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Special Focus

Egypt applies new strategy to get rid of street garbage
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E 

gypt is trying to clear 
its streets of millions of 
tonnes of garbage that 
have accumulated over 
years by turning the waste 

into a source of income.
The plan calls for buying rubbish 

and sending it to Cairo for recycling.
“We have started receiving gar-

bage from citizens in different 
areas,” said Ibrahim Moussa, the 
head of the council of Fayoum city, 
120km south of Cairo. “We are talk-
ing to everybody to spread the word 
that rubbish can now be sold for 
money.”

Fayoum is among the cities where 
garbage is being turned into a com-
modity and a means for Egyptians to 
earn a living. The longer-term plan 
is to apply the strategy throughout 
the country.

Garbage has been a problem 
throughout Egypt since private 
companies commissioned by the 
government to clean the streets 
failed in doing their jobs. The gov-
ernment said tens of millions of 
tonnes of garbage accumulated on 
the streets, turning some Egyptian 
neighbourhoods into major rubbish 
dumps.

A staggering 47,000 tonnes of 

rubbish, including 19,000 tonnes 
in Cairo, are thrown onto Egypt’s 
streets every day, according to the 
Egyptian Ministry of Environment. 
Environmentalists said such huge 
amounts of refuse could lead to an 
environmental catastrophe.

“You are talking about tens of 
thousands of tonnes of pollutants 
that are thrown on the streets every 
day,” said environmentalist Magdi 

Allam. “These pollutants can cause 
an endless list of diseases to people 
living nearby or passing by them.”

Instead of recycling the garbage, 
Egyptians often try to burn it, which 
reduces air quality, environmental-
ists said

The new strategy, its advocates 
say, turns the garbage into a source 
of income.

Special collection centres buy the 

garbage and sell it to recycling com-
panies in Cairo.

Now, there are a handful such 
centres in Fayoum city but the city 
council plans to establish 1,000 rub-
bish collection centres in the com-
ing months to keep up with growing 
demand.

The centres buy empty cans for 
about 40 US cents a kilogram. They 
buy plastics for about 20 cents per 
kilogram.

Amr Mahmoud, a 47-year-old 
teacher from Fayoum, said the 
strategy encourages people to stop 
throwing waste on the streets and 
helps them earn money.

“Now, everybody views gar-
bage as a valuable commodity, not 
something they need to get rid of,” 
Mahmoud said. “Some people are 
starting to even collect rubbish 
from the streets and sell it to the 
centres to earn a living.”

Before taking it to the collection 
centres, Fayoum city residents sort 
the rubbish and put organic waste, 
cans, plastics, wood, aluminium 
and glass each in a bag specified for 
it.

Moussa said when he and his col-
leagues started applying the strat-
egy in June, few residents sold their 
garbage to the collection centres. 
Now there are so many people sell-
ing rubbish that the few collection 
centres available cannot keep up.

“Everybody wants to earn money 

by selling the garbage that was once 
a problem to the centres,” he said.

The Fayoum city council also 
earns money. The council buys 1 
tonne of empty cans for around 
$337 but sells it to recycling facto-
ries for $585. It also earns money 
from other waste.

“This strategy can bring a lot of 
money to the different provinces,” 
Moussa said. “Garbage will turn into 
a major source of national income.”

To turn garbage into a source of 

national income, Egypt needs to 
establish more recycling factories, 
environmentalists said.

About 5% of the 47,000 tonnes of 
rubbish that ends up on the streets 
every day is recycled.

“Recycling factories must not 
be concentrated in Cairo alone but 
each province must have its own re-
cycling factories,” Allam said. “If we 
do this, garbage will disappear from 
the streets in few days.”

Ahmed Megahid 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, Egypt.                                                                                           (Reuters)

The aflaj, Oman’s water lifelines
Khaled Abdel Malek

Muscat

T 

hey are like the veins 
keeping the body alive. 
For thousands of years, 
Oman’s ingenious an-
cient water irrigation 

system known as aflaj has kept the 
arid country’s fields and date palm 
groves green. The traditional sys-
tem of narrow, mud-walled under-
ground and surface canals, listed as 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is in 
northern parts of Oman and consti-
tutes the backbone of agriculture.

Omanis have survived through 
the ages by managing and sharing 
water in fair and effective ways 
through use of the aflaj, the only 
irrigation resources that existed in 
Oman before the introduction of 
pumps in the second half of the last 
century.

The aflaj may date to 500AD but 
archaeological evidence suggests 
that irrigation systems existed in 
the extremely arid area as early 
as 2500BC. Using gravity, water 
is channelled from underground 
sources or springs to support agri-
culture and for domestic use. The 
management and sharing of water 
in villages and towns are under-
pinned by mutual dependence and 
communal values and guided by 
astronomical observations.

Managing and distributing wa-
ter in ancient times was specific to 
every village that had a wakil, the 
person in charge of equitably dis-
tributing water.

“In the old days we had no watch-
es so during the day we were using 
the sundial to divide the time of 
irrigation for each family and dur-
ing the night it was the position of 
some specific stars with the peaks 
of the mountains surrounding the 
village,” said Hmeid al-Hattali, the 
wakil of Al Hijir, a village in Wadi 
Bani Kharus in Al Batinah governo-
rate.

“For example when the star Al 
Thanab touches the peak of Al 

Ruus, we open the water for Mo-
hamed bin Salim and we stop it 
when Al Thanab reaches Al Aaqbah 
and direct it to another family and 
so on,” he added.

Hattali’s father was the wakil of 
the village before him. “He taught 
me everything — the names of all 
the stars we observe and the way 
to make the calculation of the time 
of use of the water of the falaj for 
each house in the village. All of this 
is registered in my head, nothing is 
written.”

Hattali said he fears the old 
knowledge will disappear with him 
when his son Yusuf takes over. “He 
will not need this science anymore 
because he will be relying on his 
smart phone,” Hattali said.

More than 3,095 aflaj are be-
lieved to exist in Oman, according 
to a 1997 survey, of which many are 
in use. Every now and then, the vil-
lagers do maintenance of the falaj, 
clearing the channel of leaves and 
other litter.

There are three main types of 
aflaj in Oman, said Abdullah al-
Ghaffri, director of Aflaj Research 
Unit and assistant professor at Ni-
zwa University.

“The Dawoodi falaj is a long 
channel dug underground that 
runs for several kilometres with a 
depth reaching usually tens of me-
tres and the water is present in this 
kind of channel all year round,” 
Ghaffri said.

“Al Awabi falaj runs more than 10 
kilometres under the wadi bed at a 
depth of more than 20 metres in 
some sections. Whereas, the Ghaili 
falaj receives water from ponds 
or running water and their depths 
do not exceed 3 to 4 metres. Water 
quantities increase in these aflaj di-
rectly after rainfall and usually dry 
up quickly during extended dry pe-
riods.”

The importance of the falaj de-
pends on water quality, which 
varies between hot and cold and 
between fresh drinking water, sa-
line water and between alkaline 
water mixed with valley water, 
considered suitable for agriculture, 

 Ghaffri said.
He said there is also the Ayni falaj, 

which draws water directly from 
the springs. One kind of spring wa-
ter contains varying proportions 
of mineral salts and is suitable for 
medical treatment.

The aflaj represent a major water 
resource for meeting water needs in 
Oman. They play a large role in the 

economy of Oman’s rural areas. As 
such, experts and officials are en-
gaged in a broad effort to preserve 
the institution, along with the way 
of life it has made possible.

The geographic distribution of 
water resources and aflaj help ex-
plain the pattern of scattered small 
habitations in the country’s heart-
land. A falaj can support only a 

limited number of people and the 
cooperation it demands for mainte-
nance and operation has helped to 
organise life in the isolated, tightly 
knit communities of Oman’s inte-
rior.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an
 Arab Weekly contributor
 in Oman.

Falaj in Maseerat al Shreeqiyeen in al dakhiliyah governorate.
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Oman’s ingenious 
ancient water 
irrigation system 
known as aflaj has 
always kept the arid 
country’s fields green.

A staggering 47,000 
tonnes of rubbish, 
including 19,000 
tonnes in Cairo, are 
thrown onto Egypt’s 
streets every day.

Using gravity, water is 
channelled from 
underground sources 
or springs to support 
agriculture and for 
domestic use.


