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ABSTRACT 

 The following analysis provides a theoretically informed explanation of how Cairo‘s 

Zabbaleen (informal trash collectors) fit into the political story of economic development in 

Egypt. Egypt presently faces much uncertainty as its citizens call for change during an era of 

political reordering. Their demands stem largely from the breakdown of the ―authoritarian 

bargain‖ that once characterized state-society relations, as since the 1970s, the government has 

promoted economic liberalization and abandoned social welfare provision as a fundamental 

objective. This move limited opportunities available to the urban poor through the public and 

private sectors, leading to escalated growth in the informal economy and the third sector of non-

governmental organizations. The informal sector has offered greater opportunities for 

employment, even as social welfare provision became the responsibility of NGOs, whose 

influence is strongly apparent among Egypt‘s poor.  As a dispossessed societal group, the 

Zabbaleen offer a useful lens through which to evaluate the effects of policy change upon one 

segment of the populace; many of the risks they face as informal workers have been partially 

mitigated by the efforts of numerous NGOs that support them. Yet the uncertainty that continues 

to characterize the condition of the Zabbaleen also provides insight into tensions inherent within 

the coexistence of the authoritarian state system and an extensive informal economy and third 

sector. More generally, greater understanding of the Zabbaleen narrative in relation to these two 

other sets of actors – the municipal and state governments and the NGOs that work within their 

communities – gives students of development politics a more nuanced perspective into the 

intricate relationships that thwart the advancement of simple solutions for poverty alleviation and 

economic growth in one developing country governed by an authoritarian regime. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

 Before much of Cairo is awake, Youssef has already almost completed his rounds for the 

day. As one of thousands of the city‘s Zabbaleen (literally, ―garbage people‖ in Egyptian Arabic) 

Youssef has been involved in garbage collection since childhood and now earns the majority of 

his income from the sale of recycled waste. Every morning with his eight-year old son at his side 

he gathers the trash from 300 different apartments into his canvas sacks before loading them onto 

his truck. Youssef‘s truck is a relatively recent acquisition; he is fortunate in that many of the 

poorest Zabbaleen still use donkey-drawn carts, which are technically illegal in the city. As the 

morning draws to a close, Youssef ventures back to Moqattam, or ―Garbage City,‖ a Zabbaleen 

settlement nestled in the Moqattam Hills of southeastern Cairo. Upon his return to the settlement 

he leaves the sacks of trash for his wife and teenage daughters to sort into piles of plastics, 

textiles, metals, and glass before transferring them to the recycling center for further processing. 

 However, Youssef‘s source of livelihood is far from secure. In the early 2000s, the 

municipal government attempted to replace the Zabbaleen and began hiring modern, foreign, 

multinational corporations (MNCs) to collect the refuse. Until recently Youssef had also worked 

as a pig farmer (zarrab, plural: zarraba in Egyptian Arabic) like many of his fellow trash 

collectors. But, following the H1N1 scare, the Egyptian Agricultural Ministry ordered the 

slaughtering of all of the nation‘s pigs in April 2009. Since garbage collection is the only 

vocation Youssef knows, the decree implanted even more uncertainty into his life with the loss 

of one of his main sources of income. 

 Though Youssef is a fictive personality, his dilemma and persistent existence as a trash 

collector speak to broader issues about development in Egypt. Like many other Zabbaleen past 
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and present, Youssef is a member of a relatively impoverished people group living on the fringes 

of Egyptian society, still hoping for opportunities for his children that his generation never had. 

And yet, remarkable improvements introduced into Moqattam and other Zabbaleen settlements 

in recent decades – that have upgraded the recycling process and established infrastructure – 

have made life in the settlement more acceptable for Youssef and his family.  

 However, these improvements were not instituted by the government in an attempt to 

deal with the blatant poverty prevalent in the Zabbaleen settlements or reward the trash 

collectors for their contributions towards keeping the city clean. Instead, non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) – religious and non-religious, grassroots and transnational – working with 

the permission of the Egyptian Ministry of Social Affairs have initiated, funded, and established 

upgrading projects, organized recycling programs, and brought basic services such as health 

clinics, schools, running water, and electricity into the communities. Yet, though the details of 

the provision of these services and the changing situation of the Zabbaleen are in and of 

themselves fascinating, fostering awareness of them is not the central goal of the analysis. 

Rather, I seek to advance an argument about Cairo‘s Zabbaleen, Egyptian NGOs, and economic 

and social welfare policymaking in the authoritarian Egyptian state that is a bit more general. 

 The provision of infrastructure and social welfare through NGOs in Cairo for Youssef 

and others like him exemplifies how a modified version of a social safety net has been 

established for the poor in Egypt by outside groups. Moreover, this process has taken place with 

the permission (and sometimes encouragement) of the municipal and state governments, rather 

than by the government itself. This pattern is prevalent within Egyptian society and is not 

exclusive to the Zabbaleen communities. I highlight the case of the Zabbaleen because it clearly 

demonstrates how this form of external social provision operates. NGO involvement has 
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provided these informal trash collectors with more autonomy over their own lives as well as the 

capacity to resist repression from above despite the persistent disdain of Egyptians outside of 

their community. The bulk of my analysis consequently examines changes since the 1970s and 

1980s in particular, when community-based and international NGOs first became involved in 

promoting Zabbaleen empowerment in Moqattam. 

 To better understand why welfare is provided to marginalized groups in this mediated 

form in Egypt, I also investigate the intertwined economic and political processes affecting the 

Zabbaleen. Three parallel stories of different groups – the government (state and municipal), 

trash collectors, and NGOs – demonstrate how the Zabbaleen’s past and present position in the 

Egyptian economy as informal actors has been created, reinforced, and undermined by these 

processes. In assessing these relationships, the relevance of the history of the Zabbaleen in 

understanding and explaining the political narrative of Cairo becomes unmistakably apparent. 

Specifically, the goal of this project, besides illustrating how NGOs have been the main suppliers 

of social welfare in Egypt, is to unpack state-society relations and provide a theoretically 

informed explanation of how the Zabbaleen fit into the political story of Egypt‘s development 

process. Incidentally, the first stages of NGO involvement coincide with the beginning of the 

Egyptian government‘s promotion of economic openness, diverting it from the path of socialism 

instituted in the 1950s. The country‘s changing political and economic environment has shaped, 

and continues to shape, the Zabbaleen‘s ability to control their own vocation. 

 Outlining a brief history of the Zabbaleen and their life circumstances is the purpose of 

the following section. In section 3.0, I focus on an analysis of political and economic policy 

changes in Egypt over the last several decades to explain how these reforms have fostered 

informality and inequality in the economy as a whole. During the 1970s and onwards the 
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regime‘s privatization and economic liberalization measures gradually decreased its exclusive 

control of the Egyptian economy. Under the ―authoritarian bargain,‖ crony capitalism has lined 

the pockets of the already rich, leaving Egypt‘s poor to fend for themselves, and ultimately 

fostering growth in, and the reinforcement of, the informal sector. 

 The absence of a meaningful safety net left few exit options for the most destitute, except 

for participation in the informal sector for employment and social welfare provision and security 

through charitable and service organizations, which I discuss in section 4.0. These groups have 

provided opportunities for employment and support to marginalized groups where the 

government cannot and does not. However, the existence of a steadfastly authoritarian state 

structure that has endeavored to maintain its hold on the economy and society despite 

liberalization efforts points to the complexity of the position of the urban poor in relation to the 

government. There is an underlying tension inherent in the coexistence of outside, non-

governmental provision of social welfare, as well as an informal economy that is not controlled 

exclusively by the government. While the government wishes to foster economic growth through 

liberalization (implying decreased control of the economy) it nevertheless persistently endeavors 

to establish its authority – both over informal actors within the economy, and over non-

governmental organizations. 

 Development of Zabbaleen communities and achievements in skill upgrading (the 

discussion of this case study continues in section 5.0) are a useful illustration of how this process 

has worked itself out. Though these workers have been involved as informal actors in garbage 

collection for several decades, their continued existence is a testament to ineffective 

governmental policies, for the vocation of the Zabbaleen is dependent upon persistent 

socioeconomic divides in Egyptian society. This population does possess a certain level of 
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agency over their work and position. Yet their ability to advocate by themselves within 

government to attain recognition, achieve any sort of formal income security, or guarantee their 

access to the trash they collect would be severely limited if not for the support of NGOs. 

 Top-down rigid autocratic control within the national government is paralleled in the 

municipal government and continues to negatively affect how groups like the Zabbaleen have 

been treated at the local level. In section 6.0 I thus discuss the government‘s attempts replace 

these informal sector workers (through the hiring of MNCs) and the removal of one source of 

their income (the pig cull). These efforts indicate the government‘s desire to foster its own form 

of modernization and actively repress them. Moreover, they also reflect the tension in the 

coexistence of an autonomous group of informal actors whose continued existence can be 

credited almost exclusively to their own determination and the actions of influential NGOs. 

 Finally, an analysis of the complicated state-society relations in Egypt cannot be 

concluded without referencing their breakdown and the recent revolutionary turn in the country. 

The contemporary political situation remains tenuous, and there is much uncertainty about 

Egypt‘s future as the interim government endeavors to live up to its promises to bring about 

expected democratic political and economic reforms. Widespread dissatisfaction with a system 

that has fostered inequality demonstrates that there is a desire for democratization and the 

reformulation of state policy-making practices in this era of political reordering.  

 For marginalized outsiders like the Zabbaleen, whose position has historically relied on 

the absence of and resistance to the state‘s involvement in their daily lives, this is especially 

significant. Presently they remain as they always have been – uncertain of what their future 

holds. The consideration of Egypt‘s development narrative through the lens of the Zabbaleen 

condition is therefore useful for students and scholars of development politics who appreciate the 
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unique social and economic situation of these trash collectors. Ultimately, their story provides 

insight into the intricate societal and political relationships that complicate the advancement of 

simple solutions for poverty alleviation among dispossessed minority groups who survive at the 

intersection of informality and authoritarianism. 
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2.0 WHO ARE THE ZABBALEEN? 

 

 As part and parcel of the informal economy in most developing countries, informal trash 

collectors constitute a significant sector, for they provide an essential low-cost service to society, 

helping to alleviate the financial burden of the state. Scavenging is hardly a contemporary 

phenomenon; during periods of industrialization in the US and Europe scavengers could be 

found in the squalid quarters of developing cities.
1
 Today, garbage collection provides a source 

of livelihood for informal workers primarily in expanding urban centers – though a labor 

intensive vocation, trash collection has low entrance costs in comparison to formal waste 

management services. Whether referred to as scavenging, trash picking, or garbage collection, 

this work is and almost always has been done by the marginalized, outcasts of society around the 

world, who face numerous difficulties uniquely found within their chosen vocation.
2
 

 Conventionally referred to as the Zabbaleen, Cairo‘s informal trash collectors are a 

unique cohort of individuals who possess a remarkable political and social history. They 

emigrated from the Assiut region in Upper Egypt (southern Egypt) in the 1940s, and upon their 

arrival, first engaged in the work of animal breeding – usually pig farming – which earned them 

the title of zarraba.
3
 They were not known as Zabbaleen until later on; their involvement in the 

work of garbage collection is rooted in the narrative of another people group, the wahiya, or 

oasis people (incidentally also called Zabbaleen by Egyptians, though in this analysis the term 

                                                           
1
 Martin Medina, The World's Scavengers: Salvaging for Sustainable Consumption and Production (Lanham, MD: 

AltaMira Press, 2007), 16-48. 
2
 Anne Scheinberg and Justine Anschütz, "Slim Pickin's: Supporting Waste Pickers in the Ecological Modernization 

of Urban Waste Management Systems," International Journal of Technology Management and Sustainable 

Development 5, no. 3 (2006): 263. 
3
 Mounir S. Neamatalla, Environmental Quality International: Solid Waste Management Practices in Cairo, 

Progress Report #2 (Environmental Quality International, April 1981), 5. 
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Zabbaleen will refer, as is the established practice, to the trash collectors themselves
4
). The 

wahiya, who originate in the Dakhla oasis region of Upper Egypt, emigrated to Cairo in the late 

nineteenth century – much earlier than their pig-farming counterparts. They first became 

involved in garbage collection and disposal, and with the arrival of the Zabbaleen decades later 

began to sell organic (food) waste to the pig breeders as fodder.
5
 

 The relationship of the wahiya and Zabbaleen evolved such that the Zabbaleen eventually 

were given rights to access the trash for a fee paid to the wahiya. This relationship has remained 

relatively stable for several decades; the wahiya act as brokers, and they possess collection rights 

to the trash and contract with different building owners. They make their living from the 

residents‘ payments for garbage collection, contracting out the actual work of the service to the 

Zabbaleen. The Zabbaleen earn most of their income from the sale of their garbage-fed pigs and 

of valuable recycled waste. Until recently they did not receive payments from the wahiya for the 

actual work done, but in fact paid them for that privilege.
6
 Over time the proportion of their 

income that comes from recycling has increased, which is very fortunate for the Zabbaleen 

especially since they lost their other main source of income after the 2009 pig cull.
7
 

 The Zabbaleen number approximately 60-70,000 families, most of whom are members of 

Egypt‘s Coptic Christian minority. They daily collect and transport about one-third of Cairo‘s 

waste – a big feat, considering the population of the city is approximately 17 million. They are 

also Cairo‘s recyclers and pig farmers, inhabiting seven trash collector communities on the 

                                                           
4
 Ragui Assaad, "Formalizing the Informal? The Transformation of Cairo's Refuse Collection System," Journal of 

Planning Education and Research 16, no. 2 (1996): 118. 
5
 Ragui Assaad, ―Upgrading the Moqattam Zabbaleen (Garbage Collectors) Settlement in Cairo: What Have We 

Learned?,‖ (paper presented at the Macarthur Consortium on International Peace and Cooperation Symposium on 

the Challenge of Urban Sustainability, 1998). 
6
 Laila Iskandar, "Cairo: A Story of Waste Mis-Management," Al-Ahram Weekly, October 22, 2009, 

http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2009/969/sc1.htm. 
7
 Christian Fraser, "Egypt Slaughters Pigs to Stop Flu," BBC News, April 29, 2009, 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8024946.stm. 

http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2009/969/sc1.htm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8024946.stm
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outskirts of the urban area, the largest of which, Moqattam, is comprised of approximately 

20,000 residents.
8
 Although trash scavengers and scavenger cooperatives are commonly found in 

the slums of the developing world‘s mega-cities, the Zabbaleen are the only informal scavengers 

that play a significant role in the city‘s solid waste management and recycling system. 

Impressively, they recycle about 80% of the total waste they collect – a percentage much greater 

than private companies in most developed countries, which average 20-25%.
9
 And unlike the 

bulk of the world‘s scavengers who forage at dumps or collect trash from the streets the 

Zabbaleen recover waste at the front-end (from its source) – and not the back-end (from its final 

destination) – of solid waste management. 

 The Zabbaleen collect the garbage early in the morning or late at night; they use either 

donkey carts or trucks as they trek across Cairo, thereafter transporting it to their homes in 

Moqattam, where the processing begins. Most of them prefer to service middle and high income 

districts because the composition of the waste in these areas of Cairo tends to include more 

valuable recyclable materials. The actual sorting work – done by hand – takes place in 

Moqattam. Organic refuse is sent to the composting plants, but non-organic material is processed 

at recycling centers and sold to middlemen, who in turn sell the recycled raw materials to either 

factories outside Cairo, or international firms.
10

 

 Despite their largely positive environmental impact, and though they may not be the most 

destitute of all Egyptians, Cairo‘s Zabbaleen are – and have been – consistently marginalized, 

and not only because they are at a disadvantaged position in relation to the brokers they work for. 

                                                           
8
 Wael Salah Fahmi and Keith Sutton, "Cairo's Zabaleen Garbage Recyclers: Multi-nationals' Takeover and State 

Relocation Plans," Habitat International 30 (2006): 812-815. 
9
 Ibid, 820-822. 

10
 Vanessa Joos and Flavia Conrad, eds. Mokattam: World's Largest Recycling Hub (ETH Studio Basel 

Contemporary City Institute, 2010), 124-140, http://www.studio-basel.com/Projects/Cairo/Student-

Work/Mokattam.html. 

http://www.studio-basel.com/Projects/Cairo/Student-Work/Mokattam.html
http://www.studio-basel.com/Projects/Cairo/Student-Work/Mokattam.html
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Unable to safeguard their own interests due to the lack of a regulatory framework for protection, 

their presence, though useful, is uncomfortable for policymakers who strive to bring about 

modernization.
11

 To leaders wishing to inaugurate extensive political and economic reform, the 

Zabbaleen represent all that is traditional and backwards about Egypt‘s still-transforming 

society.  

 Consequently, state action has challenged the perpetuation of the trash collectors‘ 

informal activities and endeavors to stifle these workers. Efforts have included the forced 

relocation from their homes (for several decades, the Zabbaleen that now reside in Moqattam 

were repeatedly evicted from their settlements until they built a new settlement on public land in 

1972
12

) their attempted replacement by formal corporations, and the slaughter of their pigs. 

Repression and negligence
13

 (because the government does not acknowledge the importance of 

informal waste management and does not view benefits or hazards associated with scavenging as 

a priority), rather than active or passive support, characterize the attitude most often taken by the 

government towards these workers.
14

 

 Like most of Egypt‘s informal economic actors, the life of the Zabbaleen is indeed 

challenging. In his book The World's Scavengers: Salvaging for Sustainable Consumption and 

Production, development expert Martin Medina describes several hazards unique to trash 

collectors that result from their involvement in this symbolically dirty occupation.
15

 Besides 

being socially excluded and stigmatized due to the fact that work with trash is normally relegated 

to the lowest rungs of society, trash collectors are also vulnerable because their work is not 

                                                           
11

 Ragui Assaad and Gia Pionek, "Planning Despite the State: the Role of an NGO in Mediating Between State and a 

Squatter Community in Cairo, Egypt" (paper presented at World Planning Schools Congress 2001): 3-5. 
12

 Assaad, ―Upgrading the Moqattam Zabbaleen.‖ 
13

 Medina, 72-75. 
14

 Assaad and Pionek, 6. 
15

 Medina, 64-66. 
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recognized as contributing to the well-being of others. Moreover, the fact that children (such as 

Youssef‘s son in the story described earlier) are often involved in the work of their communities 

is also a cause for great concern. Their prospects for social mobility are reduced if they spend the 

bulk of their time working and do not have the opportunity to receive a well-rounded education. 

Likewise, high illiteracy among trash collectors and a lack of educational resources only serve to 

reinforce the cycle of poverty. 

 Furthermore, the traditional sexual division of labor characteristic of life among 

Zabbaleen contributes to the disempowerment of women in their communities. Men, boys, and 

very young girls are the designated trash collectors and transporters.
16

 In addition to all of the 

housekeeping and childcare duties, the wives and daughters perform what is arguably the most 

dangerous part of waste disposal – the sorting of materials. The potential health hazards of 

dealing with waste are numerous, and sorting is often done without gloves, which the Zabbaleen 

argue only hinder their ability to get their work done quickly and effectively.
17

 Sorting 

consequently puts these women at the greatest risk of exposure to hazardous waste.  

 However, the high level of insecurity that the Zabbaleen experience is perhaps the most 

threatening feature of their existence. As informal workers often living on public property (most 

Zabbaleen are technically considered squatters, even though they have inhabited their designated 

parcels of land for several decades) involved in a vocation that could vanish at any moment if 

efforts to modernize prove to be successful, the Zabbaleen‘s existence is fraught with 

uncertainty. Though they have worked to maintain their position within the economy for several 

decades, they are not guaranteed a role in the city‘s solid waste management system because of 

                                                           
16

 Wael Salah Fahmi and Keith Sutton, ―Cairo‘s Contested Garbage: Sustainable Solid Waste Management and the 

Zabaleen‘s Right to the City,‖ Sustainability 2 (2010): 1767-1768. 
17

 Hossam Aziz, Improving the Livelihood of Child Waste Pickers: Experiences with the 'Zabbaleen' in Cairo, Egypt 

(WASTE, Gouda, The Netherlands, August 2004), 9. 
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their informal status. Additionally, because they constitute a symbolic underclass and are 

members of a religious minority group, there has been little incentive for the government to 

prioritize the welfare of the Zabbaleen. The government‘s economic and social protection 

policies have not sought and do not now seem to seek to adequately mitigate the risks that the 

Zabbaleen face, or indeed, those that characterize the existence of most poor Egyptians. 

Moreover, the structuring of the Egyptian economy and labor market enables and is in fact 

intrinsically linked to the perpetuation of livelihoods like that of the Zabbaleen and other 

members of Egypt‘s informal sector.  
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3.0 THE OPERATION OF STATE POWER: 

EGYPTIAN ECONOMIC POLICY IN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

 

 In order to contextualize the experiences of Cairo‘s Zabbaleen community and 

adequately examine the evolution of economic policy and social welfare provision in Egypt, it is 

necessary to first understand historical stages of development within the country. Here I 

therefore briefly discuss the effect of policy reform upon state-society relations and among the 

most underprivileged segments of the Egyptian population during the regimes of the nation‘s 

three most recent ruling presidents – Gamal Abdel Nasser, Anwar Sadat, and Hosni Mubarak. 

 The military coup d'état and revolution in 1952 marked the end of monarchical rule and 

the establishment of the Arab Republic of Egypt as an independent state. General Nasser took 

office in 1956 and implemented not capitalism, but Arab socialism, whose values remained 

enshrined in the constitution for decades.
18

 Nasser‘s economic policies were based primarily on 

centralized state control of the economy and a strengthening of the public sector through 

planning. The conception of socialist planning was indeed the fundamental essence of 

Nasserism, clearly evidenced in the leader‘s efforts in the post-independence period to create ―a 

master plan‖ for the city of Cairo.
19

 This became ―part of the large objective of improving 

knowledge of and exercising control over the urban reality‖ he had inherited, in order to more 

fully develop a strong, independent state.
20

 

 Having grown out of the nationalist movement, this strategy of rapid top-down 

developmentalism, – which encompassed urbanization, industrialization, and modernization – 

                                                           
18

 Egypt Country Profile: The Road Ahead for Egypt (Dokki, Cairo: The Economic Research Forum for Arab 

Countries, Iran and Turkey, December 2004), 121-122. 
19

 Diane Singerman and Paul Amar, eds. Cairo Cosmopolitan: Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in the New 

Globalized Middle East (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2006), 83. 
20

 Ibid. 
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remained in place until the 1970s. Power was further consolidated in the hands of the state, even 

as emphasis on social welfare remained central.
21

 The social contract between state and society 

commanded full authoritarian control and popular support for the government in exchange for 

the provision of certain benefits,
22

 and state power was used to promote modernization and a 

―reformationist redistribution of wealth and opportunity to the middle and lower classes.‖
23

 Like 

many other dictatorial regimes in the region, the independent autocratic government was able to 

remain in power despite a blatant lack of rights for the people, for citizens could receive certain 

economic advantages through the welfare state created under this ―authoritarian bargain.‖ 

Benefits included food subsidies and free or low-cost public services (important to the sizeable 

lower class) and job guarantees within the government for college graduates (especially 

significant for the middle and upper classes).
24

 

 While it is not possible to identify all of the consequences of this peculiar configuration 

of socialist policy upon the country‘s urban poor and the Zabbaleen in particular, understanding 

the character of the authoritarian bargain in Egyptian society is key. It clarifies how the 

government was able to maintain a firm grip on power in Egypt throughout the next several 

decades and achieve extended political quiescence without prioritizing the welfare of the poorest 

of its citizens. Ayman al-Amir of Al-Ahram Weekly clearly demonstrates its logic: 

Autocracies perpetuate themselves in power through a supporting, beneficiary elite ... 

they consist of exclusive special interest groups includ[ing] security officials, business 

tycoons, regime propagandists and self-serving political aspirants. To guarantee loyalty, 

the elite have to be awarded special privileges and lucrative incentives. They often stand 

                                                           
21

 Singerman and Amar, 74. 
22

 Asef Bayat, "Cairo's Poor: Dilemmas of Survival and Solidarity," Middle East Report 27, no. 202 (Winter 1996): 

3-4. 
23

 Cited in Carrie Rosefsky Wickham, Mobilizing Islam: Religion, Activism, and Political Change in Egypt (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 22. 
24

 Fouad N. Ibrahim and Barbara Ibrahim, Egypt: An Economic Geography (London: I.B.Taurus & Co. Ltd, 2003), 

95-96. 
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to lose everything, and risk legal prosecution, should the alliance of interests collapse. So 

they are bonded to the regime and become its main apologists.
25

 

 

The ―rent-seeking elite‖ became the main base of support for the ruling regime in Nasser‘s 

socialist state.
26

 Consequently, the establishment of an all-encompassing social welfare state that 

aimed to protect and promote the economic well-being of the entire populace was not necessary 

in order to ensure the regime‘s survival in the long term, even as limited redistribution did take 

place. The regime‘s middle and upper class constituency continued to possess an influential role 

in government and the economy throughout the remainder of the twentieth century and even into 

the present era, though they only constitute a small percentage of the Egyptian population. 

 The policy of Infitah (or ―Open Door‖) instituted by President Sadat in 1974 was an 

attempt to reverse the trends established after the Revolution. Infitah encouraged the transition 

from public control of the economy to the promotion of economic liberalization in western 

capitalist form. Emphasis was placed upon decentralization, the private sector, and foreign 

investment, rather than socialist planning. Enabled by ―the consolidation of new political and 

social discourses, specifically an ideological commitment to economic productivity and 

socioeconomic development,‖ Infitah effectively changed the course of Egyptian economic 

policymaking.
27

 The justification for these changes in the 1970s came from the perceived need 

after the 1973 October War to stimulate economic recovery in a different manner, hindered by to 

the costly burdens of socialist state policy. This new ―complex of policies‖ instead aspired to 

transform the economy in order to foster growth.
28

 Yet throughout this process, the relationship 

                                                           
25

 Aymen El-Amir, ―Ballot Box Battles,‖ Al-Ahram Weekly, April 10 2008, 

http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2008/892/op2.htm. 
26

 Lisa Blaydes, Elections and Distributive Politics in Mubarak’s Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

2011), 9.  
27

 Singerman and Amar, 87.  
28

 Jason Thompson, A History of Egypt: From Earliest Times to the Present (New York: Vintage Books, 2008), 325-

328. 

http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2008/892/op2.htm
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described above between the government and the economic and political elites remained 

relatively stable, and ―allocation decisions [were] made according to established norms and 

expectations.‖
29

 

 It is more accurate to characterize Sadat‘s presidency as a period of transition to 

liberalization from authoritarian populism. Free-market policies did end the public-sector 

monopoly on trade and open the economy to foreign trade and the entrance of foreign goods, 

allow for the influx of international aid, reduce the amount of public-sector companies, and 

liberalize fiscal policy and wage and employment regulations. Some people did certainly benefit; 

these ―fat cats‖ however were small in number.
30

 Infitah guaranteed investors access to 

investment and continued to generate rent-seeking opportunities for them despite the state‘s 

persistent involvement in the economy through the remaining state-owned enterprises.
3132

 Yet 

attempts to roll back the state through the removal of food subsidies and the reduction of public 

sector employment were also met with opposition from the general public. Therefore liberalizing 

reforms, though desired by the regime, could not proceed at a very rapid pace. The bulk of the 

social contract of the previous era thus remained in place in spite of the attractiveness and 

promulgation of neoliberal ideologies endorsing the merits of free-market capitalism. 

 The continuation of Infitah under President Mubarak from 1981 onwards was more 

effective in withdrawing the state from the economy and promoting economic liberalization,
33

 

though the repressive political apparatus remained in place throughout the remainder of 

                                                           
29

 Blaydes, 9-10. 
30

 Thompson, 326. 
31

 Blaydes, 33.  
32

 Singerman and Amar, 86. 
33

 Bayat, 3. 
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Mubarak‘s tenure.
34

 However, this process, instead of putting an end to the state‘s special 

relationship with the elite, only further empowered them as the regime‘s key base of support. 

The reorganization of the economy blurred the lines between public and private ownership, 

allowing state officials and private entrepreneurs to exploit changes to their own advantage.
35

 

Growing reliance on the market ―left the regime with fewer resources to buy the support of this 

critical constituency,‖ and ―economic liberalization [encouraged] the development of clientelistic 

relationships throughout the political system in an environment of increasing resource 

scarcity.‖
36

 Economic liberalization – so often heralded as a prerequisite to and catalyst for 

political liberalization and gradual democratization – instead had the opposite effect in Egypt. 

Admittedly, this was aided in part by the government‘s exploitation of the ―Islamist peril,‖ which 

was also manipulated and promulgated in order to legitimize the absence of political rights.
37

 But 

for the most part, the Egyptian state was ultimately made more authoritarian through the 

reinforcement of its relationship with the upper classes as opposed to the population as a whole.
38

 

 Formal state withdrawal from the market is often thought to decrease the state‘s influence 

within the economy and society, allowing economic actors to pursue their own interests 

efficiently, free from the auspices of government control. Yet in the case of Egypt, greater 

privatization can paradoxically be understood as a process of an escalation, rather than reduction, 

of the state‘s authority within the private sector. Though certain private actors were also able to 

wield an influence, this does not ―signify a loss of state control, but rather a transformation of the 
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ways in which it intervene[d] and exercise[d] power with increased exclusion and 

irrationality.‖
39

 As the monetary costs of intervention were reduced, the prospects for the 

development of a legitimate and more robust welfare state became even more unlikely. 

 Further examination of management at the municipal level in Cairo also provides 

evidence of the depth of unsuccessful state intervention. Present there was ―a notable 

phenomenon of reinforcing and increasing the powers of presidentially-appointed governors and 

overriding the powers of civil servants and ministries.‖
40

 The three ―administratively 

autonomous‖ governorates of Cairo became ―effectively part of the national bureaucracy,‖ 

headed as they are by these presidentially-appointed governors.
41

 Corruption consequently 

became even more endemic; governors continued garner much of their financial support from 

deals made with private sector actors rather than from a stable tax base.
42

 Their apparent outward 

autonomy is misleading, as decision-making at the local level is intrinsically tied to state policy 

preferences. Over time, public sector provision of the city‘s infrastructure development became 

more readily allocated to the private sector. Also, administrative mismanagement allowed urban 

development of Cairo to continue in a rather haphazard manner under the auspices of state 

control, but without any safeguards as a source of accountability. 

 The regime‘s growing financial independence from the citizenry and the lack of domestic 

oversight agencies signals the high level of centralization of economic policy decision making 

authority in hands of the executive branch during the Mubarak era.
43

 Increased dependence on 

the United States and various international lending institutions did constrain the state in some 
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ways – arguably its only source of limitation.
44

 The signing of Egypt‘s Economic Reform and 

Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP) in 1991 with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

and World Bank, ―employing the language of authority and neoclassical economics,‖ required 

further reform as a condition for the delivery of economic assistance from these international 

organizations.
45

 Conditionalities included ―macroeconomic policy adjustment, the removal of 

consumer subsidies, elimination of price controls, and foreign trade liberalization,‖
46

 in addition 

to the privatization of nationalized industries.
47

 The obligatory introduction of monetary and 

fiscal policy changes, especially when under pressure to conform to certain international norms 

regarding monetary and fiscal policy, provided further incentive not to render support of worse-

off members of the population a central priority. 

 Active economic reform continued to effectively transform economic relations, as the 

symbolic transfer of economic power from the state apparatus to the rent-seeking elites and 

entrepreneurs persisted. This time however, encouragement from outside international 

organizations and governments provided further justification to de-prioritize welfare provision 

for the poor.
48

 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, state control over various goods was lifted, high 

customs tariffs on imported goods were reduced, state subsidies ended for most products, and 

public sector employment was cut. Though structural adjustment leading to greater withdrawal 

of the state was established in order to attempt to manage the massive burden of the state‘s 

foreign debt, the process had a negative impact on the bulk of the population. Required to decide 

which financial obligations they would meet, the regime continued to dismantle the government-

funded social safety net of the Nasser era. Its provision, as well as development work, gradually 
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became the responsibility of the private sector and NGOs.
49

 Furthermore, foreign assistance has 

become the primary source of funding for upgrading informal areas.
50

 

 To many, the thought that the state‘s retreat from the market may allow benefits to 

gradually ―trickle down‖ to the population is theoretically appealing and politically ideal.
51

 

Growth in the economy stimulated through benefits to private business can hypothetically 

translate to greater opportunities for the rest of the population if efficiency spurs job creation and 

lowers barriers to entry into the economy in the long run. However, income inequality and 

poverty in Egypt increased over the course of Mubarak‘s thirty-year rule, especially accelerating 

further after the implementation of the structural adjustment program.
5253

 Declining living 

standards, high food prices, and the proliferation of slums are all a testament to the exacerbation 

of economic difficulties and increased economic stagnation.
54

 

 While the interests of the Egyptian state apparatus narrowed even more to exclusively 

include their affluent constituency, the rest of the country‘s population suffered. As Middle East 

policy analyst Marina Ottaway aptly states,  

despite high levels of international military and financial assistance … Egypt is now a 

tired and discouraged country with growing inequality. There are increasingly two 

Egypts—the Egypt of the rich with big gated communities and the Egypt of the poor with 

overcrowded and suffering cities.
55
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The ―two Egypts‖ created by the crony capitalism of the regime, wherein the dependency of the 

elites spawned a reciprocal dependence of the state, persisted in reinforcing the dichotomy of 

significant access to resources for the better off.
56

 The rest of society possessed relatively little 

substantial influence on state policy because of the established character of state-society 

relations. This has limited their ability to improve their relative position in the economy and 

exacerbated the uncertainty that has historically characterized the life situation of many of the 

nation‘s urban poor. 

 The Egyptian economy is now burdened with endemic problems. Unemployment, under-

employment, high poverty rates, inflation, and minimal economic growth have all only 

intensified over the last two decades.
57

 These difficulties have in part been produced by 

unsuccessful economic and social policies that abandoned the attempts made in the 1960s and 

1970s to redistribute revenue, intervene effectively in the economy, or actively promote 

development. Globalization and increased exposure to the global market are often blamed as a 

source of pressure on the welfare state, but in the case of Egypt such challenges have been a 

minimal contributor to perpetual economic difficulties. In comparison to other developing 

countries of similar size, import and export levels have remained low despite trade 

liberalization.
58

 It is more accurate to say that the Infitah reforms designed to increase 

liberalization and economic openness had the opposite effect and helped instigate economic 

decline.
59

 Moreover, they also reduced entrepreneurial opportunities by ―encouraging the large 
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scale importation of foreign consumer goods that drove locally produced goods from the 

market.‖
60

 

 Not only did changes in policy limit the opportunities available to the urban poor, but the 

lack of accountability among the people enabled the government to act autonomously and with 

great influence for several decades. Unlike democratically elected officials, leaders in 

authoritarian regimes hold all "administrative, legislative, and coercive powers,‖ which allow 

them to ―retain control of the state apparatus regardless of how much support they have in the 

electorate.‖
61

 These repressive regimes are more easily able to overpower opposition within 

society and have little incentive to increase their appeal to the masses. In the face of internal and 

external challenges the strong Egyptian state could consequently wield its power in ways 

inconceivable elsewhere and implement reforms more advantageous to the preservation of its 

authority within society and the economy. 

 As a rentier state dependent primarily upon ―politically-motivated external financial 

flows,‖ the government was able to remain relatively autonomous of the domestic economy and 

reliance on taxation, similar to other authoritarian dictatorships in the region.
62

 Moreover, 

structural adjustment conditionalities designed to promote fiscal and monetary discipline in order 

to stimulate economic growth and reduce poverty essentially had the opposite intended effect, for 

they fostered even more instability. Due to the logic of the state-society relationship that 

remained relatively stable throughout the second half of the twentieth century, policy change 

consistently reinforced the status of the upper classes as primary recipients of government 

benefits. State subsidies and the meager safety net put in place in the early years of the Republic 

that did attempt to mitigate the hazards of the market are now most notable in their absence. 
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Consequently, many of the urban poor have turned to other means of achieving income security 

and assistance for themselves and their families – from both the informal sector and non-

governmental organizations. 
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4.0 THE EGYPTIAN ECONOMY: INFORMALITY AND THE THIRD SECTOR 

 

 Shifting national and global economic conditions have put Egyptians who are at the 

lower end of the income spectrum in a position such that the informal sector becomes a more 

attractive source of livelihood, particularly since the 1980s and the institution of structural 

adjustment that was not as successful as anticipated in stimulating growth. Indeed, despite (and 

because of) the presence of an authoritarian state apparatus, the informal sector has become a 

significant part of the Egyptian economy. Here I expound upon the theme of the informal 

economy and the third sector of NGOs in order to more accurately highlight the significance of 

the Zabbaleen‘s social and economic position and the work that non-governmental organizations 

do in their communities in the next section. This is not possible however without considering the 

increased tension that has accompanied greater informalization and augmented state control.
63

 

 Liberalization in Egypt has not been kind to the working class, primarily because it has 

not been supplemented by formal sector job growth as the population of the country increases, 

widening the gap between the rich and the poor. This consequently has reinforced the importance 

of informal work; participation in the informal sector is a means of achieving a livelihood for 

many of those who cannot afford not to work. Changes that have affected the character of the 

city of Cairo are especially indicative of the effect of structural adjustment and more liberal 

economic and social welfare policies. During the era of fiscal contraction the population of Cairo 

increased dramatically, as did the geographical area of the capital city.
64

 

 Throughout this process of economic liberalization and deregulation, many of the city‘s 

inhabitants turned to the informal sector in an effort to ameliorate their livelihoods without aid 
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from, or indeed any association with, the government. The informal sector provides employment 

opportunities for Cairo‘s urban poor, but it also is a vital contributor to the city‘s infrastructure. 

The Zabbaleen are truly an embodiment of this; for decades they have worked to keep the city 

clean at little cost to the government.
65

 Clearly, without the existence of a large informal sector 

the experience of poverty within the city of Cairo would be exacerbated. However, because the 

preservation of the city‘s infrastructure is so dependent upon these workers, all of the city‘s 17 

million inhabitants in fact benefit from the perpetuation of these sorts of employment 

opportunities since they do not, for example, have to suffocate under the accumulation of their 

own waste. 

 Despite trends towards power centralization in the hands of the state and its constituency, 

many of the urban poor have been able to assume and maintain a role in the economy. 

Characteristic of the attitudes of many of these Egyptians whose survival depends upon the 

perpetuation of informal sector opportunities, the Egyptian norm of al-mahjud al-dhati describes 

―self-help, self-reliance, or lifting oneself up by the bootstraps, without reliance on the state.‖
66

 

They actively seek to ameliorate their position, but not through in the formal economy, nor 

through official political means. However, due to the nature of informal work, it cannot be 

regulated, despite attempts or a desire to do so. The philosophy of al-mahjud al-dhati therefore 

reflects a tension inherent in the coexistence of a repressive authoritarian state, an extensive 

informal sector, and also, the growing third sector (which will be described in more detail later 

on). Though their actions are heavily restricted and/or limited, informal economic actors and 

third sector groups possess a certain level of autonomy despite increased centralization of state 

power and its continued influence. 
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 Also called the shadow economy, grey economy, underground economy, or the informal 

economy, these titles reflect characteristics of an economic sphere in which money-making 

pursuits remain uncountable and unaccounted for in official figures.
67

 Often because they are 

criminal, illegal, unregulated, or nonmonetary exchanges,
68

 the activities of the informal sector 

can generally be defined as ―transactions where the state neither provides protection nor receives 

a ‗cut.‘‖
69

 The occupations (and wages) of informal economic actors are not guaranteed or 

recognized by the government, and the government does not (and often cannot) collect taxes on 

their income. 

 It is important to note that this definition of the informal sector does not necessarily 

imply that all informal economic actors are impoverished. Many may choose to operate under 

the radar, so to speak, because it is more lucrative for them than the formal economy. Informal 

actors among Cairo‘s poor – those participants with limited formal employment opportunities 

without government unemployment protection, predestined to occupy the least desirable 

positions within the labor market, willing to take any position offered – are the chief focus of this 

discussion. The existence of another type of informal actor, who enters the informal economy 

because it allows tax evasion and avoidance of compliance with government regulations must 

however also be recognized as contributing to the magnitude of the Egypt‘s informal economy.
70

 

Estimates vary, but informal work accounts for approximately 68% of Egypt‘s national GDP.
71
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 Informality is a topic of great import to economists who desire to measure the size and 

scope of informal activities. Though it exists everywhere, informal work is especially prevalent 

in the developing world, where a sizeable proportion of the actual economy is self-regulated 

rather than state-regulated. Regulation of the formal economy and/or high costs of entry into it 

make it difficult for individuals to eke out a livelihood and achieve regular wages. The poor turn 

to the informal sector, where opportunities abound provided one is willing to find their own way 

rather than work through official channels. The relationship of the informal sector to the state can 

be characterized as ―one of inevitable conflict,‖ because ―the whole point of the state is to assert 

the monopoly of its authority within a territory, but the whole point of informal entrepreneurs is 

to avoid or to subvert that authority.‖
72

 This is especially obvious in the Egyptian government‘s 

continued maintenance of its sphere of influence within the third sector even as it has prioritized 

the welfare of its elite constituency, which has driven the nation‘s poor to search out other sorts 

of employment opportunities and means of assistance. 

 In Egypt in particular, the nature of the relationship of the state to civil society 

organizations cannot be accurately delineated without reference to activity within the informal 

sector. Not only is the size of the informal sector substantial, but its growth can be attributed to a 

number of causes, especially found in the state‘s structuring of the labor market and welfare 

state. The informal economy is also the primary location for Egypt‘s third sector organizations, 

among workers in the most precarious of positions. Endemic corruption and limited state support 

require the urban poor to ―pay both politically and financially for their own access to public 

services and resources, and perhaps eventually ‗buy‘ formal administrative recognition from the 

state.‖
73

 Since informal workers do not often have the means or connections to facilitate this 
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process, the work of NGOs becomes especially crucial. As Infitah and structural adjustment 

reduced social spending and the provision of services through the public sector, NGOs have 

gained power ―by taking over roles abandoned by the government which allows unrestricted 

privatization of certain functions previously fulfilled by the state.‖
74

 Moreover, because 

corruption is so endemic at the municipal level, the credibility of the local administration is 

decreased, enhancing the appeal of turning to NGOs rather than local officials to solve local 

problems.
75

 

 The promotion of the free market and reduction in welfare provision have served to 

reinforce perpetual socioeconomic divides through the augmentation of inequality, limiting the 

prospects of the urban poor in the formal economy. Yet as was contended earlier, the lack of 

opportunities for official participation has not left the working class in a completely helpless 

position. Though rapid transition from a planned economy was accompanied by ―erratic and 

unbalanced development,‖
76

 the rise of other means of assistance has in part mitigated the 

uncertainty created in the market economy, and not only for Egyptians. Economic expert Dr. El-

Ghonemy adequately sums up this process: 

Internationally, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are increasingly viewed as the 

third sector without which governments cannot alone address development challenges to 

meet the needs of fast –growing population … civil society – the non-governmental, 

voluntary and non-profit sector – is expected in the twenty-first century to assume greater 

responsibilities and to play a more dynamic role in different aspects of national 

development. Furthermore, following the government‘s adoption, in 1991, of economic 

policy reforms for a predominant market economy and recent privatization of most of 

public enterprises, NGOs should be enabled to play the role of partnership with 

government agencies. This partnership role requires a complete transformation of 

existing relations between government and NGOs in order to achieve the noble aim of 

alleviating poverty and unemployment, and to tackle other social ills.
77
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These organizations are the primary means through which civil society participation is permitted 

and can thrive, for citizens are able to receive assistance in a mediated fashion. Advocacy for the 

―economically and politically marginalized,‖ takes place in this domain, and demands for 

accountability from the government can be made, though admittedly, to varying degrees of 

success.
78

 

 As the government abandoned any attempt at redistribution or state-led development, 

civil society organizations have taken on the responsibilities of development work and social 

welfare provision. Egyptian NGOs began to grow out of ―a distinctly international context and 

development agenda in which funding has been linked to programs to ‗develop civil society‘ 

since the 1980s in particular.‖
79

 The proliferation of NGOs has provided citizens with the 

opportunity to participate in ―a rare form of urban associational life,‖ where they can express 

their voice, though not in the conventional form of official democratic participation.
80

 NGOs by 

definition generally pursue their purposes independent of any specific government agenda or 

direct government control.
81

 Yet the work of Egyptian NGOs – which focus primarily on relief 

and community development – has also actively contributed to the development of community 

infrastructure.  

 Though partnership of NGOs with governmental organizations is hardly a phenomenon 

singular to Egypt, the efforts of these civil society organizations in particular cannot be easily 

reduced to simple humanitarian work. Large development projects can usually be categorized as 
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a duty of the government; they serve the purpose of not only providing relief in the short-term, 

but also seek to institute self-sustainability in the long-term. However, Egypt‘s governmental 

agencies, in their collaboration with NGOs have ―mainly political objectives and generally shun 

pressure groups or use them for their own benefit.‖
82

 The government‘s utilization of NGOs to 

serve this purpose only further underlines the effect of liberalization and reduction of the welfare 

state; while the size of the informal sector is indicative of the high degree of uncertainty facing 

the urban poor, so is the proliferation of NGOs. It is the NGOs that ―act as a catalyst for a 

transformation process, or provide the resources, social capital, and skills that make 

transformation possible.‖
83

 

 In Egypt, the Ministry of Social Affairs (MOSA) oversees 15,000 NGOs that have 

undertaken social development projects as the crux of their agenda.
84

 MOSA‘s main objectives 

include the establishment of a social safety net for citizens, promotion of human development, 

provision of basic services in disadvantaged areas, reduction of poverty, and increased 

participation of NGOs and the private sector in the implementation of programs to improve 

services for the poor.
85 MOSA also supervises and sponsors the projects that subsidiary 

organizations assume, though its intervention does encroach on the autonomy of these 

organizations, limiting their scope to express their opinions and act autonomously without the 

intervention of the state.
86

 

 The law governing NGOs gives the administration complete discretionary powers over 

the activities of the third sector, and the effective rights to permit, supervise, and dissolve these 
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civil society organizations at will.
87

 Moreover, the 2002 passage of the NGO law requires them 

to register with MOSA and restricts their access to foreign or external funding and their ability to 

join international associations, effectively invoking ―the powers of the Executive over NGOs to a 

much greater degree.‖
88

 Because their political activities are also limited, the ability of these 

organizations to work freely is therefore checked. This reflects the tension that exists in the 

expectation for the provision of social protection from non-governmental groups, which 

nevertheless continue to be regulated and strictly controlled by the government – precisely 

because they are non-governmental. Though the capacity of civil society organizations is great, 

the limited space they have to take action has increased the incentive for some civil society 

organizations to register as non-profit companies in order to bypass restrictions.
89

 

 The attempts of the Egyptian state to increase its level of control over and penetration 

within civil society groups and the economy through increased intervention through MOSA, the 

regulatory agency, and a strengthening of the ties between government actors and well-to-do 

private sector actors is noteworthy. Yet the state‘s effort to impose itself has not been completely 

successful at suppressing the circumvention of governmental restriction and influence because 

the state remains reliant upon both the informal sector and the third sector. The informal sector is 

crucial; it ―provides a means of subsistence for a large segment of the population,‖ besides 

subsidizing ―the consumption and profits of actors in the formal economy‖ and the position of 

the elites.
90
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 The third sector not only provides services and advocacy for the disadvantaged segments 

of the population, but it also performs important work normally relegated to the public sector. 

These groups themselves also creatively seek to achieve independence from state control. This 

reliance almost seems like a necessary evil for the state. The existence of this self-reinforcing 

cycle
91

 serves to underline the importance of informality and non-governmental modes of social 

assistance. Economic stagnation and underdevelopment have produced conditions that drive 

underprivileged individuals to pursue alternative avenues of subsistence (the informal sector) and 

support (from third sector organizations), where the state is not the dominant influential force. 

 Egypt‘s informal and third sectors thus provide useful examples for understanding 

development, poverty, and inequality in a country characterized by an authoritarian mode of 

governance. Political and economic reform and the institution of socialist policies that fostered 

some redistribution for the poor also gave precedence to wealthy elites who enjoyed a special 

association with the authoritarian government. Moreover, this relationship continued to be an 

important contributing factor affecting government policy even as Infitah was instituted to 

reduce the role of the government in the economy. However, because liberalization also 

generated new forms of government intervention, the presence of third sector civil society 

organizations in Egypt became even more crucial for the burgeoning population of informal 

economic actors over the last several decades. Yet authoritarianism cannot easily coexist with 

informality and the third sector, owing to the sort of unspoken competition for power and 

influence. Consequently, a constant tension exists between the state and these two other spheres 

of economic and social activity. In Egypt, informal workers have little recourse but to turn to 

NGOs in the face of challenges. Meanwhile, these NGOs themselves persistently must deal with 

the involvement of the state in their everyday practices, whether because of the expectation for 
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NGOs to take on the role of promoting development or due to the fact that NGOs possess 

autonomy and influence.  

 Therefore, when evaluating the role of NGOs in promoting development at broader 

scope, state-society relations must also be taken into account, and specifically, the role that the 

government continues to play indirectly and directly in affecting peoples‘ daily lives. Neither 

governments, nor informal workers, nor NGOs truly operate as stand-alone sets of actors; their 

motivations and actions must be considered in relation and opposition to one another. 

Knowledge of the history of economic policymaking in Egypt specifically helps us to 

contextualize the experiences of the urban poor and understand why NGOs have become an 

influential force in Egyptian society and politics. The successful empowerment of marginalized 

societal groups like the Zabbaleen demonstrates both the crucially important position that NGOs 

can hold, and the ways in which their work affects conditions of impoverishment.  
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5.0 ECONOMIC ALTERNATIVES:  

 NGOS IN INFORMAL GARBAGE COLLECTION 

 

 The work that Cairo‘s informal trash collectors are involved in puts them in a difficult 

situation, since they encounter numerous challenges as informal sector workers without an 

established position in the economy. They must also deal daily with the unique hazards that only 

garbage collection and recycling work entails. Therefore, I discuss in this section the Zabbaleen 

case study as an example of the challenges, processes, and successes of the mediated form of 

social welfare provision in one Egyptian context. 

 As the government has moved from a policy of socialist planning towards a more 

neoliberal framing of the market, there has been a parallel in the change from a policy of 

redistribution to third sector and informal sector provision of benefits and employment 

opportunities. For dispossessed outsiders like the Zabbaleen, already at a disadvantage because 

of their status as a symbolic underclass, processes of deregulation furthers their abandonment to 

the hazards of a market run by corrupt political leaders and their wealthy investor cohorts. The 

perpetuation of the Zabbaleen‘s livelihood is in part a product of these processes of economic 

and social welfare policy transformations. Though they have been involved in garbage collection 

for decades, the augmentation of socioeconomic divides is what continues to create a source of 

income for them. As mentioned previously, the Zabbaleen prefer to service Cairo‘s rich 

neighborhoods rather than poorer neighborhoods (where the trash contains less recyclable 

materials and more organic waste).  

 Since the bulk of the Zabbaleen‘s income is generated by their recycling activities, the 

collection of trash of the affluent is a more prudent use of their time. Paradoxically therefore, the 
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existence of affluent others is not in and of itself completely detrimental to these trash collectors; 

―affluence produces abundant waste while poverty does not … poverty encourages efficient 

reuse and recycling of waste materials while affluence does not … sustainable livelihoods are 

predicated upon persistent inequalities in income and consumption.‖
92

 Clearly, the promotion of 

greater overall prosperity and reductions in inequality would be more beneficial for the 

Zabbaleen. However, the lack of an extensive social protection system and sufficient 

employment opportunities ensures that the Zabbaleen‘s entrance into other more secure and 

lucrative vocations is effectively thwarted and that they remain informal trash collectors. Their 

disadvantaged status has consequently been reinforced through policies that prioritize the well-

being of the rich rather than the urban poor.  

 But the Zabbaleen are not a completely helpless community of informal workers when 

faced with economic difficulties. The rise of third sector NGOs accompanying growth in the 

informal sector demonstrates the creative way in which the Zabbaleen, like so many of the urban 

poor, are able to preserve their positions without direct government assistance. These 

organizations play a unique role in promoting development – both in the urban landscape, and 

among the informal workers.  Empowerment has accompanied augmented NGO intervention 

within the Zabbaleen community of Moqattam, providing new opportunities for them. And 

though numerous organizations of all types have taken part in upgrading, the first World Bank 

funded urban development project with Environmental Quality International (EQI) and the 

Association for the Protection of the Environment (APE) that began in 1981will be my principal 

example here. The outcomes of their approach – especially achievements in human development 

as well as skill and resource upgrading and environmental sustainability – are indeed notable.  
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 The relative absence of direct state involvement in the lives of the Zabbaleen – as is the 

case for most marginalized Egyptians – leaves a space for NGOs to stand in as the Zabbaleen‘s 

intermediaries. NGOs not only providing services and humanitarian assistance, but also engage 

politically with the government on the Zabbaleen‘s behalf. This is especially crucial for the 

Zabbaleen, who generally mistrust the municipal government.
93

 These organizations therefore 

serve a two-fold purpose; they work to improve the lives of the trash collectors, and to carry out 

that duty, have also improved the city‘s waste collection system. Though NGOs do not normally 

do garbage collection and are generally confined to relief work, they have actively contributed to 

municipal services through aid to the Zabbaleen. This function is indicative of how the voluntary 

non-governmental and non-profit sector have been expected to assume greater responsibility and 

play a more dynamic role in national development in addition to social welfare. This purpose is 

not exclusive to the NGOs that work among Cairo‘s trash collectors either: 

Two parallel trends … tackle the global waste problem … The Zero Waste movement is 

… a grass-roots initiative offering an effective philosophical framework to guide action 

in the environmental arena … The second trend is more strongly rooted in the social and 

environmental justice movements. NGOs operating in this realm focus on creative, 

practical approaches to increasing living standards through decreasing waste-related 

environmental contamination. Examples from across the globe suggest that NGOs have 

particular strengths working with ―scavengers‖, people who have been traditionally 

marginalized by society and ignored by governments due to the nature of their work.
94

  

 

Goals have been met successfully because these NGOs have initiated and endorsed upgrading 

programs, creating enabling conditions, empowering trash collectors and their families and 

increasing their agency. Above all, intervention has provided opportunities that partially mitigate 

the vulnerability and uncertainty these workers face as a dispossessed minority group in the 

informal economy. 
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 Christian-affiliated leaders and organizations were the first to become involved with the 

Zabbaleen, owing to their strong religious convictions. Since the Zabbaleen are pig farmers – 

hardly an attractive profession to the Muslim majority – the involvement of the more religiously-

inclined becomes especially significant. This is also obviously related to their intrinsic religious 

affinity; recall that the majority of the Zabbaleen are members of Egypt‘s Coptic Orthodox 

Christian minority.  

 Founded by a bishop of the Coptic Orthodox Church that was working among the 

community in 1974, El-Gamiyya (the Association of Garbage Collectors for Community 

Development) is a grassroots organization that has always been comprised exclusively of 

Zabbaleen community members.
95

 As the first mobilization effort led by community leaders at 

the local level, El-Gamiyya, worked to ―represent and assist the zabbaleen, especially in times of 

crisis or need.‖
96

 Initially a Christian association but now a secular organization, El-Gamiyya 

works primarily as a representative organization that makes executive decisions on community 

issues.
97

 

 Similarly, Soeur Emmanuelle (a French Catholic nun) devoted more than two decades of 

her life to serving the Zabbaleen. She established the Association Soeur Emmanuelle, which 

―helped create a network of clinics, schools and gardens to serve the children of the slums,‖ and 

also provided the trash collectors with vehicles to replace their donkey-drawn carts once local 

authorities forbade their use for waste transportation.
98

 Soeur Emmanuelle‘s work substantially 

increased international awareness of the plight of Egypt‘s trash collectors. The projects she 

initiated have continued since her retirement through the work of a secular successor 
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organization dedicated to partnership and empowerment, the Association des Amis de Soeur 

Emmanuelle.
99

 

 The crucial efforts of these grassroots organizations and the religious figures that initiated 

them were initially tied to their faith and belief in charity. The work of EQI (and its successor 

APE) instead originated in an international context through a World Bank upgrading project that 

sought mainly poverty alleviation and development for its own sake. In 1981, EQI (an 

environmental consulting firm in Cairo) contracted with the World Bank to begin a project that 

would create infrastructure and achieve skill upgrading for the Zabbaleen of the Moqattam 

settlement through the Zabbaleen Environmental Development Programme (ZEDP).
100

 Funded 

by Oxfam International, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 

Catholic Relief Services, the Ford Foundation, the European Economic Community (EEC), 

Emmaus, and the Association des Amis de Soeur Emmanuelle,
101

 the chief goal of this first 

urban development project was to ―build on the existing informal system of urban settlement and 

urban service delivery system in such a way as to mitigate its most deleterious aspects while 

maintaining its social and economic integrity.‖
102

 

 Infrastructure, including a sewage system, running water, and electricity, as well as 

houses, schools, a health center, a community center, and a composting plant were all developed 

over a ten year period.
103

 The economical proposal also resulted in the eventual establishment of 

the Qatammiya Recycling Center in 1987, and the development of a new, private voluntary 

organization – APE – in 1984 (which registered with the Ministry of Social Affairs) to run the 
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plant and fund other projects.
104

 Small workshops with machines to crush and modify different 

recyclable materials were built in order to facilitate the recycling process. Many reports highlight 

the ZEDP project as the most important contribution to upgrading in Moqattam. 

 In 1989, when the government instituted a new contract system requiring trash collectors 

to possess licenses to collect trash, EQI helped create the Environmental Protection Company 

(EPC), formed to ensure that the Zabbaleen were able to maintain their access to the garbage 

through the acquisition of the state-mandated contracts.
105

 The registration of the Zabbaleen as a 

private for-profit company established them more officially as certified trash collectors for the 

city. Moreover, through the company, the wahiya began to contract legally with groups of the 

trash collectors, and for the first time assumed the responsibility of financing hauling costs. This 

move was significant, for it further demarcated a more balanced collaboration of the wahiya and 

Zabbaleen, and recognized both groups as more equal contributors to the city‘s solid waste 

management system.
106

 

 APE is still involved in human development, working at length with women and children 

in particular.
107

 APE actively seeks to ―function as a development catalyst in the waste recyclers‘ 

area of Cairo, by tailoring certain environmental practices to the special socio-cultural context of 

this settlement.‖
108

 APE‘s Rags to Rugs recycling project is a good example of this; established 

in 1988, it offers otherwise constrained young women the opportunity to increase their agency as 

they learn valuable skills, become literate, and even earn a small income all their own through 
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the sale of their handiwork. Now a thriving program, the rag recycling project – along with 

several other APE humanitarian projects – has become self-sustainable.
109

 

 APE‘s recycling ventures too have been significant. The Rejects of the Rejects recycling 

unit established in 2005 – the first of its kind in Cairo – developed an innovative way of 

transforming formerly unrecyclable plastics into usable raw materials. Through work with 

engineers and researchers from the United States and Finland, a new technology was eventually 

brought in Egypt along with new specialized crusher machines whose operation is the occupation 

of trash collector community members. As the only initiative of its kind found in the Middle 

East, the Rejects of the Rejects project provides an environmentally-friendly means to reduce the 

amount of noxious (and toxic) fumes produced by the burning of unrecyclable plastic in 

Zabbaleen neighborhoods. It has also created jobs and increased income from the sale of a new 

kind of recycled material.
110

 

 APE today provides a wide variety of services to the Zabbaleen of Moqattam and two 

other Zabbaleen settlements (Torah and Kattameya), including literacy programs, recycling 

programs, income-generating programs (―Learn and Earn‖ programs), and health programs for 

awareness, prevention, and treatment.
111

 As an ―intermediary between the Zabbaleen and critical 

resources in the public sector,‖ APE‘s investment in these communities has been crucial in 

promoting human development, long-term sustainability, and ensuring that the voices of 

community members are heard through the efforts of its broad scope of programs.
112

 A 

―participatory approach‖ is the key to APE‘s success, for the organization does not solely seek to 
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institute top-down development.
113

 Rather, now as a grassroots organization comprised mainly of 

volunteers, APE seeks primarily to serve the poor and protect the environment by providing the 

means to facilitate development within their own communities. This work is done through 

support of the trash collector communities, ultimately aiming to improve solid waste 

management practices and living standards, create employment opportunities, and pursue social 

and human development (training in education, health, crafts, etc.).
114

 Moreover, APE has used 

volunteers‘ ―personal connections to the political system,‖ in order to achieve these successes, 

again underscoring the organization‘s unique practice of intervention.
115

 

 In addition to the aforementioned groups, the Coptic Orthodox Church, Laila Iskandar 

and CID Consulting, UNESCO, the Clinton Global Initiative, Hands Along the Nile 

Development Services, the Sisters of Charity (Mother Teresa of India), the Enhancement of 

Integrated Services and Waste Recycling Company, and many other NGOs, charities, and firms 

should also be recognized as having contributed to development among the Zabbaleen, whether 

through sponsorship or the actual initiation of projects. Though this list is hardly exhaustive, it is 

indicative of the variety of groups that have taken up social justice and humanitarian causes 

within the Zabbaleen communities (and not just Moqattam). It also highlights the extensiveness 

of the provision of social welfare in a mediated manner.  

 The significance of this work cannot be emphasized enough, for it provides practical 

knowledge on how to think about pursuing development and work within the informal sector: 

As is in the case of the Zabbaleen, using waste management within the informal sector as 

a means to introduce appropriate technologies and basic education can lead to the 

empowerment of impoverished groups. It is the whole strength of the informal and 

popular sectors, as platforms for alleviating poverty and integrating education, that is 
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revealed in the Zabbaleen experience. It is a strong lesson to governments and 

development agencies who often don‘t recognize the power of the informal sector, in 

spite of the fact that it is actually on this economic fabric that historically many countries 

have managed to develop large and powerful modern economies.
116

 

 

Similar to the informal economy, third sector NGOs offer underprivileged persons opportunities 

and assistance through a well-established system of support, and not only in the form of direct 

aid. In the Zabbaleen communities, these organizations have helped the informal workers 

achieve their own empowerment through programs instituted within their own context. Local and 

transnational organizations have been involved in this process, and though their roles, purposes, 

and motivations and strategies may vary, it is impossible to deny their importance. 
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6.0 PROTRACTED INSECURITY: MNCS AND THE PIG CULL 

 

 The living conditions of Moqattam prior to intervention were indeed deplorable. Heaped 

refuse, and air ―heavily polluted by the smoke generated from fires that were either lit 

deliberately to dispose of unwanted waste, or resulted from the spontaneous combustion of 

organic residues,‖ frequent fires, the lack of basic services such as health centers or schools and 

basic amenities like running water and electricity,
117

 high mortality rates, poverty,
118

 and 

disease
119

 were all starkly prevalent in Moqattam in the 1970s. Many of these insecurities and 

hazards have now been significantly reduced because of intervention. Yet the troubles of the 

Zabbaleen are far from over, for they are still in a precarious position due to their informal, 

unrecognized status. The attempted replacement of the Zabbaleen by multinational corporations 

and the 2009 pig cull both point to a change in attitude and greater governmental repression. This 

differs from the (somewhat) benign neglect that characterized the government‘s approach 

towards the trash collectors in previous decades, which allowed for upgrading and development 

to occur without significant intrusion. 

 We so often assume that the transfer of philosophies, techniques, technologies and 

processes utilized in developed countries to developing countries is the most desirable and 

guaranteed method of promoting development and accelerating economic growth. While most 

obvious in the attempts to generate progress through the institution of economic liberalization, in 

Egypt, this attitude has also extended to the question of how exactly to establish an organized 

system of waste management. Yet privatization, modernization and the replacement of the 

Zabbaleen in accordance with this neoliberal approach was not as straightforward as first 
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conceived. Problems resulted not only from the different character and structure of Egypt‘s 

capital city in comparison to most urban metropolises of the Global North, but also because the 

Zabbaleen were determined to preserve their source of livelihood (aided in part by influential 

grassroots NGOs), which inhibited the city from successfully divesting itself of them. 

 In the city‘s efforts to modernize, the privatization of garbage collection and the 

replacement of the Zabbaleen became a desired objective, to be established in an authoritarian 

fashion. The Cairo Cleansing and Beautification Authority (the institution that first mandated the 

acquisition of contracts in order to collect trash legally) regarded the informal workers' methods 

as unhygienic and inefficient, a ―primitive, temporary phenomenon to be wiped out later and 

replaced by a modern system of waste disposal.‖
120

 In 2003, three international firms were hired 

to take over the work,
121

 and were required to recycle only 20% of the waste collected.
122

 

However, this venture proved to be much more difficult than the city authorities had anticipated. 

 Cairenes refused to deposit the trash in bins placed outside their buildings by the 

companies; they were accustomed to the personalized service of the Zabbaleen, who would 

collect refuse from their doors.
123

 The new trash containers were also often stolen from the front 

of apartment buildings, useful as they are for purposes besides trash accumulation.
124

 Moreover, 

the attempted integration of formal companies into what had previously always been informal 

work was also difficult because the companies‘ trucks could not easily fit through the narrow 

streets of many of Cairo‘s older neighborhoods – a difference between developed and developing 

cities that the government neglected to consider. As a result, one company even began to hire the 
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informal trash collectors to come work for them; in reality, they were the garbage collection 

experts.
125

 As employees, these Zabbaleen nevertheless continued to collect some of the saleable 

recyclable waste for their own profit.
126

 Protests were technically banned under the emergency 

law, but resistance took the form of sabotage of the MNCs. The Zabbaleen undermined the 

success of one firm by collecting the waste in their usual method early in the morning, before the 

company could come to collect, which reflects their creative capacity and determination to 

persist in their work.
127

 

 In addition to the introduction of formal waste management companies, the 2009 

government-ordered cull of Egypt‘s 300,000 pigs (most of which were owned by the Zabbaleen) 

is yet another indication of the government‘s effort to exhibit its control over the work and 

position of the informal trash collectors.
128

 Though initially justified because of the H1N1 

epidemic, the Agricultural Ministry claimed that the slaughter was necessary to promote more 

hygienic and environmentally safe waste disposal practices and potentially move the workers 

outside of the city. While pigs may be ―cost-effective, ecologically sound, energy conversion 

machine[s],‖
129

 the pig cull has undermined the Zabbaleen‘s recycling system besides removing 

a permanent source of their income.
130

 Pigs can no longer be sold for profit or used as a disposal 

site for organic waste (which constitutes the majority of waste produced in Egypt, as is the case 

in most developing countries). Health problems among the Zabbaleen have also worsened; 

increased anemia and malnutrition in children is a product of the lack of any other major source 
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of animal protein.
131

 After the pig cull moreover, the Zabbaleen refused to continue to collect 

organic waste that otherwise would have been fed to their pigs, leaving it to accumulate in the 

streets – yet another undesirable consequence of the government‘s rash move.
132

 

 Subversive actions taken in protest of state intervention that partially undermined the 

success of these firms demonstrated the importance of the Zabbaleen‘s contributions in keeping 

the city clean. They also in fact reveal that the state‘s power has not been all encompassing in 

spite of attempts to exercise absolute control over the informal trash collectors.
133

 These workers 

remain determined in their resolve to retain their carved-out position in the informal economy; it 

is the only vocation they know. And yet, the Zabbaleen‘s room to maneuver is limited. Without 

the power of the municipal government behind them and recognition of their work, the 

Zabbaleen cannot prevent the establishment of a formal system of solid waste management 

within Cairo‘s city limits. Though a feeble excuse for repression of a minority population, 

potentially paving a way to rid the city of the supposed menace of the Zabbaleen, the recent pig 

cull does set the scene for the consideration of two very different future scenarios that seem 

conceivable given present circumstances and past events. 

 Despite the efforts of the NGOs to ensure that the Zabbaleen will be able to continue in 

their chosen profession, the Zabbaleen may find themselves eliminated if the government 

privatizes the entirety of waste collection without leaving them a role in the recycling process. 

Moreover, if future state and municipal level governmental authorities continue to restrict the 

independence and influence of the NGOs that act as political intermediaries, then the 

effectiveness of the organizations involved in the Zabbaleen communities will also be limited. 
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Since the Zabbaleen are a marginalized societal group, their resistance efforts alone, though 

noteworthy, may not be sufficient to counter opposing attempts to remove them because of their 

substantial dependence upon the NGOs for official representation. 

 A more preferable outcome for the Zabbaleen would of course be to recognize them as 

stakeholders in the system. The most feasible avenue for the realization of this scenario would 

involve the integration of their recycling methods into the city‘s formal waste management 

system as some sort of hybrid corporate-microenterprise mix of services. The uncertainty that 

characterizes their existence would be significantly reduced, for they would become legitimate 

formal workers in the eyes of the state and the public, if changed legislation bestows greater 

rights. Trash collection within the city would also become more comprehensive if they are paid 

for their work; service to poor neighborhoods is fairly sporadic at the present because of the lack 

of incentive to collect their trash. 
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7.0 LOOKING AHEAD: INDETERMINATE CHALLENGES 

 

 Whether complete integration of the Zabbaleen into Cairo‘s formal waste management 

system is possible, or whether municipal authorities would allow such an arrangement is highly 

dependent upon the eventual outcome of recent events, owing to the current state of upheaval 

within Egypt‘s capital city, and indeed, the nation as a whole. The subject of the 2011 Egyptian 

revolution nicely brings us back to the question of how exactly the Zabbaleen provide a useful 

illustration for analyzing economic and social welfare policy structuring within the authoritarian 

Egyptian state, the informal economy, and NGOs, which may seem to be disconnected 

conceptions at first glance. 

 The authoritarian bargain that once characterized state-society relations allowed for 

political quiescence in exchange for redistribution in earlier decades. As the implicit agreement 

slowly lost its socialist flavor, many Egyptians at the lower end of the income spectrum were left 

with few alternatives, for aid from the government that formerly sought to mitigate social risks. 

One option for them has been the informal sector. Third sector NGOs have also provided 

alternative avenues of social welfare and a pathway to development. In the same way that there 

is tension inherent in the existence of a still-authoritarian state and an informal sector and third 

sector, the treatment of the Zabbaleen is indicative of this trend. Though the Zabbaleen are 

important contributors to society and the economy, they are still not recognized as such, resulting 

in their effective repression. 

 It is often assumed that to be successful, development must follow a neoliberal market 

model for economic structuring to work as it has in developed nations. Free-market ideology is 

grounded upon the belief that government intervention in the economy should be as minimal as 
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possible. Therefore, it is the role of market to provide workers with the resources that the state 

provides in a socialist welfare system. However, this philosophy did not work itself out as neatly 

in a divided economy where a large proportion of workers such as the Zabbaleen are not paid a 

regular wage, nor possess a formal position. Moreover, continued efforts to control NGOs (and 

in the last decade, repress the informal trash collectors), as well as the engagement of foreign, 

private companies in Cairo‘s garbage collection are also a product of this neoliberal discourse. 

 The history and life circumstances of the Zabbaleen do indeed exemplify the effects of 

processes of economic and political structuring upon a marginalized segment of the Egyptian 

population. For decades Cairo‘s trash collectors lived in appalling conditions on the fringes of 

society, with the constant uncertainty that characterizes life in the informal economy. The arrival 

of NGOs helped mitigate the hazards of their life and work, allowing them to help themselves 

through the improvement of their recycling and trash collecting practices – without the help of 

the state. Life in the settlements improved, but remained far from perfect. The first decade of the 

twenty-first century brought with it new challenges to the perpetuation of the Zabbaleen‘s 

practices – the privatization of trash collection that disregarded their presence, and the pig cull 

that undermined their standard methods of collection and recycling.  

 Whether or not the Zabbaleen will be able to maintain their position in the waste 

management system in the future remains a question to be answered owing to the current state of 

paralysis that seems to have enveloped the entire nation following the overthrow of the regime. 

Similar causes that have perpetuated the situation of the Zabbaleen also motivated the recent 

protests. Besides political repression and a lack of democratic freedoms, the former regime‘s 

unsatisfactory economic policy reform, which did not adequately mediate the high 

unemployment, inflation, and poverty, must also be taken into account. The demands made 
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beginning January 25, 2011 focused on the overthrow of Mubarak also called for substantial 

political and legal reforms. Egyptian politics expert Lisa Blaydes recognized the potential for this 

breakdown in the authoritarian bargain in Egypt: 

Income inequality associated with financial privileges of the rent-seeking elite has the 

potential to create widespread economic tension between these elite and the masses. At 

some point in the future, short-term buy-offs may no longer suffice for Egypt‘s poor. The 

underprivileged classes have proven to be highly vulnerable to commodity price 

increases, particularly increases in the price of food … it is increasingly difficult for 

lower-class Egyptians to be confronted by advertisements common on billboards and in 

subways for expensive villas with private golf courses and swimming pools, given the 

abject poverty in which they are living. Demands for economic redistribution continue to 

resonate strongly within Egypt‘s lower classes, and the ability of these groups to engage 

in collective behavior may increase over time.
134

 

 

 In light of the fact that the protests revolved around unaddressed impoverishment and 

inadequate government reform, the effect of the revolution will no doubt be significant. There is 

a potential for social and economic policy reform to reshape state-society relations for the better, 

especially for the poor and among informal economic actors. Though NGOs have played an 

important role in improving livelihoods and fostering development as a result of decades of 

governmental neglect, greater cooperation without interference and appropriation of their 

autonomy can expand their capacity and ability to promote empowerment. Optimism is not 

unreasonable, given the fact that NGOs have remained dedicated to their advocacy and charitable 

work in spite of numerous obstacles. In the post-Mubarak world therefore, dispossessed societal 

groups like Cairo‘s Zabbaleen may be more adequately equipped to deal with the uncertainties 

and difficulties that have characterized their existence for decades. 
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