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Executive Summary

• Water, whether surface or underground, by nature is a transboundary resource, and thus cooperation  
 between countries is a necessity. In an arid region like West Asia, the lack of fresh water resources and the  
 competition over transboundary water resources could become a major source of conflict. To avoid this,  
 these resources must be managed carefully to ensure the interests of the different stakeholders at different  
 levels of governance, including regional, national and local, are protected.

• This EDA Insight emphasises that, despite the overall scarcity of water resources in the West Asia region,  
 there is sufficient fresh water in the region to satisfy its needs. Better cooperation to understand the complete  
 picture of shared water resources and to develop a common vision to benefit from them could be the key to  
 realising Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) number 6 (Ensure availability and sustainable management  
 of water and sanitation for all) in West Asia, as well as help to support peace and stability in the region.

• This Insight argues that, given that international laws governing shared water resources are not accepted  
 by many countries and often interpreted differently by different countries, water diplomacy could play a  
 significant role in bringing all stakeholder and countries together to negotiate, reach a common understanding  
 and finally execute policies and practices aimed at the best possible joint utilisation of the shared water  
 resources.

• A number of regional organisations, including the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia  
 (ESCWA), Arab League, Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and Arab Water Council, are currently working  
 on water issues. Generally speaking, however, these have not been very active in the field of shared water  
 resources. However, given the political and technical expertise of these organisations, they could play a key  
 role in improving water governance and promoting the role of water diplomacy in managing shared water  
 resources.

• In addition, GCC countries like the United Arab Emirates (UAE) could consider supporting regional water  
 cooperation through their foreign policies by: acting  as a mediator for water diplomacy activities among  
 other countries of the region; hosting annual meetings  for riparian countries of the region’s key transboundary  
 water resources; and helping in establishing and/or hosting joint technical secretariats for shared water  
 resources management in the region.

• A joined-up regional approach to cooperation around SDG 6 could also have positive spill over impacts on  
 efforts to achieve other SDGs in the region, including in the areas of socio-economic development, food,  
 energy and migration, among others.
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The Issue

This EDA Insight focuses on the status of cooperation 
of shared water resources and its link to Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 6 (‘Ensure availability and 
sustainable management of water and sanitation for all’) 
in the Arab West Asian countries.

The limited availability of fresh water in West Asia has 
for decades presented a major challenge to the people 
and governments of the region. Scarce rainfall and 
population growth, together with high rates of water 
evaporation and consumption, as well as urbanisation, 
has led to deficits in the countries’ so-called ‘water 
budgets’.

A number of countries in this region share surface 
and/or underground aquifers but, in general, there is 
weak cooperation over these resources between them, 
despite the clear benefits of cooperation, especially in 
terms of achieving water security for the people as well 
as realising SDG 6.

This EDA Insight sheds light on the crucial importance 
of cooperation over shared water resources, whether 
surface or underground. Given that international laws 
governing shared water resources are not accepted 
by many countries and often interpreted differently 
by different countries, the paper argues that in foreign 
policy focused around shared water resources, a water 
diplomacy approach could play a significant role in 
bringing all stakeholdersi and countries together to 

negotiate, reach a common understanding and finally 
execute policies and practices aimed at the best possible 
joint utilisation of the shared water resources for the 
benefit of all.

Status of Water Resources in the 
Region

The Arab West Asian countries can be classified 
according to water resource availability and economic 
development into two distinct sub-regions:

1) The Mashriq (Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, Syria  
 and the Sinai Peninsula of Egypt) and Yemen.
2) The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries  
 (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the  
 United Arab Emirates, UAE).

As this paper focuses on shared water resources 
between Arab West Asian countries, parts of drainage 
basins or aquifer systems originating in, or shared 
with, non-Arab West Asian countries (namely Turkey, 
Iran and Israel) are also necessarily touched upon. 
Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the main transboundary 
water resources in the region.

The two sub-regions of West Asia have different levels 
of natural resource reserves, income and rates of 
socio-economic development; however, in both sub-
regions, water resource scarcity is a major problem. 
Basic statistics of West Asian countries are shown in 
Table 1.

i In the water diplomacy approach, shared water resources stakeholders are not limited to countries but also may include regional and international 
environmental and water conservation organisations and associations.

Table 1. Basic Statistics of West Asian Countries (2018)

Country Area (km2) Population Mean Precipitation (mm/yr)

Bahrain 665 1.6 83

Egypt (Sinai Peninsula) 60,174 0.6 100

Iraq 438,317 39.3 216

Jordan 92,300 9.9 111

Kuwait 17,820 4.2 121

Lebanon 10,452 6.1 661

Oman 212,460 4.8 125

Palestine 6,220 5.1 402

Qatar 11,437 2.7 74

Saudi Arabia 2,149,690 33.5 59

Syria 185,180 18.3 252

United Arab Emirates 82,880 9.5 78

Yemen 527,970 28.9 167

Total 3,795,565 164.5

Sources: Compiled by author from Worldometers (www.worldometers.info); Inventory of shared Water resources in Western Asia (https://waterinventory.org/)
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The region’s countries occupy a total land area of 3.8 
million km2, with a combined population around 164 
million. The annual mean precipitation is very low in a 
number of the countries, namely less than 100 mm/
year as shown in Table 1 above.

Overall, the environment in the West Asia region is 
predominantly arid and semi-arid.  Rainfall is scarce 
with great spatial and temporal variability. West Asian 
countries have extremely dry climates with infrequent 
rainfall and very high evaporation rates.1

While in the Mashriq and Yemen natural water 
resources are still the main source of water supply, 
desalinated water is becoming a major domestic 
water supply source in the West Asia region, and 
especially in GCC countries. The GCC region is home 
to about 60% of the world’s desalination capacity.1

Treated waste and drainage water form a further 
source of supply: already a decade ago, 2.3 billion 
cubic metres (bcm) were utilised in the region in urban 
landscaping and fodder crops production. However, 
this source was – and remains – underutilised if 
taking into account that the region generated 9 bcm 
of wastewater.2

Notably, in West Asian countries about 80% of available 
water resources are used for irrigated agriculture 
for food production. Over-exploitation of surface and 
underground waters has resulted in drying up of wadis 
(valleys with seasonal rivers) and/or salinisation and 
pollution of groundwater resources. Water availability 
is further projected to drop in most of the region 
by 2050, mainly due to rising temperatures and 
decreased precipitation.3

Drivers Exacerbating Water Scarcities 

There are various factors that represent challenges 
for cooperation over shared water resources in 
the West Asia region. These include governance-
related obstacles (such as institutional landscape 
fragmentation, lack of funding or absence of unified 
information systems) and technological challenges. 
However, it can be argued that these two types of 
obstacles are easier to overcome than a third group 
of factors, which can be characterised as mega-
trends, whether global or regional. These could affect 
positively or negatively (serve as a source of challenges 
or opportunities vis-a-vis) efforts to enhance water 
cooperation in the region. These include conflicts and 
instability, climate change, and changing lifestyles.

Conflicts and Instability

The current political unrest is playing a major role 
in the continued environmental degradation in the 
region, and especially water resources. As a result 
of the unrest and continued unresolved conflicts, 
environmental destruction is escalating and the 
number of refugees, including environmental refugees, 
is increasing the damage to ecosystems and resulting 
in, specifically, water and land resources degradation. 

The long-standing political instability in the region has 
also hindered effective cooperation over shared water 
resources. This is understandable as in such times, 
security considerations come first. Peace is therefore 
in most cases a precondition for cooperation between 
countries in any field, and especially on shared water 
resources.

In fact, depleted, polluted and degraded transboundary 
water supplies themselves have the potential to 
cause social unrest and thus trigger conflicts within 
and between countries. At the same time, careful 
management of degraded transboundary waters 
could serve as a confidence-building mechanism for 
enhanced bilateral and/or regional cooperation.

Climate Change

Water scarcity in the region is expected to increase 
due to the impact of climate change. Predictions 
indicate that in the next 50 years rainfall may decrease 
by 15–20%4 leading to decreases in the major rivers’ 
flows, decreases in groundwater recharge, greater 
frequency of flash floods and drought events, in 
addition to losses of productivity in rain-fed areas.

In general, climate change impacts on West Asian 
countries are predicted to range from highly vulnerable 
to significant to extreme.5 The expected increases 
in temperature due to climate change will increase 
water requirements for all uses, but especially in the 
irrigation sector. Large parts of the coastal areas in 
the region, and particularly the GCC countries and 
Yemen are prone to sea-level rise, which threatens 
significant areas through seawater intrusion that in 
turn negatively affects coastal underground aquifers. 

Notwithstanding this, the negative impacts of climate 
change on water in the region could be a driver for 
joint bilateral and/or regional cooperation over shared 
water resources, whether surface or underground (in 
coastal areas) and could take the form of, for example, 
joint research efforts to better understand climate 
change impacts, common protection measures or 
policies, and integrated water management plans.
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Changing Lifestyles

Total water demand in the domestic, industrial and 
agriculture sectors in the region has seen rapid 
growth: it was estimated at 83.4 bcm in 1990, it 
increased to 112.8 bcm in 2000 and is expected to 
reach 167.4 bcm in 2025.6

The high population growth and urbanisation rates 
of the region and improved standards of living have 
contributed to this growth in water demand and also 
to a widening gap between water supply and demand, 
and to increased water pollution and resource 
depletion levels. On average, around 75% of the 
population in West Asian countries live in urban areas, 
with some countries in the GCC, including Kuwait and 
Qatar, almost 100% urbanised.7

The rise in quality of life for the middle class is 
presenting a great challenge for the governments 
in the region through driving up demand for water 
resources. Active cooperation over shared water 
resources in terms of research, monitoring and joint 
projects could generate win-win opportunities for the 
region’s countries to better utilise the shared water 
resources in an effective manner to meet the demands 
of changing lifestyles.

It is worth mentioning that while water scarcity is 
indeed a common characteristic of the two sub-
regions of West Asia, an important distinction is that 
it does not present an immediate problem to, or never 
was as a conflict driver in, the GCC countries, unlike in 
the case of the Mashriq and Yemen. 

However, it should be emphasised that, given the 
mounting rise demand for water in GCC countries 
for agricultural, industrial and urban usage and due 
to current political tensions between these countries, 
water should be considered as a potential driver 
for tension, if taking into consideration that there is 
no common agreement at the moment around the 
underground shared water resources between GCC – 
these resources are not well delineated and there is 
not much information about the levels of extraction by 
each country.

Shared Water Resources in the West 
Asia Region

West Asia’s shared surface water basins are well-
known, unlike its underground water aquifers, 
which have not been clearly defined to date. Thus, 
transboundary surface waters bilateral and regional 
agreements are more developed than transboundary 
aquifers agreements.

Surface water resources, mainly from river flows, 
in the West Asia region are estimated at 93.1 bcm, 
concentrated mainly in the Mashriq sub-region. Of this 
total, 80.1 bcm are available from the major shared 
rivers and the remaining 13 bcm from small rivers, 
springs and intermittent wadi flows.8 In total, there 
are seven shared rivers, which are all located in the 
Mashriq sub-region, as shown in Table 2.9 Most of the 
Mashriq countries rely on river flows supplemented 
by limited groundwater sources.

Table 2. Shared Surface Water Basins in West Asia Region

Shared Basin River Countries Main Shared Tributaries River Flow

Euphrates-Tigris-Shatt Al Arab 
Basin Euphrates River Iraq, Syria, 

Turkey

Sajur River Jallab
Balikh River
Khabour River

Turkey-Syria
Turkey-Syria
Turkey-Syria-Iraq

Euphrates-Tigris-Shatt Al Arab 
Basin Tigris River Iran, Iraq, Syria, 

Turkey

Feesh Khabour River
Greater Zab River
Lesser Zab River
Diyala River

Turkey- Iraq
Turkey-Iraq
Iran-Iraq
Iraq

Euphrates-Tigris-Shatt Al Arab 
Basin Shatt Al Arab River Iran, Iraq Karkheh River

Karun River
Iran-Iraq
Iran

Jordan River Basin Jordan River
Jordan, Syria, 
Lebanon, 
Palestine, Israel

Hasbani River
Banias River
Yarmouk River

Lebanon-Israel
Syria-Palestine-Israel
Syria-Jordan

Orontes (Al-Assi) River Basin Orontes (Al-Assi) River Lebanon, Syria, 
Turkey

Afrin River
Karasu River

Lebanon-Syria-Turkey
Turkey

Nahr El Kabir Basin Nahr el Kabir Lebanon, Syria Syria-Lebanon

Qweik (Aleppo) River Basin Qweik (Aleppo) River Syria, Turkey Turkey-Syria

Source: UN-ESCWA. 2013. Inventory of Shared Water Resources in Western Asia.
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The total renewable groundwater resources in 
the region are estimated at 15.5 bcm.10 Jordan, 
Palestine, Yemen and the six GCC countries rely on 
renewable groundwater sources. However, these 
are supplemented by extensive non-renewable 
groundwater reserves and, in particular in the case of 
the GCC, desalinated water.11

The major shared deep groundwater sources, 
indicated in italics in Table 3, are the Eastern Arabian 
Aquifers (Um Err Raduma, Dammam, and Wajeed), 
located in the Arabian Peninsula and shared between 
GCC countries, Iraq and Yemen, the Saq aquifer 
between Saudi Arabia and Jordan, and the Basalt 

aquifer between Jordan and Syria.12 The shared 
groundwater aquifer systems within the region are 
shown in Table 3.

Groundwater forms the base flow of many rivers in 
this arid region. Also, groundwater over-abstraction 
has lowered water tables and led to the disappearance 
of many springs and small ponds, which has in turn 
affected surface water flows. In addition, groundwater 
abstraction and the development of large-scale 
irrigation schemes also produces return flows, 
which contribute to the discharge of rivers. It is very 
important to understanding the relationship between  
surface and groundwater in West Asia in order to be 
able to sustainably manage the shared basins.13

Table 3. Shared Groundwater Aquifer Systems in the West Asia Region

Shared Groundwater Aquifer System Shared Countries Storage (Size)

Saq-Ram Aquifer System (West) Jordan, Saudi Arabia ~750 BCM

Wajid Aquifer System Saudi Arabia, Yemen 34-231 BCM

Wasia–Biyadh-Aruma Aquifer System (South) Saudi Arabia, Yemen ~500 BCM

Wasia–Biyadh-Aruma Aquifer System (North): Sakaka-Rutba Iraq, Saudi Arabia -

Umm er Radhuma-Dammam Aquifer System (South) Oman, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Yemen 1,100-180 MCM

Umm er Radhuma-Dammam Aquifer System (Centre) Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi Arabia ~238 BCM

Umm er Radhuma-Dammam Aquifer System (North) Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia -

Tawil-Quaternary Aquifer System Jordan, Saudi Arabia 22 BCM

Ga’ara Aquifer System Iraq, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Syria -

Anti-Lebanon Lebanon, Syria -

Western Aquifer Basin Egypt, Palestine, Israel -

Central Hammad Basin Jordan, Syria -

Eastern Aquifer Basin Palestine, Israel -

Coastal Aquifer Basin Egypt, Palestine, Israel -

North-Eastern Aquifer Basin Palestine, Israel -

Basalt Aquifer System (West) Jordan, Syria -

Basalt Aquifer System (South) Jordan, Syria -

Western Galilee Basin Lebanon, Israel -

Taurus-Zagros Iran, Iraq, Turkey -

Jezira Tertiary Limestone Aquifer System Syria, Turkey 7,400 MCM

Neogene Aquifer System (North-West) Iraq, Syria -

Neogene Aquifer System (South-East) Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia ~1.26 BCM

Table key:  ~ Approximately   - Data not available
Source: UN-ESCWA. 2013. Inventory of Shared Water Resources in Western Asia.
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Key Principles of International Water  
Law
International water law offers some guidance for 
common management of shared water resources. 
However, it cannot suffice alone to solve all shared 
water resources issues, which calls for water 
diplomacy to fill the gap and offer a tool for all 
riparian countries to benefit from their shared water 
resources, as will be argued below.

In terms of international regulation, the Helsinki Rules 
on the Uses of the Waters of International Rivers (1966), 
adopted by the International Law Association, establish 
principles on the reasonable and equitable share in 
the beneficial uses of the waters of an international 
drainage basin, including the importance of avoiding 
substantial injury to co-riparian states. (It was in 2004 
superseded by the Berlin Rules on Water Resources, 
which are comprehensive and broader in scope.) but 
there is no agreement upon them internationally and 
regionally in West Asia.

The Helsinki Rules paved the way for the Convention 
on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International 
Watercourses (1997), adopted by the UN General 
Assembly. The treaty, however, came into force in 2014 
and has only been ratified by 36 states, greatly limiting 
its potential in terms of global water governance. Six 
countries from West Asia have joined this convention, 
namely Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, Qatar and 
Syria. In addition, Yemen is a signatory.

The Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International 
Watercourses has a number of progressive articles in 
the sense of incorporating the environmental pillar of 
sustainable development, such as on the protection 
and preservation of ecosystems (Article 20), 
prevention, reduction and control of pollution (Article 
21) and protection and preservation of the marine 
environment (Article 23). Given the transboundary 
nature of these challenges, the articles arguably make 
it compulsory for riparian countries to cooperate over 
shared water resources for the benefit of all.

Nevertheless, while there is some guidance from 
international law on shared water resources, it is 
not accepted by many countries and is therefore 
very unlikely to lead to multilateral shared water 
agreements on global or even regional scales. Even 
in bilateral agreements, the riparian countries usually 
interpret the same international law to support their 
respective positions over the shared water resource.

Given this, water diplomacy could arguably play a 
role in helping bring countries together to negotiate 
and exchange views on best practices and shared 
responsibilities in relation to the above-mentioned 
articles.

The Role of Water Diplomacy in 
Supporting International Water Law

Typically, water is considered and managed as a 
scarce resource, and the common understanding is 
that water volumes are fixed. Thus, any water set aside 
for one group or sector or country is presumed to be 
unavailable to others. However, quite to the contrary, 
water resources are flexible and expandable, as 
viewed by those taking a water diplomacy approach 
to the matter.

For instance, cooperation over shared water 
resources by sharing experiences and best practices 
and the application of new technologies, can allow the 
same water resource to be used in multiple ways by 
multiple users several times and thus can mitigate 
water shortages. The aflaj (traditional water canal) 
system still used in some parts of GCC countries is a 
good example of this.

As an analytical tool, water diplomacy aims at 
transforming a fixed quantity of water into a flexible 
and sustainably shared resource. It shifts the focus 
from ‘allocation of water’ to ‘benefit from water 
resources’ and, by doing so, can help generate new 
approaches to resolving water conflicts.14

There is great scope for water diplomacy, which can be 
defined as a step-by-step process based on scientific 
knowledge, limited by societal constraints and 
underpinned by negotiating skills to support diplomatic 
engagement between two or more countries as well 
as all stakeholders of the shared water resources 
to achieve peaceful, inclusive and sustainable water 
cooperation for the benefit of all. Water diplomacy 
could play a significant role in helping countries with 
shared water resources achieve a win-win situation 
instead of competing over water, which might trigger 
conflicts in some cases. In essence, water diplomacy 
aims to bring all countries and stakeholders together 
to manage their shared water resources and end the 
zero-sum relationship between them.

Since international water laws and or basin 
agreements do not often provide a solution to all 
aspects of managing transboundary waters, water 
diplomacy can help deliver practical and concrete 
results by bringing all stakeholders together while 
building on international legal principles.
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The following international legal principles, for 
instance, highlight the importance of the water 
diplomacy approach or frameworkii for the West Asia 
region in managing its shared water resources:15

1) The principle of equitable and reasonable utilisation  
 in international law is almost the same idea than  
 the non-zero-sum approach of water diplomacy (i.e.  
 one country’s gain can be another country’s gain,  
 too).

2) The principle of prevention of significant harm in its  
 essence translates to the idea of flexibility in water  
 diplomacy: ‘embedded water, blue and green water,  
 virtual water, technology sharing and negotiated  
 problem-solving to arrange for re-use can “create  
 flexibility” in water for competing demands and  
 prioritize issues and thus prevent harm’.16

3) The concept of cooperation and information exchange  
 is almost the same as the idea of joint fact- 
 finding from all countries and stakeholders in water  
 diplomacy.

4) The principle of peaceful settlement of disputes is  
 one of the ground rules of water diplomacy.

For instance, the region has two large shared rivers 
originating outside it (the Euphrates and Tigris) as well 
as many smaller ones. The upstream country Turkey 
has been constructing hydropower projects that limit 
water availability for irrigation in the downstream 
countries Syria and Iraq.

There are two principles are that are conflicting in 
this case: on the one hand, territorial sovereignty and 
equitable and reasonable utilisation for Turkey and, on 
the other hand, prevention of significant harm to Syria 
and Iraq, especially in light of the classic downstream 
position that favours historical uses – in other words, 
according to this interpretation, these countries have 
acquired the right to use the quantity of water they 
have been using over the past decades/centuries.

In this complicated situation, water diplomacy holds 
great potential to reach a win-win situation for all 
riparian countries on the basis of riparian integrity 
and sustainable management of shared rivers. Water 
diplomacy is also useful for developing a deeper 
understanding of each country’s position and needs.

Another potential area of application is the shared 
underground water aquifers that extend to eight 
countries in the region. As water scarcity and demand-
related problems are expected to increase, there is 

a high likelihood of many Western Asian countries 
resorting to higher utilisation of shared underground 
water resources.

In instances where a country pumps water from 
its neighbour share of underground-shared water, 
a potential for conflict may arise especially when 
there is no agreement on the shared resource and 
information is lacking on such resources in terms of 
definition for each country, usage trends and quality, 
for example.

In this case, water diplomacy, through technical 
approaches such as data sharing and joint fact-finding 
missions, can play a role in enabling more sustainable 
management of underground aquifers between the 
riparian countries.

International Agenda for Cooperation 

In September 2015, the UN General Assembly adopted 
a resolution in which the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) were agreed. SDGs are universal goals 
aiming at ending poverty, protecting the planet and 
ensuring that all people enjoy peace and prosperity 
by 2030.

The SDGs cover a wide range of issues across the 
three pillars of sustainable development and include 
a dedicated goal on “water” – SDG number 6 that 
sets out to ‘ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all.’

As noted by the UN, ‘access to safe water and sanitation 
and sound management of freshwater ecosystems 
are essential to human health and to environmental 
sustainability and economic prosperity’.17 The SDG 
6 encompasses targets that range from water 
quality issues and pollution to the efficiency of water 
usage and from emphasising the roles of different 
stakeholders to international and regional water 
cooperation.

The international community has defined eight targets 
to specify clearly the path to reaching SDG 6. A number 
of these targets encourage regional and international 
cooperation over shared water resources.

SDG 6 target 6.5 sets the goal to ‘by 2030, implement 
integrated water resources management at all 
levels, including through transboundary cooperation 
as appropriate’. In other words, target 6.5 on 
transboundary cooperation offers a strategic means 
for the implementation of integrated water resources 
management (IWRM) at all levels, including local, 

ii For more information on the water diplomacy approach, see: https://waterdiplomacy.org/framework/.
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national, regional and international, and for all types of 
water, including surface and groundwater. In addition, 
the target implies that, since water does not recognise 
political borders, as is clear in the case of West Asia, 
IWRM cannot be done effectively unless there is 
cooperation in management of the shared resources.

According to the generally accepted definition of 
IWRM by the Global Water Partnership Integrated 
Water Resources Management, it is ‘a process 
which promotes the coordinated development and 
management of water, land and related resources 
in order to maximise economic and social welfare 
in an equitable manner without compromising 
the sustainability of vital ecosystems and the 
environment’.18

This concept aims to promote changes in practices 
that are considered fundamental to improved water 
resource management and to avoid a fragmented 
approach of water resources management. IWRM 
is based on three principles constitute the overall 
framework: social equity, economic efficiency and 
ecological sustainability.19 It ‘takes into account 
the various users and uses of water, with the 
aim of promoting positive social, economic and 
environmental impacts at all levels, including the 
transboundary level, where appropriate’.20

Also, SDG 6 ‘means of implementation’ target 6.a 
reads, ‘by 2030, expand international cooperation 
and capacity building support to developing countries 
in water and sanitation related activities and 
programmes, including water harvesting, desalination, 
water efficiency, wastewater treatment, recycling and 
reuse technologies’.iii

Target 6.a, therefore, in essence, is about enhancing 
international and regional cooperation to support 
developing countries through capacity building, 
strengthening their skills and abilities with regard to 
water governance and technologies.

In addition, the transboundary water cooperation can 
arguably help with realising the other targets of SDG 6. 
For instance, the link with water quality (target 6.3) is 
very clear: if pollutants and/or chemicals are dumped 
upstream and flow downstream, water quality shall 
deteriorate along the shared water basin.

More broadly, water cooperation that relates to SDG 6 
will help realise many other SDGs, for instance, SDG 
7 (ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable 

and modern energy for all) and SDG 2 (end hunger, 
achieve food security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture), and, by extension, 
help reinforce the water-energy-food nexus approach.

When taking into account the high degree of 
interconnectedness of the West Asian countries’ 
water resources, it becomes clear that a single 
country alone cannot implement IWRM effectively 
and that cooperation among all riparian countries is a 
necessity, in line with SDG target 6.5. As highlighted by 
SDG 6 target 6.a, IWRM can also deliver transboundary 
benefits by, for example, preventing depletion and/or 
pollution of shared water resources across riparian 
countries.

Existing Regional Cooperation on 
Water

There are numerous regional and international 
organisations, including civil society organisations, 
working on water issues in the West Asia region in 
general. All of them focus mainly on research and 
capacity building. In the last decade, some of them 
have begun to give some attention in their work to 
research and training related to transboundary water 
resource issues. The main organisations and their 
focal areas are summarised in Table 4 on the next 
page.

To date, a variety of capacity building activities around 
various water issues have been conducted in the 
region by organisations such as those listed in Table 4. 
These not only raise the capacity of water specialists 
but also help with exchanging best practices and 
lessons learned among countries. In late 2017, for 
example, the Arab League and ESCWA held a course 
in Cairo to address water diplomacy in the context of 
the Arab region.

According to the Arab League’s Arab Water Security 
Strategy, from 2012,iv despite all the efforts by Arab 
states to provide qualified and trained technical 
cadres to manage the different aspects of the water 
sector, the numbers of such personnel remain below 
the required level. According to the Strategy, this is 
because Arab educational institutions fall short in 
providing the quantity and quality of Arab technicians.

At the same time, many of the regional organisations 
listed in Table 4, such as ECSWA, the Arab Water Council 
and the Water Sciences and Technology Association 

iii It is worth mentioning that the ‘means of implementation’ in targets 6.a is complementary to the dedicated means of implementation SDG goal (i.e. 
SDG 17) and its 19 targets, which focus on finance, technology, capacity-building, trade and systemic issues and data, monitoring and accountability.
iv The Technical Secretariat of the Arab Ministerial Water Council and the Arab League approved this strategy as a framework of joint action that brings 
together available Arab expertise and national water institutions in order to tackle the water crisis faced by the Arab region and to support Arab states 
in achieving their water and food security.
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Table 4. Main Regional Organisations in the Water Sector in the West Asia Region and Their Focal Areas

Institution/
Organisation Focus Countries

Economic and 
Social Commission 
for Western Asia 
(ESCWA)

The ESCWA works towards increasing the capabilities of its members on 
water and environment related issues through the implementation of studies, 
development of guidelines and organisation of expert group meetings and 
training workshops. One of its new working areas is regional cooperation on 
shared water resources. Under the theme 'Shared Water Resources', ESCWA 
provides training, conducts studies and executes projects aiming to enhance 
negotiation skills and dispute resolution. For instance, in 2009–2011, ESCWA 
conducted a study on the inventory of shared water resources in the region. 
This was the first systematic effort to comprehensively map, compile and 
explore shared groundwater systems and surface water basins in Western 
Asia. 

18 countries 
in the MENA 
region

The League of Arab 
States

The role of the League of Arab States centres in the fields of water protection 
and water security. The Ministerial Council for Water engages in strategic 
planning for the protection of ‘Arab waters’. The League of Arab States has 
also established organisations focusing on water issues, such as the Arab 
Center for the Studies of Arid Zones and Dry Lands (ACSAD) established in 
Damascus in 1968, and the Arab Organization for Agricultural Development 
(AOAD), established in 1970.

Arab countries 

Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC)

Water is one of the focal areas of the GCC’s work. The GCC Secretariat has 
prepared a policy paper entitled ‘The Main Lines for the Preparation of a 
Common Water Policy for the GCC Countries’ and ‘Program of Work for 
Integrated Management and Sustainable Water Development’. The work 
program includes a number of joint projects and activities such as the 
preparation of joint water legislation and laws, technology transfer in the 
desalination industry, management of joint aquifers, preparation of a Gulf 
water emergency plan, monitoring of the quality of drinking water and reuse 
of treated wastewater.

Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia and the 
UAE

Arab Water Council

The AWC was launched in 2004 as a regional non-profit organisation with 
activities extended on both regional and international scales, based in Cairo. 
The AWC works toward a shared vision for IWRM in the Arab World in order 
to maximise the economic, social and environmental aspects of water and to 
strengthen the means for implementation of SDGs towards achieving water 
security in the Arab region, capacity and knowledge building, among other 
goals. 

Arab countries

The Arab Water 
Academy (AWA)

The AWA is a regional centre of excellence focused on promoting innovative 
perspectives on ‘making the most of water scarcity’ in the Arab region. It 
aims, through state-of-the-art executive education and capacity development 
programmes, to accelerate the shift from a focus on water supply 
augmentation and direct service provision to integrated water management 
and service regulation. Initiated by the AWC, the Academy is hosted by the 
Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi (EAD) in partnership with the International 
Center for Biosaline Agriculture (ICBA) based in Dubai.

Arab countries

Arab Countries Water 
Utilities Association 
(ACWUA)

The ACWUA provides its services to its members in the Arab region relying 
on its own resources and on the competencies inherent within the member 
utilities, with the objective of providing them with technical support to 
develop their performance in managing and producing and supplying water 
and wastewater services, taking into consideration their technical and 
professional needs.

Arab countries

Water Sciences 
and Technology 
Association (WSTA)

The WSTA is a non-governmental organisation targeting water professionals, 
water-related national and international organisations, educational institutes, 
consultants, and companies in the GCC.

GCC countries

Middle East 
Desalination 
Research Center 
(MEDRC)

The MEDRC is an international organisation mandated to find solutions to 
fresh water scarcity. Established in 1996 as part of the Middle East Peace 
Process, it conducts research, training, knowledge exchanges and capacity 
building around transboundary water projects.

Worldwide

Source: Compiled by the author..
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have the knowledge and technical expertise to play 
an important role in various water issues in the 
region. Regional political organisations such as the 
Arab League and GCC could also play a key role in 
mediating potential future tensions arising around 
shared water resources. However, none of these has 
so far proved to be efficient – and is arguably unlikely 
to do so going forward – in dealing with tensions over 
shared water resources between Arab countries and 
their neighbours. 

As explained above, most of the surface water in 
the region is shared and originates from outside 
the region (Turkey and Iran). This translates into a 
necessity for cooperation between Arab West Asian 

countries and those countries from outside the 
region. Transboundary aquifer systems, in turn, are 
mostly shared between West Asian Arab countries, 
with some aquifers stretching into eight countries, 
allowing for intra-regional cooperation.

At present, there is a clear lack of cooperation in the 
West Asia region around shared water resources, 
whether surface or groundwater. First, there are no 
basin-wide agreements on shared water resources, 
and existing bilateral agreements centre on water 
allocation as opposed to focusing on the potential 
benefits for all countries from sharing them and 
improving their quality.21 Table 5 lists existing shared 
water cooperation agreements in the West Asia region.

Table 5. Shared Water Cooperation Agreements in the West Asia Region

River/Basin Shared Resources Countries Description / Focus

Euphrates River Basin Syria - Turkey

1987 Protocol on Economic Cooperation is an interim 
agreement on water quantity.
2009 Turkish-Syrian Strategic Cooperation Council 
Agreement addresses joint activities in the field of water.

Euphrates River Basin Iraq - Syria
1990 Syrian-Iraqi Water Accord allocates the water of the 
Euphrates River according to a fixed ratio of 42% to Syria and 
58% to Iraq.

Euphrates River Basin Iraq - Turkey 2009 Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Water focuses 
on sharing hydrological and meteorological information.

Tigris River Basin Iraq - Turkey

1946 The Treaty of Friendship and Good Neighbourly 
Relations addresses flow regulation on the Tigris and 
Euphrates and their tributaries and the monitoring of flow 
data.

Tigris River Basin Iran - Iraq 1975 Agreement on the use of shared watercourses.

Tigris River Basin Iraq - Syria 2002 Agreement on the establishment of a pumping station 
on the Tigris River.

Tigris River Basin Syria - Turkey

2009 Turkish-Syrian Strategic Cooperation Council 
Agreement covers water issues and can be regarded as the 
Turkish approval of Syria’s pumping project on the Tigris 
River.

Jordan River Basin Jordan - Syria
1953 and 1987 Agreements on the use of the Yarmouk River, 
including the construction of the Wahdah Dam and 25 dams 
in Syria.

Jordan River Basin Jordan - Israel 1994 Annex II of the Treaty of Peace mainly concerns water 
allocation and storage of the Jordan and Yarmouk Rivers.

Jordan River Basin Palestine (PLO) - 
Israel

1995 Article 40 of the Oslo II political agreement states that 
Israel recognises Palestinian water rights in the West Bank.

Orontes (The Assi River) River Basin Lebanon - Syria 1994 Agreement on the Distribution of Orontes River Water 
that specifies water allocation between the two countries.

Orontes (The Assi River) River Basin Syria - Turkey 2009 MoU concerning the construction of the joint Orontes 
River Friendship Dam.

Nahr El Kabir Basin Lebanon - Syria
2002 Agreement between Lebanon and Syria to share the 
water of the Nahr el Kabir and build a joint dam on the main 
stream.

Qweik River Basin
Turkey - Syria 
(French 
Mandate)

1921 Franklin-Bouillon Agreement references the rule of 
equitable utilisation and the importance of ensuring water 
supply to the city of Aleppo.

Source: UN-ESCWA.2013. Inventory of Shared Water Resources in Western Asia.
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Second, there are no river basin associations in 
place, even if bilateral cooperation over surface water 
takes place through technical committees and local 
projects.  River basin associations can play a key 
role in promoting the study, monitoring and reporting 
on water resource-related threats, challenges and 
opportunities for joint cooperation.

Third, there are no agreements or conventions 
focusing on shared groundwater aquifer systems. 
Only in a few cases, surface bilateral agreements 
include groundwater-related provisions.23 This is a 
very serious source of concern, as there is no clear 
definition (outlining) of most of the aquifer systems 
in the region. This could mean that some resources 
are not recognised as shared by riparian countries. It 
also means that cross-border impacts, for example of 
water extraction, cannot be correctly understood. This 
situation has the potential to cause tensions between 
countries. 

Fourth, data sharing between riparian countries is 
very limited and data from different countries can 
be contradictory, often because there are no unified 
standards, for example for measuring hydrological 
changes. As a result, experts have noted, there is ‘no 
common understanding of the state and development 
of water availability, use and trends’ and ‘the fact 
that cooperation between riparian countries further 
impedes the development of a common vision on 
shared water resources management’.24

In line with SDG 6 target 6.5 (on IWRM), IWRM in West 
Asia Region is arguably one of the most important 
mechanisms for achieving sustainable development, 
which calls for intersectoral integration for 
harmonisation, planning, and implementation, and the 
realisation of economic and environmental returns at 
all levels.

In addition, in line with SDG 6 target 6.a (on 
international cooperation and capacity building), it is 
obvious that regional cooperation on water issues in 
West Asia needs a large amount of financial resources 
as well as recent technological solutions, especially 
in the low and middle-income countries of West Asia 
(the Mashriq countries and Yemen). The wealthier GCC 
countries could play a key role in this regard, also with 
an eye on mutual benefits, such as achieving stability 
in the region, and improving understanding of the 
region’s water aquifers in terms of data, monitoring 
and accountability, utilisation and cooperation overall.

Conclusions and Recommendations  

As this paper has demonstrated, various factors that 
represent challenges for cooperation over shared 
water resources in the West Asia region. Long-standing 
conflicts negatively affect the prospects of cooperation 
between states. Nevertheless, cooperation in this area 
could be the very key to mitigating the risk of further 
conflicts in the region and to achieving water security. 
Water security in particular, should serve as a real 
incentive for West Asia-wide cooperation in water-
related projects.

Mega-trends such as climate change, urbanisation 
and changing lifestyles can also act as an impetus 
for efforts to jointly manage shared water resources 
in order to meet the growing water needs amidst 
increasing scarcity.

In the area of governance, there are no basin-wide 
agreements on shared water resources in the region. 
Existing bilateral agreements only govern surface 
water resources and centre mainly on water allocation. 
It would however be of utmost importance to have 
comprehensive bilateral or multilateral agreements 
that focus on sustainably managing these resources 
for the benefit of all riparian countries.

In a water scarce region like West Asia, cooperation 
around shared resources will also be also crucial 
for promoting peaceful cooperation more broadly 
and realising SDG 6. There is plenty of scope for 
cooperation on many aspects related to shared water 
resources, such as data and monitoring, joint water 
research and projects. 

Water cooperation in West Asia would also help in 
implementing IWRM practices on a basin-wide scale, 
which has not been possible so far. Cooperation 
in water management demands that all countries 
and or stakeholders share in West Asia a common 
understanding of the needs, priorities and options in 
order to take concrete steps towards solutions. 

Due to the lack of sufficiently robust (adherence to) 
international water law, water diplomacy arguably 
holds great potential for supporting the achievement 
of common management of shared water resources. 
Ultimately, it could help kick-start the development of 
basin-wide agreements, and mechanisms for sharing 
data and information, and financing.
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As explained earlier, none of the regional organisations 
currently working in the field of water has proved 
to be efficient in dealing with tensions over share 
water resources between Arab countries and their 
neighbours. However, organisations such as UN-
ESCWA, the GCC and the Arab League, could play a 
key role in improving regional water governance 
for shared water resources given the political and 
technical expertise of these organisations.

In addition, the foreign policy of the UAE, in cooperation 
with regional organisations such as the GCC and/or 
Arab League, could have an important role to play in 
this regard, given their balanced relations with nearly 
all West Asian countries. In this regard, they can play 
helpful roles by:

• Acting as a mediator for water diplomacy  
 activities among other countries of the region (for  
 example through supporting fact-finding missions  
 in a basin or aquifer or facilitating negotiations); 
 
• Hosting annual meetings for riparian countries of  
 the region’s key transboundary water resources;  
 and

• Helping in establishing and/or hosting joint  
 technical secretariats for shared water resources  
 management in the region.

It is worth mentioning that playing such roles is of 
great importance on both technical and political 
levels. Technically, this will allow for GCC countries 
to understand the nature and potential problems, 
in particular of those shared water resources in the 
region, whether basin or aquifer, that are directly or 
indirectly linked to their environment or underground 
water tables. Politically engaging in water diplomacy 
will enable the GCC countries to play an important 
regional role that will increase their political weight. 
More sustainable management of common water 
resources can also help in achieving stability in the 
region and indirectly help reduce the number of 
refugees and extremism across the region.

Furthermore, since it is clear that there currently 
is little attention to, or expertise around the water 
diplomacy approach within the various organisations 
working on water or shared water resources in 
West Asia (with the exception of one recent training 
event), there is an urgent need to invest in raising the 
capacity of technical and diplomatic cadres in West 
Asian countries in this field.
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