











Politics of Water Resources in the Jordan, Nile and Tigris-Euphrates:
Three River Basins, Three Narratives

National Carrier in 1964 and subsequent Syrian attempts to divert the
headwaters of the Jordan river played a part in the chain of events leading
to the war.”> When in 1959 Israel continued with the construction of the
National Water Carrier the Arab League came up with a counter plan: the
water from the Hasbani and the Banias, two source rivers of the Jordan
river, would be diverted over the Golan Heights to the Yarmouk. A dam
would be built there in order to divert water via the East Ghor Canal to
Jordan and Palestinian refugees there. In 1964, within weeks of the
commencement of work on the Arab diversion project on the Banias
tributary, there was a border clash between Israeli and Syrian forces: the
first in a series of military responses to rival water projects.”” When the
Arabs began construction, Israel’s prime minister Eshkol declared that
“water is a question of life for Israel” and that “Israel would act to ensure
that the waters continue to flow.”* As Lowi explains “threats and counter-
threats among the basin states and regarding the utilization of the Jordan
waters were recurrent during this period.” During 1965 and 1966 the
conflict escalated from border skirmishes to air attacks. According to
Donkers the water conflict set off a chain of reactions which finally led to
the war of 1967.% Yet, Lowi asserts that “the Jordan water crisis of 1964
and the Arab-Israeli war of 1967 were two distinct crises in a protracted
conflict, and the former can be considered as one of the several conflict
spirals that, in combination, culminate in war.”>¢

In the Euphrates-Tigris Basin technical meetings, which took place
since the mid 1960s, did not fulfill the expressed aim of coordinating the
water development and use patterns of the three riparians. Hence, a series
of diplomatic crises occurred in the region during the 1970s, 80s and the
90s. Turkey started impounding the Keban reservoir by February 1974 at
the same time that Syria had almost finalized the construction of Tabqa
dam. This was a period of severe drought. The impounding of both
reservoirs escalated into a crisis in the spring of 1975. Iraq accused Syria of
reducing the river’s flow to intolerable levels, while Syria placed the blame
on Turkey. The Iraqi government was not satisfied with the Syrian
response, and the mounting frustration resulted in mutual threats bringing
the parties to the brink of armed hostility. A war over water was averted

2 Lonergan, “Human Security, Environmental Security and Sustainable Development,” p. 79; and Lowi, Water
and Power.

33 Miriam Lowi, “Water and Conflict in the Middle East and South Asia” in M. Lowi and B. Shaw (eds.)
Environment and Security, MacMillan Press, 2000, p. 161.

24 Donkers, “Fresh Water as a Source of International Conflicts,” p. 144.

> Ibid.

% Lowi, “Water and Conflict in the Middle East and South Asia,” p. 161.
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when Saudi Arabia mediated that extra amounts of water be released from
Syria to Iraq.””’

On 13 January 1990, Turkey temporarily intervened in the flow of the
Euphrates river in order to fill the Atatiirk reservoir. The decision to fill the
reservoir over a period of one month was taken much earlier. The month
selected for this purpose was January, a month with no demand for irrigated
agriculture. Turkey had notified its downstream neighbors by November
1989 of the pending event. Turkey released twice the usual amount for two
months prior to the impoundment, sent delegations to Middle Eastern
countries to explain the need for the impoundment, and the measures taken.
However, the Syrian and the Iraqi governments officially protested Turkey,
and consequently called for an agreement to share the waters of the
Euphrates, as well as a reduction in the impounding period.

Another crisis occurred in 1996 after Turkey started the construction of
the Birecik on the Euphrates river. Both Syria and Iraq sent official notes to
the Turkish government in December 1995 and January 1996 indicating
their objection to the construction of the Birecik dam on the grounds that
the dam would affect the quantity and quality of waters flowing to Syria
and Iraq.

Emergence of Cooperation Frameworks (1990s-onwards)

Even though there were attempts for cooperation in the Nile basin by
the late 1960s under the Hydromet58 project and the subsequent Undugu59
initiative, the decisive step in the Nile Basin’s evolution towards
cooperation was taken by the Tecconile in 1992.%° According to Nicol “the
end of the Cold War was major contributory factor in greater feasibility;
another was the actual realization amongst basin states that in order to

37 Kibaroglu, Building a Regime for the Waters of the Euphrates-Tigris River Basin, pp. 226, 229-230.

* Hydromet project, which was launched with the support of the United Nations Development Program and the
World Meteorological Organization, sought to conduct a hydrological survey of the basin, and included many of
the upper White Nile riparians, however participation was not unanimous. See Peichert, “The Nile Basin
Initiative: A Promising Hydrological Peace Process,” p. 119.

%% Undugu initiative, which sought to bring together nations in unofficial economic and development discussions,
consisted of Egypt, Sudan, Congo, and the Central African Republic, and later additionally Rwanda, Burundi, and
Tanzania. The initiative examined such regional integration efforts as linking the electric grids of the riparian
states to ensure that all members were able to meet their indigenous electricity demands. See Peichert, “The Nile
Basin Initiative: A Promising Hydrological Peace Process,” p. 121.

 Technical Cooperation Committee for the Promotion of the Development and Environmental Protection of the
Nile Basin (Tecconile) served as a preparatory organization to the Nile Basin Initiative, and sought to unite six of
the ten riparians (Egypt, Sudan, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo) in a
comprehensive legal and institutional framework consisting of short and long term goals.
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manage the river in the future, greater joint development of the resource
would have to take place under a broader cooperative framework. The
drought experienced in the Horn of Africa and on Nile flows during the
1980s helped to form this perception.”®"

Cooperation efforts around Tecconile culminated into the Nile Basin
Initiative in 1998 with a basic objective to achieve the sustainable
development of the river Nile for the benefit of all. With the support of the
World Bank, the Nile Basin Action Plan was adopted by the riparian
countries to promote inter-riparian collaboration, in the form of the
International Consortium for Cooperation on the Nile (ICCON). This
initiative promotes continual cooperation between the water ministers of the
basin (Nile-COM), the Technical Advisory Committee (Nile-TAC), and the
establishment of a permanent Secretariat (Nile-SEC) in Entebbe, Uganda.62
By developing a shared vision statement, a range of multilateral cooperative
projects, and addressing mutual issues and needs, the Nile Basin Initiative
has served to unite the basin in expanded dialogue to resolve their previous
disputes. The shared vision program identifies possible areas for further
cooperation, which include environment, energy, agriculture, planning and
management, communications, training, and socio-economic development.

Since formally being launched in 1998, the Nile Basin Initiative has
sought to develop areas where formal cooperation is mutually beneficial.
Nicol points out that “within this hugely diverse social and economic
environment, inhabited by economies with few major linkages between one
another and with massive divergence in financial strength, economic
structure, and growth trajectories, building an equitable basis for benefit
sharing will be difficult.”® He goes on, however to identify addressing
poverty and advancing human development as possible ties of common
need, and where potentially collective benefit could be experienced. The
Nile Basin Initiative has followed this focus, and the eight major projects
which have been launched, or are being developed largely share this
concern for alleviating poverty in the basin.®* The areas being addressed
are: “Applied Training Project, Confidence Building and Stakeholder

°! Nicol, “The Nile: Moving Beyond Cooperation,” p. 6.

% {lhan Sagsen, “The Issue of Management of the Waters of the Euphrates and Tigris Basin in International
Context”, Unpublished MSc Thesis, Middle East Technical University, 2006.

 Nicol, “The Nile: Moving Beyond Cooperation, ” p. 25.

® Ryan Taugher, "Transboundary Benefit Sharing among the Tigris and Euphrates River System Riparians”,
Paper presented at the Sixth International Relations Conference on the Middle East in Global and Regional
Perspectives, Middle East Technical University, Ankara, 14-16 June 2007.
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Involvement Project, Regional Power Trade Project, Shared Vision
Coordination Project, Socio-economic and Benefit Sharing Project,
Transboundary Environmental Action Project, Efficient Water Use for
Agricultural Production Project, and the Water Resource Management
P1roject.”6

The volatile relations between the Arabs and Israelis in the second half
of the 20" century had occasionally witnessed attempts for transboundary
water cooperation, albeit fruitless. The Johnston Mission®® could be
recalled as one such initiative for cooperation in the Jordan basin.
Nonetheless, as Jagerskog explains “in the aftermath of the Gulf crisis and
Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, coupled with the end of the Cold War, the
rules of engagement were drastically changed” in the region. With the
regional scene changed, US President George Bush (the senior) was in a
position to convene the Madrid Peace Talks in October 1991.%7
Immediately after the start of peace negotiations in Madrid, a separate
working group was set up to negotiate the issue of water as part of the
multilateral negotiations.®® In the treaties and agreements signed since then
water has been given much attention. In 1994, Jordan and Israel reached an
agreement over water, and Palestine and Israel launched the Oslo peace
process. In addition to the bilateral nature (Israel-Jordan; Israel-Palestinian
Authority) of these agreements, Syria and Lebanon were out of the process
since they boycotted the Middle East Peace Process altogether.

In the Treaty of Peace between Israel and Jordan, Article 6 and Annex
IT are devoted to water problems. Even though the water stipulations of the
treaty argued to be rather balanced in terms of the keen emphasis on
equitable and efficient use of available water resources, the rights of the
Palestinians on the West Bank is totally ignored.69 It allows Jordan to store
winter runoff in Israel’s Sea of Galilea. The accord also allows Israel to

5 «http://www.nilebasin.org» (accessed on March 27, 2007)

 In 1953 when Israel started the construction of the National Water Carrier, the project quickly led to armed
skirmishes with Syria. The American President Eisenhower realizing that the water conflict could develop into a
new war, sent a special envoy, Eric Johnston, to the region in 1953 in order to gain the support of the four basin
states of the Jordan for one distribution plan. After two years of negotiation Johnston achieved a compromise (the
Unified Plan): the negotiating teams accepted it, but their governments did not. See Stephan Libiszewski,
“Integrating Political and Technical Approaches: Lessons from the Israeli-Jordanian Water Negotiations,” in N.
Gleditsch et al. (eds.), Conflict and the Environment, Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1997, pp. 385-402.

" Anders Jagerskog,”Why States Cooperate over Shared Water,” Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, Linképing
University, 2003, p. 98.

“ For a critique of the Oslo Process see Jan Selby, “Dressing-up domination as cooperation: The Case of Israeli-
Palestinian Water Relations,” Review of International Studies, Vol. 29, No. 1 (January 2003), pp. 121-38.

% Donkers, “Fresh Water as a Source of International Conflicts,” p. 155.
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lease from Jordan a specified number of wells to draw water from
agricultural land. As part of the agreement a Joint Water Committee was
created to manage shared resources. But the accord did not detail what
would happen to the prescribed allocations in a drought. In early 1999 the
worst drought on record led to tensions as water deliveries to Jordan fell.
But the agreement itself remained intact-an outcome that demonstrated the
commitment of both sides to cooperate.”’

As Donkers explains the Interim Agreement between Israel and
Palestinian Liberation Organization incorporates, in the very detailed article
40, “the Palestinian water rights in the West Bank, but “these will be
negotiated in the permanent status agreement relating to the various water
resources.” ' In the agreement, the water requirements of the Palestinians
have been underestimated at 70-80 mcm, which will definitely curtail
agricultural development in the West Bank. Moreover, water rights of the
Palestinians from the surface water of the Jordan are not discussed at all.”

Progress toward a basin-wide set of water agreements appeared to be at
an advanced stage by 1995. However, the assassination of Israeli Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1996 and the subsequent change of government
in Israel reversed the progress toward a set of comprehensive agreements,
including those over water.””

These recent peace plans74 should not be interpreted as a sign that water
has become unimportant to either side. In this respect, Allan emphasizes
that the establishment of the Joint Water Committee (JWC), an institution
established with the Interim Agreement, underscores the importance each
side confers on water issues. The JWC continues to hold regular meetings-
even during the height of the second Intifada in 2001 and 2002. In January
2001, a joint statement by the Israeli Water Commissioner and the head of
the Palestinian Water Authority called on both sides to avoid damage to the
water infrastructure and interference with water supplies. At the same time,

" United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Human Development Report, 2006, p. 222.

"' Donkers, “Fresh Water as a Source of International Conflicts,” pp. 155-156.

" Ibid., p. 156.

J. A. Allan, “Hydro-Peace in the Middle East: Why no Water Wars? A Case-study of the Jordan River Basin”,
SAIS Review, Vol. 22, No. 2, (2002), p. 267.

™ The most recent water negotiations occurred during the July 2000 session at Camp David and at Taba the
following year. These meetings merely emphasized the low priority given to water disputes in relation to the more
symbolic issues of Jerusalem and territory. The more recent Saudi proposal of March 2002 ignored water entirely.
The Saudi proposal was to extend recognition to Israel by twenty-two Arab governments in exchange for a return
to 1967 borders and consideration of the position of Palestinian refugees.
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the Joint Water Committee is a source of frustration to Palestinian
professionals as it is subject to the Israeli Defense Force views on security.
Nevertheless, water management throughout the 1990s is a testament to the
possibility of cooperation over this important strategic resource, and
ensures that water will remain high on the agenda in both Palestine and

Israel, despite the overwhelming social and security disruptions since
September 2000.”

Based on the status of the relations between the riparians of the
Euphrates-Tigris basin and the recent rapprochement between Turkey and
Syria since late 1990s, one can predict better cooperation and more
productive conditions for transboundary water coordination in the region.
Yet, establishing a cooperative regional framework in the Euphrates-Tigris
river basin presents a great challenge.’® Notwithstanding, relations between
Turkey and Syria have considerably improved since the signing of the
Adana Security Agreement in 1998, and new and promising initiatives have
been undertaken. To name a few, in 2001, the Southeastern Anatolia
Project Regional Development Administration (GAP RDA), Turkey
initiated contact with Syria by sending a delegation on the invitation of the
General Organization for Land Development (GOLD), Ministry of
Irrigation, Syria. As a result, a Joint Communiqué was signed between the
GOLD and the GAP RDA on 23 August 2001. Its overall goal as perceived
by their initiators is to provide sustainable utilization of the region’s land
and water resources.

Furthermore, development of political and economic relations among
the riparians since the late 1990s produced fruitful impacts on the water-
based development in the region. A series of government, private sector and
civil society delegations have paid numerous mutual visits reaching fruitful
understandings and agreements on trade and economic matters. These
initiatives have culminated in the signing of the Free Trade Agreement in
2004, a real breakthrough in the advancement of bilateral economic
relations. This productive dialogue has been also reflected in the water
related development sectors, namely agriculture, health and trade. Thus, the
years 2003 and 2004 have witnessed the signing of two framework

> Allan, “Hydro-Peace in the Middle East: Why no Water Wars? A Case-study of the Jordan River Basin”, pp.
267-268.

" Even though, the riparians had managed to build an institutional framework, namely the Joint Technical
Committee (1980-92), they couldn’t succeed to empower it with clear and jointly agreed mandate. Instead, they
continued unilateral and uncoordinated water and land development ventures. Thus, a series of diplomatic crisis
erupted since the early 1970s.
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cooperation agreements on health and agriculture, respectively. Both
agreements underline the importance of enhancing cooperation and
fostering development in two neighboring countries and comprise, among
other things, issues on water related development fields such as combat
against water borne diseases and soil and water conservation in agricultural
practices.

Another significant development in the region is the foundation of the
Euphrates-Tigris Initiative for Cooperation (ETIC) by a group of scholars
and professionals from the three major riparian countries in May 2005.”’
ETIC adopts a holistic, development focused, multi-sectoral approach as
opposed to one aiming at sharing the river flow. The latter has proven to be
divisive and unproductive. ETIC does not promote a certain model of
cooperation or a formula of water sharing. It envisages being a facilitating
platform. In this respect, since its very recent establishment, ETIC has
proven to be a dedicated convener of the conference sessions among the
concerned authorities in the region and also the innovative creator of
training program among the water engineers of the region.

Conclusion

The article presents an historical overview of the evolution of the
transboundary river disputes in the major watersheds of the Middle East
with particular attention to the hydropolitical relations since the early 20"
century. The Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) has been successful in
institutionalizing cooperation in the basin through the formation of a set of
formal organizations. In addition to these governmental institutions, a non-
governmental discussion forum, namely the Nile Basin Discourse (NBD)
was established in 2003 with a view to providing institutional support at all
levels, including the civil society, to the governmental initiatives.”® Yet,
there are critical concerns about the overall achievements of the NBI in
terms of its two basic objectives/pillars: “socio-economic development in
the region”, and “the equitable utilization of the river.” As regards to the
former pillar, even though the NBI has been, so far, an exemplary case of
cooperation, the tangible outcomes of this cooperation are not fully
achieved, and distribution of the benefits of the NBI projects to the
populous poor communities in terms of socio-economic development are

7 <http://www eticorg.net»
"8 Peichert, “The Nile Basin Initiative: A Promising Hydrological Peace Process,” pp. 128-130.

162 PERCEPTIONS * Spring 2007



Aysegiil Kibaroglu

yet to be seen. The second parallel pillar, namely “water sharing” has been
mostly handled through closed bilateral talks particularly between Egypt
and the Ethiopia. Little is known about the progress of these talks. Hence,
status quo continues for the time being, where the 1959 Agreement
stipulates the water supply to be shared between Sudan and Egypt,
excluding the east African riparians. One other concern is that: despite the
upheld multilateral nature of the NBI, both Egypt and the Ethiopia continue
to pursue unilateral projects, which are said to have an impact on the
demand for water in the long term and might have a largely
counterproductive effect on cooperative efforts.”” Moreover, water conflicts
at sub-national level act as a precipitating cause of instability and
humanitarian crises in the region. To illustrate, even though the Darfur
conflict is a complex crisis with many interwoven causes, it is originally, in
part, about water. Lengthened drought cycles provoked outbreaks of
violence. In northern Kenya close to the Ethiopian border competition over
water between pastoralist communities ended up in violent clashes, causing
hundreds of people killed and thousands of them displaced in 2005. So far,
the NBI did not develop any effective mechanism to deal with this localized
water-related violence.

Similarly, structural scarcity continues to be the major source of
inequitable and ineffective water use and management in the Jordan basin.
Since the Oslo peace process in 1993, Israel acknowledges the Palestinian
water rights but made clear that this would not lead to practical implications
in the field.* Since then, the Joint Water Committee keeps functioning to
supervise the implementation of the engagements, yet it constitutes a
platform where Israeli dominance continues. Deconinck emphasizes that
without a sustainable solution for the water conflict, Israelies and the
Palestinians are heading for a disastrous water crisis in the first quarter of
this century. In the peace treaty of 1994 between Israel and Jordan, both
countries have settled their differences over the use of the shared water
resource. Yet, the treaty had faced challenges during its implementation, as
illustrated in the 1999 drought crisis. All in all, these are partial
arrangements in the absence of Syria and Lebanon in the picture. A
sustainable water policy can only be achieved on a regional level, and has

" Ibid., p. 129.

% Stephan Deconinck, “Israeli Water Policy in a Regional Context of Conflict: Prospects for Sustainable
Development of Israelis and Palestinians,” Selected Papers of the International Conference From Conflict to Co-
operation in International Water Resources Management, UNESCO-IHE Delft, Holland, 20-22 November 2002,
UNESCO-IHP, pp. 287-301.
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to include all the riparians in the basin in a cooperation scheme. A
prerequisite for success is the joint administration of the existing water
resources. Of course, this cannot be achieved without regional peace.®’

On the other hand, the 1987%* and 1990* bilateral agreements
constitute the basic legal documents which set existing water use rules in
the Euphrates-Tigris river basin. These bilateral accords were interim
measures, which were largely products of the then-prevailing political
atmosphere in the basin and have not served the goal of achieving efficient
and equitable allocation and management of the water resources in the
basin. Moreover, these agreements have shortcomings in responding to the
growing challenges in the region. Water quantity has been almost depleted
and the flows in both rivers are subject to severe fluctuations. Water quality
has been degrading as well. The changing physical conditions were not
taken into consideration in either protocol. The impacts of the climate
change will likely challenge the existing water use patterns in the region.
Furthermore, these protocols did not comprise stipulations to deal with the
growing social and economic needs of the respective populations. In this
respect, Turkish-Syrian rapprochement may pave the way for coordination
in water-based development fields. Still, it is a partial cooperative attempt
since Iraq has been under occupation and destabilized since 2003. Turkish-
Iraqi political relations have been deteriorating since 2004.% Yet, the article
argues that, against all the odds, piecemeal efforts of investigating
opportunities of cooperation in water-based socio-economic development
fields such as the ones taken by the ETIC could provide a sound beginning
to build trust and collaboration in the region.

¥ Ibid., p. 301.

82 The 1987 Protocol was concluded between Turkey and Syria. The protocol is as an interim agreement which
stipulates that “during the filling up period of the Atatiirk dam reservoir and until the final allocation of the waters
of Euphrates among the three riparian countries, the Turkish side undertakes to release a yearly average of more
than 500 m3/sec at the Turkish-Syrian border and in cases where monthly flow falls below the level of 500
m3/sec, the Turkish side agrees to make up the difference during the following month.”

% The 1990 Protocol was signed between Syria and Iraq according to which 58 percent of the Euphrates water
coming from Turkey would be released to Iraq by Syria.

% For further discussion see the articles by M. Altunisik and G. Cetinsaya in this Issue.
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