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From Slum to Residential Area 

The Cairo Example 

 

About half of the Egyptian capital is covered by what are known as ‘informal 

neighbourhoods’, in other words: slums. Western development aid organisations apply 

this term because poor newcomers have built houses there without the state’s 

approval. The great majority of Cairo’s citizens live in these informal neighbourhoods, 

and both development organisations and the Egyptian government are working to 

improve living conditions there. 

 

From the top of the buildings on Mokattam Mountain, on the eastern edge of the Nile valley, 

you have an excellent view of the Egyptian capital and its development. A district known as 

‘Uptown Cairo’ is currently being built even further east. The name rightly suggests that this is 

a high-class area for people who have long been rich or who have recently become so. So far, 

fully-grown palm trees have been installed on levelled sites, the idea being that they will 

eventually provide the fashionable district with visual protection. To the west of this area, 

close to the city centre, is the poor district of Manshiet Nasr. Ongoing development of the 

slopes of the high plateau can clearly be seen from the heights of Mokattam. The oldest houses 

are low, crooked, and made of unfired bricks. They are found in the wadis, channels carved 

out of the mountainside over the millennia by sudden downpours. Higher up is a second 

generation of houses, constructed with reinforced concrete frames and bricks. All of these 

houses have one feature in common: there is rubbish on their roofs. ‘There’s no refuse 

collection in this illegally established district,’ says Khalil Shaath, who works for the 

‘participation-orientated city development’ programme. This was initiated by the German 

Society for Technological Co-operation (GTZ) and is today run jointly by the GTZ and the 

Egyptian government. As a result, the people living there dispose of their own rubbish. What 

cannot be re-used, fed to animals or burned ends up on the roof. In addition, a terrible stench 

arises from the slopes that have not yet been built upon. In Manshiet Nasr there’s almost no 

drainage, and open spaces serve as toilets. 

 



 

A favourite location 

 

Shaath has been working since 2004 on a GTZ project for the development of Manshiet Nasr, 

under the direction of Marion Fischer from Germany. Egyptian-born Shaath knows the area 

and its inhabitants well. ‘Slums are nothing new in Cairo. Newcomers have settled on the 

city’s big cemeteries for ages.’ But for forty years now this illegally-established district has been 

a headache for the city administration. Back in 1967, Egypt suffered serious defeat in the war 

against Israel, and despair and chaos engulfed the country. Tens of thousands of people left 

their home villages in Upper Egypt in search of a better life in the capital. Anyone who 

couldn’t live with relatives found shelter in the urban area’s extensive burial-grounds. 

Immigrants from Upper Egypt became increasingly numerous, and they started building 

unauthorised settlements on the eastern edge of the city, opposite one of the biggest 

cemeteries. 

 

Mokattam Mountain became the settlers’ favourite location. ‘The deciding factor in this choice 

was that the area was both virtually uninhabited and close to the city centre,’ explains Shaath. 

That meant that building material could easily be procured and settlers could quickly reach 

their place of work, if they had one. The settlers called this illegally-established district 

Manshiet Nasr (Nasser’s Foundation), in remembrance of a President who was much revered 

by poor Egyptians despite losing the 1967 war. After the pioneers had gained a foothold they 

sent for their wives and children. 

 

Both then and now the chief objective was to resettle the entire extended family. In Shaath’s 

opinion, ‘Only keeping the family together gives a settler from a rural area the feeling of being 

at home.’ However, those who had initially stayed behind were less ready to take risks than 

the pioneers, and they usually made having a secure job a condition of moving to Cairo. The 

pioneers had relatively little trouble in finding work for their brothers and cousins because 

people from Upper Egypt worked hard for low wages. In that way – continues Shaath – the 

population of Manshiet Nasr has swelled to 800,000. Today, he says, more than 50% of the 

area of Cairo consists of informal neighbourhoods in which three-quarters of the Egyptian 

capital’s twelve million inhabitants live.  

 

‘The state did not intervene to stop settlement until ten years ago,’ Shaath says. The 

administration was presumably happy that citizens had organised the construction of houses 

themselves, and no one demanded the kind of infrastructure usual in the West. Then 

increasing criminality in Cairo and a number of attempted murders instigated by slum dwellers 

roused the state from its sleep. ‘People in the ministries began to understand that there must 

be a link between violence and poor housing conditions,’ comments Shaath. 



 

From animal pen to post office    

 

At first sight the lanes in Manshiet Nasr seem like all of Cairo’s streets – overcrowded, dirty, 

and loud. ‘The difference is that here the problems are even worse than elsewhere and urban 

amenities are completely lacking,’ says Rihab al-Mitwalli, responsible for local project co-

ordination between the GTZ and the Egyptian government.  She points to dilapidated houses 

and heaps of rubbish, and between them animal pens from which the bleating of goats and 

sheep can be heard. Keeping animals provides the basis for feeding all poor Egyptians, even in 

a city. In the slums in particular the inhabitants have therefore always also constructed places 

for animals.  

 

‘And here you can see the results of our work,’ says Mitwalli, proudly pointing to a green 

shield indicating a post office. This, she says, is the first in the area. Never before has a post 

office been opened in an informal neighbourhood. In addition, the street in front of the post 

office building has been declared a pedestrian zone, and children were allowed to paint on the 

adjacent wall. It now displays all the things that scarcely exist in this place, and for which 

everyone yearns: blue rivers with children bathing, colourful flowers, high date palms, and 

towering clay dovecots. 

 

The building that houses the post office belongs to the state. That is probably why the state, 

together with the GTZ, has also set up an office here for the provision of legal advice, and a 

place offering special guidance for women. All three facilities are eagerly used, declares 

Mitwalli. In their legal consultations locals mainly want to know how they can become 

owners of their homes, while the main problem for the women is violence. ‘Many women and 

children here are beaten by husbands, fathers, or brothers,’ Mitwalli explains. ‘Without our 

help they don’t dare to defend themselves.’  

 

A huge heap of rubbish, which had been there for several years, has been removed from just 

below the public building. The empty land has been turned into a playground. ‘The locals 

were really surprised,’ says Mitwalli. There have long been schools in Manshiet Nasr, but 

people don’t know about such facilities as postal services, public transport, refuse collection, 

drainage, and sports fields. Experience has habituated them to organise everything themselves. 

They felt very spoiled by the creation of a single playground that was open to everyone.  

 

These highly visible innovations are situated on the western periphery of the neighbourhood, 

right next to the Cairo bypass that was built a few years ago. However, inside Manshiet Nasr, 

far from the gaze of the Cairo middle and upper classes, there are still the characteristic 

enormously high mountains of household rubbish. Settlers who didn’t find a job quickly 

discovered rubbish collection as a huge gap in the market in the capital. From the start they 



became specialists in refuse collection, and for a small sum of money they still wheel rubbish 

away from Cairo households every morning. This is unloaded onto empty spaces, existing 

heaps, or in the collectors’ backyards. Unskilled workers, women and children then clamber 

over these mounds, looking for things that can be re-used. The rest is burned locally once a 

week. 

 

Clan chiefs control the recycling. Plastic bottles are chopped up in primitive mills; metal is 

collected; edible waste is fed to pigs, whose meat is then eaten by the Copts. There is now 

another story developing around these mounds that has nothing to do with the GTZ and 

Egyptian government development projects. In China, businessmen got wise to the fact that 

refuse is collected, sorted, and milled in Manshiet Nasr. They regularly visit the rubbish-

collectors here and buy huge amounts of powdered plastic. This is then shipped from Egyptian 

ports to China, where it is processed in modern factories. 

 

The poor also have hierarchies 

 

The transformation of slums into regulated areas may be expensive for the Egyptian 

government, but today it seems an indispensable aspect of the integration of migrants from 

rural areas, as well as of education and the stabilisation of urban society. There are therefore 

also plans for the large Ard al-Lewa (‘Land of the General’) informal neighbourhood to the 

west of central Cairo to become an authorised area. Ali Abdallah has lived there for seventeen 

years. ‘I used to be an official driver for the state, which meant I was a civil servant. I earned 

well and lived in Muhandissin, a regulated district.’ Then Abdallah was suddenly afflicted by a 

serious eye infection. When he didn’t get better, he was pensioned off early. He received 

compensation, which was just sufficient to build a little house in the then-inexpensive slum of 

Ard al-Lewa. Abdallah established a smithy on the ground floor of this building constructed out 

of unfired clay bricks.  

 

‘When we moved in there was only an earth closet,’ remembers Abdallah. The house was 

neither painted nor plastered, and the windows and doors fitted badly. At least there was 

running water and electricity. Pioneers from Upper Egypt were the first to build a mosque. Of 

course the Muslims needed a house of prayer, but another reason for building it was that 

people knew that the Egyptian state, which of course declares itself Islamic, is obliged to 

supply every mosque with electricity and water. When the House of God was ready, settlers 

tapped its water and electricity supplies for their illegally-constructed houses. Only when the 

district grew did the state construct an independent network of water and electricity supplies. 

‘That happens in all unregulated areas,’ says Abdallah, shrugging his shoulders. 

 

The real step forward in Ard al-Lewa came five years ago with installation of a sewer system. 

Helped by international donors, the government started to connect entire streets in several 



local areas to a large-scale network. Where sewers had been laid, roads were subsequently 

asphalted. Many locals started to build more modern, higher, and more stable houses, because 

their value had increased. The new housing blocks are rendered and painted green, pink, or 

yellow rather than being merely built with bricks. 

 

‘We came as poor people, but today Ard al-Lewa is becoming a good place to live.’ This is the 

opinion of photo-artist Hamdi Rida, who grew up there. He studied painting and for a time 

was employed as an assistant at the Faculty of Fine Arts. Rida became dissatisfied with 

teaching, so he recently opened Ard al-Lewa’s first art gallery. Some bizarre characters as well 

as a band were present at the opening of Artellewa (as the gallery is called, after the Arabic 

word ard – land). Neighbours were astonished, since art is not a part of their tough struggle 

for survival. But Rida’s mother was proud: ‘Hamdi is a talented artist. Now he’s also doing 

something for our neighbourhood.’   

 

Rida, for his part, is happy that his mother recently let the two upper flats in her house for 800 

pounds a month each. This income, equivalent to €210, is far more than an Egyptian worker 

earns in a month. These high rents demonstrate that Ard al-Lewa is no longer the poor area it 

used to be, but that the middle class is moving in. 

 

15-year-old schoolboy Ezzat al-Okda is currently on an internship with the GTZ in Manshiet 

Nasr. His father owns a factory, and Ezzat, who had never before left his sheltered milieu, was 

astonished when for the first time he saw smoking mountains of refuse, rag-and-bone men, 

child workers, and tiny crooked houses in an informal neighbourhood. ‘I want to help,’ said 

Ezzat. ‘All rich people must help make life better for the poor.’ But that doesn’t mean that he 

thinks everyone should become equal. ‘No,’ he maintains. ‘I want to stay rich and provide 

paternalistic assistance for those without money.’ He believes the affluent and intellectuals 

should continue to lead the poor. 

 

Ezzat is expressing a view that is widespread among the Egyptian upper classes. Marion 

Fischer, the director of development projects in Manshiet Nasr and other Cairo districts, 

believes that society on the Nile is both centralistic and hierarchical. This rule obviously also 

applies in informal neighbourhoods. Development is taking place there too, and anyone who 

advances almost automatically starts to practise the exploitative customs under which he 

previously suffered. In this way, social climbers in Manshiet Nasr get the poorest people or 

their children, who don’t go to school, to work for them. The new prosperity enjoyed by some 

people also means that land prices rise. There is a danger that the informal neighbourhood will 

suddenly become too expensive for the poorest people and that they must once again settle 

illegally, further outside the city. 

 



State legalisation of informal neighbourhoods is thus urgently necessary to create a more just 

way of life for the poor. The state must offer the same services for all inhabitants whether rich 

or poor. Probably even more important is that such legalisation should include regulated 

provision for all settlers to acquire houses and land for little money and should not have to fear 

being driven out. Khalil Shaath confirms that when people in Manshiet Nasr are asked what 

they want, this is their main wish. The GTZ, he affirms, is working persistently to help settlers 

gain ownership of their houses and land in the near future. 

 

Translated by Tim Nevill 

 

Kristina Bergmann lives in Cairo as correspondent for the Neue Zürcher Zeitung.  
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