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Why the Concern?

Lester Brown, founder of Worldwatch Institute, argues that water scarcity is the “single biggest threat to global food security” and there is today little water left when water from the Nile reaches the Mediterranean. 

International conflict expert Thomas Homer-Dixon suggested that conflict is most probable when a downstream riparian is highly dependent on river water and is strong in comparison to upstream riparians.

Egypt has this relationship with upstream riparians.
Former Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat stated in 1980: “If Ethiopia takes any action to block our right to the Nile waters, there will be no alternative for us but to use force.”

The former Egyptian Defense Minister reiterated in 1991 Egypt’s readiness to use force, if necessary, to protect its control of Nile.
Ethiopia’s Foreign Minister said in 1998 “. . . there is no earthly force that can stop Ethiopia from benefiting from the Nile.”

When Kenya declared in 2004 that it will not accept restrictions on the use of water from Lake Victoria or the Nile, an Egyptian official responded that the statement constituted a declaration of war. 
Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi warned in 2005 that “if Egypt were to plan to stop Ethiopia from utilizing the Nile waters it would have to occupy Ethiopia and no country on earth has done that in the past.”   

The current Egyptian Foreign Minister, in response to demands by upstream riparians to review the Nile treaties, commented in 2005 that Egypt will not give up its share of Nile water.

Egypt’s Water Resources Minister said in 2005 that Egypt could even obtain an increase in its quota.  

Most upstream countries are seeking to use more water before it reaches Egypt. 
Water is limited; riparian needs are growing; the potential for conflict is real.   

The Nile basin has a long history of conflict for reasons unrelated to Nile water issues.

Basic Basin Facts:

The Nile is the world’s longest river—4,145 miles.  By contrast, the Mississippi/Missouri is 3,740 miles.
The Nile basin covers 1.3 million sq. miles; it is a little larger than India.
The start of the annual flood in Egypt is fairly predictable; it always occurs between mid-May and early July.
High water in Egypt is normally reached in September.

But the volume of the annual flood varies enormously and is totally unpredictable. 

For example, the flow at Aswan in 1987 was a very low 51 billion cubic meters; the following year it more than doubled to 108 billion cubic meters.
The average annual flow of Nile at Aswan from 1870 to 1988 was 88 billion cubic meters.
The late 1970s through 1987 were unusually low flow years causing deep concern, especially in Egypt and Sudan.

This period coincided with famine in Ethiopia when about 1 million persons died.
The average annual flow from 1988 to 2001 recovered to 86 billion cubic meters.  

The annual flow of Nile measured at Aswan has diminished significantly since the 1900s.

The volume of Nile water is much less than other major river systems in Africa such as the Congo, Niger, Zambezi, and Volta while demand for water is much higher.  
The Nile produces only 14 percent of the Mississippi’s annual discharge. 
About 200 million people live in the Nile basin.

The high population growth rates put added strain on finite Nile water.

Population in the basin is predicted to double between 1995 and 2025. 

Large numbers of livestock depend on water in the basin. 
Agriculture is the biggest water consumer; continent-wide it accounts for 88 percent of usage.  

Riparian Countries:

There are ten riparian countries; the most important are Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, and Uganda.

The others are Kenya, Tanzania, Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, and Eritrea.  

95 percent of Egyptians live in the Nile Valley and depend on the river for fresh water.
Nile water is a life or death issue for Egypt.
Egypt may be more dependent than any other country in the world on freshwater that comes from outside its borders.   
Egypt is economically and militarily the strongest nation in the basin and also most vulnerable because of water dependence.
The Nile is also crucial for Sudan; 77 percent of Sudan’s fresh water comes from outside its borders, most of it via the Nile system.

86 percent of the water reaching Aswan comes from Ethiopia—59 percent via the Blue Nile; 14 percent via the Sobat River; and 13 percent via the Atbara River.

Only 14 percent arrives via the White Nile from Uganda and the southern riparian states.

Proper management of Lake Victoria is the most important issue for Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania.

63 percent of the Nile basin is in Sudan, 12 percent in Ethiopia, and 10 percent in Egypt.

Riparian State Basic Statistics:
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Egypt


68

1.9

4.9

1390

Sudan


34

2.3

6.2

  460

Ethiopia

69

2.5

4.5

    90

Uganda

25

2.8

6.3

  250

Congo


53

2.2
          -2.4

  100
Kenya


32

2.3

1.7

  400

Tanzania

36

2.5

4.8

  310

Rwanda

  8

5.4

9.9

  190

Burundi

  7

2.0

0.0

    90

Eritrea


  4

2.7

1.6

  190

Africa

          850

2.4

3.7

   636


Riparian State Cereal Production, Drought Years, and Power Statistics:
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Egypt


19,800

3.3

  0

902
Sudan


  6,400
          -1.8

10

  57

Ethiopia

  9,000

4.8

15

  22

Uganda

  2.300

3.5

  6

 NA

Congo


  1,600

0.1

  0

  45

Kenya


  2,800
          -1.9

10

121

Tanzania

  4,000

1.0

  9

  58

Rwanda

     300
          10.2

  6     

 NA

Burundi

     300

1.0

  6

 NA

Eritrea


     100
          -3.4

  8

 NA

Africa

          129,500

0.8

NA

513



Legal Situation:

Historically, Egypt and Sudan, following independence from the UK, determined Nile water allocations.

The 1929 agreement between Egypt and the UK (on behalf of Sudan) gave Egypt 48 billion cubic meters annually and Sudan 4 billion cubic meters.
Egypt and Sudan renegotiated the 1929 agreement in 1959.
Based on an annual flow into Lake Nasser at Aswan of 84 billion cubic meters, the 1959 agreement between Egypt and Sudan allocated 55.5 billion cubic meters (three quarters) of the water to Egypt and 18.5 billion cubic meters (one-quarter) to Sudan.

The agreement assumed that 10 billion cubic meters, the difference between the 84 billion cubic meter inflow and the 74 billion cubic meter total allocation, would evaporate from Lake Nasser.  

Based on an historical average annual flow of 88 billion cubic meters into Lake Nasser, the allocations to Egypt and Sudan leave a small surplus in an average year. 
Egypt and Sudan agreed to share equally any surplus. 
These treaties resulted in a virtual Egyptian and Sudanese monopoly of Nile water.

No other riparian signed the 1929 and 1959 agreements; Sudan and Egypt argue that the treaties established a minimum base for their water rights.
Ethiopia protested in 1956 and 1957 the negotiations over the 1959 bilateral agreement between Egypt and Sudan. 

Several other riparians have disavowed the treaties.

Legal rights to water in any river basin, including the Nile, are politically controversial, legally obscure, and emotionally volatile.

There is an inherent incompatibility between the “equitable share” arguments of the upstream riparians like Ethiopia and Uganda and the “historic needs, established rights, and no significant harm” arguments of a downstream country like Egypt.  

Sudan has conflicting interests because it is both a downstream and upstream riparian.  

Experts who have analyzed the 1997 UN Watercourses Convention say it can not resolve issues in the Nile basin.   

Irrigated Agriculture in Basin:

Irrigation dominates agriculture in climatically dry Egypt and northern Sudan.

About 14 million acres are under irrigation in the two countries.

Egypt has begun the Northern Sinai irrigation project that includes Salaam Canal under the Suez Canal and eventually will use an additional 4.4 billion cubic meters of water to resettle more than 2 million Egyptian families. 

When completed in 2017, the New Valley Project will divert another 5 billion cubic meters of water annually from Lake Nasser by canals to Egypt’s southwestern desert.

The goal is to cultivate a half million acres and resettle 7 million Egyptians. 
Sudan now irrigates only about 1 percent of its arable land and has major plans for expansion. 
Ethiopia has about a half million acres under irrigation, but has the potential to irrigate 9 million acres. 

There is minimal irrigation now in the White Nile riparian states.

Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania have plans to develop about 1 million acres.

The upstream irrigation projects are a threat to Nile water availability in Egypt and, to a lesser extent, Sudan.
But the huge new irrigation projects in Egypt and Sudan pose threats to upstream riparians, especially Ethiopia, by making new demands on existing Nile water.

Hydropower in the Basin:

There are numerous dams for hydro-power in the basin; some also provide water for irrigation.

The best known is the Aswan dam in Egypt.

Sudan has the Roseires and Sennar dams on the Blue Nile and the Kasham al-Girba dam on the Atbara.

Sudan is moving ahead with new dams at the 3rd and 4th cataracts of the Nile.  

Ethiopia has the Finchaa dam on a southern tributary to the Blue Nile and is constructing a new dam on the Tekeze River, which becomes the Atbara River in Sudan.  

Ethiopia plans to double its hydroelectric production.
Uganda has the Owen Falls dam on the Victoria Nile and is constructing another 6 miles downstream.

Several other riparians are constructing hydropower dams or have plans to do so.

Dams only for hydropower are not serious threat to the downstream use of water as they only block water on a one time basis.

The Jonglei Canal:

One of the most controversial basin projects was the Egyptian backed canal known as the Jonglei in southern Sudan to move a substantial amount of White Nile water around the world’s largest freshwater swamp—the Sudd. 

On average, 33 billion cubic meters of water enter the Sudd annually.  After evaporation, only 16 billion cubic meters leave.

By avoiding evaporation loss in the Sudd, the 224-mile long Jonglei Canal would make available almost 5 billion cubic meters of water, divided about equally between Sudan and Egypt.  

The environmental impact on the Sudd is not clearly understood; estimates suggest it would decrease in size by about one-third.   
Using the world’s biggest bucket wheel, excavation of the Jonglei reached mile 166 in 1984 when the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) attacked the project and stopped it after 70 percent of the canal had been dug.
The bucket wheel continues to rust in place; resuming excavation was not part of the discussions during the recent peace agreement between Khartoum and the SPLA.  

Most southern Sudanese believed the project would only benefit northern Sudan and Egypt.  

It will not be possible to restart the project without the consent of the southern Sudanese government.  

How to Avoid War: 

The riparian countries have taken important steps to minimize conflict.

They created several organizations to resolve problems cooperatively.

The most important one is the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI), a regional partnership of riparians that provides a forum for the cooperative development of Nile water resources.

Each NBI member has agreed to share information with other riparians on projects it intends to launch and, if possible, undertake joint studies to ensure the sustainable utilization of water.

The NBI, with strong support from the World Bank, UNDP, and Canada, emphasizes basin-wide cooperation.   

The World Bank coordinates the International Consortium for Cooperation on the Nile (ICCON), which promotes financing for cooperative water resource development and management in the basin.

The World Bank also administers the Nile Basin Trust Fund, a mechanism to implement basin-wide programs.

Some programs can work to the benefit of most riparians such as improving water quality, encouraging cultivation of crops that require less water, reuse of drainage water, and improving the environment in watershed areas.

Countries with significant hydroelectric power potential like Ethiopia could build dams and sell power to Sudan and Egypt.  

Upstream dams can also trap sediment that is causing problems in Sudan’s reservoirs and Egypt’s Lake Nasser.

Evaporation at Lake Nasser is about 12 percent and it is also very high in hot and low lying Sudan.

On the other hand, it is only about 3 percent in the Ethiopian highlands; water for Sudan and Egypt can be stored more efficiently in Ethiopia and perhaps in Uganda.  

Better storage will permit the more effective allocation of water in times of scarcity and reduce flooding during high flow periods.
Cooperative basin-wide development can provide the riparians greater net benefits than they would achieve through unilateral development projects.  

Most important, it will reduce the potential for conflict. 

The Nile basin offers a huge opportunity for the international community to engage in conflict prevention.     

Role for the USG:

The US should elevate Nile basin cooperation to a major foreign policy priority in the region and treat it as a potentially significant conflict that can be prevented.    

It should make cooperative solutions for the use of Nile water a routine part of its diplomatic dialogue with all riparian states.

It should work with and support financially the Nile Basin Initiative, the Nile Basin Trust Fund, and ICCON.

It should offer to finance technical assistance by appropriate US institutions to develop regional climatic models, short and long-term hydro meteorological forecasting, and modeling of environmental conditions.
It should encourage the NBI to draw on US technical expertise in areas such as remote sensing and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) for the multitude of technical and environmental issues that face Nile basin riparians.  
