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          An old folk song tantalizes emotions and invades patriotic hearts by recalling: "Where have all the young men gone? Gone to graveyards.... everyone, gone to flowers.... everyone, When will they ever learn?  When will they ever learn?"  is repeated rhythmically......  The catastrophe of the squatter settlement's ruins of Dowaika, near the Mokattam plateau east of Cairo, echoes repeated tragedies that have shocked the nation and the world with hundreds dead and injured! The sequence of tragedies, from the Shura (Senate) Council grand fire and its embarrassing exposure of inept, inefficient, irresponsible authorities and their lack of preparedness to face tragedies; to the Red Sea sunken ferryboat with 1300 passengers drowned; to the train fire and crashes; to collapses of apartment buildings to others -- all point accusing fingers to authorities and local government.  It has betrayed the flagrant lack of preparedness, shortage of emergency plans or programs, lack of resources, shortage of facilities, absence of expertise, inaction, as well as poor management! The death toll, especially from the poor needy and plagued classes has been staggering.  The victims have been multitudinal, the losses astronomical and the dashed hopes are agonizing and telling!  People are now painfully awaiting when, where and how Dowaika-like tragedies the axe of fate will strike?!  What is both distressing and ironic is that the reports of experts and many conference studies have forewarned about the exasperating and terrible situation of pending tragedies and forthcoming catastrophes (The Weekly, #861, dated 6/9/2007).  Have not academics pointed out the dangers and predicament of several hundred squatter settlements and shanty-towns and informal housing developments, sheltering nearly one third of the Egyptian population, are infesting the urban and rural fabric everywhere?  Have not international advisors pointed out that these illegal conglomerations are dangerous grey areas which are havens for poverty, outlaws, fanatics, crime, narcotics, speculation, usurpation, unemployment, economic deprivation, social ills, congestion, high density high dependency illiteracy,  anti-social  and anti-cultural conduct, epidemics.  In addition, they are a total environmental hazard:  physically unsafe, infested, unhealthy, an explosive liability, fire hazard, security threat and an alarming national insult.  Alas, nothing seems to shake the conscience of authorities or the nation anymore! No sooner than a tragedy strikes, than it is quietly wrapped up into oblivion and forgotten, whether by the victims, the used, the abused or the accused!  When will they ever learn? 
       The squatter crisis is over-whelming; the figures are staggering, testifying to the corruption, laxity, collusion, inefficiency and apathy in local government, which essentially shoulders the blame.  Who allowed the illegal squatters to sprout every-where?  Who sanctioned connection permits to utilities, thus giving residents de facto existence and de jury claims?  Who condoned their registrations during election bonanzas to gain political favor or interests despite their illegal, unsafe, unhealthy, insecure and inhuman existence?  Who realizes that informal housing and squatters have siphoned many billions of Egyptian Pounds of private capital from the meager resources of the poor classes?  

      Elsewhere, one is alarmed and troubled to report that most apartment buildings in Cairo, Alexandria, and other cities are fire hazards for their lack of proper fire-escape stairways to be used during emergencies.  Most residents, employees and users of public and private high-rise buildings have no knowledge of fire escapes or trained how to use a fire extinguisher at the breakout of fires.  Governorates, organizations, institutions, and other establishments, public or private, should value human life, human safety and environmental security.  They must mobilize resources and capabilities and begin immediately by adopting all plans, programs, policies, operations and maintenance, emergency  procedures with sustained, periodic fire drills, fire inspection, follow-up, quality control and quality assurance in complementarity with governmental and public plans for action at all time and at all locations. Meanwhile  squatter-like manifestations are plaguing the Egyptian built environment: in buildings, on roofs at streets in people's conduct, human relations and deeds, which require drastic intervention and needed  change in both form and content! 

      The solution must begin with the reawakening of the national conscience and communal guilt for laxity, inefficiency, unprepared ness, irresponsibility, absent planning and inadequate human and national resources and facilities. Transparency, accountability, exposure, and due process must be in order at first. Continuous,  solid  commitment to face the awesome challenges ahead and to institute proactive reform is mandatory toward the road of recovery, which  necessitates that comprehensive national urban redevelopment plans must be strategically adopted and implemented at all levels, sectors and regions,  sparing no resource and avoiding any slogans or dogmas.  These must be multi-layered and multi-targeted to deal with corruption, inefficiency, negligence, apathy and neglect.  Demolition of unsafe, unhealthy and illegal squatters must not be delayed, coupled with the building of new nuclei of conglomerations in new developmental corridors away from the traditional axis of the Nile Valley for a balanced distribution of Egypt's population. Local government reform must begin immediately with proper leadership, training, enlightened management, expertise and ample human and material resources.
        A national campaign is badly needed, urging all to wake up, shape-up and rise up to the call for salvation, reform, and long awaited change.  Squatter settlements cannot continue any more to mushroom wildly and threaten the lives and livelihood of the nation.  There is no choice! There is no alternative! We must act NOW.  There are no higher stakes and there is no greater priority.  There is no more honorable and humane national strategic goal for the future!  Any continued status quo or further delays is intolerable and unacceptable. The time is running out! 
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