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Water resources management in the Nile basin

The Nile Basin is a resource-rich but climatically harsh and economically poor region experiencing 
rapid population growth, great disparities in water resources at the national and local levels and 

frequent droughts. Despite the Nile Basin’s large size that is drained by the world’s longest river, runoff is 
less than half that of the Zambezi and Niger rivers that drain smaller catchments. Water conservation in 
the upper riparian countries of the Nile Basin is becoming increasingly urgent to meet their own rapidly 
rising demands and those of Sudan and Egypt. The populations of these countries are not, unlike those of 
Egypt and much of Sudan, settled along fertile, irrigated flood plains of the Nile and its tributaries but are 
dispersed in mountainous areas with limited access to hydraulic infrastructure and depend mostly on dry 
land farming. A colonial water law has prohibited upper riparians from implementing water resources 
development projects until recently, when several countries, particularly Ethiopia, started to implement 
large hydroelectric projects. The Nile Basin Initiative, launched in 1999 to ensure sustainable use of the 
Nile’s water at the regional level, has not been implemented because Egypt and Sudan continue to insist that 
their water current use rights be preserved. In the face of rapid increases in population (projected to reach 
336 million by 2030) and hydro-electric energy and overall water needs in the Nile Basin, water scarcity is 
likely to reach crisis proportions. This paper reviews recent large water resources developments in Ethiopia, 
where some of Africa’s largest dams are currently being build.
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