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Abstract 

 
For decades, Egypt has been engaged with reclamation of desert land, this paper addresses 
settlers’ ability to create new societies and make a living in these areas. The first part of the 
paper provides an introduction to the issue of land reclamation, the background of the 
settlers, and how land is distributed and owned. The remaining of the paper is based on field-
work in the new lands. The inhabitants’ perceptions of life in the new villages are discussed. 
It is shown that the new lands can be seen both as ‘spaces of opportunity’ and as ‘spaces of 
poverty’, and that time is a main factor in constructing a feeling of being at home in the 
desert.  
 

 

Introduction 

 

After the 1952 revolution, reclamation of desert lands was declared to be among the most im-
portant objectives of the Egyptian Government (Meyer, 1978; Wolff, 1993). Since then, land 
reclamation has been used for a number of different policy purposes and reclamation of the 
desert continues, despite the inherent problems in resettling people and cultivating the desert. 
The principal purpose was and still is to increase the agricultural production and ‘overcome 
Egypt’s overwhelmingly unfavourable population to land ratio’ (Springborg, 1979: 54). This 
is both the official discourse and the lines of reasoning found in much of the literature. It is 
argued that with a growing population there is a pressure to increase the agricultural pro-
duction and it is not enough to bring more intensive means of cultivation into practice. The 
arguments are supported by descriptions of how the waters of the Nile meander through the 
country leaving a green ribbon in the desert land. Except from the delta and the Fayoum oasis, 
only a narrow strip along the Nile is cultivated and the population is also concentrated in these 
areas. Seen from this perspective, reclamation of the desert appears ‘natural’, almost inevit-
able in light of the population growth and increased congestion in the so-called old lands – 
these are the lands in the Nile Valley and the delta. Mitchell (1995) shows how this visual – 
often poetic – imagery of the country obscures and simplifies the relationship between the 
economic and social spheres as well as the involvement of international actors. Nevertheless, 
land reclamation remains high on the agenda of the Egyptian Government and is supported 
directly or indirectly by international agencies. Therefore, I find it relevant to address the 
issue of land reclamation although I agree with Mitchell’s arguments. 
 

Most of the literature on land reclamation in Egypt concerns marco-scale implications of this 
type of intervention. Especially agro-ecological consequences of cultivating the desert and the 
problems of ensuring sufficient water supply have been discussed (e.g. Enien et al., 2000; 
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Lenny et al., 1996; Monem et al., 1998). Fewer studies concern land reclamation in a socio-
economic perspective (Voll, 1980), although some researchers touch upon the cost-benefits of 
large reclamation projects such as Toshka (e.g. Ayeb 2002; Bush 2002c) and this issue is 
debated in the both in parliament and in newspapers (El-Din, 1999, 2000). Recently, the alloc-
ation procedures of new lands have been criticised by researchers studying the effects of the 
latest land reforms with special reference to the high number of former tenants who have not 
been eligible to apply for new land (e.g. Bach, 2002; Bush, 2002b; Saad, 2002). Nevertheless, 
studies of the new villages and their inhabitants are rare and remarkably few have carried out 
fieldwork in the new communities (exceptions being Hopkins et al., 1988; Meyer, 1994, 
1998).  
 

The purpose of the present paper is to redirect the discussion from the macro-perspective on 
how to allocate water and money, to the micro-perspective dealing with people’s life in the 
new lands, the problems associated with resettlement, and the whole idea of creating new 
communities1. Based on interviews with the settlers and participant observations in the vil-
lages, the core issue is: How do the people actually resettling in the desert perceive their new 
living conditions? In order to address this, the paper is divided into four main sections: First, a 
brief introduction to the issue of land reclamation in Egypt is provided. The second section 
outlines the background of settlers and distribution of the new lands; both these sections are 
based on the existing literature. Then, the perspective is turned to life in the new villages and 
based on fieldwork. In the third section, the villages will be discussed as spaces of opportuni-
ty and spaces of poverty2. This involves discussing how the inhabitants perceive opportunities 
and constraints in relation to living in the desert. Finally, this leads to a discussion of the 
sense of belonging to the new land, which includes analysing why people move there and the 
processes of feeling at home. 
 

 

Aspects of land reclamation in Egypt  

 

‘Agriculture has always been central to Egypt’s economy and its politics. The 
agricultural sector has often been an arena of conflict that goes beyond the 
countryside’ (Saad, 2002: 103).  
 

Likewise, the importance of land reclamation goes beyond the size of the reclaimed area and 
number of new settlers. The driving force behind post-revolution land reclamation was the 

 
1 It should be noted that the concept ‘community’ is ambiguous and with special reference to Egypt, Saad has 
noted that community ‘… has no local equivalent in the village’ (1998: 37). She explains that the concept 
obscures the multiple levels of identity and belonging found in villages and further that ‘community’ often is 
seen to correspond with a physical boundary of human settlement with a unified collective interest that is not 
found ‘in reality’. Therefore the concept is used sparingly in the present context. 
2 The concept spaces of opportunity and spaces of poverty is adopted and inspired from Müller-Mahn’s paper 
‘Spaces of poverty: The geography of social change in rural Egypt’ (Müller-Mahn, 1998).  
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commitment of the revolutionary leader to help the rural poor as well as the need for more 
agricultural land mainly due to the increasing population (Meyer, 1978; Voll, 1980). These 
arguments have been repeated and supplemented with statistics showing how the arable land-
to-man ratio has declined, for instance FAO indicates a decline of more than 75 per cent from 
1897 to 1999 (FAO n.d.). However, researchers such as Mitchell (1995) and Bush (2002a) 
have contested the reasons for an expansion of the arable area and hence the need for opening 
the desert and they argue that these policies should be understood as part of the wider political 
manoeuvring of both Egyptian Government and their influential international ‘partners’ such 
as USAID and the Saudi royal family. Despite the relevance of this, land reclamation con-
tinues.  
 

Over the years, the scope of land reclamation has varied, and it has been used as a remedy for 
almost any problem (Holmén, 1991). One example is that after the UN Convention to Combat 
Desertification from 1994, some of Egypt’s land reclamation projects have been carried out 
under the pretext of combating desertification supported financially by the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development (IFAD, 2000). Furthermore, expansion of the irrigated area in 
the desert is part of the Egyptian National Program to combat desertification (UNCCD, 1999).  
 

Since the early 1990s, the Egyptian government has emphasised desert community develop-
ment more than just land reclamation. This is yet another example of how the purposes of 
land reclamation vary. It implies that the concept of land reclamation is broadened to include 
planning and development of sustainable village communities in the new lands in order to 
overcome the problems of unemployment, congestion, and shortage of housing in the ‘old 
lands’. Hence, reclamation policies are increasingly being linked with development policies 
(El-Zoghby, 1999; Erian, 1997).  
  

Finally, it can be mentioned that President Mubarak has declared land reclamation a means to 
fight terrorism. This was in an interview with Der Spiegel in 1997 when Mubarak was asked 
what Egypt did to counter the terrorism hitting the country at that time. His answer was that 
creating new communities in the desert could alleviate unemployment and other poverty 
related problems, which he saw as underlying reasons for terrorism (Der Spiegel 50/1997). It 
should be noted, however, that land reclamation is a minor means in the Egyptian Govern-
ment’s fight against terrorism and the interview merely reveals the rhetoric surrounding land 
reclamation. 
 

These are just three examples of how land reclamation is used as a remedy for all sorts of 
problems and how it serves multiple political purposes. Leaving out some of these more ‘far 
flung’ arguments, present day land reclamation in Egypt can be seen as having four policy 
objectives: 
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• To enhance the agricultural production – the historical motive for reclamation 
• To decrease population growth in the Nile Valley and the delta 
• To generate employment  
• To alleviate poverty 
 

Hence, there are various reasons for opening the desert, and the reclamation policy of new 
lands continues despite the inherent problems involved in resettling people and cultivating the 
desert. But who are the people inhabiting these new lands and how did they end up there? 
These are the issues of the next parts of this paper. 
 

 

Distribution of new land and background of settlers 

 

‘It is worth looking closely into the solution of distributing reclaimed lands… 
because it gives an insight into political practice in contemporary Egypt’ (Saad, 
1999: 27).  
 

Other researchers have also noted that the Government uses the new lands and especially the 
distribution of land to care for and win support from certain groups of people (e.g. Spring-
borg, 1979; Bush, 2002c). The way reclaimed land is distributed and owned can best be un-
derstood in the wider context of rural development in Egypt over the last 20-30 years. There-
fore, a brief historical overview of issues of important for the rural economy in the new lands 
is provided before one of the land reclamation schemes – The Mubarak Project – is described 
in more detail. The fieldwork villages were all Mubarak villages and an introduction to this 
scheme provides the background for understanding why and how the settlers live in the new 
villages. 
 

Historical overview 

The creation of the Tahrir province (halfway between Cairo and Alexandria) in 1954 was the 
first reclamation project of desert lands after the revolution. Reclamation of the desert really 
took off in the 1960s and since then, a number of different groups have benefited both from 
different government programmes and from projects run by private investors. The history of 
reclamation is characterised by the development of huge state farms with thousands of work-
ers in the 1960s, inspired and partly financed by the Soviet Union (Springborg, 1979); and by 
the subsequent failure of these projects and various attempts to subdivide the land between the 
workers in the 1970s. This means that in the older reclaimed lands, many of the inhabitants 
are small farmers3, former workers from the state farms (Meyer, 1978, 1995).  

 
3 The rural economy of Egypt is often described as a peasant economy or the inhabitants as peasants (e.g. Dyer, 
1991; Seddon, 1986; Glavanis and Glavanis, 1983). However, Mitchell (1998b) argues that the peasant nomen-
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In the 1970s, migrant work gained importance and caused a substantial monetary flow into the 
rural Egypt (Adams, 1989, 1993; Reichert, 1993). Remittances made it possible for small 
farmers and landless to invest in land. As land in the old areas was – and is – very expensive 
and rarely came up for rent or sale, newly reclaimed land became an investment opportunity 
for the small farmers and landless. Hence, migration also affected the composition of rural 
communities in the new lands, both in terms of economics and in terms of socio-cultural 
influence.  
 

From the 1980s, a new group of people began to settle in the reclaimed desert; these were 
graduates. In order to understand where the graduates come from, we have to look back to the 
1960s when education became a social reproduction strategy (Bach, 1997). With free educ-
ation, decreased need for (child) labour in the fields, and the state’s employment guarantee to 
graduates, education was seen as an attractive possibility for young rural dwellers and the 
educational level of rural Egypt augmented significantly. In the 1980s, however, it became 
increasingly difficult to find employment for all the graduates; and since the mid 1990s, when 
the Government officially gave up the employment guarantee, there has been a high rate of 
unemployment among graduates, especially among those living in rural communities (Bach, 
1998). Subsequently with the increasing graduate unemployment, the government initiated 
schemes for granting graduates reclaimed land. At first, only graduates with an agricultural 
degree were qualified and these graduates were seen as the backbone of promoting productive 
desert farming. With the increasing unemployment, however, all graduates were eligible, and 
land reclamation schemes were perceived as a means to reduce rural poverty and inequality.  
 

In the late 1990s, a new group of people began to settle in the new lands. These were landless 
and tenants affected by the rural transformations and the changes in economic policies caused 
by structural adjustment. Most significantly tenure regulations were changed so tenants have 
to rent land at free market prices, which are ten times as high as the previously fixed prices 
(Müller-Mahn, 1998). This was the so-called ‘owners and tenants’ law of 19924 and the 
effects have been widely discussed (see e.g. several contributions in Bush, 2002a; and in Hop-
kins and Westergaard, 1998). The law has a huge impact on rural life in Egypt and in order to 
counter some of the negative effects, the Government’s reclamation schemes have been 
opened to another group – the landless and tenants who have been evicted from the old lands 
after the 1997 land reforms. The possibility of acquiring new land seems promising for many 
rural dwellers hit by the reforms. However, it is often claimed that new lands are not available 
to the evicted tenants and that the eligibility criteria make it impossible for many to make to 

 
clature often used for villagers with small or no holdings seem to escape the complexity of the lives of many 
small holders and we need to reconsider our identity labelling and whole understanding of the rural sector in 
Egypt. Keeping these arguments in mind, I will use the terms ‘graduates’, ‘small farmers’, and ‘landless/tenants’. 
These are terms that are commonly used (e.g. Hopkins, 1997; Mitchell 1998a) and they encompass the majority 
of the new settlers. 
4 The law, called Law 96 of 1992, was effective from October 1, 1997 after a five year transition period. 
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most of the opportunity to get new lands and further that those who get land do not have the 
investments necessary for making the land profitable (e.g. Bach, 2002; Bush, 2002c; Saad, 
1999). As we will see, this is not entirely correct anymore, although there still is a discrepancy 
between the potential number of applicants and the number of beneficiaries. 
 

The Mubarak Project 

Both graduates and tenants have been granted land on basis of the so-called Mubarak Project. 
This was initiated in 1987 and still has a high profile in the Ministry of Agriculture and Land 
Reclamation. The ministry explain that rationale underlying the project is that graduate un-
employment can be solved by granting the graduates reclaimed land. When a group of grad-
uates with different educational background is brought together, integrated rural communities 
can be developed. Here the human capital and energy of the youth can be used for developing 
communities in the reclaimed lands and increase the agricultural productivity by adopting 
new technology. Subsequently, this will alleviate the population density in the delta region 
and attract investors, small farmers, and auxiliary workers to the new lands, which mean that 
increasingly more desert can be reclaimed (MARL, 2000: 5). The project originally intended 
for agricultural graduates is now open for all graduate youth irrespective of their degree. They 
respond to announcements in the newspapers and if they are found eligible, they are allotted 5 
feddan desert land. When they receive it, the land is equipped with an irrigation system and a 
1-bedroom house. As stated by the ministry, the annual number of graduates receiving land 
should be 30,000; if their families are included this means more than 150,000 people move to 
Mubarak villages on an annual basis.  
 

According to the ministry, land is granted on basis of the following criteria (MARL, 2000): 
 
• Age (applicant should be under 30 years old) 
• Qualification (agricultural degrees are preferred, but all graduates can apply5) 
• Graduation year (applicants recently graduated are not considered) 
• Gender (men are preferred, but women can also apply) 
• Origin (applicants from rural areas are preferred) 
• General and agricultural background 
 

A total of 100 point can be given for fulfilling these criteria. For instance, agricultural degrees 
get 10 points and other degrees 5 points, the gender criteria gives men 10 points and women 5 
points. An administrator of the Mubarak scheme explained that they were afraid that women 
would be absentee landowners when they got married or that their husbands did not want to 
live on their land, therefore women are given fewer points. Furthermore, candidates are 

 
5 Most degrees seem to be recognised. The only exception I have managed to find is that graduates from the 
religious university Al-Azhar are declined on the grounds that they are guaranteed a position within the religious 
system. 
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expected not to have a criminal record, and the applicant should have finished military service 
or public service or have been exempted. Finally, applicants working in the government or 
public sector cannot be granted land. 
 

Because of the need to help evicted tenants after the land reforms, some of the Mubarak grad-
uate villages have been converted into tenant villages. However, there are some modific-
ations. Originally built for graduates, the holdings had a size of 5 feddan, but the government 
decided that the tenants should only receive 2.5 feddan. This means that 2 families have to 
share the land and the house intended for one graduate family. According to the ministry, 
17,000 former tenants had benefited from the Mubarak scheme by the end of 1999 (MARL, 
2000). There have been reports about tenants abandoning their land due to the poor conditions 
(Bush, 2002c); therefore the total number is unknown. 
 

It has been questioned if the inhabitants of the new lands were capable and interested in cul-
tivating the land productively. This is because landless and tenants bring agricultural practices 
from the fertile old lands that are not suited for desert farming. Graduates, on the other hand, 
are accused of having little experience or interest in agriculture at all (Erian, 1997; Meyer, 
1998). By taking a closer look at this group of settlers and their opportunities, the paper will 
illustrate how they perceive life in the new lands. These issues are addressed in the next 
sections. 
 

 

Spaces of opportunity or of poverty? 

 

In order to understand how the settlers perceive their life in the new lands, this study builds 
upon the ideas of the cultural turn. These are ideas such as the construction of space (desert) 
into place (settlements), territorial belonging and identity (in new lands) as well as exclusion 
and inclusion (from old lands or social groups). These issues are examined using a spatial 
approach6, whereby people’s statements and my observations of life in the villages have been 
divided into those concerning the new lands as spaces of opportunity and spaces of poverty 
and those relating to the issue of belonging. Further this is supplemented by available liter-
ature on life in the new lands.  
 

Fieldwork was carried out in ten villages under the Mubarak scheme; nine so-called graduate 
villages and one tenant village were included. They are located on the Western side of the 
delta, near Sadat City on both sides of the desert road between Cairo and Alexandria. Even 

 
6 In his study of social change and poverty in rural Egypt, Müller-Mahn has advocated for a spatial approach: ‘… 
it provides a framework within which people organize their lives and within which they act today. In dealing 
with the link between space and agency, geography presents some analytical tools that can bring about 
sensitivity to the spatial aspects of social phenomena’ (Müller-Mahn, 1998: 274). 
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though these villages are of recent origin, established between 1988 and 2002, their 
infrastructure and whole construction has the resonance of a farming community. All the 
villages are established to serve the agricultural sector and despite the diversification of pro-
duction activities, life evolves around agriculture. As all settlers in a certain village are 
granted land at more or less the same time, they also move in at more or less the same time, 
usually within the same year. In terms of planning the villages are fairly alike. All houses 
built for graduates (or tenants) look the same and are located on a grid. In the centre of the vil-
lage, shops, schools, mosques and other parts of the common infrastructure can be found. The 
fields surround the village, and some inhabitants live several kilometres away from their 
fields. As the settlements are located in the desert, vegetation is non-excitant in the newest 
villages, but the older villages have escaped their desert appearance and the monotonous 
houses gained some individuality.  
  

The interviews showed that the older the village, the more content were the inhabitants. This 
is not surprising as the older villages had far better infrastructure and more services such as 
schools, hospitals, etc. Furthermore this corresponds with a study of new land settlements 
made by Scudder (1991). Based on studies of a number of different settlement projects all 
over the world – also in Egypt – he shows that new settlements have to go through a number 
of phases before they can be considered ‘mature’ and that this has bearings for the way 
settlements are evaluated.  
 
None of the fieldwork villages were old enough to be considered ‘mature’ in Scudder’s 
perception; however, there was a clear difference between life in the older and life in the new-
er villages. Hopkins et al. (1988) made fieldwork in a number of villages in Tahrir, i.e. the 
first of the reclaimed desert lands, which are expected to have undergone the whole process. 
The fieldwork villages of the present study are located relatively close to Tahrir and by 
comparing findings from the two studies, we can get an idea of the importance of time. 
 

Spaces of opportunity 

The inhabitants of the fieldwork villages had quite different perceptions of life in the new 
lands, although there was an unexpected consistency on issues of importance for establishing 
a so-called good life. When asked about the positive aspects of living in the new villages, 
there were three issues that came up in almost every conversation:  
 
• There is space 
• The air is clean 
• It is peaceful and quiet 
 
This is in contrast to the old lands, which are described as crowded, dirty, stressful, and noisy. 
Furthermore, for quite a few their relocation to the desert had involved a higher material 
standard of living, especially a bigger house (mainly for the graduates). The interviewees 

 8 



DIIS/Gl. Kongevej Working Paper 03.9 Danish Institute for International Studies • Copenhagen 
 
 
valued all four aspects highly in regard to bringing up children and the new lands were seen as 
a space of opportunity for giving children a good start in life. 
 

Especially women equalled the new lands with new opportunities. Here the social norms and 
rules of the old lands can be negotiated and redefined. As all graduates – irrespective of 
gender and civil status – can apply for land, a number of women own desert land. Some of 
these women are not married; few live alone, but most with a family member, for instance a 
brother. In the new lands, women can be involved in all types of work in the fields, this is not 
the case in the old lands, where tilling is perceived to be men’s work and women only parti-
cipate if there is a severe lack of labour. The interviewed women discussed whether their 
work in the fields in the new lands was due to more ‘freedom’ in the new lands or due to lack 
of male labour in the fields. Based on studies in an old village with adjacent reclaimed land, 
Saad found that even within the same village different practice occurred in the old and the 
new lands especially with regard to women’s behaviour. She concluded that ‘…the distance 
from the social control of the core community allows women more freedom outside the 
house’ (1998: 32). 
 

The different organisation of agricultural and social activities in the new villages also extends 
the field of legitimate opportunities. For instance, some women have started their own busi-
nesses such as growing and arranging flowers for decoration or sewing clothes. Further one 
woman explained that when women participate in the cultivation of the fields, there is a need 
for somebody to take care of the children. As many of the graduate families are nuclear 
families and they live far away from the rest of the family, there are no grandmothers to take 
care of the children. This means that there is a need for kindergartens and the involvement in 
the market economy makes it possible for some families to pay for child care. In one of the 
villages, women had been competing over making the best kindergarten and one of the inter-
viewees had had to give up. Some of these opportunities are present because the gender roles 
are lived in a new space; other opportunities are due to the educational level of women in the 
new lands. The number of illiterate is lower and some women explain that with a degree in 
e.g. commerce it is practicable to start a business. Here it should be noted that many of the 
graduate men have married women with a degree. Hence, it is not only the women, who have 
been granted land, who act as entrepreneurs.  
 

Not only do the new lands entail different roles and opportunities for women, the pattern of 
social differentiation is also different in the desert lands. The new villages are more homo-
geneous; first and foremost the old class of big landowners is not present. The homogeneity is 
also due to the fact that the Mubarak scheme appeals to a certain group of people. This means 
that the settlers are of similar social and educational background as well as of similar age 
(applicants should be under 30 and move in at the same time). The homogeneity is present in 
both graduate and tenant villages, the inhabitants of the latter are drafted from a very distinct 
social group – landless and former tenants after 1997 – but are often less homogeneous in 
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terms of age. Also, it should be kept in mind that settlers are given the same resources when 
they move to the new villages, initially everybody will own and cultivate equal amounts of 
land. In theory this will not change in the future, as there are strict rules regarding sale and 
rent of land in Mubarak villages; however, ‘reality’ concerning sale and rent is somewhat dif-
ferent, but it is a delicate issue to talk about. Moreover, people bring different assets and have 
different luck, so differences do arise. Finally, graduates and tenants are rarely mixed in the 
same villages. This means that intra-village social differences are relatively small compared to 
the old lands, while inter-village differences are bigger and former landless and tenants 
loosing out – as discussed in the next section. 
 

To sum up, several of the interviewees state that the new lands give possibilities for a diverse, 
some say more free behaviour. Hence, to envisage the new land as spaces of opportunities is 
related to the possibility of escaping the constraints experienced in the old lands. Here, con-
straints should be understood both as lack of access to land and employment and as the pat-
terns of social rules and norms endorsing a certain behaviour.  
 

Spaces of poverty 

The negative aspects of living in the new lands entail somewhat more material types of issues. 
First and foremost there is a lack of services and infrastructure. This is a serious problem 
especially in the newer villages where they need clean drinking water, reliable health clinics, 
and schools above primary level. This has important consequences for the population. For 
instance, unreliable provision of electricity and lack of maintenance of the water pumps make 
the farmer more vulnerable and increase the production costs. The shortage of clean drinking 
water makes people sick. Some families had simply split up and left the old family members 
as well as children in the old lands because they were considered too fragile to stay in the new 
villages. This causes a feeling of loneliness, which is a very acute problem. Many of the inter-
viewees complain that they miss their family and friends from the old lands and the feeling of 
remoteness is accentuated if the services and infrastructure are poor; if, for instance, there is 
no public phone or poor transportation. While the standard of services and infrastructure may 
improve with time and ‘maturing’ of the settlements, the fieldwork showed that this it not 
always the case. The ten Mubarak villages displayed similarities in terms of poor infrastruct-
ure and services that was beyond what could be expected from established over a twelve year 
period. It seems that loneliness is not only related to the newcomers and therefore not only a 
matter of ‘getting used to’ the new place as discussed in the next section.  
 

This leads to the next negative aspect - the remoteness of the desert settlements. Although, the 
new villages may not be very far away in terms of physical distance, there is a sense of living 
in the periphery and for instance not being included in the political process. The feeling of 
being excluded from political processes is partly due to the fact that new lands are included in 
existing (old lands) governorates. This means that there is a problem of administrative bound-
aries and lack of direct representation at the national level. Consequently, it is difficult to raise 
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voices from the new lands because they are all included in the old lands in terms of admin-
istration and representation, a problem that was noted by Hopkins et al. fifteen years ago 
(1988), but still not solved. Hence, it is not only a matter of maturing as discussed by Scudder 
(1991). 
 

The major problem, however, is that agriculture in the new lands is very demanding in terms 
of initial investments. Obviously, the desert soil is of poor quality and therefore the yields are 
low. Profitable production takes years and can best be obtained by planting for instance 
grapes or citrus trees. However, these crops do not provide the farmer with any income the 
first seasons and the first step towards successful desert farming is consequently savings or 
loans, both of which are rare among the settlers. To quote one of them: ‘Desert development 
is long term, but we can only afford short term.’ Although the settlers do not have to pay for 
the land the first years and there are different types of loans, many feel they have been caught 
in a trap where they cannot make the land profitable and they cannot go somewhere else. One 
man explained that he preferred a government job, where he would have health insurance and 
retirement benefits. He explained that he was religious and opposed to take a loan because he 
had to pay interest, a request to be exempted from paying interests had been denied. He 
summed up his situation: ‘I have fallen into this trap of taking the land 12 years ago. I thought 
it was paradise and this was my chance to have a secure life for my children. But I discovered 
that I need to spend a lot on the land before it gives anything and this is difficult when I have 
children to support and I do not have a second source of income.’ 
 

Especially for the evicted tenants, the promised new lands may end up as a disappointment or 
even as a space of poverty. They have to share holdings and many do not have the money to 
make the land profitable. Furthermore, the average family size in the tenant villages is higher 
compared to the graduate villages. This means that the lands have to feed more mouths. In the 
graduate villages, young nuclear families dominate, while evicted tenants usually are older 
than land holders and the evicted tenants usually bring an extended family to the new land. In 
order to survive tenants cultivate for home consumption and rarely have cash crops that can 
provide them with an income. In this way, investing in the farm for long term profitability 
becomes very difficult. Although it should be kept in mind that all tenant villages are fairly 
recent of origin and still in the first phases of economic and social development, it is difficult 
for the former landless and tenants to make a living in the new lands. 
 

 

Sense of belonging 

 

Why do people leave their homes and move to the desert in the first place? Some of the inter-
viewees explain that the Government tries to make ‘the greening of the desert’ a national 
project that everybody should feel obliged to participate in. Hence, some see the possibility to 
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be granted desert land as a way to serve their country. Other feel encourage by the Qur’ân, 
where they claim migration to the desert is justified in Sûra 4 (95-100), which they quote7: 
 

97. When the angles take the souls of those who die in sin against their souls, they say: 
"In what (plight) were ye?" They reply: "Weak and oppressed were we in the earth." 
They say: "Was not the earth of God spacious enough for you to move yourselves away 
(from evil)?" Such men will find their abode in Hell, what an evil refuge! –  
 
100. He who forsakes his home in the cause of God, finds in the earth many a refuge, 
wide and spacious: Should he die as a refugee from his home for God and his Apostle, 
his reward becomes due and sure with God: and God is oft-forgiving, most merciful.  

 

This may well be reasons given in the local mosque. However, quotes from the Qur’ân is also 
used by the Government. The following quote is found on the inner page of a booklet The 
Mubarak Project published by the Ministry of Agriculture and Land Reclamation8 (MARL, 
2000).  
 

Thou seeth, Among His Signs. The Earth, as it is prostrated, But Once we make rainfall 
on it. It revives, and turns green once more. Almighty who rendrs her alive, Resurrects 
the mortals. His power controls every thing9.  

 

Both the national and the religious discourse provide some kind of ‘valid reason’ used by the 
interviewees to explain their move in general terms. However, these discourses are not always 
part of the narratives found at the individual and family level. Many explained that the Muba-
rak Project was their only way to get to own land and that there was nothing in their original 
village to make them stay. Although, there are a number of different reasons why people 
move to the reclaimed lands, landownership seems to be a major attraction, this was also 
apparent during the interview. Moreover, many of the interviewees had a farmer identity and 
expressed pride in participating the ‘greening the desert’. 
 

While it may be easy to find motivation and justification for moving to the desert, feeling at 
home there may be more difficult. In order to understand the processes influencing the con-
struction of ‘feeling at home’ in the new villages, the concept ‘sense of belonging’ can be 
used. The concept is often linked with issues of nationality, spatially bound identity, and 
‘imagined communities’ (e.g. Crang, 1998). With regards to more local scale processes, 
however, the concept is related to ideas of constructing ‘place’ and ‘home’ (Morley, 2001) 
and it can be valuable for understanding processes of land claims, attachment to certain areas, 
and even farming behaviour. The concept has a common-sense air to it that is valuable, 
because this is also what people themselves express during interviews touching upon this 

 
7 The quotes are from Abdullah Yusuf Ali’ translation of Qur’ân (The Hole Qur’an: text, translation and 
commentary). 
8 It should be noted that the publication is in English and in this case not intended for the potential applicants for 
the Mubarak Scheme. 
9 The quote is taken directly from the booklet, including errors, it refers to sûra 39 (21). 
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issue. However, it is useful to note that a sense of belonging is ‘inevitably complex, filtered as 
it is, and frequently reworked, through sedimented layers of memory and lived experience, 
shaped by the intangible intimacies of history and the pragmatics of the present’ (Hammar, 
2002: 228). 
 

As mentioned, many of the inhabitants of the new villages complained that the families had to 
split up due to lack of services and infrastructure. This caused a lack of belonging as well as 
being abandoned by the government, which did not provide the services promised. Further-
more, the local officials such as doctors and teachers are not interested in living in the new 
lands. Although they are appointed to work and live there, the settlers claim that the majority 
of the officials avoid staying in the new villages, neglect their jobs, and do not try to become 
part of the community. Hence they have no sense of belonging to the new lands. This leads to 
an image of the new lands as a place not worth staying and alienates settlers from constructing 
a sense of belonging. 
 

On the other hand, the settlers feel that the land originally brought them together and made a 
community of them. To build a sense of belonging to the desert villages is a process involving 
contradicting feelings and actions. This may be even more acute for the landless and evicted 
tenants who get an unprecedented chance to own land, but are granted too little land in vil-
lages with very poor housing and infrastructure. This can involve a fusion of emotions 
towards these lands.  
 

Community feeling and sense of belonging is build and negotiated at many levels. Hopkins et 
al. (1988) have suggested that the ability to solve problems within the local community with-
out police interference shows an increased community feeling. In all of the fieldwork villages 
customary reconciliation councils had been established. Most of the councils consisted of 
older men or in the graduate villages of people with the highest degree; only in one of the 
villages, women were represented in the council. The interviewees explained that they pre-
ferred to use the customary councils in case of conflict. Seen from this perspective, a sense of 
belonging is being established. 
 

It takes time to construct a sense of belonging and time certainly is a key in establishing a 
feeling of being at home in the desert. This can be seen when interviewing inhabitants of the 
older new villages. Despite all the difficulties they have experienced in the beginning and for 
some the feeling of being left at their own devices by a state not caring about its desert inhab-
itants, most have grown accustomed to living in the margin. Moreover, with the ongoing 
reclamation of desert land, the majority of the older reclaimed lands can no-longer be con-
sidered frontier. Today they provide the spatial linkage between the old and the new lands. 
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Concluding remarks 

 

This paper has addressed the life in the new lands from a micro-perspective. I do not question 
the agro-ecological problems related to cultivating the desert, nor do I deny that the huge in-
vestments allocated to 'greening the desert' could have been used differently. However, as this 
paper shows many of the new settlers are actually pleased with their new status as land 
owners. They complain about lack of services and there seems to remain lot to be wished for 
in that area. Even worse, some of the communities have inadequate supply of (irrigation) 
water, which makes cultivation and thus the whole life in the communities very difficult.  
 

The characteristic Hopkins et al. made of the problems and attitudes of the settlers fifteen 
years still applies: ‘… although people by and large see the government as the source of all 
their problems, they also commonly suggest that the government is the source of the solution 
to all their problems. The people are alienated but eternally hopeful’ (Hopkins et al., 1988: 
121). The fact that new lands are offered to former landless means that land reclamation pro-
jects may function as social exclusion from the old (and in many cases more fertile) lands. 
This means that land reclamation and the development of new rural communities may have 
the unintended effects of not alleviating poverty and helping inequality, contrary to the 
Government’s declared goals.  
 

To sum up the settlers’ perceptions of the new lands, we can make two images: To perceive 
the new lands as spaces of opportunity is linked with an idea of desert villages as the last 
frontier. People have chosen to live here because they see it as a national project to turn the 
desert green or they have a religious justification in the migration for new refuge. They are 
attracted by the possibility to become landowners and they negotiate and redefine the social 
norms and rules of the old lands. This is an image of people actively shaping their own life. 
 

In contrast to this, the perception of the new lands as spaces of poverty links to the idea of 
these areas a margin; here the inhabitants feel marginalised by the government and left in 
poverty in the middle of nowhere. The migration to the desert villages is due to lack of other 
opportunities or people claim that they have been deceived to believe that they were offered a 
new opportunity when in fact all they got was poverty in a remote area. This is an image of 
people passively being impoverished. 
 

It can be concluded that land reclamation has been on the political agenda since the 1950s and 
used as a remedy for a variety of problems. Presently, the multiple purposes of reclamation 
are to combat desertification, alleviate poverty, and fight terrorism. While it is highly quest-
ionable if the former and the latter of these objectives have been met, let alone how to eval-
uate this, the development of desert communities have provided a significant number of 
people not only with new agricultural lands and improved housing, but also with new opport-
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unities for making a living. Nevertheless, there are major problems in relation to community 
development especially after the agricultural reforms of the 1990s, and the reclamation 
policies need to address the difficulties experiences by the new settlers in order to avoid the 
new lands turning into new spaces of poverty. 
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