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Beyond the “Nice to Have”: Why Localized 
Governance Matters for Adaptation in Egypt 
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Policy Problem Statement  

Egypt’s coastal wetlands are under growing environmental pressure, but the less discussed 
problem is governance.1 Adaptation is still planned too far from the people who live and work 
in these regions. As a result, policy often favors centralized restoration and production 
statistics, while local knowledge and informal tenure remain overlooked. When those realities 
are ignored, projects can end up deepening vulnerability instead of reducing it. 

In practice, localized governance is central to making adaptation work locally. Top-down 
restoration falls short when it overlooks how access is negotiated, how livelihoods depend on 
coastal ecosystems, and how ecological pressures are managed. A better approach would share 
authority, take local knowledge seriously, build monitoring people can use, and create 
accountability. 

The same problem appears in Egypt’s climate finance too. Figure 1 shows this clearly. As 
climate stress rises across water, heat, drought, and related vulnerabilities, adaptation still has 
a limited place in Egypt’s climate-finance portfolio. External finance leans toward mitigation-
focused sectors and projects, and the quantified NDC pipeline gives greater visibility to 
mitigation than adaptation. So, the question is not just how much money is available, but 
which kinds of projects are easier to support. 
 

 

https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.1798.5683
https://doi.org/10.22004/ag.econ.304728
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2008.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-2979.2000.00019.x
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Figure 1. Egypt case study 
Historical burden, future stressors scenario and Financing architecture. Egypt combines rising climate 
stress with a shallow adaptation portfolio. Panels A1 and A2 track historical stress and future scenarios. 
Panel B shows external objective mix and adaptation share. Panels C and D show sector structure and 
quantified NDC projects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: Egypt NDC World Bank indicator and CCKP projection data; OECD climate-finance records. Data collected, 
analyzed, and plotted by the author. 

 

https://unfccc.int/documents/630376
https://api.worldbank.org/v2/indicator?format=json&per_page=20000&page=1
https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/download-data
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CRS1
https://one.oecd.org/document/DCD/DAC%282024%2940/ADD2/FINAL/en/pdf
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Key Questions 

These patterns raise four main questions: whose knowledge is recognized when problems are 
defined and actions judged; how rules around data access and environmental monitoring 
shape local capacity to adapt; how official narratives and local tenure arrangements influence 
who bears the costs of change and who benefits; and who gets to decide what success in 
resilience and restoration should look like. These questions become especially concrete in 
Egypt’s northern wetlands. 

Egypt’s Northern Wetlands: An Ecological Crisis and a 
Governance Challenge 

Egypt’s northern wetlands are ecologically rich systems. They support coastal livelihoods while 
providing ecosystem services vital to climate adaptation and mitigation. Yet policy and 
investment often reduce that value to what is easiest to count: fish markets and short-term 
production. When value is defined this narrowly, wider services disappear and wetlands 
become easier to trade away. 

Lake Burullus is a good example. It is a shallow brackish lake with one outlet, El Boughaz, 
which limits exchange with the Mediterranean. It also receives large volumes of drainage and 
wastewater through canals, creating heavy pollution loading. Over time, the lake has become a 
long-term sink for pollutants, with eutrophication signals such as algal blooms and oxygen 
depletion. Recent studies also point to growing microplastic vulnerability near drain outlets, 
again underscoring land-based sources. 

But that is not the whole picture. Burullus should not be superficially understood as a polluted 
lake. Life around it also shows knowledge and care: fishers cut reeds without pulling them out, 
leaving roots that shelter habitat; huts on the islands support fishing cycles; dunes are 
cultivated through traditional wells; and sabkhas (i.e., flat, salt-encrusted, arid, or semi-arid 
coastal mudflats or sandflats) that were once seasonal are increasingly turned into permanent 
fishponds. These details show that local people are not just using the wetland. They are actively 
helping keep it alive, often without being recognized as legitimate actors in governance. 

This is exactly where things fall apart at the institutional level. Research and policy still focus 
mainly on pollution and monitoring in the open lake, while the surrounding fishpond 
networks, though extensive and ecologically connected to the lake, are seen mainly in terms of 
production. That is not a mistake. It encourages one-size-fits-all interventions and shifts more 
risk onto communities already living with environmental decline. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/698_2017_120
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejar.2013.04.002
https://www.theniles.org/stories/burullus-lake-a-paradise-under-threat/
https://doi.org/10.3844/ajessp.2014.546.565
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11270-023-06351-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-025-93329-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00254-003-0922-y
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Batan Bay (in the Philippines) is a perfect example of why one-size-fits-all policies fail. You 
can’t just copy and paste climate rules from one country to another and expect them to work. 
Instead, the Burullus to Batan Bay comparison shows how institutions and knowledge 
hierarchies shape what can be done. In Burullus, the contrast is clear. Egypt has strong local 
technical research capacity, yet social science perspectives and lived tenure systems still sit at 
the edges of formal planning. As a result, decisions tend to favor what is easiest to measure or 
process bureaucratically. Data access also matters. Limited water-quality monitoring is 
controlled by the central government, and local Egyptian researchers can be blocked from basic 
datasets or monitoring equipment in coastal areas. In that setting, adaptation capacity depends 
not just on technical skill, but on who can access information, use environmental tools, and 
produce evidence that shapes intervention. 

Batan Bay looks different. The surrounding population is smaller, and much of the research 
has been externally designed and implemented. Even so, it shows monitoring translating into 
action through public risk communication. Advisory warnings about unsafe shellfish during 
toxic microalgae events are used by local groups. Access to data is another important 
difference. The Philippines’ Freedom of Information (FOI) system (Executive Order No. 2, 
s.2016) and the eFOI portal create a clearer process with deadlines. Requests are generally 
resolved within fifteen working days, and agencies are expected to maintain FOI manuals and 
procedures. That does not solve everything, but it makes it easier for people to get and use 
information. 

Narratives, tenure, and “rehabilitation”: Back in Burullus, adaptation is harder because 
actors are not talking about the same lake. Around Burullus, the state often presents 
intervention as modernization and rehabilitation: deepening the lake, dredging, removing 
aquatic plants, extracting black sand, and expanding industrial fishing and aquaculture. Yet the 
language of restoration can cover an extractive agenda. Fishpond owners stress their role in 
production, but also describe rising feed costs, tighter oversight, and higher lease prices. They 
benefit from licenses and infrastructure unavailable to many open water fishers yet remain 
exposed to market pressures and state regulation. 

For the small-scale fishers, the reality is much bleaker—they’re losing their livelihoods as the 
ecosystem breaks down. They link falling stocks, especially high-value species, to agricultural 
and industrial drainage and pollution from fish farms. They also point to fish fry harvesting 
(zaree’a) for pond aquaculture as another source of biodiversity loss. Under pressure, fishers 
adapt to keep households floating using smaller nets, targeting juvenile fish, and shifting gear 
and species. It is hard to blame fisherfolk alone when they are responding to depleted stocks, 
degraded water, and unequal aquaculture expansion.  

These tensions become sharper once tenure is taken seriously. Rights around the lake may be 
inherited, leased, or sold, while areas outside those claims remain open access but are often 
less productive. These arrangements matter locally: People recognize and enforce them even 

https://www.eeaa.gov.eg/Uploads/QualityReports/Files/20221121131635916.pdf
https://tanmo.org/breaking-silence-bridging-data-gaps-and-freeing-public-debate-in-arab-climate-studies/
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0p8b8fc6E1hMyvzNURoXxx9V5H1Gabt2hktK7HBTzXkSEkZsq7YWVY7U6MzvPNBcfl&id=100022944074197
https://cfo.gov.ph/freedom-of-information
https://www.officialgazette.gov.ph/2016/07/23/executive-order-no-02-s-2016/
https://www.officialgazette.gov.ph/2016/07/23/executive-order-no-02-s-2016/
https://doi.org/10.1002/pra2.750
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/366006169_WATER_QUALITY_MANAGEMENT_FOR_SUSTAINABLE_DEVELOPMENT_OF_LAKE_BURULLUS
https://sis.gov.eg/ar/%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%82%D9%88%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D9%88%D9%85%D9%89-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%A1/
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2021/04/15/feature/economy/big-fish-in-a-shrinking-pond-how-an-armed-forces-company-built-a-fish-farming-monopoly/
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when the state does not, yet they can be brushed aside in moments of confrontation. When 
planning ignores these realities, rehabilitation can easily turn into dispossession. This points to 
reforms at three levels: national policy, local governance, and donor practice. 

Policy Recommendations  

National Government  

At the national level, adaptation needs to be treated less as a top-down technical exercise and 
more as a governance question. Participation should be a real requirement, not a symbolic 
consultation, with fisheries cooperatives, aquaculture worker groups, village representatives, 
and local associations involved in defining problems, shaping measures, and monitoring 
outcomes, alongside public reporting on how their input is used. National policy should also 
recognize tenure and local rules as part of management, treating the mapping of customary 
tenure as core evidence rather than something marginal. Restoration and development 
programs should be required to establish ecological baselines and continuous monitoring, 
including the fishpond-lake connection through water exchange, nutrient pathways, and 
oxygen risk. Just as importantly, policy needs to stop valuing wetlands only through tonnage 
and market output, and account for the ecosystem services they provide. 

Municipalities and Local Authorities  

Municipalities and local authorities should build co-management bodies that link village actors 
to lake-level decisions and connect monitoring to action through water-quality, hazard, and 
response protocols. They should also support universities and technical institutes as long-term 
knowledge partners, with a role in maintaining data over time rather than producing short 
studies that fade when funding ends. Local associations should be funded and formally 
recognized as data producers, not only as consultees, since with basic training and equipment 
they can generate reliable long-term reporting even under tight fiscal conditions.  

Donors and International Climate Funds  

Finally, these governance gaps are also reinforced by how adaptation is financed. Figure 2 
shows that this imbalance also appears in donor concentration, aid modalities, and funding 
trends that continue to leave adaptation under-supported.   

  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sciaf.2022.e01193
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Figure 2. The mitigation-first pattern is reproduced through sectors, donors, and delivery 
channels.  
Panels A, B, and C track sector, donor, and aid-modality patterns. Panel D shows the country-sector 
structure. 

Sources: OECD climate-finance records and Rio-marker framework. Data collected, analyzed and plotted by the 
author. 

Donors need to support what makes adaptation last, not just what is most visible. That means 
supporting long-term governance and monitoring, including data management and 
independent evaluation. This also means recognizing the value of non-market ecosystem 
services and community-led management, and requiring clearer reporting on who gains access 
and who bears the costs of intervention. In addition, investing in shared learning across MENA 
wetland contexts through common monitoring frameworks and data platforms should be a 

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CRS1
https://one.oecd.org/document/DCD/DAC%282024%2940/ADD2/FINAL/en/pdf
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priority. Transparency matters too: FOI-style workflows and time-bound disclosure rules help 
make meaningful monitoring and accountability possible. 

 

Notes 

1 This contribution draws on the author’s fieldwork and related studies in Lake Burullus (2012–2013) and 
Batan Bay (2023–2024). It also incorporates more recent insights from joint work on Burullus by Saker 
Elnour and Yasmine Hafez. 

 


