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here is a district in 6th of 
October, a satellite city in 
the south-western part of 
Cairo, that has become a 
new Syria.

The names of the shops, the food 
sold in the restaurants, the Arabic 
dialect spoken and the people — not 
to mention the memories — are all 
Syrian.

After fleeing civil war in their 
home country, tens of thousands 
of Syrians arrived at 6th of Octo-
ber but did not go alone. They took 
their entire culture with them, from 
culinary traditions to social prac-
tices to memories of better days for 
Syria.

“True, we don’t physically live in 
our country but we still live in it in 
our hearts,” said Zakaria Abul Kheir, 
a Syrian community leader in 6th of 
October. “With every passing day, 
we miss our country even more.”

This wistful affiliation with Syria 
motivated the refugees to recreate 
their own country in Egypt.

When violence erupted in Syria 
in 2011, Egypt was among many 
countries that received Syrian na-
tionals. As the violence increased, 
so too did the number of Syrians in 
Egypt.

Government figures indicate that 
approximately 500,000 Syrian na-
tionals are in Egypt, although the 

real number is likely much greater.
Unlike in other countries, Syrian 

refugees were allowed into Egyp-
tian cities and, for the most part, 
enjoy the same freedoms and op-
portunities as Egyptian nationals. 
Syrian refugees can receive health 
care at state-run hospitals and Syr-
ian children and students enrolled 
in state-run schools and universi-
ties.

Syrian restaurants and shops 
opened across Cairo as Syrians 
looked to use their own skills and 
acumen to start a new life.

In 6th of October, about 32km 
south-west of downtown Cairo, ap-
proximately 80,000 Syrians have 
created their own “Little Syria.” 
They have bought up almost all the 
shops. Entering the commercial 
district is like entering a Damascus 
market. The herbs are Syrian, the 
kitchen tools are Syrian and even 
the falafel is made the Syrian way.

Apart from creating successful 
business models and recreating their 
own country, the Syrians are chang-
ing Egypt’s culinary traditions.

When Youssef al-Dimashqi, a Syr-
ian in his mid-30s, opened a pita 
bread shop four years ago, few Egyp-
tians frequented it.

“Now, I cannot cope up with rising 
demand for the bread,” Dimashqi 
said. “Egyptians — more than Syr-
ians — have loved the bread’s flavour 
and become addicted to it.”

Many other Syrian dishes are cap-
tivating Egyptians.

Syrian beef 
and chicken 
shawarma has 
become an 
Egyptian fa-
vourite, as has 
Syrian kubbeh — a 
cooked mixture of bul-
gur and minced lamb. Syrian ke-
bab shops have sprung up in many 
neighbourhoods, competing with 
— and sometimes surpassing — their 
Egyptian peers. This is not to men-
tion Syrian desserts such as kanafeh, 
basbuseh and nabulsiyyeh,

Egypt has not benefited as much 
at the national level as it could have 
from Syrian expat businessmen, 
economists said.

Most of Syria’s business tycoons 
did not go to Egypt, opting for Tur-
key and Jordan. Most of the Syrians 
who went to Egypt arrived with just 
their talent and their wits, some-
thing they are making impressive 
use of.

“This is why they have to work 
very hard to prove themselves and 
create economic opportunities,” 
said Rashad Abdo, an economics 

professor at Egypt’s Helwan Univer-
sity. “The problem is that most of 
those Syrians are not part of the for-
mal economy.”

Estimates put the amount that 
Syrians invested in Egypt since the 
Syrian civil war started at nearly 
$500 million.

Many Syrians had a tough time 
in Egypt after the ouster of Islam-
ist President Muhammad Morsi in 
mid-2013, facing accusations of sup-
porting the Muslim Brotherhood. 
While some Syrians did support the 
Islamist-led protests that erupted af-
ter Morsi’s ouster, most steered clear 
of politics.

For Syrians who remain in Egypt, 
it is a mixed blessing. “We wish we 
could go back to Syria but how can 
we while the civil war is turning our 
country into rubble,” said Emad Ous-
sama, a Syrian grocery store worker 
in his early 50s. “Egypt will continue 
to be our home until we can go back 
to our country.”

To others, there is no going 
back anytime soon and Egypt 

has become a new home 
that does not diminish 
their love for their old one. 

Many Syrians have married 
Egyptians and the change 

that the Syrians have wrought 
on Egypt’s food industry appears 
here to stay.

“Our coming to Egypt is like a 
marriage of cultures,” Abul Kheir 
said. “We are showing our Egyptian 
brothers and sisters that our food is 
good, too.”
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gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi’s tour of four 
African countries sought 
to rebuild Cairo’s ties with 
African states and protect 

national water and security inter-
ests.

“We are keen on pushing our re-
lations with sister countries in the 
continent more forward,” said For-
eign Ministry spokesman Ahmed 
Abu Zeid. “African states are so im-
portant to Egypt when it comes to 
the Nile River or the economic and 
business relations Egypt wants to 
have with these countries.”

Sisi started his four-day tour Au-
gust 14 at Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 
a Nile Basin country. He also visited 
Rwanda, Gabon and Chad.

Official statements following the 
Egyptian president’s meetings with 
the four other African countries’ 
leaders highlighted economic ties 
and trade.

Trade exchange between Egypt 
and the four African countries 
stands at $75 million, a figure Cairo 
said it intends to increase.

Trade was one of many areas in 
which Egypt is losing because of a 
perceived neglect of ties with Af-
rican countries. Egypt’s absence 
from the African continent allowed 
regional rivals such as Israel, Tur-
key, Qatar and Iran to fill the void, 
experts said.

“By losing its place to regional 
rivals, Egypt willingly sacrificed its 
interests in the region and lost its 
influence,” said Gamal Bayoumi, a 
former assistant foreign minister. 
“So, during times of need, Egypt 
found few backers in the conti-
nent.”

It was Egypt’s weak presence that 
allowed Ethiopia to move ahead 
with construction of a multibillion-
dollar hydroelectric dam on the 
Nile that could greatly harm Egyp-
tian water security.

Egypt’s attempts to halt or stall 

the project, with the support of Nile 
Basin countries, were frustrated be-
cause of Cairo’s neglect of Africa.

“This is why it is very important 
for Egypt to rebuild trust with sis-
ter states in the continent,” Bayou-
mi said. “This is a matter of life or 
death for us.”

Since becoming president in 
2014, Sisi has sought to boost  
Cairo’s ties with African countries 
and he has made several official 
state visits to African states.

The deterioration in relations 
between Cairo and other African 
capitals began in 1995 following 
an assassination attempt on then-
President Hosni Mubarak in Addis 
Ababa en route to an African Union 
summit.

Although Mubarak escaped the 
attack unharmed, he refused to 
attend many African Union meet-
ings over the next 16 years, which 

dampened relations with other Af-
rican countries.

In the years following the “Arab 
spring,” Egypt was largely preoc-
cupied with domestic affairs, with 
Cairo only returning attention to 
its southern neighbours after Sisi’s 
election.

One of his first foreign trip as 
president was to Malabo, the capi-
tal of Equatorial Guinea, to attend 
the African Union summit in 2013, a 
move that sought to confirm Cairo’s 
commitment to the African Union.

Cairo’s renewed commitment 
to African affairs could be part of 
Egypt’s larger national security 
concerns, amid fears of growing 
collaboration between terrorist 
groups. Egypt is fighting a branch 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in the Si-
nai Peninsula and is providing sup-
port to the Libyan National Army 
to uproot the radical organisation 

from Libyan cities.
Chad, visited by Sisi at the end 

of his tour, is believed to be one of 
the routes used by al-Shabab and 
Boko Haram militants to join ISIS 
in Libya. During his meeting with 
Chadian President Idriss Deby, Sisi 
stressed the importance of security 
and fighting terrorism.

In March 2016, Egypt hosted a 
meeting of the Sahel and Sahara 
defence ministers to coordinate 
tactics against terrorism.

“So, this is not only about the 
Nile or about business interests,” 
said Mai Mahmud, a member of the 
Egyptian parliament’s African Af-
fairs Committee. “It is about Egyp-
tian national security of which all 
these African states are becoming 
an inseparable part.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Close and yet 
so far. Egyptian 
President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi 
inspects a guard 
of honour upon 
arriving at the 
Julius Nyerere 
International 
Airport in Dar 
es Salaam, on 
August 14. (Reuters)       

Home away from home. 
A Syrian baker making his 
bread in Cairo.                     (Saeed Sahat)

 Estimates put the 
amount that 
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in Egypt since the 
Syrian civil war 
started at nearly 
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During times of need, 
Egypt found few backers 
in the continent.
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