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INTRODUCTION

he academic title for this paper could be, “The Hydraulic Parameters of
Conflict in the Middle East.” The journalistic title simply would be, "Water
and War.” Both are the same.

One fact about the Middle Fast is inescapable — the issue of the hydraulic
imperative is surprisingly poorly understood. The fundamental conflict over
water is part of a long, hoary history of struggles for control of water in the
area, yet that misunderstanding arises, in part, because the hydraulic
imperative is not recognized as something that is really much more basic,
namely, a more general Malthusian imperative. Unlike elsewhere in the
wortld, where there really is no true resource constraint to development, in
the Middle East Malthus stifl lives — or, at the least, is being resurrected.
The Malthusian specter is real in the Middle East: on the one hand, food
production is stagnant and water resources are fully utilized, while, on the
other hand, population is increasing inexorably. The crunch is ominous. The
water/food/population gap is all the more serious because the climate in the
Middle East really is not propitious for agricutture. The area once was truly
fertile, but that halcyon age ended some 2,000 years ago.

There is a painful paradox: oil is abundant, water is not. The analyst
concerned with resource politics or resource economics in the Middle East
cannot fail to note that the depletable resource — oil — is amply available;
known, proven reserves, in spite of meager exploration activity, cover 100-
200 years at current production rates. There is no meaningful constraint on
Middle Eastern oil resources over any time horizon which is relevant for .
political planners. Ironically, it is the renewable resource — water — that is
in desperately short supply. The consequences are profound. Scarcity,
obviously, means conflict; oil wars are less likely than water wars. The .
hydraulic imperative in the Middle East is very real, but it is not the least bit
new. Anyone who has read the Book of Genesis has heard the tale before.
The Israelites coveted the lands of the Canaanites. They coveted those lands,
not because they wanted! oil, or even dreamed of oil, but because the land
was lush and verdant, at least by local standards. The conflict ca.n scarcely
claim greater antiquity — the Israelites from the desert once again are
coveting and fighting to occupy the watered lands of Pajestine.

CURRENT SCARCITY AND CURRENT CONFLICT

History repeats itself. Such lusts for water have continued into recent
times. In the 1950s there was a festering dispute between Abu Dhabi and
Saudi Arabia, which poisoned, or at least complicated, relations between the
United States and Great Britain for a number of years. The squabble over
suzerainty over the Buraimi Qasis (el-‘Ain) ostensibly focused on water.
Claims to historical title were tied in part to traditions, or myths, as to who
had built or controlled which wells and which aflaf (infiltration channels). It is
also true, however, that the Buraimi dispute mixed oil and water; it was a
two-tiered proxy conflict. Water rights and water use were the proximate
apples of discord, but both sides at that point in time, 45 years ago when
geology was less sophisticated, believed that the oasis overlay one of the
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world’s largest oil fields.

The Buraimi question is now moot, but today
there are still more ominous conflicts over water.
Soeme, too, like the Buraimi question, involve
collateral questions, or are proxies for other
disputes, but the struggle for finite water
supplies is at the heart of four festering issues at
the present time: the conflict over the Litani,
Jordan, Euphrates, and Nile Rivers (see Figure 1).
Although we shall concentrate on only one, the
Arab-israeli dispute over the waters of Palestine
— principally, the Jordan River — it is
nonetheless important to examine these other
conflicts for the issues they raise related to the
Arab-lsraeli context,

First is the status of the Litani River. As in the
case of the jordan River, the challenge comes
from an out-of-basin claimant, Israel, which has
sought to divert the waters of the Litani for its
own use. The Litani rises, flows, and discharges
entirely within the boundaries of Lebanon, but
early Zionists long ago claimed the river, and the
Israelis have long considered a scheme for
building a low dam on the Litani and a tunnel
connecting it with the Upper Jordan tributaries in
order to pump the waters into Israel proper. This
is one of two cases of downstream preemption.

A second locus of water conflict is the
Euphrates River, which is doubly important, not
only because Turkey's upstream throttling of the
flow all too easily could precipitate war between
Turkey and the downstream riparians, Syria and
Iraq, but also because this could set a precedent
for the Jordan dispute regarding upstream versus
downstream rights (Israel claims rights as a
downstream offtaker, while Turkey argues the
rights of the upstream user). Extractions from
Turkey's large-scale irrigation and power projects
in the upper reaches of the Euphrates have
already begun, hitting Syria and Iraq with a
double whammy. First, the water flow is
dropping, so that the volume reaching the lraqi
border will fall to a fifth or less of the current
level (where ali of that water has hitherto been
used in Iraq). Second, the salt content of the
residual flow is rising hyperbolically because of
the extractions of the sweet water upstream and
the return of the field drainage flows to the river,
such that the existing, diminishing flows are
increasingly unusable. The Turkish extraction is

awlkward for the United States, since LS. policy
in the past has been to suspend aid to countries
that contravene principles of equipartition of river
basin flows., Now the United States is forced to
defend continuing aid {o two countries that
espouse exactly antipodal policies with respect
to preempting water from historical downstream
users.

Third, there are two problems emerging in the
Nile Basin, where water developments also are
held hostage to regional politics. Contrary to
frequent journalistic reportages, all available
water currently is being used. Approximately
four to six billion cublc meters per year (bcm/y)
flow through the Nile Delta into the sea, but that
water is highly saline and not irrigation quality.
Here the looming analogy is with Turkey —
upstream users can claim and use water now
flowing downstream past Aswan and used by
Egypt, thereby squeezing off current flows to
Egypt. Sudan is entitled to more water than it
uses, under the 1959 Nile Waters Agreement,
but Ethiopia, a new player, has designs on the
Atbara River and the lower reaches of the Blue
Nile.

The seeds of conflict have already begun to
germinate. These conflicts are the most bitter
where there is a disjunction between source and
use — the Jordan waters rise almost entirely in
Arab lands, but Israel claims them downstream.
Conversely, the Euphrates rises entirely in Turkey,
or the areas claimed by Kurdish and Armenian
nationalists, while the waters have been used all
but exclusively, for millennia, downstream in
Sumer, Ur, and today's Iraq. Two trans-basis
transfers are at stake as well — Israel’s diversion
of jordan waters to the western watershed and
its dream of diverting the Litani.

CANAANITE WATER: A TALE OF
THREE RIVERS

There are, in substance, three rivers involved in
the Arab-Israeli struggle for water, so that one
could entitle this analysis, "The Tale of Three
Rivers.” A geographer woulid argue — correctly,
but misleadingly — that there are only two, i.e.,
the Jordan watershed (comprising the Jordan and

Yarmuk Rivers) and the Litani watershed. But it is _'
much more useful — as I think you will see —to




FIGURE 1
MIDDLE EAST WATER CONFLICTS

Yarmuk Litani Mountain
Agquifer
Coercive Yes (Israel) Attempted Yes
Extractions {israel}
Claimant Downstream  Qut-of-basin “Downhill”
Riparian User Riparian
Qut-of-basin | Yes Attempted No
Transfer
Source(s) Syria Lebanon Occupied
Territories
Users Syria, jordan Lebanon Israelis and
Israel Jewish settlers
Use—Source Yes Attempted Largely
Disparity
Upper Euphrates Nile
Jordan
Coercive Yes (Israel) Yes Projected
Extractions (Turkey) (Ethiopia)
Claimant Downstream  Upstream Upstream
Riparian Riparian Riparian
Qut-of-basin | Yes No No
Transfer
Source(s) Lebanon Turkey Sudan, Ethiopia
Syria Central Africa
Users Israel Turkey Egypt
Syria, Iraq Sudan
Use-Source Yes Yes Limited
Disparity . (Decreasing)
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recognize these three rivers, even though there
are two geographical basins (see Map /).

There are four irreconcilable claimants to these
three rivers, It is a zero-sum game with a
plenitude of parties — Israel, Jordan, Lebanon,
and Syria. What is the present status of these
three rivers? All of the waters are claimed, and
all of the waters are either fully used today or
their use is forestalled. The main flow of the
Jordan River itself has been all but totally
preempted by [srael’s diversions. Al of the
headwaters’ flow has been collected by [srael
and is now pumped out of the Jordan Basin,
across the mountains, and used for irrigation or
municipal water along the Mediterranean littoral
of Israel. The Israelis began planning the
diversion of the Jordan River as early as the
1940s, but their vision of capturing it is even
more anclent. Much of the design of the civil
works for capturing the Jordan River was
caompleted in the 1950s, and the Israelis
succeeded in diverting the entire volume of
sweet water from the Upper Jordan by the late
1960s, when construction of the National Water
Carrier system {see Map I} was completed.

This elaborate, trans-basin hydraulic project is a
chain of pumping stations, tunnels, and open
channels that supplies approximately 500 miilion
cubic meters (mem/y} of high-quality water per
year, about cne-fourth of the total consumption
in the country. Pumps lift jordan River water out
of Lake Tiberias, also known as the Sea of Galilee,
and convey it across the watershed. The
diverted flows then are pumped to israeli
consumers on the Mediterranean coast and down
into the northern Negev, where they supplement
the ground water pumped out of the Northern,
Eastern, and Western Aquifers, which comprise
the Mountain Aquifer, on the West Bank. The
transfer is preemptive in the sense that the three
Arab states in which the waters rise — Jordan,
Lebanon, and Syria — themselves had planned
to utilize that same volume of water, less that
from certain springs within Israel, but Israel
attacked and destroyed their sites, thereby
securing that upstream water for itself as the
downstream riparian.

The second river, the Litani, flows entirely
within Lebanon. It rises in the Bega’a Valley
between the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon ranges,

where it was partially dammed at Qara’oun.
Some of the flow passes through tunnels and the
pentstocks of hydro plants to the coast, where it
is then used for irrigation in areas south of Beirut.
Lebanon had designed a scheme in the early
1970s to exploit the remaining flow for irrigation
in the Shi'ite region of the south. That plan.
however, was blocked by U.5. and Israeli
pressures on potential project lenders. Israel
tried to preserve the waters for itself, once in
1978 and again in 1982, but failed, the first time
because the U.5. administration under President
fimmy Carter inexplicably batked, and the second
time because the local population in South
Lebanon fought the Israelis to a standstill, no less
surprisingly. The coveted waters of the Litani,
thus, remain undeveloped for Lebanon and in
limbo for Israel.

Finally, the third river in the triumvirate is the
Yarmuk. It is a tributary of the Jordan River which
rises largely in southeastern Syria, flowing into
the Jordan a few kilometers downstream of Lake
Tiberias. Exploitation of the Yarmuk was part of
Jordan’s development plans in the 1960s, if not
even earlier in the 1950s. That project, toco, was
blocked by the Israelis, who once more wanted 0
to preserve the flow for their own downsiream
preemption. lsraeli aircraft blew up Jordan’s
Khalid ibn Walid dam site works and stymied
subsequent efforts by Jordan to construct the
Mukhaiba Dam a few kilometers upstream. Now
the waters are de facto partitioned: Syria
extracts increasing volumes near the headwaters,
and Israel allows some offtake by Jordan,
capturing the rest for itseif.

That concludes the overview of the three rivers
coveted by Israel: one captured, one partly
preempied, and the third literally in fimbo. On
closer inspection of the individual pieces, we
focus, first, on the implications of the water i
supply in the Jordan and Litani Basins for the !
Israelis. What is at stake from their perspective?
What is this water worth? How valuable have
been the waters captured or preempted in the
june 1967 Arab-Israeli War? Their National Water
Carrier system starts on Lake Tiberias, where they
excavated some very large, quasi-fortified
pumping stations out of the bluffs at the
northwest corner of the lake. The Jordan waters
are collected in the lake, which is alsco used as a°
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