
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE WATER CRISIS IN THE MIDDLE EAST: 

EXPLORING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WATER INSECURITY AND 

POLITICAL INSTABILITY  

 

 

 

Fatima AlEmadi 

Mentored by Dr. Gerd Nonneman 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
A Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Award 

 of Honors in International Politics 

Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service in Qatar 

 Georgetown University 

 Spring 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

 

CHAPTER 1 .............................................................................................................................................. 3 

INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................... 3 

1.   RATIONALE AND RESEARCH QUESTION ............................................................................................... 3 
2.   DEFINITIONS ................................................................................................................................................... 5 

2.1 Water Insecurity (IV) .............................................................................................................................. 5 
2.2 Water Governance................................................................................................................................... 6 
2.3 Political Instability (DV) ....................................................................................................................... 6 

3.   LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................................................................................. 7 
3.1 Political Instability........................................................................................................................... 9 
3.2 Water Insecurity ............................................................................................................................. 13 
3.3 Water Governance and its Politics .......................................................................................... 16 
3.4 (In)stability and water in the context of the Arab Spring .................................................. 21 

4.   METHODOLOGY ......................................................................................................................................... 25 
4.1 Measuring Water Insecurity .............................................................................................................. 27 
4.2   Measuring Political Instability ...................................................................................................... 30 
4.3   Water Governance ............................................................................................................................. 32 
4.4 Survey ....................................................................................................................................................... 34 
4.5 Choice of Cases ..................................................................................................................................... 35 
4.6   Comparative Design .......................................................................................................................... 36 

CHAPTER 2 ............................................................................................................................................38 

SYRIA .......................................................................................................................................................38 

1. INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................................................ 38 
1. WATER INSECURITY .............................................................................................................................. 39 

1.1   Survey Findings .................................................................................................................................. 40 
1.2 Overview.................................................................................................................................................. 42 

2. WATER GOVERNANCE .......................................................................................................................... 51 
2.1 Informal Considerations ..................................................................................................................... 52 
2.2 Formal Water Governance ................................................................................................................ 55 

3. STRUCTURAL FEATURES ...................................................................................................................... 58 
4. WATER INSECURITY AND POLITICAL INSTABILITY ................................................................... 65 

4.1 Following 2007: Drought and the Arab Spring .......................................................................... 67 
4.2 Intermediary Factors ........................................................................................................................... 72 
4.3 State Response ....................................................................................................................................... 78 

5. CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................................................ 80 
CHAPTER 3 ............................................................................................................................................82 

EGYPT .....................................................................................................................................................82 

1. INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................................................ 82 
2. WATER INSECURITY .............................................................................................................................. 83 



2 

1.1 Overview.................................................................................................................................................. 85 
1.2 Survey findings ...................................................................................................................................... 91 

3. WATER GOVERNANCE .......................................................................................................................... 95 
3.1 Formal Water Governance ................................................................................................................ 95 
3.2 Informal Governance .......................................................................................................................... 98 

4. STRUCTURAL FEATURES ................................................................................................................... 103 
5. WATER INSECURITY AND POLITICAL INSTABILITY ................................................................ 111 

4.1 The Arab Spring .................................................................................................................................. 118 
4.2 Survey Findings ................................................................................................................................... 122 
4.3 State Response ..................................................................................................................................... 123 

6. CONCLUSION ......................................................................................................................................... 124 
CHAPTER 4 ......................................................................................................................................... 125 

WATER INSECURITY AND POLITICAL INSTABILITY................................................... 125 

1. GENERAL RELATIONSHIP ................................................................................................................. 125 
2. DIRECT AND INDIRECT LINKAGES ................................................................................................. 127 
3. THE STATE’S ROLE............................................................................................................................. 131 
4. THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY .............................................................................................. 134 
5. POLITICAL INSTABILITY AND WATER INSECURITY ................................................................ 137 
6. CONCLUSION ......................................................................................................................................... 140 

CONCLUSION .................................................................................................................................... 142 

APPENDICES ..................................................................................................................................... 147 

APPENDIX 1 ..................................................................................................................................................... 147 
APPENDIX 2 ..................................................................................................................................................... 150 
APPENDIX 3 ..................................................................................................................................................... 153 
APPENDIX 4 ..................................................................................................................................................... 156 
APPENDIX 5 ..................................................................................................................................................... 159 
APPENDIX 6 ..................................................................................................................................................... 160 
APPENDIX 7 ..................................................................................................................................................... 161 
APPENDIX 8 ..................................................................................................................................................... 166 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................................... 171 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.   Rationale and Research Question  

 

According to the World Economic Forum, a water crisis, in which there is a significant decrease 

in the quality and level of freshwater leading to threats on individuals’ health and economic 

activity, represents the fourth biggest global risk.1 Unfortunately, a number of countries around 

the world are experiencing or beginning to experience increased threats of such water crises, 

especially in the Middle East region. This is due to the high water demands that cannot be matched 

by the low water supplies, as a result of the region’s arid climate, other geographic and 

environmental factors, and poor resource management.  

Water is a crucial resource that is able to impact multiple dimensions of a state's wellbeing 

and welfare, such as social rest, urbanization, and economic development. Therefore, the Middle 

East’s water scarcity poses potential threats to all those dimensions. A shortage of water resources 

could potentially be a factor in introducing or increasing instability, since it is needed in all aspects 

of life, ranging from industrial and agriculture production to household use. The Middle East 

region is the most water stressed region on our globe, and has indeed featured perhaps more 

examples of political instability than most regions.  

Therefore, it would seem worth investigating, with particular reference to the Middle East, 

what, if any, relationship there might be between water insecurity and political instability, and 

how, if at all, one might influence the other. Syria and Egypt are two among other Middle East 

countries that have experienced both water scarcity and political instability. Also, both are 

 
1 Joe Myers and Kate Whiting, “These Are the Biggest Risks Facing Our World in 2019,” World Economic Forum, 

January 16, 2019, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/01/these-are-the-biggest-risks-facing-our-world-in-2019/.  

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/01/these-are-the-biggest-risks-facing-our-world-in-2019/
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important states in terms of population and roles in the politics of the region. Therefore, they have 

been chosen as the two case studies for this research. The choice of those two cases is further 

justified under the methodology section.  

This project will attempt to throw light on a neglected angle in the study of political 

instability, which is the contribution of water insecurity and hydropolitics. Although water is not 

necessarily the sole or the most important factor leading to political instability, it will be suggested 

that it is certainly a contributor. This project does not attempt to rule out alternative hypotheses 

that explain political instability, rather it looks at the interaction of the water factor with a range of 

aspects, and therefore the project is not proposing a single causal model. It will also focus on an 

important dimension in the study of water insecurity, which is water governance, since a water 

crisis is often a crisis its governance.  

Answering such question is important even beyond the Middle East, especially at a time of 

increased international attention towards the water question, and its effects on stability and 

security. Also, since water challenges are expected to remarkably increase in the upcoming years, 

constituting a bigger challenge for countries and individuals. According to The United Nations 

World Water Development Report 2020, the world will face a 40% global water deficit by the year 

2030 if things continue to operate in the same way.2 It also estimates that with the increase of water 

scarcity, around 52% of the world’s population will be living in water-stressed regions by 2050, 

and over 40% of the world’s population, 3.9 billion people, are estimated to live in severe water 

stress.3 This shows the urgency of the water situation and how much it is expected to worsen, and 

thereby its causes and consequences need to be understood.  

 
2 UNESCO World Water Assessment Programme, The United Nations World Water Development Report 2020: 

Water and Climate Change (Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2020), 22.  
3 Ibid., 26. 
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Accordingly, this chapter will provide a road map for the research and the multiple 

elements it encompasses. It will first begin by defining the main terms of this research, the 

independent variable, water insecurity, the dependent variable, political instability and water 

governance. Then, it will discuss the relevant bodies of literature pertaining to the study, which 

are the literature on political instability, water insecurity, water governance, and instability and 

water in the context of the Arab Spring. Lastly, it will explain the methodology adopted for 

measuring water insecurity and political instability, studying water governance, conducting the 

survey, the choice of cases, and the comparative design.   

 

2.   Definitions  

 

2.1 Water Insecurity (IV) 

So far, the most all-encompassing definition of water security comes from the UN-Water 

Analytical Brief. It defines water security as follows:   

The capacity of a population to safeguard sustainable access to adequate 

quantities of acceptable quality water for sustaining livelihoods, human well-

being, socio-economic development, ensuring protection against water-borne 

pollution and water-related disasters, and preserving ecosystems in a climate of 

peace and political stability.4 

This definition goes on to incorporate that water security requires sustainable and interdisciplinary 

management to ensure socio-economic development and resilience against environmental hazards.  

 By implication, water insecurity will be defined as the opposite of the above, and will look 

at the risks associated with water use. This includes risks to accessing water for supply, sanitation, 

 
4 United Nations, “Water Security & the Global Water Agenda: A UN-Water Analytical Brief,” 

United Nations University Institute for Water, Environment & Health (UNU-INWEH), (2013): 1.  
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irrigation, economic development, industries and ecosystem services. It also relates to the inability 

to withstand risks of water shocks, such as droughts, floods, etc.5  

2.2 Water Governance  

The research is going to depend on the Global Water Partnership definition of water governance. 

It is defined as the range of political, social, economic and administrative systems that are in place 

to develop and manage water resources and the delivery of water services at different levels of 

society.6 It will also use Rogers and Hall extension of the definition, which claims that the notion 

of water governance includes the ability to design public policies and institutional frameworks that 

are socially accepted and mobilize social resources in support of them. 7 

 

2.3 Political Instability (DV) 

Two complementing definitions of political instability are used for this research, the first is adopted 

from the Central Intelligence Agency. It defines political instability as the potential for sudden 

and/or significant change in leadership, policies, or conditions of a country.8 The decision to use 

this definition is because it captures the different aspects of the political. In other words, it 

considers the state, its institutions, governing bodies, and citizens. It takes into account leadership, 

policies, and the domestic situation of the country in general. In the Middle East, instability takes 

place on multiple levels and in different forms, and therefore this definition is able to capture these 

different forms.  

 
5 Anwarul Abedin, Umma Habiba, and Rajib Shaw, Water Insecurity: A Social Dilemma, (Bingley: Emerald Group 

Publishing, 2013), 7.  
6 Global Water Partnership, Glossary, Global Water Partnership, https://www.gwp.org/en/Website-

Information/Glossary/#:~:text=consumer%20or%20producer-

,Water%20Governance,for%20domestic%20or%20productive%20purposes.  
7 Peter Rogers and Alan W. Hall, “Effective Water Governance,” Global Water Partnership Technical Committee, 

no. 7 (2003): 16.  
8 Central Intelligence Agency, Political Instability and Regional Tensions, (Virginia: Central Intelligence Agency, 

1981), 1.  

https://www.gwp.org/en/Website-Information/Glossary/#:~:text=consumer%20or%20producer-,Water%20Governance,for%20domestic%20or%20productive%20purposes
https://www.gwp.org/en/Website-Information/Glossary/#:~:text=consumer%20or%20producer-,Water%20Governance,for%20domestic%20or%20productive%20purposes
https://www.gwp.org/en/Website-Information/Glossary/#:~:text=consumer%20or%20producer-,Water%20Governance,for%20domestic%20or%20productive%20purposes
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The definition provided by Nonneman will be used to complement the former definition 

and account for the areas that it does not address. Nonneman defines political stability “as the 

absence of extra-legal and/or violent challenges to, and/or changes of, the incumbent regime.”9 

Thus, political instability occurs when such challenges or changes exist. This definition, and its 

reference to extra-legal and violent challenges, gives place for considering manifestations of 

citizens dissatisfaction and dissent, such as riots, demonstrations, protests, etc. and therefore it 

takes into account citizens’ activities and their impact on a country’s political situation.  

 

3.   Literature Review 

 

The literature relating to this study could be divided into four main subjects. Firstly, the literature 

on political instability, and the theories explaining its causes. Secondly, the literature on water 

insecurity and the different approaches to understanding it. Thirdly, the literature on water 

governance and the factors revolving around it and influencing it. Lastly, instability and water in 

the context of the Arab Spring. Following the Arab Spring, a number of studies emerged that study 

the relationship between climate change, water, and the Arab Spring. This was the first instance in 

the Middle East in which water and environmental issues were linked to political events.  

After reviewing these different bodies of literature, this section will point out the gaps and 

limitations in the current study of water insecurity, especially in the Middle East, and will show 

how there has not yet been an all-encompassing study of its relationship to political instability. 

There has been very limited research that focuses on water issues and their relation to domestic 

 
9 Gerd Nonneman, “Development and Stability in the Middle East: An Exploration of the Dynamics of, and 

Linkages between Development Policy and Stability with Special Reference to the Yemens,” (PhD diss., University 

of Exeter, 1993), 15. 
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political stability in a holistic and comprehensive manner that takes into account root and structural 

causes that impact the situation, and they are almost non-existent in relation to the Middle East.  

In general terms, even beyond the Middle East, there have not yet been any studies that 

consider the relationship between water insecurity and instability in the same way considered in 

this study. The studies on the consequences of water scarcity usually focus on social and economic 

struggles rather than focusing on political instability as it is defined in this research. In relation to 

the political realm, there have been a couple of studies looking at how water insecurity generates 

instability through domestic competition and disputes, but nothing more than that. One such 

example is a study on China, which showed how strains on water resources are able to destabilize 

the country and threaten the survival existing regime due to civil conflicts. This is because of the 

uneven distribution and inequality of water resources across China, which will lead to disputes 

between the various local levels and cause the collapse of the Chinese regime from the within.10  

This approach in understanding the relationship between water challenges and political instability 

is not exactly similar to this study, yet, it has been an instance where the effect of water challenges 

on the state and its existence is studied. 

 The very recent literature emerging in relation to Iran and its environmental challenges 

seems promising. It has focused on the impact of environmental challenges on the domestic 

political situation, especially focusing on the increased occurrence of droughts. Although this 

literature is not yet fully developed, since it is very recent, it illustrates somehow a similar direction 

to this study. Shahi argues that with the rise of droughts in Iran, due to mismanagement and other 

related factors, there has been a clear increase in internal rural-urban migration, and this has put 

increased pressure on cities. This then led to increased dissatisfaction towards the government 

 
10 Kathleen A. Cannon, "Water as a Source of Conflict and Instability in China," Strategic Analysis 30, no. 2 (2006), 

317.  
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among Iranians, exacerbated by deteriorating the socio-economic conditions, which is constituting 

a challenge to the resiliency and durability of the current regime.11 So far, this is the closest Middle 

Eastern studies on ecological challenges have come to this research in linking environmental 

concerns to political instability and the position of the state, while considering the impact of 

mismanagement. However, it still remains much more narrowly focused, since its focuses solely 

on droughts and their role, rather than looking at water insecurity in general, its root causes, and 

long-term features of the state that affected it.  

 

3.1 Political Instability  

Multiple approaches have been adopted in the study of political instability and its causes, some 

which have gained more attention than others. These studies provide useful insights on elements 

that contribute to creating or increasing political instability, and therefore they can become useful 

tools and references when considering the water factor. This is because water scarcity is able to 

interact with preexisting political instability contributors or even produce them, and thereby 

complicating matters.  

One approach to studying political instability has been through psychological and societal 

variables. Among these, the work of Gurr is quite prominent. According to Gurr, deprivation, in 

which individuals expect to get something but cannot get it, leads to frustration, and this frustration 

ultimately translates into aggression, and finally violence and political instability.12 On similar 

lines, Johnson looks at political instability through a psychological perspective, and through the 

role of citizens’ wants.  He claims that political instability is likely to occur when governing 

 
11 Afshin Shahi, "Drought: the Achilles heel of the Islamic Republic of Iran," Asian Affairs 50, no. 1 (2019): 7.  
12 Ted Robert Gurr, Why Men Rebel, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), xii.  
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institutions are not able to meet and satisfy individuals wants and expectations.13 Such frustration 

and the inability to satisfy individuals expectations can possibly happen in relation to water and 

the state failure to provide citizens water needs and the expected water services.  

 Other works have focused on the interaction between psychological factors and socio-

economic conditions. Miljkovic and Rimal claim that citizens’ dissatisfaction towards their socio-

economic status is likely to lead to irregular government change, which indicates political 

instability. Yet, if citizens are satisfied with their socio-economic conditions and with current 

policies, then the county’s condition is approved by its people, and irregular change will not take 

place.14 On the other hand, some works have looked purely at actual socio-economic conditions, 

and not individuals’ perceptions towards them. Inequality has been one explanation of political 

instability through this approach. Russett claims that inequality in land distribution leads to 

political instability in poor and agricultural societies, while that is not necessarily an issue in 

wealthy countries.15 Thus, this shows that destabilizing factors can vary from country to country, 

depending on socioeconomic factors and the needs of each society. This points to how while the 

water factor could be highly destabilizing in one country, it might not be in another, since 

consequences vary based on contexts.  

Structuralist approaches have also been prominent in explaining political instability. 

Among the structural factors considered repeatedly is fractionalization within a society. Annett 

finds that fractionalization, specifically along ethno-linguistic and religious lines, is likely to lead 

to political instability. The more fractionalized a society is, the more likely it will witness political 

 
13 Kenneth F. Johnson, “Causal Factors in Latin American Political Instability,” Western Political Quarterly, 17 no. 

3, (1964): 435. 
14 Dragan Miljkovic and Arbindra Rimal, "The Impact of Socio-Economic Factors on Political Instability: A Cross-

country Analysis," The Journal of Socio-economics 37, no. 6 (2008): 2456.  
15 Bruce M Russett, "Inequality and Instability: The Relation of Land Tenure to Politics," World Politics: A 

Quarterly Journal of International Relations, (1964): 452.  
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instability.16 Other approaches to political instability look at the structural-demographic theory, in 

which the effects of demographic pressure on political instability are channeled through social 

structures. Turchin adopts this approach and argues that population growth, immigration, 

globalization, increased labor participation by women, and changing cultural attitudes, resulted in 

a growing gap between labor supply and labor demand and thereby declining wages, which 

translated into elite’s overproduction, competition, and conflict, and finally political instability.17  

Other approaches to political instability have been completely different to the ones 

mentioned earlier because they point to the importance of specific patterns and the specific 

circumstances within a country. Ake argues that something that might be stabilizing in one country 

might be highly destabilizing in another country, and that the whole understanding of political 

instability depends on the country being studied. He adds that every act is relative to its specific 

relationship to patterns of political exchange, and political instability occurs when there is a 

violation of the patterns of political exchange.18  On similar lines, Margolis argues that 

understanding political instability is achieved through understanding roles in society, and the 

relationship between the formal and informal roles, and in fact this relationship is what reveals 

instability or stability. If formal and informal roles coincide, there is stability, and if they do not, 

there is instability.19 Those two arguments reach similar conclusions, and that is specific 

circumstances and dynamics in specific countries have to be studied and generalization should be 

avoided in order to understand political instability. 

 
16 Anthony Annett, "Social Fractionalization, Political Instability, and the Size of Government," IMF Staff papers 

48, no. 9 (2001): 589.  
17 Peter Turchin, "Modeling Social Pressures Toward Political Instability," Cliodynamics 4, no. 2 (2013): 277.  
18 Claude Ake, "A Definition of Political Stability," Comparative Politics 7, no. 2 (1975): 273.  
19 Eli J. Margolis, "Understanding Political Stability and Instability," Civil Wars 12, no. 3 (2010): 332.  
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A study by Nonneman brings together a list of stability-enhancing factors, which have been 

accumulated from the most influential work in the field of political stability/instability and have 

gone through empirical testing. The following are some of the factors: regime legitimacy, 

preservation of traditional social structures, avoiding modernization that threatens traditional 

bases, avoiding deprivation, providing platforms for political and economic mobility, providing 

channels for grievances expression, increasing wealth, reducing income inequality, narrowing the 

gap between expectations and reality, avoiding unequal allocation, avoiding group discrimination, 

adaptability of regime, elite consensus, and capacity for regime political development. 

Accordingly, an absence of these factors means political instability.20 Some of those factors could 

prove to be important when studying a water crisis and the consequences that stem out of it. This 

is because the consequences of a water crisis, or the intermediary factors that it is able to lead to, 

are able translate into the above-mentioned factors or interact with them, and thereby translating 

into greater political instability.   

As this section has illustrated, the contribution of environmental, specifically water related 

factors, are fully absent in the field of political instability theories. There has not yet been research 

that studies the effect of water challenges on political instability, and how much of a contribution 

the water factor might have. Therefore, this study aims to account for this significant gap, 

especially since as the following sections will illustrate, water insecurity can become highly 

destabilizing on the domestic level.  

 

 
20 Gerd Nonneman, “Development and Stability in the Middle East: An Exploration of the Dynamics of, and 

Linkages between Development Policy and Stability with Special Reference to the Yemens,” 97-100.  
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3.2 Water Insecurity 

For the past years, most of the studies on water in the Middle East have focused on a single main 

question: is water scarcity likely to lead to conflict or cooperation in the region? However, this 

question is very much misleading. This is because later studies have revealed that water is very 

much insignificant on the regional scale and in the international relations of the Middle East, and 

rather it has a much bigger role to play domestically. Selby argues that this is because water is 

structurally insignificant within the political economy of the Middle East, and other resources are 

much more significant, such as oil and gas. Yet, it is very important in the domestic political 

economy, namely in relation to the agricultural sector.21 Similarly, Dolatyar and Gray argue that 

water has not caused any previous wars in the Middle East, it has just been used as a pretext, so it 

is likely they it will not result in any in the future. This is because water wars will increase the 

threats associated with water scarcity, and therefore no state will be willing to engage in such risk. 

Also, since there are other means to increase water availability other than undertaking costly wars, 

such as desalination and virtual waters, therefore, war will be a losing endeavor.22 Thus, the 

direction that the studies of water scarcity in the Middle East have assumed seem to be disregarding 

a more significant aspect of water scarcity, which is the domestic.  

Some studies have attempted to correct the focus of the previous studies and direct it 

towards the most important unit of analysis, which is the domestic and national level. Allouche 

argues that there is very limited evidence that shows the occurrence of international water wars, 

and rather the threats that generate out of water scarcity are on the inter-community and intra-state 

 
21 Jan Selby, "The Geopolitics of Water in the Middle East: Fantasies and Realities," Third World Quarterly 26, no. 

2 (2005): 343.  
22 Mostafa Dolatyar and Tim S. Gray, "The Politics of Water Scarcity in the Middle East," Environmental Politics 9, 

no. 3 (2000): 66. 
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level.23 Thus, it is the domestic and national level that should be focused on when studying water 

insecurity because water is likely to have a substantial and consequential impact on the national 

level, especially in water scarce and resource poor countries due to the importance of the 

agricultural sector.  

A number of studies have confirmed this claim and looked at ways in which water impacts 

the national level. Anwarul et al. argues that water scarcity leads to a social dilemma on the 

national level, which translates into competing interests between society as a whole and the 

individual, likely eroding social cohesion in society and threatening social rest.24  On similar lines, 

Moench argues that water scarcity affects the domestic situation mostly, and this is through a range 

of intermediary factors, which are poverty, migration, resettlements, and food insecurity.25 Such 

focus seems to be more realistic and representative of the current situation in water stressed and 

resource poor regions, since water insecurity threatens everyday life and sources of income.   

When investigating the effects of water scarcity and insecurity on the national level, two 

main lenses or dimensions have gained most prominence, which are income and resource 

competition. Haddadin claims that water scarcity affects “job opportunities, farm incomes, 

credibility and reliability of agricultural exports, and the ability of the vulnerable to meet the cost 

of domestic water.”26 This is because especially in resource poor and agriculture dependent 

societies, water scarcity removes a valuable resource from the poor, and one they are dependent 

on for income. Similarly, Tropp and Jägerskog argue that water scarcity is increasing land 

vulnerability to salinization and desertification which will result in domestic competition and 

 
23 Jeremy Allouche, "The Sustainability and Resilience of Global Water and Food Systems: Political Analysis of the 

Interplay Between Security, Resource Scarcity, Political Systems and Global Trade," Food Policy 36, (2011): S5.  
24 Anwarul Abedin, Umma Habiba, and Rajib Shaw, Water insecurity: A Social Dilemma, 16.  
25 Marcus Moench, "Water and the Potential for Social Instability: Livelihoods, Migration and the Building of 

Society," Natural Resources Forum 26, no. 3, (2002): 196.  
26 Munther J. Haddadin, "Water Scarcity Impacts and Potential Conflicts in the MENA Region," Water international 

26, no. 4 (2001): 460.  
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conflict over resources between the rich and the poor. This gets aggravated as water scarcity 

increases, since water resources will have to be reallocated from the agricultural sector to industrial 

and services sectors in an attempt to allocate it to the most profitable sectors.27 

Another more recent way to approach the question of water insecurity has been through 

the study of the cumulation of economic, political, and social factors. The concept of social water 

scarcity evolved out of the study of the relationship between those different factors. Tapela argues 

that water scarcity became a social construct by individuals through which they understand water 

scarcity as a consequence of the dominance of the powerful political, economic, and social actors.28 

Similarly, Allouche claims that the politics of resource allocation and inequality should be used to 

understand water scarcity and insecurity.29 Thus, water insecurity is understood here as arising 

from inequality and social and economic factors, rather than it being solely understood as a result 

of natural causes. This approach is useful in studying water insecurity because it points to the need 

of studying the factors that create it, such as the role of powerful actors and socio-economic factors. 

Also, it reflects the importance of individuals’ understanding of the water situation and what they 

understand to be causing it, which might then be a factor causing increased citizen discontent 

towards the state, if they are to blame the state.  

Water insecurity could be to a large extent understood as stemming out of the state, its 

policies, especially in relation to resource allocation and management, and the influence of 

powerful actors. In fact, a number of studies have found that the likelihood of water insecurity is 

likely to increase because of incompetent water governance, and that there is a clear relationship 

 
27 Håkan Tropp and Anders Jagerskog, "Water Scarcity Challenges in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)," 

United Nations Development Programme Human Development Reports, (2006): 2. 
28 Barbara Nompumelelo Tapela, Social Water Scarcity and Water Use, (South Africa: Water Research 

Commission, 2012), iii.  
29 Jeremy Allouche, "The Sustainability and Resilience of Global Water and Food Systems: Political Analysis of the 

Interplay Between Security, Resource Scarcity, Political Systems and Global Trade," S4.  
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between water insecurity and water governance. In other words, water insecurity can sometimes 

be understood as state induced. The study of Gizelis and Wooden is one such example, which 

claims that there is both a direct and indirect relationship between water governance and water 

scarcity, which could then be translated into conflicts. Weaknesses in water governance are 

understood to be generating out of weak water institutions and in turn creating water challenges.30 

Thus, a discussion and a study of water governance is necessary to understand water insecurity 

and its roots.  

 

3.3 Water Governance and its Politics 

A wide array of approaches have been adopted to understand water governance and management. 

Those approaches will be outlined throughout this section alongside some of the limited studies 

that emerged on Syria and Egypt. This would be a brief introduction to water governance in these 

countries, since there will be a whole section dedicated to water governance under each country’s 

chapter.  

The work of Malin Falkenmark has been very influential in the field of water governance 

and the study of water management politics in general. On the water governance and management 

issue, Falkenmark argues that there needs to be an integrated approach to understanding and 

managing water. She adds that issues of water cannot be dealt with under the water sector 

exclusively or a single ministry. Rather, there needs to be conciliation between the multiple layers 

of state and society, since water influences the health, agricultural, environmental, and economic 

sectors.31 Castro comparably argues that the current approach to understanding water governance 

 
30 Theodora-Ismene Gizelis and Amanda E. Wooden, "Water Resources, Institutions, & Intrastate Conflict," 

Political Geography 29, no. 8 (2010): 450. 
31 Malin Falkenmark, "Forward to the Future: A Conceptual Framework for Water Dependence," Ambio, (1999): 

357 & 361.  
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is very much lacking, and an adoption of an interdisciplinary approach is needed. There needs to 

be a combination of techno-scientific, socioeconomic, political, and cultural approaches to 

understanding water management. The literature, he suggests, needs to move away from 

instrumental understandings of water governance and instead focus on social divisions and the 

inequality underpinning water governance.32  

Unfortunately, very few of the emerging studies have put into use an integrated and 

multidisciplinary approach that takes into account the different state sectors, elements, and 

characteristics. Yet, some studies have studied water governance with an emphasis on politics, 

which is also quite useful. Studies have found that the action of water governance is inherently 

political, and it has almost nothing to do with technicalities. Mollinga's argument is worth 

referencing here, in which she claims that at the heart of water resources management, is water 

control, which is inherently political. He then identifies five domains of the inherently political 

process, which are  the everyday politics of water, the politics of water policy, hydropolitics, global 

water politics and finally the linkages of water policies and controversies across the first four 

domains.33 Therefore, a study of water governance with an eye on the politics that influence water 

governance and the technicalities behind it will likely result in useful findings.  

Some literature has done that and focused on questions of state capabilities and capacities 

in responding to and handling water threats. Here, the focus is not just on technical elements and 

infrastructure, but rather the politics and policies of states in general. In the Middle East, one major 

concept has been prominent in studying water governance and management capabilities, and that 

is adaptive capacities. Sowers, Vengosh and Weinthal argue that most MENA countries use costly 

 
32 José Esteban Castro, "Water Governance in the Twentieth-First Century," Ambiente & Sociedade 3, (2007): 3.  
33 Peter P. Mollinga, "Water, Politics and Development: Framing a Political Sociology of Water Resources 

Management," Water Alternatives 1, no. 1 (2008): 8.   
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supply side technical measures to tackle water scarcity, rather than implementing water 

conservation strategies that manage demand, which shows that their adaptive capacities are not the 

best, and that is because of states’ failure to engage the different actors in society.34 Another viable 

approach to studying governance capacities and capabilities is through the vulnerability conceptual 

framework. Schilling et al. apply this framework and study the exposure, vulnerability, sensitivity, 

adaptive capacity, and resilience of North African countries, and the effect the former factors have 

on water resources.35  This approach provides a broad look and overview of the water governance 

situation, rather than simply being restricted to technical aspects. It puts into perspective other 

structural features of states, such as their ability to respond to water crises, which are then able to 

influence the outcome of water governance.  

When it comes to the case of Syria, most literature has focused on the state's weak water 

governance and incorrect policies, inability to tackle decreasing water levels, and the great focus 

on agricultural considerations in water management. Barnes states that the water scarcity in Syria 

is not a result of population growth nor natural geographic or environmental pressures, rather it is 

due to state policies and management, specifically practices and policies related to increasing 

agricultural production and ensuring food self-sufficiency.36 This finding is echoed by the study 

conducted by Eklund and Thompson, which found that similar droughts that hit Syria had hit 

Turkey, however, they had different outcomes. Due to the effective and robust policies adopted in 

 
34 Jeannie Sowers, Avner Vengosh, and Erika Weinthal, "Climate Change, Water resources, and the Politics of 

Adaptation in the Middle East and North Africa," Climatic Change 104, no. 3 (2011): 601.  
35 Schilling, Janpeter, Elke Hertig, Yves Tramblay, and Jürgen Scheffran, "Climate Change Vulnerability, Water 

Resources and Social Implications in North Africa," Regional Environmental Change 20, no. 1 (2020): 8.  
36 Jessica Barnes, "Managing the Waters of Baՙth Country: The Politics of Water scarcity in Syria," Geopolitics 14, 

no. 3 (2009): 520. 
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Turkey, and due to politico-economic reasons, Turkey successfully managed to avert the 

consequences of droughts and minimize its effects, while Syria was unable to. 37  

As for Egypt, most studies have specifically looked at the politics of water governance and 

the actors engaged in it. Barnes argues that water resources in Egypt are not given like other states, 

rather they are made through the daily water politics of accessing, monitoring, manipulating and 

the daily politically moderated actions between multiple actors.38 Such claim reflects the unusual 

nature of water in Egypt, and the complications revolving around it management. Khalil studies 

the politics of water governance in Egypt and finds a distinction between formal and informal 

access to water in Egypt. The main claim of her study is that informal areas in Egypt or ashwa’eyat 

have been less exposed to state water governance and they rather depend on water vendors, local 

politicians, and NGOs, as a result of the state’s uneven power and reach.39 

Other works on Egypt focus on the process of water governance, and the dynamics 

revolving around it. El Bedawy argues that Egypt faces a real crisis in water governance and that 

is due to the organizational process and the bargaining power of interest groups which interfere in 

rational decisions relating to water.40 Similarly, Luzi argues that almost all decisions made in 

relation to water governance in Egypt do not originate from the water ministry. Rather, from a 

number of different actors are involved in Egypt’s water management, including decision makers, 

interest groups, and powerful stakeholders, which in turn complicates water management and 

allows every actor to pursue their own interest regardless of the overall water efficiency.41  

 
37 Lina Eklund and Darcy Thompson, "Differences in Resource Management Affects Drought Vulnerability Across 

the Borders Between Iraq, Syria, and Turkey," Ecology and Society 22, no. 4 (2017): 9.  
38 Jessica Barnes, Cultivating the Nile: The Everyday Politics of Water in Egypt, (Durham: Duke University Press, 

2014): 24.  
39 Deena Khalil, "The Flexible Governance of Water in Cairo’s Informal Areas," Water 11, no. 8 (2019): 16.  
40 Randa El Bedawy, "Water Resources Management: Alarming Crisis for Egypt," Journal of Management and 

Sustainability 4, no. 3 (2014): 114. 
41 Samuel Luzi, "Driving Forces and Patterns of Water Policy Making in Egypt," Water Policy 12, no. 1 (2010): 93.  
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The former studies on Syria and Egypt illustrate that water governance in those countries 

has been studied through specific angles, either through focusing on policymaking or the role of 

actors, which is opposed by a number of discourses that advocate for an interdisciplinary and an 

integrated approach for understanding water governance. Unfortunately, this approach has not yet 

been adopted in those two cases, and almost no studies have implemented a holistic approach 

towards water governance that puts into account factors beyond institutional ones. There is a need 

to implement a more all-encompassing approach to understanding water governance that puts into 

account the politics of allocation and the structural features of the state.  

Two studies beyond Syria and Egypt have achieved that, and therefore are worth 

referencing since they successfully performed the interdisciplinary task. Those studies understand 

the general political, economic, and social climate in which water governance operates, and their 

impact on water governance. Lambert studies water governance in Abu Dhabi and Kuwait and 

argues that their successful water governance has been a result of reformist leaders’ agency. He 

also claims that the recent shifts in water governance in the Gulf countries, such as the attempts of 

increased water privatization, are reflecting the states’ attempts of further liberalizing their 

economies.42 Such study shows the parallels and the influence of the state general agendas and 

policies on water governance and points to the importance of considering the interaction between 

both those dimensions. Another work that has looked at water governance through the lens of local 

political, economic, and social conditions is by Sehring, who examines water governance and 

water institutional reform through understanding the neopatrimonialism of Tajikistan and 

Kyrgyzstan. She concludes that water institutional reform in neo-patrimonial states is affected by 

 
42 Laurent A Lambert, "Water, State Power, and Tribal Politics in the GCC: The Case of Kuwait and Abu Dhabi," 

Center for International and Regional Studies Georgetown University School of Foreign Service in Qatar, no. 15 

(2014): 27.  
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competing interests, path dependent constraints, the institutional environment, and actors’ 

bricolage.43 Such studies are quite useful, and the Middle East needs more studies that bring 

together and tries to understand the relationship between socio-economic and political factors, 

water governance, and water insecurity. Unfortunately, even when there were attempts to study 

the water factor in greater depth following the Arab Spring, the focus on water governance 

remained greatly superficial and lacking.  

 

3.4 (In)stability and water in the context of the Arab Spring  

The most extensive literature on the Middle East and the water question came into existence 

following the Arab Spring. Although this literature has a lot of drawbacks, including a sole focus 

on the events and droughts occurring directly before the Arab Spring, and disregarding the general 

water crises and their root causes, they still remain a valuable source. Those works link the Arab 

Spring to pressures caused by climate change and the declining water levels caused by it. Werrell, 

Femia, and Sternberg argue that climate change, drought, environmental conditions, and natural 

resource mismanagement, along with increased globalization and food import interdependence 

have contributed to the onset of the Arab Spring.44 On similar lines, Michel and Yacoubian claim 

that if environmental concerns persist, illustrated mainly through climate change and water stress, 

the region will continue to experience cycles of unrest and economic stagnation, as witnessed in 

the Arab Spring.45  

 
43 Jenniver Sehring, The Politics of Water Institutional Reform in Neo-Patrimonial States, (Wiesbaden: Springer 

Fachmedien, 2009), 213.  
44Francesco Femia, Troy Sternberg, and Caitlin E. Werrell, “Climate Hazards, Security, and the Uprising in Syria 

and Egypt,” Seton Hall Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations 16, (2014): 82-3  
45David Michel and Mona Yacoubian. "Sustaining the Spring: Economic Challenges, Environmental Risks, and 

Green Growth," in The Arab Spring and Climate Change: A Climate and Security Correlations Series, ed. Caitlin E. 

Werrell and Francesco Femia (Washington DC: The Center for Climate and Security, 2013), 49.  
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Other works have focused on how problems of water and climate change were compounded 

with preexisting socioeconomic and intermediary factors that aggravated the situation. Gleick 

amongst them, argues that in the case of Syria, water shortages, ineffective watershed 

management, the impact of climate variability, and the change in the region’s hydrology have 

contributed to preexisting individual’s displacement, food insecurity, unemployment, and 

economic deterioration.46 Among the intermediary factors looked at through the lens of the Arab 

Spring was rural-urban migration that occurred due to the collapse of the agricultural sector 

following the drought in Syria specifically. Weinthal, Zawahri, and Sowers claim that the mass 

rural-urban migration that occurred in Syria following the drought led to the growth of 

shantytowns on the edges of cities and the inability of the cities to absorb migrants which led to 

significant unrest. There was also a growth in unemployment since the employment opportunities 

in cities were not enough for the newly arriving rural populations. 47 Thus, the internal climate-

induced migration was able to highly destabilize previously fragile cities.  

Since water and food insecurity are very much interrelated, some of the literature has 

focused on this relationship, and how water insecurity led to food insecurity which then had 

numerous adverse impacts. Perez and Stecker claim that the effects of climate change, among them 

increasing droughts, are stressors or triggers contributing to regional instability and conflicts as 

illustrated in the Arab Spring. They highlight the relationship between water insecurity and food 

insecurity and argue that the Middle East arable land and scarce water supplies made it increasingly 

dependent on food imports, which means any decreasing supplies or spike in food prices around 

 
46 Peter H. Gleick, "Water, Drought, Climate Change, and Conflict in Syria," Weather, Climate, and Society 6, no. 3 

(2014): 338.  
47 Erika Weinthal, Neda Zawahri, and Jeannie Sowers, "Securitizing Water, Climate, and Migration in Israel, Jordan, 

and Syria," International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics 15, no. 3 (2015): 9.  
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the world will be disastrous on it.48 Johnstone and Mazo similarly claim that climate change and 

the water declines it resulted in played a necessary role in the chain of events leading up to the 

2011 uprisings, with a specific focus on the food riots that occurred. They believe the food price 

inflation that occurred was a necessary catalyst for the Arab Spring. 49 This suggests that there are 

a wide range of adverse consequences that water insecurity can set in motion. 

Other studies have contested this whole approach to understanding the relationship 

between climate change, water, and Arab Spring, and regard the water crisis to have been a long-

term pressure on the state, rather than it being a stressor or trigger. In other words, they regard the 

water crisis as a pre-existing issue, and not a critical juncture caused by sudden climate change, 

this approach has been especially evident in the case of Syria. De Châtel argues that it has not been 

climate change, droughts, nor sudden declining water levels per se that sparked the Arab Spring in 

Syria, rather it is the states’ failure to tackle those issues. This failure has set in motion a human 

crisis which was responsible for the events that followed.50 Similarly, Daoudy claims that climate 

change is not an important trigger of the 2011 uprisings as it is perceived to be. Rather, that water 

scarcity is a structural long-term pressure interacting with other state features and translating into 

the current situation, rather than it being a triggering event.51 Likewise, in this research, water 

insecurity will be dealt with as a feature of the countries looked at, resulting from weaknesses in 

policymaking, resource management, and adaptive capacities.  

Similarly, other works have denied the role of climate change all together in the water crisis 

that severely hit the Middle East prior to the Arab Spring. Selby, Dahi, Fröhlich, and Hulme have 

 
48 Ines Perez and Tiffany Stecker,"Climate Change and Rising Food Prices Heightened Arab Spring," Scientific 

American 4, no. 3 (2013): 2.  
49 Sarah Johnstone and Jeffrey Mazo, "Global Warming and the Arab Spring," Survival 53, no. 2 (2011): 13.  
50 Francesca De Châtel,"The Role of Drought and Climate Change in the Syrian Uprising: Untangling the Triggers 

of the Revolution," Middle Eastern Studies 50, no. 4 (2014): 522.  
51 Marwa Daoudy, The Origins of the Syrian conflict: Climate change and Human Security, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2020), 14.  
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studied rainfall patterns in Syria in the years leading up to the Arab Spring and have found that 

rain patterns were not affected by climate change as it is claimed. Based on this, they are 

challenging the dominant narrative that the water crisis that occurred prior to the Arab Spring was 

due to climate change.52 From a different angle, Karnieli, Shtein, Panov, Weisbrod, and Tal 

similarly argue that the water drought in Syria and the unrest that stemmed out of it were not a 

result of climate change, rather due to Turkey’s aspirational policies. Specifically, it was due to 

diversion in the Euphrates Basin performed by Turkey as part of its reservoir strategy. This strategy 

has translated into the failure of the agricultural sector in Syria due to the decline in water 

resources.53  

Noteworthy is that even in this literature that emerged following the Arab Spring, Egypt 

received very minimal attention, and most of the literature focused on Syria. Where there were 

attempts to study the impact of Egypt’s water situation on the Arab Spring, they were solely 

centered around the effects water shortages had on the decline of agriculture and the rise of food 

prices. Therefore, the water factor in Egypt remains very underexplored, even following the Arab 

Spring.  

To sum things up, as this literature review has illustrated, water issues have not been looked 

at in a holistic manner that puts into account water insecurity, political instability, water 

governance, and the general structural features of states, especially in the Middle East. The Arab 

Spring was the first attempt in the region to look at water insecurity and its relationship to 

instability, yet this literature had some clear drawbacks. This includes an over-emphasis on the 

role of climate change and overlooking the circumstances and conditions that water insecurity and 

 
52 Jan Selby, Omar S. Dahi, Christiane Fröhlich, and Mike Hulme, "Climate Change and the Syrian Civil War 
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political instability have emerged in. It also fails to look at water governance, and how incompetent 

policies and approaches have further complicated matters and how the way citizens understand 

water governance affects their perception of water insecurity.  

Accordingly, this research aims to avoid those loopholes and look at water insecurity in a 

more comprehensive and systematic manner that puts into account the general politically unstable 

climate of the Middle East and the many factors pertaining to it. It will investigate the interaction 

between water insecurity, water governance and politics, structural factors, and intermediary 

factors and what effect, if any, those factors have on each other and political instability. Water will 

be understood as part of the state characteristics rather than it being a stressor or a short-term 

factor. The approaches and factors identified for understanding political instability at the beginning 

of the literature review will help achieve this task because they provide an idea of elements that 

are likely to politically destabilize a state, some which might possibly happen because of water 

insecurity or interact with it, or interact with the consequences stemming out of it. 

 

4.   Methodology 

 

The adopted research method will encompass both quantitative and qualitative analysis. It will 

utilize statistics of water insecurity and political instability on Syria and Egypt to provide a general 

idea about the patterns observed. It will then delve into in-depth qualitative analysis to explore a 

number of elements that impact water insecurity and political instability, this includes geographic 

factors, water governance, structural features, and the chain of events following sharp declines in 

water levels, referred to as intermediary factors. The analysis will be based on a range of primary 

sources, such as published state policies and state responses to water issues and international 

organizations findings, as well as secondary sources based on field work in Syria and Egypt. Such 

works provide insights on the local politics of water and the state and society activities.  
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 The research design will follow Lieberman’s suggested approach for a mixed-method 

strategy in a comparative research, what he calls a Nested Analysis. Such approach uses a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative analysis. It begins with the quantitative analysis and 

then uses the qualitative analysis for delving deeper into the dynamics that require to be clarified 

and additionally explored.54 The research design will diverge somewhat from Lieberman, since 

comprehensive statistical analysis will not be applied, and the research will rather use quantitative 

data as descriptive statistics. Yet, it. will remain similar to Lieberman’s method in the sense that 

the quantitative analysis helps guide the direction of the qualitative analysis and shows possible 

trends. The quantitative measures will be mainly used to look at the levels of water insecurity, 

governance, and political instability, and the possible relationships between them.  

 To strengthen the qualitative analysis and get an additional sense of local feelings and 

sentiments, a survey will be administered. Two different surveys will be created and distributed, 

one for Syria and one for Egypt. Those surveys primary objective is to understand citizens 

perceptions towards the water issue, its political salience, and getting a first-hand account of the 

situation. The results will be used wherever relevant to confirm or contest primary data findings 

or what is provided by the secondary literature.  

Below I discuss the methods adopted for the different dimensions of the research: (1) water 

insecurity, and the indicators that will be used to measure it;  (2)  political instability, and how it’s 

different dimensions will be captured; (3) the methodology for studying water governance  (4)  the 

survey design and distribution (5) the justification for the choice of case studies, namely Syria and 

Egypt, and (6) the comparative design of the research.  

 
54 Evan S. Lieberman,“Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Research,” American Political 

Science Review 99, no. 3 (2005): 435.  
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4.1 Measuring Water Insecurity 

 

There are numerous indicators that measure the level of water security or insecurity, including 

water availability, water quantity, water crowding, the Falkenmark indicator, and Smakhtin Water 

Stress indicator. However, there are a number of shortcomings in these indicators. For instance, 

the Falkenmark indicator, the most widely used water measuring indicator, relates the total 

freshwater resources to the total population in a country, and accordingly determines the pressure 

of the population on the water resources.55 Yet, it is lacking because of its oversimplification of a 

couple of dimensions, especially water demand. The indicator assumes that per capita water 

demand is equal within a country, and even globally. However, since the Middle East has the world 

highest per capita water consumption, the water demand of other regions will not be useful in 

providing an accurate idea of the situation and the pressures on water resources. Also, the indicator 

does not take into account water scarcity generated out of demands from economic development.56 

Thus, a more holistic approach and indicator is needed to understand the water scarcity situation 

in the two countries being studied.  

 Some holistic measures have recently emerged, such as the Watershed Sustainability Index 

and the Social Water Stress Index. The Watershed Sustainability Index by Chaves and Alipaz is a 

very comprehensive measure since it incorporates a hydrological indicator, environmental 

indicator, life indicator, and policy indicator. Similarly, The Social Water Stress Index by Ohlsson 

and Turton takes into account economic and technological impacts on water availability, and uses 

the Human Development Index to measure water scarcity caused by political and socioeconomic 

 
55 Conchita Marcuello and Concha Lallana, "Indicator Fact Sheet— Water Exploitation Index," European 
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(2017): 3.  
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factors.57 However, it will be challenging to use these indicators with the current case studies, Syria 

and Egypt, because the indicators require a lot of data inputs that are not available in those two 

countries, and interpreting the indicators might become challenging.58  Thus, for the sake of this 

project, simpler indicators will be used in order to stay within the data availability limits.  

Annual freshwater withdrawals as a percentage of the total internal water resources is 

another way to measure water scarcity in a country, although not as comprehensive. It refers to the 

total water withdrawals without taking into account evaporation losses. Withdrawal encompasses 

domestic uses – such as drinking water, municipal use and supply, agricultural and industrial 

needs, public services, commercial needs, and households use.59 It shows the pressure on water 

resources and to what extent the demand of the various sectors in a country are able to be covered 

by its resources. The data for this indicator is based on surveys and estimates provided by 

governments to several organizations, for instance the Joint Monitoring Programme of the World 

Health Organization (WHO) and UNICEF.60 However, the annual freshwater withdrawals as a 

percentage of the total internal water resources remains an incomplete indicator since it does not 

take into account many important factors. The indicator focuses on internal water resources, which 

means it only considers rivers and recharge of groundwater and does not look at non-visible 

sources of water, such as aquifers. Also, it does not take into account water requirements for 

environmental flows. Therefore, looking at another similar indicator but a more developed one 

would capture a more all-encompassing idea of the water situation in Syria and Egypt.  

 
57 Hatem Jemmali and Caroline A. Sullivan, "Multidimensional Analysis of Water Poverty in MENA Region: An 

Empirical Comparison with Physical Indicators," Social Indicators Research 115, no. 1 (2014): 6. 
58 Hui Xu and May M. Wu, “Water Availability Indices–A Literature Review,” (2017): 32.  
59 World Bank, “Metadata Glossary,” DataBank World Bank, 
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60 Ibid. 
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This indicator is the newly developed Level of Water Stress by the United Nations, which 

is also indicator 6.4.2 of the Sustainable Development Goals. The SDG water stress indicator 

measures the ratio of total yearly national freshwater withdrawn by all sectors and economic 

activities — agricultural, industrial, municipal, households, etc. —  to the total available water 

resources minus the Environmental Flow Requirements.61 It defines no stress as a value below 

25%, low stress between 25 and 50%, medium stress between 50% and 75%, high stress between 

75% and 100%, and critical stress as above 100%. According to the FAO, “a high level of water 

stress indicates a situation where the combined withdrawal by all sectors represents a substantial 

share of the total renewable freshwater resources, with potentially larger impacts on the 

sustainability of the resources and potential situations of conflicts and competition between 

users.”62 Thus, this data set generates an understanding of how much of a pressure there is on the 

water resources, and how the water resources are not able to match the various sector’s needs.  

This indicator has a number of advantages, mainly that it is not as complicated as others 

and that it is easy to apprehend, and thereby easier for analysis. There is also much more data 

available in this indicator when compared by other indicators and it does not require additional 

date inputs. Yet, a main limitation and drawback of this indicator is that some parts of the data are 

imputed and estimated values since there is a lack of data provided by countries. Thus, the data 

might be lacking precision and accuracy in some instance.  

Similar to many other indicators, data for this indicator are obtained from countries’ 

government data. Keeping in mind the quality of assessment and quality of data in countries of the 

Middle East, the data can only be relied on to a limited extent, mainly to give a general idea about 
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the situation, rather than seeking close analysis through it. As Fehri et al. claims, countries of the 

Middle East use traditional hydrometric data to obtain information on water. However, traditional 

hydrometric data have a number of drawbacks such as “data gaps, incomplete time series, poor 

spatial resolution.”63 Thus, this can lead to inaccurate data. Although the data will not be 

completely wrong, they will not illustrate and reflect the exact situation. The situation might be 

slightly worse or slightly better than the data suggests. Thus, there is a need to use qualitative data, 

such as country water reports and the survey findings, to complement the understanding of the 

water situation in both Syria and Egypt. 

 

4.2   Measuring Political Instability  

The method adopted in measuring political instability and what factors exactly to focus on were 

encouraged by Jong-A-Pin’s findings. Jong-A-Pin argues that a single indicator cannot reflect the 

“latent dimension of political instability.”64 Therefore, the research will utilize a combination of 

quantitative findings as well as qualitative reports in order to understand political instability. 

Secondly, he claims that political instability is not a one dimensional concept, rather four main 

dimensions are the most useful in reflecting the situation, which are mass civil protest, politically 

motivated aggression, instability within the political regime, and instability of the political 

regime.65 Those four dimensions will be captured through a combination of sources which provide 

information on events of organized political dissent and disorder such as protests, riots, strikes, 

intra-state conflicts, attempts of coups, etc. The Global Economy’s political stability index is one 
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quantitative source that will be used, which measures the likelihood that the government will be 

destabilized or overthrown by unconstitutional or violent means. The index is an average of other 

indexes from the Economist Intelligence Unit, the World Economic Forum, and the Political Risk 

Services, etc.66 Also, the Water Conflict Chronology dataset will be used, which provides detailed 

accounts of instances of political instability, such as riots, demonstrations, and protests, that were 

sparked by water challenges. 67 

 In line with the definition of political instability provided earlier, manifestations of citizens 

dissatisfaction, such as mass protests, upheavals, violence in society, assassinations, 

demonstrations, etc., will be useful in illustrating political instability since they reflect change in 

the situation of a country, along with extra-legal and violent challenges to the regime. Yet, there 

are other implicit signs of political instability, which will also be useful to look at, such as sudden 

state policies and responses. This could include state of emergency laws, which have been enacted 

frequently in both Syria and Egypt. Such laws act as proxy indicators, that might point to 

underlying instability, since they reflect an unstable domestic situation. Therefore, state documents 

will be looked at to examine instances of sudden responses. Those documents will also help 

account for the limitations of quantitative analysis.  

The depth and robustness of the analysis generated from the quantitative study of potential 

links between water scarcity and instability is likely to remain superficial. This is because political 

instability in the Middle East is likely to be caused by a combination of factors, such as 

socioeconomic challenges, ideological and sectarian divisions, etc. Therefore, an attempt to 

establish a direct quantitative relationship between water insecurity and political instability is 
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likely to be misleading because political instability is likely to be attributable to other factors. To 

the extent there is a relationship between water insecurity and political instability, there are likely 

to be many intermediate factors. Therefore, the quantitative data will be mainly used as descriptive 

statistics, showing the trends of water insecurity and political instability, whether they are 

increasing or decreasing, and their magnitude, rather than being used as analysis generating. They 

will also be used to compare between the case of Syria and Egypt, to find whether the cases are 

comparable and if there is something general to be said. The greater dependence will be on the 

qualitative data found, and whether there is any evidence of a direct relationship between water 

challenges and signs of political instability, since the quantitative indicators cannot tell the real 

causes behind political instability.  

 

4.3   Water Governance  

 

As the literature review has illustrated, general weaknesses in governance and poor state capacities 

are likely to reflect on water governance and cause it to become weak as well. Therefore, the World 

Bank Governance Indicators, which measure political instability and violence, government 

effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corruption, will be useful in setting up 

the stage for the specific analysis of water governance.68 This is because the indicators will provide 

an idea of the general governance quality in both Syria and Egypt, and to what extent there exists 

effective governance. Thus, they can be effective tools to understand general governance trends 

and provide an overview of the situation.  

The analysis of actual water governance then will encompass two levels, the formal and 

the informal. Formal water governance will be studied through looking at government issued 
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policies, reports, water infrastructure projects updates, and international organizations reports. For 

the case of Egypt, there have been a number of initiatives to start new projects and adopt new 

policies for water governance. This includes “Egypt Can ... by sons of the Niles” conference, and 

the documents issued after it, such documents will be analyzed. As for Syria, there are a number 

of reports published by the Ministry of Water Resources relating to policies and decisions. Those 

documents and reports will be depended on to understand water governance and the policies 

adopted and what effect they had on both water insecurity and political instability. Additionally, 

in the case of Syria, a lot of agricultural policies had an effect on water resources and management, 

therefore, agricultural policies will be looked at as well.    

The second level of analysis will be the informal water governance. This includes the 

politics of the actors engaged in water management and the unofficial factors and considerations 

that influence decision making. Secondary sources will be used here, since there has been some 

fieldwork done in Syria and Egypt that studies the politics of water management, and how 

unofficial considerations come to dominate the scene. The informal governance will also look at 

ways in which society deals with water scarcity and its ways of organizing itself around it. The 

everyday politics of obtaining water, the bargaining that occurs, and the unofficial actors that have 

emerged. Some studies have done intensive fieldwork and worked with individuals to understand 

the nature of the everyday politics of water, such as Marwa Daoudy and Francesca De Châtel on 

Syria, and Jessica Barnes and Deena Khalil on Egypt.69 All of these studies will be used to gain 

insights on society’s informal interaction with water scarcity. These studies depended on 

interviews, surveys, and questionnaires, with both citizens and state officials, therefore they will 

 
69 Marwa Daoudy, The Origins of the Syrian conflict: Climate change and Human Security, (2020), Francesca De 

Châtel and Mohammad Raba'a, "Waterless Wadi Barada: Manufacturing Scarcity in a Syrian River Valley," Middle 

East Research and Information Project, Inc, (2014),  Jessica Barnes, Cultivating the Nile: The Everyday Politics of 

Water in Egypt, and Deena Khalil, "The Flexible Governance of Water in Cairo’s Informal Areas."  
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be useful in reflecting the situation. However, to provide an even better idea and an up to date one, 

a survey will be administered.  

  

4.4 Survey  

 

As mentioned earlier, the survey’s primary objective is to understand citizens perceptions towards 

the water issue and get additional insights on local sentiments. This includes what they think of 

the water quality, quantity, and services. Additionally, the survey will try to understand how much 

water scarcity is directly impacting or infringing or citizens life and whether the state has been 

able to insulate citizens from its consequences to some extent. The survey will also try to capture 

the political salience of the water issue and to what degree citizens attribute the water situation to 

the state’s incompetence and poor capabilities. This will allow inferences about the possible 

relationship between water insecurity and political instability, since it will reflect citizens’ 

perceptions and grievances, which are very likely to be translated into political instability and 

challenges to the regime.  

 Two different survey links will be designed, one for Syria and one for Egypt, and the target 

sample will be anyone who lives or has lived in those two countries. Each country will have a 

different survey link but with the same questions in both English and Arabic language (See 

Appendix 1-4 for questions). The decision to have two separate links is to facilitate distributing 

and administering the survey and avoid any confusions that might occur. Additionally, since Egypt 

has a larger population and is larger by size, respondents will be asked to identify their regional 

unit and governate, while for Syria they will only need to identify their province. This is because 

there could be chances of discrepancies among answers in Egypt within regional units, therefore, 

it will be useful to have a narrower idea of the geography.  
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 Due to the challenges associated with travel at such times, stemming from the pandemic 

and the unstable situation of both countries, the survey will be distributed online. This will take 

place through two primary means. First, through posting them on social media accounts, primarily 

on twitter and sharing each survey with the appropriate hashtag, #Syria or #Egypt, aiming that 

citizens or residents of the two countries will come through the surveys. Another more viable way 

is through sending it to Syrian and Egyptian acquaintance or contacts and asking them to share it 

with their contacts and those that are still living in those two countries. This could be both Syrians 

and Egyptians in Qatar and those who have left Qatar. Through this, the survey will be assuming 

a somewhat snowball sampling mechanism wherein respondents will be recruiting future 

respondents.  

 The limitations of this survey are clear and therefore the results will have to be interpreted 

cautiously. First and foremost, the sample in the survey might not be representative, especially 

since many of the respondents will be ones who have not lived in Syria or Egypt for long periods 

of time. Also, snowball sampling might make the survey results skewed in a certain direction, 

since the respondents will be coming from close backgrounds and will possibly have similar social 

and economic status. Additionally, there might be hesitancy in participating in the survey, 

especially since the research revolves around political instability, a very sensitive topic in a highly 

censored region. Yet, the survey remains necessary because it will provide useful insights and first-

hand accounts of water experiences.  

 

4.5 Choice of Cases 

 

Although all countries of the Middle East experience water scarcity, and some experience it more 

severely than Syria and Egypt, some states have managed to limit it and mitigate its ramifications. 
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This has minimized the adverse consequences of such a crisis so that it does not cause any negative 

implications to that state or society. This is mostly illustrated in the oil-rich Gulf states. Those 

states experience more severe water scarcity when compared to Syria and Egypt. However, their 

oil wealth, competent resource management, robust governance, and accurate policies allowed 

them to avert the challenges that stem out of water scarcity. For instance, the Gulf states have 

depended on desalination and virtual water, which means instead of investing water resources in 

agriculture and food production, food is directly imported to avoid water wastage and instead 

allocate it to necessary sectors.70 Yet, this requires the state to have sufficient income sources and 

wealth, which both Syria and Egypt do not have. Thus, the choice of Syria and Egypt comes from 

the fact that they illustrate the consequences of water insecurity without having the resources that 

insulate them.  

Other countries in the Middle East also have extremely low water levels, such as Yemen. 

Yet, the relation between water insecurity and political instability is complicated by numerous 

factors, and therefore, it will be challenging to trace the relationship. Those factors include 

institutional weaknesses, tribalism, social structures, and state-society relations. However, those 

factors seem to be somehow constant in the case of Syria and Egypt, therefore, tracing a trend or 

relationship will be more feasible. Syria and Egypt have illustrated some similarities, mainly in 

the Arab Spring period and the wave that swept the MENA region. Therefore, both cases seem 

comparable, and a number of generalizable conclusions can be drawn.  

 

4.6   Comparative Design 

 

 
70 Jeannie Sowers, "Water, Energy and Human Insecurity in the Middle East," Middle East Rep 44, (2014), 4.  
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The comparison between Syria and Egypt will take place on multiple levels. It will encompass a 

comparison of the water situation, water governance, the local politics revolving around water, 

factors that led to the situation, the state responses and policies towards the water crisis, and 

consequences of the situation. Additionally, a number of structural and intermediary factors that 

are involved in the relationship between water insecurity and political instability will be compared 

and lastly, the kind of relationship between water insecurity and political instability will be 

compared, if existing.  

 Accordingly, the research will try and answer the research question which is, what, if any, 

is the relationship between water insecurity and political instability, through three chapters. 

Chapter 2 will address the water question in Syria, including water governance, policies, and 

politics. It also includes the main events that occurred in relation to water and political unrest, i.e.  

the 2007 drought and the Arab Spring. Along the same lines, Chapter 3 looks at the case of Egypt, 

its water situation, governance, policies, and politics. It then looks at the critical events that 

occurred in relation to water and political instability. Chapter 4 will then compare both cases, the 

relationship they illustrate between water insecurity and political instability, and the factors that 

influence this relationship.  
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CHAPTER 2 

SYRIA 

 

1. Introduction 

Syria, a country that has been plunged in civil war, has many factors contributing to its unrest and 

instability, currently and before the onset of the civil war. This includes social and socio-economic 

factors, such as sectarianism, factionalization, and inequality. It also includes geopolitical factors, 

such as increased external meddling, and regime specific factors. Yet, there is also another aspect 

that is contributing to instability which is overlooked and neglected, and that is water, its 

accessibility and availability, the politics revolving around it, and its governance. Accordingly, 

this chapter is going to be investigating the water factor, its various dimensions, and its relationship 

to Syria’s political instability. This will be achieved through firstly, studying Syria’s water 

insecurity, such as the challenges associated with water availability, accessibility, and use. 

Secondly, exploring water governance, including policies and the process of policy making, and 

the informal considerations revolving around it. Thirdly, examining Syria’s structural features that 

impact and weaken the water situation and water governance. Lastly, it will be analyzing the 

relationship between water insecurity and political instability. Here, two critical junctures that 

seem to interrelate will be analyzed in depth, which are the 2007 drought and the Arab Spring 

protests. This will be done in addition to studying occurrences where political instability broke out 

because of water insecurity. Lastly, intermediary factors that influence the relationship will be 

discussed.  

The chapter will utilize both primary and secondary data and will use the survey findings to 

provide additional insights. Each section will incorporate some of the survey findings, whether the 

quantitative or qualitative. The water insecurity section will provide first-hand accounts of Syrian’s 
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experience with water scarcity, and how this was affecting their livelihoods. Additionally, 

qualitative responses relating to citizens perceptions and discontent, which might translate into 

political instability, will be looked at in greater depth and analyzed closely under the water 

insecurity and political instability section. A last remark before beginning the chapter is that due 

to data and information scarcity on Syria following the civil war, the investigation will be limited 

by the available information, and therefore might mainly focus on the pre-civil war period. 

 

1. Water insecurity 

 

Although there are 16 rivers and tributaries flowing through Syria, this has not protected it from 

experiencing water scarcity and insecurity. It is often assumed that Syria can enjoy the privilege 

of water abundance due to the rivers cutting through it, yet, only about 45% of those water 

resources are  available for use and many of its water resources are shared with other countries.71 

In addition, the Tigris river cannot be used by Syria, since only 0.2% of its basin lies in the 

country.72 Compounded by other geographical, environmental, and governance issues, this led to 

a great water scarcity problem in the country.  

Worth noting is that this water scarcity is not felt in the same magnitude in all regions and 

areas of the country. The capital of Syria, Damascus, has the safest access to water, while other 

cities, and especially rural areas, suffer greatly from this water scarcity. It is reported that in some 

rural regions, water supplies stopped completely for more than nine days.73 This finding is 

supported by a survey respondent from Hama province who claimed that water was frequently cut 

for more than a fortnight in where they lived, and that they had to travel to another province where 

 
71 Fanack Water, Water Resources in Syria, July 24, 2019, https://water.fanack.com/syria/water-resources 
72 FAO, AQUASTAT Transboundary River Basins – Euphrates-Tigris River Basin, (Rome: Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 2009), 3-4.  
73 Fanack Water, Water Resources in Syria, https://water.fanack.com/syria/water-resources/  

https://water.fanack.com/syria/water-resources/
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a relative lives just to take a shower.  Thus, water availability in Syria shows great intermittent and 

disparities, meaning that the country is not water secure by any means.  

 

1.1   Survey Findings 

The survey responses provided an idea of how much some Syrians have faced challenges because 

of the lack of water quantity and quality. By no means was their access to water safe or sustainable, 

wherein 46% of the respondents reported that they have had difficulties with accessing water. This 

means that almost the majority of respondents have had difficulties, suggesting that water access 

throughout the country is not assured and a great proportion of Syrians face water challenges. 

Irrigation, showering, cloth washing, cooking, and cleaning were the most cited purposes that 

respondents claimed were affected by the poor water access. Additionally, 86% of the survey 

respondents reported that water has been cut in where they live and 43% claimed that a lack of 

water availability or quality threatened an aspect of their livelihood.  

 One respondent added that the water cuts that were happening, and not knowing when the 

water will be back, were threatening their comfort and contentment. Another respondent said that 

these water cuts were impeding daily life because they were affecting daily schedules of personal 

and professional appointments and tasks. Beyond water cuts individuals were also experiencing 

poor water services, and although water was available at sometimes, the poor services were 

hindering its access. For instance, where individuals were living in slightly higher buildings, the 

water would not reach the higher floors except with private pumps, and even with those private 

pumps, water stops reaching the apartments after a certain time.  

Syrians were not living a normal life due to the difficulties associated with water. They had 

to encounter things that individuals in other water secure and correctly managed countries would 
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not have to. A number of respondents shared the struggles and tradeoffs they had to deal with 

because of water unavailability. The most common one was that they had to decide if they had to 

wash clothes or shower, because the water was not sufficient to do both. Thus, the difficulties that 

Syrians were going through because of water insufficiency were clear in every aspect of their 

livelihood and the most basic decisions.  

Respondents showed that they depended on themselves rather than the state for water 

access. A bit less than half of the respondents said that they would store water in private tanks for 

the hours in which water was available and then use it when the water was cut. Unfortunately, this 

comes at the cost of the overall water efficiency of the country. This was inferred when for 

instance, another respondent said that the water shortage forced them to use groundwater wells 

that need sterilization, and therefore, they added chemicals to make them suitable for use. Such 

individual actions come at the cost of the rest of users, because individuals who do not have an 

adequate background could add chemicals that could possibly contaminate the water. Additionally, 

such actions could lead to groundwater overexploitation and depletion and thereby increasing the 

susceptibility of droughts. Thus, the poor water provision was causing individuals to act in a way 

that will exacerbate the situation.  

As for the water quality, there were clear disparities based on the provinces inhabited, and 

even within provinces. Respondents from Aleppo commented on how the water color was not the 

best, another from Latakia commented on the strange taste, and ones from Hama and Homs said 

that it sometimes had dust or sand in it and wasn't totally clean, while another from Tartus said 

that the water was impure and very calcareous. Additionally, someone from Haska reported that 

water was not subject to any kind of water purification, and lastly a respondent from Deiz ez-Zor 

claimed that the water was polluted because of poor sewage systems. Yet, those responses were 
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not consistent, because other individuals from similar provinces have provided good ratings of the 

water quality, thus there appears to be great variances even within provinces. This suggests that 

water in Syria is not provided and managed in a uniform and equal manner and there are multiple 

factors that come into play when trying to understand water accessibility.  

To understand the reasons behind these struggles that Syrians had to encounter, it is 

necessary to provide an account of the water situation, and how certain widespread practices and 

policies have led to the position that they are in today. Syria is certainly not the only water scarce 

country in the world, yet what has made its position worse is the inappropriate practices and 

policies taking place.  

 

1.2 Overview 

In 2017, Syria was reported to be at 920 m³ renewable water resources per capita annually, and 

according to the United Nations, countries with per capita water resources falling below 1,700 m³ 

experience water stress, while countries below 1,000 m³ experience water scarcity.74 Thus, this 

shows that Syria suffers from a clear water scarcity. This has been the case even before the onset 

of the civil war (Table 1), Syria has always suffered from low water availability, even if not as 

severely. Geographical, environmental, political, and governance factors all come together to 

explain this scarcity. The geographical and environmental factors include dry climate, low 

precipitation rates, severe and recurring droughts, overexploitation of groundwater, and water 

pollution.75 Each of these former problems interact with the one another and aggravate the 

situation.  

 
74 UN-Water, UN-Water Factsheet on Water Security, United Nations, November 24, 2014, 

https://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/scarcity.shtml. 
75 FAO, AQUASTAT Country Profile – Syrian Arab Republic, (Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations (FAO), 2008), 14-15.  
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Table 1 

Renewable Annual Water Resources Per Capita (m³/person/year) 

1987 1,479 

1992  1,274 

1997 1,107 

2002 983.1 

2007 855.7 

2012 822.7 

2017 919.5 

(Source: Worldmeters) 76 

Water pollution has been a factor that is limiting the already scare water resources of Syria. 

According to Fanack Water, even before the civil war that broke out in 2011, water in Syria was 

polluted by industrial and domestic waste and almost all water resources were contaminated, 

including the Tigris River, which was reported to be polluted with untreated sewage.77 This 

removes a significant amount of available water resources, and generates another problem, which 

is the poor water quality. The introduction of domestic wastewater treatment facilitates took a very 

long time in Syria, and therefore, wastewater was disposed into rivers and was used downstream 

for irrigation and possibly for drinking for long periods of time. This translated into a greater crisis 

than limited water resources, which was the spread of waterborne diseases, such as typhoid, 

dysentery, and diarrhea.78 This pollution challenge shows the state incompetence and 

 
76 Worldometers, Syria Water, https://www.worldometers.info/water/syria-water/ 
77 Fanack Water, Water Resources in Syria, https://water.fanack.com/syria/water-resources/  
78 World Bank, Syrian Arab Republic Irrigation Sector Report, (Washington DC: World Bank Rural Development, 

Water, and Environment Group Middle East and North Africa Region, 2001), viii. 

https://www.worldometers.info/water/syria-water/
https://water.fanack.com/syria/water-resources/
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underdevelopment in dealing with and tackling water issues, and its creation of a problem worse 

than water scarcity, which is unsafe water. Thereby, water insecurity, as in declining water quantity 

and quality, could be to a large degree understood as state exacerbated if not induced.    

Political factors have also contributed to creating and intensifying the water scarcity since 

almost of Syria’s waters are shared with neighboring countries. The situation of Syria’s 

international waters has never been stable throughout history, and there were always disputes over 

water resources and uses with both Iraq and Turkey. For instance, in 1973 when Syria constructed 

the Tabqa Dam, or what is known as the Euphrates Dam, this led to a sharp decline in the quantity 

of water entering Iraq, by about 25%. This translated into hostility between both countries and 

military skirmishes were about to breakout.79 Correspondingly, the construction of the Ataturk 

Dam by Turkey has led to a decline in water quantity in Syria, and this even led to the shutting of 

the Euphrates river flow for a month. As a result of the dramatic decrease in water resources, there 

was significant harm to many crucial economic sectors in Syria.80 Thus, Syria’s shared waters has 

always caused it trouble, uncertainties, and declining water availability.  

The governance factor has come to exacerbate the geographical, environmental, and 

political factors. Water mis-governance has caused Syrians to feel the consequences of water 

scarcity in a more significant manner. This took multiple forms, including low water productivity 

in the agricultural sector, illegal use of water, and the low quality of the water supply systems and 

networks. Yet, the most consequential acts of water mis-governance were in relation to the 

agricultural sector. The government was subsidizing water-intensive production, such as wheat 

and cotton farming, as well as incentivizing inefficient irrigation practices as an attempt to increase 

 
79 FAO, AQUASTAT Country Profile – Syrian Arab Republic, 6. 
80 Ibid., 6. 
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the output of the agricultural sector, which might then translate into economic development.81  

Thus, the inefficient measures by the government had made a problem of water supply shortage a 

problem of management as well, and this in turn worsened matters. Since water mis-governance 

has severely influenced Syria’s water situation, it is handled with greater detail and depth under 

the Water Governance section.  

As a natural consequence of the state’s prioritization of the agricultural sector, it is sector 

that is applying the greatest pressure on water resources. In 2012, as illustrated in Figure 1, it was 

reported that about 3% of water use was industrial, 10% domestic, and 87% agricultural. This 

suggests how much the agricultural sector applies pressure and uses up water resources compared 

to other sectors. First and foremost, this due to the great economic dependence on agriculture in 

rural areas. It is also due to the inefficient irrigation techniques adopted by rural farmers, which 

use up a lot of water resources. It is reported by FAO, that in 2003, 84% of water used in agriculture 

was primary surface water and primary groundwater, while 13% was reused agricultural drainage 

water, and 3% was reused treated wastewater.82 This suggests that water resources have not been 

utilized in the best way possible since there could have been greater dependence on reused 

agricultural drainage water and reused treated wastewater. Thus, there is great potential of water 

conservation and reuse that has not been used.   

Like many other Middle East countries, water intensive practices in Syria’s agricultural 

sector are likely to lead to many complications for the water sector and the future of agriculture. 

Sadik and Barghouti outline a number of consequences of the slow adoption of modern and 

efficient agriculture production technologies on both the water and the agriculture sector, which 

 
81 Francesco Femia and Caitlin Werrell, "Syria: Climate Change, Drought and Social Unrest" The Center for 

Climate and Security 29, (2012): 3. 
82 FAO, AQUASTAT Country Profile – Syrian Arab Republic, 8. 
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are silting, waterlogging, and salination.83 The effects of these problems are likely to extend to 

many aspects, such as land degradation and its unsuitableness for irrigation. Thus, problems with 

such practices do not only endanger the availability of water, rather they also endanger the viability 

of a crucial economic sector, which is the agricultural sector. The costs of these consequences 

create an additional burden on both the water and the agricultural sector, which they both cannot 

afford given the existing complications they face.  

Figure 1 
 

(Source: Fanack Water)84 

 

 As a result of all the factors discussed earlier, which are worsened by inefficient water use, 

Syria’s water resources are at serious threat. According to the United Nations, when the level of 

water stress — freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of available freshwater resources — is 

between 75-100%, a country experiences high water stress, while when it is 100% or above, the 

country experiences critical water stress. As shown in Table 2, Syria has been experiencing critical 

water stress even before the 2000s. This suggests that there is great pressure on water resources in 

 
83 Abdul-Karim Sadik and Shawki Barghouti, "The Water Problems of the Arab World: Management of Scarce 

Water Resources," in Water in the Arab World: Perspectives and Prognoses, ed. Peter Rogers and Peter Lydon 

(Cambridge: Harvard University, 1994), 11. 
84 Fanack Water, Water Resources in Syria, https://water.fanack.com/syria/water-resources/. 
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Syria, and that the water demand is remarkably exceeding the water supply. By FAO’s 

interpretation, such level of water stress has potentially larger impacts on the sustainability of 

resources and points to potential situations of conflicts and competition between users.85 This thus 

explains the increased struggles generated out of pressures on water in Syria.   

Table 2 

Level of Water Stress:  

Freshwater Withdrawal as a Proportion of Available Freshwater Resources 

 

2000 134.22% 

2001 138.52% 

2002 145.69% 

2003 128.64% 

2004 125.65% 

2005 125.96% 

2006 125.96% 

(Source: sdg6data)86 

An expanding population and their pressures are often associated with Syria’s water 

scarcity and assumed to be a significant cause behind water insecurity, however, this research 

rejects this explanation in the case of Syria. Rather, it proposes that it is the state’s inability to cater 

to the water needs of this growing population and its inability to increase water efficiency and 

productivity that should be questioned. Barnes provides a useful insight for understanding why 

 
85 Chris Dickens, Vladimir Smakhtin, Ricardo Biancalani, Karen G. Villholth, Nishadi Eriyagama and Michela 

Marinelli, "Incorporating Environmental Flows into "Water Stress" Indicator 6.4. 2: Guidelines for a Minimum 

Standard Method for Global Reporting," Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, (2019): 6.  
86 Sdg6data. Indicator 6.4.2 – Water Stress. Indicator | SDG 6 Data. United Nations. 

https://www.sdg6data.org/indicator/6.4.2.  

https://www.sdg6data.org/indicator/6.4.2.
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population growth should not be regarded as a factor explaining water insecurity, and that is 

through comparing the water use by the different sectors.87 If we look back to Figure 1, we can 

see the clear difference between the domestic water use (10%) and the agricultural (87%). Water 

use by the agricultural sector remarkably exceeds that of the domestic use. This suggests that water 

use by the population, even as it is increasing, cannot possibly be compared with the water waste 

and the pressures created by inefficient sector, the agricultural in this case.  

A counterargument is that a growing population requires additional food resources, and 

thereby greater agricultural activities, irrigation, and water use, but this still does not constitute a 

significant rise in water consumption or create pressure on water resources. This is because in 

Syria the crops that accounts for the greatest water consumption are cotton and tobacco, which is 

not a food crop. Thus, the food requirements of the growing Syrian population in not creating 

additional water pressures, rather it is the drive for increasing exports and the inefficient water use 

by the sector. In fact, most domestically consumed fruits and food products can be grown under 

rain-fed conditions that do not require irrigation.88 Thus, population pressures here are not a 

significant factor behind increasing water scarcity, even though they require greater food 

production. Rather it is the state's inability to ensure that farmers and agricultural industries are 

using the most up to date technologies that minimize water use and water waste.  

Such naturalistic discourse about the pressures on water resources created by population 

growth disregard the important role that should be performed by the state to mitigate those 

pressures and increase efficiency. Selby’s criticism of such discourse is quite useful and worth 

referencing here. He claims that the naturalistic discourse neglects the role that technological and 

economic development can play in increasing the availability of resources. It also overlooks the 

 
87 Jessica Barnes, "Managing the Waters of Baՙth Country: The Politics of Water Scarcity in Syria," 514.  
88 Ibid., 514.  
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fact that individuals are not only users of resources, but are creators of resources as well, and 

therefore they should not be seen as an environmental burden.89 This is very much true when 

considering the technological developments that individuals have capitalized on in making up for 

water scarcity, such as desalination and virtual waters. Thus, rather than blaming population 

growth, the state role should be investigated, and its inability to productively and efficiently utilize 

the expanding population.  

On similar lines, the state role should be investigated in droughts rather than simply 

blaming it on factors beyond the state abilities. Droughts are part of Syria’s characteristics and it 

has been experiencing them throughout history. They are an a feature of Syria’s semi-arid climate 

and they are not an exceptional phenomenon, since Syria and its surrounding countries Iraq, Israel, 

Jordan, Lebanon and Palestine experience them all the time. The 1998 drought is one such example 

in which 329,000 Syrian had to liquidate their livestock assets, suffered food shortages, and 

required urgent food assistance.90 Thus, the state should have developed the correct adaptive 

capacities and mechanism to deal with the expected droughts. Unfortunately, this has not been the 

case and the consequences of the 2007 drought were devastating on the country.  

Although Syria’s history is filled with drought occurrences, the state was not able to 

prepare itself and insulate citizens from the drought that began in 2007.  The drought lasted for 

four seasons, which has been unprecedented in any previous drought, since none of them lasted 

for more than two seasons. Arguably this could have happened due to the previous overexploitation 

of groundwater resources.91 Yet what made the situation remarkably worse is the fact that the 2007 

drought came at a time in which Syria was not yet fully recovered from previous droughts it had 

 
89 Jan Selby, "The Geopolitics of Water in the Middle East: Fantasies and Realities," 332.  
90 Francesca De Châtel,"The Role of Drought and Climate Change in the Syrian Uprising: Untangling the Triggers 

of the Revolution," 523.  
91 Nodira Akhmedkhodjaeva, "Drought in Syria," CULTURE 22, (2015): 6.  
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faced. Syria was extremely vulnerable at that time, and all its water resources were depleted and 

overexploited.92 Prior to 2007, Syrian farmers drilled wells deeper than ever to meet their needs, 

and this led to overexploitation and rapid depletion of water resources and specifically 

groundwater resources, possibly being a contributor to the severity of the drought that occurred. 

This was facilitated by the state since it was also contributing to digging those deeper wells to meet 

the demands of individuals in rural areas.93  

 There 2007 drought intensified deficits in almost all available water resources in Syria, and 

all provinces and regions were affected by these deficits. The amount of rainfall in eastern Syria 

fell by up to 30% of the annual average. In addition, al-Khabour, which is a main tributary of the 

River Euphrates, almost completely dried up. Among the many provinces hit by the drought were 

Hasakah, Ar-Raqqah, Aleppo, and Dier ez-Zor, the top four wheat producers. The significant 

decreases in rain fall effected the production of rainfed wheat areas.94  

 Therefore, the drought had wide-ranging consequences on the Syrian population, and those 

consequences extended to a large share of the population. According to UN assessments following 

the drought, 1.3 million people were affected by the drought, and 800,000 people severely affected. 

Over 95% of those that were affected and severely affected live in Hasaka, Deir ez-Zor, and Ar-

Raqqa. Malnutrition and reduced food intake were among the widespread consequences, and up 

to 80% of those severely affected lived on a diet of bread and sugared tea only. Other consequences 

were reduced capacity to restore livelihoods, massive internal displacement towards cities, and 

alarming school dropout rates in some areas. Additionally, there was a spike in the diseases in the 

 
92 Lina Eklund and Darcy Thompson, "Differences in Resource Management Affects Drought Vulnerability Across 
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drought-stricken regions. There had been a drastic increase in nutrition-related diseases in Hasaka, 

Deir ez-Zor, and Ar-Raqqa. Children had also fallen victim to the drought wherein there was a 

very high rate of anemia, due to poor complementary feeding practices and food consumption.95  

 Although droughts are natural occurrences and are part of Syria’s geographic 

characteristics, incorrect practices and policies and the state’s weak adaptive capacities increase 

likelihood and their severity. Certain policies were able to increase Syria’s vulnerability to 

droughts because they led to overexploitation of the already limited groundwater resources. Such 

policies and water governance in general will be looked at in greater depth in the next section as 

an attempt to understand the policies that increased Syria’s water challenges and made it more 

susceptible to natural and climate related events.  

 

2. Water Governance 

Certain features and characteristics of Syria’s economy and politics dictated the nature of water 

governance. Among these is the important role of the agricultural sector to the economy and in 

sustaining state legitimacy. The agriculture sector employs about 40 percent of Syria’s workforce 

and accounts for 25 percent of Syria’s GDP, which suggests it has a key role to play in the Syrian 

economy.96 Therefore, this major sector and its water needs are highly considered and prioritized 

in decision making and water policies. This led to many informal and unproductive water practices 

that adversely effected the country as a whole, even though the water authorities were well aware 

of the threats of such practices.  
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2.1 Informal Considerations  

Water in Syria was allocated to the agricultural sector in a very inefficient and irrational 

manner. This was mainly witnessed through the heavy subsidies provided to water intensive crops, 

which are designated as strategic crops by the Syrian government. Those were wheat, barley, 

cotton, sugar beet, tobacco, lentils, and chickpeas. Even in the 1990s when the country was starting 

to become increasingly water insecure, the government continued to focus on these crops and 

expand its agriculture areas and irrigation networks.97 This is because agriculture is regarded as a 

necessary pillar that Syria’s domestic rest depends upon. In a report by the Syrian National 

Agricultural Policy Center, which belongs to the Ministry of Agriculture and Agrarian Reform, it 

is clearly stated that agriculture is a main pillar which Syria’s “sustainable development” depends 

upon.98  

Since most of Syria’s water was allocated to the agriculture sector, mismanagement in 

irrigation has led to a huge burden on the water supply and water availability of the country. As 

mentioned earlier, Syria is a country that is highly dependent on the agricultural sector, and the 

agricultural sector consumes the majority of the water resources of the country, about 85%. 

Considering that, the sector must have high water productivity, but unfortunately, irrigation field 

efficiency was and continues to be very low in Syria, about 40% in the 50 years old networks and 

around 60% in the 15 years old ones. This has been a result of a range of factors, including the use 
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of less technologically advanced systems due to the lower costs associated with them, and the low 

prioritization given to maintenance. 99 

  The government has attempted to account for this problem that it has created, however, 

clearly, it did not achieve the desired outcome. In the year 2000, a national programme was 

initiated to support the transformation to modern irrigation techniques. It intended to convert all 

irrigated area as much as possible from traditional irrigation methods to modern irrigation systems 

during a 10 years period, yet, this attempt was not successful.100 A simple explanation to that would 

be that farmers had little or no incentive to switch to costly modern irrigation techniques that 

require setting up, maintenance, and repairs. Therefore, this initiative was not fruitful.  

Water in Syria is defined under the law as a public good that cannot be restricted and cannot 

be treated based on market forces. Therefore, farmers can acquire water simply by getting a water 

use licenses and then installing a pump or digging a well.101 This leaves water resources 

increasingly vulnerable to inefficient and wrong uses. Farmers obtain their water needs in very 

traditional and technologically limited means due to their limited resources. Moreover, since 

farmers are not charged for the water amount used, and only charged based on their field size, this 

gives them no reason to limit water consumption.102 Thus, all of these reasons further explain how 

the informal prioritization of the agricultural sector and its poor  management further contributed 

to Syria’s water challenges.  
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 The agricultural sector was highly regarded in water governance not only due to its 

domestic role, which will be investigated in greater depth under the structural features, but rather 

due to its role in international. Cotton, which is among the top-ranking exports of Syria, is a highly 

water intensive crop. However, this was disregarded in decision making and water efficiency was 

compromised in exchange for maintaining high exports. As a result of such policies, wells were 

using up groundwater reserves faster than they were replenished and irrigation canals were 

exhausting drainage basin reserves.103  

Another important dimension that dictated water governance has been the desire for food 

sufficiency. Following 1973 and the oil prices increase, Syria and many other Middle Eastern 

countries were concerned that Western grain producers would use food as a weapon against them. 

Therefore, in 1975 the Sixth Regional Congress of the Arab Baath Socialist Party has set food self-

sufficiency as its goal. The state prioritized wheat production and even though wheat does not have 

to be grown in water-intensive conditions, water was directed in substantial amounts to wheat 

production since the application of supplemental irrigation can increase yields.104 The government 

was attempting to achieve food self-sufficiency in all possible means even if at the cost of other 

resources, such as water. The pursuit of food self-sufficiency was not only deteriorating water 

availability, it was also leading to soil degradation. 105 Yet, the government continued to provide 

subsidies to achieve food self-sufficiency without giving attention to irrigation techniques, and 

while lacking caution and planning. 

Moreover, informal water governance has been influenced by the use of water for political 

ends, and this has been evident historically even during Hafez al-Assad’s reign. Hafez al-Assad 
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aimed to legitimize his rule and counter the multiple challenges he faced through providing 

abundant water access for his supporters. This was mostly witnessed in attempts to gain the loyalty 

of Sunni farmers in the north east of Syria. Such policies were paralleled by Bashar with even 

more irrational and wasteful benefits provided. It is reported that families living in Damascus with 

close relationships to Al-Assad’s regime  had greater freedom to dig deep, independent, and 

unregistered wells, and about 87% of all water wells in the Damascus were unlicensed.106 Thus, 

this shows that there were informal elements and consideration dictating water allocation and that 

there were factors beyond water efficiency that were prioritized, such as regime legitimacy and 

survival.  

 

2.2 Formal Water Governance 

When it comes to the formal image of water governance, water management in Syria falls 

under a number of ministries, all which are represented on the Council of General Commission for 

Water Resource Management. Those ministries are The Ministry of Irrigation, The Ministry of 

Agriculture and Agrarian Reform, The Ministry of Housing and Construction, and The Ministry 

of Local Administration and Environment.107 Their works are complemented by governorate and 

municipality levels which could be regarded as organizational units. In each governorate, these 

units are responsible for administering, planning, and implementing governmental tasks and lastly 

offering services for small local authorities.108  
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Although it might seem that water governance has an organized and well divided structure, 

it is not so. The roles and responsibilities at most times are unclear, and as a result, actors tend to 

overlap in their tasks. The Council of General Commission for Water Resource Management is 

simply an overseeing body, without the necessary institutional design that obliges integration and 

communication between the different bodies and ministries involved. Syria clearly lacks an 

important dimension of water governance, which are information networks, in which the different 

actors involved can cooperate and coordinate their actions. It also lacks an integrated water 

resources management approach, in which there is co-ordination in the development and 

management of water, land, and related resources.109 

 Thus, there exist institutional and communication gaps in Syria’s water governance, which 

are hindering the interactions and integration of the different actors involved.  The process of water 

governance clearly prioritizes certain aspects such as irrigation and agriculture and thereby most 

of the decision-making falls under these ministries, while other important dimensions are 

disregarded because those ministries are not a well-integrated part of water management. Having 

a not well integrated system has made ministries work independently and adopt different water 

policies without attempts of maximizing the overall utility of water. 

Another drawback is that water management and governance mainly revolve around supply 

management rather than managing demand. Over the years, Syria has focused on controlling and 

increasing surface flows by building dams and creating reservoirs. This has led to the exhaustion 

of the water resources infrastructure and made the development of feasible alternatives for 

increasing supply almost impossible due to high monetary costs associated with them. On the other 

hand, improvements of water use patterns and demand management have received almost no 
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attention.110 This has numerous negative effects, especially for a country like Syria, that has limited 

monetary resources and that is not technologically advanced. Syria can by no means afford the 

increased costs of increasing water supplies through additional infrastructure and thereby its 

negligence of water use and demand patterns management means increased water challenges.  

Water pricing in Syria, like many other Middle Eastern countries, is ineffectively tackled 

and thereby this leads to multiple problems and inefficiencies. Water pricing usually reflects the 

availability of water and is used as a tool to maximize the efficiency of water allocation and 

incentivize water conservation. However, in Syria, the water prices do not reflect its water scarcity, 

especially its irrigation water prices. Since the 1960s the state compelled its bodies to promote 

agriculture to ensure food sufficiency, and this was reflected in the remarkably low water prices 

that do not cover its costs. 111   

Yet, the handling of water prices is an extremely complex issue in Syria. On the one hand, 

the low water prices in Syria do not reflect water’s economic cost and its scarcity, and on the other, 

some Syrians cannot bear the burden of increased water prices. Although 57% of the survey 

respondents indicated that they think water prices are appropriate, 34% thought it is high, which 

is a considerable number. Those that answered that water prices were high were mostly from the 

peripheries. Theoretically, this could mean three things. The first is that water prices are high for 

those individuals in economic terms, and the other is that the prices are high relative to the poor 

services they are getting, and finally it could be a combination of both. Periphery regions receive 

very poor water services, and thereby, they might regard the prices that they are paying for these 
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poor services as very high. If they were to receive better water services, including better 

availability and better quality, it could be the case that they will be more accepting to higher prices.   

Lastly, the laws related to water issues and their lack of enforcement have been a 

consequential factor in aggravating water scarcity.  Since 1924, more than 140 laws in regard to 

water have been passed, yet, none of them improved water use priorities. Some were not very 

useful, and others were not fully implemented and enforced. One of the most serious threats on 

water resources in Syria, which is unlicensed well digging, was banned by the law, but enforcement 

remains nonexistent. In the early 2000s there was a law passed prohibiting new construction of 

unlicensed wells, however, this did not happen due to a range of informal considerations and 

weaknesses in implementation. There have also been laws passed protecting groundwater from 

pollution and contamination, and similarly, there has not been any mechanisms for their 

enforcement.112 This lack of enforcement affects individuals’ water uses, since they continue to be 

able to violate water laws without facing consequences.  

 

3.  Structural Features  

Those weaknesses in water related enforcement and water governance in general do not stand on 

their own, rather they stem out of inherent structural features, and weaknesses and limitations of 

the Syrian state. General weaknesses in governance can reflect on the situation of water 

governance and its efficacy, and to a large extent, Syria has illustrated weaknesses in governance 

which have impacted its water governance. Before getting into the specific details of general state 

weaknesses, looking at the World Bank’s Governance Indicators would provide a useful insight 

about the governance situation. As shown in Table 3 below, the percentile ranks of governance 
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indicators are clearly poor, since 0 is the lowest rank and 100 is the highest. While the rule of law 

seems relatively decent compared to the other indicators, government effectiveness, regulatory 

quality, and control of corruption are evidently weak. It is then predictable to see that such 

weaknesses also exist in the realm of water governance, since they are very much correlated. In 

Syria, structural weaknesses and features interact with an already vulnerable situation of water 

scarcity producing a worse outcome.  

Table 3: 

Governance Indicators in Syria 

Year Government 

Effectiveness 

Regulatory 

Quality 

Rule of Law Control of 

Corruption 

2000 15.90 9.74 35.15 14.21 

2002 18.88 16.33 35.64 43.43 

2004 11.33 13.79 38.76 22.93 

2006 19.02 8.33 20.10 14.63 

2008 29.61 13.11 26.92 10.68 

2010 32.06 19.62 33.65 12.86 

(Source: World Bank)113 

There are a couple of state features that have contributed to creating Syria’s water 

insecurity, and one of them is the legitimacy that the Syrian regime rests on, which stems out from 

the peasant and rural identity the state evokes. Hafez al-Assad came from peasant origins and the 

state used this identity to mobilize rural communities and gain their support. The regime identified 

rural and peasant population as its main source of power at the time, and therefore, prioritized them 

and their needs. The state supported the agrarian needs of the rural population, and the water 
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demands that came with them, even if at the cost of overall water efficiency.114 Thus, the Syrian 

state prioritized the legitimacy it gains from the support of the rural base over its water security.  

 Many states around the world suffer to consolidate their control over all state organs and 

remote and rural regions, and to Syria, agriculture and water was one way to do that. By providing 

remote areas with water infrastructure and allowing the population to expand their agriculture 

production, the regime was ensuring that it had control over unruly regions. This explains why 

Syria was managing water in a very centralized manner, and that is because it wanted to retain 

control over a very important tool for dictating the mases and consolidating state power.115 The 

importance of the water needed for agriculture did not simply exist in relation to its economic 

contribution, rather it played a bigger role in ensuring law and order in remote and rural areas.  

This was witnessed through the multiple privileges provided to the rural population. 

Including things such as land redistributions from oligarchical landowners to peasants and small 

landholders, and the construction of massive dam and irrigation projects. Such improvements 

changed the life of the rural population and provided them with continuous access to water and 

electricity, something which they did not have previously. The state significantly improved the 

situation of the rural population, since it needed their support because its nationalist agenda and 

rhetoric depended on them.116  

The state increasingly saw dam building and irrigation projects as a source of power and 

therefore highly prioritized it. This was one way the state was able to excrete its influence and 

authority over provinces. For a country like Syria, with conflicting allegiances, this was a 
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necessary pillar. The state sought to constantly remind its population of the role it plays, and the 

mega projects it has established, such as dams and irrigation projects. To the Syrian regime, water 

and water projects were not a resource, rather they were a political tool. This can be inferred from 

the irrigation projects and dam pictures illustrated on the Syrian currency bank note. For instance, 

the previous 500-pound note showed the Tabqa dam.117 The state aimed to ascertain to the 

population the role it was playing in relation to water and establish that it is the only provider and 

regulator of water and thereby livelihoods and wellbeing.  

 Another feature that has contributed to Syria’s water insecurity is the regional threats 

surrounding it. Syria had a growing fear that Western powers and Western grain producers would 

use food as a weapon to dictate and dominate Syria, especially with its growing population. 

Therefore, increasing agricultural production and achieving food security and sufficiency was seen 

as “buffering Syria’s exposure to market fluctuations and political dynamics beyond its borders.” 

118 In other words, food would not be weaponized against it if it was to engage in any conflicts or 

despites. Therefore, the state maintained agricultural production at high levels and adopted an 

import substitution strategy, even if it was at the cost of water availability and sustainability, since 

this was a matter of national security and survival. According to the regime, agricultural production 

was not only essential for maintaining internal stability through retaining legitimacy and the 

population support but also for reducing their vulnerability to external events and actors. Thus, all 

of the above mentioned factors shows how water efficiency was compromised in order to maintain 

what the state regards as more important intrests and goals. 
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 Following the multiple Infitahat – economic openings – that were experienced in Syria, 

and the shift to the social market economy, domestic dynamics completely changed. This mostly 

impacted the rural population and the water available to them. The state prioritization and attention 

shifted from the rural-agrarian population towards the urban private sector. Major resources, 

including water, where redirected towards urban areas. Since water resources were not abundant 

in Syria, a tradeoff had to be made between providing water to farmers or industries and urban 

centers. Predictably, the regime stopped providing water and fuel subsidies to rural areas, and 

instead provided them to businessmen, leading to a deterioration of rural areas and a rise in 

businessmen prosperity. From there on, a structural feature of Syria emerged, which is the core-

periphery disparity.119 

The survey findings confirm this urban-rural/core-periphery discrepancy and how much it 

has impacted water availability. Respondents showed great variability in their answers about the 

water quality, quantity, and services based on where they lived. Inhabitants of Damascus where 

the least unsatisfied with their water situation, while inhabitants of provinces like Hasaka, Deir ez-

Zor, Latakia, Daraa, Rif Dimashq, and Hama faced numerous challenges with water access. This 

is not to say that respondents that were living in Damascus were all satisfied with their water 

situation, yet, they showed signs of satisfaction more than other regions. Only 32% of Damascus 

respondents reported that they ever had difficulties with accessing water, although that is not a 

small number, it is much less than the proportion of unsatisfied respondents in other provinces. 

Additionally, it is important to highlight that some of these Damascus respondents are still living 

in Syria, suggesting that the struggles they are witnessing with water may have emerged after the 

outbreak of the civil war and the difficulties that came with it.  
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 This urban-rural disparity was threatening one of the main structural features that the 

stability of Syria was standing on, which is the social contract between the rural community and 

the state. To the rural population, water redistribution was a sign of inequality, rather than a sign 

of scarcity. This is because the state had promised rural communities with equity, redistribution, 

and empowerment in return for supporting it.120 Being met with state inequality in the realm of 

water, and its favoring of the urban populations, meant that one of the bases of the state support, 

which is the rural population, was threatened.  

 State capabilities and capacities were also important factors determining the water situation 

in Syria. This is because the over-all state capabilities and capacities determine to what extent the 

right laws will be created, to what extent they will become enforced, and how they will be 

monitored. Syria’s water governance problems do not stem out from its incompetence in the water 

governance only, rather it emerges from an overall weak governance, as pointed earlier. Rogers 

and Hall summarize this through claiming, “water governance can draw strength from existing 

governance structures in other sectors in the country, for example through the stabilization of 

property rights, broad rules and laws.”121 Thus, the weaknesses in water governance and provision 

in Syria stem out of many limitations in state capabilities and capacities.  

 There are a number of inherit weaknesses that Syria suffers from when it comes to 

governance in general, and these problems have reflected on its water situation. One of them is the 

low monitoring capacity. Although a number of laws have been designed to increase the efficiency 

of water use and limit water waste, there was almost no signs of methods to overwatch and ensure 

that these laws are being followed. The use of unlicensed and unlawful wells continued to increase 

despite vast government efforts to stop them, and that mainly goes back to the inability of the 
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government to overwatch what is going on and the inability to implement policies in reality. This 

weakness mainly emerged due to bureaucratic weaknesses. 122 

 In Syria, engineers are required to work for five years in a public ministry, as an attempt to 

prevent brain drain. Unfortunately, this means that many engineers will be working in a sector that 

they are unfamiliar with. They also receive a very low pay in the public sector, making them less 

incentivized to become productive. Additionally, they cannot all be absorbed in urban areas; 

therefore, they are forced to work in the countryside. This feeds into worsening the situation 

because the government is sending unincentivized and unspecialized engineers to work on 

agricultural and hydraulic projects in regions that require great development. Since local 

populations in these areas prefer to stick to their traditional methods and lifestyle, those engineers 

become opposed and resisted, and because they are already unincentivized employees, no 

significant progress is achieved. 123  

 Making matters worse, the two ministries that overwatch water management, the Ministry 

of Agriculture and Agricultural Reform, and the Ministry of Irrigation, have a large number of 

undereducated employees. It is reported that 40 to 60 percent of the employees have only finished 

preparatory school, making them unqualified to work in a place that requires the most efficient 

and technologically advanced measures. Moreover, employees in senior positions receive very low 

salaries, giving place for increased bribes and thereby corruption, clientelism, and nepotism. 

Employees in senior positions pursue their own interest in decision making rather than the most 

efficient practices because of the low pay they receive.124  
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 Lastly, one of the main structural features that has been impeding the development of the 

water sector and water management is the securitization of water and lack of transparency. In 

Syria, water is regarded as a sensitive issue and one that is pertaining to national security. 

Therefore, water information is not available to the public, and not even to all government levels.  

Government officials, water experts and analysts avoid any deep analysis of the country’s water 

resources, and remain reluctant to discuss such matters, meaning that any discussions of the water 

situation remain superficial. Furthermore, data sharing between and within ministries and research 

institutions is limited because of the sensitivity of the water issue. Ministries and government 

research bodies do not openly share their data, and each ministry collects and asses its own water 

data through different means which translates into contradicting information and data.125 Thus, the 

culture of secrecy and self-censorship seem to dominant water management and the water sector 

and thereby making water an abstract concept.  

 

4. Water Insecurity and Political Instability 

Natural water scarcity combined with poor water governance and structural features and 

limitations have made the life of Syrians harder in many aspects. As highlighted in the 

introduction, water is a crucial resource that is able to influence almost every aspect of daily life. 

Especially for a country like Syria that is very agriculture dependent, with limited resources, and 

a large rural base, a water crisis is able to highly destabilize the country. Accordingly, this section 

will trace the relationship between water insecurity and political instability in Syria. 

 The survey findings suggest the presence of great dissatisfaction and discontent towards 

the state because of the water situation. 90% of the respondents believe that the state could provide 
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better water services. Some respondent expressed grievances and disapproval of the state where 

they were asked what was stopping the state from providing better water services. One respondent 

claimed, “the state does not have any future vision for the country and therefore it does not improve 

water services.”  

Others have cited a number of deficiencies of the state which lead to the situation, the most 

repeated were: corruption, lack of modern technologies, negligence, theft, monopoly, 

underdeveloped infrastructure, mismanagement of resources, the spread of bribes, uncommitted 

officials, lack of supervision and integrity, lack of transparency, state inaction and 

unresponsiveness, disregard for the citizen and his interests, lack of interest in investing in water 

services, political matters dictating any service provided to citizens, and poor planning. Thus, there 

are clear signs that the issue of water insecurity has contributed to increasing citizens discontent 

and criticism towards the state. These perceptions might have existed even prior to the civil war 

onset, and even contributed to the political instability that existed prior to it. This is because 83% 

of the respondents do not live in Syria currently, which means they may have left before the civil 

war or in its initial stages.  

Beyond that, where respondents were given the chance to add any information relevant to 

their water experience, signs of this disapproval were very evident. A respondent added: “the 

government must be changed from its head to its foundation in order for a new government to 

come and provide the simplest needs of the people.” Clearly, the respondent felt highly critical of 

the state because of its failure to provide the most basic human necessity, water. Another 

respondent added “groundwater exists in addition to the possibility of increasing dams and the 

desalination of sea water, but all this requires a government that cares about the interest of its 

citizens, and unfortunately this has been missing in Syria for 60 years.” Again, this respondent 
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denounced the state due to its inability to tackle the water situation and improve it despite the many 

opportunities to do so. 

 Others have expressed complete loss of hope, commenting, for instance: “there is no hope” 

and “people should be treated like people, not animals.” If anything, this shows to what extent the 

water crisis in Syria had increased the challenges and difficulties in people’s lives and increased 

their discontent towards the state. Another respondent said, “this topic is a sensitive one, this 

country does not lack anything other than a regime that cares for its people.” 

While it could be assumed that water and its services are not sufficient to intensify citizens 

discontent towards the state, the survey results have suggested otherwise. This is because the 

results show that individuals highly prioritized water and its services. Respondents were asked 

how much prioritized water services compared to other services, and they were asked to rate from 

1 to 10, 1 being the least important and 10 being the most, 43% of the respondents claimed that 

water services were the most important services, while only 3% said it was the least important. 

The results were clearly skewed towards 10 and were in favor of prioritizing water services. This 

implies that water and the services associated with it are certainly important to Syrian individuals, 

which respondents justified saying that many of their lives main pillars are established on water. 

If anything, this could suggest that water could be a strong factor in influencing the political 

situation.  

 

4.1 Following 2007: Drought and the Arab Spring 

Syria has always been vulnerable to increased episodes of political instability due to a number of 

reasons, ranging from domestic to regional factors. Yet, the 2007 drought made it more vulnerable 

than ever. This is because it led to a number of consequences that were compounded with 
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preexisting complications and troubles. Following the drought, declining water levels impeded 

every aspect of Syrians’ livelihood. Even those that were living in regions that did not experience 

declining water level had to deal with the spillover effects of water scarcity. Table 4 shows the 

political stability index obtained from the Global Economy. It shows that Syria was somehow 

politically instable between 1998 to 2007 but was slowly improving after that. Then, we see a 

sharp decline in 2007, the year in which the drought started. This is not to say that the decline in 

political stability is solely attributed to the drought and the water levels deterioration, but rather 

that there seem to be parallels. In fact, the sharpest decline in 2009, at the time in which the effects 

of the drought started to be more evident on the population and their livelihoods, in things such as 

agricultural collapse and rise in food prices.  

Table 4 

Political Stability Index in Syria 
 

1998 
 

 

 

-0.04 

 

2000 
 

 

 

-0.18 

 

2003 
 

 

 

0.06 

 

2007 
 

 

 

-0.34 

 

2008 
 

 

-0.34 

 

2009 
 

 

 

-0.51 

 

2010 
 

 

-0.81 

 

2011 

 

-2.01 

(Source: The Global Economy)126 

 

 

 
126 The Global Economy. Syria: Political Stability. The Global Economy. 

https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/Syria/wb_political_stability/.  
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 As mentioned earlier, Syria is highly dependent on agriculture for income and 

employment, and it accounts for a great proportion of the economy. Thereby, a sharp decline in 

water resources, and as a result a collapse of the agriculture industry constitutes a threat that is able 

to extend to every dimension of life, even basic necessities. The first tangible effects of the drought 

were translated on food security. Agricultural failure impacted 1.3 million rural inhabitants. Barley 

and wheat production, which were among Syria’s main crops, declined by 67% and 47% 

respectively. An estimated 800,000 individuals lost their livelihoods and fell into food insecurity. 

This brought an end to the food sufficiency that Syria had been living in since the 1990s, and it 

had no other option than importing large quantities of crops, which meant a rise in food prices.127  

Beyond food insecurity, the drought brought a great economic burden on the rural 

population. Prior to the drought, agriculture accounted for 25% of Syria’s GDP and by the end of 

2009, it fell to 17%. This led to a devastating impact on the rural population life, leading to mass 

displacement and a deterioration of their living circumstances. It is even reported that enrollment 

in schools dropped by about 80% following the drought, due to families’ unrest and mass migration 

to new areas as an attempt to seek income. Additionally, students were dropping out of school 

because families were in desperate need for income, so some students had to work instead of 

continuing their education.128 

As a natural consequence of the drought, and a collapse of a major income source, mass 

rural-urban migration happened to Syrian cities that were already experiencing hardships. Syrian 

cities were facing crumbling urban infrastructure and limited employment opportunities, and with 

the arrival of the rural population, competition over resources continued to increase, especially 

 
127 Miranda Elizabeth Morton, "National Security Implications of Water Insecurity," 28.  
128 Colin Kelley, Shahrzad Mohtadi, Mark Cane, Richard Seager, and Yochanan Kushnir, "Climate Change in the 

Fertile Crescent and Implications of the Recent Syrian Drought," Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 

112, no. 11 (2015): 3242.  
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with the inability of cities’ economies to absorb the expanding population.129 This was especially 

true since Syrian cities were already experiencing difficulties because of the influx of the Iraqi 

refugee population that began to arrive in 2003. The total population occupying urban areas 

increased by more than 50% in 8 years, increasing from 8.9 million in 2002 to 13.8 million by 

2010. Almost 20% of Syria’s urban and urban peripheral population were internally displaced 

persons from rural areas along with 1.5 million Iraqi refugees.130  

Water insecurity was able to spark a chain of events that was able to highly destabilize a 

previously fragile system. The rural-urban migration that resulted from the drought had numerous 

negative impacts on the whole country, such as illegal settlements and overcrowding of cities, 

which have then translated into unemployment and increased crimes in urban areas. Figure 2 tries 

to summarize this chain of events. Competition between individuals existed in every dimension of 

life, which led to the growth of tensions and instability within society. People were not only 

competing for income and employment, they were also competing for water access, especially 

those in urban slums.131 

Figure 2 

 
129 Francesco Femia, Troy Sternberg, and Caitlin E. Werrell, “Climate Hazards, Security, and the Uprising in Syria 

and Egypt,” 79.  
130 Miranda Elizabeth Morton, "National Security Implications of Water Insecurity," 29.  
131 Francesco Femia and Caitlin Werrell, "Syria: Climate Change, Drought and Social Unrest," 4. 
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Additionally, other evidence suggests a more direct relationship in which water problems 

directly translated into political instability. The case of Daraa is among the cases that illustrates a 

somehow direct relationship. Daraa is considered as Syria’s breadbasket, due to its wheat 

abundance. However, it faced water scarcity problems almost earlier than all other Syrian regions, 

and those problems became worse with the drought. A large number of farmers and young 

unemployed men in Daraa were displaced due to crop failure and the inability of the state to enact 

economic measures that mitigate the effects of the drought on them. 132  Therefore, it is no surprise 

that Daraa was among the first places that experienced political dissent and instability, since it was 

one of the earliest places that experienced severe water problems, and thereby exacerbating and 

being exacerbated by other challenges. 133  

Places that experienced the severest water insecurity were parallelly the places that had the 

most widespread and largescale protests, and foreseeably, were those that were met with the most 

brutal crackdowns. The province of Deir ez-Zor is one of the most water insecure regions of Syria, 

and at the same time it was previously one of the most agriculture dependent and producing 

provinces. Citizens there were protesting the injustice of the state towards them wherein it did not 

provide them with any help once the drought started, and it was rather dictating them about the 

types of crops they had to grow and had a monopoly on buying up what they produce. The province 

ended up having one of the most largescale mass protests which was responded to with the 

strongest sieges by the Syrian army.134 

 
132 Peter H. Gleick, "Water, Drought, Climate Change, and Conflict in Syria," (2014). 
133 Francesco Femia, Troy Sternberg, and Caitlin E. Werrell, “Climate Hazards, Security, and the Uprising in Syria 

and Egypt,” 79.  
134 Suzanne Saleeby, “Sowing the Seeds of Dissent: Economic Grievances and the Syrian Social Contract’s 

Unraveling,” https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/25271.  
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The case of Wadi Barada illustrates a similarly direct relationship between water insecurity 

and political instability. De Châtel, who has conducted firsthand research on Syria’s water issues 

between the years 2006 and 2010, claims the case of Wadi Barada illustrates that water 

mismanagement and the challenges that stemmed out of it were responsible for the instability that 

broke out in it in 2011’s Arab Spring in certain regions. Due to environmental factors, the 

government’s expropriation, and the overuse of land and water resources, the Barda river in Wadi 

Barada has completely dried up. This led to a sharp deterioration of the lives of the people of the 

valley. Community leaders appealed to the local and national authorities in numerous occasions to 

improve the water rights, but nothing happened. The area became a site for illegal and smuggling 

activities because unemployment kept rising while living circumstances were deteriorating, there 

was not even enough access to clean water. When the protests started in 2011, water remained the 

top priority of the people of Wadi Barada, restoration of the river, access to clean drinking water 

and proper compensation for the expropriated lands were the first demands of Wadi Barada 

protesters.135 Thus, even with the proliferation of socio-economic and political struggles, water 

remained a priority and one of the main demands. This suggests that water insecurity can lead to 

political instability because it remains a main priority even if there were other struggles.  

 

4.2 Intermediary Factors 

Water insecurity leads to a wide range of consequences and those consequences are likely to 

translate into political instability. In other words, even if water shortages or low water quality per 

se do not lead to political instability, their ramifications will lead to. The main intermediary factors 

that generated out of water insecurity in Syria and were able to directly infringe on people 

 
135 Francesca De Châtel and Mohammad Raba'a, "Waterless Wadi Barada: Manufacturing Scarcity in a Syrian River 

Valley," 11.  
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livelihoods are increased food prices, mass urban-rural migration, demographic change, 

unemployment, and perceived inequality. 

 Water insecurity was able to cause a sharp rise in food prices in Syria. This is because the 

ability to grow food domestically had declined because of water scarcity, and thereby with the 

decrease in supply, the prices have increased. Also, due to this water scarcity and the limited ability 

to grow food domestically, Syria had to resort to food imports for the first time in 15 years, which 

had greater costs because of the global food crisis at the time.136 It is reported by the UN 

COMTRADE that between 2007 and 2009 annual wheat and rice flour imports in Syria increased 

by 1.5 tons, which was 10 times larger than what it used to import.137 Thus, it is clear that Syria 

was no more food secure or food self-sufficient, and that it was vulnerable more than ever to the 

volatility of international food markets and prices. Syrians were forced to deal with much higher 

food prices, something that they could not afford with their limited incomes.  

There have not been many studies that look at the relationship between food prices and 

political instability. However, those studies that have looked at it, trace a direct relationship 

between both variables. Arezki and Bruckner conducted a study for over 120 countries, and found 

that in low income countries, increased food prices translate into intra-state instability, such as 

anti-government demonstrations, riots, civil strife, and a deterioration of political institutions. One 

of the possible explanations they propose is that increasing food prices widen the gap between the 

rich and the poor and make the poor more vulnerable giving place for more dissent.138 A very 

similar trend was illustrated in Syria, wherein the rural population had to experience the effects of 

 
136 Francesca De Châtel,"The Role of Drought and Climate Change in the Syrian Uprising: Untangling the Triggers 

of the Revolution," 527.  
137 UN Comtrade, Trade of goods, US$, HS 1992, 10 Cereals, Commodity Trade Statistics Database United Nations 

Statistic Division, (2020), https://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=ComTrade&f=_l1Code%3A11  
138 Rabah Arezki and Markus Bruckner, "Food Prices and Political Instability," IMF Working Papers (2011): 10.  
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the food prices crisis more than the urban population. The price index of breads and cereals 

increased by 27% as a result of failed harvests and imported grains. Thus, meaning it was more 

likely that the poor were the ones who were not able to afford food, while the wealthier population 

were able to handle the burden of the additional prices. 139  This is especially true since the lower 

income individuals mainly depended on agriculture and following the agricultural collapse, they 

had no sources of income.   

Also, this was seen in relation to one of Syria’s structural features, its urban-rural/core-

periphery disparity. It is reported that the food crisis in Syria led to a generalized poverty increase 

and had an adverse bias against rural households wherein they had to face worse consequences.140 

This situation of rural bias can lead to factors that have been categorized as leading to leading to 

political instability by the literature, which are increased income inequality and the existence of 

unequal allocation. Thus, the ramifications and the consequences of water insecurity in Syria have 

translated into factors that directly infringe on individuals’ daily lives and feed into politically 

destabilizing factors.  

The second consequence of water insecurity in Syria has been mass rural-urban migration. 

The magnitude of the impact of migration on the Arab Spring protests and the following conflict 

have been contested in the literature. However, what remains constant in most research is that there 

has been substantial amount of internal migration, and that the population density remarkably 

declined in drought-stricken regions, which surely contributed in some way to instability. Ash and 

Obradovich used a number of tests, including nighttime lights studying, to track internal migration 

and its effects, and they found that the drought that occurred caused certain areas to become much 

 
139 Miranda Elizabeth Morton, "National Security Implications of Water Insecurity," 30.  
140 Benedetto Rocchi, Donato Romano, and Raid Hamza, "Agriculture Reform and Food Crisis in Syria: Impacts on 
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more densely populated while others that were severely hit by the drought became deserted. 

Additionally, they claim that the internal migration contributed to a greater risk of additional 

protests in Sunni Arab subdistricts, since they reinforced preexisting local grievances.141  

Additionally, the increased pressures on urban areas by the rural migrants further revealed 

the state’s incompetence. The number of rural migrants was rapidly increasing in urban areas, and 

with them the number of shantytowns and refugee camps were increasing, and the overall unsafety 

of cities. Those areas lacked basic human needs, families were living in tents near garbage dumps, 

lacking everything, even sanitary facilities and water. 142 Moreover, internal migrants have been 

forced to compete not just for scarce employment opportunities, but for access to water resources 

as well. 143 This situation did not only create pressure on the rural communities in refugee camps, 

it also created struggles for the original inhabitants of urban areas.  

There is a general consensus in the literature that changes in the demographic composition 

of areas can become highly destabilizing and even lead to conflict, and to some extent this was 

evident in Syria. Goldstone summarizes the key findings of the demographic-conflict literature 

and states that certain kinds of demographic change such as growth in labor force in slow growing 

economies and migration that change the local balance increase the risk of violent internal political 

conflicts.144 Syria has witnessed both these changes, wherein urban areas such as Damascus 

suddenly became overcrowded by rural populations. It is reported that 60 to 70 percent of villages 

in the provinces of Hasakah and Deir ez-Zor have been deserted in 2009, and that these populations 

 
141 Konstantin Ash and Nick Obradovich, "Climatic Stress, Internal Migration, and Syrian Civil War 
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have moved to urban areas which were already drowning in their socio-economic difficulties. 145 

Thus, the demographic composition has certainly changed with the arrival of rural populations, as 

well as the rise of competition on employment and resources as stated earlier.  

 Another consequence of water insecurity that directly infringed on individuals’ lives was 

unemployment. Syrians were highly dependent on agriculture for employment and as a source of 

revenue.  Official figures report that agriculture employed 19% of the country’s workforce in 2005, 

yet, others estimate the figure at 40% to 50%, given the growing proportion of the workforce 

employed in the informal sector. 146 Thus, this means that almost half of the population was left 

unemployed due to water insecurity that lead to the agricultural decline. This can be seen from a 

number of reported surveys, such as Syrian labor force survey, which reports that 460,000 people 

stopped working in the agricultural sector between 2001 and 2007, representing a 33% decrease 

in jobs in this sector, and 10% of the total labor force.147 Unemployment then leads to a range of 

factors that are able to feed into political instability, such as poor living circumstance, increased 

unrest, and growing crimes rates.  

Lastly, water insecurity had made Syrians aware of the inequality surrounding them more 

than ever. The industries and the households to which water resources were allocated clearly 

showed signs of neo-patrimonialism, crony capitalism, corruption, and nepotism. Rural farmers 

were required to annually renew their well licenses, and security personnel or local officials were 

forcing farmers to pay bribes for new licenses, while those who had associations to the regime 

were not forced to do so. This has triggered strong resentment in rural areas since it was further 
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showing them how the state was aggravating their situation.148 In addition, signs of resentment to 

this corruption and inequality were evident in the 2011 protests as well. What is often not known 

is that the protests that began in Dara’a were not only against the arrest of the 15 children, rather 

it was also against corruption and inequality in the domain of well licensing and groundwater 

use.149  

The survey responses echoed those concerns about inequality. A number of respondents 

added that although they had access to somehow better water services, they were aware that there 

was great inequality in water distribution, and those that were less fortunate would suffer from 

water cuts for days. Almost the majority of respondents referred to corruption in the responses, 

suggesting that water insecurity has revealed to a great extent signs of corruption. One respondent 

answered, for instance, that the number of corrupted individuals in the state is increasing and 

thereby the state has become a corrupt state, which is what is stopping better water provision.  

In sum, water shortages and insecurity may not have been on their own a sufficient factor 

to contribute to political instability. However, the consequences they led to, compounded with 

preexisting struggles, were able to become highly destabilizing. The numerous consequences of 

water insecurity encroached on every dimension of livelihoods: the economic, social, and the 

political. The World Bank and FAO in a discussion on water management in fragile systems 

provides a quick summary of the effects of intermediary factors, which states “water-related 

challenges negatively impact populations, they can fuel perceptions of institutions not doing 

enough, exacerbating existing grievance and tensions … water crises can aggravate existing 

fragilities, compounding socio-economic risks related to poor governance and marginalization, 
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and triggering social friction, unrest, migration and violent conflict.”150 Thus, the water insecurity 

in Syria which was exacerbated by the 2007 drought led to a chain of highly destabilizing events 

such as displacement, unemployment, and the suffering of thousands of people even before the 

onset of the civil war.  

  

4.3 State Response 

Part of Syria’s structural features is its securitization of water issues and its prioritization 

of the agricultural sector. Those two features have shaped its response to the water crisis and have 

led to further complicating the situation. With the start of the drought and the deteriorating water 

situation, there were vast state efforts to conceal the issue rather than addressing it. Media coverage 

of the situation was restricted and there were attempts to deny its severity. For instance, the 

Minister of Housing and Construction announced that there were no threats of water shortage 

facing Damascus. Also, Syrian authorities claimed that agriculture production was continuing 

despite the low precipitation rates.151 This suggests that the state was well aware of the 

consequences it will face once people realize the situation of water, signifying that water may well 

be a serious contributor to political instability, even in the eyes of the state.  

Rather than addressing matters, looking for alternative means that could reduce pressures 

on water resources, and means that diversify the great dependence on agriculture, the Syrian 

authorities refused to make public the situation they were in. Although the authorities were aware 

that the situation was devastating and consequential, it was not made public and it was obscured 
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in every possible way.  This indicates that the state was aware of the consequences that might 

generate from the public becoming aware of the situation and how legitimacy eroding and 

politically destabilizing this might be.  

When it was inevitable to deny the declining water availability and the consequent 

agricultural decline, the government tried to victimize itself and appear as a victim to international 

external forces and the global drought rather than attributing the situation to its own 

mismanagement.152 This did not have very fruitful results since citizens were well aware of the 

state’s role and its inability to mitigate if not avert the situation, as illustrated in the case of Deir 

ez-Zor and Daraa and the protests that blamed the state inaction. Syria has for long been depending 

on the external forces threat narrative – for instances in relation to food self-sufficiency – to 

maintain the support of its population, however, it did not seem to be as effective in this case.  

In a leaked action request cable from the U.S. embassy in Damascus, to the State 

Department in Washington, the Syrian state concerns with water insecurity and the potential 

political instability it might lead to were clear. It stated that the Syrian Minister of Agriculture said 

at a meeting with UN officials that that economic and social challenges that were becoming evident 

after the drought was beyond the country’s capacity to deal with. The cable explicitly mentioned 

the likelihood of political instability stating that the erosion of the agricultural industry would lead 

to social destruction that would lead to political instability. 153 Thus, even the state understood how 

politically destabilizing water insecurity consequences were.  

 
152 Syrian Arab News Agency, “Safar: Syria to Witness Agricultural Changes Based on Research”, SANA, 11 June 

2008, and Erika Weinthal, Neda Zawahri, and Jeannie Sowers, "Securitizing Water, Climate, and Migration in 
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The state realized the despairing situation of its population and attempted to provide them 

with assistance, as well as requesting it, however, it was somehow too late. The government slowly 

started providing aid, animal feed, and veterinary services as a means to mitigate what was going 

on, but the damage was too large for the slow actions to recover. The state then launched a Drought 

Appeal to receive $9.36 million as an effort to restore food production and agricultural, it was only 

met by a small amount of its need by the Central Emergency Response Fund, and it remained in 

need of $8.6 million.154 To some extent, this reluctance to provide support to Syria stemmed out 

of the culture of secrecy revolving around water. The international community was not fully aware 

of the water situation, and therefore, they did not understand its magnitude.155 Thus, this meant 

that there were no means for the state to protect itself from the political instability which water 

insecurity created and aggravated.  

 

5. Conclusion 

Undoubtedly, Syria’s political instability and the current civil war cannot be fully attributed to its 

water insecurity. However, water insecurity certainly played a role. The water mis-governance that 

took place made citizens more vulnerable to the ramifications of water insecurity and aggravated 

an already complex situation. Structural features, such as the need to maintain legitimacy through 

inefficient water uses, have also made problems of natural causes and mis-governance worse. 

Thus, these factors were all compounded together and produced a humanitarian crisis that was able 

to disturb individuals in every dimension of life, such as the economic, social, and political. The 

consequences of the water challenges and the incorrect policies were felt in a number of ways such 
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as the mass displacement, competition over resources, rise in food prices, demographic change, all 

which are contributors to political instability. Thus, although the relationship between water 

insecurity and political instability could be understood as an indirect one, and one that is reinforced 

and exacerbated by intermediary factors, it certainly exists.  
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CHAPTER 3 

EGYPT 

1. Introduction  

 

Egypt has witnessed several episodes of political instability, and although they did not all 

necessarily have a mass magnitude, they have been fairly frequent. The Arab Spring and the mass 

protests that happened on 25 January 2011 was an example of political instability with great 

magnitude. Explanations behind this generalized political instability include citizens’ 

dissatisfaction with job insecurity, corruption, high unemployment rates, police brutality, severe 

censorship, all which were heightened by the calls for change sweeping the region.156 However, 

Egypt was also suffering from another problem that has contributed to triggering the protests and 

contributed to a number of other riots, which is the rise of food prices. A number of factors have 

been responsible for this, including Egypt’s water shortages. Hence, in Egypt, signs of the 

contribution of water insecurity to political instability exist. In this chapter this relationship will 

be explored by firstly examining the water situation in Egypt with specific attention to water 

quality, since Egypt severely suffers from water pollution. Secondly, it will study Egypt’s water 

governance, and how this has led to exacerbating water insecurity, and thereby increasing the 

country’s susceptibility to political instability. Thirdly, it will look at structural features that have 

influenced the water situation and led to it. Lastly, it will explore the possible relationship between 

water insecurity and political instability with providing an account of the different instances of 

political instability that were generated out of water insecurity.  

 
156 For more on the Arab Spring see: Sertan Cinar and Ismet Gocer. "The Reasons and Economic and Political C 

onsequences of Arab Spring." Khazar Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences 

 (2014). George Joffé, "The Arab spring in north Africa: origins and prospects," The Journal of North African 

Studies 16, no. 4 (2011). Doaa S. Abdou and Zeinab Zaazou. "The Egyptian revolution and post socio-economic 

impact." Topics in Middle Eastern and African Economies 15, no. 1 (2013). 
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 The chapter will utilize secondary findings from the literature and primary data from 

domestic and international reports and the survey findings. Secondary data will be used to provide 

a sense about the broad water situation, while the primary data will be used for greater details. 

Also, since research on water related issues is scarce in Egypt, this research aimed to account for 

that through producing an additional survey. The additional survey seeks to discover whether any 

water generated civil disorder occurred in Egypt, the causes and aims behind it, and the regions 

they have occurred in (See Appendix 5 and Appendix 6 for questions). The limitations of such 

survey are clear, including the widespread reluctance to share politically sensitive information, 

however, it might contribute to filling the existing gaps.   

 

2. Water Insecurity  

Much of the earlier literature discusses the blessing of the Nile River and its role in the 

development of the ancient Egyptian civilization, and how water was able to organize society and 

bring prosperity to it.157 Unfortunately, this blessing and gift is under great threat due to the many 

challenges facing water resources in modern Egypt. Those water problems could also become a 

potential source of instability. Due to Egypt’s arid climate and low precipitation rates, it is forced 

to greatly depend on its Nile water, also since the Nile water comprises about 97% of the renewable 

water supplies in Egypt.158 Although Egypt has three other river basins, the Northern Interior 

Basin, the Mediterranean Coast Basin, the Northeast Coast Basin, its dependence remains on the 

Nile. This puts Egypt at a very high dependency ratio, wherein 96.9% of the total renewable water 
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resources flowing into the country are from neighboring countries.159 Thus, making Egypt 

increasingly vulnerable particularly if disputes over water resources occur, something it cannot 

afford with its large population and industrialization pressures.  

A factor that has been quite influential in Egypt water situation has been its recent history, 

and the different phases of colonialism it went through. Since Egypt was considered valuable to 

the British, a vital trade route and an important cotton exporter, the British needed to maintain its 

stability. Therefore, certain events were in favor of Egypt, such as the agreement with Sudan that 

divides the water available to both countries. The agreement allocates 55 billion cubic meters to 

Egypt annually, which is much more than the amount given to Sudan.160 Therefore, Egypt had 

almost no water concerns historically, and the country was not only seen as water secure, but as 

water rich.  

 This was accompanied by the construction of mega-projects that regulated water 

availability, ensured water disasters were avoided, and provided water for agriculture all year 

round. The Old Aswan Dam, which was constructed in 1902, controlled all floods, stored water 

all year round for irrigation, and provided hydroelectric power.161 However, this water prosperity 

was quickly retracted in the following years, especially with climate variability, pressures of 

industrialization and modernization, government mismanagement, and population growth.  
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160 Pingping Luo, Yutong Sun, Shuangtao Wang, Simeng Wang, Jiqiang Lyu, Meimei Zhou, Kenichi Nakagami, 

Kaoru Takara, and Daniel Nover, "Historical Assessment and Future Sustainability Challenges of Egyptian Water 

Resources Management," Journal of Cleaner Production 263, (2020): 4.  
161 Ibid., 4.  
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1.1 Overview 

The water demand in Egypt by far exceed the water supply, and this deficit is growing day 

by day. Since 2000, Egypt was considered to be below the water poverty line.162 Based on Table 

1 and the categorization of the UN, Egypt has been experiencing water scarcity for a while, since 

its annual water resources per capita have fell below 1000m3.163 Probably, it is currently 

experiencing absolute water scarcity, wherein water resource per capita fall below 500m3. There 

have not been data on the recent years, however, since water levels are continuing to deteriorate 

and the population is continuing to grow rapidly, it is certain that the water resource per capita are 

continuing to decline. This suggests that individuals’ available water resources are below the 

sufficient amount. It also suggests that the demand of all users cannot be satisfied because of the 

deficiency in water resources.  

 Egypt faces many problems that are increasing the risks associated with its water 

availability. This includes the inability to rationalize water use. Egypt is a country that is covered 

by a dense network of waterways. This includes 40000 km of canals from the Nile River to 

principal, main, branch and distributary canals as well as private ditches distributing water to the 

fields.164 Such extensive arrangement requires technological advances and high maintenance 

systems in order to prevent water waste, something which Egypt lacks and thereby meaning that 

there is a lot of water loss.  

Two major water challenges that Egypt is currently facing are firstly, the degradation of 

watercourses and drainage systems. This has been a result of opening illegal irrigation channels as 

well as disposing wastewater and industrial waste into the waters, which translated into water 

 
162 Mohamed Abdel Meguid, "Key Features of the Egypt’s Water and Agricultural Resources, " in Conventional 

Water Resources and Agriculture in Egypt, ed. Abdelazim M. (Cham: Springer, 2017), 52  
163 UN-Water, UN-Water Factsheet on Water Security, https://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/scarcity.shtml.  
164 FAO, AQUASTAT Country Profile – Egypt, 5.  
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pollution and a shortage of water at the end of watercourses. The second challenge is the 

deterioration of the current water transmission pipelines. Such challenge proves consequential 

because it results in the loss of treated fresh water that could be allocated in better ways. This leads 

to a demand for water resources that exceeds the actual needs and uses because a huge amount of 

water is lost during transmission.165 

Table 1 

Renewable Annual Water Resources Per Capita (m³/person/year) 

1987 1,084.0 

1992  957.8 

1997 869.2 

2002 792.1 

2007 722.9 

2012 654.8 

2017 589.4 

(Source: Knoema)166 

Signs of inefficiency are evident in the smallest to the largest water uses in Egypt. Other 

than the very high water loses in distribution networks, water is usually lost in vast amounts in 

inefficient industry uses. In addition, the use of clean drinking water in small factories, workshops, 

car washing, and irrigating backyards, and public gardens have been quite widespread. 167 This 

suggests that there are inherent weaknesses with water allocation, wherein water that could be 

 
165 Fanack Water, Water Challenges in Egypt, January 2, 2019, https://water.fanack.com/egypt/water-challenges-in-
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167 Mohamed Nasr Allam and Gamal Ibrahim Allam, "Water Resources in Egypt: Future Challenges and 

Opportunities," Water International 32, no. 2 (2007): 207.  
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allocated to those that suffer from unclean drinking water is directed to places that it is not 

necessary in.  

 This inefficiency is also evident in the agricultural sector in addition to underdevelopment 

in water use. The agriculture sector in Egypt consumes most of Egypt’s water resources, wherein 

it was reported in 2014 that it uses up 83.3% of the country’s water resources. Comparing it to 

other sectors, municipalities use 12.8%, industries 1.6%, and the loss and evaporation from Nile 

and canals accounts for 3.3%.168 With such large share of water consumption and the huge 

importance given to agriculture, the sector needs the most rationalization in water use, which 

unfortunately is not evident. Instead, farmers depend on the inefficient practice of flood irrigation, 

in which offtakes from canals are opened and water is diverted onto fields until the whole surface 

is covered with water.169 Such practice causes a lot of water waste and loss that could be avoided 

if modern and technologically advanced techniques were utilized.  

Figure 1 

(Source: CAMPAS)170 

 
168 Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics, Egypt in figures, (Egypt: CAPMAS, 2017) 

 and Mohamed Abdel Meguid, "Key Features of the Egypt’s Water and Agricultural Resources, " 52. 
169 Jessica Barnes, Cultivating the Nile: The Everyday Politics of Water in Egypt, 6.  
170 Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics, Egypt in figures, (Egypt: CAPMAS, 2017) 

 and Mohamed Abdel Meguid, "Key Features of the Egypt’s Water and Agricultural Resources, " 52.   

Egypt Water Use Per Sector, 2014
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 Yet, it is not easy as it seems for Egyptian farmers to adopt modern irrigation techniques, 

even if they were much more efficient. When the Egyptian government imposed modern irrigation 

methods on farmers, they were resistant to it. This is due to the high cost of maintenance associated 

with drippers and sprays, a burden which farmers cannot afford. Farmers are also not incentivized 

to engage in such costly activity because they are continuing to receive their water needs free of 

charge despite the methods they use. 171 

Water pollution is another problem that is putting the already scarce resources at increased 

risk. The sources of water pollution include untreated/semi-treated industrial waste and sewage 

water, agricultural drainage, floods loaded with sediment, and solid and liquid waste from Nile 

cruise activities. As a result, there has been a rise in bacterial pollution in water as well as salinity 

and ammonia. Such pollution, in addition to chemical and biological pollution, limits the potential 

of water reuse and thereby decreases water efficiency. It also threatens groundwater aquifers since 

they receive leakages from agricultural drains, irrigation canals, and industrial waste.172 

Additionally, water salinization due to over pumping in coastal areas is leading to serious water 

quality deterioration.173  Water pollution and low water quality is not only minimizing chances of 

reuse, rather it is destroying actual resources that could be benefited from.  

Industries have been a huge contributor to Egypt’s severe pollution problems. It is reported 

that about 350 industries discharge their sewage-water directly into the Nile or through the 

municipal system. 60% of the industrial plants in Alexandria are responsible for marine pollution 

of the Mediterranean coast of Alexandria through Lack Marriot. Additionally, 90% of the rural 

population have no access to sewer systems or wastewater treatment facilities, meaning that water 

 
171 Mohamed Nasr Allam and Gamal Ibrahim Allam, "Water Resources in Egypt: Future Challenges and 

Opportunities," 207.  
172 Ibid., 209.  
173 Mohamed Abdel Meguid, "Key Features of the Egypt’s Water and Agricultural Resources," 59. 
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resources in these areas are significantly prone to contamination. This is aggravated by the 

widespread use of fertilizers and pesticides which are later discharged in the Nile river and 

reused.174  

Worth highlighting is that unlike elsewhere, problems of water scarcity in Egypt to some 

extent can be understood as a consequence of social factors. Although these social factors did not 

create the water scarcity, they are certainly increasing its infringement on individuals’ lives and 

exacerbating them. Those social factors are poverty, cropping patterns, unequal water distribution 

and inequity in general, and consumer behavior. Firstly, poverty rates are high among rural 

communities, and in some upper parts of Egypt the percentage of the ultra-poor population is about 

41.9%. This feeds in to the second factor, which is cropping patterns. Due to these high poverty 

rates and significant dependence on agriculture, farmers resort to low cost crops which are at the 

same time highly water intensive, namely sugarcane and rice. Thus, the high poverty levels 

influence cropping patterns in a way that increases water scarcity and decreases water 

efficiency.175 

The next two social factors, unequal water distribution and consumer patterns, have 

exacerbated the impact of poverty and inefficient cropping patterns on water availability. The 

unequal water distribution emerges because those living at the head of the canal tend to over exploit 

water resources while those at the tail suffer from water insufficiency. This inequality generates 

from poor infrastructure, low cooperation levels, and weak communication. The last social factor 

is consumers behavior, here level of education, accessibility and availability of information, and 
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cultural patterns play the biggest role. This is evident where farmers still prefer to depend on 

traditional irrigation methods rather than using modern ones, according to them, modern irrigation 

techniques change the taste of some crops, such as rice, which they do not like.176 Thereby, those 

different social factors have contributed to increasing water scarcity as well as making its impacts 

for evident on livelihoods. 

 Desert reclamation has also been a factor that puts Egypt water resources under serious 

pressures. To achieve economic development and satisfy agricultural demands, Egypt has been 

embarking on large desert reclamation projects. Converting desert land into fertile land requires 

large sums of water for constructing, and then consequently for use, something which Egypt cannot 

afford with its exhausted water resources. The planned and the ongoing land reclamation requires 

a heavy commitment of water that reduces the availability and flexibility of water resources in 

other sectors and all areas of the country. Based on studies conducted by Conway and Hulme, 

Egypt would not have been in such a deficit if water resources have not been allocated this heavily 

to reclamation projects. 177 

As a result of all the factors discussed, Egypt has become under serious water stress, with 

all of its freshwater resources under high pressure. As Table 2 illustrates, the amount of freshwater 

withdrawn exceeds the amount of water available, which means that the water demand exceeds 

water supply. In fact, this pressures on water resources is increasing with time. The UN refers to a 

level of water stress above 100% as critical stress wherein a country’s water resources are being 

 
176 Ibid., 13-5.  
177 Declan Conway and Mike Hulme, "The Impacts of Climate Variability and Future Climate Change in the Nile 

Basin on Water Resources in Egypt," International Journal of Water Resources Development 12, no. 3 (1996): 290.  



91 

severely exploited in order to match the high demand. In addition, it is at a situation where the 

likelihood of conflict and competition over water resources markedly increases.178  

Table 2 

Level of Water Stress: 

Freshwater Withdrawal as a Proportion of Available Freshwater Resources 

 

2000 103.88% 

2002 107.24% 

2004 110.60% 

2006 113.96% 

2008 117.32% 

2010 120.68% 

2012 124.04% 

(Source: Sdg6data)179 

 

1.2 Survey findings 

Based on the above numbers, and those in Table 1, it seems clear that many Egyptians face water 

difficulties, yet, this was not fully captured in the survey. 79% of the survey respondents indicated 

that they have never faced difficulties with accessing water, and only 21% claimed they faced 

difficulties. While 21% is certainly still a large share, it does not reflect the real proportion of 

Egyptians facing water difficulties. According to the Egypt Demographic and Health Survey 7.3 

 
178 Chris Dickens, Vladimir Smakhtin, Ricardo Biancalani, Karen G. Villholth, Nishadi Eriyagama and Michela 
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Standard Method for Global Reporting," 6.  
179 Sdg6data, Indicator 6.4.2 – Water Stress. Indicator | SDG 6 Data, https://www.sdg6data.org/indicator/6.4.2.  
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million people are deprived of access to safe water, 5.8 million of them which live in rural areas, 

while 1.5 million live in urban areas. Additionally, in rural areas, around 12% of the population 

live in residences not connected to the water system, while in urban areas 4% of the population do 

not have a water connection, not to mention that many of those who have water connections obtain 

it illegally. Those figures might be greatly underreported, since research was not able to reach all 

regions of Egypt. 180 Thus, water difficulties seem to be greatly underrepresented in the survey.  

 Those that reported that they had difficulties with accessing water mostly claimed that 

those difficulties were associated with drinking water. Wherein 73% of those who said that they 

faced difficulties with accessing water indicated that these difficulties were associated with 

drinking water. This comes as a surprise since drinking water is the most basic and necessary water 

need. While there were respondents with absolutely no water difficulties, there are others lacking 

the most basic need. If anything, this suggests the great disparities that exist in Egyptians water 

experience.  

When respondents were asked whether a lack of water availability or quality ever threatened 

any aspect of their livelihood, the answer did not seem to confirm available information. 76% 

claimed that lack of water availability and quality has never threatened any aspect of their 

livelihood, while 24% claim that it did. Similar to the previous case, while 24% is by no means a 

small proportion, it still does not reflect the real situation and its severity. According to the World 

Health Organization, in 2014, the share of population in rural areas without access to adequate 

sanitation was around 15%. While overall, in 2014 it was reported that 10% of the Egyptian 

 
180 Ministry of Health and Population Egypt, El-Zanaty and Associates Egypt, and ICF International, Egypt 

Demographic and Health Survey 2014, (Cairo and Maryland: Ministry of Health and Population and ICF 
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population did not benefit from access to improved sanitation.181 This had devastating effects on 

the health of the Egyptian population, and thereby water challenges had huge threats on their 

livelihoods.  

Such lack of water availability, quality, and sanitation lead to the spread of diseases and health 

concerns. This has been especially evident on children’s health and nutrition. It is reported that 

diarrhea is the second leading cause of death among under-5 children in Egypt. The reported figure 

estimates that between 3,500 to 4,000 under-five children die of diarrhea every year, and the real 

figure might be more than that.182 Thus, it is certain that water challenges have a greater threat on 

livelihoods than what has been reported in the survey.  

There are a couple of explanations for these differences between the survey findings and what 

the primary data documents point to. It is possible that the sample was not representative enough. 

Most of those who responded to the survey live in regions within Cairo that do not have much 

water difficulties. Also, it could be that the survey reached a more representative sample but there 

was a reluctance to answering it. This was in fact a concern that was voiced by some people that 

were invited to participate. They spoke of how water is a sensitive issue in Egypt, and one that is 

pertaining to national security. Therefore, it might be that those who had difficulties and a poor 

water experience were reluctant to answer, possibly also due to fears associated with censorship. 

To look on the on the other side at the limited number of respondents who claimed that water 

challenges had threatened an aspect of their livelihood, they have echoed the health concerns 

international reports brought forward. Eleven people claimed that they had faced health related 

issues due to the low water quality. Two out of those said that they got kidney stones and that they 

 
181 Ibid.  
182 World Health Organization. World health statistics 2015. (Geneva: World Health Organization, 2015) 
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are currently treating it, while another said that a relative got Schistosomiasis/Bilharzia, which is 

a disease caused by polluted water and the prevalence of Bilharzia snails in water channels. This 

disease has been very wide spread due to the poor construction of irrigation projects, the expansion 

of agricultural areas, climatic change, and environmental pollution.183 In sum, although not all of 

these respondents provided a clear idea about what health issues they were facing, it was clear that 

the low water quality was threatening the health and safety of Egyptians.  

Other than that, some respondents claimed that the water available was simply not sufficient 

to meet all needs. For instance, a respondent said that the entire family had to strategically plan 

their water use, including when to shower and wash dishes, because the water amount is not enough 

to use it for multiple purposes. A respondent also claimed that warm water was a privilege that 

they would not find every day and that the water pressure would depend on how much others in 

the apartment are using water. Additionally, eight respondents claimed that the lack of water 

availability was affecting their sanitation. There was also reference to how limited water made it 

hard to prepare for prayers and perform ablution.   

Signs of the water being unclean were also a concern to some respondents. When asked about 

the water quality, some respondents claimed that they believed the water they were receiving was 

not very safe. Four respondents claimed that the water was very turbid, and therefore they think it 

is not safe, while others claimed that it tasted like chlorine and it was impure. Additionally, twenty-

two respondents claimed that they do not depend only the water provided by the state and that they 

install additional filters to ensure better water quality, or otherwise it will be dirty  and unsafe. This 

distrust in the water available was also evident in relation to bottled water, wherein a respondent 

claimed, “we pay for bottled drinking water although we are not sure that it is clean, but that is the 

 
183 Ahmad A Othman, and Rasha H. Soliman. "Schistosomiasis in Egypt: A Never-ending Story?" Acta tropica 148, 
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only option we got.” This shows that individuals were not dependent on the state for safe water 

provision at all. It could even be the case that those who provided high ratings of water quality 

were reflecting on the water situation following their installation of additional filters.  

In sum, where respondents expressed their water difficulties, their responses seemed to parallel 

international findings. This suggests that these challenges exist and to a large extent, but that they 

were not fully captured in the survey. The health concerns and the difficulties in daily life matters 

stemming out of water insecurity seem to be significantly infringing on individuals’ wellbeing. 

Accordingly, the following section investigates on of the biggest causes of water insecurity in 

Egypt, and that is poor water governance.  

 

3. Water Governance 

 

Poor water governance to a large extent can explain Egypt’s current water challenges, both those 

relating to quantity and quality. Although there have been numerous institutional reform attempts, 

there remains to be inherent weaknesses and limitation in water governance. Since water 

institutions need to draw strength from existing structure and institutions, general governance can 

influence water governance to a large extent. Table 3 below shows the World Bank’s Governance 

Indicators. Clearly, there are a lot of weaknesses in general governance in Egypt especially when 

it comes to government effectiveness, regulatory quality, and control of corruption, all which are 

needed for viable water governance.  

 

3.1 Formal Water Governance  

Currently, one of the main bodies that deals with water management is the Ministry of 

Water Resources and Irrigation. It is in charge of water resources research, development, 
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distribution, as well as undertaking construction, operation, and maintenance of the irrigation and 

drainage networks. It is also responsible for specifications and permits for groundwater well 

drilling.184 Lastly, it is in charge of preserving the Aswan Dam and the development of agricultural 

production and pump stations in line with the latest technological improvements.185  

Table 3: 

Governance Indicators in Egypt 

Year Government 

Effectiveness 

Regulatory 

Quality 

Rule of Law Control of 

Corruption 

2000 48.21 36.92 50.99 34.01 

2002 41.33 35.71 54.46 42.42 

2004 47.29 33.00 52.63 29.24 

2006 36.10 36.76 47.37 25.37 

2008 43.20 49.51 51.44 23.79 

2010 42.11 46.89 49.76 30.95 

2012 23.22 33.65 40.38 33.18 

2014 20.19 26.44 29.33 30.77 

(Source: World Bank)186 

 At the same time, there are multiple other ministries and bodies which closely relate to the 

functions of the Ministry of Water Resources and Irrigation. This includes the Egyptian Public 

Authority for High Dam and Aswan Dam, the Ministry of Agriculture and Land Reclamation, the 

Ministry of Water and Wastewater Utilities, and the Ministry of State for Environmental Affairs. 

Cooperation and communication between those bodies is very substandard, thus hindering the 
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possibilities for any improvement. Although the National Water Council was established to ensure 

inter-ministerial coordination through integrating policies and activities at national and local level, 

this does not happen in reality.187 This is because decisions remain centralized within MWRI and 

its cooperation and coordination with other actors is limited.188  

 Egypt has been trying to benefit from the help of external actors, one such example is the 

National Water Resources Plan (NWRP), which was launched by Ministry of Water Resources 

and Irrigation with the support of the government of Netherlands. The NWRP aims to set a plan 

on how Egypt will safeguard its water resources and how water will be utilized in the best possible 

means from a socio-economic perspective. The plan recognizes the need for integrated Water 

Resources Management (IWRM), “which promotes coordinated development and management of 

water, land, and related resources in order to maximize the resulting economic and social welfare 

in an equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems.”189 

 Yet, although this seemed as a viable first step, it did not have a robust application. Sixteen 

years after the creation of the plan, Egypt has not improved the cooperation between the different 

ministries, and power remains concentrated within the MWRI. Although there have been some 

minimal changes, inherent limitations still exist such as poor water quality, inadequate 

governmental investments, poor operational performance, and excessive bureaucratic control.190 

Thus, although the state is spending time on devising plans for water development those plans are 

not fully worked upon and executed. 

 
187 FAO, AQUASTAT Country Profile – Egypt, 15.  
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 Other than those formal institutional arrangements, a huge part of Egypt’s water 

governance revolves around technicalities and infrastructure, including the technical management 

of dams and the way those dams manage waters in Egypt. The Aswan High Dam plays a crucial 

role in Egypt, wherein it protects it from floods, stores water for a year, and produces hydropower. 

The water from the High Aswan Dam is then stored in the artificial Lake Nasser. Thus, water 

governance in Egypt assumes a very technical and complex nature with very high levels of 

technical regulations. One of the main problems associated with this characteristic is that working 

in the sector would require a lot of time and effort from the employees, and unfortunately the 

payment provided is very low compared to the effort required, therefore, many engineers reject 

working in the sector. 191   

 Another problem with the employees of the water sector is their lack of expertise in water 

related issues. One such example in which this appeared is in relation to the problem of pollution, 

and the inability of engineers and industrial managers to deal with it. This is because they are not 

equipped to respond to the growing industrial pollution since their academic and job training have 

not provided them with knowledge and experience needed for identifying and dealing with 

environmental problems. 192 

 

3.2 Informal Governance 

One of the most influential informal elements that has been impacting and at the same time 

hindering rational water governance in Egypt is the politics revolving around water governance. 

This includes the stakeholders and actors involved, their interests, the processes of decision 

making, and unofficial factors relating to the institutional makeup. Firstly, since water in Egypt 

 
191 Randa El Bedawy, "Water Resources Management: Alarming Crisis for Egypt," 119. 
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comes from a single source, the process of water governance in Egypt is very centralized, thereby 

only a certain pool of actors can make the decisions, those actors are mainly represented in the 

Ministry of Water Resources and Irrigation, the most prestigious water authority.  193 MWRI 

remains very prestigious due to the historic importance in relation to irrigation and water 

distribution, and its role current role in creating projects that are directly linked to the social and 

economic development.194 

 Although the contributions of donor international organizations have been substantial in 

Egypt, they remain unable to influence decision making. The Dutch Embassy, the World Bank, 

and USAID have provided aid for Egypt to improve water resources policy and embark on 

institutional reform, yet they have not been allowed to affect the direction of policy making, thus 

showing that even actors that are providing the funds for the sector cannot influence it. Also, 

although sometimes it might seem like certain business actors are engaged in the process of water 

management, for instance such as the quasi-private companies of water and sanitation that have 

assumed greater roles since the privatization of water, that is incorrect. This is because those 

companies have personal informal or indirect linkages to high state officials in the water sector 

that retain the power of dictating the sector.195  

 In Egypt, it is not the governance on itself that explains the water situation, rather it is the 

interaction between different actors and the centralization of the process that is key to 

understanding the situation. Adoption of water policies is so centralized and restricted to a small 

group of actors to the point where sometimes only the president and the cabinet can take decisions. 

In some instances, the Ministry of Water Resources and Irrigation was intent on implementing 
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useful and rational measures to improve water quality and availability in Egypt, even if at the cost 

of short-term considerations. However, these actions were blocked by the president, the cabinet, 

and sometimes by the parliament, showing that the water sector is not the sole actor involved. For 

instance, MWRI attempted to reduce water use by limiting the cropping of water-intensive crops. 

However, the government was against this decision because it was against the interest of powerful 

crops exporters. Thus, bargaining, and powerful or privileged stakeholders’ interests are the 

determinants of Egypt’s water governance, even if this was against MWRI’s will. Similarly, when 

the MWRI was trying to increase the prices of water services to reflect their real value the 

parliament rejected this because of it was against local representatives’ interests.196  

 In addition, water governance in Egypt has some weaknesses due to the absence of a crucial 

element in governance, which is planning. Historically, Egypt did not have any problems with its 

water resources, in fact, it had water abundance, and the complex waterways and systems it has 

created made it water secure. Therefore, there was no need to spend on designing and 

implementing a water governance planning system. However, with the deterioration of the water 

situation a planning element is necessary, something which is very costly, and Egypt cannot afford 

at the current time with the lack of funds provided to the water sector.197   

 Water pricing is also another huge problem that Egypt is currently facing. The current water 

prices do not reflect the real costs of pumping, purifying, distributing, collecting water, besides the 

maintenance of water systems and capital investments. In 2011, it was reported that cost recovery 

was about 66%, a very low percentage, keeping in mind Egypt’s limited resources. Possibly these 

high costs associated with water could be a result of the lack of economic efficiency and cost 
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effectiveness. Despite that, the option to raise prices was politically invalid before 2011, and 

following that as well, because political instability kept accelerating and a rise of water prices 

could threaten the power of the regime.198 This is especially true, since as the water insecurity and 

political instability section will demonstrate, water price rises come with great costs to Egypt. 

 The survey results confirm that raising water prices would be a hard option for the state. 

This is because almost half of the respondents, about 47%, indicated that water prices are high. 

Possibly, this could mean that individuals would not be willing to pay if the prices were further 

increased. Therefore, the state would need to find a way to solve this problem without further 

causing the citizens to antagonize it. A possible solution would be that if better water availability, 

quality, and services were provided individuals would not be as resistant to pay because they will 

regard the service they are paying for as deserving and representative of the price.  

 

3.2.1 Informal Areas  

Informal areas, or Ashwa’eyat, are a widespread phenomenon in Egypt. These areas have 

not been subject to state planning and they are regarded as unofficial areas. Around 60% of Egypt’s 

population live in areas designated as unplanned by the Informal Settlement Development Facility. 

This has been a result of the Anwar Sadat’s economic liberation policies, and the attempts of low-

income families from Upper Egypt villages to seek better income opportunities in Cairo. Their 

status as informal areas meant that they were deprived from the most basic need, which is water. 

Historically, water was delivered to these areas through trucks sent by the armed forces to fill water 

tanks inside homes, this eventually stopped in the 1960s, and instead the armed forces built a 
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minimal number of standpipes. Quarrels and squabbles, even physical ones, were a normal scene 

around those insufficient standpipes. 199 

This soon led to the emergence of informal activities by local strongmen or gangs, or what 

is commonly known in Egypt as Baltagia. This included not allowing people to get water if they 

did not carry water to the Baltagia’s houses. Then, they started taking control over the water 

sources and becoming water vendors that sell overpriced and low-quality water in these areas, and 

they came to represent a water mafia and kept increasing water prices whenever people were in 

need.200 Thus, in those areas it is not the state nor its organs that govern and administer water, but 

it is these powerful gangs who do. 

Self-help or self-development were also prevalent means for gaining access to water in 

informal areas. Self-development projects depended on inhabitants of informal areas and 

volunteers in the first place, on donor funds, and minimally on the state cooperation. In Ezbet El-

Haggana, a previously informal area in the eastern part of Cairo governate, multiple self-

development projects were carried out. In 2005, one of the projects in El-Haggana was tapping 

into formal water systems on the edges of informal areas and then creating pipes that deliver water 

to targeted informal areas. Residents were organizing themselves and collaborating with one 

another to cater to their own needs, depending on self-funding as well as donor funds.201 Such 

micro projects created by the community do not match the complex water systems that states 

embark on, yet, they are the only option for low income groups that have not been supported by 

the state. 

 
199 Deena Khalil, "The Flexible Governance of Water in Cairo’s Informal Areas," (2019), 10.  
200 Ibid., 10. 
201 Jennifer Bremer and Shahjahan H. Bhuiyan, "Community-led infrastructure development in informal areas in 

urban Egypt: A case study," Habitat International 44 (2014), 262.  
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There were political factors that were influencing the water provision situation, especially 

when areas became no more informal. This was evident when Ezbet El-Haggana became formal 

and recognized as an administrative sub-district and its residents were required to elect 

representative. From there on, the nature of acquiring water changed, and vote buying, clientelism, 

and corruption dominated the situation. Connections and the exchange of votes were now the 

elements that provided water networks to households. Individuals running for office were the 

communication channels that provided inhabitants with water infrastructure through connecting 

them to government authorities. This communication channel was a necessary one because prior 

to that, when El-Haggana residents were approaching the municipality and the Cairo water 

authority for better water services and infrastructure the authorities told them that they were 

ineligible to receive services due to their illegal occupation of the land and that their area did not 

even exist on the government map.202  

Thus, water governance was complicated by a number of factors, ranging from formal to 

informal factors, which then reflected on accessibility of water. Such issues do not simply stem 

out of the weaknesses of the water sector on itself, rather they generate out of elements that have 

become features of the state and the weaknesses in governance in general, as shown in Table 3. 

Accordingly, the next section will be investigating those state features and showing how they have 

adversely impacted the water situation.  

 

4. Structural Features  

 

The first structural feature that comes into mind when thinking about Egypt’s water problems is 

its large population. Although this thesis rejects the population pressures explanation for water 

 
202 Deena Khalil, "The Flexible Governance of Water in Cairo’s Informal Areas," (2019), 8-10 



104 

insecurity in Syria’s case, it does not reject it in Egypt’s case. Yet, that does not mean that 

population pressures entirely explain water insecurity in Egypt. Rather it means that because of 

the large population Egypt has a smaller margin of error, or in other words it cannot afford being 

inefficient and wasting water resources as much as a country with a small population could do. In 

2019, it was reported that Egypt’s population was 100,388,073, if every individual was to obtain 

above 1,700m3 of water annually, which is the normal range, the amount of water needed is 

certainly going to be huge, without considering water needs for food production and industries.203 

Therefore, a country with such a large population has increased pressures to maintain high levels 

of water efficiency and productivity.  

 Yet, the role of population growth and its pressures should not be overstated, and it should 

not be portrayed as the sole cause of water insecurity. Unfortunately, that is what the state attempts 

to convey, and that has been reflected in the National Water Resources Plan. The state portrays 

water challenges to be as a result of the large population, wherein demand and supply are 

unmatched as a result of population growth. The plan has minimal or almost no references to the 

state inefficient behavior, and how sometimes decisions in relation to water are taken in an 

irrational manner because other considerations and interests have been prioritized.204  

 High levels of water efficiency and productivity require sufficient monetary resources, 

budgets, and technological advancements, something that Egypt does not have. This could be seen 

through Egypt’s inability to utilize desalination opportunities in the best possible way. Seawater 

desalination would solve a huge part of Egypt’s water crisis; however, it has been given very low 

priority because of the high costs of the process relative to other techniques. Yet, where the costs 

 
203 World Bank, Population, total - Egypt, Arab Rep, The World Bank, 
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could be made up for, such as in tourist destinations, desalination is used. In the Red Sea coastal 

area, desalination is used to supply tourist villages because the economic value of water reflects 

the costs of desalination.205  

 Another structural feature that aggravates Egypt’s water struggles is the public 

unawareness of the water situation and the importance of water conservation. Many Egyptian 

especially in rural areas are not aware of the water shortages currently facing Egypt, and even if 

they were, they are not aware of how to save water. This has been reflected in the National Water 

Resource Plan, which highlights the need of increasing public awareness about the water situation 

and the need for water conservation.206 Farmers have been using the most irrational and inefficient 

irrigation techniques because they are unaware of the impact of those techniques. In a survey of 

farmers attitudes towards irrigation and water, it is reported that more than one third of respondents 

said that they are definitely not expecting a water problem in the future. 207 This situation could be 

attributed to a number of causes, first, the low literacy rates among farmers and therefore their 

unawareness of environmental concerns; and, second, the limited state efforts to reach the rural 

population and educate them about the issue.208 

 There is a widespread idea throughout the country of water abundance, wherein a large 

share of the population does not even imagine that Egypt faces water challenges. This could be 

explained by the historic and the persisting glorification of the Nile and the self-sufficiency it 

brings to Egypt. The most dangerous consequence of the idea of abundance has been in relation to 

the agricultural sector, since it is the biggest consumer of water resources. Only as little as 21% of 
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Egyptian farmers consider a problem such as water scarcity, while the others do not see such 

problem as potentially threatening.209  

The idea of Egypt’s water abundance is a natural consequence of the discourses that have 

for long dominated the country, which revolve around the idea that the dynamics of Egypt are the 

result of its geography. In fact, this has even gone beyond simply the water situation, it has also 

been used domestically, regionally, and internationally to explain Egypt’s political economy and 

social climate. This includes ideas such as large-scale habitation can only take place along the Nile 

and that food security can only be achieved through centrally led irrigated production. 210 Thus, in 

Egypt the narrative has always revolved around the importance of the Nile and society has been 

shaped in certain ways because of the Nile, even if this was not the best option for the wellbeing 

of individuals. 

 Those perceptions about water abundance were matched by the survey findings wherein 

many respondents provided high ratings of water resources, which do not reflect the reality. 43% 

of respondents provided a high rating of water quality ranging between 8 to 10, something that is 

not matched by the literature which indicate high levels of water pollution. As for water 

availability, about 69% of respondents provided a rating between 8 to 10, which reflects that they 

perceive water availability in a positive manner and that they have ideas of water abundance.  

There are two possible explanations for such high ratings which do not match the literature 

and previous research findings. The first is that the sample was not representative enough, and that 

the survey did not reach people who face serious water concerns, including in Cairo and other 

regions. The other explanation confirms that citizens are unaware of the real water situation and 
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understand it to be abundant. Citizens are possibly very preoccupied with the idea that the Nile 

provides them with water abundance and water security. Clearly, the Nile is glorified and looked 

as an infinite resource, although Egypt has only a limited quota per year. This idea was reflected 

by 12 respondents, who expressed their confusion at why water resources are not the best although 

the Nile is right there, and it is abundant. This suggests that a large share of the population sees 

the Nile as the solution to all problems.   

 This situation is not exclusive to Egypt, wherein many other individuals in Middle Eastern 

countries are not aware of the real water situation. In fact, in some cases, even if they were aware, 

but they did not feel severe tangible consequences, individuals do not regard scarcity as their 

responsibility. This is due to a range of factors, including firstly, the false sense of security and 

plenty that is created by governments to prevent any forms of chaos. Second, religion, and the idea 

that the water fate lies within God hands, although that is a mistaken idea and the Quran urges 

individuals to use water cautiously. Lastly, the deceiving large-scale projects that make everything 

seem like under control. This has been especially evident in Egypt after the construction of the 

Aswan High Dam, since it ensured the population that water will always be available for all 

purposes.211  

 Further contributing to the water situation in Egypt and the lack of public attention given 

to the water crisis is the blames placed on external actors. The population understands the growing 

water concerns to be a consequence of surrounding countries, for instance Ethiopia. The Grand 

Ethiopian Renaissance Dam to be built in the upper stream is expected to significantly reduce 
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water available for Egypt and increase its scarcity.212  Therefore, Egyptians considered matters 

relating to water to be out of their hand and something that is influenced by relations between 

states and the roles of external actors.  

This was echoed in the survey results wherein some respondents saw Egypt’s water 

concerns as a result of Ethiopia’s actions. For instance, two respondents provided a low rating of 

water availability, one of them claiming that the reason behind this rating was the political 

problems with Ethiopia, and the other said that it was because of the Ethiopian renaissance dam. 

Likewise, four respondents said that the Ethiopian dam possess real concerns about water 

availability when asked about what was stopping the state from providing better water resources. 

One of them added that Egypt has to come with solutions to deter the Ethiopian threats on water 

availability or else the situation will become worse.  

Other than those citizens related factors, the state is in a predicament wherein it needs to 

speed up its development and growth and make sure that it has the needed infrastructure to 

accommodate its large population and satisfy their needs, while at the same time keeping in mind 

its limited natural resources, namely water. Egypt has many huge future development plans that 

do not reflect the water insecurity it is experiencing, and in fact these development plans are 

established on the idea of Egypt’s water abundance. One example is the huge Toshka Project, a 

massive canals system to carry water, which is predicted to have required 5 billion m3 of water per 

year only for the construction of the first stage. Such large water withdrawal means the reallocation 
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of water resources, since Egypt runs on a water deficit, thereby meaning that water resources are 

being taken from possibly more pressing needs.213  

The state regards it as necessary to embark on such large-scale projects since they have 

become a source of legitimacy. Such large projects, and especially water infrastructure projects, 

have been a way for the regime to obtain the trust of the population and its political hegemony 

since Gamal Abdul Nasser days. They become symbols of national achievements, and even 

sources of nationalism, such as the High Aswan Dam. 214  One reason for that is because they revert 

attention from other issues and other state weaknesses, and make it seem like the regime is catering 

to pressing issues such as low water supplies, food insecurity, and overpopulation.  

Much like Syria, water in Egypt has been a mechanism to control the masses. As explained 

under the water governance section, informal areas, or Ashwa’eyat, are prevalent in Egypt, and 

much of them do not have water infrastructure provided by the state. However, following the Arab 

Spring, the state was attempting to extend its reach and increase its control of the population. 

Previously the state’s power over all areas was very uneven, yet, this is slowly changing. The state 

is now trying to assert its presence more strongly in informal areas and statize those areas. 

Although Egypt has previously been active in asserting its power through the construction of roads 

and national mega-projects, it is now focusing more on water infrastructure.215 Unfortunately, the 

ultimate aim from the attention directed to water infrastructure is not the enhancing of water 

services, quality, or productivity, rather it is regarded as a way to increase state power, authority, 
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and presence. Therefore, such projects lack efficiency and water conservation means and they are 

established merely for extending the state’s reach.  

Despite that, the state has not been very successful in achieving this statization. The survey 

results suggest that certain areas are still to a large extent supplied with water and managed by 

local actors. 24% of respondents said that local vendors in addition to the state provide their water 

resources, while 1% said it is provided only by local vendors. Comparably, 18% of respondents 

said their water resources are managed by local actors with the state, and 3% of respondents said 

that their water resources are completely managed by local actors. Most of these respondents have 

reported that the water quality is really poor, which does not reflect its high price. This suggests 

that local actors and vendors are over exploiting and taking advantage of citizens simply to provide 

them with their basic right, water. Although there might have been progress, there is still a long 

road ahead.  

Lastly, a factor that could explain Egypt’s water challenges to a large extent is its enclave 

development, characterized by Egypt’s luxury and cosmopolitan suburbs. Those suburbs illustrate 

the great inequality that exists in the country and how certain areas are prioritized in water access 

and availability over others. Water is frequently reallocated from poorer neighborhoods and areas 

to rich suburbs that are lavished with golf areas and swimming pools, which become residence for 

tourists as well. While areas in Old Cairo are suffering from poor water accesses, tourist residences 

and suburbs of the higher class have the best water access in the country.216    

 All of the above-mentioned factors, as well as weakness in water governance, have made 

water challenges more salient to citizens. Some citizens increasingly suffering in obtaining safe 

water access with decent qualities. This has translated into increasing discontent towards the 
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authorities and the state. Accordingly, the following section will investigate this relationship and 

how water struggles have translated into political instability.  

 

5. Water Insecurity and Political Instability 

 

The relationship between water insecurity and mass political instability in Egypt’s might not be as 

evident as it is in Syria. Yet there have been some instances where citizens have protested against 

their water situation and showed manifestations of disapproval. Although water challenges did not 

result in a mass political instability, they were responsible for some sort of instability. 

Unfortunately, reports on these instances are very scarce, and therefore, this research tried to make 

up for that through asking additional questions to the survey respondents about any information 

relevant to water protests, riots, or any form of civil disorder (Appendix 5 and 6). This did not go 

as planned because many respondents voiced their concern about sharing such information, 

especially those currently living in Egypt. They claimed that such issues are very sensitive, and 

that the levels of censorship are too high and therefore they are uncomfortable with answering the 

questions because they constitute a threat to their safety. Thus, this showed that water is an 

increasingly sensitive topic for Egyptians since there was a lot of refusal to answer the survey, 

claiming that water is a matter of national security, and therefore, it would not be appropriate to 

answer these questions. Yet, some secondary literature provides valuable insights on how water 

challenges have led to several episodes of political instability.  

 Following 2004, and due to some economic complications, Egypt had privatized its water 

utilities and shifted them to corporations that are profit seeking. This resulted in a sharp rise of 

water prices in some places throughout the country, which then translated into waves of protests. 

In 2005, there was a demonstration at Northern Cairo where people who were not able to pay the 
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new water prices were chasing those in charge of collecting the money.217 Similarly, in 2007 and 

2008 a number of demonstrations occurred in towns and villages across the Nile Delta due to 

shortages in drinking water. Water was being reallocated from towns to resorts. The authorities 

have put down these demonstrations through sending the riot police and water continued to flow 

to clubs of superior classes and to the resorts of the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.218  

This has occurred at a time in which political instability was already penetrating the 

country. As shown in Table 4, political instability was reaching high numbers in 2003, and this of 

course contributes to weakening institutions and thereby deteriorating water governance and 

increasing water challenges. What has to be understood here is that water insecurity and political 

instability do not necessarily have a one-way relationship wherein water insecurity contributes to 

political instability. Rather, existing political instability could lead to aggravating water insecurity. 

This is because the state at this time is going through an unstable time and therefore all of its 

governing bodies and services deteriorate, and thereby water provision becomes the last priority.  

 The wave of protests related to water issues reached their pinnacle between 2007 and 2008. 

It is reported that there were as much as 40 protest related to the lack of drinking water. Ismail 

refers to this wave of protests as water intifadas. Ironically, those protests came at a time in which 

the government was announcing that it was increasing household’s connectivity and access to 

water resources, about a 95% increase in the rate of households connected to public drinking water 

network.219 If anything, this suggests the unreliability of the information that is provided by the 

state on its services, or possibly that the state itself cannot fully keep track of its water infrastructure 
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because of weaknesses in monitoring and census and therefore, its information was not 

representative.  

Table 4: 

Political Stability Index in Egypt 
 

1998 
 

 

-0.02 

 

2000 
 

 

0.05 

 

2003 
 

 

-0.64 

 

2007 
 

 

-0.55 

 

2008 
 

 

-0.51 

 

2009 
 

 

-0.61 

 

2010 
 

-0.9 

 

2011 
 

-1.44 

(Source: The Global Economy)220 

The protests assumed both peaceful and violent forms, reflecting the level of water scarcity 

individuals were experiencing. Since the protests were widespread and continuous, especially in 

upper Egypt, each of them had a different form. In the city of Burullus in Kafr al- Shaikh, residents 

experienced very high levels of thirst and drinking water shortages, and as a result, protestors 

blocked the international coastal road in the province on July of 2007. This severe shortage of 

drinking water was due to redirecting water that was supposed to go to Burullus to Baltim summer 

resort. Peaceful demonstrations also existed in the form of sit-ins and strikes. Residents of the 

Damento village, organized a demonstration on June 2007 in front of the Gharbiyya Province 
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headquarters in protest to the deprivation of free drinking water and how they must buy drinking 

water. 221 

 Such events have happened repeatedly in Egypt; however, they are not all detailed. This 

continued to exist with a greater magnitude following the Arab Spring and the chaos that occurred 

in it. In Ramadan of 2012, an informal area in Giza called Saft al-Laban, stopped receiving water 

for several weeks. Residents of the area claim that this cut was due the prioritization of wealthier 

parts of Giza and allocating all the water to them. Riots, demonstrations, and multiple sorts of 

disorder took place, to the point where residents dug boreholes at their own expense to get 

potentially dangerous groundwater.222 Additionally, citizens closed the Giza Governorate 

headquarters with metal chains, saying they would sit-in because water has been cut off in their 

neighborhood for three weeks. Their demand was the dismissal of Giza Governor the head of 

Giza's drinking and sanitation company.223  

These events were assuming an ever more violent dimension that ever before, especially 

since the living conditions were rough at the time. There were widespread intense protests over 

shortages of drinking and irrigation water. In Beni Suef, one person was killed, and many were 

injured during a conflict over irrigation water. Similarly, in Minya, villagers clashed with officials 

over water shortages and water pollution, and in Fayoum hundreds of people protesting water 

shortages blocked a highway and set fires.224 

Citizens seemed to have reached their threshold in tolerating water problems and their 

reactions were reaching unprecedented levels. In 2012, Villagers from the Nile Delta province of 
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Menoufia north of Cairo locked the health minister and a provincial governor inside a hospital 

room in protest over contaminated water which caused hundreds of residents to become sick. The 

number of sick people due to poor quality and contaminated water was reported to be about four 

hundred.225 

Other than this, there were many incidents where political instability was likely to break 

out, to the point where it would affect the economic interests of the country. In 2015, water cuts 

were so frequent that even hospitals in the city of Fayoum were out of water. Taps were completely 

dry in almost all households with no water for drinking, washing, or cleaning for more than a week. 

As a result, residents of Ismailia threatened to cut off the commercial highway from the Suez 

Canal.226 Thus, at this point the water situation in Egypt was not only threatening to its political 

stability, but rather to its economic interests and international trade. Similarly, citizens in Giza 

blocked a road to protest ongoing water cuts and the police broke up the protest with tear gas.227 

Citizens were deeply frustrated that they were willing to threaten the state interests in order to have 

their basic rights delivered and to have the state take into account the citizens despairing situation. 

Table 5 provides a summary of these events in which water challenges led to political instability  

The additional survey questions also pointed that political instability was likely to breakout 

because of water concerns. Although the survey responses did not provide much details because 

this was a sensitive topic according to them, they indicated that water challenges were in fact 

causing political instability. Twenty-three people said that they have heard of either protests, riots, 

or any form of civil disorder caused by water challenges. One of them said these protests were 

 
225 Ibid.  
226 Mohamed Ezz and Nada Arafat, “'We Woke up in a Desert' – the Water Crisis Taking Hold across Egypt,” The 

Guardian Africa Network, August 4, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/04/egypt-water-crisis-

intensifies-scarcity.  
227 World Water, Water Conflict Chronology, http://www.worldwater.org/conflict/map/. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/04/egypt-water-crisis-intensifies-scarcity
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/04/egypt-water-crisis-intensifies-scarcity


116 

against difficulties in accessing water, while others said they were against water cuts and low water 

quality. A respondent said that the riots existed because certain areas did not have water networks 

and infrastructure, and another said there was no maintenance and renovations to the water 

infrastructure, and lastly someone said that there was no sufficient water for agriculture.  

Table 5: 

Political Instability and Water Insecurity in Egypt 

Year Reason Type of Political 

Instability  

Location 

2005 Rise in water 

prices 

Demonstrations Northern Cairo 

2007/8 Shortages in 

drinking water 

Demonstrations Nile Delta 

villages 

2007 Shortages in 

drinking water 

Protests Burullus, Kafr al- 

Shaikh 

2007 Deprivation of 

free drinking 

water 

Sit-ins and strikes Damento village 

2012 Stopped receiving 

water 

Riots/demonstrations/sit-

ins 

Saft al-Laban, 

Giza 

2012 Lack of irrigation 

water 

Conflict Beni Suef 

2012 Water shortages 

and pollution 

Clash with officials Minya 

2012 Water shortages Highways blocked Fayoum 

2012 Contaminated 

water 

Locked up the health 

minister and provincial 

governor 

Menoufia, North 

Cairo 

2015 Stopped receiving 

water 

Threats to state Ismailia  

2015 Water cuts  Protests/roadblocks Giza 

 

The demand from these events were not something that came as a surprise, they were rather 

calling for the most basic rights. They revolved around improving water availability and quality, 
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lowering water prices, extending water networks and infrastructure, and renovating the damaged 

water infrastructure. The expectation behind these survey questions was receiving detailed 

accounts of what was happening in these events, however that did not happen. This might be 

because the sample was not very aware of what was happening in Egypt, since the majority of the 

respondents were not currently living in Egypt, about 65%. Also, it is possible that some of the 

respondents that are currently living in Egypt have recently moved there, one of the respondents 

said that she has not witnessed any form of civil disorder due to water challenges then later added, 

“I answered no, but I recognize that I am not really aware of what is happening in the country as I 

have only been living here a year.”  

This unfamiliarity was also clear in response to the question that asked about the location 

of the civil disorders. It seems like respondents were unsure of where exactly this took place, or 

that they were unwilling to share much details in order to avoid trouble that they believe is 

associated with such information. The first possibility points to the fact that the state was handling 

such matters with great concealment. The answers to the question on location of the protests were 

very general and superficial, such as: Cairo and Alexandria, agriculture areas,  rural areas, 

provinces, the countryside, some villages, remote areas, ashwa’yat or informal areas, Upper Egypt, 

and finally one person said it is unknown where they took place. Only three respondents provided 

a specific answer on where these protests happened, stating they happened in El-Agamy city in 

Alexandria, Matrouh governorate, and Kafr el Sheikh governorate. Although all the answers lack 

precision and therefore do not allow pinpointing and tracking why and how these protests occurred, 

they are useful evidence that civil disorder due to water challenges actually happened in several 

place throughout the country, chiefly less fortunate areas.  
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4.1 The Arab Spring 

 

The events unfolding prior to the Arab Spring have to some degree illustrated a relationship with 

water challenges. In 2010, due to water shortages, the agriculture sector was negatively impacted, 

and the availability of wheat sharply declined, a major commodity that Egyptians depend on. This 

resulted in a remarkable increase in food prices. The problem was further exacerbated since China, 

Russia, Ukraine, Canada, and Australia reduced their export of wheat due to similar droughts. 

Egypt as the world’s leading wheat importer was adversely impacted. This great dependence on 

imports comes in part due to the lack of water availability, and thereby the inability to allocate 

water to the agriculture sector. As a result, a chain of food riots and protests began, arguably, some 

that might have contributed to the start of the Arab Spring. 228  

 Food prices are a great concern in Egypt, and therefore the slightest price rise caused could 

come with great costs. This is because Egyptian families spend a large share of their income on 

food, about 40%. This was exacerbated on the eve of the Arab Spring wherein the overall food 

price inflation reached 20% and the prices of commodities like tomatoes increased ten folds.229 

Although water challenges were not the only factor responsible for this food price rise, it was a 

contributing factor. There was great competition on water and land resources, which ended up 

being in the agrarian elite’s advantage. Elites ended up using land and water resources on profitable 

crops for exports, such as flowers and mangoes, which was supported by the government’s policy 

that prioritized exports. Thereby, the production of locally needed supply was neglected to 

maintain profitable exports.230 

 
228 Troy Sternberg, "Chinese drought, bread and the Arab Spring," Applied Geography 34 (2012): 520.  
229 Sarah Johnstone and Jeffrey Mazo, "Global Warming and the Arab Spring," 14.  
230 Francesco Femia, Troy Sternberg, and Caitlin E. Werrell, “Climate Hazards, Security, and the Uprising in Syria 

and Egypt,” 82.  
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 Unfortunately, the literature on the Arab Spring does not do a very comprehensive job in 

explaining the contribution of environmental factors and specifically the water factor to the events 

that occurred. This is due to the overemphasize on the role of climate change, globalization, and 

food networks interdependence. The water challenges facing Egypt explain in a huge part their 

vulnerability to volatile international food markets, and why they are increasingly dependent on 

food imports. Additionally, the inefficient practices and the irrational water use also explain in part 

Egypt’s susceptibility to climate change. Therefore, a greater focus needs to be given to root causes 

of problems, rather than focusing on apparent triggers, such as climate change and globalization.   

 When looking closely at the things that occurred before the Arab Spring, one realizes that 

there was a handful of influential events that occurred which might have been related in some way 

or contributed to the Arab Spring. Unfortunately, these events were not investigated or analyzed 

closely, and therefore, it is not clear what their impact was. One such event which could have been 

a contributor to the Arab Spring is the privatization of water. The government was facing many 

challenges, including ones related to water management, and it was visibly blundering, therefore 

it resorted to water privatization.  

 Due to the many challenges facing Egypt in its water efficiency and productivity, the IMF 

saw water privatization as the solution and a means to increase efficiency and gain access to loans. 

Former president Hosni Mubarak then issued degrees that set that the stage for water privatization. 

The Drinking Water and Sanitary Drainage Holding Company was established, and subsequently 

the authority over 14 governates were transferred to holding companies. This then led to increased 

attention towards profit making by the private companies and water prices sharply spiked. At that 

time, Egypt water levels were severely dropping, which further exacerbated matters and kept 
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leading to price rises. People were then protesting their inability to gain access to basic human 

rights, which is drinking water, and how this forced them to get water from polluted sources.231    

 Economic principles were followed with regards to water after this decree, and water was 

treated like as any other economic commodity. This means that after centuries of water being a 

public good that does not adhere to economic forces, it was now being bought and sold with the 

purpose of making profit, and this was not prohibited by the government. Holding companies were 

allowed to make all actions that would help achieve their purposes and goals. The decree removed 

the right to overwatch and control the performance of the holding companies from the People’s 

Assembly, and therefore, they had complete autonomy to act based on their economic interests 

and profit maximization, regardless of the needs of the people. 232 

 In 2010, the magnitude of water protests became notable, and on a much larger scale. On 

the 26th of July, 600 people from the southern governorate of Minya started a sit-down protest 

outside the Irrigation Ministry in Cairo to protest the lack of water for their land. The year 2010 

witnessed a significant rise in the frequency and size of water protests. This includes ones that 

happen in the capital and in smaller cities. Ismailia city witnessed large-scale protests by farmers 

which claimed that they were unable to irrigate their farms. They invited TV cameras to come and 

record their devastated situation. Similarly, in Dakahlia governorate, farmers were protesting the 

lack of water for irrigation purposes outside the office of the governor. 233 

More and more cities and governorates started witnessing political instability due to the 

water declines and the government’s inability to effectively manage the situation. Kafr al-Sheikh 

 
231 EJ Atlas, Water Privatisation, Egypt: EJAtlas, Environmental Justice, https://ejatlas.org/conflict/water-

privatisation-egypt.  
232 Abdel Mawla Ismail, "Drinking Water Protests in Egypt and the Role of Civil Society," 4.  
233 IRIN News, “Growing Protests Over Water Shortages,” The New Humanitarian by the United Nations Office for 

the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, July 27, 2010, 

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2010/07/27/growing-protests-over-water-shortages. 

https://ejatlas.org/conflict/water-privatisation-egypt
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/water-privatisation-egypt
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governorate was continuing to experience water difficulties and water for irrigation stopped 

reaching farms for three weeks. They were then protesting the government inaction and how their 

crops were dying but the government was doing nothing. In Fayoum city, although there was also 

protests against water shortages the case was slightly different. Farmers claimed that influential 

landowners with political connections were receiving whatever water was available and the poor 

were left with nothing. Lastly, the city of Beni Suef, in which protestors took the streets because 

of the lack of irrigation water. They claimed that 1,660 hectares of farmland had become unusable 

due to water scarcity.234 All of these events have occurred on the eve of the Arab Spring, and it is 

possible that they had an impact on the Arab Spring, but unfortunately this is an under-researched 

area and their exact impact remains unclear.  

Due to all these events, it is no surprise that following the Arab Spring water issues were 

revealed to be pressing matters for the population, even if they were not as salient previously. This 

was suggested through public polls that showed that citizens understood the government’s failure 

to provide a basic public good, such as safe water, as an indicator of its ineffectiveness and 

unresponsiveness. Also, for some individuals, water has been a concern that is above 

unemployment and cost of living. 235 This was echoed by this research’s survey findings, which 

shows that 85% of respondents believe that water services are the most important services when 

compared to other services.  

 

 
234 Ibid. 
235 David Michel and Mona Yacoubian, "Sustaining the Spring: Economic Challenges, Environmental Risks, and 

Green Growth," 47.   
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4.2 Survey Findings  

The survey findings indicate that citizens believed that the state could do better to improve 

the water situation. 89% of the survey respondents believed that the state could provide better 

water services, however it is not doing so. Reasons cited included corruption, wrong priorities, 

poor management, irrational decisions, poor utilization of resources, the political situation, 

negligence of employees, bureaucracy, incompetent officials, delay in water files, responsibility 

given to people that are not aware of the situation, incorrection allocation of resources, inequality, 

poor planning, bad management, and not employing based on expertise and employing unsuitable 

officials.  

 However, it seems like the narrative that the state was trying to promote throughout society 

has been fruitful. Trying to portray water challenges as a sole result of the large population, 

demographic pressures, economic resource limitations, and something that is beyond the state’s 

control has been successful. About 51% of respondents claimed that what is stopping the state 

from providing better water services are factors like demographic pressures, large population, and 

the lack of monetary resources. Also, some respondents blamed public unawareness for the state’s 

inability to provide better resources. Although that is a reason that is contributing to great water 

loss and is preventing rational use of water, it is not as salient in stopping the state from providing 

better water services. Therefore, the state seems to have been successful in portraying itself as a 

victim of factors beyond its control. The state also continues to utilize certain strategies that make 

it seem like working to improve the situation, something that could have contributed to limiting 

citizens’ discontent, this will be looked at in the next subsection. 
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4.3 State Response  

Although the state was well aware of the situation surrounding it and the instability that has been 

caused by water challenges, it was not acting based on these events. Water issues were given very 

low priority by state officials. The spokesperson for the Ministry of Irrigation and Water 

Resources, Khaled Wasif, said that the issue of water is not a priority to the government and that 

only a minimum amount of the money needed to maintain water networks is actually allocated 

annually by the government. 236 This proves that the government has matters it prioritizes above 

water challenges and the instability that stems out of it.  

 Yet, Egypt continues to embark on large scale projects that appeal to citizens and make it 

seem like the state is working on developing the situation. This has been a way to gain citizens’ 

loyalty in the past and continues to be a way to silence them. The Toshka mega project is one such 

example, which aims to become the new valley that carries water from Lake Nasser to irrigate the 

Western Dessert of Egypt. The project will include the biggest pumping station ever built and 

transform the Western Desert into an agricultural and industrial area.237 This makes it seem like 

the state is actively seeking to improve the situation, however, this will require some time and 

patience. Even if such projects were not a sufficient solution, constant engagement in such large-

scale projects provides hope for the masses.   

 This has been complemented by the state portrayal of itself as recognizing the threats of 

water and working towards change. "Egypt Can ... by sons of the Nile" conference is one example 

of this portrayal wherein high state officials Under the auspices of President Abdel Fattah El Sisi 

met to discuss water concerns in the Egyptian countryside, specifically those relating to irrigation 

 
236 Mohamed Ezz and Nada Arafat, “'We Woke up in a Desert' – the Water Crisis Taking Hold across Egypt,” 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/04/egypt-water-crisis-intensifies-scarcity 
237 Charlotte Malterre‐Barthes, "The Toshka Project: Colossal Water Infrastructures, Biopolitics and Territory in 

Egypt," 100.  
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and water resources domains.238 Although these conferences in reality achieve very limited 

tangible progress to the water users, they are a useful façade for the state to seem proactive on 

issues that concern citizens. 

 

6. Conclusion  

Water challenges in Egypt have become a heavy burden on citizens, ranging from water 

accessibility challenges to water quality. This has been aggravated by poor water governance that 

works based on informal factors such as the leverage and bargaining power of key stakeholders. 

Additionally, structural limitations such as public unawareness of the situation, population 

pressures, and enclave development are further hindering chances for improvements. This has then 

translated into a chaotic water situation that contributes to frequent episodes of political instability. 

As the last section demonstrated, there were numerous instances in which water challenges 

resulted into serious forms of political instability. Yet, the state seems to be embarking on a policy 

that absorbs citizens’ frustration and minimizes its susceptibility to political instability, and that is 

through actively engaging in mass scale projects and controlling the narrative. It remains to be 

seen in the upcoming years how useful these policies will be in averting political instability, and 

whether Egypt is on the right path towards improving its water situation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
238 State Information Service, Egypt Can..by Sons of the Nile’ Conference, State Information Service, February 25, 

2018, https://sis.gov.eg/Story/125709?lang=en-us. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WATER INSECURITY AND POLITICAL INSTABILITY 

 

Both Syria and Egypt have experienced some sort of political instability due to their water 

challenges. However, the scale, magnitude, nature, and consequences of political instability clearly 

differed in both countries. Accordingly, this chapter examines the differences between both 

countries and attempts to provide possible explanations for why they exist. This will be done while 

keeping in mind the differences of both countries in the general political climate, the water 

situation, water governance, their structural features, and finally the relationship that each country 

illustrated between water insecurity and political instability, whether direct or indirect. In each of 

these countries, factors interacted with one another in different ways, which then translated into 

different outcomes; therefore, this interaction will be studied as well. An additional element that 

was briefly touched upon but not sufficiently investigated will be looked at here, and that is the 

role external actors played. 

 

1. General Relationship  

Although it is not possible to assume a single causal relationship between water insecurity and 

political instability, this research and the cases of Syria and Egypt indicate that water scarcity is 

certainly a factor contributing to political instability in some way. Table 1 shows the level of water 

stress in both countries, clearly the level of water stress in Syria exceeds Egypt, although Syria is 

much smaller in size, in terms of area and population. Similarly, the political instability levels in 

Syria currently are much greater than Egypt. Despite that political instability levels were not 

simultaneously rising with the rise of water challenges; the two variables seem to correlate.  
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Table 1 

Level of Water Stress:  

Freshwater Withdrawal as a Proportion of Available Freshwater Resources 

 

      Syria                                                     Egypt 

2000 134.22%  2000 103.88% 

2001 138.52%  2001 105.56% 

2002 145.69%  2002 107.24% 

2003 128.64%  2003 108.92% 

2004 125.65%  2004 110.6% 

2005 125.96%  2005 112.28% 

2006 125.96%  2006 113.96% 

2007 -  2007 115.64% 

2008 -  2008 117.32% 

2009 -  2009 119% 

2010 -  2010 120.68% 

 

(Source: Sdg6Data)239 

  

Some data might suggest that Egypt’s water scarcity is greater than Syria’s, but those data 

are misleading. One such example is the Renewable Annual Water Resources Per Capita shown 

in Table 2. This is because the population of Egypt is much greater than the population of Syria, 

and thereby, it is obvious that each person would have a smaller share of water, given the water 

scarcity. Although such data is useful in providing an idea about how much population pressures 

 
239 Sdg6data, Indicator 6.4.2 – Water Stress. Indicator | SDG 6 Data, https://www.sdg6data.org/indicator/6.4.2.  

https://www.sdg6data.org/indicator/6.4.2.
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are creating pressure on water resources, they can become very misleading in presenting a wrong 

idea about the available water resources.  

Table 2 

Renewable Annual Water Resources Per Capita (m³/person/year) 

 

Syria                                                    Egypt  

1987 1,479  1987 1,084.0 

1992  1,274  1992 957.8 

1997 1,107  1997 869.2 

2002 983.1  2002 792.1 

2007 855.7  2007 722.9 

2012 822.7  2012 654.8 

2017 919.5  2017 589.4 

(Source: Worldmeters)240                   (Source: Knoema)241 

 

2. Direct and Indirect Linkages 

 

As the previous chapters illustrated, the relationship between water insecurity in Syria proved to 

be indirect and one that is complicated by intermediary factors, while in Egypt it was a direct one. 

Although in Syria there were signs of a direct relationship, such as the protests in Daraa on unfair 

water distribution, and the ones in Wadi Barada on water shortages, this remains minimal. Rather, 

the relationship seems to be explained by intermediary factors such as rural-urban migration, food 

price rises, unemployment, inequality. On the other hand, in Egypt, the relationship between water 

 
240 Worldometers, Syria Water, https://www.worldometers.info/water/syria-water/ 
241 Knoema, Egypt Renewable Water Resources per Capita, Knoema,  

https://knoema.com/atlas/Egypt/topics/Water/Total-Renewable-Water-Resources/Renewable-water-resources-per-

capita/.    

https://www.worldometers.info/water/syria-water/
https://knoema.com/atlas/Egypt/topics/Water/Total-Renewable-Water-Resources/Renewable-water-resources-per-capita/
https://knoema.com/atlas/Egypt/topics/Water/Total-Renewable-Water-Resources/Renewable-water-resources-per-capita/
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insecurity and political instability seemed to be a direct one wherein instances of water insecurity 

directly translated into protests, riots, sit-ins and so on.  

 This finding may be in part due to the general situation of the country and the poor living 

circumstance of individuals. In Syria, water insecurity aggravated an already vulnerable situation, 

since the country was already drowning in many troubles and citizens living circumstance were 

constantly deteriorating. Many Syrians were experiencing a housing crisis, wherein they were 

living in indecent and sub-standard settlements which lack some of the basic necessities, while at 

the other hand the ultra-wealthy elite was creating itself luxury gated communities. Inequality was 

widespread, in the sphere of education, economic development, resources, and health care. In 

addition to that, the unemployment rates among the youth were increasing rapidly. 242 Thus, water 

insecurity came as an addition to all of these preexisting problems. Therefore, the relationship was 

indirect since it was combining with the numerous preexisting troubles which made problems of 

water more salient. This at the same time explains the mass scale nature the indirect relationship 

assumed. 

 While many Egyptians go through rough living circumstances much like Syria, water 

issues were not combined with those circumstances. The effect of water insecurity was separated 

from those circumstance and it did not combine with them to produce a worse situation. This was 

inferred mainly from the survey findings wherein when respondents were asked if water has 

threatened an aspect of their livelihood most of the respondents’ answers remained within the 

ranges of water accessibility, availability, and cuts, suggesting that water challenges did not 

combine with other difficulties. On the other hand, among Syria’s survey respondents the answers 

 
242 Goulden, Robert. "Housing, Inequality, and Economic Change in Syria." British Journal of Middle Eastern 

Studies 38, no. 2 (2011): 187 and Taleb, Ziyad Ben, Raed Bahelah, Fouad M. Fouad, Adam Coutts, Meredith 

Wilcox, and Wasim Maziak. "Syria: Health in a Country Undergoing Tragic Transition." International journal of 

public health 60, no. 1 (2015): S63. 
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seemed to cover a wide range of aspects that water instability has encroached on and negatively 

impacted, such as employment, income, etc.  

 Another factor that possibly explains the indirect relationship is that Syria is a 

predominantly agricultural society, meaning that the effects of water insecurity will be more 

pressing in terms of income and employment. As mentioned in Syria’s chapter, the agriculture 

sector employs about 40 percent of Syria’s workforce and accounts for 25 percent of Syria’s GDP. 

Therefore, a decline in water levels most clear impact on Syrians will be on the agriculture sector, 

since they depend on it as a source of income, and its collapse will mean a collapse of their incomes 

and thereby livelihood. On the other hand, the agriculture sector only accounts for 11.3% of 

Egypt’s GDP, much less significant than the case of Syria. Also, the agricultural sector accounts 

for 28% of all jobs in Egypt, which is similarly much less than the case of Syria.243 Thereby 

suggesting why declines in water levels were not predominantly complicated by intermediary 

factors such as the agricultural collapse and loss of income. 

 Yet, it is important to highlight that these figures for Egypt are the official and reported 

figures. There remains a huge proportion of the population that is underrepresented in these 

figures, and unfortunately also in this research to a certain extent because of the lack of information 

on them: namely the population of upper Egypt. That is where 80 percent of the severe poverty is 

concentrated and the level of economic development lags behind other regions in the country.244 

Figures estimate that at least 55% of employment in Upper Egypt is agriculture related.245 This 

 
243 USAID, “Agriculture and Food Security: Egypt,” U.S. Agency for International Development, August 31, 2020, 

https://www.usaid.gov/egypt/agriculture-and-food-security/.  
244 Axel Baeumler, Nabila Assaf, and Sherif Hamdy, “Finding Opportunities in Upper Egypt's Underdeveloped 

Regions,” World Bank (blog), September 29, 2016. https://blogs.worldbank.org/arabvoices/finding-opportunities-

upper-egypt-s-underdeveloped-regions and World Bank, “Young People in Upper Egypt: New Voices, New 

Perspectives,” World Bank, September 6, 2012, https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2012/09/06/young-

people-in-upper-egypt.  
245 USAID, “Agriculture and Food Security: Egypt,” https://www.usaid.gov/egypt/agriculture-and-food-security/  

https://www.usaid.gov/egypt/agriculture-and-food-security/
https://blogs.worldbank.org/arabvoices/finding-opportunities-upper-egypt-s-underdeveloped-regions
https://blogs.worldbank.org/arabvoices/finding-opportunities-upper-egypt-s-underdeveloped-regions
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2012/09/06/young-people-in-upper-egypt
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2012/09/06/young-people-in-upper-egypt
https://www.usaid.gov/egypt/agriculture-and-food-security/
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suggests that there might have been an indirect relationship in Upper Egypt between water 

insecurity and political instability, but there are no data on it. Also, this suggests that the frequency 

of water related civil disorder is much greater than what is reported, but since upper Egypt is 

underreported, information does not exist.  

 The limited dependence on food imports in Syria also a factor that contributed to its indirect 

relationship. As a food sufficient nation, Syria rarely resorted to food imports. Therefore, when 

the water crisis started the consequences were clearly felt among all citizens’ food needs, the 

supply declined and the prices spiked, and the nation needed to resort to higher priced food imports. 

As for Egypt, it has been dependent on food imports predominantly for years. Therefore, declining 

water levels do have an impact on food availability, but not as severe as Syria. On average 17% of 

Egypt import bill pays for food products, compared to only around 3% for India and 4% for Brazil, 

which shows how much it is import dependent. 246 Additionally, as mentioned earlier, Egypt is one 

of the world’s leading wheat importers, which means it is less vulnerable to domestic water 

conditions. Unfortunately, this by itself is not a positive sign, since it leaves the country 

increasingly vulnerable for external events and volatilities, but this is beyond the scope of this 

research.  

 The indirect relationship is at the same time a possible explanation of the nature of political 

instability that occurred. While in Syria political instability that generated out of water challenges 

assumed a mass scale nature, in Egypt it was frequent but with a smaller scale and magnitude. This 

is because in an indirect relationship water challenges were able to infringe on all aspects of life 

and water troubles were complicated by a wide range of factors and therefore its consequences 

became wide ranging. As for the direct relationship, water insecurity has only impacted water 

 
246 Perrihan Al-Riffai, “How to Feed Egypt,” The Cairo Review of Global Affairs, October 10, 2015, 

https://www.thecairoreview.com/essays/how-to-feed-egypt/.  
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accessibility, quality, and availability, and therefore, the civil disorder that generated revolved only 

around these challenges.  

 

3. The State’s Role  

Several differences in the state response to water challenges have led to exacerbating the 

relationship in Syria, while mitigating it in Egypt. The role of infrastructure projects has been quite 

significant in both countries and on how citizens perceive the state. Egypt is currently continuing 

on that path and seeking to portray itself as proactive and working on developing its infrastructure 

and water services. Recently, the Egyptian president launched Al Mahsamma plant in the 

governorate of Ismailia, it is one of the largest agricultural wastewater treatment and reuse plants 

in the world with a production capacity of one million m³ per day. This project was built and 

supported by an Emirate company, Metito. 247 Similarly, Bahr el Baqar wastewater treatment plant 

which will comprise four water treatment lines with a daily processing capacity of 1,250,000m3 

each.248 The Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development has financed the first stage of the 

project with $230 million and will continue to do so for the next stages.249 

 Such efforts were not evident in Syria and there were no projects established to improve 

water availability or quality. While there were some government promises of improvements and 

development to the sector, they remained mere promises and they did not become actions. This is 

not to say that in Egypt all plans were achieved or improving the situation is done in the best 

possible way, rather, in Egypt there were signs of tangible progress. Signs of progress and 

 
247 Jean Marie Takouleu, “EGYPT: Metito and Hassan Allam to Reuse Agricultural Wastewater in Ismailia,” Afrik 

21, April 24, 2020, https://www.afrik21.africa/en/egypt-metito-and-hassan-allam-to-reuse-agricultural-wastewater-

in-ismailia/. 
248 Acciona, Bahr Al-Baqar WWTP, Acciona, https://www.acciona.com/projects/wwtp-bahr-al-baqar/. 
249 Egypt Today, “World's Largest Wastewater Treatment Plant in Bahr Al-Baqar Finds Funder,” EgyptToday, 

October 18, 2019, https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/3/75907/World-s-largest-wastewater-treatment-plant-in-

Bahr-al-Baqar. 
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development are able to a large extent to absorb citizens’ rage, since it shows them that the state 

is at least trying. Therefore, in Egypt water challenges did not result in uncontrolled and mass 

political instability, because citizens perceived the state as trying, even if not to its best ability.  

Additionally, Egypt is becoming ever more active on water issues, even in terms of 

reforms, laws, and regulations. The house of representatives recently announced new laws under 

consideration include limiting water-consuming crops around small water points, prohibiting 

drilling in groundwater without previous approval from the Ministry of Irrigation, and preventing 

fish farming on major rivers.250 It remains to be seen whether these laws will be enacted and how 

robust their application and enforcement will be, since in the past wherever water related laws 

were enacted there were clear weaknesses in monitoring, executing, and punishing, and these laws 

remained on paper.251 Yet, one certain thing is that the state is portraying itself as much more 

proactive on water issues.  

 Another factor that explains the difference in the relationship is citizens’ understanding of 

water insecurity. As mentioned earlier, based on the survey, Egyptians seem to understand water 

insecurity to be a result of factors beyond the state control, such as population pressures and limited 

resources. On the other hand, in Syria, as the survey demonstrated, water insecurity is understood 

to be predominantly as a result of the state’s failures and shortcomings. Egypt seemed to be more 

able to sway the narrative in the direction that it wished, and its attempts of framing water issues 

in terms of population pressures and limited economic means have been successful, while in Syria 

this was not the case. Although Syria also suffers from limited economic means, the survey 

respondents did not cite it as a cause of water challenges.  

 
250 Jean Marie Takouleu, “EGYPT: Cairo Strengthens Water Legislation and Wants to Protect Biodiversity” Afrik 

21, March 5, 2021, https://www.afrik21.africa/en/egypt-cairo-strengthens-water-legislation-and-wants-to-protect-

biodiversity/. 
251 Randa El Bedawy, "Water Resources Management: Alarming Crisis for Egypt," 118.  
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 Another interesting element is that while there was explicit reference in the Egyptian 

survey to external actors that have led to Egypt’s water insecurity, this was not the case in Syria. 

A number of Egyptian respondents mentioned that Ethiopia is creating and increasing water 

threats, while there was no reference to Turkey’s role in Syria’s survey whatsoever. While in fact, 

Turkey in a huge part contributed and continues to contribute to exacerbating Syria’s water 

challenges. Some have even argued that many of the droughts that happened in Syria were a result 

of Turkey’s a diversion in the Euphrates Basin as part of its reservoir strategy. 252 

To a large extent, this situation could be understood as state-produced, because Syria 

simply prioritized political interests over water interests and security in some instances. 

Historically, there were many disputes between Turkey and Syria over water resources but in the 

2000s the course of events started to change, since Syria perceived its threats to be mutual with 

Turkey and regarded it as a useful ally. Syrian political elites did not want to jeopardize the special 

relations developed with the powerful Turks on issues such as the Kurds because of water. 

Therefore, Syria compromised its water security for domestic concerns. 253 Therefore, since the 

state compromised its own water security, citizens tend to blame it rather than blaming other actors. 

On the other hand, Egypt adopted a very hardline approach towards water threats from 

surrounding countries such as Ethiopia. The plan of the Ethiopian Renaissance Dam on the Blue 

Nile is severely opposed by Egypt since it will reduce its share of the Nile’s water. It is even 

reported that in 2013, the President at the time was discussing with Egyptian politicians’ ways in 

which to destroy the dam. In Egypt, surrounding external threats water threats were dealt with 

 
252 Arnon Karnieli, Alexandra Shtein, Natalya Panov, Noam Weisbrod, and Alon Tal. "Was Drought Really the 

Trigger Behind the Syrian Civil War in 2011?," 2.  
253 Marwa Daoudy, The Origins of the Syrian conflict: Climate change and Human Security, 97. 



134 

uncompromisingly, Egypt even asked Israel to intervene on their behalf with Ethiopia.254 

Henceforth, citizens did not perceive it as to blame in this situation, since it is fighting for its water 

and not compromising it. Additionally, when citizens see their state opposing the situation so 

powerfully, they understand it to be a big challenge, therefore, this further consolidates the idea 

that external threats are significant.  

Possibly, another explanation for the lack of accusations towards external actors in Syria 

is its current situation and the apparent collapse of the state. Due to the civil war, the Syrian state 

incompetence and failure has been fully apparent, and therefore, it is likely that citizens will fully 

blame it for all problems, even if this was not the case. Thus, the current political situation could 

be understood as a reason of the survey responses. In contrast, Egypt is arguably more stable, and 

therefore, citizens will be less inclined to fully blame it for the situation. In sum of all the above-

mentioned factors, this suggests that even in states with a somehow similar situation, differences 

in the state response can cause huge differences in outcomes and perceptions. While both Syria 

and Egypt are countries that are dependent on shared water resources, Egypt’s response to threats 

have minimized blames towards it, while Syria’s response have heightened them, although to some 

extent the Turkish threat on Syria’s water was greater than the Ethiopian on Egypt’s water. 

 

4. The International Community  

The response of the international community is also a factor that had some influence on the 

relationship between water insecurity and political instability. In Syria, the state did not receive 

any support or aid even when it was increasingly suffering from water challenges. Yet, in Egypt 

the state was supported in many infrastructure projects and it received aid on numerous occasions. 

 
254 James L. Gelvin, The New Middle East: What Everyone Needs to Know. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2018), 141.  
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Although the aid does not help as much if the state itself is not embarking on change and reform, 

but it is useful in mitigating the relationship since it helps reduce some consequences of water 

insecurity.  

 As mentioned earlier, Syria prior to the civil war did not receive the aid requested in its 

drought appeal of $9.36 million. Similarly, the 2009–2010 request for US$ 43,687 million was 

only 19 % funded.255 This then led to the consequences of water challenges becoming more salient 

which in turn fueled political instability. Contrariwise, Egypt was supported and provided with 

international aid to fight water challenges for years. The USAID has invested more than $3.5 

billion to bring clean water and sanitation services to over 25 million Egyptians. It also constructed 

and rehabilitated wastewater systems in Cairo, Alexandria, and the three Suez Canal cities. 

Additionally, the USAID helped the Government of Egypt establish a water regulator and a 

national umbrella organization to standardize and govern local water utility companies. 256 Thus, 

this shows how international aid has minimized the burden on Egypt while not doing so in Syria. 

 This difference could be possibly explained by the state’s approach to water challenges. 

As highlighted in Syria’s chapter, the Syrian state dealt with the water situation with high levels 

of secrecy and lack of transparency. The international community was not aware of the water 

situation in Syria, and UN officials noted that part of the difficulty in raising funds for Syria was 

that donors were unaccustomed to Syria facing such a large-scale crisis. Syria, unlike many Middle 

East countries, did not use its water crisis to powerfully appeal for international assistance. 257 

 
255 Erika Weinthal, Neda Zawahri, and Jeannie Sowers, "Securitizing Water, Climate, and Migration in Israel, 

Jordan, and Syria," 10. 
256 USAID, Water and Sanitation: Egypt (Washington DC: U.S. Agency for International Development, 2020), 1 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/USAIDEgypt_EG-Water_Fact_Sheet_2020_EN.pdf. 
257 Erika Weinthal, Neda Zawahri, and Jeannie Sowers, "Securitizing Water, Climate, and Migration in Israel, 

Jordan, and Syria," 10.  
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 As for Egypt, the international community was always were aware of its water difficulties. 

The international community was even involved in planning how to mitigate the crisis, as 

illustrated in the National Water Resources Plan and the support the government of the Netherlands 

provided in planning. Therefore, whenever Egypt needed support or aid on new projects it was 

provided with it. Thus, this shows how the culture of secrecy and water sensitivity contributed to 

Syria’s water challenges, while in Egypt its somehow clearness facilitated its gaining of 

international support.  

 Another factor that may have explained the lack of support and aid provided to Syria is its 

international standing and international relations. Syria has for long been in the anti-Western camp 

with strong resentment towards the West and its domination.258 This has been one natural 

consequence of the Arab nationalism discourse it was utilizing. Therefore, it may be that this 

historical characteristic has increased the West hesitation to provide aid for Syria. The direction of 

foreign aid to a large extent is dictated by political and strategic considerations and colonial past 

and political alliances become powerful factors. 259  

 Along these lines, the motives of every state differ in supporting and aiding, and therefore 

they have been more evident in Egypt. For instance, when it comes to the UAE, and its aid to the 

previously mentioned wastewater treatment and reuse plant, its interests are clearly strategic. One 

of them is to advance it regional vision of secular Arab leadership. 260 As for the US, it has provided 

the second largest aid to Egypt over the past years. One objective among others is to ensure the 

peace between Egypt and Israel continues.261 Thus, many considerations and calculated interests 

 
258 Carsten Wieland, Syria: A Decade of Lost Chances, (Seattle: Cune Press, 2012), 2.  
259 Alberto Alesina, and David Dollar. "Who Gives Foreign Aid to Whom and Why?," Journal of Economic 

Growth 5, no. 1 (2000): 1.  
260 Karen E. Young, "A New Politics of GCC Economic Statecraft: The Case of UAE Aid and Financial Intervention 

in Egypt," Journal of Arabian Studies 7, no. 1 (2017): 115. 
261 Soheir A. Morsy, "US Aid to Egypt: An Illustration and Account of US Foreign Assistance Policy," Arab Studies 

Quarterly, (1986): 358.  
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are considered in aid provision. Egypt’s close alliance to the West made it receive great funds and 

aids, and this reflected on its water infrastructure and thereby limiting the political instability that 

might generate of water challenges.  

5. Political Instability and Water Insecurity  

The study has mainly focused on the contribution of water insecurity to political instability. 

However, in the process, the other side of the relationship also emerged, which is the contribution 

of political instability to water insecurity. It seems worth, then, to offer some brief observations on 

the subject here, although a full-scale examination of that dynamic is beyond the scope of this 

thesis.  

As the research has illustrated, overall weaknesses in governance can reflect on water 

governance and its performance. This means that the water situation and its management are 

affected by the general political climate of the country which effects its institutions. Clearly, the 

political stability or instability of a country reflects on its ability to create effective and powerful 

institutions that can plan, execute, monitor, overwatch, and penalize. Thus, periods of instability 

in Syria and Egypt have produced a worse water situation, which led to a feedback loop in which 

political instability leads to worsening water insecurity, and water insecurity contributes to further 

political instability.  

As mentioned in Chapter 3, periods of great political instability in Egypt may have 

contributed to increasing the state’s burden, which has weakened its water position. This may have 

pushed it towards attempting to minimize this burden through water privatization, which then led 

to further political instability. Such a hypothesis cannot be fully validated since this remains a very 

under-researched area, but these speculations might point to a possible multiway relationship. 

Similarly, during President Mohammed Morsi’s turbulent and unstable rule, water challenges were 
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increasingly apparent because the water file was not adequately controlled.262 This may have been 

in part because there were other pressing threats at the time, and therefore the state could not give 

attention to the water file.  

Table 3: 

Governance Indicators in Syria 

(Source: World Bank)263 

Table 4: 

Governance Indicators in Egypt  

 
262 Mohamed Salman Tayie and Abdelazim Negm, "Administrative Context and the Legal Framework Governing 

Water Resources and Agriculture in Egypt," in Conventional Water Resources and Agriculture in Egypt, ed. 

Abdelazim M. Negm, (Cham: Springer, 2018), 119.   
263 World Bank, Worldwide Governance Indicators - Interactive Data Access, 

https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports. 

Year Political Stability 

and Absence of 

Violence 

Government 

Effectiveness 

Regulatory 

Quality 

Rule of Law Control of 

Corruption 

2000 40.21 15.90 9.74 35.15 14.21 

2002 53.44 18.88 16.33 35.64 43.43 

2004 35.92 11.33 13.79 38.76 22.93 

2006 35.75 19.02 8.33 20.10 14.63 

2008 32.21 29.61 13.11 26.92 10.68 

2010 22.27  32.06 19.62 33.65 12.86 

Year Political Stability 

and Absence of 

Violence 

Government 

Effectiveness 

Regulatory 

Quality 

Rule of Law Control of 

Corruption 

2000 47.62 48.21 36.92 50.99 34.01 

2002 31.22 41.33 35.71 54.46 42.42 

2004 21.36 47.29 33.00 52.63 29.24 

2006 22.22 36.10 36.76 47.37  25.37 

2008 28.85 43.20  49.51 51.44 23.79 

2010 19.43 42.11 46.89 49.76 30.95 

2012 7.58  23.22 33.65 40.38 33.18 

2014 7.62 20.19 26.44 29.33 30.77 
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(Source: World Bank)264 

This relationship between political instability and weaker governance could be inferred 

from the World Governance Indicators below. Table 3 and Table 4 show how the decline of 

political stability was harmfully influencing and deteriorating governance, in Syria and Egypt 

respectively. This governance deterioration could plausibly be assumed to extend to all fields of 

governance, including water governance.   

Although there are differences and fluctuations in the results above, both countries show a 

general trend that with lower rates of political stability, government effectiveness, regulatory 

quality, rule of law, and control of corruption decline. If anything, this shows the strong 

relationship between the general political climate and the status of institutions and their 

performance. In countries where political instability predominates, it will be challenging to focus 

attention towards strengthening governance.    

In fact, it is expected that Syria and Egypt are not able to design and create the needed 

institutions for robust water governance and management. This is because it is natural for the state 

to focus its efforts and resources on elements that explicitly threaten its stability and thereby its 

survival. As Steinberg puts it, “countries with chronic political and economic instability are less 

likely to see the consolidation of environmental institutions than are countries experiencing lower 

levels of social turbulence.”265 Thus, higher levels of instability in a country leave a smaller place 

for effective environmental institutions, such as water related ones.  

The way in which water insecurity and political instability influence one another could be 

understood as a “vicious cycle,” using the words of the World Bank and the FAO. They explain 

 
264 Ibid. 
265 Paul F Steinberg, "Welcome to the Jungle: Policy Theory and Political Instability," in Comparative 

Environmental Politics: Theory Practice and Prospects, ed. Paul F. Steinberg and Stacy D. VanDeveer, 

(Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2012), 276.  
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this cycle as political instability or state fragility makes it difficult to achieve effective water 

management, this in turn amplifies the negative political, social, and environmental consequences 

of water challenges. Instability hinders the ability to develop institutional capacities and the ability 

to make necessary investments in terms of maintenance and development. 266 

Yet, it is important to highlight that political instability is not the only cause behind 

institutional weaknesses and weak governance and thereby water insecurity, rather it might be a 

contributing factor. Multiple other factors could explain weak governance, such as state 

negligence, prioritization of certain sectors, incompetent and corrupt officials, pursuing self-

interest in decision making, path dependency, and regime specific factors. Thus, there should be 

attempts to study the exact effect of political instability on water governance and thereby water 

insecurity, and the potential feedback loop.  

 

6. Conclusion  

Although both cases illustrated that a relationship between water insecurity and political instability 

exists, the differences in both cases shows that many factors complicate this relationship. Those 

factors include the severity of water insecurity, how much it is compounded with preexisting 

problem, to what extent its consequences are felt on individuals lives, the impact of water on 

income and employment, the state response, and the international community response. The state 

response is possibly the strongest factor in this relationship, since it determines if the relationship 

is going to be mitigated on heightened. If the state embarked on proactive responses that absorb 

citizens’ discontent, it is likely that the relationship will prove to be a weak one, while if nothing 

was done, the relationship will become a stronger one. Also, the narratives that the state promote 

 
266 FAO and World Bank Group, “Water Management in Fragile Systems: Building Resilience to Shocks and 

Protracted Crises in the Middle East and North Africa,” 22-3.  
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are an influential factor in the relationship. Additionally, the relationship seems to be assuming a 

multiway nature, since problems of governance in general and water governance may be generated 

out of a politically unstable climate, indicating a feedback loop relationship between water 

insecurity and political instability.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

The rise of water challenges and insecurities around the world points to the need to fully understand 

water dynamics, including their causes, consequences, and how to deal with them. The two case 

studies showed that water challenges can be generated from weaknesses in water governance in 

addition to the role of state features and structural factors. In fact, Syria is not a naturally water 

poor country, but its ill-advised policies and problematic governance, including its 

overexploitation of its water resources, brought it to its situation.267 In both cases, water insecurity 

has been proven to be a symptom of both weak overall governance and water governance. Both 

countries are not among the worst in terms of underlying water supply potential, but they have 

displayed great weaknesses in terms of water governance. This highlights the importance of 

governance, and how much general governance patterns reflect on the water situation.  

 Weaknesses in water governance could be understood as a result of state features, including 

the state’s general capabilities and capacities. Having robust water governance requires strong and 

stable state institutions and structures that water governance can draw strength from. Yet, both 

cases lack those stable and strong institutions due to a number of reasons, one of them being 

political instability. This suggests a potential feedback loop between water insecurity and political 

instability, and a greater need for researching this relationship.  

 The consequences of water governance weaknesses are wide ranging and may help create 

political instability and potentially threaten the survival of the system. As this research has shown, 

there is a relationship between water insecurity and political instability, and water insecurity can 

contribute to creating political instability as well as exacerbating preexisting instability. The nature 

 
267 IRIN News, “SYRIA: Why the Water Shortages? - Syrian Arab Republic,” The New Humanitarian by the United 

Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, March 25, 2010. 

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2010/03/25/why-water-shortages.  

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2010/03/25/why-water-shortages
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of such a political instability dynamic can be both direct and indirect, and its manifestation can be 

on a mass scale or a smaller scale, depending on an array of factors. Those factors mainly revolve 

around the citizens’ perceptions of the state, the severity of water insecurity, to what extent its 

consequences are felt in individuals’ lives, the impact of water challenges on income and 

employment, how much it is compounded with preexisting problems, the state response, and the 

actions of the international community.  

Other than the hazardous consequences water insecurity has for individuals’ health and 

wellbeing, and the threat it creates for a state’s stability and regime survival, it is able also to 

constitute a threat to the stability of regions, as we can see from the spillover effect of the Syrian 

civil war. Therefore, water challenges deserve more attention and should be dealt with more 

seriously, especially in the Middle East, due to the increasing water insecurity. Trends showing a 

relationship between water insecurity and political instability are starting to become ever more 

evident in the region, as in the case of Iran, Libya, and Yemen.268 

 The domestic factor in the study of water insecurity has been very under-researched by 

comparison with the bilateral and regional factors. This is a dangerous oversight, since as 

illustrated in this research, water scarcity can become very consequential and even devastating at 

the domestic level. Future research needs to address existing gaps in the available information 

about the exact way in which water insecurity can translate into mass political instability. As 

highlighted earlier, the exact contribution of water challenges on the Arab Spring in Egypt remains 

unclear. There also needs to be greater research on underexplored remote regions which suffer the 

most from water challenges, such as certain areas in Upper Egypt.  

 
268 See Afshin Shahi, "Drought: the Achilles heel of the Islamic Republic of Iran," Asian Affairs 50, no. 1 (2019), 

Al-Saidi, Mohammad, "Contribution of Water Scarcity and Sustainability Failures to Disintegration and Conflict in 

the Arab Region—The Case of Syria and Yemen," in The Regional Order in the Gulf Region and the Middle East: 

Regional Rivalries and Security Alliances, ed. Philipp O. Amour, (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020).  
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 Although this research tried to fill in some gaps in the existing literature, the limitations of 

the online surveys were clear, including the inability to reach a sufficiently representative sample, 

especially in the case of Egypt. Therefore, there is a need for greater field research on both the 

cases of Syria and Egypt, and specifically, on how citizens’ experience of water challenges are 

reflecting on their sentiments towards the state. But this needs to be done not only in Syria and 

Egypt, but in more countries in the region, especially those with the potential of water crises. Field 

research on water challenges unfortunately remains very limited from a political science 

perspective, and most of the research is done by international non-profit organizations.  

 The study pointed to a possible feedback loop relationship between water insecurity and 

political instability, but so far there is insufficient evidence to properly corroborate this prima facie 

plausible claim. Therefore, this is an area that requires future research. The general relationship 

between water insecurity and political instability has been proven in Syria and Egypt, but it still 

needs to be studied in other countries and regions. This is because the implications of such 

relationship are potentially huge and dangerous if they are not tackled with the appropriate 

measures and attempts to increase water availability, such as water reuse, desalination, virtual 

water, and cloud seeding.  

A number of recommendations provided for the cases of Syria and Egypt can be applied in 

many Middle East countries, since they are in many ways comparable. First and foremost is the 

need for states and policymakers to prioritize water related matters and its governance, since it is 

clear what their consequences can be. In the Middle East, regimes prioritize matters that are 

threatening to their survival; now that there is evidence of a relationship between water insecurity 

and political instability, perhaps water challenges will be granted greater attention.  
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Also, the water sector should be insulated from the meddling and intervention of powerful 

stakeholders and informal considerations. The efficiency and rationality of the water sector in both 

case studies has been compromised in a number of instances due to informal considerations and 

the bargaining power of stakeholders. Therefore, any chance of significant improvement would 

require safeguarding the autonomy of the water sector and improving its ability to execute 

decisions that only improve the water situation. In turn, one critical improvement that would be 

needed to achieve this is enhancing communication and cooperation between actors that are 

involved in formal water decision making. This immediately demonstrates, of course, the difficulty 

of the task, given the wider political environment that explains and nurtures some of those broader 

governance pathologies. 

In societies where agriculture plays a significant role, either economically or socio-

politically, there is an ever greater need to rationalize water use, since it is the sector with the 

greatest water use. This research has illustrated the importance of the agriculture sector in 

agricultural societies in terms of income, employment, and food production. Maintaining the sector 

is, therefore, inevitable, but that maintenance needs to be done while improving its water efficiency 

and productivity. Two crucial ingredients will need to be, which are means to incentivize farmers 

to adopt technologically advanced techniques that save water and increasing their awareness of 

how much of a pressing need this is.  

Lastly, state efforts towards conservation without increasing public awareness will not be 

very productive. Therefore, it will be essential to increase public awareness among the citizens of 

the Middle East of the real water situation and its consequences, as well as of means of water 

conservation. Citizens of the region are often unaware of the real water situation, and if they are, 

they usually do not feel a responsibility to fight this water insecurity. As seen in this research, a 
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huge share of the population is not fully aware and informed about the severity of the water 

situation and how they could have an impact. This problem not only poses a threat on individuals’ 

safety, but rather the security of all states in the region. Thus, the need for a greater focus on water 

threats and means of water saving by citizens as well as greater state efforts towards developing 

water availability, accessibility, and quality is ever more pressing. There needs to be a greater 

emphasis on the destabilizing role of water insecurity and its ramifications. 
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APPENDICES 

 

 

Appendix 1 

 

Syria Survey Questions – English Version 

 

**Optional Questions 

 

 

1. Are you currently living in Syria? 

Answers options: 

Yes  

No 

 

2. In which province do you live/ used to live?  

Answers options:  

Aleppo 

Raqqa 

As-Suwayda 

Damscus 

Daraa 

Deir ez-Zor 

Hama 

Hasaka 

Homs 

Idlib 

Latakia 

Quneitra 

Rif Dimashq 

Tartus 

 

3. Have you ever had difficulties with accessing water? 

Answers options: 

Yes  

No 

 

4. If yes, please specify water for which purposes (eg. drinking water, irrigation, etc.) ** 

 

5. Has water ever been cut in where you live? 

 

6. Has a lack of water availability or quality ever threatened any aspect of your 

livelihood? 

Answer options: 

Yes 

No 
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7. If yes, what are these aspects? ** 

 

8. On a scale of 1 – 10 (1 being worst, 10 being best), rate water quality in where you 

live/used to live.  

 

9. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 

 

10. On a scale of scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the water availability.  

 

11. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 

 

12. On a scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the quality of water services 

 

13. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 

 

14. On a scale of 1-10, (1 being least important, 10 being most important) how important is 

the quality of water services to you compared to other services.  

 

15. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 

 

16. Who provides your water resources?  

Answer options: 

State  

Local vendors 

State and local vendors  

Other: Please specify  

 

17. Who manages your water resources? 

Answer options:  

State  

Local actors 

State and local actors  

Other: Please specify  

 

18. Do you pay for your water and water services? 

Answer options:  

Yes  

No 

 

19. What do you think of the price of water and water services? 

Answer options:  

High 

Appropriate  

Low  
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20. Do you think the state could provide better water services? 

Answer options:  

Yes 

No 

 

21. If yes, what do you think is stopping the state from providing better water services? ** 

 

22. Also, if you think better services could be provided by the state, who do you think is 

responsible? **  

 

If there is any more information you would like to provide about your water experience in 

Syria please add it here. ** 

 

Please share this survey with any other citizens you know. Please indicate how many people 

you shared the survey with. **  
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Appendix 2 

 

Syria Survey Questions – Arabic Version 
 

 سؤال اختياري ** 

 

 هل تعيش حاليا في سوريا؟  .1

 :  المتاحة  األجوبة 
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 ؟  في أي محافظة تعيش / كنت تعيش .2

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 حلب 

 الرقة  
 السويداء 

 دمشق 
 درعا  

 دير الزور  
 حماة 

 الحسكة  
 حمص 

 ادلب 
 الالذقية  

 القنيطرة  
 ريف دمشق 

 طرطوس 
 

 

 ؟ هل سبق لك ان واجهت صعوبات في الحصول على المياه .3

 :  المتاحة  األجوبة 
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 **  ( الري وما إلى ذلك على سبيل المثال مياه الشرب او ) إذا كانت اإلجابة نعم، يرجى تحديد المياه ألي أغراض  .4

 

 ؟ المياه في المكان الذي تعيش فيه  وانقطعتهل سبق  .5

 :  المتاحة  األجوبة 
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 ؟ هل سبق وهّدد نقص المياه أو جودتها جانبًا من جوانب معيشتك .6

 :  األجوبة المتاحة 
 نعم 
 ل 
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 **   ؟ فما هي هذه الجوانب نعم، إذا كانت اإلجابة  .7

 

 . المكان الذي تعيش فيه/ كنت تعيش فيه األفضل(، قيم معدل جودة المياه في    10أسوأ،    1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .8

 

 **   .قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم للسؤال أعاله إن أمكن  .9

 

 .األفضل(، قيم معدل توافر المياه   10أسوأ،    1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .10

 

 **   .قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم للسؤال أعاله إن أمكن  .11

 

 خدمات المياهاألفضل(، قيم جودة    10أسوأ،    1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .12

 

 . **  قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم للسؤال أعاله إن أمكن  .13

 

  األكثر أهمية( ما مدى أهمية جودة خدمات المياه بالنسبة لك مقارنة  10األقل أهمية،   1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .14

 بالخدمات األخرى 

 

 . ** قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم للسؤال أعاله إن أمكن  .15

 

 ؟ المائية من يوفر مواردك  .16

 :األجوبة المتاحة
 الدولة

 البائعين المحلين 
 الدولة والبائعين المحلين سوياً 

 أخرى 
 

 ؟ من يدير مواردك المائية  .17

 :األجوبة المتاحة
 الدولة

 جهات محلية 
 الدولة والجهات المحلية سوياً 

 أخرى 
 

 ؟ هل تدفع مقابل المياه وخدمات والمياه  .18

 :  األجوبة المتاحة 
 نعم 
 ل 
 

 ؟ رأيك في سعر توفير المياه وخدمات المياه ما   .19

 :األجوبة المتاحة
 مرتفع 

 مناسب
 منخفض 

 

 هل تعتقد أن الدولة بأماكنها أن تقدم خدمات مياه أفضل  .20

 :  األجوبة المتاحة 
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 نعم 
 ل 

 **   ؟ في رأيك ماذا يمنع الدولة من تقديم خدمات مياه أفضل .21

 

 ؟ **  قبل الدولة، فمن برأيك المسؤولإذا كنت تعتقد أنه يمكن تقديم خدمات أفضل من  .22

 

 **  هناك المزيد من المعلومات التي ترغب في مشاركتها حول تجربة المياه في سوريا، يرجى إضافتها هنا  ت إذا كان

 

  يرجى مشاركة هذا الستبيان مع أي مواطن آخر تعرفه ويرجى اإلشارة إلى عدد األشخاص الذين شاركت الستبيان معهم

  ** 
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Appendix 3 

 

Egypt Survey Questions – English Version 

 

**Optional Questions 

 

 

1. Are you currently living in Egypt? 

Answer options: 

Yes 

No 

 

2. In which regional unit do you live/used to live?  في أي اقليم تعيش/ كنت تعيش 

Answer options: 

Greater Cairo Regional Unit 

Alexandria Regional Unit 

Delta Regional Unit 

Suez Canal Regional Unit 

North Upper Egypt Regional Unit 

Asyut Regional Unit 

South Upper Egypt Regional Unit 

 

3. In which governorate do you live/used to live?  

 

4. Have you ever had difficulties with accessing water? 

Answers options: 

Yes  

No 

 

5. If yes, please specify water for which purposes (eg. drinking water, irrigation, etc.) ** 

 

6. Has water ever been cut in where you live? 

 

7. Has a lack of water availability or quality ever threatened any aspect of your 

livelihood? 

Answer options: 

Yes 

No 

 

8. If yes, what are these aspects? ** 

 

9. On a scale of 1 – 10 (1 being worst, 10 being best), rate water quality in where you 

live/used to live.  

 

10. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 
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11. On a scale of scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the water availability.  

 

12. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 

 

13. On a scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the quality of water services 

 

14. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 

 

15. On a scale of 1-10, (1 being least important, 10 being most important) how important is 

the quality of water services to you compared to other services.  

 

16. Provide a reason for the rating given in the question above if possible ** 

 

17. Who provides your water resources?  

Answer options: 

State  

Local vendors 

State and local vendors  

Other: Please specify  

 

18. Who manages your water resources? 

Answer options:  

State  

Local actors 

State and local actors  

Other: Please specify  

 

19. Do you pay for your water and water services? 

Answer options:  

Yes  

No 

 

20. What do you think of the price of water and water services? 

Answer options:  

High 

Appropriate  

Low  

 

21. Do you think the state could provide better water services? 

Answer options:  

Yes 

No 

 

22. If yes, what do you think is stopping the state from providing better water services? ** 
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23. Also, if you think better services could be provided by the state, who do you think is 

responsible? **  

 

If there is any more information you would like to provide about your water experience in 

Egypt, please add it here. ** 

 

Please share this survey with any other citizens you know. Please indicate how many people 

you shared the survey with. **  
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Appendix 4 

 

Egypt Survey Questions– Arabic Version 
 

 سؤال اختياري ** 

 

 هل تعيش حاليا في مصر؟  .1

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 في أي اقليم تعيش/كنت تعيش؟   .2

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 إقليم القاهرة الكبرى 

 إقليم اإلسكندرية 
 إقليم الدلتا 

 إقليم قناة السويس 
 إقليم شمال الصعيد 

 إقليم وسط الصعيد/اسيوط 
 إقليم جنوب الصعيد 

 

 في أي محافظة تعيش/ كنت تعيش؟  .3

 

 صعوبات في الحصول على المياه؟ هل سبق لك ان واجهت  .4

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 إذا كانت اإلجابة نعم، يرجى تحديد المياه ألي أغراض )على سبيل المثال مياه الشرب او الري وما إلى ذلك( **  .5

 

 هل سبق وانقطعت المياه في المكان الذي تعيش فيه؟  .6

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 المياه أو جودتها جانبًا من جوانب معيشتك؟ هل سبق وهّدد نقص   .7

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 إذا كانت اإلجابة نعم، فما هي هذه الجوانب؟ **   .8

 

 األفضل(، قيم معدل جودة المياه في المكان الذي تعيش فيه/ كنت تعيش فيه.   10أسوأ،    1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .9

 

 قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم للسؤال أعاله إن أمكن. **   .10
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 األفضل(، قيم معدل توافر المياه.  10أسوأ،    1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .11

 

 قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم للسؤال أعاله إن أمكن. **   .12

 

 األفضل(، قيم جودة خدمات المياه  10أسوأ،    1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .13

 

 سؤال أعاله إن أمكن. **  قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم لل  .14

 

األكثر أهمية( ما مدى أهمية جودة خدمات المياه بالنسبة لك مقارنة   10األقل أهمية،   1)  10إلى   1من مقياس   .15

 بالخدمات األخرى 

 

 قدم سببًا للتقييم المقدم للسؤال أعاله إن أمكن. **  .16

 

 من يوفر مواردك المائية؟  .17

 األجوبة المتاحة:
 الدولة

 البائعين المحلين 
 الدولة والبائعين المحلين سوياً 

 أخرى 
 

 من يدير مواردك المائية؟  .18

 األجوبة المتاحة:
 الدولة

 جهات محلية 
 الدولة والجهات المحلية سوياً 

 أخرى 
 

 هل تدفع مقابل المياه وخدمات والمياه؟  .19

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 نعم 
 ل 
 

 المياه؟ ما رأيك في سعر توفير المياه وخدمات  .20

 األجوبة المتاحة:
 مرتفع 

 مناسب
 منخفض 

 

 هل تعتقد أن الدولة بأماكنها أن تقدم خدمات مياه أفضل  .21

 األجوبة المتاحة:  
 نعم 
 ل 

 

 في رأيك ماذا يمنع الدولة من تقديم خدمات مياه أفضل؟ **   .22

 

 إذا كنت تعتقد أنه يمكن تقديم خدمات أفضل من قبل الدولة، فمن برأيك المسؤول؟ **   .23
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 يرجى إضافتها هنا **  مصرإذا كانت هناك المزيد من المعلومات التي ترغب في مشاركتها حول تجربة المياه في  

 

ص الذين شاركت الستبيان معهم  يرجى مشاركة هذا الستبيان مع أي مواطن آخر تعرفه ويرجى اإلشارة إلى عدد األشخا 

  ** 
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Appendix 5 

 

Additional Questions on Egypt– English Version 

 

 

All questions in this section are optional  

 

1. Have you heard of protests, riots, or any form of civil disorder due to water challenges? 

Answer options:  

Yes 

No  
 

2. If yes, what were the protests against exactly (e.g. low water quality, low water 

availability, high water prices)? 

 

3. What were the demands behind the protests? 

 

4. In which regions were these protests? 

 

Please add any additional information that you think is relevant to civil disorder that happened 

because of water difficulties or anything that you think might be useful for this research.  
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Appendix 6 

 

Additional Questions on Egypt– Arabic Version 

 

 

 جميع األسئلة في هذا القسم اختيارية

 

هل سمعت عن أي احتجاجات أو أعمال شغب أو أي شكل من أشكال الضطرابات المدنية بسبب صعوبات متعلقة   .1

 بالمياه؟ 

 األجوبة المتاحة:
 نعم
 ل

 

بالتحديد؟ )على سبيل المثال: صعوبة الحصول على المياه،   اتفما كان سبب الحتجاج نعم، إذا كانت اإلجابة  .2

 انخفاض جودة المياه، ارتفاع أسعار المياه( 

 

 ما هي المطالب من الحتجاجات؟  .3

 

 في أي مناطق حدثت الحتجاجات؟  .4

 

أنه   يرجى إضافة أي معلومات تعتقد انها ذات صلة بأضطرابات مدنية حصلت بسبب صعوبات المياه أو أي شيء اخر تعتقد

 مفيد للبحث 
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Appendix 7 

 

Aggregate Survey Results – Syria  

 

153 Responses 

 

 

Are you currently living in Syria?  

 

 
 

 

In which province do you live/used to live?  

 

Damascus 51%  

Aleppo 17% 

Homs 9.2% 

Rif Dimashq 4.6%  

Idlib 4.6%  

Latakia 3.3% 

Hama 3.3% 

Daraa 3.3%  

Tartous 2.6%   

Hasaka 0.7% 

Deir ez- Zor 0.7%  

 

 

Have you ever had difficulties with accessing water?  

 



162 

 
Has water even been cut in where you live?  

 

 
 

 

 

 

Has a lack of water availability or quality ever threatened any aspect of your livelihood? 

 

 
 

 

On a scale of 1 – 10 (1 being worst, 10 being best), rate water quality in where you live/used 

to live.  
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On a scale of scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the water availability.  

 
 

On a scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the quality of water services 

 
 

On a scale of 1-10, (1 being least important, 10 being most important) how important is the 

quality of water services to you compared to other services. 
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Who provides your water resources? 

 

State 66.7% 

State and Local Vendors 30.1% 

Local Vendors 3.3%  

 
 

Who manages your water resources?  

 

State 81% 

State and Local Actors 15% 

Local Actors 3.3% 

Other: Personal management 0.7% 
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Do you pay for your water and water services? 

 

Yes 93.5 

No 6.5 

 
 

 

What do you think of the price of water and water services? 

 

 
 

 

 

Do you think the state could provide better water services? 
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Appendix 8 

 

Aggregate Survey Results– Egypt  

 

186 Responses 

 

Are you currently living in Egypt?  
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In which regional unit do you live/used to live?  

 

Greater Cairo Regional Unit 57.5% 

Delta Regional Unit 16.1% 

Alexandria Regional Unit 15.1% 

Suez Canal Regional Unit 5.9%  

North Upper Egypt Regional Unit 2.2% 

South Upper Egypt Regional Unit 2.2%  

Asyut Regional Unit 1.1%  

 

Have you ever had difficulties with accessing water?  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Has water even been cut in where you live?  

 

 
 

 

Has a lack of water availability or quality ever threatened any aspect of your livelihood? 
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On a scale of 1 – 10 (1 being worst, 10 being best), rate water quality in where you live/used 

to live.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

On a scale of scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the water availability.  

 

 
 

On a scale of 1 – 10, (1 being worst, 10 being best) rate the quality of water services. 
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On a scale of 1-10, (1 being least important, 10 being most important) how important is the 

quality of water services to you compared to other services. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Who provides your water resources? 

 

State 74.7% 

State and Local Vendors 23.7%  

Local Vendors 1.1%  

Other: Natural resource – Nile Water 0.5%  
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Who manages your water resources?  

 

State 79%  

State and Local Actors 17.7%  

Local Actors 3.2%  

 

 
 

Do you pay for your water and water services? 

 

Yes 98.9% 

No 1.1%  

 
 

What do you think of the price of water and water services? 

 

Appropriate 50% 

High 46.8% 

Low 3.2%  
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Do you think the state could provide better water services? 

 

 
 

Additional Optional Section 

 

 

Have you heard of protests, riots, or any form of civil disorder due to water challenges? 

149 Responses  
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