
   Civil Officium: Journal of Empirical Studies on Social Science 
   Website: http://journal.ascarya.or.id/index.php/civil  

DOI: https://doi.org/10.53754/civilofficium  
 

1 
 

Navigating the Nile: Ethiopia's Development Plans and the Future of Water Sharing 

Asmaa Abusamak 
Global Studies Shanghai University, China 

Corresponding Author Asmaa Abusamak, E-mail : asma.eg.qa.1990@hotmail.com  
 

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 

 
Received: 2024-03-28 
Accepted: 2024-07-01 
Volume: 4 
Issue: 2 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.53754/civilofficium.v4i2.690  
 
 

This article explores the dynamics of the relationship between 
Egypt and the countries in the Nile River Basin, with a specific 
focus on the natural challenges Ethiopia faces in developing water 
projects. This research employs a descriptive qualitative approach 
with the aim of identifying Ethiopia's natural conditions and their 
impact on water infrastructure development. Data sources 
include secondary literature from official reports, case studies, 
and statistical data related to Ethiopia's water resources and 
climate. Data were collected through literature reviews and 
document analysis. The research findings indicate that Ethiopia 
faces various challenges such as uneven rainfall distribution, high 
evaporation rates, difficult topography, and rock types that do not 
support water storage. Data analysis was conducted using 
qualitative methods to evaluate the impact of natural conditions 
on Ethiopia's capacity to develop water projects. In conclusion, 
Ethiopia, despite being a major contributor to the Nile River's 
water, faces significant natural barriers that limit its ability to build 
large and stable water infrastructure. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Egypt continues to work to regulate its relations with countries in the Nile Basin region and use the best methods to utilize Nile 
River water for the benefit of all countries in the basin. Several water-source countries are now seeking to undermine the 
agreement that had been made between Egypt and other countries from 1891 until the end of the Nile watershed initiative in 
1999. The failure of the Nile Watershed countries' Water Affairs Ministers' meeting in April 2010 in Sharm El Sheikh, Egypt, led 
to several source countries, with the exception of Eritrea, expressing rebellion and their intention to form a new commission 
based on the abolition of all previous agreements and finding a new mechanism for sharing Nile River water based on the 
concept of fair use.[1] 

The ideal conditions expected are harmonious and equitable cooperation between countries in the Nile River basin, where all 
countries benefit proportionately from existing water resources. This includes the development of efficient infrastructure to 
manage and utilize water optimally as well as equitable regulation in water distribution that takes into account the needs and 
conditions of each country. In this context, Ethiopia became one of the key countries due to its great contribution to the flow 
of the Nile.[2] 

Several previous studies have explored various aspects related to the distribution of Nile River water and the challenges faced 
by countries in the watershed. For example, research by Al Durar (2023) identified potential conflicts that arise from unequal 
water distribution.[3] Anghileri et al (2024) discuss the potential benefits of effective transboundary water management.[4] 
Wu et al (2016) explored the political and economic issues related to water allocation in the Nile.[5] Meanwhile, Leal et al 
(2024) highlighted the impact of climate change on water availability in the region[6], and Habteyes (2015) analyzed the 
implications of dam construction in Ethiopia on downstream countries.[7] 

However, most of these studies lack an in-depth exploration of the specific natural challenges Ethiopia faces in building water 
infrastructure. They focus more on political and economic aspects without diving into critical physical and geological barriers. 
In addition, existing research has not comprehensively linked Ethiopia's natural conditions to efforts to develop sustainable 
water infrastructure. 
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The novelty of this study is an in-depth exploration of the natural challenges Ethiopia faces in the development of water projects 
and how these conditions affect the country's ability to make optimal use of its water resources. This research offers a new 
perspective by linking geographical, geological, and hydrological factors 

unique in Ethiopia with the challenge of water infrastructure development, which has not been widely discussed in the previous 
literature. 

The purpose of this study is to identify and analyze the natural conditions of Ethiopia and its impact on the development of 
water infrastructure. This study also aims to evaluate the potential and limitations of Ethiopia in developing large and stable 
water projects. Thus, this study seeks to provide a more comprehensive insight into the challenges facing Ethiopia and its 
implications for water resource management in the Nile River watershed region. 

The importance of this research lies in its contribution to a better understanding of the complexities faced in water 
management in the Nile River watershed, especially in the context of Ethiopia. The results of this study are expected to provide 
a basis for policymakers to formulate more effective and sustainable strategies in managing water resources, as well as increase 
regional cooperation to avoid conflicts and ensure the well-being of all countries that share the Nile. 

2. LITERATURE STUDY 
Nile 
The Nile River is the longest river in the world, with a length of 6,650 km. The river flows through eleven countries in Africa, 
including Uganda, Sudan, and Egypt, before emptying into the Mediterranean Sea. The Nile River watershed covers an area of 
about 3.4 million square kilometers, which covers a wide range of climates and geographical conditions. The river has two main 
sources, namely Lake Victoria in the south and the Ethiopian Highlands which contribute most of its water through the Blue 
Nile. The Nile River is not only a major source of water for the countries it passes through, but it also plays a vital role in their 
history and culture.[8] 
 
Water Resources 
Water resources are a key element in economic and social development in various countries, especially in regions that face 
climate and geographical challenges such as the Nile River watershed. Water resources include surface water, such as rivers, 
lakes, and reservoirs, as well as groundwater that can be accessed through wells and springs. Effective management of water 
resources is essential to ensure sufficient water availability for domestic, agricultural, industrial, and ecosystem needs. In the 
Nile River watershed region, water resources are often a source of conflict and negotiation between countries because of the 
importance of water for life and development.[9] 

Water Infrastructure Development 
The development of water infrastructure includes the construction of dams, reservoirs, irrigation systems, and water treatment 
facilities. This infrastructure is designed to efficiently manage, store, and distribute water, as well as protect areas from flooding 
and drought. Large dams, such as the Aswan Dam in Egypt, have been built to control the flow of the Nile, provide water for 
irrigation, and generate hydroelectric power. However, the development of water infrastructure also faces technical, economic, 
and environmental challenges, especially in countries like Ethiopia which have difficult topography and extreme climate 
variations.[10] 

Challenges of Infrastructure Development in Ethiopia 
Ethiopia faces many challenges in the development of its water infrastructure. These challenges include uneven distribution of 
rainfall, high evaporation rates, and rock types that do not support water storage. Ethiopia's hilly and rugged topography makes 
it difficult to build large dams and efficient irrigation systems. In addition, geological problems such as cracked volcanic rocks 
and high seismic activity add complexity in designing and building durable and safe water infrastructure.[11] 

Implications of Water Infrastructure Development 
The development of inadequate water infrastructure can have far-reaching negative impacts, including reduced agricultural 
productivity, water insecurity, and increased risk of natural disasters such as floods and landslides. In Ethiopia, the lack of 
adequate water infrastructure also limits the country's potential to increase electrical energy production through hydroelectric 
power. This condition has an impact on the socio-economic welfare of the community and hinders overall economic growth. 
Therefore, a deep understanding of the challenges and potentials in water infrastructure development is essential to formulate 
effective policies.[12] 
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Water Resources Management Strategy 
To overcome these challenges, an integrated and sustainable water resources management strategy is urgently needed. This 
includes careful planning in infrastructure development, the application of modern technology, and strong regional 
cooperation. Countries in the Nile Basin need to work together to develop mutually beneficial solutions and reduce the 
potential for conflict. The implementation of effective water management practices, such as water conservation, improved 
irrigation efficiency, and ecosystem restoration, can help maximize the benefits of existing water resources and ensure long-
term sustainability.[13]  

3. METHOD 
This study uses a qualitative descriptive research type with a case study approach to analyze the natural challenges faced by 
Ethiopia in the development of water infrastructure and its impact on water resource management in the Nile River 
watershed.[14] The purpose of this study is to identify the natural conditions of Ethiopia and evaluate the limitations and 
potential in developing sustainable water projects. The data used in this study are in the form of secondary data obtained from 
official literature, government reports, previous case studies, and statistical data related to water resources and climate in 
Ethiopia. 

The main sources of data for the study include reports from international organizations, scientific journals, books, and official 
documents published by the Ethiopian government and other countries in the Nile River basin. The research was conducted in 
a period from January to June 2024. Data collection methods include literature review and document analysis to obtain relevant 
and in-depth information about the research topic. The results obtained from the data collection were then analyzed using 
qualitative methods, focusing on mapping natural challenges and their impact on the development of water infrastructure in 
Ethiopia. Data analysis was carried out to compile a comprehensive picture of Ethiopia's geographical, geological, and 
hydrological conditions and their implications for water resource management.  

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Ethiopia is the largest contributor to the flow of the Nile, providing about 85% of the river's total water flow through the Blue 
Nile and several other tributaries. Despite this, Ethiopia faces many challenges in managing and utilizing these water resources 
effectively. Difficult natural conditions and extreme climate variations make the development of water infrastructure very 
complex and expensive. The uneven distribution of rainfall causes most of the rainfall to occur in one short season between 
June and September. Ethiopia's hilly and rugged topography adds complexity to the construction of dams and effective 
irrigation systems. The high evaporation rate, averaging 87% of the total annual rainfall, also adds to the difficulty in utilizing 
the available water. The types of rocks in Ethiopia, especially volcanic and metamorphic rocks, have low porosity and many 
cracks, so they do not support water storage.[15] Severe soil erosion and high sedimentation in Ethiopian rivers reduce the 
storage capacity of dams and reservoirs and damage farmland. Ethiopia is also located along the East African Fault, making it 
vulnerable to seismic activity and frequent earthquakes. With all these challenges, Ethiopia needs international support in the 
form of technology and funding as well as an integrated and sustainable water resources management strategy. 

Rainfall in Ethiopia is very uneven both temporal and spatial.[16] Most of the rainfall falls in one short season, which is between 
June and September, known as the Kiremt season. In addition, the geographical distribution of rainfall is also very uneven, with 
most of the rainfall concentrated in the western and southwestern parts of the country. This makes it difficult to achieve 
consistent and sustainable water management efforts, as water resources are not evenly available throughout the year. As a 
result, areas that receive less rainfall experience prolonged droughts, while areas that receive excess rainfall face flood risk. 
This unevenness also hampers the development of effective irrigation infrastructure, as it requires large investments to drain 
water from wet areas to dry areas. In addition, challenges in water storage also arise because reservoirs and dams must be 
designed to hold large amounts of water in a short period of time and manage their release gradually throughout the year. 
Therefore, water management strategies in Ethiopia should consider these variations in rainfall to optimize the utilization of 
available water resources.[17] 

Ethiopia also experiences very high evaporation rates, which are estimated to average 87% of total annual rainfall. This high 
evaporation rate means that most of the rainwater is lost to the atmosphere before it can be used for irrigation or other 
purposes, adding to the challenge of storing and utilizing water effectively. Ethiopia's mountainous and hilly topography further 
complicates the development of efficient water infrastructure. Many rivers in Ethiopia flow through deep, steep valleys, making 
the construction of large dams a significant technical challenge. In addition, this topographic condition also makes it difficult to 
transport water from one place to another for irrigation or domestic purposes. This combination of high evaporation rates and 
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difficult topography demands innovative solutions and significant investments in water management technologies to address 
these challenges.[18] 

The types of rocks in Ethiopia, especially volcanic and metamorphic rocks from the Precambrian era, have low porosity and 
many cracks, so they do not support water storage. These geological conditions mean that many water storage projects, such 
as dams and reservoirs, are experiencing significant water leakage problems. These leaks reduce the effectiveness and longevity 
of such infrastructure, making it difficult to maintain adequate water storage levels. In addition, the problem of leakage also 
increases maintenance and repair costs, and decreases the operational efficiency of dams and reservoirs.[19] As a result, efforts 
to manage water resources have become more complex and require more sophisticated technological solutions to address 
leaks. Therefore, further research and innovations in construction techniques and materials are urgently needed to improve 
Ethiopia's ability to store water effectively.[20] 

Ethiopia faces the problem of severe soil erosion, which results in high sedimentation in its rivers.[21] This sedimentation not 
only reduces the storage capacity of dams and reservoirs, but also damages farmland by reducing soil fertility. Eroded soils 
carry important nutrients needed for agriculture, leading to a decrease in land productivity. High soil erosion also exacerbates 
water management problems in Ethiopia, as accumulated sedimentation can clog waterways and reduce the efficiency of 
irrigation systems. This condition makes soil and water conservation efforts an important priority to prevent further damage 
and increase agricultural resilience. Therefore, the implementation of soil conservation practices such as planting erosion-
retaining vegetation and creating terraces is urgently needed to reduce erosion and improve water resource management.[22] 

The Ethiopian region is along the East African Fault, which makes it vulnerable to seismic activity. Frequent earthquakes and 
volcanic activity add to the risk of structural failure in water infrastructure projects. This condition makes the construction of 
large dams and reservoirs more risky, because vibrations and soil shifts can damage the structure of the building. In addition, 
the high frequency of earthquakes requires very careful infrastructure design and requires advanced construction technology 
to ensure long-term resilience and safety. Construction techniques such as the use of flexible materials and vibration-resistant 
designs are necessary to reduce the risk of earthquake damage. Therefore, investment in the research and development of 
earthquake-resistant construction technologies is essential for the success of water infrastructure projects in Ethiopia.[23] 

In addition to natural challenges, Ethiopia also faces limitations in terms of technology and funding for the development of 
water infrastructure.[24] Many water projects are built with international support, but funding and technology constraints 
often slow down the implementation and completion of these projects. Without access to advanced technology and adequate 
financial resources, many water infrastructure projects stalled or run slowly, reducing their effectiveness in the long run. 
Consistent and ongoing international support is indispensable to address these challenges, including technical assistance, 
technology transfer, and funding. Collaboration with international organizations, donor countries, and the private sector can 
help accelerate the development of the necessary infrastructure. Additionally, increasing local capacity through training and 
skills development is also important to ensure that Ethiopia can effectively manage and maintain its water infrastructure.[25] 

The lack of adequate water infrastructure in Ethiopia has a major impact on the social and economic life of the people.[26] 
Agriculture, which is the main source of livelihood for most of the population, relies heavily on erratic rainfall, causing 
uncertainty in crop yields and farmers' incomes. Water insecurity also hampers the development of other sectors such as 
industry and energy, as limited water availability is not able to support stable and sustainable operations. As a result, Ethiopia's 
economic growth potential has been limited, and its people have experienced low welfare.[27] In addition, limited access to 
clean water and poor sanitation increases health risks, worsening people's living conditions, especially in rural areas. 
Investment in adequate water infrastructure and effective management of water resources is essential to increase agricultural 
productivity, support the industrial and energy sectors, and improve the overall quality of life of Ethiopians.[28] 

To overcome these challenges, an integrated and sustainable water resources management strategy is needed. This includes 
improving irrigation efficiency through modern irrigation technology that reduces water waste and ensures equitable 
distribution. The development of better water storage technologies, such as the construction of reservoirs and dams designed 
to address leakage and sedimentation, is essential. Strong regional cooperation is needed to collectively manage water 
resources, [29]considering that the Nile River crosses several countries that depend on its flow. Ethiopia also needs to develop 
internal capacity in terms of technology and project management, through training and education, to ensure the long-term 
success of the built water infrastructure. Soil and water conservation efforts, such as reforestation and environmentally sound 
soil management techniques, must be scaled up to reduce erosion and improve soil fertility.[30] In addition, increasing 
community resilience to climate variability, through education and counseling programs, will help communities adapt to 
climate change and maintain the sustainability of water resources.  
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5. CONCLUSION 
Ethiopia, despite being a significant contributor to the Nile River’s water resources, faces a multitude of natural and 
environmental challenges that hinder the effective development of its water infrastructure, including the uneven distribution 
of rainfall across different regions, high evaporation rates exacerbated by the country's arid and semi-arid climates, complex 
and rugged topography that makes large-scale construction projects difficult, unsupportive rock formations that increase 
construction costs and risks, as well as widespread soil erosion that impacts both water retention and land stability; 
furthermore, seismic activity in certain areas adds additional risks to the construction and operation of large infrastructure 
projects. While Ethiopia possesses substantial hydroelectric potential due to its numerous rivers and elevation changes, the 
country’s efforts to fully harness this potential are constrained by limited access to advanced technology, insufficient financial 
resources, and a lack of skilled expertise. To address these challenges, it is recommended that Ethiopia prioritize strengthening 
international cooperation to secure both technological and financial support, while simultaneously focusing on the 
development of sustainable and efficient water resource management strategies that take into account long-term 
environmental, social, and economic considerations to achieve a more comprehensive and resilient approach to its water 
infrastructure development. 
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