Geography(Regional Planning)

Volume 15, Issue 59, Summer 2025
ISSN (Print): 2228-6462 - ISSN (Online): 2783-2112
Journal Homepage: https://www.jgeogeshm.ir/

Research Paper

Explaining the causes of hydropolitical tension in relations between
countries (Case: Tension between Egypt and Ethiopia over the Nile)

Meysam Mirzaei Tabar
1. Assistant Professor, Political Geography, African Studies Center, Tarbiat Modares
University, Tehran, Iran.

ARTICLEINFO | Abstract

One of the important issues within the framework of geopolitics and
PP: 319-340 hydropolitics is the issue of tension and conflict. Among the tensions,
hydropolitical tensions are among the most important in the relations between
governments and actors from the micro to the macro international levels. Their
resolution is difficult, and it is important to understand the causes and roots of
their occurrence. In recent years, one of the hydropolitical tensions that has been
raised internationally and in Africa is the tension between Egypt and Ethiopia
over Ethiopia’s construction of the Renaissance Dam on the Nile, which neither
Elﬂ." El country is willing to give up on its demands. Egypt considers any action to

restrict the flow of the Nile water, including the construction of a dam, a vital
threat to its territory and country, and Ethiopia, emphasizing the need for Nile
=] %4 water resources, insists on the construction of the Renaissance Dam. This

research is descriptive in nature and descriptive-analytical in approach, which
was conducted using a qualitative method, inferential approach, and content
analysis. Information is collected through a library method and the analysis
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Nile River; Renaissance specifically between Egypt and Ethiopia over the Nile? The results of the
Dam. research show that the most important causes of this hydropolitical tension are
examined within the framework of the vital importance of the Nile, identity and
historical causes, intervention factors, climate issues, etc.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Hydropolitics  examines the  political
dimensions of water issues and related topics.
One of the issues studied in this knowledge is
the tension over water from the micro to the
macro level between countries and
international  actors, which is called
"hydropolitical tension". Given humanity's
vital need for water, population growth, and
global limitations on freshwater resources,
hydropolitical ~ tensions are increasing.
Therefore, it is necessary to examine their
geopolitical and hydropolitical dimensions.
Africa is one of the continents facing
hydropolitical tension. The most prominent
example in recent years is the tension between
Egypt and Ethiopia over the construction of
the Renaissance Dam. This dam is being built
by Ethiopia on one of the main branches of the
Nile, and Egypt is objecting to it. Therefore,
given the importance of this event, and the
necessity of analyzing the root causes of
hydropolitical tensions in the world, and
specifically between Egypt and Ethiopia, this
research seeks to explain the causes of this
tension by describing the nature and
dimensions of hydropolitical tension and
explaining how the tension between Egypt
and Ethiopia over the construction and water
withdrawal of the Renaissance Dam occurred.
The main question is: What are the most
important causes of hydropolitical tension in
relations between countries, and specifically
between Egypt and Ethiopia over the Nile?

Methodology

This research is descriptive in nature and
descriptive-analytical in approach, which was
conducted using a qualitative method,
inferential approach, and content analysis.
Information is collected through a library
method and the analysis method is
explanatory (causal).

Results and discussion

The history of Ethiopia's tension with Egypt
over the Nile dates back to 2010. With
Ethiopia accusing Egypt of not respecting
equality in the use of Nile water, a new
agreement was signed on the fair sharing of
the water of this river between 6 neighboring
countries, namely Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda,

Rwanda, Tanzania and Burundi. In early
2011, the Ethiopian government announced
its decision to build the Renaissance
Hydroelectric Dam along the Blue Nile River
in the border region of Ethiopia and Sudan.
Egypt and Sudan protested Ethiopia's
decision. Sudan gradually withdrew its
opposition, but  Egyptian  opposition
continues .

The important issue is to explain the roots of
the tension. One of the main reasons is the
vital geopolitical and geostrategic importance
of the Nile River. The Nile's water resources
have played a vital role in the formation of
Egypt, its progress, continuity of life, and
survival. The same importance, to a lesser
degree, is also true for Ethiopia. Ethiopia’s life
is not dependent on the Nile, but its water
resources are of considerable importance to it.
The events arising from the debate over the
exploitation of the Nile water are
hydropolitical in nature. The outcome of its
events, by affecting the components of politics
and power, has given the Nile a vital
geopolitical, strategic, and geostrategic role
for the two countries.

Another important factor is related to the
colonial history that dominated the Nile Basin.
The conclusion of British colonial treaties
granting Egypt (a British colony) full access
to the Nile's water resources and prohibiting
Ethiopia from taking any action, such as
building a dam on the river, limited the
country's ability to exploit it. With these
actions, Britain sought to dominate the land of
Egypt, the Red Sea, the Suez Canal, and the
Nile River basin. This issue has created
geopolitical and hydropolitical  tension
between the two countries due to Egypt's
emphasis on historical sovereignty resulting
from colonial treaties over the Nile's water
resources and Ethiopia's refusal to accept the
provisions of these treaties.

The third reason is the impact of climate
change. The negative impact of climate
change, with increasing temperatures,
decreasing precipitation, decreasing water
resources, and limiting freshwater resources,
has had negative effects on Egypt and the flow
of the Nile River. Therefore, Cairo, upon
learning of this issue, considers the
construction of the dam by Ethiopia a serious
threat to the land, nation, and government of



321 Mirzaei Tabar: Explaining the causes of hydropolitical tension in relations between countries...

Egypt, and has a negative and tense reaction
to it.
Another factor is the role of foreign
intervention, especially Israel's support for the
construction of the Renaissance Dam. In the
issue of hydropolitical tensions, one of the
effective factors is foreign intervention or
third-party intervention, the type and manner
of which enters the issue is geopolitical in
nature. In the hydropolitical tension between
Egypt and Ethiopia, Israel's intervention in the
issue of helping Ethiopia build the
Renaissance Dam is part of an effort to secure
its water needs through the Nile and to
pressure Egypt to give in to its demands and
goals in the region .
The fifth factor in the emergence of
hydropolitical tension between Egypt and
Ethiopia is the Egyptians' sense of place
towards the Nile River and its transformation
into an element and symbol of national and
historical identity. The Nile is a symbol of
national and historical identity and a factor in
Egypt's survival. It is a vital and sensitive
issue for Egyptians, and any sense of threat to
it is met with territoriality and a negative
reaction from the Egyptian government and
people. Regarding the construction of the
Renaissance Dam by Ethiopia, Cairo
considers this a serious threat to itself, and this
issue has become one of the important reasons
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