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Introduction
When global food prices rose to new heights at
the end of 2007, protests and riots erupted in
more than 30 countries. In Egypt, the food price
hike led to fighting and death in the scramble for
subsidized bread and an organized labor protest
in the industrial town of Mahalla, which spread
to other parts of the country. For some the
growing popular tension from the 2007-08 food
crisis marked a critical moment in the
bourgeoning revolt that culminated in the 2011
uprisingi.
The crisis in Egypt refueled long-established
arguments about the inefficiency of the
government’s food subsidy program. The
program relies in part on imported wheat, and
questions about the government’s ability to
maintain the program re-surfaced as the food

import bill grewii. As Egypt and the rest of the
food import dependent, indebted world went
from one crisis to the next – from the 2007-08
shock to the crisis of 2011, when global food
prices reached the highest level since recording
began in 1990iii – a consensus was reached
across the spectrum of the Western political
establishment that the subsidies (including food)
were part of the problem. The consensus was
that the government’s subsidy program was
inefficient and breeding corruptioniv. And by
2009 the Egyptian government publicly
announced that it was re-evaluating the program
– a process that eventually led to the stripping
down of the program in 2014v.
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Pinpointing government subsidies as a main
policy hurdle in the way of improving food
security in Egypt is questionable given that food
subsidies as a percentage of government
expenditure declined precipitously since the
early 1980s: In 1980/81 food subsidies
accounted for 14% of government expenditure
and dropped to 4% of government expenditure
by 2007vi. In fact, in response to the 2007-08
crisis the government increased the expenditure
on food subsidies, not just because of the
growing import bill, but to cover the vast
majority of lower-middle classes who spend a
sizable percentage of their income on food and
who became more food insecure as a result of
the crisisvii. Increasing the food subsidy program
was one measure among a host of policies to
absorb the shock of the crisis (others included,
for example, an increase in public sector wages
and a temporary ban on rice exports). But these
measures could do little to mitigate the impact
of the crisis that followed: By the time food
prices pinnacled again beginning at the end of
2010, food inflation reached over 20 per cent in
the first months of 2011viii. As a result of the
crises, an estimate is that over half a million
people fell below the poverty line – an increase
of around 4.5 per centix.
The country’s vulnerability to the whims of an
increasingly volatile world market has much less
to do with government largesse and inefficiency
and much more to do with structural shifts in
economy and society that long preceded the
crises and dis-enabled the state to absorb the
shock of 2007-08. The conditions of participation
in the globalization projectx heralded these
shifts: Structural adjustments that paved the
way for Egypt’s membership in the World Trade
Organization in 1995 (and bi-/multi-lateral trade
agreements that followed) grew and
consolidated the formal economy – into the
hands of a few Egyptian family business groups,
financial firms, transnational corporations
(TNCs), and multinational corporations (MNCs)xi.

While the so-called cronyism of the Mubarak
regime played a role in the outcome of these
policy changes, the consolidation (and
corporatization) of the formal economy occurred
largely through a transnational infrastructure of
‘doing business’ legally and legitimatelyxii.

Corporate food
What does the growth of the formal economy
have to do with vulnerability to the world
market? These shifts led to unprecedented rates
of economic growth, after all. A first point, and
perhaps more obvious point, is that the gains
from this economic growth have been highly
concentrated. Formal economic growth has
been relatively small, making up a fraction of
total economic activity, and has concentrated in
the hands of a few. Thus, a relatively small
percentage of the population directly benefits
(through employment, contracts, etc.) from the
formal corporatized economy.
A second, related point is that the economy itself
is energy-intensive and import-dependent –
requiring imports of energy, consumer goods,
and so on. So as the formal, corporatized
economy grew, import dependency remained.
Although the trade deficit was chipped away at –
i.e. the value of exports to imports rose from
38% to 62% between 1995 and 2007 – the
country was only minimally able to increase the
volume of exports and to move into higher-value
manufactured exports, and therefore, stayed
largely as a price-taker in the world marketxiii.
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In terms of food, if it wasn’t the poor masses’
growing proclivity for subsidized bread (and the
government’s inability or unwillingness to stop
middlemen from profiting off of it) that
contributed to the country’s food insecurity,
what had in fact changed in terms of food
production and consumption? As the formal
economy grew, so did an agri-food industry –
that is, the formal, integrated and corporatized
side of the agri-food sector. The agri-food
industry consists of three main markets: an
agroexport market (of fresh and processed
fruits, vegetables, and ornamentals like flowers);
food service (e.g. franchises like McDonalds);
and food retail (e.g. supermarkets and
hypermarkets). Upstream the industry includes
corporate-approved seed varieties (high-yielding
and GMO), chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and
other agricultural inputs. And corporate food
value chains – from land to labor to markets –
crisscross in multiple ways with the informal,
non-integrated agriculture and food sector,
blurring clear distinctions between the formal
and the informal.
The
agri-food
industry
contributes
disproportionately to the import bill by
transforming
food
ingredients in multiple
ways into largely durable
commodities that often
travel long distances. The
industry was a heavy
consumer
of
the
country’s top imports in
2007:
machinery,
petroleum, wheat, and
cornxiv. Corn alone as a
top import commodity was (and remains to be)
consumed almost entirely by industrial poultry,
which is monopolized by five corporate
breedersxv. And dependence on imports has not
shifted since the double crises of 2007-08 and
2011: From 2011 to 2013 among the top five
import commodities were petroleum (and

various by-products), wheat, and cornxvi. Of the
other top food import commodities most are
essential ingredients of corporate food (edible
oil, sugar, red meat, powdered milk)xvii.
The growth of the industry has surely meant
greater availability of cheap (or at least cheaper)
corporate food in Egypt’s urban or urbanized
areas.

 Grab a 1 E£ bag of Chipsy at a kiosk as
you leave the metro stop and head to
the mini-van terminal. Just what you
could use to hold you over as you take
the long commute to cross the
megalopolis of Cairo!
 Hang out with friends in the genderneutral, smoke-free, air-conditioned hip
“Mac-Do” in the formal, planned
neighborhoods. Many a university
student in Cairo or
Alexandria can treat
themselves
to
a
McDonalds ice cream!
Indeed, in this global food
economy
industrial,
processed
foods
represent a space of
dietary
convergence
across class. In this economy the wealthy and
working classes alike consume ‘soft drinks,
packaged snacks and so-called convenience
foods that are full of fats, sweeteners, artificial
flavours and colouring’xviii.

Class Inequalities
The prevalence in Egypt of what epidemiologists
refer to as ‘the double burden of disease’xix –
large segments of the population facing both
chronic diseases and infectious diseases –
reflects partially this space of dietary
convergence across class. Obesity and
overweight increase the prevalence of a host of
chronic diseases (e.g. cardiovascular disease,
diabetes, chronic respiratory diseases)xx, and
during the 1992-2005 period, rates of obesity
and overweight increased among lower-income
(and rural) women, and consequently, evened
out among the classesxxi. In so far as the
nationwide double burden of disease can be
attributed to dietary shiftsxxii, these shifts have
been toward refined, durable foods – foods high
in saturated fats and sugars and simple
carbohydratesxxiii.
More Egyptians have certainly been able to ‘buy
into’ the globalization project. The consumer
market of corporate food lies along a fairly wide
spectrum, indeed: from ‘low end’ (e.g. kiosks) to
‘middle end’ (e.g. discount supermarkets) to
‘high end’ (e.g. European supermarkets)xxiv. It is
not just that the working classes and wealthy
alike can afford Chipsy for a snack, but what is
‘corporate’ and what is not in the food markets
can be difficult to distill. For example, corporate
poultry is sold alive by small- and medium-size
vendors in the souq. The ubiquity of corporate
food should not, however, obscure the fact that
the market spectrum is heavily skewed toward
the upper end – for the upper-middle classes at
home and abroad. The promise of joining the
ranks of the global consumer class has not in fact
been realized.
In this way, Egypt’s greater integration into the
world market has been a class project: The
expansion of commodity production (and trade)
has been disproportionately for the global
consumer class. Shocks from the food crises

were symptomatic of changes in consumption –
but not consumption by the masses, who rely on
subsidized bread for their daily sustenance.
Rather, vulnerability to an increasingly volatile
world market reflects the funneling of resources
– labor, land, foreign reserves, markets, and so
on – for the wealth accumulation of a few and
the making of a global consumer class, who in
the years leading up to the crises was able to
consume more corporate food.
But not just food. The growth of an agri-food
industry has just been one avenue for the
concentration of wealth following privatization
and liberalization policy changes. Why then go
after one government expenditure – the subsidy
program – that has been one of the most
effective social safety nets for the masses in
post-independence Egypt? Well, doing so was
certainly more expedient than tackling the
policies that enabled enhanced corporate power
and a growing gap between the wealthy and
stuffed and the poor and food insecurexxv.
Questioning these policies as a class project – the
terms and conditions of the country’s
participation in the globalization project –
requires popular dissent and pressure. (No
wonder the subsidy program was hallowed out
after 2013, by which time the popular revolt had
been nearly extinguished.)

Conclusions
The refusal or inability to take on the corporateled globalization project reflects what Payne and
Phillips refer to as one of the ‘striking anomalies
of neoliberal development theories’: Strong
economic performance is seen to lie in a
country’s effective positioning vis-à-vis the world
market – as during Egypt’s growth years leading
up to the crises – while development failures are
‘deemed to lie purely from endogenous factors,
associated in the main with ‘incorrect’
government
policies
and
institutional
deficiencies, compounded by the forms of

corruption and clientelism that resulted from
excessive state intervention in economic
affairs.’xxvi So when the crises led to political
revolt and greater food insecurity in Egypt, the
Western and Egyptian establishment looked to
correct government policies like the subsidy
program.
The contradictions of the globalization project
have created a deep chasm between the winners
and the losers, and thus, have greatly

compromised the legitimacy of the national (and
global) political order. This tendency toward
destabilization is universalizing – as the 2015
Brexit vote in the UK and the Trump victory in the
US attest. But in countries like Egypt in which a
relatively small percentage of the population
directly benefits from a formal corporatized
economy, this corporate-led project has been
especially destabilizing. •
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