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CAIRO’S TIME BOMB: WHO IS COMING TO THE RESCUE? 

What’s a development project?: you’ve a problem, the patient is dying, and you put an 

oxygen tank…to succeed, you need five elements: someone asking for help with a vision or 

frustration, so political will; a donor with money; the implementation agency; the experts and 

the methodology...this is artificial, if you take it, the patient dies. So each element needs to be 

replaced by something that is sustainable: legislation to support the weak or unconfident 

leader; autonomous ways of funding; local institutions; local working processes and trained 

counterparts. This is a good program design, but it is not quick. UN Habitat Official 

From the top floor of the Nile City Towers in Cairo´s Corniche, overlooking the Nile 

River, Luca Citarella and Stephane David were shielded from the searing heat of Egypt’s 

summer. The top officials for the European Union (EU) Delegation to Egypt were preparing 

the opening remarks for the annual 2018 workshop that aimed to take stock of the EU-

financed projects in Cairo. With around 20 million inhabitants, a fifth of Egypt´s population, 

Cairo was Africa´s largest city by population, the capital of the largest Arab country in the 

world, and the fastest-growing city worldwide in terms of population, growing by 0.5 

million/year and projected to reach 40 million by 20501. All this made Cairo central to the 

EU activities to put the ‘Southern Neighbourhood countries’ into a sustainable development 

path.2 The EU activities aimed to implement the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), 

launched in 2004 and revised in 2015, to help support and foster stability, security and 

prosperity in the countries closest to the EU borders. The ENP confirmed a “strongly held 

view the EU should uphold and promote universal values of good governance, democracy, 

rule of law, and human rights”.3 Further, the policy aimed to create conditions to help the 

neighbouring countries access loans and grants to finance the development of social and 

economic infrastructure to reduce poverty and inequality and stimulate economic growth and 

job creation. Other workshop participants were the European Investment Bank (EIB), the 

three Greater Cairo Governorates, the Egyptian Housing Ministry, public bodies such as the 

Informal Settlement Development Fund (ISDF), the Social Fund for Development (SFD) and 

Tahya Misr (Long Live Egypt) Fund, UN Habitat, and European development agencies such 

as the Agence Française de Développement (AFD) and German Development Agency (GIZ). 

                                                 
1 Euromonitor International 2017. Global Economics and Consumers 
2 Other countries included Algeria, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Syria, Tunisia and 
Palestine (the inclusion of the latter was not to be construed as recognition of a State of Palestine by 
the EU member states) 
3 Review of the European Neighbourhood Policy, 2015. High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs 
and Security policy, European Commission Brussels, 18th November 
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On top of the agenda were the projects approved by the European Commission in 2012 to 

help the Egyptian authorities upgrade the informal areas of Greater Cairo — a megacity with 

one of the highest population densities in the world4 and where two thirds of the inhabitants 

lived in informal settlements and slums with limited access to water, electricity, and sewerage 

and lacked land tenure, basic social services, street lighting and paved streets.5 Despite the 

years of political upheaval following the Arab Spring in 2011, the projects that were directly 

sponsored by the EU delegation in Cairo seemed to be doing well. For example, since 2012, 

the EU had awarded over €40m in grants to the GIZ Participatory Development Program 

(PDP), which had stayed largely on schedule. The GIZ PDP aimed to impact 2 bn people 

living across nine informal areas. And a GIZ PDP subproject, co-financed with the Bill & 

Melinda Gates Foundation, even went on to receive an international urban innovation award.  

 In contrast, the innovative €178 million (Neighbourhood Investment Facility) NIF South-

25 project, agreed by the EU headquarters with the Egyptian Ministry of International 

Cooperation in 2012, had been beset by delays and the 5-year project was running several 

years late. The NIF-South-25 project was a ‘blended facility’ by which the EU committed 

grants to leverage loans to be provided by the EIB and AFD – “The idea is to put a small 

amount of money and you create multiplier effects. This is a good approach because the 

loans most of the times are focusing on the hard work, while with the grants, you can focus 

on technical assistance and capacity building and other kind of things. But you’ve to have a 

very strong supportive team to solve all the institutional obstacles that are typical of this kind 

of projects when you mix many stakeholders”, said an EU official. Specifically, in 2012, the 

EU had committed a €33.5m grant to leverage €45m in loans from the EIB to a Community 

Development Programme (CDP); and committed a €15m grant to leverage a €80m AFD loan 

to an Unplanned Areas and Slums Upgrading Programme (UASUP). To build local 

capabilities, both EIB and AFD were delegating the implementation of their project to SFD, 

an Egyptian public agency, which in turn delegated the implementation of the infrastructure 

development projects to the Governorates and the implementation of the micro-credit lines to 

local banks. In the AFD project, the implementation of the loan element to finance micro-

credits was on schedule. But the implementation of the grant element towards infrastructure 

development in 6 informal areas (eg roads, water networks, sewage, upgrading of open 

spaces, market areas, street lighting) was running around 3 years late. More frustratingly, 

there were no signs yet as to when the implementation of the EIB project was about to start. 

These delays, vis-à-vis the rapid growth of Cairo’s population and urban informality 

fuelled a consensus on a need to find innovative ways to accelerate development aid - “If you 

decide to extend a water, power, or sanitation scheme for 200km, it seems a lot, but it’s not a 

lot... before it’s finish, it’s too short”, said a EU official. This challenge motivated initiatives 

such as the Union for the Mediterranean – an intergovernmental organization established in 

                                                 
4 Over 100,000/ sqkm Simms, D 2004. The Case of Cairo: Informal Settlements on Former Agricultural Land 
5 Slum was the technical term for the most deprived form of informal settlements. Most informal areas 

in Cairo were not, however, slums in the sense of shantytowns, but rather unplanned areas where the 

quality of the construction was reasonably good, with buildings sometimes up to five stories high  
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1995, which brought together the EU and the 15 neighbouring countries to “address the three 

strategic objectives of the region: stability, human development and integration.”
6
  Pressed 

by an evolving development policy context including the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, the European Commission (which was roughly investing €1 bn/year in Africa) 

was asking its members to put up more money to assist the neighbouring countries. The EIB 

too was looking to do more through its Economic Resilience Initiative so as to accelerate 

urban development and render projects bankable to the standards of EIB. 7 An official said – 

“When you have targets like SDG 11, you cannot do business as usual - the old traditional 

themes disappear. I’m now talking about cities, urban development, slum upgrading.” 

Complicating development assistance to Egypt was a resurgence of authoritarianism, 

enhancing the power of the state institutions to act without public oversight since 2014. And 

in 2015, the EU warned the Egyptian government that some provisions of a new local law 

restricting the activities of NGOs in Egypt were “likely to directly affect European 

cooperation assistance’
8
. Yet, indifferent to the EU concerns, the Egyptian state went ahead 

with the new law. Further, it announced an alliance by which China state-owned contractors 

would be awarded multi-billion dollar contracts to build New Cairo, a controversial $45bn 

new capital, 40km away from central Cairo.9 And ironically, at the same time the Egyptian 

state was agreeing cooperation priorities with the EU, including a “share commitment to the 

universal values of democracy, the rule of law and the respect of human rights”,10 it was 

receiving billions of dollars in financial assistance from Saudi Arabia, one of the world’s 

most authoritarian regimes. As well as this, the Egyptian government had started to bulldoze 

the Maspero Triangle, an unplanned, historical district in central Cairo where thousands of 

families lived– “how can a proud country kill its heritage?”, asked the UK-based liberal 

Guardian newspaper11. Amid a growing tension between the values espoused by donors and 

multilaterals and those by the Egyptian state, one thing seemed sure. The world was running 

out of time to help Egypt upgrade the slums of Cairo. What could Luca and Stephane do?     

*********** 

Egypt  

Egypt, as one of the cradles of civilisation, was in dire straits as the country marched into 

the XXI century. With more than 95% of its population concentrated on the Nile River valley 

and delta (which represented only 6.5% of the country’s area), Egypt was struggling to cope 

                                                 
6 https://ufmsecretariat.org/who-we-are/ 
7 Through the Economic Resilience Initiative, EIB committed to increase its financing by an additional €6bn 
over a 5-year period starting from October 2016 for the Southern Neighbourhood and the Western Balkans. The 
EIB estimated the €6bn would deliver €15bn of extra investment in the eligible countries by 2020. 
8 EU Statement of the new NGO law in Egypt. 31 May 2015. https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage_en/27183/Statement%20on%20the%20new%20NGO%20law%20in%20Egypt 
9 By 2018, the value of construction projects implemented by Chinese companies had reached $7.6bn. Omran H. 
2018. Chinese companies implement $7.59bn worth of construction projects in Egypt. Daily News, Nov28 
10 EU-Egypt Partnership Priorities 2017-2020. Association between the European Union and Egypt. The 
Association Council. Brussels, 16 June 
11 Farid, F 2018. How can a proud country kill its heritage?’ Cairo calls time on oldest watch shop. The 
Guardian, 7 August   
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with a steady increase of its population – which was adding more than one million people per 

year to a country where only 6% of the land was arable.12 These concerns had motivated a 

new  law limiting cash assistance to poor families to two children, and a family-planning 

campaign “Two is Enough” aiming to challenge traditions of large families in poor 

communities. But complicating matters, the instability in the Middle East was also putting 

pressure on Egypt’s population, and by 2018, the number of refugees was about to reach over 

5 million people13. With half of the country’s population below the age of 2514, Egypt had 

thus become the most populous country of North Africa and the Arab World, and the third-

most populous in Africa. 

Politically and economically, the country had also seen major changes since the turn of the 

century. After the downfall of the dictatorship regime of Hosni Mubarak during the Arab 

Spring, a new president was elected in 2012, Mohammed Morsi, and for some time the world 

thought the country was about to embrace the values of liberal democracies. But supported by 

the Muslim Brotherhood, Morsi began instead to set up a dictatorship underpinned on a strict 

Islamist policy, putting the individual liberties on hold. After a new wage of mobilisation 

took place across the country, Morsi was forced out of power by the Egyptian Armed Forces, 

and the head of the Armed Forces, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, became president in 2014. Al-Sisi’s 

government outrightly classified the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization, and a 

period of political instability and terrorism ensued that weakened the economy and led to a 

drop of 60% of tourists stay by 201515. By 2016, struggling to bring down the unemployment 

rates and the current account deficit, Egypt was forced to accept a USD $12 billion loan from 

International Monetary Fund (IMF). The loan was made conditional on the country 

undertaking essential reforms such as the full flotation of the Egyptian pound, which led to an 

initial depreciation of the currency by 50%. These measures enabled to consolidate the fiscal 

targets, but also led to a rapid increase in inflation, which reached 25% at the end of 2016. 

With the arrival of Al-Sisi to power in 2014, the country saw a resurgence of its long 

authoritarian tradition, not by declaring a state of emergency, but by operating through legal 

channels that granted the executive, courts, security services, and the chief prosecutor 

immense discretion in interpreting the letter of the law. Standing between the central 

executive and cash-strapped municipalities with hardly any in-house technical capabilities 

were 26 Governorates that were headed by Governors. These high governmental officials, 

whose role was modelled after the French “Préfet”, represented the central government, and 

were responsible to ensure the local branches of state services functioned properly. But the 

Governors, who were appointed directly by the President, lacked any policymaking power –

they were just “the eyes of the president”. Civil society groups were also quite constrained in 

what they could do by laws that restricted freedom of assembly, bans on politically affiliated 

                                                 
12 https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/egypt-population/ 
13 UNHCR. Aside from Syria, refugees come from, among other countries, Iraq, Ethiopia, Somalia, South 
Sudan, and Eritrea.  
14 Un Habitat Public Spaces and the tight to the city. Greater Cairo Region Egypt. UN Human Settlements 
Programme, Giza, Egypt 
15 Source: Central bank of Egypt. In the years preceding the events of 2011, there was an average 15 million 
tourists annually, in 2015 there were only 8.9 million. Error! Reference source not found. 
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groups on university campus, and the severity of associated punishments. Further, in May 

2017, Al-Sisi signed a law restricting the scope and activities of all NGOs by establishing a 

public body (the National Authority for the Regulation of Non-Governmental Foreign 

Organizations) with a mandate to monitor all NGOs receiving foreign funding from choices 

for their leadership to the meeting schedule – a law that, the UN Special Rapporteur on the 

right to freedom of assembly and association Maina Kiai said, threatened to “devastate the 

country’s civil society for generations to come and turn it into a government puppet.” 

Challenges notwithstanding, as a country of origin for migrants entering Europe, and the 

most populous country of the Arab World, Egypt remained central to the EU efforts to bring 

stability and prosperity to the Mediterranean basin and contain the migration crisis (Exhibit 

1). Guiding the terms of the cooperation was the Association Agreement signed in 2001 that 

informed the 2017-2020 EU-Egypt partnership priorities agreed in 2017 in light of the 

European Neighbourhood Policy (Exhibit 2). The aim of the partnership priorities was to 

“promote joint interests and guarantee long-term stability on both sides of the 

Mediterranean”. 16 As part of a call for mutual cooperation, the EU committed to support the 

Egyptian government's efforts to strengthen its migration governance framework; to 

empower local authorities in planning and delivering public services; to ensure equality in 

economic, social and political opportunities; and to support efforts to protect marginalised 

groups and improve the delivery of education and health systems. And at odds with the 

legislative developments in Egypt, the EU-Egypt partnership priorities were guided by a 

“shared commitment to the universal values of democracy, the rule of law, fundamental 

freedoms, and the respect of human rights as constitutional rights of all citizens”.  

Greater Cairo Informal Settlements  

Greater Cairo was the largest metropolitan area on the African continent, where over 20 

million people lived. By 2018, the rapid boom in population since the sixties (when it was 

around 6 million people), together with decades of inefficient housing policies, had left Cairo 

with a wide gap between housing supply and demand. As a result, the informal housing 

market had become the only market affordable to urban dwellers with low or middle 

incomes. This was to the extent that around 60% of Cairo’s population lived in unplanned 

settlements (with over 28,000 families living in settlements classified as unsafe and thus in 

need or urgent relocation).  Crucially, the population growth rate in informal areas was 

around 3.4% per year, compared to 0.3% for the planned areas17 (Exhibit 3a,b). Informal 

areas were characterised by a lack of basic public amenities such as water, electricity, and 

sanitation, as well as social infrastructure such as schools, health centres, libraries and youth 

centres (Exhibit 4). Further, the lack of land titling left people living under the threat of 

forced evictions and the lack of street lightening and paved streets made the areas unsafe. All 

this left the young population suffering from a high incidence of poverty, health problems 

and unemployment, and vulnerable to radicalization and calls to join terrorist organizations. 

                                                 
16 General Secretariat of the Council (2017). EU-Egypt Partnership Priorities 2017-2020. Association between 
the European Union and Egypt. The Association Council. Brussels, 16 June  
17 Denis E, Sejourne M.  2002. Information System for Informal Settlements: Ministry of Planning & GTZ. 
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Whilst the Egyptian government had long been aware of the steady growth of the informal 

settlements of Cairo, for four decades the government had adopted an expansionist approach 

by which the Housing Ministry sought to persuade the poor to move to new social housing 

constructed in desert land such as 6th of October. But this approach had systematically failed 

to attract the poor who not only lacked money to pay the rents, but also did not want to move 

to the desert, away from the job opportunities and social networks in central Cairo, and facing 

long commutes with hardly any public transport available. This was to the extent that in many 

cases after the poor had been transferred to new cities, they would end up returning to their 

original neighbourhoods in central Cairo even though their homes had been demolished. As a 

result, the expansionist approach had produced numerous “ghost cities”, with over a million 

housing units vacant, whilst the informal areas in Cairo continued to grow steadily (Exhibit 

5). And yet, the expansionist approach remained deep seated in government. By 2015/16, 

investment in new cities such as New Cairo was taking a third of the Built Environment 

budget, though benefiting only 2% of the population. In contrast, a similar amount was being 

spent on existing cities and villages, where 98% of the Egyptians lived (Exhibits 6, 7a,b) 

Expansionist approach notwithstanding, after a 2008 rockslide at the informal Al-Doweiqa 

district in Cairo killed over 130 people, the Egyptian government set up the Informal 

Settlement Development Fund (ISDF) to compile the informal areas and develop a plan to 

develop those areas or move people out.18 Following criteria set by the UN Human 

Settlements Program (UN-Habitat), ISDF distinguished between safe and unsafe areas, and 

by 2012, the public agency had mapped out 53 areas in Cairo as unsafe due to imminent 

threats such as flood pathway, health risks, or unsuitable sheltering conditions; further, ISDF 

identified over 1 million people living in unsafe areas. After the Arab Spring, the problem of 

informal settlements got high in the government agenda, and in 2014, ISDF was elevated into 

a Ministry. A former government official recalled: 

A country emerging from the grassroots of revolution… that was looking to champion the 

cause of marginalized people… the prime-minister knew about slums, about the importance 

of improving people’s lives...he wanted us to focus on slums, and if it was not but for him, 

informal settlements would not have taken a priority in Egypt  

By 2015, ISDF had lost its Ministerial status. But the elimination of unsafe areas remained 

a government priority (Exhibit 7). Central to the new rehousing policy was Al Asmarat, a 

EGP 5billion (~$320m) social housing district that aimed to offer over 20,000 residential 

units to accommodate around 100,000 people, including all the inhabitants to be evicted from 

the unsafe areas in the Al-Doweiqa district. Unlike the former new cities, Al Asmarat was 

about an hour away by public transportation, was thus relatively close to Central Cairo. By 

2016, nearly 10,000 families had been relocated to furnished residential units, 63sqm in line 

with Egypt’s family-planning policies, for 300 Egyptian pounds (~ $17) per month. But even 

Al Asmarat was not without critics, who pointed to a lack of social infrastructure (schools, 

markets, community centres) and rules prohibiting the residents from starting local 

                                                 
18 ISDF 2009 Terms of reference for data collection of slum areas (unsafe and unplanned) in the governorates of 

the republic.  
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businesses.  But by 2015, the mind-set was changing, and officials were becoming aware for 

the need to supplement housing with social infrastructure. A former ISDF official recalled: 

The first phase was shocking. It (Al-Asmarat) was all residential buildings, row upon row, 

not a single park, a community area, pre- schools, pharmacies, stores, cafes, nothing. When I 

asked the Governor why there had been no provision for that, he said “no, that will take 

away precious land I need for housing units.” But in the 2
nd

 phase, we added them… but the 

transport issue is humongous, only one bus every two hours and costs an awful lot of money 

Proud of what government had achieved, in an official opening of the first two phases of 

Al Asmarat in 2016, President Al-Sisi mandated ISDF to eliminate all unsafe areas by 2018, 

and warned that, “I will not allow anyone [to imply certain things about the government] by 

producing movies that document the circumstances of poor citizens, especially as we are here 

today to launch these new residential areas to give Egyptians a new standard of living.”19  

The Development Ecosystem in Egypt 

The presence of the international development sector in Egypt had been a constant for 

many decades to assist the state in economic and social development. Some actors were 

elements of large multinational organizations such as UN-Habitat, a specialised agency of the 

United Nations to promote sustainable urban development. Other international actors were 

large charitable organizations such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation or the Ford 

Foundation. Others were state-owned implementation agencies such as the German 

Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). And others were development banks 

such as the French Agence Francaise de Developpement (AFD), the European Investment 

Bank (EIB), KfW, a German state-owned development bank, and the World Bank (WB). A 

central concern by the key players in the development sector was to create conditions by 

which the development banks felt confident to lend money to the Egyptian state. For 

example, the EU policymakers expected that by making money available in the form of 

grants, they could encourage the EIB and AFD to make loans available for bankable projects, 

through the so-called blended facility instruments. By 2015, the financial leverage effect of 

the EU was 1:6.9, meaning that for every euro provided by the EU in the form of a grant, 

€6.9 of lending or investment had been mobilised from the European financial institutions20.   

French Development Agency (AFD) 

The Agence Francaise de Developpement (AFD), created in 1941, was the arm of the 

French government to implement its foreign policy as set out in France’s Framework 

Document for Development Cooperation. AFD aimed to finance and support projects to 

improve living conditions through a network of dozens of agencies around the world. In 

practical terms, AFD’s mission had evolved towards that of a development bank, having been 

granted this status by the European Central Bank on 30 June 2017. Hence, AFD mainly 

carried its mission by providing loans, grants, expertise and technical assistance. As well as 

                                                 
19https://dailynewsegypt.com/2016/05/30/all-perpetrators-of-minya-sectarian-strife-will-be-held-accountable-al-
sisi/ 

20 https://bankwatch.org/ENPguide/index.php?title=Neighbourhood_Investment_Facility_(NIF) 
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this, AFD was one of the European development agencies that were accredited by the EU to 

manage European delegated funds. The terms of the loans allocated by AFD were determined 

by the nature of the project, the context (political, economic, social and environmental) and 

the quality of the borrower (rating, guarantees). For the development of the poorest countries, 

the AFD also used, occasionally, grants to finance actions in the social sector (health, 

education), rural and urban development initiatives and infrastructure projects. But grants 

represented a small proportion of the funds committed by the AFD, and by 2018, 83% of the 

11.4 billion euros committed by the AFD were in the form of loans (Exhibit 8).  

As a lender, AFD did not act as an implementing agency. In Egypt, AFD only had a small 

team overseeing the projects, operating from the French embassy by they lacked technical or 

project management expertise. Projects were instead implemented by local public agencies 

such as the Social Development Fund (SFD), with AFD technical staff based in Paris offering 

technical assistance, monitoring progress and quality, and giving no-objection notices to 

requests for funds, tenders, and contract awards. But it was up to the local office to monitor 

progress on day by day basis, build a relationship of trust with SFD, and organise supervision 

missions from head office twice a year to take stock of progress; a Paris-based official said 

This role-play between the local agency and head office is important, the agency will 

cultivate a relationship of trust with the counterpart, even if it means passing off the head 

office for the bad cop, the person who says no, who says, it’ll not meet our criteria, etc...It 

happens we find ourselves playing this role (control/monitoring), but our goal is to create a 

space of trust to understand each other and create the conditions necessary for the project to 

achieve its objectives. For this, it is better to have a relationship of trust, rather than control. 

GIZ  

The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) was a German 

development agency providing services in the field of international development cooperation. 

Unlike AFD, GIZ was more than a bank and thus not only provided finance and technical 

support, but also implemented projects in areas such as economic and urban development and 

employment promotion, energy and the environment, and peace and security. Like AFD, GIZ 

was also a main bilateral partner of the EU. Further, and also like AFD, GIZ financial 

agreements included subsidy agreements, grant agreements and financing agreements. Due to 

its regional significance, Egypt was an important partner for Germany, and thus GIZ has been 

implementing projects in Egypt since the mid-50s, using a mix of in-house staff and local and 

international consultants. In particular, in Egypt, GIZ run the oldest Participatory 

Development Program (PDP) worldwide since 2004 – a program that was focused on 

working with Community Development Associations (CDAs) and local NGOs to give a voice 

to the poor and use consensus-oriented processes to develop lists of local priorities before 

starting to implement physical and social infrastructure projects. The first PDP, between 2004 

and 2010, had benefited from a €26.8m EU grant, and was at the time the only international 

development cooperation program to target the living conditions in the informal areas.  

The GIZ PDP espoused the idea of a power reversal between the implementation agencies 

and the poor, the ultimate beneficiaries. And so, in efforts to “put the last first”, GIZ adopted 
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the principle of participatory development endorsed by the United Nations, OECD, and other 

multilateral organizations. A participatory approach aimed to go beyond consultation. 

Instead, it was about defining priorities through consensus-seeking procedures, embracing the 

ideas of empowerment and shared control, where the development professionals would 

become facilitators of a locally-driven process. The aim was to harness the local know-how 

of needs and constraints that communities possessed as well as their networks to design 

projects that effectively addressed their needs: “the empowerment of the people to effectively 

involve themselves in creating the structures and in designing policies and programmes that 

serve the interests of all as well as to effectively contribute to the development process and 

share equitably in its benefits
. 21” 

The participatory approach draw directly on the UN Declaration of the Right to 

Development adopted in 1986, which said “The right to development is an inalienable human 

right by virtue of which every human person and all peoples are entitled to participate in, 

contribute to and enjoy.” By 2005, the same principle had been crystallised in the World 

Charter for the Right to the City, “all persons have the right to participate through direct and 

representative forms in the elaboration, definition, implementation, and fiscal distribution 

and management of public spaces and municipal budgets (Clause 1.2, article 2). The 

participatory development was deemed more efficient than bureaucratic management, but not 

without its critics considering the time it took to build a consensus. Further, there was no 

guarantee the local stakeholders would cooperate, that mutual trust could emerge, that 

consensus could be achieve, or that the approach failed to capture the voices of the poor due 

to power differentials – and thus the warnings against the “tyranny of participatory 

development”.22 One local NGO experienced in implementing a participatory approach said: 

one the major obstacles is a lack of trust between the community and researchers.. if it’s done 

correctly, participatory design is within a legal framework that binds the decision-makers to 

the results... but in Egypt, it’s purely voluntary, so it’s a fluid process…the other problem is 

this utopian distinction between consultation and participation because it sort of puts things 

in a hierarchy of what’s good and bad practice. Whereas a lot of it relates to what you can 

get done, practically speaking... when you’re calling for a meeting, you’ve decided on the 

things to be discussed, so you’ve already created a hierarchy...and if through this long 

process of participatory design , we come up with a certain solution but we know it will never 

come to light, then an element of pragmatism has to come in where you make certain 

executive decisions …there’s always a play of power involved, many issues, political, social, 

economic and also pragmatic come into account…that’s why  I don’t like claiming we do 

participatory design because I don’t think we do. We do design by consultation  

European Investment Bank (EIB) 

Another key player in the donor sector in Egypt, the European Investment Bank (EIB) was 

the only bank owned by and representing the interests of the EU Member States. As a EU 

                                                 
21 African Charter on Popular Participation in Development and Transformation,  UN 1986-90 Programme for 
African Economic Recovery and Development 
22 Cleaver, F 2001, ‘Institutions, Agency and the Limitations of Participatory Approaches to Development’, in 
Cooke, B, and U Kothari (eds), Participation: The New Tyranny?, London & New York, Zed Books 
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body, the EIB was governed by both public and corporate governance principles towards 

helping to improve the economy, create jobs, promote equality and improve lives for EU 

citizens and for people in developing countries. As a financial institution, EIB offered loans, 

guarantees, equity investments and advisory services to the public and private sectors.  

Further, EIB could blend loans with grants in order to mobilize finance for critical projects, 

with grants typically coming from public bodies and philanthropic organisations. The idea of 

blending facilities was to reduce the overall riskiness of projects and mobilise extra capital. 

Like the AFD, the EIB was used to ‘delegate’ project implementation to local public agencies 

in that sense the bank saw project implementation as the responsibility of the 

counterparts/promoters who “owned” the development projects. Further, to supervise project 

implementation, the lender used the support of consultants. As an official said 

We, EIB, are a financier; we are primarily here to support, but when it comes to 

implementation in such challenging countries, we need to be properly supported to monitor 

the full range of implementation issues… Day-to-day monitoring can only be done efficiently 

with a good technical assistance. We are a lending arm of the EU, part of the big EU family. 

So basically we are a bank, an instrument to project finance 

 The relationship of EIB with Egypt had more than 4 decades, with Cairo Metro having 

received almost €1 billion in financing from EIB. But EIB had only opened a small 

representation in Egypt in 2003, the first EIB office outside the EU, which was initially 

tasked to serve the whole Mashreq region. As such, the Egyptian projects were monitored 

from the EIB headquarters in Luxemburg. In Egypt, the EIB operations had to follow the 

European Neighbourhood Policy and the EU External Lending Mandates. More generally, 

the EIB was responsible for managing the European Development Fund (EDF), the EU's 

main instrument for providing development aid, created in 1957 by the Treaty of Rome and 

launched in 1959. The EDF was aligned with the mission of EIB in that it aimed to fund 

cooperation activities in the fields of economic, social and human development as well as 

regional cooperation and integration. For the period 2014-2020, the financial resources made 

available by the 11th EDF amounted to €30.5 bn. This budget was financed by contributions 

from the Member States, although it was kept outside the EU budget and thus agreed in 

parallel with the negotiations of the other external instruments financed under the EU budget.  

Social Fund for Development (SFD) 

The Social Fund for Development (SFD) had been established in 1991 with support from 

the World Bank as a semi-governmental Egyptian public agency body to help the State 

develop Egypt in core directions including: establishing job opportunities, improve provision 

of public services, and enhance living conditions in informal urban areas and rural areas. 

Unlike the Governorates and other public agencies owned by the State, SFD was not part of 

the government structure, even if it had to abide by the government policy. Instead, SFD was 

governed by a diverse board of directors, which included government ministers, public 

figures, NGOs and academia, having the Prime Minister as the head of the board. The SFD 

had no direct funding lines from the Egyptian government, but rather depended on funds 

from international organizations such as the Word Bank, UN, EU, and national agencies from 

donor countries, which delegated on SFD the responsibility to implement the development 



Cairo’s Time Bomb 

11 
 

aid projects. SFD in turn would seek to implement the projects in partnership with 

Community Development Associations, NGOs, the Governorates, and other public agencies 

such as the National Water agency. SFD’s portfolio was rich in labour-intensive projects to 

develop basic infrastructure, protect natural resources, and improve the living conditions in 

rural and urban informal areas. Other projects in the SFD portfolio related with making credit 

lines quickly available to SMEs. But not everyone was supportive of SFD’s role as an 

implementation agency in that SFD was not fully integrated with the Egyptian government. 

Further, some observers were critical of SFD priorities around labour-intensive projects– “a 

bit like peeing in the pants, only feels good initially,” remarked one UN Habitat official. 

Tahya Misr (Long Live Egypt) Fund  

The Tahya Misr (Long Live Egypt) Fund was established by a presidency decree in July 

2014, right after President Al-Sisi was elected, to bolster the Egyptian economy.  The Tahya 

became a legal entity through Law No. 139/2014, which was amended by Law No. 84/2015. 

Making “Natasharak” (cooperation) its slogan, the fund headed by the Prime Minister put 

emphasis on social and economic development, stating in its Article VII that: “the Tahya 

Misr Fund shall be competent to supporting the State to establish service and development 

projects, develop slums, tackle the problem of street children and homeless, help set up 

micro, small and medium enterprises, develop infrastructure projects, and other projects that 

contribute to support the country’s social and economic position. In cooperation with ISDF 

and the Housing Ministry, the Fund was focused on eliminating unsafe slums in two years, to 

deliver the 2016 public pledge by President Al-Sisi. To this purpose, the Fund was supporting 

efforts to build new housing units on vacant military-owned desert land such as the Tahya 

Misr or El-Asmarat City, making the land that would become vacant in the city centre 

available for real estate developments. The Fund had publicly committed to adopt policies to 

improve the standard of living of Egyptian citizens in a manner that guaranteed their rights 

and their living conditions. The sources of the money were funds transferred from the 

Ministries, Army, and donations from the civil society including businessmen, politicians, 

and private firms. But despite political pressure to donate, with donations in the order of EGP 

8 bn by 2016 ($500m), the fund was struggling to achieve its EGP 100bn target23. 

UN Habitat   

UN Habitat was the UN programme for human settlements and sustainable urban 

development. Established in 1978 in the aftermath of the UN’s first conference on human 

settlements and urban development, UN Habitat was headquartered in Kenya and worked 

under a mandate to promote socially and environmentally sustainable towns and cities. UN 

Habitat was very much committed to help implement global policies such as the New Urban 

Agenda adopted at the UN Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development 

(Habitat III) in 2016 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with a specific focus 

on SDG 11- to make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. As a custodian agency, 

UN Habitat aimed to play a coordination role of monitoring and assessing the SDG11 

implementation, espousing the principles of integrated and participatory approaches to 

                                                 
23 Extra News TV, 22 March, 2017. www.yoututbe.com/watch?v=AsrysbVEeg 
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development, the preservation of cultural heritage; and the integration of slums and informal 

settlements into the social, economic, cultural, and political dimensions of cities.24 

With a quarter of the world population living in slums in 2018, tackling the steady rise of 

slum dwellers was a priority to UN Habitat. In Egypt, working with government and public 

bodies, UN Habitat had been giving technical advice both at project and policy levels for 

more than 10 years. And since 2011, UN Habitat had even established a Regional Office for 

the Arab States (ROAS) in Cairo, which in 2016 saw its Arab Strategy for Housing and 

Sustainable Urban Development 2030 endorsed by the League of Arab Stats. The Strategy 

offered a framework for joint Arab action in housing and sustainable urban development, and 

was aligned with the City Prosperity Index, a 2012 UN Habitat tool that defined a prosperous 

city as one that provided productivity, infrastructure development, quality of life, equity and 

social inclusion, and environmental sustainability. Specifically in Egypt, UN Habitat had 

been supporting government around strategic planning and governance through staff co-

located in the General Organization for Physical Planning, and fully paid by central 

government. The relationships of UN Habitat with government were thus so strong to the 

extent one Minister of Housing had been a former Head of UN Habitat – “UN Habitat is very 

much sleeping with national government”, summarised a senior UN Habitat staff member. 

The European Neighbourhood Policy 

The EU's relations with the closest of the Eastern and Southern Neighbours including 

Egypt were governed by the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). With a budget of 15.4 

billion euros for 2014-2020, the EU Commission had signed an agreement with each country 

under the umbrella of ENP. For Egypt, the priorities targeted poverty alleviation, local 

development and social protection; governance, transparency and business environment, and 

the environment in order to pursue social justice, job creation, economic prosperity and 

improved living conditions25. Underpinning these priorities were the notions of rule of law, 

human rights, and fundamental freedoms. These priorities were aligned with the prevailing 

ideas on what works and does not work with aid, as agreed in high-level forums on aid 

effectiveness, and consolidated in the Paris Declaration and the Accra Agenda for Action 

(Exhibit 9a, 9b). Since the European Commission lacked project implementation 

capabilities, the implementation of the ENP rested with the development agencies of the 

member states. The latter had to submit proposals to the EU Commission Directorate General 

for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations (DG NEAR), which managed the 

development programs such as the Neighbourhood Investment Facility (NIF) and other 

bilateral cooperation funds financed by the EU budget under the ENP. For aid to Egypt, the 

DG NEAR had about €120m/year– a sum of money decided by the EU Parliament and 

                                                 
24 With a focus on technical support, UN Habitat was thus different from the UN development agency (UNDP), 
promoting technical and investment cooperation to help countries achieve the SDGs. 

25 General Secretariat of the Council (2017). EU-Egypt Partnership Priorities 2017-2020. Association 
between the European Union and Egypt. The Association Council. Brussels, 16 June:  
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/07/pdf/EU-Egypt_pdf/ 
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Council per request of the European Commission26 (Exhibit 10). A EU project was expected 

to take 3 years to formulate, 5 years to implement, and 2 years to close; one official said: 

We’re a big elephant, not quick at all, but once we move we can make an impact…so when 

we get a proposal from the Egyptian authorities, it can take up to 5 years before we move 

into implementation… one of the most favoured modes to implement projects is delegated 

cooperation, recognizing national agencies have more savoir faire and experience...the 

agencies send us a proposal and we’ve a decision-making process at headquarters until we 

manage to sign a financial agreement… we never move without having first a framework with 

the Egyptian government. We may be able to sign two, three agreements in one year. 

 The European Commission trusted on their partners to implement the projects, and 

monitored them through the local delegations and  missions from Brussels. Further, the EU 

had to approve any changes proposed by the partners to the terms of the agreement with the 

recipients of aid – “delegated corporation does not mean you wash your hands and don’t 

follow-up”, said an EU official.  In Cairo, two urban development projects managed by DG 

NEAR were the GIZ PDP and the Integrated and Sustainable Housing and Community 

Development Program, NIF-South 25. Together, they sought to impact the lives of billions of 

inhabitants of Cairo that lived in safe but unplanned areas (Exhibit 11).  

GIZ Participatory Development Programme (PDP) 

Embracing the spirit of the Arab Spring, in 2012, at the request of the Egyptian Ministry 

of International Cooperation, the GIZ PDP was awarded €20m of EU funding to focus on 

four informal areas of Greater Cairo (Exhibit 12). And by late 2013, the PDP had been 

expanded to reach out another 5 informal areas, reaching over 2 million poor, and attracting 

further funding from the EU as well as from the German government through the Federal 

Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, which was spearheading a global 

initiative, the Marshall Plan with Africa (Exhibit 13). GIZ projects were focused on basic 

works to be carried on by the civic society including NGOS and Community Development 

Associations (CDAs). To identify local needs and define priorities through consensus-

oriented processes, GIZ employed local NGOs to undertake Focus Groups Discussions and 

Key Informant Interviews, a process that could last several months. By late 2014, however, 

the politically regime in Egypt shifted towards greater authoritarianism, the plan to get civil 

society to do all the works turned out difficult to implement, as a former Minister recalled: 

The governor of Giza was informed there were Egyptian staff working for a foreign agency 

running around asking people questions without authorization….I had to say to GIZ, ‘there 

are procedures we all have to abide by, whether we like them or not…and they are, ‘before 

you go in and apply a survey or have a focus group, you’ve to have a paper from a public 

agency saying that the governor knows that you have authorization” 

                                                 
26 The amount of aid for the entire region for the whole period 2014-2020 was around £15bn, and DG NEAR 
was only allowed to work on areas where there was political unanimity by member states. So in Egypt, 
cooperation was restricted to non-sensitive sectors, ruling out police,  military, and security 
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As more civil society actors struggled to get authorization to work for GIZ, or lacked the 

capabilities to meet the EU stringent procurement requirements, GIZ changed tact and sought 

to delegate more of the project implementation to the Governorates. Hence, half of the PDP 

funds in the form of 60 grants from €10,000 to €300,000went to NGOs and CDAs. The other 

half went to capacitate the Governorates and implement infrastructure development projects 

through the Governorates. To this purpose, the Governorate officials were taken into visits 

abroad to be shown the participatory approach, and technical Urban Upgrading Units (UUUs) 

were set up in each Governorate, and the staff was trained to carry on Participatory Needs 

Assessment (PAN) workshops, issue competitive tenders, and award and monitor building 

contracts. As well as this, GIZ continued to collaborate on policy matters with the Ministries.  

GIZ was particularly proud of a one-off  project co-financed with a $5 million grant 

awarded by the Bill & Melinda Gates foundation in 2010 to upgrade some Zabaleen 

(“garbage people” in Arabic) cities, which were well-known for the fact that their inhabitants 

had been running a large informal garbage recycling operation from their houses for more 

than 70 years. Competing with inefficient formal waste collection services, the Zabbaleen 

gathered the waste of Cairo's inhabitants in a door-to-door service for an informal fee and 

afterward transported the waste by donkey carts or pick-up trucks to their homes. From their 

homes, the Zabaleen, the “poor of the poor “, managed more than a third of the solid waste 

that was daily produced in Greater Cairo.  A senior officer of the Gates foundation said: 

As the world undergoes the largest wave of urban growth in history, we believe there is an 

opportunity for city governments and the urban poor to work together to find solutions that 

will address their common problems.  

 As part of this project, GIZ had entered into a contract with the Qalyubeya Governorate: 

in exchange for cost-free capital investment and capability-building, the Governorate 

committed to contribute public land to build waste management facilities and give GIZ 

access to the Garbage Cities - “this project stands as a model for cooperation between the 

Governorate and civil society, said the Governor of Qalyubeya in 2014.27 The project 

completion got two years delayed because it took time to implement its inclusive approach 

and turn the poor “from being beneficiaries into partners”28. Still, the project went on to 

receive the 2016 Guangzhou International Award for Urban Innovation. But by then, the 

Gates foundation had decided the complexity of the urban development made the sector not a 

good fit for their charitable activities, and the foundation had withdrawn from the sector29: 

They [Gates Foundation] like to eradicate things, things you can measure and quantify. Bill 

Gates would ask us questions like, ‘can I buy all the slums? What’s the difference between a 

good and a bad slum?’ They wanted something simple, we were offering complexity…urban 

development is one step forward, two steps backwards, not a linear process. They wanted to 

find what would be the silver bullet, and there was none… it just didn’t fit with their thinking. 

                                                 
27 GIZ 2014. Integrated Community Based Solid Waste Management in Qalyubeya. A Challenge in Greater 
Cairo Region. Video Interview. Participatory Development Programme in Urban Areas 
28 Walker, M, 2012. “Voices of Change”: A Trip through Dharavi. January Impatient Optimists. Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation.   
29 Urban development  was, however, to be recognised as a sector for aid after the 2016 UN Conference on 
Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) in Quito, and the adoption of the New Urban Agenda 
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NIF-South 25 

NIF-South-25 was first approved in 2012 by the European Commission, and then 

reapproved in 2014. It was a form of ‘delegated cooperation’ by which the European 

Commission trusted on its partners, AFD and EIB, the responsibility to deliver the project. 

The basic idea was that by making grants available for technical assistance and delivery of 

social equipment and infrastructure, the Egyptian authorities could be motivated to borrow 

additional funds to further upgrade the urban informal areas and create credit lines to support 

SME participation in community development projects. With a total cost of €170m, the 

program relied on a €33.5m NIF grant and loans from EIB (€45bn) and AFD (€40bn). A 

common denominator of the EIB and the AFD components was the use of SFD as the 

implementation agency. Still the value chain would not stop at SFD in that this public agency 

was expected to sign framework agreements with the Governorates/UUUs, which would be 

responsible for organizing participatory workshops with local communities to identify local 

needs and for procuring the consultants and contractors who would do the work (Exhibit 14). 

AFD: Unplanned Areas and Slums Upgrading Programme (UASAP) 

By 2015, the loan element of the AFD project, the Unplanned Areas and Slums Upgrading 

Programme (UASAP), was happening faster than anticipated in that the Egyptian state had no 

problems with asking for loans so as to finance credit lines to SMEs. To implement the loan 

element, the AFD had to agree that the local banks rather than SFD could choose the SMEs 

receiving credits, but AFD asked for SFD to stay responsible for ensuring the recipients were 

in line with the AFD standards (Exhibit 15). More complicated turned out to be the 

implementation of the grant element, which focused on upgrades of informal areas. At the 

crux of the delay was opposition raised by the Institute for National Security to the wording 

in the agreements, in particular the endorsement of ‘decentralization’. That term may have 

made sense in 2012 in the aftermath of the Arab Spring when the project was agreed with the 

Ministry of International Cooperation. But since 2015, the broadness of the term 

‘decentralization’ and implicit political meanings were not welcomed by the Egyptian 

authorities. Finding  a solution for this problems was seen by the European Commission as 

the job of AFD - “under the philosophy of blending facility, the bank is the project promotor. 

They’re responsible for the project, it’s no longer at the European Commission. Ok, it’s 

approved by NIF board, the member states, but if something goes wrong, basically it’s the 

bank, said an EU official. In turn, from the perspective of the AFD officials, the project 

should be seen as a SFD project, even if it was controlled by AFD as an official said:  

It’s important this is a SFD project. No matter what fantasy of an integrated urban project I 

may have, it’s not me who bears the responsibility and who manages it. As long as it meets 

our requirements, SFD has the final say. It’s also up to us to be intelligent to make them want 

to go in the same direction and see the value of the concepts like town planning, for example.  

EIB: Community Development Programme (CDP) 

The EIB component of NIF-South-25, so-called Community Development Programme 

(CDP), had also run into problems. The scope of CDP was broad, ranging from the 

completion of unfinished urban settlements and infrastructure development in informal areas 
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to making credit lines available to SMEs and self-help housing improvement programs 

(Exhibit 16a). Yet, SFD struggled to formulate plans that complied with the bank’s 

environmental and social standards, its zero tolerance policy on fraud or corruption as well as 

the banks strict policies on transparency, good governance, procurement, and stakeholder 

engagement. A host of legal, administrative and project-related issues that ensued seemed to 

keep delaying project implementation. An EIB official explained, 

It’s not our project, it’s a SFD project. The credit line is intermediated by SFD but the funds 

going to the SMEs are intermediated by local banks …we have to ensure no gaps between 

our approach and SFD, SFD and banks, and banks and SMEs, which makes it complex from 

an operational and legal point of view…the other thing this project is doing is investing in 

community infrastructure. And again, the funds are channelled to SFD, which in turn 

channels them to the Governorates who execute… financing SMEs and community 

infrastructure are very different lines of business that in EIB are run by different divisions, 

which leads to a quite complex operational architecture and a complex institutional 

framework. The EU grant further complicates because you have a layer of EU criteria 

By 2015, the EIB appointed an international consultant, VNG, to offer technical assistance to 

SFD to establish a project preparation and implementation unit (PPIU) within SFD (Exhibit 

16b). The plan was that PPIU would be capable to identify sub-projects and develop them up 

together with the Governorates technical units up to the point they were investment-ready 

propositions. This is, that they were capable of passing the appraisal process according to the 

EIB requirements that projects needed to be delivered “on time, within budget, and according 

to international standards”.  But the fact the consultant had been procured directly by the 

bank and not by SFD (as in the AFD project) was another source of delays– “whatever we tell 

the consultant, he will not listen, he will listen to EIB, the client”, said a SFD official.  

Complicating matters, the EIB project had been conceived as a common basket that 

combined a grant and a loan to be disbursed at the same time. Yet, the Egyptian Parliament 

refused to ratify agreements to loans for slum upgrade projects or technical assistance 

because they did not generate revenue, and the project stalled -  there was a need to break the 

‘catholic marriage between loan and grant’, said one SFD official. An EIB official recognised 

that when the project was agreed with the Ministry of International Cooperation “there were 

many unknowns that had to be resolved”. But the EU and SFD were increasingly frustrated 

with, in their view, the EIB’s inability to act quick to resolve the problems; one official said 

Luxembourg is interested in rules, regulations, the loan, the tender, the interest rate, the 

milestones of the disbursement, the pari passu loan-grant agreement …let me be frank, the 

EIB is not a development bank, it’s an investment bank, this is the whole story. 

*********** 

As heads of the EU delegation in Egypt, Luca and Stephane were fully aware of the grand 

challenge they were facing. The speed at which the informal settlements were being upgraded 

was not commensurate at all with the rapid growth of Greater Cairo. There were also no signs 

the Egyptian state planned to reverse its shift back towards authoritarianism.  If anything, it 
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was becoming more and more difficult to engage with local NGOs and civil servants, and 

carry on participatory development approaches. This was a problem in that the promotion of 

participation of civil society, decentralization, transparency, and gender equality, were central 

to the ‘good governance’ principles espoused by EIB, AFD and other development banks.  

Still, the EU officials had some reasons to be optimistic. GIZ PDP had been completed. Of 

course the idea of implementing the whole project using NGOs and Community 

Development Associations had to be abandoned half-way, and more than 50% of the project 

scope had been implemented through the Governorates. But by creating technical units within 

the Governorates, GIZ felt the project had developed local capabilities in a sustainable way, 

and the Governorates agreed – “we and GIZ, it’s a catholic marriage”, said a Governorate 

official. Yet, some critics said PDP was still seen by and large as “German project”, and this 

had more disadvantages than advantages than when an Egyptian agency like ISDF or the 

Housing Ministry was at the forefront of the implementation –“ did GIZ PDP worked on a 

single market? None, because it’s too complicated ...we’ve to do it through the Governorates, 

there are land issues, infrastructure issues, contracting issues, no donor can go into that .. 

they [GIZ] had to give the money to the government to do it, but they didn’t want to.” Or has 

another critic summarised, civil society are good in some things, but they’re not good in 

everything. Still, an external monitoring mission went on to praise the extent to which GIZ 

had empowered the civil society in project identification and execution. More disappointing 

was the fact the Egyptian government had no plans to scale up the GIZ approach – “PDP is a 

long-term, small-scale approach to show that participatory development works and get the 

local administration used to it and slowly anchor it into their way of working....but we still 

have high ranking officers in the Housing Ministry that say, ‘we know what has to be done’... 

we cannot impose a participatory approach…we want to support development through the 

policies of the national government”, said a EU official. 

The grant element of the AFD project too was moving along after a solution was agreed to 

tackle the objection of the Egyptian authorities to mention the word ‘decentralization’ and the 

participation of ‘civil society organizations’. As one EU official explained,  

when the discussion came as to what should be the role of civil society, it was very difficult 

to agree on an appropriate wording… in the end, I told the guys (AFD and SFD) that we had 

to change the words, but not the practices…because without changing the wording, we would 

not be able to sign the contract. But changing the wording does not mean we change our 

methodology of working…we will work with civil society, but we will not write it down. 

Getting the changes to the wording agreed by all the Egyptian authorities took, however, 

over two years– “we have no influence to accelerate the process. When Saudis support Egypt 

with billions, they can. But when we’re talking about millions, forget it,” said a EU official. 

Still, once this obstacle was out the way, SFD became empowered to implement the project. 

To meet the AFD requirements, SFD established technical units at the Governorates and 

provided technical assistance to train them to use NGOs to assess the needs and establish 

priorities; to follow World Bank standards in dealings with people affected by construction 

works; to launch tenders and award contracts under strict EU procurement rules; and to 
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organise public hearing sessions to deal with any grievances. Since SFD was a local agency, 

the Security Authority was less worried of interaction with the civil society – “with SFD in 

the loop, magically the funds become local funds… it’s always the problem of the foreign 

component of the project that creates scrutiny from the authorities”, said a EU official. Still, 

implementation was a protracted process and the project would not be fully completed before 

2021. First, 2 years were required for SFD to set up project implementation units (PIUs) 

within the Governorates and get the PIUs to identify over 50 priority infrastructure projects in 

conformance with AFD/SFD development criteria, and get the AFD head office to sign off 

over 10 framework agreements between SFD and the Governorates. As well as this, the PIUs 

had to train the technical directorates within the Governorate (roads, water and waste, 

schools), the entities that would be actually preparing the tender documents and awarding the 

contracts, following the AFD procurement rules. And no tender could be published on local 

newspapers or a contract awarded without first the AFD head office issuing a no-objection 

notice. But no-cost extensions were normal– “It’s actually extremely rare if a development 

project is implemented according to the initial timeframe,” said a EU official 

More complicated was getting the EIB project to move forward. By 2018, the local EU 

officials thought the project was a lost case, “after hundreds of hours talking by phone and 

meetings, we managed to modify the contribution agreement, agree with legal and operations 

departments in EU and EIB headquarters, documents going around for many months…the 

institutional set up has changed, but nothing has happened…there’s a friction between the 

stakeholders, there’s no confidence.. they [EIB] cannot come here every 6 months, and try to 

implement the project. This is crazy, it will never work… (but) nobody wants to take 

responsibility of saying, ‘this is not working’”. Still, the EIB and SFD had not given up. After 

many years of talks, they agreed to use the grant element to develop infrastructure in informal 

areas where the Governorates wanted to encourage job creation through SMEs, thereby 

recreating the linkage between the loan and the grant in the spirit the original agreement. And 

SFD now expected a new agreement would be ratified before the end of the year between the 

Ministry of International Cooperation, SFD and the EIB board, and some works to be 

concluded by 2021, including the refurbishment of almost 20 schools. And to show its 

commitment to urban development, by 2018, the EIB had even supplemented the SFD project 

budget with an extra €15m grant earmarked for infrastructure development30. (Exhibit 17) 

Even more complex was the situation in the unsafe, unplanned areas which could not be 

the target of EU schemes since international donors ruled out any finance towards projects 

linked with forced evictions – “forcing people to move somewhere shouldn’t be done by 

international agencies. I guess it’s a necessity to do that in some areas that aren’t 

inhabitable…but why getting in this politically-sensitive ground when there is so much need 

to work in other communities areas that are unplanned but safe to live”, said a donor. This 

left ISDF alone in the search for domestic funds to upgrade these areas, estimated to be 

around 10-15% of the informal areas in Cairo. Facing pressure from the President Al-Sisi to 

                                                 
30https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fkhGlHLsgWM&list=UUMeYPU1YfXjxsUa6QXWsfjg&index=12990 
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eliminate all unsafe areas by 201831, ISDF turned on to collaborate with the Housing Ministry 

and public agencies such as the Tahya Misr Fund in relocations of the poor to new cities- the  

Tahya Misr Fund alone was funding a quarter of the costs of El Asmarat. This left ISDF 

exposed to criticism, especially after the decision to bulldoze the Maspero Triangle, an old 

neighbourhood in the heart of Cairo. But ISDF officials claimed the critiques were unfair. 

Calling many of the Maspero residents ‘trespassers’ since the land had been acquired by 

private investors in the 60s, officials argued the demolition process was necessary - “Maspero 

Triangle is one of the biggest slums in Egypt, where there have been plenty of cases of urban 

decay and untenable living situations,” said the head of ISDF in 2018. As well as this, other 

ISDF officials claimed the eviction process (“immediate intervention” in their own words) 

had respected human rights even if in the end a decision had been made that the historical 

value of the neighbourhood should not get in the way of demolition; officials said 

We got a decree from the Supreme Council that we were going to replan this 

neighbourhood…everybody had a chance to prove ownership…people were given 3 options, 

either move to El Asmarat, get cash based on the assessed valuation, or stay and there would 

be some provision. The younger generation, more mobile, took the money; the less 

economically active moved to Asmarat, and the poorest of the poor, around 200 families, 

chose to stay…we mustn’t be too harsh on governments … they cannot be as participatory as 

we would want...they’ve time pressures, people-demand pressures, budget-spending 

pressures, show-results pressures that people outside the government do not have…they live 

by different constraints.. if they don’t move fast enough, the slums move faster 

We didn't take any decision in Maspero till we sat with the residents and surveyed them to 

know their needs… we decided not to force people to do anything... we’ve 4,500 families 

registered in our statistics, but those living there are 1,000 only. When we provided 

apartments for 27 families in Asmarat and people saw we fulfilled our promise, the number 

of families asking to have apartments raised to 460…we allowed them to change their needs 

more than one time ….we paid a lot of financial compensations… since families moved to 

Asmarat, we literally developed their lives, socially, environmentally, psychologically, 

professionally and economically…the problem is the communication between the Egyptian 

media and the western world, not the communication between us and the citizens 

In sum, ISDF officials insisted Egypt had turned a page from its past history of failed forced 

evictions to new towns in the desert led by Governors eager to rescue people from hazards, 

but ignorant of the need of preparing people to move and prepare the places – as a former 

ISDF said, ‘our governors are very powerful men, many are former generals, and to suddenly 

have to deal with these ideas - ‘delays’ from their point of view - was difficult”. But armed 

with money, support from central government, as well as international support, ISDF felt it 

had the upper hand on negotiations with governors although not everyone agreed –“on paper 

there’s no forced evictions…but what has happened until they’ve agreed to it, that is 

something not talked about – intimidation, I’m not afraid to say it”, said a NGO official.  

                                                 
31 AlHAyah TV Network, 16 May 2016 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rzyzGGneDjU 
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Disagreements notwithstanding, the mind-set in central government seemed to be shifting. 

Central to this shift was a 10year-long, close partnership of UN Habitat with the Housing 

Ministry. Co-located in the Government offices, UN Habitat officials were the first to say 

they were ‘in bed’ with Government. Their aim was to have an impact by leveraging their 

experience supporting the UN agenda to eradicate poverty and develop slums. In particular, 

UN Habitat was collaborating with the government to redevelop a new 2050 strategic vision 

for Cairo; decentralise urban development; and develop the slums. The participatory 

approach was high in the UN Habitat agenda, and the UN Habitat espoused those principles 

in projects funded by international donors. For example, to allow local communities to take a 

leading role in shaping their immediate environment towards safer neighbourhoods for 

women and girls, between 2012 and 2015, UN Habitat got associated with local NGOs as 

part of a small slum upgrade project in Cairo co-funded by a UN Women Programme grant 

and a $105,000 Ford Foundation grant (Exhibit 18). Yet, UN Habitat was fully aware not 

everyone in government welcomed the participatory approach. And so, seen almost as a 

government entity itself, UN Habitat had limits in the extent to which it could be critical of 

government. Still, UN Habitat staff argued it was important to be close to the politicians and 

to engage government in every step of development until government could take the lead: 

We pilot projects and then come up with lessons learnt that become proposals that hopefully 

are integrated into law reform… we give policy advice, but we do not have to call it policy 

advice. We call it technical advice…on decentralization, on reforming current systems, on 

methodologies, on legal frameworks, on enhancing capacity, on rearranging organizational 

structure. These are our mandates...create an enabling environment for development 

Further, others observed the ideas of participatory development were becoming popular 

in Egypt, there is now a core group of young, engaged architects, urban planners who have 

been doing really interesting work And because those folks often have small architectural 

companies, many of them now are able to get contracts with the Housing Ministry, UN 

habitat and GIZ, and the ideas and skills set are travelling in that way. 

But at the same time UN Habitat and donors saw government policy changing even if 

slowly, the influence of China in the Egyptian affairs was growing fast, and Chinese 

contractors were being awarded multi-billion contracts negotiated at closed doors to build 

New Cairo, which would be financed by commercial loans to the Egyptian government 

provided by Chinese banks. This megaproject was a massive gamble given the Egypt’s 

history of unsuccessful desert development projects.  And yet, when it could take ten years to 

upgrade a slum, and Cairo’s population was growing exponentially, any approach prioritising 

institutions building was a hard sell. What could be changed in urban development in Egypt, 

and how to best use the workshop for that purpose, was the question facing Lucas and 

Stephane and all the workshop participants more generally. Could their job be more than just 

pushing and processing paper? Could they facilitate policy dialog?  
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Exhibit 1 – Egypt’s position in the Central Mediterranean migrant routes 
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Exhibit 2- Egypt – EU Partnership Priorities 2017-2020 
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Exhibit 3a- The growth of Greater Cairo - Cairo vision 2050 (2007/08). The Strategic 

Urban Development Plan of Greater Cairo Region (GCR). General Organization for 

Physical Planning (GOPP), Ministry of Housing, Egypt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Cairo’s Time Bomb 

24 
 

 

 

Exhibit 3b- Governorates of Greater Cairo including formal and informal settlements. 

Sabry, S (2009). Egypt’s Informal Areas: Inaccurate and Contradictory Data in Cairo’s 

Informal Areas. Between Urban Challenges and Hiddne Proposals. Facts. Voices. Visions. 

GTZ 
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Exhibit 4 – Informal Areas: Informal Settlements and Slums in Sims, D 2002The 

Case of Cairo, Egypt. GTZ 
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Exhibit 5– Tadamun 2015. Egypt’s New Cities: Neither Just nor Efficient, 

http://www.tadamun.co/egypts-new-cities-neither-just-

efficient/?lang=en#.XeFMs5JKjjA 
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Exhibit 6–  Khalil, Amira and Yahia Shawkat. 2016. “The Built Environment Budget FY 

2015/16: An Analysis of Spatial Justice in Egypt.”  http://www.10tooba.org/en/?p=172. 
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Exhibit 7 Darwish, A. 2016 Land Governance in Informal Settlements in Egypt. –  

Informal Settlement Development Fund (ISDF). March 
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Exhibit 8   - AFD Group Financing: how does it work? 

https://www.afd.fr/en/loans-afds-main-financing-tool  
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Exhibit 9a   - Aid Effectiveness 
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Exhibit 9b   - Paris Declaration: Participating Countries and Organizations 
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Exhibit 10   - EU Commission Structure and Organigram for the  Directorate 

General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations (DG NEAR) 
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Exhibit 11   - Cairo informal areas covered by the European Neighbourhood Policy 
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Exhibit 12a - THE GIZ Participatory Development Programme in Greater Cairo 
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Exhibit 12b - Participatory Needs Assessment in Informal Areas. 2013, Participatory 

Development programme in Urban Areas. Center for Development Studies 
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Exhibit 13 – BMZ Marshall Plan with Africa 
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Exhibit 14 – NIF-South-25 
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Exhibit 15 - Unplanned Areas and Slums Upgrading Programme (UASAP) 
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Exhibit 16a - Integrated and Sustainable Community Development Programme 
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Exhibit 16b - Integrated and Sustainable Community Development Programme 
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Exhibit 17 – EIB Community Infrastructure Development Programme 

(By 2018, SFD had been eliminated and replaced with a new authority for the development of 

SMEs, MSMEDA – Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises Development Authority) 
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Exhibit 18 - Joint Programme UNWOMEN and UN-HABITAT“Safe Cities Free of 

Violence against Women and Girls”, Greater Cairo Region, Egypt 
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Exhibit 19 - List of Acronyms 
 

ACP - Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific  

AFD - Agence Française de Développement 

BMZ - German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development  

CAPMAS - Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics  

CDAs - Community Development Association 

CDP - Community Development Programme  

DG DEVCO - EU Directorate-General for International Cooperation and Development 

DG NEAR - Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations 

EDF - European Development Fund  

EIB - European Investment Bank 

ENP - European Neighbourhood Policy 

EU - European Union 

GCR - Greater Cairo Region 

GDP - Gross Domestic Product 

GIZ - Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit or German Development 

Agency 

IMF - International Monetary Fund 

ISDF - Informal Settlements Development Facility 

KfW - KfW Development Bank  

NGO - Non-Governmental Organization 

NIF - EU Neighbourhood Investment Facility 

OCTs - Overseas Countries and Territories  

PDP - Participatory Development Program 

SFD - Social Fund for Development 

 

 


