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Abstract 
Ethno-conservationists and development planners 
often criticize the idea that man is intrinsically a 
nature destroyer, understanding that there exist 
diverse forms of relationships between human 
beings and nature that develop due to their constant 
interaction, which often help to sustain natural 
environments throughout the globe. Accordingly, 
they focus on the social mechanisms and traditional 
ecological knowledge that enable native populations 
to survive and provide them with the basic 
mechanisms for continuity. The present article 
attempts to shed light on the environmental 
conservation practices of Bedouins of Sinai by 
focusing on tribal mechanisms and customary laws 
related to nature- conservation. Through 
ethnographic orientation, and by analysis of a 
number of in-depth interviews with Bedouins from 
two tribes in Sinai, this article elucidates Bedouins’ 
major customary laws and ethno-conservation 
practices that aim at preserving their natural 
ecosystems, and the adaptive strategies they employ 
to be able to survive the harsh desert conditions. The 
article concludes that it is essential to incorporate 
tribal mechanisms and traditional ecological 
knowledge of Bedouins of Sinai into current 
environmental conservation efforts carried out in 
Egypt. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is a growing concern among conservationists, 
development planners, and scholars about the 
preservation of traditional invironmental knowledge in 
what has been called ‘ethno-conservation’ (Hobbs 1992; 
Stevens 1997) They often argue that traditional 
populations usually have detailed knowledge of their 
eco-systems and have developed effective mechanisms 
of using them sustainably. Although the term ‘ethno-
conservation’ as such may imply that traditional 
populations were able to develop ‘systematic ways’ of 
managing and preserving their natural eco-systems in 
ways that can be measured in modern-day terms, ethno-
conservation usually refers to the adaptive norms and 
practices indigenous people have developed in order to 
deal with their natural surroundings in a sustainable 
manner. Therefore, ethno-conservation is the direct 
consequence of indigenous peoples’ knowledge and 
governance of their eco-systems based on their 
traditional ecological knowledge.  
 Ethno-conservationists argue that there exists a 
controversy over the relationship between the traditional 
ecological knowledge of indigenous populations and 
contemporary conservation policies. They emphasize 
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that indigenous people around the world are still 
suffering the negative consequences of denial, 
whether in planning for conservation policies or in 
the implementation of conservation activities in 
protected areas. Many of them believe that 
“indigenous people lose twice in the conservation 
game: firstly, because when parks (or protected 
areas) are created on indigenous lands, they 
suddenly go from being responsible co-managers of 
a common resource to invaders, to be prosecuted or 
removed; and secondly, because no value is placed 
on, nor benefit paid to, the traditional ethno-
conservation services, these people have always 
provided for free” (Merino and Robson 18-19). 
Others emphasize that protected areas would not 
exist without the deeply rooted cultural, spiritual, 
and conservation-oriented values held by the people 
once inhabited those places and who very often 
continue to care for them (Mallarach 2009). In other 
words, the basic mechanisms that kept the 
uniqueness of areas that have recently been declared 
‘protected’, are owed to the very natives themselves 
who conserved and maintained the distinctive 
characteristics of those areas for years, simply 
because of their knowledge, sustainable practices, 
and cultural heritage. This implies that protected 
areas represent the tangible outcome of the 
harmonious interaction between man and nature 
over time.  

Similarly, the indigenous people of Sinai, 
or Bedouins, have a long history of contact and 
interaction with their surrounding natural 
environment. To be able to survive the cruel 
conditions of Sinai’s desert, Bedouins have 
developed a wealth of traditional ecological 
knowledge and various social mechanisms and 
conservation practices to ensure the sustainable use 
and proper management of their natural resources. 
The existence of those conservation techniques 
challenges the assumption that Bedouins are 
incapable of securing or conserving their 
environment, “as many portrayed them as backward, 
uncivilized, and uneducated, which may lead to 
situating them at the very bottom of the list of likely 
partners for conservation and development efforts” 
(Hobbs 2006:785). The need to survive, among other 
reasons, forced Bedouins of Sinai to develop a set of 
customary laws and conservation practices to ensure 
the effective management of their natural 
environment and secure proper sharing of the scarce 
natural resources among them. These traditional 
common rules and practices have become an 
intrinsic part of their way of life, and are treated as a 
legal requirement. Unlike ordinary social habits and 
observances, the rules carry along with them local 
sanctions for their implementation.  
 The present article aims to discuss the 
major ethno-conservation norms employed by 
Bedouins of Sinai to preserve their natural 
environment. It empirically examines ethno-

conservation norms through critical inspection of (a) the 
basic features of Bedouins’ traditional ecological 
knowledge relevant to the natural characteristics of 
Sinai, and (b) the major tribal mechanisms manifested 
in customary laws and conservation practices employed 
by Bedouins of Sinai to ensure proper use of their scarce 
resources. Findings of the present article challenge the 
conjecture that Bedouins are predominantly nature 
destroyers, and emphasize that the traditional ecological 
knowledge they possess, if carefully documented and 
utilized, can help enhance major official conservation 
efforts carried out in Sinai. The article begins by 
focusing on the relationship between the natural 
characteristics of Sinai and the development of 
Bedouins’ traditional ecological knowledge. Then, it 
discusses the tribal mechanisms of ethno-conservation 
by revealing the major customary laws adopted by 
Bedouins of Sinai, which represent the main features of 
their conservation strategies. The article concludes with 
a critical reflection and discussion. Despite the fact that 
there are numerous customary laws practiced by 
Bedouins that cover almost every single aspect of their 
lives and help shape their worldview, the present article 
only focuses on those customary laws and practices 
related to environmental conservation and utilization of 
Sinai’s natural resources. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
The present research is a descriptive analytic study with 
an ethnographic orientation. It applies a comprehensive 
literature review of the few scattered articles written on 
the topic, and in-depth interviews with a non-random 
purposeful sample of ten male Bedouins from two tribes 
in Sinai (Muzeina near Sharm El-Sheikh and Gebaliya 
in Sainte Katherine) to assess accuracy of available data 
and gain knowledge of the various customary laws and 
practices related to nature conservation. An exploratory 
research was carried out using semi-structured 
interviews and observation to help formulate the 
hypotheses and reach a representative sample. Results 
of the exploratory research helped in developing an 
‘interview guide’ that covered the main themes of the 
research and assisted in the formulation of the interview 
questions. Data analysis was based on applying the 
descriptive-analysis methodology in which both ‘textual 
data analysis’ and ‘negative case analysis’ were 
employed to analyze both the quantitative and 
qualitative data reached. 
 

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 
Three basic limitations associated with the present 
research are: (1) The article only focuses on customary 
laws and practices related to natural conservation 
among Bedouins of Sinai; (2) The article does not 
include all aspects of the traditional ecological 
knowledge of the people of Sinai, but only highlights 
the major factors that affect the formation and 
acquisition of such knowledge; (3) Although the tribes 
of Sinai are distributed over the whole region, the nature 
of Bedouins’ life; “mobility” and shared history helped 
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in diffusing similar ideas and customs among them. 
In the ordinary course of things individuals and 
groups are likely to move around in a considerable 
area, and in addition, it is not uncommon for the 
allocation of territories between groups to change, 
whether as a result of peaceful migration or of war. 
Bedouins are therefore likely to “have significant 
legal traditions with a variety of individuals or 
groups outside their own territory, and this helps to 
prevent each group from developing a law that is 
radically different from the law of its neighbors” 
(Stewart 243). This point relates to a basic 
methodological problem connected with the 
generalization of findings in the present article. 
However, meeting with Bedouins from two different 
tribes in Sinai revealed that they share a common 
heritage and basic ecological knowledge that can be 
generalized. 
 

TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL 
KNOWLEDGE AND  

NATURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF 
SINAI 

 
Various attempts have been made to define 
‘traditional ecological knowledge’. Fikret Berkes 
(1999) in his Sacred Ecology: Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge and Management Systems, for example, 
defines it as the “cumulative body of knowledge, 
practices, and beliefs, evolving by adaptive 
processes and handed down through generations by 
cultural transmission about the relationships of 
living beings (including humans) with one another 
and their environment and the sustainable use of 
their resources” (Berkes 5). This definition 
recognizes that traditional ecological knowledge is 
an attribute of societies with historical continuity in 
resource use practice. It often accumulates 
incrementally, tested by trial-and-error and 
transmitted to future generations orally or by shared 
practical experiences (Ohmagari and Berkes 1997). 
Accordingly, the development of traditional 
ecological knowledge often depends on three inter-
related factors: (a) the natural characteristics of 
people’s surrounding environment; (b) the way they 
perceive their relationship with nature, or their 
worldview; and (c) people’s understanding of their 
ability to exploit natural resources, based on trial-
and-error, in ways that ensure their continuity and 
sustainability.  
When examining these three factors relative to the 
people of Sinai, one can find that the Sinai Peninsula 
has an area estimated at 64,500 km2 (Greenwood 
1997), which constitutes about six percent of the 
total area of Egypt. There are two major 
geographical features in Sinai, the desert and the 
coasts. These geographical features resulted in the 
emergence of two separate traditional professions: 
animal breeding and grazing in the desert and 

agriculture and fishing in coastal areas. Although 
several new professions exist in Sinai today (especially 
with the recent introduction of tourism to the area), 
those two traditional professions are still dominant, 
along with their associated skills and knowledge. Main 
reliance on the natural environment for living over a 
long period of time – mainly through foraging – has 
helped in developing an array of knowledge based on 
adaptive management techniques. The resulting forms 
of human adaptations among Bedouins affected their 
human settlements and social institutions, and in 
consequence, facilitated their use of their natural 
surroundings.  
On the other hand, living in al-badia (desert) is a basic 
characteristic of the people of Sinai, and the term 
badawi (Bedouin) is derived from the badia (or desert) 
to refer to people who live in desert areas. Halim 
Barakat (1993) in his Arab World: Society, Culture and 
State, sums up the impact of the invariable interaction 
between Bedouins and their desert environment when 
he stated that:  “Living in the badia enforced a particular 
form of human settlement resulted from a prolonged 
historical process of adaptation to the harsh  conditions 
of the desert environment. For instance, regular 
movement in search for water and pasture was 
imperative. Similarly, certain institutions and forms of 
organizations for purposes of defense and for the 
distribution of scarce resources made sense in the desert 
environment. Indeed, it was this peculiarly hard life in a 
harsh environment that necessitated a tribal social 
organization regulated by  norms of solidarity, equality 
and chivalry” (Barakat 49–50). 
 
Daily interaction and familiarity with their surrounding 
ecosystems enabled Bedouins to develop an extensive 
body of knowledge about the desert, coasts, locations, 
distance estimation, types and texture of sand, trees, 
animals, and locations of water resources. Most of them 
are adept in horticulture, and some of them have 
specialized in well-digging, in the grafting and pruning 
of deciduous fruit trees, and in the pollination of date 
palms. They even haul soil and water from one location 
to another (Marx 341). Pastoral nomads have, by virtue 
of long and precise observation, developed extensive 
inventories of names, uses, habitats, life-styles and 
interactions of local fauna and flora (Hobbs 2006: 788). 
Nature of their human mobility has generated a wealth 
of knowledge of the major environmental and 
geographical features of the region through adaptive 
management techniques based on trial-and-error, as 
Andrew Warren (1987) explains in his Geography and 
Conservation, referring to Bedouins of northern Sinai:  
“The culture of the north Sinai Bedouins is built around 
their herds. The  needs of the animals dictate the yearly 
cycle of movement. Families move widely but 
cautiously during the winter season of migration, 
avoiding spring and summer pastures and places of 
pests, but making for where the  rain has fallen and 
for salt-licks. This brings them into close contact with 
the environment. They understand where salt is most 
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likely to be found. They attempt to understand the 
weather. Of the 186 plant species known  to 
modern taxonomists who have visited the region, 
Bedouins distinguish 180, and have a use for each 
one” (Warren 334).   
 
On the other hand, Bedouins’ perception of their 
relationship with nature, or their worldview, is 
another factor that affects the development of their 
traditional ecological knowledge and conservation 
practices. Most of Bedouins base their perception of 
their relationship with the environment on their 
personal experiences, territoriality, and sense of 
belonging to certain geographical areas. Through 
interviews with Bedouins, I realized that they neither 
understand, nor use the term “Bea’a” (environment) 
in their daily conversations. Instead, they usually 
refer to their surrounding eco-systems on the basis 
of their natural characteristics commonly known 
among them, as a respondent explains: 
People do not know the term “Bea’a”. They always 
refer to their surroundings on the basis of their 
physical characteristics like al-bahr (sea), al-gabal 
(mountain), al-waha (oasis), etc. But, they do not 
understand the relationship between them (eco-
system balance and inter- dependency).   
 
Accordingly, people’s constant interaction with their 
natural surroundings affects their cognitive learning 
processes, and consequently, their identity 
formation, and acts as a powerful force in the 
development of their local identities. Despite their 
tribal affiliation, which is the main source of their 
classification, Bedouins also classify themselves on 
the basis of where they reside and the major 
characteristics of their natural surroundings, as a 
respondent explains: 
One can distinguish two main types of Bedouins in 
Sinai, ahl-bahr (people of the sea who live near the 
coasts) and ahl-wedian or ahl-elgabal (people of the 
valleys or mountains). Both groups perform different 
professions based on where they live and the nature 
of their surroundings. Although many Bedouins are 
settled today and some of them work in tourism in 
coastal cities, this classification of Bedouins on the 
basis of where they live is still evident.  
 
There is little doubt that traditional ecological 
knowledge is a central concern for the regulation 
and balance of exploitative pressures that permit an 
ecosystem to maintain stability and regenerative 
capacity. Consequently, it usually aims at 
maximizing benefit of natural surroundings without 
putting it at risk to ensure its continuity and 
sustainability. Eventually this process leads to the 
development of specific skills, which are transmitted 
from one generation to the next, as a respondent 
shows: 
The Bedouin got used to dealing with nature over 
several years of  coexistence with his natural 

surroundings. He has enough knowledge to  use it in 
ways that could benefit himself and others around him. 
Some Bedouins know where to dig for water in the 
desert, graze animals, while others know how to farm, 
hunt, and use herbs to treat diseases.    
 
The researcher realized that the traditional ecological 
knowledge of Bedouins is mainly tied to desert eco-
systems, which forced them to develop certain skills to 
be able to survive desert conditions. For example, living 
in a desert environment usually associates with the 
existence of poisonous reptiles, like scorpions, which 
necessitated the development of preventive measures to 
avoid their harmful effects. The researcher found out 
that there is a consensus among Bedouins that they were 
able to make an anti-dote against scorpions’ stings by 
hunting a living scorpion, placing it in a pot filled with 
oil for forty days, and then allowing newly born 
children to lick a certain amount of that oil to develop 
immunity against scorpion stings. Despite the fact that 
such a practice needs to be tested in a laboratory to 
examine its efficacy, the socio-cultural context related 
to this practice usually hinders testing other alternative 
methods, as a respondent explains: 
One of Bedouins refused to do that with his kid, who 
died immediately when he had a sting by a scorpion. As 
for children who had the anti-dote,  they never get 
affected by scorpions’ stings.   
 
On the other hand, transmission of traditional ecological 
knowledge among Bedouins usually takes place in a 
disorganized, unstructured and highly individualistic 
manner. This body of knowledge is transmitted to the 
next generation as an objective truth during 
socialization, and then it is internalized as subjective 
reality. This transmission yields and gives identity to a 
specific type of person, a fisherman, whose principal 
social universe is constituted by that body of 
knowledge. As a consequence, to be an active fisherman 
implies the existence of a social world defined and 
controlled by a discrete body of arcane knowledge about 
fishing. Conversely, the fact Bedouins have a long 
history of contact with each other does not mean that 
they identically or equally share traditional ecological 
knowledge among them. Acquisition of traditional 
ecological knowledge seems to be restricted by certain 
social and demographic factors characteristic of 
Bedouin communities like age, gender, social status, 
intellectual capability and nature of the Bedouin’s 
profession. Community elders are typically the primary 
holders of that knowledge, and obviously Bedouin men 
hold more ecological knowledge than women, as a 
Bedouin explains: 
Old People (El-Mashaeikh) know everything about 
Sinai more than us. Their knowledge is mainly tied to 
their age. Teaching other Bedouins is very limited and 
they usually tend to keep all the information for 
themselves and their children. To them, this knowledge 
means wealth as they heal people (practice traditional 
medicine) for money. They know the spots where water 
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can be found and how to get it, which is an asset in 
itself. Women have less knowledge than men in 
general, and this has something to do with Bedouins 
traditions. They are usually involved in domestic 
household chores. 
  
In short, the fundamental nature of the traditional 
ecological knowledge of Bedouins of Sinai is mainly 
tied to the geographic characteristics of their 
surrounding eco-systems, and to their constant 
search for effective mechanisms to deal with desert 
conditions. Alternatively, the growth of their 
traditional ecological knowledge is mainly affected 
by three inter-related factors, which include the 
natural characteristics of their surroundings – mainly 
desert, awareness of their relationship with nature, 
and their capability to exploit nature in ways that 
guarantee its sustainability. Despite having 
traditional knowledge, acquisition of this knowledge 
is not identically shared among all Bedouins, but 
mainly affected by several other social variables, 
like age and gender. Transmission of knowledge 
from one generation to another usually happens 
orally in an unstructured way, which refers the 
necessity to study and document such knowledge to 
be able to utilize it in all efforts carried out to 
develop desert areas in Egypt. 
 
Tribal Mechanisms of Ethno-conservation: 

Customary Laws and Practices 
 
There is little doubt that the natural environment 
where people live has a direct impact on their modes 
of behavior, social organizations, and life-styles 
(McNeely and Pitt 1985; Warren 1987; Stevens 
1997). Over years of exploring and exploiting nature 
through adaptive management, Bedouins of Sinai 
have devised effective means of predicting and 
reacting to changing environmental opportunities, 
shared that knowledge, and maintained it through 
various forms of tribal mechanisms and alliances. 
These tribal mechanisms, manifested in customary 
laws and conservation practices, ensured a 
prolonged process of nature conservation and 
secured accessibility of natural resources to Bedouin 
communities. Based on their traditional ecological 
knowledge, Bedouins of Sinai enforced many forms 
of customary laws and conservation practices that 
aim at monitoring resource abundance and changes 
in the ecosystems, protection of certain species, 
protection of specific habitats, and temporal 
restriction of harvest to ensure the sustainability of 
available natural resources. 
Through interaction with Bedouins of Sinai, one can 
easily notice that the main source of Bedouin law is 
‘custom’, commonly known as Urf (Barakat 1993; 
Cole and Al-Torki 1998; Al-Adl 2004; Hobbs 2006), 
which tends to be more or less the same over large 
regions. Urf (or custom) refers to the values and 
traditions that govern a tribal system, which in time 

have become obligatory to all members of tribal 
communities. They typically mean to achieve 
egalitarianism and justice among all tribes (Hobbs 
2006). However, although customary laws or A’raf 
represent a central feature of the Bedouin’s culture in 
which every aspect of life is regulated by customary 
law, it is not the only law in effect among Bedouins. 
“Bedouins may prefer to have certain areas of their lives 
ruled by the Shari’a (Islamic law), separately 
administered from the customary law, and whether they 
like it or not they may find themselves also subject to 
the law of the state” (Stewart 2006: 240). Despite their 
exposure to various elements of modernization, 
settlement, and development, Urf still plays a major role 
in the lives of Bedouin communities based on the 
dynamics of social control among them. Some scholars 
still believe that “the ‘Urf’ is more than just an artifact 
from the past or a part of folklore” (Cole and Al-Torki 
206). Conversely, it is not surprising to realize that 
Bedouins may sometimes refer to any of the three 
interwoven laws (Urf, Shari’a, and the state law) when 
referring to some of their daily practices, especially 
those related to nature. A respondent explains how 
A’raf of hunting and fishing among Bedouins of Sinai 
may intermingle with both the Shari’a and state laws: 
The Badawi (Bedouin) never hunts for pleasure. These 
practices came  from outside of Sinai like Tasqeer 
(hunting or raising falcons), or as an outcome of the 
introduction of tourism to Sinai recently. The Badawi 
never  hunts an ibex or a gazelle while drinking near 
water springs or when pregnant. People consider this as 
‘haram’ to be eaten (forbidden by Islamic law). 
Fishermen in Sinai use primitive techniques of fishing 
(the net) to feed themselves and their families, which 
would not affect the amount of fish in the water. 
Problems appeared recently when fishermen from 
neighboring governorates began to fish massively near 
the coasts of Sinai. The state law does support fishing 
with a net, but is against over- fishing by outsiders by 
the Sinai coasts. 
 
Bedouins have instigated various customary laws that 
aim at natural conservation, based on the nature of 
Sinai’s desert. In his famous book: The Old and New 
History of Sinai and its Geography (written in 1912 and 
reprinted in 2007), Naum Shoucair (2007) explains the 
importance of tribal enforcement of Urf among 
Bedouins of Sinai as a main tribal mechanism to ensure 
their basic subsistence, when he asserts that: “In their 
A’raf (customary laws), every tribe has its own 
acknowledged  pasture, water and agricultural lands. 
However, pasture lands and water  are common to all 
tribes. A tribe cannot prevent another tribe from its 
pasture lands or water resources, except in wars. A basic 
Urf related to water resources is that if a Bedouin 
accidently discovered water or dug a well in an area 
located in his tribal-land not known to his tribe, it 
becomes his personal ownership. He can stay near that 
water resource and can even put his name next to it (in a 
system called ‘Wasm’ by inscribing his name on a piece 
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that indigenous people around the world are still 
suffering the negative consequences of denial, 
whether in planning for conservation policies or in 
the implementation of conservation activities in 
protected areas. Many of them believe that 
“indigenous people lose twice in the conservation 
game: firstly, because when parks (or protected 
areas) are created on indigenous lands, they 
suddenly go from being responsible co-managers of 
a common resource to invaders, to be prosecuted or 
removed; and secondly, because no value is placed 
on, nor benefit paid to, the traditional ethno-
conservation services, these people have always 
provided for free” (Merino and Robson 18-19). 
Others emphasize that protected areas would not 
exist without the deeply rooted cultural, spiritual, 
and conservation-oriented values held by the people 
once inhabited those places and who very often 
continue to care for them (Mallarach 2009). In other 
words, the basic mechanisms that kept the 
uniqueness of areas that have recently been declared 
‘protected’, are owed to the very natives themselves 
who conserved and maintained the distinctive 
characteristics of those areas for years, simply 
because of their knowledge, sustainable practices, 
and cultural heritage. This implies that protected 
areas represent the tangible outcome of the 
harmonious interaction between man and nature 
over time.  

Similarly, the indigenous people of Sinai, 
or Bedouins, have a long history of contact and 
interaction with their surrounding natural 
environment. To be able to survive the cruel 
conditions of Sinai’s desert, Bedouins have 
developed a wealth of traditional ecological 
knowledge and various social mechanisms and 
conservation practices to ensure the sustainable use 
and proper management of their natural resources. 
The existence of those conservation techniques 
challenges the assumption that Bedouins are 
incapable of securing or conserving their 
environment, “as many portrayed them as backward, 
uncivilized, and uneducated, which may lead to 
situating them at the very bottom of the list of likely 
partners for conservation and development efforts” 
(Hobbs 2006:785). The need to survive, among other 
reasons, forced Bedouins of Sinai to develop a set of 
customary laws and conservation practices to ensure 
the effective management of their natural 
environment and secure proper sharing of the scarce 
natural resources among them. These traditional 
common rules and practices have become an 
intrinsic part of their way of life, and are treated as a 
legal requirement. Unlike ordinary social habits and 
observances, the rules carry along with them local 
sanctions for their implementation.  
 The present article aims to discuss the 
major ethno-conservation norms employed by 
Bedouins of Sinai to preserve their natural 
environment. It empirically examines ethno-

conservation norms through critical inspection of (a) the 
basic features of Bedouins’ traditional ecological 
knowledge relevant to the natural characteristics of 
Sinai, and (b) the major tribal mechanisms manifested 
in customary laws and conservation practices employed 
by Bedouins of Sinai to ensure proper use of their scarce 
resources. Findings of the present article challenge the 
conjecture that Bedouins are predominantly nature 
destroyers, and emphasize that the traditional ecological 
knowledge they possess, if carefully documented and 
utilized, can help enhance major official conservation 
efforts carried out in Sinai. The article begins by 
focusing on the relationship between the natural 
characteristics of Sinai and the development of 
Bedouins’ traditional ecological knowledge. Then, it 
discusses the tribal mechanisms of ethno-conservation 
by revealing the major customary laws adopted by 
Bedouins of Sinai, which represent the main features of 
their conservation strategies. The article concludes with 
a critical reflection and discussion. Despite the fact that 
there are numerous customary laws practiced by 
Bedouins that cover almost every single aspect of their 
lives and help shape their worldview, the present article 
only focuses on those customary laws and practices 
related to environmental conservation and utilization of 
Sinai’s natural resources. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
The present research is a descriptive analytic study with 
an ethnographic orientation. It applies a comprehensive 
literature review of the few scattered articles written on 
the topic, and in-depth interviews with a non-random 
purposeful sample of ten male Bedouins from two tribes 
in Sinai (Muzeina near Sharm El-Sheikh and Gebaliya 
in Sainte Katherine) to assess accuracy of available data 
and gain knowledge of the various customary laws and 
practices related to nature conservation. An exploratory 
research was carried out using semi-structured 
interviews and observation to help formulate the 
hypotheses and reach a representative sample. Results 
of the exploratory research helped in developing an 
‘interview guide’ that covered the main themes of the 
research and assisted in the formulation of the interview 
questions. Data analysis was based on applying the 
descriptive-analysis methodology in which both ‘textual 
data analysis’ and ‘negative case analysis’ were 
employed to analyze both the quantitative and 
qualitative data reached. 
 

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 
Three basic limitations associated with the present 
research are: (1) The article only focuses on customary 
laws and practices related to natural conservation 
among Bedouins of Sinai; (2) The article does not 
include all aspects of the traditional ecological 
knowledge of the people of Sinai, but only highlights 
the major factors that affect the formation and 
acquisition of such knowledge; (3) Although the tribes 
of Sinai are distributed over the whole region, the nature 
of Bedouins’ life; “mobility” and shared history helped 

of stone to be placed next to it), and if the water 
resource is in another tribe’s land, he can use it, but 
cannot claim ownership of that  water resource” 
(Shoucair 357).   
 
Other scholars referred to how certain tribal 
conservation mechanisms, like Al-Hilf and Al-
Dakhl, were enforced by Bedouins of Sinai through 
customary laws to ensure temporal restriction of 
harvest, proper resource rotation, and conservation 
of green areas. In their Around the Sacred Mountain: 
the Sainte Katherine Protectorate in South Sinai 
(2005), John Grainger and Francis Gilbert explained 
that:  
“Bedouins in South Sinai practiced the tribal system 
of Al-Hilf (alliance or agreement) to control the 
seasonal use of pasture, or the personal action of 
Dakhl (essence), normally to protect trees. In Al-Hilf 
system, Gebaliya Bedouins agreed on an annual 
basis to prevent herds from entering certain high 
mountain pastures above 1800 meters between 
February and May. This was a deliberate way of 
protecting fodder plants  by allowing them to 
regenerate and flower before being besieged by 
livestock. With Dakhl, a system chiefly used by the 
Muzeina and normally still in effect, a man assumes 
responsibility for the protection of a group of trees in 
a particular area. Anyone who cuts green limbs or 
destroys a tree within the zone would be fined 
according to the tribal customary law (Urf)  and the 
cash or livestock fine turn over to the man who 
detected and reported the violation” (29). 
 
Although some of these tribal conservation practices 
are now losing foundation due to the state’s 
declaration of various protectorates 
(environmentally protected areas) in Sinai, the Hilf 
system was recently revived by the Gebaliya and a 
Hilf was declared on Gabal Safsafa to conserve the 
Sinai’s Baton Blue butterfly and its fodder plants, 
which are exposed to extinction due to the existence 
of feral donkeys that massively feed on them 
(Mallarach 29). Nomadic ethno-conservation 
systems, such as Al-Hilf  practiced by the Gebaliya 
Bedouins along with others, are analogous to one of 
the most widespread and long-standing traditional 
institutions in the Middle East for the conservation 
of rangeland resources – the Hima. This is a 
conservation agreement that goes back over 1400 
years and is rooted in Islamic law and tribal customs 
(Grainger and Llewellyn 1994). Bedouins have 
learned by experience that over-grazing would 
destroy certain plants they may depend on in the 
future, so they carry out various practices 
administered by el-Majlis el-Urfi (Urfi council 
composed of elder representatives of various tribes) 
to prevent the sharp decline of those plants by 
agreeing not to feed their herds on such plants over a 
certain period of time until they revive. A 
respondent explains the importance of el-Majlis el-

Urfi (Urf council) in solving disputes and in making 
decisions over certain issues related to the livelihood of 
Bedouins of Sinai: 
El-Majlis el-Urfi (Urf council), composed of elder 
people from the tribes of Sinai may determine at any 
time to stop pasture using a certain plant for ‘hawleen’ 
(two years) until it revives, to be used for pasture again. 
  
Invariable contact with nature over several years helped 
in creating harmony between Bedouins and their 
environment manifested in their capabilities to use the 
herbs and plants available in their surroundings to 
produce remedies for the health problems they 
commonly encounter. The people of Sinai have long 
been using herbal medicine in curing their illnesses, 
which is a form of homogenous and interdependent 
relationships with their surroundings. They recognize 
that these ethno-medical practices needed protection 
through A’raf, which resulted in their adoption of 
several practices to conserve herbs, plants and trees, as a 
respondent explains: 
Many trees and shrubs in Sinai are known to provide 
remedies for the diseases Bedouins and others suffer 
from. For example, there is a single tree in Sinai that 
cures more than seven illnesses. I believe that God 
created diseases and remedies, and that every disease 
must have an equivalent remedy (or an antidote) on 
earth. To protect trees, Bedouins usually shake trees 
rather than cut their branches to get fruits and leaves to 
feed themselves and their herds. By doing so, we make 
sure that trees would never be destroyed. 
 
Similarly, “Bedouin’s Urf banned the making of 
charcoal from trees or green plants due to their 
importance in desert life. So, Bedouins used to make 
charcoal from dead dry plants. If a person commits such 
as an act he would be fined on the basis of customary 
laws. And if a person cuts a tree or a green plant he 
would be labeled as a bad person” (El-Adl 299) by his 
tribe’s men. 
  
In short, Bedouins of Sinai were able to develop and 
maintain several tribal mechanisms protected by tribal 
laws to preserve nature and to ensure proper 
exploitation of its natural resources. These tribal laws 
and conservation practices were meant to achieve the 
sharing of scarce resources among all tribes, protection 
of certain extinct species, and protection of green areas 
in the desert. Despite recent exposure to various 
elements of modernity through settlement projects and 
general modernization processes, customary laws of 
Bedouins of Sinai still represent the main feature of 
their life-style, and represent their main tool to achieve 
proper utilization of their eco-systems. 
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in diffusing similar ideas and customs among them. 
In the ordinary course of things individuals and 
groups are likely to move around in a considerable 
area, and in addition, it is not uncommon for the 
allocation of territories between groups to change, 
whether as a result of peaceful migration or of war. 
Bedouins are therefore likely to “have significant 
legal traditions with a variety of individuals or 
groups outside their own territory, and this helps to 
prevent each group from developing a law that is 
radically different from the law of its neighbors” 
(Stewart 243). This point relates to a basic 
methodological problem connected with the 
generalization of findings in the present article. 
However, meeting with Bedouins from two different 
tribes in Sinai revealed that they share a common 
heritage and basic ecological knowledge that can be 
generalized. 
 

TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL 
KNOWLEDGE AND  

NATURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF 
SINAI 

 
Various attempts have been made to define 
‘traditional ecological knowledge’. Fikret Berkes 
(1999) in his Sacred Ecology: Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge and Management Systems, for example, 
defines it as the “cumulative body of knowledge, 
practices, and beliefs, evolving by adaptive 
processes and handed down through generations by 
cultural transmission about the relationships of 
living beings (including humans) with one another 
and their environment and the sustainable use of 
their resources” (Berkes 5). This definition 
recognizes that traditional ecological knowledge is 
an attribute of societies with historical continuity in 
resource use practice. It often accumulates 
incrementally, tested by trial-and-error and 
transmitted to future generations orally or by shared 
practical experiences (Ohmagari and Berkes 1997). 
Accordingly, the development of traditional 
ecological knowledge often depends on three inter-
related factors: (a) the natural characteristics of 
people’s surrounding environment; (b) the way they 
perceive their relationship with nature, or their 
worldview; and (c) people’s understanding of their 
ability to exploit natural resources, based on trial-
and-error, in ways that ensure their continuity and 
sustainability.  
When examining these three factors relative to the 
people of Sinai, one can find that the Sinai Peninsula 
has an area estimated at 64,500 km2 (Greenwood 
1997), which constitutes about six percent of the 
total area of Egypt. There are two major 
geographical features in Sinai, the desert and the 
coasts. These geographical features resulted in the 
emergence of two separate traditional professions: 
animal breeding and grazing in the desert and 

agriculture and fishing in coastal areas. Although 
several new professions exist in Sinai today (especially 
with the recent introduction of tourism to the area), 
those two traditional professions are still dominant, 
along with their associated skills and knowledge. Main 
reliance on the natural environment for living over a 
long period of time – mainly through foraging – has 
helped in developing an array of knowledge based on 
adaptive management techniques. The resulting forms 
of human adaptations among Bedouins affected their 
human settlements and social institutions, and in 
consequence, facilitated their use of their natural 
surroundings.  
On the other hand, living in al-badia (desert) is a basic 
characteristic of the people of Sinai, and the term 
badawi (Bedouin) is derived from the badia (or desert) 
to refer to people who live in desert areas. Halim 
Barakat (1993) in his Arab World: Society, Culture and 
State, sums up the impact of the invariable interaction 
between Bedouins and their desert environment when 
he stated that:  “Living in the badia enforced a particular 
form of human settlement resulted from a prolonged 
historical process of adaptation to the harsh  conditions 
of the desert environment. For instance, regular 
movement in search for water and pasture was 
imperative. Similarly, certain institutions and forms of 
organizations for purposes of defense and for the 
distribution of scarce resources made sense in the desert 
environment. Indeed, it was this peculiarly hard life in a 
harsh environment that necessitated a tribal social 
organization regulated by  norms of solidarity, equality 
and chivalry” (Barakat 49–50). 
 
Daily interaction and familiarity with their surrounding 
ecosystems enabled Bedouins to develop an extensive 
body of knowledge about the desert, coasts, locations, 
distance estimation, types and texture of sand, trees, 
animals, and locations of water resources. Most of them 
are adept in horticulture, and some of them have 
specialized in well-digging, in the grafting and pruning 
of deciduous fruit trees, and in the pollination of date 
palms. They even haul soil and water from one location 
to another (Marx 341). Pastoral nomads have, by virtue 
of long and precise observation, developed extensive 
inventories of names, uses, habitats, life-styles and 
interactions of local fauna and flora (Hobbs 2006: 788). 
Nature of their human mobility has generated a wealth 
of knowledge of the major environmental and 
geographical features of the region through adaptive 
management techniques based on trial-and-error, as 
Andrew Warren (1987) explains in his Geography and 
Conservation, referring to Bedouins of northern Sinai:  
“The culture of the north Sinai Bedouins is built around 
their herds. The  needs of the animals dictate the yearly 
cycle of movement. Families move widely but 
cautiously during the winter season of migration, 
avoiding spring and summer pastures and places of 
pests, but making for where the  rain has fallen and 
for salt-licks. This brings them into close contact with 
the environment. They understand where salt is most 

 
Conclusion 

 
Bedouins of Sinai have developed traditional 
ecological knowledge and ethno-conservation 
practices over several years of adaptive management 
of their natural resources. The customary laws and 
conservation practices they developed refer to their 
insightful knowledge of environmental conservation 
and protection of wildlife. The need to survive in an 
environment marked by scarce natural resources 
necessitated the emergence of various forms of 
social institutions and practices to regulate equal 
distribution of resources among them; and in 
consequence, developed a body of ecological 
knowledge to enable them to effectively deal with 
and maintain their natural eco-systems. In its 
Protected Areas in Egypt: towards the Future, the 
Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency (2006) 
stated that:  
“Relying on natural resources for their way of life, 
traditional communities in Egypt have developed 
extensive knowledge about their habitats, species 
and land forms found in their environment. 
Modernization and development are bringing 
changes, causing these communities to lose their 
traditional knowledge and practices, which leads 
inexorably to unsustainable use of natural resources 
and a vicious circle of resource abuse and further 
poverty” (54).  
 
Such a rationale is a valid foundation for the 
management and conservation of protected areas, 
especially with the growing tendency for 
environmental conservation in Egypt and 
particularly in Sinai, manifested in the declaration of 
various natural protectorates in the region. However, 
it also reveals a critical need for the actual 
involvement of local inhabitants, or Bedouins, in 
such a varied experience of nature conservation 
whether directly through their participation in the 
work of the protectorates or indirectly through 
incorporating their traditional ecological knowledge 
in various conservation efforts in the Egyptian 
society.  
 
Modern principles and tools should be developed for 
the evaluation and implementation of conservation 
projects to enable the maintenance and 
reinforcement of constructive attitudes towards 
nature and the modification of those which are less 
constructive. However, “the process of 
environmental planning must exhibit sensitivity to 
the needs and cultures of local populations. In order 
to achieve this, it is necessary to involve local 
people in the whole process of development 
planning. Traditional systems of resource 
exploitation, often include elements that contribute 
to environmentally sound and sustainable use of 
living resources” (McNeely and Pitt 5). Indigenous 

people can make major contributions to environmental 
conservation and management of protected areas. At the 
same time, they need to be made sure that the initiation 
of protected areas can offer them substantial benefits 
without compromising their sovereignty, cultural values 
and conservation endeavors. 
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likely to be found. They attempt to understand the 
weather. Of the 186 plant species known  to 
modern taxonomists who have visited the region, 
Bedouins distinguish 180, and have a use for each 
one” (Warren 334).   
 
On the other hand, Bedouins’ perception of their 
relationship with nature, or their worldview, is 
another factor that affects the development of their 
traditional ecological knowledge and conservation 
practices. Most of Bedouins base their perception of 
their relationship with the environment on their 
personal experiences, territoriality, and sense of 
belonging to certain geographical areas. Through 
interviews with Bedouins, I realized that they neither 
understand, nor use the term “Bea’a” (environment) 
in their daily conversations. Instead, they usually 
refer to their surrounding eco-systems on the basis 
of their natural characteristics commonly known 
among them, as a respondent explains: 
People do not know the term “Bea’a”. They always 
refer to their surroundings on the basis of their 
physical characteristics like al-bahr (sea), al-gabal 
(mountain), al-waha (oasis), etc. But, they do not 
understand the relationship between them (eco-
system balance and inter- dependency).   
 
Accordingly, people’s constant interaction with their 
natural surroundings affects their cognitive learning 
processes, and consequently, their identity 
formation, and acts as a powerful force in the 
development of their local identities. Despite their 
tribal affiliation, which is the main source of their 
classification, Bedouins also classify themselves on 
the basis of where they reside and the major 
characteristics of their natural surroundings, as a 
respondent explains: 
One can distinguish two main types of Bedouins in 
Sinai, ahl-bahr (people of the sea who live near the 
coasts) and ahl-wedian or ahl-elgabal (people of the 
valleys or mountains). Both groups perform different 
professions based on where they live and the nature 
of their surroundings. Although many Bedouins are 
settled today and some of them work in tourism in 
coastal cities, this classification of Bedouins on the 
basis of where they live is still evident.  
 
There is little doubt that traditional ecological 
knowledge is a central concern for the regulation 
and balance of exploitative pressures that permit an 
ecosystem to maintain stability and regenerative 
capacity. Consequently, it usually aims at 
maximizing benefit of natural surroundings without 
putting it at risk to ensure its continuity and 
sustainability. Eventually this process leads to the 
development of specific skills, which are transmitted 
from one generation to the next, as a respondent 
shows: 
The Bedouin got used to dealing with nature over 
several years of  coexistence with his natural 

surroundings. He has enough knowledge to  use it in 
ways that could benefit himself and others around him. 
Some Bedouins know where to dig for water in the 
desert, graze animals, while others know how to farm, 
hunt, and use herbs to treat diseases.    
 
The researcher realized that the traditional ecological 
knowledge of Bedouins is mainly tied to desert eco-
systems, which forced them to develop certain skills to 
be able to survive desert conditions. For example, living 
in a desert environment usually associates with the 
existence of poisonous reptiles, like scorpions, which 
necessitated the development of preventive measures to 
avoid their harmful effects. The researcher found out 
that there is a consensus among Bedouins that they were 
able to make an anti-dote against scorpions’ stings by 
hunting a living scorpion, placing it in a pot filled with 
oil for forty days, and then allowing newly born 
children to lick a certain amount of that oil to develop 
immunity against scorpion stings. Despite the fact that 
such a practice needs to be tested in a laboratory to 
examine its efficacy, the socio-cultural context related 
to this practice usually hinders testing other alternative 
methods, as a respondent explains: 
One of Bedouins refused to do that with his kid, who 
died immediately when he had a sting by a scorpion. As 
for children who had the anti-dote,  they never get 
affected by scorpions’ stings.   
 
On the other hand, transmission of traditional ecological 
knowledge among Bedouins usually takes place in a 
disorganized, unstructured and highly individualistic 
manner. This body of knowledge is transmitted to the 
next generation as an objective truth during 
socialization, and then it is internalized as subjective 
reality. This transmission yields and gives identity to a 
specific type of person, a fisherman, whose principal 
social universe is constituted by that body of 
knowledge. As a consequence, to be an active fisherman 
implies the existence of a social world defined and 
controlled by a discrete body of arcane knowledge about 
fishing. Conversely, the fact Bedouins have a long 
history of contact with each other does not mean that 
they identically or equally share traditional ecological 
knowledge among them. Acquisition of traditional 
ecological knowledge seems to be restricted by certain 
social and demographic factors characteristic of 
Bedouin communities like age, gender, social status, 
intellectual capability and nature of the Bedouin’s 
profession. Community elders are typically the primary 
holders of that knowledge, and obviously Bedouin men 
hold more ecological knowledge than women, as a 
Bedouin explains: 
Old People (El-Mashaeikh) know everything about 
Sinai more than us. Their knowledge is mainly tied to 
their age. Teaching other Bedouins is very limited and 
they usually tend to keep all the information for 
themselves and their children. To them, this knowledge 
means wealth as they heal people (practice traditional 
medicine) for money. They know the spots where water 
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