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Figure 6: Hydro-development on the Tigris and Euphrates in Iraq

Despite topographical challenges, Iraq was keen on opportunities to produce cheap
hydropower at home and reserve petroleum for export. By the latter part of the 1970s, half of
Iraqi electricity was provided by hydropower.'® In the mid-1970s, with Soviet aid, Iraq’s
Higher Agricultural Council, Land Reclamation Organization, and Ministry of Irrigation
created the General Scheme for Planning Water and Land Resources of Iraq (also known as

the “Revolutionary Plan”'"

), which involved investing $300 million in 20 irrigation,
hydropower, flood control, and water storage projects to be completed by 2000."”" Though

Saddam Hussein’s rise to power in 1979 altered the state’s land and water bureaucracy, it did
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not slow water development. The Haditha Dam for irrigation and hydropower was completed
in 1987, followed by the Baghdadi Dam, begun in 1990. A system of barrages and dams
lower on the Euphrates, including the Hindaya, Fallouja, and Hammourabi, all constructed in
the 1980s, provide irrigation, diversion, and regulation.'”> While much of Turkey’s
development of the Tigris is in progress, and Syria’s is close to non-existent, Iraq’s Mosul
dam on the upper Tigris has been providing up to 7S0MW of power and irrigating nearly
250,000 ha of farmland'” since 1983.'"

The most unique and ambitious of Iraq’s development projects is the Third (or
Saddam) River. Beginning as the Thartar Canal, the idea was to connect the Tigris and
Euphrates through a reservoir and canal, allowing Iraq to supplement any decreases in
Euphrates flow with water from the Tigris. However, the plan evolved to consist of a
350mile-long navigable canal between the two rivers that facilitates Iraq’s transfer of water
from the Tigris to Euphrates and back while simultaneously removing excess irrigation
drainage water from fields around Baghdad and desalinizing polluted agricultural land in the

south near Basra.!”

The Third River, for which construction was completed in 1992,

eventually empties into the Persian Gulf alongside Tigris and Euphrates waters.'”® While the
final configuration of the project has received ample international criticism on environmental
and human rights grounds (the ecologically rich Mesopotamian Marshes, home to the Shi’ite

Marsh Arabs who historically opposed the Iraqi regime, were drained in creation of the Third

River),'”” both Syria and Turkey were in support of Iraq facilitating the transfer of water
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between the Tigris and Euphrates'”® as it justified, to a certain degree, continued
development on the Euphrates in the two upstream states.'””
1960s: Unproductive Negotiations and Competing Claims

Recognizing their potentially competing claims for Tigris and Euphrates waters, the
three states convened during the early phases of designing and implementing their schemes.
After Syria announced its plans to construct the Tabqa Dam in 1962,'*" the riparians entered
into a series of ultimately unproductive technical bipartite and tripartite talks attended by
mid-level economic ministers from the three countries that lasted until the early 1970s."*' At
a 1962 meeting between Syria and Iraq, the two states agreed to exchange technical
information regarding river flow'*” and in a meeting between Turkey’s Ministry of Energy
and Natural Resources and equivalent Iraqi representatives signed agreements for similar

exchanges of information.'®

In a 1965 tripartite meeting (the first meeting of representatives
from all three states), following the recommendations of a World Bank report,'** Turkey
suggested the creation of a Joint Technical Committee to evaluate the two rivers’ flow and
the needs of the three riparians to ensure an equitable division.'®* The initially promising
negotiations turned sour after the three states announced their respective development plans’
demands for the rivers: Turkey 14 billion cubic meters, Iraq 18 billion, and Syria 13 billion.
The demands added up to a full one and a half times (15 billion cubic meters) more than
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actual river capacity.'®® While Turkey agreed in 1966 to guarantee at least 350m’/s of flow
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during the impounding of the Keban Dam on the Euphrates, the first dam of its development
project for Southeastern Anatolia, no long-term agreement was reached during the series of
negotiations.'®’

During these meetings, Turkey staked a claim to the Tigris and Euphrates based on
the principle of absolute territorial sovereignty whereby a state “has an unrestrained right to

qe . . 188
use the water resources within its own territory.”

Brismar (2002) has argued that part of
Turkey’s motivation for GAP was the need to exercise this claim to the river'® and
undermine its neighbors’ claims of historical rights. Iraq expressed its claim of historical or
acquired rights to use of the Tigris and Euphrates based on the fact that it was the first of the
three riparian states to develop water projects along the rivers.'”’ Syria similarly claimed
acquired rights and riparian rights, which dictate, “every state along the course of a river has
an inherent right to the water of that river, which is not to be diminished or degraded without

that state’s concurrence.”"”!

These competing claims led to full blown crisis in the mid-
1970s.
The Crisis of 1975

By the end of 1973, both Turkey and Syria’s first large dams were relatively complete
(Keban in Turkey and Tabqga in Syria), and full functionality waited only on the filling of
their respective reservoirs. Unfortunately, the timing for filling the dam reservoirs coincided
with two years of drought.'”* During the first season that spring flood waters were

impounded behind both reservoirs, Iraq, the farthest downstream state, experienced dramatic

drops in water levels, and so requested that Damascus release an additional 200m/s
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downstream. The following year, as the two upstream dams once again decreased flows to
fill their reservoirs, Iraq accused Syria of diminishing the flow from the usual 920m*/s to an

“intolerable” 197m’/s,'”?

and keeping more water than necessary in Lake Assad behind
Tabga dam for political reasons.'”* Iraq blamed Syria for loss of 70 percent of Iraq’s winter
crops and the suffering of more than three million Iraqi farmers,'”” and called upon the Arab
League to intervene.

Amidst this crisis, Syria and Iraq came close to engaging in armed conflict. After
Syria refused to cooperate with first an Arab League, then a Saudi Arabia-mediated,
resolution and closed her airspace to Iraq, the two states sent troops to their mutual border
and suspended flights. Despite Syria’s claims that she was passing on more than two thirds of
the water coming to her from Turkey, Iraq threatened Syria that it was prepared to “take any

action necessary to ensure the Euphrates flow”'*°

and there were reports of Iraqi plans to
blow up the Tabga dam. The tense situation was not helped when a Syrian soldier was
discovered on the Iraqi side of the border placing explosives inside Kerbala, an Iraqi holy
city."’

Tensions finally died down after Soviet and Saudi mediated efforts convinced Syria
to agree to release additional water downstream to Iraq. There are conflicting accounts as to
the precise agreements: Rubin and Kirisci cite an additional 200m’/s per year as the agreed

upon extra water flow from Syria, while Naff and Matson credit a Syrian decision that 60

percent of Euphrates water that got to Syria from Turkey would go on to Iraq and 40 percent
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would be utilized in Syria.'”® Despite the fact that the filling of the Keban dam contributed to
the lack of water downstream in Syria and Iraq, Turkey was never brought into this crisis.
Missed Shots at Peace

Following the drama of the mid-1970s, the 1980s heralded a multitude of failed
attempts to find a peaceful resolution to the Tigris-Euphrates issue. In 1980, Turkey and Iraq
agreed to establish a Joint Technical Committee (JTC) for Tigris and Euphrates
cooperation.'” Syria began attending JTC meetings in 1983 and, although 16 trilateral JTC
meetings were held over the following 10 years, they were primarily concerned with fact-
finding and communications to determine how to begin to allocate the basin’s waters.
Unfortunately, the JTC had no real power and did not succeed in catalyzing a trilateral
agreement. JTC meetings deteriorated in the early 1990s and would not be reinstated until the
mid-2000s.””

To assuage the fears of its downstream neighbors and share its water abundance with
the rest of the Middle East, Turkey’s then Prime Minister, Turgut Ozal proposed two “Peace

Pipelines” in the mid 1980s.%"!

The Peace Pipeline project would have sent water from the
Seyhan and Ceyhan rivers in Turkey through the “Western Pipeline” to several large
metropolitan areas in Syria and Jordan and through the “Gulf Pipeline” to urban centers in
Iraq, Kuwait, Saudia Arabia, Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates.””> While

the project appeared feasible environmentally and financially (the necessary $20 billion was

fronted by the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development and Islamic
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Development Bank),*"

it was ultimately politically unpalatable to the other states of the
Middle East. Key pipeline states Saudi Arabia and Kuwait cited concerns related to higher-
than-local water prices and fear of Turkish water monopoly in the region.**
The 1987 Protocols

Conflictual water politics inhabited the top of riparian agendas amidst security crises
of the late 1980s, and between Turkey and Syria became linked Kurdish militancy. In 1986,
Syrian Prime Minister Abd Al-Rauf Al-Kasm “stressed that the Euphrates was of vital
importance to Syria, and implied that if during the building of the major dams of GAP,
Turkey retained an excessive amount of Euphrates’ waters, Syria could retaliate with other
means.”*"’ By “other means,” the Syrian regime intimated that any action on Turkey’s part to
decrease downstream flow would result in Syria upping its support for militants, like those of
the Kuridstan Worker’s Party (PKK), inside Turkey.*”® In 1986, 25 people were arrested
throughout Anatolia after a plot was discovered to plant explosives in Atatiirk Dam and blow
up connected parts of GAP.**” Though the men were caught before they were able to carry
out their plan, Turkish authorities discovered that Syria had funded the attack out of concerns
that the entirety of Euphrates flow would be cut off upon completion of GAP.*%

On the heels of this diplomatic fiasco, Turkey and Syria came to a temporary
agreement in 1987. At back-to-back economic and security meetings with participation of
both Turkish and Syrian Prime Ministers, Turkey and Syria signed protocols designed to

delink water politics from security politics. In the economic protocol, Turkey promised to

maintain a yearly average Euphrates flow of 500 cubic m/s while filling Ataturk Dam
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reservoir and until an official, tripartite allocation was reached.*"

In the following protocol,
“Cooperation on Security Problems,” Syria promised to extradite insurgents (it was implied
that Syrian and Turkish leadership referred to the PKK in the use of the term “insurgents’)
and both sides would “prevent activities against the other from originating in their
countries.”"

Although it initially seemed that both sides would hold to the agreements, in 1989,
after PKK militants captured in Turkey continued to admit to being trained and backed by the
Syrians, Turkey’s Ozal stated that “he had doubts that Syria was adhering to the Mutual
Security accord signed in 1987...[and] added that if Syria did not stick to the requirements of
the 1987 accord Turkey would also see itself not bound by the requirements of its 1987
promise to deliver 500 cubic meters of water per second downstream.”*'! The failure of the
1987 agreement to elicit cooperation on Turkey and Syria’s mutual water and security
concerns laid the unsteady foundations for water politics to once again tip the scale towards
armed conflict among the three riparians, in 1990.

The Crisis of 1990

In 1989, Turkey began to herald the coming completion of the Atatiirk dam, crown
jewel of its Southeastern Anatolia Project. Turkey announced to downstream riparians, Syria
and Iraq, that, in January of 1990, Turkey would begin a month-long diversion of Euphrates
flow in order to fill the Atatiirk reservoir.”'* With river levels predicted to drop to 120m?/s,

Turkey planned to release extra water (750-1000m’/s) in the months before it began

impoundment in order to guarantee that flow levels did not fall below the 500m’/s agreed
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upon in 1987.%"

Prior to impoundment, the Turkish Foreign Ministry even sent
representatives to both Damascus and Baghdad to make guarantees to the downstream states’
governments that filling of the Ataturk dam was “not a political maneuver to apply pressure
on our neighbors,” and noting that Turkish farmers between the Atatiirk dam and the Syrian
border would also be affected during the month of impoundment.*'

Despite these seemingly friendly reassurances, Turkey’s choice to continue with dam
impoundment despite an ongoing drought was perceived as purposeful water hostility from
Ankara and not taken well south of Turkey’s border. Both Syria and Iraq demanded that the
impoundment period be shortened and Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq, which claimed that
the country stood to lose 1.3 million hectares of agricultural farmland in the month of
diminished Euphrates flow, “considered the Euphrates problem as the most important issue
between the two neighbors.”*"> Syria opposed Turkey on the grounds that the diminished
flow would largely snuff out the water supply to Aleppo.*'® Iraq, feeling excluded from Syria
and Turkey’s 1987 agreement on 500m’/s Euphrates flow, called for a trilateral treaty that
guaranteed a Euphrates flow of 700m’/s out of Turkey. When Turkey was unwilling to meet
such demands, Iraq threatened to deny renewal of the 1984 Turkey-Iraq Security Protocol
(which gave Turkey permission to pursue militants up to Skm into Iraqi territory) and there
were reports of Iraqi threats to bomb Euphrates dams in Turkey®'” if Ankara did not

compromise on the water issue.”'® Just days before dam impoundment began, a group of

PKK fighters with Syrian ID cards was caught crossing Syria’s border into Turkey. Though
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the incident was never expressly linked to the impending Euphrates diversion, it has been
suggested that the actions were characteristic of a covert Assad response to the water issue.”"”

To Ankara’s dismay, the filling of the Atatiirk dam reservoir finally united Syria and Iraq
on water concerns. Both feeling the victim of Turkey’s unilateral development, Syria and
Iraq in late 1990 reaffirmed their prior agreement that Syria would utilize 42 percent of the
flow out of Turkey and allow 58 percent to continue on to Iraq.”*” After the Atatiirk reservoir
impoundment was completed and flow returned to normal, tempers cooled between Turkey
and the two downstream riparians.”*' Despite Iraq and Syria’s brief cooperation, the Gulf
War, which started mere months after the impoundment, widened the gap between Baghdad
and Damascus, diminishing their combined leverage against Turkey.”** Although the Atatiirk
dam incident was largely forgotten about after flows returned to normal, it had made its mark
on the physical landscape—a 70-mile dry brown area stretched from the Turkish border to
Lake Assad where Syrian farmers had been unable to irrigate their crops during the month-
long diversion.**?
The End of an Age

After the Atatiirk Dam crisis, the water issue remained largely at an impasse for the

last 10 years of the century. The dam crisis effectively ended the little tripartite cooperation
that existed throughout the 1980s with the end of Joint Technical Committee meetings in the
early 1990s.*** Turkey was scheduled to host the Middle East Water Summit in November

1991, but it was cancelled in light of the outbreak of the Gulf War, collapse of the Soviet
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Union, and death of then Turkish President Ozal.*® Meanwhile, Turkey and Syria continued
to exchange threatening words related to water and separatist militants, and animosities
among all three regimes remained. In 1999, soon after the leader of the PKK, Abdullah
Ocalan was expelled from Syria and captured by Turkish officials, Turkey increased water
flow to Syria.?*

Though the 20™ century ended on a relatively conciliatory note, the tenor of water
politics since 1960 was more-often-than-not negative and conflictual. As has been illustrated,
water during this time period remained primarily in the arena of high politics. Dealt with by
prime ministers and presidents, it raised dispute among the three riparian states alongside
central security issues. During the following time period, between 2000 and 2010, water
would remain in high politics but prove a far less divisive issue among the Tigris-Euphrates’
three riparian states.

Time Period 3: 2000-2010

“If we ask a Turk living on the banks of the Euphrates whether he wants his Syrian brother to
go without water he will reply, ‘Absolutely not.’”—syrian President Bashar al-Assad, 2004*’

The coming of the new millennium marked a dramatic change in Turkey, Syria, and
Iraq’s water power politics. While the latter half of the 20" century often brought bilateral
and trilateral tension and conflict, the 21* opened to a decade of unprecedented cooperation
among all three riparian states. Despite violence and political upheaval in Iraq, and the worst
drought in centuries afflicting the Tigris-Euphrates Basin, water no longer served as a source
of dispute among the three states during this time period. Though it remained largely in high

politics, dealt with by presidents, prime ministers, and other top-level officials alongside
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security concerns, it was an arena of cooperation rather than contention. During this time
period, while dramatic progress was made in bilateral and trilateral discourse about water, no
treaties were implemented, nor permanent water allocations agreed upon.
Hydro-Cooperation: New Views for a New Millennium

The Tigris-Euphrates co-riparian states rang in the new millennium with renewed
bilateral water cooperation on all fronts. In January 2001, Iraq and Syria held talks to reach a
new water sharing agreement.”*® Although the agreement’s specifics, which included a
“formula for sharing the waters of the Euphrates between Iraq and Syria,”**’ were never
made public, the agreement was largely intended to represent a call upon Turkey to initiate
trilateral discussion on the water issue.”>’ Syria and Iraq reiterated the desire for tripartite
cooperation in 2005. According to The Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA), Syrian Premier
Mohammed Naji Ottri received Iraqi Minister of Electricity Abdullateif Rasheid, and
Minister of Water Resources, Mohsen Shalash, in June to sign an agreement indicating
Syrian and Iraqi intentions to sustain their exchange of Euphrates river operational, climatic,
and hydrological data and to contact Turkey to revive the tripartite Joint Technical
Committee.”' Syria also articulated a plan to release extra water from its dams to help spur
much-needed Iragi electricity production.”*

Although Turkey did not attend either of Iraq and Syria’s early meetings,” the two
Arab states were not alone in their bilateral progress in the first years of the 21* century. In

August 2001, Syrian Minister of irrigation Taha al-Atrash visited sites on Turkey’s
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Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP)***

as part of a larger Turkish-Syrian cooperation on
river development. The administration for Turkey’s GAP project and its counterpart in Syria,
the General Organization for Land Development (GOLD), signed a joint communiqué for
cooperation on the two projects.>> Turkey and Syria planned to exchange information
regarding water quality and irrigation management and to collaborate on research, training,
agricultural education programs, and even some environmental protection and rural
development projects.** On the one-year anniversary of Syria and Turkey’s Joint
Communiqué, Syrian Minister of Irrigation Ridwan Martini appreciated Turkey’s awareness
of the Syrian peoples’ need for water and stated that “waters flowing from Turkey to Syria
should bring happiness to the peoples of both countries.”*’ This sentiment was echoed after
Syria’s new president, Bashar al-Assad, met with Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdogan during his first-ever visit to Turkey in 2004. According to Assad, the Turks brought
up the water issue during the meeting and presented a new proposal for cooperation.”*® While
the details were not publicized, the proposal led Assad to state in an interview with Milliyet,
“In my opinion neither the Syrian State nor its people have any problem with Turkey over

»% Though not conclusive in terms of a more permanent bilateral water agreement,

water.
this statement represents a remarkable about-face from Syria’s view of Turkey’s use of the
Tigris-Euphrates waters just five years earlier.

While bilateral cooperation on the water issue in the early 2000s was more limited on

the Iraq-Turkey front, it was not altogether non-existent. In 2003, on a visit of Turkey’s
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Energy and Natural Resources Ministry to Iraq, Turkey announced plans to sell Iraq water. In
addition to electricity transmissions and diesel oil sales, it was agreed that Turkey’s State
Hydraulic Works (DSI) would both transport water from a purification facility in the

southeastern Sanliurfa province to Iraq and support Iraq’s agricultural irrigation efforts.*** T

0
this end, Turkey in 2004 provided Iraq’s newly reformed Ministry of Water Resources with
water flow data.**' According to Lorenz (2008), “This was significant because the parties
ha[d] long treated flow data as a national security secret.”>*

As is evident, the early part of the new millennium’s first decade was characterized
by promising bilateral cooperation on all sides. Though Syria and Iraq’s calls for a tripartite
meeting were not yet answered, the dialogue occurring on all sides represented remarkable
progress since the previous period. Many of the above discussions and agreements were
conducted in tandem with security and military negotiations, and, as discussed, it was often
high level technocrats or even heads of state involved in these bilateral water negotiations.
Three is a Magic Number: The Revival of Tripartite Negotiation

Although representatives of Turkey, Syria, and Iraq’s governments would not come
together again to discuss water until 2007,>** civil society within the three states took
advantage of the opportunity for water cooperation starting in 2005. That year, scholars,
scientists, and professionals from Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and the United States established the

244

Euphrates-Tigris Initiative for Cooperation (ETIC).”™ Recognizing the limits of formal

government negotiation, ETIC’s aim was to “provide opportunities to enhance the dialogue
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and mutual understanding among the riparians of the Euphrates-Tigris System”" through
“voluntary, nonofficial, nonbinding, not for profit, and non-governmental” track two
diplomacy.**® More recently, ETIC has put an emphasis on climate change, endeavoring to
develop a database of agricultural, historical, hydrologic, and development information for
use of the three riparian governments in their official negotiations.”*” Though it is unclear
what, if any, impact ETIC had upon official negotiations, the mere existence of such an
institution is indicative of the warming climate for cooperation among the three riparian
states. It also represented the first forum of water experts from all three countries to convene
since the Joint Technical Committee meetings of the 1990s.

During Syrian irrigation minister al-Atrash’s visit to Turkey’s GAP in 2001, he called
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for a revival of the tripartite Joint Technical Committee (JTC).”™ Though it took six years,

his wish came true in 2007. The JTC was reinstated after the Turkish Minister of the
Environment and Forestry, Syrian Minister of Irrigation, and Iraqi Minister of Water
Resources identified it as the most effective “cooperative framework to deal with regional

99249

water issues. Between late 2007 and 2010, the JTC met several times to discuss river

monitoring, joint training programs in irrigation management, information exchange for

% The three states also agreed to build or repair river flow

climate and drought data.
measuring gauges and Turkey acquiesced to increase downstream flow from 500m’/s to

550m’/s during the dry season of 2009 in the face of worsening drought.”' At a 2008 JTC

meeting, ministers from the three states decided to “establish a trilateral water institute

5 «Euphrates-Tigris Initiative for Cooperation (ETIC).”

6 Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 296;
Rifai, “Impact of Collaboration in the Euphrates Tigris Region”; “Euphrates-Tigris Initiative for Cooperation (ETIC).”

#7 Rifai, “Impact of Collaboration in the Euphrates Tigris Region.”

8 Oktav, “Water Dispute and Kurdish Separatism in Turkish-Syrian Relations,” 111.

9 Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 294.
20 Ibid., 295; Strategic Foresight Group, Water Cooperation for a Secure World: Focus on the Middle East, 34.

! Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 295;
“Turkey Confirms Opening of Dams on Euphrates To Allow More Water To Iraq, Syria.”
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comprised of 15 water engineers from each country in order to conduct studies aimed at

»252 1 ocated at Atatiirk Dam

achieving efficiency in water use and management in the region.
in Turkey and paid for by the Turkish government, the institute*>> mapped the basin’s water
resources and drafted recommendations for each state’s management of the Tigris and

»*1n 2009, the three states signed a memorandum of

Euphrates waters in its borders.
understanding, which “focused on the establishment of joint measurement stations on the

Euphrates and Tigris rivers, exchange of meteorological information, observation of water
amount that goes into Syria and Iraq every season, and evaluation of the impact of climate

change on the two rivers.”*>

This memorandum capped the late 2000s period of promising
tripartite cooperation.
High Level Strategic Cooperation Councils

While the revitalization of the JTC and the establishment of the trilateral water
institute were by far the most substantial illustrations of tripartite water cooperation in the
2000s, 2008 and 2009 witnessed immense progress on bilateral fronts as well. Top diplomats
in Turkey and Iraq established a High Level Strategic Cooperation Council (HSCC) in 2008
to cover a broad range of issues between the two states, including, “encouraging cooperation
in the field of water resources and agriculture to assist Iraq in meeting its agricultural needs
and water requirements including irrigation by taking into account Turkey’s agricultural

»2%% This goal of improved water

needs and water requirements to provide such assistance.
cooperation was largely realized in mid-2009 when Turkey’s Ministry of Environment and

Forestry and Iraq’s Ministry of Water Resources signed a memorandum of understanding

2 Strategic Foresight Group, Water Cooperation for a Secure World: Focus on the Middle East, 34.

3 Nowhere in my research have I been able to find a name for this institute—it seems it may have been built into the already-functioning Atatiirk Dam
administration.

>4 Gurcanli, “Turkey-Iraq-Syria to Form a Water Institution”; “Turkey, Iraq, Syria to Initiate Water Talks”; Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of
Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 295.

%3 «Tyrkey Signs MOU With Iraq, Syria on Use of Water From Euphrates, Tigris Rivers.”

%6 «Joint Political Declaration on the Establishment of the High Level Strategic Cooperation Council between Governments of the Republic of Turkey and the
Republic of Iraq,” 3.
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regarding national water use, development, and management, which also addressed potential
effects of climate change.>’
Similarly, after Turkey’s establishment of an HSCC with Syria in early 2009, the two

*>% The first permits

states also signed four water-related memorandums of understanding.
Syria to construct a water pumping station on the Tigris, which Syria had previously
underutilized, to withdraw 1.25km’ of water.”> One remarkable aspect of this memorandum
is its clear indication of the continuing intention to reach a final agreement on allocation of
the rivers. Though this particular memo does not achieve this allocation (or even that
between Turkey and Syria alone on the Tigris), Article 6 begins, “Upon reaching a final
allocation agreement of the waters of Tigris-Euphrates Rivers among Turkey, Syria, and

260
Iraq...”

thus illustrating the eventual intent to reach a more permanent agreement. The
second and third memorandums outlined Turkey and Syria’s planned coordination in face of
the worsening regional drought.*®' Drought cooperation entailed extensive data, information,
and experience exchange, hydrologic studies, joint training programs, implementation of
monitoring and climate change mitigation measures, and rehabilitation of drought-resistant
plant species.”** The potential to include Iraq in establishment of a joint hydrological and

meteorological database is mentioned, but only “if deemed necessary by both parties.”**> The

final, and perhaps most notable Syrian-Turkish memorandum is the memo “for the

»7 Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 292;
Strategic Foresight Group, Water Cooperation for a Secure World: Focus on the Middle East, 34.

8 Strategic Foresight Group, Water Cooperation for a Secure World: Focus on the Middle East, 34.

9 Syria-Turkey High Level Strategic Cooperation Council, “The Memorandum of Understanding Between the Government of the Republic of Turkey and the
Government of the Syrian Arab Republic on Establishment of a Pumping Station in the Territories of Syrian Arab Republic for Water Withdrawal From the
Tigris River”; Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political
Challenges,” 293.

0 Syria-Turkey High Level Strategic Cooperation Council, “The Memorandum of Understanding Between the Government of the Republic of Turkey and the
Government of the Syrian Arab Republic on Establishment of a Pumping Station in the Territories of Syrian Arab Republic for Water Withdrawal From the
Tigris River.”

1 «“NASA Satellites Find Freshwater Losses in Middle East”; Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River
System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 293.

2 Syria-Turkey High Level Strategic Cooperation Council, “The Memorandum of Understanding between the Government of the Republic of Turkey and the
(;y;)vemment of the Syrian Arab Republic in the Field of Efficient Utilization of Water Resources and Combating of Drought.”

3 bid., 3.
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construction of a joint dam on the Orontes River under the name ‘Friendship Dam,””*** a

name that is indicative of warming relations in and of itself. Syria and Turkey would
collaborate on the construction, operation, and maintenance of the dam and its reservoir on

the long-contested Orontes River.>*

The dam marks the first large-scale joint river
development project in the basin and provides a remarkable example of collaboration on
water issues.

Beyond the more tangible examples of agreements and memorandums of
understanding, the evolving rhetoric of leaders and high-profile ministers in the three riparian
states best illustrates the new millennium’s changing tides. At a Middle East Water Forum in
Jordan in 2008, Turkish Minister of Environment and Forestry, Veysel, Eroglu, said of
Turkey’s use of the Tigris and Euphrates, “War will not erupt in the Middle East due to
water...we do not perceive them as our rivers, and we wish to launch studies in line with

95266

interests of countries from which these rivers also flow. This comes in contrast to the

Turkish attitude during the second period, when a Turkish foreign minister suggested that

downstream demands to halt dam construction were an “interference in Turkey’s national
Y

95267

sovereignty”””" and then President Suleyman Demirel stated, “Turkey has the right to exploit

268 .
7 The new view

Euphrates water, because 90 percent of the water comes from Turkey.
clearly indicates a greater propensity on Turkey’s part to recognize alternate claims to the

Tigris and Euphrates water sources and reflects the high politics, cooperative nature of their

actions during this time period in contrast to the previous.

4 Syria-Turkey High Level Strategic Cooperation Council, “Memorandum of Understanding Between the Government of the Republic of Turkey and the
Government of the Syrian Arab Republic for the Construction of a Joint Dam on the Orontes River Under the Name ‘Friendship Dam,’” 1.

5 Ibid.; Arsu, “Turkey and Syria Signal Improved Relations.”

266 «Turkish Minister Views Water Use in Middle East in Water Forum in Jordan.”

%7 Arslan, “Turkey: Turkey Refuses To Revive Water Meetings With Syria, Iraq.”

8 Ahmad, “Turkey: Demirel on Terrorism, Ties With Syria.”
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Hydro-Contention: Simmering Just Beneath the Surface

Despite kinder words along with actual progress in communication, discourse, and
technical collaboration on the water issue, no formal treaty was signed among Turkey, Syria,
and Iraq during this time period and the three states did not reach a trilateral agreement on
water allocation. Turkey and Syria’s August 2001 Joint Communiqué on GAP and GOLD
did not contain any provisions regarding changes in the amount of water Turkey would

release as part of the agreement.*®’

The same can be said of all other agreements and
memorandums of understanding (whether bilateral or trilateral) that took place during this
time period. According to Kiitiik (2010), “Turkey continues to regard the Euphrates and
Tigris as transboundary rivers while Syria and Iraq see them as international watercourses
and demand an equal division of water.””’® As long as such rigid views of the river system

remain, it will be very difficult for cooperation to get beyond the kind of technical progress

made during this time period.

This chapter has illustrated the oscillation of the Tigris-Euphrates basin’s
hydropolitics over time. During the first period between the end of the First World War and
the late 1950s/early 1960s, water was a low politics issue, managed as a technical, domestic
policy concern, and subordinate to the three infant states’ newly forming political
relationships. When discussed or addressed in treaties delineating overall relations, water was
a cooperative issue among the three states, reaching the level of positive interaction on the
conflict-cooperation spectrum characterized by information exchange and meetings of
technical experts and bureaucrats. During the second time period, between 1960 and the turn

of the century in 2000, water rose to high politics, taking center stage on agendas of prime

% Lupu, “International Law and the Waters of the Euphrates and Tigris,” 358.
70 Kiitiik, “The Marginalization of Water in Turkish-Syrian Relations,” 40.
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ministers, presidents, and foreign ministers and dealt with in state negotiations amidst critical
concerns of security and territorial integrity. In these years, water politics became conflictual,
with the liquid resource the subject of negative interaction ranging from verbal threats and
coercive politics to military mobilization and covert activities. In the third time period,
beginning at the start of the 21* century and extending until 2011, water remained a high
politics issue, regularly discussed among high-level officials from all three states and
certainly a foreign policy priority. However, unlike the previous period, water politics were
collaborative during these years and, although no final allocation treaty was signed, there
were instances of all types of positive engagement on the conflict-cooperation spectrum

including joint projects and codified agreements.
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Chapter 3: Turkey, Syria, and Iraq’s Politicized Hydropolitics

As the previous chapter evidenced, while Tigris-Euphrates hydropolitics have
fluctuated between positive and negative interaction among the three riparian states over
time, the basin has not experienced either extreme on the conflict—cooperation spectrum.
This chapter examines the factors that have driven the oscillation in hydropolitics over time. |
show how scarcity, both real and perceived, drove water from low to high politics, and
illustrate how overarching diplomatic relations, the influence of external actors, economic
ties, and ethnic and ideological similarities and differences have shaped hydropolitics.

Low Politics and Cooperation in the Early Years

Water was the subject of largely low politics, positive interaction during the first time
period for two reasons: 1) the abundance of water (i.e. absence of both real and perceived
scarcity) allowed water to remain primarily a technical issue; and 2) an internal focus in all
three states kept their leaders focused on domestic issues, namely independence from
colonial powers, organization of new governments, forging of national identities, and internal
reform. The three states’ water cooperation was thus embedded within the establishment of
basic bilateral relationships among the three new states and reflected the relatively peaceful
tenor of the states’ political relationships during this time period.

Overflowing Rivers and Low Politics

Plentiful water to fulfill the needs of all three states and minimal upstream river
development kept water off the agendas of high level politicians and separate from traditional
security concerns. Without the threat of impending shortages or deprivation, water was an
issue of little concern for state leaders and negotiators preoccupied with other pressing post-

war political concerns. Under the climatic conditions of this period, the Tigris and Euphrates
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contained more than adequate flow to meet the consumptive needs of all three states.”’!
Between the breakup of the Ottoman Empire and the late 1950s, Turkey, the most water rich
of the three states, was using less than three percent of the Tigris and Euphrates water it
possessed, Syria just under ten percent, and Iraq around fifty percent.”’* Dolatyar and Gray
(2000) characterize the rivers as having a “marked surplus of water...until the 1970s.”*” It is
thus clear that there was no “real” scarcity during this period that might concern leaders and
high-level officials within the three states.

Development of the upstream stretches of the Tigris and Euphrates in Turkey and
Syria was also extremely minimal, thus also preventing any perception of water scarcity
within the riparian states. Placing water management in the hands of medium level
technocrats, advisors, and professionals, “the riparian countries were mainly concerned with
water supply for urban and rural populations™*’* during this period. Populations and
economies were still relatively small, keeping demands for agriculture and electricity low””
and therefore requiring only the creation of small water management and irrigation projects
that had little impact on water quality or quantity and were often inefficient.”’® According to
Shapland (1997), the views from Ankara, Damascus, and Baghdad during this period
maintained that “it was clear that there was more than enough [water] for all,”*”” keeping
water low on the political agendas of the three riparians.

Iraq was the only state during the 1918-1960 time period that saw any substantial use

of water for more than basic consumptive purposes. As much of the nation is comprised of

7! Schulz, “Turkey, Syria, and Iraq: A Hydropolitical Security Complex,” 105; Dolatyar and Gray, Water Politics in the Middle East, 117-118; Sowers,
Vengosh, and Weinthal, “Climte Change, Water Resources, and the Politics of Adaptation in the Middle East and North Africa,” 606—607.

2 Kliot, Water Resources and Conflict in the Middle East, 136; Dolatyar and Gray, Water Politics in the Middle East, 135.

3 Dolatyar and Gray, Water Politics in the Middle East, 131.

M Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 283.
75 I will find population and GDP statistics to back this up. Also Kibaroglu and Unver, “An Institutional Framework for Facilitating Cooperation in the
Euphrates-Tigris River Basin,” 2.

7 Tbid.

"7 Shapland, Rivers of Discord: International Water Disputes in the Middle East, 115.
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low-lying plains, Iraq faced a severe flooding problem. While Iraq was still under Ottoman
rule in the early 1900s, British hydrological engineer William Wilcox (hired by the Ottomans
to evaluate solutions to the flooding issue) recommended the construction of the al-Hindiya
Barrage on the Euphrates, the Kut Barrage on the Tigris, the Habbaniya, Tharthar, and
Naharavan irrigation projects, and what would become the Bekhme and Mosul Dams to
address the flooding problems and reinvigorate the small-scale irrigation of ancient
Mesopotamia.”’® The development of these projects proceeded slowly while Iraq was
occupied by the British and after Iraqi independence in 1932. As the farthest downstream
state on both rivers, these actions only affected domestic Iraq. Although they have provided
the grounds upon which Iraq has claimed “historical rights” to the use of the basin since then,
Iraq’s hydro development projects for flood control and small-scale irrigation during this
time period were of very little concern to the two upstream powers, as they had no impact on
the water supply faced in Turkey and Syria. Thus, despite the presence of some hydro-
development, the fact that this development took place in the state farthest downstream on
both rivers—and that no state faced the constraints of either real or perceived scarcity—water
was not a primary issue in the states’ relations. With water a low politics concern, there was
“no exigency during that period in devising a regime framework for better management and

utilization of the waters in the basin”?’°

or in disputing river usage.
Looking Inwards
The cooperative water politics of this time period can largely be attributed to the

inward focus of the three countries during their early years. Throughout this era, the three

regimes were preoccupied with developing domestic economies and forming bureaucracies

8 Biswas, International Waters of the Middle East: From Euphrates-Tigris to Nile, 83; Kliot, Water Resources and Conflict in the Middle East, 117.
7 Kibaroglu and Unver, “An Institutional Framework for Facilitating Cooperation in the Euphrates-Tigris River Basin,” 2.
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and basic governance institutions. Upon independence in 1932, Iraq faced numerous
problems left over from Ottoman and British rule. The state spent the first several years of
independence stabilizing its political system, quelling tribal fighting, and attempting to meet
the demands of local citizens for order, infrastructure, and food.” Similarly, after it became
an independent nation at the end of WWI, Turkey turned inward to heal the land of its
wounds, and Atatiirk focused on goals of rapidly consolidating, developing, and reforming
the Turkish state.”®' After independence in 1941, Syria was left with little to no political
structure. The nation thus focused domestically to construct its state institutions>*> and build
a cohesive nation free from French influence.

While this time period did see the beginnings of plans for the larger scale hydro-
development that would come to characterize the years between 1960 and 2000, these plans
reflected the three states’ internal focus. The states kept their plans for water management
and development to themselves,” and, preoccupied as they were facing the internal
challenges of nationalist movements, bureaucracy formation, and power transitions from
colonials to national governments, they were not overly concerned about water plans being
made elsewhere. According to Kilbaroglu (2013), the three states’ burgeoning “national

management and allocation policies were like ‘black boxes,”””**!

reflecting both the domestic
focus of state governments, and also indicating that the riparians’ future water demands were
not discussed during treaty negotiations.”*> While the treaty clauses pertaining to water

clearly acknowledge the potential for future challenges of water allocation, the fact that

development schemes were not yet finished or shared during negotiations both made water

20 Sorenson, An Introduction to the Modern Middle East, 224.
! Rubin and Kirisci, Turkey in World Politics: An Emerging Multiregional Power, 1.
22 Sorenson, An Introduction to the Modern Middle East, 290.
3 Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 282.
284 11
Ibid., 287.
5 The full extent of each riparian’s demands for the rivers would not be unveiled until the mid 1960s.
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agreements basic and positive and allowed water to be treated as just another technical issue
to be dealt with amidst state formation.

This is reflected in Turkey and Syria’s early hydro-development planning, which was
at this time managed by the relevant bureaucratic organs in each state (the Ministry of
Energy and Natural Resources in Turkey**® and the Ministry of Public Works and the
Ministry of the Euphrates Dam in Syria®’). In 1936, Turkey established the “Administration
for Electricity Studies” to investigate the potential of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers for
hydroelectric production.”®® Extensive surveys and studies of the geologic and hydrologic
features of the basins were completed, resulting in plans for development projects along the
Twin Rivers and the creation of the State Hydraulic Works (DSI) in 1953 to manage water

289

development.”™ However, despite “the Euphrates and Tigris rivers attract[ing] the attention

of planners in the early years of the Turkish Republic...the remoteness of the region and the

more pressing matters facing the young nation prevented action at that time.”*”’

Hydro-planning began as early as the 1920s in Syria, when the French recommended
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However

the construction of a barrage on the Euphrates near Syria’s border with Turkey.
the plan was not carried out then, nor upon reinvestigation after Syria gained independence in
1946.%°% In the early 1950s, Syria saw some small-scale installation of pumps for irrigation,
but it was not until the 1960s that more widespread water development began in both Syria

293

and Turkey.”” The fact that the domestic projects during this first period both remained in

the planning phase and that the full extent of their future water demand was not yet known

%6 Kibaroglu, Scheumann, and Kramer, Turkey’s Water Policy: National Frameworks and International Cooperation, 10.
7 Daoudy, “Water, Institutions and Development in Syria: A Downstream Perspective from the Euphrates and Tigris.”
28 “History of GAP.” Southeastern Anatolia Project Regional Development Administration. Republic of
Turkey Prime Ministry. 2011. http://www.gap.gov.tr/about-gap/history-of-gap
% Kolars and Mitchell, The Euphrates River and the Southeast Anatolia Development Project, 25.
>0 Tbid.
! This would become the Tabga dam after Soviets provided funding in 1957, dam construction began in 1960s
2 Bourgey, “Le Barrage de Tabqa et L’aménagement Du Bassin de I’Euphrate En Syrie,” 345-346.
%3 Shapland, Rivers of Discord: International Water Disputes in the Middle East, 109.
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among the three riparians contributed to the perception of water abundance and facilitated
this period’s cooperative hydro-politics. Water negotiations’ place embedded within the
larger peace process and the establishment of basic diplomatic and economic relations also
illustrates how water politics followed the tenor of the three states’ broader political
relationships during this period.
The Conflictual High Politics of Century’s End

Water’s movement from the low politics of the first period to high politics in the
second was driven by the riparian states’ mutual realizations that the aggregate water demand
of the their unilateral development projects, all of which were deeply tied to national pride
and regime legitimacy in their respective states, exceeded the Twin Rivers’ supply. This
perceived scarcity, which threatened the potential for each state to develop and maintain
control of their diverse populations, made water a high politics issue. The conflictual water
politics of the time followed overarching trends of hostility among the three riparian states.
The specific factors that drove negative hydro-interactions in the second time period were:
the Hatay territorial dispute between Syria and Turkey, Cold War proxy politics, Alawi and
Sunni Ba’ath ideological differences and rivalries in Syria and Iraq, and Kurdish questions in
Turkey. With water in the arena of high politics, the existing political divides based on the
above factors made cooperative, positive hydro-interaction impossible. In this respect, water
once again followed politics in Tigris-Euphrates riparian relations.
Developing Dispute: Scarcity and the Politics of Development

While hydro-development projects were in their planning phases up until the 1950s,
the 1960s marked the beginning of their implementation and the first communication of the

plans’ water demands among riparians. It was during the 1960s JTC negotiations that the full
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extent of the three riparians’ competing claims to the rivers emerged.””* When the three
riparians brought forward their development projects’ water demands and found them to

2% water became, for the first time in the

outstrip river supply by more than 50 percent,
Tigris-Euphrates basin, a scarce resource. With aggregate demand set to exceed supply, the
states were transformed from neighbors into competitors. The arrival of this perceived
scarcity—and attendant to it, the possibility of real scarcity down the line—created the
potential for conflict and dispute based on competing river claims, thus making water a
possible security concern and catapulting it into high politics.

The implication of this newly created scarcity was that one or more state(s) were
going to have to scale back their projects or alter their designs to make them less water
intensive. Because of intimate linkages between the riparian states’ massive hydro-
development projects and national pride, regime legitimacy, and economic success, the threat
that each state’s project posed to those of the other states went beyond the risk of incomplete
dams. In Turkey, “GAP [w]as a matter of national pride,” inspiring a kind of “obsessive
interest in it by some politicians, such as Turgut Ozal and Suleyman Demirel.”*® With the
original plans laid out by the revered father of modern Turkey himself*’’ and designed to
unite the state’s ethnic groups by “turn[ing] Kurds into Turks,”*”® GAP was inextricably
linked to Turkish national identity. In fact, each dam was inscribed with the motto of Turkish

nationalism (originally spoken by Atatiirk himself), “Ne mutlu Tiirkiim diyene,” meaning

“Happy is whoever says ‘I am a Turk.””*” Similarly, in both Syria and Iraq, the “concept of

% Rubin and Kirisci, Turkey in World Politics: An Emerging Multiregional Power, 236-237.

¥ Waterbury, “Transboundary Water and the Challenge of International Cooperation in the Middle East,” 56; Schulz, “Turkey, Syria, and Iraq: A
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¥ Dolatyar and Gray, Water Politics in the Middle East, 153,154.

¥7 Moran, Roskilde University, 76.

%% Jongerden, “Dams and Politics in Turkey: Utilizing Water, Developing Conflict.”

¥ Mitchell, Thirsting for War, 2001.



Wasinger 69

»300 The economic

Arab food security...dominated...strategic thinking during the 1980s.
promise of hydro-development projects was an important source of legitimacy for the
regimes in both downstream states. In Syria, top officials asserted that “the Syrian Euphrates
Project is Syria’s future,”*! and both states’ ruling Ba’ath parties “placed...emphasis on the
development of rural areas and the organization of peasants as a political power base.””"* As
the three riparians’ Tigris and Euphrates development projects were tied to state unity and
regime survival, the moment that the extent of the three projects’ water demands were known
by all parties, each state’s project thus became a threat to not only the others’ development
plans but the very foundations of their states. In the words of Turkey’s President Suleyman
Demirel: “Neither Syria nor Iraq can lay claim to Turkey's rivers any more than Ankara
could claim their oil. This is a matter of sovereignty. We have a right to do anything we like.
The water resources are Turkey's, the oil resources are theirs. We don't say we share their oil
resources, and they can't say they share our water resources.”*> Such sentiments were
echoed and compounded in downstream states Syria and Iraq, where Turkey’s development
projects not only made their own development more challenging, but also gave Turkey a
“water weapon.” As such, water politics became high politics.
Water and Political Conflict in JTC Negotiations
Hatay Territorial Dispute

Despite the importance of water to all three regimes, otherwise politically strained
relationships drove negative hydropolitical interactions. Between Turkey and Syria, the
Hatay territorial dispute colored relations enough to prevent productive water cooperation. In

1939, France ceded the Syrian territory of Hatay (also known as Alexandretta or Iskenderun)

% Barkey, Reluctant Neighbor: Turkey’s Role in the Middle East, 140.
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to Turkey in exchange for Turkey’s entrance of the Second World War on the side of the
Allies.** However, since independence, Syria refused to acknowledge the transfer of this
piece of territory and continued to show Hatay as a part of its own territory on Syrian
maps.”” At the same time, Turkey also claimed the region, and its people, as her own. The
Hatay territorial dispute became linked to Tigris-Euphrates water politics amidst disputes
over the Orontes River. The Orontes River runs from Syria into the Hatay province. During
the 1940s and 1950s, Syria, treating Hatay as her own, built small dams on the upper reaches

of the Orontes without consulting Turkey.**°

When Turkish farmers claimed to be facing
water shortages in the early 1960s, Turkey attempted to link negotiations over the Orontes
with those for the Euphrates.”®’ Syria refused, continuing to ignore Turkey’s codified claim
to the province.’®® Syria’s unwillingness to budge on the Hatay issue shaped Turkey’s
alacrity to negotiate and make concessions during the tripartite 1960s negotiations about the
Tigris-Euphrates. According to Barkey (1996), “Turkey’s insensitivity to downstream needs
and concerns is a by-product of traditionally bitter relations between the two states.”” Thus,
the lack of cooperation on the issue of Tigris-Euphrates water during this period can be
partially attributed to the bilateral animosities stemming from Turkey and Syria’s decades-
festering Hatay territorial dispute.

Cold War Proxy Politics

The negative hydro-interaction among the three riparian states during this second

time period was also a result of conflictual predispositions based on historical ethnic
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animosities and Cold War political alignments. Even prior to the Second World War, Turkey
began to face west. Atatiirk’s secular, modernizing reforms endeavored to “bring Turkey
closer culturally and politically to Europe.”'® Atatiirk’s reforms, which emphasized
“Turkification” reflected the anti-Arab sentiments of the early 20" century Young Turk
movement in Turkey. According to Barkey (1996), “the extremist Turkification policies of
the Young Turks, in the form of harsh suppression of Arab language and culture, resulted in
an angry backlash that resonates even today in Turkey’s relations with the Arab world.”*"!
The Cold War only served to deepen these existing divides between Turkey and her Arab
neighbors downstream. In response to Soviet attempts to claim eastern Turkish territory and
waters following the Second World War,’'? Turkey joined the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) in 1952," finalizing “a strategic portion of the long-term plan to join
Europe and the West.”*'*

While Turkey was turned toward the West, Syria and Iraq were both facing East. In
1955, Syria opted to join a Soviet pact in return for $200 million in aid,’'® and both Syria and
Iraq received Soviet assistance in hydro-development planning and construction.’'® These
alliances not only served to deepen the East-West divide that existed along Syria and Iraq’s
northern borders with Turkey, but linked the larger geopolitical conflict to Tigris-Euphrates
hydropolitics. According to Dolatyar and Gray (2000), in the more conflictual water relations
of this time period, “what was critical was the East-West competition which came to graft
itself on the internal rivalries between the countries in the region. It was specifically in the

‘East-West context’ that the development of the Euphrates by the three riparian countries
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gained considerable strategic significance.”'” It was thus the conflictual political climate of
the Cold War that colored Turkey, Syria, and Iraq’s water engagement during the second
period and hamstrung each state’s willingness to negotiate and compromise on water during
the negotiations that did take place. In this way, water relations followed political relations.
In the words of Allan (2002), the more conflictual Tigris-Euphrates politics in the latter half
of the 20™ century were “examples of the international allocation and management of water
in the region being subordinate to the other priorities of international relations.”'®

Political Rivalry and the 1975 Euphrates Crisis

Water’s mercy to the ebb and flow of the riparian states wider diplomatic relations
was again illustrated in the 1975 crisis between Iraq and Syria. While upon first look, Syria
and Iraq’s mutual threat of armed action appears to stem from Iraq’s animosity resulting from
water shortages after the filling of Syria’s Tabga Dam reservoir, two factors indicate
otherwise. First, it is highly unlikely that the two states would have been so quick to mobilize
troops to their shared border if it was not for their regimes’ fierce, pre-existing rivalry and
ideological differences; and second, had the dispute truly centered on water, Iraq would
likely have placed equal blame on Turkey (whose filling of the Keban Dam reservoir at the
same time as Syria’s Tabga contributed to the shortages Iraq experienced).

At the end of the First World War, the initial, relatively arbitrary, state divisions paid
little attention to ethnic or religious lines, creating the potential for internal ethnic or sectoral
conflict in the newly formed states. The institutionalization of these differences in Syrian and
Iraqi politics after independence pitted these two states against each other. In 1947, the

Syrian Ba’ath party was elected, and in 1954, a parallel Ba’athist movement arose in Iraq,’"’

*'7 Dolatyar and Gray, Water Politics in the Middle East, 137-138.
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marking the beginning of an era in which, “the two Ba’ath regimes [were] in competition for

hegemony in the Arab world.”**

The Syrian Ba’ath party was Alawi (a Shia sect with ties to
the Shia minority in Iraq) and the Iraqi Ba’ath was Sunni.**' This religious divide,
competition to be the principal ideological voice in the Arab nationalist movements of the
region, and personal hatreds between the two Ba’athist regime leaders®>* colored the water
tensions between these two states. According to Scheumann (2003), “The threat of war in the
mid-1970s was much more the result of political rivalries between the Syrian and Iraqi
branches of the Ba’ath Party and their competition over regional strength and authority than
struggles over water.”*’

This was reflected in Syrian and Iraqi propaganda during the 1975 Euphrates crisis.
The two regime’s public acknowledgements of the water issue almost exclusively appeared
alongside rhetoric attacking the other’s “Arab legitimacy.”** According to Kienle (1990),
Iraq “made it clear on several occasions that...it did not regard the [Euphrates] problem as
‘technical’ but as ‘political’, stemming from the two sides’ controversy over the defense of

Arab rights and interests.””*> A high ranking political figure of the Iraqi Ba’ath Regional
g g gp g q

Command, Na’im Haddad, stated during the 1975 crisis,

Today...certain regimes, particularly the Syrian regime...cut off water from our masses...But we will
be victorious as we have been before. The masses of our Arab people in Syria will discover this
criminal design, which is neither new to us nor unexpected. The same Syrian regime adopted a
negative policy when the revolution in Iraq nationalized the monopolist oil companies and even
requested an increase in revenue from the oil flow.**

This statement illustrates the inseparability of Iraq and Syria’s water dispute from the two

states’ political rivalry. Tigris-Euphrates politics’ tendency to follow Iraq and Syria’s larger
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Ba’athist ideological and political antagonism is further evidenced by 1) the failure of this
official, and the Iraqi regime overall, to place any blame on Turkey for Iraq’s water
challenges;*” and 2) the fact that the Syrian and Iraqi regimes briefly united against Turkey
to oppose GAP in 1989, only after tempers between the two Ba’athist regimes had finally

328
cooled.

Thus, while water certainly exacerbated existing tensions between Iraq and Syria
during the second time period, it was the overarching political climate of the times that
dictated the negative tenor of hydropolitics rather than vice versa.
Issue Linkage: Kurdish Militants and Euphrates Waters

During the last 20 years of the second time period (1980-2000), the linkage of the
water issue to that of PKK militancy in Turkey largely accounts for the contentious water
politics between Syria and Turkey. When the Turkish state was first formed at the heart of
the deceased Ottoman Empire, it came to contain coastal areas along the Mediterranean and
Black Sea (populated largely by ethnic Turks) and Anatolia: the mountainous, water-rich
region to the East where most considered themselves ethnically Kurdish. While these ethnic
differences had been nearly invisible under Ottoman rule—when demographic
differentiations were made on the basis of religion, rather than ethnicity’*>—Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk’s secularizing reforms after the First World War complimented a new attitude toward
ethnic identity. The 1924 constitution clearly articulated that the concepts of “citizen” and
“Turk” were one and the same, meaning for Kurds that the modern republic’s new
citizenship rights came “at the expense of denying their own ethnic identity.”*° Unable to

speak their own language and severely culturally repressed over the first three quarters of the

20™ century, a budding Kurdish nationalism, with ties to Kurdish populations across the
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border in Syria and in northern Iraq, grew in Turkey’s southeast. In 1984, a branch of the
Kurdish nationalist movement, the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) began fighting a guerilla
campaign against the Turkish government in an attempt to carve a Kurdish state out of
Southeastern Anatolia.”®' The resulting pseudo-civil war between PKK militants and
government forces would come to claim more than 40,000 lives over the next 20 years.>>
Given the extraordinary violence that resulted from Kurdish separatism in Turkey and
the threat it posed to the very foundations of Turkish national identity and territorial integrity,
this issue came to inhabit center stage in both Turkey’s domestic policy and regional
relations. Water policy is no exception. The linkage between the PKK issue and water was
originally a domestic phenomenon—a Turkish attempt to use hydro-development to
enfranchise its discontented Kurdish population. Given that “the Kurdish question is arguably

the most serious internal problem in the Turkish republic’s. .. history,”**?

and identifying
economic underdevelopment as a principal factor in the political and social unrest that had
characterized Turkey’s Kurdish region throughout the late 20" century, Turkey’s
Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP), was conceived as a tool to improve regional stability,
discourage separatism, and counter the draw of the PKK.*** However, both GAP and the
PKK issue had implications beyond Turkey’s borders. According to Barkey (1996) and
James and Ozdamar (2009), “Turkey’s relations with its neighbors [were] driven by the

99335

exigencies of the [PKK] rebellion””” and “internal relations between Turkish-Kurds and the

national government in Ankara...had direct influence on the relationship between Turkey

! Tbid.
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. 5,336
and Syria.”

Thus, given the gravity of the PKK predicament at home and the use of hydro-
development with downstream implications to combat it, Turkey’s decisions in Tigris-
Euphrates negotiations were influenced by concerns for the Kurdish issue within its borders.
The importance of GAP to containing the PKK made Turkey less willing to compromise or
scale back its project in negotiations with Syria and Iraq.

The PKK issue was also linked to Tigris-Euphrates riparian political dynamics as part
of Turkish efforts to externalize the PKK threat and thereby mobilize Turkish nationalism
against it. According to Brahma (2013), “The GAP case illustrates how water disputes may
come in ‘handy to politicians in personifying real or perceived outside threats in the domestic
context and in this way serve to unite the society against ‘foreign enemies’ and mobilize
support for the government.”**” However, this linkage between the dispute over the
Euphrates and Turkey’s domestic Kurdish question provided Syria and Iraq with an
opportunity in their attempts to gain leverage against Turkey’s growing military, economic,
and hydro-hegemony that further entwined the two issues. Syria, which had been

338 :
recognized the

intermittently supporting militants inside Turkey since the 1970s,
additional control GAP would give Turkey over her water resources, and by extension her
people, and thus had “an interest in aiding [the PKK] movement because one of the targets of
the guerilla group [was] the GAP.”** Thus, “Damascus continued to pursue a policy which
had been enforced since the early 1970s and which had acquired greater importance because
of the Euphrates dispute. It consisted of supporting left-wing Turkish extremists, Kurdish

99340

secessionists, and Armenian militants, but refusing to admit it.””" Though Iraq had less of a

history of doing so, Saddam Hussein’s regime is rumored to have also supported the PKK’s
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activities in Turkey for a time during the Atatiirk Dam crisis.**' Thus, Syrian and Iraqi efforts
to hamper full Turkish control of their water resources by supporting PKK militants within
Turkey compounded the linkage of the PKK issue to the water issue, and, by bringing water
politics intimately near Turkey’s primary security threat, contributed to the more conflictual
nature of water politics during the time that the two issues were linked.

While downstream riparian’s use of the PKK card as leverage to guarantee Tigris and
Euphrates flow may initially appear to be an example of water leading politics (i.e.
downstream states choosing to take political steps because of water concerns), there are two
factors that indicate otherwise. First, the water problem was only one among many festering
political disputes between Turkey and her downstream neighbors. Iraq and Syria’s support
for the PKK was related to an overarching political goal of offsetting Turkey’s growing
regional hegemony overall, and not only (or even primarily) hydro-hegemony. According to
Barkey (1996), “The use of the PKK card against Turkey by its neighbors with varying
degrees of intensity is a direct result of their need to balance Turkey’s potential threat to

99 342

them. While water problems were a piece of this, Syria and Iraq were “also motivated,

respectively, by irredentist claims over Alexandretta or by desire for revenge for Turkey’s

95 343

role during the Gulf Conflict. In this case, water was inseparable from other political
grievances that collectively provided adequate motivation for Syria and, to a lesser extent,
Iraq, to support the PKK. Secondly, as will be discussed in the following section, the rapid
warming of water relations directly following the resolution of the PKK issue between Syria

and Turkey indicates that water relations were once again at the mercy of other political

disputes. Given Syria’s additional motivations for supporting the PKK beyond simply water

! Barkey, Reluctant Neighbor: Turkey’s Role in the Middle East, 33.
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concerns, it is unlikely that the resolution of the water issue would have had similar
ameliorating impacts on the PKK issue. Thus, while water was a high politics, priority issue
for the riparian states during this time period, state actions were not motivated exclusively or
even primarily by water concerns. Rather, water once again played into the intricacies of the
states’ relationships overall and water politics were guided by the tenor of a broad variety of
often unrelated political and social concerns.
High Fives and High Hydropolitics

During the third time period, water remained in the realm of high politics due to both
continued unilateral water project development on the Twin Rivers (and thus a persistence of
perceived scarcity among riparians) and the onset of real scarcity with an extended drought in
Mesopotamia. Despite the first widespread shortages the basin has experienced since ancient

. 344
times,

Turkey, Syria, and Iraq’s water politics took on a remarkably cooperative character
during this time period, following several overarching political trends: 1) resolution of
historic disputes between Turkey and Syria, including the Hatay territorial disagreement and
the PKK issue; 2) growing EU-influence in Turkey, which triggered reorientations in both
Turkey’s overall foreign policy towards its neighbors and its water policy; and 3) changes in
leadership, trade dynamics, and views of the Kurds in all three states near the turn of the
century.
The High Politics of Drought

Perceived scarcity persisted into this period because, even during a time of overall

water collaboration, none of the three states was willing to scale back its development

projects.* In spite of several financial stumbling blocks, Turkey has continued its

* Chulov, “Water Shortage Threatens Two Million People in Southern Iraq.”
% Jehl, “In Race to Tap the Euphrates, The Upper Hand Is Upstream.”
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construction of Ilisu Dam on the Tigris,>** much to Iraq’s displeasure. According to Iraq, the
dam would give Turkey the ability to decrease flow of the Tigris by 47 percent,’*” damaging

$ and

Iraqi agriculture and the economy. Baghdad long protested the construction of Ilisu®*
Iraqi author, Sami Hasan, was widely quoted for his inflammatory statements towards
Turkey and Syria’s continued dam construction.”*” And yet, Iraq’s projects went on as well.
Under a newly appointed minister of water resources in 2004, Iraq had its own laundry list of
proposed hydro-development projects,®” including the massive Bakhmah, or “Dream” Dam
capable of restraining 11 billion square meters of water and producing 1500MW of
electricity.”' Like Turkey’s, Iraq’s projects were not void of critics. Gun Kut, water expert at
Istanbul’s Bogazici University, stated in response to Syria and Iraq’s continued allegation
that Turkish dam projects leave too little water for downstream, “Quit wasting the water and

»332 The ongoing hydro-development and continuing

there will be enough for everybody.
condemnation in each state of others’ projects illustrates the persistence of perceived scarcity
in the basin. As projects continue, each state perceives the basin as becoming scarcer and
unable to meet the demand of all riparians. The fact that dam construction and water project
efficiency remained a key hydropolitical concern among riparians further exemplifies how
the perception of potential scarcity has helped to keep water a high politics issue.

The arrival of real scarcity during the latter half of the third time period also

contributed to water’s sustained place in high politics. In the six years between 2003 and

2009, the Tigris-Euphrates basin lost 117 million acre-feet of stored freshwater, representing
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the second fastest loss of water in a six year period of anywhere on the planet.’>> Beginning
in 2006, summer rains failed to arrive four years in a row in the basin,””* leading NOAA to
release a study suggesting that, “the magnitude and frequency of the drying that has occurred
is too great to be explained by natural variability alone” and linking Fertile Crescent drought
to human-induced climate change.’”>” All three Tigris-Euphrates riparians were impacted by

356

regional scarcity. In Turkey, farmland dried up in the country’s Southeast™” and Istanbul and

Ankara instituted rationing programs in 2007 when drought brought reservoirs to five percent

358

capacity.”’ Syria’s harvest in 2008 was 38 percent lower than prior to the drought,”® and by

2010, 160 villages had been abandoned and 800,000 citizens lost their livelihoods due to

%% In Iraq, harvests fell by 51 percent,*® dust storms engulfed the country’s north,*®!

drought.
and two million people in the south faced drinking water and electricity shortages.’** Under
such conditions, with water refugees multiplying rapidly and urban dwellers demanding
improved supply, water remained high on both the domestic and foreign policy agendas of all
three states’ top officials.

Despite that physical conditions were ripe for water competition and conflict, high
water politics took on a cooperative nature during this period. In the words of Turkish
Foreign Minister Ahment Davutoglu in a 2009 meeting with Iraqi Foreign Minister Hosyhar

Zebari, “We know the situation is worsening in Iraq [and Syria] due to drought...we

understand the difficulties of the farmers in Basra. Their difficulties are our difficulties. Their
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future is our future. The expectations of the farmers in Iraq and Syria are equally important

for us 99363

Though Turkey and Syria repeatedly came close to war during the final 40 years
of the 20" century, the resolution of several issues that provided the sources of these disputes
during the second time period helps to explain the rapid improvement in riparian relations
and the tenor of the two states’ water politics during the third time period.
Healing Old Wounds in Turkey and Syria
Delinking Water from Syrian Support for PKK Militancy

After Turkey massed 10,000 troops along its mutual border with Syria in 1998, leaders of
the two states met in Adana, Turkey and signed the Adana Agreement. *** With the Adana
Agreement, “Syria for the first time acknowledged that the PKK was a terrorist organization”
and agreed to “(1) expel PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan from Syria...(2) arrest PKK militants
active in Syria and uproot the PKK camps there; (3) cease providing weapons and logistical
and financial support to the PKK and forbid it to use Syrian soil...(4) extend cooperation

»3% It was less than a year after the Syrians

with Turkey against the PKK well into the future.
made good on these promises in 1999 that Turkey increased Euphrates flow into Syria.
Though Turkish officials cited technical reasons behind their choice—the need to reduce
pressure on dams in case of earthquakes—it is far more likely that the Syrian expulsion of
Ocalan, and the de-linking of the PKK and water issues between Turkey and Syria that
occurred as a result of the Adana Agreement, was the real reasoning behind Turkey’s good
water will.’*® The warming water relations that resulted from the resolution of the PKK issue

at the end of the 20" century led Dohrmann and Hatem (2014) to assert, as I do, that “the

water issue cannot be identified as the leading source of tension and conflict between Turkey
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and Syria.”*®” Given the critical importance of the PKK issue to Turkish domestic and
foreign policy, it comes as little surprise that resolution of this long-standing tension between
Turkey and Syria improved not only their overall political relations going into the 21%
century, but also prompted a softening of Turkey’s stance on the water issue and the
beginning of more positive hydro-interactions.
Settlement of the Hatay Dispute

Following trade negotiations between Turkish and Syrian leadership in late 2008, “the
Syrian government revised its official maps so as to remove the district around Iskandarun

368 effectively acknowledging Hatay as a part of Turkey. Resolution of

from Syrian territory,
this long-standing dispute between the two states directly influenced collaboration on the
water issue with their agreement to construct the Friendship Dam, the two states’ inaugural
shared water project. According to Kiitiik (2010), Syria’s “agreement to build a dam jointly
on the Orontes River on the border between Hatay and Syria in 2010 [was] an official seal on

»3%% I Syria still considered Hatay as her

Syria’s acceptance of Hatay as a part of Turkey.
own, there would be no “joint” water project, as the Friendship Dam would be in Syrian
territory alone. The fact that the project was funded and managed by both states in tandem
with one another not only illustrates Syrian acknowledgement of Hatay as Turkish territory
in practice, but also was made possible only through the resolution of this territorial dispute.
Here, warming water relations and high levels of cooperation arrived alongside solutions to
other, age-old political problems between the two states that had contributed to conflictual

hydropolitics in the past. When the political problems that had made both overall relations

and hydropolitics divisive were resolved, water politics improved along with the states’

*7 Dohrmann and Hatem, “The Impact of Hydro-Politics on the Relations of Turkey, Iraq, and Syria,” 582.
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thawing attitudes. This again provides an example of water politics following larger political
relations in the Tigris-Euphrates Basin.
The EU in Turkey

Although evolving dynamics in all three states contributed to the more positive
riparian interactions of the third time period, as the farthest upstream state, Turkey’s
changing attitudes toward its downstream neighbors (largely as a result of EU influence)
played an important role in the betterment of diplomatic relations and hydro-engagement
during the third time period. While Turkey has been tying itself closer to Europe since
1959,°" it was officially granted candidate status for membership to the European Union
(EU) at the Helsinki Summit in 1999.%”" Turkey thus entered the 21 century with a new
focus on meeting requirements for EU membership. This has taken two forms: 1) taking on a
role in the Middle East that, to a certain extent, serves European foreign policy needs; and 2)
implementing domestic reforms in issue areas extending from economic policy to human

rights in an effort to align Turkish policy with that of Europe.’”

With regard to the former,
Turkey has, since the turn of the century, recognized that its greatest source of value to
Europe and much of the West comes from its ability to connect to and represent its (often
more troublesome) Middle Eastern neighbors. In other words, in the early 2000s, the Turkish
government could see that “the acceptance of Turkey’s placement in the West will be more

likely through the strengthening of Turkey’s links to the east.”"

Turkey thus enacted its
“zero problems with neighbors” policy®’* in the early 2000s, which endeavored to improve

Turkish relations with Syria, Iraq, and Iran with goals of both increasing Turkey’s regional
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influence and making it an even more appealing ally to Europe. Under the auspices of the
“zero problems” policy, which represented an “appropriation of EU norms and principles in

7375

regional politics, °'” Turkey took on a “pre-emptive approach” to “eliminate all the problems

from her relations with her neighbors or at least minimize them as much as possible.”’
Water, as a “problem” among Turkey and her downstream neighbors, was not excluded from
this reorientation in Turkish foreign policy and hydropolitics thus became more cooperative
amidst improving relations overall. The “zero problems with neighbors” policy helps to
explain Turkey’s more active efforts to communicate and collaborate bilaterally with both
downstream neighbors on water issues during this time period, and, because of Turkey’s
preeminent place as hydro-hegemon of the basin as a whole, contributed to the more positive,
collaborative trilateral hydro-interactions in this period.

Turkey’s aspirations to join the EU also had a more direct, explicit impact on her
domestic and foreign water policy. As a potential EU member state, Turkey is responsible for
implementing the European Union Water Framework Directive (WFD).>”” While the WFD
presents member states with a wide variety of responsibilities and initiatives ranging from
reducing pollution in urban wastewater to implementing accurate water pricing, at the heart
of the WFD is the requirement of water management on the scale of entire river basins, rather

378

than individual states.””” In other words, full implementation of the EU WFD mandates, “the

integration of industrial, agricultural, rural development, nature conservation and forestry

99379 In

programmes at the river basin scale and, in many cases, transboundary collaboration.
the case of water bodies “that extend beyond the territory of the EU, the WFD obliges

Member states to endeavor to establish appropriate coordination with non-member states
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with a view to achieving the objectives of the Directive.”**" As an EU candidate state,
Turkey began implementation of WFD when it entered into force in October of 2000,**' and
thus, starting in that year, was “under an obligation to seek cooperative arrangements with
Iraq and Syria with the aim of achieving good. ..status as defined in the EU WFD.”*** Thus,
though the Turkish government has not released statements explicitly linking its increasingly
collaborative attitude toward its downstream neighbors to its requirements to fulfill the WFD,
it is nearly indisputable that Turkey’s need to work towards basin wide river management of
the Tigris and Euphrates (per EU directive) contributed to the more cooperative hydropolitics
that began at the turn of the century. With EU membership one of the Turkish
administration’s top priorities in the 21* century, Turkey’s softened stance with regard to the
Tigris and Euphrates and the state’s greater willingness to make concessions to, and
collaborate with, Syria and Iraq on the water issue was influenced by the mandates of the EU
WED.
Secondary Factors in a Warming Political Climate: New Leaders, Kurds, and Trade
Beyond the resolution of long-standing disputes and EU influence in Turkey, new
leadership in Turkey and Syria also played an important role in improving relations.
Economic downturn and the US-led war in Iraq changed the regional dynamic considerably,
also creating opportunities for newly-forged alliances and new economic ties in the power
vacuum arising in Iraq after Saddam Hussein’s fall. Under these overarching political and
economic conditions, the three states forged newly cooperative relationships based upon
personal affinities among leaders, opportunities for trade and economic growth, and changes

in each regimes’ relationship with its respective Kurdish population. Although rarely

0 Kibaroglu et al., Water Law and Cooperation in the Euphrates-Tigris Region, 29.
*#! European Commission, “The EU Water Framework Directive - Integrated River Basin Management for Europe.”
%2 Kibaroglu et al., Water Law and Cooperation in the Euphrates-Tigris Region, 29.
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explicitly related to water, bilateral cooperation on all sides of the Tigris-Euphrates triangle
built up trust and a positive climate among the three states’ leadership, thus contributing to
the improving hydro-political relationships during the third time period.
Turkey and Syria

Between Turkey and Syria, the progress made on the Hatay, PKK, and water issues
was broadly motivated by changes in leadership in both states. Hafiz al-Assad, who took
power in Syria in 1970 and whose “crude interest in national and regime security”*’
contributed to strained relations with the Turkish regime throughout the latter half of the 20"
century, passed away in 2000. According to Lawson (2013), “Improvements in relations
between Syria and Turkey accelerated during the months surrounding the death of President
Hafiz al-Assad.”® Directly following Assad’s death, the two states revived a Joint
Economic Commission and began working to fully normalize relations,’® a process in which
the water project visits and river negotiations in the first years of the 21% century were part
and parcel. In 2002, the election of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) in Turkey
completed the transformation of bilateral relations.”®® Not only would the newly elected
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdgoan, come to call Syria’s new leader, President Bashar al-
Assad his “brother,”**” but the two states would harmonize their economic policies. Under
the economic component of Turkey’s “zero problems with neighbors” policy, Turkey and
Syria signed a bilateral free trade agreement in 2007, and in 2009 removed visa requirements

388

for travel between the two states.” The fact that Syria also saw Turkey as an increasingly

*% Pperthes, “Syrian Regional Policy under Bashar Al-Asad: Realignment or Economic Rationalization?,” 36.

3 Lawson, Global Security Watch: Syria, 128.
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powerful and important ally to have in the region’® undoubtedly contributed to her
willingness to negotiate and collaborate on the water issue. In addition to such personal and
economic ties between the two states—which certainly help to explain the increases in
interaction and more positive water rhetoric between Turkey and Syria during the third time
period—the two state’s newly harmonious Kurdish policies also played a role.

It has been suggested that Turkey found itself less head to head with Iraq than with
Syria over the water and PKK issues during the late 20™ century because “Iraq and Turkey
have a...common interest: the suppression of Kurdish dissidents in their frontier areas.”*’
This same common interest brought Turkey and Syria together during the third time period.
After Kurdish areas of northern Iraq were granted some autonomy during the US occupation

of Iraq,””' Syrian Kurds, “emboldened by the freedom they saw in Irag,”*”

erupted into
revolt in Syria’s north.*” Syria, which rapidly quashed these Kurdish uprisings,”* got a taste
of the challenge Turkey faced domestically in the PKK and found itself on common ground
with Turkey in managing ever-bolder Kurdish populations at home. It is highly likely that, as
the common Kurdish challenge mediated hostilities between Iraq and Turkey in previous
years, it helped to foster cooperation—or at the very least common understanding—between
Turkey and Syria during the 21* century. While it may not have directly impacted water
relations between the two states, the intimate connections between water and the Kurdish
issue suggests that a shared understanding of the Kurdish challenge, in addition to a strong

personal relationship between heads of state and growing trade linkages, helped to create the

environment for the 21 century’s more positive, cooperative water politics.

% Phillips, “Turkey and Syria,” 36.

3% Wolf and Medzini, “The Euphrates River Watershed: Integration, Coordination, or Seperation?,” 115.
! Barkey, “Turkey and Iraq: The Making of a Partnership,” 665; Phillips, “Turkey and Syria,” 36.

392 Phillips, “Turkey and Syria,” 36.

% Lawson, Global Security Watch: Syria, 135.

3% Phillips, “Turkey and Syria,” 36.
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Iraq and Turkey

While the creation of an autonomous region for Iraqi Kurds in the country’s north
initially concerned Turkey, which feared the impact this Kurdish success would have on
separatist Kurds within Turkey and their ability to operate out of a more independent
northern Iraq,”” ultimately “Post-Saddam Iraq offered new opportunities for the AKP to
seize...[which] would thrust Turkey into the wider region’s turbulent politics and make it a
player in Iraq’s future.”*” Soon after the US-led invasion of Iraq, Turkey, which maintained
goals of improving relations with its neighbors and “contribut[ing] to the emergence of a

95397

stable environment in the region™" " came to the understanding that its “relations with

Baghdad now went through Erbil,”*"®

the capital of the autonomous Kurdish region in
northern Iraq, controlled by the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG). With its sights set on
becoming an “energy corridor” for Europe®” Turkey dared not risk its chances to secure Iragi
oil pipelines. Thus, despite its displeasure at Kurdish autonomy in northern Iraq, Turkey and
Iraq under post-Saddam leadership reestablished the “free flow of traffic and revenues™*"’
between the two states (which had been limited since the early 1990s) and implemented

1 These critically important economic ties,

lucrative business and oil deals with the KRG.
which were intricately woven into Turkey’s goals of appealing to the European Union and

extending its regional influence** and provided Iraq with much needed revenues during

unstable war years, helped keep water politics positive and cooperative. While water

*% Barkey, “Turkey and Iraq: The Making of a Partnership,” 665.
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remained high on both states’ agendas, neither side dared take a potentially disputable stance
on the water issue at the expense of such important, profitable economic linkages.
Syria and Iraq

Similar changes in leadership and economic ties facilitated the more cooperative
hydropolitics between Syria and Iraq during the third time period. After Bashar al-Assad took
over his father’s place at Syria’s helm, “there were perceptible efforts to turn over a new leaf

7403 These efforts were manifested in the

in his relations with Iraq under Saddam Hussein.
two states’ agreements to phase out duties and establish oil flow in 2001,*** and in their
negotiations about the Euphrates during 2000.*”> While the US invasion of Iraq changed the
dynamic—bringing Syria’s remaining anti-Western sentiments into sharp relief close to
home***—Syria kept up its efforts to maintain relations with Iraq, “welcome[ing] successive
delegations of Iraqi notables as 2003 passed and [doing] their best to reestablish commercial
and transportation links to post-war Iraq.”*"” The economic ties between Syria and Iraq

408 While these ties alone

continued to grow throughout the first decade of the 21* century.
are not enough to fully explain the improved water relations between these two states, they
created critical interdependencies that helped facilitate the positive hydropolitical interactions
of the time.
Following Hydropolitics

While it is clear from the above descriptions of 21* century changes that water

relations followed the tenor of wider politics, this fact is perhaps best illustrated by the “19

August Crisis” between Iraq and Syria. On August 19, 2009, a Shiite attack in Baghdad

403 Zisser, “Syria and the War in Iraq,” 48. For a more in-depth discussion of Syria’s opening to Iraq, see Perthes (2001).
4% Lawson, Global Security Watch: Syria, 130.

45 See description of time period 3.

406 Zisser, “Syria and the War in Iraq,” 44, 47.

47 Lawson, Global Security Watch: Syria, 131.

4% Ibid., 140.
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9 Iraq blamed Syria for the bombing and the

killed 101 civilians and wounded 600 more.
issue shot to the “top of the political agenda.”*'® Though Turkey, Iran, and the Arab League
rushed to mediate so as to prevent the crisis from eroding the progress made in Syria and
Iraq’s political, economic, and water relations during the new millennium, the two
downstream Tigris-Euphrates states’ water relationship suffered.*'' Syria and Iraq’s “crisis of
confidence” blighted the water meeting that was to take place two weeks after the attack and
hamstrung Turkey’s hopes for an integrated regional market to help ease energy and water

. 412
tension.

Though this brief crisis did not entirely, or even substantially, undermine water
cooperation during the third period, it highlights both the peace’s fragility and the enduring
link between the political atmosphere and the hydropolitical climate of the times. Despite the
ample progress made during the first decade of the 21 century, water politics ultimately
proved to still be susceptible to conflictual flares in other issue realms or relations overall.
Patterns of Water Conflict and Cooperation

This study of the oscillation of Tigris-Euphrates hydropolitics synthesizes scholarship
from the environmental security field focused on the question of resource cooperation and
conflict. This research substantiates and further clarifies the conditions under which we can
expect to see more cooperative or conflictual relationships among actors sharing a water
resource. The preceding analysis of the ups and downs of water engagement in the Tigris-
Euphrates Basin demonstrates which aspects of the prevalent political, economic, and social
circumstances in interstate relations tend to engender the more positive, cooperative

hydropolitical outcomes seen in the first and third time periods, or encourage negative,

conflictual hydropolitics, as in the second. Based on this analysis, it seems unlikely that any

409 «Tyrkey’s Plans for ‘Triple Alliance’ Said Spoiled by Irag-Syria Tension.”
410 11.:
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transboundary water resource can be the subject of perfectly cooperative or entirely
conflictual hydropolitics at all times. Rather, we can expect interaction to oscillate along the
conflict-cooperation spectrum over time, only periodically reaching or remaining at either
extreme.

As water politics fluctuate between positive and negative engagement over time, it
seems that the best determinant of the tenor of hydropolitical relations at any one moment is
the current diplomatic climate. Throughout all three time periods, we see water “following”
ties or divisions among the three riparian states. Whether the outcome was more
collaborative or conflictual in each time period, hydropolitics improved when relations
improved in general and worsened when they deteriorated. The most clear-cut example of
this is issue linkage. In the Tigris-Euphrates case, hydropolitics tended to become conflictual
when linked to other key issues of national security and sovereignty, such as the Kurdish
issue and Hatay dispute between Turkey and Syria, but improved dramatically and quickly
after such linked disputes were resolved. As such, it is clear that one of the most reliable
means to achieve more cooperative hydropolitics is the resolution of issues to which they
have been linked.

The influence of an external actor can also be a very powerful force for engendering
more cooperative hydropolitics, to the extent to which a third party prioritizes improved
relations among riparian states. The opportunity for Turkey to gain membership to the EU
had a remarkably positive impact on Tigris-Euphrates hydropolitics, as Turkey’s efforts to
comply with the EU’s vision and requirements resulted in both a new concern for Turkey’s
national image in its neighborhood and measures towards implementing EU-mandated basin-

wide river management. This EU influence ultimately drove a reorientation of Turkey’s
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domestic and foreign water policy in the long-term that positively impacted basin-wide
hydropolitics. We also see external actors having a positive impact on short-term dispute
resolution, as the 1975 crisis between Iraq and Syria would likely have resulted in war if it
were not for Soviet Union and Saudi Arabia mediation.*'? However, when more cooperative
politics are not a focus of an external actor influencing one or more states sharing a
transboundary water body, third parties can have a negative impact. Such was seen when the
Tigris-Euphrates riparians associated themselves with opposing superpowers during the Cold
War and experienced conflictual hydropolitics while the international politics of these
external actors influenced regional relations.

Commitment from high-level officials and economic interdependencies also emerge
as factors helpful for achieving cooperative hydropolitics. During the third period, water
relations became markedly more positive in light of the fast friendship between Turkish
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Syrian President Bashar al-Assad and their
prioritization of the water issue. The existence of political will for cooperation in the
upstream state especially encourages positive hydropolitics, as illustrated by the
extraordinary impact of Turkey’s “zero problems with neighbors” policy in improving both
political and water relations with its downstream neighbors. Growing trade linkages on all
three sides of the Tigris-Euphrates triangle during the third, and to some extent also the first,
period were similarly important in creating the climate for more cooperative hydropolitics at
these times.

The factor that emerges as most often espousing negative hydropolitical interactions
is ethnic/ideological politics. When states or groups see themselves as divided along

irreconcilable ethnic or ideological differences, or when such dynamics come into play in

413 1 discuss this in Chapter 2 on page 46.
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water disputes, conflictual hydropolitics emerge or become more difficult to resolve. In the
Tigris-Euphrates case, the Alawi and Sunni Ba’ath differences in Syria and Iraq provide
evidence for such a conclusion, as does the Kurdish issue between Syria and Turkey and the
echoes of Arab vs. Turk politics that remained in Turkey’s relationships with her downstream
neighbors during the Cold War. That being said, when states find themselves on the same
side of an ethnic dispute, positive hydropolitics can result, as seen in improvements of
Turkey-Syria water relations in the third period as Syria came to share Turkey’s challenges in
facing an uppity domestic Kurdish population.

When connected to the water issue, nationalistic tendencies, concerns about
sovereignty, and economic modernization can cause water relations take on a conflictual
tone. As seen during the second period, when hydro-development projects become
intertwined with national identity and regime legitimacy, states’ expressed displeasure at
another’s water management can become a much broader affront and cause water politics to
take on a competitive, nationalistic, and ultimately conflictual, tone. In the Tigris-Euphrates
case, all three states saw their development projects for the Twin Rivers as key to
maintaining control over their territory and uniting their populations, making them
dramatically less willing to compromise in negotiations when it became clear that scale-
backs were necessary.

Perhaps the most surprising finding of this case study is that regarding the role of
scarcity. While scarcity is generally thought of as a factor that encourages conflictual water
relations, the third period shows how a cooperative existing political context can override the
potential competition of real and perceived scarcity to augment negative hydropolitics. In

fact, this study illustrates that although scarcity creates the potential for conflict over water
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resources by engendering competition (or at least the perception thereof) among riparians,
rather than necessarily translating into conflictual hydropolitics, scarcity simply puts water
on the agendas of presidents and prime ministers and makes it a high politics, foreign policy
concern rather than solely the subject of domestic, technical management. While in some
cases, scarcity can prompt negative water relations, as is seen during the second period when
perceived scarcity and competing river claims contribute to conflictual hydropolitics, it can
also engender interactions on the cooperative side of the spectrum when other political,
economic, and social relations among states are positive. This analysis thus contributes to
more nuanced understandings how environmental conditions and existing relationships

among states interact to influence hydropolitics and vice versa.
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Conclusion

While the history of the Tigris-Euphrates improves our understanding of the specific
factors that drive interstate water politics, a look at the basin since 2011 complicates and adds
dimension and nuance to this picture, illustrating both the relevance of the preceding analysis
and the limits of such a framework.

Hydropolitics and Syria in Crisis

2011 started off a promising year for Tigris-Euphrates hydropolitics. January
heralded both an announcement that Turkish planners intended to build 18 cross-border dams
in concert with neighbors Iraq, Syria, Iran, Georgia, Bulgaria, and Greece, with the specific
intent of “disprov[ing] the water wars thesis.”*'* And in February, construction began for

415
However, these

Turkey and Syria’s much-anticipated Friendship Dam on the Orontes.
encouraging, positive dynamics were not to last. The Syrian government’s brutal crackdowns
against graffiti artists in the country’s south that sparked widespread domestic uprising in
March 2011*'® brought the Syrian regime’s legitimacy into question and proved catastrophic
for the Tigris-Euphrates riparians’ cooperative hydropolitics of the previous ten years.

At the outbreak of the Syrian uprising, Turkey initially encouraged Assad to pursue
reform.*'” When it became clear that this path was a dead end,*'® Erdogan proclaimed that it

1% Turkey quickly reversed its friendly policies toward Syria,

was time for Assad “to go.
suspending dialogue and trade,””” imposing steep sanctions on the Syrian regime, and

welcoming both Free Syrian Army (FSA) fighters and the Syrian National Council (Syrian
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governing coalition, supported by the West) inside Turkish borders. **' In response, the
Syrian regime renewed support for PKK activities inside Turkey.**

Water relations initially seemed more resistant to alienation than these other political
links between the Turkish and Syrian states. As of 2012, the construction of the Friendship
Dam was still a go despite the more general ‘end of Friendship’ between the two regimes in
the final months of 2011.** Similarly, Turkey initially decided against the possibility of
cutting off water flow to Syria as part of the international sanctions regime against the

d.** However, a worsening drought at home** and mounting

increasingly unpopular Assa
chaos and violence in Syria**® prompted Turkey to begin to strangle Euphrates flow in May
2014. By the end of June 2014, Turkey had closed its dam gates altogether,*’ for the first
time reducing Euphrates flow to a trickle.

Water relations between Syria and Iraq have remained largely unchanged and
somewhat neutral amidst the crisis in Syria. Primarily due to sectarian similarities between
Syria’s ruling party and new leadership in Iraq,**® Iraq is standing by Syria, opposing

429 "
Under these conditions,

sanctions, and providing an “economic lifeline” for the country.
water relations have neither dramatically improved nor deteriorated in the last five years. In
contrast, Turkey and Iraq’s hydropolitical relationship has suffered amidst poor relations

between Turkish leadership and Iraq’s new Shia regime.*° Following the theme of ethnic

and ideological differences contributing to more conflictual water relations, Foreign Minister
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Ahmet Davutoglu, representing majority-Sunni Turkey, and Iraqi Shia spiritual leader,
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, reportedly squabbled over the water issue at a meeting in November
2013, prompting al-Sistani to suggest that U.N arbitration was necessary for any peaceful
resolution of the Tigris-Euphrates dispute.*'
IS1S: The New Kid on the River Bank

In addition to new developments in interstate hydropolitics, Tigris-Euphrates
dynamics since 2011 have been influenced by the rise and growing power of non-state actors.
While there are a wide variety of groups at play in Iraq, Syria, and Turkey—including the
PKK, FSA, al-Nusra Front, KRG, Kurdish Peshmerga fighters, and more—by far the most
critical to this discussion is the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). ISIS’ debut in Tigris-
Euphrates hydropolitics has been equally as negative for the potential of cooperative basin
management as it has been conceptually interesting for scholarly understanding of the role of
water in conflict. In its brutal bid to construct an Islamic caliphate over the area of modern
Iraq and Syria, water has functioned as one of the principle weapons in ISIS’s arsenal and
control over the twin Mesopotamian rivers and associated infrastructure has been critical for
the group’s territorial gains and state-building efforts.

ISIS’s movement through Iraq and Syria has followed the paths of the Tigris and

Euphrates rivers, the group prioritizing control of riverside cities and dams.***

Not only does
following the water give ISIS access to a large number of settlements in Syria and Iraq (and
the life resource itself in an increasingly dry region), but it also provides the group with two

measures of control over Iraqi and Syrian citizenry: 1) with command of water resources, the

threat of turning off the taps and restricting access makes water a potent weapon of coercion;

#1 «Shiite Leader Asks Turkey to Give Iraq More Water.”
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and 2) taking control of water infrastructure and the responsibility of supplying water for
local populations provides a measure of legitimacy to a non-state group attempting to gain

3 1n a particularly potent example of ISIS’ use of water for political

state-like authority.
ends, the group rapidly closed the massive gates of the Iraqi Fallujah Dam on the Euphrates
in April of 2014, causing water to overflow above and flooding 200 square miles of farmland
and villages, destroying homes, and ruining crops. This aggressive manipulation of water
both forced the retreat of Iraqi forces gaining ground on ISIS in Fallujah and left thousands
of Shiites downstream without water.*** Having previously voiced intentions to deprive
Shiite regions of water,*” this appears to be a targeted use of water in a coercive, conflictual
manner, motivated by sectarian differences.**

Clearly, through its own actions, ISIS is a potent threat to cooperative resolution of
the Tigris and Euphrates water disputes. As a non-state actor, ISIS is not bound or obligated
by any of the existing treaties and agreements in the basin, nor does the group seem
concerned about accountability to states or organizations of the international system. ISIS
also provides a danger to the potential for more permanent hydro-peace through the reactions
the group elicits from states. It has been suggested that Turkey’s choice to close the gates of
the Atatlirk Dam and stop the flow the Euphrates in June 2014 was in part a politically
motivated effort to deprive ISIS of a key resource in the Caliphate’s capital, Raqqa, and

thereby debilitate the group’s functional capacity.*’ Though Turkey’s actions successfully

put pressure on ISIS, prompting threats from the group that “God willing if they [the Turkish
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government] don’t open it [the dam], we’ll open it from Istanbul,”*** it has also had
extremely damaging effects on water and electricity supply for civilians in Syria and Iraq.*’
Thus,both in its own actions impacting water management and those it elicits from riparian
states, ISIS has had a negative impact on Tigris-Euphrates hydropolitics.

A Peaceful Future?

This brief analysis of more recent events in the Tigris-Euphrates basin illustrates that
many conclusions drawn from my inquiry into basin politics from 1918-2010 hold true,
despite dramatic changes in political circumstances in Syria and the addition of new, non-
state actors to the mix. In both interstate interaction and ISIS’ hydropolitics, sectarian and
ideological differences once again emerge as important driving factors for water politics.
New sectarian divisions between political leadership in Turkey and Syria precipitate these
states’ deteriorating water relations, and ISIS’ hydro-aggression is somewhat motivated by its
declared battle against Shiites. Similarly, we again see water following patterns of trade and
relations among heads of state as worsening water relations complement the decline of
economic ties and friendships among leaders in Turkey and Syria. Water undoubtedly
remains a high politics issue, as evidenced by its discussion in key meetings between Turkish
and Iraqi leadership such as Ahmet Davutoglu and Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani. And once again,
real scarcity (in the form of drought in Turkey and the actual shutting off of Euphrates flow
from Turkey into Syria) maintains water’s place in high politics.

In the last five years, water has also largely conformed to the trend established in my
previous analysis: hydropolitics reflect the character of overarching political trends. This is

exemplified by the deterioration of water relations between Turkey and both Syria and Iraq

48 VICE News, The Islamic State (Full Length), min. 10.
49 al-Masri, “Turkey’s Control of the Euphrates Might Lead to Disaster.”
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amidst declining diplomatic and economic relationships related to the Arab Spring in Syria
and the rise of Shia leadership in Iraq. The continuation of construction of the Friendship
Dam into 2012 despite Turkey and Syria’s divergence, however, illustrates a stickiness to
hydropolitics that was not apparent in previous time periods. Though it is unclear from media
reports whether dam construction continued past 2012 as bilateral relations further
deteriorated, the simple fact that it extended beyond the official “end of friendship” between
Turkey and Syria is significant. This, combined with the Turkish regime’s somewhat
surprising willingness to draw attention to the dam as a mark of continued positive
hydropolitics amidst its simultaneous criticisms of the Asssad regime, may illustrate

9 not previously seen in the

something of a “partial institutionalization of water cooperation
basin. Perhaps, if given the chance to further develop, such institutionalization could enable
cooperative hydropolitics to resist oscillations in wider political relations. Unfortunately, it
seems that Turkey’s 2014 choice to cut off water to Syria, combined with the rise of ISIS,
make such promising cooperation unlikely at present.

For its part, ISIS introduces a new and volatile dynamic into the Tigris-Euphrates
mix. Non-state actors like ISIS (i.e. powerful extremist groups) often do not see themselves
as bound by international norms or traditional mechanisms of dispute resolution in the
current international system (such as treaties, informal agreements, or obligations to
neighboring states). They thus may be less susceptible or subject to influence by external
actors that might otherwise be able to positively influence hydropolitics (such as the UN, EU,
etc.). The very fact that ISIS is attempting to conquer the territory of Iraq and Syria means

that the group also threatens the systems of bureaucratic organization and water management

that are important in encouraging and implementing cooperative agreements over water.

40 Kibaroglu and Scheumann, “Evolution of Transboundary Politics in the Euphrates-Tigris River System: New Perspectives and Political Challenges,” 297.
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Combined with these discouraging facts, the extensive uncertainty surrounding the current
and future control of the Tigris and Euphrates that ISIS brings to the table makes effective
water management under such circumstances immensely difficult and positive water politics
elusive.

The picture painted here of the present conditions in the Tigris-Euphrates basin is not
very pretty or promising for the prospects of positive, cooperarive hydropolitics in coming
years. The fact that we have seen water politics follow broader trends of relations in a region
where, historically, politics have been both remarkably violent and exceptionally volatile
does not bode well for the future of water politics in the basin. In addition to this worrisome

*! While this may not

dynamic, climate change is only making water scarcer in this region.
directly translate into conflictual hydropolitics, the combination of such environmental
circumstances with the present political climate supplies the tinder and sparks for more
widespread dispute and tension relating to water resources in the future.

Despite this somewhat pessimistic final note, this paper contributes to our
understandings of the complex interconnectivities between a basin’s diplomatic, economic,
and social circumstances and its water politics. I have illustrated how Tigris-Euphrates
hydropolitcs have fluctuated from low politics and cooperative interactions to high politics
conflictual engagement and then remained in high politics but become more collaborative
over the course of the 20™ century and beginning of the 21%. I argue that the driving force for
such oscillations stems from broad fluctuations in diplomatic relations, influence of external
actors, economic ties, and the saliency of ethnic and ideological similarities and differences,

thus reflecting a tendency of water politics to follow overarching political trends. My

analysis of the role of scarcity in hydropolitical relationships as the driver for water’s

“1 Sowers, Vengosh, and Weinthal, “Climte Change, Water Resources, and the Politics of Adaptation in the Middle East and North Africa.”
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movement from low to high politics, but not necessarily towards conflict, adds to scholarly
understandings of how tensions over water develop and the necessary conditions for more
cooperative resolution of such disputes. While recent developments in the region and the
growing impacts of climate change have altered the dynamics of the Tigris-Euphrates basin
in the last five years, if the lessons of the past are any guide, the exigencies created by such
changes will likely contribute to some more positive, cooperative hydropolitical trends and
some more negative and conflictual. Although the future of the Tigris-Euphrates basin is
uncertain, there is no doubt that just as the Twin Rivers first raised the question of the
potential for water to spark wars 4,500 years ago, these rivers will once again be center stage

in the 21% century’s answers to that question.
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