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Introduction 

Embedding waters in society: environmental justice at the urban margins 

 

Barbara Casciarri 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The genesis of this volume: a question of networks? 

 

We need to take a few steps back to explain the genesis of this volume and the notion of 

“networks” that is so crucial for analysing water issues, and so important for gaining an 

understanding of how webs of relations among people, countries and topics can cross, merge 

and sometimes finally diverge, while at the same time always producing rich experiences and 

exchanges. When I was appointed as the coordinator of the Khartoum branch of CEDEJ 

(Centre d’Etudes et de Documentation Economique et Juridique) in 2006, I enthusiastically 

seized the opportunity to return to the country where I had begun my anthropological research 

in 1989, which I continued with as part of my PhD thesis until 1997. Although pastoral 

societies and their transformation (the topic of my thesis) remained my principal area of 

interest, I had more recently “discovered” another fascinating field of research thanks to my 

participation in a German project on water management in South-Eastern Morocco1 (2000-

2005). When I returned to Sudan, I had the idea of taking advantage of being based there for a 

longer period, in charge of a French centre that had the objective of developing research and 

training programmes on important social science issues for contemporary Sudan in 

partnership with Sudanese academic institutions. “Water access” was undoubtedly a major 

topic for the country at that time, and also, as I soon realized, a somewhat neglected area of 

research in social sciences, and at the same time one in which an interdisciplinary 

international network of Water Studies was flourishing. Through my exchanges with Olivier 

Graefe, with whom I had collaborated previously on the research project in Morocco, the 

                                                           
1 The IMPETUS project, led by the universities of Bonn and Koeln, in Germany. 
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initial idea of gathering a team for a project to be led in Sudan emerged. Our respective 

scientific networks were activated, and a new project saw the light during 2007.  

The four year WAMAKHAIR (Water Management in Khartoum International 

Research) project was funded within the framework of the first French-German call for 

projects, known as ANR-DFG (Agence Nationale de la Recherche, France, and Deutsche 

Forschungsgemeinschaft, Germany). It was coordinated by David Blanchon (University Paris 

10 Nanterre) and me (CEDEJ and University Paris 8 Saint-Denis) for the French partners, and 

by Detlef Mueller-Mahnn (University of Bayreuth) on behalf of the German partner. The 

University of Fribourg (Switzerland) was a secondary collaborator, thanks to the participation 

of Olivier Graefe, and our main partnership in Sudan was with the Ahfad University for 

Women, under the coordination of Elsamawal Makki, which was then extended to the 

University of Khartoum through the participation of Master’s and PhD scholars. During the 

years of the project (2008-2012), and mainly during the first crucial years of its launch and 

implementation, CEDEJ in Khartoum played a major role in supporting an ever-growing team 

of junior and seniors, Sudanese and Europeans, scholars and researchers, who met regularly to 

discuss the results of their fieldwork and the Sudanese case within the framework of a broader 

social sciences debate on water issues in times of globalization. A number of students were 

trained as part of the project framework and produced interesting and original master’s or 

PhD theses (in Geography, Anthropology, Development Studies and Political Sciences)2. 

Workshops and conferences were also organized around the project, providing the 

opportunity to integrate the Sudanese case into a wider exchange on the crucial issue of water 

access. In the final phase of the project, a good part of the teamwork was devoted to the 

development of an edited volume, which would gather the various contributions produced 

during this exciting scientific collaboration into a four-section structure. Either owing to the 

excessively ambitious nature of this project or the fact that some of the researchers (and 

especially the senior coordinators) began to be involved in research outside Sudan, our book 

on the Khartoum Waterscape would never see the light of day.  

 While I continued to be involved in other research projects in and on Sudan that were 

increasingly associated with long-term international university partnerships and training and 

supervising students and their work in Sudan, I often had the chance to meet Sudanese 

colleagues, who recalled this unique project and expressed their regrets that the final results 

were not accessible, a feeling that was shared by some of the junior participants. In addition, 

the section of the unfinished book I was coordinating included a set of interesting, soundly-

developed articles that used fresh data. The first impulse behind this volume on micro-scale 

ethnographic approaches to water social management came from a sense that we had a duty to 

give the work we had completed in this area a value and to make it accessible to a Sudanese 

                                                           
2 Master’s studies on various neighborhoods in Greater Khartoum were carried out by Luisa Arango, Laure 

Crombé, Mai I. Azzam, Manal Mohamed and Claire Gillette. Some of these students later developed interesting 

PhD theses (Arango 2015, Crombé 2017) and other PhD studies were published as books (Beckedorf 2012, Zug 

2014, Abdalla 2017). A thesis on water quality was launched through the project, and has recently been 

completed (Hamza 2019). Apart from the project coordinators and main collaborators, some post-doc and senior 

researchers (E. Lavie, M. Dovenspeck, A. Franck, A. de Geoffroy) also developed part of their studies thanks to 

the Greater Khartoum case studies. 



v 

 

public, an obligation we felt particularly strongly because our research work was grounded 

within a long-term collaboration with partners from the “Global South”. The second stimulus 

was provided by an assessment of the potential of the reflections suggested in this volume: not 

only has the level of attention to Water Studies developed over the last ten years and been 

extended to broader sensitive issues of climate and environmental change, but recent 

processes following the Third Sudanese Revolution (2018-2019) have also increased the 

amount of scientific and social interest in shedding light on to the dynamics of socio-

environmental justice (which are intertwined in all the chapters in this volume) so as to 

understand patterns for building fairer futures. From this perspective, it was important to give 

value to the contributions offered by the previous experience of the WAMAKHAIR project, 

albeit in a more partial and modest form compared with our prior idea of an ambitious book 

that would cover all the case studies. 

Most of the chapters in this volume are revised versions of work carried out by some 

of the researchers who participated in the programme, and who did their fieldwork between 

2008 and 2011. The final chapter focuses on a more recent phenomenon – “water 

mobilizations” in Khartoum in 2015 and 2016 – as a bridge towards reflections on the crucial 

position of uneven water access as a means of understanding more contemporary socio-

political movements that lay claims to “hydraulic citizenship” while challenging an unfair 

regime. In the next few pages, I will sketch out the main notions we used to frame the case 

studies we present in this volume and to raise further questions about the complex link 

between people and waters. 

 

Embeddedness and the social life of things: water as a testing ground 

 

The collection of articles that make up the core of this volume was initially conceived as a 

shared reflection on the notion of “embeddedness” as it applies to water issues, a proposal I 

launched for our research team in Greater Khartoum when the WAMAKHAIR project was 

taking its first steps. It was also linked to my previous experience in Morocco in another 

water-focused project that began in 2000. At that time, anthropologists – who were still not as 

involved in water studies as they would be in the years that followed (Casciarri & Van Aken 

2013) – often evoked Marcel Mauss’s powerful concept of fait social total in order to read 

water-related issues, but the risk of relying on too broad a blanket notion pushed me to test 

other interpretative paths. The reprisal of a dialogue between anthropologists and “non-

orthodox” (non-liberal) economists at a conference organized in Lille in 2006 led me to 

rediscover an interest of Karl Polanyi’s works on the social incorporation of economic 

institutions and the potential for expanding their scope to water access issues in a context of 

globalization and commoditization (Casciarri 2008). Although scholars have maintained a 

certain degree of ambivalence towards the notion of “embeddedness” as used by Polanyi 

(Schweizer 1997, Beckert 2007) and others have invited new institutionalist approaches so as 

not to transform it into a “black box” that loses its powers of explanation (Olivier de Sardan 

2013), this paradigm proved to be very stimulating for basing our cases studies on a common 
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perspective. In the 2000s, with the development of social science studies on water issues, the 

need to focus on and interpret the powerful link between water access and local dynamics 

went alongside the aim of deconstructing the Western modern dualism of nature and culture 

(Latour 1991). The paradigm of embeddedness also seemed to make it possible to go more 

deeply into the question of the historical locally-situated mechanisms by which water, in 

addition to being a “natural resource”, builds and shapes social relations and symbolic 

representations that intertwine in people’s daily lives. Beyond the general assumption that the 

ways in which water and society are interconnected need to be understood, in-depth small-

scale qualitative fieldwork may be the best tool for explaining what type of embeddedness 

(and what kind of society) a water-focused perspective can reveal. This overarching notion – 

not only embeddedness, but also the related processes of dis-embeddedment or re-

embeddedment – operated as a guideline for specific fieldwork and case studies, and turned 

out to be a fruitful entry point for looking at a multiplicity of local features: power relations, 

religion, ethnicity, tribal identities and representations of nature and culture, and of modernity 

and tradition, as the chapters collected here will illustrate.  

Another interpretative key was also suggested as a means of consolidating the joint 

reflections on the various cases studies. Once again inspired by my research experience in 

Morocco (and some of the data recording tools I provided to my supervised students), I 

proposed using an approach based on the paradigm launched by the seminal anthropological 

work on the “social life of things” (Appadurai 1986) as a methodological and theoretical tool 

for micro-scale investigations into water management. As I had been doing for years, the idea 

of working on the “cultural biographies” of things (Kopytoff 1986) (in our case water-objects 

and infrastructures, from wells to modern taps) was another way of grounding the search for 

the socio-natural entanglements water as a research focus can fruitfully reveal in the 

materiality of fieldwork situations. The idea of carrying out our various cases studies with the 

dual objective of revealing the moving configurations of water/society embeddedness and 

reconstructing the social life of local waters3 was the first shared dimension of our work.  

 

Inequalities and injustices: water as a political arena to struggle for a better future 

 

 While the conceptual and methodological frameworks of embeddedness and water-

related biographies were a common background for bringing together various fieldwork 

projects, another reflection became relevant to the analysis. The local trajectories of waters 

led to the emergence of a recurring configuration (albeit varied in terms of content and 

actors): the interwining of people’s lives and their waters offers a narrative of multiple 

inequalities, and following water flows at this small-scale level (be it from taps, wells or 

tanks, or even where there were none) gave us the opportunity to discover a local 

microhistory of social relations of power. The temporalities and actors in these power 

                                                           
3 We should note that the first idea of an overarching framework for our fieldwork in terms of making the social 

life of such a thing that is water was proposed by me in a Workshop in June 2010, long before the same approach 

was assessed by other anthropologists (see The Social Life of Water, edited in 2015 by R. Wagner). 
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relations dynamics were not always of the same kind. Depending on the location of our work, 

we found a whole spectrum of them, with the interplay (and overlapping) of various and 

diverse subjects: former nomadic groups distinguished from settled dwellers, urban or rural; 

tribal structures as a persisting paradigm for solidarity and conflict; hierarchical arrangements 

mixing the statuses of old-timers and newcomers, ethnicities, religious affiliations, IDPs and 

refugees. Each piece of fieldwork not only gave us the possibility of intensifying our 

investigation to decode the singular nature of these categories (thus filling the excessively 

vague notion of water/society embeddedness with content and context), but also led us to 

encounter two more extensive spaces of social science debate at an empirical level, the first of 

which can be summarized as theories of justice, and the second as political ecology. As far as 

the former is concerned, the discovery of paths of inequalities that paralleled local flows of 

water recalled perspectives inspired by radical geography and neo-Marxism that assert the 

critical and political value of the notion of justice, arguing for its central role in the analysis of 

socio-economical processes and trends towards a form of dispossession that is typical of 

neoliberal governance in global capitalism (Harvey 2008). While these approaches stress the 

importance of uneven spatial development and encourage a focus on local expressions of 

social injustice linked to dynamics of the “urbanisation of neoliberalism” (Brenner & 

Theodore 2002), a focus on water may fruitfully expand this reflection in terms of socio-

spatial and environmental inequalities. Water access appeared in our studies as an indicator of 

pathways of socio-spatial injustice in neoliberal contexts. As all of our case studies were sited 

in peripheral areas of Greater Khartoum, this also raised a question about uneven relations 

between centre and periphery, unaccomplished citizenship and the role of hydraulic injustice 

in wider patterns of marginalisation of social groups in all their diversity. Here, the essentially 

political nature of water issues – our second source of inspiration from the debate on political 

ecology (Swyngedouw 2009) – emerged with a force that was provided by the plurality of 

empirical situations we observed in the field. The risk of remaining at a level of abstract 

frameworks and general categories that can be found in certain texts that deny the importance 

of “case studies” (Blanchon & Graefe 2012) was dealt with by adopting a perspective that 

aimed at achieving a “grounded theory” that would be able to convey the richness of the 

multiplicity of daily entanglements between waters and societies.  

 This volume is being published almost ten years after the fieldwork from which the 

data were produced was concluded. Of course, it is not our intention – and in any event it 

would have been a pointless enterprise – to provide an update of the situation in the places 

and conditions we describe, and we believe that the scarcity of social science works on water 

issues in urban Sudan means that the contribution offered by these cases studies is still 

valuable. However, this book is also being published two years after the “December” 

Revolution, a major moment in the multilevel radical transformation that has marked the 

beginning of a new phase in the history of Sudan since 2019. This is a second factor that 

encouraged us to make this collection of chapters available to our readers. In fact, the recent 

context reveals another pathway in the relationship between water-related injustices and 

socio-political dynamics. As an unavoidable resource, water is not merely an indicator of 

logics of marginalization and exploitation; at certain times it may become part of a more 

general quest for justice, as suggested by the notion of “hydraulic citizenship” (Anand 2011). 
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Having access to water is a powerful metaphor of inclusion. Being included rather than 

excluded in the city, or more widely in a country, is a claim that became more visible and 

open to discussion during the latest revolution. Taking a look back at some of the situations of 

insufficient and uneven water access in the margins of Greater Khartoum, and appreciating 

the creative actions local people take to cope with scarcity and enhance solidarity may be this 

volume’s main contribution to a contemporary renewed social debate that seeks to foster a 

collective imagination and reshape a fairer future, crossing through the historical marks of 

socio-spatial and environmental injustices in which locals waters have so long been 

embedded.  
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Chapter 1 

Beyond pipes and norms: access to water at a relocation site (Tawidat)  

Agnès de Geoffroy 

 



 

Historically, the land in Idd Babiker belongs to the Batahin tribe1. When the decision was taken to 

create a relocation site on it – called Tawidat2 – in the late 1980s to host people who had been 

expelled from Greater Khartoum during the urban planning process, it faced tough opposition from 

the Batahin population, who viewed it as dispossession of the tribe by the national government. The 

violence that was a feature of the creation of Tawidat had a fundamental long-term effect on relations 

between the old settlers – the inhabitants of the village – and the new-comers – the inhabitants of 

Tawidat – that put the settlers in a position of greater legitimacy. However, my focus in this chapter 

is not on the heterogeneity between Tawidat and its immediate neighbourhood, the villages of Idd 

Babiker and Bawga, but rather on its internal heterogeneity: the diversity of its population, the 

diversity of the water points from a historical (the creation of the water points), technical (the water 

provision system) and human (the social networks mobilized to access water and water management) 

point of view. In fact, the aim of this chapter is to understand how a local social setting influences, or 

even determines, access to water. It makes a contribution to the analysis of the concept of 

embeddedness through a micro-local case study of Tawidat, and explores how the economic and 

political weakness and disconnection of the social groups living in the area have led to precarious 

access to water. A presentation of the place and its population in the first section lays the foundations 

for a full analysis in the second section of the different degrees of access to water between the seven 

blocks that make up Tawidat.  

 

 

1. Tawidat: places and dynamics of relegation 

 

Tawidat is located in the municipality of Idd Babiker, which is part of Sherg Al-Nil, 20 kilometres 

from the centre of Khartoum. As we shall see in the following chapters of this volume (see Ireton 

and Casciarri), Idd Babiker is an old settlement populated by groups from the Batahin, an Arab 

nomadic tribe. The history of Tawidat is crucial if one is to be able to understand its heterogeneity 

with regard to its immediate neighbourhood, Idd Babiker, from both a physical and demographic 

point of view.  

                                                           
1 Please refer to Barbara Casciarri’s chapter in this volume, in which the issue of Batahin ownership of Idd Babiker is 

covered in detail. 
2 This article is based on two rounds of interviews, the first in 2007 and the second in 2010-2011. A previous visit in 

2005 prompted me to choose this field to conduct my research as part of the WAMAKHAIR research programme.  
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1.1. Physical organization 

 

A government decree issued in 1987 created several “Dar As-Salam” inside and around the 

urban perimeter of Khartoum. In a context of massive migration and uncontrolled urban growth (Abu 

Sin & Davies 1991, Hamid 1996, Denis 2005), the Dar As-Salam relocations sites, together with the 

IDP camps, were meant to accommodate both populations who had been expelled from the city in 

the course of the replanning processes and new migrants arriving in the city (Bannaga 1992, Assal 

2006, de Geoffroy 2015). Unlike the IDP camps, the Dar As-Salam are planned areas, meaning that 

plots are demarcated and in theory were levelled by the public authorities prior to being allocated to 

the newcomers. A legacy of the British colonizers, the rectilinear grid plan was given priority when 

parts of the city were replanned. These areas are therefore ready for public services, notably 

networks. Tawidat, which was officially named “Dar Al-Salam Al-Rabwa”, is one of these relocation 

sites. The physical appearance of the Dar As-Salam is clearly different from its immediate 

neighbourhoods. The historical establishment of the population around the well of Idd Babiker and 

the subsequent settlements (see Casciarri in this volume) have expanded far beyond the Ministry of 

Urban Planning and Public Utilities’ regulatory control and grid layout. Houses and public spaces do 

not necessarily adopt a rectilinear form, and have intricately curved pathways. In Tawidat, on the 

other hand, the streets are straight and their width is determined according to a plan by which their 

priority is organized. The blocks are divided into plots, each of which measures 200 square meters 

and can take approximately a thousand houses. Open spaces are left for public use (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Tawidat and its surroundings (source: A. de Geoffroy) 
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According to the interviews I conducted in Tawidat, the first inhabitants arrived in Block 1 in the 

mid-1990s, but the settlements only truly began to expand in 1998. At the time of my fieldwork, 

Tawidat comprised 7 blocks, as the population has increased over time. One further technical aspect 

is worth mentioning, given that it reflects the difficult relationship between the Dar Al-Salam and its 

immediate environment as well as the socioeconomic fragility of its inhabitants. In relocation areas, 

priority for the allocation of plots is given to newcomers. The price of the land is subsidized by the 

State, and is far below market value. In spite of all the difficulties additional spatial marginalization 

can bring with it, and notwithstanding the violent methods that are customarily used during the 

replanning process (Lavergne 1997, de Geoffroy 2005), obtaining a plot in a relocation area is 

therefore viewed as a genuine opportunity for deprived households. In the case of Tawidat, however, 

applicants only received the initial official document proving allocation of the plot, but were not 

given the subsequent land titles, and they are still waiting for the process to be completed. This 

reinforces their position of fragility, because they do not know how long the lease will be granted 

for. They are particularly sensitive to rumors of hostility from the Batahin and issues relating to an 

ongoing legal action between the State and the Batahin, who are seeking to recover their original 

right to the lands of Idd Babiker.  

 

1.2. Demographic composition 

 

Tawidat means “compensation(s)”, and as I pointed out earlier, with a few exceptions, its 

population was brought in from other parts of the city and is thus different from the ‘indigenous’ 

Batahin population. This in itself includes the notion of relegation, and gives settlers who have no 

previous links with this territory and no common history as a community apart from the creation of 

this relocation site by the State the status of “newcomers”. The population of Tawidat is not 

homogeneous, in fact: there are strong tribal and socioeconomic differences even inside the Dar Al-

Salam. The history of the demographic growth of the settlement partly explains this phenomenon. 

The first significant wave of settlers arrived in 1998 as a result of the replanning of Carton 

Kassala and the industrial area, Khartoum Bahri. Carton Kassala and Khartoum Bahri were squatter 

settlements populated by people from all over the country: poor inhabitants of Khartoum who had 

been pushed out of their neighbourhoods, and migrants or displaced populations from places such as 

Darfur, Kordofan and South Sudan. The lajna sha‘abiya (Popular Committee) is the institution 

within the replanning process that is responsible for deciding who will stay at a certain location and 

who will move to a relocation site, based on criteria of seniority in the neighbourhood, household 

composition and possession of official documents. Those who are relocated to the urban fringes, to 

relocation sites, are therefore the most deprived in terms of economic, social and political capital, 

and relocation leads to increased marginalization from previous social, political and economic 

networks. Alongside this first category of people who were sent to Tawidat, a second group also 

settled in the area: civil servants from lower and middle administration levels (teachers, police and 

public officials) were given a piece of land (a benefit in kind attached to their status to compensate 

for their low stipends) and the opportunity to settle in the first 2 blocks, which were relatively more 

developed (a well was dug in Block 1 and a school was built between the two blocks in anticipation 

of the arrival of inhabitants). There is a marked socio-economic heterogeneity between these two 
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categories of first settlers that was further increased by their own internal diversity. The inhabitants 

of Tawidat have established an internal hierarchy that views the first two blocks as “better off” and 

better connected to useful social and political networks. Another marker of socio-economic 

differentiation is the vicinity of the main road. People living close to it are considered to be better 

connected, meaning that they are seen by the rest of the inhabitants as privileged. Being connected to 

useful networks, both social and physical, is actually instrumental when it comes to accessing 

services, and is highly valued, in particular in a place where most of the inhabitants have been 

deprived of their previous networks by settling there. This key notion will be developed further in the 

following paragraphs.  

Most of the neighbourhood and tribal vicinity links in existence prior to relocation were 

distorted or broken when people resettled in Tawidat. Nevertheless, some observations suggest that 

regrouping dynamics can still take place, either by skirting the official rules on the timing of the 

relocation process or through capillarity. For example, Block 5 was described as the block of the 

Southerners and Nuba, while the only Christian church of Tawidat is located there, and Block 6 was 

described as being populated exclusively by people from the West3, but again according to the 

inhabitants, the demographic composition of Tawidat has varied greatly over time. When I visited 

the place in 2007, the demographic composition was described by a member of the local lajna 

sha‘abiya as follows4: Nuba were considered to be the most important group from a numerical 

perspective, followed by Southerners and lastly people from Darfur.  

At that time, the departure of some Southerners following the signature of the Comprehensive 

Peace Agreement between the NCP and the SPLM in 2005 was already being mentioned. When I 

asked the same question in 2010, the answer was significantly different. Westerners (Darfur) were 

described as the most important group, while the rest were estimated to be as follows: 20% to 25% 

from the Nuba Mountains; 40% from Kordofan  (Missiriyya, Baggara and Baba Nusa, the ‘Arab’ 

tribes of Kordofan); and 5% to 10% Southerners. 

There are several reasons that explain this change. First, the numbers of Southerners leaving 

to return to the South grew significantly on the eve of the referendum (which was held in January 

2011) and before independence, and many Southerners left their homes in Khartoum after selling or 

renting them. In 2011, however, some were still living in the place, keeping a low profile (it was 

mentioned that the church was no longer holding services). Second, the renewed conflict in 

peripheral areas such as Blue Nile and South Kordofan produced new waves of displaced persons 

heading for the capital. The situation was described as very critical for people coming from South 

Kordofan in particular. During the past couple of years, many have arrived in Tawidat seeking 

refuge, and are hosted by relatives or acquaintances. This has seriously worsened the economic 

situation of the host families, who are forced to share their already scarce resources. From a 

micropolitical perspective, this strengthening of the links with conflict zones is not conducive to a 

serene environment that allows citizens to formulate and claim their rights; on the contrary, it leads 

to growing mistrust between citizens from conflict zones and the State, and to social withdrawal 

dynamics.  

                                                           
3 This usually means Darfur, even though the term Gharraba, literally ‘people from the West (gharb)’, is used by Central 

or Northern Sudanese groups to mark all groups from the West (Darfur and Kordofan) with a lower status, often 

including Western Arab groups (like the various Baggara tribes), who are considered to be “mixed Arabs”. 
4 I use the categories mentioned by the interviewee here.  
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Block 7 has a very specific profile. It is inhabited almost exclusively by members of the 

Batahin, reportedly the most disadvantaged among them. This looks as though it may be a strategy 

designed by the Batahin to regain part of their lands that have been ‘grabbed’ by the State. The 

inhabitants of the other blocks are clearly hostile to these intruders, who are viewed as Trojan horses.  

According to a member of the lajna sha‘abiya of Blocks 3 and 4 I interviewed in 2012, the 

total population of Tawidat is currently between 35,000 and 40,000. This estimate is the result of a 

general calculation: one block comprises an average of a thousand houses, and according to the 2008 

national census, each household in Khartoum State is composed of an average of six persons. This 

would bring the population of the seven blocks of Tawidat up to 42,000, but this figure is 

undoubtedly highly exaggerated for several reasons. Firstly, most of the blocks have not been fully 

built, and Block 7 in particular is only very partially populated. Secondly, areas where the price of 

land is subsidized are prone to land speculation, and the houses that are built there are not always 

inhabited. Lastly, the population movements of the last years have affected these areas in particular, 

with the return of Southerners to South Sudan and new waves of displaced persons from war zones 

(South Kordofan, Blue Nile and Darfur). However, the figures from the 2008 national census 

(Central Bureau of Statistics, 2008) for the three administrative units known as Tawidat (5620 + 

4520 + 2751 for a total amount of 12891) is obviously also underestimated, and the truth lies 

somewhere in between.  

During the 2008 population census, underground campaigns were conducted in the 

peripheries of Khartoum calling on marginalized populations – and Southerners in particular – not to 

register. The criteria used to classify the population and the questions asked in the census 

questionnaire, such as tribal identity or religious affiliation, were heavily criticized by a section of 

the opposition, the SPLM in particular. There was a fear that data from the 2008 census might affect 

or harm the process of self-determination for Southerners and be used by the government of 

Khartoum to increase its policy of segregation and marginalization. The problem with obtaining 

accurate figures is not specific to Tawidat, and illustrates the fears and fantasies on both sides – the 

authorities and the people – when it comes to marginalized populations or peripheral areas. As I 

mentioned earlier, the constant changes over the course of time in the population in this type of 

settlement, in which a highly volatile population is accepted, contributes to this looseness. Whatever 

the exact number of inhabitants might be, the political structure of the area suggests a population of 

between 20,000 and 30,000 persons: there are three lajna sha‘abiya in Tawidat, one for Block 1 and 

Block 2, one for Block 3 and Block 4, one for Block 5 and Block 6, and none for the newly-created 

Block 75.  

This brief description of the physical setting and demographic composition of Tawidat does not 

merely seek to set the scene; rather, it lends support to the theme of this chapter, and is instrumental 

for gaining an understanding of how deeply daily living conditions are embedded in wider social and 

political power relations.  

 

 

                                                           
5 In theory, there is one lajna sha’abiya for every 10,000 inhabitants in urban areas, although the local realities are often 

much more various. 
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2. Access to water in Tawidat: persisting diversity and growing inequalities 

 

According to Sudanese law, water delivery is the responsibility of specialized State (wilaya) and 

national agencies. The Khartoum State Water Corporation (KSWC) is theoretically responsible for 

water delivery in Idd Babiker, and therefore Tawidat (Beckedorf 2012), but Tawidat is far beyond 

the KSWC’s pipes. In 2010, major work was under way to connect Idd Babiker with the Nile water 

plant in Khartoum Bahri, but the work stopped for unknown reasons, and large pipes were left along 

the main road. The work had not resumed at the time of my fieldwork, and there were no plans to 

connect Tawidat in the medium term. In the meantime, the provision of water was left to isolated 

initiatives and ad hoc solutions.  

 

2.1. Water provision: ad hoc solutions relying on external support  

 

The lajna sha‘abiya, which are elected bodies representing the inhabitants, are the local entities 

in charge of ‘monitoring and supervision of the performance of agencies and service departments 

operating within their boundaries’ (Hamid 2002). They have no operating role, even though they are 

directly involved in the delivery of good service. Without the presence of the KSWC, and with very 

limited intervention by the State, the local communities have had to rely on external support to a 

large extent, and Tawidat’s three lajna sha‘abiya have tried to mobilize intervention and support on 

the outside. The heterogeneous composition of the local communities and their marginalization by 

the public authorities have thus deeply impacted the provision of services in the area. In fact, the 

members of Tawidat’s lajna sha‘abiya lack good contacts with the public authorities and middle to 

high ranking civil servants.  

When it comes to the provision of services, this disconnection at both an individual and 

collective level leads to a highly diversified situation among the blocks. The provision of services in 

general, and water in particular, has relied extensively on local solutions and initiatives. For the 

purpose of this chapter, I have decided not to present the situation in each block (although it is 

schematized in the map – see Figure 2), but rather to use a series of examples to show how the 

heterogeneity of the choices made years ago when fitting out these blocks and the subsequent 

physical and social evolution of the water points have further aggravated the inequalities. 

In Tawidat, the provision of water faces one major physical difficulty: it is necessary to drill 

deep in order to find water of good quality. The water in the first tables is too salty and unfit for 

human consumption. This is a major challenge, given that the borehole has to be equipped at least 

with a motor pump (which needs a generator), and preferably a tank as well to increase the capacity 

of the well and allow some treatment of the water. The motor pump must be a powerful submersible 

pump in order to improve the capacity of the water point. This is a major constraint for poor 

neighbourhoods, where State intervention is weak. Water provision cannot therefore only rely on 

local communities; it depends on external support to a large extent. 
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Figure 2. Water points in Tawidat (source: A. de Geoffroy)6 

 

 

 

As far as the provision of water is concerned, three main types of stakeholders were found in 

Tawidat (see Table 1). The first well was dug in Block 1 by the State in 1990, well before the first 

groups of inhabitants were brought to the area. Historically, the second stakeholders involved were 

NGOs. Reportedly, Dawa Al-Islamiya (an Islamic NGO) drilled a well in Block 2 in 1998. In 2001, a 

humanitarian agency drilled a borehole in Block 5. The third, but not the least important stakeholder 

is a member of the local elite, a man who lives in Idd Babiker. He is from the Batahin, and according 

to the persons I interviewed, his involvement in water provision in Tawidat goes back to 2003. Since 

that time, he has funded the drilling of a number of wells (in Blocks 4, 6 and 7) and has equipped or 

replaced broken parts in Block 1 and Block 3 at least. Interestingly enough, this rich Batahin’s 

commitment was reported to be a way to support a member of his family who was involved in 

politics (in the National Congress Party). His intervention was felt more strongly during election 

campaigns, even though, in the words of a member of the lajna sha‘abiya of Blocks 3 and 4, only 

3,000 people are registered to vote in Tawidat out of 35,000 voters for the whole of Idd Babiker, the 

remaining 32,000 being identified as Batahin. Nevertheless, this small amount of voters seems to 

have aroused the interest of the Batahin. The facts show that the State’s involvement is weak, 

especially as we are talking about a public service in a deprived neighbourhood, but it must be 

                                                           
6 The maps were prepared by Agnès de Geoffroy based on information provided during the interviews. The location of 

the water points is thus indicative, but not spatially completely reliable. 
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mentioned that over the past few years, the population’s requests have finally received the support of 

the State in one instance. In Block 3, a well was drilled and equipped by the State in 2008, after five 

years of processing a request from a section of the local community through its lajna sha‘abiya. The 

local community contributed financially to a small extent, and the State subsidized and finally 

constructed the water point. According to several members of the lajna sha‘abiya in Tawidat, whom 

I interviewed separately, the marginalization of the local communities living in Tawidat and their 

lack of useful connections, both interpersonal and between the lajna sha‘abiya and public 

institutions, clearly work against them, and contribute to Tawidat’s isolation. The weak networking 

capabilities of individuals and local political committees, coupled with very limited economic 

resources, is a major obstacle to access to water in a context where State control is very strong but its 

actual presence is virtually non-existent. 

 

Table 1. Typology and description of waters points in Tawidat7 

 

Well Drilled by Equipped with Major problems Well Administrator 

A State Pump & tank  Rented by a person from outside 

Tawidat, who pays a monthly fee to the 

lajna and a salary to the well-keeper 
B State Tank, no pump Low quality water, salty Not working 

C Humanitarian 

actor 

Pump & tank  The NGO transferred the well to the 

lajna, but took it back because of poor 

maintenance and subsequently rented it 

to a person from outside Tawidat, who is 

in charge of operating it 
D Member of the 

local elite 

No equipment Low quality water, salty Not working 

E State Pump, no tank Low quality water, salty Lajna sha‘abiyya 

F State No equipment  Not working 

G Member of the 

local elite  

Tank donated, 

pump bought by 

inhabitants 

Pump not powerful 

enough because of 

problems with the 

network 

Lajna sha‘abiyya 

H State No equipment Low quality water, salty Not working 

I Humanitarian 

actor 

Pump & tank  ‘Privatized’: a well administrator collects 

all the fees, maintains the well and pays 

a sum to the lajna.  
J Member of the 

local elite 

No equipment Too salty Not working, closed by the Ministry of 

Health 
K Member of the 

local elite 

Pump & tank Salty, pump is broken Local community, pump being 

maintained 

 

2.2. Access to water: competing or complementary diversity?  

 

As far as access to water is concerned, the situation is also highly diversified in Tawidat, 

whose inhabitants rely on different types of access. The majority of the population buys its water 

from donkey carts (karro). This is a dynamic economic activity in the area, with people renting or 
                                                           
7 The information in the table is the result of the author’s fieldwork, and it is based on interviews and physical 

observation. 
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investing in a donkey cart and carrying water from the water points to homes. The driver pays an 

average of between 0.65 and 1 SDG8 to fill his tank (double barmil) and sells it to consumers for 

5.85 to 6.80 SDG. The price of water from donkey carts varies according to the day of the week (it is 

more expensive on Fridays), the weather (it is more expensive during adverse weather conditions 

such as sandstorms) and distance. Some members of the population who are either very deprived or 

live close to a water point collect their water directly from the water points, in which case the water 

is free. For a minority who are located around a water point and well-off enough to pay for a 

connection (which costs more or less 245 SDG), informal micro-networks have developed to connect 

houses directly to the water point. This requires a good motor pump. Once a connection has been 

paid for by a household, a monthly fee – usually 10 to 15 SDG – is collected. An average family 

consumes the contents of one donkey cart (double barmil) every two days, which makes the budget 

for water much higher for families who buy water from a donkey cart (an average of 100 SDG per 

month) than for the families who have a tap.  

However, there is no real competition between these different ways of accessing water. 

Access is by and large determined by the location of a house, the equipment at the nearest water 

point and a household’s financial capacity. Micro-networks have developed around some water 

points (Block 5, Blocks 3 + 4) because their capacity allows it (they are equipped with a tank and a 

powerful motor pump), but only inside a limited perimeter (the micro-network cannot exceed more 

than a few dozen houses). Only better-off households can afford the initial investment for a 

connection, even though their investment is paid back after only three months. In many instances, the 

low or uneven quality of the water leads households to resort to multiple sources of water. 

Sometimes, the household uses piped water for domestic use but buys additional better quality water 

from the donkey cart just for drinking. More importantly, the uncertainty and volatility of the 

situation in the area make these different ways of accessing water absolutely complementary and 

necessary.  

When I first visited Tawidat in 2007, only two out of the five water tanks in the area were in 

working order. The remaining three were in need of maintenance, but the State was basically ‘doing 

nothing’ to improve the situation, according to the persons I interviewed at the time. In 2010, four 

water tanks were classified as ‘working well’ following an intervention by the State in one case and 

by the rich man of Idd Babiker already mentioned above in two more. Nevertheless, the equipment is 

under intensive pressure. The motor pumps and generators work several hours a day to provide water 

through the pipes (micro-networks) for an average of 2 to 3 hours a day and to the donkey carts for 

an average of 3 hours a day. If the generator or motor pump is damaged, it can be several days, or 

even weeks, before it is repaired. The population then has to rely on donkey carts and, to a lesser 

extent, on direct collection from the water point. Water point management and maintenance are 

therefore at the heart of the provision of water in Tawidat. To return to the initial notion of 

embeddedness, the mapping of water provision points and their state of maintenance gives an idea of 

the unequal social and political balance in the area. 

                                                           
8 Equivalent to between €0.20 and €0.30 € at the time of my fieldwork. I have used the SDG/€ exchange rate at 1 October 

2010 since most of the interviews were conducted around that time. However, there was a staggering devaluation 

following the Independence of South Sudan in 2011 (100%), and at the same time there was massive inflation, which 

mostly affected basic goods. Although salaries may have been increased slightly to cover this gap, the purchasing power 

of households decreased dramatically, making basic expenditure, including for water, even more difficult.  
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2.3. Water management: increasing inequalities 

 

In a context of scarcity, the management and maintenance of water points is a key 

determinant. The person in charge of each one was interviewed, and once again, the interviews 

revealed a wide diversity of situations that is explained by the evanescent role played by the State in 

this area. As I noted above, the lajna sha‘abiya are responsible for “administering neighbourhood 

public affairs and for ensuring that the area is free of vice, and that its services are provided 

sufficiently and efficiently” (Hamid 2000). While they are technically not responsible for providing 

water, they are responsible for monitoring the quality of delivery, and thus intervene in the 

management of water and the maintenance of water points. Some interviewees referred to a water 

committee (lajna al-moya), but it was not clear whether this was a sub-division of the lajna 

sha‘abiya or a specific ad hoc committee created by the lajna sha‘abiya to manage water-related 

issues in the neighbourhood. In some instances, a water point is managed by a person hired by the 

lajna sha‘abiya, as is the case in Blocks 3 and 4. The water point keeper collects the fees – monthly 

from the houses connected to a micro-network, and daily from the donkey carts – and gives the 

money to the lajna sha‘abiya. The water point keeper receives a monthly salary of approximately 

490 SDG. In these cases, the lajna sha‘abiya remains in charge of maintaining the water point, and 

has to find and pay a person to repair major damage (including supplying spare parts). In general, the 

water point keeper has basic mechanical knowledge, and is able to repair minor damage; however, it 

was mentioned that maintenance was not always satisfactory and that in the case of major damage, 

inhabitants have to wait several weeks, or even months, before the problem can be fixed, and in the 

meantime they have to rely on the provision of water from donkey carts. A lack of money, the lack 

of an ability to find the right person or the right enterprise to repair damage and a lack of will were 

the reasons given for the slow and unsatisfactory response.  

In Block 2, the well was dug by an Islamic NGO, Dawa Al-Islamiya, in 1998. After a few years, 

Dawa Al-Islamiya handed the well over to the lajna sha‘abiya, since management and maintenance 

of the well was its responsibility. However, it proved to be unable to maintain the water point 

properly, and for this reason, Dawa Al-Islamiya decided to rent the well to a private party from 

outside Tawidat and to delegate the responsibility for maintaining the well to him. This person 

contracted a well keeper, who collects approximately 100 SDG a day, gives it to the contractor and 

receives 20 SDG per day in return. Whatever the monthly rent might be, the profit made by the 

contractor is undoubtedly worthy of note. The quality maintenance was assessed as good. This marks 

a first step towards the privatization of water points.  

Two further examples in the area show that providing water is certainly a fairly good business 

that goes beyond the reach of the State. In Block 1, the first historical well in Tawidat, which was 

drilled by the State in the early 1990s, is now also run by an individual from outside Tawidat. This 

person9 rents the well for 700 SDG a month, which is paid directly to the lajna sha‘abiya, and has 

recruited someone to keep the water point and collect fees, with the same set-up as in Block 2. In 

                                                           
9 In spite of my repeated efforts to discover the name of this person in order to request a meeting, the interviewees 

refused to provide it.  
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Block 5, the situation is slightly different. The borehole was drilled by a humanitarian agency in 

2001 and equipped with a tank and a pump. The well provides water for Blocks 5 and 6. There is no 

network around the well and the population relies on donkey carts for deliveries. After some time, it 

emerged that a micro-network had been connected to the well for the inhabitants of the neighbouring 

village of Ramala, who were willing and able to pay for the connection. M. Ahmad, the well 

administrator, collects 30 SDG a month from these 45 households, collects fees from the donkey cart 

drivers and repays 490 SDG a month to the lajna sha‘abiya of Blocks 5 and 6. The well 

administrator had to invest in a new, more powerful motor pump when Ramala was connected to the 

well. With the privatization of the well, the ‘owner’ has a direct interest in efficient and continuous 

water delivery, but the absence of any State or State-affiliated body, be it the KSWC or the Sudanese 

public authorities10, leads to a highly diverse and unequal situation. The price of water, the 

connection, the quality and the accountability of the provider all remain totally uncontrolled. 

 

 

3. Conclusion 

 

This case study of a relocation site on the fringes of Khartoum reveals that the provision of water 

is neither considered to be nor managed as a public service. It has to a large extent relied on private 

initiative, and interventions by the State and public institutions have proved to be very weak. The 

highly heterogeneous and marginalized communities of Tawidat find themselves in a particularly 

dire and unequal situation when it comes to access to water; indeed, the community’s ability to 

mobilize and make an impact is very limited, and the provision of water has mainly depended on 

external support and initiatives. The absence of State control has led a few small investors to take 

over some of the water points and make a profit out of the delivery of water, even where the borehole 

was drilled and equipped using public money (from the State or humanitarian agencies). The wide 

diversity of patterns of access to water and the lack of regulation and control on the part of the State 

produce dynamics of privatization of and aggravate already existing inequalities. 
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Chapter 2 

Self-organization and drinking water among recent economic migrants in 

a peripheral area of Khartoum (Bawga Al-Sherig) 

François Ireton 

 



 

What happens when economic migrants from villages and cities from all over Sudan who settle in 

the desert periphery of Khartoum organize themselves so that they can have access to clean water, 

without having any recourse to a government service? How and why do some of them choose to 

organize collectively? Who participates in this joint effort to cope with this problem of access? What 

kind of social network is mobilised or set up specifically for this purpose? How do they fund the 

drilling of a tube well, and how do they manage it? This article, which is based on anthropological 

fieldwork conducted in two adjacent proto-urban settlements in the rural periphery of Khartoum, 

attempts to provide answers to these questions.  

These settlements present two distinct creation and development scenarios. In the case of one 

(Bawga Al-Jadid), a fairly homogeneous core population from a prosperous large village in the Nile 

Valley arrived about ten years ago, and the existing social networks among these migrants initially 

formed the basis for a collective organisation that led to the construction and management of a tube 

well. In the other case (Bawga Al-Sharig), migrants, often single, arrived individually from all across 

Sudan and work in Khartoum as poor, “atomized” irregular day labourers. Because they have no pre-

existing social networks, they have great difficulty implementing the same type of water access 

project. In the two settlements we investigated, the social actors, who are mostly in a situation of 

precariousness and sub-integration into the city, have no form of access to public services, and none 

exist on-site. As far as drinking water is concerned, they had (in the first settlement) and still have (in 

the second) to self-organize in order to secure its physical availability, spatial accessibility and 

economic affordability, thereby offering an example of "what people are able to do" and "the skills 

of ordinary people" (Berry-Chikhaoui & Deboulet 2000). 

 

 

1. Two “proto-urban” settlements on the north-eastern outskirts of Khartoum 

 

The settlements in which our study was conducted, which are called Bawga Al-Jadid (or “New 

Bawga”) and Bawga Al-Sharig (or “Eastern Bawga”) respectively, are two of the three adjacent 

settlements that make up the idara shaʿabiya11 of ʿAllujab, which had 6,400 inhabitants in 2008 

                                                           
11

 Idara shaʿabiya means ‘Popular Administration’. It is the lowest level territorial administrative unit, and the 

equivalent of a municipality. An idara shaʿabiya can be composed of several settlements (villages or hamlets) and is 
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(Sudan Central Bureau of Statistics, 2008 Population Census). The municipality of ʿAllujab is part of 

an area of adjoining municipalities consisting of more than thirty settlements and a total of 25,000 

inhabitants in 2008. The area is known by the inhabitants of Khartoum under the generic name of Idd 

Babiker12. Although in the immediate periphery of the town of Khartoum North (Abu Sin & Davies 

1991, Denis 2005 and 2006), the area is classified as rural, and belongs to the rural maḥalliya of 

Sharg Al-Nil for administrative purposes. A newly asphalted road from Khartoum North (25 minutes 

by public transport) crosses Idd Babiker from west to east.  

The settlements in this area are located on a sandy, non-irrigated and therefore uncultivated 

steppe. These lands are the traditional tribal territory (dar) of the Batahin, an Arabic tribe (gabila) of 

nomadic pastoralists. Most of the inhabitants of Idd Babiker are members of the Batahin tribe who 

settled there in the early 1950s around a few now abandoned wells (see Casciarri in this volume). 

This explains the morphology of many of the settlements in the northern part of this area, which 

resemble rural villages. The municipality of ʿAllujab, which is in the southern part of Idd Babiker, is 

a rectangular area almost three kilometres long from west to east and one kilometre wide from north 

to south. It is bordered to the north by the asphalt road and to the south by large agricultural schemes 

irrigated by the waters of the Blue Nile. It is crossed by a grid of small streets or lanes that give it a 

quasi-urban appearance similar to that of most of the capital’s peripheral urban extensions. The 

regularity of the grid and the density of the housing decreases as one travels from west to east, and 

the expansion of houses has also gradually progressed from west to east, in three stages. 

The earliest, and core, settlement of ʿAllujab municipality, which is also called ʿAllujab and 

is situated in the west of its territory, began in the 1950s and was mostly populated by Batahin. In 

1999, a group of migrants arrived from Bawga, a large village in the Nile Valley, in the region of 

Atbara. These migrants, who were from the Jaʿaliyyn tribe and of peasant origin, were eager to move 

close to Khartoum and knew that they could purchase inexpensive plots of land east of the ʿAllujab 

core settlement (Ahmad, 1989). They immediately named their new settlement Bawga Al-Jadid (the 

“New Bawga”). Dozens of families from this same large Nile Valley village have arrived over the 

last fifteen years, forming an extensive migrant network. Currently, out of a total of 400 ḥosh (which 

means ‘built plot’), around 50 are occupied by the founding families, who have maintained strong 

ties with their home village. Other migrants, mainly from the wilayat of Western Sudan (Kordofan 

and Darfur), but also from other parts of the country (although very few of them are Southerners) 

have gradually settled in Bawga Al-Jadid, acquiring plots of between 200 and 500 square metres. Its 

inhabitants have various jobs, mainly manual, particularly in the vast so-called informal sector in the 

capital. Like ʿAllujab, this settlement is served by the public electricity network, and has its own well 

and tank for drinking water, its own primary school, two mosques, numerous shops and a small 

minibus station. 

In a third phase beginning in 2005, the ʿAllujab municipality received an influx of migrants 

from all over Sudan, especially from Darfur and Kordofan. These populations settled east of Bawga 

Al-Jadid, in the chaotic, stony and sandy terrain of an abandoned building materials quarry 

pockmarked with the pools of stagnant water that collect during the rainy season. In this third proto-

                                                                                                                                                                                                   
headed by a lajna shaʿabīa, a ‘Popular Committee’. Several idara shaʿabiya are grouped into wiḥda idariya (the 

equivalent of a district), then into maḥalliya (equivalent to a county), and finally into wilaya (the Federal State).  
12

 ʿAllujab is the name of one particular sub-group of the Batahin tribe who are considered to be the first to have arrived 

in the Idd Babiker area. 
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urban settlement, the housing is not clearly aligned as it is in the two others; it is disjointed and often 

seems to have been located at random, avoiding only the ditches. At the end of 2010, there were a 

thousand people in this settlement in about 300 hosh, a hundred of which consisted of red brick 

houses surrounded by walls, while the great majority were made of mud brick, and consisted of a 

single room on plots with no walls. One also sees a few huts made of sorghum stalks, metal sheeting 

and cardboard. This settlement is called Bawga Al-Sharig (“Eastern Bawga”) or sometimes Bawga 

Fog (“High Bawga”) by the residents13. It is continuing to grow without the benefit of any public 

infrastructure, equipment or public services, and only has five small grocery stores. Its inhabitants 

are almost all very poor people who work as casual day workers in Khartoum or its extended area. 

While the settlements of ʿAllujab and Bawga Al-Jadid are mainly populated by nuclear families, 

Bawga Al-Sharig has many married and unmarried men who live alone or share living quarters, and 

whose families have remained in the provinces. 

Bawga Al-Sharig resembles neither an urban expansion nor a rural village, and is thus 

distinguished by a number of markers of social marginality and deep poverty that can be summarized 

as material deprivation, ‘under-integration’ (that is, a total lack of infrastructure and public services) 

and an absence of a core founding population (El Agraa et al. 1985, Gertel 1999). Below, we will 

look at the various technical, economic and socio-political aspects of the two systems of access to 

drinking water in the two settlements we studied: first, the micro-network of buried pipes of a small 

cross-section, which allows direct access to water for a subset of houses in Bawga Al-Jadid, and, 

second, the mobile distribution system by small tanks installed on donkey carts (called karro), which 

provides access to drinking water to another subset of homes in Bawga Al-Jadid and all the houses in 

Bawga Al-Sharig. The water supplied by the micro-network and that distributed by karro is extracted 

by means of a unique device, namely a tube well and a tank installed in Bawga Al-Jadid (henceforth 

BJ), which will be described in the next section. This tube well and tank device, the micro water 

supply network and the karro distribution system have all been established and widely supported by 

the inhabitants themselves without any intervention by the State or specialized NGOs. This paper 

will conclude with the story of an attempt by the particularly disadvantaged inhabitants of Bawga Al-

Sharig (henceforth BS) to set up a tube well with a tank device in their own settlement on their own 

(Nègre 2004). 

 

 

2. Tube well and water micro-networks in Bawga Al-Jadid: how people rely on their own 

initiatives  

 

2.1. Physical aspects  

 

Bawga Al-Jadid is equipped with the most popular device in the peripheral areas of Khartoum 

for making water physically available. It consists of a tube well (bayara) drilled to various depths 

                                                           
13

 Fog literally means “up” or “high”, but in the vernacular it is often used to distinguish remote areas in the desert from 

areas closer to the Nile Valley belt or populated centres. 
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(sometimes up to more than a hundred metres), with a diesel motor pump (or more recently an 

electric pump) that raises water into a large metal tank (khazzan, or more often sihirij), which is 

located about eight to ten metres above the ground and supported by metal pillars, is often painted in 

alternating black and white squares. From the tank, the water drops through a vertical pipe located 

along one of the pillars and then continues at ground level. In the case of the BJ device, the pipe is 

then divided into three branches. One goes to the area reserved for filling the karro-s, where it 

becomes vertical again, where it is equipped with a valve and forms an elbow shape. It is extended 

by a flexible rubber sleeve that is used to fill the karro-s (because of its shape, this system is called 

ghurab, which means “raven”). The second branch leads to taps where people can come with 

jerrycans to get water directly and free of charge. The third branch is equipped with two valves that 

open or close the two water pipe micro-networks (shabaka) that supply water to the connected hosh 

in BJ. The tube well and tank device is in the centre of BJ, near the new great mosque. 

The water distribution micro-network consists of small-diameter (three centimetres) metal or 

reinforced hard rubber pipes buried at a shallow depth under the neighbourhood lanes. The system 

allows access to water in the hosh itself by filling a barrel that is generally located in the courtyard. 

There are two micro-networks in BJ (north and south). The first is open in the morning from 7 to 10 

a.m. and the second in the afternoon, from 2 to 5 p.m., because the pressure is too low for 

simultaneous water distribution across the entire area served by the two micro-networks (this area 

represents three-quarters of the entire settlement). The guardian (ghafir) of the tube well opens and 

closes the valves that serve the two sub-networks. Not all the hosh in BJ are connected, which 

explains the coexistence of distribution by micro-network, distribution by karro and direct access by 

consumers who fill their own small amounts of water into jerrycans.  

The reason for this coexistence is twofold: first, not all the inhabitants of the area served by 

the network can or want to pay for connection to the micro-network; and second, the network cannot 

serve a larger number of hosh due to pressure problems and the limited diameter of the pipe. Of the 

settlement’s 400 hosh, about 300 are connected to the two micro-networks, which are extended at 

certain points by rubber or plastic pipes that are simply laid on the lanes or the exterior walls of the 

hosh and bring water to hosh that are not connected to the micro-network. These flexible pipes start 

from some of the connected hosh. 

 

 

2.2. Implementation and social management 

 

In BJ, the tube well was installed on the initiative of the potential resident users, some of 

whom were tired of the existing water distribution system (which meant either making long trips 

from home to fetch water at the existing tube well in the ʿAllujab settlement or paying the high cost 

of karro distribution due to their quite long distance from this nearest tube well), and decided to dig a 

new on-site tube well in BJ itself. To implement this project, a lajna al-khadamat (Committee for 

Services) was created in BJ in 2001 specifically to install the tube well and to try to establish two 

other services: a primary school and a small clinic. The committee was successful with the tube well 

and the primary school but not with the clinic. The lajna al-khadamat was created on the initiative of 
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the heads of some of the founding families of BJ who had migrated from Old Bawga in the Nile 

valley. This lajna al-khadamat is not an official body, but is recognized by the local official 

institution, the lajna sha‘abiya of the idara sha‘abiya (municipality) of ʿAllujab. The price of this 

semi-official recognition is compulsory building permits (for schools, clinics and wells), the 

establishment of internal operating rules entailing compliance with certain standards for the election 

of managers and members of the committee and, informally, a good relationship with the most 

important members of the lajna sha‘abiya:the president, the secretary and a third member of the 

lajna al-khadamat of BJ are all members of the lajna sha‘abiya of the ʿAllujab municipality. 

The first task undertaken by the initiators of the tube well and the Committee for Services 

was to “hunt” for patrons and donors by mobilizing networks of relationships and soliciting the 

generosity of wealthy individuals, and also by using certain religious arguments (Baillard & Haenni 

1997). An interlocutor once told me, with false or discreet cynicism:  

 

“You know, there are many people in this country who have made fortunes by 

methods that religion condemns, often with the support of regime dignitaries who 

govern us, but these people have grown older and care about their future after death. 

It is them we must contact first, because they have much to be forgiven by Allah if 

they want to go to heaven; they have to be generous, do good acts like tabarwat and 

… they are indeed often very generous. But there are also good people who are rich 

and want to do good things for the poor freely. One must also know these people 

and interact with them because they run their own donations to the neighbourhoods 

they know, and often these good people want to remain anonymous and ask us not 

to say how much they gave. The others, the new rich, they like it that their 

generosity is known and visible, but so what? If they want to donate money or 

material, or to lend equipment (a truck to bore wells, for example), well, they’re 

welcome...”.  

 

After some four years of fundraising efforts, the tube well and tank had been financed to 

some extent by the population of potential users, but more by donations, which were obtained mainly 

from businessmen or members of wealthy families, through acts of citizens’ charity (tabarwat 

muwatanin, acts of generosity by some citizens – this expression combines civic and religious 

connotations) or through more secular forms of patronage or euergetism, and from the Diwan Al-

Zakat (the Zakat Chamber14) and certain munazamat khairiya (charity organisations) (Abdallah 

2017). Some private donors requested that their names and the amounts of their contributions should 

not be revealed.  

The tube well and tank device was finally put in place in 2006, and the well was drilled down 

to a depth of 90 metres. The cost of the drilling operations and the purchase of equipment, mainly the 

pump engine, was 55,000 Sudanese Pounds (SDG) (€18,100 in 2011). The pump runs on fuel. The 

                                                           
14

 The Zakat Chamber is a Sudanese state agency responsible for collecting what is known in the Islamic civilisation as 

“legal alms” (or “compulsory alms”, as opposed to the sadaqa, “voluntary alms”) in the form of a tax. The agency 

provides grants to fund various social projects initiated by recognized associations. Here, the association concerned is the 

Committee for Services (the lajna al khadamat) of BJ, which made the request. 
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cost of the tank was 35,000 SDG (€11,500 as of the same date). The total cost was 90,000 Sudanese 

pounds (some €30,000 €)15, a very substantial sum. 

The two micro-networks were installed and extended step by step between 2007 and 2009 by 

small enterprises, and were funded, in addition to significant assistance from the Zakat Chamber, by 

inhabitants who wished to be connected, who initially paid the Committee for Services of BJ 200 

SDG (€66) per hosh. A certificate of connection was prepared by the Committee for each hosh, and 

there is a flat monthly fee for water consumption of 15 SDG (€5) per hosh, whatever the amount 

consumed, which is not measured. The standard fee for hosh with zariba (corrals) is 30 SDG (€10), 

but there are very few of them in the village. The extension of the micro-networks using plastic or 

rubber pipes laid on the lanes is illegal, but is more or less tolerated by the Committee for Services. It 

seems that there is no general rule for paying for the water provided by this kind of sub-micro-

network: some beneficiaries pay fees of 15 SDG directly to the Committee for Services, while others 

pay something to the owners of the connection the informal flexible pipes start out from. It should be 

noted that from the point of view of the State and its agencies that specialise in the distribution of 

clean water, even the micro-networks described here have no legal existence: they are not recorded 

by these agencies and do not comply with the technical standards for equipment for supplying water. 

But as they have been funded as social projects by a State agency (the Zakat Chamber), as it is the 

Committee for Services of BJ that implemented and currently manages the networks, and as this 

institution, although it is not official, is recognized by the Popular Committee of the Municipality of 

ʿAllujab, the micro-networks are classified here as semi-official, for want of a better term. However, 

the sub-micro-networks of plastic or rubber pipes are totally informal from any standpoint.  

The chairman of the lajna al-khadamat is a small contractor from one of the founding 

families of BJ; almost 70 years old, he still climbs the scaffolding at the new mosque he is building 

with his young employees, among whom he enjoys the status of ‘corporation master’. “He is a very 

wise man”, the general secretary of the lajna al-khadamat, who runs the day to day operations, told 

me. The secretary has a grocery store on the main street of BJ where he also sells cosmetics. The 

store also offers a public phone service using mobile phones. He arrived from the wilaya of Western 

Darfur in 1990, living first in Hajj Yussef (a large suburban extension of Khartoum west of Idd 

Babiker), graduated in business at the University of Sudan in Khartoum in 1994 and came to live in 

the village in 2001 “because it was cheaper than the urban expansion areas”. The vice-chairman of 

the lajna, who was born in the wilaya of Northern Darfur, is a mechanical engineer, and the treasurer 

is the principal of the primary school in BJ. These four men and the three other members of the 

lajna, who are all unpaid volunteers, attend the monthly meetings of the lajna, which also has two 

employees: one, the technician (mekaniki) responsible for maintenance of the diesel pump, is part-

time, and the other, the ghafir, the guardian of the tube well, is full-time, working from 7 a.m. to 6 or 

7 p.m. with a break between noon and 3 p.m. The members of the lajna are elected for two-year 

terms by the heads of the families of BJ who volunteer to participate in the election, which is held at 

the end of a public meeting at which a “moral and financial report” is presented and, as the secretary 

put it, “If everyone is content, we vote for the same people – if they are standing – and we start 
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 All conversions from SDG to euro have been made according to the exchange rate during the last period of fieldwork 

(2011); however, due to high inflation since 2011, the current value of the SDG is very different.  
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again”. Of the seven members of the lajna al-khadamat and its two employees, only three are 

members of founding families from Old Bawga.  

Although the existing network of founding families of BJ played a role in the creation and 

management of the lajna al-khadamat, the initiative to set up the tube well and tank device and the 

fundraising, the network is far from having all the social processes we have described here at hand. It 

can be argued, in fact, that most of the social relations that emerged from the process of setting up 

the water access equipment and that currently emerge and reproduce themselves in the daily 

practices of water access and management are not “embedded” (Polanyi 2001) in any pre-existing 

social network, but rather contribute to the continuous social fabric process taking place in BJ. 

 

 

3. Distribution of water by karro 

 

As we have said, some 100 unconnected hosh in BJ and all the 300 hosh in BS (where there 

is no tube well and tank device) have to rely on the karro distribution system for access to water. The 

karro system must rely on being linked to a tube well and tank system, and so the donkey carts 

provide water either from the tube well in BJ (for the unconnected inhabitants of BJ and most of the 

inhabitants of BS), or from a tube well in the Tawidat consolidated displaced persons camp (see de 

Geoffroy in this volume) at the eastern border of BS (the karro-s who use this well only serve a few 

hosh in the eastern part of BS, and their drivers sometimes have conflictual relations with the karro 

drivers from BJ). The karro is usually a metal cart, but it can also be made of wood. It is pulled by a 

donkey, and carries a tank consisting of one or two barmil (the Arabic name for a 250 litre oil or 

diesel barrel). A tank made of a single barmil is called a farda and one made of two (which holds 

500 litres) is known as a dabol (from the English word ‘double’). In the latter case, the lids of the 

barmil are removed and the two barmil are welded together. 

 

3.1. The social organisation of water distribution by karro 

 

A karro is generally owned by an individual, who drives it himself or hires someone else as a 

driver, often a young person, or even a child. Young people or children may also drive their family’s 

karro without payment. The owner of a karro is not necessarily the owner of the donkey that pulls 

the cart. A karro driver is linked to a particular tube well where he must fill his tank because he has 

an account with the lajna al-khadamat that manages the well. Among the forty karro drivers attached 

to the well in BJ, around thirty work every day. Some live in BS, but the majority are from BJ. None 

of the karro drivers interviewed are members of founding families; they are almost all migrants from 

wilayat in Western Sudan, have had many different jobs and find this work as a karro driver 

relatively lucrative compared to many others, especially if they own their own karro.   

In fact, being karro driver is quite a popular occupation because it is more profitable than 

being a casual day-labourer: firstly, it is an almost full-time job and, secondly, a karro driver who 
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owns his own cart and donkey can make a net income of 40 SDG (€13.15) a day. A driver can make 

up to fifteen round trips to the tube well every day, supplying water to people who ask him as he 

passes by. Drivers pay the ghafir of the tube well 0.7 SDG (€0.23) for one dabol barmil and sell it to 

a customer for 4 SDG (€1.3), making a profit of 3.3 SDG (€1.1) per round trip, a potential gross 

income of some 45 to 50 SDG (€14.8 to €16.4) a day if they work hard and make 15 round trips a 

day. A driver who owns his own karro and donkey will have a final daily net income of at least 35 to 

40 SDG (€11.5 to €13.15) (after feeding the donkey). A non-owner will make between 20 and 25 

SDG (€6.6 to €8.2) after paying rent for the donkey and karro. By comparison, the average wage of a 

casual daily worker in the building sector is no more than 15 SDG (€5) a day (Ireton 2015). 

At the tube well in BJ, when a karro driver arrives for the first time on any day to fill his 

karro, which is usually at 7 o'clock in the morning, the ghafir adds his name with a small pencil to a 

piece of paper he keeps in the palm of his hand (and not on a register, which would inevitably 

become wet with water) and traces a small vertical line opposite his name. This process is 

repeated each time the karro driver come to refill his karro at the “raven”; four small vertical lines 

are usually drawn very close together and crossed diagonally by a fifth line; it is easier to quickly 

"scan" groups of five lines separated from another similar group by a small gap when the driver asks 

for his bill in the late afternoon or no more than a day or two after he does the work. The small piece 

of paper is not filed away, and it disappears after it has been used, normally at the end of the day, 

when the ghafir has sent the day’s earnings to the secretary of the lajna (if the driver has not paid his 

bill at the end of the day, the amount to be paid is written in front of his name on the piece of paper 

used the next day).  

These small material details are not irrelevant, as the keeper is like an “orchestra conductor” 

of the tube well, and does everything at once: not only does he keeps a daily track of each driver, but 

he also fills the karro himself by aiming the water sleeve at the upper opening of the tank, filling 

karro after karro, sometimes without closing the valve of water after each operation to save time, 

avoiding the mess caused by water in the muddy area surrounding the “raven” at the same time16, 

keeping the small piece of paper in one hand while aiming the sleeve or moving the valve to turn off 

the water with the other. All this is done while holding a conversation with a passer-by or a tea-seller 

sitting in the shade of the tank, or shouting at drivers to stay in one line, to move their karro forward, 

to keep cool and be patient and not to grab the sleeve themselves. This all takes place in a generally 

pleasant and slightly chaotic atmosphere punctuated by jokes and some shouting, but sometimes also 

by minor conflicts the ghafir has to “moderate”.  

 

3.2. The cost of water distributed by karro 

 

If we now consider the cost of household water consumption as a percentage of the household 

budget among the different socio-economic strata, it is clear that it is considerable. There are few 

households whose domestic consumption is less than one barmil (250 litres) a day. Household water 

needs include not only drinking, cooking, cleaning and miscellaneous household uses, but also water 

for poultry, sheep and goats, and for watering gardens that have vegetables, and even one or two fruit 

                                                           
16 The “raven” is often located on a small mound of earth surrounded by puddles of water. 
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trees.17 One- and two-person households consume an average of one barmil every two days. For a 

household of three or more persons from the lowest mean income category found in BJ and BS 

during our fieldwork (with a disposable income equivalent to that of a casual day-labourer: that is, a 

total weekly income of 45 SDG (€14.8), with a day labourer working an average of 3 days a week), 

the weekly expenditure for water based on a daily consumption of one barmil a day at 2 SDG 

amounts to 14 SDG (€4.6), or around one-third of the household’s disposable income. For a 

household of three or more persons in the middle income category found during the fieldwork, with 

an average monthly income of approximately 250 SDG (€82), the same daily water consumption of 

one barmil a day represents around a quarter of the household’s disposable income. Even affluent 

households (in the local context) who give no indication of their income complain about the high 

cost of water as a percentage of their household budget. The unconnected inhabitants of BJ and all 

the residents of BS are well aware that the monthly flat fee of 15 SDG paid by the inhabitants of BJ 

who are connected to the micro-network (with no restrictions on consumption) would significantly 

reduce their households’ water budget (to approximately 8.5% of the household income for the 

lowest income category instead of 32%, and 6% of the household income for the middle income 

category instead of 25%), as the amount paid by unconnected residents is equivalent to an average of 

four times the amount paid by the families connected to the micro-network or the equivalent of four 

daily wages of a casual day labourer in the building sector (and eight times if the unconnected 

families have six or more members and have to buy one dabol a day at 4 SDG). For many of the 

unconnected family members we interviewed, for whom water is the primary element of life, a gift 

of God and a natural right for which it is wrong to pay anything more than a token fee, the enormous 

cost of water as a share of their family budget is the most emblematic sign of their deep poverty.  

 

 

4. An attempt to install a tube well in BS and build a community  

 

In early 2009, taking account of the intuitive calculation made by some of the inhabitants of 

BS, a group of men in the settlement, following the lead of one of them, a small furniture retailer 

working in North Khartoum18, decided to establish an informal lajna al-khadamat for their own 

settlement. An on-site tube well and the establishment of a water distribution micro-network were 

the priorities for this informal seven-person committee, which includes one woman. It was elected 

by the heads of families after the project initiators had convened a meeting of the general population 

(the project leader and instigator of the meeting became president of the Committee for Services). 

With no public or NGO funding, the members expected that they would have to rely on their own 

resources (juhud dhatiyya). Given the lack of domestic savings, the committee sought to leverage 

external resources, both financial and material (equipment), to drill a well, install a tank and acquire 

a motorised pump. The search for a sponsor led to an agreement with a contractor who was willing 

to take a‘mal khairiyya (charitable actions) for the occasion; his company had drilling equipment, 

some of which was loaned free for 15 days in the hope it would be sufficient to complete the well to 
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 To the outsider these uses may appear to be a luxury, but they are in fact of great practical value. 
18 His job gives him the status of a well-off person in the social context of general poverty in this settlement. 
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a depth that would ensure an adequate flow of drinking water, and that a start could be made on the 

process of supplying the thousands of underserved residents of BS. The well was dug, its flow was 

sufficient and the water quality was good. 

The Committee for Services then launched a search for metal sheeting with which to 

construct the tank and for the funds to purchase a motorised pump and pay the welders and 

technicians needed to assemble the proposed water tower.19 The Committee is also considering the 

creation of a water distribution micro-network, which would enable residents to significantly lower 

their water expenses as a percentage of their household budgets. The committee is making a bold bet 

on self-financing through savings: local consumption based on one barmil per day per household (a 

cost of 2 SDG) costs households 730 SDG (€240) a year for water delivered by karro. Alternatively, 

a flat monthly fee of 15 SDG per household would cost 180 SDG (€60) annually and generate 

savings of 550 SDG (€180) every year per connected household. This amount, when multiplied by 

the number of households in BS (300), would generate twice the total cost of installing a micro-

network in savings for the community. The leader of the committee, who is accustomed to making 

financial calculations of this kind, recognizes that these savings are only potential, and that it will be 

difficult to sustain them among poor households burdened with numerous urgent and unexpected 

expenses. Nevertheless, the project leader is encouraging the committee members, as local 

development activists, to promote a saving mentality for the common good and to mobilize 

collective efforts in a spirit of juhud dhatiyya to create a real community in BS, in a context of weak 

solidarity and social integration among its inhabitants (a product of their heterogeneous social and 

geographical backgrounds and the absence of ‘traditional’ social networks like extended family or 

lineages). “Juhud dhatiyya (personal efforts) and sponsorship and private charity should be 

combined”, the leader of the Committee said.   

Despite the fact that many people in BS were sceptical, or did not believe that a well – let 

alone a micro-network – would ever be dug in their settlement, this pioneering initiative won the 

support of a significant portion of the population, who participated in the first group meetings for the 

creation of the lajna al-khadamat. This can be explained by the importance of the question of access 

to cheaper water than that provided by the karro delivery system, by the personality and good 

reputation of the initiators and by the fact that other water and services committees had been 

established in many settlements in the same area and had achieved their goal. A local network (set up 

to create the Committee) was indispensable for the establishment of an external support network to 

connect with charitable institutions, sponsor organizations, etc. This vital task was performed by the 

Committee president, who relied on his social status and social capital and on the skills of persuasion 

he had developed professionally, a combination that won the approval of his professional peers and 

meant he would be taken seriously by the various institutions and donor organizations on which the 

project depended. 

In many neighbourhoods on the outskirts of Khartoum where few or no public services are 

provided, people often organize themselves in order to develop, fund, put in place and manage 

certain services, both with and without the help of NGOs. If they wish to establish a water micro-

network autonomously, for example, in order to save money in the future, they have to find funds for 

                                                           
19 At the time of our last visit in the field (November 2011), nothing had been provided with regard to the financial 

resources for acquire these essential elements of the project. 
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the initial investment, which amount to about 200 to 300 SDG per family. But because they lack 

connections, poor consumers are forced to devote a considerable part of their family budget (up to a 

third) to purchasing the water provided by karro, which is the most expensive means of access, 

meaning that they have no spare money to contribute to the new project (and are even often in debt). 

This is a perfect example of the vicious circle of poverty: basic resources are more expensive for 

poor families than for non-poor families, and for this reason, poor people cannot allocate the money 

that would allow them to escape poverty (by implementation of a water access project) and to be able 

to have spare money in the future (as a result of less costly access to water thanks to the completed 

project). Only a low-interest loan can offer a solution, and this loan could be repaid over less than a 

year due to the difference between the cost of water provided by karro and the micro-network. In this 

precise case, microcredit would be a solution, but there is no such institution in the area. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

As we have seen in the light of what we have described in this article, in the absence of State 

intervention in this type of public service, the first requirement for the implementation of less 

expensive systems for accessing clean water is above all people’s ability to rely on existing social 

networks, and if they do not exist – which is the case more often than not – to construct these 

networks through a lengthy process that must mobilise means of persuading people that something 

that is in the common interest is possible through collective action. In our case, far from using pre-

existing social networks – except those created by the founding families – and being socially 

“embedded” in them, in both the settlements we studied, attempts at setting up collective action to 

solve the problem of access to clean water that was less expensive than that provided by the karro 

distribution system consisted in constructing autonomous networks specifically for the purpose of 

accessing cheaper clean water (or in some cases multipurpose networks). This construction has 

clearly contributed to what may be called the social fabric of these two settlements.    
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Chapter 3 

Tribal dynamics under the water network: the case of the formerly 

nomadic Batahin in peri-urban Khartoum (Idd Babiker) 

Barbara Casciarri 

 









Pastoral systems have been often left out of the archetypal configurations of water embeddedness in 

society (Casciarri 2013, Casciarri & Staro 2019). In this chapter, we present a persistent “tribal 

configuration” among groups with a significant pastoral background despite their early 

sedentarisation and urbanisation, as a significant paradigm for managing water, behind the prima 

facie appearance of a “modern”, centralised and uniform system of water supply. The site of our 

study, Idd Babiker, owes its name to an ancient well dug by Batahin nomads in the 19th century. The 

appropriation of this “tribal well” and consequently of the surrounding territory allowed a section of 

the Batahin (Butugab) to settle after the drought of 1949-1950. Later, especially after the 1984 

drought, the well attracted families from the tribe to settle there and benefit from access to resources 

(land and water, as well as job opportunities in the nearby capital), based on networks of common 

agnatic (that is, patrilineal) affiliation. Starting in the mid-1990s, and then increasingly in the 2000s, 

important changes (the upsetting of production systems, the expansion of the Khartoum urban area, 

the arrival of groups of various regional and ethnic origins and the spread of modern water supply 

systems) seem to have erased the social (tribal) basis of this local water appropriation and 

management.  

At first sight, the waterscape of Idd Babiker (which we will refer to hereafter as IB) looks 

similar to other peripheral areas, with access to boreholes controlled by the KSWC, distributed 

according to administrative divisions and allocated to the inhabitants of the neighbourhood without 

any distinction. However, more extensive qualitative research that traces the social and hydraulic 

histories of the site simultaneously reveals that tribal dynamics (whose core is the Batahin gabila – 

“tribe”20) are still operating behind the technically homogenous formal water supply system. A 

reconstruction of the “social life” of the founding well, Idd Babiker, and then of more recent 

traditional wells, up to the arrival of the boreholes, enables us to follow the social transformation of 

an old-time dominant tribe (the Batahin) in relation to the territory, its resources, new arrivals and the 

State. Dynamics of tribal and lineage segmentation, solidarity and conflict can be read through the 

simultaneous interplay of technical forms of water supply and distribution and the adapting norms of 

appropriation and use. Although weakened by the decline in mobile herding, urban expansion, ethno-

                                                           
20 For the main features of this institution and its relevance in Sudan, notably among rural peasants and pastoral groups, 

see Casciarri & Ahmed 2009. 
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tribal melting and State centralisation, the typical practices and values of water appropriation and 

management by pastoralists re-emerge as a sort of autonomous reappropriation fostered by the old-

established tribal group beyond the general principles of water access and distribution21. 

 

 

1. Idd Babiker: Socio-economic and spatial transformation of a peri-urban area 

 

1.1. An outline of the Idd Babiker area and its population 

 

IB is a peri-urban area on the eastern outskirts of Greater Khartoum. Although its name was 

only retained to describe four administrative units within the Mahalliya Sherg An-Nil, Wadi Soba 

section, after the administrative restructuring at the beginning of the 1990s22, for local inhabitants 

(and outsiders) the name refers to a larger area, which according to the 2008 Census has a population 

of 48,057 people in 20 localities. The name “Idd Babiker” – “Babiker well”23 – refers to an old well 

dug in the second half of the 19th century by the Batahin (Butugab section), one of the most 

important Arab-speaking nomadic groups of the Butana (MacMichael 1922, Abu Sin 1970). At that 

time, the zone was part of the dry season area to which the Batahin returned regularly after the 

depletion of water and pastures in the eastern part of their territory24. The well can be found in early 

maps drawn after British colonisation25: these documents show that the area had no permanent 

settlements at that time, and was a fairly long way from the initial urban heart of the Sudanese 

capital26. Although the presence of some Batahin groups (who were considered to be the lawful 

‘owners’ of IB) increased and became more stable during the final phase of British colonisation, until 

the 1970s the area consisted of just a few scattered camps and villages (farig) where some of the 

inhabitants lived in the mobile houses (beit al-‘arab) typical of pastoral nomads and practiced rain-

fed agriculture, continuing to move seasonally with their herds to the grazing lands in the east.  

The demographic expansion of IB took place after the mid-1980s, due mainly to two 

simultaneous processes: first, the arrival in the area of a number of nomad households who had been 

                                                           
21 The case study was suggested by a lengthy period of research on Sudanese pastoralists (Casciarri 1997) and their water 

management practices (Casciarri 2011, 2013, 2015a). In order to analyse the relationship between water and society, we 

proposed a “triangulation” of three neighbourhoods in the same area where similar water supply systems were 

incorporated in the context of different socio-historical backgrounds: the post-nomad Batahin in Idd Babiker, Northern 

farmers and Western migrants in Bawga (see Ireton in this volume) and IDPs in Tawidat (see de Geoffroy in this 

volume). 
22 More precisely, this concerns the administrative units of IB Centre, IB East, IB West and IB South. 
23 In Sudanese Arabic, idd is more commonly used for traditional deep wells than the standard bi’r (see Sherif Gasim 

1985). 
24 MacMichael, the main source on Arab tribes of Sudan in the early 20th century, cites this group and its lineages, 

writing that “…the most northernly [Batahin section], the Butugab … have lately split away from the main tribe and live 

in the Khartoum North district” (MacMichael 1922: 206). 
25 Map 1:250 000, Sheet ND-36-B, KHARTOUM, Sudan Survey Department 1940 (1899, 1919, 1924 surveys). 
26 Among the Three Towns of the capital agglomeration, Khartoum and Omdurman have an earlier history from the 

Turco-Egyptian period (1821-1884) and the Mahdiyya (1885-1898), while Khartoum North, or Bahri, was created with 

the extension of the railway after British colonisation (Dubois 1991). The specificity of this foundation and its location 

on the north-western fringes of the Butana partly explains the continuing rural characterisation of the area. 
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obliged by the 1984 drought to abandon mobile herding; and second, the expansion of peripheral 

districts such as Hajj Yusif (west of IB), linked to the arrival in the capital of economic migrants 

from rural Sudanese regions and IDPs from civil war areas. By the 1990s, IB had started to lose its 

homogeneous ethno-tribal configuration: although they remained the dominant component 

demographically and politically, old-timers Batahin residents had begun to share their settlements 

with newcomers from different socio-economic backgrounds (Western pastoralists, Nile Valley 

farmers and non-Arab groups from war areas like Southern Sudan, Nuba Mountains and (lately) 

Darfur). During this period – which coincides with the assumption of power by the Islamic regime 

after the 1989 coup d’etat – IB progressively developed the features of an urban environment (water 

supply, schools, medical services and roads), although these infrastructures only became more 

widespread in the first decade of the 21st century27. In this regard, works in Greater Khartoum in the 

early 1990s still classified this area as “rangeland” outside the official limits of the urban area (Hag 

Ahmed 1991), and significantly identified the Sileit agricultural scheme irrigation canal (Davies 

1991) as the socio-spatial border between recently urbanised and planned areas like Hajj Yusif to the 

west and the scattered, unplanned settlements of former nomads in IB.  

In the 2000s, the rapid expansion of Khartoum (Denis 2005) coupled with growing land 

speculation dynamics in the peripheral areas of the capital (which had become more attractive due to 

lower prices and the availability of space) turned IB into a densely populated quasi-urban area. 

During the period of our fieldwork (2009-2011)28, the ‘post-nomad’ Batahin were facing this new 

context.  of their presence in IB linked to the founding of the eponymous tribal well frequently 

emerged in discourses about social relations within their group, with neighbouring groups and with 

the State, while also referring to issues of water access and distribution. 

 

1.2. The social history of a well and a nomadic tribe: from rural to urban 

 

Works on water management practices among pastoralists (Casciarri 2011, 2013, 2015) have 

shown that traditional deep wells can be a focal point for fieldwork research: observation of water-

related activities at these wells and the discourses they provoke among social actors (and with the 

ethnographer) form a source of information about the features of water/society embeddedness. When 

the ethnographer shifts from a rural to an urban context, this configuration is no longer visible. This 

was the case in IB, where the nomad Batahin have been settled since early times and ancient tribal 

wells were abandoned after the arrival of modern water supply. Nonetheless, it became evident from 

the time of our first steps in the fieldwork that the status of the IB well, in common with most of the 

                                                           
27 For example, electricity was brought to IB between the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s. The asphalt 

road extension from Hajj Yusif linking IB to the capital was only completed in 2006. 
28 Our fieldwork was carried out between March 2009 and November 2011. It consisted of 33 surveys in IB during 

different periods of the year so as to be able to observe seasonal variations. After an extensive survey of the larger area 

(15 localities) identified as “Idd Babiker” in order to sketch a general framework of the region and map its water 

resources, an in-depth analysis focused on the villages of Reddab and Tabbarab, near the original heart of the Batahin 

settlement around the historical well, which was considered to be the foundation of IB as a larger locality. In October 

2010, a survey was carried out in a number of farig (settlements) in the eastern desert area, where groups of kin (and 

former nomads) belonging to IB’s Batahin population live and rain-fed agriculture lands are still used seasonally by the 

“urbanised” IB Batahin. 61 formal interviews (in vernacular Arabic) were collected from informants from various ethno-

tribal and socio-economic profiles, and observations were repeated at the area’s main water-points. 
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land appropriation, settlement strategies and socio-economical configuration in the area, was far 

from being an element of a forgotten past.  

During our first visit to IB, our description of a research project that focused on current water 

management issues immediately led our informants to take meaningful action: they accompanied us 

to visit the remains of the eponymous IB well and started to give us global insight into the site by 

describing the digging process, the former supply method, the evolution of its uses and the tribal 

links that had been developed alongside water access. Finally, they noted that there was still “good 

water” in the well, although they had been urged to abandon it after the modern wells (bayara29) 

became available. The interviews that followed confirmed the significance of the IB well as the core 

of a socio-spatial configuration whose effects on the relationship between water and social groups 

have expanded up to the present day: in most of the discussions, even on contemporary matters and 

beyond the main focus on water, the respondents found a link between the current situation and the 

foundation of the well in the 19th century. Later, we would understand the role of these recurring 

references to an abandoned old well in land claims and legacy more fully, but in any event, our early 

fieldwork observations confirmed our interest in pursuing the reconstruction of the “social life of 

things” (Appadurai 1986) – in this case, the traditional wells of IB – and their “cultural biography” 

within commoditisation processes (Kopitoff 1986) as a fruitful perspective for an anthropological 

analysis of water issues (Wagner 2013).  

At the same time, the history of the IB well provided the key to gaining access to a wider 

social history of the Batahin and the evolution of their relations with the State and newcomers. It also 

proved to be a profitable path towards understanding the dynamics of urbanisation in the context of 

the lands occupied by former nomads. The IB well – which was named after its builder – was dug 

around the second half of the 19th century30 about 20 kilometres east of Khartoum by members of the 

Batahin gabila, mainly the Butugab branch. Its morphology resembled that of deep desert wells. 

Wooden superstructures were used to pull up water in large goatskins (delu) connected to a leather 

rope (selaba) drawn by camels or donkeys. The water was then conveyed along stone channels to 

basins (hod). The well was about 24 rajil31 (approximately 40 metres) deep, and oral tradition recalls 

that slaves were used to dig it and for watering. It was dug in a desert area that at the time was rich in 

pasture and was used as the dry season site for Batahin who travelled from Eastern Butana. In this 

early stage and throughout the early decades of the 20th century, IB and its grazing area became a 

favourite site for the nomadic Batahin: a constant supply of water allowed them to live there with 

their herds during the dry season without having to negotiate access to the Nile with the people who 

were settled there, and to continue to move eastwards seasonally after the rainy season. According to 

the practices of pastoral nomads, the appropriation of water resources, especially deep wells that 

need collective work in order to be excavated and regularly maintained, is carried out by a kin group 

                                                           
29 The term bayara – whose root is close to the term bi’r, “well” – is generally used to define modern borehole systems 

(with or without a tap network) with a metal upper cistern for storing the water. In rural areas, these water structures, 

which are typical of the Sudanese landscape, are more often called sihirij. 
30 The well was probably dug between 1850 and 1870. Oral witness reports state that it already existed during the 

Mahdism – a period forged in the Batahin memory because of their persecution by the Khalifa Abdullahi. The mentions 

of slave manpower confirm that it was constructed during the Turco-Egyptian period (1821-1884). Some informants told 

us that the well was exactly 180 years old (which would mean it was dug in 1830), but other information – such as the 

fact that one of Babiker’s great-grandchildren was still alive in 2009 – led us to believe that the actual date was later. 
31 The word rajil, which literally means “man”, is used locally as a reference unit (about 1.75 metres) for measuring the 

depth of wells. 
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that claims a common patrilineal ancestry. Although Islamic principles stress the duty to give access 

to water for essential human and herd needs to “foreigners” with the status of guests, the gabila in 

charge of digging the well establishes a sort of “common ownership” entitlement and grants 

continuity of appropriation to its lineages. This was the case with the IB well, the excavation of 

which was the starting point for the definition of an area where the Batahin tribe could claim prior 

rights to water and land resources. On one hand, the existence of a tribal group – the Batahin – who 

already formed a socio-economic, political and moral group, enabled this joint enterprise, which was 

so important for their pastoral way of life, and on the other, the construction of the well strengthened 

the tribe’s foundations of solidarity and joint action and its claims to land resources, to the exclusion 

of other potentially conflicting groups.  

At this point, it is important to note the role played by the British administration in linking 

tribes and water resources. Although the embeddedness of tribal structures and access to natural 

resources were a common feature of Sudanese pastoral groups, colonial policies, particularly during 

the Native Administration system that was codified in the 1920s, played a major role in 

strengthening this relationship, replacing the traditionally fluid and negotiable borders between tribes 

and tribal territories. Pastoral groups, who were considered to be the most significant configuration 

of “tribal institutions”, were an earlier, privileged target of the devolution powers granted by the 

Native Administration (Grandin 1982, Abu Shouk 1998). The codification of their “dar rights” (dar 

being a tribal collective territory), which was officialised during colonial rule, included “…the right 

to dig new wells or dig out old ones” (Hayes 1960: 337); it was one of the exclusive rights given to a 

tribe claiming appropriation of a piece of land. This also meant that the excavation of wells was used 

by nomads as a tool for legitimising exclusive land claims. The appointment of “tribal chiefs” based 

on a hierarchical structure (sheikhs for smaller lineage groups and ‘omda and nazir for larger tribal 

sections and tribes) reinforced (and rigidified) the association between tribes and territories. In the 

region we studied, the Batahin were seen by the British as an exception, as they displayed the 

features of a cohesive tribal group in a region close to the capital that was otherwise “detribalised” 

(Sarsfield-Hall 1936: 4), a fact that enabled the appointment of a Batahin tribal chief, the ‘omda Abu 

Harira, from the earliest years of the Native Administration (Penn 1933). This allowed the Batahin to 

add official State legitimisation to their claims to be the lawful owners of the area thanks to the 

presence of IB “tribal” well. As we will see, this claim has only become crucial in recent times, when 

the rapid urbanisation of the area has encouraged an increase in the numbers of “foreign” groups on 

these lands. 

The social incorporation of the IB well became critical in the later years of colonisation, when 

the terrible drought of 1949-50 forced a number of Batahin to abandon the Butana and their regular 

seasonal movements. They therefore took advantage of the presence of their tribal well – which had 

been recognised as such by the British administration – to settle in the area. This allowed some 

Batahin groups to recover from the disruption brought about by the drought, and they adapted their 

patterns of livelihood found a niche area where they could settle almost permanently thanks to the 

well’s constant supply of water and the seasonal supply offered by the hafir (rain reservoirs). The 

link between tribe and water that had been established around IB became stronger. At the same time, 

the group took advantage of its proximity to Khartoum and became a provider of milk and meat to a 

growing urban population. The history of the expansion of the Batahin settlements around IB is 

therefore also a history of economic strategies. Compared to other Arab Sudanese nomads, whose 
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withdrawal from seasonal mobility occurred later (between the 1970s and the 1980s), this group of 

Batahin experienced sedentarisation from colonial times. Far from merely being a phenomenon of 

quantitative dimensions (limitations on the mobility of humans and herds), sedentarisation brought 

with it important qualitative transformations. Some informants summarised this phase as the 

beginning of a shift “from camels to cows”. While mainly remaining focused on herding, in line with 

their pastoral background and their marginal location on the edges of the town, when they recovered 

from the depletion of their animal capital, the Batahin began to favour cattle breeding, which more 

closely matched their orientation towards commercial production and their diminished mobility32.  

Despite internal differences between households, the gradual shift from rural to urban also led 

to a similar change from subsistence-oriented to commercial production. Nonetheless, the Batahin 

remained socially and symbolically “far from the town”, and “other than townsmen”: they continued 

to be labelled (and stigmatised) as ‘arab, – “nomads” in the vernacular sense – with an awareness 

that they were “the ones who feed the town” while maintaining their tribal background as both a 

source of territorial rights and an underlying framework for social organisation and autonomy. The 

subsequent development of intensive irrigated agricultural schemes in this area (like the Sileit 

scheme in the 1970s) allowed the Batahin to become tenants of plots (hawashat) that they mainly 

used for the cultivation of fodder to feed their herds, reinforcing their connotation as non-nomadic 

but pastoral milk and animals traders. The enduring link between land, water and tribe once again 

showed its relevance in the aftermath of the 1984 drought. In the name of the collective “tribal 

ethos”, reinforced by the early identification between the IB well and its owners, the area continued 

to attract households from the same group, who left desert areas to settle in IB thanks to the access to 

land and water they were granted by their fellow tribesmen. The paradigm of the agnatic tribe, which 

functions as a tool for appropriating natural resources, formed the basis of the high degree of 

solidarity to be practiced among awlad ‘amm33. This paradigm is still evoked by the Batahin as a 

reason why a comparatively large number of households from their tribe who did not originally 

exploit the IB area were granted land and water when they came looking for refuge and new 

livelihood strategies after the crisis. Although, as we will see, this official image of the unity and 

solidarity of the IB’s Batahin is ambiguous, and there may be significant internal differences, the 

founding role of the ancient IB well as a tribal well and the persisting claims of the Batahins’ prior, 

quasi-autochthonous, exclusive rights in this area is a widespread discourse that explains and 

legitimises the contemporary dynamics of water access. While the Batahin insist that “water links 

people” (al-moya tarbit al-nas), illustrating how after the excavation of the IB well the area 

developed as a settlement where their group is still dominant, “foreign”34 newcomers, whose 

presence has increased since the 1990s, also agree that as the ancient owners of the well, the Batahin 

                                                           
32 Camel-herding had previously been linked to a pastoral economy, in which the use of these animals for transport and 

traction fitted well with the need for mobility and consumption for their own purposes. Cattle are less well adapted to 

desert environments, but become an interesting proposition when a fair amount of pastoral production (especially milk) 

can be devoted to sale to urban dwellers. Moreover, in the 1960s, local breeds of cows (baladi), began to be replaced by 

European breeds (jamous, frisi), which produce more milk. 
33 This widespread term, literally “brothers’ sons”, is used in a classificatory sense to define people who are supposed to 

share a common descent through males (be it at the level of extended family, lineage or tribe) and are thus expected to 

behave as a territorial, political and moral joint group. 
34 As we will see later, the word ajanib, literally “foreigners”, is used by the Batahin for every non-Batahin newcomer 

living in IB today, with no distinction between Arab and non-Arab, agricultural, pastoral or urban groups from different 

tribal and ethnic origins. 
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are “the lords of the territory” (syad al-balad), to whom they had to turn in order to obtain the right 

to settle there at the time of their arrival. 

 

1.3. Socio-hydraulic fragmentation: from tribal waters to State waters? The case of Reddab and 

Tabbarab 

 

As part of our investigation into the dynamics of water/society embeddedness by following 

the parallel social lives of IB water resources and the Batahin tribal group, we collected field data so 

that we would be able to understand the historical evolution of this crucial relationship up to the time 

of our observation of local water management. By approaching water issues as a marker for reading 

processes of change, we were able to identify a number of focal points in this long history of 

tribe/water relations around IB and the dominant Batahin. By matching local narratives with other 

sources on the social, economic and political transformation of the area, we obtained an overall 

framework of the shaping and reshaping of the IB waterscape. Our analysis revealed the existence of 

three phases, which can be roughly summarised as follows. The first can be read as the moment 

when the embeddedness between water and society was at its peak. It began with the digging of the 

IB well in the mid-19th century and continued until the late British colonisation period (in the 1950s). 

As we have said, the IB well was dug at a time when the Batahin were still a nomadic tribe. Like 

most pastoralists, the appropriation of water is strictly embedded into their “tribal paradigm”; it is 

conceived in terms of a group defined by a common agnatic filiation, and the gabila is the 

framework that underlies their multiple relationships: economic and political; social relations with 

the symbolic values of solidarity between awlad ‘amm; potential opposition to “foreign” groups; a 

sharing of inalienable water rights; and a high degree of autonomy from the State and other non-

tribal authorities. The joint action to dig the well, use and maintain it and defend it from external 

groups reinforced the unity of the tribal group and its claim of exclusive rights to the area. This 

paradigm would manifest itself more clearly at the time of the 1949-1950 drought, when IB became 

a favoured location for the early sedentarisation of the Batahin. 

The second phase took place in the period between 1950s and 1980s. Although some Batahin 

continued to practice their seasonal activities (grazing and rain-fed agriculture) in the eastern part of 

the territory, their settlement in IB began to be more permanent, and their economic activities slowly 

adapted to a style of cattle-breeding that was largely oriented towards urban markets, and to the 

integration of agriculture from irrigated schemes in Khartoum Bahri. Despite the inclusion of new 

Batahin households arriving from the east (exploiting kin relations to legitimise their access to land) 

demographic growth remained low, the site resembled a rural farig and the population continued to 

be tribally homogenous. The ancient IB well was still used by all inhabitants (the area lacked 

“modern” water services until at least the 1970s), and remained a source of attraction and cohesion 

for the gabila, although segmentation along agnatic lines favoured the digging of new traditional 

wells, which significantly were given the names of various Batahin lineages (‘Allujab, Gismallab 

and Tabbarab). Together with the hafir reservoirs used to store rainwater, the wells guaranteed an 

adequate (and free) water supply for humans and animals independently from the State. The settled 

Batahin could thus preserve the main principles and practices of water/society embeddedness that 

were typical of their nomadic background even though the tribe split into different lineages and the 
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seeds of intra-tribal socio-economical differences became more visible. The socio-hydraulic 

segmentation was thus still far from the socio-hydraulic fragmentation that would develop over the 

following decades. 

A third phase, which began between 1980s and 1990s and has accelerated since the start of 

the 21st century, introduced a crucial transformation in water supply, and can be identified as the 

moment of a progressive socio-hydraulic fragmentation, a loss of tribal autonomy and homogeneity, 

and the impact of elements of water commoditisation and State reappropriation of water supply 

systems. Various simultaneous phenomena altered the previous configuration of IB and led to what 

we might call a “dis-embeddedment” of water from society – at least in its previous forms, when the 

tribal structure was the hub of local socio-hydraulic relations. Demographic development and the 

multiplication of sites in IB during this period was due on the one hand to the arrival of impoverished 

nomads from the eastern desert lands after the drought of 1984, to whom the early Batahin settlers 

were obliged to grant access to land in the name of common tribal belonging and a duty of solidarity, 

and on the other to the arrival of newcomers from different regional and tribal backgrounds, which 

accompanied the expansion of the capital. At the same time, national political events were reshaping 

the peri-urban areas around the capital after the turning point of the 1989 coup d’etat. First, the 

establishment of a federal system in 1992 redefined IB’s territorial and administrative units, often 

without taking account of the complex history and composition of local settlements. Second, State 

intervention in water resource control and distribution since the mid-1990s increased the number of 

modern boreholes in IB, which encouraged both the abandonment of traditional water systems (wells 

and hafir) and a loss of local autonomy in water management. Third, the creation of popular 

committees (lajna sha‘abiya) as the main basic units for local administration and links with the 

government35 introduced a new actor into the political arena, one that became increasingly important 

for the reshaping of power relations and crucial for water access. Finally, the weakening of tribal 

structures, which had long been if not the only focus of social relations in access to resources, at least 

a significant one, was further stimulated by growing phenomena of socio-economic stratification, 

competition for land and commoditisation.  

All these changes that began at the end of the 1980s formed the basis of the configuration we 

observed during our fieldwork between 2009 and 2011. In order to analyse the reshaping relations 

between social groups and water access, we will now describe this configuration as it appears in the 

village of Reddab and Tabbarab (henceforth RT)36, the site of our intensive fieldwork. From the 

                                                           
35 The prerogatives of popular committees are vaguely defined at a national level (see Hamid 2000). In urban contexts, 

they are usually never involved in water management, while at a rural level they also supervise the supply of water. This 

is the case in the IB area, although without any official recognition. In a context of liberalisation and State disengagement 

from the provision of public services (Beckedorf 2012), the revenues made by local committees after paying the monthly 

fee are reinvested in other services: in RT, for example, following the first establishment by the State of a single primary 

school class, the local people succeeded in adding one new class every year, built and equipped with the revenues from 

water charges, until they had completed the eight levels of the primary school cycle. 
36 The 2008 Census gives a figure of 3,048 inhabitants for the Administrative Unit of Reddab and Tabbarab (a single 

lajna sha‘abiya). According to the shared norms for naming lineage sections among Arab-speaking groups by adding the 

suffix “_ab” to the name or nickname of a male ancestor, the lineages are supposed to be descendants of Ahmed “Abu 

Reda” and Mohammed Al-Amin “Tabbar”, who were among the first inhabitants of the IB area before sedentarisation. 

Compared to other official AU names (which often do not correspond to previous local names), the use of patronyms in 

the modern designation is an indicator of an early presence of the group and of tribal homogeneity. Aside from this 

official definition, people more often use “Tabbarab” to indicate the same unit, because this lineage is more ancient and 

demographically dominant, and its ancestor is remembered as the builder of one of the traditional deep wells. 
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perspective of our research, RT is an important case study for several reasons: the use of the IB well 

by the inhabitants from the time it was dug until its recent abandonment; its ancient existence as a 

permanent Batahin settlement in the area long before (1950s) the recent waves of migration; its 

persistent ties of people with herding activities stemming from their pastoral background; the still-

relevant tribal homogeneity of the Batahin and the relatively recent impact of land alienation on non-

Batahin newcomers; and last but not least, the diversity of sources of water supply within the village, 

which makes it possible to understand the multiplicity of water/society relations on a micro-scale and 

the features of the socio-hydraulic fragmentation we referred to above. 

In RT, people depend on three different boreholes for their water supply following the 

collapse of the first borehole built by the State, which had been in operation since the 1990s (at the 

same time as the traditional wells – the old IB well and the Tabbarab well, which was dug in the 

1960s – were abandoned). While these three structures (which we will now refer to as RT1, RT2 and 

RT3), are morphologically of the same type (bayara) – boreholes with a cistern drawing from the 

same groundwater table and spatially relatively close together – our observations and enquiries into 

their history and current operation reveal multiple relationship dynamics between social groups and 

resources. RT1 is often defined as “bayara Tabbarab”: the first to be dug by the KSWC at the 

beginning of the 2000s, it currently supplies most RT households (which are all Batahin, mainly of 

the Tabbarab branch) through 6 underground networks to taps that provide water twice a day. 

Although it is officially under the control of the KSWC, to which the village pays a monthly tarifa 

(of between 250 and 400 SDG according to the number of pipes – khatt), the actual distribution is 

managed by an informal lajna al-moya (water committee) whose rules and operating methods will be 

explained later. RT2 is also defined as “bayara Abdel Bagi”, after the owner’s father. It was dug 

more recently (in 2004) thanks to a private investment by the owner, a wealthy man from the Reddab 

lineage who wanted to do a good deed in memory of his late father. In fact, although all the financial 

charges are paid by the owner, the well supplies all members of the owner’s lineage (Reddab) and 

some households linked to them by marriage relations free of charge through a smaller network of 

taps. The consecration of the borehole as the fruit of a pious action meant that it was exempted from 

payment of the tarifa to the KSWC and that full decision-making autonomy was left to the owner. 

RT3 is the most recent borehole: it is described either as “bayara Damboyo” (the name of the district 

of RT where it is located) or “bayara Beshirab” (the name of the minor local Batahin lineage to 

which the owner belongs). It was dug in 2008 by a man from the Beshirab group for two reasons: 

first, the group found that the water from RT1 (their previous source of supply) was too salty, and 

that the location of their district resulted in an unequal supply compared to other users; and second, 

the village’s demographic growth (mostly due to newcomers) led to the emergence of selling water 

as a profitable business. In fact, although RT3 supplies only a few Beshirab households through a tap 

system, it is the only borehole of the three that also has an external distribution system (gurab). The 

water from RT3 is distributed to three categories of people: (a) to Beshirab households with taps, 

who pay a monthly fee to the owner; (b) to RT’s new (non-Batahin) inhabitants, who are excluded 

from RT2 and RT3 and go with their karro to fetch water every day; and (c) to individual water 

sellers from outside RT who fill their karro with water one or more times a day to sell to other IB 

settlements (both the second and the third category pay the owner directly for each karro they fill). 

Although the costs of digging and maintenance are paid by the well owner personally and he pays a 
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monthly fee, or tarifa, to the KSWC, the commercial nature of the enterprise allows him to make a 

considerable profit.  

In this way, despite their apparent similarity, three boreholes in the same village fall within a 

very different configuration of underlying water/society relations: whether they are public or private; 

their ownership and access system; their users’ social (territorial and tribal) identities; management 

methods; the extent to which the service is free or commercial; and the relations with State actors 

(KSWC). These differences are clearly visible from the way they are categorised by local people, 

which adds a specific term to the general (morphological) common term bayara: RT1 is defined as 

hakumi (“governmental”) or sha‘abi (“popular” or “public”)37, RT2 is defined as sabil (a common 

term for a water source offered as an act of religious piety)38, and RT3 is defined as tijari 

(“commercial” or “private”). 

 

 

2. Modern water, “long-term residents” and “newcomers” in a formerly pastoral peri-

urban area 

 

This description of the micro-waterscape in RT offers a closer account of the dynamics of 

change that affected IB, which was formerly pastoral land but has become a peri-urban area in recent 

decades. The differences in the complex uses of water resources are only visible by matching the 

expression of social relations with water access and distribution – that is, through wider non-water-

related information about local groups. In this regard, it is no coincidence that people’s narratives 

stress the centrality of IB, an ancient tribal pastoral well, when they wish to illustrate their current 

configuration as far as spatial occupation, water access and social relations are concerned. In the 

words of the RT Batahin, this embodies both their claim for that status as lawful customary “owners” 

of the territory – hence their prior role in access to and management of its material and political 

resources – and the image of a still-united group. Non-Batahin newcomers from various ethno-tribal 

backgrounds share this discourse when they state that their presence in IB depends on their 

acceptance by the syad al-balad, and explain their uncertain access to water and power relations by 

reference to this marginal status.  

The configuration of RT’s water distribution at the three different boreholes can be read as an 

example of what we have defined as the third phase of “socio-hydraulic fragmentation”, which 

                                                           
37 The dichotomy between sha‘abi and tijari (which only approximately corresponds to “public” and “private”) is also 

used in rural contexts with reference to water when distinguishing between collective free access for domestic use and 

paying for it: we find it in the local categorisation among Baggara pastoralists near El-Obeid, who mark the difference 

between morphologically similar hafir (hand-dug rainwater reservoirs). The RT Batahn also stress the fact that KSWC’s 

boreholes are more sha‘abi (popular) than hakumi (governmental) inasmuch as people provide most of the work on 

network pipe connections themselves and continue to take responsibility for repairing breakdowns, which in principle 

should be done by the State. 
38 Sabil, a classical Arabic word, literally means “passer-by” or “path”, but it is often used to describe distribution points 

where free access to water for everyone is provided by a benefactor whose offer is associated with the memory of a close 

deceased person. In urban or village contexts, sabil may define the zir (large clay jars for stocking water) placed on the 

road outside houses (see Arango 2015 on the Deim district of Khartoum). The particular status of sabil boreholes allows 

their owners to be exempted from payment of the monthly fee to the KSWC, and for an owner who grants free water, 

they are a means of acquiring prestige and symbolic capital among the beneficiaries. 
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follows an intermediate “segmented persistent embeddedness” phase, an adaptation with no radical 

break of a previous phase in which water/society embeddedness was expressed as having the tribal 

paradigm of a pastoral nomad group as a background. As we have seen from the description of the 

three boreholes and their modes of access and distribution based on several different parameters, 

similar water sources are related to their uses in quite different ways: the identities of the users (in 

terms of ethnic, tribal and lineage affiliation) are highly relevant when it comes to defining the kind 

of access, which ranges from free access (which is different from the “traditional” free access 

granted by tribal managers of hand-dug wells) (RT2), to access to water as a commodity sold by a 

private vendor at market prices (RT3), with the intermediate situation of water paid for by the 

monthly fee to a public State service (RT1). Also, differences in economic status (which are greater 

between newcomers and long-term residents, but also exist within the Batahin) act as a determinant 

variable in the ease of access for users or as a potential source of profit for some, parallel to the 

decision-making power relating to water distribution. This picture makes it possible to point out the 

general diversification, socio-hydraulic fragmentation and increasing commoditisation of water, and 

in the second part of the chapter we will turn to other aspects of this configuration, which lead us 

deeper into our analysis of social relations built on access to water. These aspects relate to the 

parallel dynamics by which the tribal core of the first Batahin RT dwellers performs a local 

management function that is invisible to the KSWC, which seeks to “re-embed” state modern waters 

in society; the classification of “water paths” as markers for a definition of “otherness”; and the 

contradiction between a persistent effort to keep water under control by application of a “tribal 

ethos” and a growing transfer of tribal lands for the profit of local elites. 

 

2.1. Re-embedding water in society: the tribal network below the pipes 

 

In order to understand the situation in IB, we must mention the particular historical 

relationship between local Arab tribes (gabila) and resources. Despite the multiple dynamics of tribal 

borders and the redefinition of affiliations beyond a static vision of the gabila as a solidarity group of 

the biological descendants of a single male ancestor, most Arab Sudanese gabila share a “tribal 

paradigm” that acts as a multifunctional, flexible setting for collective-oriented social behaviour. 

Particularly among pastoralists, a tribe is “… a kin structure, a legal system and a political 

configuration as well as a symbolic device for meaning and value attribution” (Casciarri 2009: 70). 

The collective appropriation and use of land and its resources, which is considered to be exclusive, 

inalienable and granted by agnatic kinship, has been closely linked to the existence of traditional 

wells, which stand as the materialisation of water/society (in the form of a tribal group) 

embeddedness. During British colonial times, the Native Administration favoured official 

recognition of this link between land and tribes (which was earlier and stronger for pastoral groups) 

alongside the appointment of traditional tribal chiefs. Although these customary collective rights 

have been neglected by post-colonial governments, which have claimed the ultimate State ownership 

of tribal lands (see the 1970 Unregistered Lands Act), and are increasingly being encroached on by 

the recent trends towards privatisation (Gertel et al. 2014, Casciarri & Babiker 2018), most groups 

like the Batahin continue to lay claim to this legacy and their rights as a tribe to water/land resources. 

The government-driven revitalisation of tribal institutions since 1994 (Casciarri 2001) has once again 

opened up a space for tribes to reclaim access to land and power. Although the Batahin have not 
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played any particular role in this State recognition of a renewed Native System39, the history of their 

occupation of the IB area and its relatively recent urbanisation (with the consequent loss of tribal 

homogeneity in the territory) has meant that this tribal configuration is still relevant. This is visible at 

a political level in the continuing affiliation to tribal chiefs, sheikhs at a level of IB villages and nazir 

as the paramount chief for all Batahin40, albeit paralleled by the official lajna sha‘abiya or in certain 

cases where blood offences are dealt with by the gabila outside the official courts, according to the 

practices of blood-price (diya) negotiation. At another level, marriage strategies continue to favour 

unions between close agnatic kin (awlad ‘amm), which is one of the foundations of tribal identity. 

The tribal paradigm is also still relevant in the economic domain, which is also linked to the notion 

of kin solidarity in the sharing of collective tribal resources: thus, while on the one hand the early 

settled Batahin of IB have continued to grant free territorial access to their “desert kin” who have 

arrived after abandoning mobile herding following drought cycles, on the other, they themselves 

benefit from maintaining this link when they occasionally use eastern lands for seasonal rain-fed 

agriculture.  

Our analysis of RT water management makes it possible for us to retrieve the traces of this 

pastoral background, and reveals the existence of a “tribal network” beyond (or let us say “below”) 

the modern, centralised paid water supply system. The case of the “bayara Tabbarab” (RT1), the first 

of the three boreholes that supply RT village, is an example of this. As we have said, this borehole 

was dug by the State in recent times, and the KSWC receives a monthly fee of 400 SDG, as it does 

for similar boreholes under its jurisdiction, independently of any tribal belonging. However, the local 

users, who had had a more autonomous system of water management for a longer period, have been 

able to re-appropriate it based on the logics of their tribal practices and ethos. Without evading the 

formal role of the State (which built the well, ensures its maintenance, decides the price of the water 

and receives monthly fees), a complex distribution system is used that coincides with former 

practices (solidarity, autonomy and equality among lineage and tribal kin). An informal “water 

committee” (lajna al-moya) has been created by the Tabbarab and other Batahin households to 

manage current water issues and ensure the general rules of proper operation. Those in charge are 

chosen from among the Tabbarab lineage by the male members of the gabila. They are responsible 

for appointing a number of individuals who are paid to carry out particular tasks, and they also have 

to respond to criteria that are significant for tribal relations: for example, until 2009, the night guard 

of the borehole was an old man from the Sadgab Batahin who was particularly well-respected 

because he was the great-grandson of Babiker, the builder of the ancient IB well in the 19th century. 

The youngest person responsible for collecting money was an orphan from a respected (although not 

wealthy) Tabbarab family. The Tabbarab themselves supervise the general operation but delegate the 

task of collecting money from smaller groups to four assistants coming from the concerned extended 

families or sub-lineages. Moreover, the criteria for establishing the amount of cash to be contributed 

by a household reveals a collective reflection that reaffirms the principles of solidarity and equality 

                                                           
39 In certain cases, the revitalisation of tribal leadership has received more formal officialisation from the State since 

1994. On this phenomenon, see the examples of pastoral groups like the Ahamda (Casciarri 2001), the Rashaida (Calkins 

2009) or the Arab groups of Darfur (Abdel-Kareem & Abdul-Jalil 2015), and peri-urban non-pastoral tribes like the 

Jamu’iya in the Omdurman peri-urban area (Assal 2015). 
40 During the 2010 political elections, the grandson of the Batahin nazir in colonial times, who was from Abu-Deleig, the 

capital of the Butana region, was the local candidate: although he was presented on the NCP (government party) list, it 

was said that the IB Batahin would vote for him as a “ tribal representative”. The creation of an alternative list whose 

candidate was also a Batahin was a reason for disapproval, as it was viewed as a dissociation from the “tribal-kin group”. 
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among tribal kin. The committee has therefore “created” three categories of users, who pay different 

amounts for the same tap water: the first is families who are considered to be too poor to pay and are 

exempted from payment; the second is families whose consumption is limited to domestic use (10 

SDG per month), and although, like most people, they may have a few animals (normally goats) this 

does not increase their quota as long as the herds are not raised for profit; and the third is herder 

households whose animals (usually cows) are raised for commercial profit – as their consumption 

exceeds domestic use, they are supposed to pay the most. They are in turn divided in three sub-

categories: households whose herds number less than 10 head (15 SDG per month); households with 

a number of head between 11 and 25 (15-30 SDG); and households with more than 25 head (30-200 

SDG per month, according to the number of cattle). Again, the local distinction between raising 

animals le-l beit (literally, “for the home”) and le-l suk (literally, “for the market”) is only relevant to 

the extent that water for self-subsistence is seen as a right, and wealthier animal traders must make 

the largest cash contribution in order to allow their less well-off kin to pay less or to be exempted 

from payment altogether.  

As we discovered this complex system that underlies the ordinary and apparently neutral and 

homogenous borehole system, we realised that the persisting tribal and lineage networks of the IB 

Batahin represent a way of “re-embedding” water into society and compensating for the 

commoditisation and loss of autonomy from the State brought about by the arrival of modern 

boreholes. According to the KSWC’s logic, a tap is the equivalent of a household, and a household 

means a single individual consumer (or customer), whereas in the underlying local system, which 

recalls the consolidated roots of an equal share of water among tribesmen, an individual is a kin 

within a tribal common framework. Although the times of free water access (which had been granted 

thanks to traditional wells built and managed independently by tribesmen who claimed collective 

inalienable rights to the territory) have passed, and internal socio-economic diversification has 

progressed compared to the nomadic period, some Batahin in Tabbarab seek to mitigate the current 

commoditisation and stratification by reintroducing principles of their tribal ethos (solidarity among 

kin) into their concealed management of State boreholes. 

 

2.2. Ancient and modern waters as borders of identity and “otherness”: tribesmen vs 

customers? 

 

A second feature of note in our observation of water distribution in RT is the capacity of 

“water trajectories” to define identity borders, to affirm the dividing lines between “we” and “the 

others”. As had been the case in the earlier phase, the digging and use of the ancient IB well was a 

benchmark for claiming the Batahin tribe’s unity and its prior rights to the territory, in a very 

different water supply context that was reshaped during the recent decades of urbanisation in IB (and 

the inclusion of new arrivals from other groups), and a similar claim has emerged around the new 

water distribution system. Although the KSWC promotes a vision in which territorial location within 

administrative units is the simplest criterion for accessing boreholes, “otherness” – in terms of 

belonging to the original Batahin core – is still an important criterion for being connected into a local 

domestic water network. In RT1, “bayara Tabbarab”, the dominant RT Batahin group set up a 

complex underlying system in which the tribal network is so significant that no outside (non-
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Batahin) household can have access41. In RT2, “bayara Abdel Bagi”, the sabil dug with private 

investment to supply the benefactor’s closest kin (Reddab lineage) also excludes non-Batahin from 

access. Finally, the main source of water for the numerous newcomer households is the more recent 

RT3, “bayara Damboyo” or “Beshirab”: unlike the Batahin users of this borehole (the few Beshirab 

households connected by tap network), they enjoy access exclusively as customers of a commercial 

water supply purchased directly at the borehole by karro, who make them pay much more than the 

Batahin with the tap network and place them as inhabitants of the village on the same level as outside 

water vendors buying water to sell in a wider IB area outside RT42.  

Our qualitative analysis of a differentiated water distribution system among the households of 

RT confirms the existence of a persistent divide between the Batahin, as long-term residents 

belonging to the same gabila, and the various groups of newcomers. In this regard, it is significant to 

note that local classifications put all these groups into a single category – ajanib, literally 

“foreigners” – regardless of their multiple ethnic and tribal affiliations,43 even in cases where the 

household has been in RT for more than 10-15 years. The blurry attribution of this label to everyone 

who cannot claim agnatic filiation with any lineage of the Batahin gabila44 is a persisting mark of the 

“otherness” of all these people – who are only united in the eyes of outsiders inasmuch as they are 

“non-Batahin” – and underlines the fact that even in a situation that is different from the period of 

ethno-tribal homogeneity of the Batahin in IB, they are “tolerated” as guests by the long-term 

resident tribesmen and asked to remember that their status is far from legitimate in this “tribal 

territory”. Otherness is also found in different spheres. The absence of marriages with newcomers is 

eloquent testimony to it, but it is also true at a political level: not only they are not affiliated to local 

(tribal) sheikhs, but they are also usually even excluded from membership of the non-tribal 

institution of the lajna sha‘abiyya (which is supposed to represent every resident based on territorial 

inclusion).  

As a powerful “social medium” (Van Aken 2012) and a meaningful symbol of values, water 

embodies and catalyses this deeper divide between the syad al-balad, “lords of the territory” – the 

Batahin – and the ajanib, “foreigners”, all of whom are non-Batahin. The borders of “sameness” and 

“otherness” are expressed and reinforced by water-based relationships within RT, as they emerge 

based on the dynamics of access to the three local boreholes. In this sense, the strategies for “re-

embedding” water within the tribal network of RT1 and the lineage-free distribution of water at RT2 

seem to be inspired by the same principle that treats “foreigners” as mere customers of the 

commercial RT3 borehole. This fragmented situation is very different from the materialisation of the 

                                                           
41 The informants who provided us with data on this borehole were keen to stress that only Batahin (mainly from 

Tabbarab) drank from it. Although they sometimes used rational arguments, such as the distant location of non-Batahin 

households, to legitimise this exclusion – which in principle is inconceivable for a State (public) water point – it was 

evident that the actual reason was more social than spatial. 
42 The cost of a barmil of water (about 100 litres) varied between 0.5 and 1.5 SDG during our fieldwork. Although this 

may be advantageous for water vendors, who sell water with a good profit margin (between 3 and 10 SDG), for local 

inhabitants (who often belong to the poorest families) it means a far higher average cost (between 90 and 500 SDG a 

month – household consumption is 0.5-1 barmil per day) than the monthly fee paid by RT Batahin who are connected to 

tap networks. 
43 Although, unlike in other IB villages, non-Batahin are a minority in RT (about 1/5 of the total number of inhabitants), 

our interviews reveal the variety of their belonging: Arab pastoralists such as Kababish, Kawahla, Hawazma, Salamat 

and Missirya; settled Arabs such as Danagla, Shaigiyya and Ja‘aliyyn, Halawiyyn; and non-Arab groups such as Bargo, 

Fellata and Nuba. 
44 The term is never applied to a Batahin, even those belonging to a lineage other than the historic ones of the IB area 

(and RT), as is often the case with the households who came to settle in IB during the 1984 drought or later.  
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opposition between the Batahin gabila and the “others” embodied in the management of the 

historical IB well, and reveals traces of this wider social and status differentiation: today, water is 

still a vector for reassessing the fact that “drinking together” from the same source and by the same 

means is an act that implies the notion of a multilevel socio-cultural root. Drinking domestic water is 

more than a technical issue: it is a source of either social legitimisation and solidarity or exclusion 

and stigmatisation45. Parallel to its status as a crucial material resource, access to modern water 

supplies in IB embodies powerful symbolic values for the definition of borders between tribal and 

ethnic groups, and their legitimacy and status rooted in an ancient past of water-society relationships. 

As the rules for RT1 reveal, the “tribal ethos” that seeks equality and solidarity stems from a 

“democratic” tension, one that does not go beyond tribal borders. The egalitarian principle that was 

partly reintroduced into the modern supply system by the Batahin may thus be read not only as a 

desire to distinguish between the private and public spheres, but also as a continuing marker of 

membership of the gabila46.  

 

2.3. Water unites but land divides: contradiction and conflict within a tribal solidarity group 

 

In the narratives of IB Batahin, their relationship with local water is a recurring element that 

behind the various topics of social life of the area underlines the affirmation of their quasi-

autochthony in this place, the claim of their territorial rights (vis-à-vis the State, private parties and 

more generally the “non-Batahin”), the consistency of the gabila as a socio-economic, political and 

ethical framework and, underneath all of this, the relational value of water – al-moya tarbit al nas, 

“water links peoples”, as the saying goes. Memories of the ancient well are often evoked in 

discussions on contemporary issues, and alongside this powerful symbol of their status, the Batahin 

stress the continuity of this water/tribe embeddedness over time during a previous phase of “lineage 

segmentation”, and the differentiation of water sites up to the situation in the 2000s, when the arrival 

of the modern boreholes system still functions behind an apparent “neutrality” by taking into account 

ethno-tribal lines of division and solidarity, inclusion and exclusion, in accordance with this history, 

as an in-depth anthropological analysis of RT water access illustrates. Nonetheless, the unity and 

solidarity of the Batahin gabila is far from being homogenous and unquestionable in IB: while the 

tribal ethos strives to minimise internal differences and stresses tribal and agnatic relations as keys 

for reading both water-related and overall relations, other elements reveal the contradictions and 

hierarchies that operate at a different level, overlapping with the most visible division between “we” 

and “the other”. 

First of all, from a socio-economic standpoint, decades-long transformation processes have 

resulted in significant differences within this former pastoral group. Although the link to their 

pastoral background and the value of raising herds and working with herds is a common feature, 

diversification is currently more marked between rich herders who raise and trade cattle for urban 

markets, households whose few head of cattle or goats are mainly for domestic consumption and 

                                                           
45 Another water-based stigmatisation following the Batahin v. foreigners divide is commercialisation. Most informants 

stressed the fact that none of the water-vendors in RT3 are not Batahin: in fact, based on the value of water as an 

inalienable good, even poor Batahin disdain selling water, which is seen as an indicator of lower status. 
46 This recalls the observation by an anthropologist working on privatisation dynamics among the exiled Saharaoui, who 

wrote that the distinction between domains of appropriation “…is not primarily about making a boundary between public 

and private domains, but rather marks the boundary between membership and non-membership in the qabīla “(Wilson 

2012:28).  
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impoverished pastoralists who have lost their herds, often during droughts, and have turned to a 

myriad of precarious daily wage-earning activities. The ties to agriculture (another activity which has 

long been a part of the Batahin’s economic strategies) are also varied: the level of involvement is 

quite different between those who have benefited from the allocation of plots in the irrigated 

schemes of Khartoum Bahri, the few precarious households who continue to practice rain-fed 

agriculture for self-consumption in desert “tribal lands” and, once again, the most disadvantaged, 

who do occasional work as wage-workers in the fields or with the herds of wealthier producers. This 

primary socio-economic stratification overlaps with unequal access to political resources. In fact, 

apart from the rhetoric of the gabila as a joint political group, some Batahin are much better 

represented than most of their tribesmen at the level of local popular committees and as far up as the 

ruling party, the NCP. This implicit, and often “silenced”, internal hierarchy is sometimes expressly 

stated in the words of the poorest Batahin, who describe their elites as nas al-fulus, “people of 

money”, or nas as-syasa, “people of politics”. For their part, the wealthier are more and more 

hesitant about using the label ‘arab as a label of self-identification: this term, which ambiguously 

condenses identification both as “pastoral nomads” and people of Arabic origins (Casciarri 2015b), 

has changed from being a source of pride to slowly becoming a mark of stigmatisation for poor 

Batahin, for whom the ties to pastoral nomadism now correspond to a lower social and economic 

status.  

But the most visible marker of inner diversification is to be found in the relationship with the 

land. In a context of increasing land grabbing, land transfer processes and speculation, the weight of 

which has become heavier during the expansion of Greater Khartoum in recent decades, the 

persisting notion of a claim to “collective tribal land” on the part of the IB Batahin frequently 

contradicts land sale practices, which benefit just a few individuals and tribal elites. Land in IB has 

increasingly become the subject of competition, and the unpopular intrusion of newcomers is made 

possible by the opaque land transactions that are a frequent occurrence in IB and by the role played 

by some Batahin.  

Compared to the discourse on water resources, the debate on land resources is unclear and 

less unanimous, and reflects an actual conflict. The compact narrative on water sharing that links the 

tribal community is replaced by a more contradictory discourse on land resources, where attitudes 

vary between a preference to avoid the subject and a regret that the notion of collective inalienable 

land belongs to the past (or to pure rhetoric), and the revelation of internal struggles and unlawful 

dispossession for private benefit by tribesmen who sell land without their kin’s consent. At this level, 

the diversification is explicit, and people are sometimes obliged to acknowledge that not all Batahin 

act as “loyal tribesmen” with ties to customary norms. For example, it is often said that the first 

rejections of the inalienability of tribal land in IB came from a few Batahin in Hajj Yusif: faced with 

numerous households (mostly from Western Sudan) who could not find a place to settle in replanned 

Hajj Yusif, they encouraged them to move to IB, and began to act as middlemen (thanks to the fact 

that they were from the “owners” tribal group) and to sell plots in the IB area. Some Batahin from 

RT point to them as the people who were initially responsible for the intrusion by “foreigners” in IB. 

In more recent times, the ‘Allujab47, one of the Batahin groups who first settled in IB, have also 

                                                           
47 In local discourse, people often find “agnatic logics” behind this contradictory (with regard to the ideal of exclusive 

inalienable tribal lands) attitude of their kin: in the case of Bawga, there is an attempt to limit ‘Allujab responsibility by 

saying that only a few of them, whose mothers were from the Hassaniyya tribe, started the sale process. Without 
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exploited their status as “tribal owners of the land” and sold plots that were rapidly developed into 

“new villages”, such as Bawga (see Ireton chapter in this volume). In other situations, “blame” for 

the liquidation of tribal lands is attributed to the poorest Batahin, newcomers who joined their kin 

more recently, after the 1984 drought, and who, lacking any political and economic resources in the 

new urban context, have been keener to start commoditising the land by selling the plots they had 

been granted by their close kin in the name of tribal solidarity to foreigners.  

Whatever the version of the origins and authors of tribal land commoditisation in IB may be, 

the crucial role of the lajna sha‘abiya is evidence of it. In fact, to the extent that “tribal property” has 

never been registered in documents and does not officially exist according to contemporary (written) 

laws, these institutions de facto authorise sales and settlement by newcomers and customers. 

Although they are not supposed to deal with land sale issues according to national law, they have 

multiplied the production of written certificates (commonly called hyaza), which have operated to 

formalise financial transactions for the sale of land in IB in recent decades. The role of popular 

committees (in which participation by the Batahin is not truly equal) is thus fundamental to the land 

purchase process. It embraces a series of contradictions that illustrate the fuzzy, ambiguous situation 

of land issues in the context of the rapid urbanisation of the margins of Khartoum: land is sold by 

claiming the status of “tribal owners” but the gabila is not consulted and the collective nature of 

rights is denied by individual profit. It evokes a higher legitimisation that avoids the lajna, a State 

institution, but the Sudanese State has never granted the right to sell land to these committees, and 

the written documents are far from having any real official status (Casciarri 2018). The contradiction 

is also visible in the division and hierarchy of the position of the Batahin within the dynamics of 

sales of land to foreigners. While water has been one factor of the unity of the Batahin gabila during 

its long history in the IB area, and continues to be a source for claiming collective rights and 

reaffirming the importance of embedding water access in tribal networks, in the 21st century, land is 

the area of greatest conflict among the IB Batahin. Thus, although we might say, following the 

Batahin expression, that “water unites (the gabila)”, land divides it, and marks the turning point for 

introducing the disruption brought about by the contemporary processes of commoditisation of 

resources in peri-urban areas of the Sudanese capital under pressures of the globalization dynamics.  

 

 

3. Conclusion 

 

At the end of a two-year period of fieldwork on the local management of domestic water in 

IB and RT, the data raise further questions and call for a deeper analysis. For example, it would be of 

interest to investigate the different trajectories of water and land within the wider processes of 

commoditisation: in fact, although these two crucial resources are often linked to the tribal social 

framework in similar ways as a basis for the territorial claims of the Batahin, local dynamics seem to 

show that water (including “modern” and State water) still maintains its status as a vector of social 

relationality and embeddedness, while land lies at the heart of processes of conflict and the de-

homogenisation of the allegedly collective group. Another issue is linked to the project begun by the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                   
determining whether this hypothesis is true or not, this common discourse stresses that the orientation towards selling is 

far from the “true tribal agnates”, and again underscores the importance of (endogamic) marriage as a means of 

maintaining control over land resources. 
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KSWC at the time of our fieldwork to unify the water supply system in IB by establishing a Nile 

water treatment and distribution plant in the area48: would the parallel system of local management 

that allows the Batahin to re-appropriate the modern boreholes based on principles of autonomy, 

equity among tribesmen and distinction from the “foreigners”, which was thus supposed to fade 

away and be replaced by a more uniform system in which the prominence of the “tribal paradigm” of 

the pastoral group, disappear and give rise to new configurations of social relations among IB 

inhabitants? As we were not able not continue our fieldwork in IB, these questions and others will 

probably remain unanswered, but whatever the future developments may be, the cases of IB and RT 

stand as a significant example of possible configurations of complex water/society relations in the 

transformation of the peri-urban areas of the South.  

The practical appropriation and distribution of available domestic resources by local 

inhabitants, as observed in detail between 2009 and 2011, shows the powerful place of water as an 

entry point for reading social and political relationships at a micro level and their parallel evolution 

with changes in the resource situation and the social groups of reference. Water management in IB 

would have been impossible to understand without a detailed knowledge of the history of a pastoral 

nomad group, the Batahin, their processes of socio-economic transformation, and the material and 

symbolical relations established as an allegedly collective group with other neighbours and the State.  

The micro-politics of tribal social configurations, which have been so significant at different 

levels in past and contemporary Sudan, are made visible by this water perspective: while putting the 

tribal paradigm and its values at the core of the social configuration (and water at the heart of tribal 

territorial legitimacy) the “flows of water and flows of power” can be read in other places than the 

more visible history of hydraulic bureaucracies and missions (and parallel to it) (Molle, Mollinga & 

Wester 2009), from the perspective of a (micro)political anthropology that aims to comprehend the 

dynamics of solidarity and conflict, values and practices, and ethnic and tribal processing at a local 

group level. The alleged opposition of rural and urban, traditional and modern, and collective and 

private are all simultaneously questioned through the powerful indicator of global social change that 

water can be. 
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Urbanising the village: peri-urban transition and water access in Serau, 

Omdurman 

Salma Mohamed Abdalmunim Abdalla 

 



 

 

A “peri-urban” area is widely known to be one where urban areas meet rural belts. Peri-urbanisation 

therefore especially occurs in regions where former rural areas are absorbed by urban sprawl.49 

Needless to say, the role and function of these hybrid landscapes with both rural and urban 

characteristics seem to be escalating in the developing world, including (albeit not exclusively) in 

Africa. Scholars have conceptualised the peri-urban interface as zones that are “characterised by 

strong urban influences, easy access to markets, services and other inputs, ready supplies of labour, 

but relative shortages of land and risks from pollution and urban growth” (Simon & McGregor 2006: 

10-12). They conclude that a peri-urban zone should also be considered to be part of the adjacent 

rural area for the purposes of a holistic approach to rural research and development, since there are 

two-way influences and interactions. Although some scholars and practitioners have dedicated a 

certain amount of attention to this experience in Sudan, empirical and theoretical gaps still exist. This 

article therefore analyses the rural-urban transition experience of Greater Khartoum in Sudan, using 

access to water as a point of entry. First, the chapter attempts to contextualise the Sudanese 

government’s policies towards the peri-urban interface in Khartoum. Of particular interest here are 

its policies for resettlement, integration and the incorporation of suburban villages into the physical 

bloc of Greater Khartoum. The government’s processes, such as the special administration units 

(village organisation units) within the Ministry of Physical Planning in Khartoum State, are also 

analysed. As we will show below, bottom-up processes have emerged as local coping strategies for 

governmental policies in peri-urban settings. Social groups in this context have relied on self-help 

organisation and social networks and the establishment of negotiating skills in order to access 

services and water. I follow these processes though the case of a water project in Serau village. To 

this end, I will briefly outline the development of the expansion of Khartoum, and will then explain 

the institutional set-up of the government administration in relation to the village organisation. With 

regard to water access, I will discuss a water project that has been funded through an Islamic 

institution. The article is based on field research conducted in Serau Village and in the relevant 

governmental institutions between 2010 and 2012 (Abdalla 2017).  

 

 

                                                           
49 Peri-urban is a concept that is used interchangeably with “rural-urban fringes” or “urban transition zones”.  
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1. Khartoum’s rural-urban transition: practices and conception 

 

1.1. Background and development 

 

In the past few decades, as a result of internal migration and urban planning policies, Greater 

Khartoum has expanded geographically towards hitherto rural hinterlands, putting massive pressure 

on the villages around it. In the Sudanese context, the academic debate on the rural-urban transition 

began in the 1970s in an attempt to reach a clear-cut definition of what constitutes “rural” and 

“urban”. For instance, El-Sayed El-Bushra (1973: 68) argued that the function performed by a 

settlement and the services provided to it are among the major factors to be considered when 

determining whether a given place is urban or rural. Given the fact that piped water is largely 

associated with an urban lifestyle in Sudan, it is possible to use this service as an indicator of 

“rurality” or “urbanity”.  

According to Sara Pantuliano et al. (2011), it has been estimated that in 2008, the rural 

population living in Khartoum’s villages represented 10% of the total population, and made up 15% 

of the city’s urban poor. Seasonal migration to Khartoum also brings many thousands of people to 

the capital, and since the 1970s the city’s population growth has largely been driven by internal 

displacement. A series of natural disasters, including severe droughts and famines in the 1970s and 

early 1980s in the west and east, resulted in the arrival of thousands of IDPs, including as many as 

120,000 from Darfur and Kordofan in the mid-1980s (Pantuliano et al. 2011, p. 4-6).  

The labels “economic migrants” or “poor migrants” are used to put all the migrants who came 

to Khartoum into one large box of vulnerable and helpless groups. If we use this classification, 

however, it becomes difficult to take account of significant aspects of these migrant communities 

triggered by their diverse backgrounds, varied aspirations and various capacities. Against this 

background, there is a need to differentiate between Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) who are 

displaced as a result of disasters – both natural and human-made – on the one hand, and voluntary 

migrants who move to the city in search of an urban life style on the other (see Hamid 1996: 33). 

However, it is not the purpose of this article to make that distinction; rather, it will focus on the 

coping strategies used by these migrants within the host community.  

Host communities are usually left under-researched in debates on urbanisation, which has had 

a definite effect on these villages in both a material and cultural sense in the face of the waves of new 

communities and State policies. In particular, reception of these migrants places enormous pressure 

on the already-poor existing services. The host communities become minorities in their own land, 

and are subjected to changing power relations and the threat of confiscations of land, as well as 

burdensome government policies50. In the next section, I will explain how the State has responded to 

this phenomenon and the kinds of policy that have been put in place.  

 

                                                           
50 Comparable trends are also observed among the Batahin, the long-term residents of Idd Babiker (see Casciarri, Ireton 

and de Geoffroy in this volume). 
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1.2. Village organisation institutional set-up 

 

Villages existed around Greater Khartoum before the urban development of the capital 

expanded in their direction. Villages such as Karrari, Gari, Soba Sharig and the Jamu‘iyya in 

Southern Omdurman have associations with political and historical events in the history of Sudan. 

They gradually expanded without interference from the State, which resulted in unregistered land 

ownership and a lack of social services. With the expansion of the city towards the hinterland and the 

development of “random settlements” around it, the State decided that it would be necessary to 

organise and regulate the villages, and to this end, the Village Organisation Administration (Idara 

Tanzim Al-Qura) was founded in 1986 (Alhadi 2006: 2).  

According to a 70-year-old retired urban planner, during the Nimeiry regime all the villages 

around Khartoum were considered to be “random settlements” (al-sakan al-a‘shawai), and as a 

result, the Random Settlements Alleviation Administration was created. The term ‘alleviation’ was 

quickly seen to be inappropriate because these villages, such as the Jamu‘iyya communities in 

Southern Omdurman, had existed for many years. The department was therefore renamed “Random 

Settlements Treatment” because the previous term – alleviation – would mean demolishing all the 

“illegal” settlements inside these villages. The word “treatment” involved acknowledging the 

structures of the old villages, and physical solutions (such as expanding streets) could be introduced 

without affecting their inhabitants. It later emerged that there were a number of casual settlements on 

the outskirts of the villages, and so the administration was divided into two sections, one to deal with 

illegal random settlements and the other for village organisation (tanzim al-qura). The Village 

Organisation Administration (Idara Tanzim Al-Qura) was established in 1972 with the objective of 

integrating the villages around Khartoum into the urban fabric. In 1986, the department became part 

of the Land Management Administration. It was also considered to be part of the land distribution 

administration, and was merged with the Urban Development Administration as part of the Ministry 

of Physical Planning and Public Utilities (MPPPU). In 2001, the Village Administration and the 

Random Settlement Administration were merged.51  

According to the definition used by these departments, a village is a “…group of people 

belonging to one race (‘irg), who share the same livelihoods – agriculture or pastoralism – and live in 

an identified geographical space” (Najmaldin Alhadi 2006: 1). In a conversation with officials at the 

Village Organisation Administration, it was explained to me that the idea of connecting the villages 

surrounding Khartoum with its urban setting had been raised soon after Sudan was granted political 

independence in 1956. As a result, Village Development Committees (lijan tatwir al-qura) were 

formed and attached to the Ministry of Local Governments (Wizara Al-Hakumat Al-Mahalliya). The 

Village Organisation Administration was established in 1986 as a result of a ministerial act of the 

Ministry of Settlement and Public Works (Wizarat Al-Iskan wa Al-Ashghal Al-‘amma). Its main task 

was to “fuse the rural communities with the urban fabrics of the cities” (ibid: 2).  

The administration was created in the early 1990s through various hubs and a series of 

technical processes, in collaboration with related departments such as the civil engineering, planning 

and registration administrations, and included the following activities. Firstly, cadastral surveys were 

                                                           
51 Interview Kamal Salih, Retired Urban Planner at the Ministry of Urban Planning, Khartoum 23.01.2011 
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carried out in the villages by the administration in order to build a comprehensive register of targeted 

possessions (hiyaza), identifying ownership and tenure details and the precise location and 

establishment of the villages based on 1983 aerial photographs.52 Secondly, social surveys of the 

individuals and groups living in the targeted villages were carried out. The data were collected in a 

record that evidenced the native-possession relationship according to a specific formula. The village 

organisation survey forms were then distributed and completed by the inhabitants and certified by the 

Popular Committee (lajna sha‘abiya) and the administrative units, after which individual interviews 

with the claimant hiyaza owners were conducted. Following the Tanzim Al-Qura Ministerial Act of 

2001, a decision of entitlement (or non-entitlement) would be taken. Thereafter, the village’s 

physical planning project would be implemented based on the cadastral surveys. Streets would be 

enlarged and services provided. The approved maps would then be implemented and any clashes 

removed. Appeal committees would receive any appeals from the inhabitants against the decisions, 

which could go as far as the High Court in order to obtain justice.53  

In practice, however, when the Tanzim Al-Qura administration translates these ideas into 

action, many challenges are faced, as one official noted in this excerpt from an interview: 

“Sometimes politics interfere with development and the ideology of the State affects 

[the work]. This [adversely] affects the economic and physical development aspects 

(…) The map of the Salha area (which includes Serau Village) was designed five 

times because every time they made mistakes and people built wrong and had to 

change again” (Interview Kamal Salih, 2011).  

The head of the settlement unit at the Ministry of Physical Planning mentioned a number of 

constraints they are confronted with when exercising their tasks, such as people’s refusal to comply. 

Likewise, interference from judicial institutions and the lengthy bureaucratic land registration 

procedures are seen as a challenge to implementing planning proposals. Officials at the Ministry 

believe that it is the long-term residents of these villages in particular who resist any kind of change 

and planning proposed by the State. Government officials believe that the native leaders (sheikhs) in 

these villages oppose these changes because they would lose a significant amount of their power and 

control, and in some cases considerable income, when these villages are finally planned. Land 

registration automatically grants an owner independence both from popular committees and in terms 

of access to services. The practitioners at the Ministry of Planning expressed their unhappiness with 

media coverage to simplify and explain the procedures for the beneficiaries; as they describe it, 

“there is a lack of information”. There is also a generational conflict between older urban planners 

with decades of experience in the field with villagers on one side and younger engineers, whose 

emphasis is on the technical and engineering rationale, on the other – a situation that has resulted in 

tensions, mistrust and sometimes even conflict. A 65-year-old urban planner expressed his 

dissatisfaction with a recently-graduated female engineer’s work in the following excerpt:  

“[They make] mistakes in the [village] treatment because these villages are Tanzim 

Qura, not planned. You see (he points at a map in front of him) – is this now 

planned? No, it is [village] treatment, not planning. These villages are sick … they 

                                                           
52 1983 is considered by officials at the administration to be the reference year, because there were many subsequent 

changes in the structure of the land and settlements as a result of the 1984 drought.  
53 Interviews with Kamal Salih on 23.01.2011; Abdalla Khaeiry on 31.01.2011; and Eng. Najmaldin Alhadi on 

02.02.2011. 
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are sick, they needs an antibacterial injection and in some cases tablets to get treated. 

OK. But she (the recently-graduated engineer) went there, she can’t do it, but she 

puts pressure on the people. Then she puts in more services than are needed. Why?” 

The metaphor used by the “skilled” urban planner when he described the old villages around 

Khartoum in terms of a “sick person” needing antibacterial treatment is very revealing. It 

demonstrates the perspective of the State institutions that view peri-urban villages as marginal areas, 

thereby establishing an implicit dichotomy with the “healthy” urban areas. This quote also reveals 

frustration with the perspective of the new generation of engineers, who rely on pure engineering 

practices, computer programmes and modern technology without considering the interests of the 

people in the field. In order to connect theory and practice and the State-society relationship, the 

Serau village case study will be explained in the following paragraphs.  

 

 

2. A case study of Serau village: a micro-level insight 

 

2.1 The socio-historical background of Serau village 

 

Serau is located on the western bank of the White Nile in Al-Rif Al-Janubi, the Southern 

Suburbs Administrative Unit, part of Omdurman Locality (mahalliya). The village lies on the city 

boundary in the transitional zone between the rural and urban Western Khartoum. According to 

figures from Omdurman Locality and the Local Popular Committee and based on 2008 census 

results, Serau is estimated to have about 8,080 inhabitants. 

The first group to inhabit the area – at least four generations ago – were the Jamu‘iyya tribe 

(gabila), which traces its history in the area to the arrival of al-Mahdi in Khartoum in 188454. 

According to MacMichael, the Jamu‘iyya “occupied […] the west bank of the White Nile for some 

30 or 40 miles south of Omdurman and as far north as Gos Nefisa near the Shabluka Cataract” 

(1967: 221). One indicator used by the Jamu‘iyya group to confirm their autochthonous rights and 

their status of “being original” in the area is their inherited access to the land in Serau village and 

their exclusive ownership of it. In the context of the ambiguous nature of “collective-tribal” lands in 

colonial and post-colonial Sudan, the type of land tenure in Serau, like the other villages surrounding 

Khartoum city, is a freehold or customary land tenure owned by the native inhabitants (Casciarri & 

Babiker 2018). Customary land tenure “is acknowledged in Khartoum, where land rights are 

ostensibly controlled and allocated according to traditional practice or such rights due to precedence 

or development” (Bannaga 2012: 3). Because they were recognised as the indigenous tribe in the 

village, the Jamu‘iyya enjoyed a high social status within the social stratification of the Serau 

community.   

                                                           
54 For many years the Jamu‘iyya community’s economic activities relied on seasonal vegetable cultivation near the Nile 

and the transport business and trade at Omdurman market.  
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In the 1980s, other groups, such as the nomadic Kababish55 and Hawawir56, gradually 

migrated to Serau from Western Sudan following the droughts that struck the Kordofan region in the 

1970 and 1980s.57 The two groups settled in the area as a result of earlier intermarriages with the 

Jamu‘iyya that started in the 1960s. Since attributes of generosity are part of the cultural make-up of 

the Jamu‘iyya tribe, they donated a considerable part of their land to relatives who came from 

Kordofan seeking protection and refuge. By that time the Jamu‘iyya, who were the indigenous rural 

inhabitants, were accustomed to welcoming alliances with groups like the Kababish and the Hawawir 

in order to populate Serau and increase the workforce for agricultural labour. In addition, the land 

was not valued as highly as it is today.58 During the 1980s and 1990s, Serau village maintained its 

rural way of life in the eyes of the villagers and the authorities in Khartoum and Omdurman. Both 

my informants in Serau and officials in the relevant government circles confirmed that the area was 

relatively remote from the urban centre and suffered from a lack of social services. This rural 

orientation was reflected in the inhabitant’s everyday routines and non-access to social services.  

Being a peripheral area of Greater Khartoum, Serau attracted groups from different tribes from 

all over Sudan over the course of time, especially during the 1990s and 2000s. Some of the 

newcomers I interviewed were originally from Eastern Sudan, River Nile State, Darfur, Blue Nile 

State, Aljazeera State and Northern State. This demographic transformation in the village, which was 

caused by the high rates of rural-urban migration Sudan has witnessed in the past two decades, is not 

exceptional. It has been shown that Greater Khartoum has been the main recipient of rural-urban 

migration over the past three decades (see Jalal Al-Deen & Al-Mustafa 1979: 134-138). These 

migrant groups usually come to Greater Khartoum for voluntary or involuntary reasons and due to 

push-pull factors. Some come to the city looking for educational, training and employment 

opportunities, while others come to raise their standard of living, adopt a city lifestyle and obtain 

access to better social services (Badi 2009: 13). Besides the rural-urban migration towards 

Khartoum, urban-urban migration patterns can also be clearly observed. In this case, people move to 

Khartoum from urban centres all over Sudan looking for better prospects. As I will show in the next 

section, these migrants are especially engaged in the shaping and transforming of Serau, especially as 

regards the organisation of social services. They usually migrate to Khartoum and settle in peripheral 

areas on the borders of the city like Serau because land prices and settlement are more affordable 

than in areas in the centre of the city, and many newcomers settled in Serau for this reason at the end 

of the 1990s and 2000s. The maps below (Figure 1) clearly reflect the massive immigration and the 

population growth of Serau from a small village in 1984 inhabited by the Jamu‘iyya, Kababish and 

Hawawir. The maps reveal a slight population increase between 1984 and 1991. Ten years later, in 

2001, the population doubled when newcomers from different tribes started to multiply in the area. 

Thereafter, there was an enormous growth in the village’s population between 2001 and 2010, when 

a large number of people settled in the area.  

 

                                                           
55 For more details about the Kababish group see MacMichael (1967) and Talal Asad (1970). 
56 For more details about the Hawawir group see MacMichael (1967).  
57 See Population Dynamics in Sudan Report, 2007. 
58 Interview: Haj Mahmoud Abbas, the Jamu‘iyya Sheikh in Serau Village and honorary head of the Serau Village 

Popular Committee, Serau Village, 08.03.2010 
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Figure 1: Development of the Serau settlement between 1984 and 2010 (draft by Salma Abdalla, design by 

Michael Wegener) 
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In this kind of fast-growing peri-urban settlement, there is usually a huge gap between the 

infrastructure provided by the government and the demands of the growing population. As a result, 

the community mobilises its energies to replace the absent State in terms of the provision of social 

services. This makes a suburb like Serau village a place of dynamic social change and lively 

interactions among people with different world views and orientations. At this point, local 

institutions emerge to organise society and attain solidarity and community integration. As the last 

level of local governance in Khartoum State, the Popular Committee (lajna sha‘abiyya) is responsible 

for providing services (Hamid 2002). In order to finance their activities, popular committees depend 

on funds raised locally through investments. One of the investments by the Serau village lajna is a 

water project funded by the Zakat Chamber. This project will be explained in the next section, and 

the level of water embeddedness in the society will be demonstrated.  

 

2.2 The provision of water in Serau village 

 

In the 1980s and 1990s, Serau was a long way from Khartoum, and had not been connected to the 

main water network by the Khartoum State Water Corporation (KSWC). It is important to mention 

here that in Serau village, the quality of water is judged by its taste. The water is seen to be of poor 

quality when it is “salty” (malha) or “bitter” (murra), having been collected from shallow traditional 

wells. The good quality water comes from the Nile or the general network, and is considered to be 

moya hilwa, “sweet water”. Salty or bitter water is also often seen as a source of illnesses such as 

kidney problems, which can be avoided through a reliable source of moya hilwa. In the past, the 

inhabitants of the village had a number of different strategies for fetching moya hilwa. One was to 

buy it from the vendors who transport it on donkey carts (karro) from far-off private wells in 

Omdurman. However, this source became unreliable because it was expensive, and the vendors were 

not consistent: as one housewife described them, “they come one day and disappear for the following 

ten days”.  

Another way to obtain drinking water was from a government-owned water tanker truck that 

used to transport sweet water from the military barracks in the Al-Mohandisin neighbourhood in 

Omdurman to supply military officers who lived in the area, as described in the following interview 

excerpt:  

“When we came [to Serau village] in 2003 there were no services at all. This place 

had no electricity, no water, nothing. We used to wait and run around looking for the 

water tanker truck. The driver tells us the streets [of the village] are not well paved, 

which is why he can’t enter the neighbourhood. We were suffering. This place is 

like a wadi and cars can’t get through. The tanker waited outside near the school. 

We took our barrels there and moved the water manually to the houses. I was 

suffering. It was expensive – one barrel cost 5 pounds. It was too much for us”.59  

Buying moya hilwa was expensive, and most households in Serau village used to combine their 

purchases of drinking water and rely on an old well called Bir Abu Al-Abbas for their domestic 

water. The Abu Al-Abbas well is an ancient historical well that had been a very important water 

source for the long-term residents of Serau Village for at least 50 years. The construction of the Abu 

                                                           
59 Interview with Islam Eltayeb, a 42-year-old housewife, mother and grocery shop owner in Serau, 07.03.2010 
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Al-Abbas well was a form of sadaqa60, a religious practice by which wealthy people support the 

needy in order to seek God’s reward. Providing the needy with a source of drinking water is believed 

to be the most rewarding practice in the context of sadaqa, which is why many wealthy Muslim 

religious leaders build charity water wells in rural areas. The history of the Abu al-Abbas well in 

Serau village is that a wealthy man who came from Omdurman in the 1960s found that the 

inhabitants were thirsty and built the well as a form of charity in memory of his late wife. In recent 

years, however, with the increase in population, the Abu Al-Abbas well became inadequate for 

supplying water to the entire population of Serau. Also, the quality of the water was not satisfactory 

for the newcomers, as the well produced ground water that they describe as “salty”.   

After the mass immigration to the Serau area, especially in the years between 2001 and 2010, 

the village witnessed increasing pressure on the existing services, especially water sources, and the 

inhabitants gradually became dissatisfied with the quality and quantity of the available supply. It 

seems that the newcomers who settled in the area not only arrived in excessive numbers but also had 

different lifestyles. As I explained in the previous section, most of the people who moved to Serau 

during this period either came from an urban background or were seeking an urban way of life, and 

so at this point a pressing need arose to find reliable sources of water.  

In around 2002, in response to the water supply problem, the popular committee of Serau 

village put the issue at the top of its agenda. The popular committee is divided into sub-committees 

(lijan far‘iyya), one of which is the services committee (lajna al-khadamat), which is assigned the 

social services file, which includes water services, electricity, the environment and security. A 

special committee called the Serau Water Committee (lajna al-moya) was formed to start a water 

project, with members including the head of the popular committee and the services official, among 

others. 

 

 

3. The Zakat Chamber Funded Water Project 

 

3.1. Origin of the Zakat project 

 

 Through his personal connections, one of the newcomers, who is described as wafidin, 

initiated a water project with the support of the Zakat Chamber to supply water to households in 

Serau village. The word zakat in Arabic means ‘purity’ and ‘cleanliness’. It is the third pillar of 

Islam, and represents the wealth distribution obligation, which requires that wealthy people spend 

their money on deserving recipients at prescribed rates and at particular times. These deserving 

recipients include the poor and needy, Zakat administrators, among others. Since 1989, when the 

current regime came to power, zakat has been institutionalised and is managed by the State. The 

                                                           
60 Sadaqa in Islam is considered to be evidence of true faith, and when money is spent on sadaqa it offers proof of being 

a good Muslim. Sadaqa is not limited to money, and is not purely material, as merely exchanging greetings and smiling 

at people is also viewed as charity. Many Muslims follow it, especially in the holy month of Ramadan, as a religious 

deed. These deeds will be accounted for before God on the Day of Judgment. 



58 
 

Zakat Chamber was established, and it is responsible for the collection and distribution of zakat 

funds in Sudan. The Sudanese Zakat Chamber has witnessed major reforms in many areas since 

2001. The administration was federalised, and new interpretations of Quranic texts were introduced 

to justify these changes. These new interpretations, or Quranic tafsir61, made it possible to include 

what are known as collective projects among the Zakat Chamber’s distribution schemes. In other 

words, the Zakat Chamber had been supporting individuals for many years by giving them material 

and financial support, but since the reforms were put in place, the Zakat Chamber has also supported 

income-generating projects and service projects that target collective beneficiaries such as villages 

and neighbourhoods. In the next section, I will explain the dominant role of the Zakat Chamber with 

regard to the establishment of a water project.  

In the period between 2004 and 2008, the Zakat Chamber implemented 1,082 water projects in 

586 villages in different parts of Sudan. In Khartoum State, 27 projects were implemented in 32 

villages, from wells and water tanks to station maintenance and the establishment of water 

networks.62 In theory, the initiation and implementation of projects is supposed to follow certain 

procedures within the Zakat Chamber. A complex organisational structure was designed for this 

purpose, but in practice it seems that project lifespans take different routes. The initiation of the 

Serau zakat water project is a good example of this. One of the new arrivals in Serau was a 46-year 

old man from al-Jazira State in the central region of Sudan named Hussein El-Sadig, who settled in 

Serau in 2001. He was a member of both the Popular Committee and the Serau Area Development 

Committee, which looked for water sources for Serau village. He was also employed in the office of 

the former Secretary-General of the Zakat Chamber, Dr Ahmed al-Majzoub.  

One day, he attended a meeting at which the allocation of zakat funds to support a water 

project in North Kordofan was discussed. After the meeting, he talked to the Secretary-General about 

the water problem in Serau village, and asked him how zakat resources could be used there while 

people were going thirsty in Serau. To his mind, an area around the capital that lacked water should 

be prioritised for aid from the Zakat Chamber as they were within the Chamber’s reach, in contrast to 

Kordofan, which was remote from Khartoum. As a favour to a staff member in his team, the Zakat 

Chamber Secretary-General agreed to fund the Serau water project. Afterward, Serau Water 

Committee (lajna al-moya) prepared a project application and submitted it to the Zakat Chamber and 

in the name of Serau village. This step deemed necessary to comply with the Zakat Chamber services 

projects’ “official” procedures, notwithstanding the project pre-approval by the Secretary General. In 

their application that was sent to the Zakat Secretary-General, lajna al-moya claimed that Serau 

village should be considered for Zakat Chamber services project funding. Here, the committee 

described the village as being poor and the inhabitants as being needy, in line with the requirements 

for the Zakat Chamber’s target beneficiaries. Their efforts paid off, and the project was approved. 

Following approval, the committee carried out the various tasks to initiate the project, such as 

opening a bank account and purchasing the necessary materials, such as pipes.  

Initially, lajna al-moya considered connecting the houses in the village to a water network 

from the old Bir Abu Al-Abbas well. However, it emerged that extending a water network from the 

                                                           
61 Tafsir is the critical explanation or interpretation of the Quranic text. In Islamic contexts, it is defined as understanding 

and uncovering the will of Allah, which has been conveyed in the Quran.  
62 Zakat Chamber, Implemented Development Projects 2004-2008, 18.12.2008, pp. 8-10. 
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old well was both technically impractical and economically unviable as the land where the old well is 

located is lower than the neighbourhood. In addition, the older villagers, the Jamu‘iyya group, 

opposed this idea altogether because they feared connecting a water network from “their” old well 

would diminish their share of water. In any case, it became clear to the committee members that the 

project would not be realised on this basis, which caused feelings of frustration among the members, 

as one of them put it, “our ambition was bigger than reality” (Interview Hussein Elsadig, 6.03.2010).  

The committee quickly decided not to give up, and a new idea emerged that would give the 

project another chance. The plan was to build a new well to construct the water network from scratch 

in a better location. To this end, the committee consulted experts in this area, the Al-Suqya Charity 

Organisation. Al-Suqya is an NGO that has close ties to the regime and is considered to be one of the 

NCP ruling party’s organisations63. It was established in 2000 to alleviate water problems in areas 

impacted by drought. The Arabic word suqya means “watering” or “meeting thirst needs”. 

Apparently, the organisation was named after a famous well in Medina called “Al-Suqya”64, which is 

believed to have been blessed by the Prophet Muhammad himself. The Al-Suqya Organisation is 

active in projects such as digging wells, drilling and installing and maintaining hand pumps, dams 

and water networks in areas like North Kordofan, River Nile State, the Northern States and South 

Darfur. It also provides consultancy and technical studies on water projects for private and public 

companies (Al-Suqya Organisation Report, 2010). As experts in the field, after being contacted by 

the Serau water Lajna, they provided the technical information required to start construction of a 

borehole and network in Serau village. With this reliable new information, the Serau water project 

was reapproved by the Zakat Chamber and became part of the Khartoum State office.  

The project took two years to build. During this time, a 600-metre-deep well was excavated 

and pipelines, tanks and pumping machines were installed. The project was officially operating when 

the financial issues between the Zakat Chamber and the Al-Suqya organisation were settled. After a 

long process of project planning and initiation, both the project committee and the Zakat Chamber 

were faced with project operation and management issues. Legal regulations were prepared to 

standardise operation of the project and the financial issues. The regulations stated that the revenues 

from selling the water would be divided into three classes:  

1. 35% to be spent on the project’s running costs, such as fuel purchases and workers’ wages;  

2. 15% to go towards supporting area services like primary schools; and 

3. as a Zakat Chamber-supported project, 40% to be allocated to the “poor and the needy” of the area in 

the form of income-generating projects.  

This process is supervised by the project committee, which is composed of eight members who 

meet regularly to solve problems, while the Zakat Chamber’s role is to supervise and monitor. The 

financial officer of the water project is a Zakat employer in its Omdurman Locality office and also a 

resident of Serau village. The Serau Popular Committee is represented on the project committee by 

the Secretary, who is the head of the Serau Zakat water project. 

                                                           
63 This long-lasting relationship between the ruling NCP party and pro-NCP NGOs guided the decision by the transitional 

government in November 2019 to dissolve various organisations, associations and NGOs affiliated with the former 

regime. The purpose of this process was to loosen the grip of the former regime after it was ousted in April 2019 

following months of popular uprisings that had broken out in various regions of the country in December 2018.  
64 Medina means “city”. It was the first capital in Islamic history, and is also known as the city of Prophet Muhammad. It 

was the religious and power base of Islam in the first century, was is where the first Muslim community developed.  



60 
 

When the project first began operating, water was still distributed to households through the 

donkey cart system. A water network was gradually installed in houses close to the reach of the 

network, and about 50% of the village was connected in this way. Water was provided in two shifts, 

and divided between the household network and the karro system. Four or five workers managed the 

project on a daily basis. Their tasks were divided between the main water tap for the karro, fee 

collection and management of the household network.  

In 2006, the project witnessed a turning point in two respects. First, the pumping machinery 

was upgraded from a hydraulic to an electronic pump. Second, with support from the Sudatel 

Telecommunications Company, the height of the water tank was increased from 6 to 10 metres. The 

link to this well-known wealthy company was initiated by a group of village inhabitants, who 

established good contacts inside the company. This group was attempting to upgrade the water 

project in order to gain access to the water network, as their homes were a long way from the reach 

of the old one. It is worth mentioning that the water tank upgrade was an initiative by a group of 

newcomers from a branch of the Ja‘aliyyn tribe, who were originally from Al-Rubatab in River Nile 

State and had settled in Serau in around 2005. The renovation of the project improved the quality and 

quantity of the water and ultimately connected more houses to the network.  

 

3.2. “The grass is greener” 

 

Our observation and conversations in Serau village seem to reveal a feeling that there has been 

a major positive change in the quality and quantity of the water in the village since the Zakat water 

project was set up in 2004, and recently, access to water is seen as being cheaper and more regular 

than before, and the water is sweeter. Some people were so enthusiastic about the project that they 

regarded it as the main pull factor for people to settle in the area. It was often said that the 

availability of water encouraged many landowners to build houses and move in because construction 

costs were lower than they had previously been. The population growth in Serau village is seen both 

as a cause and effect of the Zakat water project.  

The material change brought about by the availability of water has also transformed the culture 

and lifestyle of Serau village, including changes in hygiene and gardening habits. Women often say 

that their household tasks have become easier than in previous times. Some houses can now afford to 

use washing machines, which gives women a chance to be more engaged in activities outside their 

households, such as attending events put on by women’s associations. I also noticed that the topic of 

gardening is very prominent among women. They often talk about what new plants to grow, as a 

domestic harvest is a source of pride – a custom that would not be possible without the availability of 

water. In many cases, however, the quality of the drinking water is disputed. 

The economic effect of the project on many families is considered to be a positive result of the 

Serau water project. As I explained earlier, a number of permanent workers run the project on a daily 

basis. In conversations with most of the project employers, it became clear that the project offered a 

number of village inhabitants job opportunities associated with the water project that would not have 

been available otherwise. Similarly, the donkey cart water vendors have found that the project offers 

a source of income for their families. The vendors buy barrels of sweet water from the project and 
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distribute it, both locally in areas outside the network and Serau village in neighbouring areas where 

no permanent water source exists. Nevertheless, it seems that the sustainability of the project is 

uncertain. The workers see it as a long-term project that should remain in place forever, whereas the 

beneficiaries in Serau only identify it as a temporary solution, and are keen to connect the village to 

the general Khartoum State Water Corporation network. Here, the manager of the project explained 

to me that when the general network reaches Serau village, ownership of the project will 

automatically be transferred from the Zakat Chamber to KSWC. 

 

3.3. The challenge in the opportunity 

 

After it was set up, the Serau water project encountered a setback in terms of increasing 

tensions between the Water Project Committee (henceforth the WPC) and the Serau Village lajna 

sha‘abiya (henceforth the SVLS). As I explained earlier, the WPC is a separate entity from the 

SVLS, but they are closely linked. The SVLS is divided into sub-committees (lijan far‘iyya), one of 

which is the Services Committee (SC, lajna al-khadamat) which is responsible for the social services 

file, including water, electricity, the environment and security. A special committee known as the 

Serau Water Committee (lajna al-moya) was formed to initiate a water project, which is managed by 

the WPC. The relationship between the two committees is that the WPC works under the supervision 

of the SVLS and the head of the SVLS and the service officials are members of the WPC. However, 

the SVLS members interpret their “supervisory role” differently from the WPC, which actually 

carries out the work, an ambiguous situation that led to continuous conflict. In particular, the popular 

committee assumed that it was entitled to control the project income in the interests of their 

activities, seeing it as their right to supervise water project revenues, and believing that these 

revenues should be invested in order to contribute directly towards the popular committee’s goals. 

Clearly, the WPC did not approve this proposal, and remained financially autonomous from SVLS.  

It is difficult to establish any disparity in terms of the social status and political inclinations of 

the membership of the two competing committees, as both typically originated from the same group 

of newcomers who wanted to change the village for the better, and both the SVLS and WPC are 

affiliated with the NCP. However, it is obvious that the conflict and competition between the two 

entities is focused more around financial greed, especially considering that the water project turned 

out to be a lucrative source of income in Serau Village. It might be said, therefore, that micro-politics 

and economic interests play a significant role in this context.  

In the light of this tension, the WPC maintained the mandate it had been given by the Zakat 

Chamber and continued to allocate the project’s revenues between operating costs, funding social 

services and sharing some amounts with the SVLS. This issue turned into a conflict that had to be 

settled by the head of the projects department of the Khartoum State office of the Zakat Chamber, 

who travelled to Serau to talk to the two arguing parties and settled the dispute so that the project 

revenues remained under WPC management, an undertaking that prolonged the tensions with the 

popular committee.  

In addition to the pressure from the SVLS, the WPC is faced with accusations of corruption 

from the community. For some people in Serau, the water project mainly serves the personal 
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interests of WPC members instead of the public interest. They believe that the project is controlled 

by specific individuals, while many remain disadvantaged and marginalised. This is especially true 

of the SC, which was responsible for providing services in the area during the 1990s.  

On the technical side, in terms of access to the water network, there is a widespread feeling that 

there was unfairness in the distribution of the network connections, in the sense that the design 

served particular households while neglecting many others. The water fee collection is also seen as a 

source of corruption, because as a Zakat-funded project, it was established in the name of the “poor” 

and the “needy”, whereas in practice, in the eyes of many people, it turned out to be an investment 

project, and not a charitable one. The lack of follow-up by the Zakat Chamber and the unquestioned 

control by the WPC is a further point of criticism. Like any well-governed project, transparency, 

accountability and participation are expected in practice, while this project is faced with allegations 

of exploitation of resources and the absence of a general assembly to report to. Many people ask 

where the money goes, and the project’s books, if any exist, are not subject to any kind of audit. 

There have also been claims of cheating: the owner of the land on which the project was built 

believes that he has been cheated and that the project managers and Zakat Chamber did not 

compensate him enough.  

Another aspect that has created a problematic image around the project is the accusation of 

nepotism. The project workers, who are mostly newcomers, especially from River Nile State, 

controlled the “top” positions in the water project such as fee collection and piped network 

management, and favoured their recently-arrived relatives when it came to handing out jobs. In fact, 

no long-term residents are involved in the project in any way, which has created the impression that 

“it is their investment in the area” as one of these older residents put it. Generally, the project 

employees are more closely connected to the centres of power within the State, and these 

connections are based on ethnic relationships, political ideology and loyalty. In Serau Village, the 

Zakat water project represents a process of economic and political promotion for the newcomers 

within the social fabric of the village: the newcomers have managed to become the new “elite” with 

backing from the Zakat Chamber.  

The project management team explicitly demonstrated its political inclination towards the 

ruling National Congress Party (NCP) during the 2010 presidential elections. One of the managers 

told me figuratively, that the water project was “watering the tree”. The tree in his metaphor refers to 

the NCP candidates’ electoral symbol. During the elections, the portion of the revenues allocated to 

social services was used to support Omar Al-Bashir’s election campaign. The funds were spent on 

promotional activities such as gatherings for young people and women, public lectures, and 

mobilisation events to gather support for the NCP. Even the physical water network connection to 

households was used as a tool to encourage, and in some cases pressure, people to register and vote 

for Al-Bashir.  

 

 

4. Conclusion  

This article provides an example of the peri-urban interface and emerging rural-urban 

transition and the different types of communities living in these settings. The State’s policy response 



63 
 

to this phenomenon and the types of institutions that have been put in place have been discussed. The 

interaction between State and society has been reflected through a detailed description of Serau 

village and the process of providing water services. Through the lens of water provision, I have 

argued that social actors in the community of Serau, especially newcomers, are engaged in a process 

of self-organisation to negotiate and promote their interests. It is clear that people use existing social 

networks to penetrate the lowest level of state administrations (the popular committees) and create 

new networks in response to the lack of provision of services by the State. The reform of a religious 

institution – the Zakat Chamber – which can be seen as being in line with other neoliberal ambitions 

within the Sudanese service sector (Beckedorf 2012), has been appropriated by social agents in order 

to serve their own interests, a process that has driven the urbanisation of the village infrastructure 

and transformed practices. On the other hand, the reconfiguration of the community structure 

through the introduction of the water project has also led to conflicts between different stakeholders 

with regard to the changing power relations and different cultural orientations. In such a dynamic 

rural-urban setting of competing orders and different visions, these conflicts are highly significant. 

We have also seen how they are settled (or not settled). By negotiating social change, the Serau 

actors established practices of self-organisation, rebuilt the structure and deployed new routines. 
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Chapter 5 

From exclusion to inclusion: water and social dynamics in Mayo, a 

peripheral neighbourhood of Khartoum 

Mai Azzam 

 



 

This paper focuses on water from an anthropological perspective, using it as an entry point for 

exploring and understanding urban social exclusion mechanisms in peripheral areas of Khartoum. I 

will primarily present ethnographic data from Mayo65, a neighbourhood approximately 18 kilometres 

south of central Khartoum. I will demonstrate how the water service in Mayo speaks to a reality of 

urban exclusion that has strong ties to the broader urbanisation crisis in Khartoum. In the first part, I 

provide a general description of the history of Mayo, the various settlement patterns within it and the 

water services available to its people. In the second part, I present a case study that offers a micro-

level analysis of the relationships that are integral to water access in the area. In so doing, I underline 

the role of the local community in Mayo in terms of moving from exclusion towards inclusion as 

they activated their social capital and broader political realities to obtain services. Drawing from 

Appadurai’s concept of the “capacity to aspire” (Appadurai 2004), I aim to show that the people of 

Mayo exhibit markers of this capacity for aspiration that enable them to mobilise their 

circumstances, both positive and adverse, in order to serve their neighbourhood. My argument is 

constructed around two main points. Firstly, access to water is embedded in a multi-level process in 

Mayo: it is not just a biological or environmental fact, but one that is inextricably linked to social, 

economic, cultural, urban and political processes. Secondly, on the basis of my observations and 

findings in the field, I argue that contrary to the area’s reputation as being “dangerous” and inhabited 

by a lethargic population, the people of Mayo actually enjoy the “capacity to aspire” because they 

have managed to move from the social exclusion imposed on them to social inclusion by their own 

efforts. This theoretical orientation is justified by my own ethical engagement with my informants, 

who opened their doors to my questions and welcomed me into their everyday lives66. Most of the 

data presented in this chapter were collected through fieldwork carried out between 2008 and 2010 

for the preparation of a master’s thesis in anthropology. The methodology followed a qualitative 

approach, and the primary data are composed of 45 individual interviews and 5 group discussions, in 

addition to observation and informal discussions with local actors (Azzam 2010). 

                                                           
65 I would like to thank everyone who made it possible for me to conduct this study and who provided the information on 

which the content of this paper is based. Any shortcomings are mine alone. This paper would have not been possible 

without the academic support of Barbara Casciarri, who offered invaluable advice both throughout my research and 

while I was writing this article. I would also like to thank Azza A. A. Aziz for her editing advice. The support I received 

from WAMAKHAIR, both financial and academic, paved the way for the completion of this work.  
66 The moral role of science is something that appeared with post-modernist calls (Spiro 1996:773). However, I do not 

wish to follow any kind of call formal categorisation (that is, redressing social marginalisation) in this context, since it 

goes beyond the scope of the article. Rather, I want to be more self-reflexive when I speak for and about people in Mayo 

so that I can convey their concerns in the way that best reflects their own interpretations of their living conditions. 
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1. Setting the research context: Khartoum’s urbanisation and multiple exclusion 

 

This paper analyses various factors and actors that directly or indirectly affect the final shape 

of access to water services in Mayo. It attempts to explore various sociological, political and 

economic processes in the Mayo neighbourhood by exploring the social history of the area and the 

position the provision of water occupies in it. I argue that to a great extent, water access in Mayo 

reflects the dynamics of social exclusion or inclusion of the local communities in the area. I explore 

the mechanisms that have been put in place by local groups at a grassroots level to manage 

inadequate water services at the research site in relation to the overall dynamics of socio-urban 

exclusion and by following the roles played by various contemporaneous actors: local households 

with their various backgrounds and settlement trajectories, political leadership (both “traditional” and 

“modern”), the State and NGOs. These mechanisms imply a set of social relations that intermingle 

horizontally and vertically (Denissen 2014:47): horizontal in terms of how the local community 

unites in order to gain access to urban and social services despite being a non-homogenous group, 

and vertical in terms of the critical importance of considering the initiatives Mayo’s residents have 

put in place to access and successfully engage with influential political players and the official 

institutions and facilities that control the provision of water services to the Mayo area.  

Khartoum, the national capital, is characterised by rapid and uneven expansion, diverse and 

complex forms of configuration and settlement in the peripheral quarters of the city and the lack of a 

unified State water supply system. This makes it particularly important to understand the dynamics 

of the social aspects of water management within multiple local contexts through a micro-level 

study. Khartoum’s rapid urbanisation process has been marked by extreme socio-economic 

inequality (Bakhit 2016) accompanied by privatisation and investment that feed the interests of a 

limited wealthy group. These patterns of economic activity have created new markets, and have 

resulted in the formation of a city with a high cost of living. Within this massive urbanisation and 

these severe economic disparities, a very sizeable group of people is being neglected, especially 

those who migrated during the early 1970s as victims of war and drought. 

Mayo is one of the neighbourhoods that have been created to incorporate migrants in a form 

that has been described by urban planners and social scientists as “urbanisation without integration” 

(Assal 2008). This concept describes the realities of urban exclusion that can be found in many 

peripheral areas67 around Greater Khartoum. As a “mega-city in the making” (Denissen 2014:78) due 

to its rapid urbanisation, Khartoum might be referred to as the centre of service and administrative 

institutions, but there has also been the influence of the Arab countries that have pushed the 

Sudanese State to sell agriculture lands to new investors. This has resulted in an “ecological 

marginalisation” (Salih 1990, in Denissen 2014) that has forced small farmers to leave their lands 

and settle in Khartoum. Many of these migrants have settled in peripheral areas around Khartoum 

like Mayo.  

                                                           
67 By using the word “periphery” I want to move beyond a mere geographical location, as it only constitutes a relative 

description in terms of time and perception. Moreover, a place like Mayo has evolved over time due to the significant 

expansion of Khartoum (Abu Sin & Davies 1991). Until the late 1980s, Mayo was at the southern border of Khartoum, 

but by the 2000s a number of settlements had been created beyond it. 
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Mayo can be seen as a part of the city that belongs to the “hidden world of frustrations, 

desperation, poverty and crime” (Pantulliano et al., 2011: 3). At the time of my study, it represented 

a segment of the 60% of Khartoum urban poor as calculated in the UN-Habitat report (Murillo et al. 

2008 in Pantulliano et al. 2011). This sketch of Khartoum and its urbanisation processes is highly 

relevant for the purposes of framing Mayo within its definition as a spatial and social periphery. The 

choice of this case study was informed by the fact that Mayo is one of the earliest (1960s-1970s) 

peripheral areas created by a resettlement decision of the Sudanese State. The noticeable 

transformation of the neighbourhood after the initial plans for its creation makes it an interesting 

focus for observation in this area.  

 

 

2. People and water in Mayo 

 

2.1. The socio-historical background of Mayo 

 

Mayo is part of the Jebel Awlia Unit within the Municipality of Khartoum. It covers a wide 

geographical area, and has few features that distinguish between its districts and neighbourhoods. 

The demarcation system used for the area by the local municipality adopts different titles. Some parts 

are known as quarters, while others are blocks and yet others are neighbourhoods, and there are also 

some old names that have been adopted by the inhabitants. These distinctions are taken from urban 

planning, but they do not imply any significant differences between the various areas.  

The main markers that helped me conduct my study were the ways in which the water 

connections were divided. The technical aspects of water provision shaped the method I adopted to 

conduct my research, both in the areas connected to KSWC’s water services and in those connected 

to water networks built by local people. My fieldwork data revealed that it is not possible to separate 

the socio-urban history of each local area or form of water access. How and when each local area 

was established, ethnicity and local economic backgrounds and the broader political circumstances 

of Sudan all influence the final shape of water provision.  

Mayo was founded in 1969 following a decision by President Jafar Nimeiry. The name of the 

settlement bears the mark of its historical foundation, as the term “Mayo” refers to the May 

revolution of 196968. Geographically, Mayo is located to the south of Khartoum, and when it was 

first established it was a geographical periphery. As a measure to provide environmental protection 

from desertification, Khartoum was covered at the then-existing boundary of its urbanised southern 

area by a green belt. Mayo was located to the south of the green belt, and it was this physical belt and 

barrier (which formerly represented the border between Khartoum State and Jezira State) that 

emphasised its status as being on the “periphery” of the capital. 

Mayo was established at different stages and for various functional reasons. Its oldest part, 

which was initially planned to be an army compound in which soldiers would be housed, is now 

                                                           
68 Nimeiry was the 5th President of Sudan, ruling the country from May 1969 until April 1985. He came to power after a 

military coup in 1969 and left government following a revolution in April 1985. 
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known as Block 31. The other part was a place for the resettlement of internal migrants from 

Western and South Sudan who were living in squatter settlements inside Khartoum (Pantulliano et 

al. 2011). Most of Mayo was established on a gabila69 basis, meaning that the land was distributed 

according to tribal affiliations. Gabila is a notion that implies an Arab-Islamic culture that is 

“entrenched within the perception of selfhood in relation to a difference from others” (Abdel Aziz 

2013: 93). This ethno-tribal affiliation was also a passport for claiming land in Mayo. The classic 

definition of a tribe as a blood unit that also functions as an economic supporter and security 

provider (Casciarri 2015) still has significance in modern Sudan, where it has been a politicised term 

that offers urban resources – not only land and services but also jobs in the public sector. As I will 

explain later in this paper, the tribal authorities have gained recognised political positions in “popular 

committees”. Their traditional authority has been redefined by the State to better suit urban life by 

their being engaging as members of popular committees, which function locally as grassroots 

government representatives (Abdul Jalil, 2015). 

In practice (though not officially), in these peripheral urban areas, the State has delegated 

power to tribal leaders to enable them to distribute plots of land to their tribesmen. It was their duty 

to check the land for housing for members of their tribes. For instance, a Dinka would ask the Dinka 

sultan (native leader) for a space to build his or her house, and it would be the responsibility of this 

leader to determine a location within the Dinka territory in Mayo. In this way, the traditional 

authorities were used to define spatial territories during the early settlement of Mayo. The irony, 

however, is that at that time (the 1970s), the State was establishing a policy to limit the authority of 

traditional leaders in Sudan70 (Alshahi 1991). This was justified on the one hand by the need to 

control them and limit their power, and on the other as a response to technocrats’ objections to the 

Native Administration’s colonial heritage. The State tended to implement this power locally when 

needed.  

Each area of Mayo was named after the tribe that inhabited it, for instance Farig71 Al-‘Arab, 

Farig Al-Fur and Farig Al-Fellata72. This division helped with the task of controlling the area, 

because every tribe or ethnic group had its own traditional leader (sheikh, ‘omda or sultan), who 

managed people's affairs. In 1996, the name of the area was changed by the State to Hay Al-Nasr, 

which means “Quarter of the Victory”. This was a political move against the former name, which 

was associated with the Nimeiry “revolution” (Pantulliano et al. 2011), since “Mayo”, which means 

“[the month of] May”, was named after the May coup of 1969.73 The population size as estimated by 

the local administrative unit during the time of this research was 555,000 inhabitants; however, data 

                                                           
69 The term gabila in vernacular Arabic, may be translated as “tribe” or “ethnic group”, and indicates a unit that bonds 

members descending on a paternal line from one grandfather. Tribes and tribal affiliations are very important in Sudan 

for identity issues and territorial definition or socio-political relationships, see Casciarri (2015:159). 
70 Nimeiry officially abolished the Native Administration system in response to the technocrats in his government; for 

more details on the Native Administration system, see Alshahi (1991) and Abdul Jalil (2015). 
71 The word farig is used in many (mainly rural) areas of Sudan to define a nomad camp or a sedentary village, although 

it can also imply kinship relations. It can be maintained in urban situations to define quarters, as it is in our context, in 

which it indicates an area or block.  
72 “Arab” refers more to pastoral or rural people than it does to ethnicity. “Fur” is the definition of the major non-Arab 

groups in Darfur, who are mostly farmers, and “Fellata” is a general term used for people who originally came from West 

Africa. 
73 Changing places and streets names was a method adopted by the Islamic government (1989-2019), which tended to 

replace names associated with previous regimes, often to emphasise Islamic Arabic identity and ideology (Pantulliano et 

al. 2011).   
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provided by the French NGO Médecins Sans Frontières gives an alternative estimate of 6,504 

households. The figures from the two above-mentioned sources offer no details in terms of 

ethnicities. Generally, from the interviews it can be reckoned that the majority of the population of 

Mayo was migrants from Western Sudan, South Sudan and South Kordofan (Nuba), plus a few who 

belong to Arab groups.  

 

2.2. The socio-hydrological configuration of Mayo 

 

Securing a stable water supply system with taps in homes was a long and complex process for 

the people of Mayo because where they lived was outside the well-established urban areas of 

Khartoum. The first wave of Mayo residents used to obtain water from an irrigation channel that 

passed through the Jezira Scheme area. They took water from it on carts pulled by donkeys, which 

later became a business for them. As most of the migrants had a socio-economic background as 

farmers or pastoralists, selling water was a convenient source of income, given that Mayo was an 

isolated neighbourhood, far from the city centre, with no main road to connect it directly to the city 

and no water or sanitation services. As mentioned previously, the area was originally barren land that 

was not meant for residential settlement, and so its inhabitants suffered from a number of problems 

regarding social services, in particular access to drinking water. There were multiple factors that 

contributed to this situation, but it can be said that “migration vulnerability” – the weakness that 

arises as a consequence of migration, such as political isolation and poverty – was a major obstacle 

facing the local population. One important element that must be highlighted is that the local 

community was aware of this, and did in fact introduce the idea that having no access to political 

power and no decision-making influence or authority was a major obstacle for the majority of its 

members.  

The process of providing social services in Mayo therefore has a long history, one that is 

mainly associated with public efforts and the participation of NGOs (also linked to religious actors) 

and more recently with a number of private companies. During the 1990s, the major water resource 

was the boreholes that have been dug either through public efforts or by NGOs, and which have 

replaced the former supply from the irrigation channel. This process of replacing difficult forms of 

water access began through the informal efforts of Mayo’s inhabitants and continued with 

interventions from NGOs, when the situation improved thanks to the construction of public hand 

pumps in the streets. These pumps were the initial step towards the establishment of “modern” water 

management systems. Until that time, traditional leaders had handled the management of water 

resources with traders and water-sellers through face-to-face relations akin to those one might expect 

to find in rural settings.  

After a certain period of use, the pumps were damaged and moved into private ownership by 

means of a transfer of management duties to local the popular committees (lajna sha‘abiya), which 

began to rent the boreholes to investors, who made a profit from this type of investment in the water 

trade. The process that turned public assets into private and commercial ones was an informal form 

of privatisation, revealing that some segments of society dealt with the informal privatisation of 
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water long before its introduction as a commodity and the liberalisation of water management 

institutions such as the KSWC (Beckedoerf 2012).  

To complete this overview, we must also mention the role played by religious actors in 

facilitating the provision of water. These included the Catholic Church and the Islamic organisation 

Dawa Al-Islamiyya, which supported the people of Maypby as they dug the first boreholes in the 

area. This led to a sort of religious polarisation (between Christians and Muslims) in terms of these 

institutions’ efforts to attract followers. It is significant that one of the first boreholes in Mayo was 

dug by the Catholic Church for the purpose of providing water to South Sudanese who had relocated 

to the peripheries of Khartoum. The church dug this borehole for the residents of Mayo in general, 

but also for those escaping war in particular, as Southern Sudanese (mainly Christians) made up a 

significant part of the population of Mayo74. 

Historically, these modern wells were dug by NGOs and equipped with hand pumps in the 

street, each of which supplied two streets at a time. The NGOs helped the inhabitants by providing 

the wells for a long period, but if the pumps stopped working for any reason they were not repaired, 

because the local residents did not have the technical ability to carry out this task. After a while, most 

of the pumps simply broke down. Initially, management of the wells was the responsibility of the 

local residents and NGOs, but it later shifted to the popular committees (lajna sha‘abiya), which are 

controlled by the government. Some residents took advantage of the situation by renting wells from 

the popular committees, replacing the old hand pumps with electric pumps connected to a water tank. 

In this way, the wells clearly changed from a public resource to a private one.  

This process of changing ownership allowed the new owners to make a profit, but also ensured 

a more stable water source at a high price. It also created a sort of water market, as water became a 

commodity subject to supply and demand conditions. This was further supported by the fact that in 

2006, the KSWC intervened in the area to offer water services through private construction 

companies. Gradually, with the development of the area and the increasing population as a result of 

urban planning resettlements and migration due to war and drought, water services improved through 

the efforts of local citizens, and became more in line with the demands of expanding urbanisation. 

This improvement was the outcome of public efforts, community awareness and the perception that 

Mayo was being marginalised by the public authorities, and so the local residents organised 

themselves in order to develop their neighbourhood. Although it is difficult to identify the exact date, 

at a later stage in Mayo’s history, some of its inhabitants began to create small water networks using 

the available boreholes to connect their homes. These initiatives are illustrations of “the capacity to 

aspire” (Appadurai 2004), that is a central notion in our interpretation of the case study discussed in 

this chapter. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
74 Our fieldwork was carried out before the separation of South Sudan in 2011, after which the number of Southerners 

decreased in Mayo, as well as in other areas of Greater Khartoum.  
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3. Reading exclusion, inclusion and the culture of aspiration through water access networking: 

a microscale analysis 

 

“I have been living in Mayo since 1987. When my family wanted to send me to 

school, we only had two options: the Comboni School or a school in Al-Sahafa, so I 

had to wake up at 6 a.m. to catch the lorries that passed through Mayo on their way 

to Khartoum. When we missed these lorries we had to cross the forest on foot. This 

area had been established to get rid of people, to send them out of Khartoum. At the 

first celebration of the Ingaz75 revolution, thirty-five  cars full of people went from 

Mayo to participate. This is what attracted attention towards us”. (Interview in Mayo 

Block 31, 2009). 

Social exclusion has been a part of Mayo’s history many years, a situation that is mirrored by 

the state of water provision and services within the area. If we use the main pointers of social 

exclusion mentioned by Barry (2007), we see that Mayo lacks the principal social services, such as 

water, health, electricity and security, accompanied by poverty indicators and a reputation for being 

an unsafe neighbourhood.  

In the early years, when people in Mayo drank water from the irrigation channel, Mayo was a 

completely isolated and excluded community. At a later stage, when the community began to receive 

support from the NGOs and the Catholic Church, it started to have links with the city, in terms of 

sending children to study, work or bring water from the nearby neighbourhoods. At the time the 

water services developed to the stage of small internal networks, the main road and the police station 

were being built. The road was followed by a transport line that greatly facilitated interactions 

between Mayo and the centre of Khartoum. When the Khartoum State Water Corporation (KSWC) 

first intervened in water issues in Mayo, the neighbourhood had reached the stage of being 

recognised by the State, because unlike all other social services (the construction of both the road 

and the police station building had been requested and funded locally), the intervention by KSWC 

had not been asked for by the local community.  

The community was aware of the situation and created mechanisms to gain State recognition 

and to improve its situation. It arranged to send busloads with people in order to participate in 

marches and rallies supporting President Omar Al-Beshir or donated blood for war victims as a way 

of attracting the attention of the State and showing loyalty to the Ingaz government. It also 

established personal initiatives such as sending a group of people to meet the Minister of Urban 

Planning in Khartoum to discuss constructing the main road or providing financial contributions to 

build the police station to enhance security. One of the methods the local community used was to sell 

the sugar provided by the State to people all over Khartoum in order to use the revenues to build 

water networks and construct electrical poles. 

Among the most important of these initiatives was the effort to gain access to water. This 

involved multiple stages, beginning with setting up a business through the use of the irrigation 

channel and then taking advantage of the water boreholes and hand pumps donated by NGOs and 

religious institutions. Taking the initiative to run a service business and connect the small water 

                                                           
75 The term “Ingaz”, which means “salvation”, was forged in the aftermath of the 1989 coup d’état, and then referred to 

the National Congress Party (NCP) government. It is a term used by the regime to describe its mission in Sudan.  
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networks was a practical means of overcoming exclusion. The maintenance of certain political 

enterprises to secure State recognition was another aspect of inclusion mechanisms that extended 

beyond simply providing services by financial means. These activities required the people of Mayo 

to activate “self-help groups” to meet, discuss and take collective decisions on developing the area. 

This demanded not only an awareness of exclusion, but also planning and execution skills. 

In this section, I provide a detailed presentation of my fieldwork data so as to be able to discuss 

the relationships that developed around access to water at a micro level. This will make it easier to 

understand the embeddedness between water supply processes and the reactions of society. 

Technically, there are different systems of water provision in Mayo (Figure 1): there are areas with 

direct connection from KSWC, areas with local networks from wells, and areas with no water 

network that rely on the cart system. I will focus on two of these: the local networks as zone A, and 

the cart system as zone B. Each zone aligns with a unique hydro-social history. My focus will be on 

Block 31 as zone A and on Al-Wihdat as zone B.  

 

Figure 1: Map of different zones in Mayo with water supply systems (source MSF France and fieldwork). 
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3.1. Water access and management in Block 31, Zone A  

 

Many factors and realities shape the difference between Block 31 and other neighbourhoods 

in Mayo, including its urban background, its economic status and the patterns of settlement of its 

population. In fact, Block 31 was the only quarter that had been demarcated for urban planning 

purposes before it was actually inhabited. The area was initially planned to be used for military 

housing, which accounts for the origins of its current name, but it was later sold by the locality to 

members of the public for 31 SDG per plot,. The majority of those who bought land in this block 

worked for government institutions. This corresponds positively with the water service they receive, 

as well as their demands for better water quality. 

Block 31 was the first place in Mayo to be served by water taps, due to the fact that it was an 

officially planned area. Catholic Church and Dawa Al-Islamiyya organisations competed over the 

provision of services, which included water as a major need for local people. There was frenzied 

competition between these two bodies over which of them would ensure that the first borehole in 

Mayo would be dug. As I noted in the fieldwork interviews, providing services was one of the ways 

in which religious polarisation was expressed, especially during the early history of Mayo, as each 

group (Muslims and Christians) was trying to convert as many people as possible. This competition 

was exploited by the local residents, who used the services on offer but kept their previous religious 

beliefs. The inhabitants of Block 31 created a small water network connected to boreholes to access 

water from a public tap on the street, and the local community came together and shared the cost of 

building the network, and later facilitated its expansion to include private individual house taps.  

Government involvement in the provision of water in Mayo began in 2006. The intermediary 

was KSWC, the government body that provided water through a form of privatisation process that 

took place in the following manner. KSWC entered into a contract with a private company to redo all 

the connections from the boreholes to the houses, thus creating a local water network. The locals had 

to pay for the cost of creating the new network in addition to paying their monthly water bill. The 

improvement and reconstruction of the water network took place through the establishment of 

partnerships between KSWC and companies that specialised in the water business (Arango 2015, 

Beckedoerf 2012). It is crucial to note that the residents did not request this renewal; it was 

implemented on the basis of negotiations in the form of the usual top-down dynamics of urban 

development. KSWC collected a fee of 450 SDG from each household to build the new network. It is 

important to highlight the fact that the company’s role ended at the front door of each house; it was 

only responsible for connecting the main pipe to each house. The task of setting up the internal 

connections remains the responsibility of each individual household. The company was aware of the 

economic challenges facing the local population, and so created a system in which it only added a 

small part of the construction cost to the monthly water bill (about 5 SDG). 

The situation in Block 31 was highly controversial: although the area was planned at the time 

Mayo was founded (during the 1970s) and was re-planned in 1992, it only received water services in 

2005. It does not make a great deal of sense that limited urban planning should be used as a pretext 

to justify the lack of provision of water services to the wider area of Mayo because the service was 

provided to other areas that had not been fully planned. There can be no doubt that the economic 

liberalisation policy adopted by the State affected most of the public sector in Sudan, leading many 
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State service providers to establish partnerships with the private sector. KSWC has been no 

exception to this rule, as its involvement in the general process of water privatisation shows 

(Beckedoerf 2012). The fact that the residents did not initiate the request to redevelop the service is 

evidence of this orientation towards a profit logic. The KSWC also ended up using the existing wells 

for its own interests, thereby manifesting a form of exploitation of the efforts of others – the NGOs – 

to serve the community.  

Another type of private sector involvement in Block 31 was led by KSWC in collaboration 

with a small company in order to collect the monthly water fee (21 SDG) from each household as a 

service charge. This company received a percentage of the payments it collected on behalf of 

KSWC. In this capacity, it was entitled to take actions such as cutting off the supply of water to those 

who failed to pay their bills. The debate over the value of a service compared with its economic cost 

is a complex one, but in this particular case there are some advantages for the private company. 

Owing to the fact that it deals with water as a commodity, the company is keen to develop its 

services and solves most of the maintenance problems as fast as it can. Where there are technical 

problems related to the functioning of the pumps, they can be raised by the community with the 

person in charge at the collecting company, who then works hard to resolve the problem. These 

forms of technical issues are not always to the benefit of the private sector, and it may be that cutting 

off the supply from those who fail to meet their payment obligations can reduce the profits from 

provision of the service.  

Water is not provided constantly; it can only be offered for four hours a day (two in the 

morning and two in the evening), which means that residents have to store water for their daily 

needs. In addition, it is not always drinkable as it can be salty, and in these cases can only be used for 

cleaning. This means incurring added costs because of having to buy “good water”76 from street 

vendors for drinking and cooking.  

The local community in Block 31 has developed techniques to overcome any water problems 

that might occur. If, for example, they encounter a technical problem related to the pipe system they 

first try to solve it themselves. If they cannot, they make a complaint to the collecting company. In 

most cases, although it is not within its remit, the company does what it can to resolve the issue. In 

other cases, people may choose to complain to the locality and KSWC; however, given that this 

entails a more complicated bureaucratic process, they only opt to take this step if the problem 

persists. In terms of economic problems that prevent households from accessing the service, such as 

water being cut off, neighbours are ready to lend a hand and provide them with water, based on the 

concept of water as a “gift”, reflecting the role of extensive exchanges of water among neighbours as 

a local level of water management (Zug 2013, Zug & Graefe 2014). 

The type of privatisation involved in this example of water provision in a disadvantaged 

neighbourhood raises interesting theoretical questions relating to the status of water: even though 

water is still thought of as a free gift, people in Block 31 have to pay private corporations to receive 

it, first for the infrastructure and then for the monthly service. Clearly, management of water services 

in Block 31 is shared between the private collecting company, the local community and KSWC. It is 

easy to observe a certain amount of confusion in the roles assigned to each body for the various 

                                                           
76 Local perceptions of water quality basically depend on its taste, color and smell. Many people expressed their 

frustration about its muddy appearance and bad odor.  
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tasks. The gap in terms of activity can be summarised as follows. Firstly, there is the role of the 

company that contributed to the finalisation and provision of the water infrastructure as part of its 

mission. Secondly, in order to deal with problems with the provision of services, people routinely 

complain through the popular committees to the locality and then to KSWC, and might also 

simultaneously ask the collecting company to intervene to find a solution to the problem. This 

ambiguity in terms of water management creates more difficulties for the locals, and these 

difficulties are instrumental in driving them to seek a solution through their own initiatives. 

Paradoxically, instead of the State providing for and helping its citizens, we witness almost the 

opposite process. Through the intervention of KSWC and the private companies it introduced, water 

in Mayo has gradually been transformed from a free public resource available in an irrigation 

channel into a commodity that needs to be paid for. This transformation is consistent with the overall 

urbanisation and privatisation process taking place throughout Greater Khartoum in general, and 

with regard to water in particular (Beckedorf 2012, Casciarri 2015).  

 

3.2. Water access and management in Al-Wihdat, Zone B  

 

Al-Wihdat, or Zone B of Mayo, was first populated by migrants who had previously lived in 

squatter settlements in Khartoum. Their move to Mayo started with unorganised individual 

movement, but was followed by movements organised by the State. As mentioned earlier, the land in 

Al-Wihdat was distributed to people through intervention by traditional tribal leaders. The people of 

Al-Wihdat formerly accessed fresh water from boreholes that was distributed by donkey carts called 

karro operated by men who sold and distributed water to the remaining inhabitants of the 

communities involved.   

Historically, these boreholes were also dug by NGOs, and had hand pumps in the streets, one 

pump for every two streets. The NGOs helped people with these boreholes for many years, but when 

the pumps became inoperative for various reasons they were not mended, as the residents had no 

experience of making repairs. When it begins its work to provide water, an NGO will usually 

chooses someone from the local community and train him to maintain the pumps, but most pumps 

stop working shortly after they are installed. Initially, management of these boreholes was the joint 

responsibility of local people and the NGOs, but it later shifted to the popular committees. Some 

residents have taken advantage of this situation by renting boreholes from the popular committees, 

the bodies responsible for managing them. They rent the boreholes and replace the hand pump with 

an electric one connected to a water tank, meaning that the boreholes are changed from being a 

public resource to a private one. This process of changing ownership allows the new owners to make 

a profit.  

The “new owners” become water merchants. In most cases, they use the services of family 

members to manage the borehole for an agreed wage. They sell water to the karro boys at a fixed 

price decided by the popular committee. The karro boys distribute water to the areas that still have 

no access to home taps. They also provide water to other areas that do have taps in homes but where 

the provision of water remains unreliable. As Al-Wihdat was not included in the urban planning 

process, people there attribute the lack of home pumps to the fact that their area was not planned or 
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properly plotted. Their popular committee explained that they could set up their own home taps 

without urban planning, which is a politicised process that must start at the level of popular 

committees and end at the Ministry of Physical Planning and Public Utilities. While some locals 

attribute this failure to provide services to political reasons, they also suggest that the popular 

committees are not always neutral, as their actions may be influenced by the concerns of political 

parties in the area and in a context in which their competition affects the development of services. 

This concern is corroborated by an informant, who explained the complications in the following 

terms:  

“There was a conflict between members of popular committees from the two ruling 

parties – at that time the SPLM and NCP – over who was going to represent Al-

Wihdat as the official representative, whether it should be the SPLM or NCP, which 

delayed the organisation of all the popular committees’ vital roles” (fieldwork 

interview, Mayo, 2009). 

Despite their different configurations, both Block 31 and Al-Wihdat bear witness to the 

embeddedness of technical issues of water access and management in wider social relations. This 

implies a complex relation with the local authority, the popular committee, which needs to be better 

understood. 

 

3.3. The centrality of popular committees and their overlapping with traditional leadership 

 

 The popular committee (lajna sha‘abiya) is an elected body of volunteers that manages the 

affairs of a neighbourhood or village. It is the lowest level in the administrative political structure, 

and is composed of between 20 and 30 members who occupy their positions for a two-year term 

during which they hold annual or more frequent meetings (Hamid 2000). Popular committees have 

specific responsibilities such as issuing certificates, supervising the performance of agencies and 

service departments operating in the local community to accomplish self-aid projects, participating in 

political events such as rallies and collecting donations for popular defence. 

 These committees work in cooperation with the localities (mahalliya) to publish information, 

collect charges and fees and distribute rationed goods and zakat (obligatory Islamic alms) to the 

poor. They work to ensure participation by citizens in political and national events. In order to 

finance their activities. they rely on money raised locally from collecting fees on residence 

certificates or compulsory donations collected from local businesses or households (Hamid 2000).  

 Mayo’s popular committees play a very important role in the hierarchy of formal 

management. They manage local resources, raise complaints, help other formal bodies do their work 

and assist people with the complications of daily life. The dual role played by popular committees 

appeared as the gradual transformation of the role of traditional leaders was occurring. Throughout 

the history of the establishment of Mayo, popular committees have played a crucial role in setting up 

the area and acting to distribute land to various tribal members.  

 By the time of my research, this role had been transformed into a different kind of 

engagement with the authorities, and traditional leaders were being elected or appointed to popular 

committee positions. This transformation required a certain degree of political affiliation with 



78 
 

political parties such as the NCP, SPLM or Umma, a form of recognition by the authorities that 

affected the role of traditional leaders within their communities.  

 The election of members of every popular committee is by a democratic vote. Nevertheless, 

my fieldwork observations indicate that members are usually co-opted based on their political 

affiliations, and the conduct of elections is often unclear. In any event, the importance of the popular 

committee members also affects crucial issues such as water access, as they manage and control 

boreholes and benefit from the revenues obtained from renting them to investors, negotiate water 

prices and interact with the private companies that collect water.  

 On some occasions, popular committees can take the people’s side and be very active in 

ensuring their welfare or mobilising them to claim their rights. However, in certain contexts they 

neglect their community obligations and act in their personal interests. Citizens have two different 

attitudes towards popular committees. Some are against them, claiming that their members are 

indifferent to citizens’ general welfare. Their opinions might be justified on the grounds that the 

inhabitants are never invited to participate in general meetings. Others, on the other hand, support the 

committee and praise its members. This divergence in positions can depend on a mixture of personal 

relationships, kinship ties and political affiliation.  

 Other factors can influence the actions of popular committees, such as the personalities of the 

members, the nature of the problem, the status of the stakeholders and the limits of their power. As 

we have said, some members were previous traditional leaders, who are still addressed with the title 

of sheikh. This overlapping of traditional leadership may serve to ensure the loyalty and dependence 

of people to both the native leaders and the other members of the popular committee.  

 Urban life has influenced the strength of the authority of popular committees through a 

rejection of traditional leaders. The younger generations are more likely to resist such forms of 

authority, especially after the introduction and proliferation of the new urban types of authority 

represented by the police or the courts. Many young people mentioned that they did not agree with 

the sheikhs because their judgments were often unfair, and they regretted the tendency to give up 

rights and to be too heavily influenced by arbitrary decisions taken by the native leaders.  

 This underlying competition around formal and informal authorities has a considerable 

influence over water access, inasmuch as the committees are heavily involved in the urban planning 

process, which is supposed to facilitate the provision of water services. In theory, urban planning 

should allow easy access to social services, as in order to ensure water services, urban planners need 

to draw maps of the main roads so that water connections can be built. However, other solutions can 

be found for offering the service in unplanned areas, such as those developed by the community. 

Popular committees are supposed to apply urban planning processes with the locality and the 

Ministry of Urban Planning. In Al-Wihdat, this process was interrupted three times due to 

accusations of corruption against the popular committee, supported by the fact that money is 

collected by popular committees in the form of registration fees to obtain land certificates that are not 

completed, and the repeated failures of the process raise suspicions. Claims that members of the 

popular committees sell land certificates to people from outside Mayo also have also reinforced 

allegations of corruption within the committee. In Al-Wihdat, a delay in urban planning was also 

linked to the dual political affiliation of popular committee members (both SPLM and NCP). After 

the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005, the presence of the SPLM in 
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Mayo due to the significant numbers of Southerners was noted77. Because of the SPLM’s support for 

marginalised Sudanese people, their political participation targeted popular committees as an 

important and powerful body, the strategy being to create a popular committee that would better 

serve the demands of local people. However, this resulted in conflicts arising between this new 

popular committee and the old one, as a result of which urban planning was forgotten about for some 

time, and had been delayed up to the time of my research in 2010. This has also affected the 

clarification of local water management.  

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I have attempted to apply a “grounded theory” method, attributing a central role 

to informants’ narratives. The theoretical orientation and its concepts were largely suggested by my 

informants’ responses, stories and histories. Based on my fieldwork data from Mayo, I have briefly 

presented and elucidated on concepts such as urban exclusion and inclusion and the “capacity to 

aspire” (Appadurai 2004). In his writings on social exclusion, Giddins (cited in El Gawahry, 2007) 

suggests that there are two types of exclusion. The first relates to elite groups who choose to live in 

isolation from others and exclude themselves as elites, create their own social spaces and decide not 

to intermingle with “commoners”. This voluntary form of exclusion emphasises a certain social 

status and ensures its continuity. The second type of exclusion is imposed by society on particular 

groups, especially those who fall outside the ambition of the opportunities offered by the community. 

The poor, migrants, people of colour and people of different sexual orientations sometimes find 

themselves victims of involuntary exclusion: they cannot participate in public life and have little 

access to the full range of available social services. In other words, they are not accepted as part of 

the broader community, and therefore sometimes settle together in slums and peripheral parts of the 

city. As soon as this concentration happens, these areas are characterised by specific traits such as a 

bad reputation, a lack of public services and a propensity towards increased crime (Lupton & Power 

2007). 

The form of urban exclusion that is a feature of Mayo is of the type imposed by societal forces: 

that is, social exclusion on the basis of poverty, class and ethnic differences that is also represented 

by State policies in terms of its failure to offer adequate social services to the inhabitants of the area. 

This form of official exclusion makes it clear that members of the local population of Mayo did not 

choose to live in isolation, but have worked towards ensuring integration within the wider society 

through access to good services. I therefore suggest that they have formulated a way of being 

included as part of the wider city of Khartoum through mechanisms they have developed themselves. 

In order to distance myself from dichotomies between “excluded” and “included”, I refer to a notion 

                                                           
77 The general political situation in Sudan has consistently influenced the shape of services in Mayo. My informants 

mentioned how the death of John Garang had also affected urban planning, and one told me about the subsequent riots in 

which people from Mayo took part: “During the riots [after the death of Garang] some lost their cars, some lost their 

lives, and some lost their urban planning documents. In Mayo, a huge fire burnt down the urban planning office, 

including all the related documents” (interview in Al-Wihdat, Mayo 2009). 
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of “situational inclusion” that occurs in relation to local communities and their social situations. For 

instance, when members of the local community of Mayo choose to act as domestic workers for 

other wealthy neighbouring areas, to go to school in central areas of Khartoum, to negotiate their 

rights to social services or to fetch water from surrounding areas, they express forms of situational 

inclusion that enable them to interact socially and economically with a broader area of the space that 

makes up Khartoum. 

“Situational inclusion” is informed by certain characteristics, such as the “capacity to aspire”, 

which allows for movement beyond urban exclusion, and the efforts of the community of Mayo to 

provide itself with services clearly illustrate this capacity. Appadurai (2004) describes “the capacity 

to aspire” as a navigational capacity that enables poor or excluded people to generate deep 

connections between their choices and their futures. Arguing that this capacity is found to a lesser 

degree among the poor, Appadurai explains that this is due to cultural factors that do not allow the 

poor or excluded to navigate and draw connections for “conjecture” and “refutation” regarding the 

future (ibid: 12). Appadurai alerts us to the need for such efforts as representations of a virtual 

definition of inclusion. (ibid: 13). He makes the point that “the better off” have the experience to 

relate “ends” and “means” and are able to link opportunities to general possibilities and options. As 

he says: “This is by definition an approach to culture, since capacities form parts of sets, and are 

always part of a local design of means and ends, values and strategies, experiences and tested 

insights” (Appadurai 2004:13).  

People in Mayo have developed clear connections between their means as represented by 

local methods of inclusion and their ends as denoted in their aspiration for State recognition and 

accessible social services. It is a hard task to define accurate degrees of the aspiration capacity 

among each group of people, since, as Appadurai explains, “…aspirations form parts of wider ethical 

and metaphysical ideas” (ibid: 11). In the case of Mayo, however, we can see some indicators of 

such aspirations, first through people’s awareness of the importance of securing services to overcome 

exclusion, and second through their perception of the importance of their role in transforming this 

awareness into immediate actions and polices. Aspirations are collective, and are formed in the 

“thick of social life”, which in this case refers to migration, urbanisation, poverty and exclusion. 

While it is important to empower this sort of capacity among poor and excluded people, I observed 

that people in Mayo demonstrated the ability to exploit it without the need for other institutions to 

advise them. I also noted that residents of Mayo had the navigational capacity to understand their 

exclusion and used general political circumstances to attract recognition from the State.  

A consideration of the concept of the capacity to aspire helps us to understand and interpret the 

practices in Mayo that served to build a bridge between the manifestations of exclusion and 

inclusion. Despite the fact that the rate of movement from one to the other was to some extent 

curtailed by multiple factors (such as a lack of sufficient resources, bureaucratic bottlenecks reducing 

the speed at which claims could be made, the fact that the voices of the local population were not 

always heard by the government authorities and a lack of skills when it came to organising and 

executing claims-making events in an optimal manner), it was only through this “capacity to aspire” 

that people in Mayo were gradually able move their community towards inclusion. In this context, 

water supply provided them with an arena in which to experience and enact this capacity. 
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 The aim of this paper is to answer questions about socio-economic factors that are directly or 

indirectly embedded in water provision in the Mayo neighbourhood, one of the oldest peripheries of 

Khartoum. I have attempted to provide a sketch of the urbanisation process in Mayo, the history of 

its establishment and the shape of the services provided to it. In order to explain the different 

dynamics of water provision in Mayo, I have given an overview of the two areas of Mayo in which I 

conducted my interviews, Block 31 and Al-Wihdat. Water services represent an important entry 

point for understanding exclusion and inclusion in Mayo’s history. The state of the provision of 

water in Mayo cannot be separated from other political, social and economic factors, and clearly 

shows the articulation of the mutual embeddedness of water and communities. Local people have 

used their social networks to maintain provision of the service either by strengthening their relations 

to those in power or by taking actions to attract the attention of the State. However, for the most part, 

the locals started the process of self-organisation at a very early stage in order to be able to fill the 

gaps in terms of water provision left by the government.  

 A reading of the history of water services in Mayo and an analysis of the development of a 

periphery area that has only relied on local enterprises in order to be included and obtain services 

clearly illustrate the workings of the culture of aspiration that is a part of everyday life in Mayo. It 

was only this awareness on the part of the local people that they were excluded, socially and 

politically, and their ability to understand that the service offered them a way of becoming included, 

that motivated the existing culture of aspiration. We might say that there is a culture of aspiration in 

every community that can be motivated under certain circumstances. In Mayo, it was urban 

exclusion and awareness of it, thanks in part to the lack of access to a central resource such as water, 

that drove the locals to create their own strategies, not only for coping, but also for changing their 

reality. 
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Chapter 6 

“We Are Thirsty!78”: the Protest Movement for Water Access in 

Khartoum 2015-2016 

Barbara Casciarri & Clément Deshayes 

 



 

In recent years, a few researchers have focused on water access and management in the urban and 

peri-urban areas of the Sudanese capital (Beckedorf 2012, Blanchon & Graefe 2012, Zug 2012, 

Arango 2015). Their work has shared a common observation: despite the heterogeneity and 

inadequacy of the water supply (which has been exacerbated by the commoditisation and 

privatisation that are being promoted by the KSWC79), which has made daily access problematic for 

most of Khartoum’s inhabitants, the acceptance of expensive, low-quality, irregular water was a 

usual trend. This also applies to urban groups living in conditions of extreme precariousness who, 

because they have only recently arrived in the city, have experienced the resource’s extra-economic 

value and more equal systems of water sharing. It was thus reasonable to ask the following question: 

although water is a marker of great inequalities, why has it not been a catalyst for protest and 

conflict, as it has elsewhere in the world? In 2015 and 2016, there were some mobilisations on the 

political scene in the capital and in the major Sudanese towns80; these were classified by the local 

press (notably from the opposition) as “water protests” or “water riots”, and they were an 

unprecedented phenomenon. During this period, a number of radical demonstrations in different 

areas of Greater Khartoum marked the spotlight of political action in the country. They were often 

spontaneous, and were only weakly linked to other political movements that criticised the 

government’s global policies. However, their protests shared similar watchwords and repertoires of 

action in various Sudanese urban contexts. This encouraged us to focus on these events so that we 

would be able to analyse them from a broader perspective, through the use of our long-term 

observation of the sociocultural, economic and political dynamics of urban and peri-urban groups in 

our previous research81, and to suggest that they should be read through the paradigm of spatial 

justice. 

                                                           
78 Translation of ‘Atashna, the name of a committee created in 2014 to protest against water cuts in Gedaref, it echoes the 

name of a protest movement that has been active in Khartoum since 2010 (Girifna, “We are fed up”) (Deshayes 2019). 

This chapter is adapted from an article published in French in a volume on water access in Africa (see Casciarri & 

Deshayes 2019). 
79 The Khartoum State Water Corporation is the parapublic company responsible for the production and distribution of 

water networks in the capital and its federal state (Nègre 2004, Beckedorf 2012). 
80 Water riots and mobilisations have been recorded in the towns of Gedaref, El-Fasher and Nyala. We should also 

underline the fact that that in previous years, Northern Sudan has witnessed protest movements against the new dams on 

the Nile, although this paper only focuses on mobilisations concerning access to drinking water in urban areas. 
81 This article is based on fieldwork shared by both authors: one focused on issues of access to land and water among 

nomad and settled pastoralists (Casciarri 2011, 2015), and on the social history of a working-class urban quarter involved 

in the water protest (Casciarri 2016), while the other focused on recent urban protest movements against the regime 

(Deshayes 2016, 2019). 
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1. Approach and methodology of an “ethnography of breakdowns” in Khartoum 

 

Our analysis in this chapter adopts a socio-anthropological approach that focuses on “crisis as 

an entry point” (entrée par la crise) (Balandier 1951). It uses fieldwork observations in conflict 

situations (Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan 1994) as a fruitful perspective from which to understand 

social dynamics in their material and symbolic settings, while rejecting functionalist and essentialist 

approaches. Inspired by a political dynamic anthropology, we argue that placing a dysfunctional 

water system at the heart of data production in times of a lack of resources – a configuration defined 

elsewhere as “breakdown ethnography” (ethnographie de la panne) (Gomez-Temesio 2013) – is the 

most appropriate approach for understanding water mobilisations82 (which we will refer to as WMs) 

in Khartoum between 2015 and 2016. This approach has a twofold advantage. On the one hand, it 

sheds light on the complex processes of social water incorporation (Mosse 2008), for which we 

intend to match the notions of the “hydrosocial cycle”, a tool of Political Ecology (Swyngedouw 

2009), and “embeddedness”, which was spread by economic anthropology after Karl Polany 

(Casciarri 2008), with spatial and environmental paradigms (Moreau & Veyret 2009, Moreaux & 

Gardin 2010). On the other hand, it shows that water is a powerful entry point for a broader analysis 

of the dynamics reshaping the definition and interaction of urban groups, their negotiation and 

construction of State/citizen relations and sociopolitical movements protesting against authoritarian 

regimes in the context of neo-liberal restructuring.  

Our research is based principally on 42 qualitative semi-structured interviews, some of which 

are longer and more detailed in the cases where the respondents participated personally in the WMs. 

The respondents, who were men and women of various ages, can be placed into three categories: (a) 

people who took part in the WMs in their quarter; (b) people living in quarters when the WMs were 

taking place, although they did not participate directly; and (c) people living in other quarters 

discussing WMs that took place elsewhere in Khartoum. The detailed interviews related to the first 

category (a), in particular in 5 quarters – Azhari, Fitihab, Shajara, Thawra and Deim (Figure 1) – the 

first three being the hotspots for the mobilisation83. Initially, we wanted to select just two quarters 

with different socio-economic features for comparison purposes, but as the heterogeneous nature of 

these local mobilisations gradually unfolded, we preferred to extend our overview to other quarters 

so that we would be able to cover the complexity of the phenomenon more effectively. Our 

interviews were supported by data on the respondents’ profiles (age, sex, profession, ethno-tribal 

identity, family situation, history of settlement in the quarter, mobility trajectory and levels of 

education and politicisation) that would embellish the interpretative framework of the WMs. In 

addition to the interviews, we also used second-hand sources in the form of press articles from the 

period of the WMs and the work of other scholars on Khartoum’s urbanisation in recent decades. 

                                                           
82 The mostly spontaneous and badly-organised nature of these demonstrations despite their indisputable political scope 

led us to prefer to categorise them “mobilisations” rather than “movements”. The variety of ways in which they were 

actually expressed and their radical connotations does not make it possible to opt for the term “riots”, which is sometimes 

used by the media, but has been appropriated for just some of them. 
83 According to the sources of our inquiry, matched with second-hand sources (press and web media), 21 of the quarters 

of Greater Khartoum’s Three Towns (Khartoum, Khartoum Bahri and Omdurman) have been affected by WMs: Abu 

Se’id, Al-Goz, Arkawit, Azhari, Bahri, Burri, Deim, Fitihab, Halfaya, Hilla Jedida, Jebra, Jeref, Kalakla, Sahafa, Salama, 

Shambat, Shajara, Thawra, Umm Bedda and ‘Ushara. Most are popular neighbourhoods (3rd class), although some are 

middle-class (2nd class).  
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Figure 1. Map of case studies in Greater Khartoum 

 

Our interviews were conducted over three separate periods: October and November 2015, 

January 2016 and May 2016. This enabled us to understand the importance of temporality in this 

investigation: the proximity of an interview to events of mobilisation, together with other seasonal 

variants or the evolution of national politics, influenced the productivity of the information and the 

willingness of the respondents to talk about WMs. For example, in October 2015, when it was still 

the hot season and the WMs were relatively close, respondents talked about them more easily, and 

provided many more details. In January 2016, during an exceptional cold spell (and hence a period of 

very low water consumption) and at a time of new events focusing on other potential reasons for 

future mobilisation (the 200% increase in gas prices), WMs were no longer a crucial topic for our 

respondents.  
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2. Historical background and features of the mobilisations 

 

The first signs of a protest associated with water appeared in June 2015. Here, we offer a brief 

review of this mobilisation, based mainly on the English language opposition press84. We should 

stress that these demonstrations took place in the aftermath of the presidential and legislative 

elections that kept Omar Al-Beshir and his party, the NCP (National Congress Party), in power. The 

period was also marked by fuel shortages and increases in public transport fares. Most of the WMs 

took place between 11 June and 3 July 2015, with a peak recorded during Ramadan, between 20 and 

25 June. It is no simple matter to provide a complete inventory of the situations in the various 

quarters with regard to either water access problems or mobilisations. Indeed, on the one hand, the 

official Sudanese press downplayed the place of the demonstrations and mentioned only a small 

number of them, while on the other, as we will see, the importance of urban segmentation, the 

heterogeneous nature of the situations and the absence of groups that connected the various protest 

sites, which would have allowed information to circulate among different neighbourhoods, are all 

factors that restrict the possibility of offering an exhaustive overview of the phenomenon. Although 

not all the quarters were affected in the same ways and at the same times, according to the press, 

those most impacted were those mentioned in our interviews (Fitihab, Kalakla, Sahafa Azhari and 

Halfaya). These quarters suffered water cuts throughout the whole period of the protest, and they 

were constant, radical hotspots for the WMs. We should also underline the fact that several other 

quarters in Greater Khartoum experienced water cuts but not mobilisations – as was the case in the 

huge popular neighbourhood of Umm Bedda. Moreover, while the modes of protest were fairly 

similar and consistent, there was particularly harsh repression in Kalakla and Fitihab, with clashes 

between demonstrators and the police and a number of arrests.  

As far as the problems that are considered to have triggered WMs are concerned, we should 

note a variety of situations, from ordinary malfunctions and the inefficiency of the drinking water 

networks to more serious and long-lasting service breakdowns. The main problems respondents 

stressed as being the “causes” of the mobilisation – which often correspond to the information from 

written sources – include weak flows of tap water, the frequency of lengthy water cuts, breakdowns 

at the local network supply wells, the salinity or poor quality of the water, unequal distribution 

among inhabitants (within the same quarter or between quarters) and the increasing cost of the water 

sold by vendors to households with no taps85. On some occasions, several of these elements were 

present in a single case.  

The forms of mobilisation and the protesters’ action repertoires (Tilly 1984, Offerlé 2008) 

were also multiple and heterogeneous. These differences offer an illustration of the quarters and the 

fragmentation of their social and political histories. Nonetheless, a fair number of the actions were 

similar and spread all over the capital. The most frequent during the WMs – and quite a common 

                                                           
84 We relied mainly on two sources, the Sudan Tribune and Radio Dabanga, with more information being found on social 

media. Sudan Tribune is an online English-language journal based in Paris since 2003 (www.sudantribune.com ). Radio 

Dabanga, which was founded by a network of journalists from Darfur, broadcasts in various local languages (Arabic, 

Fur, Masalit and Zaghawa) and publishes online articles in English and Arabic (www.dabangasudan.org ). 
85 Several quarters in Khartoum depend for their supply on water vendors who deliver water purchased at local wells on 

carts known as karro. At the time of our study, the price of a barrel of water (barmil, standard unit) had increased from 

20-50 SDG to 100-150 SDG, depending on the quarter. 

http://www.sudantribune.com/
http://www.dabangasudan.org/
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phenomenon in Sudan – was street protests. These took various forms, from demonstrations at the 

borders of quarters after Friday prayers to roadblocks with burning tyres. Some of the 

demonstrations consisted almost exclusively of women. Another common form of mobilisation was 

the creation of local committees appointed by the inhabitants and made up mainly of activists from 

different political movements with the task of organising mobilisations and making claims about 

local water access. These committees sometimes also pursued other local claims relating to land 

issues or public education problems. This form of organisation was mainly found in quarters that had 

historically opposed the government, and was often coupled with more ordinary forms of 

demonstrations at the beginning of WMs. Finally, in some less politically active quarters, a few 

individuals and notables put pressure on the popular committees (lajna sha‘abiya) or political figures 

close to the government. The local mobilisations at a quarter level were all poorly coordinated on the 

larger city scale, and were rarely reported by the local media. We also noted a certain number of 

cases (especially in Kalakla) in which violent clashes took place between the anti-riot police and 

young people from the quarter. These clashes often erupted after demonstrators had interrupted the 

main road at the border of their quarter with burning tyres, and then moved into the small 

neighbouring streets. 

The slogans most frequently recorded during our investigation at different locations clearly 

demonstrate the protesters’ concerns and the sources of their discontent: “We want water or it’s 

gonna blow”; “We live on the river but we don’t have water”; “We’re ruled by a thirsty 

government”; “We’re thirsty, we’re thirsty”; or “[We’re] the Nile country but people are thirsty”. 

Beside the repetition of the notion of “thirst”, which recalls the idea of drinking water as lifeblood, 

we also note in these slogans the feeling that it is impossible to understand the situation, as a 

criticism, implicit or explicit, of the regime. In this regard, two slogans point to the contradiction of 

the lack of water despite the presence of the River Nile, while one denounces government corruption 

more directly. Finally, the slogan ‘Atashna – “We are thirsty”, recalls the action of the opposition 

political movement Girifna (Deshayes 2019).  

 

3. The heterogeneity and fragmentation of Water Mobilisations in Khartoum 

 

Our initial research leads us to highlight the significant heterogeneity and fragmentation of a 

phenomenon the press has tended to present as a single issue. Some explanations of the multiple 

dimensions of this heterogeneity and fragmentation are needed, however. At a general level, we are 

referring to the fragmentation of the water supply system in Greater Khartoum. Either as an effect of 

decentralisation (a pivot of the neoliberal restructuring launched in the mid-1990s and completed in 

the 2010s – see Beckedorf 2012) or because of a general trend for water supply systems in Africa to 

be fragmented (Jaglin 2005), the resulting configuration is marked by considerable differences. 

Several water access patterns, some of which can be quite different, are visible, often even within the 

same quarter. At some sites, we found a state-led network system (with individual access from taps) 

coexisting with community water points, private wells and water purchased from itinerant vendors, 

to which must be added the variety in terms of accessibility, depending on the device used to stock 

water or whether motor pumps are available to households (Arango 2015). In this context, we must 
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underline that the water “problems” that triggered WMs have been in some way diverse, and are not 

always simultaneous.  

This “technical” fragmentation of water supply systems is made more complex by a second 

dimension that has to be taken into account: the variety and heterogeneity of the State actions and 

interventions to tackle the WMs. Depending on the quarter, these interventions are aimed at 

reactivating ancient abandoned wells, carrying out technical interventions on the existing network 

(by restructuring them or installing new pipes), setting up an emergency supply using mobile water 

tanks and promoting networks of solidarity and exchange among inhabitants as a workaround. On 

the one hand, it is possible to read this fragmented nature of the actions taken by the powers-that-be 

to tackle water problems and WMs simply as a mirror of the fragmentation of the water supply 

system itself. On the other hand, however, we argue that it also reflects a political control strategy in 

which State institutions have consciously opted for solutions on a case-by-case basis in order to 

weaken any potential coordination among different quarters. Here, we should note that in certain 

quarters that are known to be areas of support for the regime, problems have been solved more 

efficiently and without violent police intervention. Finally, at a third level, fragmentation is found in 

the political response given by the inhabitants involved. In the first place, this is evidenced by the 

multiplicity of the reactions to water problems, with solutions varying from individual responses to 

more collective and radical attitudes, together with debates on who is really responsible for the 

problem. Second, it is confirmed by the lack of coordination between mobilisations taking place 

simultaneously in different quarters. This “political fragmentation of the movement” is most likely to 

be the reason why WMs failed to both secure long-lasting action and integrate their specific claims 

more effectively into global criticism of the government. 

 Despite these dynamics of fragmentation and heterogeneity at different levels, we must stress 

the homogeneity of the means and repertoires of the actions taken during the WMs. In fact, alongside 

the diversity of the mobilisation sites, attention must be paid to certain common aspects, the most 

significant of which are demonstrations by women in several quarters86, the frequency of daytime 

demonstrations along the main arteries and the blocking of the main streets leading to the city centre. 

The blocking of streets by burning tyres may have been led by women’s demonstrations during the 

day, but at night it was mainly carried out by young men, and often ended in clashes with the police. 

The women’s demonstrations had a powerful symbolic value, first because of the scarcity of 

demonstrations mainly (or exclusively) by women in Sudan, and second due to the creative and 

evocative way they were held, such as the use of empty water containers to drive the rhythm of the 

chanted slogans (Picture 1). Finally, another meaningful common element emerged transversally in 

our interviews: all the WMs were heavily impacted by the trauma of the 2013 riots, which were 

evoked by the short expression “September”87. Indeed, the repression of the demonstrations that 

                                                           
86 Some interviewees offer a pragmatic explication for the demonstrations by “women” or “women with children”, 

linking them to the traditional division of labour, in which women and children are in charge of a household’s daily water 

supply. Nonetheless, we suggest that the exceptional nature of the presence of women on the political scene of street 

protests in Sudan is worthy of note. Some respondents also explained it as a movement strategy, inasmuch as police 

repression is less violent against women demonstrators than it is in situations where men are the major or sole 

participants.  
87 The demonstrations of September 2013 were mainly triggered by increases in the price of oil. The bloody way in 

which they were put down has left a deep mark in the memories of the inhabitants of the city, who began to refer to the 

event simply as “September”, just as they also refer to the previous revolutions in October 1964 and April 1985 as 

“October” and “April”. These short expressions, in which only the name of the month is mentioned, and not the year, in 
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erupted in Khartoum in 2013, which cost more than 200 lives in just a few days, has left a deeply-

rooted fear in the minds of most of our respondents, especially those from quarters where young men 

were killed during these events. 

 

Picture 1: Young women demonstrating in the street with water containers (Radio Dabanga, July 2015) 

 

 

 

4. Spatial, social and hydraulic justice: a contextual reading of the WMs  

 

Following these early remarks on multidimensional fragmentation, which is an essential 

framework for interpreting the Khartoum WMs, we propose a second analytical tool as the main 

contribution of our case study, one that gives us a more particular understanding of the WMs as 

socio-spatial and environmental justice issues. In the context of social sciences studies (notably 

urban studies), the notion of “justice” has again become a major analytical key in recent decades. As 

with other analytical tools88, a plurality of actors (governments and international organisations) have 

seized on this notion in recent times, turning it into a major present and future social challenge (see 

MDG or COOP 21). This has increased the risk that its critical value will be eliminated, and that 

“justice” will be reduced to a mere statement that the “poor” have been unfairly excluded from 

access to certain “universal human rights”, or the underlying causes and dynamics of the 

reproduction of injustices will be eradicated. Nonetheless, certain approaches – which have been 

labelled as “spatial justice” – inspired by perspectives such as Radical Geography and neo-Marxism, 

maintain the critical and political value of the notion of justice, arguing for its central role in the 

analysis of socio-economical processes and trends towards a dispossession typical of neoliberal 

                                                                                                                                                                                                   
the English and Gregorian calendars, inscribed days of the September 2013 revolt as part of a longer history of popular 

movements and uprisings.  
88 One example of this is the notion of “gender”, which, despite its genesis in the critical analysis of social sexual 

relationships in 1970s feminist anthropology has been widely depoliticised through being reprised and spread by 

institutional actors.  
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governance in global capitalism (Harvey 2008). These approaches stress the importance of uneven 

spatial development, encouraging a focus on local expressions of social injustice linked to dynamics 

of the “urbanisation of neoliberalism” (Brenner & Theodore 2002). 

Water-focused research can prove fruitful within this theoretical perspective. On the one hand, 

water access is a major indicator of pathways of socio-spatial injustice in neoliberal contexts, while 

on the other, the resource’s embeddedness within complex socio-cultural configurations of rural and 

urban groups studied by the social sciences makes water an entry point for a multiscale analysis of 

social settings and their transformation processes. While retaining the critical value of contemporary 

approaches to “spatial justice”, we aim to shift our attention from the morphology of spaces, where 

socio-spatial injustice meets uneven water access, to the dynamic forms of visible opposition to 

“hydraulic injustice”: the (mainly urban) protest movements against injustice for which water access 

represents the trigger and carrier of people’s claims. This approach calls on another notion, that of 

“hydraulic citizenship”, as a form of belonging to the city in terms of social and material claims of 

access to urban water infrastructures (Anand 2011: 545). The connotation of WMs as urban 

movements separate from other forms of protest against spatial injustice in a rural context sheds light 

on the role a city plays in understanding wider trends of the production of injustices in neoliberal 

contexts, while also understanding the relationship between city and capitalism as the pivot of 

domination, exclusion and exploitation dynamics in a global setting (Brenner & Theodore 2002, 

Morange & Fol 2014). This also allows us to argue the fundamentally “political nature” of water in 

social sciences thought (Casciarri & Van Aken 2013). In this section, we tackle our ethnography by 

asking three main questions that are relevant to the articulation between empirical data and 

theoretical interpretation through the socio-spatial justice paradigm. 

The first question concerns the degree of homogeneity between spatial justice in a wider sense 

in the context of Khartoum and phenomena that are defined here as “hydraulic injustice”, as visibly 

expressed in the WMs. Is it possible to interpret the major signs of environmental injustice dynamics 

through the pathways of hydraulic injustice brought to light by the WMs?  

We deal with this question from an “etic” point of view89, based on observer (researcher) 

perceptions and the intersection of various factual data. An analysis of our data has led us to dismiss 

such homology, or at least to opt for a more nuanced acceptance of it. In other words, while the 

opposite poles of situations on the gradient of spatial justice for Greater Khartoum (that is, upper and 

middle class quarters and precarious popular quarters) might confirm that extreme difficulty with 

access to water and a maximum level of socio-spatial marginalisation or exclusion can overlap, this 

is not the case with most of the quarters in which the WMs took place, which are quite different from 

a socio-economic, ethnic or housing point of view. Indeed, a number of quarters both in the centre 

and in peripheral areas were equally affected by serious water problems and consequent 

mobilisations in the summer of 2015. Moreover, it is also possible to observe that contextual wealth 

in “hydraulic capital” did not always correspond to wider socio-economic capital within the same 

quarter, which sometimes gave rise to interesting inversions of status in cases where poor families 

were the actors of water gift practices addressed to their well-off neighbours in times of water 

shortages. This proves that in the context of a hydraulic crisis one might find a fluctuation in – if not 

                                                           
89 For the contrast between “etics” and “emics”, whose origins lie in Anglo-Saxon anthropology, see Olivier de Sardan 

(1995). 



92 
 

an inversion of – the “values of capitals” (Bourdieu 1979, 1980). What we call “hydraulic capital” 

here can thus be transformed into a form of social and symbolic capital that is highly valued at a 

local level in a particular context – a circumstantial anomaly between socio-spatial and hydraulic 

injustices that can be supported by a plurality of factors.  

The second question concerns the dimension of a “feeling of injustice” observed in our oral 

witnesses. On what terms, explicit or implicit, is the discourse on injustice and socio-spatial 

inequalities in the city’s quarters an element of local actors’ perceptions of water problems and the 

legitimacy of water-related protest movements? We will deal with this question from an “emic” point 

of view, focusing on the discourses of social actors and their perceptions of WMs in their quarters 

and elsewhere. We argue that this is our most original contribution, as it demonstrates the need to 

anchor theoretical assumptions about water issue analysis in local practices and discourses, which 

can be only understood through qualitative ethnography. Our data do not make it possible to reach a 

definitive general conclusion about the feeling of injustice perceived during the WMs, which 

corresponds to the fragmentation we mentioned above. Nonetheless, a detailed analysis of our 

interviews enables us to outline the framework of a gradient in which the answer to the question on 

the origin of the problems which triggered the WMs is the specific site of the expression of a feeling 

of injustice.  

Table 1 summarizes these answers, starting from a zero ranking, where the origin of the WMs 

is trivialised or depoliticised (and at the same time “naturalised”), and goes up to a maximum 

ranking, where the origin is clearly associated with political governance (and consequently 

“historicised”), and viewed as inseparable from a wider criticism of the regime, thus strongly 

affirming the feeling of injustice. Every point on this gradient is characterised by elements of 

different types (ecological, technical, demographic and political), and linked to different 

temporalities (atemporal, endemic, cyclical, short-lived and relating to a specific event). At the first 

level (minimum ranking) we note the problem with identifying the water issue, and acknowledge its 

endemic (almost atemporal) presence in Sudan.  

At the second level, an ecological environmental reason is noted, either as a seasonal factor 

(cyclical and recurring in summer) or through contextual natural factors – such as the presence of an 

imported plant called damas in Arabic (conocarpus lancifolius), whose roots destroy underground 

pipes90.  

At a third level of the gradient we find a technical or administrative reason: the inadequacy and 

decrepit state of water networks and the inefficacy and incompetency of the technical staff from local 

administrations and services. Here, we are between the medium term of a historical problem of 

network maintenance and the short term, with regard to which the respondents stress the damage 

caused by the regime, which recruited its technicians based on their political loyalty, neglecting their 

actual skill levels.  

The fourth level of the gradient identifies water problems in the domain of urbanisation and 

demography: the accelerated and uncontrolled urban expansion of recent decades is said to have 

                                                           
90 This is a specific element whose temporality corresponds to the spread of this plant in the Gulf States alongside a 

pattern of urbanisation in which housing – villas with gardens – is inspired by the architectural models of this region.  
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produced water-related problems where they had not existed previously. This is an evolutionary 

temporality that began at the end of the 1990s and has increased up to the present day.  

Finally, we find the last, and maximum, level of the gradient in which the respondents refer 

openly to a strictly political reason for the problem. These respondents understate the ecological, 

technical and administrative factors and explicitly cite the political responsibility for a multilevel 

mismanagement: international hydropolitics (with the examples of dam projects in Sudan and 

Ethiopia), the degradation of national policies marked by corruption and the regime’s neglect of its 

citizens and the political economy of a bourgeoisie in power that serves the interests of unbridled 

capitalism. In this last case, the temporality is conjunctural, as the same respondents associate water 

problems with the arrival of the regime in power in 198991. 

 

 

Table 1: Gradient of the “feeling of injustice” from the question on the origin of the problem 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Origin/ 
Cause 

unidentified Ecological & 
environmental 

Demographic & 
urban 
development 

Technical and 
administrative 

Political 
 
a) international hydro-
politics 
b) national policies 
c) political economy 

 
 
Temporality 

chronic/ 
endemic 
 

atemporal 
 

seasonal/ 
cyclical 
 

occasional natural 
changes 

evolving 
 

in crescendo 
since the 1990s 

decrepitude/long-
term 
 

incompetency/ 
short-mid term 

since the regime came to 
power in 1989 
 

since the crisis worsened 
in 2011 

 

     minimum                                                                                                                                    maximum 

depoliticisation 
naturalisation 

   politicisation 
historicisation 

 

 

A second pathway for analysing the narratives we used to decode the manifestation of a feeling 

of injustice (although the terms “justice” and “injustice” themselves never appeared in the 

respondents discourse, either in Arabic nor in English) focuses on the categories employed by social 

actors concerned by the scarcity of water and the WMs. In this case, aside from the variety of the 

discourses, we note the polarisation between two groups – whom we have loosely labelled as “rich” 

and “poor” – at different moments of the narrative both in terms of water access and in a broader 

sense. These binary associations are summarised in Table 2. 

 

 

                                                           
91 Sometimes the gradient elements overlap. For example, the cause of technical inefficiencies and network decrepitude 

can be associated with the fact that the regime replaced competent personnel with political allies. The demographic 

causes may alternatively link urban sprawl to “natural” trends or lack of control and planning by political powers. 
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Table 2: Binary oppositions fostered by the “feeling of injustice” 

“poor” “rich” 

no motor pumps motor pumps 

no reservoirs/storage devices  reservoirs/storage devices 

4-inch pipe connection 6-inch pipe connection 

dependent on tap water alone able to purchase bottled water 

lacking political networks  networked with political powers  

difficulty claiming rights awareness of rights 

 

Finally, at times in the respondents’ discourses (which differed according to their quarter) we 

detected a feeling of being disadvantaged compared to other nearby quarters. Often marked by 

greater political stress, this narrative insists on the fact that neighbouring quarters inhabited by 

groups considered to be supporters of the regime (officers, civil servants and members of the ruling 

party) are undeservingly treated differently in terms of water access and the State’s response to 

supply problems, as well as in term of the repression during the WMs. These narratives partially 

match the polarisation between “poor” and “rich”, and reveal the paths of perceived injustices 

relating to proximity to power and the specific history of the quarter. 

After showing that the WMs were marked by practices and perceptions that stress the 

importance of interpreting them in terms of justice despite their fragmentation and the absence of a 

significant homology between socio-spatial injustice in a wider sense and hydraulic injustice in 

Khartoum, we arrive at our third question. By looking at whether Khartoum’s 2015 WMs were a 

catalyst for producing new solidarities, we extend the question to whether they might be seen as a 

step that might trigger a broader quest for social and spatial justice. We will now illustrate our main 

conclusions regarding this third issue, which we were able to reach at the time of an analysis we 

conducted in late 2016, fairly soon after the event and the end of the WMs.  

Based on our data, we came to reject the idea that the 2015-2016 WMs might have been a time 

when “new solidarities” could be created92 or when the basis for strengthening the struggles against 

sociospatial injustice in Khartoum could be solidified. Some elements, such as the combination of 

factors that led to the failure of the movement (or at least to its weakness), were significant in this 

regard. Nine elements can be mentioned that interplayed in various ways in order to hinder the 

formation of a more powerful movement to protest against wider social injustices. First, there was 

the spatial dispersion and temporal gap between the water problems that fuelled the WMs. Second, 

and alongside this, as the respondents stressed, there was the lack of a rapid and efficient transfer of 

information about the ongoing WMs, despite the use of social networks. Third, there was the 

                                                           
92 The issue of “new solidarities” linked to social water movements was a major question at the international conference 

organised by the Universities of Nanterre and Paris 8 and the LAVUE in July 2016, L’accès à l’eau en Afrique, at which 

we presented our data on Khartoum WMs for the first time. 
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obstacle of a highly local perspective, which led the activists to concentrate (and sometimes to 

isolate) themselves mainly at the micro-level of their own quarter. Fourth, at a different level, we 

noticed that paradoxically, although solidarity and mutual aid within quarters that induced those who 

had a better supply to give free water to others proved to be a helpful palliative in grave water 

shortage situations, it also operated as an obstacle to the strengthening and spread of the movement. 

Two other factors at a more political level played a role in preventing the spread and success of 

the WMs. On the one hand, there was a high level of repression on the part of the State, in a context 

in which a new law passed in January 2016 had increased the punishment for demonstration-related 

crimes to 5 years, thus reinforcing the trauma associated with memories of the September 2013 riots, 

while on the other, there was visible neglect of these heterogeneous and spontaneous WMs on the 

part of the opposition political parties and movements93. A further element which may have reduced 

the coordination and power of the WMs seems to be their “feminisation”: in a context in which the 

dominant culture, which also permeates most of the politicised sectors of Sudanese society, is still 

based on a view of the subordination of women in a hierarchical gender system, the fact that the 

WMs were often characterised as a “women’s affair” contributed to their being understated and to a 

lack of engagement on the part of potential activists.  

Finally, we noted one more element that hindered the consolidation of the 2015-2016 WMs: in 

2014, the KSWC extended the system of prepaid bills that already existed for electricity to the water 

sector. It was initially ignored by the inhabitants, who were accustomed to refusing to pay their bills 

as a tool for protesting against the inadequacy of water distribution, but at that critical time, this 

technical innovation revealed its political power, thus becoming a device the authorities could use to 

prevent and control the risks posed by an efficient protest movement against the frequent 

dysfunctions of the State’s service.  

 

 

5. Conclusion  

 

Our analysis of the fieldwork we carried out on WMs in Khartoum between 2015 and 2016 

enables us to embark on a wider-ranging reflection on theoretical approaches to issues of water 

access and management in the social sciences. First of all, we take a new look at the definition of the 

analytical categories used to deal with similar phenomena, which our case study may help rethink. It 

seems, in fact, that the simultaneous influence of the journalistic approaches adopted by the media 

and the focus on a “fashionable” topical issue (water access issues have been a major focus of 

attention in recent decades as regards both environmental questions and political movements in the 

neoliberal South and Arab world) may lead to a hasty conflation of any expressions of protest around 

the right to water under one single (somewhat broad and vague) label. The question should be raised 

of the actual degree of homogeneity in terms of analysis and interpretation paradigms of a category 

                                                           
93 In this regard, we quote the text published in 2012 on the website of Girifna, one of the most radical and active 

political movements. Under the heading “Why water riots matter?”, the author criticizes his own group because it 

underestimated the mobilisations for material living standards and basic rights while favouring the defence of more 

abstract notions of rights and freedom [http://girifna.com/blog-girifna/?p=5651].  
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such as “water movement”, which may actually cover a varied set of phenomena, including the 

“water wars” waged by Bolivian indigenous movements following the privatisations of 2000 and 

2001 (Poupeau 2008), the “thirst revolution” in Egypt in 2007 and 2008 (Piper 2014), popular 

protests against major dam projects (Wateau 2010), citizens’ movements to stop European neoliberal 

legislation through electoral tools (Carrozza & Fantini 2016) and other realities whose heteroclitic 

nature should be taken into account. The scepticism that has led us to reject the “water riots” label 

(which is favoured by the opposition press) for the protest episodes we have studied here has 

impelled us first to adopt a more suitable category – “water mobilisation” – and second to expand 

our analysis of the Khartoum case study so that we can grasp the complexity and variations of the 

local dynamics while avoiding the temptation to see them as a unitary movement at a city level, or to 

associate it with other “water” revolts at an international level. 

Our in-depth investigation of the WMs in Khartoum – with the particularities of their actors, 

visible forms, practices and narratives – has allowed us to shed new light on the theoretical 

approaches used by the social sciences on water issues, with which we partly concur, while also 

believing that they are sometimes too distant from actual realities and the prolific, shifting 

configurations suggested by fieldwork studies. The perspective inspired by the reprisal of Polanyi’s 

paradigm of embeddedness, matched with the notion of “moral economy” or an approach in terms of 

“commons” has showed itself to be fruitful when applied to other rural or periurban case studies in 

Sudan and elsewhere (Casciarri 2008, Zug 2012). Nonetheless, it does not seem to be the most 

relevant one for the purposes of interpreting patterns of water-related social incorporation linked to 

forms of political action “from below”, such as the Khartoum WMs. Additionally, there is the risk 

that the innovative notion of the “hydrosocial cycle” and the fruitful developments it has led to in 

recent decades thanks to Political Ecology, will become limited to high levels of abstraction and 

generalisation, particularly where scholars defend intellectual positions that go “beyond case study” 

(Blanchon & Graefe 2012). This fosters the regrettable persistence of “black boxes” about the 

sociocultural dimensions, which are so often claimed yet rarely investigated and unpacked in depth 

with the support of empirical data, although avoiding empiricism (Olivier de Sardan 2013). By 

grounding our position on our analysis of the 2015-2016 WMs in Khartoum, we have therefore 

insisted on the need for a sound empirical anchoring of the conceptual frameworks used by the social 

sciences in the domain of water studies, rooted in detailed qualitative ethnography. As a result, we 

have claimed the need to provide a wider, multidimensional and “extra-hydraulic” contextualisation 

of the phenomena. Through this approach, by delving into the social history and micropolitics of the 

city and its quarters, we have attempted to read the recent dynamics of WMs in a metropolis in the 

Global South by suggesting a sociospatial justice paradigm, and by promoting a repoliticisation of 

the scientific debate on the subject. 

 

Five years after the WMs of 2015 and 2016 and the first analysis of our fieldwork on them, our 

reflections could be further developed in the aftermath of the Third Sudanese Revolution, an 

unprecedented event that took place between 2018 and 2019 (Deshayes & Vezzadini 2019; Casciarri 

& Saeed 2020). Despite their rapid repression, which seemed to erase the potential of the Khartoum 

2015-2016 WMs (thus underlining their fragmentation as a major hindrance to their success), is it 

still possible to think that they participated in sowing the seeds of a longer-term, more extensive 
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protest? Should we think that some of the features of the 2015-2016 WMs, such as their spontaneous 

acephalous nature or the atypical role played by women in the street protests, were a forerunner of 

the political action that became successful during the most recent unexpected 2018-2019 revolution? 

It is not our aim here to offer a retrospective analysis of the WMs, which we still believe is valuable 

for the period it was developed in, or to open up new questions. Nonetheless, our case study of the 

2015-2016 WMs seems to confirm both the complex entanglement of water access, justice issues and 

local socio-political configurations and the constant role played by water in material and symbolic 

claims for fairer futures, which will continue to be a crucial challenge for the “New Sudan” that 

people and their rulers are striving to build after the revolution of 2018-2019. 
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Glossary and Acronyms 

 

 

The following glossary reports and explains the Arabic terms used by the authors in their chapters. A simplified yet 

coherent transcription of these terms has been adopted, respecting some particularities of Sudanese Arabic 

pronunciation. This list of terms concerns the most frequently found in the volume and through various chapters. On 

the contrary, terms who are used only once are translated by each chapter author, sometimes with an explanatory 

footnote, but they are not listed here. The glossary is followed by a list of the most recurrent acronyms and their 

explanation.  

 

 

 

Barmil  Metal barrel of oil or diesel of 250 litres, used by water vendors. A tank made of a single barmil is called 

farda and a tank made by attaching two barmil (thus containing 500 litres) is called dabol (a word 

coming from the English ‘double’). 

Bayara Well with a metal superstructure and reservoir for stocking and distributing water either through a pipe 

system or directly.  

Dar Homeland, territory of a particular tribal group, granting its members priority rights in the access to 

resources, often associated with native leaderships. 

Dar As-Salam  Literally « the home of peace », in Muslim tradition it defines territories where Islam can be practiced 

safely. In Sudan, particularly in Khartoum, the term was used by the Ingaz government for settlements or 

villages in which populations displaced by the civil wars, together with migrants from rural exodus, were 

relocated. Similar to IDPs camps, these places differ from them inasmuch they were part of the planning 

and thus provided with public services. 

Delu A leather goatskin use to fetch water at traditional deep wells. 

Farig Defining a camp, or group of mobile houses in the nomadic context, the term is also used for a quarter in 

a settled locality. 

Gabila Literally “tribe”, the terms defines a kin group conceived as descending from a unique ancestor, and 

sharing common access to resources as well as political solidarity. 

Ghafir In general, “guardian”, more specifically the person appointed to control collective water points for 

distribution tasks. 

Gharraba A collective term for “people from the West (gharb)”, used in Central or Northern Sudan for all groups 

of the Western region (mainly Darfur and Kordofan), often including Western Arab groups (like the 

Baggara). Behind the appearance of a neutral geographical term, Gharraba suggest the idea of people of 

lower status and ethnic subordinated groups. 

Ghurab Literally “raven”, the term is used to define a metal device where water is conveyed and accessed at 

collective water points. 

Hafir Reservoir dug in the soil for stocking rain-waters, used for domestic needs and for herds, it is spread in 

rural desert areas, where it was usually dug with simple tools by people of a same camp or village. 
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Hyaza “Possession Certificate” used to formalize use rights on a piece of land, although more precarious than a 

full property entitlement. 

Hod Basin, normally found close to wells and other water structures, to collect and convey water or to put it at 

disposal of herds. 

Hosh A yard, external part of a house, bounded by small walls, and defining the household property or 

residence. 

Idd A well, normally a traditional deep one. In rural context it also define a group of connected wells.

  

Karro A two-wheels cart, dragged by a donkey, used also to carry water barrels. 

Khatt A section of the water pipeline. 

Khazzan A metal tank or reservoir to stock water and distributing it (see also sihirij). 

Lajna General term for “committee”, it defines various institutions with different tasks at local level: lajna al-

moya, as “Water Committee” for managing the distribution at common water points; lajna al-khidamat, 

as “Services Committee” consecrated in some villages or quarters to the management of local basic 

services; lajna tatwir al-qura, as “Village Development Committee” formed in some villages for 

particular aims of collective interest; lajna sha‘abiya, “Popular Committee”, as the official administrative 

unit created since the Inghaz government in 1989. 

Mahalliya Also translated as “municipality”, it is the administrative unit, under the level of Wilaya (Federal State) 

and gathering several minimal administrative units represented by lajna sha‘abiya. 

Nazir In the system of Native Administration it defines the utmost level of indigenous authority, the nazir 

being at the top of native leaders, with ‘omda and sheikhs under his control. The territory of its 

jurisdiction is called nazara.  

‘Omda  Second level of indigenous authority linked to the Native Administration system; the territory of its 

jurisdiction is called ‘omodiya and includes several sheikhs. 

Sabil A religious term, it may both define the jars outside the houses for giving free water to the 

passersby, and a water well built for the soul of a deceased person whose water is also granted for 

free. 

Sadaga  The term defines voluntary alms (distinguished from compulsory legal alms according to the Zakat 

Chamber system), and, more generally, an offer done to help people in need according to a religious 

dimension of piousness.  

Selaba Long leather rope used for fetching water from deep traditional wells. 

Shabaka  More generally “network”, here the term often refers to the water supply network. 

Sheikh Bottom level of indigenous authority linked to the Native Administration system; the territory of its 

jurisdiction is called mashaikha. 

Sihirij  A metal tank or reservoir to stock water and distributing it (see also khazzan). 

Sultan In the system of Native Administration it defines another utmost level of indigenous authority, other 

than the nazir, usually for non-Arab groups. 

Tarifa The monthly rate paid to the KSWC by the users of one connected and officially registered water 

infrastructure.  

Wilaya  A Federal State, represented by a “governor” or wali. 
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Zakat One of the five duties of Islam, it defines alms offered for the poor, and it corresponds in Muslim 

countries to a Taxation System and its administrative structure. 

Zariba  A kraal or corral, usually made of vegetal material, used to gather and protect herds. 

 

 

 

Acronyms 

 

 

CPA Comprehensive Peace Agreement 

IDP  Internally Displaced Persons/People 

KSWC Khartoum State Water Corporation 

MPPPU  Ministry of Physical Planning and Public Utilities 

NCP National Congress Party 

SDG Sudanese Guinée (or Pound) 

SPLM/A Sudan People Liberation Movement/Army 
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