
Maize impacts both caloric intake and diet quality of the 
Egyptian population. Such importance is mostly driven by a 
shift in diets. The private sector, which relies on imports to cater 
to its maize needs, is the lead actor of the maize value chain. This 
brief first analyzes the importance of maize to Egypt’s food 
security. In a global context where maize prices are high and 
volatile, this brief describes the strategies adopted by Egyptian 
lead firms to secure supply and meet growing demand. Such 
strategies range from diversification to vertical integration and 
upgrading.  
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  Introduction 
With a daily consumption of 127g per capita, maize is a staple food in 
Egypt. Maize is consumed fresh, or indirectly in starch, glucose, fructose, 
corn oil or livestock. Low domestic production coupled with high demand 
has made Egypt the fourth largest maize importer in the world.  

This report analyzes the maize value chain in Egypt. Unlike wheat – 
Egypt’s principal commodity –, the maize value chain is principally 
governed by private actors. By studying this food commodity from a 
global value chain (GVC) perspective, we are able to analyze how the 
various firms, government institutions and international actors interact to 
influence food security in Egypt, and how they respond to disruptions in 
the system.  

 

Egypt is the fourth 
biggest maize importer 

in the world 

Import Dependency in a Context of Rising Prices 
With a self-sufficiency ratio of 47%, Egypt is dependent on imports to secure its maize supply1. 
Nevertheless, the world maize market has been impacted by two concurrent phenomenon: on one hand 
the 2007-2008 world food crisis, and the other hand, the decision of the United States – one of the 
biggest exporting countries – to dedicate a certain percentage of its corn production to ethanol 
production (see Research Brief 07). Consequently, world prices have significantly increased since 2007, 
and so has Egypt’s import bill. As illustrated by Figure 1 below, although prices have come done since 
the peak of the crisis, when they reached 431USD per MT in 2009, corn world prices have not gotten 
back to their pre-crisis level. In 2011, Egypt still paid one MT of maize three times more than it did in 
2000. Indeed, in 2011, 1mt of maize 309USD compared to only 112USD in 20002. On top of that, 
transport costs represent a significant portion of imports costs – between 25 to 40%3. 

Figure 1: Maize Prices Paid by Egypt2    Figure 2: Egypt’s Maize Trade Partners2 
 

 

 

______________ 
1) Wally, A. (2014, April 23). Egypt Grain and Feed Annual 2014: Wheat Demand Expands, Corn Stays Steady and There’s 

Continued Reluctance to Export Rice. USDA Foreign Agricultural Service. 
2) Adapted from UN Comtrade. Trade Data Extraction: Maize unmilled. Retrieved from http://comtrade.un.org/data/ 
3) Abassian, A. (ca. 2007). Maize International Market Profile. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.  

In parallel, maize quantities exported by traditional players have significantly decreased. Quantities offered 
by the United States have decreased by 20% between 2007 and 2011, getting below their 2000 level. Brazil 
corn exports have diminished by 13% over the same period. Although Ukraine has increased its exports 
considerably over the same period of time, it does not compensate Brazil and the United States’ decreased 
supply2. Such global evolution is reflected in Egypt import partners’ diversification, as shown in Figure 2. 
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 Increased Incomes Led to Higher Maize Utilization 
In Egypt, maize direct and indirect consumption has responded to shifts in diets. In the 1950s, the start of the 
subsidization program of the baladi bread led to wheat replacing corn in bread making. More recently, 
higher incomes combined with influence of Western consumption patterns have paved the way for higher 
animal protein consumption. Maize utilization patterns illustrate this predominance, as shown in the figure 1 
below: 84% of the maize consumed in Egypt is destined as an input for animal feed production, the 
remaining 16% being shared between direct consumption and food processing into starch, glucose, fructose 
or oil4.  

Meat consumption has surged in Egypt since the 1990s, increasing from 14kg per capita in 1990 to 20kg per 
capita in 2005, the principal meat consumed being poultry because it is cheaper than beef5. In terms of food 
security, poultry has become significant as it now represents 20% of the total daily per capita consumption of 
animal and fish protein6. More importantly, given that poultry represents almost 40% of animal protein 
availability in Egypt (as shown in Figure 4), its importance for food security is critical. 

Figure 3: Egypt’s Maize Consumption in 2011/2012   Figure 4: Animal Protein Availability7 
  (Tons thousands)4  

______________ 
4) Adapted from Mansour, S. (2012). Egypt Grain and Feed Annual: Wheat and Corn Production on the Rise. USDA Foreign 

Agricultural Service.  
5) Altabei Alboghdady, M. and Khairy Alashry, M. (2010). The demand for meat in Egypt: An almost ideal estimation. AfJARE, Vol 4 

No 1 March 2010. 
6) El Nagar, A. and Ibrahim, A. (2007). Case study of the Egyptian poultry sector. FAO. 
7) FAO. (2008). Poultry Sector Country Review. 
8) General Authority For Supply Commodities. (ca. 2010). Basic Commodities.  
 

Maize impacts two dimensions of food security: caloric intake and diet quality, as meat is a prominent 
source of protein and nutrients. The Egyptian government influences maize utilization by setting the 
flour composition – wheat and corn content – of the subsidized baladi bread. As different policies 
regarding the percentage of maize used in flour preparation have been implemented and reversed, it is 
unlikely that the Egyptian government has been a driver of increased maize consumption.  

On the contrary, consumers’ preferences and a dynamic livestock sector are responsible for the renewed 
importance of maize in the Egyptian diet. Consequently, the importance of maize in the Egyptian diet has 
entirely been driven by the private sector. Such high levels of maize indirect consumption are expected to 
continue as rising incomes in the country will positively impact animal protein consumption. 

 

  

A Value Chain Dominated by Private Processing Firms 
Unlike wheat, the Egyptian government is mostly absent on the downstream of the corn value chain. In 
2009, the General Authority For Supply Commodities, Egypt’s governmental marketing body, purchased 
less than 2% of the domestic production, and did not import any corn8. Given the country’s import 
dependency, the downstream part of the chain – controlled by private actors –is the most important for 
food security, as the upstream part of the value chain only procures a limited quantity of the maize 
needed. Egyptian lead firms are found at the food and the feed processing level of the value chain, and in 
both markets procure their entire maize needs through imports. At the same time, private seed 
companies are pushing to increase Egypt’s domestic maize production.  
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Figure 5: Egypt’s Maize Value Chain Actors 

 
Trade 

Maize trade in Egypt is very concentrated as 95% is controlled by four firms: Cargill, Cairo3A, Abdel Aziz 
Sufta and Abu Dongol.  

Food Processing 

The Egyptian food processing market is characterized by an oligopolistic nature and a segmental division 
between its two lead, private, firms, National Co. for Maize Products and Egyptian Starch and Glucose 
Company. National Co. for Maize Products is the only fructose-producing firm in the country. There are 
only four firms producing glucose and starch, however, the Egyptian Starch and Glucose Company detains 
a 80% market share on these two products9. Overall, the food processing market is buoyant, and attracts 
new entrants and heavy investments.  

Feed and Livestock 

Egypt’s poultry market has undergone a similar transformation as the food processing market. This market 
is oligopolistic, with for example Wadi Group producing 20% of the poultry national consumption10. Cairo 
Poultry and Wadi Group, both private domestic firms, are in direct competition with the multinational lead 
firms for animal feed processing. Indeed, both Cargill and Bunge have feed grain producing manufacturing 
plants in Egypt. Such competition may be problematic as a growing part of the two Egyptian poultry 
companies’ revenues – 44% for Cairo Poultry in 2011 – came from their animal feed segment11. Similarly to 
what is happening in the food processing market, companies are investing heavily. Specifically, Wadi 
Group has announced a USD 262million investment plan in the country and a future IPO on Egypt’s stock 
market. The expected result of such expansion plans is a doubling up of its current sales, increasing from 
USD260millions in 2013 to USD 500 millions in 201612&13.  

______________ 
9) Abu Ismail, R. (2014, November 26). Breaking : 7 bidders for Egypt's $200m corn mill. Zawya.  
10) Reuters. (2013, July 10). Major poultry firm sees Gulf aid dampening Egypt food inflation. 
11) Cairo Poultry Group. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.cpg.com.eg/business-today.html on February 22, 2015. 
12) Kholaif, D. (2013, November 10). Euromoney: Wadi Group to spend up to EGP 2bn in Egyptian market in the next 5 years. Daily 

News Egypt.  
13) Daily News Egypt. (2014, June 7). Wadi Group plans to expand its activities: CEO. 
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Looking back at the global context, Egypt has suffered from two major market disruptions: a significant 
price increase and lower capacities of its traditional suppliers. Such disruptions are even more important 
since favorable conditions on Egypt domestic markets translate into greater need to import maize. For 
Egyptian maize dependent firms, such high and volatile prices create vulnerability. For example, maize 
represents 80% of National Co. for Maize Products and 47% of Cairo Poultry costs14&15. Such vulnerability 
weighs heavily on profit. For example, the number of feed mills has decreased by 21% between 2007 and 
201116. The necessity to be financially strong enough to resist to price variations also explains the 
oligopolistic nature of the food processing and poultry sectors.  

As in wheat, maize importing firms are price takers on the world market. Such a situation is exacerbated by 
the high number of importing firms. Indeed, the combined import market share of National Co. for Maize 
Product and Egyptian Starch & Glucose Manufacturing Company is only 8% of Egypt’s 2010 imports. 

Adjusting quantities and diversifying suppliers is one possible response to market distortions. However, 
the limited number of potential suppliers limits the extent to which Egyptian firms can pursue such market 
strategies. Consequently, their main levy of action lies within their operations. 

 
Food Processing: Diversification 

Some companies are not able to pass on potential increases to their clients. For example, National Co. for 
Maize Products sells its products to its clients through annual contracts in which the price is determined for 
the whole year. Consequently, higher maize prices have a direct impact in terms of squeezing the 
company’s profit margins. 

In that case, storage could be an option pursued to reduce the firm’s risks. Nevertheless, several constraints 
make such strategy difficult to be applied. First of all, cost of storage as well as the induced loss in quality 
need to be compared to the potential risk. Additionally, such strategy directly implies an increase in 
inventory, which in turn would negatively impact the firm’s free cash flow. Both inventory to sales ratio 
and free cash flow are closely monitored by financial market analysts and banks, and therefore, storing 
maize as a protection against disruptions could negatively impact financial performance as well as ability to 
finance themselves. Finally, maize can be stored only a limited time, depending on its moisture content and 
temperature. In ideal conditions – which are probably not Egypt’s case – maize can be stored 9 months, in 
the worst conditions it can be as little as one week. For these reasons, storage as a response strategy is not 
an adapted response to market disruptions. 

Consequently, both National Co. for Maize Producst and the Egyptian Starch & Glucose Manufacturing 
Company have opted for a diversification strategy. Such strategy has been possible thanks to a similar 
production process, as shown by Figure 6 below. 
 

Figure 6: Maize Production Process17 

 
 

Diverse Firms Strategies to Respond To Market Disruptions 

______________ 
14) Arab Finance. (2014, April 30). Cairo Poultry 1Q2014 profits up 19%. 
15) Beshara, G. (2010). National Company for Maize Products. Pharos Research. 
16) Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency. (2010). The Egyptian Starch & Glucose Manufacturing Company(ESGC). 
17) Hamza, M. and Beillard, M. (2012). Egypt Livestock and Products Annual. USDA. 

 

Nowadays, a significant part of these two lead firms’ revenues comes from animal feed: 30% for Egyptian 
Starch and Glucose Company, and 15% for National Co. for Maize Products15,16. Such diversification 
strategy enables the two companies to diversify end markets and therefore, their risks. 
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 Cairo Poultry Wadi Group 

Ownership 
Kuwait-based 

Americana 
Group 

Family - 
Lebanon 

Employees 9,000 4,600 

Revenues $301 millions 
(USD) 

$260 millions 
(USD) 

Corn and 
Soybeans 

Imports 
500,000 tons 600,000 tons 

Strategies 
Pursued 

Downstream 
vertical 

integration 

Value chain 
upgrade 

Upstream 
vertical 

integration 

Animal Feed: Upstream and Downstream Vertical Integration 

Strengthening ties with suppliers through vertical integration has been one avenue explored to secure the 
necessary maize supply, as reducing the number of intermediaries has a direct impact on costs. For 
example, both Cairo Poultry and Wadi Group have entered animal feed production as a result of vertical 
integration strategies aiming at reducing operational costs. Going further in the vertical integration process, 
Wadi Group is now investing heavily in transportation infrastructure and strengthening its links with 
maize suppliers. Through a joint venture, Wadi Group is currently building what will be the largest grain 
port facility in the MENA region and has announced plans to further invest in port infrastructure. This 
current port and storage project is in line with the country’s current strategy in the matter and encompasses 
major imported grains – wheat, maize and oilseeds. It is expected to reduce Egypt’s infrastructure 
bottlenecks, and enable the firm to speed up the supply chain timeframe. Wadi Group has also been trying 
since 2005 to get a direct access to Ukrainian maize producers, and, as of 2009, its efforts have paid off as 
the company was considered being the largest Egyptian importer of Ukrainian maize. Therefore, Wadi 
Holding’s efforts to limit maize price hikes has put the firm in direct competition with multinational 
companies’ traditional activities. Such competition is unavoidable given the company’s total import-
dependency to secure its inputs. 

On the other hand, Cairo Poultry’s vertical integration has occurred mostly at a downstream level. As a 
matter of fact, the company belongs to the Kuwaiti-owned Americana Group, which operates many fast 
food outlets in the MENA region. Such integration enables Cairo Poultry to have a preferred market access, 
decreasing its vulnerability to high maize prices on the world market.  

 

For more information please visit http://sites.duke.edu/minerva/ 
or contact Ghada Ahmed ( ghada.ahmed@duke.edu). 

Upgrading in the value chain 

Cairo Poultry has also sought to respond to maize 
market disruptions through a totally different 
strategy, contributing to a reduced role of the 
multinational lead firms. As a matter of fact, the 
company is trying to establish partnerships with 
Brazilian poultry-producing firms. The objective 
would be to produce poultry in Brazil, leveraging 
Brazil’s competitive advantage in maize 
production, and to export them in Egypt for 
processing. Such a strategy will upgrade Cairo 
Poultry’s position in the poultry value chain while 
protecting it at the same time from volatile maize 
prices. 
 
Overall, Egyptian lead firms have benefitted from 
buoyant markets, which has given them more time 
to adapt to new market conditions, and has enabled 
them to resist disruption periods. 

 


