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Abstract: Egypt is an agriculture based country and its development 
primarily depends upon its rural resources. Agriculture contributes 
almost 20% towards GDP and absorbs about 35% of workforce. More 
than 50% population lives in the rural areas and directly or indirectly 
their livelihood depends upon agricultural sector.  Despite its positive 
and significant contributions to food security/supply, economy, 
employment, export earnings, ecological balance, yet it faces many 
threats and challenges and these in turn impact rural development 
initiatives.  In this article, an effort has been made to identify the 
constraints faced by the agriculture sector, discuss the available farm 
management options, and to outline the strategy to realize sustainable 
yields and rural development in the country.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Egypt covers a total area of about 1.0 million km, an estimated 8.0 million 
feddans1 (about 3.5 million ha) of which is cultivated, including new 
reclaimed lands in Sinai, Ismailia, Noubaria, Toshka and East Al Oweinat 
(Abdelhakam, 2005). Egypt is an agricultural country and its agriculture 
remains a major sector of the economy, although its performance has been 
relatively modest in the last many years. It employs about 30% of the labour 
force and some 18% of the GDP is generated by agricultural production (El-
                                                
1 Feddan is a unit, used in Egypt to represent area/land mass and one feddan is equal to 0.46 
hectare. 
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Din, 2006; El-Sayed & Lashine, 2006) and attracts substantial investments 
(Global Arab Network, 2009). 
Abdelhakam (2005) also notes that improved agricultural practices are being 
introduced to cultivate the new reclaimed lands; such practices include 
modern irrigation systems, organic farming and integrated pest 
management.  
Most production is organic and is directed to export markets. Irrigation in 
the new lands depends on groundwater and wells. To realize maximum 
yields from cultivated lands, crops are double-planted; land is used to 
produce more than one crop a year, and greenhouses are used for new crops 
on reclaimed lands. The main crops include cotton, wheat, rice, sugarcane, 
beet, fodders, clover, vegetables, peanut, sesame, sunflower, lentils, beans 
and onion, and fruits including citrus and dates (Abdelhakam, 2005). He 
maintains that farmers increase their incomes by introducing fish culture in 
rice fields, and fisheries have been established in Nasr Lake and elsewhere 
to provide fish for consumption. 
The agricultural sector, including irrigation and fishing, witnessed a growth 
of 3.1 percent in 2008. In the face of the global economic downturn, Egypt 
has maintained its accommodating agricultural policy to support the key 
commodities, although the productivity of the most important crops 
declined in 2008 including wheat (Global Arab Network, 2009).  
Despite government efforts to support the country’s strategic crops, the 
agricultural sector still suffers from structural weaknesses and faces many 
threats. In addition to the pressures of a growing population, two major 
challenges result underdevelopment and these are water security and the 
lack of modern farming technologies with mechanization hampered by the 
division of land into small farming units (Global Arab Network, 2009).  
The report of Global Arab Network (2009) suggests that to realize 
development, these issues needs to be addressed and the sector should be 
attractive enough for the large investors to make investments in agriculture. 
The businessmen should have resources and motives to invest in modern 
irrigation systems and farming technologies. Realizing these facts, the 
Egyptian government has already taken initiatives to raise investments for 
an agro-industrial zone projects with the aim of setting up 470 factories by 
2020 in a variety of agriculture related industries including rice, wheat, 
dried and frozen vegetables, edible oils, poultry and juices (Global Arab 
Network, 2009). It is presumed that these initiatives would not only enhance 
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agricultural production in the country but also improve the rural areas and 
livelihood of rural people.  
In this article, an effort has been made to examine the role of agriculture in 
the rural development in the country. Various strategies have been outlines 
to improve both the inseparable sectors.  
 

AN OVER VIEW OF CROP SECTOR/AGRICULTURAL SECTOR 
 

Agriculture has been fundamental sector for the Egyptian economy since 
centuries. Despite intensive periods of industrialization, Egypt continues to 
depend largely on agricultural production. About 31% of the labour is 
engaged in the agricultural sector and it contributes 18% towards GDP (El-
Din, 2006).  
Egypt with the population of 72.5 million (El-Din, 2006) and being the 
heavily populated country, wheat is considered to be a strategic crop 
(Global Arab Network, 2009). Its output has increased by 10.1 percent to 
8.0 million tons in the recent years. This growth in production was the result 
of the international increase in crop prices early in 2008 which made many 
farmers to plant wheat and expand the cultivated area by 7.5 percent to 
cover an area of 2.9 million feddans. However, area under this crop shrinks 
whenever there is a drop in international wheat prices. In the situation, the 
government always intervenes to support the sector by purchasing part of 
the harvest at prices much higher than the international rates. Farmers 
consider the procurement prices not high enough to offset costs and being 
discouraged are shifting to cultivation of other more profitable crops, a trend 
which increases the country’s dependency on wheat imports that provide for 
half the consumption (Global Arab Network, 2009). 
Rice is also a major staple and the most profitable export crop of summer 
season. The country reported a 2.3 percent growth in production to a total of 
6.9 million tons in 2008 as a result of a 5.6 percent expansion in farmed land 
to more than 1.68 million feddans. The wider rice cultivation that has been 
the result of a hike on international markets has put more pressure on water 
resources because rice cultivation is exceptionally water intensive (Global 
Arab Network, 2009).  
In 2008, due to water management policy, the limits were imposed on the 
area to be brought under rice cultivation but policy proved ineffective; 
therefore government placed an export ban in order to lower the domestic 
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price of rice. This ban was lifted in February 2009 allowing exports to 
increase again, benefiting from the high international prices of the 
commodity and the higher profitability of rice cultivation compared to other 
traditional summer crops (Global Arab Network, 2009).  
Per capita consumption of sugar in Egypt is quite high and a high growth in 
population further fuels its demand. Sugar cane with its production of 16.8 
million tons in 2008 is therefore another strategic crop for Egypt. Sugar beet 
production also contributes to the Egyptian sugar industry, but its 
production declined as the area under this crop also declined. The Egyptian 
authorities have supported the sugar crop, by buying the harvest, imposing 
duties on imports dumping and trying to reduce the dependency on imports 
that are projected to increase by 60 percent in three years time. Egypt 
announced that it would invest in the sector in the years to come (Global 
Arab Network, 2009).  
Cotton has been an important crop and the produce enjoys an excellent 
reputation worldwide for its high quality. Although the industry is really 
well developed and quite productive yet has been facing difficulties over 
recent years. The area under this crop is decreasing and consequently the 
production has also been declined. Despite the modest increase in output, 
the very short-term outlook for the crop does not seem promising since 
farmers are increasingly losing interest in it because of high production 
costs and because it is the most affected by the international economic 
downturn as a result of its forward linkages with the textile industry. To 
boost and enhance cotton cultivation, the government announced farmer 
friendly policy in 2009 to support the textile industry and to buy yarn 
produced from Egyptian cotton at a high price (Global Arab Network, 
2009).  
An overview of agricultural sector presented in the above paragraphs clearly 
indicates that most of the strategic crops are more or less under stress and 
the farming business will have to make certain changes and adjustments in 
the production systems and the government needs to keep on launching 
farmers’ friendly policies depending upon the situation. A suitable strategy 
at the farm level placing high emphasis to popularize and adoption of the 
concepts and principles of sustainable agriculture is the need of the time.     
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE AND 

RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
Both sustainable agriculture and rural development aim at increasing food 
production in a sustainable manner, enhancing food security and improving 
livelihood in rural areas. In order to realize this, efforts should be made 
towards educational programs, efficient utilization of economic incentives 
and the development of appropriate and new technologies, thus ensuring 
stable supplies of nutritionally adequate food, employment and income 
generation to alleviate poverty, and natural resource management and 
environmental protection. However, conserving and rehabilitating the 
natural resources on lower potential lands in order to maintain sustainable 
man/land ratios is extremely important (Kruseman & Vullings, 2006). 
 
THREATS AND CHALLENGES IN AGRICULTURE AND RURAL 

AREAS 
 
The agricultural sector and rural areas of Egypt are faced by many threats 
and challenges putting high pressures and strains on the country’s economy 
resulting poor and weak infrastructure and pushing rural people in deep 
poverty. In the situation, majority of the people are forced to live in poor 
living conditions and are deprived of basic facilities of life. A detailed 
account of threats and challenges prevailing in the country is presented in 
Table -1. 
 
Table -1 Threats and Challenges Faced by Agriculture and Rural 
Development in Egypt 
____________________________________________________________ 

Agriculture 
• Small landholdings and fragmentation of land ownership; 
• Imbalance between the cultivation of high value crops and strategic 

crops (cotton-wheat-rice-maize);  
• Old cultivation methods are still in use; 
• Resources (water and environment) deterioration result poor crop 

yields; 
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• Need for scaling up of diversification into new higher value crops 
and the use of new and more efficient irrigation technology; 

• Need for adjustment in agricultural and rural development policies.  
• Need to increase agricultural production and to reduce land 

fragmentation; 
• Some 80% crops are classified unqualified for the export markets, 

and exporters do not buy those crops, therefore, they only go to local 
market; 

Natural resources environmental problems 
• The natural resource constraints include a fragile land base, 

declining soil fertility, limited water resources, and frequent climatic 
shocks. 

• The natural resources base is deteriorating due to burgeoning 
population pressure, inappropriate agricultural practices, 
overstocking, deforestation and consequent upon the soil erosion, 
destruction of habitats for wild fauna; 

• Environment is under severe stress, biodiversity is vanishing; 
• Resources (water and environment) deterioration; 
• Deterioration of land resources due to natural and anthropogenic 

activities. 
• Environmental and natural resources degradation; contamination of 

irrigation water with pollutants and they in turn effect the land 
qualities adversely; 

Land issues 
• Small landholdings and fragmentation of land ownership. Farmers’ 

ownership which is less than or equal to 5 feddans represent 80% of 
the total land ownership; 

• Civil construction and sprawling is swallowing good and fertile 
lands;  

• Land degradation, particularly in the rainfed and irrigated areas; 
• Land productivity is declining due to salinization of many irrigated 

areas; water logging and wind and water erosion; 
• Difficulties in expanding the cultivated areas; 
• Inadequate access to productive resources, particularly agricultural 

land; 
• Need to increase agricultural production, lessen land fragmentation; 
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The water shortage and drought 
 Great loss of water used for irrigation. 

• Resources (water and environment) deterioration. In Egypt there are 
some areas that receive enough water to practice modern agriculture 
and some areas suffer from drought and water shortage. 

• Farmers need to shift to crops that require less water, such as wheat 
and cotton  
• Lack of farming systems that could cope with drought and water 
shortage. 
• Lack of enough farming technologies to adjust the cropping 

systems/patterns of various zones according to the availability and 
supply of water.  

Poverty 
 Some 10.7 million poor live in Egypt. Poverty is predominantly a rural 
phenomenon as 70 percent poor live in rural areas. 

• The poverty rate in rural area is higher than that in urban areas. 
• Poverty varies significantly among rural and urban areas and from 

region to region. Rural poor people typically include: tenant farmers, 
small scale farmers, landless laborers, unemployed youth and 
women. 

• Need to address issues, evolve farming practices and technologies 
that could increase agricultural production to combat poverty.  

Education 
• Certain social and cultural customs allow men to seek education 

whereas women are deprived.   
• Lack of educational facilities for general public particularly for rural 

areas. 
• Lack of awareness on sustainable agriculture  
• Lack of knowledge on exportable markets. 
• Scarcity and high cost of skilled and qualified agricultural labour. 
• Despite inadequate access to education, illiteracy rate in rural Egypt 

declined from 49.6% to 36.6%. However, high illiteracy rate and 
poor skill levels are observed, particularly in rural women. 

Sanitation 
• Inadequate access to basic services such as safe drinking water; 



FACULTATEA DE MANAGEMENT AGRICOL 

• Poor sanitation facilities in the rural areas and about 52% rural 
population had access to improved sanitation in the year 2006. 

Health and nutrition 
• Poor health, malnutrition, and high family growth-rates in rural 

areas. 
• Maternal and child health involve continuing challenges.  
• Maternal and child malnutrition and rates of infant, child and 

maternal mortality are relatively high. 
• Increased migration from rural areas to urban satellites, consequently 

social disruption and increased urban violence are being witnessed. 
• Unequal access to healthcare, particularly in rural areas. 
• Inadequate health information systems for monitoring 

communicable diseases and major health risks 
• Need to build capacity for policy analysis and formulation at all 

government levels to support a devolved health system 
• Need to strengthen capacity of the health departments to regulate, 

support and build partnerships with the private sector. 
• Imbalanced health workforce with excess doctors and specialists; 

lack of nurses, paramedics, skilled birth attendants and health system 
managers.  

Poor rural infrastructure 
• Weak rural infrastructure; 
• Overcrowding and congestion in rural households; 
• Poor roads and muddy pathways; 

Labour force 
• Productive labour-force is vital for agriculture and it is not available 

because the sector can no longer gainfully employ more youth. 
• Due to increased migration from rural areas, the food 

producers/farmers themselves have become net consumers. 
• Lack of trained, skilled and qualified labour. 

Employment opportunities 
• Due to lack of intensification and diversification of agriculture 

sector, on-farm (agribusiness) and non-farm entrepreneurship/self-
employment opportunities are limited and becoming scare day by 
day. 
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• Due to non-availability of safety-net, social dislocations and 
distortions are rampant. 

• Unemployment in rural areas and migration of skilled workers to 
urban areas; 

Women farmers, children and youth 
• Women in poor families and in rural areas, account for 70% of the 

total poor in Egypt, especially they are forced to live inferior lives 
due to the double discrimination of poverty and discrimination 
against women. 

• Inequality based on gender is a big characteristic of the social and 
economic environment in Egypt even today. Men are preferred in 
many cases although women enjoy some of their rights in some 
cases. 

• Women - the active labour force in the rural areas, suffer the most 
because of illiteracy, poor nutrition, poor health, high birth-rates and 
unacknowledged labour. 

• Women own fewer assets, have limited economic options and less 
access to social services. 

• The children because of economic pressure are compelled to leave 
their homes to seek employment and as such fall victim to child 
labor. 

• Youth do not find ample facilities to be involved in healthy activities 
at leisure. They may get attracted by un-healthy hobbies to spend 
free time. 

Inadequate support services 
• Ineffective support services to provide farm inputs like seeds, 

fertilizers, credit etc   
• Provision of low-level technology;  
• Inadequate access to basic farm services such extension services and 

technology transfer. 
• Poor organization and empowerment of extension services. 

Poor policy framework and Institutional constraints 
• Unequal land distribution and insecurity of land tenure, low public 

sector investment in physical and social infrastructure in rural areas; 
• Farmers do not consider agriculture and rural development policies 

as friendly;  
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• Poor marketing and buying policies and low market prices for some 
strategic crops; 

• Lack of organizational and institutional coordination; 
• Institutional and organizational conflicts on developmental aspects 

like gender imbalance and poverty etc. 
• Few grass-roots and civil society organizations working for the 

betterment of rural people; 
• Lack of information about the needs of exportable markets; 
• Need for the adjustment in agricultural, environmental and economic 

policy; and 

• Low private sector participation in developmental aspects. 

 
AN OVER VIEW OF INFRASTRUCTURE, BASIC FACILITIES 

AND SERVICES AVAILABLE IN THE RURAL EGYPT: RURAL 
DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES 

Egypt is an agrarian based rural country. Agriculture has been an economic 
activity for last many centuries. Its rich cultural heritage is associated with 
its irrigated fertile lands.  Unfortunately, despite of the remarkable progress 
made because of agriculture, yet rural areas remained under-developed and 
without an appreciable infrastructure. There is no doubt, that absence of 
good rural infrastructure cannot result reasonable rural development. An 
overview of infrastructure indicates that more dedicated efforts needs to be 
made as presented in Table-2. 
 
Table  - 2  An overview of infrastructure and services available to the 
society in Egypt 

Total population of Egypt (July 2009 est.) 78,866,635 

Percent population growth rate (2009 est.)
5
  2.033 

Percent population in rural areas (2005)
 3                                                                

 57.2 

Percent urban population (2008)
5
 @1.8% change in urbanization (2005-2010) 43 

Percent contribution of agriculture to GDP (2004)
3
                                                       16 

Agriculture, value added (% of GDP in 2008)
1                                                             

 13.2 

GDP per capita - PPP (2009 est.)
5
   US$ 6000 
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Gross national income per capita (PPP International $) (2006)
2
 US$  5460 

Percent arable land (2010)
3                                                              

 2 

Percent labour force  in agriculture (2009)
5
   32 

Percent adult literacy rate (age 15 and above) (2009)
6                                                                     

66.4 

Percent female adult literacy rate (age 15 and above)   (1) 63 

Percent of GDP spent on Education (2006)
 5
 4.2 

Percent of males enrolling for primary education  93 

Percent of females enrolling for primary education 95 

Percent ratio of girls to boys in primary and secondary education (2005)
3
 93 

Total expenditure on health as percent of GDP (2007)    6.1 

Percent population with access to improved sanitation (2006)   (1) 94 

Total length of the asphalt and paved roads (2009)
5
  

                                                              
 47,500 km 

Percent paved roads  (% of total roads in 2005)
3                                                              

  
81 

Prevalence of HIV, total (% of population ages 15-49) 0.8 

Percent fresh water withdrawal by agriculture (2009)
5
  86 

Total renewable water sources in cu km (1997)
 5
     86.8 

Sources: (1) World Development Indicators Database, September 2009; (2) World Health 
Statistics 2008; (3) MDGs - Arab States –Saudi Arabia,  UNDP 2010; (4) Millennium 
Development Goals Report for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2002; (5) CIA World Facts 
Book, 2009; (6) Human Development Report, New York, UNDP 2009 
 

AN OVERVIEW OF AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION 
Extension system and service plays a very significant role in enhancing 
agricultural production in Egypt. At present, bringing a change in old 
practices of extension work seems to be the main challenge in Egypt. 
Despite, its good work at occasions, it is constrained by several issues and 
problems, limiting its efficiency and effectiveness. According to 
Abdelhakam, (2005) Extension in Egypt suffers from a dearth of 
extensionists in remote areas, lack of transport, and low incomes for 
agricultural extensionists, which leads to low motivation. However, 
increased budgets are needed to provide extensionists in areas where they 
are facing shortage, especially remote areas. 
At the moment, the Government carries out agricultural extension services 
through a one-direction transfer of knowledge, where farmers were 
considered recipients not participants. The prime issues include: problems in 
Extension Service and organization, difficulties in bringing behavioral 
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change of the farmers to adopt modern farming technologies capable of 
enhancing crop yields. The Extension workers lack proper education, 
technical skills and appropriate qualifications to undertake extension 
activities effectively and efficiently. In order to enhance the efficiency of the 
extension staff, a need exists to enhance extension workers' technical and 
communication skills to enable them to help farmers learn new agricultural 
practices. 
Despite the women play a greater role in the farming operations by their 
extensive participation in crop cultivation, pest control and harvesting in 
cotton production, still capacity building programs are not available for 
women extension agents and lack of their re-orientation to gender issues 
prevails. Capacity building programs targeting extension agents, for 
improving their technical knowledge and enhancing their communication 
and facilitation skills are urgently needed in the country. Participatory 
approach has proved quite effective in introducing new innovative farming 
technologies. There is a need to establish local cadres able to provide 
assistance and training to extension workers on the implementation of 
participatory approach. Projects on infrastructure launched with the help of 
the community by adopting participatory approach resulted sustainability 
and the sense of ownerships as noted by the projects designers and 
managers (Soliman, 2006).  
 
ROLE OF EXTENSION AND ITS IMPLICATIONS IN IMPROVING 

AGRICULTURE AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
Recently, much development has occurred in crop production in Egypt, with 
some crops, such as rice, coming high in worldwide rankings of areas 
cultivated.  This development is the direct result of efforts and planning that 
depend on specialized roles and tasks. Agricultural extensionists’ role is to 
provide advice on agricultural and animal production and to promote rural 
and environmental development; the role of extensionists is thus the main 
axis from which the development process expands (Abdelhakam, 2005).  
The above information leads to conclude that extension has a significant 
role in addressing issues associated agricultural sector in addition to 
enhancing crop yields.  Higher crops production can improve the rural 
infrastructure and livelihoods. By launching strong extension programs by 
adopting participatory approach, crop yields, profit margins and income 
levels can be enhanced – this means development in the rural 
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areas depends upon sustainable agriculture. Sustainable rural development is 
viewed as the product of sustainable agriculture in the developing world. 

 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Agriculture is significantly contributing towards the economy and 
development of the country. However under the existing set of limitations of 
small-holdings, labour intensive cultivation and farming methods, and 
traditional irrigation water application etc., the current small scale 
agriculture seems under stress due to population growth, land fragmentation 
and low quality of life in rural communities. Currently, about 80 percent of 
the landholdings are smaller than 5 feddans and the operational conditions 
for the farmers are quite harsh and hard.  According to El-Sayed & Lashine 
(2006) Egypt has 10.7 million poor, and 70 percent of them live in rural 
areas. Policies adopted for the development of agriculture must also focus 
on poverty reduction in rural areas. To realize economic yields, it is 
recommended that these small landholdings must be cultivated with high 
value crops. For realizing sustainable rural development, a workable 
strategy must have the following steps to follow: 
1. Make rural areas more attractive to reduce and prevent urbanization. 
2. Farmers should adopt “Good Agricultural Practices” (GAP) and there is a 

need to create awareness and launch campaign for its use. 
3. Water is quite a scarce commodity, therefore, its quality and quantity 

needs wise management and consumption. 
4. Strengthen the rural organizations to address the poverty issues, enhance 

rural income generations within and outside agriculture. Non-farm 
income generation sources should be explored. 

5. Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) should be backed and supported by 
the Agricultural Extension and this would in turn realize sustainable rural 
development. 

Agricultural extension service can help undertaking these steps. Today, 
extension activities are carried through a one-direction transfer of 
knowledge, where farmers are considered recipients not participants, 
however, agricultural extension services will have to move from supply-led 
information to information tailored to farmers' actual needs. For example, 
Egyptian cotton production could be improved if extension workers and 
farmers work together in a way that incorporates their needs and objectives. 
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There is a need to develop the capacity building programs for both the male 
and female extension agents, to improve their technical knowledge and 
enhance their communication and facilitation skills. Farmers might know 
about new "technologies" but often misuse them due to their 
inappropriateness. Women extensively participate in almost all the farming 
operations starting from crop cultivation, pest control and harvesting till the 
disposal of the produce.  
The agriculture sector and extension service both have a very significant and 
positive role in achieving sustainable rural development. Projects and 
programs on sustainable agriculture based on scientific concepts and 
principles would improve rural livelihood – this means good agriculture 
management would lead to sustainable rural development. 
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