
20 May 29, 2016

Society

Cairo

T 

welve-year-old Yasser 
Fathi had been loading 
heavy sacks full of onions 
at a warehouse in Egypt’s 
central province of Beni 

Suef onto a truck for hours. When 
he slowed down to catch his breath, 
Fathi received a fatal strike on his 
head from his stick-wielding em-
ployer. He had been a breadwinner 
for his poverty-stricken family.

The May 15th incident highlighted 
the chronic problem of child labour 
in Egypt, where more than 2 million 
minors as young as 7 are believed to 
be employed.

In a country with 26% of its 90 
million people living in poverty, 
civil society agencies and the gov-
ernment say there are limits to what 
they can do to tackle child labour, 
which has increased since the 2011 
revolution. The uprising aggravated 
economic hardships, making the 
money earned by working children 
even more important to many fami-
lies.

“Some of the working children 
are the main breadwinners of their 
families,” said Amal Gouda, a re-
searcher with the Egyptian Coali-
tion for Children’s Rights. “They 
have to work to feed their families 
or these families will go begging on 
the streets.”

The government says hundreds 
of thousands of children are work-
ing but Gouda claimed that is an 

understatement, saying the figure is 
“far higher than that”. Conservative 
unofficial estimates put the number 
of working children at 2.2 million.

According to the Egyptian law, 
children aged 14-17 may work but 
not in excess of six hours a day 
and no more than four consecutive 
hours. They must be in possession 
of identification allowing them to 
work from the Ministry of Man-
power.

The law says employers who im-
pede a child’s primary or second-
ary education can be imprisoned. 
Additional restrictions prohibit mi-
nors from working with large ovens, 
chemicals, in cement factories and 
in other dangerous environments.

The law, however, is poorly en-
forced and Egyptian children do 
many dangerous and menial jobs, 
experts said. They work in rubbish 
collection, workshops and in quar-
ries, and do seasonal farm jobs in 
the Nile delta, reaping cotton and 
other crops. Some children join the 
labour market as young as 7 years 
old.

Sayed Mohamed, 14, sells pocket 
tissues on the streets of Cairo with 
several other children for 5 Egyp-
tian pounds (about 60 cents US) a 
day. His meagre pay helps sustain 
his mother and five brothers and 
sisters after his parents divorced 
and the father left the family.

“I buy food for my family with the 
money I earn. My two brothers also 
work to keep the family going,” he 
said.

The National Council for Child-
hood and Motherhood (NCCM), a 
government agency tasked with the 
protection of disadvantaged chil-
dren, said it cannot do anything for 
him.

The council could also do little for 
Fathi’s family. It lodged a complaint 
against his killer at the chief pros-

ecutor’s office and offered some 
psychological and financial support 
to the family. Legal experts said the 
employer faces a possible prison 
sentence of 7-15 years on man-
slaughter charges.

“Our country’s social and eco-
nomic conditions have the final say 
at the end of the day,” said NCCM 
Secretary-General Hala Abu Alam. 
“Child labour will continue to exist 
as a problem in this country so long 
as we do not solve our economic 
and social problems.”

Most working children drop out 

of school but organisations such 
Gouda’s try to enroll them in read-
ing classes.

“The problem is that the majority 
lose interest in attending the class-
es. This is why child labour is a real 
plague that jeopardises the future of 
this country and threatens to affect 
generations of Egyptians,” Gouda 
said.

Under Egyptian law, free educa-
tion provided by the state is a right 
and compulsory at the primary lev-
el. However, there is no law in Egypt 
holding parents accountable for not 

registering their children in school.
“A child forced into labour is de-

prived of all his basic rights, espe-
cially the right for education, which 
leaves an indelible mark on his fu-
ture… Child labour could lead to a 
new generation of criminals who 
will be very difficult to control. That 
is why it is necessary for the gov-
ernment and civil society to work 
together to prevent it or at least to 
reduce it,” Gouda said.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

No easy solution for Egypt’s child labour problem

A girl helps to weave a carpet at a weaving factory in Sakiet Abou Sha’ra, Egypt.There is no law in 
Egypt holding parents 
accountable for not 
registering their 
children in school.
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ircassians each year mark 
the anniversary of the fall 
of their Caucasus home-
land to Tsarist Russia on 
May 21st, 1864, with a 

day of mourning to commemorate 
the forced deportations and ethnic 
cleansing that befell their nation.

Many Circassians eventually set-
tled in Jordan, then part of the Ot-
toman empire. Hundreds of Jorda-
nians of Circassian descent gathered 
near the Russian embassy in Am-
man to protest the occupation of 
their land and demand its return. 
But permission to hold a peaceful 
protest outside the embassy was 
not granted, leaving protesters to 
mourn and grieve in silence else-
where, including at a Circassian cul-
tural club in Amman.

Each year, they rally, carrying Cir-
cassian flags and calling on the Rus-
sian government to recognise the 
displacement of Circassians, which 
took place at the end of the Cauca-
sian war, as a genocide, a massacre 
that Russia denies.

“Even though we were not given 
the right to protest, we will not let 
the world forget the Circassia dias-
pora and the killing of our people,” 
Circassian-Jordanian Nart Shapsug 
said.

“We will hold silent protests to de-
liver our message to the world in a 
civilised manner.”

The conflict left more than 1.5 
million either dead or displaced, ac-
cording to historians, who say thou-
sands were forced from their home-
land. Their descendants are now 
spread across the globe, including 
Turkey, the United States, Europe 
and elsewhere in the Middle East.

The Circassian community had 
protested against the 2014 Sochi 
Winter Olympics in Russia because 
facilities for the Games were built 

over mass graves of Circassians 
killed during the ethnic cleansing in 
1864.

“We need to tell Russia that it 
must recognise the genocide which 
the Russian empire committed 
against the Circassians. We remem-
ber our grandparents who fought 
for their land, honour and religion,” 
said writer Mohammad Hamzouq.

“We are also demanding the right 
of return and compensation for the 
horses that the Russians slaugh-
tered during and after their vicious 
campaign to eradicate us from our 
beloved homeland,” he said softly.

Thousands of Circassians, an eth-
nic group from the North Caucasus, 
an area in south-western Russia be-
tween the Black and Caspian seas, 
died of starvation, diseases and 
mass killings in the course of dec-
ades of war between the Russian 

empire and the Circassians.
According to the Circassian Char-

ity Association, there are more than 
8 million Circassians worldwide. 
About 700,000 live in Russia.

In 2011, Georgia became the first 
country to recognise the Circassian 
deaths as genocide, straining Tbi-
lisi’s troubled ties with Moscow.

“Russian President Vladimir Putin 
has angered the Circassian people 
because he doesn’t have the cour-
age to acknowledge our historical 
presence or work out a permanent 
solution to our grievances,” said 
Shapsug.

Amman was resettled by Circas-
sians of the Shapsug tribe in 1878, 

after being resettled by the Ottoman 
empire. Similar waves of immigra-
tion continued until 1906, according 
to local Circassian historians.

Since then, Circassians have had 
a major role in the development of 
Jordan, holding top positions in the 
Jordanian government, armed forc-
es and police.

“From an initial 3,500 people who 
found a new homeland in what is 
today the Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan, the Circassian community 
numbers more than 100,000 today,” 
said Amjad Jaimoukha, an author 
and historian.

“The Circassians played a major 
and positive role in the kingdom’s 
history, integrating well into the 
society, but we paid a steep price as 
our languages and culture suffered 
immensely. The languages are ir-
revocably lost and our traditions 

have largely been discarded,” he la-
mented.

He said the new generation’s char-
acter must be in harmony with the 
past and in line with the present in 
order for the Circassian people to 
keep their identity.

To reward them for their loyalty, 
Circassians were entrusted in 1921 to 
be the personal royal guards of King 
Abdullah I, the great-grandfather of 
the current monarch. Since then, 
Circassians have served all four Jor-
danian kings.

Circassians also hold top posts in 
Jordan’s feared intelligence service, 
the army and police. Circassian-
Jordanians are often recognised by 
their light skin, blond hair and green 
eyes.

“We have to give back to the coun-
try and land that gave us a second 
chance but we also have to be true 
to ourselves,” said Khalid Shikem.

In 1932, the Circassian Charity As-
sociation was established, making it 
the second oldest charity in Jordan.

“In order to integrate and at the 
same time have our own place, the 
Al-Ahli Club, a Circassian sports 
club, was founded in 1944 in Am-
man,” Shikem said.

Being one of the elders, Shikem is 
an authority on Circassian matters.

To preserve Circassian identity 
and traditions Al-Jeel Al-Jadeed 
Club opened in 1950 and the Circas-
sian Culture Academy was founded 
in 2009, to help preserve the Circas-
sian language “before it’s too late”, 
said Shikem.

“We have lost a lot of our identity, 
traditions and customs. The Circas-
sian customs and social norms are 
enshrined in a strict code called 
Adige Xabze — ‘Circassian Etiquette’ 
and we are slowly losing it,” he add-
ed.

“We cannot lose our homeland 
and ourselves!” Shikem said.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman, 
has reported on regional issues 
since 1999.

Jordan’s Circassians mark ‘day of mourning’
Raied T. Shuqum

Members of Jordan’s Circassian community perform a folklore dance.

There are more than 8 
million Circassians 
worldwide.
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