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Special Focus

Egyptian experts said ditch 
Nile dam talks, go to court

Cairo

T 

he failure of talks on 
Ethiopia’s Nile dam, the 
continuing construction 
of the project and poten-
tial devastating effects of 

it on Egypt are reasons why Cairo 
should scrap negotiations and take 
a new course of action, Egyptian 
experts say.

They add that while Egypt is try-
ing to reach a diplomatic settle-
ment to the dispute, Ethiopia con-
tinues to drag its feet on the dam’s 
potential catastrophic effects.

“This means that the Ethiopians 
will make the dam a fact on the 
ground so soon, while we are fol-
lowing this negotiations course,” 
said Ahmed Refaat, an internation-
al law expert. “It is very necessary 
for our country to leave this nego-
tiations track and follow another 
more effective one to stop the pro-
ject.”

Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance 
Dam has turned into a severe prob-
lem for Egypt since construction 
started a few years ago. Ethiopia 
says the hydroelectric dam, which 
will store about 79 billion cubic 
metres of water, is necessary for 
economic development.

The project will, however, effec-
tually leave Egypt without needed 
water and destroy millions of hec-
tares of agricultural fields, Egyp-
tians say.

Egypt receives 55 billion cubic 
metres of water from the Nile — by 
far its primary source of fresh water 

— every year without an increase 
for decades. The country also gets 
around 15 billion cubic metres of 
water from other sources, includ-
ing subterranean sources and rain.

Water and irrigation experts say 
with an annual individual water 
share of 650 cubic metres, Egyp-
tians receive 35% less water than 
average international amounts.

They add that, together with the 
poor quality of water in most of the 
country’s provinces, water short-
age can lead to huge economic 
losses. Some observers expect wa-
ter scarcity to destabilise Egypt if 
the government does not find solu-
tions.

Refaat says Egypt should resort 
to international arbitration to stop 
the project until studies on its ef-
fects on Egypt are complete.

“The African Union, in which 
both Egypt and Ethiopia are mem-
bers, has its own dispute settle-
ment mechanisms,” Refaat said. 
“We can also resort to the United 
Nations Security Council to stop 
the project.”

Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan have 
been locked in months-long ne-
gotiations on the ramifications of 
constructing the dam but the talks 
have produced no results.

The three countries have hired 
consultancy firms from France and 
the Netherlands to conduct spe-
cialised studies on environmental 
impacts of the project but the two 
firms are at loggerheads on meth-
odology.

In March, the presidents of Egypt 
and Sudan and the prime minister 
of Ethiopia signed a declaration of 
principles on the dam. Apart from 
ensuring that disputes between the 
three countries will be solved in a 
negotiated manner, the declaration 
called for involving Egypt in the 
process of filling the dam’s reser-
voir and management of the dam 
after completion.

However, Egyptians are afraid 

that they will wake up one day to 
find the dam a fait accompli.

“At this point, we cannot do any-
thing about it and we have to deal 
with its catastrophic effects on us,” 
Refaat said.

Egypt’s former Irrigation minis-
ter, Mohamed Nasr Allam, said on 
November 18th that Egypt should 
declare the negotiations with Ethi-
opia and Sudan a failure.

“Maintaining what are called 
technical negotiations reflects 
the three countries’ insistence on 
wasting time,” Allam was quoted 
by a local newspaper as saying. “In 
doing this, Egypt is also wasting 
every chance on which it can reach 
a settlement that puts an end to its 
fears on the dam.”

The water ministers of Egypt, 
Ethiopia and Sudan met in Novem-
ber in Cairo to reconcile the two 
consultancy firms and kick-start 
studies on technical effects of the 
project. The meeting, however, 
ended with no results. Another 
meeting was scheduled for Novem-
ber 21st in Khartoum but was post-
poned, reflecting gaps between the 
three countries on the studies.

Egyptians who follow the nego-
tiations closely say the country can 
no longer resort to international 
arbitration or courts to stop the 
project simply because the dam is 
there already.

“This is why negotiation is the 
only course we can follow in this 
regard,” hydrologist Meghawry 
Shehata said. “Arbitration — if pos-
sible — will take years, a period of 
time during which the dam will 
have been built already.”

Prague

C 

limate change in the 
Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region, 
which is increasingly hit 
by droughts and water 

shortages, is one of the most im-
portant issues to be addressed at 
the UN Climate Change Conference 
in Paris.

“Throughout the ages, socie-
ties of the MENA region have been 
under pressure to adapt to water 
scarcity and heat and have devel-
oped various technical solutions 
and institutional mechanisms to 
deal with these environmental 
constraints,” Inger Andersen, direc-
tor of the Sustainable Development 
Department in the World Bank’s 
MENA region, said in a statement.

“However, the scale of impacts 
that are expected from climate 
change is likely to be beyond the 
coping range of many communities 
and countries and will require addi-
tional adaptation efforts.”

Bahrain, Kuwait, the Palestin-
ian territories, Qatar, United Arab 
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Oman and 
Lebanon are listed by the World 
Resources Institute among the 33 
countries likely to suffer stresses 

due to water shortages by 2040.
In 1950, per capita renewable wa-

ter resources were four times great-
er than they are today, according 
to the World Bank. By 2050, there 
are indications that natural water 
resources in MENA will be 11 times 
less than the global average.

Climate and war

Among the reasons for Syria’s 
civil war was drought between 
2006 and 2010 and dwindling water 
resources that caused a mass rural 
exodus to urban areas.

Water plays a huge part of the 
decades-old Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. In the 1967 war, Israel con-
trolled the water resources of the 
West Bank’s mountain aquifer and 
the Sea of Galilee, which give Israel 
about 60% of its fresh water.

Israel and its illegal settlements 
exploit 80% of the aquifer’s flow. 
The situation hinders Palestinians’ 
agricultural economy.

Droughts

Most of the region is expected to 
become hotter and drier, according 
to estimates from the United Na-
tions’ Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC). Frequent 
droughts will clearly affect coun-
tries’ long-term plans to increase 
hydro-power capacity.

Soaring temperatures and dwin-
dling rainfall will deplete ground-
water resources. The droughts lead 
to more disease and losses in live-
stock, crop failures, air pollution 
and soil erosion.

Despite alarming levels of wa-
ter scarcity, the region also suffers 
from floods.

Yemen’s 2008 floods caused 
damages worth $1.6 billion, an 
equivalent of 6% of the country’s 
gross domestic product. Saudi Ara-
bia incurred losses of $1.4 billion 
in floods in Jeddah. In November 
2014, Morocco was hit by heavy 
rainfall that damaged infrastruc-
ture and agriculture.

Greenhouse gas emissions

Countries in the MENA region 
are undergoing significant popula-
tion increase. Growth will increase 
pressure to meet the rising demand 
for energy, natural resources and 
food. Consequently, greenhouse 
emissions will soar.

MENA is the world’s third larg-
est regions for carbon emissions, 
according to the World Bank. The 

high carbon emissions are mainly 
from oil-producing countries.

Renewable energy

Some MENA countries have 
drawn long-term strategies for re-
newable energy.

In 2008, Morocco launched the 
National Renewable Energy and 
Energy Efficiency Plan, which 
seeks to meet 42% of the country’s 
electricity needs from renewables 
by 2020.

Morocco has been dependent on 
imported fossil fuels for 98% of its 
energy needs. However, with the 
long Atlantic coast, vast Saharan 
desert and high mountains, Mo-
rocco is poised to become a leading 
renewable energy producer.

The Noor solar project in Ouar-

zazate is an example of Morocco’s 
ambitious clean energy projects. 
Once complete, the complex will 
be the largest concentrated solar 
power (CSP) plant in the world. The 
first phase of the project is to be in 
operation in December.

Morocco has pledged to decrease 
CO2 emissions to 32% below busi-
ness-as-usual by 2030, pending fi-
nancial aid to reach its objective.

In 2013, Abu Dhabi opened the 
world’s largest CSP plant, which 
provides electricity to 20,000 
homes. The Shams 1 project helps 
displace approximately 175,000 
tonnes of CO2 per year, an equiva-
lent to planting 1.5 million trees or 
taking 15,000 cars off the road.

Abu Dhabi energy company Mas-
dar in 2014 announced it will build 
a 50-megawatt wind farm in Oman 
to provide 16,000 homes with clean 
energy.  The $125 million project, in 
the south-western region of Dho-
far, will diminish 110,000 tonnes of 
CO2 yearly. 

Masdar is overseeing Abu Dhabi’s 
plans to generate 7% of its energy 
needs from renewable sources by 
2020. The company is building one 
of the world’s first zero-carbon cit-
ies, called Masdar City, on the out-
skirts of Abu Dhabi.

The desert city, projected to host 
50,000 people, is to be powered 
entirely with renewable energy, 
including solar power and wind 
power.

MENA holds nearly half of the 
world’s renewable energy poten-
tial that has not been properly ex-
ploited.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
on Maghreb issues.
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Sheep graze next to a dried out gulley in the Palestinian village of 
al-Auja, near the West Bank city of Jericho.

The Grand Renaissance Dam under construction near the 
Sudanese-Ethiopian border.

MENA holds nearly 
half of the world’s 
renewable energy 
potential that has 
not been properly 
exploited.

 Ethiopia says the 
hydroelectric dam, 
will store about 79 
billion cubic metres 
of water.

Egyptians are afraid 
that they will wake 
up one day to find 
the dam a fait 
accompli.
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