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Social Capital and Local Water Management in Egypt (AUC Press 2016) is the first major 

publication by Dālyā M. Gūda, PhD, a development professional with years of experience with 

international development organizations. 

In her book, Gūda examines the influence of social relationships between multiple actors 

(village farmers, government agencies, and donor organizations) on the development and 

management of one of Egypt’s most precious resources: water from the river Nile.  

The main premise of the book is that large-scale efforts by foreign donors supporting 

governments in the global South to form Water Users’ Organizations (WUOs) have failed to 

understand the local water management for irrigation contexts. According to the author, these 

efforts are mostly based upon wrong assumptions, which are the result of a top-bottom 

approach that assumes that international concepts are suitable for different local contexts.  

On the contrary, Gūda provides a framework that “enables an analysis that will show that 

WUOs cannot be created according to a generic blueprint, as every country, region, and even 

village has its specific context and socioeconomic conditions that might have a unique effect 

on the formation and functioning of WUOs” (Gūda, 35). Progress could be achieved through 

more “Community-based Natural Resource Management” (CBNRM). 

“Like Egypt, many countries of the global South have experienced the deterioration of natural 

resource management as a result of colonization and the imposition of foreign rules sustained 

by nationalistic governments, which also caused traditional mechanisms and rules to break 

down. […] many countries of the global South have been subject to neo-liberal economic 

adjustment reform programs due to their increased indebtedness, which has led to structural 

adjustment measures that reduced public expenditure” (ibid., 205).  

In this context, Gūda strongly criticizes the “Social Capital Theory” of American political 

scientist Robert Putnam. “Society can[not] create generalized trust through associational 
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cooperation and improve the performance of state institutions through increased participation. 

[…] Putman’s social capital theory is inadequate for explaining the creation of social capital in 

Egyptian villages” (ibid., 188). What are the sources of this social capital? They are “the 

individual or collective motivations or drivers that underlie interactions between people” (ibid., 

14). 

According to the author, social capital cannot be monitored as a simple scheme: “there are 

more complex factors affecting cooperation and social control than formal associations and 

peer control” (ibid., 188). The situation in Egypt is more complex, and it involves more factors, 

which ultimately make rather simple explanations like Putman’s theory unreliable, Gūda 

explains.  

This is especially true in the field of water irrigation, a process that “depend[s] on a complex 

combination of bonding, bridging, and linking networks that rested mainly on vertical social 

relationships” (ibid., 191). Additionally, “[G]overnments and development programs never deal 

with static local conditions, but rather they ‘interact with already contested domains of power 

and meaning’” (ibid., 26). 

Irrigation of farmland in Egypt’s Nile Delta and Valley is based on water deviated from the Nile 

through a complex system of irrigation canals. Every farmer using the water is highly 

dependent on his interaction with other farmers using the same water, as well as on the 

institutional set-up (governmental or community-based) that manage the irrigation canals. 

Ultimately, farmers also depend on the Nile itself. 

For this reason, Egypt’s government is negotiating with other riparian states, especially 

Ethiopia, where the “Grand Renaissance Dam” is being constructed, a project that could 

seriously affect Egypt’s share of Nile water. 

Wrong assumptions are a problem, Gūda explains. Also, the Community-Based Natural 

Resources Management process has too many assumptions involved, for example “that 

communities are homogeneous entities with common interests that can easily be coordinated 

and organized to manage natural resources” (ibid., 16). However, these assumptions have to 

be questioned, according to the interest of the party involved in their propagation. “Thus, the 

realistic implementation of CBNRM programs requires that ‘invalid assumptions, 
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oversimplified implementation, and unrealistic expectations’ be challenged” (ibid., 17). 

Instead, functioning Water Users’ Organizations as a form of CBNRM should rest on: “a 

bottom-up approach that depends on farmers being aware of and recognizing the need for 

WUOs, rather than one which merely seeks to restore latent relationships of natural resource 

management” (ibid., 213). Special effort should focus on the evaluation of the social 

relationships between different actors, individuals and on an overall larger scope, one that is 

“vertical and horizontal” (ibid., 214), to put the existing social capital to use for the community.  

Fundamentally, Gūda’s book is an excellent work of research, combining scientific 

examinations and the evaluation of governmental and organizational policies with theory. 

What is particularly striking is the author’s analysis of the shortcomings of Putman’s ideas. 

However, what starts as a very technical fact-based analysis, soon includes more political and 

policy-oriented aspects. And these political aspects, in my opinion, are crucial. Social Capital 

and Local Water Management in Egypt thus functions as a demand to ascribe more 

responsibility to the people on the ground, encouraging not only dialogue between the people 

who actually use the same water irrigation system, but for all political actors engaged in the 

distribution, maintenance, and development of Egypt’s water resources. 

The author’s approach is interesting, and representative of a relatively new genre of 

contemporary history. It is in line with a general trend of critique against neo-colonial power 

structures, which colonial powers have easily maintained by implementing neo-liberal market 

economies in their former colonies, after their political retreat. These colonial power structures 

are rarely enforced through action on the political scale, but through a system of retaining 

influence through the one-sided accumulation of capital. As such, the economic policies 

pursued by neo-colonial powers reinforce the dependency of weak governments on the 

support of donors that present themselves as developers, despite their markedly insufficient 

understanding of the context on the ground and their dubious intentions.  

In fact, what is frequently styled as a “humanitarian approach” or “pay-back to reimburse 

crimes of colonial rule” often results in nothing more than the complete and ultimate economic 

takeover of foreign countries, while maintaining a good-hearted atmosphere of “self-

determination” and fake “respect for the political autonomy” of former colonized countries. At 

the same time, resources and capital are extracted to the benefit of the old-and-new de-facto 
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colonial rulers, who after all go so far as to demand people in the global South be thankful for 

others “helping them” to develop their countries. 

That said, Gūda’s book aims to provide policy makers and developments scholars with tools 

allowing them to understand local contexts and in turn strengthen the position of local people 

on the ground. Moreover, Gūda’s work calls upon foreign donors to accept and respect the 

experience, expertise and self-autonomy of local communities. 
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