
Mohammed Hawash and his extended family during Action Contre le Faim’s visit in December, 2017. 
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Aziza Adam, 50, is the first female president of her village, and as 
such is able to make sustainable change in her community.



ProJect fUnDeD by the 
eUroPeAn UnIon
 In order to improve access to livelihoods for the population of 
impoverished governorates in Upper Egypt’s Luxor, Action Against Hunger 
combined empowerment of civil society with the implementation of a grant 
mechanism by the civil society themselves, that is, grassroots organizations 
which implement micro-projects to benefit their communities.

 The grants are intended for a wide range of sectors, ranging 
from health and nutrition, to environment, food security and livelihoods 
encompassing agriculture, vocational training, livestock as well as income 
generating activities. The project is implemented in partnership with the 
Arab Network for Environment and Development (RAED) and with generous 
support by the European Union Delegation to Egypt. 

conteXt

 With history tracing back to 6 millennia BC, Egypt is considered the 
cradle of civilisation. Ancient Egypt saw some of the earliest developments in 
writing, agriculture, urbanisation, organised religion and central government. 
Modern Egypt is home to roughly 100 million people, mostly populating the 
fertile lands along the shores of the river Nile. During the past 10 years, the 
country and its population have been going through periods of political volatility, 
which also affected the country’s economy that is largely dependent on tourism 
and agriculture. 

 Furthermore, with millions of Syrians taking refuge and saturating the 
capacity in neighbouring Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey, roughly 130,000 people 
were forced to flee to Egypt, although Egypt is not bordering with Syria. The 
inflow Syrian refugees prompted of Action Against Hunger to open a mission in 
Egypt in order to cover the needs of those most vulnerable: Syrian refugees and 
the impacted Egyptian hosting communities.

ActIon AGAInSt hUnGer In 
eGyPt
 Action Against Hunger began working in Egypt in June 2015 by 
providing emergency relief to people in need. An integrated needs assessment 
on nutrition, water and food security focusing on Upper Egypt governorates 
showed prevalence of food insecurity, undernutrition and lack of income 
opportunities, mainly affecting the Egyptian population and impacting their 
socioeconomic development. 

Donor 
The European Union

 All projects in Egypt are shared and implemented with local partners and 
supported by Action Against Hunger staff who have experience and technical 
expertise in several sectors. 



 Meeting Aziza Adam is an incredible treat! The 50-year old 
has been through a lot in her life, having grown up in a small village 
in Esna in Egypt – in a society mainly dominated by men and their 
ways of living. Aziza is the president of the village council and runs 
the association “Women, environment and child development in East 
Homaidat”, which she founded herself in 2008 and which is today 
funded by the GRASP project. But the road to the place where she is 
today has been paved with sharp stones, riddled with obstacles and 
barriers. Nonetheless, she greets everyone with a wide smile. It is quite 
obvious that she is smiling a lot, the fine lines around her eyes are a 
clear evidence of that. 

 “When a person has a goal, they will fight all obstacles and 
challenges that might arise along the road,” says Aziza as she starts 
telling us her story. She grew up in a family with three girls and four 
boys. Her parents were not rich, and at the time education of boys was 
preferred to that of girls. Even worse, the society was all set to thinking 
that girls should stay at home, learn to run chores and marry to give 
birth to children, take care of the family and make sure that the house 
is spotlessly clean. At the same time, Aziza explains, education was for 
those who could afford it, and as her village didn’t have a school of its 
own, it was expensive to educate children and pay for all expenses that 
came along. Her parents, as many parents who were not too well off, 
therefore chose to educate boys, leaving girls to take the traditional role 

TRUE EMPOWERMENT 
THROUGH COMMUNITY 
WORK 

Aziza standing outside of the association that she runs in her village. As we 
speak to her, the people from the community frequently pass by to greet her. 
She takes her time to answer everyone’s question with a big smile.
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in the household. Aziza was only allowed to go to prep school: “Neither 
my sisters nor I could go to school, only two of my brothers went to 
school and have middle school degrees” she says. In prep school she 
learned how to read and write, and was then taken out of school before 
she was able to get her certificate in order to be at home and help her 
mother and sisters take care of the household.

 Aziza was married off at the age of 15, and it wasn’t long before 
she was pregnant and gave birth to her son Mohammad. Two more 
children followed not too long after: a girl and another boy. The family 
was not rich, but they lived comfortably from her husband’s monthly 
income. Having had to give up on her own education, Aziza was 
adamant about putting all her children to school and making sure that 
they study every day. But ten years into their marriage, her husband 
came home one day and said that he had found work in Aswan – a 
city about 150 km south of their own village – and that he had to 
go. This was the last time she saw him; he left her and children at his 
parents’ home and never looked back. His family had repeatedly tried 
to persuade him to return, but he wouldn’t budge – he remarried 
shortly after he left and established a new family with his new wife. Not 
too long after, the family kicked her out of their house – she became 
homeless with three small children. 

 When we ask her how she felt at the time, she answers that 
she was in shock: “I had two options: to either neglect my children and 
leave them in the streets to strangers to be influenced by all bad things 
out there, or to take care of them, raise them very well, challenge all 
situations and circumstances, and defeat all the hard times so that my 
children can serve the community rather than be dependent on it.” She 
decided then and there that she will never give up. Shortly after she 
ended up on the street, she challenged her husband’s family in court 
and won her case - she was allowed to move into a small house with 
two rooms. 

 With only 40 EGP (roughly $2) in her pocket, she needed to 

come up with a way to make a living and feed her kids. “I approached 
one of the tradesmen selling chickens and asked him if I could buy off a 
few chickens from him and resell. The man said “no” to my money, and 
said to take the chickens, sell them, see if I liked doing that and come 
back to buy more if I did. So, this is how I started my business,” explains 
Aziza. She then started buying chicks to raise and sell them for more 
money when they got bigger. For a few years, she says, her and the kids 
lived in one room, while the other room was used for raising chickens. 
The income wasn’t large, but she was able to put food on the table and, 
most importantly, continue to send her children to school. 

 When we ask her why education was so important to her, she 
replies: “With education, you can achieve anything. This is why I put 
education of my children as my number one priority.” Every day she 
made sure that her children did homework and prepared for the next 
day at school. When Mohammad enrolled into primary school, Aziza 
decided that she will continue with her own education: “One evening 
as I was making sure that he did his homework, I started thinking to 
myself: “Why do I only study for him? Why don’t I just study with him?” 
she remembers. And study she did! In parallel with her eldest son, she 
got her primary and secondary education degrees. She didn’t only want 
to stop there; she had good grades, so she applied for scholarship to go 
to college and pursue higher education. Aziza says that, along the road 
and throughout the years, she was often met with prejudice. She was 
told that as a woman she would never be able to finish school and was 
offered to get degrees the easy way: “People tried to offer me help to 
pass my school exams smoother by giving the answers in advance for 
example, but I didn’t want to get a degree in that way. I rejected all help, 
I wanted to depend on my own skills and knowledge to pass different 
levels (in school). I wanted to feel that I earned my degrees, and not 
given without much work,” says the 50-year-old.

 As she was going through all her hardship, she felt that her 
example, her insistence to survive, and her refusal to depend on others 
could serve as an inspiration to others. This is why in 2008 she founded 
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“We (the association) benefited so much from GRASP. We learned 
how to write proposals, manage the budget, etc. Among other things, 
we are now able to write proposals for any donor,” says Aziza.

the association that she is running today. Initially, the association was 
doing charity work, giving food and basic necessities to those most 
in need. However, after assessing that the community needs support 
beyond handouts, they soon shifted to a more long-term support, 
such as helping people register their identities, resolving land issues, 
cleaning streets and waterways, building water and sanitation facilities 
in individual households, etc. The support from Action Against Hunger 
and RAED through the GRASP project that is funded by the European 
Union was crucial, says Aziza. When the first batch of funding came, 
the association got immediately to work: “Most of the population is 
not registered within the system, so we helped about 1000 individuals 
register and get their IDs for the first time,” says Aziza with pride. Of 
course, registering people opened up paths to seek other rights, such 
as claiming back their land from illegal private landholding – a frequent 
practice in the area. 

 When the GRASP project kicked off in 2016, Aziza’s association 
was one of many that received funding. Apart from being able to 
provide services to the community, the association received capacity 
building on organisational management, budget management and how 
to apply for funding. In the second phase of the project that began 
in 2018, Aziza and the association could significantly expand their 
services: “People later saw the benefits of having a clean village, as 
cleaning the village from solid waste was not on top of the priority list 
for local authorities. We also work a lot within water and sanitation, 
cleaning streets from rubbish, organising trucks to clean dumpsters 
and remove solid waste. Our village also doesn’t have a sewage system, 
so we are forced to frequently desludge. I was happy to be able to get 
my voice heard in the community, and so the role of the association 
changed in the past few years,” says Aziza. 

 In parallel to the work with the association, Aziza is able to serve 
the community as the president of the village, and this is how she can 
really make change happen. She tells the story how she got the position: 
“I previously worked for eight years as a vice president for another 



“With education, we can reach out towards any goals. Had I not got educated and got my 
certificate through proper education, you would not be visiting me today to talk to me,” says 
Aziza.
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village where I learned how to manage and facilitate the work of a 
village. It was after those eight years that the governor of Luxor issued 
a decree appointing me as the village manager. He knew how much 
effort I had put and how active I was. He knew my story. He said: “You 
deserve it, you earned it, and now you should have it,” she remembers 
with a smile on her face. 

 Although her daily tasks take up a lot of time, she remained 
dedicated to promoting education for girls and strengthening the role of 
women in the society. She was instrumental in changing the traditional 
views about girls’ education in her village, and now there are more 
girls in schools than boys. At the same time, she is working hard to 
strengthen the role of women in the community. She started by working 
to ensure that women are equally represented in the association: “In the 
board of the association there are still more men than women, however 
we will change this shortly; we want more women to have a say. The 
new director of the association, the finance manager and the secretary 
are all women,” says Aziza. 

 When we ask her how many hours a day she works, her son 
Mohammad interrupts: “She works 24/7, it’s a miracle how she still 
manages to find time for anything else!” prompting Aziza to laugh 
loudly. All her children have university education – Mohammed is a 
teacher, her daughter is a nurse, and her youngest son is a tourist guide 
and speaks three languages. We ask Mohammad what he thinks about 
her mother’s achievements. He looks at her with pride and answers: 
“She took a path that I myself would not have been be able to take. She 
faced challenges that I would never be able to handle. I was born into 
this decent life that she was able to make possible for me. I will never 
be able to feel what she had to go through in order to make our life this 
comfortable. She is my hero!”

Aziza and her eldest son Mohammad.
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“My mother is my hero,” says Mohammad, Aziza’s eldest son. Aziza studied togehter with 
Mohammad when he was in school, which is how she got her primary and secondary 
diplomas to be able to continue at college.



ActIon AGAInSt hUnGer  
eGyPt
ADDreSS 
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