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INTRODUCTION
The grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) formerly 
known as the mil lennium dam and sometimes referred to as 
Hidase , is a gravity dam on the blue Nile river in Ethiopia 
under construction since 2011. The dam is in the Benishangul-
Gumuz region of Ethiopia, about 15km (9mi) east of the 
border with Sudan. 

The primary purpose of the dam is electricity production to 
relieve Ethiopia's acute energy shortage and for electricity 
export to neighboring countries. With a planned instal led 
capacity of 6.45 gigawatts, the dam wil l be the largest 
hydroelectric power plant in Africa when completed, as well as 
the seventh largest in the world.



GERD DISPUTE AND NEGOTIATION 
The  curren t  d i spu te  over  t he  g r and  E th iop i an  rena i s s ance  dam i s  d i rec t l y  l i nked  to  
co lon i a l - e r a  N i l e  t rea t i e s . Dur ing  t he  s c r amb le  fo r  A f r i c a , con t ro l l i n g  t he  source  o f  t he  
N i l e  was  a  ma jo r  co lon i a l  goa l  fo r  t he  Br i t i sh . 

I n  1902 , t he  UK and  E th iop i a  conc luded  the  Ang lo -E th iop i an  t rea t y  i n  wh i ch  E th iop i a  
a g reed  no t  to  a rres t  o r  to t a l l y  b lock  t he  f l ow o f  t he  N i l e .
Then  there  was  t he  Ang lo -Eg yp t i an  t rea t y  s i gned  i n  1929 . Th i s  was  be tween  the  Br i t i sh  
(on  beha l f  o f  i t s  co lon i e s , Sudan , Kenya , Tanzan i a  and  Uganda )  and  Eg yp t . 
The  t rea t y  p reven ted  Br i t i sh  Ea s t  A f r i c an  co lon i e s  f rom us i ng  t he  N i l e ’s  wa ter  w i thou t  
t he  consen t  o f  Eg yp t .

The  th i rd  t rea t y  was  t he  1959  N i l e  Water s  Trea t y  be tween  Eg yp t  and  Sudan . Th i s  
a l l o ca ted  the  en t i re  f l ow o f  t he  N i l e  be tween  the  two  downs t ream s t a t e s  w i thou t  
cons ider i ng  t he  i n t eres t s  o f  ups t ream s t a t e s , wh i ch  vehement l y  re j ec ted  i t . I n s t ead  
t hey  c a l l ed  fo r  an  equ i t ab l e  a l l o ca t ion  o f  t he  N i l e  wa ter s  ba sed  on  a  ba s i n -w ide  t rea t y. 

A l l  t he  ba s i n  coun t r i e s  a t  t he  t ime  nego t i a t ed  and  came  up  w i th  t he  N i l e  Ba s i n  
Coopera t i ve  F r amework  Agreement  i n  2010 . Bu t  Eg yp t  and  Sudan  re j ec ted  the  dea l  
because  i t  d i d  no t  recogn i ze  t he i r  “h i s to r i c  r i gh t ”  and  “ ve to  power”  over  ups t ream 
pro jec t s . Th i s  l e g a cy  mean t  t ha t  E th iop i a  was  l e f t  no  op t ion  bu t  to  s t a r t  cons t ruc t i n g  
t he  Grand  E th iop i an  Rena i s s ance  Dam by  i t se l f . 

The  dam ha s  t he  po ten t i a l  to  change  the  s t a tu s  quo  es t ab l i shed  i n  t hose  t rea t i e s . At  
t he  s ame  t ime  any  a g reement  a l so  ha s  t he  po ten t i a l  to  ma in t a i n  t he  s t a tu s  quo. So, 
beh ind  t he  ongo ing  t a l k s  i s  t he  s t rugg l e  be tween  chang ing , o r  ma in t a i n i n g , co lon i a l  
l e g a c i e s .



T h e  1 9 2 9  a n d  1 9 5 9  Tre a t i e s  g ave  E g y p t  a n d  S u d a n  
ve t o  p owe r s  o ve r  t h e  w a t e r s  o f  t h e  N i l e  r i ve r



THE NATURE OF LEGAL DISPUTES RAISED 

The GERD dispute is  a  Transboundary Water resource conf l ict  between 
Egypt , Eth iopia and Sudan. The d ispute is  exacerbated by lack of  a  c lear 
and universa l ly  b ind ing lega l  Agreement among Ni le  bas in states . 

From the d ispute , Egypt fears  a temporary reduct ion of  water ava i lab i l i ty  
due to the f i l l ing of  the dam and a permanent reduct ion because of  
evaporat ion from the reservoir.

The grand Eth iopian Renaissance Dam could a lso lead to a permanent 
lowering of  the water leve l  in  lake Nasser i f  f loods are stored instead in 
Eth iopia . This  would reduce the current evaporat ion of  more than 10 
b i l l ion cubic meters  per year, but i t  would a lso reduce the abi l i ty  of  the 
Aswan h igh dam to produce hydropower to the tune of  a  100 MW loss  of  
generat ing capac i ty  for a 3 m reduct ion of  the water leve l . 



NILE AGREEMENTS AND THEIR 
IMPLICATIONS FOR GERD DISPUTES

1902: the Anglo-Ethiopian treaty: 
Des igned to determine the  borders  between Eth iop ia  and Sudan , the  treaty  was  
s i gned between the  emperor  Mene l ik  and the  Br i t i sh  agent  in  Eth iop ia , John Lane 
Harr ington .  Ar t i c le  I I I  o f  the  treaty  “ach ieved a  long-s tand ing  Br i t i sh  a im to 
sa feguard the  un impeded f low of  the  waters  f rom the  b lue  Ni le  and l ake  Tana” . 

Text  f rom the  ar t i c le  reads : “h i s  ma jesty  the  emperor  MENELEK I I , k ing  o f  k ings  
o f  Eth iop ia , engages  h imse l f  toward the  government  o f  h i s  Br i tann ic  ma jesty  not  
to construct  or  a l low to be  constructed any  work across  the  b lue  Ni le , Lake  
Tsana or  the  Sobat , wh ich  would arrest  the  f low of  the i r  waters  in to the  Ni le , 
except  in  agreement  w i th  h i s  Br i tann ic  ma jesty ’s  government  and the  
government  o f  the  Sudan .”

1959: Ni le r iver  bi lateral  agreement between Egypt and Sudan: 
the  agreement  gave  Egypt  the  r i ght  to 55 .5  b i l l ion  cub ic  metres  o f  Ni le  water  a  
year  and Sudan 18 .5  b i l l ion  cub ic  metres  per  year. The agreement  a l located a l l  
Ni le  waters  to the  two countr ies .

1970: Egypt bui lds Aswan dam:
i n  Ju ly  1970 , Egypt  completed the  construct ion  o f  the  Aswan h i gh  dam across  the  
Ni le  in  the  south  o f  the  countr y. 



1993: Framework for  General  Cooperation between Egypt and Ethiopia:
s i gned between former Egypt i an  pres ident  Hosn i  Mubarak  and Meles  Zenawi , the  
pres ident  o f  the  trans i t iona l  government  o f  E th iop ia  in  Ju ly  1993 .  The two 
countr ies  agreed to set t le  the i r  Ni le  water  d i sputes  under  the  f ramework o f  
in ternat iona l  l aw and based on exper t  d i scuss ions . They a l so agreed that  ne i ther  
countr y  wou ld engage  in  any  act i v i ty  deemed harmfu l  to  the  other ’s  in terests .

1999: The Ni le Basin In it iat ive (NBI) :
The NBI  i s  an  in tergovernmenta l  par tnersh ip  o f  10  Ni le  Bas in  countr ies : Burund i , 
DR Congo, Egypt , E th iop ia , Kenya , Rwanda , South  Sudan , The Sudan , Tanzan ia  and 
Uganda . Er i t rea  par t i c ipates  as  an  obser ver. On 22 Februar y  1999 , the  inst i tu t ion  
was  estab l i shed as  a  forum for  consu l tat ion  and coord inat ion  among the  11 
countr ies  for  mutua l ly -bene f i c i a l  susta inab le  management  and deve lopment  o f  the  
shared Ni le  Bas in  water  and re l a ted resources . 



(1997-2010) the Cooperative Framework Agreement (CFA):
developed over more than a decade , the CFA has yet to be rat i f ied by Egypt 
and Sudan due to the ir  reservat ions over ar t ic le  14b. The ar t ic le  reads as  
fo l lows: “not to s ign i f icant ly  a f fect  the water secur i ty of  any other Ni le  
bas in states” . 

Al l  countr ies  (Burundi , DR Congo, Eth iopia , Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania and 
Uganda)  agreed to th is  text except Egypt and Sudan. The two countr ies  
propose the fo l lowing wording : “not to adverse ly a f fect  the water secur i ty 
and current uses and r ights  of  any other Ni le  bas in state” . 



CHRONOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE GERD DISPUTE NEGOTIATION
• International Panel of Experts (IPE) 2012
• Declaration of Principles (DoP) 2015

• Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia form Joint Research Group 2018: 
• US Treasury and the World Bank observe tripartite talks 2019

Negotiations 2020
• 29 February 2020: Ethiopia refuses drought mitigation agreement.

• 10 April 2020: Ethiopia proposes agreement on the first two years of filling.
• 9 June 2020: parties resume negotiations.

• 19 June: Egypt asks UN Security Council to intervene

• 15 June: Technical teams fail to reach a deal.
• 26 June: Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan leaders agree on African Union-led talks.

• 27 June: Ethiopia says it will start the filling in mid-July.

• Abiy Ahmed says the three countries agreed to reach an agreement within two weeks (by 12 July).

• 29 June: UN Security Council encourages talks between the three countries.



ISSUES DOMINATING NEGOTIATIONS
Drought mit igation
Egypt  i s  ma in ly  concerned about  the  management  o f  drought  dur ing  the  years  o f  
f i l l i ng  and operat ing  the  dam, as  we l l  as  in  the  years  that  fo l low a  natura l  drought .

Binding Agreement
Egypt  and Sudan have  demanded a  wr i t ten , b ind ing  agreement  between the  par t ies  
regard ing  Eth iop ia ’s  commitments  to prevent  harm to the  downstream countr ies . 
E th iop ia  has  so f ar  on ly  made verba l  p ledges  and re fused to s i gn  a  b ind ing  
agreement . 

Addi s  Ababa be l i eves  that  the  2015 Dec larat ion o f  Pr inc ip les  (DOP)  i s  su f f i c i ent  
to demonstrate  i t s  respect  for  the  no-harm pr inc ip le . But  Egypt  and Sudan argue 
that  they  cannot  re ly  on i t s  goodwi l l . 



Dispute resolution
Whereas Eth iopia would l ike to sett le  future d isputes through negot iat ions , 
Egypt and Sudan have been in favour of  b ind ing internat ional  arb i trat ion. 
Eth iopia opposes arb i trat ion due to the absence of  a  Ni le  bas in agreement 
that could be used by internat ional  arb i trators to sett le  water a l locat ion 
d isputes . 

Dam safety
Sudan and Egypt have concerns about the sa fety measures implemented 
during the construct ion of  the dam and the potent ia l  consequences of  any 
fau l ts  in  the dam for the ir  countr ies . For example , Sudan, which l ies  only 
20km from the dam, i s  concerned that re leases of  water from the GERD 
have the potent ia l  to f lood i ts  reservoirs '  dam, i f  not coordinated properly. 
I t  i s  demanding that Eth iopia provide more assurances on the management 
of  the GERD’s reservoirs  and i ts  sa fety standards . In  the event of  the 
col lapse of  the dam due to fau l ts  in  i ts  construct ion, a l l  of  Sudan would be 
at  r isk .



UNDERSTANDING THE NEXUS APPROACH 
TO TRANSBOUNDARY WATER RESOURCES

The nexus  approach to env i ronmenta l  resources ’  management  examines  the  
in terre l a tedness  and in terdependenc ies  o f  env i ronmenta l  resources  and the i r  
t rans i t ions  and f luxes  across  spat i a l  sca les  and between compar tments . 
Ins tead o f  jus t  look ing  at  ind iv idua l  components , the  funct ion ing , product i v i ty, 
and management  o f  a  complex system i s  taken in to cons iderat ion .”

Th i s  argument  i s  centra l  i n  rea l i z ing  that  so l idar i ty  i s  mutua l ly  bene f i c i a l  and 
cou ld  thus  change  perspect i ves  f rom focus ing  on nat iona l  i n terests  towards  
cooperat ion , by  tak ing  in to account  the  we l l -be ing  o f  others . There fore , the  
not ion o f  in terconnectedness  shou ld  be  centra l  i n  a  mediat ion  f ramework for  
the  Ni le  bas in  con f l i c t . 



HOW THE AU NEXUS APPROACH CAN
RESOLVE THE GERD DISPUTE

Drawing  on Afr i can  approaches  to con f l i c t  reso lut ion can  he lp  t ranscend 
narrow nat iona l  in terests  and lead to cooperat ion .
A change  o f  perspect i ve  can  be  brought  about  by  bas ing  the  mediat ion e f for ts  
on a  f ramework o f  coex i s tence , soc i a l  so l idar i ty  and in terconnectedness , wh ich  
cou ld  t ranscend nat iona l  i n terests  and o f fer  perspect i ves  towards  long- term 
pos i t i ve  peace .

The concept  o f  soc i a l  so l idar i ty  emphas i zes  one ’s  own we l l -be ing  as  
in tr ins i ca l ly  l i nked to the  we l l -be ing  o f  others . Soc ia l  s tab i l i t y  i s  based on the  
equ i tab le  shar ing  o f  resources . 

The concept  o f  Ubuntu , wh ich  “sheds  l i ght  on the  impor tance  o f  peacemak ing  
through the  pr inc ip les  o f  rec iproc i ty, i nc lus i v i ty  and a  sense  o f  shared dest iny  
between peop les” , prov ides  another  example  for  a  move towards  rea l i z ing  the  
in terconnectedness  o f  peop le . Ubuntu  emphas i zes  the  un i ty  o f  human i ty  and 
promotes  a  cu l ture  o f  empathy, cooperat ion and resource-shar ing .

Dip lomat i c  e f for ts  cou ld  adopt  the  concept  o f  coex i s tence instead o f  
dominat ion . The log i c  o f  power understood as  the  s trugg le  for  dominat ion and 
hegemony preva i l s  in  in ternat iona l  po l i t i cs .



AFRICAN UNION ARCHITECTURAL APPROACH 
TO THE GERD NEGOTIATION AND DISPUTE RESOLUTION

Role  o f  assembly  o f  heads  o f  s tate  and  government  o f  AU
Th i s  i s  t he  AU ’s  supreme po l i c y  and  dec i s ion -mak ing  o rgan . I t  compr i se s  a l l  member  s t a t e -
heads  o f  s t a t e  and  government s  and  the  reg iona l  economic  commun i t i e s  ( rec s )  wh i ch  
reg iona l  g roup ing s  o f  A f r i c an  s t a t e s . 

AU peace  and  secur i ty  counc i l  (APSC)  
The  con t i nen t a l  peace  a rch i t ec ture  p rov ides  an  i n s t i t u t iona l  f r amework  fo r  imp lement i ng  
t he  concep t  o f  a  comprehens i ve  peace  t ha t  encompasses  con f l i c t  p reven t ion , peacemak ing , 
peacekeep ing , pos t - con f l i c t  recons t ruc t ion  and  peace -bu i l d i n g . At  t he  p i nnac l e  o f  t h i s  
a rch i t ec ture  i s  t he  AU peace  and  secur i t y  counc i l  ( PSC)  adopted  i n  2002  and  r a t i f i ed  i n  
2003 . Th i s  i s  t he  p i nnac l e  o f  t he  AU a rch i t ec ture  f r amework  because  i t  i s  t he  s t and ing  
dec i s ion -mak ing  o rgan  o f  t he  AU fo r  t he  p reven t ion , management  and  reso lu t ion  o f  
con f l i c t s . 

The  p i l l a r s  o f  APSA i nc l ude  the  Pane l  o f  t he  Wise  (PoW) wh i ch  i s  compr i sed  o f  a  f i ve -
per son  pane l  o f  “h i gh ly  re spec ted  A f r i c an  per sona l i t i e s  f rom va r ious  segment s  o f  soc i e t y  
and  suppor t  t he  APSC and  the  Cha i rper son  o f  t he  AUC in  t he  p romot ion  and  ma in tenance  
o f  peace , secur i t y  and  s t ab i l i t y  i n  A f r i c a , p a r t i cu l a r l y  i n  t he  a rea s  o f  p reven t i ve  d i p lomacy  
and  med i a t ion .

The Common Market  for  Eastern  and  Southern  Afr ica  (COMESA)
Th i s  i s  t he  l a r ges t  Reg iona l  Economic  Commun i t i e s  (RECs )  o f  t he  A f r i c an  Un ion .  I t  h a s  
19  member  s t a t e s  wh i ch  i nc l ude  Eg yp t , E th iop i a  and  Sudan  hence  p rov id i ng  ano ther  
oppor tun i t y  t h rough  wh i ch  t he  t h ree  s t a t e s  c an  nego t i a t e  t h rough  the  AU f r amework . 



CONCLUSION
GERD disputes requires African continental peace architecture provides an
institutional framework for implementing the concept of a comprehensive
peace that encompasses conflict prevention, peace-making, peacekeeping,
post-conflict reconstruction and peacebuilding.
The matter should be presented to the three levels of Architecture
framework
AU’s presence in the GERD Dispute negotiation is important to ensure
African ownership and leadership in promoting continental peace and
security.
GERD disputes requires African continental peace architecture provides an
institutional framework for implementing the concept of a comprehensive
peace that encompasses conflict prevention, peace-making, peacekeeping,
post-conflict reconstruction and peacebuilding.
The matter should be presented to the three levels of Architecture
framework.



WAY FORWARD
AU should engage water and legal experts to summarize crit ical 

issues to resolve the GERD dispute .  These issues can be 
presented to three levels in AU structure for discussion.

1. The Assembly of Heads of State and governments of AU;
2. AU peace and security council (APSC)  to involve  the   panel 

of the wise (POW); 
3. The Common Market For Eastern And Southern Africa 

(COMESA) Secretariat 




