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Water - Gate

Water and security in the Middle East
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Aharon Zohar, Israel
In biblical  times the water gate, which led to the source of life in the city, was the most important gate.  This gate was not always visible.  Sometimes it was necessary to conceal it from the enemy, and so a tunnel was dug, linking the city to the water source.  Then, as now, water was extremely important and all to whom life was precious had to safeguard the water resources at any price.

As now, water was always a contentious issue. King Solomon suggested a principle of compromise to solve these kinds of problems: “The beginning of strife is as when one letteth out water ..... Therefore leave off contention, before it be meddled with” (Proverbs 18:14). 

This principle was appropriate for the time when it was possible to dig another well when an argument broke out between shepherds.  Today, with the increasing impoverishment of water sources on the one hand, and the ever-increasing water use on the other, it is hard to imagine that this solution would be adopted.

Water supply in the Middle East does not increase, and may even shrink by some 10% by the middle of the coming century, as a result of global climate change.  Furthermore, water demand is expected to increase as a result of population growth, accelerated urbanization and a rise in the standard of living.

In view of the above, the increased demand both in the domestic and industrial sectors will serve to reduce the cultivation, as a result of the reduction in the amount of available water at the disposal of the agricultural sector, even though in actual fact the cultivation areas have increased considerably in all Middle Eastern countries, except for Israel and Egypt, to an amount which exceeds the available water sources (Schwartz and Zohar, 1991).

Water is unequally distributed among the countries of the Middle East, which can be divided into three categories:  The first group includes countries poor in water resources - Jordan, Israel, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States.  The water situation in Jordan is the most severe.  Amman is divided into areas, and each of these areas receives water only one day per week.  Israel solves its water crisis by overpumping, which impoverishes the water sources, and by more efficient use of water.  Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States utilize underground fossil water sources and desalinate salt and brackish water.

The second group encompasses countries where the water shortage is due to wasteful use and failing management of water sources:  Egypt, Syria and Iraq.  The main agents responsible for this situation is a conservative approach, bureaucracy, use of outmoded technology and political factors.  In the water carrier system alone, half the irrigation water pumped from the Nile is lost.

The surface water sources of these countries, the Nile, Euphrates and Tigris, are outside their boundaries, and development plans of upper riparian countries may harm the quantity and quality of the water reaching them.

The countries which enjoy surplus water are Turkey and Lebanon, which make up the third group.

Water and the Israel-Arab conflict

The conflict between Israel and her neighbors regarding water sources at present focuses on the Jordan and Yarmouk basin (with Syria), the mountain aquifer and the  north-east Samaria aquifer (with the Palestinians in the West Bank).  This is after Israel and Jordan signed the peace agreement, which laid down the manner in which the water of the Jordan and Yarmouk rivers would be divided between the two countries and in addition, provided for Jordan to receive an additional allocation of 50 million cubic meters per year (Israel - Jordan Peace Treaty, Article 6/Annex II).

Today some 8 million people inhabit the area west of the Jordan River, of which 6 million are Israelis and the rest Palestinians. The amount of water at the disposal of this population is about 2 billion cubic meters per year.

In the year 2040 the same area will be inhabited by a population of some 18 million, of which 12 million will be Israelis.  Approximately 4 billion cubic meters of water per year will be required.

Israel has a commitment to all matters regarding solving the severe water shortage in the Gaza Strip and West Bank.  In the Gaza Strip the problem of drinking water can be solved through seawater desalination.  Inhabitants of the West Bank will consume more and more water from the mountain aquifer.  Both places present a severe problem of aquifer pollution by raw waste and other pollutants which caused a deterioration of the quality of underground water.  In the Gaza Strip overpumping has resulted in the infiltration of seawater into the coastal aquifer, and its salination.                         

Alternatives to solving the water problem of the Middle East

The only way to solve the water shortage west of the Jordan River (and in most countries in the Middle East) is to increase the existing supply.  The main technology known today which is capable of solving the problem is seawater and brackish water desalination.

Substantial drops in the cost of desalination have already been recorded, which can render this option more attractive to the population  residing in the coastal region in Israel and the Gaza Strip.  Utilizing solar energy which is abundant in the region, for water desalination may be a significant breakthrough in reducing desalination costs.

If Jordan would cover the costs of desalinating water for the coastal population, Israel would be able to release water from the Sea of Galilee for Jordan, which would flow through the Ghor canal to Shunet Nimrin, from where it would be pumped to Amman. This is the cheapest means of solving Jordan’s water shortage and embodies the real meaning of peace.

It may also be possible to increase the water source supply by importing water from countries with surplus water sources in the region such as Turkey, though this alternative is becoming less viable due to a decrease in water supply because of overuse and  increasing pollution of these sources.  Political instability, economic and engineering factors further detract from the value of this option.

Waste recycling presents several clear advantages: it increases the supply of water, contributes to the solving of environmental problems such as preventing underground water pollution, diseases and odors, and it is considerably cheaper in comparison to other alternatives (the cost of  recycling a cubic meter of waste is about one third of desalinating seawater).  Only a small fraction of waste in the Middle East is purified to a level suitable for irrigating all kinds of agricultural crops. Most of the rivers and streams in the Middle East are polluted in substantial quantities by domestic and industrial waste.  Here too, waste treatment using solar energy would constitute a major breakthrough.

Substantial water cuts to the agricultural sector are possible only if water has economic value.  In most Middle Eastern countries no payment is required for water usage because it is “a gift of God”.  If there is a cut, there will also be a reduction in the areas irrigated by fresh water, an increase in the use of wastewater for irrigation, an increase in the efficient use of water and structural changes in the economies of the countries in the region to reduce their dependence on cultivated agriculture.  Gradually, Israel is becoming the only Middle Eastern country which has drastically reduced the water allocation to the agricultural sector.

A further possibility is cultivating lands in poor countries rich in water sources, by wealthy countries poor in water sources.  Saudi Arabia cultivated land in Sudan and imported the produce in return for oil exported to Sudan.

Sound management of water sources means controlled production of water from aquifers with surplus water and recharging available water such as runoff water to replenish aquifers.  A further means of preserving water sources is by reducing evaporation, but this subject in  not within the scope of proven current technology. In addition, rain enhancement through cloud seeding may prove significant in certain factors.  Data gathered in the north of Israel point to an increase of some 15% in rainfall.

Efficient use of water makes it possible to save significant amounts of this vital resource.  Wasteful use of water in most Middle Eastern countries stems from the manner in which water is conveyed through mud tunnels and from furrow irrigation. Also the poor maintenance level of the irrigation systems contribute to large water losses. Administrative, organizational, traditional and social obstacles also contribute to this trend.

Water and environmental protection

Both these issues are acknowledged as being of far greater importance compared to other development issues, because activity in one may influence the other.  In the absence of far-reaching solutions of these matters, peace can easily become a hostage.

Of primary importance from the environmental aspect is the phenomenon of global climate changes. According to estimates, this phenomenon may be responsible for a 10% reduction in the water supply of the Middle East.

In order to be prepared for possible climatic changes, several actions are proposed,  steps which are already being taken, and which with minor modifications can serve to reduce the possible damage resulting from global warming such as:  long term planning regarding management of water sources, the addition of safety margins to infrastructure and the preservation of land options related to damming and water carriers, the development of heat-resistant varieties of agricultural crops and animal species, preserving the quality of water and more efficient utilization of water.

Water for Peace

Water is the most weighted issue following security arrangements.  Israel has had to and will have to compromise on water for peace.  Taking into account the fact that anyhow water demand will exceed supply, what is called for is an increase in the amount of seawater for desalination, or in other words, a matter of economics. Diverting the argument from the political-ideological plain to the techno-economic plain will serve to defuse this highly loaded issue. 

In areas far from the sea (and mainly in the catchments area of the Sea of Galilee), the environmental issue will become more pertinent and the need to protect surface and underground water from pollution will increase.  Peace is not a prerequisite for cooperation between the sides which are the potential water polluters in the region under discussion (Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Israel).

The water agreement between Israel and Jordan, which is a precedent for the peace agreements to follow, teaches us that reality is far stronger than international law and  apocalyptic scenarios, and that water can better serve peace than cause the outbreak of war.  

