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Introduction 

The Middle East and North Africa region is approaching a dangerous water crisis which 

can potentially cause catastrophic social, economic, and environmental consequences. Over 60% 

of the MENA region’s population already faces harsh water issues including water scarcity, and 

contaminated water. The average water availability is constantly decreasing as a result of the 

MENA region’s exponentially growing population. The UN estimates that by 2025, the average 

water availability will be only 500 cubic meters per person, per year (compared to an average of 

7000 cubic meters per person in other regions today). 

This water crisis is a result of many factors, which mainly include lack of water resources 

and poor water management Millions of Arabs are dying from water related diseases as a result 

of poor irrigation and sanitation of water resources in the MENA region. A large majority of the 

MENA region’s water resources are being used for irrigation in an unsustainable manner, 

causing high amounts of wastage, which is leading to an overuse of already scarce water 

resources. Unsustainable and weak irrigation systems can lead to poor sanitation and a wastage 

of precious water resources, both furthering the water crisis.  

With effort to produce more freshwater, the MENA region has one of the largest 

desalination markets in the world. Though desalination is an effective way to produce more 

freshwater quickly, it is highly unsustainable for the long run, both environmentally and 

economically. Leaving behind pollutants and chemicals, they are extremely dangerous for 

marine life.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Chronic Water 

Drinking water with dangerous contaminants caused by contamination from fertilizers, 

pesticides, and other particles washed into the waterway.  
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Contaminated Water 

When water has come in contact with an unsanitary or harmful substance. The intake or 

consumption of contaminated water is extremely dangerous, and can cause deadly diseases such 

as cholera and schistosomiasis.  

Water Scarcity Crisis 

Lack of fresh water needed to support a population of communities across the MENA 

region, causing economic and social impacts.  

Water Productivity 

Crop yield per cubic metre of water consumption, used to measure the productivity of a 

water source in a country. The MENA region has extremely low water productivity.  

Conventional Sources 

Power provided by traditional means such as coal, wood, gas, etc., as opposed to 

alternative energy sources such as solar power, tidal power, wind power, etc. ( Source: 

GEMET/PHC) 

Non-Conventional Sources 

Renewable sources of energy including, solar energy, tidal energy, and wind energy. 

Usually more sustainable than conventional sources such as coal, gas, and wood.  

Trans-Boundary Water Resource 

Water sources (such as lakes and rivers) shared between two or more countries. For 

example, Jordan’s main water sources are being shared with Israel and Syria. Trans-boundary 

water resources usually cause an uneven distribution of water resources, causing political 

tensions between countries.  

Desalination  

The process of separating salt from the sea water to produce more freshwater. It is a 

beneficial way to quickly produce freshwater, but it’s high use of chemicals and large carbon 

footprint make it extremely unsustainable.  

Background Information 

Political Tensions 
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One factor that can play a major role in water crises is political tensions. Especially in the 

Arab world, lots of droughts and water shortages are caused by an enemy country intentionally 

destroying or cutting off a major water supply such as a river or a water pipeline. For example, 

Palestine is extremely dependent on water resources controlled by Israel, and political tensions 

between both countries has often caused Israel to cut off water supply to Palestine causing 

significant water shortages in the past. In addition, as a result of wars, major water pipelines 

have been blown up or destroyed in countries such as Iran, Syria, and Iraq. In 2001 Taliban cut 

off vital water supply to Iran, Iraq contaminated drinking water supplies, Syria in 2014, and the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) flooded a Syrian village in 2017.  

Health Risks 

Water crises in the MENA region are having detrimental effects on the overall health and 

well beings of people across the region, but specifically the less developed countries such as 

Syria and Palestine. These countries don't have the money or resources for both building strong 

water irrigation & filtration systems, and providing medical resources for people infected by 

contaminated water. At the moment, irrigation systems in the MENA region are being built and 

used in an extremely unsustainable manner, and is one of the biggest factors that are worsening 

the water crisis 

In addition, the lack of acknowledgment and education of the dangers of contaminated 

water has caused millions of water related deaths across the MENA region. People are 

unknowingly consuming chronic water in their everyday lives. Most of the MENA region’s water 

related issues occur in small, underdeveloped, rural villages, where the education and literacy 

rates are the lowest, resulting in an extremely high water-related death rate.  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

Egypt 

Egypt is one of the most water stressed countries in the world due to its lack of strong 

water infrastructure and exponentially growing population. However, the Egyptian government 

has implemented many laws and National Water Resource plans in the last 20 years to battle its 

ongoing water crisis. They have made great efforts to come up with sustainable solutions to the 

ongoing water crisis.  

Syria  
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Due to the political tensions in Syria, the country has been facing a major water crisis. 

Over 15 million Syrians don't have access to clean water. Multiple crucial water sources around 

the country have been contaminated or destroyed, leaving millions of people without any clean 

drinking water. Syria has also been under immense water stress as a result of political tensions 

between other countries in the MENA region.  

Yemen 

Yemen has faced multiple cholera outbreaks in the last decade as a result of poor 

sanitation, leading to contaminated water sources around the country. Yemen is also facing a 

water shortage due to its warm, dry climate and lack of clean water. More than 18 million 

Yemenis across the country have no access to clean drinking water, or hygiene services, 

depending solely on humanitarian services for survival. Over 80% of Yemenis are malnourished, 

as a result of the consumption of contaminated, and lack of fresh water 

Palestine 

Palestine is facing a major water crisis due to its shortage of clean drinking water. 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 97% of water pumped from Gaza fails to 

meet the minimum standards of quality for potable water, making it extremely unsafe to 

consume. Irresponsible use of dams and irrigation systems is worsening the situation, and the 

WHO claims that Palestine could have been uninhabitable by 2020.  

Jordan 

Jordan is considered one of the most water scarce countries in the world, and is currently 

facing one of the most severe droughts in the last 900 years. Jordan’s extremely dry climate 

makes it difficult to dig and sustain water sources.  Jordan uses trans-boundary resources, 

meaning it’s main water resources are shared with Israel and Syria, leaving a very small portion 

for Jordan. The country’s current water supply can barely support 2 million people, though 

Jordan has a population of over 10 million people. “The United Nations considers any nation 

with mean annual water supply below 500 m3 per resident to be experiencing “absolute 

scarcity.” Jordan’s weighs in at 150 m3.” (Source) 

World Health Organization (WHO) 

The World Health Organization aims to provide “Universal and equitable access to safe 

and affordable drinking water” (Source: who.int), in relation to Sustainable Development Goal 

(SDG) 6, clean water and sanitation. They aim to minimize the number of water related deaths 
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by eliminating contaminated water sources. They have already provided WHO funded water 

sources around the world to ensure clean and safe water is being provided and consumed by 

high risk, water stressed countries.  

 

Timeline of Events 
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Date Event Description 

1975 Iraq, Syria mobilize troops 

over drought tensions  

Syrians complained that they 

were receiving “less than half of 

the river’s normal flow”.  

1982 Egypt implements law 12 

concerning irrigation and 

drainage 

Law 12 regulates the use of 

groundwater and drainage 

water. It includes clauses for 

protection against floods  

1982 Egypt implements law 48 Concerning the protection of 

the Nile River and waterways 

from pollution 

1991 Persian Gulf war During the Persian Gulf War, 

Allied forces target water and 

sanitation facilities in Iraq's 

second-largest city, Basra. The 

damage is unrepairable.

(Source: World Water Conflict 

List). 

2001 Taliban cuts off vital water 

supply to Iran 

During a drought in Iran, the 

taliban cut off the water supply 

from the Helmand river to Iran 

and other countries, which was 

their only source of irrigation.  

2004 Egypt implements 

Integrated Water 

Resources Management 

(IWRM) plan 

 'IWRM is a process which 

promotes the co-ordinated 

development and management 

of water, land and related 

http://www.eeaa.gov.eg/seam/Manuals/FoodSectorReport/Appendices.pdf
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resources, in order to maximize 

the resultant economic and 

social welfare in an equitable 

manner without compromising 

the sustainability of vital 

ecosystems.' (Source: IWRM 

Plan) 

2008 Iraqi water station 

destroyed 

An Iraqi water station 

(providing water to 4 villages) 

was destroyed and the villages 

had no water source.  

2008 Militants blow up a section 

of a water pipeline 

Militants blew up a large 

section of a pipe carrying 

drinking water to Baghdad's 

Adhamiyah, Rusafa, and 

Karrada districts. 

2011 Israel destroys 

Palestinians' water pumps 

and wells  

Israeli army destroyed 9 water 

tanks in the Bedouin village of 

Amniyr in the South Hebron 

Hills, in the West Bank, 

Palestine (a crucial water 

source). 

2014 Israel damages water and 

wastewater systems in 

Gaza 

Gaza’s water infrastructure was 

heavily damaged during the 

Israel-Gaza conflict causing 

electricity outages and water 

shortages.  

2014 Free Syrian Army (FSA) 

cuts off water supply to 

Wadi Barada (Source: World 

Water Conflict List). 

FSA cut off the water supply 

from Ain al-Fijah, a major 

spring in Damascus.  

2014 Iraq contaminates 

drinking water supplies, 

Syria 

Iraq intentionally 

contaminated the Ballad 

district’s water supply with 

crude oil. 
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Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

UN-Water Task Force on Indicators, Monitoring and Reporting 
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2015 Islamic State destroys 

water wells, pumps, and 

pipes in agricultural 

regions in Iraq (Source: 

World Water Conflict List). 

ISIS destroyed significant 

water sources in Iraq including 

wells, pumps, pipes, and 

generators.  

2015 Yemen Civil War The effects from the Yemeni 

Civil War left millions of 

Yemenis without any drinking 

water, and caused over 4000 

water-related deaths. “The 

UNFAO estimates that about 

20 million Yemenis do not have 

access to drinking water 

because of the ongoing civil 

war.” (Source: World Water 

Conflict List). 

2016 Yemen Cholera outbreak Yemen’s recent cholera 

outbreak was caused by various 

contaminated water sources 

around the country.  

2017 Egypt implements another 

“Water for the Future”, a 

national water resource 

plan. 

Egypt proposed more 

sustainable alternatives to 

actions such as desalination, 

and the use of irrigation canals.  

2017 ISIS floods villages in the 

Deir Hafer Plain of east 

Aleppo (Source: World 

Water Conflict List) 

ISIS floods a Syrian village by 

pumping water from Lake 

Assad, causing a waste of 

precious water resources. 

(Source: World Water Conflict 

List). 



American School of Dubai Model United Nations 2021 | February 2021 
 

● Integrated Water Resource Management  

○ UNEP-DHI Centre for Water and Environment, 2009 

○ “IWRM is a process which promotes the co-ordinated development and 

management of water, land and related resources, in order to maximize the 

resultant economic and social welfare in an equitable manner without 

compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems.” (Source) 

● Progress on IWRM and transboundary water resources management in the 

MENA region 

○ March, 2020 

○ “Target 6.5 By 2030, implement integrated water resources management at all 

levels, including through transboundary cooperation as appropriate” (Source) 

Regional baseline for SDG Indicator 6.5.1 and 6.5.2 

● International Decade for Action 'WATER FOR LIFE' 2005-2015, In 

partnership with: 

○ United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), 

○ UN Water, 

○ Water for Life. 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

Countries such as Egypt have implemented national water resource plans (Water for the 

Future, Integrated Water Resource Management, etc.), and laws in the past. While they have 

slightly improved water issues, they have not had a very big impact on the long term problems of 

the water crisis.  

Countries such as Jordan have increased their cost of water due to a shortage of water 

resources, and a high demand. 

Even countries with a sufficient supply of water at the moment have tried to implement 

water limits and regulations for their citizens to try to avoid a water crisis in the future. Without 

these limits, countries like the United Arab Emirates would run out of water sources within the 

next few years.  

Desalination has been a common way to reduce water scarcity in the past. Desalination is 

the process of separating salt from the sea water to produce more freshwater. However, the 

process of desalination has a big carbon footprint due to its high usage of fossil fuels needed to 

generate the energy, and the chemicals and brine left in the ocean.  
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Possible Solutions 

Implementation of improved desalination in high risk countries regarding water 

scarcity 

Desalination is a common and effective way to reduce water scarcity. It is the process of 

separating salt from seawater in order to produce more freshwater. However, it has a big carbon 

footprint and is dangerous for the environment. This solution calls for an improved desalination 

process with a lesser risk on the environment.  

Implement improvements of irrigation systems to minimize water waste 

Irresponsible and unsustainable irrigation systems have been a major factor of water 

crises across the MENA region. Implementing improvements of the irrigation systems could 

drastically improve the water crisis, and avoid a large proportion of water wastage across the 

MENA region.  

Implement water limits for citizens  

Though developed countries may have a sufficient water supply at the moment, without 

limits, there is a high risk of facing water shortages in the future. These rules and regulations 

regarding water usage could be extremely beneficial for countries to avoid water crises in the 

future.  

Educate citizens on the dangers of consuming/using contaminated water 

A major issue that comes with having contaminated water in villages, is the risk of 

contracting water related chronic diseases such as cholera. Many citizens (especially in rural 

villages) are uneducated about the risks of consuming contaminated water, which is causing 

water related diseases to spread, and water related deaths to occur.  

Supply villages with water filtration systems 

A large percentage of water related issues occur in underdeveloped, rural villages without 

proper irrigation or water filtration systems. Supplying villages with proper water filtration 

could drastically improve the water crises.  
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www.worldwater.org/conflict/list/. 

2. Background Information 

www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/MENA-water-crisis-scarcity-confli

ct-refugees. 

http://www.mei.edu/publications/climate-change-middle-east-faces-water-crisis 

http://www.ecomena.org/water-scarcity-in-mena/ 

3. United Nations Actions 

https://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/iwrm.shtml#:~:text=It%20states%3A%2

0'IWRM%20is%20a,the%20sustainability%20of%20vital%20ecosystems. 

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/documents/2020/WATER/03Mar_

3-4_Regional_WS_Enhancing_TWC-MENA_region/1.2_SDG_651_652_MENA_

3March2020_asof2March2020.pdf 
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