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Opinion

T
he World Bank report, “Beyond 
Scarcity: Water Security in the Middle 
East and North Africa,” is a timely 
reminder of the water crisis in the 
region.

Unless strategic and stringent action 
is taken, the MENA region, the most 

water-scarce in the world, will become drier and 
more parched. It may literally thirst for water by 
2050, when its population will have doubled to 
600 million.

All is not lost, however. The situation is dire but 
a combination of technology, policy and manage-
ment can convert water scarcity into security, the 
report said. The time to start is now.

Consider the regional state of affairs with 
respect to water: More than 60% of the population 
lives in areas with high or very high surface water 
stress, compared with a global average of about 
35%. More than 70% of the region’s economic 
value is generated in water-stressed areas, 
compared with a global average of 22%.

Rather than recycle wastewater, more than half 
of that collected in the region is returned to the 
environment untreated. Regional food supply 
chains cause more freshwater losses than almost 
anywhere else in the world. Many countries in the 
region draw unsustainable amounts of water from 
rivers and aquifers, degrading an irreplaceable 
resource base.

Add to that the world’s lowest water tariffs and 
the doleful picture is complete.

High water subsidies make for unregulated 
usage. Infrastructural inadequacies — leaky pipes 
and broken water mains — mean a lot of water 
literally goes down the drain. The failure to create 
a culture of conservation as well as to incentivise 
efficient use means that people don’t realise the 
true value of a dwindling resource.

Ignoring the issue is not an option. The inherent 
danger of the situation goes beyond lengthening 
droughts and increased desertification. Water 
supplies could become a weapon of war. Feuding 
countries and feuding regions within countries 
could deploy the threat to turn off water flows. 
Just recently, officials in southern Libya threat-
ened Tripoli with exactly that.

All is not lost, however, as the World Bank 
report makes clear. The region has had successes. 
In Jordan and Tunisia, wastewater is being safely 
recycled for irrigation and for managed aquifer 
recharge. The region has clocked up, as the report 
said, “one of the best performances globally in 
terms of increasing access to improved water 
supply and sanitation since 1990” though conflict 
has reversed progress in many countries.

With new technologies, new policies and, most 
of all, a new commitment to water security, the 
region can chart a sustainable course. It will, 
however, require strategic action.

The World Bank suggested three crucial strands 
of activity. Building political will by tapping 
existing regional networks of public officials such 
as the programmes and councils supported by the 
League of Arab States and the United Nations’ 
Food and Agricultural Organisation; creating 
private-public partnerships and participating in 
regional exchanges such as the Arab Countries 
Water Utility Association; and, finally, harnessing 
civil society to raise awareness and spread the 
word.

The water wars can yet be won.

The region’s water crisis
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The Kurds are redrawing
the region’s map

T
he Kurds had their 
independence refer-
endum. Granted, it 
was a historic moment 
in the Middle East 
but it doesn’t mean 
that the independent 

Kurdish state will see the light any 
time soon. The road ahead is very 
difficult, if not impossible.

However, I guess the Kurds 
thought the referendum would 
give them leverage in their 
negotiations with the central 
government in Baghdad, assuming 
there is someone in Baghdad who 
wants to negotiate with them.

Before the referendum, it was 
difficult to imagine that Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) 
President Masoud Barzani could 
withstand the pressure exerted on 
him to delay the referendum but 
withstand he did, even though he 
had to make concessions regard-
ing the thorny case of Kirkuk.

Barzani insisted that the 
referendum “was the first step for 
a people longing for independ-
ence” and had nothing to do with 
fixing the borders of the Kurdish 
state but where would Kirkuk be if 
Kurdistan becomes a state?

Looking at the parties that 
exerted tremendous pressure on 
Barzani to have delay the referen-
dum, we realise how difficult it 
must have been for the Kurdish 
president to maintain the referen-
dum date.

Turkey’s opposition to the 
referendum cannot be ignored, 
especially when Ankara explicitly 
called the referendum a threat to 
its national security. The pressure 
from Iran must have been tough to 
resist, as it implicitly signalled the 
danger of a confrontation between 
Iran-backed militias of the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces and Kurdish 
peshmerga.

The most difficult opposition to 
ignore, however, must have been 
the US administration’s. The 
United States must have had a 
hand in getting the UN Security 
Council to condemn the Kurdish 
referendum but the Trump 

administration lacks a clear 
strategy for the Middle East.

Barzani could have chosen to 
bide his time and wait for the 
opportune moment to push for 
Kurdish independence but he 
didn’t. He really had no choice but 
to go ahead with the referendum. 
For one, backing away from the 
referendum would have spelled 
political suicide for him person-
ally and his entire clan. Second, it 
wasn’t clear whether there would 
be another chance for such a 
referendum, for which Barzani 
had meticulously set the stage.

Three days before the referen-
dum, Barzani spoke in Erbil and 
insisted there would be no backing 
away from the referendum. He 
demonstrated a great deal of logic, 
persistence and coherence with 
his position despite concealing the 
many shortcomings in his pro-
gramme and the thorny question 
of Kirkuk in particular.

Barzani made a strong argument 
in favour of the referendum. He 
pointed out that none of the 
parties opposed to the referendum 
had given a logical reason for 
delaying it. He raised many 
pointed questions. For example, if 
the referendum were delayed, 
should the Kurds wait for new 
developments to ask for their 
independence again? What are 
those new developments that 
would make it possible for 
regional and global powers to 
agree to a referendum in Kurdis-
tan? Can anyone offer a new date 
for the referendum?

The simple truth of the matter is 
that, in the current Iraqi context, 
the opponents of the referendum 
had no alternative to offer the 
Kurds, other than calling for the 
delay of the referendum. Worse, 
some parties advanced Iraq’s unity 
as an argument in favour of the 
delay, knowing that this so-called 
unity has become a joke. For all 
practical purposes, Iraq crumbled 
the day the US forces in effect 
handed it on a silver platter to 
Iran. If anything, that experience 
showed that Iraqi-style power 

sharing is a doomed experiment.
In post-2003 Iraq, sectarian 

militias backed by Iran gradually 
took control of a much-weakened 
state. These militias mutated into 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) and, for all practical 
purposes, have replaced the Iraqi 
military. The venerable Iraqi Army 
has no future as long as the PMF is 
in control, just like the case of the 
Iranian Army and the omnipotent 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps in Iran.

The Kurds, of course, could not 
find their place in the religious 
regime placed in Iraq by Iran, just 
like they could not find a place 
under the Ba’ath regime of 
Saddam Hussein. Although there 
are occasional signs of resistance 
to Iranian hegemony from Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, 
Muqtada al-Sadr or Ammar 
al-Hakim, the end of the tunnel in 
Iraq is receding rather than 
approaching.

In the end, the Kurds had no 
choice but to move forward with 
their dream of independence. 
Given the aftershocks of the 
devastating political earthquake 
caused by the George W. Bush 
administration in Iraq, the Kurds 
weren’t sure they would ever have 
an independent state.

The Kurds are not only creating 
a new reality in Iraq, they are 
forcefully redrawing the region’s 
political map. An independent 
Kurdish state is no easy matter but 
at the same time the reasons given 
by Abadi for refusing secession 
are also baseless and unrealistic. 
Ironically, Abadi spoke of corrup-
tion in Kurdistan but conveniently 
forgot the festering corruption in 
Iraq.

In truth, the problem is that 
neither Abadi nor Nuri al-Maliki 
before him could come up with a 
convincing blueprint for a 
confederate state in Iraq. If it is 
accepted that the Kurdistan 
region’s experiment failed, that 
failure is nothing compared to the 
humongous failure called post-
2003 Iraq.
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ashington’s National Press Club, which 
has been a hub of the US media and 
journalism community since 1909, was 
the venue of The Arab Weekly’s first 
promotional event in the US capital.

The event, which included a reception hosted by 
Oussama Romdhani, The Arab Weekly’s editor-in-chief, 
on September 28, was attended by representatives of 
the US and Arab media.

Since March 2015, The Arab Weekly has published a 
US edition, which is widely distributed to US policy-
makers, academics and leaders.

Ibrahim Zobeidi, publisher of the US edition, also 
attended the reception, along with Mohamed al-Houni, 
general manager of Al Arab Publishing House, the par-
ent company of The Arab Weekly.

Romdhani offered those in attendance a brief back-
ground on the history and goals of The Arab Weekly 
and its unique role as an independent media outlet of-
fering readers analysis and commentary on the Middle 
East and North Africa.

The Arab Weekly also publishes British and Gulf edi-
tions.
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