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Last January, on the heels of a successful popular 

revolution in Tunisia, Egyptians decided that they 

wanted to govern themselves as well. This led to 

the eventual overthrow of the 30-year Mubarak 

regime. Since then, the Egyptian path to democra-

cy has been challenged, with the country’s military 

elite largely filling the empty spaces of power. 

 

But while this political transition stumbles forward 

uncertainly, with the forces of reaction threatening 

to nip progress towards democracy in the bud, an-

other less political threat looms: the health of the 

Nile Delta. 

 

A combination of factors over time, including sea 

level rise, the over-extraction of water from aqui-

fers, and the sharing of Nile waters with neighbor-

ing states, are leaving the Nile Delta in a precari-

ous situation. On a global scale, the IPCC predicts 

that sea levels will rise 0.59 centimeters by 

2100.  Scientists in Egypt are currently collecting 

data on sea level rise along the country’s northern 

coast, and are very concerned about the local im-

pacts of the results. The Delta is, by nature, low 

lying. The problem for Egypt is that the Delta is 

also heavily populated (the vast majority of its 

population lives there), playing host to many of its 

major cities. These cities include Alexandria, 

Damietta, Rashid and Port Said, which could all be 

inundated with a mere 0.5 centimeter rise in sea 

level. On top of this, Egypt’s delta aquifers contin-

ue to be permeated by salt water, and the problem 

is getting worse. 

 

This is bad news for Egyptian agriculture, fisheries 

and industrial centers along the coast. The Nile 

Delta and Mediterranean coast is responsible for at 

least 30-40% of the country’s total agricultural 

production, which could be devastated by increas-

es in salt water intrusion. Furthermore, 30% of 

Egypt’s labor force works in the agriculture sector, 

mostly in the Nile Delta. On fisheries, according to 

UNEP, a third of Egypt’s fish catches are made in 

the Delta lagoons of Idku, Burullus and Manzala, 

which would all be negatively impacted by salina-

tion. Other industries dependent on major port cit-

ies like Alexandria also stand to suffer. In all, the 

World Bank estimates that these Low Elevation 

Coastal Zones (LECZ) are responsible for 15% of 

Egypt’s GDP. 

 

The fragile political situation in Egypt could obvi-

ously do without a looming environmental and 

economic problem of this magnitude. Democratic 

transitions do best in an environment of general 

economic stability. 

 

However, all of these problems existed well before 

the revolution.  Reports from the UN and the 

World Bank, as well as acknowledgments by 

Egyptian officials of the importance of addressing 

rising sea levels and sinking groundwater levels, 
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abounded. But there was also a general under-

standing that the issue was difficult to address be-

cause of the lack of available local data, and a bal-

kanized governance situation with numerous over-

lapping departments and authorities, and serious 

gaps in capacity. 

 

But while the immediate concerns of developing a 

functioning and representative government likely 

outweigh attention to the granularities of govern-

ing fisheries, agriculture, and ports, the political 

transition in Egypt also presents a real opportunity 

to fix the governance issues that made tackling 

these problems so difficult under the previous re-

gime. Progress on addressing the problem of sea 

level rise, and the Nile Delta’s health, could en-

hance both the legitimacy and resiliency of a new 

Egyptian government. The shifting political sands, 

and the shifting sands of the Nile Delta, need not 

move in opposite directions. 
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