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Glimmer of light for Egypt’s disabled citizens with new law
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt’s disabled citizens
are
expressing
high
hopes over the passage
of a bill of rights for the
handicapped into law.
The measure, approved by
the parliament on December 5,
would give the disabled — who
make up nearly 15% of Egypt’s
population — tax cuts and require
the government and private sector
to allocate 5% of job vacancies to
workers with disabilities. The new
law would also require transport
service providers to dedicate space
for disabled commuters. Under the
bill’s mandate, the disabled would
receive free medical treatment at
state-run hospitals.
Mohamed Abdullah, a 45-yearold blind resident of Cairo, said
there are anti-discrimination protections on paper in Egypt but
since the laws are not enforced,
the situation has not improved.
“There is a lot of talk about laws
but the conditions of the disabled
have remained the same over the
years,” he said.
Hani Morgan, a member of parliament’s Solidarity Committee,
which approved the bill, described
it as a milestone towards making
the lives of disabled citizens easier.
“The bill paves the road for disabled citizens to enjoy full rights,”
said Morgan. “It presents the necessary legal framework for protecting them against violations and exploitation.”
The bill’s approval by the parliamentary committee had coincided with the International Day
of Persons with Disabilities on
December 3. Measures have been
accumulating over the years in

Egypt to protect the rights of the
disabled but few of the articles of
the laws were enforced.
Egypt established its first disability law in 1959, giving disabled
citizens the right to education and
vocational training. Laws enacted
in 1964, 1971 and 1982 gave disabled citizens additional rights but
advocates say they are mere ink on
paper.
Mahmud Ibrahim, the head
of the disability section at NGO
Manshiet Nasser Youth Society,
attributed the failure of the government to enforce such laws to a
“lack of will.”
“The lack of this will on the part
of successive governments produced an intolerable situation for
millions of disabled people,” Ibrahim said. “To be disabled in this
country means you will be left out
of all services and brave all types of
discrimination alone without any
social or state support.”
Abdullah’s story is an embodiment of problems disabled people
face in Egypt even after getting an
education. He was born blind and
received religious education at the
schools of al-Azhar before earning
a bachelor’s degree in commercial
studies.
He tried to land a job for many
years after graduation but no employer he sought out was ready to
hire a blind worker, despite a current disability law committing employers to specifying a percentage
of jobs to people with handicaps.
Abdullah has depended on his
sweet-sounding voice to try to
earn a living. He recites the Quran
at funerals, earning the equivalent of $8.50 every time he is invited to do so. Abdullah said he
earns about $68 a month, far from
enough money for him to feed his
wife and two children.
“We have to stick to the very ba-

Willpower. Disabled karate athletes attend training in Cairo.
sics to keep going,” Abdullah said.
He married a blind woman after
being snubbed by sighted women
he had been interested in.
He says he faces humiliation
whenever he goes out on the

There are an
estimated 15 million
disabled citizens
in Egypt.

street. A fruit seller once tried to
swindle him by giving him spoiled
apples. When Abdullah objected,
the seller and passers-by laughed.
“I have to take these situations
very easily because I face them
every day,” Abdullah said.
Under the new law, discrimination against or exploitation of the
disabled will not be taken lightly,
those who drafted the legislation
said.
They said, apart from monitoring the new law’s implementation, efforts will be made to ensure
that the social attitudes regarding
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people with disabilities change to
help end discrimination.
This, they added, would be done
by introducing new materials in
school curricula and initiating a
nationwide media campaign about
the rights of the disabled.
“Disabled people suffered greatly over the years and this suffering cannot go on forever,” Morgan
said. “This is about time a real
change was made.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Stigma exacerbates Egypt’s HIV incidence increase
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

H

IV cases have been increasing at an alarming pace in Egypt due
to changing social traditions, open sexual
relations, stigma and inadequate
medical practices, officials said.
Health specialists say HIV cases
will become more prevalent unless serious preventive measures
are taken to keep the virus from
spreading.
“Health authorities are working
really hard to curb the disease but
it will take much more than that
to limit the number of cases,” said
Sawsan el-Sheikh, president of the
Egyptian AIDS Society. “In recent
years, there has been a change in
the lifestyle of a large number of
people and this — among other
things — is exacerbating the problem.”
Egyptians have more sexual
freedom than ever and some engage in unsafe sex, making them
prone to contracting HIV, the virus that causes AIDS. Poor medical procedures are also among risk
factors contributing to the rise in
HIV infections.
“Medical practitioners rarely
sterilise their medical equipment
after usage, which makes the risk
of transmitting the virus greater,”
said Sheikh, whose society is one
of six NGOs fighting the spread
of HIV and offering psychological
help for patients.
The United Nations announced
that the number of new HIV cases
has been growing at the rate of 2530% annually. It estimated that
Egypt has more than 11,000 cases
of HIV.
HIV is being found in more
young and adolescent people than any other age group,
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Raising awareness. (L-R) UNAIDS Country Manager Ahmed Khamis, Christian priest Boulos Soror,
Dr Walid Kamal, Islamic scholar Sheikh Ali al-Jifri and Tabah Foundation member Mohammed
Shahin prepare for an event part of the World AIDS Day 2017 national advocacy campaign at a hotel
in Cairo, on December 2.
(AP)
the United Nations said.
The crisis is made worse when
infected Egyptians, fearing discrimination and being stigmatised,
do not reveal their HIV status because in Egyptian society such a
diagnosis is associated with immorality.
One patient getting support at
Sheikh’s society, who needed leg
surgery to avoid amputation, was
turned away by the surgeon when
it was revealed he was HIV-positive.
Sherin Mahmud, a 35-year-old
HIV patient, was abandoned by her
family when they learned about
her infection.
“Now, none of my family members thinks of visiting me or even
calling me on the phone,” she said.
Mahmud said she learned about

her infection five years ago when
she was about to give birth. She
contracted the virus from her husband who had extramarital affairs.
Her son is also HIV positive. Mahmud said she has been living like
an outcast inside her family circle
and in the wider society.

Health specialists
say HIV cases will
become more
prevalent unless
serious preventive
measures are taken
to keep the virus
from spreading.

The last time she let anybody
know about her situation was a
year ago when she had intolerable
tooth pain. She said she made the
mistake of telling the oral surgeon
about her condition.
“Instead of treating my tooth,
the surgeon moved away and
asked me to leave the clinic immediately,” Mahmud said.
“Many of this country’s healthcare providers do not know how
to behave in situations like this,”
Sheikh said. “This can be an additional reason for the spread of
the virus, something the health
authorities are working hard to
change.”
The National AIDS Programme,
an initiative of the Health Ministry
that seeks to raise awareness about
the dangers of AIDS and ensure the

availability of anti-retroviral therapies, offers training courses for
medical practitioners on the best
mechanisms for dealing with HIV
patients.
The goal is to curb HIV incidence
within five years, said programme
director Walid Kamal.
“The plan is meant to protect
those prone to contracting the
virus through awareness and encouraging them to undergo tests to
ensure that they are not infected,”
Kamal said. “It also seeks to make
relevant medications available for
free nationwide.”
The discrepancy between UN
estimates and the number of HIV
cases registered by the Health
Ministry indicate that only those
who had approached state-run
hospitals to demand treatment are
documented.
As for the remaining patients,
Kamal said, the ministry knows
nothing about them.
Sheikh said people might be infected but do not know it or are
afraid to report their infection, lest
they would be stigmatised.
Mahmud said she gets free medicine from a state-run hospital
but she never tells independent
health-care providers about her
infection.
When she was kicked out of the
dental clinic she was in pain and
sought treatment elsewhere but
she did not reveal her HIV status.
The oral surgeon removed her
tooth then put the blood-stained
tools he used on the side. Mahmud
said she was not sure he would
sterilise them afterward.
“I could have told him that I was
infected after the surgery but I
knew that he would get very angry,
so I decided to leave without saying a word,” she said.
Egypt ranks behind only Iran,
Sudan and Somalia in the Middle
East for the rate at which the HIV
epidemic is spreading.

