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Chapter 1 

General introduction 

 

1.1 Background of the research  

This thesis is about the actual position and the future of traditional knowledge in a Bedouin 

society in the south of Egypt. Traditional knowledge is part of a cultural heritage that has 

a rich history in Egypt. The ancient Egyptian civilization was among the earliest 

civilizations on earth. Egypt’s cultural heritage is world-famous and can be traced from 

the remote prehistoric past to the various stages of world civilization. For thousands of 

years  Egypt maintained a strikingly unique, complex and stable culture through the 

various historical phases that influenced later cultures of Europe, the Middle East and 

other African countries (cbd 2006). Illustratively, Egypt is the home to five sites that are 

on the UNESCO list of World Cultural Heritage (EEAA 2001). Today Egypt’s cultural 

heritage still contributes to its national identity and sense of continuity, but it is also a 

major economic asset (Yacoub 2013).  

Heritage is defined in literature in several ways. Ashworth et al. (2007) define 

heritage, which includes both tangible and intangible heritage, as “what human beings 

inherit from the past and utilizes it in the present”. The United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has defined cultural heritage as “the 

legacy of physical artefacts and intangible attributes of a group or society that are 

inherited from past generations, maintained in the present and bestowed for the benefit 

of future generations." This organization divides culture into two main categories; tangible 

heritage such as architectural works, sculpture, and intangible heritage including oral 

traditions, performing arts, and rituals. In addition, it also mentions natural heritages such 

as cultural landscapes, physical, biological or geological formations (UNESCO 2019). 

From these definitions, it is clear that the concept of heritage in all its forms expresses 

cultural roots and cultural identities of societies. 
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Nowadays Egyptian society resembles a melting pot of multiple cultures and 

traditions accumulated from ancient Egypt, the Roman Empire and the Islamic era. 

Although the Egyptian society is a multicultural society with a cultural heritage stemming 

from these different civilizations, its population has a relatively homogeneous majority of 

Arabic-speaking Muslims, up to 90%. At the same time Egypt houses several ethnic 

groups who have coexisted together over history. About eight percent are Christians, who 

are indistinguishable in other respects from the Muslims. It is estimated that some two 

percent of the total population of country consists of ethnic minorities, such as Bedouin, 

Nubian, Berber, and Beja. In addition, there are some communities with Armenian or 

Greek and other European (mostly Italian and French) roots (Icholas et al. 2019). 

In this thesis the focus is on Bedouin culture. Egyptian Bedouin tribes can be found 

in the Sinai Peninsula and in the Western and Eastern deserts along the Red Sea coast. 

It is estimated that there are approximately 300,000 people from 45 tribes living nomadic 

lifestyles in Egypt. The majority of these tribes are still nomadic tribal living in isolated 

oases and roaming with their families through the country's vast deserts to make use of 

fresh grazing areas and water resources for their camels and goats. Many Bedouins still 

live in the traditional clan structures and retain to the traditional Bedouin culture 

characterized by traditional music, poetry, dance, and many other cultural practices and 

concepts. However, the Bedouin culture in itself is not homogenous and there is wide 

range of diversity across Egyptian Bedouin tribes in terms of language, customs and way 

of life that reflect their diverse environments and history (El Shimi 2019).  

The Ababda and Bishari tribes in Wadi Allaqi, what this study focuses on, belong 

to the Bedouin community in the Eastern Desert. Main socio-economic activities of the 

local tribes are livestock herding and charcoal production. There is some limited trade 

with other natural products, such as wild plants sold as remedial medicines and 

handicrafts (Ghazali et al. 2008). The tribes have a nomadic lifestyle, throughout the 

South Eastern desert of Egypt but they also move over the border with Sudan. They are 

subject to continuous environmental fluctuations and are dependent upon the seasonal 

availability of rangeland. These people were able to maintain a way of living through 
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adaptation to harsh climatic and environmental conditions (Shilling and Dunn 2019) and 

they established their own sustainable societies, at least until recent times. 

Nature and culture are the two key elements for human survival (Rolston 1999) 

and are highly connected. Nature provides the setting in which cultural processes, 

activities and belief systems develop. Understanding of the environment leads to 

knowledge of species requirements, ecosystem dynamics, sustainable harvesting and 

ecological interactions. So, the conservation of natural resources and cultural properties 

as well as the preservation of the balance between them is essential for human survival 

on Earth. Biodiversity and natural quality are, in this view, inseparably connected with the 

existence of human beings. This is especially the case when it concerns local 

communities with their traditional knowledge and usage of biodiversity, which is of such 

direct relevance for agriculture and livestock and medicinal services in addition to its value 

as cultural heritage (UNESCO n.d.). 

In this context, Egypt is generally spoken characterized by a diversity of 

environments. Its rich variation in marine, desert and riverine ecosystems has produced a 

wonderful mix of habitat diversity with a relatively high richness of biodiversity, harboring 

species of plants and animals with special characteristics and requirements. Many of them 

are endemics, rare, endangered or nearly extinct. In addition, there are many geological 

or geomorphological natural formations with special scientific, cultural or aesthetic value 

(EEAA 1998; 2015). The loss and degradation of biodiversity would therefore have serious 

social, economic, cultural and ecological implications (EEAA 2015).    

One of the important strategies to achieve a widespread commitment on the 

protection of locations with natural, ecological and/or cultural values is to establish so-

called protected areas. Protected areas are defined by the IUCN (1994) as "areas of land 

and/or sea especially dedicated to the protection and maintenance of biological diversity, 

and of natural and associated cultural resources, and managed through legal or other 

effective means". Worldwide, many countries have established networks of protected 

areas as a fundamental tool, not only for the protection of habitats with a high biodiversity 

or ecological value but also because of the important role such areas may play in social 
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and economic development. Protection of these areas must be considered as an 

investment in the future (Chape et al. 2003; NCS 2006).  

1.2 Wadi Allaqi:  the study area 

Wadi Allaqi (see Kassas and Girgis 1970; Ayyad 1973; Ayyad and Ghabbour 1986) is 

located in the southern part of the Egyptian Eastern Desert (Nubian Desert) (Fig. 1 & 2).  

  

Fig. 1. Map of Wadi Allaqi                                      

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. The Wadi Allaqi landscape 
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The natural vegetation represents a typical desert flora, with a majority of 

therophytes and chamaephytes species (Sheded 1998; Shaltout et al. 2010). Although 

the diversity of plant species in the narrow wadi channel is relatively low with 127 species 

belonging to 38 families, distributed in a very limited area (Springuel et al. 1991), 

Springuel and Belal (2001) argued that “plant diversity in habitats of drylands, as Wadi 

Allaqi, may have very valuable gene and biochemical constituents”. Glinus lotoides (Fig. 

3), Citrullus colocynthis, Senna alexandrina, Solenostemma arghel, Salvadora persica, 

Balanitesa egyptiaca (Fig. 4), Cymbopogon proximus (Fig. 5), and Acacia trees (Fig. 6) 

are examples of Wadi Allaqi’s vegetation which is of critical importance to the quality of 

life for its inhabitants as it provides food, fuel, medicine and construction materials, and 

fodder supply for the local livestock (El-Dingawy 1990; Springuel 2004). 

 

   

 Fig. 3. Glinus lotoides                                    Fig. 4. Balanites aegyptiaca 

  

 Fig. 5. Cymbopogon proximus                                      Fig. 6. Acacia trees          
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1.3 People in Wadi Allaqi 

Ethnically, Wadi Allaqi is inhabited by two groups: the Ababda (singular Abadi) and the 

Bishari or Bisharin (see Hobbs 1989). Nonetheless, intermarriage occurs and reciprocal 

use of territory is common. Both groups are generally referred to as Bedouin, a generic 

term referring to desert nomads, (Fig. 7 & 8; Belal et al. 1998).  

 

     

Fig. 7. People of Wadi Allaqi; Women and children inside the tent (left panel), young men in guest area 
(outside the tent) (right panel).    

  

   

 Fig. 8. Bedouin coffee (Gabana) an old and important way of showing hospitality. 
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Bedouin livelihood and socio-economic interests are based on the natural 

resources of Wadi Allaqi (Springuel et al. 1991) as they utilize the area as a rangeland 

for their livestock, (Fig. 9), (Briggs et al. 1993). The knowledge of plants and the wadi, 

combined with knowledge about the management of limited resources, enable them to 

adapt and survive in their hostile environment (Fig. 10; Briggs et al. 1999; UNESCO 

1999). That environment provides them with food, clothing, shelter, protection, health, 

and recreational opportunities (Belal et al. 1998). Livestock is important as their 

household economy is based on sheep and goats which are directly controlled by the 

wadi hydrology and plants availability (Briggs et al. 1993; Belal et al. 1998; Briggs et al. 

1999). In addition, they utilize charcoal production, medicinal plant collection, small-scale 

cultivation, trade and wage labour.  

  

Fig. 9. Pastoralism in Wadi Allaqi; livestock grazing on grasses (left panel), camels grazing on acacia 
trees (right panel).   

  

Fig. 10. Using of Wadi Allaqi resources to survive; dry branches of Tamarix spp. are used as fuel-wood (left 
panel), goatskin-bag is used to cool water (right panel). 
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1.4 Changes in Wadi Allaqi 

The formation of the huge reservoir, Lake Nasser, behind Aswan High Dam in the period 

1967–1972 has brought tremendous changes in the ecology of the local desert 

ecosystem of Wadi Allaqi (Fig. 11). It resulted in a profound effect on the overall 

environment of the area around it (Briggs et al. 1993; Belal et al. 2009). Subsequently, 

the impacts of the changing environmental conditions got associated with socio-economic 

development of the area which has led to even more changes in the years since then.    

  

Fig. 11 Lake Nasser penetrates Wadi Allaqi.  

Consequently, the available natural resource base livelihood patterns and hence 

economic opportunities for the local population strongly changed, represented by the 

appearance of aquatic species such as Nijas spp. (Fig. 12) and Tamarix nilotica (Fig. 13), 

which provided new resource opportunities and activities as agriculture (Fig. 14; Pulford 

et al. 1992; Briggs et al. 1999; Springuel 1994; Sharp et al. 2003).  
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Fig. 12. Collecting of Nijas spp. from Lake Nasser (left panel), aquatic plants are dried before given to 
animals (right panel) 

   

Fig.13.Tamarix nilotica shrubs (new emerged species) Fig.14.Agriculture as a new activityin Wadi Allaqi                                                  

 

   The fresh water of Lake Nasser and the nearby plants available for grazing led nomads 

from the eastern desert area to settle as semi-permanent residents around the lake. It 

changed the age-old lifestyle through the possibility of continuous grazing and the year-

round availability of water, (Fig. 15; White 1988; Belal 1992).   
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Fig.15. Tents of Wadi Allaqi Bedouins that are easily dismantled and rebuilt; the tents are constructed of 
Tamarix wood frames and covered by palm mats, blankets of goat and sheep wool (shamla), and plastic 
floor mats. 

In recent years, the Egyptian government has been working to improve the socio-

economic conditions of the local population but marginalized Bedouin communities in 

Wadi Allaqi. The Egyptian government decided to build a village for the local population 

(Fig. 16) (quite far from Lake Nasser to avoid damage from unpredictable floods) and 

supplied educational and health facilities (Fig. 17). A wide range of social services was 

established, such as food aid, money aid and subsidies, housing, healthcare, veterinary 

care and education. It has led to clear changes in the livelihood of Wadi Allaqi (e.g. Fig. 

18). 

  

Fig. 16. Houses built for the Wadi Allaqi Bedouins 
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Fig. 17. Health facilities in Wadi Allaqi                            Fig. 18. Usage of modern materials        

 

1.5 Study Purpose and Research Objective  

The proposed study focuses on Wadi Allaqi as one of the important protected areas in 

Egypt. It is one of the current two UNESCO-MAB biosphere reserves in Egypt and lies at 

the Egyptian-Sudanese boundary (Belal et al. 1998). The main focus of this study is the 

developments in environment-related traditional knowledge and practices of the local 

Wadi Allaqi Bedouin society. The study aims to assess the changes of traditional Bedouin 

knowledge in the context of conservation, restoration and management of their livelihood 

system and changing environmental resources and circumstances.  

1.6 Thesis outline 

This thesis focuses on the dynamics of the knowledge of plant species, rangeland- and 

settlement related knowledge through assessing the knowledge base of Bedouin people 

in Wadi Allaqi by comparing age groups (older or younger than 50 years), men and 

women, and people living in tents at the shores of Lake Nasser or living in the houses of 

Allaqi Village. Subsequently, Egyptian policy on traditional knowledge of Bedouin in the 

context of environmental changes and related local socio-economic transitions is studied 

as well as the possible role of local people in research projects that aim to contribute to 

the nature conservation, socio-economic development, and the Bedouin culture and 

knowledge. 

 



13 
 

Chapter one, gives a general introduction of the research shedding light on some aspects 

related to cultural heritage. It provides background on Wadi Allaqi where the research 

was carried out and the general aim and purpose of the thesis is described. An overview 

of the thesis is included in this chapter too.  

Chapter two, introduces a review on traditional knowledge (TK). It discusses the definition 

and nature of TK, and focuses on the Wadi Allaqi Bedouin TK and discusses some 

experiences from other countries.  

Chapter three, deals with the Bedouin knowledge of vegetation in the Wadi Allaqi 

Biosphere Reserve. It investigates whether Bedouin knowledge of plant species has been 

affected in the context of socioeconomic changes among the Bedouin community over 

the last 50 years since the formation of Lake Nasser  

Chapter four, investigates the Wadi Allaqi Bedouins' resilience in the face of the impacts 

of Lake Nasser formation and the subsequent environmental changes in the Allaqi area 

by following Bedouins’ adaptive strategies and related acquired knowledge with regard to 

rangeland end settlement. 

Chapter five, inquires the position of traditional knowledge in the environmental Egyptian 

policy and related strategies and action plans. It also examines if the TK of local 

communities in Wadi Allaqi contributes to achieve the objectives of governmental or non-

governmental institutions and organizations.   

Chapter six, is a general discussion of the thesis in which the results are integrated and 

briefly summarized. It highlights the possible role of citizen science as a way in which 

scientists may engage a local society in scientific research. It provides the overall 

conclusions and implications on the Wadi Allaqi traditional knowledge. Recommendations 

for future research and management guidelines are also presented in this chapter. 

The insights from this study on the long term effects of environmental and socio-

economic changes of the indigenous culture and knowledge of the Bedouin society may 

benefit conservation initiatives in Wadi Allaqi as it can guide planning and implementation 

of conservation and development programs and activities. The study may also contribute 
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to a strengthening of the position of TK in the future, to a positive role of environmental 

traditional knowledge for nature conservation and restoration of the area as well as to the 

socio-economic interest of the local people, by engaging them in policy and scientific 

initiatives.  
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“IK is a cumulative body of knowledge and beliefs, handed down through generations by 

cultural transmission about the relationships of living beings (including humans) with one 

another and with their environment” 

Fikret Berkes 1997 
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