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Over the past decade there has been a marked
shift from the state delivery and operation of waste
infrastructure and services, to a decentralised model.
This has taken the form of both the privatised
‘mainstream’ organisation of waste services, and
more participatory models in informal settlements
in the developing world. This paper discusses the key
challenges for a participatory approach to service
infrastructure, by examining the case of Cairo’s
informal waste management system.
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INTRODUCTION
Among the discarded things lived a community of
discarded people - people who had been marginalised, or
who had willingly discarded themselves, people who had
tired of racing all over the city to sell and buy new things
that were destined to go instantly out of date, people who
had decided that the things that had been thrown away
were the only real riches of the world. (Italo Calvino, 2009)

In a time of rapid urbanisation, the governments
of developing countries are increasingly failing to
deliver adequate waste management services to their
urban residents. This phenomenon, and the reality
of unprecedented levels of poverty, is giving way to
more decentralised, participatory waste management
systems, whereby poor people can create a livelihood
(Wilson et al, 2006:797). Communities of so-called
‘waste-pickers’ have emerged in many parts of the
world, most notably in India, Africa and Latin America,
performing what could be considered an essential
service by recycling waste. It is believed that up to 2%
of the Asian and Latin American urban populations
depend on scavenging for their livelihood (Medina,
2000). Waste workers are often marginalised and
vulnerable groups of society. Following Mary Douglas
(1987), Beall (2006: 82) examines these “little sub
worlds” that deal with domestic waste and how they
are influenced by the “thought worlds” of how “dirt
and disorder” should be managed in cities. The “sub
worlds” are characterised as vulnerable, minority
groups and the “thought worlds” represent the
ideologies that authorities and development agencies
exert in the name of health and sanitation standards
(Beall, 2006: 82). Such ideologies lead to tension
between poverty alleviation and the state of the
environment, tension that is a recurring theme in the
rapidly growing informal settlements of the global
south as Haynes and El-Hakim (1979: 101) point out:
When people are poor, jobs are scarce, productivity is low,
inflation is rampant, population growth is high, and the
per capita economy is stagnant, in what context does one
frame environmental considerations? Is it not that the
impact of environmental deterioration is insignificant?

Despite this warning by Haynes and El-Hakin, sanitation
and the provision of infrastructure and services do remain
high on the global development agenda and can be traced
back to the Victorian sanitation movement which sought
to teach the “ragged classes” hygienic living practices, so
preventing the spread of infectious diseases (Beall, 2006:
83). Of the centrality of garbage removal, Beall says:
Unlike smoke, carbon emissions and even sewage, until
it is removed garbage remains a visible reminder of
what we produce and consume. Thus, as well as being
a public health concern, it is also linked to aesthetics,
which in turn feeds into issues of class. (Beall, 2006: 83)

Waste management services in rapidly growing cities are
increasingly being shaped by social and cultural forms as
opposed to simply being services provided by the state.
Private waste removal companies and informal recycling
systems are becoming more prolific, creating the need
for localised and low-tech solutions (Beall, 2006: 83).
This paper examines these polemics with specific
reference to one community, namely the Zabaleen in
Cairo. Zabaleen means “garbage people” in Arabic and
refers to a group of people who have been collecting
and recycling Cairo’s domestic waste for more than 70
years (Haynes and El-Hakim, 1979). Without proper
acknowledgement from the state, or secure land tenure,
the Zabaleen have been on the fringes of society for
many decades (Fahmi and Sutton, 2010, Heynes and
El-Hakim, 1979). The recent attempts to privatise
Cairo’s waste management system have created a
number of problems for the Zabaleen, not least the
governments plans to relocate the largest Zabaleen
community from the Mokattam mountains to a site on
the periphery of the city (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006). In
2009 the Zabaleen were dealt a huge blow when former
president Mubarak ordered the culling of all the pigs
in Cairo, an essential part of their livelihood, which
also resulted in a waste management crisis because,
instead of being consumed as fodder for pigs, Cairo’s
organic waste was piling up on the streets (Slackman,
2009). The case of solid waste management in Cairo
is interesting because it demonstrates how informal
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participatory methods of service delivery can be both
more efficient than state run enterprises or private
corporations while, providing employment for thousands
of people. The Egyptian government’s policy of
encouraging privatisation and its further marginalisation
of the Zabaleen has proven to be shortsighted and
has reduced the overall efficacy and sustainability of
Cairo’s informal waste management system. This paper
examines the challenges for policy in this context and
seeks to extrapolate from it the most important local
and global lessons to be learnt from this case study.
URBAN CONTEXT
Figure 1. Aerial view of Cairo. Source: (Ruiz, 2010).

Figure 2. Informal Settlements in Greater Cairo marked in dark
grey. Source: (El-Batran et al, 1996 in Arandel and Batran, 199:
223).

The Greater Cairo Region in Egypt is the world’s eleventh
most populated urban area, with an estimated population
of 17,290,000 inhabitants (Demographia, 2010). Cairo
experienced extremely rapid urbanisation in the 20th
century, its population growing from “1 million in 1930,
to 6 million in 1965, to 8 million in 1976, and 10.66
million in 1986” (Arandel and El-Batral, 1998: 218). It
is expected to reach 20 million in by 2017 (GZT, 2010:
19). Over the last century Cairo’s population growth
rate was three times that of the national average,
increasing thirty-fold (Arandel and El-Batral, 1998:
219). This growth can be attributed both to rapid
natural increase and rural-urban migration, the latter
accounting for approximately 35% of growth between
1935 and 1965 (Arandel and El-Batral, 1998: 219). A
study by Zohry (2002), indicates that the reasons for
rural-urban migration are predominantly economic as
poor peasants move to the city for higher wages and
better work opportunities in contrast to unemployment,
very low incomes, landlessness and bad living conditions
in rural upper Egypt. The ability of migrants to support
family members at home in the village by sending
money is perhaps the most important factor.
Since the early 1980s there have been processes of
stabilisation and diffusion of urbanisation and slowing
down of rural-urban migration which has resulted in
the growth of larger villages outside the city (Bayat
and Denis, 2000:187). Rapid population growth has
meant that Cairo could not expand its infrastructure fast
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enough, resulting in an extremely dense city without
adequate transport systems or basic services. Common
problems are pollution, inadequate water and waste
services, dilapidated buildings, dirty streets and disease
(Haynes and El-Hakim, 1979:101). The government has
failed to play a significant role in providing adequate
housing and services for the new inhabitants, which
has resulted in extraordinary informal urban growth.

In 2004 it was estimated that Cairo had 909 slum
areas, housing more than 5,5 million people (GTZ,
2010:19). Strategic planning could therefore only be
applied in hindsight in the form of informal settlement
upgrading and provisioning of infrastructure.
CAIRO’s WASTE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
Cairo’s waste management system is comprised of
both formal and informal systems. Historically only the
public areas of Cairo such as parks, alleys and market
places were serviced by municipal waste collection.
It is estimated that about a third of Cairo’s waste was
managed informally before multinational corporations
were brought in, another third was managed by the Cairo
Cleansing and Beautification Authority (CCBA), whilst
the rest remained uncollected on the streets and empty
lots (GZT, 2010:21). Public policy on waste is determined
by the National Strategy for Integrated Municipal Solid
Waste Management of 2000, which is executed by
the Governorates, administrative divisions of Egypt
controlled by governors. According to a report by GZT
(Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit
GmbH) the government’s focus has since the turn of
the century turned towards privatisation, by restricting
the role of public authorities and involving citizens in
the costs of paying for services (2010: 20). Although
local authorities are by law responsible for solid waste
collection, dump sites remain badly managed and transfer
stations are few (GZT, 2010:22). At a local level, contracts
are awarded to private companies for the collection
and transfer of waste, whilst the informal workers that
operate in conjunction with the private companies

Figure 3. Greater Cairo Region Population Change between 1970
and 1986. Source: (Bayat and Denis, 2000:188).

Figure 4. Population growth rates of the Zabaleen communities
between 1976 and 1986 Source: (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006:816).
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Figure 5. Stakeholders in solid waste sector in Cairo
Source:( GZT, 2010: 21)

Figure 6: Comparison of material recovery by formal and
informal sectors in six cities (in tonnes and percent of total waste
generated) Source: (GZT, 2010: 6)

Figure 7. Difference in cost per tonne for formal and
informal sectors. Source: (GZT, 2010: 6)

6

are awarded licences (GZT, 2010:22). Composting is
predominantly managed by the formal sector, whilst
recycling is performed by the informal sector. There
are also some NGOs involved in collection and transfer
services in a few neighbourhoods (GZT, 2010:22).
Please refer to figure 5 for a tabular description of the
stakeholders in Cairo’s solid waste sector (GZT, 2010:22).
Formal System
There are currently three multinational companies that
work alongside CCBA in the formal waste management
system. Waste is collected from pooling sites that are
spread around the city, where residents are required
to dispose their waste in the containers placed on
strategic sites (GZT, 2010:22). The waste is transported in
compaction trucks to various transfer stations, and then
to landfill sites or sorting and composting stations (GZT,
2010: 23). This new system, which is in contrast to the
door-to-door collection system provided by the informal
waste workers, has proven to be a difficult adjustment
for some residents who refuse to take their garbage to
the pooling sites (GZT, 2010:22). Another issue is that
the removal trucks used by the private companies are
too large to service Cairo’s narrow, organically formed
alleys (Fahmi and Sutton, 2010: 1772). In many parts
of the city the Zabaleen have continued their door-todoor service in order to have access to the recyclables
(GTZ,2010:23). There are currently 9 different transfer
stations in Cairo serving the formal sector. Approximately
1.700 tons of waste gets processed through Cairo’s three
composting stations on a daily basis. This accounts for
roughly 17% of the daily generated waste (GZT, 2010:22).
The compost then gets sold as soil conditioner whilst
the non-organic recyclables are mostly sold to the waste
traders (GZT, 2010:22). The CCBA and multinationals
operate a total of 6 landfill sites, which receive the
residual waste after composting and recycling has
taken place; the Zabaleen and municipalities make
use of governmental land fill sites (GTZ, 2020: 22).

Informal System
Two cultural groups, the Wahiya and the Zabaleen, control
the informal waste management system, like many of
the historic crafts in Cairo which were dominated by
guilds (Haynes and El-Hakim, 1979:102). The Wahiya are
Moslem migrants, originally from the Western Desert
oasis of Dakhla, who act as “refuse brokers controlling
the rights to domestic waste in Cairo” (Haynes and ElHakim, 1979:102). They arrived in Cairo about 100 years
ago and by entering into contracts with building owners,
receive a monthly fee for the collection and disposal of
domestic rubbish (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006: 811). The
Zabaleen arrived in the 1930s and 1940s in search of
employment from the impoverished southern parts of
Egypt known as the Assiut (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006:
811). In a predominantly Moslem country the Zabaleen
are a minority group of Coptic Christians. They found
they could make a living by renting garbage routes from
the Wahiya, which enabled them to collect and sort the
waste into sellable components and also by breeding
pigs (Haynes and El-Hakim, 1979:102). Settling in
makeshift structures on the western and northern fringes
of the city the Zabaleen emerged as Cairo’s garbage
people living in garbage cities (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006:
811). Haynes and El-Hakim (1979:103) state that:
In contrast to the community of brokers, and because of
the nature of a specialisation that requires them to live
amid the 10,000 cubic meters of refuse they collect every
day and the pigs they breed, the Zabaleen are despised
and forced to live in the more desolate fringes of the
city. Whenever the urban sprawl reaches the vicinity
of their communities, it is inevitable that their new
neighbours have them evicted by the city authorities.

The Zabaleen processed more than 6000 tons of
garbage per day of which 85% was recycled through
micro-enterprises, creating jobs for approximately 33
000 people (GZT, 2010: 9). The garbage was divided into
16 different types, some of which could be sold on to
middlemen, such as paper, tin, rags, glass and plastic
materials, whilst the organic waste could be fed to the
pigs (Golia, 2004: 41). Obtaining this organic fodder for
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The informal waste picking activities in Cairo have led
to the development of an extensive informal network
of recycling and trading activities, with linkages to
formal and informal markets throughout the country
(GZT, 2010: 23). The waste pickers also buy already
segregated waste from commercial and institutional
sources for the use in the production of goods for large
and small manufacturing enterprises (GZT, 2010:23). The
economies emerging from the waste activities of the
Zabaleen also generate further employment for people
from other neighbourhoods in the city (GZT, 2010:23).

pig rearing was crucial for the Zabaleen, because pig
meat could be sold on to hotels for a good profit (Fahmi
and Sutton, 2006:811). Haynes and El-Hakim (1979:
103) explain the intricacies of this informal industry:
Approximately 2,000 tons of paper are extracted every
month to be reprocessed into some 1,500 tons of recycled
paper and cardboard. Cotton and wool rags are reprocessed
for upholstery and blankets. Tin is pressed and soldered
into vessels, rivets, children’s toys, and even spare parts for
machinery. Glass and plastic are recycled. Bones are used to
make glue, paints, and high-grade carbon for sugar refining.

SOCIAL AND SPATIAL PRACTICES OF THE ZABALEEN

The intensity of this sorting operation can be appreciated by
the fact that even spent dry-cell batteries are cracked open
for the carbon rods, and the casings melted into zinc ingots.
The organic matter from the waste food in the refuse is fed
to the pigs that the Zabaleen breed for the meat and sausage
market. What the pigs do not eat, along with their droppings,
is then turned into compost and sold for agricultural
purposes. All of these products are returned to the city
through bulk merchants and middlemen who have good
contacts in the market and who make substantial profits.

In 2005 there were seven different Zabaleen garbage
collector settlements in the Greater Cairo Region,
the largest being the settlement at the foot of the
Mokattam mountains (Fahmi, 2005: 157). This was
the site of an abandoned quarry which was allocated
to them by the municipality in 1970 after a series of
evictions from more central areas that was driven by
urban expansion. (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006: 810).
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The population of the Mokattam community expanded
rapidly from 8000 inhabitants in the early 1980‘s to about
20 000 in 2006 (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006:812). A study
by Kamel (2003:3-4) recorded that 700 families owned
collection businesses, 200 operated small to medium
recycling workshops, 120 owned trading enterprises,
and others specialised in maintenance workshops
and community services. Central to the Zabaleen’s
livelihood strategy is the rural tradition of owning a
zeriba or pig yard, which is attached to the domestic
enclave. Each nuclear family manages a zeriba, which
is also the place where the domestic waste is sorted
and stored, and is commonly adjacent to the sleeping
quarters. In 1979 there were approximately 2000 zeribas
in the Mokattam settlement (Haynes and El-Hakim,
1979:103-104). Fahmi points out that it is crucial to
understand the interdependence of the Zabaleen’s
spatial circumstances with their livelihood practices:

Historically the Zabaleen men used donkey-drawn carts
to transport the waste from the city to their homes
where sorting was performed by the women and younger
members of the family. In 1987 the Governorate of
Cairo banned all donkey-drawn carts, which meant that
the Zabaleen had to purchase mechanised vehicles
to transport the waste, which required considerable
financial investment (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006: 812).
This was achieved by means such as selling off land in
their ancestral villages, using personal savings or by
obtaining credit, as no official financial assistance was
offered by the Egyptian government (Fahmi and Sutton,
2006: 812). To manage this process of mechanisation,
the Wahiya and Zabaleen set up a company called the
Environmental Protection Company (EPC), and an official
contract for the waste collection in several parts of Cairo
was awarded to them. These arrangements formed
part of the local government’s attempts to upgrade
the solid waste management system (Volpi, 1996).

There is a need to recognize the symbiosis between the
Zabaleen’s domestic and productive activities and the
significance of housing in their micro-enterprise recycling
economy. This situation is similar to rural models of
production and consumption, with a strong emphasis
on household life-sustaining productive activities,
where home and workplace are frequently combined
and intimately interrelated (Fahmi, 2006: 161).

In the 1980s the World Bank launched the “Zabaleen
Environmental Development Programme” (ZEDP),
which aimed to upgrade the physical environment of
the Mokattam community by providing running water,
electricity, sewers and improved road infrastructure
(Fahmi and Sutton, 2006: 816). Significant spatial
improvements were also made to some of the dwellings
by adding additional storeys, so allowing separation
between the living quarters and the waste activities (See
fig x) (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006:818). The Mokattam
settlement has continued to densify over the years,
growing vertically into a haphazard amorphous structure.
The aesthetics of garbage, colourful and messy piles of
waste, are painted all over the dynamic urban jungle,
where garbage sorting and animal rearing are increasingly
taking place on the flat roofed terraces (Geerling, 2010).

Figure 9: The location of the Mokattam settlement in Cairo.
Source: (Fahmi and Sutton, 2010: 1770).
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Figure 10. Example of an upgraded Zabaleen house as part of the ZDP led by
the World Bank in the 1980s. Source: Environmental Quality International, 1997
in (Fahmi and Sutton, 2006: 818).

Figure 11. Mokattam today, a multi-storey informal
recycling city. Source: (Geerling’s Blog, 2010).

Figure 12. A bird’s eyeview reveals a small gathering in the
zeriba. Source: (Geerling’s Blog, 2010).
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THE IMPACT OF PRIVATISATION
The partial privatisation of Cairo’s waste management
system since 2005 has created the situation in which three
of the four districts of Cairo are now managed by national
and international waste management companies, while
the traditional system still exists in the fourth district
(GZT, 2010:24). In most of these districts the Zabaleen
are still employed as sub-contractors to collect the doorto-door domestic waste (GZT, 2010:24). In their report
entitled: “Economic Aspects of the Informal Sector in
Solid Waste Management (2010)”, the GZT outline two
possible alternative scenarios for the waste pickers
of Cairo: one of subtraction, the other of addition:
In the first scenario the likely result is that jobs in the
informal sector will be significantly reduced by 30%
and payments will become even more irregular (GZT,
2010:24). It is also estimated that only 11% instead
of 15% of waste removal will be subcontracted to
the informal sector. The upscaling and additional
mechanisation required by the formal sector to handle
Cairo’s waste effectively, which includes the addition
of new transfer and composting stations, will result in
much higher costs and a reduction in jobs (GZT, 2010:
24). Furthermore Fahmi and Sutton highlight that:
“while the Zabaleen had previously recycled some 80%
of the MSW collected, foreign companies are required
to recycle only 20%, with the remainder going into
a new landfill” (2010: 1772). As the amount of waste
available to the informal sector diminishes, so does their
income, which is expected to exacerbate competition
for waste between scavengers in a time when poverty
levels are not expected to decline (GZT, 2010:25).
The addition scenario would aim to expand the informally
managed waste system to cover 75% of Cairo (GZT,
2010:25). A programme to “source segregate” would
be launched with citizens expected to separate their
garbage into inorganic and organic waste, which in turn
would enable higher recovery rates and reduce landfilling (GZT, 2010:25). The increased quantities of waste
would create more jobs in each of the steps of the waste
recycling system and raise the income levels and working

conditions of the informal waste workers (GZT, 2010:25).
Through a process of formalisation, each “family owned
traditional operator” would sign a contract to handle a
specific area, by breaking up the mega city into “hundreds
of thousands of small areas” (GZT, 2010:25). By scaling
up the decentralised waste management system, Cairo
could enable the formation of many more small and
medium enterprises, which would create more jobs
for unskilled and semi-skilled people (GZT, 2010:25).
Despite the enormous benefits that could emerge from
the addition scenario, the unfortunate reality is that the
subtraction scenario is more likely to be implemented
in Cairo. Fahmi and Sutton (2010), examine the recent
threats that the Zabaleen are already facing. A primary
concern is the Mokattam Zabaleens’ right to stay in
their inner city location, despite official government
plans to relocate them to a district further outside Cairo
(2010: 1765). Recent plans by Dubai developers to
create a luxury residential estate on the upper plateau
of the Mokattam mountains is creating the pressures of
gentrification and redevelopment on the lower plateau,
where “Garbage City” is located (Fahmi and Sutton, 2010:
1766). The convenient location of “Garbage City”, close
to the historic and touristic centre of Cairo, means that
the opportunities for land speculation through urban
development projects will become more profitable (Fahmi
and Sutton, 2010:1766). Authorities are claiming that by
moving the Zabaleen further out of the city they could
create “cleaner living environments” whilst still allowing
the community to continue with their waste sorting,
recycling and trading activities (Fahmi and Sutton,
2010: 1767). Fahmi and Sutton argue that the relocation
of the Zabaleen would threaten the socioeconomic
viability of their entire system because “it fails to allow
people to build incrementally on their technologically
appropriate indigenous patterns of living” (2010:1767).
Furthermore increased travelling costs could cripple
the economic sustainability of the recycling system.
As mentioned before, the culling of all the Zabaleen’s pigs
caused devastation in 2009. Of the 6000 tons of waste
that were collected by the Zabaleen on a daily basis, 60%
was organic, which was used as fodder for their pigs (GZT,
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2010: 20). As they no longer have a means to process the
organic waste, it has been piling up on the streets, causing
an environmental and public health crisis (Slackman,
2009). The official statement released by the government
was that they were trying to prevent a swine flu epidemic.
This was later retracted when it was confirmed by
world health experts that the H1N1 virus could not
be transmitted from animals to humans (Slackman,
2009). The official response then was that the culling
was about “cleaning up the Zabaleens’ crowded, filthy
neighbourhood” (Slackman, 2009). Fahmi and Sutton
argue that this action should be viewed as a direct attempt
to push forward the gentrification and redevelopment
plans for the Mokattam settlement, and the taking over
of the Zabaleens’ recycling economy by businesses that
are investing in Cairo’s garbage economy (2010: 1775).

Figure 13. Everyday scene in “Garbage City”
Source: (Christensen, 2009).

THE BENEFITS OF DECENTRALISED SYSTEMS
Many authors have illustrated that the benefits of a
decentralised and partially informal waste management
system are enormous for low and middle income countries
(Haynes and El-Hakim, 1979, Fahmi and Sutton, 2010,
GZT, 2010, Medina, 2000). In the report released by
the GZT, the informal waste recycling economies of six
different cities were studied, highlighting Cairo’s informal
recycling system as one of the most well developed
in the world, with the highest material recovery at
30% of the total waste generated (GZT, 2010: 6).
Furthermore, a cost analysis showed that the cost
per ton is significantly lower in the informal sector
than the formal sector in all six cities (See figure 6)
(GZT, 2010: 6). It is estimated that formal authorities
save around 12 million Euros annually due to Cairo’s
informal waste services, which reduce the demand
for transport, collection and disposal (GZT, 2010: 7),
while the waste workers manage to earn more than
three times the minimum wage (Medina, 2002: 9).
As the capacities of governments are not expected to
increase, and poverty levels are not expected to drop
radically, waste-picking activities will not decrease in
most developing countries (Medina, 2002). Where
such practices are tolerated, many people are able to

Figure 14. The young Zabaleen boys in “Garbage City”
Source: (Christensen, 2009).

Figure 15. Women and children sorting the waste.
Source: (Christensen, 2009).
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significantly improve their living conditions, and, once
partially formalised, economic performance is even better
(Medina, 2002: 13). Furthermore the traditional solid
waste management systems employed by developed
countries are often inappropriate and unsustainable
in Third World environments. The human scale and
organically shaped streets in informal settlements
are simply incompatible with large compaction trucks
(Medina, 2002: 14). Yet, frequently, governments and
aid agencies advocate exactly these inappropriate
systems, for example, between 1986 and 1996 over
60% of World Bank loans to Third World countries
were for the acquisition of compactor trucks (Medina,
2002: 15). Other highly mechanised systems, such as
incinerators, mechanical sorting equipment and in-vessel
compostors have also been completely ineffective,
as Medina highlights: “Three incinerators built in
Lagos in 1979, with a Western European grant - at cost
U.S. $30 million, were never used, two of them were
dismantled in 1989 and the third one was converted
into a civic centre” (Medina, 2002: 17). The study
by the GZT also highlights that selecting affordable
waste management solutions is crucial, because
expensive technologies can undermine the informal
sector in order to be economically viable (2010: 11).
CONCLUSION
It is clear that different value systems may govern the
way that we think about this problem. On the one
hand, the power brokers of the capitalist economy will
advocate a system where maximum profits should be
extracted from a given piece of land or a quantifiable
amount of waste. The “dirt and disorder” (Beall, 2006)
of poverty and informal livelihood practices are not good
for land values or tourism. It would be preferable if the
underbelly of the city was not in such a central and visible
location, but rather on the fringes, where no one else
would be affected by the stench and the dirt. But, on
the other hand, there is the livelihood of large sections
of the poor which, in the case of Cairo, concerns more
than 70 000 people. These are people who have created
what is arguably one of the most efficient recycling
systems in the world (Fahmi and Sutton, 2010: 1765)

Of course the informal waste management sector does
not come without its problems. Issues surrounding
child labour and health hazards need to be considered,
since basic rules of occupational health and safety are
not normally followed (Wilson et al, 2006: 803). Some
studies have shown, however, that the health risks do
not outweigh the economic and social benefits that
the urban poor gain from engaging in waste recycling
(Wilson et al, 2006: 803). Another central consideration
is the low carbon footprint of these informal systems, as
compared with mechanised solid waste practices. Prior
to privatisation, the high recycling rates and valorisation
of waste material by the Zabaleen significantly reduced
the need for waste transportation, land-filling and
compaction in Cairo (GZT, 2010). Furthermore, Wilson
et al point out that, generally, the more organised the
informal recycling sector is, the more value can be added
to the secondary raw materials that are collected and
the less vulnerable the waste workers are to exploitation
from intermediate dealers (2006: 800). It is therefore
crucial for governments to acknowledge and support
the informal section of the waste management sector.
Integrating formal and informal systems in developing
countries is perhaps the best way to achieve 100%
coverage of waste collection, as well as to gain the
maximum percentage of recycling. Research has shown
that a higher level of integration would significantly
reduce the costs of the formal sector, while increasing
revenues in the informal sector as well as material
recovery rates (GZT, 2010: 10). In the case of Cairo, better
cooperation between the government and informal
sector would have resulted in much better solutions
to the city’s waste management problems (Fahmi and
Sutton, 2006). “It is clear that those working in informal
recycling in particular, have a high degree of specific
knowledge about identifying materials and marketing
them and making use of them in a flexible manner” (GZT,
2010: 9). Furthermore it is not sustainable to remove the
livelihood from a large group of people in an attempt
to modernise the system (Wilson et al, 2006: 789).
In conclusion I would like to argue that solid waste
management systems in developing countries require
localised policy solutions. The socially and culturally
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specific practices of the Zabaleen exemplify the
importance of local context when making important
decisions regarding service delivery in the Third World.
These systems are often underpinned by specific spatial
structures, and when these intergrated systems in
which they have organically developed are disrupted by
removal or other means, they are no longer socially and
economically sustainable. By disregarding the specific
characteristics of the Zabaleens’ way of life and the
value of their contributions, the government has failed
to provide an effective and economically sound solid
waste management system. While some problematic
aspects of informal waste practices need to be addressed,
governments are better off applying “light regulations”
that do not jeopardise the intricate balances that exist in
informal value chains (GZT, 2010: 11). Yet despite what
many authors advocate, the reality for Cairo is that the
conflict between “the little sub-worlds” that make a
living from the scraps of the industrialised economy, and
the “thought worlds” which control how resources and
power are distributed, remains unresolved (Beall, 2006).
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