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Egypt’s poor suffer in silence
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T 

he narrow alleyways in-
side the walled southern 
Cairo tomb compound 
where Abdullah Salah has 
made his home for almost 

20 years were calm and peaceful. 
However, this is the kind of calm 
that reminds the 50-year-old of the 
unfortunate nature of his life and 
his unfulfilled dreams.

“I have always dreamed of liv-
ing in an apartment building in one 
of the neighbourhoods of this city 
like all other people,” said Salah, 
a minivan driver. “But I have to 
choose between either feeding my 
three children and paying for their 
schools or paying the rent.”

According to unofficial estimates, 
some 5 million Egyptians have 
chosen, because of tough circum-
stances, to live in cemeteries due to 
high housing prices, Egypt’s urban 
crush and overcrowding. Another 
large number of people live on the 
streets in makeshift homes and un-
der bridges or in sprawling slums. 
This is a strong indicator of ram-
pant poverty throughout Egypt.

In 2015, 26.3% of Egypt’s popula-
tion was considered poor, accord-
ing to the state-run Central Agency 
for Public Mobilisation and Statis-
tics (CAPMAS), which said recently 
that poverty was especially high 
in the southern provinces, where 
almost 50% of residents qualify as 
being “poor”.

Economists attribute Egypt’s 
“persistent” poverty to misguided 
economic policies, the lack of in-
vestment and unequal distribution 

of wealth.
“Reducing poverty rates will be 

this or any future government’s 
most difficult task,” said Mukhtar 
Sherif, an economics professor 
from al-Azhar University. “This 
is particularly so, given the slow 
growth of the economy, the lack of 
investment and the presence of an 
endless line of jobless people whom 
the government needs to employ to 
reduce poverty.”

In 2013, the Egyptian economy 
grew less than 2%, which meant the 
government was not able to spend 
enough on social welfare and pov-
erty-reduction programmes.

In 2014 and 2015, the economy 
picked up, stimulated by improving 
security and political conditions, 
reaching a growth rate of almost 
4%, even as unemployment re-
mained at 12.9% of the workforce of 
26 million.

A strengthening economy has 
helped the government allocate 
about $12.5 billion to social welfare 
programmes in the 2015-16 budget, 
a fraction of the amount earmarked 
for such programmes in previous 
budgets.

One of the programmes, accord-
ing to Assistant Social Solidarity 
Minister Neveen al-Kabag, seeks to 

offer the necessary financial pro-
tection to economically disadvan-
taged families.

“These are families whose mem-
bers cannot either be part of the job 
market or have a stable source of 
income,” Kabag said. “They include 
families supported by disabled citi-
zens and others whose main bread-
winners are too old to work and 
earn a living.”

More than 450,000 families have 
applied to the programme, known 
as Solidarity, Kabag said. Other 
government programmes seek to 
empower the poor by helping them 
start small businesses and become 
financially independent.

Hundreds of non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and charities 
race to keep up with the number 
of people in need. One is Orman, a 
charity that has been helping poor 
citizens since 1993.

In 2015, Orman distributed more 
than 3,600 cows to villagers so they 
could start milk production; paid 
for open-heart surgeries of more 
than 12,000 people; bought more 
than 12,000 kiosks for unemployed 
youths, where they can sell sweets 
and newspapers; and offered long-
term, no-interest loans to thou-
sands of people, according to char-
ity Deputy Chairman Mahmoud 
Fouad.

“We try to offer a helping hand 

in the fight against poverty,” Fouad 
said. “Our aim is to turn these poor 
citizens into a productive force that 
can be a good addition to the econ-
omy.”

As important as the charitable 
help is, economists such as Mukhtar 
say, drastic and well-calculated 
economic governmental measures 
are needed to address poverty.

“This can actually be done by 
encouraging investments, tak-
ing measures to reduce consumer 
inflation and price hikes and also 
rethinking the subsidy policy to 
ensure that subsidies reach the 
needy,” Mukhtar said.

But the millions of Egyptians liv-
ing in cemeteries seem to be off the 
radar of government or civil society.

At a daily income of less than 
$6.20, Salah can hardly feed his 
three children and pay for school-
ing.

Inside his mausoleum-cum-
home, life is simple. His mother sat 
on the floor inside a roofless room, 
a tomb at its middle, and cooked 
food on a small kerosene stove.

Here, televisions are unheard of, 
refrigerators are an unaffordable 
luxury and woven plastic floor car-
pets turn into beds, even during the 
biting-cold weather.

Fed up with this austere and mor-
bid life, Salah’s wife fled a few years 
ago, leaving him, his mother and 
the children behind.

“She could not live by the dead 
like we do now,” Salah said. “I 
would have lived a better life if I 
could but this is totally out of my 
hands.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is 
a Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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A man sleeps between tombstones in front of his single-room 
home on a hot night in the Cairo Necropolis.

Lebanon slides into poverty
Economic stagnation and refugee crisis contribute to country’s woes

Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

K 

haled Taleb goes to the 
fruit and vegetable mar-
ket every day to collect 
whatever produce is 
discarded by vendors or 

thrown into bins for being dam-
aged and considered unworthy of 
sale.

“I usually wait for the lorries 
to complete the unloading of the 
merchandise, some of which is 
spoiled and thrown away,” said 
Taleb, a 54-year-old father of four. 
“I choose the least rotten to take 
home to my family.”

A resident of the poverty-strick-
en district of Bab al-Tabbaneh in 
Lebanon’s northern city of Tripoli, 
Taleb has been unemployed for 
years, surviving on charity and beg-
ging. His home in the dense, poor 
district consists of a single room 
with a small kitchen and bathroom 
he shares with his wife and four 
daughters. One daughter suffers 
from acute diabetes and lost her 
eyesight due to lack of treatment.

Rain leaks through cracks in the 
wall, often inundating the apart-
ment. “I cannot afford to fix the 
cracks,” Taleb said, “and when 
there is heavy rain, water trick-
les down from the ceiling into the 
kitchen and through the walls. In 
one instance, the room where we 
sleep on mattresses right on the 
floor was inundated and we had to 
spend the night on the stairs.”

While such living conditions 
are not supposed to prevail in a 

middle-income country like Leba-
non, the latest official statistics 
(2011) indicate that about 28.5% of 
Lebanon’s population of 4.1 million 
lives under the upper poverty line 
of $4 per person a day. Another 8% 
of the population lives in extreme 
poverty at less than $2 per person 
a day and are unable to meet their 
most basic needs.

The influx of refugees fleeing the 
Syrian war have further strained 
Lebanon’s resources. Nearly 90% 
of the refugees are concentrated in 
poor neighbourhoods.

Some areas of Lebanon have be-
come overpopulated with the pop-
ulation of some towns in the east-
ern Bekaa valley and in the north 
doubling. The refugees, mostly 
unskilled and lacking the means 
to survive, compete with the Leba-
nese poor over scarce jobs, creating 
tensions with host communities.

Tripoli, the country’s second 
largest city, and adjacent Minieh in 
addition to Akkar in northern Leb-
anon are considered the most dis-
advantaged. According to a recent 
study prepared by the Ministry of 
Social Affairs, together with the 
UN Economic and Social Commis-
sion for Western Asia (ESCWA) and 
the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP), up to 57% of families in 
Tripoli are “impoverished”; 26% 
are “in extreme poverty”. Those 
people are mainly in Bab al-Tab-
baneh and Jabal Mohsen.

Abu Ahmad, another resident of 
Bab al-Tabbaneh, has been with-
out a job for almost two years since 
fighting between his Sunni neigh-

bourhood and the Alawite Jabal 
Mohsen stopped. The neighbour-
ing districts, which supported op-
posite sides of the Syrian conflict, 
had intermittent clashes from 
2006-14, damaging already poor 
infrastructure and housing.

“I was getting a daily wage of 
20,000 Lebanese pounds ($13) for 
firing seven to eight rocket-pro-
pelled grenades at Jabal Moshsen,” 
said a 36-year-old ex-fighter who 
asked to be identified as Abu Ah-
mad.

“After the battles ended, income 
stopped. Now I can hardly feed my 
family or buy milk for my son… [It 
is frustrating] when I think that 
I used to fire rockets worth $800 
every day,” he said.

Home to some 800,000 people, 
Tripoli is regarded as a reservoir 
of poor people that political par-
ties, groups and politicians can tap 

when they need to go to battle.
The two rival neighbourhoods 

are among the most poverty-strick-
en in Lebanon. Illiteracy, unem-
ployment and population density 
are all high. Basic needs such as 
electricity, running water, health-
care and security are not met as a 
result of decades of marginalisa-
tion and neglect by the govern-
ment.

This leaves many of the Tripoli’s 
destitute citizens at the mercy of 
charities belonging to the political 
powerbrokers, including former 
prime ministers Saad Hariri and 
Najib Mikati, both billionaires, who 
dispense free services in return for 
political support.

To improve the alarmingly de-
teriorating living conditions of the 
most vulnerable populations, the 
Lebanese government launched 
the National Poverty Targeting 

Programme (NPTP), under which 
households identified as “the poor-
est of the poor” received monthly 
cash assistance of $60-$90, hardly 
sufficient to meet basic needs.

Activist Layla Ghamrawi, who 
works with one of the many social 
welfare associations in Tripoli, said 
the magnitude of poverty wors-
ened by economic stagnation, 
volatile security and the influx of 
refugees.

“The conditions in overpopu-
lated poor districts are miserable. 
Some households can hardly feed 
themselves. They live in small 
rooms lacking the minimum health 
requirements. The scope of pov-
erty is gigantic, it requires the sup-
port of a state, not mere social as-
sociations,” Ghamrawi said.

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.

A child outside her home in impoverished Bab al-Tabbaneh quarter in Tripoli, northern Lebanon.

Home to some 
800,000 people, 
Tripoli is regarded 
as a reservoir of poor 
people.

of the refugees are 
concentrated in poor 
neighbourhoods.

Nearly 90%


