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In Egypt, housing is increasingly unaffordable
Shady Sayed

Cairo

A 

few years ago, Sameh 
Mohamed hoped to 
buy or rent a flat close 
to his parents’ home in 
the poor southern Cairo 

neighbourhood of Sayeda Aisha and 
get married.

However, the price of the flat was 
more than he could afford.

A friend advised him to travel to 
Libya to work in construction and 
earn the needed money. He fol-
lowed that advice and spent two 
years working in the neighbouring 
country and saving most of what he 
earned.

Mohamed returned to Egypt 
18 months ago, believing he had 
enough money to buy the flat and 
get married.

“However, my biggest shock was 
waiting for me. Flat prices and rents 
became almost three times their 
value before I travelled to Libya,” 
Mohamed said. “I was speechless 
when a landlord told me that he 
would sell a flat in his apartment 
building for 200,000 Egyptian 
pounds [$25,000].”

Before Mohamed went to Libya, 
the same flat would have sold for 
about 40% of its current value.

On his return, Mohamed noticed 
that the surroundings of the apart-
ment building were no longer the 
same. A major supermarket ap-
peared in the empty plot opposite 
the building. A mobile phone com-
pany had opened a service centre in 
the next building.

Supermarkets, modern cafés, res-
taurants and communication cen-
tres popping up in what used to be 
poor neighbourhoods in Cairo are 
leading to an escalation in housing 
prices.

“Valueless apartment buildings, 
plots of land and shops are sud-
denly becoming very expensive and 
it is all because of the services ap-

pearing,” Samia Abul Saud, a real 
estate broker in Mohamed’s district, 
said. “The result is that most of the 
flats, shops and plots of land are left 
empty because of high prices.”

Real estate prices across Egypt 
have risen almost 300% in the last 
ten years. The high prices are scar-
ing people like Mohamed away from 
expensive housing and into the na-
tion’s sprawling slums. There are 
1,221 slums in Egypt where almost 
20% of the country’s population of 
about 90 million lives, according to 
the UN Population Fund.

At the other end of the housing 

market, there is an oversupply of 
gated communities on the outskirts 
of Cairo. Housing prices in those ar-
eas are beyond the reach of the ma-
jority of Egyptians, even those with 
stable jobs and incomes. There has 
been a construction boom in these 
areas but this boom has been met 
with very weak demand.

About 7 million flats are there 
but empty, according to Mai Abdel 
Hamid, the head of the state-run 
Mortgage Fund, which seeks to help 
poorer Egyptians get appropriate 
housing.

People such as Mohamed, mean-
while, have to seek cheaper housing 
far from work and the city centre. 
He found housing in a poorer north-
eastern Cairo district called al-Marg. 
There, he pays $25 in rent for the 
two-room flat where he lives with 
his wife and 7-month-old child.

“Life in the neighbourhood does 
not have the minimum require-
ments for a healthy human life,” 
he said. “Drinking water is always 
dirty. There are no schools or hos-
pitals and the place is very dense.”

Cairo’s housing issue is not only 
about gentrification. It is also about 
the rising prices of construction ma-
terials. In Egypt, they are produced 
by a small number of manufactur-
ing barons who control the costs.

There are, for example, two main 
producers of construction steel. In 
the last ten years, steel prices have 
risen by 100%.  The prices of ce-
ment, wood and aluminium have 
seen similar rises.

The government imposes anti-
dumping measures against im-
ported construction materials from 
countries such as Turkey and China 

under the pretext of protecting na-
tional industries.

The same agencies have been try-
ing to alleviate the suffering of the 
poor by assigning private develop-
ers the job of building cheap flats. In 
return, the government gives land 
to these developers and delivers 
services at a low price.

But according to construction 
expert Mohamed al-Bostani, even 
these flats are too expensive for 
most Egyptians.

“We have so many luxury flats but 
very few ones designed for the poor 
and those with limited incomes,” 
Bostani said. “The government 
needs to control the prices built by 
the private developers it gives lands 
to.”

As Mohamed’s flat is so far from 
his work, he has to spend most of 
the week at his parent’s flat in Saye-
da Aisha. He goes home only on 
weekends.

“I only hope that landlords will 
have mercy on people like me,” he 
said. “Most of the flats are empty, 
while people like me cannot find an 
appropriate place to live.”

Shady Sayed is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

Egyptian boys ride their bicycles in front of empty apartment buil-
dings, east of the Egyptian capital, Cairo, on September 10, 2015.
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D 

ivorce did not bring an 
end to hope in Abeer 
al-Ansari’s life. On the 
contrary, it was the 
beginning of a life of 

hope.
A few years ago, Ansari was 

married to a British man. She did 
her best to make the marriage a 
success, but, she said, she had 
an “uncooperative” partner. She 
divorced the man and returned to 
Egypt.

In Egypt, where divorce is viewed 
by the majority of Muslims as the 
most despicable of all permissible 
things, Ansari was viewed as a 
failure.

“Everybody, even my closest 
friends, stayed away from me,” 
Ansari said. “Day after day, my 
friendships started to be limited to 
women divorced like me.”

Ansari’s discussions with other 
divorcees focused on post-divorce 
challenges and problems, including 
negative social perceptions, how 
she and her divorced friends can 
start a new chapter in their lives 
and how they can bring up their 
children in the absence of fathers.

At this point, she came up with 
the idea of establishing a club where 
she and her divorced friends could 
meet to discuss their problems and 
receive coaching on resolving those 
problems.

She never expected the club 
would make headlines in Egypt one 
day and also attract a large number 
of divorcees desperate to be heard 
and receive psychological support.

Ansari officially registered the 
club, which has its headquarters 
in one of the gated communities 
on the outskirts of Cairo, as a non-
governmental organisation. The 
first of its kind in Egypt, the club, 
in addition to helping divorced 
women and men face society’s 
negative views, works to change 
social perceptions about divorce in 
general.

“Egyptians view divorced women 
in a negative manner,” Ansari said. 
“They think a divorced woman 
is an immoral person who is out 
there to steal the husbands of other 
women.”

New members join Ansari’s 
club every year, with 200 
members registered in 2015. Club 
membership is only valid for a year.

Unique as it is, such a club is a 
reflection of the growing problem 
of divorce and family disintegration 
in Egypt, according to observers.

“Divorce has become a very 
widespread phenomenon in our 
country,” Hanan Salem, a sociology 
professor at Ain Shams University, 
said. “It is present everywhere in 
this country, which makes it a scary 
phenomenon.”

The figures prove Salem’s 
view right. Fifty years ago, 7% 
of marriages each year ended in 
divorce in Egypt, according to the 
cabinet’s Information and Decision 
Support Centre. Now, the divorce 
rate is 40%.

On May 30th, the Arabic language 
daily al-Watan quoted a report 
which said that divorce rates rose 
by 43% from 1990 to 2013.

In 1992, the newspaper said, 
there were 6,500 divorce cases. 
Five years later, the figure jumped 
to 70,000, the newspaper said 
quoting the report, which was 
referred to Egyptian President 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. It added that 
in 2007 there were 78,000 divorce 
cases, a number that increased to 
141,500 cases in 2009.

The state-run Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
said there was an increase of 
10.9% in divorce cases across 
Egypt in 2014, compared with 
2013, when 162,600 divorce cases 
were registered. The agency added 
that most divorce cases — 59.6% 
— in 2014 were registered in urban 
centres.

No wonder then that divorced 
women are creating their own 
unions and clubs. 

One of these women, Mahasen 
Saber, launched Egypt’s first 
internet radio station to offer 
divorcees the chance to speak 
about their problems and what had 
led to their divorce.

Called Motalakat Radio — Radio 
of the Divorced — hosts listen to 
divorced women and men in a bid 
to familiarise society with their 
problems and also to let other 
divorcees know they are not alone.

Saber also lobbies to change 
social perceptions about divorce, 
focusing on the tough times she 
and women in general spend with 
unappreciative partners before 
divorce.

Ansari and her club members, 
meanwhile, are not held back 
by their past relationships or 
marriages. They are looking 
forward.

Her club admits divorced men and 
women only. New members only 
pay the price of club membership 
applications. 

A special coach gives members 

tips on how they can make new 
beginnings, raise their children well 
and learn from their mistakes. 

They organise trips and group 
divorced mothers and fathers with 
their children to strengthen their 
links. Some of the members — most 
of them highly educated — end up 

married to other club members.
“Divorce, if it is inevitable, 

cannot be the end for any woman. 
It can actually be the beginning,” 
Ansari said. “This is why our club 
is keen to teach its members how 
to rediscover themselves to make a 
new beginning in life.”

Abeer al-Ansari, head of the divorcee club in Egypt.

Cairo club gives divorcees
a new beginning
Amr Emam
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In the last ten years, 
steel prices have 
risen by 100%.


