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ABSTRACT 

This paper analyzes drivers of global change and their impacts on the current and future availability and 
accessibility of water resources in the Nile Basin. Drivers include changes in demography, climate, the 
socioeconomy, and politics, all of which are likely to increase the demand for freshwater and thus 
competition over its use across riparian countries. As a result of historic bilateral agreements, Egypt, as 
the most downstream country, uses the lion’s share of the Nile’s waters, which makes reallocation 
particularly difficult. Egypt is nearly totally dependent on water from upstream countries but considers 
any change of the status quo a threat to its national (water) security. Ninety-six percent of Egypt’s water 
originates outside its territory—86 percent in Ethiopia. This paper assesses the special upstream–
downstream relationship in the Nile Basin and the potential for change as a result of global change. It 
hypothesizes that under global change, not only will water availability in the Nile Basin change but so 
will the current hydropolitical situation in the basin. In any case, meeting the challenges in the Nile Basin 
depends on cooperation among countries and regulation of competing interests and demands. Avenues for 
hydropolitical reform, including the Nile Basin Initiative, and the role of China and other donors or 
investors are discussed. The findings—that global change might well bring down the old hydropolitical 
regime—are confirmed by recent developments, in particular, the signing by five upstream countries of a 
new framework agreement for management and development of the Nile Basin. 

Keywords:  Nile Basin, Egypt, Ethiopia, hydropolitics, cooperation, conflict, global change, reform 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

The Nile, at 6,671 kilometers, is the longest river in the world. It has a long history of influencing the 
cultures that live along its banks and is a source of life to 171 million people living in the basin today. 
The Nile is shared by 10 countries and has three main sources: Lake Victoria, one of the largest 
freshwater lakes in the world, from which the White Nile derives; the Blue Nile; and the Atbara River, 
both originating in Ethiopia (Figure 1). The riparian countries can be distinguished by dividing them into 
upstream and downstream countries. The upstream group includes Burundi, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, and Uganda. The two downstream countries are 
Egypt and Sudan.  

Figure 1. The Nile Basin 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: World Bank, 2000.  
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In most international river basins, upstream countries are able to control the runoff because they 
have the superior geographical location, but the case among the Nile riparians is different. Egypt, which is 
the country farthest downstream, has always dominated hydropolitics in the Nile Basin. At the same time, 
Egypt, which is in economic and military terms the most powerful among the riparians, is nearly totally 
dependent on the Nile for water, as 97 percent of its water originates outside Egypt’s territory—86 
percent from  Ethiopia alone. Since the White Nile loses half of its water in the Sudd, a vast swamp in 
southern Sudan, the percentage of the White Niles water that finally reaches Egypt accounts for only 14 
percent (Waterbury 1979: 16). 

The situation of a downstream country that is geographically in the weaker position in terms of 
claims on upstream resources but is the most powerful country among all of the riparian states makes this 
a particularly interesting case to study. Thus, this discussion paper analyzes hydropolitical relations 
within the Eastern Nile Basin (ENB), especially between the two countries of Egypt and Ethiopia.  

Definitions  
It is important to distinguish between two forms of water scarcity. As described by the International 
Water Management Institute (IWMI), “[much] of the world is faced with a situation where water supplies 
for various uses are over allocated, with river flows much reduced, groundwater levels dropping, and 
important ecosystems threatened—a situation of physical water scarcity. Much of this is driven by 
agricultural water use. In other parts of the world, availability of water in rivers, wetlands, and aquifers is 
ample, but access is difficult because people have not found means to develop the water resource—a 
situation of economic water scarcity” (IWMI 2010, italics by author). 

With regard to water uses, there are different actors, such as nation states or differing social 
groups, for example, farmers and industries or more generally, rural areas versus urban areas, who claim 
the same resource for different purposes, and thus a social or political conflict, may emerge. The 
expression “conflict”, however, does not automatically indicate war or violent conflict. 

Approach  
First, the conceptual framework underlying this research is sketched out. As the challenge to future Nile 
hydropolitics lies in coping with different demands on and conflicts over water uses, the paper mostly 
focuses on the issue of international water regime formation. Among scholars of international relations, 
“[international] regimes are sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making 
procedures around which actor’s expectations converge in a given area of international relations” 
(Krasner 1983, 2). It can be said that a “water regime is formed when riparian countries engage upon 
norm- and rule-based cooperation for the political resolution of problems and conflicts in the field of 
international river basin management” (Lindemann 2005, 4). International water regimes are needed to 
handle problems on international rivers, particularly when different actors claim the same resources for 
different purposes or on unequal terms. Where problems on Transboundary Rivers emerge, affected 
riparians may find that it is harder to address them unilaterally and/or easier to solve them multilaterally. 
To channel efforts, riparians may choose to build international institutions in which these problems can be 
addressed properly. In the Nile Basin, several efforts have been made in the past to address transboundary 
water-sharing problems.  

Second, as the hydropolitical situation in the Nile Basin is marked by divisive historic legal 
agreements and a history of saber rattling among its riparians, section 3 presents a short description of the 
historical, political, and legal background of the Nile Basin, followed by information on the present 
political, socioeconomic, and water availability situations.  

Section 4 focuses on Egypt and Ethiopia, assessing impacts on the Nile under drivers of global 
change. Based on this and current developments, the options for hydropolitical reform among the Nile 
riparians are assessed. With a new regime currently in the offing, we analyze the conditions and 
circumstances that are important for a new international water regime in the Nile Basin. The paper ends 
by highlighting significant issues and questions that remain and concludes with recommendations. 
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2.  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In recent years, a growing number of scholars and scientists have sought answers to the question of how 
to solve resource conflicts with cooperation, rather than conflict. Since the 1990s, some studies have 
emphasized the link between resource scarcity and conflicts, arguing that an increased demand for 
freshwater resources would likely lead to conflicts (Homer-Dixon 1991, 1994). The securitization of 
environmental issues even led to a discourse of upcoming “water wars”. According to exponents of neo-
realist theory in international relations, the world is in a state of anarchy. As a result, the national behavior 
is driven by an ongoing security dilemma in which cooperation is almost impossible because nation states 
fear a relative loss of power. States are not willing to become dependent on other states, and therefore 
they will not hand over their national sovereignty. As a result, only short-time alliances are possible. 
These are the easiest ways to manage bi- or multilateral challenges, but they are constantly unstable due 
to the actors’ perpetual struggle for power.  

However, it can also be argued that environmental degradation could lead to cooperation rather 
than conflict. Neo-liberal theories assume that under conditions of anarchy in the international system, the 
role of international regimes is to make it possible for nation states to choose to cooperate. In other words, 
since the role of international regimes is to reduce transaction costs, build trust, and provide information, 
the liberal approach assumes that it is a rational choice for states to cooperate. The regime in this case is a 
set of principles, norms, and rules that is expected to change actors’ behavior in a given area of 
international relations. According to this school of thought, it can be expected that nation states will be 
willing to restrict their national sovereignty and independence and to impose self-restraint on their own 
behavior in order to deal with particular transboundary issues.   

Most empirically based studies have concluded that disputes over the use of transboundary water 
are more likely to result in cooperation than in conflicts. Research by Aaron Wolf and the Oregon State 
University shows that there has been a remarkable increase in the number of international water treaties in 
the second half of the 20th century (Wolf 1998). These treaties vary to a high degree in subject, number 
of riparians involved, and the extent of cooperation. The latter can range from low levels of cooperation, 
for example, when carried out through a permanent joint technical committee, to a high level of 
cooperation, for example, when administered through a basin-wide legal framework. The concept of 
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), which has its roots in the Dublin Principles and which 
was emphasized during the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, 
has been defined as a holistic, cross-sectoral “process which promotes the coordinated development and 
management of water, land, and related resources in order to maximize the resultant economic and social 
welfare in an equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems. IWRM is a 
comprehensive approach to the development and management of water, addressing its management both 
as a resource and the framework for provision of water services” (Jønch-Clausen 2004, 14). 

The focus of IWRM is the river basin as a systemic unit. The definition used for this discussion 
paper states that  

 “All states sharing a particular river basin should cooperate closely and make efforts to 
address the problems and issues pertaining to their basin in a holistic way. Basin states 
should coordinate, or even better, integrate their respective policies, and they should 
establish a legal regime, which covers the whole of the basin and defines the rights and 
the duties of all actors using the basin resources. Ideally, the form a separate organization 
in which is vested the responsibility and the authority to deal in a comprehensive way 
with all aspects pertinent to the river basin” (Marty 2001, 23f; italics by the author).  

The objective of this study is to emphasize the possibility of changing the hydropolitical situation 
in the Nile Basin toward a more integrated approach.  
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Some central questions should be raised with regard to regime formation:  
1. Why is an international water regime needed in the Nile Basin?  
2. Do preexisting regimes influence the formation of a new regime, and if so, how? What is 

needed to have all riparians agree to join the new regime and give up the status quo? 
3. What is the role of third parties with regard to regime formation, and how could they 

influence a positive outcome? 
Regarding the first question, it is understood that “there is good reason to expect that the 

problems on many international rivers will increase in the coming decades under the impact of the rising 
demand for water resources and worsening pollution problems” (Marty 2001, 14).  

In general, problem factors contribute to regime formation because they help us to visualize the 
need for problem solution. A distinction between collective problems and problems related to the 
upstream–downstream structure is needed. Collective problems affect all riparians because such problems 
rarely recognize national borders and impose costs on all riparian states. Given a rational choice behavior, 
it is to be expected that nation states are “willing to restrict their independence and impose self-restraint 
on their behavior in order to cope with particular transboundary problems” (Marty 2001, 33). Positive 
externality problems are present if one riparian provides a benefit, like the unconditional use of the 
resource, and does not receive compensation from the riparian that is using it. 

In general, it can be assumed that collective problems are easier to solve than problems related to 
the upstream-downstream relation, as all riparians seem to recognize the urgency related to these sorts of 
problems. Additionally, problem pressure is of great importance, as increased pressure is supposed to 
initiate a process for resolving these problems more easily. It is further argued that all affected riparians 
must experience the threat by a certain driver to the same degree in order to transform the adverse 
situation into a benefit to all of them (Marty 2001, 42).  

Regarding the second question, preexisting regimes can be a major obstacle to international water 
regime formation. Riparians are likely to try to maintain the status quo by keeping specific qualities of 
already existing regimes that favor their current position. Since existing regimes are protecting the status 
quo, they often present a legal–political deadlock, as riparians are not willing to change the status quo. 
This is certainly the case in the Nile Basin. It is therefore important to recognize historic realities when 
developing new water regimes. Proper compensation must be guaranteed to those riparians who favor the 
status quo and perceive that they have most to lose. However, in line with principles of sustainable 
development, sustainable solutions in general and development needs for the poorest should have priority 
over sustaining the status quo. 

The next steps toward regime formation are so-called process factors. These are “tools that can be 
employed by participants in the process of regime formation to positively influence the process” (Marty 
2001, 38). Riparians must be convinced that by changing their behavior toward the problem, they will be 
better off in the future. In order to present the advantages of regime formation, the incentives and benefits 
the regime can offer must be clearly explained to all actors concerned, especially the fact that they face 
costs if they maintain the status quo. One central obstacle to choosing cooperation is concern about a 
decline in the present status of welfare in the riparian country. A second obstacle, distributive equity, is 
riparian’s fear and suspicion that they might end up comparatively worse off than other riparian states 
involved. Therefore, a consent agreement is more likely to be achieved if the riparians who are requested 
to change their behavior receive new or additional incentives. These incentives have to be sufficient to 
create a distributive equity and preserve a nation’s welfare. To summarize this point, process factors are 
tools that help to alter a given constellation of interests and in so doing promote cooperation among the 
riparian states.   

Since asymmetrical incentives and transaction costs are main obstacles to regime formation, 
parties can assist in realization of regime formation by helping to reduce the costs and adjust incentive 
structures. Therefore, with regard to the third question, international donors and other investors have the 
chance to influence regime formation by offering incentives. This is especially the case when it comes to 
a reduction of transaction costs. In the past, international institutions have shown that they have the 
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capacity to build trust among different actors and therefore to reduce uncertainty and related costs. For 
instance, international organizations such as the World Bank could play a significant role in supporting 
the formation of water regimes because they can offer incentives such as financial and technical 
assistance and transfer of knowledge. By making use of their prominent role, international organizations 
can motivate regime members to invest in cooperation, thus increasing the likelihood that a water regime 
will be formed.   

Country-specific factors, such as geographical position, military and economic power, and the 
potential for exploitation of a resource, contribute to hydro-hegemony (Zeitoun and Warner 2006, 435). 
The actor in possession of a hydro-hegemonial position has a significant possibility of creating, 
maintaining, and challenging the situation in water conflicts. Hydro-hegemony is further achieved by 
“using water resource control strategies such as resource capture, integration, and containment…by the 
exploitation of existing power asymmetries within a weak international institutional context” (Zeitoun and 
Warner 2006, 435). Even more important is the way that factors of international context interconnect with 
hegemonic structures and the role of power in the international system. Factors of international context 
can be intertwined with and have impacts on current hydro-hegemonic relations. They can either 
contribute to strengthening the hegemon’s position or may have certain interests in the hegemon’s 
decline. If the nonhegemonic riparians decide to act against the hydro-hegemon, this could again be 
influenced by factors of international context. As Cascão (2008a, 13) notes: “nonhegemonic riparians… 
challenge unequal hydropolitical configurations and eventually contribute towards a more sustainable and 
equitable water and benefit-sharing regime.” This can be called a counter hydro-hegemonic moment.  

Egypt, as the Nile Basin’s hegemon, has used its role to maintain its comfortable position. 
International actors have played a major role in sustaining and maintaining this situation. It could be 
argued that having “powerful friends can be a very efficient source of power…enjoying a favored 
political position globally can directly result in a favorable position in the competition over water” 
(Zeitoun and Warner 2006, 449). Today, new powers have emerged in the international arena, and these 
are likely to influence the current hydropolitical situation in the Basin. Recent developments might be 
called the “counter-hydro-hegemonic-moment,” because they challenge Egypt’s hegemony. The section 
on “International factors” highlights the role of third parties in sustaining and challenging the hegemonic 
structures, in the past and today.   
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3.  PAST AND PRESENT HYDROPOLITICS 

In the Past 
Hydropolitics in the Nile Basin generally have been dominated by Egypt. Today’s hydropolitical situation 
is determined by two historic agreements from the years 1929 and 1959. For centuries, Egypt has 
developed the Nile’s waters unilaterally. However, in the 19th century, Great Britain played a major role 
in influencing the Egypt’s situation. As Egypt was particularly vulnerable to variation in the Nile’s runoff, 
the first Aswan Dam was built in order to prevent harm from peak flows in Egypt, to cope with low-flow 
seasons and years, and to store floodwater for agricultural production, especially cotton. After Egypt 
became independent in 1922, the Aswan Dam was extended, and more water became available for 
irrigation development. Egypt, a former British protectorate, and Great Britain signed the Nile Water 
Agreement in 1929, which grants Egypt a veto power for every upstream project and allocates 48 cubic 
kilometers (km3) of water to Egypt and 4 km³ to Sudan, while the rest stayed unallocated. However, this 
agreement excluded Ethiopia, which is the major provider of the Nile’s water. In 1959, Egypt and Sudan 
signed the Agreement for the Full Utilization of the Nile Waters, which again excluded other riparians. 
The original text states that “the Nile Water Agreement [which] concluded in 1929…provided only for 
the partial use of the Nile waters and did not extend to include a complete control of the River waters.” 
Based on Egypt’s so called “acquired rights and needs”, it was agreed to allocate the Nile’s water 
“between Sudan and Egypt…with 55.5 km³ for Egypt, 18.5 km³ for Sudan, and 10 km³ for evaporation” 
(Conway 2005, 106). The two countries further agreed to construct several water storage projects at 
Aswan and to share the benefits equally between both republics. Based on those two agreements, Egypt 
and Sudan claim the majority of the Nile’s water, despite their downstream location in the basin.  

The Nile’s water even became an issue of national security when Anwar Sadat, president of 
Egypt in 1979, confronted by Ethiopian plans on constructing dams, declared that the only matter that 
could take Egypt into war again was water. However, to date, no war has been fought over the Nile’s 
water, and conflicts over Transboundary Rivers in general have generally been solved peacefully. 
Between 1967 and 1992, attempts were made to develop multilateral cooperation among the Nile 
riparians. These attempts failed at bringing all of the riparians into one regime (Cascão 2009b, 17).  As 
upstream countries, including Ethiopia, are starting to develop their economies, demands for increased 
water use have become more prevalent, leading to the hydropolitical situation that the Nile Basin faces 
today.  

Hydropolitics Today 
Since 1999 comprehensive efforts have been made toward the development of a new Nile Basin regime 
called the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI). The NBI is a partnership initiated and run by the riparian states of 
the Nile River through the Council of Ministers of Water Affairs of the Nile Basin states (NBI 2010). All 
riparian states of the Nile Basin are included in the NBI, except for Eritrea, which has observer status.  

The objectives of the NBI are 
• to develop the Nile Basin water resources in a sustainable and equitable way to ensure 

prosperity, security, and peace for all its peoples; 
• to ensure efficient water management and the optimal use of the resources; 
• to ensure cooperation and joint action between the riparian countries, seeking win-win gains; 
• to target poverty eradication and promote economic integration; and 
• to ensure that the program results in a move from planning to action. (NBI 2010)  

The NBI tries to develop the river basin by implementing a broad approach, using different tools 
at different levels. At the international level, the NBI intends to promote a shared vision among all 
riparians. This Shared Vision Project (SVP) includes “grants-based activities to foster trust and 
cooperation and build an enabling environment for investment” (NBI 2010). At a sub-basin level, the NBI 
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promotes Subsidiary Action Programs (SAP). These programs aim at “identifying cooperative 
development opportunities to realize physical investments and tangible results (that is, action on the 
ground) through sub-basin activities in the Eastern Nile and the Nile Equatorial Lakes region” (Cascão 
2009b, 19).  

Another important cooperation effort involves the creation of a Nile River Basin Commission 
(NRBC). As outlined previously, establishing a new organization under the new regime would be the 
right way forward in promoting cooperative and integrated water resource management among the Nile 
Basin riparians. The ratification of a legal agreement is the first step in this direction. The Cooperative 
Framework Agreement (CFA) is the key element for the formation of the new regime and the most 
contentious part of the regime negotiations. Once ratified, the CFA is expected to replace the 1929 and 
1959 agreements and therefore implement a new legal entity for allocating the Nile’s waters. The dispute 
over the CFA originates from the question of maintaining the legal–political status quo of existing water 
allocation. Egypt, as it can be imagined, would not light-mindedly hand in the agreements that are 
beneficiary for its own status quo. Clearly, the preexisting regimes present huge obstacles to formation of 
a new regime in the Nile Basin.  

The World Bank and the Canadian International Development Agency are the donors most 
involved in the NBI process. The Nile Basin Trust Fund (NBTF), established in 2003, is managed by the 
World Bank and encompasses most of the international donor support. It is unlikely that the NBI would 
have come to life without the strong international (donor) support. “As such, donor support in the 
establishment and evolution of the NBI is considered to have been crucial and indispensable. But because 
of its over-reliance on multilateral donors, the NBI has also been frequently portrayed by several critical 
voices as excessively donor-driven” (Cascão 2009b, 59). Yet, without international technical, financial, 
and political support, it is unlikely that the NBI would have come this far. This clearly demonstrates the 
importance of international actors in the formation of a new water regime. 

Considering that the hydropolitical situation has been in a legal–political deadlock for decades, 
recent developments in the Nile Basin have shown that the downstream countries, Egypt in particular, are 
willing to put some effort into cooperation, through their support of selected upstream water development 
projects. This development can be interpreted as “a partial shift in the behavior of the states in the Eastern 
Nile basin. They now at least to some degree accept one another’s political concerns and national 
interests” (Arsano 2007, 93). However, the size and scope of this first set of projects does not threaten 
Egypt’s hydropolitical status quo. Still it shows that the “old school” of political thinking might be 
softening, especially with regard to the need for cooperation among riparian states.  

While Egypt has been able to maintain its hydropolitical position for many decades, exploiting 
the water resources for its own economic development, this position of power within the Basin and in the 
region as a whole is now being questioned: in May 2010, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, and 
Uganda signed the new CFA, while the signatures of Burundi and the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
are expected in the next few months. This movement marks a giant step forward in achieving a legal 
status for cooperation in the Nile Basin, including formation of a new international water regime and the 
Nile River Basin Commission (NRBC). Once the CFA is ratified, the NRBC will supersede the NBI. 
However, both Egypt and Sudan have announced that they might not sign this version of the CFA, since it 
threatens the status quo of current water allocations. Both developments usher in a clear shift in the 
hydro-hegemonic positions in the basin.  

As will be shown later on, current trends indicate an increase in the demand for fresh water in the 
Nile Basin, and therefore an increasing potential for conflict. Upstream riparians have, until recently, not 
shown much interest in developing their water resources for various reasons, including lack of financial 
resources, and weak political and economic capacity. This situation is slowly changing clearly 
challenging Egypt’s hydropolitical position. As political stability has increased recently in upstream 
countries, they are poised to withdraw more water from the Nile in order to develop their agriculture and 
overall economies. We can proceed on the assumption that with stronger upstream interests in Nile 
waters, a conflict between upstream and downstream users may be set in motion, creating a window of 
opportunity for Basin-wide agreements. 
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4.  EGYPT AND ETHIOPIA – TWO UNEQUAL RIPARIANS 

Socioeconomic Background and Water Availability  
The countries of the Eastern Nile Basin (ENB), namely Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia, are facing dynamic 
changes, such as rapid growth of population, poverty, land degradation, and food and water insecurity. 
The land in the ENB countries is given to geographical extremities, varying from the deserts of Sudan and 
Egypt to the highlands and wetland areas of Ethiopia. Every riparian has an entirely different capacity for 
using the Nile waters, which depends on a combination of geographical position, economic capacity, and 
the potential to develop resources.  

In most African countries, agriculture is still the sector that contributes the largest amount to the 
gross domestic product (GDP). The sector also supports the livelihoods of the rural population, which is 
in many cases already facing severe degradation of natural resources. Any further changes will therefore 
have harsh impacts on income and food security for the rural poor. According to IWMI (2009, 33), 
particularly vulnerable groups are those living “in hotspots with high population densities in mixed 
rainfed agricultural systems—and particularly those [dependent on] cereal-legumes cropping and 
banana/cassava systems,” which are concentrated in the highlands of East Africa. 

Tables 1 and 2 summarize some of the relevant socioeconomic and water-use related facts on 
Egypt and Ethiopia. In the next section, they will be referred to several times. 

Table 1. Socioeconomic indicators for Egypt and Ethiopia, 2008  

Indicator  Egypt       Ethiopia  
Total land area (sq. km) 995,450.00 1,000,000.00 
GDP (US$ billions) 162.82 26.49 
GDP growth (annual %) 7.10 11.30 
Agricultural sector (% of GDP)  14.10 42.70 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) and official aid (million US$) in 2005 995.00 1,916.00 
ODA and official aid (million US$) in 2000 1.327 686.00 
Population total (millions) 81.53 80.71 
Population rural (% of total population) 57.30 83.00 
Population growth rate (%) 1.80 2.60 
Population involved in agriculture (% in 2005) 30.90 80.20 
Access to improved water source (%) 98.00 42.00 
Life expectancy at birth (total years) 70.20 55.40 
Prevalence of undernourishment (% of population in 2005) 5.00 46.00 

Source: World Bank. 2008. 
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Table 2. Aspects of water use in Egypt and Ethiopia, 2007  

Aspects of water  use  Egypt Ethiopia 

Average precipitation in volume (billion m³/yr)  51.07 936.40 

Total actual renewable water resources (km3/yr)  actual/natural 57.3 / 85.8 122.00 

Total renewable water resources per capita (m³/inhab/yr) 702.80 1,512.00 
% of withdrawals of total actual renewable water resources 117.20 5.1 
% of total actual renewable water resources withdrawn by 
agriculture in 2002 103.00 4.3 

Dependency ratio (%) 96.86 0 
Irrigation potential (1,000 ha) 4,420.00 2,700.00 
Area equipped for irrigation (1,000 ha) 3,422.00 290.00 

Sources:  FAO Aquastat database as cited in Svendsen, Ewing, and Msangi 2009, 16. 
Note: a FAO Aquastat database 2010. 

Egypt 
Located in Northern Africa, Egypt has a climate that is dominated by hot, dry summers and moderate 
winters. The Saharan Desert dominates a large part of Egypt’s territory. Settlements in Egypt are found 
along a narrow strip of land, which makes up less than 5 percent of Egypt’s land area (OECD 2004, 14). 
In economic terms, all other Nile riparians lag far behind Egypt. This can be observed in their “GDP, 
economic diversification, external political support, and access to international funding” (Cascão 2009b, 
14). Egypt’s role as a mediator in the Middle East conflict has been of great importance over the last 
several years in the eyes of the international community and the United States.   

As remarked earlier, we distinguish between two forms of water scarcity. While much of Africa 
faces economic water scarcity, Egypt, the most powerful and most developed Nile riparian, faces physical 
water scarcity (Figure 2). The country has sufficient resources to use and regulate the Nile water but has 
little potential for further exploitation. According to the water stress index, Egypt, with an average water 
availability of about 702.8 cubic meters (m³) per capita in 2007, can be classified as a country facing 
chronic water scarcity. The current available amount of water in Egypt is already being overused, as can 
be seen in Table 2. Egypt withdraws more water than its allocated share, partially as a result of Sudan 
under-utilizing its own share based on the 1959 Agreement. Egypt’s main agricultural products are wheat, 
cotton, rice, maize, and sugarcane, basic staple and cash crops, which require significant amounts of 
water.  
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Figure 2. Areas of physical and economic water scarcity  

 
Source: FAO 2010a. 
Note: Rough sketch of borders by author. 

To ensure future food and water security, Egypt has been developing new irrigation projects, such 
as the Southern Valley Development Project (Toshka Project), which would require utilization of 
approximately 10 percent of Egypt’s share of Nile waters to irrigate 970,000 hectares (ha) of farm land 
(Stroh 2010, 296). As a result of high population pressure, the Toshka project also aims at resettling parts 
of the Egyptian population from the narrow Nile valley to the “greening desert.”  

Ethiopia 
Ethiopia is located in Eastern Africa, bordered by Djibouti, Eritrea, Sudan, Kenya, and Somalia.  In 2009, 
the country had a population of 80 million people, with an annual growth rate of 2.6 percent. Ethiopia is 
the only African country that has never been under colonial rule, with the exception of a five-year 
occupation by Italy during World War II. Ethiopia is a mountainous country, and its climate varies from 
hot and arid to cold and humid. It is one of the least developed countries in the world and extremely 
vulnerable to changes in climate, as recurring droughts and successive famines have shown. The 
country’s economy and population heavily depend on rainfed agriculture, with few agricultural inputs and 
limited development of rural infrastructure; including poor irrigation development (see also Tables 1 and 
2). However, political stability has increased in recent years. Thus, developing its infrastructure, 
economy, and agriculture is receiving increased national and international (donor) interest. Developing 
the nation’s water resources is at the heart of much of the economic development in the country. 

At a per capita water availability of 1,512 m³ Ethiopia faces economic water scarcity rather than 
physical. Up to now, the country has “only been able to utilize 5 percent of its total surface water, or a 
meager 0.6 percent of the water resources of the Nile” (Arsano and Tamrat 2004, 16), 4.7 percent of 
which are used in irrigated agriculture. However, this situation is changing, with plans to double and 
triple irrigation capacity in the country over the next several years. The Nile as the major water source 
will therefore play a significant role. However, this is not to say that there are no alternatives to Nile 
waters. Technologies, such as rainwater harvesting, for instance, can offer some reprieve from rainfall 
variability, but only reservoirs will bring about real water control for agricultural development and “there 
is the need to dam the river flows in Ethiopia, including that of the Nile, and use this for more predictable 
reservoirs in small, medium, and large-scale irrigation” (Arsano 2007, 23).  
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Regarding hydropower projects, Ethiopia has a comparative advantage in construction over Egypt 
due to sharp differences in altitude in the mountainous areas. While the potential to develop hydropower 
in the Nile Basin is vast, only 11 percent has been developed, while 58 percent of the potential resides in 
Ethiopia (Mason 2004, 19). Further, Ethiopia’s climate is more moderate than that of Egypt, reducing 
reservoir evaporation losses. Upstream dams for hydropower would provide Ethiopia with electricity for 
internal use or to sell to other interested parties. At present, the construction of five hydropower projects 
in Ethiopia has started, as a result, chiefly, of financial and technical support from China. The Tekeze 
Dam, a large hydropower dam on the Tekeze River, that joins the Atbara and eventually the Nile, is the 
key joint Sino-Ethiopian project. It is important to remember that before the Aswan Dam was constructed, 
it was argued that a water storage system should be built in Ethiopia rather than in Egypt. But British 
policymakers at that time were more interested in having superior control over this vital resource; 
therefore, constructing the dam on Egyptian territory was more important to them than sustainable and 
equitable use of the Nile waters. Since international actors have greatly altered the hydro political 
situation in the Basin, aspects of changing international power relations will be analyzed further in the 
section on drivers of global change. 

It can be argued that Ethiopia’s GDP is likely to stabilize with improved and stable water 
availability, if other large impacts, such as economic reaction or natural disasters, do not interfere. 
Improving agricultural water utilization and developing new ways of using its resources is therefore an 
important target for Ethiopia. This complex situation demonstrates the conflict between sustaining or 
expanding the status quo in downstream countries, on the one hand, and the vital importance of “water for 
development” aims for upstream riparians, and Ethiopia in particular, on the other hand.  
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5.  DRIVERS OF GLOBAL CHANGE AFFECTING EGYPT AND ETHIOPIA 

Global change, as defined in this paper, refers to the impacts of overall climate change and population 
growth. However, we also consider here the effects on the Nile Basin of economic growth, increasing 
poverty, and the rise of new political and economic powers like China. This section outlines the main 
challenges the countries of the Nile Basin, especially Egypt and Ethiopia, are facing or will face in the 
future, given the impacts of global change.  

The 2007 Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) outlines the international scientific consensus and current state of knowledge about climate 
change and its global and regional impacts on different ecosystems and sectors. Regional models for 
Africa show that by the year 2020, between 75 and 250 million people are projected to be exposed to 
increased water stress due to climate change. Moreover, production from rainfed agriculture might 
decrease up to 50 percent (Boko et al 2007, 448). In general, the number of dry days will increase in some 
regions, such as Egypt, while more intense rainfall events will occur in others, such as Ethiopia (WDR 
2010, 138).  

Figure 3. Impact of climate change on Nile Basin runoff, precipitation (precip) and potential 
evapotranspiration (ET) (percent change from 2000 values) 

 
Source: IFPRI Global Hydrologic Model Simulations 2008.  

Today, as a result of high temperatures, a vast amount of the Nile waters stored in Lake Nasser 
and in the Sudd is annually lost to evaporation. As can be seen in Figure 3, evaporation is likely to 
increase in every scenario. “A rise in temperature of just 1°C, assuming a 4 percent increase in 
evaporation per degree centigrade rise in temperature, would lead to large increases in losses to 
evaporation…which would significantly reduce Nile flows” (OECD 2004,14). It is estimated that 
temperatures in the northern part of Africa will increase by the year 2030 by 1–1.5° Celsius, and for the 
Saharan region, an estimated increase of 3.6° Celsius can be expected by 2080 (UNEP 2009, 45). Even if 
there are a lot of uncertainties with regard to precipitation, “it is clear that the increased evaporation due 
to rising temperatures will result in greater water stress” (Sterman 2009).  

Further, the overall runoff in the Nile is likely to decrease by varying amounts as seen in Figure 3. 
Moreover, the increasing demand for water from various sectors in Egypt (as well as upstream countries) 
poses a threat to the sustainable use of water resources. Thus, according to Bates et al. (2008, 84) “the rate 
of water utilization has already reached its maximum for Egypt, and climate change will exacerbate this 
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vulnerability.” A key issue for Egypt is “to close the rapidly increasing gap between the limited water 
availability and the escalating demand for water from various economic sectors.”   

Higher temperatures will likely reduce the yield of major crops and simultaneously increase their 
water needs, thus directly decreasing their water-use efficiency (Bates et al. 2008, 84). Moreover, the 
expansion of large-scale irrigated areas might decrease Egypt’s ability to handle future variations in the 
Nile’s runoff. Nevertheless, the country is trying to accelerate irrigation projects such as Toshka to 
increase agricultural output. One central question at this point is where the water for such projects shall 
come from if water availability is already at stake. Further, given that some drivers of change will affect 
water availability and hydropolitics in the Nile Basin in upcoming decades, where will the water come 
from? It appears that Egypt is trying to push forward not only the Toshka project, but also the North Sinai 
and the West Delta irrigation projects prior to negotiating a new agreement “to put more facts-on-the-
ground to cement its ‘historic rights’ to the Nile water” (Cascão 2009a, 249).  

As Figure 4 shows, climate variability is closely correlated with GDP growth in Ethiopia. 
Variability is expected to increase in both frequency and intensity as a result of climate change with 
expectations of both increased floods and droughts.  

Figure 4. Rainfall variation around the mean and GDP growth in Ethiopia  

 
Source: World Bank, 2006. 

Changing Socioeconomic Circumstances 
Current population in Egypt stands at 81.53 million and at 80.71 million in Ethiopia, where the population 
growth rate of 2.6 percent is one of the fastest in the basin and Africa. The question is how the countries 
of the Eastern Nile Basin are going to provide their growing populations with water and food if the 
current status of economic and agricultural development cannot be maintained.  

With economic growth, urbanization, and higher living standards, water consumption increases. 
The growth rate of Ethiopia’s GDP was 11.3 percent in 2008 and that of Egypt was 7.1 percent (see Table 
1). Of course, there is concern about reduced availability of drinking water for people in water-scarce 
regions. But agriculture still dominates water use, and this is also true in the Nile Basin. The concept of 
virtual water measures the water embedded in agricultural production. “Each day, a person drinks 2–4 
liters of water but eats food that requires 2,000–5,000 liters of water in its production” (World Bank 2010, 
140). Hence, the amount of water needed for agricultural production is vast.  
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With growing incomes, people tend to consume more water-intensive diets, including meat 
products, milk, fruits, and vegetables, but also sugar. For example, one kilogram of beef contains 15,500 
liters of virtual water (Water Footprint Network 2010). Hence, we can expect that in the coming years, 
overall water consumption will increase as a result of increased living standards.   

International Factors 
Foreign direct investments (FDI) or the phenomenon of “land grab” became a public concern in 2008, 
when more than 1.3 million hectares of farmland in Madagascar were to be leased for 99 years to a 
Korean corporation. As this is nearly half of the country’s arable land, it threatened the food security of 
thousands of farmers and resulted in a riot of the local population that eventually brought down the 
government. Land grab is also an issue on the African mainland. For example, in 2008 and 2009, Jordan 
bought 25,000 ha and South Korea bought 690,000 ha of land in Sudan. Even a “regional land grab” by 
downstream countries in upstream countries is a possibility. In addition to the positive impacts, FDI might 
have on agriculture and land, it also may have negative effects for the rural poor, because “deals may not 
be made on equal terms between the investors and local communities” (von Braun and Meinzen-Dick 
2009, 2). Land grab can worsen water shortages. “The ecological sustainability of land and water 
resources slated for foreign investment is another important issue….irrigating the landholdings of foreign 
investors may take away water from other users in the area” (von Braun and Meinzen-Dick 2009, 2). 
Land grab also means that new actors and new interests are entering the area, and their demands for land 
and water add to the water insecurity situation.  

The key foreign actor influencing land and water in the Nile Basin is China. China’s interest in 
Africa generally focuses on obtaining energy supplies and raw materials for its industries and economic 
development, but it may also have an interest in the impacts it can have on the countries’ development. 
“The exponential growth in foreign trade between China and Africa since the end of the 1990s has 
shocked the Western public” (Schüller und Asche 2008, 10). Whatever the reasons for China’s 
engagement in Ethiopia might be - China is well aware of the fact that Ethiopia has a significant 
geopolitical role in the Horn of Africa and especially in the Nile Basin. Sino-Ethiopian relations have 
tightened in recent years, not only in economic but also in diplomatic terms. Ethiopia is considered “a 
unique partner” to China, as a result of which China offered Ethiopia various bilateral benefits, including 
“a zero tariff for Ethiopian goods (which increased Ethiopian exports), debts cancellation and joint 
infrastructure projects” (Thakur 2009, 7). The bilateral trade between China and Ethiopia had a volume of 
$860 million in 2007 and, within the first half of 2008, had already reached $638 million. Regarding debt 
relief, China canceled all of Ethiopia’s debts—$122 million for the period 2002–06.  

Due to Chinese support, Ethiopia has been able to start several new projects, mainly in the 
transport, communication, and power sectors. Within these sectors, road construction and hydroelectric 
power generation projects have primarily benefited. Where western donors do not support large 
infrastructure projects, China does not hesitate to step in and finance projects that might have uncertain 
long-term impacts. While China has moved ahead, other donors are still often focusing more on potential 
long-term adverse impacts of development rather than the short- and long-term welfare impacts for poor 
upstream populations. As demonstrated earlier, however, donors have a significant role in supporting 
regime formation in a timely manner and can do so by offering incentives and presenting advantages of 
mutual cooperation. 

The crucial point with Chinese financial support is that it is apparently not linked to certain 
objectives or standards that have to be met, like those of Western donors, and the financial support can be 
accessed much faster than that of Western donors. It may be argued that Ethiopia, which is eager to 
develop, does not want to wait for Basin-wide agreements in order to start development of water 
resources; therefore it welcomes the emerging hand of China as a powerful alternative to “traditional” 
Western donors. The sustainability of such projects may be doubtful, —not only in economic terms—as 
they may have negative impacts in the long run. International donors have been hesitant to finance large 
hydropower projects in Ethiopia, particularly on the Blue Nile, perhaps because they fear an adverse 
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reaction and wide criticism by NGOs and the civil society, and, until recently, Egypt still had the veto 
power on such upstream projects.  

Another factor, whose impact remains unclear and which has not been analyzed earlier is the 
present and future role of the Sudan. As mentioned earlier, the Sudan does not use its entire legal share, 
granted by the 1959 agreement. Thus, Egypt was able to use more than its actual 55.5 km3 share of water 
in recent years. Sudan, which was almost always Egypt’s downstream partner, is facing severe conflicts, 
and its future policies are therefore quite uncertain. Regarding South Sudan, a referendum on its 
independence is expected in 2011, and its outcome will also influence the hydropolitical situation in the 
Nile Basin, as it may produce a new riparian.  However, the role of the Sudan will not be outlined further 
here. However, additional research on this topic is recommended.  

Current Development and Assessment of Cooperation under the Impact of Global 
Change 
As shown in previous sections, conflict in the Nile Basin is basically related to the allocation and uses of 
water among the riparian states. The challenge for regime formation in the Nile Basin is especially 
difficult, due to historic water sharing agreements. Most of the existing agreements between the Nile 
riparian states were made under the rule of colonial powers, and until now, there has been no legal 
agreement between all Nile riparians, since the NBI, founded in 1999, does not yet have legal status. As a 
consequence of global change and the subsequent demand for more fresh water, it is expected that 
tensions over water allocation will increase in the future. However, since the NBI is trying to bring all 
riparian states in the Basin into one regime and consequently a new organization, we will assess 
cooperation within the NBI in the following section.  

In order to approach the possibilities for cooperation under the impact of global change and in 
line with the developed framework, we will begin with a closer look at problem factors and their roles in 
regime formation in the Nile Basin. 

The distinction between collective and problems related to the upstream-downstream relation 
should be considered here. Climate change is by definition a collective problem because it is expected 
that its impacts will inflict costs on all riparians and that every riparian will be adversely affected by it. 
Hence, the interest in adapting to this problem should be homogeneous because every riparian has an 
interest in solving it.     

Population growth is at first glance neither a collective problem nor an external one because 
population growth takes place inside territories. At second glance, we find that population growth in the 
Nile Basin with regard to water use is also a collective problem. However, it is important to stress that 
“[the] key variable is…not population growth itself but water availability per capita. The states that have 
an insufficient amount of water to meet their populations’ demands will be pressured to secure access to 
freshwater sources, including international rivers, both in terms of quantity and quality of the water that 
could be extracted” (Tir and Ackerman 2009, 629). 

Next, factors with an international context are taken into account in analyzing possibilities for 
regime formation. The influence of third parties can be classified as “problems” or rather issues, because 
they help to encourage hydro-hegemony and as such can be major obstacles to regime formation.  

Regarding large foreign direct investments in land, or so-called land grab, it is important to create 
awareness on this issue and to generate solutions within the NBI or other institutions to regulate the 
competing demands for water resources. Participation of the civil society and farmers must be guaranteed 
in order to create transparency. Consequently, traditional land use systems, existing land rights, and local 
knowledge must be taken into consideration in order to protect the rural population and even to prevent a 
loss of biodiversity. In situations of food and water insecurity, domestic supplies must have priority over 
foreign investments. A stronger institutional context within the Nile Basin could be able to accompany or 
supervise negotiations on such processes in order to not neglect the rural population’s interests and needs. 

 In most cases, the “financial support from multilateral funding agencies (for example, World 
Bank) [for Ethiopia] is, however, made dependent on agreement by all riparians involved” (Arsano 2007, 
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221). Thus, riparians fear that others might prevent them from getting international funding (Stroh 2010, 
304). In the hegemonic discourse, it appears that Egypt still uses its diplomatic influence and its position 
as a stakeholder for the western interests in the Middle East/North Africa (MENA) region to limit the 
international support for Ethiopia. Because Egypt has maintained a veto power, the World Bank and other 
international donors may fear to grant financial support for solutions that would threaten Egypt’s acquired 
rights. Is Egypt then using its role as a hegemon to maintain the status quo or does “the World Bank need 
Egypt more than Egypt needs the World Bank?” (Allan quoted in Zeitoun and Warner 2006, 450). 
Anyway, “most donors appear either unable or unwilling to fund projects that might challenge the 
hegemony, hydro or otherwise” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006, 454). 

Yet, after reviewing the current situation, it seems that convincing Egypt that multilateral 
agreements are far more sustainable than maintaining the status quo is needed. This is due because of 
current drivers of global change that are threatening the downstream water security and because people in 
upstream countries desperately need their water for economic development. Hence, refuting financial 
assistance to Ethiopia and the other upstream countries, is not in the common sense of sustainable 
development or development first.  

Until recently, the NBI has been unsuccessful in establishing its Shared Vision Programs 
throughout the Nile Basin riparian states. Instead of moving forward with basin-wide projects, only a 
“few cooperative facts-on-the-ground” (Cascao and Conway 2009, 4) have been established, as for 
example enterprises in the ENSAP, where “Egypt, Ethiopia, and Sudan are currently preparing 
investments in irrigation, hydropower, watershed management, and flood mitigation and have begun to 
identify a longer-term program of major, cooperative, multipurpose development of the river” (World 
Bank 2006, 13). These kinds of projects, however, are still rather technically oriented and do not touch on 
the negotiations needed for a legal framework. Nevertheless, it can be said that the NBI has not totally 
failed. Another indicator of this is that it has been able to facilitate meetings and establish a Nile 
Secretariat based in Entebbe, Uganda. Ongoing measures, such as the Nile 2002 conference series, helped 
to build trust and to strengthen the understanding of IWRM among the riparians. However, even after 
such a long period of politicized negotiations, the NBI has still failed to reallocate the Nile waters: today, 
Egypt and Sudan still refer to the 1959 agreement. 

When in May 2010, five upstream countries, namely Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, and 
Uganda, finally took the step and signed the “upstream version” of the new agreement, the situation in the 
Nile Basin changed immediately. It is important to note, however, that no hard numbers and provisions on 
water allocations have been made within the CFA. All riparians agreed on their shared “desire to 
strengthen their cooperation in relation to the Nile River, a great and vital natural resource which binds 
them together, and in relation to the sustainable development of the Nile River Basin” (CFA 2009, 
Preamble). This is all determined by the principles of “integrated management, sustainable development, 
and harmonious utilization of the water resources of the Basin, as well as their conservation and 
protection for the benefit of present and future generations” (CFA 2009). 

As already mentioned, a specific article in the CFA is disputed: this is article 14b. Apart from this 
single paragraph, which is still not finally agreed on - all riparian states have agreed on the current draft of 
the CFA. Article 14b is to be “resolved by the Nile River Basin Commission within six months of its 
establishment.” The dispute has its root in the formulation of the article. The favored upstream version 
reads as follows: “not to significantly affect the water security of any other Nile Basin State” and all 
upstream riparians have agreed to this proposal except Egypt and Sudan. Egypt, however, proposes that 
Article 14b should be replaced by the following wording: “not to adversely affect the water security and 
current uses and rights of any other Nile Basin State.” 

During the negotiation process, it was decided by the Nile Council of Ministers that the CFA’s 
ratification with a two-thirds majority would suffice to establish the NRBC. Those riparians who would 
not ratify the agreement at this point could still join the NRBC later if they so wished (Cascão 2009b, 66). 

 And yet, the historic water agreements remain the primary obstacle to sustainable cooperation in 
the Nile Basin, because the version favored by the upstream countries is considered a threat to 
maintaining the status quo, and Egypt and Sudan have refused–until now–to sign the upstream version. 
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Therefore, preexisting regimes remain as the major obstacle for new regime formation. However, in “the 
absence of a partner with whom to form a more cooperative approach, this may result in the weaker states 
taking further actions to hedge their bets, reducing their reliance on the hegemonical regimes and perhaps 
attempting to set up alternative arrangements of their own” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006, 454). 

In accordance with this, it could further be argued that under the impact of global change in the 
Nile Basin, the phenomenon of the so-called “counter-hydro-hegemonic-moment” is a form of political 
mechanism that has the ultimate quality to persuade other riparians to cooperate. The refusal to join the 
offered cooperation and the attempt to maintain the status quo could result in immense costs and far-
reaching consequences. However, incentives have to be adjusted in order to convince Egypt that there is 
in the long run no alternative to cooperation. Therefore, the best negotiating strategy toward Egypt would 
be to stress these problem factors. It must be clear that sustaining the status quo, in hydrological and 
political terms, is not feasible. Hence, it can be said that there is still hope for long-term cooperation in the 
Nile Basin. According to the World Bank, “the Nile has the potential to catalyze sustainable economic 
growth for all 10 countries with benefits far beyond those that can be derived from the river itself” (World 
Bank 2010b) The concept of benefit sharing means that transboundary water management can generate 
multiple benefits for all riparians (Sadoff and Grey 2002) and this has already been integrated into the 
NBI approach (Cascão 2009b, 33). 

A form of benefit sharing for the Nile riparians could be the following thought experiment 
(referring to Stroh 2010, 294). We can assume that all riparians would welcome economic development in 
their country as well as in the region. Hydropower could help Ethiopia to generate and export water 
electricity in order to obtain foreign exchange. Irrigation purposes, as outlined previously, would not be 
hindered by such a development, as the quantity of runoff is not affected. Further, downstream countries 
would be able to benefit from dams on the upper Nile in multiple ways. First, flood regulation could be an 
advantage for Sudan as the country does have seasonal but not multiannual storage and is therefore 
vulnerable to changes in runoff. This was demonstrated in the summer of 1988, when, after an eight-year-
long drought, the massive flow of water resulted in severe floods in Khartoum. In addition, the storage 
reservoir in Sudan would be less affected by silting up. The crucial benefit is that more water becomes 
available for all riparians. In Aswan, 10 to 15 percent of the Nile’s water gets lost due to evaporation. In 
Ethiopia, as shown earlier, evaporation losses would be a great deal smaller, as the climatic and 
topographic conditions are more promising there than in Aswan. Hence, if the Nile was regulated 
upstream, the Aswan High Dam could be run at a lower level, which in turn would reduce evaporation 
losses. Accordingly, the current inefficient use of the Nile waters makes a new understanding of Basin-
wide policies urgent.  

It is important to bear in mind that there is no ultimate solution for solving these problems. For 
example, “trade” with virtual water “has always been feasible, primarily because it has been invisible. 
Like many other states around the globe, Sudan and Egypt have become dependent on global trade to 
solve their water and food supply problems” (Zeitoun, Allan, Mohieldeen 2010, 12). Yet the food price 
crisis of 2007/08 reduced trust in global food markets, and for this reason, many countries increased 
national food self-sufficiency policies by increasing agricultural input subsidies. Especially in the MENA 
region, the principles of self-sufficiency and self-supply are significant values: thus, being dependent on 
food imports from other countries might not be appreciated. In any case, without strong institutional 
arrangements, nation states might fear food and water insecurity if they were dependent on other states. 
And yet the general question of sustainable agricultural production in Egypt is at stake: “Egypt’s future 
has to lie in the non-agricultural sector and the exports of manufactured goods and of services” 
(Waterbury and Whittington 1998, quoted in Stroh 2010, 297).  

Emerging Scenarios 
It may be argued that under recent developments, there are several possibilities for further cooperation 
and regime formation. Under global change, due to international factors and the increased political 
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stability in the upstream countries, the Nile Basin is probably facing a counter-hydro-hegemonic moment. 
This moment is the upstream countries’ signing of the Cooperative Framework Agreement.  

From this point on, the following possibilities for cooperation emerge (Cascão 2009b, 71): 
1. Ratification of CFA and all-inclusive NRBC  
2. Partial ratification of CFA and not-all-inclusive NRBC  

a. Approval by Egypt and Sudan 
b. Disapproval by Egypt and Sudan 

3. No ratification, no NRBC, but multilateral cooperation 
4. No ratification, no NRBC, only partial or noncooperation 

The best-case scenario is scenario 1, as it assumes that all riparians, including Egypt and Sudan, 
will ratify the CFA, and the NRBC will be established as its outcome. All riparians will be members of 
the Commission, and the NBI is replaced by the new organization. This means that Egypt and Sudan 
agree to ratify the agreement as suggested by the upstream countries. International donors would welcome 
this development and grant financial support.  

Scenario 2 assumes that Egypt and Sudan would not ratify the CFA in the near future, but the 
NRBC might be established with a two-third majority. Yet, Egypt and Sudan would have the opportunity 
to join the NRBC later if they wish to. At this point, we have to distinguish two more possibilities: the 
approval or disapproval by Egypt and Sudan. Scenario 2a assumes that Egypt and Sudan would both 
approve the NRBC and support it independently. Here, technical projects might be implemented between 
up- and downstream states, without touching the sensitive historic agreements. This scenario seems the 
most likely at present, yet international financial support might be the limiting factor, as the World Bank, 
for example, favors an inclusive Basin-wide organization funded around a shared vision, including Egypt 
and Sudan, while nevertheless granting some support for the “upstream NRBC.”  

Scenario 2b assumes that Egypt and Sudan would not approve the CFA and would withhold any 
support for the NRBC. Here, the kind of projects that might be implemented is questionable, and it is also 
interesting to take a look at future financial support. Egypt might try to use its hegemonic position to 
influence western donors so that they would withdraw their support. Implementing projects might become 
critical because Egypt and Sudan would still insist on the 1929 and 1959 agreements. Moreover, upstream 
countries might undertake bilateral cooperation or unilateral projects with the continuing support of 
China.  

With regard to scenarios 1 and 2, where the NRBC would be established, the following points are 
important. The Nile Secretariat, as the executive agency, will play the key role as a central implementing 
organ in the formation of the new regime. The required mandate lies in the CFA, which states in article 
15, that if a ratification of the CFA is successful, the NRBC is to be established by the Nile River Basin 
states. The most important point, however, is that national water policies must be harmonized and 
coordinated in order to create a foundation for Basin-wide policy. The challenge for the years to come lies 
therefore in guiding the NBI and NRBC through the transformation process, to safeguard a framework for 
a sound use of water resources, and to finally use the overall potential for economic and ecological 
development.  In order to address collective problems and impacts, policymakers in their countries first 
have to identify national and Basin-wide factors. Second, they must consider them in the context of the 
NBI.  As cooperative action might in the end be the most appropriate and effective measure, cooperation 
within the future NRBC should be much higher and more sustainable than relying on unilateral or 
bilateral agreements, because it would generate win–win situations for all riparians. The NRBC could be 
a commission that fulfils both integrated and specific approaches—on the one hand, having a legal 
framework and an organization and, on the other hand, guiding specific approaches by analyzing and 
adapting to specific collective problems.   

In scenario 3, the CFA would not be ratified in the short term, nor would the NRBC be 
established. Alternative cooperative arrangements, as suggested in scenario 2b, are a possibility, and 
unilateral movements are also likely. The worst-case scenario obviously is scenario 4, as the CFA would 
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not be ratified, and there would be no commission. Further, it is assumed that a cooperative, inclusive 
approach is no longer possible. This scenario includes several options from unilateral developments to 
bilateral, yet they all might be short term and focused only on acute projects. If this case should become a 
reality, the efforts of recent years would have been in vain. It would be a shame if the NBI lost its raison 
d’être and if the region’s potential was not realized. It would be even worse with regard to the efforts to 
build mutual trust and cooperation among the riparians because there is still a risk that tensions might 
escalate in the region if such integrating projects break down. This is especially the case in a weak 
institutional context.
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6.  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

“Everything flows and nothing abides, everything gives way and nothing stays fixed” 
(Heraclitus). 

In this paper, we have shown that drivers of global change will have a strong impact on current water 
availability in the Nile Basin and have the potential for altering the status quo of hydropolitics in the 
future. Due to the entrance of new actors, such as China, the political situation in the Nile Basin has been 
redefined. Based on these changing international conditions, Egypt’s hydro-hegemonic position is being 
challenged. On the one hand, support from alternative sources has become available for upstream 
riparians and, on the other hand, underlying global drivers of change, including population and economic 
growth upstream and also climate change, are gradually eroding the long-held “hydropower” of Egypt. 
This shows that international structures are not rigid but extraordinarily flexible: neither the status quo of 
current water allocation, nor that of legal–political aspects can be maintained on a long-term basis. 

To avoid new conflict, a sound strategy will be required to satisfy the water needs and demands 
of all riparians. Thus, the need for action is acute to prevent tension and conflicts in the future. Egypt and 
Sudan have the most to lose under these changes and thus the most to gain from cooperation. These 
countries still insist on the validity of the 1929 and 1959 agreements, which make efforts to establish an 
inclusive Basin-wide organization more difficult. For too long, Egypt and Sudan have relied on the 
convenient position of wide support from western donors and the fact that upstream riparians—especially 
Ethiopia—did not have a chance to develop the Nile water resources. Yet, with the support of other 
donors, especially China, interests in the Eastern Nile Basin have diversified, creating both opportunities 
for peaceful cooperation and threats for increased tension and conflict. We find that a multilateral 
agreement would be more sustainable for addressing the Basin’s future water supply and demand 
challenges.  

If an international water regime were formed in the Nile Basin, and current developments point in 
this direction, there are still some issues that raise concern. As outlined previously, balancing of 
incentives is important for forming a regime, as well as for safeguarding a nation’s welfare. If the CFA 
were ratified, it might provoke fear and concern in downstream countries, because the costs of regime 
formation would be projected onto Egypt and Sudan; the status quo would not be maintained and existing 
structures would have to be changed. It should be mentioned here that within a strong institutional context 
the mutual trust among regime members facilitates mechanisms of benefit sharing and principles of 
integrated water resource management among the riparians. It is advisable in any case to acknowledge 
first the urgent need for water for development by upstream riparians.  

We recommend that the riparian countries make an additional effort in the form of accepting 
incentives and regional benefit-sharing to eventually ratify the CFA inclusively. Probably the only 
effective long-term answer to the water conflict in the Nile Basin is to create a new international water 
regime. This regime promotes the transformation of national water policies into a joint strategy for 
transboundary river management. The overarching conclusion is that IWRM used as a tool for 
transboundary water management has indeed great potential to produce a peaceful and secure 
environment. The ratification process of the CFA consequently represents a window of opportunity for 
creating cooperation and overcoming conflict in the Nile Basin. Thus, the formation of a new regime is 
not only the ultimate goal but even more an imperative for the equitable and cooperative use of the Nile’s 
waters: 

 “[If only the Nile Basin’s] full multiple use potential could be developed and exploited in a 
cooperative manner, the Basin’s water resources could become the foundations for great economic 
prosperity and well-being in all the riparian states, both in the short run and the long run” (Elhance 1999, 
quoted in Stroh 2010, 306).   

This complex situation reflects however the fact, that there is no simple zero-sum situation in the 
discourse on Nile Basin cooperation. It demonstrates further that conflict solutions are quite multilayered. 
Dichotomies such as “conflict versus cooperation” or “upstream versus downstream” are too short-sighted 
and do not incorporate the complex behavior of states and the international system.  
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