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Abstract. In the context of demographic and urban growth, Cairo’s urbanization is mainly approached in terms
of housing and development. By focusing on the Egyptian capital from the point of view of one of its main
building materials – red brick – this article calls for a politicization of the planetary urbanization theory and
for better analysis of productive peripheries’ diverse trajectories. Despite the omnipresence of this material in
urban spaces, red brick production has been declining since the late 2010s. Using a qualitative methodology
based on interviews conducted throughout the red brick supply chain and the analysis of satellite images, this
article aims to examine the contemporary transformations of the Egyptian capital from its industrial peripheries.
This round trip between brick factories and the city, centred on red brick, allows us to explore and politicize
the entanglement between production practices, technical standards and planning policies, which underpin the
capitalist and military-led urbanization of Cairo.

1 Introduction

There’s a landscape like this, ugly, all-over Egypt.
(. . . ) On the Ring Road, in Cairo, all the buildings,
all the buildings are red brick! (Adib, 2019)

This is how Amr Adib, presenter of the very popular show
al-Hekaya, refers to residential buildings visible from Cairo’s
Ring Road (Adib, 2019). Red bricks are indeed part of every-
day cityscapes in the Egyptian capital (Fig. 1). This deroga-
tory discourse follows on the promulgation, in January 2019,
of a presidential decree making it mandatory to repaint these
façades according to a harmonized code at the national level,
assigning a different colour to each governorate. In the Prime
Minister Mustafa Madbuly’s eyes, this decree aims to give a
unified face to urban spaces and to eradicate red brick build-
ings that reflect an “uncivilized” image of the
city (Khalil, 2019; Gomaa, 2019). In this discourse, a build-
ing material is associated with the representation of an in-
formal and non-modern city. Although stigmatization of in-
formal neighbourhoods is far from being new and specific
to Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s regime (Denis, 2006), this paper

proposes dealing with this discourse by questioning the pro-
cesses of economic marginalization to which red brick sec-
tor, producing a ubiquitous and dominant material in urban
production, is subjected.

The place of red brick in the Egyptian capital city must
first be studied in the light of the urban context in which it
is set. The Cairo metropolitan area, which is home to around
25 million inhabitants, expands as much as it fragments. Its
historic site is on the banks of the Nile, but the capital city
has gradually expanded in two main directions: into the Nile
valley in the form of largely self-built neighbourhoods and
towards the desert margins in the form of new towns and
luxury compounds (Sims, 2011; Zaazaa, 2022). After the up-
surge of illegal red brick constructions during the 2011 rev-
olution (Tarek, 2020), the coming to power of Field Mar-
shal Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in 2014 marked a turning point in
the application of planning policies, characterized by an ac-
celerated militarization (Sharp, 2022; Wahba, 2024). On the
one hand, the pace of the destruction of informal settlements
and of the rehousing of its inhabitants in peripheral social
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Figure 1. Red brick residential buildings seen from Cairo Ring
Road. May 2021.

housing has intensified.1 On the other hand, the construction
since 2016 of the New Administrative Capital, 45 km east of
Cairo, is following a common will from successive Egyptian
governments to promote construction outside the Nile valley,
and it epitomizes these urban policies at an unprecedented
scale. This urban development policy, largely inspired by the
Dubai model, reflects the project of making Cairo and this
new capital the showcases of the authoritarian regime and
thus to impose itself more on the regional and even interna-
tional scene (Elsheshtawy, 2006; Stadnicki, 2017; Beier and
Elmouelhi, 2023).

These two main forms of urbanization have been widely
studied from the point of view of their architecture (Angelil
and Malterre-Barthes, 2016; Ghodbane, 2020), urban devel-
opment policies (El Kadi, 1987; Elsheshtawy, 2006; Sims,
2011), housing conditions (Shawkat, 2020), lifestyle trans-
formations (Denis, 2006), local mobilizations (El-Husseiny,
2025) and the productive economic activities that take place
there (Florin, 2010). In this article, I propose to decentre the
point of view by adopting that of the building materials that
make up the city and, more specifically, that of production in-
frastructures which are located on the edges of the Nile val-
ley and away from central areas of Greater Cairo (Fig. 2).
This analysis draws on the diverse works which focus on
the links of dependence and subordination between urban
peripheries and central areas, especially through the plane-
tary urbanization theory (Brenner and Schmid, 2015). Yet,
although this approach might lead one to consider urbaniza-
tion as a homogenization process, I rather dwell on schol-
arship that highlights the fragmentation and hierarchization
produced by capitalist urban production (Kanai, 2014; Ar-

1To my knowledge, this acceleration of the demolition process
and the multiplication of destruction campaigns have not been aca-
demically documented yet, but many press articles refer to it. See,
for example, Mada Masr (2020) and Wallace (2021).

boleda, 2016). This framework leads to a complexified ap-
proach to a centre-periphery relationship, based on a more
precise and materially anchored reading of power struggles
underpinning contemporary urbanization.

Following on from this literature, I thus start from the hy-
pothesis that the peripheral industrial zones for the produc-
tion of building materials are a relevant place of observation
for analysing contemporary urban transformations in Cairo.
Their evolution, that of the city and national development
policies appear to be interdependent. More specifically, I fo-
cus on the case of the red brick sector, which has been going
through a major crisis since the end of the 2010s. I argue that
this economic marginalization is linked with recent evolu-
tions in the building materials and construction market but
also with current urban policies. Indeed, despite the rapid
urban extension of the Cairo capital, the red brick sector
appears to be experiencing great economic difficulties. The
concept of marginality, already used in the Egyptian context
to study people, activities and spaces that are excluded from
national development (Bush and Ayeb, 2012; Wahdan, 2012)
is here mainly mobilized to reflect this progressive economic
decay of the red brick production sector, particularly linked
to the development of concrete blocks.

Thus, the article proposes studying the decline of red brick
and the growing share of concrete blocks on the market as re-
flecting the power relationships that underpin the contempo-
rary urban fabric in Greater Cairo. The joint analysis of the
sites of building material production and construction sites
shows that the opposition between two main forms of city
is both replayed in the industrial peripheries, between red
brick and concrete blocks, and to be qualified as red brick
producers experience variegated fates regarding these evo-
lutions of the construction sector. The paper relies on a de-
centring of the point of view, from already deeply studied
informal neighbourhoods and gated communties towards in-
dustrial urban peripheries and building materials production.
This framework invites us to take an interest in the articula-
tion between the image of the city and its materiality (Stad-
nicki, 2019). In al-Sisi’s regime, the mainstream institutional
critical discourse against the red brick façades, informal set-
tlements and its inhabitants (Denis, 2006) more generally be-
comes effective. Then, this paper deals with its contrasting
material effects on urban and industrial spaces located on the
edges of Greater Cairo.

The article is based on a mainly qualitative study con-
ducted during 5 and a half months of fieldwork between
February 2021 and June 2022. During this period, and in
a globally tense context for qualitative research in Egypt
(Ghiglia, 2022), I have visited eight red brick factories (one
in the Delta region, one in Fayoum Oasis, three in the Nile
valley close to Cairo and three in industrial areas south of the
capital city) and conducted 50 informal and semi-structured
interviews of 90 min on average. These interviewees include
11 who are red brick factory owners; 7 who are building ma-
terial sellers; and 15 who are architects, urbanists and con-

Geogr. Helv., 81, 207–222, 2026 https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-81-207-2026



C. Pérez-Houis: Declining red brick factories in Greater Cairo (Egypt) 209

Figure 2. Distribution of working brick factories in Egypt.

struction site managers. In addition to these interviews with
actors involved at different stages of the red brick supply
chain, the analysis is based on the use of satellite images and
numerous photographs to visually document the daily pro-
duction of the city. This methodology makes it possible to
respond to the difficulties of accessing both qualitative and
statistical data on red brick production and urbanization in
Cairo, in the context of a strong authoritarian regime limit-
ing more critical research work (Fahmy, 2022).

After a review of the literature demonstrating the relevance
of studying the political economy and ecology of building
material production, in order to reflect on the planetary ur-
banization theory, I briefly describe the contemporary geog-
raphy of the Egyptian red brick. The observation of the di-
versity of situations in these peripheral industrial zones, be-
tween active, abandoned or in reconversion factories, will
provide a better understanding of the growing competition
coming from concrete blocks. This phenomenon partly ex-
plains the current decline in red brick production. Beyond
the discourses only focusing on the technical characteristics
of the two materials, it is important to see that the two sec-

tors operate according to opposing socio-technical regimes
(resources, infrastructure, location, etc.). Finally, I qualify
the opposition between two building materials and two cities
by arguing that the crisis in the production of red bricks re-
sults from broader capitalist urbanization processes led by a
military-based Egyptian Government. The will to modern-
ize the built environment of Greater Cairo eventually leaves
some red brick producers at the margins of the construction
sector, while promoting the standardization of this material
and the concentration of its factories.

2 Towards a material approach to urban peripheries

The processes of urban sprawl and socio-spatial marginal-
ization are widely debated in geography. The theory of plane-
tary urbanization, formulated by Brenner and Schmid (2015),
seeks to re-examine them by readapting Henri Lefebvre’s call
to study urbanization beyond the city limits (Lefebvre, 1970).
This extended urbanization approach firstly allows us to go
beyond the idea that this process is only visible in central
urban spaces or, rather, that cities are the only incarnations
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of urbanization (Arboleda, 2016). It calls for a broadening
of the field of analysis, for example, by integrating rural ar-
eas that are becoming hybrid, as proposed by Kanai (2014)
or through the study of the effects of urbanization on rural
and forest areas around the Brazilian metropolis of Manaus.
More broadly, the postulate of planetary urbanization makes
it possible to integrate “operational landscapes” as the prod-
uct of urbanization-related processes. All productive activ-
ities, often excluded by urban analysis (such as the indus-
trial zones for the production of red bricks in Cairo), are thus
studied in conjunction with the processes of extended urban-
ization. This is what Arboleda (2016) proposes, for example,
in the case of the extraction of mineral resources in South
America. He sees these spaces as “resulting from an escalat-
ing international demand for raw materials” and as “particu-
lar morphological expressions of market-driven processes of
urbanisation” (Arboleda, 2016:96).

However, this theory of planetary urbanization is also the
subject of criticism, particularly because of its homogenizing
and ethnocentric character. For Schindler (2017), the blur-
ring of urban/rural boundaries and the shift from a study of
cities to a study of planetary urbanization “risks recentring
the essence of urbanity to the North Atlantic” (Schindler,
2017:2). Taking up Jennifer Robinson’s critique of the hege-
monic notions of development and modernity in urban stud-
ies (Robinson, 2006), Schindler sees in this theory an ap-
proach that is too globalizing and disconnected from the
daily practices of city dwellers. As for Jaglin (2014), a “con-
temporary global urban condition” (Brenner et al., 2011) ap-
pears to be a “pure abstraction given the diversity of the pro-
cesses and outcomes of urbanisation” (Jaglin, 2014:437).

From this critical perspective, several studies are less cat-
egorical and recognize the interest of the planetary urban-
ization approach while calling for its politicization and com-
plication. For example, in his study of the mining sector in
South America, Arboleda (2016) proposes going beyond the
“extension/concentration” couple of processes that Brenner
and Schmid (2015) place at the centre of their analysis of
planetary urbanization. To do this, he borrows from Henri
Lefebvre the triptych homogenization/fragmentation/hierar-
chization of space, which allows him to study the joint pro-
cesses of spatial integration and the functional division of
space (Arboleda, 2016). Thus, planetary urbanization does
not only result in an extension of the city beyond its limits
and a concentration of activities in certain poles but also in
an increased fragmentation and hierarchization of the differ-
ent urban spaces. This more confrontational reading sees the
development of extractivism as an expression of capitalist ur-
banization, as it has been shown in other territorial contexts
and other types of resources (Bridge, 2015; Dawson, 2021).
In the same way, Kanai (2014) calls for further politiciza-
tion of the theory of planetary urbanization by showing that
this form of urbanization reinforces inequalities, and selects
actors and infrastructures. Following on from Keil’s (2018)
argument on the need to decentre urban theory towards the

analysis of the suburbanization of cities, this paper builds
on an understanding of urbanization processes from the “ex-
ploded centralities and reconfigured peripheries” of cities
(Keil, 2018:504), in connection with the unequal geography
produced by the development of capitalism.

While retaining the multiple interests in the theory of
planetary urbanization, this paper proposes, following Ar-
boleda (2016), to see the industrial and urban peripheries
of Cairo as affected by the processes of fragmentation and
economic selection. Extended urbanization does not mean a
standardization of urban spaces and should on the contrary
allow us to re-examine the cities’ peripheries with their pecu-
liarities and their role, often fundamental for the urban centre
itself. These peripheries are not to be seen only as a contin-
uation of the centre’s growth but also as autonomous frag-
ments of the city (Keil, 2018). More specifically, I propose
focusing on the productive industrial and peripheral areas
by decentring the attention from housing, living places and
construction sites on which most of the studies concerning
extended urbanization have concentrated. If I do not really
engage with an analysis highlighting the agency of materi-
als (Simone, 2004; El-Husseiny, 2023; Fontein and Smith,
2023), I rather argue for a revaluation of production spaces
and activities’ role in urbanization. Thus, at the intersection
of these different readings of the planetary urbanization the-
ory, this paper proposes an analysis of the apparent economic
marginalization of the red brick factories and industrial areas,
which can be considered as fragments of the “urban explo-
sion” (Keil, 2018) and places from which urban fabric has to
be understood.

To do this, I suggest an approach to urban analysis based
on building materials and its production. This approach is
at the intersection of a diversity of works that focus on the
materiality of the city and the social processes that structure
it. Starting from anthropology’s interest in the relationship
to objects and their monitoring (Appadurai, 1986; Marcus,
1995; Cook, 2004; Tsing, 2017), it is a question of adopting
a political reading of the materiality of urban societies. This
is what Schindler proposes, for example, when he states that
“political economy and materiality are always already co-
constituted in Southern cities” (Schindler, 2017:10). With-
out restricting itself to a specific spatial context, a special
issue of the journal City & Society, coordinated by Pilo’ and
Jaffe (2020), aims to deepen this approach through the notion
of “political materiality”. For these authors, it is a question
of understanding “urban politics as a socio-material copro-
duction” (Pilo’ and Jaffe, 2020:8). This is illustrated through
many examples such as electricity bills in Rio de Janeiro
(Pilo’, 2020), skyscrapers in Angola (Gastrow, 2020) and the
construction of a mosque in Amsterdam (Verkaaik, 2020). In
the same way, through the place of terracotta crafts in India,
Nicolas Bautès studies the “place and role of local economies
in the current phase of capitalism, and in spaces that are un-
dergoing rapid transformations” (Bautès, 2022:15). In this
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work, materiality is thus understood in its ordinary, political
and economic interaction with the urbanization processes.

Among these different inputs through materiality, building
materials have been subject to particular attention, especially
because of the interdependence between their production and
the urbanization process, which they directly feed. Several
branches of literature, such as metabolism (Augiseau, 2017;
Mongeard, 2017; Bastin, 2022) and urban political ecology
(Myers, 1999; Fry, 2013; Dawson, 2021), engaged with it in
various territorial contexts and by adopting mixed method-
ologies. Focusing on the metabolic functioning of cities leads
to complexifying planetary urbanization theory by paying at-
tention to the consumption, transformation and rejection of
matter and energy flows between rural and urban areas. Fol-
lowing on from the call to politicize the analysis of these
flows and its regulation (Desvaux, 2019), this article applies
a metabolic reading to Greater Cairo in order to highlight
the materiality of urban production and the diverse roles of
productive peripheries. More specifically, it is in line with re-
cent work that articulates a multiscalar geography of building
materials with an analysis of the different processes related
to urban growth (sprawl, verticalization, fragmentation, etc.).
This is what Choplin (2019, 2020, 2023) proposes through
the study of the role of the cement bag in the constitution of
the Accra–Lagos Corridor, Ravelli (2017) with the example
of the Spanish brick industry or Mishra (2020) through his
analysis of “urbanisation through brick kilns” in the Delhi
region. All this research shows that building materials are
objects at the intersection of planning policies, ordinary prac-
tices, norms, urban forms and varied spaces. Moreover, I ar-
gue that building material producers offer a specific point of
view on extended urbanization, which differs from the ones
who plan and build housing or infrastructures in these pe-
ripheries, or the ones who seek to live in it. Building material
producers see the development of urban peripheries as eco-
nomic opportunities on which their activity fully depends.
Then, they are mainly concerned by the selling of big quan-
tities of materials by energy and raw material prices and by
other competitors’ development on the market; however, they
also appear to be very dependent on the implementation of
planning policies and planners’ choices regarding the use of
building materials. In theory, the more the city expands, the
best it is for their economic growth. Nonetheless, this case
study on red brick production in Cairo shows that their activ-
ity can also suffer from the urban policies implemented. The
paper both follows on from several studies on housing and
gated communities in Southern cities’ suburbs and in Cairo
specifically, and offers a renewed point of view on this ex-
tended urbanization from the industrial peripheries that di-
rectly and materially feed it. This approach, which calls to a
politicization of the planetary urbanization theory, structures
the study of the place of red bricks and brickworks in the con-
temporary transformations of Cairo, which I aim to develop
in the rest of the article.

3 The recent decline of the red brick industry

The red brick industry in Egypt is structured around several
stages and places: the extraction of fossil clay materials in
quarries on the edge of the Nile valley; the moulding, drying
and firing of red bricks in industrial brickworks; the trans-
porting by truck, sometimes passing through an intermediary
point of sale, but more often delivered directly to the buyer;
and the construction site on which the bricks are used. For
this article, I will focus mainly on the production and con-
struction phases because they are privileged places of obser-
vation of contemporary transformations of the sector.

Nationally, red brick production is concentrated in the
north of the country, in the Nile valley around the capital
and in the delta (Fig. 2). While the production techniques
and the form of the infrastructure remain the same, two types
of factories must be distinguished according to their loca-
tion, which also reflects their recent history. The first type of
brick factory is that of isolated factories, located on former
agricultural land near the Nile (Fig. 3). Based on a survey
of Google Earth satellite images in 2022,2 there are 656 iso-
lated factories functioning in the whole country. But, since
the 1980s and 1990s, a significant portion of the factories
has been relocated from the valley to its desert margins, in
specialized industrial concentrations (Fig. 4). These four ar-
eas (Arab Abu Said, Kafr Himayd, al-Saf and Girza) are
all located south of Cairo, 35 to 65 km from the city cen-
tre (Fig. 2). A total of 624 functioning factories belong to
this second type. This difference in location can be explained
by the recent history of the sector, marked by the High
Aswan Dam construction in the 1960s and by a consequen-
tial change in raw material imposed by the Egyptian Govern-
ment in the 1980s (MacKenzie, 1985; Fouda, 2001; Biswas
and Tortajada, 2012). The use of the silt from the Nile was
forbidden and replaced by fossil clays – also known as shale

or in Arabic. Therefore, all the brick factories lo-

2In October 2022, I carried out a manual nationwide mapping of
all brick factories. By relying on the field visits and Google Earth
satellite images, I have establish a typology of factories’ operating
status: active brickworks can be identified by the presence of bricks
drying around the kiln; brickworks that have stopped operations cor-
respond to all factories that are clearly no longer in operation (no
bricks drying, no signs of activity around the kiln) but which remain
in working order; finally, abandoned brickworks cover all produc-
tion sites in a more or less advanced state of disrepair (damaged
kiln, only chimney remaining, conversion of the land). This survey,
which provides information on the situation of the factory at a spe-
cific point in time, depends, however, on the available satellite im-
ages and, in part, on a personal assessment of the state of activity of
these factories. Nevertheless, it provides an order of magnitude and
an overview of the situation in this productive sector. The analysis
of these images makes it possible to document spaces and activi-
ties for which little statistical data are available. The use of Google
Earth also enables the researcher to go back in time and study the
evolution of industrial areas.
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Figure 3. An isolated factory in the middle of agricultural fields on
the banks of the Nile, located to the north of Cairo, March 2022.

Figure 4. The al-Saf industrial zone, located to the south of Cairo,
February 2022.

cated closer to Cairo’s urban areas have been abandoned, de-
stroyed or converted to other functions such as garage areas.

Beyond this relocation process away from central urban
areas, which dates back to Nasser’s project of moderniza-
tion and industrialization (Pérez-Houis, 2024), one can now
observe an economic marginalization of red brick factories.
Contrary to the materials studied to analyse urbanization
in West Africa, for example (Archambault, 2018; Choplin,
2020), despite its apparent omnipresence, red brick seems to
be produced less and less. This decline is reflected materially
in the current status of production areas. There are many fac-
tories that have been closed or are even abandoned (Fig. 5).
Thus, on a national scale, according to a survey personally
carried out on 2022 satellite images, of the 1597 factories
identified, 470 are active (29 %), 810 are at a standstill (51 %)
and 317 are abandoned (20 %). These statistics reveal an in-

Table 1. Distribution of brick kilns in the al-Saf area according
to their operational status between 2010 and 2022. Source: Google
Earth.

Condition of the 2010 2022
brickworks

Active 174 (81 %) 77 (29 %)
Stopped 19 (9 %) 146 (55 %)
Abandoned 4 (2 %) 41 (16 %)
Under construction 17 (8 %) 0 (0 %)

Total 214 264

Figure 5. Abandoned brick kilns in the Arab Abu Said area,
May 2022.

dustrial sector in great difficulty, as observed more specif-
ically in the specialized area of al-Saf (Table 1). While its
activity seems to be growing in 2010, with a low number of
factories shut down and several under construction, the sit-
uation is quite different in 2022. The quit rate (55 %) and
the abandonment rate (16 %) are significantly higher. On the
ground, this translates to many deserted factories.

Another sign of red brick decline can be seen in the growth
of concrete blocks. According to a red brick sales manager,
the market in 2012 was dominated by red bricks at 80 % com-
pared to 20 % concrete blocks (interview, June 2022). But
the share of bricks gradually decreased from 2015 onwards
in favour of concrete blocks, with a 50–50 balance now be-
ing reached according to a major brick producer in Arab Abu
Said (interview, February 2020). This market upheaval is vis-
ible both on construction sites and in industrial areas. The
use of concrete blocks can be observed primarily in a large
portion of the construction sites of the New Administrative
Capital (Fig. 6) but also on smaller construction sites in ru-
ral areas, such as those of the government’s Haya Karima
(“Dignified Life”) presidential initiative, which aims to re-
new infrastructure in rural Egyptian areas. For example, in
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Figure 6. Concrete blocks used on the construction site of the busi-
ness district of the New Administrative Capital, May 2022.

Figure 7. Red bricks and small concrete blocks intertwined in the
construction of a public building in the Fayoum Oasis, May 2022.

the Fayum Oasis, small concrete blocks are combined with
red bricks in the construction of a public building (Fig. 7).

However, the material transformations linked to the
growth of concrete blocks are mainly visible in industrial ar-
eas. In addition to the closure or abandonment of brick fac-
tories, and even if the rise of other construction materials is
not new, red brick producers have observed a recent prolifer-
ation of concrete block factories since 2020, as indicated by
this owner of a brick factory located in the al-Saf area:

Concrete blocks appeared in the early 2000s, but
factories have developed over the past 2 years.
There are now between 20 and 40, whereas there
were only 5 before (interview, February 2022).

This transition is indeed visible in the appearance of new
concrete block production units but also in the conversion of
some brick factories into concrete block factories, such as

Figure 8. From 2014 (top) to 2021 (bottom), the conversion of a
brick factory into a concrete block one in the industrial zone of
al-Saf. Imagery © 2025 Maxar Technologies, 2025 CNES/Airbus,
Map data © 2026 Google Earth.

this one located in al-Saf (Fig. 8). How can this growth of
concrete blocks at the expense of red brick be explained?

4 From red brick to concrete block, from one city to
another?

To understand what is at stake in these industrial margins
and how these developments reflect a transition in urban pro-
duction, we must first look back at what distinguishes these
two construction materials on a technical level. While red
brick and concrete block are both mainly made up of raw
materials extracted from quarries (fossilized clay for brick,
aggregates and sand for concrete blocks), their production
methods differ. The brick is dried, then fired at high temper-
atures in kilns, whereas the concrete block is only moulded
and dried in the open air, without the need for combustion.
For some stakeholders, this makes it more environmentally
friendly, unlike red brick, whose production conditions are
regularly criticized for their environmental and health con-
sequences (Fouda, 2001; Higazy et al., 2019; El-Hamawy,
2020). This not only takes into account the fact that concrete
blocks are still 30 % cement – a material whose manufacture
is local in Egypt but requires large amounts of energy and
leads to high air pollution in the country (Ramadan, 2014) –
but also on a global scale the fact that this industry accounts
for about 7 % of CO2 emissions (AFP, 2021).
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Apart from this environmental issue, the two materials are
mainly compared in the Egyptian context on criteria of effi-
ciency and solidity. According to several interlocutors who
met during the survey, the concrete block provides better
thermal insulation and better resistance to humidity than red
brick because of its large cavities. According to an engineer
working on the construction site of the New Administrative
Capital’s CBD, concrete block is preferred for the construc-
tion of large towers because of its lighter weight and greater
strength than red brick (interview, May 2022). This mate-
rial is also marketized for its effectiveness. The production
of concrete blocks is indeed much quicker than that of red
brick. The absence of combustion makes the process faster;
drying the concrete block in the open air takes only one day
in summer and two in winter, whereas the production cycle
of red brick, from initial mixing to firing, is 20 to 25 d. The
large dimensions of concrete blocks (40 × 20 cm compared
to 25 × 12 cm for the standard dimensions of red brick) also
make construction faster. This makes it possible to construct
buildings more quickly, which is a significant asset in the
contemporary urbanization of Cairo, and more particularly
in the construction of new peripheral cities. A red brick pro-
ducer I met north of the Egyptian capital identified time as an
important parameter in the projects carried out by the govern-
ment of Field Marshal al-Sisi:

In general, they are in a hurry. In all areas. Projects
that used to take 3 to 5 years are now finished
in 1 year. Since 2014, everything has been done
quickly. It’s good for development, it’s fast, but ev-
erything is done at a fast pace now with this man
(interview, May 2022).

The technical differences in insulation or solidity are re-
inforced by this temporal parameter, which plays an impor-
tant role in the growth of concrete blocks, to the detriment
of red brick. This line of explanation also makes it possi-
ble, following the work on “sociotechnique” (Akrich, 1987;
Bastin, 2022), to address these technical issues at the inter-
action of more political choices and contexts. The decline
of the red brick appears to be the consequence of a series
of urban and economic policies carried out by al-Sisi’s gov-
ernment since he came to power in 2014. These are struc-
tured by a strategy formulated by successive governments in
Egypt since the 1970s but which became increasingly con-
crete under al-Sisi’s regime: limiting the self-construction of
residential neighbourhoods in the Nile valley and develop-
ing new towns on the desert margins (Sims, 2011). Beyond
the continuous extension of the agglomeration in the form
of gated communities and mega-projects such as the New
Administrative Capital, this logic has recently resulted in a
series of decrees gradually banning individuals from build-
ing in urban areas.3. Only the government and large private

3For a more detailed analysis of the legislative arsenal deployed
by successive governments, and in particular that of al-Sisi, see the

developers can open construction sites (Al Hiwar TV, 2022).
This policy of controlling access to building permits has di-
rect consequences for the red brick industry. Historically, this
material has been massively used by individuals and small to
medium construction companies because of its high avail-
ability, unlike concrete blocks, which are used more by large
public and private actors. A seller of building materials I met
in Cairo distinguishes several segments in the construction
market:

Question: How is the brick and concrete block
market at the moment?

Answer: Do you see the story of individuals who
stop building? Those who suffer the most are
the red brick producers. Those who are around
Badrashin, Helwan . . . They worked with the seg-
ment of individuals and rural areas. Now, it’s
blocked by the government. They have problems.
For concrete blocks, it’s better because it works
with the higher slices (interview, March 2022).

The current difficulties of the red brick industry would
therefore be partly linked to the halt in construction by in-
dividuals in urban areas. Although this binary analysis of
urbanization between individuals building informally and
public actors endorsing large-scale projects has to be qual-
ified, this diagnosis is shared by several Arab Abu Said red
brick producers interviewed by the Egyptian media al-Borsa
(Ahmed and Atta, 2019). According to them, the only ac-
tive projects are now those carried out by the government or
by private developers, and the latter favour concrete blocks
over red brick. In the same report, one of them testified to
a turnaround by public actors: “We used to rely on national
projects, but the NUCA [New Urban Communities Author-
ity]4 has forbidden the supply of red bricks”. A seller of con-
crete blocks claims that the government explicitly encour-
ages the use of concrete blocks on its construction sites and
has stipulated that “75 % of the New Capital must be made of
concrete blocks” (interview, May 2022). Although this figure
could not be verified or found in official documents, the con-
sequences of this promotion of one material over the other
are directly visible in industrial areas. An observation shared
by this same seller: “The brick factories have been closing for
about 4–5 years . . . Since the beginning of the New Admin-
istrative Capital actually” (interview, May 2022). Unlike the
red brick producers, many of whom have had to close their

various articles published by the Built Environment Observatory, a
collective of urban planning researchers (https://marsadomran.info/
en/2021/04/2162/, last access: 4 March 2026).

4This institution, created in 1979 and chaired by the Minister of
Housing, is in charge of supervising urban development in Egypt.
This involves identifying sites for the construction of new towns, al-
locating housing in residential complexes, managing public infras-
tructure and formulating strategies for relocating residents outside
the Nile valley.
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Figure 9. A recently inaugurated automatic concrete block plant,
located south of al-Saf, May 2022.

factories, his company inaugurated an automatic concrete
block factory in 2021 in the south of the al-Saf area (Fig. 9). It
supplies materials to the country’s largest construction com-
panies, such as Hassan Allam and Talaat Mostafa Group, but
also to public actors to supply their mega-projects in New
Alamein and the New Administrative Capital. The employee
confirmed this growth in the share of use of concrete blocks
in government construction sites: “In the diplomatic district
of the New Capital, there are 35 developers and we work with
25 of them” (interview, May 2022).

The direct involvement of public actors in the promotion
of concrete blocks, to the detriment of red brick, is finally
visible in the role played by military institutions. Egypt has
the particularity of an army that is strongly involved in the
domestic economy, as it has been analysed in various works
(Abul-Magd, 2017; Amar, 2018; Sayigh, 2019). The con-
struction and building materials sectors are no exception.
While the army has invested particularly in the inauguration
of cement factories (Boukhari, 2018), it is also directly in-
volved in the production of concrete blocks. Without having
factories the size of the large concrete block company, mil-
itary players sometimes set up production units directly on
the sites they supervise.

The installation of these factories on the site reveals the
involvement of military actors in the production of cement
and concrete blocks but also a major difference between the
infrastructures of the two construction materials and the spa-
tial organization they imply. Both red brick and concrete
block are produced at the edges of urbanized areas, in spe-
cialized industrial areas. As mentioned earlier, however, the
brick comes from fixed factories, located near the clay quar-
ries and occupying a large area – 25 000 m2 on average, due
to the size of the kiln and the drying space of the bricks. The
infrastructure required for the production of concrete blocks
is less cumbersome, relying only on silos to mix the different

Figure 10. A concrete block production line in the al-Saf area,
February 2022.

raw materials, an assembly line and a drying area (Fig. 10).
Thus, while brick factories cannot be moved due to their
dependence on a massive kiln and localized clay resources,
concrete block factories can keep up with construction sites.
A red brick producer I met north of Cairo sums up this struc-
tural difference between the two materials as follows:

Construction does not take place where there are
brick factories. In the New Capital and the new
towns, they use concrete blocks. There are facto-
ries on the site (interview, March 2022).

This possibility of installing factories on the site consid-
erably reduces transport costs, which remain significant in
Egypt. This gives a comparative advantage to concrete blocks
and reinforces the spatial and economic marginality of the
brick kilns compared to the new centralities that these con-
struction sites constitute. This is also what a salesperson
working in a large concrete block company said: “If a de-
veloper has 10 buildings in the same place, he will build a
[concrete block] factory on site to reduce transport expenses”
(interview, May 2022). The concrete block factories can thus
follow the urbanization front that advances into the desert
and farther and farther away from the Nile valley – the New
Administrative Capital is located more than 45 km from the
centre of Cairo. On the contrary, the distance between brick
kilns and the active construction sites is increasing. Yet, one
has to keep in mind that concrete block factories use cement
which is produced in different factories located in the desert
margins of the Nile valley and far away from urban areas,
which extends the urban footprint all the more beyond the
city.

While calling for an interest in these industrial margins,
the theory of planetary urbanization must thus be nuanced
by the identification of these processes of segmentation and
selection in urban and productive spaces. The opposition be-
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tween these two building materials can be explained by a va-
riety of factors, at the same time technical, economic, ge-
ographical and political. It reflects a divergence of sectors,
actors, practices and spaces. On the one hand, red brick is
produced by a large number of factories spread across the
country and mainly used by small to medium companies for
the construction of residential buildings in the Nile valley
and delta. On the other hand, the concrete block is produced
by a smaller number of industrialists, in factories sometimes
located on construction sites, and used mainly by public ac-
tors and large private developers in the construction of new
towns. This analysis, while remaining relevant for the stake-
holders in these building material sectors, must nevertheless
be qualified. The economic marginalization of red brick can
be explained by factors that also affect certain concrete block
factories, which invites us to look at the selection processes
among these different producers.

5 The economic and technical selection among red
brick and concrete blocks producers as a
reflection of the monopolization of urban
production

In order to refine the analysis of what is at stake in the indus-
trial peripheries of the Egyptian capital, it is necessary to nu-
ance the opposition between the concrete block and red brick
supply chains. While the field survey showed that the for-
mer was growing rapidly to the detriment of the latter, more
contrasting situations are also observable. This is the case,
for example, of a concrete block producer whose factory is
located in al-Obour, an industrial zone northeast of Cairo,
which has been experiencing great difficulties in accessing
the construction market for several years. Indeed, while his
company used to work with large private developers, his fac-
tory is now partly shut down and the “market is a bit asleep at
the moment” (interview, February 2022). According to him,
this is directly explained by political choices by the govern-
ment which imposes “indirect control” on the concrete block
sector and the construction sector in general. In other words,
public and military actors favour certain producers and cer-
tain construction areas over others. This is also what an ar-
chitect confirmed about the construction sites of the New Ad-
ministrative Capital, which are controlled by military actors:

In the New Capital, all the materials are provided
by the military, cement, bricks, sand. (. . . ) And ev-
eryone deals with it (interview, February 2022).

The growing importance of these public and military
stakeholders in the construction market, in conjunction with
a limited number of private investors and developers, is asso-
ciated with new modes of operation that make a selection
among the producers of building materials. The owner of
the concrete block factory in al-Obour, for example, stopped
working with government actors because they imposed a
credit payment system on him:

They ask me to provide the concrete blocks and
say that they will pay me later, when the site is
finished, but that doesn’t suit me, I have to pay bills
(interview, February 2022).

Conversely, some red brick producers are managing to
maintain their activity – still 29 % of brick factories are active
in the al-Saf area and 47 % in the Kafr Himayd area. In the
same way as for concrete blocks, a selection operates among
them according to their ability to access the most active and
material-demanding sites, those of the government, as this
materials seller I met in Cairo said: “There are still brick pro-
ducers, but they all sell to government projects. Us, we are
the ordinary people” (interview, March 2022). Although the
construction sites of the New Administrative Capital or other
new towns are largely based on the use of concrete blocks,
there are still many red bricks, produced by a small number
of industrialists who have been able to adapt to the new re-
quirements of the market.

The gradual economic marginalization of red brick facto-
ries is therefore not the result of public, economic or devel-
opment policies that would directly target this industry. The
ban on building for private individuals is primarily aimed at
the expansion of informal settlements, but it indirectly affects
red brick producers. In the same way, the selection among
them is not intentionally desired by governmental actors, but
it is the consequence of a demand for norms and standards.
Indeed, the red brick producers who are able to maintain
their activity are mostly those who have their material tested
by technical institutes and thus obtain a quality certificate.
These certifications, which relate to resistance to humidity or
compression, or to the dimensions of the brick, for example,
are not a new procedure but are required by the consultants
and architects in charge of the large construction sites on the
desert outskirts of Cairo, which are becoming the only ac-
tive ones around the capital city. But carrying out these tests
represents a significant cost, which amounts to an economic
selection among producers, as one of them, the owner of a
factory north of Cairo, confirmed: “Only people who have
the means can continue to produce” (interview, March 2022).
Compliance with standards is thus demanded by contractors
and put forward as a selling point by some producers who
have access to them (Fig. 11), although it is still considered as
useless administrative procedures by those who mainly sell
to individuals and small construction companies.

This socio-economic selection thus leads to a transforma-
tion of the red brick sector, which is now tending towards
an increasingly oligopolistic structure. With 470 active brick
factories out of 1280 in working order in the country (37 %),
including 220 out of 626 (35 %) in industrial zones, the num-
ber of producers has decreased, but the industry has not dis-
appeared. Those who manage to adapt to the new require-
ments of the market do so by grouping together in industrial
groups or by calling on resellers who pool their production
and systematize the performance of technical tests. This is
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Figure 11. A thermal insulation certificate highlighted in the sales catalogue of a red brick production company. © Singer Bricks.

the case, for example, of the company al-Shorok Supplies,
which specializes in the purchase and resale of red bricks.
According to an employee I met in Cairo, he acts as an inter-
mediary between a selection of certified producers, for whom
he places orders according to demand, along with large con-
struction companies such as Orascom or Rowad (interview,
June 2022).

This exclusion of small to medium producers through the
standardization of production and the economic capacities of
industrialists therefore transcends the opposition between red

brick and concrete block. It mainly reflects the stranglehold
of public and military actors on the construction sector and
indirectly on the materials sector. This is what a major pro-
ducer based in the Arab Abu Said area described in 2018 in
response to an interview with the media Youm 7 (Diaa, 2018)
According to him, the construction market was dominated
until 2014 by the private sector at 80 % compared to 20 %
for the public sector. But from that date, corresponding to al-
Sisi’s rise to power, the proportions were reversed. Also in
this interview, this producer said that this negatively affects
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Figure 12. From industrial zones to construction sites in the New Administrative Capital – a new axis of development?

the red brick industry because it breaks with the flexibility of
the negotiations that used to take place with each construc-
tion company. Public and military actors impose fixed prices,
standards and a mode of operation, causing the gradual in-
terruption of the activity of hundreds of indebted producers.
More than a simple opposition between two materials, it is
power relationships between different actors and modes of
city production that leads to an economic fragmentation of
peripheral industrial spaces. These transformations are thus
indicative of the promotion of a whole socio-technical, pro-
ductive and constructive regime controlled by public and mil-
itary institutional actors. Rather than a homogenized urban
extension, they reflect an increasingly conflicting urbaniza-
tion between distinct production and construction systems.
Some monopolize most of the market to the detriment of oth-
ers, who find themselves excluded in this conflictual urban
production.

6 Conclusion

Beyond documenting the recent material, economic and
landscape transformations of industrial zones at the edges
of the Egyptian capital city, this article has sought to show
the interest of an analysis of the extension of urban spaces,
central or not, through the construction materials that feed
it. In the case of red brick in Cairo, the high visibility and
omnipresence of this material in the recent construction of
the capital contrasts with the current economic marginaliza-
tion of its production infrastructures. This process has been
going on since the beginning of the factories’ delocalization
away from the urban areas and the Nile valley, but it is inten-
sifying with the authoritarian urban policies implemented by
al-Sisi’s government and aiming at modernizing Cairo’s im-
age at an international level. Brick kilns are in fact subject to
a capitalist selection process, based on technical principles of
standardization but also on competition between producers in
relation to a market that is increasingly controlled by govern-
ment actors. The study of these processes of marginalization,
at the interaction of norms, productive practices and modern-
ization urban policies, led by a military-oriented government,
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makes it possible to qualify the phenomenon of planetary ur-
banization by showing its strong heterogeneity according to
the spaces and actors involved. More precisely, this article is
about going beyond the reading of peripheries as only sub-
ordinated and dominated places, serving the capitalist urban-
ization and its elites. By looking at the logistical and produc-
tion areas that enable urban growth itself, it highlights the
political struggles that underlie the processes of hierarchiza-
tion and the selection of places, actors and economic sectors
throughout the building material supply chains.

The article has shown the gradual exclusion of this mate-
rial from the main active construction sites in Greater Cairo
but also its permanence in urban spaces and the maintenance
of a certain number of producers. Indeed, these transforma-
tions are part of a context in which Cairo’s development
is increasingly turning towards its desert margins. The pol-
icy of extension towards the desert is particularly visible for
agriculture (Acloque, 2017, 2024) and urbanization (Sims,
2018; Adham, 2023; Lehmann, 2023; Rommel, 2023). The
case of the production and use of building materials illus-
trates a similar logic. Already located on the outskirts of
the Egyptian capital, industrial zones specializing in mate-
rials may be increasingly connected to urban spaces that ex-
tend both eastward and westward (Fig. 12). Thus, while eco-
nomic activities have historically been centred around the
Nile valley in Egypt, development axes may bypass these
central spaces and directly connect urban and industrial pe-
ripheries. This logic of developing flows between periph-
eries is at the core of current industrialization policies led
by al-Sisi’s government. The forthcoming industrial city of
Tarboul, the “Largest Investment Zone in the Middle East”
(https://tarboul.com/, last access: 4 March 2026), is planned
to be inaugurated on a 109 million m2 area to the east of the
Fayoum Oasis. On its website, the industrial city is promoted
for its proximity for variegated peripheral areas (New Ad-
ministrative Capital, 6th October City, the Red Sea, Ain el
Sokhna port and Helwan). Thus, these are no longer to be
seen as repellents of urban centres, but, being considered by
government actors as fronts of urbanization and industrial
development, they could become new centralities. Yet, one
could assume that most of the red brick producers will proba-
bly be bypassed by these new axes of economic development,
which seem to rely on cooperation between governmental ac-
tors and large private companies; however, this would need
further fieldwork in order to better ground these hypotheses.

Then, this case study highlights the importance of consid-
ering city edges, whether be it residential, industrial or office
areas, in order to analyse the contemporary evolutions of ur-
ban production. Beyond the Egyptian context, it also argues
for an overcoming of the debates on whether the planetary
urbanization theory may be relevant to describe cities’ trans-
formation or not. Beyond defining what is urban and what
is not, focusing on cities’ materiality helps to identify who
builds it and for whom. The focus on so-called urban periph-
eries mainly leads us to explain the ins and outs of economic

marginalization processes. It highlights the importance of a
precise analysis of the diverse material trajectories of pro-
ductive peripheries, among which some might be declining,
but some other still directly make capitalist urbanization pos-
sible. In other words, the issue is not only to consider if ar-
eas are urban or not, central or peripheral, but rather to study,
from a material point of view, who is taking on urban produc-
tion and who is excluded from it. Following on from previ-
ous works on cities’ materiality in the Southern and Northern
contexts, the paper argues for a needed politicization of the
debates on planetary urbanization in order to better highlight
the selection and marginalization processes that underpin ur-
ban production.
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