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Understanding the Context

The water situation in Iraq is strained. Challenges
related to water quantity and quality are numerous
and complex. Water flow from the Euphrates and
Tigris rivers that together provide up to 98% of
Iraq’s water supply has decreased by 30% since
the 1980s and is expected to shrink to a further
50% by 2030.%2 By 2025, overall water supply is
predicted to decrease by up to 60%, compared to
2015.%2 Reduced water flow in both rivers is the

result of decreases in rainfall, the construction
of dams, increased water abstractions, heavy
water use by the oil industry, and the impacts

of war and conflict on water infrastructure.*

The Mesopotamia n Marshes, once the largest
wetland ecosystem of Western Eurasia and the
main source of freshwater in southern Iraq, are
now only a fraction of what they were 30 years
ago.” While supply is decreasing, water demand
is increasing due to rapid population growth,
inefficient water use by the agricultural and
industrial sectors, as well as levels of urbaniza-
tion for which the current infrastructure is not
able to accommodate.® At the same time, water
quality has deteriorated due to decreased water
flows and untreated wastewater discharge from
cities, agricultural farms, and industrial areas.”
In the summer of 2018, the province of Al-Basrah
(or Basra), which is home to about 4.7 Million
inhabitants, experienced a severe health crisis
that was later found to be related to poor water
quality.® An estimated 118,000 people had to be
hospitalized due to water-related illness leading
hundreds of protestors to storm the Basra
Health Directorate complaining about the
inadequate health services in local hospitals
during the crisis.” A year later, in October 2019
protests also erupted in the capital city Baghdad.
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Although the protests concerned a lack of public
services, corruption, and foreign influence in
Iraq more broadly, the people also expressed
discontent with the quantity and quality of
available water.'° The spread of COVID-19 presents
another threat to Iraq’s stability and its people,
as Iraqg’s health care system has limited treat-
ment capacities. Some regions are short on
sanitation facilities and supplies necessary to
effectively prevent infection from spreading.**

Water challenges in Iraq can be examined at
different spatial levels. At the transboundary
level, the quantity and quality of water in Iraq
are impacted by water management activities

of neighboring countries on the Euphrates and
Tigris rivers: Turkey, Iran, and Syria. The
construction of dams and the interception of
tributaries in Turkey and Iran have reduced
water levels in Iraq, seriously straining relations
between Iraq and its upstream neighbors. Due to
their political nature, these transboundary water
disputes have captured considerable attention
in academic literature and made the headlines

in several news outlets.'? The question of
transboundary water management and related
sharing arrangements revolves around one main
problem: namely, the quantity of water available
in Iraq. However, Iraq’s water-related issues
extend beyond the amount of water flowing
from the Euphrates and Tigris rivers; Effective
water management within Iraq’s borders is

also a critical facet for developing sustainable
solutions. Cheap water tariffs, gaps in awareness,
and damaged infrastructure from consecutive
wars have all contributed to very high per capita
consumption of water in Iraq (392L/per capita/
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per day, as opposed to 200L international
average).” As explained, the low water levels

do not only lead to a lack of water in terms of
volume but also contribute to the critical issues
Iraq faces regarding water quality. The main
factors influencing water quality are salinity due
to changes in water flows and decreasing water
quantity and pollution due to wastewater
discharge. Finally, Iraq is also struggling with
access to water services. Water supply coverage
in urban areas is about 73%, while in some rural
areas it might be as low as 40-45%.

Iraq’s eighteen provinces face disparate water
challenges. Disputes over the fair allocation and
use of water resources often transpire between
provincial governments and their constituents.
Recently, for example, Dhi Qar province accused
its northern neighbor Wasit province of not
sharing water equally, negatively impacting the
livelihood of Dhi Qar’s agriculture dependent
population.®® This type of dispute over water is
not uncommon, with various reports suggesting
that in some cases the protection of water
resources may even result in deadly conflict.*
However, an assessment of the complex
interplay between water issues in Iraq and their
potential to ignite conflict within and across
Iraq’s provinces remain underdeveloped. Indeed,
water-related challenges at the interprovincial
level in Iraq have long been overshadowed by
transboundary water disputes in the region. This
may be because interprovincial water challenges
are highly complex, less visible, and more
technical in nature.
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grassroots socio-political movement in Iragi history.
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The Water Peace and Security (WPS) partnership
aims to address this gap and capture the broad
range of water-related challenges and conflicts
present at the interprovincial level. To highlight
the importance of examining water-related
challenges and conflict potential at the inter-
provincial level, this paper provides a brief
snapshot of the geographical, legal, economic,
and socio-political factors that shape both the
water reality across Iraq’s provinces and how
actors respond to this reality.

Assessing Interprovincial Tensions

The relationship between water and stability is
complex and highly dependent on context. It can
be asserted, however, that geographical, legal,
economic, and socio-political factors impact
levels of water stress and the likelihood of
water-related conflict in important and multi-
directional ways. Geographical and legal factors
influence the quantity and quality of available
water. The quantity and quality of available
water, in turn, has economic and socio-political
implications and shape the wider context in
which water-related conflicts develop. Lack of
available water undermines local economies and
livelihoods that may force populations to migrate,
which can further cause or exacerbate tensions
between population groups.”” Economic and
socio-political factors also influence water use
practices that, in turn, influence the quantity
and quality of available water. These multi-
directional links between geographical, legal,
economic, socio-political factors and water are
complex and important to understand water and
conflict dynamics.

Interprovincial Water Challenges in Iraq

Geographical. Whether a province is located
upstream or downstream within the basin plays
a key role in determining the quantity of water it
receives. Due to the Mediterranean, semi-arid
climate in the north of the country, the Northern
provinces receive higher amounts of annual
rainfall (400mm/year) compared to the
provinces located in the Southern desert zone
(<200mm/year).*® The northern provinces also
have early access to the Tigris River at the point
where it flows into Iraq from Turkey.*” Although
provinces in the north of Iraq may also be
vulnerable to drought due to relatively lower
levels of rainfall, the region overall has relatively
higher water resources than the provinces in the
south.?’ Changes in precipitation patterns may
lead northern provinces to increase water storage
capacity, however.?" Decisions to use large
quantities of water would have implications

for downstream provinces.

Legal. Water availability across Iraq’s provinces
is also affected by legal provisions that dictate
how water should be managed and allocated.
The 2017 Irrigation Law number 83 Article 3
establishes that the Ministry of Water Resources
(MoWR) is responsible for setting, distributing,
and supervising water quotas.?> However, these
centrally determined water quotas are often
breached by citizens or local businesses and
may trigger disputes over water use between
different actors, including between provincial
governments?® The MoWR has taken some steps
to address breaches of water quotas. So far,
these steps have had a limited, but positive
effect on resolving internal water disputes.
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There are several instances where breaches of
the water quota resulted in direct conflict between
provinces. For example, on 24 November 2017,
the council of Missan province announced that
it would file a lawsuit against its neighboring
provinces, Wasit and Dhi Qar, for disregarding
Missan’s allocated water share, causing material
damage and harming citizens.?* Similarly, in
July 2018 the governor of Muthanna and accom-
panying local security forces unlawfully entered
Qadisiyah to remove the structures that had
reduced the flow of water to Muthanna province.?
Additionally, the province of Dhi Qar accused its
northern neighbor Wasit of breaching water
shares, resulting in shortage of water in Dhi Qar
that negatively impacts the income and well-
being of Dhi Qar’s agriculture-dependent
population.? The province of Wasit denies these
accusations.? In yet another incidence, the
province of Basra demanded the province of
Missan address the issue of illegal fish farms
that tap into the river system and curb the level
of river flow that reaches Basra.?® The MoWR
has stated it would take steps to solve these
interprovincial disputes by enhancing law
enforcement and holding provinces involved
accountable for any breaches.?

Economic. Decreased water availability has a
huge impact on Iraq’s economy and undermines
the livelihood of local populations. Iraq’s economy
is dependent on its oil and agricultural sectors,
which both require substantial quantities of
water.*® Low levels of available water create
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heightened tensions and competition over water
between water users.

0il production requires substantial amounts of
water for injection and for cooling during the
drilling process.* The oil-rich provinces in Iraq
hence require large quantities of water to sustain
these practices and ensure the continued pro-
duction of oil that fuels Iraq’s economy.*? The
south of Iraq is the most oil-rich region, holding
88% of the country’s oil reserves (including the
supergiant Majnoon) but oil is also of vital
economic importance for the northern region.*
The discharge of industrial wastewater (particu-
larly from the oil industry), alongside sewage
and agricultural drainage into water streams
forces residents in the southern provinces to
purchase water for drinking and cooking.*
While the oil industry contributes to water
pollution, water quantity and quality also affect
the energy (oil) sector. In 2018, operations had
to be discontinued at the country’s largest oil
refineries, because salinity of the water was
four-times higher than operable limits.*

Water is also essential to sustain the agricultural
practices that are the main source of income for
many citizens across Iraq’s provinces. Increases
in the salinity of freshwater have made it unfit to
sustain agriculture (crops) and livestock, making
it harder for people to secure their income.*
Lower water levels in rivers and Iraq’s geo-
graphical proximity to the Persian Gulf allow for
seawater to encroach upon the Shat Al-Arab river.
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Evaporation and changes to water flows
(particularly water returning from the Tharthar
reservoir to the river system) further contribute
to salt contamination in both rivers.*” During the
peak of the crisis in 2018, salinity in the Shatt
Al-Arab reached TDS levels of 22,000 ppm,
about 22 times the amount of what the World
Health Organisation deems acceptable for
drinking.* The salinity of irrigation water
deposits salt in the soil, inflicting long-term
effects on the sustainability of farmlands for
future use.* Farmers in the southern provinces
have already reported the death of their cattle
and water buffaloes due to the poor water quality.
Due to its geographical location, southern Iraq is
more prone to increases in water salinity, putting
extra pressure on the water situation in this
region, compared to the rest of the country.

Dhi Qar province has particularly high levels

of water salinity that is detrimental for its
agricultural sector as many crops have low salt
tolerance.*

To secure income and continue the operation of
water-intensive agricultural practices, farmers
and businesses may illegally tap into freshwater
canals.* In several provinces, illegal fish farmers
may transgress water shares to secure their
income and the operation of illegal fish farms.*
These farms require large quantities of freshwater
and may bypass official irrigation canals.**In the
northern province of Kirkuk, for example, there
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are a total of 41 fishing ponds that have official
authorization.* Although since 1987 the
government has not authorized any new ponds
to be built due to water shortage, today there
are over four hundred illegal fishing ponds in
Kirkuk. These violate Kirkuk’s water plans and
have not been authorized by the Ministry of
Agriculture. Similar problems have occurred
in the province of Babil, where local authorities
have been criticized for being complicit with
owners of the fish farms.* These practices may
leave less water available for public treatment
plants tasked with the removal of contaminants
from municipal wastewater, that already face
serious water shortages.”” In some provinces,
public water services are only available during
certain hours of the day. This may push house-
holds to illegally tap into the piping infra-
structure, further exacerbating uncontrolled
water extraction in these provinces.*®

Socio-political. Competition over scarce water
resources may incite or exacerbate existing
ethno-religious tensions between Iraq’s provinces.
The south of the country is mainly inhabited by
Shia Arabs; the central areas are predominantly
Sunni, and a Kurdish minority lives in the north
of Iraq.”’ Politics in Iraq is often sectarian and
distrust between communities from different
ethnic and religious groups tends to be high.*°
These existing tensions can easily mix with com-
peting claims of provinces over scarce resources,
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Quality and Its Environmental Implications within Tigris and
Euphrates Rivers,” 57.
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such as water, making water-related issues in
Iraq particularly contentious. For instance, recent
water-related disputes between armed Huraish
and Marian tribes in the Missan province resulted
in the death of at least twenty-five people.>!
Such conflicts erupt because actors on either
side divert the flow of the river to obtain water,
thereby preventing it from reaching other farms
further downstream. Similarly, conflict flared up
between tribes of the Muthanna and Diwaniyah
provinces over water to the extent that local
authorities demanded the central government
intervene to prevent further escalation.>?

In comparison to the rest of Iraq, the upstream
northern provinces receive abundant rainfall and
natural groundwater recharge.*®* The abundant
levels of water are crucial to sustaining the oil
industry on which Iraq’s economy relies heavily,
and also impacts its economic development more
broadly.>* In theory, the northern provinces can
use their advantageous geographical location and
access to water as a point of leverage in political
negotiations with the more water-scarce southern
provinces.* This could lead to tensions between
the Kurdish population that tends to live in
water-richer provinces in the north and other
ethnic populations that live in more water-scarce
regions throughout Iraq.”® While most inter-
provincial disputes are solved peacefully through
mediation by the federal government or lawsuits,
some may erupt in violence between local actors
(e.g. if the process is stalled or outcomes do not
satisfy those involved or concerned by them).*’
The overall fragile governance system in Iraq
and the high level of distrust in society limits the
opportunity for effective conflict resolution,
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making conflict more likely. Research shows
that it is typically not water-related change that
leads to conflict but the inability of governance
systems to adapt and deal with such change.*®
Interprovincial disputes between southern and
northern provinces have already shown signs of
straining the cohesion of Iraqi society and
provoking sectarian and ethnic conflict between
provinces.*’ Provincial governments or popula-
tions that seek to secure water for themselves at
the cost of water availability in other provinces
may further exacerbate drivers of conflict.

Relations between provinces and their populations
are strained further by displacement resulting
from increasing water stress.®® The International
Organization for Migration (IOM) ranks drought
and water pollution among the key divers of
displacement.* In July 2019, IOM identified
21,314 internally displaced persons (IDPs) from
the southern and central provinces who were
displaced due to the lack of clean water either
because of high salinity content and/or water-
borne disease outbreaks.®? Displacement in Iraq
includes populations moving from the south to
the north and vice versa, from rural to urban
areas, and to different locations within both rural
and urban areas. These forms of displacement
put substantial pressure on Iraq’s cities, which are
already challenged by rapid population growth.®*
Tensions between farmers and citizens in host
cities due to class divides are also evident.**
Existing tensions tied directly or indirectly to
provincial identities may be exacerbated when
citizens in these cities are already struggling to
maintain their own livelihoods.®®
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Figure 1: Map of provinces in Iraq. Source: HCSS

Integrating Multiple Levels of Analysis
Geographical, legal, economic, and socio-political
factors impact water availability and security in
Iraq and may create conditions for conflict at the
interprovincial level. These factors impact water
access from different angles and interact in
complex and important ways. For instance,
while water-related displacement may affect
people at the most granular household level, the
resultant vulnerabilities and grievances may in
turn influence water politics and exacerbate
tensions at the interprovincial level. The link
between water and conflict is not straightforward,
and ultimately culminates in the combined
impact of multiple factors that warrant further
analysis. For Iraq in particular, sufficient and
usable water resources are indispensable for
peace and development and a shortage of water

presents a precursor for conflict. The issues
outlined in this working paper demonstrate that
water challenges in Iraq have an interprovincial
dimension that has received relatively little
attention at national and international level.
The quality and quantity of water in Iraq have
steadily worsened to the extent that it is now
undermining water security and stability and
requires deeper assessment. The complexity of
these challenges may lead to decision-making
by provincial governments, businesses, and
populations in Iraq that further undermines the
quality and quantity of water in potentially
destabilizing ways. This destabilization
manifests at multiple levels: between provinces,
between local populations and their provincial
administrations, and between national actors
and the provinces. For example, discord
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between provinces occurs when the allocation,
management, and use of water in one province
reduces the quality and quantity of water available
in other provinces. While some stakeholders
may limit their water usage to designated quotas
and support equal distribution among stake-
holders, others may transgress these limits and
reduce the levels of water available for other
stakeholders. This may lead to different forms of
conflict within and between provinces. Analysis
of the relations between water and conflict at the
interprovincial level, including the linkages
between the provinces and local and national
stakeholders is therefore an important step to
address water security and stability in Iraq

more holistically. The interprovincial approach
considers stakeholders at all levels of Iraqi
society that contribute to water security or
undermine it. In doing so, it provides an
integrated perspective of the possible domestic
drivers of water-related conflict that in turn
offer opportunities for building a more water
secure and resilient Iraq.

Building Blocks to Stability

To effectively address water-related conflict in
Iraq, it is critical to identify and understand the
water challenges at the provincial level and to
use this information to foster dialogue between
stakeholders, which in turn will further inform
understanding and analysis. This process must
support national and regional efforts at building
more informed and conflict-sensitive solutions.
The Water Peace and Security partnership has
developed an integrated approach over the last
two years to address risk of water related conflict.
This consists of three building blocks that can be
adjusted and applied to the context of Iraq.

1. Identify and understand interprovincial
water challenges, how these challenges
impact conflict dynamics and what conflict
resolution mechanisms exist to address the
issues.

2. Raise awareness and encourage dialogue that
addresses the interplay between water and
conflict.

3. Support activities to prevent and/or mitigate
conflict risk

1. Identify and understand interprovincial
water challenges
Interprovincial water challenges in Iraq pose a
risk to livelihoods, energy security, and food
production. To reduce the risk of water-related
security threats, these issues need to be
understood by key stakeholders at the local,
provincial, and national level, including govern-
ment actors, civil society, private sector actors,
and non-government organisations. Innovative
early warning tools currently being developed by
the Water Peace Security (WPS) partnership that
utilize big data and remote sensing can support
the identification of specific hotspot areas of
risk.® More granular assessments can also be
made that assess the impact of hydrological,
social, economic, and political factors on local
and regional communities. These tools use a
wide range of quantitative water-related
variables that can be configured into simple
dashboards to help stakeholders identify changes
in water availability and potential conflict hot-
spots. These dashboards can generate impartial
information to fill knowledge gaps and also help
identify issues that are not well understood and
warrant further analysis and attention. The
ability to continually feed information into these
early warning tools ensures that it provides
up-to-date analysis that accurately reflects the
evolving nature of water challenges. The complex
and non-linear pathways between water and
conflict make it critical to assess and understand
the impact of several factors and their inter-
dependencies. The combined use of machine
learning tools and wider knowledge platforms
enables an integrated and holistic understanding
of the impact of water on conflict dynamics and
how they can be changed into conflict resolution
opportunities.

Information tools and services that enhance
understanding of water-related risks also
function as an effective and non-partisan
communication tool to raise awareness and

66. Water, Peace and Security Partnership, “The Growing Water Crisis
Increasingly Poses a Threat To: Ecosystems, Livelihoods, and Security.’
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encourage constructive dialogue between stake-
holders. Developing a shared understanding of
the risks and providing incentives to cooperate
are a first step to enable key stakeholders to
define joint actions to prevent and/or mitigate
security risks and related vulnerabilities.

2. Raise Awareness and Encourage Dialogue

A better and more informed understanding of
water-related security risks also creates an
enabling environment for raising awareness and
engaging in wider dialogue processes. Water
issues require multiple stakeholders who may
not necessarily work together naturally to take
appropriate action. Creating water-focused
partnerships depends on strengthening collabo-
ration and trust across different socio-economic
and political layers. This can be done through
building platforms and supporting dialogue fora
where stakeholders from across society and
sectors can openly and jointly address water
challenges. Mediation may be required in a
context of escalated conflict and elevated levels
of distrust. This, however, can only be done by
mediators that are neutral and trusted by all
sides of a conflict and that understand their own
role as mediator. Evidence-based information
can encourage more neutral and constructive
dialogue where exchanges of interests and
trade-offs can be negotiated, and alternative
actions can be explored that move beyond
current ‘fixed’ positions. Scenario planning
through modeling and serious games can further
encourage groups to generate agreeable and
actionable options. Presentations and informal
group discussions between stakeholders can
further encourage stakeholders to share their
perspectives on specific water challenges and
listen to others’ perspectives. While raising
awareness supports dialogue, dialogue between
stakeholders also strengthens awareness of
respective water challenges and help resolve
tensions that may heighten the likelihood of
conflict.

Easily accessible knowledge platforms, joint
analysis, and mutual understanding pave the
way for better cooperation and willingness to
engage in activities to prevent and mitigate

conflict risk that in turn deepen mutual under-
standing and constructive relations. Often the
best way to establish positive relations between
stakeholders and improve water management is
to undertake activities together.

3. Support activities to prevent/mitigate
conflict risk:

To have a real impact, knowledge and under-

standing of water issues need to be turned into

action. Knowledge can support action by directing

efforts to fill existing gaps and harnessing

support for existing and effective initiatives

and practices that address these gaps.

Stakeholders equipped with knowledge (e.g.
through information dashboards, analysis,
scenario planning) can share expertise at the
individual and community level to train others
to develop the skills and capacities necessary

to address water challenges. These train-the-
trainer activities ensure that knowledge is
passed on between stakeholders and to future
generations, thus making efforts more sustainable
in the long-term term. This allows trainers to
act as water ambassadors that direct and shape
activities on the ground at the local, community,
and national level. Trainers can train community
leaders, staff at local NGOs and key civil society
actors responsible for preparing and imple-
menting water-resilience building activities.
The Ministry of Water Resources also has an
important leadership role in bringing together
trainers, organizations, and the wider community
and implementing their perspectives in policy,
planning, and on the ground activities. The
MoWR can support the organization of workshops
and serious games that bring stakeholders
together in an informal and enjoyable setting.
As stakeholders may not regularly engage or may
have distrustful relations, informal activities
that encourage positive interaction and resolve
tensions may be an important first step.
Addressing existing tensions at an early stage
helps alleviate uncertainties and gives stake-
holders time to assess initiatives and the value
of investing their time, effort, and resources. It
can also help prevent tensions from arising at
later stages. As interactions become stronger,
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initial pilot activities can commence. These
initial activities should focus on technical issues
such as salination levels and pollution levels as
it is often easier to find agreeable solutions
between stakeholders on these issues. Small-
scale activities allow stakeholders to become
more comfortable with working together and
creates a sense of ownership by demonstrating
that jointly finding equitable solutions is in
everyone’s interest. Creating approachable and
open-access platforms where stakeholders can
share success stories can be an effective way to
build on initial successes to gain support from
the wider community. Successful pilot activities
subsequently encourage stakeholders to engage
more frequently in other activities that are more
complex and require longer-term commitment.
Water-related issues often involve social and
ethnic disputes and finding equitable solutions
may require changing perspectives or making
trade-offs.

This multi-step approach is time demanding.

It is also more likely to bring long-term impact
however because it encourages confidence
building and conflict resolution between stake-
holders. It gives stakeholders time to learn
through experience that positive changes can
be achieved through working together. Often, a
‘show, don’t tell’ approach is the most effective
and durable way to encourage communities to
work together in complex environments

where water challenges are intricately tied to
socio-economic and political dynamics. At a
global level, stronger analysis through improved
information tools also enables the global 4D
community (diplomacy, defense, development,
disaster-response experts) to design activities
that address local needs and concerns. It also
encourages authorities, donors, and other
investors to provide necessary financial
resources to invest in high risk regions.
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