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Egypt strives for food security
Amr Emam

Cairo

E 

gypt announced plans to 
double its vegetable pro-
duction output in a bid to 
cut dependence on costly 
imports and increase food 

security.
Egypt, which imports almost 60% 

of its food products, said it would 
substantially increase vegetable 
crops by building 100,000 green-
houses to grow many types of pro-
duce.

Implementation of the project is 
to begin in November and the new 
greenhouses should start yielding 
vegetables — such as tomatoes, cu-
cumbers, courgettes, cauliflower, 
potatoes and peas — in about 18 
months, the Agriculture Ministry 
said.

“We have already settled on the 
areas where the greenhouses will 
be established in all provinces to 
start implementation,” said Ibrahim 
Sharaf, the Agriculture Ministry of-
ficial mandated with overseeing 

the implementation of the project. 
“Crop cultivation locations will de-
pend on the temperature needed 
for growth.”

Egypt will need almost $500,000 
to implement the project, a further 
burden on the country’s limited 
financial resources. It said the pro-
ject is indispensable to enable the 
country to feed its growing popula-
tion and keep the lid on rising food 
prices.

Food prices have risen almost 
40% in the last six months because 
of increasing demand and limited 
supply. The rise of the US dollar, the 
main import currency, against the 
Egyptian pound has also played a 
role.

Egypt cultivates around 800,000 
acres of its 9 million acres of farm-
land with vegetables and fruit but 
30-40% of output is lost because 
of poor transportation logistics and 
storage, the Agriculture Ministry 
said.

What remains is well below the 
amount of food needed in Egypt, 
leading Cairo to pay tens of billions 
of dollars a year to import food.

Agriculture experts said the new 
plan will help bridge the gap be-
tween production and consump-
tion, save Egypt billions of dollars 
on food imports and lower prices in 
the local market.

“The good thing about green-
houses is that each acre of these 
conservatories produces crops ten 
times as much as the same acre of 
traditional farming,” said Gamal 

Siam, a professor of agricultural 
economics at Cairo University.

The greenhouses will be built on 
100,000 acres of land in various 
provinces, the Agriculture Ministry 
said. The ministry added that an 
acre of greenhouse farming requires 
40% less water for irrigation than an 
acre which is traditionally farmed.

Nevertheless, irrigating the ad-
ditional agricultural space prom-
ises to be a challenge for water-poor 

Egypt, which is expected to receive 
reduced amounts of water from the 
Nile River in the coming years.

Egypt receives 55 billion cubic 
metres of water from the Nile an-
nually but suffers a water deficit 
of nearly 20 billion cubic metres. A 
dam built by Ethiopia on the Nile 
will raise the deficit.

The new farming project will not, 
meanwhile, totally rid Egypt of the 
need for agricultural imports.

Egyptians seem incapable of re-
ducing their desire for bread and the 
country imports around 12 million 
tonnes of wheat a year. With water 
scarcity increasing and the popula-
tion growing 2.5% a year, Egypt will 
continue to be the world’s largest 
importer of wheat for many years, 
experts said.

Still, increased vegetable produc-
tion will help Egypt increase food 
security and reduce prices to con-
sumers.

“The greenhouses will also help 
us shield part of our vegetable pro-
duction from the effects of climate 
change,” Siam said. “They are effec-
tive tools for controlling tempera-
tures and producing crops all year 
round.”

Egypt expects to be hit hard by 
rising temperatures, especially at 
its coastal cities and the Nile Delta. 
Climate change has negatively af-
fected farming in some provinces, 
with farmers reporting crop damage 
due to rising temperatures.

There is opposition, however, to 
the new project among farming spe-
cialists, especially those campaign-
ing for organic farming and against 
the use of chemicals in food pro-
duction.

“Greenhouse farming heavily de-
pends on pesticides and fertiliser,” 
agriculture expert Ali Ibrahim said. 
“These chemicals have proved de-
structive to human health.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Algeria tries to get Saudi Arabia and Iran to 
confirm OPEC output cut
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A 

lgerian Prime Minister 
Abdelmalek Sellal met 
with Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
in Riyadh in an attempt 

to consolidate an Organisation of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) agreement to trim oil pro-
duction before he travelled to Teh-
ran to try to confirm Iran’s commit-
ment to the deal.

OPEC officials, meeting on the 
sidelines of the International Ener-
gy Forum in Algiers in late Septem-
ber, forged a tentative agreement 
to trim crude oil. The deal foresees 
OPEC countries cutting oil produc-
tion from about 33.24 million bar-
rels per day (bpd) to 32.5 million-33 
million bpd.

Even if the cut is small, the deal 
is expected to at least stop crude 
oil prices falling further. It may 
not push them significantly higher 
though because of challenges to 
OPEC unity and other market fac-
tors. Several attempts to reach such 
a deal have failed over the past 
two years but Algeria’s diplomacy 
helped broker the cartel’s first co-
ordinated response to the oil price 
slump, which began in June 2014.

Algiers fears the effects of fall-
ing oil prices on its economy and 
would like major OPEC producers 
Saudi Arabia and Iran to confirm 
the deal ahead of an OPEC meeting 
November 30th in Vienna.

“For now, the priority of both 
Algeria and Saudi Arabia is, with-
out doubt, to prepare for the OPEC 
meeting in Vienna, which is crucial 
for oil prices,” said analyst Rachid 
Mahmoudi. “The goal is to stop the 
pummelling of oil prices.”

Algeria’s economy could strug-
gle if the OPEC agreement is not 
upheld. Sellal was to visit Tehran 
after Riyadh, Algerian state me-
dia said, in an attempt to mediate 
a “consensus” on the deal to trim 
oil output. The prime minister has 
said “2017 will be our last opportu-
nity” to execute a plan to diversify 
the economy by investing oil mon-
ey to reform the state-dominated 
economy.

“After the decline of the value of 
oil and gas exports from $67 billion 
to $27 billion, the state might fail to 
pay the wages of the government 
employees,” said Ahmed Ouyahia, 
Algerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika’s office chief.

“Algeria would collapse if it 
would pursue its social spending 
and might fall hostage to the Inter-
national Monetary Fund within a 
few years to borrow $5 billion an-
nually,” Ouyahia said in an address 
to government supporters.

Sellal did not elaborate on oil 
policy and OPEC during his visit to 
Saudi Arabia but Algerian officials 
see policies to sustain oil prices on 
international markets as the ba-
rometer of relations between Alge-
ria and Saudi Arabia.

Relations between the two Arab 
countries have thawed despite Al-
geria’s refusal to take sides in Mid-
dle Eastern disputes between the 
powerful Sunni kingdom and its 
Shia rival Iran. Algeria has been at 
loggerheads with Saudi Arabia over 
conflicts in Syria and Yemen and 
policy towards Iran’s allies in the 
region such as the Lebanese militia 
Hezbollah.

A day before Sellal’s visit to Sau-
di Arabia, Algiers showed its intent 
to stay out of the rivalry between 
Riyadh and Tehran by not joining 
11 other Arab countries  in sending 
the UN General Assembly a letter 
accusing Iran of sponsoring ter-
rorism and stirring up instability. 

The letter cited Iran’s support for 
Shia Houthi rebels in Yemen and 
Hezbollah fighters in Lebanon and 
Syria and accused Tehran of sup-
porting “terrorist groups and cells” 
in Bahrain, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Ku-
wait and elsewhere.

The letter was a response to a 
statement by Iranian diplomat Ab-
bas Yazdani at the General Assem-
bly’s annual ministerial meeting in 
which he dismissed as “absurd and 
hypocritical” accusations that Teh-
ran was supporting the Houthis.

Sellal said in Saudi Arabia that 

Algeria “is looking to upgrade bi-
lateral relations to turn them into 
a strategic relationship because of 
the existence of huge potential of 
complementary and political good-
will of the two countries’ leaders”.

He cited the possibility of joint 
ventures in the hydrocarbon indus-
try, farming, manufacturing, tour-
ism and telecommunications. Al-
gerian officials and analysts argue 
that ties between the two countries 
were improving mainly since OPEC 
members struck a deal in Algiers in 
September to curb production.

“Backed by the United States, 
Saudi Arabia had since 2011 staged 
wars and other campaigns to assert 
its dominant role in the region but 
today there is a shift as the Saudis 
lost allies and support,” said Algeri-
an analyst Nadjia Bouaricha, refer-
ring to strained ties between Saudi 
Arabia and the United States.

“The thaw with Algeria reflects 
not only the economic aspect. It 
could mirror a change in Riyadh’s 
foreign policy to try to calm the an-
ger in Syria and elsewhere. Algeria 
could play a mediation role.”

A September 2016 file picture shows Algerian Prime Minister Abdelmalek Sellal (R) talking to Saudi 
Minister of Energy, Industry and Mineral Resources Khalid al-Falih prior to the opening of the 15th 
International Energy Forum Ministerial meeting in Algiers.                                                                      (Reuters)

Algiers fears the 
effects of falling oil 
prices on its 
economy.

An Egyptian farmer carries a wheat crop bundle on a farm in Beni 
Suef, 120km south of Cairo, Egypt.                                                         (AP)
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