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The Right for Water in the Palestinian Territories
Unequal consumption, denied access and the destruction of infrastructure

„Let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!“
– Amos 5:24)

„We are not poor of water in terms of the availability  
or quality but in terms of the accessibility constricted  
by the occupation.“

– Abdu Lateef

Talking about water ...
Abdu Lateef greets me with a warm smile in his office 
in Nablus.  “First of all, talking about water”, he states, 
“is like drinking water. It never becomes boring.“ The 
hydrologist knows what he is talking about. Since 
fifteen years he is working for the Palestinian 
Hydrology Group, a local NGO, employing more than 
60 people and taking out water and sewage projects in 
the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip.  They are working 
with both local and international partners. Abdu's love 
for the scare and precious resource is obvious as well 
as his concerns and worries regarding the access to 
water for Palestinian communities. He compares the 
situation with a “dehydrated man who sits in front of 
a cup of water while his hands are tied up.”

Unequal Consumption 
The World Health Organization recommends a daily 
amount of at least a hundred liters per person. While 
the average Israeli consumes about 300, Palestinians 
only receive about sixty, in some communities only 
twenty liters a day per Person. The 450.000 settlers 
living illegally in the West Bank consume more water 
than the Palestinian population of 2,3 Million. 180.000 
to 200.000 Palestinian do not have access to running 
water at all. Abdu lines out that this difference has 
anything to do with the available water resources in 
the region or the human resources to implement 
infrastructural projects. Instead Israel is carrying out a 
discriminatory policy, denying and restricting the 
access to water for Palestinians while at the same 
time over-extracting the regional reserves. Israeli 
authorities also arbitrary destroy Palestinian water 
structures like wells, pipes or harvesting cisterns. 
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Restricted Access
Abu explains that all water projects in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories (OPT) need to get approved by 
the Israeli military. While permits for wells, plumping 
projects and other structures are frequently denied, 
Israel completely cut of the access to the Jordan River 
and restricted the use of the Mountain Aquifer, the 
only Palestinian groundwater resource, located 
between Israel and the West Bank. Palestinians can 
extract only twenty percent of the aquifers sustainable 
yield (ca. 135,8 million cubic meter a year). Israel not 
only takes the remaining eighty percent but, after the 
World Bank, seriously over-extracts, causing a drop of 
the water table and a dry out of Palestinian wells. 

Israeli overdraft also stresses the water level of the lake 
Kinereth and reduced the Jordan River to a small 
brackish trickle. More than half of the water consumed 
in Tel Aviv originates in the West Bank, while even 
Ramallah or Bethlehem are not connected to a proper 
water system. The residents have to buy ninety percent 
of their water from Israel, water which Palestinians 
should be able to extract by themselves from the 
Mountain Aquifer. Today the available amount per 
capita in the OPT is less than 1968. Water rationing is 
common and some communities only receive water 
once a week or even less frequent.

Demolition of water structures
The military orders restricting the use of water for 
Palestinians do not apply to the illegal Israeli 
settlers who receive highly subsidies water for 
agricultural purposes. At the same time Palestinians 
need to buy costly water in transportable tanks. 
Israel puts additional pressure on vulnerable 
communities by denying building permits for new 
wells, the repair of broken pumps and the installation 
of water reservoirs or water harvesting cisterns. 

Water structures, also domestic water tanks, built 
without an official permit regularly get destroyed by 
the Israeli army. Even so after humanitarian law no 
individual should be deprived of the minimum 
essential amount of water.  As the occupying power 
Israel is responsible for the welfare of the occupied 
population but is instead outsourcing it's obligation to 
international donors. Their efforts to improve the 
situation even so get obstructed by the denial of 
permits and the destruction of newly built structures. 
Amnesty International concludes that “notably the 
unlawful destruction and appropriation of property, 
and the imposition of restrictions and other measures 
which deny Palestinians the right to water in the OPT, 
violates Israel’s obligations under both human rights 
and humanitarian law.” 
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The experience on the ground in the Jordan Valley
The combination of a dry climate, the expropriation 
of land and water resources as well as the denial of 
building permits especially threatens Palestinian 
communities in the Jordan Valley. During recent visits 
residents told me about water shortages in the 
summer months, the dry out of wells due to the 
extraction by nearby Israeli settlements, high prices for 
water tanks, the denial of building permits for water 
reservoirs and the destruction of irrigation systems. 

Since 1983 the Jordan Valley town Al-Jiftlik receives 
the same amount of water: 15.000 km3 a month 
even so the population grew in the meantime from 
1.500 to 4.500 people. Abu Said, the head of the 
town council, explains that like everyone else he 
has to buy additional water tanks for about 500 
Shekel (100€) a month. Also in a neighboring village 
a new Israeli well extracts water from deep below 
and dried out the nearby Palestinian spring. Abu 
explains that they are not allowed to drill deeper. 
And even when some pipes or other structures 
break they do not get the permission to fix it. 
“Sometimes you can see it just with your eyes”, Abu 
points out. “There is only a road in between and 
you can see that the Palestinian land is very dry 
while they have all the water they need.”

No life without water
“Water is vital, there is no life without it” Abdu Lateef 
states. People rely on it for agriculture, industrial 
production and of course the domestic use. The World 
Bank estimates that the lack of water imposed on 
Palestinians resulted in a ten percent reduction of the 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and the loss of 110.000 
jobs.  In addition numerous Palestinian communities 
face serious threats and health issues because of the 
denial of proper access to water and the demolition 
of water structures. Amnesty International recently 
spoke of a policy of forced displacement aiming to 
“restrict or eliminate the presence of Palestinians 
from specific areas of the West Bank.” 

More Information
Check my blog for recent news, pictures and 
articles: http://oliveseeds.wordpress.com 

All background information and quotes provided in 
this articles were taken from a recent Report by 
Amnesty International: Trouble Waters – 
Palestinians denied fair access to Water (2009)

Regarding the destruction of water structures also 
check: Amnesty International:   Israel intensifies West   
Bank Palestinian home demolitions, 21 July 2010
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