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POWER?
BELOW Two young men look 

north up the Nile River from the 
Aswan High Dam in Egypt. You can 
see the power station on the right.

INSET A farmer opens a small 
water canal on the Nile in Upper 

Egypt. This irrigation system allows 
him to water his farmland. 
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Access to water is 

an issue the world over. For 

example, due to an agreement 

signed in 1922 called the Colorado 

River Compact, California has certain 

rights to the waters of the Colorado River. 

However, the population of California and 

the Southwest has grown immensely 

in the past 90 years. Many people 

are calling for a renegotiation of 

the almost 100-year-old 

agreement. 

T H E  N I L E  H A S  B E E N
T H E  L I F E B L O O D  of Egypt 
throughout history and fueled the growth of one of 
mankind’s great early civilizations.  More than 99 
percent of Egypt’s 85 million citizens live within a 
few miles of the Nile and are dependent upon its 
waters as a source of fresh drinking water and to 
irrigate crops. 

However, as the world’s longest river, the 
Nile is not only vital to Egypt but also to 10 other 
countries. Portions of its 4,132 miles wind through 
Uganda, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sudan, 
South Sudan, Eritrea, Tanzania, Rwanda, Kenya, 
Burundi as well as Ethiopia. Eleven countries share 
the Nile, yet according to the 1959 Nile Waters 
agreement, Egypt holds claim to two-thirds of the 
river’s water (55.5 billion cubic meters of the total 
84 billion cubic meters per year). In fact, 98 percent 
of fresh water used in Egypt originates outside its 
own borders in some of these upstream countries. 

Egypt and Ethiopia’s populations are growing 
rapidly. Ethiopia hopes to develop the water 
resources of the Blue Nile River to sustain its own 
population of 95 million. The Blue Nile originates 
in the highlands of Ethiopia around Lake Tana. 
It is one of the two major tributaries along with 
the White Nile, which it joins near Khartoum, the 
capital of Sudan, to create the Nile River. 

In arid East Africa, water has long equaled 
power. Ethiopia plans to make this statement 
literal by building a dam on the Blue Nile to 
produce hydroelectric power. On April 2, 2011, 
the foundation stone of the Grand Ethiopian 
Renaissance Dam was laid. At a cost of $4.7 billion, 
the completed dam will be 1.1 miles long and 
expected to produce 6,000 megawatts of electricity. 
When it’s completed in 2017, the dam will be the 
largest hydroelectric dam in Africa and eighth 
largest in the world.

Hydroelectric power is one of the cheapest and 
cleanest sources of electricity. Ethiopia believes 

it has a claim to use the river, a natural and 
renewable resource. The dam will provide 
stable and reliable power to its citizens. 
Dr. Jennifer Veilleux, water advisor with 
The Nile Project (NileProject.org) maintains 
that this will have a signifi cant impact on a 
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TOP PAGE A boy crosses a branch of the Nile in Sudan. 

BOTTOM Construction is under way on the 
controversial Grand Renaissance Dam in Ethiopia. 

RIGHT A young girl uses an old canister to collect water 
from the Nile. 
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range of Ethiopians both economically and socially. An 
entrepreneur will be able to establish an industry or 
refrigerate food and beverages to attract tourism. “And 
electricity will provide many more people with lighting at 
night. Kids will be able to stay up later to do homework, 
and parents to complete housework,” Dr. Veilleux says. 

The Ethiopian government asserts that its 
downstream neighbors of Sudan and Egypt have 
nothing to fear; it has no intention of withholding Nile 
waters, and the dam will actually monitor and ensure 
the fl ow remains stable to better regulate against 
seasonal fl ooding. The supply of water will probably 
remain unchanged while population in the area 
increases. So there is a basic need to use and manage 
water better. Ethiopia points to Egypt’s current misuse 
of the Nile with its own Aswan Dam in southern Egypt 
that loses a huge percentage of the river’s fresh water to 
evaporation. Finally, Ethiopia believes this new dam will 
also benefi t all of East Africa by providing electricity to 
the region. It has already signed contracts with many of 
its neighbors. 

These arguments do not, however, alleviate Egypt’s 
concerns. Egypt points to the previous treaties from 
1929 and 1959 giving it legal right to its current volume 
of Nile water to sustain its citizens. With high population 
growth, Egypt could need as much as 20 percent more 
water within a decade. Egypt has a real fear of losing 
its 5000-year grip on its only real source of fresh water. 
Also, it fears losing political control that it’s held over the 

region for so long, which could result in other 
Nile Basin countries beginning their 

own dam projects. Egypt has tried 
to infl uence world powers to 

support its claim and even 
used veiled threats of 

military action against 
Ethiopia.

The need for 
water and mutual 
cooperation will 
become ever more 
pressing as more 
of the countries 
in the Nile River 
Basin develop their 

economies and their 
populations grow.

Nile Basin countries beginning their Nile Basin countries beginning their 
own dam projects. Egypt has tried own dam projects. Egypt has tried 

to infl uence world powers to 
support its claim and even 

used veiled threats of 
military action against 

Ethiopia.

economies and their 
populations grow.

The 10 countries south 

of Egypt have argued that the 

treaty signed in 1929 is unfair and should be 

renegotiated. At the time of the agreement many 

of the countries were not independent, but colonies of 

other countries. In an effort to foster cooperation and joint 

economic development, nine of the 10 countries that border the 

Nile (Eritrea did not participate and at that time South Sudan was 

part of Sudan) joined together to establish the Nile Basin Initiative 

(NBI) in the late 1990s. In the past decade, NBI has worked hard to 

hammer out a new agreement that will respect the needs of all 11 

states. In addition, with the help of the World Bank and the United 

Nations Development Program, NBI has supported joint hydropower 

and irrigation projects. In May 2009, the water ministers of the 

 10 member countries gathered in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo to sign a new agreement. Egypt, the most powerful 

country in the basin, refused to do so. More meetings 

are scheduled. Water is the earth’s most precious 

resource and learning to share will 

continue to be a challenge. 

An 
ENTREPRENEUR 

is someone 
who starts a 

business.
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