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on The norTh-easTern edGe oF Cairo, past 
the medieval architectural marvels of the Citadel and 
the islamic Quarter; after the sprawling City of the 
dead — a vast graveyard that’s also home to hundreds 
of thousands of living residents and itself another 
testament to the ingenuity of Cairo’s nether classes — 
the metropolis dead-ends into the towering Muqattam 
cliffs. it is here, squeezed on the periphery of africa’s 
largest city, that sixty-thousand Coptic Christians make 
their livelihood from the trash that Cairo’s twenty 
million inhabitants create. They are the Zaballeen 
— literally, “the garbage people” — and they’ve been 
serving Cairo for generations.

Without a functioning city-wide trash collection 
programme, the Zaballeen were an integral and thriving 
part of the city’s informal economy for over a century, 
running a service that nobody else — not even the 
government — could provide. For just a few dollars  
a month, the Zaballeen would hike up the stairs of  
Cairo’s apartment blocks and collect tenants’ trash  
every morning. Their hulking, ageing trucks would be 
loaded up and then driven back to Garbage City, where 
the contents would be separated: organic waste to feed 
the pigs; plastics, metals, bottles and almost everything 
else imaginable for recycling.

Crude? Yes. But, the Zaballeen could boast of being 
able to recycle eighty percent of what they collected. 
everything from broken toys to koshari (the egyptian 
national dish) containers was turned into raw materials, 
refurbished products and, ultimately, egyptian pounds. 
Quite an impressive accomplishment for Cairo’s 
invisible heroes.

The ZaBalleen WaY oF liFe Was never 
GreaT — this is a place called Garbage City we’re 
talking about — but lately it has got a lot worse. in the 
spring of 2009, the egyptian government, under the 
public pretence of stopping the spread of swine flu, 
launched efforts to kill the country’s estimated three 
hundred thousand or so pigs. Zaballeen people tell me 
the majority of organic waste they used to collect went 
into feeding the pigs they raised, which provided the 
Zaballeen with a major source of income. now it soils 
the ground and fills the air with an acrid stench.

“sixty to eighty percent of our people today make less 
than $500 a month — the culling of the pigs has made 
everybody poor,” complains Maurice Musa, a forty-five-
year-old member of the Zaballeen community.

The government wasn’t completely successful in its 
swine-culling mission. i am beckoned by some small 
children to see their beloved khanzeer (pig), which 
someone has kept hidden from the authorities in a 
concealed, trash-strewn space between the buildings. 
While there are a few such pigs kicking around out 
of sight, the government’s actions decimated the 
livelihoods of the Zaballeen. nearly two years later, it is 
nearly impossible to find pork in Cairo, even at the city’s 
many expensive expatriate-oriented establishments.

While the government initially used h1n1 as its 
official excuse for killing the country’s pigs, they 
eventually backpedalled and said it had more to do  
with cleaning up the Zaballeen’s dirty neighbourhood. 

I
’ve seen rats before, but 
none quite as big as the 
one peering at me from 
over the ripped, stained 
garbage bag – itself 
seemingly bursting and 
constantly shifting in 
shape and motion from 
its rodent visitors.

actually the rats don’t bother 
me all that much. i’m more 
concerned with the smell 
coming from the tonnes of 
organic detritus piled in the 
streets; a fetid mix of faeces, 
rotting, fly-covered meat, 
along with waste produce and 
more, all caking my shoes.

Welcome to Garbage City, 
welcome to the suck.

Rooftop view in Garbage City. Alongside 
living quarters, many buildings also have 
recycling and garbage sorting facilities



“This CiTY 
has Three 
Classes: The 
upper Class, 
The Middle 
Class… Then, 
There’s The 
noThinG Class.  
ThaT’s us. The 
ZaBalleen”
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Trash lies in the dust in one of 
Garbage City’s alleyways
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The culling began to be seen by the Zaballeen as a direct move 
against their community — the minority of an already minority 
Coptic Christian sect in egypt. as far as they were concerned, 
this was meant to do away with their livelihoods and force 
them out of their neighbourhood.

“We’re being treated like animals” says hani shanouda,  
a twenty-six year-old whose creased face looks much older  
— perhaps not surprising given that he has been hauling 
trash through Cairo since he was ten.

even before the pigs were killed, things weren’t looking 
up for the Zaballeen. Foreign refuse collection companies 
moved into Cairo and had begun taking the trash that the 
Zaballeen coveted. With an army of trucks and workers — 
and a thumbs-up from the government — these companies 
would bury the waste in desert landfills. They proved to be  
a viable opponent to the Zaballeen.

To make matters worse, the Zaballeen have been strongly 
discouraged from going about their business since the 
corporations arrived. shanouda tells me that Zaballeen can 
be arrested by police on a whim — especially for treading on 
the turf of trash companies. This situation has lead shanouda 
and many others to become scavengers, relying on litter 
discarded on the side of the road in place of the neat, tied 
trash bags they used to collect.

it wasn’t just the Zaballeen who suffered. The foreign 
companies proved to be somewhat inefficient, with many 
of the neighbourhood trash canisters — previously unseen 
in egypt — quickly breaking or disappearing. The result has 
been rubbish piling up in many of Cairo’s upscale areas.

“in heliopolis [a ritzy suburb of Cairo, close to Garbage 
City] the main streets are nice, but the side streets are 

filled with trash,” shanouda tells me over a cheap egyptian 
cigarette, explaining to me the façade of modernity and 
cleanliness that egypt attempts to present with its most-
traversed boulevards.

The Zaballeen complain that the egyptian authorities go  
out of their way to extort the population — for everything 
from vehicle maintenance violations (rather incredulous 
in a country where most cars are pretty dodgy) to 
construction code violations. To get a new apartment built, 
shanouda tells me that police will demand thousands of 
egyptian pounds in bribes — a hefty sum for the Zaballeen, 
especially today. Failure to pay such kickbacks can result  
in imprisonment. he tells me that the only time the cops 
come into their neighbourhood is for such bribes, never for 
actual policing.

despite all of this, the Zaballeen are somehow still there. 
and they’re still recycling what little they can. Trash collection 
and recycling is all they know and Garbage City is their only 
home. it’s almost literally do or die.

“i FirsT visiTed GarBaGe CiTY When i Was TWelve, 
and i understood why it was often referred to as dante’s 
Inferno,” says Mai iskander, the egyptian-american 
director of the 2009 documentary film Garbage Dreams. 
“it is a world folded onto itself; an impenetrable labyrinth 
of roadways camouflaged by trash. Garbage is piled three 
stories high and the smell permeates the streets.”

iskander’s film follows the lives of three teenage 
Zaballeen boys as they struggle to make a successful living 
from trash while dreaming of a brighter future. Garbage 
Dreams won a slew of international film festivals and awards, 
including the al Gore reel Current award.

“The CiTY is MovinG in a diFFerenT direCTion, 
driven BY Those Who don’T WanT The CiTY To Feel 
like Mos eisleY anYMore. a Mini-duBai rises in 
The sCruFFY, FeaTureless deserT in WhiCh ManY 
hope Will Be The FaCe oF a neW Cairo”  
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after that first shocking visit to visit the Zaballeen, to attend 
a wedding when she was a child, iskander would return to the 
alleyways of the “garbage people” as an adult in 2005 to film 
her documenary. she spent periods over the next four years 
documenting the lives of osama, adham and nabil, at a time 
when the livelihood of the Zaballeen was jeopardised by the 
modern refuse collecting companies.

 “The trash-piled streets where the Zaballeen live, which 
initially seemed terrifying and dirty to me, started to look like 
the site of a community eminently worthy of preservation and 
admiration,” she tells me. hence her film focuses on the ability 
of the Zaballeen to recycle what they collect, and documents a 

local recycling school where the area’s youngsters learn about 
safe and effective recycling techniques. The portrayal of this 
unsuspecting green community helped to both raise awareness 
about the plight of the Zaballeen and to glean a recent Bill and 
Melinda Gates grant aimed at aiding the Zaballeen.

right now the goal for iskander and the supporters of 
Gargbage Dreams’ vision is community outreach, and headway 
seems to have been made. a computer game developed by 
public Broadcasting service in the united states challenges 
children to “match the efficiency of the Zaballeen” and is  
set to be distributed to schools around the u.s. this academic 
year in partnership with Green schools alliance.  

Children play amongst trash 
awaiting sorting in Garbage City
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Garbage Dreams is also set to hit the cinemas of Cairo. 
rather than a big name regional distributor though, it will 
be members of the Zaballeen community who introduce the 
film to egypt. With every preview of the film in Cairo so far, 
Zaballeen have been on hand to hold a Q&a with the audience 
and encourage them to recycle.

This sort of awareness of their work may be the Zaballeen’s 
only hope of survival. since filming ended, however, their 
situation has only gotten worse. The expansion of the foreign 
trash companies and the culling of egypt’s pigs, has pushed 
them into a corner.

“The ability of the Zaballeen to acquire and process  
Cairo’s garbage has become harder in the last few years,”  
says iskander. “life has become much more challenging for 
the three young men in the film.”

Today, one of the boys featured in the film barely earns a 
living by scavenging Cairo’s streets for scraps of trash; another 
peels off and sells the lids from used yoghurt cups. The third, 
who managed to travel to the u.s. for the premiere of the film 
at austin’s sXsW Festival, has spent much of his time studying 
since returning to egypt, but is still unemployed. 

despite the acclaim the film won in the West, the only 
changes on the ground have been degradation. The feel-
good and can-do vibes you pick up watching the film — kids 

somehow succeeding when everything is stacked against them 
— evaporates quickly when you hear the stories of desperation 
on the ground in Garbage City today.

iT’s danGerous Work, and iT shoWs in The sCars. 
long, jagged scars winding up the arms of the young-yet-
older-looking guy sitting across from me, alongside intricate 
detailed depictions of the virgin Mary and ornate crucifixes, 
are testament to this.

The machinery these men use — giant scissor-like 
contraptions to cut-up cans, primitive-looking barrels 
filled with knives and grinders to turn metal into dust — is 
all handmade. Today’s deteriorating situation forces them 
to dig through garbage bins and dumps, leaving plenty of 
opportunities to slice open a hand or an arm on broken glass.

it’s a risk they’re all willing to take.
The Zaballeen are today straddling egypt’s frontline 

battle between tradition and modernity. The gatekeepers of 
a profession up against a government and some segments of 
egyptian society that want to eradicate egypt’s reputation as a 
backwards place.

The city is moving in a different direction, driven by those 
who don’t want the city to feel like Mos eisley anymore. 
driving on the highway outside of Cairo towards alexandria, 

Trucks transporting refuse  
from other Cairo neighbourhoods 
are unloaded upon arrival in 
Garbage City
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no one from the Zaballeen trusts the 
government. nobody i speak to from their 
community is planning on voting in next 
year’s presidential elections. a few will vote 
in this month’s parliamentary elections, but 
only for local candidates. some Zaballeen tell 
me they were supporters of former housing 
minister, ismail suleiman — currently at 
the centre of a scandal in egypt, accused 
of embezzling billions of dollars in sketchy 
land deals — only to find out he was accused 
of being a thief and paid no attention to 
the plight of the Zaballeen despite their 
enthusiastic support for him.

The Zaballeen have come to realise  
that the only ones they can trust are 
themselves and are doing their best to stay 
afloat. how long they can maintain a status 
quo, though, is up in the air.

“The government is building a lot of 
recycling factories. in ten years the career of 
the Zaballeen will be over,” says thirty-year-
old hani Mamdouh, who earns around $300 
a month recycling plastics. overhearing this, 
an older man passing by the workers’ café 
we’re sitting at shouts: “Ten years? i would 
say six months!”

The Zaballeen feel they provide a 
valuable service to Cairo and rather than 
be pushed aside, they should be embraced 
as part of the solution to the city’s trash 
problem. egypt’s almost caste-like social, 
economic and political hierarchies make 
this increasingly unlikely. Being used to 
being ignored or at best taunted by other, 
non-Zaballeen outsiders, the guys in the film 
were not used to the attention that iskander, 

cranes tower in the sky. shopping malls and luxurious 
apartment blocks, centered around perfectly-manicured golf 
courses, are under construction – a mini-dubai rising in the 
scruffy, featureless desert, which many hope will be the face 
of a new Cairo. This new version will be free of many facets of 
the old one: the traffic, the chaos and the large, informal, off-
the-books economy which the Zaballeen are a large part of.

“i believe that all of egypt and Cairo will develop but we’ll 
be left behind,” shanouda says. “When something is hidden, 
nobody takes care of it.” 

like the piles of refuse that mounts between buildings  
in downtown Cairo and other areas, the Zaballeen are 
unseen, unheard and, in the eyes of many of the country’s 
“haves”, nonexistent.

“aGeinG TruCks Would Be loaded up and Then driven BaCk 
To GarBaGe CiTY, Where The ConTenTs  Would Be separaTed: 
orGaniC WasTe To Feed The piGs; plasTiCs, MeTals, BoTTles and 
alMosT everYThinG else iMaGinaBle For reCYClinG”

an outsider, gave them. at one point adham says, “This city 
has three classes: the upper class, the middle class… then, 
there’s the nothing class. That’s us. The Zaballeen.”

When the Zaballeen say things like this, it’s not a  
cry for help like you might see in an oxfam commercial.  
The Zaballeen are not looking for salvation from their trash-
strewn neighbourhood, nor are they looking for handouts.  
all they want to do is work and continue the tradition that 
their predecessors started. They have that only-in-Cairo sort 
of pride, where every taxi driver proclaims he is the best, 
every falafel stand owner laughs at his competition, and 
tending to shisha coals is its own honoured profession.

and the Zaballeen? They say they’re the best at collecting 
garbage and they are damn proud of that. 

A Zaballeen man separates 
lids from cans before using a 
handmade tin recycling machine


