
1 
 

Nile Cooperation Pays: Defunct Treaty Hurts 

 

                                                                                                     Fekadu W.  

         July 02, 2013 

 

 

‘’The name of the second river is Gihon: the same is it that compasses the whole land of 

Ethiopia.’’ (Genesis 2:13). Geographically, Nile Basin includes two main river systems; the Blue 

Nile /Abay and Atbara/Tekeze with their sources in the Ethiopian high lands of Lake Tana; the 

White Nile, with its source on the Equatorial Lake Plateau, shared by Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC), Brundi, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda. 

 

Accordingly, the Blue Nile system with its nexus of tributaries, Muger, Gudder, Beshilo, Beles 

and Fincha, among others,   in Ethiopia contributes more than 86 percent of the Nile waters, 

while the White Nile contributes only about 14 percent. Moreover, during the flood period 95 

percent of the water originates from Ethiopia and only 5 percent from east Africa (ISS/Swain: 

1997). 

 

Ethiopians very well know Nile from their childhood when grazing their cattle by the river side, 

swimming, bathing and conducting other rituals. Earlier the river was likened to invincible 

monster that could not be harnessed to generate power and irrigate farmlands. In this regard, 

numerous traditional songs in Ethiopia compare Abay to nostalgia, estrangement and death. For 

instance, the famous Ethiopian minstrel Assefa Abate once sang: 

 

‘’አባይ ጉደል ብለው  አለኝ በታህሳስ፣ 

 የማን ሆድ ይችላል እስከዚያው ድረስ።’’ 

‘’I asked Abay to regress, but it appointed me to December, 

                              ‘’Whose  gut could tolerate until then?’’ (free translation mine) 

 

It is a kind of personification that depicts kind-hearted and besotted lover begging Abay during a 

rainy season to ebb away, make a room to help him cross over and visit his lover who lives in a 
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remote village. But, unruly and callous Abay rebuked the worried lover and advised him to come 

back in December (dry season in Ethiopia). 

 

The languishing lover has no other option but to confide his inside if he could be patient until 

then and cross over Abay to meet his lover. The man helplessly questioned himself if he can 

tolerate the intolerable .On one hand, he is love-sick, on the other, he could not meet his lover 

because of Abay separating them. Here, the lover remains between the devil and deep blue sea; 

waiting for Abay until it dwindle is unpredictable matter of life and death. 

 

Seemingly, fathers and fore fathers used to imagine Abay as mighty one that could not be 

conquered or crossed over, even with shaky wooden bridges, let alone construction of dam. 

 

Despite this situation, the young generation is used to be introduced to Abay through a common 

song being taught in primary schools: 

 

‘’Abay,Abay; Abay Abay, 

Nation’s verdant,  nation’s prosperity, 

Beating without rhythm, singing without its country, 

 Abay is dwelling without legacy. 

How long will it be folktale? 

‘Abay has no abode, it roams carrying a log,’ 

Alien to its compatriots, 

This time has come while we mock and deride.’’ 

(Free translation mine) 

 

So far, Ethiopia utilizes less than one  percent of the Nile’s potential for irrigation and 

hydroelectric power and it is faced with severe  drought( though this condition is somewhat 

reversed these days; after fierce struggle to ensure food security and overcome recurrent 

starvation). In line with this very fact, ISS: Debay Tadesse, Nov., 2008, had stated that ‘’one of 

Africa’s cruelest ironies: the land that feeds the Nile is unable to feed itself.’’ 
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Regrettably, many hundred years had passed in vain. However, currently, Ethiopians could not 

wait for Abay until it regresses with time. They have so far constructed so many bridges on 

which they can cross over. But now the time has come for Abay, ‘’the third river that circles the 

land  of Ethiopia’’, to harmonize its song with rhythm, start sedentary life under a big dam, settle 

at home and benefit its fellows. 

 

Even, bigger dream has started coming true since April 3/2011,  following Prime Minister Meles 

Zenawi(God rest his soul in safe haven) laying the foundation for the construction of the Grand 

Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) at the Guba area of Benishangul Gumuz State. 

 

The commencement of the gigantic project, which could generate 6,000 MW up on completion, 

has reawakened the somnolent nation (next to the celebration of the Ethiopian Millennium in 

2000 E.C.) and stirred citizens to hysteria of development and poverty alleviation. By the same 

token, the construction process has become a national emblem and pride as well next to the flag 

emblazoned with green, yellow and red colors. Craving to its finalization, everyone is rallying 

around the construction by contributing his/her own. 

 

To this end, more than 5,000 citizens are toiling hard day and night to complete the project on 

time. Unlike the previous projects, most of the carpenters, welders, engineers and so on engaged 

in the construction are Ethiopians who want to leave their legacy in the immortal statue. 

 

Construction is being undertaken with a view to realizing the Growth and Transformation Plan 

(GTP) and lifting nation out of the mire of poverty.  So far, unreserved effort has enabled to 

finalize 21 percent of the construction and divert the river from its main course; eminent part of 

dam construction to erect the main structure on solid foundation). 

 

A ‘stitch in time’, here emerges  preposterous objection of  Egypt and some of its  infantile 

political parties that  immorally and illegally claim to be the sole owner of Nile waters  and keep 

on  utilizing it eternally; oblivious of  Ethiopia contributing nearly all of the Nile water,  and its 

people living in abominable poverty. 
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According to a historian in Bahirdar University, Girma Wubete, urged by their interest to control 

the source of the Nile, Egyptians had waged sixteen major wars against Ethiopia in the period 

from the battle of Gadarif in 1832 to the battle of Gundet and Gura in 1875 and 1876 

respectively. However, all of the attempts were unsuccessful due to the united force of Ethiopia 

that embarrassed all of the colonialists, including the flimsy force of Egypt. 

 

He said hostility of Egypt towards the upper riparian countries started since the beginning of the 

Islamic era. This rivalry reached its peak when Muhammad Ali ambitiously sought to control the 

source of the Blue Nile, Lake Tana. However, the defeat of Egyptian garrison by the Ethiopian 

army at the various battle fields forced Egypt to alter its policy regarding Ethiopia, which was 

based on force. 

 

Recognizing it cannot conquer the mighty force of Ethiopians, as to the historian, Egypt forged 

its policy focusing on systematically preventing riparian countries from utilizing the waters of 

Nile. Accordingly, the centerpiece of this policy is wrecking havoc and instability on Ethiopia 

and the Horn of Africa. 

 

Next to the period of unsuccessful invasions, he further explained, Egypt presumably used 

acquired right to exclusively utilize Nile. Besides, accomplice, remorseless and subtle Britain 

arranged the unjustifiable colonial agreement that was concluded earlier in 1902 with Minelik II. 

However, he renounced the agreement seeing it did not secure the benefit of Ethiopia. 

 

The historian said, Britain sponsored another Nile water agreement in1929 and divided the use of 

Nile between Egypt and Sudan. It shamelessly excluded Ethiopia and other riparian countries 

and established Egypt’s acquired right (though nullified by Ethiopia as a country not colonized 

by Britain). 

 

Once again Britain rubbing salt in the wounds of Ethiopia, Girma said, it did not include the 

Ethiopian Blue Nile when it commissioned a hydrological study on Nile after W.W.II. 

Nosurprise, the outcome of the cooked and crooked study suggested various ways to increase the 

amount of water reaching Egypt. Britain consistently favored Egypt at the cost of the whole 
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upper riparian states and used colonial-horse trading (because of the fact that it had never had 

control of Ethiopia’s portion of the Nile). 

 

According to the scholar, the third cookie cutter agreement was also made between Egypt and 

Sudan in 1959. The agreement has granted 18.5 and 55.5 billion m3 of water to Sudan and Egypt 

respectively. But it did not recognize the interest of upstream countries although it apportioned 

all of the Nile’s water. 

 

All of these brazen agreements were made  while Sudan’s  contribution to the Nile water is 

minimal, and Egypt virtually ‘contributes nothing’. Irrespective of  intense opposition raised 

against the hither to existing colonial agreements by other riparian states, as to the historian, 

Egypt still considers these colonial treaties as legally binding and non-amendable. Ridiculous as 

it is, colonialists got kicked out of Africa many decades ago though Egypt’s interest to control 

the source of the Nile continued to date through insidious mechanisms and shrewd machination. 

 

To date, Egypt claims it has’’ natural, acquired and historical rights’’ on the Nile and will be 

governed by hydro-political doctrines of ‘’prior use, primary need and established rights’’. In 

fact, these rights are derivatives and extensions of law of ‘prior appropriation’. 

 

In a similar fashion, Egyptians have labored for a long time to intentionally prevent Ethiopia 

from utilizing the Nile water, particularly for irrigation. They believe that Egypt would be 

exposed to danger if Ethiopia started to use the waters of the Nile. Hence, the Egyptian attitude 

for the Nile is a classic example of the politics of ’’I win if you lose’’, which is typical of the 

zero sum game. 

 

In line with this, ISS /Debaye: Nov., 2008 stresses that ‘’Egypt’s water  security policy is based 

on Nile water obsession. It attempts to block all venues that can lead to fair and equitable 

distributions of the Nile waters. In some cases, where a co-basin country formulates a plan to use 

the water in its own territory, the Egyptians have often reacted by making threats of war and 

conflict-laden statements.’’ 
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A case in point, he mentioned, in the past, Egypt blocking financing of the Fincha Project in 

Ethiopia by the World Bank. Similarly, in the early 1990s, Egypt was reported to have prevented 

the African Development Bank loan to Ethiopia for a project that Cairo feared would reduce 

downstream water supplies. 

 

As an agents abetting Egypt’s rapacious acts, the scholar further stated,  few of its citizens were 

assigned in key positions of environmental and international institutions  as former vice president 

of the World Bank, Secretary-General of the United Nations until 2011, former head of  the UN 

Environmental Program and senior posts  in a number of UN agencies. Such a situation  

 undoubtedly helped defend Egyptian stakes, thereby enhancing its position in water-sharing 

agreements with upstream countries. 

 

As to the scholar, colonial water treaties are time-torn and age ravaged though all of them are 

regarded by the Egyptians as the crux of any talks or negotiations. Moreover, these water rights 

are often referred to as an ‘Egyptian foreign policy benchmark’ which calls for the safeguarding 

of uninterrupted flow of the Nile water to Egypt only. (Logic that does not  hold water emanating 

from the defunct colonial era.) 

 

Lately, the world has been appalled watching in horror Egyptian President Mursi and various 

political parties on a live television program sabotaging the construction of the Renaissance 

Dam. One way or the other, the parties have waffled on obstructing the construction of the Dam 

at that moment of media gaffe. 

 

According to AP, Mursi has irresponsibly said ‘’Egypt will never surrender its right to Nile water 

and all options are being considered’’. Similarly, his affiliates, Egyptian brothers and sisters had 

mentioned vile means of employing spies and mercenaries to destabilize Ethiopia. 

 

Rifle totting and saber rattling propaganda of Egypt  loomed up from its heedless president and 

floundering political parties. These cliques ignorantly wrangled and plotted against the interest of 
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Ethiopia. Perhaps, some say, it occurs due to escalation of tension against Mursi and brothers at 

home and compulsory need to diffuse domestic problems using the issue of Nile. 

 

Considering that the current stand of Egypt on the Nile is unacceptable, the Gulf News on its 

June 8, 2013 publication had chided Egypt saying ‘’Egypt wrong in its rhetoric over Nile’’.  It 

also explained that ‘’any concerns must be addressed with due respect to the sovereignty and 

needs of Ethiopia.’’ 

 

The News Paper stated the dam is not expected to incur significant impact on the amount of 

water flowing to Egypt once it begins operation. It emphasized that Ethiopia has also reasonable 

right to utilize its natural resources and accelerate its development. 

 

Gulf, furthermore, ‘’warned’’ Egypt that if it embroils itself in any stealthy and unhealthy act to 

harm Ethiopia, it may backfire on Egypt itself and face opposition from the international 

community; disadvantageous to Egypt’s shaky economy and internal instability; solving 

problems using legal means is the only way. 

 

In spite of the deadlock created by Egypt, politicians, policy makers, academicians and experts 

engaged in the water sector explain that lack of cooperation is imposing greater disadvantage on 

the Nile Basin states. They said, the benefits that could be gained from cooperation outweigh 

individual efforts of countries. 

 

They emphasize that Nile countries should recognize there is always an opportunity to transform 

Nile through collaboration and tangible action on the ground. According to them, cooperation 

could also serve as a unifying force which could also build regional and international 

interdependence and promote economic development. 

 

Employing cooperation as a prior means to solving problems, the Dam being built in Ethiopia 

can help stop the silting and sedimentation which is causing considerable devastation in Egypt 

and Sudan.  With cooperation as a principal strategy, Ethiopia can help stop the silting that is 
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causing considerable problems in Egypt and Sudan’s dams by rehabilitating the natural basin of 

Blue Nile. 

 

In view of this, the amount of debris deposited by the Nile in both countries is estimated at 110 

million tons annually, of which 30 percent is silt, 30 percent fine sand, and 30 percent clay. And 

if the run-off is not controlled the silting will cripple the dams. 

 

Another advantage of the Dam is that, if the fluctuation in the Nile water is reduced, Sudan 

would be safe from the annual floods. Hence, one of the most frequent natural disasters affecting 

people in Sudanese villages would be curbed by an ingenious mechanism erected in Ethiopia. 

 

Parallel to siltation, Aswan wastes 10-13 billion m3 of water through evaporation every year. 

Storing water in areas of little evaporation like the Renaissance Dam would lead to substantial 

water savings from evaporation alone. In this regard, Collins, Whittington and McClelland: 

1998, argue that dams in Ethiopia, if well managed, would boost the amount of water available 

to Egypt and Sudan. 

 

Accordingly, they explain that plans to enhance the volume of water reaching Egypt must be 

accompanied by upstream storage in Ethiopia, regardless of Egypt’s obsession to control every 

drop of Nile. Needless to say, Ethiopia is a highlander enjoying cooler and moderate climate, 

which in turn could help reduce evaporation of water compared to Egypt. 

 

Contrary to Egypt, Ethiopia does not advocate the principle of acquired rights; instead it 

considerably promotes the concept of equitable entitlement and fair allocation of international 

waters as the best way to settle water allocation problems. This concept has also been taken as 

the dominant feature of Ethiopia’s policy in the last few decades. 

 

Endowed with amazing mountainous topography, Ethiopia is dubbed as ‘’the water tower of east 

Africa.’’ Likewise, its water policy is not obsessed with the selfish use of Nile like Egypt and it 

invites to mutual benefit and cooperation. The policy has enshrined the overall goal of promoting 
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interventions that contributes to efficient, equitable and optimal utilization of available water. It 

also underpins an all out water resource development in the country. 

 

In this regard, Ethiopia’s position to build infrastructures on the Nile is fully corroborated by 

Article 5 of the International Law Commission (ILC). It decrees utilization of international water 

courses require equitable participation of upstream and downstream states. Similarly, the project 

is being undertaken in line with Article 7 of this Law which states about the ‘’obligation not to 

cause significant harm’’ and guides riparian states to take in to account the benefit of other 

riparian states whenever projects are being undertaken. 

 

As a matter of fact, independent panel of experts composed of Egyptians and Sudanese have also 

concluded that the dam will not significantly impact on Egypt and Sudan. The findings of the 

experts have helped dismiss allegations of significant impact raised by Egypt. 

 

Cognizant of benefits of the Dam, Sudan’s Information Minister and government spokes person, 

Ahmed Bilal Osman said that Sudan is ready to cooperate with Ethiopia and support the 

construction. In addition, he has confirmed that his country will send its technical experts and 

further strengthen the cooperation. 

 

He said the team of experts has dispelled the concerns raised about the Dam. According to him, 

let alone this Dam which is being constructed using state of the art technology, Aswan dam in 

Egypt and various dams in Sudan have survived until to date, which were constructed by an 

‘obsolete technology’  (compared to  the current space age technology) nearly half a century ago. 

Therefore, the ‘’rhetoric’’ the dam could collapse and pose threats to Egypt and Sudan is 

baseless. 

 

Regarding the project, Prime Minister HaileMariam Dessalegn has reaffirmed that Ethiopia will 

adamantly continue its construction endeavor aimed at alleviating poverty. He also rubbished the 

belligerent ‘’discourse’’ of Egyptian politicians who plotted against the construction. 
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To enhance mutual benefit of the two countries, he said, Egyptian politicians should change their 

bigotry towards Ethiopia and its project and focus on cooperation. He underlined that the 

Renaissance Dam is being built only for the purpose of power generation and it could not incur 

significant impact on the amount of Nile water flowing to Egypt. 

 

Ethiopia, backed by its development-thirsty people and committed-more-than-ever government, 

will leave no stone unturned to build the Dam and realize its goal of electrification in the near 

future, despite the endless bragging and propaganda of Egyptian politicians. 

 

No doubt, the motto ‘’We will Finalize It as We Started It’’ is resonating across the country. 

Given the unflinching efforts of the country, the construction of the Dam will be completed as 

quickly as possible; for no one could restrain an action whose time has come. 

 

Bearing myriads of benefits of cooperation in mind, it is important to reverse the trend of 

jingoism being exercised by Egypt and lay down the basis for cooperation and equitable 

utilization of shared resources. And it is imperative that riparian countries should negotiate and 

design a new water allocation based on the universal principle of Helsinki Rules; trans-boundary 

waters have to be shared equitably and reasonably, among the basin states. 

 

Accordingly, equitable utilization of international waters by all riparian countries is the order of 

the day. Hence, Egypt should accept this sordid but stark reality that the previous colonial 

models of agreements based on statuesquo   of the early mid 20th C are definitely erroneous and 

misleading. 

 

Above all, Egypt should understand the very fact that yesterday is not today  and ‘’using all 

options ‘’ may lead to crossing the worst red line, which could back fire only on Egypt itself. 

Hence, cooperation is the only means to break the impasse over the utilization of Nile water and 

abrogate Egypt’s holier-than-thou attitude entrenched for many years. Undoubtedly, cooperating 

with Ethiopia and other upstream countries pays off; cooperation and ensuing technical effort 

would have reasonable answer to secure the benefit of all riparian countries. 
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Currently, nation is on the track of speedy development and the construction of the dam is the 

reflection of this success. Folk music related to ‘’the river that  circles Ethiopia’’ has also 

changed following this development. Here are some of the songs of shepherds and farmers that 

defy the inauspicious condition expressed by the previous poems. 

 

አባይ ጎ ደለ አሉ  ፈሰሰ በመንታ፣  

ልቤ አገ ርህ ግባ ምንም አታመንታ፡ ፡  

 አባይ ታረሰ አለ በነ ጫጭ በሬ፣  

በቅሎዬን ጫኑልኝ ልሂድ  ወደ አገ ሬ፡ ፡  

 Abay has regressed, flowing in cascades, 

 Go home, my heart hesitate not a bit. 

Abay is said to be tilled with white oxen, 

Harness my mule, let me ride home. (free translation mine) 

 

These days, the previous songs that portray bleak condition are being replaced by optimistic and 

visionary songs of people as glimmer of hope is being observed   in the country. Hence, the 

society is singing thrilling songs which convey a message of hopefulness, motivation and 

inspiration to go home and start a new life (call to Diaspora and any one away from his home 

town). 

 

Previously, some songs used to depict dire picture of Abay as if it could not be harnessed. 

However, this doom and gloom situation has changed to boon and boom now. Visibly, activities 

have gone way ahead of crossing Abay. Even, ‘’it is said to be tilled with white oxen’’ which 

symbolizes grandeur and success in the tradition of Ethiopian society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


