
December 1, 1951 THE ECONOMIC WEEKLY 

Economic Development of the Sudan 
K. Murti 

J O S E P H C H A M B E R L A I N ' S 
policy of constructive imperial-

ism ' of the nineteenth century was 
designed for die deliberate econo
mic upl i f t of the colonies by the 
investment of British capital. The 
Anglo-Egyptian Sudan provides 
perhaps the best example of a 
colony where a systematic economic 
development has taken place by 
means of a large capital expendi
ture on irr igation and on communi
cations incurred largely by the 
Government. 

The Sudan depends, almost as 
much as Egypt, upon the Nile for 
her commercial crops. Nature is 
not bountiful towards the country, 
which has an area of about a m i l 
l ion square miles, and is as large as 
France and Germany put together. 
M u c h of the country is arid and 
three-fourths of it unsuitable for 
cultivation- Agricul ture , which is 
the mainstay of the people, is con
fined to the naturally flooded or 
artificially watered lands bordering 
on the Ni le . I r r igat ion facilities are 
not available for a large part of the 
country. It is, therefore, natural 
that where private initiative and 
enterprise are lacking, the Stale 
should take the init iative in develop
ing irr igation and encouraging 
cult ivation. 

The fertile cotton belt of Gezira. 
situated between the Blue Nile and 
the White Nile, was before 1926 
l i t t le better than a desert, being at 
the mercy of a brief and irregular 
rainfall . When the British cotton 
interests faced threats of shortage of 
raw cotton for their textile mills. 
they formed, in 1902, the British 
Cotton Growing Association w i t h 
the object of stimulating cotton sup
plies. Dur ing the first wor ld war. 
and in the early years of peace, the 
shortage of cotton led G n a t Britain 
to adopt a. plan for safeguarding 
empire cotton interests, and for 
growing increased cotton in the 
colonies wi th fertile cotton growing 
belts. Great Britain found in the 
Ni le Valley of the Sudan potential 
areas for bumper cotton crops, and 
began to invest large amounts of 
capital for this purpose. 

The Gezira cotton growing 
scheme was the first major project 
undertaken by the State. I r r iga
t ion facilities are available to the 
Gezira area through a dam con
structed at Sennar on the Blue 
Nile , The scheme has, f rom the 

outset, proved a splendid success. 
It is " the largest experiment in 
peasant production w i t h Govern
ment part icipation and assistance," 
wi th the erstwhile Sudan Planta
tion Syndicate acting as agricul
tural manager in return for a share 
in the cotton crop. It created a 
cordial atmosphere among the 
triple participants of the co-opera
tive enterprise—the State, the 
manager and the tenants. The 
State built railways. dams, major 
canals and roads. The Sudan 
Plantation Syndicate undertook 
necessary experimental work, and 
was responsible for ploughing, seed 
distribution, minor canalisation, gin
ning and marketing. A n d the 
" n a t i v e " tenants do the actual 
cult ivation. Of the gross profits, 
the State took 35 per cent, the 
Syndicate 25 per cent and the 
tenants 40 per cent. On the expiry 
of the Syndicate's concession in 
June. 1950. the Gezira scheme has 
been nationalised and a Gezira 
Board, which has taken over the 
assets and functions of the Syndi
cate, has been set up. 

The Tokar and Gash schemes, 
directing the growing of cotton m 
the Tokar and Gash deltas. are 
other notable projects. Consequent 
on the extension of irr igation, cotton 
production in the Sudan has in
creased manilfold in recent times. 
The Gezira area comprises a mi l l ion 
acres, about a fifth of the area be
ing annually under cotton. In 1918 
approximate area under cotton in 
the Sudan was 58,000 acres. In 
the season 1926-27, soon after the 
opening of the Sennar D a m and the 
launching of the Gezira scheme, 
area under cotton shot up four-fold 
to 227,000 acres. In the 1950-51 
season, preliminary estimates place 
the acreage at 538,000 and produc
tion at 430,000 bales. The follow
ing table, showing acreage and pro
duction in terms of seed cotton in 
recent years, is i l lustrative: 

Before the Gezira scheme, was 
introduced, the Sudan's contribu
tion to the wor ld cotton supply was 
comparatively l i t t le, amounting to 
11,000 tons in 1920 and to 27,000 
tons in 1924. In the year 1927 
her exports amounted to 87,000 
tons. In 1950, they were 164,000 
tons. At present, the Sudan con
tributes about 2 per cent to wor ld 
cotton production. Being of the 
same long-staple variety as is grown 
in Egypt, it is in great demand in 
international markets. 

The irr igation schemes also faci
litated the cult ivation of subsidiary 
crops on the irrigated land. In the 
Gezira area the tenants, under a 
system of rotation, grow food and 
fodder crops for their personal use, 
besides cotton. The cult ivat ion of 
various forms of millets called dura 
and duklin is being extended. 
Wheat, barley, groundnuts, sesame 
and dates are the other principal 
agricultural products. The Sudan 
is. under normal conditions, almost 
self-sufficient in basic foodstuffs 
except sugar, tea and coffee, A 
product of great commercial sig
nificance to the country, next to cot
ton, is gum arabic. an exudation 
from the bark of Hashab tree. The 
Sudan is the main source for this 
product, seven-eighths of the world 
output being concentrated here, and 
it is estimated that 12,500 tons of 
gum arabic are tapped here annu
ally. 

The expansion of cotton produc
tion for export depend on the solu
tion of the fundamental problem of 
the provision of transport facilities. 
To enable the country to develop 
rapidly, a railway has been con
strue led and equipped by the State. 
The Sudanese Rai lway has achieved 
successful results for many years 
due not only to the large export 
and impor t trade, but also to con
siderable local traffic. The railway 
connects Khanourn wi th Wadi 
Haifa in the nor th and El Obeid 
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in the south-west There is a line 
to Port-Sudan, and another one 
serves the important agricultural 
areas of Kassala and Gedaref. There 
arc also steamship services control
led by the Government plying 
northwards f rom W a d i Hai fa to 
the Egyptian river-port of Shellal, 
and southwards on the White Ni le 
from Kos t i to Juba, the city in the 
most southerly province. 

Extension of railways has made 
very slow progress. In 1934 the 
total length of railways open to the 
public was 1,989 miles, while by 
1950 it was only 2,056 miles. The 
five-year plan for post-war develop
ment of the Sudan Government has 
provided a sum of £ E . 2.5 m i l l i o n 
for renewals, repairs and develop
ment of railways. 

British capital has played a domi
nant role in the economic develop
ment of the Sudan. British invest
ments up to 1936 was estimated at 
£E 43.4 mi l l i on . It constituted 3.6 
per cent of the total foreign capital 
invested in Africa. T h e capital 
flowed from both Bri ta in and Egypt 
for the advancement of the country. 
The British Government sanctioned 
an amount of £ 1 3 mi l l ion for the 
construction of the Sennar D a m , 
and quite recently another grant of 
£2 mi l l i on was made in connection 
w i th the Sudanese five-year post-war 
development plan. The Sudan bor
rowed, f rom time to time, from 
Egypt loans amounting to £E 5.3 
m i l l i o n to finance her development 
projects. The public debt of the 
country at the end of 1949 stood 
at £E12.3 mi l l ion , including the ad
vances from Egypt. 

The economic development of the 
country and the expansion of 
foreign trade have been going hand 
in hand since 1899 when the 
Condominium was established over 
the Sudan. In the pre-war years 
1938 and 1939, on an average, the 
value of the Sudanese exports was 
£E 5.8 mi l l ion and her imports 
came up to £ E 6 . 1 mi l l ion , leaving 
an unfavourable trade balance of 
£ E 0 . 3 mi l l i on . Dur ing the war 
period, though the country's i m 
ports and exports expanded in terms 
of value, there were many reduc
tions in imports of consumption 
goods in general demand. On the 
basis of 1938-39, the volume of i m 
ports was reduced by 26 per cent in 
1942 and 45 per cent in 1943. The 
Sudan was deprived of some of her 
t radi t ional sources of supply of 
pr imary imports and of certain mar
kets for her exports. Exporta t ion 
waif taken over by a State t rad ing 
organisation, the Un i t ed K i n g d o m 

Commercial Corporation, and i m 
ports were regulated by licence 
against quotas arranged by the 
Middle East Supply Centre, and 
later by the British Supply Mission 
(Middle East). Since the cessa 
t ion of hostilities, the h igh prices 
ru l ing for agricultural products, par
ticularly cotton, resulted in a state-
of unprecedented buoyancy in the 
Sudanese export trade. The ad
verse trade balance, which was a 
normal feature of the country's 
foreign trade in pre-war and war 
years, turned favourable in the post
war period. In 1950 imports were 
valued at £E 26.8 mi l l i on and ex
ports at £ E 3 3 . 2 mi l l ion , the 
favourable balance being £ E 6 , 5 
mi l l ion . In the first half of 1951 
while the value of imports was 
£E 16.2 mi l l ion , that of exports 
was £E 28.6, yielding a surplus of 
£E12 .4 mi l l ion . 

The economic structure of the 
Sudan is highly dependent on the 
export trade in raw cotton. In the 
pre-war period 1938 and 1939, ex
ports of raw cotton amounted, on 
an average, to £E3.4 mi l l ion or 
about 63 per cent of total exports. 
Dur ing the war years, the loss of 
certain foreign markets and lack of 
shipping space did not affect exports 
of Sudanese cotton. In 1943 the 
British Minis t ry of Supply agreed to 
make a bulk purchase of the entire 
cotton crop of the Sudan for the 
durat ion of hostilities and the 
1945-46 crop was the last one pur
chased under this arrangement. In 
1950 and in the first half of 1951, 
exports of ginned cotton were valued 
at £E 23.0 mi l l ion and £E 20.9 
mi l l ion respectively. In this period, 
the relative share of ginned cotton 
and cotton seed was together nearly 
80 per cent of total exports. The 
second next pr incipal export f rom 
the Sudan is gum arabic. In 1950, 
£E 2.7 mi l l ion worth of gum arabic 
was exported, and in the first half 
of 1951 it amounted to £E 1.8 m i l 
l ion. Camels, hides and skins, 
pulses, melon-seed and groundnuts 
were the other important exports. 

As regards imports, there has 
always been a heavy demand for all 
types of manufactured goods. Of 
the total value of imports of £E 27 
mi l l ion in 1950, cotton textiles form
ed 15 per cent, the share advancing 
to 25 per cent in the first half of 
1951. Sugar, coffee, tea, petroleum 
products, tobacco and its manu
factures, footwear and metal 
manufactures were the other i m 
portant imports. 

T h e Uni t ed K i n g d o m was the 
main source for the Sudanese i m 

ports, supplying 41.4 per cent of 
the Sudan's total imports in 1950 
as compared w i t h 27.7 per cent in 
1939. India , which was the next 
best source, also substantially i n 
creased her supplies f rom 4.4 per 
cent in 1939 to 15 per cent in 1950. 
There was a heavy fall in the arr i 
vals f rom Egypt whose share drop
ped from 28.3 per cent to 94 per 
cent in the same period. Some 
other sources for the Sudanese i m 
ports were I ran , I ta ly , the U S A 
and Australia. 

The Uni ted K i n g d o m has always 
been the Sudan's chief customer, 
her off-take increasing f rom 47.5 
per cent in the pre-war year to 55.8 
per cent in 1950 and to 67.5 per 
cent in the first half of 1951. 
France, Germany and the USA 
increased their off-takes. 

In India's sea-borne trade, the 
Sudan has figured more prominently 
as a supplier of raw cotton than an 
importer of such Indian merchan
dise as cotton piecegoods, jute 
goods and tea. The Sudan's share 
in India's trade, as measured both 
by value and percentage, has re
corded substantial increases over 
1938-39" Another feature in the 
Indo-Sudanese trade is that the 
trade balance has been generally 
unfavourable to Ind ia in the pre
war and post-war years. The trade 
which had a deficit of Rs 84 lakhs 
in 1938-39 yielded a surplus of 
Rs 2,59 lakhs in 1944-45 and 
Rs 3,26 lakhs in the following year. 
T h e favourable balance in the war 
years was due to a substantial fall 
in the. import of raw cotton from 
the Sudan as a result of the British 
Government's policy of buying the 
entire Sudanese cotton crop t i l l 
1945-46. From 1947-48 increasing 
quantities of cotton began to arrive 
in India . 

Raw cotton alone accounted for 
almost the entire imports from the 
Sudan, the balance being made up 
by gum arabic. From Rs 1,18 lakhs 
in 1938-39, raw cotton imports 
went up to Rs 3,61 lakhs in 1941-42. 
At the outbreak of hostilities, ex
ports began to dwindle and touched 
the lowest level of Rs 6 lakhs in 
1946-47. The import trade re
covered in 1947-48 and in the post-
part i t ion period, India's demand for 
raw cotton greatly increased. In 
1950-51 imports reached the level 
of Rs 7 crores, and the peak figure 
of Rs 8.5 crores of imports was re
corded in April-August 1951. 

While the import trade is con
centrated on raw cotton, the ex
port trade is more diversified 
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