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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Humanity’s heritage and language hints at water’s potential to create contentious 

relationships. For instance, the Latin word “rivalis,” which translates to “one using the same 

river as another,” is the lingual root of the English word “rival” (Wolf 2006, 1). These 

contentious relationships are not surprising considering that the fresh water such rivers provide is 

essential for human life and no other resource can substitute for it. Considering how the first few 

years of the 21
st
 century has witnessed a rise in population growth, and its accompanying rate of 

resource consumption, the previously mentioned qualities will enormous pressure on existing 

fresh water supplies (Mekonnen, 422). With sources that are not restricted by sovereign borders 

like rivers that flow through different countries at different points along its course, such demands 

and pressures could grow from simple disagreements over river sharing and management into 

bitter conflict. In fact, this kind of situation is developing within several international river 

basins, one of the most serious cases being the Nile River Basin. 

The Nile River  

At 6,850 kilometers in length, the Nile provides freshwater to about 40% of Africa’s 

population located within the 10 Nile countries
1
 and is particularly important to this population 

as only half of the Nile states have effective levels of rainfall (El-Fadel, 107-108) (See Figure 

1.). Because of the high dependency on the Nile by tens of millions of people, environmental 

conditions, and high poverty rates, the Nile Basin can be classified as a region where water 

scarcity is closely linked with the consumption and management of its water by the Nile states 

(Mohamoda, 8). Such scarcity is expected to get much worse as the urbanization and population 

rates in the countries that are considered the Nile’s primary users are expected to rise sharply 

                                                           
1
 Burundi, Congo-Kinshasa, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda 
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with population predictions expected to be 302 million people (up from 210 million in 2008) by 

2025 (Elnur, 57). Providing water to a larger population will be difficult due in part to the 

competing needs of neighboring countries, the arid climate, and the political and social 

instability that has plagued the Middle East. If the Nile is not managed in a way that ensures that 

every state can sustainably meet its needs then this could cause the region to experience further 

instability such as an intra-basin war. Because of this, it then in basin residents’ best interest to 

ensure that the countries that are the biggest consumers of the Nile do not exploit and manage the 

Nile’s resources in a manner that destabilizes the basin’s peace. 

Figure 1. The Nile Basin countries (Water Balance.Com) 
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Presently, the Nile’s primary user and hegemonic power
2
 is Egypt. Egypt has been this 

power for decades, using a historic rights argument based on being a subject of two treaties, a 

1929 treaty with Britain, and a 1959 treaty with Sudan
3
. The 1959 Treaty in particular is Egypt’s 

legal justification for its control, as it gave Egypt the right to consume 55.5 billion cubic meters 

(bcm) of the Nile’s annual flow of 88 bcm of water
4
 and also the ability to evaluate all other Nile 

countries’ claims to the Nile and reject them (Elnur, 54). As Egypt currently consumes more than 

its allocated Nile share
5
 to meet the needs of its growing population, it considers any upstream 

countries’ attempts at Nile development as a threat to its Nile access (Swain 2002, 203-204). As 

such, Egypt has used the 1959 treaty and Egyptian members of international agencies to defend 

its own consumption rate and also block upstream river projects, often using the argument that 

these other states’ access to alternative water supplies as grounds for rejection (El-Fadel 111; 

Cascao 2011, 32). Through this self-created status quo, Egypt has pursued its own unilateral Nile 

development plans for decades and has repeatedly claimed it would go to war if any Nile country 

challenged its water needs or this status quo (Starr, 19). 

With this current status quo, only a select few riparian nations benefited from how the 

Nile Basin’s resources are managed. As there are currently states that cannot meet their 

freshwater needs, basin residents worry that in the coming decades these states’ population will 

face increasing hardship. As Egypt has made clear, however, if these suffering states were to 

threaten its riparian needs, Egypt is willing to go to war. As violent conflicts are costly, it is 

                                                           
2
 In the context of riparian management, being the hegemonic power refers to the state with the most influence over 

how an international river’s resources are used and monitored (Zeitoun, 435) 
3
 The Nile Waters Agreement of 1929 and the 1959 Agreement for the Full Utilization of the Nile Waters 

4
 The 1959 treaty granted Sudan 18.5 bcm of the annual flow, 10 bcm were factored away due to expected loss from 

evaporation, and other Nile countries were given no legal claim to any amount of water. 
5
 Egypt’s annual consumption is 68.3 bcm (Cascao, 25) 
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preferable for riparian nations to have a river management institution in order to help these states 

work through their problems and prevent violence from developing.  

With an end goal of decreasing the likelihood of diplomatic disputes and violence, these 

management institutions are essential for maintaining a peaceful coexistence among the users of 

an international rivers. Seeing how these international rivers are geographically and 

environmentally unique, the management institutions that exist today vary in both size, capacity, 

and form. In Southeast Asia’s Mekong River basin for instance, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and 

Vietnam created the Mekong River Commission (MRC) (Jacobs, 354). Designed to focus on a 

sub-basin region of the Mekong River that is exclusive to these nations but not others, the MRC 

has been used to coordinate river development and negotiations among MRC member states 

(Jacobs, 354). In contrast with this, the Nile Basin lacks an established and effective institution, 

thus allowing Egypt’s and Sudan’s bilateral agreements to dominate Nile riparian relations 

(Jacobs, 354). Given the ongoing tensions created by these bilateral agreements, in recent years 

the nations of the Nile Basin have tried to develop a unique means to better manage the Nile and 

cooperatively meet each of their riparian desires. This attempt is known as the Nile Basin 

Initiative (NBI). 

NBI: Agenda and Structure 

The NBI was created at a 1998 meeting of Nile countries’ Water Ministers, before 

launching in 1999 (Swain 2002, 302). The NBI’s launch was considered to be the first step in 

achieving cooperation and agreement on how Nile usage could benefit every Nile state who 

needed it (Swain 2002, 302). Unlike the MRC, which has limited membership, and only focuses 

on the sub basin region of an international river, the NBI’s focus is on the entire Nile basin and 
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includes all nations except Eritrea as members
6
. With the participation of all member states and 

the financial backing of the World Bank, the NBI works towards the following objectives: 

develop Nile resources in an equitable and sustainable manner, guarantee effective management 

of riparian plans and usage, promote cooperation and combined action among Nile countries, and 

ensure collective economic gain (Teshome 36; Swain 2008, 209).  

With these goals in mind, the NBI organizes itself into three branches (Nile-COM, Nile-

TAC, and Nile-SEC)
7
, which work with member states to ensure the countries follow the 

institution’s Shared Vision Program and Subsidiary Action Programs (Swain 2002, 302; 

Teshome 36). Each NBI member state has representatives in each of these branches, allowing 

each nation a chance to vote on what the content of these programs should consist of and also 

what future operations the NBI and each nation should take (Cascao 2009, 246). These branches’ 

and programs’ roles in NBI operations is decided on by Nile-COM, since Nile-COM is the 

highest decision making body in the NBI (NBI.org; Swain 2008, 209). Through the head of the 

Nile-COM committee, whose nationality annually rotates among the nine NBI members, Nile-

COM determines the exact investment decisions and policies that will make up the Subsidiary 

Action Programs (Cascao 2009, 246, Teshome, 36). But since the NBI emphasizes multilateral 

accountability and cooperation on the basin’s development, each nation gets a say in the 

decision-making process (Fould, 85; Teshome, 37). Because of this the NBI and World Bank 

have designed Nile-COM, and the NBI as well, so that member states vote to approve whether 

the NBI or individual member states are allowed to enact certain riparian policies or pursue 

particular projects (Foulds, 85). Through the voting process and ensuring that member states 

                                                           
6
 Eritrea is considered an “observer” of NBI’s activities and regularly attends NBI meetings (Teshome, 39). 

7
 Nile-COM is the Council of Ministers of Water Affairs of the Nile Basin, Nile-TAC is the Technical Advisory 

Committee, and Nile-SEC is the Secretariat (Swain 2002, 302). 



Barrett 6 
 

adhere to its policies, the NBI hopes to establish basin-wide cooperation between each of the 

NBI states (Mekonnen, 427). Through such cooperation, the NBI and state leaders will 

ultimately draft the Nile Basin Cooperative Framework Agreement (NBCFA), which will replace 

the NBI as a permanent Cooperative Framework Agreement (CFA) to govern Nile usage 

(Mekonnen, 427). 

Scholars and policy makers both in and outside the basin acknowledge that the NBI has 

improved the Nile situation. In its first 15 years, the NBI eased tensions away from open 

hostilities and towards cooperation as each state endorsed the NBI’s plans and intentions (Swain 

2008, 210; Lemma 66). With these endorsements and authority over seven basin wide 

infrastructure projects, the NBI has enacted a strategy of strict negotiations that builds 

confidence in cooperative Nile management (Lemma 66; Swain 2002 302). Despite these 

advances however, scholars and NBI members recently have begun to express concerns that NBI 

has not made the impact it was supposed to by its 15
th

 anniversary. While commending the NBI 

for getting things started, sceptics point out that the NBI only pushed for small to medium scale 

projects, while avoiding  dealing with bigger and more controversial projects of the main Nile 

users, instead deciding to let future Nile management groups handle such tasks (Swain 2002, 

306; Mekonnen, 429). Regarding future Nile management, critics likewise point out that the NBI 

has not focused on this subject, allowing a key 2009 vote on the NBCFA’s
8
 creation and future 

NBI agendas to stall, thus putting progress on basin-wide negotiations back a few years 

(Mekonnen, 439). Because of these delays and relatively small advances, growing numbers of 

scholars and policy makers express fear that the NBI is not living up to expectations. Citing the 

cause of such weaknesses like the organization’s very make-up or the interference of non-basin 

                                                           
8
 Nile Basin Cooperative Framework Agreement  
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actors like the World Bank, these individuals worry the NBI will eventually fail and be shut 

down as a result (Foulds, 78). If the NBI were to fail, it is predicted that there would therefore be 

more distrust between the Nile states and a rise in state-focused Nile projects at a time in which 

such a focus would harm the Nile for decades (Elnur, 67; Lemma, 66).  

Thesis Research Questions 

It is thus important to consider what is preventing the NBI from achieving greater 

success. While the states’ riparian policies and water consumption rates could be the primary 

obstacles the NBI faces, it is possible that the NBI itself contributes to its own lack of success. 

The NBI is the product of the conclusions reached by both the Nile states and non-basin actors, 

like the World Bank, who believed that the best way to ensure productive management was 

through a basin-wide focus. But in creating a new management style, thereby leaving the mold 

and standards created by earlier international riparian institutions, the NBI architects created a 

system where they have no previous experiences to base their agenda and operations on. It would 

be easy then for the Nile states and the World Bank to have made the NBI into a management 

institution that inefficiently and unfairly manages the Nile. Due in part to the unequal 

distribution of the Nile’s benefits, the NBI‘s progress in the future is going to start faltering.    

To best understand what makes a successful strategy for sharing and developing an 

international river, one would have to examine the various factors that make an international 

riparian management system unique and determine how that influences its ability to properly 

manage riparian interactions. As such it is important to consider the following questions: “What 

are the benefits and challenges of implementing a basin-wide management organization 

like the Nile Basin Initiative to handle international river development? Do such benefits 
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and challenges determine whether this type of organization is the most suitable means for 

international riparian cooperation?” 

Success & Failure 

In regards to this question, it is essential to keep in mind the general attitude of the 

individuals that observe the Nile Basin Initiative’s advances in failings. As these individuals are 

riparian experts, diplomats, and heads of states, their opinions are significant and given their 

influence, could affect the amount of resources and faith that is invested in the institution. What 

drives these opinions about how well the NBI is doing of course comes down to what these 

individuals considered to be the NBI’s “succeeding” and “failing”. To scholars and riparian 

experts, the NBI’s success would consist of the successful fulfillment of the institution’s Shared 

Vision and transitioning into a new permanent management framework (Lemma, 66). The NBI 

succeeding would thus secure the following: better diplomatic relations, increased security, a 

sustainable supply of Nile water for downstream users, and the chance for upstream users to 

develop their capabilities (Lemma, 66). 

But while the general opinion is that there is still a possibility that the NBI may still 

succeed, there is fair amount of discontent towards the perceived lack of progress of the NBI and 

a growing worry that failure will occur. Such a fear is driven in large part by the ramifications on 

the entire Nile basin if the NBI failed and thereby ceased to operate. To experts and politicians, 

the fact that a multilateral management organization was put in place but subsequently failed 

might completely dash their hopes for riparian cooperation to fully take hold (Elnur, 67). The 

failure and subsequent loss of faith in multilateralism will make Nile states more distrustful not 

only of cooperative Nile projects, as well but more distrustful of their neighbors (Elnur, 67). In 

addition, if the NBI, the initiative to get the Nile states to commit to sustainable and multilateral 
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development, were to fail it is expected that each nation would make its Nile agenda much more 

unilaterally focused (Lemma, 66). Such unilateralism is considered dangerous as it would allow 

their self-interests to overrule the notions of what is in the Nile’s best interests both politically 

and environmentally (Lemma, 66). With these consequences in mind, it becomes clear what is at 

risk in the Nile Basin if the NBI were to fail and thus why it’s important to understand what 

caused it to fail. 

As I answer my thesis questions much of my argument is derived from responding to 

these notions that the NBI risks failing and inadvertently harming the Nile Basin’s wellbeing. 

Regarding these fears, I do not believe that the NBI is becoming the failure that some believe the 

organization will become. Rather, I believe that due to key flaws in the NBI’s structure, the 

institution can only partially succeed in its objectives of managing the Nile. These flaws are part 

of what makes the NBI a unique and individual attempt at regulating an international river and so 

should be attributed to the actors responsible for its operations, namely the NBI member states 

and the World Bank. Because these actors applied these weak attributes to the NBI’s operational 

structure, it is difficult for the NBI to appropriately respond to difficult situations and actions. 

And because these weaknesses are essential parts of the NBI, fixing these problems is extremely 

difficult as this would mean changing what makes the NBI unique among international river 

management institutions. Succeeding in fulfilling its goals would undoubtedly be difficult. 

Comparisons with Other Institutions  

 As I consider whether or not the NBI faces inevitable success or failure, I believe that 

other attempts of international and multilateral riparian management need to be considered as 

well. As I believe it is the NBI’s unique structural qualities that, while understandable 

considering the nature of riparian interactions along the Nile, are unfortunately preventing 
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optimal progress, it may be useful to first consider how other water experts both in the Nile and 

elsewhere handled riparian management. For instance, years before the NBI was created, Egypt 

tried to increase basin management in the 1980s with an institution called Undugu
9
 (Starr, 22). 

 Meant to be inclusive of all Nile countries, Egypt intended for Undugu to be a means to 

exchange information among Nile countries on projects and facilitate conversations about 

agricultural and resource development (Lie, 9; Mekonnen, 425). Undugu ultimately did not last 

long, starting in 1989 but was largely abandoned by the mid-nineties (lie, 9). Undugu failed 

largely because Egypt, its main driving force, lost interest in its cooperative aspect and began to 

use Undugu’s tools as another means of influencing other basin states (Lie, 9). While Undugu 

did share the NBI’s commitment towards basin-wide cooperation, one key difference was its 

focus on the technical aspects of basin development as opposed to ensuring all users could use 

and access the Nile (Lie, 9). Undugu likewise differs from the NBI in that it focused less on 

multilateral projects for the gain of the whole basin and more on bi-lateral projects between 

Egypt and individual states (Starr, 23). Ultimately, it becomes clear that the reason Undugu 

failed to establish multilateral cooperation in the Nile Basin is that it was too concerned with the 

technical aspects of Nile development rather than the social and political ramifications of 

Egypt’s hegemonic influence over the other nations. Due in part to this Undugu’s failure could 

be an indication of having one intra-basin actor be the architect of basin-wide multilateralism, as 

the management institution becomes a tool that the hegemon can use to protect its own self-

interests. While Undugu could be credited as predating the NBI, thereby setting the standard for 

basin cooperation, considering how it became another tool to protect Egyptian interests, the NBI 

architects would presumably not want the NBI to have this fate as well. 

                                                           
9
 Swahili for brotherhood or fraternity (Lie, 9). 
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 As the NBI should not follow the example of Undugu given its failure, it is frequently 

said that if the NBI should follow the example of another riparian management institute it should 

be the Mekong River Commission (MRC), located in Southeast Asia’s Mekong Delta (Swain 

2002, 304). Founded five years before the NBI, the MRC’s focus is solely on the countries of the 

lower Mekong basin where it attempts to monitor the infrastructural development of the Mekong 

River and protecting the river’s environmental wellbeing (Jacobs, 354). While sharing similar 

multilateral and cooperative goals as the NBI, the MRC differs in that it includes only the 

countries of the lower basin
10

 while deliberately blocking China, the river’s biggest user, from 

being a member (Jacobs, 354). By making MRC membership more selective than the NBI, I 

believe that the MRC thought it would not need to stretch its resources too thinly and would not 

have to balance too many national self-interests with its management efforts. The MRC’s 

structure reflect this as its smaller and decentralized central authority allows for members’ 

opinions to have more of an impact, as well as allowing civil society groups to participate in 

discussions as well (Hensengerth, 336).  

Unfortunately while the MRC’s more exclusive nature may allow it to be more open to 

non-government actors and have an easier time hearing and meeting its members’ needs, I’m not 

entirely sure this makes it more effective than the NBI’s basin-wide approach. First, while 

keeping its central authority small and decentralized might give it more freedom, it likewise 

makes it more disjointed and thus more inefficient when trying to perform its responsibilities 

(Houba, 104). Likewise, while cutting out China might help the MRC narrow its institutional 

focus and prevent an economically more powerful nation from dominating the institution’s 

agenda, the MRC is still cutting off large amounts of financial assistance that could have helped 

it achieve its objectives (Hensengerth, 330; Jacobs, 363).  

                                                           
10

 Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam 
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Having briefly examined both Undugu and the Mekong River Commission, I would say it 

does help understand the standards the NBI must meet or exceed if it wants to be successful. I 

say this because looking at other institutions and seeing how they varied from one another in 

both structure and success provided me with the chance to see what has worked with other 

institutions, thereby giving me a sense on what the NBI must implement with its own activities. 

That being said, I will not argue that the NBI should implement reforms that make it resemble 

these two institutions because evidence indicates they are not completely successful in their own 

agendas. The only way then that I can really understand if the NBI’s unique basin-wide 

management framework truly works for the Nile is to examine what has made it successful or not 

in the Nile basin up to this point. Only then could I really answer my question as to whether or 

not the NBI and its unique structure has made it harder or not to achieve success in establishing 

multilateral and cooperative riparian management in the basin.  

Case Studies within the NBI  

In order to effectively answer my thesis questions and see whether my previous 

assessments have any validity, this paper will follow a specific structure. In exploring the case 

study of the NBI, I will examine two of the NBI’s key members, Egypt and Ethiopia. I have 

selected these NBI members for several reasons. Egypt was chosen because in many ways its 

existence is directly linked with the Nile. Due to its consumption of over 55.5 bcm of the Nile’s 

annual 84 bcm water runoff, much of the county’s domestic and foreign policies have been 

shaped by this consumption and its hydro-politics (Elnur, 62). As such, much of Egypt’s 

resources have been diverted to continuing the enforcement of the 1929 and 1959 Nile treaties, 

thereby keeping the status quo that let it become the basin’s hegemonic riparian power (Zeitoun, 

435; Cascao 2011, 34). Because of these qualities, Egypt would have much to lose if the NBI 
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successfully reconstructed the usage and power dynamic of the Nile basin. At the same time 

however, the fact that the NBI’s upstream projects can have positive effects on Egyptian water 

supply and can prevent Egypt’s upstream neighbors from declaring war on it over the Nile may 

entice Egypt to participate. Thus given its NBI membership and the fact it could both benefit and 

lose from either the NBI succeeding or failing, it is important to analyze Egypt’s NBI 

participation in order to understand how this may have influence the NBI’s progress up until this 

point.    

 I chose Ethiopia as the second nation to analyze the NBI case study with due to its 

physical and political ability to influence the entire river. As 86% of all of the Nile’s volume 

originates from within Ethiopia, developing up to 50% of Ethiopia’s land that could be irrigated 

by the Nile would lead to a 15% drop in Nile water entering downstream states (Starr, 19; Swain 

2002, 301). While Ethiopia was previously unable to capitalize on this influence, the country has 

recently begun to politically stabilization and is experiencing a population boom that will soon 

overtake Egypt’s own (Swain 2008, 206). Both phenomena gives Ethiopia the opportunity to 

finally become an economic power in the contemporary Nile Basin (Swain 2008, 206; Cascao 

2009, 254). In addition, the World Bank is an essential funder of Ethiopia’s government and has 

used this position to guide Ethiopia towards policies and projects the bank favors, such as its 

projects with the NBI (Foulds, 85). As a geographically strong country exploring the means to 

meet its freshwater needs, as well as one whose NBI membership exists due to the actions of the 

World Bank, Ethiopia is one of the most unique member states of the NBI. As such, analyzing it 

could provide understanding as to how a developing Nile state affects and is affected by the 

multilateral operations of the NBI. Besides this, the fact that Ethiopia is a nation whose riparian 
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policy appears to be set by a non-basin actor, the World Bank, analyzing Ethiopia would reveal 

how managing an international river is influenced by a third party actor. 

 In addition to explaining why Egypt and Ethiopia were selected to examine the NBI case 

study, I must justify why I did not chose to closely examine the other eight Nile States in the 

context of influencing the NBI’s progress. As the third of what are considered the three biggest 

Nile users, it would make sense to examine Sudan in order to explore how a NBI member state 

could have influenced the NBI. I chose to not use Sudan however because as Egypt’s bilateral 

partner in the 1929 and 1959 Nile treaties, Sudan is one of the two beneficiaries of the pre-NBI 

status quo. Because of this position, much of Sudan’s Nile concerns and needs mirror Egypt’s 

own. Despite some differences then, most of an analysis of Sudan’s impacts on the NBI is 

redundant if following an analysis of Egypt’s role in the NBI’s rate of progress. In addition, 

certain attributes of Sudan suggest its overall influence on the NBI is minimal. For instance, 

given how Sudan does not consume its entire annual allocation of Nile water and gives it to 

Egypt instead suggests that Sudan is relatively secure in its water needs and has little need in 

increasing its riparian capabilities (Elnur, 64). Likewise, the fact Sudan is dealing with its split 

into two different nations following its civil war has led some scholars to question Sudan’s 

overall attention and interest into its Nile needs, bringing its future with the NBI into doubt 

(Mahomo, 28). Because of the distractions diverting Sudan’s attention away from the Nile as 

well as being too similar of a case study as Egypt’s, I have chosen not to examine my thesis with 

the Sudanese case study.  

Besides Sudan, I chose to not use the other seven Nile states due to how they have 

relatively little interest in debating the specifics of developing and sharing the Nile. As Eritrea 

only holds an honorary NBI membership, its contribution to NBI projects and decision making is 
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minimal, so it should not be considered a state that has an enormous impact on the NBI’s 

progress (Teshome, 36). As for the other six NBI members, their commitment to the NBI’s 

primary goals is questionable. The commitment is doubtful because all of these states’ activities 

within the NBI are devoted to operations that directly affect their primary water source, Lake 

Victoria (Swain 2002, 304). As such these nations are noted as expressing little desire in 

discussing the exact policies of sharing, managing, and developing the Nile, which they have 

little need of, so their presence in the NBI is treated as a mere formality (Swain 2002, 304). Due 

to either little influence or interest, I believe that analyzing these seven Nile states would add 

little to my assessment of the NBI’s successes and failures. 

Hypotheses 

 Having established which NBI states will be used to analyze what has prevented the NBI 

from being completely successful, I likewise consider what I believe that my analysis of the NBI 

will reveal. As such, I have developed several hypotheses that my analysis will either prove or 

disprove. The first relates to the NBI’s size and focus. As a riparian management institution 

whose agenda and operation focus on the Nile basin’s entirety, the NBI must distribute its 

attention and resources throughout the basin. Given how there are nine NBI member states 

though, it can be inferred that having to manage this many riparian states would stretch the 

NBI’s resources too thinly and decrease its effectiveness. Considering how most upstream NBI 

members have little need for the Nile, this management style’s method of giving these nations 

resources that they don’t need hurts ones, like Egypt and Ethiopia, that need these resources. 

Because Egypt and Ethiopia are not receiving the attention they desire, it can be inferred that 

they would thus believe this indicates that the multi-lateral management will not help them, thus 

encouraging them to pursue unilateral riparian projects to meet their needs instead. Had the NBI 
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had a narrower focus however, it could have devoted more resources to these nations and the 

projects that directly affect them, making multilateral riparian management appear more 

appealing. As such, the first hypothesis is this: If the river management organization focuses its 

efforts on a specific region of countries on a sub-basin level as opposed to managing the entire 

basin, the organization will have a better chance of success. 

 The second hypothesis addresses the topic of how the NBI encourages member state 

behavior that fits with its objectives of multilateral, cooperative management of the Nile River. 

As it is naturally in an international riparian institution’s best interest to create an atmosphere 

that benefits every member state, the organization would presumably discourage individual 

nations from conducting unilateral development projects that only benefit that particular nation 

while imposing costs on other. Unless the organization has set up a specific benefit system that 

rewards nations that participate and punishes those who pursue unilateral development, these 

nations are still liable to not fully commit. As such, if no such system to incentivize the 

participating members to go along with the institution’s multilateral goals exists, these nations 

will pursue their own agenda with the river. Ultimately such unilateral development is harmful 

because it indicates that unilaterally developing nations have no faith in the institution, thus 

discouraging others from participating, and taking even more necessary resources away from the 

institution, limiting the progress even more. Therefore, I hypothesize that: If the river 

management organization cannot provide sufficient incentive to join in multilateral development 

or disincentive to prevent each country from pursuing unilateral development, the initiative will 

fail to be optimally productive. 

 The final hypothesis that I have in examining the Nile Basin Initiative is about how the 

institution is affected by the presence of non-basin entities such as the World Bank. As the 
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World Bank is a global entity, its actions are presumably done with the best interests of the 

global economy in mind. So while it is admirable that the World Bank funds an organization like 

the NBI that can prevent the pre-existing status quo in the Nile Basin from ultimately leading to 

a conflict, the World Bank did not create the NBI with basin residents’ needs as the primary 

reason. While the bank may listen to member states’ concerns and suggestions on riparian 

management, it may choose to ignore these suggestions if they do not fit with its own agenda. 

The World Bank would thus be ignoring the advice of those who are directly affected by 

decisions on how to responsibly manage the river, while instead encouraging policies that, while 

beneficial to global needs, may not help basin residents to the same extent. The NBI would then 

be structured around implementing flawed policies that are not in the Nile Basin’s best interest 

and would thus stagnate meaningful work on sharing and developing the Nile. The same could 

also be true when the World Bank and other non-basin actors get involved with individual 

countries’ unilateral development plans. Therefore the third hypothesis this paper will explore is; 

If international assistance coming from a globalized entity like the World Bank is being directed 

to individual country development instead of the whole basin, the management initiative will be 

ineffective. 

Success & Failure Matrices 

In addition to my hypotheses, when examining Egypt and Ethiopia in order to evaluate 

the NBI’s progress, I will need to keep in mind matrices that indicate whether or not each 

country’s actions are contributing to the success or failure of the NBI. As previously mentioned, 

experts say that the NBI succeeding is only possible if its Shared Vision for the basin is 

accomplished, allowing the basin states to transition from the old status quo to one more 

inclusive and sustainable to the Nile’s health. Likewise, these experts define failure as the 
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member states losing faith in the NBI and subsequently pursuing unilateral agendas that harms 

the basin as a whole, ultimately depriving the NBI of the resources that drive its existence. In 

creating my own matrices of NBI success and failure, I am taking inspiration from these experts’ 

views on what will be the end result of the NBI succeeding or failing. 

While these experts are more concerned with the aftermath of the NBI succeeding or 

failing, my matrices will be more concerned about the process that leads to success or failure. In 

my examination of Egypt and Ethiopia then, I believe the NBI represents the means to balance 

out the self-interests of its members before they collectively harm the Nile. Given how it is not 

restrained within national boundaries, the Nile is a resource where each of the Nile states’ 

“claim” to the river overlaps with one another. The extent to which one claim trumps another is 

due in part to what natural or artificial advantages one nation would have over the other. As seen 

with Egypt’s use of treaties and political influence, the Nile basin’s riparian relationships are 

categorized by asymmetrical power dynamics where individual states’ advantages allows for it to 

utilize more the river. In contrast to these asymmetries then, the NBI hopes to balance out each 

state’s advantages and self-interests so that the new standard of basin management in 

cooperation and multilateralism. Through my examination of the Egyptian and Ethiopian case 

studies, I will determine what about the NBI’s progress in both countries counts as success or 

failure based on the following criteria. Assuming that the NBI has instilled multilateralism and 

cooperative values in a country’s Nile program, thereby striking a balance between the nation’s 

personal interests and the whole basin’s, the NBI will see more success overall. If however the 

country is pursuing more unilateral Nile projects or is utilizing the NBI’s multilateral resources 

in a manner that asymmetrically distributes benefits throughout the basin, presumably then the 

NBI would be heading towards failure in that country.    
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Paper Structure 

To properly answer my research question and prove or disprove the hypotheses, this 

paper is structured in a particular way. Chapter Two consists of a review of the literature that 

covers topics relevant to international river management. In highlighting the schools of thought 

covered in the literature, I hope to present an understanding of the complex nature of riparian 

management and understand why the NBI planners and member states may have pursued their 

agendas in using the Nile. Chapter Three will consist of an examination of both Egypt’s and 

Ethiopia’s Nile needs and participation in the NBI in order to see how they have influenced the 

NBI’s progress or lack thereof. Chapter Four will be used to compare the NBI with past Nile 

management efforts and other international riparian institutions. By examining these other 

riparian management efforts I hope to make it clear what qualities the NBI’s management style 

lacked or was not strong when managing countries like Egypt and Ethiopia and whether this 

resulted in the NBI’s overall lack of progress. Finally Chapter Five will analyze the results from 

Chapters Three and Four to see what they ultimately reveal about the NBI and whether or not the 

findings prove or disprove the hypotheses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 Before examining the NBI and how the NBI’s structure and Egypt’s and Ethiopia’s 

activities limit progress in sharing the Nile, it is important to understand the theoretical 
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understanding of managing an international river. This is because without understanding how 

improper use and control of an international river basin works, creating a riparian management 

institution may actually make a bad situation worse. Because of this risk, riparian scholars have 

extensively study cases of riparian conflict to try and understand how international riparian 

relations develop. Through such literature, scholars and policymakers attempt to highlight what 

about a particular status quo, like that in the Nile Basin, leads to instability and unfair use. Doing 

such will end up revealing how certain management theories have held up in reality. Because of 

this interest, there exists a vast amount of literature devoted to seeing how riparian management 

styles succeeded or failed in the past in order to create some sense of what might been done in 

the future. Through this literature then, resource management and riparian scholars have 

explored numerous theories about this process that can be classified within several schools of 

thought or paradigms of international river management. While there are stark differences 

between these paradigms, there are ways in which the actions and consequences derived from 

these paradigm’s actions feed into one another. I find this is especially true for several schools of 

thought that seem applicable to the NBI and the status quo that existed in the basin prior to its 

inception and currently. 

Commons Dilemma 

The first paradigm that should be considered in examining the management of an 

international and transboundary river is the “commons dilemma”. The commons, sometimes 

referred to as common property, refers to a system of free, collective ownership and use of a 

natural resource by a population of actors who share access to it (Bromely, 17). As a resource 

that can be utilized by any one that lives alongside its banks, an international river could easily 

be classified as a commons. With the commons, however, one is often confronted with a 
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predicament of how an actor’s utilization of the commons will affect both other actors’ use of the 

resource and the common’s overall quality. A well-known work that analyzes the risks present in 

the commons is the essay, “The Tragedy of the Commons” by Garret Hardin.  Within the essay, 

Hardin explains the dangers of allowing free use of a commons’ resource to exist by creating a 

metaphor of a pasture open to all herdsman to use without restraint (Hardin, 1244). Assuming 

that these herdsmen will want the maximum amount of benefit through using the commons, 

Hardin believes that these actors will trap themselves in a process to increase their share 

indefinitely (Hardin, 1244). By being a part of this process, however, these herdsmen will 

increase their herds and the costs to the commons to the point that the limited world of the 

pasture can no longer support the stresses placed upon it, leading to ecologically collapse 

(Hardin, 1244). Because of the dangers that these actor’s activities have on the commons, their 

fellow actors and themselves, Hardin concludes that “Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all” 

(Hardin, 1244). 

As an international river is a natural resource and could be considered a commons, a 

tragedy of the commons could happen to the river. For assuming that an international river flows 

through at least two nation states, using the river’s water could easily have some inter-state 

impact on actors either upstream or downstream from a state using the river. Utilizing the river 

too heavily and without considering the consequences within the confines of one nations’ 

borders could harm other state’s ability to use the river. Heavy exploitation of the commons 

could likewise affect the river’s physical qualities inside and outside these borders. With a 

tragedy manifesting in the form of decreased river quality and a lack of riparian benefits 

occurring because of one or more actors’ actions, tensions between riparian states would 
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presumably increase. If a tragedy of the commons were to develop then, it would be in these 

riparian’s best interests to find some means to prevent the commons from coming to ruin. 

In exploring the need to prevent a tragedy of the commons, Hardin and other scholars in 

this school of thought have put forth a variety of solutions to prevent such a tragedy. Hardin 

argues that this solution cannot be an appeal to an actor’s conscience (Hardin, 1246). Hardin 

believes this appeal is futile because he argues that a rational user of the commons will 

ultimately decide that between giving into the pleas for restraint or losing the benefits of using 

the commons, the restraint is the worse option to choose (Hardin, 1246). Hardin thinks the 

solution should entail a type of coercion, such as some form of taxation, on the actors within the 

commons to punish and discourage irresponsible users, such as those who “free load” of other’s 

use or management (Hardin, 1247). Another solution that Hardin, and the policymakers his work 

has inspired, advocate for is giving authority over the commons not to the actors who directly 

use it but to a centralized entity removed from the commons (such as a state, and international 

political body, etc) (Hardin, 1247; Ostrom, 9). Through methods of indirect central management 

that grant the authority to inflict punishment, Hardin believes that actors within the commons can 

have their irresponsible natures brought in line to the extent that the tragedy can be averted. 

As well-known as Hardin’s “The Tragedy of the Commons” may be, the solutions he has 

advocated for addressing the commons dilemma are controversial and have frequently been 

critiqued. This is because in his analysis Hardin makes broad assumptions about the actors in the 

commons who are faced with a potential tragedy (Ostrom, 1). One such assumption is that the 

theoretical model these actors follow is a prisoner’s dilemma, in which participants are aware of 

factors influencing their behaviors and also the consequences of using the commons but choose 

not to communicate with other users, thus preventing them from making their intentions or any 
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dangers clear (Ostrom, 5). Likewise, other scholars have criticized Hardin for assuming that 

commons users will trap themselves in a consumption pattern that destroys the commons without 

attempting to stop this pattern (Ostrom, 8). Due to such assumptions, other scholars have argued 

that Hardin’s solution of a coercive centralized authority is weak, leading some, like political 

economist Elinor Ostrom, to offer their own solutions.  

In her work, Ostrom argues that there isn’t anything inherently wrong with Hardin’s 

centralized authority, as different commons will require unique solutions to their tragedies 

(Ostrom, 14). Nonetheless, Ostrom nonetheless still finds solutions that required the commons 

being regulated by a distant authority as weak as such authorities’ remoteness from the commons 

would lead to an inadequate knowledge of the commons required to enforce responsible use 

(Keohane & Ostrom, 1). Ostrom points out that past attempts at regulating the commons with 

distant and centralized authorities have backfired and have also led to the reduction of both the 

commons’ overall productivity and actors’ willingness to interact with each other (Keohane & 

Ostrom, 12). Ostrom argues with her own work that effective commons’ management has to 

originate from, and be controlled by, the actors who use it themselves (Keohane & Ostrom, 10). 

While acknowledging that the solutions’ strength may vary from case to case, Ostrom notes 

instances where self-organized solutions to commons dilemmas have had better chances of 

success as these solutions utilize the actors’ familiarity with the commons and each other to 

reach consensus on solutions that work (Keohane & Ostrom, 10). Likewise, Ostrom argues that 

local actors would be much more aware of the disparities between one another’s capabilities to 

use or regulate the commons, and could have an easier time adjusting the solution to account for 

this disparity (Keohane & Ostrom, 10). As such, Ostrom’s advocacy for self-organized solutions 
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could be seen as a more responsible way to avoid misuse of the commons because the solutions 

possess more knowledge and first-hand experience than a centralized, remote authority. 

In addition to Ostrom and Hardin’s work on analyzing the commons dilemma, Pamela 

Oliver’s work provides a means in which a tragedy of the commons could be avoided in resource 

management and use. While not directly addressing the commons dilemma, Oliver’s analysis of 

collective action provides some advice on how to get actors to work together. As Oliver explains, 

when an instance of collective action occurs it happens because all the actors involved recognize 

they have a common interest that is important enough to be pursued together for their common 

good (Oliver, 273). Oliver’s focus on collective action is how to address the issue of actors who 

want to “free ride” off of the collective contributions of the group, a problem very pertinent to 

trying to manage the commons (Oliver, 279). In order to address such a problem, Oliver does not 

recommend inflicting harsh sanctions on free loaders (which is what Hardin suggests) as such 

sanctions risk turning the actors against each other and abandoning the pursuit of the common 

good (Oliver, 286). Oliver instead argues that it is better for participation if the actors employ 

incentives that reward participating with the group (Oliver, 279). Through basing the incentives 

more on reward, Oliver believes collective actions can avoid accidentally isolating actors who 

are directly punished (Oliver, 279). With Oliver’s incentives however, free riders lose out on 

potential benefits they would have only received through collective action (Oliver, 279). As to 

what the incentives should entail, Oliver created three types of incentives that should be used: 

“Material,” which capitalize on actors economic benefits and costs; “Solidary,” which utilizes 

social relations such as praise; and “Purposive,” that takes advantage of actors’ values to make 

them “do the right thing” (Oliver, 279). If Oliver’s work were to be applied to a situation 



Barrett 25 
 

resembling the commons’ dilemma, actors might be more willing to listen to calls for restrained 

use of the commons, thereby averting the ruin of both the actors and the natural resource. 

Through an examination of the commons literature, it is clear that the threat of a tragedy 

of the commons situation occurring has warranted significant consideration of how best to avoid 

such a scenario. As an international river is a resource shared by a variety of actors who do not 

have direct legal or political control over one another, it would seem easy to conclude that these 

rivers are susceptible to a tragedy of the commons. Riparian scholars, like Terje Tvedt, however 

have argued these tragedies do not easily happen on rivers, particularly international ones. For 

Tvedt argues that commons scholars like Hardin and Ostrom treat their theoretical commons as 

ecologically stable and self-contained, and that when these commons do change it is because of 

users’ heavily exploitation of it (Tvedt, 239). To Tvedt, this assumed commons’ stability 

significantly contrasts with the volatile nature of an actual river. Tvedt argues international rivers 

primary quality is that as they flow from state to state, they pass through a variety of differing 

topographical and climatic conditions (Tvedt, 240). Such variation means that different countries 

along its length could possibly have their freshwater needs met from different sources, thereby 

changing their dependency on international rivers (Tvedt, 239). As such, one riparian’s heavy 

exploitation of the river may end up not affecting other states if other riparians have less need of 

the river, decreasing the amount of actors affected by over-exploitation (Tvedt, 240). Likewise, 

the climatic variations ensure the possibility that the water lost to high rates of exploitation by 

one state can be rectified by increased rates of precipitation or runoff at a different point along 

the river (Tvedt, 239).  

Through Tvedt’s analysis then, it becomes harder to accept that a tragedy of the 

commons is a problem that international riparians deal with on a common basis. Tvedt’s critique 
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is especially decisive when considering the Nile River, as most of his studies focused on the 

effects that climate has had on the Nile Basin countries. Considering that some Nile states have 

access to different water sources and are not arid deserts, it would seem that such conditions 

would decrease the number of actors dependent on the commons, making it unclear if a tragedy 

of the commons is an inevitable outcome. 

As an examination of this paradigm has shown, significant thought has been done in 

understanding how actors exploiting the commons could lead to an undesired tragedy of the 

commons. However, as analysis from riparian scholars indicates, the development of a tragedy of 

the commons situation on an international river is unlikely because of the variations of natural 

conditions and individual states’ needs. Even if an international river were to be considered a 

commons, since a tragedy of the commons situation is rare, riparian states would presumably not 

take the threat of this event seriously. Significant skepticism of the paradigm’s greatest fear is 

thus necessary when considering how riparian relations on an international river develop. But 

while the threat of the tragedy of the commons may seem minimal, aspects of this paradigm like 

the scholarly solutions are helpful to consider within the context of international rivers. For one 

actor’s egregious use of the commons is still able to create concerns among other actors about 

how this behavior will harm their own use of the commons. In this regard, the solutions put forth 

by Hardin, Ostrom, and Oliver are useful in determining how to ensure riparian nations are 

willing to productively share an international river. Thus, while it is appropriate to dismiss the 

fears of a tragedy of the commons frequently occurring in international river relations, the 

commons dilemma’s scholars’ solutions are important to keep in mind, particularly if riparian 

concerns evolve into disputes. 

Water Wars 
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In this regard, if concerns about states’ use of an international river turn into actual 

disputes amongst riparian states, according to riparian literature one of two results is likely. The 

first of these reactions is conflict developing between riparian states. Conflict is considered a 

possibility because both environmental scholars’ and security experts’ work lists water as one of 

the seven environmental factors that increase inter-state tensions (Homer-Dixon 1991, 89). This 

is because any lack of freshwater will have an immediate and negative effect due to its 

essentialness and constant consumption (Homer-Dixon 1991, 89; Wolf 1998, 252). When such 

scarcities become too much, conflicts over users’ resource consumption have in the past 

intensified to the point where actors violently confront one another to defend their supposed right 

to use the water (Brochmann, 5). Water scholars have subsequently labeled these violent water 

disputes as “water wars” (Brochmann, 5; Tvedt, 237). Due to the severity of violence occurring 

between nations, the water wars paradigm is another important school of thought to consider 

when analyzing management of international rivers and subsequent interactions. 

Although water wars can be fought over any fresh water body, water wars scholars have 

written significantly about such conflicts happening over rivers. This is due in part to how rivers 

are not static and do not adhere to fixed state imposed borders, leading to possibilities that states 

will disagree on where their individual riparian rights begin and end (Conca, 5). Because of this, 

a significant portion of the riparian literature is devoted to how water wars could influence rivers 

that cross international boundaries. In the last couple of decades many of these scholars have 

written about water wars’ inevitability throughout the world but particularly in regions of 

extreme aridity and where multiple nations share the same river (Starr, 17; Hensel, 386-87). Such 

conditions will supposedly be made worse due to rising water scarcity levels caused by these 

nations overusing or contaminating the supply (Starr, 18). Instead of these nations’ taking the 
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steps to address such scarcity, scholars have pointed out that policymakers neglect to emphasize 

the deteriorating conditions of their shared rivers in most of their economic and political 

agreements with each other (Morissette, 88-89).  These scholars also emphasize how global 

population growth makes a water war likely because instead of recognizing the harm done by an 

increase in their nations’ water consumption, state leaders are incentivized to increase their 

consumption to meet their national water demands (Morissette, 88).  

While pointing out how states refuse to recognize how these factors lead to increased 

chances of water disputes, water war scholars emphasize how heads of states do frequently refer 

to the possibility of water wars and have occasionally threatened hostilities towards fellow 

riparian states over perceived infractions (Starr, 19). Water wars scholars additionally indicate 

that political rhetoric is a big motivator for water disputes by citing historical instances of state 

regimes who remain in power in the face of ongoing domestic water crises, by blaming external 

factors, like other nations (Morissette, 91). By emphasizing both the physical influences on 

international rivers and the political rhetoric within the states who share them, water wars 

scholars emphasize the supposed ease that a water war will manifest on an international river.  

 Despite these factors however, there are a number of water scholars who criticize those 

who believe international water wars are inevitable. Citing the failure of many of the predictions 

expected to come true in the last decade, Terje Tvedt argues that the failure of water wars to 

manifest is because the scholars who predicted them assumed that such conflicts could only 

manifest as a physical and violent event (Tvedt, 237). In reality, much of the conflicts that have 

occurred since these predictions were made have been diplomatic confrontations between 

riparian nations (Wolf 2006, 3). Likewise, other riparian scholars argue that historically armed 

conflicts that would be considered water wars are not common. These scholars justify this 
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argument by citing an extensive Oregon State University riparian dispute study that examined 50 

years’ worth of state interactions over water scarcity concerns around the world (Wolf 2007, 

260). Of the 1831 state water interactions analyzed, only 507 events a form of contentious 

conflict, and only 37 of these actually saw violence (Wolf 2007, 260). Even when water is one 

cause of the conflict, riparian scholars have pointed out that it is usually just one of multiple 

factors that has led to war (Wolf 2007,260). An examination of historical records has shown that 

the only true “water war”, where water was supposedly the only instigator to armed conflict, was 

fought 4500 years ago(Wolf 2007,260). Even scholars in the water wars paradigm that argued 

water wars are inevitable are now changing their views on whether such conflicts will occur 

between international river users. For instance, Thomas Homer-Dixon changed his belief that 

river water was the water resource that will most commonly drive international water wars. 

Homer Dixon instead conceded that it is only under a specific range of political and 

environmental circumstances that a water war occurs and very few international rivers meet all 

of these conditions (Homer-Dixon 1999, 137-38; Wolf 2007, 244).  

Given the historical rarity of water wars being associated with international rivers and 

many water wars scholars supposed ignorance of how a river dispute turns into a conflict, it 

would seem understandable to disregard the paradigm. But while international water wars seem 

unlikely, that is not to say one should disregard water’s ability to incite violence between users. 

For instance, some of these scholars claim that international water wars have not happened yet 

only because these nations haven’t crossed the threshold where the level of water scarcity 

justifies the cost of war (Homer-Dixon 1991, 106). Other scholars acknowledge the possibility of 

water causing violence due to numerous instances of armed violence happening within these 

nations’ borders (Wolf 1998, 261). Such internal fighting has been shown to weaken these 



Barrett 30 
 

nations’ overall stability, leading to a rise in tensions between sub-national users, the state, and 

even neighboring countries (Wolf 1998, 261). Scholars note then that this violence can lead to a 

breakdown in inter-state relations, due to either a fear of the instability spreading or one nation 

increasing its draw of a shared river to satisfy the water needs of domestic combatants (Wolf, 

1998, 260). Thus even if water needs are not the sole cause of war, water sources can still be a 

resource that increases tensions and becomes a spark that instigates the onset of conflict between 

neighboring riparian nations.  

Water Interdependence & Cooperation 

Reviewing the water wars paradigm reveals that water possesses the potential to instigate 

violent conflict among those who jointly share access to it. But the examination of water wars 

literature indicates that due to a lack of historical precedence, the predictions of international 

water wars are largely unfounded. In this regard, the water wars paradigm’s aspects about its 

inevitability should be disregarded when considering how to accomplish successful international 

river management. At the same time, however, the fact that disputes related to water scarcity 

have led to a number of incidents of sub-national water violence and cause political instability 

between international neighbors, make part of the paradigm still important to keep in mind. Even 

if not directly leading to a war occurring between international river states, sub-national and 

international river disputes can create enough tensions to consider important to international river 

management. In addition, water’s ability to influence conflict has to be considered when 

analyzing international river activities because these scholars have noted that these riparian states 

are aware of the risks of going to war and therefore want to do everything they can to prevent it. 

Because of this, when examining international river relations one should consider that the desire 

to avoid inter-state violent conflict is what inspires riparian nations to settle their disputes 
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peacefully. This is what is primarily covered by scholars in a third paradigm that has to be 

examined with literature related to international river relations, what will be referred to as “water 

interdependence and cooperation” paradigm. 

Many scholars who criticized the predictions of water wars are part of this third school of 

thought, believing that water is just as likely to establish cooperation among riparian states. To 

be clear, these scholars believe that cooperation over river use does not mean these states are in 

complete harmony with each other, but rather that they have agreed to constantly maintain and 

adjust a system in place where actors can negotiate their use of the river (Brochmann, 5). As 

such, scholars measure cooperative management and use of international rivers based on the 

number of inter-state river treaties and management institutions (either basin-only or 

international ones) (Brochmann, 21). With these institutions and treaties, riparian states can refer 

to an established structure for handling any dispute between themselves and can likewise hold 

each other accountable to the agreements on sharing the river (Hensel, 389). Unlike water wars, 

historical records show that instances where riparian cooperation and peace were attempted are a 

common option riparian nations try in disputes. As shown by history, globally there are over 300 

inter-state water treaties that have been drafted and put in place to help dictate the use of many 

different rivers (Homer-Dixon 1998, 258). When explaining why these treaties are frequently 

sought, water scholars argue that one of these institutions’ appeals is their resilience and 

longevity. As pointed out by scholars, even between the most contentious riparian neighbors 

river treaties exist (or are being negotiated), and even as violence destroys other types of 

cooperative institutions, these riparian institutes have been shown to survive and be used as a 

means to restart peace between these countries (Wolf 2007, 245). 
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Despite the abudance and resilence of these institutions though, scholars admit they are 

infallible. Scholars know this because of all recorded attempts at riparian cooperation, only 1/3 

have ended in an agreement, and not all of the established agreements address every issue related 

to the dispute (Brochman,32). Because of this, most of the cooperation literature is devoted to 

determining what will lead to riparian cooperation efforts’ success or failure. In this regard, there 

is some agreement among scholars of which factors can ensure a relative amount of success in 

cooperation efforts. These include: establishing the agreement before a dispute occurs, including 

non-state actors in riparian negotiations and management, and having the states be both 

democratic and having relatively stable diplomatic relationships in the past (Bernado 105; 

Brochmann, 23; Wolf 2006 5; Wolf 2007, 252). Other institutional attributes such as what 

specifically these nations should share and the role of international third parties have led to more 

debate. 

The exact contents of river agreements over what riparian states should be sharing is 

problematic, as most riparian agreements have focused on distributing physical quantities of 

water among the sharing nations. Physical allocation of river water is cause for concern because 

it sets a fixed amount of the river’s flow that each nation is entitled to use (Teshome,40). Water 

scholars argue that this fixed amount is troublesome because these rivers’ physical conditions are 

not stable, meaning the flow will not always match the fixed amount states believe they have 

“the right” to (Sadoff,3). This then leads to concerns that to meet their needs these nations will 

need to draw more from the river, interfering with their neighbors’ set amount, possibly resulting 

in the development of a new dispute (Teshome,41). Because of these concerns, water scholars 

like Claudia Sadoff and Wondwosen Teshome argue that it would be better if agreements were 

instead based on “benefit sharing”.  
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Benefit sharing is defined as any action designed to distribute the benefits of water use to 

the various actors connected to an international river instead of the water itself (Sadoff,3). Such 

actions include giving hydroelectric power from one nation’s dams to other nations or using this 

dam to alleviate drought or flooding conditions in upstream or downstream nations 

(Teshome,40). By using benefit-sharing initiatives, these scholars argue, states can overcome an 

international river’s physical limitations and be able to distribute the costs and benefits of river 

use amongst themselves in order to achieve collective gains (Teshome,40). As optimistic as they 

are about benefit sharing’s potential though, proponents do acknowledge that the concept is 

considered weak because of its recent creation and its lack of guidelines and backing from major 

international and legal entities (Teshome, 40). Regardless of these perceived weaknesses 

however, the benefit sharing approach’s ability to consider all riparians as the joint recipients of 

an international river could be considered the most comprehensive equity-based management 

strategy and its effectiveness can only be determined through implementation. Considering how 

a lot of the NBI’s plans  benefit sharing, the NBI may be a good instance to finally see the effects 

of benefit sharing on an actual international river and its users. 

Besides benefit sharing, the other attribute of river management that water 

interdependence and cooperation scholars debate about is how third-party international actors 

should be factored into these attempts at riparian cooperation. Water cooperation scholars like 

Ramiro Berardo and Marit Brochmann feel that third party and international entities should play 

an important role in ensuring the success of cooperation attempts. Berardo concluded this 

through his examination of case studies of locally created riparian institutes. His findings showed 

that due to limited access to resources and the inability to adapt to problematic scenarios between 

states, local institutions can not strongly respond to inter-state disputes (Berardo, 103). Berardo 
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found that in such cases, these riparian nations turned to global institutions like the International 

Court of Justice for assistance in figuring out the proper response to riparian problems (Berardo, 

111). In these cases, Berardo argues that the ICJ’s resources and authority allowed it to decide 

which riparian state was at fault in the dispute and help from the the inter-state institution 

determines the best means for solving disputes in the future (Berardo, 111).  

Brochmann makes a similar case for utilizing third party international actors in 

international river cooperation using Liberal Intuitionalist Theory. Arguing that international 

cooperation is significantly easier and offers more benefits when international and globalization 

actors are involved, Brochmann puts particular emphasis on the importance of international 

organization (IGO) membership (Brochmann, 6). Usually when riparian states argue, if both are 

members of the same IGOs then they have a medium in which they can exchange information 

and decrease the cost of diplomacy (Brochmann, 22). IGO’s are thus treated as an effective 

resource to use in riparian disputes (Brochmann, 22). Brochmann also notes that because of 

IGOs, the chance of river negotiations between riparian neighbors happening increases fourfold 

and these states are more likely to view themselves as interdependent with one another if their 

IGO connection is particularly emphasized (Brochmann, 27). 

While Brochmann and Berardo believe that international third parties can play an 

essential role in establishing inter-state river cooperation, other water scholars disagree. 

Renowned scholar Ken Conca argues that these international actors are ineffectual in regional 

river management concerns because these third parties insist that all international river problems 

are solvable by creating a standardized institutional mold that can applied globally to every basin 

(Conca, 5). Due to the relative uniqueness of each international river’s environmental and socio-

political conditions however, Conca thinks a standardized mold would not be the best means to 
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address every single issue on these rivers and as such could not be easily adjusted to fit each 

river (Conca, 5). The only thing such molds can do is get an inter-state agreement in place in the 

hope states will participate, but Conca notes this does not guarantee countries will commit to the 

agreement (Conca, 12-13). Aaron Wolf likewise doubts third parties’ effectiveness as they are 

known to adhering to trying to get riparians to abide by international laws like the 1997 UN 

Convention on the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (Wolf 1998,252). Wolf 

argues that this insistence is problematic because such laws are only applicable within the states 

who ratified them (only 14 nations have ratified the UN convention) (Wolf 2007, 258). Wolf also 

notes that these international laws only control state actors and do not acknowledge or attempt to 

control the river use of non-state actors (Wolf 2007, 258). Wolf likewise notes that local 

authorities carry significantly more influence than international third parties in river use debates, 

so such third parties cannot hope to instill much support of their agendas in comparison to local 

actors (Wolf 2007, 250).  

As an examination of these paradigms’ literature indicates, water cooperation and 

interdependence scholars are not in complete agreement on whether certain aspects of 

international river management add to its effectiveness or not. Regardless of the disparities 

however, this paradigm’s analyses indicates that cooperation efforts are diverse and are 

commonly pursued by the states who share international rivers. This literature’s examination of 

the attempts at cooperative and interdependent river management also invokes aspects of the 

other schools of thought. The great number of attempts at cooperation and peace in contrast to 

the very few instances of international riparian violence indicates that generally riparians would 

rather work towards peace with fellow users than pay the costs of conflict. Water cooperation 

scholars could thus argue that riparian states are consistently working to prevent the water wars 
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paradigm’s predictions from coming true. In addition, the fact that riparian states are trying to 

cooperate in their use and management of their shared resources indicates they are trying out the 

solutions similar to the ones created by commons dilemma scholars. Representing aspects of 

these other two schools of thought as well as its own ideas, the water interdependence and 

cooperation paradigm is essential to include when examining international river disputes and 

management. Given the wide variety of cooperation attributes (both the ones that scholars agree 

on and the ones they are split over) that influence the successfulness of cooperation, it is hard to 

say which of the management strategies put forth by this paradigm is the most effective. 

By examining the commons dilemma, water wars, and water interdependence and 

cooperation paradigms’ literature, the most important aspects for analyzing international river 

management, particularly in a case study like the Nile River, become apparent. But while these 

paradigms offer important insights as to how riparian nations should respond to disputes, it is 

clear from the NBI case that the effectiveness of international river management won’t always 

reflect river management theories. Even if these paradigms’ information was kept in mind, 

something in the implementation of different forms of international river management will make 

these theoretical findings fail. By keeping these paradigms in mind though, I possess a better 

understanding of what went wrong , and what can be done, with the NBI’s management and 

interactions with member states like Egypt and Ethiopia. 
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Chapter 3: Nile State Case Studies - Egypt and Ethiopia 

 With a relatively firm grasp of the literature surrounding riparian management and the 

paradigms that scholars created to define riparian relations, it is clear how complex interactions 

between riparian states are. This thus gives some indications of the difficulties the NBI has to be 

aware of when dealing with how best to ensure Nile use remains both sustainable and multi-

lateral. In order to understand these difficulties then, this chapter will feature two examinations 

of both Egypt and Ethiopia in order to see how their personal qualities and their use of the Nile 

has influenced the NBI’s progress. As the NBI’s success is best determined if the institution is 

able to effectively balance all of its member states’ needs and asymmetrical advantages, each 

country’s approach to the Nile and NBI participation can influence this balance. These 

examinations can give an indication as to whether each country has worked with the NBI on its 

mission to provide a balanced form of riparian management. Or it will show that Egypt and 

Ethiopia are too focused on their own unilateral agendas to work with the NBI to successfully 

achieve basin-wide multilateralism and thus risk failure. This chapter will thus be divided into 

three sections; the first two will be devoted to examining the two countries’ Nile activities to see 

how much they affects the management balance the NBI hopes to establish. Following this 

section will be one that will compare the two case studies to determine if there are similarities in 

how they interacted with the NBI. Such similarities then may give an indication that key 

elements of the NBI allowed them to pursue the acts they have, perhaps indication that it is the 

NBI itself that has stalled its own progress.  

Egypt 

 As Egypt was the Nile Basin’s hegemonic power before and after the NBI was created to 

manage the Nile, Egypt definitely has had an impact on the NBI’s progress in fulfilling its 

Shared Vision for the Nile. Due to the legal conditions of past Nile agreements, Egypt achieved 
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and remained in this position of hegemonic power for decades, allowing it to shape the status 

quo that other Nile states are currently challenging (Cascao 2008, 15). Despite the asymmetrical 

nature of control and use of the river, Egypt has insisted that it did not unfairly coerce the other 

states into consenting to this status quo, as the agreements contain clauses other states can use to 

negotiate for new conditions in their allocated share of the Nile (Cascao 2008, 16). While Egypt 

sees these clauses as proof these agreements make them the legitimate hegemonic power, nations 

like Ethiopia challenge the legitimacy of Egypt’s role since Egypt drafted these agreements 

without the full participation of other states and likewise blocked discussions to introduce 

alternative ways of managing the Nile (Cascao 2008, 15). Considering how the NBI challenges 

Egyptian’s hegemonic role and status quo, it would seem to be in Egypt’s best interest to ensure 

the NBI does not completely deconstruct the status quo Egypt has benefitted so much from. 

 But while the NBI can be interpreted as a threat to Egypt’s role as the basin’s hegemonic 

power and by extension, the status quo Egypt benefits from, Egypt still remains an ongoing 

participant in the NBI negotiation process and in the creation of the Nile’s new and permanent 

Cooperative Framework Agreement (CFA). At first glance, such participation seems odd 

considering the riparian benefits Egypt would lose if the status quo changed. Nonetheless, Egypt 

has remained an active NBI member since its inception due in no small part to the World Bank’s 

presence. For in the late nineties, when the NBI’s architects were trying to get basin states to 

join, the World Bank cut approximately five hundred million dollars in its annual loans to the 

country (Swain 2002, 303). As Egypt was dependent on such money for economic growth and 

maintaining its water infrastructure, the lack of loan money destabilized its economy and 

threatened its ability to meet its water needs (Swain 2002, 303). As a result, Egypt was forced to 

look for ways to meet its water usage, eventually deciding that cooperating with the NBI on 
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multilateral development and management of the Nile Basin was the best means to support itself 

after the World Bank had cut it off (Mohamoda, 22). Through Egypt’s decision to work with an 

organization that ultimately worked against its unilateral interests in the Nile, the apparent effect 

that a non-basin third party like the World Bank can have in international riparian management 

becomes clearer. As such it can be acknowledged that these third parties can have a positive 

effect on multilateral efforts in an international river basin if they can get uncooperative 

countries involved. However, given the fact that the World Bank had a direct stake in the NBI, it 

remains questionable whether the World Bank acted out of what was best for the basin as a 

whole or because of its own interests. Likewise, the World Bank’s method could be considered 

coercion, which could be dangerous considering how dependent Egyptians’ welfare was on such 

loans. 

 Besides the initial hesitancy to become a member of the NBI, Egypt has acknowledged 

that there are some benefits that it could achieve that are only possible as a member of a 

multilateral, basin-wide riparian institution like the NBI. Before and after the creation of the 

NBI, Egypt acknowledged that the consequences of irresponsible use and management of the 

Nile could result in an inter-basin war (El-Fadel, 115). A war over the Nile is something Egypt 

does not want due to the enormous human and monetary cost a water war would have and how 

the international media would likely depict Egypt as the responsible party (El-Fadel, 115). 

Therefore, Egypt considers the NBI to be a forum in which arguments regarding Nile usage can 

occur and allow NBI members to work out riparian disagreements before they develop into 

physical violence (Cascao 2011, 30; El-Fadel, 115). Egypt’s thinking then reflects the thought 

process that drives Water Interdependence & Cooperation scholars’ insistence that the fear of a 

water war ultimately drives cooperative efforts. Besides this, the NBI’s operational capacity as 
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the overseer of all riparian infrastructure and development within the Nile Basin is a quality that 

Egypt has enthusiastically embraced (Cascao 2011, 30). This is due to how Egypt recognizes that 

there does exist some measure of benefit in allowing upstream Nile users to develop and 

implement infrastructure that increases the quality of the Nile water it can access (Mohamoda, 

22).  Upstream infrastructural benefits that Egypt sees as advantageous include hydroelectric 

dams as they would encourage more responsible storage of Nile water and it would protect Egypt 

from dealing with possibly negative aspects of the river’s flow (Cascao 2011, 30)
11

. As such 

Egypt has volunteered its technical and financial support through the NBI for certain upstream 

riparian projects in the hope it can be chosen to be in an advisory capacity and guide the projects 

so that it can provide the most benefit to Egypt (Swain 2008, 213). To ensure this, Egyptian 

representatives at NBI’s meetings promised both support for the institute and a promise to 

implement the NBI’s standards for responsible and sustainable water use within its own Nile 

consumption (Elnur, 62-63). 

 Such actions on Egypt’s part imply that the country is willing to commit to the NBI to a 

degree if it can get direct or indirect benefits from upstream Nile infrastructure sponsored by the 

NBI. While this shows that Egypt is willing to at least contribute to some of the NBI’s 

operations, the fact that it is doing it only if it can personally gain from the association indicates 

that Egypt has not fully accepted the NBI’s goals of multilateral management and unity. As past 

voting on has indicated, Egypt is allowed to have much more influence in the debates than 

countries like Ethiopia believe it should, letting Egypt block any upstream cooperative NBI 

projects Egypt feels are not in its best interests (Cascao 2008, 23). This shows that despite the 

                                                           
11

 Such control mechanisms include decreasing the buildup of silt behind Egypt’s Aswan Dam, which over time 

would change the Nile’s course, or keeping potentially damaging floodwaters maintained and under control (Tanner)  
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commitment to ensuring every Nile state can benefit from collective management, Egypt still 

interferes with NBI projects that benefit other states at the cost of Egypt’s ambitions.  

Besides this, Egypt is also noted for undermining the NBI goal of having member states 

pursue sustainable use and development of the river. This comes in the form of Egypt’s refusal to 

abandon the controversial Toshka or New Valley project, which aims to reclaim and develop 1.5 

million acres of the Egyptian desert for domestic use (Cascao 2009, 249). The Toshka Project is 

a controversial issue among the Nile states because it will cost $88.5 billion dollars, which could 

take money away from other Egyptian and Basin projects, and will require Egypt to take a 

further 5 bcm from the Nile annually to support it (Swain 2002, 300). While Egypt claims that it 

can justify this project’s continuation by focusing on developing its groundwater extraction, 

wastewater reclamation, and water conservation infrastructure to offset the water need, Egypt has 

not invested in these areas at all since the NBI’s inception (Swain 2002, 300). Experts 

additionally believe that, due to the disorganization and chaos following the Arab Spring, such 

investment is not likely to occur soon as the lack of firm regulation has meant that Egypt’s rate 

of water consumption has increased, stressing the Nile even more (Aggestam, 15; Dinar, 60).  

Through such actions, it is uncertain how devoted Egypt really is to the success of 

multilateral and cooperative management of the Nile. Such behavior indicates the ideals of the 

Water Interdependence & Cooperation paradigm that the NBI is attempting to abide by cannot 

gain traction in countries like Egypt. With an emphasis on projects that consume significant 

amounts of Nile water, that only unilaterally benefits Egypt, Egypt obviously wants the Nile’s 

physical resources to be what the states’ share rather than sharing the benefits instead. As seen 

with the amount of controversy and opposition to the Toshka project within the basin, such a 

decision is already putting Egypt on the road to conflict with its Nile neighbors, something Water 
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Interdependence & Cooperation scholars expressed a concern about. During the interactions with 

the NBI and fellow Nile states that do promote desired benefit sharing plans, Egypt has used its 

influence to ensure that these benefit sharing projects maximize its own benefits while 

minimizing projects that it perceives would harm it too much. By skewing the voting process on 

basin wide infrastructure projects , Egypt makes it unlikely that NBI’s benefit sharing initiatives 

will become widespread enough to draw in more supporters and donors. While Egypt’s unilateral 

interests certainly have played a factor in making such projects difficult to implement, certain 

aspects of the NBI’s structure and intentions made it significantly easier for Egypt to pursue its 

unilateral agenda within the NBI.     

 The attribute of the NBI which has made it relatively simple for Egypt to protect its 

unilateral interests from within the NBI at the expense of other member states is the NBI’s 

policies regarding river treaties. River treaties remain an ongoing legal dispute in the Nile due to 

the debate as to how much legal standing treaties created by colonial powers or former regimes 

should possess in contemporary ruling of the Nile (Ferede, 56). As there is no clear international 

legal standard for how these nations can continue to use or adapt these treaties’ conditions, non-

Egyptian Nile States consistently attack the 1929 and 1959 treaties (Ferede, 56-57). These 

treaties are attacked because they were either implemented by colonial powers or deliberately 

excluded non Egyptian or Sudanese partners from participating in Nile development (El-Fadel, 

110; Mekonnen, 432). As such, these Nile states have tried to use the NBI and the NBCFA 

negotiations in a direction that would create more inclusive treaties that protect multilateral 

usage of the river (El-Fadel, 110). 

 Unfortunately for these countries, one reason that the NBI has been able to secure 

Egypt’s participation in negotiation and management for so long is that it has upheld Egypt’s 



Barrett 43 
 

condition that the conditions of the 1959 treaty are still respected (Cascao 2011, 45). Due to this 

and the fact that the NBI treats itself as a transitional management body, the NBI still adheres to 

and occasionally enforces the 1929 and 1959 treaties (Teshome, 39). Such a decision can end up 

hurting the rate at which other nations choose to participate or cooperate with the NBI, as these 

treaties had limited these states’ access to the river and how the NBI was created to address 

them. The NBI’s decision to uphold these treaties’ conditions then acts as a continuation of the 

old status quo then.  

Another structural aspect of the NBI that helps Egypt protect its unilateral interest is the 

World Bank’s Operational Policy 7.50 (OP7.5) (Foulds, 84). When drafting OP7.5, the World 

Bank took inspiration from the principles established in the 1997 UN’s Convention on the Law of 

the Non-Navigated Uses of International Watercourses
12

 (Foulds, 86; United Nations). The 

policy’s main point is that when deciding how to support and fund international rivers’ projects, 

the World Bank will only support upstream projects if these projects are approved by 

downstream nations (Foulds, 86; Mohamoda, 14). As the World Bank is a major sponsor of the 

NBI, OP7.5 naturally became an important part of the NBI’s operational policy and is frequently 

referred to in the organization’s debates (Foulds, 84). With OP7.5 incorporated into the NBI 

framework, the World Bank is molding the institution into an organization that reflects its own 

vision of an ideal and standardized riparian management. By standardizing management in the 

Nile Basin through such policies, the World Bank is essentially implementing a “one-size fits 

all” style form of institutionalized riparian relations.  

                                                           
12

 The convention states that when sharing and using an international water way like a river, a nation must ensure 

that every riparian nation has equal access, uses the river reasonably, and cause no harm to other nations as a result 

of use (United Nations)    
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The problem with the World Bank making its policies standard operational procedure for 

the NBI is that it lessens the effectiveness of several of the institution’s’ activities like the NBI’s 

decision-making process. As previously mentioned, the NBI decides which basin projects it will 

support based on voting done by country representatives on the Nile-COM council. While both 

the membership and leadership of Nile-COM, and thus the voting process, is supposed to equally 

distribute power among the NBI nations, OP7.5 unfortunately disrupts the equity of the voting 

process. For as one of the central policies the NBI adheres to, Nile-COM would presumably have 

to factor any OP7.5 complaints into the decisions it makes about development proposals. But as 

OP7.5 was created with the ultimate purpose of giving downstream riparian nations a significant 

say in their upstream neighbors’ riparian projects, this gives Egypt an edge in the Nile-COM 

meetings. As Egypt is the most downstream nation represented on the committee, is likewise the 

most water scarce of all of them, and had previously benefitted from the agreements that made it 

the basin’s hegemon, Egypt has every reason to evoke OP7.5 during specific Nile-COM 

decisions. Due in part to its status as the furthest downstream nation and Nile-Com’s strict 

adherence to OP7.5, OP7.5 grants Egypt more influence in Nile-COM votes regardless of if its 

turn in the annual rotation to be the committee chair. 

Because of the likelihood that Egypt would have an unfair advantage in the NBI’s voting 

process, the inclusion of World Bank policies like OP7.5 have raised concerns among basin 

activists. These activists are concerned because when the World Bank previously attempted to 

implement its policies throughout Africa, it resulted in governance that did not fix these 

problems but actually made the problems worse (Foulds, 83). With issues such as poverty and 

environmental degradation, these critics point out that World Bank policies have essentially 

“institutionalized” these problems, making them much harder to manage and solve (Foulds, 86).  
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In regards to Nile-COM voting, this seems to be the case as the previous Egypt status quo is still 

happening in Nile-COM votes. As the other Nile-COM members are either close enough to the 

Nile’s sources or control other freshwater sources any concerns about upstream development will 

not be treated as severely as concerns made by water scarce and downstream Egypt. Without a 

viable reason for the other nations to use it then, Egypt is the only nation that can use the policy 

for defending its interest in a Nile-COM vote. Therefore the other nations lack the distinct 

advantage that OP7.5 grants Egypt in NBI decision-making. By having critical branches of the 

NBI be strictly adherent to its policies then, the World Bank has merely extended Egypt’s 

hegemonic and downstream dominance into the NBI’s power structure, thereby institutionalizing 

the biggest problem of the pre-NBI status quo.  Its incorporation into the NBI’s structure in fact 

justifies the fears the World Bank’s critics have that the NBI will be another example of how the 

Bank’s solutions institutionalize flawed practices. 

While Egypt’s participation in the NBI can be considered an accomplishment for NBI 

proponents who want the Nile Basin to develop in a manner that emphasizes multilateralism, 

Egypt’s behavior is problematic. Presently, the NBI’s long term goals cannot be met without the 

complete commitment of all members to the NBI’s management system. In Egypt’s case, its NBI 

commitment is rather minimal and at times it seems to only be verbally supporting the NBI. This 

is because Egypt’s actions, both in implementing infrastructure like the Toshka Valley project 

and interacting with other NBI member states, are carried out with a unilateral agenda. For the 

most part, Egypt’s participation in NBI operations can be interpreted as a means to merely 

decrease the amount of scrutiny the World Bank, the NBI, and other Nile states give it about its 

Nile consumption. Progress towards establishing a sustainable and cooperative Nile management 
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framework is thus much harder if one of the main powers in the basin refuses to commit entirely 

to the institution responsible for creating this permanent framework. 

Due to such behavior it is apparent that Egypt’s investment in the NBI’s operations is 

minimal and only done with its unilateral needs in mind. Egypt’s attitude is unfortunate as it is 

twisting the NBI’s multilateralism for its own gain. This thus makes it harder for the institution 

to achieve the multi-lateral goals it has made for the basin states. Considering how the NBI’s 

Shared Vision is an attempt to make Nile development and usage opportunities available to other 

states besides Egypt, the cooperative efforts should be limiting Egypt’s hegemony. Because the 

NBI continues to uphold the conditions of older treaties and strongly adheres to World Bank 

policies like OP7.5, Egypt has the means to protect its interests from within the NBI itself. 

Instead of this position encouraging Egypt to be open to allowing the other Nile states to have a 

share of the Nile’s benefits, the NBI has become another avenue in which Egypt can influence 

and control its upstream neighbors. The NBI’s multilateral agenda has been co-opted so that 

much of its resources and energy is spent in a way that does not directly conflict with Egypt’s 

interests on the Nile. The multilateral agenda and management of the NBI is in some ways being 

used to protect and shield the unilateral interests and actions of Egypt. In this regard, the old 

status quo that Egypt benefitted from and oppressed the upstream states still exists only now the 

NBI is inadvertently protecting it. Therefore because of Egypt’s activities it is much more 

unlikely that a new Nile management framework can be established by the NBI in the future. In 

regards to OP7.5, it is clear that allowing Egypt to have the chance to use the policy is currently 

one of the biggest detriments to the NBI’s success. 

From this analysis of the Egyptian case study, it’s easy to understand the NBI’s current 

rate of progress, or lack thereof. Given that much of Egypt’s ability to now use the NBI as a legal 
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and acceptable means of pushing for their own unilateral Nile interests comes from the NBI 

itself, the NBI is therefore preventing any progress regarding Egypt’s attitude and actions. Had 

the organization decided not to incorporate the World Bank’s OP7.5 policy as a central tenet of 

its agenda, Egypt would have lacked a significant tool to block upstream NBI projects.  In this 

regard, allowing the World Bank to design and contribute a policy that would be key to the NBI 

ended up hurting the organization’s chances of getting Egypt to commit to the multilateralism 

goal of the organization. Even if the OP7.5 was created with the best interest of all international 

river users in mind, its implementation in the Nile Basin reveals that such a policy could harm 

the delicate relationships of the basin states by giving Egypt an official policy it can use solely 

for its own gain. 

Due in part to the World Bank’s ignorance of specific Nile Basin issues and its insistence 

that the NBI should follow its one-size-fits all style polices, it’s clear that a non-basin entity can 

do a significant amount damage to Nile development. As seen with how Egypt has exploited the 

World Bank’s contributions, this third party presence ends up hurting the NBI in unexpected 

ways. This is unfortunate as the World Bank did help the NBI in some aspects of its operations 

such as how it coerced Egypt to become an NBI member by withholding loans to the country. 

Whether this coercion was ultimately worth it is unclear as Egyptian activities may hurt the 

progress of the NBI, the World Bank’s primary representative in the basin. 

Ethiopia 

 While Egypt may be the hegemonic and political power in the Nile Basin, Ethiopia 

surprisingly is just as powerful if physical geography is considered. Ethiopia’s physical power 

comes as a result of how its climate patterns means it has significant rainfall, which ultimately 

provides 86% of the Nile’s water, thus making it the main water supplier to all downstream users 
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(Elnur, 53). This is especially true for Egypt as 95% of all the water Egypt consumes originates 

from insides Ethiopia’s borders, especially during the Basin’s flood season (Swain 2002, 295). 

Due in part to how Ethiopia supplies their freshwater, many nations express concern for the 

consequences of Ethiopia beginning to divert more of the Nile for its own use (Mohamoda, 18). 

At the same time though, scholars and several of these Nile users acknowledge that Ethiopia 

developing its Nile capabilities may help the basin in other ways, particularly by building 

construction hydro-electric facilities in its highlands which could help power the entire basin 

(Cascao 2009, 253). These proponents are thereby pushing for Ethiopia to be a major component 

of benefit sharing strategies in the basin. 

 As seen in the decades before the establishment of the NBI however, Ethiopia was 

prevented from utilizing its Nile capabilities for its own needs. For unlike most of the Nile states, 

Ethiopia never was a colony of a European super power, so it never had the external support 

these nations had when developing their own Nile infrastructure and capabilities (Cascao 2011, 

37). Therefore, while other Nile states were able to receive colonial support and were included in 

the Nile treaties created by these colonial powers
13

, Ethiopia was unable to develop the policies 

or necessary knowledge of riparian infrastructure to increase its capabilities (Cascao 2008, 17). 

Without these resources, when the country was wracked with political instability and droughts in 

the mid to late 20
th

 century, Ethiopia was ill-prepared to begin to exploit the Nile to recover 

(Cascao 2008, 17-18). To this day, Ethiopia has had a population boom that rivals Egypt’s, yet 

the traditional rain-based agriculture it still relies on faces constant shortfalls, thus contributing to 

ongoing starvation rates (Elnur, 68; Swain 2008, 206).  

                                                           
13

 Although in one 1925 Italian-British treaty, in exchange for railroad rights in the Nile Basin, Italy agreed to build 

a dam for Britain to support Egypt’s water supply, doing so without Ethiopia’s knowledge or consent (Ferede, 61) 
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 Having eventually stabilized following the 1991 election of Meles Zenawi, Ethiopia has 

sought to achieve its economic and agricultural potential by utilizing the Nile’s waters to the 

fullest (Cascao 2009, 254; Foulds, 77). Ethiopia hopes to do so through increasing its production 

of hydroelectric power but and by irrigating more of its farmland (Swain 2008, 206)
14

. But due in 

part to how experts’ projections state that if Ethiopia developed half of all its irrigable land there 

would be a 15% drop in the amount of Nile water entering Egypt, Egypt has done all it can to 

block this development (Swain 2002, 301). This includes the heavy enforcement of the 1959 

treaty and using its influence with donors like the African Development Bank to depict Ethiopia 

as either too unstable or its Nile development unnecessary and thereby costly (Swain 2002, 298). 

Because of interference like this, Ethiopia’s development has stalled, leading the country to beg 

for food from foreign donors, something that is difficult to do as, unlike Nile states like Sudan 

with its oil, Ethiopia does not have a natural resource it can trade for foreign assistance (Swain 

2008, 207). The Nile, which Egypt has gone out of its way to prevent Ethiopia from utilizing, is 

the only real resource Ethiopia has access to.  

 Considering its background with the Nile, Ethiopia is the ideal sort of Nile state the NBI 

wishes to improve the livelihood of. While Ethiopia’s physical location on the Nile River adds to 

its asymmetrical influence on downstream users, Egypt’s political influence has prevented 

Ethiopia from developing to the point where it can be able to benefit from the Nile River like 

Egypt has. With the growth of its economy and Nile capabilities halted, Ethiopia can’t use its 

only riparian advantage and has thus became the relatively weak power it is today. As such, the 

creation of the NBI was truly in its best interests as the organization represented a means for the 

                                                           
14

 The Nile Basin currently has 3,637,000 hectares of farmland that can be irrigated by the Nile, yet only 190,000 of 

them are developed enough to do so (Swain 2002, 300). As of 2008, Ethiopia can only access 11% of its potential 

irrigation capabilities (Swain 2008, 206-207). 
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status quo to change enough to allow Ethiopia to finally help itself via its Nile development. As 

important as the NBI is to Ethiopia’s chances to helping itself via its Nile use, the NBI remains a 

cooperative effort to instill multilateral values within the basin. Given Ethiopia’s asymmetrical 

edge regarding its geographical advantages, the NBI has the additional task of making sure 

Ethiopia unilateral growth is balanced out by the benefits received by other Nile states. 

Regarding its ability to help Ethiopia, the NBI must strike a fine line between ensuring Ethiopia 

has the freedom to perform whatever riparian development it has to facilitate growth and making 

sure Ethiopia follows the multilateral and cooperative basin agenda. 

 Much like Egypt before it, the World Bank played a significant role in getting Ethiopia to 

join and subsequently cooperate with the NBI (Foulds, 85). This is due in part to how much of 

the Ethiopian government’s operational funds are derived from World Bank loans they receive 

(Foulds, 85). Considering the source of its budget, the Ethiopian government has been directed 

towards projects that the World Bank deems either necessary or appropriate, amongst which is 

making the NBI the guiding force for all of Ethiopia’s Nile actions (Foulds, 85)
15

. Even with the 

direction and influence of the World Bank, however, Ethiopia was not keen to commit to the 

NBI at first (Cascao 2011, 44). This was because of Ethiopian officials’ concerns that the NBI 

would just be a repeat of previous attempts of basin-wide management (Mekonnen, 427). These 

earlier endeavors had disappointed Ethiopia because they either were slightly changing the status 

quo or they focused more on the technical aspects of Nile infrastructure (Cascao 2011, 44; 

Mekonnen, 427)
16

. Due in part to its concerns, Ethiopia was adamant during the NBI’s planning 
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 Besides indirectly controlling Ethiopia’s Nile operations through the NBI, the World Bank also has a direct 

supervising role for other Ethiopian water projects, including those related to Lake Tana and the Ethiopian-Sudanese 

Hydropower Interconnector plan (Cascao 2011,  37) 
16

 An example of such earlier basin-wide initiatives Ethiopia had been disappointed with was Undugu and 

TECCONILE  (The Technical Co-operation Committee for the Promotion of the Development and Environmental 
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stages that it would only participate in multilateral projects if the organization took the steps to 

create a Nile agreement that that was more inclusive of Ethiopia’s needs (Cascao 2011, 44). 

Once the NBI architects agreed to have one of the institutions’ responsibilities be drafting an all-

inclusive riparian management framework, NBCFA, in 1997, Ethiopia came on board to the NBI 

planning process (Cascao 2011, 44). 

 Through this promise to Ethiopia then, it is clear that the NBI does know how to be 

flexible in its mission goals, thereby providing the necessary incentive to get Ethiopia’s 

cooperation with the NBI agenda. In displaying this flexibility, one of the NBI’s strengths 

becomes apparent, as the organization is supposedly able to adjust its operational needs to ensure 

those that need its services can do so. In doing this then, the NBI put Ethiopia on the course that 

would allow it to finally have full access to the benefits its geography and position on the Nile 

naturally afford it. At the same time however, being so accommodating to Ethiopia on what the 

NBI should focus on sets a precedent on how Ethiopia is treated. Over time, this precedent would 

allow Ethiopia to assume it should deserve special treatment, making it ask for further demands 

that ultimately undermine the NBI’s attempts to balance the needs of every Nile state. 

 In examining what Ethiopia has gained from the decision to participate in the NBI’s 

agenda, the NBI has begun to deliver on its promises to improve Ethiopia’s ability to finally use 

the Nile for the country’s gain. While the NBI has not been able to pursue larger infrastructure 

projects just yet, it has been able to begin work on several small and medium sized projects 

including ones that directly benefit Ethiopia (Cascao 2011, 45). Regarding specific Ethiopian 

projects, the NBI and World Bank have been allowed to examine the projects that Ethiopia had 

independently drafted prior to the start of the NBI. By providing Ethiopian experts with the third 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Protection of the Nile Basin), a technical coordination effort Ethiopia couldn’t add or gain much from because of its 

lack of technical capabilities (Mekonnen, 427).   
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party assistance, the country was able to increase its riparian knowledge and understand which of 

its projects were too inefficient to justify and what alternatives they should instead pursue (Elnur, 

69)
17

. In terms of non-infrastructural progress, the NBI had managed to pave the way for 

Ethiopia to expand its influence over basin policy and development. For as Ethiopian dam and 

water storage capacity increases
18

, these infrastructural improvements have been cited by 

downstream Sudanese and Egyptian water experts as what has forced them to consider 

implementing new and larger efficiency reforms on water conservation to accommodate for the 

tip in Nile flow (Elnur, 71). Beyond the Nile Basin, Ethiopia’s increased riparian capabilities has 

given it influence over non-basin actors besides the World Bank. For as the countries Nile usage 

increases, so does the economic aspects that needed the Nile to get stronger, improving the 

Ethiopian economy enough to attract foreign investment, which has subsequently increased in 

recent years (Swain 2002, 299).  

 Through such gains, it becomes clear that Ethiopia is starting to become one of the Nile 

users that the NBI was founded to support. In this regard however, Ethiopia’s behavior and 

actions during the NBI’s operational lifespan can be interpreted as not being fully appreciative of 

the NBI’s commitment to improving Ethiopia’s access and use of the Nile.  While most 

Ethiopians do support the idea of multi-lateral and basin-wide cooperation on projects, they are 

not as passionate about the NBI itself (Mohamoda, 26). Given how the NBI has been keeping the 

earlier treaties in place during the 15 years it has been trying to formulate, Ethiopia believes the 

NBI is not promoting equal access to the Nile’s benefits like it is supposed to (Foulds, 81). As 

these treaties promoted Egypt’s and Sudan’s absolute sovereignty over the Nile, Ethiopia 
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 One example of World Bank and NBI recommendations Ethiopia is pursuing is instead of constructing one 

massive hydroelectric dam across the Nile, Ethiopia should instead build up to a hundred micro-sized dams on the 

various Nile tributaries (Elnur, 69). 
18

 Prior to the NBI’s influence, Ethiopia’s storage capacity was one of the smallest in the basin, 3.5 bcm, but has 

begun to climb (Cascao 2011, 27).  
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naturally had concerns over the type of rights the NBI was willing to afford to other states (El 

Fadel, 110; Foulds,81). As an extension of such attitude, Ethiopia believed that the NBI’s 

insistence of granting equal rights to the Nile’s water provides should only go so far as it’s really 

Ethiopia’s only natural and economic resource (Foulds, 77; Swain 2008, 207). To that end then, 

a good percentage of Ethiopians view the NBI as merely a tool it can use to secure projects, 

donors, and influence within the basin (Cascao 2008, 24). 

 As a result of the Ethiopian attitudes towards the NBI, Ethiopia has inadvertently made 

the institution’s work within the country’s borders much more difficult. One manner in which 

Ethiopians are undermining the effectiveness of NBI operations in the country is its treatment of 

riparian Non-Government Organizations (NGOs). To NBI proponents, NGOs are considered 

important tools for managing and developing the basin as they bring resources and knowledge 

that NBI and local planners lack (Foulds, 87). Due in part to their usefulness, the NBI has 

factored NGOs into their Nile operations and counts their ongoing presence and participation as 

important for balancing all the riparian asymmetries in the basin (Foulds, 86). But as an 

important part on this NBI tenet is that the NGO’s have to work with the governments of NBI 

members, Ethiopia has subverted the NBI’s intentions with using the NGOs. During the NBI’s 

existence, the Ethiopian government has only worked with one NGO
19

 on Nile management, and 

only because of the NGO’s personal ties to the government (Foulds,88). As for all the other 

NGOs, both domestic and international, the Ethiopia government has rejected their offers of 

assistance with NBI operations (Foulds, 91). This rejection has two consequences: first, it 

discourages NGOs from getting involved with further NBI activities in the entire basin, and 

secondly it denies the country and the NBI access to needed resources and knowledge sets 
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 Inter-Africa Group (IAG) (Foulds, 88). 
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(Foulds, 91). In allowing member states like Ethiopia the independence to determine the level of 

NGO participation on Nile projects then, the NBI inadvertently cut itself off from a tool it 

considers necessary for managing the Nile and balancing existing riparian asymmetries.        

 Besides the NGO issue, Ethiopia has made matters difficult for the NBI by not 

committing to the organization’s standard for members to not pursue its Nile goals unilaterally. 

For several years now, Ethiopia has been exploring unilateral plans as its economic and riparian 

gains drew the interests of a number of donors and riparian engineering firms from various 

countries, including basin newcomer China (Cascao 2011, 36). Initially drawn by Sudanese oil 

opportunities, Chinese advocates recognized the Nile’s greater economic potential and 

subsequently became very involved in basin politics (Cascao 2011, 36). Due in part to how 

Ethiopia’s Nile water has the ability to drive economic growth throughout the basin, China is 

particularly interested in helping Ethiopia developing strong riparian infrastructure primarily for 

Ethiopia’s own use (Cascao 2011, 37). Offers from these Chinese firms are exceptionally 

valuable in the basin due to the firms’ work being exceptionally fast and efficiently done and 

how the firms are not legally obligated by NBI regulations to notify for or consult with 

downstream nations on the projects (Cascao 2009, 261). With each completed project, Chinese 

riparian firms gain more influence within the basin as they appear to be a much more effective 

means for countries to achieve their riparian potential (Cascao 2009, 261). Ultimately however 

this influence and success rate harms the NBI because the NBI and its multi-lateral agenda 

appears slower, costlier, and tied up in efforts to balance every members’ needs to be considered 

truly effective, thus driving away possible support (Cascao 2009, 262)   

Regardless of the negative impacts it may have on the NBI process, Ethiopia has been 

ecstatic about opportunities to work with Chinese firms, with two projects underway and plans 
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for more being drafted (Cascao 2011, 37). Considering its interest in receiving assistance from 

both the NBI and China, Ethiopia’s strategy for the Nile can be interpreted as an effort to pursue 

both paths of the development process. By pursuing the benefits of both unilateralism though 

Chinese investment and multilateralism with the NBI’s assistance, Ethiopia can ensure it is not 

restrained by the limitations of either mode of riparian development. Unfortunately by doing so 

Ethiopia gives off the impression that the NBI’s multilateralism is only moderately effective, 

inadvertently driving down support for the organization and thus risking the multilateral benefits 

the entire basin is supposed to receive. 

Given how Ethiopia’s actions through its Nile plans have begun to directly conflict with 

the standards the NBI has created for ideal management of the Nile basin, one would assume that 

the NBI would take the steps to punish Ethiopia for these infractions. Such steps would be seen 

as imperative for an organization such as the NBI, because without some measure of enforcing 

complacency and punishing those who put the basin cooperation at risk. Unfortunately in its 

current form, the NBI lacks the means to hold Ethiopia accountable and therefore control 

Ethiopia. This is because the representatives that the NBI asks members to send usually are low-

to-mid ranking water policy bureaucrats who lack any real political power within their own 

governments (Swain 2008, 212). Due in part to their low ranking, these representatives do not 

have the influence or position to tell their countries to follow the regulations and activities the 

NBI wants them to (Swain 2008, 212). Likewise, if the NBI is displeased with the Ethiopia’s 

unilateral project, unfortunately the only representatives it can hold accountable are those who 

don’t make and set the policies (Swain 2008, 212). Even if the NBI was to try and hold the 

nation accountable through a means besides the representatives, in Ethiopia’s case this might not 

amount to anything because of Ethiopia’s connections to the World Bank. For as important as the 
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NBI’s success is to the World Bank, the amount of money and resources the Bank has invested 

into the Ethiopian government to help with Ethiopia’ economic success means that it is willing to 

accept any gains in Ethiopia’s Nile development regardless of the means (Cascao 2011, 38). 

Because of this, it is unlikely that the World Bank would be significantly upset if Ethiopia 

pursues unilateral projects. Considering how it has no real way to hold Ethiopian leaders 

accountable to the promises of the less powerful representatives and also how its primary 

financial backer would support Ethiopia’s endeavor regardless, the NBI lacks a real way to 

punish Ethiopia for its unilateral Nile activities.  

 In examining Ethiopia’s activities following the NBI’s creation, it is clear that for the 

most part the NBI has made some progress in one of the tasks (helping undeveloped Nile states) 

it set out to do. While the organization may have begun to balance the political asymmetries of 

the basin, however, it has given Ethiopia the tools to begin to throw that balance off and cause 

new problems for the NBI. For in serving as Ethiopia’s shield against outside interference, the 

NBI allowed Ethiopia to start to grow stronger as a Nile country to the point where it can 

combine its geographical advantages with a growing economic power. Such a combination may 

end up make things harder for downstream users, as its diverting of Nile water for its own use 

may end up decreasing the amount available for downstream use. Besides this, Ethiopia’s 

unilateral plan for its Nile development poses a risk for the NBI’s planned management 

framework. For in taking a supposed quick and easy route through partnering with China, 

Ethiopia gives off the impression that it does not have complete faith in the NBI. To an outside 

observer, this lack of faith could be interpreted as an indication that Ethiopia, a country that the 

NBI was created to assist, is giving a vote of no confidence in the NBI. Such a vote of 
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displeasure could then cause a ripple effect among other NBI members and donors, causing them 

to similarly pull their support from the organization.   

(Find a place to put this) Much like with its attitude to the 1959 Nile Treaty before the NBI was 

created
20

, Ethiopia appears to be rejecting any attempt to impose basin-wide regulations on 

countries’ Nile use, even benevolent efforts like the NBI (Swain 2002, 298)  

Comparisons and Contrasts  

 Having examined both Egypt and Ethiopia within the context of NBI operations 

individually, it is important to compare and contrast their interests in the Nile and their projects 

in the context of their relationship with the NBI. By doing so it becomes clear that despite the 

differences caused by their own opinions as to how the Nile should be used by themselves and 

other Nile states, so measure of similarities may before. Regardless of any similarities or 

differences, by examining both of these countries it becomes clear that collectively their own 

self-interests have played a large role in slowing the NBI’s progress.  By slowing the NBI’s 

progress towards establishing a permanent and inclusive Nile management framework, these two 

NBI members have made it difficult for the NBI to easily balance these two self-interests. This 

comparison and contrasts can be seen in Figure 2.  

 

 

Figure 2. Comparisons between Egypt and Ethiopia 

Category Egypt Ethiopia 

                                                           
20

 While initially upset because they believed the Treaty considered them irrelevant to the question of Nile 

management, in subsequent decades lawmakers began to interpret the country’s exclusion as an indication they were 

not bound by it so they were in their right to develop on the Nile if they ever acquired the resources to do so (Elnur, 

67; Ferede, 64) 
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Position on the 

Nile 

Downstream of primary Nile sources Upstream. Considered to be one 

of the primary sources of the 

Nile 

Nile’s 

Importance to 

Country 

High, primary source of freshwater for its 

growing population 

High, other freshwater sources 

exist within borders but Nile is 

key for meeting growing 

population’s needs and 

economic well being 

Unique 

Asymmetrical 

Advantage  

Political and economic influence through past 

treaties allows it to use influence on international 

donors and African continental governing bodies 

to block upstream projects it opposes 

Geographical and riparian 

influence due to possessing one 

of the main Nile tributaries, the 

Blue Nile, thereby having direct 

control of the amount of water 

flowing into downstream 

countries 

Benefits from 

older Nile 

agreements 

One of primary beneficiaries, becoming the 

Nile’s hegemonic power as a result. 

Ignored by early treaties. If 

wishes to develop Nile 

capabilities, must get Egypt’s 

and Sudan’s permission 

Primary Non-

NBI Third 

Partner 

The World Bank The World Bank, China 

Benefits 

Country 

would like to 

get from the 

NBI 

Ability to vote on upstream riparian projects, 

build relationship with upstream actors so they 

can influence them, avoid negative image from 

old hegemonic role, temporary continuation of 

old treaty conditions 

Gives it official permission to 

develop riparian capabilities, 

receives funds for projects, 

increases general water and 

riparian knowledge, ongoing 

negotiations for new permanent 

and inclusive management 

agreement 

What it could 

provide to the 

NBI 

Can use its international influence to gain 

donors’ assistance and can personally provide 

underdeveloped NBI members with riparian 

experts and knowledge 

Ideal geographical conditions 

within its borders provides 

excellent location for riparian 

infrastructure that can provide 

beneficially services for several 

NBI members 

Manner in 

which they are 

not following 

NBI agenda 

Continues to pursue water-intensive and 

unilateral Nile projects, refuses to approve any 

frameworks that disregard earlier treaties 

Uses NBI multilateralism and 

cooperative projects while 

pursuing unilateral projects with 

Chinese assistance 
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By examining both Egypt and Ethiopia, I have a better sense of how individual NBI 

members affect the NBI’s progress. In doing so I can determine how these nations can tip the 

balance of the riparian relationships towards either the NBI’s success or failure. As both case 

studies have shown, the NBI was able to secure their participation in NBI projects and by doing 

so, showed these nations the benefits the NBI’s management can provide to their Nile 

development. Unfortunately, this participation has not stopped either Egypt or Ethiopia from 

continuing their unilateral activities, which has harmful repercussions on the basin’s diplomatic 

relations and the river’s environmental wellbeing. As both countries are among the river’s 

biggest users and are likewise the most influential in the basin, their unilateral self-interests 

could end up significantly damaging the basin’s wellbeing. Through this examination, it is clear 

that the NBI’s attempts at balancing its member states’ self-interests to prevent them from 

asymmetrically benefiting from the Nile are not meeting the expectations NBI proponents had. 

While the NBI has not failed entirely, the fact that it is not one hundred percent successful has 

the potential to be problematic for it in the future. Considering these findings, this final section 

will deal with using the research from the case study examinations to evaluate the hypotheses I 

presented in the Introduction. Although these hypothesis may or may not be true in the context of 

the Nile Basin, they are not indicative of other international river basins. I will likewise consider 

the actions of both countries in the context of my success and failure matrices in order to 

determine if the NBI is presently successful or not. 

First Hypothesis 

 The first hypothesis I had was that if a river management institution focuses on a specific 

sub-basin region instead of the entire basin, like the NBI has, it is more likely to succeed. After 

examining the Egyptian and Ethiopian case studies, I conclude that this hypothesis holds true. 
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While this hypothesis does not seem to be initially connected to the Egyptian and Ethiopian 

research, there are instances in which the NBI’s lack of multilateral or cooperative progress in 

these countries were influenced by the NBI’s geographical focus.  

For instance, Ethiopia felt the need to pursue its own personal agenda due to the notion 

that the NBI’s projects were implemented too slowly to meet the country’s needs. This less-than-

optimal pace is attributed to not only the slow bureaucratic processes the NBI was bound to but 

because the institution had to ration its energy and resources throughout the basin. Keeping a 

regional focus at the forefront of the institution’s agenda thus lessened the NBI’s appeal for 

Ethiopia, who desperately needs immediate assistance to stabilize its economy and meet the 

water needs of its population. Such a dire need makes the Ethiopian decision to pursue Chinese-

funded riparian projects, which were cheaper and finished quicker understandable.  

Unfortunately, by favoring Chinese projects due to their efficiency and speed, Ethiopia 

sends the message that it is not confident about the NBI or its regionally-focused projects. In 

addition, Ethiopia’s use of Chinese-sponsored projects harms downstream users like Egypt 

because the Chinese disregard for keeping other nations informed of their client’s projects 

removes the accountability the NBI requires its members to have with one another. By 

preventing other countries from having a say in its unilateral projects, Ethiopia becomes 

untrustworthy in these nations’ eyes thus supposedly justifying Egypt’s fears that Ethiopia’s 

development and consumption will end up harming its own Nile use. The Ethiopian case study 

gives a clear idea that while member states initially accept the concept of multilateral, basin-wide 

river management, when these states have to deal with the logistical realities of such a large 

endeavor they are not as supportive of the institution. As a result, these and seek quick and easy 
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solutions. Therefore, the NBI’s geographical focus then inadvertently harms itself by making 

countries like Ethiopia use riparian methods tend to increase other country’s distrust for it.   

 Regarding Egypt, the NBI faces an entirely different type of problem relating to its basin-

wide focus. Specifically, the institution’s basin-spanning focus gives Egypt the means to 

influence other Nile states’ riparian activities. This is particularly ironic considering that the NBI 

was created to transition the Nile Basin away from the status quo created from the 1929 and 

1959 treaties that almost solely benefitted Egypt. Regardless of the NBI’s intent however, 

making OP7.5 a central component of the NBI gives Egypt a legally acceptable method of 

continuing the country’s old hegemonic domination even as the old status quo it benefited from 

was nullified. As clearly specified in OP7.5, a downstream nation like Egypt is legally allowed to 

have a say in any upstream riparian projects that affects its well-being. Due to this, if the 

downstream user is opposed to the upstream project, because it either does not directly benefit or 

it threatens its own water consumption, the project has to be halted.  

As shown with the examination of Egypt, Egypt clearly intends to use OP7.5 to the 

fullest extent in all of its Nile interactions from now on. While the existence of a regulation such 

as OP7.5 is essential to equal and productive to a system of multilateral river usage, Egypt’s use 

of this policy is not necessarily a good thing. Instead, OP7.5 has become Egypt’s most effective 

tool for protecting itself from supposed threats upriver development and infrastructure projects. 

With the NBI’s focus and jurisdiction covering the entire basin then, Egypt essentially has a say 

in every upstream nations’ decision about how they could use the river, thus giving it even more 

of an asymmetrical advantage over other NBI members. 

 Considering how Ethiopia’s unilateral projects and Egypt’s strategy to use 

multilateralism to protect its influence in the basin are derived from the NBI’s basin-wide plan, 
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the NBI’s geographical focus has evidently had unexpected and negative repercussions. Due in 

part to the extremes to which these two countries have taken the NBI’s geographical reach, the 

decision to have the NBI manage the entire basin instead of a smaller sub-region has become an 

obstacle to its success. At the same time, however, I cannot say for certain that had the NBI 

decided to have a smaller regional focus, like the Mekong River Commission, it would not still 

be experiencing these problems.  

If these Egyptian and Ethiopian problems had appeared in a NBI that managed a smaller 

section of the basin, the institution’s smaller scale would have at least allowed it to have an 

easier time grasping these problems. A smaller, sub-regional focus on the region of Egypt, 

Sudan, and Ethiopia would mean that the NBI could concentrate its energy in a much more 

strategic manner, allowing its projects to be efficient and faster. This would result in Ethiopia 

getting the attention it feels it needs, lessening the temptation to use Chinese offers over the 

NBI’s as both offers have a closer rate of project completion. Likewise, with a smaller reach in 

terms of sovereignty and influence, the NBI would not be an effective tool for Egypt to control 

upstream states in the new basin status quo. For with less NBI member states, there would have 

been less upstream projects the NBI could regulate. As such, this would limit the amount of 

projects Egypt could vote against with OP7.5, a controversial but legitimate form of riparian 

bureaucracy. Thus, while the problems Ethiopia and Egypt pose to the NBI’s progress might still 

occur, had the NBI had a smaller, sub-basin regional focus, these problems would have been of a 

much smaller magnitude. In its current size and extent however, the NBI’s basin wide logistical 

focus just creates too many problems for it from individual member states to become more 

effective. Because of the case studies findings then, I believe that my first hypothesis is justified 

and correct.  
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Second Hypothesis 

  My second hypothesis is that if an international riparian institution cannot provide 

participating states with the incentive to participate in multilateral projects, and also provide 

disincentives for these nations to not unilaterally develop their riparian capabilities, then the 

institution will be less effective
21

. Regarding this hypothesis, my case study analysis leads me to 

believe that the hypothesis is partly true. While the NBI has been effective in terms of 

incentivizing Nile states to become NBI members, that is the extent of its effectiveness. As a 

result, the NBI only fulfills one of the requirements presented in the second hypothesis.   

 Regarding the incentive to participate in NBI activities, Egypt provides the best example 

of how the NBI has at least been somewhat effective. The fact that the NBI got Egypt to 

participate is noteworthy as the NBI was founded in part to dismantle the status quo Egypt had 

long benefitted from. While not the NBI exactly, the fact that the NBI did eventually get Egypt 

to join through the World Bank’s coercive method of withholding necessary loans is significant. 

By taking advantage of the World Bank’s actions, Egypt’s submission indicates that the NBI 

leaders possess some political ingenuity that allowed the NBI to use its connections to ensure the 

participation of difficult nations. Through such a strategic use of its World Bank connection, the 

NBI indirectly put Egypt into a precarious situation where joining the NBI provided a measure of 

relief that financially weakened Egypt needed. Through its political connections and a creative 

use of coercion, the NBI provided a very strong incentive for Egypt to become a NBI member 

state. In this regard, the NBI meets the incentive requirement stated in my second hypothesis.   

                                                           
21

 In the context of the hypothesis, I consider an incentive to be any form of benefit (financial, political, etc) that the 

institution can offer to members to justify and reward them for joining the institution and accepting its management 

style. Likewise a disincentive is anything that the institution can threaten a member with if that member begins to 

act in a manner that contradicts or harms the institution’s agenda. 
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 Unfortunately as indicated from the rest of the examination of Egypt and Ethiopia, the 

NBI manages to not meet the other expectations of my second hypothesis. While providing 

incentive to join up with the NBI is important, both countries illustrate how membership and 

participation in NBI operations mean relatively little if these states do not adhere to the 

institution’s restrictions on unilateral activities. Ethiopia most noticeably illustrates this with its 

ongoing relationship with China on its unilateral Nile infrastructure. What makes Ethiopia’s 

pursuit of Chinese services even more problematic for the NBI is that it remains an NBI member 

but is still taking advantage of another source of resources and funds it could use for its Nile 

agenda. The fact that Ethiopia is allowed to get away with utilizing both types of riparian 

development styles without consequence is particularly troublesome. This is troubling as the 

NBI’s lack of real, effective, reprisals towards a politically weak nation could be interpreted by 

stronger nations to mean that the NBI lacks enforcement tools. Egypt’s activities could be 

interpreted as exploiting the NBI’s lack of punishment for member states.  

 Although not as obvious as Ethiopia’s Chinese-assisted unilateral focus, Egypt’s NBI 

related activities also count as an example where the NBI lacks the ability to enforce its policy of 

blocking member states’ unilateral Nile development. Egypt’s unilateral Nile activities comes in 

the form of using the NBI’s and the World Bank’s OP7.5 to gain a significant say in all NBI 

projects. Because of this regulation, Egypt continued its unilateral tendencies under the guise of 

participating in the institution’s multilateralism-focused cooperation. Considering its strategic 

use of OP7.5, Egypt made it much harder for the NBI to punish Egypt for its unilateral agenda. 

For while Ethiopia pursued its Nile plans in a very noticeable fashion that would have received a 

reprimand, Egypt was implementing its plans from within the NBI itself. Moreover, Egypt was 

doing so with the NBI’s own resources in the manner in which they were intended to be used. 
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Thus, if the NBI could not confront Ethiopia over its direct and noticeable disregard for the 

NBI’s ban on unilateral Nile development, then presumably Egypt has had little difficulty getting 

away with its unilateral agenda with OP7.5. 

 Considering that the only means the NBI has provide itself a way to hold its members 

accountable has been each nations’ representative at the organization’s decision-making 

meetings, it comes as no surprise then that these nations have gotten away with their unilateral 

activities for so long. It thus makes sense to say that the second hypothesis regarding incentives 

and disincentives influencing the institution’s overall effectiveness is mostly true. It is clear that 

the NBI possesses creative means to get uncooperative Nile users to participate and commit to 

basin-wide cooperation and multilateral river development. In this regard I consider the NBI to 

be an effective riparian management institution.  

Unfortunately however, Egypt’s and Ethiopia’s commitment to the Nile Basin Initiative 

is shown to be nothing more than rhetorical claim that they will commit. True commitment to the 

NBI’s Shared Vision has to come from a willingness to sacrifice the benefits of unilateral 

development which unfortunately neither country has demonstrated a willingness to do so. In 

turn, the NBI’s inability to actually hold countries accountable whenever they break the NBI’s 

moratorium on unilateral Nile development makes the institution appear weak. Appearing weak 

makes it unlikely that the NBI will be considered a viable form of riparian management, thereby 

driving away potential supporters and donors. Likewise, current NBI members will believe that 

they can get away with any infractions of NBI regulations their river activities might count as. 

By proving the second hypothesis true, it is clear how problematic it is if an institution like the 

NBI cannot back up its authority and promises without the means to punish members when they 

break its regulations.    
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Third Hypothesis  

 My third and final hypothesis going is that the presence of international and non-basin 

third parties does not actually help the riparian management institution succeed in its tasks. 

Following this examination, I firmly believe that this hypothesis has been proven true based on 

the examination of the Egyptian and Ethiopian cases studies. This is most apparent with the 

World Bank’s ongoing presence in the NBI. 

 Regarding the World Bank’s influence on the NBI and the basin’s riparian development, 

I do acknowledge that the World Bank has played a part in ensuring that Nile states’ gradual 

acceptance of multilateral and cooperative Nile development. As shown through the thesis 

research, the World Bank’s most evident and positive contribution to the NBI is that it helped the 

nations to design the Nile’s first basin-wide initiative that emphasized cooperative development. 

These actions suggest that the World Bank believes that it has basin residents’ best interests in 

mind and is willing to devote time and resources to ensure that these interests are fulfilled. In 

addition, the fact that its decision to withhold loans to Egypt was used as the means to finally 

convince Egypt to become a NBI member indicates that its influence is a valuable coercion tool 

the NBI can use. While the World Bank can be praised for these contributions to the NBI and the 

multilateral development of the Nile, the case study unfortunately suggests that the Bank and 

other third parties are a significant detriment to effective Nile management. 

 In terms of how the actions’ of non-basin third parties are a hindrance to the NBI’s task 

of managing development of the Nile and balancing each Nile states’ self-interests a lot can be 

attributed to the presence of both the World Bank and Chinese contractors. World Bank policies, 

like OP7.5, are especially detrimental to the NBI as they are among the NBI’s primary 

operational guidelines. As one of the NBI’s architects and guiding forces, the World Bank 
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represents an internal problem that is holding the institution back. This is particularly apparent 

considering that in trying to move the Nile Basin away from the treaties Egypt used to become 

the basin’s hegemon, the World Bank gave Egypt access to OP7.5. As a result, Egypt had an 

NBI-approved tool that it used to retain some power over upstream Nile states. Considering 

Egypt’s ability to interfere with any multilateralism project it does not approve of, OP7.7 and 

thereby the World Bank, prevents the NBI from completely addressing one of the Nile’s main 

riparian asymmetries, Egypt’s influence. Because of this then, it is apparent that critics’ fears of 

the World Bank entrenching previously existing problems into new power structures is justified 

considering the continuation of Egypt’s asymmetrical advantage. With Egypt’s unfair hegemonic 

control secured by means of the NBI’s multilateral agenda, it is clear that the World Bank’s 

continued presence beyond creating and funding the NBI reverts the basin’s status quo back to 

what it was before the NBI was founded. 

 The World Bank should likewise be accountable to blocking the NBI’s progress in 

Ethiopia. For as a major funder of Ethiopia’s government, the World Bank presumably knows 

the intricate details of the government’s activities. Thus, the World Bank would have known the 

details about Ethiopia’s negotiations with Chinese contractors long before work on Ethiopia’s 

unilateral projects began. Considering that the payment for these projects comes from the 

Ethiopian government, and therefore the World Bank, this indicates that these projects were 

approved because the World Bank allowed the projects to occur. By allowing Ethiopia to use 

China’s assistance in its unilateral development of the Nile, the Bank gave Ethiopia permission 

to break away from the country’s commitment to the NBI and cooperative Nile development. By 

giving Ethiopia permission to do this, the World Bank undermines one of the main Nile Basin 

resources, the NBI. The World Bank’s undermining of the NBI by condoning Ethiopia’s China 
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backed project indicates that in the end the World Bank does not care too much if one of its Nile 

endeavors fails as long as other World Bank endeavors succeed. 

 As for China, its presence in Ethiopia is just as harmful to the NBI’s progress and 

continued success. First, because China is not a basin-entity or a NBI member it is not required 

to adhere to the same infrastructural and developmental standards that NBI members follow 

when developing the Nile. Among such standards is informing downstream users of planned 

infrastructure projects, as well as getting approval for this infrastructure. Because Chinese 

riparian firms do not have to perform either action with its infrastructure projects in Ethiopia, this 

gives the impression that Ethiopia is looking for ways to get around policies like OP7.5. While 

OP7.5 is obviously not the best policy the NBI adheres to, Ethiopia’s general attitude of ignoring 

the rule of informing other NBI states of its Chinese-sponsored infrastructure indicates that 

Ethiopia does not feel the need to be accountable to the other Nile states.  

As a result of no longer feeling the need to be accountable for its riparian development, 

Ethiopia gives China whatever permission it feels it needs to begin work on these projects. 

Because of Ethiopia’s attitude and permission, Chinese contractors start their riparian projects 

without any input from downstream users like Egypt. And as a result of the construction and 

completion of Chinese projects then, Ethiopia is diverting more the Nile’s water, decreasing the 

amount available to downstream countries like Egypt, a consequence Egypt has expressed 

concerns about. By circumventing the NBI’s regulations through Chinese developers then, 

Egypt’s fears about upstream users cutting into the Nile water it desperately needs are justified. 

This will thus make it inevitable that Egypt will not trust Ethiopia in regards to its use of the Nile 

or its presence in the NBI. 



Barrett 69 
 

 Besides encouraging mistrust and a lack of accountability in Ethiopia, China negatively 

affects the NBI by removing the faith that possible supporters have for the NBI. As the 

infrastructure projects these Chinese firms pursue are completed quicker and more efficiently 

than the NBI’s project are, this naturally appeals to Nile states who desperately need to raise the 

quality of their Nile infrastructure in order to meet their own water needs. Because of the 

severity of their needs and the Chinese firms’ effectiveness, other Nile states will feel the need to 

hire these firms to help t with their own unilateral development. But by reaching out to Chinese 

help on their Nile projects however, these Nile states would be following Ethiopia’s example of 

disregarding the promise commitment to the NBI. If these nations were to emulate Ethiopia then, 

it would give further validation to the fact that Chinese firms are supposedly more efficient and 

faster than the NBI. In conjunction, if these nations were to abandon their commitment to NBI 

projects in favor of Chinese ones, this act could be taken as a sign that the Nile states do not have 

faith in the NBI’s ability to improve the conditions within the basin, driving away the NBI’s 

international donors. Without operational funds then, the NBI would lack the means to complete 

its ongoing projects. This would therefore drive more states towards unilateral projects, like the 

Chinese sponsored ones, and make it unlikely that cooperative and multilateral intentions take 

hold of Nile states’ agendas. China’s assisting Ethiopia’s unilateral agenda thus is a negative 

influence on the entire Nile Basin, making it harder for the NBI to get its member states to 

remain committed to the goal of basin-wide cooperation in developing the Nile. 

Results 

 By means of this chapter’s analysis, my three hypotheses have been proven true in the 

context of the Nile Basin Initiative. With the examination of Egypt and Ethiopia complete and 
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the hypotheses proven true, I can provide answers to my thesis’ research questions
22

. I can 

likewise analyze the current action of the NBI, Egypt, and Ethiopia with my success and failure 

matrices to gauge the institution’s overall success. Regarding the first question, I can say that by 

trying to manage the entire Nile basin, the NBI has generated very little collective benefits for all 

of the basin states. Any benefits that have been created have been received by individual Nile 

states who have used the NBI’s resources. Moreover, in using these resources in such a manner, 

these NBI members are making the NBI’s task of developing the basin through cooperative and 

multilateral management harder to accomplish. The challenges the NBI faces then are in part 

generated by the institution’s own management the Nile states. In regards to my second question 

then because of the subsequent challenges presented by ongoing unilateral activities in the basin, 

the NBI has not made much progress in terms of getting its members to facilitate cooperation and 

multilateralism. Based on the conditions set down by my success and failure matrices, the NBI as 

an riparian institution is not seeing the success it should be. Because its management style has 

not generated the results necessary to be considered successful, the answer to my second 

question is that in its current format the NBI is not the most suitable form international riparian 

management that the Nile state’s should be using.  

  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
22

 As a reminder, the research questions are: “What are the benefits and challenges of implementing a basin-
wide management organization like the Nile Basin Initiative to handle international river development? Do such 
benefits and challenges determine whether this type of organization is the most suitable means for 
international riparian cooperation?” 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

  While the creation and operations of the Nile Basin Initiative has moved Nile basin 

relations and riparian development closer to a framework of multilateral and cooperative 

management, the challenges it faces prevents it from becoming the successful riparian institution. 

Rather than fix the asymmetrical power structures that defined the basin’s twentieth-century 

status quo, the NBI has further entrenched previous inequalities that facilitate Nile states’ 

unilateral agendas. Given the lack of progress towards improved riparian management, in many 

ways the NBI’s architects have made the mistakes that Water Interdependence & Cooperation 

scholars warned riparian nations about. For the most part, the NBI’s failings have not increased 

the chances of a water war occurring between the countries of the Nile Basin. Nonetheless, the 

NBI’s institutional and operational weaknesses have increased the diplomatic tensions between 

the Nile states. This thus makes it harder for these countries to have productive negotiations 

about their shared use of the river. Likewise, the actions of non-basin third parties under the 

NBI’s management reveals that their presence and the services they provide makes unilateral 

Nile development easier to conduct, further decreasing the NBI’s multilateral projects’ chances 

of success. By not convincing member states to abandon their unilateral self-interests, the NBI 

cannot ensure the basin’s status quo transitions away from the older, asymmetrical management. 

Presently, I believe that the NBI’s situation is not as severe as scholars believe it to be. However 

the NBI’s failure to fully establish multilateral and cooperative riparian management will mean 

that the new system will not be in place in a time where growing populations and freshwater 

demands could devastate the entire Nile Basin.  

 As dire as the current situation in the Nile basin is however due to the NBI’s 

ineffectiveness, there is still a chance for riparian cooperation among the Nile states to take 
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place. For as seen with smaller, civilian-based efforts, the basin’s citizens have come together to 

talk about what is best for the Nile and its users. The Nile Project for instance is an educational 

and development program that consists of musicians from seven NBI member states (The Nile 

Project). The group recognizes that the Nile and the music the group plays connects their 

countries despite the countries’ differences and disagreements over acceptable Nile usage (The 

Nile Project). The group has subsequently tried and the group tries to capitalize on such 

connections (The Nile Project). By writing and performing music that mixes the basin states’ 

musical styles together, the Nile Project hope to use their talents to create music that audiences 

will love and thereby appreciate the similarities between their countries (The Nile Project). Once 

the group has their audience’s attention, they encourage discussions about how the basin states 

are culturally united and how to use that unity to help develop the Nile (The Nile Project). The 

group likewise uses the money it raises at performances to fund cooperative and multilateral Nile 

development projects and also sponsor scholarships for university students who want to learn 

about riparian management and Nile resource sharing (The Nile Project). Thus far, the Nile 

Project has been successful in encouraging the residents of Nile states to talk with one another 

about their mutual connection to the Nile and think of creative ways that their countries can share 

the river (The Nile Project). 

 As seen with the support and dialogue the Nile Project has created, Nile Basin residents 

are in favor of the nations cooperating with one another to manage and use the Nile. This 

suggests that the NBI’s goal of establishing multilateral and cooperative riparian relationships in 

the Nile Basin could still be accomplished. But by examining Egypt and Ethiopia’s actions since 

the NBI’s inception, one can see there are still plenty of obstacles the NBI and basin residents 

must deal with before a suitable cooperative and multilateral management style can be 
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established. Considering the NBI’s current situation, if the NBI’s leadership truly wants to 

succeed in its mission of creating a cooperative management framework for the Nile Basin, the 

NBI must change its structure and functions. 

 It is necessary to change much of the NBI’s structure because the very features the Nile 

states and the World Bank gave it have contributed to the difficulties it now faces. It is because 

of the NBI’s policies and size that Egypt has the influence to act as a hegemonic power even 

after the NBI was created to make sure does not happen. Likewise, the NBI projects’ reported 

inefficiencies and expensive costs resulted in Ethiopia looking for an alternative form of 

assistance for developing its Nile capabilities and improving its economic wellbeing. This led to 

Ethiopia hiring Chinese riparian firms, an action that is convincing other Nile states that 

unilateral action is the only effective means of development. This action thereby threatens the 

continual support and resources the NBI needs. Both of Egypt’s and Ethiopia’s actions are a 

consequence of the NBI’s operational approach of regulating the whole basin. By significantly 

regulating each Nile state to ensure that their Nile projects met the institution’s multilateral 

standards, and also spending too long debating which projects to pursue, the NBI has isolated 

some of the most influential basin actors whose participation it needs if it wants to succeed.  

Because of this, any progress the NBI has made amounts to nothing if it cannot generate enough 

participation the NBI needs complete its projects and give its members the reward of cooperative 

Nile development benefits. 

If the NBI wants to become a suitable management institution, it has to understand what 

the Nile Basin countries and residents really want for responsible riparian management and 

control. As suggested by scholars, the NBI could improve itself by reworking its structure and 

operations so that it is similar to the Mekong River Commission. However, if the NBI was to 
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change its management style to be like the MRC, the NBI would unfortunately be replacing its 

operational and structural weaknesses that the MRC has. For instance, while shrinking NBI 

operational focus to a smaller section of the basin might help with its projects’ efficiency, the 

NBI would nonetheless prevent itself from having access to excluded nations’ resources. In 

addition, by emulating the MRC’s institutional style the NBI would continue to manage the 

basin’s riparian activities in a highly regulated manner. As seen in the past fifteen years, this 

regulatory management style has inadvertently created more obstacles for the NBI, in addition to 

entrenching the asymmetrical power structures the NBI was supposed to fix. Likewise, this 

management style’s emphasis on regulating states’ riparian actions has shown to be ineffectual in 

the Nile Basin. This is due to how the NBI lacks a proper system for holding states accountable 

and punishing the states that unilaterally develops its capabilities. If the NBI must change its 

structure and operation, it should not try and replicate the institutional structure and focus of the 

MRC given how the existing similarities between the two would not stop  

 If the NBI is to reform in order to increase its efficiency and success rate, the NBI must 

look for inspiration from within the boundaries of the Nile Basin. Specifically, I think the NBI 

should take inspiration from the Nile Project. For despite not being a group with experience in 

water politics or riparian development, the project has acquired the participation of members and 

supporters from multiple Nile states. This intra-basin unity and cooperative action on Nile 

riparian issues is similar to what the NBI was designed to create in order to develop the basin’s 

riparian capabilities. In this regard, it is in the NBI’s interests to consider how the Nile Project 

encourages dialogue on riparian cooperation, and thus try and replicate the Nile Project’s 

techniques. Moreover, the Nile Project’s suggestion for Nile cooperation have touched on benefit 

sharing, which many Water Interdependence & Cooperation scholars have already advocated for 
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and NBI supporters have pushed the NBI to support as well. Due in part to the Nile Project’s 

status as a forum in which the citizens of the Nile use to vocalize what they want regarding the 

Nile’s development and usage. Considering the popularity of the Nile Project’s activities in the 

Nile Basin, it would help the NBI if it tried to emulate the Nile Project’s action in order to 

capitalize on the existing support the basin residents have for riparian cooperation between their 

countries. In doing so, the NBI has the opportunity to increase its management efficiency and its 

chances of successfully transitioning the Nile Basin towards a fairer riparian status quo. In order 

to ensure that the NBI’s management and projects are much more successful in the future, the 

following changes may help the NBI in its efforts.  

The Nile Basin Initiative should begin to reform itself by shifting its management style 

away from directly regulating each member states’ Nile usage and development. For as seen in 

Egypt and Ethiopia, the NBI’s current attempts to regulate and prevent these countries from 

pursuing their own unilateral Nile plans have not been successful. If anything, the NBI decision-

makers’ adherence to OP7.5 has granted Egypt with an unfair advantage by allowing it to have a 

substantial say in decisions about upstream river projects. With its current policies then, the NBI 

has given its members the resources that the states themselves can use to regulate one another’s 

use of the Nile, which contrasts to the cooperative goals the NBI wanted the basin states to 

fulfill. The NBI should thus abandon its emphasis on regulatory qualities, especially OP7.5. 

While OP7.5 does serve the purpose of allowing downstream nations the opportunity to have a 

say in upstream activities, the manner in which the NBI currently uses OP7.5 hurts the 

cooperative diplomatic relationships that the NBI is building. The NBI must therefore stop 

strongly regulating its activities of the member states, specifically by decreasing the intensive 

usage of OP7.5. Specifically, OP7.5 should no longer be used as an important decision-making 
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tool in Nile-COM’s decision-making processes. Instead OP7.5 should only be used for 

negotiations between affected parties who want to figure out how to carry out the upstream 

activities in a manner that makes every actor satisfied. The NBI’s role in such a process should 

be both a forum for the parties to conduct the negotiation and an intermediary between the 

actors. In this capacity, the NBI could facilitate discussion between the Nile states in a manner 

similar to how the Nile Project generates discussion and hopefully with similarly enthusiastic 

participants. 

As an extension of the NBI’s becoming less regulatory and more of an intermediary 

between negotiating Nile states, the NBI must abandon its restrictions on Nile countries’ ability 

to pursue unilateral riparian projects. As the current state in the Nile Basin indicates, the NBI 

member states will continue to pursue unilateral riparian projects regardless of the NBI’s 

moratorium of unilateral activity. While granting member states the opportunity to pursue 

unilateral projects appears to conflict with the NBI’s multilateralism focus, the NBI can ensure 

that such unilateral development can work for the basin’s multilateralism. The NBI can do this 

by having each country propose its unilateral projects to the basin representatives at NBI 

meetings, after which the NBI can facilitate discussions among the states to find creative ways in 

which the rest of the basin can benefit from one country’s unilateralism. By ensuring that any 

unilateral actions factor into possible benefit sharing opportunities, the NBI can find a productive 

means for countries to continue their unilateral activities but in a manner that strengthens the 

NBI’s multilateral and cooperative management.  

Although there is no way to know if these recommendations will make the NBI’s task of 

moving the Nile Basin closer to cooperative and sustainable usage any easier, there is enough 

data to suggest that these changes would be accepted by the Nile states and would improve the 
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basin’s situation. For as the NBI’s very existence indicates, the countries that the Nile River 

flows through have made significant progress moving away from the status quo when Egypt was 

the hegemonic power and riparian interactions between countries were much more rivalrous. But 

as riparian management and issues are incredibly complex and have no simple solutions, the 

residents of the Nile Basin are unfortunately not going to have effective Nile management in the 

immediate future. This is due in part to the logistical problems of meeting the freshwater needs 

of each Nile state’s growing population and also how previous management efforts, like that of 

the NBI’s, have ineffectually dealt with the basin’s asymmetrical power structures. Given the 

ever increasing demand for the Nile’s water and the unraveling diplomatic relations that resulted 

from the basin’s water scarcity, the Nile Basin’s residents cannot afford to allow the 

irresponsible management and development of the Nile to continue. If the NBI wishes to truly fix 

the basin’s problem with its multilateral and cooperative management, its members have to 

accept that its current operations contributes to the existing problems in the basin. Only by 

adjusting its methods and avoid repeating past mistakes that the NBI can become an effective 

means of facilitating responsible development and use of the Nile. If this were to happen, Nile 

Basin residents would experience significantly less disagreements over each countries share and 

use of the river, avoiding potential conflicts. Doing this would ensure a future where each nation 

in the Nile Basin cooperates with one another for their own, and the Nile’s, benefit. 
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