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INTRODUCTION

The 1967 occupation had significant 
implications for Palestinian water 
resources and their access and 

distribution.  These issues remain at the 
heart of Israel’s illegal occupation of 
Palestinian land.  As a trans-boundary 
resource, control over water has significant 
legal and political implications.  Yet 
while key water resources are shared 
between Israel and the occupied Palestine 
territories (as well as more regionally by 
Syria, Jordan and Lebanon), its access and 
distribution has become dependant upon 
a political process marred by asymmetries 
of power.  Put otherwise, Palestinians are 
dependent upon Israel for their water.  
Israel however exerts effective unilateral 
control over the vast majority of their 
water sources. Particularly striking are 
the massive disparities that exist between 
access and quality of water enjoyed by 
Israeli citizens – including illegal settlers 
across the West Bank – and Palestinians. 
In fact, Israel’s claim to be ‘greening 
the desert’, hides a plethora of illegal 
practices.  While its Jewish citizens enjoy 
water network coverage and unlimited 
access to meet their household needs, 
millions of Palestinian citizens of Israel and 
Palestinians living under Israeli occupation 
in the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) 
and Gaza Strip suffer from limited access 
and water shortages.  Such discriminatory 

policies are in contravention to a number 
of international laws and obligations that 
govern water rights, and have significant 
adverse humanitarian consequences for 
health and livelihoods. In severe cases it 
may also lead to the forced displacement 
of residents from their communities.  In 
short, Israel’s water policies violates basic 
human rights of Palestinian residents in the 
Occupied Territories, including the right to 
health, the right to adequate housing, the 
right to equality, and the right to benefit 
from their natural resources. 

This report details this situation as it 
relates to one of the worst affected 
areas: the Jordan Valley. Water scarcity, 
abysmal sanitation facilities and polluted 
water resources present a constant 
challenge to the survival of this already 
vulnerable community. Although access 
to safe water is compromised in many 
developing countries, as this report 
shows, it is the deliberately discriminatory 
nature of Israel’s policies, highlighted by 
it’s unflinching ability to guarantee safe 
water access and distribution for its settler 
population, that make this man-made 
water crisis unique.  It also however means 
that much can be achieved by forcing 
Israel to abide by its obligations as set 
out in numerous legal frameworks and 
conventions.



Water in Palestine: 

  quick facts
in the West Bank enjoy a continuous flow of 
water and on average consume approximately 
six times more water than Palestinians.

The Oslo Accords divided control over the 
shared surface and groundwater sources 
roughly 90%-10% in Israel’s favor. Israel uses 
approximately 85% of groundwater resources 
originating in the WBGS, leaving about 15% 
of available water for Palestinian use

Overall, 49% of Palestinian households are 
not connected to a public sewerage network. 

Each year 50 million cubic metres of 
untreated sewage flows into the groundwater 
and seeps into old water networks while only 
7% of the wastewater is fully-treated and 
there is only one fully-operational sewage 
treatment plant in the West Bank. 

Dilapidated infrastructure means that an 
estimated 35 to 50% of water supplies are 
lost due to leakages

Palestinians are forbidden from using the 
Jordan River, which would provide 250 
million cubic liters of water per year

In October 2009 Amnesty International noted 
that “180,000 – 200,000 Palestinians living in 
rural communities have no access to running 
water and even in towns and villages which 
are connected to the water network, the taps 
often run dry.” 

The annual discharge of spring water has 
declined from 52.7 million m3/year in 2004, 
to 44.8 million m3/year in 2007.

The annual quantity of water purchased from 
Merkorot for domestic use has risen from 
42.6 million m3/year in 2004 to 49.4 million 
m3/year in 2007. 

Israeli per capita water consumption is more 
than five times higher than that of West Bank 
Palestinians (350 litres per person per day 
in Israel compared to 60 litres per person 
per day in the West Bank, excluding East 
Jerusalem)

Average West Bank Palestinian water 
consumption is 70 litres cubed per day less 
than the minimum global standards set by 
the World Health Organization which stands 
at 100 litres cubed per day.

56,000 Palestinians in the Jordan Valley 
consume an average of 37 Million Cubic 
Meters (MCM) of water per year, as 
compared to an average of 41 MCM for only 
9,400 settlers 

Israeli usage of West Bank groundwater 
sources has been estimated at approximately 
483 Mm3 per year while Palestinian use was 
estimated to 120 mcm per year. 

Israel has constructed wells that drill up to 
300-400 metres as compared to Palestinian 
wells, which are only allowed to reach 
depths of 60 to 140 meters.  This both 
ensures higher water flow rates and better 
quality water for settlers, and has greatly 
undermined water supply in Palestinian wells

Over 50% of water supplies in the oPt is still 
purchased directly from Mekorot, the Israeli 
water company, which sells in bulk to the 
West Bank Water Department (now part of 
the PWA), however Israel controls and limits 
the amounts sold to the Palestinians despite 
the fact this water comes from the West Bank

  Palestinians are charged more than their 
counterparts in Israel for water: Mekorot 
charges Israelis NIS 1.8 per cubic metre, 
compared to an average of NIS 2.5 per cubic 
metre for Palestinians. 

In order to ensure continuous water 
supplies to Israeli settlers (particularly in 
the dry summer month Mekorot reduces or 
temporarily cuts-off supplies to Palestinian 
communities. Some 230,000 Israel settlers 
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WATER IN THE 

JORDAN VALLEY

water flow in West Bank.  In fact, there is no 
other surface water available to Palestinians 
except for small seasonal springs and surface 
run-off in wadis, while rainwater (often 
of minimal supply) is collected in some 
communities in cisterns. The Jordan Valley 
has abundant fertile land, warm weather 
and crucially, significant water sources: it 
holds, aquifers and ground water along with 
the Dead Sea and Jordan River.   Its water 
resources also mean that the region holds 
significant economic potential for both 
agriculture and tourism.  It is a potential 
that remains unfulfilled however.   Yet since 
the 1967 Israeli occupation of the OPT, 
Palestinians have had no share in the Jordan 
River basin water resources.  Exploitation of 
the river by the Israelis and Jordanians has 
all but dried up the river, in the process also 
affecting the Dead Sea.    

Wastewater and sanitation

In addition to not being connected to the 
water network, many communities in 
the Jordan Valley lack connection to the 
sewerage network.  Instead, families are 
forced to used septic tanks and holes. Many 
of these wastewater facilities are unlined or 
in need of repair. Solid waste is then buried, 
burned or collected after which it may be 
discharged into wadis, agricultural land or 
even along road sides.  Overall, between 90 
and 95 percent of Palestinian wastewater is 

Water supply, access and distribution 

T he Jordan Valley represents 
approximately 30 percent of the land 

mass of the West Bank and covers the area 
running west of the Jordan River from the 
Dead Sea up to Bisan in the North and 
extending inwards as far as the mountains of 
the West Bank.  Accounting for around 2400 
km2 it is on the whole a highly urbanized 
area - 65 percent of residents live in the 
city of Jericho and the surrounding area.  
The remaining bulk of the Jordan Valley 
has a low population density, crucial for 
Palestinian population expansion, while it’s 
fertile lands mean it constitutes a crucial 
area for the  agricultural industry.  Indeed, 
in previous years, the Jordan Valley was the 
bread basket of Palestine. Today however 
it constitutes a largely inaccessible and 
increasingly arid land mass. 

There are two main sources of water in 
Palestine: ground water stored in aquifers 
that is accessible from springs and wells, 
and surface water from the River Jordan 
and flood waters which collect in wadis 
during rainy season.  Of the four aquifers 
located partially or totally in the OPT, three 
are located in the West Bank; the Western 
Basin, the Northeastern Basin, and the 
Eastern Basin.  The most important of 
these is the Western Aquifer which supplies 
approximately ninety five percent of 
Palestinian water which is accessed through 
springs and wells many of which were 
located in the Jordan Valley region.  

The region is however also significant 
in terms of water supply because it 
encompasses the River Jordan which is the 
only significant and permanent surface 



not treated at all, and only one Palestinian 
wastewater treatment plant is currently 
functioning. This means that wastewater 
often ends up in valleys, sewers, irrigation 
channels or refuse dumps (Bt’selem, 2009). 
A favourite dumping ground, owing to its 
lower population density and wider open 
space, is the Jordan Valley.  

In addition to the pollution caused by 
inadequate wastewater facilities for 
Palestinians, settlement waste and 
even waste from inside of Israel is also 
disposed of on Palestinian land.  For 
example, Israel only preliminarily treats the 
wastewater from its colonies in the Jordan 
Valley (B’Tselem).  Through a deliberate 
bureaucratic evasion, via a facility in 
Horqaniya Valley that is not registered with 
the Ministry of Health, it dams some of the 
settlement wastewater which it then uses 
for irrigation of date trees in settlements 
in the Jordan Valley.  The remainder of the 
raw sewage then flows back into the water 
system, polluting the aquifer and the Dead 
Sea. (B’Tselem).  Elsewhere, reservoirs 
are operating over capacity preventing 
them from treating all of the waste. 
Across the Jordan Valley, the deteriorating 
environmental conditions that result from 
the inadequate treatment of settlement 
waste threaten the quality of water sources 
upon which many Palestinians in the region 
depend. 

CASE STUDY: 
Joubiah, living with settlement sewage

The small farming community of Joubiah, next 
to Mehola settlement exemplifies the poor 
sanitation and wastewater situation in the 
Jordan Valley. Mehola was one of the first illegal 
colonies constructed more than 40 years and 
today consists of illegal residential areas as well 
as commercial farms.  Raw sewage from the 
farms gathers in a cesspool located on stolen 
Palestinian land, next to a Palestinian farm that 
continues to operate despite the difficulties 
and competition from the settlers.  Today the 
families there only plant small amounts of 
vegetables, and have had to stop farming some 
produce that requires significant irrigation.  
They have also limited their cattle to just 10 
animals, in significant part owing to their 
inability to farm because of the water situation.  
This is in stark contrast to the banana farming, 
greenhouses full of herbs and lush looking fields 
that testify to the high levels of irrigation used 
on settlement farms.  

Especially worrying is that some of the young 
children in the community, curious for an area 
to play in have fallen in the sewage. In the 
summer the heat results in a putrid smell that 
engulfs Joubiah and attracts hundreds of flies, 
spiders and mosquitoes.  Community members 
also reported seeing a large snake on the 
banks of the sewage pool in recent months.  
On occasion, the pipes have blocked and 
sewage has overflowed, flooding and ruining 
the surrounding farmland.

“Water and sanitation are deeply 
interrelated. Sanitation is essential 
for the conservation and sustainable 
use of water resources, while access 
to water is required for sanitation 
and hygiene practices. Furthermore, 
the realisation of other human rights, 
such as the right to the highest 
attainable standard of health, 
the right to food and the right to 
adequate housing, depend on access 
to water and sanitation.” 

(COHRE; 2008)

Two children playing dangerously close to a cesspool created from raw 
sewage from the illegal mehola settlement.
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SITUATION ANALYSIS

1)  LEGAL CONTEXT

What are Israel’s obligations?

In order to assess how the current situation 
relates to Israel’s obligations as an occupying 
power, it is important to understand 
what the ‘right to water’ means. Given 
that the Right to water is one of the most 
fundamental conditions for survival. Access 
to quality water is enshrined in a number of 
international conventions and declarations 
pertaining to health and standards of living.  
It exists at the level of the individual and 
implies access to the minimum necessary for 
basic needs. 

Perhaps the most important of these laws 
is General Comment No. 15 on the Right 
to Water, adopted in November 2002. 
While this right does not entitle people to 
unlimited use of free water or to household 
connection it does mean that water and 
sanitation services should be affordable, that 
water and sanitation facilities should be in 
the immediate vicinity of the household and 
that water should be used in a sustainable 
manner. This right exists irrespective of an 
individual’s ethnicity, gender, age, religious 
or political beliefs and health status.  It also 
stipulates that individuals and communities 
can participate in, and influence, decision 
making relating to water and sanitation 
services on national and local levels. In the 
Palestinian context of military occupation, 
Israel is the core duty bearer and thus legally 
bound to uphold this right.  Specifically the 
Israeli State should ensure that water and 
sanitation services are affordable for all and 
that those Palestinians living in Gaza and 
the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, 
have access to sufficient water for personal 

and domestic uses. Secondly, clear laws 
exist regarding the utilization of shared 
international water sources, which should 
be divided between states on an equitable 
basis. This is based on the fact that the 
trans-boundary nature of water resources 
results in hydrological interdependence.  

Thus states are legally required to take other 
states that share these same resources into 
account even when using the water 
resources that are physically located in their 
sovereign territory. In essence, although 
people cannot claim water from other 
countries, watercourses should be shared in 
an equitable and reasonable manner, with 
priority given to vital human needs.  Again, 
as the occupying power, Israel is required to 
take all steps available within the limitations 
of the resources available to it, in order to 
realise this right.  Given Israel’s developed 
nation status, comprehensive access to 
quality water should therefore be as 
realisable for Palestinians as it is in Israel.   

Water as a human right 

“ The human right to water 
entitles everyone to sufficient, 
safe, acceptable, physically 
accessible and affordable water 
for personal and domestic uses.
The Right to Water (arts. 11 and 12 of the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights), UN Economic and Social 
Council, General Comment No. 15 (2002). 

” 



Moreover, Israel is bound by additional legal 
frameworks relating to military occupation.  
As an occupying power, Article 43 of the 
1907 Hague Regulations prohibits Israel 
from altering legislation that existed prior 
to the 1967 occupation. This has however 
been completely disregarded, most notably 
through the issuing of numerous military 
orders regarding both control over water 
resources and water supply.  These have 
effectively served to integrate the water 
resources of the OPT into the legal and 
bureaucratic system of Israel.  In addition, 
Article 55 of the Hague Regulations limits 
the right of occupying states to utilize 
the water sources of occupied territory.  
According to this Article, using the water 
resources of the occupied region should be 
limited to military needs and must not be 
used more than in the past.  Finally, under 
Article 27 of the Fourth Geneva Convention 
Israel is prohibited from discriminating 
between residents of the occupied territory. 

In addition to these explicit articles, the 
Right to Water is also encoded in a number 
of other Rights and Conventions. These 
include, but are by no means limited to, 
the Right to Food, the Right to an adequate 
standard of living, and the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child. 

Israel’s obligations

Under the legal framework that makes up the Right 
to Water, state parties have the following duties;

Respect the Right to Water. This refers to maintain-
ing existing access. In other words governments 
must not engage in activities that interfere directly 
or indirectly with the enjoyment of the right to water. 
If interference cannot be avoided the governments 
are obliged to inform and consult with the affected 
population and make a legal complaint. Since the oc-
cupation began 42 years ago, Israel has destroyed 
and confiscated Palestinian water resources;

Protect the Right to water by preventing third par-
ties from interfering in any way with the enjoyment 
of the right to water. In this regard governments 
must take all possible steps to prevent other par-
ties from interfering with the Right to Water. In the 
context of the OPT this holds a particular relevance 
with regards to settlers who have deliberately tar-
geted and destroyed Palestinian water sources yet 
inevitably remain unpunished;

Fulfil the right to water. This requires states to take 
steps to ensure that individuals and communities 
can enjoy the right to water as soon as possible.  
This may include passing legislation and developing 
plans and strategies for implementation. Numerous 
Palestinian villages however remain unconnected 
to the water network under the premise that they 
are awaiting ‘Master Plans’.

(adapted from WHO; the Right to Water)

Israeli pond in the middle of Jordan Valley that is prohibited to the Palestinians
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2)    POLITICAL CONTEXT

What’s happening?

However, despite the strong legal frameworks 
that define the right to water, as with many 
other core human rights for Palestinians, its 
access and allocation in the OPT has been 
determined by a political process marked by 
significant asymmetries of power.

Following the signing of the Oslo Accords 
all issues relating to Palestinian water 
rights became subject to the outcome 
of Final Status Negotiations that would 
be determined in the Oslo II agreement. 
During the so-called interim period, this 
effectively restricted the development of 
additional water sources and made them 
contingent upon the approval of the Israeli 
government.  Thus despite the fact that Oslo 
II clearly asserts Palestinian water rights 
within the political boundaries of the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip, (albeit to be resolved 
in the context of a Final Status Agreement) 
the inability to ensure a just solution in line 
with international law has allowed Israel to 
protract the interim period and continue its 
exploitation of Palestinian water resources.  

The Oslo agreements also saw the creation of 
a Joint Water Committee which must approve 
Palestinian water and wastewater projects 
in the West Bank.  Or, in the words of the 
World Bank, one of the core reasons for the 
failings of water resource and management 
is that  “The governance system established 
by Article 40 requires decisions by consensus 
between two parties with unequal power.  In 
effect, the way it has been implemented, gives 
Israel predominance in the allocation and 
management of West Bank water resources.” 
The fact that decisions are arrived at through 
consensus, effectively means that Israel can 
veto Palestinian projects. This is the case in 

Under the Oslo Agreement, nearly six times 
more aquifer water was allocated for Israeli 
use. For example, of the 362 million cubic 
metres of water pumped from the Western 
Aquifer, that lies beneath Israel and the West 
Bank, 22 mcm is for Palestinian use while 340 
mcm is for Israeli use. 

(OCHA; 2007)

“The governance system 
established by Article 
40 requires decisions by 
consensus between two 
parties with unequal power.  
In effect, the way it has 
been implemented, gives 
Israel predominance in the 
allocation and management 
of West Bank water 
resources.”

Israeli ponds that have a capacity of 10 million m3  that 
are supported by an Zionist American Organization.  



Areas A, B and C which require coordination 
with Israeli authorities. In addition to this 
power of veto, Israel also ignores provisions 
made in Article 40: for example, the PWA is 
not consulted regarding extractions from the 
aquifer for Israeli use (settlers or otherwise) 
which is not in accordance with the 
governance rules under Article 40. Nor does 
the Palestinian Authority have the right to 
access data on Israeli use of water resources 
whereas Israel reserves the right for continual 
access to water resources data in the West 
Bank (see World Bank; 2009).

The current water governance arrangement 
has severe practical implications. According to 
the EWASH working group around 150 water 
and sanitation projects are still pending JWC 
approval for “technical and security reasons”, 
while only one new Palestinian well project 
for the Western aquifer has been approved 
since 1993 (EWASH). In contrast, Israel is able 
to construct pipelines to its illegal colonies 
without going through the mechanism of the 
JWC. Thus Israel effectively has full control of 
water resources in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip.  
 
This situation is compounded in the Jordan 
Valley, because over 90% of the region lies 
in Area C. In line with the interim agreement 
this land was to remain under total Israeli 

Essentially, Article 40 and the 
operation of the JWC gives 
the Israeli authorities ultimate 
control over the Palestinian 
water resource, whilst in practice 
PWA responsibility is reduced 
to providing water supply and 
sanitation services to Palestinian 
communities.  

(World Bank; 2009)

military and civil control until a final solution 
was reached. In reality however Israel 
has capitalised on these denominations 
in order to consolidate the occupation in 
these areas.   Consequently Area C is today 
facing a crisis and has been defined as a 
humanitarian priority by the United Nations.   
A significant contributing factor to this 
situation is Israel’s policies regarding water.  
Across Area C access to basic services such 
as water is restricted through the debilitating 
permit system and numerous checkpoints. 
Infrastructure for water access and delivery 
is affected by the permit system which is 
regulated by the Israeli Civil Administration. 
Obtaining a permit for any form of 
construction – even for water – is notoriously 
difficult, nay impossible. This prevents 
building new infrastructure or improvements 
being made to existing facilities. Across 
Area C, Israel has consistently denied these 
communities access to water and pursued 
an active policy of forced displacement and 
de-development resulting in Area C today 
being defined as a humanitarian priority 
area. In addition, existing facilities are at risk 
of demolition, as the civil administration 
claims they have been built without 
permits.    Finally, the cost of water makes it 
increasingly inaccessible for many in Area C.   

Israeli water network on Palestinian land. Palestinians are 
prohibited to use this water.



Draining away
    The water and sanitation crisis in the Jordan Valley

How is this happening?

Since 1967, Israel has been using a 
series of military orders to control 
water in the OPT. These orders provide 
a comprehensive matrix of control 
over Palestinian water resources.  The 
Israeli army has complete authority 
over water issues in the OPT; prevent 
Palestinians from constructing any water 
infrastructure; annulled water and land 
arrangements that existed prior to the 
occupation (Amnesty).  These policies 
have merely been sanctioned by the 
Oslo Accords.  Israel continues to deals 
with access to water for Palestinian 
communities through military means.  
Not only does it use a 1967 Military 
Order to require Palestinians to obtain 
permits for all water structures, but it 
also uses the military control all water 
related activities in Area C and to enforce 
Israeli authority over water resources there 
(World Bank).  

Yet while the occupation and Israel’s 
exploitation of Area C is the overarching 
framework through which to analyse and 
understand the water crisis in the Jordan 
Valley, the policies of confiscation and 
demolition need to be highlighted as the 
specific tools that have been used to create 
this situation.

Confiscation and demolition of water 
resources is achieved both by targeting 
resources at the household level and through 
the large scale closure of Jordan Valley land 
for ‘military purposes’ and promotion of 
illegal Israeli settlements in the region. A 
total of 162 agricultural water projects in the 
Jordan Valley that were developed during 
Jordanian rule have been annexed into 
closed military areas, while water facilities 
located in Area C are targeted for demolition 
and stop work orders.  

The following incidents indicate the 
systematic and deliberate way that the water 
infrastructure and materials of the Jordan 
Valley have been targeted by the IOF in their 
efforts to forcibly displace them from the 
region;

In August 2008 the Bedouin village of 
Imreiha northwest of Jenin was raided 
by the Israeli military and farmers 
prevented from completing their work 
on two water reservoirs. Home to four 
Bedouin families (all refugees who were 
also displaced again in 1967) numbering 
500 people, the village council had been 
trying for 10 years to obtain connection 
to the water and electricity networks 
but the Israeli Civil administration has 
consistently refused their applications 
(OCHA);

On 4 June 2009, the tiny Bedouin 
community of Ras al-Ahmar faced 
the Israeli bulldozers. Along with the 
homes of 18 Palestinian families (which 

Destruction of agricultural well in the Bardala and Froosh Beit Dajan by 
Israeli Occupation Forces



housed more than 130 people) the IOF 
confiscated the community’s the water 
storage tank and the tractor and trailer 
that they relied upon to bring water 
to the village from up to 20km away. 
Villagers were therefore left without 
water during the hottest time of the year. 
Although there is a water-well close to 
the village, its use has been reserved for 
Israeli settlers  (Amnesty).

On the 23rd August 2007 the IOF razed 
the Bedouin village of Humsa close to 
for the second time in two weeks.  Three 
barns and three houses were demolished 
and a water tank was confiscated. A 
total of 25 people were thus left without 
shelter in 43 degrees deprived of access 
to water resources (JVS and Stop the 
Wall);

On 28 July 2007 the IOF confiscated 
two water tankers and one of only two 
tractors from a resident of Husma village 
as he was on his way to the ‘Ain Shibli 
spring to fill a water tanker for his family 
and animals.  The resident was told that 
he would be fined 4,500 NIS (more than 
US$1,000) and told he would have to sign 
a pledge to leave and not return to the 
area in order to get his tractor and water 
tanker back (JVS).

The 450,000 Israeli 
settlers, who live in the 
West Bank in violation 
of international law, use 
as much or more water 
than the Palestinian 
population of some 2.3 
million

Amnesty International, 2009

Complete destruction of agricultural well
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Why is this happening?

A core explanation for the prevailing situation 
is Israel’s settlement policy. Approximately 
9,400 Israeli settlers in the Jordan Valley 
today illegally cultivate 27,000 dunums of 
Palestinian land (NAD –PLO). While Israel 
illegally extracts Palestinian water for the use 
of its citizens on both sides of the Green Line, 
the illegal Israeli colonies dotted across the 
Jordan Valley are intrinsically linked to the 
lack of water and poor water and sanitation 
situation experienced by the Bedouin.  To 
promote and entrench the settlements, 
Israel has also constructed significant 
infrastructure, not least to link the settlers to 
the water network. The much deeper settler 
wells are often located near Palestinian 
springs, causing Palestinian wells, located 
further away to dry out or reduce their water 
yield.  Two large Israeli reservoirs (holding 
800 000 and 2,800 000 m2) and hundreds 
of water tanks (holding up to 3000 m3) are 
additionally draining water from springs and 
seasonal rivers.  Thus at the great expense of 
the Palestinians in the Jordan Valley, settlers 
have ample water to farm and irrigate crops 
that have been planted on confiscated 
Palestinian land, and to even to service 
fountains and swimming pools.    This is in 
stark contrast to the 15,000 Bedouin whose 
communities remain effectively unrecognised 
and unconnected to the water network.  Not 
only does extraction for Israeli settlements 
undermine Palestinian supply, but settlement 
wastewater also seeps into 
Palestinian wells and 
springs and in some cases 
even flows directly into 
Palestinian land polluting 
the land and creating 
serious health risks.  

Moreover, while 
Palestinians are unable 
to dig wells in the Jordan 
valley, Israel has not 

stopped constructing water infrastructure and 
shifting water access and distribution in favour 
of settlers.  With significant funding support 
from Jewish organizations in North America, 
six reservoirs have been constructed deep 
inside the West Bank along the Jordan River 
holding some 10 million cubic metres of water, 
collected from rainfall and diverted river water.  
These ensure the sustainability of the illegal 
settlements while undermining any chance of 
Palestinian self sufficiency in the region. 

In fact, the settlements and Israel’s water 
policies need to be understood as having a 
symbiotic relationship, which in turn results 
in the stagnation of Palestinian communities.  
In 1964, the Israeli Water Carrier was 
completed, resulting in the massive reduction 
of water flow to the lower Jordan River. The 
annexation of the region in the advent of the 
occupation in 1967 was quickly followed by 
colonisation, including colonial farms. These 
were supported by wells drilled into the 
eastern aquifer.  At the same time, the Israeli 
water company Mekerot was expanded to 
include many colonies resulting in a secure 
supply of water for the settlements and the 
flourishing of the outposts. Palestinians on 
the other hand faced heavy restrictions, 
especially in following the Oslo accords 
and the designation of much of the land as 
Area C, preventing their communities from 
developing (WaSH MP; 2006). 
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Hadassah, an American Zionist 
organization,  provides significant 
funding to illegal Israeli settle-
ments



THE RIGHT TO WATER - HAMSA 
‘Water is my right, it is the right of all Palestinians. Why do we 
have to live with no water?’

Abu Riyad and his family have been living in Hamsa for thirty years.   The hamlet’s 
location at the top of a valley meant that all their water needs were met by a 
small river running below them and many springs in the vicinity.  

This all ended with the 1967 occupation: not least because Hamsa occupies a 
particularly strategic location.  Today the small community is surrounded on all 
sides by settlements. Up high on a hill, the community also offers views out over the 
valley below, including onto the infamous Hamra checkpoint. As a result, the family 
has faced continued harassment from the IOF, primarily late at night.  Abu Riyad has 
been placed in Administrative detention for 7 months while his sons have suffered 
the same fate for 3 year periods.   The family has also been offered a million dollars 
to move from their land so the IOF can build a watch tower there.  After they 
refused, demolition orders were issued and to date, a number of the 
houses and the community’s water well have been destroyed twice by the 
IOF while water tanks have also been confiscated.

The prevailing water situation compounds these pressures and has had significant 
consequences.  One kilometre from Hamsa, Israel has constructed two huge water 
wells.  These have dried up the springs that used to flow around the community 
and upon which it relied.  While the Palestinian wells only sourced water from 
between 70 and 200 metres below the ground, pumping 30 to 120 cubic metres of 
water per hour, the Israeli wells are around 500 metres deep and pump up to 1000 
cubic metres per hour.  Consequently, the streams are running dry along with the 
Palestinian wells.  Unconnected to the water network, Abu Riyad must now travel 
to Ein Shibleh for his water.  Nor does the family know the quality of the water and 
if it has been treated.  While he is fortunate not to have to pay for this supply, it 
costs 200 shekels to transport 10 cubic metres of water. As the water covers all of 
the family’s needs, from drinking, washing and drinking water for the animals, Abu 
Riyad must transport this amount every four days.  With the price of fuel rising, 
this means that water represents an increasing financial drain for the family.  This TH
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prevents Abu Riyad from farming like he used to.  Unable to irrigate crops or keep many animals, Abu 
Riyad is prevented from farming all of his land and today keeps only a few animals and plants just a 
few trees and shrubs.   Under discriminatory laws applied by the Israeli civil administration, if land 
is left fallow for three years then it is confiscated by the State of Israel. Already, 120 dunams of Abu 
Riyad’s land have been confiscated in this way.

The community receives little support.  While several tanks and water coupons have been donated 
from local and international NGOs, this is only ever for limited amounts of time, and thus provides only 
temporary relief. Abu Riyad also decries the selective nature of this assistance which is causing tensions 
between those families chosen to receive water tanks and those who are not. 

Population of the West Bank Not Connected to a Running-Water Network, by District* 

District Number of 
residents

Communities not 
Connected to Running-

water Network

Residents in 
Unconnected 
Communities

Residents not Connected to 
Running-water Network 

(by percentage)

Tubas 48,100 15 17,100 36%
Nablus 336,400 27 70,800 19%
Jenin 261,800 37 45,600 17%
Qalqiliya 97,500 15 15,400 16%
Salfit 64,100 2 8,900 14%
Tulkarm 172,800 11 21,300 12%
Hebron 542,600 90 38,100 7%
Bethlehem 180,100 16 8,800 5%
al-Quds 153,750 3 1,400 0.9%
Ramallah 290,400 4 200 0.06%
Jericho 43,600 0 0 0
Total 2,191,100 220 227,500 10.4%

 

Water Consumption in the West Bank in 2007, by Districts 

District Annual quantity of water 
supplied to the district (in 

million cubic meters)

Per capita daily 
water supply 

(in liters)

Loss (resulting from 
defective pipes or 

theft)*

Per capita daily 
consumption  

(in liters)

Jenin 5.00 52.3 27% 38
Tubas 0.84 47.9 38% 30
al-Quds 7.57 135 26% 99
Hebron 16.90 81.2 36% 54
Salfit 1.81 77.7 39.1% 47
Tulkarm 7.87 124.9 42% 73
Nablus 10.47 85.2 37% 53
Qalqiliya 4.59 129.2 25% 97
Bethlehem 8.22 125.1 44% 71
Ramallah 12.08 113.9 26% 84
Jericho 3.92 246.7 24% 187
Total 79.32 99.2 34% 66

Source: The Palestinian Water Authority’s statistics for the end of 2007



Contaminated water, 
whether drunk or used 
to cook food, harms 
people’s health. Water is 
also essential for hygiene, 
growing food, keeping 
animals, rest, exercise 
and relaxation and for a 
variety of social and cultural 
reasons. 

(WHO)

Given the importance of water for all 
aspects of life, the prevailing situation has 
severe humanitarian consequences.  

Health

Dehydration, water born diseases and poor 
sanitation and hygiene can all result from 
low levels of water consumption and usage. 
Children are especially vulnerable as their 
immune systems as less well developed.  
Moreover, water is crucial for other 
health related activities including 
cooking and hygiene.  

In the case of the worst affected 
communities in the Jordan Valley, 
the extent of the health impacts 
are however unclear as many 
of the rural communities lack 
access to adequate health services 
through which such conditions could 
be diagnosed and treated. Only 24 
health clinic exist in the whole of the 
Jordan Valley and many of these are only 
open for a few hours a week. In fact, the 
humanitarian impact of the water crisis is 
compounded by the crisis in the supply of 
other basic services.  The Jordan Valley is 
largely dependant on nearby urban centres 
for key services like health and education 
and given the physical and financial 
difficulties associated with accessing 
these areas, many only see doctors in 
case of medical emergency.  Nevertheless, 
preliminary assessments do show that 
those communities unserved by the water 
network face severe health risks; which 
result from water being stored in unclean 
cisterns, provided by insecure sources 
or contaminated through the tankering 
process (OCHA; 2009). 

WATER AND THE 
HUMANITARIAN CRISIS
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Livelihoods – herding and agriculture

Irrigated agriculture has unsurprisingly 
been badly hit by the current water 
governance situation.  In fact, the lack of 
water in this region has greatly held back 
the potential for this region to contribute 
to a future Palestinian state: although 
today Palestinians cultivate 53,000 dunums 
in the Jordan Valley, an additional 77,000 
dunums could potentially be developed 
for agricultural purposes (PLO-NAD).  
Moreover, irrigated agriculture depends 
upon efficient transport to ready markets 
for its viability, thus compounding the 
situation (World Bank).    

Moreover, outside of Jericho the Jordan 
Valley is home to numerous Bedouin and 
herding communities which rely upon 
subsistence agriculture.  Their existence and 
way of life is thus dependant upon land and 
water resources.

Today Palestinian agriculture in most 
of the Jordan River Valley (JRV) is 
limited to rainfed crops grown in 
the winter months. The inadequate 
and insufficient distribution of water 
throughout the various seasons of 
the year from the Mekerot makes 
it impossible to grow crops in the 
summer months. Moreover, the large 
water tanks that sit up in the mountains 
along the western hills of the JRV 
are reserved for Israeli settlers and 
primarily for Israeli agricultural 
settlements…(WASH MP; 2006)

Finally, if the contamination of the 
groundwater from untreated wastewater, 
landfills and hazardous waste continues, 
then the quality of the land will deteriorate 
further and could have detrimental 
environmental impacts. 
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Impoverishment 

The economic decline resulting from 
closures has greatly reduced the ability 
of many households to pay for water 
while the cost of the water itself has 
increased dramatically. According to 
the WaSH monitoring project, the 
cost of private tankered water in 290 
communities in the West Bank has 
increased between 100-200% for one 
cubic meter since the start of the 
Intifada.  This has resulted in decreased 
water consumption and has pushed 
many communities to connect ‘illegally’ 
to the mains supplies. In addition, 
thousands of old unlicensed wells are 
also being used, especially in Gaza and 
the northern West Bank, where water 
quality cannot be guaranteed.
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The semi nomadic Bedouin populations 
that live in communities scattered 
throughout the Valley, rely on water 
springs and open grazing areas but are 
being forced to remain in more limited 
areas. The result is that farmers are 
forced to sell their animals as they 
can no longer graze and water them. 
This loss of income is exacerbated by 
the low price of meat on local markets 
and difficulties faced marketing cheese 
and milk products – again, in large 
part due to access and transportation 
constraints. 

(OCHA; 2005)



Forced displacement

The relationship between forced displacement 
and water is two-fold. Confiscation of water 
tankers has been used as a deliberate tool 
to displace communities while greatly 
comprised water access and quality is 
contributing to the forced displacement 
pressures. According to Save the Children 
UK, of the 36% residents in high risk areas in 
the West Bank, many of them identified lack 
of access to services as the primary reason.  
More than half of households surveyed in 
high-risk areas in the West Bank (including 
numerous Jordan Valley communities) said 
that humanitarian assistance from local and 
international organization was ‘not available’ 
(SCUK).  Finally, the conflict over resources 
including water has resulted in violence 
between settlers and Palestinians and settler 
destruction of Palestinian crops, land and 
water further increasing forced displacement 
pressures (OCHA).

of the 36% 
residents in high risk 
areas in the West 
Bank, many of them 
identified lack of 
access to services as 
the primary reason.

The Israeli Occupation Forces destroyed tens of greenhouses as seen here
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Al Malih: 40% of household costs are on water for domestic 
consumption

The situation in Al Malih highlights the artificial water scarcity that has been 
created by Israeli policies in the Jordan Valley.  Despite the fact that it is located 
in an area surrounded by 5 natural water springs, (Al Maita, Um Tayoun, Ein 
Al Shak, Al Hilwa and Ein Ghazal), yield has decreased significantly due to the 
newer Israeli wells that undermine Palestinian supply.  Residents are now 
forced to transport water from the community of Ein Al Beida, at a cost of 
around 150 shekel a time. In addition to the cost burden that this imposes, 
it can take more than 5 hours to extract enough water to fill the tanks. The 
situation is most difficult for those families (around 40) who do not have 
suitable transportation and must pay to rent this equipment. Even when the 
task is complete, families only return with enough water to cover household 
use. Their livestock must drink saline water, which negatively impacts herd 
milk and meat.  The Bedouin of Al Malih estimate that 40 percent of household 
income goes towards paying covering the cost of water.

(adapted from EWASH assessment 2008)



FOCUS: 
BEDOUIN AND HERDERS

Among the most vulnerable to the 
curtailed water access and distribution 
in the Jordan Valley, are its Bedouin and 
herding communities.  

There are around 15,000 Palestinian 
Bedouin from 6 different tribes who live 
in numerous communities scattered 
across the Jordan Valley. Given that a 
total of 25,000-30,000 Bedouin live in 
the West Bank, this means that 50 to 60 
percent of them are in the Jordan Valley.  
The Bedouin have traditionally survived 
as herders, selling dairy products from 
their sheep and goats.  Their livelihoods 
are as such dependant upon locating in 
areas rich in natural resources with water 
and grazing land, migrating to hillsides in 
the spring and back down to the valleys 
in early September. The Jordan Valley 
should be an area within which these 
populations are able to flourish. This 
was once the case: many of the Bedouin 
and smallholder farmers spoken to for 
this report recalled the days when the 
springs flowed freely.   Today, however, 
the Bedouin face an increasing challenge 

In order to survive, Bedouin families 
count on two things: sources of 
water and grazing lands for their 
animals. These are resources that are 
increasingly lacking for the tribes in the 
West Bank.

(OXFAM; 2009, Five years of illegality)

to survive due to the restrictions 
that the Israeli army has imposed on 
their movement, the demolition of 
their homes and water cisterns, the 
confiscation of their property and other 
measures to deny them access to water 
and pressure them to leave.  Their 
reliance on agriculture also places the 
Bedouin in a highly vulnerable situation 
as they depend upon quality water 
sources for their animals. The current 
situation however poses an existential 
threat to the Bedouin and in the worst 
cases leads to their forced displacement.  

For some families, the only source of water 
is from the tankered water the Bedouins 
bring to their homes

Bedouin family living near Israeli electrical post
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Bedouin of Al Auja

‘We suffer a lot’, Bassem, Bedouin herder from Al Auja

Following their expulsion from Beer Sheva in 1948, a number of Bedouin families eventually settled 
around Al Auja village where they have now been living for over 25 years. As camel herders, 
the families are often away for extended periods as they leave to different areas to graze their 
animals.

When they first moved to the area, the spring in Al Auja met most of their needs. Since then however 
the spring has al but dried up.  Today the families rely on tankered water from nearby Al Auja and 
although in recent years they have received some support to build a children’s play area and build 
additional rooms mud and straw construction techniques, they have not received any support to 
meet their water needs.  Although there used to be a spring in Al Auja, this was confiscated by 
the Israelis, and year by year the water yield from the well is decreasing. Bassem, explains how 
the cost of a tank of water has risen from approximately 70 shekels a week to 100 (around 27 
USD) the families have been forced to make cut backs. For example, they no longer farm as they 
cannot afford the water to irrigate 
crops. The situation is especially 
severe during the long dry summer 
months when temperatures reach 
over 40 degrees Celsius and the 
families need to buy a tank a day to 
meet their basic needs.

Despite the water situation and 
harassment from nearby Omer 
settlement, the families know they 
cannot move: as Bassem notes, ‘if 
we leave, the land will immediately 
be confiscated by the settlers’.

Bedouin tribes have suffered greatly from drought.  This canal in Al-Auja is 
dry, whilst the Israeli well is kept replenished
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CONCLUSION
The goal of Israel’s policies in the Jordan 
Valley is to prevent Palestinians from exerting 
any sovereignty over their resources, thus 
also denying the viability of a Palestinian 
state. As such, the overarching framework 
for addressing this humanitarian crisis must 
be that of ending Israel’s 42 year illegal 
occupation of the OPT.  In other words, the 
problem of water access and distribution for 
the Jordan Valley Bedouin is a clear case of a 
man made humanitarian crisis and denial of 
humanitarian access in Area C. Yet while the 
water and sanitation situation in the OPT has 
far reaching consequences for the viability of 
a future Palestinian State, it also represents 
a humanitarian crisis for the Jordan 
Valley Bedouin.  They live in unrecognised 
communities, and are effectively treated 
as ‘illegal’ squatters on their own lands.   
As a result this community is among the 
poorest and most socially and geographically 
marginalized in the OPT and requires 
immediate assistance.  As such advocacy and 
programmatic interventions must be in line 
with the broader approach to Area C: namely 
that of preventing the displacement of 
Palestinians and recognizing this situation as a 
priority humanitarian concern.   

“The problem is obvious: the West Bank’s 
resources are finite. As both settler and 
Palestinian populations expand, it is 
inevitable that the pressure on natural 
resources – namely land and water – will 
increase. It is equally inevitable, based 
on trends of the last 40 years, that the 
growth of settlements, roads and other 
infrastructure will come at the expense of 
Palestinian development and freedom of 
movement around the West Bank.” 

(OCHA; 2007)
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The full extent of the health impacts 
of the water crisis for the Jordan Valley 
Bedouin are currently unknown as 
many of these communities do not have 
access to adequate health services. An 
urgent need is therefore to conduct a 
comprehensive health survey of this 
population to determine the full extent 
of the consequences of poor water 
quality and low consumption;

The Bedouin’s lack of water and the 
demolition of infrastructure need to 
be highlighted as significant triggers 
for forced displacement in Area C and 
policies to address the water crisis 
should be included in the International 
Community’s collaborative response to 
internal displacement in the OPT;

While immediate drought and 
emergency water supply interventions, 
such as the provision of water tankers, 
are needed, these must not be at 
the expense of medium to long term 
improvements to Palestinian water 
infrastructure in the Jordan Valley. 
Continued short term provision of water 
for the Bedouin serves to bypass the 
illegality of the current situation and 
prolong dependency. Thus while access 
to water and storage capacity can be 
improved by supporting the provision 
of water tankers and transportation 
for communities to reach filling points, 
rehabilitation of available springs, 
extension of available reservoirs and 
opening of new filling points must also 
be carried out; 

More broadly, civil society should 
support the Boycott Divestment 
Sanctions Campaign which provides a 
comprehensive framework to address 
the apartheid water situation.  In 

particular, the fact that many settlement 
products are grown in the Jordan 
Valley, using Palestinian water while 
communities that have already been 
dispossessed by these same settlements 
have no access   (with products then sold 
to across the world) while communities 
may be better highlighted within 
international solidarity circles;

To better understand current threats and 
to target the most at risk communities 
a comprehensive assessment of the 
number of water sources that have been 
demolished or are facing demolition, 
along with a mapping of Bedouin access 
to water sources should be conducted in 
the Jordan Valley;

The current political negotiations to do 
not include adequate provision for a fair 
and just distribution of water resources. 
Instead the determination of water 
shares in the shared watercourses must 
be based on actual studies of community 
needs and in line with legal provisions 
regarding the right to water;

In addition to their acute health 
vulnerabilities that stem from their 
current water, the case of the Bedouin 
also needs to be addressed from the 
humanitarian perspective of the threats 
to their unique way of life.  Grazing 
cattle and sheep means that they have 
historically lived in rural open areas with 
access to water sources. The denial of 
adequate water and sanitation thus 
undermines the livelihoods of this 
population and significantly adds to their 
impoverishment.
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