
21July 24, 2016

Environment

Egypt faces environment and health catastrophe
Khaled Osama

Cairo

E 

gypt risks an environmen-
tal and health catastrophe 
if it does not deal with 
waste and rubbish piling 
up on its streets, environ-

mentalists and officials said.
“You can have nothing from the 

accumulation of tens of thousands 
of tonnes of garbage on the streets 
every day but disease and environ-
mental destruction,” environmen-
talist Mohamed Ismail said. “Our 
government needs to prove that it 
is serious in dealing with this prob-
lem or the consequences will be 
dire for everybody.”

An estimated 70 million tonnes 
of waste end up on Egypt’s streets 
every year. That includes industrial 
waste, some of which end up in ca-
nals and the Nile. Drinking water 
is often contaminated, threatening 
millions of people.

Some blame private rubbish col-
lection companies, saying they do 
not do their jobs adequately despite 
lucrative government contracts. 
Members of parliament are calling 
on the government to terminate 
those contracts. They are also ask-
ing the Cleaning and Beautification 
Authority, the agency responsible 
for cleaning the streets, to do its 
work properly.

Lack of funding is one of the 

problems facing the authority. The 
Cairo branch of the authority needs 
$45 million every year to clean the 
capital’s streets, branch head Hafez 
al-Saeed said.

Another issue is the lack of space 
in which to dispose the waste.

Available dumps around Cairo 
can receive a maximum of 2,500 
tonnes of waste a day, consider-
ably short of the capacity needed, 
Saeed said, adding: “This can show 
you why thousands of tonnes of re-
fuse cannot be removed from the 
streets.”

Rubbish collectors used to go 
from home to home to collect peo-
ple’s trash and dispose of it away 
from population centres. They 
would sort out plastic and glass for 
recycling and use organic wastes 
to feed pigs. Pig farming used to 
be a lucrative business in Egypt to 
satisfy the food needs of Egypt’s 
Christians.

In 2009, a cull of all pigs was or-
dered after fears of swine flu. The 
cull caused huge losses for farmers 
and rubbish collectors.

“Organic waste used to make 
up almost 60% of all waste,” said 
Shehata al-Meqadis, a pig farmer 
turned rubbish collector from Cai-
ro. “We used this waste to feed the 
pigs, which was why the collectors 
had the motivation to collect the 
trash from the streets and homes.”

The dozens of collectors Meqadis 
employs return with plastic, card-
board and glass because he can 
sell those items to recycling facto-
ries. The organic waste stays on the 

streets.
The waste issue had taken a back 

seat to more pressing concerns, 
such as terrorism, electricity out-
ages, water shortages, declining 
revenues from tourism and ex-
ports, rising commodity prices and 

a weakened national currency, ex-
perts said.

“But the harm that can be caused 
to Egypt from leaving garbage to 
pile up and choke its streets can 
outweigh the harm caused by leav-
ing these problems unaddressed,” 

Ismail said. “These piles of rotting 
garbage cause all sorts of disease, 
spread bacteria and pollute the en-
vironment.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

A worker picks through rubbish in garbage dump at a small recycling factory near Zaraeeb in the 
shanty area known also as Zabaleen or “Garbage City” on the Mokattam hills in eastern Cairo.
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T 

he Dead Sea has been 
shrinking for years, start-
ing in the 1960s when 
Israel, Jordan and Syria — 
some of the world’s most 

water-scarce countries — began to 
divert water from the Jordan River, 
which flows into the salt-water in-
land sea.

“Israel could get rid of its Degania 
dam and rescue the entire ecology 
downstream by allowing water to 
flow more freely from the Sea of Gal-
ilee to the Jordan River, hence help-
ing to rescue the vanishing Dead 
Sea,” said an environmentalist, who 
asked not to be named.

“Up to 95% of the river’s flow has 
been appropriated, leaving nothing 
more than a muddy trickle. There-
fore, the Dead Sea has lost about 
one-third of its surface area since 
the ‘60s.”

In a bid to avoid an ecological 
catastrophe, 17 international firms 
entered tenders to construct a ca-
nal linking the Red Sea in the Gulf 
of Aqaba in southern Jordan to the 
Dead Sea.

Water is rare in Jordan, where 
92% of the land is arid. The coun-
try is home to approximately 7 mil-
lion people and the population has 
grown with the influx of refugees 
from Syria and Iraq as well as Yemen 

and Libya.
Addressing the crisis is critical as 

water scarcity is predicted to worsen 
as Syria’s war forces more families to 
seek safety in Jordan. About 1.5 mil-
lion Syrian refugees are in Jordan 
already.

Not only has the population 
grown but people use more water 
per capita than before with the in-
troduction of dishwashers, wash-
ing machines and swimming pools. 
Some people also like to wash their 
cars three or four times a week.

Climate change scientists said 
North Africa and the Levant are 
undergoing accelerated desertifica-
tion.

Experts have warned that the 
Dead Sea, the lowest and saltiest 
body of water in the world, is shrink-
ing by 1 metre per year and would be 
dry by 2050.

The Jordan-Israel water supply 
agreement advances a negotiation 
process that started in 2005 under 
the auspices of the World Bank. In 
December 2013, Israel, Jordan and 
the Palestinian Authority signed a 
resource-sharing deal to provide 
water to Jordan, Israel and the Pal-
estinian territories.

The latest deal includes Jordan 
and Israel but provisions for the Pal-
estine territory were not included. 
Israeli officials said the Palestinian 
National Authority would be dealt 
with separately.

Jordan’s Water and Irrigation 
Ministry did not name the firms in-
volved but its technical committee 
is examining each bid.

The $900 million first phase of the 
project involves building a system 
to transfer 300 million cubic metres 
(mcm) of water each year from the 
Red Sea to the Dead Sea and the con-
struction of a 65-85-mcm-a-year ca-
pacity desalination plant in Jordan 
near the Red Sea to supply water to 
cities in southern Jordan and Israel, 

the ministry said.
Under the agreement, of the ap-

proximately 80 mcm of fresh water 
that would be produced, 50-60% 
would be sold to Israel. In return, Is-
rael promised to sell an extra 50 mil-
lion cubic metres of water per year 
to Jordan from the Sea of Galilee for 
cities in northern and central Jordan 
and sell an extra 20-30 mcm to the 
Palestinian Water Authority.

The agreement calls for the desali-
nation brine by-product to be mixed 
with seawater and piped 180km 
north to the Dead Sea.

“The amount of water to be trans-
ported to the Dead Sea had been re-
duced to less than 1/10th of the vol-
ume originally proposed in 2005,” 
the environmentalist said.

“The 100 mcm of wastewater will 
not be enough to halt the Dead Sea’s 
retreat, which would need 800 mil-
lion cubic metres per year just to sta-
bilise. The project could undermine 
the fragile ecosystem of the Dead 
Sea, which they fear could be wiped 
out by water from the Red Sea.”

Tourism, which was hard-hit by 
regional conflicts, would suffer as 
the Dead Sea draws medical and 
other tourists to the area, economist 
Issam Qadamani said.

“The scaled-back version of the 
project means that the ambitious 
work to save the Dead Sea is still 
decades away. “Jordan cannot af-
ford to lose the Dead Sea. Neither 
can the world allow the lowest point 
on Earth to slowly continue to die 
out,” he said.

Raied T. Shuqum is a journalist 
based in Amman.
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Sinkholes on the shoreline of the Dead Sea near the town of Ghor 
Haditha in Jordan, showing the retreating sea water line.
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