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SUMMARY: This paper assesses the Egyptian government’s Social Aid and
Assistance programme, mainly by interviewing households in two low-income
areas of Cairo, and comparing what the programme offers with these households’
actual needs and vulnerabilities. This programme exists to support the most vulner-
able in Egypt (those who cannot work and are not covered by any other insurance
scheme) by providing them with a minimum monthly income. It is meant to benefit
in particular the elderly, households with disabled persons, and women who are
widows or divorced and bringing up children. The interviewees pointed to many
limitations in what was provided, for instance too little money in relation to daily
costs and too many eligible people unaware that they could receive it. The research
also highlighted problems with the programme’s administration – for instance, the
hostility of those who managed it towards those who applied, the complex applica-
tion process (particularly difficult for illiterate people), the documentation required
(which many women do not have), the refusals given with no explanation and, even
if the application was successful, the long delay before benefits start.

I. INTRODUCTION

POVERTY REDUCTION RETURNED to the centre of the development
agenda in the early 1990s. The World Bank’s 1990 World Development
Report, followed by the 2000 Report, marked positive shifts in thinking
about poverty, although these have not always been translated into effective
policies for poverty reduction. Moreover, the Millennium Development
Goals spell out the international commitment to poverty reduction. The first
goal, which aims to “halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people
whose income is less than one dollar a day” has been successful in focusing
attention on poverty and in “…mobilizing energy and resources for poverty
reduction.”(1) However, it has also encouraged the conceptualization of the
poor as a homogenous group, “…whose prime problem is low monetary
income”; this has led policy makers and their advisors to focus on policies
that increase the income of the poor.(2)

Egypt, as a lower middle-income country, does not have a poverty reduc-
tion strategy paper, which is currently the main planning tool for poverty
reduction in low-income countries. Nevertheless, Egypt has a high inci-
dence of poverty, which has been claimed in some studies to reach 50 per
cent.(3) Recent changes in the economy also suggest an increase in poverty. 

Taking into consideration this international commitment to reduce
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poverty and the high incidence of poverty in Egypt, this paper assesses the
Social Aid and Assistance programme (SAA hereafter), the primary govern-
ment of Egypt programme that provides a safety net for the poorest and
the most vulnerable. While long-term economic growth that generates
employment is essential for poverty reduction, poor people’s welfare
cannot be ignored in the short term; hence the need for safety nets. Until
the structural causes of poverty and vulnerability are addressed, there must
be mechanisms to ensure that the poor survive.

This assessment of the SAA was undertaken through case studies in two
poor areas in Cairo, one of them a central slum and the other a new periph-
eral area, neither of which had been researched before. The research reveals
the inadequacy of the SAA programme, and demonstrates that, just as the
root causes of poverty can be diverse, so must the policies that address
poverty be different. The terms “the poor” and “the vulnerable” conceal a
lot of diversity, and broad generic policies often fail to address real needs.
Based on the research, it seems that some government actions may actually
increase people’s vulnerability. 

The next section of this paper offers a definition of poverty, and outlines
the mainstream policy approach to poverty reduction. The concept of
“vulnerability” is discussed in Section III, Section IV briefly covers poverty
research in Egypt, Section V explains the SAA programme, Section VI
examines the results of the primary research, and Section VII gives a 
critical analysis of the programme.

II. POVERTY AND THE CURRENT MAINSTREAM
POVERTY REDUCTION AGENDA 

THE POVERTY REDUCTION policy agenda has undergone many shifts.
The era after World War II focused on economic growth “trickling down”
to the poor. Subsequently, it was recognized that growth alone is insuffi-
cient to reduce poverty, and that basic needs have to be addressed through
redistributive policies. In the 1980s, the agenda shifted once again, and
structural adjustment programmes focused on macroeconomic stability. It
is now widely agreed that they had a negative impact on poverty.(4)

The World Bank’s 2000 World Development Report, informed by “Voices
of the Poor” and influenced by the UNDP’s human development agenda
and Amartya Sen’s capability approach to well-being, has progressively
broadened the definition of poverty. Beyond the lack of income, assets and
access to health and education, poverty is now understood to include
“…voicelessness and powerlessness in the institutions of state and society”, as
well as vulnerability to adverse shocks and an inability to cope with them.(5)

This broadening of the definition beyond the “economic domain”(6) is an
improvement over the 1990 World Development Report which defined
poverty mainly in terms of income and “…low consumption and low achieve-
ment in health and education.”(7) The definition and measurement of poverty
are important because they drive the choice of policies.(8)

Despite this new definition, the current mainstream poverty reduction
agenda is quite perplexing. The three main pillars of poverty reduction
presented in the 2000 World Development Report are opportunity, empow-
erment and security. Opportunity centres around economic growth and
making markets work for poor people; empowerment revolves around
making state institutions work for the poor and building social capital; and
security involves managing risk and reducing vulnerability.(9) However, the
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agenda remains dominated by a neoliberal ideological bias, which sees the
market as the solution in an era of globalization.(10) Thus, the liberalization
policies of the 1980s continue, and are merely supplemented by recognition
that more is needed than just economic growth.(11)

In terms of policy, the 2000 World Development Report presents a
blurred message(12) that is not easily translated into practice – a significant
handicap for the poverty reduction agenda. It certainly moves beyond the
“strategy of two-and-a-half legs” – or labour intensive economic growth
and broad provision of social services, along with a supporting role for
social safety nets.(13) However, the source of the funds for the social subsi-
dies deemed to be necessary for poorer people is unclear, which makes the
feasibility of these prescriptions doubtful.(14)

This confusing message is a reflection of the disagreements that occurred
between the drafts and the final version of the report.(15) These disagree-
ments represent the two poles in the poverty debate, which Wade(16) labels
the “finance” group and the “civil society” group or, more simply, “…those
who argue for an emphasis on economic growth and those who wish to attack
poverty directly through a ‘basic needs’ strategy.”(17) Unpublished drafts of the
report suggested that investment openness and market liberalization can
sometimes be harmful for poverty reduction. They also recommended
social safety nets as a necessary pre-requisite for market reforms. The drafts
also emphasized attention to income inequality, and empowerment over
economic growth. Despite the fact that the report is meant to be based on
the best research,(18) it could not offend key constituencies; hence the
message was altered in the final draft to fit the neoliberal focus on markets
and economic growth as central to poverty reduction.(19) Economic growth
is important for poverty reduction but it is insufficient because many of the
poor “…need different forms of support, policy changes or broader changes
within society that take time”.(20)

Unpacking and disaggregating the category of the poor is essential for
poverty reduction. There are different groups of poor people, different
reasons for poverty and different types of poverty. Dealing with the poor as
an aggregate category is inadequate and a problem for causal analysis; it
can also have distorting effects on policy matters.(21) There is a growing body
of literature on the dynamics of poverty, especially on chronic and transient
poverty, and the different set of policies each requires.(22) Chronic poverty is
more persistent and extended in duration,(23) it reflects multidimensional
deprivation and is absolute rather than relative. Identifying the chronically
poor versus the transient poor is a challenging task for research.(24) Chronic
poverty results not only from economic factors, but often can be due to
social, political and environmental factors.(25)

Keeping in mind this complexity in both the definition of poverty and
the current mainstream poverty reduction agenda, the next section focuses
more specifically on “vulnerability”. 

III. UNDERSTANDING VULNERABILITY IN
RELATION TO POVERTY REDUCTION 

ACCORDING TO WRATTEN, “…vulnerability is not synonymous with
poverty, but means defencelessness, insecurity and exposure to risk, shocks and
stress.”(26) It is important to distinguish between poverty and vulnerability
and to address both. Vulnerability has been conceptualized in different
ways in the development literature but is now part of the definition of
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poverty itself.(27) It is frequently associated with the transient poor and their
vulnerability to sinking deeper into poverty. 

The use of the word “vulnerability” can be misleading because it encour-
ages a view of people as “passive” and non-responsive. On the contrary,
people have strategies both to manage risk and to cope with its effects.
Obviously, the preventive risk management strategies are far preferable.
Households also have both formal and informal responses to risk, such as
insurance or diversification of income.(28) 

Nevertheless, reducing vulnerability is essential for poverty reduction.
This destructive uncertainty forces the poor “…to live more in the present and
to discount the future” and hence, any “…strategic preparation for the
future…” is “…continuously postponed for survival and security in the
present.”(29) This situation calls for a combination of “livelihood protection”
and “livelihood promotion”(30) and means that a short-term ameliorative
approach to poverty reduction must supplement the longer-term goals of
development. 

The poor face huge risks at individual, community and national levels,
and their coping mechanisms are not sufficient to deal with them. Risks can
be natural, health-related, social, economic, political and environmental.
Individual risks, other than unemployment, crime and domestic violence,
are mainly health-related and include illness, injury, disability, old age and
premature death.(31)

Some groups are particularly vulnerable: children, women, the elderly,(32)

the physically or mentally ill, the disabled, poorly connected groups and
informal workers.(33) It is important to note that despite the urban-bias
thesis, the urban poor are more vulnerable. Prices are higher in the cities
and people must spend more on food, they face higher health risks and
higher housing, transportation and service costs.(34) They sometimes pay
more than the rich for services such as water or sanitation. Commoditiza-
tion and social fragmentation(35) add to their risks. The nature of the labour
market could also result in higher costs – for example, people might need
clean and smart clothes for work, or bribes/fines to undertake informal
work.(36)

The informal sector, where the majority of the poor find work, is another
source of vulnerability. “Informal survivalism” is now the primary mode
of livelihood in a majority of cities in low- and middle-income nations.(37)

The formal sector cannot absorb the growth in the labour force, and the
deregulation and casualization of the labour market have “…been widely
associated with increases in urban vulnerability and poverty.” Informal
workers, unprotected by labour laws and standards, can suffer severe
exploitation.(38) Casual labour, the inability of the informal sector to absorb
the unemployed, and low wages all affect the poor. Although the informal
sector provides opportunities for survival, it also contributes to “the repro-
duction of absolute poverty.”(39)

Vulnerabilities also arise from the intervention of the state and the police:
“While government policies can have an important positive impact on poverty
alleviation, many poor people experience the state in negative ways – as an oppres-
sive bureaucracy, which attempts to regulate their activities without under-
standing their needs, or as corrupt policemen, demanding money in order to turn
a blind eye to illicit income-generating activities”, argues Wratten.(40)

Moser’s framework suggests that assets are the key to reducing vulner-
ability – including labour, human capital, housing, household relations and
social capital. In the face of economic crisis, the poor draw on these assets
using a strategy whereby some are used before others.(41) Measuring vulner-
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ability is like “…trying to measure something that is not there”, according to
Prowse,(42) and most poverty measures do not capture this dynamic and
complicated concept.

Dealing with risk and vulnerability is also one of the three pillars for
poverty reduction in the 2000 World Development Report, and there is
widespread consensus on the need for safety nets as a key component.
Safety nets are basically income-maintenance programmes that protect indi-
viduals or households from such events as the death of a breadwinner, or
economic recession,(43) which can lead to chronic or transient poverty. Safety
nets are not long-term solutions, but short-term ameliorative measures of
support for managing risk. In most countries, they are provided by govern-
ment because the private sector insurance markets for the poor are non-
existent. When these measures are insufficient, households may need to
reduce consumption or increase labour supply; both of these responses
provide short-term benefits with detrimental long-term costs.(44) Social
safety nets and social protection have “…a fundamental development func-
tion by altering time preferences”(45) – in other words, they allow for a longer-
term perspective on the part of the poor. 

Seven tools are particularly important in this regard for the poor: health
insurance, old-age assistance and pensions, unemployment insurance and
assistance, workfare programmes, social funds, microfinance programmes,
and cash transfers.(46) Safety nets alone are not sufficient to reduce vulnera-
bility. Different types of vulnerabilities require different policies beyond
safety nets.(47)

Effective safety nets must be tailored to local needs, and should be in
place before the execution of an economic reform programme that may
have a negative impact on the poor. Cost-effectiveness and targeting mech-
anisms are factors to consider.(48) Better targeting in terms of identifying,
reaching and monitoring the poor, means higher administrative costs; hence
some leakage can be less expensive and safer in terms of not excluding any
of the poor. Other factors to be considered include measures to avoid
manipulation and stigma and to maintain incentives for the poor to work.
The political economy costs also need to be considered. Broader targeting
could generate more political support, which could affect the efficiency of
the programme. One concern though is that the most organized and vocal
will probably receive the most benefits. These groups are probably not the
poorest.(49)

IV. EGYPT – POVERTY RESEARCH

RESEARCH ON POVERTY in Egypt is fairly limited and weak when
compared to that in other countries with similar conditions, and relative to
the funds being spent.(50) Quantitative research is mostly aggregate and
focuses on measuring poverty incidence at the national and governorate
level using household consumption data. Poverty headcounts do not tell
much about the poor, but provide mainly the approximate scale of the
problem. As Chambers(51) points out, poor people’s lives are local, complex,
dynamic, diverse and unpredictable, and aggregate measures conceal this
diversity. Qualitative research can offer a deeper understanding of poverty,
but the limited qualitative research in Egypt, mainly undertaken by foreign
anthropologists and sociologists,(52) has focused primarily on the coping
mechanisms of the poor.(53) Thus, a lot remains to be understood about the
poor and poverty dynamics in Egypt. 
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Although there are various poverty estimates for Egypt,(54) there is little
consensus about the rate of poverty. The differences between the different
poverty lines and the poverty incidence estimates are striking (Appendix I).
Results differ depending on the data, definitions and methodology used.(55)

Mainly using expenditure data,(56) studies construct different
urban/rural/metropolitan poverty lines, but fail to capture the diversity of
needs co-existing within urban and rural populations.(57) Even results of
studies using the same data sets vary widely because they differ on how
individual welfare should be measured (for example, whether the unit of
analysis is the individual or the household, or the construction of the food
basket). Poverty shallowness, which makes the estimates very sensitive to
small differences and to data collection errors, could also contribute to such
substantial differences.(58) Definite trends become meaningless with these
wide divergences, as a change in statistics might not reflect a change in
people’s lives. The general conclusion is that “…at least a quarter of the popu-
lation is poor by any standards and another quarter is on the margins of
poverty”.(59) This means that with a population estimated at around 70
million, 35 million people in Egypt face some form of poverty.

There is little doubt that changes since 2000 have increased poverty
substantially. The Egyptian economy has slowed down and the Egyptian
pound has been devalued, which has caused a substantial increase in prices
due to the country’s reliance on imports. This increase in prices calls for a
revision of the Egyptian poverty lines and the poverty incidence rates. 

V. THE SOCIAL AID AND ASSISTANCE
PROGRAMME 

THE SOCIAL AID and Assistance programme (SAA) is the largest
programme that targets the most vulnerable in Egypt.(60) It has not been
studied in depth before, and little is known about its delivery system.(61)

Most of the information presented here comes from the office of the
Ministry of Social Affairs (MOSA), from programme beneficiaries, and from
an NGO lawyer, who assists women in applying for SAA. Written docu-
mentation was impossible to find; the manager of the MOSA office stated:
“If someone wants to find out they can just come and ask us and we tell them.”

The SAA is one of Egypt’s three main safety net programmes which, in
1999, accounted for 4 per cent of government expenditure.(62) Of this
amount, the food subsidy programme constituted 85 per cent, the social
fund for development 13 per cent(63) and the social assistance programme 2
per cent. The SAA is the only safety net delivered by MOSA, the govern-
ment-designated authority responsible for poverty reduction.(64) Given the
high rates of poverty in Egypt, MOSA should be very busy. However, a visit
to a MOSA office confirmed widespread accounts of inefficiency, unre-
sponsiveness and inactivity. 

The SAA is a monthly cash-transfer programme, principally for those
who cannot work. Changes in the programme’s name over the years (from
the Sadat scheme to the Mubarak scheme)(65) demonstrate the importance
of social welfare “gestures” to give legitimacy to governments and politi-
cians.”(66) Those eligible for SAA cannot be covered by any other insurance
scheme, and are considered the neediest in society: divorced women,
widowed women, orphans, deserted women, women who have never been
married, households with a disabled or sick husband and the elderly.(67)

The scheme targets the household and is based on household size. For an
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individual living alone, the monthly payment is LE 50. For every additional
person, the payment increases by LE 5, with a ceiling of LE 70 for five
people or more. This means that a sick man incapable of working, his wife
and eight children would be entitled to LE 70 per month.(68)

Applications must be made in person – which is difficult for a sick or old
person. Once the application has been filled out, MOSA checks that the
applicant does not receive any other insurance. Then a MOSA employee
visits the household to assess how destitute the applicant is. This assess-
ment is based entirely on subjective judgement: “If the house is not in
appalling condition or if there are any electrical appliances that look new the case
is refused” (lawyer). Once these three steps are successfully completed, the
applicant remains on the waiting list until MOSA can allocate a budget,
which may take up to six months. 

VI. CASE STUDY: “THE POOR” AND “THE
VULNERABLE” IN CAIRO

TWO VERY DIFFERENT areas of Cairo(69) were chosen to assesses the SAA
and outline some of its weaknesses. The two areas provide a deeper under-
standing of poverty, and demonstrate the diverse causes of poverty and the
varied needs, living costs and sources of vulnerability (Table 1). For poverty
reduction to be effective, the different causes of poverty and the root causes
of vulnerability need to be understood and addressed. 

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews lasting 2–4 hours were conducted
with around ten households in each area,(70) selected with the help of a
community leader. The aim was to select households that are typically
considered by the poverty literature to be the most vulnerable, i.e. the
elderly, female-headed households (divorced women and widows), the
disabled, households with working children, and informal workers. The
community leaders were also interviewed, to contrast the sample with a
better-off household in the same area. It was made clear that this was
academic research, with no benefit to those being interviewed. Interviews
were carried out in Arabic and then translated. The sample contained more
women than men, especially among the elderly.(71) The small sample natu-
rally limits generalizations; however it can point to directions for future
research.(72) The two areas were analyzed based on a combination of two
frameworks, which highlight the most significant aspects of urban liveli-
hoods: physical, natural, social, financial, human and political aspects.(73)

a. EL-Ezba

Ezbet abu Karn (El-Ezba hereafter) is an old slum area situated in central
Cairo (hayy Misr el Kadima(74)). It is very dense, with narrow irregular
streets and tightly packed, haphazard buildings. Basic infrastructure is
almost non-existent. There is no sewage system. A few houses have indoor
access to water through an illegal extension of a water pipe, but most house-
holds fill up nearby and store water. The government installed electricity in
some houses, but then stopped because it is an informal settlement. The
local surroundings are in appalling condition: piles of garbage are every-
where and sewage puddles on the street leak into houses. The level of pollu-
tion and the smell of sewage are intolerable. In a small pond, children swim
side by side with floating garbage. Donkeys, chickens and ducks roam
around the streets. The small alleyways are incredibly busy: children play,
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women cook, and people chat on the street. Closer to the main street there
are various workshops, cafes and piles of burning garbage. Tenure is inse-
cure due to illegality. There are no building controls and houses are unsta-
ble. During one interview, the house shook as children jumped on the stairs.

Most El-Ezba residents were born there. Families mostly migrated from
Upper Egypt (the south of Egypt) and Fayyoum, and some still maintain
ties with their home towns. Social networks are visibly strong: “We know
everyone who lives close by” one woman said, and this strengthens local
coping mechanisms, as will be discussed below. 

Due to the area’s central position, residents have good access to the city
and its labour market. Various workshops exist in the area, and health and
education institutions are accessible. 

b. El-Zelzal

Manteket el-Zelzal(75) (El-Zelzal hereafter) is situated on Mokattam Hill
(hayy El Khalifa wel Mokattam). It is not a slum area. People were relocated
to government-provided low-cost housing there after an earthquake in
1992. Since this is a relatively new and fragmented community, social
networks are almost non-existent. All the people interviewed had previ-
ously lived in other poor areas of Cairo, including informal settlements.

The area is remote and poorly networked with the rest of Cairo. Trans-
portation costs present a huge barrier to accessing the city. There is basic
infrastructure for sewage, water and electricity. The main roads are asphalt,
with dirt passages between the buildings. The area is much cleaner than El-
Ezba and is visibly less poor. There are a number of schools in the area, but
subsidized health facilities and medication are not available

Tenure is insecure for all the poor in the area. There are two housing
arrangements: under zelzal people pay between LE 35–50 per month in rent
depending on which floor they live on;(76) under ekhlaa-edary, people pay LE
75 per month.(77) The rent, which is collected by the government, is consid-
ered an instalment for future ownership (rent-to-own). Most poor residents
do not pay at all, or pay every few months. All except one of the residents
interviewed are indebted to the government for thousands of pounds, and
they receive regular warning letters threatening eviction. In only one case
had an interviewee experienced further government action, where the
apartment door was sealed.(78) 

c. Problems identified by residents

The analysis indicates that there are common problems of poverty and
vulnerability in both areas, although for different reasons. 

Health is a major source of vulnerability for all households, especially
the elderly. Although government policy makes health care free(79) for the
poor, free health services are in fact not available. Health problems for an
income earner can mean loss of income and medication expenses. Almost
all sample households had at least one member with an ongoing health
problem. Besides curative services, the government also needs to provide
preventive care. In the case of El-Ezba, the inadequate infrastructure and
unhealthy environment present a severe health problem; in El-Zelzal the
distance from health facilities is a further problem.

Increasing prices over the last two years were also regularly mentioned.
The poor are paying the price for the currency devaluation and there has
been no mechanism, designed either before or after the devaluation, to deal
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Development Vol 31, No 1,
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with its effect on the poor. The only measure taken by the government of
Egypt was to add one pack of fava beans, lentils and ghee to the monthly
food subsidy programme for families, an inadequate response to the impact
of prices, which have more than doubled. It seems to be a way of trying to
pacify the people, as it has little impact.(80) 

The unpredictability of income for those working in the informal
sector is a substantial source of vulnerability. A lack of work for one day
has an immediate impact on living conditions. Lack of work for a few days
means that children have to work or that the family has to borrow. Daily
labour is common and so is street trade. In El-Zelzal, the only option for
street trade is within the area, but in El-Ezba people can own or rent a
donkey with a cart-on-wheels and sell in the more affluent districts nearby.
Despite the recognition that poverty is perceived as high among certain
groups in the informal economy in urban areas,(81) groups such as street
vendors seem to be ignored at best, or harassed by the government, which
exacerbates their poverty. 

The lack of information about their rights and government services also
contributes to people’s vulnerability. Everyone interviewed in El-Zelzal
knew about the MOSA programme but a number in El-Ezba did not. People
do not know whom to complain to when a government employee asks for
a bribe. One woman applied for SAA and was rejected without an expla-
nation; another family attempted to renew its food ration card but was told
that it could not and did not know why. People do not know what docu-
ments are required to apply for a specific service, and the government
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Table 1:   Characteristics of the two areas and communities

Location

Distance from city activity

Appearance

Infrastructure:
water
electricity
sewage

Density

Type of housing

Roads

Age of area

Social networks

Access to potential income-
earning opportunities

ID cards

Key vulnerabilities

El-Ezba

Urban inner-city slum

Central

Dense, with visible sewage and garbage 

Some
Some
None

Very high

Informal, illegal, haphazard, rented and
built by residents

Small dirt passages

Old – many born there

Strong

Central location enables access to jobs

Very few

Illegality, police, municipality, impact of
environment on health, work in the
informal sector

El-Zelzal

Urban periphery

Remote

Cleaner

Yes
Yes
Yes

Reasonable

Government-provided, low-budget,
formal, legal, all rented (rent-to-own)

Asphalt main roads and dirt passages
between buildings

New – since 1992

Weak, fragmented

Transportation costs prevent access

Majority

Remoteness (from labour market,
health centres), rent, lack of income-
generating activities



offices confuse people. 
Education is expensive for the poor. School fees are not the key concern

as they are government-subsidized. The main expense, aside from such
expenses as school uniforms, is private tutoring. Underpaid teachers
threaten to fail children unless they pay for private lessons. This has been
the case for decades. The minimum a child will pay for this service is LE
25.40(82) per month for the first three years of school and then it becomes
more expensive. The long-term policy involves reforming the education
system. In the meantime, there must be a short-term solution to prevent
children from dropping out. 

Housing presents a key risk in both areas, although for different reasons.
In El-Zelzal, the risk of eviction is because of an inability to pay the rent. In
El-Ezba, where houses have been demolished, it is due to illegality, which
also complicates access to ID cards. However, all respondents in El-Ezba
said they were unwilling to move to the “new towns” created by the
government. One said: “A two-bedroom apartment in the middle of nowhere
will not feed us. This is where our work is, we go out and sell here.” 

This echoes the perceptions of the people in El-Zelzal, who wish they
could return to where they used to live. It also explains the failure of the
government’s “new towns policy”, adopted as the solution to slums. El-
Zelzal’s housing has also created problems of access, a loss of social
networks, and indebtedness to the government. All but one of the house-
holds interviewed owed the government back rent, which in some cases
was as high as LE 13,000.

d. Problems specific to El-Ezba

The municipality and the police clearly increase the vulnerability of the
people in El-Ezba. Municipal officials regularly harass street vendors. 

“Every now and then el hayy decides to confiscate the donkey and cart and the
products my husband sells. This is a disaster for us because all of a sudden we
are in debt because he takes the product on credit every morning from the water-
melon trader so suddenly we owe the trader money and we have to buy a new
donkey and cart or we have to bribe the people at the hayy to give them back to us
– this is the worst thing that happens to people in this area.” 

Furthermore, their proximity to affluent areas makes residents prime
suspects when crimes take place. The police respond by arresting all the
men in the area. One woman said: “They can arrest up to 300 men for a few
days until they find the criminal.”

This is a huge problem because of the dependence on daily income.
These mass arrests are possible because of Emergency Law No 162, under
which Egypt has been governed almost continuously since 1967. The law
gives the authorities extensive powers to suspend basic liberties, including
arresting suspects and detaining them without trial for prolonged periods,
and prohibiting strikes, demonstrations and public meetings.(83)

Another source of vulnerability specific to this area is the lack of basic
services, especially sewage networks. The community has temporarily
resolved this by digging deep holes, but these holes are open and get
clogged every few days and sewage then flows into the houses. It costs
households around LE 2 to fix the problem – a cost that can end up being
more than the rich pay for their sanitation service.

Responses or coping mechanisms vary and, as Moser(84) suggests, the
poor sequence them differently. Vulnerability in El-Ezba is reduced through
the social networks. People borrow from neighbours, they form savings
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groups and, according to three women, they sometimes cook and sell food
right outside their homes – a common indicator of financial distress. Neigh-
bours often try to help by buying food from them. Another community
response that seems to work well is ne’oot. This is a cash contribution for
four occasions: birth, marriage, male circumcision and hospitalization. One
of the women said: “This is the only time when we have extra cash. For the birth
of my last daughter, I collected more than LE 2,000… maybe I should have
another child.” 

At times of stress, children temporarily stop going to school and go out
to work. The easiest immediate work in EL-Ezba is to carry products on a
cart for customers in richer neighbourhoods, for which they can earn tips
up to LE 5 per day.(85) Eventually, children drop out of school permanently
in order to work. Other responses include selling household assets and
begging.

e. Problems specific to El-Zelzal

The lack of access to the labour market in particular and the city in general
is a serious issue. Transportation costs are a considerable barrier to work
and other services such as health care. A substantial share of the typical day
labourer’s income goes on transport. The risk of not finding a job on the
day makes working outside Mokattam unrealistic for most of the poor.
Within the area, there are limited work opportunities; for example, in one
household consisting of a widow and four boys aged 17, 18, 19 and 23, only
one worked, in a textile factory. The other boys slept all through my visit.
The mother said: “We are in the middle of nowhere here; the boys cannot find
work so they sleep.” In another house, girls who could not find a job coped
by sorting the garbage and selling what they sorted. 

The lack of a community in this area weakens people’s coping mecha-
nisms. Neighbours do not know each other and people’s perceptions of one
another are extremely negative. Everyone had similar comments:

“People here are not nice”; “We don’t know any of our neighbours”; “If I have
a problem I don’t know who to go to; where I used to live everyone knew every-
one’s life and problems and helped out”; “Everybody here is in his own world; if
someone dies in their apartment no one would even know.” 

Despite the better housing, the general perception is that life was better
where they used to live. 

VII. THE SAA PROGRAMME – A CRITICAL
ANALYSIS

AS A RESPONSE to these kinds of vulnerability, the SAA is inadequate in
terms of both design and implementation. It appears tokenistic, as it fails to
address the needs of the poor and vulnerable, and is clearly not based on
any informed research.

a. Problems in design

The value of the cash transfer is entirely insufficient when compared to any
of the poverty lines (PL) devised for Egypt (Appendix I). Table 2 compares
three poverty lines with the monthly SAA pension received by five typical
households interviewed as part of the research. The poverty lines selected
are from the conservative World Bank (2002), the more reasonable ILO
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(2001) and the more recent UNDP (2003) subjective poverty lines.(86)

Receiving this pension implies that families are incapable of working.
For a family that includes a woman, her disabled husband and three young
children, the SAA would represent approximately 6 per cent of the subjec-
tive poverty line; for a widow with two children, the SAA would represent,
at best, 22 per cent.(87) As the poverty lines do not factor in unanticipated
expenses in the two study areas, such as health services, private tutoring,
excessive transportation costs, sewage costs and housing costs, the actual
situation is even worse. 

Moreover, the SAA pension was not raised to reflect the recent price
increases resulting from the currency devaluation. On 1 May 2005,the
Egyptian Labour Day, the following announcement was made on the front
page of the leading national newspaper: 

“The Ministry of Social Affairs is currently investigating raising the upper
limit of the social assistance programme from LE 70 to LE 100. The ministry is
also looking to increase the number of beneficiaries by adding more categories of
beneficiaries. This comes after raising the budget for this item to LE 1 billion
annually.”(88)

Ten days later Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif announced an increase in
the social insurance fund, which would result in raising the average
monthly pensions for the poorest to only LE 60–80.(89) This “increase” is
clearly not based on an understanding of the vulnerabilities of the poor, and
is in no way proportional to the price increases or to inflation. It remains to
be seen when it will be implemented. 

The SAA beneficiary groups also do not include a number of categories
of the poor, such as street children or poor informal workers. According
to the World Bank, the direct beneficiaries were 230,000 households,(90)

which, if multiplied by the average household size of 5.82,(91) forms only
a small percentage of the poor according to any of the poverty incidence
rates. This means that the programme reaches only a small fraction of the
poor.

Official paperwork requirements, such as national identity cards and
birth certificates, prevent a lot of poor Egyptians from receiving any govern-
ment services. The process of issuing documents is cumbersome, challeng-
ing, lengthy, unclear and expensive, and can be humiliating for the illiterate
and poor, causing some people to give up. An estimated 55 per cent of all
women do not have an identity card and almost half the population is illit-
erate.(92) Assaad and Rouchdy state that the lack of identity cards excludes
the poor from the legal institutions of society.(93) All the people interviewed
in El-Zelzal had identity cards, but in El-Ezba they were less common. The
community leader in El-Ezba told me that:

“Until a few years ago there were only three women in El-Ezba who had ID
cards and I was one of them. My father gave me a beating when I got my ID card
when I was at school. He told me: ’Women should not have their own ID cards’.”

Bibars presents an outstanding gender critique of the SAA programme
as well as the Egyptian state, claiming that this programme provides “…a
gendered interpretation of roles and needs.”(94) Women “…have to prove that
they are destitute and man-less.”(95) Divorcees are not welcome if they have
initiated the divorce, and if they are younger than 40 they are rarely
approved of because they can remarry.

“One case had five children but was young and pretty and so the MOSA
refused to give her the pension because they told her she can re-marry”(lawyer). 

The process can also be very humiliating because of the intrusion into
the personal lives of the beneficiaries. According to Bibars: 
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“The most extreme expression of this is the spinster’s ‘chastity pension’, where
a woman must conform to conservative modes of behaviour and prove with a
doctor’s certificate that she is a virgin.”(96)

Deserted women will be considered only if they have been deserted for
more than four years and they have to suffer the humiliation of MOSA
employees visiting their neighbours for verification. This adds to the stigma
that is associated with the programme. It also means that bad relations with
the neighbours can affect whether or not the application is approved.

b. Problems in implementation

In addition to the design flaws, people’s interactions with unaccountable
and unresponsive state institutions present a major difficulty.(97) A visit to
the MOSA office revealed ten women employees sitting there doing
nothing. This form of disguised unemployment is due to earlier policies in
Egypt whereby the government was the employer of last resort.(98) These
employees’ moods, perceptions, judgements and interpretation of policy
affect the poor. The often hostile environment is also a filtering mechanism,
and beneficiaries are viewed as “charity receivers” of “the state’s
largesse”.(99) Divorcees and deserted women are seen as failures, while
widows and spinsters are seen as victims and helpless women.(100) The
majority of those interviewed seemed to dread the MOSA office.(101)
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Table 2:   A comparison of the monthly pension received from the Social Aid
and Assistance programme with three different poverty lines, for
five typical cases

Elderly 
person

Number of people in the
household

Received monthly from the
SAA 

World Bank:(a) metropolitan
(LE 1,097)

SAA as % of poverty line

ILO:(b) upper urban poverty
line (LE 1,953)

SAA as % of poverty line

UNDP:(c) subjective poverty
line (LE 3,073)

SAA as % of poverty line

1 2 3 4 5

LE* 50 LE 55 LE 60 LE 65 LE 70

LE 91** LE 183 LE 274 LE 366 LE 457

55%*** 30% 22% 18% 15%

LE 163** LE 326 LE 488 LE 651 LE 814

31%*** 17% 12% 10% 9%

LE 256 ** LE 512 LE 768 LE 990 LE 1,246

20%*** 11% 8% 7% 6%

Divorced with 
1 child

Widow with 
2 children

Chronically
sick husband
with 2 children

Disabled
husband with 

3 children

* LE = Egyptian Pound
** The figures in this row represent the monthly amount this case should be receiving according to the poverty line used (using the for-
mula: annual per capita per year poverty line, divided by 12, multiplied by the number of people in the house).
*** The percentages in this row are the actual values received, compared to what should be received to reach the poverty line.
(a) World Bank and Ministry of Planning, Arab Republic of Egypt (2002), Poverty Reduction in Egypt; Diagnosis and Strategy, Report No
24234-EGT, World Bank, Washington DC.
(b) El Ahwany, N and H El Laithy (2001), Poverty, Employment and Policy-making in Egypt: A Country Profile, ILO, Cairo.
(c) UNDP (2003), Subjective Poverty and Social Capital – Towards a Comprehensive Strategy to Reduce Poverty, UNDP, Egypt.



Another problem lies with the programme’s lack of information dissem-
ination and outreach. Some eligible cases did not know that the programme
existed, and once people do get to know about it, the next problem is
working out what documentation is required, as this is not written down
anywhere.(102)

An evaluation of this programme contributes to an understanding of the
negative relationship between the poor and the state. Bibars calls it a case
of “mutual distrust”, where the state abuses people and people openly steal
(water, electricity, etc.) from the state. Many people have managed to deal
with the system through informal networks of information and by repre-
senting themselves as being in a worse state than they really are.(103) Without
doubt, the SAA needs revising. 

VIII. CONCLUSION

THIS PAPER HAS attempted to analyze and assess the main government
of Egypt programme that addresses the most vulnerable, by comparing
what it offers to the actual needs and vulnerabilities of the poor. 

Fieldwork in two different areas of Cairo reveals that poverty, even
within the same city, is very diverse. Several problems were common to
both areas, including increasing prices, the lack of information, the unpre-
dictability of people’s incomes in the informal sector, and the poor quality
of the health and education services; housing was also a problem in both
areas, although for different reasons. However, there were some important
differences. El-Ezba suffered primarily from illegality, from the lack of basic
infrastructure and from an unhealthy environment that led to substantial
health vulnerabilities and increased the cost of living. El-Zelzal suffered
mainly from a lack of access to the city and to the labour market. The weak
social relations there also resulted in weaker coping mechanisms. This
diversity, however, is not addressed by the government’s programme. In
the context of the vulnerabilities of these two areas, the SAA was shown to
be highly inadequate.

Poverty has to be addressed both in the short term and in the long term.
Poverty in Egypt, as a result of the devaluation of the Egyptian pound in
2001, is estimated to have got worse. Hence there is an increasing urgency
to address poverty. Social safety nets, adequately designed and delivered,
are an essential component of a poverty reduction strategy. Until the long-
term development goals are achieved, there must be policies to ensure
that the poor survive. The focus on economic growth is not sufficient to
address the immediate needs of the large, and probably increasing,
number of poor people in Egypt. The short term needs more attention in
the form of adequate policies and programmes as well as in terms of
improving the service delivery mechanisms of the government bodies that
deliver them. The government of Egypt must also review where its actions
actually contribute to the vulnerability of the poor. Moreover, “the poor”
or “the vulnerable” are terms that conceal a lot of diversity; the unexam-
ined use of these terms can result in generic broad policies that do not
address the real needs of the poor. What remains unclear, though, is what
will put sufficient pressure on the government of Egypt to address
poverty effectively. 
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93. Illiteracy and inability to
handle Egyptian
bureaucracy alienates many
people. This makes it
difficult for them to obtain
legal documents and, hence,
creates many obstacles to, for
example, opening bank
accounts or getting a divorce.
See reference 50, Assaad and
Rouchdy (1999), page 32.

94. See reference 60, page 84.

95. See reference 60, page 86.

96. See reference 60, page 86.

97. This is recognized in the
2000 World Development
Report, Chapter 6.
Decentralization “…to
enhance state’s capacity to
accelerate local development”
(page 106) and reforming
public administration
systems (better
compensation, more
incentives, curbing
corruption) are suggested as
the key solutions.
Decentralization presents
many challenges because
low-level bureaucrats can
abuse the power they are
given. Hence, even though
decentralization in Egypt is
needed, it should be
implemented with care. See
reference 5, World Bank
(2000).

98. Pritchett, L (1997),
“Where has all the education
gone?”, Policy Research
Working Paper No 1581,
World Bank, Washington
DC.

99. See reference 60, page 84.

100. See reference 60.

101. This is not to say that all
government employees are
unresponsive. 

102. The NGO lawyer is of
the opinion that “…they do
not give us the rules in writing
because you can then question
what they do…. So long as you
do not have them, they are
always in control of you.”

103. See reference 60, page
99.
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Appendix I:  Summary of poverty line studies

Study

World
Bank
(2002)

UNDP
(2003) 

ILO (2001) 

EL Laithy
and
Osman
(1997)

1999/2000 (LE* per capita per year)
Metropolitan(a) 1,097
Lower urban 1,013
Lower rural 968
Upper urban 1,021
Upper rural 953

1999/2000 (%)
Metropolitan 5.1
Lower urban 6.2
Lower rural 11.8
Upper urban 19.3
Upper rural 34.2

2002 (LE per capita per year)
Lower PL** Upper PL Subjective PL

All Egypt 1,116 1,574 1,723
Metropolitan 1,223 1,799 3,073
Lower urban 1,111 1,585 1,847
Lower rural 1,073 1,464 1,394
Upper urban 1,140 1,718 1,528
Upper rural 1,061 1,439 1,048

2002 (%) Subjective
Lower PL PL

All Egypt 20.4 31.8
Metropolitan 5.7 42.5
Lower urban 9.8 33.7
Lower rural 16.6 30.7
Upper urban 19.2 36.1
Upper rural 34.9 23.3

1999/2000 (LE per capita per year)
Food PL Lower PL Upper PL

Urban 902 1,297 1,953
Rural 707 955 1,325

2000 (%)
Lower PL Upper PL

All Egypt 20.1 49.6
Metropolitan 9.0 31.3
Lower urban 17.9 57.9
Lower rural 11.3 44.6
Upper urban 36.3 69.3
Upper rural 34.7 69.1

1995/1996 (LE per capita per year)
Lower PL Upper PL

Urban 968 1,325
Rural 696 924

1995/1996 (%)
Lower PL Upper PL

All Egypt 22.9 48.0
Metropolitan 16.0 34.2
Lower urban 21.7 48.2
Lower rural 15.4 40.0
Upper urban 35.0 59.6
Upper rural 33.7 63.8

Poverty lines Poverty incidence

* LE = Egyptian pounds
** PL = poverty line
(a) Urban/rural/metropolitan describes the governorates. Cairo would be considered metropolitan. 

The poverty headcount index measures the incidence of poverty based on three different poverty lines: the food poverty line, which is
based on a basic food caloric intake level; the lower poverty line, which is derived by adding to it the basic essential non-food goods;
and the upper poverty line, which allows for a more generous non-basic food component. Other measures used in tandem are the 
poverty gap index, which measures the depth of poverty, i.e. the gap between the poverty line and the mean income of the poor; and the
poverty severity index, which measures the degree of inequality in distribution below the poverty line, giving greater weight to the house-
holds at the bottom of the income (or expenditure) distribution (UNDP (2003), see below). 

SOURCES: Handoussa, H (November 2003 draft), Poverty Reduction Action Plan for Egypt (PRAP) – Analytical Review of Recent
Development Literature on Egypt with Focus on Poverty, UNDP, Cairo, unpublished; also El Ahwany, N and H El Laithy (2001), Poverty,
Employment and Policy-making in Egypt: A Country Profile, ILO, Cairo; Assaad, Ragui and Malak Rouchdy (1999), “Poverty and poverty
alleviation strategies in Egypt”, Cairo Papers in Social Science Vol 22, No 1, American University in Cairo Press, page 40; UNDP (2003),
Subjective Poverty and Social Capital – Towards a Comprehensive Strategy to Reduce Poverty, UNDP, Egypt; World Bank and Ministry of
Planning, Arab Republic of Egypt (2002), Poverty Reduction in Egypt; Diagnosis and Strategy, Report No 24234-EGT, World Bank,
Washington DC; Datt, G, D Jolliffe and M Sharma (1998), “A profile of poverty in Egypt: 1997”, Discussion Paper No 49, International
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), Food Consumption and Nutrition Division, Washington; and El Laithy, H and M O Osman (1997),
Profile and Trend of Poverty and Economic Growth, INP, UNDP, cited in Assaad and Rouchdy (1999), see above.
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