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INTRODUCTION 
 

Since at least the beginning of the 19th century, associations, nongovernmental 
organizations, and other civil society organizations have functioned in Egypt as providers of 
education, health, and social care. However, over the last two decades, the importance of these 
organizations has grown tremendously. Both broad economic structural adjustment policies 
favoring privatization and the state’s reduced capability to cope with development issues, social 
services, and environmental challenges have opened new opportunities for civil society 
organizations to step into the gap. Additionally, the democratization process and the tendency 
among citizens to participate directly in public affairs have also energized the development of 
grassroots nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). These developments, along with significant 
financial and in-kind support by the government, have allowed the Egyptian civil society sector 
to emerge as a viable social and economic force with a highly institutionalized base. This 
development has taken place in the context of an Islamic tradition that has long strongly 
encouraged philanthropic giving, but in a social and political setting that has historically limited 
the opportunities for independent organizational activity outside the confines of the state or the 
market. 
 

These findings emerge from a body of work carried out by an Egyptian research team 
based at the Arab Network for NGOs (Shabaka) in Cairo, as part of the Johns Hopkins 
Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project.1 This work sought both to analyze Egyptian civil society 
organizations and to compare and contrast them to those in other countries in a systematic way.2 
The work in Egypt is still in a preliminary stage, and the empirical findings remain limited. 
Nevertheless, the current results represent the first empirical overview of the Egyptian civil 
society sector and the first systematic comparison of Egyptian civil society realities to those 
elsewhere in the world. Most of the data reported here were generated from a 1999 survey of 
civil society organizations sponsored by the Arab Network for NGOs. Additional research work 
was conducted by the project team. Unless otherwise noted, financial data are reported in U.S. 
dollars at the 1999 average exchange rate. For a more complete statement of the types of 
organizations included, see Chapter 1 and Appendix B. 

 
 

PRINCIPAL FINDINGS 
 
1. A sizable civil society sector 

 
Perhaps the most salient feature of the Egyptian civil society sector is its significant 

presence in Egyptian social and economic life. In particular: 
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• A $1.5 billion industry. As of the late 1990s, Egypt’s civil society sector accounted for 
$1.5 billion in expenditures, roughly 2.0 percent of the Egyptian gross domestic product 
(GDP), as reported in Table 11.1. 

 
<<Table 11.1>> 

The civil society sector* in Egypt, 1999 
 
• A significant employer. Behind these expenditures lies a considerable workforce 

numbering close to 630,000 full-time equivalent (FTE) workers, which is 2.8 percent of 
the economically active population. Most of this workforce consists of paid staff (97 
percent). However, the true extent of volunteering in Egypt is difficult to determine since 
much of the volunteering is sporadic and many volunteers work only a limited number of 
hours. Moreover, a significant amount of volunteering takes place in Islamic and 
Christian religious settings, and these workers could not be included in the present 
research. In recent years, official sources have placed the number of volunteers at three 
million. However, for the purposes of this estimate, volunteering was equated with 
membership in civil society organizations, although many members do not actively 
contribute time. Our estimates suggest that approximately 1 percent of the adult 
population are engaged in volunteer activities (see Appendix Table A.2). 

 
• Comparable to other industries. The significant size of Egypt’s civil society sector is 

evident in comparison to other industries. Indeed, as shown in Figure 11.1, civil society 
organizations employ three times as many people (629,000) as Egypt’s utilities industry 
(207,000). Civil society employment is the equivalent of 60 percent of transportation and 
nearly half of construction industry employment. 

 
<< Figure 11.1 goes about here >> 

Civil society organization workforce in context, Egypt 
 

2. A comparatively well developed civil society sector 
 

The Egyptian civil society sector is also fairly large when compared to other countries, 
especially other developing or transitional countries.  

 
• Above the developing and transitional country average. As shown in Figure 11.2, the 

civil society organization workforce—paid and volunteer—varies from a high of 14.4 
percent of the economically active population in the Netherlands to a low of 0.4 percent 
in Mexico, with an average of 4.4 percent overall.3 The Egyptian civil society sector 
outdistances most developing and transitional countries in these terms. In fact, there are 
only two other developing and transitional countries (Argentina and South Africa) where 
the civil society organization workforce is proportionately larger than in Egypt. As shown 
in Figure 11.2, civil society organization employment in the developing and transitional 
countries covered in this project averages 1.9 percent of the economically active 
population, one-third lower than the corresponding Egyptian figure of 2.8 percent. 

 
<<Figure 11.2 goes about here>> 
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Civil society organization workforce as a share of the economically active population, by country 
 

• Below the all-country average. While higher than the developing and transitional 
country average, the Egyptian civil society sector workforce, as a share of the 
economically active population, is somewhat below the all-country average of 4.4 
percent. However, this may be a result of the lack of reliable data on volunteering in 
Egypt. When we focus on paid employment only, the Egyptian civil society sector is on a 
par with the all-country average of 2.7 percent (see Appendix Table A.1). 

 
• Volunteer participation lags behind the all-country average. Reflecting the lack of 

reliable volunteering data, the volunteer staff of Egyptian civil society organizations lags 
behind its counterparts internationally and in developing and transitional countries. Thus, 
as Figure 11.3 shows, volunteers, as measured so far, comprise only 3.0 percent of the 
total civil society organization workforce in Egypt, substantially below the developing 
and transitional and all-country averages. 

 
<<Figure 11.3 goes about here>> 

Volunteers as a share of the civil society organization workforce, Egypt, developing and 
transitional countries, and 36 countries 

  
3. A rich and varied history of civil society development 

 
Civil society in Egypt has a long and varied history. As in other Muslim countries, the 

religious obligation to donate a percentage of one’s wealth to the needy (zakat) as well as to 
provide voluntary assistance to the poor (sadaka), encouraged by the Holy Quran, are defining 
features of Egyptian society past and present. Throughout Islamic history, sadaka has given rise 
to religious endowments (al waqf) supporting hospitals, schools, orphanages, roads, and general 
assistance to the poor. These organizations have played important roles in the socioeconomic life 
of Egypt over time. For instance, a land survey undertaken in 1517 by Sultan Selim Bin 
Soleyman Pasha revealed that endowments held about 40 percent of all the agricultural land in 
Egypt.4 Although socialist policies after 1952 diminished its appeal, religious philanthropy 
continues to play an important role in supporting associational life as well as social, health, and 
educational services. 

 
 The arrival of the French under Napoleon Bonaparte at the end of the 18th century marked 
Egypt’s first modern exposure to the Western world and led to the establishment of scientific 
councils, including the Egyptian Scientific Academy in 1798, which is the oldest scientific body 
in Egypt. Shortly thereafter, Egypt underwent a process of modernization beginning with the rule 
of Mohamad Ali in 1805. Subsequent reforms in the field of education, including the education 
of girls, and a continued exchange with the West fostered the development of civil society 
organizations. The first Western-style association was established in 1821 followed by many 
other associations concerned with education and culture. Over the next hundred years, the civil 
society sector flourished. Civil and professional associations, labor unions, congregations, and 
women’s organizations emerged, encouraged by modernization. These organizations also 
developed in reaction to, and as a means of protecting national values from, the influence of 
Western religious missionaries and foreign minorities in Egyptian society.5 This patriotic 
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struggle to combat foreign influences in Egypt gained momentum after the British occupation in 
1882 and continued during the liberal period following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 
1919. The political and legal frameworks of this period accorded full freedom of association, and 
a diversity of discourses appeared among civil society institutions (Islamic, leftist, liberal, and 
Arab nationalist).  
 
 After the 1952 revolution, this liberal period ended and socialist policies were introduced. 
Fearful of potential political opposition and the rise of radical Islam and its threat to its 
secularization goals, the new regime moved to suppress the civil society sector or annex it to the 
state. Associations, unions, women’s groups, and religious civil society organizations were 
dissolved; special laws were issued to control and dominate associational and religious life; 
advocacy activities were forbidden; and the remaining civil society organizations had to focus on 
social care in accordance with national plans. The al waqf system was nationalized beginning in 
the 1950s—leading to a significant drop in religious philanthropy. In addition, Law 32 of 1964 
formalized state control over the civil society sector, severely restricted the ability of civil 
society organizations to receive foreign funds, and granted the government latitude to prohibit 
the formation of civil society organizations, to replace the leadership, and to suspend or 
terminate existing organizations at will.6  

 
This distrustful relationship began to ease somewhat after 1974 with the general 

economic liberalization policies that were put in place. Economic policies that encouraged 
privatization contributed to enhanced state support for civil society organizations to fill gaps in 
social policies. Moreover, the democratic changes and increasing civil liberties that characterized 
this period spurred the emergence of new types of organizations, often involving businessmen, 
professional groups, and human rights organizations. During the 1980s and 1990s, the sector also 
became more efficient in dealing with issues of development and alleviation of poverty. This 
changed the political discourse concerning the civil society sector favorably.  

 
With Law 32 of 1964 remaining in force until the passage of new legislation in 2002 

(Law 184 of 2002), remnants of the distrust between state and civil society continue. This is 
particularly the case for religious organizations, which reasserted their position using 
privatization policies in the 1980s to exploit gaps in state coverage in fields such as health and 
social welfare. In fact, into the 1990s, legal initiatives and increased government control sought 
to curb growing Islamic control of some civil society groups, and the government-civil society 
relationship remains precarious. 
 
4. Structure and resources  

 
Unfortunately, data are not yet available to document fully the composition and resource 

structure of the Egyptian civil society sector in detail. However, some broad contours are visible: 
 
Organizational size. Most (44 percent) Egyptian civil society organizations are small, 

with budgets of less than $10,000, although close to 10 percent of the organizations report 
budgets in excess of $100,000 (see Table 11.2). 

 
<<Table 11.2 goes about here>> 
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Budget sizes of Egyptian NGOs, in U.S. dollars, 1999 
 

Composition. The main part of the civil society sector in Egypt consists of associations, 
literally “indigenous associations,” in Arabic. This term is officially used in the texts of laws and 
by the public. Here, the term “indigenous” has an historical connotation and has been used since 
the creation of associations in the 19th century to denote local voluntary efforts and citizen 
initiatives.7 It is worth mentioning that in the 1990s Egypt witnessed the emergence of the 
concept of NGOs as a synonym for “indigenous associations.” However, the use of this term was 
not restricted to associations active in the field of development. It appeared in the writings of 
researchers, the media, and conferences as clear evidence of the influence of international 
discourse, mainly after the United Nations International Conference on Population and 
Development held in Egypt in 1994. As of 1997, there were about 15,000 associations and NGOs 
(see Table 11.3).  

 
<<Table 11.3 goes about here>> 

Profile of the civil society sector in Egypt, 1997 
 

In terms of the number of organizations, the second largest component of the civil society 
sector in Egypt consists of a widespread network of close to 4,000 youth clubs and centers.  
Other important components consist of professional groups (legally referred to as professional 
syndicates), labor unions, and business associations. Although small in number, syndicates and 
unions have fairly significant membership (see Table 11.3). 
 

Funding and revenue. Associations rely on various sources of funding, both local and 
foreign. A primary source of local funding is income from the sale of services and products. A 
secondary source comes from donations and grants offered by individuals, companies, or banks. 
In addition, there are also governmental subsidies provided by the Ministry of Social Affairs and 
other ministries. Almost 36 percent of the associations—especially associations active in the 
field of development—benefit from direct governmental funding, which has reached nearly $10 
million. Although this amount is not very large, it is still important to small associations, which 
make up the majority of the civil society sector in Egypt. Civil society organizations also receive 
an estimated $60 million from government to carry out national projects.  
 

Finally, the government lends extensive numbers of its own paid workers to the civil 
society sector—particularly when the organizations are collaborating with the government in the 
implementation of economic and social plans. In 1997, the Ministry of Social Affairs estimated 
that approximately 60,000 government workers (the equivalent of 10 percent of the total civil 
society organization workforce) were “on loan” to civil society organizations. 
  

It is still difficult to assess the exact size of foreign funding granted to associations. The 
Ministry of Social Affairs declared in its 1999 Annual Report that Egyptian associations have 
obtained approximately $12 million from foreign sources—a controversial figure that probably 
understates the full extent of foreign funding. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

The data reported here reveal a civil society sector in Egypt that is considerably more 
advanced in scale and capacity than in most other developing and transitional countries. This is 
due to the gradual liberalization of government policies over the past two decades, as well as the 
government support of civil society associations particularly in the development arena. The 
Egyptian civil society sector emerged as one of the key beneficiaries of the democratization 
process of the 1970s that brought a return to a multiparty system, the sovereignty of law, respect 
for civil liberties, and economic changes that liberalized the economy by moving towards free 
market principles. What is more, numerous important social changes, such as increasing 
disparities in the distribution of wealth, growing poverty, and the social and political 
marginalization of some social strata, increased the demand for such organizations while 
developments in communication and information technology made them easier to form.  

However, despite these developments, the Egyptian civil society sector until very 
recently still lacked a supportive legal and regulatory framework due to the fairly narrow and 
restrictive Law 32 of 1964.8 Between 1995 and 1999, an organized social and political 
movement emerged that aimed at changing the existing civil society sector law. The push to 
change Law 32 of 1964 resulted in several meetings and conferences in closed settings as well as 
writings in the media and debates in the Egyptian Parliament. In 1998, the government took the 
unprecedented step of submitting a draft NGO law to representatives of NGOs for public 
discussion. A number of meetings with the Minister of Social Affairs were organized and a 
committee was formed to draft and edit the text of the new law. This committee included 
representatives of the government, public figures, and representatives of the civil society sector. 
The draft law was edited several times and then approved by the Parliament as Law 153 in 1999. 
However, this did not last for long. The High Constitutional Court issued a decree in June 1999 
that prevented the Law from taking effect on technical grounds because it was not submitted to 
the Shura Council (an advisory council) prior to its submission to Parliament. It took another 
three years for the resolution of these procedural issues, and the legislation finally came into 
force as Law 184 of 2002. 

 
The data reported here were helpful in moving this reform process along. Now that the 

crucial step of liberalizing the regulatory environment has been taken, this kind of information 
will prove even more useful in helping to chart and sustain the process of civil society 
development into the future. 
                                                
1 The work in Egypt has been coordinated by Amani Kandil of the Arab Network for NGOs (Shabaka). The research 
team was aided, in turn, by a local advisory committee (see Appendix D for a list of committee members). The 
Johns Hopkins project was directed by Lester M. Salamon, and the work in Egypt was overseen by Stefan Toepler. 
2 The definitions and approaches used in the project were developed collaboratively with the cooperation of 
Egyptian researchers and researchers in other countries and were designed to be applicable to Egypt and other 
project countries. For a full description of this definition, the types of organizations included, and the methodology 
used, see Chapter 1 and Appendix B. For a full list of the other countries included, see Table 1.1. 
3 Comparative figures do not include religious worship organizations because data on these organizations were not 
available for all countries. However, religiously affiliated service organizations are included. For more information, 
see Appendix B. 
4 Mohamad Afifi, Al Auqaf Wal Hayat Al Iqtisadeya Fi Masr [Endowments and Economic Life in Egypt] (Cairo: 
Egyptian Public Authority for Books, 1991), 27. 
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5Abdel Malek, Anwar Nahdat Masr [Renaissance of Egypt] (Cairo: The Egyptian Public Authority for Books, 
1983), 84. 
6 Amani Kandil, “Egypt,” in The Nonprofit Sector in the Developing World, ed. Lester M. Salamon and Helmut K. 
Anheier (Manchester, U.K.: Manchester University Press, 1998), 122-157. 
7Amani Kandil and Sara Ben Nafissa, Al Gamiyat Al Ahlia Fi Masr [Indigenous Associations in Egypt] (Cairo: Al 
Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies, 1995), 18-19.  
8 Amani Kandil, “Egypt,” in The International Guide to Nonprofit Law, ed. Lester M. Salamon (New York: John 
Wiley & Sons, 1997), 88-99. 



Table 11.1  The civil society sector* in Egypt, 1999

$1.5 billion in expenditures
• 2.0% of the GDP

629,223 full-time equivalent workers
• 611,888 full-time equivalent paid employees

• 17,335 full-time equivalent volunteers

• 2.8% of the economically active population

• 5.0% of  nonagricultural employment

* Religious worship organization figures not available.

SOURCE: Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project



Table 11.2  Budget sizes of Egyptian NGOs, in U.S. dollars, 1999

Size of the budget Percentage of NGOs
Less than $10,000 43.7%
Between $10,000 - $50,000 29.7%
Between $50,000 - $100,000 7.5%
More than $100,000 9.4%
Not stated 9.7%



Table 11.3  Profile of the civil society sector in Egypt, 1997 

Sector subcomponents Estimated number
of units

Estimated number
of memberships

Associations or NGOs 15,000 3 million
Youth centers 3,922 600,000
Clubs 931 1 million
Civil companies 200 -
Human rights organizations 27 10,000
Professional groups 24 3 million
Labor unions 23 3.5 million
Business associations 18 30,000
Chambers of commerce,
     industry and tourism

3 3 million

Total 19,347 14.1 million



Figure 11.1  Civil society organization workforce in context, Egypt
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Figure 11.2  Civil society organization workforce as a share of the economically active population, by 
country
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Figure 11.3  Volunteers as a share of the civil society organization 
workforce, Egypt, developing and transitional countries, and 36 

countries
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