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In many regions, transcending human-defined political and administrative boundaries poorly fit to the 

world’s transboundary water resources, the fact that water flows ignore those borders. A total of 145 

countries are riparian to one or more of the world’s 263 international river basins. For transboundary river 

basins, regional politics and disparities between riparian states – whether in terms of political orientation, 

infrastructural capacity, economic development levels, or cultural values – coupled with lack of 

coordination over shared water stimulates conflict of interstate interest.  

 

To curb these potential conflicts, promoting international cooperation in transboundary water 

management, emphasizing the development and implementation of international frameworks has given 

focus. For example, 117 of the 263 transboundary river basins have established formal management 

framework as well as implementing institutions.  

 

The Nile river basin is one of the world’s river basins. The river basin comprises 11 riparian countries, 

namely Burundi, DR Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, Sudan, Tanzania 

and Uganda. Throughout time, there has been and there is fascination about the Nile which has captured 

human imagination. This is partly, as the origin of human civilizations longer than almost anywhere else 

has emerged depending on the river’s water. Furthermore, it is located in a region which has significant 

influence on geopolitics of the continent as well as at global scale. The river is distinguished from other 

great rivers of the world by the fact that half of its course flows through countries with no effective 

rainfall. Almost all the water of the Nile is generated on an area covering only 20 percent of the basin, 

while the remainder is in arid or semi-arid regions where the water supply is minimal and where 

evaporation and seepage losses are very large. As result, many riparian countries surrounding the Nile 

river basin have expressed direct stake in the water resources hitherto seldom expressed in the past.  

 

Due to the lack of consensus over the utilization, the Nile waters has a tendency to escalate the situation 

in to transboundary conflict involving emerging dominant states such as the tension between Ethiopia and 

Egypt. Here I argue for a paradigm shift from current “my share” perspective – commonly pronounced by 

downstream states – to developing and implementing regional framework. This is the only way forward 

for the transboundary river management as can be learned from the good practices of international river 

basins.  

 

The records of acute conflicts over international waters are historically overwhelmed by record of 

cooperation. For example, in the recent past over 150 water treaties were negotiated and signed, while 

only 37 have seen disputes
1
. These data show that cooperation, rather than conflict is the rule in 

international water relations. In same perspective there is no reason the Nile to be exception.  

 

In addition, nations find many more issues of cooperation than of conflict. Riparian nations cooperate 

over a broad spectrum of issues including management, hydropower, quantity, quality, infrastructure, and 

economic development. However, almost all disputes relate to quantity or infrastructure – as it is also true 

for the Nile.  

 



Despite longstanding dispute between upper riparian states and that of Egypt and Sudan, in 2010 Nile 

Basin Cooperative Framework
1
 Agreement (CFA) has been negotiated.  Paradoxically, the CFA resulted 

in the emergence of the stronger upper riparian countries – which history sidelined or not regarded as a 

significant power to be reckoned with. The CFA is a positive step towards a new paradigm for Nile 

waters governance anchored on equitable and efficient water sharing at the basin scale. Regardless of 

these developments, the outlook is subject to significant uncertainties.  

 

The downstream countries particularly Egypt seems it is still willing to stick to the old treaties, which are 

null and void, at the best in line with peremptory norms. It has to be noted here that Nile basin is the only 

major river basin without inclusive and agreed framework for its utilization and management. And it 

highly unlikely that river basins like Nile to be governed by non inclusive colonial treaties.  Therefore, it 

is clear the CAF is the only way forward for the Nile waters governance. In order the CAF to meet its 

intended goals and to be workable platform, the framework need to push forward through establishing 

management structures and implementing regional institutions. Furthermore, a major setback, to what 

otherwise would be big success is hydro-hegemony and rhetorical still echoing from Egypt. The 

principled stance of upper riparian towards the Nile is showing that it is true counter-hegemonic narrative. 

Unified diplomatic front coupled with implementing projects funded by public are right tools to counter 

balancing the leverage of Egypt. Most importantly, the truth – Egypt need to swallow the bitter fact the 

only way forward is through negotiations and cooperation not through hegemony and rhetoric – must be 

told vehemently with renewed vigour.  
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