THE ISLANDS T sy el
To analyze the islands of Cairo, it is necessary to start with the Nile. The Nile can be considered the most

important reason for civilisation to even begin in the deserts of Egypt. 95% of the Egyptian population
O F T HE N I LE settle down on the fertile land by the Nile, which travels 6285km from the Ethopian and Sudanese highlands
to the Mediterranean Sea. Proximity to the fork of the Nile as well as the link joining it to the Suez Canal
makes it no surprise that Cairo is the largest city in the Middle East. The changing course of the Nile and
its floods also affect the way the islands and the banks of Cairo are developed in response to these changes.
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THE ISLANDS

The history of islands of the Nile in Cairo is closely
related to the water management in the City itself.
The problems of yearly floods asked for inventive
solutions and led to the development of a flood con-
trol system that has shaped the urban development
of Cairo for centuries.

Functions of the water

For the Cairenes, the water was a place of social, economic-
al and recreational importance. In the evening, events would
take place on the promenades, there was music around

and a cool breeze from the water to cool the surroundings
(Echols and Nassar, 2006). Travellers from all over the world
were impressed with this rich city life, with the prominent
people sailing on the lakes on their boats and building pala-
ces near the watersides. In the middle of the crowded city,
there was room for relaxing, swimming and social events.

Until 19th century: The flood control system

In the wet periods, water levels would rise and the city
which is built on lowland, would be confronted with the
danger of floods. To guide the water, networks of channels,
lakes and ponds were dug out each year to deal with the
fluctuation of the levels of the Nile. The course of this
flood system changed yearly, giving Cairo a unique and
ever-changing seasonal character.
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19th century: Muhammed Ali

Big changes came with Muhammed Ali in 1805, when a
radical Westernization and modernisation was started. His
emphasis on improving the hygienic quality of Cairo led to
the cleaning out of the city, using resultant excess debris to

fill up the lakes, canals and ponds. (Echols and Nassar, 2006).

His example of modernization was followed by his son Ib-
rahim, who continued in his father’s footsteps. By 1866, the
Suez Canal was built, Cairo was provided with a railroad,
the banks of the Nile were reinforced, Zamalek was made
,Hood free® by raising the island and channelling the Blind
Nile. Also the major Ismailiyah Canal was finished and
opened to traffic (Abu-Lughod, 1965).

20th century: New Towns

With the New Town plans of 1890-1905, a masterplan for a
Nile islands (Zamalek) was made. This masterplan provides
high-class residential houses, connecting the island with the
surrounding areas. Rhoda has also been planned carefully to
serve to the higher class population of Cairo.

The last two centuries, the city has grown explosively
because of immigrating farmers looking for jobs in the city
and the windfall to the economy with the climbing oil
prices. In 2010, over 16 million inhabit the city. The growth
of the city is an expansion of the city as well as densifying
conditions in the existing structures. On the islands how-
ever, this densification doesn‘t have big impacts like in the
informal settlements of the City of the Dead.
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CONTEMPORARY USE
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THE ISLANDS IN DETAIL

The islands are in a curious situation in Cairo. Situated in the center, but physically separated by the river,
they are both a part of and an oasis away from the city. Each island has their own history of development
which has affected their functions in Cairo today. Zamalek has become a place of recreation for the upper
class, Rhoda a place for the wealthy to reside, while Dahab remains an agricultural farmland.

Zamalek / Gezirah

1. Gezira Palace / Marriott Hotel Cairo

Since the 19th century when the masterplan for Zamalek
was drawn, both Zamalek and Rhoda islands have been
developed accordingly into upper class residential areas. The
development of the islands and Cairo were further exa-
cerbated by the opening of the Suez Canal trade route in
1863, which was celebrated by the construction of Khedive
Ismail’s Gezira Palace on Zamalek (Singerman and Amar,
2006). Today, the islands comprise luxury residences and
hotels, the private Gezira Sporting Club, as well as restau-
rants and shops.

In the rush for urbanization, Dahab’s development has
been neglected. Currently, the island lacks access to mo-
dern facilities like clean water and sanitary services. In a bid
to revamp Dahab into a tourist attraction with vast green
parks, the Egyptian government has slated Dahab as a “pro-
tected area” in 2001. This means all the current residents
have to evacuate. Although the families refuse to leave their
homes, no official action has yet been taken. (Harris, 2009)
At present, the island is an anomaly in the city, a rare stretch
of vast agricultural land surrounded by an extremely dense,
urbanised Cairo.

2. Gezira Club

3. Cairo Tower

5. Nileometer

Dahab

Zamalek / Gezirah

Length: 3.9km x 0.85km

Area: 2.75 km?

Population Density:  50-100 Persons/ha

Characterstics: Nightlife, Restaurants, Luxury
Hotels, Upper and Middle Class

History:

1863 - 79 Under Khedive Ismail, Zamalek was called

“Jardin des Plants* (garden of the plants)
Landscape designed by De La Chevalerie
1866 Construction of original Gezira Palace
Island known as Gezirat Boulaq
Bulaq and Zamalek made flood-free by
embankment reinforcements
1890 Masterplan for Zamalek
1940s Northern part of island began to be
known as Zamalek
Mid-section referred to as Gezira Al-Wasta

1970 Aswan High Dam completed, making
Zamalek inhabitable

1982 Cairo Marriott opens in restored Gezira
Palace
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Rhoda

Length: 3.25km x 0.7km
Area: 1.65 km?
Population Density:  100-250 Persons/ha
Characterisics: Residential, Shops, Recreation
History:
> 30 BC Part of Heliopolis
30 BC Fortress to complement Babylon
> 641 Settlement of the Mamluks
861 Construction of the Nilometer

Urban Fabric

Central Vehicular
Roundabout
Buildings are very densely
packed, and are arranged about

a planned structure.

Dahab ax.a. Gold Island

Length and area: 4.1km x 0.67km, 1.93 km?

Population Density:  250-400 Persons/ha

Characterisics: Agricultural, Access Only by
Feluccas

History: Agriculture

Urban Fabric:

Southern Dahab
The habitation structures are
developed over time, without
preconceived planning but do
cluster around network of paths

around the island.
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