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The Suez Canal

The Suez Canal is a ship canal in Egypt and a major navigational route for world trade. It crosses the Isthmus of Suez
and links the Mediterranean Sea with the Gulf of Suez, an arm of the Red Sea, thus eliminating the long voyage
around Africa for ships traveling between East and West. Since World War II the canal has twice been closed because
of war between Egypt and Israel. When in normal operation, it is one of the world’s busiest waterways.

In its course of slightly more than 100 miles (160 km), the Suez Canal crosses a sandy desert and passes through
several natural bodies of water, including Lake Timsah and the Bitter Lakes. The canal has no locks1, there being
virtually no difference in the levels of the Mediterranean and Red seas. Throughout most of its length, the canal can
handle2 only one-way traffic. Bypasses3 in the Bitter Lakes and at Ballah permit ships sailing in opposite directions
to pass.

Widened and deepened over the years, the Suez Canal can accommodate all ships other than the largest crude-oil
supertankers. Constant dredging4 is required to maintain the channel. The canal is operated by the Egyptian
government through the Suez Canal Authority, headquartered at Ismailia. More than a dozen stations along the
shore help regulate traffic. Special pilots take ships in and out of port at Port Said and Suez and navigate the canal
proper. Average transit time is about 15 hours.

Crude oil and refined petroleum products, bound5 mainly for western Europe from the Persian Gulf area, account
for most of the tonnage carried on the canal. Revenues6 from the operations contribute heavily to the Egyptian
economy.
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1. locks: chiuse.
2. handle: gestire.
3. Bypasses: Svincoli.
4. dredging: draga.
5. bound… for: in viaggio… verso.
6. Revenues: ricavi.

P Understanding the text

Answer these questions.

1. Which two bodies of water does the Suez Canal link?

2. Why was the Canal closed on two occasions?

3. How long is the Suez Canal and how long does it take on average to navigate it?

4. Why is there no need for locks on the Suez Canal?

5. Which type of ships cannot use the Suez Canal?

6. Who operates the Suez Canal? 

7. What are the most important cargoes for ships using the Canal?

8. Why is the Canal important for the Egyptian economy?

P Beyond the text

The text mentions that the Canal has been closed twice because of war between Egypt and Israel. Using the
Internet find out when this conflict took place.
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