
E G Y P T

Darfur

Site of ancient
mega-lake

M e d i t e r r a n e a n
S e a

Red

Sea

L I B Y A

S U D A N

ETHIOPIA

C H A D

Darfur lake is a ‘mirage’

California campuses resist industry restrictions
Campuses at the University of 
California are fighting a move to 
restrict their interactions with 
industry representatives.

Last year, officials at the 
University of California proposed 
a set of draft guidelines to govern 
how industry representatives can 
influence students and employees 
of the university’s health sciences 
facilities and campuses, including 
medical and pharmacy schools. 
The measures would ban free gifts 

and samples for clinicians, catered 
lunches for medical students and 
so-called unrestricted research 
grants from industry.

But on 12 July, the campuses 
roundly rejected the proposed 
guidelines, calling them 
“unacceptably vague, overbroad, 
and impinging on academic 
freedom”. Speaking on behalf of 
the campuses, the system-wide 
academic council recommended 
that the university’s president ditch 

the guidelines altogether.
“The Academic Council… 

respectfully requests that the 
[University of California Office of 
the President’s] Office of Clinical 
Services withdraw this proposal at 
this time,” wrote academic council 
chair John Oakley, a law professor 
at the University of California, 
Davis, in a letter to the University of 
California president’s office.

The president’s office will 
review the recommendations and 

decide how to proceed, said office 
spokesperson Jennifer Ward.

The move bucks a recent trend of 
medical schools clamping down on 
the close relationships that industry 
cultivates with faculty and students. 
Medical schools across the nation, 
from Yale University in New Haven, 
Connecticut, to Stanford University 
in Palo Alto, California, have passed 
rules restricting gifts, free lunches 
and money that often flows freely  
from pharmaceutical companies, 

“Water find may end Darfur war,” proclaimed 
headlines last week, describing a claim by 
researchers at Boston University in Massachu-
setts to have identified the site of an ancient 
lake in northern Darfur that could imply 
extensive groundwater reserves. But geolo-
gists speaking to Nature dismissed the hype, 
pointing out that the lake dried up thousands 
of years ago and that it will not necessarily be 
surrounded by aquifers holding ancient water. 
Furthermore, they say that the lake was identi-
fied in the 1800s, and that its size and shape 
were detailed over a decade ago. 

The press release from Boston University 
— entitled ‘Mapping of ancient mega-lake by 
Boston University scientists catalyst for global 
humanitarian outreach’ — announced a ‘1,000 
Wells for Darfur’ initiative to drill around the 
lake “to create new groundwater resources to 
help establish peace and economic security in 
the region.”

The initiative was launched by the gov-
ernment of Sudan after a meeting between 
President Omar al-Bashir and geologist 
Farouk El-Baz, director of the Boston Univer-
sity Center for Remote Sensing. El-Baz had 
announced the discovery of the 30,750 square 
kilometre lake — which would have contained 
around 2,500 cubic kilometres of water — in 
April, after scouring Landsat satellite images 
and sand-penetrating radar data from the 
Shuttle Radar Topography Mission.

The media’s portrayal of a lake that actually 
contains water now stems from the way the Bos-
ton group presented its claims, says Mohamed 
Abubuker, an official at the Ministry of Irriga-
tion and Water Resources in Khartoum. “The 
general public in Sudan, and even some very 

high-ranking officials, came to believe that what 
has been discovered is literally a lake — perhaps 
even with fish in it,” he says. “The way El-Baz 
presented his efforts helped consolidate this mis-
conception. It was like a political rally for a presi-
dency run-up rather than a scientific portrayal 
of facts.”

El-Baz contests this alle-
gation. “It is incomprehen-
sible for anyone to think it 
is a physical lake,” he says, 
adding that he consistently 
made it clear that his argu-
ment was that the lake’s 
water would have seeped 
through the sandstone substrate to accumulate 
as groundwater, and that drilling the sandstone 
under and around the ancient lake could yield 
fresh water.

The Sahara region is known to have been 
rainy in past millennia, and this ancient water 

exists as groundwater in the so-called Nubian 
sandstone aquifer that stretches across Chad, 
Libya, Egypt and Sudan. The International 
Atomic Energy Agency, based in Geneva, has 
a programme to manage this aquifer. 

Geologists argue that the rocks beneath and 
around the ancient lake are no more likely to 
hold water than those elsewhere in the Nubian 
aquifer. “Nearly everywhere it is present in Egypt 
the Nubian sandstone is water-bearing, so it is 
a matter of simple common sense that it would 
be the first place to look for significant ground-
water reserves in Sudan,” says Neil Sturchio, a 
geologist at the University of Illinois in Chicago, 
who describes the lake story as “hype”.

There may actually be less chance of finding 
substantial water in the lake vicinity in northern 
Darfur than elsewhere on the aquifer. Although 
the porous, water-retaining sandstone aquifer is 
up to 3,500 metres thick at its northern fringes 
in Egypt, it thins to just a few hundred metres in 
northern Darfur, its southernmost reach.

Alain Gachet, a French geologist who has 
spent decades exploring for 
oil and water in the region, 
says that the configuration 
of rocks in the vicinity of the 
lake makes substantial water 
reserves even more unlikely. 
The lake is in an uplifted 
area, which has accelerated 
the erosion of the Nubian 

sandstones underneath, he says, and he claims 
that the lake is probably underlain by a crust of 
granite and other impermeable rocks rather  
than sandstone. 

“There is obviously no trace of water at the 
bottom of this lake. In the best case, it would 

“The general public in Sudan, 
and even high–ranking 
officials, came to believe that 
what has been discovered 
is literally a lake — perhaps 
even with fish in it.”
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be so salty that it would be undrinkable,” says 
Gachet, who uses radar remote-sensing tech-
niques to detect aquifers close to the surface and 
is working with UN agencies to map potential 
wells across Darfur.

El-Baz admits there is a real possibility that 
there may be little sandstone in contact with 
the lake, but argues that this can be established 
only by drilling and geophysical surveys. 
“Gachet is right to say the lake has dried up, 
but not if he says that some of its water would 
not be held beneath the desert surface,” he says, 
“No one can paint the subsurface picture with 

the available information.” 
Mike Edwards, of the Centre for Water 

Research at the University of Oxford, UK, says 
that it is misleading to suggest that groundwater 
will be found if the area of a former palaeolake 
is drilled. He adds that “there is no substitute 
for drilling as far as groundwater resources are 
concerned — but there will already be quite a 
few wells in this area. El-Baz’s work is certainly 
not innovative.”

Even if extensive water resources were to be 
found in northern Darfur, this would do little 
to alleviate the situation in western and south-

ern Darfur, where current needs are greatest, 
say geologists. The geology of these areas is 
mainly impermeable rock, with only a few 
outcrops of sandstone aquifer.

If the Darfur aquifer did yield water it 
would only be a stop-gap solution as the aqui-
fer is not being replenished by rainfall and the 
fossil water reserves are finite, says Johanna 
Kieniewicz, an expert on the Nubian aquifer 
at Denison University in Granville, Ohio. “It’s 
essentially ‘mining’ groundwater,” she says, 
adding that many of the oases in Egypt feed-
ing off the Nubian aquifer have only around 
50 years of water supply left. 

The widespread notion that water is at the 
origin of the Darfur genocide, and so could be 
a solution, is also simplistic say experts. That 
idea has been perpetuated by Ban Ki-moon, 
secretary-general of the United Nations, who 
recently painted the genocide as a tragic result 
of resource scarcity. 

But experts on the region argue that the true 
culprit is the National Islamic Front, which 
came to power in Khartoum in 1989 and has 
since expanded its political base though ethnic 
cleansing (see Nature 447, 1038; 2007). 

Al-Bashir is himself allied to the National 
Islamic Front. El-Baz defends obtaining sup-
port from such sources, and says his own 
efforts are apolitical. “This is science in the 
service of a humanitarian cause.” 

And even the novelty of the mega-lake 
‘discovery’, which is to be published in the 
International Journal of Remote Sensing, has 
been questioned. Geologists claims that the 
palaeolake was identified by German scien-
tists in 1985 and mapped during the 1990s. El-
Baz admitted to Nature that the ancient lake 
deposits he claimed to have found had already 
been discovered, but says that new satellite data 
allowed his group to map its full extent. ■

Declan Butler

medical device manufacturers and 
other industry sources to doctors, 
researchers and students. The 
bans have been sparked in part by 
an article published in January last 
year (T. A. Brennan et al. J. Am. Med. 
Assoc. 295, 429–433; 2006). In the 
article, doctors and researchers 
called on academic medical centres 
to tighten their policies to eliminate 
conflicts of interest between 
their employees and faculties and 
industry. 

But under president Robert 
Dynes, the University of California 
has gone in the opposite direction, 

cultivating close relationships 
with industry that have caused 
controversy. 

For instance, some members 
of the faculty of the University 
of California, 
Berkeley have 
protested 
against a $500 
million deal their 
campus signed 
with the energy 
company BP in February (see 
Nature 445, 688–689; 2007). And 
for several years the university has 
been embroiled in a debate about 

whether it should accept research 
funding from tobacco companies 
(see Nature 446, 242; 2007).

This worries academics such as 
Lisa Bero, a professor of clinical 

pharmacy and 
health policy at 
the University of 
California, San 
Francisco, who 
studies the way 
such ‘unrestricted’ 

funding can influence both research 
and clinical practice (Br. Med. J. 
326, 1167–1170; 2003). Bero calls 
the academic council’s attempt to 

derail the university’s vendor policy 
“disappointing”. She notes that 
no University of California school 
has implemented a comprehensive 
ban on gifts and other industry 
influence on campus, and disputes 
the academic freedom argument 
cited in opposition to the proposed 
system-wide policy.

“The evidence we have shows 
that whether they’re called 
unrestricted or not, a lot of these 
grants do have strings attached,” 
Bero says. ■

Erika Check
See Editorial, page 388.

“Whether they’re called 
unrestricted or not, a lot 
of these grants do have 
strings attached.” 
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LIQUIDS BOUNCE AGAIN
Jumping jets move from the 
bathroom to the kitchen.
www.nature.com/news M
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Sheikas (traditional women leaders) at the south Darfur camp are in urgent need of water.
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