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Politics complicates Lebanon’s water problems 
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L 

ebanon has some of the 
highest rainfall of any 
country in the mostly arid 
Middle East, yet, during 
the dry summer, people 

have to buy extra water for drink-
ing, washing and other everyday 
uses.

A country with a population of 4 
million and an average annual rain-
fall of more than 800mm, plus tens 
of centimetres of snowfall, should 
not experience water shortages.

Fadi Comair, director-general of 
Lebanon’s Ministry of Water and 
Energy, said the shortages come as 
no surprise.

“In principle, Lebanon should 
not have water issues,” he said. 
“However, it has to suffer from 
shortages of water because, un-
fortunately, nobody listened to us 
technocrats when we promoted 
and submitted a 10-year strategic 
plan for water demand manage-
ment back in 2000.”

Waste and mismanagement of 
water resources are at the core of 
Lebanon’s shortages, Comair ex-
plained. “We have plans, we have 
the will, we have the know-how 
as technocrats and we can resolve 
the problem in months but the real 
problem here is the lack of political 
will,” he said.

Even water is politicised in Leba-
non where every public utility from 

electricity to telecommunications 
to rubbish collection has fallen vic-
tim to political calculation and ma-
nipulation.

In 2000, Lebanon was the first 
Arab state to develop a comprehen-
sive strategy for water preservation 
and management — the Integrat-
ed Water Resource Management 
(IWRM) — but has been unable to 
implement it.

“Jordan took Lebanon’s IWRM 
strategy and applied it after intro-
ducing some adaptations. Tunisia, 
Morocco and Egypt also emulated 
the strategy and implemented it,” 
Comair said. “Only Lebanon did 
not because of the lack of the will of 
politicians.”

Acute water shortages that hit 
Lebanon in recent years were large-
ly blamed on climate change, an ex-
ceptionally dry winter in 2014 and 
the large influx of Syrian refugees, 
which put additional strain on age-
ing infrastructure. However, the 
water crisis is not merely the result 
of dry winters and mass population 
movement but of fundamental and 
chronic shortfalls in the country’s 
water management policies and in-
frastructure.

“Definitely, the influx of refu-
gees impacted the water balance 
in Lebanon,” Comair said. “In prin-
ciple we had previewed a deficit 
in 2050 but this deficit is brought 
closer because you have [almost] 2 
million people injected in the coun-
try. Lebanon is wasting 1.2 billion 
cubic metres of rainwater in the sea 
annually because of the lack of wa-
ter conservation and management 
plans.”

With only two operating dams, 
Lebanon lies far behind other coun-
tries on the Mediterranean basin 
in water collection and conserva-
tion. “We need at least 39 dams. 
Others, like in Cyprus for instance, 
which is small compared to Leba-

non [in population], they have 190 
dams. In Syria, they have 263 and in 
France there are as many as 4,000 
dams,” Comair said.

He emphasised the effectiveness 
of the IWRM strategy in dealing 
with Lebanon’s water problems and 
preventing future issues.

The strategy aims at ensuring ad-
ditional water resources through 
the construction of structures to 
capture water and store it in dam 
reservoirs and lakes in the wet sea-
son for use during the dry season.

The goal is to improve the water 
network and raise its performance 
to 90%. At present, water loss in the 
domestic network through leakage 
and other forms of waste is estimat-
ed to be 50% on average and as high 

as 80% in some areas.
The strategy includes reforming 

irrigation technologies by shifting 
from surface irrigation that has a 
waste rate of 12,000-13,000 cubic 
metres per hectare of fresh water to 
sprinklers and drip irrigation, while 
allocating treated waste water to 
irrigation, a technique applied in 
countries in the northern Mediter-
ranean basin.

In parallel to the technical as-
pects, the IWRM strategy envisions 
institutional reforms and updating 
Lebanon’s water laws to encourage 
the participation of the private sec-
tor in water management.

A few rivers in the Middle East 
are the major source of water for 
large areas spanning national bor-

ders and access to water is seen as a 
potential cause of conflict. Comair 
argued that water sharing could be 
an incentive for peace, if the con-
cept of hydro-diplomacy is applied 
properly.

“It (hydro-diplomacy) basically 
relies on the use of international 
legal tools, including the UN water 
convention of 1997, to bring coun-
tries to apply the concept of equi-
table sharing and reasonable use of 
international waterways,” he said.

“(It questions) why Israel uses 
500 litres per day per person while 
Jordan uses 60, the Palestinians 
20 and Lebanon 100. Application 
of equitable and reasonable use of 
water could [very well] be a tool for 
peace, not war.”

A dam in Lebanon’s Shabrouh mountains, north of the capital Beirut.

“The real problem 
here is the lack of 
political will.”

Fadi Comair, director-general 
of Lebanon’s Ministry of Water 

and Energy

Water scarcity could lead to armed conflict in Mideast
Reem Sharaf Edden

Amman

I 

nstability over water security in 
the parched Middle East could 
spark cross-border hostilities.

Tens of thousands of peo-
ple have been demonstrating 

across Iraq since the summer of 
2015 demanding improved water 
quality and other services.

When the Islamic State (ISIS) cap-
tured cities in northern Iraq, one of 
its main targets was the Mosul dam, 
the country’s largest, which it sur-
rendered after heavy US strikes two 
weeks after seizing it in June 2014.

Jordan, nestled between mightier 
neighbours engulfed in civil war or 
sectarian strife, once reached a deal 
with Israel to draw water from the 
southern Red Sea. However, the 
multibillion-dollar project almost 
stalled over Israeli insistence on 
having the waterway built on its 
side, which Israel admitted, would 
allow it to close the tap should ties 
worsen.

Jordanian Water Minister Ha-
zim el-Nasser said water shortages 
would further destabilise the vola-
tile Middle East.

“Look at ongoing sit-ins in Bagh-
dad and southern Iraq, for exam-
ple,” Nasser said. “The protests are 
against deteriorating government-
administered services, especially in 
water and electricity,” He said men 
who fail to secure water and food 
for their families were prone to join 
militant groups that claim to seek 
better living conditions for masses.

“Water security is closely linked 
to social and economic security, 
especially with hundreds of thou-
sands moving from war-torn, 
water-rich parts of the region to 
more secure but water-poor parts,” 
Nasser said.

The United Nations warned that 
by 2025 more than 904 million 
people, mostly in the Middle East, 
the Mediterranean basin and parts 
of western Asia, would suffer from 
acute water shortages.

One way to avoid conflict is for 
neighbours to cooperate in sharing 
water, according to the Blue Peace 
initiative by the Mumbai-based 
Strategic Foresight Group.

“Empirical evidence in 148 coun-
tries and 205 shared river basins 
indicates that any two nations en-
gaged in active water cooperation 
do not go to war,” the initiative 
stated.

“Out of 148 countries sharing wa-
ter resources, 37 do not engage in 
cooperation for the management 
of water resources or, if they do 
so, they confine their cooperation 
to the technical level. The same 37 
countries face risk of war for rea-
sons other than water such as land, 
identity, ideology or history, among 
others,” said the report, titled Water 
Cooperation for a Secure World.

The think-tank also warned 
about the use of water as a war tool.

“The Middle East is caught up in 
a cascade of catastrophes. There 
are no easy solutions. The only way 
out is for all countries to accept big 
compromises and to negotiate a 
comprehensive peace agreement 
with water cooperation prominent-
ly included in it,” the group’s presi-
dent, Sundeep Waslekar, wrote on 

the organisation’s website in March.
In Jordan, listed among the 

world’s ten poorest nations in wa-
ter resources, an influx of nearly 1.5 
million Syrian refugees since 2011, 
is straining scarce water supplies.

Most complaints about water 
scarcity are heard in the predomi-

nantly arid country’s northern 
governorates, such as Irbid, Ma-
fraq and Ajloun and the southern 
governorate of Karak. When the 
state-rationed supply is short in 
the scorching summer, residents 
buy water from private suppliers at 
steep prices.

Nasser estimated that the annual 
share of water for each Jordanian 
citizen is less than 120 cubic me-
tres. “This is less than the world’s 
average by 88% and compared to 
1,250 cubic metres on the regional 
level and in nearby countries,” he 
said.

“Water scarcity in Jordan has be-
come an even bigger challenge with 
the inflow of Syrian refugees.”

Jordan’s available water resourc-
es are estimated at 800 million-900 
million cubic metres annually, 
most of it coming from rainfall, the 
minister explained. “In normal sit-
uations, this should be enough for 
a population of 3 million. In Jordan, 
we have got more than 10 million 
users,” Nasser said. In addition to 
the Syrian refugees, Jordan is home 
to 6.5 million Jordanians and 2 mil-
lion Palestinian refugees.

Jordanian water expert Maysoon 
Zoubi said some Arab countries 
face the challenge of scarce re-
sources for natural reasons, such as 
drought, and hardships in meeting 
growing demand caused by popu-
lation growth or individuals dis-
placed in wars.

“Almost 60% of surface water 
resources in the Arab world come 
from outside the region, a fact that 
exerts multidimensional pressures 
on Arab water rights,” she said.

Zoubi warned against a tendency 
of Arab countries to try to guaran-
tee water security. “This can be 
seen in countries such as Iraq, Syr-
ia, Egypt and Morocco but events 
have proven this policy wrong,” she 
said. “In the Middle East, the prob-
lem is multifaceted — political con-
ditions are unstable, water security 
is absent, population growth rates 
are high and violence is growing. 
The region has become dangerous 
and its people suffer.”

Reem Sharaf Edden is a Jordanian 
journalist specialising on water 
issues.

A Syrian child refugee stands behind a water tanker at Zaatari 
refugee camp, in the Jordanian city of Mafraq.

“The region has 
become dangerous 
and its people 
suffer.”

Jordanian water expert 
Maysoon Zoubi

In Jordan, an influx of 
nearly 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees is 
straining scarce water 
supplies.
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