Sharing the Nile: the case for cooperation over competition 

An outpouring of sentimental affection has broken out within the ranks of Egyptian policy makers for Egypt’s former colonial masters, the British.  In spite of an intense decades-long process of nationalistic resistance, culminating in the 1952 revolution that ended British influence once and for all, the British legacy is now being reconsidered by today’s political elites as something benevolent and foresighted, at least when Egypt stands to benefit.

The cause of this fond re-imagining of Egypt’s relationship with its former imperial master is the Nile River system, and the 1929 treaty laid down by the British dictating the terms for the sharing its waters among the nine countries through which it flows.  This treaty, that Egypt’s upstream neighbors, with the exception of Sudan, unanimously wish to renegotiate, laid out two conditions for sharing the river.  First, the 1929 treaty gave Egypt the right to undertake its own river development projects, such as the High Aswan Dam, without consultation.  Second, it gave Egypt the right to unilaterally veto any project proposed by any of its neighbors upstream.  Befitting the Cairo-based interests of the British officials who drafted the treaty, these conditions provided disproportionate, and arguably inequitable, benefits to Egypt.  

Though it’s difficult to argue in favor of the treaty on the grounds of equity,  Egypt is understandably eager to defend the privileged status handed down to it by the British, even if this makes Egypt’s policy makers speak more fondly of their former British masters than they are used to.  Egypt’s Minister of State of Legal and Parliamentary Affairs Moufid Shehab, for example, argued that “no country shall abandon an international agreement on the pretext that the agreement was signed during the imperial era, for this undermines international relations.”  Such a position was enough to scuttle the recent Nile Council of Ministers meeting in Sharm El Sheikh, convened by all nine Nile basin countries in order to renegotiate the 1929 treaty, sending home empty-handed the water ministers of Egypt’s southern neighbors.  In light of this diplomatic impasse, seven of river’s riparians, excluding Egypt and Sudan, have now unilaterally renegotiated the treaty, to which five of the seven countries have now affixed their signature, thus ushering in a belligerent new round of saber rattling concerning the Nile waters.

Egyptian officials also made it clear that they would have no problem escalating the issue beyond the placid halls of diplomacy.  “If upstream countries insist on signing a unilateral agreement, Egypt will not abide by it, and it will not have any legal impact on our share of Nile water,” continued Allam.  Leaving aside for one moment that a treaty proposed by seven upstream countries cannot be “unilateral,” this statement takes on an ominous tone as Egypt, as the most downstream riparian, can only control the flow of the Nile upstream by force.  Foreign Minister Ahmed Abul Gheit added flame to the fire, saying that Egypt’s water allocation was a “red line” that Egypt’s neighbors would step over at their own peril.  

This is not the first time Egypt has made threats concerning the allocation of the Nile.  Former Egyptian Foreign Minister Boutros Boutros Ghali has famously warned of “military confrontation” if Egypt’s upstream neighbors go against its interests with respect to the Nile basin.  Similarly, Egypt has played an obstructive role in ongoing dialogue of the Nile Basin Initiative, opposing substantive outcomes which, though good for the basin as a whole, would force Egypt to make short-term concessions.

Elsewhere, the Egyptian government laid out the case for its opposition to opening up the treaty for negotiation in greater detail.  Any new framework agreement, as articulated by new Minister of Irrigation and Water Resources Mohamed Nasreddin Allam, must take into account Egypt’s “historical rights” to the Nile, thus referring to the 1929 treaty, as well as a 1959 treaty which allocated Egypt and Sudan certain minimum flow requirements as measured at Lake Nasser, behind the High Aswan Dam, an amount that, by some estimates, comprises 90% of the Nile’s total flow.  

Two reasons were provided for this reluctance on behalf of Egypt’s policy makers for giving a fair hearing to Egypt’s upstream neighbors.  The first reason relates to water scarcity.  Egypt’s citizens, argued Allam, are now in a state of “water scarcity,” with access to only 700 cubic meters per capita annually, thus making any concessions from the privileged status handed down to Egypt by the British impossible.  The second reason relates to water allocation.  Egypt depends on the Nile for 95% of its water needs.  Egypt’s upstream neighbors, with significant rainfall, depend on the Nile to a much lesser degree.  As a result, so this line of thinking goes, Egypt’s upstream neighbors should make better use of the water they have, rather than clamoring for a greater Nile allocation.

Egypt certainly has water-related challenges, and these will only magnify as Egypt’s population and demands upon the river system continue to grow.  But before Egypt goes go along with the government’s saber-rattling rhetoric, and allow it to threaten regional war on its behalf, it’s worth looking at the facts with a bit more clear-eyed judgment, to see if the race to militancy is really deserved, and if there are other solutions which should be pursued in the meantime short of international confrontation.  Aaron Wolf, a leading American hydrologist from Oregon State University who has studied the 261 international river basins around the world, where rivers flow between multiple countries, has come to the conclusion that in all cases, cooperation provides greater benefits to all countries involved than does competition.  Ultimately, Egypt’s excessive emphasis on the physical quantity of water available to it, both the supply of water externally, and the scarcity of water internally, distracts from the more important conversations that we should be having regarding the management of our existing resources, including water use and re-use, allocation and quality.  

Analyzing scarcity
When analyzing the common assertion of Egyptian “water scarcity,” it is worth first of all unpacking the language behind this assertion.  For scarcity is not an idle term; instead, it is a scientific label that has been in common academic circulation since it was first phrased by Swedish hydrologist Malin Falkenmark back in the 1970s.  The system that he developed involved classifying countries whose citizens on average had access to less than 1,700 cubic meters per capita per year (i.e. the amount of renewable water resources available per person per year, mcy from now on) as being in “water stress,” countries with under 1,000mcy in “water scarcity,” while countries with less than 500mcy were considered in “absolute water scarcity.”  

This figure measures the total amount of water that a country needs, on average, to ensure the well-being of its citizens, including domestic, industrial, and agricultural uses.  Such a system provides a useful frame of reference to compare and contrast the water experience between countries.  The identification of “water scarcity” was never meant to initiate societal panic—many countries have proven perfectly capable of thriving with less than 1,000mcy—nor set the military on alert.  In fact, the benefits of cooperation over a shared water resource far out-weigh the benefits of the cumulative pursuit of self-interest.  Rather, the definition of “water scarcity” was intended to provide a warning light, urging a country to think carefully about its water practices and priorities, and adopt sensible, water efficient measures.   

Of course, having plentiful water is better, but many countries with “water scarcity,” or worse, “absolute water scarcity,” do just fine with what they have.  Jordan, for example, gets by with only 175mcy, a fraction of Egypt’s mcy, while importing nearly 90% of its agricultural produce.  Israel isn’t much better with 460.  Assuming that humans need around 2.5 liters per day of water for drinking, the per capita requirement for drinking water is around one mcy.  Of course, humans do much more with water than drink, but it’s worth making the point that water scarcity for a country like Egypt is more of a management challenge that a water quantity challenge.  Countries which are water scarce simply need to make sensible and informed decisions about how they allocate their precious water resources, and attain the economic means to import what can’t be domestically produced.  

So, what is Egypt’s experience regarding water scarcity?  Calculating mcy is a relatively easy process.  You simply divide a country’s population by its total amount of renewable water resource.  For the sake of this exercise, let’s assume that Egypt’s population is 80 million.  And let’s assume that its annual water availability is around 60 billion cubic meters, around 55 from the Nile system, and another five from other sources, including groundwater and rain.  By this calculation, Egypt’s mcy is around 750, not far off Minister Allam’s estimate of 700.  This is the number people refer to when they define Egypt as “water scarce.”  Depending on whose statistics you believe, estimates for this figure vary between 600-900, therefore falling toward the less extreme end of Falkenmark’s definition of “water scarcity.”  

But let’s drill down a bit deeper into this data.  First of all, the figure of 55 billion cubic meters from the Nile system does not involve the reuse of water.  Logically, within an enclosed river system, such as that of the Nile, much of the water used returns to the system, able to be used again.  Often, it returns with higher levels of pollution, but it is available for use once again.  One study argued that every drop of Nile water has been used nine times during its trip through the river system.  Counting this water reuse, Cairo-based German agronomist Paul Weber has calculated that Egypt receives an additional 20 billion cubic meters of return flow from irrigation and urban use to its overall water balance.  As a result, Egypt’s total annual renewable water supply looks more like 80 billion cubic meters than 60.  

Running the calculations again using these assumptions, Egypt’s mcy looks more like 1,000, moving it out of Falkenmark’s “scarcity” category and into the next category of “water stress.”  While this doesn’t sound like a drastic improvement, it does place Egypt on similar footing as large parts of the USA, much of Eastern Europe and North Africa, areas not normally equated with serious water crises.  

Let me be clear: Egyptian water scarcity is real, and great challenges will be faced now and in the future regarding how this precious resource is used.  But regionally, Egypt is in an enviable position, and many countries make do very well with much less.  With its basic water needs amply provided for, Egypt’s most important questions revolve around how it uses its existing water resources, not belligerently trying to maintain and expand its existing supply.

How we use the water:
Another key indicator of water scarcity is how the existing supply of water is used. This is especially important in light of the current efforts of Egypt’s upstream neighbors to re-open the 1929 treaty for negotiations.  Egypt has urged its upstream neighbors, instead of arguing for a greater share of the Nile waters that flow through their borders, to make better use of the water they currently use.   But Egypt cannot help but be somewhat self-conscious as it makes this request.  For Egypt manages its water resources more like water-rich Canada than water-scarce Jordan.  In the two major areas in which Egypt applies its water resources, for domestic consumption and for irrigated agriculture, Egypt’s practices are extraordinarily inefficient.  

Concerning domestic water supply, Egypt’s water tariffs are among the lowest in the world.  Senegal, hardly a paragon of cutting-edge governance, charges around five times the average Egyptian tariff.  In most cities, landlords do not even bother collecting the water bill from their tenants; the amount they would collect is simply not worth the bother.  This is less true in Egypt’s satellite desert cities, where water bills are frequently several times higher than in cities.  However, these rates are still significant below international norms, and are not sufficient to prevent the laying down of extensive lawns and green spaces in Cairo’s elite suburbs.

With little incentive to conserve, taps are left open, leaks are left un-repaired, streets and cars are regularly hosed down with clean drinking water, even in the poorest of neighborhoods.  Without the incentive to collect bills or repair leaks, often over 40% of Egypt’s domestic drinking water ends up “unaccounted for,” i.e. lost through leakage or illegal connections.  Some water utilities are even disinclined to identify non-paying customers.  Increasing the number of paying customers, i.e. charging as “sold” more of the water “produced” will simply detract from that utility’s balance sheet as the costs of producing the water are so much higher than the average tariffs.  This is a very important point.  You don’t need a strong background in business to understand that, if selling more of a product leads to greater financial loss, there is clearly something wrong with the system.

The picture concerning irrigated agriculture isn’t much better.  As over 90% of Egypt’s water is used in the agricultural sector, these failures carry profound implications for Egypt’s water situation.  Egypt has an extraordinarily sophisticated irrigation water distribution system, a series of branch and secondary canals laid down by Mohammad Ali in the late 1800s that provide for irrigated agriculture throughout the Nile basin and Delta regions.  Farmers receive regular water delivered to their plots throughout the year.  However, besides the cost of pumping water from canals onto their fields, virtually no charges are assessed for this service.  As a result, cotton and rice—“thirsty” crops which demand considerable water application but provide significant pay-back—are grown on sandy soils during the summer, causing significant water losses through seepage and evaporation, using flood irrigation techniques virtually unchanged since Pharaonic times.  Worse, pesticides and fertilizers, required to compensate for the silt that used to flow freely within the Nile waters during the annual flood, but now trapped on the bed of Lake Nasser, now flow back into the river, and cause health problems and/or more expensive water treatment costs downstream.  

Without the incentive to conserve, modern practices like drip irrigation are used only in sandy desert soils where seepage and evaporation losses would make flood irrigation uneconomic.  Even basic irrigation practices common worldwide, like irrigation pipes or canal lining, are still rare.  Along Egypt’s minor canals, water simply seeps into the ground, requiring more and more to be pumped out of the Nile system to irrigate Egypt’s crops.  As a result, a significant 5,000m3 of water is applied, on average, per irrigated feddan per year, equivalent to the application of a water layer of approximately 1.2 meters over the entire irrigated area.  With no incentives to conserve, much of Egypt’s precious Nile resource is actually exported out of Egypt in the form of “virtual water” bound up in export crops like cotton or rice.  Worse, Egypt’s self-sufficiency regarding food-production has never been lower.  For the first time in its history, Egypt is importing more wheat than it produces.  Due to the fragmentation of family plots between generations, few smallholder Egyptian farmers now own enough land to feed their families.  Instead, the Egyptian countryside is split into a fragmented patchwork of inefficient agricultural units, thus diminishing further opportunities for efficiency.

Focusing on the real challenges
While Egypt may claim water scarcity, it certainly doesn’t behave as if it’s water scarce.  How can a country which does not charge for irrigation water, and that charges well below cost for drinking water, possibly be taken seriously when it claims to be “water scarce.”  Of course, such a relentlessly logical framework skips over the considerable cultural and emotional interplay between Egyptians and the Nile system.  As the oldest continually irrigated civilization in the world, Egypt’s cultural heritage is intertwined inexorably with the Nile.  Water is protected as a gift from God according to religious thought.  Changing the way that water is priced will certainly need to factor in the social challenges implied by such a transition.  

But the emphasis favored by current Egyptian policy-makers on threatening war on Egypt’s upstream neighbors, focusing on the quantity of water allocated to Egypt rather than how it manages its existing water, is misdirected.  Such an approach does nothing but provide the government with an excuse to de-emphasize the really important water challenges that Egypt needs to address with urgency, ensuring water quality, efficient allocation, re-use, and effective management.  These messages are beginning to get across.  For example, the Holding Company for Water and Wastewater, responsible for overseeing the national network of water and wastewater utilities, is now emphasizing that water charges are for water service, i.e. cleaning water and delivering it to your home, rather than the water itself.  Holding Company Chairman Abdel-Kawi Khalifa cites the example that one cubic meter of drinking water weighs approximately one ton, roughly the same as 600 boxes of bottled drinking water.  The average national tariff for delivering this amount of water is 23 piasters.  I’d like to see anyone try to produce 600 boxes of bottled water delivered to your door for anything like this price.

It’s time to seat the debate concerning Egyptian water scarcity in its proper context.  Yes, Egypt is deficient in water resources compared with many northern-hemisphere countries.  Yes, these challenges will increase in step with Egypt’s population and development.  But Egypt for the moment has ample water resources to supply its current population’s water needs in the domestic and industrial realms, and a good portion of its food demand.  If it seeks to carve out additional resources, gains could be much more easily realized from improving the efficiency of its internal water use rather than making the currently inequitable allocation of Nile water between Egypt and its upstream neighbors even more inequitable.

It’s time that Egypt faces up to some uncomfortable diplomatic truths.  First, as many of the regional and civil wars affecting Egypt’s upstream neighbors subside, these countries will inevitably seek to make better use of the Nile to expand their domestic opportunities.  Second, as the most downstream riparian of the Nile system, with limited potential for influencing the flow of the river before it enters its borders short of military confrontation, Egypt will be much better served by diplomatic rather than military tools, stressing cooperation over competition.  Egypt has lived in harmony with the Nile system since the dawn of civilization.  Going forward, it will be much better served by improved water management, rather than empty threats of water-wars from a bygone era, as it seeks to continue its enlightened stewardship of its precious Nile resource.


