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Z 

ahi Hawass said he has 
a plan to revive Egypt’s 
tourism, bring millions of 
visitors to Egypt and res-
cue the battered economy.

The sexagenarian archaeologist, 
who was once a cherished face of 
Egypt’s antiquities, is back in the 
limelight after years of absence 
since the 2011 revolution. This 
time, he said, he has a plan to bring 
Egypt’s heritage to the internation-
al stage.

“This will rescue our economy, 
bring in much-needed funds and 
bring tourists back to ancient sites,” 
Hawass said. “Ancient Egypt’s an-
tiquities are the strongest magnet 
for tourists.”

Hawass’s tourism stimulus and 
rescue plan mainly depends on 
bringing Egypt’s ancient heritage 
to tourists in their countries by 
organising a series of fairs in im-
portant capitals. He said by taking 
Egyptian relics to tourists in other 
countries, Egypt can bring its civi-
lisation to the centre of tourists’ in-
terest, which should convince them 
to visit Egypt.

“We can invite the media to 
the fairs and seize this chance to 
showcase the security situation in 
our country,” Hawass said. “Tour-
ists need to know that Egypt,  
unlike what they read in the 

 media, is safe.”
His plan is seen as timely as 

Egypt’s tourism sector is suffering. 
Tourism revenues fell 49% to $3.9 
billion in the fiscal year 2015-16, 
from $7.4 billion in the previous 
fiscal year, according to the Cen-
tral Bank of Egypt. In June, tourism 
revenues were off 77%, compared 
with June 2015, according to the 
Central Agency for Public Mobili-
sation and Statistics, the govern-
ment’s research arm.

Tourists shunned Egypt after 
a Russian passenger plane was 
bombed after take-off from Sharm 

el-Sheikh Airport last October.
International travel restrictions 

are starting to ease and tourism ex-
perts say Hawass’s plan could help 
accelerate the return of the tourists.

“Antiquities exhibitions can be 
the best promotion for our coun-
try,” said tourism expert Magdy Se-
lim. “When they visit the fairs and 
see samples of ancient relics, the 
tourists will be ready to go the extra 
mile of visiting Egypt to see more 
relics.”

In 2010, as head of the Supreme 
Council of Antiquities (SCA), the 
agency that supervised antiquities 

before the creation of the Antiqui-
ties Ministry in 2011, Hawass or-
ganised a number of fairs outside 
Egypt. The outcome was astound-
ing, as 14.7 million tourists visited 
Egypt that year.

Hawass’s tourism rescue plan de-
pends on using well-known Egyp-
tians, including the wife of late 
leader Anwar Sadat, to attract tour-
ists. These figures would visit tour-
ist sites on televised tours to invite 
attention to the country’s wonders.

“The government must make use 
of people like me to save tourism,” 
Hawass said. “I will not take money 
for this but I will be happy to see 
Egypt becoming better.”

One reason why the government 
might be distancing itself from Ha-
wass is that he is seen by many as 
belonging to the regime of former 
president Hosni Mubarak. Many 
remember July 11th, 2011, Hawass’s 
last day as Antiquities minister, 
when scores of employees besieged 
his car outside ministry headquar-
ters in Cairo and asked him to leave 
office.

However, Hawass is credited with 
saving Egypt’s heritage at a critical 
time. As SCA’s head, he oversaw the 
building of 60 warehouses to store 
antiquities when Egypt’s security 
system collapsed during Mubarak’s 
last days in power.

Despite those efforts, Hawass 
said almost a quarter of the antiqui-
ties were stolen and smuggled out 
of Egypt in 2011 and 2012. Hawass 
said he was instrumental in the re-

turn of 6,000 ancient relics to Egypt 
and that he has helped hundreds of 
archaeologists receive proper pro-
fessional training.

However, some people say Ha-
wass took credit for the achieve-
ments, denigrating colleagues and 
co-workers.

“He did not build the warehouses 
with his own money but with state 
money,” said Abdel-Halim Noured-
din, a veteran archaeologist and 
the former head of the SCA. “He 
took credit for returning stolen ar-
tefacts, although he did not bring 
them back alone.”

Hawass said he has no time to 
respond to critics, as he is too busy 
writing for newspapers, lecturing 
inside and outside Egypt and trying 
to resuscitate tourism in the coun-
try.

“I have no time to reply to these 
people,” Hawass said. “It is impor-
tant now that we all join hands to 
help our country get over its diffi-
culties. Egypt deserves better.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.
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Egyptian archaeologist Zahi Hawass speaks in front of the Great 
pyramid, built by Cheops, known locally as Khufu, in Giza, Egypt.
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E 

gyptians who lived 
through the 1970s are not 
about to forget the wide-
spread riots and demon-
strations that took place 

in January 1977. Analysts in Cairo 
wonder whether such a scenario 
will be re-enacted after the recent 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
loans to Egypt.

The popular uprisings of the ‘70s 
were triggered by unexpected and 
significant hikes in the prices of 
basic staples, including bread, rice 
and sugar. In the face of major pro-
tests, then Egyptian president An-
war Sadat had no choice but to roll 
back the increases and call on the 
military to quell the demonstra-
tions to re-establish order.

The lessons were painfully 
learned by subsequent administra-
tions in Egypt that steered clear of 
raising prices of bread and sugar 
and other commodities deemed 
basic to the daily life of the aver-
age Egyptian citizen. The Egyptian 
government stayed away from the 
IMF until 1991 when Atef Sedki was 
appointed prime minister during 
the Mubarak regime. Sedki’s gov-
ernment took out an IMF loan to 
finance privatisation efforts and 
financial market reforms. Prices 
of basic commodities were not af-
fected.

In the minds of Egyptians, the 
IMF is often associated with re-
moving subsidies, raising prices 
and making worse the misery of the 
poorer classes. In exchange for its 
easy-term loans, the IMF often im-
poses on borrowers the adoption of 
policies that give the private sector 
a wider share in economic activities 
while reducing government inter-

vention in the market and limiting 
the scope of the public sector.

The IMF also recommends the 
speedy privatisation of state-
owned companies, the liberalisa-
tion of currency prices and the 
gradual phasing out of subsidies 
from the state budget.

The IMF’s policies are not per-
ceived as taking into consideration 
the huge effect of those measures 
on the lives of the middle and poor 
classes nor of paying enough atten-
tion to issues of social justice.

Egyptians of modest income fret 
over the measures their govern-
ment is likely to introduce follow-
ing its recent agreement with the 
IMF over a $12 billion, four-year 
loan. The disbursement of the first 
instalment of $1 billion was an-
nounced on September 9th.

The Egyptian government is ex-
pected to take drastic and effective 
measures to reduce the enormous 
budget deficit, which is estimated 
at 12% of gross domestic product 
(GDP) in the 2016 budget. Egypt’s 
debt has reached more than $250 
billion in internal debt and about 
$53 billion in foreign debt, despite a 
generous flow of financial aid from 
Gulf countries, particularly from 
the United Arab Emirates and Saudi 
Arabia.

A major step towards this end 
will be the reduction of subsidies 
in the energy sector. The Egyptian 
government has announced an in-
crease of 40% in electricity prices. 
Natural gas costs have also been 
substantially increased.

The plan is to do away with sub-
sidies in the energy sector in three 
or four years. Egyptians will then 
be paying market prices for their 
energy needs.

Energy subsidies to many public 
sector companies, such as the rail-
way company, will also be gradu-
ally lifted. All of these reductions 
in public expenditures will be 
combined with measures to in-
crease state revenues. Recently, 

the Egyptian government enacted 
a value-added tax (VAT) on a long 
list of goods and services, which is 
expected to account for a 13% in-
crease in tax revenues.

The IMF has asked the Egyptian 
government to switch to more 
flexible foreign exchange policies 
based on offer and demand. The 
Financial Times recently quoted 
Chris Jarvis, the IMF mission chief 
for Egypt, as saying that his institu-
tion has asked the Egyptian gov-
ernment to apply for an additional 
$5 billion-$6 billion in facilities to 
shore up the country’s reserves in 
foreign currency before the expect-
ed drop in the value of the Egyp-
tian pound.

The official exchange rate in 
Egyptian banks is 8.88 pounds to 
one US dollar. It is 13 pounds to the 

dollar on the black market. If the 
Egyptian Central Bank adopts liber-
al foreign exchange policies driven 
by offer and demand, it will result 
in the devaluation of the Egyptian 
pound.

The natural consequence of such 
a step is a substantial increase in 
the prices of most goods and ser-
vices because Egyptian industries 
rely heavily on imports of machin-
ery, spare parts and raw materials.

All of these measures will inevi-
tably remove subsidies from some 
basic services for Egyptians, such 
as electricity and transport. With 
VAT, the majority of goods and ser-
vices will become very expensive. 
The continuing devaluation of the 
Egyptian pound against the dollar 
means Egyptians will be earning 
less, not more.

In a country where 40% of the 
population live below the poverty 
line, the majority of the remaining 
60% have limited incomes and the 
per person daily income is $1 and 
an estimated 40% of job-seeking 
young people are unemployed, 
such drastic measures will place 
tremendous pressure on the major-
ity of Egyptians.

Recently, spontaneous demon-
strations by hundreds of parents 
flared up after subsidies of infant 
milk formula were lifted. Prices 
doubled in an instant. These par-
ents were not exercising any politi-
cal activity but were spontaneous-
ly reacting to their sudden inability 
to provide milk for their children.

Mahmoud al-Qassass is an 
Egyptian writer based in London.
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