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Introduction

Before going to the core of the topic, I have to make two opening remarks:

(i) The first of which is that, the water problem may only be one of the causes of many conflicts. Certainly there are other potential and actual conflicts in the Middle East and different causes of conflict and instability are related to each other.

Examining the history of transboundary water conflicts suggest that the ‘water wars’ literature simply is not based on an historic reality. The problem with these theories is a complete lack of evidence. The Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Data Base prepared by Alabama University includes full or partial texts of 145 treaties only those signed in the 20th century which deal with water per se, and excluding those with boundaries, navigation, or fishing rights. According to this study, only seven minor skirmishes have been waged over transboundary waters-invariably other inter-related issues also factor in. This study clearly indicates that the historic reality has been quite different from the ‘water wars’ literature (Wolf, 2000).

One should not simply assume that population growth will inevitably lead to war over water. Technology, pricing, conservation, trade, industrial and agricultural policy changes may mitigate water scarcity and alter the prescription for conflict. Beware of generalizations and linear thinking; it is difficult to prove that water causes always conflict. The 1967 Arab-Israel war is a case in point. Conflict generally has multiple causes, and it may be that water will serve as catalyst to ignite an existing flammable mixture of religious or historical enmities. From the diplomatic perspective, tensions over water resources may serve as useful vehicle to promote communication and goodwill among potential regional combatants.

Jordan River conflict is a good example of a resource conflict over fresh water with other economic as well as political factors involved. In these kinds of conflicts one cannot accurately say which factor is foremost at any given time, whether it is a dispute over water which is spilling over to political conflicts or vice versa or some other factors and disputes are causing the shaping of water conflict as well, or again vice versa.

The media’s great fascination for ‘gloom and doom’ has given ‘water wars’ unmerited and uncritical publicity. Sober statements of fact from another viewpoint make for less interesting reading and not make newspaper headlines. In this context unrelated events have been used arbitrarily to form a picture of ruthless economic and political power struggle. In many cases, war scenarios are more speculative data itself, and represent individual opinions, not the facts.

(ii) The second general remark refers to the whether the major rivers in the Middle East, namely the Jordan and the Nile and the Euphrates-Tigris Basin constitutes an integrated hydrologic system either in the geographical or in the user sense?

Each river basin has its unique technical, socio-economical and political features. Their problems are distinct and therefore require different approaches and solutions. However, the water problem in the Middle East is generally conceptualized as constituting as unified whole. It should be born in the mind that the Middle East includes many countries with different size of population, different needs, and which depend on different water resource systems. An attempt to treat such a region as unified whole to search for solutions to the water problem could not correspond to the existing hydrological, economic and political realities. Such an approach can make the issues more complex and does not reflect the real situation in terms of hydropolitics. Thus, manageable water issues would suffer from irrelevant and complicated problems in the whole region. In this context, the first issue which needs to be realistically addressed relates to the identification of the problem in terms of its scope and nature.

In this respect, there is an idea that Turkey could give Syria 5 m³/s more water over allocated 500 m³/s. Then Syria would not need to use the Yarmuk, a tributary of the Jordan River, and it would be than possible to allocate Jordan River waters to Jordan and Israel only. Yet such a plan is not possible at all in terms of both technical considerations and international law. 

After these introductory remarks, the following sections of the paper gives very brief information related to the Nile River, Jordan River and the Euphrates-Tigris Basin in order to depict differences in concerned riparian countries’ approaches to the water issues.

The Nile River

    Water Resources

The Nile Basin has a drainage area of 2.9 million square kilometers which accounts for 10 percent of the whole African continent and shared by nine countries: Burindi, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, Zaire, Uganda, Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt. The River Nile is the longest river in the World and runs over a distance of 6825 km from equatorial region to the Mediterranean Sea.

The Upper Nile has its source in the equatorial lakes, particularly in the lake Victoria and passes trough the largest fresh- water swamp in the world, known as Sudd, in the south of Sudan. After leaving the Sudd (here called as White Nile), flows across progressively to more arid terrain to Khartoum, it is joined by the Blue Nile.

As regards to the contribution of waters to the Nile by various riparians, Sudan and Egypt contribute no water to the Nile. Taking into account of 84 billion m³ flow at the Sudan-Egypt border, out of which 72 billion m3/year or 85 percent of total water potential comes from the Ethiopian highlands and the supply of other six upstream riparians is 12 billions m3/year       (Slide 1).

Hydro-politics of the Nile River 

Egypt and Sudan made an agreement in 1959 on the allocation of Nile waters. With this agreement, Egypt, which contributes no water to the Nile and causes loss of 10 billions m³ of water each year from its Aswan Dam, would get 66 percent of the waters of the river. Sudan’s share is 22 percent of natural flow and remaining water is being lost by evaporation. The following Table-1 (Slide 2) summarizes water allocation among riparians.

Table-1: Nile Waters Allocation

	Country
	Countries’ contribution to the water potential (km³)
	Water allocation according to the 1959 Agreement

	Egypt
	0
	55.5

	Sudan
	0
	18.5

	Ethiopia
	72
	0

	Other Upstream Countries
	12
	0

	Evaporation Losses
	-
	10

	Total
	84
	84


  Source: Whittington, D., McClelland, E. (1991)
The 1959 Nile Waters Agreement did not reserve any water for upstream riparian countries. Because of this unfair allocation, it is likely that serious disputes can be emerged in the coming decades between Egypt and upstream countries, most of which became independent in the second half of the 20th century and still lacking political stability. The colonial era and British and French interventions left their mark on the legal regime of the Nile.

The Jordan River


Water Resources
The Jordan River is divided into two main parts. The Upper Jordan consists of the headwaters of Dan, Hasbani and Banias rivers which meet at a point six kilometers inside Israel flowing into the Lake Tiberia.

The part of the river extending from the Lake Tiberias to the Dead Sea is named as the Lower Jordan. The Lower Jordan receives the Water of the Yarmuk which is the most important tributary originating from the Syria. The Yarmuk forms the boundary between Syria and Jordan along its upper reaches and between Jordan and Israel in its lower reaches (Slide 3).

The total annual water potential of Jordan River is about 1.4 billion m³ out of which 640 million m³ is being used by Israel from Tiberia Lake (Bilen, 2000).

Ground water resources of the West Bank and the Mediterranean Coast, including the Gaza strip, is approximately 960 million m³ and only six percent of it is being exploited by Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. The Gaza is the most densely populated area of the World and this area faces a serious water shortage. Although, the safe-yield of groundwater in the Gaza is 60 million m³, presently 100 million m³ has been drawn. This results in large drops in groundwater levels and water qualities has been degraded because of the sea water intrusion. 

Since almost all fresh water resources in the Jordan Basin have been utilized to the limits of sustainable yield, non-conventional water supply alternatives such as desalination of sea water and brackish water, reuse of waste water is of great importance. Furthermore, demand management which includes efficiency pricing, sectoral allocation of water, creating enabling conditions, and institutional and structural reforms in water sector should be applied in the basin.

Hydro-politics of the Jordan Basin

From a strategic point of view the controversial territories in the Arab-Israeli conflict, i.e. the Golan Heights and the West Bank are extremely important. Two of the three tributaries to the Jordan River originate in the Golan Heights and the West Bank contains rich groundwater resources. The peace negotiations up to now have shown the complexity of water problem because of disputed territories. The occupation of the Golan Heights and the West Bank enables Israel to control unilaterally the water resources of the region. At present, Israel is meeting half of its water demand with water resources located in the borders drawn by after 1967-War. Thus, the disputed territories mean physical access to water and its use. If the formula of peace process ‘land for peace’ were realized, Israel would have to give up partly control of water resources.

The detailed arrangements between Israel and Jordan on water allocation of the Jordan and Yarmuk rivers were not founded on economic and security interests, but rather because the two countries had no territorial disputes. Therefore, it is no surprise that Jordan and Israel were able to settle their water disputes rather quickly (Renger, 1998).

The issue of water between Israel and the Palestinians is directly linked to the scope of Palestinian sovereignty. Until the final status of Palestinian territories has been determined, the redistribution of water resources will not be solved.

Syria has made it known that without the settlement of the territorial dispute, there will be no talks on any other issues. With the exception of local people, waters from the Golan Heights do not substantially contribute to the Syrian water budget. For the Syrian leadership, however, the Golan Heights are an essential question of prestige.

In conclusion, a regional water agreement in Jordan basin will depend on resolution of entire Arab-Israeli conflict and the water issue is intrinsically linked to the territorial disputes.

The Euphrates-Tigris Basin


Water Resources


The Euphrates River has its sources in eastern Turkey among mountains rising to more than 3000 m and has been fed mostly by snowfall. After having several tributaries in Turkey, long term average annual flow reaches 31.6 billion m³ at the Birecik gauging station near the Syrian border. The Syria’s contribution to the river is only 3.4 billion m³ and there is no contribution at all in Iraq (Slide 4 and 5).


The Tigris River originates in Eastern near the Lake Hazar and joins with the Euphrates River in Iraq. According to the figures of the Cizre observation station, the Tigris has an average annual flow of 21.3 billion m³ at the border. The river forms the boundary between Turkey and Syria and enters Iraq. On its journey trough Iraq numerous tributaries enter the left bank of the Tigris River from the Zagros Mountains to the east. Contributions of those tributaries are around 31.4 billion m³. The total water resources of the Tigris River, therefore, amount to 52.7 billion m³ that accounts for 1.5 times as much as the Euphrates flow.


It is misleading to focus on the Euphrates or the Tigris rivers in isolation one from the other. These two rivers form one single basin having an annual water potential of 87.7 billion m³ and should be taken as the part of the same system (Slide 5).


Hydro-politics of the Euphrates-Tigris Basin


Turkey has always stressed that it believes technical solutions exist for the allocation of water in the basin of the Tigris-Euphrates and, if the three riparians cooperate, a solution can eventually be achieved.


The most important institutional forum for the three countries is the Joint Technical Committee (JTC), a body originally set up in 1980 for discussing the water issues between Turkey and Iraq and Syria participated in 1983. Since 1983, JTC have held seventeen meetings until Gulf War. Furthermore, water issues were included in a section of a Protocol signed by Turkey and Syria in 1987. This commits Turkey to releasing a yearly average of 500 m³/s which accounts for half of the Euphrates flow. Turkey has consistently abided by it ever since.


Turkey has also formulated a plan during the negotiations of JTC. Turkey’s plan rest on two basic principles (Bilen, 2000).

(1) The three countries need to work together on preparing and assessing a common inventory of water and land resources in the basin. The reason for this is that a variety of local and foreign experts assert conflictive figures about the availability of irrigable land in each riparian country. Since irrigation is the major water consumer, lack of consensus on land potential is an important issue (Slide 6).

(2) The Euphrates and the Tigris make up a single transboundary system. The total water potential of both rivers should be considered in order to reach an equitable and optimal water allocation (Slide 7).

On the other hand, the Syrian and Iraqi proposals, instead, insist on the equal apportionment of the average annual flows of the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers without considering supporting role of both rivers to each other.

Conclusion

People prefer more to less. When this is generalized to cover societies and countries, we see the same natural responses lie at the root of problems related to the use of water as a resource having economic and social value. Technical and economic cooperation involving different countries will help eliminate or ease such responses. Such an approach may pave the way for a consensus bringing along neither ‘more’ nor ‘less’ but what is reasonable in the light of sound data.
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