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Abstract  
 

Water is a vital resource essential to human survival and for which there is no 

substitute. Additionally, whilst water is still seen as a ‘renewable resource,’ reality 

seems to dictate that there is only a finite quantity of water available in water-scarce 

regions. As a result, ‘water’ and ‘war’ are two topics that have begun to be assessed 

together with increasing frequency. Water disputes have indeed been labelled as one of 

the “New Wars” in Africa, comparing it to the likes of other resource wars such as 

those over oil and diamonds.  

 

Placing water discourse within a theoretical framework of International Relations, this 

thesis attempts to ground the water war debate in the Fourth Great Debate of 

rationalism (downstream) and reflectivism (upstream), through a comparative analysis 

of Anthony Turton’s positivist approach, and Larry Swatuk and Peter Vale’s post-

positivist sentiments embedded in reflectivism. The research aim can, therefore, be 

phrased as: to examine the debate surrounding the inevitability or impossibility of 

water wars by means of a comparative analysis of the works of Turton and 

Swatuk/Vale, as applied to the case study of the Okavango River basin and a tentative 

assessment of the Nile River basin.  

 

This study hypothesises that whether you swim upstream or downstream, a water war 

erupting in the Okavango River basin is never inevitable and quite implausible as 

argued by both theoretical perspectives. A bridge-building exercise is therefore 

conducted in an attempt to find commonalities between the two supposedly 

incommensurable perspectives of Turton and Swatuk/Vale. Furthermore, based on the 

tentative assessment of the Nile River Basin, this thesis also postulates that while the 

potential for water conflict is greater in this region, it is unlikely that a full-scale water 

war will erupt. Indeed, contrary to what doomsday soothsayers predict, interstate 

cooperation of shared water resources, such as the shared river basins of the Okavango 

and the Nile rivers, is more prevalent than conflictive situations.  
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Opsomming 

 
Watervoorsiening is onmisbaar en onvervangbaar vir die voortbestaan van die mens. 

Bykomend, terwyl watervoorsiening steeds as hernieubaar beskou word, is dit 

inderdaad so dat daar slegs ’n bepaalde kwantiteit beskikbaar is in sekere droë streke. 

Vandaar dat ‘water’ (waterskaarste- en armoede) en ‘oorlog’ meer dikwels saam 

beoordeel word. Wateroorloë word as een van die moontlike “Nuwe Oorloë” 

bestempel. Die nuwe oorloë in Afrika word met die stryd oor die toegang tot en 

voorsiening van olie en diamante vergelyk, soos dit soms in die konteks van water ook 

tersake is. 

 

Deur watervoorsiening binne die teoretiese raamwerk van Internasionale Betrekkinge 

te plaas, word daar in hierdie tesis gepoog om die wateroorlogdebat op die Vierde 

Groot Debat van rasionalisme (stroomafwaarts) en reflektivisme (stroomopwaarts) te 

grond, deur ‘n vergelykende analise van Anthony Turton se positivistiese benadering 

en Larry Swatuk en Peter Vale se postpositivistiese mening soos dit in reflektivisme 

insluit, te maak. Die doel van die navorsing kan dus soos volg bewoord word: 

ondersoek die debat oor die onafwendbaarheid of ontmoontlikheid van waterooloë 

deur middel van ‘n vergelykende analise van die werke van Turton en Swatuk/Vale 

soos dit tot die gevallestudie van die Okavangorivierbekken en ‘n voorlopige skatting 

van die Nylrivierbekken.  

 

Hierdie studie hipoteseer ongeag of jy stroomopwaarts of stroomafwaarts swem dat ‘n 

wateroorlog in die Okavangorivierbekken uitbars is nooit onvermydelik en volkome 

onwaarskynlik nie soos dit deur beide teoretiese perspektiewe aangevoer word. ‘n 

Brugbou oefening is derhalwe uitgevoer in ‘n poging om algemeenheid tussen die twee 

kwansuis onmeetbare perspektiewe van Turton en Swatuk/Vale to vind. Boonop 

verder, gebasseer op die voorlopige skatting van die Nylrivierbekken, word daar ook 

gepostuleer alhoewel die moontlikheid van ‘n waterkonflik groter in hierdie streek is, 

is dit onwaarskynlik dat ‘n volskaalse wateroorlog sal uitbreek. Inderdaad in 

teenstelling met wat doemprofete voorspel, interstaatlike samewerking van 

watervoorsiening soos die gesamelike benutting van die Okavango en die 

Nylrivierbekkens, is meer algemeen as strydende situasies. 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
1.1. PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 
 
Throughout the world, water has been a cause of international political, social and economic 

tensions between Arabs and Israelis, Indians and Bangladeshis, Americans and Mexicans, and 

all ten riparian states of the Nile River. There are two hundred and sixty-three international lake 

and river basins, eighty of which are in Africa (Turton, 2000a: 35), yet only fifty-five worldwide 

include treaty mechanisms to guide joint management, thus leading to predictions of future 

water conflict within these many shared river basins (Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 1-2)  (See Map 

1. for shared river basins in Africa). As such, the major issues affecting the management of these 

basins are the accessibility to and control over water resource use (Hirji & Grey, 1998: 78). 

Moreover, the highly complex nature of the physical, political, and human interactions within 

shared river basins can make the management of these water systems particularly challenging. 

Issues of increasing water scarcity, degrading water quality, rapid population growth, unilateral 

water development, and uneven levels of economic development are often cited as potentially 

disruptive factors in co-riparian water relations (Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 2). It is the 

combination of these factors therefore, that has led academics and policy-makers alike to warn 

of impending conflict over shared water resources (Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 2). It is important 

to note immediately that this thesis will be concerned solely with fresh water i.e. for agriculture, 

human consumption, electricity, etc. and not sea water.   

 

Some scholars have also argued that the problems of water management are 

compounded in the international arena by the fact that the international law that governs it is 

poorly developed, contradictory and unenforceable. As a consequence, academic articles and 

popular press consider water, not only as a cause of historic armed conflict, but as the resource 

that will be the main cause of war in the twenty-first century. Analyses based on this simplistic 

argumentation, however, ignore the fact that there are more water agreements in the world than 

there are, or have been water conflicts (Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 2-3). In fact, despite the 

seemingly formidable obstacles riparian states face in the management of shared water 
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resources, these very states have demonstrated a remarkable ability to cooperate over their 

shared water supplies. Oregon State University conducted the largest quantitative study of water 

conflict and cooperation, and the result was that cooperative interactions between riparian states 

over the past fifty years have outnumbered conflictive interactions by more than two-to-one 

(Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 2-3). Adding to the counter-argument of poorly developed 

international (water) law is the fact that the international community has devised principles for 

international watercourse management in order to mitigate the likelihood of conflict as well as 

to resolve existing disputes (Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 1). Over the past century, as Giordano 

and Wolf argue, these principles have been refined and, most recently, codified in the 1997 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International 

Watercourses. Moreover, as the Okavango and the Nile both exemplify, basin communities, 

building on their own rich (albeit positive or negative) treaty history, have accelerated the 

development of cooperative institutions to manage internationally shared river systems 

(Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 1). 

 

Moreover, this issue has become increasingly problematic due to the way in which 

water, as a natural resource is perceived today. Some scholars that write on the water discourse 

have begun to view water as the only ‘scarce’ (because it is in limited supply in some regions) 

resource, and for which there is no substitute (Wolf, 1998: 251). As a result, ‘water’ and ‘war’ 

are two topics that have begun to be assessed together with increasing frequency. Water disputes 

have indeed been labelled as one of the “New Wars” in Africa, comparing it to the likes of other 

resource wars such as those over oil and diamonds.  Water, more so than other resources is 

essential for survival, thus increasing the perceived severity of the problem. Thus, there is a 

great fascination with the notion of a ‘water war,’ and while there is evidence to the contrary, 

the existence of such a phenomenon still seems to prevail. 

 

Added to the water war debate is a second dimension of how it is approached by and 

linked to International Relations (IR) theory. Scholars of water politics have used the two rival 

theoretical traditions i.e. the dominant (downstream) school of rationalism vs. the marginal 

(upstream) school of reflectivism to argue for or against the existence of water wars. This 

however has not been explicitly done in most cases. With exceptions, such as Swatuk and Vale 

(2000), arguing within the IR theory context from an explicitly post-positivist perspective, and 
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Turton (2000) from a positivist point of view, most scholars participating in the Southern 

African the water discourse take an atheoretical or deliberately non-theoretical stance. 

Nevertheless, they do still contribute meaningfully to the water discourse by importing non-

political theoretical constructs (Du Plessis, 2000:10-11). And although these constructs are not 

forthrightly argued from an IR theory perspective, they are indeed predominantly situated within 

the mainstream of IR theory. In other words, although the water discourse is characterised by the 

previously mentioned atheoretical or deliberately non-theoretical character, the concealed 

theoretical dimension of the discourse is nonetheless embedded in downstream/rationalist (and 

particularly positivist) IR theory. Since the theories stipulate what is acceptable to talk about, 

many scholars, writing from a rationalist perspective, have thereby subliminally defined what 

can and cannot be talked about in the water discourse. Thus, they produce a discursive elite and 

hegemonic theories or perspectives (Meissner, 2004: 24). This has therefore influenced the 

subject matter that is researched e.g. state vs. state, state and state, as will later be revealed. 

 

Furthermore, the reason for concentrating specifically on the rationalist / reflectivist 

debate, is simply because the water war discourse only enters the realm of International 

Relations (IR) theory in this, the fourth great debate or the post-positivist debate i.e. between the 

rationalism of the neo-realist/neo-liberal synthesis and reflectivism (Du Plessis, 2000; Meissner, 

2004). An in-depth theoretical discussion will follow in chapter 2 of two representative 

epistemological approaches i.e. Turton’s positivist approach and Swatuk and Vale’s post-

positivist approach. In keeping with the water image, ‘upstream’ and ‘downstream’ are used as 

metaphors to respectively indicate the marginal (reflectivist) and dominant (rationalist) 

discourses. Du Plessis adopts another interesting metaphor used to examine this relationship 

within the water discourse i.e. tributary and mainstream. 

 

Considering the above scenario in which the water discourse finds itself, the importance 

of this investigation is twofold. On the one hand, a comparative analysis of Turton’s positivist 

approach, and Swatuk and Vale’s post-positivist sentiments embedded in reflectivism, will be 

undertaken to analyse how each approach addresses the water war debate. Since these scholars 

focus primarily on southern Africa, this will be done through application by investigating the 

plausibility of the existence of “water wars,” and particularly the myth or impending reality of it, 

using the contentious issue of water abstraction from the Okavango River as a case study. 
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Additionally, once their theoretical approaches have been analysed and a framework achieved, a 

tentative assessment of the Nile River basin will also be conducted to throw open the water war 

discussion to the larger African context. Therefore, the research aim can be phrased as: to 

examine the debate surrounding the inevitability or impossibility of water wars by means 

of a comparative analysis of the works of Turton and Swatuk/Vale, as applied to the case 

study of the Okavango Basin and a tentative assessment of the Nile River.  

 

This study hypothesises that whether you swim upstream or downstream, a water 

war erupting in the Okavango Basin is never inevitable and quite implausible. 

Furthermore, based on the tentative assessment of the Nile River Basin, this thesis also 

postulates that while the potential for water conflict is greater in this region, it is unlikely 

that a full-scale water war will erupt. In other words, by following either an upstream 

approach (by adopting a reflectivist, and particularly post-positivist perspective as do Swatuk 

and Vale) or a downstream approach (by adopting a rationalist, and particularly, positivist 

perspective as does Turton), a water war is not likely to occur.  

 

It is with this viewpoint in mind that this thesis focuses specifically on the two vastly 

different (yet comparable1) works of Turton and Swatuk/Vale, and in so doing, uses these 

authors as representative of two perspectives within the broader debates. Simply put, it is not the 

intention of this investigation to get into the problems of the rationalism-reflectivism debate. 

This wider and deeper assessment of the theoretical problem is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

The purpose of this study is much narrower.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Some scholars argue that positivist and post-positivist approaches are incommensurable, however, it is the opinion 
of this thesis that they are comparable in while the both use different theoretical frameworks, they obtain a similar 
end result i.e. the impossibility of water wars. 
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Map 1. Shared River Basins in Africa 

 

 

1.2. PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE 

Africa’s shared River 
basins contain: 
 
• 61% of the area  
• 77% of the people 
• 93% of the water 
 

Source: Turton & Earle, 
2005 

 

 The purpose of the thesis is reflected in four main facets: the description, analysis, 

comparison and prognosis on water war; all of which stem from the problem statement. The 

research aims can thus be summarised as follows: 

 

 To describe and examine the debate surrounding the inevitability or impossibility 

of water wars by means of a comparative analysis of the works of Turton and 
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Swatuk/Vale as applied to the case study of the Okavango River basin and a 

tentative assessment of the Nile River. 

 To analyse the possibility of water wars occurring, using water abstraction from 

the Okavango River (Angola, Namibia and Botswana) as a case study, with 

supporting evidence from the Nile River basin. 

 To compare and contrast the two theoretical perspectives of Turton and 

Swatuk/Vale, as they pertain to the Okavango River basin case study, 

highlighting differences and similarities in argumentation, as well as to use these 

theoretical perspectives to broadly assess the Nile River basin 

 

To emphasise what was previously stated, the significance of this investigation is 

twofold. On the one hand, a comparative analysis of the two rival perspectives i.e. Turton vs. 

Swatuk/Vale will be conducted to highlight the differences and similarities in the two IR 

approaches i.e. positivism and post-positivism. This will be done through application by 

investigating the plausibility of the existence of “water wars,” and particularly the myth or 

impending reality of it, using the water abstraction from the Okavango River as a case study and 

an assessment of the Nile River basin. The theoretical significance of this investigation stems 

from the need for more scholarly water discourse conceptualised in specific theoretical 

approaches. Perhaps once this is achieved, the water discourse can move to the fifth debate that 

has arisen in IR theory, involving achieved, the water discourse can move to the fifth great 

debate involving post-modernist and constructivist analyses. Indeed, with the exception of the 

water discourse the rationalist-reflectivist debate has been replaced by the rationalism-

constructivism debate in most other scholarly discourses. It is therefore important that this study 

be grounded in the fourth great debate in order to form groundwork for further research that 

might transcend this study into the fifth great debate.  

 

Furthermore, a practical significance is the use of the Okavango River basin as a case 

study, to assess the likelihood of yet another ‘New War’ emerging in this region or in Southern 

Africa. While this investigation argues that water wars are implausible, this should certainly not 

be mistaken for brushing a very serious concern under the carpet.  
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Water conflict and tensions surrounding water are rife in water-scarce regions of the 

world, including Africa and a concerted effort should be made to address these tensions by 

developing strategies and international agreements to better manage water catchments, water 

distribution and water conservation. It is for this reason, that the Nile River basin is used to 

illustrate the severity of the problem in other areas of Africa, where tensions “over water’ 

amongst other things, are high yet efforts have been made towards good transnational water 

governance. In fact, riparian states of the Nile have adopted co-operative institutional 

arrangements to ensure that there is not just resource-sharing, but also benefit-sharing and peace 

through interstate cooperation (Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 1). 

  

 Moreover, the significance of examining and assessing the Okavango and the Nile 

Basins respectively is their unique focus on cooperation as opposed to the conflict. In the 

response to the danger of the potential conflict over water, the states on the Okavango Basin, in 

1994, established the permanent Okavango River basin Water Commission (OKACOM) as will 

be elaborated upon in chapter 3. Similarly, the states on the Nile Basin established a ministerial 

cooperation mechanism, called the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) in 1999 (Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 

1). However, unlike OKACOM, the NBI seeks to manage a more complex river system fraught 

with a higher degree of hydropolitical tension. 

 

 

1.3. LIMITATIONS AND DELIMITATIONS 

 

 However, despite the above-mentioned merits to this study, several inherent limitations 

and delimitations present challenges for a study of this nature. The biggest limitation to this 

study is the theoretical framework within which it operates, that is, in the context of both the 

broader rationalism-reflectivism debate as well as the positivism-post-positivism debate. In 

order to fully come to grips with the intricacies of these debates would require an intensive 

literature study and engagement with issues of the philosophy of the social sciences and IR 

theory, which go beyond the scope of this study. An attempt is made however, to contextualise 

both these debates by defining these terms and placing them within the larger water discourse in 

the Conceptualisation sub-section (1.6) below.  
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 Moreover, it is also noteworthy to mention that due to the virtual absence of reflectivist 

perspectives in the water discourse, the work by Swatuk and Vale, particularly their article 

entitled “Swimming Upstream: Water and discourses of security”, being the lone view of 

dissent, will be used exclusively to represent this approach; while the work of Turton, such as 

his article entitled “Water Wars in Southern Africa: Challenging Conventional Wisdom” will be 

used to represent the downstream, positivist perspective. Ashton (2000), Du Plessis (2000; 

2001), Meissner (2004), and several other scholars to a lesser extent, will also be used to add to 

the dominant, downstream perspective. 

 

 Additionally, while Turton’s approach is used to represent the downstream positivist 

approach, it should be noted immediately that Turton has also written several scholarly works 

from several other theoretical perspectives. In fact, as will be explained in chapter 2, Turton has, 

at times, used political ecology theorising, which is inherently post-positivist in several of his 

works. This therefore, further complicates the water discourse and presents a limitation to this 

study if he is meant to represent a positivist perspective. An attempt is made to exclusively make 

use of his positivist writings, particularly that which is embedded within hydrosocial contract 

theory. 

 

Another limitation to this study is that it is the opinion of the researcher that a water war 

is unlikely to occur in Southern Africa, although a statement as general as that deserves a greater 

degree of substantiation, which goes beyond the scope of this thesis i.e. an inclusion of several 

other southern African case studies would be needed to make such a grand statement. Of course, 

it should also be mentioned that one cannot broadly compare the two theoretical traditions i.e. 

rationalism and reflectivism, for too many varying perspectives exist in each one. As such, it is 

important to reiterate that by framing the study in the context of too broad a rationalist-

reflectivist debate, one is getting into very deep theoretical waters! It is for reason that this study 

focuses of particular theoretical approaches by specific scholars as opposed to a broad 

comparative study of theoretical traditions. That said however, it is still imperative to provide a 

foundational background of these traditions i.e. rationalism and reflectivism, positivism and 

post-positivism. 
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1.4. THEORETICAL APPROACH 

 

 This study involves the comparative analysis of the works of Turton and Swatuk/Vale, 

which are used to represent a rationalist positivist (downstream) and a reflectivist, post-positivist 

(upstream) viewpoint, respectively. This will be conducted firstly, through a theoretical analysis 

of these authors and the viewpoints they represent in chapter 2, and a descriptive and 

explanatory application of their perspectives in the case study of the Okavango River basin in 

chapter 3.   

  

 There is therefore, no single theoretical approach adopted in this study, but rather, it 

compares two main theoretical approaches from a descriptive-analytical stance. Moreover, the 

approaches chosen i.e. Turton’s downstream approach, and Swatuk/Vale’s upstream approach, 

may be considered, within IR theory circles, as yesteryear’s debate. That is, the downstream 

path of rationalism vs. the upstream path of reflectivism has been superseded by the rationalism-

constructivism debate. However, the reason for adopting this comparative approach is simply 

that as previously mentioned, a void has been identified within the current water discourse. 

Indeed, as Du Plessis argues, at a macro-level of contending approaches, perspectives or 

paradigms of International Relations, the academic participants, scholars and stakeholders in the 

water discourse seldom explicitly or self-consciously subscribe to a particular theoretical 

position, nor is any attempt made to construct a theory of water politics within the ambit of a 

particular paradigm (with the notable exceptions of Turton and Swatuk/Vale) (Du Plessis, 2000: 

27). Scholars writing on this subject may implicitly take cognisance of theory at this broader 

level and accommodate the fundamental tents and assumptions of downstream or very rarely, 

upstream theories but this is not explicitly done. Moreover, their critics are likely to identity 

their theoretical positions, and in the process, label scholars as exponents of a particular 

ideological position (Du Plessis, 2000: 28). This then leads to the categorization of most 

contributions as downstream – positivist and rationalist. In this regard, it is evident from the 

current literature that the water discourse has not yet transcended the rationalism-reflectivism 

debate to reach the rationalism-constructivism debate. As such, it is the opinion of the researcher 

that before this can be achieved, a comparative study of the prior debate needs to be conducted. 

In so doing, a bridge-building exercise is attempted of the rationalist-reflectivist dichotomy in 

pursuance of a theoretical compromise or cross-field rapprochement.  
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1.5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

The main unit of analysis i.e. the Okavango River basin will be examined in detail 

within its real-life context.  As case studies are usually “multi-dimensional analyses” a number 

of factors and causes will be identified within the realm of Turton’s Hydrosocial Contract 

Theory and his political ecology argumentation, and Swatuk/Vale’s broadly post-positivist 

approaches. Once this is achieved, a tentative assessment will be made of the situation in the 

Nile River basin. 

 

The research methodology adopted in this thesis is, therefore, of a qualitative nature and 

gained from existing literature on the issue of water wars. Such sources include reputable 

newspapers, surveys, academic journals, documents, working papers, conferences, lecturers, 

Internet sources, theses, books and various collaborative works such as monographs. The 

monograph series (particularly series no.2) of Africa Dialogue (containing the works of Turton, 

Du Plessis, Ashton, Meissner) deserves special reference, for its invaluable insight into the 

particular issue of the water war debate, and for its contribution to water war discourse in 

Southern Africa and in the world at large. 

 

In this methodological section, the criteria for the description and analysis of this 

investigation will be unpacked in greater detail. These theoretical tools will then be used to 

assess the Okavango River basin in chapter 3 and the Nile River basin in chapter 4. These 

basins, as previously mentioned, are unique case studies for while they involve severely 

contested waters and tensions surrounding this, there has been no actual war (as defined in this 

thesis) over water. In fact, some scholars have even gone so far as to hail the Okavango and the 

Nile River basins as models for hydropolitical cooperation (Nicol, 2003: 167-185).   

 

A fundamental difference in description (and indeed a weakness of this investigation) 

that deserves to be mentioned up front between the two perspectives of Turton and Swatuk/Vale 

is that they do not share a common language. The defining feature, according to Du Plessis is 

incommensurability (Du Plessis, 2000:17). Additionally, processes and institutions are given a 

behavioural conception by rationalism. These processes and institutions alter behaviour but not 

identities and interests. Reflectivism, on the other hand, explains identities and interests. Yet 
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despite the fact that they do not share a common language, they are both saying the same thing 

really i.e. water wars are unlikely to occur. Moreover, a bridge-building exercise is therefore 

conducted in an attempt to find commonalities between the two supposedly incommensurable 

perspectives of Turton and Swatuk/Vale. A summary of the case study reflects this very point. 

 

1.5.1. Case Study: The Okavango River basin (Angola, Namibia, and Botswana) 

 

 The Okavango Basin is shared by three states; Angola, Namibia and Botswana. Namibia 

and Botswana are considered to be water stressed or water scarce, while Angola is 

comparatively water rich. The main argument for water wars as stated previously is that as water 

becomes scarcer, so the possibility increases that water and water-supply systems may become 

the source of violent conflict, indeed warfare. Yet having stated this, Namibia and Botswana are 

still amongst the better endowed countries in Southern Africa with water resources and use only 

4.0% and 3.9% of their resources respectively (Muller, 2001:33). This is minor in comparison to 

South Africa, which uses 29.7%. So why is there the fear of a conflict arising? Some 

downstream scholars attribute real causes of water-related conflicts to the economic and 

political relations between nations at a larger scale rather than the conflict over water per se 

(Muller, 2001:32) Additionally, and most controversially, another potential cause of water-

related conflict is the imposition of international environmental norms upon regimes, involving 

costs that are incurred by one set of (relatively poor) national actors, while the rules are set – and 

the benefits enjoyed – by other (often, relatively rich) extra-national groups.  

 

However, from Turton’s rationalist perspective, “The Okavango is misquoted as being a 

river in conflict...There’s a river basin commission that is functioning extremely well…” 

(Hobbs, 2004). Yet while Turton contends that a war of water is implausible, particularly at a 

shared basin level, he is cautious as not to excuse complacency in the face of highly 

multifaceted and often rapidly increasing demands for access to water by co-riparian states. 

Turton argues that one expounding factor of the perceived conflict in the Okavango is the source 

of water i.e. where it originates and which states feel ‘entitled’ to the use of the water. Also, the 

perception of a shortage becomes increasingly real by the distribution of water, which is 

problematic because the sources are far from the main centres of demand. In the case of the 

Okavango Basin for instance, the rules governing the allocation of water are derived from 
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external instruments. Rather than there being a shortage of water, it is the application of these 

rules to the allocation and use of available water in south-western Africa that is at the root of the 

controversy or possible conflict. In other words, Turton is of the assertion that inter-

governmental structures, in their attempts to resolve disputes in the use of trans-frontier rivers 

can deliver the goods despite facing tremendous challenges (Hobbs, 2004). 

 

From Turton’s perspective, the situation in the Okavango Basin does not present itself as 

a potential war over water. At the root of his argumentation is the premise that common 

problems often result in cooperation between states. It thus follows that the present 

environmental and related dangers can only be solved collectively, and that cooperation is built 

upon a clear mutuality of interest. It is important to note once again that from Turton’s view, the 

state, as regional organisations, are the important actors and the tensions surrounding water have 

grave implications for relations and foreign policy towards the other states are therefore also 

affected. 

 

 Post-positivists oppose this emphasis on the state and refer more to individual identities, 

and as argued by Swatuk and Vale, “A neo-liberal understanding of the individual is not the 

only way of arriving at sedimented virtue, particularly within the context of states as the only 

form of community in international affairs” (Swatuk & Vale, 2000:12). Swatuk and Vale argue 

that humans are not so much rational as they are relational, emphasising the point that we are 

not self-maximising economic ‘men’ who regard ‘nature’ as apart from us, as a composite of 

resources to be infinitely exploited (Swatuk & Vale, 2000:12). Moreover, according to Swatuk, 

the Okavango River basin is an excellent example of the problematique between state 

sovereignty and the associated national interest – and the way in which transboundary rivers 

challenge these fundamental concepts (Swatuk, 2003: 119). As such, as will be discussed in 

chapter 3, Swatuk emphasises the role of non-state actors in facilitating peaceful management 

and cooperation of water resources. 

 

1.5.2. Tentative Assessment of the Nile River basin 

 

 The Nile Basin has been a global hotspot for potential conflict over water resources for 

several decades now. Indeed it was the former United Nations Secretary General, Boutros 
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Boutros Ghali who predicted that conflicts would soon arise between countries in the Nile basin 

over rights to water that flows through the Nile. In a 2005 BBC interview, he publicly stated 

that: 
The security of Egypt is related to the relation between Egypt and Ethiopia, Sudan, Kenya 

and other African countries… The real problem is that we need an additional quantity of 

water and we will not have an additional quantity of water unless we find an a agreement 

with the upstream countries which also need water and have not used Nile water until now… 

The ranks of the dispossessed, the misery they face will be a cause for greater bitterness and 

greater militancy and I can only see that we are hot-housing the kind of fury and rage that we 

claim we want to fight against (Thomson, 2005). 

 

  Other water experts also believe that there is not enough water in the river to meet the 

various projects in the basin, many large hydropower dams are also being considered for 

erection in the Nile. Some scholars therefore fear that all these competing projects combined 

with a dose of long historical cultural cleavages and more recent climate change may send the 

region’s already over-tapped water resources to the brink of disaster, leave economies weaker 

rather than stronger and may indeed, instigate a water war in this region. Both an upstream and 

downstream look at the situation proves this i.e. a full-scale water war, to be unlikely due to 

various reasons. 

 

Downstream (rationalist) approaches often attribute the conflict in the Nile Basin to 

cultural/ethnic/religious cleavages. For instance, Egypt’s dependence on the waters of the Nile 

River is vulnerable to the actions of its upstream neighbours. Ninety-seven percent of the waters 

of the Nile originate outside of Egypt’s border in the other eight nations of the basin. The 

conflict occurred from January to April in 1958. Amidst pending negotiations over Nile waters, 

Sudanese general elections, and an Egyptian vote on Sudan-Egypt unification, Egypt sent an 

unsuccessful military expedition into the territory in dispute between the two countries. 

Tensions were, however, eased when a pro-Egyptian government was elected in Sudan (Wolf, 

1998: 256). A treaty signed by Egypt and Sudan in 1959 resolved many important issues, but 

none of the other basin states are parties to the treaty. Additional water development in these 

other nations, which has long been feared by Egypt and sought by Ethiopia and others, would 

greatly increase tensions over water (Gleick, 1993: 109). Under these conditions, water may 

provide a justification for going to war or water resources can be the object of military conquest.  
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Once again, the role of the state is a central theme. Although non-renewable resources such as 

oil and other minerals are more typically the focus of traditional international security analyses, 

water, very often, provides a source of economic or political strength, and many nations have a 

large fraction of their total water supply originating outside of their borders and under the 

control of other nations (Gleick, 1993: 109). This was particularly relevant in the Cold War 

framework where water, like other natural resources, was the defining factor in terms of the 

wealth and power of a state (Turton 2000a: 37). 

 

For Turton, on the topic of the Nile Basin Initiative, it is beneficial to shift the focus 

from water sharing to “benefit sharing” (Hobbs, 2004). This amounts to relieving the basin of its 

political baggage, and simply considering what the most optimal use of the Nile would be. In 

practice, it might even involve governments allowing their share of the waters to be used by 

neighbouring states for the greater regional good. Once again, Turton emphasises multi-state 

cooperation as a key factor preventing conflict situations and facilitating water management 

among states.  

 

 Swatuk, from his upstream perspective, shares several basic tenets with Turton such as 

cooperation as resting upon a clear mutuality of interest, but he also argues that along with a 

broadening of the security agenda should come the recognition that resource use, as well as 

conflicts over resource use, involve a multiplicity of stakeholders both inter- and intrastate (state 

and non-state) actors at local, national, regional, continental and global level. As will be 

revealed in chapters 2 and 3, Turton does not dispute this theorising as well, particularly, since 

his political ecology theory is arguably post-positivist. Thus, as will be revealed in the 

subsequent chapters, the merging of these two supposedly incommensurable perspectives is 

evident. Turton incorporates into his political ecology argumentation, the importance of non-

state actors, and so too do Swatuk & Vale. One of the main differences is essentially, the role 

and importance of the state in preventing or facilitating conflict/cooperation according to these 

two perspectives.  
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1.6. CONCEPTUALISATION 

 

 In order to adequately address the water war debate, it is also essential to provide a 

conceptual definition for ‘water wars’ and provide a brief explanation of its characteristics and 

how they have evolved over time. Additionally, it is worthwhile to define and contextualise key 

theoretical concepts such as rationalism, reflectivism, positivism and post-positivism in order to 

place the water war debate between the larger sphere of IR theorising. 

 

1.6.1. Definition of a Water War: 

 

As previously stated, water is a vital resource essential to human survival and for which 

there is no substitute. In addition, whilst water is still seen as a ‘renewable resource,’ reality 

seems to dictate that there is only a finite quantity of water available on the subcontinent 

(Conley, 1995: 32).  Furthermore, it ignores political boundaries, fluctuates in both time and 

space and has multiple and conflicting demands on its use.  

 

Additionally, the scarcity of water in an arid and semi-arid environment leads to intense 

political pressures, often referred to as ‘water stress,’ a term coined by Falkenmark 

(Falkenmark, 1989: 113). Indeed, it has been argued that the Middle East is the ideal example of 

this where armies have in fact been mobilized and water has been cited as the prime motivator 

for military strategy and territorial conquest. However, evidence exists that refutes the territorial 

argument, with Israel sharing water agreements over the use of the Jordan River with its 

neighbours. As part of the 1994 Treaty of Peace, for instance, Jordan stores water in an Israeli 

lake while Israel leases Jordanian land and wells (Giordano & Wolf, 2002a: 7). This example 

shows how states can in fact cooperate without the desire to conquer territory. But, as water, in 

the broader sense has been so closely linked with conflict situations such as that of the Middle 

East and many others, there has been a tendency to rely on history (by reinterpreting history in a 

way which justifies ones perspective) as proof of water’s ability to cause interstate war (Church, 

2000: 21). Arguments such as these, however, isolate specific cases/areas in which water 

becomes embedded in socio-political, economic, cultural or religious tensions, and is therefore 

used as a (falsely) justifiable reason for going to war.  
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Moreover, Church cites the interesting investigation of Aaron Wolf who examined the 

correlation between international water systems and conflict by analysing those cases of 

international conflict, where armed exchange was threatened or used over water resources. Wolf 

utilised the International Crisis Behaviour dataset and focused on the period from 1918 to 1994 

finding 412 crises of which only four were related to water (Church, 2000:21). Additional 

research found another three examples, increasing the total to seven. These seven included the 

early 1950’s dispute between Syria and Israel, where sporadic fire was exchanged due to the 

Israeli water development in the Huleh Basin (Church, 2000: 21). However, this example should 

be questioned since the causal relationship between water and war is greatly obstructed by 

ethnic, cultural and religious tensions that existed between these states, leading one to ask the 

question, what really was the cause of the war? The unsuccessful military expedition by Egypt 

into disputed territory between itself and Sudan in the late 1950’s was another case included in 

the seven cases mentioned above. Again, this example begs the question, what really was the 

cause of the conflict – water or a disputed territorial boundary? According to Church, this 

evidence suggests that history does not provide the clear-cut lesson that much literature relies 

upon (Church, 2000:21). 

 

It is, therefore, clear that a precise definition of what is meant by ‘water wars,’ is needed 

to determine what incidences can be classified as such. A strong downstreamer, Anthony 

Turton, in his article entitled “Water Wars in Southern Africa: Challenging Conventional 

Wisdom,” defines a water war simply as a war caused by the desire for access to water. “In this 

case, water scarcity is both a necessary and sufficient condition for going to war” (Turton, 

2000a: 36). In Southern Africa, for example, the desire to have access to the Zambezi River was 

a major source of motivation for Germany to incorporate the Caprivi Strip into their land base 

(Breytenbach, 2003: 5). For the purpose of this thesis, this definition of a water war will be used 

i.e. conventional (armed) warfare resulting from the need to acquire volumes of water due to the 

scarcity of water. It is therefore also important to note that the downstream, positivist 

perspective adopted here is solely concerned with water war i.e. declared hostilities as opposed 

to water conflict, which broadly defines a degree of tension surrounding water.  

 

According to Turton, every conflict, be it in, around or near to water cannot be classified 

as a ‘water war’ if it does not have that single premise i.e. water scarcity as a condition for going 
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to war. Turton makes two important distinctions between a ‘real’ water war and a ‘pseudo’ 

water war. Water, and especially hydraulic installations such as dams and water treatment 

plants, are sometimes selected as targets of war. Water scarcity, the prerequisite for water wars, 

as defined by Turton, is therefore neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for going to war 

(Turton, 2000a: 36). A war in this category is thus caused by something quite unrelated to water 

scarcity, and is therefore, not considered as a true water war, but rather a conventional war, with 

water as a tactical component.   

 

Furthermore, it is often the case that since waterways form part of contested international 

boundaries, they, as a result become the focal point of war. However, in this case again, water 

scarcity is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for going to war. But since war is fought 

in and around these waterways, it appears to be a water war. Under these conditions, however, 

the root causes of war are completely unrelated to water or water scarcity but water issues 

become politicised as a result of the larger belligerence, and may consequently take on the 

appearance of a water-related conflict (Turton, 2000a: 37). One example is that of the military 

confrontation that nearly broke out between Botswana and Namibia over the control of an island 

(important for grazing) situated in the contested boundary, the Chobe River (Breytenbach, 2003: 

4). This is also not considered as a true water war, because the war is merely being fought in a 

theatre that is dominated by an aquatic environment and the real issue of contention is the 

ambiguity of international boundaries. We can conclude, therefore, that ontological clarity is 

needed in an analysis of water wars. As such, water as the cause of war is a very narrowly 

defined condition, with limited empirical evidence of its existence over time. Most authors, 

arguing for the increasing threat of water wars, are often misled when labelling conventional 

wars as water wars, or exaggerating the threat of a dispute escalating into military aggression.  

 

Downstreamers, assuming rational choice, therefore, reconcile the water war debate 

mainly through this ontological distinction i.e. a water war is a conventional (armed and 

interstate) war over the desire for access to the scarce resource - water. They emphasise, 

therefore, the role and importance of states, the environment as a security issue, the depletion of 

a natural resource as a threat to national security, and the conflict or cooperation, which could 

result out of this.  
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However, it is arguably the case that upstreamers, such as Swatuk and Vale, speak an 

entirely different language. They see theory as constitutive of reality. Theories become self-

confirming and self-fulfilling prophecies since the very concepts used to think about the world 

(for example by relating water war to statist concepts such as sovereignty, security, 

independence, hierarchy and dominance) help to make the world what it is (namely anarchical). 

Therefore, an upstreamer would define a water war as a social construction, which could 

become a reality if over-theorised. Ontologically, they contradict rationalism by arguing that 

actors are inherently social, that their interests and identities are socially constructed, and that 

they are the product of social structures (Du Plessis, 2001: 143). Therefore, the desire for access 

to water (representing an interest) and water scarcity are subjective terms and a deconstruction 

of the rationalist assumptions (such as states are atomistic, self-interested and rational; actor 

interests are external to their social interaction; actors enter into social relations on the basis of 

pre-formed interests; and society is a strategic realm in which individuals or states pursue pre-

defined interests) is needed. Moreover, reflectivism seriously questions the inadequacies of 

state-centric conceptions of the war and peace problematique, the neo-liberal approaches to 

cooperation in anarchy, as well as the positivist assumptions that have demarcated the 

parameters of the study of International Relations (Du Plessis, 2001: 145). The critique, 

however, extends beyond these theoretical assumptions to the prevailing order constituted by 

these conceptions. A closer look at the theoretical debate between rationalism as exemplified by 

Turton’s positivist approach and reflectivism as exemplified by Swatuk and Vale’s post-

positivist approach will be discussed in the following chapter, specifically as it pertains to the 

concept of water wars. 

 
1.6.2. Description: Characteristics of a Water War 

 

Turton outlines five very unique concepts developed, which clearly describe the 

characteristics of a water war and how this description has evolved over time (Turton, 2000a: 

38). It is important to note that all these concepts are approached from a downstream rationalist 

perspective and as such, may stem from problem-solving theory (i.e. takes the world as it finds 

it, including the prevailing social and power relationships and institutions, and uses them as a 

framework for action), positivist and foundational roots. The dominance of rationalist theory is 

clearly evident in the water discourse. 
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 First and foremost is the Malthusian-type discourse, which hypothesizes a linear 

relationship between population growth and scarcity. The most prominent writer on this topic is 

Malin Falkenmark, who first developed the ‘water scarcity indicators’ that were based on the 

central notion of a ‘water barrier’ (Falkenmark, 1989: 112). Central to his thesis is the argument 

that as populations grow, so water scarcity increases, which eventually leads to a water war. It 

was this line of argument that led other authors to conclude that the inherent link between water 

scarcity and violent conflict inevitably predicted the occurrence of water wars in the twenty-first 

century (Turton, 2000a: 39). Yet, while the water discourse, in many respects, has advanced past 

this argumentation, many scholars still use population growth as a likely reason for justifying 

their predictions of water wars. 

 

 The second line of discourse that grew out of the Malthusian approach was what has now 

become known as the ‘Virtual Water’ discourse. Virtual water refers to the amount of water 

needed in the production of any good or service.  Developed by Tony Allan, the main concept 

was aimed at explaining, contrary to the inevitability of water wars predicted by Malthusians, 

why there was an almost total lack of any water war in areas that are known to be highly water 

stressed (Allan, 1999: 15-19). Allan noted that it takes roughly 1,000 tons of water to produce a 

ton of wheat. Therefore if a country is facing a water shortage, the government could simply 

balance the water budget by importing wheat. Thus, for every ton of wheat that is imported into 

a country or region, it is the same as importing 1,000 tons of water in a ‘virtual sense’ (Turton, 

2000a: 39). Allan used this concept to argue for the option of importing virtual water (as 

opposed to real water) as a partial solution to problems of water scarcity in the Middle East, by 

elaborating on the idea of using virtual water import (coming along with food imports) as a tool 

to release the pressure on the scarcely available domestic water resources (Allan, 1993; 1994, 

cited in Chapagain & Hoekstra, 2004: 12). According to his logic, virtual water import thus 

becomes an alternative water source, next to endogenous water sources.  

 

The problem with this view is that it is extremely western or euro-centric. It assumes that 

countries are financially and structurally capable of importing more wheat and that their 

economies can sustain an influx of wheat into their domestic markets. This raises concern, 

particularly for African economies that could possibly become vulnerable to international 
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market flows, creating a dependence on foreign goods (i.e. if wheat prices increase, would states 

be able to import?) – a great risk for African states. Furthermore, their own domestic industries 

may suffer as a result of the influx of foreign produce. Moreover, since it is this importation of 

water, embedded in grain (and therefore available at highly subsidised rates) that has prevented 

the type of water war that had been predicted in water-scarce regions, virtual water has been 

used as a justification for subsidies on agricultural exports, something that not only Africans, but 

most “free traders” (the Cairns Group) oppose as being protectionist. Moreover, it suffers the 

danger that if food security is based on self-sufficiency, then virtual water arguments could 

potentially sustain another form of North/South dependence. The severity of the problem caused 

by virtual water is been evident in WTO reform, and arguably a causal factor in the collapse of 

the Doha Round. 

 

Closely linked to the virtual water concept is the water footprint concept. First 

introduced by Hoekstra in 2002 in order to have an indicator of water use in relation to the 

consumption of people, the water footprint of an individual, business or nation is defined as the 

total volume of freshwater that is used to produce the goods and services consumed by the 

individual, business or nation and is expressed as the volume of water use per year (Chapagain 

& Hoekstra, 2004: 11). Moreover, since not all goods consumed in a country are produced 

domestically, the water footprint comprises of two parts: use of domestic water resources and 

use of water outside the borders of the country (Chapagain & Hoekstra, 2004: 11). The water 

footprint of a state is calculated in a rather complex manner, by the use of domestic water 

resources subtracted from the virtual water flow that leaves the country and added to the virtual 

water flow that enters the country. The state’s water footprint is a useful indicator of a nation’s 

call on the efficient use and management of global water resources, since among other factors, it 

is closely related to dietary habits of people. For instance, a high consumption of meat by a 

population results in a large water footprint. Additionally, the more food that originates from 

irrigated land, the larger the water footprint. This concept is therefore beneficial to the water 

discourse, and particularly to the water war debate since it focuses on effective water 

management rather than the inevitability of war erupting. In other words, ingenuity could be 

used to alleviate tensions that may result from water scarcity. 
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 The third discourse is the structural inequality discourse that was formulated to explain 

how unequal access to, and control over, water resources within a given country occurs over 

time. This occurs in societies where a water deficit occurs, and where access to water can give 

certain social groupings a major advantage in political and economic terms (Turton, 2000a: 39). 

According to this logic, conflict is inherent within society, as inequalities are contested and 

positions of hydro political privilege are entrenched and protected (Turton, 2000a: 39). This 

view is more sympathetic to the African situation, particularly in South Africa, where structural 

scarcity was managed to the almost exclusive advantage of the white minority during the 

Apartheid regime by the political control of hydraulic pipelines.  

 

 Induced scarcity is another component of structural inequality discourse. A particular 

category of this induced scarcity is the depletion of the resource base because of pollution. 

Turton postulates that 90% of all wastewater is returned to river systems untreated (Turton, 

2000a: 40), leading Jan Lundqvist to label this as ‘hydrocide.’ This poses a serious dilemma for 

developing countries with rapid economic growth: economic sustainability or ecological 

sustainability? Strong economic growth is unsustainable, but pursuing environmentally friendly 

policies could result in economic decline. Hydrocide is particularly relevant in the Niger Delta, 

where it is arguably the case that environmental crises have defined the region for decades. Due 

to the tremendous development of its oil industry over half a century, the Delta, and 

subsequently, the rivers that water it, is contaminated with pollution by refinery, steel and other 

industrial effluents, fertilizer plants as well as with boiling waters discharged from the NEPA 

thermal plant into the Benin River (Egborge, 1998). Although wastewater authorities have 

attempted to regulate discharges of industries into surface water, monitoring to ensure 

compliance in Nigeria appears to be an impossible task due to the immense profits made from 

its oil industry.  The return of untreated water to river systems in developing countries and the 

hydrocide concept illustrates the importance of viewing water scarcity not only in terms of 

volume of water, but also in terms of the quality of water, with the latter arguably being a bigger 

threat to society because of its direct threat to ecological functioning (Turton, 2000a: 40).  

 

 The fourth, more sophisticated discourse, explains the concept of environmental scarcity. 

Homer-Dixon, the key author on this subject, outlines three major sources of environmental 

scarcity (Homer-Dixon, 1994: 5-40). Firstly, there is supply-side scarcity, which describes how 
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the depletion and pollution of resources reduce the total available volume. Secondly, there is 

demand-side scarcity is explains how changes in consumptive behaviour and a rapidly growing 

population can causes demand to exceed supply. And thirdly, there is structural scarcity, which 

results in some groups receiving disproportionably large slices of the resource pie, while leaving 

others with progressively smaller slices (Turton, 2000a: 41). It is important to note that in 

reality, these three scarcities interact with one another. One result of this interaction is resource 

capture, where powerful groups in society seize control over the resource base and use it to their 

exclusive advantage. South Africa is an ideal example of this. The result of this is ecological 

marginalisation, as people who have had their resource base captured, are forced to move to 

increasingly unstable locations (Turton, 2000a: 41).  

 

However, despite the fact that environmental scarcity has been a determining factor in 

Homer-Dixon’s studies, environmental scarcity is never a determining factor on its own 

(Homer-Dixon, 1994: 5). It is always found in conjunction with other factors that are usually the 

major causes of conflict. As such, environmental scarcity can aggravate existing conflict and 

make it acute. Southern Africa is a good example of this. Existing conflict patterns in this region 

show that infrastructure is overtaxed due to population migration factors. The migration element 

is rather complex, with both environmental-push and population-pull factors occurring 

simultaneously (Turton, 2000a: 43). The essential fact is that marginalized communities are 

forced to migrate and settle on contested land, thereby bringing these incoming communities 

into conflict with people who are already struggling to survive. Migrations away from the 

Kalahari towards the panhandle of the Okavango Delta, and migration towards Windhoek in 

Namibia, are two such examples. Another example is found in the lower Incomati River basin in 

Mozambique, where subsistence agriculture is under threat due to the increased use of water 

upstream. But does this always (or can it ever) result in a war over water? Swatuk and Vale 

debunk this very argument using reflectivist logic to argue for peace. This will be elaborated 

upon in the next chapter. 

 

 The more recent discourse focuses on the concept of social scarcity. Leif Ohlsson, the 

leading author on this issue, argues that as water scarcity increases, so does the need for social 

adaptation to the consequences of this scarcity (Turton 2000a: 44). For example, as deserts have 

encroached, lifestyles have been forced to adapt and social patterns have been forced to shift. 
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Ohlsson notes the need to distinguish between natural resources, or first-order resources, and 

social or second-order resources. The underlying argument here is to explain how some states 

that are confronted by an increasing level of first-order resource scarcity (water) can adapt to 

these conditions provided that a high level of second-order resources (social adaptive capacity or 

what Homer-Dixon refers to as ‘ingenuity’) are available. If one is to follow this logic, then one 

needs to differentiate between ‘water scarcity’ (a strictly first-order scarcity) and ‘water poverty’ 

(a scarcity of both first-order and second-order resources). Structurally Induced Relative Water 

Abundance (SIRWA) is the condition that exists as a combination of both a first-order scarcity 

and a second-order resource abundance, describing, for example, states such as Israel, South 

Africa, Botswana and Namibia (Turton, 2000a: 45). This explains the situation where a water 

scarcity exists but ‘ingenuity,’ the effective use of capital (financial resources, natural resources, 

institutional resources and intellectual resources) exists, to develop innovative strategies that 

maintain well-being in the face of the threat.  

 

1.6.3. Rationalism vs. Reflectivism 

 

Broadly speaking, rationalism refers to “any view appealing to reason as a source of 

knowledge or justification” (Lacey, 1996: 286). In this sense, the appeal to reason is contrasted 

with, for instance, the emphasis on revelation (as occurs in religion), or with emotion and 

feeling, as in ethics. Bourke defines it in more technical terms as a method or a theory “in which 

the criterion of truth is not sensory but intellectual and deductive” (Bourke, 1962: 263). As used 

within IR circles, however, rationalism is interpreted in a variety of ways; from formal and 

informal applications of rational choice theory to IR questions, to any work drawing on the 

tradition of microeconomic theory from Alfred Marshal, to even more recent developments in 

evolutionary game theory or perhaps, the broadest of all, to any positivist exercise in explaining 

foreign policy by reference to goal-seeking behaviour (Fearon & Wendt, 2002: 54).  

 

Moreover, Fearon and Wendt (2002: 54) also describe rationalism as a method with 

which certain actions can be explained. According to these authors, firstly, one starts with an 

action or pattern to be explained such as the decision to send troops into battle, an arms race, 

currency devaluations etc. Secondly, one posits a set of actors with the capacity to take the 

actions. Thirdly, one proposes a structure of interaction, a sequence of choices for the actors to 
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make that embeds the pattern of actions to be explained in a larger universe of possibilities 

(Fearon & Wendt, 2002: 54). The authors use the example of an arms race that would need a 

structure of interaction that allows, in principle, for actions that would not produce an arms race, 

Fourthly, the next step is that either one makes arguments about the actors’ preferences over the 

universe of possible outcomes, or, as is evident in game theory models, one may formulate rules 

for how different outcomes associate with the differential reproduction of actors and their 

‘programs’ or decision rules in subsequent rounds (Fearon & Wendt, 2002: 54). Finally, one 

shows how the outcome of actions would occur if actors were choosing rationally. Simply put, 

rationalism is both empirical (in that each step is subject to criticism on the grounds of being 

consequentially unrealistic) and theoretical (in that each step involves the simplification of a 

complex reality in schematic form, which may or may not yield valuable insights), using reason 

as its motivating force. 

 

In contrast, reflectivism is a range of approaches to social science, and notably political 

science, which oppose the rationalist theory realism and more generally, positivism. Reflectivist 

approaches are often given more particular (and familiar) titles, including feminism, 

postmodernism, and critical theory. The rationalist-reflectivist debate i.e. the Fourth Great 

Debate (or known also as the Third Great Debate depending on how one views the previous 

debates), rests on the premise that reflectivists believe that empirical rationalist study is unable 

to explain norms, both in terms of how they arise and how they influence people. As a 

rationalist, you will therefore privilege material factors, causation and science, whereas as a 

reflectivist you will privilege ideational factors, deny causation and are anti-science (Wight, 

2002: 40). The main criticism of reflectivist approaches arises from the epistemological 

differences between reflectivism and positivism as will later be defined. In the recent years, 

social science has become an increasingly positivist and empirically centred field, a 

phenomenon which has infiltrated the water discourse as previously mentioned. The reflectivist 

rejection of this approach has led to criticism that the approach cannot make reliable statements 

about the outside world.  
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1.6.4. Positivism vs. Post-positivism 

 

Positivism, as a component of, or close cousin to rationalism rests of the premise that all 

true knowledge is scientific. The key tenets of positivism from the l950s onwards, can be 

summarised as follows (Hacking, 1981):  

• An emphasis on science as a product, a linguistic or numerical set of statements;  

• A concern with axiomatisation, that is, demonstrating the logical structure and coherence 

of these statements;  

• An insistence on at least some of these statements being testable, that is amenable to 

being verified, confirmed, or falsified by the empirical observation of reality; statements 

that would, by their nature, be regarded as untestable included the teleological;  

• The belief that science is markedly cumulative and progress occurs through scientific 

progress; 

• The belief that science is predominantly transcultural i.e. the unity of science thesis 

(logical positivism declares that sciences can be unified and logical positivism defines 

the content of science) (Wight, 2002: 28); 

• The belief that science rests on specific results that are dissociated from the personality 

and social position of the researcher i.e. objectivity of scientific research; 

• The belief that science contains theories or research traditions that are largely 

commensurable;  

• The belief that science sometimes incorporates new ideas that are discontinuous from old 

ones;  

• The belief that science involves the idea of the unity of science, that there is, underlying 

the various scientific disciplines, basically one science about one real world. 

 

As a counter response to the above tenets, post-positivism arose as a metatheoretical reaction, 

with its main tenet being that the knower and known cannot be separated and that there is the 

absence of a shared, single reality. In other words, post-positivists believe that human 

knowledge is not based on unchallengeable, rock-solid foundations, but is instead conjectural. 

Some scholars view post-positivism, as the opposite of social positivism, but does that 

necessarily imply that post-positivism is inherently anti-science? 
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It is important to note, that since these theoretical traditions are so broadly defined and 

interpreted in various degrees of adherence to their tenets, this makes IR theorising particularly 

challenging. Indeed, some scholars argue that the term post-positivist is ambiguous as to 

whether it constitutes an outright rejection of positivism, an outright rejection of science, or a 

reformulation of the ideas of science on the basis of new developments within the philosophy of 

science (Ludan, 1996 cited in Wight, 2002: 36). Moreover, many of the developments within the 

philosophy of science that can be labelled as post-positivist are not anti-science although they 

may well be anti-positivist (Wight, 2002: 36). It is perhaps easiest to define post-positivism as a 

theoretical and philosophical tradition that does not believe it is possible to view life from an 

objective point of view. Also the value of language, speech, and culture is emphasised. It is with 

this in mind, that Swatuk and Vale prioritise issues of identity, culture, ethnicity, sovereignty 

and norms. Furthermore, post-positivists such as Swatuk and Vale, as will later be revealed, 

view theory as both shaping reality and following it. An overview of the literature on water 

conflict now follows in order to apply the theoretical discussion to the subject of water. It is 

certainly noteworthy to follow the trajectory the water discourse has taken and the various 

theoretical frameworks used. 

 
 
1.7. OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE ON WATER CONFLICT 

 

As the title of this sub-section reads, it is important to make an ontological distinction 

between water wars, and water conflict. Scholars writing on this subject often loosely describe 

various water conflicts as water wars, however, as is evident from the definition of a water war 

provided earlier, conventional (armed) warfare resulting from the need to acquire volumes of 

water due to the scarcity of water, anything other than that should be classified as a water 

conflict. Now, in order to conceptualise the debate between the enduring myth vs. the impending 

reality of water wars, it is important to review past discourse in the form of theoretical foci in 

the water discourse and examine how this relates to the broader realm of International Relations 

theory.  These foci stem, once again from a predominantly downstream rationalist perspective.  

 

Anton Du Plessis describes five such theoretical foci (Du Plessis, 2000:12-15). Firstly, a 

focus on the environment, ecology, and related ideas that humanity is fast depleting its natural 
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resources dates back to the nineteenth century (Du Plessis, 2000: 12). In more recent times, 

however, there has been a resurgence of ecocentrism and ecocentric issues. As a result, green 

politics and environmentalism have emerged as two very important political forces 

internationally. 

 

Secondly, the emphasis on global ecology also brings to the fore the issue of 

development. This theoretical focus rests on the claim that development is inherently anti-

ecological since it undermines sustainable practices.  

 

The third theoretical focus is within the realm of security studies i.e. the concern of 

security. This concern extends to environmental security in general, and particularly, to water 

security. This latter focus, and all its theoretical conceptualisations previously mentioned is 

inextricably linked to the war/peace and conflict/cooperation problematique if one considers 

water to be a potential source or cause of (violent) conflict.  This idea, although not new, has 

become more widespread since the Cold War, resulting in the emergence of a new strategic 

imperative expressed by the term “environmental security” (Du Plessis, 2000, 13). This concept 

addresses the environmental factors behind potentially violent conflicts, and the impact of global 

environmental degradation on the well-being of societies and economies. This development is in 

part borne from the ‘new’ security paradigm that has broadened and deepened the security 

agenda by including non-military (‘low politics’) threats, as well as non-state, security 

stakeholders at all levels of society (Du Plessis, 2000: 13). It is therefore also linked to common 

security i.e. a shared interest in survival.  

 

Arguments about global dangers are however understood in very different terms by the 

south and particularly Africa, which is often regarded as a main source of these ‘new threats’ 

(Dalby, 1998:183). Part of this concern originates from the debate on environmental security, 

which also involves sustainable development as a formulation that can allow injustice and 

environmental degradation to continue as part of the ideologically refurbished process of 

development. Thus, from the south’s perspective, the ‘discourses of danger’ that structure the 

environmental security literature are often seen as hegemonic or imperialist attempts to reassert 

domination of southern societies by northern superpowers, albeit in the name of protecting the 

planet (Dalby, 1998:183-185).  Also, according to Du Plessis, related to this is the politics of 
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securitisation, which is seen as an attempt to take the politics out of the water so to speak, but 

has ultimately the security of international actors more than it has local beneficiaries (Du 

Plessis, 2000: 14).  

 

Fourthly, as a logical extension of (in)security, the relationship between environmental 

change, scarce natural resources and conflict is also brought to the fore. Relevant here is the 

notion that scarcities of critical environmental resources such as water are powerfully 

contributing to mass violence in certain areas of the world. More specifically, as Homer-Dixon 

argues, resource depletion, resource degradation, and resource scarcity (induced by issues of 

supply and demand, as well as structural scarcity) contribute to mass violence.  

 

 And lastly, the theorising of water conflict comprises of normative dimensions because it 

involves issues of value such as settled norms e.g. sovereignty, and nascent norms (such as 

intervention and political space, ethical concerns i.e. the distribution of and access to scarce 

resources), as well as human rights (Du Plessis, 2000: 15). 

 

Regarding IR theory, however, the literature used in this study deduced that apart from 

clarifying specific concepts related to water conflict, and subscribing to particular theoretical 

tenets regarding water resources as an environmental, developmental or security concern, the 

water war discourse does not self-consciously represent a distinct type of International Relations 

theorising, but rather is taken from a number of perspectives.  That said, however, the water 

discourse does seem to have charted itself (however foggy this charted course may be) through 

two main theoretical foci of IR i.e. rationalism and reflectivism. These two rival overarching 

foci are subsequently each divided into sub-divisions; rational theories comprising of realism 

(and neo-realism) and institutionalist theory (liberal and neo-liberal); while reflectivist theories 

comprise of normative theory, feminist theory, critical theory, and postmodernism (Du Plessis, 

2000: 22). 

 

According to Du Plessis, neo-realism and neo-liberalism, the downstream (rationalist) 

theories of contemporary International Relations, are what are considered to be rationalist 

theories because they are based on rational choice theory and take the identities and interests of 

actors as ‘given’ (Du Plessis, 2000:19). It furthermore ignores major features of a globalised 
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political world system, and argues that the state is the primary actor in world politics. 

Cooperation and conflict are prioritised, morality less so, but agrees that actors are rational, 

value maximisers (Smith, 1997: 169-171, 184).  

 

Realism and neo-realism explain the inevitability of conflict and competition between 

states since these theories emphasise the insecure and anarchical nature of the international 

environment. It is however also assumed that there can be cooperation under anarchy, and that 

states can minimise international anarchy by constructing rules and institutions for their 

coexistence (Burchill, 1996: 90). In a slightly more positivist vein liberal institutionalism has the 

benefits of transnational cooperation at its core (Du Plessis, 2000: 20). Neo-liberal 

institutionalists also regard the state as a legitimate representation of society. They too accept 

the structural conditions of anarchy but emphasise cooperation between states.  

 

Having briefly outlined the rational course, it is therefore no wonder that water war 

discourse is charted predominantly via this route. If one is to consider conflict and security 

issues as primary components of war, it seems logical that the water war debate be state-centric. 

Sovereignty and territorial integrity, as collaterals, also receive much attention (Du Plessis, 

2000: 20). And while pluralism is not excluded, since non-state actors (transnational non-

governmental organisations, sub-national groups and communities) are emphasised as key 

stakeholders in the water discourse, most contributions speak from the vantage-point of state 

actors and none explicitly represent the alternative non-state view. The deductions drawn on the 

water war debate from a rational perspective is therefore that cooperation and collaboration is 

possible under conditions of anarchy depending on the actions of states, and that the issue of 

‘water wars’ be changed to ‘water peace’ through ‘water regimes.’ Anthony Turton does 

however depart slightly from this state-centric focus, elevating society to a primary unit-level in 

respect of the development of second-order responses to water insecurity. He presents an 

overview that contains social-historical, structural and virtual conceptualisations (Turton, 2000: 

35-60). This stretches the parameters of the prevailing paradigm without tearing or moving 

beyond it. This theoretical perspective will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 2. 

 

According to Du Plessis, if rational choice theories such as neo-realism and neo-

liberalism are mainstream (downstream), then reflectivist theories and constructivism are 
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tributaries (upstream) of contemporary theorising along which water war discourse is charted 

(Du Plessis, 2000: 22-23).  

 

While the reflectivist spectrum is vast, these theories are united by their rejection of 

state-centric realist and neo-realist conceptions of war and peace, neo-liberal institutional 

approaches to cooperation in anarchy, as well as the positivist assumptions that have dominated 

the study of International Relations. The issue however is not so much the reflectivist 

contribution to water war discourse, but rather the virtual absence thereof. With the exception of 

a few scholars such as Swatuk and Vale, reflectivist discourse is, to a significant extent, 

marginalised and at times silent. Swatuk and Vale go against the grain when they question the 

water capture effect of the Homer-Dixon thesis, deconstruct the discourse by identifying major 

problems associated with it and its resultant policy programmes (which they claim are racist, 

modernist, statist, capitalist, liberalist, technicist/militarist, exclusive and supportive of the status 

quo) and propose a strategy for subverting this discourse as a pre-requisite for reconstructing it 

(Du Plessis, 2000:24). In other words, they argue for a complete change in thinking, language, 

focus and practice. The significance of their argumentation is twofold. Firstly, it is implicitly 

argued that the water domain is essentially a product of the theoretical tenets and contents of the 

prevailing the water discourse itself, and that consequently, ‘water-theory’ is in fact a 

constitutive of the reality it aims to explain. Secondly, it is explicitly argued that the discursive 

elite i.e. those who are in dominant policy-making positions, and who determine the nature, 

form and content of the prevailing the water discourse, act as gatekeepers in order to dominant, 

legitimise and sanction the prevailing discourse. This in turn leads to the creation of a dominant 

paradigm for the water discourse. 

 

Therefore, downstreamers today, using rationalist theory, may either refute or 

corroborate the possibility of water wars (some, such as Homer-Dixon, advocate for its 

existence, while some such as Turton refute the possibility), while, upstreamers seek mainly to 

question and sometimes refute any rationalist perspective, whichever it may be, by 

deconstructing argumentation. Perhaps this debate begs a middle ground perspective, one that 

questions the downstream theories and the status quo, but yet one that could offer a positive 

solution of prevention, cooperation and collaboration? 
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1.7. CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 

To summarise, no water war has ever existed in the Okavango River basin or in the Nile 

River basin. A closer examination of the Okavango River basin case study will follow in chapter 

3 followed by the tentative assessment of the Nile River basin in chapter 4, but first, it is 

essential to lay the theoretical groundwork on which the analysis will be based, in chapter 2. 

This will be done by reviewing the works of Turton, as representative of a positivist and 

downstream approach, and Swatuk/Vale as representative of a post-positivist and upstream view 

of dissent. Their theories, conceptualisations of water wars, argumentation, and conclusions will 

be outlined and discussed as they pertain to the water war debate. In discussing their respective 

contributions, one is able to draw out some of the broader theoretical issues, which allow for a 

basic comparison of upstream, post-positivist and downstream, positivist perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 2 – UPSTREAM OR DOWNSTREAM ? 
An examination of the two rival IR theoretical foci to chart the Water War 

Debate 
 

 

2.1. TESTING THE WATERS: Contextualising the Post-positivist Debate (or the Fourth 

Great debate) 
 

As previously mentioned in chapter 1, many scholars do not contextualise the water discourse in 

a particular theoretical mode, for example, Gleick (1993), Ohlsson (1995), Payne (1996), 

Homer-Dixon (1994), Allan (1999) to name but a few.  The exceptions of course, are Swatuk 

and Vale, representing a reflectivist mode of theorising, and Turton who presents a rationalist 

mode of theorising. Therefore, while only a few the water discourse scholars are concerned with 

the importance of theoretical approaches to IR, this does not necessarily imply that the water 

discourse need not form part of the theoretical sphere in IR. Chapter 1 alluded to the idea that 

most scholars who participate in the the water discourse take an atheoretical or deliberately non-

theoretical stance (Du Plessis, 2000: 10-11, Meissner, 2004: 17). But these scholars are mostly 

unfamiliar with or uninterested in International Relations theory. That is not to say, however, 

that they do not contribute meaningfully to the water war debate. These scholars have 

introduced non-political theoretical constructs into the water discourse and as such, a subliminal 

theoretical dimension can be traced with reference to the development of IR theory. 

Furthermore, a genealogical perspective that analyses both descent and emergence of the water 

discourses charted course within IR, provides some direction to plotting why the water discourse 

is approached from the predominantly rationalist perspective that it is today. A brief discussion 

of the four great debates is noteworthy. 

 

 2.1.1. The ‘Great Debates’ 

  

 From the 1920s to the 1940s, the first great debate took place between idealism and 

realism. Ontologically speaking, it had a preoccupation with the subject of International 
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Relations and advocated for a theory ‘of being,’ which was based on the assumption that 

humans were either altruistic or egotistical (Du Plessis, 2000: 16; Meissner, 2004: 18).  

 

The second great debate between traditionalism and behaviouralism took place from the 

1950s to the 1960s, and concentrated on methodological concerns (how should we go about the 

business of knowing?). It advocated for a ‘theory of doing’ based on the character of the 

classical versus scientific method (Nye, 1993; Bull, 2000: 60).  

 

The third great debate raged from the 1970’s to the 1980’s and was the so-called inter-

paradigm debate between the contending perspectives of realism, liberalism (or liberal-

pluralism) and radicalism (Marxist and neo-Marxist structuralism/globalism) (Du Plessis, 2000: 

16). These paradigms are best understood as three different versions of one world and not as 

three authentic alternative views of International Relations. The third great debate preoccupied 

itself with epistemology (how do we know what we know?) and developed a ‘theory of 

knowing’. This implied the introduction of alternative versions of the international system in 

response to the dominance of realism at the time. And despite being incommensurable in the 

sense that they did not speak the same language, these paradigms were relatively tolerant of one 

another (Du Plessis, 2000: 17; Meissner, 2004: 18). The third great debate ultimately led to the 

decline of Marxist variants of radicalism considering the triumph of liberal democracy and 

capitalism. The debate also led to the transformation of realism into neo-realism and liberalism 

into neo-liberalism, which formed the foundation for the neo-neo synthesis i.e. rational 

institutionalism. This occurred because realism and liberalism underwent anti-metaphysical, 

theoretical minimalism, which made both perspectives increasingly compatible in several ways. 

Firstly, both perspectives were steadfastly positivist. Secondly, they shared a common research 

programme, conception of science and fundamental premises (Du Plessis, 2000: 17). It was 

during this debate that the water discourse entered the realm of IR theory, however, it developed 

and progressed with IR into the fourth great debate, where it finds itself presently. 

 

The fourth great debate between rationalism (neo-realist/neo-liberal synthesis) and 

reflectivism rests on incommensurability. In other words, reflectivists and rationalists do not 

converse much because they do not speak the same language as introduced in chapter 1. For 
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instance, processes and institutions are given a behavioural conception by rationalism, whereas 

reflectivism explains interests and identities. Additionally, according to Du Plessis,  

 
…among rationalists and reflectivists, there is an absence of repressive tolerance in the form of 

a similar self-understanding of the relationship among positions. There is also a reciprocal lack 

of recognition with regard to legitimate parallel enterprises, since these are believed to be 

linked to contending social agendas and projects. Rationalists and reflectivists see each other as 

harmful, and at times, almost ‘evil’. According to reflectivists, mainstream theories are co-

responsible for upholding a repressive order (Du Plessis, 2000: 17). 

 

But does the inability to speak the same language necessarily imply that the conclusions 

drawn will be different? It is this exact question that this investigation aims to explore, through 

specific examples of rationalist and reflectivist perspectives. It is imperative, as stated in 

chapter 1, that the investigation be narrowed to two particular literary perspectives exemplified 

by Turton (as the positivist viewpoint) and Swatuk and Vale (as the post-positivist viewpoint) 

since too many vastly different perspectives exist in both rationalism and reflectivism. To 

conduct a generic comparative investigation of these two approaches would not prove credible 

since results will differ within rationalism and reflectivism alone. It is however important to 

plot the theoretical path that the water discourse has taken and examine how it can be applied to 

IR theory.  

 

The fact that IR scholars have defined neo-realism as the ‘dominant’ mainstream 

position is manifested in the predominance of positivist literature in the water discourse today. 

IR and subsequently, the water discourse, has accepted an unchallenged set of positivist 

assumptions (Meissner, 2004: 19). The empiricist epistemology of positivism ultimately 

prescribes what can be studied for it determines what matters in IR and what does not. In many 

respects, the absolute acceptance of this positivist epistemology has suffocated debate over the 

characteristics of the world and how it can be explained. That said however, IR finds itself 

moving towards a stage of transformation. 

 

The temporal progression and development of IR (from one great debate to another) has 

a tendency to organise itself through “a constant oscillation between grand debates and periods 

in-between where the previous contestants meet” (Waever, 1996: 175). The 1990’s witnessed 
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the emergence of this ‘interregnum’ or ‘after the fourth debate’ scheme (Du Plessis, 2000: 17). 

Simply put, the discipline of IR awaits the arrival of a new rival perspective, since reflectivism 

has become de-radicalised and rephilosophised; indicating a move towards linkage principles – 

perhaps even to the extent that they form a synthesis similar to what happened a few decades 

earlier with neo-realism and neo-liberalism. Du Plessis and Meissner argue that in fact, 

reflectivism is no longer the dissident perspective, or the “other” perspective going against 

positivism (Du Plessis, 2000: 17-18; Meissner, 2004: 20).  

Figure 1: International Relations Theory in the Fourth Debate

 

International Relations 

Theory 

In the Fourth Debate

Mainstream 
(Rationalist) 
Theories

Tributary 
(Reflectivist)  
Theories 

Generic Characteristics: 
1. Positivist 
2. Problem Solving 
3. Rationalist 
4. Empirical 
5. Foundationalist 
6. Explanatory 

Generic Characteristics: 
1. Post-positivist 
2. Critical 
3. Reflectivist 
4. Normative 
5. Anti-Foundationalist 
6. Constitutive 

Realism    Liberal-Pluralism 
      Modernity 
      Interest group Pluralism 
      Interest group Corporatism 
      Hydrosocial Contract        
                 Theory 

Risk Society 
 
Political Ecology 

Social Constructivism 

Source: Meissner, 2004: 22 
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This is precisely the point of this assignment, that is, to explore how both these general 

perspectives (through specific authors’ approaches) can reach some sort of middle ground or 

reflect a degree of bridge-building. Indeed, Meissner (2004) has attempted to do exactly this by 

theoretically merging the two theoretical approaches through social constructivism as is 

indicated in Figure 1. Waever reiterates this perspective arguing that the culmination of these 

associational principles is the increasing marginalisation of extreme rationalism (formal 

rational choice) and anti-IR approaches (deconstructivists), as well as the emergence of a 

middle ground (e.g. social constructivism) where neo-institutionalists from the rationalist side 

come together with the constructivists from the reflectivist side (Waever, 1997: 22-25). 

 

2.1.2 IR theory’s application to the water discourse 

 

 Where does all this theorising leave the water discourse? As previously mentioned, the 

water discourse charts its present course along mainstream theorising (rationalism), which has a 

positivist, explanatory and problem-solving nature (Meissner, 2004: 20). Indeed, Meissner and 

Du Plessis argue that since competing conceptions (with few exceptions) are still largely 

underdeveloped, there is a need and an opportunity for conciliatory, “extra-paradigmatic 

theorising and bridge-building” (Meissner, 2004: 20; Du Plessis, 2000: 20). It is because of this 

need for “extra-paradigmatic theorising and bridge-building” that this investigation attempts to 

analyse two supposedly rival theoretical approaches together to address the issue of the 

possibility of a water war developing in the Okavango Basin, or in Southern Africa. In order for 

this bridge-building to occur, however, it is necessary to first define and discuss both 

downstream rationalism and upstream reflectivism in greater detail than was provided in 

chapter 1. 

 

Swimming downstream with rationalism, includes a spectrum of similar and also vastly 

different theories, however, they do share a number of generic characteristics. They are firstly 

scientific (or positivist) and offer rational and explanatory renditions of International Relations 

(Du Plessis, 2000: 18-19). According to Meissner and Du Plessis, explanatory theories are 

those that view the world as external (`and existing objectively) to the theories that explain the 

phenomena contained within world politics (Du Plessis, 2000: 19; Meissner, 2004: 21) In other 

words, subject and object must be separated in order to theorise properly. Furthermore, since 
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swimming downstream assumes that images in the human mind can represent reality through 

observation, it also assumes that theorists can separate themselves from the world in order to 

“see” it clearly and formulate statements that correspond to the world as it truly is (Du Plessis, 

2000: 19). Therefore, some feature of the world i.e. war, peace, arbitrary boundaries are judged 

to be either true or false. War is therefore a given, but for some (like Turton), the idea of a 

water war is fallacious. There is no attempt to explain how these concepts came into being 

(how they were constructed) but merely why they exist (if they do) and how valid they are in 

explaining something. They are therefore positivist, rational, foundationalist and explanatory as 

well as what Cox refers to as problem-solving: theory that takes the world as it finds it, 

including the prevailing social and power relationships and institutions, and uses them as a 

basis or foundation for further action (Cox, 1996: 88).  As previously stated in chapter 1, both 

neo-realism and neo-liberalism constitute rationalist theories, however, this thesis is concerned 

purely with Turton’s approach, which will be elaborated upon in the subsequent section. 

 

Although not explicitly indicated in most situations, most contributions to the water 

discourse subscribe to the neo-realist notion of an anarchical or ‘governless’ international 

system, in which state behaviour is not only the product of state attributes themselves, but also 

of the structure of the international system within which these interactions take place (Du 

Plessis, 2000: 20-21). But it is also believed that under a neo-liberal perspective, cooperation 

and collaboration are possible under conditions of anarchy. This problematique between 

endangering peace, stability and progress is a fragile and very important one, because the 

emphasis is on the potential for ‘water wars’ based on the threat water-related contingencies 

pose to security (Du Plessis, 2000: 21). Viewed from this perspective of ‘water wars,’ as a 

manifestation of societal or system dysfunction, the idea of interstate war based on necessity is 

commonly used as a point of departure. This is precisely where Turton departs from the other 

positivist thought. He, as will later be discussed, presents an overview that contains social-

historical, structural as well as virtual conceptualisations. His conceptualisation of war as a 

manifestation of water-induced conflict ties in with the notion of security, which also provides 

ample evidence of, and a sensitivity towards, the ‘new’ security paradigm which extends 

traditional state-centric and military security to common or human security (Turton, 2000a). 

And while the state still is the primary unit or actor, Turton does, however, depart significantly 
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from a state-centric focus by elevating society also to a primary unit-level in respect of the 

development of second-order responses to water security (Du Plessis, 2000: 21). 

 

In contrast to rationalism, swimming upstream with reflectivism generally goes against 

the grain (that is rationalism). These theories have a self-reflective nature and are an 

assemblage of post-positivist theories. These include normative theory, feminist theory, critical 

theory, postmodernism and historical sociology (Meissner, 2004: 23; Keohane, 1998). “As 

critical conceptions, they reflect on the origins and conditions of different perspectives, and 

view theory as irreducibly related to social and political life” (Du Plessis, 2000: 22). This is 

based on the assumption that “theory is always for someone and for some purpose” and that 

“there is no such thing as theory in itself, divorced from a standpoint in time and space” (Cox, 

1996 cited in Du Plessis, 2000: 22). It has in fact been the sentiment of more recent times that 

theory reifies, legitimises and greatly affects the existing order. Upstreamers also questioned 

the apolitical nature of positivist theorising (and in so doing become arguably more political) 

and are concerned with the more hidden aspects such as the social and political purposes of 

knowledge and dissemination thereof, as well as the manner in which it is disseminated, the 

interests and agendas of the observer/researcher – and how all of this affects the images actors 

construct of the world. This therefore makes reflectivist theories more proactive since they 

influence world politics and the actors operating within in. 

 

Now while post-positivist theories do not add up to one theory of reflectivism, several 

commonalities are noteworthy to be mentioned. As stated aptly by Du Plessis, “the meta-

theoretical stance of reflexivity (reflectivism), as International Relations theory, involves three 

core elements: a self-awareness regarding the underlying premises of ‘own’ theorising; the 

recognition of the inherently politico-normative dimension of paradigms and the normal 

science traditions they generate; and that reasoned judgements can be made about the merits of 

contending paradigms in the absence of objective standards” (Du Plessis, 2000: 23). 

Essentially, this outlines the most fundamental difference between post-positivist theories (such 

as Swatuk and Vale’s) and positivist theories (such as Turton’s) – those for whom knowledge is 

socially constructed, and those for whom it is not. 
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Reflectivist theories are, therefore, constitutive (not explanatory), meaning that theory 

constitutes reality. Since upstreamers assume that human reflection plays an important role in 

the development of the nature and character of world politics, they believe that theories help to 

construct the world. In contrast to downstreamers, reflectivists are also anti-foundationalist i.e. 

they assume that assertions about some phenomena of the world cannot be judged as either true 

or false because there is no neutral grounds on which to do so (Meissner, 2004: 23).  

 

To summarise, the upstream vs. downstream debate relates to the water discourse in a 

profound way for it explains the preponderance of downstream (rationalist) theoretical foci. 

And as alluded to in the previous chapter, since theories delineate what is acceptable to talk 

about, they have indirectly charted the course of the water discourse, producing a discursive 

elite in the process. On rare occasions, a daring duo will swim upstream to challenge the 

existing status quo, as attested by Swatuk and Vale. These authors, as will later be revealed, 

criticise the water capture effect of the Homer-Dixon thesis, deconstruct the discourse by 

identifying major problems associated with it and its policy programmes (which they claim are 

racist, modernist, statist, capitalist, liberalist, technicist/militarist, exclusive and status quo 

conserving), and challenge this view in an attempt to reconstruct it (i.e. proactively advocates 

for a change in language, thinking, focus and practice).  

 

These authors present two enlightened points: 1). The water domain is predominantly a 

product of the theoretical tenets and contents of the prevailing the water discourse itself, and 

‘water-theory’ is in fact a constitutive of the reality it aims to explain, 2). The discursive elite 

(those who are in a dominant position within bureaucratic bodies, and who can determine the 

nature, form and content of the prevailing the water discourse) act as ‘guardians’ or 

‘gatekeepers’ in order to dominate, legitimise and sanction the prevailing discourse, and in so 

doing, create a dominant paradigm for the water discourse, within which the ‘normal’ science 

of water is conducted (Du Plessis, 2000: 24). It is now appropriate to review the perspectives of 

Turton and Swatuk/Vale respectively in order to narrow the focus of this investigation. 
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2.2. SWIMMING DOWNSTREAM WITH TURTON: A theoretical background to 

(rationalist) positivism as argued by Turton 

 

 Swimming downstream with a generally (because, as will later be revealed, he at times 

argues from a political ecology perspective which is inherently post-positivist) positivist 

perspective, Turton applies two main theories to his writing on water wars: hydrosocial contract 

theory (HSCT) and political ecology theory (Meissner, 2004). He uses these two theories for a 

particular reason: HSCT focuses on internal tensions/conflict, while political ecology focuses on 

transnational tensions. The HSCT of Turton (and also of Ohlsson, 1999) is actually a 

conglomeration of theories that include elements of a number of theories from various 

disciplines such as IR, Political Science and Sociology. It is a slight departure from other 

positivist theories because it focuses exclusively on water resources management and explains 

‘how’ resources management processes originated (Turton & Meissner, 2003: 116). The state 

and interest groups, which question the state, are therefore important themes. Also, since HSCT 

is positivist and therefore foundationalist, it has an empirical character and reports on the 

development of water resources management in a society in such a way that can be either true or 

false. Like other downstream theories, HSCT does not aim to construct the world but instead, 

sees the world as external to theory, making it self-explanatory (Meissner, 2004: 33). 

 

 HSCT outlines several assumptions and processes of the development of water resources 

management in societies and particularly, how water scarcities are managed. First, as Meissner 

argues, HSCT research about water politics is based on the inability of the state to cope with 

increasing political demands caused by water scarcity. Second, it is assumed that the hydrosocial 

contract is entered into between government and the public when individuals are no longer able 

to mobilise enough volumes of water for their personal survival. In this regard, the hydrosocial 

contract gives government a mandate to assume and execute its responsibility, acting as a basis 

for institutional development (Meissner, 2004: 34).  

 

Third, HSCT postulates that progressive transitions of human use of water took place at 

different historical phases. So while social instability can result from a decrease in water 

resources within society, conflict can be prevented by using second order resources such as 

capacity building, and institutional development (Turton & Ohlsson, 1999: 1-20). The 
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underlying causal factor of the first transition2 is considered to be increasing levels of water 

scarcity, which leads to several adaptive behaviours (defined as the answer to the altering level 

of water scarcity that manifests itself in a number of appearances, like water restrictions 

imposed during times of drought, cloud seeding, changes in water policies, rain harvesting etc.) 

and subsequent coping strategies (state incentives, either in the form of formal policy or a set of 

strategies, like water demand management that ensure the management of water scarcity) 

(Turton & Ohlsson, 1999: 3).  

 

Fourth, the state and engineers step in to supply society with water during the second 

transition. Social instability therefore arises when the state fails to deliver on its side of the 

hydrosocial contract for example, when it supplies on a particular section of the population with 

water (Meissner, 2004: 34). This causes the marginalisation of some members of society, which 

could delegitimise a government, since it could lead to a revolution or internal conflict along 

class, ethnic or racial lines. Fifth, as argued very succinctly by Turton and Ohlsson, engineers 

become the discursive elite and apply a sanctioned discourse concerning the management of 

water resources. The engineer therefore dominates the first transition, with government as the 

custodian and overseer of water resources (Turton & Ohlsson, 1999: 5-9). 

 

Sixth, a second transition takes place where water deficits develop. Turton and Ohlsson 

(1999: 7) define a water deficit as “the prevailing condition that exists when the consumption of 

freshwater within a social entity exceeds the level of sustainable supply.” According to Turton, 

this is when a society or community may become unstable. The result of the second transition is 

what Meissner refers to as a Lockean form of the hydrosocial contract that closely resembles 

John Locke’s philosophical writing (Meissner, 2004: 34-35). In Meissner’s words,  

 
The Lockean hydrosocial contract is characterised by a triangular configuration between 

government, the water consuming public and interest groups. Apart from this triangular 

configuration, two events are important within the context of adaptive behaviour and the 

second transition.  

                                                           
2 The first transition refers to the moment in historic time when the prevailing condition of water scarcity is 
encountered by a given social entity. This is usually accompanied by a major event such as a drought. It can also be 
the result of convergences of events such as a period of rapid population growth and unchecked industrialisation 
that is punctuated by a major drought (Turton & Meissner, 2002: 37-38) 
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Firstly, there is an increase in the costs of water resources management programmes 

(WRMP’s). Local authorities and governments are no longer able to finance WRMP’s or 

there is no other source of water. Secondly, a social conscience surfaces. This psyche is 

usually in the form of environmentalism. It highlights the notion that supply-based 

solutions, through WRMP’s, are highly unbecoming of the state. Such solutions are 

environmentally damaging. If this transition is not handled in a sound manner by the state, 

it can cause a number of social instabilities like migration, political opposition and unrest, 

low-level civil disobedience (Turton & Ohlsson, 1999: 5-9 cited in Meissner, 2004: 35).  

 

And seventh, by organising lobbying activities against WRMP’s, interest groups are 

major actors in the transition (Turton & Meissner, 2002: 38). These non-state actors mobilise 

and garner support against WRMP’s and question the state’s interpretation of the hydrosocial 

contract.  

 

To conclude HSCT as argued by Turton, while it places a high premium on the role of 

the state, the state is not the only unit-level actor. It deals mainly with social instability. It also 

deals exclusively with internal conflict and is silent about the transnational dimensions of water 

politics. It is for this reason that Turton uses political ecology to argue for transnational water 

issues such as the Okavango. Also, although interest groups do feature in the second transition, 

this theory is too narrow to explain how they go about lobbying. In other words, the political 

process, involving norms and rules, and whether interest groups are successful or not in the 

lobbying activities are not discussed in great detail. Additionally, HSCT does not say anything 

about norms and rules governing the hydraulic mission and how non-state actors can affect the 

identities of the state (something which Swatuk and Vale criticise). 

 

The second theory used by Turton is political ecology, which actually departs 

considerably from rationalist perspectives and delves slightly into a post-positivist theorising. 

Normatively speaking, political ecology is an alternative to Political Science neo-liberalism and 

IR liberal-institutionalism (Toke, 2000:1-2 cited in Meissner, 2004: 38). Worldwide 

environmental degradation has led to the upsurge in normative issues related to the physical 

environment, for example, justice to non-human beings and an environmental ethic. Simply put, 

political ecology as a normative approach looks at what ought to be rather than at what is (Viotti 

& Kauppi, 1999: 5). Its theoretical perspective is therefore evaluative and prescriptive in nature. 
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Additionally, political ecology has several basic assumptions that make it depart from 

positivist theories. First, theorists of political ecology, such as Turton, renounce the notion that 

only the states-system or other global political structures can respond effectively to 

environmental problems (Meissner, 2004: 38). Furthermore, they expand this argumentation by 

focusing on the need for global-scale political transformation rather than institutional tinkering, 

like the establishment of regimes (Paterson, 2001: 277). Second, it is assumed that increased 

economic development through industrialisation damages the natural environment, a central 

debate which will later be addressed in chapter 3 (Heywood, 1997: 59). 

 

Third, political ecology theorising states that ‘limits to growth’ run parallel to rapid 

economic and population expansion. “These aspects are straining the earth’s resources and 

carrying capacity that will soon reach its limits. Society can therefore only grow to a limited 

extent” (Meissner, 2004: 38). Fourth, political ecologists argue that development is essentially 

‘anti-ecological’ as it destabilizes sustainable practices. These practices create inequality by 

turning common spaces into private property for instance i.e. ‘enclosure’ (a term referred to by 

Paterson, 2001:  284). Fifth, theorists of political ecology reject sustainable development since it 

is yet another way for the ‘ruling elite to co-opt environmentalism (Paterson, 2001: 282-285). 

Sixth, Turton and other like-minded political ecologists also assume that humans have been 

alienated from nature, through economic processes and a division of labour. They therefore 

advocate for a change in political and social institutions in order to reverse this alienation 

(Meissner, 2004: 39). 

 

Seventh, political ecologists are anti-anthropocentric, meaning that they reject 

anthropocentrism, which is the body of thought that contends that the well-being and needs of 

humans have precedence over nature’s interests and needs. Being anti-anthropocentric is 

therefore a type of ecocentrism, which places nature first in ethical and philosophical 

considerations of human activity.  Eighth, ecocentrism advances the anthropocentrism of state 

action (Meissner, 2004: 39). It therefore acknowledges human as well as non-human interests, 

and assumes a holistic approach, instead of a theory that all entities consist of smaller elements 

(atomism). Ninth, it is also argued that political power should not be centralised at the state 

level, but rather decentralised within the state and centralised at the regional and global levels 
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(Meissner, 2004: 39). Political ecologists therefore state that in order to do this, human 

communities should be downscaled. Lastly, political ecologists emphasise the important role of 

non-state actors, and give weight to interest groups in affecting a reversal of the ecological crisis 

facing humanity (Meissner, 2004: 39). 

 

Although Turton uses political ecology to a limited extent in his argumentation, the 

relationship he articulates between political ecology theory and water politics is relevant 

because it asserts that humans create self-regulating societies. In order to achieve this, society 

must become less complicated in its functions and the relationship of humans with nature more 

transparent (Atkinson, 1991: 180-181). The role of interest groups with an environmental 

agenda becomes relevant here for citizens have always desired to challenge the decisions of 

policymakers in order to produce a more transparent relationship with nature (Meissner, 2004: 

39-40). Turton argues that environmental impact assessments (EIA’s) of WRMP’s will become 

more politicised when interests groups become more and more a part of the EIA process 

(Turton, 2000: 2).   It is, however, a very narrow explanatory tool since a). it does not say much 

about how interest groups should go about lobbying, b). it does not explain to an adequate extent 

the transnational role and involvement of interest groups in environmental issues and c). it does 

not propose an alternative to the state system it renounces (Meissner, 2004: 40). This is, to a 

large extent some of the same criticisms of Swatuk and Vale’s radical post-positivist 

perspective.  

 

2.2.1 Turton’s Description of Actors in Water Conflicts 

 

As already mentioned in the literature review the role of water in most international 

water-related conflicts in Africa, has been secondary to considerations of territorial sovereignty 

(Ashton, 2000: 65). And given the fact that Africa is dominated by transboundary waters, left as 

a result by the scramble for Africa during colonial times, inter-state political tensions often arise 

in or near these water basins. The Charter of African Unity (OAU), further exacerbated this 

problem in that it recognised all borders that existed at the time of its founding, thereby locking 

in one of the elements of potential political stability (Turton, 2000a: 35). In most cases these 

disputes have been driven by perceptions that the sovereignty of one country is compromised by 

the claims of a neighbouring state. The state or components of the state are, therefore, mostly 
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used as the unit of analysis, or they focus on conflict and cooperation within the framework of 

the state. 

 

 Sneddon et.al opposes the argument of the state as the primary actor (Sneddon et.al, 

2002: 665). These authors argue that the understanding of conflict has been narrowed by a focus 

on state-state interactions to the neglect of the ways in which conflicts over water involve 

multiple social agents associated with a variety of geographical scales (Sneddon et.al, 2000: 

665). Their argument is legitimate because it exposes some of shortcomings such as an 

outgrowth of perceiving water and conflict within single disciplinary perspectives (e.g. security 

studies such as that of Dimitrov) that privilege some conceptual frameworks over others. 

Furthermore, it also allows for the investigation of how ethno-cultural factors create or affect 

water conflict. For example, states may only choose to get involved after other actors such as 

ethnic groups are in conflict over water. This was clearly evident in the water conflict between 

Senegal and Mauritania. Between April 1989 and July 1991, two Senegalese peasants were 

killed over grazing rights along the Senegal River, which forms the boundary between 

Mauritania and Senegal, sparking smouldering ethnic and land reform tensions in the region. 

Several hundred were killed as the civilians from border towns on either side of the river 

attacked each other before each country used its army to restore order. After much sporadic 

violence, diplomatic relations were restored in 1991 (Wolf, 1998: 156). 

 

 As previously mentioned, recent work by Turton also suggests that civil society has 

become an increasingly important role player within the water sector, as an actor that both 

exacerbates the problem as well as aids in finding a solution. This is most evident in the 

activities of NGO’s. NGO’s are likely to play a prominent role in three areas – the environment, 

human rights and water service delivery – and should, therefore, be regarded as legitimate 

hydropolitical role players (Turton, 2000b: 168). This may also imply that conflict is inevitable 

as more role players become involved in what used to be the exclusive domain of the 

government. This conflict is likely to focus on the interaction between, and definition of, 

legitimate roles for each actor, indeed competition for influence in the hydropolitical agenda of 

states. As a result, there is the need to conduct research into this problem, in order to map out 

the processes at work and suggest viable solutions. 
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 The view expressed by Turton and Sneddon et.al., emphasising the multiplicity of role-

players coincides with Tshitereke’s list of role-players in conventional wars in Africa i.e. those 

who fight, those who pay the costs, those who suffer, and those who win (Tshitereke, 2003: 81). 

Indeed, the type and amount of role-players involved depend on the questions; “Who does water 

belong to?” “Is it private property or a commons?” “What are the rights of corporations and 

commercial interests?” Enter the final actor – the public (the subsistence farmer, the 

communities close to water sources etc.). Proponents of free water trade view private property 

rights as the only alternative to state ownership and free markets as the only substitute to 

bureaucratic regulation of water resources (Shiva, 2002: 19). However, water, more than any 

other resource, needs to remain a common good and requires community management. The 

emergence of new water extraction technologies has increased the role of the state in water 

management. As new technologies replace self-management systems, people’s democratic 

management structures deteriorate. With globalisation and privatisation of water resources, new 

efforts to completely erode people’s rights and replace collective ownership with corporate 

control are under way (Shiva, 2002: 20). However, the issue of water as a common good 

becomes all the more complex when looking at water basins that form part of a disputed 

international boundary. And public management of that area becomes a vague concept and 

governments then need to get involved. This point is particularly relevant to the river basins of 

the Nile and the Okavango. 

 

2.2.2. Turton’s Description of Factors: 

 

In his article, entitled “On the origins of War in Africa,” Clarence Tshitereke delineates 

three main causes of war in Africa (Tshitereke, 2000: 81-83): 

1. Identity, ethnicity, inequality 

2. Natural Resource Endowment 

3. Greed and Grievance 

These three causes are relevant if one looks at conventional contemporary wars in Africa. 

However, the concept of a water war, as defined by Turton, cannot be classified as one of these 

contemporary or ‘new’ wars because large-scale military aggression has not been taken as a 

result of water. Now, while the above causes have certainly exacerbated some conflicts 

involving water, they cannot, according to Turton, be classified as direct causes of water wars. A 
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unique list of causes is, therefore, needed for water conflict with the main cause for conflict 

being (as already mentioned) a desire for access to water, which could then lead to one of the 

above causes being triggered. 

 

At a strategic level, five key geographical and geo-political characteristics influence the 

ease with which water can become a source of strategic rivalry or confrontation between 

neighbouring states. The first four have already been mentioned by Gleick but is also used by 

Turton (Gleick, 1998: 108) and the fifth is added here as an important determinant in Africa. 

 

• The degree of water scarcity that already exists in the region; 

• The extent to which a water supply is shared by one or more states/regions; 

• The relative power relationships that exist between water-sharing states 

• The availability and accessibility of alternative water sources; and 

• The degree to which a particular country’s international boundaries are aligned 

with, or located along, shared river systems. 

 

The above geographical and geo-political factors have often been used to explain how water is 

used as a military and political goal.  Although non-renewable resources such as oil and other 

minerals are more typically the focus of traditional international security analyses, water, very 

often, provides a source of economic or political strength, and many nations have a large 

fraction of their total water supply originating outside of their borders and under the control of 

other nations (Gleick, 1998: 108). This was particularly relevant in the Cold War framework 

where water, like other natural resources, was the defining factor in terms of the wealth and 

power state (Gleick, 1998:108 cited in Turton 2000a: 37). Under these conditions, water may 

provide a justification for going to war or water resources can be the object of military conquest. 

An African example of this is Egypt. Egypt’s dependence on the waters of the Nile River is 

tremendous, which makes it vulnerable to the actions of its upstream neighbours. Ninety-seven 

percent of the waters of the Nile originate outside of Egypt’s border in the other eight nations of 

the basin. The conflict occurred from January to April in 1958. Amidst pending negotiations 

over Nile waters, Sudanese general elections, and an Egyptian vote on Sudan-Egypt unification, 

Egypt sent an unsuccessful military expedition into the territory in dispute between the two 
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countries. Tensions were, however, eased when a pro-Egyptian government was elected in 

Sudan (Wolf, 1998: 256). As will be elaborated upon in chapter 4, a treaty signed by Egypt and 

Sudan in 1959 resolved many important issues, but none of the other basin states are parties to 

the treaty. Moreover, additional water development in other riparian states (Ethiopia, Tanzania 

etc.), which has long been feared by Egypt and sought by Ethiopia and others, would greatly 

increase tensions over water (Gleick, 1993: 109).  

 

 Another factor influencing the possibility of water conflict is when water is used as an 

instrument or tool of conflict (Turton 2000a: 37). In this case, water is not the source of the 

problem, but it is used as a means to an end as both offensive and defensive weapons. For 

example, Gleick describes the North Korean case. In 1986, North Korea announced plans to 

build a big dam on the Han River, upstream of Seoul, South Korea. This project had a dual 

purpose; to provide hydroelectricity, and also to be used as a tool to destroy Seoul, should it be 

breached (Gleick, 1998: 109-110) South Korean military analysts predicted that the deliberate 

destruction of the dam by North Korean would raise the water level of the Han River by more 

than 50 m as it passes through Seoul, which was enough to destroy the entire city (Gleick, 1993: 

109). Similarly, a pro-Apartheid council in South Africa cut off water in 1990 to the Wesselton 

township of 50,000 blacks following a protest over miserable sanitation and living conditions. 

 

 In political conflicts that escalate to military aggression, water resource systems and 

hydraulic installations have also been used as targets of war (Gleick, 1998: 110). In southern 

Africa, the damage done to Gove Dam in Angola is an example of this. As water supplies and 

delivery systems become increasingly valuable in water-scarce regions, their value as military 

targets also increases. 

 

 Lastly, inequities in water distribution, use and development can result in tensions and 

conflict, both within a country and between countries in an international river basin (Turton 

2000a: 38). Gleick argues that there are growing tensions between rich and poor states due to the 

inequitable distribution and use of both renewable resources (in this case water) and non-

renewable resources (such as minerals and fossil fuels) (Gleick, 1993: 109). Unlike rare metals, 

water is quite expensive to move in large quantities from one place to another, and unlike oil, it 

has no substitute. In most cases, resource deficiencies will lead to more poverty, shortened lives, 
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and misery rather than to direct violent conflict. But in some cases, inequitable use of resources 

could increase the likelihood of regional and international disputes create refugees that cross 

borders, and decrease the ability of a nation to resist economic and military activities by 

neighbouring countries (Gleick, 1993: 109). For example, while arable land suitable for 

irrigation often exists, political or physical constraints may hinder any expansion of irrigation. 

For instance, Sudan is considered one of the few countries with great potential for increased 

irrigation (there is sufficient arable land and there is, in theory, sufficient water in the Nile. In 

reality, however, withdrawing water from the Nile would require renegotiating or abrogating the 

treaty signed in 1959 with Egypt.   

 

2.2.3. Turton’s three main reasons for why water wars are unlikely 

 

Turton states that there are few serious scholars active in the hydropolitical field today, 

who still support the early water war arguments. Based on his theoretical perspective, as 

outlined above, three main reasons for this shift are evident. 

 

The first reason is the concept of lateral pressure. Initially developed by Choucri, North 

(1975) and Ashley (1980), it refers to the process of foreign expansion of any activity, such as 

selling wheat, buying oil, investing capital, increasing the labour force or moving troops 

(Gustafsson, 1985: 133-135). According to Gustafsson, three important aspects of this process 

must be distinguished: 1). the disposition to extend activities beyond their national borders; 2). 

the particular activities that result from the disposition act; and 3). the impact that these 

activities have on people and the environment in other countries. 

 

Turton describes the concept of lateral pressure starting with the increasing demand for 

resources, markets and living space due to a growing population. A direct relationship exists 

between the level of advancement of a society’s technological base, and the variety and quantity 

of natural resources needed to sustain it (Turton, 2000a: 49). If a natural, resource-scarce, social 

entity, such as a state, wanted to sustain itself from outside its borders, it must have the means to 

do so. Simply put, demands and capabilities generate lateral pressure together. But in order for 

this lateral pressure to become apparent, it is necessary for a combination of these demands and 

capabilities to reach and exceed a certain threshold (Turton, 2000a: 49). Lateral pressure 
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therefore refers to the unilateral process that originates from domestic (economics, technological 

and population) growth. According to Gustafsson, throughout this process, a state becomes 

involved in a bilateral process, which includes three general patterns (Gustafsson, 1985: 133). 

Gustafsson uses Organski’s state typology to develop this argument, as illustrated in Table 1. 

Firstly, a stronger state’s lateral pressure induces an expansion of activities, which penetrates a 

weaker state. In this scenario, the weaker state adopts to the situation and thus, no violent 

conflict occurs. Secondly, a state that is predisposed to lateral pressure is unable to manifest it 

due to the obstacles posed by a stronger state. In this regard, the weaker state will be monitored 

by the stronger state, and here too, no conflict will ensue (Turton, 2000a: 49). Thirdly, two or 

more developing states, which have roughly the same amount of capabilities, have a conflict of 

interest when their aspirations for expansion are directed at the same geographic area or 

resource (Turton, 2000a: 49). It is only in this scenario that a violent conflict could result, with 

the degree of violence being dependent on the degree of competition between the two states. 

This third scenario rarely occurs in Africa due to the presence of regional hegemons such as 

Egypt, South Africa and Nigeria, with much weaker states surrounding them. 

 

Table 1. Schematic Rendition of Organski’s State Typology and Gustafsson’s 

Theory of Power Transformation

ORGANSKI GUSTAFSSON 

Weak and satisfied 

states 

These states are either satisfied with their existing order, or they lack 

the resources to change the status quo. The conflict potential is low in 

this group. 

Weak and dissatisfied 

states 

These states are usually very dissatisfied with the existing 

international order, but they lack the resources needed to change it. 

The conflict potential is low in this group, but dissatisfaction will 

continue to cause disharmony. 

Strong and dissatisfied 

states 

These states are dissatisfied with the existing order and actively strive 

to create a new international system. Conflict potential is high in this 

group. 

Source: Turton, 2000a: 50 
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The second reason for Turton’s assertion that water wars are not likely is due to the 

development of the concept of second-order resources, already mentioned in chapter 1. Turton 

and Ohlsson have developed this concept in order to illustrate the pivotal role second-order 

resources play as conflict mitigators (Turton, 2000a: 51). Turton and Ohlsson shift the focus 

away from water scarcity, towards the social mechanisms that are needed to compensate for 

increasing levels of water scarcity. These authors developed a series of concepts, mentioned 

briefly in chapter 1, by using different combinations of first and second-order resources. 

 

 ‘Water Poverty’ is defined as the simultaneous existence of both a first-order resource 

(water) scarcity and a second-order resource (social adaptive capacity) scarcity (Turton, 2000a: 

51). Water scarcity (a strictly first-order scarcity) therefore differs from ‘water poverty’ (a 

scarcity of both first-order and second-order resources). Consequently, the debilitating effects of 

water scarcity are compounded under conditions of water poverty. Due to the fact this scenario 

is likely to occur in areas with high levels of intra-state conflict, Turton emphasises the need for 

policy-makers in semi-arid regions to develop a set of policy instruments aimed at developing 

the social capacity needed to copy with increasing levels of water scarcity before the debilitating 

effects occur. 

 

 Structurally Induced Relative Water Abundance (SIRWA) is the second important 

concept developed by Ohlsson and Turton, and is the condition that exists as a combination of 

both a first-order scarcity and a second-order resource abundance, describing, for example, 

states such as Israel, South Africa, Botswana and Namibia (Turton, 2000a: 45). This explains 

the situation where a water scarcity exists but ‘ingenuity,’ the effective use of capital (financial 

resources, natural resources, institutional resources and intellectual resources) exists, to develop 

innovative strategies that maintain well-being in the face of the threat. Due to the fact that the 

earlier indices were focussed exclusively on first-order resource scarcity, they tended to sound 

the water war alarm bell, only to realise that they were shouting wolf. 

 

Turton’s third and final reason for why water wars are unlikely is as a result of the larger 

body of empirical research. Already mentioned, is the work done by Wolf, in which he 

concludes that, 
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…(more than) 3 600 water-related treaties have been negotiated, dealing with all 

manner of water management...Our findings should not be taken to mean that there is no 

conflict over water – as we all know, there is lots, only that it does not happen at the 

international level. In fact, our findings suggest that the likelihood of violence increases 

as the scale decreases (Wolf, 1997 as cited in Turton, 2000a: 53). 

 

Furthermore, regarding earlier arguments made regarding the use of water as a weapon in war, 

in which the aquatic environment is modified sufficiently to harm an enemy during conflict, 

several authors remain sceptical. For instance, Plant (1995: 81) argues that such techniques are 

either undeveloped, incapable of being used or of dubious utility. While Iran did attempt to 

divert river water to flood Iraqi defence positions during the 1980-1988 war; and while the USA 

also tried to use cloud-seeding in Indo-china between 1966-1972 in an attempt to stop the flow 

of logistical support along the Ho Chi Minh Trail; both of these met with failure (Plant, 1985: 

81). The present reality, argues Turton, is that water as a weapon is rather restricted to attacks on 

hydraulic installations (Turton, 2000a: 53). 

 

 In conclusion, Turton highlights that most empirical research today shows that the 

relationship between water and war is part of a complex set of factors that reflect the ways that 

societies structure themselves and allocate their resources. Turton safely concludes that there is 

no such thing as water wars, only quasi water wars, where hydraulic installations become 

targets, and in some cases waterways forming borders of disputed territories are the focus of 

war. In short, “water scarcity, as a direct cause of war, is highly unlikely. The crucial element in 

this equation is the existence of social adaptive capacity, or second-order resources, as these are 

the actual determinants of the propensity for acute conflict. The concept of second-order 

resources will be referred to in the subsequent chapters of the Okavango and the Nile River 

basins. 

 

 

2.3. SWIMMING UPSTREAM WITH SWATUK AND VALE: A theoretical background 

to post- positivism as argued by Swatuk and Vale 

 

Swimming upstream with Swatuk and Vale, as the metaphor implies, goes against the 

grain and is the minority dissident perspective in the water discourse. Swatuk and Vale argue 
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that despite there being a great deal of scholarly and policy-oriented discussion regarding the 

coming ‘scarcity’ of freshwater resources in the Southern African region, this is true only in the 

most simplistic sense: given the regular increase in population and the fact of an absolute 

amount of water, per capita availability will decline. Their course of dissent, however, is on the 

Homer-Dixonian (the ‘forefather’ of the water war prophecy) thesis, by emphasising the socially 

constructed nature of freshwater resource ‘scarcity’ and the human impact on water availability.  

 

 The basic premise of the Swatuk-Vale argument is that the entire pro-water-war debate 

put forward by Homer-Dixon, and more generally, the water discourse, is embedded in a statist, 

technicist, capitalist, racist and among others, status supporting theorising, and in order to 

change this, a change in thinking, language, focus and practice needs to occur (Swatuk & Vale, 

2000:5). Swatuk and Vale, in their article entitled “ Swimming Upstream: Water and discourses 

of security,” first outline the five-step Homer-Dixon programme, and then proceed to refute it. 

In this context, the authors use the metaphor of ‘swimming upstream’ and ‘downstream’ to 

indicate and emphasise conflict approaches to the water discourse and IR theorising. When 

swimming upstream, a scholar goes against the mainstream rationalism (Du Plessis, 2000:18). 

They criticise the water capture effect of the Homer-Dixon thesis; deconstruct the discourse by 

identifying major problems associated with it and its resultant policy programmes, and propose 

a strategy for subverting this discourse as a prerequisite for reconstructing it (the need for a 

change in thinking, language, focus and practice) (Du Plessis, 2000: 24).   

 

 According to Swatuk and Vale, Homer-Dixon focuses firstly, on change, and secondly, 

on scarcity. They cite Homer-Dixon’s argumentation that environmental scarcity centres on the 

depletion of renewable resources, identified as water, cropland, forests, fisheries, global 

warming and stratospheric ozone (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 3). Scarcity can come about in one of 

three ways: as a result of increased demand (demand-induced); as a result of decreased supply 

(supply-induced); or as a result of unequal access to and distribution of these resources 

(structural) – and often these factors coexist. This leads Homer-Dixon to conclude that resource 

capture and economic marginalisation can occur as a result. Thirdly, Homer-Dixon’s proceeding 

step, according to Swatuk and Vale, is a failure to adapt – either a society adapts to water 

scarcity or fails to do so. This leads Homer-Dixon to conclude that only one of three situations 

could occur as a result – market failure, social friction or capital availability (Swatuk & Vale, 
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2000: 4). The authors argue that Homer-Dixon’s market failure argument is particularly neo-

liberal since it is based on markets that have communal structures (open access) and where state 

regulation fails. Fourthly, society’s failure to adapt results in one or more of the following five 

social effects: constrained agricultural productivity; constrained economic productivity; 

migration; social segmentation; and disruption of legitimate institutions. The fifth and final step 

proposed by Homer-Dixon is the resulting conflict, which is often ‘sub-national, diffuse and 

persistent” (Swatuk & Vale, 2000:4).  

 

 Based on this summarised version of Homer-Dixon’s argumentation, Swatuk and Vale, 

in the typical reflectivist style (which is to refute everything rationalist), raise five concerns of 

their own. Firstly, they address the issue of migration as perceived to be the “new swart gevaar” 

(Swatuk & Vale, 2000:5). Here, the authors imply that environmental degradation in the South 

is as a result of declining ‘stocks and flows’ of freshwater, forests, and widely accessible arable 

land. They criticise Homer-Dixon’s view that this situation is a consequence of increasing 

population pressure rather than a function of increasing economic marginalisation (Swatuk & 

Vale, 2000: 5). They deduce from Homer-Dixon’s argumentation that he forewarns (the North) 

on a mass migration toward the environmentally sound areas. In other words, Swatuk and Vale 

criticise the language used, which places the entire debate in the ambit of a racist, elitist 

discourse between North and South, black and white. 

 

 The authors’ second criticism of the Homer-Dixon thesis is what they refer to as the false 

promise of modernity – the state (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 7). They argue that Homer-Dixon’s 

approach to environmental security privileges both the state as the fundamental social form for 

dealing with questions of ‘scarcity’. They state that those who support more cooperative, 

multilateral approaches to environmental security are quick to point out that environmental 

issues/problems do not respect human-made borders, yet the preferred forums for dealing with 

these issues are interstate and expert b(i)ased (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 7). 

 

 The third criticism put forward by Swatuk and Vale is that of neo-liberal capitalist 

development (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 7). Industrialism, production and consumption are central 

to modernist and statist conceptions of ‘progress.’ The authors argue that Homer-Dixon’s 

assertion that one of the most potent threats of environmental scarcity is its impact on the ability 
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of a state to produce and its citizens to consume, does not address the factors of environmental 

scarcity in its entirety (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 7). While Homer-Dixon argues that, in the 

absence of adequate supplies of food or in the presence of a particularly low gross domestic 

product (GDP), one might expect processes of resource capture, economic marginalisation, 

social segmentation and ultimately state failure to occur, Swatuk and Vale purport that this 

analysis says little about the causes and consequences of global economic inequality (Swatuk & 

Vale, 2000: 7). In other words, the current developmental emphasis privileges neo-liberal 

capitalist ‘development’ that, for a majority of the world’s people, is no development at all. In 

fact, Swatuk and Vale go so far as to argue that there is an implicit bias against sustainable 

development in the Homer-Dixon thesis, since he argues that common property regimes and 

managed trade are prime reasons why states fail to first recognise and later adapt to 

environmental scarcity (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 8). Swatuk and Vale question these assumptions 

arguing that, historically in Southern Africa property rights have been held and managed in 

common.  

 

Moreover, in another paper entitled “The New Water Architecture in South Africa,” he 

argues that the language, if not always the content, of ‘sustainable development’ is now firmly 

entrenched in virtually every policy document regarding natural resource use (Swatuk, 2002: 

519). For example, the South African White Paper on a National Water Policy for South Africa 

(1997: 35) states that ‘the quantity, quality and reliability of water required to maintain the 

ecological functions on which humans depend shall be reserved so that the human use of water 

does not individually or cumulatively compromise the long term sustainability of aquatic and 

associated ecosystems’ (Principle 9). Similarly, Chapter 7 of Zimbabwe’s Water Resources 

Management Strategy (2000: 57-66) is entitled ‘A Fair Share for the Environment’. With 

specific regard to water, the attempt to move toward demand management, which involves 

working within the existing limitations of the found resource, rather than augmenting supply, 

and toward consideration of water resources as part of a wider ecosystem, through the 

promotion of integrated water resources management (IWRM) reflects global thinking as well 

as local realities (Swatuk, 2002: 519). 

 

 Additionally, Swatuk argues that the underlying premise behind both ‘sustainable 

development’ and ‘environmental security’ discourses are key neo-liberal assumptions which 
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are also at the heart of recent Western thinking on the interrelationship between development 

and peace: i.e. development involves social change which, if it is to result in peaceful societies, 

must rest upon open markets and liberal democratic forms of governance (Swatuk, 2002: 521). 

Although contested in several forums worldwide, this perspective has gained the upper hand in 

mainstream approaches to environment and natural resources use and management. How this 

translates into policy is most readily seen in the present directions being taken by foreign donors 

in the SADC region. According to Swatuk (2002: 521), all major donor policies rely on (at least) 

the following five assumptions: 

 

• state-by-state structural adjustment programmes are a necessary part of regional 

economic growth and development; 

• regionally integrative activities – e.g. in the areas of trade and transboundary natural 

resources management – build economies of scale and facilitate regional comparative 

advantage so facilitating sustainable niche development; 

• wherever possible, ‘developmental’ activities should cultivate ‘smart-partnerships’ 

between civil society actors in recipient countries and private enterprises in donor 

countries; 

• recipient states should become facilitators rather than initiators of development. Hence, 

they should concentrate on creating and upholding regulatory frameworks wherein the 

private sector can pursue developmental activities which are self-defined; and 

• all of these activities should be undertaken in the spirit of democratic participation, 

including transparent and accountable forms of decision-making. 

 

What this illuminates is how global narratives get imported into the SADC region and, without 

question, sometimes become the basis on which future policy is made. 

 

 The fourth criticism Swatuk and Vale have of Homer-Dixon’s thesis is the controlling 

nature with which policy makers address resource management. As a resource to be valued, it is 

also to be defended from outside predators (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 8). Swatuk and Vale 

therefore raise questions on the territoriality of the state, which once again raises issues of 

inequality between the haves and the have-nots. They cite Deudney who states that 
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environmentalists should emphasise that the environmental crisis calls into question the national 

grouping and its privileged status in world politics instead of merely linking national security to 

the environmental problem. The environmental problem is not a threat to national security but it 

does challenge the utility of thinking in ‘national ‘terms (Deudney cited in Swatuk & Vale, 

2000: 10).  

 

 Finally, Swatuk and Vale criticise Homer-Dixon’s “Cartesian dualisms in service of the 

status quo” (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 9). They argue that by focusing attention on the fact of 

environmental scarcity. Homer-Dixon deflects attention from the integrated nature of global 

inequality (Swatuk & vale, 2000: 9). They claim that if, for example, fair and managed trade 

were practised, if debt relief efforts were serious and sustained, if regional state makers actively 

pursued demilitarisation and if key industries were made to pay for the real cost of water, many 

environmental scarcities can be avoided. In essence, they Swatuk and Vale share Turton’s view 

that by focusing the water debate on conflict and water scarcity, a self-fulfilling prophecy is 

created. Moreover, Swatuk and Vale purport that by arguing in favour of neo-liberal ‘solutions’ 

to scarcity, this school of environmental security supports the status quo: by locating 

environmental change in regions of the global South, the discourse on environmental security 

engages in ‘victim blaming’ (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 9). In other words, a sentiment of “we have 

sorted our problems, now you must sort yours,” is created and perpetuates inside and outside, 

modern and traditional, first world and third world divides. 

 

 Swatuk and Vale therefore propose a change in thinking, a change in language, a change 

in focus and lastly, a change in practice. Firstly, they advocate a move toward conceptualisations 

of natural resources that locate humans as individuals within the system itself and acknowledge 

the complex and highly integrated nature of ‘nature (Swatuk & vale, 2000: 16). In this regard, 

the state, policymakers and experts, cannot be the only ones who decide on the portion of what 

we all receive. Additionally, a change in thinking implies a movement away from seeing the 

environment along security lines, since national security is structured around organised violence. 

To avoid this, a reorientation of how we think about the environment is required. It must rather 

be located within a discourse of ethics, both global and environmental (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 

11).  
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A change in language, according to Swatuk and Vale, implies a reorientation of how 

developing countries view ‘advice’ from the West. They should not be regarded as the bearers 

of answers. Moreover, conceiving of water as one of the many resources to be secured for 

development concedes the high ground to militaries keen on preserving access to this resource 

and engineers keen on wielding the violence of anthropocentric science to solve ‘shortages’ 

(Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 11).  

 

Swatuk and Vale also call for a change in focus, particularly of the neo-liberal 

understanding of the ‘individual.’ According to this logic, humans are not so much rational as 

they are relational. In other words, our humanity binds us together and not our self-maximising 

goals of exploiting our resources. Moreover, by focusing on environmental security reinforces 

the binaries of inside/outside, known/other, North/South. The authors therefore propose the term 

‘ecosystem sustainability’ to replace ‘environmental security’ (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 12).  

 

Swatuk and Vale’s is therefore a normative agenda. It is one that seeks to foster the 

language of cooperation, integration and inclusion. According to them, water is more than a 

factor of production to be moved from A to B, or one of many fragmented resources to be 

secured through violence (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 18). They argue that instead, it should be 

viewed as a key element in the complex web of ecosystem survival (of which humans form 

part), and we should therefore resist the dominant discourse of water as power. 

 

 

2.4. EVALUATION 

 

Once again, it deserves to be emphasised that while scholars have argued for the 

incommensurability of positivist and post-positivist theories, this does not prevent us from 

analysing their respective views together. As this chapter has indicated, Turton’s 

(predominately) positivist perspective prioritises the state but also introduces the importance of 

non-state actors in developing solutions for successful and peaceful water resource management. 

He argues a similar point to that argued by Swatuk and Vale, by postulating that rationalist 

theorising focuses on conflict potential as opposed to peaceful management and cooperation. 

Swatuk and Vale share a similar sentiment, however, their focus is directly on the language 
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used, for example, terminology such as ‘environmental scarcity,’ ‘national security’ and ‘water 

wars,’ as opposed ‘management of resources’ and ‘sustainable development.’  

 

To summarise, Du Plessis argues that the movement in opposite directions along the 

rationalist/reflectivist axis, with or against the prevailing current, is most likely to terminate in a 

stalemate where the debate becomes ‘dammed up’ by the ‘increasing boredom of extreme 

incommensurabilities. Or, in the eloquent words of Du Plessis, as a zero-sum outcome, it is 

likely to terminate in a situation where the ‘upstream swimmer’ (reflectivists) succumbs to the 

force of the dominant downstreamer, or (less likely) where the ‘downstream swimmer’ is drawn 

under by contra flow turbulence (Du Plessis, 2000: 18). However, this thesis aims to locate a 

middle ground, by not necessarily playing the two theories off against each other, but instead, 

examining how each theory results in similar end results using different languages and different 

theorising. And in fact, it is evident as was argued in this chapter, that there are some grounds 

for similarities in the ‘languages’ used, particularly between Turton’s political ecology 

perspective and the Swatuk/Vale hypothesis that renounce the notion that only the states-system 

or other global political structures can respond effectively to environmental problems. In both 

the positivist and post-positivist perspectives used in this thesis, the importance of non-state 

actors is emphasised. The subsequent chapters 3 and 4 will attempt to further elaborate on this 

point, by reviewing the Okavango River basin as a case study and the Nile River basin as a 

tentative assessment from the two theoretical lenses of Turton and Swatuk/Vale. 
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CHAPTER 3 – A CASE STUDY OF THE 

OKAVANGO RIVER BASIN 

 

 

3.1. DESCRIPTION OF THE REGION 

 

The ‘jewel of the Kalahari’ as it is more affectionately named, or the Okavango River basin, has 

much to teach the world about the management of international water. It is representative of 

much of the world of international water; that is a certain level of tension, a lack of some of the 

most basic data and development plans that may be contradictory to others’ aims (Wolf, 2003: 

1). But it is also representative of the underlying assumption of this investigation that 

international cooperation is imperative, not only because more development options result, but 

also due to the implicit understanding that it is the best way to proceed. 

 

 The Okavango River basin is one of the last near pristine aquatic ecosystems on the 

African continent. It is also extremely complex, and has often been referred to as a place of 

restlessness in a beautifully deranged way, with links to the Zambezi River via the Selinda 

spillway, which backs up in times of high flow in the Cuando/Chobe/Linyanti and then floods 

into the Okavango Delta (Turton, Ashton & Cloete, 2003a: 9). Seemingly perverse, the floods 

occur in the dry season when no rain falls (Johnson & Bannister, 1977: 12). The rivers get 

narrower, not wider as they run their course, a few climb steadily above the countryside almost 

as if to defy all the laws of waterflow and gravity. Additionally, the entire Okavango system is 

endoreic (internally draining) in nature, with the floodwaters of both the Cuito and Cubango 

rivers that rise in the well-watered Angolan highlands, virtually disappearing into the sands of 

the Kalahari Desert and into the ‘thirsty’ atmosphere above the Okavango Delta (Turton, et.al. 

2003a: 9).  

 

The Okavango system forms part of the Makgadikgadi basin, which drains portions of 

four countries (Angola, Namibia, Botswana and Zimbabwe) and is one of the driest and most 

sparsely populated catchments in Southern African (Ashton & Neal, 2003: 33). However, the 

Okavango Delta itself comprises of three countries (Angola, Namibia and Botswana) and while 
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Zimbabwe is part of the subsidiary Nata River system, which flows into the Makgadikgadi Pans, 

it is not considered to be part of the Okavango Delta catchment, and consequently, will not be 

involved in discussions concerning actions or activities that may affect the Okavango Delta. 

 

Map 2. The Okavango River basin and the Makgadikgadi Catchment3

 
Source: UNDP/GEF 2001 in Ashton & Neal, 2003: 34 

 

 Based on its topographic and hydraulic characteristics, the Makgadikgadi basin can be 

divided into four distinct sub-basins (as seen in Map 2) that rarely, if ever, have any contact with 

one another, and a small river basin (the Boteti River) that directs occasional outflows from the 

Okavango Delta to the Makgadikgadi pans (Asthon & Neal, 2003: 33). The Ntwetwe and Sowa 

pans make up the Makgadikgadi Pan system in the east, while the Deception Pan complex forms 

                                                           
3 Map 2 shows the locations of the key rivers and neighbouring countries in relation to the Okavango Delta.  
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the southern portion of the basin. Sowa Pan, the easternmost sub-basin receives seasonal inflows 

from the Nata River. In terms of its size, the Makgadikgadi spans approximately 725, 293 km², 

with Botswana providing the largest proportion of water (46.9%), followed by Angola (27.6%), 

Namibia (22.7%) and Zimbabwe (2.8%) (Ashton & Neal, 2003: 33). The Okavango alone 

covers an area of 413, 550km² (in Angola, Namibia and Botswana), with an additional 15, 

844km², which is the wetland area of the Okavango Delta plus its islands in Botswana. The 

Okavango then comprises around 59% of the entire Makgadikgadi basin. 

 

The two downstream riparian states on the Okavango system, that is, Namibia and 

Botswana, are extremely arid, while their upstream neighbour, Angola, is relatively water rich. 

The Kavango (as it is known in Namibia) or the Okavango (as it is known in Botswana), is in 

fact the only exploitable perennial river that flows through the territories of both Namibia and 

Botswana, while Angola straddles five transboundary river basins i.e. Cunene, Cuvelai, 

Okavango, Zaire and Zambezi. Since it is the only perennial source of water for Namibia and 

Botswana, the former, desperately short of water, wants to further develop the river and divert 

water to meet the needs of its population; while the latter also needs to increase its outtake, but 

has a very strong economic incentive to preserve the beauty of the Okavango delta – tourism. 

This may lead one to conclude that Angola is indeed the more fortunate of the three, however, it 

has been debilitated for almost three decades, first by war of independence, then a civil war that 

destroyed much of the country’s infrastructure. This ultimately created a legacy of starvation 

with the massive internal displacement of people. Also, as a result of the intense civil war 

situation, the upper reaches of the Okavango became littered with thousands of landmines and 

other items of unexploded military ordinance (Turton, et.al. 2003a: 9).  

 

 Finally, given the unique characteristics of the Okavango Delta, which forms part of the 

large Ramsar site, the whole system is regarded by downstream (mainstream positivist) scholars, 

as an ‘internationalised’ basin, with a wide range of stakeholders that extend beyond the norm 

for most transboundary rivers in Africa. Therefore, the Okavango River, with all its associated 

terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, poses tremendous challenges for international and integrated 

water resource management and cooperation. This may impel one to believe that a potential 

water war is likely in this region, however, as will be explained in subsequent sections, two 
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varying theoretical perspectives both argue, equally convincingly, that this would be a fallacious 

deduction. 

 

 

3.2. OUTLINE OF THE POTENTIAL CONFLICT SITUATION 

 

History has proven that when water runs through several countries, tensions may arise 

due to the distribution and access thereof. The Okavango is no different. One particular issue 

presenting the potential for water conflict is water abstraction from the Okavango River. 

According to Peter Ashton, the Namibian Department of Water Affairs has faced considerable 

public pressure to relieve the water shortages caused by droughts in Namibia (Ashton, 2000: 

80). One potential solution was abstracting approximately 12-17 Mm³ of water per year from the 

Okavango River at Rundu, and transferring it, via a 260km pipeline to the head of the Eastern 

National Water Carrier (ENWC) at Grootfontein (Ashton, 2000: 80). The ENWC is a water 

transfer scheme that is strategically important to Namibia for without this water, Namibia’s 

growth and development could be seriously adversely affected. 

 

Map 3. Map of the Area Affected by the Proposed Project 

 
Source: IRN, 2006: http://www.irn.org/programs/okavango/ 
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Moreover, the international border between Namibia and Angola is located along the 

Okavango River, over the deepest portion of the river channel. Thus, both Namibia and Angola 

maintain that they have a ‘riparian right’ to abstract water from this section of the Okavango 

River. However, the proposed water abstraction scheme has raised concern in both Namibia and 

Botswana, since both countries believe that the scheme could have undesirable consequences for 

the Okavango Delta in Botswana. There are also a number of major international interest groups 

that support Botswana in this action, making the development of this pipeline potentially 

unviable. Moreover, there was a mooted hydroelectric plant at the Popa Rapids in Namibia. 

Given the flat terrain and resultant low head, the project would have resulted in significant 

environmental impacts for a limited energy yield and has since been abolished. Current data 

shows that Namibia uses approximately 5 mcm/yr from the Okavango River. As a result, it is 

important to all countries concerned that the potential environmental impacts of the proposed 

water abstraction scheme be assessed (Ashton, 2000: 80). 

 

Moreover, according to Green Cross Italia (Green Cross, 2006), there are a number of 

features that make the Okavango Basin unique: 

 

• It is an endoreic system without any opening to the sea and therefore drains into the 

Delta, the desert and the atmosphere.  

• It represents the only water that flows into Namibia and Botswana, the two most water 

scarce countries in the SADC region.  

• Angola has been debilitated by civil war for more than a decade. This has meant that 

almost no development has taken place in the upper reaches of the Okavango River 

basin.  

• Although the two countries with the highest water resource needs (Namibia and 

Botswana) are both downstream riparians they contribute virtually nothing to stream 

flow.  

• The aquatic ecosystems associated with the Delta and Makgadikgadi Salt Pan is 

protected under the Ramsar Convention. Therefore, any development upstream may 

impact on an aquatic ecosystem in which many international special interest groups, such 

as environmental activists, have a vested interest. It also means that development options 

 64



for both Namibia and Botswana are severely hampered by this factor. This raises the 

contentious issue of sovereignty (especially for ‘newly’ independent states such as those 

in the SADC region), in the sense that foreign special interest groups are challenging the 

intentions of the legitimate government of each of the downstream countries.  

• In the areas where the highest need for water exists e.g. Namibia and Botswana, there are 

no natural features (such as dams or other natural catchments) that can be used to 

develop a deep storage facility.  

• The principle of ‘equitable use’ that is central to the Helsinki Rules has not been clearly 

defined. The upstream riparian, Angola, has the largest area of the basin in its territory 

and it also contributes the majority of the streamflow. The two downstream states 

(Namibia and Botswana) both have a relatively small surface area in the basin, and 

generally do not contribute as much to the streamflow as does Angola. Does this then 

imply that their ‘equitable use’ allocation must be determined by these geophysical 

parameters? It also raises the controversial question of rights versus needs. In this case 

the needs of the downstream riparians are arguably greater than the upstream riparian, 

but by virtue of climatic and geographic conditions, the latter can claim the greater share 

of the water.  

• There is a direct clash of values between competing end-users of water such as farmers 

along the river, particularly between Namibia and Botswana.  

 

In short, the Okavango River basin is a near-pristine river that flows through a landscape that is 

arid and underdeveloped, which means that a high emotional content exists within the discourse 

surrounding the potential development of the basin (Green Cross, 2006). The conflict potential 

in this area is therefore high and is largely determined by the following factors (Green Cross, 

2006):  

 

• History has seen a degree of hostility between Botswana and Namibia over the 

Kasikili/Sedudu Island. This antagonism has seen shots being fired and troop 

movements, but no casualties have been reported. Tensions have worsened by the 

sporadic yet ongoing secessionist sentiment in the Caprivi Strip.  
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• Angola is a country still divided as a result of a decade of civil war. The legitimate 

government of Angola has virtually no control over the upper reaches of the Okavango 

River basin within Angola, since it lies in the area traditionally controlled by the rebel 

UNITA movement. This implies that any decision that has been made by the Angolan 

government regarding the Permanent Okavango River Basin Water Commission 

(OKACOM), an initiative facilitated by Green Cross International, has no real meaning 

because UNITA is excluded from the river basin management structures. In the 

immediate post-war era, the government of Angola is faced with the need to relocate 

large numbers of internally displaced refugees, to demobilise former combatants and 

integrate them into some form of sustainable economic activity, while generally 

‘jumpstarting’ the economy. The mobilisation is therefore one the key elements in 

developing a sustainable economic future if the threat of a return to civil war id to be 

averted (Turton, et.al., 2003: 11). 

• Namibia is a water-scarce state with most of its economic development located in the dry 

central part of the country. For this reason a complex set of infrastructural water transfers 

have been developed (ENWC), such as the proposed pipeline. These transfers are 

strategically important for Namibia and are currently stretched to their limits hence the 

need to construct more transfers. Namibia therefore is set on augmenting supply from the 

only available source - the Okavango River.  

• Botswana is also highly water-stressed. But for Botswana, the Okavango Delta is a 

centre of population settlement that sustains thousands of rural inhabitants in a harsh 

environment that is made habitable only because of the relatively predictable availability 

of water (Turton, et.al., 2003a: 11). Also, the delta is important for economic activity, 

mostly from international eco-tourism. Botswana therefore worries that Namibian 

abstraction would impact negatively on the Delta, which in turn would impact negatively 

on Botswana’s developments in terms of revenue received from tourism. Botswana 

consequently opposes the Namibian development on the grounds that reduced 

streamflow to the delta would have a detrimental impact on social and ecological 

processes. Yet while this is the publicly stated position, Botswana is also (and less 

overtly) developing a series of pipelines along the Panhandle. These will supply existing 

settlements, and will also act as a strong migration- pull factor in the future.  
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• Due to the fact that Botswana has declared the Okavango Delta as a Ramsar Site, it has 

greater protection, but this protection from external actors can be viewed as either 

positive or negative. Future development is now subject to the approval of a number of 

international role-players, such as international environmental NGOs. This has 

introduced a strong international dimension into the already complex hydropolitical 

dynamics of the basin (Green Cross, 2006). As is evident, the Okavango River basin 

presents a classic example of potentially opposing national interests when prioritising 

strategic concerns over the use of transboundary waters.  

 

 

3.3. SWIMMING DOWNSTREAM IN THE OKAVANGO: Turton’s positivist perspective 

 

Using a combination of both Hydrosocial Contract theory (HSCT) and political ecology, 

Turton analysis on the Okavango region focuses on cooperation, the importance of other non-

riparian states as well as non-state actors in facilitating and managing a fragile peace. Of the list 

of unique factors mentioned above, Turton prioritises three, that is: 

 

1. The Okavango River basin is the last near (because it has already been adversely 

affected during the last four decades by the construction of veterinary fences in the 

Botswana portion of the catchment) pristine river system in Africa and as such therefore 

has an ecological importance. Additionally, its ecological well-being is closely tied to 

human activities and entire economies in terms of economic development through 

tourism, and their health is a critically important precondition for political stability, 

particularly in semi-arid regions (Turton, et.al., 2003a: 9-11). Prioritising this 

characteristic of the Okavango is compatible to several assumptions of both HSCT as 

well as political ecology i.e. the inability of the state to cope with increasing political 

demands caused by water scarcity. 

 

2. The strategic importance each riparian state places on the Okavango River basin. As 

mentioned in the previous section, Angola, Namibia and Botswana each have varying 

interests in either preserving or developing the Okavango region. Turton emphasises this 

point to reinforce the role of the state. Using this logic, one can argue that states can 
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indeed expect an increased challenge to their sovereignty as they compete for influence 

in pursuit of their own interests. Moreover, these challenges are both international and 

domestic (Turton, 1999b: 15). One international source creating this challenge is from 

international NGOs, since they monopolize what is known as adaptive capacity as 

describes earlier. According to Turton, developing states typically have a shortage of this 

adaptive capacity, known technically as social resource scarcity (Turton, 1999b: 15). 

One potential solution is indeed interstate cooperation, however, this is easier said than 

done as states are often locked into a conflictual set of hydropolitical dynamics aimed at 

getting access to ever dwindling water supplies (Turton, 1999b: 15). Another concern for 

states in this predicament is the fear that their comparatively newly acquired sovereignty 

(in the form of independence of action) will be bulldozed by the creation and influence 

of supranational bodies (Turton, 1999b: 15).  

 

3. The Okavango River basin can be seen as a key component of a Southern African 

hydropolitical complex (Turton, 2003). According to Turton, the logic behind this is 

based on the broad security complex theory of Buzan (1991: 210), which Schulz (1995) 

has refined to apply to river basins where water scarcity becomes linked to the national 

security aspirations or threat perception of the respective riparian states as well as non-

riparian but neighbouring states (Turton, et.al., 2003a: 12). Buzan argues that ‘national 

security’ implies that the main object of security is the nation. “While the ‘idea’ of the 

state is somewhat nebulous and difficult to measure, institutions are more easily 

identifiable and are usually associated with complimentary processes of government” 

(Buzan cited in Turton, 2003: 86). The physical base of the state, in contrast to the other 

two components of the state, includes all the natural resources and manmade wealth 

contained within its borders. The physical base also comprises of the area where states 

share the most similarities in relation to security, because threats to the physical objects 

(natural resources) are often common to other states (Buzan, 1991: 91). This in turn 

leads to Buzan’s conclusion that since the state rests on its physical base, threats to that 

component of the state count as fundamental national security concerns.  

 

Moreover, since state power is directly linked to the economic capability of a 

state, if the economy declines so too does the state. Therefore, in times of intense power 

 68



rivalry, relative economic performance or threats to the economic growth potential of the 

state may be perceived as being a national security issue, regardless of the wisdom of so 

doing (Buzan, 1999: 127). In other words, the hydraulic mission of rapidly developing 

countries is about mobilising water resources and improving the ‘security of supply’ as a 

foundation for social and economic stability, which are also key elements of ‘national 

security’ (Turton, 2003: 87). This leads Turton to argue that this has implications for 

water resource management in international river basins, particularly in water-scarce 

regions, where access to water has a direct impact on the economic growth potential of 

the state concerned, a fact which is clearly relevant in the Okavango region (Turton, 

2003: 87).  

 

This argumentation also illuminates differences between strong and weak states 

as argued by Buzan. Weak states, defined as those with a low degree of socio-political 

cohesion (e.g. states debilitated by a history of civil wars, such as Angola), will for 

instance, find it more difficult to sustain institutional expressions of the state (Turton, 

2003: 87). Buzan concludes that the weaker the state (in terms of socio-political 

cohesion) the more ambiguous the concept of national security will become in relation to 

that state. Additionally, a weak state can be defined more in terms of a ‘gap’ between its 

neighbours, with very little political substance underlying the façade of internationally 

recognised statehood (Buzan, 1991: 103). This relates significantly to international river 

basins containing both strong and weak states. National security becomes dependent on 

international dynamics, as well as regional dynamics. The proximity of insecurity in 

neighbouring states therefore exacerbates the conflict potential between riparians in an 

international river basin that straddles political borders (Turton, 2003: 88) 

 

In line with this logic, the Southern African hydropolitical complex is therefore 

centred around the four most economically developed countries in Southern Africa – 

South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, and, to a lesser extent, Zimbabwe (Turton, et.al., 

2003a: 12). These countries are all riparian states in two pivotal transboundary river 

basin – the Orange and the Limpopo – and also share other international rivers with less 

developed neighbours – Zambezi, Cunene, Okavango, Incomati, Maputo, Pungue and 

Save. This hydropolitical complex links the four most economically developed countries 
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in the SADC region with the seven less developed states via nine shared transboundary 

rivers. The significance of this complex to the Okavango situation in particular, as well 

as this study is that, if a hydropolitical complex does exists in the SADC region, then the 

way transboundary rivers are managed becomes a strategic regional concern if peace is 

to be a lasting condition. In it therefore apparent that riparian states are locked into 

relations with their co-riparian neighbours as well as non-riparian states, which means 

that political instability in one state impacts negatively on adjacent states in the context 

of international river basins. This is particularly relevant where strong states are in the 

same river basin as weak states, with their relative strength/weakness defined as the 

degree of socio-political cohesion in a Buzanian sense (Turton, 2003:  98). 

 

These important factors have led Turton to three main hypotheses. Firstly, if one expands the 

hydropolitical complex as Turton does, it becomes evident that it would be a mistake to simply 

analyse the action of the three riparian states of the Okavango River basin. Namibia, Botswana 

and Angola are also co-riparians in other transboundary river basins, and as such, diplomatic 

negotiations over one basin may ‘overflow’ into other basins (Turton et.al., 2003a: 16). For 

instance, the three Okavango riparians could be potential rivals in issues arising from the 

Okavango River, but could conceivably form a coalition and thereby increase their negotiating 

power in deliberations on the future management of the Zambezi River where they are also 

riparians. These shifting patterns of potential amity and enmity have greater leverage and 

importance in a hydropolitical complex.  

 

 Secondly, Turton’s second hypothesis encourages the development of a new definition 

of hydropolitics that departs from the existing bias towards water and conflict and focuses 

instead on cooperation potential (Turton, 2002 cited in Turton, 2003a: 17). In a very positivist 

orientation, hydropolitics is then defined as the systematic study of the authoritative allocation 

of values in society with respect to water (Turton, 2002 cited in Turton, 2003a: 17). This new 

definition, according to Turton, embraces the dynamic aspects of water resource management, 

while including the elements of scale and range, all highly relevant to the Okavango River basin. 

 

 Turton’s third hypothesis is in fact based on the empirical work of Wolf, mentioned 

previously in chapter 1. When interpreted in the broadest sense, two conclusions are made: 1). 
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there is a propensity for states to cooperate rather than to fight over shared water resources 2). 

the likelihood of violence over water is inversely related to the scale of interaction (Turton, 

et.al., 2003a: 17). Based on this evidence, therefore, an individual rather than an actual state is 

more likely to engage in physical violence in seeking recourse to a perceived water injustice. 

This is particularly relevant in the Southern African case where protracted civil war has been the 

norm, and where large numbers of weapons and an array of military ordinance are readily 

available. These deductions are interpreted in Figure 2: conflict potential increases dramatically 

in a non-linear fashion, as the range of potential coping strategies, expressed as the number of 

viable policy options, tends towards zero. As a result, the probability that a cooperative spirit 

will develop greatly increases in proportion to the available number of viable policy options. 

Simply put, the greater the number of viable options, the greater the likelihood of peaceful 

relationships and cooperation within a given river basin system (Turton, et.al., 2003a: 17). 

 

Figure 2: Relationship between conflict potential and the range of viable policy options in 
a given transboundary river basin 

 

 
Source: Turton, Ashton & Cloete, 2003: 18 
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 Turton’s third hypothesis is therefore significant because it postulates that the reason for 

lower levels of conflict potential between countries is related to the wider range of remedies that 

are available in the international political economy e.g. international law, international 

agreements on shared waters – the so-called ‘watershed’ vs. ‘problemshed’ debate emphasised 

in Allan’s work (Allan, 1999). Conversely, the reason for the higher conflict potential when 

moving closer to the level of the individual is probably related to the limited range of available 

coping strategies, or the lack of viable policy options that can be developed (Turton, et.al., 

2003a: 17). This relates to what Turton (and also Warner, 2002) has identified as ‘second-order 

resources’ as the key determinants – the social resources needed to develop a viable range of 

coping strategies during times of drought or flood, along with the capacity to develop 

institutions and negotiate compromises. Based on a rationalist logic, a person will only fight 

over water once all other options have been exhausted, or if this individual perceives that no 

other options are available. 

 

In terms of policy development, therefore, two important threshold points resultant of the 

third hypothesis need to be carefully reviewed. The first relates to the management of water 

resources at the international level, as conflict can potentially arise at this level if there are 

insufficient viable policy options. This is indeed a focal point for organisations such as 

OKACOM. In terms of the third hypothesis put forward by Turton, however, conflict potential 

is lower at the international level because the respective governments have recourse to a wider 

range of potentially viable policy options. Indeed, the Okavango River basin and its riparian 

states have several policy options and initiatives from which to draw should tensions arise.  

 

 In 1990, bilateral talks between Namibia and Botswana led to the establishment of the 

Joint Permanent Water Commission (JPWC). The JPWC focus is on the bilateral management 

of the Okavango River and the Kwando-Chobe-Linyati reach of the Zambezi River, both of 

which are the only water-rich areas of Namibia and Botswana respectively. Additionally, the 

Chobe-Linyati area is the location of the contested Kasikili/Sedudu Island that saw shots being 

fired and military forces being mobilized at one time. However, this dispute has recently been 

pacified in Botswana’s favour by the International Court of Justice (ICJ). Moreover, subsequent 

discussions launched in 1992 between Namibia, Botswana and Angola led to the formation of 

the tripartite Permanent Water Commission on the Okavango River (OKACOM) in 1994. 
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OKACOM generally functions satisfactorily despite the highly visible and hostile public 

exchange that occurred as a result of Namibian plans to build the Rundu-ENWC pipeline that 

were announced during the drought that coincided with Namibian independence. Therefore, in 

terms of Turton’s third hypothesis and its relationship to the Okavango River basin, acute 

conflict could only potentially occur when a river basin organisation is incapable of generating a 

wide enough range of viable policy options to accommodate the needs of all the riparian states, 

thereby allowing conflict to erupt (Turton, et.al., 2003a: 19). 

 

 The second threshold point relates to the sub-national scale, where a marked increase in 

conflict potential arises, as the range of viable policy options tends to zero (Turton, et.al., 2003: 

19). It is therefore improbable that this forms the focal point of OKACOM deliberations as this 

occurs at the sub-national level and is, therefore, within the sole competence of the national 

government concerned. However, OKACOM can play a major role in harmonising policy in 

order to mitigate against this possible outcome (Turton, et.al., 2003a: 19). 

 

   

3.4. SWIMMING UPSTREAM IN THE OKAVANGO: Swatuk and Vale’s post-positivist 

perspective 

 

If one applies the post-positivist theorising of Swatuk and Vale in the previous chapter, 

to the Okavango River basin, several important elements are noteworthy, but the end result is 

similar to Turton’s – while bridges and barriers to successful management of the Okavango 

River basin do exist, sustainable and wise use of the resources is possible and need not result in 

conflict. Moreover, according to Swatuk, the Okavango River basin is an excellent example of 

the problematique between state sovereignty and the associated national interest – and the way 

in which transboundary rivers challenge these fundamental concepts (Swatuk, 2003: 119).  

 

First and foremost, Swatuk prioritises non-state actors in helping to manage the situation 

in the Okavango. He emphasises the important role the Ramsar Convention has played to 

maintaining peace and facilitating cooperation in the region. The Ramsar Convention on 

Wetlands of International Importance is “the oldest of the four international nature conservation 

treaties which include the World Heritage Convention, CITES and the Bonn Convention” 
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(Njuguna, 1992 cited in Swatuk, 2003: 121). Named after the Iranian city of Ramsar where the 

inaugural meeting was held in 1971, the Ramsar Convention “provides the framework for 

international cooperation for the conservation of wetlands, the first and, so far, the only 

ecosystem type which has its own international treaty … The parties to the convention agree to 

include wetland conservation in their national planning and to promote their sound utilisation, 

especially as habitat for waterbird” (CEP Factsheet 17, no date cited in Swatuk, 2003: 121). 

Among SADC countries, Botswana, Malawi, Namibia, South Africa and Zambia are parties to 

the convention (Swatuk, 2003: 121).  

 

Moreover, Swatuk emphasises the multilateral non-state character of the convention, 

which has important implications for its SADC member states. According to Swatuk, Ramsar 

was the direct result of the collective desire of concerned individuals to see wetlands destruction 

stopped and reversed, through the power of the sovereign state. Swatuk therefore, does 

acknowledge the role of the state and indeed, several scholars argue that it is logical that the 

state has been the primary vehicle through which Ramsar operates, for it has been at the hands 

of both public policy and public neglect that wetlands have suffered the most (Matiza, 1994; 

Dugan, 1992 cited in Swatuk, 2003: 122). However, Swatuk mainly emphasises the role of 

powerful global NGO’s such as Wetlands International, Worldwide Fund for Nature, Birdlife 

International as will be discussed later in greater detail.  

 

Equally important for the conservation of wetlands is the way in which Ramsar has 

attempted to locate the convention itself within the wider ambit of the UNFCCC, UNCBD and 

UNCCD (Blasco, 1997 cited in Swatuk, 2003: 123). This is a component of the broader strategy 

to try and change people’s ways of thinking about the environment or natural resources as 

disconnected from their daily concerns, or as somewhat akin to specialist, expert interests. This 

essentially refers to the change in language and thinking characteristic of Swatuk/Vale’s 

argumentation in chapter 2. By articulating the many ‘goods and services’ wetlands provide 

humanity it is hoped that more people will become aware of the possibilities of the wise use of 

resources. Moreover, the economic valuation of wetlands in the context of biological diversity 

and natural resources accounting has also given rise to the need for a change in thinking 

(Richardson, 1998 cited in Swatuk, 2003: 123). And lastly, Swatuk argues that a change in 
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thinking is also needed as a result of arguments for wetlands’ central role as buffers in 

combating desertification, and as valuable carbon sinks in the struggle against global warming. 

 

Swatuk further attributes success or failure of the management of the Okavango River 

basin to the optimistic or pessimistic attitude that will prevail in the region regarding 

management of resources (Swatuk, 2003: 124). He claims that in Southern Africa today, there 

are parallel, opposed narratives that explain contemporary events and guide (policy) decisions. 

One reflects the classical realist assertions of Machiavelli, Clausewitz and Gray; the other, the 

Kantian liberalism of Halliday (Swatuk, 2003: 124). Each provides persuasive evidence in 

support of its analyses. For instance, Kantian narratives argue that there are three dominant 

themes motivating regional developments: the post-apartheid democratic moment; the socio-

economics of neo-liberal structural adjustment, now including regional (SADC) and continental 

(New Partnership for Africa’s Development – NEPAD) integration components; and the post-

Rio and Rio +10 emphasis on the collective management of natural resources (Swatuk, 2003: 

124). How they relate forms the basis for the emergence of more positive and constructive inter, 

intra and trans-state relations: a new language fuelling new thinking about a new regionalism 

(Swatuk, 2003: 124). Supporters of this perspective usually emphasise the functional character 

of the new regionalism, with the SADC, transnational, sub-national and multilateral activity at 

the forefront of analysis. “An emerging regional energy grid, a variety of protocols, improved 

communications and transportation networks, transnationally managed ‘superparks’, and new 

water laws are all said to be moving the region in the direction of cooperation and peace” 

(Swatuk & Vale, 2003: 124). Region-specific, the post-apartheid democratic moment, and the 

example which it has set, therefore, facilitates the collective pursuit of world order values in the 

region.  

 

According to Swatuk, these values of peace, economic growth and environmental 

sustainability are dependent upon the availability of increasing space for civil society to 

articulate the myriad of needs and interests and to exercise its capabilities free from a 

domineering and overdeveloped state (Swatuk, 2003: 124-125). They also necessitate the more 

efficient allocation of scarce resources by state makers in the region and the development of 

partnerships between and among relevant stakeholders, which will produce effective and 

creative solutions (state, corporate, (I)NGO and CBO-based) (Swatuk, 2003: 125).  
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Swatuk does, however, admit that the Kantian argument concedes that there are many 

obstacles along the road to regional peace and security. For instance, the SADC region is 

characterised by some of the least developed economies, war-battered societies, and 

unresponsive governments. Yet, unlike most of Africa, the SADC region enjoys the confidence 

and concern of the industrialised world as is reflected in its relationship with the Organisation 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (Swatuk, 2003: 125) Therefore, there 

seems to be much concentrated global effort, both state and non-state, toward making the 

African renaissance a reality, at least in this region. This perspective encapsulates the 

multidimensional and multi-faceted nature of conservation and development activities in the 

Okavango Delta – from local NGOs like the Kalahari Conservation Society, to international 

organisations like Conservation International from bilateral and multilateral donors like GTZ, 

SIDA, the EU and GEF, to regional think-tanks like IUCN-ROSA, the Desert Research 

Foundation of Namibia (DRFN) and the Harry Oppenheimer Okavango Research Centre 

(HOORC) to riparian as well as non-riparian states (Swatuk, 2003: 125). 

 

Swatuk further argues that it is precisely these obstacles that differentiate the Kantian 

argument from the realist, state-centric Machiavellian and Clausewitzian practices of  

‘statecraft.’ In regional politics, the levels of participation in multilateral agreements of shared 

resources (or anything for that matter) are partially determined by the immediacy of geopolitical 

events and the realities of cost and benefit analysis (Swatuk, 2003: 125). Moreover, personalities 

and the personal rule of classical realism seem to be playing decisive roles in recent policy-

making in southern Africa. Swatuk states that even in countries such as Botswana and South 

Africa, where bureaucratic structures of decision-making are more firmly entrenched, 

calculations are made of the basis of narrow ‘national interests’. Swatuk sums this sentiment up 

poetically, “…states may be seen to be moving, simultaneously, in two direction: while they are 

busy building ‘national fences’ in a ‘dangerous region’, at the same time, departments of water 

affairs, tourism, trade and industry, among others, are actively seeking ways of tearing and 

keeping these national fences down” (Swatuk, 2003: 125).  

 

 Swatuk makes the evocative statement that conflict flows with the run of rivers. And 

depending on whether Kant or Machiavelli/Clausewitz is chosen, or cooperation or conflict is 
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prioritised, the environment either appears as the locus of opportunity for regional peace-

building or as a fragmented series of resources for defence and capture (Swatuk, 2003: 126). For 

Swatuk, it goes without saying that conflict and cooperation are characteristic of the region, 

however, his pertinent question is which of these trends are likely to dominate in the 21st 

century? And, as a result, will a deliberate emphasis on cooperative tendencies in one issue area 

necessarily help to foster neglect of conflict in another? Put differently, without letting go of 

realist perspectives, is it justified to act from a liberal institutionalist perspective? (Swatuk, 

2003: 126).  

 

While most non-state actors would vote for a liberal institutionalist approach, Swatuk 

argues that what state-makers think is not as clear-cut. “Ramsar’s activity, like most 

environmental organisations in the world today, mirrors the guardedly optimistic liberal 

institutionalist perspective on world affairs: while not losing sight of the myriad dangers let 

loose by a world of states jealously guarding sovereignty, they continue to beaver away at 

building creative coalitions and science-based arguments in the hope that formerly reluctant 

state-makers will be trapped in an incontrovertible knowledge net” (Swatuk, 2003: 126). 

 

Based on these obstacles to regional peace and security, Swatuk lists several barriers to 

the successful management of the Okavango River basin. The primary barrier, according to 

Swatuk, is humankind’s treatment not only of wetlands but also of the approach to nature 

throughout history. The world’s wetlands are fast diminishing and have been doing so for 

perhaps a millennium. Drainage of wetlands has long been a strategy of human development, 

and human development has for several centuries regarded nature as an adversary to be 

overcome. In western renderings of ‘development’, those societies thought to reside most 

closely in harmony with nature – indigenous peoples – are regarded as ‘backward’. The impact 

of these practices on Southern Africa is particularly unfortunate; with the inherited colonial state 

forms organised specifically to exploit the natural environment through marginally linked 

enclave industrial activities in service of imperial or colonial industrial-based power (Swatuk & 

Vale, 1999, cited in Swatuk, 2003: 128). Swatuk further cites that underdevelopment in Africa 

captures the essence of the development problematique facing countries that are members of 

OKACOM (Amin et al 1987; Saul 2001; Wallerstein 1986 cited in Swatuk, 2003: 128). 

Essentially, he is argues that the sustainable management of the Okavango River basin to take 
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place calls for a change in the old practices learned from traditional/colonial history and practice 

(Swatuk, 2003: 128). 

 

Yet another barrier to the successful management of the Okavango River basin as argued 

by Swatuk is the current regional experiences with liberation struggles and civil wars, which is 

closely related to the development problematique mentioned above (Swatuk, 2003: 128). In 

Angola, for instance, the extent of physical and psychological damage caused by decades of 

civil war cannot be overestimated. Moreover, there is a significant development deficit, not only 

in Angola, but also throughout the SADC region. Part of the challenge for those interested in the 

cooperative management of the Okavango system is to show state makers, most of whom are 

imbued with 1950s-style notions of ‘mega-project’ development, for example, irrigated cash 

crop agriculture, power plants, producer-driven commodity chain production, that decentralised, 

community-based, participatory forms of ‘development’ are a better, more sustainable option 

(Hasler 2000b cited in Swatuk, 2003: 128). For example, according to Swatuk, Namibia’s plans 

for a gas-fired power station at the Orange River mouth Ramsar site, its intentions to construct a 

hydropower plant at Popa Falls, in the middle of the Namibian proposed Southern Okavango 

Ramsar site, and its mooted plans to establish large-scale irrigated agriculture in the Caprivi 

Strip, all suggest quite the contrary.  

 

However, the same can be said of each of the riparian states, each determined to pursue 

national development plans, often holding aggressively to their sovereign right to do so. Outside 

observers and scholars alike, often attribute Angola’s relatively inactive participation in 

OKACOM to a lack of capacity and a preoccupation with fighting UNITA. Yet, others closely 

involved with these basin commissions argue that inaction on OKACOM results more from 

Angolan unhappiness with Namibian developments in the Cunene River basin, and 

unwillingness to expose its plans for the Cubango beyond Savimbi (Swatuk, 2003: 129). 

Additionally, from the upstream point of view, Botswana’s recent change to ‘sustainable 

utilisation’ options result not from any ‘greening’ of the government, but from a combination of 

money made through tourism (i.e. real cash benefits) and the failure to push through its own 

Southern Okavango Integrated Water Resources Management project (Hasler 2000a; IUCN 

1992). While those interested in regional peace point to the positive World Court adjudication of 
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the Namibia-Botswana dispute over Sedudu Island (see Swatuk 2002), it is clear that no real 

‘national interests’ were negatively affected by the court’s decision.  

 

The point, according to Swatuk, is therefore that sovereign states keen on post-war 

reconstruction and overcoming the development deficit are unlikely to take kindly to outside 

interference in their development plans. Most of the barriers to success discussed thus far may 

be regarded as structural i.e. history, development philosophy, underdevelopment and national 

sovereignty (Swatuk, 2003: 129). 

 

Swatuk also notes that agency, or the human capacity to overcome these obstacles, 

should not be ruled out. “But human capacity comes in many forms, some of which work to 

reinforce structural pathologies, others to overcome them. This is most clearly expressed 

through institutions, for institutions stand at the interstices of structure and agency” (Swatuk, 

2003: 129). For example, Swatuk observes that SADC government institutions, developed 

haphazardly over time or established to satisfy particular needs (like colonial interests), locate 

resource use decisions across numerous departments, ministries and agencies. As such, decision-

making reflects the interests of dominant personalities and influential departments and 

ministries. Furthermore, this type of decision-making according to Swatuk, also privileges 

policies oriented to retain the status quo, as all departments vie for their piece of the national 

budget (Swatuk, 2003: 129). For instance, departments or ministries of water development, 

mining, lands, housing and agriculture, are all geared toward the exploitation of the resource, 

while national conservation agencies or ministries of tourism and the environment are more 

interested in its conservation and wise use. It therefore may depend on which departments have 

more clout in a government, i.e. departments developed on the back of colonial or imperial 

endeavours, for example, mining and agriculture according to Swatuk (2003: 130). 

 

Despite these rather daunting barriers to the successful management of the Okavango 

River basin, Swatuk is more hopeful than pessimistic. He emphasises two key elements: time 

and the robustness of the Okavango Delta itself (Swatuk, 2003: 130). In terms of the latter, 

Swatuk argues that the delta itself is less vulnerable than is often thought. On the one hand, it 

looks vulnerable due to the contrast with its surroundings. However, on the other hand, the delta 

is constantly changing. Wolski (cited in Swatuk, 2003: 131) emphasises this point by arguing 
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that the system is so complex and the changes have been so gradual that it is virtually 

impossible to tell which are manmade and which natural. Swatuk is careful not to encourage 

complacency however, but he does suggest that there is enough time for articulating viable 

management plans, for sorting out the necessary interstate modalities, and for building 

implementation capacity (Swatuk, 2003: 131).  

 

Other favourable key elements are global interest, expertise and capital. This ranges 

from bilateral support for the development of an Okavango River basin management plan by the 

Swiss government, to an EU-supported, multidisciplinary and multi-university project focusing 

on achieving a balance between social and ecosystem needs in an international river basin; from 

the SIDA-sponsored project Every River Has Its People (ERHIP) that brings together six NGOs 

from Namibia and Botswana to study ways in which communities may be made active partners 

in the management of the Okavango system, to a Conservation International administered 

project investigating prospects for establishing a transboundary ‘peace park’ extending from the 

delta into the (presently moribund) Cuando-Cubango controlled hunting area (Swatuk, 2003: 

131). 

 

Local interest is also another key factor in support of conservation sustainable 

management of the Okavango River basin. ERHIP, for instance, has its roots in the Okavango 

Liaison Group’s efforts to facilitate and strengthen dialogue between the governments of 

Namibia and Botswana regarding use of the waters of the Okavango River. Similarly, the 

Okavango Liaison Group (OLG) itself grows out of local Ngamiland action against the 

government of Botswana’s Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development project. This 

long tradition of social activism is bolstered by the relatively democratic kgotla system of 

traditional government. Local communities lacking organisation or a platform from which to 

speak have been helped by a wide variety of indigenous (Kalahari Conservation Society, Desert 

Research Foundation of Namibia) and international (Conservation International, International 

Rivers Network) NGOs with their own conservation-oriented interests overlapping with local 

community desires for access and (sustainable) use (Swatuk, 2003: 131).  

 

In conclusion, according to Swatuk, the facts of state power, of ‘national interests’ and of 

sovereignty cannot be ignored. Taken together, they constitute the fundamental problematique 
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for successful management of the Okavango River basin (Swatuk, 2003: 134). Swatuk argues 

that while many academics use post-positivist, constructivist theorising to interrogate and 

analyse the world, those operating in the political economy of natural resource management 

would do well to engage in a two-level game (oddly enough he does not recognise his own 

theorising as having post-positivist foundations). On the one hand, it is beneficial to recognise 

that states are indeed social constructions, that they are time-bound historical artefacts, and not 

timeless physical phenomena. “Regarding them as such provides insight into capacities for 

changing the system, perhaps toward different, more inclusive and sustainable forms of social 

organisation, grouped, for example, around resources like river basins” (Swatuk, 2003: 135).  

However, Swatuk also argues that, on the other hand, “…it must be acknowledged that those 

who inhabit states act as though they are timeless entities, taking their intellectual cues not from 

Kant but from Clausewitz and Machiavelli” (Swatuk, 2003: 135).  

 

There are those who argue that states encouraging interdependence and multi-lateralism 

only do so because they are weak in a world of the strong, as argued by Buzan in Turton’s 

hypothesis on national security. For instance, as Turton argued, Botswana, as a downstream 

riparian, is arguably playing the multilateral card. By doing so it hopes eventually to lock and 

secure its upstream neighbours into a regime of sustainable river basin management. Swatuk 

postulates that Botswana, in playing the ‘environmental good citizen’, is understandably 

pursuing narrowly defined national interest in the form of delta health for tourism and economic 

development. Swatuk also argues that Namibia, however, is slightly more ambivalent about this. 

While it too is a contracting party to Ramsar, it has recently shelved plans to place the Lower 

Okavango River wetland on the list of wetlands of international importance. However, through 

OKACOM it remains willing to talk and to listen (Swatuk, 2003: 135). But its stated intentions 

remain: to use the waters of the Okavango as part of a conjunctive use strategy that will ensure 

steady supplies of water and national development. Angola – not a Ramsar member – remains 

the unknown entity, but a post-Savimbi Angola would conceivably behave much like present-

day Namibia. As an Angolan state maker, the first question to ask of Botswana is probably why 

Angola should forego the use of the water of the Cubango and allow Botswana to reap all the 

economic and social benefits.  
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What is in it for Angola? According to Swatuk, history proves that upstream states and 

regions within states have always taken the lion’s share of the water. The Colorado River, is a 

typical example where it has been dammed and diverted time and time again, and now no longer 

flows into the sea. It is therefore understandable that the quality and quantity of water in 

Southern Africa’s rivers that flow through Mozambique pose both serious challenges to 

integrated water resource management in the region and grave warnings for those interested in 

maintaining the health of the Okavango Delta. According to Swatuk, the management of the 

delta presents difficult and sensitive situation, for the waters end in an ecologically and socially 

vibrant physical space in the heart of another country. If Angola decides – officially through 

government, or informally through the actions of many (possibly a more likely outcome) – to 

abstract a volume of water from the river that will forever alter the delta, what is there to stop 

the country from doing so? This marks an instance of the abiding tension between Machiavelli 

and Kant in the region and in the world: there seems little that can be done to stop them from 

doing so (Swatuk, 2003: 135).  

 

This leads Swatuk to ask the very pertinent question: “Can shared membership in global 

conventions serve as the basis for sustainable use?” (Swatuk, 2003: 135). Swatuk’s opinion is 

that as long as the state representatives to these conventions are located in relatively powerless 

conservation agencies or marginal environmental ministries, it is unlikely that sustainable use 

will move from theory to practice. Once again, this sentiment reinforces his argument for 

encouraging a change in thinking about water use and therefore management. Swatuk therefore 

concludes that only when wetland destruction becomes socially unacceptable by state/policy 

makers, individuals, engineers, military, and technocrats (in a sense everyone) will we reach the 

stage where the wise use of wetlands becomes a reality. 

 

 

3.5. EVALUATION 

 

As argued in this chapter, the merging of positivist and post-positivist perspectives was 

clearly evident on some levels. One the one hand, Swatuk, in relation to the Ramsar Convention, 

argues for the importance of changing people’s ways of thinking about the environment or 

natural resources as somehow separate from their daily concerns, or as somewhat akin to 
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specialist, expert interests. Arguably, this rings true for Turton’s political ecology theorising 

which is anti-anthropocentric, contending that the well-being and needs of humans have 

precedence over nature’s interests and needs. Both perspectives therefore argue for a change in 

thinking or how we view the world. For instance, returning to the debate illuminated by 

Turton’s political ecology approach (briefly mentioned in chapter 2); ‘ecological sustainability’ 

at the expense of ‘economic sustainability’, it is noteworthy to revisit and reconceptualise the 

concept of virtual water, a more ecologically friendly option vs. the development of a pipeline in 

Namibia. According to Turton, pipelines and their associated politics of power represent what 

may be referred to as the realpolitik of water (Turton, 1999a: 20). While pipelines and their 

associated engineering support systems can be understood as being the “hard option”, falling 

into the category of ecological unsustainability, virtual water and its associated political 

ramifications of power represent a “soft option”, falling into the category of economic growth 

within the confines of environmental sustainability. But in order for virtual water to be a viable 

policy option, it would need to be reconceptualised accordingly, since the current definition is 

too crude and abstract and ‘anti-southern’ (in the sense that it disadvantages the South). If 

virtual water is based on international trade in water-rich products, then what about the poorer 

countries that lack the capital to harness their water surplus and sell it as virtual water or the 

foreign currency needed to buy the virtual water? If virtual water is based on the trade of cereals 

(wheat), then what is the significance of this option in cultural terms? If there is a cultural 

preference for local grains, how will this impact on the viability of a virtual water policy? 

Questions like these help to address the inadequacies in various policy options, such as virtual 

water, and advocate for a change in thinking and a redefining and reconceptualising of water-

related issues if we are to facilitate cooperation and management of shared river basins. 

 

Moreover, as stated in chapter 2, a change in language, according to Swatuk and Vale, 

implies a reorientation of how developing countries view ‘advice’ from the West. They should 

not be regarded as the bearers of answers. Moreover, conceiving of water as one of the many 

resources to be secured for development concedes the high ground to militaries keen on 

preserving access to this resource and engineers keen on wielding the violence of 

anthropocentric science to solve ‘shortages’ (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 11). While Turton’s 

argument for a mindset change rests on his second hypothesis (mentioned earlier in the 

discussion on Hydrosocial Contract Theory) which encourages the development of a new 
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definition of hydropolitics that moves away from the existing bias towards water and conflict 

and focuses instead on cooperation potential (Turton, 2002). This new definition, as previously 

mentioned, embraces the dynamic aspects of water resource management, while not assuming 

necessarily a causal relationship between shared resources and conflict, but rather shared 

resources as a means for cooperation. 

 

 The main areas of variations in viewpoints between these authors are the issues of state 

sovereignty and the development problematique although these variations are minimal. For 

Swatuk, state sovereignty and the associated national interest, and the way in which 

transboundary rivers challenge these fundamental concepts is the key issue. As such he focuses 

on the discourse of politics and policy-making, suggesting a new language about a new 

regionalism that is fuelled by new thinking. For Turton, the question is not so much that 

sovereignty is a problem, for he believes it to be important, but rather whether it should be 

prioritised over other factors mentioned in his first two hypotheses. So on the question of 

whether or not sovereignty is a problem and, if so, for whom is it a problem, Turton argues that 

ultimately the importance of sovereignty depends on the specific perspective being taken by 

whoever poses the question (Turton, Ashton & Cloete, 2003b: 365). Turton’s position on this 

issue is therefore that sovereignty is important, but it need not necessarily be a major problem or 

impediment to effective water resource management of a shared river basin. This important 

issue will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 4 – A TENTATIVE ASSESSMENT OF THE 

NILE RIVER BASIN 

 

 

4.1. DESCRIPTION OF THE REGION 

 

Stretching from its unusual source in the headwaters of the Luvironza River in Central Africa, to 

the Mediterranean, the Nile is 6 671 kilometres long, and is the longest river in the world. Its 

basin covers approximately one-tenth of Africa, and has a catchment area of over three million 

square kilometres. Moreover, and undoubtedly one of the major causes for the tension in this 

region, the Nile has ten riparian states, four of which are water scarce and amongst the poorest 

in the world: Burundi, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Tanzania, Kenya, 

Uganda, Sudan, Ethiopia and Eritrea, as well as Egypt. It has two major sources: eighty per cent 

of the water originates from the Ethiopian highlands through the Blue Nile and the Atbara River; 

and the rest comes from the White Nile, which originates in Burundi (El-Fadel, El-Sayegh, El-

Fadl & Khorbotly, 2003: 107). 

 

 Although all the waters in Burundi and Rwanda and more than half the waters in Uganda 

are produced within their boundaries, most of the water resources of Sudan and Egypt originate 

outside their borders: 77 and 97%, respectively (FAO, 1997 cited in El-Fadel et.al., 2003: 108)). 

About 94 billion cubic meters (BCM) flow annually to Lake Aswan in Egypt, yet only 0.4 BCM 

are released into the Mediterranean through the Rosetta, Damietta, and other main branches 

along its 40-km wide delta (Karyabwite, 2000; Varis, 2000; Nile Basin Initiative online, 2006). 

In other words, its annual discharge is relatively small in proportion to its size compared to other 

river basin worldwide. 

 

Another distinguishing feature of the Nile is that half of its course flows through 

countries with no effective rainfall. Nearly all of the river’s water is generated on an area 

covering 20% of the basin, while the remainder is arid or semiarid regions with minimal water 

supplies and very large evaporation losses (Karyabwite, 2000 cited in El-Fadel et.al., 2003: 

108). 
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Moreover, the population size of the Nile River basin is approximately 300 million. 

Within the next 25 years, the population is expected to double, leaving some scholars and 

environmental activists to argue for the increase demand leading to a potential conflict situation 

(Pottinger, 2004: 2; El-Fadel et.al., 2003: 109).  

 

Map 4. The Nile River basin

Source: Nile Basin Initiative, 2006: http://www.nilebasin.org/nilemap.htm 
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El-Fadel et.al. (2003: 109) further argue that the increase in population distribution in the basin 

is dominated by a shift toward greater urbanization. For instance, the urban population in 

Burundi, Ethiopia, Rwanda, and Uganda is projected to more than double as a percentage of the 

total population. This redistribution has implications for water management since urban 

populations by and large consume more water per capita for domestic and industrial use than 

rural populations. Moreover, although urbanization presents opportunities for taking advantage 

of economies of scale in water delivery and sanitation, it also poses challenges of delivering 

water in remote areas, such as ensuring drinking water sanitation and appropriate wastewater 

treatment (Baecher et al., 2000 cited in El-Fadel, et.al., 2003: 109). 

 

 

4.2. OUTLINE OF THE POTENTIAL CONFLICT SITUATION 

 

As mentioned above, the paradox of the Nile, and arguably one of the major causes of 

the tension between states, is the fact that the headwater areas contribute the bulk of the water, 

but it is the arid downstream areas of Sudan and Egypt that consume most of it (Othieno & 

Zondi, 2006: 2). Unlike the upstream countries, Egypt has virtually no other source of fresh 

water and, since 98 per cent of its population lives in the Nile valley, the river is practically the 

country’s sole source of life. Additionally, Egypt’s use of the Nile’s waters involves a lot of 

wastage through outdated irrigation systems, and domestic and industrial misuse (Othieno & 

Zondi, 2006: 2). There has to be a resolution to the question of balance between who has the 

historic right to the Nile’s waters, and issues of sovereign water rights, especially where the 

river ought to be controlled – upstream or downstream. 

 

Dating back to ancient Egyptian history, the Egyptians revered and sanctified the Nile 

River as a demigod and as such, it was defended militarily. The queen of Sheba’s armies tried 

several times to conquer the Sudan to guarantee Egypt long-term control over the Nile. Until 

very recently, Egypt has been willing to take up arms on more than one occasion in order to 

secure its acquired rights to the gigantic water course which has been the basis of its 

development and prosperity, from the building of the first reservoir around 4 000 BC, to that of 

the largest man-made lake, Lake Nasser, in the 1970s (Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 2). 
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Colonialism then marked the beginning of the modern tensions in this region when the 

colonial superpowers realised the significance of the Nile water for the prosperity of the 

colonies, particularly Egypt (El-Fadel, et.al., 2003: 109). After re-conquering Sudan in 1898, the 

British removed vegetation that was obstructing navigation along the river, creating alternative 

drainage paths to divert and improve the flow. They also signed an agreement with Ethiopia in 

1902, which was necessary to ensure the security of the water supply, since Ethiopia provides 

80% of the Nile water and the British had no control over the Ethiopian portion (El-Fadel, et.al., 

2003: 109). Britain also had to negotiate with France and Italy to prevent their interference with 

the British dominance over the Nile. 

 

 Egypt’s present rights and inequitable control over the Nile basin were also imposed by 

colonial agreements and could arguably be attributed to the arbitrary boundaries imposed by 

colonial governments. In the quest for a basin-wide development, the British reached an 

understanding with Egypt on behalf of its colonies – Uganda, Tanganyika, and Kenya – that 

culminated in the signing of the Nile Waters Agreement in 1929 (Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 2). 

The British concessions then legalised Egyptian hegemony over the Nile by awarding it veto 

rights over any upstream water projects, as well as an annual allocation of 48 billion cubic 

metres, with Sudan’s allocation at 4 billion cubic meters. The allocations then increased to 55.5 

billion and 18.5 billion cubic meters respectively, after the 1959 Water Agreement was signed 

between Egypt and Sudan. Moreover, this bilateral agreement divided the Nile’s water between 

the two most downstream countries, Egypt and Sudan, without consulting any of the other 

involved parties. 

 

Once again, various scholars list different contributing factors of the conflict but most 

scholars would agree that Egypt’s reluctance to compromise on the bilateral agreement made 

with Sudan, and its unwillingness to renegotiate an agreement with the other eight riparian 

states, are two key exacerbating factors. Othieno and Zondi (2006: 2) for instance, attribute the 

tensions in the Nile River basin to Egypt’s hard-line stance and intransigence which can in turn 

be attributed not only to the fact that the Nile provides a source of its survival, but also to the 

fact that Cairo has the support of the United States as Washington’s key ally in the Middle East 

and North Africa. These authors argue that as a result, other Nile states have resented Egypt’s 

control of and dominion over their use of the Nile waters (Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 2). This view 
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has a positivist underpinning but evidence certainly exists to prove its authenticity. Othieno and 

Zondi cite the example of when, in February 2004, Tanzania launched a project that involved 

watering the Shinyanga region, 160 kilometres from Lake Victoria, which was funded by the 

Chinese at a cost of US$27 million, the Egyptian response was to veto the project (based on its 

‘right’ to do so in the 1929 agreement as it would affect the Nile’s water supply downstream 

(Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 2). Similarly, Ethiopia has been prohibited from building any major 

dams as this would reduce the flow of the Blue Nile’s waters into the greater Nile River. 

Similarly, Kenya has threatened to withdraw from the 1929 agreement in order to use the Nile’s 

waters for the irrigation of some of the driest parts of its territory. In response, Egypt stated that 

withdrawing from the treaty would be tantamount to a declaration of war. But as a result of the 

implementation of the two colonial agreements of 1929 and 1959, millions of inhabitants along 

the river have been displaced, dispossessed of their land, and have had their access to tributaries 

constrained. Moreover, several hundred people in the Sudan were displaced due to the 

construction of 13 dams over the past four decades. Of the thirteen, eight were for Egypt, three 

for Sudan and one each for Ethiopia and Uganda. This has contributed in upstream countries to 

poverty, and pressure for change in the distribution of control over the utilisation of the Nile 

(Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 2). 

 

Egypt has furthermore claimed that the bilateral agreement is irrevocable since its 

population growth is likely to double by 2025, and access to this volume of water is vital to its 

ability to support the growing population (George, 1998 cited in El-Fadel, et.al., 2003: 111). 

This argument is however questionable since Ethiopia’s population is almost as big as Egypt’s. 

Also, Ethiopia has been left out of negotiations because Egypt and Sudan have traditionally 

claimed that the country can sustain itself solely through rain fed agriculture. However, 

successive drought-induced famines in the last three decades have proven otherwise. Despite its 

substantial natural resources and potential for agricultural production, Ethiopia is one of the 

poorest countries in the world with food insecurity as a major problem.  

 

It is therefore clearly evident that the political relations between the countries in the 

basin influence the water negotiations to a large extent. Egypt is particularly interested in 

promoting Sudanese stability as internal conflicts in Sudan represent the main threat to the Nile 

basin water utilisation patterns. Also, the Blue Nile represents the source of the Egyptian–
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Ethiopian dispute, as Ethiopia demands its natural rights to exploit its waters, over which Egypt 

has assumed total control. Only recently, in 1998, has this region seen a concerted effort made 

towards cooperation. All riparian states, with the exception of Eritrea, joined in a dialogue to 

create a regional forum to facilitate the multilateral pursuit of sustainable development and 

collective management of the Nile’s waters (El-Fadel et.al., 2003: 111-112). In May 1999, this 

initiative was made official when it was named the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI).  

 

The hydropolitical debate (until 1998) of the three major Nile River basin states can 

therefore be summarised as the following (Nicol, 2003: 173-174): 

 

Egypt 

 

• Entitled to 55.5 Mm³ under the 1959 Water Agreement. 

• Until the mid-1990’s was not prepared to concede to Ethiopia’s intentions to develop the 

Nile waters. 

• Publicly has regarded the 1959 agreement as defining its ‘minimum entitlement.’ 

• Recognises Sudan’s entitlement to 18 Mm³ and has opposed reduction to ‘historic 

entitlements.’ 

• Prepared to develop joint schemes such as the Jonglei in Sudan. 

• Government agencies, concerned with water issues and land reclamation strongly defend 

the notion that they have options for increased use of water and propose 25% increase in 

area under irrigation. These schemes, however, go well beyond what is possible with the 

known water resources and existing institutions. 

 

Sudan 

 

• Sudan’s position is largely dominated by Egypt since the 1959 agreement stipulates that 

Egypt can monitor Sudanese usage. 

• Sudan has been developing irrigated agriculture since the early 20th century. 
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• Sudan also carefully monitors Egyptian water use, particularly the diversion to Sinai. 

The Sudanese were excited at the prospect of Egypt transferring water across the Sinai to 

Israel in late 1979; however, this did not come to pass. 

• Facilitated by the 1959 agreement, the Jonglei scheme was developed in the 1980’s. Its 

stated intention was to reduce the losses from evaporation from the White Nile as it 

moved through the Sudd, thus increasing water supply to the north (and Egypt). 

However, the decision did not take into account its impact of the south was as a partial 

catalyst, according to Nicol, for the resurgent civil war. As such, it was abandoned 

halfway. 

 

Ethiopia 

 

• Ethiopia has noted that it has plans to move water outside the natural Nile, much to the 

alarm of Egypt. 

• It was never allowed to develop its hydropower potential nor address the more difficult 

water-for-agriculture issues. 

• Small dams have been constructed, particularly in the highlands, but these projects are 

subject to major problems resulting from environmental degradation. 

• Ethiopia (and other upstream riparians) regards the renegotiating of the 1959 agreement 

as essential to the management of the Nile waters. 

• Ethiopia has actively been trying to gain recognition for its rights to develop water for 

power and agriculture. For the first time, in 1997, did the Egyptian government, through 

the exchange of diplomatic notes, state that they should discuss issues bilaterally. These 

actions ultimately led to the NBI. 

 

Apart from the inter-state relations affecting the management of Nile’s waters, other 

environmental factors do exist that are beyond one country’s control. The persistent dry climatic 

conditions caused by global warming in the latter part of the 20th century led to a fall in the 

Nile’s water levels as, simultaneously, the demand for water increased due to population 

growth. This situation partly accounts for the devastating recurrent drought and famine in the 

Horn of Africa and East Africa during the 1980s. Moreover, the agriculture-based economies of 
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the Nile basin suffered further in the 1990s as a result of environmental degradation, such as 

deforestation, soil erosion, and sedimentation. This also exacerbated the tensions and added to 

the potential for conflict, as well as contributing to the weakening of states in the region. 

Consequently, there emerged tremendous pressure to increase cultivatable land through 

irrigation schemes in the Nile basin, to increase food and export crop production. Naturally, 

during this period the potential for Nile water to be harnessed for freshwater consumption, 

agriculture, and hydropower received a fresh focus. This resulted in a call for cooperation 

among the Nile states in order to utilise the river equitably for their benefit, rather than create 

tensions among themselves (Othieno & Zondi, 2006: 2-3). 

 

 

4.3. SWIMMING DOWNSTREAM IN THE NILE: Turton’s positivist perspective 

 

Like the Okavango River basin, Turton’s logic of the hydropolitical complex can also be 

applied to the Nile River basin. Chapter 3 outlined the broad security complex theory of Buzan 

on which Turton’s argumentation is based (Buzan, 1991: 210), which Schulz (1995) has refined 

to apply to river basins where water scarcity becomes linked to the national security aspirations 

or threat perception of the respective riparian states as well as non-riparian but neighbouring 

states (Turton, et.al., 2003a: 12). To recap, Buzan argues that ‘national security’ implies that the 

main object of security is the nation. Buzan’s conclusion was that since the state rests on its 

physical base (natural resources), threats to that component of the state count as fundamental 

national security concerns.  

 

The same elements relevant to the southern African hydropolitical complex described in 

chapter 3, such as, the relationship between strong and weak states, and the economic status of 

states, are also important when reviewing the Nile River basin. Turton mentions that Egypt, the 

downstream state, is totally reliant on the Nile River for its survival (Turton, 2001: 22). This 

point illuminates another counter-argument for the possibility of water wars as argued by 

Turton. A dispute or even a military conflict is not necessarily a struggle over water. It can also 

be a contest for ideological or hegemonic supremacy within a region, such as the 1975 

Euphrates crisis between Iraq and Syria (Meissner, 2000b: 25). It may not be the case that there 

is a contest for hegemony in the Nile Delta, since Egypt has a clear advantage in this regard, 
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however, it is certainly arguable that Egypt has found it necessary time and time again to 

reassert its hegemony in the region through various means, water security being one key way in 

which to achieve this. 

 

Turton further highlights the fact that the Nile River basin is characterised by rainfall, 

which supplies the streamflow, and which originates in an upstream country. It is thus out of the 

control of the most dependent and most powerful downstream user i.e. Egypt. Moreover, the 

Nile River basin is characterised by an asymmetric power configuration, with the most 

downstream riparian regarding the Nile as a vital national security interest (Turton, 2001: 22). It 

is through this, that the Water War rhetoric has emerged, based on the premise that the first 

water wars will be fought in this region. Turton argues that based on these characteristics, the 

Nile River basin is, in fact, a hydropolitical security complex because the water issues that have 

been raised within this context can only be solved by cooperation amongst its riparians (Turton, 

2001: 22).  

 

As previously stated, Egypt, the regional hegemon has always controlled the distribution 

of the Nile’s waters, while co-riparians such as Ethiopia, who contribute the most water to the 

Nile have had virtually no ability to tap into this resource. Certainly, several authors, including 

Buzan and Turton, have argued that, throughout history, Egypt has employed the 

“securitisation” tactic (water as security priority or even top national priority) to reinforce the 

hegemony in the Basin and justify certain actions (“hydraulic mission” and “resource capture”) 

over the Nile waters. However, Buzan explains that desecuritisation is the alternative to 

securitisation (Buzan et al., 1998: 87; Turton, 1999: 96) and “is desirable wherever possible” 

(Turton, 1999c: 113). This is one of the options available to Ethiopia, which would enable it to 

place water issues in normal politics rather than security politics. If the national and regional 

institutional arrangement will be enhanced and if political will and transparency are present, the 

“desecuritisation” dynamics will be translated in capacity and confidence-building and later in 

win-win outcomes. According to Turton, a desecuritisation model includes several important 

elements: enhanced cooperation, basin-wide institutional development, changing perceptions, 

negotiations, third-party involvement, and mobilisation, interpretation and sharing of data 

(Turton, 1999c: 120). It is, therefore, in the best interest of Ethiopia’s strategy that cooperation 

and institutional development replace conflictive competition.  
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 Other key issues emphasised by Turton, and which can be applied to this tentative 

assessment of the Nile, are social and adaptive capacities, and second-order resources, as 

described in chapters 1 and 2. Ohlsson mentions that the strength of social adaptive capacities is 

a key element in the management and allocation of water resources and very often developing 

countries are short of these capacities, as is the case with Ethiopia. Social and political adaptive 

capacities have been the object of study of many researchers – Homer-Dixon called it 

“ingenuity”, while Ostrom called it “social capital.” Ohlsson, and later, Ohlsson and Turton, 

developed the concept of second-order resources, which is as explained in chapter 2, the 

capacity to mobilise social and political resources to accomplish institutional transformation and 

change (Ohlsson, 1999, Ohlsson and Turton, 1999). These resources, according to Turton, are 

the key determining factors in water resource management (Turton, 1999: 164).  

 

On the topic of the Nile Basin Initiative, Turton believes it might be beneficial to shift 

the focus from water sharing to benefit sharing, an important issue that will be elaborated upon 

in chapter 5. The gust of benefit-sharing amounts to eliminating all political influences, and 

simply considering what would be the most optimal use of the Nile waters. In practice, it could 

mean greater ‘non-state centric’ altruistic involvement by governments who would allow their 

share of the waters to be used by neighbouring states for the greater regional good. Ethiopia, for 

example, with its mountainous terrain, would provide an ideal location for the construction of 

several small dams to enable a more efficient flow of the Nile’s waters. These dams would 

support modest irrigation projects and electricity generation, and in so doing, help to build up 

the industrial base of one of the world’s poorest counties. The project, however, would probably 

involve Ethiopia retaining water that Egyptian officials might argue was theirs, even if the sluice 

gates of these dams could be opened to release water to Egypt in times of need. Hobbs indicates 

with disappointment that it is uncertain whether Egypt, with its long history of contentious 

relations with Ethiopia, would contemplate a move that could increase its vulnerability, even if 

it could mean the improvement of Ethiopia’s economic development and the economic well 

being of the region at large. However, cooperation along the Nile would certainly provide more 

economic and political stability to the region and reduce the possibility of water wars in Africa 

(Hobbs, 2006). 
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4.4. SWIMMING UPSTREAM IN THE NILE: Swatuk and Vale’s post-positivist 

perspective 

 

While no literature was found of Swatuk/Vale’s assessment of the Nile, several points can 

be highlighted by using their theorising of the Homer-Dixon hypothesis described in chapter 2. 

Of the five criticisms of Homer-Dixon’s argumentation of water-capture leading to water war, 

the most relevant to the Nile River basin is what they refer to as the false promises of modernity 

– the state (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 7). As mentioned in chapter 2, they argue that Homer-Dixon’s 

approach to environmental security privileges both the state as the fundamental social form for 

dealing with questions of ‘scarcity’. Certainly this is the case in the Nile River basin, since the 

only agreements made regarding water in this region have indeed been between states, and even 

these agreements have been elitist, by including only Egypt and Sudan until only very recently. 

Swatuk and Vale also state that those who support more cooperative, multilateral approaches to 

environmental security are quick to point out that environmental issues/problems do not respect 

human-made borders, yet the preferred forums for dealing with these issues are interstate and 

expert b(i)ased (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 7). Even the NBI, which is multilateral in nature, is state-

centric in its membership. 

 

 Another important point raised by Swatuk and Vale is that of neo-liberal capitalist 

development (Swatuk & Vale, 2000: 7). Industrialism, production and consumption are central 

to modernist and statist conceptions of ‘progress.’ This issue is once again prevalent in the NBI, 

which although being established to address tensions over water, as well as reduce poverty and 

promote economic integration, is relies heavily on constructing large-scale irrigation and 

hydropower dams to promote economic cooperation (Pottinger, 2004: 1) In fact, the worldwide 

record of large dams, as reported by the World Commission on Dams (WCD), shows that poorly 

planned large dams are as likely to exacerbate problems of poverty, water inequity and 

environmental degradation (Pottinger, 2004: 1). Therefore, Swatuk and Vale’s assertion that the 

current developmental emphasis privileges neo-liberal capitalist ‘development’ which, for most 

Africans is no development at all, certainly rings true in this example. 

 

 Additionally, Swatuk highlights how developmental programmes are influenced by 

Western ideals, beliefs, ways of thinking since they are in part, the ones who fund these projects. 
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How this translates into policy is most readily seen in the present directions being taken by 

foreign donors in the Nile River basin region. In chapter 2, a list of five assumptions which all 

major donor policies rely on, was given such as: state-by-state structural adjustment 

programmes are a necessary part of regional economic growth and development; regionally 

integrative activities; ‘developmental’ activities should cultivate ‘smart-partnerships’ between 

civil society actors in recipient countries and private enterprises in donor countries; recipient 

states should become facilitators rather than initiators of development; and all of these activities 

should be undertaken in the spirit of democratic participation, including transparent and 

accountable forms of decision-making. These assumptions are being realised in the NBI due to 

the role of the World Bank. The World Bank is the largest international lender of water projects 

and is also an enthusiastic supporter of the NBI. It is especially interested in the NBI’s potential 

for big construction projects such as large dams (Pottinger, 2004: 3). But, as Pottinger notes, the 

World Bank has also supported dam projects that are not the best option and do not follow good 

practices, which often result in a stalemate rather than improved service delivery for 

governments and communities (Pottinger, 2004: 3-4). What this illuminates once again is how 

global narratives get imported into the region and, without question, sometimes become the 

basis on which future policy is made. 

 

 The final point raised by Swatuk and Vale raises the question of the terroritoriality of the 

state, which raises issues of inequality between the haves and the have-nots. This is certainly the 

case with the existence of weaker (Ethiopia) and more powerful riparians (Egypt), who have 

more clout in multilateral arenas. It is certainly true that Egypt has been the dominant 

stakeholder in the Nile River Basin since time immemorial and has tried to maintain the status 

quo. Moreover, due to the leverage Egypt has in international institutions, and as an ally of the 

US as previously mentioned, it was, for a long time able to stop big international donations for 

Ethiopian projects such as dams (Warner, 2000: 40). That said however, is also true that the 

hydropolitical contexts are changing. There is a cooperative process currently underway in the 

basin since the beginning of the 1990s, and the international political framework is different 

from before. This is where positivist and post-positivist theorising merge since Turton, based on 

the work of Buzan, make this very point as well by emphasising the existence of a hydropolitical 

security complex in this region. 
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4.5. EVALUATION 

 

As with the Okavango River basin, a merging of the two theoretical perspectives of 

Swatuk/Vale and Turton is also evident in this tentative assessment of the Nile River basin. 

Indeed both upstream and downstream perspectives highlight the importance of sovereignty in 

creating another positive or negative dimension to the hydropolitical security complex in this 

region. Additionally, both perspectives also go a step further in their analysis to include the 

effects of Egyptian hegemony on water distribution and management. 

 

While both Turton’s downstream perspective, and Swatuk/Vale’s upstream approach 

dealt substantially with non-state actors, or the need for their involvement in the Okavango 

River basin, this element seemed to be lacking in their analysis of the Nile River basin, partly 

because in reality, non-state actor involvement in the NBI really is lacking. While the NBI has 

incorporated concepts of openness and public participation into its mandate, citizens and NGO’s 

have not yet been given meaningful roles in the process of deciding how development projects 

are chosen and how they proceed (Pottinger, 2004: 4). 

 

In conclusion, the bottom line is simple – both the upstream and downstream approach 

view cooperation as a more likely and obvious option than conflict. Whether one views the Nile 

from Turton’s hydropolitical security complex, or from Swatuk/Vale’s against the grain 

approach, the end result is similar – cooperation in the Nile is desirable and will enhance 

welfare. 
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CHAPTER 5 - CONCLUSION 
An Analysis of the Okavango and Nile River basins using the two theoretical 

approaches 

 
This chapter examines the Nile and Okavango basins in a comparative manner, first in terms of 

their physical comparability and secondly, in terms of the two theoretical approaches used to 

assess both the case study of the Okavango and the tentative assessment of the Nile. Central 

issues raised in terms of physical comparisons of the Okavango and the Nile include the aspect 

of scale, not only in terms of actual numbers, but also in terms of political complexity. By 

assessing the two theoretical approaches, that is, by swimming downstream with the positivist 

perspective of Turton and by swimming upstream with the post-positivist perspective of 

Swatuk/Vale, the teleology of water scarcity and conflict is refuted, with the discourse of 

cooperation providing the main backdrop for this chapter.  

 

But while both theoretical perspectives contend that conflict over water (whether violent 

or not) is a rarity at the shared basin level, this should not be an excuse for complacency in the 

face of complex and often rapidly increasing demands for access to water by co-riparian states. 

Furthermore, in attempts to facilitate cooperation and agreement at the basin level, benefits can 

be offered to local users through decisions that address water development for sustainable 

livelihoods and poverty reduction. According to Nicol, “At this level, ‘water for peace’ 

arrangements can help to catalyse development benefits of key importance to local people, 

including those who are engaged in local-level conflict over resources” (Nicol, 2003: 168). 

 

The Okavango and the Nile River basins both represent such opportunities. Each is 

frequently under the media spotlight and continues to be ridden with conflict, in the sense that 

there are still today significant areas of violent conflict within the basin, though not necessarily 

involving water or other natural resources. While some observers do anticipate wider conflict 

over competing demands for water in these basins, both basins have provided examples of 

effective development cooperation  (albeit in their early stages) and not of conflict. 

Irrespectively, questions and concerns remain about the nature of these cooperation and 

development processes that raise wider issues of development concerning the distribution of 
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socio-economic benefits and the means by which to share such benefits at both international and 

national levels (Nicol, 2003: 168) 

 

 

5.1. PHYSICAL SIMILARITIES 

 

In many ways, the Okavango and the Nile are vastly different such as differences in area, 

population, number of riparian states, volumes of available water, as indicated in Table 2. In 

other ways, there are important similarities that make a comparison useful. 

 

Politically, both basins have been victorious in surviving prolonged periods of political 

stasis. In the Nile River basin, the Cold War effectively imposed a pattern of inter-state relations 

and, on a broader level, dictated the nature and direction of interstate and intrastate conflict 

(Makinda, 1992 cited in Nicol, 2003: 168). Soviet influence in the region included, for instance, 

financial support to Ethiopia’s military, which lengthened the internal conflict in this country, 

and ensured hostility with Egypt as the latter moved in favour of the United States during the 

1970s (Nicol, 2003: 168). 

 

 These structures and processes of International Relations effectively mired the 

development of collaborative efforts in the region by keeping bilateral relations between 

Ethiopia and Egypt tense. Regime change in Ethiopia in 1991 and the establishment of a more 

western-oriented government helped to create “the necessary rapprochement that immediately 

opened up the ‘policy space’ necessary to exploit greater Nile basin cooperation” (Nicol, 2003: 

168). 

 

Similarly, in the Okavango River basin, the end of apartheid in South Africa had a 

similar impact (Turton 2003), causing a domino-effect throughout the region and opening up 

new levels of discourse between states, including those sharing international river basins in 

Southern Africa. It also added momentum to the SADC, enabling it to evolve a more 

developmental and inclusive role in Southern Africa, as well as creating opportunities for new 

agreements and regional treaties (Nicol, 2003: 169). 
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Although the riparian states of these two river basins differ significantly, some economic 

similarities exist in the sense that in both cases, very different economies share a common 

resource, adding great complexity to the distribution of water in both basins (particularly the 

legal, social and economic basis on which this is to be achieved), the benefits derived from the 

use of this water, and the processes and structures necessary to share benefits (Nicol, 2003: 

169). 

 

In this regard, as Nicol states, the economic polarity in the Nile basin is clearly evident 

in the huge difference between Egypt as the major water recipient and Ethiopia as the major 

supplier (Nicol, 2003: 169). Egypt receives approximately 55,500 Mm3 (under the 1959 Nile 

Waters Treaty with Sudan), while Ethiopia supplies 52,000 Mm3 from the Blue Nile alone, with 

other significant tributaries to the Nile system from Ethiopia including the Omo-Gibe (18,000 

Mm3), Baro-Akobo (12,000 Mm3) and the Tekeze (8,000 Mm3), yet until very recently, was 

excluded from any legally agreed apportionment. While Egypt is ranked as a middle-income 

economy with a gross national product (GNP) per capita of US $1,530 in 2001, Ethiopia’s GNP 

per capita was US $100 in the same year (World Bank 2002). Moreover, the difference between 

Angola (with a GNP per capita of US $500 in 2001) and Botswana (with US $3,630 per capita 

in the same year) (World Bank 2002) is even greater (Nicol, 2003: 169). Therefore, there are 

serious issues which arise from such differences that have to be addressed in institutional 

development, the creation of effective management processes and, ultimately, in the sharing of 

water and benefits. 

 

Nicol therefore argues that although cooperation is aimed at supranational level, the real 

issues relating to development have to be examined and understood at all levels: supranational, 

national as well as sub-national. ”Clear linkages between basin-level cooperation and local-level 

development have to be a priority in both basins. In the development of cooperative 

arrangements, the end goal is far too often subsumed by the means necessary to achieve this 

goal, and the cooperative arrangements themselves are subsequently regarded as the key 

‘success’” (Nicol, 2003: 169). 
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5.2. PHYSICAL DIFFERENCES 

 

 The most obvious difference between the Nile and the Okavango River basins is scale, 

with the Nile being more than five times larger than the Okavango as seen in Table 2 below. The 

population of the Nile is also more than twenty times greater than that of the Okavango, and the 

figures for the total population sizes of each of the riparian states widen this difference even 

more. 

 

Table 2. Comparison of the Nile and Okavango River basins 

 

 

COMPARISON BETWEEN THE NILE AND OKAVANGO RIVER BASINS 

 

RIVER Length (Km) Size (Km²) Basin 
Population 

Average 
annual 

discharge 
(Mm³) 

 

Riparian 
Countries 

 

NILE 

 

6,671 

 

3,349,000 

 

160,000,0004

 

84,000 

 

10 

 

 

OKAVANGO 

 

 

1,100 

 

429,394 

 

215,000 

 

9,863 

 

3 

Source: Nicol, 2003: 170 

 

Moreover, issues of scale are compounded by the political complexity of the region. 

While Egypt has been the regional hegemon in Nile basin relations, the increasing political and 

economic clout of Sudan poses challenges to the Egyptian hegemony. Nicol argues that after the 

September 11th attacks on the Twin Towers, Sudan has a changed, and perhaps even 

strengthened regional position because of its involvement in the US response to these events 

                                                           
4 160,000,000 is the population size of the river basin proper but the overall population basin size is 300 million as 
mentioned in chapter 4. 
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(Nicol, 2003: 171). Furthermore, the issue of oil in southern Sudan is another crucial area, and 

an end to the conflict in this region will open up oilfield exploitation to US companies, currently 

prohibited under anti-terrorist legislation predating the events of September 11 (Nicol, 2003: 

171). Simply put, according to Nicol, changing geopolitics has a far greater immediate effect on 

Nile basin states than on states in the Okavango, although the same could arguably be said of 

Angola’s role should it recover from the effects of civil war.  

 

 Economically, considerable differences exist between the Nile and the Okavango River 

basins. Most of the Nile riparians rely on agriculture as a main component of their economies. In 

Egypt, agriculture accounted for 16.9% of GDP in 2001, while 50% comprised of services and 

33.2% of manufacturing (Nicol, 2003: 171). In comparison, Ethiopia’s agriculture share of GDP 

was 52.3% in that same year. The Okavango riparians are far less dependent on agriculture, with 

Namibia having the highest agricultural contribution at 11.3% in 2001, followed by Angola 

accounting for 8% and Botswana with 2.4% of GDP. In the Okavango, the demands for water 

result mainly from the growing industrial sectors, population hubs outside the basin, and also the 

environment (Nicol, 2003: 171). The latter is another key difference between these two basins: 

environmental concerns are of far greater importance on the agendas of the Okavango riparians 

than it is in the Nile River basin despite the fact that environmental degradation in the Ethiopian 

highlands remains serious. According to Nicol, the economic implications for are important for 

understanding how benefits accrue from water usage, which sectors or what states benefit, and 

how the sharing of benefits can best result in complementarities that address future concerns 

such as environmental degradation (Nicol, 2003: 172).  

 

 The final issue regarding both differences and similarities between these two basins is 

indeed the issue of existing conflict and cooperation agreements. While the immediate concerns 

to build peace in countries, which have recently been involved in civil wars, are similar, the 

achievements of peaceful resolutions and agreements in the two major parallel conflicts differ 

significantly. In the Nile for instance, the recent outcome of the Machakos agreement is a higher 

degree of optimism that a peace agreement in Sudan can finally be achieved. However, the 

situation in southern Sudan is still a great concern, particularly to Egypt. Moreover, continued 

conflict hinders the possible development of potential supply-side structures, such as the Jonglei 

Canal project, which would increase the summer flows to Egypt. In contrast, the attainment of 
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peace in Angola, after decades of war would imply a rapidly increasing demand for water in the 

upstream catchment. This could potentially lead to greater abstraction and reduced downstream 

flows. Therefore, according to Nicol, both these basins exhibit key water management issues 

that accompany wider conflict resolution questions (Nicol, 2003: 172). 

  

 In conclusion therefore, the scale of interstate conflict in the Nile basin in recent years, 

has been far greater than in southern Africa. This can be seen either as a greater challenge for 

Nile states, or as a window opportunity through which to resolve broader political issues. 

Certainly, as Nicol postulates (and also as Turton argues) that cooperation in the Nile basin can 

be used as a process to achieve integration and political convergence between riparians. By 

bringing states closer together through joint work on shared tributaries of the Nile, in the context 

of recent initiatives, is one possible step in the right direction towards cooperation (Nicol, 2003: 

172). Thus there are clear parallels in issues and outcomes of cooperation in the Nile and 

Okavango River basins. However, the process required, its cost, extent, timescale, requirements 

and so forth, will be totally different due to the issues of scale, economics, conflict potential and 

history of cooperation between riparians.   

 

 

5.3. DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES IN TURTON AND SWATUK/VALE’S 

PERSPECTIVES WITH REFERENCE TO THE OKAVANGO 

 

 When assessing Turton’s positivist perspective on the Okavango it is noteworthy to 

revisit his three hypotheses mentioned in chapter 3: 

 

1. Southern African hydropolitical complex 

2. Expanded definition of hydropolitics 

3. Conflict potential and policy option relationship 

 

In terms of Turton’s first hypothesis, chapter 3 explained the reliance of the three 

riparian states on the Okavango River basin and this reliance is compounded by the fact that few 

viable alternatives exist (Turton, Ashton & Cloete, 2003b: 354). Angola, for instance, is highly 

reliant on the upper reaches of the Okavango to support the resettlement of internally displaced 
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civilians and former combatants.  And while Angola may be water rich, it is very economically 

underdeveloped, a condition that Turton et.al. refer to as ‘structurally induced water scarcity’ 

(Turton, et.al., 2003b: 354). Simply put, this implies that limited institutional capacity exists 

and, as such, a limited amount of viable policy options can be generated. Turton then argues that 

the prognosis for a condition like this is not good, and if interpreted against the third hypothesis, 

it could suggest that there is a possibility of acute conflict at local level if the situation remains 

unmanaged (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 354). If such conflict does occur, Turton foresees the 

potential situation of it spilling over into the neighbouring states, possibly in the form of armed 

rebels or insurgents, who would then pose a security risk to the more peaceful Namibia and 

Botswana (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 354). The Angolan conflict, has in fact, in the past, spilt over 

into the Caprivi Strip, which strengthens the argument for the existence of a southern African 

hydropolitical complex (Meissner, 2000).   

 

 Namibia, too, is overly reliant on the Okavango River basin, since it, unlike Angola, is 

arid and water scarce (with the Okavango being one of two perennial rivers flowing through it), 

a condition that poses a limitation to its future economic growth potential. Moreover, Turton 

describes Namibia as an example of structurally induced relative water scarcity although it has 

more second-order resources available than does Angola (Turton, 2002 cited in Turton, et.al., 

2003b: 354).  

 

 Botswana is even more dependent on the Okavango since it is the only perennial river 

flowing through the country. Since it is more economically diversified than Namibia, Turton 

refers to Botswana as an example of ‘structurally induced relative water abundance’ due to its 

greater availability of second-order resources (Turton, 2003b: 354). “This means that most of 

the available water is already earmarked to support rural livelihoods and ecotourism. The former 

is politically important for the government of Botswana, and the latter is strategically important 

because it provides a growing source of foreign revenue, creates jobs for rural dwellers, and is 

an example of extremely efficient and sustainable use of water” (Turton, 2003b: 354).  

 

 To summarise, Turton’s first hypothesis stipulates that the fundamental hydropolitical 

driver in the Okavango River basin is the high degree of reliance on the river by all three 

riparian states, with no real viable policy options or alternatives. Now as mentioned above, this 
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argumentation may pose great challenges and may also lead to the perception that war is 

inevitable, but Turton argues instead for cooperation. He states that it is indeed in the mutual 

interest of Angola, Namibia and Botswana to cooperate. In Angola for instance, a basin-wide 

agreement could aid in rising the necessary funding to pay for essential infrastructure 

development in the upper reaches of the Okavango basin. The notion of a hydropolitical 

complex therefore embraces the linkages between shared river basins, but also allows for a 

broader range of possible solutions to be considered and developed. It is therefore more than an 

analytical tool to be used by water resource managers to develop sustainable solutions to 

complex problems in semi-arid areas. It is also a useful conceptual framework for analysing the 

hydropolitical dynamics of the Okavango River basin, because there are a number of linkages 

with other river basins: by virtue of dual riparian status of one or more of the riparians 

(Zambezi, Cunene, Orange and Limpopo); by virtue of proposed future inter-basin transfer 

schemes and because every country shares several crosscutting issues such as the need to grow 

economies in a sustainable manner using the southern African hydropolitical complex, potential 

future solutions can be developed in a peaceful and equitable manner, by seeking possible 

solutions that could include options located outside of the Okavango basin. It is hoped that this 

concept will be expanded and applied in future hydropolitical studies within the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 355). 

 

 Turton’s second hypothesis as outlined in chapter 3 involves the promotion of an 

expanded definition of hydropolitics. First and foremost, Turton broadly defines hydropolitics as 

the study of the authoritative allocation of values in society with respect to water, a definition 

that is able to deal with the complex range and multiple scales of issues that are evident in the 

Okavango River basin. Important in this regard is the distinct difference in conflict potential 

when analysed as a function of scale (Turton et.al, 2003b: 355). Turton cites the Angolan 

example where conflict potential appears higher at the level of the individual in that society than 

it does in at a similar level in Namibia or Botswana. This can partly be attributed to the fact that 

most Angolans have lived through a civil war, the collapse of the Angolan army, and that most 

Angolan men have been soldiers for virtually their entire lives, and also the fact that poverty can 

become a driver of future low-intensity conflicts around certain hotspots. With issues like this in 

mind, it is important therefore to broaden the definition of hydropolitics to encapsulate these 

 105



elements. In an attempt to broaden the scope of hydropolitics, Turton provides four interceding 

variables. These variables are summarised as follows: 

 

• The first interceding variable is the natural pattern of climatic oscillation that occurs 

cyclically between wet and dry years. These oscillation patterns essentially result is 

greater natural climatic variability and thus affecting predictions, observations and any 

analysis of the region. 

• The second is related to what Turton refers to as the ‘flood pulse concept.’ This is the 

result of climatic variability where periods of high flow appear to become the 

fundamental ecological driver in the functioning or even survival of downstream 

wetlands. If the flood pulses are interfered with by the construction of dams or the 

abstraction of water before the flood peak has passed, then this almost always results in 

the alteration or even destruction of wetland habitat. It is for this reason that Turton is 

optimistic about the situation in the Okavango basin. Discussions in previous chapters 

described the plans to construct a pipe to divert water from the Okavango River to the 

Namibian capital, Windhoek, to promote development and give that country greater 

water security. The proposal has generated intense debate, not least amongst 

conservationists who fear the move might drain water from the Okavango Delta, one of 

Africa's great wilderness areas. Turton has however stated that the pattern of water flow 

through the Okavango is well understood. The river experiences two ‘flood pulses’ every 

year which are of key importance to maintaining the ecology of the delta. According to 

Turton, engineers know that water cannot be taken from the river before these pulses 

have been allowed to progress through the length of the watercourse (Department for 

Economic and Social Affairs, UN, 2004). 

• The third is related to the natural tectonic activities that occur within the Okavango 

basin. This, as history shows, is the process whereby flows entering the Okavango Delta 

have, over time, shifted slowly north-east as a direct result of this tectonic activity 

combined with plant-induced blockages of the western-most channels (Turton et.al., 

2003b: 356). An interesting consequence of this is how local inhabitants view these 

changes. According to Turton et.al., different villages in Gumare Village on the west of 

the Okavango Delta (where the effects of these tectonic activities are most obvious) 
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blame this shift on a variety of factors including the government, the  ‘Germans’ or the 

‘Herero people’ (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 356). 

• The fourth is as a result of the long-term impact of global climate change of which the 

probable impacts in the context of the Okavango River basin are largely unknown at this 

stage (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 356). 

 

And while these variables are all natural, they do have political ramifications because they 

demarcate the parameters that determine water availability over time. Turton argues that it is 

indeed human nature to remember past events via oral histories, with change seldom being 

ascribed to natural causes (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 357). In the case of the Kasikili/Sedudu Island 

dispute, the drying up or change of the river’s course was attributed to rivals or past enemies in 

this example. A situation like this has political ramifications because it can instigate future 

disputes as more people rely on the same resource for their livelihood, and as increasing 

numbers of development impact on the already dynamic nature of the Okavango River basin 

(Turton et.al., 2003b: 358). 

 

 Furthermore, Turton also cites two other secondary interceding variables because they 

too impact on the hydropolitical dynamics of the Okavango. They are secondary variables 

because they are not considered to be fundamental drivers: 

 

• The first secondary variable relates very broadly to the fact that the Okavango has 

become an internationalised river, largely because the Okavango Delta was declared a 

central part of a Ramsar wetland by the government of Botswana. Linked to this unique 

issue of biodiversity came an international awareness of the Okavango as an 

internationalised river, making it a region in which the international community has a 

keen interest, to the extent that sovereign aspirations of the three riparian states have 

been challenged by powerful foreign special interest groups (Turton et.al., 2003b: 358). 

Additionally, funding institutions may be targeted for instance, in an attempt to cut off 

the supply of financial aid for proposed developments and hence prevent an undesirable 

project from been developed such as a pipeline. This is Swatuk’s major cause for 

concern and will be addressed in subsequent paragraphs. 
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• The second interceding variable broadly encapsulates the normative value systems that 

are associated with the management of the Okavango River basin. The most important is 

arguably the high level of goodwill that exists between the hydropolitical elite, such as, 

OKACOM commissioners. This friendly relationship acts as a stabilising force in the 

face of potential conflict. 

 

According to Turton therefore, the dependent variable is therefore related to the different 

national development priorities that currently exist. Angola’s development priority is post-war 

reconstruction. Botswana’s development priority is to diversify its economy away from its over-

reliance on mining activities by encouraging ecotourism. Namibia’s development priority is to 

develop a strategic water reserve to sustain economic growth, particularly in the capital. 

 

 Central to these issues is the issue of territorial sovereignty, where each state has the 

right to develop as they deem fit. Also noteworthy in this regard is the fact that each government 

has several policy choices and therefore options. For instance, one possible choice would be to 

retain the right to prioritise development as a state sees fit and in so doing, exercise their 

sovereign control over water within their territorial boundaries as an absolute right (Turton 

et.al., 2003b: 359). Another alternative would be for each state to negotiate a settlement where 

each riparian is sensitive to the developmental goals of co-riparians and therefore acts 

accordingly. So while, in the first choice, sovereignty becomes a challenge, in the second 

choice, it becomes part of the solution according to Turton et.al.  

 

 Based on this logic, Turton argues that the conflict potential scenario is based on 

sovereign rights interpreted as absolute, resulting in demands to claim a given volume of water. 

While, in this scenario, demands for water could potentially become very excessive since a 

policy of national self-sufficiency in food tends to drive the development of irrigation projects, 

which in most cases are not very sustainable and use huge volumes of water with return flows 

polluted by agrochemicals (Turton et.al., 2003b: 359). Turton explains that one could infer then 

that, from this scenario, conflict would seen inevitable, environmental damage to the Okavango 

highly probably, and the sovereignty aspirations or demands of each state problematic. The 

cooperation potential scenario, however, is based on needs rather than rights, with an emphasis 

on equity in the form of benefit and water-sharing rather than water-sharing alone (Turton, et.al., 
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2003b: 359). Furthermore, irrigation demand is reduced through the implementation of a 

regional food security policy that includes trade in virtual water, based on the foreign currency 

revenues generated by high-value water-related activities such as ecotourism. This scenario then 

incorporates sovereignty as part of the solution to the problem by calling on the riparian 

governments to cooperate and develop the necessary reciprocal institutional arrangements to 

support this policy, while simultaneously, providing the needed sanctions for non-compliance 

(Turton, et.al., 2003b: 360). In short, an expanded definition of hydropolitics incorporates the 

notion of water for peace more effectively. 

 

 The third and final hypothesis put forward by Turton is the relationship between conflict 

potential and policy options. Policy development is indeed a key issue if lasting peace and 

cooperation are to be assured in the Okavango River basin. When analysed using the 

argumentation of the third hypothesis, two distinct loci of potential conflict become evident. The 

first exists at a sub-national level, where conflict potential is the highest. This is most likely to 

occur in Angola, and as such, it is imperative that the Angolan government is assisted in order to 

develop a viable national policy, and also implement it. Should this not be achieved, and 

assuming that OKACOM cannot develop the necessary policy options at the international level, 

the situation shown on the right-hand side of Figure 3 has a higher probability of occurring. 

According to Turton et.al., “Under such conditions, the positions of the critical conflict or 

cooperation threshold points are controlled by the limited range of viable policy options 

available, with a high likelihood of acute conflict occurring” (Turton et.al., 2003b: 362). This is 

particularly evident in times of environmental stress such as drought or famine. Turton et.al. 

explain that the converse may occur, where OKACOM is able to negotiate and implement 

effective agreements. Turton emphasises the fact that “…these should be based on the different 

needs of each riparian state, centred on the notion of benefit-sharing rather than an insistence on 

a rights-based approach” (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 362). This would then move the critical conflict 

or cooperation threshold points to a position where conflict is no longer a real possibility. This 

scenario is depicted on the left-hand side of Figure 3.  

 

Simply put, policy formulation and its implementation are critical if the inherent conflict 

potential is to be averted, and the cooperation potential is to be fully harnessed in the Okavango 

River basin (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 363). It deserves to be emphasised that appropriate policy is 

 109



not sufficient to achieve the successful cooperative management of the Okavango River basin. 

In the words of Turton et.al (2003b: 363), “Policy must always be translated into effective 

implementation programmes where all stakeholders are able to participate equitably.” 

 

Figure 3: Variations of the third hypothesis showing theoretically possible policy 

outcomes5

 

 
Source: Turton et.al.,, 2003: 362 

 
Swatuk’s post-positivist and rather philosophical approach to the management of the 

Okavango River basin as a Ramsar wetland, similar to Turton’s approach, highlights the need to 

manage the Okavango River basin as a whole if the management of the delta is to be at all 

successful. Swatuk laments the fact that national interest and state sovereignty are factors in the 

hydropolitics of the Okavango River basin, as they are seen as problems rather than solutions. 

This is, however, only broadly consistent with the work of Turton, but similar in the sense that 

                                                           
5 Figure 3 advances Figure 2 in chapter 3, to include possible policy outcomes 
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both perspectives open up the prospect for the examination of the potential for policy 

coordination in the future.  

 

Moreover, despite the vast differences in positivist and post-positivist theorising, and 

indeed, the incommensurability of these theoretical approaches as argued by most IR scholars, 

these two authors (Turton and Swatuk) exemplify that indeed a consensus of several issues can 

be reached despite which theory is used. As argued in chapter 3, the merging of positivist and 

post-positivist perspectives was evident on some levels. One the one hand, Swatuk, in relation to 

the Ramsar Convention, argues for the importance of changing people’s ways of thinking about 

the environment or natural resources as somehow separate from their daily concerns, or as 

somewhat akin to specialist, expert interests. Similarly, Turton’s political ecology theorising 

which is anti-anthropocentric, contending that the well-being and needs of humans have 

precedence over nature’s interests and needs shares several commonalities. For instance, both 

perspectives therefore argue for a change in thinking. Turton’s argument for a mindset change 

rests on his second hypothesis, which encourages the development of a new definition of 

hydropolitics that moves away from the existing bias towards water and conflict and focuses 

instead on cooperation potential (Turton, 2002). This new definition, as previously mentioned, 

embraces the dynamic aspects of water resource management, while not assuming necessarily a 

causal relationship between shared resources and conflict, but rather shared resources as a 

means for cooperation. 

 

 The main areas of variations in viewpoints between these authors are the issues of state 

sovereignty and the development problematique although these variations are minimal. As 

previously argued, Swatuk contends that state sovereignty, the associated national interest, and 

the way in which transboundary rivers challenge these fundamental concepts is the key issue. As 

such he focuses on the discourse of politics and policy-making, suggesting a new language 

about a new regionalism that is fuelled by new thinking. For Turton, the question is not so much 

that sovereignty is a problem, for he believes it to be important, but rather whether it should be 

prioritised over other factors mentioned in his first two hypotheses. Swatuk uses the Kant vs. 

Machiavelli analogy to describe the two contentious viewpoints that policy-makers, and scholars 

share: those who, from a liberal institutionalist perspective believe that states are social 

constructions and not timeless physical phenomena; and those who, from a realist point of view 
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believe, that state sovereignty is and should be prioritised. For Swatuk, the main question is 

whether shared membership in global conventions serves as a basis for sustainable use of water 

resources. He answers this question by arguing that as long as state representatives to these 

conventions are located in relatively powerless conservation agencies or marginal environmental 

ministries, it is unlikely that sustainable use will move from theory to practice.  

 

Turton, however, argues that ultimately the importance of sovereignty depends on the 

specific perspective being taken by whoever poses the question of how important is it really 

(Turton, Ashton & Cloete, 2003b: 365). Turton’s position on this issue is therefore that 

sovereignty is important, but it need not necessarily be a major problem or impediment to 

effective water resource management of a shared river basin, because of the choice between 

coordination and integration of policy. This is a significant theme since the usually problematic 

issue of sovereignty may be bypassed by emphasising the coordination of activities rather than 

emphasising their integration and no conscious effort is made within such an approach 

ultimately to lead to integration and unification. When applied to the Okavango River basin, it 

has the possible advantage of adequately dealing with the dual issue of sub-national and 

international policy that is inherent in Turton’s third hypothesis.  

 

Seen through this conceptual lens, state sovereignty becomes part of the solution 

(because it is recognised as existing with no attempts at its erosion) rather than a problem, 

allowing the different development aspirations to be met by all riparians in a transboundary river 

system. In other words, negotiated agreements to coordinate national policy between three 

sovereign states, each recognising the sovereignty of the other, rather than unilateral 

development plans, bypasses the sovereignty ‘problem’, and allows it to be viewed as being part 

of the solution instead. Turton in a typically positivist style, summarises this point aptly stating 

that in International Relations theory, the international system is regarded as being one of 

structural anarchy with the absence of a supreme authority over states, but he also points out the 

argumentation put forward by Wendt who says, “anarchy is what states make of it.” According 

to Turton, therefore, negotiated agreements are therefore one way of organising this anarchy in a 

manner that minimises uncertainty in an otherwise very uncertain world (Turton, et.al., 2003b: 

365). 
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5.4. DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES IN TURTON AND SWATUK/VALE’S 

PERSPECTIVES WITH REFERENCE TO THE NILE 

 

 As discussed in chapter 4, the upstream and the downstream approaches of Swatuk/Vale 

and Turton respectively, on many levels merge with several commonalities evident in both 

analyses. It is clear, from both theoretical perspectives that a hydropolitical security complex 

exists in this region, as is the case in the Okavango River basin. Moreover, several issues are 

key elements in both an upstream or downstream analysis i.e. sovereignty, hegemony, 

cooperation, social adaptive capacities, benefit-sharing, civil society involvement and the impact 

of external actors. 

 

 As previously mentioned, Egypt, the downstream state, is totally reliant on the Nile 

River for its survival (Turton, 2001: 22). This point illuminates the counter-argument for the 

possibility of water wars as argued by Turton i.e. a dispute or even a military conflict is not 

necessarily a struggle over water, but can also be a contest for ideological or hegemonic 

supremacy within a region (Meissner, 2000b: 25).  Moreover, Turton and several other scholars 

such as Buzan, argue that Egypt has employed the “securitisation” tactic to reinforce its 

hegemony in the Basin and justify certain actions over the Nile waters. However, Buzan 

explains that desecuritisation is the more desirable option since it translates into capacity and 

confidence-building and later in win-win outcomes.  

 

 Having noted that no water war is likely to occur in the Nile region, Turton describes 

other factors that may affect the cooperation potential in this region where tensions are still very 

high. Turton points to the existence of second-order conflicts where water is diverted from 

agriculture to industry, and from rural areas to large cities. As previously mentioned, Nile 

riparians are extremely reliant on the Nile for agricultural purposes: Egypt for its virtual total 

reliance on the Nile for irrigated agriculture, and Ethiopia for its precarious reliance on peasant 

rainfed farming for most of its economic output (Nicol, 2003: 175). The basic issue surrounding 

agriculture is food security, or food self-sufficiency, but Turton develops this argument into 

sustaining livelihoods, therefore going further than merely an issue of procuring food. To create 

sufficient new jobs in urban areas to compensate for the stagnating number of jobs that 

agriculture can sustain, is an enormous challenge (Turton, 2000a: 55). Turton refers to this as 
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the adaptive phase that is missing from almost all the existing literature on water demand 

management (Turton, 2000a: 55). He argues that during this phase social resources will be taxed 

to their utmost, with the adequate supply of ingenuity severely hampered by social conflict 

(Ohlsson & Lundqvist, 2000 cited in Turton, 2000a: 55). “Bringing the adaptive capacity of 

society into the equation, thus means transcending the trap if absolute scarcity – at least for 

those social entities [or states] that are capable of mobilising sufficient intellectual and social 

capital with which to generate effective coping strategies” (Turton, 2000a: 55). Turton therefore 

reinforces the argument that second-order resources are thus far more critical than first-order 

resources on their own. 

 

 

5.5. FINAL ASSESSMENT 

 

 While it is clear, from both an upstream and downstream perspective that cooperation in 

the Okavango and Nile River basins is more likely and more desirable than conflict, several key 

concerns between water management and development exist that may present challenges to 

successful cooperation between riparians. According to Nicol, the underlying dynamics of 

cooperation in shared river basins such as the Nile and Okavango are located in the need to 

balance trade-offs between the distribution of water, demands for it, and the benefits that can 

accrue from its use (Nicol, 2003: 179). This is particularly the case as governments move 

towards cooperative processes. Indeed one of the most difficult challenges in simultaneously 

achieving cooperation and development involves the construction of new systems of sharing that 

can articulate the benefits to be shared in terms of national interest while also addressing ways 

of maximising the benefits to be shared between states (Nicol, 2003: 179). Indeed one such 

example, as put forward by Turton, is a benefit-sharing approach. Understanding the dynamics 

of cooperation in terms of benefits from the basin as a whole and the sharing of these benefits 

reduces the emphasis on upstream-downstream tensions and also lessens the relevance of 

international legal instruments based on particular water-sharing formulae. For Swatuk and 

Vale, this entails a change of thinking, language and focus to redefine and reconceptualise those 

issues that shape and alter water policy-making. 
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Based on this context of cooperation, it is possible to identify several drivers for 

cooperation in each basin. While this chapter, based on the theoretical perspectives of both 

Turton and Swatuk/Vale, argues that the cooperation potential in both basins is certainly higher 

than the conflict potential, it is important to note that the cooperative timeframe in both basins is 

relatively recent, with the exception of bilateral arrangements such as the Nile Waters 

Agreement. Roughly one decade has passed in each case between early efforts and current 

institutional structures and process dynamics, but before success can be measured in future 

socio-economic benefits, several more decades will have to come and go (Nicol, 2003: 180). 

Moreover, commitment has to be long-term since immediate benefits will be minimal in a 

situation where the fundamental problem requires widespread economic and social change. 

 

One of the key drivers in the Nile remains political feasibility (Nicol, 2003: 180). The 

post-Cold War development of states in this region helped to facilitate new approaches to 

cooperation. The Nile Council of Water Ministers (NileCOM) was established in the early 

1990’s, and later, the Nile River Basin Action Plan, was developed in 1995, which 

recommended the spending of US $100 million on several preliminary basin studies (Nicol, 

2003: 181). 

 

Another driver of cooperation, albeit a contentious one, has been the World Bank’s role 

in supporting the Nile Basin Initiative. Chapter 3 dealt with the debate between the World 

Bank’s assistance and their support of ‘inappropriate’ large industrialisation projects such as 

large dams. Moreover, another contentious issue was the financial aid given to specific 

riparians, however, the World Bank has made an effort to reduce this type of tensions. Instead  

of sticking to Operational Directive 7.70, which prevents the World Bank from lending to one 

riparian if any other riparian objects to the proposed project, an approach was adopted based on 

the principle of subsidiarity. This enabled the division of the basin into two main areas: the 

Eastern Nile and the Nile Equatorial Lakes. According to Nicol, this has subsequently provided 

the major impetus to continued cooperation through a reduction in transaction costs and 

increased linkage of benefits to riparian countries (Nicol, 2003: 181). 

 

A third driver of cooperation has been external assistance (particularly financial), 

although Swatuk and Vale may disagree slightly as to their exact role. This has come in the form 
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of the facilitation of major donor agencies such as the World Bank, and bilateral agencies such 

as the Canadian International Development Administration (CIDA). Nicol argues that it was 

certainly as a result of this initial facilitation that the NBI was developed (Nicol, 2003: 181). 

Furthermore, an important factor in the development of cooperation has been the building of 

confidence and stakeholder involvement through study tours by parliamentary representatives 

and others, and through the joint commitment to a broad vision of what the process should 

entail. This process of moving from the general to the specific, is important, as Nicol asserts, 

because it overcomes barriers to political feasibility in a progressive manner (Nicol, 2003: 181). 

Once again, a key catalyst in this process is to highlight the advantages of benefit-sharing. 

 

As previously mentioned in chapter 4, a key impediment to cooperation is the lack of 

non-state actor involvement in policy-making regarding water management of the Nile. 

Certainly, another key driver to cooperation would be greater non-governmental involvement. 

 

The Okavango is slightly different, for while it is one of the least developed  rivers in 

Africa, the past decade has seen an increased pressure to develop the basin’s resources. 

Moreover, the Okavango does not exist within a large agricultural framework, as does the Nile, 

but industrial and urban use is of far greater importance to each Okavango riparian. For the 

Okavango then, important drivers to cooperation are inter-state agreements that respect the 

sovereignty of all riparians as well as understand the interdependence that exists between them 

regarding the use of the Okavango’s water. The OKACOM agreement, for instance, declared a 

commitment to the implementation of an environmental assessment and integrated management 

plan for the whole basin, supported by the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) (Nicol, 2003: 

182). Under this agreement, all transboundary water issues would be discussed through 

interministerial representation, including issues of prior notification and other matters.  

 

Barriers to transboundary management still remain, illustrated partly by the lack of 

coordination between national policies and institutional arrangements. Moreover, future 

cooperation will have to contend with the Ramsar status of the delta ecosystem and the 

constraints this will have on Botswana’s development of its aquatic resources. Hydropolitics 

scholars generally agree that processes of river basin management take both time to establish 

and to function. Processes of cooperation are also only as strong as the institutions that 
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implement them, which are in turn only as effective as the information they have at their 

disposal and their knowledge, skills and other human capacities to harness this information 

(Nicol, 2003: 183). As Turton and Ohlsson argue, these are all crucial second-order resources 

that are in short supply in both the Okavango and the Nile River basins. 

 

There is also the increasingly popular sentiment that this cooperative process cannot 

simply occur at a governmental level. The inclusion of civil society in international 

arrangements such as the NBI or OKACOM can address this fact. The local impact, as Nicol 

argues, mediated through national processes, has to be a key driver of decision-making on 

benefit-sharing and cooperation (Nicol, 2003: 183). This has been a central point in the 

Swatuk/Vale hypothesis, as well as Turton’s political ecology argumentation, which exemplifies 

a bridge-building pattern of the positivist downstream approach and the post-positivist upstream 

approach. 

 

The challenge in both these regions, as Swatuk and Vale rightfully argue, is no longer 

the Homer-Dixonian premise of resource capture, agreed shares of water, supply-led 

development and apportionment, monitoring, early warning and other like factors. In the 

Okavango particularly, there is an acute need to shift from an era of supply management to 

policy responses that focus on addressing future demand scenarios (Nicol, 2003: 183). Not only 

are the demands on the resource and the impact on the resource base now going to be far greater, 

but the global institutional development context has also changed and has brought with it the 

need to place shared basin management into wider poverty reduction and development 

approaches. 

 

Therefore, as both Swatuk/Vale and Turton argue, to varying degrees and using different 

languages, the need for facilitated shared water management and development is immediate and 

great. It is indeed apparent, from Turton’s hydropolitical complex theory (which includes a 

broader regional view of shared water resource management) and from Swatuk/Vale’s literary 

defence of the South, that a regionally coordinated approach (in the form of initiatives such as 

the NBI and OKACOM) is required that would exchange experiences, demonstrate good 

practice and foster technical and economic development, as well as achieving what is politically 

feasible.  
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To conclude, the existence of a water war emerging in the near future in the Okavango 

Basin is highly unlikely, although the potential for water conflict and tension is certainly a 

reality, both inter-state and intra-state. Furthermore, contrary to the view expressed by Turton, it 

is unwise to dismiss the potential of water wars existing in water-scarce river basin regions, 

which share a water supply between several countries (such as the Okavango basin as well as 

the Nile) since the threat and potential for conflict is much greater. The fact that a war over 

water has not broken out yet, does not imply that it is impossible. It becomes impossible based 

on the factors and nature of the tensions, as well as the capabilities of countries to go to war with 

each other over water. The thesis will also conclude that an international reconstruction of water 

management, indeed a mind change in many respects, is needed if we are to conserve this 

fugitive resource that is essential for life on this planet. 
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