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Abstract 

Control of water is control of life. In the case of transboundary rivers, water is a matter of national and 
international security. In order to secure enough water, it is essential that river management is based 
on cooperation, and structured in two directions: top-down among national governments and bottom-
up through civil society participation. Due to the fact that a cooperative water management is 
complicated and influenced by asymmetries in power, citizens’ right to water is often compromised 
by egoistic policies of upstream countries. The article analyses the Nile river’s management practice, 
which is executed in both directions: top-down through the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI), established in 
1999 among riparian states, and bottom-up through the Nile Basin Discourse (NBD), a network of 
civil society organizations from all riparian countries. The study underlines that the agreement for the 
NBI was achieved thanks to the political interest of the strongest country, Egypt, whose downstream 
position had made it vulnerable to the other upstream countries' decisions. It also illustrates how 
projects promoted by both NBD and NBI have been effective in increasing public involvement, 
putting in place the three mechanisms, approaches and practices identified by the United Nations 
University in 2003, which could be replicated as a leading paradigm for other riparian states. 

Keywords: asymmetries in power; cooperation; public involvement; citizens; water right. 

  

Introduction 

Transboundary rivers and lakes constitute an indissoluble link that connects national 

governments and communities. They raise problem of sovereignty on a national resource, 

water, that cannot be totally subjected to country policies because it is a common good shared 

with the other riparian states. The lack of a framework in the international law leaves the 

floor open to political doctrines, aimed at defending specific interests. Based on the 

assumption that transboundary water management is mainly a political process (Cascao and 

Zeitoun, 2010), and it is influenced by asymmetries in power, the author of the paper accepts 

the interpretation by Cascao and Zeitoun, for whom power is performed in different fields. 

The different fields of power create an uncertainty in diplomatic relations among riparian 

states, so that all the countries could use their power in different contexts to balance the other. 

Nevertheless, there always exists a “hydro-hegemon” country and when this country is 

geographically located downstream, it is easier to urge on cooperation as it becomes more 

convenient for all riparian states to manage the resource in common. In this paper’s  case 

study the regional strongest country, Egypt -that depends on the Nile for 95% of its total 
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water needs- has always had interests in overcoming rivalries with other riparian states and in 

cooperating on river management. 

The author then illustrates that in order to reach a real sustainable and cooperative river 

management, stakeholder and public involvement is necessary. In the case study public 

involvement is the core of cooperation, and it has two directions: top-down, through a 

intergovernmental organization, and bottom-up, through a network of civil society. Both are 

aimed at developing transnational projects for a sustainable and equitable management of the 

Nile River. The author highlights that public involvement approaches used by NBI and NBD 

are based on the three simple mechanisms identified by the United Nations University in 

2003. A mixture of the conventional, information technology and international approaches 

could compose a key element for an effective and real public participation.  

Background 

National water governance is aimed at finding a balance among all citizens’ needs, meeting 

the demands from stakeholders in the agricultural, industrial, and civil fields. However, 

although water is considered a national resource by governments, it is not easily delimited by 

political borders. By connecting people and creating interdependence among local users from 

different countries, transboundary rivers and lakes pose governance problems and become a 

big challenge at political level.  

While at the national level different institutions have been created to settle disputes over 

water allocation, at the international level there is no institutional structure with power on 

national governments that is able to force the countries to take actions that are not uniquely 

based on their national interests.  

A widespread growing interest on water resources, due to higher demand and a lower offer in 

quantity and quality, in some cases has brought tensions among states with a common river or 

lake. Some authors (Sironneau, 1997) claim that water is the new gold and it has been, and 

will always be, a reason or a tool for international wars, while others (Wolf, 2000) assert that 

competition on water, as has never brought to armed conflicts in the past, will always be 

solve peacefully. UNDP Human Development Report (2006) affirms that water could foster 

conflicts, but more frequently it has been a bridge to cooperation.  
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International water law 

As mentioned above, due to the lack of a supranational institutions able to force nations in 

sharing water fairly, nowadays international cooperation on water resources is based on the 

will of governments to sign bilateral and multilateral treaties.  

The variety of situations makes a unique resolution mechanism difficult, so that from 805 

A.D. -the year when Carlo Magno accorded the navigation on the Rhine to a monastery- until 

now over 3600 treaties have been stipulated to settle transnational water uses (Wolf, 2000). 

Until few years ago, treaties focused on regulation over navigation and hydroelectric 

production, whereas more recently pollution regulation and environmental protection are at 

the core of international agreements. 

Despite a remarkable conventions’ progress, international law is still not defined, treaties are 

limited to specific cases and signed by few states that defend their national interests. A global 

framework approach is currently still lacking. 

 International law has been influenced by many different doctrines in the last centuries. All 

these doctrines are strongly politicized, favoring a part or another. The “Harmon Doctrine”, 

supported by upstream nations, was named after a U.S. Attorney General that in the 1890s, to 

contrast Mexican protests against Colorado deviation by the US, said that Mexico had no 

right to any water that originates in the U.S., even if the river flows into Mexico. On its side, 

Mexico invoked the “priority of use”, based on “first in time, first in right” principle. 

Downstream states commonly raise the “absolute territorial integrity.” This principle claims 

that lower  riparians possess  an absolute right  to  have  the  uninterrupted flow of the  river  

from  the  territory  of the upper riparian.  

Although states still invoke these doctrines in protecting their interest, none of these obtained 

the acknowledgment by the international law. 

 

As mentioned above, national governments have preference for bilateral agreements to settle 

disputes over transboundary water resources; there exist two multilateral agreements, the 

UNECE “Convention on the protection and use of transboundary watercourse and 

international lakes”, signed in Helsinki 1992 and in force from 1996, and the UN 

“Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses”, 

adopted in 1997, but still not in force. 
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The UNECE Convention is a regional agreement, it has its roots in the environmental law, in 

particular in the principle 21 of the “Declaration of the United Nations Conference on the 

Human Environment”. 

Principle 21 

States have, in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations and the principles of international law, the 

sovereign right to exploit their own resources pursuant to their own environmental policies, and the 

responsibility to ensure that activities within their jurisdiction or control do not cause damage to the 

environment of other States or of areas beyond the limits of national jurisdiction. 

 

The UN Convention is aimed at cooperating in every activity related to water management, in 

order to promote an equitable and optimal use of rivers, whilst protecting their ecosystem. 

The Convention “represents an important contribution to the strengthening of the rule of 

law”, as affirmed in UN Treaty website, but it has been signed by only 16 parties.  

 

Political cooperation 

Transboundary water management is mainly a political process (Cascao and Zeitoun, 2010). 

This is the reason why cooperation and conflicts on water resources are determined by 

asymmetries in power among riparian states.  

UNDP Report (2006) reassures that cooperation in the last half century, realized through 

creation of an “ad hoc commission” to manage common basins, has been more popular than 

conflicts. Examples are the Mekong Commission, established in 1995 by the Agreement on 

the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin signed by 

Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam; the Nile Basin Initiative, born in 1999, on which the 

present paper focuses; the Okavango River Basin Commission, created in 1994 by its riparian 

states: Namibia, Angola and Botswana. 

The UNDP Report underlines that river commissions are often one of the few mechanisms 

that survive to international conflicts, as demonstrated by the Permanent Indus Commission, 

survived during wars between India and Pakistan. 

The reason behind this cooperation is in the interests involved. It is never convenient for a 

government, neither economically, nor politically, to bring the tensions to a breaking point 

and to face a “water war”, because other nations are ready to use all their power to fight for a 

resource that is fundamental to their survival. Turkey in 1990 with a unilateral decision cut 

the Euphrates’s flow with the excuse that three days were necessary to fill the Ataturk dam, 
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while the real reason was a political pressure on Syria for the Kurdish problem. Syria and 

Iraq found themselves with no more water flowing in the river. Regional tensions rose, Iraq 

even threatened to bomb the Euphrates dams (Cohen 1991). The U.S. intervened to back 

Syria and Iraq and obtained the interruption of the halt. Turkey surrendered to international 

pressures, because it could not face an armed conflict, nor the loss of funding from the World 

Bank for its dams project (GAP). 

 

Political decisions and actions are strongly influenced and guided by national interests. In 

order to put transnational management of water resources in the political agenda, water issues 

should be perceived as a matter of national security and a common management with other 

riparian states should be seen as the best solution to reduce risks and vulnerabilities derived 

from their interdependence. 

The creation of a unique river management is not frequent: cooperation is commonly aimed 

at data sharing and policy coordination.  For examples for the Jordan River, there are treaties 

between Syria and Jordan and Jordan and Israel and between Israel and Palestinian territories, 

but not a unique one signed by all riparian states. 

Cooperation is often extended to other benefits. The UNDP Report (2006) claims that more 

than 40% of transnational water treaties include provisions on financial investments, energy 

commerce, peace negotiations. This approach could facilitate agreements, because it provides 

governments national justifications and it promotes financial flows, capable of opening 

cooperation on a variety of matters. Moreover, it offers a bargaining power to weaker states, 

that could grant something in return to  an equitable water management. 
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Asymmetries in power and hydro-hegemony  

As mentioned above, trans-national cooperation is influenced by asymmetries in power.  

The most powerful state in a region holds sway over the success of the management of the 

common river. The Mekong Commission does not count among its members China, the 

upstream country of the river that contributes of 16% of the flow and is the economic and 

military leader in the region. The decision by China to preserve its absolute sovereignty on 

the river in order to continue dams projects causes a weakening in the work of the 

Commission.  

However, even if the leader in a region is typically stronger in all fields, the non-hegemonic 

riparians are not “powerless”. In transboundary water contest, “hidden” forms of power are 

much more relevant than open power (Cascao and Zeitun, 2010). The fields in which open 

and covert powers can be associated are: geographical, material, bargaining, and ideational. 

Geographical power is based on the position on the common resource. Explicit example of 

this power is Turkey that takes advantage of its upstream position to build dams for the GAP 

project, cutting a big part of the flow of the rivers Tigris and Euphrates to Syria and Iraq. 

While Egypt, even if it is downstream, has enough power in other fields to be perceived as 

the “hydro-hegemon”. Material power refers to economic, financial and military power, 

technological prowess and international support. Bargaining power is the capacity to 

influence at your advantage the rules and the agenda; it is not linked to material power, but to 

the legitimization in the eyes of other actors. While Ideational power refers to “power over 

ideas”, or the ability to impose particular ideas through knowledge structures (idem).  

 

Control by the hydro-hegemon is derived by a combination of different fields of power. 

Position is a key element, but only if combined with other powers, e.g among riparian states 

on the Nile, Ethiopia and Equatorial riparians are weaker than Egypt, because they lack 

material and ideational power. Nevertheless, the geographical position gives an advantage to 

Ethiopia, that could use its bargaining power to counterbalance its weaknesses. 

In this framework, trans-national relations for the management of common water resource 

becomes a matter of interactions, more than a pure problem of conflict or cooperation. 

Conflicts and cooperation coexist in all situations where a resource is shared.  
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Public participation 

Water control, far from being merely a theoretical issue, is a political problem strongly 

related to national security. Control of water is control of life.  

Human right to water is still not binding for any nation. The 8 July 2010 United Nations 

declared in Resolution 64/292 the human right to water and sanitation and acknowledged that 

clean drinking water and sanitation are essential to the realization of all human rights. Before 

this resolution, Peter Gleick (Gleick, 1999) through a survey on international conventions 

found that the only other mention to a water right was in the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (art.24).  

Only two states provide in their constitutions the right to water for the citizens: South Africa 

and Uruguay. 

While traditionally transboundary water management is regarded as an issue between 

governments of sovereign states, by decomposing the concept of state we could identify 

many different stakeholders (Kranz and Mostert, 2010). In order to manage water equitably, 

governments must solicit stakeholders’ involvement. “Involvement of stakeholders at the 

transboundary scale is key in order to ensure adaptive water management (being able to 

respond to challenges before they become problems)” (idem).  

Principle 10 of the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development affirms that 

environmental issues are best handled with the participation of all concerned citizens 

(UNECD, 1992). The Declaration exhorts nations to facilitate public participation through 

methods to increase transparency, participatory decision-making and accountability.  

The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) defines public participation as 

“any process that involves the public in problem solving or decision making and uses public 

input to make better decision”. As mentioned by Kranz and Mostert, there is public 

participation when the involvement is direct. This form excludes elections, that are a form of 

indirect involvement, and it includes financial contributions (Kranz and Mostert, 2010). 

 

In order to identify mechanisms, approaches and practices to promote public involvement in 

water resources management, the United Nations University (UNU) and Tokyo University of 

Agriculture and Technology (TUAT) organized in October 2003 an international symposium. 

The outcomes of the symposium have been published in a book “Enhancing participation and 

governance in water resources management” (Jansky, Sklarew, Uitto, 2005). In this book 

water resources management is defined as “the aggregate of policies and activities used to 
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provide clean water to meet human needs across sectors and jurisdictions and to sustain the 

water related ecological systems upon which we depend”. The research also adds that “water 

management aims to address interests and integrate usage across hydrologically meaningfull 

units”.  

Inadequate public participation, or even worse, the exclusion of people in decisions that 

affect their welfare, often lead to a violation of basic human rights and possibly to public 

protests and obstruction to the implementation of decisions (idem). “Ending global thirst 

depends upon providing the public with a voice in water resource decisions that directly 

affect them” (idem).  

In answering the need to provide basic access to water and to ensure no thirst, the UNU 

symposium explored three approaches: 

1.Conventional approach,  

2.Information technology approach,  

3.International approach. 

The conventional approach is based on processes to inform, consult, involve. It entails 

different levels of participation, from the lower, where the public is kept informed, to the 

highest, where every decision is taken in a participatory manner. Collaborative water 

management is further complicated when a society moves from a traditional structure to a 

marked-based one, where competing interests emerge.  

The information technology (IT) approach is aimed at promoting public participation through 

different tools and technologies, primarily Internet and its applications, such as decision 

support and geographical information systems. An example of the use of this approach is the 

International Waters Learning Exchange and Resource Network (IW:LEARN), that with the 

aim of facilitating exchange of information among GEF (Global Environment Facility) 

projects and partners, has established an on-line platform for the international water 

community. Another important application, more and more common, is the Decision Support 

System (DSS), “a multidisciplinary tool, which may contain a number of technical/analytical 

components linked together within an interactive and user-friendly computer-based 

framework” (Nile Basin Initiative web-site). The IT is not a neutral tool, but it is the most 

powerful way to share data and information. In 2003, when the symposium was organized, 

internet was much less widespread than nowadays. The international approach is based on 

regional and international organizations, with the goal to enhance public participation in 

decision-making and monitoring. Permanent international basin organizations play a long-

term role for data dissemination, consultation and participation. To establish transboundary 
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cooperation many challenges should be tackled, such as sovereign water rights, different 

economic and legal frameworks and linguistic and cultural differences. 

 

The Nile river basin 

The Nile is the world’s longest rivers, it flows for 6,850 Km, over 35 degrees of latitude, 

spreading over ten countries: Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda. Its catchment basin, with an area of 

3,349,000 Km2, covers approximately 10% of the African continent, while its flow rate is 

modest: 300 million m3/day. The Nile, due to its length and climatic variety, is one of the 

most complex river system in the world. Its peculiarity lies in the fact that the total of the 

river’s water is generated in an area that covers only the 20% of the basin, while for half of its 

course it flows in countries with no effective rainfalls and high evaporation rates. Its main 

sources are the Blue Nile, that arises from Lake Tana in Ethiopia, and the White Nile, that 

arises from Lake Victoria in Uganda. Whilst the White Nile is not subjected to strong 

variation, because it is supplied by perpetual snow from Ruwenzori, the Blue Nile is 

subjected to strong seasonal variations. The other tributaries are: Baro-Akobo or Sobat (14% 

of the total flow), Tekesse or Atbara (13%), and the Equatorial Lakes (14%).  

Population in the entire Nile river basin is esteemed to be around 250 million, with a growth 

rate of 3%. In 2025 it is expected to reach 400 million and around 1 billion in 2050 (UNEP, 

1999/2000). There is an indissoluble relation between population growth and poverty. If 

economic growth is not able to absorb the expanding workforce, poverty will increase. The 

Nile’s riparian states are among the poorest of the world, indebted with other nations and 

often affected by internal conflicts and natural disasters. Some countries, such as Burundi, 

Rwanda, Uganda, Sudan and Egypt are totally dependent on the river, while for others, as DR 

Congo, the Nile’s water constitutes only a small part of their resources. Egypt and Sudan use 

the Nile’s water mainly for agriculture purposes; 80% of water in Egypt is directed to this 

sector. The Nile is not only a water reserve for its riparian states, but is also a fundamental 

waterway. In Sudan it is the only practicable way during the flood season from May to 

November. Nile water is also used for production of hydroelectric power, especially in 

Ethiopia (idem). 



10 
 

 

 
Figure 1: The Nile basin (Source: NBI website) 
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The source of political cooperation 

Among riparian states, Egypt is the one with the highest Nile’s water demand, as mentioned 

above, it depends on the river for 95% of its total water usage. Yet Egypt is downstream and 

it is subjected to water management of the upstream riparian states. In 1979 it was declared 

that at the beginning of 2000 Egypt would have faced a water deficit of 4 billion m3 due to the 

huge population growth (one million every nine months) and agricultural needs. Still in 

1990s, Lake Nasser, because of the high evaporation, could not meet the population’s 

demand, so that 50% of food was imported from abroad (Swain, 1997). These occurrences 

caused high internal instability and a strong political and economical dependence on other 

countries’ policies, threatening Egyptian national security.  In order to face these political 

problems, Egyptian diplomacy has strongly promoted regional cooperation. 

North and South Sudan (secession with the referendum of 9th of January 2011), as well, are 

strongly dependent on the river. Especially North Sudan, which is situated in a high dry 

region.  

After the Second World War, when all Nile riparian states obtained independence, the river 

became the scenario for power games and disputes related to the Cold War. In 1956, when 

Sudan obtained independence, it requested a renegotiation of the 1929 Water Agreements 

with Egypt. Sudan accepted the Aswan High Dam construction by Egypt, in exchange for 

sharing the water of the dam. The two countries signed in 1959 Nile water agreements to 

allocate the resource and to share costs and benefits of future projects on the river. From that 

year, cooperation between Sudan and Egypt continued, despite some political attrition, in 

particular in the 90s, when the Egyptian president, Mubarak, threatened Sudan of action in 

case of violation of Egypt’s rights on the Nile’s resource. To defend its weak geographical 

position, Egypt has frequently used the threat of war against the other riparian states, 

appealing to the “Priority of use” doctrine. 

Transboundary cooperation broadened in 1967 with the Hydromet Agreement, originally 

among Egypt, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Sudan with the collaboration of the United 

Nations Development Programme and the World Meteorological Organization, and later 

joined by Rwanda, Burundi, DR Congo and Ethiopia. The objective was to assess Lake 

Victoria’s catchment level, in order to manage and regulate its water. For many years the 

director of this project was Sudanese and the vice-director was Egyptian, as evidence of the 

fundamental role of the two states in the cooperation process. Hydromet lasted for 25 years,  

terminating in 1992.  
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Egypt pursued the idea of a union of riparian states of the Nile. To this aim, it promoted 

regional and sub-regional summit. In 1983 it convened Foreign Ministers from Sudan, 

Uganda, Zaire, in Khartoum, where a union of states, named Undogo, a Swahili word 

meaning “friendship”, was launched. Undogo was a forum for information exchange, and has 

been the foundation for cooperation in fields of national sovereignty, such as energy, water, 

transport, and communication. Thanks to an Undogo initiative, in 1989 representatives of 

UNDP visited riparian states and wrote a report on medium and long term needs of riparian 

populations, phrased in terms of expected population growth, urban drift and expansion of 

cultivated land. Undogo confirmed the need for political cooperation and integration among 

riparian states of the Nile, because interest and benefits were common.  

 

Egypt has always been the leader among the Nile’s riparian states, although, as demonstration 

that asymmetries in power are not static, from 1989 its position was threatened by Sudan, 

where the National Islamic Front took power. Relations deteriorated because of territorial 

disputes (on Halaib region) and due to accusations to the National Front of fuelling the 

opposition against the Egyptian governments, while the Egyptian government was accused by 

Sudan of backing the rebels in the south. 

 In 1990s the region presented an instable equilibrium of relations (Swain, 1997). Riparian 

countries, weaker in material power, but strong in geographical position and bargaining 

power, choose an independent way. Ethiopia signed separate agreements with Khartoum and 

Il Cairo, refusing to cooperate on the World Bank’s request with both the two states for an 

irrigational project. Addis Ababa government’s security derived from a new stability and an 

international reputation that attracted external funds for development projects of the Blue 

Nile. Ethiopia and Eritrea struck positive deals and planned common projects to manage 

water for sugar canes production. 

Egypt, in order to defend its dominant position, threatened other countries claiming its 

determination in protecting socio-economic and geopolitical interests, but, while the threat 

intimidated Sudan, Ethiopia thanks to its geographical position was immune to it.  

An agreement among the three nations to manage the Nile in a cooperative manner was more 

and more urgent (Swain, 1997). 
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The Nile Basin Initiative 

Cooperation process was already in progress. From 1992, when Hydromet ended, Hydro-

resources Ministers of Egypt, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Sudan and Rwanda (the Nile-Com) 

met in Kampala and created the Technical Committee for the Promotion of the Development 

and Environmental Protection of the Nile Basin (TeccoNile). The Committee entered in force 

in 1993, with the headquarter in Entebbe, Uganda. In 1995 the members of the TeccoNile 

reached an agreement: the Nile River Basin Action Plan (NRBAP). They  asked the World 

Bank to finance the plan, that accepted in partnership with UNDP and Canadian International 

Development Agency (CIDA). The project D3 of the NRBAP was the establishment of a 

cooperative structure to manage the Nile. In March 1998 the Technical Advisory Committee 

(Nile-TAC) was created by the Nile-Com. In July the Nile-TAC met in Dar El Salaam in 

Tanzania, where it outlined the guidelines for a “Shared Vision Programme”, and at the end 

of September the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) was approved by the Nile-Com. The 

establishment of the NBI occurred in a short time. In 2001 the Shared Vision Programme was 

approved by the Nile-Com. Donors granted more than 80% of its total budget. In 2002 the 

headquarter, with diplomatic status, was established in Entebbe, Uganda. The same year two 

Investment projects were created: the Eastern Nile Subsidiary Action Programme (ENSAP) 

and the Nile Equatorial Lakes Subsidiary Action Programme (NELSAP). The passage from 

planning to action occurred in 2004, with the implementation of the Nile Transboundary 

Environmental Action Project (NTEAP), the broader project of the Shared Vision 

Programme, aimed at the creation of a common policy for the environmental sustainability on 

the Nile basin. The internal structure was improved with the introduction of a Result-Based 

System and a Monitoring and Evaluation System.  

In May 2010, after over 10 years of negotiations, a Cooperative Framework Agreement 

(CFA) was signed by Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, Ethiopia and Kenya; Burundi signed it in 

February 2011; DCR is expected to sign, while Egypt and Sudan have refused by appealing  

art. 14b on water security. The article states that member countries will work together to 

ensure "not to significantly affect the water security of any other Nile Basin State." Egypt and 

Sudan want to change it in "not to adversely affect the water security and current uses and 

rights of any other Nile Basin States" without the qualification "significantly”. The proposal 

was rejected so that Egypt refused to sign an agreement that could affect its share; it proposed 

that the Nile Basin Commission (NBC) was launched through a presidential declaration, 

while negotiations on the pending Article 14b continue. Also this proposal was rejected and 
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the CFA was open for signature beginning 14-May-2010 for one year (Nile Basin Discourse 

website). 

 

 

Public involvement in the Nile basin 

• Top-down: the Nile Basin Initiative 

NBI is composed by the Nile-COM, the council of national ministers, which is the governing 

body; Nile-SEC, the secretariat, with the responsibility of continuing the cooperation; the 

Nile-TAC, Technical Advisory Committee, providing technical guidance. National NBI 

Focal Point institution facilitate coordination of NBI’s projects at supra national level and 

serve as a forum at in-country level. 

The Shared Vision is aimed at ”achieving sustainable socio-economic development through 

the equitable utilization of and benefit from the common Nile Basin water resources.” 

The Strategic Action Plan is composed of two programmes: the Vision Programme, 

comprised of eight basin-wide projects (NBI projects), and the Subsidiary Action Program, 

managed at a lowest local level: Eastern Nile and Nile Equatorial Lakes (NBI Investments 

projects). The NBI projects aim primarily at creating a social awareness and responsibility for 

a common use of the Nile’s water.  

In the NBI projects, the three approaches studied in the UNU symposium -the conventional, 

the IT and the international-  are used with a “concentric circle strategy”, meaning that the 

approaches covers all levels of society, from the local to the national, until the international. 

All the three approaches are essential. The IT technologies make it easier for people to be 

updated and to exchange data and information. Although, a real public involvement needs the 

conventional approach, that through public information, stakeholders’ network and forum, 

connect governments to its stakeholders and make people in contact physically. The 

conventional approach is often linked to the international approach that broadens the forum 

and information focus beyond national borders. As example, the now completed “Confidence 

building and stakeholders involvement” NBI project, was composed of four components: the 

first directed to create a coordination institution at regional, sub-regional and national levels; 

the second with a public information role; the third aimed at facilitating stakeholders’ 

participation through workshops and courses; the fourth that works to build trust among the 

riparian states, in order to develop multilateral partnerships. The establishment of a forum is 

one of the tools used to connect local stakeholders from all riparian states, another example of 
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this is the already concluded project “Efficient water use for Agricultural Production”, 

directed to farmers, researchers, NGOs, private organizations and politicians to exchange best 

practices for irrigation and water storage. The IT approach is common to all projects. The 

NBI website is the main tool to maintain stakeholders informed on projects status. Moreover, 

some applications are used, e.g. the ongoing project, called “Water Resources Planning and 

Management Project” (WRPMP), is aimed at tackling the critical issues of water stress, 

fragmented management approach, inadequate capacity and regional differences, information 

management and exchange. The project uses an IT application: the Decision Support System 

(DSS), able to connect information and data to evaluate investments and decisions. 

The “Nile Transboundary Environmental Action Project” in developing the institutional 

capacity and local skills to monitor water quality, has created and distribute a CD-rom in 

English and French, named “Nile river Awareness Kit”.  

 

• Bottom-up: the Nile Basin Discourse 

In January 2001 the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), WWF, and the 

World Bank organized a workshop in Gland, Switzerland, financed by the Rockefeller 

Foundation to debate on the need for greater public involvement in the basin. In 2003 the 

Nile Basin Discourse, a civil society network, was officially launched. Thanks to CIDA 

funding, a headquarter in Entebbe, Uganda was established. The Nile Basin Discourse was 

created to influence policy on the Nile management (NBD website), especially to “strengthen 

the voice of civil society in development projects and programmes of the NBI and to ensure 

that NBI responded to the development of local communities by establishing benefit-sharing 

processes that will contribute significantly to more equitable and sustainable outcomes for 

poor people in the basin”. NBD is open to all civil society and at present the members are 

1200. The Discourse works in all the ten riparian states to: 

1. Support initiatives for sustainable integrated river basin management at all levels for 

livelihood improvement & development in the basin. 

2. Influence policy development for equitable utilization and sustainable management of the 

Nile basin resources. 

3. Improve communication, knowledge and information management among civil society 

organizations in the Nile basin to strengthen civil society perspectives in development 

processes. 
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4. Develop organizational capacity for a functional, efficient, effective and dynamic NBD. 

(NBD website) 

NBD is organized in a General Assembly, a Board, a Secretariat and National Discourse 

Forums. In order to advocate cooperation and a coordinated development and management of 

water, the NBD, exactly as NBI, uses all the three approaches: conventional, IT, 

international. The website has an “e-resource center”, where reports and data are shared. 

Forums and meetings are organized to build a common knowledge, to enhance partnership 

and to facilitate dialogue. 

 

Achievements by NBI and NBD 

NBD has been useful to give confidence to stakeholders that they have a political clout and 

their input could make a difference in NBI decisions.  

In 2006 NBI and NBD signed the Memorandum of Understanding to facilitate engagements 

and collaborations. The MoU has been renewed for other 3 years in February 2010, with the 

aim to “exchange information, collaborate in the development projects and activities, 

improve mutual benefit of the existing cooperation amongst all stakeholders and co-operate 

in identifying strategic alliances that promote social and development equity.” 

Based on literature information, many positive achievements have been reached by the NBI, 

including improved knowledge and exchange of data on the river’s water resources; a raised 

stakeholders awareness; and cooperation and capacity building also at the local level. 

However, an institutional initiative always requires public support and civil society control to 

be able to work in the long term; the NBD, by providing a platform for stakeholders, 

enhances partnerships between public, private and civil society sectors. Moreover, thanks to 

the information system established by NBD, stakeholders’ level of participation and 

understanding has increased. 
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Lessons learned 

There exists no perfect blueprint to manage a transboundary river in a sustainable and 

equitable way. However, this paper underlines that key elements exist.  

1. The inescapable national willingness by riparian states, based on the political 

conviction that cooperation brings more benefits than conflicts, that must be 

channeled in action by the hydro-hegemonic country of the basin.  

2. A power balance among riparian states, in order to have an equilibrium in the defense 

of interests, so that political frictions evolve in new stabilities based on diplomatic 

relations, rather than conflicts. 

3. Public involvements. Cooperation among stakeholders and civil society organizations 

has positive spillovers both on water management and on regional security, it opens 

the idea of a win-win relation, through sharing of common benefits, and it averts the 

seeds of discord. 

4. Approaches and mechanisms for a real and effective public involvement indentified 

by UNU symposium are simple and replicable in all contexts. They seem to be 

effective, because they are a framework able to include all public/stakeholder levels 

and to channel the different water needs in a single and common management system. 

Undoubtedly, these framework must be filled with effective techniques, that should be 

developed based on the different local and regional characteristics. 

5. A two-tier governance of water resources, such as the Nile’s management, could be a 

good response in the actual historical period, where states still maintain their force 

and sovereignty on national resources, but public voice increasingly emerges and 

demands to be taken into consideration.  
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