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The Nubian resettlement project is today 
regarded by a younger generation of architects 
as the sad legacy of an era concerned almost 
exclusively with modernization and symbols of 
modernity, and having little or no appreciation 
of the inherent esthetic and functional 
qualities of traditional architecture. 

This blanket condemnation is rejected by 
older professionals who accurately point to the 
problems and difficulties inherent in projects 
of this nature. All those who participated in its 
planning and implementation - architects, 
sociologists, economists, engineers, and 
administrators - take great pride in the 
project, recounting the many obstacles over
come and the achievements performed under 
extremely difficult field conditions. 

The issues involved are very complex, and it is 
impossible to do justice to an undertaking of 
this nature by an ex post facto examination of 
the project area today, particularly when the 
quality of the physical environment created is 
of dubious value I have chosen to concentrate 
my paper on the process rather than the 
product, in order to clarify the many consi
derations that were reflected in the initial 
plans, the factors that forced changes in the 
plans, and the constraints that ultimately 
shaped the environment of New Nubia. 

There is a need to understand the magnitude 
of the problems encountered by public 
authorities planning and implementing large 
scale resettlement projects, as well as the 
special hardships encountered by a population 
experiencing abrupt economic, social, and 
cultural dislocation, even under the best 
restructuring circumstances. Quite apart from 
intrinsic architectural merit, the physical 
environment created should be viewed within 
the context of the total undertaking: the goals 
and the vision which led to the adoption of 
specific policies, which in tum influenced the 
selection of new forms, prototypes, material, 
and methods, and the rejection or disregard of 
older ones. 

Published reports provide very scanty infor
mation regarding the decision making process 
through which objectives were formulated and 
projects carried out in the resettlement 
operation. The analysis presented in this paper 
draws extensively on information gathered 
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from interviews with senior officials and 
technicians involved in the project, as well as 
with Nubian families. 

Old Nubia 

In November 1959, Egypt and Sudan reached 
an agreement concerning the use of water 
provided by a new dam south of Aswan. 
Construction work on the High Dam began in 
1960. In the vast reservoir, Lake Nasser, water 
was expected to reach a level of 180 meters by 
1975, covering 8,000 square kilometers. 500 
kilometers of river valley would be flooded, 
the homeland of 200,000 Egyptian and 
Sudanese Nubians1

• Each nation assumed the 
responsibility of resettling the Nubians living 
within its political boundaries, by July 1964. 
This paper focuses on the resettlement project 
in Egypt. 
Nubia was then a remote, isolated region. The 
Nile provided the only means of transporta
tion within Nubia and between Nubia and the 
outside world. Limited agricultural resources 
had traditionally forced adult males to seek 
work elsewhere. They went to the urban areas 
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Map of Egypt showing the Nubian region and 
location of the Aswan Dam 

Source M Serageldin. 

and found employment mostly in service 
occupations. However, unlike many urban 
migrants, the move was only temporary. They 
left their families in their native villages, 
returned regularly for visits and retired there 
in their old age. The construction of the first 
Aswan dam in 1902 and its subsequent 
heightening in 1912 and 1933 accelerated this 
trend. 

In 1960, Nubia comprised 40 sparsely 
populated settlements stretching along the 
Nile over a distance of 320 kilometers. The 
largest settlement, the district town of 'Aniba, 
boasted 914 households and 2,975 resident 
inhabitants. Each settlement, called nahiya, 
consisted of several clusters of houses, or 
naq', quite distance from each other, lying 
on one or both banks of the river. A village 
could include up to 30 clusters, and extend 
over 30 kilometers. 

The houses were built of mud and stone 
around internal courtyards. The high external 
walls had narrow openings. Facades were 
plastered with mud, sometimes whitewashed, 
and decorated with traditional painted 
designs. Great importance was given to the 
entrance door, whose size and decoration 
testified to the status of the owners. Houses 
were large consisting on the average of five to 
six covered rooms and one to 2 rooms open to 
the sky, plus guest accommodations, animal 
pens and bams. The striking architecture 
melded features and motifs of pharaonic 
inspiration with an organization of space 
reflecting rural and Islamic cultural traditions 
as well as patterns of incremental growth. 
With few exceptions house building and 
decoration were done by the women. 

The Nubians consisted of three main clans. 
The "Kenuz" inhabited 17 northern villages, a 
distance of 145 kilometers. They spoke a 
distinctive dialect and were particularly fond 
of decorating their houses with painted 
designs. 

The "Arabs" lived in the five central settle
ments, covering a distance of38 kilometers. 
They spoke Arabic and most of their migrant 
workers were employed in Cairo. Their 
villages lay in the most arid part of Nubia, 
which accounted for a limited population and 
traditional occupations with trade rather than 
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agriculture. 

These two sections of Nubia suffered heavily 
from the impact of the Aswan Dam. Cultiva
tion was restricted to animal fodder grown 
during the flood season, when the locks were 
opened and the water level dropped, exposing 
the submerged land. Livestock, particularly 
sheep and goats, were important sources of 
household sustenance. 

The 18 southern settlements were inhabited 
by the "Kushaf' or "Vaduga" who spoke a 
special dialect somewhat related to that of the 
"Kenuz". Their dwellings were decorated with 
characteristic carved reliefs. 

In this area, enough land remained above the 
level of the reservoir water to permit year
round agriculture Consequently, settlements 
were more densely populated, and the 

number and size of resident households were 
larger than in the North. 
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At the time of the resettlement the Nubian 
population of Egypt consisted of 48,000 
persons residing in Nubia and 51,000 
migrants. Approximately 17,000 households 
remained based in Nubia with some migrant 
members, while 8,500 had moved out 
altogether retainirig their vacant houses for 
occasional visits. Migrant workers sent remit
tances to support their families while older 
men kept watch over settlements inhabited by 
women and children engaged in subsistence 
agriculture. Every month, the Ministry of 
Supply sent to Nubia rations of flour, sugar, 
oil and kerosene. Other goods were sent by 
migrant family members or obtained from 
small boats sailing up and down the cataract. 

In their villages, the Nubians enjoyed and 
greatly valued peacefulness, security, privacy, 
and spacious accommodations. They lacked 
infrastructure and services, particularly health 
and educational facilities. It was a deprivation 
that migrant heads of households were 
becoming increasingly aware of, through their 
exposure to the opportunities for upward 
mobility opened up by education in the urban 
centers of rapidly developing countries. 

The Resettlement Project in Kom 
Ombo 

The Institutional Framework for the Re
settlement Program 

The resettlement of 70,000 Nubians, one-third 
of the population of the Aswan governorate at 
the time, within a three-year period was no 
small undertaking. At all stages of the project 
- plannning, design, and construction - time 
emerged as the binding constraint. In the end, 
it proved the one over-riding consideration, 
affecting technical, financial, and political 
decisions. The Joint Committee for Nubian 
Resettlement was established in April 1961, 
headed by the Deputy Minister of Social 
Affairs, with ex-officio members from the 
Ministries of Agrarian Reform, Public Works, 
Health, Education, Urban and Rural Affairs, 
Interior, and Supply. 
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Kenuz House, Dahmit, Old Nubia. 

Photo: A El Fattah Eid. 

Plan and section Survey by Hassan Fathy, Salah 
Higab and Shoukri Tewfik 

Arab House, Qurta, Old Nubia. 

Photo A El Fattah Eid. 

Plan and section: Survey by Hassan Fathy, Salah 
Higab and Shoukri Tewfik. 
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Kushaf House, Adi,!dan, Old Nubia 

Photo A El Fattah Eid. 

Plan and section: Survey by Hassan Fathy, Salah 
Higab and Shoukri Tewfik. 
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Old Nubia, abandoned houses from which the wood was salvaged 

Photo Al Ahram 
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Map of region inundated as a result ofconstruc
tion of the Aswan Dam Lake Nasser and the 
New Nubia Resettlement district are shown 

Source: M. Serageldin 

The Joint Committee had to work within an 
administrative structure which attempted to 
reconcile state control and popular partici
pation through "centralization in planning and 
decentralization in implementation"'. 

The Joint Committee was authorized to draft 
new legislation as needed and submit it 
directly to the President for approval. Pro
gram implementation thus proceeded by 
special presidential decrees. 

A complicated administrative organization 
was created to coordinate activities at the 
central and local levels. A maze of adjunct 
and ad hoc committees and subcommittees 
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aggravated problems of joint responsibilities 
and added to the workload of executive 
authorities. 

The High Dam was the cornerstone of Egypt's 
economic development program, which aimed 
at doubling national income within a decade. 
The Nubian resettlement project was to be 
undertaken within the framework of the first 
Five-Year PlanJ

• The Plan, however, failed to 
reach its targets for lack of investment funds, 
as domestic savings, foreign borrowing, and 
exports all fell short of expected levels. 
Perennial deficiencies in project financing 
developed, and shortages of foreign currency 
became increasingly acute4

• Despite its priority 
ranking, the Nubian resettlement project 
suffered from these funding problems. 

Major Policy Issues 

In January 1960, President Nasser had 
promised the Nubians a future of happiness 
and prosperity in the new settlements: "The 
benefit that will accrue to the Nubians will be 
great because [the new settlements] will 
group all the Nubians on the basis of the 
sound principles needed to build a strong and 
healthy society. " 

Translating this promise into an action 
program, the Joint Committee defined the 
goals for the resettlement program as follows: 
• To comply as much as possible with the 

wishes of the Nubian people 
• To give fair compensation to the Nubians 

for their losses. 
• To integrate the Nubians into the national 

social system 
• To provide New Nubia with a sound econo

mic base and adequate community facilities 
and services. 

• To assist the Nubians in adapting to the 
conditions of their new environment. 

To achieve these goals, the Committee 
decided on the following policies5

: 

• To rely on agriculture as the basic economic 
sector for New Nubia. 

• To promote "rural industries" in order to 
provide employment to women now 
relieved from agricultural labor. 

• To establish social service centers, form 
agricultural cooperatives, and create other 
community development programs. 

• To provide in-kind rather than monetary 
compensation". 

• To construct planned communities, rather 
than aided self-help settlements. 

Hilmi El Sayed Moussa, the Director General 
of the resettlement operation, explained: 
"The aim was not only to move a population 
from their homeland; it was also to prepare 
them for new tasks within the framework of 
general national action for economic and 
social advancement." 

There are two visions of a better future - the 
government's view and the Nubian perspec
tive. Although basically compatible, they did 
present important divergences, which were 
aggravated by internal inconsistencies. 

The government chose agriculture as the 
foundation ofthe economic base of New 
Nubia, and expanded factories to absorb the 
sugar cane production from the 35,000 
feddans' that were ultimately to be reclaimed 
in the area upon completion of the High Dam. 

Despite their assertions to the contrary, past 
experience should have cautioned the Joint 
Committee as to the inclination of Nubian 
men to return to rural living. In 1933, most of 
those who acquired properties in Esna did not 
move there; they preferred to keep their jobs 
in the urban centers, and either contracted 
with local farmers to work as share croppers 
or left the land idle altogether'. 

It was unrealistic to assume that the trend of 
rural/urban migration that had prevailed in 
Nubia for generations could ever be reversed. 
Habits acquired in the long exposure to urban 
lifestyles had deeply permeated Nubian 
values. In this respect, the traditional rural 
appearance of Old Nubia was highly 
deceiving. Less than one percent of migrant 
workers, whose remittances provided the real 
support of Nubian households, were 
employed in agriculture. That the Nubians 
had opted for in-kind compensation, in the 
form of land and houses, was more indicative 
of the deeply rooted attachment and the 
longing, shared by all Egyptians, for owner
ship of a piece of real estate, than of any 
particular desire to return to the land as 



"fellahs". Furthennore, it was culturally and 
technically inconceivable that the female 
population, which had provided the bulk of 
the labor for subsistence agriculture in Old 
Nubia, could be mobilized for the intensive 
cultivation of cash crops in the environment of 
New Nubia. 

A repeat of the 1933 experience was unavoid
able. Upper Egyptians eventually provided 
the labor force for manual work in the new 
settlements, including fanning and construc
tion. Nubian beneficiaries returned to their 
occupations in the urban areas. 

Agricultural land is Egypt's most valuable 
resource. That the Nubians preferred to let 
others fann their land should not be held to 
detract from the value of a project, that 
brought 30,000 feddans into cultivation. 

The Nubians wanted to be relocated away 
from existing settlement in the valley, to avoid 
having "strangers" in their midst. Yet they 
also desired good transportation links to the 
neighboring urban centers of Kom Ombo and 
Aswan, as well as regular educational facili
ties. It was clear that the perpetuation of the 
Nubian cultural identity would be at best 
difficult in the face of increased levels of 
communication, generalized a=ss to educa
tion, constant exposure of women and 
children to images and ideas propagated by 
mass media, and new activities promoted by 
government social programs. The resettle
ment was bound to create a growing aware
ness of the Egyptian nation at the expense of 
the Nubian heritage. 

The ambivalent attitudes of the Nubians 
themselves allowed this issue to remain 
unresolved. The many dilemmas it raised were 
never openly discussed. Rather, cumulative 
decisions based on technical and political 
considerations were left to settle matters as 
they may, sometimes counteracting but more 
often reinforcing integration. 

The compensation fonnula drafted by the 
Joint Committee gave the Nubians generous 
tenns. Properties in Old Nubia were 
appraised, and 50 percent of their value was 
paid in cash to the owners several months 
before the resettlement. The remaining 50 
percent was credited towards the acquisition 
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of property in New Nubia Each family 
received title to a house commensurate with 
family size and an amount of agricultural land, 
equivalent to their submerged holdings. The 
minimum plot size was set at one feddan, and 
the maximum at five, in accordance with the 
criteria used by the Agrarian Refonn. Land
less and homeless families were also allocated 
one feddan and a house. 

Charges to be incurred by the Nubians were 
limited to the construction of houses in the 
new settlements. The substantial costs of 
utilities of community facilities - 163 
buildings - were borne entirely by the 
government following a most generous inter
pretation of national policy regarding land 
development. Furthennore the cost of the 
new houses was to be reimbursed over 40 
years with no interest charges. Payments were 
not due to start until the reclaimed land had 
yielded its first crop, that is within three years. 
Nevertheless, many Nubians were dissatisfied. 
They felt the compensation was inadequate 
because government appraisers consistently 
underestimated the true value of their mud 
houses for which fonnulas to assess valuation 
did not exist as in the case of agricultural 
property. However given the fact that 57 
percent of Nubian families were landless and 
received a minimum plot, the welfare com
ponent of the compensation policy should not 
be overlooked. 

Despite the upper limit set on land ownership, 
the compensation entailed the reclamation of 
30,000 feddans in Kom Ombo, and an 
additional 8,000 feddans in Esn9

• In Kom 
Ombo, a first phase of 21,000 feddans was to 
be completed before the relocation in 1964. 
The second phase had to await the availability 
of water from the High Dam. 

The right to houses in New Nubia was based 
on the census taken in 1961 by the Ministry of 
Social Affairs when 16,861 households were 
counted and surveyed. The publicity sur
rounding the project had prompted migrant 
households to retum to their vacant houses in 
Old Nubia in time for the enumeration. Those 
who failed to do so (about 8,500 families) 
raised a great deal of fuss and requested 
houses and land in the resettlement area. 
Since their conditions was not pressing, they 

were promised houses in the second stage of 
the construction and were required to contri
bute their total compensation towards the 
acquisition oftheir new houses. 
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Since it had been decided that all the Nubians 
were to be relocated before the completion of 
the first stage of the High Dam, when the 
closing of a coffer dam would lead to some 
flooding in Nubia, the resettlement project 
was induded in the crash program for housing 
and land reclamation in the Five-Year Plan 
(1960-65). The crash program involved 
200,000 dwelling units and 500,000 feddans, of 
which the resettlement at Kom Ombo 
accounted for 17,000 units and 30,000 
feddans. 

Resettlement, often regarded as a side issue in 
large-scale dam projects and treated as an 
unavoidable social cost, became in this case 
another test of the government's ability to 
undertake a project of the magnitude and 
complexity of the High Dam. The contro
versies surrounding the High Dam, and the 
world-wide expressions of concern over Nubia 
implied that the resettlement operation was 
bound to receive a great deal of international 
publicitylU. 

The resettlement agency could not afford the 
embarrassment of a bad perfonnance. The 
technical decisions it took were dictated by 
two imperatives: the need to produce tangible, 
visible, and a=ptable results; and the neces
sity to beat the clock in doing it. 

The selected policies were far more burden
some to the government than alternative cash 
compensation with serviced house lots. They 
required more planning, larger outlays, and 
greater administrative workloads. 
The Nubians, whose homeland had to be 
sacrificed for the benefit of the entire nation, 
generated widespread sympathy in Egypt and 
abroad. The Joint Committee acquiesced in 
Nubian demands, irrespective of whether 
these were really justified. It proceeded to 
develop programs based on political consi
derations, until the budget requirement could 
no longer be met. The total cost of the project 
rose by a factor of three, from LE 20 million 
to 30, 44, and eventually to 60 million. 
However, the approach was never reassessed. 
Rather, as time and budget constraints set 
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limits to what could reasonably be achieved, a 
series of incremental changes were intro
duced, reducing "temporarily" the allocation 
of land per household, until new budget 
appropriations would allow the project to be 
completed as originally planned. 

Creating the Physical Setting for 
New Nubia 

To discharge its responsibilities, the Joint 
Committee had to undertake the following 
tasks: 
• To survey and appraise properties in Old 

Nubia, and to disburse compensation to 
Nubian households. 

• To establish an outreach program providing 
information and assistance to the Nubians, 
and to prepare them for the resettlement 
operation 

• To build housing, utilities, and community 
facilities in the resettlement area. 

• To reclaim land in New Nubia and install 
the necessary irrigation systems for perennial 
cultivation. 

• To organize the transfer of Nubians from 
their old homeland to the resettlement 
areas in Kom ambo and Esna 

• To provide assistance and organize commu-
nity development activities in New Nubia. 

Each ministry on the Joint Committee was 
assigned the tasks that fell within its juris
diction. Irrigation and major off-site infra
structure were the responsibility of the 
Ministry of Public Works. 

The Ministry of Urban and Rural Affairs!! was 
charged with the responsibility of planning, 
designing, and building the resettlement 
project. Its tasks were defined as follows: 
• To select the location of villages in the 

resettlement zone. 
• To build the housing for Nubians and 

government employees, and the necessary 
community facilities. 

• To construct the support infrastructure 
systems: major access roads, streets, water 
supply and electricity 

Planning for New Nubia- 1960-1980 
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Site plan of New Nubia resettlement areas around Kom Ombo 
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The Site 

The site selected for the resettlement was an 
alluvial plateau on the edge of the Nile valley, 
50 kilometers north of Aswan, near the town 
ofKomOmbo. 

Located 10 kilometers away from the Nile, at 
an elevation varying between 25 and 40 
meters, the selected site proved very difficult 
to develop and improve. Accessibility, water 
supply, and soil structure emerged as the most 
pernicious problems plaguing the project and 
the principal cause of cost overruns. 

Given these problems, it is significant to note 
that the reasons given for the selection were 
the following: 
• The expressed desires of the Nubians to be 

relocated at a distance from existing settle
ments and to avoid dispersal 

• The suitability of the natural environment, 
somewhat reminiscent of the features and 
desertic climate of Old Nubia 

• The alluvial soils, which could be reclaimed 
for cultivation 

• The capacity of the site, in terms of size and 
shape, to accommodate the total Nubian 
population in separate settlements within a 
reasonable distance of each other 

• The availability of land for future expansion 
of settlements and agricultural areas, to 
accommodate 8,500 migrant households in 
the second stage of the project and to 
provide for the anticipated natural increase 
ofthe Nubian population. 

The Ministry sent engineering study teams to 
Kom Ombo to do preliminary surveys and 
find immediate solutions to the logistical 
problems of access and water supply. 

The first priority was to lay and pave a road 13 
kilometers long, connecting the resettlement 
site to the city of Kom Ombo 

The second priority was to secure a source of 
water supply for the site. At first, wells were 
dug to tap local aquifers, but the yield was far 
too low to be useful. Consequently, 21 tem
porary lift pump stations were erected along 
the Nile to supply non-filtered water for 
construction work Potable water for workers 
and field staff was supplied by another 
pumping station from the water works at Kom 
Ombo. 

Planning for New Nubia. 1960-1980 

Regional Infrastructure Plan 

The transportation network provided for 
independent connections to the main Upper 
Egypt Highway and Railway Line at both 
ends of a ring-road, which linked the villages 
of New Nubia". The ring-road and the 
connectors to each village were paved, as were 
all major roads within each settlement. 
Telephone communications were also esta
blished 
Utilities for New Nubia were planned for a 
population of 50,000 the estimated resident 
population during stages 1 and 2. 

Electricity was to be supplied from the High 
Dam through a new high voltage (132 kv) line 
extending 160 kilometers from Aswan to 
Esna. Transformer stations at Esna and Kom 
Ombo would feed the low voltage (33 kv) 
lines The resettlement project at Kom Ombo 
would be served by 42 kilometers of lines and 
additional transformer stations (33/11 kv) to 
feed the distribution networks. 

Water was to be supplied by a new filtering 
plant in Kom Ombo. The capacity would at 
first be limited to 40 liters per second, but 
would eventually reach 150 liters per second. 
However, it soon became apparent that due to 
foreign exchange shortfalls the plant could not 
be completed by the deadline of October 
1963. 

Temporary utility systems had to be found. 
Generators were installed in conjunction with 
health facilities and police stations, and 
provided power to houses within their service 
areas. Smaller mobile generator units were 
provided to supply electricity to the admini
strative center, the community facilities, and 
elsewhere as needed 

Water presented a more difficult problem. 
The Ministry decided to expand the filtering 
plant already under construction in the neigh
boring village of Draw and originally planned 
to serve the villages in the vicinity. A system of 
15 pumping stations, 7 water towers, a 2,000 
cubic meters storage tarik, and 130 kilometers 
of force mains and distribution lines (4" to 10" 
pipes) carried water to New Nubia. Within 
each settlement, one water station was 
provided for every 50 dwelling units. All 
public buildings had individual connections. 
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The system was largely operational by March 
1963. Subsequently,S pump stations were 
added to increase water pressure. 

Soil Conditions: A Persistent Problem 

Preliminary borings did not accurately detect 
the extent of swelling clay deposits common in 
the Aswan region. It is a type of desert clay 
which local engineers refer to as baga. The 
name is probably derived from the medieval 
geographic name for the region where it is 
predominant, "Ard al Bagga," which 
extended from Aswan to the Red Sea and 
south in Sudan to just north of Suakin'Island. 
However, the word bagga originally 
referred to the tribe which inhabited the area 
and not to its soil l3

• ' 

This particular type of clay is characterized by 
the following properties: It is as solid as rock 
when dry. However, when wet it first swells 
and then loses its bonding power and dis- ' 
integrates into a fine powder similar to talcum 
powder. The effect of the bagga on structure 
can be devastating. During the swelling stage, 
the upward pressure of the expanding soil can 
raise the foundation of a two-storey reinforced 
concrete building and cause major cracks in 
the structure, rendering it unsafe. As the 
humidity in the soil increases and the clay 
disintegrates, the building sinks into the 
ground and crumbles. 
This phenomenon gave rise to the myth of 
bewitched areas of Dahrnit village, where 
houses were supposedly "swallowed" by the 
earth. These were zones where construction 
proceeded without adequate investigation of 
soil conditions. Ground movements due to 
swelling clay strata led to the collapse of many 
houses. An engineering study team sent by the 
Ministry of Housing in 1968 dealt with the 
situation by altering the foundations in the 
rebuilding process. Addition of double rein
forcement to footings and the spreading of a 
deep layer of sand under the foundations 
stabilized the structure and enabled it to 
sustain both tension and compression forces. 

Another problem was the high salt content of 
the soil in some- areas When ground water 
levels rose as a result of irrigation and 



67 

domestic water usage, infiltrations and 
osmotic pressure led to the formation of soft 
deposits on the ground and on the floors and 
walls of structures. The situation was parti
cularly bad in the village of Adindan, which 
was located on the lower elevations. Drainage 
and seepage from developments on higher 
ground compounded the problem. Later, the 
construction of underground drains and the 
replacement of the top stratum of sand to a 
depth of 30 centimeters alleviated somewhat 
the situation. 

Soil conditions varied widely over the project 
site, and adjacent areas showed markedly 
different structures. To avoid severe problem 
areas, it was decided that a series of new 
borings would be taken at the village block 
level before allowing construction to proceed. 
As a result of this detailed analysis, major 
changes had to be made in the original 
settlement layout. Some villages had to be 
moved to alternate locations. This was the 
case of Armina and 'Aniba. At other villages, 
where construction had started, areas unfit for 
building were avoided by relocating the 
buildings elsewhere in the immediate vicinity 
or in subsidiary developments. This was the 
case of Qurta, and the clusters of Qalabsha 
and Dirr. For example, swelling clay at the site 
selected for Qurta forced the relocation of the 
village within the boundary of agriCUltural 
land. Even then, it was not possible to build 
more than 130 houses in the area. Con
sequently, the remaining 404 dwellings were 
developed at new locations adjacent to 
Qarsha and 'Alaqi, which were called Qurta 2 
and Qurta 3, multiplying infrastructure 
requirements and associated costs. 

Layout Plan 

The Ministry of Social Affairs decided that 
New Nubia should, as much as possible, 
replicate the physical organization of Old 
Nubia. The Kenuz were to live in the northern 
part of the settlement, the Arabs in the central 
zone, and the Kushafto the south. Villages in 
New Nubia were to have the same names at 
the settlements of Old Nubia. Administrative 
center, "Nasr City," located in the central 
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1. Mosque 
2 Hospital 
3. Rural teacher training school 
4 Secondary school 
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14 Pest control station 
15. Social center and athletic facilities 
16 Political center 
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19 Post/Telephone office 
20 Electric station 
21 Water station 
22 Government employee housing 
23 Courthouse site 
24 Military housing 

Plan of Nasr City in New Nubia Resettlement 
project 

Source: M Serageldin 

zone, would group community facilities 
serving the whole of New Nubia. Each village 
would have a land reserve to accommodate, at 
the very least, the second phase housing for 
migrant households, so that they could remain 
with their kin groups. 
The resettlement project covered an area 
approximately 60 kilometers long and 20 
kilometers wide. The villages bordered the 
reclaimed agricultural land, and were linked 
by the ring-road connecting New Nubia to the 
Upper Egypt Highway and Railway Line. The 
total area to be developed was on the order of 
3,000 feddans. Cost efficiency considerations 
precluded the delivery of social services to 40 
dispersed settlements. Smaller villages were 
aggregated to ensure an acceptable level of 
utilization of community facilities. 

A perpendicular grid pattern for the layout of 
buildings was adopted. Siting was based on 
two determinants: the housing prototypes 
developed by the Ministry architects; and a 
north-south orientation to ensure the best 
ventilation of dwellings. 

This rigid design approach has been followed 
since ancient times. The popularity of this 
approach among government engineers stems 
from its efficiency. It certainly does not save 
on infrastructure costs, which, quite to the 
contrary, tend to increase in proportion to the 
total length of streets, making clustering a less 
expensive alternative. No other layout can 
come close to the expediency provided by the 
grid pattern in construction work (staking, 
excavations, laying of utility lines, founda
tions, etc.). 

The drawbacks of this unimaginative layout 
were compounded by the unfortunate decision 
to group together houses of the same size. The 
social ties among old village groups were 
disrupted by this spatial organization. In 
particular, elderly widows, to whom one-room 
units were assigned, found themselves 
isolated from their relatives. However, the 
sheer density of the settlement pattern and the 
case of movement within the settlement 
implied that kinsmen were never very far 
away. 
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Site of village in New Nubia, showing the grouping of house-types, public facilities and open spaces. Note grid pattern of street layout and north-south 
orientation of dwellings 

Source. M Serageldin 

Housing Design 

Following a study team reconnaissance survey 
of Old Nubia, model house plans were 
developed by Ministry architects. At the 
request of the Ministry of Social Affairs, a 
model house was built in Aswan in 1961 and 
Nubian community leaders were invited to 
inspect it. 

Despite its unimaginative architectural design 

and its questionable suitability to a desert 
climate, the model won ovelWhelming 
approval. This is hardly surprising, since the 
proposed house was undeniably of a high 
standard, particularly considering Egypt's 
resources at the time. In addition, potential 
access to utilities and services was greatly 
valued both by the deprived residents of Old 
Nubia and by the urban migrants who were 
becoming accustomed to these conveniences. 

Ultimately, four prototypes were offered in 
New Nubia; one, two, three, and four-room 
dwelling units with guest reception area, yard, 
animal pen, kitchen, and latrine. The com
pensation formula 14 had stipulated that every 
Nubian household was to receive one house in 
New Nubia commensurate with size, inclusive 
of migrant members and irrespective of the 
number of houses owned in Old Nubia or the 
number of nuclear families within the house-
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Floor plans offour prototype houses in New Nubia, having 1,2,3, or 4 rooms, with guest reception area, yard, kitchen and latrine 

Source M Serageldin. 

hold Consequently, one-room houses were 
allocated to one-person households, two-room 
houses to households of two or three persons, 
three-room houses to households of four to six 
persons, and four-room houses to households 
of more than six persons!5. 
To avoid encroachment of agricultural land 
and to economize on infrastructure, no 
allowance was made for horizontal expansion. 
This restriction, which conflicted with the 
customary settlement patterns of Old Nubia, 
was a source of bitter complaint. 

Allowance was made for vertical expansion 
and space was provided for a staircase to 
upper floors. Although only one more floor 
was permitted, the foundation could support 
an additional storey. 

Despite the generous size of building lots and 
dwelling components, the houses suffered 
from obvious design defects that undermined 
their quality as a living environment. 

The guest reception areas and the courtyard 

lacked privacy and shade, and were unusable 
in a desert climate without the addition of 
partitions and overhead protection. The 
absence of storage areas implied unavoidable 
encroachment on living space in the courtyard 
and the rooms. However, the most damaging 
defect lay in the siting of buildings The 
alleyway between the houses was far too 
narrow to permit rooms from the adjacent 
house to open onto it without undue loss of 
security and privacy to both houses. Indeed, 
this was the single most generalized source of 
complaints 

The reliance on prototypical designs can be 
attributed to the necessity to use solutions 
amenable to mass production. Given the scale 
of the project and the time schedule, it could 
hardly have been otherwise. The lack of 
suitability of the housing to the harsh climate 
is a serious flaw that warrants closer exami
nation 

The construction method was standard load 
bearing stone walls and reinforced concrete 

roofs. Summer heat, with temperatures above 
40°C and diurnal fluctuations in excess of 
25°C, exposes the houses to extremely harsh 
weather conditions. Yet reinforced concrete 
slab roofs were chosen for New Nubia, with 
the result that temperatures inside the houses 
fluctuated between 25°C and 30°C6

• 

Professionals involved in the decision to use 
reinforced concrete were aware of this draw
back and tried very hard to find an alternative 
roofing system. Experiments with cement 
block failed because of the lack of water for 
on-site pouring and curing of blocks. A 
vaulted roof system relying on pre-stressed 
components was tried at Dahmit. This and 
other attempts at using prefabricated com
ponents failed because these components 
could not be lain directly over the stone walls, 
but had to rest on a reinforced concrete tie 
beam Additional material and labor required 
for this solution doubled the cost of the 
roofing system. The budget did not allow for 
such prohibitive costs. 
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The Ministry even investigated some Euro
pean systems, but found none that could meet 
the requirements of speed and ease of instal
ment at affordable cost Furthermore, the 
growing shortage of foreign exchange put an 
end to the feasibility of large scale imports of 
structural components for which substitutes 
could be found locally Given the decision to 
provide complete housing units, there seemed 
to be no alternative to reinforced concrete 
slabs in terms of availability of materials and 
speed of execution. Finally, concrete crews 
started work on houses which had stood for 
several months, completed except for the 
roof, awaiting a solution to this difficult 
problem. 
Attempts at providing an added layer of 
insulation above the roof had to be abandoned 
because the single factory could not produce 
the quantities required for the project. 

Whether or not it would have been possible to 
raise the walls in order to increase the floor to 
ceiling height is an issue which needs further 
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~ 
or-

1 
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investigation Professionals involved in the 
project feel that it would have added substan
tially to time and cost This is undoubtedly 
true if the additional height was to be built as 
an afterthought 

The Construction of New Nubia 

At the time of the Nubian resettlement 
project, Aswan was experiencing a rapid rate 
of industrial and urban expansion The Five
Year Plan had called for the expansion of 
established extractive and processing 
industries'7 and the construction of a huge 
complex producing nitrate fertilizers'" These 
major projects wele, of course, dwarfed by the 
High Dam, which provided employment for 
over 50,000 engineers, technicians, and 
laborers The laborers engaged in the con
struction of factories, housing"', power plants, 
and the dam itself were Upper Egyptian Sa'idis 

J!'-;. • 

from the Esna-Edfu area, north of Aswan20
• 

The wages paid were relatively high, but were 
partly offset by inflation as the local economy 
lacked the absorptive capacity to sustain this 
growth. 

Despite strenuous government efforts to 
provide supplies to the region, and particularly 
to the priority area of the High Dam, prices 
continued to rise and shortages of all kinds 
continued to occur. To forestall shortages in 
the manpower vitally needed for the High Dam 
project, the government had authorized pay
ments of substantial premiums and bonuses 
above prevailing wage and salary rates. The 
results was accelerated inflation in construction 
costs and perennial shortages of skilled man
power and building materials elsewhere in the 
region. Technicians and skilled and semi
skilled workers were in short supply 

With the largest contracting firms engaged in 
the High Dam, none of the remaining com
panies had the capacity to take on a project of 
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the magnitude of the Nubian resettlement in 
Kom Omb02

!. The Ministry therefore chose to 
divide Stage 1 work into three phases: 
• Phase 1, 11 settlements, to be constructed 

between May 1962 and March 1963. 
• Phase 2, 8 settlements, to be constructed 

between August 1962 and May 1963. 
• Phase 3, 9 settlements, to be constructed 

between August 1962 and July 1963 

Tender documents were sent to public sector 
contracting firms. However, the combination 
of severe logistical problems, harsh field con
ditions, and stiff penalty clauses for delays 
prompted contractors to decline to bid on the 
tender. In the end, the Ministry was compelled 
to issue work orders requisitioning the services 
of 12 large firms to undertake the construction 
of New Nubia. 
Even so, the contractors were hard pressed to 
assemble the workforce needed, a total of 
30,000 men, including 3,000 masons. Skilled 
and semi-skilled workers, foremen, and super
visory personnel had to be brought from Cairo 
and other major urban centers in Lower 
Egypt, more often than not withdrawn from 
active projects elsewhere. The very tight 
schedule hindered possibilities for systematic, 
on-the-job training 

Kom Ombo in 1962 was a small city incapable 
of supporting an additional 30,000 persons. 
On-site accommodations had to be provided 
for the work force and arrangements made for 
regular deliveries of all supplies needed for 
their sustenance 

The building materials needed for the project 
provide a good indicator of the overall scale of 
the operation: 

The requirements of the schedule implied that 
20,000 tons of materials had to be transported 
daily from various locations to the site. 
Regional transportation systems were unable to 
carry this load. The inadequacy of long haul 
systems (barges and railroads), used mostly to 
obtain cement from Cairo, was compounded 
by the inability of the local transport contractor 
to keep up with the delivery schedule, despite 
the 176 trucks specially provided to him by the 
Ministry for the purposes of the project A 
second firm was called upon to assist in this 
task. 
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New Nubia, builders at work. 

Photo Al Ahram 

New Nubia, houses awaiting their roofs 

Photo Al Ahram 
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A group of Nubians mril'ing in New Nubia 

Photo Al Ahram 

New Nubia, the edge of the desert. 

Photo Al Ahram 
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The sheer volume of traffic on the access roads 
to the construction sites mandated their being 
surfaced, and forced the Ministry to contract 
with two firms specializing in road building for 
the continuous repair and maintenance work 
needed to keep the road network functional at 
all times. 

To save on transport and foreign exchange, 
design specifications called for maximum 
reliance on locally produced materials 
available in the region, namely sandstone, 
gravel, sand, lime, and particle board22 

However, it soon became apparent that the 
two local mining concerns in the Aswan region 
did not have a combined capacity to quarry 
not have a combined capacity to quarry 
sandstone at the required rate. The Ministry 
called upon a major industrial company to 
undertake mechanized quarrying2l. 

In view of the fact that the project involved 12 
construction firms, three quarrying com
panies, and two transport companies, it is not 
surprising that the Ministry had to mobilize its 
entire technical capabilities, and assign to the 
project 62 architects and engineers, in addition 
to foremen and administrative personnel to 
supervise construction. 

The total cost of the project was first estimated 
at LE 13.4 million for Stage 1, and LE 4.8 
million for Stage 2. An additional funding of 
LE 2.5 million was requested in 1964 to meet 
cost over-runs due to the great difficulties 
encountered. 

The Evolution of New Nubia 

The Resettlement Operation 

A four to five day journey separated Old and 
New Nubia. 28 barges and boats were assem
bled by the Joint Committee to transport the 
Nubians from their villages to Shallal, the 
Sudanese government provided five additional 
boats to assist in the move. 10 buses, 10 
trucks, 10 trailers, and 90 train wagons lined 
up for the land journey to the resettlement 
area in Kom ambo, a distance of 75 kilo
meters. The transfer required 158 boat trips, 
3,645 truck trips, 1,350 bus trips, and four rail 



trips. The transfer of residents and livestock 
from Old to New Nubia was accomplished 
rather smoothly, and according to schedule, 
from October 1963 to June 1964. 

Construction of the High Dam was a source of 
national pride, and the resettlement received 
the expected fanfare and media coverage. The 
Minister of Social Affairs came in person to 
receive the first relocatees - the residents of 
Dabud. 

During the next eight months, 55,690 persons 
were relocated with their belongings, con
sisting of 29,300 heads of livestock24 and 
377,400 pieces of luggage - all that could 
possibly be salvaged from their old homes. 
Pragmatically, they had sold anything of value 
that could not be transported, including 
wooden elements from their houses (lintels, 
sills, frames, and doors), trees, and some 
livestock. 

Emotional stress, anxiety, fatigue, and dis
orientation could not completely overcome 
the Nubians' positive feelings about the move 
Young men were excited at the prospect of 
access to education, better job opportunities, 
and proximity to urban activities. Young 
women were hoping for a more normal life 
pattern, including early marriage, more 
frequent visits from husbands, and social 
services for children. No one but the very old 
felt totally negative. 

Mixed feelings also extended to the new urban 
environment To the Nubians, accustomed to 
large, rambling houses, unrestricted horizontal 
expansion, and wide open spaces around 
them, the idea of having to move to small 
attached row houses crowded together in 
rectilinear blocks was insufferable. Yet there 
were redeeming features that could not be 
ignored Permanency, social infrastructure, 
and eventual servicing by utilities, particularly 
electricity, were anxiously awaited. 

Despite strenuous efforts, construction in New 
Nubia could not be completed on time. 
Priorities had to be established. Most of the 
houses and schools were ready within a 
reasonable time span, but many community 
facilities suffered long delays Furthermore, 
the water network was relying on the pro
visional supply systeins, and service in some 
districts was inadequate. Similarly, the electric 
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New Nubia, Land ,eclamation project 

Photo T Swelin 

power supply, relying on mobile generators, 
was deficient Tra1)sport delays of four to five 
hours often meant that relocatees often 
arrived after dark, and generators had to be 
moved almost daily from one location to 
another. 

Adjustment to Life in a New Environment 

Transitional Hardships. The first year the 
Nubians spent in their new environment was 
traumatic. The land reclamation project had 
fallen behind schedule since 1962. Unex
pectedly high soil salinity and even greater 
difficulties in water supply raised the cost far 
beyond budget allocations When the Nubians 
arrived in June 1964, only 7,000 feddans had 
been reclaimed. 11,000 feddans were under 
reclamation and work on 3,000 feddans was 

programmed to start in 1964. Requests for 
additional funds to be expedite the reclama
tion process was rejected by the Finance 
Ministry" 
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The Joint Committee decided on a minimum 
size for holdings of one feddan per household, 
and declared that irrespective of the amount 
of compensation due, no one would receive 
more land until everyone had received this 
bare minimum. One year later, only half the 
households had received the one of feddan 
allocation. Fresh produce and fodder were 
scarce, and the livestock suffered heavy losses 

Compensation payments, travel allowances, 
and remittances from relatives proved insuffi
cient to support families struggling to survive 
within an inflated regional economy strained 
still further by the sudden introduction of 
nearly 60,000 consumers. Despite government 
efforts to secure supplies for the relocatees, 
prices spiralled and shortages occurred. To 
avoid widespread hardships, the Joint Com
mittee decided to give the Nubians temporary 
monthly support payments ranging from $5 to 
$10 per family'·, a reasonable sum since the 
annual per capital income in Egypt was 
around $120. 

Problems were further aggravated by the 
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New Nubia, modified construction. 

Photo T Swelin 

attitudes of Nubian associations in the urban 
centers, who insisted on the immediate rights 
of members of homes in the new settlements. 
Urban migrants, unsure about the govern
ment's intent to carry out the promised Stage 
2, crowded the villages, adding to both density 
and confusion. 

The most serious of all hardships was the 
spread of communicable diseases. Isolated 
from contact with outsiders in Old Nubia, the 
Nubians lacked immunity to common "valley" 
diseases, which took a heavy toll, particularly 
among infants and elderly. 

Adjustments and Socia-Cultural Change A 
few years after resettlement, the situation had 
changed drastically. As more land was 
brought into cultivation every year (the land 
reclamation project made available 30,000 
feddans by 1969), raising animals resumed on 
a wide scale, with poultry, rabbits, goats, and 
sheep. 

The completion of the community facilities 
gave the Nubians, for the first time, fully 
operational schools, markets, and health 
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centers within walking distance from every 
home. The shift from the provisional to the 
permanent utility systems provided them with 
conveniences unknown in Old Nubia. An 
immediate consequence was a noticeable 
increase in water consumption which in some 
instances overloaded the capacity of the 
drainage system beyond design loads. In time, 
there may be a change from cesspools to septic 
tanks. 

Despite the high cost involved, house re
modeling has been a favorite activity. Most of 
the jobs undertaken were aimed at increasing 
the sheltered area. Enclosures were built to 
separate animal pens from the rest of the 
courtyard. The use of interior space was 
rearranged to provide better guest accommo
dations, rental rooms, or space for small 
businesses (shops, cafes, and the like). 

Labor for building with brick and mortar was 
recruited from among Sa'idis. However, 
Nubian women resumed their house main
tenance activities by plastering with mud 
plaster and decorating with paintings and 
artifacts. Even the traditional benches, 

mastaba have reappeared in front of some 
houses. The Kenuz have taken the lead in 
remodeling and decorating. 

Regular bus service between New Nubia, 
Aswan, and Kom Ombo has provided to the 
Nubians a degree of accessibility and mobility 
inconceivable within the confines of their old 
homeland. 

The conveniences of life in New Nubia have 
given women welcome leisure time, which 
they use for more frequent visiting and, 
increasingly, for participation in govemment
sponsored programs at the handicrafts and 
social centers. 

The combined effect of village layout and 
house assignment was the creation of new 
patterns of social relations. Neighbors were no 
longer necessarily kinsmen. Islamic principles 
of mutual obligations (rights and responsibi
lities) between neighbors meant continuous 
interaction and the formation of ties with 
neighbours irrespective of family lineage. An 
urban concept of neighborhood based on 
residential location and personal affinity was 
superimposed over the deeply rooted loyalties 
commanded by kin and clan. 

Customs were adjusted to reflect this new 
level of social relations. Ceremonies were 
adapted for increased participation and closer 
residence by reducing length of stay and host 
responsibility, as well as gifts and services 
offered by guests. 

Drastic reductions in travel time and cost have 
encouraged fre>luent visits by urban migrants. 
A growing number of Nubians have found 
attractive employment opportunities in the 
expanding job market of Aswan. With 
students also able to live at home while 
attending school, the number of males in 
residence in New Nubia is now relatively high. 

Nubians have sought service occupations and 
civil service positions in Aswan governorate. 
They have managed to organize themselves 
and to participate successfully in local politics. 



The Commotion over Housing, 1967-68 

The emergence of Nubians as an interest 
group was brought to the forefront of events 
rather forcefully during the commotion over 
the adequacy of houses in New Nubia in 1967, 
and Stage 2 construction of housing for urban 
migrants in 1977. 

In 1967, complaints poured in at the offices of 
responsible authorities in Nasr City, the Aswan 
governorate, and the Ministry of Housing. 
The Nubian delegates at the National 
Assembly were leading the campaign, 
declaring the houses had serious defects that 
inflicted hardships on the inhabitants. Cer
tainly, everyone was aware of the problems of 
the soils, be it swelling clay or excess salinity, 
and of the heat transfer through the reinforced 
concrete roofs. 
The national mood in the aftermath of the war 
was somber and there was a general dis
enchantment with modernization policies of 
the previous decade. Those questioning the 
validity of earlier decisions and approaches in 
New Nubia found receptive audiences among 
professionals and laymen alike. 

The case was not as clear cut as it may seem. It 
could be argued that the open expressions of 
dissatisfaction represented the coalescence of 
a new sense of awareness of Nubia as an 
integrated community. It could be argued 
even more convincingly, however, that the 
timing of the complaints coincided with the 
end of the grace period granted before 
reimbursements became due on the out
standing balance for properties in New Nubia 
(despite the fact that monthly installments 
would have been on the order of only LE 
0.40, or US$O.SO). This was accurately 
perceived by the committee set up by the 
Ministry of Housing to investigate the matter. 

Technical recommendations focused on issues 
of stabilizing foundations and the like. The 
major decision taken was to let the Nubians 
have the houses for free. A ministerial decree 
ordered the disbursement to the Nubians of 
the portion of the compensation withheld and 
credited towards the acquisition of houses (50 
percent)27. This give-away put an end to the 
commotion. The few complaints filed later 
were related to structural and other technical 
problems. 
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New Nubia, decorated facade of houses 

Photo T. Swelin 

New Nubia, whitewashed facade of a house decorated with traditional Nubian drawings 

Photo' T Swelin 
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New Nubia, Stage 2, 1969 to Present 

The implementation of Stage 2 was delayed by 
the 1967 war and the economic problems that 
Egypt faced in its aftermath. 

Eligibility was restricted to migrant house
holds who had owned a house in Old Nubia. 
A special effort was made by the Ministry of 
Housing, the authority responsible for project 
implementation, to comply with the requests 
of the Nubians. After the re-allocation of 
vacant units in New Nubia, it was found that 
6,595 additional houses were needed. The 
proposed breakdown was 10 percent Proto
type A, 10 percent Prototype B, and 80 
percent Prototype C. The controversial Proto
type D was eliminated. Furthermore, with no 
time pressure on implementation, it was 
decided to offer Nubians the option to build 
their own houses. 

Areas were delineated for subdivision. 
Building plots of 105 square meters (corres
ponding to Prototype C) were made available 
to households. To allow for a degree of 
horizontal expansion, the purchase of more 
than one plot was authorized. An upward 
limit of 260 square meters (corresponding to 
the lot size of Prototype A) was recommended 
by the Executive Agency for the Resettle
ment. Priority in land allocations was given to 
large households. 

To economize on infrastructure, the new 
development areas were kept as close as 
possible to the existing dwellings in each 
village. In cases where this was not possible for 
lack of buildable land reserves, alternative 
sites were delineated in proximity to the 
agricultural land allocated to the future 
inhabitants of the area. 

To discourage speculative holding, a time limit 
of one year for starting construction was set, 
after which the land plot could be repossessed. 
People were encouraged to use the govern
ment prototypes and not to alter them. 
Municipal authorities in Nasr City were to 
supervise building activities. In particular, they 
were enjoined to require the construction of 
latrines and cesspools within the courtyard 
areas and to prohibit the encroachment of 
cesspools on streets, a wide-spread violation in 
urban fringe areas because of ease of access 
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for pumping out the contents at regular 
intervals. 

By eliminating Prototype D and offering some 
possibility for horizontal expansion through 
the new subdivision program, the Ministry did 
meet the most pressing Nubian demands, but 
it did not attempt to experiment with new 
housing solutions. Municipal authorities in 
Nasr City felt they lacked adequate funding 
and staff to enforce building codes and were 
opposed to the issuance of regulations 

Private activities proceeded in an informal 
manner, altering and adding to existing 
structures and building new ones. 

Government and the Nubians: 
Emerging Roles in Project Planning, 
Design, and Implementation 

Setting the Criteria forHousing Development 

At the outset of the resettlement program, 
Professor Hassan Fathy had undertaken an 
architectural survey of Old Nubia. He recom
mended that an architect be assigned to each 
naq' to live with the people, ascertain their 
needs, and study their living patterns, the 
organization of space within their dwellings, 
and the construction methods they used. Each 
architect would then be responsible for 
developing cluster layouts and house designs 

in the resettlement zone for the inhabitants of 
the naq' to which he was assigned. The 
government's role would be limited to pro
viding basic infrastructure. 

Professor Fathy wanted to assemble a few 
master masons to train Nubians to build in 
mud brick. To this end, he proposed setting 
up a training center in Guma village, near 
Luxor 28. The proposed approach offered an 
ideal solution, in that houses would be related 
to the needs and lifestyles of inhabitants and 
admirably suited to the climate. It was esti
mated that two masons with four assistants 
would require 45 days, on the average, to 
build a house. 

The Ministry of Housing and Utilities turned 
down this proposal. The main concerns were 
the lack of control over schedules and the 
unpredictable nature of results. It was an 
untenable situation for officials responsible for 
a technically difficult project with high visibi
lity and important political overtones. 

The issue of appropriate housing for Nubians 
arose again in 1976 and 1977, in relation to the 
rebuilding of Old Nubia and the construction 
of additional housing for urban migrants in 
New Nubia. From 1974 onwards, the Ministry 
of Housing and Reconstruction was concen
trating on the rebuilding of the Suez Canal 
Zone in the aftermath of the 1973 war. With 
manpower and budget resources earmarked 
for the rebuilding programs, there was little 
inclination to develop new housing prototypes 
for Nubia. However, New Nubia was no 
longer in the political limelight and responsible 
authorities were quite ready to let the Nubians 
build and rebuild in whatever way they wished 
to. 

Additional Migrant Housing in New Nubia 

A study team sponsored by the Ministry of 
Housing and Reconstruction judged that it 
would be very difficult to use mud brick as a 
building material in the Kom ambo region. 
The lack of alluvial deposits following the 
construction of the High Dam meant that the 
removal of large quantities of mud to manu
facture bricks would deprive agricultural land 



of its fertile topsoil. It was recommended that 
sandstone and fired brick made from desert 
clay be used instead. 

Load bearing construction was praised for 
economy and insulating properties because of 
large wall thickness. Project engineers were 
urged to exercise extreme caution in the 
selection of building sites, to undertake 
detailed borings and soil analyses, and to 
select suitable foundation methods to avoid 
the recurrence of the embarrassing experience 
of Dahmit village. 

Alternative roofing systems were viewed with 
mixed feelings. Some felt that the climate 
control afforded by the traditional vaults and 
domes justified their use. Others pointed to 
problems of incompatibility with possibilities 
of vertical expansion of dwellings, and to 
anticipated difficulties in obtaining mud and 
finding masons capable of constructing these 
roof systems. Qua1ified master masons were 
scarce and the price charged for vaults and 
domes would double the cost of roofs. 
Instead, they suggested the use of reinforced 
concrete slabs, properly insulated by the 
addition of a layer of straw and mud. Other 
recommendations included narrower secon
dary roads and smaller, more numerous wall 
openings, adequately shaded and appro
priately oriented. 

For their part, the Nubians opted for 
"modem" housing. Subsequent discussions 
and negotiations with the Ministry revolved 
around the issue of size, not kind, of dwelling 
The Nubians wanted all houses to be Proto
type A, preferably, but were ready to accept 
Prototype B. Their delegates lobbied relent
lessly with central authorities for these 
changes, and managed to obtain satisfaction. 

Planning for the New in Old Nubia 

In October 1963, when the Nubians first 
started to leave their homeland for the reset
tlement villages in Kom Ombo, they knew 
they could come back to this area after the 
level of the water had stabilized in Lake 
Nasser This happened in the mid-seventies. 
Today, it is possible for Nubians to return to 
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New Nubia, Zawiya and guest house in one of the villages 

Photo: T Swelin 

New Nubia, cafetelia. showing the adaptatioll of traditional decOlative motifs to new uses 

Photo T Swelin 

78 



79 

the shores of Lake Nasser, reclaim and 
cultivate the alluvial soils on the slopes of 
khurs and recreate Old Nubia . .In 1976, a 
committee was established by the Governor of 
Aswan to prepare plans for the development 
of the Lake Nasser region. It was decided that 
the re-building should start from the south 
and proceed to the north. In particular, tourist 
development around Abu Sumbul had 
attracted population back to the area. This 
settlement is to provide the nucleus from 
which development is to spread to the rest of 
Nubia. 

Government plans call for agriculture, 
fisheries, and food processing industries to 
provide the economic base of New Old Nubia. 

As could be expected, this program appealed 
most to the Kushaf. Nostalgic elders aroused 
the enthusiasm of a generation of young 
Nubians whose recollections of Old Nubia 
were at best faint childhood memories. Some 
Nubian leaders requested that the government 
give them the land and let them rebuild their 
villages in their traditional way. The govern
ment acceded to their demand. 

Some clans organized themselves into formal 
associations and went back to resettle the 
areas of Adindan, Qastal, and Tushki. Land 
was allocated to the associations which, in 
tum, proceeded to distribute individual plots 
to members. Tents provided temporary 
shelter as these Nubians embarked on an 
attempt to replicate the past. 

Many young poeple, unable to withstand the 
rigors of the desert wilderness, have since 
abandoned homesteading and returned to the 
urban centers. Others have stayed on. The 
government is still working on a regional 
development plan, and at this time detailed 
projects for new settlements have yet to be 
designed. It is difficult to conjecture on the 
eventual character of the habitat of New Old 
Nubia. 

Retrospective on the Nubian 
Resettlement Experience 

Reflecting on the Nubian resettlement 
project, it is evident that mistakes were made. 
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But it is also clear that political, economic, and 
particularly time constraints imposed severe 
limitations on the technical options open to 
decision-makers. Two main issues must be 
addressed. First, what kind of environment 
should have been offered to the Nubians by 
the resettlement authorities? Second, what 
kind of environment do the Nubians them
selves really want? 

The professionals involved in the project feel 
that, despite its drawbacks, the environment 
provided in New Nubia was the best that 
could be achieved under the circumstances. 
Given the mandate of the Ministry and in 
terms of product quality and cost, this asser
tion can hardly be disputed. However, one 
cannot avoid wondering whether the need to 
project an image of immediate reality justified 
the time constraints imposed on project 
implementation. The opening of the coffer 
dam in May 1964 was going to lead to the 
immediate flooding of 6,000 feddans only. 
The gradual flooding of the rest of Old Nubia 
would take several years. It seems that the 
schedule could have been relaxed without 
endangering Nubian lives. With more time to 
study, analyze, and experiment, many of the 
technical errors made under pressure could 
have been averted. Also, one cannot help but 
ponder over whether oppressive monotony 
must be the unavoidable result of design for 
mass production. 

At the time of the resettlement, most Nubians 
were rural in customs and habitat by necessity, 
and urban in occupation and outlook by 
choice. It is difficult to assume that they 
would have wanted to replicate Old Nubia in 
Kom Ombo, even if it were possible to do so. 
They were not about to learn building trades 
and engage in self-help construction, any more 
than they were about to return to agriculture 
and reintegrate into the Egyptian rural scene. 

Today, 16 years later, old values and customs 
are changing even more rapidly, as Nubians 
have joined in the massive labor movements 
in the Middle East, securing jobs in urban 
centers overseas. New Nubia is no longer a 
series of villages stretching along a ring-road. 
More than ever, it resembles the settlements 
in the fringe areas of large cities: semi-rural in 
appearance but undergoing rapid urbaniza
tion. The new dimensions of rural/urban 

relationships, involving migration of young 
families and the channeling of earnings into 
real estate, is reflected in the sustained 
demand for migrant housing in Kom Ombo. 
Old customs are changing and it seems un
likely that change can be redirected towards 
the maintenance of a rural ethos. The TV 
antennas sprouting over the houses of New 
Nubia are a clear indication to the contrary. 

Reference Notes 

1 320 kilometers from the Dam to Adindan in Egypt, 
and then another 180 kilometers past the third Cataract 
to the village of Dal in Sudan 

2 The National Charter, 1962, page 52 The system of 
local government was reformed to introduce partially 
elected councils, paralleling the hierarchy of appointed 
executives at every level of administration 

3 The Five-Year Plan fOI Economic and Social 
Development of the U A R. Cairo, 1960 The stated 
objectives of the plan were to achieve a balanced and 
sustained growth at an annual rate of? percent and an 
equitable distribution of income opportunities. 

4 In the productive sectors, where investments 
required a large foreign eXChange component, actual 
growth did not exceed 67 percent of the planned 
targets In contrast, the service sectors overshot their 
targets; the recorded actual growth was 170 percent 

5 Presidential Decree No 67, 1962 

6 This decision was prompted by the distressing 
experience of 1933, when Nubians were given mone
tary compensation for their submerged properties 
Government land to be reclaimed at Esna was made 
available to them on a lease-purchase basis, but most of 
them squandered the compensation money on con
sumer goods 

7 One feddan equals 4,000 square meters 

, In 1959, sales under the Esna program were 
suspended, since it was judged that the government's 
investment in land reclamation was not being put to 
use 

9 Nubians who had received compensations in 1933 
were to be relocated in Esna, where land had been 
reclaimed for them However, 26 percent filed requests 
to move to Kom Ombo and give up their title to land in 
Esna. The government acceded to their request and 
allocated 214 house~ and 445 feddans to them in the 
resettlement zone 

10 About this same time, in the early to mid-sixties, 
the Kaptai Dam in Bangladesh and the Volta Dam in 
Ghana displaced respectively 100,000 and 80,000 
persons, without receiving the same attention 

11 The name of the Ministry was shortly thereafter 
changed to "Housing and Utilities " Later it became 



the "Ministry of Housing and Reconstruction" The 
engineers and architects responsible for project 
implementation were Hussein Shafey, Head, Project 
Team; Michel Naguib Raphael, General Director, 
Kom Ombo; Lewis Atallah, General Director, Cairo; 
Ibrahim Osman; and Sami Masoud The design of 
settlements and housing prototypes was undertaken by 
a team in the Ministry's Planning Office headed by 
Salem Nasr Habib 

12 The two railroad stations were called Kalabsha and 
Ballana 

13 Ibn Hawqal in Kitab Suwa/ al Ard, Al Istakhri in 
Kitab al Aqalim, Yaqut in Mu'jam al Buldan, and 
Maqdisi in Ahsan al Taqasim, all refer to "ard al 
bagga," which derives its name from a tribe called 
"Bagga" Maqrizi in his Khitat devotes a whole section 
to the description of this tt ibe and their lands The 
Bagga can still be found in Sudan, in the southern 
sector of this area They are somewhat similar to the 
Bisharis in appearance and speak a dialect different 
from the Nubians They live in isolated settlements and 
avoid contact with other tribes Nubians who have met 
some of them say that they are partly Islamized, very 
fierce, and most frightening to encounter 

14 Ministerial Decree No 106, dated 9/24/62 

15 Ministerial Decree dated 10/5/63 

16 The first summer after resettlement was marked by 
unusally hot weather In some of the worst heat waves, 
temperatUies soared above 50°C In May 1964, a 
record 55°C was reached Nubians, project staff, and 
workmen suffered great hardships 

17 To the two major sugar refineries at Edfu and 
Kom 
Ombo were added plants manufacturing paper and 
allied plOducts, including particle board 

18 Powered by a $77 million plant on the Aswan 
Dam, producing 1,880 million kilowatts per hour per 
year since 1960 

19 Numerous housing projects were undertaken by 
the industrial companies and by the High Dam 
Ministry, for their technicians and employees In 
addition, the governorate was involved in various 
urban redevelopment projects in Aswan city 

20 Rural in-migrants working as unskilled laborers in 
the construction sector were most reluctant to return to 
their villages and remained in the urban centers looking 
for work on successive projects, or drifting to alter
native occupations requiring manual labor 

21 The small resettlement area at Esna, for Nubians 
from Tumas and 'Afia villages who did not petition to 
be transferred to Kom Ombo, involved 563 housing 
units during Stage 1 (to be completed by October 
1963), and 436 units during Stage 2 Stage 1 contract 
was awarded to a foreign firm 

22 The use of particle boald, manufactured from 
by-products of the sugar refining process, instead of 
imported softwoods resulted in the savings of LE 1 5 
million in foreign exchange 

2J The amount of stone needed was equivalent of 1 5 
times the size of great pyramid 
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24 The cattle, which had contracted diseases from 
Sudan and Ethiopia, had to be destroyed The sheep 
and goats, which constituted the bulk of the livestock, 
were saved 

25 In 1963-64, the Five-Year Plan was falling short of 
its targets for lack of investment funds Some of the 
planned manufacturing projects in the area had to be 
curtailed, postponed, or cancelled altogether 

26 Ministerial Decree No. 126, dated September 16, 
1964, Ministry of Social Affairs 

27 Compensations varied between $50 and $3,500, 
and totalled close to LE 7 million, of which LE 
3,358,000 had been disbursed in 1963 and 1964 

2R The head master mason would have been' Ala al 
Din Mustafa, the recipient of an Aga Khan Award in 
Lahore in 1980 
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New Nubia Program 

Housing 

Housing Prototypes 

Type A: 4 rooms, WC, kitchen, 
guest room, animal pen 

Type B: 3 rooms, WC, kitchen, 
guest room, animal pen 

Type C: 2 rooms, WC, kitchen, 
animal pen 

Type D: 1 room, WC, kitchen 

Total 

Community Facilities 

Facility 

Zawiya with guest accommodations 
Mosque 
Guest house 
Small market 
Market with consumer cooperative 
Bakery 
Primary school 
Intermediate-level school 
Playfield and public open space 
Handicraft center 
Small health center 
Combined social services center 
Police station 
Agricultural bank supply center 
Political center 
Apartment buildings for 
government employees 

Source Ministry of Housing 

Quantity 

4,432 

6,482 

3,973 

1,141 

16,298 

Quantity 

24 
5 
5 

13 
18 
16 
18 
2 

18 
7 
7 
4 
4 
2 
2 

5 
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Nasr City Administrative Center 

Mosque 
Supply office 
Large market with consumer cooperative 
Bakery 
Primary School 
Intermediate and secondary school 
Rural teacher training school 
Social center and sporting club 
Central hospital (40 beds) 
Fire and police stations 
Post/telephone office 
Agricultural bank supply center 
Agricultural station 
Mill 

Slaughterhouse 
Veterinary station 
City Council 
Political center 
5 apartment buildings for government 
employees (total 140 dwelling units) 

Source Ministry of Housing 

New Nubia 

Building Materials Requirements 

Item Unit Quantity 

Stone m' 3,500,000' 
Brick 1,000 units 75,000 
Gravel m' 1,500,000 
Sand m' 
Cement ton 250,000 
Reinforcement Bars ton 25,000 
Lime m' 150,000 
Lumber m' 25,000 
Asbestos Sheets m' 35,000 
Asbestos Pipes linear meter 60,000 

* The volume of the Great Pyramid is 2,500,000 
cubic meters 

Project Cost (LE 1,000's) 

Housing 
Community Facilities 
Water Supply 
Electricity 
Roads 

Total 

Source Ministry of Housing 

Prototype Quantity 

A 4,119 
B 6,180 
C 3,962 
D 1,332 

15,593 

Source Ministry of Housing 

13,000 
1,800 

700 
170 
330 

16,000 

Unit Cost (LE) 

865.4 
7200 
4638 
324.8 
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Nubian Resettlement Project 

Housing 

Contractors 

Firm 1 
Firm 2 
Firm 3 
Firm 4 
Firm 5 
Firm 6 
Firm 7 
Firm 8 
Firm 9 
Firm 10 
Firm 11 
Firm 12 

Total 

Ambirkab, Dahmit, Dikka, Kashtamna East and West 
Armina 
Qastal, Tumas, 'Afia 
'Aniba, Masmas 
Sayala, Mahraqa, Kalabsha, Abu Hur 
Madiq, 'Alaqi, Qarsha, Qurta 2 and 3 
Adindan 1 
Tushki, Abu Sumbul 
Dabud, BaHana 1, 2 and 3 
Sinqari, Shaterma, Kurusku, Maliki, Riqa, Abu HJndul 
Jinina, Shubak, Ibrim, Jazira 
Wadi al 'Arab, Dirr, Tinqala, Qitta, Diwan 

Administrative Organization for Nubian Resettlement 

Cost (LE 1000's) 

1,316 
376 
403 
633 
840 

1,266 
521 

i,309 
1,199 
1,064 

603 
756 

10,285 

from the ministries of 

Social Affairs 
(Direction) 

~ 

Agrarian 
Reform 

~ 

Joint Egyptian/Sudanese 

Public Works 
(Survey Dept) 

~ 
Health 

~ 
Education 

t 
Joint Ministerial Committee for Nubian Resettlement 

I 

Interior 

t 
Urban and Rural 

Affairs 

t 

I 
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Supply 

t 

Committee for the 
Executive Agency for Nubian Resettlement Committee for the r-- Governor of Aswan r-- Distribution of 

(General Directorate) Resettlement of Egyptian r-- Property to the Nubians ,-

I I 
Coordination Directorate in 

I Executive Directorate Executive Directorate 

I Cairo in Kom-Ombo --- in Aswan r-(for Coordination with 
1 J j Central Government Agencies) 

l General Supervision 

J Administration 

Committee for the I Expression of the Opinion r---
I 1 1 1 I of the Nubians -4-- -, 

I 
Field Social 

I J l J I 
Housing Transport Finances 

Research Services Administration Administration Administration 
Administration Administration 

Committee for 
the Study of f--- 1 

Nubian Territory I I 1 j 
Ad Hoc Committees Mobile 

Village Committee for Committee for the 
L ____ 

Resettlement The Organization Organization of 
Centers Service Center of Departures Arrivals and Settling 


