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Society

Running clubs gain traction in Cairo
Cairo

Y
oung Egyptians are once 
again organising on so-
cial media and taking to 
the streets of Cairo by the 
hundreds every Friday, 

not to protest injustice or clash 
with police but to enjoy long runs 
through one of the world’s most 
crowded and chaotic cities.

On a recent Friday morning, 
around 300 people gathered at a 
central square, a small fraction of 
the 2,500 who had signed up for 
the event on Facebook but a rea-
sonable showing for an event at 
7am on a weekend.

Organisers with bullhorns led the 
crowd of young men and women — 
many wearing headscarves — in a 
warm-up and then they took off, 
flooding a four-lane road and oc-

casionally parting before honking 
taxis.

Cairo, a city of some 20 million 
people packed onto the banks of 
the Nile, with few green spaces 
and no jogging paths, is an unlikely 
venue for distance running.

The streets are jammed at near-
ly all hours with smoke-belching 
microbuses, manic taxis, speed-
ing motorbikes and the occasional 
donkey cart. The crumbling side-
walks are often worse — blocked 
by parked cars, mounds of garbage 
and mangy street dogs. Anyone 
who runs in Cairo can expect stares 
and gentle mocking and women 
must contend with leering, lewd-
ness and occasional unwanted 
touching.

And yet despite all the obstacles, 
young Egyptians have launched 
several increasingly popular run-

ning clubs over the past two years. 
A half-marathon draws thousands 
of runners and more than 200 vol-
unteers — some wearing American 
football pads and helmets — deftly 
guide the runners through traffic 
circles and onto and off overpasses.

Small running groups catering 
mainly to expatriates have been 
around for years but Egyptians 
trace the growth in local interest 
to Cairo Runners, a group with a 
large social media presence that 
attracts hundreds of people to its 
weekly runs and has inspired simi-
lar groups across the city.

“The first time I ever went out 
on the streets to run was with Cai-
ro Runners,” said Mariz Doss, 27, 
who is one of the group’s organis-
ers. “Whenever I travelled outside 
Egypt I saw that people had the 
opportunity to run outside in their 

own country and I thought it was 
a pity that we didn’t have this in 
Egypt.”

The group organises weekly runs 
and advertises them on its Face-
book page, which has more than 
320,000 “likes”. The runs are usu-
ally early Friday — the first day of 
the Egyptian weekend — when 
streets are mostly empty. Strength 
in numbers protects the runners 
from both cars and street harass-
ment.

“We run when everything that is 
wrong with Cairo is asleep and that 
has been our winning formula,” 
said Salma Shahin, the group’s so-
cial media manager. Shahin’s cous-
in, Ibrahim Safwat, founded Cairo 
Runners in December 2012. The 
first run attracted 70 people, now 
a weekly 5k can draw up to 2,000, 
she said.

The group began organising runs 
nearly two years after Egypt’s pop-
ular uprising toppled longtime au-
tocrat Hosni Mubarak. At the time, 
Egyptians were fiercely divided 
over his successor, the Islamist 
president Muhammad Morsi. Dem-
onstrations regularly set off clashes 
and if hundreds of people were run-
ning through the streets it was usu-
ally to get away from something.

“The first time we ran in the 
streets all the workers and doormen 
stared at us,” Doss recalls. “They 
asked, ‘Who are you running from? 
Is this a demonstration or what?’”

The streets have been much 
calmer over the past year follow-
ing a massive crackdown by the 
military-backed government of 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who 
overthrew Morsi at the height of 
the unrest in 2013.

Organisers say they’ve never en-
countered problems with the au-
thorities. “When hundreds of peo-

ple are in running shoes and shorts, 
we don’t seem that scary,” Shahin 
said. And the runners say ordinary 
people have grown used to seeing 
them trot by in the mornings.

“In the beginning, people thought 
it was very strange but they’ve got-
ten used to it,” said Ashraf Samir, 
a 47-year-old accountant who has 
been running with Cairo Runners 
since last year.

“You get to breathe clean air, you 
get to run far away from any chaos 
or traffic and you get to know nice 
people at the same time,” he said.

Mahmoud al-Aawadi, 27, who 
joined the group two years ago, 
tells the kind of road-to-Damascus 
story one often hears from running 
enthusiasts. “It was the first time I 
had done any sports at all in my en-
tire life — I didn’t even play soccer 
when I was a kid,” he said. “I used 
to smoke cigarettes.”

Now he goes to the gym, swims 
laps and in April attended a night 
practice run to prepare for the half 
marathon. “I would have never im-
agined,” he said. “When I started I 
ran 500 metres, now I do 7 kilome-
tres. I run further and further every 
time. The others encourage me and 
we all encourage one another.”

The running groups are adamant-
ly non-political but when runners 
describe how the sport has brought 
them together, and how they have 
reclaimed their city’s squares and 
streets, one hears an echo of the 
early days of Egypt’s 2011 uprising 
when a spirit of inclusiveness pre-
vailed in Cairo’s Tahrir Square.

Doss said that during the dark-
est days of recent years, when the 
country was gripped by unrest and 
furiously divided, running brought 
people together.

“I remember at that time I was 
running and beside me were people 
from different backgrounds, differ-
ent beliefs, different religions,” she 
said. “It doesn’t cross your mind if 
the person beside you is a Christian 
or a Muslim or whatever. You just 
come for one purpose, to run, and 
to enjoy your time running.”
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T
he Saudi-owned, pan-
Arab daily al-Hayat was 
attacked in April by hack-
ers calling themselves 
the Yemen Cyber Army. 

The hackers kept the influential 
London-based newspaper offline 
for several hours and uploaded a 
picture of Hezbollah leader Hassan 
Nasrallah with the caption, “We are 
waiting for you.”

A mere 24 hours before that, 
pro-Saudi hackers compromised 
the YouTube and Twitter accounts 
affiliated with the Iranian state-
owned Arabic news channel Al-
Alam and tweeted a fabricated item 
about the death of Houthi leader 
Abdul Malik al-Houthi. The hack-
ers topped it off by uploading a 
video of Saudi King Salman stand-
ing in front of the Saudi flag with a 
patriotic Saudi song playing in the 
background.

Although these cyber-attack ex-
amples were relatively harmless, in 
the last few years the level of am-
bition and sophistication of cyber-
crime operations have resulted in 
significant disruptions.

In August 2012 the world’s big-

gest oil and gas company, Saudi 
Aramco, fell victim to a modified 
malware virus that infected 30,000 
of the firm’s computers. The Sham-
oon virus, which took Aramco ten 
days to eradicate, was courtesy of a 
politically motivated group calling 
itself the Cutting Sword of Justice, 
which US investigators say is tied 
to Iran, according to a report in the 
Wall Street Journal.

About the same time, Qatar’s 
RasGas was hit with the same vi-
rus.

Cyber-crime is on the rise in the 
Middle East with a reported 37% 
of economic crimes attributed 
to computer-based operations. 
Cyber-crimes are the second 
most common form of economic 
crime reported, with the most 
widespread attempts coming via 
applications, systems and net-
works. Mobile devices, remov-
able storage devices and data 
held by third parties are also at 
significant risk, according to 
the PwC Middle East Economic 
Crime Survey.

This new reality, ushered in 
by the two 2012 major attacks, 
has prompted regional govern-
ments to address the growing 
threat. The UAE introduced 
new cyber-crime laws, while 
Saudi Arabia enacted the 2012 
Arab Cybercrime Agreement.

According to Saudi cy-
ber laws, if an individual or 
group knowingly accesses 
a government network 
without authorisation, par-
ticularly if the information 
accessed has national se-
curity implications, this could 
 lead to a $1.3 million fine and up to 

ten years in prison; the same pen-
alty as for charges of supporting 
terrorism through the internet.

In terms of regional threats to the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), 

cyber-warfare is becoming a pre-
ferred method. Iran for example, 
in just a few short years has gone 
from having grade D level capabili-
ties to almost the same standard of 
sophistication of that of China and 

Russia, according to ana-
lysts.

Even the Islamic State 
(ISIS), arguably the 
most tech-savvy mili-
tant organisation, is 
in on the cyber-action, 
although its activities 

have been mostly re-
stricted to Europe and 
the United States.

Ghareeb Saad, a sen-
ior security researcher 

at Kaspersky Lab, an an-
tivirus and internet se-

curity software firm, told 
The Arab Weekly that po-
litically motivated cyber-

attacks were on the rise 
regionally.

“These attacks aim to 
steal politically sensitive 
information, intelligence or 
to track and monitor users 

who are of political inter-
est to the hackers,” he said. 

“These types of attacks de-
pend on something called 
‘social engineering’, which 
is not a technically advanced 
attack but is a method where 
users are duped into down-
loading files or following links 
that lead to their computer or  
network getting compro-

mised.”
In terms of the financial cost 

of cyber-crimes in MENA region, 
Saad told The Arab Weekly, “In 

the last few years, especially with 

the trend of using online bank-
ing and shopping, cyber-attacks 
caused by banking Trojans and 
spamming attacks have increased, 
causing significant financial losses 
to end-users, while the damage to 
enterprises and business has been 
massively increasing, we have 
been monitoring multiple attacks 
on banks, which has actually led to 
millions of dollars being stolen.”

The cyber-security expert em-
phasised the negative ramifications 
go beyond the monetary and that 
damage to the business entity’s 
reputation might be irreversible.

“If you are using online banking 
and you are on the receiving end 
of a cyber-crime, the probability 
of you continuing banking through 
the internet after that experience is 
very slim. 

This is more damaging to busi-
nesses then just financial losses,” 
Saad said. In terms of awareness, 
governments in the MENA region 
have become wise, according to 
Saad.

 “They are moving in the right 
direction and are adopting secu-
rity solutions and policies to im-
prove the safety of their networks. 
Governments are also building 
their own computer emergency 
response teams to tackle potential 
cyber-attacks,” he added.
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