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How do you like Kafr Ashri?
 Shahd: – It is our area, therefore we 
love it. The best place is the street whe-
re our house is. Abdo and I, we live on 
the same street. There is nothing here 
we dislike.
But if you could decide five things 
to improve in your neighborhood, 
what would that be?
 Abdo: – I wish there would be no gar-
bage in the streets and in the canal, and 
that there would be some greenery here. 
 Shahd: – I want it to be beautiful.

And what is beautiful to you?
 Shahd: – That there would be a hospi-
tal for the sick ones, having the ferry 
fixed, and that all the garbage would 
be taken away. Also I would like a dress 
shop!
Since spring, the organization 
Gudran has come here once a 
month with a mobile library for 
the children. What do you think 
about it?
 Abdo: – We read and we clap our 
hands while they sing for us. I like 

drawing with many kinds of colors.
 Shahd: – I too like to draw, so I enjoy 
when they are coming.
When the library arrives, does the 
area change?
 Shahd: – Yes, it makes it different. 
We keep playing and we become hap-
py. And they teach us different things. 
All of our friends join us, we are many!
How do you feel about the people 
that visit with the library?
 Abdo: – When we see them we feel 
happy.

When you grow up, what would 
you want to become?
 Shahd: – What I want is to become a 
flight attendant.
 Abdo: – My wish is to be a doctor.
Would you like to stay here as 
adults or do you dream of living 
somewhere else?  
 Both: – We still want to live here!
How come?
 Shahd: – Because this is the area  
where we were born and grew up.
 Abdo: – Because this is our home.

This is our area, 
therefore we love it
Abdo Moussa & Shahd Mohammad, Third and Four  
year students, residents of Kafr Ashri, Alexandria





When the New Urban Topologi-
es program was initiated here in 
Alexandria in November 2011 it 
was just months after the revolu-
tion. In what way is the city diffe-
rent today?
 – We have seen major changes the 
past three years. The population has 
grown a lot which has resulted in buil-
dings and extensions without permis-
sions. You will find that the city has 
physically grown, and not in a proper 
way. It became like a big slum. You 
see it in the skyline, especially in the  
Eastern harbor, which always looked 
the same. Now you find blocks of 18 and 
20 meters. 
 – Not only are they dangerous and 
look ugly, their construction also meant 
that a lot of the heritage buildings have 
been demolished. It is really sad. Buil-
dings have memories and now the col-
lective memories of Alexandria’s inha-
bitants have went away.

What are the reasons behind this 
development?
 – The authorities had their focus on 
security issues, strikes and such things. 
The political change with everything 
that has happened lately meant that 
the people were not prioritized. At the 
same time there has been a huge influx 
from the countryside as the economy 
was really bad in the whole of Egypt, 
and at least the cities are better off than 
the villages. 
 – The illegal housing that came up to 
house these people has changed the ur-
ban fabric of the city. This is the physi-
cal part. You also find trash in the stre-
ets, which we never had in Alexandria, 
and also tuk-tuks, which are not regis-
tered vehicles and are going the wrong 
directions in streets and therefore are 
creating chaos. 
As you mentioned many herita-
ge buildings of cultural value are 
being demolished or threated, 

who has the power to stop this?
 – We, the university, the architects 
and the activists in the non-governmen-
tal organizations, feel powerless. There 
is nothing we can do. The power lies 
with the politicians that must change 
the law and also enforce the laws we 
have. 
 – Today nobody is filing for registra-
tion to come up with a new building 
that is on top of a demolished one. 
They take electricity and water from 
the street and the governor says there 
are more than a thousand of these buil-
dings. What can we do? Are we going to  
demolish one thousand buildings? 
This must mean that you suddenly 
have many informal areas within 
the city?
 – Yes. We had slum areas before, 
but they were always on the periphery 
of the city, and mostly there were poor  
people from the villages living there. 
Today the situation is different. You 

have illegal buildings in the center of 
the city, they are informal but at the 
same time very expensive to live in.
In what way has this change affec-
ted the mentality of Alexandria?
 – Of course it is stressful for a lot of 
people who care for this city and its  
people. Alexandria was the metropoli-
tan city, the city of culture. Now sud-
denly it became a very informal city 
with garbage on the ground and chaos.  
You start to wonder where you can go. 
You start thinking that you want to lea-
ve this city. This is an issue. 
How is the spirit within the uni-
versity?
 – I myself have always been a positive 
person. But I have to admit that even I, 
sometimes, get to a very low point. All 
the other professors are really stressed 
and in a deep depression. To work with 
the students you have to have a spirit, 
to give them a push and make them  
dream. Nobody has this spirit anymore.

Alexandria has  
seen major changes
Hebattallah Abouelfadl, Architect and Professor,  
Department of Architecture, Alexandria University



And what about the architectural 
community?
 – The architects really do not have 
a lot of work.  Architectural offices are 
mainly decreasing their number of staff 
or closing. No investor would assign an 
architect to design a building of four 
floors when he can get one of twenty 
floors under the table without an archi-
tectural office.  
Who designs these illegal buil-
dings? Engineers?  
 – I hope its engineers and not just 
contractors that have no idea. If that is 
the case we will see a lot of buildings 
collapsing in the coming years. Actually 
that is already happening.
Has the city also altered in  
regards to the safety and freedom 
of women? 
 – Yes, it has. I never worried before  
I went out, but the last two years I have 
started to. I want to be back at certain 
times at night because a lot of people 
are coming out with guns and they 
might harass me. 
 – Living in Alexandria is becoming a 
security issue and I never thought of it 
before. 
What about the security for wo-
men and children in low income 
areas as Kafr Ashri?
 – In small areas like Kafr Ashri eve-
rybody knows everybody, which makes 
it the most secure place you can be in. 
The community will protect everybody 
living there, which is why women and 
children can move around there freely.  
So having an urban space for the com-
munity is good. 

Does this also mean that the city is 
very segregated?
 – Yes, but is always been like this, 
both in Egypt and in the Arab world. 
Segregation between social classes is 
something very well known. You are 
always classified, people always ask: 
Where are you from? Which social 
standard are your parents from? This 
will limit you to certain kinds of jobs.  
 – Even though you would have the 
skills, you cannot become an ambassa-
dor if you come from a slum area. This 
is why many had a dream of going to the 
United States where you are not asked 
about your social status.
How has your own background  
affected the road you have taken?
 – I was born in Cairo but my family 
moved to Alexandria when my uncle, 
who is an architect, set up an archi-
tectural office here with my father who 
handled the administrative parts. So  
I grew up in a nice area in the center of 
the old city and was brought up going 
to nice clubs and beach houses in the 
summer time. 
 – But I always wanted to work with 
the community, to work with urban  
development that matters, and that is 
why I became an architect and became 
involved in projects such as New Urban 
Topologies.
How come you wanted to work 
with people rather that to design 
high end buildings?
 – I like to work with communities.  
I know how to deal with people and be 
true to them, and to value the human 
aspect. This is something I try to trig-

ger in my students, to bring out their 
best, whatever that is.
This method must be valuable 
when working in Kafr Ashri too?
 – Yes, it is very important to tell  
people: “You are good, you will do 
good”. Then this person will do her 
or his best. Many times inhabitants in 
poor areas hear things such as: “You are 
trash, you are not a good person, you are 
thief, you do not deserve this and that”. 
If this is what you hear you will not en-
gage in anything.  
 – The people of Kafr Ashri did not 
receive good education, but of course 
they can bring themselves a step hig-
her if given another perspective on life. 
They want to be good, so they will try 
hard.  
What are your hopes for the area? 
 – I really hope it will be like a pi-
lot project where the people and the  
government will gain mutual trust. 
The people have always felt overseen. 
I hope that they will be a priority, that 
jobs are created, and that the area will 
be improved so that the people get a 
good life quality.  
What happened to the issue of 
trust since the New Urban Topo-
logies project started?
 – I have to admit that the trust is 
growing. Things are getting better even 
though not much has happened yet, 
from the governments side. But I hope 
that they will engage more. In Kafr 
Ashri, as well as in all of our city.





What are your thoughts on Kafr 
Ashri, do you face any problems 
here?
 – It is all beautiful, all is well thank 
God. Of course there is trash in the 
streets which is no good. We also need 
a street under this bridge where I have 
my stable and some lighting. Right now 
it is too dark.
How long have you been keeping 
horses under the bridge? 
 – I have been here for 50 years. Back 

then there was only one bridge here, a 
loft bridge. I have been here before all 
the other things here, around us. I take 
care of the horses, and I work with honor.
How has this area changed over 
the years?
 – Most of the houses are the same. 
We just have a few high rise buildings. 
People here are blessed, they love each 
other. We are one family.
How did Kafr Ashri look when you 
were a young boy?

 – People were strong and nice. My 
friends and I were raised with integri-
ty, respecting the elderly. Sadly today, 
it’s the opposite. There is use of knives. 
This might sound frightening but I am 
saying the truth!
If there were five things you could 
change or enhance in Kafr Ashri, 
what would they be?
 – First thing is the tunnel, and the 
light. Then I would like someone to 
take care of these dying trees. Ah, can 

you see them? We can even do that  
together, and I want the people to be 
nicer to each other. 
Any last thing, that you would like 
to say?
 – I wish that people like me, who are 
honest and are just asking for a good 
life, will be left alone. According to the 
government my stable is illegally situa-
ted, but I am taking care of this site and 
making sure it is clean and safe. This is 
my place, my area.

My friends and I were
raised with integrity
Fathy Ibrahim, Stable worker, 
Kafr Ashri, Alexandria





What are the things you like here 
in Kafr Ashri?
 Hayat: – The people. They are nice 
and they treat us nicely. They are not 
bad people.
 Mennatallah: – The people here are 
nice, we all know each other, and there 
are no strangers among us.
If you could wish for five things 
for the neighborhood, what would 
that be?
 Mennatallah: – A drawing workshop, 
and to renovate the houses. There are 
many buildings which look ugly. There 
are many informal buildings. There is a 
building nearby which is inclined. We 
want at least a few trash cans where we 
can throw our garbage. People have no 
choice but to throw it on the streets.
 Hayat: – I would focus on taking care 
of people ś personal hygiene before the 
cleaning of the streets. So cleaning both 
the streets and the people! All people 

here are nice, but I wish they become 
even nicer. Also, we need better educa-
tion, better schools. Our school is not 
that good and it is in the nearby indu-
strial area Minet Al-Bassal, we have no 
schools here in Kafr Ashri.
Anything else?
 Mennatallah: – The bridge and the 
ferry needs to be fixed.
 Hayat: – There are two roads that lead 
to our school, either through the floa-
ting platform that is the ferry, which is 
dangerous, or the bridge, which is a long 
way to walk.
Through Gudran and the univer-
sity there has been outsiders co-
ming to the neighborhood, such as 
artists and students. What do you 
think about this? 
 Mennatallah: – No one disturbs us at 
all. There is no problem at all. 
 Hayat: – I see that they mean no harm 
at all, but rather that it is very good for 

Kafr Ashri. The little children really 
enjoy the library events. 
The mobile library is mostly for 
children. What would you like for 
your age group?
 Mennatallah: – We want something 
like the great library of Alexandria, a 
mini version of it.
 Hayat: – A little bit of culture, a little 
bit of fun. We would like an event space 
where we can hang out.
What would you like to become 
when you grow up?
 Mennatallah: – I would like to be an 
engineer and interior designer. I like 
drawing, so I will be able to draw the 
building and design it from the outside 
and the inside.
 Hayat:  – A doctor. That has been my 
dream since I was a young. When I see 
sick people on the television I feel bad 
for them and feel the urge to help. That 
is the reason I want to be a physician.

When you grow up, would you like 
to continue living here or maybe 
somewhere else?
 Mennatallah: – I am born here, and 
will die here. I can’t imagine living 
anywhere else. I love it here more than 
anywhere else.
 Hayat: – The same. I choose Kafr 
Ashri. Here I am loved, more than 
anywhere else outside.
 Mennatallah: – It would be weird to 
live in another place where no one else 
knows you. Here we live among our 
family and friends, among our people 
which mean we feel more secure. 
 – We feel that we belong here. We 
know the good and the bad, and by 
knowing the bad, we will always have a 
better insight on how to turn the bad 
into something better. 

A little bit of culture,  
a little bit of fun
Hayat Mohammed Mahmoud & Mennatallah Saber,  
Seventh year students, Kafr Ashri, Alexandria





In February 2013 you met the pe-
ople of Kafr Ashry in a seminar 
organized by New Urban Topolo-
gies.  What came out of that me-
eting according to you?  
 – If you look at the year that has pas-
sed since that meeting you will detect 
changes. The area under the bridge is 
cleaner and the inclining high rise buil-
ding is now being evacuated. These are 
matters last year’s workshop shed light 
on. We at the Urban Planning Depart-

ment have seen the importance of pay-
ing more attention to this area. 
Was it anything the inhabitants 
told you that you previously did 
not know?
 – Yes, I did not know that they lack 
services. 
Was there a difference between 
their wishes and what you are ca-
pable of implementing?
 – No, no, there is not. They have 
very simple wishes. Of course they will 

wish for something new every time 
you give them something. Their am-
bition increases and this is something 
good.
What is today’s challenge for Kafr 
Ashri?
 – It is constructing the bridge for 
them, which they are asking for. This 
will cause a tremendous change for 
them and will put them at ease. It will 
be a part of the governorates plan and 
hopefully realized it in short time.

Has the work of your department 
changed in any way since the revo-
lution in 2011?
 – Yes, of course. Now we focus our 
work on different social classes, not 
only the high social level but the low 
and simple social class because we want 
to minimize the gap and enhance their 
way of living. So we are focusing on 
them, actually the whole ministry with 
all its official organizations are focu-
sing on this issue, either concerning the 

The sea always gave 
a sence of calmness
Tahani Abou Emera, Director of the Urban  
Planning Department, Alexandria Governorate



housing, the cleanliness, the education, 
the craftsmanship, the unemployment, 
the job opportunities, so there is a big  
reorientation, a change that we are  
feeling as implementers.
Alexandria has grown from 4.6 
million in 2006, when the last cen-
sus was done, to a population of 
between six and seven million to-
day. What has this meant for the 
city?
 – The growing population is a major 
problem for Alexandria. Migration is 
an issue we have to work with, whether 
we succeed in limiting it or if we set up 
an expansion plan. The national plan is 
now primarily to focus on job markets 
and housing in a selected number of 
smaller cities around the country, and 
thus ease the pressure on the big ones. 
 – But when the strategy becomes a 
reality, the idea is that also Alexandria 
can be extended. This is planned at the 
national level. And with the current ad-
ministrative boundaries, we have not 
been able to expand.
How does the growth in Alexand-
ria affect the city psychologically?
 – The sea always gave a sense of 

calmness to the inhabitants. Now with 
the hectic life, the density and noise 
spreading all over the city the people 
are becoming tenser, unable to control 
their temper.
What has the change meant to you 
personally?
 – Nowadays I only go outside my 
house in the early morning when it is 
quiet. I don’t like the crowd. I take ad-
vantage, during September when the 
schools start, and go to the beach for a 
couple of days, in order to let out the 
stress and get calmer.
Is your family originally from 
Alexandria?
 – Yes, I was born here and so were 
my father and grandfather. I also used 
to live by the sea.
And the city is now different?
 – Yes, different. In everything.
Did your involvement in the New 
Urban Topologies project cause 
your office any changes?
 – Yes, it changed something. I saw 
how you are handling and understan-
ding heritage buildings. I realized how 
you preserve the culture and history of 
the city. I used to read about this issue 

and dream about it. But when I went to 
Stockholm where I could see and feel it, 
that made a great impression on me. 
In Alexandria there are many de-
molitions and new construction 
that takes place without permis-
sion. How can you prevent this 
from happening?
 – This is a big and controversial iss-
ue. We have several ongoing investiga-
tions that examine the matter and will 
do our best to stop the phenomenon.  
I hope that Egypt in the future will pre-
serve its heritage better. But it requires 
a respect for history and the heritage 
one carries, and the country is not there 
yet. We need to work with the culture 
of our society. It’s about gaining respect 
and understanding on which values   we 
actually have, both in our country and 
in our buildings.
If you could dream, what would 
you wish for Alexandria?  
 – That it would return to what it used 
to be, with the beaches public and open 
for everyone. If we come to this point 
and teach the people how to enjoy the 
calmness of the sea the whole city will 
change. 





In February of 2013 you attended 
the New Urban Topologies pro-
gram for the first time. You took 
part in seminars, workshops and 
a discussion with the Urban Plan-
ning Department. What were the 
issues you wanted to raise?
 – The first thing we all had in mind 
was the ferryboat that functions as a 
bridge which the residents, especially 
the children, cross daily to go to school. 
This is of course very dangerous and 

unsafe, whereas there are also the piles 
of garbage in the canal. Another topic 
was the area underneath the Al-Tarikh 
bridge. 
 – All we asked for are stairs to enable 
us to cross the street underneath the 
bridge to prevent the accidents which 
occur while crossing. There have been 
at least two to three accidents whe-
re people have lost their lives while 
crossing the street where the bridge is  
situated. 

Have you been contacted or got 
any feedback from the authorities 
since then?
 – Until now, I haven’t met with anyo-
ne from the formal authorities. And as 
you know, during the instability in the 
country nothing was being done. Yet, 
we all gathered and started to pursue 
our dreams and not to give up. Doctor 
Hebattallah Abouelfadl and Gudran 
came to us and brought us the Mobile 
Library from Goethe Institute. And 

today Mrs. Tahani Abou Emera from 
the governorate came and said she will 
present our needs to the governor, so 
hopefully he will realize the project as 
soon as possible.
What is your opinion on the work 
of Gudran? 
 – All what Gudran has made for us 
is positive. They come every month 
and besides the library they made other  
activities, like theatres and workshops. 
They are teaching our children and 

We have a lot to offer,  
to help with and to share
Adel El Said, Iron worker,  
Kafr Ashri, Alexandria



make them more aware. When Gudran 
arrives they change the mood of the 
area into a happy one.
After the revolution, many of the 
old buildings have been demolis-
hed and new high rise buildings 
have been erected, also newco-
mers have increased the density of 
the city. How did this developme-
nt affect Kafr Ashri?
 – Most of the inhabitants regret the 
demolition of their old buildings and 
the erecting of new buildings. These 
new buildings are unsafe. There is a 
building, which is twelve stories high, 
and inclined to a dangerous extent. As 
for the other high-rise buildings, new-
comers have arrived with their new 
culture and perceptions which dif-
fer from ours. Accordingly, problems  
appeared, these newcomers are not 
used to our traditions as a neighbor-
hood family.
  – The newcomers have started to try 
and change these traditions and esta-
blish competition, and this we don’t like, 
we used to live as a family in peace. Even 

if problems happened, we used to solve 
it with each other with no inteference of 
the police, because we as a family solve 
our own misunderstandings with each 
other. We love our neighborhood and 
we are trying hard to make the coming  
generation inherit this feeling of belon-
ging.
Are you and your family from 
Kafr Ashri, and if so, what does 
this mean to you? 
 – My grandparents as well as I come 
from Kafr Ashri, both on my mothers 
and fathers side. We are very proud to 
come from here. We rarely need help 
from anyone outside, we clean our stre-
ets and help each other to maintain the 
area as much as we can. 
 – We have lived in peace and still 
are, even during the instability during 
the revolution we guarded ourselves so 
that no threat entered our area. This 
has given us more confidence to present 
ourselves proudly as inhabitants of Kafr 
Ashri because we are now well known 
among the neighboring areas as a close 
unified family. 

If you would point out five things 
to improve your neighborhood, 
what would that be?
 – Firstly there is the bridge and the 
ferry. The next one might sound weird 
but we need a gathering space for fune-
rals. Now our funerals are done on the 
street under a shaded construction, the 
same one used for weddings. 
 – It would be better to transform 
empty warehouses into wedding and 
funeral event spaces respectively. The 
fourth point is a clinic and the fifth a 
club. We used to have a club but it has 
been removed and cancelled. 
How would you like to see these 
projects being realized?
 – Once we see more action than 
words from the authorities, then we 
will stand up, participate and work. All 
we need are the formal signatures to 
proceed. If we get those, we will help as 
much as we can. We have doctors who 
can work in the clinic, we have engine-
ers to design and construct, we have a 
lot to offer, to help with and to share. 
We only need motivation. 





What are the things you wish for  
a better Kafr Ashri?
  – We would like to have a market. 
For the moment we have to go outside 
the neighborhood for food shopping. 
As we are a semi-isolated peninsula we 
need a pedestrian bridge to reduce the 
accidents. A friend of my son was killed 
by a car while crossing the street. 
  – Maybe a street is needed for the 
cars to easily enter the area. There are 
also the old buildings which need to be 
renovated. Our house is a heritage one 
and it needs to be renovated and main-
tained. We also need a library. 
Have you lived here since you were 
a child? 
  – I was born two blocks away from 
here and I also got married here. I never 
lived outside of here.
Did the area change a lot?
  – No, it didn’t actually change, it is 
the same. We have archaeological sites 
nearby, like the Catacombs and the Se-

rapium. This is a historical and heritage 
area. If you excavate anywhere here, ar-
chaeological finds will be found.
During the past year there have 
been students and young artists 
entering Kafr Ashri. What do you 
think about their efforts?  
  – We were very touched by what 
they were doing. Kafr Ashri is now aga-
in known among the people in Alexan-
dria and this is indeed a good thing.
Did they make a difference?
  – Of course they did! Now we get 
visitors, even a few tourists once in a 
while. Now we are known!
Would you like to have an open 
event here, like a festival? 
  – The neighborhood needs develop-
ment. If there are any activities organi-
zed where the area can be revived, this 
would be very much welcomed. But I 
must confess that here, the inhabitants 
are afraid to participate. On the other 
hand we have seen how successful the 

activities for the children are. The area 
lacked such activities because Kafr 
Ashri is on the outskirt of the city and 
almost isolated.
Would you like to participate? 
  – Yes sure, I can help. I am a widow 
with grown-up children so I am free 
and have no obligations. My sons are 
old enough now, one is married, the 
other one will soon be and I will be free 
to work and increase my income. This 
would be good because our income is 
not that high. My friends and I usually 
do some simple handcrafts. Here there 
are many widows who wish for such ac-
tivities in order to increase their inco-
me and make use of their time. 
If a festival is organized people 
from outside will enter the area. 
How do you feel about that?
  – As long as we will benefit from it, 
there is absolutely no problem. Why 
would anyone be upset? The inhabi-
tants will be very glad and welcoming. 

The neighborhood  
needs development
Gamila Abd Al Raoof Hassam,  
Handicrafts worker, Kafr Ashri, Alexandria





Together with organizations from 
Sweden, Spain and Germany 
Gudran has arranged many semi-
nars and workshops on low-inco-
me neighborhoods such as Kafr 
Ashri. What results can you see so 
far?
 – For Kafr Ashri we have publica-
tions, videos, and reports on the ideas 
we came up with during the workshops. 
I believe it is good to work with others 
from different backgrounds, getting 

new perspectives on our local problems.
  – My concern is that we only ended 
up with theories for Kafr Ashri. Put-
ting theories into practice is a very im-
portant part. Kafr Ashri is still neglec-
ted, abandoned, facing more problems 
than ever. 
You were born here in Alexandria. 
How has the city changed?
 – Alexandria was very beautiful and 
now it is bad. My home is something 
different and I feel it is not my city. At 

the same time I don’t know where to go 
elsewhere. Because other cities won’t 
be my cities either, even though they 
might be nice to visit.  
Is your family from here?
 – Yes, all of my relatives are from 
Alexandria. Our family name is Ha-
lawany, which is a man who makes 
sweets. We have both factories and 
shops. I used to work with them, and 
I was very effective. But I didn’t like it. 
What I like is to work with people.

Sameh El Halawany, General manager,  
Gudran for Art and Development, Alexandria

Kafr Ashri is  
still neglected




