Interview 3.22

Special note:  Qus =  Quseir.  Q-al-Q = Quseir al-Qadim.  Möv = Mövenpick.
DG:
I guess the first thing to ask is what are you doing here?

I:
We are graduate teachers from Sweden, there are four of us, but one of our colleagues is in Cairo at the moment.  We are here researching about the education in Egypt.  We visit schools and attend the centre, participating in the courses.

DG:
How did you get involved?

I:
The teacher training college in Stockholm.

DG:
Do they have a connection with Carpe Vitam?

I:
Yes, since recently.  It is a new thing.  We have been trying to figure out exactly what we should do, because as it is fairly new the structure has not been settled.  So we actually make the structure whilst we’re here…

DG:
So do you go into local schools as well?

I:
Yes, we’ve been into three different schools.

DG:
Did you require a permit for that?

I:
No.  We had a written request from our teachers, and of course we know xxxx.

DG:
So you have met with the education director?

I:
No, no.  We told xxxx this was our project and this is what we would like to do, and there was no problem.

[I explain the excavation and the nature of the CA project, including my research]

DG:
I’m interested in perceptions of Quseir from tourist and outsiders.  How long are you staying in Quseir?

I:
Three months.  We have a break in the middle for three weeks.

DG:
What sums up Quseir for you?

I:
Very nice.  Small.  Friendly people, and a city that will be changing for better or worse.

M:
For better or worse?

I:
Hopefully better.

DG:
What was your expectation of Quseir before you arrived?

I:
Before we left it was described to us as a small, small, small city.  I thought there would only be two houses at a crossroads or something.  So I was surprised when we arrived that it was a really big city.  Now that we’ve been here, it’s getting smaller and smaller.

DG:
What about Egypt in general.  Before you came here, what was the first thing that came into your head when Egypt was mentioned?

I:
Pyramids, tourist things like hot deserts.  I thought about the differences in culture – would I have to wear a head scarf, what can I wear.

I:
Did you think about that before you were told about it?

I:
Yes, because I had been to Morocco once.

DG:
Has your perception changed now that you’ve been here?

I:
Yes of course.  There aren’t pyramids everywhere!

I:
Mainly for me, the history element has disappeared.  It’s here and now much more, especially in Quseir.  Maybe when we are in Cairo, Aswan, the Valley of the Kings, Luxor…then it was very actual.  Now it’s disappeared.

I:
Now the pyramids have turned to sand.  The historical thing…I didn’t think of it before, but the Nile and the importance it has to Egypt…I didn’t ink about that before, how everything hangs about the Nile in some way.  Except for the Nile there is desert.

DG:
Does Quseir have any future other than tourism?

I:
Hopefully yes.

I:
I don’t think so.

I:
It seems as if that is where everybody puts the money, that is where the wheels have already started to role, so it is difficult to stop it.

DG:
What does Quseir have to offer tourists?

I:
Well, diving.  Hopefully the project your working on…if you come up with a museum and really make it more life, about the daily life, that would be good.

DG:
Is there any way a Roman and Islamic site could sustain a tourist industry, given the large amount of monumental architecture in the country?

I:
They have an Islamic museum in Cairo, so that is comparable.

DG:
But in Cairo you also have the pyramids and the Egyptian museum to attract people.

I:
In Egypt you have this competition with the Valleys, the pyramids and things.

DG:
Could a museum here ever actually attract tourists, rather than simply act as a diversion for an afternoon?

I:
I don’t think so.

I:
[forcefully] Yes, I think so.  It is always a question of how you sell it, you can make ti attractive.

I:
The other thing is that people coming to the Red Sea are not coming for an Islamic museum, they are coming here for diving and the sun.  But if there is a museum here, then tourists can come – it is nearer to go to the Islamic museum in Quseir than go to Aswan or Cairo maybe.  You don’t have anything here at the moment cultural like a museum or anything.

I:
If you make it well known, make it a big thing, this place has been written about it by ancient sources, nobody knew where it was, make it a big thing so people say ‘wow!  It’s in Quseir’.

I:
But it’s still in Egypt, and if you think about Egypt as a foreigner you don’t think about Quseir you think about the pyramids.  You won’t go to Egypt to go to Quseir.

I:
No, but if you go to Egypt and you want to dive, but to do something else then maybe you will go to Quseir.

I:
But then you are here on this coast already.  I think the future of Quseir may be as labourers – hotels will be built on the coast and the people of Quseir will work there in the future.  Like they go to the Mövenpick now, and down to other places.  Maybe tourism will affect Quseir, but I don’t think it will be inside, maybe outside on the coast line and people will live here and go thing.

DG:
Maybe you could answer this question better than any of us, Mohammed.  If the coastline is developed, is there any guarantee that this would provide the people of Quseir with employment, given the amount of economic migrants that currently work in the hotels?

I:
There is two points here.  A lot of the citizens of Quseir have been affected by the closure of the phosphate company and the reduction of the fishing industry.  So some of them have been focused upon the touristic villages we have here.  But not so many.  The majority stay here in Quseir.  So if the focus was on Quseir here, then they would still live here, going out to work and returning back.  It would not affect the life itself.

DG:
But will it actually provide employment, given the numbers from the Nile valley presently employed at the Mövenpick, and I’m not sure about the numbers at the Flamenco?

M:
There are more from the Nile valley at the Flamenco.

I:
But isn’t that more to do with education? There are more English speaking from the Nile valley?

M:
It’s about unemployment, here and there, and relations at the same time.  You know Egypt bank, the new one just outside the city?  Well all of the employees of this bank are from outside, because the manager is from outside.  He brings his accountants from outside.  And this affects the city, because we have so many accountants here trying to work in their bank in Quseir.  So having conditions that this work is for Quseir citizens, and only if there is nobody with the right qualifications in Quseir can they get some from outside.  It should be these qualifications if a corporation wants to come here to Quseir.

DG:
So how does planning permission work at the moment?  Could you put provision on planning permission that said, OK, you can build that hotel there, as long as 60% of your employees were from Quseir?  Would that be possible?

M:
I think this is only for the people of the city council.  There is provision like that, no guarantee for that.

DG:
Is the reason then that so many people migrate from the Nile to Quseir because the Nile has a long history of tourism?

M:
I myself when I graduated from secondary school, I was focused on an education that would be able to offer me a job here.  This was in the last three years.  So most of the citizens of Quseir haven’t entered the tourist village.  And until now, there is less people from Quseir participating in this college.  So if we change the thought of students themselves who are going to attend the college and focus them towards tourism, I think they will have these better jobs in tourism here and be qualified to work.  But if they focus their education in the arts or since, how will they manage to enter these hotels unless they work as servants.  And a lot of people here in Quseir don’t like to work like this.  Education is so important here in Egypt, and since you are able to finish college, everyone thinks they need a respectable job.

Let me ask you a question.  We are speaking about the manner in which the museum will affect Quseir city.  Is it better to have the museum in Quseir, or the site itself?
I:
Quseir.

I:
Quseir.  Otherwise it will only be tourists who go.  People will come to Quseir too, the go to the museum and they go to the city.  You go to the museum and get a drink or something to eat in the city, the people of Quseir will benefit.

M:
Are there any benefits of having it at the site?

I:
People at the Mövenpick will see it and wander over.

I:
But they will be the only ones.  If you have it in the city, then it will be bigger I think.

I:
If it is in Quseir you could make it more famous, famous in the whole of Egypt – if you want to.

DG:
What impact will the learning centre have on Quseir?

[prolonged silence]

I:
It is important to educate adults who are too old to go to college yet don’t know English or computers.  It is a great possibility for them to catch up their development in some way.

M:
We offer this opportunity to people who at the moment cannot speak English or know nothing about IT.  It is retraining.

I:
I was told it was a great opportunity for women, they have courses for women, which is true, there are many women on the English and ICT courses.  I think that’s great, it’s very important.

DG:
Why do people need to know English?

M:
We offer the opportunity to learn according to their needs.  

I2:
In the end it is about tourism in some way.

I:
I have to say no to this, it is not only about tourism.  That is important, but if X% works in tourism and tourism increases, we still we have a few that do not work directly in tourism.  But they will be able to speak to foreigners, to meet other people, have conversations, get to know others and to preserve their own ideas.  That is how you communicate.

DG:
But that is still designed for tourism.

I:
Yes, it’s true.

M:
I don’t think the focus is on tourism.

I:
It may not be the focus, but it is the end result.

M:
The focus is on teaching people to communicate.

I:
But who will they communicate with in English?

I:
With us, with him [me] – it’s not only tourists.

M:
A lot of offices in Egypt are provided with a computer, but people don’t know how to use them.  We offer assistance in this as well.

I:
It is not simple as tourism.  People in Sweden learn English just to communicate with foreigners, including tourists, but also to meet people in business, important people, in the import and export business.  English is a global language.

M:
The idea is that people inside houses are able to communicate with people – my brother and my mother.

DG:
I see the point, but that is also my problem that I can’t speak Arabic.

M:
Our own reason is to make it for everyone.  You are going to the bank to change money, but if the worker there is not able to communicate with you, then you will have difficulties.  We are just improving people’s own talents, helping people to communicate with people for their jobs, making them better in their jobs.

I:
But still, it is mostly tourists.  What does xxxx think, what does he want?  First he has a hotel, then he has a school.  What does he want?  He wants to prepare Quseir for all the tourists, that is what I think.  If he didn’t have the centre, the archaeological project, why would people come here?  They would come here as tourists, nothing else.  So still it is about tourism.

The first need is to get people in Quseir jobs, and that is in tourism.  You can educate people, but there must be a reason, and that is to get jobs to survive.  And in Egypt, that means tourism.

I:
I think that’s negative.

I:
Why is that negative?  If they have jobs, how can that be negative?  Unless you say tourism is negative, which I don’t believe.

DG:
That is the crux of the argument, whether tourism is positive, negative, or a necessary evil.  And I don’t think anyone can answer that except for Mohammed and his colleagues.
M:
Do you remember the words of xxxx?  He said that we had bad things from the closing of the company and reducing the fishing.  There is no factory, nothing for the people to work.  The only thing we have is the tourist village right now.  But if we focus on only one thing, then we won’t succeed.  We need factories, the airport itself will employ 1500 people.  So if we are preparing people in Quseir to work there.  

People need an alternative to the phosphate factory.  Quseir is a small city.  So how do you make it bigger?  By tourism only?  No.  A lot of people who come from the Nile valley still return there after work – they haven’t settled here.  It’s a job only.  So building factories, clothes for example, fishing – so many things we have to make here, not tourism only.  I don’t think we should focus on one thing.  Yes, tourism can bring a lot of income, but you have to split it.  People are different, so if you go for one field and ask people to work in the one field you will find a lot of people coming from outside.  People have their own traditions, their own thoughts, they need alternatives if they don’t want to work in tourism.  20 years ago, the fishing industry was the same size as the Phosphate Company – if you didn’t work in the company, you were a fisherman.

DG:
How long ago did the pilgrim industry move from Quseir to Safaga?

M:
Since the port of Safaga was born – that is the biggest port on the Red Sea.  Probably about 20 years ago.  This was important for Quseir in the beginning.  What do you think about the excavations here?

I:
It’s exciting, very interesting.

M:
So should we come working there, or is it not important because it is not pharaonic and will not bring in any money?

I:
It is important historically, so for me as a history teacher of course I want it to carry on.

I:
I’m not a history teacher, and I think it is important.  But you just make it attractive.  It’s important how you package it, how you make it attractive.

I:
You have to make it important for the people of Quseir, so that the people of Quseir can be proud of their history, so that women in their homes can know about the history of Quseir.

M:
How do you convince people that do not see it as interesting?

I:
You sell it in terms of jobs – even if only two tourists come a year, then you can sell it to them like that.  Two tourists will sit down and drink coffee, buy cans, buy pottery, whatever.  In some way, they are brining money into Quseir.

I:
That’s one way, but on a deeper level, if you know about your history, then you know more about today and tomorrow.  That maybe more difficult, but still it’s true.

DG:
The economy of Egypt is built on historical tourism, but it seems to me – and stop me if I’m wrong Mohammed – that the identity of Egypt is a pastiche of Pharaonic, Islamic, Roman, and Arab identities.   So all of that history makes the community of Egypt, and narrowing it down further, the community of Egypt is built on the identity of the citadel, and perhaps to a lesser extent because it’s less visible, Q-al-Q.  And also the knowledge that Quseir is the oldest city on the Red Sea.

I:
But it must be a lot of work to make it famous.  That is the biggest thing.  You have to really show this to the Egyptians and the world.  If you can get even half a percent of tourists to come then it is great, a great start.  It cannot compete with the big monuments, but it can complement it.

It is an alternative exhibition for the people who live on the coast of the Red Sea, to go to see an Islamic museum, maybe an exhibition up there [the site], but maybe it would be hard to get people from Karnak and the Pyramids to go there.  But the people that are already here [tourists], they will have something to watch instead of going out on camels into the desert, into the Bedouin village.

I:
People interested in history, in culture will come.  There is the calmness here, somewhere you can get away from and not sit in front of the computer all day.

M:
After spending a few weeks here, what do you think of the citizens of Quseir?

I:
Kind people, very friendly.

I:
They welcome us all the time.

I:
There is a big difference between here and Cairo, Luxor or Aswan.  The people here are more honest.

………

[skipping technical education questions/ discussions comparing the different education systems]
