Empowering Female Craft-makers in Upper Egypt through Young Entrepreneurs Training Program (YEP)

Poverty and inequality continue to hinder the economic and social advancement of many Egyptians, particularly women, youth, and people with disabilities. These groups often face compounded barriers such as unemployment and limited access to essential resources and services, including healthcare and education.
In response to these challenges, Hands Along the Nile Development Services (HANDS), in partnership with the Coptic Evangelical Organization for Social Services (CEOSS), launched the Young Entrepreneurs Exchange Program (YEP). Originally funded by the U.S. Department of State and later by the U.S. Embassy in Cairo, YEP was designed to empower women artisans and aspiring entrepreneurs by equipping them with the tools and skills needed to build sustainable livelihoods.
The program began with two U.S.-based training sessions in Chicago and Washington, D.C., where 25 Egyptian female artisans and entrepreneurs with disabilities participated in intensive small business training, networking sessions, and site visits to successful American enterprises, NGOs, and public institutions. These initial exchanges created opportunities for cross-cultural learning, relationship-building, and knowledge-sharing between American professionals and Egyptian participants.
Following the U.S. exchanges, the program expanded to reach more entrepreneurs inside Egypt. Additional in-person and online training sessions were organized for both the original participants and 80 additional entrepreneurs who were unable to travel to the U.S. Led by American and Egyptian experts, these sessions covered practical topics such as financial literacy, business planning, marketing and sales strategies, product design, and quality control—key elements for launching or improving small enterprises, particularly in the handicrafts sector.
Seeing the program’s positive impact—where participants significantly improved their livelihoods by gaining valuable knowledge and skills—we continued to raise additional funds from private donors and organizations to sustain and expand the initiative. Over the years, YEP grew into a broader network of young female craft-makers and entrepreneurs, providing ongoing mentorship, training, and access to local and international business networks. Participants also received support in connecting with helpful resources, marketing their products, expanding their businesses, and securing valuable partnerships.
Since 2015, with additional funding from the U.S. Embassy in Cairo and other donors, YEP has trained an additional 180 entrepreneurs, many of whom were women from Cairo, Alexandria, and Upper Egypt. In addition to training on small business management, financial literacy, and marketing, several rounds of expert trainers from the U.S. provided participants with skills in product design, quality control for international trade, and online marketing. The program also included a business plan competition, inviting all trainees to submit proposals. A panel of industry leaders, government officials, and civil society experts evaluated the submissions, awarding grants and media recognition to the three best ideas. Furthermore, product fairs and exhibitions were organized to provide participants with direct access to potential buyers and partners.
Beyond tangible business growth, YEP fostered lasting cross-cultural connections and strengthened positive perceptions between Americans and Egyptians. Alumni from the original U.S. exchanges have since become trainers and mentors, helping empower additional women in their communities to launch income-generating projects and craft businesses. The program has created ripple effects of economic development, social empowerment, and intercultural understanding, demonstrating how strategic investment in women entrepreneurs can uplift entire communities and strengthen U.S.-Egyptian relations.
In 2024, recognizing the program’s success and its ability to uplift women in impoverished communities—many of whom have little prospect of finding employment or generating income—the U.S. Embassy in Cairo invited us to design a training program specifically for young female craft-makers in some of Egypt’s most impoverished areas, including Sohag, Luxor, Minia, and Beni Suef. A small grant was issued to support local facilitators in delivering training, as well as mentoring and online sessions led by American experts, culminating in a week-long in-person training in Egypt.
Unfortunately, due to recent cuts in international aid, our grant was suddenly canceled, preventing us from launching the program—even though potential participants had already been notified. Despite this setback, we are committed to keeping our promise to these young women and finding a way to provide them with this life-changing opportunity to contribute economically to their families and communities. Many of them have been eagerly anticipating this once-in-a-lifetime chance to connect with our American trainers, even if only through online sessions.
With adequate funding, we can train 40 female craft-makers from these governorates. The training will cover not only craft quality and design but also essential small business skills such as marketing and advertising, online sales, and basic financial management. The program will also include opportunities for participants to attend exhibitions and fairs, where they can connect with individual and corporate buyers, receive technical assistance from U.S. experts, and network with fellow craft-makers.
At the conclusion of the program, participants will compete in a small business innovation contest, submitting proposals on how they can enhance their businesses to increase income and create job opportunities for others in their communities. The three best ideas will receive modest grants (e.g., $500 for purchasing specific tools or business services) to help further develop their micro and small enterprises.
By supporting this initiative, we can ensure that these young women gain the skills, connections, and confidence needed to transform their lives and their communities.
Project Description
Goal and objectives
The objectives of this program are to empower women from marginalized communities in Upper Egypt, opening opportunities for them to be economically active and productive in their communities through launching and managing successful craft-based income generating activities and small enterprises.  This program aims to increase their knowledge and skills and create links with the national and international community. It also seeks to improve skills, encourage entrepreneurial thinking, and increase knowledge in business planning and financial and business management, all of which can increase the income-generating capacity of the target group. 
Our participants will also be empowered to contribute constructively to and be seen as leaders within their families and communities. A growing business gives back to the community by providing employment opportunities for other community members. Within the family, the revenue from successful businesses can be used to ensure children obtain an education and break out of the cycle of poverty. Our participants will also gain the opportunity and confidence to continue their own education or to pursue other goals that were once unattainable. By focusing on a select group of talented young women who have lacked opportunity, the program will touch the lives of individuals throughout disadvantaged communities in Upper Egypt and provide a mechanism for marginalized groups to become empowered community and family leaders.      
The program will be conducted in four governorates: Minya, Sohag, Luxor and Aswan for an estimated 40 participants, all women engaged in some type of craft production intended for income generation. 
Activities
An initial three months are expected to be required to receive approval from the Ministry of Social Solidarity and to set up contracts, partnerships, exact locations of the activities, recruitment plan for the participants, recruitment plan for American individuals and organizational experts that would be part of the program. After that, over a period of 10 months, the following will be conducted: 
1) Local Training Activities: In-depth and localized training will be delivered in topics related to craft-based small business development and management, including basic financial literacy, financial management, soft skills, sales, marketing, developing business plans, quality control, product exporting, branding, etc. The training will be delivered by local trainers through CEOSS’s Entrepreneurship Development Services Units in Miniya and Sohag, and in Luxor and Aswan they will also be managed and implemented by CEOSS, though the local civil society organizations that belong under their umbrella. Each governorate will be represented by 10 participants, for each group of which, localized training sessions will be held in their governorates, allowing them easy access. It is expected that there will be a total of 7 training days in each of the 4 communities, for each group of 10 participants. Some sessions will include advanced craft-specific training customized for the craft type (e.g. pottery, jewelry, textile products, etc.). Rough itinerary of training for each community envisions 3 days of financial training and business planning training, 2 days of marketing and sales training and 2 days of craft specific training (that focuses on design, quality, sales and marketing for that type of crafts, etc.). All participants will later have opportunities to attend training with U.S. trainers online or in-person, as well as informative sessions online with U.S. based craft experts. 
2) Exchange with the U.S. Training Activities and Networking: U.S. based experts in craft making, craft businesses, international crafts trades, etc. will be recruited by HANDS, to deliver training and informative online sessions for the Egyptian participants. The topics covered will include issues and trends in international crafts trade, tourism and crats sale, branding, product exporting and other relevant topics. HANDS has access to a group of consultants and organizations that have participated in our past programs focused on craft makers, including groups like Aid to Artisans, Ten Thousand Villages, and Empowered Women International. Participants will learn about new design and craft techniques, quality standards for successful sales, especially international sales, opportunities to be included in supply chains or international markets for production or sales of crafts, marketing products, marketing products in the tourism industry, online sales, etc. Part of the time will be dedicated to reviewing current products and offering individual feedback to interested craft makers. There will be approximately 6 online sessions, via Zoom.  These can be attended by 40 participants from Upper Egypt from their own devices at home, or nearby in local facilities. CEOSS will arrange for translation of these sessions. 
3) Mentoring and linkages with relevant local organizations and businesses will be coordinated by CEOSS (and sometimes by HANDS), linking participants with relevant opportunities for training, business partnerships, promotion of their products, sales of their products, etc. This will be done in partnership with various universities, the Ministry of Youth, the Ministry of Culture, the private sector (e.g. Azza Fahmy Foundation), Industrial Modernization Authority and similar groups. CEOSS will organize at least one large event or participate in exhibitions at the national level at which participants will be able to showcase their products for relevant partners and wider audiences. CEOSS will also launch a small forum on the Upper Egypt level for artisans who participate in this program to connect among themselves and participants of previous training programs. Forum will aim to share the information about work being done in the area of handicrafts, and to unify artisans’ efforts, while also facilitating knowledge and relevant information exchange among Upper Egypt artisans. 
4) Competition for the best product idea: In the latter part of the program, CEOSS will announce an opportunity for participants to submit proposals for growing or improving their craft-making enterprises to turn them into income generating opportunities. The four best proposals, one from each governorate, will receive small grant financing and additional technical support by CEOSS staff or by HANDS’ U.S.-based partners. Each grant will be $500. A final celebration event will be held to announce the winners and showcase their products as well as the products of other participants in the program. 
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This program will span a period of 10 months after the initial 2 months preparation time. 
Management Plan
Program will be implemented by HANDS and local partner organization, CEOSS (Coptic Evangelical Organization for Social Services)

CEOSS is the sub-grantee and main partner in Egypt. CEOSS will coordinate and implement all local, Egypt based activities: identify and contract local facilities where activities will be implemented, as well as relevant CSOs in the local communities that can help achieve the objectives of the project, recruit and select participants, hire and oversee trainers, oversee and participate in the implementation of local training sessions, coordinate additional facilitators of specific sessions, implement technical assistance program, marketing campaign assistance, grants' competition and awards, follow up with participants of the program, document all activities and their results, coordinate logistics and organization of the training implemented by U.S. trainers, etc. CEOSS has local entrepreneurship training units in Minya and Sohag, as well as a training facility in Minya where some of the activities will take place. In Aswan and Luxor, activities will be implemented in facilities of local CSOs that CEOSS works with. HANDS will be coordinating closely with CEOSS staff and will make arrangements of the parts of the program that involve participation of American craft experts and relevant professionals and speakers. CEOSS staff will be responsible for monitoring the implementation process against a set timeline and expected outputs and also will monitor the local budget and report all this information to HANDS staff. 

YEP Alumni participation: it is expected that alumni of the previous training sessions will host, co-host, or be guest speakers in these sessions. We will select those who have either become trainers or who have become particularly successful in their craft-based enterprises. (One such alumna from Alexandria, for example, has become regionally and internationally successful and has opened multiple stores in Egypt, the Gulf region, and is also preparing to open one in the U.S. Another example is a Minya based craft maker who expanded her small business to include both production of crafts and training for craft makers and new trainers).

Total cost is $56,000.  
Hands Along the Nile Development Services, Inc. (HANDS)
