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Society

Egypt struggles to curb rampant population growth

Divorces rising to 
record high in Jordan

Cairo

E 

gypt has begun an effort 
to convince citizens to 
have smaller families, 
as rampant population 
growth in the country of 

93 million is projected to reach 128 
million by 2030.

“This is very dangerous because 
the population can reach a stage 
that would see the government 
failing to satisfy the needs of the 
people,” warned Deputy Health 
Minister Maysa Shawky, who is 
responsible for national family 
planning policies. “Reducing the 
population growth is not optional 
anymore.”

The National Population Council, 
an agency within Egypt’s Health 
Ministry, launched the programme 
August 1, with a target of married 
couples limiting their number of 
children to two. That is no easy feat 
in a country where many families, 
especially poorer households, tend 
to have a large number of children.

The council is offering free con-
traceptives, including birth control 
pills, and fertility-lowering medi-
cations at almost 6,000 state-run 
clinics. The programme will cost 
Cairo $7.5 million and analysts said 
that, if it reduces predicted popula-
tion growth, it will be worth every 
penny.

The campaign will involve health 
specialists travelling to Egypt’s 
countryside to talk about reducing 
population growth.

“This is a comprehensive cam-

paign that will reach citizens eve-
rywhere,” Shawky said. “Every-
body must cooperate in achieving 
the goals of the campaign if we re-
ally want a better future.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi last May said: “Population 
growth is a big issue and is a chal-
lenge no less dangerous than the 
challenge of terrorism.”

Egypt’s economy is growing at 
less than 4% a year and analysts 
said this is insufficient to keep pace 
with projected population growth.

“Population growth is turning 

into an impediment to economic 
development,” warned Amr Has-
sanein, an economics professor 
at Cairo University. “Economic 
growth aims primarily to achieve 
economic welfare for the people 
but this welfare will never be real-
ised in a country that struggles to 
feed its population.”

The government is enlisting the 
help of Egypt’s religious estab-
lishment, with a new centralised 
Friday-sermon system in which 
imams across the country on Au-
gust 4 dedicated their Friday ser-

mon to discussing population 
growth.

Religious Endowments Minister 
Sheikh Mohamed Mokhtar Gomaa, 
whose ministry dictates the topics 
of the sermons, told those pray-
ing at a mosque in Cairo that fam-
ily planning had become a “neces-
sity.”

“The strength of countries is 
not measured by the number of 
their population but by the health 
standards, education and the wel-
fare of this population,” Gomaa 
said.

Birth control and family planning 
as concepts have often brushed 
aside as irreligious by some reli-
gious leaders and scholars.

“These are real impediments 
on the road of the success of any 
family planning campaigns in the 
future,” said Hatem Hassan, a fam-
ily planning consultant at the Na-
tional Population Council. “The 
success of these campaigns will 
primarily be achieved by address-
ing misconceptions about birth 
control and shattering the religious 
stigma in this regard.”

Amman

R 

ula, now 23, lived a love 
story that led to marriage 
with the usual vows to 
love and cherish each 
other for life, build a 

family and grow old together. The  
couple’s happiness together was 
short-lived, however. They di-
vorced one year later, joining the 
growing number of divorced people 
in Jordan.

The number of divorces in Jordan 
has rocketed with about 22,000 cas-
es registered in 2016, up from 1,000 
in 2011, a record high, Jordan’s De-
partment of Statistics (DoS) said.

Being labelled as a divorcee or a 
single mother in a patriarchal and 
conservative society, such as Jor-
dan’s and many other Arab coun-
tries’, is a heavy burden. Despite 
being alienated, many women, in-
cluding Rula, eventually appreciate 
their freedom over staying in an un-
happy marriage.

“First, I could not face the fact 
that I am divorced and I had very 
sad moments when I regretted even 
having met him (her former hus-
band) but it happened and I could 
not live with him anymore because 
he became a different person, a 
stranger and a monster with an ap-
petite to control,” Rula said.

“I knew how our society thinks 
and I did not care but I suffered 
and still suffer from the way people 
around me looked at me.”

DoS figures indicated that wom-
en aged 21-25 had the highest num-
ber of divorces in 2016 in Jordan 
with 6,213 cases, followed by ages 
30-40 with 4,970 cases and 3,584 
for women aged 26-29. DoS statis-
tics also showed that one out of 
four marriages broke up after one 
year in 2015.

“Of course, we have a big problem 
in the marriage institution starting 
with choosing the wrong partner 
and basing your life on dreams and 
illusions. Couples need to be real-
istic and aware that life is not easy 
and that joining two different peo-
ple under one roof has its implica-
tions,” said Lubna Tawil, a lawyer.

“As long as the couples under-
stand their duties towards building 
a family then everything can work 
smoothly; each has his/her respon-
sibilities and it is common knowl-
edge now that life is becoming re-
ally hard and both should work to 
secure a good living for themselves 
and their kids, which means shar-
ing duties and work at home as 
well… Problems start when there is 
no understanding of shared respon-
sibilities,” she added.

Bad financial situations, physi-
cal and verbal abuse, extramarital 
affairs, extended family [members] 
meddling in the couple’s lives and 
incompatibility are among the com-
mon causes cited for divorce in Jor-
dan, as they tend to be elsewhere.

“In one case, a man divorced 
his wife during Ramadan be-
cause he simply did not like what 
she cooked. In another a woman 
asked for divorce after discovering 

that her husband is very active on  
Facebook with his female friends,” 
Tawil said.

Incompatibly and different inter-
ests between couples can be a seri-
ous problem, divorced business-
man Ammar Sanoqrot points out.

“I found it hard to have a clever 
conversation with my ex-wife as 
her knowledge about certain things 
that interest me was almost zero. I 
could not believe that underneath 
this beauty there is someone who 
only cares about spending money 
and going out,” he said.

“Problems started to appear and 
got worse. So, we decided that di-
vorce was the only solution and 
thank God we ended everything 
before having any children,” the 
38-year-old added.

Marriage counselling is not com-
mon in Jordan as families tend to 
intervene to try to mend fences

Mohammad, a pseudonym as he 
did not want his real name used, 
said he paid a heavy price for his 
tumultuous divorce.

“The court decided that I can see 
my son at the police station, so you 

can imagine the impact of this on a 
6-year-old kid. I had to comply for 
years to such a condition because 
my ex-wife wanted to take revenge 
after divorce,” said Mohammad, 
who has married again and has ad-
ditional children.

While divorce cases increased, 
there were more weddings as well. 
In 2016, there were 82,000 mar-
riages in Jordan up from 65,000 in 
2011.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.
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Few options. 
Egyptian 4-year-
old quintuplets and 
their 7-year-old 
sister at their home 
in Madinet el-Salam 
on the outskirts of 
Cairo.                     (AP)

Jordanian women aged 
21-25 had the highest 
number of divorces in 
2016 with 6,213 cases.

Difficult way out. The Sharia Court in Amman where most divorce cases are pronounced.  (Roufan Nahhas)

Demographics

The country of 93 
million is projected 
to reach 128 million 
by 2030.


