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Abstract 

This paper examines the negotiations surrounding the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance 

Dam (GERD) through the lens of trust and confidence-building within the water 

security nexus among Nile Basin co-riparian states. Drawing on primary data 

collected through in-depth interviews with officials from the Federal Ministry of 

Water and Energy, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the GERD Project Office, 

scholars at Addis Ababa University working on Nile issues, and the Institute of 

Foreign Affairs, the study is further supported by relevant legal documents, draft 

agreements on GERD filling and operation, official reports, and secondary sources. 

The paper advances the hypothesis that increased frequency of negotiations did not 

translate into enhanced confidence-building measures (CBMs). While conventional 

negotiation theory suggests that repeated interactions reduce mistrust and foster 

mutual understanding, the GERD case presents a paradox: the more the parties met, 

the more agendas were recycled, entrenching existing positions and complicating 

the prospects for consensus. To explain this anomaly, the study revisits pre-GERD 

water security discourses in the Nile Basin and analyzes their influence on post-

GERD negotiation dynamics. It also finds that the decade-long negotiations failed to 

produce agreement, inter alia, due to disparities in negotiating strategies and 

behaviors, the securitized framing of drought as a tool of pressure against upstream 

states rather than a shared hydrological risk, the involvement of regional and extra-

regional powers, and the absence of substantive confidence-building measures. The 

paper suggests that trust in trans-boundary water governance cannot be assumed to 

emerge from repeated interaction alone but must be institutionally embedded and 

strategically cultivated. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Trans-boundary water cooperation and conflict are fundamentally expressions of inter-state 

relations. Although disputes over shared water resources rarely escalate into full-scale wars,
1
 the 

Nile Basin, and particularly the Eastern Nile Basin (ENB), presents a uniquely complex and 

protracted case of hydro-political contestation. Unlike many other river basins, efforts to resolve 

disagreements in the ENB have proven resistant to conventional diplomatic mechanisms.
2
 For 

instance, attempts to address disputes over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) 

through tripartite negotiations, and subsequently through mediation initiatives, have not 

produced a comprehensive agreement. This paper explains the persistent distrust, historical 

grievances, and uneven power dynamics, as observed in the Nile Basin, challenge the 

operationalization of trust in practice, explaining why repeated negotiations do not automatically 

generate confidence or cooperation. 

Conventional trans-boundary water negotiation assumes that repeated interactions reduce 

mistrust and foster mutual understanding.
3
 Increased diplomatic engagement is expected to 

generate confidence-building measures (CBMs) and gradually enhance trust among negotiating 

parties.
4
 However, the GERD negotiations reveal a contrary dynamic: rather than narrowing 

differences, repeated meetings between Egypt, Ethiopia, and Sudan have expanded the scope of 

contested issues, uncertainties and entrenched divergent positions. Thus, trust deficits in the Nile 

Basin are historically embedded. Egypt‘s suspicion toward Ethiopia, for instance, traces back to 

the twelfth-century myth that Ethiopia once blocked the flow of the Nile.
5
 

One mechanism for mitigating this uncertainty or trust deficit is the implementation of 

Confidence-Building Measures (CBMs). CBMs encompass actions that increase mutual 

confidence between potential adversaries, such as sustained agreements, adherence to treaties, or 

demonstrated willingness to negotiate in good faith.
6
 Empirical analogies, such as Coleman‘s 

(1988) example of diamond dealers who exchange valuable goods without formal legal 

guarantees, illustrate that reassurance expands the scope of cooperation: actors who might 

otherwise be too fearful to engage find it rational to signal trust and collaborate.
7
 In international 

water negotiations, CBMs and reassurance signals play a similar role, translating theoretical trust 

into actionable steps. 

                                                           
1
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In other terms, trust and control are interdependent in international relations. Power alone 

cannot eliminate uncertainty; in fact, it may perpetuate it. Trust arises precisely where 

knowledge and power end, and all political interactions involve some degree of insecurity, 

making trust unavoidable.
8
 In trans-boundary water governance, managing risk therefore requires 

trust—whether ―thicker‖ or ―thinner‖, as a complement to institutional control, power, and 

negotiation processes.
9
 

This paper hypothesizes that the more the ENB states negotiated, the less their interactions 

produced meaningful CBMs. In the absence of substantive CBMs, repeated engagement did not 

translate into trust-building; instead, persistent negotiation without behavioral shifts reinforced 

mistrust and deepened strategic suspicion among the parties. To understand this paradox, this 

paper revisits the history of pre-GERD hydro-diplomacy, commonly referred to as Track I 

diplomacy, and examines its implications for post-GERD negotiations.
10

 

Following this introduction, the rest of this paper is organized as follows. This paper 

introduces methods used to collect and analyze data. Following this, trust in international 

relations in general and in trans-boundary water dispute context is conceptualized. Based on 

hydro-trust as conceptual framework, the decade long GERD dispute between Egypt, Ethiopia 

and Sudan is critically analyzed. The paper argued that the adversarial negotiation process that 

took place negatively affected confidence building measures and finally led to a stalemate. To 

overcome the deadlock, the paper argued to look beyond GERD negotiations and understand the 

impact of short-term political gains on the long-term just relations between the negotiating 

parties. 

A. Methodology  

This paper adopts a qualitative legal research approach.
11

 It utilizes primary data collected 

through in-depth interviews with Ethiopian state officials, scholars, GERD Project Office experts 

and document analysis. Moreover, the document analysis method, especially the GERD Filling 

and Operation Draft Guidelines, was applied. In particular, this paper adopted the process-tracing 

and analysis method to understand the dynamics of the GERD negotiations from 2011 to 2025. 

By doing so, the paper shades light on the centrality of trust/distrust, and confidence building 

challenges rooted in the adversarial and posturing negotiation processes. Employing the notion 

of ‗hydro-trust‘, this paper clearly indicated that lack of trust among the negotiating parties 

contributed to the absence of ―reassurance‖
12

 and mutual understanding largely absent. 

This paper builds on the study of trust in international relations in general and in trans-

boundary water disputes in particular. However, there is very limited empirical analysis of trans-

boundary water dispute/conflict from the perspective of trust and confidence building 

mechanisms. Thus, this paper aims to fill this gap by critically engaging the concept of trust, 

                                                           
8
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trust building, and confidence building in the context of the GERD negotiations from 2011 to 

2025.   

II. HYDRO-TRUST: TRUST AND TRANS-BOUNDARY WATER RELATIONS 

Trust is a central concept in international relations, particularly in contexts characterized by 

uncertainty, undecidability, risk, and interdependence (e.g. trust as a mechanism for managing 

risk, monitoring potential threats, and promoting cooperation).
13

 Undecidability can arise from 

insufficient information, misperceptions, or failures to assume responsibility, and undecidability 

is virtually absent from purely rational or emotional action, making trust particularly compelling 

under such conditions.
14

 It enables states to act under "vulnerability‖, or ―trust without trust‖, 

under uncertainties that cannot be eliminated by power or control alone or operating ―outside 

categories of knowledge and ignorance.‖
15

 Thus, trust in international relations functions as a 

mechanism for managing risk and uncertainty.
16

   

Trust can thus be understood as relational and strategic: rational, cognitive, and emotional 

dimensions interact to shape cooperation and expectations of behavior.
17

 Rationalist trust derives 

from cost-benefit analysis,
18

 cognitive trust blends knowledge with affect, and emotional trust is 

grounded in relational and normative ties. The interplay between rational and emotional factors 

determines whether trust is predictive, cognitive, or relational; the absence of both produces 

persistent uncertainty. Under circumstances of risk and vulnerability, actors face dilemmas in 

which outcomes cannot be reliably predicted. In these situations, they may act ―as if‖ trust exists, 

a phenomenon. Lewis and Weigert (1985) further contend that trust often begins where 

prediction ends: when actors cannot foresee outcomes, trust becomes necessary to navigate 

uncertainty.
19

 Trust arises precisely where knowledge and power end, making it an unavoidable 

component of political interaction. In conditions of strategic uncertainty, effective risk 

management, through institutional mechanisms, negotiation, or confidence-building measures, 

requires trust, whether ―thicker‖ or ―thinner.‖
20

 

A key mechanism for operationalizing trust in international relations is the use of 

confidence-building measures (CBMs). Kydd (2000) defines CBMs as ―anything that increases 

mutual confidence between potential adversaries… A trade agreement sustained over time builds 

confidence; an arms control treaty adhered to builds confidence; even an apparent willingness to 
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negotiate seriously over an outstanding issue can build confidence.‖
21

 CBMs translate theoretical 

trust into practical actions that reduce uncertainty and signal cooperation. Coleman (1988) 

illustrates trust through the example of diamond dealers who exchange valuables for inspection 

without formal legal guarantees, relying solely on mutual confidence. Kydd (2000) similarly 

notes that ―when the trust game is modified to incorporate the possibility of reassurance, the 

scope of cooperation increases greatly, in that actors who would be too fearful to cooperate in the 

trust game find it rational to reassure each other and cooperate in the reassurance game.‖
22

  

Trust is deeply intertwined with security/control in international relations. Berzins (2004) 

notes that trust is particularly significant under conditions of insecurity; however, in situations of 

certainty, the need for trust diminishes.
23

 Both trust and security are shaped by historical 

discourses and institutionally shared understandings,
24

 and they are neither contradictory nor 

mutually exclusive; rather, security can be understood as a component of trust. Reassurance, risk 

management, and trust become essential in contexts where uncertainty about another actor‘s 

behavior persists.
25

 

Trans-boundary water diplomacy or hydro-trust is a multidimensional and continuous 

phenomenon, encompassing rational, cognitive, and social dimensions that interact dynamically 

with institutional, historical, and relational factors.
26

 In the logic of ―homo economicus,‖ 

cooperative strategies often operate on the principle of reciprocity, such as ―tit-for-tat, where a 

state assumes calculable risk with the expectation that cooperation will be reciprocated.
27

 Such 

rational and reciprocal arrangements can facilitate mutual cooperation, as illustrated in game-

theoretic frameworks like the Prisoner‘s Dilemma.
28

  

Trans-boundary water governance is not solely an economic or rational exercise; it is also 

socially embedded; a phenomenon could be expressed as ―hydro-trust.‖ Hydro-trust requires 

frequent communication, development of common goals, shared institutions and values, and 

collective social identity to contribute to the environment in which trusting relations between 

states can emerge. As Berzins (2004: 99) notes, ―when security ends, trust begins,‖ highlighting 

the ―leap of faith‖ that occurs when states engage in cooperative behavior under conditions of 

uncertainty.
29

 Water diplomacy, therefore, is fundamentally a trust-building process in which 
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states assume responsibility for collective wellbeing, mutual coexistence, and long-term 

integration.
30

 

Institutional mechanisms play a central role in hydro-trust formation. Transboundary river 

institutions serve as spaces where states ―prescribe, proscribe, and/or authorize‖ actions.
31

 

Cooperative institutions reduce uncertainty, facilitate compromise, and provide a structured 

environment for confidence-building measures.
32

 Reducing the costs of political control, through 

actions such as supporting the establishment of shared river basin organizations like the Nile 

River Basin Commission (NRBC), enhances trust and integration. As Brurgger et al. (2013: 453) 

observe, ―the higher the trust, the less severe they will perceive the crisis, and the more intensive 

and costly forms of policy integrations‖ occur.
33

 Institutionalized control thus substitutes for 

costly unilateral power, enabling states to co-create shared spaces that reinforce long-term 

cooperation. 

Keskinen et al. (2023) identify ten trust-building activities performed by co-riparian states: 

data sharing, formal agreements, joint organizations, coordinated processes, cooperation beyond 

water, interaction and learning, stakeholder engagement, collective identity, interpersonal 

relations, and conflict resolution.
34

 These activities illustrate that trust emerges through both 

formalized knowledge-driven mechanisms and relational, socially embedded practices.
35

 

A. Trust in the (Eastern) Nile Basin: Legal and Institutional Accounts 

Although various attempts were made to control the Nile through force, no single politico-

military power has ever dominated the entire basin.
36

 Prior to the late 19th century, Egypt 

attempted at least twelve times to assert control over the Nile‘s sources, but all efforts failed to 

subdue Ethiopia. The scramble for Africa, driven in part by the pursuit of resources such as water 

and minerals, was also codified into legal instruments. Key colonial-era treaties include the 1902 

Ethiopia–Britain agreement, the 1929 Britain–Egypt agreement, and the 1959 agreement 

                                                           
30
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between Egypt and Sudan.
37

 These agreements reflect both historical power asymmetries and the 

early attempts to regulate water use among riparian states. 

For instance, Article 3 of the 1902 agreement stipulated that Ethiopia would not obstruct the 

flow of the Nile. Scholars have argued that this clause does not prevent Ethiopia from pursuing 

water utilization; rather, it aligns with the equitable and reasonable utilization and no significant 

harm principles under international water law. The 1929 agreement granted Egypt veto power, 

requiring any Nile riparian state to obtain Egyptian consent before constructing dams, while the 

1959 agreement allocated 55.5 billion cubic meters (BCM) of Nile waters to Egypt and 18.5 

BCM to Sudan, leaving Ethiopia, which contributes approximately 86% of the Nile‘s flow, with 

no share. Ethiopia formally rejected the 1959 agreement through an aide-memoire.
38

 These 

historical agreements highlight the longstanding asymmetry in water allocation that continues to 

shape Nile Basin negotiations. 

In addition to legal instruments, Egypt‘s unilateral construction of the Aswan High Dam 

(AHD) exemplifies the exercise of hydro-hegemony. The project aimed to convert Nile waters 

into Egyptian entitlements, focusing exclusively on national needs. However, its long-term 

viability has been challenged by substantial losses—approximately 10 BCM annually due to 

evaporation and seepage—and siltation issues.
39

 By prioritizing Egyptian interests alone, the 

AHD represents a missed opportunity for holistic basin development, illustrating the structural 

and historical factors that have entrenched asymmetry and mistrust among riparian states. 

Although narratives such as ―Egypt is the gift of the Nile,‖ colonial treaties, and the AHD 

reinforced Egypt‘s hydro-hegemony, they also entrenched mutual suspicion and uncertainty, 

limiting the prospects for trust-building in the basin. Ethiopia‘s challenges to the status quo, such 

as rejecting upstream permission requirements for dam construction, were perceived by Egypt as 

threats to its water security
40

 or as what Brix (2021) describes as ―the revenge of geography.‖ 

These dynamics reveal how historical asymmetries and unilateral actions have created persistent 

distrust that complicates collaborative water governance.
41

 

Psychological factors further exacerbate mistrust. As Smale notes, ―behaving towards 

[others] as if they were hostile, unfriendly, stupid, or incompetent can cause them to act 

accordingly, thereby confirming the perceiver‘s original preconceptions or stereotypes.‖
42

 

Egypt‘s insistence on a binding GERD agreement reflects such suspicions, as both sides 

frequently prejudge each other‘s intentions. This failure to suspend uncertainty undermines the 

implementation of confidence-building measures (CBMs). The fiduciary principle, which 

emphasizes placing the interests of others ahead of one‘s own, is central to transcending 
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mundane trust toward cognitive trust, enabling cooperative behavior despite inherent 

vulnerabilities. 

The trust deficit is compounded by nationalistic rhetoric and the absence of fiduciary 

practices. Lewis and Weigert also argue that ―fiduciary relationships are safeguarded, not by 

explicit substantive rules and techniques, but by ethically vague … standards governing 

relationships, especially those between relatively expert, autonomous parties and relatively 

unknowing, dependent parties.‖
43

 Guided by this principle, relationality before water sharing can 

establish, develop, and maintain successful cooperative relationships.
44

 Effective relationality 

requires balanced reciprocity, which may include non-material gestures such as reconciliatory 

speeches to reinforce trust. 

Trust is pivotal in trans-boundary water security, as it shapes perceptions of risk and crisis 

management. High trust enables states to anticipate positive behavior in counterparts, whereas 

low trust provokes reactive strategies and heightens the likelihood of crises. As the saying goes, 

high trust makes crises less disruptive.
45

 Had the GERD negotiations occurred within a high-trust 

environment, the riparian states could have shifted from zero-sum competition toward policy 

integration. Instead, low trust perpetuated coercive strategies, where states attempted to force 

favorable terms rather than seek mutual benefits. 

Power dynamics also intersect with trust-building. Berzins (2004:101) contends that ―power-

politics play a constructive role in building trust to the extent that powerful actors can persuade 

others towards their point of view and thus positively shape the security agenda.‖
46

 Coercive 

diplomacy also masquerades trust while reinforcing the status quo, undermining CBMs. On the 

contrary, higher levels of trust reduce the cost of political control and increase certainty in inter-

state interactions. The Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) illustrates this: it provided a platform for 

negotiations that resulted in the Cooperative Framework Agreement (CFA), adopted and 

deposited with the African Union.  

However, Egypt and Sudan‘s withdrawal from the CFA, viewing it as a challenge to the 

1929 and 1959 agreements, exemplifies how abandoning institutional control in favor of 

unilateral political strategies undermines trust-building. Moreover, the 2020 involvement of the 

United States as a ―partial mediator‖, demonstrates how power asymmetry and coercion can 

erode trust rather than foster cooperation. Just relations, rather than coercion, are essential to 

building trust and promoting water security interdependence.  

Needless to say, the deeper the integration of policies and cooperative practices, the stronger 

the resulting trust among riparian states. Unfortunately, Egypt–Ethiopia interactions have largely 

reflected low rationality and low emotion, corresponding to mundane trust, whereas Egypt–

Sudan shifted from cognitive trust before 2019 to ideological trust thereafter. Ethiopia–Sudan 

experienced trust pre-2019, transitioning to cognitive trust post-2019. These variations illustrate 

that trust in the Nile Basin is fluid, context-dependent, and shaped by evolving political and 

strategic circumstances. 
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B. The Decade of GERD Adversarial Negotiations 

Since 2011, tripartite negotiations among Ethiopia, Egypt, and Sudan have been ongoing, 

yet the decade-long process has illustrated a recurring phenomenon: more meetings did not 

translate into more trust. Ideally, negotiations serve as platforms to build confidence among co-

riparian states; however, in this case, adversarial negotiation tactics dominated. Parties often 

approach negotiation not to ―understand each other and cooperate‖, but to manipulate, coerce, 

and achieve unilateral gains, undermining the potential for trust-building and fostering persistent 

dissensus.
47

 

Following Egypt‘s concerns about Ethiopia‘s unilateral commencement of GERD 

construction, Ethiopia agreed to establish an International Panel of Experts (IPoE) to assess the 

dam‘s impacts. Composed of ten experts-two from each riparian state and four independent 

international specialists—the IPoE issued its final report on 31 May 2013, recommending a joint 

trans-boundary environmental and social impact assessment (TESIA).
48

 While Ethiopia and 

Sudan endorsed the report, Egypt refrained from official endorsement, creating an early impasse 

in the negotiation process. 

The deadlock was temporarily broken on 26 June 2014, when the President of Egypt and the 

Prime Minister of Ethiopia issued a Joint Statement in Malabo, Equatorial Guinea.
49

 

Subsequently, the Agreement on Declaration of Principles (DOP) was concluded in Khartoum on 

23 March 2015, marking a formal framework for cooperation. A contract was signed with the 

French firm BRLi in September 2016 to conduct the TESIA studies recommended by the IPoE. 

Despite finalization of the TESIA inception report in 2018, no formal endorsement occurred, 

perpetuating political friction and distrust among the parties.
50

 

In January 2018, the leaders of the three countries established the Nine-Party Mechanism, 

consisting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Ministers of Water Affairs, and Directors of 

Intelligence Agencies. By its second meeting on 15 May 2018, the mechanism agreed to submit 

queries on the BRLi draft report, which BRLi was to address within three weeks. Nevertheless, 

the TESIA studies remained incomplete, reflecting both the technical and relational difficulties 

in advancing trust-based cooperation.
51

 

On 19 December 2017, Ethiopia communicates Egypt and Sudan as to GERD filling plan, 

proposing a five- to six-year timeline for the GERD reservoir.
52

 Consequently, the National 

Independent Scientific Research Group (NISRG) was established on 15 May 2018 to discuss 

filling and operational scenarios. While the third NISRG meeting (20–21 July 2018, Addis 

Ababa) recommended coordinated operation, minimum guaranteed releases, and equitable water 

utilization,
53

 subsequent rounds, particularly the fourth meeting (9–10 August 2018, Cairo) and 
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the fifth meeting (30 September 2019, Khartoum), saw parties backtracking, widening the gaps, 

and reinforcing the trust deficit.
54

 

In response, Egypt sought mediation by the United States and the World Bank, yet the 

intervention ultimately exacerbated divisions. The U.S. role escalated from observer to 

facilitator, then mediator, and finally to drafter of terms of agreement. Egypt signed the proposed 

draft guidelines for GERD filling and operation, but Ethiopia refused, demonstrating the limits of 

externally imposed solutions and highlighting the persistent mistrust between the riparian states. 

 

 
Figure 1: The GERD Negotiations (2011 to 2023) 

Table 1: The GERD Negotiations (2011 to 2023)   

At the time, the central cause of the dispute was the divergent interpretations of the 2015 

DOP. Egypt insisted that the first filling could not proceed without agreement on rules governing 

both the initial filling and annual operation, while Ethiopia maintained that the DOP permitted 

construction and filling independently. Egypt accused Ethiopia of pursuing a policy of fait 

accompli, intending to establish ―a hydrological carte blanche‖ that allowed filling and operation 

without considering downstream impacts.
55
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Finally, the AU-led negotiation, under the leadership of Cyril Ramaphosa of South Africa, 

sought to mediate the dispute by inviting observers to address technical and legal issues.
56

 

Despite this effort, the AU-led process failed to produce meaningful progress, prompting Egypt 

to take the matter to the UN Security Council on 29 June 2020.
57

 Ethiopia maintained that the 

GERD is a development project, not ―an atomic bomb‖,
58

 and argued that it has been 

mischaracterized as a threat to regional peace and security.
59

 

Overall, the decade-long GERD negotiation process highlights a recurrent pattern of 

adversarial negotiation, incomplete endorsement of agreements, and reliance on coercive or 

externally mediated solutions—all of which perpetuated a trust deficit. This underscores the 

critical role of confidence-building measures, historical perceptions, and relational dynamics in 

shaping trans-boundary water cooperation. 

C. The Last Lap Race: GERD, Drought and Future Hydraulic Development 

Trans-boundary water cooperation cannot be achieved without good faith and trust between 

the negotiating parties. Lack of trust or suspicion among the riparian states negatively affects the 

negotiation process. Trust can influence state relations because ―it is through ideas that states 

ultimately relate to one another.‖
60

 Material conditions are not pre-defined and determined; they 

are shaped by identity, norms, values, knowledge, and beliefs.
61

 Understandably, Uncertainty 

about the identity, belief, and action of another state has a propensity to lead to undecidability.
62

 

In our case, the final stage of the GERD negotiation, particularly during the period when the 

United States attempted to mediate between Egypt and Ethiopia (2020-2021), brought the 

dispute to its most critical juncture. Especially, negotiating states submitted their respective 

proposals regarding the filling and operation of the dam, revealing stark contrasts in approach, 

interpretation, and underlying priorities.
63

 This section details the main points of contention and 

situates them within the broader trust-distrust dynamics of the negotiations.
64

  

 

Table 1: Summary of disagreements on the GERD Filling and Operation Guideline 
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Issues Egypt Ethiopia  Sudan Trust/Distrust 

Nature of 

Agreement 

Binding Flexible  Align with 

Egypt 

Binding terms increase perceived 

security but can exacerbate distrust 

if autonomy is threatened 

Dam 

Ownership  

Silent FDRE Silent Clear ownership assertion 

reinforces Ethiopia‘s sovereignty; 

downstream states silence indicates 

mistrust. 

First Filling  Silent First filling at 

625 m.a.s.l.   

Silent Lack of Egypt‘s definition 

increases uncertainty, reducing 

trust 

GERD Safety  Recognizes Reciprocal  Concerned  Partial trust emerges when 

technical limits are agreed (e.g., 

Roseries Dam release rate) 

Future 

Development  

Tripartite 

agreement  

Reserves right to 

future 

development   

Equivocal Egypt‘s restriction reflects 

precautionary distrust; Ethiopia‘s 

flexibility signals sovereignty 

Rules of 

Operation  

Silent Energy 

production 

efficiency 

Equivocal  Ambiguity heightens mistrust; 

Ethiopia asserts independent 

operational rights 

Minimum 

Environmental 

Flow  

500 m
3
/s  300 m3/s   200-300 

m
3
/s/day 

Disagreement reflects tension 

between environmental needs and 

hydropower priorities 

Drought 

Condition 

Release 

<37BCM@603m <35BCM@615 

m.a.s.l 

Equivocal Partial agreement on operational 

benchmarks indicates limited trust 

Compensation  Silent Compensation 

for economic 

losses  

Silent Lack of Egypt response 

undermines reciprocity, fostering 

distrust 

Data Exchange  One way  Reciprocal   Equivocal Lack of reciprocity or clarity 

reduces trust; partial trust with 

Sudan emerges 

Dispute 

Resolution  

Tripartite; PCA Tripartite only   Equivocal Egypt‘s arbitration approach 

increases coercive control; 

Ethiopia‘s tripartite model favors 

relational trust 

Revision  10 years  5 years  Silent Egypt‘s rigidity reinforces distrust; 

Ethiopia‘s flexibility indicates 

sovereignty and mitigates risk 

Basin-wide 

cooperation 

Silent Comprehensive 

agreement 

within 10 years 

Silent Ethiopia seeks integration to build 

long-term trust; Egypt/Sudan 

hesitant, reflecting historical 

mistrust 
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Source: Adopted from the Draft Guidelines on the GERD Filling and Operation submitted by 

 Ethiopia and Egypt (2020), and Sudan‘s position (UNSC 2021). 

Table 1 above indicates that a central disagreement is concerned with the binding nature of 

the agreement. Egypt and Sudan preferred a binding framework, emphasizing enforceability, 

whereas Ethiopia sought a flexible arrangement. Even the nomenclature of the document 

reflected these divergent perspectives: Egypt referred to it as ―the Agreement,‖ while Ethiopia 

termed it ―the Guideline and Rules,‖ specifying the focus on ―first filling and annual operation.‖ 

Sudan aligned with Egypt on binding obligations but remained ambiguous regarding the 

terminology. These differences illustrate how perceptions of sovereignty and risk influence trust: 

Egypt‘s insistence on binding terms reflects a precautionary stance to protect its downstream 

interests, whereas Ethiopia‘s flexible approach signals a desire to maintain operational 

autonomy.
65

  

Furthermore, while Egypt framed the subject matter in broad and generic terms as ―Filling 

and Operation,‖ Ethiopia qualified it more narrowly as ―the First Filling and Annual Operation.‖ 

This semantic qualification reflects deeper differences regarding the scope and duration of 

commitments. Egypt‘s formulation suggests a comprehensive and potentially permanent 

regulatory regime, whereas Ethiopia‘s phrasing limits the instrument to the initial filling phase 

and recurring annual operational coordination. Sudan aligned with Egypt in demanding a binding 

agreement, yet it remained comparatively equivocal regarding the nomenclature of the document 

itself.
66

 

Another notable divergence concerns the issue of dam ownership. The Egyptian proposal 

did not explicitly address ownership of the GERD. By contrast, Ethiopia placed significant 

emphasis on affirming its sovereign ownership over the dam, clearly stating that the Federal 

Democratic Republic of Ethiopia is the ―dam owner.‖
67

 Ethiopia reiterated this principle 

throughout the draft document, underscoring its position that ownership entails primary decision-

making authority over the construction, filling, and operation of the project. This contrast reflects 

deeper legal and political sensitivities: while Egypt focused on securing binding operational 

commitments, Ethiopia sought to anchor the framework in an explicit recognition of sovereignty 

and ownership rights. 

With respect to the first filling, another point of divergence emerged regarding its definition. 

While Egypt‘s proposal did not clearly define what constitutes the ―first filling,‖ Ethiopia 

provided a precise formulation, defining it as ―the initial impoundment of water by GERD in 

various stages until the level reaches 625 m.a.s.l. by the end of a hydrological year.‖
68

 Closely 

related to this issue is the definition of the GERD reservoir level. Egypt proposed that the level 

of the GERD reservoir be measured at the beginning of any given hydrological year, whereas 

Ethiopia defined it as the level of the reservoir at the end of any given hydrological year. This 

technical distinction carries significant implications for water accounting, release calculations, 

and drought management mechanisms. As such, it has remained a substantive point of 

disagreement between the parties. 
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Another area of disagreement concerns the definition of ―flow.‖ For Ethiopia, ―flow‖ refers 

to the quantity of water entering the GERD reservoir in a given hydrological year. Egypt, 

however, defines ―flow‖ as the total volume of water entering the GERD reservoir in any 

hydrological year. Although the difference may appear subtle, it carries significant operational 

implications. Egypt‘s formulation suggests concern not only with annual inflow quantities but 

also with the broader volumetric status of the reservoir across hydrological cycles. Ethiopia‘s 

approach, by contrast, emphasizes calculations confined to a specific hydrological year, thereby 

limiting obligations to clearly defined annual parameters. Egypt‘s reference to ―any hydrological 

year‖ implies a more expansive and potentially continuous accounting framework.
69

 This 

divergence reflects deeper disagreements over how water availability, risk, and downstream 

impact should be measured and regulated within the filling and operational regime of the dam. 

GERD safety constitutes another significant area of disagreement between the parties. In 

Ethiopia‘s draft, dam safety and emergency situations fall under the responsibility of each state 

with respect to its own dams (Article 8(1) of the Draft Guideline). Ethiopia further clarified that 

the safety of the GERD would be ensured in accordance with international standards and that 

relevant updates would be shared with the Technical Coordination Committee (TCC) and the 

Ministerial Committee (MC).
70

 

Ethiopia also defined an ―emergency‖ as ―a situation that poses an imminent threat,‖ 

whether arising from natural causes or human conduct. By contrast, Article 7 of the Draft 

Agreement required Ethiopia to share information on dam safety, complete vegetation clearance, 

and notify the parties in cases where water quality or quantity problems arise. In such 

circumstances, the Ministerial Committee would convene an urgent meeting to consider possible 

remedial measures, and emergency situations arising from the GERD were to be critically 

examined.
71

 

However, the framing of these provisions appears to single out the GERD as uniquely 

susceptible to environmental or safety risks, as though other major dams in the Nile Basin, such 

as the Aswan High Dam (AHD), are not contributing to water loss through evaporation billions 

of meter cube every year.
72

 This asymmetry in emphasis reflects underlying distrust and 

differential risk perception among the parties. 

During the negotiations on the filling and operation of the GERD, Sudan expressed concern 

regarding the safety of the Roseries Dam. Sudan‘s apprehension is understandable given that the 

Roseries Dam is smaller in scale compared to the GERD, and any high-volume water releases 

from the GERD could reach the Roseries Dam within hours, posing a significant hazard. 

Ethiopia also addressed this concern by emphasizing that the safety of the Roseries Dam is 

ensured.
73

 Ethiopia also proposed that the daily change in water release from the GERD be 

limited to 300 m³/s/day, which closely aligns with Sudan‘s original recommendation of 200 - 300 
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m³/s/day. This compromise illustrates a technical alignment on safety management, even amidst 

broader disagreements over filling, operation, and governance of the GERD.
74

 

Another key point of contention concerns future development on the Blue Nile. Egypt 

insisted that no future upstream projects should contravene the agreement, while Ethiopia limited 

the Draft Guideline to the GERD, reserving the right for future developments and emphasizing 

principles of equitable and reasonable utilization, cooperation, and non-significant harm (Draft 

Guideline 2020, Articles 2 & 4). These positions underscore how anticipatory mistrust, fear of 

setting precedents, can shape negotiation stances.
75

 Ethiopia emphasized that the scope of its 

Draft Guideline is limited to establishing procedures governing the filling and annual operation 

of the GERD, which the dam owner implements autonomously, subject to the right to make 

necessary adjustments and without prejudice to existing or future upstream developments.
76

 In 

effect, Egypt‘s commingling of future development with the GERD filling and operation 

guideline is an example of adversarial and obstructive negotiation approach which in turn 

contributed to mistrust.
77

  

Furthermore, Ethiopia insisted that the application of the Guidelines and Rules would be 

guided by the principles of equitable and reasonable utilization, the obligation not to cause 

significant harm, and the broader principle of cooperation.
78

 Moreover, interpretations of the 

annual operational rules diverged: Egypt viewed ―annual‖ as a framework requiring joint 

decision-making, while Ethiopia maintained it as unilateral operational discretion within each 

year.
79

 This divergence reflects a recurring tension over definitions of water security, echoing the 

contested provisions in the Cooperative Framework Agreement (CFA), particularly Article 14(b) 

and highlights the enduring challenge of reconciling upstream development rights with 

downstream security concerns.
80

 

The definition of ―first filling‖ was equally contested. Ethiopia specified that first filling 

entails ―the initial impoundment of water in various stages until the reservoir reaches 625 m.a.s.l 

by the end of the hydrological year.‖
81

 Egypt, however, remained silent on the operational 

definition, contributing to uncertainty over reservoir management. Closely linked, the definition 

of the GERD water level, whether at the beginning or end of a hydrological year, further 

compounded disagreements, affecting water accounting and downstream flow calculations.
82

 

Similarly, the concept of flow diverged: Ethiopia focused on the quantity entering the reservoir 
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in a given hydrological year, whereas Egypt emphasized total volume irrespective of specific 

hydrological cycles. 

Disagreements extended to implications for water allocation. Ethiopia argued that the Draft 

Guideline should not be interpreted as recognizing any pre-existing water allocation 

arrangements between Egypt and Sudan, whereas Egypt remained silent on whether the 

agreement could determine water allocation thresholds.
83

 Nonetheless, both parties agreed on 

stage filling, allowing acceleration or deceleration depending on hydrological conditions, 

although Egypt considered unilateral action a ―material breach‖ of the DoP, while Ethiopia 

emphasized that the DoP permits concurrent construction and filling.
84

  

Drought management revealed further technical and trust-sensitive conflicts. Ethiopia 

proposed 35 BCM at 615 m.a.s.l for first filling, Egypt suggested 37 BCM at 603 m.a.s.l. Both 

eventually agreed that below 37 BCM would trigger drought operational benchmarks. Minimum 

environmental flow similarly produced differing figures: Egypt proposed 500 m³/s, Ethiopia 300 

m³/s, reflecting a balance between environmental sustainability and Ethiopia‘s hydropower 

production and economic interests.
85

 Ethiopia also emphasized compensation for financial or 

energy losses, while Egypt remained silent. 

Dispute resolution mechanism further highlighted diverging trust perceptions. Egypt 

proposed a four-tier mechanism culminating in binding arbitration, while Ethiopia emphasized 

tripartite deliberation, with the final authority resting with the heads of government, consistent 

with DoP Principle 10. Revision frequency also reflected mistrust: Egypt suggested ten years, 

Ethiopia five, with Ethiopia insisting that failure to agree renders the Guideline obsolete.
86

 

Finally, Ethiopia sought a basin-wide cooperative framework within ten years, signaling a long-

term integrative approach beyond the GERD. Egypt and Sudan‘s withdrawal from the CFA 

complicates this prospect, reflecting persistent historical mistrust.
87

 

In summary, the GERD filling and operation negotiations reveal a clear pattern: each 

technical disagreement amplifies the trust-deficit, while moments of compromise, such as stage 

filling or Roseries Dam safety, indicate that partial trust emerges through negotiated technical 

arrangements. Egypt‘s emphasis on binding terms and strict operational definitions contrasts 

sharply with Ethiopia‘s flexible, sovereign-focused approach, creating a recurring cycle of 

mistrust, stalled negotiations, and adversarial negotiation tactics. The sequence of disagreements 

underscores the central argument of this paper: more meetings have not necessarily led to greater 

trust, but have often intensified mutual suspicion, reflecting the complex interplay of technical, 

political, and psychological dimensions in trans-boundary water negotiations. 

D. Beyond the GERD Negotiations 

The failure of the GERD negotiations cannot be attributed solely to technical or legal 

disagreements. Leadership styles, strategic calculations, and regime security in Ethiopia, Egypt, 

                                                           
83

 Article 4 of the GERD Filling and Operation Draft Guideline (2020). 
84

 Principle 5(a) of the Declaration of Principles (2015) 
85

 Article 5.1.6 of the GERD Filling and Operation Draft Guideline (2020) Draft Guideline (2020) 
86

 Article 12-15 of the GERD Filling and Operation Draft Guideline (2020) Draft Guideline (2020).  
87

 Yihdego, Zeray. "Commentary: Trilateral Negotiations Over a Dam on the Blue Nile: US Meddling and the 

‗Role‘of the UN Security Council." Ethiopian Yearbook of International Law 2019: Towards a Global Order based 

on Principles of Fairness, Solidarity, and Humanity. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2020. 239  - 305. 



Zelalem,   TRUST IN TRANSBOUNDARY WATER GOVERNANCE  37 

 
 

and Sudan played a decisive role in shaping the trajectory of trust and mistrust throughout the 

negotiation process.
88

 From a hydro-trust perspective, negotiations require credible signaling, 

consistency of commitments, and demonstrated willingness to compromise. In the GERD case, 

these elements progressively eroded for the negotiations were essentially adversarial. 

Although there are some attempts of CBMs from the negotiating parties sides. For example, 

Ethiopia maintained that the GERD would have no significant downstream impact and, if any, 

that it would be ―minimal impact‖;
89

 Ethiopia's progressive filling of the reservoir while 

negotiations were ongoing, even if legally defensible under the DoP, it weakened perceptions of 

good faith and hardened downstream positions, effectively diminishing incentives for 

compromise. 

Equally, Egypt‘s Nile dependency is understandable and yet anchoring on the politics of 

catastrophic and diplomatic posture often reflected brinkmanship, which undermined just 

relations. President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi‘s rhetoric framing Nile water as a ―red line‖
90

 

securitized the dispute and introduced militarized language into water diplomacy. From a trust 

perspective, securitizing language transforms bargaining into zero-sum confrontation. When 

water becomes an existential issue, flexibility becomes politically costly and compromise 

appears as capitulation.
91

 

Ethiopia resisted what it perceived as external oversight and attempts to impose the 1929 

and 1959 Nile Agreements through trilateral or multilateral arrangements. In effect, the 

Ethiopian government instrumentalized the GERD as a unifying national cause, presenting it as 

both a sovereign development project and an African flagship initiative.
92

 Moreover, arguably, 

Ethiopia demonstrated defiance rather than flexibility and that weakened trust externally. From a 

trust-theoretical lens, therefore, when infrastructure becomes embedded in national identity, 

concessions are framed as ―negotiating sovereignty‖ rather than cooperative trade-offs.  

Sudan initially supported the GERD due to benefits including sediment reduction, flood 

control, and energy gains.
93

 However, post-Bashir political instability altered Sudan‘s stance. 

Civilian leadership under Prime Minister Hamdok favored cooperation with Ethiopia, whereas 

military leadership under General Burhan leaned toward Egypt for political backing. This 

internal division, military factions perceived as pro-Egypt and technocrats as pro-GERD, 

prevented Sudan from functioning as a stable intermediary. With Sudan descending into civil 

war from 2022 onward, tripartite negotiation and transnational institutional continuity further 

deteriorated.  
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Leadership rhetoric further entrenched distrust. In 2018, during an official visit to Cairo, 

President Sisi asked Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed to swear to Allah that the GERD would not 

harm Egypt. Abiy responded: ―I swear to God, we will never harm you.‖
94

 However, on 17 June 

2025, Field Marshal Berhanu Jula publicly reframed that oath: 

―The GERD is our national interest, our national treasure. GERD is not the dam that we 

swore Wallahi, Wallahi, Wallahi and gave to aliens. It is also not the dam that we have 

sold to get money in return. The GERD is the reason for our government‘s treasure has 

been made barren [...] It is not the dam that have consumed only money, but it is built 

with our blood.‖
95

 

The statement served dual purposes: countering domestic allegations that the Prime Minister 

had conceded too much, and signaling externally that Ethiopia would not compromise its 

national interest. Equally, Egypt‘s securitized framing and brinkmanship diplomacy were 

perceived upstream as coercive pressure aimed at preserving historical allocations. From a trust-

theoretical standpoint, three failures are evident: absence of consistent credible commitments, 

lack of perceived reciprocity in burden-sharing, and escalation through securitized rhetoric rather 

than cooperative framing. After all, public rhetorical escalation reduces room for quiet 

diplomacy and gradual reciprocity; public nationalist posturing raises reputational costs of 

compromise. This reflects a deeper erosion of interpersonal, institutional, and strategic trust 

among the negotiating parties. What began as a technical dispute over dam operations evolved 

into a politicized struggle over sovereignty, legitimacy, and regional power, ultimately 

embedding distrust into the very structure of the negotiation process?
96

 

One of my informants stated that Ethiopia does not consider the decade long negotiations as 

a wastage or failure.
97

 This also confirms the Egyptian allegation which reads: ―Ethiopia, on the 

other hand, is seeking to maintain the façade of ongoing negotiations, while working to ensure 

that these talks do not yield any progress and do not lead to articulating solutions to the 

outstanding legal and technical issues.‖
98

 Egypt defines this policy as ―procedural prevarication‖, 

a state of not telling the truth with the intention of deceiving or avoiding.
99

  

One can argue that this strategy has been something that Ethiopia has learned through time 

with the engagement of Egypt. That is, Egypt also rhetorically argues that the intention of the 

GERD negotiation to reach create just relations but to stall Ethiopia‘s GERD construction. 

Hence, one can argue that to counter Egypt‘s perversion and allegations against Ethiopia, the 

latter also adopted a similar strategy of advancing diplomatic engagements and negotiation and 

yet continue to construct the GERD. Put it differently, both Egypt and Ethiopia utilized 
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adversarial negotiation as a space to build their legitimacy (both domestic and international), 

sovereignty and yet, negotiation in good faith, trust and institution building largely undermined.  

III. CONCLUSION 

This paper finds that the decade long GERD negotiations could not be cemented with 

consensus because of low trust among the negotiating parties. The withdrawal of Egypt from the 

CFA, coercive water diplomacy, and the manufacturing of agendas could not contribute to 

confidence building processes. As an adversarial negotiation, the space for long term gain is 

often overlooked. For instance, Egypt‘s backtracking from DOP, where it has been clearly 

―allows simultaneous administration of construction and filling‖, negated the principle of pacta 

sunt servanda.
100

  In this regard, Ethiopia‘s water diplomacy has been consistent in a sense that 

the negotiation has been sought to be perused without halting the construction of the GERD.  In 

the long term, however, unless Egypt and Sudan reach a negotiated settlement, ―the longer the 

Nile Basin countries lack a new water sharing agreement, the weaker Egypt and Sudan 

bargaining position will become.‖
101

  

In sum, long term thinking calls for investments in reforestation and environmental 

protection in the upstream countries where Ethiopia plays leading role. This approach also makes 

sense in terms of the ―ecological collaboration as deliberative peacework.‖
102

 In circumstances 

where there is prolonged drought, more water can be released from the GERD to downstream 

countries.
103

 In return, the downstream countries shall compensate Ethiopia for foregone energy 

production due to water sharing practices during droughts. However, this needs to reach mutual 

understanding and agreement among the negotiating parties. 

 
*    *    *    *    * 
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