SURPLUS! Housing from the Periphery presents
18 photographs by Anthony Hamboussi curated
from “Cairo Ring Road,” a larger project spanning
four years composed of 180 photographs of
urban and architectural landscapes. The large
format images, captured in peripheral locations,
depict the immense scale of excessive residential
building activities, high density and often-
uninhabited dystopian vistas of housing in
contemporary Cairo.

Millions of square meters of unoccupied
residential real estate encircle the outskirts of
Cairo. Planners conceived the city’s Ring Road
as a tool defining the city limits and to prohibit
continued informal expansion. However, the road
has made new territories accessible, providing
new frontiers for urbanization and housing
construction by all sectors of the economy.
The already prevalent uneven distribution of
resources and the mismanagement of planning
expenditures have become more visible at the

city’s edges.

The origin of today’s contradictory urban reality
of housing crisis/housing surplus goes back to
the 1940s. During the Second World War, the
construction industry nearly came to a halt
in Egypt. By the end of the war, the country’s
population had increased by 400,000 inhabitants,
which should have been matched by at least
80,000 new housing units. The construction of
housing was further delayed by the postwar
political turmoil and the high cost of building
materials. In an attempt to respond to the housing
shortage, in 1949 the government initiated a
housing program that barely benefited one
thousand families across the country.

After July 1952, al-iskan al-shaabi (popular
housing) emerged as a priority for the state both
for political and practical reasons. Popular housing
schemes were restricted to families earning less
than twenty-five pounds monthly. The Nasser
regime established al-Majlis al-aali li-I-Taamir
(the Supreme Council for Construction) whose
task was to research available options and models
for housing and to draft plans, policies, budgets
and proposals. The council recommended that
the state holds the right to forcibly evict residents
from “unhealthy districts,” to acquire their lands

and to relocate them to modern social housing.

At the same time the state began to explore the

idea of expanding into the desert where middle

and upper income residents can buy, rather than
rent, villas, duplexes and apartments. This was
the birth of Madinet Nasr and the state’s direction
towards desert expansion. The housing crisis in
Egypt proved that the state alone could not build
enough affordable housing to absorb demand.
A 1958 study by the Ministry of Municipal and
Rural Affairs concluded that Egypt needed to
build 72,000 housing units annually in order to
keep up with population growth and to replace
existing inadequate housing. This housing crisis
challenged the relevance of architects and their
practices, which had long catered to relatively
wealthy individual clients. The need for housing
built in large quantities resulted in the rise of the

housing subcontractor.

While the housing crisis that exponentially grew
after the end of the Second World War continues,
today, hundreds of thousands of exposed red
brick and unfinished concrete structures sit empty
awaiting occupants. Speculative urbanism carried
out in piecemeal fashion by a complex web of
investors has resulted in over 30% of the country’s
housing stock to remain uninhabited (according

to statements by housing minister Tarek Wafik in

2013) despite the acute need for housing by low-
income individuals and families. Conservative
estimates place the number of vacant homes in

Cairo at one and a half million units.

The housing boom of the past decade has
produced over abundance of excessively priced
yet cheaply constructed housing that is out of
reach geographically and economically to Cairo’s
majority. The building boom has also occurred
in the informal construction industry that has
supplied the market with informal areas where
two thirds of the city’s inhabitants live with poor
infrastructure and in buildings erected with no
permits. A great deal of such constructions flank

Cairo’s ring road.

In his four-year photographic survey “Cairo Ring
Road” Anthony Hamboussi utilizes the city's
elevated road infrastructure as a necessary tool
to photograph an urban reality incomprehensible
when viewed only from street level and too
abstract when viewed from the air. Cairo’s
elevated road infrastructure is designed to sever
underprivileged communities, and sometimes to

conceal their existence by building side barriers
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that hinder drivers from visually connecting

with the "undesirable” city around them.
Hamboussi utilized this road infrastructure as
a viewing platform that allows him to capture
panoramic views of a city that is not to be seen
nor photographed. The project is consistent
with Hamboussi’s previous projects, such as La

Petite Ceinture in Paris documenting the now

abandoned 19th century circular railway that

g Road” is not limited to documenting

ttlements. There are also photographs

d government-built social housing,

~and still uninhabited housing projects built years

“ago by private investors. There are also images

- of liminal vacant spaces between housing blocks,

massive construction sites of dozens of apartment
buildings rising simultaneously, electrical towers
rising over the desert to supply power to the
ever-expanding city. Through his photographic
practices, Hamboussi's Cairo is presented as an
altered landscape, as topography of human and
material density, a city in a constant state of

incompletion, construction and destruction.
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