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After Alexandria crash, Egypt’s 
railways badly in need of repairs
Cairo

A 

collision between two 
trains near the northern 
coastal city of Alexandria 
that killed more than 40 
people is indicative of 

the disrepair of Egypt’s rail network, 
transport experts said.

“The railways have been suffering 
neglect for almost 50 years and they 
need to be totally overhauled,” said 
Mustafa Sabri, a professor of trans-
portation planning and traffic engi-
neering at Ain Shams University. “If 
this is not done soon, there will be 
more victims every day.”

The August 11 collision occurred 
near Khorshid station, east of Alex-
andria, between a train travelling 
from Cairo and a stationary Port 
Said train. At least 43 people were 
killed and 120 others injured. It was 
the highest death toll in a train acci-
dent in Egypt in more than a decade.

Initial investigations attributed 
the collision to human error and 
the Cairo train driver was detained. 
Egyptian Transportation Minis-
ter Hesham Arafat, however, said 
Egypt’s lack of an automated rail-
way system was also at fault.

Egypt’s railways opened in 1854 
and were the first in Africa and the 
Middle East. A lack of development 
has left Egypt with one of the most 
dangerous railway networks in the 
region.

In November 2012, a speeding 
train hit a bus carrying pre-school 
children about 370km south of 
Cairo, killing 50 of the 60 children 
on the bus. Two months later, 29 
people were killed and 230 others 
injured when a passenger train de-
railed and crashed into a cargo train 
in Giza. In January 2016, seven pas-
sengers were killed and dozens in-
jured when a train rammed into a 
truck in Giza.

Data from the Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
indicated that there were 13,539 
train accidents from 2004-16, mak-
ing Egypt’s railways among the 
most unsafe in the region.

“The newest railway signals, for 
example, are more than 20 years 
old,” said Sameh al-Sayegh, a 
member of parliament’s Transport 
Committee. “The same applies to 
everything from the rails, to the 
trains, the brakes and the locomo-
tives. Railway workers and drivers 
also rarely receive training.”

With 75,000 workers, the Egyp-
tian Railway Authority has been 
running at a financial loss for dec-
ades. State figures indicate that the 
Railway Authority generates $111 
million a year but spends $277 mil-
lion to operate its network.

Railway Authority chief Medhat 
Shousha resigned after the Alexan-

dria crash and the Egyptian Minis-
try of Transport pledged to under-
go a major overhaul of the railway 
network.

To upgrade its system, Egypt 
needs to upgrade its more than 
5,000 km of rails, buy or manufac-
ture thousands of train carriages 
and buy or manufacture thousands 
of engines. It also needs to im-
prove training for drivers and rail-
way workers, install better fencing 
along railway tracks and install an 
automation system to enhance 
safety.

The plan could cost $6.6 billion, 
a figure that Cairo would strug-
gle to meet given the state of the 
economy.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi in May alluded to the need 
to raise train fares to finance up-
grades to the railway system but, 
given the state of the network and 
rising safety fears, few Egyptians 
expressed a willingness to pay 
higher fares.

Experts said Egypt could be 
obliged to partly privatise the rail-
way sector to obtain sufficient 
funds to modernise the system.

“The government cannot do this 
job alone because upgrading the 
system needs amounts of money 
it does not have, at least now,” said 
Hassan Mahdy, a professor of high-
way and traffic engineering at Ain 
Shams University. “It must start 
doing this today before tomorrow, 
otherwise trains will continue to 
kill people every day.”

Egypt needs to automate railway network 
to prevent accidents, minister says

E
gypt must revamp 
its railway network 
to avoid further 
loss of life, 
Egyptian Minister 
of Transport 
Hesham Arafat 
said.

Arafat said Egypt’s railway 
network must increase reliance 
on modern technology and 
reduce dependence on human-
operated systems and dated 
equipment. Most railway opera-
tions in Egypt — from train 
drivers to signal control — are 
solely human operated.

“Humans control almost 90% 
of the operations of the trains,” 
Arafat said. “This is something 
that is found nowhere else in the 
world.”

Although an initial investiga-
tion into the August 11 train 
collision in Alexandria, in which 
at least 43 people died, indicated 
that it may have occurred due to a 
railway signal fault, human error 
has been a major contributing 
factor in train collisions in Egypt, 
the government said. Moves to 
automate Egypt’s railway 
network system, the oldest in 
Africa and the second oldest in 
the world, have stalled because of 
financial pressures.

Arafat confirmed that the 
Egyptian Ministry of Transporta-
tion is to spend $500 million over 
the next few years to replace 
thousands of manual railway 
signals with automated ones.

“This will reduce the likelihood 
of accidents induced by human 
faults,” said Arafat, who was 
appointed Transportation 
Minister in February.

Arafat has also said that he 
intends to greatly reduce the 

number of trains running on 
Egypt’s 5,000km of tracks, at 
least during the next six months 
until a modern railway signal 
system can be put in place.

“My ministry will implement a 
project that will introduce a new 
system to enable trains to operate 
and stop automatically at times 
of emergency,” he added.

The new emergency stop 
system, Arafat said, would serve 
as an important redundancy 
safety system, particularly in 
cases in which train drivers fail to 
react to emergency issues.

“This system will make the 
trains stop whenever there is a 
problem, even without action by 
the drivers,” Arafat said.

Egypt’s Transportation Minis-
try has many other projects 
involving the railway system. 
However, a full-overhaul would 
require $6.6 billion, Arafat said, 
which is not realistic given the 
economic situation in Egypt.

Arafat suggested it could be 
possible to invite the private 
sector to contribute to the 
modernisation of Egypt’s railway 
network, although this would 
end Egypt’s state monopoly of 
the railways.
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Humans control almost 
90% of the operations 
of the trains. This is 
something that is found 
nowhere else in the 
world.

Egyptian Transport 
Minister Hesham Arafat 

He said Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has given the 
go-ahead for the plan, after 
expressing discontent about the 
condition of the national railway 
system in May. However, a 
detailed plan on how partial 
privatisation would work has yet 
to be submitted to parliament, 
which would need to vote on the 
issue.

Many Egyptians expressed 
concern about the move, particu-
larly the prospect of an increase 
in railway fares. An estimated 1.4 
million Egyptians use the 
railways every day.

“Most of those who use the 
trains are poor civil servants, 
poor labourers and school and 
university students travelling 
from their hometowns to their 
work or their classes in other 
cities,” said Sameh el-Sayegh, a 
member of parliament’s Trans-
port Committee. “To avoid 

causing problems to these 
people, the Transport Ministry 
should better exploit its resources 
to make the upgrade.”

Arafat confirmed that the 
Transport Ministry would look to 
monetise its operations as much 
as possible to pay for the mod-
ernisation.

“This includes better exploiting 
the many plots of land owned by 
the ministry to bring in revenues 
and even inviting media agencies 
to use space at train stations for 
commercial purposes, something 
that will also bring in revenues,” 
he added.

“We, at the Transport Ministry, 
will leave no stone unturned to 
save the lives of Egyptian 
citizens. We cannot stand idly by 
while people die every day on the 
train.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Opportunities and challenges. Egyptian Minister of Transport 
Hesham Arafat.                                                                                (Saeed Shahat)

Jam-packed. People on an overcrowded train in Cairo, on 
August 12.                                                                                       (Reuters)
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Egypt’s first 
bitcoin exchange 
to begin trading

Lebanon prepares 
for Syria’s 
post-war 
construction 
windfall

OPEC pumps more 
oil in July despite 
cut pledge: IEA

Sudan’s inflation 
tops 34% in July 
after US defers 
sanctions ruling

Egypt’s first bitcoin exchange is 
to go live in August, the founders 
of Bitcoin Egypt said, linking the 
Middle East’s most populous coun-
try with a cryptocurrency that has 
surged in value in recent months.

Governments around the world 
are mulling how to regulate and 
classify bitcoin, a volatile digital 
currency that has captured the in-
terest of speculative investors as its 
value soared, approximately quad-
rupling since the start of 2017 and 
trading at approximately $4,400 as 
of August 17.

Egypt, most of whose 93 million 
people have no bank accounts but 
where electronic payments have 
grown, lacks regulations for digital 
currency. This means local retailers 
cannot accept bitcoin as payment 
but users on an exchange may be 
left to trade freely, potentially cash-
ing in on its ascent.

(Reuters)

The port of Tripoli in northern 
Lebanon wants the world to know 
it’s ready for business.

British safety managers are train-
ing local hires to operate heavy ma-
chinery and Chinese technicians 
are running diagnostics on two new 
container cranes that tower over the 
harbour, 28km from the Syrian bor-
der.

After six years of civil war in Syr-
ia, markets across the Middle East 
are anticipating a mammoth recon-
struction boom that could stimulate 
billions of dollars in economic activ-
ity. The World Bank estimates the 
cost to rebuild Syria at $200 billion.

(The Associated Press)

OPEC pumped more oil in July as 
global oil supplies rose for the third 
consecutive month, the IEA said, 
giving figures that cast doubt on the 
cartel’s pledge to cut output to raise 
prices.

In its monthly report on the global 
oil market, the International Energy 
Agency said it believes the supply 
glut is easing, partly because de-
mand is growing faster.

(Agence France-Presse)

Sudan’s annual inflation rate rose 
to 34.23% in July from 32.63% in 
June, the central statistics office 
said, partly reflecting the postpone-
ment of a US decision on whether 
to lift economic sanctions perma-
nently.

The Sudanese pound has weak-
ened and prices have climbed since 
the United States said on July 11 it 
was deferring the sanctions decision 
for three months.

(Reuters)
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