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A critical landscape and urban design analysis 
of Egypt’s new Administrative Capital City

Introduction
Forget the numbers. They are not important, and not fixed. 
We have a dream, and we are building our dreams now.
Khalid al-Husseini, spokesman for the Administrative Capital City1 

In 2013, a military coup in Egypt led to the ousting of the Muslim Brother-
hood and the installation of General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi as president. The 
following economic crisis saw foreign investment in Egypt plummet dra-
matically. This was despite growing foreign investment in neighbouring 
African and Middle Eastern countries from developers seeking to escape 
the turmoil of the global financial crisis.2 Announced on 13 March 2015, 
the Administrative Capital City is the centrepiece of a wave of new devel-
opment that Egypt’s rulers have used to project an image of a transformed 
Egypt that is again open for business. 

Planners have located the city halfway between Cairo and Suez, some 40 
kilometres from Cairo in the Eastern Desert. North American firm, Skid-
more, Owings and Merrill, and subsequently a consortium of Egyptian firms 
(UDC 5+) and global planning and design consultant Dar3 have designed 
the stylized, curvilinear city to be a 700-km2 urban hub, with 32 residen-
tial districts to accommodate 6.5 million people (Fig. 1). Moreover, it is 
intended to include 1,250 mosques and churches, nearly 2,000 schools and 
colleges, at least six foreign universities, over 600 medical facilities, and 
40,000 hotel rooms. It will also have a theme park four times the size of 
Disneyland, an airport as large as Heathrow and a financial centre with 
the tallest building in Africa.4

The city reflects Sisi’s ambition to develop a ‘global’ or ‘world-class’ 
metropolis that symbolizes his ‘modern, globalized, capitalist development 
dreams’,5 and conforms to the ‘Cairo 2050’ vision, a plan to effectively create 

Abstract 
The Egyptian government has touted the new Administrative Capital City 
near Cairo as a flagship for ‘Smart City’ developments across Africa. Despite 
its association with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, critics argue 
that the project will be highly detrimental to existing cities, their inhabit-
ants and the natural environment. Using a normative framework derived 
from the UN goals, this paper examines whether the design of Phase One 
of the Administrative Capital City (2015–2020) delivers on its grand nar-
ratives and commitments. It reveals that the project fails to meet many 
of its aspirations and is likely to compound Egypt’s water supply issues, 
conflict with fragile desert environments, be vehicular-dependent, isolate 
everyday Cairenes from Egypt’s governance institutions and entrench the 
power of an autocratic leader. As such, the new capital presents a problem-
atic model of urban development for dealing with Cairo’s environmental 
and societal issues, and for broadly accommodating Africa’s rapidly urban-
izing population.
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critiqued the social impacts of the neoliberal economic partnerships that 
have framed the governance of the project.12 This paper builds upon these 
critiques through a detailed (quantitative and qualitative) examination 
of the landscape and urban design characteristics of the proposed city. As 
the Egyptian government aspires towards the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment goals, they have served here to develop a normative framework to 
assess the Phase One design for the city.13 From this analysis, we deter-
mine whether it is likely to achieve these goals and, if not, what the social 
and environmental impacts of such a development might be for Egypt 
and the broader region.

African urbanization and the legacy of 
desert development in Egypt	
Currently, more than half of humanity_3.5 billion people_live in cities, 
and the United Nations project that this number will continue to grow 
until the urban transition reaches its estimated peak by around 2050 (6.7 
billion).14 Much of this urbanization will be in Africa, where city popula-
tions will effectively triple in the next three decades. By 2050, more than 
1.3 billion Africans will live in cities, comprising 21 per cent of the world’s 
urban population.15 This presents the significant challenge of creating 
residential land and infrastructure to house these growing populations.
The application of foreign city models to direct African urbanization con-
forms to a legacy of ‘town planning’ approaches that were established in the 
colonial era. In this era, European models for urbanization were imposed 
on African polities in ways that frequently destroyed pre-existing urban 
models.16 The dominance of imported models for urban development also 
reflects more recent trends. Specifically, since the early 1990s, which coin-

‘Dubai on the Nile, to attract international investment and tourism’.6 The 
city’s proponents claim it will generate jobs for the nation’s youth, allow-
ing them to ‘pursue their dreams’ and be a centre for innovation, alterna-
tive energy and sustainable development, state-of-the-art industries, dig-
ital solutions and world-class entertainment.7

Following on the announcement of the Administrative Capital City, in 
December 2015 the Egyptian government took part in the Third United 
Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development 
(HABITAT III) in Quito (Ecuador). This event was notable because it was 
the first summit to occur following the adoption of the UN’s 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals.8 
In the National Report produced for the conference, the Egyptian gov-
ernment states that inefficiencies in the state’s ability to utilize human 
and natural resources present challenges to the achievement of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals. These challenges, they say, could be solved 
by projects such as the Capital City, which will ‘encourage youth to move 
out of large cities [by] developing the desert and extending out of the Val-
ley and Delta region’.9

Against this background, there has been a considerable body of critique 
of the Capital City project and the urbanization of the Egyptian desert. 
For example, Egypt-based economist and urban planner David Sims has 
written in detail about the environmental, social and economic problems 
associated with Egypt’s desert expansion, and has written in an abridged 
manner about the project in the revised preface of his book Egypt’s Desert 
Dreams: Development or Disaster?.10 Journalist and author Rod Sweet has 
written about the history of the Administrative Capital City in relation to 
developments in Cairo over the last forty years11 and several others have 

Figure 1   The Phase One master plan projected onto the existing desert site. 
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cided with the major period of International Monetary Fund-led ‘struc-
tural-adjustment’ programmes, Africa has witnessed general deregulation 
of its economies and seen rapid economic growth across large parts of the 
continent. The Administrative Capital City development aligns with this 
latter category and is a product of the ‘opening-up’ of Egypt’s economy.

Egypt has a long history of urbanizing the desert to the east of Cairo. In 
the 1970s and 1980s over a dozen New Town developments were initiated by 
the state, primarily in the form of subsidized housing to attract the work-
ing classes.17 In the 1990s, the concept and planning for New Towns was 
reconfigured to a much more ‘neoliberal’ mode of politico-economic prac-
tice that championed entrepreneurial freedoms, unencumbered markets 
and private property rights as the best means of improving the well-being 
of the population.18 This was accelerated by Egypt’s 1991 agreement with 
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, whose Economic 
Reform and Structural Adjustment Program can be seen as a larger pro-
ject of global reform towards the opening of markets for the circulation of 
international surplus capital.19 This push towards economic liberalization 
has enabled Egypt’s elites to recompose the country's desert ecology dra-
matically. The desert to the east of Cairo is currently being subdivided for 
about ‘1,300 square kilometres of low-density, car-oriented cityscape and 
suburbs’ 20 comprising over 500 gated communities.21 Despite much effort 
from successive regimes, these developments have struggled to meet their 
population projections, as most Egyptians have continued to live in the 
existing settlements of the fertile Nile Valley and Delta.22

The design of the Administrative Capital City
Hoping to distance itself from over half a century of failed New Town 
developments, the Administrative Capital City represents a bid by Sisi to 
produce a ‘world-class, global city’ to attract foreign direct investment and 
the growing middle classes, and provide an escape from the poverty and 
disorder of existing cities and towns (Fig. 2).23 Egyptian Prime Minister 
Sherif Ismail has optimistically stated that the new city will ‘help reduce 
Cairo’s overcrowding and traffic congestion, which are the kind of prob-
lems that would not go away without the government applying non-tra-
ditional solutions’.24 Its proponents also regard it as a partial solution for 
the lack of public greenspace in Cairo, which (while variable) is typically 
far below global standards.25 

The initial vision plan by Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, presented at 
the 2015 Egypt Economic Development Conference, was produced in part-
nership with the government of the United Arab Emirates. In 2016, nego-
tiations between the Emirates and the Egyptian government broke down, 
but the project continued to progress as Sisi had committed to begin con-
struction within three years’ time. The governance of the project was then 
transferred from the Department of Urban Development and Housing to 
the Egyptian military, who appointed Dar and UDC 5+ as the new urban 
designers. A result of this transfer of governance and design direction is 
that many of the aspirational ideas presented at the 2015 conference are 
not reflected in the design of the current plan.26 There is also some confu-
sion in commentary as to what design imagery available online is actually 
associated with the current proposal.

A critical landscape and urban design analysis of Egypt’s new Administrative Capital City   Julian Bolleter and Robert Cameron   

Figure 2   While the Administrative Capital City represents a bid by 
Sisi to produce a ‘world-class, global city’, readers should understand 
the proposal within the (apparently) intractable problems of an infor-
mal, crowded Cairo with an increasingly degraded public realm. 
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City Beautiful-inspired axial arrangement. 

Figure 3   The Phase One master plan and its 
Green River: the designers have structured the 
first phase of this city around the Green River, 
a luxuriant 35-km-long landscape twice as big 
as Manhattan’s Central Park. This Green River 
divides the plan into a series of organically 
shaped residential quarters.



ing through a commitment to achieve them by 2030.32 In 2019, Dar also 
signed a commitment to achieving these goals in its practice.33

Increasingly, the UN goals and other international standards (such 
as those put forward by the International Federation of Landscape Archi-
tects)34 are being used to assess the impacts of new urban developments 
as they provide a standard lens for comparison.35 A significant criticism of 
this approach, however, is that as a non-binding set of goals, these frame-
works are mostly qualitative and in many cases vague, which leaves much 
room for interpretation.36 Rather than a problem, the application of these 
frameworks in design assessment is an opportunity to critique their effi-
cacy in the face of larger economic and political forces. To provide a cohe-
sive normative framework, we have grouped the goals into two broad cat-
egories of environmental and societal aspirations.

Environmental goals advocated by the UN are for cities and urban cen-
tres that protect, conserve and restore their ecosystems, water, natural hab-
itats and biodiversity, minimize their environmental impact and embody 
sustainable consumption and production patterns_goals that all relate 
to UN SDG target 11.6: ‘reduced environmental impact of cities’.37 These 
goals are proposed to be achieved by integrating ecosystem and biodiver-
sity values into national and local planning and development processes.38

The societal goals the UN advocates for are ‘cities and human settlements 
that promote inclusivity and ensure that all inhabitants, without discrimi-
nation of any kind, can inhabit just, safe, healthy, accessible, affordable, resil-
ient and sustainable urban areas to foster prosperity and quality of life for 
all’.39 Furthermore, such areas are to promote civic engagement, engender 

The master plan for the Administrative Capital City is structured around 
a park referred to as the Green River (Fig. 3), a lush 35-km-long landscape 
that includes artificial lakes, a zoo, an aquarium, an arboretum, botani-
cal and sculpture gardens, an outdoor adventure park for mountain bik-
ing and rock climbing, pathways for cycling, walking and horseback rid-
ing, and waterways for canoeing and sailing.27 This Green River divides the 
plan into a series of organically shaped residential quarters that sit in stark 
contrast to a highly formal and palatial presidential zone. This new cen-
tre of Egyptian government will include ‘over thirty ministries, the cabi-
net, Parliament, a Justice City, a massive conference centre, and the presi-
dency. Next to it will be a diplomatic quarter capable of housing over 110 
embassies as well as two exclusive villa areas’ (Fig. 4).28

A normative framework as review method
Given the need for urban models that are not socio-ecologically deleterious, 
to accommodate the accelerated rate of urbanization in Africa and to deal 
with Cairo’s problems precisely, this paper analyses the new city’s plan to 
understand whether it contributes positively to these issues.29

To facilitate this analysis, we have created a normative framework that 
stems from a review of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs)30 and the draft Outcome Document of the United Nations Confer-
ence on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III).31 The 
SDGs are particularly relevant to an analysis of the Administrative Capital 
City as Egypt is part of the intergovernmental body that has unanimously 
endorsed them, having recently secured $9.8 billion of international fund-

Figure 5  The current Phase One master plan shifts the alignment 
of the entire city to a predominately east-west axis (defined by the 
‘Green River’) and as such does not respond to the natural wadi  
topography that generally runs north to south (shown in green).
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Canopy – 4% / 7 km2

Water – 3% | 2.5 km2

Built Space – 52% | 90.5 km2

Green Space – 41% | 70 km2

Figure 6  Phase One plan spatial analysis. Exploded isometric view 
showing the breakdown of areas in the master plan. An enormous 
41% of the area of the development (70,000 hectares) is to be green-
space. These figures are indicative only.
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terraforming of the desert poses critical issues for Egypt’s desert ecology, 
which accounts for 87 per cent of its biodiversity45 and has the potential to 
impact a majority of vulnerable or endangered species.46 Without proper 
design consideration it may also lead to a loss of human life, as evidenced 
in the case of New Cairo, which has been unable to cope with severe flood-
ing, resulting in a protracted urban crisis.47 

The new Capital City has a sprawling urban footprint that produces 
large swathes of green landscape and subsequently has significant impli-
cations for water usage. The design does not employ urban form to protect 
these landscaped areas from the loss of moisture from evapotranspiration_
an urban and landscape design practice that is fundamental to the pro-
vision of green landscape in traditional Arabic Islamic urbanism. Rather, 
residential buildings float in a lush resort-like green landscape. A quanti-
tative analysis of the master plan indicates that an enormous 41 per cent 
of the area of the development (7,000 hectares) is to be green space (Fig. 6).48

Within a detailed area of the city plan, 26 per cent appears to be grass, an eco-
logically sterile, imported plant material with excessive irrigation require-
ments and minimal ecological value.

This vast reserve of greenspace_much larger than in the first proposal_
will require significant amounts of water, energy (to move the water) and 
chemicals to survive Cairo’s hot and arid climate. In a bid to provide this 
required virtual river of freshwater, the project’s planners say two pipe-
lines will connect the new capital with the Nile River, each with pumping 
stations with a capacity of 125,000 m3 per day. Eventually, a third line will 
provide water from the Red Sea, presumably desalinated.49 

a sense of belonging and ownership among all their inhabitants. They are 
also to prioritize safe, inclusive, accessible, green and quality public spaces 
that are family-friendly, enhance social and intergenerational interactions, 
cultural expressions and political participation, and foster social cohesion, 
inclusion and safety in peaceful and pluralistic settings, where the needs 
of all inhabitants are met.40 These aspirations relate to UN SDG targets 11.3: 

‘inclusive urbanization and participatory, integrated planning’, 11.7: ‘uni-
versal access to safe, inclusive and accessible green spaces’ and 11.2: ‘univer-
sal access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport systems.’41

The following sections set out the degree to which these lofty societal 
and environmental goals are evident in the planning for the Administra-
tive Capital City.

Egypt’s new capital and environmental aspirations: 
Water consumption and ecological destruction
In response to the UN SDGs, the initial Skidmore, Owings and Merrill pro-
posal made much of being in tune with nature and ecology by fitting into 
the ‘natural wadi topography’ of the desert.42 By aligning with existing flows 
of underground water and nutrients, these resources could be ‘tapped into 
and advanced to create green corridors by supplementing and enhancing 
them with things like recycled waste water’.43 The Green River of the cur-
rent proposal shifts the alignment of the entire city to an east-west axis 
that is unlikely to have access to these potential water sources. While the 
original design ostensibly integrates itself with the desert landscape, this 
approach becomes entirely symbolic in the current proposal (Fig. 5).44 The 



Green River  

Residential

Religious centre

Investment zones

Academic/Smart city

Conference centre

Medical city

Expo

Opera house

Presidential palace

Government district

Diplomatic district

Administration and commercial

Figure 7  The typically monofunctional zoning of the 
Phase One Administrative Capital City plan. 
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Even with the intention to use treated sewage effluent for a proportion of 
the greenspace irrigation, this water could provide much more significant 
benefits if directed towards the irrigation of agricultural land to bolster 
food security, or greenspace irrigation in Cairo, where the bulk of Egypt’s 
population resides.50 Under the current proposal, all the water consumed 
for irrigation in the new city will be lost, since the desert location is far 
from the Nile Valley and as such seepage from irrigation water will not 
recharge the Nile Valley aquifers.51 

While the over-extraction of water from the Nile, expensive desalina-
tion and conveyance of water all have significant environmental implica-
tions, such a profligate use of water also raises equity issues given the water 
shortages experienced by residents of older Cairo quarters.52 A recent report 
by 10 Tooba, an organization of architecture and engineering professionals, 
found that ‘up to a third of households in Cairo are deprived of necessities 
such as safe water and sanitation’53_not to mention that many villages in 
rural Egypt are already suffering drought in their farms.54 

In this water-stressed context, the extensive irrigation required to sus-
tain the new Capital City’s thirsty landscape could actually make condi-
tions worse for residents of older Cairo quarters and as such could consti-
tute a ‘social crime’.55 Indeed, comparatively recent surveys have shown 
that the quality of life has declined in Cairo and in other Egyptian cities. 
Some of the reasons are water shortages, the decline of urban areas, and 
the limited amount of public greenspace.56 This worrying trend is symp-

tomatic of a broader situation. The IPCC predicted that 75 to 250 million 
Africans would be exposed to stressed water sources by the 2020s, and 350 
to 600 million will be vulnerable by the 2050s.57

Concerning its substantial irrigation requirements and ecological 
destruction, the new city appears to stray far from the normative frame-
work’s aspiration for developments to ‘minimize their environmental 
impact, and embody sustainable consumption patterns’.58

Egypt’s new capital and societal aspirations: 
Inclusivity and equity
Despite the Egyptian government’s commitments to the UN SDGs, the 
design of the Administrative Capital City is problematic from the perspec-
tive of societal inclusivity and equity. Here, we set out signs of the new 
city’s potential to result in sociospatial segregation for housing, public 
transport, social mobility and democracy. 

In the last decade, land prices in the Greater Cairo region increased six-
teen-fold, making new developments affordable for upper-middle-income 
Egyptians only.59 In the new city there are multiple indications that almost 
all of its housing will be created by private developers, aiming for the 
types of middle- and high-end compounds that already characterize New 
Cairo and other satellite cities around Cairo.60 In a new development typ-
ical of the Capital City’s residential districts, the smallest apartments for 
sale were two-bedroom 123-m2 dwellings, and the most significant were 

Traced by the authors from the Phase One master plan by Urban Development Consortium, UDC 5+
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222 m2.61 Given their substantial size, these dwellings will not be cheap to 
construct and those in the expansive residential villa zones will inevita-
bly be even more expensive.

The monofunctional zoning of the plan contrasts with the complex-
ity of Cairene streetscapes and the kinds of informal retail markets that 
account for at least 45 per cent of jobs in Egypt (Fig. 7).62 A lack of afforda-
ble housing and jobs generated by the informal economy will mean that 
poorer Cairenes could experience the new city’s exclusive communities only 
in a service capacity. This population will contrast with the group of pro-
fessional expatriates who live a life of comparative ease and affluence, and 
who will travel unobstructed_principally in private vehicles_through 
a ‘safe, quiet and smooth place’.63 Aerial photos of the construction of the 
Green River confirm the vehicular dominance characterizing the city, with a 
major freeway separating the park from the surrounding urban areas (Fig. 8). 

Problems of housing affordability will be compounded by a lack of 
public transport. Although none of the available plans of the new capital 
indicate land reserves for rail transport lines, several government officials 
have made statements that planning for a rapid-rail passenger link from 
Madinat al-Salam to the new capital ‘is well advanced’.64 The problem is 
that to recover the massive investment plus operating costs, any private 
operator will need to charge fares that will be unaffordable to the major-
ity of potential commuters, and those who can pay will probably prefer 
their private cars.65

Even if developers could deliver convenient, fast and affordable public 
transit to and from the city, transit within the city will remain problem-

atic. The monofunctional zoning and sprawl of the plan means that free-
dom of mobility will be predicated on having access to a car and therefore 
will be denied to most Cairenes working (or living) in the new city. 

Government and developers have promoted the city as a new and more 
inclusive public sphere in which a young, industrial pioneering class will 
achieve social mobility through hard work and entrepreneurship ‘no mat-
ter their class, race, gender or sexuality’.66 Eric Denis, director of Géogra-
phie-cités lab at the Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne argues that in 
this narrative of urban renaissance or nahda umraniya the old city and its 
inhabitants are recast as risky, hazardous and unconducive to a model soci-
ety.67 This, he argues, has allowed ‘buyers and promoters to divert atten-
tion from the private and above all very exclusive appropriation of public 
lands, and therefore from the disappearance of space and resources around 
the capital’.68 The relative cruelty of this approach is also illustrated by the 
many people in Cairo who have been driven into massive debt as they have 
tried to compete in an entrepreneurial scene dominated by the privileged.69 
The segregation and fortification of developments such as the new city will 
further exacerbate these issues and reduce the possibility of meaningful 
social interaction, public debate and upward social mobility.70 

While the landscape and urban design of the new city will actively work 
against societal inclusivity on a day-to-day basis, it also will act to legiti-
mize and consolidate the rule of Egypt’s autocratic leader. Since the 2011 
uprising, Sisi has progressively moved to produce a new and more extreme 
strain of authoritarianism that surpasses that of the country’s previous 
rulers.71 Reflecting this, recent instances of disappearance and torture have 

Figure 8  Vehicular dominance: Aerial photos of the Green River reveal 
the vehicular dominance characterizing the Administrative Capital City, 
with major freeways separating the park from the surrounding urban areas. 
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spiked, and Egypt currently has more than 40,000 political prisoners.72 In 
the old city, the application of this power has traditionally been offset by a 
dense and compact social order where proximity between classes has ena-
bled community interests to humanize links with the government and 
obtain political space otherwise denied to them.73 Indeed, since its estab-
lishment in 1860, the control of Tahrir Square_a significant public space 
close to the Egyptian parliament_has seemed central to controlling the 
country (Fig. 9). Tahrir (liberation) Square was of central importance to 
demonstrators in the urban wars that took place between 2011 and 2013 
due both to its symbolic role as the ‘home of the civic spirit of Egypt’,74 but 
also because of its urban form that is difficult to police.75 While plans to 
develop the eastern desert were underway before the Sisi regime, the deci-
sion to move as far as possible from the centre to the eastern desert was 
likely in part an attempt to construct an urban counterimage to Tahrir 
and the Belle Époque urban centre. An image that rejects the cultural sig-
nificance of the old city because in many ways, it is a symbol of hope and 
identity for the most marginalized in Egyptian society.

By moving governance away from the old city whose urban form has 
been conducive to protest and rebellion in the past, the Administrative Cap-
ital City represents an attempt to protect those in power from a repeat of 
the unrest of the Arab Spring.76 The regime explains the rationale for this 
move as providing security against terrorist acts, better protecting govern-
ment buildings and government officials and providing maximum security 
for foreign missions and their staff.77 Readers can interpret this security 
rationale to ensure those core government institutions are isolated from 
the masses and any political expressions based upon them.78

‘World-class’ city models and luxuriant landscapes
Besides the points listed previously, there are several other elements of the 
design that could be interpreted as presenting an imaginary that reinforces 
the autocratic tendencies of the master plan. First, master plans, in their 
graphical forms, reveal the prevailing ideologies of the regimes they sus-
tain.79 For example, the Administrative Capital City has adopted a grand, 
ordered and axial arrangement for the government buildings found in 
other ‘world-class’ capital cities such as Canberra, Washington, DC, and 
New Delhi (Fig. 10),80 while the buildings appear to draw on the architec-
tural aesthetics of Baron Haussmann’s nineteenth-century Paris or New 
York’s Art Deco architecture of the early twentieth century, evoking his-
torical continuity, wealth and permanence and reflecting a desire for social 
order and control.81 

There is also evidence to suggest that the Administrative Capital City’s 
cornucopia of greenspace works to legitimize the current regime. These 
kinds of luxuriant landscapes are_in arid and Islamic settings_often a 
symbolic recreation of the Islamic Paradise.82 Garden designer John Brookes 
explains that the potency of the image of Paradise in Islamic culture is that 
descriptions of the Garden of Paradise are held up as something to not only 
seek for in the afterlife, but also to reconstruct in this world.83 The deploy-
ment of greenspace is instrumental in the preservation of autocratic power 
since the action of greening the desert, and by extension urban develop-
ment, effectively has God’s imprimatur.

Through his ability to defeat the desert, the president can display his 
strong and effective leadership and_to some degree_his concern for every-
day Egyptians.84 While globally ‘power is infused in the ownership of space, 
the resources to transform it, the process of shaping it’,85 this situation is 

Figure 9  Since its establishment, the control of Tahrir Square 
_a significant public space close to the Egyptian parliament_ 
has seemed central to controlling the country.
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particularly important in Egypt because of the dryness of the desert land-
scape and the religious symbolic underpinnings of luxuriant greenery.86 
In this way, the presence of luxuriant greenspace becomes a barometer for 
the wealth and power of those commissioning the project.87 

As attested to above, given the foreseen lacuna of affordable housing, 
public transport and informal economy jobs, and the isolation of govern-
ance functions, the new Administrative Capital City clearly will struggle to 
deliver the normative framework’s aspirations for inclusivity, civic engage-
ment, sense of belonging for all and social cohesion.88

Conclusions
In this paper, we have used the environmental and societal aspirations of 
the UN as a normative framework. Assessment of the plan of the Adminis-
trative Capital City against this framework demonstrates that the designs 
are unlikely to achieve these environmental and societal goals, despite rhet-
oric from the government and designers that appears to align with them. 
Much like its predecessors, and given its similar landscape and urban design, 
the new city is likely to be a massive consumer of freshwater, precipitate 
the destruction of broad swathes of the desert environment, and exclude 
Cairenes who cannot afford a private car or expensive housing. However, 
unlike past new city developments in Egypt this plan represents a Pharaonic 
desire for displaying and consolidating the power of an autocratic ruler. 

That there is such a disconnect between the rhetoric and reality of this 
and other contemporary new city developments points in some ways to the 
inadequacy of frameworks such as the UN SDGs for steering global urban-
ization. This can be attributed to the vague definition of targets used in 

Figure 10  The axial formality of the Presidential Zone.
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these frameworks and the non-binding nature of these agreements, which 
leaves many development outcomes open to interpretation. This situation 
has allowed much of urban development in Africa and other parts of the 
developing world to continue its trajectory of dismantling and restructur-
ing existing urban order for the benefit of an elite ruling class under the 
guise of social, environmental and economic responsibility. 

A shared set of values and targets such as those set out in the UN SDGs is 
potentially instrumental in the context of African urbanization in the com-
ing decades. However, unless these goals are clear and enforceable, they run 
the risk of obfuscating rather than attenuating the race towards ecological 
and social collapse. Here, designers and design institutions (beyond those 
commissioned to design these projects) have an opportunity and responsi-
bility to help to better define, embed and promote the outcomes of these 
frameworks in relation to urban development and to identify where they 
are being used to obfuscate destructive practices.
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