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Abstract

This paper discusses the displacement and resettlement of the Sudanese Nubians 
into the New Halfa agricultural scheme in Eastern Sudan, the current state of 
this multi-ethnic community and the challenges the farmers are facing. The Nu-
bians of Wadi Halfa in Northern Sudan (also called the Halfawi Nubians) had 
to be relocated to New Halfa due to the construction of the Aswan High Dam 
in the early 1960s. In addition to the loss of ancestral land and the alienation 
they experienced, the Halfawi Nubians struggled to secure a sufficient liveli-
hood in New Halfa and found their lives irreversibly altered. Furthermore, the 
lives of the local nomadic groups of the New Halfa region had to be adjusted 
and some of them were incorporated into the scheme as farmers. The vast eco-
nomic and social differences between the compensated resettled Nubians and 
the host population of nomads and migrant workers led to fragmentation and 
resentment among the different ethnic groups. The forced displacement and 
resettlement failed to create permanent social development and the current self-
determined farming practices and supplementing occupations of the residents 
are the determining factors for the sustainability of the scheme. Although the 
resettlement of the Nubians did not succeed in rooting them in their new terri-
tory and a lot of the Halfawi Nubians have since abandoned the scheme, New 
Halfa has also created unforeseen opportunities for internally displaced people 
and migrant workers and become a growing regional centre for business and 
commerce. Despite the fact that New Halfa failed to meet its original targets, it 
is an example of a resettlement scheme that, in 50 years, developed and adjusted 
according to the needs of its current inhabitants. With sufficient social impact 
assessment and the active participation of the resettled people and host popula-
tion some of the current challenges could have been mitigated. 



5

1.	Introduction

In this paper I will discuss the displacement and the resettlement of the Nubians 
of Wadi Halfa, in Northern Sudan, into the new Halfa agricultural scheme in 
the 1960s. The purpose of this paper is to look into the scheme’s current situa-
tion and to look at how the various ethnic groups within New Halfa, including 
the Nubians, have managed to settle and secure a living from this agricultural 
scheme. The information for this paper was gathered during field work in New 
Halfa in July-August 2011 where interviews and group discussions were held 
with members of different communities within the scheme. Additional informa-
tion has also been gathered from research conducted at New Halfa prior to 2011 
and from various secondary sources. 

In July 2011, after decades of on-going power imbalances and political con-
flict, South Sudan seceded from Sudan and became a newly independent coun-
try. The situation at the New Halfa Agricultural Scheme, in Eastern Sudan, 
however was calm and the turmoil at the border between these suddenly new 
neighbours did not have much affect on the everyday life of this agricultural 
community. The secession of South Sudan was a result of endless conflict over 
politics, power, rights to natural resources and the unresolved differences be-
tween North and South Sudan. Although the situation of South Sudan did not 
directly touch the communities in New Halfa, the same underlying issues of 
political power and access to resources have also extensively affected the current 
state of the New Halfa scheme. 

The country of Sudan, situated in the northeast of Africa, is well known 
through global media for its political instabilities, poverty and harsh climate. 
The ethnic and cultural richness and the significant environmental resources are 
thus overshadowed by the continuing flow of negative news from the country. 
Nevertheless, Sudan is a country of diversity and complexity when it comes to ge-
ography, politics, culture and religion. Although South Sudan officially declared 
its independence on 9th July  2011, Sudan still remains the third largest country 
in Africa (UNDP Sudan 2013). The conflicts in Sudan cannot be blamed only 
on its ethnic diversity, poverty or the geographical size of the country. Through-
out its history Sudan has faced various eras of foreign and biased rule, and that 
has justified the legitimacy of political power resting with a chosen few. This has 
arranged the ethnic fabric in such a way that some have claimed more political 
power at the expense of others. As a consequence the history and the landscape 
have been reshaped by the political power elite and the ethnic minorities have 
had to choose between submission and existence on the  periphery. 

One of the apparent manifestations of power was the construction of dams 
and the transformation of rural landscape. Although Sudan was in the wake of 
Egypt when it came to modernisation, gaining independence in 1956 pushed 
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Sudan towards further development and economic growth. Unarguably the 
construction of dams brought development through water control, electricity 
and irrigation possibilities. They were also visible symbols of national growth 
and might. However, the downside of these development initiatives was the 
destruction of cultural heritage sites and the forced relocation of thousands of 
people off their traditional homeland. This was a high cost to those who, already 
marginalised, had to step aside and compromise their livelihoods. This became 
a reality during the construction of the Aswan High Dam along the River Nile 
in Southern Egypt, that forced the relocation of thousands of Nubians off their 
traditional land, both in Egypt and in Sudan. Although the construction of the 
Aswan High Dam was an Egyptian initiative, the Nubian resettlement that 
followed was incorporated into the Sudanese development plan of agricultural 
intensification and nationalisation. This manifested itself in the establishment 
of the New Halfa agricultural scheme that was to settle the Nubians and local 
nomadic groups into an irrigation scheme in Eastern Sudan. 

The more recent, extensive dam constructions in Sudan – the Merowe Dam 
and the Kajbar Dam – have continued to displace thousands of communities 
away from their traditional land (International Rivers Network 2013). It is pri-
marily the poor and marginal people who are forced to sacrifice their lifestyles 
and traditions, for the sake of modernity and growth, without adequate com-
pensation for their losses. Therefore these mega-scale development initiatives 
represent a one-sided view of progress. This nation building and modernisation 
that took place in Sudan also enforced the mainstreaming of the Sudanese na-
tion and economy. This happened at the expense of minor ethnic groups such as 
the Nubians and the nomadic groups on the peripheries. The top-down view on 
development may not correspond to the views of the people affected when it is 
changing their lifestyle against their wishes. 

In Sudan today one may still come across isolated desert regions with sporad-
ic nomad communities continuing their traditional lifestyles, in contrast to the 
massive irrigation schemes creating products for the global market. However, 
the increasing agricultural development has come at a cost. The development 
of agricultural schemes and the construction of large dams have collided with 
the more traditional lifestyles of subsistence farming and pastoralism. Many 
nomads have had to change their pastoral routes due to the irrigation schemes 
and settle for marginal land. The construction of dams has forced large popula-
tions to relocate to foreign areas and adapt to new methods of more mechanised 
agriculture.

In spite of this, this hydraulic engineering is enabling the kind of devel-
opment that will boost the economy and overall national growth that Sudan 
needs. The development of modern agriculture in Sudan has been made pos-
sible with the harnessing of the Nile waters and by altering traditional liveli-
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hoods. Today, agriculture makes up a third of the economic sector in Sudan. 
Cash crops such as cotton and gum arabic are the cornerstones of Sudanese 
agricultural export. However, problems of irrigation, technical maintenance, 
environmental degradation and poor transportation remain the greatest con-
straints to the growth of the Sudanese agricultural sector (UNDP Sudan 2013). 
Due to financial difficulties and lack of efficient natural resource management 
many agricultural schemes are now facing loss of land fertility and productivity. 
For an average farmer, the income from an agricultural scheme is not sufficient 
and many are migrating to Khartoum in the hope of more urban employment. 
The division between the Sudanese core and periphery, both geographically and 
socially, seems to grow deeper. The development-induced displacement of peo-
ple and the construction of irrigation schemes are still continuing, despite the 
unresolved challenges of the existing schemes. People in the schemes lack social 
cohesion and often feel rootless in their new surroundings. The privatisation and 
neoliberalism that have reached the schemes are placing the farmers under pres-
sure to produce more out of the deteriorating environment. 

The particular case of the New Halfa agricultural scheme is interesting as 
it is one of the oldest schemes in Sudan and was the destination of one of the 
largest population resettlement projects in the history of the country. Yet it has 
been facing both external and internal pressure to meet the standards that were 
set out for it. The scheme has been running for almost 50 years and the loss of 
productivity, insufficiency of the infrastructure and environmental degradation 
are easy to see. The Khasm el Girba dam that feeds the water to the scheme has 
become sedimented thus reducing its capacity to distribute water. The existing 
service sector has not been expanded sufficiently to accommodate the natural 
population growth in the scheme and the residents have had to turn to addition-
al means of living, as the income from farming is not satisfactory. The declin-
ing rates of production and increasing environmental degradation are causing a 
headache for the farmers and some are looking into other sources of livelihood. 
The scheme consists of different ethnic groups that are facing different chal-
lenges and circumstances. Originally the New Halfa scheme was planned for 
the Halfawi Nubians that were resettled due to the construction of the Aswan 
High Dam. It attempted to remould the existing social composition by incor-
porating the detached Nubians and the self-sufficient nomads into a new so-
cial system of tenancy and intensive farming. New Halfa became a melting pot 
for different ethnic groups from varying socio-economic backgrounds (Dafalla 
1975).  One of the key challenges facing the scheme, right from the start, has 
been the inequality between the different communities, which has differenti-
ated and fragmented the scheme. This has evidently had a negative effect on 
the social cohesion of the scheme. Some farmers have managed to accumulate 
farmland and hire farm labour while pursuing other careers, in contrast to other 
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residents who are dependent on any work they can find on a daily basis (Sørbø 
1985). Therefore, some of the first irrigation schemes in Sudan, such as New 
Halfa, have become crucial focal points as they give an opportunity to observe 
the evolution of the state controlled agricultural schemes towards the more neo-
liberal and differentiated schemes they are today. The challenges these schemes 
are facing have not gone unnoticed. However, little has been done to solve these 
problems while new resettlements and agricultural schemes are being initiated. 

Taking the example of New Halfa, this study looks at the impacts of large-
scale schemes and top-down development initiatives on the grassroots level in 
the context of a developing country like Sudan. It is particularly relevant today 
as new dams are being built in the northern parts of Sudan, which forces com-
munities to resettle in other areas, commonly into irrigation schemes. The in-
stability of Sudanese politics, the changing economic landscape and increasing 
urbanisation have all had an effect on the development of the agricultural sector. 
There is a need to find out whether these agricultural schemes have been condu-
cive to overall rural development and are sustainable in the long run. What is 
the current definition of a state driven irrigation scheme that was also designed 
as a resettlement project, almost 50 years after it was established? The legacy of 
the Nubian resettlement, sedentarisation of the nomads, and the influx of in-
ternal refugees from Western Sudan have all influenced the development of the 
scheme and created increasing social differentiation due to different economic 
backgrounds. Local opinions about the scheme are particularly relevant as the 
future prospects of these schemes relies strongly on the choices and interests 
of the farmers and local residents. The sustainability of the ecosystem, the suf-
ficiency of the Nile waters and the sense of purpose and future optimism of the 
farmers are the components that define the future of the Sudanese agricultural 
schemes. 

The example of the New Halfa agricultural scheme could give a valuable 
insight into the relocation process and the sustainability of agricultural schemes. 
However, as new agricultural schemes are being established in Sudan, the cur-
rent deteriorating state of the older schemes receives little attention. The recent 
droughts seen in East Africa and the increasing environmental degradation and 
climate change will further increase the demand for natural resources. Further-
more, the political power struggle to decide over the utilisation of natural re-
sources will become even more agitated. The shift from food crop production to-
wards cash crop production has made the Sudanese agricultural industry more 
dependent on global price fluctuations and placed the local farmer in a more 
vulnerable position. 

The varying degrees of social differentiation and inequality between the dif-
ferent ethnic groups in New Halfa show the failure of the scheme to operate with 
the principle of equal sized tenancies. The resettled Halfawi’s lack of attachment 
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to, and ownership of, the scheme and the failure to successfully incorporate the 
nomadic pastoralists into a stationary agricultural lifestyle are also results of 
poor social planning by the scheme. The poor state of agricultural resources, 
lack of services and deteriorating environment are also push-factors for people 
leaving the scheme. This can be set against the overall attempt of the Sudanese 
government to mainstream the Sudanese nation and to uniform the existing 
traditional lifestyles into a more modern capitalist economy. However, the aim 
of this study is not to decide whether the New Halfa scheme was a failure that 
should have been avoided or a success of agricultural development. Rather, I 
want to bring forward the pitfalls and risks of using resettlement as a means for 
development, and the challenges that must be considered in the planning. Also, 
local opinions will be relevant as future planning of resettlement and agricul-
tural development will need a greater contribution from – and empowerment 
of – the people actually involved.
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2.	Dams	as	catalysts	for	development:	Hydraulic	engineering	in	Sudan

The source of the River Nile lies in the Great Lakes region in central Africa and 
in the Ethiopian highlands. There, the White and the Blue Nile tributaries start 
to twist their way down and finally merge together in Khartoum to become the 
great River Nile. Nearly 80 % of Sudan lies within the Nile basin, making it the 
most important source of freshwater in Sudan. Sudan (including South Sudan) 
has a total natural renewable water resource of 149 km3/year, of which 20 % is 
from rainfall and 80 % from the Nile water flows from upstream countries such 
as Ethiopia (UNEP 2007). The River Nile is a natural process that is constantly 
altering its surrounding environment and influencing the biophysical ecosys-
tems it flows through. It has provided opportunities for sustainable human set-
tlement and agriculture for over 7,000 years (Chesworth 1990). Throughout 
history people have looked for various ways to benefit from the river, thus a 
relationship between the environment and society has always existed. However, 
following the expansion of the human population and settlements around the 
Nile river valley, the need for industrialisation and irrigated agriculture has sub-
sequently increased. This has resulted in a growing demand for alterations and 
harnessing of the River Nile. The physical environment is changing through the 
increasing socio-political actions of dam construction, agricultural schemes, in-
dustrialisation and overall human utilisation of natural resources (Swyngedouw 
2009; Minoia 2012). 

Hydraulic engineering is a necessary part of the overall development of a 
country and its growing population. Some of the first dams in the world were 
built in the Middle East in 3000 BC and dams were used for hydropower gen-
eration for the first time in 1890. In the 20th century the construction of dams 
boomed and by the end of the century there were over 45,000 large dams world-
wide (World Commission on Dams 2000). In Africa the construction of large 
hydroelectric dams has been a trend in development initiatives since the early 
20th century. Between 1945 and 1990 over a thousand large dams of at least 15 
metres in height have been built in Africa, providing over 22 percent of Africa’s 
electricity (Hoag 2013). 

For many developing countries with a history of colonial rule, gaining in-
dependence and decolonisation became the political engines for constructing 
megaprojects such as dams. In Egypt, and to some extent in Sudan, hydroelectric 
development and the construction of large irrigation schemes was a necessary 
step in meeting the needs of the growing nation and economy. New leaders of 
newly independent developing countries such as Nasser, Nkrumah and Nehru 
were all striving for the positive symbolism of dams and geographic engineering. 
They were also necessary technological advancements that further developed 
the irrigated agriculture sector and provided power for the growing economy.   



11

Resettled for Development

Therefore, besides their pragmatic purpose, the constructions served as concrete 
examples of modernity, prosperity and autonomy (Collins 2008; Nixon 2010). 

The hydraulic engineering in Sudan was primarily established by the British 
in order to increase and secure the flow of the Nile waters in Egypt. Sudan was 
ruled as a condominium by Britain and Egypt from 1899 until independence 
in 1956 (Taha 2010:186). The first official agreement over the utilisation of the 
Nile waters between Egypt and Sudan was made in 1929, when the Anglo-
Egyptian Waters Agreement gave Egypt a lion’s share of the Nile waters. How-
ever, when Egypt was planning the Aswan High Dam, Sudan’s population had 
almost doubled since 1929 and it was in dire need of a larger share of the waters 
(Taha 2010:187). As a result of long discussions, Sudan and Egypt signed the 
revised Nile Waters Agreement of 1959 that increased the water shares for both 
countries (Collins 1990). The agreement also settled the compensation for Su-
dan over the construction of the Aswan High Dam in Egypt that led to the 
inundation of the Sudanese Nubia (Taha 2010:190). Although the local conse-
quences of the building of the Aswan High Dam were socially disastrous for the 
Nubians, it gave Egypt the necessary water and power to support its vision of 
development and much needed growth of the agricultural sector. 

Hydrological development such as constructing dams, reservoirs, canals or 
power plants often comes with the cost of negative social and environmental 
consequences such as environmental degradation, social resettlement and loss of 
traditional and cultural land (Staddon 1988). The aquatic ecosystem may face 
negative impacts due to the changes in the water flow and in the inundated area, 
silt and debris is deposited and aquatic weeds start to build up. In addition, the 
large water reservoirs cause higher evaporation in arid regions (Omer 2007). The 
construction of megaprojects, such as the Aswan High Dam between Sudan 
and Egypt or the Three Gorges Dam in China, has already resulted in serious 
consequences for the local residents and the surrounding environment. Gener-
ally, besides the negative consequences in the socio-physical environment, the 
dam constructions have resulted in even more economic and political indebted-
ness of the developing countries to the first and second worlds (Nixon 2010). 

The United Nations Environment Programme completed an environmental 
assessment in Sudan in 2007 and also inspected all of the existing dams. Un-
arguably, the benefits of the dams in Sudan could be seen through electricity 
creation and irrigation. However, many negative environmental impacts were 
also detected (UNEP 2007). All of the dams visited had performance problems 
and visible environmental problems. Upstream land degradation caused sedi-
ment deposition and loss of reservoir capacity; and downstream impacts, due to 
water diversion and changes in the flow regime, were detected. For instance, the 
Khasm el Girba dam that supports the New Halfa scheme had lost up to 54 % 
of the original capacity since the year of commissioning in 1964 (UNEP 2007). 
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However, the construction of the Tekeze dam in Ethiopia in 2009 has since 
resulted in the reduction of the sedimentation of the Khasm el Girba reservoir. 

Hydraulic engineering is continuing to alter the environment in Sudan, as 
the need for natural resources and the desire for economic growth sees no end. 
Other countries, such as China, have also begun to show interest in sharing 
in the opportunities of the Nile basin. The most recent addition to Sudanese 
dams, the Merowe dam below the fourth cataract of the Nile, is Sudan’s largest 
construction project to date. It is estimated that the construction cost up to 2 
billion US dollars and it has been partly funded by China’s Exim Bank, several 
Arab funds, and partly by the Sudanese government’s national budget for de-
velopment (Jok 2007; Cockett 2010). The Merowe dam is meant to benefit the 
whole country, through electricity, employment and agricultural development. 
It will roughly double Sudan’s power supply and will help irrigate land that is 
now barely arable. It has even been seen as the symbol of Sudan’s future (Jok 
2007).  However, at the moment it is only benefiting a limited area of Sudan 
and some of the negative aspects of the dam are the forced evacuation and reset-
tlement of thousands of people (Jok 2007; UNEP 2007; Cockett 2010). A full 
and transparent environmental, economic and social impact assessment has not 
been conducted and the positive and negative features of the project have not 
been widely discussed (UNEP 2007). Criticism of the project has been strong 
both internally and internationally, and the International Rivers Network and 
the Corner House published a report complaining about the false promises and 
non-existant services promised for the people being relocated as a result of the 
project (Jok 2007). The Nubian people in particular complain that the develop-
ment and industrialisation of Sudan is being carried out at the expense of their 
heritage and dignity (Jok 2007). 

Despite the negative consequences, the necessity and benefits of hydro-en-
gineering must also be stated. With the Nile basin being partly situated in one 
of the world’s most arid regions with a rapidly growing population, the need 
for securing food and energy supply is top priority. For many African countries 
the construction of dams is one of the few feasible options (Oestigaard 2012).  
Naturally there are many economic benefits to hydro-engineering. It makes it 
possible to regulate the flow of water to control flooding, to generate power and 
to channel water for irrigation purposes (Oestigaard 2012). For many nations 
and regions, these megaprojects are also a way of creating employment, advanc-
ing technology and producing a concrete symbol for national development and 
pride (Staddon 1988). Some developing countries have also seen the construc-
tion of megaprojects such as hydraulic dams or irrigation schemes as concrete 
evidence of catching up with the developed world and showcasing the techno-
logical advancements and development of the country (Nixon 2010). 

It must also be acknowledged that the need for dam construction is consid-
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erable. The current power generation in Sudan is lagging behind demand. The 
feasibility of dams for energy production is clear and there are many poten-
tial sites for hydropower generation on the main Nile and its tributaries (Omer 
2007). Despite the fact that the construction of dams is a controversial topic 
that evokes strong opinions for and against, the common consent is that their 
benefits outweigh the negative consequences. It is, however, important to con-
sider the environmental and socio-economic issues and carry out impact and 
risk assessments as well as pre-feasibility studies (Gourbesville 2008). Although 
the social implications of dam construction and irrigation schemes have been 
academically discussed, it has not had much impact on the policies of hydro 
engineering. Even the most recent dam constructions have not succeeded in 
mitigating the negative social and environmental consequences. Furthermore, 
the maintenance of the old irrigation projects tends to be put to one side. The 
Gezira Scheme, being the largest irrigation scheme in the world, and the New 
Halfa Scheme the second largest in Sudan, have struggled to keep up with pro-
duction targets, mitigate environmental problems and provide a stable income 
for the farmers (Haydar 2008). 
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3.	The	changing	agricultural	landscapes	of	Sudan

Agriculture has long been the backbone of the Sudanese economy (Sørbø 1985; 
NHAPC 2011). In the beginning of the 20th century agricultural schemes start-
ed to emerge around the River Nile and its tributaries and irrigated agriculture 
increased as cash crops such as cotton, sugar cane and wheat started to bring in 
revenue through foreign trade (Abdelrazig 1979). Today Sudan has the second 
greatest irrigated area in Africa after Egypt (Taha 2010: 179). A large share of 
the first irrigation schemes in Sudan were started by the British colonial admin-
istration for cash crop production and export purposes. The first of these was the 
Sennar Dam built in 1925 along the Blue Nile in order to water the great Gezira 
Scheme and enable cotton production (Taha 2010: 183). 

However, before long the agricultural sector began to face challenges of in-
creasing environmental degradation, insecurities of global market prices and the 
emerging conflicts within Sudan. Population is growing, yields are declining 
and the environment is deteriorating. While most of the agricultural schemes 
in the country are focusing on the farming of export crops for revenue, accord-
ing to UNEP at least 15 % of the population is dependent on imported food 
aid (UNEP 2007). The Sudan Comprehensive National Strategy for the Agri-
cultural Sector (1992–2002) identified the main targets on its agenda as food 
security, sustainable agricultural development, efficient resource utilisation and 
yield enhancement. With the necessary maintenance and management the ag-
ricultural sector in Sudan could turn the negative prospects around. However, 
these targets have not been successfully met. Even more discouraging is the fact 
that very little has been done to improve the accessibility of food to the poor 
and marginalised and more focus has been placed on cash crops (Omer 2007). 

Approximately 40 % of the land area in Sudan is cultivable (UNEP 2007). 
There are five main types of farming practised in Sudan; mechanised rain-fed 
agricultural schemes, traditional rain-fed agriculture, mechanised irrigation 
schemes, traditional irrigation and livestock husbandry/pastoralism (UNEP 
2007). The irrigation schemes are further divided into two categories; the Nile 
flood and pump schemes, and the national irrigation schemes such as Gezira, 
Rahad, New Halfa and Suki which constitute over 60 per cent of the total ir-
rigated area (Haydar 2008). These schemes are the four largest national schemes 
in the country and consume 60 % of the current Sudanese annual water abstrac-
tion (See figure 1.) (Omer 2007). The most important local food crops that are 
grown on the schemes are maize, groundnuts, sugar cane and sorghum. Since 
the times of British colonialism the growth of cotton and other cash crops such 
as gum arabic, sesame and groundnuts have been promoted for export purposes 
(UNEP 2007). To a large extent the growth of cash crops is still promoted by 
the Sudanese government.
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After gaining independence Sudan wanted to increase agricultural produc-
tion by expanding irrigated areas, mechanisation, rain-fed agriculture and pro-
moting efficiency.  However, although Sudan’s irrigated agriculture has been its 
most important economic investment, many studies have shown that its perfor-
mance has been below expectations (UNEP 2007). Although the Gezira is still 
the largest irrigation scheme in the world, it has turned out to have a general 
irrigation efficiency of less than 50 per cent. The farmers cannot earn a satisfac-
tory income from their crops and the siltation in the canals has caused parts of 
the scheme to be without sufficient irrigation water (Government of Sudan and 
the World Bank 2000). The Gezira scheme is not an exception and the situation 
of many irrigation schemes, such as New Halfa, portrays a gloomy picture at 
present. In many agricultural schemes siltation in the canals has increased thus 

Figure 1. Irrigated agricultural schemes in Sudan (Modified from UNEP 2007).
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decreasing the storage capacity of water, land fertility has decreased and equip-
ment has become outdated (Omer 2007). 

Nevertheless, irrigation schemes have long been a strong part of the Sudanese 
economy and continue to be so. There is no lack of arable land or absolute water 
scarcity in Sudan, but the challenge is the maintenance of the schemes, the ir-
rigation systems and bringing enough profit to the farmers. Most of the irriga-
tion schemes were started as parastatal establishments but since Sudan adopted 
a free market economy, privatisation and decentralisation system, the aim is to 
turn the schemes into private, financially independent corporations. Farmers’ 
associations should have the upper hand in the funding and management and 
the communities should take more responsibility. Furthermore, agricultural co-
operatives and the private sector are encouraged to operate the schemes (Omer 
2007). Clearly the crop price fluctuations, decreasing land fertility and problems 
related to irrigation and agriculture infrastructure have made this goal impos-
sible to reach. Most schemes continue to depend upon the state for financial 
support.

Irrigated agriculture has been a major source of employment for Sudanese 
people, but the challenge is to bring the farmer enough income to be able to 
focus solely on this livelihood and not be forced to look for additional sources 
of income. As with many other countries in Africa, Sudan is also dependent on 
export revenues from cash crops. The changing global economy, environmental 
degradation and the on-going political conflicts have also had negative effects 
on the agricultural sector. Sudan is facing high levels of urbanisation and many 
traditional nomadic groups are sedentarised and incorporated into the main-
stream Sudanese economy. This will eventually change the social rural land-
scape and ultimately affect the sustainability of Sudan’s agricultural schemes.  
In a seminar on environment, climate and the Sudanese conflicts, Gunnar M. 
Sørbø stated that Sudan is suffering from a crisis of livelihoods and govern-
ance. The shift from subsistence agriculture to mechanised agricultural schemes 
has dispossessed many local farmers and pastoralists of their customary rights 
(Sørbø 2012). In times of climate change, increasing food demand and the shift 
to cash crop farming, the conflicts over land rights and between different liveli-
hoods may increase. 
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4.	Development	perspectives

Resettlement as a development initiative has been widely debated and regarded 
as a necessary sacrifice for the sake of long-term development. This paper dis-
cusses the effectiveness of resettlement as a development strategy and its success 
in terms of social integration and cultural adaptation in the New Halfa reset-
tlement scheme. Whether the sedentarisation of the nomadic pastoralist fitted 
in with the expansion of irrigated agriculture and whether any assimilation into 
new means of livelihood took place is also discussed. 

Although the Aswan High Dam was constructed to promote the industrialisa-
tion and water security of Egypt it also resulted in the inundation of the region of 
Wadi Halfa and consequently the displacement of approximately 50,000 Sudanese 
Nubians. However, the Nubian resettlement and the sedentarisation of the pasto-
ralist nomads to the New Halfa agricultural scheme can also be seen as an attempt 
by the Sudanese state to develop the agricultural sector, increase the utilisation of 
the River Atbara, to create employment and better living conditions for Sudanese 
people, and to increase the overall economic growth through export markets. 

Understanding the various meanings behind the concept of development is 
important when looking at the cases of hydraulic and agricultural development 
in a country like Sudan. In recent history the world has seen many examples 
of large-scale hydraulic infrastructures being constructed and the mass popula-
tion displacements and involuntary resettlement caused by them. Although it is 
generally agreed that hydraulic infrastructures such as dams do increase energy 
production and improve control over water flows, these development-induced 
mega-constructions tend to also cause severe environmental damage, population 
displacement and impoverishment (Cernea 1995). They depict development from 
a perspective of modernisation, growth and technological advancement with an 
emphasis on a top-down approach that is imposed upon the targeted people. 

Therefore, it should be emphasised that people perceive development in sub-
jective ways and development as an external force is hardly constructive. The 
construction of megaprojects such as dams tends to create inequitable socio-
hydrological conditions, as the hydraulic infrastructures are often put forward 
by the people in political, economic and social power. This often leads to further 
unequal development, as the people without social power are often excluded 
from access to natural resources or the state of the resources deteriorates. Those 
in power also tend to justify their actions by laying claim to property rights and 
their exclusive rights to them (Swyngedouw 2009). 

4.1	Displacement	for	development
Many top-down development initiatives include displacement and resettlement 
of people to make space for projects such as the construction of power plants, 
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dams, mines and roads. This development-induced displacement (DID) is a 
form of population redistribution used by the government to develop envi-
ronmental resource utilisation for the sake of benefiting the national economy 
(Grabska & Mehta 2008). It can also be seen as a tool for the government to 
implement changes in the existing political structure and as a form of social en-
gineering. This is part of the larger agenda of the transformation of peripheral 
regions and under-populated areas into world economies (Plater 1994). Many 
problems emerge with displacement – such as drastic changes in livelihoods, 
loss of autonomy, indigenousness, traditions and established community net-
works. It is generally known that displacement causes disruption and loss of 
assets both within the community and for individuals and leads to a greater 
likelihood of impoverishment and reduced access to rights entitlement (Mor-
varidi 2008). 

In many cases the displaced people have little or no say in deciding over the 
displacement, and although the projects usually have a plan for resettling the 
displaced people, it is mostly created without consulting the affected people. 
The displacement on its own is a heavy burden and many of the other negative 
consequences only emerge after the resettlement process. It is also important 
to shift from focusing on the needs of the displaced to a more rights based ap-
proach of displacement and resettlement. This includes active participation in 
the whole process of resettlement, rights to secure livelihoods, autonomy, land 
tenure rights and rights to self-sufficiency and citizenship (Grabska & Mehta 
2008). In essence this comes down to acknowledging the rights of the displaced 
in deciding over their own lives and futures. As has been proven in many global 
instances, some displacement, even for the sake of development, may be inevita-
ble. However the negative consequences of displacement could be mitigated or 
even avoided. This needs a thorough social impact assessment and the consulta-
tion of the people affected as well as a comprehensive resettlement plan.

4.2	Resettlement	consequences
Many resettlement projects such as agricultural schemes are designed to benefit 
both the local displaced people and the country as a whole. In most cases the 
communities that face development-induced displacement are resettled into one 
of these schemes. Initially many resettlements were integrated into rural devel-
opment plans, in order to improve the economic and social life of the rural poor 
in a way that would also contribute to the national economy (Barraclough et 
al. 1997). Particularly in North and East Africa large nomadic pastoral popula-
tions were incorporated into resettlement schemes as part of a sedentarisation 
campaign. Many nomadic groups are still seen as impediments to development 
and their support to the economy is seen as non-existant. Through the various 
objectives these resettlement projects have become instruments of nation build-
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ing, economic growth and a means of promoting the nation’s political profile 
(Plater 1994).

Since the 1950s the World Bank has been lending developing countries mon-
ey for infrastructure projects and agricultural schemes in support of economic 
growth. Poverty alleviation has also been a core goal for the projects. Some of 
the expected outcomes of these projects were the modernisation and monetisa-
tion of rural society and a transition from traditional isolation to integration 
with the national and global economy (World Bank 1975). However, in many 
cases the resettlement schemes have proved to be failures. According to their 
own later evaluations on the rural development projects funded by the Bank, 
nearly half of the 262 projects have been deemed failures (World Bank 1989). 
Another study claims that only one of all the resettlement projects funded by the 
World Bank had involved adequate compensation and rehabilitation for those 
resettled. In all the other cases the displacements resulted in declining quality of 
life: nutrition, health, infant mortality, life expectancy and environmental sus-
tainability (Nixon 2010). According to the records the economic performance of 
the resettlement schemes has also proved weak (Plater 1994). 

Although many resettlement schemes do provide employment and services 
to those resettled, in many cases the long-term maintenance and monitoring 
plans are inadequate or non-existant. In essence the resettlement is not tem-
porary, but should provide the resettled people and the forthcoming genera-
tions an opportunity to build a new life on a permanent basis. However the 
future scenarios are difficult to predict. The effect of global trends and changes 
in economy and agriculture has brought about unexpected impacts and the re-
settlement schemes have had to adapt to them. Many intangible factors such as 
social rootedness and lack of adaptability to new livelihoods and environments 
are tricky to evaluate and may only surface years later. 

To be able to fight against these risks in the resettlement and reconstruction 
phase the nation should have strategies and the financial means to mitigate these 
negative consequences. However, in order for the resettlement to be successful 
and sustainable, one must also look at the factors of entitlement to rights, social 
articulation, integration and cultural well-being (Morvaridi 2008). As in the 
case of the Nubians in Egypt and Sudan, the resettlement caused an irrevers-
ible experience of social rejection from the government and bitterness about the 
lack of respect and protection for their traditional land, culture and livelihoods. 
Thus, the displacement and the resettlement that follows gives the impression 
that – for the nation – the utilisation of natural resources outweighs the integ-
rity and continuity of its people’s sustainable livelihoods and traditions.

An important factor to consider is also the extent to which resettlement af-
fects the host population’s future livelihoods. The resettlement of the Halfawi 
Nubians to New Halfa caused emerging inequalities between those that were to 
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share the resources for the years to come – the resettled and the host population. 
The influx of other Sudanese into the scheme further changed the social compo-
sition. Therefore, resettlement projects should also consider the equal treatment 
and benefits of the host populations and ensure a more equal setting for the 
future sustainability of the scheme. 

4.3	Land	rights	and	territorialisation	
People’s access to land varies according to their social circumstances and the 
politics of land allocation. Whether decisions are made by traditional leaders, 
local or state government, or they are influenced by the actions of the global 
economy and privatisation policies; people’s access to land varies greatly and can 
be highly unequal. The access to land, however, is socially determined and thus 
depends upon the social context people live in and who happens to have the 
power of decision-making (Eskonheimo 2006). Customarily, local traditional 
leaders have allocated lands to different communities or tribes, or people are 
accustomed to pastoralism and changing environments. In more recent history 
nation states have started to practice agricultural transformation, intensification 
and engineering – for instance in the form of agricultural irrigation schemes and 
the green revolution. People have gained access to land through property rights 
and land tenure systems (Eskonheimo 2006). 

These changes have been particularly problematic when discussing the life-
style of nomadic pastoralists. The land they have traditionally used for their pas-
toral needs is not owned by them, but rather is regarded as a common property 
resource (Eskonheimo 2006). In Sudan, as in many developing countries, the 
economic circumstances of nomadic pastoralists have deteriorated as a conse-
quence of the government policies of favouring sedentary farming and the sub-
sequent increased privatisation (Eskonheimo 2006). The land law of 1970 (Un-
registered Land Act) left the Sudanese pastoralists and some subsistence farmers 
without rights to the lands they had traditionally used. Therefore it is clear to 
see that the Sudanese government has had a tendency to prioritise sedentary 
agriculture rather than nomadic agriculture (Eskonheimo 2006). 

Many indigenous peoples or traditional communities do not have legal own-
ership or title deed to the environment they inhabit. They may have utilised 
the natural resources sustainably and lived in co-existence with nature, how-
ever without land ownership the land may not belong to them (Nixon 2010). 
Although territory has traditionally been connected with the political institu-
tion of the modern nation-state it is important to note that territories, large or 
small, are primarily social products and can range from national borders to 
homestead hedges and vague pastoral lands. It is basically an understanding of 
“inside and outside” or “secure and insecure”. Seeing territories in social life, 
relationships and interactions depends therefore on the perspective (Delaney 
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2005). Thus, those with social, political or economic power define territories 
and territorialisation reflects and incorporates features of the social order that 
creates them (Delaney 2005; Minoia 2012). In the case of the construction of 
hydraulic dams many groups of people, who have traditionally inhabited the 
space that the planned hydraulic dam occupies, are forced to leave their socially 
determined territory. In most cases the final say in decision-making is within the 
nation-state that has the power to justify the social displacement, in the wake of 
the need to harness natural resources for the greater benefit. 

Although territorial boundaries are mostly respected as a consequence of 
coercive force, the law and power, the boundaries can even aggravate social con-
flict and cause further resentment in those excluded (Delaney 2005). This is also 
the case with state or privatised territorialisation of natural resources which can 
cause social conflict, apathy towards the state and in some cases even exacerbate 
state disintegration. Unequal access to basic human needs such as water is also a 
problem that is related to territorialisation and power. The more recent question 
of the commodification of natural resources and, on the other hand, the grow-
ing demand for them is creating boundaries between those who have access to, 
say, clean drinking water and those who have not. Although water has its own 
spatial dynamic and resistance against attempts to channel its mobility (Natter 
& Zierhofer 2002), people, political entities and international actors are increas-
ingly trying to privatise and commoditise it. 

4.4	Social	consequences	of	dams’	construction	and	irrigation	schemes
Mega-scale water projects have, for a long time, been included in development 
initiatives that aim to provide water and electricity for growing economies. Al-
though many of the recently seen hydrological megaprojects have been essential 
in providing electricity for the growing urban needs around Africa and elsewhere 
in developing countries, they may have deepened the gap between those who 
have access to water resources, through economic or political power; and those 
who have been forced to step aside and utilise the resources left available for 
them. As stated in the Millennium Development Goals, provision of water and 
sanitation is a basic need and human right. However, it has also been stated that 
access to electricity and power is a prerequisite for the achievement of all Millen-
nium Development Goals (Boege & Turner 2006). Therefore, although hydrau-
lic engineering is providing electricity and enabling further national growth, 
it can also hinder development for some and make it impossibe to continue 
practicing traditional livelihoods. The provision of electricity produced through 
dams rarely reaches the most rural communities. Hence, those people whose 
lives are directly altered due to the construction of large-scale water projects are 
forced to sacrifice and even face underdevelopment for the sake of larger good. 

The growing need for water, energy and agricultural production is indisput-
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able; however it is relevant to ask: Who has the power to decide over the physical 
changes in an area due to infrastructural engineering? Have the beneficiaries 
been openly identified and heard? Who on the other hand has to sacrifice their 
land and access to natural resources? The decisions over the changes in the bio-
physical conditions are often made by the socio-political elite in a country or a 
region, or – more recently – also by international organisations and multina-
tional corporations. As water and other natural resources are becoming more 
and more commoditised it is often the less privileged or marginalised groups 
of people that suffer from these changes the most (Swyngedouw 2009; Minoia 
2012). The political inequality in access to decision-making processes may also 
lead to unequal distribution of negative consequences and benefits from projects 
(Staddon 1988). 

Often the communities directly affected by the infrastructural engineering 
are the ones who suffer the most and may even face issues of underdevelopment 
such as loss of cultural land and traditional means of income. Especially in a 
conflict-ridden country like Sudan, this is very alarming for the minority groups 
that are not well represented in national politics. The Nubian resettlement to 
New Halfa has by no means been the only social displacement in the history of 
Sudan. The recent Merowe Dam and Kajbar Dam constructions in the northern 
part of Sudan have led to protests and violent clashes with the local Nubians and 
government security forces as the Nubians are, again, threatened by the resettle-
ment (International Rivers Network 2013). 

It has also been argued that many agricultural schemes end up bringing more 
impoverishment and other negative consequences than development, and have 
consequently caused forced displacements of communities in various regions. 
The most affected people are usually subsistence farmers, herders, nomadic pas-
toralists and fishermen (Haydar 2008). These groups of people are often living 
on the periphery or are otherwise marginalised and therefore lack power when 
it comes to decision-making. For compensating the loss of their land, govern-
ments have resettled people in planned agricultural areas. This has been done 
cohesively with the planning of megaprojects such as dam constructions. The 
possibilities for irrigation and agricultural development have been portrayed as 
beneficial for the marginalised people thus lifting them out of previous pov-
erty or otherwise traditional lifestyles. Many of these development initiatives 
have been carried out through assistance from international aid or investments 
(Haydar 2008). However, often the long-term consequences have not been thor-
oughly investigated and the negative impacts have not been properly assessed. 
The current state of many irrigation schemes needs further evaluation in order 
to plan new settlements more effectively and to understand the social conse-
quences of hydroelectric projects and irrigation schemes. 

Furthermore, the development of the irrigated agricultural sector may cause 
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conflicts between nomadic pastoralists and farmers in irrigated agriculture. 
Conflict may arise between central governments, modern water sectors and the 
local communities over irrigation schemes and agricultural production for cash 
crops (Boege & Turner 2006). Negative impacts have been experienced in local 
communities that are highly dependent on subsistence economies and the local 
water resources. Those who have been forced to relocate due to development-
induced displacement and resettlement have, in many instances, not benefited. 
On the contrary, many have become more impoverished by losing economic, 
social and cultural resources. Those who have been forcefully resettled due to 
the construction of water-related infrastructure often find themselves in conflict 
with the original people of the new resettlement area and the local government. 
Although national governments typically justify these development initiatives 
by invoking the larger goals of national growth and development it is often those 
already marginal who benefit the least and sacrifice the most for these initiatives 
(Haydar 2008).

Therefore, the economic, environmental and social consequences of hydrau-
lic and agricultural development must be thoroughly examined prior to the de-
velopment initiatives taking place, and the local communities affected should be 
allowed a strong say in decision-making and sharing of the benefits. Eventually 
this comes down to the question of to what extent can the ecosystem be modi-
fied for an intended development purpose and how, and between whom, the 
costs and benefits are shared. Hydropolitics will most likely become an even 
more critical issue within the countries sharing the Nile water basin. It is there-
fore crucial that the riparian countries maintain a good command of interna-
tional policy and agreements as the actions of one riparian country may cause 
negative consequences to the entire downstream region. 
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5.	The	transforming	sense	of	national	identity	in	Sudan

When it comes to issues of land rights, territorialisation and social integration in 
Sudan the question of ethnicity and political power plays a key role. One of the 
underlying causes for the complexity of the national Sudanese identity is the va-
riety and multitude of social and political hegemonies that have controlled and 
influenced the formation of Sudan today. The long history of conflict over pow-
er, resources and land has its roots in the different power hierarchies between 
ethnic groups that are based on the colonial foundation (Idris 2005). Prior to 
the independence of South Sudan in 2011, the population of the country as a 
whole was over 30 million people – consisting of over 570 heterogeneous ethnic 
and linguistic groups (Adar 2001; Collins 2008). Historically, these groups have 
been ruled by various political and ethnic establishments. The colonial con-
struct together with the various eras of foreign rule have resulted in the ethnic 
and racial community becoming the basis for political and economic entitle-
ment, instead of citizenship. The Sudanese government has failed to promote the 
development of a diverse yet equal society. This is often the reason for emerg-
ing tension and conflict as claims of marginalisation, exclusion and domination 
among the different ethnic groups are made (Idris 2005). 

Since the British lost their control over the Sudan and independence was 
gained in 1956 the Sudanese government has pursued “ethno-religious-centred 
policies” of Islamisation and Arabisation throughout the country (Adar 2001; 
Collins 2008). In essence Arabisation means integrating other ethnic or reli-
gious groups into the “cultural values and beliefs of Muslims and Arabs in par-
ticular” (Adar 2001). This Islamisation has resulted in the polarisation of the 
country into cultural core-peripheries and also further exacerbated the crisis of 
Darfur and the secession of South Sudan in 2011. The ruling elite in Sudan has 
long seen the ethnic diversity as an obstacle and a disintegrating factor in the 
unification of Sudan. Adopting the Arab-Islamic paradigm was therefore used 
to ensure national unity (Biong Deng 2005). This however has divided the na-
tion, created a power imbalance between different ethnic groups and deepened 
the gap between the core and the peripheries. Many of the crises in Sudan’s his-
tory have been caused by the exclusionary and discriminatory policies adopted 
by the ruling elite against the majority of the indigenous people – policies that 
have denied their access to political and social decision-making, and therefore, 
often to power and resources (Biong Deng 2005; Idris 2005). 

However, as we have seen with the secession of South Sudan and the possibil-
ity of the secession of Darfur and other peripheral regions of Sudan, the country 
is witnessing vast disparities and extensive differentiation regarding accessibility, 
wealth and societal status when it comes to the different ethnic groups of Sudan. 
The politics of Arabisation and the cultural mainstreaming create automatic 
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hierarchies, inclusion and exclusion, that with a country as big as Sudan, means 
there are bound to be conflicts and power struggles between different groups 
of people. As with many African countries, Sudan has also been an artificial 
construct combining many geographically, religiously and ethnically different 
regions (Cockett 2010).

One of the negative consequences of this cultural mainstreaming is the de-
caying of the multitude of cultures, traditions and historical symbols within the 
country. For instance, the lack of interest regarding the rich archaeological find-
ings of old Nubia – many of which are now under Lake Aswan. This imposed 
single vision of history and the Sudanese identity has neglected or destroyed the 
presence of a rich cultural and historical capital within Sudan. As Amir Idris 
states; “In the Sudanese context, history has never been about the past, but 
about the present contested realities.” (Idris 2005). 

5.1	The	Nubians	of	Wadi	Halfa	

“Nubia is a detached country, and the Nubians remained tied to their region, living 
in a world of their own.” (Hassan Dafalla 1975)

The relative isolation of the region of Nubia in the north of Sudan and south of 
Egypt had led to the creation of a distinct and unique Nubian culture. Nubia 
used to be topographically, historically and ethnically a single country that was 
later divided by the arbitrary border of Egypt and Sudan. After the decline of 
ancient Egypt, Nubia remained an independent area until the Arabs came to Su-
dan and brought the influence of Islam with them (Dafalla 1975). The Nubians 
belong to the Hamitic group of Africa and the long formation of their identity 
has been much discussed. Hassan Dafalla describes the Nubians as peaceful yet 
demanding and strong advocates of their rights (Dafalla 1975).

Despite their relatively high level of education, rich cultural history and dis-
tinct culture, the Nubians have, for a long time, been discriminated against 
within both Egypt and Sudan. Many of the particular cultural traits and char-
acteristics of the Nubians have evolved over a long period of time in their dis-
tinct environment in Wadi Halfa and its surroundings. I will look at some of 
the characteristics of the Nubians in order to better understand the difficulties 
of adapting to the different environment of New Halfa. 

Besides farming, the date palm formed the backbone of the Nubian econo-
my. It was the symbol of wealth and also a concrete sign of security for future 
generations. At certain places along the Nile the riverbanks were covered with a 
high date palm forest (Dafalla 1975). Apart from income and security the palms 
gave shelter from the desert sun and were the source of inspiration for poetry 
and singing, to an almost sacred extent. It is known as one of the symbols of Nu-
bian culture and besides being a source of livelihood and food, the palm leaves 
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had an important meaning in many cultural ceremonies (Dafalla 1975). All the 
date palms were later inundated by water when the Aswan High Dam slowly 
pooled the area into a lake. The Nubians, however, were already relocated and 
thus saved from the sight. Back in their new home of New Halfa the date palm 
does not seem to thrive and only a few are grown, mostly for aesthetic and sym-
bolic reasons. They are not kept for economic gain anymore but as a constant 
reminder of the old way of life and the cultural roots that lie deep, somewhere 
else than in the flat clay soils of the Butana plain. 

Besides sparse rainfall, the Nile was the only source of irrigation in Wadi 
Halfa. Traditional waterwheels, Sagiyas, were used for irrigation. Agricultural 
methods were not modern and the plots were relatively small. A rich variety of 
vegetables and fruit were grown according to the winter and summer rotation 
and the flood plain cultivation. An interesting aspect of the Nubian lifestyle 
in Wadi Halfa was the emigration of the working-age men to work in urban 
regions while the women stayed behind looking after the orchards. In a census 
carried out prior to the displacement of the Nubians they discovered that nearly 
every cultivator in a tenancy was female (Dafalla 1975). Due to the migration 
for work of the working-age men, a lot of the plots were given to caretakers or 
closest kin to utilise (Dafalla 1975). Nubians were thus already accustomed to 
absentees in farming in Wadi Halfa, and farmlands were often shared among 
larger families. 

The Nubian language is a strong continuation of the culture that is still used 
in New Halfa. However, many turn to Arabic in public discussions, thus mak-
ing the Nubians also more adapted to the Arab culture and language (Dafalla 
1975; Adar 2001). Despite this the Nubian language continues to have a great 
meaning for many. The seclusion of the Nubians is also visible in the tendency 
to cling together instead of mixing with other communities. Marriage takes 
place within the Nubian boundaries and traditional ceremonies are present in 
all turning points of social life. The Nubian women wore traditionally long 
black dresses made of thin lace that protected them from the sun yet allowed a 
cooling breeze to pass through in the arid desert climate of Wadi Halfa. In New 
Halfa the tradition was not as prevalent, as the clay soil became muddy when 
wet and consequently made the dresses dirty. The distinct Nubian architecture 
of bold patterns on the walls and other decorations that were common in typical 
Nubian houses in Wadi Halfa are no longer continued in New Halfa (Haydar 
2008). It is probable that the government-built houses in New Halfa felt alien 
and too impersonal to suit the decorations.

The traditional Nubian lifestyle could not be fully sustained in the different 
environment of the Butana region in Eastern Sudan and some cultural aspects 
have been abandoned. The Nubians of Wadi Halfa had to sacrifice greatly for 
the greater development of the country, but also for their own future survival. 
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The stable lifestyle on their ancestral land turned into a challenging lifestyle 
as a tenant farmer with shifting crop prices and other insecurities. Besides the 
undeniable losses of tradition and cultural traits, the resettlement came as an 
insult to their dignity. Unable to protest the changes many Nubian character-
istics and cultural customs were slowly merged into the mainstream Sudanese 
culture (Dafalla 1975). Evidently this is true within the Nubians of New Halfa 
today. However, according to the interviews conducted for this study it appears 
that the Nubian identity and consciousness is resistant to change. Even if their 
cultural traditions and customs have lost some of their distinctiveness they con-
tinue to safeguard their self-worth. 

However, it is important to remember that even before the building of the 
Aswan High Dam the ancient Nubian lifestyle was bound to change sooner or 
later. Before the construction of the first Aswan dam the Nubians had to leave 
their farms to work in towns such as Cairo, Alexandria and Khartoum. The 
land of old Nubia may have high cultural value but in terms of arable land it was 
not enough to support the growing population (Haydar 2008). Therefore the 
traditional lifestyle was subject to modernisation and the Nubians were already 
actively changing it. However, it may be that the feeling of loss and nostalgia 
that Nubians continue to feel until this day is not so much about the concrete 
loss of their land but about the discrimination and insult they experienced with 
the inundation of Wadi Halfa, the loss of cultural integrity and the lack of own-
ership in deciding their future course. 

5.2	Sacrifices	of	land	and	identity
The building of the Aswan High Dam and the resettlement of approximately 
50,000 Sudanese Nubians in 1963 (Dafalla 1975) to New Halfa also fit together 
with the direction of Sudanese nationalism as it destroyed the old town of Wadi 
Halfa and many traditional cultural lands of ancient Nubia in Northern Sudan. 
The New Halfa agricultural scheme was built in order to resettle the Nubians 
from the north and to sedentarise many nomadic groups of Eastern Sudan, in 
order to make them to join the agricultural scheme. This was supposed to make 
it easier for these formerly self-sufficient and isolated groups to be absorbed into 
the Sudanese nation as well as to promote the growing economy of Sudan (Jok 
2007). The Sudanese government’s exclusionary policies were not just based on 
religious differences, but the post-colonial policies attempted to eradicate the in-
digenous traditions and cultures of the non-Arab populations within the north 
(Jok 2007). 

The question of whether the Nubian people of Wadi Halfa were intentionally 
resettled and integrated to the Sudanese and Egyptian societies and economies 
is relevant and still widely discussed within the Nubian communities. Although 
resettled Nubians were compensated with money, land and housing, when it 
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comes to losses of heritage, culture and traditions it is difficult to compensate 
such aspects of life. Although the construction of the Aswan High Dam – for 
the supply of power and agricultural irrigation – was the main cause for the 
destruction of old Nubia in Wadi Halfa and the resettlement of its people, some 
scholars have argued that it was a part of the demographic engineering of Sudan 
that is still taking place (Hashim 2010). 

Sudanese academic Jalal Hashim argues that the continuing construction of 
dams in Northern Sudan is a way to create irrigated agricultural land for Egyp-
tian farmers and, at the same time, break-up the existing Nubian communities 
in the area and incorporate them into the Sudanese society (Hashim 2010). The 
old land of Nubia was for a long time a distinct cultural territory – something 
that was in the interest of both Egypt and Sudan to divide and disperse. Break-
ing the territorial hegemony of the Nubians made it easier for the governments 
to gain control over these areas and impose Sudanese and Egyptian nationalism. 
In essence it was about replacing the territories of ethnic identity with politi-
cal territories controlled by the central government. Adherance and opposition 
to Sudanese politics largely defined the territorial areas of core and periphery. 
These experiences of unequal distribution of land and the regulation of custom-
ary rights to land are felt by many different Sudanese ethnic communities, the 
Darfur conflict being just one example. 

It is debatable to what extent ethnic policies played a role in the Aswan High 
Dam planning process. Practically, however, it must also be stressed that the 
location of the construction of dams is only possible in the places where the 
cataracts are located and are thus defined by natural factors such as topography 
and hydrology.
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6.	Study	Area;	the	New	Halfa	Agricultural	Scheme

The New Halfa agricultural scheme started as the largest known planned reset-
tlement project in Sudan at the time, as a consequence of the construction of 
the Aswan High dam that caused the inundation of the historical town of Wadi 
Halfa under Lake Nasser (Ahmad & Abu Sin 1990; Laxen 2007). The New 
Halfa scheme was partly funded by Egypt as compensation, as it was important 
for Egypt to secure the construction of the Aswan High Dam (Laxen 2007). 
Out of six alternative sites for the relocation of the Nubians, the location of 
Khasm el Girba was eventually selected, as the Khasm el Girba dam was com-
pleted in 1964 to support irrigated agriculture (NHAPC 2011). The project was 
established between 1964 and 1969 and in 1964 the transfer of the majority of 
the Nubians took place (Dafalla 1975; Sørbø 1985). 

The New Halfa scheme had many objectives: 1) It was to resettle about 
50,000 Halfawi from the old Wadi Halfa 2) it was to settle the nomadic tribes 
that used to enjoy grazing and cultivation rights prior to the project and provide 
them with social services, better economic conditions and agriculture opportu-
nities; 3) it was to increase national income and foreign exchange earnings by 
growing cotton and groundnuts; 4) to promote self-sufficiency in wheat and 
sugar cane; 5) to utilise Atbara River waters more efficiently 5) and to utilise 
the fertile area of the so-called “Butana region”, a grazing land formerly used by 
nomadic tribes for livestock grazing (Abdelrazig 1979; Haydar 2008; NHAPC 
2011). 

The New Halfa Agricultural Scheme is an agricultural settlement scheme of 
440,000 feddans in size. The area of New Halfa is situated about 400 km east of 
Khartoum, in the western part of Kassala State (Laxen 2007). The scheme lies 
on the Butana plain and is located in the catchment area of the Atbara River. At 
the time of the establishment of the New Halfa Scheme it was the second largest 
irrigation project in the Sudan after the Gezira Scheme, still the largest irriga-
tion scheme in the world (Sørbø 1985).

The water coming through the Khasm el Girba dam in the Atbara River is 
managed by the irrigation department of Sudan (NHAPC 2011). The irriga-
tion system is based on gravity flow, where the main canal conveys water to the 
project area through the network of subsidiary canals together with the help 
of motorised pumps (Laxen 2007, Haydar 2008). The irrigation network con-
sists of branch canals, major and minor canals, quaternary canals and tertiary 
farm ditches. The traditional method of the basin (Angaya) system is used in 
field irrigation (NHAPC 2011). Despite the canal system, there are great water 
losses due to evaporation which decreases water availability (Haydar 2008). The 
Khasm el Girba dam was completed in 1964. It can supply water to the main ca-
nal by different methods of operation depending on the difference in the water 
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levels between the reservoir and the canal (NHAPC 2011). The dam was origi-
nally designed to hold 1.3 billion cubic metres of water; however, by 1976 the 
storage capacity of the reservoir was reduced to 0.8 billion cubic metres due to 
heavy siltation coming from the upper reaches of the river Atbara in the Ethio-
pian highlands (Laxen 2007). At the moment the capacity of the reservoir is ap-
proximately 0.6 billion (Taha 2010; NHAPC 2011). During the growing season 
the water usually flows continuously to the minor canals. However, some farm-
ers have complained that certain areas get more water than others. Due to the 
declining capacity of the reservoir the irrigation area is consequently decreasing. 

Each agricultural settler received a hawasha (tenancy) of 15 feddans to grow 
cotton, wheat or sorghum and groundnuts. Cotton was chosen as it is the major 
cash crop for generating hard currency for the government and profit for the 
tenants. Groundnuts are the second most important cash crop in the scheme 
and wheat and sorghum were cultivated for local consumption and the surplus 
was sold (Ahmed 2009). The Nubians from Wadi Halfa also received freehold 
land as compensation for their lost land in Northern Sudan (El Arifi 1988). 
Originally there were 22,367 tenants in the scheme, however later it was noticed 
that not all tenants reside in the project area. From the start the absentee rate 
was already 40 % (Abdelrazig 1979). 

The New Halfa scheme was originally a joint venture between the govern-
ment and the tenants. The tenant provides the labour and supervision while 
the government provides the irrigation facilities, scheme administration, agri-
cultural services, transportation and marketing of cotton (Abdelrazig 1979). 
The New Halfa Agricultural Production Corporation (NHAPC) is the cen-
tral body responsible for the management of the scheme within the framework 
of the objectives set out in the original plan. NHAPC was also designated to 
provide technical assistance and agricultural services for the farmers. It is also 
responsible for choosing where and which crops will be cultivated, the timing 
and ensuring the execution of the various agricultural operations, for providing 
water, fertiliser, pesticides as well as for setting the policy for pricing and for the 
allocation of tenancies, credits and field supervision (Haydar 2008). The New 
Halfa Agricultural Corporation was to initiate agricultural reform in the project 
area in order to maximise social and economic benefits. In accordance with the 
agreement between the tenant and the Corporation, the share cropping applies 
only to cotton and the wheat/sorghum and groundnuts belong to the tenant 
who pays the Corporation for the services it provides (Abdelrazig 1979). 

However, since the start of the scheme, problems have started to emerge. In 
1977 Abdelrazig had already pointed out problems in the Khasm el Girba Dam, 
such as a shortage of water caused by increased sedimentation and blockage by 
weeds, defective farm and canal layouts and inefficient application of irrigation 
water by tenants. In addition a shortage of fuels and increasing fertiliser and 
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insecticide prices were experienced (Abdelrazig 1979). Later on, the total culti-
vable land was reduced and the storage capacity of the Khasm el Girba dam is 
now reduced to 0.6 million cubic metres (NHAPC 2011). 

6.1	The	town	of	New	Halfa	and	the	surrounding	villages
New Halfa town is the administrative and commercial centre and it is situated 
at the centre of the scheme (Ahmad & Abu Sin 1990). Although a largely resi-
dential area, it is the commercial and trade centre of the scheme with numerous 
private businesses, informal markets and public services such as the hospital. 
The town of New Halfa has developed extensively since the start of the scheme. 
It is still surrounded by mainly Nubian and Shukriya villages. Other ethnic 
groups, such as nomadic groups, are located in the peripheral regions further 
away from the town. Consequently access to services varies greatly between the 
different residents within the scheme, depending upon their location. Due to 
the population increase the town is supposed to be providing urban amenities 
to approximately ten times the original population of New Halfa and it is strug-
gling to meet the growing demand for public services (Ahmad & Abu Sin 1990). 
During the 1993 census the population in the whole scheme area was already 
385,250 which has since increased due to natural growth (NHAPC 2011).

The growth of migrant labour and urbanisation has generated many infor-
mal businesses that are scattered throughout the town. This influx of people 
has also resulted in the growing amount of squatters and settlements emerging 
near the town that are not officially recognised by the scheme. The competition 
over free land has caused some land disputes between the original inhabitants, 
internal refugees and migrants, merchants and the Shukriya tenants who are 
claiming rights to some of the vacant land in the town (Ahmad & Abu Sin 
1990). The pressure within the town is understandable as the services available 
were initially designed to meet the needs of the original residents, not the ten-
fold population of today. 

Most of the surrounding villages in close proximity to the town were built at 
the time of the construction of the scheme and allocated to both Halfawi Nu-
bians and to local ethnic groups such as Shukriya, Hadendowa and Rashaida, 
among others. The Halfawi villages are all situated close to the town, but most 
of the villages of the indigenous ex-nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes are further 
away and built to a much lower standard than the Nubian villages (Ahmad & 
Abu Sin 1990). Some of the nomads have also constructed their own houses 
in contrast to the Nubians who were all given houses by the scheme (Sørbø 
1977). Villages designated for the nomads have also less extensive social services 
and amenities (Sørbø 1977; Haydar 2008). The communities are segregated and 
dispersed with agricultural land acting as buffer zones (Haydar 2008). Interest-
ingly, as far back as 1975 the manager of the Scheme, Osman Idris, claimed that 
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the inequalities between the social services in the villages have “slowed down 
any progress and paralysed any interest in agriculture” (Sørbø 1977). Therefore, 
social inequalities were rooted in the scheme from the start. 

The 50,000 Nubians originally resettled were placed in either pre-built brick 
houses constructed in 25 villages in the scheme area, or in the town of New 
Halfa itself (Laxen 2007). The Nubian villages consist of about 300 families 
and communities resettled according to their former home villages in Wadi 
Halfa. Of all the tenancies approximately one third was given to members of the 
local population which had inhabited the region as semi-nomadic pastoralists. 
Besides the 15 feddans of land, each of the Nubian tenants also received some 
freehold land for vegetable growing and subsistence farming depending on their 
loss of land in the now inundated Wadi Halfa (Laxen 2007). The compensation 
was justified, however it created inequalities between the Halfawi Nubians and 
the local host populations who were compensated less.

The construction of the Khasm el Girba dam and the New Halfa scheme 
demanded a workforce that arrived from other parts of Sudan, mainly from 
West and Central Sudan. Many of these remained in the scheme as farm work-
ers and lived in informal settlements scattered within the scheme. Some of these 
settlements became permanent but most of them still remain unofficial and are 
not recognised by the scheme. The inhabitants of the informal settlements have 
been generally divided between the landless and the so-called Arabs, of which 
the landless are mainly from Western Sudan and the Arabs from Eastern Sudan 
(Laxen 2007). 

The deteriorating state of the infrastructure is causing problems for the 
scheme residents and the poor maintenance of tarmacked roads or lack thereof is 
a challenge for transportation, especially during the rainy season when the soils 
become muddy. The number of farm workers, internally displaced people from 
conflict areas and foreign refugees, has also increased in New Halfa causing fur-
ther demand for services and housing (Ahmad & Abu Sin 1990). For instance, 
the town of New Halfa has only one hospital and therefore struggles to provide 
some basic health care services to the population of New Halfa and the growing 
settlements surrounding it. In 1990 the hospital of New Halfa – with less than 
300 beds – was already having to provide services for half a million inhabitants 
of the scheme. This has been a challenge, as the scheme has encountered serious 
outbreaks of waterborne diseases especially bilharzia, malaria and leishmaniasis 
that are diseases endemic to the area (Ahmad & Abu Sin 1990; Laxen 2007). 

6.2	The	ethnic	composition	of	New	Halfa	today
Traditionally the area of New Halfa was inhabited by various nomadic ethnic 
groups; particularly the indigenous pastoral Shukriya (Haydar 2008, NHAPC 
2011). However, when the Khasm el Girba dam and the New Halfa scheme 
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were constructed they profoundly changed not only the physical, but also the 
ethnic landscape of the area. Generally the ethnic composition can be divided 
into tenant farmers, mostly of Nubian origin (the resettled Halfawi Nubians)  
(30 %), the traditional Butana nomadic groups of Shukriya, Beja and Rashaida 
tribes (60 %) and the Western and the Eastern Sudanese landless people and the 
migrant workers (10 %) (Laxen 2007; Haydar 2008). It is important to note that 
the Halfawi Nubians comprise only approximately 30 % of the total popula-
tion in the scheme even though the scheme was originally established primarily 

Figure 2. New Halfa agricultural scheme and the settlements. The mostly Nubian villages are officially named 
by numbers. The map shows that the Nubians were located in the central part of the scheme whereas the 
nomadic and semi-nomadic groups were further away.
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to resettle the Halfawis. The Shukriya are the dominant tribe in the area, but 
there are also smaller tribes such as the Arabic-speaking Lahawyien, Ahamda, 
Kawahla, Khawalda and Rashaida as well as the Beja-speaking Hadendowa, 
Beni Amer, Amrar and Bisharien. The nomadic tribes were also settled in the 
scheme, mostly on the outskirts, and the government hoped to sedentarise them 
for purposes of better revenue and state control (See figure 2.) (Haydar 2008). 

Most of the Western and Eastern Sudanese landless people are migrant la-
bourers from Fur, Zaghawa and Tama tribes originating from western parts of 
Sudan and some pastoral groups from the eastern parts of Sudan such as Beni 
Amer and Hadendowa (Laxen 2007). In addition the area has smaller popula-
tions of labourers that originally came from the Nuba Mountains in Central 
Sudan and of West African origin and increasingly former refugees from Eritrea 
(Sørbø 1985; Laxen 2007). Most of the Western and South-Western Sudanese 
immigrants had already arrived in New Halfa between the 1960s and 1980s 
during the drought in western parts of Sudan. The poorest of the landless im-
migrant population is settled in the outskirt camps of the scheme (Laxen 2007). 

The ethnic composition within New Halfa and its surroundings is difficult 
to divide into groups, and there are different ways of differentiating between 
landless and nomadic groups according to the various sources. However, for this 
study it is important to differentiate between the Nubians from Wadi Halfa, 
the nomadic groups of the original area of New Halfa scheme that were partly 
incorporated into the scheme economy, and the landless migrant groups, such 
as internally displaced people (IDPs), that have joined new Halfa from vari-
ous regions throughout Sudan. Many of these landless migrant groups tend to 
practice different livelihoods from waged farm labour to small businesses and 
transportation with donkey carts (Laxen 2007). 

The nomadic groups such as Shukriya, Rashaida and the Beja-speaking 
groups such as Hadendowa are integrated to the scheme to a varying extent. 
Some of the Shukriya groups were able to benefit from the scheme and become 
farmers whereas some did not. The Rashaida originally emigrated from Saudi 
Arabia some 150 years ago and mostly engage with farming and camel herding 
practices. They tend to be isolated within the scheme and keep contact with 
Saudi Arabia in the form of remittances (Laxen 2007). The other Beja-speaking 
groups also continue with pastoralism and engage in farming and other ac-
tivities in the scheme to different extents but also feel like outsiders within the 
scheme (Laxen 2007). 

Although the Nubians resisted the resettlement and relocation to New Halfa, 
many migrant labourers chose to relocate there in hope of finding employment 
in the agricultural sector. It is therefore noteworthy that many of the people 
working on farms or in the informal sector originate from other parts of Sudan 
or are internally displaced people that have had to flee the on-going conflicts in 



35

Resettled for Development

Western Sudan, such as in Darfur, the Nuba Mountains and the region that is 
now South Sudan. Sudan has more than five million internally displaced people 
making it the highest producer of IDPs in the world (Assal 2008). The internal 
armed conflicts throughout Sudan have caused massive population displace-
ments and many have settled in the regions within Eastern Sudan. Many have 
come to New Halfa by choice in search of better employment opportunities 
and living conditions. Some have also been resettled due to the government’s 
experiment of relocating the IDPs to the productive areas, such as mechanised 
agricultural schemes like New Halfa, in order to promote their self-reliance (As-
sal 2008). 

The New Halfa scheme is also home to many former Eritrean refugees, who 
have decided to stay within the scheme. The economic opportunities are better 
within Sudan and the irrigation schemes, such as New Halfa, provide seasonal 
employment opportunities for many Eritreans in East Sudan. For them it has 
been easy to assimilate into the region as many ethnic origins and cultural and 
religious practices, are shared. For example the Beni Amer in East Sudan have 
the same ethnic roots as some Eritreans (Kibreab 2008). Many of the Sudanese 
IDPs and the former Eritrean refugees have found the irrigation schemes pro-
vide opportunities that prevent them from going back to their original homes. 
However, in contrast to people displaced by development, such as the Halfawi 
Nubians in New Halfa, the IDPs and refugees that fled conflict areas have not 
been compensated and many of them lack the opportunities to exercise rights in 
their host areas (Assal 2008). In the case of New Halfa, these groups of people 
are often treated as secondary citizens, and their rights are being disregarded. 
Although they have provided the scheme with an important workforce for a 
long period of time, many of them continue to have an unrecognised status, 
remain neglected and have therefore limited and unequal access to services and 
agricultural opportunities within the scheme. 

Therefore, the Nubians that used to inhabit a very secluded and ethnically 
homogeneous area in the north of Sudan are now living in a multi-ethnic en-
vironment of nomadic tribes and agricultural workers from all around Sudan 
(Sørbø 1977; Ahmad & Abu Sin 1990). However, it was not just the Nubians 
but all the new residents of the agricultural scheme that had to adjust to a physi-
cally and culturally different environment and the new lifestyle required by the 
tenancy farming system. The Nubians have expressed some concern over the 
changing ethnic landscape of the scheme, as the influx of now sedentary no-
mads and agricultural workers continues to grow. The Nubians initially agreed 
to resettle in New Halfa thinking it would be a “closed” area where they could 
maintain their identity and continuity of their cultural traditions (Ahmad & 
Abu Sin 1990). Before resettling to New Halfa, the Nubians in Wadi Halfa had 
very limited knowledge of the rest of the Sudan and some considered themselves 
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more Egyptian than Sudanese (Dafalla 1975). Therefore, the adjustement to the 
new environment of New Halfa may have caused the Halfawi to further isolate 
themselves from the rest of the inhabitants of the scheme in order to preserve 
their cultural customs and lifestyles. 

In more recent years, due to a population influx from elsewhere in Sudan, the 
Nubians have also become an ethnic minority in New Halfa, which has possibly 
further hindered their motivation for integrating into the multi-ethnic environ-
ment of New Halfa. Since then, many Nubians have become more urbanised 
and have left New Halfa to settle in the suburbs of Khartoum where one may 
find a community of many Nubians originating from Wadi Halfa. However, 
despite the multicultural composition of the scheme residents, the ethnic groups 
continue to remain within their own social compounds and lack of equal social 
interaction remains. During the resettlement process the different ethnic groups 
were settled separately due to their different origins and customs (World Bank 
1992). As a result the scheme is socially fragmented and lacks affinity. 

6.3	Changes	and	challenges	in	New	Halfa
The New Halfa agricultural scheme of today is quite different from the original 
plan set out for it in the early 1960s. The original objectives and expectations 
have not been fully met and the scheme has caused various disappointments to 
both the government and the tenants. The long-term production plans of the 
corporation were based on the assumption that the cropped land would remain 
constant and each tenant would continue growing the three crops annually in 
rotation. However, due to the scarcity of irrigation water the targeted cropping 
intensity was never reached. This reduced the irrigated farm land and conse-
quently deteriorated the living standards and economic situation of many ten-
ants (Ahmed 2009). Due to this many tenants had to look for various additional 
sources of income, some accumulated extra tenancies and some abandoned the 
scheme altogether. 

The deterioration of the scheme started in the 1970s and has been further 
aggravated ever since. From the beginning the water canals became sedimented 
and the land fertility decreased. The yields were lower than expected causing 
further challenges for the farmer. The underlying cause of the poor performance 
is the reduced amount of water in the Khasm el Girba Dam due to the siltation 
of alluvial deposits from the Atbara River (Sørbø 1977). In addition, the rainfall 
is highly variable and weeds have increasingly started to infest the canals. The 
invasive species of Mesquite (Prosopis juliflora) invaded 40 % of agricultural 
land in New Halfa and blocked water canals but it was later eradicated by the 
Sudanese government (Laxen 2007). The vehicle pool provided by the New 
Halfa Agricultural Corporation has also deteriorated as much equipment has 
broken down and spares have not been imported (Sørbø 1977; Sørbø 1985). Ac-
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cording to the interviews conducted for this study this was still the case in 2011. 
Many respondents complained about the lack of machinery and having to rely 
on manual labour instead. 

For the Nubians the conditions proved disappointing and resulted in lack 
of attachement to their new home. As a consequence some left the scheme and 
moved to the suburbs of Khartoum in search of a more urban career. Some 
continued farming in New Halfa in the form of absentee landlordism while 
pursuing other professions. In addition to this the increasing urbanisation and 
the growing employment opportunities in Khartoum made life in New Halfa 
seem less appealing, especially for the younger generation. Consequently, those 
with the financial possibility to relocate to Khartoum left New Halfa together 
with their capital and assets, thus leaving behind the poor and the persevering 
(Haydar 2008). 

There were also many push factors for Halfawi leaving New Halfa and mov-
ing to suburban Khartoum. Issues identified were difficulties in cultivation such 
as a shortage of irrigation water, numerous fees and rising input costs, contami-
nated drinking water, deteriorating or collapsed social services, unemployment, 
diseases such as malaria and bilharzia and deteriorating crop prices. Many of 
the houses built by the government also turned out to have asbestos roofs that 
caused health problems such as asthma and cancer. On the other hand, urban 
Khartoum proved to have better employment opportunities, social services and 
less waterborne diseases. The Nubians also found it easy to blend in with the 
already existing Halfawi communities in the suburbs of Khartoum (Haydar 
2008). The growing tenant absenteeism has therefore been a serious challenge 
to the scheme since the start. An explanation for the high rate of absentees was 
presented by Sørbø when he stated that the resettled Nubians received tenan-
cies in the scheme despite their original occupations and previous means of 
livelihood in Wadi Halfa. This meant that they tended to hire farm workers to 
cultivate their land while pursuing other occupations elsewhere. Secondly, the 
income from cultivation proved unstable and inadequate. Many Nubians chose 
to hand over their given tenancies to a relative who then acted on their behalf 
while the other pursued their careers elsewhere. Therefore, tenant absenteeism 
and tenancy accumulation have existed in the scheme since the start and are still 
taking place today (Sørbø 1977; Haydar 2008). This has resulted in increasing 
differentiation among tenants as others have become more competitive in agri-
cultural production compared to the tenants with fewer tenancies to cultivate.

It has been argued that the challenges faced in New Halfa have further deep-
ened the class differentiation, as the wealthier tenants were able to give credit 
to poorer tenants, thus enabling the scheme to operate even though the poorer 
tenants did not receive enough income from cultivation to survive but – in ad-
dition – had to take out credit (Sørbø 1985). As a consequence the gap between 
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the richer and the poorer started to widen. This was further aggravated by the 
fact that, right from the start of the scheme, people were separated according to 
ethnic background, which led to growing differentiation between villages. The 
Nubians received houses in central locations as compensation but most of the 
nomads and migrants had to construct their own houses on the outskirts. Due 
to this the living conditions vary greatly within the scheme. The services do not 
reach to all villages and many villages of nomads and migrants are excluded 
from the infrastructure network. However, the Halfawi villages are well con-
nected to the infrastructure with electricity, piped water and services compared 
to the other villages. 

It is important to remember, however, that the situation in New Halfa can-
not be evaluated in isolation from the negative socio-economic and political 
conditions that have taken place in Sudan (Haydar 2008). The yields have been 
low and below targets due to the overall environmental degradation and periods 
of drought seen in the region. At the same time the production costs have risen 
and the profitability of cash crops has fluctuated. The impact of political and 
social conflict and overall development challenges have also been experienced 
in New Halfa.

6.4	Social	consequences	of	the	resettlement	of	the	Halfawi	Nubians	
The Sudanese President Abboud addressed the Nubian people on December 
6th 1959, before the resettlement and the inundation of Wadi Halfa, by stat-
ing: “I promise to accept your choice of place, wherever you want to go, in any part 
of the Sudan, and that none of you will be forced to go anywhere against his will.” 
However, although the people of Wadi Halfa were able to vote on various loca-
tions identified for possible resettlement, and the vast majority of votes went for 
Kadaru area and the north Gezira Extension South of Khartoum, the location 
of Khasm el Girba was eventually chosen by the government, against the will of 
the majority of people who were to be resettled there (Dafalla 1975). Although 
the government tried to reassure the Halfawi in Wadi Halfa of the benefits of 
Khasm el Girba as a location by ensuring freehold land, developed infrastruc-
ture and other benefits, the Halfawi were more afraid of resettling into a com-
pletely different environment from Wadi Halfa (Dafalla 1975). The government 
addressed the Halfa people and spoke with admiration of the great sacrifice they 
made for the benefit of their homeland (Dafalla 1975). 

The government had built numerous villages for Halfawi in New Halfa with 
housing, services and cultivable land. They assured the people that the land was 
fertile, it was not a heavily populated area and all the villages would be joined 
together by a road system. The area would also have a railway link with Khar-
toum, Kassala and Port Sudan. Although it was known that the area had some 
endemic diseases such as Bilharzia it was said that adequate medical services 
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would be provided (Dafalla 1975). This was indeed the case at the beginning of 
the scheme and the people, at least the Halfawi, were provided with adequate 
services. 

When the Halfawi arrived by trains from Wadi Halfa, their life seemed very 
different from what it used to be and they had to adapt to a different climate, 
environment and various ethnic groups compared to the relative isolation of 
Wadi Halfa. The new way of cultivation on broad new hawashas took time to 
adapt to and many of the staple foods grown in Wadi Halfa could not be grown 
in New Halfa (Dafalla 1975). In later years, many Nubians grew accustomed to 
New Halfa, but continued to sentimentally regard Wadi Halfa as their ancestral 
home. 

It has also been argued that the resettlement of the Nubians, both in Sudan 
and Egypt, to new areas was part of the cultural assimilation into the dominant 
Sudanese and Egyptian culture and economy (Haydar 2008). For many cultural 
and ethnic groups this is a natural consequence of state nationalism that has 
taken place throughout the world, but the difference in forced resettlements 
is that it often happens very rapidly without the necessary time for adjustment 
and unprompted assimilation. Although the reasons behind the resettlement of 
the Halfawi Nubians is already known at this stage, there is little agreement as 
to why the resettlement schemes often end up a disappointment for both the 
government and the people. The benefits of the dam, however, are high enough 
to justify the resettlement. Besides the compensation, the actual social costs of 
resettlement are rarely calculated (Haydar 2008). 

6.5	Sedentarisation	of	pastoral	nomads	in	New	Halfa	region
The Butana grazing lands of the region have long been migrated by the nomadic 
pastoralist groups such as the Beja tribes of Hadendowa and the Shukriya tribes. 
Moving around the region according to changing seasons in search of water 
and grazing land, this ancient lifestyle has remained resilient to change. The 
importance of pastoralism as a livelihood system in this arid region has proved 
environmentally and socially sustainable. The various ways they have adapted to 
the environment and have developed their livelihoods according to the resources 
available, within time and place, should be regarded as a highly developed sym-
biotic relationship with the surrounding land. 

However, in many cases the pastoralists have been seen as backward and 
opposed to modernisation and development. Their contribution to food produc-
tion is often ignored and their pastoral livelihood is seen as detrimental to the 
environment. With times of increasing demand for efficient land use and reform 
of land tenure, the pastoral lifestyle has been seen as out of control and out of 
reach by the state (Ahmed 2001). It has therefore been the objective to seden-
tarise the nomadic population. Since the increase in mechanised agriculture 
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the grazing lands have slowly diminished, and the access to water has become 
more challenged. Many nomadic groups have had to adapt to the decreasing 
land availability and to consider agricultural activities as an alternative liveli-
hood. However, as Abdel Ahmed argues, the externally oriented and dependent 
development model of unequal exchange relations does not offer a favourable 
alternative to the existing nomadic livelihood (Ahmed 2002). The change from 
an independent and flexible lifestyle to state controlled agricultural production 
is drastic and the exclusion of nomadic pastoralists in the planning process may 
cause resistance within the nomadic groups. 

With the construction of agricultural irrigation schemes such as New Halfa 
the pastoralists were initially compensated for the reduction in grazing land. 
Many received free access to agricultural residues in the schemes or they were 
incorporated into the scheme as resident farmers (Sørbø 1985; Shazali & Ahmed 
1999). However, as the pastoral lands were not legally registered to the pastoral 
nomads prior to the scheme, the compensation agreements were detrimental to 
the pastoralists. Compared to the Nubians the nomads received less provision 
of services and housing (Sørbø 1985). It has also been stated that the pastoral-
ists have been politically marginalised and thus unable to defend or understand 
their rights (Shazali & Ahmed 1999). Although many services, such as educa-
tion and health care, were made available to the nomadic groups because of 
the scheme, it is not clear whether this has prevented them from being further 
marginalised. 

When the construction of the New Halfa agricultural scheme started, the 
local Shukriya of the Butana region were not pleased about the expropriation of 
their land. They asked for compensation for the loss of their land and an agree-
ment was made to pay the Shukriya Arabs and other local ethnic groups and to 
give them tenancy grants distinct from those given to the people of Wadi Halfa. 
Although concerned about their future and the resettlement, the local ethnic 
groups were receiving their new neighbours with hospitality and on good terms 
(Dafalla 1975). Later on, during the first years of the scheme under operation, 
some conflict emerged with the farmers and the nomads regarding the feeding 
and watering of the camels and cattle. Even some cases of theft of cotton by the 
nomadic tribes were noted that escalated as high as 20 per cent of the total cot-
ton production (Dafalla 1975). The pastoralists that were given tenancies in the 
scheme did not give up their pastoral activities but rather adapted their liveli-
hood to include both pastoral and agricultural activities. 

Although the sedentarisation of the nomadic tribes of the area was stated as 
one of the goals of the New Halfa agricultural scheme, its success has not been 
widely discussed or evaluated afterwards. In a Project Completion Report of the 
World Bank’s New Halfa Rehabilitation Project (1992) it was stated that in 1978 
out of the total estimated 300,000 residents of the scheme 68,000 were Halfawi 
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and 148,000 were nomads. Considering the large percentage of the nomadic 
population in New Halfa they have been regarded as somewhat secondary and 
external to the scheme development. Despite the large share of the nomadic 
population there is little integration between the Halfawi and the nomads and 
they were settled separately (The World Bank 1992). 

The relations between the Halfawi and the nomadic tribes were often based 
on labour recruitment and market exchange (Sørbø 1985). Despite incorpora-
tion into the same agricultural scheme, the livelihood patterns of Halfawi and 
the nomads remained different. Whereas the Halfawi would resort to other, of-
ten more urban, professions for extra income, the nomads would continue pas-
turing. It is also evident that the original structure of the scheme was unequal. 
The different premises and opportunities embedded the idea of differentiation 
among the various groups of the scheme and promoted unequal accumulation 
of wealth and capital. It is therefore understandable that the continuity of pas-
toralism was seen as a necessary source of income and a lifeline. There is a need 
for an integrated development plan that pays livestock more attention within 
agricultural schemes. Especially taking into account the fluctuation of the agri-
cultural outputs, the livestock economy of the nomads – together with farming 
activities – could prove more rewarding (Abu Sin 1970). 
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7.	For	better	or	for	worse;	New	Halfa	today	from	the	residents’	perspective	

In the following section the views of the residents in New Halfa today will be 
discussed to better understand the current condition of the scheme and the 
social and environmental risks of resettlement and state-driven development 
initiatives. The results presented below have been gathered through semi-con-
structed interviews and group discussions held in New Halfa, Sudan, in July-
Agust 2011. The total amount of interviews, individual and group, was 29. The 
interviews were held in the centre of New Halfa and in the various villages 
around the scheme. However, due to the rainy season and the inaccessibility of 
the roads the farthest villages could not be reached. The ethnic groups of the 
interviewees were mainly Halfawi Nubians and nomadic or semi-nomadic, such 
as Shukriya, Zaghava, Rashaida and Hadendowa. In addition, migrant workers 
originating from western regions of Sudan, such as Darfur and the Nuba Moun-
tains, were also interviewed. However, as the interviews could not be conducted 
systematically to evenly represent the different ethnic groups and the geographi-
cal locations of the villages, the results of the interviews are presented themati-
cally under each heading.

7.1	Present	conditions	and	challenges	for	the	farmer	in	New	Halfa
Many of the farmers interviewed owned 15 feddans of land according to the 
original resettlement plan; however some of the farmers had accumulated larger 
tenancies of up to 100 feddans. The most common crops they farmed were cot-
ton, groundnuts, sorghum, wheat and to a smaller extent some seasonal fruit 
and vegetables. According to many farmers the scheme is encouraging the farm-
ing of cotton because of its high export value. However, the challenges expressed 
were lack of financial loans and difficulties in financing the high agricultural 
input, instability of crop prices and fluctuations in the market prices that create 
insecurity. 

The managing body of the scheme, The New Halfa Agricultural Production 
Corporation (NHAPC), does give assistance for the farmers. However, some 
other residents who do not own land but work as labourers said that the scheme 
is not helping them. The people who live in the informal settlements receive less 
assistance. Through my personal visits to the NHAPC headquarters and discus-
sions with the staff, I could sense their difficult position between the government 
and the farmers, and the constraints due to outdated resources and service facili-
ties. The machinery available at the Scheme has deteriorated and has not been re-
placed and the NHAPC is not able to provide sufficient assistance to the farmers.

According to the respondents, the conditions for the farmers have deterio-
rated and at the same time they are increasingly dependent on external macro-
economic factors and price fluctuations. In its almost 50 years of existence New 
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Halfa has witnessed environmental degradation through loss of land fertility 
and water contamination. The remaining part of arable land is under cultivation 
and the growth of cash crops such as cotton continues to be a major source of 
revenue for the state. Despite this, the benefits seldom reach the average farmer 
and their communities. The marginalisation of the tenants in the farming pro-
cess is a result of the need to intensify land use against the land degradation 
and decreasing fertility, in order to meet the demands of agricultural inputs so 
they can receive better outputs (Robbins 2004). This places the farmers under 
pressure to sustain their livelihoods and makes them dependent on the price 
fluctuations in agricultural inputs and outputs. 

According to the respondents there were differences to the extent that 
NHAPC has assisted them with problems related to farming. In addition to 
technical assistance the respondents complained about the increasing costs 
of farming and income insecurities. Some farmers have managed to become 
successful farmers; however most of the scheme residents have found that the 
scheme has not significantly improved their livelihoods. This accumulation of 
tenancies for fewer tenants is a sign of the failure of the scheme, as it was initially 
based on the principle of equal sized tenancies for all farmers. Especially for the 
semi-nomadic groups such as the Zaghava it is difficult to receive assistance 
from the scheme. The operational sustainability of the scheme is also under 
question as the maintenance of the scheme has proved inadequate. In numerous 
interviews the residents complained about the lack of maintenance of the canals. 
The quality of water is often poor and the inputs are increasingly high against 
the outputs. For many farmers the income from farming is not enough and they 
have to have other income sources to balance the costs.

7.2	Other	livelihood	means	and	income	sources	
Not all the respondents were farmers. Farming is still the main source of liveli-
hood in New Halfa, but many respondents had multiple means of income. This 
often depends on the amount of land the farmer has. Besides being a farmer or 
working as a farm labourer many worked at the market in town. Some of the 
respondents were also government employees and agricultural experts. Most of 
the respondents who were satisfied with their income were farmers and Halfawi 
Nubians with their own land. Besides farming many Halfawi had other busi-
nesses in town or they hired farm labour for their tenancies while pursuing 
other careers. The respondents who were previously nomadic pastoralists were 
balancing between a lifestyle of nomadic cattle herding and more sedentary 
farming. According to the interviews nomadic people such as the Shukriya were 
more integrated into the farming lifestyle compared to the nomadic groups of 
Hadendowa, for instance. The people from western parts of Sudan had a wide 
variety of livelihoods according to the work available. 
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According to the respondents the livelihood sources are variable and differ 
between the ethnic groups. Although farming is the main source of livelihood 
other occupations have increasingly been taken to supplement the income from 
agriculture and to act as a buffer during times of small yields or low outputs. The 
scheme was based on the principle of 15 feddans per farmer but this is no longer 
the standard. Among the Nubians there is a high rate of absentee landlordism, 
where the farmers are able to pursue other occupations while the actual farm 
labour is being done by migrant workers and other landless farmers. Further-
more, the growing migration of the Halfawi Nubians to Khartoum has given 
the remaining Nubians the possibility to accummulate large shares of land in 
New Halfa. 

Consequently, the town of New Halfa has become a significant regional trade 
and business hub and has created employment in various fields, from internet 
cafes to informal street vending. Therefore, in terms of income diversification 
the New Halfa scheme has succeeded in creating new business opportunities. 
The sugar factory and the other industrial activities nearby are also providing 
employment and income diversification for some. This, together with the op-
portunities for informal trade, has given many residents additional sources of 
income. Many local women, mainly from Beja-speaking ethnic groups, are sell-
ing handmade crafts and household items at the New Halfa market and this 
has given them an opportunity for an independent income. As urbanisation and 
changing lifestyles have also reached New Halfa, urban professions in finance, 
technology and computer-related businesses are creating even wider spatial dif-
ferentiation in development between the urban core of the New Halfa town 
and its more educated citizens and the distant villages and the pastoralists on 
the peripheries who have limited chances to access the town. The local pastoral-
ists, traditionally living around the New Halfa of today, still remain among the 
poorest and least healthy in Sudan (Cockett 2010). 

Dependency on external factors has made it difficult for the farmers to rely 
on farming as their only source of income. The insecurities and fluctuations 
in global market prices have placed farmers in a very vulnerable position and 
therefore they are less resilient to the negative effects of global economic crises. 
The shift from traditional livelihood means and subsistence farming to a more 
capitalist mode of farming and finance has therefore had negative outcomes. 
Naturally this is not unique to New Halfa but is a globalised phenomenon. 
However, the scheme’s focus on a few crops such as cotton, sorghum, wheat and 
groundnuts gives little flexibility and alternatives during times of low market 
prices for these crops. Additionally, the scheme does not allow diversification of 
agricultural practices or promote farmers’ independence and initiative when it 
comes to decision-making. 

During my field work in New Halfa I also observed the poor availability of 
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food, especially vegetables, sold at the local market. The local street restaurants 
had little availability of food apart from the few staple meals. Although many 
residents grow vegetables for their own domestic consumption, the growth of 
cash crops may result in food shortages – especially in the areas with limited 
access to irrigation water. 

Many of the local residents of the area have, because of the scheme, lost 
parts of their customary land and their traditional means of subsistence. Con-
sequently, those who became tenants of the scheme lost their autonomy in agri-
cultural decision making and influence in rural development (Salem-Murdock 
1989:5). This evidently changed peoples’ livelihoods and their position from 
independence and autonomy to being subject to the needs and requirements 
of the scheme. At the same time, some managed to accumulate tenancies and 
become landlords while others remained farm labourers with casual work. This 
caused economic differentiation and distribution of labour within the scheme 
that, for many, was an unfamiliar social order. The shift to the capitalist mode 
of production due to the scheme also transformed the peoples’ assets, such as 
land, labour and livestock, into commodities (Salem-Murdock 1989:4). This 
gave some better positions and consequently made some inferior, such as the 
landless migrant workers.

The uneven development that is seen in New Halfa is a consequence of the 
different positions the new inhabitants had since the start of the scheme. It 
is the different ownership relationships in society and the social relations of 
reproduction that create the inequalities and on-going poverty in New Halfa 
(Gottdiener & Budd 2005). The disparity in financial assets between the differ-
ent ethnic groups and communities, together with spatial differences are likely 
going to grow stronger. Salem-Murdock, among other scholars, also argues that 
the scheme has in fact widened the gap between the rich and the poor in the area 
(Salem-Murdock 1989). The residents are able to make a sufficient living only by 
generating income out of many tenancies or by having other sources of income 
in addition to farming. 

Most of the nomadic groups interviewed have continued their pastoral prac-
tices and it seems a viable option, especially when the income from other sourc-
es is not sufficient. However, in respect of livelihood and income the migrant 
workers and internal refugees are the worst off, since they do not even have the 
asset of owning livestock or rights to customary land. Some of the migrants have 
lived in the scheme since the start and some have arrived more recently. Most of 
them live in informal settlements and have therefore limited access to resources 
and services. The people I interviewed for my study were working for the farms 
but did not own land of their own. Some had also businesses in town but out of 
the different ethnic and social groups within New Halfa the migrant labourers 
were in the most vulnerable position in terms of economic and social security. 
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7.3	Quality	of	water	and	environmental	changes
Problems related to the quality of drinking water and the water in the canals 
emerged in all the interviews. The communities interviewed in and around the 
New Halfa scheme talked about problems with the quality of drinking water, to 
varying degrees. Water is taken from the canal and purified by using various tra-
ditional and modern methods. Some communities near the town of New Halfa 
have access to underground water. Access to water taps and purified water de-
pends on the socio-economic status of the community. Whereas some nomadic 
groups now had better accessibility to water following the construction of the 
Khasm el Girba Dam and the canals many Nubians claimed water was better 
in the old Wadi Halfa. Water shortages seem to occur during summer months 
when the quality also deteriorates. Throughout the history of the scheme there 
have been several outbreaks of waterborne diseases due to contaminated water 
in the canals. It is presumably because the canals are regularly used for human 
bathing, cattle crossing and watering and increasingly infested by weeds (See 
figure 3.). The lack of sewage systems in the more informal settlements further 
contaminates the canals. The use of heavy fertilisers and pesticides can also con-
taminate the canals and make it toxic for human consumption. 

According to the interviews, people living in informal settlements and no-
madic temporary settlements do not pay for the water but use it freely from the 
canals. The original housing provided by the scheme has water storage with 
chlorine purification from where the water runs through the taps. However the 
system is old and needs maintenance. Diseases occur more in informal settle-
ments where there is no adequate water purification. The lack of sewer and hu-
man waste management, particularly in the informal and semi-nomadic settle-
ments, has contaminated and polluted the canals through run-off and drainage. 
This has led to serious outbreaks of waterborne diseases such as malaria, bil-
harzia and diarrhea that continue to be prevalent within the scheme. However 
there are differences in water availability and quality between the villages. The 
best situation is within the town of New Halfa and in the villages within the 
infrastructure network. These are mostly the villages of the Halfawi Nubians 
that were constructed by the government. However the Nubians have also com-
plained about the deteriorating state of the water purification stations as many 
are in need of maintenance.

Within the informal and nomadic villages the water is mostly carried from 
the canals and purified using traditional methods of stone/sand filtration or us-
ing plants such as Moringa Oleifera. Some villages also received chlorine tablets 
for water purification but many complained about the bad taste. Due to this, 
those who have limited access to purified water and have to utilise it straight 
from the canals are at a higher risk of falling ill with waterborne diseases and 
consequently in an even more disadvantaged position. 
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The issue of rights to land and its resources has also become contested, as 
the same resources are now shared between a growing number of people. The 
landless people from Western Sudan have come as refugees or migrant workers 
but have no access to land of their own. The nomadic pastoralists have had to 
settle with less pastoral land and in addition the access to water resources for 
livestock watering has become limited. Access to land is therefore highly un-
equal and the traditional pastoral territories have been disregarded. Therefore, 
the socio-physical environment of New Halfa has been altered and transformed. 
The traditional territories have not been acknowledged by the government and 
consequently the allocation of rights and access to environmental resources has 
been altered. This is demonstrated in the process where the resettled Halfawi 
Nubians have been able to access and utilise the resources to a better extent than 
the local ethnic groups, who have also, at least partially, lost their customary 
rights to land. 

The increasing demand for higher agricultural outputs has put pressure on 
the sustainability and fertility of arable land. In addition the whole of the New 
Halfa scheme relies on the regular flow of the River Atbara and the functionality 
of the Khasm el Girba dam. The increased sedimentation due to upstream run-
off has decreased the storage capacity, and the water flow to the scheme canals 
has been disturbed. Some farmers claim that the water does not always reach the 
farmlands in the northernmost parts of the scheme. 

The increased production pressure and competition on resources will seri-
ously affect the environmental sustainability of the New Halfa scheme and its 

Figure 3. The canals are being used for human and animal washing (Wallin 2011).
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future productivity. The Tekeze dam on the Tekeze River that joins the Atbara 
River will alleviate the problem of sedimentation and the source of water for ir-
rigation is therefore sustainable. However, the access to water resources within 
the scheme should be socially more equal and regionally balanced. Partial cover-
ing of the canal could decrease the water contamination and evaporation and 
investments in communal water purification stations and communal water taps 
could help control the outbreaks of diseases. The scheme continues to rely on the 
government for financial assistance and lack of funds seems to be the underlying 
cause for the lack of water infrastructure maintenance.

7.4	Housing,	infrastructure	and	services
The villages near the New Halfa town are generally well established with formal 
housing, roads and services nearby. The close proximity to the town gives bet-
ter access to services such as schools and the New Halfa hospital. The villages 
further away have less access to services, especially during the rainy season when 
the roads become muddy thus making transportation nearly impossible. The 
available infrastructure also depends on the original layout of the residential 
areas and villages. The resettled Halfawi Nubians received ready-built houses in 
villages with roads, electricity and water storage as compensation for their relo-
cation. The Shukriya were given land but many had to build their own houses. 
Many of the informal settlements are inhabited by wage labour workers from 
other parts of Sudan or nomadic pastoralists from the region that have settled 
in the scheme (See figures 4–6.). The informal settlements fall outside of the 

Figure 4. A Halfawi Nubian village (Wallin 2011).
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Figure 5. A Beja village (Wallin 2011).

Figure 6. An informal settlement for migrant workers, IDPs and landless people (Wallin 2011).

infrastructure network and most of them have no electricity, road connections 
or services. Many informal settlements have been established for a long time 
but they are waiting to be registered officially. Although the houses of the Hal-
fawi are built by the government and have adequate infrastructure surrounding 
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them, they have started to deteriorate and show problems. The houses that were 
built by the scheme have roofs made out of poisonous asbestos. This used to 
be a valuable building material, however it was later discovered to cause health 
problems for the residents. 

It is evident that the scheme cannot keep up with the demand for services 
and due to the limited financial support from the government the infrastructure 
remains outdated and insufficient. For the sustainability of the scheme it would 
be essential to support the services and infrastructure so that outbreaks of dis-
eases could be controlled and residents could have access to health and educa-
tional services, irrespective of the location of their villages. It would also be im-
portant to better acknowledge the permanent presence of the migrant workers 
which is benefiting the agricultural system through the supply of a workforce. 
There is a drastic difference between the living conditions and service sector of 
the Halfawi and central Shukriya villages and the informal settlements of the 
semi-nomadic groups and migrants. Although the infrastructure was generally 
outdated within all of the villages visited for this study, in many informal set-
tlements the complete lack of infrastructure placed its residents in a very vul-
nerable position in terms of lacking the basic human needs such as provision of 
clean water, housing, health services and accessibility. 

7.5	Equality	and	integration
The question of social equality and integration in New Halfa is contested as, 
right from the start, circumstances have varied between different communities. 
The displaced Nubian Halfawi were resettled in their own villages with houses 
and tenancies as compensation for their loss. Other nomadic groups were also 
given tenancies but not all received housing. Some other nomadic groups of peo-
ple from the region joined the scheme later due to sedentarisation policies and 
better access to services and markets. Inequality exists among different villages 
and it continues to fragment the scheme. 

The respondents highlighted the big differences between the villages. Among 
members of other ethnic groups a sense of bitterness towards the Halfawi Nu-
bians was expressed. Their better living conditions do not seem justifiable to 
others when almost 50 years have passed since the resettlement. The ingrained 
inequalities have further abated social integration and contact between different 
ethnic groups. Since the start of the scheme, social and economic differentiation 
has existed and promoted unequal accumulation of wealth and tenancies. The 
resettlement of the Halfawi Nubians gave them a feeling of entitlement and 
exceptionality, as if the scheme was there to only compensate for their loss. The 
choice of naming the scheme New Halfa already supported this outlook and the 
superior position of the Halfawi within the scheme. Because of this the Halfawi 
Nubians were reluctant to interact with the other residents and rather chose to 
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continue living in isolation. It is probable that this sense of alienation was also 
caused by the lack of feeling of attachment and belonging to New Halfa, and 
this led to further resentment. 

Some of the local nomadic tribes were also sedentarised and incorporated 
into the scheme, however with less benefits and opportunities. Many of them 
chose to continue their pastoral livelihoods for primary or additional income. 
This caused conflict with the Nubians over access to pastoral land and over the 
entry of livestock to farmlands. Most of the migrant labour that arrived before 
the Nubian resettlement to construct the scheme’s housing and urban facilities 
is still residing at New Halfa, some better off than others, but most of them 
living in unregistered shanty towns without proper infrastructure, such as run-
ning water or social services. Whereas many Nubians are now able to practice 
other professions besides managing their tenancies, many migrants are working 
as seasonal farmers on land they do not own. The living conditions of the farm 
workers and migrants can be described as desolate and excluded. As many of 
the migrant workers that now reside within the scheme have had to settle for 
whatever land is left available, they are often residing in areas with limited con-
nectivity and mostly non-existing service availability. The fact that they only in-
teract with other scheme residents in the form of subordinate work relationships 
or trade in the market leaves little possibility for neutral and equal interaction.

Despite the difficult conditions the migrant workers from areas of West and 
South Sudan have settled to the different environment of Eastern Sudan well. 
This is most likely due to impossible conditions in the conflict areas of Darfur 
and Nuba Mountains that worked as push-factors and to the fact that they came 
to New Halfa by choice in hope of a better life. However, the Halfawi Nubians 
were generally treating them with uneasiness, doubt and avoidance (Haydar 
2008). This is most likely due to the feeling of entitlement to the scheme that is 
still prevalent among Halfawi and the reluctance to share the limited resources 
with the ever-growing population. 

The interview results for this study did not indicate major conflict between 
the Nubians and the migrant workers. However, no social contact or relation-
ships were mentioned between the Halfawi and other ethnic groups and the 
isolation of the different groups was tangible. The possible conflict scenarios 
are disputes over access to natural resources and over limited social services. 
According to the people in one of the informal settlements near the town of 
New Halfa, the children go to the school in the nearby village and the water is 
collected from the canals despite the fact that they are not officially registered 
as residents of the scheme and do not pay for the water as the other registered 
residents do. Therefore conflicts arise when limited resources and territories are 
being utilised by groups with different levels of entitlement, not because of eth-
nic or cultural disputes. 
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Different livelihoods or exclusive social organisation can, to some extent, 
explain the divide, conflict and lack of integration between the different ethnic 
groups within New Halfa. However, as the interviews conducted during the 
field work point out, there are different levels of entitlement, access to resources 
and services between the residents. The entrenched social differentiation within 
the scheme caused the formation of power hierarchies between the different 
residents as some managed to accumulate a large amount of tenancies and the 
others could not improve their livelihoods through farm wage labour. The result 
of this unequal treatment between the relocated Nubians and the host Arabs 
was increasing ethnic seclusion (Salem-Murdock 1989). The interviews and ob-
servations conducted for this study concur with this statement and the situation 
seems unchanged. 

The fluctuating macro-economic conditions, deteriorating environmental 
resources and the policies that neglect rural development have led to increased 
conflicts that are often based on livelihood needs. This has not been improved 
by the New Halfa scheme that implemented unequal land-tenure systems and 
placed some at an advantage in comparison to other residents. The fact that the 
residents were situated in different villages according to ethnic origin further 
embedded the idea of differentiation and segregation within the scheme. 
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8.	Victims	or	beneficiaries	of	development?

The last section will discuss New Halfa as a project of Nubian resettlement and 
the sedentarisation of nomadic groups and conclude to what extent it succeeded 
in this goal. According to many scholars it appears that the New Halfa scheme 
has failed to meet most of its target goals and has not significantly contributed 
towards the development of its residents’ livelihoods. Although New Halfa has, 
in general, contributed towards the wider national economy through crop ex-
ports and revenue it has also made the tenants more dependent on the cash crop 
price fluctuations and the global economy. In terms of global capitalism the 
tenants can be seen as subordinate agricultural producers who have no say in 
what to grow and how to grow it, and yet the financial gains of their work do 
not trickle down to the farmers.

New Halfa has also witnessed a decrease in the equity of resource distribu-
tion. The income inequity emerged since the start of the scheme and, despite the 
more modern means of agricultural production, the overall sustainability of the 
scheme is under question. The declining state of the environment and the grow-
ing need of extraction or utilisation of natural resources can also be expected 
to be seen among the most marginalised and poorest in the communities. The 
farmers are on the periphery when it comes to power and decision-making and 
they often lack capital and a financial buffer during economic hardship. Thus, 
they have little alternative but to overexploit natural resources. 

In the original masterplan the equal sized tenancies of each farmer should 
have been enough to support the livelihood of the farmer and their families. 
However, this failed from the start and supported the economic differentiation 
that began to emerge within the scheme. Farmers started to accumulate land 
and take measures into their own hands. Although the scheme tried to control 
this, the growth of an elite minority of well-off farmers could not be stopped 
(Salem-Murdock 1989). Although some, mainly Shukriya farmers, were allo-
cated farming land most of the nomads did not receive tenancies. This enabled 
the more well-off farmers to increase their profits as workforce was easily avail-
able and they could afford the machinery and fertilisers that were needed to 
maximise the profits. Although this discriminated against the poorer tenants it 
also gave many a reason to stay within the scheme. On the other hand, the poor 
return from agriculture for some encouraged the growth of the urban sector 
within the town of New Halfa. This has created a substantial amount of profes-
sions and new forms of business that were not anticipated in the planning of the 
scheme (Salem-Murdock 1989). The fact that the planners of the scheme did 
not pay attention to individual differentiation and the right of decision of the 
farmers was one of the factors that contributed to the failure of the scheme as a 
development initiative. Therefore, it was only through these individual choices 
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and actions that the scheme became beneficial for some of its tenants. The im-
portance of self-determination and empowerment within development initia-
tives therefore cannot be overemphasised. 

The New Halfa scheme did improve the livelihood conditions for some who 
managed to accumulate land and assets, but on the other hand those left with 
small tenancies struggled to the extent that some decided to leave the scheme. 
Some of the nomads, the landless migrant workers and IDPs were also in a 
disadvantaged position and had to settle for the work they were able to find 
without having their own tenancies. The varying distribution of economic assets 
and opportunities within the scheme has promoted further segregation and dis-
putes between the residents. The relationships that are limited to those between 
tenants and wage workers do not provide a favourable setting for equal social 
intercourse. Therefore, the fact that those who were displaced due to develop-
ment were compensated and those displaced due to conflict were not shows 
the problem of the role of the state being both the violator of rights and arbiter 
of justice (Assal 2008). The focus should be more on securing the rights of all 
displaced people despite their background, and the cases of forced migration 
should be dealt with comprehensively. However, the basic rights of IDPs have 
been neglected in Sudan for a long period of time due to discriminatory policies 
and for political reasons. The question of identity and the climate of politicised 
Islam have further complicated matters (Assal 2008). 

In the case of New Halfa, there is therefore a need to realise the equal rights 
of all its residents, and the migrant labourers and IDPs should be seen as impor-
tant assets of agricultural workforce that are the prerequisites of continuity and 
sustainability of the scheme. For those coming from conflict regions with their 
livelihoods disrupted New Halfa has been able to offer a chance to improve their 
situations. The fact that many of them have come to New Halfa by choice is also 
an important factor to consider when other groups, such as the Halfawi, are still 
bearing the trauma of forced displacement. 

Therefore, although New Halfa was not, overall, a successful development 
project it did result in some residents improving their own economic situations 
and income generation – something that would not have taken place without 
the scheme. However, the state’s one-sided view of development contradicted 
with the local livelihoods. Those who did not adhere to this imposed idea of 
development were left with fewer possibilities for alternative development strate-
gies. Consequently, development that is coerced has little chance of sustaining 
itself and if any lessons can be learnt, it is crucial to incorporate the beneficiaries 
in the planning process of development projects and to acknowledge the pos-
sibilities and consequences of economic and social differentiation.



55

Resettled for Development

8.1	New	Halfa	as	a	showcase	of	resettlement	of	the	Halfawi	Nubians
The outcome of a development initiative that includes a human component is al-
ways difficult to predict, and despite careful planning the external impacts may 
redirect the course and cause unforeseen challenges. Although the planning and 
implementation process of the resettlement of the Halfawi Nubians was thor-
oughly thought out, especially in terms of practical arrangements and compen-
sation (Dafalla 1975), it did not succeed in its goal of engineering new social ter-
ritories. The above mentioned results have shown the degree of resentment and 
withdrawal by the Halfawi Nubians and the emerging economic differentiation 
between the resettled and the host population due to unequal compensation. In 
the future the Halfawi Nubians within New Halfa will be an increasing minor-
ity and the already established multi-ethnic communities of mixed origin will 
have to be better incorporated into the scheme to secure its sustainability. 

As Philip Woodhouse (1988:29) states, “irrigation systems are designed by 
engineers, operated by agriculturalists and evaluated by social scientists” with-
out really communicating with each other and sharing their knowledge. There 
are strong arguments for and against, and the debate whether dams should be 
built or not is likely to remain unsettled. Hence, the fact that dams are increas-
ingly being built and people consequently resettled calls for a holistic approach 
that combines the work of engineers, agriculturalists, social scientist and the 
people involved, in order to better plan the development initiatives. It must be 
understood that without including the communities at stake in the planning 
process, the development and resettlement projects are unlikely to be sustainable 
and successful. 

If we go back to the resettlement of the Nubians that happened almost 50 
years ago it can be stated that the displacement altered their lives significantly 
and irreversibly. The Halfawi Nubians lost their previous livelihoods, territory, 
historical entitlement to their land, patterns and networks of social organisation 
and much of their sense of belonging. The fact that they were not adequately 
consulted about the resettlement, and the place of resettlement was decided 
against their choice shows a lack in acknowledging the negative social impact 
that dam constructions and top-down development initiatives continue to have. 
Although the Halfawi were compensated for their displacement in many ways, 
they were not incorporated into the planning of the resettlement and their fu-
ture role was seen as mere producers of agricultural revenue for the state. 

If we discuss the eight risks of the impoverishment, risks and reconstruc-
tion (IRR) model (landlessness, joblessness, homelessness, marginalisation, increased 
morbidity and mortality, food insecurity, loss of access to common resources and 
services and social or communal disarticulation (Cernea 2005)), the issue of land-
lessness and social or communal disarticulation have been heavily experienced 
by the Halfawi Nubians. The compensation did not substitute the customary 
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ownership of land in Wadi Halfa or pay justice to the loss of cultural land of 
old Nubia where they, in many ways, felt a sense of ‘belonging’. Therefore, the 
loss of cultural identity and material livelihoods is a risk that has potentially led 
to impoverishment of the Halfawi Nubians in New Halfa (Cernea 2005). On 
the other hand, the risks of joblessness, homelessness, increased morbidity and 
mortality and food insecurity were counteracted by giving the Halfawi Nubians 
a tenancy to cultivate as a profession, a home to settle in, health and educational 
services and freehold land for personal subsistence farming. Therefore they re-
ceived a relatively secure source of livelihood, at least during the first decades of 
the scheme when the land was still fertile and the yields sufficient. 

Due to the compensation the Nubians received, they are today some of the 
most well-off residents in New Halfa. This is not, however, only because of 
the compensation but also because of the many Halfawi who left the scheme 
and allowed the remaining Nubians to accumulate their tenancies and become 
landlords that hire farm labour, which enables them to seek additional income 
sources, often more urban professions. The risks of social and communal disar-
ticulation also materialised to the extent that the original kinship-based com-
munities were largely dispersed and many cultural traditions lost in the tran-
sition. The shift from self-determined, partly subsistence, farming to a large 
irrigation scheme where the crops were chosen by the management also led to a 
lack of ownership and commitment by the Halfawi. The fact that they became 
the subjects of the resettlement rather than being proactive contributors with the 
power of decision, to some extent paralysed them, and caused withdrawal from 
the scheme. Therefore this can also be seen as a materialisation of the Sudanese 
ruling elite, using their political and territorial power to violate the territorial 
dignity of the Nubians and to reduce them to the status of farmers in New 
Halfa, whose task, above all, is to provide revenue for the state. 

Sudan has not succeeded in the equitable use of natural resources and the 
centralised power elite continue to control the economy and territories by mak-
ing decisions on behalf of the stakeholders, such as the farmers, leaving people 
without the right to decide over their own livelihoods (Abdalla 2008). There-
fore, this eventually leads to further political and territorial marginalisation of 
the Nubians and other residents of the scheme. The resettlement of the Nubians 
was however successful in theory and partly during the first operational years of 
the scheme. When the New Halfa scheme was constructed its farming technol-
ogy was modern: large-scale irrigation systems, urban services and advanced 
infrastructure. The town of New Halfa was designed by engineers and the canal 
layout was very modern compared to Wadi Halfa. However, the quickly deterio-
rating conditions and the changes in the agricultural inputs and outputs forced 
many to look for additional sources of income and some to leave the scheme. 

The amount of research done on the increasing differentiation and diver-
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sification of livelihoods in New Halfa is also a sign of the failure of tenancy 
farming in being an adequate source of income for the tenants (Sørbø 1985; 
Salem-Murdock 1989). Although some were able to economically benefit from 
the scheme there is no evidence that the resettlement raised the overall living 
standards of the majority in the scheme (Salem-Murdock 1989; Haydar 2008). 
It is therefore often stated that resettlement projects are one of the least satis-
factory of development interventions. It also undermines the importance and 
possibilities of indigenous systems of production and superimposes the ideals of 
the modern capitalistic modes of production for development (Haydar 2008). 

This system failed to create wealth for the farmers in New Halfa. The ones 
who managed to make a living succeeded in this by accumulating tenancies, 
having off-scheme businesses in the town of New Halfa or elsewhere or con-
tinued with pastoral livelihoods. This is contrary to the original operational 
principle of the scheme and goes to show the failure in meeting the aims of the 
scheme. The planners did not consider the individual choices, farming methods 
and differentiation between the farmers and did not include them in the plan-
ning and implementation process. The failure of the resettlement was therefore 
the lack of understanding the importance of inclusive participatory planning 
that eventually resulted in lack of attachment and ownership from the residents’ 
side.

8.2	The	situation	of	the	nomadic	groups	in	New	Halfa
The nomadic groups, with the exception of some representatives of the Shukriya 
semi-nomadic group, were generally worse off than their Nubian counterparts 
according to observation. Many of them lived outside the infrastructure net-
work and in villages that were not officially registered as part of the scheme. 
When visited during the rainy season some of the villages had become com-
pletely inaccessible and some of the houses constructed of natural materials had 
been damaged due to the rainy and wet conditions. However, the most vis-
ible difference was the lack of infrastructure and services. The Shukriya were 
the most well-off in terms of housing and sufficient income from cultivation. 
However, within the Shukriya there are big differences in terms of income and 
benefits. Salem-Murdock speaks of a special Shukriya elite, that include particu-
larly those with lineages associated with the traditional rulers, who have profited 
greatly from involvement in the scheme. As a consequence, the gap between the 
rich and poor Shukriya has widened (Salem-Murdock 1989:12). 

The other nomadic groups, such as Rashaida, Hadendowa and Zaghava are 
generally economically deprived and have little personal assets. The nomadic 
groups in the scheme had fewer benefits from the start. Although the scheme 
originally gave the Shukriya and other nomadic groups of the region farming 
possibilities in the form of tenancies, the nomadic villages were situated further 
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away from the town of New Halfa and often lacked the same services as the 
Nubian villages. The availability of education and health services undoubtedly 
improved living standards and gave opportunities for many nomads. However, 
the quality of services deteriorated and due to the loss of fertility in the land and 
water shortages the nomadic groups continued with their pastoral livelihoods. 
The negative consequences of the scheme for the nomads were the decrease in 
the pastoral and migration land for their livestock as well as the increase in wa-
terborne diseases.

The nomadic groups were given some benefits, such as the 15 feddan of land 
to cultivate per tenant, but many chose to continue their pastoral livelihoods 
in addition to farming as it remained an important source of income and inde-
pendence (Sørbø 1977; Sørbø 1985). It is evident that due to the establishment 
of the New Halfa irrigation scheme parts of the traditional Butana grazing land 
had been appropriated by the state, exercising their control over the traditional 
territories of indigenous groups. Therefore, as discussed in the context of politi-
cal ecology, the environmental changes directed by the state have politicised the 
environment and altered the social construction of the socio-physical relations 
within the region. The territorial rights of the nomadic groups of people have 
been the target of intervention by the dominant political group that has over-
ruled their rights – as irrigation schemes were seen as a better, more productive, 
method of land use (Yong Ooi Lin 2008). Therefore, the environmental trans-
formation that took place in New Halfa was part of the economic and political 
context of that time and also manifested the hegemony of the Sudanese politi-
cal core and its attempt to mainstream and uniform the ethnic fabric of Sudan 
to the extent that it undermines the rights of ethnic minorities (Paulson et al. 
2003) . 

Hence, the construction of the Aswan High Dam by Egypt, the displace-
ment that followed and the construction of the New Halfa irrigation scheme 
have all been part of the overall agenda to modernise and develop the region but 
have also changed the social structure of entitlement to natural resources. Al-
though the displacement of the Sudanese Nubians was caused by Egypt’s need 
to secure their share of the Nile waters, the New Halfa resettlement project also 
fit into Sudan’s objective of promoting national integration and state-directed 
social change by incorporating both the previously isolated Halfawi Nubians 
and the independent and mobile nomadic groups into the irrigation scheme.

It has been stated that development projects tend to displace and target in-
digenous and marginalised ethnic groups as they are often seen as undeveloped, 
loose and therefore a hindrance to national unity. Furthermore, these projects 
tend to make them lose their own social networks and strategies of develop-
ment (Yong Ooi Lin 2008). As the indigenous groups are not always aware of 
their rights as a citizen they may also lack the necessary skills to protect their 
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rights to their customary lands. In the context of land ownership and territorial-
ism this is particularly difficult, as the nomadic pastoralists have regarded the 
land as common property and have consequently lacked experience in exercising 
decision-making power. Moreover, the Unregistered Land Act of 1970 left many 
traditional ethnic groups without rights to the land they had utilised (Eskon-
heimo 2006). This can have many detrimental consequences to their sense of 
belonging, community structure and livelihood methods. 

Pastoralism was never really supported by the government as its contribu-
tion to the national economy was seen as non-existant and the pastoral lifestyle 
as backward. The situation of the nomadic groups is problematic as they are 
politically and socially marginalised, yet their lifestyle can in many ways con-
tribute to food production in the region. They receive little assistance from the 
government or the scheme unless they abandon some of their pastoral lifestyles 
and sedentarise as farmers. With the current unattractive situation of the New 
Halfa scheme this seems unlikely to happen. The independence, flexibility and 
sustainability of pastoralism seems to be too erratic to fall under government 
control. On the other hand, as the customary pastoral territories continue to 
decrease, the nomadic groups, sooner or later, have no choice but to adapt their 
lifestyles and incorporate into the Sudanese economy. 

The treatment of the nomadic groups as secondary by the state officials in the 
planning and implementation of the scheme and the deteriorating agricultural 
conditions have encouraged most of the nomadic groups to continue engaging 
in pastoral activities to at least a certain extent. Some have managed to accu-
mulate farming land and have become completely ex-nomadic or semi-nomadic 
However, the majority tend to continue benefiting from pastoralism as livestock 
remains a viable source of income and security, especially considering the uncer-
tain prospects for agriculture in New Halfa. 

8.3	Future	prospects	for	New	Halfa	and	Sudanese	agriculture	
With the increasing demand for energy and ‘more crop for drop’ Sudan will 
continue to follow the trend of hydro-engineering within the Nile basin. The 
growing demand for the Nile waters, particularly due to the population growth 
in the region and the increasing hydro-engineering in Ethiopia, may cause 
disputes and strain the relations between the Nile basin countries. Sudan has 
not yet fully utilised its share of the waters, as stated in the 1959 Nile Waters 
Agreement, and is therefore currently initiating new dam projects and irrigation 
schemes. Although the water scarcity will likely hit Egypt the hardest, Sudan 
has embarked on a mission to develop the water-infrastructure in the northern 
parts of the country. New dams will lay the suitable groundwork for more ir-
rigated agriculture and consequently more people will be displaced.

The future prospects for New Halfa are challenging to outline. The Halfawi 
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Nubians continue to migrate out of the scheme and the younger generation 
seem more attracted to urban professions and possibilities. The nomadic groups 
will likely continue with their pastoral practices and participate in farming ac-
cording to opportunities. The continuing flow of migrant workers and internally 
displaced people from other parts of Sudan will play an increasingly important 
role in the future of the scheme and alter its social composition. A large number 
will engage with farming activities and work as farm labourers. However, the 
town of New Halfa has become a significant urban centre and will offer more 
possibilities for entrepreneurs and the informal sector. 

One of the challenges of combining social resettlement and irrigation 
schemes as a development project is the difficulty in considering the future pros-
pects. How will the host population and the resettled population integrate and 
promote the development of the scheme? When will the resettled become settled 
and the legacy, or burden, of resettlement left in the past? It is difficult to esti-
mate the lifespan of a resettlement project and the time required for an irrigation 
scheme to become self-sustaining. It is also relevant to ask whether the govern-
ment of Sudan should continue to be held responsible for a resettlement that 
took place 50 years ago, and remain responsible for problems that have emerged 
in the scheme since its establishment. However, some of the social problems 
within the scheme can be explained by the challenges of regulating the liveli-
hoods of its farmers and the promotion of unequal development. The social and 
economic differentiation is continuing to fragment the scheme. The nomadic 
host population have not been adequately incorporated into the scheme and as 
a consequence they have not been enticed to leave their pastoral practices. For 
the future it is important to consider the rights and preferences of the nomads 
and acknowledge the economic benefits of pastoralism as a sustainable land use 
pattern. However, as the Sudanese policies have favoured large-scale agricultural 
development the value of the local environmental knowledge is threatened. 
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9.	Conclusion

As the example of New Halfa illustrates, the development-induced displacement 
of people is often not considered thoroughly as a process with long-term effects 
and an irreversible negative impact on the self-determination and integrity of 
the targeted group of people. This eventually became detrimental to the scheme 
as the Halfawi Nubians never became rooted and attached to their new home 
in New Halfa. The resettlement gave them an advantage in terms of compensa-
tion and a sense of entitlement and superiority within the scheme. This conse-
quently left the rest of the scheme residents with less benefits and opportunities, 
although they were the majority of the New Halfa agricultural scheme. Fur-
thermore, the challenges of New Halfa, in terms of land degradation and loss 
of irrigation water became evident soon after the start. The poor agricultural 
revenue proved a disappointment to the government and the local people and 
despite the rehabilitation attempts the scheme never reached its original targets 
of productivity. Some of the Halfawi Nubians left the scheme as some accumu-
lated tenancies and became landlords while pursuing other businesses. Nomadic 
groups never abandoned their pastoral practices completely as they proved to be 
an important source of income and independence. In the later years the scheme 
suffered from serious outbreaks of waterborne diseases and deterioration in the 
service and infrastructure within the scheme. 

Today the scheme is operating within the limits of the available irrigation 
water with means that contradict the original principles of equal sized tenancies. 
The economic differentiation within the scheme is increasing and the residents 
remain in their segregated villages as in the original residential plan. The mi-
grant workers, internal refugees from West Sudan and the newly settled nomad-
ic groups reside in informal settlements such as shanty towns that are excluded 
from the infrastructure and service sector. They are increasing in number and 
will possibly become the major workforce within the scheme in the future. 

However, considering the challenges and the overall climate of conflict that 
Sudan has faced over the past decades, it is important not to look at the develop-
ment of New Halfa in isolation. Despite the fact that the scheme is lacking an 
adequate service sector and fails to provide enough income for the tenants, it has 
become the destination for many Sudanese throughout the country in search of 
better life opportunities. 

The Halfawi Nubians were forced to relocate to New Halfa and are thus 
still experiencing feelings of nostalgia for their traditional homeland in the old 
Nubia. The unpleasantness of forced displacement together with the passive de-
pendence and lack of ownership within the irrigation scheme can to some ex-
tent explain the outflow of the Nubian farmers from New Halfa. However, the 
present challenges in the scheme cannot be solely blamed on the resettlement 
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that took place 50 years ago. As with other development projects, the goal is to 
eventually create independence and sustainability and the residents should be-
come active participants in the management and future planning of the scheme. 

Understanding that dams change the landscape greatly but also affect the 
livelihoods of thousands of people receives much attention; however, little re-
mains done to mitigate the negative risks of resettlement caused by dams. The 
displacement and uprooting of the Nubians from Wadi Halfa has been seen as 
an attempt at social engineering by the government and the Sudanese political 
elite’s way of exercising their territorial power and hegemony against the minor-
ity ethnic groups within Sudan. Sudan continues to build new dams on the 
River Nile with disregard to the guidelines laid out by international organisa-
tions. The debate over dams seems to have been juxtaposed between those who 
acclaim dams as endless generators of development and prosperity and those 
who stress the negative environmental and social consequences. Dams continue 
to be built and to produce significant amounts of sustainable hydroelectric ener-
gy. Indeed, irrigation schemes as one of the products of dam construction and as 
destinations of resettlement can substantially promote the food security for the 
growing population and economic growth for the nation. Largely, though, they 
seem to fail to meet their targets. Including the people affected as beneficiaries 
of this development and as active participants in the implementation process 
may mitigate the negative performance of the scheme. More importantly, this 
can only be achieved if the rights of people to choose and direct their livelihoods 
are respected and secured. 
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