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Researching the Nile Valley
The Nile Valley covers merely 5% of Egypt’s territory, while at the same 
time providing a living environment for 95% of the country’s population. 
This thousand kilometer long and fertile strip of land embedded within the 
smooth topography of the valley forms a unique cultural landscape, birth-
place to one of the world’s most ancient civilizations. Since ancient times, 
life in the Nile Valley is only enabled by the waters on the Nile river whose 
scarcity produces a sharp edge to the barren desert. 
Today, this ‘linear oasis’ experiences strong population growth while its 
economy is still based on traditional small-scale agriculture. Within a living 
environment restricted by the Nile’s limited water resources, urbanization 
almost always occurs at the expense of productive farming land. In one of the 
most fertile regions of the world, food self-sufficiency is increasingly threat-
ened. Meanwhile, global modes of production and distribution have arrived in 
the Nile Valley but unaccompanied by integrative force. Pre-industrial modes 
of life meet global dreams of luxury in a region that seems not to have found 
its place yet in a globalized world. Yet, perhaps the most stunning observation 
in the Nile Valley is that despite enormous pressures, the region maintains a 
relative stability.
ETH Studio Basel has travelled to Egypt to research—within a predefined 
section of the Nile Valley—this specific mode of urbanization.
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NILE VALLEY: 
A LINEAR RURAL  
URBANIZATION
The Nile Valley covers merely 5% of Egypt’s territory, while providing a living environ-
ment for 95% of the country’s population. This thousand kilometer long and fertile strip 
of land embedded in smooth valley topography bordering the desert allowed the genesis 
of civilizations dating back as far as 3000 B.C. Today, the sublime beauty of this ‘linear 
oasis’ meandering through the Sahara is still recognizable, a testament to the extraordi-
nary achievements of its ancient cultures. Throughout the 19th and the 20th centuries, 
modernization processes have tremendously transformed Egypt and the Nile Valley with 
multiple layers of urbanization and new technologies in agriculture and water manage-
ment. This growth reflected the significant political and economical breaks that society 
repeatedly underwent, from the period of Muhammad Ali, to the British protectorate, to 
independence under Nasser, Sadat, and since 1981, Hosni Mubarak.

Today, Egypt is considered a developing country drawing main economic revenue from 
pass-tolls of the Suez Canal, the real estate market, and the tourist sector. However, main 
challenges to the country’s development still remain the scarcity of water, land, and above 
all, a rapid population growth of more than one million people each year. Egyptian society 
is also experiencing an increasing social and economic divide, with the formation of new 
and affluent elites, while much of the population continue to live in poverty. Governmen-
tal apparatus and economic management are strongly centralized and concentrated on the 
Greater Region of Cairo. In contrast, the major agricultural regions of Upper Egypt and 
in the Nile Valley seem to hold less political power and legal means for controlling their 
future. In this situation, various informal energies emerge and coalesce into a vital, self-
sustaining mechanism. Informal housing composes much of new construction in Egypt 
and the Nile Valley, executed in a way that appears more advanced than elsewhere in the 
developing world. The massive demand for housing is also not met through the so-called 
New Town or New Settlement program, run by the state since the 1970s. Developed 
through three generations of cities spread along the Nile Valley on desert land, the program 
continues to target an upper middle class and is incompatible with actual family needs.

This research project examines the Nile Valley as neither a rural nor urban condition. 
Rather, the region is seen as an example of contemporary changing urbanization within 
a complete economic stasis. It is an urbanization paradox in which a rapidly increas-
ing population coupled with extremely limited economic means creates an environment 
forced to ‘move forward within its stagnation’.

best, but certainly not subjected to radical rationalization. While the statistic does show 
that here, too, population growth is considerable, this development leaves almost none of 
the footprints of hasty and uncontrolled settlement as seen in other zones with strong 
growth. The only evidence of a completely new urbanization strategy imposed by the 
capital, namely the new city in the desert, has left the old city practically unaffected; also, 
it is not fully inhabited. Conversely, the agrarian villages surrounding Assiut seem to be 
experiencing growth that is almost inconspicuous and organic.

The fact that Assiut itself, which is after all one of the country’s largest cities, hardly 
exhibits any evidence of informal or precarious growth can be regarded as unexpected, 
given the country’s steep population growth. None of the city’s multiple transformation 
processes, which are mostly modest and oriented towards the existing structures, give any 
intimation at all of the dramatic developments underway only a few hundred kilometers 
away in the nation’s capital. Neither is its own growth immediately eye-catching. Our re-
search unearthed no indications that the valley is directly linked to the global cycle; often, 
not even the national authority, or that of the central state, are clearly discernible. Thus, it 
seems that even in a highly centralized state with explosive demographic and economic 
problems, a truncated and cryptic form of “pressure equalization” takes place between 
the metropolis and the surrounding territory that is as yet not fully understood. For in-
stance, we know almost nothing about the reality of migration behavior in Egypt, about 
commuters, or about the real-life economic conditions of private households affected by 
such movements. No satisfactory statistical information is available for any of these issues. 
Although Cairo and Assiut are 600km apart, it is certain that the developments in the two 
cities influence one another and stand in sharp mutual contrast. Further study would be 
required to understand the underlying mechanisms. Such research would most likely shed 
an unexpected light on “town-country problems” under the conditions of globalization. 

This work has shown us that, while we now understand quite a bit about the mecha-
nisms governing large and very large cities, we know very little about how these forces 
of the center interact with the hinterland. As the research in Assiut has shown, processes 
that are clearly traditional in nature can be preserved in the countryside even when the 
associated centers are subject to exceptional transformation pressure. The specificity of 
Assiut is ultimately reflected in the way the city has managed to defy these forces. Accord-
ingly, the investigations on water, agriculture, mobility, or spatial organization are almost 
ethnographic in nature, considering the way social organization is geared more towards 
tradition than towards the future, although it can nevertheless be expected to be subjected 
to massive transformation pressure in the future. For us, however, the research has mainly 
helped to direct our interests away from the metropolitan centers towards the surrounding 
territories. What does it really mean when a territory, the space between the metropolises, 
is indeed subjected to the undertow of globalization?

Marcel Meili, 2009

– Introduction –– Introduction –
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The NIle:
commeNTary
The Nile River has always signified more than just a linear 
waterway. A complex and ever-changing body of water, it 
permeates the entire Nile Valley to the point of becom-
ing synonymous with it. Over millennia, civilizations have 
attempted to tame this body of water for more efficient 
use. Yet, not even the Aswan High Dam has completely 
integrated the river into the man-made environment. Of 
course, as the provider of water and therewith life in the 
Nile Valley, the river is used to its maximal limits. But ef-
forts to occupy the river spatially have remained marginal 
compared to its size, with the traditional farmer uninter-
ested in developing the Nile as a “space”. Governmental 
attempts to produce waterfront promenades along its new-
ly engineered banks are ineffectual attempts to make this 
complex entity part of the city. The Nile cannot be made 
an element in the vocabulary of Nile Valley urbanization 
because it derives incontestable sovereignty from its sig-
nificance as a natural element and environmental factor. 
Today, the river’s territory is still only to a limited extent 
subject to the social and political regulations of Egyptian 
society. The Nile remains an autonomous space.

– I /94 –
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waTer maNagemeNT:
commeNTary
An astonishing feature of the Nile Valley is its relative sta-
bility in light of enormous demographic and economic 
strain. This stability is enabled by, amongst other things, a 
highly refined system of water management that guaran-
tees area-wide distribution of water, assuring a minimal 
level of agrarian self-sufficiency throughout the valley. 
Although farming is no longer the dominant source of 
income, this state-guaranteed agrarian fundament levels 
the landscape of opportunity within Egypt. The mecha-
nisms of distribution result from of an age-old empiri-
cal balance translated into a numeric “Water-budget” for 
every governorate, district, and commune — constantly 
fine-tuned and enforced by a central bureaucracy in Cairo. 
Surprisingly, the individual farmer is largely disconnected 
from this process which does not support a direct link be-
tween supply and demand. The farmers view the highly 
technical, multi-layered, Cairo-controlled water network 
with the fatalism of encountering a natural phenomena. 
Meanwhile, constant expansion of farmland exerts enor-
mous pressure on this system. Various buffers, such as fos-
sil ground water, have been exploited to preserve the po-
litically important network, but solutions for long-time 

consolidation are still unclear. What is apparent, however, 
is that any disturbance of the water network will dramati-
cally alter living conditions and patterns of urbanization in 
the Nile Valley and threaten the entire political and social 
system in Egypt and the Nile Basin.

– II/159 –– II /158 –
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agrIculTure:
commeNTary
The cultivation of fertile land along the Nile describes a 
kind of genetic code of the Egyptian culture. Although 
today the Nile Valley is highly urbanized and agriculture 
does not provide sufficient means of existence in the vil-
lages, the old agronomic structures still determine the pa-
rameters, which guide the development of the territory 
between the two deserts. The growth of the settlements 
in particular still follows the logic of a highly fragmented 
field and property structure. Even though these small land 
units do not secure the means of existence and a major 
part of the needed goods have to be imported, agriculture 
is still an important activity for the majority of the popu-
lation – at least for self-supply with basic goods. The low 
level of mechanization, the family and community based 
work distribution and the cooperative organization struc-
tures on a larger level all emphasize the importance of 
agriculture as a function which «stabilizes» a fast growing 
region.

– III /236 –
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NIle Valley VIllages:
commeNTary
The rural village is the basic unit of Upper Egypt urbaniza-
tion. It is part of a seemingly perfectly balanced network 
where each village contains a certain amount of public in-
frastructure that corresponds directly to its size. Within this 
network, there is no clear division between cities, towns, and 
villages apart from their size and corresponding infrastruc-
ture. The rural settlement itself has an ambivalent character. 
On one hand, they are still traditional, tight-knit organisms 
deeply routed in agriculture. On the other hand, they main-
tain strong connections to urban centers through migrated 
or commuting family members whose remittances eco-
nomically sustain the village. Many households use agricul-
ture only as a means of basic self-sufficiency while earning 
money in cities. This expands the economic capacity of the 
village above farming land resources and also enables vertical 
and horizontal expansion at the expense of arable land. The 
cross-financing of rural life has also inhibited any revision 
of small-scale farming structures in the valley. Nevertheless, 
this combination of the security of basic agriculture and the 
ability to commute to larger urban centers via a highly de-
veloped transportation infrastructure has made the village a 
competitive contemporary mode of living.

– IV /308 –
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NIle Valley edges:
commeNTary
The strict and immediate division between desert and ar-
able land is a traditional feature of the Nile Valley. This is 
also reflected in the administration of the territory, where 
only arable land is considered as “land” with a private 
owner, while the desert is considered “no man’s land” and 
belongs to the state. The desert becomes land if and only if 
made arable. Historically, this process has been limited by 
the scarcity of resources (mainly water) but also by the to-
pography of the land. The strict demarcation of Nile Valley 
land has long remained stable as a negotiated and proven 
balance between available resources and human exten-
sion. Today, with its rapid population growth, this static 
conception is no longer an option for Egypt. The desert 
has become a space for potentially infinite expansion, a 
projection space for both private hopes and bureaucratic 
number-games. The desert edge has transformed from a 
sharp line into a zone in which countless actors engage 
in a variety of uncoordinated activities. The desert edge is 
another guarantor for Egypt’s inner stability by providing a 
(symbolic) outlet, a place of seemingly unlimited possibili-
ties, within a limited and restrictive environment.
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cITy core:
commeNTary
The city of Assiut belongs to a series of small and medium 
sized cities that form the actual framework of the «urban 
topography» in the Nile Valley. These cites function as a 
very evenly distributed network of services almost as en-
visioned  by Walter Christaller’s Central place theory. Ac-
cordingly Assiut is not a city in the sense of an economical 
or cultural center that stands in contrast to rural life but 
rather a «bigly grown» village, in which urban services are 
accumulated. It provides an infrastructure for the exchange 
of goods and services as well as financial, medical and edu-
cational support. This thesis of a non-city can be support-
ed by several observations. Firstly, the almost total absence 
of any global impact as well as the lack of cultural facilities 
and institutions are surprising. Life in public and private 
spheres is dominated by traditional and religious patterns, 
which distinguish only little from the everyday life in so-
called rural communities. Further on, it is characterized by 
a high degree of segregation and  privatization of spaces. 
This fact is also reflected in the role of Assiut University, 
which does not interact with the city but functions as a 
self-contained “modern ideal city”. Urban interaction is 
additionally constricted by a strong  police presence and 

control. Finally, there seems to be a general lack of aware-
ness of an “urban culture” as there is for example almost 
no concern for the cultural heritage or the history of the 
city.
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– symbiosis between Informal and formal –– city edges –

Booming Informal Housing
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cITy edges:
commeNTary
A closer observation of the city edges of Assiut has been em-
ployed in the work in order to reflect on the forms of and 
the energies behind the informal urban growth in the Upper 
Nile Valley. Various attempts by the state to counter the phe-
nomenon of informal expansion have been present through-
out the last decades: until the 1980s through the investment 
in public housing projects, since the ‘80s by the implementa-
tion of planning boundaries to limit urban expansion into 
arable land. Despite the rigorous prohibition for illegal con-
struction, the most recent forms of city-expansion in Assiut 
have been informal and created through intricate mecha-
nisms to circumvent the restrictive laws. The changing insti-
tutional attitude, from control to laissez-faire, speaks about 
the powerlessness of the state planning vis-à-vis the tremen-
dous space consumption and the massive population growth, 
as well as about the fiasco of the public housing programs 
both in terms of design and development. The long-term 
adherence to the Nile Valley resettlement strategy aiming to 
shift the population at large into the desert additionally re-
flects a conflict between the state planning policies and the 
needs of the population deeply rooted in tradition and with 
a strongly interlaced relationship with the rural landscape. 

At the same time the migration dynamics in the Upper 
Nile Valley and their impact on the rural and traditional 
ways of life remain relatively marginal. Still, it is interest-
ing to observe that the different forms of habitation at the 
city edges –the various public housing types, the traditional 
rural housing and the informal housing – have provoked a 
different cycle of urban migration located precisely at the 
city edges: It seems for instance that moving to a formal 
public housing in the city from a more traditional rural set-
ting is conceived by the inhabitants as a sort of a temporary, 
transitional situation, a step in the long-term procedure of 
building ones own ‘dream house’ informally, and thus meet-
ing the growing needs and standards of the extended family. 
Finally, the relatively low pressure for expansion at the city 
edges of Assiut - in comparison to the Egypt’s capital - 
documents the role of provincial towns in the valley, their 
importance as urban centers, and their attractiveness as a 
living environments compared to the villages. The com-
paratively massive informal growth of villages in the valley, 
contrary to Assiut and other provincial towns, leads to an 
observation for a large part of the Upper Egypt’s popula-
tion the traditional social organization and the rural, self-
sustaining economy present the only viable alternative to a 
precarious urban living.
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deserT cITy:
commeNTary
The desert city New Assiut reveals a disturbing discrepancy 
between, on the one hand the bureaucratic and technocrat-
ic character of the central governmental planning, and the 
housing and living needs characteristic of a large majority of 
Egyptian society on the other. 
New Assiut belongs to the 3rd generation of new towns – 
the so-called ‘sister cities’ planned and built since the 1960s 
as urban extensions to towns throughout Egypt. It’s unfin-
ished and largely motionless urban panorama set against the 
desert background can be seen as a reflection of the current 
stagnancy affecting Egypt’s New Town planning program. 
This countrywide state-initiated urbanization project had 
a goal to decentralise and redistribute massive population 
growth - out of the Nile Valley and into the desert – in or-
der to release pressure from the country’s scarce arable land. 
In the long run however, this public housing strategy based 
on the noteworthy ambition of creating living environment 
suitable for different social segments seems to have radically 
missed its target. New Assiut’s housing neighborhoods suffer 
a prolonged lack of public and social amenities and working 
places; the standardised apartments with their size limited to 
a minimum don’t comply with the needs of large Egyptian 

families. At the same time, the new town remains an isolated 
urban entity due to insufficient transport links. Consequent-
ly, these and other similar factors, have assigned New Assiut a 
role of a highly dependent extension to its ‘older sister’ town, 
Assiut. 
In contrast to the public housing projects, the more recent 
development mechanics visible in New Assiut in the past 
decade epitomize the manner in which the New Town pro-
gram in Egypt increasingly becomes the realm of private 
investment and real estate speculation, based on a long-term 
credit system. For the time being, New Assiut leaves one 
with an uncanny perception of a ghost town in the desert; 
a town that seems suspended between a slow, never-ending 
construction and a simultaneous process of decay.
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INdusTry aNd producTIoN:
commeNTary
The investigation into the different forms of production 
in the Nile Valley focuses on the relations of economic 
self-sustainability and interdependence of the Assiut gov-
ernorate within the regional and national scales. The ag-
ricultural sector dominates production activities in Assiut, 
employing nearly 40% of the total workforce. For this 
reason Assiut governorate’s holds one of the leading food-
supplying roles for urban and frontier governorates in Up-
per Egypt. 
Despite the developed agricultural sector, the other forms 
of production are crucial for the Upper Egypt’s economic 
system. Within this group, the state-driven industrial and 
productions’ contribution to the economic revenues re-
mains marginal, despite the large-scale national and supra-
national strategies offering attractive conditions to enter-
prises with low-tax policies and low land costs. 
By contrast, a remarkably vital contribution to Assiut Gov-
ernorate’s and the Upper Egypt’s economy is the so-called 
‘production on demand.’ This production system contra-
dicts the regular ‘supply an demand’ market logics, instead 
functioning as a model with a highly efficient and self-suf-
ficient character: Existing products are continuously re-

paired and reproduced, in a seemingly ceaseless metabolic 
cycle. This production system is formed through small 
scale and mostly family-run workshops, strongly embed-
ded in the traditional social networks and situated within 
the dense urban fabric typical of Assiut and other towns 
in Upper Egypt. The system can be characterized as a 
‘shadow’ economy: a highly flexible, bottom-up economic 
organism, functioning as a compensation for the inert state 
industrial sector. 
Seen at the scale of Egypt, this alternative model of pro-
duction highlights a matter-of-fact high degree of autono-
my of the Nile Valley from the state, and speaks in support 
of the thesis of the relative stability of the rural/urban so-
ciety in the valley.
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TraNsporT aNd mobIlITy:
commeNTary
mobility is an important indicator of a region’s urbaniza-
tion. There are two factors that affirm the thesis of a de-
veloped urban territory in the Nile Valley: first, the  trans-
portation network in egypt in general and particularly 
in the Nile Valley is characterized by a high density and 
a wide permeability and second, each citizen in the Nile 
Valley has access – economical and physically – to this 
network. The high degree of mobility is not only mapping 
an urban reality, rather, it becomes the generic element 
of the Nile city par excellence. commuter movement al-
low a form of human settlement in the villages, which 
is not exclusively based on agricultural production. as 
shown, the villages became the basic units of the urbaniza-
tion along the Nile. This development is supported by a 
high elasticity of the transport system: in a fragile balance 
of formal and informal forces, that means in governmen-
tal regimentation and private initiative, a demand-driven 
transport system could develop, which meets the needs for 
local, regional and national connections. parallel structures 
and different short-cuts within these three levels make this 
system serviceable to almost everybody in the Nile Valley.
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