
Water, a Scarce Resource in Southwest Asia 
 
Water is crucial to the survival of a society.  Much of Southwest Asia is composed of deserts 
which, by definition, have very little water.  Large amounts of salt water can be found in the 
Mediterranean Sea, Persian Gulf, and Red Sea, but this is useless for agriculture or drinking 
water.  Wealthy countries like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait can convert this into usable water 
through desalination – an expensive process that removes the salt.  But, few nations can afford 
to do this. 

For most countries, this leaves only a handful of freshwater 
sources, including a limited number of aquifers (underground 
springs) and the three major rivers of Southwest Asia: the 
Tigris, Euphrates and Jordan.  Unfortunately, the countries in 
the region do not have equal access to these sources, creating 
plenty of conflict. 
 

Six Day War for Water 
Israel’s victories in the 1967 Six Day War against Egypt, Syria, 
and Jordan were quite dramatic.  Israeli troops captured a great 
deal of land, but more importantly took control of two of the 
region’s major water sources.  In capturing the West Bank, the 
Israelis seized the area’s largest aquifer. By taking control of 
the Golan Heights, Israel was able to surround the freshwater 
Sea of Galilee, the headwater (source) of the Jordan River.  This 
gave Israel complete control over the water from the Jordan 
River, at the expense of the countries of Syria and Jordan.  
Today, 60% of Israel’s drinking and irrigation water comes from 
these two sources. 
 

Damming a Major Source 
Countries that use river water are often at the 
mercy of their neighbors upstream, who can block or 
divert that water.  For example, Iraq and Syria rely 
on water from the Euphrates River, which originates 
to the north in Turkey.  In 1992 Turkey completed 
construction of the massive Ataturk Dam, which 
provides irrigation water and generates electricity 
for a large section of Turkey.  This new dam, 
however, now blocks more than a third of the water 
that used to travel downstream to Iraq and Syria. 
 

Pollution 
Sewage and industrial waste is polluting much of the available water in the region. The 
groundwater in the West Bank aquifer, now shared by Israelis and Palestinians, is slowly 
becoming contaminated by untreated sewage (household waste water) that is seeping into the 
ground. Proper sewage treatment could prevent this.  However, international efforts to build 
sewage treatment plants in Palestinian areas have been hindered by political disputes with 
Israel. 
 
The Jordan River, considered sacred to Jews and Christians, is becoming contaminated by a 
combination of untreated sewage, salt water from fisheries, and fertilizer run-off from farms.  

NB: ____ 



Getting this pollution cleaned up is difficult, because the Israelis, Palestinians, Jordanians, and 
Syrians blame one another for the contamination. 
 

Potential Human Disaster 
Environmental groups call the water pollution problem in Southwest Asia a “ticking time bomb” 
that threatens the drinking supply for millions of people. Some analysts predict that water 
access issues could be the source of another war in the Middle East. 
 

 
1. Why isn’t seawater a usable resource for most countries in Southwest Asia? 

 
 

2. What are the major rivers that supply water to Southwest Asia? 
 
 
 

3. What is important about the territory captured by Israel during the Six Day War? 
 
 
 
 

4. How has the Ataturk Dam created problems for Iraq and Syria? 
 
 
 
 

5. Why is it difficult to solve pollution problems at the West Bank aquifer and the Jordan 
River? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Some groups call the water problem in SW Asia a “ticking time bomb.”  What do you 
think this means?  Do you agree?  Explain your answer. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


