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WATER AS A SOURGE OF REGIONAL
COOPERATION IN THE MIDDLE EAST:

THE WORK OF ECOPEACE MIDDLE EAST IN
JORDAN, ISRAEL, AND PALESTINE

By Giulia Giordano

Water is at the core of sustaining all life on
earth, and the people who have inhabited
the arid and semi-arid lands of the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) region throughout
the centuries know this very well. Scarcity of
water in the region has shaped its history and
geopolitics, including into the present day, with
climate change and population growth putting
more pressure on already scarce water resources
(World Bank 2018).

Due to their geographical location, most MENA
countries are characterized by arid conditions,
low rainfall, and high levels of evaporation,
leading to limited natural water resources. In
addition, the region suffers from inefficient
water usage, antiquated water infrastructure and
networks, lack of institutional frameworks for
managing transboundary water resources, and

pollution. The situation is further aggravated

by climate change, which is projected to cause
higher temperatures, less precipitation, extreme
weather events such as droughts and floods, and
sea level rise.

The region draws its water resources from
rainwater, rivers, and underground water sheets.
Declining precipitation has had unprecedented
effects in the region, having an impact on the flow
of surface water and the replenishment of several
important aquifers. In addition, increased tem-
peratures produce higher rates of evaporation,
leading to further water loss. The rising of the
Mediterranean Sea, induced by climate change,
is expected to affect coastal aquifers, which
already suffer from seawater intrusion due to
over-exploitation.

In the Water-Energy Nexus, solar energy produced in Jordan would be exchanged for desali-
nated water from Israel and Palestine. Image courtesy of EcoPeace Middle East.
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The Role of Water Security

Recent literature highlights the central role of
water security in ensuring sustainability, eco-
nomic development, and political stability (Bar
and Stang 2016, European Council 2008, Gleick
1993, OSCE 2015, Vitel 2011). According to the
definition of water security advanced by the UN.
Water Program, water must be able to support

health, livelihoods, socio-economic development,
and ecosystems, which is why social, economic,

Sh /|

and political factors play an important role

in shaping the ability of water to be properly
served to the population. Conditions of water
insecurity can trigger social tensions, and even
lead to uprisings, and therefore pose a threat both
domestically and to bordering states, regionally.
This is particularly relevant in the case of a wa-
ter-scarce and conflict-prone region like MENA,
where a lack of adequate clean water has already

= 75 |

Figure 1. The Jordan River is shared by Israel, Jordan, Palestine, and Syria. Holy to Christian,
Jewish, and Muslim communities, today the Lower Jordan River has been heavily diverted for
agricultural and domestic uses and is polluted by saline water and untreated sewage. Image
courtesy of EcoPeace Middle East.
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led to food shortages, outbreaks of epidemic

disease, mass migration, and political instability.

Several commentators have underlined that one
of the catalysts behind the social discontent that
led to the uprisings known as the “Arab Spring”
in Syria, as well as in Egypt and Yemen, was, to
varying degrees, the water shortage experienced
in the last few years due to a long period of
drought (Dimsdale and Mabey 2018; Werrel,

Femia, and Slaughter 2013;).

As the state of water security across the region
worsens, it is likely that new crises will occur
in the near future, with potential implications
at the regional and international level. The

— —

United Nation’s first Water Development Report
defined the water crisis as “essentially a crisis of
governance and societies,” suggesting that issues
of water security can be solved by enhancing
water governance mechanisms and developing
means of water diplomacy. The concept of water
diplomacy is based on the assumption that man-
agement problems rather than scarcity of water
are at the core of water security. Water diplomacy
applies to bilateral and multilateral dialogue on
water issues among people and states, by initi-
ating processes at different political scales and
levels in order to enhance water governance and
cooperation, regional integration, development,
security, and stability (Vetter, 2016).

Figure 2. Israeli, Palestinian, and Jordanian mayors jump into the Jordan River in 2010, high-
lighting the importance of the river and its rehabilitation for all peoples and all three religions
in the region. Image courtesy of EcoPeace Middle East.
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Environmental Peacebuilding

Lack of regional cooperation in the MENA,
mostly due to political conflict, has prevented the
implementation of measures required to increase
resilience to the detrimental impact of climate
change on water, energy, and food security. While
governments in the region seem to underestimate
such menaces, subordinating them to more con-
ventional military threats, voices are being raised
from people across the region, demanding a more
sustainable and peaceful future for the genera-
tions to come. The multi-award winning non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGO) EcoPeace Middle
East is one of the most vocal environmental
group in the region. Founded 24 years ago by

a group of visionary environmentalists with

the objective to promote sustainable regional
development as a pathway to peace, EcoPeace has
offices in Jordan, Israel, and Palestine. The three
countries are among the world’s lowest in terms
of renewable fresh water supplies per capita, and
share surface and groundwater resources.

Even in the midst of one of the longest and
most controversial conflicts of the region,
EcoPeace has proved that by developing means of

environmental peacebuilding and water diploma-
cy, regional cooperation can help resolve existing
political strife and prevent further conflict from
developing over scarce resources. By combining
bottom-up community engagement activities
with a top-down advocacy strategy, EcoPeace has
relentlessly worked to find shared solutions to the
common water problems affecting the three coun-
tries, and has helped advance concrete answers
with an impact on national policies and real bene-
fits to people on the ground. EcoPeace has had
many achievements over the years. EcoPeace has
contributed to stopping the construction of the
Israeli separation barrier from being built in the
ancient terraced agricultural landscape around
the Palestinian town of Battir; has advocated for
the release of fresh water from the Sea of Galilee
into the lower Jordan River; has leveraged over
$500 million worth of investments in projects
related to water supply and sanitation solutions
in Palestine, Jordan, and Israel; and has led
important changes in policies related to increased
water and electricity supply to Gaza, to name a
few.

A Master Plan for the Jordan Valley

The environmental degradation of the Jordan
River and the state of underdevelopment of the
surrounding communities are examples of how
ineffective and unilateral management of shared
resources is harmful to Jordanian, Israeli, and
Palestinian populations. Political boundaries
divide the river; instead of seeing the river as a
single transboundary watershed, the riparian
states have raced to capture the greatest possible
share of the valley’s water. Holy to Christians,
Jews, and Muslims, the river has seen its cultural
and natural heritage sites decimated. Of the 1,300
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million cubic meters of water that would natu-
rally flow down the River Jordan to the Dead Sea
each year, approximately 95 percent is diverted
for domestic and agricultural uses by the riparian
states. EcoPeace estimates that Israel diverts
about half of the river’s average annual flow,
while Syria and Jordan take about a quarter each.
Due to Israeli military restrictions, Palestinians
do not receive water directly from it. What little
water remains is polluted with agricultural runoff,
saline water and untreated sewage. Residents,

as well as tourists, have limited access to the
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river. In 2015, EcoPeace released the first-ever competition; therefore, advancing the strategy
integrated Regional Jordan Valley Master Plan, detailed in the master plan can serve as the

a comprehensive plan for the rehabilitation and engine for regional cooperation, rehabilitate the
sustainable development of the Jordan Valley, in  Jordan River, and create opportunities of shared
Jordan, Israel, and Palestine. The river cannot prosperity.

be sustainably managed through a process of

Developing a Water-Energy Nexus

Recently, EcoPeace has embarked on an ambi- Jordan, Israel, and Palestine. The proposed
tious project to explore the concept of developing Water-Energy Nexus (WEN) would create a
a regional community of water-energy among relationship of interdependency whereby Israel

e e Lt e o e T

Figure 3. Youth and alumni of EcoPeace Middle East gather at the baptism site on both the
Israeli and Jordanian sides of the Jordan River in order to campaign for the river’s rehabilita-
tion. Image courtesy of EcoPeace Middle East.
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and Palestine would produce desalinated water
and supply it to Jordan, while Jordan would use
its vast open spaces to supply Palestine and Israel
with renewable energy, thereby enabling each
partner to harness their comparative advantage
in the production of renewable energy and water.

Water desalination has been practiced for more
than 50 years in the region and has become the
primary response to water shortage in Israel.
Indeed, in the last decade, the country has invest-
ed extensively in the research and development
of new water technologies. Today Israel has
become one of the world leaders in desalination,
water treatment and reuse, including sophisti-
cated agricultural technologies that reduce the

consumption of water. As of today, both Palestine
and Jordan buy water from Israel to meet their
increasing demands. Desalination is an energy
intensive process, and thus, wide-scale desalina-
tion, a primary climate adaptation strategy for
the region, could end up being a major source of
greenhouse gases (GHGS). Israel, Jordan, and
Palestine have all signed the 2015 Paris Climate
Accords and are committed to reducing GHGs.
While all three have goals for increasing the share
of energy supplied by renewable sources, cur-
rently renewables represent a small percentage of
total energy consumption in any of the countries.
The links between water and energy are increas-
ingly recognized across businesses, governments,
and the public. Thinking about water and energy

Figure 4. In the Water-Energy Nexus, solar energy produced in Jordan would be exchanged

for desalinated water from Israel and Palestine, establishing an interdependent relationship

in which each of the parties involved would become more water and energy secure within a
framework of broader regional cooperation. Image courtesy of EcoPeace Middle East.
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in an integrated way is essential if the region is to
reach water security and foster overall stability.

EcoPeace has released a prefeasibility study of
the WEN initiative, which explored the viability
of the proposed exchanges. Results show that
these exchanges are technically feasible and
potentially offer substantial economic, environ-
mental, and geo-political benefits to each of the
parties that would provide strong incentives for
sustained cooperation. Jordan would become a
major exporter of green energy, providing the
revenue needed to purchase desalinated water

from Israel and Palestine. As a result, Palestine
would become less dependent on Israel for both
water and energy. Israel would meet its Paris
climate commitments at the cheapest cost and
see regional cooperation strengthened. Supplying
water via desalination within the context of the
aforementioned water-energy exchanges would
allow for significant reduction to the environ-
mental impacts of water supply, reducing not
only greenhouse gases, but local air pollutants,
as well. The broader international community
and all concerned parties who fear that climate
change and water insecurity will further threaten

Figure 5. Jordanian, Palestinian, and Israeli youth canoe down the Jordan River. The Jordan
River is a valuable part of the shared environmental heritage of the region, and proves the
importance of cooperation over transboundary water resources. Image courtesy of EcoPeace
Middle East.
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regional stability would see water and energy se-
curity advanced in a manner that creates healthy
interdependencies. WEN’s potential impact

also goes beyond Jordan, Israel, and Palestine.
In the broader Middle East, it could expand to
include additional countries, and be a model for
optimizing natural resource management via
collaboration between hinterland and coastal
areas.

As the history of Europe exemplifies, regional
integration emerged from the ashes of WWII as
a response to the devastation and death caused
by the war. From the visionary declaration
pronounced by French Foreign Minister
Robert Schuman on May 9, 1950, six European
governments, determined to prevent another

For Further Reading

war, established the European Coal and Steel
Community, which would—in the words of the
declaration—make war between historic rivals
France and Germany “not merely unthinkable,
but materially impossible.” That pioneering
institution evolved into the present-day European
Union. Therefore, cooperation in the Middle East
is necessary, not in spite of the existing conflicts,
but as a response to them. Riddled by years of
conflicts, endemic poverty, and environmental
degradation, the governments of the region need
to identify their natural resources as a shared
heritage, which could generate mutual benefits
and shared prosperity. As Schuman explained,
“World peace cannot be safeguarded without the
making of creative efforts proportionate to the
dangers which threaten it.”
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