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Introduction  

Throughout the 20
th

 and 21
st
 century, the border regions in Egypt witnessed both armed conflicts and 

political disputes with neighboring countries that questioned the state's control over its land and 

borders. The political relationships between Egypt and its neighbors shifted several times from being 

tense to becoming more cooperative and vice versa. These shifts had direct physical impacts on the 

planning and development of border communities, and the level of attention that these communities 

gain from the state. 

 

A case oriented Study 

 This paper aims to look at four cases of peripheral border settlements/ regions and analyze the spatial 

impact of regional political stability or dispute on the human settlements of these regions. Though the 

paper will look at both situations, its main interest is to show how border communities are used to 

protect the state's sovereignty and control over its land. 

The cases will be reviewed chronologically, these cases are: 

o The case of Bedouin tribes coming from Libya in 1916 to invade the Southern Egyptian Oases 

during the relaxed control of the borders in World War One, and the factors that made such 

attempts easy in terms of population scarcity and settlements locations.  

o Post 1973 war measures taken in Sinai after the conflict with Israel in the 1960s and 1970s, with the 

approach of developing Sinai and populating its land, hence transforming it into a strategic depth of 

the country rather than being conceived as a vulnerable desert land. 

o The case of the Egyptian-Palestinian border town of Rafah which had two phases of trans-border 

cooperation, the first one during the Egyptian administration of Gaza strip in the 1950s /1960s 

which took a legal and formal mode of cooperation; while the second reflects the impact of the new 

political settings in Gaza strip in the form of "popular aid" but also the breach of borders due to the 

new political settings in the strip, which led to more segregation across the borders. 

o The case of the Halayeb and Shalateen triangle in the South of Egypt, which witnessed some 

disputes in the 1990s between Egypt and Sudan. Until 1953 Egypt and Sudan were one country, 

therefore the whole territory was considered part of the united Nile Valley. However, with borders 

in place between the two countries, Sudan had been claiming the right to the triangular territory 

which was not acceptable by the Egyptian side. The attention was given at that time to stress on the 

identity of the existing population in that area and provide several tangible physical actions for the 

existing human settlements to ensure the Egyptian identity. Despite, such disputes, there are still 

tangible cooperation across the borders due to historical tribal ties. 

State sovereignty means the exclusive right of the state to exercise its powers within the boundaries of 

its territories
1
, while cross-border cooperation means the cooperation between adjacent areas across the 
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borders. This concept has existed within different countries and contexts, either in legal or illegal 

forms. The most common example for a formal cross-border cooperation is now in effect within the 

countries of the European Union and with their external partners, seeking to promote economic and 

social development in border areas, address common challenges, ensure efficient and secure borders 

and promote people-to-people cooperation
2
. 

 The Egyptian cases tackled in this paper are examples of the two concepts, these can be present 

separately or combined. In most of the cases viewed, cross-border might have shifted from a formal 

and recognized form, to an illegal one. On the other hand, the issue of state sovereignty has been 

always facing many challenges throughout contemporary history.  

1-The case of the Western Desert Oases  

Egypt shares long borders with Libya, where certain tribes live across the borders. In present day, 

strong tribal and family ties exist among the tribes of the Western Desert, where many of them do not 

really acknowledge the concept of borders and nationalities. 

 A good example on this could be the relationship between the inhabitants of Siwa oasis in Egypt and 

their counterparts in Ghaboub Oasis across the borders in Libya. Both population groups have origins 

within the same Bedouin Arabian tribes. Initially these oases were all within the Egyptian territories. 

However, because of colonial interventions, and 

the reconciliation between the British occupying 

Egypt and the Italians occupying Libya , and the 

alliance of the two countries within the context of 

World War one, Ghaboub oasis was annexed 

formally in 1921. This took place after a process 

of negotiations that started in 1916 between the 

British and the Senussi in Libya under the Italian 

occupation with the opposition of the Egyptian 

public opinion, yet with a vague stance from the 

Egyptian government (Mohamed, 1980). At this 

point, Egypt had no control on its territories 

owing to the fact that it was under British 

occupation and considered a British protectorate, 

hence no sovereignty, despite the opposition by 

many fractions of Egyptian politicians and few British officials. The annexation went smooth as 

Ghaboub was at the edge of the Egyptian borders, with low population densities and apart from Siwa 

with 125 Km away. No other forms of human settlements in that area had a significant existence, 

therefore, it was quiet easy to annex the oasis.  
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Fig.1. An old map showing the borders between Egypt and Libya 

in 1915 with Ghaboub within the Egyptian territories. 

Source:  

http://www.militaryhistorytours.com.au/site/About_Western_Des

ert.asp 
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Another attempt to take the Western Desert oases by the Senoussi tribes took place in February 1916, 

with no objection from the Italians. Hence several attacks were made on the Egyptian oases and Dakhla 

oasis was occupied (El-Sisi et al, 2002). 

The location of these oases in the Western desert is 

considered peripheral even in present day, which was the 

same situation more than 90 years ago.  Also these 

settlements (oases) are dispersed in the desert away from 

each other with minimum in between distances reaching 

almost 180Kms and the maximum reaching about 250 

km.  Accordingly, the control by the central government 

and the British occupation forces in these areas was very 

limited. Moreover, with the dispersed pattern, no 

possible emergency help could be provided from one 

oasis to the other. As such, El Dakhla was occupied 

temporarily by these tribes. This occupation was short 

lived and ended soon in October 1916, after the 

mobilization of British and Egyptian troops. The 

mobilization took a long time because of the peripheral 

location. However, it was decided afterwards that a new 

governorate (province) would be formed to include 

Dakhla and Kharga under the name “South of the 

Desert” (ibid). Perhaps the British resisted the 

annexation of Dakhla, since it is deep within the Egyptian territories, while for Ghaboub it was almost 

on the border, where it was more vulnerable for external acquisition as explained above. In both cases 

at the time of the events, because of low population densities, few and dispersed settlements as well as 

the peripheral locations, with a country already under occupation, the border settlements were 

threatened, occupied and even annexed.  

2- Sinai and the New Map of Egypt 

The Sinai Peninsula is considered over time as the 

Eastern gate to Egypt. Most of the Egyptian armed 

conflicts in the 20
th

 century happened in Sinai. 

Starting from the Suez war (1956) and ending up 

with the October War in 1973. Sinai was lost 

twice to the Israeli forces the first time in 1956, 

when the Egyptian forces had to withdraw from 

Sinai to defend Egypt’s mainland and stop the 

French and British occupation forces in Port Said. 

However, it was returned few months later in 

1957 with the installation of a United Nations 

Fig.2: The dispersed Oases of the Western Desert 

with vast in-between distances 

Source: Serag,2008 

Fig.3: Sinai Peninsula has been always considered as the Eastern 

gate to Egypt with a surface area of 60000Km2. It has borders 

with Gaza strip and Israel. 



peace keeping force along the borders with Israel
3
.  Sinai was again a battleground between Egypt and 

Israel in the six days war of 1967, and ended up with the loss of Sinai totally until 1973, and its gradual 

retrieval that ended mostly in 1982
4
. The scarce population that existed in Sinai during this period was 

considered the main reason for having it as a battleground for three successive wars. Sinai was not 

considered the depth of the country. President Sadat expressed in one of his speeches the concept of the 

strategic depth in which he said “An Eye for an Eye, a Toe for a Toe and a Depth for a Depth
5
”.  Prior 

to the 1973 war, the cities along Suez Canal were considered the first line of the Egyptian depth, and 

not Sinai because of its dispersed and low population densities. The words of President Sadat reflected 

his vision towards the development of Sinai and converting it into an Egyptian depth by working on the 

population factor. The strategic aim of this was to develop Sinai and attract further population to realize 

a reasonably dense populated area. Accordingly, Sinai would then be considered an interior depth of 

the country and making international condemnation eminent in case of any future incursion from the 

Israeli side. Moreover, the Egyptian state would ensure its sovereignty over Sinai.  

According to a study by Abu ElSoaud, (1986), the North-East borders of Egypt, i.e. those in Sinai were 

still considered the most dangerous region in terms of possible future conflicts. Among the  drawbacks 

that were highlighted: The very limited existence of human settlements at the Sinai borders and in its 

depth, makes it easy for the Israeli side to attack and infiltrate the Egyptian territories in Sinai. And 

even if there is some dispersed population in Sinai, such dispersal with low densities cannot organize 

any resistance or emergency measures in case of any cross-border attacks. 

2-1 The New Map of Egypt  

In October 1974, Sadat presented the so called October working paper, which outlined his vision for 

the future development of Egypt. This document introduced the open door policy that was later to work 

on opening up the Egyptian economy to the world economy. Yet, it also included a spatial and physical 

vision to the development and urbanization of Egypt entitled “The New Map of Egypt” (Attia, 1999). 

The new map of Egypt pivoted on two main aspects; the first was to introduce development axes in the 

North South- East West directions, while the second was to construct new towns and cities with 

different economic bases to act as growth poles along these axes. The main target was to de-

concentrate the population from the Nile Valley to the new development areas by attracting a 

population of 18 Million Egyptian by the year 2000 (ibid).  

The implementation of the New Map was to take place over three main phases, with the first one 

including the development of Sinai, the Mediterranean coast and the Red Sea Coast. The presence of 

the Red Sea coast was imminent since it included the cities overlooking the Suez Canal and was 

devastated during the war year and was subject to forced displacement of their population, hence their 
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need to return. Sinai was included at this first phase to ensure its rapid development and the 

introduction of new human settlements to form a tangible population, hence becoming a territorial 

depth of Egypt. 

2-2 An unfinished development  

Despite the ambition of the plan, and the focus on the 

postwar reconstruction of the Suez Canal cities, Sinai itself 

was not as fortunate as expected. With the assassination of 

Sadat in 1981 and the change in governments at that 

period, the development of Sinai faced many hurdles. 

 However, there had been several regional development 

plans that were put forward for Sinai with the first one in 

1985
6
. This plan for example introduced the concepts of the 

Development axes, growth poles and growth points. It also 

recommended the construction of 18 new human 

settlements along the coasts of Sinai and 19 settlements in 

its interior, with the main aim of attracting tangible 

population to settle and work in Sinai, hence, ensuring the 

control over Sinai and furthermore ending the definition of 

Sinai as a battleground. The development plan also 

considered the regional cross-border cooperation with the 

neighbors in the Gaza strip.   

There had been other development plans for Sinai, later in 

the 1990s, but most of the development intervention 

focused mainly on the area of Sharm El Sheikh in the South, with tourism as the main economic base. 

Hence the main concepts of the initial development plan of attracting a tangible population and 
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Fig.4: The three development phases for the New Map of Egypt, with Sinai being in the first phase. 

Source: Attia, 1999 

Fig.5: The strategy for the Development of Sinai 

Source: Sinai Development study, 1985 



establishing a critical depth were not realized. This of course led to the vulnerability of the Egyptian 

borders in Sinai that is currently witnessing illegal cross-borders activities including smuggling and 

possibly human trafficking, to the extent of a full border outbreak from the Gaza side in 2008, as will 

be discussed later. 

3- The case of the twin cities of Rafah 

The twin cities of Rafah are two cities with the same name located at each side of the Egyptian- Gaza 

strip boarders. Rafah originally emerged as one settlement throughout ancient history at the edge of the 

Palestinian borders with Egypt, in most cases the city was treated as one unit under one administration. 

During the 20
th

 century the city exchanged administration several times from being under British 

control starting from 1917 to Egyptian control since the Egyptian army entered the city during the 1948 

war with Israel until 1967. Rafah exchanged hands again to become under Israeli control as a 

consequence of the six days war in 1967 until 1982.  As an outcome of the Camp David peace treaty 

between Egypt and Israel, Egypt regained its control over Sinai, which led to the division of the city of 

Rafah into the Palestinian Rafah that remained under Israeli occupation until 2005 and the Egyptian 

Rafah, that was actually the city districts that fell across the borders in the Sinai Peninsula (Massry, 

2009).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.6: Exchanging control over the Gaza strip including Rafah 

Source: http://www.sadaqathullah.com/palisr.html , January 2010. 

http://www.sadaqathullah.com/palisr.html


3-1 Rafah under the Egyptian Administration (1948-1967) 

During this period Rafah was one city under the Egyptian administration except for few months when it 

was occupied by the Israeli army during the Suez war in 1956, but was soon to return to Egypt control 

in 1957. Since Rafah was one city during this period, it gained its importance as a cross road city or the 

gate to both Palestine and Syria. Accordingly one can argue that several aspects characterized the 

function of the city in terms of cross-border cooperation with Palestine and Syria.  

The railway Cairo Express serving between Kantara east 

in Egypt and Haifa passed by the city, thus making it a 

transportation node linking Egypt to Palestine (DAAR, 

2010). Not only railways but bus lines used to operate 

between Cairo and Rafah and then linking to other places 

in Palestine such as Jerusalem and Haifa. With such a 

location, commerce and trade took place between the 

Egyptian and Palestinian sides in Gaza strip with Rafah 

included as a trade spot. Daily activities of the local 

residents in Rafah (Sinai- Palestine) took place such as 

farming and sheep grazing.  At the same time the 

education system in Rafah and the whole Gaza strip was 

based on the Egyptian education system and school books since 1948 (Abu Duho, 1996).  

3-2 Rafah under the Israeli Occupation 

During the 1967 Six-Day War ,Israel captured Rafah with the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza Strip along 

with other occupied Arab territories in Palestine, Jordan and Syria.  

 Israel (IDF) made some spatial changes 

in the area to create patrol routes for its 

troops, thus leading in some cases to the 

displacement of about 5000 people of 

the population. In order to rehouse the 

displaced Palestinians, Israel built two 

housing projects, Brazil in the South of 

the city and Canada across the border in 

Sinai. Both camps were named after the 

UN peacekeeping forces that used to 

have barracks in the same locations. 

Israel had also constructed 14 separate 

Jewish communities across Sinai, with 

the largest of them located in the Rafah 

region and known as Yamit, with about 

600 houses (Rabinovich, 2005). Yamit 

was envisaged to become a large town 

and sea port to cut Egypt from the Gaza 

strip with a targeted population of 250000 people by the year 2000. The construction started in 

September 1973. By April 1981 the population in Yamit was about 2500 inhabitants. However because 

of the peace treaty with Egypt, Israel had to evacuate Yamit, which was razed to the ground by the 

Israeli army, and evacuate the other settlements. At this point, the Israeli actions were not of course 

Fig7: Railways extended from Egypt to Palestine 

through Rafah. 

Fig8: Yamit Settlement in Rafah was built to host 250000 inhabitants by the 

year 2000 . 



considered as cross border cooperation, rather a breach of sovereignty by the occupation army in 

Egypt. Israel, by constructing these settlements, was using the population factor to confirm its presence 

in Sinai through settlements. 

 

3-3 The division of Rafah 

According to the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel 

in 1979, Egypt was to gain control back over its lost 

territories in Sinai, but not in the Gaza strip. At that 

time the negotiations for the Palestinian territories were 

hurdled and postponed for a later phase. It is argued by 

Massry (2009) that Israel initially proposed to make the 

whole of Rafah under Egyptian control, however Egypt 

insisted on maintaining the original country borders 

delineated in 1906. Accordingly, Rafah was divided 

into two cities, with the largest and the main part in 

Gaza strip and a smaller part in Sinai under Egyptian 

control. The division initially took place by laying 

down barbed wire and later developed to constructing 

corrugated sheet fences and even other steel and stone 

walls (marefa.org, 2010). The division of the city 

caused a severe disruption on the social and economic 

aspects of the city, where families were divided across 

the new borders.  

Some of the spatial and demographic aspects of the 

above division could be listed as follows:  

-  The urban fabric of the city was divided by the 

new borders, with the main streets in the 

Palestinian Rafah traced throughout the Egyptian 

Rafah. As such the urban fabric and the street 

network were bisected into two.  
- The evolution of the two cities, took different turns. 

In Egypt, Rafah is considered a peripheral border 

city with low population density of about 34000 

inhabitants according to the North Sinai annual 

periodical (2010), with a small urban agglomeration. 

On the other side, the Palestinian Rafah, being part 

of the Gaza strip, has a population of about 120000 

inhabitants according to the 2006 census. This is 

considered a high population density over a limited 

area of land, which is the case all over the Gaza strip 

as an outcome of the Palestinian displacement and 

refugee movements that resulted from the consecutive Arab- Israeli wars.  

- A border crossing between Egypt and Palestine was constructed to regulate the movement of people 

across the two countries. The border gate from the Gaza strip side was controlled first by the Israeli 

Fig 10: The high population and building densities of the 

Palestinian Rafah contrasted with the Egyptian one. 

Fig9: The borders between Egypt and Israel with the partition 

of Rafah into two cities. With the largest part on the Gaza 

strip side. 

Source: EUBAM Rafah , 2010 



army until its withdrawal from Gaza in 2005, then by the Palestinian authority , yet monitored by the 

European Union Boarder assistance mission in Rafah (EUBAM
7
) until 2007 and since then by the 

Hamas movement
8
. 

At this point, the main cross border relationships were only limited to the movement of people across 

the border crossing. However, as a result of the control seizure by Hamas over Gaza, Israel applied a 

blockade over Gaza that limited its international trade and source of necessary daily life supplies. 

Accordingly a new type of cross-border cooperation emerged. 

3-4 Informal cross-border cooperation 

Since the blockade was enforced on Gaza strip after the 

Hamas seizure of power, a new form of informal/illegal 

cross-border cooperation took place through tunnels. 

Few months after the blockade, Gaza strip faced a severe 

lack in basic goods. It was in January 2008 that 

thousands of Palestinians stormed the Egyptian borders 

coming from Rafah and other cities from Gaza strip into 

the Egyptian territories heading for the Egyptian Rafah 

city markets and reaching for other cities in Northern 

Sinai. The main purpose of the storming was basically 

shopping for basic needs (Fleishman, 2008).  

However, since this incident could not be repeated 

regularly in such away and seeking for a win-win 

situation on both sides, Palestinian and Egyptian 

merchants established channels for illegal trade and 

smuggling of goods across borders through tunnels, 

which are considered an underground spatial 

intervention. In fact the first tunnels were built after the 

division of Rafah in 1982 and some were built round the 

year 2000 during the second Intifada (Noir et al, 2008). 

However, the phenomenon boomed since the Gaza 

blockade, over 1000 tunnels had been constructed across 

the border to smuggle different goods from Egypt into 

Gaza with thousands of workers involved in digging, 

smuggling and trading. Some might argue that such 

tunnels are established as a form of solidarity and aid, 

however, the state consider them a method for illegal trade and smuggling and should be stopped 

(Flounders, 2009). On the other hand, the presence of these tunnels have introduced an alternative 

underground economy and an informal cross-border cooperation that employes thousands of people 

specially among the Palastenians who would had no other alternative but to make this intervention. 
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Fig11: Palestinians stormed across the Egyptian borders in 

January 2008 to shop for their needs in Sinai. 

Fig12: The tunnels across Rafah are in many cases 

well-constructed and reinforced. 

Source: http://www.courierpress.com , 2009 

 

http://www.eubam-rafah.eu/node/2296
http://www.courierpress.com/photos/galleries/2009/dec/31/world-today-pictures-dec-30-2009/8785/


 Since the population on both sides of the border has family ties, these tunnels are usually constructed 

to start from a house on the Egyptian side with the end at the Palestinian side. The depth of the tunnels 

can go as deep as 20 to 25 meters and length of 500 to 800 meters (Noir et al, 2008).  

The construction of these tunnels varies from primitive 

tunnels to highly engineered tunnels with electric lights 

and ventilations.  

The flows through the tunnels evolved to include: 

- Food supplies and goods which are sent through the 

tunnels to merchants on the Palestinian side.  

- Cattle that are escorted through the tunnels. 

- Cars and motorbikes throughout some wider tunnels.  

- People for social reasons, i.e. family reunions and 

marriages
9
.  

- Construction materials such as cement. 

Unfortunately, the informal/illegal cooperation 

between borders evolved to include arms smuggling 

into the Gaza strip, hence putting the Egyptian 

administration under pressure to stop this act. 

Despite the fact that the tunnels showed one form of 

cross-border cooperation, it also shows one form of 

breaching the state’s sovereignty in terms of the 

whole concept of smuggling either goods or arms. 

As such the Egyptian government started taking 

concrete measures to stop this activity, by building 

an underground steel wall that extends below the 

existing border fences and walls. Such wall is 

intended to exceed in depth the maximum depth of 

the tunnels to block their passages (Fraser, 2009).  

Despite the disappointment from the Gaza side, and the claims that such an act will cause the starvation 

of Gaza, It is argued that with this action, the state is attempting to gain its sovereignty over its land, by 

stopping all illegal smuggling activities through its borders. In this case, of course there are several 

other hindering reasons to maintain the soveregnity of the state, among which are the conditions of the 

peace treaty with Israel itself that limits the deployment of Egyptian armed forces in this area, hence it 

is argued that enough man power is not available to ensure a full border control. Also the sympathy and 

solidarity of the Egyptians in general and those in Rafah in particular with the Palasetniens in the Gaza 

strip as well as the guranteed profit from smuggling activities that increased by the construction of 

tunnels, encourage such an illegal border cooperation. 
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Fig15: An underground barrier is set for construction by the 

Egyptian authorities to stop the path of the tunnels into Egypt. 

Source: http://news.bbc.co.uk , 2009 

 

Fig14: Different sort of goods are smuggled across the 

tunnels including cattle. 

 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/


4- The case of Ras Hederba border village with Sudan 

The cross-border relationships between Egypt and Sudan had passed through different phases across 

history until present times. The case of the border village of Ras-Hederba reflects a recent Egyptian 

attempt to sustain the state’s sovereignty in an area of dispute in the South –East of Egypt known as the 

Halayeb – Shalateen triangle.  It is important to note that the attempts concerning the Ras-Hederba 

village are based on the personal experience of the author as a regional and urban planner expert 

involved in the project.  

4-1 A problem from the British colonial period 

Throughout the 19
th

 century Egypt expanded its control over Sudan during the reign of Mohamed Ali 

Pasha. Although Egypt was nominally part of the Ottoman Empire since 1517, it became an 

autonomous state under the Ottomans with the accession of Mohamed Ali Pasha into power. During his 

reign he worked on expanding the territories under Egyptian control across the neighboring countries 

including the Sudan which was annexed to Egypt in 1820 seeking the unity of the Nile valley 

(onwar.com, 2010). 

In a later phase of the 19
th

 century mainly in 1882 Egypt 

fell under British occupation. In 1899 Britain and Egypt 

reached an agreement defining the international borders 

with Sudan as the 22 Parallel (US-DOS, 1962). The 

agreement also allowed for a joint Anglo-Egyptian rule of 

the Sudan which continued in different forms until 1956 

when Sudan gained its independence from both countries. 

Until this point the flow of goods and people was 

maintained normally across the borders of both countries, 

which in principle were both under the same rule. Since 

the early 1920s and until the abolishment of the monarch 

rule in Egypt in 1953, both countries were called “The 

Kingdom of Egypt and Sudan”.  

For hundreds or even thousands of years several Nubian 

tribes along the banks of the Nile in the South of Egypt 

and North Sudan and Bedouin tribes close to the Red Sea 

lived within the areas that became later the borders 

between the two countries. With the setting of the January 

1899 agreement political borders were set for the first 

time between Egypt and Sudan. At that time all the town 

and village governors in Sudan were Egyptians, 

accordingly the agreement also proposed administrative 

borders for administration and taxation purposes to define 

the different jurisdiction areas (Badawey, 1993). At that 

time there had been some movements of families within 

the same tribes from the Northern part of the border at the 

area known as Halaeyb and Shalateen to South of the 

border. 
Fig.16: Map dated to 1899 showing Egypt and Sudan 

borders, with the Halayeb and Shalateen area 

included within the Egyptian soil. 



 Because of these settings, and because of the fact that this area is located far away from the Aswan 

administration, the Egyptian Minister of Interior issued a decree in March 1899 in which he set the 

administration of the area in Halayeb and Shalateen under the administration of the closest 

administration unit and  Egyptian governor who was in Sudan (ibid). At that time this was not a 

problem since both countries were under the British rule, furthermore, they later emerged as one 

Kingdom until the mid-20
th

 century. A similar case also existed across the borders but along the banks 

of the Nile between a group of Nubian Villages, and a similar decree was issued. However, after the 

construction of the High Dam, this area is now submerged under Lake Nasser. 

During the post-independence period of both countries 

several tensions and disputes took place concerning the 

Halayeb and Shalateen triangle. Sudan claimed that this 

land is Sudanese despite the 19
th

 century maps that 

confirmed that this triangle belonged to Egypt. Such 

disputes escalated at certain times in the late 1950s and 

later on in the early 1990s (Abdel Hakim, 1998).  The 

second crises with Sudan took place in 1992 when Sudan 

asked a Canadian company to search and extract crude oil 

within a territory extending beyond the 22 Parallel borders 

to include the whole area of Halayeb and Shalateen. This 

act caused some critical tension in the relations between 

the two countries that reached the closing down of the 

consulates of both countries at both sides (ibid).   

The government attempted to make some improvements 

at that time within the settlements of the area as well as 

providing daily supplies and services to the population 

within the disputed zone. Moreover the government at 

that time attempted to issue national IDs to all the 

inhabitants of the area, to ensure that the people living 

within the area are Egyptians (Baraka, 1998). The 

government at that time aimed for increasing the population densities in the existing settlements as well 

as building new settlements such as the border village of Ras Hedrba that was built in 1998.  

4-2 The present situation 

Information and data concerning the present day situation in region are based mainly on the actual 

urban development project that focused on the area starting from 2009, in which several experts 

(among whom was the author) from different disciplines were involved.   The Halayeb – Shalateen 

region is considered among the most remote and peripheral Egyptian regions. It has a total population 

of less than 9000 inhabitants, scattered across the area, with the Shalateen city being the largest human 

settlements over there with a population of nearly 3000 inhabitants.  Most of the inhabitants belong to 

two main Arabian tribes the Ababda and the Basharya. Their main economic activities are sheep 

herding, fishing and trades (GOPP, 2010). In Several areas within the Halayeb and Shalateen region 

nomadism is the main characteristic of its population.  

Already within such settings there are several forms of cross border relationships between the Egyptian 

and Sudanese sides that could be highlighted. The most important ones are: 

Fig.17: Map showing the Halayeb and Shalateen 

triangle that is claimed to be part of Sudan. 

Source: http://www.huffingtonpost.com 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/


1- Social relationships: As families from the same tribes extend across the borders, marriages and 

other social interactions emerged across the borders. Such marriages led to the formation of the 

multinational families, according to the demographic expert who participated in the project in 

2009. In such a way that many families would have the parents from the same tribe but each is 

holding a different nationality, so as their children with mixed nationalities. This is because; 

nationality to the population of this area comes in the second place after tribal relationships that 

are much stronger. 

 

2- Camel Caravans trade: among the historical activities that are taking place in across the 

boarders is the passage of the camel caravans, coming from Sudan and ending North in Cairo. 

Along the route from the South to the North several camel markets emerged in settlements 

across the borders. Such an activity is considered a tangible economic activity for some 

segments of the population across both sides of the border.  

 

3- Smuggling of goods and drugs: Due to the low population densities in the area, smuggling of 

goods and drugs across the borders is becoming a problem with no tangible solution to stop 

them. Such an activity remains of course an illegal cross-border activity. 

Recently, claims that the Halayeb and Shalateen region is Sudanese territory were renewed both 

publicly and officially in Sudan, possibly because of the mineral resources that are abundant within the 

triangle (Abu-Fadil, 2010). In addition to the above mentioned illegal activities, the Egyptian 

government considered these actions as a breach of its sovereignty and needed tangible action was 

required. 

4-3 The Development of Ras Hederba   

In 2009, the General Organization for 

Physical Planning GOPP, was delegated 

by the Ministry of Housing to make a 

redevelopment for the border village of 

Ras Hedrba. The village is located few 

kilometers North of the Sudanese border 

and is considered the first Egyptian 

settlement after crossing the border. The 

village was constructed in 1998 as 

explained earlier, with the aim to settle 

the Bedouin population within it. 

However, 11 years after its construction, 

the population in the village reached 

only 464 inhabitants mostly living in 

huts with their sheep , with poor services 

and almost no attractive economic 

incentives. The GOPP formed a team to 

propose for the redevelopment of the 

village to attract more population to 

show that there is a significant Egyptian 

population in that area and as a start for further human settlements development.  

Fig.17: The present situation in Ras Hederba village, with most of the 

population being Bedouins , with an area for sheep gazing. However, there 

are some attempts by the government to build new homes that are 

considered out of context , together with some facilities and services. 



The Ministry of Housing has earlier built new dwelling units in the village with the aim of settling 

down the Bedouins. However, such units did not meet the necessary requirements vis a vis the cultural 

settings of the Bedouin population. The planning team considered to induce the needed development of 

the Ras Hederba village, by looking at the cross-border relationships and the possible economic 

activities that could be established. At this point structural plans for the village have been proposed, 

taking into consideration two aspects: 

 1-To maintain the necessary place 

settings for the traditional Bedouin 

population and their space 

requirements, through modifying the 

government building plans to suit their 

needs, while considering attracting 

other population segments to resettle in 

the village, hence proposing a phased 

housing and service development. 

 2- To provide strategic projects, that 

despite small in size could be of a 

tangible economic effect to the village 

part of which are based on the cross-

border activities. Among these 

strategic projects is to establish a 

regional border market to regulate the 

trading activities across borders with reasonable regulations to confront the illegal smuggling. Also a 

camel market is to be introduced at this point as the first market on Egyptian soil taking into 

consideration the frequent passage of the caravan routes. Moreover, the proposals included establishing 

a link with the red sea coast that is only 6 kilometers away with the possibility of establishing a sea 

resort, or a diving center that is related somehow with accommodation in the village itself.  

However, the planning team perceived 

that it is not a sufficient approach to only 

focusing on the village itself, rather a 

coherent sub-regional development that 

would include the Red sea coast until 

Halayeb village with a proper hinterland 

should be considered as well. 

Accordingly a development proposal was 

also developed for this sub-region aiming 

to strengthen the development approaches 

on the lower levels, e.g. village levels.  

The project is still ongoing; as such it is 

difficult to reach for early conclusions 

at this point. However, it is obvious that 

the government called for this project 

to sustain and strengthen its control and sovereignty over this Egyptian territory, yet at the same time, 

the advantages of cross border cooperation were not over ruled from the attempt.  

Fig.18: One of the planning alternatives for the structural plan of the Ras 

Hederba Village. 

Source: GOPP, 2009. 

Fig.19: The regional approach for the development of the Ras Hederba area , 

which includes as well Halayeb and Shalateen cities. 

Source: GOPP, 2009. 



 5- Conclusion 

This paper tried to understand the role and function of the border settlements in Egypt. It has viewed 

four cases throughout the course of modern history that are located in peripheral and border regions in 

Egypt. In many cases, these settlements did not conserve the sovereignty of the state. The paper was 

concerned with two levels, the regional level as in the case of Sinai and the Western Desert oases and 

the local level as in the case of Rafah and Ras Hederba. In the first two cases, the low population 

densities as well as the scarcity of human settlements in these regions made it an easy target for 

occupation by Egypt’s neighbors. The importance of tangible population densities rises from their 

capability to show the presence on the ground, as well as establishing an early defensive front in case 

of foreign incursions. In both cases these aspects were not present therefore they were easily subject to 

acts of hostilities and occupation from the neighboring countries. Accordingly the need to induce 

development in such areas as well as attracting tangible population to peripheral region is imminent to 

sustain the concept of state’s sovereignty.  

In the second two cases, the border settlements played important roles in cross-border cooperation. 

However, such cooperation had different forms from formal to informal and illegal cooperation. In the 

case of Rafah, the current informal cooperation in the form of smuggling through tunnels, although is 

needed to establish an informal underground economy for the people in the Palestinian Rafah, come on 

the account of Egypt’s sovereignty on its land. This led to further drastic measures through building the 

iron barrier to stop the tunnels. 

In the case of Ras Hederba, both aspects were considered within the planning initiative, cross-border 

cooperation through legalizing trade and cross-border commerce by the state. This is done by 

constructing regional markets to regulate the flows of goods between both countries. Yet, it also 

emphasizes the important role of the border settlement and region in confirming and sustaining Egypt’s 

Sovereignty in the Halayeb and Shalateen triangle. This is done by taking into consideration the 

population factor and providing development investments to attract other Egyptians to this border 

region.     

Accordingly, border settlements should be looked both as being critical in terms of state’s sovereignty 

and as a possible potential for development cooperation across borders. 
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