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Abstract 

Land and water acquisitions exacerbate the complexity of the water allocation challenges 

in the Nile region and consequently have contributed to the growing tensions along the Nile 

River. Smallholders are especially negatively affected by the increase in water use by foreign 

investors, the loss of access to the commons, and disposition of ownership. This policy brief is a 

result of a scenario workshop organized in early 2020 in Leiden, the Netherlands, during which 

some 30 young scientists from a variety of disciplines joined forces to develop four plausible 

Nile-futures in 2050. The exercise revealed new challenges and potential knowledge gaps in four 

areas of policy-based research: local innovation and technology, institutional capacity, gover- 

nance, and investment regulation. Most urgent was the recommendation to have a unified basin- 

wide university, which would support basin-wide legislation to promote sustainable farming and 

reduce the negative impacts of land and water acquisitions. 
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1. Current Nile basin land acquisition status/trends 

 

The Nile Basin Initiative’s Water Resources Atlas (2016) indicates that the Nile 

River has a volatile ecosystem: frequent and damaging floods and droughts, high soil ero- 

sion with the process of deforestation, polluted water due to increasing rates of urbaniza- 

tion and industrialization, and a lack of organized management of groundwater. All these 

ecological variabilities are paired with economic and social challenges including scarcity 

of available water for irrigation, degraded quality for fisheries which affect the livelihood 

of riparian communities, food production, as well as the labour market of these sectors. 

In addition, in recent decades, it seems to have been the target of a new wave of 

large-scale land acquisition (often referred to as land grabbing) by foreign and national – 

both public and private – investors. Few countries in Africa have received more foreign in- 

terest in their farmland and agricultural mega-projects than those served by the Nile River. 

Especially the United States, China, India, and the Gulf States are leading appropriators in 

the Nile region (Grain, 2012). 

This land grab, which can be defined as ‘any attempt to acquire land through pur- 

chase, lease, or concession … [that implies the] conversion of land from smallholder pro- 

duction, local community use or important ecosystem service provision to commercial 

use’ (Nolte et al., 2016), occurs both upstream and downstream in the White Nile as well 

as the Blue Nile. Balehegn (2015), for instance, warns of what seems to be a colonial-like 

rush and scramble for farmlands in the global south and especially sub-Saharan countries 

by big multinational corporations as well as by governments of other nations. This is more 

often to meet their food security needs as well as to ensure a constant flow of resources to 

corporations. This leads to displacement of indigenous communities from their ancestral 

lands, implosion of local markets, and environmental degradation. Critical reviews focus 

on the social and economic impacts of land grabbing, but Balehegn (2015) rightfully ar- 

gues that these sub-Saharan countries have been targeted because of the abundance not 

only of land but also of water to irrigate the land. Typically, with land grabs come water 

grabs as in most jurisdictions the access to water required to cultivate the acquired land 

is embedded within land leases. This provides further tension in a region that has histori- 

cally competed over water allocation rights for the Nile’s waters internally in the region. 

Now it appears there are external parties that may also be competing for the waters in the 

Nile basin. 

 

2. Issues of particular concern 
 

The following are some of the major factors that need to be addressed to implement 

a sustainable land acquisition policy. These issues reveal the complex interactions in the 

basin across local, national, and regional scales where the interests of actors (e.g. indig- 

enous communities, national governments, corporates, intergovernmental organizations) 

are contested. 
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2.1 Increase in water use intensity 

Breu et al. (2016) show in their analysis that implementation of large-scale land ac- 

quisitions might even result in global water savings when considering virtual water trade. 

However, this can only be considered on the global level, whereas at the national level 

water use intensity would increase, particularly in 15 sub-Saharan states. This inevitable 

link between land and water grabs in the Nile basin is illustrated for instance in Ethiopia, 

which is the source of 80% of the Nile’s waters (Box 1). 

 
 

Box 1 The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam and Feddan groundwater project 

At its border with Sudan in the expectation of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 

(GERD), foreign corporations have been building irrigation channels to exploit the Blue 

Nile’s waters, which will increase the use of the Blue Nile’s freshwater resources for 

agriculture by a factor of nine. Here the GERD’s reservoir, although initially designed 

to be used to support the generation of hydropower, will be utilized as a water basin 

for irrigation purposes to be used by foreign corporations. The Blue Nile’s waters have 

been much contested and competed over regionally, and such land acquisitions in this 

area will only propagate the conflict further to include external parties. Downstream 

countries such as Egypt and Sudan have argued that the GERD’s reservoir will decrease 

the water flow of the Nile to them considerably, ultimately affecting their domestic use. 

Downstream countries will now need to include these foreign actors in the negotiations 

as they also appear to have a stake in these waters. Ethiopia’s intensive use of water for 

these deals will have much bigger ramifications regionally (Ayyad & Khalifa, 2021). 

Another example can be shown in Egypt, the most downstream country of the 

Nile and the country with extreme water scarcity. Yet, although there is water scarcity, 

the country is embarking on a massive land reclamation project to reclaim the desert 

into fertile arable land for agricultural purposes. The 1.5 million Feddan Project will 

rely mostly on groundwater extraction; however, the ultimate goal is to transform nearly 

4 million feddans of the Western Desert into fertile agricultural land, which will also 

need canals from the Nile. The intensive use of water for agriculture purposes in a coun- 

try that is screaming from water scarcity can only lead to many upstream Nile basin 

countries asking questions on the appropriate use of water domestically (Sarant, 2017). 

 
 

2.2 Loss of access to the commons 
 

Loss of access to the commons becomes a prevalent problem with land and water 

acquisitions. Prior to the acquisitions, people normally have access to the land either to 

collect water from the river or firewood, as well as access to the forest resources and the 

green parks in the land. Once it is sold the land will be fenced off and will no longer be 
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public land, leading to loss of access to the commons. This is also true for the water re- 

sources as they no longer become a common pool resource fit for use as in many cases the 

waters become significantly polluted (Box 2). 

 

 

Box 2 Loss of access to commons: Cotton production and Greening Ethiopia 

In several countries in Africa including Ethiopia and Tanzania, foreign textile compa- 

nies, which have acquired land from the local area, consume large quantities of water 

for cotton production and leave the soils degraded. These water risks (overconsump- 

tion and degradation) in the supply chain not only have a high water footprint on the 

available water resources in the area but also end up leaving the waters polluted from 

letting industrial wastewater into the rivers, which has affected this common pool 

resource for all users in the area including local farmers and villagers alike. Loss of 

access to the commons has become prevalent as the foreign companies not only 

utilized these waters in abundance but end up leaving what’s left of the rivers in poorer 

quality than before (Waterwitness, 2021). 

More recently projects like Greening Ethiopia are generally positively considered 

for turning degraded land into forest for carbon credits compensation as well as CO2 

sequestration. However, at the same time it implies loss of access to the commons 

and dispossession of ownership for local farmers. This becomes problematic as often 

these lands become protected areas by the government where users are no longer 

able to utilize. It is important to consider both the social as well as environmental 

impacts of any initiative and how the stakeholders may be at risk of losing access to 

their commons (Kemerink-Seyoum et al., 2018). 

 

 

2.3 Dispossession of ownership for small farmers 
 

Small farmers, dwellers in forests, small-scale fisheries, and pastoralists have been 

the weakest part in the process of leasing out land and water to foreign and national inves- 

tors. The governments’ development strategies have aimed to facilitate foreign investments 

with less legal and livelihood protection to local communities (InfoNile, 2020) (Box 3). 

 

Box 3 Dispossession of forest and pastoral land 

In Lake Victoria part of Uganda, Bugala Island was deforested (6,500 ha) in pursuit 

of establishing a large-scale palm oil plantation. The Island was part of a protected 

forest reserve; however, the government with the investors argued that the planta- 

tion would improve the ecology and economy of the area. Local farmers were not 

consulted before expanding the plantation and they lost their crops. Furthermore, 

migrant workers inhabited the Island to work in the plantation factory, but social 

services have not been improved (Carmody & Taylor, 2016). 
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2.4 Increase of the Nile basin tensions 
 

National governments, investors, and financial institutions consider land and water 

acquisition for development purposes that have positive advantages, that is, creation of 

new jobs, public service provision, and generation of foreign currency as well as calls 

to enhance regional cooperation through trade in electricity and crops (El Nour, 2018; 

Moreda & Spoor, 2015; World Bank Africa, 2009). Nevertheless, the process and impacts 

of land and water acquisition, as explained in the aforementioned stories, contribute to the 

challenges of poverty eradication, rapid population growth, urbanization, conflict, envi- 

ronmental degradation, climate change, and variability in the basin as it adds to the grow- 

ing tensions between upstream and downstream countries (Omer, 2020) (Box 4). 

 
 

 

3. Nile basin by 2050 land and water acquisition scenarios 
 

From 20 to 21 February 2020, the Nile basin scenario development workshop was 

held as part of the ‘Africa 2020’ events. The workshop was hosted by the African Studies 

Centre in Leiden University (Netherlands). 

In the Gambella region in Ethiopia, the Baro-Akobo-Sobat Basin is the source of 

water. Major ethnicities such as Nuer (pastoralists) and Anuak (farmers) have been 

competing over the land and wate r. The government leased out the lands for agri- 

cultural investment (India is the main investor for cultivating cash crops). The large- 

scale schemes have regulated the flood, which in turn negatively affected grazing and 

moisture farming in the region. Additionally, the expansion of commercial produc- 

tion of crops has challenged small farmers, causing food insecurity (Seide, 2016). 

Box 4 Tensions in national and international policies 

The first narrative focuses on non-harmonized national water policies. National water 

policies of the riparian countries have been designed upon national interests and needs 

and are not bound to a basin-wide strategy. (Re)allocating water resources for hydro- 

power investments at the national level (i.e. GERD, which will excessively impact the 

flow of water to downstream countries: Sudan and Egypt) has deteriorated trust build- 

ing, benefit sharing, and efficient cooperation in the Nile basin (Motlagh et al., 2017). 

The second narrative concerns tensions regarding overfishing in Migingo Island. 

Fishing is a crucial economic activity for the riparian countries of Lake Victoria. 

Shores of Migingo Island have (in 2001) become a profitable place for Ugandan and 

Kenyan fishermen who trade in Nile perch species. The economic value of the Island 

created prolonged tension between Uganda and Kenya about sovereignty over the 

Island’s offshores in order to attain gains in fish trade (Rossi, 2016). 
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A traditional scenario design methodology adapted from the well-known Shell 

scenario design approaches was chosen (van der Heijden, 1996; Schwartz, 1991). 

Scenarios in this respect should be considered possible and plausible futures, which follow 

logically from the combination of developments in the context of the field under study 

(Enserink et al., 2013), in this case the contextual factors influencing the Nile basin 

such as climate change and urbanization. This methodology has been employed in earlier 

Nile basin scenario workshops too (Onencan et al., 2016). The ap- plied methodology 

leads to the determination of several megatrends or major driving factors for change. The 

latter are the basis for a story about possible futures (Onencan et al., 2016). 

As our scenarios are about the long term (i.e. 2050), they explore an uncertain future. 

In the co-creation process four scenarios were designed and developed de- picting 

plausible futures of land and water grab and cooperation in the Nile basin. After a 

round of presentations and extensive discussion, it was decided that popula- tion 

growth, urbanization, and climate change were selected as a given for any future image 

we developed. Next, we determined that the highest uncertainty and biggest impact 

on sustainable and equitable water provision would be whether the growth of 

population and economic activity in the basin would concentrate in the northern 

region or in the southern region of the basin. This centre of gravity of economic and 

population growth represented the vertical axis in Figure 1 to depict the labelling of 

north and south, respectively. 

The second axis of the basis for construction of the scenario was whether agri- 

cultural production in the future would be local smallholder-based or industrialized/ 

export/large-scale oriented, hence the labelling of small and large to depict the two, 

respectively. Taking these two axes to span our scenario space we constructed four sto- 

ries: Group A (North, Small), Group B (North, Large), Group C (South, Small), Group 

D (South, Large). These were defined based on geographical scope on the Nile basin; 

North being Blue Nile, the dominant region, with South being Lake Victoria, the domi- 

nant region. Small and Large refer to the scale of the land acquisition in those lands and 

how those manifest into the factors stated above. Figure 1 demonstrates a schematic image 

of this representation. 

The above scenarios revealed a plethora of challenges to policy makers and river 

basin managers and a series of potential knowledge gaps to researchers and academics. 

The four scenarios therefore were considered to be good indicators for setting research 

priorities, thus creating a research agenda for future Nile research: an agenda which will 

contribute to adaptive Nile basin policy making. Clearly whatever Nile scenario might be- 

come dominant, due to climate change and growing population pressure and urbanization, 

the Nile water resources will be stressed to the max. Integrated River basin management 

plans therefore need to be the basis to build on; developing such a policy will require 

intensive international cooperation between policy makers, researchers, water managers, 

and local stakeholders, while intensive exchange of data and much policy-based research 

will be needed. 



04_Enserinka.indd 53 09-01-2023 10:57:31 

 

 

Bert Enserink / Nile basin land and water acquisition research agenda: A policy brief 53 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Possible futures (scenarios) based on the two axes developed (co-created by the workshop’s 

participants) 

 

4. Recommended areas for policy-based research 
 

To ensure that the negative impacts of the identified scenarios are mitigated, and the iden- 

tified opportunities are tapped, it is essential to support policy-based research in the following 

areas: the mapping of local innovation and technology, institutional capacity development, 

strengthening regulation and governance structures, and revision of investment regulation. 

Some actions for each of these four areas are suggested below: 

 

A. Mapping local innovation and technology 
 

The growing pressure on limited water resources implies that research institutions should 

map local innovation and technology to mitigate environmental challenges in the Nile basin: 

● Exchange local knowledge with universities, research centres, and regional orga- 
nizations (Nile Equatorial Lakes Subsidiary Action Program, Lake Victoria Basin 
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Commission – NEL-SAP/LVBC) to find sustainable strategies to save Lake Victoria, 

Sudd, and Nile delta areas. 

● Initiate and prepare an annual Nile basin report on Sustainable Farming that provides 

facts and figures on the state-of-the-art and promotes land investments based on sus- 

tainable farming. 

● Conduct regular Nile Basin Climate Change Impact Assessments that reflect on the 

impact of land acquisitions and changes in land use. 

 

B. Institutional capacity development 
 

Agricultural and water expertise should be anchored in the region; too often knowl- 

edge institutions are not based in the Nile basin, while educating the farmers who will be 

feeding the growing population will be of major concern. Hugely varying climatic condi- 

tions, changing precipitation patterns, and adaptation of crops to changing circumstances 

and seizing technical opportunities require a regional knowledge base: 

● Conduct policy research on the establishment of a unified basin-wide university that 

will focus on several issues including land and water acquisitions in the Nile basin. 

The university will be a joint university with multiple (inter-)national branches. 

● Conduct policy research on the establishment of a basin-wide ratified legislation on 

environment, sustainability, equality, and health. 

● Conduct policy research on the negotiation of a basin-wide legislation to promote 
sustainable farming and reduce the negative impacts of land and water acquisitions. 

 

C. Strengthen regulation and governance structures 
 

Unprecedented growth and scarce resources are challenges ahead; research on inclu- 

sive governance structures is needed to face these challenges: 

● Conduct research to promote decentralized (green) smart cities and empowered in- 
dependent regions. 

● Assessment of the small farmers’ associations in relation to land and water acquisi- 

tions. This research will mainly focus on insurance initiative for small farmers and 

business protection strategies. 

● Conduct research to promote sustainable Nile basin socio-economic-ecologic trans- 

parent participatory framework. This framework may ensure checks and balances 

between small farmers and the national government. 

 

D. Revision of investment regulations 
 

Large-scale economic investment need not be at odds with environmental and eco- 

logical concerns. Moreover, in a water-scarce situation, extra attention should be devoted 

to balancing investments: 

● Conduct research to support sustainable land and water acquisition investment regu- 

lations. This will also include an assessment of the ongoing expansion of industrial 

and agricultural schemes. 
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● Invest in knowledge co-creation on water and energy. 

● Conduct regular Nile basin sustainability assessments. 

 

5. Summarizing 
 

Land and water grabbing and its social and economic impacts exacerbate the com- 

plexity of the water allocation challenges in the Nile region. The increase in water use 

by foreign investors, the loss of access to the commons, and disposition of ownership 

especially impact the smallholders. The already water-stressed Nile region therefore is 

negatively affected by land and water grabbing. 

A scenario exercise facilitated by the authors resulted in four scenarios depicting 

plausible futures in 2050, which revealed a number of new challenges and a series of 

potential knowledge gaps for researchers and academics. The exercise built on the ideas 

that due to climate change, population pressure, and urbanization the Nile resources will 

be stressed to the max, but depending on the prevailing scenario (North versus South and 

small-scale versus large-scale production systems) different questions will rise to the fore. 

When discussing the research agenda resulting from this exercise four areas of policy- 

based research prevailed: local innovation and technology, institutional capacity, gover- 

nance, and investment regulation. 

Regular knowledge exchange on monitoring, reporting, and a Nile Basin Climate 

Change Impact Assessment will help to reflect on the social and economic impact of land 

acquisitions and changes in land use. A unified basin-wide university will support basin- 

wide legislation to promote sustainable farming and reduce the negative impacts of land 

and water acquisitions. 
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