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Introduction 
 
Climate change has been placed on a 

pedestal as humanity's principal dilemma in 

the 21st century. Yet, whilst the social 

impact of climate change is often explored, 

the potential geopolitical consequences have 

been vastly under-examined, and in some 

cases ignored, by most scholars in the field.1 

I propose that it is inconceivable to 

underestimate the impact of climate change 

on geopolitics and could prove detrimental 

to the international community in the 

medium to long term. I will explore the 

geopolitical effects of one particular facet of 

climate change: freshwater shortages. More 

specifically, I will focus on water scarcity as 

a driver of escalating conflict among 

countries in the Nile Basin, particularly 

between Egypt and Ethiopia. The issue of 

freshwater shortages is extremely pertinent 

and one that is growing in frequency. The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) has confirmed the relationship 

between global warming and reduced 

freshwater availability. 2  This much is 

implied by the projection that 64% of the 

world’s population would be living in water-

stressed areas by 2025. 3  The growing 

prevalence of water scarcity provides me 

with the rationale for my analysis. Indeed, as 

freshwater shortages become more frequent, 

the need to explore the inevitable 

geopolitical consequences becomes more 

pressing. 

 

The reality of freshwater shortages is that 

they disproportionately affect states in the 

Global South. 4  These states are typically: 

less economically developed, more 

politically unstable, and have greater levels 

of poverty than the rest of the world.5 This 

means that the negative effects of freshwater 

shortages are often magnified, thus being 

more likely to escalate into political unrest 

or regional conflict. Though scholars are 

quick to dispel the notion of a ‘water war’, 

usually because there is no historical 

precedent for one, the current situation 

regarding water availability is 

unprecedented in its severity and continues 

to worsen.6  As such, I assess whether the 

possibility of a water scarcity induced 

conflict in the Nile Basin is likely in the 

medium to long term.  

 

Historical Overview 
 
The fact that Egypt’s fortunes are utterly 

entwined with the Nile has been recognised 

by commentators since ancient times. In his 

famed work Histories, Herodotus coined the 

maxim, “Egypt is the Nile and the Nile is 

Egypt”.7 This assessment accurately conveys 

the nation’s utter reliance on the Nile. The 

Nile’s harvests, famed for their constant 

abundance, have been the breadbasket upon 

which numerous empires have been centred. 

Despite the Nile’s centrality within the pre-

modern Egyptian cultural consciousness, 

security over its flows was never a pressing 

issue for those in power.  

 

Though Egypt’s relationship with the Nile is 

longstanding, I propose that the British 

colonial administration was responsible for 

the politicisation of its flows. Indeed, British 

officials were the first to bring the issue of 

water allocation to the forefront of strategic 

considerations. The 1929 Agreement 

between Egypt and British administered 

Sudan was the first recorded water-sharing 

treaty on the Nile. Assessing the Nile’s 

annual flows at 52 billion m³, the treaty 

allocated Egypt 48 billion m³ and Sudan the 

rest. 8  Ethiopia, the only other independent 

Nile riparian at the time, was excluded from 

negotiations altogether.  
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This treaty must be viewed within its 

historical context in order to understand its 

true purpose and, as such, its significance. 

Though Egypt was technically independent 

in 1929, British influence over the nascent 

state was overarching. In large part, the 1929 

Agreement was sanctioned in order to 

protect Britain’s strategic interests. Apart 

from the obvious desire to ensure stability in 

Cairo, Britain had a keen interest in ensuring 

a constant supply of water to Egypt’s 

thriving cotton industry, upon which 

Britain’s mills had relied since the American 

Civil War.9 Ultimately, therefore, I propose 

that the current water-sharing situation in the 

Nile Basin has its origins in British imperial 

policy. As such, many have argued that it 

lacks legitimacy and is no longer applicable 

to the present geopolitical situation in the 

region.10 

 

Perhaps the most significant consequence of 

the 1929 Agreement was Egypt being 

granted the right to veto any construction 

projects which it deemed to be a threat to its 

own interests.11 Moreover, Egypt gained the 

right to pursue its own hydrological projects 

on the Nile without the consent of its fellow 

riparians, as well as the right to monitor the 

river’s flow in upstream countries. 12 

Consequently, the nascent Egyptian state 

developed a conception of itself as the 

regional hegemon within the Nile Basin 

regional security complex. I argue that this 

development is responsible for Cairo’s 

intransigence during more recent water-

sharing negotiations. 

 

In spite of its unavoidably colonial nature, 

the 1929 Agreement set a precedent that 

Egypt has deemed inviolable. President 

Nasser was firm in his insistence that the 

existing framework form the spine of any 

new agreement, thus preserving 

the advantageous status quo. Within the 

1959 Nile Agreement between Sudan and 

Egypt, for the Full Utilisation of Nile 

Waters, this stubbornness is evident. Borne 

from regional concerns surrounding Cairo’s 

proposed Aswan Dam development, 

international financiers of the project 

pressured Nasser to revise the existing 

water-sharing arrangement with Sudan. 13 

Unsurprisingly, both Cairo and Khartoum 

sought to safeguard their privileged 

positions within the malleable post-colonial 

geopolitical context. Ultimately, the treaty 

increased the water allocation possessed by 

both Egypt and Sudan. Moreover, Egypt 

reaffirmed their right to construct the Aswan 

Dam, thus enabling it to exert more control 

over the Nile’s flows.14 Once again, Ethiopia 

and the newly independent upstream riparian 

states were excluded from all talks. In effect, 

Cairo and Khartoum had aggressively staked 

their joint claim to the Nile’s flows in their 

entirety. Despite this collaboration, I 

forward that Egypt retained ultimate control 

within their partnership.  

 

However, since Addis Ababa was not a 

signatory of either of the two earlier treaties, 

it is not legally beholden to their 

stipulations. Whilst Ethiopia’s chaotic recent 

history had previously rendered this 

insignificant, its growing stability stimulated 

the government’s desire to develop its 

abundant water resources.15 As such, Cairo 

has repeatedly sought to destabilise 

Ethiopia, so as to prevent any unilateral 

hydrological development. This objective 

has dictated much of its regional foreign 

policy in the late 20th century. Egypt’s role 

in instigating the Somali Ethiopian wars, 

which spanned from 1960-1978, illustrates 

this aim. Mekonnen posits that Egyptian 

radio broadcasts were pivotal in instigating 

Somali irredentism within the majority 

Somali region of Ogaden. 16  Yet, Egypt’s 

role in the Somali Ethiopian wars was not 

limited to semantics. President Nasser 

openly supplied large quantities of arms and 
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ammunition to the invading Somali army.17 

Despite the failure of the Somali campaign, 

Cairo’s tangible involvement is 

demonstrative of its desire to destabilise 

Addis Ababa, leaving it incapable of 

carrying out hydrological projects on the 

Nile.18 Given that Somalia did not attempt to 

annex the ethnically Somali region of 

northern Kenya nor Djibouti, Wolde-

Mirriam argues that its decision to invade 

the Ogaden must therefore be viewed as a 

direct result of Egyptian influence. 19  I 

propose that Egypt’s failure to achieve 

tangible success during the Somali-

Ethiopian War reflected its waning relative 

power in the region, opening the door for a 

move towards basin-wide cooperation in the 

Nile.  

 

The 1980s saw the first forays towards 

basin-wide cooperation within the Nile. 

Undugu represented a vehicle for 

multilateralism in the region, being formed 

to promote cooperation between Nile Basin 

countries across common sectors. 20  Whilst 

Undugu generally avoided the controversial 

topic of the Nile, TECCONILE was 

established in 1993 to focus solely on water 

management. The relative success of these 

institutions paved the way for the Nile Basin 

Initiative (NBI), launched in 1999. The 

NBI’s Shared Vision sought to establish a 

basin-wide water management institution, 

with the aim of, “achieving sustainable 

socio-economic development through the 

equitable utilisation of and benefits from the 

common Nile Basin water resources”. 21  It 

should be noted that the NBI was intended 

merely as a, “transitional mechanism for 

cooperation until a permanent cooperative 

framework is established”. 22  This is 

significant as the NBI did not have the 

power to alter the status quo in the Nile 

Basin, merely representing a commitment to 

do so. At first glance, however, the shift 

towards a more inclusive water-sharing 

framework appeared to represent a positive 

step in the hydropolitics of the Nile Basin.  

 

However, Egypt remained reluctant to 

relinquish its longstanding hydro-hegemony 

on the Nile. I forward that these 

developments reflected Cairo’s loss of 

influence within the Nile Basin regional 

security complex rather than an agreement 

to reform. This view is echoed by Kenyan 

strategist Peter Kagwanja, who attributes 

Mubarak’s acceptance of the NBI to the 

overall weakening of Egypt’s relative 

strategic position, due to the reinvigoration 

of the East African Community.23 Similarly, 

Soffer labels Cairo’s involvement in Undugu 

and subsequently the NBI as a pre-emptive 

exercise, allowing it to maintain some level 

of influence over the future hydrological 

policy of its co-riparians. 24  I posit that 

Soffer’s assessment encapsulates Egypt’s 

recent attitude towards multilateral 

cooperation over the Nile. Certainly, Cairo 

has sought to hinder the process of creating 

an effective cooperative framework from 

within the aforementioned institutions. As 

such, we are provided with an explanation 

for the abject failure of the NBI. Indeed, 

despite having made headway in many less 

divisive issues, no progress has been made 

regarding the reallocation of Nile Water.25 

By disrupting these diplomatic chanels 

Egypt successfully prevented any formal 

decision to redress the inequitable allocation 

from being reached. 

 

Despite Cairo’s blatant filibustering, 

progress was eventually made towards the 

establishment of a permanent Cooperative 

Framework Agreement (CFA) in 2007. The 

CFA was supposed to herald the beginning 

of a cooperative period in the basin. 

Significantly, its legislation would have 

superseded the 1959 Agreement between 

Egypt and Sudan, thus threatening the 

hydrological status quo.26 Indeed, Article 4 
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of the agreement affirms the commitment to 

equitable and reasonable water use. This 

commitment prompted both Egypt and 

Sudan to oppose the CFA. The principal 

sticking point is Article 14, which refers to 

water security. Whilst Article 14 legislates 

against “significantly affecting the water 

security of any other basin state”, Cairo and 

Khartoum insisted on an amendment which 

would redefine water security as, “not 

adversely affecting the current uses and 

rights of any other Nile Basin states”.27 In 

doing so, they sought to defend their historic 

rights over the Nile and, thus, preserve the 

inequitable water allocation. Unsurprisingly, 

this proposal was rejected by the remaining 

7 upstream Nile riparians, for whom a 

revised water allocation is central to any 

future cooperation. The CFA was signed in 

April 2010, albeit with the notable absence 

of both Sudan and Egypt. 28  Without their 

participation, the CFA lacks the legitimacy 

to achieve a binding resolution. Ironically, 

this attempt at cooperation has only served 

to deepen the divide between those at either 

end of the Nile. 

 

Despite its impotence, the CFA is 

illustrative of a seismic shift in the balance 

of power within the Nile Basin regional 

security complex. This can be attributed to 

two significant developments. Firstly, 

Equatorial East Africa has benefitted from 

greater economic and political stability in 

recent decades.29 This has enabled political 

leaders to divert more attention away from 

internal security towards development 

projects, many of which are centred on their 

abundant hydrological resources 30 . 

Moreover, because of this increased 

stability, these states are now viewed as a 

safer investment, opening the door to 

international funding. The second 

development is increased Chinese 

involvement in the region. For a 

hydrological project to be financed by the 

World Bank, it is mandatory to acquire the 

consent of all the downstream riparians 

affected. As a result, Egypt effectively 

possessed a veto on all upstream 

developments on the Nile. 31  However, 

investment from China, a lender that ignores 

the established political/legal norms, has 

been vast, with most of the upstream 

riparians taking advantage.32  

 

From this brief historical overview, one can 

begin to identify some of the underlying 

attitudes which continue to prevent the 

establishment of a meaningful water-sharing 

agreement between the Nile riparians. 

Firstly, the mistrust felt by the upstream 

states towards Egypt is hugely significant. In 

Ethiopia’s case, being excluded from two 

separate treaties regarding the allocation of 

the Nile’s flow has hardened its resolve 

against cooperating with Cairo. Moreover, 

the involvement of the International Bank of 

Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) in 

the 1959 Agreement has undoubtedly left 

Addis Ababa disenfranchised with 

neoliberal institutionalism in the region. 

Equally, the 1929 Agreement reaffirmed 

Egypt’s historical entitlement regarding its 

right to exploit the Nile’s flows, which it is 

unlikely to relinquish. Overall, one is 

exposed to numerous entrenched attitudes 

within the Nile Basin which make the 

prospect of a successful multilateral water-

sharing agreement appear extremely 

unlikely. 

 

Strategic Overview 
 

Overview of Regional Vulnerability to 

Climate Change 

 

The issues of climate change and water 

scarcity are not exclusive to the Nile Basin. 

Over 80% of the world’s freshwater is 

concentrated in the Northern Temperate 

Zone, which is home to a relatively small 
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portion of the world’s population. 33 

Unsurprisingly, therefore, the world’s 

developing countries are located 

predominantly in the arid regions of the 

Southern Hemisphere, where almost all 

water shortages occur. 34  I propose that a 

combination of natural and demographic 

factors places the Basin’s states in a position 

of extreme vulnerability to the ever-

intensifying impact of climate change. 

Moreover, I argue that states within the Nile 

Basin possess an extremely limited adaptive 

capacity, thus further amplifying this 

vulnerability. Taken together, I propose that 

these factors make the Basin uniquely prone 

to water scarcity-induced conflict.  

  

First examining natural vulnerability, it is 

well-documented that the climate of the Nile 

Basin is, “naturally variable, with large 

annual weather fluctuations already a 

prominent feature of the region climate”.35 

This is worsened by the fact that Nile flows 

are extremely responsive to changes in 

precipitation levels. The NeWater Project 

noted that a 10% change in precipitation 

translated into a 25% change in flows.36 This 

has had a detrimental impact on water 

availability in the Basin on numerous 

occasions. Waako’s work details the 

catastrophic effects of reduced rainfall on 

East Africa from 2004-6, most notably the 

widespread famines that plagued Ethiopia, 

Eritrea and Kenya.37 Though recent research 

has projected that the Basin will experience 

more precipitation in the coming years, this 

will be accompanied by longer periods of 

hot, dry spells. 38  According to Coffel’s 

findings, a hot and dry year is likely to occur 

every 6-10 years, as opposed to the current 

rate of around once every 20 years.39 This 

will be compounded by the growing severity 

of these hot spells. Significantly, he 

forwards that they will pose more threat to 

water scarcity and crop yields than a 

reduction in precipitation would.40  

 

Moreover, the Nile Basin, particularly the 

Delta area, is vulnerable to the threat of 

rising sea levels. According to the African 

Centre for Strategic Studies, Egypt is the 

continent’s most vulnerable state to rising 

sea levels.41 IPCC forecasts have forecasted 

that 45 million Egyptians will reside within 

the Low Elevation Coastal Zone (LECZ) by 

2030, this being land less than 10m above 

sea level.42 Naturally, these populations have 

little protection from flooding or coastal 

erosion. The Nile Delta’s LECZ also 

contains 60% of Egypt’s cultivable land.43 It 

has been estimated that a one metre rise in 

sea levels would threaten a significant 

portion of the LECZ, thus rendering over 

4000 km² of Egyptian cropland unusable and 

displacing over 6 million people.44 Even a 

more conservative assessment of rising sea 

levels, measuring the impact of a 50cm rise, 

projected that 2 million Alexandrine citizens 

would be forced to relocate as a result. 45 

Both the increased incidence of hotter, drier 

spells and the projected impact of rising sea 

levels are demonstrative of an emerging 

climate crisis in the Nile Basin. 

 

Secondly, I argue that unique demographic 

pressures are exacerbating the Basin’s 

susceptibility to climate change and water 

scarcity. Mekonnen predicts that the 

population of the Nile Basin will balloon by 

an astronomical 63%, from 490 million 

(2020) to 800 million in 2050.46 Worryingly, 

this projection is conservative, with some 

forecasts for 2050 being as high as 1 billion. 

Regardless of these numerical discrepancies, 

any notable increase in population will pose 

a serious challenge to water availability in a 

region already considered ‘water stressed’, 

as per the parameters of the Falkenmark 

Index.47 Its Water Stress Indicator measures 

water scarcity according to the amount of 

freshwater available per capita. Egypt’s 
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freshwater availability of 628 ㎥ per capita 

in 2020 falls far short of the 1700 ㎥ 

threshold that is used to define ‘water 

stress’. 48  Though Egypt has amongst the 

worst access to fresh water within the 

region, severe water stress will not be 

limited to the northern end of the Basin. By 

2040, the number suffering from water 

scarcity is projected to total 35% of the 

Basin’s population. 49  This projection 

considers a year without any climate 

variability, further emphasising the severity 

of demographic pressures in isolation.  

 

Finally, I posit that the Nile Basin’s virtually 

non-existent adaptive capacity will render it 

unable to independently mitigate the impact 

of climate change. The Nile Basin Initiative 

cites low water storage capability, 

inadequate water control systems and hydro-

dependent energy sectors as Basin-wide 

factors constraining the region’s adaptive 

capacity.50 This can be attributed to the fact 

that the Nile Basin countries are some of the 

least developed in the world. If one excludes 

Egypt, Kenya and Sudan, all of the Basin’s 

riparians rank amongst the least developed 

according to the Human Development Index 

(HDI).51 Even Sudan’s status as somewhat 

developed has been jeopardised by its 

ongoing civil strife. As a result, existing 

hydrological infrastructure is unevenly 

distributed along the Nile River, with 

numerous upstream states having virtually 

no water storage or irrigation capacity. 

Whilst Chinese investment into hydraulic 

infrastructure is beginning to redress this 

imbalance, the majority of the Nile’s 

riparians have yet to harness their significant 

hydrological potential. 52  Collectively, 

therefore, the Basin’s riparians are unable to 

mitigate the reduced Nile flows that may 

occur as a result of climate variability. This 

is compounded by the fact that the region’s 

population is largely agrarian. Both the 

downstream states, which predominantly 

utilise irrigation-based farming, and the 

poorer upstream states, largely reliant on 

rain-fed subsistence agriculture, are equally 

vulnerable to the effects of climate change in 

this regard. Another pitfall of the Basin’s 

predominantly subsistence-based agriculture 

sector is that it does not provide much 

flexibility for diversification into less 

climate-sensitive sectors. 53  Overall, I 

reassert that this combination of factors will 

precipitate reduced water availability, thus 

creating a fertile breeding ground for 

scarcity-induced conflict. 

 

Egyptian Strategic Overview 

 

Egypt’s chief strategic consideration is that 

it possesses virtually no freshwater sources. 

With 97% of its water originating externally, 

only Turkmenistan is more reliant on 

upstream water contribution globally. 54 

Whilst Cairo has taken huge strides towards 

optimising its water usage over recent 

decades, its hydrological position is not 

sustainable. In 2000, Egypt’s total water 

demands were estimated at 73.3 km³, with 

the projection for 2025 exceeding 86 km³.55 

Both of these figures, as well as Egypt’s 

recent consumption of Nile water (averaging 

61.5 km³ from 1988-2017) far exceed their 

allocation established in the 1959 Nile 

Agreement with Sudan.56 For reference, the 

Nile River’s average annual run-off is only  

84 km³. 57  As a result, Egypt has been 

increasingly dependent on virtual water for 

drinking and irrigation purposes. The 

concept is used to denote the importation of 

goods to forego the water consumption 

required in their production. 58  Nikiel 

predicts that virtual water imports will 

outstrip Nile water usage in Egypt before 

2030.59  Egypt’s water shortfalls have been 

further exacerbated by its demographic 

explosion. In 1998, the UN projected that 

Egypt’s population would hit 114 million by 

2065.60 In reality, its population had already 
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reached 109 million by 2021, suggesting that 

the previous figure will be surpassed long 

before 2065.61 As virtual water imports and 

population figures grow exponentially, 

Egypt’s hydrological position appears 

unsustainable. This viewpoint gained 

additional credence following the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Already the 

world’s largest wheat importer, Egyptian 

consumers were forced to contend with an 

overnight price increase of 44%.62 Thus, I 

argue that Egypt cannot afford to lose access 

to any more of the Nile’s flows, which 

would likely result in further price inflation 

for consumers. 

 

Following Egypt’s recovery from the 

destabilising impact of the Arab Spring 

uprisings, the actions of its leaders have 

reflected the centrality of water security 

within political discourse. Despite initially 

displaying an accommodative stance 

towards GERD, President Muhammed 

Morsi’s facade quickly faded once he had a 

more secure grip on power. In a private 

meeting, which was ‘mistakenly’ aired on 

state television, Morsi and his advisers were 

heard discussing the possibility of arming 

Addis Ababa’s political opponents, 

ostensibly to discourage GERD’s 

construction. 63  Cairo’s belligerent attitude 

towards Ethiopia and its hydrological 

developments has been unrelenting in recent 

years, escalating further following the 

military coup in late 2013. As his actions 

demonstrate, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, the 

incumbent president, is aware that water 

security is of paramount importance to 

domestic opinion. Events in Egypt’s recent 

history have demonstrated that food 

shortages, a potential consequence of water 

scarcity, precipitate serious political 

instability. The 1977 “bread riots”, for 

example, were a direct result of the IMF-

mandated subsidy cuts on culinary staples.64 

The prioritisation of domestic opinion, 

despite international condemnation, was 

evident in el-Sisi’s speech ahead of the 

proposed second filling of GERD in March 

2021, during which he warned that, “no one 

is untouchable for us”.65 As if in conjunction 

with his threat, Egypt carried out a joint 

aerial training mission with Sudan, labelled 

“Nile Eagles 2”, during which Egyptian 

fighter jets simulated air raids from the 

Sudanese air base at Merowe, with the 

town’s large dam presumably imitating 

GERD.66   

 

The content of the aforementioned speeches, 

by more than one Egyptian president, clearly 

follows the blueprint of securitising speech 

acts. Matching the definition laid out by 

Hayes, both of the aforementioned examples 

claim that a referent object - the Nile’s flows 

- is faced with an existential threat, this 

being the hydrological ambitions of Addis 

Ababa.67  

 

However, rather than seeking to securitise 

the Nile problem, the actors in question are 

merely reaffirming their commitment to 

addressing an issue that has long been 

securitised within the Egyptian collective 

consciousness. One can trace the Nile’s 

securitisation within the public sphere to 

1979, when President Anwar Sadat warned 

that, “the only matter that would take Egypt 

to war again is water”.68 Therefore, as per 

Balzacq’s qualification, the threat of 

upstream riparians was already a perceived 

reality by the Egyptian population.69 

 

As such, this paper proposes that President 

Morsi’s policy shift vis-à-vis the Nile was an 

act of political necessity that reflected the 

uncertainty of his presidency during the 

turbulent period following the 2011 regime 

change. Political figures from both extremes 

of the ideological spectrum repeatedly 

lambasted Morsi’s government for its 

reluctance to respond to the imminent threat 
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posed by GERD.70 Whilst these sentiments 

originated from the fringes of the Egyptian 

political sphere, they represented populist 

voices with the potential to incite 

disgruntled public support. Equally, el-Sisi 

draws political capital from his ‘strongman’ 

persona, owing to his extensive military 

career and associations. As such, I forward 

that his regime would be under serious threat 

if it were to appear powerless in bringing the 

Nile problem to a satisfactory conclusion. It 

is clear that decision-makers in Cairo 

perceive that they are in a strategically 

vulnerable position which, in turn, threatens 

their domestic position. As I will 

demonstrate later on, these factors have 

served to create the foundations of an 

escalating conflict scenario in the Nile 

Basin. 

 

Ethiopian Strategic Overview 

 

In stark contrast to Egypt, Ethiopia is 

blessed with perhaps the best hydrological 

situation on the planet. The Blue Nile 

originates at Ethiopia’s Lake Tana and the 

highland region supplies around 86% of the 

Nile’s entire flow.71 Yet, despite its recent 

developments, Addis Ababa has hardly 

scratched the surface in relation to the 

hydrological potential that it possesses. This 

is a legacy of the turmoil that accompanied 

the Derg regime, a period in Ethiopian 

history that saw infrastructural development 

seriously neglected.72 However, Ethiopia has 

benefitted from over two decades of strong 

economic growth. GDP per capita has grown 

by more than 300% during this time, whilst 

absolute poverty has fallen from 69% in 

1995 to 32% in 2015. 73  Moreover, [then] 

President Zenawi’s policy of ethnic 

federalism has succeeded in reducing 

political instability within the ethnically 

fragmented state. 74  Taken together, the 

increased political and economic stability 

has dramatically improved Addis Ababa’s 

ability to exploit its hydrological potential. 

As a result, Ethiopia is cultivating a growing 

reputation as an attractive location for 

foreign investment. 75  The financial capital 

and technical expertise possessed by 

external investors has enabled Ethiopia to 

become the principal hydroelectric producer 

in Africa, possessing three of the ten largest 

sites on the continent, including the largest, 

GERD.76 Addis Ababa will be able to utilise 

this glut of hydroelectric power to improve 

domestic access to energy and become a 

significant energy exporter in the region.77  

 

Additionally, successive leaders have 

demonstrated their shrewd diplomatic 

acumen within the Nile Basin, Ethiopia’s 

geopolitical influence growing as a result. 

Exploiting its increased regional standing, 

Addis Ababa has been instrumental in 

politicising the principle of ‘equitable 

utilisation’ within the collective 

consciousness of the upstream Nile 

riparians. In doing so, it has united all six 

equatorial Nile riparians in support of this 

position, thus diplomatically isolating Egypt 

and gaining regional backing for its 

unilateral hydrological development. 78 

Ethiopian policy has also been increasingly 

successful in driving a wedge between Cairo 

and the previously compliant Sudanese 

government. As a state with significant 

potential for hydrological development 

itself, a change to the status quo could be 

perceived as advantageous by decision-

makers in Khartoum. Equally, access to 

cheap Ethiopian hydroelectric power may be 

a significant driver for Sudan to reconsider 

its position on the Nile.79 Therefore, on the 

face of it, Ethiopia finds itself in a 

favourable strategic position, both an 

aspiring middle-income state and an 

emerging hydro-hegemon within the Nile 

Basin regional security complex. 
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Whilst Ethiopia has strengthened both its 

economic position and its geopolitical 

standing in the region, these successes mask 

the domestic issues that have plagued the 

government in Addis Ababa. Though the 

Ethiopian economy has proven extremely 

robust in the face of repeated civil strife, one 

cannot underestimate its destabilising impact 

on the nation. Estimates place the number of 

people affected by the recent Tigray War, 

either through death, injury or displacement, 

at over two million. 80  With reports of a 

brewing crisis in the Amhara region, it 

remains to be seen whether Prime Minister 

Abiy Ahmed’s government is strong enough 

to endure another costly conflict. Moreover, 

Ethiopia’s near perpetual economic growth 

has still not altered the reality that its 

economy remains, “poor, agrarian, rural and 

at an early stage of economic growth”. 81 

Despite its agrarian focus, Ethiopia’s 

agricultural sector is almost wholly reliant 

on rain-fed smallholder farms.82 The lack of 

irrigated farmland leaves Ethiopia more 

susceptible to drought and adverse weather 

conditions. The 2022 drought, labelled by 

the World Bank as the worst in 40 years, 

served to remind contemporaries of this 

vulnerability. 83  Whilst a repeat of the 

infamous 1983-5 famine is unlikely, the 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network 

(FEWS) has warned of severe food 

shortages that will affect 20 million 

Ethiopians. 84  Given Ethiopia’s continued 

demographic pressures, food insecurity is 

unlikely to be addressed through the 

maintenance of current agricultural 

practices. Indeed, conservative estimates 

have projected population growth of 50 

million to over 170 million by 2050, 

meaning Ethiopia would become one of the 

ten most populous states globally.85  

 

Taking this into consideration, I predict that 

Addis Ababa will look to invest more 

financial resources into irrigation 

programmes. Unlike Egypt, Ethiopia has 

huge potential to do so. Only 4% of 

Ethiopia’s potentially irrigable land is being 

cultivated, within what remains a 

predominantly rain-fed agricultural sector.86 

Given the success of GERD and its various 

other unilateral hydro-electric projects, 

Addis Ababa may now have the confidence 

to exploit its abundant water resources in 

order to modernise its agricultural sector. 

The rhetoric of the Ethiopian political 

establishment suggests that it would have no 

qualms in acting unilaterally to achieve this. 

In 2010, Zenawi warned that, “there will 

come a time when the people of East Africa 

and Ethiopia become too desperate to care 

about these diplomatic niceties. Then, they 

are going to act”. 87  One could certainly 

argue that Ethiopia’s worsening food 

security qualifies as the “desperate” situation 

to which Zenawi predicted. Significantly, 

Ethiopia’s minimal irrigation schemes 

already use 1.5 km³ of water annually, 

meaning a modest five-fold increase in 

coverage would require the utilisation of 

10% of the Nile’s average annual run-off.88 

Any Ethiopian irrigation scheme, 

particularly one of any magnitude, would 

have a significant impact on water 

availability in the basin, undoubtedly 

inflaming scarcity-induced tensions. 

 

Escalating Conflict Scenario 

 

Before exploring the likelihood of an 

escalating conflict scenario in the Nile 

Basin, it is important to note that, “in the last 

4000 years there has never been a single war 

fought over water”. 89  However, blind 

acceptance of this fact would be to assume 

that the management of trans-boundary 

water resources is characterised by 

cooperation. Ultimately, it is clear that this is 

not the case. In reality, freshwater basins 

across the developing world are party to a 

series of, ‘silent conflicts’, varying in 
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intensity and scope. 90  Interacting closely 

with Zeitoun and Warner’s seminal 

framework on hydro-hegemony, I seek to 

explain why the ‘water war’ on the Nile has 

long been frozen and, in doing so, 

demonstrate why the possibility of an 

increased intensity of conflict is growing. 

 

Broadly, hydro-hegemony refers to the 

dominance of a state over its fellow 

riparians, thus enabling it to exert control 

over water resources within a river basin. 

This is achieved through three main 

strategies: resource capture, containment and 

integration. Typically, resource capture is 

achieved through infrastructural 

developments, which enable the storage 

and/or diversion of water resources. For 

example, Egypt’s Aswan Dam has provided 

the state with more control over the Nile’s 

water resources. However, given Egypt’s 

position in the basin, it has limited potential 

for resource capture when compared to its 

upstream neighbours. As such, it has 

typically resorted to the containment of its 

fellow riparian states. Essentially, 

containment refers to actions that weaken 

the military, economic and hydraulic 

capabilities of the target state.91 In doing so, 

Egypt aims to maintain a power imbalance 

within the region and, with it, favourable 

access to Nile water. Warner forwards that 

power relations between riparians are the 

principal determinants of the degree of 

control over water resources that each 

attains. 92  As such, it is inferred that the 

reason a water conflict may fall short of a 

war is due to power asymmetries rather than 

any perceived cooperation.93 Thus, I propose 

that hegemony, or a lack thereof, is one of 

the key factors determining the stability of a 

river basin. This much is implied within 

Frey’s power framework, which focuses 

specifically on conflict and cooperation in a 

riparian context. 94  Overall, Zeitoun and 

Warner’s description of a basin subjected to 

hydro-hegemony resembles my analysis of 

the Nile Basin’s hydropolitics, particularly 

prior to the 21st century. During this period, 

as I explored in the historical overview, 

Egypt maintained hegemony in the Nile 

Basin on account of its perceived power, 

despite growing discontent with the existing 

water-sharing settlement. Thus, the 

behaviour of its riparian neighbours has 

largely tended to comply with the order that 

it had established and propagated.  

 

According to the definitions laid out by 

Zeitoun and Warner, Egypt’s hydro-

hegemony would be classified as ‘negative’, 

following the dominant pattern of hydro-

hegemony throughout the MENA region. 

Such an ordering is characterised by, 

“grossly inequitable water allocations” and 

the denial of water rights to non-hegemonic 

states. 95  Cairo has typically employed the 

tactics associated with its strategy of 

containment. One example was Egypt’s role 

in stoking Somali irredentism in the Ogaden, 

coupled with its provision of material 

support for the Somali army during the 

resulting Ethio-Somali War of 1977-8.96 By 

undermining its territorial integrity and 

sowing political instability, Cairo sought to 

distract Ethiopia from realising its 

hydrological potential. Moreover, coercive 

action, principally the threat of military and 

economic action, has been used repeatedly 

to discourage any challenges to the status 

quo. 97  Negative hegemony has also been 

expressed by Cairo through its dominance of 

the Basin’s decision-making apparatus, 

allowing its politicians to ensure that 

conflicting opinions are not given a platform 

for debate. 98  Cairo’s negative hydro-

hegemony has been responsible for the 

maintenance of its historical rights over Nile 

flows, as per the 1959 Agreement with 

Sudan. Moreover, it has also ensured that 

Egypt’s perceived water rights are a feature 
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of all future hydrological discourse in the 

Nile Basin. 

 

As has been mentioned, power asymmetries 

have been largely responsible for Egypt’s 

ability to coerce its co-riparians into 

respecting the existing hydrological status 

quo. In an attempt to address the vagaries of 

power asymmetry, Naff and Matson 

established three primary determinants of 

power between riparian states. They 

forwarded that the relative power of each 

state depended upon: military/economic 

(material) power, the ability to exploit the 

hydrological potential of its territory and the 

geographic position of the river.99  

 

Traditionally, Egypt has always been the 

pre-eminent military and economic state 

within the Nile Basin regional security 

complex, enabling it to project both hard and 

soft power. Equally, Cairo has succeeded in 

securing the capital required to finance 

extensive infrastructural projects on its 

portion of the Nile, whilst simultaneously 

excluding its co-riparians from access to 

similar resources through diplomatic means. 

However, Egypt has always been 

constrained from achieving true hydro-

hegemony by its geographical position at the 

mouth of the Nile. Therefore, as Ethiopia 

increases its power within the Basin, Cairo’s 

geographical position represents the 

immutable determinant that could finally 

end its long-standing hydro-hegemony. As I 

will later demonstrate, it is changes to the 

first two determinants of riparian power 

which have precipitated a potential conflict 

scenario. 

 

Since the turn of the 21st century, Addis 

Ababa has benefitted from a prolonged 

period of increased political and economic 

stability. This can be largely attributed to 

Zenawi’s commitment to ethnic federalism 

and consistent delivery of economic growth. 

As such, Ethiopia’s material power has 

grown significantly relative to Cairo. This is 

but one instance of a wider trend 

encompassing the entire Upper Nile 

region.100 In turn, political development has 

led to increased mutual cooperation between 

Nile riparian states, with the CFA 

representing their collective desire to exploit 

their improved strategic position. However, 

perhaps the most significant change to the 

balance of power in the Nile Basin is 

China’s growing involvement in the region. 

Beijing’s “no strings attached” investment 

philosophy has enabled states that had been 

traditionally excluded by Western financial 

institutions to obtain capital. 101  As such, 

Chinese firms have become heavily involved 

in water development projects in the Nile 

Basin post 2000. 102  This is significant as 

upstream riparian states, particularly Sudan 

and Ethiopia, now have the developmental 

capability to exploit their massive 

hydrological potential. Upon the completion 

of the Chinese-funded dam at Tekeze and 

the GERD project on the Sudanese border, 

Ethiopia’s hydroelectric generation capacity 

will far exceed that of Egypt.103 As a result, 

Cascão forwards that Addis Ababa has now 

established itself in a commanding position 

from which it is, “contesting and challenging 

Egyptian hegemony in the Nile Basin”.104 

 

As has been illustrated, Addis Ababa has 

addressed the imbalances regarding material 

power and developmental capability relative 

to Egypt. Therefore, it is now in a position 

where its superior geographical position can 

be exploited. Because geography is not 

affected by the constant flux that 

characterises power relations, it is often 

brushed over within geopolitical analyses. 

However, in a riparian context, the power 

wielded by a powerful upstream state is 

unique. Prominent water conflict theorists 

Frey and Naff noted that a state in an 

upstream position can, “perform actions that 
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confront their competitors with a fait 

accompli, the alteration of which is far more 

demanding than the original action”.105 For 

example, tactics such as river diversion and 

flow delay would be difficult to reverse 

without military action. Moreover, these 

actions can be enacted unilaterally, meaning 

they do not require the acquiescence of a 

state’s co-riparians. When one compares 

these with the tactics employed by 

downstream hegemons, which include 

coercive pressure and the propagation of 

inequitable treaties, it is clear to see which 

would prove more durable in the long-term. 

 

Given that changes in regional balances of 

power very infrequently result in conflict, 

particularly in the modern era, I will now 

illustrate why the argument for an escalating 

conflict scenario is justified in this instance. 

Firstly, the changing power dynamics within 

the Nile Basin mirror the hypothetical 

situation deemed “least stable” within Frey’s 

riparian power analytic framework. He 

posits that this occurs when, “the 

downstream nation is both the most 

powerful and has the most interest in shared 

water resources, but the interest of upstream 

nations is considerable and growing”. 106 

Additionally, the state of affairs between 

Egypt and Ethiopia mirrors Zeitoun and 

Warner’s potential conflict scenario. They 

assert that the likeliest context for any such 

escalation is when, “a weaker riparian gains 

in relative power vis à vis the hegemon, thus 

presenting a serious challenge to the existing 

status quo”. 107  I propose that the 

hydropolitics of the Nile Basin closely 

resembles the aforementioned hypotheses. 

As I have alluded to, Ethiopia has 

established itself as a politically centralised 

state, whilst also growing to become the 

seventh-largest economy in Africa.108 This is 

a huge gain in nominal GDP relative to 

Egypt, for now still the largest economy in 

the Basin. Moreover, Addis Ababa now 

boasts the fourth most powerful armed 

forces in Africa, no doubt hardened by 

action in the recent Tigrayan conflict. 109 

Therefore, one of the principal barriers to 

conflict, power asymmetries between Egypt 

and Ethiopia, has been massively reduced. 

Moreover, the aforementioned hydrological 

developments demonstrate Addis Ababa’s 

new-found developmental capability, 

allowing the state to exploit its favourable 

riparian position and engage in resource 

capture tactics. For the first time in its 

history, Ethiopia has both the confidence 

and the capability to control the Nile’s 

flows. However, these actions will 

undoubtedly be perceived by a politically 

unstable Egypt as a threat to the existing 

status quo, thus laying the foundations for 

escalating conflict between the two states. 

 

Within this section, I have sought to make 

the case for an escalating conflict scenario 

between Egypt and Ethiopia. Firstly, I 

demonstrated the Nile Basin’s vulnerability 

to water scarcity as a result of climate 

change and population growth. Moreover, I 

highlighted the Basin’s lack of adaptive 

capacity, which makes its states ill-equipped 

to mitigate the impact of the aforementioned 

pressures.  In doing so, it has made the Basin 

likely a source of scarcity-driven conflict. 

Secondly, I intended for the strategic 

summaries to highlight the deep-rooted 

issues facing both states, for which increased 

water usage appears to be the only remedy. 

Both states, already suffering from a lack of 

food security and political instability, will 

have to contend with a population boom 

over the next couple of decades. For Addis 

Ababa, increased exploitation of its water 

resources appears to be the most effective 

and the most feasible solution. However, as I 

have illustrated, this will have a detrimental 

impact on Egypt, a nation already suffering 

a sharp decline, and one that is already 

dangerously dependent on sizable virtual 
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water imports. The following section 

enabled me to provide some theoretical 

justification for an escalating conflict 

scenario. The application of Zeitoun and 

Warner’s hydro-hegemony framework; 

Frey’s riparian power-analytic framework; 

as well as Naff and Matson’s determinants 

of riparian power, allowed me to 

demonstrate the theoretical validity of my 

assessment. However, as I forwarded in my 

introductory remarks, this projection of 

intensifying conflict is not a short-term 

prediction, nor is it unavoidable. I merely 

posit that the nature of relations between 

these two powers cannot be resolved 

internally. Thus, without the intervention of 

the international community, I believe that 

armed conflict is inevitable in the medium to 

long-term. 

 

Future Risks and Opportunities  
 

Typically, analyses of conflict in 

transnational basins conclude with a section 

devoted to future recommendations for a 

workable solution. However, in my view, 

this usually involves blindly advocating   

increased riparian cooperation. 

Unfortunately, I forward that voluntary 

cooperation between the Nile’s riparians is 

highly unlikely due to the exceptional 

circumstances that I have outlined.  

 

I propose that the visible success of GERD 

will make unilateral hydrological 

development appear a more attractive option 

to the Basin’s upstream states, particularly 

as the effects of the region’s growing 

climatic and demographic pressures become 

more pronounced. With regards to Egypt 

and Ethiopia specifically, I have presented 

evidence that clearly illustrates a worsening 

relationship, characterised by belligerent 

rhetoric and provocative actions. Given the 

recent escalation of tensions, I propose that 

conflict is a more likely outcome than 

independent cooperation between the two 

states. Thus, I am inclined to support 

Asiedu’s suggestion that the involvement of 

an external power, as a “neutral mediator”, 

is the only feasible means of ensuring 

cooperative dialogue.110 However, I disagree 

with Asiedu’s proposed candidates. Both the 

UN and the African Union have repeatedly 

failed to foster cooperation within the Nile 

Basin. Instead, I propose that China is the 

only feasible candidate, owing to its already 

extensive investment in the region.111 As has 

been mentioned, Beijing is the driving force 

behind much of the recent infrastructural 

development in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

including the region’s rapidly expanding 

hydro-power sector.112  And whilst Chinese 

investment in Egypt is not as significant as 

in Sudan or Ethiopia, its influence is 

undoubtedly growing. A 2015 study carried 

out by the Egyptian Center for Public 

Opinion Research ranked China as Egypt’s 

greatest ally amongst non-Arab countries.113 

More tangibly, Chinese investment in Egypt 

has increased over 300% from 2017-2022 

and China also accounts for the largest share 

of Egyptian exports, at around 10% 

(2022). 114  Furthermore, I forward that 

Beijing will command more trust from the 

Nile Basin’s upstream riparians, due to its 

non-involvement in the propagation of 

Cairo’s negative hegemony in the region. 

Thus, I suggest that the best hope for 

cooperation between Egypt and Ethiopia lies 

outside of the western-oriented international 

order. The ongoing expansion of the BRICS 

grouping, to which Egypt and Ethiopia have 

agreed to become new members, adds 

credence to my recommendation.115 

 

However, I am not convinced that mutual 

BRICS membership alone will bring an end 

to their conflict. Indeed, despite both being 

members of BRICS, China-India relations 
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remain hostile, culminating in a violent 

dispute over the Aksai Chin, which has left 

dozens killed on both sides since 2020.116 

Overall I propose that dedicated diplomatic 

channels, orchestrated by a neutral mediator, 

must be established for a lasting water-

sharing agreement to be reached and, thus, 

for the escalating conflict scenario between 

Egypt and Ethiopia to be averted. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This analysis identifies three common 

themes: changing power dynamics between 

Egypt and Ethiopia, Cairo’s foreign policy 

obsession with water security, and the Nile 

Basin’s growing climatic and demographic 

pressures. 

 

Ethiopia’s influence in the Nile Basin is 

growing, as evidenced by its leading role in 

the political invigoration of the upstream 

riparians. Moreover, the Ethiopian state has 

benefitted from its growing material power, 

driven by consistent economic growth and 

increased political stability.  

 

Egypt, on the other hand, is witnessing a 

relative decline within the Nile Basin 

regional security complex. Having long 

prospered as a result of its favourable 

position within the post-colonial order, 

Egypt’s disadvantageous geographical 

position is now proving to be a serious 

strategic weakness. Owing largely to 

Chinese investment in upstream hydraulic 

infrastructure, Cairo must contend with the 

reality that its fellow riparians could exploit 

its reliance on external water sources. My 

escalating conflict scenario identified these 

changing power dynamics as the main driver 

of riparian conflict in the Basin. 

 

Moreover, Cairo is obsessed with 

maintaining control over the Nile’s flows, 

which has influenced all of its regional 

foreign policy decisions during the post-

colonial period. My analysis of the 1959 

Nile Agreement, Egyptian involvement in 

the Somali Ethiopian Wars, and even the 

unsuccessful CFA, illustrates that the desire 

to protect the existing water allocation is the 

driving force behind Cairo’s decision-

making. Certainly, Egypt’s willingness to 

openly arm a Somali force invading 

Ethiopia, purely to prevent its hydrological 

ambitions, demonstrates the seriousness 

with which it views its control over the Nile. 

This objective remains a central concern for 

Egyptian leaders, as evidenced by numerous 

speeches that implore Ethiopia to cease its 

hydrological developments. 117  Thus, the 

failure of its diplomatic efforts will 

eventually drive Cairo to take military 

action. 

 

This paper also highlights the Basin’s 

worsening climatic and demographic 

pressures, which are clearly unmanageable 

and likely to trigger an existential crisis in 

the medium to long term. Firstly, its natural 

susceptibility to increased temperatures and 

rising sea levels could collectively threaten a 

significant portion of the region’s cultivated 

agricultural land, whilst displacing millions. 

Moreover, with the Basin’s population 

predicted to nearly double by 2050, water 

scarcity will be worsened in a region already 

deemed severely “water stressed”. 118 

Finally, the Basin lacks any adaptive 

capacity, meaning that it is ill-equipped to 

respond to these serious developments. 

Therefore, the combination of these factors 

leaves the Nile Basin seriously prone to 

water scarcity-induced conflict, further 

exacerbating tensions in a region already 

subject to intensifying conflict. 

 

My research also includes a section on 

future suggestions to avert a ‘water war’. 

China could play an important role within 

the region, being well-placed to act as a 
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neutral mediator for talks between Egypt 

and Ethiopia. Certainly, the likelihood of 

this outcome has increased with the recent 

news of Cairo and Addis Ababa’s admission 

into the BRICS grouping.119 However, I fear 

that recent developments have added 

credence to an escalating conflict scenario. 

The fact that these developments are 

ongoing has not allowed me to analyse them 

in great detail. However, I acknowledge that 

the brewing Amhara security crisis and the 

devastating Sudanese Civil War have 

plunged the region into a period of renewed 

instability. These developments provide 

Cairo with an opportunity to, once more, 

interfere in the internal politics of Ethiopia 

and redress any changes to the status quo. I 

propose that these events could serve as the 

new battlegrounds within an intensifying 

conflict between Egypt and Ethiopia. 
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