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This activity guide provides an opportunity to explore Al Aflaj, an
irrigation system based on traditional practices, and skills that
the people of the United Arab Emirates have used for hundreds
of generations. Al Aflaj is an important historic innovation that
offers a glimpse into the cultural history of the United Arab
Emirates, and tells a story of its people's resilience.

After its inclusion on the UNESCO Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2020, the importance
of Al Aflaj was highlighted, and demonstrated the ability of
the people of the United Arab Emirates to adapt to their often
challenging natural environment. The innovation of the Aflaj
system contributed to sustainable farming and enriching the
culture and heritage of the oasis communities.

With this guide, you can learn about the concept of Aflaj,
its history, importance and how this ancient system works.
In addition to the construction, maintenance and management of
Aflaj, you will also learn about Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan's
interest in it, and its connection to folk literature. We invite you
to discuss, write and draw in this guide.
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Al Aflaj

The singular of Aflaj is Falaj, and it is a network of channels dug
underground, through which groundwater flows. The channels
start underground at the foot of mountainous areas that are fed
by floods, and rain water during the winter season.

The innovation of the Aflaj system in the oases of Al Ain and other
regions of the country has demonstrated the ability of the people
of the United Arab Emirates to continue their journey of survival
and their ingenuity in devising and engineering an irrigation system
to meet the challenges of water shortages in a vast desert area.

The main role of Al Aflaj today is promoting ecotourism
and heritage programmes. With the inclusion of Al Ain
cultural sites on the UNESCO Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage in 20om, the role Al Aflaj play
in sustainable agricultural practices in Al Ain also became
more evident.
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Did You Know?

Al Falaj is an Arabic word meaning “small stream” or “spring.” In
the local Emirati dialect, the Falaj is called "al-falay" and the plural
is "fela-yeh".
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= Study the picture and imagine you have just walked into this oasis of palm

trees. What are the sounds, sights and scents you are experiencing?




History of Aflaj

Archaeological finds indicate that the Aflaj system is an ancient
system invented by the people of the Arabian Peninsula, and
particularly in the region of the United Arab Emirates and Oman.
It is located along the western slopes of the Hajar Mountains,
which are the main source of water in both countries.

The earliest evidence of Aflaj in the UAE region dates back to 3000
BC, to the Iron Age civilisation, which also saw the beginnings of
an organised economic and social system.

The Aflaj system is thought to be a driver behind the development
of permanent human settlements in Hili, Al Ain. This is indicated
by the archaeological discoveries at Hili 15 site, where an advanced
water system was found, making it the oldest known Aflaj system
in the region.

The Historical Legend of Daoudi

According to some of the legends communicated by the
inhabitants of Al Ain, it is said that the Prophet Solomon, traversed
through this region and took up lodging among its people. The
people complained of the lack of water, and so the Prophet
ordered supernatural beings to search for water underground
and extract it. The Falaj they dug was called Al Daoudi, and this
legendary tale reflects the community's belief of how old the Al
Aflaj system is, particularly in Al Ain.
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There are many Emirati folktales and stories about legendary

characters. Ask a family member about some of the folktales
they remember and list them below.




A Complete Ecosystem

The Al Ain oases constitute an integrated eco-system, where the
palm provides shade, protects the soil and trees planted under
it, and reduces water evaporation. The Aflaj running through the
oases cool the temperature, and with the palm trees, provide an
ideal setting for farming.

The shade afforded by the palms provides a microclimate for a
three-tiered farming system, where the palm trees cover the
entire agricultural area from above and fruit trees grow under
it on the second level, then grains and grass grown on the third
level near the ground.
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Building the Aflaj

The city of Al Ain used to have nearly 300 Aflaj, most of
which have now collapsed. Only a few of them remain today,
namely: Al Aini, Al Hili, Al Qattara, Al Dawoodi, Al Jahili, Al Jimi,
Al Mutaredh, Al Muwaiji and the Mazyad Falaj.

The process of digging and building the Aflaj was carried
out in stages, beginning with the main Falaj called "Umm Al
Falaj” which is where water collects underground near the
mountain base. It is followed by several wells that are dug at
different depths called "Thigab" and follows in the direction
of the oasis.

The wells are then connected to each other horizontally
underground forming a small river that runs for several
kilometers, which is called the main channel.

The main channel ends at an open basin called "Al Sharia”, in
the oasis. The Al Sharia basin feeds a network of small above
surface channels called "Awamed", which are connected to
the channels in the palm plantations.

Water distribution to the plantations follows a schedule or
allotted time period during which the Awamed are opened
and closed.
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Aflaj Maintenance

The people of Al Ain traditionally had an organised
system among the community to maintain and sustain
the Aflaj, and to ensure the continuity of water flow
to the oases and palm plantations. If the Aflaj were to
“fall", or get filled or blocked with sand, the community
would work together to clear the Falaj. Among the tools
commonly used was a metal axe called "Sheyol", and a
palm frond basket called "Jeffeir". These were used to
remove any blockages in the Falaj and clear away the
sand or debris.

"Areef al Falaj" or Master of the Falaj was tasked with
maintaining and managing Al Falaj. The community
often brought dates and gahwa (arabic coffee) for the
workers clearing the Falaj, a task that would sometimes
take several nights. The workers would often spend the
night at the site where they were working, as the task
was a continuous and urgent effort to ensure the flow
of water back to the oases.

One of the most dangerous tasks of cleaning the Aflaj was
called "Khoadh", which involved walking underground
in the main channel to the source of Al Falaj, to check the
course of that channel, making sure it was free of debris,
and ensure the water is flowing freely.
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Did You Know?

The distribution of the Falaj water to the palm
plantations was carried out according to a system
based on light and shadow. The Master of the Falaj
would stand in the sun and mark a line from where he
stands to the end of his shadow. This length is then
divided, and each slot of shade or time is dedicated to
a plantation. So a plantation might have two feet of
shade, or running water, before the water is directed to
another plantation.
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Sheikh Zayed and the Aflaj

Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan recognised the
importance of maintaining the Aflaj water supply for
agriculture purposes. From his early days in Al Ain
region as the Ruler's Representative, he ordered the
renovation of the existing Aflaj and the digging of new
ones. In 1948, he ordered the digging of Falaj Al Sarooj,
an initiative that took 18 years to complete, at a depth
of 20 meters and length of more than 15 kilometers.

Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan also reformed the
water distribution system, and granted equal access to
all citizens. This included making the Al Nahyan's Falaj
water freely available for the community. This free
resource encouraged the expansion of the agricultural
land in Al Ain region, which in turn resulted in the
increase of crops, vegetables and fruit cultivation.
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Aflaj in Emirati Folk Literature

The Aflaj left an impression on Emirati folk literature, in
proverbs, poems, folk tales, myths, oral heritage, Emirati
dialect and its vocabulary, and places and their names.

Following is a translated poem by a poet from Al Ain, who
wrote it during one of the years when the waters of the Al
Ain and Daoudi became scarce.

He said:

Both Al Aini and Al Daoudi are suffering from
drought and they blame the care takers for
their plight.

Popular Proverbs Related to Aflaj:

"The news is with the merweyat" The merweyat are the
women and girls who come to the sharia (water basin)
from different parts of Al Ain, to fill their pots with water,
and exchange news. Back at home, the water vessels are
replenished and the latest news in the community is shared
with the rest of the family.

"Flourished upon the Awamed" The awamed is
where water from the sharia flows into the farms,
and plants near the awamed are watered well. This
proverb is used to describe someone who is spoiled
or pampered.
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Search the Internet for proverbs, sayings, tales and legends
about water resources in other cultures, then write them down below.




Aflaj in UNESCO

The United Arab Emirates successfully listed the Aflaj
in the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible
Heritage of Humanity in 2020. This inclusion contributes
to the transfer of knowledge, skills and values associated
with Al Aflaj from one generation to the next. It also
promotes the practices and measures aimed at preserving
and sustaining them, as well as enriches the cultural and
creative scene contributing to increased economic, social
and environmental development in the country.

The inclusion enhances respect, understanding and peace
among peoples, highlights components of the national
and cultural identity of the people of the Emirates, and
deepens the feeling of pride in national heritage as part of
the heritage of all humanity.

The UAE has also inscribed the cultural sites of Al Ain on the
UNESCO World Heritage List in 2011.
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Did You Know? Tl J
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Write down the name of the intangible heritage practice
below for each of the following illustrations.
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