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and the technological
weapons superiority it enjoys today, along with a stash? of
secret atom bombs. But continued competition for scarce
water supplies continued lo dog the Middle East. Anwar
Sadat® signed Egypt’'s peace accord with Israel in 1979
with a warning. “The only matter that could take Egypt to
war again i8 water,” he said. Jordan’s King Hussein said
much the same 11 years later about his own country’s
peace treaty with Israel. The former UN secretary-general
and ex-foreign minister of Egypt, Boutros Boutros-Ghali,
forewarned of just such a war.

Last week, Turkey agreed an extraordinary plan to
ship millions of tons of water in giant tankers to Israel in
a deal linked to hi-tech weapons shipments to Ankara.
Whether or not the deal goes ahead, Israel will continue
to lie at the heart of growing competition for limited sup-
plies of water—and disputes about ownership—that un-
derpins the conflict with the Palestinians, afflicts negoti-
ations with Syria and poses some of the hardest chal-

raeli victories overwhelming

lenges to peace in the Middle East. The region’s three
the Tigris-Euphrates and
the Nile—serve a few countries well. Lebanon

and Egypt do not want for water, although that is some-

major waterways—the Jordan,
Turkey,

times at the expense of their neighbours: Syria remains
bitter over Turkey’s construction of a dam on the Eu-
phrates that disrupted the river’s flow across the border.

Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian territories are not
so fortunate. Israel has the highest per capita consump-
tion of water in the region and uses far more than it pro-
duces. Since 1967, it has met much of the demand by
drawing it from the occupied territories while restricting
Palestinian access, and by clinging to the Golan Heights
as much for its crucial source of fresh water as any mili-
tary strategic advantage from being able 1o see all the way
to Damascus.

Israel relies on three key water sources: the *Sea of
Galilee® and two natural underground aquifers—the
“mountain aquifer” in the occupied West Bank and the
“coastal aquifer” in Israel. One or two dry years has a
profound effect on the aquifers, along with Israel pumping
far more water than is provided by replenishment. The
Sea of Galilee fell to its lowest level in recorded history
last summer. Winter rains have replenished it to a degree,
but the water level still sits precariously close to the “red
line” at which the national water authority says the sea’s
ecological stability will start to erode. However, not many
take the red line seriously, given that the authority has p
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lowered it several times over the years so that it is always
kept below falling water levels. It is now 2.5m below its o-
riginal designation. The coastal aquifer has fallen so low at
times that it is in danger of irreversible contamination by
salt water drawn in from the Mediterranean sea. As the wa-
ter table falls, sea water percolates through coastal soil in-
to the fresh water, making it undrinkable and useless for
irrigation.

The chairman of the national water company, Uri
Sagie, recently warned a conference of Israeli farmers that
there is a growing and unbridgeable gap between produc-
tion and consumption.  “The water sources are being de-
pleted without the deficit being restored, and there is no
choice except to create additional sources in order to close
the gap,” he said. It is not a message the farmers like to
hear, but there are some who blame them for Israel’s
predicament. The Jewish state has an abiding attachment
to the kibbutz’ dwellers who colonised the desert. They
provided the foundations for modern-day Israel and shaped
the myth of a brave, small people
struggling against all odds. But to-
day agriculture consumes two-thirds
of Israel’s water while contributing
to just 2.5% of its gross domestic
product. Irrigation, compounded by
a growing number of swimming pools,
is a leading cause of the gap be-
tween production and consumption.

But it is the Palestinians who
are paying the price. Under the
*Qslo peace agreement®, Israel retained overall control of
water from the West Bank. The Palestinians now regret the
deal. “The defect is in the Oslo agreement,” says Amjad
Aleiwi, a hydrologist at the Palestinian Water Authority.
“The fact is we can’t even drill a well without approval
from Israel, while they pump all the water they like into
the settlements.” More than 80% of water from the West
Bank goes to Israel. The Palestinians are allotted just 18%
of the water that is extracted from their own land. Pales-
tinian villages and farmers are monitored by meters fitted
to pumps and punished for overuse. Jewish settlers are not
so constrained, and permitted to use more advanced p
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pumping equipment that means the settlers use 10 times
as much water per capita as each Palestinian.

“This has caused us huge problems,” says Aleiwi.
“Palestinians get less than 60 units a day when the in-
ternational minimum is 150. The Israeli domestic use
alone is 300 to 800 units. It’s worse in Gaza. Much of
the water is not potable. That's why they have a lot of
health problems, a lot of diseases in knees and kidneys.
How can it be that Jewish settlers get unlimited amounts
of pure water and that just across a fence children have
to drink polluted water?” The Palestinians accuse Israel
not only of plundering their water but polluting it. Some
Jewish settlements pump raw sewage straight into the
streams of neighbouring Palestinian villages, contami-
nating water once used for drinking, cooking and irriga-
tion. Others pipe waste into the ground, which inevitably
feeds into the aquifers. Palestinian villages also dump
their sewage into the ground. Aleiwi blames the Israelis
for both problems.

Boutros-Ghali said recently that he believes water
is now the principal obstacle to an agreement between
Israel and the Palestinians.  “Water lies at the core of
the problems in Israel. This is why [the Israelis] are in-
terested in the occupied territories; not for the territory,
but for the water within that territory,” he said.

Then there are the Golan Heights, which the Syri-
ans are keen to win back, in part to ease some of their
own water supply problems. Opponents of a deal with
Syria predict that relinquishing control of the Heights
could cost Israel about one-third of its fresh water if the
flow into the Sea of Galilee becomes contaminated, de-
liberately or otherwise. They also say that if Syria fol-
lows through on plans to build homes for hundreds of
thousands of people on the Heights, it could badly pol-
lute the entire sea.

Others see Israel’s agreements with Jordan as the
model for future agreements with the Palestinians and
The treaty provides a detailed breakdown for
including an

Syrians.
maintaining and sharing water resources,
agreement by Israel to provide 25 million cubic metres
of water to Jordan each year. There have been tensions,
particularly when Israel said it was unable 1o deliver
the quota because of poor rainfalls. But Israeli, Jordani-
an and Palestinian hydrologists say that they have
worked well together to try and clean up the Jordan river
and on planning desalination projects and monitoring
pollution. m
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