
8  |  VOLUME 24  •  NUMBER 3  Water Resources IMPACT 

Putting Ethiopia on the Dam Map

MY FASCINATION WITH THE NILE RIVER AND ASSORTED 
basinwide, transnational water issues was forged 
almost 30 years ago. In 1995 I was at the University 
RI�1HZ�0H[LFR�DQG�WDNLQJ�P\�ȴUVW�VDEEDWLFDO�WR�ZRUN�
in Egypt's Ministry of Water Resources and Irrigation, 
based in Cairo. The ministry managed all the water in 
the country—consisting mainly of the Nile River and 
all irrigation projects. I was assigned to the ministry’s 
Research Institute for Groundwater (RIG), based in 
the Nile Delta. My sabbatical had been suggested and 
arranged by my former doctoral student, Isam Amin, a 
Sudanese national who had good relationships with the 
RIG folks. He and I felt that this would be an excellent 
way to whet my nascent appetite for big-picture water 
resources management. Was he ever right!    

Although RIG dealt with groundwater, I got a strong 
sense of the importance of the Nile River to Egypt. The 
institute occupied a building on the Rosetta Branch, one 
of the two major branches (distributaries) of the Nile 
River. The Damietta Branch, to the east, was the other 
distributary. We were adjacent to a large barrage on the 
Rosetta Branch. A barrage dam is usually a low structure 
with many gates that can be raised and lowered to adjust 
WKH�ULYHU
V�ȵRZ�DQG�VWDJH��KHLJKW�RI�WKH�ZDWHU�VXUIDFH��
so that water can be diverted to canals for irrigation and 
other purposes. 

“No Nile, no Egypt” was a favorite quip of one of 
my colleagues. He was the one most concerned with 
other countries’ use of Nile water. He was also glad that 
the Aswan High Dam, the creator of Lake Nasser, was 
protected by anti-aircraft batteries. Since Egypt and 
Israel had signed a peace treaty about 15 years earlier, I 
could not imagine why such weapons were needed. Who 
would take Egypt's water? Now, nearly 30 years later, the 
water of the Nile are the subject of intense controversy, 
thanks to Ethiopia’s construction of its Grand Ethiopian 
Renaissance Dam—GERD for short. 

GERD is a milestone in Ethiopia's development. 
Constructed on the Blue Nile River, GERD will provide 
about as much hydroelectric power as the Grand Coulee 
Dam and store more water than Lake Mead plus Lake 
Powell at full pool. It will bring Ethiopia a host of other 
EHQHȴWV�DV�ZHOO��ȵRRG�SURWHFWLRQ��LUULJDWLRQ�ZDWHU��

GRZQVWUHDP�QDYLJDWLRQ��ȴVKHU\�GHYHORSPHQW��DQG�
drought mitigation. 

And it supplies something less tangible: prestige. 
GERD tells the world that Ethiopia is on its way up 
EHFDXVH�LW
V�JRW�D�ELJ�GDP��%XW�DFKLHYLQJ�WKH�IXOO�EHQHȴWV�
of GERD will depend on more than its massive capacity 
for electricity generation and water storage—it will 
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The Nile River Basin. The White Nile emerges from Lake Victoria in 
Uganda, while the Blue Nile originates from Lake Tana in Ethiopia. 
The two rivers join in Khartoum, Sudan, to form the Nile River. 
Source: https://www.infonile.org/en/.
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depend on how Ethiopia and 
its neighbors manage their 
various needs and demands 
for water.

Harnessing the Blue Nile
The Nile River, traditionally 

considered the world's 
ORQJHVW�ULYHU��ȵRZV�IURP�/DNH�
Victoria to the Mediterranean 
Sea—a distance of about 
6,600 kilometers. Some have 
suggested that the Amazon, by far the world’s largest 
river in terms of discharge, may be slightly longer than 
the Nile. But who's counting? 

GERD harnesses the waters of the Blue Nile, which 
emerges from the Ethiopian highlands, where some 
peaks exceed 4,000 meters and precipitation ranges from 
500 to 2,200 millimeters a year. The Blue Nile joins the 
White Nile at Khartoum, Sudan, to form the Nile River. In 
an average year the Blue Nile provides about 85% of the 
ZDWHU�LQ�WKH�1LOH�5LYHU�GRZQVWUHDP�RI�WKH�FRQȵXHQFH�RI�
the two rivers. Egypt relies upon the Nile for about 90% 
RI�LWV�ZDWHU�\HW�FRQWULEXWHV�QR�UXQR�WR�WKH�1LOH��$V�P\�
Egyptian colleague had said, “No Nile, no Egypt.”

Interestingly, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation played 
a role in the siting of the dam. Between 1956 and 1964, 
the bureau made a site survey of the Blue Nile in which 
LW�LGHQWLȴHG�WZR�GDP�VLWHV��%ULWLVK�HQJLQHHUV�WKRXJKW�
that dams in the Blue Nile’s gorge would be better than 
a large dam on the Nile—which soon would come with 
Soviet Union aid—the Aswan High Dam. 

But the GERD project has come at a price. People 
have been displaced, and lives and landscapes have 
been altered. Sediment production is an issue. GERD 
is designed to hold 100 years of sediment. There are 
questions, however, about whether sediment will 
accumulate faster than expected. Perhaps more ominous 
is the relationship between Ethiopia and Egypt. The latter 
has long viewed the Nile River as a resource to be shared 
with Sudan and not with Ethiopia—or with any other 
countries. But the decision to construct GERD signals a 
power shift in the Nile Basin. Ethiopia is now, or will be, in 
control of the river. 

Water Rights, Water Wrongs, Water Tanks
The Nile Basin covers about 10 percent of the African 

continent. It includes all or parts of 11 countries (home to 
about 300 million people): Burundi, Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, 
South Sudan, Sudan, Tanzania, and Uganda. Oddly, 
however, thanks to British colonial history, only Egypt 
and Sudan have rights to the water. A 1959 agreement 
omitted all of the other countries but left 10 billion cubic 

meters of river water to 
evaporation and seepage. 

Water rights were denied 
not only to the other nine 
countries, but also to the 
river’s ecosystems, especially 
the lush Sudd wetlands in 
South Sudan. The Sudd, one 
of Earth's largest tropical 
wetlands, covers about 40,000 
square kilometers. The White 

Nile moves slowly through the Sudd, losing a lot of water 
to evapotranspiration. One would think the Sudd, given 
its importance as a wetland, would be a great candidate 
for “personhood,” but who would recognize such a right? 
Maybe someday.

In the 1950s, Egypt, partnering with the Soviet Union, 
decided to build water storage on the river, not only 
to store water but also to control the river. This dream 
of Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser became the 
Aswan High Dam, which created Lake Nasser—Egypt’s 
“water tank.” Besides storing water, however, a reservoir 
sitting in the desert leads to a lot of evaporation, more 
than even than from the Sudd—10–16 cubic kilometers 
a year. 

Rising Tensions
John Mukum Mbaku, an economist and legal expert at 

Weber State University and coauthor of the 2015 book, 
Governing the Nile River Basin: The Search for a New Legal 
Regime��RHUHG�KLV�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�WKH�VWUXJJOHV�RYHU�
control of the Nile in a 2020 Brookings Institution blog 
post: 

Recently, the tensions among Egypt, Sudan, and 
Ethiopia over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
(GERD) on the Blue Nile have escalated, particularly 
after Ethiopia announced that it had VWDUWHG�ȴOOLQJ�
the GERD’s reservoir, an action contrary to Egypt’s 
mandate that the dam QRW�EH�ȴOOHG�ZLWKRXW�D�OHJDOO\�
binding agreement over the equitable allocation of 
the Nile’s waters. Egypt has also escalated its call 
to the international community to get involved. 
Already, the United States has threatened to withhold 
development aid to Ethiopia�LI�WKH�FRQȵLFW�LV�QRW�
resolved and an agreement reached.

A May 22, 2022, article on the Middle East news site Al-
Monitor provides a current picture of the dispute:

Egypt and Sudan as well as Ethiopia have been locked 
in a bitter, decade-old dispute over the GERD. Ethiopia 
KDV�UHFHQWO\�DQQRXQFHG�LWV�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�ȴQGLQJ�
an amicable solution with Egypt and Sudan to the 
outstanding issues related to its giant hydroelectric 
dam, amid fears of an escalation by the end of this 
PRQWK�LQ�WKH�OHDG�XS�WR�WKH�WKLUG�ȴOOLQJ�RI�WKH�GDPȇV�

The decision to construct GERD 
signals a power shift in the Nile 
Basin. Ethiopia is now, or will 

be, in control of the river.

https://e360.yale.edu/features/does_egypt_own_the_nile_a_battle_over_precious_water
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2020/08/05/the-controversy-over-the-grand-ethiopian-renaissance-dam/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2020/08/05/the-controversy-over-the-grand-ethiopian-renaissance-dam/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/7/16/egypt-seeks-urgent-clarification-over-gerd-rising-water-levels
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/ethiopians-celebrate-progress-in-building-dam-on-nile-river/2020/08/02/77041354-d4e8-11ea-a788-2ce86ce81129_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/ethiopians-celebrate-progress-in-building-dam-on-nile-river/2020/08/02/77041354-d4e8-11ea-a788-2ce86ce81129_story.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-53573154
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-53573154
https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_egypt-wants-un-avert-unilateral-fill-dam/6191557.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_egypt-wants-un-avert-unilateral-fill-dam/6191557.html
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/07/22/trump-administration-africa-aid-ethiopia-egypt-gerd-nile-sudan-dispute-negotiations/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/07/22/trump-administration-africa-aid-ethiopia-egypt-gerd-nile-sudan-dispute-negotiations/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/05/ethiopia-courts-two-downstream-countries-third-filling-nile-dam
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/09/international-momentum-dwindles-over-nile-dam-dispute
https://www.fanabc.com/english/dpm-and-fm-demeke-mekonnen-confers-with-eu-special-envoy-to-the-horn-of-africa/
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reservoir in the absence of any agreement between 
the three countries. 

In his 2020 blog post, Mbaku suggests the conditions 
required for a way forward that is acceptable to all:

6LPLODUO\��ERWK�WKH�ȴQDO�DJUHHPHQW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
riparian states for the allocation of the water and 
resources of the Nile should include a dispute 
resolution mechanism. The dispute resolution 
committee could be made up of the Nile Council 
of Ministers (Nile-COM), the highest political 
and decision-making body of the NBI (Nile Basin 
Initiative). The decisions that this group renders 
must be binding on all riparian states. In the end, 
all 11 riparian states must understand that the way 
forward calls for the establishment of a meaningful 
resource-sharing agreement, one that sees and 
recognizes the Nile River as a regional watercourse. 
Success on this endeavor will only occur under 
a legally binding regime that ensures mutually 
EHQHȴFLDO�ULJKWV�

Sounds good to me!

Playing Devil's Advocate
Let me do some wild speculation. Given the intense 

feelings surrounding GERD, what does the future hold? 
I recall learning that the Aswan High Dam's anti-aircraft 
batteries were there for the protection of the dam—
and Egypt itself. Later an engineering colleague told me 
that if the Aswan High Dam were destroyed and Lake 
Nasser drained, a huge “tidal wave” would kill tens of 
millions, and Egypt as we know it would cease to exist. 
%XW�ZKDW�LI�*(5'�ZDV�HOLPLQDWHG"�$�ODUJHU�ȵRRG�PLJKW�
UHVXOW��:RXOG�.KDUWRXP�DQG�2PGXUPDQ�ȵRDW�DZD\"�
/DNH�1DVVHU�ZRXOG�OLNHO\�ȴOO��:RXOG�WKH�$VZDQ�+LJK�
Dam follow? What next? 

Let's hope the 11 riparians get together so all can 
EHQHȴW��ΖW
V�WLPH�IRU�(J\SW�WR�UHDOL]H�WKDW�LW�KDV�EHHQ�
running the show for long enough. And Ethiopia must 
understand that GERD is a blessing to the entire Nile 
Basin. 

Is Ethiopia a hegemon or a benevolent, hydropower- 
and water-rich neighbor? I like to believe it's the latter.  !
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