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Summary 
 

The goals of this descriptive research are to gain a better understanding of the 

organization of Cairo’s informal waste system, to get an idea of the differences between 

the garbage collector’s settlements as well as touch on the possible reasons behind these 

major and minor differences. All six settlements originally have various factors in 

common yet have managed to develop at different rates and stages. The differences 

between the garbage collector settlements of Cairo are due to a combination of factors 

common in most social development situations of informal communities. The main 

reasons are landownership, or rather lack there of, their socio-political and socio-cultural 

background and the lack of a feeling of security. With the help of various stimulants such 

as interventions from inside and outside of the community, the garbage collectors of 

Cairo have started to grow stronger and have become better organized. Not all 

settlements are at this stage, yet under the right circumstances, improvements in their way 

of living, their livelihoods and in their future opportunities can be made. 
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Preface 

 
You are living in a place, an apartment actually, located within one of the many four-

storied buildings. A place surrounded by all the factors of normal daily life. A shop on 

the corner with some dry goods, a man coming round with his cart filled with vegetables, 

children playing outside and road-side café’s with men watching TV. Internet café’s with 

kids hooked to their games. All of this exists in this place but then, with garbage 

everywhere. It is the first thing you encounter on the ground floor of your building and 

neatly stacked along the stairway. Everywhere you go on the street, it lies either neatly 

contained in huge sacks or piled-up, waiting to be sorted. ‘Rubbish’, the real trash, lies 

discarded, no one’s responsibility. And then there is the smell. The smell is everywhere 

yet nowhere because you don’t even smell it anymore. The strangest thing of all, 

however, is that this is perfectly normal. There is nothing odd about any of it. Nothing 

strange about the rats scurrying off, the dead one, squashed with a plastic bag over it 

which makes your foot slide a little when you step on it in the dark. The girls and women 

dressed in their nicest clothes on Sunday, wearing glittery shoes with heels and open toes, 

stepping around the same plastic bag. Yes, all is normal. Then again why not? Life goes 

on. 

The above described setting is one in which more than 40,000 people live. Eighty 

percent of the waste that can be found in various forms around this neighborhood is 

recycled in some way or another. Imagine the handlings and system that would take. The 

network? In Cairo there is such a system and it is carried out by a large community often 

referred to as the zabbaleen. These garbage collectors have been collecting and making a 

living off of solid waste since the early 1950’s and are still responsible for the removal, 

recycling and processing of a large part of Cairo’s domestic solid waste. Over the years 

there have been a number of changes and developments in the organization and 

techniques of this system but the principle remains the same. The zabbaleen make up the 

well-known informal waste management system of Cairo and the way in which this 

manifests itself has become the general focus of my interest.  

I would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone who has helped me with this 

research.  



 - 6 - 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

In this descriptive research I would like to pay closer attention to those who, often 

marginalized, clean up other people’s mess and to the intricate system of which they are a 

part. The zabbaleen of Cairo are anthropologically and sociologically, a very interesting 

group of people. As a result of realistic limitations, which will be discussed later on in 

this chapter, I chose to do a somewhat more sociological research than an anthropological 

one. The goal of this paper is to describe the organization of Cairo’s informal waste 

management system and in particular the differences between the different settlements in 

which the garbage collectors live. The zabbaleen of Cairo can be found in six settlements 

located in the Greater Cairo Urban Region. In this research the attention will go out to 

four of these settlements, generally known as Ezbet el-Nakhl, Moattamadeya, Tora and 

Moqattam.  

During the course of this research a number of reactions as to the topic of choice have 

come my way. There was the outright laughter, the slow nodding of the head or the 

general enthusiasm. An almost immediate second reaction was the question, why? I will 

now try to explain how this research came about and developed into what it is now. 

As a final project for the completion of the ‘doctoraal’ study Cultural Anthropology 

and Sociology of Non-Western Societies, students are required to participate in a three 

month field research and to then, upon return, write a thesis on their findings. On the 

outset I knew I wanted to involve the Arab World into the research. The Arab World, its 

cultures and its people have always captured my interest and for a few years now I have 

been attempting to learn the language. Setting the research in an Arab country would 

provide the ideal situation for developing my Arabic and fulfilling my interest. While 

growing up, my family and I had lived in Cairo, Egypt for four years and it has remained 

one of my favorite countries since. Especially the desert has my deep interest. My first 

topic of interest were the Bedouins of the Sinai Peninsula but I soon discovered, as I had 

feared, that I had better concentrate on a different topic to research. Egypt is not an easy 

country to do research in, not as a doctoraal student and especially not when the topic of 

interest is considered a delicate one by the Egyptian government itself. The Bedouin are 

an isolated group and friction, enhanced by the explosions in Sharm el-Sheikh, between 
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them and the government could have made carrying out the research a difficult task. 

Coming up with a new topic of research did not, however, take long. In the email contact 

with my father he had suggested I look into the zabbaleen, a group of garbage collectors 

in Cairo. He himself had heard about them through his own line of work as a civil 

engineer. After reading a few articles I was intrigued and decided that the zabbaleen of 

Cairo would form the basis of my research. At this point I was in contact with various 

people who themselves were living and working in Cairo and I asked them if doing 

research on the zabbaleen would provide a problem. The first reaction was that it sure 

was not a less delicate subject in the eyes of the government and that I should not bother 

asking for official permission to do research. It would only wake sleeping dogs. In 

addition, I should be careful and keep the head low in order not to attract too much 

attention from the authorities. They are never pleased when a light gets shown on a, to 

them, ‘embarrassing’ subject. Apparently there is even a punishment on putting Egypt in 

a bad light. I had no intention of doing research on Egypt’s failures, shortcomings or 

anything of the sort and decided to take the advice I had been given.  

While writing the research proposal, in preparation for the fieldwork, one thought 

kept going through my mind. Once I got to Cairo, the plans might require some adjusting. 

From the beginning I was not going to have an image in my head of what to expect. I had 

read all I could find on the subject, lived in Cairo before, been around garbage dumps and 

heard about solid waste management from my father. I remember we once searched the 

dry garbage on the side of a desert road looking for wood to build a rabbit cage. This was 

not enough, of course, to make me feel like I knew what I was going to come across and I 

was still preparing myself for the unexpected. In the fall of 2005 I wrote a research 

proposal with the realization that things do not always turn out the way you expect them 

to.  

 

The plan 

The initial plan was to work as a volunteer with the APE, a large environmental NGO 

which has done a lot of work with the zabbaleen community. Through the association I 

was hoping to come into contact with the zabbaleen themselves which would provide an 

ideal way of gathering information. When, after the Eid, I was able to go to the APE in 
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Tora they let me know that there were no community projects at the moment with which I 

could go into the community. A couple of projects had just finished and their proposal for 

new projects now lay with the Ford Foundation waiting for approval and funding. Instead 

of concentrating too much energy and time into sticking with the initial plan I decided to 

focus on that which had really raised my interest. From previous research I had learnt that 

you should not necessarily carry out something if you are not sure it will keep your 

interest. With this in mind I chose to learn more about the zabbaleen of Cairo as a whole 

and not just one aspect of them as I had planned to do. I wanted to get a clear image of 

the places they live and work and of ALL the settlements instead of just the two I had 

mainly been able to find literature on. I did not expect to learn all there was to know, of 

course, but I was going to try and understand what had been and is going on amongst the 

various zabbaleen settlements.  

The APE in Tora provided me with information on how they, as a Mother and Child 

Clinic, had started and developed since. They described what they had been working on 

since the clinic was started and were involved in at the moment. In addition to this the 

history of the settlement Tora was made clearer to me. Through the APE in Tora I was 

introduced to the people working at the APE in Moqattam where I was immediately 

given a tour of the grounds and a description of the projects they had. The employee who 

showed me around at Moqattam turned out to be very helpful and offered his help 

whenever I needed it. We agreed that I would come by sometime that week and I did. 

From this point onwards I met a number of other people who helped me along with my 

research and would often provide me with new contacts.  

Through the other contacts I had made while still in Leiden I was also able to meet 

new people and to gather information, either in the form of articles or in the form of a 

conversation and even an interview once in a while. Some of these people became key 

informants. This method, which some may refer to as the snowball-method, turned out to 

be rather time consuming yet also very useful seeing as I was reluctant to work only with 

one organization. By coming into contact with a large variety of people I was given the 

freedom to talk to whomever I wished, if they had the time of course, and to gather a 

more diverse set of perspectives. This may not have been the easiest and most effective 
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way when looking to gather as much information as possible within a limited amount of 

time but at that time it seemed like the best option.  

It took a while before I had a good enough understanding of the field, of how things 

work and of who is who. Because of this, it also took a while before I was able to ask 

that, which I should and needed to be asking. It was definitely a continuous learning 

process which in some ways was good yet frustrating at times as well.  

 

Methodological context 

In order to gather information three basic methods were used. The first and foremost was 

observation through means of participant observation. The participant observation 

depended on a few key informants with whom I would meet. These key informants knew 

what I was researching and had information on the topic. The observations were done in a 

variety of settings of which the most common one was spending time with employees of 

various organizations at their work or during meetings. Other observations were done 

while spending time with informants in natural settings such as during the weekend or at 

someone’s house. These informants were always members of the community and usually 

worked at an organization working with the zabbaleen in some way or other. 

Observations were also done while walking through a settlement, either on the way to 

meeting someone, or while on a guided tour.  

Secondly, differing forms of interviews were held depending on the person being 

interviewed and the type of information he or she could provide. Through the interviews I 

was hoping to gather specific answers to research questions as well as a general 

understanding of the situation. Unstructured interviews were used in an informal setting 

while spending time with people at their work or during the weekends. In these situations 

I would have an idea at the back of my head of what I wanted to know and could 

somewhat direct the conversation. The subject was often based on something I had come 

across in the literature or in a conversation with someone else. By getting others to talk 

about the same thing I was hoping to get a clearer picture of the subject at hand. Semi-

structured interviews were usually done on the basis of an interview guide. This guide 

consisted of a list of questions on topics I needed more information or clarity on. The 

questions were fairly straightforward. At first, the questions changed day-to-day 
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depending on new insights. Later on in the research, a list of questions was developed 

which I attempted to apply to all four settlements. These semi-structured interviews were 

mostly held with, what some refer to, as knowledgeable people. This knowledge, 

however, came from members of the garbage collection community, the director of an 

informal school, people working with the garbage collectors through some kind of 

organization or other and especially from those who had made improving the garbage 

collector’s situation their life. On one occasion I was able to record a lengthy interview 

with a doctor who has been working with the zabbaleen in the field of healthcare for 

more that 20 years. Both unstructured and semi-structured interview types were used 

when inquiring as to someone’s life-history. 

The third method of collecting information was by taking pictures. This was useful in 

documenting the surroundings whenever I felt it would be important as a visual reference 

and whenever it could not be described accurately enough with words. It would also be 

useful upon return as it would give me the chance to look over the pictures whenever 

necessary. In some cases it was easier to take pictures then to approach people with many 

questions, especially when I had not been there enough for them to know me. In other 

cases it proved difficult and at times even felt unwise to be taking pictures. I was 

extremely careful in respecting people’s wishes and comments about when or when not 

to take out the camera. In the past, especially the more well-known settlements such as 

Moqattam had been photographed by foreigners who thereafter took the pictures to be 

broadcasted at well-known news channel. In the light of this and keeping in mind the 

thoughts of the authorities on showing off Egypt’s sore spots, some people were not all 

too enthusiastic of the idea of me taking pictures. Mostly, I think, because they were 

afraid that they would be the ones to get into trouble for letting me in the first place. In 

small communities especially, everyone knows each other.  

In preparation for the data analysis, which would be awaiting me on my return home, 

field notes were made after every day and typed out in a WordPad document as soon as 

possible. These notes would be jotted down whenever the setting allowed for it or later on 

when I got home. As I was taking Arabic lessons for two-and-a-half hours every other 

day, it was not always possible to get the days happenings down on paper straight away.  
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The data was mostly collected either in written form, or in the form of pictures and 

some short films. The written data was categorized according to the themes of this 

research. Some of this data was categorized according to the settlement it pertained to. 

Data referring to the waste management system as a whole was categorized as such. 

Pictures were selected which would best strengthen the findings and give the reader a 

better understanding of the situation. A choice had to be made as to what data was 

relevant or not. To me, all the data collected had some relevance or other and I wish I 

could incorporate more of it into this paper. The line of this research, however, calls for 

concrete data and not loose facts which I might find very interesting but in actuality 

would need more research further for a deeper understanding.  

Throughout this research I found myself becoming more and more intrigued by these 

garbage collectors, the informal system of which they are a part, the way in which they 

live their lives but especially how these two themes are interconnected. It would 

definitely be worth the while to get buried in all of this, all this waste, and to one day 

come out with a better understanding and knowledge of these people.  

 

The paper 

This research paper has been divided into seven chapters. In the first chapter, the 

introduction which you have just read, an attempt has been made to present the reader 

with an overview of the research framework and the motivations behind the choice of this 

particular subject. In addition to this the reader has been provided with an idea of the path 

this research has taken and how it has developed to become what it is now. The initial 

plan was explained briefly and explanations give as to why things were done differently 

in the field. A brief methodological context was given.  

The sociography of the field of research is given in the second chapter. In the first 

section a brief outline of Egypt’s geography and population is given, followed by sections 

on the countries political history and environmental situation. The last section of this 

chapter describes some of the factors that led to Cairo’s exponential growth and how 

migrants from other areas in Egypt played a role in this. The zabbaleen belong to these 

groups of migrants who moved to the city in search of work. The last section of the 

chapter describes the history and situation of the zabbaleen as well as the major stages of 
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development it has gone through up until the late 1990’s. A brief description is given of 

the most well-known projects carried out to improve the zabbaleen’s living conditions 

before this time. 

Chapter three introduces the reader into the way in which this research fits into a 

broader theoretical context, namely that of the informal sector and the ways in which that 

context has developed over the years.  

Chapter four sets the theoretical background of this research. It starts as a general 

description on the context of informal waste management systems, leading to the 

conceptual model being applied in this research, namely that of Nas and Jaffe(2004) in 

their article Informal Waste Management: Shifting the Focus from the Problem to the 

Potential. 

Chapter five gives a detailed description of Egypt and Cairo’s solid waste 

management (SWM) system in general. The issue of privatization of Cairo’s waste 

collection system is also discussed. 

In Chapter six, four of Cairo’s six garbage collector settlements are described, 

highlighting the major and minor differences between them. Per settlement, a description 

of the history of the settlements existence and the way in which it is made-up (population, 

etc). Histories of the interventions which have been implemented within the settlement 

are given along with the basic result of these interventions wherever possible. Finally the 

waste-related activities of the settlements are described according to what stages of waste 

flow can be found within each settlement.  

In chapter seven the differences between the settlements are analyzed and six 

degrees of development are identified. Seven factors are named which have influenced 

the developments of the settlements. The formal and informal organization of Cairo’s 

waste management system is the discussed as well as the way in which the zabbaleen are 

increasingly integrating into the formal system.  

The final chapter highlights the main points discussed in this paper and concludes this 

descriptive research paper. 
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Chapter 2: Egypt, Cairo and its zabbaleen community 

 

 

Figure 1: The Arab Republic of Egypt (Esterhuysen, 1998: 155) 

 

Geography and Population 

The Arab Republic of Egypt is located in north-east Africa and extends across the Gulf of 

Suez into the Sinai Peninsula. Although it is geographically located in Africa, it is often 

considered to be part of the Middle East for cultural and political reasons. Egypt has an 

area of about one million km² of which only 35,200 km² is settled and cultivated (Policy 

and Operations Evaluation Department, 1998: 19). The country is bordered by Libya on 
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the west, Sudan in the south and Israel on the east. The Mediterranean Sea borders it in 

the North and the Red Sea on the east.  

Egypt is Africa’s second most populous country with an estimated population of 

approximately 78.8 million people (CIA- The World Fact book, 2006). The annual rate of 

population increase did drop in the 1990s due to intensive family planning programs but 

the population density of about 1500 per km² remains high. The vast majority of the 

population does not live more than one kilometer away from the Nile delta, the only 

arable agricultural land. Most people live in urban areas, mostly in Cairo and Alexandria. 

In Cairo alone the population is approximately up to almost 20 million, making it the 

largest city in Africa. 

Approximately 90% of Egypt is Muslim, the remainder being Christian. Six million 

people belong to the Coptic Orthodox Church. In terms of people Egypt is fairly 

homogenous. It has Mediterranean influences which one can clearly see in the people of 

Alexandria. In the south one finds indigenous black populations such as the Nubians 

which make up 0.8% of the population, making them an ethnic minority. The Bedouin 

Arab nomads are also considered to be an ethnic minority. They can be found in the Sinai 

and in the Eastern and Western deserts. There are many theories on the origins of 

Egyptian society. The most widely accepted one is that they are a combination of east 

African and Asiatic people who moved to the Nile Valley after the Ice Age. Modern 

Egyptian society has seemed to keep its fairly homogenous genetic ties to ancient Egypt. 

Its spoken languages originated from the Afro-Asiatic (Hamito-Semetic) family 

throughout their history, starting with Old Egyptian to modern Arabic. 

 

Political history 

Throughout its history Egypt has had its fair share of rulers seeing as it held one of 

civilizations earliest developments and organized government. The border of Egypt as we 

know it today is almost the same as the one that existed throughout the Pharonic era for 

30 centuries. Since then it has been a Persian province, Alexander the Great has played a 

role in its history and when the Ptolemaic line ended in 30 BC it came under Roman 

control for seven centuries. In 624 AD Arab armies conquered Egypt and a process of 

Islamisation and Arabisation began. A Christian minority, however, continued to exist. In 
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the next 1300 years various rulers laid there hand on Egypt amongst which were Turkish, 

Arabic, Mameluke and Ottoman rulers. In the early 19th century Mohammed Ali, an 

Albanian general took control of Egypt and introduced modernization by bringing in 

imported elements from European culture and technology. Mohammed Ali introduced 

state organization in Egypt’s economic life and improved education. In 1869 the Suez 

Canal was constructed and in 1882 the British occupation was official. The occupation 

lasted for almost half a century and in 1922 the British declared Egyptian independence 

under sultan Fuad I, the first king of Egypt. His regime was overthrown in 1952 in a 

bloodless coupe led by Gamal Abdel Nasser who became president of Egypt. Some 

consider 1953 to be the official year Egypt gained independence from the British. Under 

Nasser’s military rule wide-ranging reforms were implemented. Land was redistributed, 

state industrial development was promoted and social welfare services were expanded. 

Throughout this all they remained dependent on Soviet economic and military support. In 

1956 and 1967 Egypt went into war with Israel, the latter country gaining control over the 

Gaza strip and the Sinai Peninsula. When Nasser passed away in 1970 and President 

Anwar Sadat took over, one of the first things he did was wage a war with Israel in 1973 

to take back the Sinai. With US help the Camp David agreement was signed in 1978 

along with the Peace Treaty in 1979. The Arab League did not agree to Egypt signing the 

Peace Treaty and expelled the country from the League, placing political and economic 

sanctions on it. Under Sadat a more liberal economy and political regime was introduced 

and new laws were passed. His rule was short-lived. In 1981 Sadat was assassinated by 

Islamic fundamentalists. Hosni Mubarak, his Vice-President succeeded him. Mubarak’s 

priority lay in bringing Egypt out of its relative isolation within the Arab World. In order 

to do so it required Egypt to take a certain diplomatic distance from the USA although it 

did remain the country’s main ally and source of foreign aid. The Arab League finally 

voted to restore its relations with Egypt in 1987 and Egypt rejoined the League in 1989. 

Out of the 1990 Gulf conflict Egypt emerged with its international reputation enhanced as 

a result of its role as mediator. The focus of Egypt’s foreign policy was the Arab 

reconciliation and the settlement of the Arab-Israeli dispute. Particular emphasis lay on 

the Palestinian question. Its domestic policies consisted of economic reforms, 

maintenance of law and order, and controlling the rising Islamic militancy. Mubarak is 
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still President today (Policy and Operations Evaluations Department, 1998: 21), (Rakodi, 

1997: 113-118). 

 

Environment 

Egypt has been dealing with a rapid deterioration of its environment including land and 

water resources and air pollution, for many years now. The Nile Delta is overcrowded 

and the quantity and quality if its water supply is limited. Pollution of the Nile water 

poses a serious threat to the health and welfare of people. Poor water management in 

agricultural areas lead to salinisation of the land and waterlogging. Inadequate solid 

waste management adds to water pollution. In urban areas industrial wastewater and 

sewage are often discharged into drains with little or no treatment due to a shortage in 

wastewater treatment capacity, operations and maintenance problems. In big cities, 

especially in Cairo and Alexandria, there are high concentrations of air pollution. High 

natural deposits of dust from the desert are also a problem. There have been various 

Environmental plans over the years, starting with the Egyptian Environmental Affairs 

Agency. In 1992 the National Environment Action Plan was introduced followed by the 

Act on Environment Protection in 1994. Egypt has also signed international 

environmental conventions such as the Barcelona Convention and the Montreal Protocol 

(Policy and Operations Evaluations Department, 1998: 35-37). 

 

Cairo: A Growing city 

Cairo began its modernization in the 1800s with the rule of Mohammed Ali (1805-1849). 

The expansion cost a lot of money and with it came many problems such as high foreign 

debts and political unrest. In 1882 the British colonized Egypt and Cairo grew in power. 

Many people, foreigners and nationals migrated to the city in search of wealth and power. 

As a result of this, new districts were built and the old city remained undeveloped. The 

old city lacked infrastructure, had a high population density and the living conditions 

were deteriorating. A reform strategy was undertaken at the beginning of the 20th century 

by the newly formed upper middle class. In this time Cairo grew fast and held more than 

one million people in the 1920s. Major social, economic and political problems were the 

result of an increase in inequality between classes. In 1952 a revolution against British 
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colonization and the royal regime of King Fuad I followed. The new government of 

Nasser laid out industrial and housing projects, particularly in Cairo. Yet again new 

districts emerged and finally Cairo as a metropolitan area was a fact, holding a population 

of five million people in 1970. Under Sadat the government took on a different policy, 

one which aimed at encouraging the private sector and attracting Arab and international 

investment. Most of the investment was directed towards Cairo and its region. In 1980 

the population of Cairo was eight million. In this period informal and illegal housing 

appeared on the outskirts of the city. In 1994 supposedly more than four million people 

were living in illegal settlements. Government efforts to control the population growth 

did not have much effect and the city kept growing. In 1994 the amount of people living 

in Cairo was approximately 12 million. In 2006 it is said to, approximately, be slightly 

over 15 million (Tekçe, Oldham and Shorter, 1994:1-11), (Rakodi, 1997). Other sources, 

however, claim that the population is circa 20 million (source?). 

Cairo has always been a crowded city, from its very beginnings. The city has grown 

over the years by migration, by family reproduction and through the coming of new 

settlements. After World War II there was a dramatic increase in Cairo’s growth. From 

the provinces migrants moved to Cairo and other Delta cities. The transformation of the 

Egyptian economy also played a role in the migration process. Migration continued over 

the years, with new reasons to migrate every so many years. Nasser offered educational 

opportunities and public sector employment in Cairo. A general decline in death rates in 

Egypt, and Cairo as well, resulted in the population increase. Cairo became an important 

place to live and work. After the 1973 war, changes in the regional economy affected the 

flow of Egyptians into Cairo. As a result of the high oil prices, oil exporting countries 

were becoming rich and in need of labor. Massive emigration abroad for work ensued. 

This migrating for work abroad is still in place nowadays, despite the high risks involved. 

After the 1991 Gulf War a million Egyptians returned home, of which many were 

uncompensated for their work. International politics had upturned the whole employment 

system. Since then there have been no sudden increases in population by migration from 

the provinces. Migration is no longer the main source of growth. Cairo is, however, still a 

city that reflects the provinces and provincial culture is mixed with urban ways into 

different Cairene styles of life (Tekçe, Oldham and Shorter, 1994).  
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Family reproduction has also changed over time in that there has been a clear shift 

amongst Cairo’s families from relatively high mortality and fertility rate to lower and 

lower levels. This demographic transition represents a general trend in Egypt although it 

is more advanced in Lower than in Upper Egypt. Infant mortality has decreased and there 

is a higher life expectancy at birth. Various aspects contribute to this demographic 

transition. Since the 1980s there has been a reduced fear of mobilization and war. A 

public safety net has subsidized basic foods and health care services adding to a sense of 

security. Women’s roles have become more complex or multi-faceted due to educational 

opportunities in the Nasser period. Some believe that the education of women has 

contributed to reduced fertility and child mortality. Fertility regulation has always played 

a role in Egypt but now modern methods can be used instead of the old folk methods 

(Tekçe, Oldham and Shorter, 1994) .  

Cairo has experienced a 3-dimensional growth over the years in terms of physical 

dimensions. Space has been created by expanding existing dwellings or spilling out into 

surrounding areas and decreasing the size of home accommodation. Secondly, the city’s 

new settlements have spread out onto agricultural land, the desert or even hillsides. 

Expansion into the desert is often preluded by the placement of infrastructure, but people 

moving onto agricultural land often cannot wait for such things. The land usually already 

has some sort of water supply and sewerage.  The third physical dimensions includes the 

cramming of people into an existing space by subdividing old dwelling units and by 

building smaller units as more and more buildings are built. Many communities have 

been established in this way and huge masses of people have been housed (Rakodi, 1997: 

113-118). 

 

The Zabbaleen: An introduction 

The zabbaleen belong to the many communities made up of migrants who have moved to 

the city. Before talking about the zabbaleen we must start at the beginning. 

Muslim migrants from the Dakhla oasis in the western desert (see Figure 1) settled in 

what is now known as downtown Cairo more than 100 years ago. The group became 

known as the Wahiya, people of the oasis. The wahiya took responsibility for the 

collection and disposal of Cairo’s household waste of which a part was sold as fuel. This 
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fuel was often used to heat Turkish bath houses and to prepare fava beans, a traditional 

dish. The way the wahiya took control of the system was by contracting work with the 

owners of buildings. They would buy the rights to collect waste from a building from the 

owner. In addition to this, tenants would pay a monthly fee to the wahiya for collecting 

their garbage. The sums paid and collected depended on the socio-economic status of the 

neighborhood. The richer the content of the waste, the more desirable the building would 

be. Poor areas were not serviced as they could not pay for the services and the wahiya did 

not find their waste valuable enough to collect (Assaad and Garas, 1994).  

In the 1930s oil began to replace fuel made up of dried organic waste, forcing the 

wahiya to find an alternative means of disposing the waste. In a group of migrants from a 

poor region in the south of Egypt they found willing buyers. These migrants came to 

Cairo in the 1930s and 1940s as landless agricultural workers from Coptic villages in the 

El Badary district of Assiut (see Figure 1). Their livelihood consisted of buying waste 

with which to feed the pigs they bread. They settled in makeshift settlements on 

agricultural land at the western and northern outskirts of the Cairo metropolitan region. 

One of the first settlements was at Abu Waafiya which lies to the north of Cairo at the 

beginning of the agricultural highway to Alexandria. Here they were able to stay out of 

the government’s sight for eight years, until 1959. Seeing as pig breeding was their way 

of life they became known as zarraba, pig breeders. They would collect garbage with 

donkey carts. A younger sibling, son or daughter would accompany the male adult 

relative in doing his rounds. The former would guard the truck while the latter would do 

the collecting. The collected waste would then be brought to the household compound 

where female and younger members of the family sorted the garbage into different piles. 

An extra form of income was the selling of secondary materials to middlemen and soon a 

system developed. The middlemen would come by the settlements frequently in search of 

secondary materials to buy. A hierarchical relationship developed between the wahiya 

and zarraba. The wahiya continued to hold control over the access and collection right to 

the garbage, basically acting as middlemen between the zarraba and the buildings’ 

tenants. Not until later did the zarraba receive a share of the monthly fee paid to the 

wahiya by the tenants. In fact, the zarraba had to buy the rights to collect the garbage 

from the wahiya. Often both groups are referred to as the zabbaleen by Cairene who do 
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not know the difference between the two. The word zabbaleen comes from the Egyptian 

word for garbage, zabbal. In most literature and research the zabbaleen often refer only to 

the zarraba and not to the wahiya. In this paper the zarraba will from here forth be 

referred to as the zabbaleen. 

In the beginning, the zabbaleen would only use the organic waste which they had 

collected. The rest would be dumped on the land surrounding them. Neighboring 

settlements started complaining about the smell of the waste and eventually the 

government asked them to move to Souk el-Adha (Sunday shop) which is also located at 

the beginning of the agricultural highway to Alexandria. However, more families started 

to come from Assiut and the same problem arose. The colony was evicted many times as 

a result of the growing city. Every time the city grew, the settlement had to move with its 

borders. The garbage collectors were moved to Imbaba in Giza Governorate where they 

hired land from the farmers who owned it. They stayed here until 1970 when the Giza 

Governorate gave a four-day eviction notice and agreed with the governor of Cairo to 

move the Zabbaleen to settlements further away from the cities edges. Some were moved 

to an abandoned quarry at the foot of the Moqattam hills. Others were moved onto 

agricultural land close to the Moattamadeya and Baragil villages.  

For a while the zabbaleen could be found scattered over seven different garbage 

collector settlements in the Greater Cairo Urban Region (GCUR) (Assaad, 1998: 3). 

These are Moqattam (often referred to as Manshiet Nasr), Helwan, Tora, Ezbet el-Nakhl, 

el-Baragil, Moattamadeya and Ein el-Sira (see Figure 2).1 Ein el-Sira, however, no longer 

exists. The people have been moved and dispersed over other settlements, mainly over 

Helwan and Tora. Some have taken up a completely different way of living which has 

nothing to do with garbage. 

Part of the motivation of the governorates for moving the zabbaleen was the 

avoidance of blockages due to donkey cart traffic on bridges crossing the river. The 

zabbaleen received administrative permission from the governor of Cairo to settle in the 

area, however, they did not receive the right to legal tenure. Due to this, people were 

                                                 
1 The transcription of Arabic words differs per author. I have chosen for the transcription used most 
commonly. In Figure 2, el Sherif and Boushra have chosen to transcribe Ein el-Sira as En el Sera. The 
spelling of some of the other settlements also differs slightly. This is a matter of choice. The names of the 
settlements will be covered in greater detail in a later chapter. 
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hesitant in making investments in permanent housing structures. No security had been 

provided that they were not going to be evicted again. For quite some time they lived in 

tin shacks until 1975, the year in which a local Coptic Church was established. Together 

 

Figure 2: The Greater Cairo Urban Region- Location of garbage collector settlements  

(el Sherif and Boushra, 1999: 21)  

 

with this and the encouragement to invest in their settlements, a feeling of security was 

created. They started using more permanent materials for their houses. Most houses were 

one-story structures and consisted of several rooms attached to a central courtyard and 

pig pen. The Moqattam hills surrounded by cliffs were, especially in the beginning, very 

inaccessible. Three main roads led out of the settlement of which two passed through 

Manshiet Nasr, a settlement which had been established earlier. Between the 

predominantly Muslim residents of Manshiet Nasr and the zabbaleen, numerous open 

confrontations arose, often with religious undertones. In the early years the Moqattam 

settlement lacked such basic services as piped water, sewage networks, electricity, 

schools and health centers. In addition to these harsh living conditions they lacked 

awareness in hygiene and health. The air was always heavily polluted due to either smoke 

from the fires burning the waste or to spontaneous combustion of waste. In addition the 
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streets were often full of waste that had been sorted or still needed to be sorted. Fires 

frequently destroyed large parts of the community. 

As the city grew the amount of daily garbage increased and the zabbaleen’s capacity 

could no longer handle the collection needs. The government considered hiring private 

contractors who worked with more modern and efficient systems. The zabbaleen faced 

losing their traditional livelihood. In response to this the Zabbaleen Environment and 

Development Program was set up in 1981. This, along with the building of the Church in 

1975 was the beginning of a transition from a rural community on the urban periphery 

with pig breeding as primary activity, to an urban settlement with a diversified and 

distinctive economy. In light of this research, the differences between the settlements in 

terms of the transition stages and the reasons here for will be examined. 

 

History of interventions amongst the zabbaleen 

Many projects have worked on different issues concerning the zabbaleen. This is a list of 

the biggest and most well-known projects: 

 

- Area upgrading and infrastructure extension project 

- Internal clean-up project 

- Small industries project 

- Women-headed household project 

- Animal health and production project (Veterinary Clinic) 

- Route extension project 

- Mechanization project 

- Composting plant 

- Healthcare projects 

 

In general the results have been effective, characterizing a positive change, especially in 

Tora and Moqattam and in the garbage collection industry of Cairo as a whole. Individual 

projects, however, have varied in their success rate. Information about the developments 

within other garbage collector settlements is not widespread. This research will therefore 

also examine two of the less well-known garbage collector areas. 
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Chapter 3: The Intellectual Framework 

 

The zabbaleen have come to play an important role in the informal waste management 

sector. Without them large parts of Cairo would have even more waste collection 

problems that they have now. The garbage collectors have developed from being small-

scale collectors and recyclers working for the wahiya, into an intricate and complex 

system of waste management and recycling. In order to understand the larger theoretical 

framework an informal sector such as that of Cairo’s garbage collectors falls into, a 

description will be given of the various ways in which the informal sector has been 

approached over the years. At the end of this chapter, a brief conclusion will be drawn as 

to which of the approaches mentioned would best suit this research. 

 

The Informal Sector 

Since the emergence of an interest in the informal sector in the early 1970s a growing 

number of studies have been done on communities involved in informal activities. In the 

1960s the concepts ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ were being used in dialogues but not yet so 

widespread in development studies. One scholar in particular, a British anthropologist 

named Keith Hart, is mentioned as being the first to use the term ‘informal sector’ 

(Breman, 1980: 4). Hart was concerned with how little data and statistics there were 

available at that time on the informal sector and placed an emphasis on the importance of 

self-employment and small enterprises. In 1971, when describing a study on urban 

employment in Ghana, he introduced a terminology which described two sectors, the 

formal and the informal sector. Since 1969 the International Labour Organization (ILO) 

had been developing its World Employment Program and in September of 1971 a 

conference on urban unemployment in Africa was held. Keith Hart was among the people 

who attended this conference. The conference, along with certain other institutes and 

organizations, played an important role in further promoting the informal sector concept. 

In 1972 the ILO used the term in a widely-read study on Kenya. At this point the concept 

of informal activities was defined by the ILO as such: 

 

 



 - 24 - 

 “…a way of doing things characterized by: 

(a) Ease of entry;  

(b) Reliance on indigenous resources;  

(c) Family ownership of enterprises;  

(d) Small scale of operation;  

(e) Labor-intensive and adapted technology;  

(f) Skills acquired outside of the formal sector;  

(g) Unregulated and competitive markets”      

(Bromley, 1978: 1033) 

 

Soon the concept was taken up by urban researchers of international organizations and 

also by the political arena. According to Bromley, who is very well-cited, the concept 

was able to be incorporated and became so well-talked about because it emerged at the 

right time and place. Various institutions such as the World Bank and United Nations 

played a role in the spread, although the role of the ILO was a larger one. In addition to 

this, the concept came up at a time in which it was relevant and appropriate for use by 

international organizations in policy recommendations.  

 

Problems with categorizing into two sectors 

Bromley is also still well-known for his list of deficiencies for categorizing economic 

activities into two sectors. He argues that this classification of all economic activities into 

two categories is too “crude and simple”. He proposes instead a continuum, with the 

formal sector at one pole and the informal sector at the other. This would allow for 

intermediate categories and transition between the sectors. His second point of critique 

concerns the fact that the criteria used for defining the informal sector often varied. There 

was no multivariate analysis although different variables existed which could be used to 

categorize a given economic activity into formal or informal sectors. Thirdly, he 

mentions the presence of a continuous fluctuation and interaction between the two sectors 

instead of assuming that they are independent and separate from each other. “…parts of 

one sector may be dominated and even created by, parts of the other sector” (1978: 

1034). Bromley continues by proposing that it is wrong to apply one single policy 
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prescription to the whole informal sector. Instead, a wide rage of different policy 

measures is needed for governments to go on. The fifth deficiency mentioned refers to 

the fact that the concept of an informal sector should not only be examined in the context 

of an urban setting but that more emphasis should be made on researching the rural 

informal sector. He goes on to argue that there is confusion as to what the total national 

system is made up of. What else, besides the formal and informal sector? The informal 

sector is often referred to as not having a future by those who claim to want to help this 

sector. This deficiency makes up Bromley’s seventh point of criteria. It is often taken for 

granted that government support equals success. “This neglects the complex competitive 

and subordinate relationships of small enterprises with larger enterprises, and the wide 

range of strategies available to monopoly capitalism to suppress the competition of small 

enterprises (…) or to harness those enterprises to the service of big-business” (1978: 

1034-5). The eighth deficiency refers to the confusion that exists when attempting to 

classify neighborhoods, households, people, activities and enterprises into one of the two 

sectors. People often work in both the formal and informal sector and sometimes even 

switch at various stages in their lives. Bromley’s final point of critique is that the urban 

informal sector is not necessarily made up of the urban poor. People working in the 

formal sector as wage laborers, for example, do not necessarily have to earn more than 

those working in the informal sector. “(…) not all persons who work in the informal 

sector are poor, and not all poor people work in the informal sector” (1978: 1035). 

Over the years that followed, the term has developed and been defined and critiqued 

in various ways. Generally, the informal sector is seen as a dynamic process and a 

difficult one to study or measure. Boer (1985) mentions a shift of interest in the end of 

the 1970’s in which Third World countries were somewhat set aside and developed 

(industrialized) countries became interesting. At the same time scholars started replacing 

the term informal sector with the term, informal economy. With this they were hoping to 

include not only employment but also enterprises in diverse economies, whether 

developing, advanced or transitional. Boer speaks of two approaches which evolved 

between the 1970’s and 1980’s in terms of the informal sector in Third World countries. 

In the first approach the informal sector is seen as a reservoir of labor, a temporary place 

before people move on to the formal sector. The second approach focuses on the informal 
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sector as a dependent mode of production, connected in a “position of dependence and 

subordination to a dominant capitalist mode of production” (1985: 7).  

 

Formalization and Informalization Processes 

Meine Pieter Van Dijk (1986) argues, in an article on a study done in Salatiga, Indonesia, 

that the focus should not be on the dichotomization of formal and informal. He proposes 

to instead look at the changes taking place in a society and at the impact these changes 

have on the dynamics of small enterprises. According to van Dijk some small enterprises 

are becoming formalized while others are becoming informalized. The Indonesian study 

showed that there are certain factors which stimulate these formalization and 

informalization processes:  

 

1. Government actions: 

a. Laws and regulations (permissions, licenses, registration, quality 

standards, etc.). 

b. The introduction of new taxes or the implementation of existing taxes. 

c. Requirement to take benefit from government technical assistance 

programs and credit schemes for small enterprises. 

d. Measures launched to develop large-scale operations and to facilitate 

the importation of goods and services that are also produced locally. 

2. Actions by other economic actors: 

a. Increased production of goods and services by modern, large-scale 

enterprises. 

b. The import of goods that are also produced by small-scale enterprises. 

3. Changes in consumer’s whishes: 

a. Changes in taste due to advertising. 

b. Changes in consumption patterns due to increased incomes. 

c. The status attributed to certain goods and services. 

d. The spread of health and quality standards.  

(1986: 242) 
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Enterprises that are able to cope with changes in the above mentioned factors are seen as 

being able to react appropriately and often remain or become formalized. Small 

enterprises which do not have the right reaction fall into the process of informalization or 

merely remain informalized. An inappropriate reaction can be due to the fact that the 

enterprise is not aware of the changes or that it simply cannot meet the new requirements. 

Thus van Dijk defines formalization and informalization “as having, or lacking an 

appropriate reaction. Such a reaction will facilitate the development of the enterprise at a 

later stage” (1986:242).  

According to Van Dijk there are a couple of reasons as to why the formal-informal 

dichotomy should not be used. One of the reasons involves the criteria used to define the 

formal and informal sector. Van Dijk argues that the criteria are not mutually exclusive. 

Secondly, he argues that the characteristics mentioned in the ILO-report are often used 

together with a few additions. This, however, may not be applicable in different regional 

contexts seeing as the ILO-report was based on the African context. Furthermore, the 

dichotomy itself is static. It does not allow for a lot of imagination in terms of whether or 

not transition between the two sectors can occur and in what way the sectors can develop. 

The terminology instead implies that through going through different stages, the informal 

sector will eventually become formalized. Another reason for needing a new set of 

terminology to define these sectors is the variety in speed of changes which affect the 

functioning of small enterprises. In the African context these changes seem to occur at a 

much slower rate than in such a context as Indonesia. The diversity in types of small 

enterprises also seems to vary in different contexts making it difficult to apply the formal-

informal dichotomy as it is.  

Van Dijk proposes that it is important to focus on factors which enhance changes 

from formal to informal or vice versa. By focusing on informalization and formalization 

processes the dynamics of a system are being studied. This theoretical framework allows 

for “…the recognition of the complicated interaction of government policies and changes 

taking place in society and their impact on certain groups in that society” (1986:246). 

This hopefully leads to recognizing the importance of the role of small enterprises in 

development processes and to being able to judge whether certain development is 

favorable to small enterprises or not.  
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There are of course a few complications when using the terms formalization and 

informalization. As with the previous terminology, formal and informal, the terms are not 

mutually exclusive. It is possible for both processes of formalization and informalization 

to take place in an enterprise at the same time. Furthermore, the two processes are not 

necessarily a reflection of one another. Van Dijk mentions that an appropriate reaction 

may lead to formalization and an inappropriate reaction or no reaction at all, may lead to 

informalization. Formalization is also not the same as modernization. It is possible to 

formalize an enterprise on the basis of traditional techniques, whether in terms of 

products, technology or permissions and orders. The last complication van Dijk mentions 

is that formalization and informalization processes are not necessarily confined to small 

enterprises. These processes can also take place in larger enterprises although it seems 

that smaller enterprises are usually able to have a better control over the changes 

affecting them.  

By defining informalization and formalization processes we are able to focus on those 

things which entrepreneurs are forced to react to in terms of changes. These changes can 

occur in society, within the legal framework, in the actions of small and large-scale 

producers but also in the behavior of customers or that of the government. If there is no 

reaction by the entrepreneur or he reacts in an inappropriate way, the enterprise will most 

likely become or remain informal. Formalization can only occur in the light of an 

appropriate reaction to continuously oncoming changes.  

 

The Other Path: From informal to formal 

In Hernando de Soto’s book The Other Path (1989) he argues that it is wrong to see the 

informal economy as a problem. Through a study done on the informal economy in Peru, 

also referred to here as the black market, de Soto shows that it is not the black market 

which is the problem but the state itself. “The informal economy is the people’s 

spontaneous and creative response to the state’s incapacity to satisfy the basic needs of 

the impoverished masses” (1989: xiv). The legal institutions have made it too difficult for 

the poor who lack political and economic power to enter the formal sector. “The Other 

Path does not pull any punches in its criticism of this entrepreneurial class which, instead 

of favoring an egalitarian and dynamic system in which the law would guarantee free 
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competition and reward creativity, had adapted itself to the mercantile system and 

dedicated its best efforts to obtaining monopolies” (1989: xvii). The Institute for Liberty 

and Democracy has studied four different areas, namely that of business, housing, 

manufacture and transportation. They conclude that in relation to the state, the 

entrepreneurs have been more productive in all of these four areas. It is the adaptive 

capability, the motivation, the desire for progress and advancement in combination with 

bribery at relevant institutions that, according to de Soto, makes these informal 

entrepreneurs so successful. They are often able to create more jobs and wealth in the 

zones in which they have been able to function than the all-powerful state.  

De Soto emphasizes how important the roles of institutions are in the evolution from 

mercantilism to the present systems of Western nations. In the case of Peru the state must 

allow its citizens to produce wealth by not obstructing their actions. “The answer is to 

change our legal institutions in order to lower the cost of producing and obtaining wealth, 

and to give people access to the system so they can join in economic and social activity 

and compete on an equal footing, the ultimate goal being a modern market economy 

which, so far, is the only known way to achieve development based on widespread 

business activity” (1989: 244). De Soto mentions various other changes the state has to 

go through in order for formals and current informals to be governed by just and efficient 

laws instead of by the arbitrary authority of the state. He believes that under the right 

circumstances the informal can and will become formalized.  

 

Analytical perspectives 

In Wils’ paper (1991) on the informal sector in greater Sao Paulo, the author mentions 

that three types of analytical perspectives, once proposed by Raczynski in 1977, could 

still be considered appropriate in 1991: 

 

1. The informal sector as a sector of production made up of small enterprises 

operating at levels of low productivity and in dangerous situations; 

2.  Employment as the emphasis of analytical perspective, this perspective includes an 

interest in the way in which people entered the sector, their access to social 

security, working hours and payment, as well as their personal characteristics;  



 - 30 - 

3.  The informal sector as a sector of poverty. 

(Wils, 1991: 1) 

 

Summary  

The informal sector became widely viewed as a topic of interest in developmental studies 

in the 1970’s. Since then, various definitions and analytical perspectives have been let 

loose on the concept, of which only a few are mentioned here. In the beginning, the 

informal sector was seen as one opposing the formal sector. It was presumed that the 

informal sector would one day become formal. According to Bromley, however, the two 

sectors should be seen as ones interacting with one another, forming intermediate 

categories and as ones allowing transitions between the two. Van Dijk takes a similar 

approach yet chooses to study the changes which lead to these transitions which she 

refers to as formalization and informalization processes. De Soto, on the other hand, takes 

a different path and examines the informal sector in relation to the functioning of the 

state. He believes that the informal sector will one day become formal, given the right 

governmental conditions.  

 

Analysis and Conclusion 

One can see how, at the time the informal sector became important in developmental 

studies, there was also an interest in the informal garbage collector settlements of Cairo, 

namely by the World Bank in Moqattam. De Soto’s emphasis on the role of the state in 

the forming of the informal sector is one which would be interesting to examine. For the 

purpose of this research, however, the emphasis will not merely lie on the state but also 

on the other factors which have contributed to making the garbage collectors who and 

what they are. I have therefore chosen to not only look at the economic and political side 

of this informal sector but also at its other sociological and developmental contexts. Wils 

chooses to examine types of perspectives from which to analyze the informal sector. 

Again, the emphasis here is too economical for the purpose of this research. They might 

however be interesting to use when studying the motivations of these people to continue 

working in this sector. For the purpose of this research it would be interesting to use van 

Dijk’s ideas about formalization and informalization processes as a way of looking at the 
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developments which have taken place among the garbage collectors in terms of 

organization and other waste-related activities. Complementing van Dijk, Bromley’s 

theory of the informal and formal sector acting as a continuum might be useful to apply 

to the way in which interaction occurs between the two sectors within the informal waste 

management system. In this research the informal sector will be viewed/approached as 

one which is flexible, dynamic and which changes, reacts and adapts to outside factors. In 

order to get an understanding of the differences between the garbage collector settlements 

of Cairo, these factors and their consequences need to be examined.  
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Chapter 4: Theoretical background and Problem Definition 

 

The garbage collector’s of Cairo are spread out over six different settlements in the 

Greater Cairo Urban Region. Every settlement has a somewhat different history of origin 

and development. The zabbaleen have had to move from where they were living many 

times and even now, in some of the settlements, the threat of being evicted is a hot issue. 

Over the years, and mainly since the mid 1970s, many types of organizations and projects 

have worked to improve the living conditions of the zabbaleen.  

The goal of this research is to get a better understanding of the organization of 

Cairo’s informal waste system while focusing on the differences between its garbage 

collector’s settlements and on the reasons behind these major and minor differences. In 

addition to this, the way in which some of their waste-related activities have become 

formalized will be examined. 

 

Theoretical Background and Conceptual Model 

Characteristics of informal waste management systems 

In general, informal waste management systems are found to be very dynamic, flexible 

and great potential holders. Two types of systems can be distinguished: those who 

contribute to cleaning the environment (waste-as-waste), and those who use waste as a 

resource (waste-as-ore).  In both cases the systems are made up of certain characteristics, 

namely it’s technical, organizational, socio-cultural and socio-political aspects.  

In terms of the technical aspects of waste management and scavenging, three stages 

can be identified. First, the waste has to be collected. This stage often includes a form of 

sorting. Secondly, the collected waste has to be transported away from the collection 

spot. At the second site the waste is often sorted again in order to dispose of it more 

efficiently. Disposal is the third stage of waste management. Each system has a different 

way of collecting and sorting the waste before it is disposed of or recycled as raw 

material. The infrastructure of the scavenging community also plays a role in the 

efficiency and management of waste.   

In terms of organization, various forms of informal waste systems can be identified. 

Nas and Jaffe make a difference between:  
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- Individual scavengers   

- Informal scavenger systems 

- Semi-informal waste recovery companies  

- Co-operative organizations of scavengers 

- Municipal waste collection organizations tied to CBO’s (Community 

Based Organizations)  

- Formal municipal waste collection companies.  

 

Another characteristic that informal waste systems share can be labeled as being the 

socio-cultural aspects. In most cases members of the system have a different socio-

cultural background than the majority of the population. This can, for example, be in 

terms of religion and/or ethnicity. They often share a low socio-economic status and have 

to deal with a variety of discrimination from authorities as well as from other members of 

the society. This coincides with a negative self-perception which many scavengers have 

of themselves.  

A fourth characteristic, namely the socio-political context of the scavengers is a result 

of their socio-cultural background. In many cases it can be distinguished in terms of their 

relationship with the authorities. Informal waste systems are often seen as a sign of 

failure to modernize. As a result of this, their situation many times remains 

unacknowledged by the authorities and sometimes even neglected or down right 

repressed. Other times one can speak of instances of collusion with the government or 

simple stimulation by the authorities. The socio-political situation varies per country in 

which the informal waste system operates. Part of the reason as to why scavengers are 

still living in such negative conditions is the fact that authorities do not do enough to aid 

them. It has taken quite some years and often international pressure to motivate 

authorities into helping members of informal waste systems. Despite continuous and 

intensive interventions, many are still exposed to such issues as continuous health risks. 
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Levels of interventions 

According to Nas and Jaffe one can divide interventions into four levels at which they 

take place. The first level of intervention consists of factories or industry undertaking 

business relations with scavengers in order to acquire raw materials which they in turn 

use. The raw materials are cheaper than if they were to acquire them elsewhere and it 

gives them an image of being somewhat more economically-aware. Programs and 

projects on this level target industries and other companies and try to stimulate precisely 

this.         

Projects dealing with middlemen in informal waste systems make up the second level 

of intervention. As the name says it, middlemen usually play a mediating role between 

scavengers and their buyers. They are the ones scavengers will come to with their raw 

materials and who will eventually sell it on to factories or other buyers. Projects have 

often included attempts at directing the profit directly to the scavengers instead of to the 

middlemen.  

On the third level of intervention we find the scavengers themselves. Various projects 

have been done or attempted at this level and the basic goal has been to improve the 

living conditions of the scavengers. This is called upgrading. In short, this also includes 

improving waste collection and recycling methods. Integration into the formal waste 

management system is usually among the goals as well.  

The fourth level of intervention is that of international institutions and local 

governments. In most cases projects at this level are large-scale and include high-tech 

solutions for low-tech problems. As a result of this, these kinds of projects are not always 

appropriately adapted to the local situation. Nas and Jaffe use Sigular’s method of 

distinguishing between four types of projects on this level. Sigular makes the distinction 

between turnkey projects, customized projects, projects which have made improvements 

on the basis of an existing system, and projects assisted by development agencies. 

Turnkey projects are characterized by being implemented by foreign companies. These 

companies are often responsible for such things as the managerial and technical aspects 

of a whole or part of a solid waste management system. Projects, in which solid waste 

systems are designed for a particular city, are referred to as customized projects. These 

also often include modern technology and management. The improvement of an existing 
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system is not often carried out. In theory it could be seen as being one of the most 

flexible of the projects mentioned so far on this level. Projects assisted by development 

agencies such as NGO’s commonly work on the planning phase of improvements in solid 

waste management systems.   

 

Problem definition and approach 

The research will be framed on the basis of the contextual holistic model presented by 

Nas and Jaffe (2004). Nas and Jaffe characterize informal waste systems in terms of four 

different aspects, namely organizational, technical, socio-cultural and socio-political 

context. They also examine the informal waste systems on the basis of four levels of 

interventions. In addition to this they have developed a hypothetical table which shows 

the interaction between the different characteristics in informal waste management 

systems. This table shows how, hypothetically, certain characteristics can lead to 

increased chances of integrating into the formal waste management system. Keeping van 

Dijk and Bromley in mind, an attempt will be made to analyze the zabbaleen’s situation 

in terms of formalization of their waste-related activities. 

On the basis of ideas from the above model, Cairo’s informal waste management 

system will be approached and analyzed. The goal of this paper is to research the 

organization of Cairo’s informal waste system while focusing on the differences between 

its garbage collector’s settlements and the reasons for these differences. There are 

indications that some of the reasons for these differences might be found in the levels of 

interventions that each settlement has come in contact with as well as in the history and 

organization of the system and its people as a whole.  
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Chapter 5: Egypt and Cairo’s waste system in general 

 

Before going into the real part of the research, a sketch will be given of the situation of 

Egypt and Cairo’s solid waste management system in general. This is necessary in order 

to be able to place the rest of the research in a relevant and current setting and to 

understand the larger organizational context in which the zabbaleen function. 

 

The Solid Waste Management system in general  

In terms of Solid Waste in Egypt there is no real reliable and accurate data available. By 

comparing figures from various sources an indication is given of the approximate 

situation.  

 

 Waste (tons/annum) From urban areas Hazardous 
1992 10 million 6 million 50,000 

2004 (estimation) 15 million     
 

Tabel 1: Amount of waste produced in Egypt (el-Sherif et.al., 2004: 57; Boushra and el-

Sherif, 1999: 13) 

 

The results of a survey carried out in 10 governorates in December of 2000 shows that 

more than 7.1 million tons of waste accumulates randomly. The survey calculated that the 

deficiency in Solid Waste Management capacity was up to 6,000 tons per day in only 

those 10 governorates (2004: 57). 

 

 Collected and transported efficiently Left to accumulate 
1992 1.5-6.5 million   
2000   7.1 million 

 

Tabel 2: Amount of collected waste in Egypt (el-Sherif et.al., 2004: 57; Boushra and el-

Sherif, 1999: 13) 
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More than half of the waste generated is organic.2 As mentioned earlier, there is a big 

difference in Egypt between the amount of Solid Waste that is actually generated and the 

amount which reaches final deposit sites. In general Solid Waste in urban areas in Egypt 

falls under the responsibility of the municipality and district management. 

 

 Waste generated (kg/capita/day) 
Rural areas 0.8 
Hotels and Tourist resorts (Cairo) 1.5 

 

Tabel 3: Amount of waste generated in Egypt per day (Boushra and el-Sherif, 1999: 13) 

 

In certain governorates, however, different actors in Solid Waste Management (SWM) 

can be identified: 

 

- Non-zabbaleen private collectors (ex. Misr Service, Europe 2000) 

- Zabbaleen private collectors (traditional and newly formed cleaning companies) 

- Contractors (ex. Construction and demolition waste) 

- Self-collectors (ex. Police, Military) 

- Municipality (CCBA: Public Institution) 

- Local NGO’s and CDA’s 

- Scavengers (People sorting recyclables on the streets) 

(Boushra and el-Sherif, 1999) 

 

The environmental and health impacts because of a lack of proper techniques in SWM 

until recently, have been great. Egypt especially lacked techniques for waste treatment 

and disposal resulting in such things as air pollution because of open burning of SW, 

water pollution as a result of illegally dumping SW in waterways and groundwater 

contamination because of unsanitary landfills. Boushra and el-Sherif also mention the 

absence of safe segregation, handling, treatment and disposal of hazardous waste as one 

of the main negative impacts on health. The biggest cause of this lack in proper SWM 

                                                 
2 Around 1994 Cairo was approximated to generate 0.2 - 0.75 kg/capita per day of which 65%-70% was 
organic and 30%-35% inorganic (Asaad and Moharam, 1994: 1). 
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techniques can be found in the lack of sufficient financial resources and in the absence of 

an integrated SWM approach (1999).  

 

Examples from different governorates: Hurghada and Kafr el-Dawar City  

Per governorate the management of Solid Waste is organized differently. In Hurghada 

there are five main sectors which generate waste. These are households, hotels and 

resorts, the commercial sectors, construction and others. The spread of waste generation 

rates per source also varies per governorate. In governorates such as Hurghada, 

household waste makes up 34.5% while in Cairo this comprises 65%. Two big private 

companies are responsible for the waste collection in Hurghada, namely Care Service and 

Queen Service. Both service providers are managed by ex-military personnel and have 

annual contracts with the city council. The city council functions as the service controller. 

It is responsible for collecting money from the various sources of waste and in turn pays 

the private companies to collect this waste. In general, household waste is brought to 

containers on the streets by members of the households. Hotels, the airport, the police and 

the military tend to collect their own waste. Recycling is carried out by a handful of 

individuals by sorting recyclable material and sending this to Cairo to be recycled every 

other week. The waste collected by the Care Service and Queen Service is dumped at a 

dumpsite. A composting plant, handling 120 tons/day was not yet operational in 1999 but 

was going to be given to a private contractor. He would also be responsible for waste 

collection and would operate the sanitary landfill with the help of a soft loan form the 

World Bank.  

Another example of a different type of SWM system can be found in Kafr el-Dawar 

City where the waste is mostly comprised of household, market and street wastes. Here 

there are no private collectors and transportation facilities. The municipality is 

responsible for the collection of waste and a private contractor is responsible for selling 

organic waste directly to the farmers instead of making compost out of it first. Informal 

scavengers take care of the recyclable materials. A small dumpsite is available where the 

municipality disposes of the collected waste.  
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The situation in Cairo 

In Cairo all types of the above mentioned list of actors in SWM can be found. Until the 

1950’s, garbage collection in Cairo was mostly done by a group of rural-urban migrants 

from the Western Desert, known as the wahiya and zabbaleen. From the 1950’s onwards 

migration to Cairo increased along with the amount of poorer migrants from the Upper-

Egyptian governorates of Assiut and Sohag. The nearby Qalyubiya Governorate also 

produced many migrants. They began work for the wahiya. The developments that 

followed are mentioned earlier on in this paper. Later the wahiya and other influential 

people from outside the trade created cleaning companies which were able to make 

contracts with municipalities for collecting garbage in specific districts. At first 

municipalities were claiming up to 40% of the total fees. After a while the zabbaleen 

were able to secure a small amount of the money which was collected monthly to cover 

part of the running costs of their trucks (Ibrahim, 2004: 283). In short, traditional waste 

disposal practices were continuing yet had become informally organized. Many became a 

part of the private sector of waste collection and reclamation. According to the NEAP, in 

1992 68% of municipal waste in Cairo was being collected. Half of this amount, 34%, 

was being collected by the zabbaleen (Boushra and el-Sherif, 1999: 16). The Cairo 

Cleaning and Beautification Authority (CCBA) acts as a service provider, waste collector 

and service controller with branch offices in each district. It is the largest public 

institution responsible for waste collection activities from various sources and was set up 

in 1983 by Presidential decree (Assaad, 1998: 7). In Zamalek, one of Cairo’s wealthier 

districts, the privately owned company Misr Service is responsible for collecting street 

and household waste. Misr Service has a contact with the CCBA branch office which 

allows them to do this. The waste is then brought to zabbaleen settlements where it is 

sorted, processed and sometimes even recycled. In Heliopolis, another relatively new and 

upper-class district, various private waste collectors, also from zabbaleen settlements, are 

responsible for collecting the waste. They too have contracts with a CCBA branch office. 

In some cases collectors, especially the poorer zabbaleen, do not have a license from the 

CCBA to collect in that specific area. The CCBA only issues licenses to registered 

companies. These zabbaleen mostly rely on the khot (line, route) they have always had 

and the people who know them for their waste collection. They may, however, be fined 
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when caught. Scavengers are those who do not have a khot which they go by every day. 

They either come before the regulars to take valuable recyclable material, or take what is 

left on street corners. These people usually belong to the poorest of the zabbaleen.  

The municipality (CCBA) and some private companies generally bring the waste to 

one of three public dumpsites located around Cairo. The waste is also often burned 

openly, either naturally or by force. There are incinerators available but they are mostly 

out of order (1999: 17). Sorting and recycling are mostly done by the zabbaleen and some 

waste scavengers. Boushra and el Sherif identify five waste disposal alternatives: 

 

o Primary sorting (streets/landfills) 

o Composting 

o Recycling 

o Landfill/Dump (open and controlled) 

o Incineration (open and controlled) 

(Boushra and el-Sherif, 1999: 13) 

 

 

The Privatization of Solid Waste Management 

Along with the rapid population growth of the Greater Cairo Urban Region in particular, 

the amount of waste being generated has also grown tremendously over the years. 

According to an Environmental Quality International (EQI) report brought out in 1991, 

Cairo was producing 6,000 tons/day.  

 

Spread of garbage collection by SWM actors in Cairo: 

o 3,000-3500 tons collected by the zabbaleen,  

o 1,500-2,000 tons by the municipal sanitation force 

o Unknown amount by newly formed cleaning companies 

o 500-1500 tons accumulate on the streets 

(Assaad and Moharram, 1994: 1) 

 



 - 41 - 

Nowadays, Cairo alone generates up to 10,000 tons of waste per day (Ibrahim, 2004: 

287). The present SWM system does not have the capacity to deal with the amount of 

waste being generated. In response to complaints about the waste situation on Cairo’s 

streets, the government adopted the national strategy of municipal SWM. The two major 

components of these national policy objectives are to: 

 

“(1). strengthen regulatory, administrative and enforcement mechanisms for 

municipal solid waste management at the national and local levels, and  

(2) the development of an integrated action plan for management of municipal 

solid waste to alleviate negative impacts on public health and environmental 

amenities”  

(El-Sherif et.al., 2004: 53).  

 

One of the results of the actions plans was that the government started looking towards 

more modern, efficient and experienced systems which could take care of waste 

collection in priority governorates. These priority governorates were the Cairo, Giza and 

Qalyubiya Governorates, the Great Cairo Region, Alexandria Governorate and Gharbiya 

Governorate along with the touristic Luxor, Aswan, Red Sea and South Sinai 

Governorates. Rural governorates were in need of a different approach according to the 

government.  

 

Alexandria Governorate 

The Alexandria Governorate was the first to start contracting a French company to keep 

the streets of Alexandria clean. The contract included the collection, transportation, 

treatment and disposal of municipal, health care and industrial non-hazardous waste. Not 

long after a number of governorates followed. The Cairo and Giza Governorates 

contracted Spanish and Italian companies to collect and dispose of the waste generated by 

Greater Cairo. In most cases the contracts were signed for the duration of 10-15 years. 
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Giza Governorate 

The Giza Governorate had to deal with great organizational and social factors when 

introducing the privatization because of the presence of the CCBA. Prior to the 

privatization, Giza City held 22 private companies which together had 58 licenses from 

the Giza Cleansing and Beautification Authority (GCBA) to collect waste from specific 

areas. Many of these companies had been set up by individuals and worked in the same 

way as the zabbaleen, the only difference being their legal status. The licenses allow for 

the collectors to only work in the assigned areas yet the may have more licenses, 

broadening their working area. The zabbaleen of Giza City are responsible for collecting 

the most household waste. According to an article written by Tarek Genena in 

Privatization of Solid Waste Management in Egypt: Lessons Learnt from National and 

International Experiences (2004) 165 of these zabbaleen hold 294 licenses from the 

GCBA. Together with the private companies the zabbaleen collect up to 80% of the total 

collected waste in Giza City.  

With the introduction of privatization in Giza City two contracts were issued in 2000 

with international companies. The Southern Zone contracted a Spanish Company while 

the Northern Zone contracted an Italian Company.3 The Eastern and Western zones were 

not included in the privatization due to social factors. In these zones the GCBA, private 

and zabbaleen collectors are still active. Per zone the collection system is different. In the 

north a door-to-door system is used while in the south the garbage is collected from street 

corners.  

 

Cairo Governorate 

With the Cairo Governorate producing between 8,000-9,000 tons/day of which 2/3 was 

being collected prior to the privatization, according to the CCBA, action had to be 

undertaken to deal with the 1/3 which was left to accumulate. Before the introduction of 

privatization, the collection of waste had been subcontracted to the zabbaleen of which at 

least 300 were collecting from districts in Cairo City. The system of licensing is similar 

to the one found in Giza Governorate. The four zones of Cairo Governorate 

                                                 
3 The Southern Zone is made up of the following districts: Agouza, Doqqi and northern parts of Giza City. 
The Northern Zone is made up of Boulaq el-Dakrour, Omranaya, Haram and Southern Giza.  



 - 43 - 

independently contracted international companies. Three of these zones contracted two 

Spanish companies and one Italian/National company called Arab Contractors. The 

Southern Cairo Zone ended up not contracting any international companies for various 

reasons. Among the reasons is the fact that the area was largely made up of low-income 

groups which might pose a problem when collecting service fees. In addition to this the 

type of waste to be collected posed a problem. The waste from this zone would be 

containing both hazardous and non-hazardous waste, making it difficult to ensure the 

proper separation of these two in an affordable way. The CCBA might also have a 

problem monitoring the four zones and so the southern zone would wait until the CCBA 

had gained more experience in this role.  

The CCBA of the Cairo Governorate signed a contact with the Egypt Environmental 

Services (SAE) in June 2002 “for the collection, treatment, disposal and sanitation of 

garbage and waste and cleaning services” in the Cairo Eastern Zone of Cairo Governorate 

(Ibrahim, 2004: 285).4 The signing of this contract implied that residents of the districts 

would now have to pay monthly fees to the foreign company. These fees were added on 

to and also based on the electricity bill. The amount to be paid monthly depended directly 

on the amount of electricity being used. The contract held that residents bring their 

garbage down to the street containers provided by the company. In many districts the new 

system as it was intended did not last long. One of the districts even took one of the 

companies to court for basing the waste collection fees on electricity use. The residents 

won and were given the choice of paying the fees to the company or not. As a result some 

people do not pay the new company and have gone back to the old system, the wahi and 

zabbaleen, while others continue to pay both, sometimes even unknowingly. In Agouza 

district the regulation was even abandoned completely after the man who was sent out by 

the company to collect the monthly fees had been beaten up repeatedly. In addition they 

were refusing to pay and threatened to take the matter to court again. In his article Local 

Action in Africa under Global Impact: A Case Study of the Interaction Between the 

Traditional Garbage Collectors of Cairo and the European Solid Waste Disposal 

                                                 
4 The SAE is a joint stock company with a large Italian investment, often referred to as the Italian 
Company. 
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Companies, Fouad Ibrahim gives five reasons as to why the new system met such 

resentment. 

 

- Adding waste collection fees to the electricity bill is considered illegal by the 

citizens 

- The fees set by the foreign companies are three times as high as those asked by the 

traditional garbage collectors 

- Some residents are physically unable to carry the garbage down from their flats and 

into the streets 

- Residents and shop owners do not appreciate the large containers in front of their 

homes, shops and ahoea’s due to the smell and inconvenience they create when 

overfull 

- The former garbage collectors feel that the foreign companies have taken away their 

livelihood, marginalizing them. 

(Ibrahim, 2004: 285) 

 

In the conflict that followed the CCBA took on the role of mediator between the 

zabbaleen and the foreign companies. In doing so they were hoping to allow the 

companies to improve the type of work they were doing. They also hoped to set up some 

form of cooperation between the foreign companies and the zabbaleen. Some zabbaleen 

formed private companies and signed contracts with the SAE for collection rights of six 

districts in the Eastern Zone of Cairo. In signing the contracts the zabbaleen were 

represented by the Ragaa Coptic Association for Human Resources, a local charity 

organization. Nevertheless the contracts that were set up were far too sophisticated and 

complicated for the zabbaleen involved to read and understand. Only registered 

companies could be issued a license by the CCBA for which a fee had to be paid. The 

private companies would then be allowed to collect monthly fees from the households 

they served. Ibrahim lists four of the most important points in the contracts: 

 

- The garbage collectors are to collect the garbage from the resident’s flats and to 

deposit it in the specific containers which the company has installed in the streets. 
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- The garbage collectors are not entitled to use the garbage. The contract forbids 

them to sort, reuse or recycle it. 

- The garbage collectors have to clean the areas around the containers and the 

whole service area, i.e. the whole district. According to this article in the contract 

the garbage collectors are made responsible not only for fetching the garbage 

from the flats but also for cleaning the streets. 

- The contract forbids the garbage collectors to practice similar jobs anywhere else 

either for a third party or themselves.  

(Ibrahim, 2004: 285) 

 

By not allowing the zabbaleen to use the waste they were to collect, the foreign 

companies were depriving them of their livelihood. The foreign companies transport and 

dump the garbage without taking account of the number of people making a living off of 

the waste. The informal sector is known for not only collecting and transporting the 

waste, but also for recovering primary materials, trading and recycling the waste. Along 

with this, one of the companies that had contracted workers from Ezbet el-Nakhl, was 

three months late in their payment. When the case was looked into it turned out that the 

contracts had been ended by the company after six weeks, without official and prior 

warning. Instead, a new contract had been made with a wahi/ma’allim from Moqattam 

who had formed a cleaning company. To make matters worse, this ma’allim then decided 

to ask for collection rights from those same zabbaleen who were still working in the area.  

The media has played a lot of attention to the ongoing situation. In 2003 the 

authorities decided to ask the zabbaleen for their help in the foreign companies on the 

basis of a low payment. Some of the zabbaleen said they would agree but only if and 

when they get access to the waste for processing and recycling. The authorities have not 

yet granted this appeal. The Spanish company has left while the Italian Company remains 

and has started communicating with the zabbaleen to try and incorporate their livelihoods 

into the new system. Recycling workshops and seminars have been organized to further 

this plan.  
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As a result of a Second Expert Group Meeting held in April 2002 on the privatization 

of SWM in Egypt (2004), various conclusions and recommendations to improve this 

program came about. These are four of the main points: 

 

(1) The Egyptian Law should be adjusted to favor and facilitate privatization of 

SWM services 

(2) There is no overall need for privatization in all governorates 

(3) There is a call for involvement of local (formal and informal) entrepreneurs in 

the privatization process 

(4) There is no necessity to develop sanitary landfills all over the country; some 

of the existing dumping sites may be upgraded to controlled landfill. 

     (el-Sherif et.al., 2004: xiv) 

 

Especially the third point can be seen as relevant to this research. Of the other 

recommendations that were also made at this meeting the ones pertaining to the 

zabbaleen will be discussed. According to the participants of the meeting, compost is one 

of the most appropriate waste treatment processes in Egypt. It not only produces jobs and 

incomes for a large number of people but also decreases the amount of waste to be 

disposed. The zabbaleen are already actively making compost from organic waste with 

the use of their pigs on a large scale. In addition to this, the national government should 

develop means to support and encourage the recycling industry, again a sector in which 

the zabbaleen are actively involved. Almost logically the next recommendation made 

includes the fact that strategies need to be developed to involve local communities in new 

Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) for SWM and that these should be made compulsory. 

The informal sector is especially included in the recommendations by means of a national 

program which should be developed to stimulate and facilitate small private companies 

and the informal sector to take part in the PPP program (el-Sherif et.al., 2004: xiv).  

It would be interesting to see in how far the six different garbage collector settlements 

are participating, either formally or informally, in the overall plan of solid waste 

management improvement. In order to do so we shall first take a closer look at four of 

these six settlements. 
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Chapter 6: Four Garbage Collector Settlements 

 

As mentioned earlier, the garbage collectors of Cairo live spread out over six different 

settlements. All of these settlements are located around the city’s periphery. Here, four of 

these six settlements will be examined. An attempt will be made to show in what way 

they and their community are set up, what kinds of interventions have been done and 

what kinds of waste-related activities are being carried out by the community. This 

largely descriptive chapter will give the reader an impression of the different stages of 

development the settlements are in as well as an impression of the factors which have 

influenced their development. 

 

Moqattam 

History of its existence  

When the garbage collectors were evicted from Imbaba in 1970, many moved to an 

abandoned quarry which lay beyond the City of the Dead and directly under the 

Moqattam plateau/hills.5 The City of the Dead used to make up the cities outermost 

fringes, neighboring the famous Citadel. After 1970 the settlement which was then 

known as Tingi Zaani was as far as Cairo extended towards the south east. The hills were 

known for providing refuge to thieves and criminals and even nowadays the area does not 

have a good name. Not long after other people, non-garbage collectors and Muslims 

started settling in between the City of the Dead and the garbage collectors. This 

settlement is generally known as Manshiet Nasr or Mansheya. The garbage collectors 

settlement is usually referred to as Moqattam although some refer to it as Manshiet Nasr. 

Administratively the area now belongs to Manshiet Nasr but it used to belong to 

Moqattam. To make matters even more confusing, Moqattam is also the name of a neat 

and tidy suburb at the top of the Moqattam plateau. It is not exactly clear to me what the 

‘proper’ and official name for the settlement is and in this paper this particular garbage 

collector settlement will be referred to as Moqattam. 

                                                 
5 The City of the Dead is literally a city of tombs. The tombs are generally square buildings on a plot of 
land and hold generations of families. They spread all along what used to be the fringes of old Cairo. One 
will find a few people living amongst the tombs but in general this area is always very quite, very unlike 
the rest of Cairo.  
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Makeup of the settlement  

Moqattam is the largest and perhaps also the most productive of the six garbage collector 

settlements. In 1996 it had a population of 10,000 people. Now, in 2006, the figures vary 

between 30,000 to 40,000 people. Of the community, 95% are Christian and the other 5% 

are Muslim. Most people originally came from Upper Egypt and over the years people 

from places such as Assiut, Sohag and Minhya have also moved here. The land is still 

largely owned by the government, despite promises of people being allowed to buy the 

land. This has created a great lack of security amongst the garbage collectors and is one 

of the reasons why it took them so long to start investing into their homes. Nowadays the 

settlement is completely made up of apartment buildings varying in height. (See 

Appendix B, Picture 1) 

 

Situation before interventions 

When the garbage collectors first moved to Moqattam their living conditions were rather 

poor. They were forced to build their homes against the rocks and steep slopes of 

abandoned quarries. By working together they were able to make paths, by leveling out 

the rocks, with which they could pass by donkey cart. At this point in time they lacked 

any basic service such as piped water, sewage networks and proper electricity 

connections. Public service such as health centers and pharmacies were also unavailable. 

Most families had a low level of health awareness and personal hygiene, causing there to 

be many diseases. Infant mortality was very high at this time, with tetanus being the main 

cause of deaths. In 1981 EQI measured there to be about 240 deaths per 1000 births 

(Assaad, 5: 1998). The streets, which were already narrow, were often piled high with 

gathered waste, a cause of major health risks. Because of the burning of collected waste 

not far from where they were living, air pollution was also a problem. In some cases the 

fires were not lit intentionally but were caused by spontaneous combustion. Many fires 

destroyed large parts of the community yet luckily not many people were hurt. The two 

big fires that happened in the 1970s are still talked about.  
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Interventions 

Community interventions prior to 1980 

In 1974 the National Coptic Orthodox Church founded an association, known as the 

Gameya. It started out as a Christian charitable organization and later, in 1977, grew out 

to be an NGO known as the Association of Garbage Collectors for Community 

Development (AGCCD). It was set up to provide the garbage collectors with various 

social services such as defending the garbage collectors in legal trouble, for example, in 

court or at police stations. A tomb is available for the people who cannot afford to bury 

their dead elsewhere. AGCCD also provides community members with a truck when they 

themselves cannot dispose of left over waste at the far-away dumpsites. A truck is 

provided by the NGO which cleans out the septic tanks of the people who still have one. 

For all services payment is expected yet at a smaller rate than elsewhere. They also have 

a hadanna, a primary school for kindergarten 1 and 2 (4-6yrs.), and a sanaway which is a 

secondary school.  

In 1975 Kiniisa Abuna Samaan (a church) was built, marking the beginning of a 

transition from a rural community to an urban settlement with a diverse and distinctive 

economy. Before this time a few members of the community had started improving their 

housing, yet still at a very small rate. Since the mid 1970’s a number of projects and 

loosely coordinated activities have been dealing with the zabbaleen. In 1976 the First 

Egypt Urban Development Project was set up. This happened in cooperation with the 

Cairo Governorate and the World Bank’s International Development Association 

(Assaad, 1998: 6). The project aimed at problems associated with the growth of the 

Greater Cairo Urban Region. The emphasis here lay on solid waste management and the 

upgrading of squatter settlements. Moqattam was chosen because, as a community, it had 

many of the same problems other informal settlements were having. In addition to this, 

the settlement and its people were an important part of Cairo’s solid waste management 

system. It was chosen above the other garbage collector settlements because it was the 

largest and because it was located on government land. This last detail might be one of 

the most important and frustrating when dealing with community development. The fact 

that the government owned the land allowed for deals to be made with the Governorate of 

Cairo and the World Bank. This, as will be made clearer later on in this paper, was not 
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possible in other garbage collector settlements which have a different landownership 

situation.  

By focusing on the Moqattam and Manshiet Nasr settlements they were able to deal 

with both of these issues at the same time. The settlements became pilot areas for future 

urban upgrading. Part of the program was also to extend low-cost solid waste collection 

services from the zabbaleen to nearby unserviced low-income settlements. 

 

Environmental Quality International 

In 1980 Environmental Quality International (EQI) was initiated by the Cairo 

Governorate to do a number of baseline studies and pilot programs. The in-depth study of 

the life and work of the zabbaleen, done by the EQI, served as the basis of future action 

and stimulated other actions within the settlement. The EQI is a private consulting firm 

specialized in solid waste and urban development. Its founder and president is Dr. 

Mounir Neamatalla. In 1981 the EQI initiated the Zabbaleen Environmental and 

Development Program which was based on the fact that the zabbaleen community 

already provided a valuable service. The program consisted of a variety of partnerships 

which involved the government, local organizations, technical assistance groups, 

international funding, NGO’s and development organizations. The collective aim was to 

improve zabbaleen living conditions through extending various services. Projects were 

developed to create economic opportunity, to generate income through the development 

of micro-enterprises and to consolidate the waste management. In addition to this, other 

projects aimed at expanding collection services and building human resources. In short, 

the program was directed towards sustaining the zabbaleen’s livelihood while at the same 

time creating stronger community organizations and emphasizing their role as valuable 

service providers who were entitled to basic services (Neamatalla, 1998: 3).  

After having done a Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA) of the community needs 

they EQI decided to focus on three different issues, namely health (veterinarian health 

included), infrastructure and the setting up of micro-enterprises. The World Bank was 

asked to assist in training men in the technology of recycling and managing money. The 

World Bank, in turn, invited the Ford Foundation, Oxfam and CIS because it was only 

working in urban development and was not interested in doing recycling activities. The 
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project was funded with the help of the three organizations and the donations provided by 

the Friends of Soeur Emmanuelle.  

The first EQI project involved the upgrading of the settlement’s infrastructure. The 

World Bank hired two consultancies to carry out the upgrading. The first one, Urban 

Planning, was in charge of making a satellite map of the area. EQI was the other 

consultancy and in charge of carrying out the implementation of the infrastructure. 

Unfortunately, the budget was limited and so minimalist designs had to be used. Sewage 

and water were implemented for the major streets, with the main goal being to service the 

public toilet facilities. The government then asked the community to do the others on 

their own costs. “While this design made sense from a cost recovery point of view, it 

severly underestimated the zabbaleen’s intense desire for these services and their 

willingness to pay for them. Soon after the main water and sewage pipes were laid in, 

neighbors got together, raised money, and hired a contractor to make illegal connections 

from the main water or sewer in line to their homes. By 1993, according to results of the 

household survey, 85 percent of the households in the settlement had access to a nearby 

source of water. Fifty eight percent had taps in their own homes, 26 percent had access to 

a neighbor’s tap and 1 percent used public taps. The remaining 26 percent continued to 

buy from a water vendor” (Assaad, 27: 1998). In terms of connection to the sewage, the 

survey taken in 1993 mentions that 41% of the households were connected to the sewage, 

39% were making use of septic tanks and 20% had continued to use the traditional 

methods of dumping waste water in the street or in the zerriba.  

Electricity did exist in the settlement as early as 1981. This is due to the fact that the 

electricity authority is fairly lenient when it comes to providing electricity to informal 

communities. The project improved the manner in which the electric lines were 

connected as well as creating connections for families that were not yet connected. The 

most important change was the introduction of three-phase electricity. This made it 

possible for garbage collectors to set up small industries, such as recycling workshops, 

which need electric power for machinery.   

The Ford Foundation had begun to set up micro-enterprises through an NGO, the 

AGCCD. Various machines to grind materials were introduced but the collectors did not 

yet have the technology to use them so EQI hired a company to train the men in how to 
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use the machinery. In order to be able to receive a machine with a loan, people had to fill 

out an application consisting of questions regarding the availability of electricity, credit, 

space for the machine, etc. A consultant would then come by to check on the situation 

before a decision was made. The recycling machines were often bought on credit and 

were only sold out those who passed the application. The machine would then be brought 

to the workplace by a technician who would stay for fifteen days to a month, teaching the 

man how to use the machine. The consultants would also help in the marketing of the 

products. In total twenty-five loans were given of which seven were for plastic shredders, 

another seven for paper compactors, and eleven for the beating/grinding of cloth into raw 

cotton.  After this, people started buying machines on their own with money obtained by 

selling such things as personal belongings or through the selling of land. No one ‘legally’ 

owned land but mutual understandings were made as to who had the right to what. At that 

time there was still a lot of available land for new families to settle on. Nowadays there is 

no free land left.  

Before any infrastructure projects were implemented, many people had already 

started working on improving their living quarters. The surveys of the settlement, carried 

out by EQI, and the relatively minor adjustments which were being made to the 

settlement had catalyzed a sense of security and thus, a motivation to invest in their 

housing. Activities such as naming the streets and placing numbers on buildings had 

made a big difference to the community’s self-perception. Between 1983 and 1984 the 

infrastructure was laid out. This included putting in water pipes, sewage pipes as well as 

electricity. This, understandably, created an even larger sense of security amongst the 

community.  

In an assessment carried out by EQI in 1993, the changes were documented which 

had taken place since the start of the project in 1981. According to this assessment, the 

number of buildings in Moqattam had almost doubled. In 1981 the settlement was made 

up of 735 one-story stone buildings which consisted of several rooms and a courtyard. In 

1993 the survey counted 1,394 multi-story buildings. The quality of housing had gone 

from one-room tin shacks with a dirt floor, to brick multi-story flats. One of the most 

important changes, however, was in the separation of the living area from the zerriba, the 

area for raising pigs and sorting garbage. In earlier years these areas were not separate 
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from each other and in fact the kitchen was often even in the same area as where waste 

was being sorted. Nowadays one sees that the ground floor is used for the sorting and 

storing of waste. At the back some families have an area in which they still keep pigs, 

although these have also become less over the years. The upper floors are used for living. 

In many cases a whole family, consisting of parents, their sons and their sons’ wives, live 

in one building. In other cases rooms in the buildings are rented out separately.  

In some cases families, who were not able to afford improving their homes so 

drastically, were aided by direct-help programs. Soeur Emmanuelle, a French nun who 

had first worked in Ezbet el-Nakhl, played a large role in these programs. She started out 

in 1984 by supporting five families in building one room per family. These rooms were 

built with lasting materials and were of a specific size and shape. She then requested EQI 

to design model units in order to include other families in the project. The model was 

developed further to include a living space which was separate from the zerriba and the 

garbage area. These projects were often done on the basis of five-year loans. Seeing other 

families investing and building up new and lasting homes soon led others to take the next 

step and follow the lead. Soeur Emmanuelle contributed a lot to improving people’s sense 

of security. She was able to raise funds for various large projects, such as the Housing 

Project and the compost plant.  

The second EQI project involved tackling health problems in terms of organic waste. 

The organic waste was being fed to pigs and the compost they produced was in turn 

collected and sold to contractors every six months. One of the problems was that the 

compost was stored for a while in the zerribas, creating unhealthy circumstances and 

increasing the chance of diseases between man and animal. Many contractors were 

earning a lot of money for collecting the compost from the zerribas every six months for 

about LE 2000. The garbage collectors were in need of a place to get rid of the manure on 

a daily basis. The Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE) had recently 

acquired an open plot of land which used to be a quarry and it was decided that a compost 

plant would be installed on this plot of land. The compost plant was completed in 1986. 

The financing was provided by Soeur Emmanuelle’s efforts of collecting amongst the 

European community and through donations by the APE. Two loaders were bought as 

well as a machine for the filtering of the compost. A building was set up which the APE 
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still uses. The total cost of the project came up to about one million Egyptian pounds. The 

EQI hired consultants to do a study on the selling of compost. On the basis of this they 

decided that the compost would be sold off to farmers who were attempting to claim 

desert land for cultivation. At that time 200-300 tons of manure was being produced a 

day. The compost plant was put under the umbrella of an NGO, the APE. This prevented 

a situation in which some people could ‘own’ the plant and who then might benefit from 

this unfairly by creating a monopoly.  

The third need of the people was an answer to the ‘rubbish’. Rubbish is what the 

garbage collectors literally call the garbage which is of no use to them. About 15% - 20% 

of the waste collected at that time was rubbish. The streets were piled high with this 

rubbish and no one felt responsible for it. As mentioned earlier, waste left lying to 

decompose is prone to spontaneous combustions, making it a health hazard. It was too 

difficult for the garbage collectors to bring the rubbish into the desert by donkey cart. The 

EQI found a new area for the dumping of waste-of-waste and put the NGO AGCCD in 

charge. Garbage collectors were asked to pay LE 5, - a month to dump their rubbish 

there. This would be enough to finance the supervision and upkeep of the area. At 4 AM 

in September of 1993, a mountain wall collapsed and killed 40 people. An earthquake 

which had shook in 1992, had cracked the wall which was very thin and long. The crack 

the earthquake had made in 1992 had been overlooked. In addition to this, it was thought 

that the fires which were made to burn the waste had also damaged the limestone, making 

it weak. Thirteen houses were destroyed and as one man said, “Everyone came to the 

area, the governors, the geo-technicians, the news and the scholars”. It was decided that 

the area would no longer be allowed to be used as dumpsite. USAID then funded twenty 

trucks and two loaders which garbage collectors could use to transport the rubbish to a 

landfill in the desert. The LE 35, - the garbage collectors had to pay for each truck-fill is 

something not all can or are willing to afford. As a result one will still see some garbage 

scattered about the settlement. Large quantities can also be found along the desert roads. 

 

The Association for the Protection of the Environment 

Various associations and projects have carried out differing interventions over the years. 

The APE, founded in 1984, and run by a group of powerful volunteers, has focused on 
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creating health awareness, improving incomes (especially of women and girls), 

encouraging recycling activities and schooling girls and boys. The aim of the APE is to 

protect the environment in relation to solid waste management. The APE is well-known 

for its paper recycling and rug-weaving projects and many of their products can be seen 

at tourist bazaars or other gift shops. These activities are mostly done at the APE 

compound by women and girls from the community. A project was started which trained 

girls in the use of weaving looms. Over the years the number of looms and trainees has 

increased significantly. There are now 12 looms available and every three months, 10-15 

girls are trained in rug weaving and patchwork. Another 200 women produce products 

which are for sale. Some women take their work home and only come in when they are 

finished or in need of new thread. They receive a salary once a month and a bonus if they 

have come up with a good new idea. The work provides the women and girls with an 

opportunity to earn money for the family as well as allowing them to receive an 

education, something which is often still reserved for male members of the family. (See 

Appendix B, Pictures 2 and 3) 

A school complex can also be found on the APE’s compound. The school has various 

classrooms of which some are in the open air and others inside. It also holds a nursery for 

infants to four year olds. The school goes up to age six, after which the children are 

encouraged to continue at a primary school. There are various schools to choose from in 

the area. Women who work at one of the recycling projects often leave their children at 

the nursery for the day. The APE also holds various health and development programs of 

which most target women. They mostly focus on maternal and child health care, hygiene, 

family planning, adolescent girls and the elimination of Hepatitis B (Walker, 2005: 29). 

 

The Spirit of the Youth for Environmental Services 

Another organization which was set up with the help of some of Moqattam’s own 

community members is The Spirit of the Youth for Environmental Services. This NGO is 

often referred to as the Recycling School and is located on the plot next to the AGCCD. 

The Recycling School, also know as the Unsystematic Education Project, provides young 

boys (aged 13-17) with an informal education and with an income at the same time. Their 

aim is to develop the social, cultural, health, educational and economic standard of the 
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garbage collector’s boys.  This is done in a way of learning and teaching related to the 

daily life situations of the boys, along with creating educational experience, and a balance 

with working and income distribution.  

The Recycling Plastic Program was started with a fund from UNICEF and they are 

now funded by Unilever and the shampoo company. New partnerships with other 

multinational companies are continuously being created. The aim of the project was of 

course to improve the lives of the boys but also to prevent multinational companies from 

suffering from brand name fraud. Big producers of products like shampoo bottles and 

cleaning liquids, suffer from individuals who refill their bottles with an alternative 

product and sell them as the original. This gives the company a bad name. Boys, who 

would otherwise not be going to school at all, collect plastic shampoo bottles and then 

recycle them with the help of a machine located on the NGO’s grounds. 

The NGO also has a Health Awareness Program in which they aim at increasing the 

general knowledge of the boys about health care through regular meetings, festivals and 

trips. This program includes making visits to the children’s homes to talk to their parents. 

There is also a women and girls club for health, cultural and social knowledge as well as 

other entertainment programs. The Art Program organizes the performing of plays, 

playing music, and drawing. The aim here is to improve the children’s talents and to 

allow them to express themselves. A Computer Program gives computer training to boys 

in higher grades as well as providing a visual aid for the boys who have trouble learning.  

There are also a few girls attending the informal school. They are a part of the 

Literary Program which aims at educating boys, girls and mothers who have not received 

a primary education. In this way they hope to prepare them for a governmental higher 

education. In the fall of 2005, thirty new students joined the school, making the total 

amount of students attending come up to 105. The idea is that this will provide the 

students, boy especially, with a way to express their opinions, an ability to develop their 

talents through different activities and to give them the possibility of becoming future 

leaders in the school. This all is done in an unsystematic way with equipment from the 

surrounding environment.  
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The Mother Theresa Home 

The Mother Theresa home acts as a shelter for malnourished children, orphans and 

unwanted children. Older women and young girls are also welcome in time of need. The 

situation in Moqattam creates an additional set of problems for handicapped children. 

Mothers are often not immediately aware of the fact that their child is not as developed as 

other children its age because they do not receive post-natal care. Women often keep 

their children with them while working with the garbage.  When a child is unable to sit up 

or stand in the midst of all the garbage this is serious problem. Parents cannot always 

permit themselves to take care of such a child or even to love the child. In these cases the 

child is often brought to the sisters of Mother Theresa. The sisters make an effort to keep 

the child with their parents and to at least have the parents come and visit once in a while. 

The intention is to take care of these children, when their families cannot or will not, and 

to eventually send the children back to their families when they have gained enough 

strength. A visitor day is held for the parents every week and some children get to go 

home on weekends or holidays. Unfortunately, there are several children whose parents 

do not visit them nor take them home on occasion.  

The home is officially for children between 0-4 years of age. The sisters take in 

malnourished children and get them back up to strength. The healthy children are then 

often sent home while the handicapped children usually stay behind. They remain in the 

system which is actually meant for infants and toddlers. There is hardly any medical help 

available and the sisters do not have the time to play challenging games with these 

children. A Dutch woman, named Truus Kleijburg has been working as a physiotherapist 

with the Mother Theresa home for six years. She comes to the home about three times a 

week to exercise the children. Women from the community will come with their children 

to learn the exercises so that they can do them at home. With the help of a Jesuit monk, 

Truus was able to gather a couple of doctors who were willing to work for the Mother 

Theresa home on a voluntary basis. In the beginning it was difficult to get the sisters 

approval but in the end she managed to get a doctor to come every Friday. At this time 

the specialism is discussed which the child will need. An orthopedic surgeon and a 

pediatric neurologist can be consulted if necessary. Despite Truus’ efforts a few problems 

pertaining to the aging handicapped children, still persist. These children do not have 
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anywhere to go and really should not be kept at the home for longer than necessary. With 

the help of the Ma’adi Women’s Guild, Truus was able to find an orphanage in 6th of 

October City. At the moment four children are living there. The orphanage also has a 

school and provides uniforms, like any other Egyptian child would have. There is also a 

Braille library.  

 

The Formation of Companies and Cooperatives 

With the help of the Community and Institutional Development (CID) consultancy firm 

and the International Center for Environment and Development (ICED), some garbage 

collector’s have started forming companies and cooperatives in order to be able to 

compete with the formal sector. These garbage collectors are young men who have 

completed high school or university and are looking to improve the old ways because 

they feel that they do not work anymore. In February of 2006 these newly formed 

companies were working on contracting international hotels. The international hotels they 

were focusing on are located in tourist areas such as Sharm el Sheikh, Hurghada and 

other coastal places. The men are willing to move there because they are losing their jobs 

here due to the privatization. The plan is to get a pair of men, who have formed a 

company together, to make a contract with an international hotel. The hotel will be 

responsible for building a small transfer station (100-150 m²) on its complex where the 

waste can be stored in a cooled environment. The sorting of the organic and non-organic 

waste will be done in the hotel itself, in the room and in the kitchens. This is known as 

separation-at-source. The hotels have about 500 rooms each, producing about 2 kg per 

room. This is one ton of waste per day of which 50% is organic. The organic waste will 

go to the Bedouins with which they can feed their camels and goats. The non-organic 

waste will be recycled, covering the start-up costs. An approximation of two to three 

months was given as the time it would be needed to have the system running.  

At the moment, CARE Services is in charge of the garbage collection in most coastal 

areas. CARE is a national company founded by ex-generals and it has close connections 

with the government. The company has licenses with hotels to collect their garbage and 

to bring it to the landfills. The new companies formed by the zabbaleen would not be 

taking away their money because CARE would still be receiving the monthly fees for 
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collecting the hotels’ waste. In return, all they will now have to do is pick up the organic 

waste and bring it to the Bedouin. The non-organic waste will be managed and 

supervised by the zabbaleen who will sort it and then transport it to Moqattam to sell it 

there for recycling. The hotels will provide the transporters with an ID to pass through the 

many check posts which can now be found when traveling outside of Cairo. It appears 

that CARE does not care what happens to the garbage as long as they keep receiving their 

monthly fees. For CARE the benefits are that they will have less garbage to deal with, 

their costs of transportation will be minimized and they will still be receiving the same 

income.  

The garbage collectors who have formed cooperatives have done so in order to be 

able to develop partnerships with large multinational companies who are looking to by 

raw recycled materials. Apparently, there are a few Chinese companies who buy up raw 

plastic in order to recycle it in their own country. The cooperatives make it possible for 

the zabbaleen to work together in a formal way and to be able to produce enough plastic 

or other raw materials for the multinationals to be interested in working with them.  

 

Results of the interventions 

There are two main reasons that many people, who have worked with the zabbaleen of 

Moqattam, often give for the general success of the upgrading project. The set of loosely 

coordinated activities and projects which were carried out by different organizations over 

the years make up the first reason. These seem to have created a major sense of security 

for the members of the community which previously had not been so widespread. Second 

are the investments which the members of the settlement themselves contributing to the 

many changes which have occurred since the 1970s.  

According to the assessment made by EQI, Moqattam, like many other informal 

settlements, has seen a large population growth. In the period between 1981 and 1993, 

the population has almost tripled. In 1993 Moqattam had 5,514 people while in 1993 

there were 15,577 people living in the settlement (Assaad, 13: 1998). This population 

growth is mostly due to the migration and movement of people to Moqattam from other 

parts of Cairo. EQI approximated this to be ⅓ of the population. The remarkable thing is 

that the settlement has rarely changed in terms of its physical boundaries. It has, instead, 
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become increasingly dense as well as diversified in its use of land. What used to be a 

place with tin shacks and pig pens, has turned into a suburb with four to six-story 

apartment buildings. The primary activities of waste collection, sorting and pig raising 

still exist yet they are now being strengthened by a variety of other economic activities. 

Many people have taken up recycling or have set up small manufacturing industries. 

Others now work in the construction- or commercial sector. The activities within the 

community have thus shifted from being highly land-use intensive to fairly not land-use 

intensive. There are now also a fair amount of people living in Moqattam who do not 

work in the garbage business at all but work somewhere else in Cairo.  

In 1984 a law was passed which allowed the sale of public lands to residents of some 

informal communities. The residents were asked by the governorate to register their 

claims to land with the local authorities. At one point, the Cairo Governorate offered to 

sell the land to the garbage collectors so that they could acquire legal land rights. The 

value of the land would be based on an estimated current value of the land. Some garbage 

collectors agreed and now own land while many others found the price to high. They 

argued, and still do, that they have invested a lot in the land which was nothing when 

they came. They feel that the price of the land should be based on what it was worth 

before they came to live there and made it inhabitable. The government argues that they 

have invested in the improvement of the land in the form of laying down infrastructure. 

The discussion is ongoing.  

 

Situation now 

The people of Moqattam have electricity, water and sewage connections. In the summer 

though, water can be a problem. The sewage occasionally leaks and work is being done at 

the moment to put in larger pipes. The ones in place now do not have the capacity to deal 

with the amount of people living in Moqattam. In addition to this, some of the 

connections were badly-made. The roads leading through the settlement are not asphalted 

but filled up with rocks and dirt. Littering, as well as sorted waste, pose a health problem 

by lying along the street corners. This usually happens when people do not have enough 

space to sort the garbage within the buildings. The streets are also a place to store 

garbage, which has been sorted or processed, while it is waiting to be picked up and 
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transported elsewhere. A few of the main health risks are caused by the animals which 

run loose on the streets. Most of the pigs are penned up in the zerribas but a few are left 

to wander around. Goats and chickens are also common as well as rats, both dead and 

alive. Especially at nighttime they can be heard scurrying about in between the stacked 

garbage.  

One can find various ahoeas6 and shops in the area, as well as many computer cafes 

filled with young boys and men. (See Appendix B, Picture 4). Fruit and vegetable 

vendors walk around the neighborhood with their horse/donkey drawn carts shouting out 

what they have to offer. Here and there one can find food vendors selling traditional 

dishes such as ful (made from beans), tae’meya (also known as falafel) and various other 

vegetables which have been pickled. Another common sight is a street vendor selling 

sweet potatoes which he bakes in the skin on his cart. Some families buy their groceries 

from shops located in Manshiet Nasr. In general the above mentioned street scenes are 

not so different from the ones found in any Cairene neighborhood. The major difference 

perhaps still being the garbage, the pigs and the smell they produce. (See Appendix B, 

Picture 5)  

Moqattam has two hospitals, the Abuna Samaan hospital and the Gabarti Hospital. 

Abuna Samaan Hospital is at the end of a small, narrow and sloping street near to the 

Church complex often referred to as Dir Saint Samaan, the monastery of Saint Samaan 

the Tanner. On both sides of this street stacks of garbage are stored which makes it 

difficult for the ambulance to pass. In most occasions the ambulance has to stop at the 

beginning of the street and the stretcher is taken out to bring the patient into the hospital. 

The hospital is largely run by volunteer workers. Operations are carried out in the 

hospital and for big operations, it is said that the whole family is often called up to donate 

blood. The hospital is sanitary and physiotherapy is practiced in a nearby building. The 

Gabarti Hospital is a rather primitive hospital which cannot carry out a lot of actions. 

They do run blood tests, do general checkups and deliveries, as well as give vaccinations.  

There are three Protestant and two large Orthodox churches in Moqattam of which 

the most famous orthodox churches can be found at Dir Saint Samaan. The Orthodox 

                                                 
6 Ahoea- a coffee shop where men go to drink coffee or tea, smoke a sheisha (water pipe), watch tv, play 
games and in general to pass time with friends/other men. Ahoeas can be found all over Egypt and some 
men even spend whole days in them.  
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churches are Kiniisa Abuna Samaan and Kiniisa Adra Mariam. Within the Dir are many 

churches, at least six but Kiniisa Abuna Samaan is the one most people refer to. The three 

Protestant churches are named Kiniisa Abu Stiir, Kiniisa Abu Rashat and Kiniisa Abu 

Ayaad. Kiniisa is the Arabic word for church. 

 The Dir in fact is not a monastery but a large complex which holds various rock-

hewn churches and a bookshop. Some of the churches are very old while others have 

been dug out more recently in old quarries (See Appendix B, Picture 6). The largest 

church, which is built in the form of an amphitheater, can hold up to 1500 people. The 

Dir is also a place where the community goes on Sundays to take a stroll, where children 

play and where students go to study. It is an oasis in the midst of all the garbage and a 

very popular spot. Busloads of tourists, none western, are taken here on a sort of 

pilgrimage. Many events are organized at the Dir in the form of praying but also 

community development activities. At least once a year activities such as performing 

sketches and singing are held for boys and girls separately. These activities are held 

almost every day for more than a week. Kiniisa Adra Mariam is located near to the APE 

compound and has a nursery, a bookshop as well as a cassette shop for the church. 

Kiniisa Abuna Samaan has a hospital, as mentioned earlier, as well as a primary school, 

called a hadanna in Egypt, for 4-6 year olds.  

There appears to only be one mosque in all of Moqattam. The explanation for this is 

most probably that the Muslim garbage collectors go to the neighboring Manshiet Nasr, a 

Muslim neighborhood, to make use of the mosques there. The mosque in Moqattam itself 

cannot easily be recognized as such. The entrance is at the top of a one-floor high set of 

stairs and a shop is located at the back of the mosque, which faces one of the major 

streets running through the area. The whole picture is somewhat dismal.  

 

Waste-related activities being carried out by the settlement 

The waste which is processed in Moqattam is collected from all over Cairo. A few 

examples are Nasr City, el Abasseya, Masr el Gedida, Zamalek, Agouza, Ramsees, Bab 

el Shahema, and Doqqi. There does not seem to be a logical system in terms of in which 

areas of Cairo they collect. Collectors with trucks are able to do more rounds, collect 

more waste and go further away in less time. The interesting thing, however, is that one 
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will also find collectors with donkey carts in areas which lie almost at the opposite end of 

Cairo. To give an idea of the expanse of Cairo, it can take more than an hour to travel 

from one side to the other, even by Metro and taxi. So imagine the time it must take these 

men with their donkey carts. Nowadays most collectors have the use of a truck, either 

owned, rented or shared. It is illegal to use donkey carts in the center of Cairo by decree 

of the Cairo Cleaning and Beautification Authority. Not everyone, however, can afford to 

use a truck and therefore some still own or rent donkey carts. Waste collected from 

poorer neighborhoods is usually less lucrative. The useable and recyclable materials have 

already been removed by the people themselves. There is also less organic waste to be 

found with which the zabbaleen can feed their pigs.  

A collection round can take up to six or seven hours. Some people leave at three in 

the morning and come back at around eight or nine in the morning. Others leave around 

six or seven in the morning and make it back to Moqattam between one and two o’clock 

in the afternoon. It is usually the boys and men who go out to collect the waste. Women 

and girls stay behind at home and do most of the sorting. Men and boys also help with the 

sorting, especially with the heavier materials. After collection rounds many men can be 

seen hanging around on the streets or at an ahoea. In most cases the garbage collecting, 

sorting and a recycling is a family business. Some families make use of wage-laborers 

when necessary. It is often so that one family will work in collecting and sorting while 

another family does recycling. In some cases families will only do collecting and then 

sell of their waste to others to be sorted. It is a fairly complex in that there are so many 

varieties of constructions in terms of who does what. 

As mentioned earlier, the garbage is sorted on the ground floor of people’s houses. 

One will also see a lot of women sorting on the streets when they do not have the room to 

sort indoors. Some sorting is still done in the few zerribas that are left (See Appendix, 

Picture 7). There are various stages of sorting. With the primary sorting the collected 

waste is divided into organic and non-organic waste (See Appendix C, Table 4: Flow of 

Waste). The organic is fed to the pigs and then brought to a composting plant. The non-

organic waste is sorted into types of waste such as, paper, plastic, metal, glass, etc. At the 

secondary stage of sorting, the materials, such as plastic, is sorted further into clear 

plastic, soft plastic, hard plastic, etc. This also happens with the other non-organic 
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materials. When the materials have all been sorted properly according to their type, the 

waste is either collected by or transported to a middleman (See Appendix B: Picture 8). 

The waste is then either processed or compacted or sorted again, according to what is 

necessary. This is often done by another family than the one that collected or sorted the 

waste. The waste is then sold to factories or workshops for recycling by middlemen. The 

residual waste, also known as ‘rubbish’ is transported to a municipal dumpsite.  

Nowadays you will find more and more recycling machines in Moqattam, allowing 

the garbage collectors to keep the waste within their community for a longer time and to, 

by recycling it first, increase its value. There are many recycling stations in Moqattam 

and also workshops where the machines are made. Waste from other garbage collector 

settlements is often brought here for recycling. Eighty percent of the waste is recycled of 

which fifty percent is organic and twenty percent goes to the landfill in Kattameya. In 

fact, Moqattam has more recycling workshops than any other garbage collector 

settlement. 

The garbage collectors of Moqattam are involved in various types of recycling 

activities. Plastic is cut up, processed and made ready for recycling. Workshops then 

make things like plastic bags, milk bottles or clothes hangers out of the raw plastic (See 

Appendix B, Picture 9). Clothes are shredded and grinded in order to make it into cotton 

to be sold on. Aluminum is melted down and made into stamps to be sold to traders. 

Other materials are only sorted in Moqattam and recycled elsewhere. Carton and paper, 

for example, are compacted and then brought to large factories like the ones in 6th of 

October City where they have big paper recycling machines (See Appendix B, Picture 

10). Bones are also brought to factories which make glue out of them. Glass is also not 

recycled within Moqattam; it too is brought to outside factories.  
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Ezbet el-Nakhl 

History of its existence 

Ezbet el-Nakhl is often referred to as Ezbet en-Nawar and is located in the Northeast of 

Cairo. As is the case in Moqattam, Ezbet el-Nakhl actually refers to the non-garbage 

collector area neighboring Ezbet en-Nawar. The latter specifically refers to the garbage 

collectors settlement. In this paper I have chosen to use the name Ezbet el-Nakhl, palm 

tree farm, as this is what it is often referred to in the literature. In practice both terms are 

seen used interchangeably. 

The people of Ezbet el-Nakhl came to live on this agricultural land after being moved 

from Imbaba in 1970. Before 1974 the settlement was a small village with less than forty 

households and a population of about 300 people. The area is often still referred to as an 

agricultural area by government officials and planning maps. The settlement lies in the 

middle of Cairo Governorate and Qalubiya Governorate. Geographically the area is more 

a part of Cairo Metropolitan area than Qalyubiya Governorate. In terms of infrastructure, 

this means that although it is more logical to provide water and sewage supply from the 

Cairo area, the responsibilities of actually implementing it are with the Qalyubiya 

Governorate. This has also proved to pose problems for funding and those willing to 

carry out interventions within the settlement through providing certain services. There are 

not many agreements which cover the provision of services across political boundaries. 

Even such simple services as health clinics and schools require a lot of complicated 

administrative work (Nakashima et.al, 2004: 8-9).   

 

Makeup of the settlement 

The settlement has grown up to become a settlement with numerous apartment buildings 

surrounding a huge zerriba. The population is said to now be between 8-10,000 people. 

Ezbet el-Nakhl has a more diverse population than Moqattam in terms of religion. Here, 

about 60% are Christians and 40% are Muslim.7 This presence of Muslims in this area is 

especially evident through the big mosque which is being built in the middle of the 

                                                 
7 Some sources say that 75% are Christian and 25% are Muslim. It is hard to know what the real figures are 
and I’m guessing they probably lie somewhere in between.  
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zerriba area (See Appendix B: Picture 11). Moqattam only has one mosque which one 

could almost pass by without noticing.  

 

Situation before interventions  

In the early years of the settlement its physical appearance was very much that of a 

village. The houses were made of tin, mud and wood and there were many zerribas, pig 

pens. Pigs and other animals would wander around freely and the amount of ‘rubbish’ 

lying around was big. The garbage collectors used to take from the waste they collected 

that which was profitable and usable, leaving the rest to spread out around the settlement. 

Spontaneous combustion and the deliberate burning of waste caused there to be a 

continuous cloud of smoke around the settlement. There was no infrastructure or were 

there public services for the community (See Appendix B: Picture 12).  

 

Interventions 

The Mission of the Daughters of St. Mary 

Community development work was initially started by the Church. They were the first 

people to start working with the garbage collectors. Bishop Samuelle, who passed away 

in the same year as the Egyptian president Sadat, organized the first association or 

gameya, as it is called in Arabic. This was the AGCCD which was set up in Moqattam. 

After Bishop Samuelle, Soeur Emmanuelle started working and living with the garbage 

collectors of Ezbet el-Nakhl. She worked together with the Banaat Mariam, the 

Daughters of St. Mary, an order from Beni Suef. A monastry, Dir el-Banaat Mariam was 

built in Ezbet el-Nakhl. Later on various services were added. In 1976, Center Salaam 

became the first medical-social center in the community. It held a clinic, a hadanna, 

sewing for girls and vocational training services. ECRED was part of this mission but 

later separated from the Dir and became its own organization under the leadership of 

Gamal Zekrie. A Coptic Orthodox Church, named Mar Girgis was built in July of 1986. 

It was the main church for the community, along with Saint Mary and Baba Carolus.  

The Daughters of St. Mary and especially Soeur Emanuelle were very active in 

providing social services. Aid was given according to the needs of the community. The 

quality of life needed to be improved, even that of the pigs and a school for the 
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community needed to be built. Private schools are still too expensive and the public 

schools are too far away for the children to attend. The school was built by Center 

Salaam in 1989 (See Appendix B: Pictures 13 and 14). At that point it had a kindergarten 

and main education possibilities up till grade 9. Public health services were also needed 

and the ministry of health started providing for basic health needs. A Primary Health 

Care Center was also set up which is now run by Dr. Adel (See Appendix B: Picture 15). 

The Daughters of St. Mary also run an orphanage which was established. At the 

moment the orphanage is in its second year of housing orphans. The children are between 

three and ten years old and they only take in girls. If children are brought before the age 

of ten, they are allowed to stay until they are married. At the moment there are twelve 

girls staying at the orphanage. Not all the children are orphans but have been taken to the 

orphanage because their parents cannot or will not take care of them. When necessary, 

the girls receive psychological guidance. Classes are held at the orphanage and various 

activities are done (See Appendix B: Picture 16). The building in which the orphanage is 

located had various floors. The Church is on the first floor and the second floor acts as a 

balcony for the Church. It is also a place where all sorts of activities are held, from plays 

to games, weddings or communions. Another floor holds computer literacy classes. 

Overall, the building is very clean and well kept, forming a sharp contrast with its 

surroundings.  

The pediatric clinic, known as Center Salaam is open for children between one day 

old and five years of age on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The goal is to follow up on the 

children of the garbage collectors area and to improve their health situation. At the same 

time, the clinic also provides community development activities such as health education 

for women and various health projects. Women can attend lessons on nutrition, abortion, 

circumcision, cleanliness, etc while waiting at the clinic. The latest program is the 

development of the community through education. A group of women comes together 

every Monday to hold discussions on various topics. The idea is that these women will 

eventually become home visitors who can then spread the knowledge throughout the 

community. Every Wednesday spiritual, moral, social and medical lessons are held for 

the women who want to come. The Dir’s hospital is a newly constructed building in 
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which various services are offered. Fifty doctors, all specialists, take turns working here. 

A kindergarten is located on the ground floor of the building 

 

The Experimental Center for Recycling and Development 

The Experimental Center for Recycling and Development (ECRED) was established in 

1990 as a part of the mission of the Daughters of St. Mary by Gamal Zekrie. Later it split 

from the mission and became its own NGO. ECRED has played and still plays a similar 

role as that of the AGCCD in Moqattam. The idea of providing such services had started 

in 1990 and in 1992 a building was established in which these services could be better 

carried out.  In 1992 a partnership was created between ECRED and the African Friends 

Association. ECRED also has a partnership with the evangelical church in Germany and 

received help from the Dutch embassy. The organization provides community services, 

including women’s literacy classes, housing programs, a maternal health program, a First 

Aid Office as well as veterinary services. The Health Awareness Programs are given 

according to the season and during certain episodes, the latest one being Influenza. The 

community workers make it a goal to talk to and meet with the community members as 

much as possible when a health issue arises. In addition to this, ECRED runs an adult 

education program and a youth center which provides various services and activities. 

They also provide social security to those who cannot support themselves or who do not 

have a family to support them. A Children Help Children Program has been set up with a 

German School in Alexandria. The school raises money which can be used to help 

families send their children to school by paying for half of the fees.  

ECRED has organized private companies to take care of the infrastructure in both the 

garbage and non-garbage collector areas. The Internal Cleanup Company, for example, is 

responsible for looking after the sewage system. ECRED has attempted to play the 

coordinating role by trying to help the people who cannot help themselves. A Leadership 

Enhancement Project is meant to improve the situation in the workshops in terms of the 

environmental situation. It also aims at doing health checkups and bringing food to the 

people working there.  

Micro-enterprises were begun in Ezbet el-Nakhl after the infrastructure was put into 

place and more importantly, after an electric connection was established in 1986. It was 
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also in 1986 that the changes in the community started to really show. People started to 

work in recycling. Huge trucks would come over from Port Said and poor people started 

taking over the collection while others stuck to the recycling. Who was rich and who was 

poor was being determined by the access to infrastructure, the way of working and the 

area of collection (the khot). The first water connection was at ECRED in 1992. It was 

only then that government permission was given to connect ECRED with a water supply. 

These developments increased the garbage collectors sense of social security which is 

very important. Having the capital is not enough. Over the years ECRED started to grow 

up with the community which started feeling more secure. The establishment of a 

Church, government infrastructure and a school in the middle of the area also contributed 

to this feeling of security. In 1994 the community started feeling more secure. A research 

needed to be done on the number of houses not connected to the infrastructure and the 

government decided to subsidize this infrastructure project as well as ECRED’s project of 

helping the unable. Able people were thought to be able to connect to the infrastructure 

by themselves. ECRED merely played the facilitating role for the unabled families. This 

project targeted about 500 families and was set up in this way to spread the programs of 

awareness throughout the community. Houses were built, starting with eight and later 55 

more were built. ECRED believes in self-development and so the houses were financed 

by ECRED but built by the people themselves.  

As is the case in almost all garbage collector settlements, rubbish or waste-of-waste is 

a problem. In Ezbet el-Nakhl, people started removing the rubbish in 1990. This was the 

year in which the residential area arose next to that of the garbage collectors. Health 

problems are still an ongoing issue and between October of 2003 and August of 2004 

various activities were undertaken by the Making Cities Work/Greater Cairo Healthy 

Neighborhood Program (CHNP) to improve the situation. The project was largely funded 

by USAID and the Making Cities Work Program. The implementation was done by the 

Environmental Health Project (EHP). “The activities included an environmental 

assessment of the sewer and water system, laboratory analyses of samples drawn from 

private wells and the municipal filtered water system, a neighborhood health and 

environment survey administered to 510 households, preparation of a local plan of action 

and implementation of water and sewer improvements” (Nakashima, 2004: 1). 
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Horus 

Horus is a fairly new association which was set up by a man who previously worked with 

ECRED. It has been registered with the government as a NGO and operates in another 

area of the settlement than ECRED. The organization provides illiteracy programs as well 

as funeral services. Families who cannot afford to pay for the transportation costs can 

lease a funeral car for a small amount of money.  

 

The Gameya 

A Community Development Association (CDA), also known as el-Gameya (the Arabic 

word for association), is another community-based organization which was set up in 

1980. It is also an NGO and has been officially registered with the Ministry of Social 

Welfare. Community members and a board of directors make decisions about activities 

and policies which are also funded by these members. The CDA has been responsible for 

providing adult literacy classes as well as a hadanna (kindergarten). In addition to this, 

the organization “also serves as a private utility for sewer and garbage disposal” 

(Nakashima, 2004: 11). Similarly to ECRED, they have contracted private companies to 

install and maintain private sewage connections.  

 

There is another cooperative association which is registered with the government 

although I did not catch its name. They too have a lawyer from the garbage collector 

community working for them and have started three private companies in order to have a 

well-organized community in the future. They are also working hard on their outside 

image. This line of work seems to be similar to the work being done by CID in 

Moqattam. 

 

Results of the interventions- The situation now 

There are about 350 zerribas left in Ezbet el-Nakhl. Some people cannot sell the zerribas 

because they rent the land from the landlords who are farmers. There is an ongoing 

struggle between the landlords and the garbage collectors. Before, 4200 m² would cost 

LE 500,- per year. Nowadays, 1 m² costs more than LE 700,-. Some people have started 
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to buy the land from the landlords while others still rent the land. People buying the land 

have the security, the money and the permission (See Appendix B: Pictures 17 and 18).  

There are three main roads leading into Ezbet el-Nakhl, all lead through the 

neighboring residential area. Luckily, there are not many problems between the two 

communities. There used to be a population growth of 8.2% (from 1994-1996), now the 

population growth measures 5.6% in the last 10 years (1996-2006).  

There are many workshops now as well as stores, shops, even gold shops, a school, 

kindergartens and churches. The infrastructure had improved although the sewage, 

especially in the non-garbage collector’s area, had regular problems with over-flooding. 

The community has grown up quickly with the recycling industry, showing how dynamic 

and flexible they can be (See Appendix B: Picture 19, 20, 21 and 22).  

 

Waste-related activities being carried out by the settlement 

The garbage collectors living in Ezbet el-Nakhl generally collect garbage from the 

eastern Cairo districts such as, Ain Shams, Heliopolis, Medinet Nasr East and West, 

Nozha, Zeitun, Salam and Mattareya. Per day, about 650 tons is collected of which 600 

tons are used. The amount of ‘rubbish’ or waste of waste is about 40-50 tons/day. The 

garbage collectors pay for this to be removed to the landfills. The nearest landfill, Abu 

Zaabel, is 17 km from Ezbet el-Nakhl. Per month, people pay LE 350,- per truck plus 

bakshiish (tips). Some people own the trucks and others share if they do not have a truck 

of their own. The landfill Mosturod was only 4 km away but it was closed in 1995.  

The methods and stages of collection, transporting and sorting are similar to those 

described in the situation of Moqattam. The biggest difference which one cannot miss is 

the fact that Ezbet el-Nakhl still has a huge plot of ‘open’ land which is full of zerribas. 

These zerribas hold pigs, goats and dogs and is the place in which most of the various 

stages of sorting is done. (See Appendix B: Pictures 23 and 24). Some sorting can be seen 

on the ground floor of the high buildings yet it seems as if most activities carried out in 

such spaces, are part of a later stage of sorting. In between the buildings there are still a 

number of zerribas which also hold pigs and primary sorting activities (See Appendix B: 

Picture 25). The workshops and other recycling stations can all be found on the ground 

floors of the buildings. The presence of a huge zerriba area, where most of the waste is 
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concentrated, has made the streets of Ezbet el-Nakhl relatively clean. In fact, one will not 

find as much rubbish scattered about as in Moqattam. The garbage collectors do tend to 

store the sorted and recycled materials along the sides of the streets yet this is not as dirty 

as the rubbish which often also includes organic materials (See Appendix B: Picture 26). 

On occasion one will see stacks of newly-collected waste, waiting to be sorted in the 

residential areas. As one nears the zerriba area the smell and the amount of rubbish lying 

around increases but in the living quarters, the streets are fairly clean.  

There are also not as many recycling workshops to be seen in Ezbet el-Nakhl and one 

could rank it as second on the list of settlements engaged in their own recycling activities. 

Thanks to the micro-enterprises that have been set up, more garbage collectors have 

started to engage in recycling activities. Processing plastics into small pieces, like pellets, 

seems to be one of the most common activities. The plastic can be seen spread out on 

rooftops or contained within large sacks (See Appendix B: Picture 28 and 29). 
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Moattamadeya 

History of its existence 

Moattamadeya, also known as the village ‘Ard il-Lewa, also came about as a result of the 

eviction from Imbaba. The settlement is located on lush green agricultural land which the 

garbage collectors have rented from farmers. Over the years some have been able to buy 

the land from the farmers.  

 

Makeup of the settlement 

Moattamadeya is located in the west of Cairo near the area know as Bulaq id-Daqrur. The 

population figures range between 5,000 and 7,000 people, making it perhaps the 3rd 

largest zabbaleen settlement. It is located beyond a major water canal and highway. 

Similar to Moqattam and Ezbet el-Nakhl, Moattamadeya is neighbored by a residential 

settlement on the east. The highway runs along the north of the settlement for a while, 

before cutting it through the middle and turning southwest. Towards the south and west 

one will find agricultural land. The settlement is thin and long, consisting of a mixture of 

zerribas and apartment buildings. The zerribas can be found at the southern and western 

sides of the area and at a number of other locations throughout the settlement. Like in 

Ezbet el-Nakhl, the zerribas are grouped together to form large areas where waste is 

collected, sorted and stored (See Appendix B, Picture 30 and 31).  

As with the other settlements, the name of the settlement is somewhat confusing. 

Moattamadeya is actually an area located further to the west. ‘Ard il-Lewa refers to the 

residential area and so the garbage area is sometimes referred to as ‘Ard il-Lewa gidiida 

or, New ‘Ard il-Lewa. Other people call it ‘the village’ of ‘Ard il-lewa. For the purpose 

of this research this particular garbage collector settlement will be referred to as 

Moattamadeya.   

 

Situation before interventions 

When people first started living here their situation was perhaps not as hard as that of the 

people living on the rough Moqattam slopes. In the early days, like in the other 

settlements, the people lived in/next to the zerribas and very close to the garbage. Their 

homes were made of mud, tin sheets and occasionally brick. There was no running water 
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and electricity available. Water was bought and imported from outside the community. 

People would give ma’allims money to bring the water and it was then distributed by 

means of jerry cans. One ma’allim said that he thought a British organization had at one 

point placed water pumps but he could not remember when this had happened. Now you 

will only find the pumps in between the zerribas.  

 

Interventions 

There is not much known about the interventions that took place in Moattamadeya or in 

any case it is difficult to find the right people who do have an oversight. The ma’allim 

have played a role in moving the settlement on towards development. Ma’allim are 

important men with status and power. They often own large parts of the garbage 

collector’s lands, renting it out for people to work or live on. These men are often very 

rich and sometimes even have connections with the government. In 2000, the ma’allims 

decided to raise money in order to put in a water supply system. The system was put in 

place and paid for with the help of the community. Not long after people from the 

government came asking for money for the use of water. Discussions followed and in the 

end the community had ended up paying a monthly fee for their water usage. Electricity 

connections were laid out by the government but people had to pay for the wires running 

in between the houses. A monthly fee for the use of electricity is now paid. In terms of a 

sewage connection, this was laid out by an American company working on and area on 

the other side of the ring road. They company decided that they might as well connect 

Moattamadeya as well.  

 

Sister Maria 

Sister Maria is a German nun who helped set up income-generating activities for women, 

a private school for the zabbaleen children and several houses.  

 

Moattamadeya Women’s Association 

The Moattamadeya Women’s Association was set up in 1990. Before this time it had 

consisted of a small group of women who were supervised by women, from the European 

community in Cairo, who in turn were working with Sister Maria. The women were 
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taught how to sew, embroider and do other needle work in order to provide an extra 

income for their families. Now there are four women who act as leaders of the group and 

in total there are 150 women working for the association, either at home or at the 

association itself. Meetings are also held to discuss topics as personal hygiene, how to 

take care of yourself and your children.  

 

Operation Serve International (OSI) 

Operation Serve International is a non-denominational ministry which was established in 

1983. They have come to Moattamadeya on short missions twice a year since the 1990’s. 

On their missions they provide medical help, focus on personal hygiene, teach dental 

care, involve the community in plays/drama and participate in other community 

development activities. Praying and the religious teaching is also a big part of their 

service.  

 

The Coptic Evangelical Organization for Social Services (CEOSS) 

CEOS is a large Egyptian developmental organization which first started out as a literacy 

project in 1950. At a later stage they came to work in Moattamadeya. There they worked 

in the areas of public awareness, health care, family planning, literacy, etc. At the 

moment they no longer have an office in the settlement and it is not clear what the reason 

for this is and whether or not they are still active within the settlement at all.  

 

Results of the interventions and the situation now 

Nowadays one will find that the streets of the residential parts of Moattamadeya are 

relatively clean. Among the zerribas the passage ways are still full of waste which might 

also be understandable considering it is an area for working. Here and there one will find 

stacks of compacted paper along the streets, waiting to be picked up (See Appendix, 

Picture 32, 33 and 34). Most people live in brick buildings yet there are still a few poor 

families who have not been able to build there own home or rent out a room from 

someone else (See Appendix, Picture 35). 

From afar one can already spot the church’s tower. This is the largest and possibly 

only church in the settlement. On Friday evenings a clinic is held by a doctor to whom 



 - 77 - 

people can come who can otherwise not afford to go to the doctor. There are also some 

doctors holding practice within the settlement but not everyone can afford to go them 

when necessary. 

There are a number of ahoeas, not on every street corner but at least two or three 

along the major streets. One will also find food vendors/stalls but rarely any fresh food. 

Instead there are a few small shops which sell dry products (See Appendix, Picture 36). 

For fresh food products some go to the neighboring settlement and perhaps a vegetable 

vendor comes by once in a while, as in any Cairene neighborhood, selling his products 

off of his cart.  

 

Waste-related activities being carried out by the settlement 

The waste is collected from all over Cairo with the use of large and small truck as well as 

pickups and donkey carts. The waste is then brought back to the zerribas were it is sorted 

(See Appendix, Picture 37). No garbage was seen being sorted on the first floor of 

people’s houses. In terms of the organization and management of the waste, the processes 

are similar as to those carried out in Moqattam and Ezbet el-Nakhl. The differences can 

be found at the technical level of the process. One will not find a lot of recycling 

activities being done in Moattamadeya. There are a few paper compactors and a machine 

for compressing tin cans. In another area there was a machine for shredding plastic but 

the rest of the waste is mostly recycled elsewhere (See Appendix, Pictures 38 to 43).  

The organization of the waste within the zerriba area is quite interesting in that it 

appears to be organized by type of waste as well as by the stage of sorting it is in. For 

example, one will find organic waste being sorted and fed to pigs along one street while 

the other street has plots filled with compacted paper. Other plots only hold glass which 

needs to be sorted again, piles of cloth or plastic milk bottles which have gathered into 

big sacks (See Appendix, Picture 44, 45 and 46). This goes to show that a family often 

works in one stage of the waste process. The situation becomes more complex when 

people work for ma’allims. As mentioned earlier, ma’allims often own land which people 

then either rent or merely work on. In some cases the ma’allim will have pigs on the plot 

of land. A family or a few men are in charge of caring for these animals. After having 

sold the pigs, 50% of the profit goes to the ma’allim while the other 50% goes to the men 
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working the land. Often, these men also work in the collecting or sorting of waste which 

provides them with an extra income which they may keep. Other ma’allims, pay people 

to collect and sort the garbage for them. Instead of sharing the profits from selling the 

waste and the pigs, the men are paid on a monthly basis. There are also people who sort, 

collect and sell the waste, feeding the pigs with organic waste. The money they earn from 

doing this is theirs and they also own their own land. Other times people rent the land 

from a ma’allim yet work for themselves. There are many more constructions concerning 

the ma’allim, their land and the people on it which will not be discussed in this paper. 

(See Appendix, Picture 47 to 50). 
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Tora 

History of its existence 

The original settlement of Tora is located on military land near the prison named Tora. Its 

community had been moved here in 1971 after the eviction from Imbaba. It is located to 

the southeast of Cairo City, near to the rich residential area Ma’adi. 

 

Makeup of the settlement 

There are about 2,000 to 3,000 people living in Tora at the moment. In terms of religion, 

50% are Christians and the other 50% are Muslims. Especially on the outset, this 

settlement appears very clean and organized. The area only consists of apartment 

buildings with the exception of one zerriba (See Appendix B: Pictures 51 and 52). The 

streets are relatively clean except for the occasional littering. Most waste-related 

activities are being carried out at a location some 19 kilometers away into the desert, at 

Kattameya.  

 

Situation before interventions 

Before the coming of major interventions, the people of Tora lived in tin and cardboard 

huts without water, electricity and sewage. The streets were piled with waste and, as in 

the other settlements, the living area was not separated properly from the area where 

waste was sorted and pigs were held (See Appendix B: Picture 53 and 54). The 

government was threatening to move them again, some 35 kilometers away, while they 

had already been living there for 26 years.  

 

Interventions 

Soeur Emmanuelle 

Soeur Emmanuelle was one of the first to start working in Tora. In 1988 she had tried to 

persuade EQI to work together with the Association of Architectes sans Frontiere (funded 

by the Soeur Emmanuelle Fund) in an upgrading project. No actions followed and she 

carried on appealing to people to come and help. It was not until the early 1990’s when 

Yousriya Loza-Sawaris, a member of the Parliament and President of the APE, reopened 

the plea for action with the authorities. In the meantime a number of volunteers had 
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started coming to the settlement on a regular basis to hand out clothes, wash children’s 

hair as well as give babies a bath. A clinic had been set up by the same Dr. Adel who also 

worked with Soeur Emmanuelle in Ezbet el-Nakhl. Serious cases were taken to the el-

Salaam Hospital in Mohandiseen where Madam Yousriya had set up an account. 

 

Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE Tora) 

The largest intervention which took place involving the community of Tora was initiated 

by Yousriya Loza-Sawiris and the APE. Madam Yousriya and her co-workers at the APE 

acted as intermediaries between the government and the zabbaleen. Yousriya was able to 

use her connections as a member of the parliament and in the meantime the APE worked 

on gaining the community’s trust. This enabled them to get both parties, the authorities as 

well as the community, to cooperate and agree with the following plans. 

Initially, the APE had proposed to the authorities that the zabbaleen should remain 

living in the same area and that the living area would undergo an upgrading. The 

upgrading of the settlement involved the widening of the streets, the building of brick 

homes and the implementation of basic infrastructure.  

In addition to this the APE started working on community development through the 

Sustained Livelihood Approach (SLA). With this approach the focus lies on the strengths 

of the community and not their needs. The attention is on sustainability, development and 

poverty eradication. With funding from the Ford Foundation, the APE was able to 

combine environmental concerns with social service and income generating activities. 

Since the community did not legally own the land the APE only quietly encouraged 

the building of proper homes by the community. Officially, a ministerial decree passed in 

1984 stated that, anyone who had been squatting on land prior to 1984 could submit a 

request for land ownership. This, however, did not prove easy as the authorities were 

reluctant to legalize an area which still produced problems for the surrounding residential 

areas. To aid the residents, they “were asked to pay for half of the cost of the plastering of 

their new buildings, with the APE picking up the remainder” (Walker, 2005: 42). In order 

to further encourage people to invest in brick housing, madam Yousriya offered a form of 

insurance which would compensate the zabbaleen if their new homes were destroyed by 
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the government. Literacy classes were also offered in order to empower the community 

and allow them to deal with the authorities when trying to buy the land.  

The APE also played an active role in searching for local authorities, like the CCBA, 

who would be willing to issue permits for the improvement of the appearance of the 

settlement as well as the upgrading of the living conditions. Due to the APE’s legal 

constraints it was necessary to involve local authorities who did have the authority to 

carry it out. 

In 1996, with the coming of a new governor, Tora was again threatened by eviction. 

With the help of connections within the Parliament, Madam Yousriya and Mrs. Abd el-

Wahab were able to prolong the decision. In 1997 a new governor was installed who 

decided that Tora would be allowed to stay where it was as long as the waste-related 

activities were carried out elsewhere. The relocation project was perhaps the most 

difficult in that it took nearly two years before the APE and the government were able to 

agree on a plot of land which the zabbaleen could use for the sorting and processing of 

the waste they collected and for the breeding of pigs. A location at Kattameya, some 19 

kilometers into the desert, was eventually found. With the waste now removed from the 

settlement new efforts were undertaken to legalize Tora so that it could become a 

formally recognized settlement. It was not easy to persuade the zabbaleen to change the 

organization of their livelihood. They had always lived close to their work and their 

animals and were now being asked to entrust them to a plot of land 19 kilometers away. 

A cost-benefit analysis was made to help persuade the garbage collectors of the benefits 

of owning their own land, the cleanliness of the living area and the increased collection 

ability.  

 

APE Mother and Child Care Center 

In 1994 a Mother and Child Care Center was set up in the middle of the settlement by 

Mair McGeever, the European Community Ambassador’s wife. Dr. Adel’s practice could 

only be open twice a week and more drastic measures needed to be taken. The center 

eventually became the central point of the APE’s attentions in Tora and in 1996 a two-

storied building was built. Most activities which are undertaken by the Clinic are funded 

by the Ford Foundation. At the moment there are six doctors working at the clinic, two 
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pediatricians, two internists, one gynecologist and a surgeon. There are about eight nurses 

amongst the permanent staff who take turns working night shifts. Most of the nurses 

come from Tora or Moqattam and they have been trained by the APE as ‘health visitors’. 

This is not a legal status but the APE is working on getting it legalized. Some of the girls 

working health visitors are still fairly young. Two were said to be eighteen which would 

mean that they started their training at the age of fifteen. The other nurses were older 

women and some had worked at the clinic for about eight years. They each described in 

what way their lives had changed since having come in contact with the APE clinic. The 

answers were positive in that it had given them a chance to earn more money for their 

families. In addition to this, they had been taught to read and write which was especially 

appreciated by the older nurses. The clinic staff is made up of Christians and muslims, 

the divide is about 50-50. The clinic was recently upgraded with a grant from a Saudi 

prince who had donated half a million Egyptian pounds which was spent on the building 

and on equipment, such as a dentist chair. The clinic functions under the umbrella of the 

government which gives them a lot of opportunities when wanting to get things done. 

They also have close, personal connections with people at the Ford Foundation and in the 

government.  

The clinic is involved in various activities. Primarily they follow pregnant women 

and encourage the women to do follow ups after giving birth. They own an ECG machine 

as a well as a nebula for cleaning infant’s lungs when necessary. The garden of the clinic 

is the only green area in the neighborhood and is used for activities which are held once a 

month with boys and girls, yet each on separate days. They are usually held on Fridays 

because that is the day that children are free from school. Some of the activities/projects 

that have been done include health awareness meetings which are held separately for 

women, men, girls and boys. Vaccination programs are held, especially for Hepatitis C 

and Tetanus which are the two main health problems. Officially they can be caused by 

blood transfusion but in this case they are the result of people working directly with 

waste while having open wounds. Vaccines are given for Hepatitis B as well. People 

from a nearby marble factory also often come to the clinic with cuts on their legs and 

feet. The clinic also holds a small kitchen with one large gas burner. They used to have a 
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bath in which children were washed and de-liced, but nowadays most people in the 

settlement have running water of their own.  

Literacy classes are held regularly but the amount of students had become less since 

the opening of a school in Tora. This is the only school in the neighborhood. There is also 

music school which is taught by a famous artist. A Learn and Earn Program like the one 

undertaken in Moqattam is also in place which allows women and girls to earn an extra 

income (See Appendix B, Picture 55). In January-March there were no active projects 

being undertaken by the clinic. The projects had been completed and a new proposal had 

already been turned in to the Ford Foundation. 

 

Mission of the Daughters of St. Mary 

The Mission of the Daughters of St. Mary have a smaller branch at Tora than the one at 

Ezbet el-Nakhl. On the outside the building in which they are housed looks like a 

fortress. It is located on the same road as the APE clinic. The sisters have a large nursery 

and a vocational training center for boys who have dropped out of school and need to be 

taught a means of income generation. The sisters also have a clinic which takes up one of 

the building’s floors. According to an employee of the APE clinic, the sister’s clinic is 

not as elaborate as that of the APE. 

 

Results of the interventions and the situation now 

The results of the interventions are very much present in Tora. It does not look or smell 

like any of the other garbage collector settlements. Its streets are relatively clean and 

wide, the houses have been neatly built and many have even been painted. There are 

several ahoeas to be seen as well as mechanical workshops, food vendors, and grocery 

shops. Overall, it does not give the impression of being an informal settlement in which 

people working in the informal sector live (See Appendix B, Picture 56 and 57). 

There are still, however, problems with the electricity connection. Many have not yet 

been able to buy the land from the government because it is too expensive. Officially, this 

means that, because they do not own the land, they cannot be connected to the electricity. 

Of course people have laid out their own illegal connections which has led to a 

continuous strife between the community and the electric company. The fines for the 
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illegal use of electricity are about LE 165,- a month. Many connections have been tapped 

from the APE’s power source. They have attempted to put a stop to it but people ignored 

the locks on the doors and instead drilled holes through the wall of the building (See 

Appendix B, Picture 58).  

 

Waste-related activities being carried out by the settlement 

Most of the waste is collected from Ma’adi, a rich residential area where mostly 

foreigners live, as well as from other locations around Cairo City. The waste is usually 

collected with the use of trucks and pickups because they have to bring it to Kattameya. 

The use of donkey carts is not allowed yet on occasion one can still spot them. Similarly 

to the other settlements, waste is collected by the boys and men while the women and 

girls take care of the sorting. Most waste-relate activities are carried out in Kattameya. 

This means the sorting and the disposal of organic waste. On occasion families will bring 

back the sorted waste to their homes in Tora to be sorted again. This is usually done by 

families who cannot afford a piece of land in Kattameya and the sorting takes place either 

on the roofs of their building, in their backyard if they have one, or on the ground floor 

(See Appendix B, Pictures 59, 60 and 61). Not everyone can afford the transportation 

costs to Kattameya which has resulted in people sharing trucks and hitching rides to their 

work. One will also see a lot of littering on the way to Tora and along desert roads 

because people cannot afford to bring it to the dumpsite or merely do not feel like it (See 

Appendix, Pictures 62 and 63).  

In terms of recycling, it is not entirely clear how much of this is done by the garbage 

collectors of Tora. The APE has a plot of land next to that of the zabbaleen where 

recycling activities are carried out and where some zabbaleen work. I was not able to visit 

the zabbaleen’s zerriba area due to the influenza episode and other bureaucratic issues. I 

am not sure whether the zabbaleen sell their waste to the APE to be recycled or whether 

they have their own recycling workshops. In any case, the APE at Kattameya has many 

different kinds of waste recycling machines as well as a compost plant which had 

previously stood in Moqattam. Three main products that are recycled here are paper and 

carton, plastic and organic waste (compost). There is also a machine which crushes cans 

and workshops where machines are made for people in Moqattam and in other places.  
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In Conclusion 

All four settlements have certain points at which they are similar and at which they differ. 

They are all at a different stage in their development. The reasons for their different 

stages of development can be found in the internal and external factors which have 

influenced their development. These factors have been the same for all settlements yet the 

form the factors have taken has differed. For example, in all cases the status of 

landownership had been an issue and the exact status of that landownership has affected 

the development of the settlements. Interventions have also been a factor of influence yet 

the form and degree in which the interventions happened has differed per settlement. In 

the following chapter we will further examine the degrees of development of the four 

settlements as well as the factors which have influenced this development. In addition to 

this, the organization of the formal and informal waste management system will be 

discussed. 
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Chapter 7: Analysis 

 

As a result of the research done, six degrees of development can be identified as well as 

seven factors which have influenced the development of the settlements.  

 

  Internal     External 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 3: Degrees of Development and Factors of Influence 

 

Degrees of Development 

First a short description will be given of what is understood under these six degrees of 

development. Due to the limitations of this research which have been mentioned in the 

Introduction, the degrees of development are mostly physical ones. The first degree of 

development listed is a rather straight forward one. Infrastructure in the form of roads, 

sewage networks, electricity connections and running water can be found in all 

settlements. The status of the infrastructure does not vary much. The infrastructure has 

been the result of interventions, both from inside and outside of the community. Most of 

the infrastructure has not been maintained causing problems and in many cases the 

infrastructure was built without taking the oncoming population growth into account.  

Factors of Influence 

 

1. Landownership status 

2. Feeling of Security 

3. Community actions/initiative 

4. Interventions 

5. Outside stimulants 

6. Relationship with authorities 

7. Socio-cultural context 

Degrees of Development 

 

1. Infrastructure 

2. Housing 

3. Public Hygiene 

4. Location Solid Waste 

Management 

5. Organization Solid Waste 

Management 

6. Variety Solid Waste 

Management activities 
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In terms of housing, almost all garbage collectors in all four settlements live in tall 

brick apartment buildings. There are relatively few still living in tin shacks among the 

zerribas. People still living in these poor conditions often belong to the very poor. When 

looking at the degree of development in terms of housing, a comparison was made of the 

number of people living in brick buildings and the number of people still living in tin 

shacks among the zerribas. The building of houses has been the result of interventions, 

community initiative and the ability to own the land. One of the most important 

stimulants, however, has been the increased feeling of security which has given the 

families the motivation to invest in their homes and livelihoods.  

Under public hygiene the cleanliness of the streets around the living areas is 

understood. Where the SWM activities are located makes a big difference as to how 

much waste is found on the streets. One can see that in Moqattam, where SWM activities 

are carried out on the ground floor of the apartment buildings, the streets are extremely 

filthy. This is largely due to the fact that many SWM activities are also being carried out 

in the street in front of the apartments. The hygiene on the streets does not necessarily say 

anything about the success of health awareness oriented community programs. There 

have been many large-scale interventions on the area of health in Moqattam yet it is still 

very dirty. In addition to this Moqattam is the largest and most densely populated garbage 

collector settlement with no free space other than the streets to carry out work. In 

comparison, the streets of Ezbet el-Nakhl and Moattamadeya are relatively clean. In both 

cases most primary waste-related activities are carried out in certain plots (zerribas) away 

from the living area. Various waste-related activities do go on in and among the 

apartment buildings yet most of these activities involve a later stage of the SWM process 

and so do not cause as many health risks and smells. In the case of Tora, the streets are 

almost ideal. There is only some littering to be found of which most is inorganic. The 

reason for this is that the SWM has been to a place away from the settlement. Few 

families still bring the already sorted and inorganic waste back to their homes to be 

resorted and packaged but this does not create a huge health risk nor does it create bad 

smells.  

This has logically brought us to the location of solid waste management which, as 

mentioned earlier varies per settlement. The degree of development in terms of the 
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location of SWM, is based on hygiene and not efficiency. To be more specific, I have not 

looked at the ways in which handling the waste creates health risks but have instead 

looked at how the location of the SWM activities close to people’s homes is a potential 

health risk. I hereby presume that the upgradings and relocation were done with and eye 

on the general improvement of the settlement as a whole rather than considering the 

efficiency of having work close to home. The location at which waste-related activities 

take place nowadays has, in most cases, been the result of interventions. This can 

especially be seen in the cases of Tora and Moqattam where respectively a relocation and 

an upgrading program were implemented. Ezbet el-Nakhl has undergone what one would 

consider an upgrading approach yet in the case of Moattamadeya it is not entirely clear 

why people started building their houses away from the zerribas. It might have been the 

result of a change in landownership possibilities as well as an increase in the feeling of 

security.  

In terms of the organization of solid waste management, the degree of development 

will be determined on the basis of the level of organization found in the settlements. This 

involves looking at the ways in which the waste-related activities are carried out as well 

as how the zabbaleen’s waste management system functions. This topic will be dealt with 

in further detail later on in this chapter.  

The settlements differ in terms of the variety of solid waste management activities 

they hold. The degree to which they vary will be measured in terms of low, medium or 

high variety. In Moqattam, for example, one will find a high variety of recycling 

workshops and machinery while in Moattamadeya this is not the case. The variety of 

waste-related activities carried out by the settlements seem to be a reaction to outside 

stimulants such as the privatization of SWM in Cairo and an increased interest in 

recycling. They have also been the result of interventions and community actions 

stimulating micro-enterprises. It is difficult to say why Moqattam has become the most 

complex in terms of variety of activities. One might consider that the complexity is the 

result of various factors such as it having a large population and so able to do more work 

when joining together, it having underwent large-scale interventions and it having the 

security to actually make these types of investments.  
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In the next table an overview is presented of the degrees of development per settlement. 

They have been scaled according to how much improvement they could still use. The fact 

that their means of income is so close to their means of living makes it difficult to 

separate the two. This in turn creates an interesting question as to how to improve the 

zabbaleen’s living conditions yet at the same time allow them to maintain their way of  

 

  Moqattam Ezbet el-Nakhl Moattamadeya Tora 
Infrastructure + - + - + - + 
Housing ++ + - + ++ 
Public Hygiene - - + - + - ++ 
Location of SWM - + - + - + 
Organization of SWM ++ + + - unknown 
Variety SWM activities ++ + + - unknown 
Total score:  3 2 1 6 ? 
 

Description of the scoring   
Almost ideal, well on their way ++ +2 

Good + +1 

Could use some improvement + - 0 

Needs improvement - -1 

Needs a lot of improvement - - -2 

Not enough information unknown  
 

Table 5: Degrees of Development per Settlement 

 

making a living. Under improvement I understand the bettering of their livelihoods in 

terms of their living conditions, social security and in terms of the work they do. It seems 

that in Tora the relocation of their activities has been relatively successful although the 

poorer families have had trouble adjusting. In the other cases the situations perhaps did 

not allow such a drastic approach and other means were developed to improve the living 

conditions and working environment of the garbage collectors. 
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Factors of influence 

Seeing as this research was done at a certain moment in time, it is difficult to say 

something about the developmental processes of the settlements. Yet, on the basis of the 

gathered data and additional literature research, one can attempt to identify the factors 

which have influenced the developmental process. In the next table an attempt was made 

to chart the status of the factors of influence per settlement. It is difficult to state exactly 

how these factors have contributed to or held back the development of the settlements. 

Instead I have decided to compare the status of the factors of influence with the status of 

formal waste-related activities. 

  Moqattam Ezbet el-Nakhl Moattamadeya Tora 

Landownership 
status 

Largely 
government 
owned + 

Largely farmer 
and ma'allim 
owned + 

Largely farmer 
and ma'allim 
owned + 

Largely 
government 
owned +- 

Feeling of Security 
Present, good 
++ 

Present, good 
++ 

Present, recently 
less secure +- 

Present, 
good ++ 

Community actions Present + Present + Present + Unknown 

Interventions Large-scale ++ Medium-scale + Not that many +- 
Large-scale 
++ 

Outside stimulants 
(privatization) 

Effective ++ Effective + Unknown ? Unknown ? 

Relationship 
authorities 
(socio-political) 

Negative yet 
possibly 
improving + 

Negative yet 
possibly 
improving + 

Negative, threat 
of eviction - 

Negative yet 
possibly 
improving + 

Socio-cultural 
context 

Migrants, 
Christian, 
garbage = 
negative - 

Migrants, 
Christian, 
garbage = 
negative - 

Migrants, 
Christian, 
garbage = 
negative - 

Migrants, 
Christian, 
garbage = 
negative - 

Total score 8 6 0 ? 4 ? 

 

Table 6: Factors of Influence per Settlement 

 

There are various reasons to be found for the differences in development of the garbage 

collector settlements. First and foremost seems to be the question of landownership. The 

case of Moqattam was ideal because the land was and is owned by the government 
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making it easier for organizations such as the World Bank to set up agreements with the 

authorities and to carry out large infrastructure projects. In the case of Moattamadeya and 

Ezbet el-Nakhl this proved to be more difficult as the land was largely owned privately 

by farmers. Eventually an infrastructure was laid out but largely by efforts from within 

the community. Tora used to be located on military land which made it even more 

difficult for the residents to improve their conditions and for outside help to intervene. 

Tora was then moved to government property which facilitated the role of the APE 

greatly.  

Another major cause of the differences in development is the lack of security which is 

enforced by the landownership situation and ongoing evictions, making people reluctant 

to invest in something they may have to leave again. The lack of security is also a result 

of the minority issues they deal with due to their socio-cultural background. The garbage 

collectors are predominantly Christians, their choice of livelihood is working with 

garbage and they raise pigs. Their situation does not seem to go down well in this 

predominantly Muslim country. With the coming of interventions and changes in the 

landownership status, a tendency to invest in their homes and livelihoods can be seen.  

The role of individual community members working with or setting up their own 

NGO is very important. These individuals have gained the community’s trust and 

practically made the garbage collectors their life’s dedication. They have played a 

coordinating role and encouraged community members to take the risks of investing. 

With the fruits of the investment showing, the rest of the able community is not long to 

follow. The ma’allims have also contributed to the development of the settlements by 

building houses and at times financially initiating the laying of infrastructure. As a result 

more people dared to make investments and improvements. 

The informal waste management system as well as the zabbaleen themselves, in terms 

of their living conditions, have experienced various interventions. Projects have been 

carried out which were designed to stimulate factories/industry to do business with 

scavengers. The CID, for example, has played a role in this by organizing the garbage 

collectors of Moqattam into companies and co-operatives and stimulating them to do 

business with large factories. Projects have been set up which deal with middlemen to 

increase the garbage collector’s profits. Not only middlemen were targeted but also other 
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members of the system were encouraged to set up micro-enterprises and workshops. 

Projects to improve the zabbaleen’s living conditions and the overall waste management 

system have largely been carried out by the WB and EQI in Moqattam, and USAID in 

association with EHP and ECRED in Ezbet el-Nakhl. Other organizations and 

associations have also played various roles in the improvement of living conditions and 

the upgrading of the system. The WB/EQI and USAID/EHP also fall under the projects 

carried out by international institutions and local government. The APE officially is an 

NGO but has close ties to the government under whose umbrella it works.  

Nas and Jaffe refer to Sigular when they speak of there being four different kinds of 

international projects. Turnkey projects often involve the deliverance of a whole part of a 

SWM system by a foreign company. In the case of Cairo one could say that the 

introduction of private waste collection companies falls under these types of projects. 

Customized projects usually introduce modern technology and management which is 

designed specifically for a city. I am not sure in how far the introduction of the private 

companies has been designed to fit Cairo seeing as they did not at all take the existing 

informal waste management system into account. Projects based on and existing system 

are often more flexible and have been carried out by such organizations as EQI, EHP, 

CID, APE Tora, ECRED and many others. These seem to be amongst the most successful 

interventions. Projects assisted by development agencies (multilateral-, bilateral and 

NGOs) also have the improvement of the SWM system as goal and usually carry out the 

planning phase. Projects which fall under this category are recycling projects, the setting 

up of micro-enterprises/workshops and the formation of companies and cooperatives. It 

is, however, very important that these projects are well guided throughout their stages, 

not only in the planning phase. The CID, for example, plays an important role in guiding 

the garbage collectors through the many formal obstacles.  

With the coming of certain interventions, one can see that the sense of security was 

strengthened and that people were encouraged to invest in their own homes and 

livelihood. The size of the settlement seems to be of some importance to the level of 

interventions undertaken. It appears that small settlements with smaller populations are 

less interesting to large infrastructure projects such as those undertaken by the WB/EQI 
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in Moqattam and USAID/EHP in Ezbet el-Nakhl. This is somewhat understandable 

because these organizations have large amounts of money to spend and results to show.  

The role of an organization/association formed for and by the community itself has 

been very important. They are the ones who help the informal garbage collectors stand up 

for their community’s rights in the big formal world. There have also been various 

projects which have stimulated and aided garbage collectors in forming cooperatives and 

companies in order to be able to compete with the formal waste management system. The 

presence of these types of organizations has been crucial in determining the variety of 

waste-related activities taking place in a settlement.    

Outside stimulants such as those provided by the onset of privatization of SWM have 

somewhat forced and stimulated the garbage collectors to form companies and 

cooperatives in order to be able to compete in the formal economy. Other outside 

stimulants like the rules and regulations enforced by the CCBA have forced many 

garbage collectors to switch from donkey carts to small pick-up trucks. There are of 

course still many who do not have the capital to hire a truck of any size but there are 

apparently a lot less donkeys in the streets of the Greater Cairo Urban Region. 

In terms of socio-political aspects, the zabbaleen have not received a lot of support 

from the authorities in previous years. The authorities did not include them in their plans 

on the privatization of solid waste collection, at least, too late. They have also 

continuously been evicting them over many years. The last biggest eviction was that from 

Imbaba in 1970 but other settlements such as that at Ein el-Seera, Tora and Helwan have 

been moved more recently. At the time of this research the people of Moattamadeya were 

under threat of eviction. The zabbaleen are a sore spot for the government because of the 

residential areas which are growing closer to the settlements in which the garbage 

collectors work and live. This poses a problem as the government is often inclined to yet 

again move these people while they in turn have finally settled and invested in their 

livelihood and homes. This is a characteristic history of many other squatter settlements. 

Administrative boundaries also pose a problem, as is evident in the case of Ezbet el-

Nakhl. Illogically, the nearest governorate is not responsible for the infrastructure 

because the area falls under another governorate whose administrative center is more than 

50km away.  
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On top of this, and perhaps also partly due to this, their socio-cultural background has 

contributed to the situation they are in now. Their families migrated to Cairo and settled 

as squatters working in the informal sector, constantly being evicted yet providing a good 

service to the city. All four settlements have somewhat similar socio-cultural 

backgrounds, perhaps differing in terms if the specific region/cities families have 

migrated from. In later years their services evolved and grew. Nowadays, many (from the 

larger settlements) have formed companies or cooperatives and are competing on the 

formal market. They have developed micro-enterprises and overall, proved to be a very 

dynamic community. These changes did not all come about on their own and there are 

many reasons as to why some settlements developed quicker and more fully than others.  

 

In the next table one can see the relationship between the external factors of influence 

and the degree of development. 

 

 Moqattam Ezbet el-Nakhl Moattamadeya Tora 

External factors of 
influence,  
total score  

8 6 0 ? 4 ? 

Degree of 
development,  
total score   

3 2 1 6 ? 

 

Table 7: Correlation between Factors of Influence and the Degree of Development 

 

Formalization of waste-related activities 

Within the broader intellectual framework of the informal sector one can recognize 

aspects of formalization processes as described by Pieter Mijne van Dijk(1986). In 

reaction to government actions, such as evictions and the privatization of SWM, this 

informal community has started to organize itself in such a way as to be able to compete 

in the formal market. Actions by economic actors such as the demand for raw materials 

for recycling by multi-national companies has stimulated the same thing. There has also 

been a change in the consumers’ wishes in that there has been an increased focus on the 

environmental aspect of the recycling done by the zabbaleen. For them it is a livelihood, 
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a means of making a living. In the broader perspective, it is an environmentally friendly 

way of dealing with the city’s waste. These actions have not had positive consequences 

for everyone in the garbage collector community but it has increased the number of 

people working with or in the formal sector in one way or another. The interventions, 

from within the community and those from outside, have also helped to get a wider range 

of people accepted by the formal laws and regulations, allowing them to live, build and 

further invest on land which is their own. The interventions have, in a way, made it 

possible for the zabbaleen to react appropriately to the oncoming changes. Throughout 

this all, the adaptive capability, the mobility and flexibility, characteristic to many 

informal communities, has shown itself once again.    

According to Bromley(1978), a great deal of interaction occurs between the formal 

and informal sectors. This is evident when examining the organization of Cairo’s so-

called informal waste management system. One can also see a tendency towards a larger 

variety in waste-related activities among the settlements with predominantly higher levels 

of organization (more semi-formal). In the next table an overview is given of the level of 

success each settlement has had in terms of integrating into the formal solid waste 

management system. Notice how, when comparing tables 7 and 8, one can see a positive 

correlation between the factors of influence, the degree of development and the success 

of the settlement in terms of integration into the formal waste management system. 

Moqattam and Ezbet el-Nakhl appear to dominate over Moattamadeya. It is not possible 

to come to these kinds of conclusions when examining Tora as there was not enough 

information available. 

 

 Moqattam Ezbet el-Nakhl Moattamadeya Tora 

Success in terms of 
integration into formal 
SWM system 

(++) (+) (+ -) unknown 

 

Table 8: Success per settlement in terms of integration into the formal solid waste 

management system 
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Organization of the zabbaleen’s waste management system 

In terms of organization, the garbage collectors of Cairo are involved in different types of 

systems within their larger, overall waste management system. Nas and Jaffe give an 

example of the various types of systems which can be found in formal and informal waste 

management systems. In the case of the zabbaleen, many of these systems all seem to 

work together, functioning as a whole.  

 

 

 

Figure 4: The Organization of Cairo’s Waste Management System 

 

One will find informal scavengers which are families without a khot or area to collect 

from. These people do not collect money monthly from collection points such as homes, 

hotels, or restaurants. Instead they can be found roaming the streets at various hours, 

collecting garbage from street corners. The garbage they collect is often of less value as it 

is that which has been left by other garbage collectors. Nas and Jaffe refer to these people 

as scavengers, as do I. In the case of the zabbaleen, however, a distinction needs to be 

Organization of Cairo’s waste management system 

 

Informal: 

• Informal scavengers  

• Informal garbage collectors  

 

Semi-formal:  

• Co-operatives formed by garbage collectors 

• Companies formed by garbage collectors 

 

Formal: 

• Municipal waste collection organizations 

• Privately owned waste collection companies 

• Foreign waste collection companies 
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made between scavengers and informal garbage collectors. In Nas and Jaffe’s model 

such a distinction is not made. Scavengers do no have a fixed khot or area to collect from 

while the latter receive monthly fees for collecting from fixed areas. They are recognized 

by residential areas, hotels and restaurants as the ones who come and collect the garbage 

in return for a monthly fee. Informal garbage collectors can be grouped into family 

businesses, families working together for other families and wage-laborers. 

The zabbaleen have fairly recently formed semi-formal waste-recovery companies 

and co-operatives. Some of these co-operatives work with multinational companies, 

while others have contracted large hotels in coastal areas. Yet others have contracts with 

factories which buy up their raw recycled materials in huge quantities. In most cases 

these semi-formal companies and co-operatives deal in the recycling of materials.  

In terms of formal waste management in Cairo, one can find formal municipal waste 

collection organizations such as the CCBA as well as formal privately owned waste 

collection companies like Misr Service. Foreign formal waste collection companies have 

been contracted by the municipality to provide waste collection services in various 

districts in Cairo. Examples of these companies would be the Spanish and Italian 

Company. 

In practice all levels of organization, whether formal or informal, work together as a 

system of waste management. With the coming of privatization a number of semi-formal 

companies have worked out deals with the foreign companies. There have been cases of 

foreign companies selling off their collected waste to zabbaleen companies who in turn 

process and recycle it, after which it is sold again. Throughout the recycling processes of 

many of these companies and co-operatives informally collected waste is used, processed 

and sold to a formal client. As you can see, the informal waste management system of 

Cairo is a complex one and definitely one which covers many sectors. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 

While reading about the zabbaleen my attention was drawn to the fact that most of the 

literature written was about two settlements and sometimes a third, namely Moqattam, 

Tora and occasionally Ezbet el-Nakhl. I found this very interesting because there are six 

garbage collector settlements located around Cairo. In the course of this research an 

attempt was made to gain an understanding of how four of the six settlements (Moqattam, 

Ezbet el-Nakhl, Moattamadeya and Tora) stand in relation to one another. This 

descriptive research examines the differences between four garbage collector settlements, 

the reasons for these differences and the organization of the informal and formal waste 

management system in Cairo. 

 

Moqattam, Ezbet el-Nakhl, Moattamadeya and Tora differ clearly in terms of location 

and physical outlook. Each settlement has undergone a specific history of events. As a 

result of the research carried out, six main degrees were identified at which the 

settlements differ in terms of development. All six are internal factors with which the 

developmental status of the settlements can be determined. The developments of the 

settlements differ in terms of:  

 

• Infrastructure  

• Housing  

• Public hygiene  

• The location of solid waste management activities  

• The organization of solid waste management activities 

• The variety of solid waste management activities 

 

The reasons for the differences between the settlements can be found in the factors which 

have influenced their development. Seven factors have been identified, namely: 

 

• Landownership status 

• Feeling of Security 
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• Community actions/initiative 

• Interventions 

• Outside stimulants 

• Relationship with authorities 

• Socio-cultural context 

 

In terms of organization, the zabbaleen are a part of a complex, informal system which 

has evolved dynamically with generations of experience. The garbage collectors of Cairo 

are involved in different types of systems, ranging from informal to formal, within the 

larger, overall waste management system. The organization of Cairo’s waste management 

system, including the informal workers, can be categorized in the following way: 

 

Informal: 

• Informal scavengers  

• Informal garbage collectors  

 

Semi-formal:  

• Co-operatives formed by garbage collectors 

• Companies formed by garbage collectors 

 

Formal: 

• Municipal waste collection organizations 

• Privately owned waste collection companies 

• Foreign waste collection companies 

 

The relatively recent developments in the organization of waste-related activities are the 

result of a reaction to certain outside stimulants such as the privatization of solid waste 

management in Cairo. One can see an increase in the formalization of garbage collector 

companies and cooperatives and a tendency to integration into the formal waste 

management system. A positive correlation between factors of influence and degrees of 



 - 100 - 

development also seems to lead to positive outcomes in terms of the organization of solid 

waste management activities. 

 

During the course of this research two recurrent issues have caught my attention. The 

first issue deals with the location of the zabbaleen’s waste management activities in 

relation to the location of their settlement. The threat of eviction never really passes. In 

order for the garbage collectors to be allowed or able to stay living where they are now, 

without too much protest, I believe the waste-related activities will have to be moved to 

another location further away from Cairo’s residential areas/periphery. In order for this to 

be possible, there will have to be more cooperation with the government in terms of 

providing a plot of land on which to carry out the waste-related activities. 

The second issue deals with the privatization of the solid waste management sector 

and it’s consequences for the zabbaleen. As this paper has shown, there have been 

negative and positive outcomes. The privatization has threatened their livelihoods yet this 

informal sector has shown how dynamic and flexible it can be to change. With outside 

help they have started to organize themselves in such a way as to be able to deal with and 

become involved in the formal waste management sector. I have come to think that in 

order for Cairo to have a sustainable waste management system, the different sectors 

dealing with solid waste management at the moment, need to be integrated. After having 

done a study on the prospects of formalization, the CID(2001)8 proposes that the informal 

garbage collectors, the municipal government services and the formal private sector need 

to integrate their systems. I agree that such a partnership would be an ideal step forward. 

Before such integration is possible there are, however, many hurdles that need to be 

taken. The garbage collectors of Cairo have a complete system which has come into 

being with years and generations of experience. With the right kind of support and 

opportunities they are very much so capable of adapting to outside stimulants. 

 

                                                 
8 The CID had done extensive research on the prospects of formalization of the informal solid waste 
management system. They are also actively working with garbage collectors from Moqattam to help them 
organize themselves formally.  
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Appendix B: Pictures 

 

 

Picture 1: View of Moqattam from an apartment building. Notice the 

Moqattam hills in the background. 

 

 

Picture 2: Some of the greeting card designs made by the woman of 

the Learn and Earn Program. 
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Picture 3: APE’s eco-garden, where the compost plant used to 

stand. In the background Moqattam and Kiniisa Adra Mariam. 

 

 

Picture 4: A typical day at an ahoea in Moqattam.  
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Picture 5: View of a street in Moqattam with 

daily life activities such as laundry hanging 

out to dry, a shop selling groceries and a 

man bringing sorted plastic to a recycling 

workshop. 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 6: One of the largest rock-hewn 

churches at Dir Abuna Samaan in Moqattam. 
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Picture 7: A zerriba in Moqattam with on the left stacked and 

compacted paper and on the right sacks of sorted waste. Notice the 

pigs lying in between the paper and carton.  

 

 

Picture 8: Street view of sorted waste in Moqattam, awaiting 

transport to the next waste-processing stage. 
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Picture 9: A plastic recycling workshop in Moqattam. The man is 

washing plastic bags before they can be processed further.  

 

 

Picture 10: A paper compactor in Moqattam.  

 

 



 - 112 - 

 

Picture 11: The Mosque which is being built in the middle of the 

zerriba area in Ezbet el-Nakhl. 

 

 

Picture 12: Picture taken some 20-25 years ago of the situation in 

Ezbet el-Nakhl. 
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Picture 13: The yard of the school which was built by el-Banaat 

Mariam in Ezbet el-Nakhl. 

 

 

Picture 14: Contrast between the school and the zerriba area in 

Ezbet el-Nakhl. 
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Picture 15: A picture taken some 20 years ago showing Soeur 

Emmanuelle standing to the left of Baba Shanouda and in front of 

Dr. Adel who still works in Ezbet el-Nakhl. 

 

 

 

Picture 16: Paintings on a wall of the rooftop of the orphanage run 

by el-Banaat Mariam in Ezbet el-Nakhl. Notice the religious 

references.  
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Picture 17: A child from Ezbet el-Nakhl’s drawing showing the 

importance of the building of houses.  

 

 

Picture 18: A child from Ezbet el-Nakhl’s drawing showing the 

importance of the building of houses. 
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Picture 19: A street view of the zerriba area in Ezbet el-Nakhl with 

an ahoea on the corner. Notice the blue pool table. 

 

 

Picture 20: Picture taken by a child of Ezbet el-Nakhl of his friends 

playing football down below. Notice the paper collector’s plot to the 

left.  
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Picture 21: A view of the living area of Ezbet el-Nakhl. Notice how 

clean the streets are.  

 

 

Picture 22: The contrast between the zerriba area of Ezbet el-Nakhl 

and its surrounding residential buildings. 
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Picture 23: The zerriba area of Ezbet el-Nakhl surrounded by 

residential buildings. 

 

 

Picture 24: A view of the zerribas of Ezbet el-Nakhl. 
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Picture 25: A zerrayib in the middle of the residential area of Ezbet 

el-Nakhl, next to the orphanage in fact.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 26: Street view of Ezbet el-

Nakhl with collected waste stored 

along the street. 
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Picture 27: View of Ezbet el-Nakhl’s zerriba area with a truck which has just arrived 

with collected waste. 
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Picture 28: Shredded plastic laid out on the borders of the zerriba 

area of Ezbet el-Nakhl. 

 

 

Picture 29: A view of processed plastic being stored on the rooftops 

in the residential area in Ezbet el-Nakhl. 
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Picture 30: Moattamadeya surrounded by agricultural land. 

 

 

Picture 31: View of the zerribas on the outside of Moattamadeya 
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Picture 32: View of the streets of 

Moattamadeya. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 33: View of a 

street in Moattamadeya 

with compacted paper 

along one side. 
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Picture 34: View of a street in the zerriba area of Moattamadeya. 

Notice the difference between this and the more residential area. 

 

 

Picture 35: The home of a poor family in Moattamadeya, still living 

amongst the zerribas. 
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Picture 36: A food vendor in his restaurant in Moattamadeya. A boy 

in the back is peeling potatoes. 

 

 

Picture 37: A truck loaded with sorted plastic to be recycled 

elsewhere on its way out of Moattamadeya. 
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Picture 38: Sorting paper in the zerriba area of Moattamadeya. 

 

 

Picture 39: Demonstrating the use of a paper compactor in 

Moattamadeya. 
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Picture 40: Stacked compacted paper and carton in a zerriba in 

Moattamadeya. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 41: Compacted paper 

and carton ready for transport. 
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Picture 42: Cans waiting to be compressed at a plot of land in the 

residential area of Moattamadeya. 

 

 

Picture 43: The machine for compressing cans on a plot of land in 

the residential area of Moattamadeya. 
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Picture 44: Sorted glass in the zerriba area of Moattamadeya. 

 

 

Picture 45: Sorted plastic, mostly milk bottles, in a zerriba in 

Moattamadeya.  
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Picture 46: Boy separating the glass from the tin of light bulbs. The 

tin is sold per kilo.  

 

 

Picture 47: Feeding the organic waste to the pigs which are being 

kept in the pig pen to the right, Moattamadeya. 
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Picture 48: Cart with compost from the pigs in a zerriba area in 

Moattamadeya. 

 

 

Picture 49: A mother sorting waste together with her daughters in a 

zerriba area in Moattamadeya.  
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Picture 50: Husband and wife sorting waste in a zerriba in 

Moattamadeya. 

 

 

Picture 51: Tora on the right of the canal, facing a residential area. 
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Picture 52: Supposedly the last zerrayib in Tora 

 

 

Picture 53: A street in Tora some 10 years ago, before the 

upgrading and relocation project (Courtesy of APE Tora). 
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Picture 54: Tora about 10 years ago, before the upgrading and relocation 

project (Courtesy of APE Tora). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 55: Women from the Learn 

and Earn Program at the APE 

Clinic in Tora (Courtesy of APE 

Tora). 



 - 135 - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 56: A 

relatively clean 

street in Tora. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 57: A grocery shop in 

Tora. 
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Picture 58: APE’s power source with the illegal wires coming out of 

the hole in the wall on the right, Tora.  

 

 

Picture 59: Sorting waste in the backyard in Tora. 
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Picture 60: Sorted waste stacked along a street in Tora. 

 

 

Picture 61: Storing carton on the ground floor of a building in Tora. 
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Picture 62: Littering on the way to Tora. This is waste that no one 

feels responsible for.  

 

 

Picture 63: The dumping and burning of rubbish in the desert along 

the road to Kattameya. 
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Appendix C: Organizations and associations visited and people contacted 

 

APE Clinic, Tora:  

Dr. Nancy Rafaat- In charge of the laboratory and acts as a manager of the Clinic. 

Dr. Amani Sobhi- Specializes in pediatric care. 

Girl from the Learn and Earn Program. 

Dr. Ayman Moharram- Worked as a veterinarian in the Moqattam veterinary 

clinic in 1988 and was involved in a separation-at-source project in 1992. He then 

worked as general manager in Tora during the upgrading and relocation phase 

(1992-1994 and still does volunteer work for them, also in Kattameya. Now 

works  

 

APE Moqattam:  

Bakhit Rizk- Manages the recycling project and designs the cards and other 

products. 

 Iman- Works in the health awareness programs. 

 A teacher at the primary school. 

Some of the women working with the Learn and Earn Program on a permanent 

basis. 

Dr.Marie Assaad- Volunteer for the APE, an anthropologist who was written a lot 

about the zabbaleen and a human development consultant. 

 

The Spirit of the Youth for Environmental Services, Moqattam: 

Ezzat Naem- Born in Imbaba and raised in Moqattam. A former consultant with 

EQI. He later started working for GTZ now has his own NGO, The Spirit of the 

Youth for Environmental Services. 

 Talat- Director of the Recycling School. 

 A couple of co-workers and teachers of the Recycling School. 

 A couple of the students of the Recycling School. 
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CID, Zamalek: 

Dr. Laila Iskander- Volunteer for the APE and founder of CID, also working with 

the Recycling Schooland Ezzat Naem as an adult education consultant. 

 

The Mother Theresa Home, Moqattam: 

Truus Kleijburg- Dutch physiotherapist working with the Mother Theresa home 

for six years. 

 

Dir el-Banaat Mariam, Ezbet el-Nakl: 

Sister Maria- The head nun at the moment of the Mission of the Daughters of St. 

Mary 

Dr. Adel Abdel Malik Ghali- Has worked with the zabbaleen for over 30 years, 

also with Soeur Emmanuelle,in various makeshift clinics. Now runs the clinic 

Center Salaam.  

Madam Fawzeya- A health visitor working with Center Salaam. She took us 

around Ezbet el-Nakhl and on a house visit.  

 

ECRED, Ezbet el-Nakhl: 

Gamal Zekrie Bisada- Worked for Future Foundation around 1983 and with the 

Banaat Mariam for a while before setting up his own NGO, ECRED. His area of 

expertise is community and institutional development. He has worked with the 

zabbaleen in Ezbet el-Nakhl for over 20 years. 

 

The school at Ezbet el-Nakhl: 

 The English teacher- His wife also works at the school as an art teacher. 

 

The orphanage of the Banaat Mariam, Ezbet el-Nakhl: 

 The woman who is there every day and every hour except for Wednesdays.  

 

 



 - 141 - 

Moattamadeya Women’s Association, Moattamadeya:  

 Mrs. Salwa- The executive director 

 Some of the women working with the association. 

 

The Besseda family, Moattamadeya: 

Gamal Besseda’s family. He himself is a ma’allim and related to the famous 

ma’allim Isra’el Ayaat. His children took me in to their home very graciously and 

his eldest son Shahatta, took me around their zerribas. The children do a lot of 

work with Serve International. 

 

North South Consultants Egypt 

Mohamed Shihab and Aliya Ibrahim- Involved in buying products from small 

development organizations and selling them again. They buy products from the 

Moattamadeya Women’s Association since 1999 and from the APE in Moqattam 

since 1988 and from APE Tora not long after.  

 

The community center (church and school, Helwan: 

Milad Shoukri: The man who has set up the community center and whose wife 

comes to teach the children. 

 

APE Kattameya, Kattameya: 

An employee of the plant who gave me a tour of the area and the many 

workshops. 

Mrs. Souriya- In charge at APE Kattameya. 

 

Dr. Doaa el-Sherif: Researcher and architect with a PhD in sustainable urban 

management. She is now a senior staff of the Housing Building and Research 

Center of the Ministry of Housing, Utilities and New Urban Communities in 

Cairo.  
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Mounir Boushra: Former consultant for EQI in Moqattam for 15 years. He then started 

providing technical assistance to the CCBA and is working for an American 

Consultancy as a coordinator/facilitator. 

Individual garbage collectors from Moattamadeya, Ezbet el-Nakhl and Moqattam. 

 

Thomas Boggatz: German consultant working for GTZ at the hospital of Dir el-Banaat 

Mariam. He coordinates a program which is training women to become geriatric 

nurses.  
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Appendix D: The garbage collector settlements of Helwan and Baragil 

 

Helwan 

Helwan is actually the name of a large residential area towards the very south of Cairo. 

The garbage collector settlement itself is located a couple kilometers away from the 

residential area of Helwan and close to the industrial area of 5th of May city. About 350 

families live on desert, governmental land. The people were moved here about 10 years 

ago now and live in a mixture of tins shack and brick one-storied houses. From the main 

road one usually first enters into the living area consisting of a place to sleep and an area 

to cook. Some people have separate rooms. From here a door leads out to the zerriba 

where the waste is sorted and the animals, pigs, goats, chickens, dogs and donkeys roam. 

The situation is very similar as to that of other settlements some 20-25 years ago. There is 

no running water available; the water is transported on carts from nearby water sources. 

This is very expensive and it is difficult to keep water good in hot temperatures. There 

are no electricity or sewer connections either. Some families watch TV on their pickup 

trucks’ battery. Milad Shoukri has set up a community center in the area, made of 

concrete. It holds a church where he and guest priests hold sermons. There is also a 

building in which classes are held for children who cannot go to school or need some 

extra help. The property is lighted with the use of a generator. I understood that various 

activities were held, such as sports, as well as community development meetings.  

 

Baragil 

Baragil is said to be similar to Moattamadeya. It is located further to the west of the latter 

and is also built on agricultural land. The population is said to be around that of 

Moattamadeya. I did not have the opportunity to visit this garbage collector settlement.  
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Appendix E: Recommendations  

 

Looking back and while writing this paper, I of course ask myself what I would have 

done differently. With the knowledge I have now, various things might have been done 

differently. With the knowledge I had when I started, I wonder if I would do things very 

differently. My research question changed fairly drastically at the beginning of the field 

work period. The methods and techniques I had planned on using to collect data thus 

practically became void. In addition to this, some time had passed before I had a 

somewhat clear idea of what my new research question was. It started out as a feeling, 

something I wanted to know and it had to be molded, by the information I was collecting 

around me, into something I could explain to others. Something I could formulate into a 

research question only to take it apart again into concrete pieces to be examined. What I 

would do differently I find hard to say at this time. I could have lived in one of the 

settlements for awhile, although I think spending the night once in a while at a family’s 

house might be more realistic seeing as I did not have the connections in the beginning to 

arrange for something like this. It would have had to come from a family within the 

community and from a family whom I had gotten to know fairly well. Even then, I am 

not sure it would have made me feel comfortable. It is true that after a while you do not 

smell or even feel the garbage around you but if I may be honest, it would have been a lot 

more of a challenge if, for three months, I had not been able to go home and with that, 

away from my field of research. I also feel that, let alone the garbage, this was necessary 

at times to put things back into perspective. I would also have to have decided whether to 

stay in only one settlement or whether to live in each of the four for a certain period of 

time. Perhaps now, because I have come to understand things better, the idea of living 

amongst the people I researched seems a logical and even realistic one. But back then, 

new to the field and a stranger to the community, it would not have been a good idea.  

In terms of methods of collecting data, it would have been nice to have a few more 

interviews with knowledgeable people from Moattamadeya and the other two 

settlements, Baragil and Helwan. This would have helped create an overall picture of all 

the settlements. I was able to visit Helwan one evening, towards the end of the research 

period. I was taken there by Milad Shoukri, a man who has done and is doing a lot for the 
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people living at Helwan. It made me wish I could have visited it earlier and more often. I 

would also have liked to get more information in the form of population surveys. There 

are some organizations that have this kind of data which, until this point, I was not able to 

have access to. Perhaps I should have persisted more and not been afraid of coming 

across as some inexperienced student taking up their precious time.  

It would also have been helpful if I had had a better understanding of the people who 

play an important role in improving the zabbaleen’s situation. It took me awhile to find 

out and then even longer to actually meet with them. This loss of time might have been 

prevented if I had known who and what kind of people I was looking for. What I did 

instead was spend time with various people to get a feeling of their lives and especially 

their thoughts. 

As a result of this research I do feel that I now have a better understanding of Cairo’s 

informal waste system as a whole. It has, however, left me with many more questions on 

various levels and I hope to someday get the chance to explore some of these. What I 

found interesting was how dynamic, people with many odds against them, can be and 

what they can accomplish with the right types of aid and stimulation.   

 

 

 


