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fouled water sources through oil spills and nuclear tragedies. Human activity has 
contributed to this pollution, from bodies of water being used as waste disposal 
sites for animals and trash to runoffs from agriculture and industry that bring 
toxic pollutants into the water supply. As a result, freshwater is becoming scarcer. 
At times, the competition for access to this water becomes highly politicized. In 
the Middle East, for example, some have suggested that future conflict may be as 
much about access to water as it is about competing claims to the land.

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, “State of the World's Forests 2011,” 3 -25, www.fao.org/
docrep/013/i2000e/i2000e.pdf.

*All figures in these columns are in thousands of hectares.
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Africa   16.7% −4,067 −0.56% −3,414 −0.49%

Asia/Pacific   18.3% −703 −0.10% 1,404 0.19%

Europe   24.9% 877 0.09% 676 0.07%

Latin  
America & 
Caribbean

  22.0% −4,534 −0.47% −4,195 −0.46%

Near East     3.0% −518 −0.42% 90 0.07%

North  
America

  16.8% 32 0.01% 188 0.03%

TOTAL WORLD 100.0% −8,334 −0.20% −5,216 −0.13%
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UNDERSTANDING CROSS-BORDER CONFLICT: HOW CAN 
INTERNATIONAL STUDIES HELP?

Diverting the Nile

Competition over access to freshwater is the source of considerable and growing conflict across the world. In 2013, the North 
African county of Ethiopia began construction on the Great Renaissance Dam that will divert a portion of the Blue Nile—one 
of the major tributaries of the Nile River—for hydroelectric power (see Map 2.2). The dam will provide 6,000 megawatts of 
power at a cost of $4.2 billion. Ethiopia contends that it will have a significant impact in reducing poverty in the country. When 
completed, however, the dam will limit neighboring Egypt’s access to water. Egypt has threatened the Ethiopian government, 
arguing that the dam violates the terms of a colonial era treaty.

In June 2013, the Ethiopian parliament ratified a new accord signed by other Nile basin countries: Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, 
Kenya, and Burundi. It replaced a 1929 agreement that gave Egypt and Sudan the majority of Nile water rights. Sudan has 


