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ABSTRACT
The nature of interstate relations over shared resources have depicted a dynamic nature
oscillating between conflict and cooperation dichotomy. Egypt and Ethiopia are no exception
when it comes to the shared resource of the Nile River. This study set out to assess the
ramification of the trans-boundary River Nile water resource on interstate relations between
Egypt and Ethiopia. In order to fulfill the aforementioned aim of the study, three questions were
raised: One, how has the hydro-political dynamic influenced the relationship between Egypt and
Ethiopia? Two, what explains the changing hydro-political dynamics on Egypt-Ethiopia’s
relations? Three, how can Egypt and Ethiopia achieve water security?. The study adopted
qualitative approach based on case study design and interview method was employed. The study
established that politicization and dependency on the shared resource are explanations for
conflict and co-operation. The study concluded that trans-boundary resources have two main
ramifications on interstate relations; that is, unifying or dividing the nations. The study
recommended that Egypt and Ethiopia should harmonize and implement trans-boundary resource
policy.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction
Egypt and Ethiopia have long historical relations over the Nile River and its basin that is traced
back to the 19th century, when formal attempts were made, at least for the first time, to regulate
the usage of these waters both up and downstream. The 1830s marked the initial serious
altercation between Egypt and Ethiopia, when the former penetrated deep in Galabat, an
Ethiopian territory, which was a precursor of some of the early agreement in the early 1900s
(Abir, 1967). Since the 1929 Nile Treaty, a lot of changes have occurred in the politics of the
Nile River with far reaching consequences, particularly in the post-independence Africa and in
relations to political regimes in the riparian zone. This treaty was modest exchange between the
United Kingdom, through its High Commissioner to Cairo, and Egyptian Government that
regulated the usage of the Nile Water before the 1959 review (Swain , 1997). Subsequent
reviews of the treaty, especially in post independent Africa, signaled more politics.
Politics of the Nile River also stretch far back to the beginning of the twentieth century when
Africa was still a colonial enterprise, and when treaty making and management of the Nile
waters met minimal resistance. In earlier years, a three power agreement by France, Italy and
Britain defined the utilization of the Blue Nile, among other things on Ethiopian soil, and averted
war (Roberson, 1978). The 1929 Treaty that followed, however, was first and a major treaty of
its kind that explicitly defined the management of the Nile waters after Egypt criticized findings
and naming of Nile Project Commission (NPC) which allowed small scale usage of water in
states upstream. According to Lumumba, (2005), the exploitation of the Nile was exclusive
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province of Egypt and Sudan locking out other neighbouring states, including Ethiopia which is
the primary source of Blue Nile tributary, in the utilisation of this critical resource.
1.2 Background of the Study
Twenty first century saw increased interest on the Nile River and its vast basin stretching to a
3.35 million square kilometres, covering a dozen countries, including Burundi, Democratic
Republic of Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, Sudan, Tanzania,
Uganda (Lumumba, 2005). Today, Nile Basin is home to over a quarter billion or 250 million
people, living in over eleven countries and with varied ecological system, such as mountain
ranges, tropical forests, lakes, savanna grassland, Arid and Semi-Arid Land (ASAL), as well as
the desert, but it also characterized by numerous challenges (Melesse, Abtew, & Setegn, 2014).
As demographic pressure continued to increase in the Nile Basin, Lumumba, (2005) states that
the vast riparian area renewed their interest in exploitation of the resources. Increasingly, this is
how the confluence of trans-boundary water resources provides a shared opportunity for all
countries using the water resource, but also a source of tension in the region. Therefore hydropolitics of contest and interaction oscillated between co-operation and threats of conflict.
Against this backdrop, the study examined the ramifications of the trans-boundary River Nile
water resource on Egypt and Ethiopia relations since the latter has remained excluded in most
initiatives of exploiting the resources in its sub basin. In so doing , it looks at the relevance of
Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) in relation to water security and aversion of conflict in the basin, with
specific reference to the two countries — Egypt and Ethiopia. More specifically, it sought to
examine the effects of hydro-political dynamics of the River Nile Basin on Egypt-Ethiopia
relations; to analyze the factors that explains the changing hydro-political dynamics on the
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interstate relations of Egypt and Ethiopia, and to establish the future of Egypt and Ethiopia
relations over the Nile Basin.
1.3 Statement of the Problem
Contest over the control and utilization of the Nile waters continued to pit states in the riparian
areas against each other as they compete for survival and better stakes in all previous
agreements. The controversy over the Nile waters is an old duel, which was temporarily put to a
halt by the 1929 treaty when the British government signed a deal with Egypt on behalf of the
countries located upstream, but did not include Ethiopia (Kimenyi & Mbaku, 2015). The
subsequent revisions and further agreements attest to the inadequacy of initial treaties in
addressing the needs of states in the Nile basin. Indeed, utility of these treaty seemed skewed
towards benefiting Egypt, because of the previous architecture of all agreement point towards
that direction. It is viewed, however, as a critical resource to Egypt lifeline and any threat to its
existence evokes threat to national security, over which the government threated to go to war
hitherto (Ochieng', 2011; Kimenyi & Mbaku, 2015).
With increased demand of resource(s), in the vast Nile Basin and within sub basin in over eleven
states, Egypt’s control over the waters is continuously challenged. Again Lumumba, (2005)
notes that the risk is not only about the water volumes, but also management of the resource,
legal regulations, and sovereignty of water courses. For instance, this prompted Boutros Boutros
Ghali to observe that, “the future wars will be fought over water and not politics” (Waterbury,
2002). Such a statement defies the principle of res communis in which no state should dominate
its control over shared resource, such as the Nile waters and its basin. According to Kimenyi and
Mbaku, (2015), however, the 1999 NBI and Cooperative Framwork Agreement (CFA) in 2010
that, inter alia, was to improve cooperation among riparian states on the usage of the Nile Basin
3

water resources. But in continuous show of dissatisfaction, Ethiopia launched construction of the
Grand Ethiopia Renaissance Dam (GERD) on its Blue Nile Tributaries (BNT) signaling
unprecedented hydro-political ramification on the Nile basin, beginning with outcry and
undefined threats from Egypt. In ensuing period, two Nile Agreement were signed in 2015 and
2018 by three heads of state from Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan, which were deemed good for
stability and security in the region, but skewed on usage of water in Blue Nile (The East African,
2018).
Therefore the jurisdiction of the Nile river resource contributes to an emerging political relations
hinged on cooperation or hostilities. Again Kimenyi and Mbaku, (2015) had posited that in the
unfolding struggle for the control for the nile waters Egypt left all options open, including going
to war. The foreign policy developments between Egypt and Ethiopia further define the political
differences and variations over the River Nile water use. It is on this basis that this study
enquires on the changing hydro-political dynamics and how it has influenced the political
relations between Egypt and Ethiopia.
1.4 Objectives of the study
The main objective of this study was to examine the ramifications of the trans-boundary River
Nile water resource on interstate relations between Egypt and Ethiopia.

1.4.1 Specific Objectives
i.

To examine the effects of hydro-political dynamics of the River Nile Basin on EgyptEthiopia relations.

ii.

To analyze the factors that explains the changing hydro-political dynamics on the
interstate relations of Egypt and Ethiopia.

iii.

To determine how Egypt and Ethiopia can realize water security in future.
4

1.5 Research Questions
i.

What are the effects of the hydro-political dynamics on the relationship of River Nile
Basin countries of Ethiopia and Egypt?

ii.

What factors influence the changing hydro-political dynamics of Egypt-Ethiopia
relations?

iii.

How can Egypt and Ethiopia realize common water security in future?

1.6 Justification of the Study
With global warming, states have to reach out to each other to formulate policies that are meant to
protect, conserve and sustain natural resources. It is emerging that trans-boundary resources have
become very important aspects in the realm of interstate interactions. For a long time Ethiopia has

not been in a conflictual political relationship over the Nile waters because of the unsigned
accord that it will not exploit the trans-boundary resources on the East Nile. Similar previous
treaties did not recognize or give Ethiopia express authority over the Nile waters as it accorded
Egypt and Sudan, thus the renewed interest over the use of the resource, including building of the
renaissance dam and the signing of treaty one after another since the 2000s, provides a basis for
this study. In all these process, Ethiopia advocated for more say in the management of the waters
as Egypt threatened to take action on any state that diverts its lifeline of the course of the Nile.
The recent change of tune after Ethiopia ignored previous cautioning and built GERD was of
interest in the study.

5

1.7 Theoretical Framework
A theory denotes organized and systematic ideas that explain, predict and describe a
phenomenon. A plethora of literature exist on politics and management of the transnational
waters, among states in the riparian areas, based on different theoretical frameworks. But this
study utilizes Prisoner’s Dilemma (PsD)which was deemed relevant in the understanding of Nile
basin politics. Carraro et al., (2005) agree that most natural resources issues have the
characteristic of a prisoner’s dilemma game.
Prisoner’s dilemma — Game theory is a coherent way to the study of conflict and cooperation,
and is relevant whenever various agencies act independently (Turocy & von Stengel, 2009).
Prisoner dilemma is a classical example of game theory that finds relevance in international
relations as well as in other disciplines. It is perfectly illustrated by two prisoners’ or individuals
in custody who are offered similar options by the interrogator albeit independently. It is,
however, assumed that both prisoners have a common knowledge, to ensure it is a game of
complete information, with all cards on the table, without which the behaviour of these
individuals are likely to be different (Gaviotis, 2015). It is, therefore, a game in which each
prisoner has only two strategic options, notably — cooperation and defection. Turocy and von
Stengel, (2009) also assert that it is not only a strategic game between two prisoners’, where they
cooperate or not, but also where their strategies pay off since there are no judicial evidence.

A much better illustration below of these two prisoners, labled or marked C for cooperation and
D for defection is in the table below. If one of the prisoner’ testifies, he will enjoy immunity
from prosecution that yields a greater payoff, while the other will be incarcerated prison hence
zero payoff denoted by either (3, 0) or (0, 3). If both agree to testify, simultaneously, then they
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would receive an equal and less severe punishment roughly a single pay off for each denoted by
(2, 2). On the contrary, if both refuse to testify which is deemed as “cooperation” then it procures
a less punishment for both denoted by (1, 1). Their “defection” or “noncooperation” in which
either testifies heralds a better pay off for both.

Table 1: Prisoner's Dilemma

Prisoner I vs Prisoner 11

Cooperation ( c)

Defection (d)

Cooperation (C)

(2 years,2 years)

(0 years, 3years)

Defection (D)

(3 years ,0 years)

(1 years ,1 years)

From the above illustration, prisoners’ dilemma is relevant in explaining interstate relations, in
either cooperation or conflictual relations as the study demonstrates between Egypt and Ethiopia.
Therefore, cooperation creates an opportunity and platform for both states to exploit the Nile
resources without acrimony based on common understanding, while pursuit of national interest
with due regards of other state(s) lead to conflictual relations that benefit individual states
especially the hegemon — notably, the one with with economic, political and military might.

The major inherent weakness with this theory is that it is not possible to maximize the utility of
two or more variables, in our case solutions, at the same time (Turocy & von Stengel, 2009).
However, Turocy & von Stengel argued that through a repetitive process a pattern of cooperation
manifest when rational actors envisage more gains from it other than conflictual relations as
examined in the study. Even though Tragedy of the commons (ToC) theory by Hardin, (1968)
which illustrates that misuse by one actor without due regards for future exploitation leads to
ruin of all because non feel obligated to save the joint resource, it may be a complementary
7

intervention to prisoner’s dilemma however this theory does not capture the individual strategies
each state is using to pursue and fulfill its own interests.
1.8 Scope and limitation of the Study
According to Oso & Onen, (2016), the term scope refers to a “description of the boundaries of
the study in terms of content, methodology, geographical, theoretical coverage and time. The
researcher follows Oso & Onen’s proposed structure for writing a section on the scope and
limitations of a study. This study focused on River Nile Basin (RNB), with specific reference to
Egypt and Ethiopia and the usefulness of other riparian states notwithstanding. Ethiopia thus
represented states located in the upstream regions. The study, however, covered only two
embassies for these states within the republic of Kenya. The focus on the two states as a case
study was because their actions impact or influence the political environment of the River Nile
Basin. It also limited its coverage to the ramification of trans-boundary water resources on
relations between two states leaving out, albeit deliberately, array of areas that were not
significant to the study.
The target population for the study was drawn from the Embassy of Egypt and the Egyptian
Embassy, both located in the City of Nairobi, Kenya. The study adopted a qualitative case study
design to conduct the fieldwork at the precincts of the two embassies, using face-to-face
interviews as the method of data collection. The target population was key informants who were
purposively selected from among the employees in the Department of Cooperation and
Development and Department of Political Affairs. Secondary data was collected from a variety
of documents as explained in Chapter Three. This research covered a timeframe of 1999-2018
because it was the period when contest over the use of the River Nile emerged up to the time
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frame when riparian countries facilitated efforts of establishing a legal institutional framework to
oversee establishment and management of the resource.
1.9 Definition of terms
Definition of terms is an act of providing comprehensive explanation of concepts used within the
research in order to create a deeper understanding of the context in which they are used. For
purposes of the study, the concepts used are defined as follows:


Realpolitik
Sandole & Van der Merwe, (1993, p. 4) define it as “the competitive process of
conflict involving power- based, adversarial, confrontational, zero-sum and win-lose
approaches to dealing with conflict.” The prevailing context to this concept means the
competition for influence to achieve supremacy status over trans-boundary resources.
means the competition for influence to achieve supremacy status over trans-boundary
resources.



Conflict
Critics have argued that the fact that there is no evidence to show countries have
engaged in water war over the recent past, it is unlikely that conflict over shared
water resources will be experienced in the near future. In this study conflict refers to
disputes, confrontations and threats which may not necessarily equate to physical
violence or military deployment.



Hydro hegemony
Zeitoun & Warner, (2006, p.1) define it as “hegemony at the river basin level, achieved
through water resource control strategies such as resource capture, integration and
9

containment.” It is therefore the control over trans-boundary water resources consolidated
by a state actor.



Cooperation
Zeitoun, (2007) argues that the absence of war does not mean absence of conflict,
neither does it mean that competing riparian states are co-operating. In this study, cooperation refers to the harmonization of the competing actors’ divergent interests
facilitated by establishment and signing of treaties to establish peaceful management
of trans-boundary water resources.

1.10 Structure of the Study
This research is composed of Five Chapters. Chapter one laid the foundation or basis of the
study by identifying the research problem, defining the research objectives and establishing the
research questions that the study sought to answer. Chapter Two embarked on conducting an
overview of the hydro political dynamics characterized by presenting an in depth analysis of the
pattern of conflict and cooperation over trans-boundary water resources. The Chapter further
examined the challenges and opportunities of institutional framework of the Nile and a critical
analysis of Egypt-Ethiopia’s relations. Chapter Three highlighted a detailed description of the
procedures and strategies that were utilized to conduct the study. Chapter Four embarked on
critical analysis, presentation and interpretation of the data. It sought to verify and affirm the
objectives of the study. Chapter Five provides the summary of the findings, draws conclusions
based on the findings and offers recommendations.

10

1.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter presents an introduction into the subject matter and forms the foundation of
developing the direction that the research will take. The chapter captures background
information, statement of the problem, research objectives, research questions, justification,
scope and limitations of the study.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
This section of the study focusses on the analysis of literature. First, the Chapter begins by
reflecting on trans-boundary water resource relations between Ethiopia and Egypt, besides
looking at the universal reality on the same. The purpose of this section is to highlight the trends
and the approaches of shared resources.Then this chapter explores the Nile River conflict and
institutional initiatives, with a view of framing hydro political interest in the Nile basin. In the
end, it provides a succinct discussion on Egypt-Ethiopia relations over the Nile waters. The
purpose of the literature review is to analyze scholarly debates on shared water resource and
unearth the literature gap.
2.2 Mapping literature on Trans-boundary Water Resources in Interstate Relations
Clarke & King, (2004) postulate that if the wars of the 20 th century were fought over oil, then wars of
this century will be fought over water. The traditional conceptualization of security had been
influenced by external military threats, oil and minerals. Water security is now an emerging school of
thought that is increasingly gaining a lot of attention in the international relations discipline. Indeed,
water is of critical importance to national development and has the ability to determine the pattern of
interstate interactions. In this context therefore, it may be argued that trans-boundary water resources
may be a ground for despair or a reason for hope. Whether or not this statement can be substantiated
is subject to empirical validation.
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Trans-boundary water resources are at the core of state relations of two or more in riparian
zones. According to Young, (2015) there are 276 trans-boundary basins that support roughly
40% of the world populations. The sharing of these water resources cross political boundaries
which make interaction between states in the riparian basin inevitable or unavoidable. In a realm
of literature on trans-boundary water resource(s) management, there are varied and conflicting
debates on related consequences of interstate relations. Many scholars, including Wolf, (1998;
2001); Zeitoun, (2007); Lowi, (2000); Turton, (2000); and Beaumont, (1994), identify shared
water resources as a tool for promoting co-operation. Indeed, state relations around transboundary Rivers are intertwined with water sharing and hydro politics in many riparian areas
because there are no standard agreement on sharing and management of water resource that is
applicable globally, but could be systematically fashioned to meet needs of specific regions
(Abtew & Melesse, 2014).
According to Abtew and Melesse, (2014), it is people’s involvement in the exploitation of
critical water resources that led to increased struggle and treaty formations over water basins,
including evident so far over San Juan River between Costa Rica and Nicaragua, Skagit River
between United States of America (USA) and Canada, Tijuana and Rio Grande rivers between
USA and Mexico, River Niger between Guinea and Mali and Mekong River between China and
Cambodia among others. In some regions, especially the Middle East, water management is the
sole province of the military complex and part of state political objectives (Gleick , 1993).
Abtew and Melesse, (2014) note that Nile basin is amongst the five basins in the world shared by
more than five states. The Nile has nearly eleven states benefiting directly with over 443 million
people living in the riparian belt claiming a stake to it making it harder for states to cooperate. In
most cases, however, interstate relations over transboundary waters are perpetually characterized
13

by conflict. According to Dinar, McCaffrey and McKinney, (2007), central issues influencing the
management of global water are increased water dependency, increased population growth and
ownership issues. These issues in turn are drivers fueling interstate political tensions. The extent
to which many states have managed shared resources has taken mainly two forms, noncooperative or non-cooperative games. In both cases, states are likely to benefit if they mutually
cooperate and one benefit more or in varied ways at the expense of the other mimicking a
prisoner’s dilemma.
Natural resources that are shared have generally initiated diverse effects on interstate relations.
The overall management of shared resources are characterized by conflict and cooperation,
although conflict is the most pronounced. Many institutions tasked with the management of
shared resources are responsible for various outcomes, be it cooperation or collaborative
framework and vice versa. In the case of Zambezi River, for instance, Southern Africa
Development Cooperation(SADC) water governance succeeded because of the goodwill of the
riparian conflict (Giordano & Wolf, 2003). It therefore means that weak institutions will
undermine its capacity to institute joint collaborative endeavors.
To this end Giodano and Wolf, (2003) add a new variable to the dabate on the potential of cooperation. They assert that conflict and cooperation over shared resources can only be attributed
to the degree of institutions established to manage the resources. For instance SADC states
agreed to share the water resources equitably (Henwood & Funke, 2002). On the contrary, Nishal
and Faisal, (2000) argue that asymmetrical power and political constraints undermine
institutional ability to achieve or enhance cooperation. However, as debates continue among
proponents of these school of thought, they have not clearly demonstrated how and why such
regimes are not appreciated by different states in many contexts, especially political.
14

The literature by Barret, (2002) provide rather an interesting insight into the role of asymmetries
as key element in promoting international environmental agreements. It is thus a debate to the
role of financial aid, concessions and technological aid which can be used to guarantee
compliance and in turn encourage members to enforce treaties. But Brochmann and Hensel,
(2001) argue that upstream states have minimal incentives to cooperate over shared water
resources due to the preference of maintaining unilateral order while downstream states have
greater inclination to cooperation since their main interest is to mitigate the effect of water
resource decline.
Proponents of cooperation model, such as Wolf (2004; 2007), argue that states in water or river
basins are inclined to cooperate rather than conflict. Therefore the war over water basins is
strategically irrational and economically unviable. Historical assessment of the cooperation
experiences show that there are more cases of cooperation rather than non-cooperation or
conflict. However, Dinar, (2002) posits that preliminary cases of co-operation do herald
cooperation witnessed across different regions. Hence cooperation is not a likely outcome
because trans-boundary water resources are dynamic with regard to time, geography and nature.
According to Henwood and Funke (2002), securitization approach is commonly to address
shared resource dispute. Water resources thus can be securitized as an existential threat that
states will initiate efforts to de-securitize. In such a context, states are involved in joint
cooperative efforts among basin actors to mitigate the security threat. This approach is narrowly
construed because it does not take into account water resource nationalism. The concept of
national interests is treated as a non-issue while indeed the challenge to water resource
management is influenced by national interest proclivity.
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Environmental degradation, such as water scarcity or water resource depletion, is an incentive
for conflict between states over control of transboundary water resources. An array of scholars,
such as Cooley, (1984), Amery, (2002), Bulloch and Darwish, (1993), Rogers, (2002), and
Remans, (1995), contend that shared water resource increases the probability of militarized
relations between states. Again Gleick, (1993) argues that history is replete with conflicts over
water basins, thus Israel and Syria over River Jordan and Syria and Iraq over River Tigris and
Euphrates are just but a few notable examples. The Middle East conflict where militarized
relations have been mobilized over scarce water resources is a proof. By contrast Wolf, (1998)
dismisses such notion and demonstrates that indeed history characterized by tensions do not
necessarily degenerate to violence among states. The work of Wolf neglects the issue that
international stability can be undermined by the existence of international water disputes.
Water resources are also powerful tools which can be used as weapon of war. For instance,
certain tactics may be employed to exert pressure on the opponent. They include deliberate
destruction of water infrastructure, water seizure or disruption of water flow to limit access to
water resources. The creation of water crisis will later transform to an interstate conflict. The
potential of interstate conflict should not be underestimated because over time hydrological
needs may not be resilient to the changing political climate between states.
In respect to relations between trans-boundary states, Zeitoun and Mirumachi, (2008) opined that
it is not possible to understand interstate relations without contextualizing the political
interaction between antagonistic or cooperating states on the water basin. Wolf, (2007) also
argues that geographical and hydrological nature of a river basin create economic, environmental
and political interdependence which determine whether states will conflict or co-operate.
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In conclusion it is unwise to treat the effect of shared resources using a unilateral approach.
Neither cooperation nor conflict override each other as far as shared water resources are
concerned. A comprehensive approach is required to examine the effect of shared resources in
interstate relations which will take into account the factors that explain the patterns of
cooperation or conflict.
2.3 Water Security and the Nile Conflict
Water security is one of the most contested concept with varied definition, among practitioners
and academicians, because the world is awash with many challenges as their as actors competing
to address it (Beddington, 2013). About 4 in every 5 people in the world are faced with water
security challenges (Bakker, 2012), which herald major challenge for most states especially those
in developing world. According to Bakker, (2012), it refers to the extent of toleration of water
related risks to the environment and human beings in general. At the United Nations level
operational definition of water security refers to:
“The capacity of a population to safeguard sustainable access to adequate quantities of
acceptable quality water for sustaining livelihoods, human well-being, and socioeconomic development, for ensuring protection against water-borne pollution and
water-related disasters, and for preserving ecosystems in a climate of peace and
political stability” (United Nations, 2013).
It is measured in terms of ability of a state to store adequate supplies or volume for future
comnsumption (Abtew & Melesse, 2014). Abtew and Melesse,

(2014), changing climatic

conditions are likely to alter water supplies in most areas leading to anxiety among states on how
to share or manage common water resources. However, they noted that the extent of water
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storage is best way to measure water security. According to the United Nations, (2013) in order
to realize water security all actors must collaborate to minimize potential conflicts over water
resources, especially between users within and across states. In doing so, transboundary water
regimes have continued to grapple on how to cooperate to avoid conflict over this vital resource,
in some cases, by developing joint policies to promote security, sustainability and stability in the
water basin (Kehl, 2017).
In the case of the Nile basin, there are insurmountable strain on the resources in the transboundary area, due to increasing population, food security, changing climatic conditions, while
relations between the riparian states was characterized by conflict and cooperation (Kehl, 2017).
Altercations between states is driven by pursuit for sovereignty that leads often to unilateral
actions by state within the riparian basin. According to Adar, (2007), the configuration of the
drainage system in the trans-boundary area and interdependence in the utilisation of the nile
water is what makes state cooperate. Ethiopia and Egypt are roughly the same in many aspects,
including size, areas within the nile basin, but the latter has over the years exploited the waters.
Indeed, Nile water conflict has been evident for over a century now. Allocation of water
resources in the Nile basin was characteristically an Egyptian concern, but economic growth,
especially bourgeoning agricultural needs, and population rise in the twentieth century made it a
regional issue (Haynes & Whittington, 1981). It is true that even Herodotus made a description
of the Nile as a gift for Egypt. The nation has depended upon its waters since antiquity. Because
of this dependence, Egypt has always used this description to maintain their monopoly upon the
waters of the Nile. Wu & Whittington explain that in spite of the industrious efforts, upstream
states have made their claim on their share of this natural resource. The challenge over Egypt’s
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dominance upon the waters gained momentum in the 1990s after the end of cold war. It can be
said that these states were responding to Herodotus by asking, whose gift is it anyway?
According to Wu & Whittington, (2006), River Nile is responsible for the economic status and
ultimate well-being for numerous states in the African continent despite many people only
associating it with Egypt. Haftendorn, (2000) further observes that the river has earned itself a
rather unpleasant description as a giant in length but a dwarf in terms of the volume of water.
Hitherto the initial management of the basin was underpinned in three stages. According to
Haynes and Whittington (1981), these entailed monitoring and recording data of data collected
upstream peg on the 1929 treaty, asymetrical cooperation between Egypt and Sudan based on the
reviewed treaty in 1959, and incluison of other riparian states up stream.
In practical context, treaties play an important role in international relations, conflict
management and enable states in securing their national interests (Mwagiru, 2004). These tools
are also critical in Nile basin discourse because they form a basis for understanding competing
interests. Both historical and developed treaties have espoused hurdles and differences which
hinder them from accomplishing objectives. Upstream states led by Ethiopia have regarded the
historical treaties as illegal while downstream states led by Egypt have viewed the developed
treaties as controversial and a threat to their existence.
The self-perceived dominance on Egypt’s part is no longer a valid assumption. The dispute on
the basis of equity and usage have revolutionized most of the upstream states especially Ethiopia.
The considerable growth in the economy and political stability of these countries has in the last
couple of decades ranked them as contenders for dominance in the region. The emergence of
these nations have tilted the scales of power in the region. The tilted balance of power within the
basin has significantly affected the bargaining power of the states when it comes to the use of the
19

River Nile (El-Fadel, El-Sayegh, El-Fadl, & Khorbotly, 2003). Despite these developments,
Egypt’s position remains unchallenged as a result of continued claim of de jure validity on key
Nile water agreements made during the 19th century.
So far water security remains the key concern for states in the riparian area, especially after the
United Nations factored it into the sustainable development goals. Indeed, the viability of the
new transboundary governance structure, particularly the Nile Basin Initiative is put to test after
the construction of GERD. Arguably, it still remains unclear whether water security would be
fully achieved between the two countries in the basin. Previously, some scholars ruled out the
possibilities of the two states to go to war (Wolf, 1999; Alam, 2002 & Allan, 2002). Other
scholars like Zeitoun & Warner, (2006, p.43) because of the high stakes involved and possible
room for cooperation to ensure water security.
2.4 Institutional Initiatives on the Nile
About 9 major Nile treaties and agreements were made before independence of state in the Nile
basis, thus determined utilization of transboundary water. It is, however, important to note that
these treaties were successive and covered different scopes as envisaged the parties involved,
between 1891 and 1959 (Mekonnen, 2013). Subsequent treaties, especially from 1959, involved
and served interest of a few state, primarily Egypt and Sudan. The table below illustrates some of
the key agreement and treaties over the Nile River and its basin.
Table 2: An overview of Nile treaties and agreement, 1891 to 2018
Type of document
Protocol

Date
April 15,1891

Parties
UK and Italy

Objective
Colonial partition

Treaty

May 15,1902

UK and Ethiopia

Boundary with the Sudan

Treaty

May 09,1906

UK and Leopold II

Secure Congo’s flows to the Nile
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Exchange of notes

December, 1925

UK and Italy

Secure Blue Nile, Atbara, and Sobat

Business agreement

Ethiopia and U.S.
Company
Egypt and Sudan

Dam at Lake Tana

Exchange of notes

November 03,
1927
May 07, 1929

Assurance

April 16, 1938

UK to Italy

Agreement

November 08,
1959
1991

Egypt and Sudan

Framework of
Cooperation
Nile Basin initiative

July 01, 1993

Ethiopia and Egypt

February 1999

Nile countries

Cooperative
Framework
Agreement on
Declaration of
Principles

May 14, 2010

Five later six Nile
Countries
Egypt, Ethiopia and
Sudan

Agreement

March 23, 2015

Ethiopia and Sudan

Division of Nile
Waters
Support Italy colonization of Ethiopia in
exchange for securing the Nile
Division of Nile
Waters
The ability to use Nile
Waters
General cooperation
Equitable utilization
of the Nile
Equitable utilization
of the Nile
Grand Ethiopia Renaissance Dam

2018
Source: Abtew and Melesse (2014, p.576)

The co-operative institutional development surrounding trans-boundary water management dates
back to the 19th century that solidified Britain’s control over the Nile. Great Britain accorded
Egypt exclusive rights to the River Nile without recognizing other countries sharing the Nile
through the establishment of the 1929 Anglo-Egyptian Nile Water Agreement (Mekonnen,
2010). The Nile resource remained exclusively under Britain political influence during the
colonial period. The present discussion focuses on the power imbalance created by the treaty in
granting Egypt the largest water allocation and veto power over construction projects by any
upstream countries.
The 1959 Agreement for the utilization of the Nile water between Egypt and Sudan presents the
second institutional framework. This treaty negotiated for the construction of the Aswan Dam
and illustrated water allocation agreements between two hydropower countries. It allocated
55.5BCM to Egypt and 18.5BCM to Sudan (Abdalla, 1971). This framework only managed to
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secure Nile water utilization for Sudan and Egypt while disregarding the rights of other riparian
states. To this end no proportion of the Nile water was allocated to upstream countries for usage.
The state of affairs further worsened when the treaty was regarded illegal by riparian states since
it did not address their interests and sovereign rights. It negated the spirit of shared vision.

In contrast, Ahmed, (1999) argues that the 1929 and 1959 agreement continue to be valid despite
the changing geopolitical situation. He bases his argument on article 11 and 12 of the 1978
Vienna Convention on Succession of states in respect to Treaties. It stipulates that rights
established by a treaty for the benefit of territories in question should be considered valid (United
Nations, 2005). This view lacks credibility because it discredits the legal principles which have
evolved over time. The treaty by itself is controversial because it does not consider situations
where states are bound by treaties that favor one group to the detriment of others. Upstream
states led by Ethiopia can therefore not acknowledge historical treaty because they were not
party to it. The effect of these agreements will put the riparian states at the mercy of Egypt
despite their immense contribution towards the Nile.

The shaping of a new cooperative and legal agreement led to the creation of the Nile Basin
Initiative in 1999 which is a basin-wide institutional forum to collaborate water management
issues. Under the auspices of the NBI, riparian states began working on legal permanent
agreement that will oversee equitable and fair utilization of the Nile resource. This was the
turning point in history of the development of cooperative framework which was launched by the
council of Ministers of Water Affairs. The NBI was created to pave the way for establishment of
a permanent institution and provide a platform for finalization of Cooperative Framework
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Agreement (CFA) negotiations (Batisha, 2011). It forms the first organization to bring together
all riparian countries to foster co-operative negotiations and maintain peaceful co-existence. The
initiative is guided by a shared vision aimed at promoting sustainable socio-economic
development through equitable utilization of and benefit from the common Nile water basin
resources (nilebasin.org).
An assessment of the effectiveness of NBI presents an institution whose performance has been
undermined and tremendously challenged. The shared vision objective is still far from becoming
a reality. Allan & Nicol, (1998) posit that the NBI has been unable to shift the mindset from state
centric perspective to a basin wide strategy. However, it would be unfair to put the blame
entirely on the organization because despite its efforts, some states have failed to show political
will towards this commitment. States continue to promote large scale hydro-projects in pursuit of
their national interests vis-à-vis basin wide co-operation. In addition, divergent national interests
between upstream and downstream states have further aggravated the situation making it difficult
for NBCs to reach a consensus particularly on controversial issues.

There is currently a big question placed upon the effectiveness of the co-operative framework.
Many consider it a counterproductive measure because many of the approaches undertaken
through it have so far failed. The grim reality of the reduction of the resource capabilities of the
Nile is being exacerbated by the absence of an effective framework. Wu & Whittington, (2006)
opine that the framework lacks an inclusive legal feature that would ensure equitable and
sustainable utilization of the waters. The reality of the improper legacy inherited from the
colonial past still glares at us despite the established framework.
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It should be noted that the NBI has been able to make notable strides towards encouraging
international co-operation. For example, sharing and exchange of information within the Nile
basin has been enhanced courtesy of the institution. This has countered the previous atmosphere
characterized by suspicion and mistrust (Shema, 2009). Furthermore, the NBI has made it
possible for NBCs to participate in dialogue focused on sustainable management of the Nile
water resource.

The organization has taken steps to facilitate the formation of a legal

international agreement that would authoritatively bind all NBCs without exception with the
prospect of resolving the Nile stalemate.
In light of this discussion, the NBI facilitated the establishment of the Nile Basin Co-operative
Framework Agreement (NBCFA) for NBCs to become signatories after which effective
implementation was to follow. This is a framework whose objective is to promote friendly and
positive interstate relations within the basin. Furthermore, it sets the path for establishment of the
River Nile Basin Commission (Draft CFA, 2010:3). This is a significant legal instrument
because it has accorded rights to the NBCs to utilize the Nile resource and seeks to determine
equitable entitlement for each riparian state (Metawie, 2004). The CFA aims to end the long
impasse with regards to water utilization. Nevertheless, with the establishment of guiding
principles, obligations and rights under the framework it is expected to set rules of engagement
for the NBCs.
The agreement which was officially opened for signature in May 2010 witnessed a number of
NBCs to ratify it. This included Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda, Tanzania, Ethiopia and Burundi. On
the other hand, Egypt among other riparian states have failed to follow suit with the claim that
article 14(b) on water security should be amended. Abebe, (2014) points out that Egypt’s
reluctance towards ratification of the CFA is manifested through mobilizing upstream countries
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to change their stand towards the agreement, conducting diplomatic influence on donors to
counter CFA and imposition of threats and warnings on upstream countries. This is a clear
indication of how the country is not willing to give up its rights on the Nile. It can be argued that
the ratification of the agreement by 6 countries by itself legitimizes the CFA and this leaves
Egypt with no room but to cooperate with other NBCs. However, these sentiments may lead to a
political legal deadlock in the long haul.
The foundation of disagreement over the CFA is rooted in the fact that the upstream states are set
to make use of the CFA to antagonize Egypt and turn the hegemonic tide as contemplated by
Wolf (2008, :56). This counter hegemonic impact is significant to some extent in relation to the
need of countering Egypt’s veto and control power. However, the author fails to realize a liberal
view of how the upstream efforts would be instrumental in promoting a legal value for the treaty
since Sudan and Egypt have shown no willingness of becoming signatories. Haftendorn, (2000)
argues that the CFA has been more of a political accomplishment than a legal one. This is yet
another question that needs to be substantiated.
There have been numerous attempts to enforce Egypt to relinquish the historical treaties with the
use of many techniques. One technique was the aggressive silence policy that was applied by
both Ethiopia and Kenya. This technique was applied in the boycott of all cooperative endeavors.
However, this policy failed since the status quo remained. This made the upstream states to shift
their techniques by isolating Egypt and viewing the northern state as the problem in a deal that
that was all inclusive, fair and beneficial to all. Wolf, (2008) argues that there would be no
effectiveness in the cooperative framework if it is being used as a political tool that isolates and
pressures the downstream states.
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Gleick, (2009) seems to have a different view from the use of political motivation to effect legal
connotations. He points out that the upstream states have a chance to succeed in pressuring Egypt
if they find a way of fighting in two fronts. First, he points out that they must be ready to
consider the possibility of starting a new counter-hegemonic narrative using the new treaty.
Secondly, they must devise a way of affecting the flow of the River Nile in a way that would
immensely affect Egypt’s dependence on it. This tactic is meant to convince Egypt that the
consequence of not cooperating will be the independent development of the upper riparian states.
He is convinced that the hegemonic position held by Egypt would only be weakened upon the
success of the upstream states on these two fronts. Whether this can be used to as leverage is
subject to more research.
2.5 Framing Hydro Political Interests over the Nile Resource
The nature of Egypt-Ethiopia relations over the shared water resource reflect competing and
fluctuating interests or demands which have in turn exacerbated conflict rather than cooperation
over the Nile waters. One of the controversial issues has been attributed to the competing legal
instruments under the CFA framework. The treaty has been faced with difficulties regarding the
existing uses, rights of the Nile and differences on notification (Salman, 2013). On this basis
Egypt and Sudan demand that the CFA should include provisions on notification of other
riparian planned measures. Ethiopia on the other hand opposes these claims out of the concern
that such notification would be construed as recognition of the historical treaty.
The question whether or not the new agreement meant the complete nullification of the colonial
agreements that had stood for ages proves to be a critical dilemma. Complete nullification of the
colonial treaties meant that the claimed shares of Sudan and Egypt would have to be reallocated
(Collins, 2006). As the broken diplomatic talks indicated, none of the two countries was ready to
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give up their rights. The upstream states were interested in the complete overhaul of any previous
agreements. In their statements, they claimed that there would be no need of coming up with a
new treaty if the previous treaties were working for the interests of all the parties involved.
As seen above, it would be noteworthy to view the debate from the international law perspective.
The 1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties stipulates that a state shall not be bound by
a treaty if it was not party to it. Collins, (2006) study provides a conceptual understanding of the
nature of historical agreements in view of the current CFA. He identifies a historical error in the
agreements as the major challenge undermining effective implementation of the CFA.
Conversely, he ignores the legal arguments of equating the pre-colonial agreements nullification
to the legitimacy of international law. The need to abolish the colonial treaties can therefore be
justified by the fact that the Nile riparian states were never party to the colonial treaty thus the
need to develop a multilateral legal agreement that will be binding to all the states.
Gleick, (2009) points out that the writers of the treaty made one grievous mistake at the time they
were putting down the particulars of the treaty. This mistake was failing to account for the
treaties that had stood long before the consideration of a new treaty. In line with this statement, it
was unwise to leave that issue to open debates or for later discussion. Even after the matter had
caused further rifts during the discussions, Gleick contends that the final version of the treaty did
not say anything about the fate of the colonial treaties. It is true that this mistake will still glare at
the co-operative framework and undermine its effective operationalization. However, he fails to
mention an alternative mechanism that may seek to mitigate this crisis.
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International dimension is a crucial factor that determined Egyptian policies on water because
these waters run across boundaries, hence it is remains vulnerable within the basin (Hassan & Al
Rasheedy, 2007).

The current hegemonic narrative is that tampering with the status quo will threaten Egypt’s
national security since they are highly dependent on the water of the River Nile (Cascao, 2008).
Recently, the Ethiopian Prime Minister presented a counter narrative that was non-securitized
and morally laden. In his view, contrary to what Egypt was claiming, the cooperative agreement
was not meant to affect the downstream states negatively and that it would only grant a
possibility of the other states developing projects that would be regionally beneficial. This
literature identifies one important competing interest employed by the state actors as the
capitalization of hegemonic and counter hegemonic policies between the two antagonists. It also
reveals the hegemonic contest approach. Arguably, it fails to capitalize on how downstream and
upstream states competing interests can be converted to achieve water security.
2.6 Ethiopia-Egypt relations over the Nile water resource
Historically, Egypt-Ethiopian relations have been informed by security and economic interests
manifested by access to the Nile. Erlich and Gershoni, (2000) argue that the strategic interest or
objective for Egypt was to secure maximum supply of water from the Nile resource. The
relationship between the two countries over the years have been significantly influenced by the
Nile resource whose relations have been characterized by mistrust, suspicion, tension, distrust
and misunderstanding. Bayeh, (2015) indicates that Egypt under Khedive Ismail Rasha
encroached northern Ethiopia in an effort to control the source of Blue Nile (Abay) during 1875-
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1876. However, the then Emperor Yohannes of Ethiopia successfully prevented such invasions
in an attempt to militarily protect Ethiopia’s territorial integrity.
Egypt gained control of the Nile courtesy of the historical agreement that was signed with the
colonial British government. The past history of Ethiopia show that the country could not exploit
the Nile due to civil wars, economic underdevelopment and lack of external financial support to
mobilize water development projects thus it could not dispute Egyptian control (Tibebu, 1999).
Subsequently, when Ethiopia emerged from political instabilities, it became more vocal and
actively engaged on the Nile issues.
Security interests was further emphasized when Egypt supported Eritrean quest for independence
in the 1960s. A bone of contention between the countries dominated their interaction as a result
of Egyptian support for Eritrean insurgents against Ethiopia, a factor which alienated the two
actors. Kendie, (1999) pointed out that Egypt’s decision to support Eritrean quest for
independence was a strategy to divert Ethiopia’s attention and efforts from Nile water
development for them to address the Eritrean uprising. Since the 1980s tension reemerged
between Egypt and Ethiopia over the use of the Nile because the latter state reneged over the
Menelik II promise not to utilize the Nile, yet over 80 percent of the waters flow from its
highlands (Tvedt, 2010).
Despite the existence of animosity in the Nile Basin, the countries made attempts to form cooperative engagements. Adar &Check, (2011) trace this origin by indicating that in 1993 the two
countries attempted to solidify a bilateral agreement unfortunately Ethiopia was not willing to
sign its right to Nile waters. Even though Adar argues that the two countries reached a vague
agreement, he fails to indicate how this agreement was reached. However, during the 21 st
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century, Egypt-Ethiopia relations evolved with the construction of GERD because it reinforced
the idea that basin wide co-operation is possible despite existence of anarchy. Egypt had to foster
co-operative relations with Nile Basin countries and in particular Ethiopia. This implies that the
Egyptian water policy was de-securitized and the country had to compromise with Sudan and
Ethiopia to validate the principle of equitable and reasonable utilization of the Nile resource.
However, the sustainability of the newly established agreement that changed the hydro-political
dynamics still remains a subject of debate among international relations and political science
scholars.
2.7 Nile’s relationship with Egypt and Ethiopia: a brief overview
The relationship between Egypt and the Nile can be traced back to the history of mankind.
Lasheen, (2012) posits that it will be difficult to think of the Nile without thinking of Egypt.
Because Egypt’s existence and prosperity depended entirely on the Nile, Egypt had to establish a
strategy to solidify its hegemony over the Nile resource. Egypt therefore embarked on efforts to
prevent upstream developments from diverting the flow of the Nile. The fact that Egypt is
geographically located in an arid region, it remains dependent on the Nile for agricultural needs
and economic development. It is from this basis that Egypt seeks to consolidate its grip as
depicted in the historical colonial agreements of 1929 and 1959 (Teshome, 2008).
Based on the reviewed literature, the study sought to examine, among other aspects regarding the
Nile, the conditions which made Egypt to establish its hydro-hegemony status despite it not
contributing anything to the Nile. It was found that Egypt was able to establish its hydrohegemony because the colonial agreements of 1929 and 1959 agreements gave it the aptitude to
perpetuate hard power over the Nile water resources (Tvedt, 2010). The country gained a
comparative advantage as a result of the already established Aswan dam, agricultural irrigation
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expansion schemes and the international financial support from international organizations and
donor countries; World Bank, Britain and Russia (Cascao, 2008). Egypt was therefore able to
conduct diplomatic influence on donors to counter CFA and the imposition of threats and
warning to upstream countries. Kendie, (2004) emphasized that Egypt blocked Ethiopia’s
proposal for developmental fund that was submitted to African Development Bank (AfDB).
On its part, Ethiopia is a country dominated by agricultural production with 85% of its
population being highly dependent on agriculture as a source of livelihood. According to
Arsano, (2007) Ethiopia also contributes 86% to the Nile waters from the Blue Nile, Sabot and
Atbara rivers. Historically, several Ethiopia’s hydro-projects on the Nile stalled but years later
the country embarked on efforts to harness water resources on the Nile within their territorial
jurisdiction out of the realization that the Nile was a determinant of its future for economic
development (Tamrat, 2013). Egypt on the other hand engaged in developmental projects of the
Nile to promote their water self-sufficiency.
This leads one to ask: why was Ethiopia not able to benefit from the Nile resources despite
contributing the highest amount of water? The literature reveals that the protracted civil wars in
the country as a result of Haile Selassie overthrow by coup d’état propagated by the Ethiopian
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front(EPRDF) and inter-state wars; Ethiopia and Somali
conflict over disputed territory between 1977 and 1978 created an optimum environment
manifested by political instability which derailed the development of the country’s water
resources (Erlikh, 2002).
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In order to salvage the country from excruciating poverty and extreme food shortages, the
generation of Ethiopian leadership took a bold stand to counter Egypt’s hegemony (Cascao,
2008). This period can be used to trace the origin of conflict since it was marked with threats,
suspicion, mistrust, warnings and tension between the two countries. The strenuous relationship
later developed to a complex interactive platform which has been characterized by push and pull
factors over Nile water utilization.
The state of relationship between the two actors can be explained through realism lens. While
realism theory emphasizes on national self –interest, clearly the two state actors’ actions are
motivated by their self-interested motives. Their foreign policies goals represent their desire for
economic development and water security respectively. A game theoretical perspective however
better explains why Ethiopia’s rise is not countered by Egyptian aggression. It is now clear that
the actors have capitalized on an understanding that cooperation outweighs conflict.
2.8 Summary of the Chapter
This chapter on the literature review has been devoted to understand the confluence of shared
water resources over interstate relations. The hydro political dynamic was instrumental in
framing the pattern of cooperation and conflict. Those who favor cooperation however do not
present a viable discussion about how cooperation arrangements become subordinated to
controversial issues. On the other hand, those who favor conflict fail to capture the nature of
existing political relations between states. It is important to note that lending support to conflict
or cooperation debate will be futile and marred by inconsistencies. The cooperation and conflict
scholars are limited in their ability to explain how we can overcome cooperation-conflict
prediction paradigm and initiate relevant policy implications of water conflict-cooperation. In
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addition, no interrogation is made on how states interact through cultural, political and economic
platform.
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a detailed description of the methodological procedure(s) used in the
study. It therefore outlines the research design used, describes study area, data collection method
and procedures, sampling method, reliability and validity, data analysis and presentation, as well
as ethical consideration.
3.2 Research Approach
According to Creswell, (2014, p. 3), there are three research approaches namely quantitative
research, qualitative research and mixed methods research (MMR). Whereas quantitative research is
distinguished from qualitative research in that the former uses numbers and the later uses words,
MMR is “an approach to inquiry involving collecting both qualitative and quantitative data,
integrating the two forms of data, and using distinct designs” (Creswell, 2014, p. 4). This study
adopted a qualitative research approach due to the approach’s flexibility as explained in Leedy &
Ormond, (2015). Specifically, a case study was used in the analysis of Egypt and Ethiopian

relations over the utilisation of the nile waters. Furthermore, the approach was suitable as it
allowed the researcher to ask follow-up questions, conduct an in-depth investigation and make
interpretations of the meaning of data. As Creswell, (2014, p.4) points out that, qualitative research
approach “involves emerging questions and procedures, data typically collected in the participant’s
setting, data analysis inductively building from particulars to general themes, and the researcher
making interpretations of meaning of the data”. It is noteworthy mentioning that state relations
require descriptions and explanations. The researcher sought the explanations of the status of the
relationship between Egypt and Ethiopia, explanations that could not have been obtained in a
quantitative research.
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3.3 Research Design
In line with the qualitative research approach, which was adopted to guide the study, a case study
design was deemed the most appropriate for this study. Bryman, (2012, p. 715) defines a research
design as a “framework for the collection and analysis of data” while Kothari, (2004, p. 31) sees a
research design as the “arrangement of conditions for collection and analysis of data in a manner that
aims to combine relevance to the research purpose with economy in procedure”. The qualitative
research approach consists of several research designs, namely case study, grounded theory,
ethnography, narrative research, and phenomenological research (Creswell, 2014). The current study
employed a case study research design. As Bryman, (2012, p. 709) explains a case study is a
“research design that entails the detailed and intensive analysis of a single case”. He elucidates
further and says that the term is sometimes extended to include the study of just two or three cases
for comparative purposes. A case can be a social unit, a person, an institution, a cultural group, or an
entire community (Kothari, 2004). The cases in this study were the Embassy of Egypt and the
Ethiopian Embassy, both located in Nairobi. The preference of the case study design was based on
Kothari’s, (2004) and Bryman’s, (2012) arguments that case studies are advantageous because they
conduct intensive investigation of the particular social unit under consideration and emphasizes on
the mutual interrelationship of causal factors. This method was valuable for this study because of the
context in which the actors are playing. Despite the limitations associated with the case study design,
Kothari, (2004) observes that case studies are becoming popular in sociology. He notes that most of
the limitations can be mitigated “if researchers are always conscious of these and are well trained in
the modern methods of collecting case data and in the scientific techniques of assembling, classifying
and processing the same” (Kothari, 2004, p. 116). The researcher carefully followed the steps and
procedures proposed by Kothari by focusing on a case study of Egypt and Ethiopia relations on the
use of the Nile, a situation that mitigated against the limitations associated with case studies. This
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approach ensured that the limitations of the case study design did not compromise the quality of the
current study

3.4 Study area
The Nile Basin has two wings, East and Equatorial, that cuts across boundaries of eleven states;
Burundi, Eritrea, Kenya, Uganda, Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, Rwanda, Tanzania,
South Sudan, Sudan, Egypt and Ethiopia. East wing which is of interest in this study covers
section of the Nile that extends to Ethiopia, including Abay (Blue Nile), Tekeze (Atbara), and
Baro Akobo (Sobat), but flows through Sudan into Egypt. The relation between the Ethiopia and
Egypt over Nile waters has been characterized by tension which is yet to be solved. The changes
in pursuit of national interest by Ethiopia to exploit these resource in this belt is the major
concern. The map below outlines the areas, including major tributaries of the Blue Nile River
that both Ethiopia and Egypt are perpetually struggling to control (Figure 1).
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Figure 1:

The Nile River basin

Source: Map Design Unit of the World Bank. 2000. Nile River Basin.

3.5 Data Collection Methods and Procedures
Data collection is an integral part of any scientific or research undertaking. Kothari, (2004, p. 96)
enumerates various important methods of data collection as follows: (i) observation method, (ii)
interview method, (iii) through questionnaires, (iv) through schedules and (v) content analysis
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An assessment of these methods reveals that each has strengths and limitations, hence many scholars
have advised that researchers should apply several methods of data collection in a study. As a result,
this study applied both the personal face-to-face interviews and documentary analysis to collect
relevant data. The face-to-face interview method was used as the main data collection method,
supplemented with documentary analysis of published literature on the topic. The advantages of
using the interview method are numerous. The method allowed the researcher to obtain in-depth
information; there was greater flexibility as the researcher had an opportunity to restructure or tweak
the questions; the researcher controlled who answered the questions unlike if she had used a
questionnaire; and the researcher had an opportunity to clarify questions in cases where the
interviewee would seek for such. The interview schedule consisted of semi-structured questions, as
the questions were required by the embassies for purposes of clearing the researcher to conduct the
said interviews. The interview schedule is provided as appendix D. The questions were structured in
line with the objective of the study in order to capture the main theme investigated in the study.
Nevertheless, follow up short questions were posed to participants depending on the type of answers
they provided to the broad questions. In terms of the actual data collection exercise, appointments
were secured through the office of the respective two embassies. The interviews were captured on
paper, as audio recording was not allowed. Extra care was taken when asking questions and
recording the answers on paper, especially given that the interviewer was also the scribe. The
interviewer was also aware of the busy schedules of embassy employees and the reluctance of one of
the embassies to engage in interviews on issues on interstate relations and the Nile’s impact on the
relations and therefore she resorted to have short interview sessions with the particiants.
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On its part, the review and documentary analysis of various published literature on the topic such
as journal articles on the Nile, newspaper articles covering state relations, books that explain
theoretical debates and arguments on the Nile, policy papers and the legal documents governing
the framework was conducted to supplement the interview method. Specifically, this study
adopted a qualitative documentary analysis method. The various documents, especially research
articles and books, which were reviewed, are cited in Chapter Two.
The documents were analyzed to capture and record only the information that dealt and responded to
the themes reflected in the objectives of the study. The main themes sought for in the documents
included effect of hydro political dynamic on Egypt-Ethiopian relations; factors influencing the
hydro-political dynamics on interstate relations of Egypt and Ethiopia; and the nature of Egypt’s and
Ethiopia’s relations with other River Nile Basin states. Finally, the capturing and recording of the
information was done using Microsoft Word processor.

3.6 Reliability and validity
Reliability and validity are terms often associated with quantitative research (Leedy & Ormond,
2015). In qualitative research, scholars prefer the terms quality, credibility, trustworthiness,
confirmability, and interpretive rigor as well as authenticity (Leedy & Ormond, 2015, p. 106).
According to Creswell, (2015, p. 201), “qualitative validity means that the researcher checks for
accuracy of the findings by employing certain procedures, while qualitative reliability indicates
that the researcher’s approach is consistent across researchers and different projects”. When
picking various components of research designs one is likely to be bias, which often
compromises reliability and validity of the data gathered from the field. In qualitative research,
however, researchers strive to ensure quality, credibility, trustworthiness, confirmability, and
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interpretive rigor as well as authenticity (Leedy & Ormond, 2015, p. 106). The strategy
employed in this study to ensure reliability include;


Triangulate different data sources – In this respect, the current study used several data
sources which included journal articles on the Nile, newspaper articles covering state
relations, books that explain theoretical debates and arguments on the Nile, policy papers
and the legal documents governing the framework:



Use rich, thick description – the researcher made an attempt to present and discuss the
findings in great detail and where possible draw lessons from previously published
similar studies as well as the general literature published on the topic.



Clarify the bias the researcher brings to the study – despite the passion with which the
researcher conducted the study, she did not enter into the research project with predetermined answers to the research questions.



Spend prolonged time in the field – this being a project in fulfillment of the requirements
for a Masters degree and whereas the project was supposed to be completed within a
limited time period, the fieldwork was conducted within two months. Nevertheless,
delays in the collection of data were experienced due to the sensitive nature of the
embassies involved in the study.



Peer debriefing – a number of peers, including one professor at the Technical University
of Kenya, were approached and requested to read through the work so as to provide an
objective assessment of the project. Their questions on the study assisted to revise the
thesis.



External auditor – this aspect requires an auditor who is not familiar with the project nor
the researcher to undertake an objective assessment of the project throughout the process
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of research or at the conclusion of the study. This study did not use an external auditor
but relied on peers and senior academic colleagues to provide objective assessments.
In terms of reliability, Creswell, (2014) cites Gibbs, (2007) advises, among other strategies, that
a researcher should check transcripts to make sure that they do not contain obvious mistakes
made during transcription. In this particular study, the researcher recorded the conversations (i.e.
interviews) in person and therefore the transcription of the interview was controlled to ensure
reliability. The entire data was grouped into specific thematic area and research questions to
ensure the data was relevant for each context.
3.7 Data Analysis and presentation
There are several accepted and widely used strategies for qualitative data analysis namely
analytical induction, narrative analysis, thematic analysis and grounded theory (Bryman, 2004, p.
579). This study employed thematic analysis which Bryman describes as the idea of constructing
central themes and subthemes which display cases and variables. Furthermore, the themes are
applied to the data, which are organized initially into core themes and the data are then displayed
in terms of subthemes within the matrix and for each case. This approach was chosen because it
provided a deeper understanding of the defined themes, provided thorough and detailed
information and identified theoretical understanding that made contributions to the research
focus.
3.8 Ethical considerations
Kumar, (2011) appreciates the fact that the code of conduct (which he equates to ethics) varies from
profession to profession but nevertheless provides what he terms as commonalities among different
professions. It should be borne in mind that there are different stakeholders in research and therefore
ethical considerations should be viewed in relation to the stakeholders. Kumar, (2011) believes that
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there are three stakeholders, namely (a) research participants or subjects, (b) the researcher and (c)
the funding body. Bryman, (2012) sees ethics through two lenses, namely that of the participant and
that of the researcher. He says that ethics in research revolve around two questions: (a) how should
we treat the people on whom we conduct research? (b) Are there activities in which we should or
should not engage in our relations with them?. The main ethical issues to consider when dealing with
the participants (see Kumar, (2011) and Bryman (2012), are:



Collecting data



Seeking consent



Providing incentives



Seeking sensitive information



Possibility of causing harm to participants
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Maintaining confidentiality



The ethical issues to be taken into consideration in relation to the researcher include,
among others, the following:



Avoiding bias



Provision or deprivation of a treatment



Using inappropriate methodology



Incorrect reporting



Inappropriate use of the information

In this study, the main stakeholders were the participants and the researcher, as the study was not
funded. This study therefore factored ethical issues in all its stages. First and foremost, academic

fidelity was upheld by way of citations and avoidance of plagiarism. Secondly, the study sought
consent from various institutions before the study was conducted by seeking a research permit
which was obtained from United States International University research office and the National
Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI). Thirdly, during data
collection procedures, the study assured the respondents that their confidentiality was observed
and explained to the subjects the procedures of the study and the direct and indirect benefits of
the study to the respondents as well as the institution in general. Additionally, the interviews
were conducted through seeking prior appointments and information gathered through
confidential sources was protected by non-disclosure.
3.9 Challenges encountered before, during and after the fieldwork
The first challenge that emerged in the study relates to the documentary analysis of the published
documents. Due to the sensitivity associated with the embassies investigated in this study, it was
not possible to access/secure policy documents, including reports that relate to the use of the
Nile. The researcher however attempted to minimize the effect of such a challenge by seeking
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the input of experts of the lead scholars in the area of trans-boundary natural resource
management.
Another key challenge emanated from the bureaucratic bottlenecks on information access. Some
of the participants expressed their reluctance to discuss certain aspects of the interview schedule.
The participants pointed out that the information the researcher sought was confidential and
sensitive and therefore they could not offer details as was expected. The researcher requested the
participants to avoid the most sensitive parts but still offer information that will address the
objectives. The participants duly offered the brief versions of the sought information, without
delving into the details which could have compromised the sensitivity and confidentiality of the
information.
In terms of the dissemination of the research findings, the researcher was quite aware of the
caveats spelt out by the embassies whereby the researcher was asked not to publish the findings
that would have adverse effects on the embassies or the participants. The project report was
therefore not published in its entirety.
The time constraint was another challenge. The United States International University set
timelines within which the research project was to be conducted and completed. The researcher
was therefore pressed for time to conduct the field work within two months and submit and
defend the project report within the stipulated time. Despite the tight schedule, the researcher
was privileged to have a research assistant who managed some aspects of the research.
3.10

Summary of the Chapter

This chapter described the methodological approach employed in the study. A detailed
discussion of the research approach, research design, study area and target population was
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presented. The data collection methods, data analysis and ethical considerations were explained.
Research findings based on data collected through interviews shall be presented in Chapter Four.
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION
4.1 Introduction
This chapter provides key findings of the study on the ramification of the trans-boundary River
Nile water resource on interstate relations between Egypt and Ethiopia. In its first segment it
discusses effects of hydro political dynamics on Egypt-Ethiopian relations. The second part
examined factors that influencing the hydro political dynamics between Ethiopia and Egypt, and
to determine how Egypt and Ethiopia can realize water security.
4.2 Effect of hydro political dynamic on Egypt-Ethiopia relations
It is impossible to articulate the consequences of sharing Nile basin without looking at changing
political context in the region, especially between these states. Indeed these states do not share
the boundaries but as noted earlier the competing states interest has been the source of
cooperation on the one hand and conflict on the other. The power symmetry has made some
states, Egypt a hegemon for a long time and Ethiopia a peripheral state, but this has been
changing gradually. The influence of global politics cannot be gainsaid. As some of the global
powers continue to pursue their interest in these states they propel the hydro political dynamics
which go a long way to influence interstate relations between Egypt and Ethiopia as
demonstrated in the study finding below.
4.2.1 Conflict and cooperation in the Nile basin
As the prisoner’s dilemma illustrates, states with near common interest over trans-boundary
water resource are perpetually in cooperative or conflictual relations. Such relations manifest
interchangeably across time as evident in the Egypt and Ethiopia interest over Nile waters.
Overtime, scholars have shown that such relations are extremely complex because of the
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dynamic state relations (Warner, 2012). The study affirmed that this relationship is characteristic
of a dynamic state relations, and has continued to pose threat to a series of cooperation initiatives
in the past and now. It has spurred, for instance, joint technical forums among the Nile Basin
countries, that resulted into HYDROMET and Nile-TAC, in which both states gain from
exploitation of the common resource.
The study found that previous and current hydro political relations between Egypt and Ethiopia
is characterized by uncertainties and insecurity. A structural realist would thus attribute this
argument to the fact that states can never be certain about other states intentions. As a result,
therefore the two actors sought to choose their engagement with each other with some level of
caution which implies that there is inadequate level of trust and confidence. In most cases, state
actions are driven by selfish national interest, but may choose to cooperate if the perceive gain
overweighs other existing options. It is one of the motivations factors within the realm of
prisoner’s dilemma in which one gains at the expense of the other. Indeed, one respondent at the
embassy remarked that:
“co-operation is the cornerstone of a win-win approach”
It is an example, of how all states benefit, however little in the context of the prisoner dilemma
as discussed a little earlier. For Ethiopia, this a major milestone to be able use or exploit the vast
resource found within its borders and beyond. Egypt on the other hand will continue gain one the
access of waters, especially the cooperation after the construction of the GERD become
inevitable. Earlier Egypt had threatened to go to war, but softened later after the head of states
from these countries, including Sudan, signed a treaty.
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The findings of this study also revealed that hydro-dynamism brought about the peaceful rise of
Ethiopian power for increased economic growth and relative peace over the years as echoed by
two respondents at the Ethiopian mission in Kenya. One key informant noted that :
“Increase in economic growth coupled with episodes of peace and stability motivated our
country to establish its grip in the region.” While another respondent reckoned that,
“Ethiopia’s activism was precipitated by the rise of Ethiopian leaders such as the former
Prime Minister Meles Zenawi who adopted a strategy aimed to maximize the utilization
of the country’s water resource potential.”
From the foregoing, it is evident that the leadership was committed to infrastructural water
development. This marked a turning point in history because it facilitated the development and
inauguration of GERD which posed a challenge to Egyptian hegemony. An address by Zenawi
on 31st March 2011, in Addis Ababa stated:
“Our government has decided to exploit Ethiopia’s abundant resources to generate
electricity from renewable sources not only to relieve the acute shortage of electric
power that we currently face in our country but also to export power to neighboring
countries which are less endowed in renewable sources of energy. Indeed, Ethiopia has
developed plans to achieve zero net emissions of carbon by 2025, an ambitious and noble
target set by only a handful of countries in the world partly because it is aware of its
potential” (Berhane, 2011).
The advent of Ethiopian peaceful rise and democratic leadership became a symbol of
emphasizing Ethiopian nationalism and national interests.
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4.2.2 Hegemons and peripheral states on the Nile basin
According to Baldwin, (2016), power manifests itself in terms of military, economic,
technological, geographical and political capabilities. The prevailing literature also points out
that Egypt’s hegemonic narrative was sustained by power dynamics characterized by powerful
military strength and strong economic levels (Cascao, 2009). The study examined the two state
actors’ power relations dynamics with a specific focus on their level of economic development
and military strength.
The primacy of state concern is power which in this case is an attempt to maintain Egypt hydrohegemony, Egypt will however be expected to respond aggressively as way of preventing its
power from being destabilized which does not happen. Studies show that the latter growth and
relations with its neighbor has been gradual since 1974 through 1989, in which Ethiopia political
and economic development was defined from feudal and Marxist thought following the 1974
September revolution that saw new leadership (Yagya, 1990). It was not until Prime Minister
Zenawi leadership that it gained traction after his leadership mobilized other riparian states
upstream, save for Sudan (Frenkil, 2015).
Hitherto empirical data show comparative increase and decrease Egypt and Ethiopian economic
power and military complex. From the period of 1985 to 1999 indeed Egypt’s relative power to
Ethiopia was enormous. Indeed table 2 below, shows that in roughly fifteen year period, Egypt
increased its military personnel by 53 per cent from 445,000 to 680,000 while Ethiopia increased
its force by 50 percent from 217,000 to 325,500, which is roughly half of its rival. There were
significant changes in the respective states Gross Domestic Product (GDP). While Egyptian GDP
increased by 163 percent, Ethiopian economy shrunk by 23 percent which might have crippled
the latter’s meteoric rise in the region.
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Table 3 : Power dynamics between 1985 and 1999
Egypt

Ethiopia

Hard Power

Increased 53%

Increased 50%

Military personnel 1985a:

445,000

217,000

Military personnel1999a.

680,000

325,500

GDP

Increased 161%

Decreased 23%

GDP in 1985a:

$34.7 billion

$9.5 billion

GDP in 1999a:

$90.7 billion

$7.7 billion

Sources: (a) WB, (b) ICE, 1997, (c) Bosshard, 2010

The data shows characteristic difference between Egypt and Ethiopia’s power parity. In a sense,
Egypt thus continued to wield more sway in the region because it enjoyed considerable economic
and military power compared to Ethiopia that could be traced back in its history. Ethiopia
because of improved changes in its economy from 1991 onwards, after concerted efforts to shift
from rain-fed agriculture that saw construction of dams and initiation of irrigation schemes,
began to push for equitable sharing of the Nile resources by rallying support of other upstream
states, save for Sudan, which challenged Egyptian hegemony in a way. Still, because Egypt is
perpetually water impoverished, and thus relies on the Nile to meet 90% of is water needs. It has
hitherto considered military option against any state that considered diverting the Nile waters.
But Nisman, (2014) argued that logistical challenges to cover the wide Nile basin diminished its
military against Ethiopia and opted for conciliatory approach towards Ethiopia. It thus obvious
that such initiative(s) are testament of this emerging reality of Egypt loss of hegemonic power in
the basin.
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In an attempt to keep Ethiopia from using nearly 15 percent of the Nile water, it allegedly
supported regime change through anti-state rebels, both in Ethiopia and around the Somalia
borders to keep Addis Ababa regime off the Nile politics but without success in the end (Frenkil,
2015). Hence, there is link between military strength and GDP levels of Ethiopia that led it to
challenge Egypt’s hydro hegemony status on the Nile basin. Equally, Egypt ceded ground to
avoid conflict over the Renaissance Dam, when Abdel Fattah al-Sisi pledged on Thursday not to
let differences over a dam Ethiopia is building on the Nile river ruin relations with Addis Ababa.
An explanation of Ethiopian-Egyptian relations using prisoner’s dilemma as critical lens
dominant theory of international relations would assert that their relative power capability is the
determinant factor in regional relations however there are intricacies inherent in their relations
which the theory does not address. Rejecting the realistic conception of interstate relations
instead, the game theory of international politics better explains these relations. This hegemonic
status cannot be best explained by these capabilities a lone but linked to other global dynamics or
politics in the international arena that remain vibrant to date as shown in the next section.
In addition, if power dynamics were anything to go by then Egypt would not lost its hegemonic
status to date. The defection can best be explained by the rise of China as a potential financial
landscape funder to Ethiopia. Over the years, Egypt has had a comparative advantage of
influencing external donors from funding any developmental projects of upstream countries
however with the rise of China, the power dynamics were destabilized which created room for
China to fund the GERD project. It seems that Chinese support to Ethiopia compelled Egypt to
accept the Tripartite agreement. This resulted to the withdrawal of Egypt veto power which was
historically enjoyed with respect to developmental projects arising from upstream countries.
Hirtherto the west supported the building of the Aswan High Dam in the 1950s, but now Chinese
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funding that saw the construction of a dam on the Blue Nile Tributary shifted the power balance
in the Nile Basin.
An explanation of Ethiopian-Egyptian relations using realism as the dominant theory of
international relations would assert that their relative power capability is the determinant factor
in regional relations however there are intricacies inherent in their relations which the theory
does not address. Rejecting the realistic conception of interstate relations instead, the game
theory of international politics better explains these relations. The primacy of state concern is
power which in this case is an attempt to maintain Egypt hydro-hegemony, Egypt will however
be expected to respond aggressively as way of preventing its power from being destabilized
which does not happen.
4.2.3 Global politics — the West and China influence
The hydro politics in the Nile basin also relied on the influence of powerful states in the
international system, but these interest manifested at different times. The notable players here
were the western powers and china whose interest in the regions altered power structure and
polarity in a profound way. The ceding of hegemon leverage by Egypt can best be explained by
the rise of China as a potential financial landscape funder to Ethiopia.
Over the years, Egypt has had a comparative advantage of influencing external donors from
funding any developmental projects of upstream countries as it continued to benefit from these
international actor. Hitherto the west through the World Bank (WB) supported the building of
the Aswan High Dam in the 1950s, but now Chinese funding that saw the construction of a dam
on the Blue Nile Tributary shifted the power balance in the Nile Basin. Even so, several global
agencies including WB, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Canadian
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Development Agency (CIDA), among others, also supported NBI as conflict resolution
mechanism (Frenkil, 2015).
After the cold war, China directed more attention for economic opportunities and bilateral in
Africa, including Ethiopia which had earlier ties with the West, especially the USA (Gamora,
n.d.). Indeed, the Chinese meteoric rise in the global arena to become a major player and its
presence in the Ethiopian economy is unparalleled. China has dominated the development of all
infrastructural development and is involved in rehabilitation of roughly 67 percent the old and
dilapidated infrastructure, with GERD as a signature project on the Blue Nile meant to increase
power fivefold in 2020 (Ziso, 2016). This Chinese funded initiative seemed to have compelled
Egypt to accept the tripartite agreement that was signed in 2015 after previous reservation in
earlier agreements, by upstream states — notably Ethiopia.
Accordingly, Cabestan, (2012) and

(Gamora, n.d.) notes that Chinese interest in Ethiopia

compared to Egypt is asymestrical primarily because of its vast resources and huge population.
One respondent at the Ethiopian mission remarked that:
“Ethiopia has continued to enjoy historic and mutual relationship with China. The
Chinese companies have inversted heaviliy, in many areas, such as renianssance dam,
transport, buildings etc”
To considerable extent strong Sino-Ethiopian relations undermines Egypt’s influence in the Nile
basin, thus giving Ethiopia leverage as well. In the end this resulted to the withdrawal of Egypt
veto power which was historically enjoyed with respect to developmental projects arising from
upstream countries.
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4.3 Factors influencing the hydro political dynamics on interstate relations of Egypt and
Ethiopia
Globalization has made the world to become increasingly interdependent with regards to the
environment, security, economy and political relations. The concept of territorial sovereignty
over shared resources no longer justifies a country’s exclusive right towards utilization of shared
resources. To explain the changing geo-political relations oscillating between co-operation and
conflict between the two antagonist states, this study established factors that contributed to the
changing dynamics and identified domestic politics shift in Ethiopia and the dynamic political
structure in Egypt. Indeed there are a number of factors that play a role in determining state
relations whether conflictual or not. Key among them in this study are shift in domestic politics,
changes in political regimes and the tripartite agreement of 2015, others notwithstanding.


Shift in domestic politics
Domestic politics are critical in determinants of foreign policy. Indeed scholars, such as
Swain, (1997), have shown that Nile politics is at the core of foreign policy debates and
from the early sixties Ethiopia had been asking for a share of the water, while Egypt had
its life line dependent on the Nile. In the Egyptian context, focus was on preservation of
their dominance over the use of Nile waters. For instance, it was concerned with how
long it would take to fill up the GERD in Ethiopia, because Egypt was likely to receive
less than 55 billion cubic metres it receives annually, largely from the Blue Nile. As
Khaled Abu Zeid, secretary-general of the Egyptian Water Partnership (EWP), a nongovernmental group once observed at the height of the Nile crises that,
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“The 55.5 bcm we currently use are not enough,” “Egypt already recycles water several
times and uses treated and untreated drainage water and it also desalinates seawater.”
The Ethiopian context is in complete contrast to Egypt’s. Arsano, (2007) argues that its
water sector had not been accorded great attention hence exposed over 15 Million
population to famine, while only 3% of the nation’s irrigable land had been developed.
The Ethiopian water development policies began to take shape out of the realization of
the Ethiopian water sector which saw the water resources as an important element to
drive economic development. The major water policy shift during the post-cold war
clearly influenced Ethiopia’s interaction with the Egypt in a profound way. Feedback,
from various interviews conducted at the Ethiopian Embassy, highlighted three key areas,
notably climate change, population growth and the desire for economic growth as the
cornerstone towards the change in domestic policies.
So far it is evident that domestic politics played an instrumental role in shifting the hydro
political dynamics of the Nile because the domestic political structures have the capability of
influencing interstate relations. The findings show that politicization of the GERD increased
controversy over its construction which further explained the ensuing shifts in the domestic
water policy shift. Equally the contentious disagreement over the Nile after Ethiopia signaled its
intention to fill the GERD, is a good example of domestic policy. In the ensuing period, Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s part of his policy agenda was to protect the Nile waters but took
a more reconciliatory approach after the visit by Ethiopian Premier to Cairo. He noted that:
“We are interested in boosting relations between Egypt and Ethiopia in the different
fields,” (Daily News , 2018).
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Such action

generated acrimony at home, citizens including former irrigation minister,

Mohamed Nasr Eldin Allam, in Mubarak’s regime, blamed al-Sisi for assassinating the Nile
through the 2015 Nile Treaty, in which Egypt lost a future opportunity to seek international
arbitration over who has the rights over the use of Nile waters (el-Fetouh, 2017). According to
el-Fetouh (2017), critics at home saw this a move by al-Sisi regime to get recogntion from the
Ethiopian regime because it came power through a coup d'etat in which a popular and civilian
president was disposed.
“This is the bribe that Al-Sisi presented to Ethiopia in order for it to recognise his coup,
thus driving the rest of the African Union, which had refused to recognise him and
cancelled Egypt’s membership to the body, to do so. This agreement, signed with
Ethiopia in March 2015 gave Ethiopia the right to build the Renaissance Dam, thus
subjecting Egypt to severe water shortages. This leads to dry land and thirst in the near
future.”
Even so Ethiopia had developed other hydropower projects like the Gibe Dam, but these hydro
projects were not subjected to any controversy. By contrast, Egypt reliance on the Nile water
cannot be ignored. It receives roughly 90 percent of water for various needs from the Nile basin
since it is perceived as “water impoverished” under international instruments and norms
(Nisman, 2014). Arguably, the construction of GERD heralded a new challenge for Egypt as a
loser and Ethiopia as winner in the calculus of managing water of the Nile (Figure 2). The latter
state, however, reiterated that the dam will not affect the flow of water flowing on the Nile River
Basin contrary to the secretary general of EWP and other stakeholders in Egypt (Daily News ,
2018).
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Figure 2: Ethiopia's Grand Renaissance Dam seen under construction in 2015

Source: Tiksa Negeri/Reuters, 2015

For the Ethiopians leadership, GERD’s construction roughly 40 kilometres from Sudanese
border signaled renewal of peoples dream as a signature project. Thus Premier Meles Zenawi
remarked during its launch that,
“while Ethiopia is very grateful to all our partners for their support of our hydropower
projects so far and hopes that this will continue in the future, it will never stop its
program because of lack of external support. We are so convinced of the justice of our
cause, so sure of the strength and rationality of our arguments, so convinced of the role
of our hydropower projects in eliminating poverty in our country that we will use every
ounce of our strength, every dime of money that we can save to complete our program”
(Berhane , 2011b).
In respect to the foregoing illustrations, domestic politics was an important factor in explaining
the changing hydro political dynamic between Egypt and Ethiopia but manifest either as
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cooperation or non-cooperation in the prisoners’ dilemma. Therefore the pursuit of domestic
politic loosely translates to foreign interest turned inside out, while cooperation when the
domestic politics converge at the level international politics.


Change in political regimes
Over the years, regime change has been witnessed in the two countries either as peaceful
transition or violent political processes. Both Ethiopia and Egypt have gone through
tumulus times, with latter going thought violent transition barely a decade ago in which
Muslim brotherhood, by its leader Mohammed Morsi, took from the military regime in
what was popularly known as “Arab Spring”. The new leader adopted belligerent policy
over the Nile waters by keeping all options open as Ethiopia continued to pile pressure
over it intended construction of the GERD. Morsi noted:
“We are not advocates of war, but we will never permit our water security … to be
threatened,” (Berhane, 2013).
But this was short lived as military regime followed and the new leader, Abdel Fattah AlSisi, at a bilateral meeting with Ethiopian Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn in Cairo
signal change in policy approach. He noted:
“We are interested in boosting relations between Egypt and Ethiopia in the different
fields,” (Daily News , 2018).
While echoing his counterpart’s sentiments, the Ethiopian Premier, noted that.
"We must make sure that this great river never becomes an object of competition,
mistrust or conflict" (Reuters, 2018).
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While Ethiopia had an equal measure of political and domestic challenges over the years,
since 1974 after the over throw of Emperor Haile Selassie. During this period, the
political leadership was not paying great attention to the utilization of the enormous
resource in the name of the Nile to enable the country build its economic development
schemes. The foreign policy goal was oriented towards strategic military to promote
territorial integrity of its borders (Keller, 1987). According to some participants,
Ethiopia’s peaceful rise as a counter hegemon to Egypt was experienced upon the change
of political regimes and in particular the reign of Haile Selassie. Meles Zenawi regime
was characterized by spectacular growth, hence an average GDP growth at 8.8 percent
between 2000 and 2010 because he had fostered friend relations with foreign iniverstors
(Rosen, 2012). Thus GERD was a signature project for his administration and during the
launch of its construction about 40 km from Sudanese border he noted that,
“while Ethiopia is very grateful to all our partners for their support of our hydropower
projects so far and hopes that this will continue in the future, it will never stop its
program because of lack of external support. We are so convinced of the justice of our
cause, so sure of the strength and rationality of our arguments, so convinced of the role
of our hydropower projects in eliminating poverty in our country that we will use every
ounce of our strength, every dime of money that we can save to complete our program”
(Berhane , 2011b).
It also marked a turning point because it signified the importance of the Nile water
resource to the country. As observed by one of the participant in the Ethiopian Embassy,
the change in political leadership played a critical role towards restructuring the relations
between the two states.
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The findings obtained from the Egyptian and Ethiopian Embassy suggest that the transition from
conflict and development of co-operation was attributed to domestic political reconfiguration and
defection from Egypt’s hegemony. The following are some of the participants’ observations
during the interviews conducted at the Embassy:
“The former leaders focused on advancing external threats such as fight against
territorial integrity over disputed borders.”
“Cooperation among a shared resource is imperative to avoid countries falling victims of
Tragedy of the Commons.”
The aggressive Egyptian foreign policy with regards to the Nile water resource resulted from
political leaders who threatened war over the Nile. During president Hosni Mubarak and Hosni
Mohammed tenure, they responded to Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance Dam (GERD) as:

“We will defend each drop of the Nile water with our blood if necessary’’.

The previous regime of President Mohammed Morsi experienced an aggressive foreign policy
characterized by threats. This was because Egypt leadership at the time saw developments in the
Nile as a potential threat. Morsi once indicated:
“Egypt’s water security cannot be violated in any way, As head of state, I confirm to you
that all options are open. If the Nile diminishes by one drop, then our blood is the
alternative” (Perry & Macdonald, 2013).
However, in 2014 when Abdel Fattah-el-Sisi took over the presidency he agreed to the first
multilateral co-operative agreement. This signified a notable shift in the nature of relations
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between the two countries. A change in political regime in the country recorded cooperative
relations with Ethiopia and in particular with the likes of President Abdel Fattah-Al Sisi who
adopted a conciliatory approach rather than hard power. He acknowledged Ethiopia’s right to
develop the Nile and that the dam was going to benefit the entire region (Aljazeera, 2011). The
political regime at the time led to an important milestone because it was during Sisi’s reign when
the declaration of principles was signed, a factor which created conditions for conflict or
cooperation.
The leadership of the two countries EPRDF in Ethiopia and Al-Sisi in Egypt embraced flexibility
(Bayeh, 2015). The drive to engage in development initiatives was reflected in Ethiopia’s
foreign policy interests while the need to embrace dialogue with regards to the Nile was
reframed by the Egyptian regime at the time. Evidence suggest that the past Egyptian leaders
didn’t have any room for compromise with other countries on matters related to the Nile issues.
The political reconfigurations therefore changed Ethio-Egyptian relations. When Al-Sisi
assumed power he reiterated that Egypt-Ethiopia relations must be informed by co-operation and
love, not hatred and belligerence (Ethiopian News Agency, (2016). Subsequently, the new
political regime introduced a new policy approach that reinforced diplomatic significance.
The findings of this study also revealed two indicators that provide explanations for conflictcooperation dichotomy. These are dependency and politicization. Adar &Check, (2011) state that
the level of dependency on the Nile produced a dimension of conflict. Both Egypt and Ethiopia
consider the Nile for their existence or survival. For Egypt, survival of the state is equated to
dependency of the Nile in its entirety while for Ethiopia harnessing the Nile resource is
paramount to its continued existence. Politicization refers to Egyptian objection to construction
of GERD and frequent use of military threats. It can be argued that the evolving relations
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between Egypt and Ethiopia is a testament to the changing hydro political dynamics. Some level
of interdependence established conditions for rationality which enabled acceptance of cooperation over the GERD project thus faltering Egypt hegemony. Politicization on the other
hand, created conditions for conflict and threats because the Nile was viewed as an Egyptian
identity which in turn provoked other Nile Basin states.
4.3.1 The 2015 Tripartite Agreement
It is evident that all previous treaties were skewed towards benefiting Egypt, save for the 2015
tripartite agreement remains one the major milestone achieved in the history of the Nile.
Ethiopia, including others riparian states, were left out in all previous water agreements, because
it followed the Nyerere doctrine of rejection all hitherto colonial agreements, were involved
(Frenkil, 2015). But from 1999 onwards Ethiopia showed concert efforts to be included in
subsequent treaties as the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) pushed for equal sharing of Nile water
resources. It provided a platform for Ethiopia continued push for a Nile Cooperative Framework
(NCF) that was to initiate changes in the use of Nile water then. This is once again the case of
cooperation in which with the context of prisoner dilemma in which all state are mean to benefit
from a common resource or have roughly equal gain.
Hitherto relationship between Egypt and Ethiopia has been marked by a series of threats and
discord as a result of Ethiopia’s commitment to the construction of GERD dam which Egypt
claimed that it was a threat to its national water security. As a result, Ethiopia faced hurdles
gaining support over its construction due to threats directed to it with the likes of Egyptian
President Anwar Sadat who announced that the “the only issue that would prompt Egypt to
declare war would be water” (Dinar, 2002, p.1).
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Figure 3: GERD agreement between Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan

Source: Aljazeera, 2015

However, the inauguration of the dam marked a turning point in history because it signified a
shift from adversarial relations to co-operation. Upon signing the multilateral agreement, by
three leaders pictured above (Figure 3), Ethiopia confirmed that the construction was not going
to cause harm to Egypt or Sudan (Aljazeera, 2015).
It also marked the first time in history that the two countries concluded an agreement which
highlighted the principle of equitable and reasonable utilization, principle of not causing
significant harm and peaceful settlement of dispute in case of controversies. The shift away
from a defensive policy towards prime moments for water policy configuration suggested that
Egyptian dominance was no longer tenable in the wake of independent Nile Basin riparian states
and that the historical colonial agreements could not survive any longer. It was therefore a
necessary step in the right direction.
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4.4 Future of Ethiopia and Egypt water security
Geography location of states cannot be changed, however, these two states do not share
boundaries but the Nile waters as a critical resource. According to Spykman, (1938), size and
location of state on the globe has significance interstate relations. Thus location within a
particular region determine whether a state is weak, strong or polarity is shared across many
states. It is evident in Ethiopian and Egpyt case because both are located at either ends of the
Nile basin hence water security is crucial to both, even though the former did not benefit much
from previous agreements.
In attempt to harness its control over Egypt attempted to form a coalition with downstream,
largely Sudan, which were harness a coalition with countries downstream, particularly Sudan. It
was in response to its threatened water security by the contruction of GERD project, but
inherently linked to its national security. At Arab Water Council meeting in Cairo, in November
2017, for instance, Aboul Gheit expressed the common resentement within the Arab Legue about
Ethiopian dam. He noted,
“We do not feel Ethiopia is willing to coordinate and cooperate much. Ethiopian plans
to operate the dam and use its water for irrigation are still vague and worrying” (Hussein ,
2017).
It is on this basis that Egypt’s leadership in the riparian basin grounded it water security claims
against its national interest made Ethiopia very vulnerable. In fact, even the Arab league warned.
“Water security for Egypt is part and parcel of the Arab national security” (Hussein ,
2017).”
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Scholars, including (Cabestan, 2012), have continued to affirm the strategic location of the Blue
Nile that is of global significance. Egyptian allies, such as Saudi Prince Khalid claimed that
GERD was built on Sudanese border for political reasons rather than economic purpose and
could cause a disaster for countries downstream, notably Egypt and Sudan, thus a threat to
national security or water security of both countries (Mariam, 2013).
Because of the location of the Morsi regime did not only adopt aggressive approach water
security, but also resonated with the masses who were still celebrating the new civilian regimes.
As result his short lived regime kept all options open to secure the Nile waters in the interest of
Egypt, and observed (Verhoeven , 2013),
“If Egypt is the Nile's gift, then the Nile is a gift to Egypt… If it diminishes by one drop,
then our blood is the alternative.”
According to

Verhoeven (2013), Morsi seemed to be taking cue from leading political

leadership to uphold the Egypian divine right over the Nile by airstrikes and sending special
forces to Ethiopia, while Ethiopia seemed undeterred from builing the GERD on the Blue Nile.
Similarly topography has continue to determine the extent of relation between Ethiopia and
Egypt, with the latter downstream at the river mouth of the Nile and a greater beneficiaries of the
water for many years. Ethiopia is at the source and contributes largest volume of nile waters
from its Blue Nile tributaries, yet disadvanage over the years. Such reference points disadvatages
one state and benefits the other, thus cooperation between actors, particulary Ethiopia and Egypt.
It is evident that at different times, in the 1970s and 1980s, Egyptian leadership threatened to go
to war. President Anwar Sadat once warned,
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“We depend upon the Nile100 per cent in our life, so if anyone, at any moment, thinks of
depriving us of our life we shall never hesitate to go to war” (Mariam, 2013).
According

to

Mariam,

(2013)

Boutros

Boutros

Ghali,

who

served

as

Egyptian

Foreign State Minister and later U.N. Secretary General, reaffirmed that,
“the next war in our region will be over the water of the Nile, not politics”
It is thus evident from the study’s illustration that water security concern was more skewed to
Egyptian end, because the changes in utilization of the Nile waters was tilting the scale on
Ethiopian favour. Yet Ethiopian in line with the Nile basin initiative has an equal opportunity to
exploit the Nile waters in tandem with transboundary water cooperation.
In conclusion, the central question of this study was to determine the ramification of transboundary water resources on Egypt-Ethiopian relations. It has been argued that the shared
resource has had a pacifying effect on state to state relations, one which is unifying and the other
dividing the nations. This is reflected in the shifting geo-political dynamics manifested by cooperative and conflictual relations. It is therefore evident that environmental resources are
indicators of regional security or instability for those actors in a position to control their use. The
best mechanism for sustaining peace is by capitalizing on a co-operative framework that defines
effective principles of co-operation.
4.5 Summary of the Chapter
This Chapter presented findings of the data collected from the field and data from secondary
sources. The data analysis was done in line with study objectives and corresponding research
questions. The findings are presentation of effect of hydro political dynamic on Egypt and
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Ethiopian relations, factors influencing hydro political dynamics on interstate relations, and
future of Ethiopia and Egyptian water security.
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Introduction
This thesis sought to explore the ramification of the Nile water resource on interstate relations
between Egypt and Ethiopia. The study recognized that the foreign policy developments between
the two main actors have been defined by the Nile water use with the emerging political relations
hinged on cooperation or discord. The main research inquiry as espoused in the above mentioned
purpose was achieved through the following research objectives:


To examine the effects of hydro-political dynamics of the River Nile Basin on EgyptEthiopia relations



To analyze the factors that influence the changing hydro-political dynamics on interstate
relations of Egypt and Ethiopia



To investigate how Egypt and Ethiopia can realize water security

Accordingly, this chapter presents a summary of the findings, conclusions and recommendations
in line with the above-mentioned objectives.
5.2 Summary of the findings
Nile basin is one of the largest cutting through 11 countries, however, for a long time Egypt had
control of Nile waters, but the changes were affected by the introduction of the NBI and the 2015
tripartite agreement with Ethiopia and Sudan. However, the trans-boundary water resource has
continued to impact on both Egypt and Ethiopia in a profound way. The latter built GERD that
upset Egypt water security downstream. Specific findings are categorized below based on the
three themes.
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The effects of hydro-political dynamics of the River Nile Basin on Egypt-Ethiopia
relations
Based on the principle of prisoner dilemma, hydrodynamics of the River Nile basin has
created two scenarios of relations, i.e., conflict and cooperation which was evident in
many cases. In the latter case, both gain when the two states cooperate and either country
loose, while the other gains when there is conflict. This was evident during the
continuous threat and cooperation, including counter threat when GERD was built. It is
here that leadership agreed to cooperate to ensure peace prevail in the region against
perperptaual threat previously that Egypt would go to war.

The study’s findings reveal that the hydro political dynamic has led to Ethiopia’s activism and
faltering of Egypt hegemony. This explains that interstate relations over trans-boundary
resources is not a zero-sum game. Power dynamics can therefore not be used to sustain
hegemonic narrative. Relations between the two antagonistic actors are a testament to the
argument that power dynamics cannot be used to sustain hegemony. The behavior of actors is
influenced by the self-interested nature of states characterized by their desire for existence.
Egypt’s existence is reflected in their dependency towards the Nile and Ethiopia’s existence is
reflected in their desire to harness water from the Nile resource. Realist or neorealist
explanations of Egypt-Ethiopia relations falls short of describing the rationality behind Egypt’s
change of perception from defensive policy to cooperative engagements.
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Factors that influence the changing hydro-political dynamics on interstate relations of
Egypt and Ethiopia
The study’s findings point out that shifts in domestic politics and change in political
regimes were the factors that influenced the hydro-political dynamics. These two factors
remained dominant indicators that determined the pattern of co-operation or the pattern of
conflict between the main two actors. This explains that domestic actors play a crucial
role in determining foreign policies of state actors. The policy outcomes are therefore
influenced by strategic decision making approaches or processes. The findings
demonstrated the importance of domestic actors and domestic policies in shaping foreign
policy of a state. However the Tripartite agreement of 2005 between Egypt, Ethiopia and
Sudan herald a big shift in which Ethiopia was allowed to build GERD and that signaled
its influence over the Nile basin.



The future of Egypt and Ethiopia water security
The study revealed that water security is at the centre of Egypt-Ethiopia relations in the
Nile Basin. In attempt to harness its control over the resource, Egypt attempted to form a
coalition with downstream, largely Sudan, which harnessed a coalition with countries
downstream, particularly Sudan. This shows a symbiotic relation because the future of
both countries is based on cooperation in adressing water usage. This reveals that states
operate in an interdependent environment.

5.3 Conclusions
Trans-boundary water resources have become a source of discord and cooperation between
countries sharing the resource. This study attempted to explain how cooperation and conflict
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exist simultaneously in the trans-boundary Nile water resource between Egypt and Ethiopia and
how this dichotomy has impacted the two state actors’ relations. This consideration leads one to
conclude that relations between state actors’ and their respective national interests define the
nature of relationship that will exist between them. Hydro-diplomacy is also a key trajectory to
regional integration because trans-boundary water resources can provide middle ground for
integration between downstream and upstream countries.
In terms of the effects of hydro-political dynamics of the River Nile Basin on Egypt-Ethiopia
relations, the study found that the hydro political dynamic has played a major role in determining
the relations between Egypt and Ethiopia. Two effects were indicated; Ethiopia’s rise or activism
and Egypt’s defection from hegemony. The study concluded that a powerful country can control
weaker countries but cannot monopolize or restrict their diplomatic efforts. In different times
Egypt has persistently restricted upstream water development projects however it proved
challenging to restrict riparian countries efforts geared towards cooperation over the Nile
resource. Obengo, (2016) portends that even under the NBI framework Egypt enjoys political,
geographic and millitary advantage but the country has seized the opportunity of cooperative
action with Ethiopia.
Regarding the factors that influence the hydro-political dynamics on Egypt-Ethiopia’s relations,
the researcher concludes that the major drivers influencing the hydro political dynamics on the
interstate relations of Egypt and Ethiopia is largely attributed to the change in political regimes
and domestic policy shift. As such, the political regimes influence the decision- making
approaches and the role of political leaders in producing policy change. The domestic political
environment creates a conducive environment for prioritization of policies. When the domestic
environment considers an issue as low politics, then adoption of a policy will be slowed, On the
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other hand when the domestic environment considers an issue as high politics then adoption of a
policy will be prioritized by the political elites. This explains the domestic policy shift and why
water governance increasingly became viewed of intrinsic value to the respective regimes. From
this overview, it can be said that domestic actors are instrumental because they have an impact
the domestic environment, which in turn is reflected on the foreign policies of a state.
Finally, the study’s investigation of the future of Egypt-Ethiopia water security. All states are
struggling to protect the water in order to meet various needs, but it must be done in mutual
monner to each gain without drifting back to state of war. The two main actors have paid great
attention to the role of multilateralism and pursuit of national interests. It is however clear that
trans-boundary water resources have an impact on interstate relations because they can fuel
conflict, build peace or sustain status quo.

5.4 Recommendations
Since the Nile Basin states have divergent interests and expectations, Egypt and Ethiopia should
come up with a trans-boundary resource policy that harmonizes policies, legislative acts,
management and development of the shared water resource. This should be followed by
subsequent implementation protocols that can address issues that may arise as a result of sharing
the Nile River between the two countries.
The two main Basin actors’ role in trans-boundary water resource management should be
optimistic, active and constructive. An understanding to this commitment will enhance
cooperation in all the Nile Basin countries thereby reducing politicization of trans-boundary
resources and increasing prioritization of water policy initiatives within the Basin benefactors.

72

It goes without saying that trans-boundary water resources have a global dimension. The
responsibility of sustainable development lies with each individual country within the Basin.
Environmental security concerns however command global perspective in view of financial
resources required and technological adoption. In this context, the Nile Basin countries should
continue to forge collaborative networks and cooperation with the international community. This
will increase their capacity in trans-boundary water resource management.
With the advent of environmental security, shared natural resources have become securitized
because they can foster the development of peaceful or conflictual societies. State actors need to
shift from territorial sovereignty concept to an understanding of collective security. In particular,
Ethiopia and Egypt should capitalize on opportunities of regional resource availabilities to
balance with regional resource utilization while taking into account an appreciation of the
transnational character of the Nile River.
5.5 Routes for future research
The present study was limited to an understanding of the changing hydro-political dynamics and
how it influences the political relations of Egypt and Ethiopia. However, there is need for more
examination on how the interplay of changing-hydro political dynamics can be understood in the
context of state relations.
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Appendix D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS TO THE EMBASSY OF ETHIOPIA AND
EGYPT
Introduction
My name is Elizabeth Achieng Onyango, a student at the United States International University
(USIU), Nairobi. I am pursuing a Master of Arts in International Relations and Diplomacy. I am
finalizing my end of course research and kindly require some information regarding the research
topic ‘The Ramification of Trans-boundary water resources on interstate relations: a case study
of Egypt and Ethiopia on the use of the Nile’. I request for your time to kindly share as much
information on this topic as possible. I seek your participation through responding to the
questions posed here below.
This information will be treated as confidential and shall only be used for academic reference.
Sincerely yours,

Elizabeth Achieng Onyango

Interview Schedule
1. What is the role of the Nile River in the interaction of Ethiopia, (Egypt) and its
engagements with other countries?
2. In which way is the Nile River important to Ethiopia’s, (Egypt’s) national and
international interests?

3. With reference to the above interests, explain if there are any external threats arising from
the exploitation of the Nile River waters by the River’s benefactors?
4. How has the government of Ethiopia, (Egypt) sought to address the differences with other
state actors regarding the use of the Nile River?

5. Highlight some of the contributions the Nile River has made towards the development of
Ethiopia’s, (Egypt) foreign relations in the Nile Basin region.
6. Explain some of the challenges faced by Ethiopia’s, (Egypt) effort to foster a pacified
working relationship with other Nile Basin countries regarding Nile water use and
development.
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7. It has been observed that the nature of relations between Ethiopia and Egypt is dynamic.
In your opinion, to what extent has the hydro political dynamic influenced this
relationship?
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