
 

The upstream-downstream syndrome 
 BY MARTIN SHERMAN 

 
Nov. 14, 2002 

 

'First of all, my son, make sure that your camp is always pitched upstream... and that of 
your enemies, downstream." This, according to legend, is an old North American Indian 
adage expressing the essence of ancient tribal wisdom which the elders would convey to 
the generation of younger braves.  

Although it is difficult to vouch for the authenticity of the adage, there can be little doubt as 
to its sagacity. Indeed, there is much in the history of Israel's hydropolitics to confirm this 
the latest incident being the Lebanese activities regarding the headwaters of the Jordan 
River.  

Recent reports indicate that not only have the Lebanese begun to unilaterally pump 
increased amounts of water from the sources of the Upper Jordan, thus depleting the inflow 
to Lake Kinneret. They are now also dumping pollutants into rivers (river-beds) that drain 
into Israel, and which will wash into downstream Israeli water sources especially with the 
onset of the winter rains.  

This of course is not the only case in which an upstream Arab riparian has attempted to 
disrupt the water supplies to downstream Israel. In the early Sixties, with the backing of the 
Arab League, Syria, which at the time still controlled the Golan Heights, embarked on a 
project to divert two of the major tributaries of the Jordan (the Hatzbani and the Banyas) 
into the Yarmuk River and to deprive Israel of these waters.  

Completion of the project threatened the viability of the Kinneret as a freshwater source for 
Israel and placed the entire national water system in grave jeopardy. (The diversion plan 
also included a Lebanese component, involving the diversion of some the headwaters of the 
Jordan north into the Litani River, but no practical measures were ever undertaken to 
implement it.) Eventually, the Syrian plan was abandoned only after military action on the 
part of Israel, which bombed and shelled the construction sites, destroying the installations 
and equipment involved in the project, thus bringing works to a halt.  

These two incidents illustrate a basic hydrostrategic truth: The ability of any Arab party to 
instigate measures that threaten Israeli water supplies is clearly enhanced when it is 
positioned upstream and Israel downstream. The Israeli presence in the Golan since 1967 
has almost totally thwarted the ability of Damascus to disrupt the flow from the drainage 
area of the Jordan River into the Kinneret.  



Conversely, Israel's withdrawal from the Security Zone in South Lebanon facilitates the 
freedom of action of the Lebanese to interfere with the flow of the headwaters of the Jordan 
which run through the areas evacuated.  

The lesson that appears to emerge from these incidents and one Israel would be imprudent 
to dismiss is that whenever one of its Arab neighbors controls the upstream portion of a 
shared water resource, there is a significant probability that, sooner or later, it will take 
action that threatens Israel's downstream supply of water in terms of quality, quantity or 
both.  

THE ISSUE of upstream control of a shared water resource is just as relevant for 
groundwater as it is for surface water, such as rivers or lakes. Indeed, for Israel this is a 
matter of perhaps graver consequence.  

In groundwater sources, known as aquifers, there are subterranean flows as well. Israel's 
most vital water source is arguably the Mountain Aquifer, which extends well into the 
Palestinian-administered territory.  

The state comptroller, in a special report on the national water system, underscored this in 
the following terms: "The Mountain Aquifer, extending eastward of the Coastal Aquifer, 
from the slopes of Mount Carmel to Beersheba and from the crests of mountain ridges of 
Samaria and Judea to the coastal plain, serves as the principal reservoir of drinking water in 
the country. It supplies drinking water to the Dan region, Tel Aviv, Jerusalem and 
Beersheba. Today it is the most important long-term source in the [national] water system."  

The most vital portion of the aquifer is the western part, known as the Yarkon-Taninim 
Aquifer, after the two rivers through which it discharges to the surface. In this portion, the 
direction of the subterranean flows are from east to west i.e. from the Palestinian-held 
territories towards pre-1967 Israel.  

The importance of upstream control and downstream dependency in this context was 
vividly articulated in a survey of the Middle East water problem by US News and World 
Report more than a decade ago: "Wells within Israel proper were tapping this water long 
before the Six Day War [since they flow naturally from east of the 1967 "Green Line" 
westward into pre-1967 Israel M.S.]. But as the population and water demand on both sides 
of the Green Line have grown, the control of the western slopes has attained a new and 
vital importance for Israel. It is the rain falling on the West Bank that recharges the aquifer; 
any new wells drilled between the recharge area and the Israeli taps could cut off supply 
and, by lowering the water tables in the part of the aquifer that extends to the west of the 
Green Line, allow saline water from greater depths to seep in, permanently [sic] ruining 
what is left."  

Moreover, ruin of downstream groundwater due to upstream overexploitation is not the 
only danger that Israel could face. Sources of pollution domestic sewage, toxic industrial 
effluent or agricultural runoff containing fertilizer or insecticide residuals which seep into 
the aquifer in the recharge zone flow in the same direction as the groundwater into the 
downstream Israeli water sources, threatening them with severe contamination.  

These factors point to the far-reaching albeit rarely acknowledged ramifications implicit in 
any Israeli withdrawal from the hydrostrategic areas in the Golan and the West Bank. For 



the inevitable significance of such withdrawal is that Israel would yield to the Arabs' 
control over an annual quantity of up to one billion cubic meters of water (out of the 
roughly one and a half billion available in toto each year).  

This is a situation which clearly places the nation in grave strategic peril since the fate of 
the nation's water system would hinge virtually entirely on the goodwill of the Arabs, and 
on the somewhat forlorn hope that they can be counted upon to honor Israel's 
hydrostrategic interests, even when these might well be diametrically opposed to their own.  

For the die-hard optimists who believe that these dangers can be obviated or at least greatly 
attenuated some stern caveats are in order. 
The creation of desalination capacity necessary to overcome existing hydrological deficits 
and to allow sustainable management of the country's natural resources even without 
yielding control of any water sources to Arab authority is well beyond the scope of works 
presently envisaged. The desalination plant under construction in Ashkelon, one of the 
biggest in the world, is designed to produce 100 million cubic meters a year between a third 
and a fifth of the estimated deficit.  

Moreover, almost four years will elapse between the time of the original government 
decision (during the Barak era) to build a desalination plant, and the time when the plant 
actually begins to produce desalinated water. During this period the demand for water will 
have increased by approximately the amount of the plant's maximum output. So, in effect, 
the plant will not be reducing overexploitation of natural resources, but supply new 
demand, leaving the deficit undiminished. 
If, however, as a result of withdrawal from hydrostrategic areas, Israel will have to prepare 
for a situation in which it is likely to be deprived of water presently available to it, the 
dimensions of the required desalination would be immense both in terms of the scale of 
construction and of the time required to implement it. Indeed, it would be anywhere 
between 10 and 15 times the scale of the Ashkelon plant and probably require well over a 
decade to complete. It would be a mammoth engineering undertaking and raise serious 
questions regarding reconstruction of conveyance infrastructures, energy consumption, 
ecological consequences, and storage capacity for the desalinated water.  

These are all considerations that Israeli policy-makers dare not ignore. They should be 
alive to the fact that withdrawal has not only political and security implications. Indeed, it 
could well convert Israel's water problem from a grave but manageable crisis into an 
insoluble catastrophe.  

The writer is a senior research fellow at the Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya.  
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