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/Article by Salma Karkutil: "The Al-Balikh Canal in the Euphrates Basin:
between the Spread of Cracks and the Practices of the Foreign Supervising
Firm"/

/Text/ The Canal's al-Balikh name is an odd one, and the circumstances and
things to which it has been subjected so far are more odd. The obstacles
and the reasons for the delay in the construction of the al-Balikh Canal, or
the lower bridge canal, which will provide irrigation water for the pilot
project land and the al-Balikh project, are not attributable to technical
causes related to the nature of the soil or difficulties with the construc
tion, buji rather to the circumstances which have accompanied it. We will
try to examine these closely through this report.

We have written about this canal previously, a number of times, and have ob
served it closely, from the time it was an idea on the verge of actually
coming into being after the inauguration of the Euphrates Dam

Then /we observed it/ when che idea turned into a pnject in the process of
being constructed.

Then the mishaps started. As soon as a beginning was made on the soil work,
work was suspended for reasons related to the diversion. We noted that at
the time. Then, under specific pressures exerted by the bank doing the
financing or the bodies which advanced it, the blessed Raku machine, which
was to pour the canal and construct it in the shortest time, arrived after
a delay of more than a year, under the supervision, however, of (Girsar), a
French consulting firm which performed studies on the lower Euphrates Valley
and the entrance to the main canal.

This is a summary of the condition of the canal and the crises to which it
has been subjected, which have delayed its construction for more than 3 yeara
The start of construction of the canal was delayed until the financing party
brought in its strange machine, the Raku, setting out conditions for providing
equipment which we faced with an appropriate solution. We accepted the
French supervisory firm, which was more concerned than we were over our own
interests and "the good name of the machine."
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When the General Land Reclamation Company was created, it was assigned the
tasks of completing the canal and starting work on speeding up the construc
tion of the canal, which was to irrigate 100,000 hectares. A new stage began.
Is the Dream Developing Cracks?

Today by which Imean the day Ireached the city at the dam, work on the
ItTlJS ^6n 8u8pended mce a8aln- <* the basis cf ambiguous statements
Tti li' J? appeated that the canal «•• ^ced with abig problem and that
a high-level committee had come to discuss conditions in it.

With a statement that had the impact of a thunderbolt, they said:

"The al-Balikh Canal has developed cracks."

Inow understand the hesitation which appeared in their eyes prior to the
discussion, and Iunderstand why they evade the subject. This was not out
of fear that the news would leak out, but rather out of compassion for a

w"!d TttaLr "*** 8Wlth time" t0 realiZC ^ ^ alm°8t ta"«'*» we

The canal was the pioneering experiment in eliminating the errors of the
pilot project, for it to develop cracks if that actually happened, would
ZtVa,TTl cat"tr°Pte. Therefore, they hesitated to talk, and imyself
hesitated to write about it. However, there are numerous sides to the mat-
kG JrS * anticiPate events, let me say that the first thing that could
have been done was to see what had happened, if it had actually happened.

Did the canal actually develop cracks? Has the dream turned into anight
mare? What do you suppose the reason was? Was it the lime, again? Was it
an error in construction? What is the problem that demanded that a com
mittee headed by the minister of irrigation come to the area?

In the Office of the Director of the Reclamation Company

My first stop was with Eng Muhammad Khalayili, the manager of the General
Reclamation Company, which is carrying out the project.

/Question? Is it true that the canal has developed cracks?

He said directly and without introduction, with an impetuosity that contained
a mixture of positiveness and denial at the same time:

cwalCir!eft8"deVelOPed Crack8' the Canal has flown awav» they sav that no
Idid not understand the significance of what he was saying at the outset I
thought that perhaps he wanted us not to talk about it. The collapse of the
canal meant disaster, it meant failure, it meant that if the collapse was due
to bad construction we were not capable of performing difficult work
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This in my view is not possible, that we should not be capable of performing
work of this kind, which seems trivial in the face of the construction of a
dam like the Euphrates Dam, especially since the company has engineers who
had previously worked on the construction of the Euphrates Dam and land recla
mation and have more than 25 years' experience today.

There was no room to make a further request for information,
hurried to tell me:

Eng Khalayili

"Go and look. However, I want to state a point. We are carrying out a great
new job, and it is possible that it could come up against problems before
the construction. That does not mean that we have failed or that we will

fail. The important thing is to achieve positive results to correct errors
and become familiar with new things. Reclamation is something new as far as
we are concerned; it has its particular characteristics in each area and its
problems all over the world. In Iran they have their problems, and the same
in the Soviet Union. However, this does not mean the suspension or failure
of reclamation; there are some cracks in the canal as a result of a mistake
in estimating spaces in the expansion joints, in our opinion; others have
other opinions. However, the important thing is that that happened before
water flowed into the canal; if a catastrophe had occurred, it would have
been after the water had floored in. In any event, you can visit the canal
and observe whatever you want."

Quiet in the Canal

I arrived at the project management site. The customary activity was not to
be found; normally, this place is a beehive of cars, workers, voices and
movement, but today everything was still.

In the wooden chamber, the "barracks," where the project management was, Eng
Faruq Abu Juday' was sitting at a table which normally hosted intensive meet
ings. The room was quiet, the table was devoid of its daily visitorp and
work had been suspended.

Would one suppose the cracks were the reason? Don't people work, if that is
the case? Numerous questions passed through my head before I learned that
the reason for the daily suspension was the expert with the French supervis
ing firm. That was the third day in which people were not working because
the French expert had found, on the first day, that the Raku machine was
suffering from buffeting and suggested that the work stop. The company ob
jected to that; the machine was not suffering from any breakdowns. A com
mittee was formed on the second day and it inspected the machine. There
were no breakdowns in it, and the committee conveyed that to the French
expert.

He looked over the machine and backed down from his decision, and on the
third day suggested that the pouring of concrete be resumed in the Raku
machine; thus, 850 workers would go back to work on the fourth day. The
notice to come back to work arrived late. Today, I did not believe what I
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was hearing. There was whispering that the supervisory firm was unfair in
Jne JSJ S? tWaid ^ W°rkerS in thC *•*"** Canal* but I did not Lag-tTr*lT ? WOUld mean that 8usPensions of the work would impose an
to tteTl. ° UT US* thC 8usPen8ion <* work of 850 laborer^ actionkei™H c^truction schedule and the French experts' wages
^tK s "?; £! ^ i°S! thC flr8t 8ubJect' was «" we follow up
Fr^n su^rvisory'firmt" 8° ^ £<> *" Pr°blem °f the COn^ 8nd the
Viewpoints

Eng Faruq Abu Juday' told me:

have completed 50 percent of the canal and it is not logical to stop?"
What is the cause of the cracks in the canal?

Eng Faruq said:

l^LCanaLfeVel°P!d CraCkS in tWO place8 and celling was observed in threespots. However, the cracks are minor and can be repaired. WeTale studied
the matter as a construction company and considered that he error lies Jn
the expansion joints. That can be attributed to a poor appraSl bv the 1
received an r 'TT COnditionS in ^ a"a- Se cons'̂ c"d wL "welit S Tl°Vtd by/hG Und Reclan»tion Organization, the employer aZ donot feel that there is any problem related to the technical s^iflcations
deaTl J00"!1"*10?. "P^ially since the supervising firm inspecteda Seat
co^ld IffeTt\teTl7il VX' StOPPin8 at CVe^ P°lnt which'" con^id'eredtS siauft5on ^ T ^ f ^ con8truc"on. In any event, we described
~L« f lu ° C,he COnmittee8 that had been formed to study the issue and
wno we^J pre^rin^l 2* ? tUrn t0°k the °plnion8 of *" '*J ^erts».»TS Pre8ent *• the area and a" working in reclamation. By now thevnust have^prepared their report, which will contain appropriate^^."
/Suestion/ What was the French firm's opinion?

{eZlTin unlrre!!!h ****" "" that the Cau8e was the rainwater which hadnh!™ ^ CBWent' creating the swelling and cracks. However thePhenomenon occurred only from the location at Kilometer Six on ouT and not
area™*" ^JS? °f th" °T\ ? ~CU"ed in "•"«! spot" Z'a stngLeITl f 8tated; no more than 2.5 millimeters of rain fell a auantitv
thisChkindalTOflt ^ WOrth menti°nin8 and C°uld not ca»8« -y'phe^a^f

a^earalSedto ^eZlTj^ dlSaPPearEd " *~ SP°tS - the —
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The French had prepared the design without considering the hot nature of the
region, where the sun's rays raise the temperature to more than 50 degrees
centigrade sometimes. The cement in the canal is on a smooth surface and not
directly on the soil.

At the locations of the cracks and the swelling, the technical details are
numerous; in order not to become lost in complex technical matters, let us
go look at them.

After a rew minutes in the car alongside the canal, which has started to re
semble a long, dry, smooth, clean river of cement, the car stopped, and Eng
Faruq pointed out:

"Here, at this location, there is a fracture. We have removed the tiling to
make sure of the integrity of the sheets, and we did not find that they had
sustained any damage."

We went on„then stopped again. One of the people at the bottom of the course
of the canal was busy taking measurements at a spot from which cement had
been removed.

At this spot, there was a swelling. A Soviet expert from Maskanah was study
ing the fracture before giving an answer. We consulted with them for further
confirmation.

We visited the three areas of swelling and the sites of the fractures. The
fractures were not as I had imagined or as I had sometimes seen in the pilot
project. Some of the cracks were in tiles which had been attached to
other tiles.

Lest I express an opinion which requires a specialist, which I am not, let
me go beyond the description and state that we returned to the canal project
management site to talk about other problems the canal was suffering from,
first the shortage the industrial activity sector is suffering from and its
shutdown because of the unavailability of primary materials. With that mat
ter, things became aggravated, as is said. Work remained suspended on the
canal because the sheets and manufactured bricks were not available for a
total of 100 days of work, that is, the equivalent of 50 percent of this
year's schedule.

The Firm Is Delaying the Project

Before talking about the supervising firm, whose conditions and obstruction
of the work was discussed at length in the meetings the special committee
held under the chairmanship of the minister of irrigation, which was not
without differences in views at times as I learned, these were presented
with some harshness, which could be attributed to the feeling of many em
ployees who were distinguished for their nationalism, activity and competence
in work, of scorn and sometimes contempt for the position of the French ex
perts and their delay of the project:
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With the Director of the Land Reclamation Organization

The Important thing is that I state that it was necessary to see the employ
er; the employer was the Land Reclamation Organization, the owner of 3
project, while the Land Reclamation Company was only the one^rrytog £ out.
a™J*!* al_Atra8h» director general of the Land Reclamation Organization
spoke to me at length about the reclamation problems, citing as evidencf'
rJndPfe°asiri«tb" I"-! '"J6" ** tmead 3nd the governments attl^Ttofind feasible approaches to reclamation problems by holding the work confer
ence on reclamation problems. He stated that the most important cScluTS
the conference had reached was to appeal for reliance onlZll ex^«tise
because it was better able to recommend solutions and deal with SeS'
He considered that the foreign bodies that have operated or are Seratin^
are roughly equal in their treatment in the studyof irrigation pJolects
since they rely on the experience of people who have studied in Selr own
saXs'tori *Tf ""V?*!?"1' Publications and books which c^ out ™garding Irrigation and land reclamation.

After that, he then went on to say:

tUes'oT^/l ^ haVC devel°Ped at the trance to the main canal in some
liX.M in^8 f" !!0t UnU8Ual comPared with similar cracks in otherirrigation projects in the area or elsewhere, because concrete is a comnlmH
tniCformPP?rHS .tte I"41,!- lS eXP°8ed t0 V«iou8 eW w tLHn
£ ££ J C?ld' Thl" aU re8ultS in it8 *** ^ected and in™eS 8T6 f ac"OT8- We in the organization and In the company have
£Z It™L 8tUdy f aU the Phenomena with the consulting firm^and wT
£ exe^M^,-80111^0118 ^u^6 *ddad SOme Precautionary measures £
f^ Cu ^ °5 the Work and the work it8elf ta «der to avoid the cracksand the disruption they cause as much as possible.

An Intermediate Solution

When I met Eng Tana al-Atrash, solutions had been found to the crisis thecanal was suffering from, it appeared, although they see^d to £ comprise
solutions based on the principle "things are going along." The cristo to
reality was not totally the development of crlckTta thf canal! ratter this
TairlaTfiZ °LT Crl8iS- J* "al Cri8i8 Wa8 in the Practices oltteSS^J !lrmKwhich was ^Pervising the project and had come to pose an
£J ? IV? pr°8res8 and orderliness of the work, with the reasons it
Sroiect Tnis°Is8a8°LP^ "" l?"*!,"* deU^ tie construction^ tneproject. This is aside from the problem of the supply of requirements for
constructing the canal; once the needed materials were supplied Jte Frf^h
fSTperi^ofli: 4°'000 Syrlan POUndS a—• — S » tZTS*£L\f fjf l< y* °V Pretext who8e nudity ^ ^ Zublimb*.

wS,i w„ "J" " la8t °f the pract*ce8 which they talked to us about,whose likes many of us are familiar with to other projects, since biased *
bodies are constantly trying to delay the construction of the projects
through so-called supervising firms in order to be entitled to payment
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before the project enters the stage of operation, as a means for exertine
pressure. In addition, these consulting firms may not bring in people with
real expertise but rather people who are getting practice in our^jects,
on which we build the hopes of generations to come.

£«iS SHI ^rVr°°f f uthat than the «**»•«. the expert, who wasbrought after the days had been scheduled and arrangements had been made to
benefit from his peerless expertise while Iwas present to Madinat al-Thawrah.
Here is an expert who is no more than 25 years old and who in the best of
cases has graduated no more than 3 years ago.

tLt^nM!ltir:,an0t!ier,eXpert' ta the conmittee meetings held to solvethe problems of the relationship between the Reclamation Company and
£^«Si ^Per"ittIn8..hi,,",'1£ t0 direCt cont^t at engineers who worked
ZL1ZZS? 2 the dam and **** spent Precious years of their lives onreclamation and construction sites, attached to this work or.ly by their de-

2SLSicSISS: and con8idered amon8 the i"tof the country'8 expert
The discussion is lengthy, but the canal, today, is in aquandary. Perhaps
it has emerged from it to some extent now that an intermediary committee
^1 £?" T* WhiCh ?lJ * ln Charge °f transmitting observations betweenthe (Girsar) expert and the Reclamation Company. I believe that this con-
2 a^LreS° ?ti<3n WaS reached «»ly a8 a result of a conviction on the part
of all bodies that the supervising firm had committed excesses. Does this
however, mean that the problem has been solved for good? Would you consider
that that will not mean obstruction of the work and the schedule? We do not
know. However Ipersonally believe it will; how much time does one suppose
this expert, who gets more than 10,000 per day, will take to Inform the com
mittee assigned to study his views? How much time will this committee need
to study the validity or invalidity of his observations? How much time will
pass to order for these observations to reach the company doing the con
struction?

On another hand, who is more concerned over the canal, and who is more
closely linked to the land and knowledgeable about it?

Perhaps experience will be of benefit to us, finally, and we will not suc
cumb once again to the clutches of the supervising firms or the conditions
of biased persons. We are the most concerned for our nation and are the
best able to carry out our work. Even if we sometimes make mistakes, that
is important; otherwise, experiments have no value and history has no value.

Let us move on, leaving the area of sandstorms and intense heat, leavtoe
them to work in spite of the problems they are sometimes suffering from-
they will be working as long as there is a chance to work.

They want nothing more than that.

''Let us work; we want nothing more than to work, without delays and without
the invention of unfounded problems."
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This is what they say ard what Eng Muhar.oad Kh. . v li has asserted *n «-*«course of conversation. The issue is not aprobleu of^cte S Ipecifica-
tions. The problem which is subjecting the canal to confusion is a national
Tf metti^r6; ,Therefore> iC calls ^r more than interest ind the holdW
^et-whichVni ZZ r £S£Z r o^^i^anu^^
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