardly the image that NUCA is trying to project to
visitors and potential investors.

In parallel, large parcels in the new towns have been (and continue
to be) allocated at no cost for government and public-sector uses. Most
of these lands have been used for the construction of public housing
estates. Once built, these neighborhoods at least give the appearance
of being fully developed, but vacancies are very high. Other large areas
have been allocated to public enterprises, regardless of whether there
15 even any remote possibility that financing for the intended schemes
will materialize.
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Then there are the large private compounds. These mostly take the
form of land allocations of 50- to 250-hectare blocks for the construction
of integrated residential communities. A few of these—such as Beverly
Hills, Hayy al-Ashgar, al-Rehab City, and the two al-Rabwas—have been
well managed and aggressively marketed and, as a result, are quite suc-
cessful. Such residential developments are mainly gated communities
with extensive landscaping, swimming pools, sports facilities, and the
obligatory golf course, and these stand out as prominent islands of suc-
cess. But for every one of these there are several other similar land alloca-
tions to private developers that seem to have stalled or never got beyond
the boundary wall. It needs to be remembered that the standard business
model for most real-estate ventures in the new towns (as well as that for
the corporate real-estate sector in general) relies heavily on what can be
called ‘buyer financing.’ That is, normally a company secures a large land
parcel from NUCA, pays the ten percent down payment, and prepares
preliminary designs for the scheme (usually in phases), including the site
layout with the all important green areas, playgrounds, and so on, as well
as the apartment block or villa layouts. Immediately thereafter, the devel-
oper heavily advertises the units for sale.” Buyers are offered payment
arrangements that usually include a reserve payment, a further payment
upon signing a contract, perhaps other staged payments, another hefty
payment upon receiving the completed unit, and then monthly or quar-
terly payments on the remainder of the purchase price over four to seven
years. (These last post-possession payments rarely represent more than
20 to 40 percent of the total purchase price). The clever developer will use
these sequence payments to finance most if not all construction as well as
land purchase installments, relying only in dire need on bank loans. The
point is that this form of buyer financing reduces to a minimum the up-
front equity cost to the developer, but it means that the system attracts
developers who have little experience or personal stake in the venture, so
that finishing the project is not high on the agenda, and a lot could go
wrong to delay and stall the project.

In the past there have also been huge land giveaways in the new towns,
the largest and most controversial of which was Dreamland. Its history is
illuminating. A huge 893-hectare parcel directly on the southern entrance
to Sixth of October was sold to a prominent businessman in 1991 for the
ludicrous sum of LE90,000, or one-third of a piaster per square meter.
Eighteen years later, Dreamland, although it boasts an amusement park, a
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Figure 6.10. Example of slowly developing individual subdivision area in New Cairo,
zoned for four-story apartment blocks, 2009, ( Photograph by David Sims.)

golf course, a five-star hotel, and residential compounds, still has over two
thirds of the site completely undeveloped. And as has recently emerged in
the press, the owner of Dreamland has been trying to sell off the remain-
ing land on the open market to pay off huge debts incurred with state
banks. When queried about this apparent scandal, the Minister of Hous-
ing leapt to the businessman’s defense, calling him a heroic pioneer who
helped make Sixth of October a success.

These various types of land allocations have created very patchy, dis-
continuous development in the new towns. In effect, there has been no
logical sequencing of development. For example, lands in the original core
of Sixth of October (Districts 1 through 12, the central spine, and the
industrial area) were all rapidly allocated in the 1980s, practically one-off.
There was no attempt to stage the development. Build-out proved very
slow and patchy,” but instead of trying to densify and restructure the core
areas, in the early 1990s, NUCA officials began to design vast new areas
(in particular the al-hayy al-mutamayyiz (upscale or ‘tourist’ zone) directly
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east of the core city, with an area of 1,400 hectares) that were parceled
for individual plots and for residential compounds. Lands in these areas
were allocated in a wholesale fashion, again without any staging, and the
result today is more patchy development with the odd successful project
intermixed with massive empty spaces and stalled subdivisions. Such leap-
frogging design of enormous additional city sectors in Sixth of October
and their wholesale land allocation has continued into the 2010s.”

Any city, even a new town or suburban subcenter, needs to develop
progressively out from its initial core. City managers know that once
the core has taken off, immediate fringe sites gain in value and, if well
planned, a rolling program of radiating land marketing will both maxi-
mize financial returns and promote dense and logical development. Such
a logic has, unfortunately, been rotally lacking in strategies to develop the
new towns. A clever staging strategy was used by the Belgian entrepreneur

Baron Empain to create Heliopolis, a very successful streetcar suburb of

Figure 6.11. Partly completed but still uninhabited individual subdivision area in
New Cairo, zoned for multistory villas, 2009. (Photograph by David Sims.)
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Cairo carved out of the nearby desert at the beginning of the twentieth
century. Apologists for the new towns frequently point to Heliopolis as
an example of how it is possible to successfully urbanize the desert, noting
that at the time many thought the scheme to be foolhardy and that for
years it remained a construction site. But whereas land development in
Heliopolis was cleverly sequenced, the exact opposite is the unfortunate
fact in the new towns.

The single most disappointing types of land development in the new
towns are the subdivisions of individual land plots. These superblocks
have been designed as residential subdivisions with large individual
building plots that range from four hundred to one thousand square
meters and include ample land for open spaces, circulation, and public
services. Building specifications usually allow up to three- or four-story
garden apartment blocks to be built on not more than 40 percent of the
parcel’s surface area (and prohibit commercial uses). These individual

Figure 6.12. Partly completed but sparsely inhabited individual subdivision started in

1988 in Sixth of October, 2009. (Photograph by David Sims.)
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parcels were and continue to be distributed under an application system
where plots are allocated by qur‘a (lottery) if demand exceeds supply
in a particular project. The successful applicant needs to pay only ten
percent as down payment, with the balance of the land price spread over
seven to ten years. There are the usual stipulations that timely land pay-
ments must be made, that the building permit must be issued, and that
the building be completed within a set time period, but these require-
ments have been largely ignored or periodically relaxed.” In the last
couple of years Housing Minister Ahmed al-Maghrabi has begun seri-
ously to enforce building stipulations in some subdivisions in the new
towns, and there is now a rush to finish buildings and plaster the outside
fagades. But because installing windows and completing interiors is not
required, the results have been large ‘Potemkin’ neighborhoods that
appear partly finished but in which it is rare to find habitable units and
even rarer to find a single resident family.

In all of the new towns around Cairo these individual subdivi-
sions, which generally make up between one-third and one-half of a
new town’s total residential area, have proven to be extremely slow to
develop in terms of build-out and especially occupancy. Three such
superblocks were studied in Sixth of October, and the results are star-
tling: The oldest, on some 580 hectares started in 1984, was estimated
by 2005 to have only 20 percent of building lots completed but with
very low occupancy, 45 percent under construction or stalled, and 35
percent remaining vacant. The second, started in 1990 on some 180
hectares, had only 10 percent of lots built on and completed, 30 percent
under construction or stalled, and a full 60 percent remaining empty.
The third, started in 1997 on 576 hectares, had only an estimated 12
percent of plots either built on or under construction, with 88 percent
of remaining lots still vacant.”

Such incomplete or stalled subdivision developments are extremely
prejudicial to the success of the new towns. They are costly in terms of
sunk investments and under-utilized infrastructure, they project a nega-
tive image, and they create gaping ‘holes’ in the city’s overall urban fab-
ric. Such past developments are bad enough, but it is understood similar
individual subdivisions continue to be designed for newer extensions
to Cairo’s new towns. In fact, it appears that the continued large-scale
release of such individual plots of land has become almost an obligation
on the part of NUCA.
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Current Strategies for Cairo’s New Towns

Although the authorities have recognized that Cairo’s new towns are in
need of revitalization and replanning, it seems that what is being contem-
plated is, basically, more of the same kinds of development as in the past,
all of it on truly grand scales. Recently a number of planning and revi-
talization studies have been commissioned by MHUUD for specific new
towns, and while some of these contain good recommendations about the
need for better management and more cohesive economic and transport
strategies, most ideas focus on how to release and allocate yet more land,
and none addresses the problems created by the enormous amounts of
land already allocated or sold.

For example, strategies for New Cairo recognize that there is a dire
need for the development of job-generating economic activities on the
remaining 6,300 hectares of still unallocated land, all of which is far out
in the desert, at least fifteen kilometers east of the Ring Road, ignoring
the colossal 26,000 hectares in the city that have already been allocated,
much of which remains underdeveloped or stalled. Plans for the remain-
ing area call for a huge office and finance center on 3,780 hectares, an
international health and curative complex on 550 hectares, an academic
and research center on 350 hectares, an exposition and commercial
complex on 500 hectares, and a sports and amusement complex on 800
hectares.’® These clusters, the size of each of which completely dwarfs
anything found in Cairo’s central business areas and for which the word
‘grandiose’ is inadequate, are also to contain residential areas, complete
services, and also vast green spaces. It is optimistically assumed that such
additions will result in a population by 2027 in New Cairo of some 3.5
million inhabitants, representing a twentyfold increase over the current
population in just eighteen years.

Strategies for Sixth of October similarly ignore the past and focus on
new land developments on what little unallocated land remains within the
city’s boundaries, that is, some 5,000 hectares of new land compared to the
l'(?ughly 30,000 hectares already allocated. It is interesting that although
Sixth of October has a completely planned central commercial spine, this
large ‘downtown’ area has hardly developed; and it is perceived that Sixth
of October, including Sheikh Zayed, is in crucial need of yet another new

town center that will give focus and structure to the disparate sections of
the two towns and function as a high-end, globally branded commercial
' center and transport hub. One possible location would be north of Sixth of
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October’ old center next to Sheikh Zayed, and the other option would be
a new central spine running along the Wahat Road. This second option, on
almost 800 hectares, would require the reorganizing of some land assign-
ments and the creation of green corridors and monumental focal points.

It should be added that current plans for the further expansion of
Cairo’s new towns, and especially that of Sixth of October and New
Cairo, have had to incorporate colossal land assignments that recently
materialized and were not at all part of the plans for the new towns. For
example, a 2,900-hectare site along the Fayoum Road, planned as resi-
dential subdivision for Ministry of Interior police officers in 2001, has
been tucked into the boundary of Sixth of October. This colossal area,
which could easily accommodate a population of over 800,000 persons
in garden apartment blocks, still remains empty desert. Only main roads
have been bulldozed and only in one tiny residential neighborhood has
ground been broken, although it is understood that land parcels there are
being bought, sold, and resold at a rapid pace.

This grafting of off-plan land developments on to new towns is even
more apparent in New Cairo. In 2005 Madinaty, an enormous integrated
city development of the Talaat Mostafa Group, was launched and heavily
marketed, located on a 3,800-hectare site off the Suez Road across from
al-Shuruq New Town.’! As if this were not enough, just south of this site
another huge 3,000-hectare desert tract was recently allocated to Arab Con-
tractors to develop yet another integrated complex to be called Madinat
al-Mustagbal or ‘Future City.” This was reported to involve a deal whereby
Arab Contractors, the largest contractor in Egypt and state-owned, would
cancel the billions of Egyptian pounds of debt owed to it by the govern-
ment in exchange for this land assignment. In addition, two large 630-
hectare sites in the same area have been allocated to the recently privatized
Madinat Nasr and Heliopolis housing companies as compensation for land
taken by the government from within their original concessions, and it is
presumed that these sites are earmarked for yet more exclusive residential
development. The boundary of New Cairo has been redrawn to incorpo-
rate these land allocations, which together amount to over 8,000 hectares,
and increase New Cairo’s already huge area by about one fourth.

Will There Be Water for the New Towns?
Over the last twenty-five years particular efforts have been made by
NUCA to bring water supplies to the ngw towns around Cairo, and this
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has involved installing new trunk mains to transmit water over long dis-
tances from the Nile or from existing networks. By 2007 water treatment
plants had been constructed in Tenth of Ramadan (serving also al-Shuruq
and al-Badr new towns), Sheikh Zayed, Sixth of October, and al-‘Ubur
(serving also New Cairo). All together the capacities of these plants rep-
resented 22 percent of total water treatment capacities for all of Greater
Cairo.” Due to the extensive landscaping called for in urban designs,
as well as the popularity of swimming pools, golf courses, and gardens
within private compounds, water consumption in these dry desert loca-
tions is extremely high. Although to date no serious water shortages have
been experienced, some observers wonder whether water supplies will
be sufficient once development accelerates, vacant housing is populated,
and the very many projects and schemes on the drawing boards reach
completion.” The water issue in the new towns is rarely discussed, and
some observers wonder whether a water crisis is just around the corner.
Very recently a study has been commissioned by the Ministry of Hous-
ing to design a new intake and transmission line that will service all the
new towns east of Cairo (as well as parts of Maadi and Madinat Nasr
extensions). This will be a colossal undertaking, which is said to be able
to eventually supply eight million cubic meters per day to these areas.
The wisdom of such a project can certainly be debated on economic
and environmental grounds. Not only will much of this water go to golf
courses, extensive green areas, and swimming pools, but most of it cannot
be recycled and will end up lost forever in the desert. Also, because of the
relatively high altitude of these desert communities,** simply designing
the supply of electricity necessary to lift such huge quantities of water is
proving a challenge.

Desert Cairo is Much More than New Towns

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the urbanization of the desert around Cairo
is. not at all limited to the New Towns. Although some 1,170 square
kilometers of land have been planned, assigned, or allocated so far for

|- Dew towns around Greater Cairo, representing a full 2.2 times the sur-
1 face area of all existing built-up Cairo, still more massive amounts of

desert lands, separate from the new towns, have been and continue to be

¥ acquired for urban purposes. Most of these projects are in contradiction
 to their original purpose or do not conform to the government’s master
b Plans. Itis indicative of the scale of random desert developments around
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Figure 6.13. Example of off-plan desert development near Giza Pyramids made up of
villa subdivisions and gated compounds. (Image dated 2009, ©2010 DigitalGlobe /
©2009 GOOGLE.)

Cairo that already in 2005 the GOPP identified 282 square kilometers
of urban residential developments that were not sanctioned by the 1997
Greater Cairo Master Plan, and that these areas were estimated to ulti-
mately house over 3.3 million inhabitants.”* And the GOPP map missed
quite a few such ‘off-plan’ residential developments and did not count
numerous nonresidential schemes in desert locations outside the new
town boundaries.

Although, nominally, all desert land is under state ownership and
control, huge tracts of desert around Cairo have been allocated and
developed in what can best be described as a scramble by both state
and private-sector actors to capture development rights on land that, at
some point in time, is perceived as being extremely valuable, at least for
speculative purposes.’® The list of such projects is long and growing, in
addition to the numerous land assignments that have been incorporated
into the new town boundaries. For example, there are numerous far-
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Figure 6.14. Part of the off-plan gat-
ed community, al-Sulimaniya, with
a ninety-nine-hole golf course in
a zone designated for agricultural
land reclamation along the Alex-
andria Desert Road. (Image dated
2008, ©2010 DigitalGlobe /©2009
GOOGLE.)

flung suburban villa developments springing up along the Alexandria
Desert Road starting at Kilometer 48. Examples include al-Sulimaniya
(including a ninety-nine-hole golf course), Wadi al-Nakhil, al-Rif al-
Urubi (which translates into ‘European Countryside,” with separately
themed large-lot villa neighborhoods called ‘Bavaria,’ ‘Fransa,’ and so
on) and many other enclaves. These schemes are all on land originally
allocated to private investors specifically for desert farm reclamation,
and most were acquired from the Ministry of Agriculture and Land Rec-
lamation at give-away prices.”’

Other examples of off-plan developments in the western desert
include the information-technology office park called Smart Village, the
brainchild of the current prime minister, located just at the tollgate of
the Alexandria Desert Road. Yet other examples can be found in the des-
ert hills located between the old agricultural plain and Sixth of October,
most of which are devoted to exclusive villa compounds that exhibit an

Desert Cairo is Much More than New Towns 203




Figure 6.15. Entrance to off-plan government technology park called Smart Village,
located at the beginning of the Alexandria Desert Road. (Image dated 2008, ©2010
DigitalGlobe / ©2009 GOOGLE.)

extraordinary concentration of swimming pools. And in the far eastern
desert yet more residential enclaves, as well as private language schools,
have sprung up along the Ismailiya Desert Road all the way to Tenth of
Ramadan. In addition there is the still empty New Heliopolis develop-
ment sandwiched between al-Shuruq and al-Badr new towns.

As if this were not enough, various well-located desert parcels lying
along the Ring Road east of Cairo proper are being planned for yet more
urban development. Most prominent among them is a/~hayy al-bukumi
(government zone), a recently launched scheme that envisions a new,
high-end, government-office enclave-cum-prestige-shopping-malls, an
urban megapark, and upscale urban residences, all to be located on 13.7
square kilometers just inside the Ring Road southeast of Cairo proper,
on what had been an army camp. Some thirteen ministry headquarters
(most of which are now found in the Qasr al-‘Aini quarter and together
will represent the transfer of at least 90,000 government employees), as
well as the Parliament, the Shura Council, and the prime minister’s office
are to be relocated there, and a new metro line is to link al-bayy al-bukumi
to Madinat Nasr.” And yet another ersatz ‘downtown’ urban center is
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being considered for a slice of land just inside the Ring Road within the
Madinat Nasr land concession.

Desert Cairo—A Huge and Rising Oversupply

on the Property Market?

It should be clear that desert Cairo contains a truly colossal amount of
land and property and that this supply of real estate continues to be
added to and expanded at an ever increasing rate. There are the land par-
cels and properties originally created in the new towns, plus huge new
areas to being added to them, plus numerous off-plan desert develop-
ments that seem to multiply in number and scope every year. There are
even plans to create more new towns around Cairo. The concept of the
‘million person city’ has recently appeared, and there is talk of creating
these new towns in the desert west of ‘Ayat, Sixth of October, and other
desert locations on the far periphery of Greater Cairo. In addition, given
past trends it is only a matter of time before the eastern boundary of
New Cairo is pushed even further into the desert. Also, the second Ring
Road project, which passes through remote desert areas south, east, and
west of Greater Cairo, seems to have already generated stiff speculative
interest in huge additional amounts of land, at least in the property sec-
tions of leading newspapers.

In fact, the conversion of raw desert land into marketable urban prop-
erty seems to be the one constant in Cairo’s desert story, the very disap-
pointing record of past ventures notwithstanding. This begs the question,
how can there be a continued sufficient market demand for all of this? Can
the ever-increasing amounts of desert land being subdivided and marketed
all find buyers, and can the myriad of urban projects actually be filled up?

This factor should cause serious unease among all those involved in
modern desert real-estate development around Cairo. Standing back and
looking at all the desert development schemes, both those within the new
towns and those that are ‘off-plan,” it is remarkable how similar they are.
Residential development still dominates desert development, and practi-
cally all of the products—from super luxury villas to garden apartments,
are aimed at the thin layers of the rich and high-income Egyptian families
or at least the car-owning middle classes. Recently more and more large
‘integrated’ and ‘urban center’ developments have been launched, and all
of these seem to offer much the same mix of office space, business parts,
luxury hotels, world-standard hospitals and other international services,
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entertainment and leisure facilities, conference and exposition centers,
and, predictably, high-end shopping malls and complexes, as well as yet
more residential developments thrown in.

In effect, it seems as if all of these individual developments flung
around Cairo’s desert are competing for the same submarkets. And just
how deep is demand? Will there be buyers for all of the leisure compound
residential units that are planned and under construction, let alone those
currently on the market? Can the new office parks and the millions of
square meters of dedicated office space really be filled up with the mod-
ern global businesses being sought? Can the millions of square meters
of commercial space aimed at high-end brand retailers actually be leased
out, and will there actually be buyers for the luxury goods on offer?

For example, in the eastern part of Cairo there is presently only one
commercial megacenter, City Stars in Madinat Nasr. This center, along
with Dandy Mall in the west, today pretty much cover all of Cairo’s cur-
rent need for upmarket megamall retailing. But a review of real-estate
projects under development in Cairo’s eastern desert show that there are
at least eight other new luxury shopping complexes planned either in New
Cairo or in other eastern desert locations. And each of these is conceived
to be at least as large as City Stars, with one named ‘Park Avenue’ being
advertised as the “biggest retail destination in the Middle East.”

It is indicative that neither the government nor ‘the private sector
is trying to quantify all this real-estate supply, both planned and under
construction, to see if markets are or soon will be oversaturated. Pri-
vate developers are extremely tight-fisted about divulging hard numbers
about their schemes. Such an exercise just might generate a picture of
such oversupply in the market, and a future scramble for thin demand, as
to frighten even the most optimistic developers. And the competition is
all the more stiff when one considers that additional supply on the market
is coming from well-located developments in parts of Cairo proper—in
particular along the Nile, in Zahra’ al-Maadi, and in Madinat Nasr—
which continue to witness the construction of new residential complexes,
hotels, office towers, shopping complexes, and so on.*

Desert Cairo as the Speculative Frontier

Until now it seems that there continues to be ‘real’ demand for some of
Cairo’s desert development, at least in certain locations and in certain sub-
markets. Thatis, most of the tens of thousands of residential units and plots
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of land on the market continue to be bought.* For many private families
with means (not to mention companies), the main purpose of purchasing
land and buildings in desert Cairo is a means of speculative investment. It
is perceived that moneys put into land, bricks, and concrete will be safe,
incur no recurrent costs,* and will appreciate at rates higher than inflation.
This helps explain the incredibly high rate of vacancies of completed hous-
ing units in the new towns. Alternative investment opportunities for family
capital—the stock market, bank time deposits, businesses, and bonds—are
either risky or generate only small returns that don’t even match inflation.
The intention may not only be speculative investment—the investor may
reason that the housing unit could have a use in the future, as housing for
sons or daughters, for example, but this purpose in many cases tends to be
secondary.® This investment perspective goes a long way toward explain-
ing both the past levels of property construction and vacancies, and the
continuing rush to purchase land and property in desert Cairo.

The move of private and family capital into speculative real estate
instead of productive investments and savings instruments is manifest
not only in the new towns around Cairo. It is a phenomenon found
throughout Cairo and Egypt, and is in fact a pervasive characteristic of
developing economies in general and of Arab countries in particular. And
the phenomenon is most apparent in capital cities, where there are both
the highest concentrations of the wealthy and the most opportunities for
such investment. All capital cities have their suburbs and enclaves where
real-estate speculation is rampant, even in places such as Kabul, Damas-
cus, Kinshasa, Sana‘a, and Jakarta. Yet Cairo’s desert represents a truly
unique concentration of the speculative property playground within a
major capital region, and it has absorbed and continues to suck up a huge
portion of Egypt’s speculative investment and family capital. In fact, the
desire to invest in Cairo’ desert, and especially to purchase new land par-
cels from NUCA, reflects a self-reinforcing speculative element. As long
as speculative demand continues, the resale value of land and property
will be high, which further encourages speculative investment.* Even
public housing units in the new towns are subject to this phenomenon.

Is Desert Cairo a New Urban Development Paradigm or Just
One Huge Investment Bubble and Patronage Vehicle?

Looking at the thirty-year history of the particular form of develop-
ment found in desert Cairo and the continuing and even accelerating
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trend toward more of the same, the suspicion is inescapable that the real
reason for the new towns and other desert projects around Cairo is to
add to the speculative frontier, replenish the land resource needed for
state patronage, and continue to create conditions for profitable private
schemes with little or no utility value. This may sound like an overly
severe conclusion, and it is certainly not a popular one. But the fact
that more and more of Cairo’s desert land continues to be converted
into investment opportunities, in spite of the stubborn inability of even
the older desert neighborhoods to reach anywhere near their potential,
would seem to indicate that there are forces at play that have little to
do with real urban expansion. All of this desert land is or was in the
hands of government agencies, and it is government that has avoided
any attempt to pause and reconsider where all of this desert develop-
ment is leading, in spite of the heavy financial burdens placed upon it
for required infrastructure.* Quite simply, there are too many pressures
from special interests to capture some of this land resource and profit
from it. It is revealing to see who gains such desert tracts. Either they
are assigned wholesale to the well-known private corporate class, or to
powerful state interests such as the police, or prominent public enter-
prises; or they are carved up and ‘retailed’ to citizens, many if not most
of whom hope to make windfall profits out of resale.

Certainly, some development in Cairo’s desert actually has a udl-
ity value. The many factories found in Cairo’s new towns do churn out
consumer goods and do provide employment. There are many satisfied
middle- and upper-class families who swear by the quiet, uncrowded, and
clean quality of residential life on offer in the desert compounds,* and
there are some limited-income families who enjoy the subsidized apart-
ment units built in the new towns. Even some of the commercial and ser-
vice establishments that have located in the desert can actually be deemed
successful. Yet, when looked at as a whole, it is the truly gigantic scale of
Cairo’s desert development and the resulting oversupply on the market,
the patchy and disappointing record for most schemes, and the seemingly
endless additions to it that compromise the whole experiment.

So what about the desert new towns as part of Greater Cairo? Will they
ever succeed, if not on the grand scales envisioned, then at least as upscale
suburban enclaves and clusters of modern ‘beltway’ enterprises? Only
time will tell. Certainly the government can be expected to pour yet more
resources into Cairo’s new towns, and real-estate demand may continue to
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manifest itself, since speculative bubbles can be stubbornly durable. Also,
it seems that MHUUD has finally discovered it can actually make huge
profits through land sales in Cairo’s new towns and indeed leverage more
capital funds through bond issues.* It may be that MHUUD will impose
some order on the land scramble and even begin to claw back some land
upon which failed projects stand. Yet the trends are not promising.

Even if Cairo’s new towns and other desert schemes do manage to reg-
ister a certain success as suburban development, the basic issues remain.
Desert Cairo will continue to be a financial drain on government bud-
gets as more and more areas need to be served, as existing infrastructure,
much of which has fallen into disrepair, needs renovation, and as the costs
of operating and maintaining the new towns steadily mount. The drain
on the national economy is even larger, especially in terms of the billions
upon billions of pounds of both public and private sunk investments that
are lying unfinished, unused, or abandoned.

Cairo’s desert development seriously threatens the current compact-
ness of the metropolis, probably the single greatest advantage of Greater
Cairo as an efficient megacity, as explained in Chapter 8. There is already
a tremendous explosion of vehicular travel required to traverse the huge
new distances to and within Cairo’s many desert developments, and this
can only increase by orders of magnitude over the coming decades. Not
only does this generate enormous new volumes of traffic throughout
Cairo’s already clogged arteries, it will represent a much higher level of
fuel consumption for transport and also higher energy and water costs to
maintain urban life in an inhospitable desert environment. This is very far
from any idea of a sustainable city with a low carbon footprint.

Finally, it should not be forgotten that the original intention of the
new towns around Cairo was to attract millions of ordinary Egyptians
into the desert to deconcentrate Cairo and shift the city’s urban expansion
away from the agricultural plain. This, more than anything, is the failure
of desert Cairo.
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7
Working in the City

reater Cairo is without a doubt the central pivot around which

the nation’s economy turns.' As with any megacity in a develop-

ing country, especially one that is also the nation’s capital, Cairo
captures more than its share of investments and higher-order economic
activities, and it is where there is a disproportionate representation of the
well-to-do and political as well as cultural elites. Whether or not this con-
centration constitutes an ‘urban bias’ or simply reflects urban economic
logic can be long debated, but it is a given that is well understood.

What is less understood is how the nearly five million families in
Greater Cairo gain their livelihoods. As pointed out in Chapter 2, it is
becoming more and more difficult for the Egyptian economy to gen-
erate the jobs and economic opportunities needed to absorb the. huge
and growing labor force and to provide decent work. The population of
Egypt is young, and unemployment and underemployment are chronic.
Greater Cairo, where at least two hundred thousand persons enter the
labor force each year, not counting others who come to the capital to seek
new opportunities and new lives, is no exception. Most of these entrants
into the workplace have few marketable skills that will land them stable
jobs, and only a minuscule few belong to well-connected families. How

do all these people cope? Especially, how are the armies of common peo-
. Ple, poorly educated and with hardly any means to start a business, able
i to carry on and make a living?

This chapter tries to explain how Cairo’s inhabitants work and survive

in an environment that is, in many ways, stacked against them. First, the
: city’s formal economy, and the jobs and opportunities it offers, is briefly
described. Then the various kinds and shades of the informal economy
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are taken up, including a critical assessment of the ability of this huge
sector to ‘fill the gap’ and to offer a future to Cairo’s millions.

Jobs in Government

By far the largest single employer in Greater Cairo is the government.
According to CAPMAS’s Statistical Year Book, in 2007 there were 2.5
million employees in government agencies in Cairo Governorate a‘lone,
and this figure rises to almost 2.8 million employees in Greater Cairo as
a whole. This total represents almost half of the country’s total civilian
government labor force (excluding those in uniform), and it underscores
just how concentrated government is in Greater Cairo.” The figure for
Cairo Governorate in 2007 showed an unexplained jump from 2005,
when there were only 1.62 million government employees. Both of these
figures seem very high when compared to Cairo Governorate’s rota/ labor
force of 2.6 million, as reported in the census of 2006, but presumably
this can be partly explained by the high number of employees working
in Cairo’s government offices but residing in Giza or Qalyubiya. If the
2007 figure can be believed, then government employment accounts for
an amazing 49 percent of Greater Cairo’s labor force, or 38 percent if the
2005 figures are used. Of course, many government employees have more
than one job, so government dominance in the labor force is not as acute
as the figures suggest.

Whatever the real figure, there is no doubt that government and pub-
lic-sector jobs dominate Cairo’s labor market. With thirty-two minist.ries,
fifty central economic authorities, and eighty-nine service authorities,
plus a myriad of local government offices in the three (since 2008, five)
governorates of Greater Cairo, it could not be otherwise. Here is not the
place to enter into the details and issues concerning government emp!oy-
ment in Egypt, but the following points need to be understood. First,
it could be said that to a considerable extent government employment
has become a kind of colossal welfare program.’ Salaries, even includ-
ing bonuses and perks, are extremely low, especially lower-level entry
wages, and the pay system itself is hopelessly bureaucratic.* Government
employees have an entrenched reputation for underperfom_lancc, even
though some lower-level officials, especially those who deal with the pub-
lic, actually work very hard.

How does one land a government job? As with many aspects of the
Egyptian government, the system is definitely opaque, and it is very rare
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that recruitment campaigns are launched or that vacant positions are
announced. Usually it is only those inside a state organization who learn
of possibilities, and then there is a scramble to amass the necessary papers
of relatives or friends and get them to the official who matters. In any
event, for over a decade there was supposed to be a freeze on new hiring,
part of the government’s policy of trying to shrink the bloated bureau-
cracy and the resulting continuous hemorrhage of the state budget.

The subject of government employment in Cairo cannot be closed
without mentioning that some positions can be very lucrative. For those
in government services who deal with citizens in need of documents,
stamps, licenses, permits, and so on, petty bribes are common, and these
can mount up over time to represent quite an income stream. Fven heftier
bribes are sometimes paid by people, such as those who want an inspec-
tor to look the other way while an illegal building is constructed. Thus,
government employment, beside providing rock-solid job security and
a certain prestige (at least in the marriage market), holds out the hope
that an employee just might land at a desk or window through which the
public desperately needs to pass. In fact, such ‘gatekeeping’ positions are
understandably popular, and it is said that there is a secondary market,
within particular government bureaucracies, which dispenses appoint-
ments to such positions against serious payments.

Jobs in Formal Manufacturing

By some accounts, Greater Cairo contributes to 57 percent of Egypt’s
total industrial production.’ The industrial areas of Cairo’s new towns
(Tenth of Ramadan, Sixth of October, al-Badr and al-‘Ubur) are home
to over 1,500 factories and are said to employ almost 200,000 workers.5
These factories, almost all of which are less than twenty-five years old,
tend to be medium-size manufacturing and distribution concerns that
employ fifty to two hundred and fifty workers, although a few large fac-
tories also exist. Most of these enterprises are privately owned, and quite
a few are either Egyptian—foreign joint ventures or subsidiaries of multi-
nationals. Most products are consumer goods. Starting salaries for semi-
skilled workers are extremely low, and a monthly wage of LE400 ($80)
for ten hours a day, six days a week, is the norm, at least in the garment
factories. Although Egyptian labor laws theoretically protect workers
from abuses, many are the tricks which employers utilize to enable them
to fire employees at will and otherwise exploit them. In these remote new
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towns, companies usually provide buses to transport workers from and to
various parts of Greater Cairo, and in addition to long working hours it is
not uncommon for a factory worker to spend another two or three hours
each day commuting.

Industries in new towns may be the most visible face of Cairo’s
manufacturing, but older industries continue to operate in various loca-
tions throughout the agglomeration, especially in Shubra al-Khayma,
Helwan/Tura, and Abu Za‘bal. These tend to be big heavy industries,
the largest of which is the Egypt Iron and Steel Company in Helwan
with 19,800 workers, followed by the Eastern Company for Tobacco
(producing Egypt’s favorite cigarette, Cleopatra) at the beginning of
al-Haram Street in Giza with 12,300 workers. Almost all of these indus-
trial plants were originally public-sector enterprises, although some
have been privatized and others are slated for the same fate. Together
these in-town factories employ over 60,000 persons.” Salaries are low
but usually better than industrial wages in the new towns. There is a
plan prepared by the Ministry of Trade and Industry to relocate almost
all of these factories to new locations outside the city, but the costs of
such moves will be colossal, and there is quite a history of unsuccessful
attempts to get rid of the more polluting of these industries.

Greater Cairo’s manufacturing is also carried out in thousands and
thousands of small manufacturing enterprises situated in many neighbor-
hoods of the city. In 1996 a total of 77,000 manufacturing establishments
were enumerated in the Census of Establishments in Greater Cairo, with
an average size of just under four workers. Although some of these enter-
prises can be considered formal, the bulk arc'defmitely informal, as will

be discussed below.

Jobs in the Formal Business Sector

The formal business sector, upon which the government pins so much
hope as the way to generate jobs for the millions, has been growing
rapidly in Greater Cairo, especially since the mid-1990s. There are very
few reliable numbers to be found about its size or growth rates, but
it seems still to employ only a small portion of the total labor force
in the city, at least compared to the government and to the informal
and small-firm sectors. The kinds of enterprises found in the formal
business sector are many—hotels, restaurants, retail stores, banks, air-
lines and travel agencies, corporate offices, and real-estate agencies, not
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to mention embassies and foreign oil and gas companies, foreign aid
administrations, and private schools and universities. The fastest grow-
ing subsector, and that in which the government puts so much faith, is
information technology and services.

Recently, Egypt has introduced a number of reforms to improve the
business environment—particularly in terms of starting a business, deal-
ing with licenses, facilitating exports and imports, and registering prop-
erty. Egypt seems to have scored quite well in these efforts, particularly
in Cairo, according to a recent World Bank Report.* But these reforms
benefit only larger, incorporated enterprises, which are statistically very
few in Cairo. According to the 2006 Census of Establishments, of a total of
almost 700,000 active, nongovernment establishments in Greater Cairo,
only 2,036 had shirka musahima (limited liability share company) status.
A full 92 percent of all establishments had no legal status: they were fardi
(individual), that is, not registered under the Companies Law.”

It is possible, with a bit of generalization, to divide the job market of
the private business sector in Cairo into two distinct segments. At the
higher end are the much sought-after managerial and other white-collar
positions to be found in such modern enterprises as banks, foreign com-
panies, information technology services, and large Egyptian corpora-
tions. Starting salaries can exceed LE2,500 per month, and for some key
skills such as software engineers, LE20,000 per month can be demanded.
At this higher level a curious distortion in the city’s job market is said to
exist. Modern corporations are desperate to hire highly skilled manag-
ers and professionals (and almost invariably, good English is essential);
they complain that finding these people is very difficult, and hence offer
what, in Egypt, are astronomical wages. At the same time there are huge
phalanxes of unemployed graduates, armed with multiple degrees and
diplomas, who endlessly scurry around Cairo but who simply cannot find
any position in their field, even at abysmal salaries.

The second part of the private-sector job market in Cairo, which is
by far the largest in numbers of jobs, comprises the multitudes of cleri-
cal and menial positions in private establishments. These include drivers,
maintenance men, shop assistants, office clerks, receptionists, tea boys,
cleaners, and so on. Their salaries are very low; for example a female
shop assistant will be lucky to earn LE300 a month, a driver LE600. Even
young accountants, architects, and engineers will be happy with 1L.£1,500
per month to start working in a private firm.
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The private-business sector in Cairo, supposedly operating on market
principles, hardly does so when it comes to hiring. In short, connections
count. It may simply be that a clerk or driver petitions the boss to hire
his son or daughter, or it may involve extended pressure through con-
nected relatives for a worthless nephew to gain a managerial sinecure in
a large Egyptian corporation. Certainly, some people are hired purely on
merit, but with a total imbalance between supply and demand and scores
of applicants lining up for every job vacancy, using every personal con-
nection possible seems to be the standard approach to landing a job with
anywhere near a decent wage.

The curious case of university professors and physicians, of which there
must be tens of thousands in Cairo, must be noted. These professionals,
who have spent years and years to become qualified, find themselves in
an unenviable situation, where again supply totally outstrips demand on
the job market. (See Chapter 2 for a discussion of the oversupply of the
university-educated in Egypt.) A starting salary for assistant professor in
one of Cairo’s four public universities is LE750. Thus, to make ends meet,
if he or she is an architect, engineer, or economist, he or she will either
open a private office or try to gain employment with a consulting firm.
Similarly, a medical doctor may have a secure if poorly paid position in
a public hospital, but he or she will also need to open or work in a spe-
cialized private clinic or two. Thus, these professionals straddle both the
public and private sectors, and, parenthetically, they need to carry more
than one set of business cards.

Informal Work in Cairo and Small and Micro Enterprises

What is an ‘informal enterprise’ or the ‘informal private sector?’ While
in the formal private sector “economic units are under indirect state
control in the form of registration, regulations, and taxation, informal
economic units are largely (but often not totally) free of both direct
and indirect state control.”" The word ‘largely’ is problematic, and it
means that the boundary between formal and informal enterprises can
be a fuzzy one. Hernando Desoto’s Institute for Liberty and Democ-
racy, which has investigated the nature of Cairo’s informal enterprises
In some depth, used the following definition: An informal enterprise (or
extralegal enterprise, the terminology preferred) is one that has neither
a business license nor a commercial or industrial registration, and does
not keep regular accounting books, or pay regular taxes.!" Thus there
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are degrees of informality, at least in the permit and regulation sense."? It
should be pointed out that in Egypt, as in most developing countries, an
informal enterprise is roughly synonymous with a very small enterprise.
Normally, a distinction is made between agricultural and nonagricultural
informal enterprises, and informal employment can be broken down
into two types: informal wage employment (that is, working in a small,
informal enterprise) and informal self-employment (that is, working for
oneself, such as a street vendor).

To put the concept of informal economies into perspective, it has been
estimated, based on data sets from developing countries, that informal,
nonagricultural employment comprises 48 percent of all employment in
North Africa and 65 percent in Asia. Calculations of the contribution
of informal enterprises to national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) are
less precise, but one study puts it at 29 percent in North Africa and 31
percent in Asia."?

Given the confusing definitions of what constitutes informal employ-
ment, it is difficult to come up with a precise figure of how many per-
sons are so employed in Greater Cairo. It may be that 25 to 40 percent
of all workers in the metropolis are mainly informally employed. Such
figures must be treated with caution, since there is no clear-cut way to
enumerate informal enterprises. Also, the same person can work both
formally and informally.

What are the activities of informal enterprises? According to one
rather dated but probably still valid study, in 1998 it was estimated that
nationally, 38 percent of workers in informal establishments were engaged
in various forms of trade, 31 percent in services, and 19 percent in manu-
facturing. Construction and transport represented only 5 percent each.™*

As a rough proxy for informal enterprises, many observers focus on
the small and micro-enterprise (SME) sector, usually defined as units
employing from one to four employees including the proprietor.”’ But
since an overwhelming majority of private enterprises in Egypt meet this
definition, one is really talking about almost the entirety of private-sector
enterprises and about 50 percent of their labor forces.

Just how extensive is Greater Cairo’s SME sector today? In 1996 Cairo
Governorate alone had a total of 310,000 active private establishments,
of which 90 percent had four or less employees,'® and of these, some 39
percent had only one single worker, in other words, the proprietor. All
together, these SMEs employed 511,000 persons in 1996, or an average
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of only 1.65 workers per unit. It is possible to estimate that the number of
such SMEs had grown from 279,000 to 348,000 in the period 1996-2006,
an increase of 25 percent. While this calculation applies only to Cairo
Governorate, it can be assumed that even faster growth of SMEs has
occurred in other parts of Greater Cairo, especially in peri-urban areas.
It is possible to conclude that in 2006 the total number of jobs generated
by the SME sector exceeded 1.05 million in all of Greater Cairo.

These figures give some sense of the small, atomized, and personal-
ized nature of the large bulk of private-sector establishments in Cairo.
They also show that small and micro enterprises generate a huge amount
of employment, that the phenomenon is firmly embedded in the private
enterprise structure of Greater Cairo, and that the number of such estab-
lishments is increasing at a rate higher than overall population growth.

The advantages enjoyed by informal or extralegal enterprises are well
known. Taxes are normally avoided. It is easy to enter into a particular
market (required investment and working capital is small to minimal),
working hours are flexible, and operating costs are low. However, there
are also many disadvantages, both for the informal enterprise and for the
informal self-employed. There is little or no job security, occupational
health hazards may be horrendous, and, perhaps most importantly in
Cairo at least, informal enterprises must pay bribes to keep operating.

Informal enterprises also have few sources of finance and credit, and
the ways they mobilize capital are almost all through informal or family
relations. One survey of informal enterprises in Greater Cairo discovered
that 40 percent of them were financed by savings from previous work,
another 25 percent were inherited or financed by inherited money, and
another 13 percent by a combination of savings and loans from relatives
and friends. Only 2.5 percent were financed, even in part, by bank loans.

Small Manufacturing Workshops

One important segment of the informal enterprise sector in Greater
Cairo is made up of small manufacturing firms operating out of work-
shops in downtown and informal areas of Greater Cairo. Very roughly,
these can be estimated to have numbered some 45,000 establishments in
2006, employing 200,000 persons. These small firms (average size four
workers including the owner), produce a wide variety of intermediate
and consumer goods, mainly plastic and paper products, metal items, car
parts, furniture, processed food, footwear, and clothing.
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Most of these manufacturing workshops are informal, that is, they
can be considered illegal since they do not have and probably cannot
obtain all the necessary permits. They are frequently prey to inspectors
from various government agencies looking for bribes.'” They also tend to
use old and outdated technologies, do not keep proper records, and do
not have any business plans. They have no access to finance or insurance
and are not astute about market potentials. Most of their products are of
low quality and low price. Mostly, skills are acquired through on-the-job
training under the very common apprenticeship system. Furthermore,
competition among similar manufacturing workshops is fierce, since it
Finally, they are looked down upon by authorities.

A sampling of such workshop manufacturers, located in four run-
down or informal neighborhoods, has been studied in detail over 1986
to 2004. The neighborhoods were Manshiyat Nasir, al-Gamaliya, Bab
al-Sha‘riya, and al-Matariya, and a total of 2,800 enterprises were cov-
ered.' These small firms mainly produced aluminum and metal products,
textiles and clothing, furniture, foodstuffs, handicrafts, and shoes. It was
found that there was a rapid increase in both the number of enterprises
and workers in the 1980s. However, this boom came to an end in the
early 1990s, partly due to overall economic stagnation in Egypt and also
due to a flood on the local market of cheap manufacturing goods, either
imported from Asia or produced by modern local industries. Such com-
petition had a severe negative impact on the surveyed small workshops,
yet their number managed to remain stable in the 1992-2004 period,
with some closing and other new ones opening. The survival strategy of
these firms was to reduce costs, mainly by decreasing the number of male
laborers and by substituting more children and women. Those firms best
able to adapt were those that produced intermediate handicraft products
and were located in more central areas of the metropolis.

The Distribution and Concentrations of

Establishments in Greater Cairo

Where were the 700,000 active private establishments, which together
employed 2.5 million persons in 2006, to be found in Gieater Cairo? The
2006 Census of Establishments tells us that 388,000 units were in Cairo
Governorate, 200,000 in Giza, and 110,000 in Qalyubiya. Unfortunately,
the detailed results of this census are not yet available, and it is necessary
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to refer to a study carried out for the Institute for Liberty and Democracy
in 2002, which, although it used 1996 figures, gives a good picture of the
then spatial distribution of establishments throughout Greater Cairo and
one which probably has not changed much."

Active private establishments were found throughout Greater Cairo
in 1996. As is expected, there was a concentration of establishments in
the downtown and central areas. But there was also a very significant
concentration in some outer districts of the metropolis, as can be seen
in Map 7.2. And almost all of these districts were either totally informal
residential areas or primarily so. Thus al-Basatin, al-‘Umraniya, Bulaq
al-Dakrur, Imbaba, Waraq al-‘Arab, Shubra al-Khayma (two agsam), and
Khusus/al-Marg contained very high numbers of private establishments,
representing 40 percent of all establishments in Greater Cairo. These are
also the main informal residential areas of Greater Cairo as described in
Chapter 4, and such a relation is not simply coincidental. Not only do
these areas contain very high concentrations of inhabitants, they are also
the loci for a preponderance of population-serving establishments as well
as a high proportion of informal enterprises, workshops in particular.

In these same areas the proportion of rhanufacturing establishments
to the total was relatively high, usually exceeding 20 percent. In complete
contrast, the more upscale areas, such as Dokki, Agouza, Madinat Nasr,
and Heliopolis, contained almost no manufacturing establishments. But
what is truly remarkable was the enormous concentration of manufactur-
ing units in the historic areas of Cairo. The agsam of ‘Abdin, al-Muski,
al-Azbakiya, al-Darb al-Ahmar, Bab al-Sha‘riya and al-Gamaliya have very

“high concentrations of all three kinds of establishment, and in particular

manufacturing firms. The highest concentrations are in al-Muski, with
125 establishments per hectare, of which one-third are manufacturing
firms. This shows that the historic parts of town have become the pre-
ferred location for small and informal establishments, especially manufac-
turing units, where location within the metropolis is excellent, and where
the full advantages of clustering and production chains can operate. The
fact that these areas are terribly congested does not seem to matter.

The Self-employed and Living on the Margin

; __Peside work in informal establishments, many Cairenes find work as
-' lnd.lwduals outside enterprises. There are no firm figures, but one study
§ estimates that in Cairo in 1998, 40 percent of the informally employed
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Map 7.2. Distribution of establishments in Greater Cairo 1996.

worked outside any fixed establishment.?” If this is true, then one could
hazard a guess that these self-employed amounted to over 500,000 in 2006,
or almost 10 percent of Greater Cairo’s economically active population at
that time.” These people can be seen in any street in Cairo and include
vendors of vegetables, fruit, newspapers, clothes, prepared food, and other
items. Their operations are carried out on carts or are found on sidewalks
and practically any other public space. The streets of downtown Cairo
sometimes seem to have become one vast bazaar of cheap clothing, shoes,
and plastic toy vendors who keep one eye open for patrols from Cairo
Governorates utilities police. But there are also small armies of plumbers,
carpenters, electricians, and painters who carry out repairs and remodel
apartments. Then there are very large numbers of domestic servants and
taxi, truck, and ruk-tuk drivers. In addition, there are a number of informal
enterprises operating out of homes. Finally, there are car attendants and
those who act as porters in commercial areas. Little other than anecdotal
information is known about this huge number of workers since they largely
escape coverage in the census and other statistical instruments.

Few of these self-employed make more than very modest and precari-
ous incomes. But even worse off are the thousands who ‘sell’ paper tissues
in the streets, scavenge for sellable trash, or wash cars. Then there are
those who simply beg. Street children are recently said to have become a
common phenomenon in Cairo. Whether this ‘recent trend’ is more due
to the huge interest on the part of the media, aid agencies, NGOs, and
social deviancy experts than to an actual increase in numbers, is difficult
to say. Totally unsubstantiated estimates put the number of street chil-
dren in Egypt at between 200,000 and one million, most of whom are
presumed to be found in Greater Cairo.?

Attempts to Generate Informal Jobs and

to Formalize the Informal

Ever since the 1980s, international aid agencies have been promoting
ways to support informal enterprises in developing countries, mainly as a
way to fight poverty and generate employment. Providing credit, raising
skills, introducing better technologies, and extending business support
services have all been part of their arsenals. Also featuring prominently
are strategies to formalize informal firms by reducing and streamlining
bureaucratic regulations, with the aim of reducing the costs and hassles
of becoming formal.
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Egypt has been a prominent target for these programs. Most activi-
ties have been aimed at rural areas, where poverty is considered to be the
most acute. Even so, a number of forms of assistance have been extended
to informal enterprises in Greater Cairo. For example, in what is con-
sidered one of the most successful programs of this nature worldwide,
the Egyptian Social Fund for Development, through its Small Enterprise
Development Organization, has extended massive amounts of credit,
some to informal manufacturing enterprises to purchase new machinery,
some to transportation operators to acquire minibuses—among other
forms of credit.”® Also, myriads of NGOs have begun setting up micro-
loan programs, especially targeting the poor and women in informal
areas. In fact, it is hard to find any donor organization operating in Egypt
that does not have some form of assistance aimed at informal small and
micro enterprises.

Yet whether and to what extent all of these efforts have been success-
ful in generating new jobs and in combating poverty is hotly debated.
The government has been very slow in removing and simplifying regula-
tions associated with starting up a formal business and keeping it run-
ning. Informal business owners have also proven less than enthusiastic
in joining such programs. And there are indications that improving and
formalizing some enterprises does not necessarily generate an overall
increase in employment, since these improved firms simply tend to
crowd out less fortunate informal competitors.” Perhaps all that can be
said is that in Greater Cairo, with its huge, complex, and diversified mar-
kets, assistance to informal enterprises is more likely to succeed than in
rural towns and villages.

Optimism and Pessimism

Standing back and looking at how jobs are created and how people
find work in Greater Cairo, one needs doses of both optimism and
pessimism. First of all, the supply of labor will continue to outstrip
employers’ demand for the foreseeable future. Government employ-
ment simply cannot continue to grow, and there are not enough formal
private-sector jobs being created, whether in manufacturing or services
or trade. All the hope placed in the information technology sector, direct
foreign investment, and the modern, global corporation as a means to
provide decent work for Greater Cairo’s millions is wildly off the mark.
The SME and informal sectors have more and more filled the gap, and
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certainly, programs aimed at stimulating the sector and formalizing
it have had some benefits in terms of job creation. But how long can
informal employment, with its low remuneration and low productivity,
remain the sponge that soaks up the unemployed? Informal enterprises
and the self-employed exhibit incredible entrepreneurship, dynamism,
and flexibility to adapt to changing market situations, and it just may
be that a significant portion of these enterprises will become formal,
improve productivity, and generate a whole new wave of employment
opportunities. But will this be enough?
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City on the Move: A
Complementary Informality?

mation technology and the wired city of the future, where trips and

the workplace are made largely redundant, but so far—even in the
west—getting people and goods from place to place remains the key to a
functioning city. Highways and bridges and streets and rail lines and metros
are the blood vessels of the city, and these need to be kept flowing. Thus
the question is: how is Cairo able to cope? How can a huge and growing
urban agglomeration, one whose development is so chaotic and out of con-
trol, maintain even the semblance of a functioning transport system?

Of course, many would say that Cairo’s transport systems do not
function. In fact, it is hard to find a description of Cairo, however short,
which does not manage to conjure up images of near-Armageddon when
it comes to traffic, and to many a casual visitor the ensnarled streets rank
only second to the Pyramids of Giza as the defining impression of the
city. Visitors are shocked by the erratic and seemingly suicidal driving, by
the nonchalance of meandering pedestrians, and by the seemingly per-
verse disregard for traffic rules. Among Cairenes, commentary on the
daily odyssey of getting from A to B usually trumps talk of the weather,
of politics, and of anything else. Horror stories abound of total paralysis,
gridlock, two-hour standstills, and, most famously, of half-the-city shut-
downs when the president’s motorcade moves, an event that has become
standard front-page news in the opposition newspapers. Add to this the
rapidly growing private car ownership, total lack of off-street parking, the
poorly maintained public bus fleet, and the random and arbitrary exercise
of authority by the traffic police, and one could be excused for thinking
that the city is about to shut down.

E very large metropolis lives by its transport. Much is said about infor-
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Is this true? As economists would ask, have the negative externalities
of urban agglomeration—the congestion—come to outweigh the positive
economic benefits of scale and proximity? Has Cairo reached that tipping
point? Certainly the traffic can be awful, even horrific, and it seems to
be becoming much worse.! And given the completely arbitrary approach
of the Ministry of Interior toward traffic management and enforcement,
plus the Lego mindset used to design elevated highways, on-ramps, lanes,
curbing, and traffic intersections, it is a wonder that Cairo’s transport
functions at all.

But the city’s traffic does move, and its transport systems do function,
however chaotically. For example, the average speed of traffic movement
in Greater Cairo is currently estimated at 15.8 km/hour, compared to
12.3 km/hour in Bangkok and 12.4 km/hour in Mexico City.” Prophesies
of doom and paralysis for Cairo’s traffic have been around for decades. Yet
the city manages to lurch from one stop-gap measure to the other, a high-
way here, a bridge there, and one-way traffic systems almost everywhere.
Thus the real question to answer is how does the city keep moving?

First, and perhaps most crucially, moving around Cairo is relatively
easy because the metropolis is dense and for the most part very compact.
According to the Japan International Cooperation Agency, Greater Cairo
can be considered the most densely inhabited metropolis on earth, at 257
persons per built-up hectare, denser than the metropolitan areas of Lagos,
Manila, Tehran, Jakarta, or Delhi.? Even higher density estimates of above
350 persons per hectare, are given for Greater Cairo, although some
sources put Mumbai just ahead of Cairo as the world’s most dense city.!

High density means that trips are mostly short. Over three-fourths
of Greater Cairo’s population live within fifteen kilometers of the cen-
ter of Cairo (Ramsis Square), and almost half live within ten kilometers
of al-Azhar. It is revealing that, according to a trip movement study in
2000, more than 36 percent of all journeys within Greater Cairo were
on foot, up from an estimated 25 percent in 1970.7 And this is in what is
probably the least pedestrian-friendly city in the world. Obviously, high
densities and compact urban development mitigate the load on trans-
port systems and, perhaps more importantly, allow for the very high rid-
ership of public transport systems that guarantees their frequent service
and economic viability.

How did Cairo become so dense and compact, in spite of the centrifu-
gal tendencies so common in large modern cities toward endless sprawl?
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The answer is clear, as has been explained above in Chapters 3 and 4. It is
the informal response to growing demand for habitation in Greater Cairo
that has produced and continues to produce huge, dense and well-located
neighborhoods that not only absorb most of the additional population
but that also generate, within or in close proximity to them, most of the
economic activities, jobs, and services these inhabitants need. It was not
at all planned this way, and had the government’s long-held determina-
tion to expand the city solely into its distant and extensive desert fringes
been successful, it is hard to imagine how Cairo’s transport, with all its
faults, would be able to function, or at what costs.

High densities alone, however, cannot explain how the city’s transport
functions. There are an estimated twenty million person-trips per day in
the metropolis by vehicle; some of these entail very significant distances,
and it is estimated that such trips increase in number by almost 5 percent
per year. To understand transport dynamics in Cairo, perhaps the most
revealing feature is its evolving mix of types of vehicular transport, or
‘modal split,” as transport engineers like to call it.

The Rise of the Private Microbus and Metro

Back in the early 1970s, when the population of Greater Cairo was just
over a third of what it is today, the Cairo Transport Authority public bus
system accounted for 62 percent of all motorized person-trips, tramways
for another 13 percent, and suburban rail for 8 percent.5 Thus, govern-
ment modes of transport accommodated 86 percent of all vehicular trips,
with the rest accommodated by metered taxis and private cars. At the
time, the urban ballet of overstuffed, wheezing, sideways-leaning buses,
near-riots at bus stops, and trains with as many people on the roof as
inside, were some of Cairo’s enduring images.

Sometime in the mid-1970s the first private, informal minibuses
started to appear. In 1977, a law allowed the operation of eight hundred
of these eleven-seat minibuses on a limited number of fixed routes. In the
mid 1980s, fourteen- and eighteen-seat vehicles were also allowed, and
by 1985 the number of private minibuses had jumped to 14,000 vehicles
on 133 different routes. By 1998 the Giza and Cairo Traffic administra-
tions reported that there were 27,300 minibuses running on over 650
routes.” Although more recent figures are unavailable, it is inevitable that
the number of such minibuses has continued to rise, as have their routes,
share of the market, and sophistication.
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The importance of this mode of public transport, especially for the
average citizen, cannot be exaggerated. By 1998 the minibus share of
total vehicular trips in Greater Cairo had reached 28 percent, or a full
half of all modes of public transport. The minibus network covers the
whole agglomeration of Greater Cairo, expanding into areas, especially
informal neighborhoods, where government buses do not penetrate.
Whenever an area—even an outlying village—grows to a sufficient size,
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governorate traffic departments,
but there is much leeway for indi-
vidual operators to alter both of
these. Current fares range from
LE0.50 to LEL.50, depending on
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the distances involved. Most minibus owners have only one vehicle,
which they either drive them themselves or ‘rent’ to other operators.
Other owners may have two to five vehicles or mini-fleets. It is said
that many of the owners are police officers, which helps immeasurably
to resolve the inevitable control hassles to which minibus operators are
subject. In all cases, it is common to keep the vehicles operating as much
as possible, with drivers managing different shifts. After all, for many
owners there are hefty monthly installment payments on their vehicles
that must be met.

The minibus in Cairo is not a total success story by far. The indi-
vidualistic, market-oriented modes of operation and minimal control
also mean that the minibus is a major contributor to traffic congestion.
Profit margins are very thin, and thus speed, low maintenance, and
erratic driving are almost a necessity. Competition among drivers for
passengers is very stiff, and along any route a driver will aggressively try
to overtake his competitors to scoop up waiting passengers. In narrow
streets this means it is in the leading minibus driver’s interest to block

Ts:fgure 8.2. Minibuses competing for passengers, Munib, 2009. (Photograph by David
ims.)

The Rise of the Private Microbus and Metro 231




Figure 8.3. Minibuses stopping for passengers on Ring Road at Ismailiya Canal Road off-ramp,
2009. (Photograph by David Sims.)

the general flow to prevent this. Add to this the fact that the minibus will
stop anywhere to pick up or let out passengers, even on the city’s most
important arterials such as the Ring Road, and it is no wonder that traffic
management consultants bemoan the minibus. As will be seen later, cur-
rent plans see no role for the minibus in Greater Cairo’s future public
transport scenarios.

In addition to the minibus phenomenon, it is the progressive
although delayed introduction of underground metro lines that has
saved Cairo from complete paralysis. And had the original timetable
for the implementation of the metro lines been adhered to, Greater
Cairo proper just might, by now, be functioning as well as do the main
capital cities of Europe. As it is, by 1998, with only one-and-a-half
underground lines functioning, the metro already accounted for 17
percent of all vehicular person-trips in Greater Cairo and 30 percent of
all public-transport trips.
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Planning for Cairo’s metro system was carried out in the early 1970s
by the Ministry of Transport with French assistance. One north-south
regional line from al-Marg to Helwan was proposed, as well as two urban
underground lines, one from Bulaq al-Dakrur to Shubra al-Khayma,
and the other from Imbaba to Salah Salim Street. Interchanges were
planned within the central business district. The detailed design study,
published in May 1973, foresaw the completion of the regional line by
1980 and the two urban lines by 1990, resulting in a total of sixty-two
kilometers of networks.” The Ministry of Transport report actually sug-
gested that a much faster implementation schedule could be adhered to,
with all three lines able to be technically completed by 1981. However,
the heavy financing needed to construct these lines was very slow in
materializing due to the Egyptian government’s other priorities, among
them the new towns and infitab (Open Door) megaprojects. And in addi-
tion, the technical aspects of tunneling proved to be daunting, especially
as there were no maps of existing water, power, and sewerage lines, all of
which needed to be diverted. Some Cairo residents will remember the
epic struggles in the 1980s to bore the first, 3.6-kilometer tunnel under
the Tahrir area to link up the existing surface lines, a struggle that took
five years and untold near-disasters.

As it was, the north-south regional line was opened only in 1987 and
the second line was completed only by 1999, not including the extension
to Munib, which was finished only in 2005. Construction of the first phase
of the third line has recently begun on the al-‘Abbasiya—Ataba section.
"The alignment of this line has been radically changed from the original
design, mainly because the Twenty-Six July flyover and the al-Azhar tun-
nel preclude using these axes. And the trajectory for this line has also been
considerably extended. It is now planned to have two branches west of the
Nile, one running the length of Gam‘at al-Duwal al-‘Arabiya Street and the
other serving the huge informal areas of Imbaba and al-Waraq. In addition,
after al-‘Abbasiya, the line is expected to extend northeastward along Salah

Salim, into Heliopolis and Nuzha, ultimately to terminate at Cairo Air-
Port. Such an important line, with a total length of thirty-three kilometers,

will greatly improve the movement of people within the metropolis and
improve surface traffic circulation, but the first phase is not expected to be
completed until 2010 and the whole line not until 2020. A fourth and even
fifth underground metro line are on the drawing boards, but it is anyone’s
guess at what distant point in the far future these lines will materialize.
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The Private Car: The Avalanche to Come
To the casual observer visiting Cairo, it may appear that the private car
is the main means of transport. Private vehicles clog all the main thor-
oughfares at peak times and well into the nights, especially in summer.
Their numbers are such that parking is well-nigh impossible, not only in
the main business areas but in many residential neighborhoods as well.
And the casual observer would be correct to assume that private car own-
ership is increasing very rapidly, with the appearance of more and more
fancy SUVs and luxury models, combined with legions of new small
sedans and the ubiquitous Hundai Matrix. Sales of new vehicles in Egypt
' peaked in 2007 at a rate of 24,000 per month, over half of which end up
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on Cairo’s already crammed streets.'” An important factor contributing
to the recent explosion in the numbers of the private car is the ease in
obtaining car loans through monthly finance installments, which local
banks love to promote and which have become the single most important
form of consumer finance in Egypt.!! And these new additions to the
city’s private car fleet have not at all replaced older vehicles. The Nasr
127s, 128s, and 133s, the Ladas, Peugeots, and so on, most of which are
well over twenty years old, remain popular and have impressive resale
values. A trip to the Friday private car market in Madinat Nasr or the
Friday taxi market in al-Tonsi is instructive!

So, just how important is the private car as a form of transport in
Cairo? As with many statistics in Egypt, there are contradictory figures
on the number of cars and their usage.'? But it is clear that, in spite of
the avalanche of private vehicles one sees on the streets, Cairo remains
a city where the private car is only a relatively minor mode of transport.
According to the latest transport studies, in 1998 private cars represented
only 20 percent of all vehicular person-trips in Greater Cairo, up from
8 percent in 1971. If pedestrian trips were included, this percentage for
1998 would drop to 14 percent of the total. Of course today the percent-
age will be higher.

It is revealing to look at the rates of private car ownership in the
metropolis. According to a large household survey of urban Egypt car-
ried out in June 2008," it was estimated that in Greater Cairo proper
(composed of Cairo Governorate, Giza City, and Shubra al-Khayma
City and associated new towns) only 14.9 percent of households owned
a private car. In peri-urban Greater Cairo (eight districts of Giza and
Qalyubiya Governorates surrounding Greater Cairo) this percentage
dropped dramatically to 3.1 percent. Taken together, for the whole met-
ropolitan region it can be said that only 11 percent of households own
private cars, or that almost 90 percent of households, equivalent to over
15 million persons, must rely on public transport or taxis to move within
the metropolis."* In fact, there are millions of people in Greater Cairo
who have never even ridden in a private car!

The private car is by far the major contributor to the traffic conges-
tion.” The private car accounts for roughly two-thirds of all vehicles on
the streets of the Greater Cairo region, with the remainder being made
up of different kinds of buses, taxis, trucks, government vehicles, and
motorcycles. In addition, it is the parking of the private car two- and
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three-deep that has clogged secondary and even main arteries—the term
arteriosclerosis comes to mind—and has made walking on Cairo’s streets
a nightmare. Since 1982 the building code has required that buildings
be constructed with one off-street car space per housing unit, but this
stipulation is widely ignored and has had little positive effect.

Cairo suffers, as do many megacities in the developing world, from
the avalanche of the private car. The economics of twenty-first-century
development favor the rapid expansion of an urban middle class and a
further concentration of wealth among the highest two to three urban
income deciles. Whether this eventually leads to general trickle-down
prosperity or not is much debated, but it is clear that these rising middle
classes are hungry for private cars and are acquiring them with a ven-
geance.'® If at present some 11 percent of Greater Cairo households
possess a vehicle, this percentage can easily double in a few short years.
Add to this the increasing phenomenon of families with more than one
vehicle, presently at only 2.1 percent of Greater Cairo’s households, and
the situation can only get depressingly worse, and rapidly. The 2008 Nip-
pon transport study estimates that the number of private cars in Cairo
will grow at 5.6 percent per year, at least through 2022, equivalent to a
doubling every thirteen years."”

Cairo has the density and compactness to support efficient, conve-
nient, and cheap public transport, but the private car has trumped all.
Way back in 1973, when only 7 percent of Cairo trips were by private car,
sound recommendations were advanced by the Greater Cairo Transport
Planning Study “to separate as much as possible public transport and pri-
vate car movements by the creation of bus priority facilities . . . (and) to
adopt, in general, a policy of restraint on private car movements in favour
of public transport in and around the central business district.”'® Even
more forceful recommendations were made in 1984: “If the authorities in
Cairo confine their efforts to meeting the traffic crisis by attempting to
improve conditions for the private automobile alone, the city risks writ-
ing a prescription for future paralysis.”"”

Since 1973 only a handful of halfhearted attempts have been made to
prioritize surface public transport, and all have failed miserably. To the
extent that it could be said that a transport policy exists for Cairo, it is
one that by default accommodates general traffic, of which the private car
is the major component, almost exclusively. Operating here in the minds
of the political establishment is a preoccupation with ‘modern’ forms of
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car-based suburban living—at the head of which is the brave new world
of the desert new towns around Cairo—combined with a kind of inverse
class consciousness. Those with the means to have a new private car per-
ceive themselves as part of a respectable upper class, which has the right
to use and abuse its privileges, and everyone else is, well, simply out of
luck. Who in the political establishment does not own one if not several
cars, the more expensive the better?

The parking problem is reaching crisis proportions, and some would
say it already has. It would be worse were it not for the system of wzunadis,
or self-appointed car parkers from the city’s underclass, who stake out
their turf along all congested streets and operate on tips. They manage by
pushing and shoving to maximize the number of cars that can be squeezed
into any available space and will intercede with the police when necessary.
Then there are the extremely large number of drivers employed by pri-
vate car owners (hired full-time at between L.E600 and LES800 month, not
a huge expense) who spend much of their time simply hanging out and
jockeying for the best parking spots. Finally, there are the private parking
garage operators and bawwabs and their sons, who constantly shuffle cars
around in the fronting streets. These people, numbering in the tens of
thousands, serve the car owners well but only mitigate the overall chaos,
and their maneuvers themselves can cause further congestion. Who has
not been part of a huge tailback of cars caused simply by the decanting
and rearrangement of cars in front of a large apartment building?

Motoreycles account for only a tiny fraction of the general traffic in
Greater Cairo, which is in stark contrast to the situation in, for example,
South and Southeast Asian megacities. Only 0.8 percent of households
in Greater Cairo own a motorbike or vespa.?’ Were these two-wheelers
more popular and used instead of the private car, the traffic situation,
and especially parking, would dramatically improve. However, due to the
common prejudice in Cairo that motorbikes are something fit only for
the ‘lower orders’ and for take-out deliveries, it is hard to see how they
might become more popular.

And what about the bicycle? Its use in Greater Cairo is almost nil,
seemingly restricted to local delivery boys and the super-skilled but sui-
cidal bread-distribution brigade. Even though in Cairo most distances
are short, the geography flat, and the weather warm and dry, the bicycle
is shunned by almost all. Again, class prejudices operate against its wider
use, plus the perceived dangers of weaving in among general traffic and
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gulping very polluted air. This has not prevented the odd call for dedi-
cated bicycle lanes and a policy of encouraging the bicycle, most coura-
geously by Mohammed Al-Baaly in a 2005 World Bank essay competition
entitled “Cairo—The Future Amsterdam of the Middle East?.” Al-Baaly
himself travels by bike from Dokki to Heliopolis almost daily, a distance
of sixteen kilometers. It takes him less than half an hour to cover the dis-
tance by bike, whereas public transport would require one to two hours,
depending on the congestion.*!

Traffic Management, or the Lack of It

The class dimension of the private car infuses mundane aspects of traffic
control in Cairo. The simple traffic shawish (police sergeant), or even
the amin al-shorta (traffic officer), is likely to defer to the driver of a
private car, especially one at the steering wheel of a sleek new SUV or
Mercedes (who just might be a minister’s son!), making enforcement of
traffic or parking rules a joke. Every day there is the struggle to keep
the traffic moving, but for every violation that is confronted, there are
ten that are ignored.

In fact, traffic management, the responsibility of the traffic admin-
istrations of Greater Cairo’s three governorates, has been and remains
practically nonexistent. First of all, those in control are Ministry of Inte-
rior generals who have established an insulated subculture that hardly
ever changes. Thus, vehicular control is limited to the random station-
ary checkpoints that simply look at licenses and registrations (and which
themselves cause huge jams). There are no patrol cars to monitor moving
violations, even the most erratic and dangerous. Traffic intersection lights
remain completely manual, and the odd attempts at synchronized signal-
ing have never lasted more than a couple weeks. Enforcing parking bans
is completely arbitrary, with the dreaded winch and wheel-clamp teams
gleefully pouncing on one tiny stretch of illegally parked cars, and then
disappearing for lunch. Driving tests and car safety inspections at the
city’s traffic departments are a joke. In fact, the near-total retreat from
any effective traffic management in the city is underlined by the recent
preoccupation with turning all complicated intersections into pointless
physical barriers and endless u-turns.

Time and again, transport experts have stressed that proper and uni-
versally applied traffic management could immeasurably improve traffic
flows with little investment in new flyovers and other expensive hard
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Figure 8.4. Informal public transport interchange on Ring Road, al-Mu‘tamidiya, 2009. (Photograph
by David Sims.)

engineering. A professor of transport engineering at Cairo University
recently presented recommendations to improve Cairo’s transport at an
international seminar in Morocco, in which he stressed the usual call for
better traffic planning, bus priorities, pedestrian zones, and integrated
parking policies, and ended in a plea that transport management and
planning actually be carried out by transport experts, rather than the cur-
rent coterie of police generals.” ‘

What defeats any attempt to enforce traffic rules is widespread petty
corruption. It is no exaggeration to say that a simple bribe is the rule
rather than the exception, and given the paltry salaries of policemen, such
bribe taking is seen by them as a kind of just compensation or tax on the
affluent. There are so many traffic laws on the books that it is almost
impossible not to violate them on a daily basis, and a few pounds to a
shawish is a much more rational approach than actually paying the fine or,
whatis infinitely worse, retrieving a confiscated car license or recovering a
towed car. At the beginning of 2008 the new traffic law took effect, which
dramatically increased the level of fines and added new and puzzling
stipulations, such as requiring medical kits and yellow triangles in all cars.
Without exception, every Cairo taxi and pickup driver is convinced that
the sole purpose of the new law is to increase the traffic police’s opportu-

‘nities for bribes. In fact, the long-suffering Cairo taxi driver has been the

main target of predatory police behavior.?*
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Transport for the Majority

For the large majority of Greater Cairo’s inhabitants who live either in
the huge informal areas or on the peri-urban fringes, transport is a con-
stant struggle, and state interventions are completely absent. Although,
thanks to the minibus and in some locations, the metro, public trans-
port is available and relatively cheap, the congestion on the few main
streets that penetrate informal areas is horrible, and street conditions
are deplorable. The limited space on main thoroughfares in informal
areas, such as Luxor Street in al-Munira al-Gharbiya or al-Zumur Street
in Bulaq al-Dakrur, is sharply contested between minibuses and pickup
trucks, pavement sellers, overflowing garbage receptacles, derelict cars,
and random rubble. At times it can take well over an hour for a vehicle
to penetrate an informal area or escape from it. In informal areas one
will never see a traffic policeman or any traces of traffic engineering
improvements, which contrasts sharply with the heavy presence of both

Figure 8.5. Clogged main road serving north Bulaq al-Dakrur, 2009. (Photograph by
David Sims.)

240 City on the Move: A Complementary Informality?

the amin al-shorta and shawish in the city’s main commercial areas and
upscale neighborhoods as well as the frenetic repaving and repainting of
streets and lanes in these prime areas. Any traffic discipline in informal
areas comes from cooperative efforts among drivers themselves, some-
thing that is in very short supply in Egypt.

Even main streets in informal areas are often broken and potholed
and periodically subject to overflowing sewage and burst water mains.
According to the 2008 Housing Study of Urban Egypt, in a// of Greater
Cairo proper only one-third of residential buildings front on a paved
street in good condition, another third front on a street with broken or
lost paving, and the remaining third front on streets with no paving at
all.** Obviously, street conditions in informal areas are much worse than
the urban average.

For the five million or so inhabitants of Greater Cairo’s peri-urban
settlements, most of whom live in exploding villages and informal

Figure 8.6. Narrow unpaved
lane in very dense residential
area of ‘Izbit al-Matar, 2002,
Note that the length of this lane
is 720 meters and there are no
cross-lanes. (Photograph by
David Sims,) '
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agglomerations, the transport situation is also difficult. Trips on public
transport to the city center average one hour but can take up to two,
either by minibus, or public bus, or through rides that combine convey-
ance by minibus with either suburban rail or the metro. Three inter-
modal exchanges have become extremely important, one at the metro
terminus at al-Marg, another at Shubra al-Khayma, and the third at Giza
South and Munib. And in peri-urban Greater Cairo, street conditions are
even worse than in Greater Cairo proper. Only 6 percent of residential
buildings in peri-urban Greater Cairo front on a paved street in good
condition, one-third front on a street with broken or lost paving, and a
colossal 60 percent front on streets with no paving at all.”

In both the large informal areas of the metropolis and in the peri-ur-
ban fringe, the tuk-tuk taxi has become a common feature of lof:a] trans-
port in the last five years. These three-wheeled auto-rickshaws, unportelcl
from India, provide conveyance from the edge of an informal area to re.51~
dences on even the narrowest lanes, and they offer an important service
for inhabitants, at least for those who can afford the modest fares. The
tuk-tuk is completely informal or ‘extralegal.” For some reason the Min-

Figure 8.7. Tuk-tuk repair shop in Waraq al-‘Arab, 2008. (Photograph by David Sims.)
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istry of Interior steadfastly refuses to register them, so most run without
any license plates, and this seems tolerated as long as they do not appear
on major roads but remain within informal enclaves. In what amounts to
one of the few innovative moves ever made by local government, in some
peri-urban city councils, for example in Qalyub City, officials have begun
selling tuk-tuk drivers their own maglis al-madina license plates. The few
commentators who remark on the fuk-tuk phenomenon usually concen-
trate on their negative side; that is, that most drivers are hashish-smoking
twelve-year-olds, but as usual, this is more upper-class myth than fact.

Cairo’s Regional Tentacles and Trucking

One aspect of Cairo’s transport that can definitely be considered good
news is the constantly improving highway connections between the
metropolis and other parts of Egypt. As pointed out in Chapter 2, Cairo
is supremely well located within the national space, and most major con-
necting corridors can run through desert areas where congestion (or what
is sometimes called ‘side friction’) is not a problem. Although imple-
mented and widened without any feasibility studies, these roads entering
Cairo now provide an excellent network for intercity traffic movements.
The six-lane desert toll roads to ‘Ain Sukhna (130 kilometers) and
Beni Suef (125 kilometers), built and run by the military, are prime
examples. When and if the huge second Ring Road is completed, Greater
Cairo will enjoy a fast and widespread regional network that many other
megacities might well envy.

Except for the Alexandria Desert Road, with its many passenger cars
traveling to and from Alexandria and the North Coast, these regional
roads seem to be devoted mostly to goods transport. In fact, the enduring
image of Cairo’s gateway corridors is massive movement of all kinds of
trucks carrying a bewildering variety of loads. From pickup trucks stuffed
with crates of tomatoes to huge articulated trailers hauling gravel or con-
tainers, this is transport at its most basic. Some trucks are supplying the
modern wholesale market in al-‘Ubur (and to a much lesser extent the
market in Sixth of October), others are servicing the industrial parks in
the new towns and in Helwan, and still others are full of consumer goods
for Cairo’s millions. Accidents are a serious problem, and it is not advis-
able to drive on these highways at night. The new traffic law aims to ban
trailer trucks, which according to the Ministry of Interior are the main
cause of accidents. This is typical of the many convoluted logics of the
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law, which sees proscription as the solution instead of safety inspections.
The fact that banning trailers will almost double truck traffic seems to
have escaped the authors of the law.

Looking to the Future of Cairo’s Transport

The prognosis for Cairo’ transport is very bleak, due entirely to the inex-
orable rise in private car ownership and its uncontrolled use throughout
the metropolis. Even so, there have lately been a number of initiatives
that point to some welcome, and some not so welcome, improvements in
the coming years.

Most welcome is the continued development of the metro system.
Already it accounts for over 25 percent of all vehicular person trips in
Greater Cairo and is used equally by the poor and the lower middle
classes (but so far, by few of the car-owning rich). Yet the agonizingly
slow construction of the third line and the pushing of the fourth and
subsequent lines into the far future mean that the city will not enjoy the
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transformational value of an underground metro system that leads to
integrated public transport and away from private car use. If there was
ever a national project clearly deserving of the highest political and fund-
ing priority, it would be a crash program to speed up the implementation
of a complete urban metro network for Greater Cairo.

Following years of the decline of the street tram in Cairo, the gov-
ernment, with World Bank support, is planning the introduction of a
modern ‘super tram’ with its own right of way to run from Heliopolis at
the Kulliyat al-Banat tram station through Madinat Nasr and eastward
to New Cairo. This line will serve the huge population concentrations
of Madinat Nasr and will terminate in the northern part of New Cairo.
Similarly, the new towns west of Cairo are scheduled to be linked with
downtown Giza through either a rapid light rail (championed in the Nip-
pon 2008 study) or a bus system on a dedicated high-volume busway run-
ning alongside the mibwar corridor (the cheaper option preferred by the
World Bank). The terminus in Giza will be either at Midan Libnan or
Cairo University.

Another improvement that has long been talked about is fare
unification among the different means of public transport. At present,
a passenger who uses more than one mode must purchase separate tick-
ets, and this can be a significant financial burden that forces many long-
distance riders to take very slow public or minibus lines over the whole
journey rather than much faster multi-mode options. Transport planners
have for years decried this very inefficient situation, but so far talk of
reform has remained a topic only for consultant reports and conferences.
An outside observer may wonder why the Cairo Transport Authority,
the Tunnels Authority, the Heliopolis Tram Company, and the Egyptian
Railways Authority, all of which are government entities, cannot cooper-
ate on something simple like fares and transfers, but he or she would need
to be educated in the peculiarity of most Egyptian government bodies,
which persistently behave like small, separate fiefdoms, each jealously
guarding its own turf. The Egyptian Railways Authority in particular is
famous for this.

In addition to these schemes for public transport, there are a number
of urban redevelopment projects and transport corridors on the draw-
ing board to improve surface traffic. The most advanced of these is the
redevelopment of the old Imbaba Airport site, where the Ministry of
Housing has an ambitious plan to extend Ahmad ‘Urabi Street north, to
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link with the Ring Road, and at the same time to construct a public park,
schools, and other services, and relocation housing for the inhabitants
of the huge informal area of al-Munira al-Gharbiya—as well as to allow
a concession for private commercial development. Through expropria-
tion, some of the roads inside Imbaba will be widened and inhabitants
relocated. Many aspects of this project appear to be sound, especially
the north-south arterial link and the intent to address Imbaba’s huge
deficit in services and to improve its awful internal circulation. However,
the details of the plan are being kept as a “war secret,” as the minister
of housing has announced;* thus, as usual, government schemes only
appear in the light of day when the bulldozers start work. Another urban
corridor, sixty-three kilometers in length, is planned to run from Rod
al-Farag across the Nile and directly westward, skirting heavily built-up
al-Waraq, and onward across the agricultural plain to the new towns in
the western desert. So far this scheme has not passed beyond the initial
planning stages within the General Organization for Physical Planning,
but the intent, much supported in the Nippon study and the NUCA, is
to create yet another axis to serve the new towns and other developments
in the western desert.

A number of city expressways and elevated highways are being con-
templated that will interconnect arterials in and around the city proper.
These are aimed at rationalizing traffic flows in the circumferential arcs
of the congested built-up areas. However, some of these links have been
planned for decades, and it is questionable whether there is the political
will to allocate the huge funds and undertake the considerable property
expropriations needed for these schemes to see the light of day. In any
event, if all these expressways are built, they will blanket Cairo proper
with a complex network of elevated arterials, almost exclusively to benefit
of private-car circulation.

The construction of the second Ring Road, a truly colossal undertak-
ing, has already begun on the southern arc fifteen kilometers south of
Dahshur on both sides of the Nile. Although there appear to have been no
feasibility studies, this scheme aims to encircle the whole Greater Cairo
agglomeration, passing far outside Cairo’s new towns, through Tenth of
Ramadan and across the Delta on a Bilbis—Zagazig-Benha trajectory,
finally intersecting with the Alexandria Desert Road, just south of Sadat
City. Altogether, the length of this Ring Road will exceed 320 kilometers.
It is understood that the northern alignment through the Delta is yet to
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Map 8.3. Greater Cairo expressways in 2007.

be finalized and may never be completed, but this has not prevented the
government from going ahead with the southern desert sections, which
are far easier to implement.

Another scheme that does not appear to have been the subject of prior
studies is the idea, advanced by the prime minister in January 2009, to
terminate all Egypt’s trains outside Cairo proper. Thus passenger trains
from the north would all terminate at Qalyub City, some forty kilometers |
from central Cairo, and those coming from Upper Egypt would terminate |
at Munib. The intention is “to relieve the congestion on Ramses Square ’}

- ——

and Giza and central Cairo in general,” although logic would say that
such a measure would actually increase overall movements and WOI:II(J, in |
addition, cause considerable inconvenience to passengers.”” This idea may
never move forward, but it is a good example of the rather ad-hoc and ill-

thought-out approach of authorities toward Cairo’s transport problems.

In 2008 a package of more systemic improvements for Cairo’s
transport was advanced as part of a World Bank project that is under
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preparation, and they seem, on paper at least, to be very welcome.
Included is the creation of a metropolitan-wide transport authority
“with adequately trained professional staff” to unify planning efforts
and coordinate operations and investments of the various government
entities responsible for transport in Greater Cairo. Other World Bank
proposals include various public-private partnership schemes, among
them private concessions for metered on-street parking (consider-
ably more sophisticated and with higher parking fees than the current
feeble system found in downtown Cairo) and also for off-street park-
ing garages. And perhaps most importantly, the World Bank proposes
expanding and improving traffic management and enforcement, not-
ing that “the management of traffic in Cairo is among the worst of
major cities in the world.” Measures would include synchronized sig-
nal intersections, improved pedestrian ways, well-designed and man-
aged bus stops, the extensive training of traffic police in modern traffic
enforcement techniques, and the provision of modern equipment and
vehicles.?® It remains to be seen whether these good intentions, most
of which have been proposed in the past, will ever materialize, faced as
they are with an encrusted bureaucratic and rent-seeking culture that
has so far confounded all attempts at reform.

But is There a Transport Policy to Serve the Majority?

With the exception of the excruciatingly slow extension of the metro sys-
tem, it is clear that transport plans for Greater Cairo have two distinct
biases. One is the preoccupation with making the desert new towns work,
and the other is mainly to serve the private car. In fact, the two biases are
intertwined, since the private car is, and will be, even more so, the main
mode of transport for the new towns. But currently only 11 percent of
the population of Greater Cairo have access to private cars, and only 4
percent live in the desert new towns. What about the 80-percent-plus
who make up the overwhelming majority?

The preoccupation with making the new towns work has long been a
key part of transport initiatives in Greater Cairo. The Ring Road itself,
ninety kilometers in length and finished in 1994, had been intended mainly
to provide access to the new desert communities around Cairo. The can-
cellation in the early 1990s of the segment that was to run south of the
Pyramids, a triumph for the historical heritage crowd led by UNESCO,
negated the ‘ring’ function and deprived Sixth of October of a crucial
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feeder.”” In 1999, upon orders of the president, the long-term policy of
not building new highways through agricultural land was discarded and
al-mibwar (literally ‘the corridor,” the axis road leading to Sixth of Octo-
ber City) was constructed in record time.

The preoccupation with the new towns continues. In addition to pub-
lic transport investments in the pipeline to improve access east, to New
Cairo, and west, to Sixth of October, the 2008 Nippon study postulated
long-range transport strategies for the metropolis that assume rapidly
increasing travel demand in these desert areas. These ‘demand lines’ are
based on very optimistic assumptions about the success of the new towns,
and they seem to imply that the future of the metropolis will be centered
on eastern and western desert poles.

Any reading of planned surface transport improvements, including
those that aim at better traffic management, confirms that there is an
overwhelming bias toward the private car. Where is the strategy, so com-
mon in European cities, of restricting its usage in favor of public trans-
port? Itis depressing that one hears almost no voices calling for dedicated
busways, for pedestrian priorities, for park-and-ride schemes, for conges-
tion zones, for improving the river bus system, or for encouraging bicycle
or motorbike transport. The only proposal related to the government-
operated public bus system is progressively to privatize it. It is telling that
the World Bank sees no future for the informal private minibus system as
part of an integrated network, even though this mode of transport cur-
rently accounts for well over half of all public transport trips. And practi-
cally no one is talking about concerted efforts to improve transport and
roads within informal areas, where the majority of the population lives.

In a way, time is short. Presently there are roughly 53 vehicles per
1,000 inhabitants in Greater Cairo. Compare this with 95 vehicles per
1,000 inhabitants in Tehran, 200 in Mexico City, 249 in Bangkok, and 301
in Sao Paulo, and one can see that inevitably Cairo will become swamped
with cars whose owners will insist on their privileged use.’ If the city is
not quickly oriented to improved public transport modes to serve the
large majority, building on its natural advantages of very high densities
and informal systems, it is inevitable that Cairo will go the way of other
major cities, and the private car will rule an increasingly dysfunctional
and immobile metropolis.
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Governing Cairo

ow is a huge, complex, and dynamic city like Cairo governed?

The short if cavalier answer is: not much. In previous chapters,

various aspects of the city have been presented, and it should be
apparent that some government actions have had an important impact on
the city, but also that for every effective action or policy there has been a
host of inactions, false starts, suspended initiatives, and pure negligence.
Some actions have actually had consequences opposite to those intended,
and for the most part there is a huge and pervasive gap between govern-
ment pronouncements and legislation on the one hand, and implementa-
tion and enforcement on the other.

For those who are puzzled that a huge city like Cairo can function
with little of what is usually associated with effective planning, municipal
management, and local administration, this chapter quickly reviews the
structures that are supposed to govern or at least guide Greater Cairo and
establish some order. This analysis tries to show why most of the political
apparatus dealing with Cairo simply doesn’t work in the ways intended, and
how, nevertheless, the city continues to function and evolve. In this, the
concept is advanced of Cairo as the ‘minimalist city,’ one where only urban
essentials are required to work, and the rest remains largely irrelevant.

The Nature of the Egyptian Government

Describing and analyzing the Egyptian government has long preoccupied
political scientists and observers of the modern Middle East. These com-
mentators have come up with a string of epithets such as ‘strong regime,
weak state,’ ‘political vegetables,’ ‘lame leviathan,’ ‘neglectful rule,” and so
on, to summarize the particular form of rule exercised in modern Egypt.!
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Perhaps Egypt best falls into the category first coined by Gunnar Myrdal
in the late 1960s as a ‘soft state,’ that is, one good at perpetuating its own
hold on power but largely ineffective no mater what policies it adopts.
The Egyptian government consistently projects itself and justifies its
legitimacy as the prime agent of development, but with a huge, dispirited,
poorly paid, and unmotivated civil service, with budgets that are never
sufficient to finance ambitious plans, and with heavy doses of corruption,
cronyism, patronage, and clientism, it is unable to mobilize its people or
develop its economy in the ways it would want. The result, after decades
of the same, is that the man in the street has learned that “the government
is not there to better their lives; advancement is based on connections and
bribes; the central authority is at best a benign force to be avoided.™

Such generalizations about the nature of the Egyptian government
are perhaps a bit harsh, and they could just as easily be applied to a large
number of governments in developing countries. Actually, the Egyptian
state is quite solid and stable, has significant resources and rents, and has
a huge, if centrally controlled, budget, which accounts for some 30 to 40
percent of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product. Also economic reforms,
initiated fitfully in the 1990s and with increased purpose since 2004, have
improved the business environment, rationalized public finances, and
begun to set up effective regulatory agencies.

So how does the ‘soft state’ operate in Greater Cairo? It should not
be forgotten that Cairo is where central government is located and where
practically all its top officials reside, so in a sense governing Cairo is inex-
tricably intertwined with national policy and national aspirations. Whereas
outside the capital local administrations might just have some real author-
ity and can even innovate, in Cairo the eye of central government is all-
pervasive, and local government is more than normally emasculated.

The Administration of Greater Cairo

Local administration in Greater Cairo is based, as in all of Egypt, on
mubafazat (governorates). Up until 2008, Greater Cairo included all
of Cairo Governorate plus parts of Giza and Qalyubiya governorates.
According to two presidential decrees issued in May 2008, two new
governorates—Sixth of October and Helwan—were carved out of Giza
and Cairo governorates, and thus increased the total to five governor-
ates wholly or partly within the confines of Greater Cairo. While such
a radical and abrupt redrawing of governorate boundaries astonished
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many observers, the basic nature of local administration in Greater Cairo
remains much as it has been for decades—that is, reliant on standard,
top-down pyramidal structures.

Many attempts have been made to create more citywide local adminis-
trative structures, or at least coordination mechanisms, for Greater Cairo,
but none have so far progressed beyond pronouncements in newspapers
or proposals presented by various donors.* However, several urban sys-
tems in Greater Cairo operate as metropolitan-wide authorities under
national-level ministries, particularly in such key areas as electrical dis-
tribution, water and sewerage, telecommunications, public buses, and the
metro. These citywide institutions are taken up later in this chapter, and
as will be seen, it may be that these system-specific, metropolitan organi-
zations have in fact performed quite well, all things considered, and have
consequently made a more unified local administration for Greater Cairo
less of an imperative.

Governorates and Their Local Units

The three (now five) governorates that cover Greater Cairo are each pre-
sided over by a governor, who is appointed by the president, and who,
according to the constitution, has presidential executive powers within
his or her jurisdiction. The office of the governor is an important center
of political power (and patronage), since under each governor is a huge
bureaucratic apparatus and a small army of government employees. Each
governorate has an impressive headquarters, controls considerable prop-
erty, and operates under legislation that, on paper at least, gives it wide
authority over local affairs.

Actually, the urban functions that are the exclusive remit of Greater
Cairo’s governorates are quite limited. These include solid waste man-
agement and street cleaning, public housing, local street paving and
improvements, building control and permits, administration of cemeter-
ies and mines, and upkeep and improvement of public gardens and pub-
lic spaces. There is also a host of other functions whose responsibilities
are nominally those of governorates, but which are in fact shared with
national-level authorities. These include primary and secondary educa-
tion (schools are built and staffed by the Ministry of Education), traffic
control and vehicle licensing (run by the Ministry of Interior’s traffic
units in each governorate), and street lighting (tapped from the grids
of the electrical distribution companies). Each governorate has ten to
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fifteen directorates or administrations that deal with these services, and
others such as health centers, youth centers, and culture palaces, but
again the main funding and staffing comes from the respective national
ministries. Each governorate also has an environmental affairs unit, but
its ability to regulate pollution-generating activities is limited and over-
shadowed by the Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency, yet another
national-level agency.

Under each governorate’s housing directorate there are tanzim (urban
control) functions and also a physical planning department. However,
governorate planning units are overshadowed by the national-level Gen-
eral Organization for Physical Planning, are technically weak, and in any
event have little to do, since land-use planning is mainly restricted to
vacant state-owned desert lands. In Greater Cairo, the desert lands lying
within a particular governorate’s boundaries have been almost totally
commandeered by central state organs like the NUCA, the military, and
security services.

The governorates of Greater Cairo are, like all of Egypt’s governor-
ates, almost totally dependent on central government budget allocations
and transfers. Typically, a governorate will depend on the central govern-
ment for 80 percent of its total budget, and of the remaining 20 percent
that comes from local taxes and fees, only a very small portion can be
used by a governorate at its own discretion. And the composition of a
governorate’s annual expenditures, where around 55 to 70 percent goes
just to salaries and perks for employees, and only 10 to 20 percent can be
directed toward urban investments, underlines just how much governor-
ates are beholden to and constrained by their huge staffs, have precious
little leeway to launch projects, and thus have little chance to rise above
the mundane day-to-day affairs of administration.’ And it should not be
forgotten that local government is, in financial terms, tiny. In 2007 the
aggregate of all local administration funding in Egypt represented only
4.2 percent of the total national budget.

The urban areas of Greater Cairo are divided into ahya’ (administrative
districts).® Before the administrative changes in 2008, Cairo Governorate
was made up of over thirty districts, Giza City had eight, and Shubra al-
Khayma City had two. In addition, in Giza and Qalyubiya governorates,
some areas of Greater Cairo are classified as rural, and these were divided
into marakiz (rural districts), of which there were five in Giza and four
in Qalyubiya.” Whether ahya’ or marakiz, these local district units, which
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are purely executive, are extremely weak and are preoccupied mainly with
building control and permit functions as well as dealing with day-to-day
crises. Even so, the district chiefs, appointed by the Ministry of Local
Development from a pool of largely ex-military and ex-police officers
for durations that rarely last more than a couple years, exercise consider-
able power and influence as the main conduit to the governor’s office.
The districts are largely staffed with low-level employees, who may not
even show up to work, although in each there is at least a handful of sur-
prisingly committed staff. District personnel have gained a reputation as
being particularly corrupt, mainly because most of their functions relate
to the control of building activities (and the inevitable bribes paid to look
the other way, especially in informal areas), but there is no evidence that
they are any more prone to corruption than other civil servants.

Elections, Popular Councils, and Representation

There are two levels of electoral representation in Greater Cairo. First,
there are roughly thirty-five electoral districts in Greater Cairo, each of
which selects two members every five years to the 444-seat national par-
liament.* This means that Greater Cairo is seriously underrepresented
on a proportionate basis, with less than 10 percent of seats to represent
some 22 percent of Egypt’s population. Secondly, there is the system of
al-magalis al-mabaliya al-sha‘biya (local people’s councils) found through-
out Egypt, whereby there is an elected local council for each bayy, city,
markaz, and village, with elections taking place every four years. Usually
made up of ten to twenty persons, each of these lower-level councils in
turn selects two representatives to sit on the local council at the level of
the respective governorate. By law, these local councils are meant to act
as the citizens’ representation and oversight vis-a-vis their counterpart
executive government bodies. In fact, local council members tend to be
from influential families and functionaries of the ruling National Demo-
cratic Party in a particular area, and the councils’ activities mainly involve
the workings of patronage and favoritism. Few inhabitants of Cairo put
any faith in the members of their local people’s councils.”

As with the rest of Egypt, and as is endlessly recounted in both the
local opposition and foreign press, democratic structures and processes
in Greater Cairo are largely forms of window dressing that mask the
real system of one-party authoritarian rule that disenfranchises the elec-
torate from any effective voice. Here is not the place to go into details
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of all the faults of the electoral process, and the many ways in which
the National Democratic Party ensures its dominance at all levels. But
it should be pointed out that turnout is low even in parliamentary elec-
tions, and can be derisory for local council elections in urban areas,
where by one estimate only 3 to 5 percent of the registered electorate
bothered to vote."

Even so, within Greater Cairo’s districts there is a kind of personal and
informal representative dynamic. As explained in Chapter 4, in informal
settlements there is often pressure from citizens seeking missing services,
and this may be articulated through local councils, the district, the gov-
ernorate, or the National Democratic Party. Of course, special interests
may distort the whole process, but the Egyptian government is very sen-
sitive to criticism that it fails to extend services. And the Egyptian press,
for all its faults, does keep the worst examples of government delinquency
and negligence in the public eye, and is read by authorities who are very
much preoccupied with enhancing their own ego-fueled images.

At this point one wishes it could be said that Greater Cairo boasts
a vibrant grass-roots civil society, which has leapt into the vacuum and
functions as an alternative means of citizen representation. Unfortu-
nately, this is definitely not the case. Although the NGO movement in
Egypt is very strong, it is largely an elitist phenomenon and, in Greater
Cairo’s massive popular areas at least, true ‘community-based’ organiza-
tions that articulate local needs and advocate rights and change are few
and far between.

Governing or Muddling Through?

The style of local government in Greater Cairo is often described as
“crisis management,” day-to-day “muddling through,” and lurching
from one problem to the next with “insular, symbolic actions.”"! Try-
ing to get ahead and to initiate processes and transformational strate-
gies, or even simply to launch concrete projects, is something Greater
Cairo’s local administrations cannot seem to accomplish. One of the
problems is the horrible lack of inter-agency coordination, and there
is a constant and jealous ballet between governorates, the main infra-
structure and service authorities, and the principal ministries. In most
cases, even a minor local crisis slowly moves up the governorate struc-
ture until it lands on the governor’ desk, and he needs to personally
intervene, frequently more than once, for some response to be initiated.

256 Governing Cairo

The situation is further confused by mysterious orders that come from
the highest levels of political power, which seem to have been instigated
without the least logic or forethought but which are never questioned.
The slaughter of all of Cairo’s pigs in the summer of 2009, as a bizarre
response to the swine flu threat, is only one of many glaring examples
that “has exposed the failings of a government where the power is con-
centrated at the top, where decisions are often carried out with little
consideration for their consequences and where follow-up is often non-
existent . . . .”"* Add to this the frequent phenomenon in Cairo of VIP
visits and their accompanying security circuses, and of inspection tours
by national-level officials, and it is no wonder that local administrators
can never rise above the day-to-day.

So, how do things work at all? Can it be said that Cairo runs itself on a
kind of enormous auto-pilot, with the government’s role reduced to near
irrelevance? It is clear from previous chapters that, in terms of planning,
control of urbanization, traffic, housing, and large segments of the city’s
economy, the answer is yes. But there are certain urban functions where
government has been and continues to be essential, and it is these that
need a closer look.

The Minimalist City and Its Unsung Heroes

A large metropolis needs its underlying systems to function, at least on
some basic level. The construction and improvement of main roads, the
supply of potable water, the collection and disposal of sewage, the opera-
tion and extension of phone networks, and the provision of metered
electricity: all are required. Today in Greater Cairo these essential sys-
tems run quite well and coverage extends throughout the metropolis.
Such high levels of service are nothing less than remarkable when com-
pared to similar systems in many large Third World cities, where for
example water rationing and frequently interrupted power are common
even in prime downtown areas. It is not that such systems in Greater
Cairo are anywhere near perfect, and poor service levels are found in
some informal areas and especially in parts of the peri-urban periphery.
Also, the authorities that provide these systems have fundamental weak-
nesses common to all Egyptian government organizations, in that they
are unlikely to win management excellence awards. But these systems are
the minimalist conditions that allow Cairo to function and grow, as the
following sections will show.
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Potable Water

Access to water is considered a fundamental right in Egypt. Follow-
ing three decades of concentrated investments, partly funded through
international assistance, drinking water is now almost universally avail-
able throughout Greater Cairo, something few megacities in develop-
ing countries have achieved. For example, the 2006 Census reported that
in Cairo Governorate, 99.2 percent of households were connected to a
piped water system. The 2008 HSUE confirmed this near-universal cov-
erage, with 96.7 percent of households in Greater Cairo proper reporting
a water faucet within the dwelling."” Except for some small rural areas of
Giza and Qalyubiya that rely on groundwater as a source, Greater Cairo
is all supplied by the Greater Cairo Water Supply Company, a subsidiary
of the national Holding Company for Water and Wastewater, which in
turn is an affiliate of the Ministry of Housing.'* This public-sector com-
pany takes water from the Nile, where it is purified and treated in a total
of eighteen water treatment plants located near the Nile or the Ismailiya
Sweetwater Canal."® Water is distributed through a huge network of
water mains and booster stations, with twenty-one water districts east of

the Nile and five west of the Nile.

Figure 9.1. Installation of water
main by government to serve
informal areas of Manshiyat
Nasir, 2002. (Photograph by
David Sims.)

In most areas water is usually available on a twenty-four hour basis. In
fact, in the aggregate, water supply is very ample for consumer demand.
For all of Greater Cairo, Nippon estimated in 2007 that daily water con-
sumption by all users was 4.1 million cubic meters (of which roughly
20-30 percent was industrial consumption), compared to an estimated
daily production capacity of 8.7 million cubic meters.'¢

However, the water picture in Greater Cairo is not all rosy. Water
pressure throughout the city is rarely sufficient to reach upper floors
even in upmarket parts of town, and in some areas, system water can
become contaminated by infiltration of ground water. Many distribu-
tion networks are old, use asbestos cement pipes, and are under-de-
signed for current demand loads. Also, the city’s potable water systems
are extremely wasteful. There are no domestic water meters, and water
consumption charges are among the lowest in the world. (Even after
tariff reform, domestic consumption rates were LE0.30 per cubic meter
in 2007, compared to two to three Euros in European countries.) But
this is somewhat academic, since without water meters actual consump-
tion is unknown and standard practice is for lump-sum monthly fees
to be charged for each building. It is thus no great surprise to find that
USAID has estimated that Greater Cairo’s actual per-capita domestic
water consumption is 340 liters a day (a level similar to that in Califor-
nial), and that of this total, 24 percent is lost in network leakage, 34 per-
cent is wasted inside residences, and only 34 percent is actually used."”
It is also no great surprise to discover that, in spite of endless lecturing
by donor agencies, under current tariff rates the water authorities in
Greater Cairo cannot even cover system operating and maintenance
costs from water consumption revenues, and all system investments
must come from the central government.

Whether or not institutional and tariff reform will proceed to make
the city’s water systems more efficient, many more water supply projects
are planned for Greater Cairo, and by 2011, total production capacity
is to be increased to 12.5 million cubic meters per day. By 2027, total
water demand is estimated to be at most 10.5 million cubic meters per
day, meaning that there is every likelihood that water supply will keep
well ahead of demand."” However, of the total estimated demand in 2027,
some 40 percent is expected to come from the eight new towns around
Cairo, both for industry and for the very high water-consumin g residen-
tial developments expected in these new towns.
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Sewerage

In the 1970s the city’s existing sewerage system, which had been
designed for only two million inhabitants, was near total collapse, and
none of the informal settlements that were springing up around the city
had any drainage services. In 1978, a master plan was prepared to com-
pletely overhaul the system and provide wastewater coverage for over
seven hundred square kilometers of Greater Cairo. Implementation
of the Greater Cairo Wastewater Project started in 1984 and enjoyed
considerable technical and financial assistance from both British and
American aid. The result, as they say, is history. On the east bank of
the Nile a main sewage collector was inserted under Port Said Street,
running north through a main lift-pumping station at al-Amiriya to a
new treatment plant at Gabal al-Asfar. With an internal diameter of five
meters, this became what is claimed to be the largest sewage line in the
world, serving most of central and northern Cairo. Another huge treat-
ment plant was built on the east bank in Helwan, in this case with Ger-
man assistance. On the west bank, a huge collector was built, extending
out to a new treatment plant in the desert at Abu Rawash, and networks
were included to serve most of Giza’s residential areas, both formal
and informal.

The Greater Cairo Sanitary Drainage Company operates the present
sewerage system in Greater Cairo. As with the water sector, this com-
pany is a subsidiary of the Holding Company for Water and Wastewater,
an affiliate of the Ministry of Housing. There are other public-sector
authorities involved with the design and implementation of sewerage
projects, and these also fall under the Ministry of Housing. Institutional
reform in the wastewater sector is ongoing.

Today, Greater Cairo boasts very high coverage in sewerage ser-
vices. In 2008 the HSUE reported that 98.0 percent of dwelling units in
Greater Cairo proper had access to sewerage lines. There are a total of
thirteen sewage treatment plants in and around Greater Cairo, the larg-
est of which of is the Gabal al-Asfar plant, which alone accommodates
almost 40 percent of Greater Cairo’s total sewage discharge. Seven of
the treatment plants are smaller units located in and serving particular
new towns. According to Nippon, in 2007 the combined design capacity
of all treatment plants was 4.6 million cubic meters per day, more than
sufficient to meet an estimated sewage generation of 3.8 million cubic
meters per day."”
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Figure 9.2. Installation of local sewers and house connections: project financed by
German Financial Cooperation, in ‘Izbit Bikhit (Manshiyat Nasir), 2001, (Photograph
by David Sims.)

Of course the system has its faults, and sewage overflows are experi-
enced from time to time, especially in dense informal areas, where system
capacities cannot cope with the increasing discharges. Also, many infor-
mal areas in the peri-urban fringes are still not at all served by the sys-
tem, and in these areas inhabitants must rely on septic tanks that requ‘ire
frequent emptying by suction trucks. For example, the 2008 HSUE
recorded that only 54.6 percent of dwelling units in peri-urban Greater
Cairo had access to sewerage lines.” Furthermore, although actual user
fees are minuscule (based on a 30 percent surcharge on a residential con-
sumer’s water bill, which rises to 70 percent for commercial consumers),
the cost of house connections is quite high and involves bureaucratic
hassles and often a tip or petty bribe. There are also systemic environ-
mental issues. The outflow from the Gabal al-Asfar plant, supposedly
completely treated but in fact only partly so, ends up in agricultural
drains that discharge eventually into Lake Manzala. The effluent from
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the Helwan plant runs south through the al-Suf Canal, built to irrigate
reclamation farms, but due to poor maintenance the plant cannot fully
treat the effluent, and water that reaches the fields is sometimes heavily
contaminated. And on the west bank, the Abu Rawash plant was never
completed beyond primary treatment, and the effluent dischar%ed into
agricultural drains is of bad quality, at least for agricultural use. Further-
more, the sewerage systems must accept industrial effluent discharges,
and practically no pre-discharge measures are taken by manufacturers to
remove noxious chemicals and metals before they flow into the wastewa-

ter treatment plants.

Electricity
Electricity supply in Greater Cairo was, until the 1980s, pretty much a
hit-or-miss affair, with cuts, voltage drops, and brownouts common even
in central areas, and with power lines in peripheral areas and informal
settlements that were either nonexistent or horribly overloaded. The
city, and the country as a whole, has come a long way sint:‘e.then. Fi%'st,
the Ministry of Electricity (through the Egyptian Electricity Holdfng
Company since 2000) has made huge investments in power-generation
schemes, some of which were financed through World Bank and other
international loans. These projects have increased generating capacities
in Egypt severalfold, and more and more power stations are coming on-
stream, mostly fueled by Egypt’s relatively plentiful supply oij natural
gas. As a result, in 2005/06 Egypt had 22,350 megawatts of lnsta.lled
capacity to meet peak loads of 17,300 megawatts.”' There are ‘clght
power-generation plants in the Cairo area, the ]argcs:t of which is th.e
Shubra al-Khayma station, whose tall stacks are a familiar featur'e of Cai-
ro’s skyline. Second, tremendous investments have been made in power
transmission and distribution networks. Greater Cairo is currently com-
pletely covered by two distribution companies, the Nor!‘.h Cai%'o I'ElecFri-
cal Distribution Company and the South Cairo Electrical Distribution
Company.?? In 2006 there was a total of 6.6 million metcre_d customers
of the two distribution companies, fed through 89,600 kilometers of
mostly underground lines and some 28,000 distribution Fralvls‘formel:s.
According to Nippon, the quality of service in terms of Ijellablllty, a.val];
ability, and serviceability, was quite good throughout G{'eater. Cfnror
The distribution companies aim to install a new connection within ten
days of receiving a completed application.
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Major Roads

As described in Chapter 8, Greater Cairo now enjoys a relatively good
network of arterial roads, especially its outer radial highways, which
provide entrances to the city and connect the capital to other parts
of Egypt. These transport links take advantage of the opportunities
provided by the city’s unobstructed desert hinterland. Most of these
highways have been planned and built by the Ministry of Transport’s
Roads and Bridges Authority.* As one moves progressively into the
metropolis the situation is less satisfactory, but it is improving. The
Ring Road (1987-2000) was a colossal project that radically improved
Cairo’ surface transport, as did the October Bridge with its many
extensions. Other bridges, flyovers, arterial roads, and urban express-
ways have been added to the system in a somewhat slow and piecemeal
fashion. These projects are said to be following an overall transport
master plan, or rather, a succession of plans, although some seem to
materialize in a decidedly ad-hoc manner. For example, the Twenty-
Sixth July extension to the Alexandria Desert Road was not on anyone’s
plan, but it was designed and built in a remarkably short time following
orders from the Presidency in 1999. In fact, most additions to Cairo’s
road system, and the priority they are given for implementation, seem
to be initiated in mysterious ways. In any event, once a project is com-
mitted to, the whole affair, from land acquisition to clearances to rear-
ranging affected roads and utilities to actual implementation, can be
achieved in what is a remarkably short time. The Maryutiya Connector,
a 5.7-kilometer elevated eight-lane monster, was opening in mid-2009
after just two short years of construction, although this ‘missing link’
to the ring road system had been under discussion for fifteen years.?
Another elevated expressway some four kilometers in length, which
slices through dense parts of Bulaq al-Dakrur, is presently under con-
struction, even though few outside the transport fraternity have a clue
as to why it is being built.

Unlike in other infrastructure sectors, donors have never helped fund
roads and bridges in Cairo and it is the Egyptian government that has
financed and continues to finance all such projects.*® Partly for this rea-
son, most projects are designed and implemented by Egyptian consult-
ing and contracting firms, and foreign road engineers frequently criticize
the results: poor geometric design and less-than perfect final surface
treatment, not to mention a rather cavalier attitude in the placement
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of on- and off- ramps and the design of elevated highway interchang-
es.”” These criticisms may be more or less correct, but the fact is that
projects do get built, structures do not collapse, traffic does flow, and
bit by bit Greater Cairo’s main arterial road systems are expanded and
improved. In the author’ opinion, a more valid criticism is that many
of Greater Cairo’s major urban corridor projects aim primarily to
improve accessibility to the new towns rather than to improve surface
transportation within the metropolis proper, where over 96 percent of

the population lives.

Telecommunications
Many Cairenes will recall with a kind of perverse nostalgia the 1970s,

when getting a dial tone on one’s telephone, let alone completing a call,
was considered a minor victory. It could take decades after submitting an
application for a new telephone connection to be installed, and interna-
tional calls had to be booked and paid for at least three days in advance.”
In fact, telephone services were to all intents and purposes nil, and this
was when Cairo had less than half the residents and businesses that it
does today. Starting in the early 1980s (with assistance from USAID)
the Arab Republic of Egypt Telecommunications Organization began
a long process of revamping Cairo’s telephone networks and switching
stations, installing high-capacity cables and modern equipment. The
result has been nothing short of a miracle: by the 1990s most of Cairo
had a good telephone service, and national and even international direct
calls could be made. And public telephone boxes that actually worked
began to appear on Cairo streets. In 1996 the government let out the
first private mobile phone license, and now there are three competing
systems that provide universal coverage in Greater Cairo (and in most
of Egypt) at call rates that are among the cheapest in the world. In 1998
Egypt Telecom was reformed into a state-owned private company, and
a telecom regulatory agency was also set up. Starting in 2003 numer-
ous private companies, under agreement with Egypt Telecom, began
to offer ADSL Internet services over landlines, and there are now few
corners of Greater Cairo where such a service cannot be easily provided.
In addition, the mobile phone companies now offer comparable services
over 3G wireless networks, all of which provides Cairo’s inhabitants and
businesses with a wide choice and, due to competition, very reasonably
priced and fast Internet access.
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Why Does the Minimalist City Work?

Why do the systems described above work relatively well in Greater
Cairo and how are they able to continue to extend services? First, an
important underlying factor is Greater Cairo’s compactness and very
high density of habitation. The fact that Greater Cairo is by some mea-
sures the world’s most dense large city goes a long way toward explaining
how Cairo’s transport works in spite of everything (as shown in Chapter
8), and it also helps explain how its infrastructure systems can function
remarkably well. Every such system is made up of lines, and the more
people and businesses served by a given unit of line length, the lower the
installation and operation costs and the lower the maintenance needs.?’
Second, most of the authorities that provide Cairo’s basic services are
national-level organizations, either ministries or their subsidiaries.
Thus their budgets are more or less assured and each enjoys consider-
able autonomy.*” (The downside of this is, of course, an almost total lack
of inter-agency coordination.) Third, these authorities tap into Egypt’s
large and experienced engineering and contracting sector—most of
which is private—for studies, designs, and execution of system elements.
For large civil works projects, authorities will usually contract out engi-
neering feasibility and design and supervision to Egyptian consulting
ﬁrms, often teamed up with foreign bureaus, and for implementation
lntel_'national bids are usually solicited, which will bring in Egyptian/
forelgn consortiums to compete for business. Fourth, many of Egypt’s
1f1frastrucrure authorities have been or are currently adopting organiza-
tional and tariff reforms (albeit grudgingly and at a snail’s pace), giving
them more viability and cost-effectiveness.

‘ None of these infrastructure systems attempts to get ahead of urban-
fzation and extend services to newly settled areas. The one exception
is in thc new towns around Cairo, whose advance servicing, as seen in
Chapter 6, is very expensive and underutilized and, in addition, carries
huge economic costs. In effect, urban system extensions throughout most
of Greater Cairo are slowly following and reinforcing urban growth and
extending services to the people and businesses wherever they can be
found. Of course some areas are served more quickly and better than oth-
ers. But overall one could call this a kind of ‘post-facto municipal service
extension’ that is efficient and very logical.
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10
Summing Up: Cairo Serendipity?

n this book an attempt has been made to understand Cairo and to show

that, in spite of everything, the metropolis functions moderately well

and has not become the urban nightmare prophesied by so many. The
preceding chapters have made this point and also have tried to uncover
and explain the modes or logics, internal to the city itself and its people,
which are operating to make Cairo, at least compared to many megacities
in the developing world, a kind of success story.

And success story, with qualifications, it certainly is. Greater Cairo
has not collapsed under its own weight, as often predicted. And it is
a near miracle that such a huge agglomeration has been able to grow
from four to seventeen million inhabitants in less than fifty years on its
own, so to speak, counter to government intentions and plans, while
that same government has stubbornly put all its faith, and most of its
resources, in the chimera of modernist development out in the desert.
This ‘auto-development’ has generated efficient neighborhoods where
two-thirds of all Cairenes live and almost half of them work, where
housing is minimally acceptable and quite affordable, and where ‘basic
services,” which only government can provide, are surprisingly not bad.
Moreover, transport in the metropolis works (up until now at least),
small enterprises flourish, and a majority of inhabitants can live mod-
estly respectable lives.

One obvious explanation for this success of Cairo as a megacity is its
high density. Not only does this compactness allow the city’s otherwise
creaky transport to function, but it makes the extension of infrastructure
cost-efficient and allows the legions of informal businesses to find nearby
markets and customers. It is more than ironic that such high density is
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perceived by government as a root evil, and is used by it to justify the
imperative of moving out to the desert.

Informality Is the Key

For lack of a better word, Cairo’s success can be attributed to the opera-
tion of informal processes, all of which are proscribed by law. Itis infonn;.ll
urban development that has created the high densities that the metropolis
enjoys. Land is subdivided, housing is built, properties are exchlanged,
businesses operate, and public transport moves in the shadows of illegal-
ity. Informal processes are autonomous and individualistic; they rcl}.r on
personal relations, trust, and petty bribes, and they are the Emtll:.hCSIS c_)f
modern corporate modes. They have allowed people to get on with rihelr
lives, in spite of formalistic modern norms that would have been disas-
trous had they been applied with any vigor.

One should not overromanticize the concept of informality and pre-
tend there is some miracle guiding hand embodied in it. The word ‘sub-
optimal’ development, so popular among economists, comes to.min.d.
And Cairo has not been completely on autopilot. A certain minimalist
government has been an essential ingredient in Cairo’s relative success.
Funds are allocated, moneys are spent. Roads and bridges are built, trans-
port systems are created, and utilities are provided, however tardily or
haphazardly.

Why is the Informal City So Prominent? o

The standard answer to this question, found throughout the copious lit-
erature on urban development in developing countries, is that informal
urban development is a negative response, due only to a lack of enough
affordable public housing, or a lack of appropriate urban plans and hous-
ing programs, or a lack of appropriate economic assistan_cc packages to
help the poor, or a lack of regional development strategies to stem the
drift to the cities, or all of the above. In other words, the state has not
done enough. It has not performed its ‘high-modernist’ function. Such
an explanation is insufficient, at least for Cairo. We would advance the
opposite: informal life in all of its aspects would exist even were govern-
ment policies and budgets ‘appropriate’ and realistic. Perhaps the .scalc
and pervasiveness of informality would have been less, but thc‘re is no
government that could have met the challenge of the ‘megam.ty such
as Cairo represents. Governments in developing countries are just not
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that omnipotent, even if they were somehow able to set aside a whole
canon of prejudices in favor of control and modernity and give prior-
ity to the simple needs of the majority. And even if that were possible,
governments like Egypt’s have their inevitable fellow-traveling business
elites who will constantly redirect policies back to western, modernist-
corporate paradigms.

It follows that informal city-building should best be seen as norma-
tive. The state can only add layers and tinker at the margins. It may be
able to assert control if cities are small, and urban growth is of a scale and
tempo where government can get ahead of the game. But to the extent
that Third World governments succeed in controlling and diverting the
phenomenon into more or less legal channels, it is rare for that to happen
except at the expense of the poor. If there is a message in all of this, it is
that informal urban development is a new form of urbanization, one for
which governments are ill-prepared, even with—and in spite of—all the
advice bestowed upon them.

The same could be said for the informal urban economy. A huge
unregulated sector of urban enterprise and marginal self-employment is
not simply caused by the failure of the state to stimulate the modern pri-
vate sector to generate enough formal jobs and opportunities. Such a task
in the face of the demographic avalanche is impossible. The Egyptian
government could have done much more to create equitable market con-
ditions and to ease the entry of enterprises into formal status, but the fact
would remain that there is no way to absorb the ever-growing, young,
and ill-prepared labor force into the modern city economy.

Cairo Serendipity

Standing back, one can say that Cairo has been blessed, both by geog-
raphy and, ironically, by the state’s misguided approach to it. Geo-
graphically, Greater Cairo is unique as a megacity. How many large city
hinterlands have the stark dichotomy of huge tracts of publicly owned
desert land upon which to expand, and simultaneously intensive small-
farm agriculture and dense rural settlements arrayed along the immedi-
ate urban fringe?

Egypt is certainly fortunate in having a desert hinterland. This
has allowed Greater Cairo’s expansion to bifurcate: practically all new
industries over the last thirty years have been located in the desert,
avoiding the common land-use and environmental conflicts associated
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with metropolises whose expansion on all directions must confront a
rural hinterland. Also, land-hungry modern corporate development,
with its speculative subdivisions, gated communities, business parks,
and megamalls, all can find a home in the desert. So can huge govern-
ment establishments, such as those needed for defense, security, and
utilities, as well as garbage disposal and other noxious activities. Cairo’s
desert is a case of a near-perfect match between huge amounts of land
and land-wasteful development, all of which is sanctioned and encour-
aged by the state. .

By shunting off large-scale formal urban development to the adja-

cent deserts, the rural fringes have been left to ‘silently’ absorb people
and the dense and small-impact informal residential neighborhoods
they create. It wasn’t at all planned that way. The rura]‘hintcrland was
supposed to freeze as it was, and practically all population grow_th was
to occur in the deserts. But the economics of housing and livelihoods
for the mass of inhabitants has prevailed, and as a result, over a few
short decades the rural fringes of Greater Cairo have now been trans-
formed, house the majority of the city’s inhabitants, and represent, in a
real way, the future of the city. The incremental and informal moc%e of
settlement expansion in these fringe urban areas is dense and efficient,
minimizing the loss of the agricultural land that surrounds them ‘..md
making their (eventual) servicing straightforward and cost effective.
There are certainly many problems in these-areas, but they relate
mostly to the lack of sufficient state investments in infrastr.utl:turle and
public services to keep up with population growth. A reprioritization of
government budgetary allocations could make these areas much better,
and at little cost.

Here is where true ironic serendipity comes in. Informal urban devel-
opment on a massive scale, with all of its logic as laid out in this book,
could not have occurred had the government zot adopted and stubbornly
pursued its wholesale desert development strategy and not tried, however
unsuccessfully, to proscribe all development on the rural plain. The rea-
soning is as follows.

Consider what would have happened had the government not pur-
sued desert development as the future of Greater Cairo. What if it had,
sometime in the 1960s or 1970s, instead encouraged Cairo to grow out
logically into the agricultural plain? It is sobering to think. Master plans
would have set the parameters for urban extensions. High-standard
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subdivision and building regulations would have been imposed. Pro-
gressively, agricultural lands would have been bought up and assembled
by companies and entrepreneurs. Cairo’s rural hinterland would have
been ripe for scattered upscale housing estates, commercial strip devel-
opment, and industrial parks, extending and leapfrogging in all direc-
tions, mixed in with many stalled and speculative projects. Existing rural
settlements would have been confined to only the smallest and most
miserable expansion, and sky-rocketing land values would preclude
any affordable informal residential development. Authorities would be
wrestling with serious land-use conflicts and environmental disasters.
One has only to look at the fringes of Jakarta or Delhi or practically
any metropolis of the industrializing world to imagine what would have
been Greater Cairo’s fate.

Instead, practically all of these developments have been shunted off
into the desert, leaving the near fringes of Cairo to develop in a people-
oriented way. And here is the second serendipity or irony. Had the state
not tried to prevent such informal development, it would have gener-
ated another kind of massive urban sprawl. Ever-seeking cheaper land
prices, families and informal developers would have bought land in more
and more remote locations, and today one could imagine Cairo’s rural
hinterland as one amorphous and chaotic sprinkling of small informal
settlements, individual housing, and speculative overbuilding stretching
far beyond what we see today. Serving these areas with utilities, roads,
and services would have been a nightmare, even were government so
inclined. ‘Fortunately,’ the government proscribed all building on agri-
cultural land. But given the soft nature of the Egyptian state, it could only
at best slow such development and confine it to progressive accretions
onto existing agglomerations and villages.

Thus, in a sense, Cairo ended up with the best of all worlds. The
informal dynamic was left to operate, but constrained into a form of
organic spatial growth and consolidation. This dynamic could thus pro-
vide well-located housing affordable to the masses, create neighborhoods
that could easily be supplied with basic infrastructure (however tardily),
and generate its own economy and services. All of these new areas were
created, for the most part, without any polluting factories or other non-
conforming land uses nearby, and without the remaining agricultural land
and settlements being subject to the frequently predatory behavior of for-
mal, large-scale and well-connected developers.
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The Nature of the Egyptian State and Its Modernist Delusions

Some political analysts have advanced the idea that the Egyptian govern-
ment and its associated elites have recognized informality as the best way to
keep Cairo’s masses inert and marginally satisfied with their lot. This rather
convoluted theory posits that somewhere in the highest corridors of power
there is a quiet, conscious strategy to let the informal dynamic work as a
safety valve to preclude any real political empowerment that could threaten
the state. It may be articulated only behind tightly shut doors, but it is one
way to explain how the informal has become such a huge presence in Cairo.

This theory is hard to swallow. It is more plausible that the rise and
dominance of the informal, and the inability of the government to deal
with it, to channel it, or even to extract positive elements from it, is due
to continued self-delusion. There appears to be a pervasive and studied
ignorance of reality, even when such reality is stark and visible, as is the
case of the informal city. It is as if such facts are invisible since they do
not conform to a continued belief in the state as agent of modernization.
Decision makers, business elites, and even Cairo’s intelligentsia seem to
be engaged in a long love affair with modern technology and imported
urban models, and this has been the case for decades.

Part of this delusion is an inability to recognize that Egypt’s people
and economy simply cannot afford all the shining paraphernalia of west-
ern city living. Few of Cairo’s inhabitants are living in grinding poverty,
but likewise only a few are lucky enough to enjoy the levels of consump-
tion that the modernization imperative would dictate.

Another part of this delusion is the belief that the state can actually
be effective, that it can intervene and has the ability to transform society
and the economy. Although time and time again government programs
have been spectacularly unsuccessful, there is still a stubborn faith that
somehow the agents of government (and the armies of dispirited and
self-serving government employees) will actually, finally achieve some-
thing. This is only too evident in the desert city, not to mention the many
stillborn ‘city beautiful’ initiatives. The mechanistic, social engineering
approaches of high modernism that have led to so many failures in the
past seem to be very much favored still.

Lessons Learned

It would be edifying to be able to say that this investigation into under-
standing Cairo has uncovered some universal truths applicable not only
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to Cairo but to metropolises in other parts of the industrializing world.
Unfortunately this is not the case. As has been explained, Greater Cairo
is in many ways unique, and its ‘success’ can at least partly be ascribed to a
kind of serendipity. Even so, it is hoped that one message has come across:
a serious understanding of a city, and how it works, is a prerequisite for
moving forward. Understanding means taking a jaundiced look at glib
generalizations and especially at attempts to squeeze a city into some par-
adigm or global truth. It means that statistics and numbers and maps do
count, as long as they are treated with a very critical eye. It means asking
questions and trying to uncover why certain processes, in particular those
that develop organically out of the activities and desires of the majority of
city dwellers, can succeed in spite of government irrelevance.
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Notes to the Introduction

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 2-9. The ranking of the sizes of the world’s megacities
by population is a slippery exercise, and other sources put Greater Cairo
lower down the scale. See for example http://www.e-geopolis.eu. In any
event, the Cairo agglomeration is extremely large and getting larger.
Mehta, Maximum City.

Lagos/Koolbaas. A much delayed book on Lagos, a collaboration between
Koolhaas and Harvard University, which is said to be an in-depth effort of
several volumes, will hopefully present the city in a more detailed light. As
of late 2009 it had not, however, appeared in published form.

Roy, City Requiem. As in many urban academic studies, the actual fieldwork
and data sources date back several years, in this case to 1997.
Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years, and Abu-Lughod and Attiya, Cziro Fact
Book. Both studies focused on the then known extents of Cairo including
the urbanized areas of Giza and exhaustively analyzed the shiyakbat popula-
tion data for 1947 and 1960, the most recent available at the time.

Clerget, Le Caire. Although Clerget was only in Cairo for a total of eight
years in the 1920s, he managed to produce a work of over eight hundred
pages in two volumes, replete with maps and even aerial photos, on the
urban geography and history of what at the time had become a dualist city,
with an emerging modern, even European sector standing in stark contrast
to an insalubrious and mainly poor traditional city.

Sutton and Fahmi, “Cairo’s Urban Growth,” 135-49.

A short seven-kilometer walk from Ramsis Square along 26th July Street
through Zamalek and Mohandiseen and along the mibwar puts one in the
middle of cultivated fields west of al-Mu‘tamidiya Village. This evokes the
saying attributed to Cyril Connolly: “No city should be too large for a man
to walk out of in a morning” (quoted on the jacket of the Yusuf Islam CD,
An Other Cup, Ya Records/Polydor Records).
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‘Extralegal’ is another word used more or less synonymously with ‘infor-
mal.” As Ananya Roy states: “What is useful about the concept of extralegal-
ity is that it shows how informality is at once an outcome and a process. The
significance of this process lies in the inherent ambiguities of the informal,
and it is this that creates a dynamics of constant negotiation and negotiabil-
ity.” Roy, City Requiem, 140.

See for example Roy and AlSayyad, Urban Informality.

Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years, v.

See for example, the works of the eminent urban economist Alain Bertaud,
found in http://www.alain-bertaud.com.

As pointed out by the Marxist geographer David Harvey, it is easy “to criti-
cize texts for what they leave out rather than appreciate them for what they
accomplish” (David Harvey, The Limits to Capital, 1982, quoted in Castree
and Gregory, David Harvey, 9).

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Developmient, 2008.

It should be a relief to readers that the understanding of Cairo as advanced
in this book is free from academic ax-grinding. There is no convoluted
hypothesis to test, no need to advance the frontiers of some arcane niche
discipline, and, especially, no need to leap into a bewildering, self-referen-
tial, and jargon-loaded debate that only a handful of academics even claim
to understand.

CAPMAS, in collaboration with CEDE], compiled quite accurate digital
maps of all shivakba, qarya, gism, and markaz boundaries in most of Greater
Cairo, based on the 1996 Census. See Century Census Egypt 1882-1996.
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do not take up the subject of modern Cairo. At least two technical books
about informal or slum areas of the contemporary city have been written:
see al-Wali, Sukkan al-abshash, and Rayan, ‘Amaliyat al-irtiga’.

Another entertaining book on Cairo, also mainly historic, appeared some
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Examples include works by Cynthia Myntti, Samir Raafat, and Mercedes
Volait. (See Volait, Fous du Caire.)

Sometime in the late 1990s Nisf al-dunya magazine published an undated
special issue of over three hundred pages of photographs and articles on the
life of Farouk (see Farug: zaliman wa mazluman).

See Denis, “Cairo as Neoliberal Capital?,” 50.

Attallah, “Cairo 1990,” 97.

A draft law called al-tanzim al-sukkani was prepared by a former governor
of Cairo for submission to Parliament, which would have forbidden anyone
from outside the Greater Cairo region to take up residence there. See a/-
Abram, 17 May 1992, 3: “al-Qabhira, li-l-basr hudud.”

Golia, Caire, 21.

These descriptors are taken from the back cover of Davis, Planet of Slums.
Davis is a popular leftist writer on urban and environmental subjects. His
book Planct of Slums has been criticized as being “anti-urban and overly
apocalyptic.” See Wikipedia article “Mike Davis (scholar), Criticisms and
reviews,”

Davis, Planet of Slums, 19.

Davis, Planet of Slums, 17.

A much more sympathetic if journalistic treatment of urban squatters in the
Third World is to be found in Neuwirth, Shadow Cities.
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Notes to Chapter 2

1 The A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 97, reports that in 2001-2005 the
total cultivated area of the ‘old lands’ was 6.6 million feddans, including the
Fayoum. The cultivated area of the ‘new lands’ due to desert reclamation
was 1.7 million feddans.

2 A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 39, This figure excludes some three to
four million Egyptians resident outside the country.

3 A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 68.

4  The population growth problem has recently been highlighted by the cre-
ation of a separate ministry for population in 2009 and the need to redouble
population control measures.

5 A R E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 114. In a recent World Bank report,
somewhat different figures are given. In the rural Delta 43 percent of family
landholdings are more than three feddans in size, and in rural Upper Egypt
18 percent of land holdings are over three feddans. In any event, both sets
of statistics point to very small land holdings in Egypt (World Bank, “Arab
Republic of Egypt: Upper Egypt—Challenges and Priorities,” 14).

6 A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 28.

7 It is a rare event for CAPMAS to redraw or reclassify census areas, and the
Ministry of Local Development is even less likely to decree new urban areas
for administrative purposes. Changing a rural administrative area into an

278 Notes

10
11
12

13
14

15

16
17

18

19

20

21

22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29

urban one commits the government to provide higher levels of services and
to make changes in representation in Parliament.
Bayat and Denis, “Who is Afraid of Ashwaiyyat,” 185-99.
Census of Egypt 1996: ljmali al-jumburiya al-juz’ al-awwal [Table 20].
Census of Egypt 1996: ljmali al-jumburiya al-juz’ al-awwal [Table 20].
Shorter, “Cairo’s Great Leap Forward.”
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Urban Egypt, 53. According to the Census of Egypt 2006, [Table
1], for all of Egypt ‘marriage’ was the reason for changing residence for 30.4
percent of cases, and ‘accompanying others’ 29.0 percent of cases. “Work’
was the reason in 22 percent of cases.
al-Abram, 28 December 2006, 17,
Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’s
Informal Areas, 151.
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Urban Egypt, 11.
Sims, “South Sinai Development Profile.”
According to Wikipedia, a primate city is the leading city in its country or
region, disproportionately larger than any others in the urban hierarchy.
The ‘law of the primate city’ was first proposed by the geographer Mark
Jefferson in 1939. He defines a primate city as being “at least twice as large
as the next largest city and more than twice as significant” (http://www.
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primate_city).
GOPP PowerPoint presentation, 2005: Ru’ya mustagbaliya li-iglim al-Qa-
bira al-Kubra fi dw’ al-tabaddiyat al-numuw al-‘umrani [Future vision of the
Greater Cairo Region in the Light of Urban Growth Challenges].
Vignal and Denis, “Cairo as Regional/Global Economic Capital?,”
130-31.
Vignal and Denis, “Cairo as Regional/Global Economic Capital?,”
136-37.
Over the 1994-2007 period the average increase of Egypt’s labor force was
590,000 persons per year. However, in the most recent years, 2004-2007,
the reported increase was 996,000 per year (4. R. E. Statistical Year Book
2008, 75). Labor force data is often distorted due to the definitions used and
should thus be treated with extreme caution.
Egypt Human Development Report 2005,
A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 87.
A. R E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 45.
Al Khamissi, Taxi, 162-63.
A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 45.
A. R E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 278.
A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 86.
A. R. E. Suatistical Year Book 2008, 82.
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A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 63. Curiously, the reported infant mortal-
ity in 2006 in urban areas was significantly higher than the rate in rural areas
(24.0 per thousand versus 16.3 per thousand). This may be due to under-
reporting of infant deaths in rural areas.
A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 67 and 527-34.
Household Income, Expenditure, and Consumption Survey, 2004-2005. The full
survey is carried out every five years, and the last survey had a sample of
48,000 households in both urban and rural areas. Since it used a sample
frame that was based on the 1996 Census, there was probably an under-
representation of newer informal urban areas and thus also an underrepre-
sentation of the urban poor.
A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 490-94.
Consumption items are relatively inexpensive in Egypt and basic foods,
particularly bread, are partly subsidized by the state. However, the purchas-
ing power parity ratios applied to the Egyptian pound ($1=1£2.57) have
not been adjusted for the steep rises in the cost of living in the 2006-2009
period in Egypt. In any event, ‘purchasing power parity’ is a slippery con-
cept and allows for only very rough cross-country comparisons of purchas-
ing power.
World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: A Poverty Assessment Update, iv.
The most recent country-specific gini coefficient estimates, made by the
UN in 2008 for 142 countries, show a maximum of 74.3 (Namibia) and a
minimum of 24.7 (Denmark). Egypt’s gini coefficient is reported at 34.4.
That of the United States was 46.1 and rising (http://www.wikipedia.org/
wiki/List_of_Countries_by_Income_Inequality).
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Hous-
ing Study for Urban Egypt. The survey included a sample of 21,500 urban
households and used the Census of Egypt 2006 sample frame. Results show
slightly lower income and expenditure figures than the Household Income,
Expenditure, and Consumption Survey, 2004-2005. For example, the median
urban family income was calculated at LE1,000 per month, which is almost
exactly the same as reported by the Household Income, Expenditure, and Con-
sumption Survey, 2004-2005 for all of Egypt. Since it is well known that
rural incomes are significantly lower than urban incomes (in 2004-2005,
CAPMAS reported that the average or mean urban household income was
L£16,170 per year versus LE11,080 for rural households), this could mean
that the results of 2004-2005 are inflated, that those of 2008 are deflated,
that Egyptian urban incomes declined in the 2005-2008 period, or all of the
above!
See Sabri, “Poverty Lines.”
World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: A Poverty Assessment Update, iv. These
figures are based on analysis of CAPMAS’s Housebold Income, Expenditure,
and Consumption Survey 2004-2005 results. But there are queries on the
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assumptions used, and many observers have calculated higher incidences
of poverty. Even this World Bank report includes an estimate of the “near
poor,” which was 21 percent of the population in 2005 in addition to the
19.6 percent considered “poor.”

The boundaries of these governorates are pre-2008. See Chapter 3 for an
explanation of the geographic breakdown of Greater Cairo and Chapter §
for a discussion of the 2008 HSUE.

Notes to Chapter 3

Some urban observers would say that it is necessary to go further back
in history, at least to the beginning of the twentieth century, in order to
understand how what is now the core of Cairo gained structure and form.
Early expansion both into the agricultural plain and out into the near des-
ert represented precedents that were to be formative features of the city’s
explosive expansion in the post-1950 period. However, this earlier history
is well covered by Abu-Lughod, Caire: 1001 Years, and Clerget, Le Caire.
The annual rate of population increase in Cairo was reported to be an
amazing 6.4 percent per year in 1945 (Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira
Engineers International, Strategic Urban Development, 2-32).

These northern axes, which Janet Abu-Lughod called the Northern City,
contained almost half of Cairo’ population by 1960 and “could claim with a
fair degree of accuracy to have become the real Cairo” (Abu-Lughod, Cairo:
1001 Years, 179).

In particular, Laws 51 and 52 of 1940. Most subdivision development up to
this time was undertaken by private companies, many of which were under
non-native management and all of which employed European professionals
or Egyptians with European training backgrounds, and adherence to regu-
lations was near-universal. It had yet to be discovered that enforcement was
a relative concept.

Abu-Lughod, Caire: 1001 Years, 180.

Century Census Egypt 1882-1996, Cairo Governorate section, years 1947 and
1960. These person-per-room rates are calculated by counting all rooms
except kitchens and baths. Also, the definition of a ‘room’ is quite wide and
includes entrees, living rooms, and reception areas, however small, as well
as bedrooms. Thus the actual number of persons per usable room is higher
than reported in the census.

The Mohandiscen scheme reveals a number of misconceptions and ironies.
The project was conceived in 1944, thus predating the 1952 revolution by
a long shot. The plans foresaw the complete disappearance of the tradi-
tional villages found in the area, such as Mit ‘Uqba and Agouza, but these
clusters are still there sixty years later and are doing very well. It is ironic
that some of those professionals and urban elites who bemoan the loss of
agricultural land around Cairo due to informal urbanization live or work in
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Mohandiseen, itself built entirely on very productive agricultural land. It

is amusing, seeing the area today with its huge apartment towers, to recall

that the original tanzim plans specified a maximum building height of only

ten meters, or three floors, for all of the scheme except the main boulevards

(Volait, Architectes et Architectures, 344-45).

Abu-Lughod, Caire: 1001 Years, 179.

For details on the Masakin al-‘Ummal project in Imbaba, see Volait, Archi-

tectes et Architectures, 338-41. Today the area is a pleasant, quiet, and tree-

shaded neighborhood, with most of the original structures having been

altered and building heights increased dramatically through individual

initiatives. It is ironic that this ‘town house’ form of public housing, which

allowed residents to expand and improve their units as circumstances per-

mitted and thus is extremely suitable to the Egyptian urban family, has

never been repeated in any of the hundreds of subsequent public housing
projects scattered throughout Cairo and indeed Egypt.

Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years, 231.

Three luxury public housing blocks were built in the mid-1960s in al-
‘Abbasiya and intended for ranking army officers, but following Egypt’s
defeat in the 1967 war these buildings were turned into government
offices.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Review of
Egyptian Subsidized Housing Programs, Annex B.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Greater Cairo, 25. This figure may be on the low side, since older
respondents in the survey may have inherited or been gifted government
units. For comparison, over the 2003-2008 period a total of 10.3 percent of
households in Greater Cairo moved into units that were government-built
(pages 38-39). In peri-urban Greater Cairo, this figure falls to 1.1 percent.
(United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Peri-urban Areas, 25.)

The population of upscale Zamalek, which had recorded small losses from
1966 through 1996, registered a slight upturn in the 1996-2006 period, and
its 2006 population was enumerated at 16,900 inhabitants.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Greater Cairo, 19.

This scheme, al-bayy al-bukumi, is described in Chapter 6.

The definition of ‘informal’ urban development is given below in Chapter 4.
Abu-Lughod, Cairo. Her book was not published until 1971. It included a
postscript based on rapid revisits to Cairo in 1968 and 1969, but even at this
late date, she observed only small informal developments in al-Basatin and
Dar al-Salam.

The 1:5,000 map series prepared by the Institut Géographique National
(IGN).
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El Kadi, a/-Tabaddur al-‘ashwa’i, 297-303. Galila El Kadi noted that there
were only nine land subdivision companies registered in 1973; these had
multiplied to number thirty-five by 1982. Around Greater Cairo these
companies were most active in al-Matariya (forty-five out of seventy-eight
land subdivision projects in Greater Cairo).

The core of ‘Izbit al-Haggana has been said to have started much carlier
with the settlement of border-patrol policemen (see Soliman, A Possible Way
Out, 186). However, the area only began to take off in the late 1970s, as can
be seen from 1977 IGN maps.

See Abt Associates Inc., with Dames and Moore Inc., Informal Housing in
Egypt. This study was able to arrive at such a conclusion because integral
to it was a large, representative sample household survey carried out by the
USAID consultants in Greater Cairo in 1981.

An exercise using SPOT satellite images carried out by the technical assis-
tance team of Institut d’Aménagement et d’Urbanisme de la Région d’Tle-
de-France (IAURIF), in association with GOPP in 1990.

For an early commentary on the decrease of migration to Cairo, see Shorter,
“Cairo’s Great Leap Forward.”

These self-help efforts were frequently of dubious quality given the lack
both of technical supervision and sufficient funding. Many of the leak-
ages and overflows found today in some informal areas result from the
deficiencies and undercapacities of these secondary lines, and most require
complete replacement,

For a description of the insertion of services as well as bureaucratic control
into al-Munira al-Gharbiya, and the resulting political changes and alli-
ances, see Haenni, “Cousins, Neighbors, and Citizens,” 309-29.

Sims, “Informal Residential Development in Greater Cairo,” 25.

Denis and Séjourné, “ISIS Information System,” 12.

See World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: Urban Sector Note, vol. 2, Section 3.

Dorman, “Politics of Neglect,” 87. The 1969 Master Plan also called for
the construction of a ring road that would create a physical barrier and
prevent further city expansion on agricultural land.

Madbouli, “Background Paper on Urban Planning,” 59.

Reported in Al-Abram Weekly, 14-20 November 1997, 2.

Many of these conferences were organized by the International New Towns
Association (INTA) based in the Hague. Interestingly, INTA changed
its name to the International Urban Development Association in 2006,
reflecting a need to be more relevant internationally.

According to gossip at the time, the site of Tenth of Ramadan was chosen

personally by Sadat. He was in his helicopter flying over the Ismailiya Des-

ert Road, and at a certain point he was said to have pounded the floor with

his walking stick, and his accompanying ministers had to try to figure out
just where this act should be pinpointed.
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PADCO Inc., “National Urban Policy Study,” 1982.

For more details on the study and reactions to it, see Dorman, “Politics of
Neglect,” 192-94,

In 1996 an Aramco World article on Cairo reported: “Salah al-Shakhs, who
headed the government’s Division of General Planning in the late 1960s,
maintains that despite the overly optimistic early projections, the new cit-
ies are bound to fill up. He points out that it took more than 20 years for
Brasilia, Brazil’s new capital city, to become popular. ‘Now it has twice as
many people as it was supposed to,” he says. ‘It just takes time.”” (Doughty,
“Cairo: Inside the Megacity.”)

There are a number of micro studies and reports that confirm the shockingly
high level of housing vacancies within Cairo’s new towns. A study in 2006
sampled different kinds of housing in New Cairo and found that vacancy
rates were 60 percent for subsidized government youth housing, 68 percent
for resettlement public housing, 60 percent for the Qattamiya Heights gated
community, and 100 percent for private residential blocks. And it should be
pointed out that the areas of New Cairo sampled were the more mature,
western neighborhoods. In Sheikh Zayed gated communities, the same study
reported a vacancy rate of 53 percent. (Fahmi and Sutton, “Greater Cairo’s
Housing Cirisis,” 277-97.). Very high vacancies were also reported for public
housing projects in Cairo’s new towns in United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID), Review of Egyptian Subsidized Housing Programs,
Annex B. Various investigative articles appear in the local press about ghost
cities from time to time. See for example “Min yaqul inn fi azmat al-iskan?”.
Dorman, “Politics of Neglect,” 209.

Dorman, “Politics of Neglect,” 198.

In 1947 the Census of Egypt reported 2.1 million inhabitants for Cairo
governorate (then mudiriya), 268,000 for Giza gisz and Imbaba, and 41,000
for “Cairo suburbs” in Qalyubiya. See Century Census Egypt 1882-1996,
Cairo Governorate section, year 1947.

See the discussion of “large informal areas” in Chapter 5.

The Japanese calculate an area of 404 square kilometers for the “main
agglomeration” and 125 square kilometers for “villages and small towns,”
which together equal existing Greater Cairo (Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and
Katahira Engineers International, Strategic Urban Development, 2-10 for
population estimates and 2-14 for density estimates, allowing a calculation
of surface areas).

It is interesting to note that of this huge area the Japanese calculate that in
2007 only 96 km’ of the new towns were ‘built-up,” or a minuscule 7 percent
of the total planned area (Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers
International, Strategic Urban Development, 2-10 and 2-14).

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 3-9 to 3-14.
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A certain flow of information on various aspects of informality in Cairo
(and Egypt in general) is coming from ‘ashwa’i upgrading projects such
as those supported by German Cooperation (Manshiyat Nasir, Bulaq al-
Dakrur, and the Participatory Development Programme in Urban Areas).
GOPP in 2009 and the Ministry of Planning in 20002002 are some of the
government organizations that have superficially studied aspects of ‘ashwa’i
areas. Over the years academic work has led to articles with particular inter-
est. Also, some information on informal housing, tenure, and extralegality
in Greater Cairo has resulted from the work of Hernando DeSoto and the
Institute for Liberty and Democracy (Lima, Peru) with the Egyptian Cen-
ter for Economic Studies over the 2000-2004 period).

Just after the cliff disaster in Manshiyat Nasir (al-Duweiqa) in September
2008, which caused a media storm, a newcomer to Cairo went around the
office of his engineering consulting firm, one of the largest in Cairo, asking
Egyptians if anyone could locate the disaster on Google Earth. Not one of a
score of professionals could even come close, even though the site is less than
half a kilometer from the Autostrad, one of Cairo’s main inner arteries.

Al Khamissi, Taxi, 161, 162,

Nkrumah, “Living on the Edge,” 1.

Singerman, “The Siege of Imbaba.”

al-Alaily, “Kayf natanawal qadiyyat ‘ashwa’iyyat al-‘umran.”

For example, as late as 2009 the Minister of Economic Development was
quoted as saying: “What we need to do is to redefine and recategorize infor-
mal settlements and to focus on dealing with them within the framework of
a comprehensive program” (Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusam-
menarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’s Informal Areas, 201).

Urban residential areas that started or were consolidated before 1950 are
not considered informal, even if they exhibit considerable informal charac-
teristics. The year 1950 is convenient for a number of reasons: it represents
the beginning of the tremendous postwar expansion of Cairo, and it follows
the introduction of the first stringent urban planning laws, in particular the
subdivision laws of 1940.

Interestingly, interpretation of satellite images shows that when informal
settlements first began to appear in the 1960s on agricultural land, there
seemed to be some attempt to lay out street grids. Examples include neigh-
borhoods in al-Matariya and parts of Imbaba. But this early organized
parcellation soon gave way to truly random subdivisions of agricultural
parcels. Using satellite images it is possible to discern the old farm field
ownership patterns in the present-day urban fabric of these later and more
common subdivisions.

GTZ has estimated that informal areas of Greater Cairo proper cover 132
square kilometers, which “is four times the area that official authorities have
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previously acknowledged as being informal.” (Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir
Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’s Informal arveas, 211. Another
seventy-three square kilometers of informal areas are estimated to have
been found in peri-urban Cairo, based on Nippon Koei Co. Litd. and Kata-
hira Engineers International, Strategic Urban Developmient.

El Kadi, al-Tabaddur al-‘ashwa’i, 107, 125, and 134.

Shorter, “Cairo’s Great Leap Forward.”

Institute for Liberty and Democracy and Egypt Center for Economic Stud-
ies, “Preliminary Assessment of Residential Informality in Egypt,” 1997
(unpublished working paper).

Sims, “Informal Residential Development in Greater Cairo.”

Denis and Séjourné, “ISIS Information System.” Due to limited satellite
image coverage, not all of Greater Cairo could be analyzed.

The Wilson Center map, prepared for USAID, appears in El Kadi, «/-
Tahaddur al-‘ashwa’i, 59. The GTZ map appears in Deutsche Gesellschaft
fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’s Informal Areas, 16, 28. In
2002, an article appeared in an academic journal that produced a series of
maps of Greater Cairo, using 1996 Census results by gisz (district), includ-
ing one that sketches out “informal developments” and “squatter settle-
ments” (Harris and Wahba, “Urban Geography of Low-Income Housing,”
58-79. The map referred to is found on page 67).

It is interesting that the Japanese, who recently carried out the most exten-
sive cartographic exercise on Greater Cairo to date for GOPP, never tried
to map informal areas and in fact studiously avoided the use of informal
nomenclature (Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers Interna-
tional, Strategic Urban Development). )

For a courageous attempt to catalog and compare the confusing govern-
ment data sets on informal areas in Egypt, see Sabri, “Egypt’s Informal
Areas,” 29-34. Also, a 1997 article refers to conflicting estimates by GOPP
and the Ministry of Local Administration of the populations of informal
areas of Greater Cairo (see Singerman, “The Siege of Imbaba,” 143, n. 1).

Sims, “Informal Residential Development in Greater Cairo.” This study is
now rather dated, and the author, who carried it out, is the first to admit
that it was less than perfect, given the information base at the time.

In the past, and to avoid these fees, it was quite common for groups of
neighbors to band together to install their own local sewage collectors,
inspection chambers, and house connections through gubud zatiya. How-
ever, the quality of these works was frequently poor and undersized, result-
ing in frequent blockages and sewage overflows.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Urban Egypt, 29. Breakdowns of this data were not available for
informal areas of Greater Cairo separately, but the same high coverage rates
can presume to apply, at least for Greater Cairo proper. However, it should
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be pointed out that while overall water and electricity coverage was near
universal in peri-urban Greater Cairo, for sewerage connections to public
sewers the overall rate was only 54 percent. (United States Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID), Housing Study for Peri-urban Areas, xviii.)
According to a complaint filed by the school manager and members of a/-
maglis al-maballi (the local popular council) of Saft al-Laban, a large infor-
mal area of Giza, the Saft Primary School had in excess of 110 pupils per
class, and the school building was over sixty years old and full of cracks.
Several previous letters to the education authorities about the problem had
been ignored (a/-Misri al-yawm, 22 November 2007, 3).

Sims, “Cairo, Egypt,” 7.

The understandable reluctance of government authorities to use coercive
power to clear slums is described by Dorman in “Of Demolitions and
Donors,” 269-90.

To get an idea of the copious international literature on the subject, simply
type into Google the keywords ‘insecure tenure urban.’

Sims, “What is Secure Tenure in Urban Egypt?”

A considerable amount of demolition of informal buildings was necessary
to build the Ring Road, but both building owners and occupiers were com-
pensated with cash payments. This was a slow process, carried out by the
Jihaz Ta'mir al-Qahira al-Kubra (Greater Cairo Development Authority),
an executive arm of the Ministry of Housing.

For a detailed account of a small rural community’s struggle against eviction
in Greater Cairo, see Gerlach, “al-Qorsaya Island,” 91-95.

After the cliff collapse in Duweiqa in 2008, there was a veritable scramble
by residents as well as pure opportunists to acquire one of the nearby public
housing units made available for victims of the disaster. In an earlier slum
clearance in the same area in 2002, most families were resettled in govern-
ment housing units, but since the resettlement rule is “one family for one
unit, regardless of the household size,” some extended families felt they
should have received more than one unit and held out in the rubble for
months, much to the delight of the local media.

Thus, 16 percent of informal households were in the fifth or richest national
urban quintile, 23 percent in the fourth, 22 percent in the third, 22 percent
in the second, and 17 percent in the first and poorest quintile. For compari-
son, the national urban household income distribution places an equal 20
percent of households in each income quintile. (United States Agency for
International Development (USAID), Housing Study for Greater Cairo, 8.)
For peri-urban families living in informal areas, 8 percent of informal
households were in the fifth or highest national urban quintile, 15 percent
in the fourth, 22 percent in the third, 29 percent in the second, and 25
percent in the first and poorest quintile. (United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID), Housing Study for Peri-urban Areas, 5.)
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Manshiyat Nasir’s illiteracy rates are extremely high, reflecting its reputa-
tion as the poorest large informal area of Cairo. In other large informal
areas such high rates are unknown. Thus, for example, in Bulaq al-Dakrur
the 2006 Census records illiteracy at 17.8 percent and in Imbaba at 21.2
percent, compared to an average in urban Giza of 19.5 percent.

Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) and Cairo
Governorate, “Manshiet Nasser Guide Plan,” 6.4.

He or she may employ a local contractor who is skilled in both the technical
aspects of construction and, especially, in the ways of bypassing or other-
wise dealing with local authorities, and this is becoming more common.
Perhaps the best, if rather dated, description of the informal owner-builder
process is found in el-Hadidi et al., “Informal Communities in Cairo.”
Madbouli and Lashin, “al-Manatiq al-‘ashwa’iya.”

However, these rents relate to rental contracts made in the five year period
2003-2008 and thus do not fully reflect the huge inflation Egypt has
recently experienced. Anecdotal information suggests that 2009 rents in
informal areas might be significantly higher.

These figures refer to all informal areas in urban Egypt. The breakdown for
Greater Cairo is not available. _

Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’
Informal Areas, 68-69.

For a further discussion of advantages to be found in informal areas of
Greater Cairo, which to some might seem overly romantic, see Shehayeb,
“Advantages of Living in Informal Areas,” 35-43.

It should be added that most informal buildings are not well insulated,
mainly because to keep construction costs down it has become the norm for
external walls to be as thin as possible, usually only half a brick thick. This
means internal rooms quickly become hot in summer and cold in winter.
Madbouli and Lashin, “al-Manatiq al-‘ashwa’iya.”

These densities are gross densities, and include nonresidential land uses,
main roads, and open spaces found inside each agglomeration. Net residen-
tial densities, which exclude these items, would be much higher.

This informal conurbation straddles the borders of Cairo and al-Qalyubiya
governorates and includes the informal parts of al-Khanka City and the
shiyakhba of al-Salam al-Sharqiya, as well as all of the village of al-Qalag and
the shiyakbat of al-Salam al-Gharbiya and Gabal al-Asfar.

‘Izbit al-Haggana is a good example of how population estimates for
informal areas can be contradictory and how absurdly high estimates can
be generated. The Census of Egypt 2006 preliminary results reported a
population of 59,000 for the area. GTZ has made an estimate of 213,000
based on 2007 satellite imagery, by counting buildings and by assuming
there were 25 persons per building. (Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir “Technische
Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’s Informal Areas, 31.) Ahmed Soliman esti-
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mates amazingly high populations for the area and at the same time man-
ages to contradict himself. In Soliman, 4 Possible Way Out, 131, he states
that ‘Izbit al-Haggana had at least one million inhabitants, but on pages
181 and 183 he states that the area had a population of 400,000. No sub-
stantiation is given for these estimates, other than that they were based on
Soliman’s field surveys. Evidently Soliman’s highest and totally erroneous
estimate has gained a kind of legitimacy, as a recent UN report mentions
‘Izbit al-Haggana as having “more than one million inhabitants.” See Fea-
ture Stories at http://www.unfpa.org/news/news.cfm.
al-Abram, 6 August 2006, 14.
The failure of these schemes is discussed in Chapter 4. Very recently the Min-
istry of Housing has launched the ibni baytak (build your own house) program
in some of the far-flung new towns around Cairo, and this subsidized scheme,
in which citizens can acquire small plots for building apartment units, has
become quite popular. However, this very bureaucratic program can hardly
be seen as a means of harnessing the informal dynamic, nor as an alternative
to continued informal development on the agricultural plain.
For the Imbaba experience see Rayan, ‘Amaliyat al-irtiga’.
For a description of the current activities of GTZ’s Participatory Develop-
ment Programme in Urban Areas, see Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technis-
che Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’s Informal Areas, 211-13.
“In a short statement delivered at the inauguration Mrs. Mubarak stressed
that Zeinhoum, like similar projects that aim to provide housing for the
millions of Egyptians who live on the outskirts of major cities, was central
to efforts seeking to combat a host of social ailments.” A/ Abram Weekly,
21-27 May 2009, 2.
"This project was steered by the First Lady’s Integrated Care Society and also
involved GTZ. The Secretary General of the Society calls it a “holistic” and
“participatory approach” and considers it the Society’s “most noteworthy
accomplishment.” (Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit
(GTZ), Cairo’s Informal Areas, 158.)
As is frequently the case, population figures become inflated, and in the
press the area is said to contain “more than one million inhabitants.”
(“Imbaba tantazir al-tatwir,” a/-Misri al-yawm, 4 October 2009, 17.)
It is laughable that there should be such a concentration of these outlets in
Zamalek, the wealthiest district in all of urban Egypt and with a population
of only 16,000, whereas in the informal area of Manshiyat Nasir, with well
over half a million inhabitants, there is only one such outlet, whose range of
goods is limited to dusty cans of sardines and powdered detergent.
Exceptions of course exist. For example, some quite active religious gam ‘iyat
are said to exist in Ard al-Liwa. See Néfissa, “Cairo’s City Government,”
187-90.
Piffero, “What Happened to Participation?”
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World Bank, Arab Repubiic of Egypt: Urban Sector Note, vol. 1, 34.

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 2-35.

This is not to say that the loss of prime agricultural land in the Nile Val-
ley due to construction is not an issue, but the main culprit is not Greater
Cairo’s expansion. Rather, it is the incessant expansion of the thousands of
villages and small towns found throughout the Nile Valley and Delta.

The Unsafe Area Development Fund and its activities in twenty-nine urban
areas were announced by the Prime Minister in July 2009 as an integral
party of the government's strategy toward developing informal areas (a/-
Misri al-yawm, 1 July 2009, 1).

World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: Urban Sector Note, vol. 1, 16.
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It is interesting that the lead sponsor of the affordable housing finance
conference, Rooya Group, which claims to provide “elegance, uniqueness,
and innovation in property development,” actually gained its experience
developing tourist resorts on the Red Sea. In fact, many of the companies
now prominent in Cairo’s corporate housing sector are ones whose main
activities originally were (and sometimes still are) resort tourism. This is
hardly the kind of expertise that would seem to fit with affordable, low-cost
urban housing.

The study, the Housing Study for Urban Egypt, was carried out as part of
USAID’s Technical Assistance for Policy Reform II project, and Bearing-
Point Inc. was the main contractor. Individual local and international con-
sultants were hired, and Zenati Associates, Cairo, undertook the surveying
of some 21,000 households in urban Egypt in May and June 2008, using the
2006 CAPMAS sample frame to ensure statistical representation, In total,
six reports were produced, one for each of the following regions: Greater
Cairo, peri-urban Greater Cairo, the Delta, Alexandria, the Canal cities,
and Upper Egypt. Another report was produced on the methodology of the
survey. The author was the Senior Housing Specialist in the study and lead
author. (United States Agency for International Development (USAID),
Housing Study for Urban Egypt, and associated reports.)

USAID’s Egypt Financial Services project started in 2005 and was executed
by Chemonics Inc.

See Chapter 1 for a discussion of the Census of Egypt and its flaws.
Greater Cairo proper is made up of all of Cairo Governorate, plus Shubra
al-Khayma City in Qalyubiya Governorate, plus Giza City in Giza Gover-
norate, plus the new towns associated with Cairo, Giza, and Qalyubiya gov-
ernorates. In the sampling of the new towns there were so few households
that the sample size was too small to be of any significance, since the 2006
population of these seven new towns amounted to only 450,000 inhabitants.
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It should be noted that the terms used in this definition relate to administra-
tive divisions that were in use prior to the changes in May 2008 that created
the two new governorates of Helwan and Sixth of October.

Much of Cairo’s residential housing is built progressively a floor at a time,
and this figure presumably refers to the age of the first floor.

In peri-urban Greater Cairo, the figure for crowding was slightly higher, at
1.27 persons per room.

Also in Mumbai, 73 percent of families lived in only one room, according
to the 1990 Census of India. (Mehta, Maximum City, 452.) In Lagos in 1976
the rate was reported to be 4.1 persons per room (Paccionne, Problems and
Planning, 134). The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
defines overcrowding as more than 1 person per room (see Rubenstein,
“Housing and Urban Development”).

Census of Egypt 1966, reprinted in Century Census Egypt 1882-1996 (Cairo
Governorate section, 1960 Census).

Abu-Lughod, Caire: 1001 Years, 164,

A quintile represents 20 percent of total households. Thus the first income
quintile represents the poorest 20 percent of households per capita, the sec-
ond income quintile represents the second poorest fifth of total households,
and so on. Ranking households according to per capita income is carried
out to avoid the distortions caused by differing household size and thus to
arrive at a better measure of living standards relating to income.
Erroneously, most people believe that rent controls were instituted as
one of Nasser’s socialist projects, whereas they predate his rule by almost
ten years.

In 1996 a law was passed that allowed between 25 and 100 percent increases
in rental values depending on the date of the rental contracts, but since the
base rents were so tiny, the increases did not at all bring rents in line with
market realities.

The actual number of households residing in government-supplied units is
probably higher, since some of these units have been rented or sold to third
parties, households that would not be picked up in the survey as living in
government-supplied units.

This tiny percentage includes apartments rented furnished to foreigners,
often by those holding fixed-rental contracts on the units, and who enjoy
huge windfall profits. There are apartments in upscale areas, stuffed with
‘Louis-Farouk’ furniture, boasting all modern conveniences, and sometimes
even with a Nile view, where the fixed rent on a unit will not exceed LES0
per month, whereas the same unit is rented out by the tenant to a foreigner
for thousands of dollars.
The average length of a rental contract in Greater Cairo proper was five
years, advance payment on rents was paid in over one-third of cases, and
annual rental increase clauses were found in 32 percent of contracts.
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An important caveat is necessary here. Most of the information on housing

supply and markets from the 2008 Housing Study for Urban Egypt relates to

housing exchanges over the five-year period from the beginning of 2003 to
mid-2008. Starting in 2005, Egypt began to suffer very steep and continu-

ing inflation, which, based on anecdotal informadon, has also hit housing |
markets. Thus current (2009) average housing prices and rents in Greater

Cairo may have risen significantly.

And it should be remembered that Greater Cairo proper includes a pro-
portionate representation of occupied housing in the associated new towns,

where both government and the private sector are very strongly represented

in housing production. 29
It is perhaps not so surprising that housing exchange is localized, since in

urban Egypt most people move locally if at all. In Greater Cairo proper, 73 31
percent of households who moved in the previous five years did so within

the same gism or neighborhood. 32
Up until recently, those wishing to register a property transfer also had to

pay a hefty official fee of 6 percent of the declared value, but this amount

was reduced to a small flat fee in 2006.

Menelaws, “Property and Registration Law in Egypt.”, 1. 33
Egyptian Center for Economic Studies and Institute for Liberty and Democ-

racy, “Formalization of Egypt’s Informal Real Estate Sector,” 17, 18. 34

Menelaws, “Property and Registration Law in Egypt,” 2.
Most of the information in this section comes from United States Agency
for International Development (USAID), Review of Egyptian Subsidized

employees who can exercise a certain influence with municipal authorities.
In 1991 the Unit for Housing and Urbanizatdon at Harvard University’s
School of Graduate Design collaborated with the Institute of National
.Plarming and ‘Ain Shams District in training district staff in managing
improvements in public spaces, mainly in public housing estates. One
pll.Ot was undertaken in the Ehlal estate, but little remains today from this
effort. In this and other efforts, keeping up community interest has proven
difficult. (United States Agency for International Development (USAID),
Office of Environment and Urban Programs, “Community-based Devel-
opment,” 42-51.)

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Review of
Egyptian Subsidized Housing Programs, 29.

As discussed in Chapter 9, in Greater Cairo as a whole, only 11 percent of
households own a private vehicle (and this includes taxis and trucks).
Proposals for such measures aimed at improving the general housing market
have been made in a recent World Bank study. See World Bank and United
States Agency for International Development (USAID), “A Framework for
Housing Policy Reform in Egypt.”

In developed countries with efficient urban housing markets, vacancies
rarely exceed 5 or 10 percent of the housing stock.

In the 1980s the concept of a tax on vacant land was introduced in some
governorates, but the application of the tax proved difficult and eventually
such a tax was declared unconstitutional.

Housing Programs, which was written by the author. Notes to Chapter 6

Cairo Governorate’s Mugattam housing estate, constructed in the late 1

1980s, is a case in point. A couple of thousand units built on the middle 2
plateau were found to be structurally unsound due to soil problems and
have remained abandoned undl the present. 3

Donor-supported pilot housing schemes have introduced some innovative

designs (such as the Helwan New Communities project of USAID), but

these have never been adopted and generalized. Similarly, sites and services 4
targeted at low-income households have been piloted only by donor-sup-

ported efforts. By far the largest and most successful of such schemes were

developed in the late 1970s and 1980s in Ismailiya, with UNDP and British

aid support. Unfortunately, such an approach (small plots and eventually

services, with full cost recovery coming from land sales) has never been

replicated at any scale by either local or national government agencies.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Review of

Egyptian Subsidized Housing Programs, Annex B.

Collective efforts to landscape and otherwise upgrade public housing estates

have been marginally successful in some neighborhoods of Madinat Nasr, 5
mainly where there are high concentrations of middle-level government

Notes
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Denis, “Cairo as Neoliberal Capital?,” 49.

Ayoub, 1984, directed by Hani Lashin, produced by Mamduh El Laithy, and
loosely based on a story by Naguib Mahfouz. ,
There is a ninth new town that has been on GOPP maps for years—al-
Amal, some forty-five kilometers east of Cairo on the ‘Ain Sukhna Road
but this one has yet to see the light of day.

Because one of the new towns, Fifteenth of May, is a grafting onto a part
of existing Cairo rather than a geographically independent unit, it can be
considered a simple urban extension to the metropolis rather than a new
town per se. Another, Tenth of Ramadan New Town, is so remote from the
Cairo agglomeration that it is functionally separate from Greater Cairo.
Thus, were these two cities to be excluded from the list of new towns that
form part of Greater Cairo, then the new towns’ combined demographic
weight within the metropolis would be even less than what was recorded
by the Census of Egypt 2006, that is, down to 2.4 percent from an already
feeble 3.7 percent. .
Figures on total investments made by government in the new towns are
extremely hard to come by. One dated government publication mentions
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that over the Fourth Five Year Plan (1997/98 to 2001/02), 22 percent of all
of MHUUD? investments were in Egypt’s new towns, and many think that
the current levels are much higher. (World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt:
Urban Sector Note, vol. 1, 61.)
Government planners seem to have a penchant for odd angles for the layout
of road intersections and public housing blocks, thirty and sixty degrees
being preferred. This results in a lot of awkward and unusable land seg-
ments, which, for lack of any better solution, are designated for yet more
open space and, on plans at least, are verdant. A simple grid layout of streets,
by far the most efficient, is rarely adopted in the new towns.
All of the new towns around Cairo are located on elevated desert plateaus
where no shallow water tables exist, thus even hardy indigenous palm trees
cannot survive without continuous watering. Even worse, most water con-
sumed in the new towns, both for irrigation and for urban use, is lost forever
since the desert locations are far from the Nile Valley and do not recharge
the underground Nile Valley aquifers.
Very early on, in 1982, a NUCA announcement called on investors to pur-
chase industrial plots in Sixth of October for LE20 a square meter, requiring
a 25 percent down payment (printed announcement from NUCA dated 27
November 1982).
Madbouli, “Background Paper on Urban Planning,” 60.
For those who are unfamiliar with Egypt’s recent history, it should be
pointed out that the sixth of October commemorates the start of the war
with Israel to liberate Sinai in October 1973. Tenth of Ramadan is that same
date according to the Islamic calendar. Fifteenth of May commemorates
Sadat’s ‘corrective revolution’ of 1972.
Media Production City, or ‘Hollywood East,’ obtained a large site along
the southern entrance to Sixth of October. The land was assigned at no
cost to the Ministry of Information, which then created a joint venture v.,vith
private capital to provide film and television studios and support services.
The land value was calculated as the ministry’s (controlling) share in the
joint venture.
1f Sheikh Zayed New Town is considered part of Sixth of October, the com-
bined 2006 population rises to 187,000 inhabitants.
The Census of Buildings includes, in its dwelling unit count, units that may
be unfinished, and thus vacancy rates throughout urban Egypt seem high
(averaging almost 30 percent for Greater Cairo as a whole). F,vcn‘ S.O’ the
vacancy rates in Sixth of October and in other new towns around Cairo are
remarkably high.
Singerman, “Introduction,” 14. . ‘
GOPP optimistically estimated the population of New Cairo at 300,000 in
2005, but this was presumably based on registered housing units rather than
actual population.
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Starting in late 2009 the pace of development in this part of New Cairo
has accelerated, particularly south of the central spine where a number of
individual apartment buildings are being finished and inhabited, private
gardens and parked cars are appearing, and even a few lights can be seen
at night. Some commercial services and office blocks have begun operating
along the spine and many more are under construction. Yet this part of New
Cairo can be considered the most vibrant and successful of all neighbor-
hoods in all the new towns around Cairo, anchored as it is on-one side by
al-Tagammu® al-Khamis and on the other by the American University in
Cairo campus. In fact, there is an immense prestige in real estate marketing
terms to be able to say a scheme is near either,
The Extension of Municipal Services project, a study financed by the World
Bank, aimed to create expansion zones for poorer inhabitants in the deserts
both east and west of Cairo, with extensive use of sites and services zones to
attract the informal housing dynamic. See also Chapter 4.
GTZs three-year exercise is an interesting side story. At considerable
expense, attempts were made to introduce a sites-and-services approach for
residential neighborhoods with the aim of attracting the informal housing
dynamic to al-‘Ubur, which included detailed layouts of small plots and
semi-public spaces and simple building regulations.
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Review of
Egyptian Subsidized Housing Programs, Table AS.
In the early 1990s there were attempts to relocate the hundreds of noxious
and mostly small leather curing and processing firms out of the inner-city
area of Fumm al-Khalig to al-Badr, over fifty kilometers away. Since such
a move would spell the death of all but the largest of these enterprises and
result in the unemployment of thousands, the issue rightly disappeared off
anyone’ agenda at a time of tough economic policies of structural adjust-
ment. However, in 2008 the same concept for relocation of these firms to
al-Badr reared its head again, this time with backing for the study from the
European Commission’s Industrial Modernization Project. To date nothing
has materialized.
Details of the National Housing Program can be found in United States
Agency for International Development (USAID), Review of Egyptian Subsi-
dized Housing Programs, chapter 9.
A full-page article on housing in the new towns appeared in a/-Abram in
2004, in which it was reported that some public housing, especially Muba-
rak Youth Housing, is only occupied “25 percent at best” and that residents
are fleeing in large numbers because of the many problems. Al-Abram, 11
December 2004, 13.
In the past few years such stipulations have been relaxed for the older
worker-housing areas of Sixth of October, and the result is the wholesale
conversion of ground-floor units in public housing blocks into a wide range
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of small shops and services. However, this much more ‘liberal’ policy has
not yet extended to other new towns around Cairo.
Refer to Chapter 8 for an analysis of Cairo’ transport systems and the
transport problems of the new towns.
There are of course exceptions to this, and in some smaller compound
developments a well-known developer may not need to advertise, relying
on friends and word of mouth to line up buyers.
For example, the central commercial spine of the original city core remains,
but twenty years after parcels were allocated, only 30 percent have devel-
oped (and many of these structures are vacant).
In the late 1990s a 1.1-kilometer strip was added to the city core on the
north (on what was originally the city’s green belt/buffer zone). This area of
1,170 hectares has hardly developed at all, with the exception of a Mubarak
Youth Housing estate and one private housing compound. Even so, the city
has designed another further huge ‘northern extension’ on over 1,500 hect-
ares and the land there has almost all been allocated, although not a single
project has started. And city planners have designed and allocated most
land in yet another extension to the east, a colossal area of 2,100 hectares,
which currently has three scattered projects under construction on less than
2 percent of the land.
As recently as June 2008 the grace period for successful applicants under
the qur'a system to make land payments and obtain building permits in the
new towns was extended “for the last time.” See a/-Misri al-yawm, 21 June
2008, 1. "
World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: Urban Sector Note, vol. 2, 69-70. A review
of these superblocks using 2008 satellite images and visits in 2009 shows that
there has been considerable additional construction activity in the interven-
ing three to four years, at least in the older neighborhoods, due to pressures
from the authorities. But actual occupancy remains extremely low.
GOPP PowerPoint presentation dated 2008 prepared by Space Consul-
tants.
This land was understood to have been assigned for free, but the developer
is supposed to provide his own infrastructure and also to build some public
housing units for NUCA whose value is equal to 7 percent of the total cost
of Madinaty. This land assignment, which like so many in desert Cairo,
materialized as a decidedly untransparent and uncompetitive fait accornpli,
has been challenged in the courts by a group of citizens, but it is exceed-
ingly unlikely that it will be overturned. See al-Misri al-yawm, 23 Novem-
ber 2008, 1.
Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 2—152 and 2-153.
Due to the political importance of the new towns, securing water sources
and transmission rights of way has not been a problem. Also, NUCA has
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imposed water consumption charges in the new towns that, although still
subsidized, are three to five times those at present in Greater Cairo proper.
And it may well be that water has to date been amply available simply
because real populations, and thus actual water consumption, have been
only a fraction of the wildly optimistic estimates made by NUCA.
At between 150 and 300 meters higher than the Nile, these areas are much
more costly to supply with water than Greater Cairo proper, where 5 to 15
meters is the maximum difference.
World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: Urban Sector Note, vol. 1, 23.
Here is not the place to delve into the confusing mechanisms of public
land management and the political and patronage interests involved in the
disposal public land in Egypt. Readers might want to refer to World Bank
“Arab Republic of Egypt: Egypt Public Land Management Strategy.” ‘
In a long overdue recognition that these developments represent windfall
profits for their owners, it is reported that a ‘urban conversion’ fine of up to
LE100,000 per feddan is to be charged by the Ministry of Agriculture post-
facto for such conversions of what were to have been agricultural reclama-
tion schemes. See al-Misri al-yawm, 10 January 2008, 1.
GOPP PowerPoint presentation dated 2008 prepared by McKinsey Asso-
ciates.
Not to be outdone, the newly created governorate of Helwan announced
in July 2009 the signing of a memorandum of understanding with foreign
investors and government ministries to create four megaprojects located
around the Helwan suburb on a total of 2,000 hectares: ‘Avenues Egypt’
will be an integrated development of offices, a shopping mall, commercial
and recreational areas, and hotels; “Traders City’ will offer logistical services
for commercial and trade companies; ‘Helwan International Medical Park’
will_ be a destination for a range of health care and curative facilities and
businesses; and ‘Degla Safari Park’ is expected to be “the world’s largest
open z00.” Reported in A/-Ahram Weekly, 16-22 July 2009, 4.
The 2008-2009 global financial crisis dampened demand for land and
property in desert Cairo, and there are reports of prices sliding by 15 to 20
percent. But observers do not see anything like a price collapse since, as one
putit, those holding properties will simply keep them off the market rather
than incur what they perceive as disastrous losses. This is probably true
because so many property holdings are speculative, were purchased with
family capital, and do not need to be liquidated at any price to repay loans
and debts. See al-Misri al-yawm, 13 September 2009, 10. Demand for real
estate in Greater Cairo is greatly strengthened by a particular market seg-
ment: the millions of Egyptians working abroad, whose savings and remit-
tances frequently go into property investments, either real or speculative.
New towns are currently exempt from the ‘ewayid (property taxes), and
there are no monthly or annual fees imposed on built property in the new
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towns. Under the new (2008) property tax law these properties are to be
taxed, but the allowed exemptions are such that only a small portion will fall
under the new tax regime, if and when it is up and running.

"The reader may ask why property owners in the new towns do not rent out

their units rather than leave them empty? First of all, demand for rental
housing, especially for the large units typically found in new towns, is very
weak, and market rents are very low. Secondly, throughout Egypt, rent-
ing is viewed by many owners as problematic, especially when it comes to
ensuring that the renter will vacate the unit at the end of the lease. For a
discussion of the rental markets and vacancies in Greater Cairo, see United
States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing Study for
Urban Egypt.

A citizen can apply for and purchase a plot of land in the new towns under the
qur‘a (lottery) system, and turn around and resell it almost immediately, often
ata handsome profit. Property sections of the national newspapers are domi-
nated by announcements of land and property sales in Cairo’s new towns.

In 1995 the Council of Ministers took a decision to stop land sales in New
Cairo, worried about oversupply of new land and the high costs of servic-
ing this land. However, the Minister of Housing at the time ignored this
decision and continued to sell land parcels, and in 2000 the government
reversed its policy and announced the resumption of land sales throughout
the whole of New Cairo. See “Runaway Sales” in Al-Abram Weekly: Beyond
(quarterly supplement), Summer 2007, 4.

Unlike exclusive communities in many industrializing world capirals, the
need for security is not deemed to be a large draw factor for residential
compounds in Cairo’s desert.

Starting in 2006 the MHUUD adopted a new policy whereby prime ‘inves-
tor’ land in Cairo’s new towns would be sold by open auction. In May 2007
many Egyptians were startled to find that some prime lots in New Cairo
were sold to Arab investors for a whopping total of $3.1 billion. (Peter-
son, Unlocking Land Values, 56-60.) And in June 2009 NUCA announced
it was floating an international bond valued at LE4.6 billion using land as
collateral and guaranteed by the Ministry of Finance, with another tranche
to be floated in September 2009. Presumably these bonds are to finance
more investment in new towns, although not necessarily those around
Cairo. (See “Bank Consortium Wins Bonds Management Bid,” Daily News
Egypt, 30 September 2009, htrp://www.dledailynewsegypt.conﬂarticle.
aspx?Article]D=24841.)

Notes to Chapter 7

298

A Web page entitled “Cities of the World—Cairo” states the following:
“Cairo is the economic center of Egypt, with two-thirds of the coun-
try’s .gross national product generated in the greater metropolitan area”

Notes
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(http://www.city-data.com/world-cities/Cairo-economy.html). Just how
this estimate is calculated is not mentioned, and since there are no regional
product accounts in Egypt, one presumes this is a guess, hopefully an edu-
cated one.

A. R. E. Statistical Year Book 2008, 87, 88. These figures do not include per-
sons employed in state-owned public sector enterprises, whose total for all
of Egypt in 2007 was 700,000 (according to the A. R. E. Statistical Year Book
2008, 89) and of whom between one-quarter to one-third can be assumed
to work in Greater Cairo.

Colossal is a term not used lightly. The public sector in Egypt is esti-
mated to employ between 29 and 35 percent of the nation’s labor force,
versus 17 percent for Europe and the U.S., 8 percent for Latin America,
and 6 percent for Asia. (Chen, “Business Environment,” 7). Guaranteed
employment for secondary school and university graduates was law from
1964 to 1978, and the hiring of the educated unemployed continued well
into the early 1990s.

There are more than forty different laws and fifty-five decrees said to regu-
late pay for government employees. Amazingly, the minimum official wage
for government employment remains LE3S per month (set in 1984 and
never changed). There are a host of bonuses, annual increases, allowances,
and incentive structures. Thus the entry-level grade six employee’s base
monthly salary was LE35 per month in 2008, but with allowances and added
bonuses his or her pay reached 1£289. Finally, it has been noted that gov-
ernment pay bonuses—or promises of pay bonuses—tend to coincide with
years in which presidential elections are held. (Abdelhamid and el Baradei,
“Reforming the Pay System.”)

Vignal and Denis, “Cairo as Regional/Global Economic Capital?,” 131.
Extrapolated by figures on factories and industrial employment in Egypt’s
new towns in Barada, “The Egyptian New Cities Program.”

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Stategic
Urban Development, 2-140 and 2-141.

World Bank and International Finance Corporation, Doing Business in Egypt
2008, 2. The survey carried out in this study only looked ar limited liability
companies in Alexandria, Cairo, and Asyut. According to the results, Cairo
showed the best improvement across 178 economies, excelling in starting
a business, dealing with licenses, registering property, getting credit, and
trading across borders.

Census of Egypt 2006: volumes for Qalyubiya, Cairo, and Giza governorates.
Chen, “Business Environment,” 4.

Egyptian Center for Economic Studies and Institute for Liberty and
Democracy, “Business Formalization Study.”
The list of legal requirements for forming and operating an enterprise in
Egypt is very long. An operating license is required (usually from municipal
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authorities), and firms must comply with social security laws, commercial
registry laws, tax laws, labor laws including the employment of children, and
health and safety laws. In addition, particular businesses may need permits
from the ministries of health, tourism, and internal trade and industry.
Chen, “Business Environment,” 5.

el-Mahdi, Towards Decennt Work, 10.

Various organizations use different terminology. For some, ‘SME’ means
small and medium enterprises. The Ministry of Trade and Industry uses
‘M/SME’ which stands for micro, small, and medium enterprises.

Census of Egypt 1996 (Census of Establishments, volume for Cairo Gover-
norate). Similar breakdowns of establishments by size for 2006 were not yet
available as of November 2009.

In one GTZ project helping to formalize plastics manufacture in ‘Izbit al-
Nakhl, an informal area in northern Cairo, workshops were inventoried
and a list was submitted to the district authorities to help obtain temporary
licenses. To the chagrin of the GTZ project, inspectors promptly used the
list to go out and collect bribes. (From a lecture entitled “Notes on For-
malization, Focus on the Egyptian Plastic Recycling Case,” presented by
M. Siebert and W. Sabry at the GTZ Seminar Series, 20 January 2009.)
Meyer, “Survival Strategies.”

Sims, “Assessment of Selected Concentration Zones.”

el-Mahdi and Powell, “Small Entrepreneurs,” 8—12.

According to the Ministry of Foreign ‘Trade (now the Ministry of Industry
and Trade) in 1998 there were 1.2 million self-employed in all of Egypt, of
whom over 60 percent were engaged in trade, 15 percent in manufacturing,
and 9 percent in transport. (Ministry of Foreign Trade, Profile of M/SMEs
in Egypt, March 2003, 10.)

If the size of the street children phenomenon in Cairo is measured by the
recent interest shown in them, then this would seem to be Egypt’s main
social problem. Just type ‘street children in Egypt’ into Google’s search
engine. The figure of one million street children comes from http://www.
cairostreetchildren.com. The United Natdons Office of Drugs and Crime
cites ‘experts’ who estimate the number at between 200,000 to one million
in 2009 (http://www.unodc.org./newsletter/perspectives/. A good if slightly
dated article on the subject is Iman Bibars, “Street Children in Egypt: from
the Home to the Street to Inappropriate Corrective Institutions,” Environ-
ment and Urbanization 10 (1) (1998): 201-16.

Meyer, “Survival Strategies,” 11.

Meyer, “Survival Strategies,” 12.
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Ominously, traffic jams and tailbacks have begun appearing in places and at
times that are unexplainable and unpredictable. Many taxi drivers, whose
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knowledge of the city’s flows and bottlenecks is remarkable, frequently
find that their lore is useless in the face of jams that appear without any
seeming logic.

World Bank, Arab Republic of Egypt: A Poverty Assessment Update, 4.

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 2-14. These calculations even include Cairo’s desert
new towns as part of Greater Cairo, where densities of even the built-up
areas are far below seventy persons per hectare.

Bertaud, “Spatial Organization of Cities,” 9.

McClure, Egypt Almanac, 42; Arab Republic of Egypt, Ministry of Trans-
port, Greater Cairo Transportation Planning Study, 2-30.

Pacific Consultants International, “Transportation Master Plan,” 2-17.
Metge, World Bank Urban Transport, 31.

Metge, World Bank Urban Transport, 46.
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1-9.

“Car Sales in Egypt Rise Year on Year,” Daily News Egypt, 26 April 2007.
Another factor boosting car sales was the sharp reduction in 2004 on cus-
toms duties for imported cars with motors of 1.6-liter capacity and less.
The Information Decision Support Center of the Egyptian government
reported there were 1.6 million passenger cars in Egypt in 2004. See Al-
Baaly, “Cairo: The Future Amsterdam of the Middle East?,” 7. Nippon
reported a total of 1.01 million registered vehicles in the three governorates
of Cairo, Giza, and Qalyubiya in 2005. See Pacific Consultants Interna-
tional, “Transportation Master Plan,” 4-36.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Urban Egypt (from raw survey frequency results for Greater Cairo
and peri-urban Greater Cairo).

There are some in Cairo who do not own a car but have the private use
of company, ministry, or military vehicles. Thus private car use is slightly
higher than private car ownership.

Cairo’s roughly 80,000 taxis and 30,000 minibuses add somewhat to traffic
flow volumes, and do cause flow disruption due to their frequent stops,
but at least they are circulating and do not clog arteries as do parked
private cars.

Galal Amin has devoted a whole chapter to the private car in Cairo and the
conspicuous consumption of cars as a form of class prestige (Amin, What-
ever Happened to the Egyptians, chapter 9).
Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 4-37.

Arab Republic of Egypt, Ministry of Transport, Greater Cairo Transportation
Planning Study, 1-6.

Cook, “Transport Problems in Cairo,” 174.
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ing Study for Urban Egypt (from raw survey frequency results for Greater
Cairo).

Al-Baaly, “Cairo: The Future Amsterdam of the Middle East?,” 8.
Huzayyin, “Evolution of Cairo Transport,” slide 6.

The suffering of the Cairo taxi driver at the hands of the police is well and
amusingly documented in Al Khamissi’s book, Tax7.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Greater Cairo, chapter 2.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Peri-urban Areas, chapter 2.

al-Misri al-yawm, 21 January 2009, 1.

al-Misri al-yawm, 12 January 2009, 1.

World Bank, “PHRD Grant,” 4.

Paradoxically, this meant that extremely heavy traffic would be forced to
pass along the Maryutiya Canal corridor, bringing air pollution and vibra-
tions to within seven hundred meters of the Pyramids, compared to the
three-kilometer distance of the canceled Ring Road segment.

World Bank, “Preparatory Grant Assistance,” 5.
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According to Dorman, “lame Leviathan” is “characterized by durable
autocracy and state incompetence.” Neglectful rule entails “state-society
disengagement; patrimonialism and clientelism; and risk avoidance” (Dor-
man, “Politics of Neglect,” 247). ‘Political vegetables’ comes from Sad-
owski, Political Vegetables?, 7. .

Myrdal sees manifestations of the “soft state” as “deficiencies in legislation
and in particular law observance and enforcement, a wide-spread disobedi-
ence by public officials on various levels to rules and directive handed down
to them, and often their collusion with powerful persons and groups of
persons whose conduct they should regulate. Within the concept of the
soft state belongs also corruption . . . These several patterns of behavior
are interrelated in the sense that they permit or even provoke each other in
circular causation causing cumulative effects.” (Myrdal, Challenge of World
Poverty, quoted in Sadowski, Political Vegetables¢, 90-91.)

Slackman, “Egyptians Lament Lack of Government,” 1.

In 1993, the president agreed on the formation of a committee, to be chaired
by the prime minister, to oversee development projects throughout Greater
Cairo. The president himself was to attend this committee’s meetings, but
as far as is known it has never met (a/-Abram, 11 March 1993, 3). In May
2008 the chairman of GOPP announced that a coordinating council for the
Greater Cairo region would be established, which would function as a single
administration for the five governorates of the metropolis, but that the nature
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of this council was still being studied (a/-Abram, “Tahqiqat al-jum‘a,” 16 May
2008, 11). More recently, it was announced by the chairman of GOPP that a
ministerial committee had been formed to draft a new “capital city law” that
would bestow upon at least part of Greater Cairo a unique legal nature, radi-
cally different from the traditional governorate structure. The boundaries of
this ‘capital city’ are yet to be defined (a/-Misri al-yawnm, 18 October 2009, 1).
UCLG Country Profiles: Arab Republic of Egypt 2007 (http://www.cities-
localgovernments.org/gold/Upload/country_profile/Egypt.pdf).

These subdivisions apply only to the governorate jurisdictions. There are
many other ways Greater Cairo is sliced up geographically, and only a few
of these coincide to any degree with any others. The census has its own
subdivisions, as do the courts, the electoral districts, the property registra-
tion offices, the traffic zones, and so on. And it is rare to find the boundaries
of these different subdivisions mapped, nor do those who work within these
administrations always know where the boundaries lie.

In smaraksz, local administrations may be further divided into small towns
with city councils and into village administrative units.

According to the Egyptian State Information Service website (http://www.
sis.gov.eg), there are twenty-five parliamentary districts in Cairo Governor-
ate, fourteen in Giza Governorate, and nine in Qalyubiya Governorate.

However, in the last two governorates not all parliamentary districts fall

within the boundaries of Greater Cairo.

According to one national survey in 2005, some 52 percent of respondents
were ignorant of the very presence of these councils, and ignorance was
even more acute in urban areas (Néfissa, “Cairo’s City Government,” 185).

This survey is said to have been undertaken by the Information and Deci-

sion Support Center, but there is no reference given.

Blaydes, “Electoral Budget Cycles,” 12.

See Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), Cairo’s
Informal Areas, 216.

Slackman, “Belatedly Egypt Spots Flaws in Wiping Out Pigs.”

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Greater Cairo, 23. Only 1.3 percent of households had no access to

running water.

The Holding Company was established in 2004, part of extensive and

ongoing institutional reforms in the sector. The Greater Cairo Water Sup-

ply Company is itself undergoing restructuring, and separate companies

are being formed for Giza and Qalyubiya (and now presumably for the new

governorates of Helwan and Sixth of October).

Some would say treatment is overdone, and the distinct taste of chlorine in

the water is a common complaint.

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic

Urban Development 2-157.
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Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Developrment, 2—160.

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 2-158 to 2-159. '

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 2-177.

United States Agency for International Development (USAID), Housing
Study for Peri-urban Areas, 23.

Hydropower from the High Dam at Aswan, once the main source of power
in Egypt, now only accounts for less than 10 percent of the nation’s power
generation.

These two companies also serve Cairo’s new towns, except for Tenth of
Ramadan, which is covered by the Canal Zone Electrical Distribution
Company.

Nippon Koei Co. Ltd. and Katahira Engineers International, Strategic
Urban Development, 2-208 and 2-209.

Some of these highways have also been constructed by the army and the
New Urban Communities Authority.

The local roads underneath the connector are still a complete mess, and resi-
dents in the area suffer from water and power failures due to this project.

In 1990 the then Minister of Housing formally requested USAID to
fund the two Nile bridges required to complete the Ring Road. After an
extensive internal debate, USAID declined to finance the two projects,
justifying its refusal partly on the erroneous assumption that the two
bridges, and the Ring Road in general, would benefit mainly car-own-
ing elites. Another decidedly non-technical reason was due to pressure
from congressmen who were worried that the approaches to the Munib
Bridge would necessitate the partial removal of the Jewish cemetery in
al-Basatin,

An exception to this is the al-Azhar Tunnel, completed in 2001, but this was
a project of the National Tunnels Authority, an agency well versed in the
use of foreign expertise and funding.

One story has it that in the 1980s a middle-aged housewife was totally
amazed to find the telephone people at her door ready to hook up a new
line. She had to have it explained that it was her father, with considerable
foresight, who had made the application in her name at the time of her birth.
Compare this anecdote to one in October 2009. Someone had just rented
a flat in one of the new informal tower blocks in a chaotic fringe neighbor-
hood of Bulaq al-Dakrur and applied for a phone line on a Wednesday. He
was told it would be installed in three days and, presto, by Saturday the line
was hooked up and working.

In 2007 the minister of housing bemoaned the high cost of serving dense
informal areas. He claimed that serving these areas with infrastructure costs
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society four times what it would cost in planned areas (that is, in the new
towns). Maybe he was talking about costs per hectare rather than costs per
capita, since otherwise such a statement is clearly false. (See Singerman,
“Introduction,” 27.)

The main infrastructure services vary as to their ability to recover all costs.
Power and telecommunications are financially nearly going concerns,
whereas water and wastewater can only at best recoup running costs from
their customers. And roads are totally dependent on state budgets.
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abwash
abya’
abyad
amin al-shurta
‘ashwa’iyyat
‘awayid
awqaf
bawwab
bayarar
da‘wa sibha wa-nafadh
fakbr
fardi (adj.)
feddan

Sfug mutawassit

gam‘iyat

gubud zatiya
bawsh (pl. abwash)

hayy (pl. abya’)
al-bayy al-hukumi

Glossary

see bawsh

see hayy

see hod

special police

informal urban areas

property taxes

religious endowments

doorman of residential building
soakaway pits for domestic sewage
petition for execution of a contract
luxury

individual

area of land equivalent to 4,200
square meters

above the average

informal revolving credit groups, or
community associations

self-help
tomb courtyard
urban administrative district

government zone
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al-bayy al-mutamayyiz
hirafi

hod (pl. abyad)

ibni baytak

tkramiyyat
infitah

Iskan igtisadi
istimarat

al-magalis (sing. maglis)
al-maballiya al-sha‘biya

Maghrib
maglis al-madina

al-manatiq al-‘ashwa’iya

al-manatiq al-gheir mukhattata

markaz (pl. marakiz)
masakin iwa’
Mashriq

al-mibwar

mufakkirin

Mugamma* al-Tahrir

mugamma'‘at ‘umraniya gadida

muhafaza (pl. mubafazar)
muklifa

milid

munadi

308 Glossary

upscale (tourist) zone
artisanat
small irrigated agricultural plot

Build Your Own House
(housing program)

small bribes or considerations
Open Door policy

economic or affordable housing
application forms

local People’s Councils

western Arab countries

city council

informal areas

unplanned areas

rural district

governorate emergency housing
eastern Arab countries

literally ‘the corridor,’ the name
given to the axis roadleading to
Sixth of October City

intellectuals

central government services complex
in Midan “Tahrir, downtown Cairo

new urban settlements
governorate
private agricultural landholding

traditional annual festivals celebrat-
ing the birthdays of holy men
or women

informal car parker

mugawil (pl. mugawilin)
PIUTAWASSTT

qanun al-igar al-gadid
garya (pl. qura)

girat

qismn (pl. agsam)
qura
qur'a

raba‘

al-ri‘aya al-ula
samasira (pl.)

sha‘bi

shabr al-‘agari
shawish
shirka musabima

shiyakha (pl shiyakbhat)

al-sigill al-‘ayni
al-sigill al-shakbsi
sthha wa-nafadhb
sibbat tawqi

simsar (pl. samasira)

al-Tagammu‘ al-Khamis

tabzim
tamliik
al-tansiq al-hadari

contractor
average or middle level
New Rent Law

village administrative and
census unit

area of land equivalent to 175
square meters

urban census (and police) district
see qarya

lottery

single-story courtyard housing
with individual rooms

‘basic care’

see simsar

‘of the people,” ‘common,’ or
‘lower-class’

property registration office
police sergeant
limited liability share company

smallest urban census
enumeration district

individual deed properties

title deed properties

see da‘wa sibba wa-nafadh
contract signature confirmation
informal real estate broker

the Fifth Quarter (district of
New Cairo)

belting or containment
freehold ownership

urban harmony
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|
} tanzim

- tawkil (pl. tawkilat)

! / tuk-tuk

Yl

‘ l} wiust al-balad

zabbalin

al-zabr al-sabrawi
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Glossary

urban control
power of attorney
three-wheeled auto-rickshaw

traditional or common
law (contract)

downtown
garbage collectors and sorters

desert backyard
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119
informal settlements, growth of, 33
informal urban areas (‘ashwa’fyyat), 19
Information Decision Support Center
(IDSC), 97
information technology (IT), 227
infrastructure, 105; funding of, 20; needs, '
government capacity to fill, 257-64; "
new towns in Cairo, 208; post World
War I, 45; services, 12
Institute for Liberty and Democracy
(ILD), 69, 217
Integrated Care Society, 33
Internet services, high-speed, 264
Investment Authority, 77
investments, land as, 167
Iran-Iraq War (1980s), 66
iron and steel complex in Helwan, 51
irrigation, 25, 173. See also water
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tion; transportation; planning for, 233;
underground metro system, 232, 245

metropolis, 186n20, 227

330 Index

MHUUD, 118, 162, 183, 199

microbuses, private, 229-34

micro enterprise jobs, 217-19
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girat (175 square meters), 113

quality and types of buildings in informal
Cairo, 99-105
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reclamation projects, land, 74
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