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Introduction

Stretching over 6,650 kilometers and draining an area of more than 3.4 million square kilometers, the Nile
River is the world's longest river and a lifeline for over 300 million people across eleven countries in
northeastern Africa. The quest to control, allocate, and utilize the Nile's waters has shaped the region's
geopolitics for centuries, fueling both conflict and cooperation. The dramatic rise in population,
agricultural expansion, climate variability, and large-scale infrastructure projects—most notably the
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD)—have intensified disputes while providing new opportunities
for collaboration. This article examines the history, causes, and current status of conflicts and cooperation
in the Nile Basin, with a focus on multilateral agreements, institutional frameworks, and future pathways.

Historical Context and Sources of Tension

Colonial Legacies and Unequal Treaties

e The 1929 Nile Waters Agreement, signed between Egypt and colonial powers, granted Egypt and
Sudan virtually exclusive rights to the Nile's waters, marginalizing upstream nations.

e The 1959 Agreement between Egypt and Sudan further consolidated their control, allocating the
river's annual flow almost entirely between themselves, ignoring the needs and sovereignty of the
upstream states[l.

Upstream-Downstream Divide

o Egypt, located furthest downstream, relies on the Nile for 98% of its fresh water, supporting its
population, agriculture, and economy.

o Ethiopia, where over 80% of the Nile’s water originates, has historically made minimal use of the
river for its own development.

e The imbalance in usage and legal rights has long fueled grievances among upstream countries,
prompting calls for new agreements reflecting contemporary realitiestl.

Contemporary Flashpoints: The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD)
The GERD, a $5 billion hydroelectric project on the Blue Nile, is a flashpoint for regional tensions:
o Ethiopia’s Perspective: GERD is vital for energy security and development, aiming to provide
electricity to 60% of its population.

o Egyptand Sudan’s Concerns: They fear the dam will reduce downstream water flows, especially
during prolonged drought, threatening drinking water, irrigation, and overall water securityl2l.


https://www.afea-jad.com/

Journal of African Development
Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/

Scientific research underscores the delicate balance: maximizing hydropower generation upstream during
dry spells could exacerbate shortages downstream unless joint, transparent operating frameworks are
agreed uponl2l,

Institutional Mechanisms and Legal Frameworks

The Nile Basin Initiative (NBI)

e Launched in 1999, the NBI is a partnership of Nile Basin countries (except Eritrea), facilitating
dialogue, joint planning, and the pursuit of equitable and sustainable management of shared water
resources.

e Supported by international donors and organizations, the NBI has advanced information sharing,
regional investment, and capacity building, despite persistent disagreements over water
allocationl314l,

The Cooperative Framework Agreement (CFA)

e To address upstream-downstream divides, the CFA was opened for signature in 2010, aiming to
establish equitable and reasonable use of Nile waters and to create the permanent Nile River Basin
Commission (NRBC).

e Asof]July 2024, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, Burundji, and South Sudan have signed and
ratified the CFA, bringing it into legal force among the participating states. Egypt and Sudan,
however, refuse to sign, citing threats to their historical water shares[31(l,

Table 1: Status of Nile Basin Cooperative Framework Agreement (as of July 2024)

Country Signed Ratified
Ethiopia Yes Yes
Kenya Yes No
Rwanda Yes Yes
Tanzania Yes Yes
Uganda Yes Yes
Burundi Yes Yes
South Sudan Yes Yes
Egypt No No
Sudan No No
DR Congo No No

Adapted from official NBI and CFA summariesi3I[L
Water Resource Management: Challenges and Opportunities

Drivers of Conflict
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Population Growth: The Nile Basin’s population is projected to reach 800 million by 2050,
increasing water demand for food, energy, and urban development.

Climate Change: Variability in rainfall and increased frequency of droughts heighten uncertainty,
complicating water management and amplifying risks of unilateral actions!eliz],

National Infrastructure Projects: Beyond GERD, numerous irrigation and dam projects have the
potential to strain water availability and stir disputes if uncoordinated.

Enablers of Cooperation

Institutional Platforms: The NBI and related bodies have fostered dialogue, promoted integrated
watershed management, and facilitated joint projects in flood forecasting, data sharing, and
hydropower development!Zl8ll9],

Regional and International Support: The EU, GIZ, World Bank, and others continue to fund
cooperative mechanisms, technical assistance, and negotiation platformslell10l,

Multisector Benefits: Joint planning in the water-energy-food nexus enables countries to reap
shared benefits, strengthen resilience, and reduce vulnerabilities.

Recent Innovations and Projects

Early Warning Systems: Five Basin countries (Ethiopia, Sudan, South Sudan, Uganda, Rwanda)
now collaborate on impact-based flood and drought warnings, integrating climate and hydrological
monitoring for enhanced risk mitigationil.

Energy Trade Agreements: New cross-border electricity trade between Ethiopia, Sudan, and Egypt
shows that regional power sharing can alleviate water-related tensions, tying security and
development interests more closely together[12l.

Case Studies: Conflict and Collaboration

GERD and Multilateral Negotiations

Negotiations over GERD'’s filling and operation illustrate both the vulnerability and potential for
cooperation:

Talks facilitated by the African Union, EU, and US have stalled at times due to mistrust, conflicting
national priorities, and ongoing internal conflicts in Sudan and Ethiopia.

Technical proposals for drought management, water sharing, and joint reservoir operations remain
on the table but hinge on political will and trust-buildinglel(21{13],

NBI’s Successes and Setbacks

Despite the CFA’s contested status, NBl-sponsored investments in water supply, agriculture, and
hydropower have produced measurable regional benefits:

$6 billion in investment projects underway, with $1.5 billion implemented, targeting improved
water management, climate adaptation, and gender equity.

Active networks for flood forecasting and ecological monitoring now serve as regional safety netslZ.


https://www.afea-jad.com/

Journal of African Development
Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/

Visualization: Key Factors Shaping Nile Basin Water Politics

Factor Conflict Potential Cooperation Incentive
Demographic pressure High Shared planning necessity
Climate variability High Joint data, adaptation
Energy needs Competing (hydro) Regional power markets
Institutional trust Variable Confidence-building needed
Donor/international input Stabilizer Technical, financial aid

Graph: Projected Water Demand in the Nile Basin vs. Renewable Supply (2025-2050)

Year Estimated Demand (bn m?) Renewable Supply (bn m?)
2025 90 92
2035 110 92
2050 130 92

Data synthesized from development reports and basin studies. The gap illustrates the urgency of coordinated
solutions as population and economic growth outstrip renewable water resources.

Pathways Forward

Recommendations for Shared Management

¢ Finalizing and Implementing the NRBC: Operationalizing the Nile River Basin Commission is vital
to oversee resource allocation, monitoring, and dispute resolution on a permanent basis[31[141[5],

e Strengthening Data Sharing: Comprehensive, transparent water monitoring systems can reduce
the risk of miscalculation and preempt “zero-sum” thinking.

¢ Inclusive Multilateral Dialogue: Sustained negotiations, tied to development benefits and regional
integration (e.g., trade, energy, climate adaptation), will foster long-term stability.

o Conflict Sensitivity in Planning: Water management initiatives must factor in regional security,
migration, and humanitarian needs—especially as dry years become more frequentl6l[11],

Role of the International Community

o Technical and Financial Assistance: Ongoing support for infrastructure, monitoring, and
adaptation projects.

o Diplomatic Facilitation: Brokering talks and confidence-building measures when dialogue falters.

Conclusion

The Nile Basin’s future lies at the confluence of climate change, rapid socioeconomic transformation, and
centuries-old political disputes. While competition for water can inflame nationalism and conflict, robust
institutions, shared information, and multilateral agreements have proven capable of channeling rivalry
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into cooperation. Realizing a peaceful, sustainable Nile future depends on activating these tools,
strengthening mutual trust, and matching ambition in both infrastructure and diplomacy. The lessons of
the Nile—balancing sovereign rights and collective interests—will resonate far beyond Africa, wherever
waters are shared.
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