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Discourses of climate change 

Climate change as a: 
1.  Market failure 
2.  Technological hazard 
3.  Global injustice 
4.  Over consumption 
5.  Mostly natural phenomenon 
6.  Planetary tipping point 

7.  Threat to security (national security, human 
security, climate security) 

Hulme (2009) 

Adger (2010) 



What are the dominant discourses 

of climate change and its  

relation to future water security  

in the Nile Basin? 



Future Climate Change in the Nile Basin 

•  Much of the region already experiences high 
variability and has high sensitivity   

•  High confidence 
– Warmer temperatures, more extreme 

temperatures 
– Greater variability, more floods/droughts 
– Higher evaporation and transpiration 

•  Less confidence 
– Direction and magnitude of rainfall changes 
– How extremes may change (frequency/intensity) 

Slide: D. Conway 



Four scenarios of climate and water use for discussion 

Decrease in Nile flows  Increase in Nile flows 

No change 
in current 
water use 

A B 

Increased 
upstream 

use of water  
C D 

Future Climate Change impact on water 
for 2030 to 2050 
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Research questions 

For each of four scenarios (simplified 
descriptions of possible futures): 

1.  What would the scenario mean for water 
security?  

2.  How would this impact on human well-
being?  

3.  What might be the adaptation needs or 
options for this scenario?  



Impact on water security of four scenarios 

Decrease in Nile flows  Increase in Nile flows 

No change 
in current 
water use 

Threat to water security 
(Eg, Et) 

Reduced hydropower and 
groundwater (Ug) 

More flood and erosion 
damage, benefits to 

hydropower, fisheries, 
groundwater (Ug, Et),  

Increased 
upstream 

use of water  

Worst case for Egypt,  
Water for irrig but affected 

by upstream use (Ug) 
Potential for basin conflict 

Improved upstream water 
security, risk of flooding 

and land degradation (Ug),  

Future Climate Change impact on water 
for 2030 to 2050 
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Discourses of Climate Change in the 
 River Nile Basin 

•  Dominant discourses are also 
applied to climate change, 
e.g.:  cooperation; trade; 
technology; benefit sharing 

•  Some discourses vary by 
riparian position 

•  Superficial agreement in 
some discourses masks 
underlying differences 

•  What is different about 
discourse around climate 
change? 



Common discourses  
•  Population growth and water demand increase is a major 

threat to water security 
•  Cooperation for water security: win-win/ benefit sharing 
•  Conflict – local and basin level 
•  Trade – adapt by importing virtual water and changing 

exports 
•  Water demand management and water supply 

management 

Lake Victoria, the source of the Nile, Uganda 



Contrasting discourses 
•  Egypt: green and blue water – encourage 

upstream use of green water not blue water 

•  Ug/Et: benefits of upstream water storage 

•  Ug – threat to groundwater from climate change. 
Et/Ug opportunities to use more groundwater 

Branch of River Nile in Cairo, Egypt 



Contrasting applications of common 
discourses: cooperation 

•  Egypt – cooperation to increase blue water flows 
to Egypt 

•  Uganda – cooperation necessary for basin-wide 
agreement on development of water 
infrastructure 

•  Ethiopia – cooperation for basin wide planning 
and integration of agricultural systems. 

Lake Victoria, the source of the Nile, Uganda 



What is different about climate change? 
•  Increasing temperatures strengthens arguments 

for water storage in Ethiopian highlands 

•  Uncertainty of future climate change impacts  

•  Still fairly low priority, becoming increasingly 
prominent: will this lead to change in discourses? 

Branch of River Nile in Cairo, Egypt 


