HIGHLIGHTS

The Egypt Rooftop Gardens Alliance’s
Neighborhood “Buildathon”
BY: TINA JASKOLSKI

Linking Rooftop Gardening Efforts Across Egypt
In Egypt, there are multiple initiatives on rooftop gardening that have been started by NGOs, government research centers, universities, or as part
of community development projects. In 2019, affirming the strategic importance of urban gardening, Cairo’s Governor announced that there will be
future plantings across all of Cairo’s rooftops as part of the city’s contribution to the country reaching its Sustainable Development Goals by 2030.
Cairo is a densely built city with crowded spaces, lack of access to green areas, and high levels of air pollution. Hot, arid temperatures, the need for
irrigating plants, and water scarcity create challenging conditions for greening urban spaces. However, Cairo has a unique resource: thousands
of flat, accessible roofs that can potentially support gardens.
Although many existing rooftop gardening initiatives in Cairo are very successful, these initiatives remain fragmented and disconnected from each
other. Having learned from American urban forestry networks that they saw when participating in the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) International
Seminar on Urban Forestry and Community Engagement, Tina Jaskolski and Abdallah Tawfic (alumni of the 2018 and 2019 seminars, respectively)
thought of linking up the Cairo-based rooftop garden initiatives.
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An Alliance of Rooftop Gardening Pioneers
In October 2019, Tina and Abdallah, together with USFS project manager Mariam Dawoud, started the Rooftop
Gardens Alliance. The network brings together a large variety of entities and people involved in rooftop gardening in Cairo, including businesses, NGOs, government organizations, schools, individual rooftop garden owners,
as well as students, researchers and people who are simply interested in the concept of rooftop gardening.
The group has met three times since September 2019 and is working on an agenda to jointly advance rooftop
gardening across Cairo and Egypt. As rooftop gardening is still not as widespread in Egypt as it might be in
other countries, information, support, materials and supplies for rooftop gardeners are still relatively hard to
come by, especially in the financially disadvantaged parts of the city. The Rooftop Gardens Alliance aims to become a “go-to” place to provide help and advice for all those who have a rooftop garden, and those interested
in learning more about them.
Let’s Start With What We Have: The Neighborhood Buildathon
The neighborhood Buildathon was the Rooftop Gardens Alliance’s first joint activity. An idea the graduate
student Abd El Hamid Sherif had during a Design Thinking class on rooftop gardening held at the American
University in Cairo inspired the event. Abd El Hamid had just returned from a hackathon event, when it occurred
to him that a “buildathon” might be a great idea to get people in Cairo’s financially deprived neighborhoods to
take up rooftop gardening. The idea is simple: find any scrap material you have on your roof and turn it into a
rooftop planter!
On February 7, 2020, a mixed group of people came together to do just that – local residents, children,
students, volunteers and even some participants of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Green Cities study
tour who were still in Cairo and wanted to helped out. In the neighborhood of Hataba, El Khalifa, located right at
the bottom of Cairo’s famous Citadel fortress, the group ransomed all materials found on a local roof that was
stashed with scrap material. Old furniture, pieces of wood, metal, parts of sculptures – all of these pieces were
brought down and piled up at the street level. Now the group began a wild process of impromptu, improvised
design and carpentry.

Children of Hattaba has used their
imagination and the scraps found
around them to build planters
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Throwing out ideas and working together, the process felt creative and liberating. Due to the abundance of
old chairs, the team quickly came up with the prototype of a “chair planter”. A large planter inside a metal
frame, a crazy red deconstructed planter made from various chair pieces, and small box planters took
shape throughout the day. Local children painted the planters, mixed media, and planted seedlings. The idea
was to teach neighborhood residents the components of a simple planter design in a fun and interactive way,
inspiring participants to upcycle old material into a garden, with minimal funding.
If rooftop gardening is to become a widespread practice across Cairo, then simple, affordable and
easy-to-replicate solutions that people can build themselves are the way forward, especially in less
fortunate neighborhoods. Participant feedback on the Buildathon was clear: Let’s do this again soon! Two
participants from another Cairo neighborhood liked what they saw so much that they are planning to
replicate the idea in their own neighborhood.
AUC students support children
of Hataba in the design and
implementation of
different planters

Jihad Zawaidah, a study tour participant from Jordan, gave up his day of sightseeing in Cairo to join the
Buildathon. He quickly became “head carpenter” of the day and immediately bonded with the local children.
“The volunteers gathered, including some people who brought their children to participate, everyone
reaching out to help recycle and reuse old chairs to make them into agricultural containers. The mission
started at about 10:30 AM and continued until 3:30 PM. We did not feel the speed of time, we enjoyed that
we helped the people in the neighborhood by making containers for planting and planted the seedlings.
Some children from the neighborhood helped us paint the wood with beautiful colors. I did not feel the time
pass, as I was helping to accomplish something that will increase the beauty of the region and help provide
families with the food they need in the future. I returned to my country, Jordan, after having established
new friendships with some of the neighborhood’s residents, and was carrying with me new things that I
had learned during my volunteering. I loved that, and I am looking forward to doing this again and again,
especially in Cairo.”

Jihad Zawaidah

Melissa Smith, a graduate student of Sustainable Development at the American University in Cairo, who has
helped design the first rooftop garden in Hataba, participated with her whole family.
“I am always eager to turn talk into action, and the Buildathon in Hataba was a chance to do this. What
made it even better was that I could involve my children and husband. Working together alongside Hataba’s
children and community builders, NGO members from Egypt and Jordan, AUC students, technicians and
professors, and the cool folks from the US Forest Service was exciting, because it felt like we really were
part of a “growing” movement. I have read about the integral role of collaboration to meaningful community
development and “dug” the opportunity to put it into practice, building upcycled planters for urban gardens.”
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