Flashpoints

ETHIOPIA’'S MEGADAM GENERATES A FLOOD OF ILL WILL

TO ETHIOPIANS, THE NAMING OF THE GRAND ETHIOPIAN RENAISSANCE DAM IS BY NO MEANS
HYPERBOLIC. THE USD 4.6BN HYDROELECTRIC BLUE NILE DAM, WHICH BEGAN FILLING IN JULY, IS
EVENTUALLY EXPECTED TO GENERATE 6,000 MEGAWATTS OF ELECTRICITY, ENOUGH TO END
DOMESTIC POWER SHORTAGES, BOOST INDUSTRIALISATION AND TURN ETHIOPIA INTO AN ENERGY
EXPORTER. PRIME MINISTER ABIY AHMED IS LEANING HEAVILY ON THIS NARRATIVE OF NATIONAL
REJUVENATION TO BIND A FRACTIOUS FEDERATION TOGETHER.

LESS ENTHUSIASTIC ARE SUDAN AND EGYPT, ETHIOPIA’S DOWNSTREAM NEIGHBOURS. BOTH
STRONGLY OPPOSE THE DAM, CLAIMING THAT IT WILL LIMIT VITAL WATER SUPPLIES. ALTHOUGH TALKS
ARE SET TO CONTINUE INTO 2021, YEARS OF FAILED NEGOTIATIONS WITH MEDIATION FROM THE US,
WORLD BANK, AND AFRICAN UNION SET A POOR PRECEDENT. SUDAN, WHICH IS LESS PARCHED OWING
TO ITS ACCESS TO THE WHITE NILE, HAS EMPHASISED A DIPLOMATIC SOLUTION, BUT ADDIS ABABA
REJECTED ITS RECENT JOINT MANAGEMENT PROPOSAL OUTRIGHT.

EGYPT, HOWEVER, CONSIDERS THE ISSUE MORE PRESSING; A MATTER OF “LIFE AND DEATH"
ACCORDING TO FOREIGN MINISTER SAMEH SHOUKRY. OVER 90% OF EGYPT'S POPULATION LIVE CLOSE
TO THE NILE AND RELY ON THE RIVER TO PROVIDE DRINKING WATER AND SUPPORT AGRICULTURE.
CAIRO’S CONCERN IS SUCH THAT SINCE GROUND WAS BROKEN ON THE PROJECT IN 2011, SUCCESSIVE
GOVERNMENTS HAVE MUSED BOMBING THE DAM. REGARDLESS, AN IMMINENT ‘WATER WAR’ IS
UNLIKELY. PRESIDENT AL SISI IS DISTRACTED BY RISING COVID-19 CASES, WHILE THE GOVERNMENT
SCRAMBLES TO FORMULATE A MEANINGFUL RESPONSE TO RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN NEIGHBOURING
LIBYA.

THIS PRECARIOUS PEACE MAY NOT HOLD, HOWEVER. CURRENTLY, 10% OF EGYPTIANS ARE AFFECTED
BY WATER SCARCITY, BUT CLIMATE CHANGE COULD PUSH THAT TO 35% BY 2040. IN ADDITION, THE DAM
COULD REDUCE THE WATER FLOWING THROUGH EGYPT BY A QUARTER. WITH UP TO 80 MILLION
EGYPTIANS FACING A DRASTIC REDUCTION IN THEIR ACCESS TO WATER, CAIRO MAY ONE DAY DECIDE
THAT WITHOUT A DIPLOMATIC SOLUTION DESTRUCTION OF THE DAM IS AN EXISTENTIAL NECESSITY.



A WAR WITHIN A WAR: AL QAEDA VS ISLAMIC STATE IN THE SAHEL

THE EMBATTLED SAHELIAN NATIONS OF MALI, NIGER AND BURKINA FASO HAVE BEEN REELING FROM A
SERIES OF UNPRECEDENTED ATTACKS BY ISLAMIST MILITANTS SINCE LATE 2019. THESE ATTACKS
KILLED HUNDREDS AND CALLED THE EFFECTIVENESS OF LARGE UN AND FRENCH MILITARY
DEPLOYMENTS INTO QUESTION. THE CULPRITS WERE LOCAL AFFILIATES OF TWO OF THE WORLD’S
MOST NOTORIOUS TERRORIST ORGANISATIONS, AL QAEDA AND THE ISLAMIC STATE: JAMAAT NUSRAT
AL-ISLAM WAL-MUSLIMIN (THE GROUP TO SUPPORT ISLAM AND MUSLIMS — JNIM) AND ISLAMIC STATE IN
THE GREATER SAHARA (ISGS). ELSEWHERE, OTHER AFFILIATES ARE IN OPEN CONFLICT, BUT HERE
THEY HAD ACTIVELY COOPERATED FOR YEARS.

AS THEIR CAMPAIGN PROGRESSED, HOWEVER, THIS PACT RAPIDLY UNRAVELLED. RECENT SUCCESSES
BROUGHT THEM INTO DIRECT COMPETITION FOR TERRITORY AND RECRUITS; IN PARTICULAR,
DEFECTIONS FROM THE MORE ESTABLISHED JNIM TO THE RAPIDLY EXPANDING ISGS APPEAR TO HAVE
STIRRED RESENTMENT. IDEOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES THAT HAD LAIN DORMANT WHILE BOTH GROUPS
FOCUSED ON ENTRENCHING THEMSELVES IN LOCAL COMMUNITIES AND CRIMINAL NETWORKS
SURFACED AFTER THE MALIAN GOVERNMENT SIGNALLED IT WANTED TO NEGOTIATE. JNIM ANNOUNCED
IT WAS OPEN TO THE PROSPECT, WHILE ISGS DENOUNCED ANY TALKS AS CAPITULATION. BY MAY 2020,
THEY WERE TRADING SUICIDE BOMBINGS.

THIS IS NOT THE LUCKY BREAK FOR THE REGION’S BELEAGUERED GOVERNMENTS THAT IT MIGHT
APPEAR. THE SPLIT COULD CREATE EVEN MORE INTENSE AND FRAGMENTED CONFLICT AS EACH
GROUP IS COMPELLED TO MOBILISE ALIGNED MILITIAS, LAUNCH MORE SPECTACULAR ATTACKS AND
GENERALLY SEEK AN ADVANTAGE AT A MOMENT THAT LOCAL ARMED FORCES AND GOVERNMENTS ARE
UNDER EXCEPTIONAL STRAIN FROM SPIRALLING VIOLENCE AND COVID-19. IT MAY PRECLUDE ANY
ATTEMPTS TO NEGOTIATE A SETTLEMENT THAT COULD REDUCE THE BLOODSHED AND DERAIL THE
FRAGILE PEACE PROCESS WITH MALI'S TUAREG SEPARATISTS WHO FIRST PLUNGED THE SAHEL INTO
CRISIS IN 2012. THE TERROR OFFENSIVE HAS ALREADY SPARKED A CHAIN REACTION OF CLUMSY
MILITARY REPRISALS, INTERCOMMUNAL VIOLENCE AND POLITICAL TURMOIL: ANOTHER LAYER OF
COMPLEXITY MAKES THE PROSPECT OF PEACE EVEN MORE DISTANT.
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