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Jordan scrambles to deal 
with water scarcity
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A
cute water shortages of-
ten put Jordan in awk-
ward political positions, 
having to negotiate with 
Israel to lend it supplies 

or with international donors to 
bankroll ambitious water plans.

With the United Nations saying 
climate change could dry up water 
resources in several Middle East 
countries within two decades, Jor-
dan is looking for immediate and 
long-term solutions to provide 
drinking water for its people.

Water pumped through the state 
network to Jordanian households 
has been rationed to one day a week 
since the early 1980s. To cope dur-
ing the rest of the time, Jordanians 
store water in bins on the roofs of 
their homes.

“We call it ‘water day’, whereas 
the government calls it ‘water ra-
tioning day’,” Amman bank em-
ployee Samar Ghazi said.

“This is the day when we run all 
our household chores such as clean-
ing and washing,” she said. “Water 
is a serious challenge to us. The 
situation is not easy at all. We worry 
about water shortages more than 
anything else.”

In the Jordan river valley, the 
country’s food basket, no water is 
pumped during the torrid summer, 
when temperatures reach 50 de-
grees Celsius on average. Farmers 

buy water from private firms to ir-
rigate crops.

In the Dead Sea, which is shared 
with Israel and the Palestinian ter-
ritories, the level of water has been 
receding 1 metre per year since 1990, 
threatening an ecological disaster to 
the world’s ancient treasure.

The receding water is blamed on 
evaporation and Israeli industrial 
projects on the western side of the 
50-kilometre sea stretch.

Experts warn that the Dead Sea, 
a hypersaline lake that boasts min-
erals and mud used for skin treat-
ments and where the kingdoms of 
Sodom and Gomorrah are believed 
to be buried, will become extinct by 
the year 2050.

“As the world is anxious about 
receding water resources, Jordan is 
already there and has been suffer-
ing from acute shortages for several 
years”, said Water Ministry spokes-
man Omar Salameh.

He said Jordan was the second 
poorest country in terms of water in 
the region after Bahrain.

Covering an area of 97,000 sq. kil-
ometres, of which 91% is arid land, 
Jordan lacks the rivers of neigh-
bouring Israel, Syria and Iraq and 
the expensive desalination plants of 
Saudi Arabia. It depends on rainfall 
for its drinking and municipal wa-
ter needs. However, the region has 
been hit with a drought in recent 
years. Jordanians complain of a per-
sistent water deficit. The reasons 
include the drought; water lost in a 
rusty 60-year-old network, which is 
being rehabilitated; and water theft 
by farmers and even households, 
schools and others who illegally tap 
underground wells.

Jordan needs 1.4 billion cubic 
metres of water per year, of which 
a maximum of 850 million cubic 
metres is available through various 
sources, which include supplies 
from Israel under a 1994 treaty.

With a 500 million cubic metres 
annual deficit, a 2.2% annual popu-

lation growth and tens of thousands 
of Syrian refugees, Jordan opted for 
a short-term plan that had Israel 
storing about 50 million cubic me-
tres of water for its neighbour each 
year to help with the problem.

The water is considered Jordan’s 
rightful allocation of the Yarmouk 
river, which is shared by Syria. The 
supply is pumped to Jordan in the 
summer, when need increases.

A medium-term plan has Jor-
dan drawing water from under 
the southern desert in al-Dissi, the 
country’s only strategic basin with 
supplies estimated to last 100 years.

Currently, 50 million cubic me-
tres are pumped in a 280-kilometre 
pipeline to Amman, home to about 
30% of the country’s population of 
7.5 million. The pipeline is to be ex-
tended to northern districts by 2017. 
It will then provide 100 million cu-
bic metres of water per year.

A long-term ambitious plan in-
volves building a 250-kilometre 
canal from the Red Sea north to 
the Dead Sea, to be financed by the 
World Bank, of $900 million.

Initially, Israel had insisted on 
having the water drawn from the 
Mediterranean to the Dead Sea in a 
canal passing through its territory, 
clearly to keep Jordan and the Pal-
estinians in check.

However, Israel back-pedalled 
under pressure from the United 
States, Jordan’s long-time ally 
which is financing several wastewa-
ter treatment and other water plans 
across the kingdom.

The three-year “Red-Dead Pro-
ject”, as it is widely known, envis-
ages a desalination plant in Aqaba 
on the Red Sea. It would provide 

fresh water to Jordan and replenish 
the shrinking Dead Sea, where sink 
holes — some as deep as 50 metres 
— appeared on the seashore in the 
past few years.

Under the agreement, the Aqaba 
desalination plant would produce 
about 80 million cubic metres of 
water annually. Israel would buy 
part of it at preferential prices with 
the rest going to Aqaba. The pipe-
line, however, is projected to pump 
300 million cubic metres of water 
annually to the Dead Sea.

An influx of more than 1.5 mil-
lion Syrian refugees fleeing the civil 

war in their country hiked water 
demand by 20%, according to Sala-
meh. He said the ministry has been 
cracking down on water theft since 
2013, dismantling 14,805 illegal 
fixtures and sealing off 616 wells 
across the country.

Recently, an Amman court sen-
tenced a water violator to three and 
a half years in prison and a fine of 
$500,000 in the first ruling of its 
kind in the kingdom.

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues in 
Jordan for more than two decades.

An irrigation water canal next to a makeshift tank collecting rain 
water in Wadi al-Shita village, 35 kilometres west of  Amman, 
Jordan.

A long-term 
ambitious plan 
involves building a 
250-kilometre canal 
from the Red Sea 
north to the Dead 
Sea

In the Dead Sea the 
level of water has 
been receding 1 
metre per year since 
1990

Egypt faces increasing water deficit

Cairo

W
ater scarcity is fast 
becoming part of 
the daily grind for 
Hashim Farag, a 
farmer in his mid-

50s from Ayat, a rural area in Egypt’s 
Giza province.

Every day, Farag, who is the head 
of the small farm owners’ union in 
Giza, hears complaints from farm-
ers about their inability to find 
enough water to irrigate their fields.

“More and more farmers cannot 
find water to irrigate their planta-
tions,” Farag said. “Others have 
to use costly equipment to tap 
groundwater but this water is never 
as good as Nile water.”

Egypt’s population — 89 million — 
continues to grow, but the level of 
water resources remains the same 
every year. As a result, water short-
ages become increasingly more 
acute.

The Nile — the country’s main 
source of water — provides Egypt 
with 55 billion cubic metres of water 
every year but there has not been 
an increase for decades. The coun-
try also gets about 15 billion cubic 
metres of water from other sources, 
including subterranean ones and 
scarce rain.

Irrigation Minister Hossam Mog-
hazi said the country has entered 
the phase of water scarcity. He add-
ed that Egypt faces a water deficit 
of around 24 billion cubic metres 
citing the growing population and 
increased demand.

Water and irrigation experts, 

meanwhile, say with an annual in-
dividual water share of 650 cubic 
metres, Egyptians receive 35% less 
water than global average amounts. 
The international standard is for an 
individual to have a water share of 
1,000 cubic metres a year.

The water shortage along with 
the poor quality can lead to big eco-
nomic losses.

“Water shortage means that the 
country will produce less food, 
which also means that it will de-
pend more on imports,” Fawzi Diab, 
a water expert and a researcher at 
the state-run Desert Research Cent-

er, said. “More imports also mean 
more pressure on the economy.”

Egypt imported $1.2 billion worth 
of food during the first quarter of 
2015, according to the Ministry of 
Industry and Trade. This is 4% more 
than food imports during the corre-
sponding period in 2014.

Egypt produced 21.4 million tons 
of cereals, including 8.8 million 
tons of wheat, in 2014, according 
to the Food and Agriculture Organi-
sation. The country will have to 
import 18.1 million tons of cereals, 
including 10 million tons of wheat, 
in 2015, it said.

Water riots are becoming com-
mon in parts of the country. Resi-
dents in the Nile Delta city of Man-
sour staged protests against water 
shortages in July.

On June 18th, Hosni Shaaban, the 
head of the independent Farmers’ 

Union in Giza province, called on 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi to intervene to end the suffering 
sustained by farmers in some prov-
inces due to water scarcity.

Observers expect this scarcity 
to have adverse political ramifica-
tions and contribute to destabilis-
ing Egypt if the government does 
not act. Egypt’s water shortages are 
expected to worsen with Ethiopia, 
the country from where the bulk of 
Nile water flows, building a multi-
billion-dollar hydroelectric dam. 
Ethiopia says the dam — one of sev-
eral it has planned on the Nile — is 
indispensable for its development 
but Egypt says the project will cut 
its supply of water from the Nile.

The two countries faced diplo-
matic tensions until Sisi came to 
power in June 2014 and promised to 
put an end to the water row. 

In March, Egypt, Ethiopia and 
Sudan signed a declaration of prin-
ciples to regulate Nile dam negotia-
tions.

Egypt’s water experts say, how-
ever, that the Ethiopian dam will 
affect Egypt regardless of the out-
come of negotiations between gov-
ernmental delegations from the 
three countries.

“Water used to flow without 
any impediments from Ethiopia to 
Egypt where the water was stored 
behind the High Dam,” Maghawry 
Shehata, a leading water expert, 
said. “Now, instead of being stored 
behind Egypt’s High Dam, water 
will be stored behind Ethiopia’s Re-
naissance Dam and this will reduce 
Egypt’s water share even more.”

Like-minded experts say, when 
it is complete, Ethiopia’s dam can 
prevent Nile water from reaching 

Egypt for several years. The Ethio-
pian government says the project is 
expected to be completed by July 
2017.

Farag says some Egyptian farm-
ers, after failing to find water, resort 
to sewage to irrigate their farms

“The farmers do not have other 
solutions,” he said. “They have ei-
ther to stand idly by and watch their 
plants dying before their eyes or use 
sewage.”

Egypt’s water shortage is not only 
about the scarcity of water. It is also 
about mismanagement.

Diab referred to outdated irriga-
tion methods across this country, 
saying the techniques waste water. 
Other experts say around 30% of 
the 9 billion cubic metres of water 
specified for drinking is wasted by 
consumers.

“We are in bad need for a water 
management revolution,” Diab said. 
“We also need to search for new 
sources of water to compensate for 
the shortage related to available 
sources.”

Available options are for Egypt to 
increase its search for subterranean 
water, especially in the western de-
sert, and desalinate seawater, using 
nuclear technologies, which is very 
costly.

Yasser Ahmed is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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