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Research Abstract
During the 1950ʼs, the Egyptian government faced a period of rapid population increase and economic instability. While under intense
political pressure, President Nasser began searching for a means to independently increase production of national agriculture, energy,
and associated manufacturing. In the 1960ʼs, the Soviet Union aided the country in constructing the Aswan High Dam along the Nile
River to regulate agricultural irrigation systems and produce hydroelectric power. What effect has this had on Egypt and its expanse of
archaeological treasures? This study witnesses the obliteration of countless artifacts and monuments, the destructive effects of increasing
salinity on remaining sites, as well as other social, ecological, and agricultural consequences. Today, preservation funding has taken a back
seat to current issues, while this impoverished countryʼs resources are best spent on its current population. The conservation of our ancient
past depends on the cooperation of other countries and individuals who understand the value of these antiquities and who are willing to
make an effort to protect them for future generations.

Tragic Losses for the History of Humanity
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High floods cause significant damage
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British complete Aswan Dam
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Dam raised to avoid overflow

1914

Major drought causes significant damage

Nile River: Mother of Egypt
In the center of Africa, the nurturing veins of the Nile River creep across the mountains and plateaus, gently traversing the 4,200 mile
journey to the Mediterranean Sea. The river stretches through Egypt, dispersing from the mouth of the Nile Delta, and was responsible in
antiquity for the creation of the Egyptian Empire. Throughout the course of time, great civilizations in history have grown and evolved
along the edges of our worldʼs magnificent rivers. Water, one of earthʼs most plentiful resources, is the lifeblood of human existence, and
has therefore played a crucial role in the support and expansion of our speciesʼ development. By providing the means to cultivate food,
replenish fluids, and facilitate travel and construction, the river acted as a nourishing mother to early Egyptians.
The survival and religious beliefs of the Ancient Egyptians revolved around the inundation, or flooding, of the Nile. Each year, the pharaohʼs high priests would await the appearance of the star Sirius to announce the coming flood season. They believed that the sacred event
of the annual inundation was caused by the tears of the mother goddess Isis crying for her murdered husband, the god Osiris. Known as the
sepdet, this flooding from August to October would restart the Egyptian calendar and bring either abundance or scarcity to the pharaohʼs
people. A yearʼs worth of crops could be eradicated with a high flood, while drought and famine would plague the years of a low flood.
These effects were devastating and weighed highly upon the pharaoh; therefore, many religious rituals were aimed towards appeasing Hapy,
the deity of the Nile flood.
Nevertheless, the river was a fair mother and a provider to the full length of the river valley. Each year she would deposit close to four million tons of silt and sediment on her shores, infusing the soil with rich nutrients. As a result, the fertility of the Nile Valley was unsurpassed
and its abundance of luscious crops allowed the Ancient Egyptian civilization to grow and flourish. Isolated from the influences of other
societies, their religious beliefs and way of life went undisturbed for close to one thousand years. During this time, the Egyptians created
awe-inspiring temples, tombs, and monuments that would amaze travelers for thousands of years.
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Over many hundreds of years from the past to the near present, Egypt would be occupied by foreign forces from throughout the surrounding continents, including the Roman-Byzantine Empire, Turkey, and most recently, Great Britain. At the end of the nineteenth century, after
pillaging the remnants of Egyptʼs great ancient society, the British discovered one of the countryʼs other treasures: cotton. The occupation at
this time was forced to face the demands of an exploding population and economy while further supporting the lucrative cotton trade which
they had established. The proposed solution of building a dam along the Nile River would, in effect, reduce the variance in the annual Nile
inundation and improve irrigation to cotton fields throughout the valley. These factors would increase production, and therefore would
increase profits. Aswan in southern Egypt was chosen as an ideal location because the first cataract of the Nile provided close parallel
shorelines, as well as a natural barrier for the dam.
From 1899 to 1902, the British constructed the Aswan Dam under the supervision of William Wilcox. The dam was one of the largest of its
kind in the early twentieth century, yet its impressive size would prove to be inadequate; its height would need to be increased twice within
the following thirty years. The dam had slightly reduced the annual flood, effectively enhanced agricultural irrigation, and added around
one million additional acres of cropland.

Dam almost overflows
Egypt realizes need for second dam

1952

Gamal Abdel Nasser comes into power
Planning begins for Aswan High Dam

1956

Nasser officially becomes president
US, UK, and World Bank withdraw aid
offers for construction
Nasser orders nationalization of Suez Canal

1958

Soviet Union offers to finance dam

1959

Nile Water Agreement between Sudan and
Egypt signals beginning of work

1960

Construction begins on High Dam
Hydroelectric power station added to Low
Dam
UNESCO begins Nubian Rescue Campaign

By 1946, the accumulation of water behind the dam had reached threatening levels. The Egyptian authorities decided that another dam
was necessary in order to keep this one from overflowing. Planning was suspended for several years while the Egyptians attempted to gain
independence from foreign rule. In 1952, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser would ascend to power, becoming the first contemporary Egyptian
to rule Egypt, and he would lay plans to construct a mighty dam to relieve his country of its suffering.

Aswan High Dam: Scar of Egypt
Just after the Nasser Revolution, the United States announced its plans to lend Egypt close to $270 million for the construction of a High
Dam four miles south of Aswan. The World Bank was also going to provide a tremendous share, offering financing totalling close to $1
billion. With planning just underway, the United States, United Kingdom, and World Bank suddenly withdrew their aid offers in 1956 for
no apparent reason. Nasser was forced to look elsewhere for funding, so he ordered the nationalization of the Suez Canal, intending to use
the revenues to finance his dam. As the cold war intensified, the Soviet Union began to look towards Egypt as a foothold for expanding its
sphere of influence into Africa and as a gateway into the Mediterranean. In 1958, the Soviets announced their plan to pay one third of the
damʼs costs as a gift, as well as to help finance the remainder and provide the necessary equipment, labor, and knowledge. Military advisors, technicians, and engineers were sent along with the architectural designs of the Russian Zuk Hydro-project Institute.
Construction of the Aswan High Dam began in 1960 after the signing of the Nile Water Agreement between Egypt and its southern neighbor
Sudan. With close to 35,000 workers involved, the assembly of the High Dam created one of the greatest public work projects since the
pyramids. Built of earth and granite surrounding a clay and concrete inner core, the massive dam appears as a thick scar across the beautiful
terrain of Aswan. The structure is unique though, and far surpasses most others in size and ability.
The first stage in the damʼs erection was completed in 1964 when the reservoir behind the dam began to fill. The water, at capacity, would
eventually span a distance of close to five hundred miles, forming what is now known as Lake Nasser. The body of water is one of the
largest artificial lakes in the world, holding almost 165 cubic kilometers of water. As the completion of the dam neared, work began on a
massive monument to celebrate cooperation and friendship between Egypt and the Soviet Union. The trophy-like offering was dedicated
with the completion of the second stage in 1971. Today, the structure pierces into the sky like five daggers symbolizing the tragic loss of
part of our worldʼs precious history.

In January of 2005, I stood on the edge of the great dam at Aswan and peered out
over the serene blue waters of Lake Nasser. Instead of feeling a sense of wonder
and amazement, I felt deep sorrow. The lake, so calm, possessed such a deceiving
facade. A sign near the water’s edge states, “The construction of the High Dam is a
challenge to silent nature.” The dam, and consequential creation of Lake Nasser,
provided a challenge that nature and humankind can not afford to lose.
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Many monuments and artifacts were saved from the smothering waters of
Lake Nasser, yet countless more remain underneath the glistening surface.

Dam raised again to avoid overflow

1946

Historical Setting

The Nile Valley is home to the cradle of civilization, the beginnings of humanity as we know it. Here we find the end of a hunter-gatherer society and the transition to an
agriculturally sustained community, the development of metallurgy, and the start of monotheistic religion. Nearly half of the worldʼs ancient antiquities have been found
in Egypt, outlining thousands of years worth of human evolution. Through the study of these artifacts, archaeologists and anthropologists painstakingly piece together the
answers to historyʼs questions: where did we come from, where are we going, and why are we here? The Aswan High Dam has threatened the pursuit of these questions.

Work begins to disassemble and reassemble
the Abu Simbel temples in higher
location

Stage One complete: Reservoir behind High
Dam begins to fill

Hydroelectric power generation begins at
High Dam

Stage Two complete: High Dam finished

Numbered markers, like these on Philae Island, were used to disassemble and reassemble the temples. The monuments were moved piece by
piece to higher ground as a result of the Nubian Rescue Campaign.

The top of the coffer dam that was built around the Philae Island temples to
hold back the rising waters of Lake Nasser still remains today. From 1974
to 1979, the temples were moved to nearby Agilkia Island, which had been
resurfaced to mirror the topography of the original Philae Island.

When Nasser planned the construction of his dam, he ignored the fact that countless known archaeological treasures lay buried beneath the sands that Lake Nasser would
soon occupy. When the Soviet Union began building the dam, there was a world-wide outcry to save the ancient monuments and artifacts. Vittorino Veronese, the
Director General of UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization), issued a desperate plea to the international community to rescue the
Ancient Egyptian remnants. In 1960, over sixty individual expeditions joined the UNESCO “Nubian Rescue Campaign” to save as many monuments as possible. The
teams surveyed hundreds of sites, during which excavations were conducted and substantial amounts of records were collected. They recovered thousands of artifacts and
attempted to salvage whatever possible.
The campaign successfully relocated twenty four monuments to safer areas; twenty from Egypt and four from Sudan. The temples of Kalabasha, Abu Simbel, and Philae
were among those transported to landscapes above the floodwaters; the Debod Temple was reassembled in Madrid, Spain, while the Roman temple of Dendur now rests in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. Unfortunately, not all could be saved. At least twelve more temples remain in the cold dark depths of Lake Nasser.
The effects of the dam continue to threaten these monuments today. Most of the temples and tombs in Ancient Egypt were constructed out of limestone or sandstone, two
sedimentary rocks that would have formed in the salty waters of ancient seas. Within the blocks of stone, high inactive salt compounds sat dormant for thousands of years.
The water table in Egypt is rising due to Lake Nasser, and as farmers continue to use the dam to keep their irrigation channels filled year round, the water accelerates towards
the surface. Upon reaching the blocks of stone that support the ancient temples, the liquid activates the salt and forces it to the outer surface. The water then evaporates,
leaving behind a coating of salt that will eventually flake off, taking any paint or hieroglyphic inscriptions with it. In addition, the salinity within the blocks is expanding and
weakening the chemical bonds that are holding the sediment together. As these bonds crumble, so do the monuments. The salt crystals even have the ability to form inside of
natural faults or cracks; when the crystals expand, the fault is snapped and the stone crashes down.

The temples of Ramses II and Nefertari at Abu Simbel were also moved block by block
to higher ground. The project took five years to complete and cost over $40 million.

“Through the restoration of the past, we have helped to build the future of mankind” - on a sign near the temples at Abu Simbel

Additional Consequences
At least 90,000 Nubian villagers were displaced from their homes, which had been occupied for many generations,
when Lake Nasser flooded Lower Nubia
The nutrient-rich silt that contributed to the fertility of the Nile Valley and Delta is now stuck behind the High Dam
like wasted wealth, contributing to the growing lack of soil nutrients downstream
The Egyptian government has spent close to $5 billion in building artificial fertilizer plants and Egyptian farmers now
spend millions each year on chemical fertilizers (which contribute to rapidly growing pollution rates)
Evelina Rioukhina of UNECE reports that the dam has nurtured the growth of phytoplankton, small green floating
foliage that has created the need for increased chlorine in drinking water
The Mediterranean coastline, as well as the farmland in the Nile Delta, has begun to erode away due to the lack of
new sediment deposits
The stagnant waters of Lake Nasser provide a protected breeding ground for snails carrying horrendous
Schistosomisis bacteria, otherwise known as Bilharzia, this disease causes severe infection of the bowel and
bladder
The economy of Mediterranean fisheries depends on the plentiful flow of silicates and phosphates to the sea,
researchers Sayed El-Sayed and Gert L. van Dijken reported that the average fish catch declined by 75% after the
construction of the High Dam
The pressure of the extra water behind the High Dam has caused seepage to the surrounding land and has increased
the potential for seismic activity according to Evelina Rioukhina
The reduced flow of the Nile River has allowed sea water from the Mediterranean to creep inland, thus increasing the
salinity in nearby farmland
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High Dam dedicated with Soviet Union
Friendship Monument

Work begins to disassemble and reassemble
Philae Island temples in higher location

Salt deposits in and on temple walls are causing paint and hieroglyphic
inscriptions to flake off, while the expansion of salt crystals within
temple blocks are making the monuments crumble. The High Dam
is forcing Egyptʼs water table to rise and this increased salinity is one
consequence.
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Conclusion
So what can, or must, be done? The answer depends on the values of the Egyptian people and the pocketbooks of the
international community. When the ancient temples have finally crumbled into oblivion, Egypt will find little support for the parasitic-like settlements that have begun to feed off the tourists that visit these treasures. As one of the
countryʼs largest sources of income, the tourism industry exists in Egypt solely because of its rich cultural heritage.
Yet, the temples are exploited and abused.
Why? Because the Egyptians have nothing else. Children who were no older than three were coming up to me in
the streets, begging for money, pens, tissues, or whatever else I was willing to give. Their faces were dirty, clothes
were tattered, and feet were exposed. This is the only life they will ever know. Egypt does not have the extra income
needed to preserve the past, and it makes sense that a government would chose to provide free health care to its entire
population long before choosing to save a bunch of structures that have been sitting around collecting dust for a few
millennia. Yet there are people like myself who care about this tragedy and want to see something done about it.
During the construction of the Coa Dam in Portugal, an ancient site was unearthed. According to the World Commission on Dams, the country abandoned the construction project, despite losing close to $150 million that had already
been invested. It is measures like this that must be taken in future situations. The Egyptian government has taken a
step in the right direction by allowing research teams from other countries to help excavate the ancient ruins.
With the help of the International Association of Egyptologists, Zahi Hawass, Secretary General of the Supreme
Council of Antiquities, has taken considerable steps to preserve the past. In his keynote speech at the 9th International Congress of Egyptologists he outlined several specific goals that they are working towards:
The Association shall openly discuss problems affecting Egyptological studies, and shall encourage and promote the
study of Egyptology in all its aspects on an international basis.
The Association shall prepare the Annual Egyptological Bibliography, and shall sponsor such international projects
pertaining to documentation, dictionaries, and so on as are of importance to the scientific development of
Egyptology
The Association shall collect and distribute information concerning new discoveries, scientific work in progress and
work completed
The Association shall encourage collaboration between scholars and existing associations as well as the creation of
Fellowships, Scholarships, etc. in Egyptology
The Association shall promote a wider understanding and appreciation of Egyptology on the part of the general public
by encouraging and supporting exhibitions, etc.
The Association shall encourage the preservation of the cultural and historic heritage of the ancient inhabitants of the
Nile Valley.
I believe that through the pursuit of these goals, many monuments and artifacts will be saved that would otherwise be
lost. Egyptologists can focus on the studying the breadth of knowledge that is already available as well, so that they
may collect information that might be lost if the temples do not survive. The most important step though is to inform
others and gather support, which is the main purpose of this presentation.

