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Introduction 


The Nile is shared by ten countries: Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, the Sudan, Uganda and the United Republic of Tanzania. Six of these rank 
in the low category of the Human Development Index. The Nile Basin covers an area of approximately 
3.1 million km2, which represents some 10 percent of the African continent. With concerns for rising 
water scarcity within the basin, it is becoming increasingly important to ensure that water resources are 
used effectively to meet diverse socio-economic goals. 

The future is fundamentally uncertain and unknowable, but policy-makers need to make decisions 
today to address problems tomorrow. When looking at longer time frames – for instance 2030 – using 
traditional forecasting methods that ignore uncertainty is simply not justified. Here, scenarios have 
proven effective. They explicitly acknowledge uncertainty. By examining uncertain and predetermined 
elements, they gradually get into view of what is driving the system and the underlying structural 
relations. This understanding is critical for making informed decisions. 

This publication presents the results of an interactive process – Food for Thought (F4T) – in which 
some 25 participants from all Nile countries engaged in a joint scenario building exercise. It examines 
the uncertain future of the demand for agricultural produce in the Nile Basin for 2030. With high 
demographic growth rates, demand for such produce is set to rise, further increasing the pressure on 
land and water resources. 

A plausible range of the future demand for agricultural produce is a key input for agriculture and water 
resources development policies, and for exploring joint Nile Basin development options. 

This publication is organized in three sections. 

Part I examines the relevance of the F4T scenario exercise and describes the scenario development 
process. Part II reports on the findings. It discusses the starting conditions, predetermined elements 
and key uncertainties. It presents the four scenario stories with corresponding logics. Part III presents 
guidelines on how to use the scenario set. 

F4T demonstrated the potential of a multi-stakeholder scenario process to perform an effective rapid 
analysis of a complex issue. It led to a better understanding of the causal system that drives demand 
for agricultural produce. In a world that is constantly changing, this understanding will be very valuable 
when there is need to adapt to new realities. By taking a wider view, F4T proved useful in stretching the 
Nile debate. A number of shared interests were identified and examined, particularly those related to 
agricultural trade. Crucially these are not directly related to river flow and therefore offer much better 
prospects for negotiated solutions. 

The role of F4T in supporting a negotiation process and discovering potential areas of common ground is 
discussed in two separate articles, which are available at the project Web site, www.fao.org/nr/water/faonile. 

www.fao.org/nr/water/faonile
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What are scenarios?
�

Scenarios are credible stories about the future, stories that can help us recognize and adapt to changing 
aspects of our environment. 

Summary of the F4T scenarios
�

Four scenario stories were developed, based on 
two principal uncertain elements: i) effectiveness 
of governance; and ii) the international agricultural 
trade regime, to the extent that they impact water 
use in the Nile Basin. It is important to consider 
the scenarios as a set, with none being regarded 
as more likely than the others. 

Unintended Consequences 
Nilecountriessufferhighfoodpriceswhentheyfail to 
increase their agricultural output after Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries cut surplus production. Only 
large export-oriented farms benefit from improved 
market conditions. The majority of smallholders 
are unable to respond to price incentives because 
they lack an enabling environment. Subsistence 
farming dominates. With persistent high population 
growth rates, livelihood conditions deteriorate and 
economic development stagnates. 

Joint Effort 
Robust governance and improved agricultural 
market conditions propel Nile countries into 
middle-income countries. Governments stimulate 
rural development and, responding to higher 
commodity prices, agricultural productivity 

increases. Rural economies benefit and improve. 
Favourable economic conditions result in smaller 
families and reduced population growth. 

Nile on its Own 
Regional trade grows owing to improved Nile 
governance and limited international trade 
options. World commodity prices remain low but 
governments stabilize prices through regional 
tariffs. Policies promote local production and 
inter-regional trade. Gradually, Nile countries 
experience an increase in wealth and food 
security and a decline in poverty. 

Double Burden 
Ineffective governance conspires with unfavourable 
internationaltradeconditionstofrustrateagricultural 
developmentandkeepNilecountries inpoverty.Rural 
areas stagnate. High poverty levels and insecurity 
lead to adoption of family-based survival strategies, 
resulting in accelerated population growth and a 
downward spiral of economic decline. 

The detailed scenario stories are presented in 
Part 2. Part 1 starts by providing the context: a 
discussion of current realities, persisting trends, 
and key uncertainties. 
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Why is F4T relevant? 

Why is F4T relevant?
�

Ten countries share the Nile. It is the longest 
river in the world, draining almost 10 percent of 
the African continent. The Nile waters are vital 
for the livelihood of more than 180 million people 
in the basin. With rapidly rising populations 
and consequent environmental stresses, water 
scarcity has been flagged as a priority. This has 
resulted in a complex protracted negotiation 
over the use of the shared Nile waters. Inability 
to agree on joint development of the waters 
could delay the effective use of this resource for 
the benefit of its people. Concerted efforts are 
ongoing to strengthen cooperation among the 
Nile riparians through the Nile Basin Initiative 
(NBI). 

Agriculture is the main water consumer in 
the basin, withdrawing more than 80 percent of 
renewable resources. With high demographic 
growth rates, it is certain that demand for food 
commodities will rise. Food security is a critical 
concern for policy-makers. A high proportion of 
the Nile region’s population is rural, depends on 
rainfed subsistence farming, but is effectively 
cut off from international markets. Growing 
agricultural production will further increase 
pressure on land and water resources. 

A realistic assessment of future food 
requirements is essential for Nile governments 
to take informed decisions about agricultural 
planning and water resource allocation. 

A scenario exercise – Food for Thought (F4T) 
– was initiated to explore the uncertain future 

of the demand for agricultural produce. The 

exercise aimed to obtain a plausible range of the 
future demand for agricultural produce in the 
Nile Basin, and acquire a better understanding of 
the forces that shape the demand function. 

The analysis looked at the year 2030 as the 
horizon. For this timeframe, the use of traditional 
forecasting methods that ignore uncertainty is no 
longer justified. 

The scenario approach was adopted to keep the 
uncertainties involved with demand forecasting 
explicitly on the agenda. Four equally plausible 
but alternative futures were developed. 

The F4T exercise had the following two 
additional objectives: i) building of collective 
understanding; and ii) alignment of views among 
Nile stakeholders. 

a) The multi-stakeholder scenario process 
proved effective for conducting a rapid analysis of 
a complex issue. It combined various disciplines 
in simple logics and stories, helping participants 
to reframe conceptual models and see the world 
in new ways. It collectively identified points of 
leverage and possible adaptation strategies. 

b) The scenario development process provided 
a vehicle for aligning thinking about the future. 
Because of its highly participatory nature, 
with input from a broad range of stakeholders 
from all Nile countries, it has contributed to 
creating mutual understanding and trust among 
the participants. As a result, some contours of 
common ground have been identified. 

7 Food for Thought 
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Scenario process
�

Scenario process
�

Scenarios are stories about the external 
environment that show how important events might 
evolve over time, and describe the logic behind 
these possible developments. They do not predict 
what will happen but identify what might happen. 

Although scenarios must be based on the best 
available knowledge and insights, the rationale for 
using scenarios is that the future is fundamentally 
uncertain and unknowable. Because of this, 
multiple futures are possible. In a scenario 
development process, participants address the 
question of how uncertainties might affect their 
collective futures. The process promotes the joint 
exploration of possibilities, facilitates alignment of 
views, encourages ‘what if?’ questions, and allows 
the collective discovery of what some appropriately 
call ‘common ground’. Used in this way, scenarios 
help prepare for uncertain futures that lie ahead. 

The F4T scenario process was designed 
and conducted by the FAO Nile project team in 
Entebbe, supported by an external adviser and 
process facilitator, Peter Schütte of Schütte & 
Company Management Consultants. 

Active stakeholder participation was considered 
critical to ensure the relevance of the exercise. 
A core scenario group was formed including 
members from all Nile countries, from inside 
and outside government, and with a background 
mostly in water resources and agriculture. The 
group changed somewhat during the course of the 
exercise, but key elements such as full Nile Basin 
representation and multidisciplinary perspective 
were carefully maintained. Apart from the core 
group, a diverse set of professionals – from inside 
and outside the Nile countries – participated in 
the various events, providing novel insights and 
widening perspectives. 

F4T development comprised of following main 
activities: 

• interview series to set the scenario agenda; 
•	�a first workshop to develop the scenario 

frame and first-generation scenario stories 
(Cairo, November 2006, two days); 

•	�a research phase, in which a number of key 
questions were examined in depth; 

•	�a second workshop, examining critical 
assumptions and verifying and deepening 
the scenario logics and stories (Entebbe, 
February 2007, two days); 

•	�a third workshop, in which the scenario set 
was presented to a new audience; F4T was 
used to analyse implications and identify 
signposts and trend breaking events (Cairo, 
April 2007, one day); 

•	�a fourth workshop, which focused on 
analyzsing impacts, stakeholder reaction, 
areas of influence, and options to influence 
the course of events or adapt to new realities 
(Entebbe, May 2007, two days). 

The process started with a round of more 
than 50 interviews with government officials, 
experts, academicians and business people in 
the countries involved. The aim was to gather 
perceptions, issues and concerns on the future 
of the countries. The focus of the interviews 
was agricultural demand in relation to water 
resources. 

The goal of this interview round was to provide 
an overview of views and issues that could 
serve to develop an initial strategic agenda for 
the workshops. The content of the interviews 
ranged well beyond narrow water-related 
issues into areas such as international trade, 
rural development, population growth, poverty, 
education and health, and issues of (national) 
food security. 



      
       

      
    

     

     
    

 
      

      
     

     
      

     

     
      

     
     
     

     
    

     
      

        
      

      
       

     
        

   

      
    

      
      
     

     
       

     
      

        
       

Scenario process 

Participants re-examine the scenario logics during one of the workshops 

The interview feedback served as an input 
for the first workshop, where a selected group 
of some 25 participants discussed issues and 
uncertainties for the basin’s future. 

The group identified and clustered the most 
relevant driving forces involved. A distinction 
was made between predictable and uncertain 
elements. The uncertain elements – which 
included governance, trade regime, business 
environment, energy, technology, infrastructure, 
agricultural production and social change – were 
ranked in a ‘scenario structuring space’ on 
the basis of impact and predictability. Figure 1 
presents an example. 

The participants agreed on what is referred 
to as a ‘first-generation’ scenario framework, 
which reflected uncertain factors that were 
considered key for future developments in the 
region, as shown in Figure 2. 

Alignment among the participants on the 
factors that would ‘really make a difference’ 
emerged very early during this workshop. 
Interestingly, the two most important key 
uncertainties that emerged from the group’s 

discussions were not directly water- or 
agriculture-related. Instead, they were related 
to international trade opportunities for the 
countries involved, and to what was referred 
to as ‘quality of governance’ in times to come. 
Notably, this latter factor, which had hardly 
been touched on during the initial interviews, 
moved to the centre of the group’s strategic 
conversations about the future. The scenario 
frame presented in Figure 2 is the foundation of 
the F4T scenario set. 

In much the same composition, the group 
reconvened for three subsequent two-day 
workshops. 

These were used to discuss and probe 
the initial framework, develop and test the 
four emerging scenario storylines and story 
maps, and subsequently to ponder scenario 
implications and the question: ‘What if we do 
nothing?’ 

During the final workshop the group 
addressed new insights and the question: 
‘What would/could we do if…?’ A series of new 
insights were agreed on and – per scenario 

9 Food for Thought 



       
     

       

     
      

    

  

Scenario process
�

and across all four scenarios – options were highly plausible and relevant. More importantly, 
developed. Over time, confidence grew that alignment grew (along with shared insights on 
the group’s scenarios, as a set, were both risks and ‘dead end streets’). 

Figure 1 Example of a scenario structuring space 

Figure 2 Example of a scenario framework 
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Part 2 • What F4T is looking at 

• Current realities 

• Persisting trends 

• Key uncertainties 

• Scenario stories and logics 



       
        
         

     
    

      
    

      
      

     

    
     

 

      
     

   
    

 

What F4T is looking at 

What F4T is looking at
�

Scenarios play in the contextual environment – that 
part of the outside world over which individuals have 
little or no influence, but that has a substantial and 
sometimes overwhelming impact on the future. 
In this ‘non-responsive’ environment, scenarios 
should be seen as value-neutral. They describe 
plausible but not desirable futures. 

Examples of factors that set the context for the 
F4T scenarios include international trade regime, 
international political arrangements and the state 
of agricultural technology. 

In contrast to the contextual space, the 
transactional environment is that part of the 

outside world where Nile governments and 
stakeholders are active players, and over which 
they have considerable influence. 

Here, interests, political processes and 
‘good-bad’ value judgements play a critical 
role. Governments use regulation, tax policies or 
subsidies to encourage preferable developments 
or mitigate undesirable effects. Decisions in this 
domain can sometimes be subjective. 

The elements considered by F4T reside mostly 
in the contextual environment. They include 
nutrition patterns, demographic developments, 
agricultural trade regime, export potential 

Figure 3 Schematic overview of the outside world 

Source: Van Der Heiden, K. 1996. 
Scenarios: the art of strategic conversation. 

Hoboken, New Jersey, USA. John Wiley. 
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What F4T is looking at
�

and constraints, socio-economic development 
issues, etc. 

F4T is staged in the world as it is now – more or 
less. Factors that could dramatically change the 
existing world order, such as political upheavals 
or major technological breakthroughs, are not 
taken into account. 

The state of the rural economy plays 
a prominent role in all four scenarios. With 
dominant rural populations in all Nile countries, 
the rural economy affects two drivers of the 
demand function: demography and nutrition 
patterns. 

Energy crops are only included in the 
qualitative discussion. They matter as sugar 
cane, jatropha or palm oil for biofuel foodstocks. 
The future of energy, however, is very dynamic 
and involves major uncertainties regarding oil 
price, technological developments, measures 
against global warming, and other factors. In this 
very uncertain environment it was not possible 
to attach plausible figures to the demand for 
biofuels for the horizon year 2030. 

The scenarios do not consider the impact of 
climate change, either on world agricultural 
production – and thus world food prices – or 
on local conditions in various parts of the Nile 
Basin. 

Research points to a likely increase in the 
frequency and intensity of extreme events, 
including floods and droughts. Changes in 
temperature and precipitation will affect the 
resource base and thus influence agricultural 
production and economic conditions in rural 
areas. Nevertheless, climate change was left 
out for three reasons: 

1. The main impact of climate change on global 
food production capacity is not expected to 
occur until after the horizon year 2030 
(FAO, 2003). 

2. Current global circulation models do not 
have sufficient accuracy and detail to 
enable assessment of the changes to local 
conditions and microclimates. General 
trends are emerging, but it is not yet 
possible to develop a sense of direction, 
magnitude or timing at the Nile Basin scale 
or more local levels (Conway, 2005). 

3. Socio-economic	� change may eclipse 
climate forcing. 

F4T does not consider revolutionary 
developments in biotechnology or medicine. 
Neither does it include the emergence 
of new pests or diseases. These factors are 
fundamentally unpredictable. 

Oil has been discovered in a number of 
Nile countries. Growing export revenue could 
lead to appreciating currencies and make 
local production – in agriculture or industry 
– uncompetitive. Food imports would become 
cheaper relative to local produce. By losing 
market share, local agricultural production 
would decline and conditions in rural areas would 
deteriorate. The impact of local oil exploration 
on rural development has not been taken into 
account. 

The dynamic aspect of the future – and the 
nonlinear behaviour of most variables – is not 
considered. The four scenarios present only 
end-states and cause-effect diagrams. 
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Current realities 


This section describes the current state – the 
starting conditions – of the key variables of the 
agricultural demand function and their contextual 
environment. Population size and demographic 
trends, nutrition patterns, agricultural trade, 
and input requirements of the agroprocessing 
industry, including biofuels, are elements of the 
demand function. Their contextual environment 
includes factors such as the international trade 
regime, quality of governance, recent trends in 
agricultural commodity prices, overall state of the 
national economy, and conditions in rural areas. 
As discussed in the section on Scenario process, 
trade regime and quality of governance make up 
the polar axes of the scenario frame. 

This section does not describe the physical 
environment, the Nile hydrologic regime or the 
climaticpatternsintheregion.Neitherdoesitdiscuss 
the state of the natural resource base. The scenario 
group did not identify the natural environment 
as among the main influencers of demand for 
agricultural produce. Trade, socio-economic 
and other development factors were regarded as 
considerably more important. Implicitly, this is 
illustrated by the fact that per capita income and 
calorie intake in the Lake Victoria region – well 
endowed with rainfall and land resources – does 
not significantly differ from, for instance, those 
in Ethiopia, which is subject to some what less 
favourable climatic conditions. 

This section starts with the contextual factors. 

State of governance in the Nile region 
The ten Nile countries are as diverse in political 
practice as they are in culture. Taken generally, 
the countries have made some headway towards 
democratic leadership. National constitutions are 
in place for most of them, and elections are held 

periodically. But a number would not qualify as 
functioning democracies with clear division of 
roles among the legislative, judicial and executive 
branches of government. Typically, the executive 
takes the upper hand, at the expense of the other 
two. A large part of the population lacks experience 
in participative decision-making and is accustomed 
to a certain level of paternalism. Many people are 
unaware of their constitutional rights, and with 
incidents of inadequate government accountability 
the system is vulnerable to corruption. 

Good policies are often in place but 
implementation is weak. Government institutions 
suffer financial constraints that affect their 
capacity to serve. Owing to low salaries, the most 
qualified personnel shift to the private sector or 
migrate to better rewarding countries. Behind 
them, they leave bureaucracies of limited technical 
and financial capacity to deal with complex 
long-term development issues. Professionalism 
in government institutions – particularly at the 
sub-national level – is usually of low standard, 
leading to unnecessary delays, biased 
interpretations of rules and regulations, and 
sometimes arbitrary decision-making or inaction. 

Without sufficient financial and technical 
resources, planning is difficult. Governments 
are forced to be more reactive than proactive. 
Within the affordable budget margins, urban areas 
receive more attention than rural areas. This is 
partly because it is easier to deliver services to 
areas where people are concentrated than where 
they are sparse. But, more important, political 
maturity is higher in urban areas. Urban dwellers 
exert on government a certain amount of political 
pressure that turns social benefits more in their 
favour. Rural areas, where most of the agriculture 
is practised, are often ignored. 

15 Food for Thought 



16 Demand for agricultural produce in the Nile Basin for 2030: four scenarios 

      

    
    

     
      

     

      

    

      
      

    
     

      
        
     

       
      

      
      

       
         

  

      

    
      
      

     
 

     
      

       
    

    

    
     

Current realities
�

Unable to deliver adequate services to the 
public on their own, many governments rely 
heavily on external support, which often comes 
with stringent conditions. Almost inevitably, they 
bend their policies towards donors’ interests, 
undermining the needed consistency and 
continuity in policy formulation, institutional 
management and public administration. 

Current trends show donor money being 
channeled mainly to social services such as 
health and education. Agriculture, on which 
the majority of Nile Basin people rely for their 
livelihood, receives less attention. Over the past 
20 years development aid to agriculture has 
fallen by half, according to the non-governmental 
organization (NGO) Oxfam. Political instability 
in some countries has resulted in an economic 
environment that is not conducive for long-term 
investment. 

The press and civil society organizations are 
growing and continuing to highlight social issues 
including education, human rights, gender, 
the environment and health. However, these 
organizations – which should check the activities 
of governments – are still weak. They lack levels 
of professionalism and financial resources. As 
a result, their impact on governance is very 
limited. In many cases, civil society organizations 
are concentrated around a few urban centres 
and design their programmes and activities in 
sectors that attract donor funding. In effect, they 
serve only a few people and their areas of focus 
are usually narrow. 

With regard to regionalism, some level of 
cooperation among Nile countries exists. The 
Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) is an arrangement 
promoting equitable sharing of the benefits from 
Nile Basin resources by all ten riparians. One of 
its targets is to build more trust and cooperation 
basin-wide. 

The international 
agricultural trade regime 
Trade liberalization has moved the world towards 
a global economy. However, agriculture, on which 
most developing countries base their trade, is 
still on the sidelines. 

International agricultural trade rules, policies 
and practices do not favour developing countries. 
They are especially harsh to smallholder farmers. 

Since the 1980s, most developing countries 
have been required to open their markets to 
imports and concentrate their production on 
export cash crops. 

Concentration on export crops has resulted 
in depressed producer prices, while the open 
markets policy has exposed the poor countries to 
cheap imports, including staple foods. 

Until the recent spike in agricultural commodity 
prices, this is how things happened: the European 
Union (EU) and, in particular, the United States 
of America subsidized their farmers. By linking 
subsidies to production, developed countries 
overproduced. Surpluses were dumped on the 
world market, where they depressed world food 
prices. Cheap produce dumped in local markets, 
sometimes in the guise of emergency food aid, 
exposed poor farmers to low local food commodity 
prices. Rural areas were deprived of income for 
development. Even now, most local produce in 
the Nile Basin cannot compete – on prices as well 
as quality – with imported commodities. 

Access to developed country markets for raw 
produce is made difficult by high tariffs on certain 
commodities and the requirement to stick to 
the given quotas. Processed commodities are 
blocked through escalating tariffs (tariffs that 
increase with the level of processing a commodity 
undergoes). Packing standards, labelling and 
health restrictions are among the non-tariff 



    

     

     

      
    

      
       

     

 
    

       

    

Current realities 

barriers applied. By directly or indirectly blocking 
value-added produce, developed countries deny 
poor ones the opportunity to use their cheap 
labour to process for export. 

Agreements to promote trade between 
developed and developing countries exist but are 
hardly sufficient. The cooperative arrangement 
between African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) 
countries, and the EU has been allowing ACP 
countries tariff- and quota-free access to 
European markets for agricultural products that 
do not directly compete with products covered by 
the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). This 
excludes the major produce of many developing 
countries, including sugar and bananas. However, 
this arrangement is changing, and it is widely 
thought that the new rules will benefit Europe 
more than the ACP countries. 

Since 2008, ACP countries have ceased to enjoy 
non-reciprocal trade preference, as a regime 
compatible with World Trade Organization (WTO) 
trade rules is sought. At present, economic 
partnership agreements (EPAs) are being 
negotiated between the two parties, and the 
result will be free trade rules under which 

developing countries will be expected to grant 
free access to produce from Europe and will also 
have access to European markets. Competition 
from cheap foreign produce may further hurt 
developing country production. 

The African Growth and Opportunities Act 
(AGOA), an agreement between the United States 
of America and sub-Saharan African countries, 
aims to bolster trade between the two parties. 
Under the arrangement, United States imports 
in 2006 were worth USD44.2 billion. However, 
sub-Saharan African exports of agricultural 
products to the United States through AGOA were 
only worth 0.8 percent, as petroleum accounted 
for 93 percent of total AGOA exports. 

The Doha round of trade talks, aimed at 
fostering free trade around the world, began in 
2001. A deal is yet to go through, as developed 
and developing countries remain divided 
regarding the most appropriate way to trade. 
Developing countries would like to see major cuts 
in the subsidies developed countries offer their 
farmers. If this happens agricultural production 
in developing countries could increase, if OECD 
country production declines. 

The urban Nile population is a key market for rural farmers 

17 Food for Thought 



      
        

       
        

       
          

     
     

     
        

        
        
       

        
       

     

     
      

        
       

   

        
      

      
    

     

     

     

  

Current realities
�

General state of the Nile economies 
Gross domestic product (GDP) – both total and 
per capita – varies greatly across the region. At 
14 times less than Egypt’s, Burundi presents the 
lowest GDP per capita, of just USD100 in 2006. 
While Egypt’s total GDP for the same year was 
USD107.5 billion, that of Burundi was USD0.8 
billion. 

However, compared with 2003, the 2006 figures 
show increased total and per capita GDP for all 
the countries. Ethiopia doubled total GDP, to 
USD13.3 billion in 2006, and the Sudan more than 
doubled its, to USD37.6 billion from USD17.8 billion, 
in the three years. It is important to stress that the 
Sudan’s tremendous economic strides are largely 
credited to its booming oil industry. 

Agriculture’s contribution to total national GDP 
across the region is very significant, with shares as 
high as 57 percent for the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, 49 percent for Burundi, and 45 percent 
for the United Republic of Tanzania. The countries 
most reliant on agriculture are also those with high 
levels of subsistence farming and the majority of 
their populations living in rural areas. 

Economic interaction between urban and rural 
areas is prominent, with urban dwellers providing 
the main market for rural produce. Agro trade is 
largely via small-scale retail of primary products, as 
subsistence farming dominates production. 

A large percentage of the Nile labour force is 
absorbed by the informal sector – manufacturing, 
trading, service provision and others – dominated 
by individuals or small-scale entities. 

Entrepreneurs focus mainly on local and 
national markets for food produce and imported 
merchandise. Only a small number venture 
into exports, which are limited to only a few 
commodities, and volumes are quite small. 
Some regional cross-boundary trade, especially 
in unprocessed agricultural produce, goes on. 
However, much of it goes unrecorded, as it is 
mostly informal. 

The Nile region’s participation in the world 
economy is still marginal. In 2005, apart from 
Egypt, which imported USD24 billion and exported 
USD13.8 billion-worth of merchandise, the other 
countries were well below USD10 billion in both 

Country 
GDP 2006 

(USDbn) 
GDP per capita 

2006 (USD) 
GDP percentage 

growth rate 2005 

Percentage share 
of agriculture in 

national economies 

Figure 4 GDP, GDP per capita, GDP percentage growth rate and percentage share of agriculture 

Burundi 0.8 101.3 na 49 

Dem. Rep. Congo 8.5 144.8 7 57 

Egypt 107.5 1 474.6 4.9 16.1 

Eritrea 1.1 244.4 na 13.9 

Ethiopia 13.3 168.5 na 41.8 

Kenya 21.2 595.5 5 15.8 

Rwanda 2.5 271.7 na 41.6 

Sudan 37.6 1019 na 35.5 

United Rep. Tanzania 12.8 332.4 na 45 

Uganda 9.3 321.8 5.6 32.4 

Source: World Bank, 2007. 
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Current realities 

categories. Only the Sudan and Kenya came 
close, with imports of USD6 billion each and 
exports worth USD5 billion for the Sudan and 
USD3 billion for Kenya. In comparison, Brazil, 
which is also a developing country, had a much 
more significant role in world trade, with exports 
worth USD118 billion and imports valued at 
USD73 billion over the same period. 

The benefits of globalization have, to a large 
extent, by-passed the region. This is mainly 
because the business environment is less 
conducive. Deficiencies in security, physical 
infrastructure and policies make much of the 
region unattractive for long-term investment. 

Recent trends in 
agricultural commodity prices 
Until2003,pricesformajoragriculturalcommodities 
had been declining for more than three decades. In 
2001, coffee on the international market was worth 
just 16 percent of what it was in the 1980s – after 
taking inflation into account – and cotton was worth 
about 20 percent of what it was in the 1980s. There 
are two major explanations for this: 

1. Several developing countries concentrate on 
the production of similar cash crops and, in 
effect, oversupply the world market. This is 
especially important in the case of coffee. 

2. Farm subsidies in the industrialized world, 
by leading to excessive production and export 
dumping, force prices down across the 
globe. A United Kingdom Government report 
estimated that the United States of America’s 
subsidies to its cotton sector, worth USD2.3 
billion in 2001/2002, depressed world cotton 
prices by about 20 percent. 

Coffee prices have, however, been increasing 
since 2003, especially as a result of weather-
induced damage to crops in South America and 
Viet Nam. Periodic price variations in cash crops 
are usually a consequence of weather vagaries. 

The 2005 world market coffee price of US0.79/lb 
(0.45 kg) is nevertheless a quarter of the average 
value of the 1970s. Cotton prices on the other 
hand continued to fall until 2005, when they 
started to register some increase. Prices were 
at USD0.49/lb in 2005, USD0.577/lb in 2006, and 
USD0.60/lb in 2007. These, are, however still very 
low compared with USD1.87/lb in the 1970s. 

Currently, there is a spike in food crop prices. 
This is mainly because market liberalization has 
led to cuts in excess production and lowered 
stocks; demand for food commodities has 
increased in rapidly growing economies such as 
India, China and Brazil; and there is high demand 
for biofuel feedstocks. 

Regarding biofuels, the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) estimated 
that the United States of America would use 
25 percent of its total maize crop in ethanol 
production, by 2008. Despite expected increases 
in production, demand for maize to produce 
ethanol will drive world commodity prices higher. 

Other factors responsible for the recent 
agricultural produce price increases include 
stagnation of production due to high fuel and 
chemical input costs, policy changes in some 
importing countries (affecting produce such as 
sugar, bananas, cotton and dairy products), and 
increasing sea freight costs. 

It is important to note that although prices for 
agricultural produce have increased, they are still 
lower than they were in the 1970s. 

Efficiency of national 
policies for rural development 
The majority of Nile Basin people live in rural areas. 
These areas are characterized by widespread 
poverty. Lack of basic needs such as enough food, 
decent housing, clean drinking-water and proper 
sanitation facilities leaves rural populations 
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Figure 5 Trend of cash crop prices from 1975 

Source: UNCTAD. 
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Figure 6 Trend of food crop prices from 1975 

Source: UNCTAD. 1976
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Current realities 

vulnerable to diseases. Access to social services, 
including health and education, is limited. 

Agriculture is the main source of livelihood, 
but the sector is not streamlined to benefit rural 
farmers. Governments put little focus on rural 
development, despite the rhetoric. Policies are 
insufficient and implementation is weak. Issues 
such as landownership and land-use rights are 
still critical in many of the countries. Subsistence 
farming dominates, and levels of productivity are 
generally low. 

Rural development policies need to address 
the whole system that drives agriculture. Key 
constraints are not only related to land and water 
resources. Obviously, a paramount prerequisite is 
a peaceful environment. In areas where security 
is inadequate, agricultural activities effectively 
come to a stand-still. After peace, rural farmers 
need stable and profitable prices for their 
produce. The absence of price stability makes it 
hard for farmers to determine the level of inputs 
– fertilizer and improved seeds – that makes 
sense from an economic point of view. With high 
margins between farm-gate and market prices, 
economic incentives for agricultural production 
are missing. Particularly in remote areas, most 
of the profits go to the trade intermediaries. In 
addition, there is need for land-use rights, physical 
infrastructure such as good roads, agricultural 
extension services, water infrastructure, supply 
of inputs at affordable prices, access to credit and 
other banking services, access to agroprocessing 
facilities, and agricultural research. 

Agricultural production policies, in general, 
are more visible in the Sudan and Egypt than 
elsewhere in the Nile Basin. The governments 
of these two countries invest considerably in 
irrigation and drainage infrastructure. 

Stagnation of the rural economy in much of 
the Nile Basin has resulted in high rural-urban 

migration. Rural people, especially youth, try to 
find income-generating options in urban centres. 
This exerts pressure on urban facilities such as 
schools and health centres. Most of the cities 
and towns are not well planned for handling 
increasing populations. Old slums are expanding 
and new ones developing. 

Nile Basin trade: current export 
and import of agricultural produce 
The 2000 to 2005 average export value of 
agricultural commodities was less than that 
of agricultural imports for several of the Nile 
countries. These include the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Rwanda 
and the Sudan. Egypt spent an average of USD3.4 
billion on agricultural imports, compared with 
earnings of USD909 million from agricultural 
exports over the same period. 

On the other hand, despite registering higher 
total value in exports than imports, the other 
countries with dominant rural populations, such 
as Burundi, Uganda and the United Republic of 
Tanzania, also spent significantly high amounts 
on imports of agricultural produce. 

Apart from the Sudan and Egypt, where oil 
and tourism are major sources of revenue, 
respectively, the other Nile countries rely largely 
on agriculture for export income. 

Coffee is the major export commodity for 
Burundi, Ethiopia, Rwanda and Uganda. In 2005, 
up to 88 and 86 percent of total agricultural 
export value for Burundi and Rwanda respectively 
was from coffee. In Ethiopia, it was 57 percent 
and in Uganda 63 percent. 

Tea led in Kenya, with 50 percent of total export 
value, while for Eritrea and the Sudan, it was sesame 
seed. Agricultural exports are more diversified in 
Egypt, although paddy rice scored up to 29 percent 
of total agricultural export value in 2005. 

21 Food for Thought 
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Country 
AVERAGE IMPORT VALUE OF AGRICULTURAL 

PRODUCE (2000-2005) million USD 
GDP 2006 AVERAGE EXPORT VALUE OF 

AGRICULTURAL PRODUCE (2000-2005) million USD 

Figure 7 General state of the respective Nile economies 

Burundi 33+ 26+ 

Dem. Rep. Congo 29.5 o 272 o 

Egypt 909+ 3 380+ 

Eritrea 2.1 o 86.4 o 

Ethiopia 342.5 o 392 o 

Kenya 1 179+ 488+ 

Rwanda 33.3 o 58.7 o 

Sudan 440o 489 o 

United Rep. Tanzania 427+ 318+ 

Uganda 257.5+ 196+ 

+ Average value 2000-2005, O Average value 2000-2004. Source: FAOSTAT. 

Wheat is the leading import agricultural 
commodity for Nile Basin countries, accounting 
for more than 50 percent of the 2004 total value 
of agricultural imports in the Sudan and Eritrea, 
43 percent in Ethiopia, and 32 percent in Egypt. 

Intra-basin trade is limited to a few, mostly 
unprocessed, commodities. Maize and cereals 
form the bulk of this trade. Factors affecting 
it include poor transport and communication 
networks among countries, insecurity across 
some regions and along some boundaries, and 
tariff and non-tariff barriers. 

Biofuel prospects in the Nile Basin 
The high cost of fossil fuels and global warming 
threats are among the key factors that have led to 
a speedy search for alternatives to oil. This is how 
biofuels – which are made from plant material and 

animal waste – came into the agricultural picture. 
Usual examples of the fuels include ethanol, made 
from sugar and starch crops, and biodiesel, derived 
from oil plants such as soybean and palm oil. 

Massive biofuel investments are ongoing in 
Brazil, the United States of America and Europe. 
The United States target is to increase conventional 
biofuel production to 7.5 billion gallons (34 billion 
litres) by 2010, from 4 billion gallons in 2006, and 
to produce 4 billion gallons (18 billion litres) of 
cellulosic ethanol (fuel from plant waste) by 2015. 
The EU target is to have biofuels constitute 5.75 
percent of all transport fuel by 2010. No major 
biofuel projects have yet been identified in the Nile 
Basin, but given the region’s production potential – 
land and a good amount of rainfall in several areas 
– biofuels are expected to interest the region soon, 
especially for the import substitution of oil. 

Demand for agricultural produce in the Nile Basin for 2030: four scenarios 22 
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Scenario thinkers divide the historic driving forces 
into ‘predetermined’ and ‘uncertain’ elements. Figure 8 Typical calorie consumption evolution 
The first exhibit significant inertia, while the latter 
are more random in nature. Republic of Korea 

Kcal/day/capita GDP/USD/capita (PPP) 
5000 

This section examines the predetermined 
components of the demand function. Examples 4500 

are demography, nutrition patterns and poverty 
levels. They demonstrate substantial momentum 4000 

and are predictable within time frames that are 3500 

U
SD

 

3,000 

kcal/day USD PPP 

1962 1972 1982 1992 2002 

Nutrition patterns and calorie intake 1500 

As a rule of thumb, daily calorie availability of 
1000 

3 000 kcal per person is used as a threshold for 
adequate average food consumption that implies 500 

the absence of undernourishment in a nation. 
0 

Apart from actual nutrition, this average 
includes: i) household waste; ii) processing 
waste; and iii) transport losses. Other losses – 
such as on-farm, harvest, post-harvest and farm 

20000 

16000 

not too long. Other predetermined elements 
12000 analysed in this chapter include education rates, 3000 

pressure on natural resources, environmental 
degradation, climate change, and adoption of new kc

al
 

2500 

technologies. 2000 8000 

4000 

0 

Source: FAOSTAT. 

storage losses – are typically accounted for in 
production data. 

In a normal evolutionary curve, calorie 
consumption rises with increased income until a 
point when it is presumed sufficient. Taking the 
Republic of Korea as an example, calorie intake 
per day rose fast and steadily with increased 
income, from 2 000 kcal in 1962, to start levelling 
off at 3 000 kcal per person per day in the 
1970s, where it remained stable despite further 
income increases. Nile Basin countries, with the 
exception of Egypt, are still below the calorie 
consumption threshold of 3 000 kcal per person 

Figure 9 Nile countries’ calorie consumption 2004 

Source: FAOSTAT. 
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per day. With overall economic development, 
however, calorie intake per person is set to 
increase in the region. 

In addition, demand for food will automatically 
increase with the growing population. Nutrition 
patterns are expected to follow established 
cultural practices where staples account for a 
large portion of food consumed. With increasing 
wealth and urbanization, however, diet patterns 
will diversify and change a bit. Consumption of 
meat, in particular, will increase. 

Demographic trends in the Nile countries 
Population continues to increase rapidly in 
the Nile Basin as other regions of the world 

stabilize or experience declines. In 2005, the 
Nile riparian States had a total population of 
372 million people, more than 200 million of 
whom were living within the Nile Basin. By 
2030, the projected total of the countries is at 
a low of 595 million and a high of about 680 
million people. 

Ethiopia has the highest population, with 
close to 80 million people, followed by Egypt 
at 73 million. Population density is highest in 
the tiny nations of Burundi and Rwanda, around 
Lake Victoria, in the Ethiopian highlands, and 
along the River Nile, especially in Egypt and the 
Sudan’s Khartoum area. 

Country 
Total population 

2005 (million) 

Nile Basin 
population 2005 

(million) 

Total low 
projection 2030 

(million) 

Total high 
projection 2030 

(million) 

Total medium 
projection 2030 

(million) 

Figure 10 Total population of Nile countries in 2005 and projections for 2030 

Burundi 7.9 4.6 15.1 15.9 16.6 

Dem. Rep. Congo 58.7 1.8 111.1 117.5 122.8 

Egypt 72.9 72.6 99.0 107.1 115.2 

Eritrea 4.5 1.7 7.6 8.1 8.6 

Ethiopia 78.9 31.0 121.1 129.0 137 

Kenya 35.6 13.4 56.6 60.6 64.7 

Rwanda 9.2 7.7 13.4 14.4 15.3 

Sudan 36.9 32.4 50.7 54.5 58.3 

United Rep. Tanzania 38.5 7.9 52.0 56.2 60.2 

Uganda 28.9 28.5 68.3 72.0 75.2 

Total 372 201.6 595 635.3 674 

Source:UNPD. 
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Persisting trends 

Country 
Urban percentage 

2005 
Urban medium 2005 

(million) 
Urban 2030 

(million) 
Percentage 

change 

Figure 11 Urban percentage in 2005, projected urban percentage in 2030, and percentage change 

Burundi 

Dem. Rep. Congo 

Egypt 

Eritrea 

Ethiopia 

Kenya 

Rwanda 

Sudan 

United Rep.Tanzania 

Uganda 

10.1 

22.1 

42.8 

20 

16 

10.8 

19.6 

40.9 

24.2 

12.5 

The trend is towards more people living 
in urban areas. In Burundi and Rwanda, the 
percentage increase in urban settlement will be 
as high as 350 and 327 respectively. Despite this 
trend, driven mainly by rural-urban migration, 
the bulk of the Nile population will still live in 
rural areas by 2030, and agriculture will remain 
its major source of livelihood. 

Expected changes in social factors 
Education rates in the Nile region are generally 
climbing, as countries acknowledge that personal 
and national development requires skills. 
Several countries are rolling out free primary 
and secondary education programmes, mainly 
to increase the level of literacy. Between 1999 
and 2004, primary school enrolment increased 
by 27 percent in sub-Saharan Africa. Increased 
education will result in more public pressure 
on governments for better policies. Populations 
will demand employment opportunities, better 
public health programmes, good physical 
infrastructure, and general improvement in the 
quality of life. 

0.8 3.6 +350 

18.8 60 +218 

31.2 58 +84 

0.9 3.0 +232 

12.6 37 +196 

7.4 38 +167 

1.8 8.4 +327 

15.1 33 +122 

9.3 32.7 +128 

3.6 14.7 +310 

Source: United Nations Population Division 2006. 

Pressure for better livelihoods will be further 
fuelled by increased access to information as 
communication technology gets cheaper and 
spreads worldwide. Use of mobile phones, 
for example, has in the past decade improved 
communication efficiency in Africa. From 1999 to 
2004, the number of mobile subscribers on the 
continent jumped to 76.8 million, from 7.5 million, 
an average annual increase of 58 percent. FM 
radio stations have spread over several countries, 
increasing access to information, especially 
for rural people. Easy and timely access to 
information is consistent with development, and 
will influence life styles, from the smallest social 
unit of the family to the political environment of a 
country and the region. 

Poverty reduction programnes, supported 
locally and internationally, exist throughout 
the Nile region. The 2030 scenarios, however, 
appreciate that by the horizon year, poverty will 
still haunt the region. The factors responsible 
for poverty, such as poor policies, insecurity, low 
education levels, and others noted in the section 
on Current realities, do not change overnight. 
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Persisting trends 


Figure 12 Population density 2005 

Source:LANDSCAN Legend 
Population Distribution/sqkm 
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Economic elements and 
their impact on agriculture 
Nile countries still look to agriculture for a 
significant part of their GDP. However, they 
have lately turned their focus to economic 
diversification. From the 1970s until 2003, 
agricultural commodity prices were relentlessly 
receding. Many governments have since 
emphasized industrialization and have therefore 

set their policies in that direction. In addition, 
the region is witnessing rapid growth of the 
urban sector, where manufacturing and service 
sectors dominate. Alternatives such as tourism 
are receiving increased attention. Trends show 
a decreasing proportion of the workforce in 
the farming sector, especially as rural-urban 
migration increases. 

As the countries struggle for growth, 
general improvement is expected in physical 
infrastructure for transport and communication. 
Upgraded feeder roads and increased electricity 
generation and supply will augment agricultural 
trade. Socio-economic interaction within the 
Nile Basin, and connectivity of the region to 
the exterior world, will gradually increase with 
improvements in communication. 

Nile countries will strive to adopt new 
technologies to enhance production. The extent to 
which they individually modernize will, however, 
depend on their socio-political stability and the 
quality of business environment they provide. 
Prevailing circumstances – factoring in security, 
budgetary strength and institutional ability – will 
determine their capacity to purchase and use 
new technologies. 

Attempts will be made to increase agricultural 
production, through area expansion and adoption 
of better farming methods. Higher output will, 
however, depend on the level of success in 
establishing the entire agricultural development 
system discussed in Chapter 4. In general, 
subsistence farming will remain dominant. 

A drive towards privatization is clear. 
Governments are continuing to relinquish 
business control to the competitive private sector. 
Government involvement will mainly be required in 
developing national infrastructure, regulating the 
business environment and enhancing bilateral and 
multilateral trade negotiations. 
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Persisting Trends 

Environmental elements 
A majority of the Nile Basin people depend 
directly on natural resources such as land, water 
and forests for their livelihoods. As populations 
rise rapidly, the region’s natural resources 
dwindle. Conflicts over land settlement and 
ownership are increasing within countries. 
Disputes over water are common, especially in 
pastoral areas and during dry spells. Regional 
disputes over the Nile may not be prominent 
now, but as countries grow and populations rise, 
aspirations for communities to use more of the 
Nile water for food production are unavoidable. 

Degradation of the environment and loss of 
biodiversity will increase as forests and wetlands 
are cleared for agriculture and settlement. 
In some instances, governments have had to 
de-gazette forest reserves and animal parks 
for agricultural investments or to settle the 
landless. 

In addition, responses to anticipated climate 
change can be expected to facilitate the 
drive towards cleaner energy. Promotion of 
alternatives, including solar, wind and biofuels, 
will increase. 

Agricultural elements 
and expected trends 
Agricultural production costs will progressively 
increase. Use of fertilizers, for example, increases 
as farmers intensify production. Meeting the 
food demand of the growing Nile population will 
require more efficiency in production. This will 
have a reducing effect on traditional farming 
methods. Trends show more farmers opting to 
buy improved seeds from agro-stores, rather 
than keeping seed after harvest. 

Intensive farming is seen as an answer to 
the growing urban demand for food – especially 
where policies do not encourage imports of 
staples. As economies grow, people will take 
to more specialized agriculture and increased 
innovation for market competitiveness. The level 
of specialization and innovation will, however, 
depend on the quality of national political and 
business environments. 

Investment in agriculture, from production to 
processing, will increase with the growth of 
demand. Given the high rate of urbanization, it is 
expected that supermarkets will increase their 
share of vending in local markets. But they will 
only source local produce in areas where quality 
and supply are reliable. 
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Key uncertainties
�

Key uncertainties 


This section analyses the key uncertainties of 
the future demand for Nile Basin agricultural 
produce. Uncertainties are factors that are not 
known for sure. They can only be anticipated, but 
they have a big influence on shaping the future. 
Some aspects of the future can be anticipated 
by analysing the current situation and its history. 
This gives an idea on how the future might unfold. 

Key uncertainties in F4T include: the quality of 
governance; rules governing trade at the national, 
regional and international levels; the quality of 
the business environment; energy availability; the 
adequacy of infrastructure; the availability and 
adoption of technologies; and effectiveness in the 
management of agricultural production. 

Others relate to social change, the status of 
public health and its implications on the productive 
sector, incidences of pests and catastrophes, and 
climate conditions and the hydrologic regime of 
the Nile. 

The uncertainty of governance 
The online-resource Wikipedia describes 
governance as the process of decision-making and 
the process by which decisions are implemented 
(or not implemented). It outlines eight 
characteristics of good governance: participation, 
rule of law, transparency, responsiveness, 
consensus orientation, equity and inclusiveness, 
effectiveness and efficiency, and accountability. 
This ideal situation is what democracies around 
the world strive to achieve, but it is, of course, hard 
to arrive at. 

Generally, national economic policies aim to use 
human and non-human resources appropriately to 
attain economic development, on the assumption 
of political stability and social harmony. Through 

well-established institutions, they deliver essential 
services such as education and health for human 
development. They also guide the use of natural 
resources, including water and land, to meet 
national development objectives. 

Ineffective governments on the other hand 
may simply fail to implement such policies. 
Their institutional weaknesses stretch from poor 
quality staffing to gross financial shortages. 

When institutional support is lacking, people 
perform belowcapacity and, thus, theircontribution 
to the national income is limited. 

Establishment of effective institutions – with 
qualified personnel and adequate financing – is 
a key challenge to the governance of several Nile 
countries. 

The agricultural trade regime 
Stable and profitable prices are the most 
important source of motivation for farmers, who 
will increase output when prices are reliable and 
lower it when they are low or highly volatile. 

In the globalizing agricultural market, changes 
in the international trade regime – and the resulting 
price levels – remain by far the main uncertainty. 

Currently, the world is experiencing a spike in 
prices of agricultural produce. This is due to crop 
failure in some countries, dietary changes in China 
and India, and the demand for ‘first generation’ 
biofuels (ethanol and biodiesel) feedstock. 

The price surge has suddenly watered down 
argumentsregarding‘dumping’,oneof theelements 
in the trade regime said to cause low agricultural 
commodity prices in developing countries. 



       
      

       
      

     
  

     
        

     

     

      

 

     

     
    

    

 
 

    
   

 

     

 

     

 

     

      

Key uncertainties 

However, market forces and human ingenuity 
could work to push prices downwards at some 
point in the future. 

Farmers, some with the help of subsidies and 
others simply motivated by higher prices, could 
increase output to meet the growing demand. They 
could expand crop area and improve efficiency 
in production, including through the adoption 
of higher-yielding varieties such as genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs). 

Prices for biofuel feedstock – especially 
cereals – could particularly fall if or when 
second-generation biofuels become economically 
feasible. Unlike the first generation, second-
generation biofuels make use of plant waste, so 
do not compete directly with food production. 

Through the Doha trade talks, developing 
countries, a category to which all Nile countries 
belong, continue to seek changes in the 
international trade regime. They want to gain 
more access to the world market. However, these 
talks have broken down several times since they 
were launched in 2001. 

In June 2007, the Director-General of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), Pascal Lamy, warned: 
‘the need now is for urgent action to restore 
confidence that these negotiations can and will 
be finished successfully’. 

There are several ‘ifs’ that help examine the 
possible consequences of the changes that may 
occur in the trade regime – whether through the 
WTO or other initiatives: 

1. If	� developing countries introduce or 
reintroduce import tariffs on agricultural 
commodities, as policy support to local 
production, local prices of agricultural 
produce will stabilize or rise. Farmers will 
be encouraged to increase production and 

plan their investments, based on market 
predictability. By contrast, if commodity 
prices are low, small-scale farmers will 
remain in subsistence production. 

2. If developed 	countries significantly lower 
or totally scrap production enhancing 
subsidies, consequently reducing their 
farmers’ output, world food prices will rise. 
The change may hurt developing country 
urban dwellers – who may have to pay more 
for food as a result of reduced imports – 
but will benefit rural producers for whom 
market opportunities will increase. 

3. If OECD countries relax import tariffs and 
quota conditions, developing countries will 
increase their exports. But if the barriers 
stay, or if non-tariff barriers increase, 
developing country exports will not improve 
significantly. 

4. If 	escalating tariffs (tariffs that increase 
with the level of processing a commodity 
undergoes) are scrapped by the OECD, 
the agroprocessing industry in developing 
countries will develop. This will bring many 
other benefits to local people, including 
more jobs in the processing industry and 
more demand for farmers’ produce. 

At the regional level, uncertainty regarding the 
effectiveness of preferential markets is still high. 
Nine of the ten Nile riparians (the United Republic 
of Tanzania is the exception) are members of the 
Common Market for Eastern Africa (COMESA). 
The non-tariff barriers that COMESA members 
apply to each other are said to be hurting the 
preferential market. 

Smaller groupings, such as the East African 
Community (EAC) – which brings together 
Uganda, Kenya, the United Republic of Tanzania, 
Burundi and Rwanda – have emerged. EAC 
could form a fairly large market for East African 
countries, but one of its members, the Untied 
Republic of Tanzania, is also a member of the 
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Key uncertainties
�

South African Development Community (SADC). 
As the East African countries move to form 
a political federation, analysts argue that the 
United Republic of Tanzania may have to choose 
between the two markets. In other words, 
questions pertain to how new political and 
economic alliances will affect established ones. 

The success of the preferential marks will 
depend on the commitment of the member 
countries and their ability to develop the 
necessary infrastructure for regional trade. 

Quality of the business environment 
The political, economic and social conditions 
under which businesses operate help shape their 
trend, momentum and influence on national 
development. 

In 2006, none of the Nile countries was in 
the World Bank’s ‘green’ category, which lists 
countries with suitable conditions for doing 
business. Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda fell in the 
moderate ‘yellow’ while the rest were in the ‘red’ 
category. This implies that the region’s business 
environment is largely not conducive. 

Business is more sustainable in countries 
where security for investments is sufficient, the 
law is respected, corruption and bureaucracies 
are contained, taxes are reasonable, financial 
institutions such as banks are efficient, and the 
labour force is reliable. 

Taxes are often high as governments struggle to 
raise revenue. In several instances, these taxes are 
not well streamlined, which encourages multiple 
taxation and discourages business investment. 

Banks are slow to effect transactions, they 
also have high charges, and risk management 
mechanisms are usually not adequate to attract 
long-term investment. 

An unfriendly business environment increases 
operational costs, while making it difficult for 
investors to plan their investments. 

Energy production and consumption 
At 495 kWh per capita per year, sub-Saharan 
Africa has one of the lowest electricity production 
rates in the world. 

As electricity is an important driver of economic 
development, it is not surprising that the region 
is far less developed than, for example, North 
America, which produces 14 723 kWh per capita. 

Egypt (the only Nile country outside 
sub-Saharan Africa) and the Sudan have oil 
and gas that ensure their energy production 
and consumption levels are higher than those 
of their Nile neighbours. The upper riparians 
are highly dependent on oil imports, meagre 
hydroelectricity and biomass energy. 

Owing to population growth, urbanization, 
industrialization and increased incomes, the Nile 
region’s demand for energy will keep rising. 
Generally, Africa’s electricity demand is projected 
to grow at an average annual rate of 3.5 percent. 

There are three major questions on the future 
of energy consumption in the region: 

1. What will be the energy price levels in the 
future? 

2. To 	what extent will energy levels affect 
development? 

3.	� How will governments respond to the 
increasing energy demand? 

Countries including Uganda, the United 
Republic of Tanzania and Kenya are exploring 
possibilities of mining oil in the Great Rift Valley 
region. They are also looking at the potential for 
geothermal energy. Questions pertain to whether 
they can turn the resources into efficient and 
cheap energy, and when this would happen. 



      
        

        
      
       

    
     

      

      

    

 

 
      

       
     

      

     

       
     

   
     

      
    

     
      

       
      

Key uncertainties 

Biofuels present the Nile region with potential 
to widen its energy base owing to good climate 
and high rainfall in areas near the Equator. These 
fuels could substitute a significant amount of 
crude imports, especially for use in the transport 
industry. 

Although they are promoted worldwide 
as cleaner fuels, and therefore good for the 
environment, biofuels may only be viable if their 
cost is low relative to that of fossil fuels. The 
second-generation biofuels are likely to satisfy 
this, but research is still going on. 

Coal, abundantly available in the world but 
tagged ‘dirty’, is another target for massive 
research. If there are technical breakthroughs 
that convert coal into ‘clean’ energy, energy-
deficient parts of the world, including the Nile 
Basin, will benefit. 

Adequacy of physical infrastructure 
Water systems, roads, railways and airports are 
part of the infrastructure considered essential 
for socio-economic growth. But development of 
such infrastructure is still a major challenge for 
most of the Nile countries as population growth 
overtakes capacity to invest and maintain. 

Infrastructure to supply water for domestic 
consumption has been increasing in several Nile 
countries, but it is still inadequate to service 
rapidly growing urban and rural population. 

The paved highway network is limited and 
in a poor state of repair, while the condition of 
rural roads is usually poor, disconnecting rural 
agricultural producers from urban markets. 

Railway transport has nearly collapsed 
in the upper riparian countries owing to poor 
management. Because of this, the land-locked 
among them find high transport costs a major 
obstacle to international trading. 

Air links within the Nile region and connections 
with the rest of the world are highly insufficient. 
This partly explains why freight charges are high, 
and has a great impact on the export of fresh 
produce such as fish and flowers. 

Improvement in infrastructure would result in 
more production, better returns from trade and, 
thus, development. 

Availability and 
adoption of technologies 
Science and engineering continue to transform world 
production as they deliver new and more efficient 
technologies. These enable producers to increase 
output while ensuring product standards and quality. 

Differences in the technologies applied by 
developing and developed countries – whether 
in farming, industry or other areas – help explain 
why development levels are lower in the former 
than the latter. 

Agricultural production by most Nile Basin 
farmers is held back by base-depleted soils and 
high costs of imputs and mechanization. 

Although agricultural mechanization may 
be expensive, other technologies may simply 
be resented. The United States of America for 
example has embraced genetic modification as 
Europe and Africa continue to question its health 
and environmental impacts. 

However, as the global population rises – 
thereby increasing demand for agricultural 
produce – efficiency in production will be required. 
Some technologies now rejected or overlooked 
may be adopted in the future. 

As technology continues to advance, substitutes 
for some agricultural products may be developed. 
Cotton, for example, can be substituted by synthetic 
fabrics for the manufacture of garments. 
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�

On the other hand – as well as biofuels – 
biomass may also be used to manufacture a 
range of other products, such as skin oils and 
plastics. 

Although new technologies will certainly 
emerge, it is not clear exactly which ones, how 
much they will cost, and what impact they will 
have on development. 

Effectiveness in management 
of agricultural production 
Apart from Egypt and the Sudan – where large 
irrigated farms exist – agricultural production in 
the rest of the Nile Basin is mainly by smallholder 
farmers. 

Relying on rainfall availability, their primary 
aim is to achieve food security. But owing to 
lack of income-generating alternatives, they sell 
some of their produce to buy basic commodities 
such as salt and kerosene. 

Given the farm size and basic methods of 
production, which include the use of hand-hoes 
and unimproved seeds, their output is low. 

Improvement in farm management, for 
example through government extension services 
or community cooperative arrangements, would 
increase general output. This would result in 
increased food security, improved incomes and 
better livelihoods. 

Social change 
Urbanization is to a large extent responsible for 
the current social uncertainties and will continue 
to influence the social set-up and behaviour of 
people in the Nile region. 

In 2007, the world urban population surpassed 
the rural population. Most of the urban growth 
(95 percent) of the next two decades is expected 
to be absorbed by cities in the developing world. 

With urbanization, people change occupation. 
Those who were rural farmers become factory 
workers or join other employment sectors. 

Although a country may offer a similar system 
of education for rural and urban children, 
the extracurricular component of practising 
agriculture is almost exclusively rural. 

Family life adjusts to the competitive urban 
environment, and life style changes to include 
new aspects of diet, dressing, leisure and other 
factors. 

The impact urbanization has on agriculture may 
come in three ways: i) rural-urban migration paves 
the way for large-scale production, as small-scale 
producers vacate the land to seek fortunes in the 
cities; ii) production declines with fewer and fewer 
people left in rural areas to till the land; and iii) the 
urban poor demand cheap food, which may only be 
provided through imports. 

On a wider spectrum, globalization – partly 
pushed by the advancement of information 
and communication technologies such as 
radio, television and the Internet – continues 
to influence people’s aspirations. Through 
urban debates, they express greater yearning 
for political freedom and socio-economic 
prosperity. 

If local conditions remain strenuous, 
emigration into perceivably safer countries 
will continue. If local conditions improve, those 
who have emigrated may return to invest their 
money and skills in the development of their 
countries. 

Status of public health and implications 
for the productive sector 
The general health of individual producers is a 
major determinant of community and national 
agricultural output. HIV/AIDS, for example, has 
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Low economic prospects in rural areas push people into urban centres where they overwhelm social facilities 

devastated some farming communities over the 
past two decades and lowered their production 
potential. 

In Uganda, a shortage of labour was cited 
as a key issue in a study in which 77 percent 
of respondents revealed decreased agricultural 
production over a ten-year period. Twenty percent 
of the respondents linked their labour woes 
directly to HIV/AIDS-related deaths. 

Malaria 1 to 2 million people each year, 
90 percent of whom are in sub-Saharan Africa. It 
also renders millions of workers unproductive for 
several days a year. 

In 2006, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
recommended artemisinin-based combination 
therapy (ACT) as the first-line treatment for 
malaria, after the malaria parasite developed 
resistance to Chloroquine and Fansidar. 

Discoveries of new and more effective 
treatment for malaria would result in better 
output by the labour force. Such discoveries, and 
the future resistance of malaria parasites to new 
drugs, remain uncertain. 

Incidences of pests and hazards 
Natural hazards such as droughts, floods and 
pests have a destructive effect on production 
potential. 

If they occur in the Nile Basin, where some 
countries’ agricultural production is dismal, 
and food security is not backed by the national 
incomes, increased aid may be necessary. 

However, if destructive events occur outside 
the Nile Basin, the demand for certain produce 
from the region may increase. 

For example, Brazil produces nearly 1.5 
million tonnes of coffee a year and controls 
approximately 25 percent of the world’s supply. 
Frost hitting its plantations would increase 
foreign exchange earnings for its competitors 
in the global coffee market (including some Nile 
countries). 

Although catastrophes can create opportunities 
for some farmers, in the form of increased prices, 
their impact on agriculture is usually short-lived. 
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Climate conditions and hydrologic 
regime of the Nile 
Global fears over climate change stem from 
predictions that it will have adverse effects on 
livelihoods. Droughts and floods are some of the 
consequential catastrophes expected. 

Nile Basin countries are among those expected 
to find it difficult to cope with climate change 
impacts. Most of them are poor and can therefore 
not allocate sufficient resources to climate 
change adaptation. 

Uncertainty about the details of climate change 
remains a major consideration in studies of 
regional climate change and adaptation, 
especially regarding rainfall. 

The Nile waters are already constrained, 
making increased irrigation demand another 
environmental risk. Each year, only 10 km3, 
the minimum requirement for environmental 
purposes, reaches the Mediterranean Sea. 

Amid environmental challenges, the region’s 
population growth rate is among the highest 
in the world, asserting more pressure on the 
dwindling natural resources. 

Conflicts over resource use at the national and 
regional levels will increase, and a new regime 
may be required. 
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How to use the scenarios 

Part 3 • Scenario stories and logics 

• Nile on its Own 

• Joint Effort 

• Unintended Consequences 

• Double Burden 

• How to use the scenarios 



 

       
        

        
       

      

      
     

      
     

       
       

        
    

   

Scenario stories and logics 

Scenario stories and logics 


As described in the section on Scenario process, 
the F4T scenario set consists of four stories. They 
were developed at the extreme corners of a two-
dimensional scenario space with polar axes: i) quality 
of governance; and ii) international trade regime. 

The four scenario stories presented in the 
following – accompanied by related scenario 
logics and influence diagrams – elaborate how 
the world moves from the current situation 
to arrive at these very different, but plausible 
futures. The method aims to maximize the spread 
of the scenario set within the plausibility space. 

Figure 13 Scenario matrix and story names 

It is important to note that the four scenarios 
should be used as a set. None of them should 
be considered more likely than the others. The 
probability that a particular scenario will unfold 
in all details is near to zero. But as a set, they 
represent a good understanding of the range of 
future events that may unfold. 

The scenario names describe the main 
dynamics. The set-up of the scenario set is 
presented in Figure 13. The four scenario stories 
– accompanied by the related scenario logics – are 
presented in the following sections. 
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Scenario 1 

Nile on its Own 
Regional trade grows owing to improved Nile governance 
and limited international agricultural trade prospects 

Nile on its Own, in the top-left quarter of the 
scenario frame, is aregionthathasovercomemajor 
barriers to good governance. But, as determined 
by global circumstances, it is experiencing stifling 
international trade conditions. 

In this scenario, Nile governments pursue 
appropriate plans and policies for economic 
prosperity. Development of the agricultural sector 
is a high priority given that the majority of the 
population live off farming. Policies are spread 
from investment to trade as countries target 
optimal benefits from the agriculture sector. 

The international trade regime, however, 
remains unfavourable. The failure of the Doha 
round of trade talks means that the region’s 
harvests from international trade stay minimal. 
OECD countries continue to overprotect their 
markets using tariff and non-tariff barriers, and 
refuse to withdraw subsidies for production. 

The subsidies may instead rise, influenced 
by the agricultural development needs of the 
new EU members, as noted in Enlargement 
and Agriculture 2004: “The CAP [Common 
Agricultural Policy] will provide them [farmers of 
the new EU Member States] with direct income 
support … and access to rural development 
measures and funding. And the EU is a strong 
voice to back the interests of all EU farmers in 
the World Trade Organization (WTO) agricultural 
trade negotiations.” 

With the help of subsidies, OECD farmers over 
produce and saturate their local markets. The 
surplus is dumped on the world market. Nile 
farmers feel the impact of the OECD actions 
through low agricultural commodity prices. 

As agriculture is the pillar for the region’s 
rural development, Nile governments take action 
against dumping in their countries. They restore 
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tariffs on selected staple foods such as rice 
to ensure stable and attractive prices for their 
farmers. As another anti-dumping measure, Nile 
governments limit food aid to only the appropriate 
cases. 

They streamline institutional operations and 
dismantle non-tariff barriers such as bureaucratic 
red tape. They carry out land tenure reforms, 
improve transport and communication systems, 
and deliver advisory services to farmers. Adequate 
government support encourages farmers to 
increase output by volume and diversification. 

Because of more local production, imports 
from OECD countries, especially of staples, 
decline. With continued subsidies and tariffs, 
exports from Nile countries to OECD countries 
are also limited to niche markets such as 
horticultural produce, flowers, fish and tropical 
beverages. For lack of international market 
prospects, the Nile region becomes more 
inward-looking and strives for food security and 
self-sustainability. 

Nile countries concentrate on improving 
local production to build up the regional trade 
whose volume has been rising over the years. 
Small-scale farmers are encouraged to enter 
cooperative arrangements through which they 
can improve quality standards and raise export 
volumes. Given the small size of the regional 
market compared with the global, farmers focus 
on production based on comparative advantage. 

Governments work to improve regional 
transport and communication networks. They 
streamline regional tariff structures, improve 
immigration procedures and ease customs 
formalities. Cross-border trade becomes more 
efficient than trade at the international level. 
Regional markets grow and trade is stimulated 
in all kinds of commodities processed or 
unprocessed. 

Owing to anti-dumping measures, local and 
regional agricultural commodity prices are 
sometimes higher than those on the world 
market. 

The regional market propels the growth 
of the food processing industry. Small-scale 
processing plants for some produce, including 
rice and maize, multiply in rural areas. Large-
scale processors base their operations in urban 
areas, where they enjoy economies of scale. 
They produce sufficient quantities for regional 
markets. They are also able to refine produce for 
sophisticated regional consumers. 

The processing industry grows even 
faster because there are fewer regulatory 
requirements than in OECD markets. The more 
the Nile countries trade with each other, the 
more they increase their social and political 
links. The Nile Basin emerges as an integrated 
block, strong and ready to claim its place in a 
competitive world. 

Biofuels are seen as a new engine for 
economic development, especially for countries 
without fossil fuel wells. They materialize at 
a time when fossil fuel prices are high and 
demand for energy keeps rising with population 
and economic growth. World marketed 
energy consumption is projected to increase 
by 57 percent between 2004 and 2030. Total 
energy demand in the non-OECD countries 
increases by 95 percent, compared with an 
increase of 24 percent in the OECD countries. 
Nile governments introduce policies for the 
production and trading of biofuels. Biofuels 
substitute a significant amount of oil imports. 
In this scenario, the assumption is that there 
is a quick breakthrough in the commercial 
production of cellulosic ethanol (ethanol 
from crop residues such as maize stalks and 
bagasse) to avoid competition between food 
and fuel production from plants. 
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With more income from a vibrant regional 
agricultural market, governments increase 
support to basic health and education 
programmes. Farmers use their increased 
earnings for improved family welfare. Rural areas 
see development, and poverty levels decline. It 
must be stressed, however, that without export 
to OECD countries, production for external 
markets is relatively small and does not kick-
start broader economic development. However, 
local and regional trade opportunities, plus 
cooperation among Nile countries, bring gradual 
and sustained wealth increase. 

Government policies promote the distribution of 
wealth. There is general improvement in livelihoods 
across the region. An urban middle class emerges, 
but large populations continue to live in rural 

areas and derive their livelihood from smallholder 
farming. Even for the rural populations, there is 
improvement in livelihoods, as more income can be 
earned from surplus production. 

Education increases as incomes rise. 
Government anti-poverty campaigns are on 
the increase. But population growth, despite 
increased income and government intervention, 
stubbornly remains at the medium level. This 
is mainly because of the large rural population 
and the relatively small middle class. Anti-
poverty campaigns can, however, be considered 
successful as more food is now available on the 
table. Calorie intake is at the threshold of 3 000 
kcal per person per day. Malnutrition disappears. 

Figure 14 presents the related scenario logic. 

Figure 14 Scenario logic for Nile on its Own 
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Scenario 2 

Joint Effort 
Robust governance and improved international agricultural market 
opportunities propel Nile countries into middle-income class 

The Nile Basin achieves robust governance 
through a combination of two forces: popular 
desire for good leadership; and pressure for 
democratization and good governance from the 
world’s most powerful nations. 

The first force owes its momentum to the 
growing interaction of the global communities. 
In several developing countries, exposure to 
international television and other media forms has 
increased awareness of the rights, freedoms and 
opportunities enjoyed by people elsewhere. The 
growth of the information and communications 
technology (ICT) industry has made access 
to information easier and cheaper. As urban 
dwellers bask in the Internet era, rural people 
witness the proliferation of community-based 
radios that advocate for improved livelihoods. 
Free education programmes – used by various 
countries to increase their competitiveness in 
the highly globalizing world – pass out large 

numbers of ambitious youths annually. The local 
civil movement for democracy and human rights 
grows with increased education and access to 
information. 

The second force is that of peer pressure. The 
EU and the United States of America qualify good 
governance by pegging their financial support to it. 

Nile governments adjust their policies to suit 
current demands. Poverty is a key challenge 
that must be tackled precisely. Nile governments 
strike alliances with other developing countries 
to negotiate with OECD for improvements in 
the international agricultural trade regime. To 
stabilize prices and stimulate local production, 
they regulate the entry of commodities that can 
be produced locally and in sufficient quantities, 
especially the staples. They do this while 
taking care not to antagonize relations in the 
international trade arena. 

41 Food for Thought 



42 Demand for agricultural produce in the Nile Basin for 2030: four scenarios 

       
      

       

    
     

        
     

       
       
     

     

    
     

     
        
   

    

      

     

     
     

      

 

      
      

Scenario stories and logics
�

To the added benefit of Nile countries, OECD 
citizens are concerned about poverty in the 
developing world, which they see as not only 
‘inhuman’ but also a threat to their own social and 
economic security. ‘Poverty refugees’ storming 
OECD countries overburden social service sectors 
andsometimesdisrupt thesocialorder.At thesame 
time, while improved livelihoods in developing 
countries are desirable, OECD citizens also find it 
unrealistic to pay high taxes to subsidize high-cost 
producers in their countries when agricultural 
commodities can come cheaper from low-cost 
producers overseas. In the new world order, 
trade competitiveness should take precedence 
over development aid. OECD governments are 
compelled to decouple subsidies from production 
and cut or totally remove import tariffs from raw 
and processed agricultural commodities. 

Without enabling subsidies, many OECD 
farmers abandon production or relocate. As a 
result, OECD countries have to import more 
food. This increases market opportunities for 
developing country producers. An end to OECD 
subsidies also frees the international market of 
dumping as there is no more excess production. 
In another measure to promote local agricultural 
trade, developing countries work with OECD to 
introduce strict guidelines to block any form of 
aid that would interfere with local agricultural 
markets. Where food can be sourced from within 
the countries, aid agencies purchase locally and 
supply the food-insecure regions. Local and 
world commodity prices increase. 

Brazil, India, South Africa and a few other 
developing countries reap benefits from the 
new export opportunities because they have 
abundant resources, better infrastructure and 
more efficient production and supply than others 
in the category. Nile governments take the option 
of negotiating with OECD governments for special 
arrangements to improve their trading capacity. 
The two sides carry out joint programmes to 

help the former reach standards of produce 
required by the latter. On top of direct support to 
projects and programmes, OECD governments 
encourage their companies to form joint ventures 
and increase investment in the Nile countries. 

Nile governments, now more accountable and 
under constant check from their citizens, the 
media and OECD, remain committed to rural 
development. They offer agricultural extension 
services, seeds and fertilizers to farmers, improve 
rural roads, and supply electricity to rural areas. 
With substantial government support and higher 
prices for produce, farmers increase crop areas 
and adopt more advanced production technologies 
to be able to produce in large quantities. All 
markets – local, regional and international – are 
open and rewarding. Because there is more local 
production, and an encouraging local market, 
imports of staple foods go down. Imports remain 
high for crops whose cultivation is not favoured 
by the local environment. For tropical countries, 
these are temperate fruits such as apples. 

Exports of commodities from the Nile Basin 
increase, especially of crops in which the region 
has comparative advantage such as flowers and 
fish. For countries with good transport links to 
the global market, export of bulk produce also 
goes up. The Sudan may become such a country, 
if it improves its rail network. 

One thing OECD does not compromise on is 
food safety. More than 90 percent of EU citizens 
think it a core activity of the Common Agricultural 
Policy to guarantee safe food. Eighty-nine percent 
consider environmental protection to be another 
key function.They are also extremely sensitive 
consumers. Working together with developing 
countries, a mechanism for increased food safety 
and quality for global market produce is worked 
out. There are more programmes similar to 
the United States of America’s Plant Health 
Inspection Program, designed to help African 

http:andsometimesdisruptthesocialorder.At
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countries meet global market standards for 
fresh fruits and vegetables. Governments and the 
private sector work together to maintain a good 
traceability system. 

Certainly the biggest benefit for developing 
countries is the reduction to substantially low levels 
of escalating tariffs. These are tariffs that rise with 
each level of processing a commodity undergoes. 
Low tariffs on processed food commodities open 
OECD markets to imports of processed food 
and help propel the processing industry in Nile 
countries as investors move from Europe and 
other places to take advantage of cheaper labour. 
Local investors improve standards in processing 
to sell to the more profitable OECD markets. This 
creates a vibrant agroprocessing industry in the 
processing country, with a lot of jobs and other 
benefits that come with industrialization, such 
as improvement in transport and communication 
infrastructure. The food processing industry 
creates more demand for raw commodities. 
Farmers have to multiply output to feed both the 
raw and processed food markets. 

With more revenue, governments expand 
social infrastructure and introduce more socio-
economic development programmes. Farmers 
improve family welfare. In general, because 
people are earning more, they spend more. 
Income from agricultural trade boosts other 
sectors such as the service industry. Farmers’ 
children attend better schools, with better and 
more scholastic materials at their disposal. 
Economic growth takes off and per capita income 
increases across the board. 

Biofuels are identified as another engine for 
economic development. Governments introduce the 
relevant policies and guidelines for them. Biofuels 
substitute a significant amount of oil imports. In 
this scenario, the assumption is that there is a 
quick breakthrough in cellulosic ethanol to avoid 
competition between food and fuel production. 

Theresultofmoreincomeandincreasededucation 
is a larger middle class interested in protecting 
its economic achievements and hopeful of more 
benefits. The middle class also prefers smaller 
families whose quality of life it can guarantee. Girls 
spend more time at school, consequently reducing 
the number of children per woman by menopause. 
As the middle class continues to expand, small 
families become the norm. Nile countries follow the 
lowest demographic path. 

Lower population growth, increased education 
and higher disposable incomes set the conditions 
for fast and sustained economic growth. 

Increased local demand, increased inter-
basin and international trade, and positive 
expectations for the future accelerate economic 
growth. Investor confidence increases. Migrants 
repatriate their savings for investment in their 
countries of origin, with the hope of returning 
home to a better life. Banks and insurance 
companies ride on increased economic activity to 
grow and continue to propel investment. Poverty 
levels decline as more people, with higher levels of 
education, enter the formal economy. Agriculture 
is now more professional and moves increasingly 
from subsistence to large-scale production. 

With more income and increased wealth people 
take their calorie consumption to above the 
recommended minimum of 3 000 kcal per person 
per day. In particular meat consumption soars. 

In Joint Effort, the Nile Basin is part of a new 
world arrangement that emphasizes closeness 
and joint action between developed and developing 
countries. Each side performs its role with 
commitment to carving out a highly promising 
future in 2030. One of the scenario’s major 
challenges is the high level of natural resource 
exploitation as countries aspire to develop. 

Figure 15 presents the related scenario logic. 
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Figure 15 Scenario logic for Joint Effort 
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Scenario 3 

Unintended Consequences 
Nile countries suffer high food prices when they fail to increase 
their agricultural output after OECD countries end surplus production 

After an unexpected breakthrough in the Doha 
negotiations, OECD countries phase out domestic 
subsidies and open their markets for fair and 
competitive trade in agricultural produce. This 
is what developing countries and civil society 
campaigners wanted – so they can celebrate! 

Scrapping production subsidies, and making 
substantial cuts or totally removing import 
tariffs, gives developing countries the opportunity 
to develop themselves. They can achieve this 
by expanding agricultural activities and related 
trade. But many Nile governments are caught 
by surprise. They either pursue agricultural 
development policies that are ineffective, or 
implement good policies inefficiently. They find it 
hard to capitalize on the opportunities offered by 
the favourable trade regime. 

The early years of the new arrangement are 
hopeful. A world of opportunities seems to have 

opened up for everyone, rich or poor. But in 
Unintended Consequences, the final outcome is 
shocking: benefits suffocate under poor governance. 
It is a scenario of good intentions from OECD but 
devastation where governance is ineffective. 

Without enabling subsidies and protectionist 
policies, many OECD farmers take land 
out of production. Overall, output decreases. 
Overproduction disappears. OECD countries 
now require growing imports to satisfy domestic 
demand. Expansion in global population combines 
with the end of surplus production to results in 
rising world prices for agricultural commodities. 

In many Nile countries, however, government 
policies on agricultural development are a 
mismatch. They are products of inconsistent 
planning, and subject to haphazard 
implementation. Land tenure issues remain 
unsolved. Extension services are insufficient. 

45 Food for Thought 



46 Demand for agricultural produce in the Nile Basin for 2030: four scenarios 

     

    

     

    
   

    

      

     
    

       
     

     

      

     

     

Scenario stories and logics
�

Investment in storage infrastructure to reduce 
vulnerability to periodic droughts is inadequate. 
Mechanisms to achieve stable and fair prices 
– through local food market regulation – are 
missing. Rural infrastructure remains insufficient 
and farm produce cannot reach urban or foreign 
markets. Governments are simply uninspiring in 
the face of opportunity. 

Most Nile governments maintain their urban 
bias. For fear of a public backlash, they actively 
favour low prices of basic food staples. Contrary 
to this, however, they reintroduce import tariffs 
on selected commodities, owing to compelling 
needs to raise revenue. Sugar and cooking oil are 
obvious targets for this. Tariffs are not used for 
supporting domestic production – by stabilizing 
prices – but for allocating a larger share of 
the public wealth to sustaining ineffective 
bureaucracies. 

With rising world agricultural commodity 
prices, there is upward pressure on local food 
prices. This trend is reinforced by the selected 
tariffs mentioned in the previous paragraph and 
the end to unjustified food aid previously accruing 
from OECD overproduction. 

Although prices are high, local farmers’ 
response is limited. Conditions and the existing 
infrastructure do not enable them to intensify 
production or reach the markets. Volatile and 
unpredictable price swings, poor roads, and lack 
of electricity and extension services form part 
of the hindrance. Unintended Consequences 
underscores that farmers, particularly 
smallholders, cannot benefit fully from high world 
commodity prices without strong government 
intervention to provide enabling conditions. 

With only slow growth in domestic output, 
import requirements remain high, but now at 
substantially elevated prices. 

Export opportunities for raw and processed 
agricultural commodities are available in the 
lucrative OECD market. Several developing 
countries compete to capture market share. But 
the Nile farmers, disadvantaged by ineffective 
governance, struggle to benefit. 

Export requires organization in production and 
supply. It requires economies of scale, as well 
as access to fertile lands and adequate water 
resources. Transport infrastructure to link into 
the global trade network should be sufficient. 
Countries that are not well organized simply 
cannot deliver goods to the world market. The 
biggest beneficiaries in Joint Effort (Brazil, South 
Africa and India) again take the upper hand 
in Unintended Consequences. Only a limited 
number of large commercial Nile farmers, 
especially those with good connections with the 
government, manage to export and create some 
wealth. Most smallholders are in rural areas. 
They lack the necessary infrastructure, capital 
and support to produce sufficient quantities and 
quality for export. 

Biofuels are in demand, one strong reason 
why individuals and companies invest in them. 
They benefit large commercial farmers and out-
growers close to processing plants. The rural 
economy in the feedstock areas shows clear 
signs of improvement. A certain amount of oil 
imports is substituted with biofuels. However, 
government policies on biofuels are not clear. 
Therefore competition between food and fuel 
production is unavoidable. Sugar and cooking 
oil prices particularly shoot up. Because of low 
production, export of biofuels is limited or non-
existent. 

The reduction in escalating tariffs by OECD 
countries opens a window for development of the 
food processing industry. But where governance 
leaves much to be desired, investors measure 
their targets carefully. Balancing their thirst 
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for profits with their distaste for risks, they 
invest only in projects that have quick returns 
on capital. They establish businesses where they 
can create virtual islands, with full control over 
all production inputs. Alternatively, they invest in 
areas that have easy access to important public 
facilities such as good roads, electricity, and 
proximity to the airport or seaport. Development 
of the food processing industry is only limited. 

This is compounded by difficulties in complying 
with traceability requirements. Reflecting strong 
and sometimes hysterical consumer pressure, 
OECD governments are forced to implement 
stringent food safety measures. These include 
a comprehensive traceability system that tracks 
produce all the way from farm to retail point. 
Unlike in Joint Effort, where government takes 
the lead to make it work, the traceability system 
in Unintended Consequences hangs in a balance, 
as its only pillars are the independent private 
producers. Without the strength of government, 
it often fails to function, and produce is rejected. 

Only a small group of traders and entrepreneurs 
exploit the low-tariff window for processed food 
commodities. They bring into the country some 
additional jobs and wealth. But this wealth is 
poorly distributed. The situation on the ground is 
that individual investments can benefit from the 
government, while the reverse is not necessary. 

Rapid urbanization and high food prices at the 
local market encourage multinationals to set up 
supermarket chains in urban areas. With their 
highly efficient supply systems, local food produce 
– raw and processed – now has to compete with 
imported food commodities. Local entrepreneurs 
find it hard to keep afloat. Increasingly, people in 
urban areas depend on multinationals for their 
supplies. 

Rural development, to a large extent, remains 
a function of improvements in agricultural 

productivity. Other potential drivers of national 
economic take-off, such as exploitation of natural 
resources or development of the tourism or 
service industry, typically by-pass rural areas. 
Failure to improve the profitability of smallholder 
farming, or to spread the meagre benefits from 
agricultural exports, has dire consequences for 
the rural economy. Poverty levels remain high, 
as the majority of farmers continue producing on 
subsistence scale. Population growth rates and 
rural urban migrations rise. 

Gradually a situation emerges in which, instead 
of benefiting, the Nile countries are hurt by the 
upward pressure on food prices. The increasing 
cost of living is painfully felt by the urban poor and 
the middleclass. Consumer spending is depressed. 

Higher exports and the establishment of some 
food processing plants generate extra wealth. 
But because it is unevenly distributed, it does not 
lead to broader economic take-off. 

With the national economy in the doldrums, 
population growth remains high and outpaces 
increases in GDP. Livelihood conditions slowly 
deteriorate, particularly for those in the 
bottom segment of society. Overall economic 
development is slow and occasionally stagnates. 

Society comprises a majority of rural 
subsistence farmers, a growing segment of urban 
poor, a small middle class and a tiny wealthy elite. 
The economic gaps widen between these groups. 
In the end, political tension is heightened as 
the underprivileged demand better opportunities. 
Political and business environments deteriorate. 
Foreign investors shift to more stable regions. 
New investment declines. 

Unintended Consequences is summarized by 
widespread subsistence farming coexisting with 
a small number of large commercial farms. Food 
exports are limited while imports remain high and 

47 Food for Thought 



Scenario stories and logics
�

expensive. Nile countries follow a medium to high levels and is well below the threshold of 3 000 

demographic growth path. There is increasing kcal per person per day. 

pressure on the already deteriorating natural 

resource base. Calorie intake remains at current Figure 16 presents the related scenario logic. 


Figure 16 Scenario logic for Unintended Consequences 
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Scenario 4 

Double Burden 
Ineffective governance and unfavourable international trade conditions 
conspire to impede agricultural development and keep Nile countries in poverty 

Double Burden represents a Nile region weighed 
down by enormous obstacles in governance 
and trade, the two most significant drivers of 
agricultural development. On the scenario frame 
(Figure 17), it is the low-left area. It is a chaotic 
field where governance and trade play under 
highly distorted rules. 

Governance, as is clear in all four scenarios, is 
the most important factor. It has a lot of influence 
over the environment in which production and trade 
occur. 

Double Burden presents a system that is not 
only unaccountable to the population but also 
lacks vital elements such as finance and skilled 
human resources to support itself. Leaders are 
self-centred and sometimes have specific biases 
against sections of the led. These biases may be 
based on ethnic sentiments, political history or 
religious inclinations. 

Institutions are built on qualities and values that 
do not match the challenges. Policies to stimulate 
rural and agricultural development are absent or 
implemented without conviction. 

Land improvement is limited because tenure 
rights are not fully ensured. Investment in public 
infrastructure is insufficient, resulting in poor roads 
rendering some areas inaccessible. 

Local food markets operate without proper 
regulation, often resulting in unstable and unfair 
prices for agricultural produce, particularly basic 
food crops. Farmers are largely left on their own in 
subsistence-dominated production. 

Nevertheless, the region continues to advocate 
for improvements in international trade policies. 
The countries argue that unfair trade rules and 
practices by OECD are a key impediment to their 
development. Europe, a regular actor in the 
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politics and economics of the region since the 
nineteenth century, does not offer much more 
than development financing and emergency aid. 
Substantial agricultural trade improvement for 
non-EU countries is not guaranteed, because the 
EU must bear the responsibility of keeping itself 
intact. In this case, France and the new Eastern 
European members of the EU are successful 
in resisting reform of the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP)1. The United States of America also 
bows to pressure from its strong farm lobby. Farm 
subsidies remain coupled to production. 

While developing country markets are open 
to a lot of agricultural imports – following the 
restructuring exercise of the 1980s and 1990s that 
emphasized market liberalization – developed 
countries continue strong restrictions on their 
markets through import tariffs and quotas. 
Standards of quality control and packaging required 
by modern supermarkets are hard to achieve and 
form an additional entry barrier. The use of tariff 
escalation – import tariffs that rise with the degree 
of processing a commodity undergoes – greatly 
restricts value addition in non-OECD countries. 
Developing countries can therefore not utilize their 
key comparative advantage: cheap labour. 

With subsidies, OECD farmers are encouraged 
to maximize their output. Using highly capitalized 
farming techniques and high inputs, their 
production exceeds local demand, creating 
large surpluses. These are dumped on the 
world market, sometimes with the use of export 
subsidies. Similarly, food-aid programmes are 
used inappropriately to dispose of the surplus. 
Dumping depresses world and local prices and 
discourages local production. Between 1977 and 
2001, real dollar prices fell for 41 out of 46 leading 
agricultural commodities at an average rate of 
2.8 percent each year. Currently production of 

cotton in countries such as Uganda and the United 
Republic Tanzania is far below that of the 1960s, 
as massive output from subsidized farmers in 
countries such as the United States of America 
keeps the world market prices low. 

Low farm-gate prices and an adverse production 
and trade environment kill the incentive to produce. 
Subsistence farming dominates. The rural economy 
remains stagnant. Low worldwide commodity prices 
combine with multiple import barriers effectively to 
halt most export to OECD countries. Export is limited 
to niche markets such as flowers, fish and tropical 
beverages. Export of bulk produce is negatively 
affected by the state of the freight system: missing 
links to the international transport network, derailed 
railroads and high air transport charges. 

Farmers, already suffering high prices for 
machinery and farm inputs, face pressure from 
cheap imports from international markets. While 
the urban poor welcome cheap food, low and 
unstable agricultural commodity prices have 
negative effects on the rural economy. Equally, the 
expectation of food aid discourages agricultural 
production in areas where food is dumped as aid. 
Surplus production, in particular, declines. Such 
areas become net food importers, and a culture of 
reliance on food aid may be created. 

The rural economy is dominated by highly 
vulnerable rainfed and subsistence agriculture. 
Production depends heavily on the timing of rainfall 
and periodic droughts cause occasional crop failures. 
Without well-managed emergency food storage 
and transport links to surplus areas, occasional 
local production slumps could lead to famine. Food 
security for the rural poor cannot be guaranteed. 

Although worldwide demand for bio-fuels soars, 
the region cannot benefit from this opportunity. 

1. The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is a system of EU agricultural subsidies and programmes. These subsidies work by guaranteeing a 
minimum price to producers and by direct payment of a subsidy for crops planted. 



        
       
      

       
     

       

       
       

    
     

     
     

     
       

     

 

    

      

Scenario stories and logics 

Export is not profitable as it would require large-
scale production and linkage to the highly efficient 
world transport network. Import substitution of oil 
is insignificant because the policies in place cannot 
stimulate production. Biofuels can therefore not 
serve as an independent driver for economic growth. 

The general ineffectiveness in governance, and 
persistent low agricultural productivity maintain 
the current situation, and an important segment 
of the population is kept perpetually in poverty. 
Other potential drivers – such as development of 
natural resources, establishment of an export-
based manufacturing sector, or tourism – largely 
by-pass rural areas. Skilled labour migrates to 
more prosperous regions, while a huge number 
of youth strive to move to developed countries to 
offer unskilled labour. 

With high levels of poverty, disease and incidental 
insecurity at the national and local levels, people 
adopt family-based survival strategies. Girls’ 
school attendance stagnates or declines, and 
population growth accelerates rapidly. The country 
follows the highest demographic growth path. 

Given the large rural population, demographic 
developments and average calorie intake are 
a function of conditions in rural areas. With 
persistent poverty and a declining economic 
situation in rural areas, calorie intake for the 
region stays at current levels (below 3 000 kcal 
per person per day) or declines. 

High population growth, coupled with 
ineffective economic management and no overall 
wealth increase, leads to economic stagnation 
or decline. Degradation of the natural resource 
base is inevitable – a manifestation of a growing 
population struggling to survive on low-production 
techniques and limited land resources. An exodus 
of rural people to urban areas in a bid to escape 
poverty deprives villages of a productive labour 
force. Unprecedented pressure is put on public 
infrastructure such as schools and hospitals, 
while urban areas witness increase in crimes. 
There is no meaningful employment for large 
segments of the population, and the economy 
performs well below potential. 

Figure 17 presents the related scenario logic. 

Figure 17 Scenario logic for Double Burden 

Double Burden 
Periodic price
 

swings 

Inadequate support to of global 
smallholder farmers agrocommodities 

Price fluctuation and Local production 
low farmgate prices stagnates
 

Rural areas
 
stagnate
 

No rural 

development/
 

Significant imports needed, 
 subsistence farming
 

at fluctuating prices
 Continued high 
population growth/ 
no wealth increase 
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How to use the scenarios 


How to use the scenarios 


This final part of the F4T scenario booklet explores 
ways to use the scenario set, and the support 
available to make them effective. 

Recap on scenarios 
The word ‘scenario’ carries various meanings. 
The following reiterates what this publication 
means by scenarios and scenario thinking, before 
discussing their application. 

First, scenarios are stories about the external 
environment, not about ‘us’, but about our strategies 
or (contingency) plans. These stories can help make 
sense of what might happen, structuring people’s 
views on a complex and uncertain future, creating 
new ways of perceiving, new insights and, ideally, 
new shared options. In short, scenarios are tools for 
perception and preparation. 

Second, scenarios are not predictions, but 
stories about what might be possible. It would be 
foolish to contend that the future can be forecast. 
The longer-term future is full of uncertainties 
and unknowns: it is much wiser to take such 
uncertainties into account, than to discard them 
or wrap them up in some kind of prediction. 

Third, scenarios must be used as a set. Users 
cannot choose one of the scenarios for whatever 
reason. All scenarios are plausible, and should 
therefore be considered. Also, no probabilities 
should (and could) be assigned to the various 
scenarios. 

Many organizations use scenarios as an 
exploration/explanation tool. They are also useful 
as a communication device. Institutions often 
apply scenarios as ‘wind-tunnel’ conditions to 
test and adjust existing strategies and policies: 
‘Is our approach losing momentum? What can we 

do to keep it effective?’ Scenarios, when properly 
used, help to keep a keen eye on the external 
environment and to detect threats, challenges 
and emerging opportunities. 

In terms of process, it is useful to make a 
distinction between: 

• building /developing scenarios; 
• using scenarios (developed by others). 

An interactive scenario building exercise – 
such as the F4T process – is an accelerated 
learning process. The article “Supporting the 
Nile Basin shared vision with Food for Thought: 
jointly discovering the contours of common 
ground” describes this process, along with some 
of the important insights and common ground 
produced. During this process, an appreciative 
understanding tends to grow, of the views, 
opinions and perspectives of others involved, and 
shared insights tend to emerge. 

Using scenarios that have been developed by 
other parties (e.g., a team of scenario builders, 
corporate planners, etc.) is a different matter. 
Here the scenario users have not been exposed to 
the scenarios before, and therefore have not been 
part of the learning process and lack ownership. 

Involvement in both scenario building and 
application is clearly preferable, but often 
impractical or impossible. 

How to use the scenarios 
Here, question number one is about the purpose 
of the exercise: What are we trying to achieve? 
Some possibilities: 

•	�informing people of the scenario stories and 
their possible implications; 



     
   

       
     

      
      

    
      

    
        

     
        

       
     

       

     
       

        

      
     

      
       

        
      

        
        
   

      
         

       
       
       

       
       

      
    

        
       

         

   

 
 

 

     
   

   
 

 
 

How to use the scenarios 

•	�engaging people in a scenario-informed 
thinking process, thinking through 
implications and options for the future. 

The former objective can be served by making 
this booklet available, accompanied by material 
on implications and some of the conclusions 
drawn by the F4T scenario building team. 
Alternatively, a scenario presentation can 
be given, followed by questions and answers 
and some discussion around implications 
and options. In some cases, a video is made 
available. 

The second objective is clearly more 
ambitious, and takes the form of a workshop 
(or a series of workshops). Here the strategic 
conversation/ dialogue plays an important role, 
and the workshops must be run by trained 
facilitators. 

During such workshops the scenarios are 
visited one by one (all are plausible). The 
first step is to engage the participants in the 

scenario stories, to get them to understand 
their drivers and causal structure (logic). 
Second, stakeholders enter the stage of asking 
which are the key stakeholders in the context 
of the scenario and how would they react or 
respond to the scenario conditions at hand? 
And third – understanding all this – what would 
be the implications for ‘us’ and what would we 
do if it happened? 

The answers to these ‘what if’ questions 
form a set of options for the future for each 
scenario, but also – collectively – across all 
our scenarios. Looking at all the options (both 
new and existing) against the background of all 
scenarios, gives a feel for robust options, risky 
options, ‘tickets to ride’, what to avoid, timing, 
etc. The workshop concludes with a dialogue 
about insights gained, questions remaining, 
directions to follow, actions to take, and – ideally 
– some contours of common ground and ideas 
on how to bring the process to the next level. 

This is pictured in Figure 18. 

Figure 18 Identifying options 

“What if Thinking” 

SCENARIOS	 Understanding the logic, 
“visiting” this future 

What does this mean for IMPLICATIONS FOR	 important (new) players 
in our environment, how STAKEHOLDERS 
could they respond? 

What could / would 
OPTIONS we do if it happened? 

Option management 
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The future is fundamentally uncertain and in fact ‘unknowable.’ Yet policy makers need to 

make decisions today to address tomorrow’s problems. Somehow they need to get a grip on 

the future. When looking at longer time frames – for instance 2030 - using traditional 

forecasting methods that ignore uncertainty is simply not justified. Here, scenarios have 

proven effective. They explicitly acknowledge uncertainty. By examining uncertain and 

predetermined elements, they gradually get into view of what is driving the system and the 

underlying structural relations. This understanding is critical for making informed decisions. 

This publication presents the results of an interactive process – called Food for Thought (F4T) 

– in which some 25 participants from all Nile countries engaged in a joint scenario building 

exercise. It examines the uncertain future of ‘demand for agricultural produce in the Nile 

Basin for 2030’. 

Food security is a critical concern for policy makers in the Nile Basin. Demand for agricultural 

produce is set to rise with high demographic growth rates, further increasing pressure on 

scarce land and water resources. A plausible range of future agricultural demand is key input 

for exploring joint Nile Basin development options. 

www.fao.org/nr/water/faonile 

www.fao.org/nr/water/faonile



