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Since its 2011 uprising, Egypt has faced heightened political, security, and economic risks—ranging from a failed state

on its western borders (Libya), rising domestic militancy and terrorism, severe fiscal and foreign exchange crises, and

dwindling water resources. Problematically, Egyptian leadership has had difficulty executing decisions to effectively

mitigate these risks, especially decisions that bear on national security. The absence of an evidence-based national

security decision-making process raises questions about Egyptian policymakers’ understanding of the concept of

“national security,” and their capacity to address the issues that worsen the security situation and prevent economic

recovery. One of the issues in which this dilemma is most clearly illustrated is also one that is vital for Egypt’s well-being

as a state: its water and food security. The failure to address threats to its water and food security is also a direct threat

to the normative functions of the Egyptian state.

While Egyptian policymakers understand that boosting Egypt’s economic growth and stability would greatly improve

Egypt’s regional and international position—and thus its national security—in actuality, they tend to focus their

attention on preserving the state and its interests from internal extremism or external aggression.

Preoccupied with thoughts of turning back aggression, Egyptian national security policymakers can only offer a failed,

unfocused response to the Ethiopian government’s decision to start building the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam

(GERD)—a project that would most likely affect Egypt’s share and flow of Nile waters, and thus constitute a major threat

to Egypt’s already endangered water and food security. This report examines the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, and

argues that Egyptian policymakers’ failure to appreciate its importance and its potential impact on Egypt are

emblematic of their flawed approach to national security. This report also recommends that Egypt make water resource

policy a much greater priority.

Water and Food Security and National Security Decision-Making
Process

Egypt, the Nile, and Water Scarcity

Egyptians are fond of saying that their country is the “gift of the Nile.” Egypt is a hyper-arid desert ecosystem that

experiences less than eighty millimeters of rainfall a year. In the 1960s, the Nile could meet the irrigation needs for

growing enough wheat to feed Egypt’s population of 26 million on the mere 3.5 percent of its land that is naturally

arable.  Today, Egypt is the world’s leading wheat importer (accounting for nearly 10 percent of world demand).  A

mushrooming population, in the absence of judicious land-use regulation and decades of ineffective water governance,
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has led to the reckless exploitation of the country’s most precious resource. Water scarcity is a key factor in many of

Egypt’s social ills, such as high food prices, wide economic disparities; as such, water and food security must be a vital

component in the country’s national security strategy.

Egypt has been classified as “water scarce”  since 2005, though water scarcity has seriously curtailed the country’s

capacity for adequate domestic production of basic food staples dating back to the 1970s. In the 1970s, among the factors

that led Egypt to shift its foreign policy orientation from East to West was the failure of the Soviet Union to supply

Egypt with wheat on preferential trade terms. Egyptian President Anwar Sadat understood that social instability might

result in the event of disruptions to the supply of wheat. This made water security a matter of national security to the

Egyptian state, because food security in Egypt has been and continues to be threatened by limited water resources.

To fend off the prospect of popular discontent, Egypt began importing wheat from the United States, reversing a central

plank of Egyptian foreign policy at the time.  As a result of water constraints and poor land use policies, Egypt today

depends on unstable international food markets to secure 40 percent of its food and 60 percent of its wheat.  This

exposes Egyptians to sharp increases in the price of commodities such as wheat, maize, and soybean. From 2007 to

2008, deadly food riots broke out when summer droughts and scorched crops across the globe caused stock-outs in

Egypt of basic food products such as bread, rice, sugar, and cooking oil.

Perhaps the greatest threat facing Egypt’s water resources today are infrastructural developments in upstream riparian

nations, such as Ethiopia. The Blue Nile, which begins in Ethiopia, contributes about 85 percent of the water flow that

passes through Egypt to the Mediterranean. Egypt’s annual Nile water share is around 60 billion cubic meters.

Agriculture uses around 85 percent of that water.

3

4

5

6

IRRIGATION CANALS HAVE OPENED DRY DESERT AREAS OF EGYPT TO AGRICULTURE. SOURCE: FLICKR.
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However, agricultural usage of the water is highly wasteful, aggravating existing shortages. Egyptian farmers

predominantly practice flood irrigation to raise their crops, an outdated method of irrigation where gallons of excess

water are pumped over the crops. Modern irrigation techniques, such as drip irrigation, have yet to take hold in Egyptian

agriculture as farmers do not receive the training and instruments required for adopting them. Water losses due to

evaporation are largely attributed to flood irrigation, which leaves billions of cubic meters of water exposed to the sun

before absorption by the crop. Around 40 percent of the remaining water—used domestically and in industry (2.3 billion

cubic meters) is lost to leaking pipes and drains, while 2.5 billion cubic meters are used to generate electricity.

According to Fathi Farag, an independent water expert, if this amount of total lost water was to be calculated, one would

discover that Egyptians are left with just a fraction of what their country receives every year from the Nile for usage.

Egypt, Ethiopia, and the Dam

With a growing population that has surpassed Egypt as the second-most populous nation in Africa, Ethiopia faces a

pressing need to fully develop its water resources to enhance agricultural production and avert recurrent food shortages

and famines. Thus, the Ethiopian government is “serious about achieving self-sufficiency in food production at any

cost.”  When Meles Zenawi came to power in 1995, he decided to develop a strategy to complete a journey from famine

to prosperity by the middle of the century.  Zenawi then focused his strategy on constructing dams to manage and

regulate the flow of water, so that the Ethiopian state would be able to eliminate the threat of famines. Moreover, Zenawi

believed that these dams could provide electricity to 77 percent of East Africa, which consists of states that do not have

regular access to electricity.
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When the Ethiopian government started planning to build a dam and surveyed the potential site in 2009 and 2010, the

Egyptian government under Hosni Mubarak stated that their objective would be to dismantle any threat that would

undermine Egypt’s water security.  According to WikiLeaks, Egyptian diplomatic sources stated that the “Sudanese12
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President Omar Al Bashir has agreed to allow the Egyptians to build a small airbase in Kusti to accommodate Egyptian

commandos who might be sent to Ethiopia to destroy water facilities on the Blue Nile. This will be Egypt’s option if all

their other attempts fail to resolve the issue.”  In March 2011, the Ethiopian government made the Grand Ethiopian

Renaissance Dam project public—the timing was right after the Egyptian uprising, which led to the toppling of Hosni

Mubarak, and consequently, the absence of Egypt’s political leadership. Throughout Egypt’s ill-fated transition, policy on

the issue remained notable by its absence. More alarmingly, when the issue did arise publicly it was in the context of an

ill-conceived meeting called by President Morsi in which various Egyptian politicians were seen suggesting an attack on

the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (while unaware that their meeting was being aired live on Egyptian television).

Meanwhile, Ethiopia has forged ahead with its development plans, completing 70 percent of the landmark GERD.

Once completed, the GERD will be Africa’s largest hydropower dam, standing some 170m tall.  Although the GERD is

projected to be one of the largest dams, its impact on the Ethiopian people and the downstream neighbors, including

Egypt, is understudied. The International Rivers Organization claims that:

Although Ethiopia says the dam benefits downstream neighbors and has no ill effects on their water supply,

there is no denying that the dam will give the upstream country greater control over the river’s flow. A major

concern is how filling the huge reservoir will affect water security in Egypt, which relies almost totally on the

Nile for its water supply. Depending on how long it takes to fill the reservoir (it has been estimated it will take

from 5-7 years), the Nile flow into Egypt could evaporate 3bn cubic meters of water a year—three times Egypt’

annual rainfall, and enough to meet the basic needs of up to half a million people. A major shortcoming is the

lack of gauges on the Blue Nile in Ethiopia, which means data on the river’s flow is inadequate.

The GERD’s massive capacity would deepen Egypt’s water deficit with serious effects:

Curtailing agricultural expansion, shrinking arable land, increasing the salinity in the Northern part of the

Delta in such a way that prevents cultivation of those lands and their fallow lands, damage to potable water

stations, the collapse of canals and drains, and environmental destabilization in the northern part of Egypt.

Furthermore, it is possible that this dam would prevent water from reaching the coastline, affect navigation on

the river and cause a reduction by an estimated 20 percent in the electricity production generated from the

High Dam in Aswan. 
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Moreover, if the GERD collapses, “an area of 16–20 square km stretching from the site of the dam all the way to

Khartoum, Sudan would be impacted; a huge influx of water would pour into Lake Nasser, as well—if the lake was

already full, this would most likely lead to the collapse of the High Dam in southern Egypt, given that there is currently

no mechanism of draining excess water from the lake.”  This worst-case scenario (but plausible, due to technical issues

and climate change ) would destroy all of the cities in the “vicinity of the dam and extending to Cairo, flooding the

delta.”  This kind of information is readily available and the fact that Egyptian policy on the issue did not evolve is either

reflective of a lack of proper due diligence or reckless neglect. This failure implies a serious dysfunction in the machinery

of foreign policy making and its effects on national security matters.

Ethiopia, Egyptian Foreign Policy, and Nile River Rights

In his book The Philosophy of the Revolution, Gamal Abdel Nasser described Egyptian foreign policy as a three

dimensional policy, meaning that the three circles Egypt’s foreign policy needed to address were: the Arab world, the

African continent, and the Islamic countries.  Nasser’s successors, Anwar Sadat and Hosni Mubarak, determined a new

course for Egyptian foreign policy by lifting Egypt’s relations with the West to new strategic heights and allocating fewer

diplomatic resources to the African continent. The 1995 assassination attempt survived by Mubarak in the Ethiopian

capital, Addis Ababa, led the former president to disengage diplomatically from the rest of Africa, especially Ethiopia.

Mubarak’s pivot confirmed a foreign policy shift that his predecessor, Anwar Sadat, had made toward the United States,

Europe, and close Arab allies, further weakening ties and contacts with vital upstream riparians like Ethiopia. The

damage to Egypt’s relations with African countries caused by this shift demonstrates that Egyptian foreign policymaking

lacks anchoring in a core national security strategy that prioritizes the country’s water security as a matter of national

security. The shift also exposes a structural problem in the Egyptian foreign policy establishment: the absence of

institutional checks—such as an effective parliamentary foreign policy committee—against an individual leader’s

inclinations, leaving vital national interests solely dependent on the presidency and its assessment of priorities, and thus

national security matters.

As a consequence, when Ethiopia decided to start the construction process of the dam in 2011, Egyptian policymakers

found themselves out of touch with Ethiopia and other Nile River nations, which led to extremely difficult diplomatic

negotiations, especially between Ethiopia and Egypt. Negotiations between Egypt and Ethiopia regarding the legitimacy

of the dam and technical specifics of the dam have encountered various difficulties. In an article published by the

Huffington Post, Yahya Gahnim argues that:

18

19

20

21

PAGE 7



These challenges started when the Nile Basin Initiative, launched in 1999 as a successor to the Technical

Committee for the Promotion of the Development and Environmental Protection of the Nile Basin

(TECCONILE) OF 1993, whose initial objectives were studying the feasibility of development projects and

promoting prudent management of Nile Waters. The Nile Basin Initiative notably included Ethiopia and

Kenya, which had not participated in TECCONILE. The Egyptian government encouraged their membership

in the name of inclusion and extending the benefit of the Nile’s waters to all nile basin countries. However, with

the inclusion of Ethiopia and Kenya, Egypt had effectively mobilized all the basin countries against itself on the

negotiating table. As a result, the Nile Basin initiative marked the departure from Egypt’s historic protection of

the Nile for its national interests, deactivated the 1959, which reserves the right to veto upstream projects that

could threaten Egypt’s share of water, and exposed the most vital national security component. Hence, Egypt

gave up its historical policy, which the country adopted for decades—the central focus of this policy was that no

state should meddle with Egypt’s water flow or quota.

The latter complicated and undermined the possibility of productive bilateral negotiations, situating the Egyptian

negotiator in collective negotiations, in which talks became more difficult due to a conflict of interest of each state. The

slow pace of negotiations fueled Ethiopian impatience and likely contributed to Ethiopia’s decision to begin the

construction of the dam.

In light of its circumstances, any Egyptian government should prioritize its relations with Ethiopia. Nevertheless, Egypt

has failed to deepen its relationship with Ethiopia economically, technologically, culturally or militarily. Instead,

Egyptian policymakers relied on outdated ideas about Ethiopia’s political conditions and technological limitations,

which they believed would prevent the country from ever undertaking the project.

Egyptian policymakers ignored the Ethiopians and their right to seek their own national interests for decades, and

instead accused Israel of instigating conflict at Egypt’s backdoor. Israel and Ethiopia have a pragmatic relationship—

based on similar political objectives, geographical location and the exchange of Israeli military and economic assistance
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and technological expertise for strategic and diplomatic benefits. From the Israeli perspective, a relationship with

Ethiopia began as a part of the periphery doctrine, which recommended Israel establish relationships with non-Arab

regional actors in order to counter Arab hostility in general, and Egypt in particular.

Egyptian policymakers perceive Israel’s current support of Ethiopia’s mega-development program as Israeli collusion

with the Ethiopian government to undermine Egyptian water security.  This attitude is driven by the refusal of

Egyptian policymakers to recognize Ethiopia’s legitimate and serious need for infrastructure development in accordance

with Ethiopian national interests. In other words, the GERD project has constituted a major challenge for Egyptian

diplomacy, exposing the weakness of the Egyptian state in general and the national security decision-making process in

particular.

The Egyptian Use of the Term “National Security”

The definitional fluidity of “national security” leads us to recognize the need for updating its meaning in line with

shifting national circumstances and interests. This is to say, that if policymakers do not adapt their concept of national

security to suit the changing threats and opportunities, they will fail to identify the state’s interests in a refined fashion.

This is the case in Egypt, where policymakers struggle to update their perceptions of national security, and thus fail to set

national objectives, formulate national strategic concepts, and allocate national resources to secure the state’s national

interests in a way that adequately addresses today’s shifting political landscape.

General Mamdouh Salem, who previously served as deputy chief of the Egyptian General Intelligence Service (GIS),

made clear that Egypt’s understanding of national security was unclear and ambiguous:

Throughout his career at the General Intelligence Service, he [had] no clear idea what Egyptian national

security meant. There were no documents or guidelines to tell [officers] where it begins and where it ends…

Everybody had their own interpretation and their own assessment on how to handle it. Even at the time when

President Sadat formed a National Security Council, which was subsequently dissolved, there was no clarity

about the idea.

The Egyptian National Security Council was reestablished in accordance with Article 205 in Egypt’s constitution of

2014.  Unfortunately, this reconstituted council has struggled to establish itself as a key body in the national security

decision-making process.
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In Egypt’s case, the foundation of the state’s self-assessment of its capabilities and interests is often based on the notion

of conspiracy—there is a mutual belief promoted by policymakers that any act that leads to instability within the country

is undertaken by a foreign power or the Muslim Brotherhood, the Islamic political organization which was removed

from power by the military in July 2013. The notion that this conspiracy is that a strong Egypt would threaten foreign

powers’ interests in the region, and, therefore, the Muslim Brotherhood is being instigated and equipped by these powers

to destabilize Egypt. For example, the Egyptian ambassador to the United States released a public letter to the New York

Times accusing the newspaper of “unquestioning adoption of [Muslim] Brotherhood’s propaganda” and an absolute

misunderstanding of the group and its terroristic nature. While the New York Times is obviously not a governmental

entity, it is often perceived by Egyptian officials as indicative of American governmental interests and attitudes.

Another common conspiracy theory is that Israel continuously plots to destabilize the Egyptian state. For instance,

Mohamed Abdel Fadil Shousha, the former regional governor of South Sinai, claimed that “what is being said about the

Mossad throwing the deadly shark in the sea to hit tourism in Egypt is not out of the question. But it needs time to

confirm.”  These conspiratorial allegations are certainly problematic and raise concerns that the very foundations of

policy-making are based upon illusions.

Recommendations

It is now crucial for Egyptian policymakers to develop a different approach to the GERD project and the potential

negative consequences it entails for Egypt, one that consists of both a domestic component and an international

component. Domestically, Egypt must formulate and implement a water resources management approach that can

match the limited freshwater supply with increasing demand. The status of water in Egypt will depend on the available

water resources, water demand, and institutional and legislative frameworks of water management.  Egyptian

policymakers must learn from the successful examples of other water-scarce countries.
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Ironically, Egypt’s neighbor Israel is a pioneer in developing water-efficient systems, surpassing every other competitor’s

ability to get “more crop per drop.”  Israel is one of the only countries in the world that has created such an efficient

infrastructure of water supply and conversion that it can now function without rain—the country recycles a big

percentage of its own water, invented drip irrigation, and is the world leader in desalination.  More than 50 percent of

the water for Israeli households, agriculture and industry is artificially produced. Israel’s knowledge in water resource

management has been sought out by delegations from water scarce countries who visit Israel to become familiar with

best practices and ways of adopting them back in their countries. Egyptian policymakers must engage in a similar

constructive learning process with any knowledgeable entities that have the capacity to help Egypt to maximize its water

efficiency, including Israel and despite the obvious domestic political sensitivities.

Internationally, Egyptian policymakers should recognize that the country’s water stresses cannot simply be viewed

through the lens of hard security. Rather, Egyptian policymakers must work on building consensus among world powers

that Ethiopia’s actions on the Nile are deepening Egypt’s already dire water insecurity, and engage in constructive

negotiations with Ethiopia. The Abdul Latif Jameel World Water and Food Security Lab at M.I.T. gathered experts to

propose strategies that address Nile Basin water resources. They emphasized the following:

Management of a river system with multiple dams required sophisticated joint management with a shared

knowledge base and scientific modeling framework. The hard negotiations ahead to achieve detailed

agreements on such things as reservoir operation policy, power trading, dam safety and irrigation practices

will require that foreign policy and water experts from each of the [affected] countries have a shared

understanding of the technical issues and a willingness to compromise.

Moreover, the United States’ interest in the stability of Egypt and Ethiopia makes the United States a potentially useful
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interlocutor between the two countries. As a result, inviting the United States or any other engaged party to assist the

Nile riparians in reaching a fair, equitable agreement on joint operation of the Aswan High Dam and the GERD based

on global best practices and experience might be an ideal solution to the issue, but faces serious challenges. Without a

well-developed, carefully designed operating agreement, there is an increasing risk of conflict due to misunderstanding

and ambiguity surrounding different motives and actions.

Conclusion

In order to address water scarcity in Egypt as well as other issues surrounding the country’s national security-decision

making process, policymakers must first engage in a national self-assessment of Egypt’s capabilities—which will only

happen if policymakers engage in a process that filters out fiction from fact. The GERD case study reflects Egypt’s flawed

approach to matters relevant to national security. The nation’s failure to adequately address relations with Ethiopia head

on could now have dire implications for the Egyptian people’s livelihoods: GERD may negatively affect Egypt’s already

limited water share, which would threaten food and water security as well as agricultural prosperity. Preventing this

damage and avoiding the repetition of past mistakes requires an update in the methodology of Egyptian policymakers’

national security understanding.
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