HIGHLIGHTS

Community-Based Rooftop Gardening in Cairo, Egypt
BY: TINA JASKOLSKI

“I am a farmer now!” laughs rapper ‘Khalifa’. “This is my new rooftop oasis.”
Khalifa points to his family’s new rooftop garden, located in the Cairo neighborhood of Hataba, where the buildings are nestled between historic structures of Cairo’s historic Islamic heritage, right at the foot of Cairo’s famous Saladin Citadel. In fact, some of the houses almost physically lean against
the Citadel’s wall. Hataba’s proximity to these famous monuments has characterized the community’s livelihood for decades. However, it has also
brought them several eviction threats from the Egyptian government.
Khalifa, who raps about his neighborhood’s history, community, and love for its residents, seeks to protect Hataba by beautifying it.

“If we green all the rooftops here, you could see that on a satellite image or when looking down from the citadel,” he says, “so when the
investors come to take away our neighborhood, at least we don’t look like a trash can.”
Khalifa is a community leader who has become a rooftop garden champion. Such champions are much needed to spread the idea of planting on rooftops
across the many neighborhoods of the vast metropolitan area of Greater Cairo.

“Perhaps my next rap song will be about rooftop gardening,” Khalifa laughs.
Egypt’s capital city is home to over 20 million people. Its urban form contains extremely dense construction with very limited open areas and green
spaces. Cairo’s residents are used to living in crowded areas. In fact, some of Cairo’s neighborhoods belong to the most densely populated areas on the
planet. The city has a hot and dry climate, and built-up areas close to industrial zones suffer from the Urban Heat Island effect.
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The Nile River, which flows through the city in a northerly direction, channels some cool air throughout.
However, not all suburbs are located within the vicinity of the famous river. Construction and urban
expansion in and around Cairo happen so fast that residents can observe changes to the cityscape on
a monthly basis.
Informal areas now represent over 60% of Cairo – the majority of Cairo’s houses. Informal areas are
spaces where illegal construction happens on land that city authorities have not cleared for building,
such as agricultural fields. Buildings in informal areas often do not follow the Egyptian building codes,
can be unsafe, and are built very close together, separated only by small alleyways that are very difficult
to navigate by car. In many informal areas, residents are almost able to shake hands with their neighbors across the street. Many of the unpaved alleyways are so narrow that it can often be hard to see the
sky. In these quarters, residents lack access to green space, facilities of sport and leisure, as well as
access to fresh and healthy food. High levels of air pollution tend to be worse in such densely populated
areas which are exposed to heavy traffic and sometimes located close to major city highways. However,
one characteristic of Cairo’s buildings represents a great opportunity for increasing the city’s green
space: Cairo has thousands of flat, accessible roofs.

The urban skyline of Cairo’s informal
settlements, and the abandoned roofs
that are usually used as storage area

Greening all, or even most, of those flat roofs could drastically transform the city. Over the past decades, universities, government ministries, NGOs and private companies have introduced rooftop gardening to Cairo. There are green roof pilot projects, research sites, development projects and urban
food production initiatives scattered across the city. Most recently, in 2019, Cairo’s Governor announced
that rooftop gardening represents one strategic area for implementing the Sustainable Development
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Goals, to which Egypt is a signatory. How that canRooftop
be done,
building owners can receive training
and support to green their roofs, remains to be seen.
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The American University in Cairo (AUC) and the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) have been working together since
2013 to develop simple rooftop gardening models that are affordable, easy to implement and straightforward
to operate and maintain. The idea behind these modest community solutions is that rooftop gardening can
only become a widespread practice across the city if people are able to replicate these systems on their own,
even without external funding. The systems tested at the AUC campus include raised beds of different heights,
an extensive roof, vertical planters, a hydroponic system and an integrated system combining vegetable
production and aquaculture. Several years of applied research, testing and comparative analysis of different
types of media mix, irrigation, shading, nutrient solutions, led to the development of systems that the
researchers were confident could be scaled up across the city.

Different rooftop farming models at
the rooftop of the main building of The
Research Institute for a Sustainable Environment (RISE) at the American University in Cairo, a partnership project
with the USFS

The considerations for successful rooftop gardening systems in Cairo are plausible, but particular. For
example, Rooftop gardening systems must be lightweight, given that some buildings cannot support heavy
loads. They also have to be resource efficient. In a country that is about to enter extreme water scarcity,
water efficient irrigation systems, simple ways of shading, and a choice of water efficient crops can ensure
that an expansion of planted areas does not equate to unnecessary waste of natural resources.
The Egyptian Rooftop Gardens Alliance
With the help of the USFS and a range of other international and corporate donors, AUC has installed 26
rooftop gardens in three cities. Almost all of them are located in Cairo’s informal areas. While many of them
are successful models, the job is now to connect these scattered efforts into a larger rooftop gardening
network. For this reason, Tina Jaskolski and Abdallah Tawfic, both alumni of the USFS International Seminar
on Urban Forestry and Community Engagement, started the Rooftop Gardens Alliance in 2019. The network
brings together rooftop gardening entities and practitioners from across the city. Its mission is to create
support system, to introduce new rooftop garden owners (like Khalifa) to other rooftop gardeners, and to
help gardeners

Khalifa’s rooftop garden provides a
seating area where the family has
started to spend much of its free time.
It was designed and built with a group of
AUC students and staff.
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to access information, supplies and advice. If Cairo’s rooftop gardens are to spread beyond fragmented
neighborhood initiatives, then the existing gardens must become local hubs for promoting rooftop
planting across their own communities, encouraging more and more people to take up the practice
using even the simplest of growing systems.
Running rooftop vegetable production as a small business is one incentive for people to green their roofs.
The local businesses Urban Greens and Schaduf successfully model how hydroponic rooftop systems can
generate access to healthy food and provide extra income for urban families. For people who do not wish to
run a business, simple and replicable models to produce food for home consumption or simply to beautify
their roof spaces can improve livelihoods in Cairo’s dense urban quarters. The first few meetings of the
Rooftop Gardens Alliance (www.rooftopgardensalliance.net) have shown that the first seeds of a wider
movement have been planted.

Successful startup Urban Greens seeks
to initiate a green food movement in
Cairo.

The Cairo based company Schaduf
is establishing 500 green roofs in
informal areas around the Cairo suburb
of Helwan, where owners grow lettuce
and other leafy greens in hydroponic
systems

The NGO Mish Madrasa provides free
after-school education for the children
of the informal neighborhood in Saft
El Laban. The rooftop garden, installed
in partnership with AUC in 2016, has
become a central space for education
and outdoor learning.
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