
Response to Christian Science Monitor’s article ‘’Will Ethiopia’s 

‘grand’ new dam steals the Nile waters from Egypt? ‘’ 

 

This brief piece is written in response to the article originally published in the Christian 
Science Monitor on line publication written on June 25, 2013 by a correspondent William 
Davison and later syndicated and republished in Yahoo News. Click here:   and here: 
  
  What puzzles me about this article is how it tries to avoid the core issue of the legal regime 
and the terms of usage of the waters of the Nile which has remained the most controversial 
and unresolved problem for more than 80 years. The article in its title poses a provocative 
question whether Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance Dam is “stealing” the waters of the Blue Nile 
from Egypt. Something is not clear from the outset: Is Christian science Monitor saying to us 
(Ethiopians) that we are being accused by Egypt that we are in fact stealing the waters of the 
Nile or alternatively the publishers of this article are exploring a hypothetical question to 
encourage discussion on the current controversy on the Nile River? Whichever is the case may 
be, I have made up my mind to respond to the question posed without second guessing their 
motivation. I am not remotely suggesting that there is necessarily some kind of motive.  
Anyway, below you will find my full response. In common parlance, “stealing” presupposes 
“the taking away of another person’s property without that persons permit or consent and 
with the intent to deprive the rightful owner of the right to use that property.” No one in his 
sensible mind will deny Ethiopia’s right to use and utilize the waters of the Blue Nile as long as 
it originates or passes within its sovereign territories.  
 
 The United Nations on December 14. 1962 passed a resolution 1803(XVII) entitled the right of 
States and Permanent Sovereignty over their natural resources. In short, International law 
allows all states to exercise the right to use their natural resources in the interest of their 
nationals and for the wellbeing and benefit of their people.  It is a well-known fact that Egypt 
and Sudan under the terms of 1929 and 1959 Agreements have divided the waters of the Nile 
as their exclusive property excluding all riparian nations of the Nile including Ethiopia.  Egypt 
for years gave itself monopoly rights of ownership with a veto power on the use and utilization 
of the entire waters of the Nile River. Egypt has been trying to dictate the terms of usage of the 
waters of the Nile on all riparian states for several decades. It puzzles me again, why the writer 
knowing what he knows (Mr. Davison has addressed in his analysis on how to quickly fill the 
new dam reservoir, The Aswan high dam experience, issues relating to evaporation and 
technical, hydrological issues of the Renaissance dam are adequately discussed in the same 
article) didn’t want to elaborate on the extent of riparian right over the waters of the Nile 
enjoyed by each state.  
 
I find the writer saying nothing as to the background reasons for selecting the title topic 
anywhere in the article makes me curious. In the absence of any indication as to the intent of 
the writer I will outline some known facts. For all the wrong reasons Egypt considers itself as 
the owner of a significant share of the waters of the River Nile relying on a treaty rejected by 
Ethiopia and other states.  Egypt designed and constructed the Aswan dam between 1960-
1970 without consulting and obtaining the consent of any other riparian state. The Aswan dam 
was filled from the Nile waters without prior consultation with countries like Ethiopia and 
other riparian states using the Nile waters.  On the contrary, Ethiopia in sharp contrast to the 

http://news.yahoo.com/ethiopias-grand-dam-steal-nile-waters-egypt-152521847.htm
http://news.yahoo.com/ethiopias-grand-dam-steal-nile-waters-egypt-152521847.html


Aswan dam project case not only assured Egypt that the construction of The Grand 
Renaissance dam will cause no appreciable harm to Egypt or Sudan but also informed the 
Egyptian authorities the full details of the Grand Renaissance dam project well ahead of time 
of the diversion in the interest of full transparency.  
 
The article refrained from discussing or suggesting even on a limited basis the legal regime on 
which any future share and allocation of water ought to be distributed either to Ethiopia or 
Egypt from the Nile waters. In the absence of any clue or statement with regard the past or the 
future use of the waters of the Nile, whatsoever, here is what I will submit in response to the 
issue at hand “The possibility of theft of water from the Blue Nile River by Ethiopia” raised in 
the form of a question by Mr. Davison in the title of his article.  Ethiopia without abandoning 
its absolute and unabridged right to harness any natural resource including the waters of the 
Nile and its tributaries under International law, has voluntarily agreed to share the waters of 
the Nile with other Nile riparian States Under the terms of The Nile Initiative Agreement, by 
signing the agreement in 2010 with other nine riparian states. So far, Ethiopia, Uganda, 
Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda have signed this agreement. 
 
 This agreement will come into force as a binding legal instrument when it has the signatures 
of at least six states. Egypt and Sudan did not yet sign the agreement. All indications show that 
the main obstacle to the signing and ratification of this basin wide treaty so far points squarely 
on Egypt because Egypt has not only been reluctant to agree to the basic principles of the legal 
framework but also expressed its opposition to the cooperative framework raising 
unacceptable demands and excuses.  In recent years, Ethiopia has, clearly indicated its 
willingness to shift from its inherent and recognized right as more fully enshrined under the 
UN resolution of 1803, of 1962 towards the emerging principle of sharing and equitable 
distribution of shared watercourses as recognized under the UN 1997 Convention on Trans- 
boundary river basins.  
 
However, at the time of writing this response and under existing International law, as 
more fully enshrined under UN resolution 1803, of 1962 each riparian state has the absolute 
right to develop and harness any natural resource within its territory. Let it be clear that 
Ethiopia does not deserve to be called by such names as a “thief” allegedly “stealing” the 
waters from the Blue Nile. In actual fact the concept of “stealing” or “misappropriation” does 
not appear in Trans boundary river basin literature absent any agreed cooperative legal 
framework and Prior treaty arrangement between riparian nations on the use and 
management of a shared water course in accordance with defined and  prescribed conditions.  
 
The Blue Nile water resource and its tributaries rightfully belong to Ethiopia as long as it 
remains within its internationally recognized boundaries. It is unimaginable, an absurdity and 
unheard of to think of an act of stealing by Ethiopia(the blue Nile waters of Egypt)  via ( the 
Grand new dam) a national asset such as a water resource over which Ethiopia has itself full 
ownership right as long as it is within its territory. Did I frame it right? It is a simple truth that 
in the same way an individual who is the owner of a “real property” doesn’t “steal” from 
himself /herself under municipal law, similarly, states under international law do not “steal” a 
national  asset which they legitimately own or where they exercise full  ownership and control 
over that resource.   
 
Ethiopia is a nation that has survived for centuries preserving and protecting its legitimate 
rights, National independence, territorial sovereignty, dignity and integrity and at this 



moment in time and, in the context of the construction of  the Grand Renaissance dam on the 
blue Nile river, it is simply asserting and exercising its absolute sovereignty  over its natural 
resource in accordance with the General Principles of International law as more fully 
described above while at the same time discharging its global and regional responsibilities 
under the applicable norms and rules of the evolving rules of International water law. 

Eshetu Girma June 27, 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


