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Abstract  
 
The aim of this work is to identify how Egypt became an hydro-power and how it has been 

challenged by other riparian countries nowadays. The framework of hydro-hegemony will be 

used as a guideline. We will study the different strategies and tactics developed by Egypt, 

discourse analysis is one method in this work.  

In spite of changing internal situation of riparian countries, Egypt’s hegemony is increasingly 

strained. We will discuss the counter-hegemonic behavior of Ethiopia by looking at the 

strategies it employed. We will especially talk about the great project of Ethiopia that definitely 

stops the ambitions of Egypt.  

The study finally examines the overall changing geopolitical environment of the Nile basin 

with the arrival of new actors, such as China. 
 
 
Key words: Hydro-hegemon, Power Relations, Change, Egypt, Nile River Basin, Ethiopia, 

Water 
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Introduction  
 
 

The Nile basin is the largest international river system in the world. The river system is 

composed by two tributaries: the White Nile and the Blue Nile that originates from Lake 

Victoria (Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda) and Lake Tana (Ethiopia) respectively. Both 

tributaries converge in Khartoum (Sudan) to form the Nile that continues on to Egypt. The Blue 

Nile is by far the largest tributary in terms of contribution to the flow of water, at 86%, while 

the White Nile only shares 14%. The Nile flows through eleven countries before reaching 

Egypt and the Mediterranean sea. Basin countries are among the least developed countries, and 

many of them receive a smaller share of the water resources, surface water is unevenly 

distributed. 

 

The Nile waters present both opportunities and challenges to the riparian countries. 

With a population that can reach 25 million in upcoming years in the basin, water represent a 

vital resource to many levels of human survival for which there is no substitute. It ignores 

political boundaries, fluctuates both in space and time, and has multiple and conflicting 

demands on its use. In addition, climate change becomes an increasing factor of tensions in the 

basin. Flow variations of the Ethiopian tributaries are very high between the flood and dry 

seasons. Flows of water are hardly predictable.  

 

The question more and more asked today in the Nile basin is how to manage its flow, 

while the population is growing and the water supply is decreasing? Scarcity over water is a 

real problem in the basin and contributes to increase the tensions, which brings into the debate 

the concept of water wars. And in 1998, Boutros Ghali predicted that the Middle East was the 

hot-spot where war is likely to be fought in the twenty-first century, but would be fought over 

the waters of the Nile, not politics (Bosire 2011:194). 

 

Egypt has no other water resource alternative than the Nile. For centuries, Egypt 

claimed its right to benefit from the Nile flow, and thus became the main beneficiary.  
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The country seem to be the hegemon in the Nile basin, claiming historical rights to 

benefit from the flow of water, while it also developed compliance mechanisms to ensure itself 

those rights for life, such as treaties.  

Egypt has never hesitated to use the threat of war to stop the ambitions of upstream 

countries. Moreover, Egypt benefited a privileged geographical location, and has been helped 

through years by external actors to maintain its hegemonic position. The Nile river has been 

the cornerstone of the Egyptian regional foreign policy, and the building of Aswan dam during 

the 60s was definitely a power sign from Egypt.  

Historically, Egypt was considered an African rather than an Arab state. Pharaonic 

Egypt was nothing but an African state and its relation with south of the Nile valley and Central 

Africa have continued ever since.  

  

In a situation where Ethiopia is the main supplier and Egypt and Sudan are the dominant 

consumer, riparian countries are asking a more equitable share of resources. The situation, 

where Egypt was the only superpower in the region is not anymore viable. The basin faces 

many challenges, consequently, riparian states made several attempts to develop cooperation 

mechanisms  within the Nile basin, the main one being the Nile Basin Initiative, in 1999. The 

objective was to establish a basin based water management initiative, all riparian participated, 

but Egypt always seem refractory, in fact Egypt’s hydro-hegemony would be put at great risk. 

 

The geopolitical regional relations between Egypt and the states of the African Horn 

and the Nile basin can be considered as conducive to cooperation in peacetime, but also a point 

of pressure when the Egyptian entity feel threaten. The first example of this relationship 

resulted when the red Sea became an important international waterway and centre of interest 

of international powers, thus the necessity for Egyptian, Arab, and African cooperation by 

virtue of the long African and Western shorelines on this Sea. Second aspect was imposed by 

the water sources of the Nile, as Egypt relies entirely on the Nile River to supply her need for 

fresh waters. When Ethiopia claims monopoly of water supply, Egyptian leadership saw it as 

a permanent goal to ensure the flow of waters of the Nile. Third, cooperation is challenged by 

the fact that the Nile River is crossing eleven countries, a great management is necessary for 

countries to achieve the best utilization of the waters. Finally, the fourth aspect is reflected in 

the nature of protracted conflicts in the African Horn of Africa and East Africa, especially in 

Sudan, Somalia, Uganda and the Great Lakes region.  
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Today, two riparian countries are challenging Egypt’s hegemony, Sudan and Ethiopia. 

Both know massive growing population. Ethiopia is currently building a dam, that could reduce 

the flow of water Egypt’s could receive. Considered to be a national threat by Egypt, the 

country has no choice but to cooperate. The question being increasingly posed in whether Egypt 

can afford to continue to use large quantities of water for agriculture and other purposes when 

the needs of other countries in upstream areas are also growing?  

 

No doubt, that this dimension has exerted new pressure on the Egyptian leadership as a 

national security issue, because it does not only threaten the entity of the states but also its 

social fabric as well. Upstream countries are calling for an equitable share of the resources, 

while Egypt wants to maintain its hegemony in the region.  

  

In this view, I will attempt to identify key elements that allow us to say that the Nile is 

at the centerpiece of Egypt’s regional policy. I will study the concept of hydro-hegemon, 

applied to Egypt. Moreover, I will seek to demonstrate how riparian countries are challenging 

Egypt’s hegemony; What is the impact on the overall Nile basin region. Egypt is not anymore 

the only powerful country in the region, how does it impacts its politics? 
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Literature review  

 
International water relations are complex, rarely transparent or easily quantifiable. This 

is even more true where water is scarce. Water users and political leaders take strong and often 

conflictual positions (Zeitoun and Allan, 2008). 

Wolf investigated the reality of historic water conflict and the argument for “water 

wars’ is as follows, ‘Water is a resource vital to all aspects of a nation’s survival, from its 

inhabitants’ biology to their economy. The scarcity of water in an arid and semi-arid 

environment leads to intense political pressures, often referred to as ‘water stress’, coined by 

Falkenmark, in 1989. Moreover, water ignores the political boundaries, but also evades 

institutional classification and eludes legal generalizations. In fact, the 1997 Convention on the 

non-navigational uses of international watercourses commission reflects the difficulty of 

marrying legal and hydrologic intricacies. Put all of these characteristics together, international 

water is a critical, non-substitutable resource, which flows and fluctuates across time and space, 

for which legal principles are vague and contradictory, and which is becoming relatively more 

scarce with every quantum of growth in population or standard of living, and one finds a 

compelling argument that, in the words of World Bank vice-president Ismail Serageldin, ‘the 

wars of the next century will be about water’ (quoted in New York Times, 10 August 1995). 

 

Tensions over transboundary waters remains a hotly debated issue. And those tensions 

cannot be reduced as ‘the absence of war does not mean the absence of conflict’ (Zeitoun and 

Warner 2006, p. 437). Water conflict varies in terms of intensity across basins and across time, 

which affects all levels of society. Elements of cooperation and conflict co-exist.  

The interdisciplinary work on transboundary hydro politics is still grappling with 

identification of its place in academic and policy circles. Lowi (1993) stated that politics over 

water is generally subordinate to the higher political picture.  

Yet, Oregon State University worked on the transboundary freshwater dispute database 

(TFDD) and Wolf, Yoffee and Giordano’s (2003) ‘basins risk project’, which yielded the water 

event intensity scale, came with the conclusion that the analysis of TFDD dispels the water 

wars myth, with more than two thirds of over 1800 water related events fall on the cooperative 

Work Environment Impact Scale. 

London Water Research Group, based largely on Zeitoun and Mirumachi (2008) and 

Zeitoun and Warner (2006) works, made the important contribution that transboundary water 
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relations are more complex than individual interactions, and are often both conflictual and 

cooperative at the same time.  

Sadoff and Grey moved beyond prediction, starting from the point that ‘international 

rivers in some cases become a powerful catalyst for conflict, or a powerful catalyst for 

cooperation’ (Sadoff and Grey 2002, p. 391), they discuss four main types of cooperative 

benefits regarding international rivers. They developed the concept of benefit-sharing which 

appears to have taken some root at least in the Nile basin Initiative (UNESCO, 2004). Sharing 

of benefits derived from the river (for example hydroelectricity), may in fact be more politically 

feasible and therefore more likely than actual sharing the transboundary resource itself.   

 

When talking about hydro politics theory, Turton (2002), came with the definition of 

hydro politics as ‘the authoritative allocation of values in society with respect to water.’ With 

the explicit incorporation of the role that power plays, as an essential feature of water conflict 

and cooperation. Politics is taken in its broadest sense ‘Who gets what, when, where and why’ 

(Laswell, 1936). Turton considered how political decisions of distribution and allocation of 

resources (natural, political and financial) are made. Allocative politics are affected by their 

socioeconomic and political context, at multiple scales. Thus the allocation of resources tend 

to be asymmetrical, Cascao and Zeitoun dedicated their study towards ‘who gets left out’ 

(Markovitz, 1987).  

Hydro politics has been strongly associated with water wars concept, where interstate armed 

conflicts were expected to occur in any number of ‘hydro political security complexes’ (Schulz, 

1995).  

 

The association of both water-conflict and water-security was among the major forms 

of bias in the hydro politics literature. Which has led to an impoverished debate and hindered 

understanding of hydro politics as a dynamic and ongoing process that involves several other 

key dynamics (society, environment) (Zeitoun and Cascao, 2013). 

The focus was then made on transboundary water cooperation. In this sense, Aaron 

Wolf came with a quantitative work on the transboundary Freshwater dispute database (Wolf 

2002 and 2005), that has been instrumental in demonstrating that cooperative forms of 

interaction are not exceptional over transboundary waters. The Peace and Research Institute of 

Oslo came also with a quantitative study, dedicated to the prediction/examination of causal 

factors of international water conflicts. In fact, the findings had shown few direct links between 

water and violent conflict. 
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Water politics brings to political science one peculiarity, the fluid nature of water 

(Zeitoun and Cascao, 2013). The movement of flows across static political boundaries, in a 

sense, stitches otherwise unwilling states together. The “Who” question becomes thus quite 

complex. The resource passes through sub-national to global levels. Reconciling the interests 

and contexts of two or more neighboring states is a challenge, because it has to satisfy 

competing demands of various economic sectors and activities at the subnational level. At the 

global or regional level, it is even more complicated since clear transnational political tools are 

not yet available.  

  

Power plays a great role in the allocative politics of transboundary waters. There is no 

common template that can be used to interpret all transboundary contexts. Current 

transboundary water interaction can be illustrated on a continuum where cooperation (Shared 

control) and competition (contested control) are the two extremes, in the middle lies hegemony 

(Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). One form of tension is illustrated by the hydro-hegemon. Zeitoun 

and Warner argued that control over water resources is not achieved through water wars but 

through a suite of power related tactics and strategies - power play. Ignoring the role of power 

in transboundary water management and allocation would be as irrational as ignoring the role 

of gravity or a river bed’s friction coefficient while modelling sediment transport (Zeitoun and 

Allan, 2008).  

The definition of power is essentially contested (Evans & Newnham, 1998: 446). A 

single accepted structuring of the features of power has still not been established. In the end, 

the issue may be less about what power is, rather about what power does (Guzzini, 2005). 

Power, commonly, is the material capacity of one party to gain compliance of the other, 

Bachrach and Baratz (1962) refer to this form of power as the first face. A state’s riparian 

position could be considered as an feature of hard or structural power.  

The second dimension of power, for Luke's refers to the control over the rules of the game - 

the power to decide where the goal spots are, and to move them at will. Thus the second 

dimension of power decides which issue will arrive on the agenda, consequently, what kind of 

decision will be taken. Some authors refer to this second dimension of power as bargaining 

power. Cascao (2008) discussed the relevance of bargaining power in Ethiopia, when facing 

the hydro-hegemon of the Nile river - Egypt. 

According to Luke the third dimension of power refers to the ability to form and control 

thoughts. The actor adept to this form of power may manage to preempt its competitor’s urges 

for discussion or contestation. Lukes: ‘power to prevent people, to whatever degree, from 
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having grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way that 

they accept their role in the existing order of things’. In sum, we can consider the third power 

as ideational. Force, deals and ideas, ideas being the greatest.  

 

The Concept of hydro-hegemon (Warner, 1992) and Williams (2002) has not been thoroughly 

conceptualized or systematically theorized, until Zeitoun and Warner’s works where power 

determines the hegemon.  
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Methodology  

 

1. Method Used  

 

The thesis is divided in six parts:  introduction, literature review, methodology and 

theoretical framework, case study and summary. The introduction presented the subject: 

Egypt’s regional policy regarding the Nile, set the context of the study and structure the work. 

The second part, the literature review, will contain various theoretical viewpoints regarding the 

water wars, transboundary conflicts, works on hydro politics theory. The literature review 

provided some basis to better understand problematics surrounding the Nile River basin 

management. The part on the methodology contains the description and methods used to 

answer the problematic. I will develop in this part the theoretical framework – the concept of 

hydro-hegemony – I chose. The case study represents the practical part of the study. The case 

will be the one of Egypt and how it interacts with its neighbors in the management of the Nile 

River. I will apply the concept of hydro-hegemony that reflects particularly Egypt’s position. I 

will also demonstrate how riparian states are increasingly challenging Egypt’s position in the 

Nile River basin. The conclusion will introduce the main findings that will allow us to answer 

the research question – How much is the Nile important for Egypt ? In the end, the summary 

will sum up the thesis by highlighting the main findings, and discuss future issues. 

  

The theoretical part will be based on the secondary sources. My work will be mostly 

based on the works of Zeitoun and Warner, with their concept of hydro-hegemony, and  Cascao, 

who studied the counter-hegemony strategies of Ethiopia. The secondary sources represent 

books, articles, policy papers and research results. They will all relate to water conflict, hydro-

hegemony, water sharing, cooperation over transboundary waters, water scarcity and food 

security, water diplomacy, power relations, power play, geopolitics. 

  

The practical part will be based on both primary and secondary sources. The primary 

sources will be the international (The World Bank, United nations, the Food and Agriculture 

Organization and Human development reports) and national documents. National documents 

will be speeches, interviews, concrete projects realized (such as Dams i.e High Aswan Dam) 

national agendas and plans, found on the website of the Egyptian Ministry of water and 

irrigation. Ethiopian and Sudanese administration will also help in the collect of information. 
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In addition, the discourse analysis will be used as tool. In fact, the study of the speeches from 

Egyptian leaders will provide solid basis for my thesis. 
 

However, one thing to notice is that there are few reliable data on Egypt’s available 

water resources, current data regarding today’s challenge are often unreliable or inaccurate. 

  

I will concentrate my research, in space, from the beginning of the Twentieth Century 

until nowadays. This time lapse will be enough to observe changes in Egypt’s position towards 

neighboring states to ensure the protection of the Nile flow. 

 

 

2. Theoretical framework  

 

The theoretical framework, used as an analytical approach, will be the one of hydro-

hegemon. To remedy the fact that conventional analysis tends to soften the role of power 

asymmetry played in the creation and maintenance over situations of water conflict, Zeitoun 

and Warner emphasized  the role of power and varying intensities of conflict.  

Hydro-hegemony is taken as ‘hegemony at the river basin level, achieved through water 

resource control strategies … that are enabled by the exploitation of existing power 

asymmetries’ (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). 

Hydro-hegemony focuses on hegemony at the river basin level, and is achieved  through 

water resources control strategies, such as resource capture, integration and containment. 

Tactics play a great role in the achievement in such strategies, enabled by the exploitation of 

existing power asymmetries within a weak international institutional context.  

Zeitoun and Warner (2006) hypothesis and theory deals with who gets how much of 

the water, how and why ? The argument made is that control over water resources is not 

achieved through water wars but through a suite of power related tactics and strategies. Power 

relations between riparian are the prime determinants of the degree of control over water 

resources that each riparian attains.  

 

Then, the study allows and reveals the strategies and tactics of hegemon, such as 

resource capture, and how it enable the development of counter-hegemonic behavior. Also, the 

study provides an alternative explanation for the absence of water wars. In the end, Zeitoun 
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and Warner show that the hydro-hegemon is always able to ensure a positive outcome, at least 

for itself.  

Moreover, the framework of hydro-hegemony is a tool to examine and understand the 

options of riparian states at the river basin level, moving away from domination towards 

partnership. The form of interaction can be cooperative or competitive between riparian states 

over the control and the flood management of water. The balance of power determines riparian 

interaction over shared resources. 

Different concept are thus taken into consideration, power, hegemony and intensity of 

conflict. Hydro-hegemony is a combination of economic, political, military power, 

technological power and a selective geographical position (Naff and Matson, 1984).  

Hydro-hegemony has also some effects on the establishment of the discourse. In fact, 

the position of power enable the hegemon to determine the political discursive process, to the 

detriment of riparian states, such as Ethiopia.  

 

In addition, we will see that international water law is underdeveloped, which remains 

a major problem in international hydro-relations (Petersen-Perlman, Veilleux & Wolf, 2017). 

For sure, It benefits the hegemon, in the sense that it sets the rules, at the detriment of riparian 

states, which have no legal solutions they would resort to, if they perceive unfavorable forms 

of power.  

 

However, in the end, riparian states perceiving negative forms of hydro-hegemony may 

resort to a number of counter-hegemonic strategies to improve their situation, seeking to an 

equitable share of resources. We will see in more details the Ethiopian case, through the 

construction of the Grand Renaissance Dam.  

 

 

3. Why to study the case of Egypt 
 

First of all, I wanted to write on the natural resources, the increasing conflicts over 

them, I thought to write on petroleum, but after reading several articles, I understood that water 

was a precious natural resource but was an increasingly rare one.  

I chose to study the case of Egypt because it represented a good example of water 

control struggle. We all know that Egypt has a great history with the Nile waters, since Ancient 

Egypt, the country has heavily relied on the Nile water to sustain its economy.  The country 
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has even developed different kinds of strategies to ensure the free flow of the water. Thus the 

interactions of power within the Nile river basin are high, in fact, the Nile River basin gather 

eleven different countries with different interests and only one natural watercourse, the Nile. It 

is interesting to see that the basin has experienced several situations from threats to go to war 

to cooperation, including changes in power relations. In addition, it was interesting to see how 

other riparian states challenged the position of Egypt. The power relations are unique in the 

basin, which provides a valuable case in the study of the struggles over water.  
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Case Study  

 

Section 1 - Egypt: Hydro-hegemony   
 

1.1 How is the Nile important for Egypt ? 

 

 Egypt is a downstream state where the Nile is literally the lifegiving artery of the 

country. ‘Egypt is the Nile and the Nile is Egypt’ or ‘Egypt is the gift of the Nile’ declared the 

famous Greek historian Herodotus, the statements continue to be hold sway throughout Egypt 

today. Indeed, the Nile has shaped the life of Egyptian people over the centuries, their culture 

and habits, and through its periodic flood was like a renewed life cycle. Ancient Egyptian 

history shows that ancient Egyptians became used to the measurement of the level of the river 

and they considered it as an indication of the economic and civilized conditions of the country. 

The Nile river participated actively in the creation of Egyptian civilization, we also have to 

notice that Egyptians played a great role in preserving the water of the river.  

One well-known Egyptian writer articulated the external relations of Cairo around the Nile 

question by arguing that: ‘The first civilization was the fruit of fortunate geographical marriage 

between Egypt and the Nile, hence if history was a father of Egyptians and Egypt was a mother 

of the World the Nile is simply the great, great grandfather of Human civilization’ (Himdan 

1987:782). Egypt has always proclaimed its historic right to utilize the waters of the Nile, since 

5500 years (Swain, 2011).  

 

The importance of the Nile for Egypt cannot be underestimated, according to the 

statistics of Egyptian Ministry of Irrigation and Water Resources, the Nile alone supplies 94 

percent of total water resources of the country. Egypt’s total area of 1,001,450 sq.km, more 

than 326,000 sq.km or 33 percent of the territory fall within the Nile River basin (FAO, 1997). 

When compared to other riparian countries, Egypt’s population living in the Nile River basin 

represents more than 85 percent, when Uganda’s population reach 75 percent, Sudan, 74 

percent and Rwanda 72 percent (Rizzolio, 2000.  

 

Egypt is preoccupied with a shortage of water resources in addition to the increase in 

population and the adoption of economic developments projects. In fact, there is a general 

consensus on one uniform trend: the population will increase, quite dramatically in many 
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regions, particularly sub-Saharan Africa. With increased population, there will be more stress 

on water and food resources. Based on the predictions of the number of people in the Nile Basin 

countries by 2050, the population will have increased tenfold since 1950. In 1950, the Egyptian 

were 21,514 millions, they would reach 129,533 millions in 2050, according to the United-

States Census Bureau.   

The Nile waters is considered the main resource for irrigation. The Nile being also used 

for other purposes such as tourism, transportation and tourism.  

Moreover, Egypt’s vulnerability towards the Nile is explained by the amount of rainfall 

the country receives, almost nothing. Egypt receives the lowest amount of rainfall (Hassan and 

Al-Rasheedy, 2011), the average rainfall Egypt can receive lies between 0 and 120mm per year 

(Rizzolio, 2000). Ethiopia receives between 205mm and 2,010mm per year and Burundi 

between 895mm and 1,570mm per year (Rizzolio, 2000).  A situation that forced Egypt to 

irrigate more land for its agricultural production. The land irrigated by Egypt in the Nile River 

basin is almost twice the land irrigated by other riparian states combined (Mason and Simon, 

2004). Some countries such as Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Kenya, 

Uganda, Eritrea and Ethiopia have so far not adequately utilized the river for irrigation. 

However these countries receive more rain compared to Egypt. As a country located in a desert 

and fundamentally dependent on the Nile, Egypt is extremely vulnerable to changes in water 

supply.  

In order to reduce this fragility, Egypt has built Aswan dam in 1970, which allows a great 

storage of water, necessary to Egypt. But one fundamental challenge is that about 85 percent 

of the water at Aswan comes from Ethiopia, which has a population of more than 90 million. 

And flow variations of the Ethiopian tributaries are very high between the flood and dry seasons 

(Swain, 2011). 

 

It becomes clear that Egyptian national interests are closely related to the Nile resources 

region, which represents a strategic depth for Egypt. The international dimensions appears 

crucial in designing Egyptians water policies. In fact, Egypt’s water resource mainly comes 

from beyond its borders. The increase in these sources should be achieved within the 

framework of coordination with the other governments of the river states. There is no doubt 

that this place Egypt in a serious and vulnerable position, while designing her water policies, 

with respect to its inability to control projects designed to preserve it along the banks of both 

the Blue and White Nile. Therefore, one of the major strategic threats to Egyptian national 
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security is the threat to vital resources lying beyond Egyptian borders (Hassan and Rasheedy 

2011:131).  

 

 

1.2 Egypt’s securitization process  

 

Since Egypt is heavily dependent on the Nile River, It has begun to develop techniques 

in order to protect its interests regarding the flow of water.  I would like to apply, in this case, 

the concept of securitization.  

 

The securitization process is studied under the Copenhagen School. The security threat 

is constructed through discourse. Securitization is a process which elevate an issue above the 

level of political business as usual. We can distinguish several levels of securitization, between 

what is non-politicized, not dealt by the state, what is politicized, which is part of the broadly 

conceived public policy and finally what is securitized, subject to a special/extraordinary 

regime. In this sense, the securitization is a speech act through which the securitizing actor 

defines certain topic as an existential threat for a particular reference object. ‘Securitization’ is 

the speech act that legitimizes a state to take exceptional measures over an issue by propelling 

it into the realm of security (Buzan et al., 1998).  

     

The Nile river flow seem to be part of the securitized topics of Egypt, which is in 

position of power and influence in the region. Buzan either quoted that securitization in Egypt 

is ‘when water resources were seen to have jumped the queue of political priority’ (Buzan et 

al., 1998). Water resources became the strategic top element of the national security 

framework.  

 

Egypt’s successive administrations have concentrated on a number of geo-strategic  

foreign policy areas in order to ensure the free flow of the Nile River waters. In May, 1978, 

Egyptian President Sadat warned: ‘We depend upon the Nile 100 percent in our life, so if 

anyone at any moment think to deprive us of our life, we shall never hesitate - to go to war - 

because it is a matter of life or death’. Policies have revolved around four interrelated 

underpinning national interests, being: the protection of the Southern borders of Egypt, the 

protection of the Southern area of the red Sea, insuring the flow of the Nile water and insuring 

the vital interests of Egypt in the area.     
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For Egypt, ‘securing an uninterrupted and stable Nile water supply has been the foremost 

concern of political leaders’ (Flintan & Tamrat, 2002, p. 297).  

 

In this sense, Hassan Al-Rasheedy argued that the Nile river constitutes the central 

environmental factor, which influence the cognitive behavior of the Egyptian foreign policy 

makers (Sprout and Sprout 1965). The Egyptian foreign policy-makers’ minds are influenced 

by the geostrategic and economic and political environmental factors within the Nile river basin 

and the behavior of the riparian states. The limits that are geographical imposed on Egypt, 

positively and negatively cannot be ignored and underestimated (Heikal, 1978: 715). In fact, 

the river unites eleven African countries, including Egypt, with implications for the geo-

strategic economic, political, socio-cultural and legal relationships between Cairo and the 

countries of the basin. The Nile was and still is the valley’s sole water source since ancient 

times. The Nile river supplies more than the half of water (55.5 milliard cubic meters annually, 

while groundwater provides only 4.8 milliard cubic meters annually. (see table total source) 

 

The Egyptians through their long history of civilization have grasped the importance of 

Nile waters as an inseparable resource for their lives and have in this respect alone maintained 

interests in the economic and political developments in the upstream riparian states in the basin. 

Egypt has ensured through all means as its disposal that enough water flows on its territory. 

The country has guarded against any hostile power trying to control the sources of the Nile 

River waters.  

 

The first phase that have contributed to the recent hydro-hegemonic position of Egypt 

via a strategy of ‘resource capture’ (Homer-Dixon, 1994), can be traced back to the 19th 

century when Muhammad Ali launched an extensive expansion of irrigation infrastructure. 

Muhammad Ali’s goal was for Egypt to leave the Ottoman Empire and be ruled by his own 

hereditary dynasty. Thus, he had to reorganize Egyptian society, streamline the economy, train 

a professional bureaucracy and build a modern military.  

The second phase that contributed to the hydro-hegemonic position of Egypt is the 

British colonial period, and finally the third phase is the period of Arab nationalism initiated 

by Gamal Abdel Nasser, that culminated to the building of Aswan High dam. 
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1.2.1 Colonial Powers  

 

Egypt has been helped through years by different actors in the protection of the free 

flow of the Nile. The Nile’s vast natural resources attracted European colonial powers after the 

fall of the Ottoman Empire in the 18th century. Britain’s control over Egypt lasted until 1937. 

‘The legacy of the colonial period is still relevant and still has an impact’ Terje Tvedt said 

(Tvedt 2004:16). Today’s policies are rooted in past colonial policies (Oestigaard, 2012). The 

presence of British colonizers in Egypt and the Sudan during the 19th and early 20th centuries 

has basically dictated the state of affairs. British colonialism in North-East Africa wanted to 

secure its interests in the Nile to ensure the production and export of cotton for its industries 

based in England. To this effect, the British concluded various agreements with those states of 

the Nile, to bring them under their control, to secure the unfettered flow of water to Egypt 

(Ashebir, 2009). ‘Great Britain created patterns of water utilization which favored a single state 

(Egypt) at the expense of the interests of the whole basin’ (Kliot, 1994). The British never had 

any control  over Ethiopia, so they tried different strategies to achieve their objectives to bring 

Ethiopia under their sphere of influence. Italy, which was harbouring colonial designs on 

Ethiopia came handy in this ploy. In the late 19th and the early 20th centuries, Great Britain 

was the colonial administrator of the Sudan and has strong similar interests for Egypt. From 

1884 onwards, the British “Informal Protectorate” controlled the utilization of the Nile waters; 

favoring Egypt and to a lesser extent Sudan. The implementation of “the Informal Protectorate” 

over the whole of the Nile basin was facilitated by the fact that all upper riparian states, at the 

exception of Ethiopia and the Congo, were under British colonial rule. The main purpose of 

this scheme was the promotion of Egyptian interests. In sum, the British engineers implemented 

a model that gave an overwhelming dominance to Egypt over the utilization of the Nile.  

The British made a series of dramatic concessions to Egypt at the expense of other 

colonial possessions. In fact, the British were recognizing the natural and historical rights of 

Egypt in the waters of the Nile. Within the framework of “Informal Protectorate”, the British 

concluded a number of treaties with the upper riparian countries. For example, one of the 

earliest agreements regarding the waters of the Blue Nile was the 1902 Treaty between Great 

Britain and Ethiopia, signed in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The agreement contained an article on 

the use of the waters of the Nile which stated:     

     

"His Majesty the Emperor Menelik II, King of Kings of Ethiopia, engages himself towards the 

Government of His Britannic Majesty not to construct or allow to be constructed any work on 
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the Blue Nile, Lake Tana, or the Sobat, which would arrest the flow of their waters except in 

agreement with His Britannic Majesty's Government and the Government of Sudan". 

 

Under this agreement, the Ethiopian Emperor had the interdiction to construct or allow to be 

constructed structures that would arrest the flow of the waters of the Nile.  

 

Britain was not the only colonial power in the Nile River basin. the other colonial 

powers at the time included Italy, France, Belgium and Germany. After the end of the First 

World War, with the beginning of a decline in European colonial power regarding the 

acquisition of title of territories in Africa, the British decided to guarantee Egyptian rights over 

the Nile water. The treaties were setting binding rules that control the utilization of international 

waters among the riparian states. The agreement among others were entered into between the 

contracting parties to prevent upstream riparian states from diverting the flow of the Nile River 

waters against the interests of the colonial powers and the colonies as well as Egypt. Those 

treaties had laid the foundation for the post-independence 1929 and 1959 agreements between 

Egypt and Britain and Egypt and Sudan.  

 

When the colonial area came to an end, Egypt pursued the same objective and claimed 

the whole of the Nile waters for its exclusive benefit through various schemes. Egypt tried, in 

vain, to implement the same policy that Great Britain applied to the Nile basin, but unlike 

Egypt, Britain was in control of the upper riparian states (Bullock and Darwish, 1993). 

 

 

1.2.2  1922: Independence of Egypt and post-1952 Revolution  

     

 We have argued that the geographic location of the Nile River represents a major asset, 

which has naturally and historically shaped Egyptian foreign policy since the dawn 

independence (Brunnee and Toope, 2010). During the period from 1922 to 1952, Egyptian geo-

strategic objectives focused on three issues. First, Egypt has shown an interest in establishing 

cordial bilateral relations with Sudan. The Egyptian-Sudanese bilateral relations guaranteed 

uninterrupted flow of Nile waters and in the process protected Egypt’s historical and acquired 

rights. Indeed, the idea of binding Sudan to Egypt is deeply rooted in Egyptian political history, 

which is based on the desire for the historical integration between Egypt and Sudan. In fact, 

the policy is rooted in the old-age view that whoever controls the Sudan, threatens Egyptian 
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geo-strategic water policy interests. Second, the Egyptian-British Nile River treaty of 1929 

acknowledged the Egyptian historical interests with regard to the Nile waters (Caponera, 1992). 

By virtue of this agreement, Egypt recognized the Sudan’s right to water adequate enough for 

its own development, as long as Egypt’s natural and historic rights were protected. According 

to this agreement, Egypt’s share was 48 billion BCM, whereas that of Sudan was 4BCM. Egypt 

assumed the right to monitor upstream flows, the right to undertake projects without the consent 

of upstream states and the right to veto any construction projects that would affect its interests 

adversely. It is evident that this treaty favors Egypt over the remaining riparian states. Mainly 

made to secure the Nile water for Egypt, the agreement limits the rights of Sudan and rejects 

the ones of the remaining riparian states. And third, Britain and Egypt also entered into bilateral 

agreement in 1932 on the use of the Jabal el Awleya reservoir. The storage capacity of this 

project was estimated to be 3,5 million cubic meters annually.  

 

The Egyptian Republic was proclaimed in June 1953 after a coup d’état initiated by 

Free Officers in July 1952, its first president was Gamal Abdel Nasser. Post-revolutionary 

governments have remained intent on maintaining the economic, political and security interests 

of Egypt with regard to the Nile River basin question. However, we must observe that they 

were no longer limited to the narrow Nile River basin area but focused also on Africa and the 

major extra-continental factors. Egypt started a strategy of cooperative diplomacy towards 

other states of the Nile basin. For example, Egypt avoided, officially, support for Sudan in the 

struggle against southern insurgents for fear that such support would affect negatively Cairo’s 

regional and continental interests (Himdan, 19987). In addition to the civil war in Sudan, Egypt 

took the decision to not support any opposing party during the internal Ethiopian conflict with 

the national movement for the Eritrean people. The decision by Egyptian foreign policy-makers 

to maintain regional peace and security has been influenced by the desire to avoid any conflict 

with states of the Nile River basin, and especially with Sudan and Ethiopia.  

 

But the adoption of such as strategy did not mean that Egypt was not prepared to use 

other means as its disposal to protect its interests in the region. On a number of occasions, 

Egypt has demonstrated its preparedness to go to war if the situation so warranted. For example, 

in the 1970s, when Ethiopia tried to establish projects in the Blue Nile without consultation 

with other fluvial states, Egypt warned Addis Ababa against such destabilizing actions. Egypt 

made it clear to Ethiopia that Cairo was prepared to go to war to protect its national interests. 

The same situation happened with Sudan, Egypt on several occasions threatened military force 
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to protect its interests (Deng, 2011:39). Former President Mubarak, once said: ‘those who play 

with fire in Khartoum … will push us to confrontation and to defend our rights and lives’ 

(Deng, 2011: 51). Deng agued ‘Egypt has issued ... more threats against Sudan than against 

any other country of the Nile Basin. Hence, the duality is more ... an Egyptian imposition that 

the Sudanese regimes bitterly swallow, lest they become easy prey to Egyptian political 

manipulations and plots’ (Deng 2011:52–3).   

   

The current leadership position of Egypt in the basin is a by-product of the evolution in 

international relations and their impacts upon the region (Cascao, 2008). During the colonial 

era, the British helped a lot in consolidating Egypt’s hegemonic position, and during the Cold 

War, superpowers sustained and reinforced the Egyptian position and supported the 

construction of hydraulic infrastructure, most notably the Aswan High dam. Since the end of 

the Soviet presence in Egypt in 1974, and also after the Cold War in 1991, Egypt has benefited 

from political and financial support from the United States and international organizations such 

as the World bank.  

 

 

1.2.3 The protection of Egypt’s National Interests  

 

 If we have seen that the British helped Egypt in the protection of its interests regarding 

the free flow of the Nile River, after the colonial era, Egypt used several approaches to protect 

its interests, such as the development of compliance-building mechanisms.  

Since the use by other riparian states of the Nile waters has been considered a national threat 

to Egypt’s interests, Cairo has never hesitated to use the threat of war to prevent upstream 

countries from taking any actions that might adversely affect the lives of all Egyptians. In 1979, 

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat said: ‘the only matter that could take Egypt to war again is 

water’. And then, in 1988, the Egyptian Foreign Minister Boutros Ghali, who later became the 

United Nations’ Secretary-General, predicted that ‘the next war in the Middle East would be 

fought over the waters of the Nile, not politics.’  

 

The securitization tactic has been coupled with the establishment of a strong sanctioned 

discourse and the construction of expertise-based knowledge, and have been the recurrent 

modes adopted by Egypt to validate hegemonic and unilateral actions in the basin (Cascao, 

2008). Egypt has applied a wide range of approaches (including coercion) not only to keep the 



 20 

control over the resources, but also to confront and divert challenges to its power from upstream 

riparians. Zeitoun and Warner distinguished three water resource control strategies, resource 

capture, containment strategy and integration strategy, all of them were used more or less by 

Egypt.  

 

The strategy of resource capture can be applied to Egypt, in fact resource capture is 

carried out by creating ‘facts on the ground’ that enable control over access to the resource. 

This can include land acquisition, land annexation or the construction of large-scale hydraulic 

works. A state with the ability to plan, construct and operate large infrastructure projects has 

the physical ability to change the hydrogeology of the resource, thereby creating new hydro-

strategic and hydro-political realities. For example, Egypts’ High Aswan dam (Waterbury, 

2002; Takele, 2004) is one illustration of large infrastructure enabling the capture resources 

and altering the nature of relation and competition over water to the advantage of the one who 

build it.  

However, the hydro-hegemon, faced with the demands of a competitor and aware of 

the customary law regarding the sharing of transboundary resources, may think more efficient 

to co-opt its weaker competitors, rather than ignoring or discredit their claims. This 

containment strategy requires engagement with competitors, such strategy may either seek to 

integrate the competitor or contain them is an asymmetric position (through the use of 

utilitarian, hegemonic, coercive or normative compliance-producing mechanisms). The 

stronger state would seek to influence the weaker riparian towards compliance. In this sense, 

the signature of a treaty favoring the hydro-hegemon is the prefered tactic. The relation between 

the hydro-hegemon and the competitor can turn into an integration strategy. This strategy 

would seek to encourage compliance through incentives, meaning utilitarian mechanisms. 

Water particularly suit this strategy, because many benefits can be drawn from its various uses. 

The hydro-hegemon may concede to other riparian some of the privileges offered due to its 

relative power. Riparian are the seeking shared control and the hydro-hegemonic configuration 

may be perceived by the riparian as positive (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). 

 

In its struggle over the control of water resources, Egypt developed compliance-

producing mechanisms that are coercive, utilitarian, normative and hegemonic. 

First, tactics of coercive compliance-producing mechanisms cover the military force, 

covert action and coercion-pressure. But to develop those tactics, riparian must draw upon the 

political support of their allies and the collective ability to mobilize funds. Coercive resources 
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can vary with the changing political context, also exploited through the weakness of the 

international regulatory context, especially the absence of effective international law.  

Rarely used in water conflict, the military force come usually in last resort (Wolf, 2004). 

Nonetheless, it is extremely effective in the implementation of a resource capture strategy. 

Egypt has already threatened war, however the ability to back its threat is limited (DiNunzio, 

2013). Then, a competitor may engage in undercover operations which aim at weakening the 

political, military or hydraulic apparatus of its competitor. We can consider Egypt and its 

motives behind its support for the Eritrean Liberation Front. Finally, coercion pressure may be 

the most used tool to achieve resource control strategies. Threats (military action, political 

isolation or economic sanctions) are deployed by one state against another one to ensure, for 

example, that the latter drops its claims over the resource. Coercive measures available include 

trade embargoes, diplomatic isolation, espionage, propaganda or diplomatic isolation. 

Waterbury did describe the effect of some of this measures employed by Egypt towards 

Ethiopia: ‘Egypt is by far the most powerful riparian. . . it still has formidable veto power. It 

has been successful in imposing the status quo for four decades and it will surely shape any 

change in the status quo. It cannot dictate terms, but no riparian, including Ethiopia, will seek, 

let alone welcome, confrontation with Egypt when its well-known national interests are at 

stake.’ (Waterbury, 2002: 167).  

Second, we can talk about utilitarian compliance-producing mechanisms that are in fact 

incentives. Incentives for compliance with a hydro-hegemon’s prefered state of affairs are in 

reality the clear opposite of coercive mechanisms, mentioned just above. But coercive ‘sticks’ 

compliance-producing mechanisms may in fact be well combined with compliance-

encouraging ‘carrots’. The concept of mutually ‘shared interest’ water projects have proven an 

effective incentive for cooperation that would lead to a more stable hydro-relations. As an 

example of this positive-sum hydro-hegemonic configuration, we can cite the project of all-

Nilotic electricity grid between Egypt and Uganda (Waterbury, 2002). 

Then, normative compliance-producing mechanisms are also a tool used by hegemon 

to ensure its position. Treaties are the preferred instrument, during periods of rapprochement 

of two countries, the signing of an agreement to institutionalize the status quo, can be used to 

the hydro-hegemon’s advantage. The signing co-riparian may be in agreement that the treaty 

has sufficient benefits to justify the signature. However, treaties can transform an agreement 

between two parties into an instrument of leverage for the stronger side (Zeitoun and Warner, 

2006)). The 1959 Nile Waters Agreement between Egypt and Sudan is a perfect example of 

this concept. The 1959 agreement was concluded between Egypt and Sudan to the total 
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exclusion of other Nile riparian states. Originally, it was not Sudan’s concern but mainly Egypt 

that gave an impetus to the bilateral agreement. This agreement gave a chance for full control 

and utilization of the annual Nile flow. In 1950, Egypt planned the Aswan High dam project to 

store the entire annual Nile flow waters. And before implementing this project, Egypt realized 

that it was important to get a guarantee from the Sudan and to obtain international recognition 

for the financing and technology of the dam. Sudan, added that its population was about 12 

million half that of Egypt, and thus rejected the education of Aswan storage losses when 

calculating the allocation. The debate over the over the claims delayed the agreement, but 

whether or not Sudan agreed, the construction of the Aswan High dam was seen as a priority 

development for Egypt. Sudan had to come to commit itself to the agreement. And, finally, on 

November 8th, 1959, the agreement for full utilization of the Nile waters was signed between 

Egypt and the Sudan, while both countries are only users of the Nile. The 1959 agreement 

contains some important points: the acquired rights of Egypt and Sudan are 48 BCM and 7 

BCM, respectively, it granted Egypt the right to construct the Aswan High dam, it granted 

Sudan the right to build the Rosaries dam on the Blue Nile, and to develop other means of 

irrigation and hydroelectric power stations until it fully utilized its Nile share. Great Britain 

was still present it the region, upper White Nile riparian countries were under British or Belgian 

colonial rule, and clearly object the 1959 agreement. Ethiopia, the main contributor to the Nile, 

rejected its validity, while the 1929 agreement stipulated the long-standing position of Egypt 

on the principle of ‘acquired rights’ or ‘priority of appropriation’ of the Nile waters. The 1959 

abandoned the use of the term ‘acquired rights’.  

Finally, the hegemon can implement mechanisms that will ensure its indisputable 

position, those are the securitization, the knowledge construction and the sanctioned discourse. 

‘Securitization’ is the speech act that legitimises a state to take exceptional measures over an 

issue by propelling it into the realm of security (Buzan et al., 1998).  Promoting a project to 

national-security concern associates criticism to treason, thus silencing critical voices in the 

bureaucracy and maintaining a form of hegemonic thought control. This mechanism enables 

politicians to ‘construct knowledge’ around water-related issue to fit other political interests. 

This approach is an example of what Plato refers to as a “noble lie” and reinforces Gramsci’s 

proposition that beliefs are held by people who do not experience them as beliefs (Lustick, 

2002). When it comes to knowledge construction, it can be considered as a variant of 

‘sanctioned discourse’ which Feitelson (1999) defines as “a normative delimitation separating 

the types of discourse perceived to be politically acceptable from those that are deemed 

politically unacceptable at a specific point in time.” The construction of a discursive component 
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is a vital piece of the hegemon game and a determinant part of the legitimation process of power 

relations (Cascao, 2008). Egypt, like other states, often employs discursive means to ‘control 

the agenda of politics’ (Lukes, 2005, p. 25). The concept has it that a full understanding of an 

issue, such as competition over water, may be as much guided by popular beliefs, as guided by 

science based-knowledge. According to Cascao (2005), the confusion this creates enables 

Egypt, for example, to give different perspectives on its hydro-situation to its own people, to 

international donors and to its riparian competitors or friends, creating more room to 

manoeuvre by reducing apparent external pressure.  

The concept of sanctioned discourse evolved from the world of water policy research (Allan, 

2003:2), with Charles Tripp’s emphasis on the constraints imposed on those who may risk to 

speak or think outside of the discursive hegemony (Allan, 2001:182). While accepting the 

premise of knowledge construction, Hajer addresses that the process of alternative discourse 

contending results in actors securing support ‘for their definition of reality’ (Hajer, 1997:59). 

The process results in a prevailing discourse, heard above the others, in fact, the sanctioned 

discourse, is by definition endorsed by the more powerful side. Used conjointly with 

knowledge construction, the tactic of sanctioning the discourse in the world of water conflicts 

may serve to veil certain aspects of riparian relations, such as the inequitable distribution, while 

put an emphasis on others, for example, the merits of technical cooperation. The official 

Egyptian discourse promoting the benefits of cooperation through the Nile Basin Initiative, was 

regularly heard at international fora and in journals. However, those discourses effectively 

down up opposing viewpoints presented less frequently and eloquently by Ethiopian officials. 

I will develop in more details this concept in the second part, where I will discuss how Ethiopia 

stands as a challenger to Egypt.  

     

 

1.3  Egypt: Stronger than the Riparian 

    

Egypt, in its struggle for hegemony in the Nile River basin exploited some difference 

in power, that were at its advantage. The balance of power ultimately determines riparian 

interactions over shared resources. The more powerful state has available to it full range of 

strategies and compliance-producing mechanisms, as well as the availability of coercive 

resources. In this case, the weaker state has much fewer options available and a narrower room 

of maneuver, meaning fewer degrees of freedom. Zeitoun and Warner have demonstrated that 

control over water resources is not achieved through water wars but through a suite of power-
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related tactics and strategies (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). Dahl has defined power as A’s 

capacity to make B do what B would otherwise not do (Dahl, 1965). The first dimension of 

power, and most visible one, lies with the state’s ability to possess and mobilize capacities, 

including military might, economic strength, modes of production, access to knowledge 

(Strange, 1987:132), as well as political support and the rather more lasting features, the 

riparian countries’ characteristics: position, size and value of territory.  

The second dimension of power refers to the control of the rules of the game. It consists 

essentially to stripping the weaker one of the ability to choose between compliance or non-

compliance with the stronger one (Lukes, 2005:11). In addition, a weakness in bargaining 

power that a state has in one sector may be compensated by a relatively high level of the second 

dimension of power in another sector. Strange identifies a third level of power exercised 

through what she terms the knowledge structure: “At this level, the strong implant their ideas, 

even their self-serving ideology, in the minds of the weak, so that the weak come to sincerely 

believe that the value-judgments of the strong really are the universally right and true ones” 

(Strange, 1994: 176). By the exertion of these three forms of power, a hegemonic actor has 

considerable ability to rewrite the rules of the game. The hegemon’s material power 

(technology, economic) helps the first dimension of power to represent the world in a particular 

way. The second and third forms of power are more easily put to use. “Those in power within 

the institutions of the hegemonic state become the deans of world politics, the administrators, 

regulators and geographers of international affairs” (O’Tuathail & Agnew, 1999: 82). Finally, 

the fact that the key to power stays in the hand of the hegemon, in the order that it has 

established, is one effect of an asymmetry of power.  

 

Hydro political relations in the Nile basin have been strongly influenced by asymmetric 

power relations between downstream and upstream riparian (Cascao, 2009).  

According to Yimer, control of the Nile basin’s shared water resources is characterized by a 

high degree of asymmetry, brought about by factors including the different capacities the 

riparian states to technically control, allocate and utilize the water resources (Yimer, 2015). In 

terms of their technical control, the ten riparian states demonstrate varying capacities to harness 

the resource, based on their particular hydraulic infrastructural and storage capacity. Egypt 

began to develop its ‘hydraulic mission’ in the 19th century and expanded it greatly during the 

20th century, under the British Protectorate (Collins, 2012). In the late 1960s, the construction 

of the High Aswan Dam achieved Egypt’s full technical control over the Nile resources. The 

dam has a total capacity of storage of 169 Bm3/year, which is more than enough to store the 
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full flood of the Nile. If we take a look at Sudan, the country developed its hydraulic 

infrastructure over the Nile under the Anglo-Egyptian condominium and expanded in the post-

independence period (1956-1965) (Tvedt, 2006). The dams built within these two periods 

(Sennar, Jebel Aulia, Roseires) only have a limited capacity of storage - 6,9 Bm/year - when 

compared to Egypt (Kundell, 2008). Sudan did not build dams between 1965 and 2008. 

Upstream countries have initiated their hydraulic mission only recently, nonetheless, their 

storage capacities remain limited (Shapland, 1997; Waterbury, 2002).  

 

The asymmetric control of the Nile’s water resources is partially explained by the 

existence and persistence of asymmetric power relations between the Nile riparian, which 

afforded Egypt a position of hegemony in the basin. Zeitoun and Warned discussed three 

dimensions of power: material power, bargaining power and ideational power. The material 

power designates the levels of economic development, military might, political stability, and 

access to external political and financial support. The bargaining power relates to the ability to 

control and influence the agenda and the ‘red lines’ of negotiations. Lastly, ideational power is 

determined by the ability to influence knowledge and construct discourse. Historically, Egypt 

has been the most powerful riparian in each of this dimensions (Cascao, 2009).  

 

Egypt is the ‘clear hegemon on the Nile in terms of economic strength’ (Whittington, 

2004): its economy is stronger, more diverse, and further integrated in the global economy than 

those of other riparians. Thanks to its geostrategic location, Egypt has maintained both good 

relations with international donors and an important international position. Riparian position is 

perhaps the most static form of coercive resource, Frey and Naff, water conflicts theorists, 

observed that from an upstream position: ‘one can usually take actions that confront 

downstream competitors with faits accomplis, the alteration of which is far more demanding 

than the original action’ (Frey and Naff, 1985: 78). Egypt’s position allowed it to receive 

international support, having good powerful friends can be a very efficient source of power 

(Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). In addition to securing access to funds for water infrastructure, a 

privileged political position can directly result in a favourable position in the competition over 

water. Egypt has been a recipient of major United-States financial and political support, prior 

to US funds spent in post-Saddam Iraq after 2003. Moreover, Egypt has been benefiting from 

close political and economic relations with European and Middle Eastern countries. Financial 

mobilization is also an essential feature of power asymmetry. In fact, a state desperate for 

financial assistance and without resource to alternative funding is constrained to follow the 
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donor’s regulations and does not have the option to apply a ‘resource capture’ policy. 

Implementing unilateral water infrastructure projects and policies is not an easy task for a state, 

and can be a luxury afforded to relatively rich states, that its allies are outside the established 

donor system (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). Egypt recourse to the Soviet Union for funding in 

the 1960s for the construction of the High Aswan dam (Swain, 2011). Egypt did not have the 

financial resource to execute the High Aswan dam project on its own. At the same time, 

Western powers were apprehensive about Egypt’s closeness to the Soviet camp and their 

pressure forced the World Bank to withdraw from its commitment to support the dam project. 

In retaliation, Nasser, former Egyptian President, nationalized Suez canal and approached the 

Soviet Union for technical and financial support for the construction of the High Aswan dam. 

With the Soviet support, the work began in 1960, and came into operation in 1971. The Lake 

Nasser created with the dam is one of the largest manmade lakes in the world with a carrying 

capacity of 164km3 of water (Smith, 1986). We will see later that the funding was one major 

obstacle to Ethiopian projects along the Nile river.  

Furthermore, Egypt is a major regional military power and has the capacity to project 

and sustain this might (Cordesman, 2004). There is no doubt Egypt has the military muscle to 

go to war against other Nile basin states. For example, Egypt’s military expenditure in 2005 

was more than twice the equivalent expenditure of all the nine other riparian states together 

(Adar, 2011:183). Also, since the security of the Nile is central in Egyptian military planning, 

as deterrence, the Egyptian High Command has established contingency plans for armed 

intervention, in each country of the Nile basin, in case of a direct threat to the flow of the Nile. 

Egyptian military plans, known as Waraa-el-hidoud, were traditionally associated with Nile 

water. Some of the plans date back to the beginning of 19th century, when Mohammed Ali was 

rebuilding the Egyptian army. Plans have been updated several times since then, some by the 

British. A full-time staff at Nasser Military Academy in Cairo, today, reviews and adapts the 

plans to the changing circumstances (Yacob, 2004:2). 

  

 Egypt has also been the strongest riparian state in the basin when it comes to bargaining 

power. Through discursive and bargaining tools, Egypt has developed a capacity to influence 

the basin’s overall hydro political agenda including bilateral and multilateral political relations. 

Egypt has the ability to define ‘the red lines’ of negotiations, and to decide what is ‘on’ and 

‘off’ the agenda. In doing so, Egypt has been able to impose the 1959 Agreement on Sudan, 

and the perspective of its ‘historic and acquired rights’ at the starting point of any negotiations 
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that would take place in the basin. In comparison, other riparian states have weak bargaining 

tool, thus their ability to frame agendas and negotiations are poorer.  

 

 Egypt has also been the strongest riparian in the basin in ideational terms and has 

demonstrated an ability to sanction particular, favored discourses in the basin (Allan, 1999). 

As an example, Egypt has been successful in highlighting its dependency on Nile waters, and 

its ‘historic rights’ to Nile water, to define water availability as a matter of ‘national security’. 

Boutros Ghali, former Foreign Minister of Egypt, has always highlighted that the ‘national 

security of Egypt is a question of water’ (BBC, June 10th, 2003). And Mubarak stated that 

‘Egypt’s national security is closely linked to water security in the Horn of Africa and the Great 

Lakes region’ (SIS, 2007). Egypt has thus promoted a certain amount of ideas, favorable to its 

position. Meanwhile, Egypt has disregarded any set of ideas, such as upstream water project. 

Historically, this self-producing Egyptian narrative has been a determining factor in the 

regional hydro political relations.  

 

 Coupled together, material, bargaining and ideational power allowed Egypt its status of 

hydro-hegemon in the basin, vis à vis the other riparian states. The status quo remained 

unchallenged until recently, equatorial Nile states achieved independence in late 50s and early 

60s, which gave Egypt the first opportunity to exploit the Nile resources. The internal structure 

of riparian countries, rhythmed by internal conflicts, political instability or famine, did not help 

in challenging the status quo.  

 

On the other hand, in past decades, Egypt faced challenges due to an increasing 

population and a growing pressure over ‘old’ lands in the Nile valley and delta. As a 

consequence, Egyptian authorities have adopted a policy of moving people out of the ‘old’ 

valley towards new reclaimed lands in the desert, where new agricultural projects are developed 

(Ayeb, 2002). The projects named: West Delta Irrigation Project, North Sinai Agriculture 

Development Project and South Valley/Toshka Development Project, have been ongoing since 

the 1990s, and reclaim thousands of hectares of land (MWRI, 2005). The water requirements 

of this projects are huge. Some solutions lies in the reutilization of water and groundwater 

resources, the other part is sought from the Nile, in fact, Egypt planned to increase its utilization 

of the Nile resources. Obviously, these projects and policies are extremely controversial on 

both the domestic and basin level. Internally, the projects are criticized for their cost and 

economically infeasibility, and are even considered as the ‘Pharaonic’ monument building of 
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the former President Mubarak (Al‐Ahram, 27 January 2000; 23 March 2006; and 6 April 2006). 

Within the basin, the projects are perceived as an attempt by Egyptians to put more facts on the 

ground, to cement its ‘historic rights’ to the Nile water, and to impede other riparians states to 

use the Nile waters. To sum up, through these projects, Egypt is sending clear messages to its 

neighboring riparian states, exiting water allocations are non-negotiable, and such projects 

launched in upstream countries are considered as unacceptable, that Egypt is determined to use 

more Nile water than it is already using, and if possible, Egypt wants to go beyond the status 

quo, to attain legal rights to additional water allocations (Cascao, 2009).  

     

    

1.4 Egypt: the Hydro-hegemon  

 

Like ‘water wars’, hydro-hegemony is a loosely used term. Usually, it is defined as the 

behavior of regional great powers with respect to their co-riparian, which can sound accurate 

or not.  

Then, theories on hegemony attempt to explain how groups with power (hegemons) can 

maintain their pole position (control), other than through mere repressions. Within the field of 

water politics, violence is rarely resorted to. The hegemon can thus use different methods that 

will depend on its capacity to persuade subordinate actors to accept not only its authority, but 

also to internalize and adopt its values and norms intended to impose one solution over others. 

In sum, the hegemon is the one who defines the ‘rules of the game’ (Zeitoun and Warner, 

2006:438).  

According to Naff and Matson (1984) , the ‘power ratio’ between competing riparian 

states is based on each state's overall economic, military and political power, its overall 

technological power and its privileged geographical position. In sum, to measure the degree of 

hydro-hegemony a state has, one must review its power position, its riparian position and its 

resource exploitation potential. If we have to put it into a form of equation, then it would look 

like this: Hydro-hegemon = riparian position + power (military/economic/security/sanctioned 

discourse) + exploitation potential (infrastructure/technological capacity). Power seem to be 

the prime determinant enabling the successful execution of the water resource control strategies 

(Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). The nature of of interaction over water resources and between 

riparian states is determined by the hydro-hegemon. The hydro-hegemon that seeks to establish 

a positive/leadership configuration will follow any of the three water resource control strategy 

(resource capture strategy, containment strategy or integration strategy) to ensure cooperative 
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interactions under its direction. Furthermore, a hydro-hegemon intent to maintain sole control 

over the resources will curb competition through a number of means, resulting in a dominative 

form of hydro-hegemony and a usually silent conflict. The hydro-hegemon determines the 

nature of the interactions, and to what extent the benefits derived from the flows of the resource 

will also extend to the weaker riparian countries (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006). Egypt has put its 

power in all three dimensions in use to rule the varying intensities of dominative forms of 

hydro-hegemony.  

The benefits of enjoying a position of hydro-hegemony, aside from ensuring itself the 

most secure and larger share of the scarce resource, enable it to determining the political 

discursive process in the basin. Because the hydro-hegemon has a greater economic and 

political power, more of the decisions-making positions in global-level think-tanks and lending 

institutions are occupied by individuals of these states. Research centres, international 

conferences, universities, regional policy setting agencies, institutions for intellectual and 

financial power tend to be under-represented  y people from Ethiopia, Uganda or Sudan, for 

example, and, on the contrary over represented by representatives from Egypt.  

Egypt unites all the forms of power a hydro-hegemon has. The country has been the 

stronger one in terms of military and economic power, it successfully imposed its power and 

ideas, and, it has been the one able to build a discourse that serve its interests. The assumption 

that control over water resources is not achieved through water wars but through a suite of 

power-related tactics and strategies is verified through the case of Egypt. Egypt is more than 

concerned about the protection of its interests and was willing to go to war in case one would 

threaten it. The Nile is one of the priorities, if not the priority of Egyptian government, since 

the whole country depend heavily on the flow of the river, and has no alternative in the case of 

reduction of the flow.   

However, the question being increasingly posed is whether Egypt can afford to continue 

to use large quantities of water for agriculture and other purposes when the needs of other 

countries in the upstream areas are also growing (Swain, 2011). 

 

Section 2 - Efforts for Cooperation  
 

The Nile flow through eleven countries, each having different needs in water. One 

tendency to be noticed in the Nile basin, is the growing population. Linked to this phenomenon 
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is the increasing demand for water. We can wonder if there will be enough water and food for 

all the people living along the Nile River. According to the Human Development report of 

2006, the answer is ‘there is enough water, the problem is the management.’ Yoffe even added 

that it is not storage or lack of water that leads to conflict but how water is governed and 

managed (Yoffe, 2003).  In the first part, I have demonstrated that Egypt was the main 

consumer of the Nile river, that it used several strategies to ensure the free flow of the Nile 

towards the country. And, that Ethiopia was the main provider of water, approximately 85 

percent of water comes from the country. According to Oestigaard, ‘societies along the Nile 

are neither equally acceptable of harming their common resource nor equally likely to suffer 

the consequences of others’ behavior’ (Oestigaard, 2012). Some possibilities do exist but they 

can only take place under cooperation between riparian states.  

Several Nile basin countries rank among the poorest, but at the same time, many of the 

same countries are rich in resources: poverty is not only a matter of absence of resources but 

also a matter of its uneven distribution and failed policies.  It is not an easy task to measure 

today’s challenge, since data are often unreliable, inaccurate, which makes statistics more or 

less qualified, and estimates about the future are by definition uncertain. However, Petersen, 

Veilleux and Wolf declared that ‘to regulate water use and enable sustainable and equitable 

management in areas stricken with water shortages, stronger policies need to be put in place. 

Yet water management institutions, especially in developing countries, often lack the human, 

technical and financial resources to develop and implement comprehensive management plans 

that can properly accomplish the installation of sufficient governing mechanisms’ (Petersen-

Perlman, Veilleux and Wolf, 2017). What could be the solution, when upstream and riparian 

use of water affects downstream countries ? How is it possible to share a basin’s water in an 

equitable manner when some regions have more water than the others ? How Egypt would 

react to a change in water flow, at its detriment ?  

 

Through this part, I would like to highlight some attempts to build cooperation among 

the Nile riparian. We will see that Egypt has always tried to protect its national interests, by 

using its veto power. Yet, today, two riparian countries are challenging Egypt’s hydro-

hegemony, we will discuss the cases of Ethiopia and Sudan. In fact, Ethiopia launched a great 

project called the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD), which can have severe impacts 

on the flow of the Nile Egypt could receive. And finally, we will look at the new geopolitical 

environment, with the arrival of a new actor, China. 
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2.1 Institutional attempts for cooperation  

 

2.1.1 Factors hindering cooperation  

 

 Several factors have hindered genuine cooperation in the Nile River basin in the past. 

First, the reluctance of the downstream countries to engage in an open negotiation process on 

the equitable distribution of the water, especially Egypt. Egypt was particularly reluctant to 

involve major upstream states, such as Ethiopia, in its water management planning despite 

Ethiopia’s valuable contribution to the inflow of the waters. Second, riparian countries have 

diverging views regarding the use of the water, taking into account their contributions and 

needs (Ashebir, 2009). For example, Egypt argued that the absence of information and 

sufficient data was an obstacle to any negotiation on the sharing of the waters of the Nile. As a 

consequence, they distanced themselves from the key issues of the river. Third, bilateral and 

multilateral relationships among riparian states have been affected by the biased treatment of 

donor countries and international agencies. We can remember that the former Soviet Union 

gave a substantial amount of financial assistance for the construction of the High Aswan Dam 

of Egypt, which increased heavily the irrigation capacity of the country. And to a larger extent, 

this has made Egypt the only beneficiary of the river flow at the expense of other riparian. On 

the other hand, the African Development Bank denied a loan to Ethiopia, that aimed at 

harnessing its river, the Blue Nile, as Egypt managed to have the loan blocked by using its 

political and economic leverage (Tafesse, 1997). 

In addition, the World Bank’s lending policy called for a ‘no objection stance’ by co-basin 

states for projects submitted to the bank by one of these countries (Salman, 2009). The 

operational directive from the World Bank required the consent of all the affected riparian 

states before releasing funds for water projects. In fact, it means that the downstream countries 

are consulted for projects undertaken in the upstream countries for a ‘no objection statement.’ 

On the contrary, upstream countries do not have the opportunity to give their opinion on 

projects undertaken in the downstream countries. As an example, Uganda was asked by the 

World Bank to obtain a permit form Egypt with the aim to secure a loan for the hydraulic works 

in Lake Victoria (Tafesse, 1997). Finally, political instability and civil war in most of the 

countries in the Nile river basin made difficult to achieve long-term basin cooperation, 

cooperation with neighboring counties was even not a priority. Both Sudan and Ethiopia 

experienced civil wars, even several periods of famine for Ethiopia.  
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 Despite those factors that blocked or postponed the perspectives of cooperation, 

riparian countries do have to face common challenges, that need collective answers. The Nile 

basin countries face colossal challenges regarding their future water resources development 

(Ashebir, 2009). The challenges are a complex set of interrelated problems that are social, 

economic, political and nature-related. Those challenges need to be tackled in integrated and 

holistic approaches, to ensure that the development of the Nile basin benefits all riparian states. 

We can list several keys challenges.  

First, the population growth, according to the United Nations, between 1950 and 2009, 

the total population of the Nile basin countries has been multiplied by five. And the population 

is expected to double in 2050, to exceed 800 million (UN projections, 2009). The rapid 

urbanization in the basin has placed the environment under excessive pressure. Because of the 

increasing number of people, the demand for more water is inevitable.  

Second, the region suffers from aridity, a phenomenon caused by permanent shortage of water 

due to the dry climate. Kenya, Sudan, and 61 percent of Egypt are arid. In each country, those 

arid zones need water to be obtained through technological means from the Nile, which costs 

a lot.  

In addition, drought has been catastrophic in many parts of the region. There are cyclical 

occurrences of dry seasons, provoking several periods of drought. Some experts believe that 

the major drought cycle in Ethiopia happens every ten years (sometimes less). To different 

extent, all countries within the Nile basin have been affected by drought. One solution to 

overcome this phenomenon is to utilize available water in the river systems.  

As a consequence of drought episodes, desiccation illustrate the landscapes of the Nile basin. 

Soil desiccation is a result of activities such as deforestation, overgrazing, over-cultivation, soil 

erosion for examples. In Ethiopia, 39 percent of the highlands have been affected by 

desiccation, thus, inhabitants of those areas tend to escape this by migrating to the river valleys 

in the lowland areas where river water resources are available (Ashebir, 2009).  

 These factors have accelerated the scarcity of water, in the Nile basin, where countries 

find themselves threatened by the ever increasing water scarcity. The Nile basin is one of the 

most problem-ridden region in the world (Ashebir, 2009). In fact, half of the riparian countries 

are among the poorest countries in the world. Yet, the Nile has a great potential to foster 

economic development. Some domains can be developed, power generation, environmental 

conservation, food production, industrial development. However, in order to realize this 
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potential, Nile Basin countries should come to recognize that they must take concrete steps to 

address these challenges and that cooperation is the key to bring prosperity to the whole region.  

 An urgent effort is needed to overcome the current impasse within the Nile, it should 

begin by removing the political obstructions to dialogue and by taking the common challenged 

into consideration. Poverty, already present in the basin, might increase if nothing is done, 

countries in the Nile basin rely heavily on agriculture and it becomes difficult to feed 

themselves from domestic produce and, tough to import food. A majority of riparian states 

don’t have the financial capacity to start large-scale engineering works, i.e. water development 

projects. This has geared Nile basin countries towards various forms of cooperation. Poverty 

is the ultimate consequence of mistrust in the region (Ashebir, 2009). Lightened poverty is 

essential for meaningful and effective basin-wide cooperation. Common challenges faced by 

the riparian should help reaching a satisfactory solution. Some attempts to establish 

mechanisms for basin-wide cooperation have been made and may bring this gridlock to an end.  

 

 

2.1.2 The cooperative spirit in the Nile basin  

 

I would like, first, to make a point on what international law says regarding the use of 

international water resources.  

 International codification efforts to develop rules applicable to international rivers are 

of recent origin (Ashebir, 2009). The first attempts were made by the International Law 

Association (ILA), a non-governmental organization. In August 1966, during its 52nd 

conference held in Helsinki, the ILA adopted rules that set guideline principles on the use of 

international water resources. Helsinki rules did not have a binding effect, although, they 

contributed greatly to subsequent codification effort, especially for the International Law 

Commission. Helsinki rules explicitly recognized the principle of ‘equitable utilization’, 

however, they did not contain any clause imposing a duty on the riparian countries to not cause 

‘appreciable harm’ on others. This duty has been included later, twenty years after, at the ILA’s 

62nd session, held in Seoul, in 1986.  

The international Law Commission in 1971 made a major effort towards the 

codification and progressive development of the rules of international law, upon the 

recommendations of the United Nations General Assembly. The Commission achieved its 

studies in Geneva during the summer of 1994 and addressed the non-navigational uses of 

international watercourses.  



 34 

Helsinki Rules most important component is the equitable distribution. Equity does not 

mean equal distribution but distribution by fair shares, determined by several factors: the 

topography of the basin, especially the size of the river’s drainage area in every riparian state; 

the climatic conditions affecting the overall basin; the precedents for past utilization of the 

waters of the basin, up to present day uses; the social and economic needs of each riparian 

countries; population indicator; the availability of other water resources to each basin state and 

the avoidance of undue waste and unnecessary damage to other riparian states. In comparison 

with the Helsinki rules, the International Law Commission include a provision for 

environmental issues. The article 5 expressed the entitlements of a watercourse state, within its 

territory to an equitable and reasonable use of international watercourse (The Law of the Non-

navigational Uses of International Watercourses, 1994). ‘This right is an attribute of 

sovereignty and is enjoyed by every state whose territory is traversed or bordered by an 

international watercourse’ (The Law of the Non-navigational Uses of International 

Watercourses, 1994). The following article stipulates the factors that should be taken into 

account in order to determine an equitable, reasonable and optimal utilization. The source of a 

state’s rights for the equitable utilization depends  on the factors and circumstances of each 

individual state. Another important article is the one that addressed the obligation of states to 

exercise diligence in their utilization of an international watercourse in such a way that it does 

not cause significant harm to other watercourse states (Article 7, International Law 

Commission’s draft Framework Convention). This raised the responsibility of an upper riparian 

state that may cause damage to a lower riparian state. The damage caused to the lower riparian 

state must be ‘significant’. If a certain amount of water of an international watercourse is used 

by an upper riparian state, and causes significant harm on the lower riparian states, then there 

is an obligation on such states to enter into consultation, regarding the question of whether the 

planned use of water is equitable, on had oc adjustments to the project, and, where appropriate, 

on the issue of compensation (Article 7, International Law Commission’s draft Framework 

Convention). 

Concerning the Nile, there is no single legal statement or agreement which 

acknowledges that all riparian states have rights to its water resources or that those rights are 

limited by the principle of trust and equitable water sharing (Kliot, 1994). The current 

configuration is more about ‘equitable utilization’ versus ‘historical rights’, claimed by Egypt. 

Egypt can no longer maintain the status quo and monopoly over the Nile waters, since it will 

be impossible for cooperation to take place. The demands of Egypt concerning the Nile are not 

only limited to the satisfaction of their interests, also, they would like to exercise full control 
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on the Nile waters within its territory, which leaves no room of maneuver with upper riparian 

states (Ashebir, 2009). On the other side, upper riparian countries appear to be highly 

concerned about the fair and equitable utilization of Nile waters, which comes to challenge the 

hegemonic position of Egypt to unilaterally enjoy the river flow (Bayeh, 2015). 

International actors, such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 

support and encourage the process of negotiation on the use of Nile waters. The international 

community should put in place a positive contribution, in order to facilitate negotiations, and 

to promote the benefits of the application of the basic principles of international law in the 

distribution of water resources among co-riparian states in the Nile basin. They should 

encourage negotiations.  

Zeitoun and Warner recognized that the legislative processes are in train and norms are 

emerging, which encroach sovereignty and encourage sharing, but the United nations 

Convention on the Non-navigational Uses of International Watercourses of 1997, is not 

sufficient to ensure the implementation of those principles (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006).  

 

 Various attempts have been made, however, to establish Nile based organizations in the 

last thirty years, with the aim of forging cooperation on a wide range of issues. The main task, 

and not an easy one, was to bring all the riparian states together under one umbrella towards 

sustainable development of their shared water resources. It first started with the Hydromet 

organization, and still continue with the Nile Basin Initiative Effort, at least the most successful. 

With this section, I propose a review of the main achievements of cooperation in the Nile basin. 

 In 1967, Egypt, Kenya, Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda, with the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP), and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) came 

together to launch the Hydromet Project. The purpose of the project was to evaluate the water 

balance of the Lake Victoria, source of the White Nile, catchment in order to assist in any 

control and regulation of the Lake level as well as the flow down the Nile (Swain, 2011). In 

fact, after gaining independence, the upper riparian states of East Africa called for an 

intensification of cooperation among the Nile basin states. The long-term objective of the 

project was to develop and conserve the Nile basin resources, while the short-term goal was to 

establish a hydro-meteorological network for data collection and the development of a 

mathematical model to study the water balance of the upper Nile basin (Ashebir, 2009). The 

founding members, Kenya, Sudan, Tanzania, Egypt and Uganda signed the original plan in 

May 1967. The results were that the organization facilitated the data collection of equatorial 

lakes, however the Hydromet main failure lies in the fact that it did not include the main players 
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in the Nile basin. Ethiopia was only able to join the Project as an observer in 1971. First 

financed by the United Nations Development Program, starting from 1982, the project had to 

rely on its own resources. And most of the projects proposed by the Hydromet grouping were 

not realized. The Hydromet project was completed in 1992, and its achievements were 

considerable despite the financial constraints and the changing political climate of the region. 

The Hydromet Project was the first post-colonial regional forum for international cooperation 

within the Nile, its experiences are valuable for the development of current projects (Ashebir, 

2009).  

 In 1983, the UNDUGU group was formed, by the initiative of Egypt, with the aim of 

protecting its permanent interests in the Nile Basin. in reality, the UNDUGU was an extension 

of the permanent Joint Technical Commission created by the agreement of 1959. The group 

gathered Egypt, the Central African Republic, Sudan, Uganda and Zaïre. Rwanda and Burundi 

joined later, Kenya, Tanzania and Ethiopia began to attend UNDUGU meetings as observers. 

The purpose of the group was to form a Nile Basin Economic Community. One of the 

objectives was the possible power grid connection between Aswan, in Egypt, and the Inga 

Power Station in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Egypt and the UNDUGU asked the 

UNDP to carry out a study that would determine cooperation among the countries. The top 

priority was given to infrastructural development and the enhancement of commercial 

exchanges. However, some difficulties arose, the draft memorandum that aimed at firming up 

the legal basis for cooperation among the UNDUGU Group countries was prepared, but has 

never been signed. The group was disbanded without achieving its aim of cooperation in areas 

of environment, culture, infrastructure and trade. In sum, the group could not overcome 

economic and political obstacles, today it is no longer active. But the UNDUGU was followed 

by the creation of new cooperation organizations: The Nile Basin Integrated Development, in 

1988, the Technical Cooperation Commission for the Promotion and Development of the Nile 

(TECCONILE) in 1992, and the Nile Basin Cooperative Framework.  

 The Hydromet project was completed in 1992, and within the same year, a new body 

was created, the Technical Cooperation Commission for the Promotion and Development of 

the Nile (TECCONILE). The water resource ministers from Egypt, Sudan, Rwanda, Tanzania, 

Uganda and Zaïre signed the agreement to this effect in Kampala, in December 1992. Burundi, 

Ethiopia and Kenya assisted only as observers. The long-term objectives were: to assist 

participating countries in the development, conservation and use of the Nile basin water 

resources in an integrated and sustainable manner through basin-wide cooperation for the 

benefit of all, and to determine with the help of participating countries, the equitable entitlement 
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of each riparian country to the use of Nile waters. To achieve those objectives, the organization 

engaged in assisting member states in developing the infrastructural capacity, and techniques 

required for the management of the Nile basin resources (Proceedings of the Meeting of 

Ministers, 1992). In parallel, in order to bring about basin-wide cooperation, the Nile 2002 

Conference took place, they started in 1993, up until 2002. Each year, these conferences 

gathered technical experts from all the Nile basin countries with the aim of providing a forum 

for scientific discussion and informal dialogue to share views and foster cooperation for Nile 

basin development.  

 However, we can notice that all the attempts to establish basin-wide cooperation have 

either ignored Ethiopia or tolerated only its presence as an observer in the Hydromet, the 

TECCONILE or the UNDUGU Group. All those organizations could count on the financial 

support of the UNDP, the World Bank and the Canadian International Development Agency 

(CIDA). In addition, the above mentioned organizations only concentrated on issues dealing 

with water saving, storing and utilization, preparation of master plans and capacity building. 

Of course, it shows great hope regarding cooperation in the Nile basin, but organizations will 

only become effective if they shift their agenda from technicalities, the main critique of those 

organizations, to the main issue of water redistribution (Ashebir, 2009).  

 

 Despite previous problems, the Nile riparian countries embarked on a new spirit of 

cooperation with a clear shift towards a cooperative future, and not anymore confrontation, 

which was the norm in the past. The Agreed Minutes marks this spirit, and was signed by eight 

out of ten of the riparian states (Eritrea and the Democratic Republic of Congo were missing), 

in September 1998, in Arusha, in Tanzania. The agreement was about the sharing and managing 

of the Nile waters. The Arusha meeting led to the formal launching of the Nile Basin Initiative 

(NBI) in February 1999. The member states were Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, 

Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda, while Eritrea remained 

observer. Those countries designed a transitional institutional mechanism that includes each 

country of the Nile basin, treating them as equal members. The NBI supersedes the disbanded 

TECCONILE (Swain, 2002). Launched in February 1999, this transitional mechanism is 

composed by a Council of Ministers of Water Affairs of the Nile basin (Nile-Com), a technical 

advisory Committee ( Nile-Tac), and a secretariat (Nile-Sec) located in Entebbe, Uganda. The 

overall mechanism became officially named the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI). The transitional 

arrangement will run until the member states agree on a permanent legal and institutional 

framework for sustainable development of the Nile basin. The initiative was guided by a shared 
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vision ‘to achieve sustainable socio-economic development through the equitable utilization 

of, and benefit from, the common Nile Basin water resources.’ Thus, the Nile basin countries 

have formally agreed on a strategic action program (SAP) that included both a ‘shared vision’ 

(SVP) and action on the ground. The ambitious objectives of the NBI are: to develop the water 

resources of the Nile basin in a sustainable and equitable way to ensure prosperity, security and 

peace for all its people; to ensure sufficient water management and optimal use of the resources, 

to ensure cooperation and joint action among riparian states, looking for 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 (Swain, 2011). In this sense, the SVP was designed 

to build the institutional capacity, relationships and technical skills needed to support the NBI’s 

investment programs - the Nile Equatorial Lakes subsidiary Action Program and the Eastern 

Nile Subsidiary Program, in sum the creation of an environment for investments and 

implementation of programs within a basin-wide framework (Ashebir, 2009). On the other side, 

the Strategic Action Program is aimed at translating the ‘shared vision’ into concrete actions. 

The SAP developed two complementary approaches, lay the ground for cooperative action 

through a regional program to build confidence and capacity throughout the basin, and to 

pursue cooperative development opportunities to realize physical investments and tangible 

results through sub-basin activities (Eastern and Equatorial Lakes regions) (Nile Basin 

Initiative 2010).  

Despite bringing almost all of the riparian countries to the table of negotiation and an ease in 

the tensions, the NBI was expected to foster socio-economic development in the basin. Yet, 

very little has been done on the ground for which the NBI can take credit (Swain, 2011). The 

state-centric perspective did not help in achieving cooperation in the Nile basin.  

 

Expressing concern and take concrete actions are two different things (Swain, 2011). 

Historically, Egypt has always prevented any development in upstream countries in order to 

maintain its control over the Nile flow. No real reduction from Egypt on its dependence on the 

Nile waters have been noticed. At the opposite, its demand is constantly increasing due to its 

population growth, agriculture needs. The Nile is its only source of its water supply.  

Nile basin countries are historically, politically and economically interdependent and bound by 

the Nile river. But the lack of cooperation so far, has only deepened the differences among the 

riparian states, which aggravated poverty in the basin (Swain, 2011).  

Egypt is still the hydro-hegemon in the basin, but we will see that its power to control the 

resource is progressively put into question.  
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2.2 Counter behavior of Ethiopia 

 

2.2.1 Theoretical part  
 

With this part, I would like to emphasize on the counter-hegemonic strategies of 

Ethiopia and Sudan. Zeitoun and Warner stated that states perceiving negative forms of hydro-

hegemony may resort to a number of counter-hegemony strategies to improve their situations. 

Those states are seeking the ultimate goal of ‘shared control’ of the resource with the hydro-

hegemon. In this sense, the challenger will primarily resort to its agenda-framing power. This 

power includes recourse to morality, international law, de-securitization, issue-linkage, delay, 

economic development, alternative funding’s sources, negotiations and the generation of 

positive-sum outcomes (Zeitoun and Warner, 2011). The studies surrounding the power to 

resist to hegemonic behavior in the water sector are nascent, most has been done by Cascao 

(2005) and Shapland (1997). Robert Keohane (1980) identified the risks inherent with any 

upset of the given systems. He argued that an unstable situation would benefit no side and 

indeed pollution or overexploitation of the transboundary resource would be problematic to all 

parties. In the absence of a partner with whom to form a more cooperative approach, it may 

result in the weaker states taking ‘further action to hedge their bets, reducing their reliance on 

the hegemonical regimes and perhaps attempting to set up alternative arrangements of their 

own’ (Collins, 2003:14). For example, individual farmers in Ethiopia have adopted this 

strategy, they build micro-dams on the tributaries of the Nile.  

Cascao (2008) argued that power relations are not immutable or static, that non-

hegemonic states are not essentially powerless and could also have access to negotiation and 

pressure mechanisms. Scott (1985) also argued that the so-called ‘weaker’ parties were not 

always as weak as they seem. Cascao (2008) strongly defended the point that resistance does 

exist, as does challenge. Hegemony and counter-hegemony define and shape each other. 

Cascao established a model of hegemony and counter-hegemony which demonstrates the 

dynamic, both hegemony and counter-hegemony mutually change over time in a kind of 

interdependent geometry. Hegemony can use the construction of common sense and 

reinforcement through dominant beliefs, ideas, discourses and knowledge, while the sanctioned 

discourse reinforces the legitimacy of the outcomes of hegemony (Cascao, 2008). The 

hegemon aims at maintaining and consolidating the status quo. On the other side, counter-

hegemony happens when non-hegemonic parties break the consent. This process involves the 

deconstruction of constructed common sense and the creation of alternatives. The counter-
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hegemon aims at challenging and changing the status quo. Consent comes in opposition with 

contest. Consent legitimizes and reinforces hegemony while contestation confronts and resists 

hegemony. resistance and contest of a hegemonic configuration means that ‘one understands 

what precisely needs to be resisted’ (Bieler and Morton, 2002), in order to challenge the status 

quo. 

We have previously seen that Egypt was the hegemon since decades, and based its 

power on establishing strategies and sanctioned discourse, thus, non-hegemons will tend to 

promote change by deconstructing the dominant narratives and discourses, and by banishing 

hegemonic illusions. Nonetheless, the counter-hegemonic cannot only resume its strategy on 

this two latest activities, it must also create alternatives to the current situation, in sum, it should 

create a change in the basin towards the shared control of the resources. In the Nile basin, one 

state see to challenge the status quo imposed by the hydro-hegemon: Egypt.  

Cascao (2008) argued that non-hegemonic riparian are not powerless but that they often 

face a scarcity of structural power (military and economic) vis à vis the hegemon. Those 

asymmetries of power can arise from the lack of internal political stability, the economic 

instability , the lack of international support and funding, weak institutional, negotiating and 

expertise capacity. Thus, if a non-hegemonic riparian country does not have those capacities to 

challenge the hegemon, it will not engage in strategies to shift the balance of power. In this 

case, it is important to distinguish structural power from bargaining power. Foucault 

assimilated structural power to puissance and bargaining power to pouvoir (Foucault, in, 

Turton, 2005). Structural power is the material form of power which includes military, 

economic might. While bargaining power is the immaterial form of power, which is based on 

diplomatic and ideational capacities to influence the decisions (Cascao, 2008). While Egypt, 

as we have seen above, has these two forms of power, Ethiopia on the other side, has to rely on 

bargaining power. Up to the 1990s the upstream bargaining strategies were mainly made up of 

scattered nationalist-type discourses about water, claims for territorial sovereignty (Harmon 

doctrine) and reactive diplomacy (Zeitoun and Warner, 2010).  

In fact, Ethiopia has less alternatives available and a restricted room of maneuver 

compared to Egypt, but it had developed some political and diplomatic mechanisms. Within 

the hydro-hegemonic configuration of the Nile river basin, Egypt is seeking control over the 

resources, while upstream countries, like Ethiopia seek a ‘shared control’ of the waters. 

Ethiopia’s main goal is to change the status quo (Waterbury, 2002) and to put forward a new 

agenda, based on equitable principles, and including a redefinition of water allocations. 
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2.2.2  Ethiopia  

 

 This section aims at analyzing the counter-hegemonic strategy of Ethiopia, the furthest 

upstream state in the Blue Nile basin. How this country has challenged and contested Egypt’s 

hydro-hegemony in the Nile river basin. As a reminder, Ethiopia is called the ‘water Tower of 

Africa’ and is the main water provider of the Nile. Aswan dam is filled at about 85 percent by 

the water coming from the Blue Nile, that originates in Egypt.  

 One of the first strategy used by Ethiopia to counter Egypt’s hegemony was the reactive 

diplomacy. International diplomacy has been of the key elements of Ethiopia’s counter-

hegemony strategies. During the Cold War, Ethiopia came several times at international and 

regional conferences with the issue of the Nile, especially in 1977 at the United Nations Water 

Conference in Mar De Plata and in 1980 at the organization of African Summit in Lagos. There, 

Ethiopia clearly denounced Egypt’s hydro-imperialist position and projects in the basin. 

Ethiopia used the Nile as a diplomatic instrument in regional politics strongly influenced by 

the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union. Ethiopia was in good terms with 

the United States, but was now ready to receive greater military support from the Soviet Union. 

In addition, Ethiopia, called the silent partner (Waterbury, 2002), used this tactic, by refusing 

to participate in cooperative initiatives, such as Hydromet or UNDUGU, because of the 

perceived domination of Egypt. Ethiopian administration also sent letters of protests to 

international institutions to condemn Egyptian projects (the New Valley Project and the Toshka 

Canal). Ethiopia pursued a ‘transnational lobbying campaign’ (Maissner, 2004) to denounce 

Egypt’s hydraulic mission, aimed at using billion cubic meters of Nile water annually, while 

Ethiopia was still unable to construct such an infrastructure. Egypt reacted by claiming its rights 

through the 1959 Agreement. However, reactive diplomacy did not allow a radical change in 

the relations between the Nile basin countries.  

 The second strategy employed by Ethiopia was active diplomacy. Since the 1990s 

Ethiopia began proactive diplomacy at both bilateral and regional levels. In 1991, Ethiopia and 

Sudan re-established good diplomatic relations by signing a cooperative pact that included 

cooperation regarding the Blue Nile as well as economic issues. The bilateral cooperation 

between Sudan and Ethiopia is seen as a threat by Egypt, which has constantly scrutinized it 

(Williams 2002; Waterbury, 2002). In its strategy of proactive diplomacy, Ethiopia emphasized 

the need to use the Nile waters for its own economic development, essentially through the 

construction of hydro-power dams and irrigation. Ethiopia argued that ‘moving long-term 
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storage upstream could provide water saving that can be shared’ (Waterbury and Whittington, 

1998) through infrastructure that would serve to regulate the river flow (Allan, 2002). However, 

despite the improvement in diplomatic relations between neighboring countries, Egypt and 

Sudan refuse to abandon the 1959 Agreement and the water allocation it established.  

 The third strategy developed by Ethiopia is the one of cooperation. To consider 

cooperation as a strategy can appear controversial. However, cooperative institutions may work 

as the continuation of the pattern of hegemonic relations between riparian. As Sinclair noticed, 

cooperative institutions can represent an ‘opportunity for dominant forces to soften their factual 

domination’ (Sinclair, 1996) and cooperation agreements can ultimately include a hegemonic 

integration strategy of control (Cascao, 2008). Ethiopia became a member of the Nile Basin 

Initiative but has been a witness of this kind of strategy through the Hydromet or TECCONILE, 

where it stand only as an observer. With the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI), it was the first time 

Ethiopia agreed to participate as a member in a basin-level cooperative initiative. Behind this 

initiative, Ethiopia thought that investments for the construction of large-scale hydraulic 

projects in the Ethiopian highlands would be facilitated, and It was said that with this initiative, 

downstream countries would be ready to sign a multilateral agreement in the near future. Thus, 

Ethiopia may have seen with the NBI an opportunity to challenge the status quo in the region. 

How does the NBI evolved, did it change the balance of power in the basin ? Many researchers 

consider the NBI a big step forward in improving hydro-political relations between the riparian 

states (Allan, 1999; Masson, 2004). Nicol considered the NBI as ‘the most prominent 

transboundary initiative at present’ (Nicol et al, 2001). On the other hand, some Ethiopian 

analysts were more careful in the analysis of the evolution of the NBI. They do believe that 

Egypt still retains too much control over the cooperative process and that the projects discussed 

within the NBI are the ones which don’t affect Egypt’s interests, and projects at the benefits 

for Ethiopia lag behind (Arsano, 2004; Tafesse and Wondwsoen, 2006). The participation of 

Ethiopia in the NBI clearly shows that decision-makers believe these cooperative institutions 

are mechanisms that will help changing the balance of power in the basin. The negotiations 

surrounding the Nile river basin Cooperative Framework Agreement (1997-2007) 

demonstrated that Ethiopia was using the NBI as a lever to change the dynamics of the basin 

and achieve a better outcome over the Nile water resources. Ethiopia was aware of the 

relevance of its participation in the NBI, and one outcome of this bargaining strategy was that 

all riparian, including Egypt and Sudan, agreed with the Ethiopian conditionality and 

negotiations for a new legal and institutional agreement, the Cooperative Framework 

Agreement, initiated in 1997. For one of the first time in Nile history, all riparian countries 
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would begin negotiations on a more equal footing. Experts from upstream and downstream 

countries would work together. In fact, the negotiations revealed to be a battleground between 

the two parts of the Nile, downstream countries did not want that this new agreement to replace 

the 1959 Agreement. Through the NBI, Ethiopia believed that it was possible to improve the 

international image of the country, which would attract investors, donors to help develop 

hydraulic infrastructure.  

 The Fourth strategy of Ethiopia was the mobilization of international funding. Ethiopia 

is among the poorest countries in the world, in 2010, Ethiopia was categorized by the UNDP 

as a least developed country. 85 percent of the population is agrarian and lives in rural areas 

(Oestigaard, 2012). Only 5 percent of the land is suitable for irrigation. The country has 

experienced several periods of chronic food insecurity and in 2009, about 10 percent of the 

population was in the chronically hungry category. Thus Ethiopia’s position has been that it 

must make use of its water resources to develop the impoverished country. The lack of funding 

as thus be an obstacle to Ethiopia’s attempt to develop its water resources (Waterbury and 

Whittington, 1998). In fact, Ethiopia has to face the lack of domestic public funding to develop 

infrastructures and to carry out feasibility studies, the country is unable to attract international 

investment. Unfortunately, Ethiopia did not receive support from the World Bank, since its 

Operational Directive 7.50 allowed Egypt to object the construction of hydraulic projects 

upstream. Waterbury considers it as a form of veto power granted to Egypt (Waterbury, 2002). 

‘Blocking funds from donors’ (Takele, 2004) is one of the tactics used by Egypt to secure its 

position. Egypt has always had a significant influence over the World Bank, the UN agencies 

and the African Development Bank. Ethiopia tried to attract international investors through 

financial institutions and donors (multilateral and regional banks). In fact, in Ethiopia the 

construction of dams requires substantial investment and huge technical challenges. So, 

Ethiopia try to diversify its potential financial sources, calling public and private alternatives. 

Finally, Ethiopia believed that the NBI would be an opportunity to attract financial investment, 

but to receive funds for projects, the NBI needs a legal status that depends on the signature of 

a multilateral agreement.  

 The Fifth counter-strategy used by Ethiopia is the construction of expertise-based 

knowledge. As previously said, power and knowledge are closely tied in hegemonic tactics. 

Allan even stated that politics determine knowledge and hence discourse (Allan, 2002). We 

have seen that Egypt was stronger in constructing knowledge, it has a long tradition of 

hydrological and hydraulic knowledge, both at the practical and scientific knowledge. Egypt, 

as a downstream country was able to develop expertise on issues such as irrigation for 
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agriculture, water engineering and water allocation, on the contrary, Ethiopia is at the beginning 

of the Nile, and has few competent personnel within the agencies for planning and development 

of Ethiopian waters (Collins, 2003). The gap is important between the two countries. Ethiopia 

is relatively weak in its capacity to construct knowledge, since it developed only recently 

expertise in the water sector. This lack of expertise did not help for the bargaining power of 

Ethiopia. A decisive part of Ethiopia’s undeclared counter-hegemony strategy includes 

mechanisms for the construction and consolidation of knowledge, to allow after, creation, 

collection, interpretation and dissemination. For example, Ethiopia was quite effective during 

the Nile 2002 conferences, where it participated actively in the construction and sharing of 

scientific knowledge. With the NBI, Ethiopian experts are now more integrated in the regional 

workshops and courses. In the end, the counter-strategy of knowledge and expertise 

construction might be the most effective and successful one since it would improve negotiation 

and decision-making (Cascao, 2008).  

 The discourse alternatives is the following counter-strategy developed by Ethiopia. 

Discourse is one of the key factors of hegemonic strategies, Allan argued that discourse is ‘a 

political tool in water policy-making’ (Allan, 2002). Egypt, the hydro-hegemon, is able to 

secure its position in the Nile basin through discourse and sanctioned discourse, as mentioned 

in the first part. Egypt based its sanctioned discourse on achieving water security, food self-

sufficiency and the promotion of great projects such as the one of land reclamation. On the 

other hand, Ethiopia has tried to challenge the sanctioned discourse disseminated by Egypt. 

Ethiopia has attempted to delegitimize the dominant discourse, however, Ethiopia is better at 

reacting than constructing (Cascao, 2008). Ethiopia is obliged to produce discourse alternatives 

and to emphasize information neglected by sanctioned discourse. Cascao gave the example that 

Ethiopia should highlight the optimal utilization of the water resources that includes social, 

environmental, economic and political sustainable policies (Cascao, 2008). Those policies are 

still underdeveloped and Ethiopia should propose ideas and a discourse which provides an 

alternative and that it would be accepted in the basin. One of the most important element of 

bargaining power available to non-hegemonic riparian is the power of discourse (Daoudy, 

2005).  

 Finally, the claim for legal principles can be one of the tactic used by the challenger. 

Legal aspects of Nile water management have been important in shaping the hydro politic 

relation between Egypt and Ethiopia. Both support contradictory positions and claim opposing 

legal principles. On one side, Ethiopia has claimed the principle of ‘absolute territorial 

sovereignty’ (Harmon Doctrine) for several decades, the country now claims the international 
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legal principle of ‘equitable and reasonable utilization’ of water resources, figuring in the 

United Nations Convention on International Watercourses of 1997. On the other side, Egypt 

has claimed its ‘historical rights’ and ‘prior use’. Cascao stated that international law should 

benefit the weaker - Ethiopia (Cascao, 2008). Ethiopia would like a multilateral agreement that 

includes the equitable water allocations, but we know that legal agreements relating to water 

can take years to be finalized.  

 

Ethiopia definitely hit the ground when it announced the construction of the Grand 

Renaissance Dam (GERD) on the Blue Nile, a  major breakthrough in the history of the Nile 

hydro politics. The Ethiopian government showed great commitment to meet the overriding 

energy demand of the country, the GERD fits the new aggressive politic of Ethiopia to harness 

its hydropower potential. The GERD was commenced in 2011, and is now achieved, but not in 

use yet. The GERD, Africa’s largest dam, is now at the centerpiece of Nile waters dispute, in 

fact, as Egypt is dependent at 97 percent on the Nile, the construction of such a dam, constitutes 

a serious threat to Egypt’s national interest, as they believe it would reduce the amount of water 

flow it receives. Ethiopia’s project to build the dam dates back the 1950s, but the country 

experienced a long civil war and episodes of famine which did not permit the construction of 

the dam for about half a century. It is only under Prime Minister Meles Zenawi, when the 

country benefited a period of economic development and relative political stability that the 

planning for such project proceeded. Zenawi’s government made plans in secret for some years 

before the public announcement in 2011 of the construction of the dam. Ethiopians see in the 

dam a source of national prestige and millions have invested their own funds in its construction, 

and here is the key of the dam construction. The government launched a massive nationwide 

fundraising campaign. Millions of Ethiopians contributed, many peasants were attracted by the 

project. The government wanted to unite the population behind a great project, which would 

also strengthen its hand. The construction required 12,000 people to ensure the dam will be 

able to generate electricity by the end of 2020. The project was conducted in extreme secrecy, 

planning for the GERD began within Meles’ inner circle around 2006. The GERD was a natural 

outgrowth of Meles’ vision to shape a state for which economic growth was ‘an absolute and 

overriding priority.’ Development should be a matter of national survival; the ideology should 

be that growth is survival’ (Waal, 2013). The Prime Minister saw the project as crucial for 

gaining leverage in the region, by gaining control of the flow of river, Ethiopia would gain a 

considerable geopolitical clout.  
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Of course, Egypt felt threatened by this new project and thus resisted the project. The 

country continuously released propagandas concerning the measures Ethiopia made (Bayeh, 

2015). Pohl (2014) noted that ‘Egypt’s government responded with belligerent rhetoric, raising 

the possibility of violent conflict and serious doubts about future cooperation in the basin’. 

Former President of Egypt Mohammed Morsi, even express the possibility of bombing the dam 

(The Reporter, 2015). The construction of the dam did not ease the relations between the two 

countries. Ethiopia, on the other hand, reiterated the fact that the dam has lot to contribute to 

downstream countries, that it would ensure the regular flow of the water (Tedros, 2014). Egypt 

insisted on the creation of an International Panel of Experts (IPE), to study the impact of the 

GERD on the basin, led by Sudan, Ethiopia and Egypt, with the support from consultants of 

international bodies. In the end, the different studies have shown that the dam would not make 

significant harm on the downstream countries, instead it would benefit Sudan, Egypt and 

Ethiopia (Getnet, 2014). There is no doubt that the dam will greatly reduce the problems of silt 

and sediment that consistently affect Egyptians and Sudanese dams (Tsega, 2017). 

Communities living among the riverbanks and surrounding areas, especially in Sudan, will be 

constantly relieved from centuries of flooding.  According to Yimer, the GERD paved the way 

for equitable utilization of water resources among the riparian states and indicates the historic 

power shift from Egypt to Ethiopia (Yimer, 2015).  

 

 

2.3 New geopolitical environment  

 

With the construction of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD), new power 

relations emerged. Ethiopia demonstrated that it was able to counterbalance the hydro-

hegemon: Egypt. Ethiopia went from the silent partner to an influential state in the Nile river 

basin. The GERD is supposed to bring benefits to all neighboring states, especially to 

downstream ones, Sudan and Egypt (Tsega, 2017). Are we witnessing a power shift from Egypt 

to Ethiopia ? What are the impacts of the new hydraulic project located in Ethiopia ?  

 

 

2.3.1 Egypt - Ethiopia -Sudan  

 

Egypt’s foreign policy has evolved through years, and depending the leaders, went from 

unilateralism to cooperation. Egypt has been the hydro-hegemon for years, establishing, thus 
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the rules of the game, other riparian countries were not able to challenge this power since they 

had to face internal issues.  

 During the Mubarak era, Egypt objected any water project on the Nile. There was no 

plans for water-sharing, Ethiopia and Sudan were torn by internal insurgencies, and Hosni 

Mubarak reaffirmed that ‘Egypt’s national security is closely linked to water security in the 

Horn of Africa region and Great Lakes region.’ Ethiopia feared a misuse of the waters by Egypt 

(Starr, 1991). However the country remained powerless since Egypt, through a securitization 

process, has promoted ideas favorable to its position. So, Egypt feared and considered the 

GERD a threat to its lifeline (Tsega, 2017), since Egypt depends for over 85 percent on the 

Blue Nile which originates from Ethiopia’s Lake Tana. In sum, Mubarak used its bargaining 

and material power to impeach Ethiopia to develop any project on the Nile, that might decrease 

the flow of the Nile. 

When Morsi came to power,  Egypt’s foreign policy was not insignificant towards the 

GERD project. In fact, Morsi was not for an ease in the tensions, nor ready to seat at the table 

of negotiations, instead it accentuated the tensions. The conflict between Egypt and Ethiopia 

reached its peak in 2013 when Egyptian elites, through a televised consultative meeting, 

initiated by Morsi, discussed masterminding political unrest and even a military offensive 

against Ethiopia (Dersso, 2015). The threats were calmed down later thanks to a series of 

meeting between ministers for water of Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan. According to Sadat ‘former 

Islamist president Mohamed Morsi was autocratic from the beginning, listening only to the 

supreme guidance office of his Muslim Brotherhood group.’ Also, some African states refused 

statements made by Morsi which have challenged the right of Ethiopia to utilize water from 

the Blue Nile in order to construct a hydroelectric dam (Tsega, 2017). Egypt responded to the 

GERD project with threats of military action. Morsi was ousted following a popular coup d’état 

in 2013, his mandate lasted a year.  

Al-Sisi, current president, with the aim of easing the tensions, was set to visit Sudan 

and sign an agreement, in March 2015, meanwhile, the NBI called Egypt to re-involve itself in 

the activities of the group. In fact, Egypt and Sudan left the Initiative in 2011, to protest over 

the signing of the Nile Basin Cooperative Framework Agreement by four Nile Basin countries. 

Nonetheless, when Ethiopia detailed the GERD it resurrected uncertainties among Egyptians, 

thus the population needed reassurance, said Al-Sisi. As a result, President Al-Sisi held talks 

with the Ethiopian President Teshome and they both agreed to open a new page in their 

relations, which will be based on confidence-building, mutual interest and benefit. Al-Sisi even 

declared ‘We are talking about a new era between Egypt and Ethiopia.’ He also added ‘The 
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peoples of Egypt and Ethiopia deserve a better life and the relations should be better than they 

are. We are suffering from tough circumstances.. We share the same feelings.’ Egypt even 

signed ‘a good intentions’ agreement, in March 2015 in Khartoum. The agreement set the 

principles of cooperation between the two downstream countries Egypt and Sudan, and 

upstream Ethiopia (Egypt daily news, 2015). Al-Sisi said ‘We are ready to cooperate with love 

and responsibility.’ Cooperation between Ethiopia and Egypt improved after years of political 

dispute. Egypt’s main concern today is about the retaining capacity of the GERD, still fearing 

a detrimental effect of the river flow.  

 The power shift in the region is also illustrated by the fact that Sudan was on the side 

of Ethiopia for the construction of the dam, since it would benefit the country, which seem 

problematic for Egypt. Sudan is the largest country in the African continent and connects the 

Arab World to Sub-Saharan Africa. During 1922-1952 period, the objective of Egypt was to 

build cordial relations with Sudan. Their bilateral relation could guarantee the interrupted flow 

of the Nile waters. The idea of binding Sudan to Egypt is deeply rooted in Egyptian political 

history, the policy is based on the age-old view that whoever controls the Sudan, threatens 

Egyptian geo-strategic water interests. Sudan has traditionally sided with Egypt, they are even 

bound by the 1959 Treaty. Yet, the country is likely to benefit from cooperation with Ethiopia 

in harnessing the Blue Nile resource. The situation is currently more complex, since South 

Sudan became independent. Today, Sudan is considered a ‘leverage’ not a ‘bridge’ between 

Egypt’s hegemonic power and the silent partner, Ethiopia (Tsega, 2017).  In addition, Saleh 

(2008) showed us how Sudan could use its mid-stream and middle power status between 

Egyptian hegemonic and the Ethiopian counter-hegemonic strategies. In fact, Sudan’s interests 

in term of agriculture and hydropower, now align with the ones of Ethiopia. There seem to be 

an agreement between Ethiopia and Sudan concerning the sale of hydropower from the GERD. 

For this reason, Sudan has leverage both with Ethiopia and Egypt to encourage a win-win deal. 

after Morsi overthrow, Sudan went back to the NBI, and the Sudanese vice-president 

reaffirmed Sudan’s commitment to the GERD, Ethiopia is also of strategic importance for 

Sudan. Moreover, Sudanese President Bashir lauded Ethiopia’s contribution to furthering 

regional integration through energy power (Tsega, 2017). He strongly encouraged Sudanese 

intellectuals to work with their Ethiopian counterparts on Nile River and Ethiopia’s project.  
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2.3.2 China  

 

The geopolitics in the region are changing since the GERD project, but also with the 

arrival of a new actor, China. As we have seen, the upper Nile riparian countries are trying to 

challenge the historical domination of Egypt over the Nile water. Ethiopia and Sudan came 

together and coordinated their strategy towards Egyptian hegemony. Sudan and Ethiopia began 

to exploit the opportunity given by China to balance their weakness against Egypt (Swain, 

2011). At the beginning of the Cold War, Egypt used Soviet connections to obtain financial 

and technical support, especially for the construction of the High Aswan Dam. In addition, after 

the Camp David Accords in 1978, Egypt received the support from the United-States to 

maintain its hydro-hegemony in the region. Today, the power relations in Africa have changed 

due to the arrival of China in the region which Sudan and Ethiopia can count on. The Chinese 

economy have provided the possibility to secure an alternative support to the Upper Nile 

riparian states for large water development projects. In fact, Sudan and Ethiopia started to 

exploit this opportunity which has contributed to reduce their comparative economic and 

political weakness vis à vis Egypt (Swain, 2011). The support received by Egypt from the 

United-States, is not anymore sufficient to meet this challenge. China’s investment has 

increased from US$35 million annually in 1991 to US$1.25 billion in 2006. The trade between 

the two regions has also increased, during the 1980s the trade between Africa and China 

reached US$12 million per year, in 2000, it had reached US$10 billion, and in 2006, it reached 

US$55 billion (Amosu, 2007). Most of African countries, especially the Upper Nile countries 

have abundant natural resources but often lack the capacity to process and market these 

resources, which provides a great opportunity for China. China was mostly interested by the 

petroleum, raw materials and markets, and its involvement was quite strong in Sudan and 

Ethiopia. China became the preferred partner of such countries due to its policy of non-

interference in the domestic affairs which fits with the African ruling elites. In fact, they 

preferred to deal with Chinese companies instead of European nations and the United-States, 

which insists more on human rights and democratic reforms (Swain, 2011). The growing 

economy of China requires massive levels of energy and minerals, to sustain its growth. Thus 

China was particularly concerned to rapidly increase its oil import from Africa (Hanson, 2008). 

The Chinese investment in Sudan reached US$4 billion between 2002 and 2007. The China 

National Petroleum Corporation began its investment in Sudan’s oil sector in 1995, and today, 

it is the dominant actor in the country (Hellstrom, 2009). However, Chinese support is evident 

in three major projects areas: oil refineries, highway construction and large dams (Mirak-
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Weissbach, 2008). Thanks to Chinese financial and technical support, Sudan has been able to 

build the Merowe dam in the Nile system. It was the biggest water project on the Nile since the 

construction of the High Aswan Dam. Sudan also engaged two Chinese state-owned firms, to 

raise the height of the Roseries Dam in Eastern Sudan. As Sudan, Ethiopia sees China as an 

alternative to the West. For several years, Ethiopia has been looking for foreign investment to 

develop its water resources for hydropower production and irrigation, finally accepted the 

Chinese support. China is providing strong financial and technological support to Ethiopia, 

which made China a fundamental actor in infrastructure development and construction. With 

the help of China, Ethiopia could build the Tana Beles modern hydropower dam in May 10,  

2010 the same day as the signature of the new Cooperative Framework agreement, in Entebbe. 

The Ethiopian government engaged with several Chinese firms to develop the hydropower 

potential of the country. In 2008, the Ethiopian Foreign Minister explained that: ‘China is an 

important partner of us. It is involving in the area of our priorities such as agriculture, 

infrastructure including roads, rural hospitals and schools.’ (The daily Monitor, 12-13 January 

2008). With the support of China, Ethiopia aims to increase its hydropower production but also 

started to contest the existing status quo, over the use of the Nile water. Besides Ethiopia and 

Sudan, China is also engaged in other riparian Nile states, such as Burundi, Uganda or the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (Brewer, 2008). Riparian states of the region took the 

emergence of China as the sole financer and driving force to hydropower projects in the region 

(Yimer, 2015). Traditional multilateral institutions and bilateral donors are not anymore the 

only partners of riparian states in the race for hydraulic development. China became a great 

ally, it provides more affordable contracts and speedier execution of projects than traditional 

companies. Last but not least, China is now the preferred partner of national governments 

because it does not impose environmental, good governance or human rights conditions.  
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Conclusion 

 
 
 This work deals with Egypt’s struggle for hydro-hegemony regarding the Nile river. It 

has been shown first that Egypt in fact benefited from a position of hegemony in the Nile river 

basin for decades. And second, this work demonstrated how Egypt’s position of hegemony in 

the Nile River basin was increasingly challenged, and how it redistributed the cards in the 

region.  

 The theory of hydro-hegemony posits that the hydro-hegemon can establish the form 

of interaction over transboundary waters as it prefers. In fact, Egypt maintained its domination 

by using different methods, such as resource capture. Egypt has shown a solid capacity to 

persuade subordinate actors to accept its authority, but also to impose its values and norms over 

others. It could rely on its economic, military and ideational superiority to make other riparian 

states to comply its rules. It successfully set the rules of the games over the basin, to, in the end 

ensure the free flow of the Nile. International actors helped Egypt in attaining such a position, 

from the colonial powers at the beginning of the twentieth century to the United States until 

the 2000s, passing by the Soviet Union. Originally, Egypt certainly benefited from an 

asymmetrical distribution of power, but was able to take advantage of this situation afterwards 

to develop compliance building mechanisms or tactics (military force, treaties, incentives, 

securitization, sanctioned discourse) .  

 In this case, the hydro-hegemon engaged in a unilateral, exploitative role, which 

established a negative form of hydro-hegemony. Its control over the resource - Nile River - 

remained consolidated at the expense of other riparian states and the ongoing un-resolved 

conflict. Power asymmetry, including, the bargaining power, the ideational power and the 

material power, remains a determining characteristic in the competition over the Nile’s flow. 

Power relations in the basin were characterized by conflict in the past. During the 1990s, 

cooperation between the Nile riparian countries improved, and a Cooperative Framework was 

developed. However, expressing concern for cooperation and take concrete actions are two 

different things. And Egypt is still the strongest riparian and the one able to define the rules of 

the game.  

Yet, Ethiopia emerged as a challenger to Egypt’s hydro-hegemony. The country, main 

water provider of the Nile has developed counter-strategies to challenge the hegemonic 

configuration of the basin. The main elements of this strategy includes diplomacy, bilateral and 

multilateral cooperation or the mobilization of international funding. Ethiopia used the Nile 
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Basin Initiative to improve its influence over the hydro political agenda. To create discursive 

alternatives and expertise are important elements of the country's counter-hegemonic 

strategies.  

The hydraulic infrastructure that definitely redistributes the cards in the Nile River 

basin is the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam. The GERD, the largest one in Africa which is 

now at the centerpiece of the Nile dispute. Egypt feel threatened by such a dam while for 

Ethiopia the dam is vital. Today, tensions between Ethiopia, Egypt and Sudan are about the 

filling of the reservoir. Its filling should begin in July of this year, Egypt could file an official 

complaint with the UN Security Council.  

Egypt’s influence in the region is slowly decreasing, riparian countries begin to raise 

their voice, thanks to the support provided by China. China arrived in the region by investing 

in the construction of dams in Sudan and Ethiopia, among others. China is an increasingly 

privileged actor. The evolution of basin-wide cooperation is now questioned with the arrival of 

the economic giant, China, since the western community was behind the Nile Basin Initiative.  

The situation in the Nile basin is further complicated by environmental challenges. The 

region is facing high uncertainties regarding future water availability. A large part of the Nile 

basin rank among the poorest region of the world. Water scarcity is a major challenge. There 

is a necessity for riparian states to abandon their state-centric water development approach, to 

develop a sustainable cooperation to meet the climate change challenges within the basin. 
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