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L 

ike millions of Egyptians, 
construction worker Mo-
hamed Sabet, 27, was 
shocked and disgusted by 
the news that the bodies 

of 13 Egyptian migrants had been 
found in eastern Libya, 200km 
south of Tobruk.

The Egyptian nationals were 
thought to have crossed the border 
into Libya looking for work. Their 
bodies were found in September 
not far from a broken-down vehicle. 
They appeared to have died of hun-
ger and thirst

Sabet, a construction worker 
from the southern Egyptian city of 
Assiut, worked in Sabha, Libya, but 
returned to Egypt almost two years 
ago because of the security situa-
tion in the country. He said he is 
planning to return to Libya to join 
friends working there, despite the 
danger.

“I have been here searching for 
a job for two years now but to no 
avail,” said Sabet, a father of two 
children. “True, it is not safe in Lib-

ya but there is nothing else people 
like me can do.”

Egypt has sought to increase 
security along the border to stop 
arms and jihadists entering from 
Libya and what is being billed as 
the world’s largest military base 
was established west of Alexandria 
this year. Desperate Egyptians still 
journey into Libya with the help of 
people-smuggling rings, however.

The Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
has repeatedly warned Egyptians 
not to travel to Libya. Egyptian bor-
der guards increased patrols to pre-
vent nationals from crossing into 
Libya. Given that the Egyptian-Lib-
yan border is 1,150km long, such ef-
forts are likely to meet with limited 
success.

Egypt has enforced a complete 
travel ban to Libya since February 
2015, when the Islamic State (ISIS) 
beheaded 21 Coptic Egyptians. In 
July, the bodies of 48 Egyptian mi-
grants were found north-west of the 
Jaghbub Oasis, 400km south of To-
bruk, an indicator of workers’ des-
peration and the dangers they face.

The Egyptian Labour Ministry 
said approximately 1 million Egyp-
tians work in Libya. The number 
has fallen from 3 million Egyptians 

who were working in Libya before 
the 2011 uprising that ousted Mua-
mmar Qaddafi.

Egyptian workers have been tar-
geted by Islamist radical groups, 
particularly ISIS, in retaliation for 
Cairo’s backing of Libyan Field Mar-
shal Khalifa Haftar and his National 
Libyan Army. Egyptian air strikes 
against militant targets in Libya this 
year increased the threat, analysts 
said.

Economists in Cairo said stronger 
statements from the Foreign Minis-
try against travel to Libya or tough-
er measures from border guards to 
prevent people from crossing into 
Libya could help but efforts to in-
crease job opportunities in Egypt 
are likely more important.

“This is more about the need 
for creating jobs here so that those 
who want to travel to Libya to find 
work can find it here,” said Ehab al-

Desouki, an economics professor 
at Sadat Academy for Management 
Sciences. “Egyptians do not travel 
to Libya because they want that 
but because they cannot find work 
here.”

This was a sentiment echoed by 
Khalid Abushusha, the brother of 
one of the Egyptian workers who 
died in Libya in July. “Why do 
young people travel like this and 
throw themselves into the fire? It’s 
because they don’t find anything 
here. There are no job opportunities 
making them stay,” he told Reuters.

While the government has 
launched development and infra-
structure projects that aim to in-
crease employment opportunities, 
unemployment remains high. The 
unemployment rate was 12% in the 
first quarter of 2017, the Central 
Agency for Public Mobilisation and 
Statistics said.

Unemployment is especially high 
in southern Egypt, including in As-
siut, despite a government develop-
ment strategy in the southern prov-
inces.

Nonetheless, many are ready to 
risk their lives for an opportunity to 
work in Libya. Maysa Attwa, a mem-
ber of the Labour Force Committee 

in parliament, said she and her col-
leagues have been discussing ways 
to convince workers to stay in Egypt 
or even apply to seek work abroad, 
as long as it is not in Libya.

“We encourage the Labour Minis-
try and the Labour Union to inten-
sify their efforts to either help these 
workers find work here, or in other 
stable countries,” Attwa said.

She added that parliament has 
been discussing legislation that 
would seek to commit the govern-
ment to offering training to univer-
sity graduates and workers to pre-
pare them for work in Egypt or for 
competitive labour markets outside 
the country.

This is too little too late for Sabet, 
who said he would be happy to work 
abroad in any other country but that 
no one in Libya has been checking 
whether he has a work visa or em-
ployee sponsor. In Libya’s south-
western city of Sabha, he said, there 
are many Egyptians who are work-
ing without problems.

“What I got in terms of payment 
there was almost three times what 
I get in Egypt even when I can find 
work,” Sabet said. “True, Libya is 
dangerous but my children and I 
could die of hunger if I stay here.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Chasing opportunities. An Egyptian worker harvests dates from a palm tree in Tajura, a coastal suburb of the Libyan capital Tripoli.          (AFP)   

Despite risks, Egyptian workers cross into Libya
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H
ere’s how to create 
a crisis when you 
don’t need one: 
Trash a successful 
government pro-
gramme, combine 
it with a religiously 

conservative environment, mix in 
economic problems and garnish 
with an unhealthy dose of nation-
alism. Voila! You have a serious 
overpopulation problem in Egypt.

While other Arab countries in 
North Africa face a similar sce-
nario, it’s Egypt’s population boom 
that has attracted attention.

In May, the head of Egypt’s Cen-
tral Agency for Public Mobilisa-
tion and Statistics announced the 
country’s population had reached 
93 million. A few days later Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
on a television talk show, com-
mented that the population crisis 
was “no less dangerous than the 
challenge of terrorism.”

Last year, Egypt’s population 
grew by 2 million. There is a good 
chance it will grow by that much 

again this year.
Egypt has not always had a 

population problem. Until about 

2008, it was the model for other 
developing countries in terms of 
controlling population growth. 
Government programmes, assisted 
by national and foreign NGOs, 
played a significant role in keeping 
the fertility rate low.

Then, for some reason, the 
government stopped most of those 
programmes and put that money 
into other areas. The fertility rate 
began to grow slowly. In 2011, 
Egypt removed sex education from 
school curricula. Teachers were ex-
pected to just bring it up sometime 
during the year. Sadly, few did.

Religious conservatism played 
a role in keeping the discussion of 
sex education out of the class-
room. A more traditional form of 
conservatism, men’s reluctance to 
wear condoms, did not help either.

The situation worsened un-
der the year-long presidency of 
Muhammad Morsi of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, whose message to 
women was basically “have more 
babies.” The economic crisis of 
the last couple of years made the 
situation worse. Women have had 
an increasingly hard time finding 
birth control pills and growing 

poverty meant that economically 
hard-hit families were inclined to 
increase their numbers as a hedge 
for the future.

Another blow came when for-
eign NGOs that might have helped 
with this health issue were kicked 
out of Egypt and local NGOs were 
forbidden from accepting money 
from outside sources.

Egypt is not the only country in 
the region with a growing popula-
tion problem. Algerian Minister 
of Health, Population and Hospi-
tal Reform Mokhtar Hasbellaoui 
recently announced that the 
country’s population would hit 51 
million by 2030. He said the gov-
ernment would realign policy ob-
jectives to find a balance between 
the growing population and social 
and economic growth. Easier said 
than done, unfortunately.

Other countries in the region, 
such as Morocco, also face dramat-
ic population surges.

Western countries fear this 
population growth as much as 
Egyptian authorities do. Too many 
people living in poverty without a 
chance to improve their situation 
means migration. It’s a situation 

that could play into the hands 
of far-right groups in Europe, 
the United States, Australia and 
Canada.

The far right has denounced the 
influx of immigrants caused by 
the Syrian crisis. A far-right anti-
Muslim, anti-immigration party 
in Germany won federal parlia-
mentary seats for the first time in 
decades.

Egypt is trying to fix the prob-
lem. It launched “Two Is Enough,” 
a programme primarily aimed at 
women 35 and younger who have 
one or two children. The goal is to 
drive Egypt’s fertility rate down to 
2.4 from its current 3.5.

Whether it will work is an 
open question. Government 
programmes based primarily on 
persuasion don’t work as well as 
those that come with money to 
help a family.

Egypt doesn’t have much time 
to turn the situation around. If the 
population continues to grow at its 
current rate, about five times the 
rate of other developing countries, 
it could reach 180 million by 2050, 
which would make a very bad situ-
ation much, much worse.

As bad as terrorism? Egypt’s population crisis
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Too many people 
living in poverty 
without a chance 
to improve their 
situation means 
migration.

The Egyptian 
Labour Ministry 
says approximately  
1 million Egyptians 
work in Libya.


