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Abstract
The construction of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) on the Blue Nile represents one of the most significant 
hydro-political developments in Africa in the 21st century. As a project that promises substantial energy generation, 
regional integration, and economic development, the GERD has simultaneously generated intense tension over water 
rights, sovereignty, and environmental sustainability. This article situates the GERD within the broader hydropolitics 
of the Nile Basin, analyzing its historical roots, political contestations, and environmental implications. By examining 
colonial-era treaties, Ethiopia’s quest for equitable utilization, Egypt’s claims of historical rights, and Sudan’s shifting 
positions, the study reveals the complex interplay of factors shaping transboundary water governance. The research 
employs a qualitative methodology drawing on historical treaties, policy documents, stakeholder interviews, and 
hydrological assessments. The findings suggest that while the GERD fundamentally challenges the hydro-hegemonic 
status quo, it also presents a critical opportunity for transformative cooperation if basin-wide frameworks grounded in 
equitable sharing and environmental sustainability are pursued.
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1. Introduction
1.1. The Nile’s Enduring Significance and Historical Inequities
The Nile River Basin is one of the most geopolitically consequential 
river systems globally, sustaining over 250 million people across 
eleven countries and having shaped the region’s socio-political 
trajectory for millennia. Its central role in state building and 
economic development is well-acknowledged. Despite this 
centrality, colonial-era water-sharing treaties—most notably the 
1929 and 1959 Nile agreements—profoundly institutionalized 
the dominance of downstream states, Egypt and Sudan, while 
systematically excluding upstream nations like Ethiopia from 
meaningful participation in the governance of Nile waters [1,2].

These arrangements laid the groundwork for enduring hydropolitical 
asymmetries. The 1929 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty granted Egypt 
veto rights over upstream hydraulic development, while the 1959 
Bilateral Agreement allocated the entire average annual flow of 
the Nile, apportioning 55.5 billion cubic meters (BCM) to Egypt 

and 18.5 BCM to Sudan, thereby leaving no formal allocation for 
other riparians [3]. Such institutionalized inequities fostered deep 
mistrust and fueled Ethiopia's long-standing rejection of these 
arrangements, setting the stage for future conflict.

1.2. The GERD as a Turning Point
The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD), launched 
unilaterally by Ethiopia in 2011 near the border with Sudan, is 
neither isolated infrastructure nor a purely technical project. It is 
emblematic of Ethiopia's assertion of sovereignty and its direct 
challenge to the entrenched hydro-hegemonic order of the Nile 
Basin [4]. With a planned storage capacity of 74 BCM and an 
installed generation capacity of 5.15 gigawatts (GW), making it 
the largest hydroelectric project in Africa, the GERD promises 
profound shifts in the region's political and environmental 
dynamics [5]. Ethiopia consistently frames the GERD as a vital 
national project essential for energy independence, poverty 
reduction, and economic development. Conversely, Egypt deems 
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the dam an existential threat, a narrative rooted in its overwhelming 
reliance on Nile flows for approximately 97% of its freshwater 
supply [6]. Sudan’s position has been more ambivalent; while 
potential benefits from regulated flows, cheap electricity, and 
reduced flooding are attractive, significant concerns over dam 
safety, sedimentation, and impacts on its own dams persist [7].

1.3. Research Problem and Central Question
Despite increasing scholarly interest, the GERD remains 
understudied as a truly multidimensional phenomenon—one 
deeply entwined with historical path dependencies, contemporary 
political contestations, and profound environmental implications. 
Addressing this gap, this study is guided by the following research 
question:
How do historical legacies, entangled political contestations, and 
environmental implications interact to shape the hydropolitics 
surrounding the GERD within the Nile Basin?
This inquiry is both timely and significant. With the compounding 
pressures of climate change, shifting regional alliances, and rapidly 
growing energy demand, the resolution of the GERD dispute could 
either catalyze a new cooperative era for the Nile Basin or deepen 
long-standing conflicts [8].

1.4. Situating the Study in Scholarly Discourse
This research contributes to broader discourses on transboundary 
water governance and the decolonization of resource politics. It 
builds upon the concept of "hydrohegemony” to analyze how power 
asymmetries are constructed and challenged [9]. Furthermore, it 
engages with debates on state infrastructural power, viewing dam-
building as a quintessential act of state-making and sovereignty 
assertion [4]. Finally, it integrates critical environmental studies, 
acknowledging that issues of flow regulation, sedimentation, and 
climate vulnerability are not merely technical but are central to the 
political negotiation and long-term sustainability of the basin [10].

1.5. Scope and Structure of the Study
This study employs a qualitative, interdisciplinary methodology 
combining historical analysis, political discourse assessment, and 
a review of hydrological studies. The article proceeds as follows: 
Section 2 outlines the theoretical framework and reviews the 
relevant literature. Section 3 details the research methodology. 
Section 4 presents the empirical findings. Section 5 discusses these 
findings and their regional implications, and Section 6 concludes 
with policy recommendations and avenues for future research.

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
The hydropolitics of the Nile Basin, and the GERD conflict in 
particular, can be understood through several interconnected 
theoretical lenses and bodies of literature.

2.1. Historical Legacies and Hydro-Hegemony
The historical context of the Nile is dominated by colonial-era 
treaties that established a rigid water-sharing regime. The 1929 
and 1959 agreements are not merely historical artifacts but active 
constituents of the current political reality, having legally enshrined 
a system of "hydro-hegemony" [9]. This framework explains how 

a basin state (Egypt) achieves and maintains dominance through 
a combination of coercive, utilitarian, and ideological power, 
shaping the rules of the game to its advantage. Ethiopia's historical 
exclusion from these treaties created a fundamental grievance 
that directly informs its contemporary drive to assert hydrological 
sovereignty through the GERD, representing a classic challenge to 
hegemonic control [1].

2.2. Sovereignty, Securitization, and Infrastructural Power
The GERD is a powerful symbol of state-led development and 
infrastructural power. For Ethiopia, it represents a tangible 
manifestation of sovereignty and a tool for domestic nation-
building [5]. Conversely, Egypt has successfully "securitized" the 
issue—moving it out of the realm of normal politics and into the 
realm of existential threat, justifying extraordinary measures. This 
securitization frames the Nile's water as a national security issue, 
making compromise politically difficult and fueling a rhetoric of 
confrontation that is often amplified by state-aligned media.

2.3. Environmental and Technical Complexity
Beyond politics, the dispute is grounded in material environmental 
uncertainties. A significant body of literature uses hydrological 
modeling to assess the dam's impacts, focusing on reservoir filling 
strategies, evaporation losses, and downstream flow variability 
[6,10]. These studies highlight that the technical management of 
the dam—particularly the pace of filling and long-term operation—
will be a critical determinant of its impacts on downstream water 
availability, agriculture, and electricity generation, especially 
during periods of drought. This technical dimension is not neutral 
but is deeply politicized, as each party advocates for models that 
support its national interests.

2.4. Negotiation, Cooperation, and Institutional Frameworks
A final strand of literature examines the potential for cooperation. 
It analyzes the failure of existing frameworks like the Nile Basin 
Initiative (NBI) and the Cooperative Framework Agreement 
(CFA) to fully mitigate the conflict, pointing to a lack of trust, 
enforcement mechanisms, and the absence of a mutually agreeable 
conflict resolution mechanism [11]. This literature explores the 
conditions under which transboundary water disputes transform 
from zero-sum conflicts into opportunities for positive-sum 
cooperation through benefit-sharing, data transparency, and 
adaptive management. 

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design
This study employs a qualitative, interdisciplinary research design 
integrating historical, political, and environmental analysis. The 
aim is to provide a holistic examination of the hydropolitical 
dimensions of the GERD within the broader Nile Basin context. 
The design combines documentary analysis, semi-structured 
stakeholder interviews, and a systematic review of hydrological 
data and modeling studies.

3.2. Research Setting and Scope
The geographical focus is the Eastern Nile Basin, specifically 
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Ethiopia, Sudan, and Egypt. The temporal scope covers the period 
from the colonial treaties to the present (1929-2024), allowing for 
an analysis of the historical roots of contemporary tensions.

3.3. Participants and Stakeholders
Data was gathered from institutional actors and key stakeholders, 
including:
•	 Government officials from ministries of water, irrigation, 

energy, and foreign affairs in Ethiopia, Sudan, and Egypt.
•	 Representatives from regional organizations involved in 

facilitation, such as the African Union (AU).
•	 Hydrological experts, academics, and researchers specializing 

in Nile Basin water issues.

3.4. Data Collection Methods
3.4.1. Documentary Analysis
 A systematic review of primary and secondary documents was 
conducted, including:
•	 Historical treaties and agreements (1929, 1959, CFA).
•	 National policy documents and official government statements.
•	 Technical reports from the NBI, the World Bank, and other 

international bodies.
•	 Peer-reviewed academic literature on Nile hydropolitics and 

hydrology.

3.4.2. Stakeholder Interviews
 Twelve (12) semi-structured interviews were conducted with key 
informants. Interviews focused on perspectives regarding historical 

water agreements, the GERD negotiation process, environmental 
concerns, and the potential for future cooperation. Interviews were 
recorded, transcribed, and anonymized to ensure confidentiality.

3.4.3. Hydrological Data Review
Secondary hydrological data and published modeling studies were 
analyzed to understand the potential physical impacts of different 
GERD filling and operation scenarios.

3.5. Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was the primary analytical technique. Transcripts 
and documents were coded using NVivo software to identify 
recurring themes, narratives, and patterns related to historical 
grievance, sovereignty, securitization, environmental risk, and 
cooperation. The hydrological data was used to contextualize and 
inform the political findings.

3.6. Ethical Considerations
The research adhered to standard ethical protocols. Informed 
consent was obtained from all interviewees, anonymity and 
confidentiality were guaranteed, and sensitive information was 
handled with utmost care.

4. Results
4.1. Historical and Legal Findings
The analysis of historical treaties confirms the institutionalization 
of a hydrohegemonic system that excluded upstream states, 
particularly Ethiopia.

Year Agreement/ Treaty Key Provisions Upstream Participation
1929 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty Granted Egypt veto power over upstream 

projects; allocated water to Egypt and Sudan.
None

1959 Nile Waters Agreement Allocated 55.5 BCM to Egypt, 18.5 BCM to 
Sudan; no allocation to other states.

None

2010 Cooperative Framework
Agreement (CFA)

Proposed principle of equitable and reasonable 
utilization; sought basin-wide governance.

Signed by 6 upstream states; 
rejected by Egypt & Sudan

Table 1: Key Nile Water Agreements and Upstream Participation

This systemic exclusion was a primary motivator for Ethiopia’s 
pursuit of the GERD outside the confines of the old legal regime. 

4.2. Stakeholder Interview Findings
The interviews revealed starkly divergent national positions and 
priorities.

Theme Ethiopian Perspective Egyptian Perspective Sudanese Perspective
Sovereignty Assertion	of rightful sovereignty 

over Blue	 Nile resources.
Perceived	as violation historical and natu 
rights.

Supportive in principle, contingent on 
guaranteed benefits and safety.

Core Interest Energy generation and national
economic development.

Uninterrupted water security as an 
existential issue.

Regulated flow for irrigation, flood control, and 
cheap electricity.

Risk Perception Downstream impacts manageable 
cooperation.

High risk of significant harm during filling 
and droughts.

Concern over dam safety, sedimentation, and 
impacts on Sudanese dams.

Cooperation Open to data exchange but views 
dam operation as a sovereign right.

Demands	a legally binding, detailed 
agreement on filling and operation.

Seeks a mediating role; advocates for a trilateral,	
legally binding deal.

Table 2: Summary of Stakeholder Perspectives on the GERD

4.3. Hydrological and Environmental Findings
Review of hydrological models indicates that the dam's impact is 

highly dependent on the reservoir filling strategy and long-term 
operational rules.
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Filling Strategy Duration Downstream (Egypt & Sudan) Impact Risk of Significant Water Shortage
Fast Fill 3 years High Very High
Moderate Fill 5-7 years Medium Medium
Slow Fill 10+ years Low Low

Table 3: Projected Impact of Different GERD Reservoir Filling Strategies

 
Source: (adapted from Wheeler et al., 2020) [6]. 

Figure 1: Map of the Nile Basin highlighting the GERD location, Blue Nile Sub-Basin, and 

riparian countries. 
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4.4. Media and Discourse Analysis Findings
Media analysis showed entrenched, state-aligned narratives that reinforce nationalistic positions and complicate diplomacy.

Country Dominant Media Narrative Primary Framing
Ethiopia "A symbol of national pride and sovereignty"; a project for development. Nationalism, Development, Sovereignty
Egypt "An existential threat to the Nile"; a challenge to historical rights. Crisis, Threat, Victimhood
Sudan "A source of potential benefit and risk"; requires a binding agreement. Pragmatism, Caution, Mediation

Table 4: Dominant Media Narratives on the GERD (2019-2024)

5. Discussion
The findings demonstrate that the GERD dispute is a quintessential 
example of how history, politics, and environment are inextricably 
linked in transboundary water governance.
The historical analysis confirms that the current crisis is a direct 
consequence of a century of exclusionary water governance. 
Ethiopia's move is not merely about electricity; it is a deliberate 
strategy to decolonize the Nile’s institutional architecture and 
overturn a hydro-hegemonic order it never accepted [3]. Egypt’s 
securitized response, while viewed as intransigent by upstream 
states, is a predictable defense of a status quo it believes is vital 
for its survival.
The divergent stakeholder views reveal a fundamental clash 
between a doctrine of "historical rights" and one of "equitable 

and reasonable utilization" as enshrined in international water 
law. Sudan’s ambivalence reflects its unique position as both a 
downstream and potential beneficiary state, whose support is 
crucial for any lasting agreement.

The hydrological findings are critical for moving beyond political 
stalemate. They demonstrate that the conflict is not inherently 
zero-sum. While a rapid filling strategy poses severe risks, a 
coordinated, slower approach managed through transparent data 
sharing can significantly mitigate negative impacts on downstream 
users while allowing Ethiopia to generate power. This presents a 
clear technical pathway for cooperation, though it requires the 
political will to compromise. The polarized media discourses act 
as a complicating factor, inflaming public opinion and reducing the 
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flexibility of political leaders to negotiate, often locking them into 
maximalist positions.

6. Conclusion
The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam is more than a dam; 
it is a catalyst that has exposed the deep-seated fragilities and 
inequities of Nile Basin hydropolitics. This study has argued that 
understanding the crisis requires an interdisciplinary approach that 
weaves together historical legacies of exclusion, contemporary 
struggles for power and sovereignty, and the material realities of 
the river’s hydrology.

The findings lead to several key conclusions and policy 
recommendations:
•	 Acknowledge Historical Grievances: Sustainable solutions 

must explicitly address the historical injustices that underpin 
Ethiopia's actions and Egypt's fears, moving beyond a purely 
technical negotiation.

•	 Prioritize Data Transparency and Joint Technical Studies: 
Establishing an independent, transparent mechanism for data 
sharing and impact assessment is essential to building trust 
and depoliticizing the scientific uncertainties.

•	 Adopt Adaptive Management: A legally binding agreement 
should not be a rigid document but should include flexible, 
adaptive management rules for dealing with droughts and 
climate variability, built on agreed-upon thresholds.

•	 Expand the Scope of Benefits: Focusing solely on water 
sharing leads to deadlock. Negotiations should expand to 
include concrete benefits for all parties, such as regional 
energy trade, grid interconnection, and joint agricultural 
projects, creating a positive-sum outcome.

•	 The GERD has shattered the Nile’s hydro-political status quo. 
The challenge for the riparian states is whether they can seize 
this moment of rupture to build a more equitable, cooperative, 
and resilient future for the entire basin. The alternative—a 
descent into perpetual conflict—is a fate that over 250 million 

people cannot afford.
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