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INTRODUCTION
Without any doubt, the most well-known dam in the world is the High Aswan Dam. From Brazil to
Burkina Fasso, and from Canada to China, people are often familiar with the High Aswan Dam, even
though they may not be aware of the name of the major dams in their own countries. The logical
question then arises why are people aware of a dam in a distant part of the world, when they lack
knowledge of major dams in their own countries? What is so special about the High Aswan Dam?
Another important question is that whereas the Egyptians have always been fully aware of the fact
that without the High Aswan Dam the country would have faced serious socio-economic crises
during the last three decades, the general view outside Egypt has been that the Dam has been an
unmitigated disaster for the country from every consideration. In fact, if an environmentalist outside
Egypt is asked to identify the worst dam in the world, chances are very high that the person would
name the High Aswan Dam for this dubious distinction. This is irrespective of the fact that one would
be hardpressed to identify a dam anywhere in the world which has brought so many benefits to the
country as a whole.
The study initiated is attempting to answer some fundamental questions on the impacts of the
Dam based on reliable data and serious analyses. The questions that need to be answered are the
following:
• Why is the High Aswan Dam so well-known in the world? The dam-site is not spectacular
since it does not have a gorge, and yet it is significantly better known than any dam in the
world.
• Why does the world outside Egypt considers the High Aswan Dam a failure when the
situation is exactly reverse? Why is it that its tremendous benefits are ignored, but its costs
are grossly exaggerated?
• What are the real social, economic and environmental benefits and costs of the High
Aswan Dam?
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The answers to these three questions are not only of academic interest but also have practical
relevance in terms of several important issues. Among these issues are the following:
]1. A scientific, objective and comprehensive assessment of the benefits and costs of the
Aswan Dam should be of great interest to the Government of Egypt in terms of planning
and implementing new water development projects.
2. The knowledge and experience of the impacts of the Dam should also be of great interest
to water professionals and decision-makers from outside Egypt in terms of identifying
what were the beneficial impacts and what policy options could be taken to maximize
them further, as well as to consider the adverse impacts and then explore alternatives
to minimize such impacts.
3. The last decade has seen considerable controversy on the benefits and costs of large
dams. The general media and non-governmental activist groups, mostly from the
Western world, have painted a very dark picture of the adverse impacts and other costs
of the large dams. According to them, all large dams have been unmitigated disasters,
and thus the construction of all new large dams anywhere in the world must be stopped.
4. The current knowledge-base on the actual benefits and costs of large dams, some 15-20
years after their operations have commenced, is very limited. At present, thousands of
environmental impact analyses (EIA) are available for large dams, but these are all
hypotheses since they forecast what are likely to be the situations after they start
operating. Unfortunately, though conducting EIA has become a standard practice everywhere
before large infrastructure development projects are constructed, attempts to determine what
are the actual impacts of any large dam, after at least a decade of its operation, is mostly
unknown. The physical, social, economic and environmental interactions brought about
by the construction and operation of large dams are complex, and unless the existing
hypotheses are tested extensively in the field, their validities and accuracies will continue to
remain uncertain. In fact, number of large
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dams anywhere in the world, whose impacts have been evaluated objectively, accurately and
undogmatically, can be counted in the fingers of one’s hands, and still have some fingers left
over! In the absence of such reliable evaluations, claims and counter-claims that are being
made by the proponents and opponents of large dams cannot be accepted or refuted
scientifically.
The impact evaluation of the High Aswan Dam was initiated to answer these and other
associated questions, and to enhance our knowledge-base so that the future dams can be more
scientifically planned, and the existing dams can be managed more efficiently so that their benefits can be
maximized and their adverse impacts can be minimized in order that the society obtains optimum
advantages through their construction and operation.

PROCESS AND METHODOLOGY OF WORK
It was decided that the study will be conducted in two phases:
1. collect, review and analyse existing materials in order to determine the nature, extent and
accuracy of the materials available, both inside and outside Egypt; and
2. based on this analysis, determine what extra information that need to be collected in order
to prepare a definitive assessment of the various issues related to the overall impacts of the
High Aswan Dam.
The first phase was the shorter phase, in terms of the overall study. In the present context, it meant
a 2-week visit to Cairo to find as much data as possible, which would then be analysed to prepare a
preliminary report, which would also include a proposal and a work plan for the second phase.
In addition to the visit to Cairo, serious attempts were made to obtain historical documents on the
financing arrangements for the construction of the High Aswan Dam from the archives of the World
Bank, U.S. Department of the State,

4

Library of Congress, and the British Foreign and Colonial Office. In addition, attempts were made
to obtain personal papers of President Eisenhower, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, U.S.
Ambassador to Egypt, Henry Byroade, who all played leading roles on the funding decision of the
Dam. The processes to get the necessary authorizations were some times exceedingly complex
and bureaucratic. The worst case was the World Bank, where it took nearly one year of dogged
perseverance to have access to its archives. It was also the worst case in terms of the total number
of documents that were withheld from an independent scrutiny because they were still considered
by the Bank to be sensitive. In contrast, both the U.S. and the British Government gave the authors
nearly full access to the personal papers of the leading players like Dwight Eisenhower, John Foster
Dulles and Anthony Eden.
Nearly 5000 pages of letters, cables, memorandums, and other documents have now been
collected from these sources. A detailed and comprehensive analysis of these documents has yet
to be made, but this report includes the findings of a preliminary and rapid analysis. Based on this
preliminary analysis, it will be necessary to collect some additional information to resolve certain
inconsistence in terms of facts and statements made by some actors and institutions concerned. It is
proposed to make a second and final (also much shorter) visit to the Eisenhower Library at Abilene;
Dulles Library at Princeton, U.S. Department of State and Library of Congress in Washington, and
the British Foreign Office in London.
The 2-week mission to Cairo was initially planned to prepare a draft report based on the
information that were to be collected. Prior to the mission, suggestions were made on the types of data,
analyses and documents that were needed for the study. However, on arrival, it was found that
around 30 pages of photocopies that were prepared were of very limited, if any, use to the study
because:
• most of the information requested were not collected; and
• photocopies that were provided had no sources, and thus no information was available
as to who were responsible for collecting and analysing
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them, by what processes and their relative accuracies and comprehensiveness.
Thus, the 2-week mission in reality became an exclusive data and information collection exercise,
instead of analysing the information and preparing a report, as was planned earlier. The documents
and data collected were then analysed in Mexico, along with the information on the Dam that were
available in the Library of the Third World Centre for Water Management.
The authors gratefully acknowledge the personal help of H.E. Dr. Mahmoud Abu-Zeid, Minister of
Water Resources and Irrigation, and Dr. Samia El. Guindy, Director of Advisory Panel Project on
Water. Thanks to their personal interventions, it was possible to obtain considerable amount of
data within a very short 2-week duration of the mission. The authors also gratefully acknowledge
considerable assistance from Dr. Hussein I. El-Atfy, Head of Minister’s Technical Office, and Dr.
Tarek Mohie El-Din Sadek, Project Director of NWRP.
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PART I:

HYDROPOLITICS OF THE ASWAN DAM

“... ... we shall build the High Dam, but before building the High Dam, we have first to build the
dam of dignity, the dam of integrity, the dam of liberty, and when we have built the dam of dignity,
integrity and liberty, we shall have realised our hopes, and we shall then surely build the High
Dam.”
Gamal Abdel Nasser
Aswan, Janaury 9, 1960
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In order to understand why the High Aswan Dam has consistently a bad reputation outside Egypt,
it is necessary to understand the tortuous and convoluted negotiation process that Egypt had to go
through for its financing. Among these issues were the following:
•

•
•

•

•

•
•

The American and the British Governments decided to support the financing of the Dam,
with the collaboration of the World Bank. This decision was made only after Egypt decided
to purchase arms from the Soviet Block since the West dithered about a request on similar
arms sale to Egypt. The American and the British decision to support the financing of the
Dam was made primarily to ensure Egypt did not become a supporter of the Soviet Block.
Egypt decided to recognize communist China which infuriated the United States and the
United Kingdom.
Dulles, without consultations with the British Government and the World Bank, reneged in
the financing offer of the Dam, and this information was conveyed to Egypt in a most
insulting way.
Dulles and Eden were annoyed with Nasser because he became an important leader of
the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) with Nehru of India and Tito of Yugoslavia. They also
did not know how to handle and independent, charismatic and popular Egyptian leader like
Nasser. Thus, they planned on ways to overthrow Nasser. Financing of the Aswan Dam
became a part of this overall superpower manipulations and confrontation with Nasser.
Immediately following the withdrawal of the Western offer to finance the construction of
the Dam, Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, and announced that the income from the
Canal will be used to construct the Dam.
U.K., France and Israel attacked Egypt because of the nationalization of the Suez Canal.
U.S.A. refused to back the attackers, as did the United Nations. The attackers withdraw.
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• The Soviet Union decided to help with the construction and financing of the Dam.
• First Secretary Khrushchev came to Aswan for the ceremony to symbolize the last stage
of the damming of the Nile with Nasser. President Podgorny came for the official opening
of the Dam with Sadat. In the entire history of the Soviet Superpower, two such top leaders
have never gone to any developing country to inaugurate a major infrastructure. The Aswan
became a triumph of the Soviet diplomacy, and it was possible only because of faux pas of
the West.
Thus, the construction of the Aswan Dam became an integral part of the continuing
superpower rivalry. No major infrastructure anywhere in the world, in the entire history of the
superpower rivalry of the 1950s and the 1960s, played such a key role. Thus, the Aswan Dam, in terms of
international politics, was not just an average infrastructure; it was a very special issue in which the
leaders of the Western World and the Soviet Union took personal interest.
Based on the research conducted thus far, it is almost certain that the current bad reputation of the
Dam directly stems from this superpower rivalry, and the Western decision not to support the Dam.
In order to understand what exactly happened, it is necessary to critically and objectively review the
politics of that time surrounding the construction of this Dam.
The authors have not had the time or the resources, to analyse all the political exchanges that went
on far the construction of the Dam. Nearly 80 percent of these documents have now been collected.
On the basis of a rapid assessment of the collected documents, the following summary has been
prepared. Because of the lack of time, the analysis starts with Dulles’ refusal to honour the earlier
U.S. commitment to finance the Dam, and the events that followed.
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CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS FOR THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE DAM
A chronology of the main events during the construction of the Aswan Dam is as follows:
12 January 1948: Adrian Daninos, and Egyptian engineer of Greek origin presented the plan for
the Aswan High Dam at Institut d’Egypte, Cairo
30 July 1952: Four days after the exile of King Farouk, Daninos submitted the Plan for the Dam to
Wing Commander Aly Sabry, who later became the Prime Minister.
August-October 1952: The plan was accepted by Nasser’s regime, and accepted a German offer
for Hochtief and Dortmund to submit plans.
October 1952: Hurst and his colleagues at the Ministry of Public Works initiated Hydrological
studies
October 1954: Hochtief and Dortmund design of the Dam completed.
6 November 1954: Agreement signed between U.S. and Egypt on economic development, which
included funds for engineering survey of the Aswan Dam.
25 June 1955: Egypt announced allocation of $8 million for preliminary work, and construction
begins on access roads, railroad tracks and worker’s housing.
30 August 1955: World Bank released a report on the Dam saying it was technically and
economically sound.
September 1955: West German, British and French construction companies formed a consortium
to bid for the construction contract.
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Nasser announced arms deal with USSR; Western leaders express their shock and anger
24 September 1955: President Eisenhower had a heart attack, which delayed any response on the
Dam from the West.
10 October 1955: Soviet Ambassador Solod announced in Cairo all kinds of aid to any Arab and
Asian countries that wanted it.
12 October 1955: Ambassador Solod delivered a Russian offer to construct the High Dam
to Nasser. Nasser responded that discussions for aid from the World Bank had reached
an advanced stage, and accordingly he could not consider further talks with the Russians.
17 October 1955: Ambassador Ahmed Hussein of Egypt called upon Secretary Dulles, and
informed him that Egypt would prefer US aid, even though the Soviet terms were better.
20 October 1955: U.S. State Department announced that U.S. was ready to support the High Dam
and the Johnstone Plan for the Jordan River.
24 October 1955: World Bank sent a mission to Cairo to discuss technical and economic issues for
preparing an aid agreement.
21 November 1955: Abdel Monem Kaissouny discussed the financing of the Dam at the World
Bank in Washington. Participants included Eugene Black, Herbert Hoover, Jr., US
Undersecretary of State, and Sir Roger Makins, the British Ambassador.
Mid-November 1955: Nasser told the press that he suspected that the aid for the Dam was being
used by the West to pressurize him to make peace with Israel.
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December 1955: President Eisenhower sent Robert B. Anderson for a secret Palestine peace
mission. Anderson met with Nassed on 18 December.
16 December 1955: US and Britain announced a join offer, where US would provide $56 million as
grant, and UK would release $14 million as a special release of blocked Egyptian sterling
account, which UK had owed to Egypt since the Second World War. World Bank would
provide a loan of $200 million, contingent upon the US-British aid for the first stage, and with
the understanding that the US-UK offer would be increased by another $130 million for the
second stage. In other words, the Western aid would total $400 million, half from US-UK, and
the other half from the World Bank.
24 January 1956: Black left Washington for Cairo with a personal assurance from Dulles on
support to the Dam. Enroute, he stopped in London, where Prime Minister Eden also
personally reconfirmed the British support.
28 January-9 February 1956: Black and Nasser negotiated the loan. The Egypt-World Bank issued
a communique on 9 February which said that talks had “led to mutual understanding and
substantial agreement on the basis of which the Bank will, when requested, take part in
financing of the High Dam project with an amount equivalent to $400 million.” During the
press conference, Black said that the Dam will cost $1.3 billion, of which $400 million will be
provided by the Bank, US and UK as foreign exchange, and $900 million in local currency by
Egypt.
10-11 February 1956: Black met Ambassador Byroade in Rome, on his way back to Egypt after
a 1-month consultation at the State Department. Byroade informed Black that U.S. had lost
all interest in supporting the Dam.
16 May 1956: Egypt recognized Communist China, invited Soviet Foreign Minister Dimitri
Shepilow to visit Cairo in June.
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23 June 1956: Nasser becomes President of Egypt
15 July 1956: State Department announced the transfer of Ambassador Byroade to South Africa.
19 July 1956: Dulles informed the Egyptian Ambassador Ahmed Hussein that the U.S. will not
support the financing of the Dam because of the “ability of Egypt to devote adequate
resources to assure the project’s success has become uncertain than at the time the offer was made.”
20 July 1956: UK withdrew the offer for the Dam. Black announced that since U.S. and U.K. have
withdrawn their offers, the World Bank would be unable to provide the loan.
21 July 1956: Nasser returned to Cairo with Prime Minister Nehru of India, after discussions with
President Tito at Brioni, Yugoslavia. Nasser was informed of the U.S withdrawal of the offer at
the Cairo Airport by his Interior Minister Zakaria Mohyeddin.
23 July 1956: World Bank announced no loan could be given to the Dam because of the U.S and
U.K withdrawals.
26 July 1956: Nasser announced in El-Horriya Square, Alexandria the nationalisation of the
Suez Canal. He said: “The annual income of the Suez Canal Company is 100 million
dollars: why not take it ourselves? We shall build the high dam as we desire.”
23 October 1958: Nikita Khruschev informed Field Marshal Abdel Hakim Amer during his visit to
Moscow that USSR would provide a credit of 400 million rubles (nearly L.E. 37.5 million, for
the construction of the Dam.
27 December 1958: Agreement signed in Cairo between UAR and USSR for the first stage of
soviet assistance of 400 million rubles.
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March 1959: First group of Soviet experts arrive in Egypt.
7 January 1960: Nasser asked Novikov for help for construction for the second stage of the Dam.
9 January 1960: President Nasser officially inaugurated the construction of the Dam. Present were
IT. Novikov, USSR Minister of Power Station Construction.
27 August 1960: Agreement signed at Grand Kremlin Palace, Moscow, between USSR and UAR
on extending the scope of assistance for the construction of the Dam.
25 January 1961: Presidium of Supreme Soviet ratified the 27 August, 1960, agreement.
11 March 1962: Decree issued for expropriation of lands to be inundated
16 January 1963: Sidky Soliman, Minister of High Dam, and P. Niborgry, Soviet Minister of Electric
Power, signed the protocol on the final specifications and plans.
14 November 1963: At a press conference, President Kennedy noted that the U.S. refusal to aid
the construction of the Dam not bring Egypt closer to the U.S. A contrary result was reached.
“It is the Russians who are presently building the High Dam.”
13 May 1964: Nasser, Khrushchev, Foreign Minister Gromyko arrived in Aswan, where they were
joined by President Sallal of Yemen and President Araf of Iraq. Nasser, Khrushchev’ and
Sallal participated in a ceremony to symbolize the last stage of the damming of the river.
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14 May 1964: Nile Water flows into the diversion channel. President Ben Bella of Algeria arrived
late to witness the diversion of the Nile.
13 January 1971: Sadat and President Podgorny officially open the Dam

AMERICAN DECISION TO WITHDRAW THE FINANCING OFFER
Analyses of historical documents available at the U.S. Department of the State indicate that the
U.S. decision to withdraw the financing offer was made primarily by Secretary Dulles, perhaps
somewhat impetuously. While some of the close associates of Dulles at the State Department felt the
same way as him towards Nasser and the Dam, they never seriously considered what would be the
implications to the United States and the Western World for reneging on the earlier aid offer. There
was not even a high level meeting at the State Department to discuss such an important issue, which
could have significant political ramifications. As Senator Fulbright noted during a Senate hearing,
U.S. made careful studies before deciding to support the financing of the Dam, but similar studies on
the implications of withdrawing the offer were simply not conducted. Nor was there any meaningful
consultation with the two other parties to the offer, the World Bank and the United Kingdom, before
Dulles made this impromptu decision.
As Finer (1964) has noted, Dulles’ decision received a “bad press almost universally in the U.S.A., in
Britain, in Continental Europe and in the Asian countries. He had been unwise and heavy-handled.”
Henry Cabot Lodge, the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations thought that the “brusque denial
of the loan to be a terrible mistake” (Fines, 1964). President Eisenhower also felt that the offer was
withdrawn somewhat suddenly, and he asked Dulles for an explanation.
In his semi-official biography of Dulles, John Robinson Beal of the Time Magazine, shed
considerable light as to why the Secretary withdrew the loan offer. Beal said in his book:
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“It was necessary to call Russia’s hand in the game of economic competition ... ... Nasser
combined the right timing, the right geography, and the right order of magnitude for a truly
major gambit in the cold war.”
Beal then pointed out:
“Since the issue involved more than simply denying Nasser money for a dam, a polite and
concealed rebuff would fail to make the really important point. It has to be forthright, carrying
its own built in moral for neutrals in a way that the ormolu of applied propaganda would not
cheapen. As a calculated risk the decision was on a grand scale, comparable to the
calculated risks of war taken in Korea and Formosa. But his (Dulles) experience at sailing
in diplomatic waters convinced him that the breeze would be better if he took a new and
independent tack.”
Stewart Alsop (1957), the distinguished political reporter of Washington Post, analysing the Beale
book pointed out that “Dulles withdrew the American offer as insultingly as possible,” and that it was
a “calculated slap in the face for Egypt’s President Nasser, consciously designed to bring a
showdown.”
Analysis of all the available documents indicates that Dulles’ main motive was probably to
simultaneously humiliate Nasser and taunt Russia. Alsop concluded that the Beal account pointed
Mr. Dulles “as the most reckless sort of gambler,” and portrayed him “as the champion of purposeful
irresponsibility, the inventor of the calculated blunder.”
Dulles later defended himself vigorously before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee for
making the decision. When asked by Senator Case if his withdrawal of support to the Aswan Dam
had precipitated the Suez crisis, he replied:
“There is one thing I want to make it clear, Senator, I do not believe in the U.S. being
blackmailed, and any time I sense a purpose on the part of any
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country to try to get money out of us by threatening that if we don’t pay it money it will do
something. At that point I say: Nothing doing...”
Dulles further said:
“We would never have gone through with the plans of the Aswan Dam as a way of getting
insurance for the non-seizure of the Suez Canal Company. As I made clear, I just do not
believe in doing business that way.”
Dulles’ decision not support the Aswan Dam created a storm, which neither he nor the State
Department anticipated. Nasser was not expecting any positive outcome from the meeting of
Anbassador Hussein with Dulles. However, what was a surprise to Nasser was the way the
message was delivered and phrased (Heikal, 1986).
After this insulting withdrawal of the financing offer, Nasser reviewed all the options before him. The
rebuff from Washington came only 4 days before the anniversary of the 1952 revolution, which was
an important occasion for a major policy speech. He announced on 26 July 1956 in Alexandria the
Suez Canal was being nationalized, and the revenue from the Canal would be used to build the
Aswan Dam.
It is not part of this analysis as to what happened during the Suez crisis, which was a major
geopolitical event of the 1950s, but to show the linkages between the Aswan Dam, the Suez crisis and the
geopolitics of the Cold War. Even after the Suez crisis was over, the events during the period had profound
impacts on the subsequent reputation of theAswan Dam outside Egypt, an issue that will be discussed later.
The British Prime Minister Anthony Eden was informed of Dulles’ meeting with Hussein by his Press
Secretary, William Clark, who received the news from a Reuters tape, and not from the Foreign
Office. Eden said: (Lapping, 1985):
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“Oh good, oh good for Foster. I didn’t really think that he had it in him.” Then there was a pause
and “I wish he didn’t done it quiet so abruptly.”
There is no question that the British disliked Nasser intensely. According to Hahn (1991):
“... the British explored the possibility of deposing Nasser though covert action. ‘We could
make life impossible for Nasser’ Macmillian had told Dulles in the aftermath of the Czech deal,
‘and ultimately bring about his fall by various pressures.”
Eden even went further. On 12 March, 1956, he told the Foreign Office: “It is either him (Nasser) or
us.” He wrote to Eisenhower on 5 August 1956:
“I have never thought Nasser a Hitler ... ... But the parallel with Mussolini is close. Neither of
us can forget the lives and treasures he cost us before he was finally dealt with.
The removal of Nasser, and the installation of a regime less hostile to the West, must therefore
also rank high among our objectives.”
Later, on 5 November 1956, Eden wrote to Eisenhower that unless Britain had taken the steps it
did:
“Nasser would have become a kind of Moslem Mussolini and our friends in Iraq, Jordan,
Saudi Arabia and Iran would gradually have been brought down. His efforts would have spread
westwards, and Libya an all North Africa would have been brought under his control.”
In other words, Eden not only hated Nasser intensely, but he was also paranoic about Nasser’s
intentions, capabilities and trustworthiness.
Anthony Nutting of the British Foreign Office, who was equally anti-Nasser, drew up a new doctrine
for the British Government to deal with Nasser, which the
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State Department in its memorandum to the White House called “Omega.” The doctrine discussed
alternatives to limit Nasser’s power and also his removal.
As a part of this Omega doctrine, Selwyn Lloyd and Dulles agreed that they would not provoke Nasser
into accepting Soviet offer for the construction of the Dam. They agreed that the Aswan offer should
be allowed to “wither on the vine” by indefinitely delaying aid offer, but concurrently maintaining cordial
relations with Egypt. The British Foreign Office noted that Washington and London “are
agreed that the negotiations should not ‘languish’ too quickly, and that we must continue to keep
Nasser in play for some time.”
Evelyn Shuckburgh, personal secretary to Eden, wrote in late May that “although he (Nasser) is
bound to realise to some extent what we are doing, we are anxious to keep him in doubt, and to
avoid a break with him, for as long as possible.”
Nutting (1967) refers to this doctrine in his book No end of a Lesson. According to him, a distraught
Eden “blew up” over an open telephone line to the Sovoy Hotel, where Nutting was at that time,
when he read in the memorandum the phrase “neutralizing Nasser.” In his 1967 book, Nutting
said that Eden said during this telephone conversation that he did not want Nasser “neutralized.”
In the book, Nutting recorded that Eden told him that “I want him (Nasser) destroyed, can’t you
understand? I want him removed.” Only in 1984, Nutting said that the term Eden used was
“murdered,” and not “destroyed.” Nutting did not dare to publish the truth in 1967.
The British pressed their U.S. partners regularly and hard to endorse the covert action, but with
limited success. Raymond A. Hare of NEA warned the British in October 1955 that Nasser should
not be forced out until there is a “better candidate in sight.” Allen Dulles, DCI and brother of
Secretary Dulles felt that if “Nasser should for any reason be eliminated by death”, Egyptian army
extremists would take over power. Both Kermit Roosevell (a friend of Nasser) and Wilbur Eveland of
CIA have noted that the British Secret intelligence Service
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(SIS) discussed plans to depose Nasser with their American counterparts, who rejected the ideas.
Heikal (1986) recalled that John Young of SIS told James Eichelberger of the CIA that Britain was
exploring means, not excluding assassination, to “do a Mossadegh” on Nasser. Eichelberger was
not keen on the idea. In fact, he was so alarmed by the British plot that he leaked much of the plot
to Cairo.
Nasser in all probability, was aware (at least to a limited extent) of the British-American discussions,
and the British plans to get rid of him. According to Heikel (1986), shortly after the offers to construct
the Dam were withdrawn, Nasser told Ambassador Byroade: “You fellows are out to kill me. I tell you
this, I am not going to be killed.”
There is no question that the American and the British leaders not only grossly underestimated
Nasser as a leader and his popularity in the Arab world, but also they simply did not know how to
deal with a charismatic and independent Egyptian leader, “whose philosophy, objectives, tactics and
boldness distinguished him from his predecessors” (Hahn, 1991). He was also a leader who did not
bend or break under sustained Western pressure. He was loved and revered by his people, and
therein lied his strength and the power-base. The Western leaders were simply unable to deal with
the NEW Egyptian nationalism and neutralism, and the increasing pan-Arabism during a period of
accelerating socio-political turmoil and change. Sometimes, it appeared that people like Dulles saw
Nasser as a mixture of Marx and Lenin, which was certainly untrue.

DISCUSSIONS

AT

THE

U.S.

CONGRESS

AFTER

WITHDRAWAL

OF

FINANCING

Because of the then prevailing geopolitical conditions, the Aswan High Dam became an important
issue for the Eisenhower Administration and the U.S. Congress. Secretary of State, John Foster
Dulles, became personally involved with the issue, as did the U.S. Congress. Involvement of the
Soviet Union in its
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construction became an important component of the Cold War. This section summarizes primarily
the main discussions at the U.S. Congress.
Senator William Fullbright, who chaired the Subcommittee for the Review of Middle East Policy of
the Committee on Armed Services and Foreign relations of the U.S Senate, proposed on January
24, 1957, that:
“In view of the apparent failure of our actions in the Middle East to create stable and
peaceful conditions in that area and in view of the serious breach of our principal alliances, is it not
sensible for us to try to understand the policies and policymakers who have directed these
affairs?”
Subsequently, Senator Theodore Francis Green, Chairman and of the Joint Hearings of
Committee on Foreign Relations and Armed Services of the U.S. Senate wrote to Secretary Dulles on 29
January 1957 requesting the Department of the State to:
“provide a chronological statement, together with classified and unclassified supporting
documents, telegrams and the like, of all events that have contributed significantly to the present
situation in the Middle East, with particular reference to the period beginning January 1946.”
On March 18, 1957, Senator Fullbright asked Deputy Under Secretary of State, Murphy, to
“furnish to the Committee, ahead of any other material, a chronological statement, with supporting
documents, of the history of the Aswan Dam negotiations.” Senator Fullbright gave this issue priority
since it “was the withdrawal by the United States of the offer which had been made to Egypt to help
Egypt build the Aswan Dam.”
The event was “crucial because in retaliation for the withdrawal of the United States offer, Colonel
Nasser seized the Suez Canal and provoked the start of the shooting war in the Middle East.” The
documents submitted by the State Department to the Senate made “a pile over one foot high”, and
ranged in security classifications from unclassified to top secret.
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On August 14, 1957, Senator Fullbright reported that he had reached the following conclusions after
reviewing all the documents submitted by the State Department.
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

The Aswan Dam Project was a sound project from the point of engineering feasibility, and it
was a reasonable risk for economic development. The reason the United States offered to
make a contribution to the project was because the Dam was vital to the future of Egypt. The
Dam was a symbol of Egypt’s potential development. Without such a development, Egypt, with
its increasing population, would experience constantly lowering standard of living. This is likely
to cause much social and political unrest in Egypt, and may endanger the prevailing unstable
peace of the Middle East.
After protracted negotiations, the World Bank, U.K, and U.S.A agreed on a comprehensive
plan to finance the Dam with the Egyptian Government. The plan was for Egypt to pay full cost
of the Dam ($1.3 billion, except for $400 million in foreign exchange). The Bank would loan
Egypt $200 million, U.S.A and U.K would provide $150 million and $50 million respectively, over
the 10-15 years construction period of the Dam.
The Administration’s decision to withdraw the offer was made against the advice of the
President of the World Bank, Eugene Black, and the U.S. Ambassador to Egypt, Henry
Byroade.
The reasons given to the public for the withdrawal of the offer were not valid reasons.
Subsequent to the withdrawal of the offer, Secretary Dulles claimed Congressional opposition
to the project. There was no evidence that the Administration ever made any serious effort to
persuade the few members of the Congress who had opposed the Dam as to its soundness.
The Administration’s judgment to withdraw the offer was faulty for the following reasons:
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• Russians had offered to finance the Dam at more advantages terms than the West. There
was no evidence that the Soviet Union was not prepared to follow through on its offer. By
withdrawing the offer, U.S.A took the risk of massive Soviet penetration in Africa, with no
compensating advantage to the U.S.A for taking such a risk.
• Dulles confused Egyptian nationalism and neutralism with communism. Dulles believed
that Nasser had become a Soviet puppet, even though able State Department career
officials indicated Nasser was aware of the dangers of being too closely tied to the
Soviets.
• Dulles failed to appreciate the importance of the Aswan Dam to the economic
development of Egypt. He also failed to appreciate the tremendous emotional importance
which all the Egyptians placed on the construction of the Dam.
7. The decision to withdraw the offer was not in the best interest of the United States because:
• Withdrawal of the offer was the direct cause for the nationalization of the Suez Canal;
• Withdrawal increased the Soviet influence in Egypt;
• Settlement of the conflict between the Arab State and Israel became much more difficult;
• Withdrawal created the impression that the U.S.A is interested in the economic
development of other nations only if that assistance ensured the recipient nations under
the bondage of U.S.A;
• It foreclosed the primary salvation of Egypt’s problems in the long run. This delayed the
building of a democratic government in Egypt on a solid economic base.
• Withdrawal of the offer and the consequent war in the Middle East diverted world attention
from the Hungarian revolution.
Senator Fullbright went on the point out that he was “unable to find any consistent theme or
principle involved in our attitude toward Egypt. At one

23

moment we seemed to encourage Nasser and at another to thwart him without any compelling
reason for such shifts being evident, at least to me. Such rapid changes of attitudes were, I am sure,
confusing to our allies and friends as well as to our enemies”.
He concluded his analysis with three very perceptive findings:
• U.S. policy was influenced “too much by emotions and not enough by hard-headed
realities.”
• The decision to support the Dam was based on careful analysis, but similar analysis was
not done before canceling the offer. U.S.A was caught by surprise by the vigour of
Nasser’s reaction, and “the consequences flowing from this ill-considered decision
was costly.”
• It resulted in large economic losses to Europe and U.S.A, serious injury to the U.S.
relations with England and France, increased hatreds between Israelis and Arabs, and
consolidated Russian influence on the Suez Canal and the Middle East.
Senator Fullbright further concluded that “a more farsighted, a more rational and a more diplomatic
handling of United States interests in the Middle East might well have prevented the relationship
of the United States and Western Europe with Egypt from deteriorating to the point that Nasser
was prompted to abandon the possibility of friendship with the U.S., and perhaps even abandon a
position of neutralism, and to return instead to the only large nation still proffering what must have
seemed to him to be a hand of friendship.”
While Senator Fullbright gave a good analysis of the events, he pointed out the difficulty of
investigating a policy based on secret information to which the American public had no access.
Thus, the public could not judge if Secretary Dulles acted responsibly or irresponsibly in withdrawing
the offer to finance the Aswan Dam.
The issue of the financing of the Aswan Dam also came up during the Hearings before the
Committee on Foreign Relations and the Committee on the Armed
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Services of the U.S. Senate on President Eisenhower’s Proposal on the Middle East. This
Hearing took place on 5-8, and 11 February 1957. One of the persons who was requested to appear
before this Hearing was Henry Byroade, who was the Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern
Affairs, 1952-1956, and then U.S. Ambassador to Egypt, 1955-1956. The interchanges by the Senate
Committee and Ambassador Byroade are revealing.
Senator Rusell: “Do you think that our withdrawal to that offer (to finance Aswan Dam) was a
mistake?”
Ambassador Byroade: “... I would say it was a mistake ... ... ... a project such as this could be the
difference as to whether there can be stability in Egypt no matter who is running the country 20 years
from now ... ... one would be in favour of going ahead on the Aswan Dam.”
Senator Fullbright: “You think, then, in your opinion, it was a feasible project, and you think it would
have been beneficial to our relations and the West’s relations to Egypt and the Middle East; is that
right?”
Ambassador Byroade: “Yes, Sir.”
Senator Fullbright: “As I understand the plan for financing the dam, it was not a very large annual
outlay for this country, because it was spread over such a long period, is that not so?”
Ambassador Byroade: “Yes, Sir.”
The Hearing that went on the question Ambassador Byroade on the nationalization of the Suez
Canal, the income from was expected to be used to construct the Aswan Dam.
Senator Fullbright: “Do you consider that Nasser’s breach of the lease on the canal was equivalent
to a breach of contract?”
Ambassador Byroade: “No, sir, I do not.”
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Senator Fullbright: “I wish you would explain why.”
Ambassador Byroade: I think there has been a great deal of misinformation about this, as there
generally is about the Middle East, in the public knowledge, and I don’t want in any way to give the
impression of defending the action itself.
He didn’t violate any international agreement in my opinion when he took over the Canal. Wise
or not is something else, but from a legal point of view, the convention of 1888 specifies only the
right of freedom of transit through the canal. It says nothing about who runs the workshops and the
company and the pilot organization, and so forth.
The night he nationalized the canal, he reaffirmed Egypt’s adherence to that Treaty, and as I
remember, he offered to make a new one with any nation which might be interested, if they wanted
a more specific guarranty.
He also offered compensation for the property. As a nation we don’t like nationalization, but we have
a formula that we don’t oppose it if there is just, prompt, and adequate compensation.
From a legal point of view, this was an Egyptian company registered under Egyptian law, and
whether it was wise or not is something else, but he didn’t violate any international agreement, in
my opinion.
Some five decades later, and after considerable efforts, the Third World Centre for Water
Management has now collected tremendous amount information from the archives of the U.S
and the U.K. Governments and the World Bank. These run to well over 8,000 pages. While these
documents are now being carefully analysed, the real situation in terms of the offer and withdrawal
of the Western aid for the construction of the Aswan Dam is extremely complex. This is because
of conflicting documentations between the British, U.S. and the World Bank versions, and also the
involvements of CIA and MIG, on which no detailed documentations are available, except for some
references to their activities in official cables and memorandums.
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Kenneth Love (1969) provides the following interpretation of the events as to the strategy that was
adopted by the State Department to move Byroade from the Egyptian scene:
“The virtual abandonment of the High Dam Project made it desirable to shift Byroade out of
Egypt ... ... As the Administration adopted a hard anti-Nasser line, and in some apprehension
lest Byroade resign in protest, Dulles persuaded him to accept the Ambassadorship to South
Africa, arguing that it would be good for his career to get away from Zionist criticism. The
transfer was announced on 15 July 1956, four days before the renege on the Dam. It was
regarded as a mark of Washington’s new coolness toward Nasser.”
The analysis of exchange of cables between Ambassador Byroade and the State Department
indicates that he was a career professional who wanted policy options that were the best for both
Egypt and U.S.A. However, such objective advices were unacceptable to Dulles and his political
co-workers, who were not happy with Nasser Internal State Department notes indicate
disparaging note about Byroade, whom they considered to be in “Nasser’s pocket” and “more
Nasser than Nasser himself.”

PLOT AGAINST NASSER

A British Cabinet Paper that was prepared by the Foreign Office noted that:
“(Our) policy, as agreed with the Americans, has been not to adopt an attitude of open hostility
to Nasser but rather to keep his guessing about our ultimate intentions, while doing what we
can to weaken his influence in Egypt and other Arab states by covert methods ... ... ... The
time for change may come after we have dealt with the Aswan Dam, but there is no alternative
regime in sight in Egypt and such a change will push him
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(Nasser) more firmly in the hands of the Russians and covert reprisal against our economic
interests.”
The paper concluded that once Nasser was sufficiently weakened by the measures outlined in
Omega, “We shall be able to indulge in activities which he will see are directed against him by us. It
is in preparation for that phase that we must have our machinery taking over.”
The fact the American and the British had extensive secret service operations in Egypt is
undeniable. The British even had an agent within the inner circle of Nasser’s advisors, who was
code-named “Lucky Break.” The identity of this agent is still unknown, but from his dispatches it
appears that his views were right-wing, and he was becoming increasingly more alarmed at the
increasing power and influence of his left-wing rivals at Nasser’s court. According to the information
provided by Lucky Break, Nasser was significantly more under the Soviet influence than the West
realised, and he was prepared to allow the Soviets to play any role in any area they wished, as
long as the Soviets supported his power and ambitions. The British believed that Lucky Break was
providing them with genuine new information, shared this information with the Americans. Eden
even mentioned to Eisenhower the information that was being received from Lucky Break to justify
some of his views and proposed actions. From the documentations available at present, Lucky
Break provided information to the British for less than one year, perhaps 6-8 months.
Currently available evidence indicates that the British secret service considered the American too
cautious and not pragmatic enough. For example, the British warned the Americans that Britain and
Iraq would proceed with the plans for a coup in Syria, and they complained of the American“footdragging” in terms of supporting the proposed covert actions. When asked if the Americans had
planned a coup against Nasser, Archie Roosevelt, who was supervising the American operations in
Syria, said:
“Certainly not yet. We’ll watch (Nasser) carefully and concentrate on creating a friendly block
of Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia and Jordan.”
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The nationalization of the Suez Canal came as a total surprise to the British and the Americans, as
well as to their intelligence agencies. In retrospect, it had one major impact on Britain in terms of
its policy formulation process for Egypt. Prior to the nationalization, the British Foreign Office was
responsible for formulating and implementing long-term policies and programmes against Egypt,
including Nasser. After the nationalization, this unity fragmented, and there were at least three
committees responsible for formulating British policies on Egypt. These were:
• Egypt Committee: Chaired by Eden and had some selected Ministers as members.
• Egypt Official Committee: Chaired by the Cabinet Secretary Norman Brooks, with some
senior civil servants as members, it considered military actions to overthrow the Egyptian
Government, and
• Defence Transition Committee: Consisting of middle-level civil servants, considered
administration of Egypt by a British military government.
The Foreign Office remained in overall charge of the policies on Egypt, but its power was seriously
weakened by the above three committees. Within this overall confusion, MI6 was encouraged,
at least implicitly, to formulate and implement its own policies. The Omega programme was
coordinated by the British Foreign Office with the Americans. However, since MI6 felt the Americans
were cautious and dragging their feet, and after their discussions with CIA in April 1956 on Egypt and
Syria, when the Americans did not endorse their covert actions, MI6 tended to keep its plans to itself.
To the extent they discussed the plans with the Foreign Office and CIA, they outlined their views only
in general terms. They did not reveal to them their specific actions against Egypt.

SOVIET SUCCESS WITH THE DAM
Both the American and the British realised shortly after they decided to withdraw the funding support
for the Dam, that their decision was a serious blunder not only in terms of the Cold War, but also in
terms of the overall policy in the Middle
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East in general, and towards Egypt in particular. Even though the Americans and the British had
better knowledge and experience on the Middle East issues and conditions than the Russians, in
retrospect, the Aswan fiasco turned out to be a good-send for the Soviets. President Eisenhower
even asked Dulles to explain his rational to renege on the earlier offer. Later, President Kennedy
implicitly noted at a Press Conference on 14 November 1963 that the decision was not in the best
interest of the United States.
The importance of the Western involvement was realised by Eugene Black right from the very
beginning. According to the documents available in the British National Archives, Black raised the
issue of possible Western aid for the construction of the second phase of the Dam with the Secretary
of State and Chancellor of Exchequer, in London, on December 29, 1958. The Secretary of State
minuted the discussion as follows (FO 371/142012)
“He (Black) asked me what our attitude would be over the Aswan High Dam if a financial was
reached (for the second phase). I said I thought we had made two mistakes already: (i) in originally
supporting the proposal, and (ii) in the manner of withdrawing the support. Therefore, I did not give
him a snap answer.”
There is no question that the West paid a high price for Dulles’ decision to withdraw. Equally, there
is no doubt that the Soviets received an unexpected advantage, which even one year ago they had
not anticipated. Not surprisingly, they used this advantage very adroitly to their advantage in terms
of international propaganda to beat the drums of socialism. It also ensured that the Egyptian leader
had a longer and closer relationship with the Soviets, which simply may not have occurred if the
West had played its cards differently. Thus, leaders like Ben Bella of Algeria, Lumumba of Congo,
Nkrumah of Ghana, Modibo keita of Mali, and Nimeiry of Sudan sought the advice of Nasser for
their dealings with the Soviets. As Heikal (1978) has noted: “After the West had fumbled and failed,
it was the Soviets who had stepped into the breach, and with their money and their skills had built
the “new pyramid ... ... “ The official beginning of the construction was “converted into a festival of
Arab-Soviet cooperation.” (Heikal, 1978)
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In an hour-long, hard-hitting speech which praised Nasser and Egypt, and castigated the West for
the imperialistic exploitation of developing countries, Khrushchev, called the Aswan “the greatest
dam” build in the African continent, which could “rightfully be called the eight wonder” of the world.
The Aswan symbolized the moral and political victory: the victory over the powers of imperialism and
foreign exploitation.”
The evils of imperialism and exploitation of the Third World by the West was recurring theme of this
speech. He then went on to say:
“ ... ... today we participate in the celebration ... ... in the moral and political victory; the victory over
the powers of imperialism and foreign exploitation.
... As for the Western countries, they always speak of their economic assistance to other countries
and claim that it is decisive proof that the nature of foreign imperialism and foreign exploitation
has changed. Yet, if we look closely to the presentation of foreign aid, we realise that it is a new
from of imperialism and one of its many shapes. Through these forms, imperialism endeavours to
monopolize the great wealth of nations and bleed them white.”
When the dam was ceremonially opened on January 13, 1971, the Soviet President Podgorny
returned to the same theme:
“ ... ... our friendship is firm and our cooperation is unshaken. The unity of objectives, solidarity, the
mutual support in the struggle against imperialism and the forces of aggression and our common
endeavours for further strengthening of the friendly relations constitute a solid base for ... ... the
Soviet and the Egyptian peoples.”
“The Soviet and the Egyptian people have a joint interest in peace, collective justice, the elimination
of the traces of racism and imperialism and the guaranteeing of the necessary conditions for the
creative work by peoples and the prosperity of the cultures and the raising of their standard
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of living, imperialisms, with its policy of aggression and the forces of reaction, however, stand
to prevent the attainment of these noble aims.”
According to a “Confidential” note sent by Sir Harold Beely of the British Embassy in Cairo to
Minister R.A. Butler (FO 371-178589), Khrushchev:
“contrasted the Soviet Union’s massive help in the building of the High Dam with the cavalier
attitude of the Western Imperialist Powers who withdraw their offers of aid when Egypt refused
to their political line. Soviet participation in the High Dam project epitomized the disinterested
character of Soviet aid to develop their resources after freeing themselves from the nightmare
of colonialist domination ... ... Western aid on the other hand, was no more than a new form of
imperialism which was selfish and rapacious and designed to exploit its recipients.”
Sir Harold pointed out that Khrushchev’s visit “was a popular success,” and he was “
enthusiastically welcomed wherever he went and repeated thanked for Soviet aid in Egypt’s time of
trouble.” In addition, he “derived the maximum political and propaganda benefit from Soviet aid for
the High Dam Project and has strengthened the Illusion that Soviet aid, in contrast to Western aid,
is disinterested.”
Sir Harold concluded that inspite of the Soviet aid for the construction of the Aswan Dam and
support the industrialization of Egypt, he did not believe that “Nasser has weakened in his resolve to
maintain this country’s independence from all great Powers.” He felt that the “surest way to turn this
country into a Soviet satellite would be to treat it as one.” He recommended increasing interactions
with Nasser by the Western powers.
In the joint UAR-USSR communique, issued at the conclusion of Mr. Khrushchev’s visit, it was noted
that:
“The attempts of imperialism in economic pressure and the psychological war waged by it
against the High Dam project to prevent its realization
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failed. Not content with attempts of provocation to frustrate the execution of this project
imperialism resorted to armed military aggression in the Suez Canal area-aggression launched
by two big powers, France and England with Israel behind them. These aggressive powers
aimed at crushing the gains of revolutionary Egypt.
In repulsing this aggression the ability of small nations to face the aggression of big imperialism
powers and deal a death blow to the aggressors with the support of all peace-loving countries
manifested itself. The United Arab Republic people are grateful for the help and support
extended to them by the Soviet Union people and Premier Nikita Khrushchev personally
during the crisis.”
•

The success of the Soviet aid to the construction of the Aswan dam, and Khrushchev’s
visit were received with some concern in both London and Washington.
• Aswan Dam was the first major development project that the Soviet supported in Africa
and the Middle East, and thus became the major symbol of Soviet penetration in this
vast region (Middle East was strategically considered very important because of West’s
dependence oil); and
• Both the Soviets used their success with the construction of the Aswan Dm very effectively
in terms of international propaganda for the heart and minds of the people in the Third
World, which did not please the intelligence agencies of the Western World.

REPUTATION OF THE DAM
The above analysis of the hydropolitics of the Aswan Dam is presented for the first time, based on
original documents from the American and the British Governments and the World Bank. It is based
on a rapid analysis of the historical documents that the Third World Centre of Water Management
have

33

managed to obtain after months of sustained efforts. This analysis is essential to understand why
the Aswan Dam is considered to be a disaster outside Egypt.
Stung by a series of defeats in foreign policies because of poor judgments of its leaders, the
intelligence agencies, especially of the U.K., made a determined attempt to show to the world that
the first major soviet-assisted infrastructure in Africa and the Middle East was a disaster.
The trashing of the Dam was done through the work of Claire Sterling, a British journalist. Sterling
had close contacts with the intelligence agencies like CIA and MI6. Her interest was on terrorism,
and she published a controversial book on “The Terror Network” in 1981. In this book, she claimed
that K.G.B. was linked to the assassination attempt on the Pope. Charles E. Wilson, former Chief of
Public Affairs of CIA, said: “I liked her (Sterling) story about K.G.B. and the Pope. That had the hair
on the backs of the K.G.B. fellows standing on end.” (Anon. 1985)
In 1971, Claire Sterling suddenly had a metamorphosis in her career-long work on terrorism: she
suddenly became a reporter on ecology. That year she published a series of five articles in
Washington Post, and in 1972, in the Atlantic Monthly, on the problems caused by the Aswan Dam.
The five articles had polemical titles like “Aswan Dam: Predictions Come True With a Vengeance,”
“Health Menace Created by High Dam at Aswan,” “Environmental Problems Face a New
Super-Dam,” “Super-Dams Pile Up Myriad Problems,” or “The Lake at Aswan is Not Filling Up.” The
articles were all published between 6 January 1971 and 24 February 1971.
The five articles were well-written and were easy to read and understand. However, they were full
of factual errors. These articles received wide publicity, and because they were published in a
prestigious newspaper like the Washington Post, the readers automatically assumed that her facts
and conclusions were correct.
In a letter to the Editor, Sohair Soukkary of Washington, D.C., (March 26, 1971) tried to set the
record straight: “Claire Sterling’s series of articles on the Aswan

34

High Dam recently published in your newspaper are so blatantly one-sided that to let her assertions
go unchallenged would be a disservice to your readers.” This letter received not much attention
since the writer was from the Arab Information Centre. People mostly assumed that the writer was
simply propagating the official government line.
Sterling later summarized her Washington Post articles in Atlantic Monthly (June 1972), a popular
American magazine. Among her outrageous claims, which she represented as facts, were:
• “Lake Nasser cannot assure the Egyptians even of the water supply they had before”;
• Evaporation from the Lake would be “more than a quarter of Egyptians’ whole allotment
from the Nile”;
• Egyptians had lost six billion cubic meters by tinkering with the Nile before the High
Dam even got started”;
• Downstream of the Dam, “Egyptians are getting nearly 10 billion cubic meters less than
they used to”;
• Lake Nasser “may never fill”;
• The Dam can at best contribute to “a 5 percent increase in cultivated acreage”;
• Because silt is no longer being spread on the cultivated land, the “yearly cost of extra
fertilizer alone comes to upwards of a hundred million dollars”;
• “ In Cairo, where the High Dam’s spell is still strong, only the elite know the extent of the
damage. Privately, they will admit that they probably would not build it if they had things
to do over again.”
In her articles in the Washington Post, Sterling was described as a “frequent contributor ... on
world problems of ecology,” or “of the environment.” However, her career as an “ecological” or “
environmental journalist” in Washington Post began and ended within a short period of 3 ½months!
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There is ample evidence that Sterling had close connections with MI6, and it is likely that some of
the sources of the stories she wrote on terrorism came from such intelligence agencies. It is also
highly likely that she was encouraged to write these highly negative articles on the High Aswan Dam
by such intelligence agencies.
The final impacts of Sterling’s articles were much higher than any secret service agency could have
possibly dreamed of. The fact that the impacts of her articles turned out to be extremely high was not
due to the quality of her articles, though they were very readable, but because of the timing of their
publication. In fact, in retrospect, the timing of their publication could not have been better. It was as
if the sun, the moon and the earth were properly aligned at that particular moment in time.
Her well-written, though factually erroneous and somewhat polemical articles, appeared at the
beginning of the environmental movement of the early 1970s, when the philosophies and techniques
for environmental impacts assessment processes were being formulated. Published at the height of
this “small is beautiful” era, they caught the attention and imagination of the general public, including
most scientists who had never visited Egypt, and thus totally unaware of the Egyptian conditions,
or the needs and the impacts of the Dam. Her articles reflected the then prevailing views of the
Western environmentalists and a few Egyptian scientists. The caught the imagination and mood
of the time, that large infrastructure development projects contributed only to major adverse
environmental impacts, thus were detrimental to the overall societal welfare. The Aswan High Dam
was no exception: Sterling asserted that its negative impacts simply overwhelmed the positive
benefits, if any.
Sterling’s high-profile and negative articles on the Dam found a very receptive audience in the West,
who were then mostly convinced that such development projects could only be environmental and
social disasters. It simply added fuel to an existing flame! Very few, if any, people realised that the
articles were cleverly and purposefully written to paint a Soviet-supported and Western-neglected
dam black, and that the so-called “facts” were conjectures that were not based on any
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data or scientific or technical assessments. By reinforcing the prevailing biases, Sterling made
the Dam a cause celebre among the environmentalists as a shining example of a bad, large
development project. Such generic criticisms were soon extended to many other large dams, nearly
all of which were being constructed in developing countries.
Thus, the High Aswan Dam very quickly became a symbol of everything that could go wrong with
a large dam, especially outside Egypt. Unfortunately, this view is even now widely held, and most
international publications on the Dam still do not provide an objective assessment of all the real
benefits and costs of the Dam.
The myths surrounding the Dam have been repeated countless times in most major languages. Like
Goebbel’s statement that if lies are repeated often enough, people start believing such lies as truths.
The High Aswan Dam is a good example which indicates Goebbel’s hypothesis.
The truth is that the Dam has been a remarkably successful dam, without which Egypt would have
been in dire economic straits, and possibly faced major socio¬political disruptions. For a dam that
was designed in 1950s, it is unusual that its planners considered so many environmentally adverse
impacts. However, the real question can no longer be whether the Dam should have been built,
since without it Egypt would have been facing a continuing catastrophe, but rather what step should
have been taken to maximize the positive environmental impacts and reduce the negative ones
(Biswas, 1992, 1996).
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PART II

IMPACTS OF THE HIGH ASWAN DAM

The real question is no longer whether Egypt should have built the High Aswan Dam, since it
really had no choice, but what steps should have been taken to maximize the positive environmental
impacts and minimize the negative ones.

Mostafa Kamal Tolba, Executive Director
United Nations Environment Programme
World Water Congress, Ottawa, 1988
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INTRODUCTION
A detailed, comprehensive and objective impact analysis (both positive and negative) of the High
Aswan Dam has yet to be made. The absence of an objective impact analysis for this Dam is not
an exception. In fact, the number of large dams anywhere in the world, whose economic, social,
and environmental impacts have been scientifically and objectively monitored and evaluated on a
regular basis, can be counted in the fingers of one hand, and still have some fingers left over (Biswas
and Tortajada, 2001)!
At present, thousands of studies exist on environmental impacts assessments (ElAs) of large dams,
some of which are very good, but others are not even worth the paper on which they are printed. It
should also be realized that all ElAs are invariably predictions, and until dams become operational,
their impacts (types, magnitudes and spatial and temporal distributions) are not certain, and thus
remain in the realm of hypothesis. Even the very best pre-project impacts assessments can
perhaps forecast reliably only about 70-75 percent of the actual impacts in terms of time, space and
magnitude. For an average dam, some 40-50 percent of impacts are not properly identified (Biswas,
2004) in the ElAs that are being currently conducted.
Two other factors should also be noted. First, the current ElAs only consider negative impacts of the
projects: positive impacts are ignored. In addition, impacts analysis of a large dam is significantly
more than consideration of only the environmental issues. For example, it should also consider all
types of impacts due to improvements in availability of water supply and transportation, hydropower
generation, agricultural and industrial development, control of floods, and droughts, and their social,
cultural, economic, political and environmental impacts.
Some have recently claimed that the World Commission on Dams prepared numerous
comprehensive assessments of large dams from different parts of the world. Regrettably, vast
majority of these assessments are somewhat superficial, and often skewed to prove the dogmatic
and one-sided views of the
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authors who prepared them. No serious peer reviews of these studies were ever carried out.
Accordingly, if there are some “wheats” among the mostly “chaffs”, they have remained extremely
well-hidden.
A total and objective audit of the benefits and costs of the Aswan Dam will not only be very useful
to the Government of Egypt, but also to the rest of the world. The Aswan experiences can be used
successfully in other parts of the world to:
•

plan, manage and operate large dams more successfully so that their net benefits to the
society can be maximized;
• show to the world outside Egypt that the net impact of the High Aswan Dam to the country
has been overwhelming positive;
• identify certain areas where further research may be necessary to enhance the existing
knowledge-base; and
• counteract the current propaganda of social and environmental activists who claim that all
large dams are disasters and thus none should be built anywhere in the world. This claim
and their media campaigns have frightened most of the external support agencies to
provide funding for large dams in the developing countries.
If an objective and comprehensive audit of the benefits and costs of the High Aswan Dam is to be
conducted, it must satisfy the following requirements:
1. The analysis must be objective, honest and non-dogmatic. It must not be biased for or
against the Dam. The objective should be to determine what is the truth.
2. The analysis must be based on the most reliable data available.
3. It must identify and assess the benefits and costs of the Dam. Both positive and negative
impacts must be assessed.
4. A methodology needs to be developed so that a judgment can be made what are the net
benefits or costs of the Dam to the country as a whole. In other words the beneficial and
adverse impacts need to be aggregated to make at least a qualitative judgment on the
overall impact of the Dam.
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5. Not only benefits and costs of the Dam should be assessed, but also the nature of the
beneficiaries. Who benefits and who pays the costs of a project lie at the heart of any
democratic decision-making.
6. The study should not only be independent, but also must be seen to be independent. If the
study is exclusively carried out by the Egyptian Government, there is a real danger that the
study may be perceived by some as a governmental public relations exercise, and thus an
attempt may be made to dismiss the findings as biased by the world outside, irrespective of
their qualities. However, such a study cannot be done without the full support of the Egyptian
Government, where most of the data are now available. In other words, the process used for
the study is likely to be as important as its findings, at least in terms of their credibility.
7. All the data that will be used for such an assessment must be carefully reviewed. At
present, many data on a specific parameter from different government departments vary
very significantly. For example, data on fish catch for a specific year from the Lake Nasser
vary very significantly between the Ministry concerned and the Central Agency for Public
Mobilisation and Statistics (CAPMAS). Sometimes data on the same parameter from the
various publications of the same ministry differ as well. These data conflicts must be
resolved as reliably as possible.
8. All data used must be sourced. During the present 2-week mission, many of the data that
were collected for the authors before their arrival had no sources. Thus, it is not known who
collected these data, through what processes, for what purposes, and when. This means
that the authors have no idea on the reliability of data, as we suspect the persons who
obtained these data. All data used for such an analysis must be checked with the primary
sources in terms of their accuracies.
Most of the data that were requested to be collected were not available when the mission arrived
in Cairo. If some data were available, their sources and accuracies were unknown. While for the
preliminary first phase of the analysis, this may be acceptable, this cannot be the process for the
second phase which should result in a definitive analysis.
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The present report thus can only provide a very preliminary assessment of the overall impacts of the
Dam. An authoritative report can only be prepared after the second phase of the study is completed,
and all the relevant data available are collected and analysed.

IMPACTS OF THE DAM
Any large infrastructure like the Aswan Dam contributes to many major impacts, some of which
are positive, but others are adverse. It is simply not possible that for any major project, policy or
programme, there can only be benefits and no costs, and there are only beneficiaries an no one
pays the costs.
Because of the short duration of the first phase of this study, and that reliable data on many
parameters are not available at present for analysis, this preliminary impact assessment report will
provide only an overall review of the impacts.
The impacts can be classified into broadly four categories: Physical, economic, social and
environmental. This classification is somewhat arbitrary since many of the impacts are often
interrelated, and one impact may spawn other impacts.
Physical impacts - These could be the following.
• Changes in the level, velocity and discharge of the flow in the Nile both upstream and
downstream of the Dam;
• Reduction of the flow reaching the Mediterranean because of abstractions for various uses
upstream;
• Increase in groundwater levels due to the introduction of year-long irrigation, and thus changes
in soil salinity and waterlogging;
• Evaporation from the Lake Nasser and the expanded irrigated area, which could affect the
micro-climate of the area;
• Sedimentation in the Lake Nasser (Figure 1);
• Erosion of the river downstream of the Dam;
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• Erosion of the Nile Delta due to wave actions (Figure 2);
• Thermal stratification in Lake Nasser;
• Changes in water quality of the Nile due to increased agricultural and industrial activities,
which were made possible by the water and electricity available from the dam;
• Control of droughts and floods;
• Possible earthquakes due to the Dam and the Lake;
• Reclamation of desert, and transformation of desert land to arable land;
Since these impacts are being reviewed at present by another person, these have not been
discussed here. Only a few diagrams are presented. However, in the final report, all these impacts
will be critically assessed.
Economic Impacts - There are numerous economic impacts due to the construction of the Dam.
These economic impacts are important since they would determine the benefit-cost ratio on the
Dam, and thus the overall economic efficiency of the project.
According to Abul-Atta 1978, at the time of its construction, its total cost, including subsidiary
projects and the extensions of the electrical power lines, amounted to Egyptian £450 million
(all these financial statistics need to be converted into constant U.S. dollars for easy understanding
and intercomparison). Abul-Atta estimated that this cost was recovered within only two years, since
the Dam’s annual return to the national income was estimated at E£255 million, consisting of E£140
million from agricultural production, E£100 million from hydropower generation, E£10 million from
flood protection, and E£5 million from improved navigation. These benefit figures have to be verified
independently. If they are correct, they are indeed most remarkable returns, probably better than for
any large dam in the entire history of the world.
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Figure 1
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Figure 2

45

The importance of the Dam to Egypt’s economic survival was clearly demonstrated, at least
qualitatively, during the 1980s. It is not to difficult to hypothesize what would have happened to the
Egyptian economy and its sociopolitical conditions if the Dam had not been there to protect the
country from, first, the potentially catastrophic impacts of a prolonged drought from 1979 to 1986,
and then immediately thereafter the abnormally high summer flood of 1988, which had devastating
effects on Egypt’s upstream Nile Basin country, Sudan. Even with the Dam, Egypt had come
perilously close to feeling the catastrophic impacts of the drought by early 1988, due to a
dangerously low water level in the Lake Nasser. This can be seen in figures 3 and 4. Similarly, the
Dam has saved Egypt from other floods and droughts, the economic benefits of which need to be
estimated, ever since its operation in 1968.
Hydropower generation - Electricity generated by the Dam has been a major benefit to Egypt.
During the period 1971 to 1979, the Dam contributed to nearly half of the electricity generated
in Egypt. Even though the total electricity generated by the Dam has increased steadily since its
beginning, its percentage share in the total electricity generated in the country has steadily
declined since 1978, when the Dam accounted for 54.3 percent of national electricity generation. At
present, the Dam account for about 15 percent of national electricity production. This decline has
been steadily increasing electricity requirements of the country, most of which are now produced by
thermal power plants.
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Once the authencity and reliability of the generated electricity figures are confirmed, it will be
necessary to estimate.
• economic costs of the electricity generated; and
• economic benefits to the country if the equivalent electricity had to be generated by fossil
fuels, either though imports, or foregoing exports of oil.
Agricultural production - In an arid country like Egypt, historically land reclamation has been an
important consideration. Furthermore, as the Egyptian population has steadily increased, more and
more lands need to be reclaimed for productive and economic activities.
In Egypt, land has never been a constraint. The main constraint has always been water, which
makes the land productive. At the beginning of the 19th century, cultivated area was estimated at 2
million feddans, of which only about 250,000 feddans could be cultivated in the summer. By 1900,
the cultivated area had increased to about 5 million feddans (Nagmoush, 1988).
Construction of the High Aswan Dam significantly increased both the supply and reliability of
available water supply for additional agricultural and industrial developments. This, in turn, enabled
the country to reclaim new land. Accordingly, during the post-High Aswan Dam period, not only the
extent of land reclaimed has been significant (see Table 1), but also land could often be used to
produce 2-3 crops each year. According to the Ministry of Planning, (1999-2000), the cropping
intensity in 1996-1997 was 1.90, which is for higher than in 1968. By 1996-97, 7.8 million
feddans of land was being cultivated, and value of total crops produced was estimated at E£ 42,946
million. All these figures need to be compared with the situation in 1968, when the High Dam became
operational.
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Year

1960
1960-61
61-61
62-63
63-64
64-65
65-66
66-67
67-68
68-69
69-70
71-71
78-79
79-80
81-81
81-82
82-83
83-84
84-85
85-86
86-87
87-88
88-89

5-Yr. Plan
87-88/91-92

Delta
East
23.6
1.5
10.7
13.2
8.0
8.5
7.0
5.0
13.0
1.0
8.3
3.7
57.3
13.0
14.7
11.5
3.5
20.0
-

Middle
2.5
2.0
17.7
23.6
33.7
27.0
4.0
4.0
2.0
19.0
7.0
8.0
8.1
7.0
1.0
3.4
4.4
2.5
2.3
11.5
2.3
-

West
42.9
5.7
25.2
42.9
53.9
58.9
65.5
27.5
32.0
19.1
6.0
14.9
4.6
2.5
32.5
27.9
18.9
22.4
26.4
36.2
96.2
-

175.0

5.0

214.4

Middle
Egypt

Upper
Egypt

Other

Total

6.7
3.1
4.9
5.5
12.0
22.0
21.5
0.8
0.3
1.5
5.1
6.6
15.7
13.0
18.2
-

9.6
13.6
23.8
16.7
11.1
2.1
3.0
0.5
0.8
1.0
4.6
1.5
5.1
6.6
15.7
13.0
18.2
-

3.1
19.0
23.1
24.2
34.5
12.9
17.0
2.0
4.7
2.5
2.1
4.2
10.9
5.2
4.4
0.5
1.7
16.9
-

78.8
28.2
89.4
122.4
159.4
137.0
119.6
56.1
34.0
45.1
21.0
21.0
21.9
24.3
16.3
99.9
43.1
45.6
50.6
56.5
65.9
153.6
170.0

41.5

94.5

219.6

750.0

Table 1: Land Reclaimed in 1000 feddans, 1960-61 to 91-92. Reclamation between 1971-72 and
1977-78 was negligible (Source: Ministry of Agriculture. This table needs to be updated)
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The population of Egypt, according to the 1996 census, was 59.3 million. Thus, arable land per
capita in Egypt, in 1996 was 0.13 feddans, which is the lowest in any African country. Shortly after
the Dam became operational, in 1970, the Egyptian population was 33.2 million, and the arable
land was 6.0 million feddan, which meant per capita arable land available was 0.18 feddan. Thus,
between the period 1970 and 1996, even though arable land increased from 6 million feddans to 7.8
million feddans, an increase of 30 percent, the Egyptian population increased from 33.2 millions to
59.3 millions (78.6 percent). This meant that inspite of the contribution of the Dam, arable land per
capita has actually declined by 27.7 percent, because of population increased at a much higher rate
than the arable land. Thus, without the High Aswan Dam, the agricultural and food situation in Egypt
would have been significantly worse than what it is today.
The agricultural expansion made possible by the Dam has had two important socio-economic
ramifications for the country, which have thus far never been considered in terms of the impacts of
the Dam. These two impacts are the following.
1. Agricultural expansion has been an important source of employment for Egypt, both in
terms of work related to agricultural production in the field, and additional employment gen
erated by the resulting agro-industrial activities. It is true that generally agricultural wages
are comparatively lower than in other sectors, but by generating these extra employment
opportunities, the Dam has provided a safety valve in the country in terms of socioeconomic progress. If the population had increased, as it has done during the post-Dam
period, and the agricultural sector had not provided the safety valve in terms of absorbing a
significant percentage of new people entering the labour market, the socio-political stability
of the country may have been affected.
2. Inspite of the increased agricultural production made possible by the Dam, Egypt now is
one of the largest food-importing countries of the world. According to CAPMAS (1998),
the food import cost for 1997/1998
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accounted for 27 percent of the total import bill of the country, a very significant figure. Of the total
food import bill, crops accounted for 48 percent (wheat 23 percent, maize 11%, and others 14%).
Egypt also exports agricultural products like cotton, rice, vegetables and citrus fruits. If the water
from the Dam was not available for increasing the national agricultural production, the present
national balance of payment problems would have been significantly worse, because:
• agricultural import bills would have been significantly higher; and
• agricultural exports would have been significantly less.
The net result of a much less agricultural production would have meant that the Government would
have been forced to reduce its development-related expenditures, and it is social services. This
would have meant that the quality of life of the Egyptian people would have been less than what it
is today.

Economic costs due to the Dam — Generally two economic costs are attributed to the Dam. Both
of these costs stem from the fact that the Dam now totally controls the release of water downstream,
which has made the annual Nile flood a history. Prior to the construction of the Dam, the annual
floods used to spread silt over the flooded areas. The silt is not spread any more, since it is trapped
behind the Dam. This has contributed to two economic problems;
• silt has a nutritive valve, and thus certain amount fertilizer have to be used to compensate
for this annual loss of silt; and
• bricks were used to be manufactured from the Nile silt along the banks of the river for
building construction industry. This does not happen anymore.

These two economic disadvantages would be assessed next.
Use of fertilizers to compensate for the annual loss of silt - There is no question that silt has
a nutritive value, and that this loss has to be compensated by fertilizers. This is a side-effect of the
Dam.
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There is considerable misunderstanding and misrepresentation of this issue. First, silt is primarily
organic in nature. Thus, if crop yields are to be increased with modern agricultural methods, organic
fertilizers by themselves are not enough: inorganic chemical fertilizers like sodium, potassium and
phosphorous need to be used. Silts do not also contain the various micronutrients that the crops
need for their growth. Thus, whereas the fertilizer value of silt needs to be replaced, the Egyptian
farmers must use inorganic fertilizers to increase their crop yields.
Much of the current environmental literature claims that Egypt’s increasing need for chemical
fertilizer is due to the loss of the Nile silt. This is not correct. Egypt currently uses less fertilizer
per hectare of land, compared to the rates used by the farmers in countries like France, Japan or
the United States, which did not have the problem of the loss of the Nile silt. Modern high-yielding
agricultural practices simple is not possible without chemical fertilizers, which should be applied in
the right amounts.
Tables 2 and 3 show the fertilizer and pesticides imports in Egypt. These numbers are likely to
increase in the future, as attempts are made to increase further the crop yields, and more land is
brought under cultivation. What is needed in the future is that fertilizers and pesticides are used as
efficiently as possible, so that they do not contribute to adverse environmental impacts. However, its
linkage to the loss of the Nile silt is tenuous at best.
It should also be noted that the annual spread of silt due to the Nile floods occurred along the
banks of the Nile, and even then only to a limited distance from the river, depending upon the flood
levels. Areas are now being irrigated in the country which never received the Nile floods before.
Accordingly, these areas did not receive the annual silt loads from the Nile before the Dam. Both
the areas that used to be flooded before, and the areas that were seldom or never flooded, require
chemical fertilizers for higher crop yields.
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Crop
Years

1960-61
1965-66
1970-71
1975-76
1980-81
1981-82
1982-83
1983-84
1984-85
1985-86
1986-87
1987-88

Nitrogen
Actual
Index
(1000
(1060tons)
61=100)
192
314
325
428
568
626
660
746
639
775
777
791

100
164
169
223
296
326
343
389
333
404
405
412

Phosphate
Actual
Index
(1000
(1060tons)
61=100)
48
43
46
66
104
134
143
160
164
183
185
190

100
90
96
138
218
279
296
333
342
382
386
396

Potash
Actual
(1000
tons)

Index
(106061=100)

2.0
0.7
1.6
2.8
2.9
3.6
3.0
5.5
7.5
7.6
n.a
n.a

100
35
80
140
145
180
150
275
375
380
n.a
n.a

Table 2: Use of different types of fertilizer in Egypt, 1960-61 To 1987-88 (Source: Ministry of
Agriculture. This table needs to be updated)
Crop Years
Pesticides
Imported Value
(1000 tons)
(L.E. million)
71/72
80/81
81/82
82/83
83/84
84/85
85/86
86/87
87/88
88/89

18.20
22.5
31.40
32.30
34.30
32.60
24.50
14.80
9.30
9.60

10.9
51.60
56.70
37.90
53.10
54.10
53.50
54.90
55.00
55.00

Table 3: Pesticides use and their imported values (Source: Ministry of Agriculture. This table needs
to be updated)

The Dam, however, is responsible for reducing the organic contents of the soil because of the
absence of the Nile floods. What will be necessary is to estimate the annual cost of replacing this
loss of organic materials in the areas along the banks of the Nile which used to be flooded before the
construction of the Dam. This can be considered to be an adverse economic impact of the Dam.
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Loss due to disappearance of the brick-making industry from the Nile silts
- The general practice in Egypt used to be that small-scale brick-making plants used to dig up topsoil
along the banks of the Nile, and then convert them into bricks. The Nile silts used to be deposited
in the excavated areas during the annual floods, from where soil was taken again to manufacture
bricks. With the disappearance of the annual floods, the excavated areas did not get filled up with
silts anymore. Thus, the brick-making industry suffered.
While this loss was created by the Dam, the earlier practice of using good quality topsoil to
manufacture bricks was indefensible in a country, where productive soil has been in short supply
from time immemorial. This argument is especially valid when it is considered that Egypt has been
attempting to reclaim land for agricultural production to account for a steadily increasing population,
but at the same time the best productive lands were being lost due to brick-making, urbanization,
etc.
In the year (correct date needs to be found), a law was passed forbidding brick-making on the Nile
banks. At present, bricks are being made from new techniques which successfully uses sand. In any
event, the land values along the Nile, near and around urban areas have increased to such an extent
that it simply is uneconomic for any person owning such land to use the soil for brick-making. Thus,
even if the law of (date to be added) was not passed, vast majority of these brick-making plants
would have disappeared by now for economic reasons alone.
Health Impacts of the Dam - It is not easy to isolate the impacts of the Dam on human health, since
health is the final result of a complex interactions of forces, only a few of which are related to the
dam. Unquestionably, the Dam had a positive impact on the overall food availability, and thus the
nutritional status of the Egyptian people, because of both higher food production and also crop
diversification. It is difficult, however, to isolate to what extent the Dam contributed to the overall
health of the people, directly and indirectly, and what were the other factors that contributed to the
increase in the nutritional status of the country. According to CAPMAS (1998), an average Egyptian
had an intake
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of 3300 calories per day in 1996-97, which is comparable to the current nutritional status in many
developed countries.
The health issue that has received the greatest attention as a serious adverse impact of the
Aswan Dam is schistosomiasis. The incidence of schistosomiasis increased very significantly in
the newly irrigated areas immediately after the construction of the Dam. There is no doubt that the
establishment of a new irrigation system in a country like Egypt, with extended shorelines of the
Lake Nasser, and newly constructed canals, provided a good habitat for B. truneatus, a snail that
acts as an intermediate host for S. haematobium. Some of the people that migrated to these newly
reclaimed areas were already infected by this debilitating disease. Statistics available indicate that
the infection rates increased during the early years of the settlement of the people in these areas.
Extensive studies of the post-1970 era in Egypt and South Asia show that maximum infection
occurred not during the irrigation phase, but during the domestic interactions with the waters of the
canals during the normal hygienic practices due to the absence of basic facilities like water supply
and sanitation. As the provision of water supply (piped water and tubewells) and sanitary facilities
were introduced, the human contacts with the parasite started to decrease. The incidence rates of
schistosomiasis incidents started to decline further as the Egyptian Government intensified public
awareness campaigns as to how the disease is transmitted and how it can be cured, increased
clinics and public health facilities, and medical advances.
Table 4 shows the steady declined is schistosomiasis transmission rates for the period 1935
to 2002. Table 5 shows schistosomiasis incidences in the Lake Nasser area for 1974 to 2003.
Complete elimination of Schistosoma haematobium is imminent in the Delta region and in large
parts of Upper and Middle Egypt. The World Bank (2000) considers that if an “all-out war” is declared
against schistosomiasis, it can be completely eradicated from Egypt by 2025.
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Year
1935
1983
1988
1993
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002

Prevalence Rates

Overall Prevalence

Schistosoma Haematobium, 48.0% Not known
Schistosoma Mansoni, 32.0%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 35.0%
Not known
Schistosoma Mansoni, 38.6%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 11.9%
16.0%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 16.4%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 6.6%
11.2%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 14.8%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 5.4%
9.9%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 14.5%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 5.0%
8.6%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 11.9%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 5.0%
7.1%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 9.3%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 4.1%
5.7%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 7.1%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 3.2%
4.0%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 4.8%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 3%
3.6%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 4.2%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 2.5%
3%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 3.6%
Schistosoma Haematobium, 1.9%
Schistosoma Mansoni, 2.7%

2.3%

Table 4: Prevalence rates of Schistosomiasis (1935-2002). Note Schistosoma Haematobium
prevalence rates are for Upper Egypt and Schistosoma Mansoni for Lower Egypt (Source: Egyptian
Ministry of Health and Population, Cairo, 2004)
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Year
1974
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003

Schistosoma Haematobium
67.1
10.9
12.9
12.4
8.1
7.5
8.1
6.6
10
6.9
5.8
3.1
2.8
5.4
2.5
1.6
1.0

Schistosoma Mansoni
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Table 5: Prevalence rates of Schistosomiasis in Lake Nasser, 1974-2003 (Source: Egyptian Ministry
of Health and Population, Cairo, 2004)
In terms of malaria, there have been no reported cases in Egypt since 1998, including in Aswan and
the Lake Nasser, except for a few imported cases from Sudan. The Dam has had no impacts on the
incidence of malaria.
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Filariasis has not been found in Aswan and the Lake Nasser areas. In fact, the Ministry of Health
and Population expects to eliminate lymphatic filariasis from Egypt by the end on 2004 from Lower
Egypt and only 2 foci at Assiut Governorate.
No leishmaniasis has been observed in the Dam area. The only location in Egypt where
leishmaniasis can be found is in the Nikhel district of North Sinai Governorate.
Thus, in terms of vector-borne diseases, the only impact that was noticed because of the Dam was
an increase in the incidence rate of schistosomiasis after its completion. This was because water
supply and sanitation facilities were not provided when people settled in the newly reclaimed area.
For similar future projects in other areas where schistosomiasis could be an issue, the experiences
from the Dam indicate that water supply, sanitation and health care facilities should be included as
an integrated component of settlement planning for the newly reclaimed areas.
Resettlement - An important consideration of any large dam is the involuntary resettlement of people
from the reservoir area which is inundated. In the case of the Aswan, the situation was no different.
A major constraint to analyse the resettlement issue due to the Dam has been the difficulty to
obtain the actual plans for the resettlement process, and analyses as to how they were implemented.
Inspite of serious attempts, as of now, these documents have not been found.
The authors have just found a study that was prepared for the British Government, when they were
considering possible financial support to the Dam, in the files of the British Foreign and Colonial
Office. No time was available for to review this study for the present report and also to assess its
quality. This will be undertaken in the second phase of this study, along with reviews of all the new
documents that may be obtained in the coming months. This analysis may have
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to be supplemented by a field study of the resettled families, which has not been undertaken in
recent decades.
Two important documents are now available which gives some insight to the resettlement aspects
of the Dam. First, is the book, The Nubian Exodus, which was written by Hassan Dafalla (1957),
a career civil servant, who was made responsible by the Sudanese Government to oversee the
massive relocation effort from the Sudanese Nubia.
The decision to resettle the people of the Sudanese Nubia, which was going to be inundated by the
Lake Nasser was taken in 1959, but the actual evacuation started in 1963. During this 1959-1063
period, the Sudanese Government had to face (Dafalla, 1957):
“a massive psychological and logistical task. It was necessary to move the entire Nubian
population from its ancestral home, where a distinct pattern of life had evolved, to a new home,
which had to be selected from among various alternatives. Compensation for immovable
property - most notably date palms which had been the staple of the Nubian economy - had
to be worked out. The site for the Nubians’ new home, once chosen, had to be prepared villages laid out, houses built, suitable farming and irrigation methods established. A method of
physically transporting the population also had to be devised and, in order to save Wadi Haifa’s
famous river boats, the unprecedented step was taken of sailing them over the Nile Cataracts
which separated Wadi Haifa from Khartoum. The salvaging and recoding of Nubia’s abundant
archeological treasures was beyond the internal resources of Sudan, and more than twenty
expeditions to the area from different countries were organised.”
According to Dafalla (1975), arrangements had to be made to resettle some 40,000 people from
the town of Wadi Haifa and 27 villages. This massive effort was to be completed between the joint
communique that was simultaneously broadcasted by Cairo and Omdurman on 10 November 1959
and the deadline of July 1959 for the relocation process to start.

59

Under Section 5, second Chapter, of the agreement signed by the Egyptian and Sudanese
Governments, it was specified that:
“The United Arab Republic aggress to pay to the Sudan Republic 15 million Egyptian pounds
as full compensation for the damage resulting to the Sudanese existing properties as a result
of storage in the Sudd El Ali Reservoir up to a reduced level of 182 metres (Survey datum).”
Some critics have suggested that the Egyptian compensation offer was not enough. Dafalla (1975)
disagreed:
“There were two important facts the critics lost sight of. First, the net benefit to the Sudan
of the Nile water resulting from the High Dam was 14½ milliard cubic metres, double the
amount reaped by the Egyptian themselves. Yet the Egyptian treasury bore all the cost of the
construction of the project, without involving the Sudan in any financial commitment. The
second fact was that all the expenditures on the development of Khashm el Girba Scheme was
not wasted. Apart from the house construction and cash compensation, all the expenditure
was on fruitful economic investment. The project is essentially revenue-producing: besides the
income enjoyed by the tenants from their agricultural crops, it contributes £S 6 million to the
public treasury.”
Dafalla wrote an objective and sympathetic assessment of the resettlement process. He pointed out
the “disastrous” impacts on the Nubbians, who “were the only victims as the greatest part of their
country was being doomed to inundation.”
In terms of the Egyptian Nubia (Fahimn, 1983) some have claimed that the First Aswan Dam forced
the local people to migrate from their ancient and peaceful land to unfriendly urban areas, where
they never fit in. The High Dam was a “total curse which ended a life-style that satisfied their basic
needs and gave them peace and happiness.”
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In a perceptive analysis, the American sociologist Peter Geiser (1973) contradicted this idyllic
picture. In his paper entitled “Myth of the Dam” (Aswan), he pointed out:
“It has been the myth of the dam that has intermediated the basic contradiction with which the
Nubian had lived over the last half century. The contradiction was this: the Nubian, during a
process of radical social transformation, found it necessary to maintain his identification with
the collective sentiments looking toward the village, while at the same time he engaged in
action which, ever more firmly, established him within the urban complex.
“But for the dam,” it is almost universally stated by the present day Nubian, “no man would
have left his village.” The basic reality underlying the centuries of migration of males from
Nubia had been the absence of sufficient arable land necessary to maintain a viable economy.
Almost all of the nineteenth century travelers to Nubia had reported on the harshness of the
physical environment and the poverty of the land. Careful analysis of the land problem during
the present century supported the earlier observations ... ... While it is true that the building
and heightening of the dam may have increased the external migration to some extent, and
while the pattern of Nubian migration had probably changed to include entire families by the
1930s, a crystallization had taken place in the social structure supporting migration long before
the building of the Dam (High Aswan).”
All aspects of the resettlement issue will be analysed comprehensively in the second phase of the
study.
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