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ABSTRACT

In recent years, Iraq has been afflicted by severe
water shortages. With climate change and
upstream water management practices as major
factors, these shortages are further complicated
by geopolitical realities. Iraq is a weak state
dependent on upstream countries - namely
Turkiye, Iran, and Syria - that have been damming
or redirecting the paths of shared rivers to secure
their own needs, thus reducing the amount of
water flowing to Iraq. Over the decades,
successive Iragi governments have used different
strategies to secure the country’s share of water,
ranging from collaborative diplomacy to threats
of military conflict. Yet so far none of these
strategies have been successful at preserving
Irag’s long-term water interests. Remarkably, to
this day, Iraq remains without enforceable water-
sharing agreements with its riparian neighbors.

This report delves into Iraq’s relationship with
Turkiye, Iran, and Syria, shedding light on the
country’s water disputes in the context of an
unfolding climate crisis. It also explores the
pathways Iraq has taken, or neglected to take, to
secure its rights against a backdrop of
international law concerning shared
watercourses. The report concludes with
suggestions for practical ways in which Iraq can
leverage its influence, and potential, as an energy
producer, trade partner, and key ally in security
affairs to reach mutually acceptable water
sharing arrangements with its upstream
neighbors.

Photo: A boy tries to navigate his boat in the drying marshes
in Basra governorate. © Caroline Zullo/NRC, October 2022.




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As a country with a hot and dry climate, Iraq
depends on upstream countries for much of
its water. State weakness, particularly since
2003, has complicated responses to water
shortages, as Turkiye and Iran have dammed
or redirected shared rivers to secure their own
needs.

The consequences of inaction are grave:
repeated intense droughts have decimated
Irag’s arable land and agricultural output, and
caused many of its lakes and marshes to
shrink or even to altogether disappear. As
populations grow and the planet warms, the
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers are at risk of
virtually disappearing in parts of southern Iraq
by 2035.

Irag’s diplomacy has been ineffective at
securing the country’s water needs due to lack
of engagement by top leaders, reluctance to
confront powerful neighbors, confusion over
roles and authority, and the focus on oil to the
detriment of other sectors.

Furthermore, the international laws and
conventions on using shared waters lack
enforceability, are not universally recognized,
and are based on principles open to
interpretation, making them of limited utility
at times of crises.

Despite lingering weakness and disunity, the
government of Prime Minister al-Sudani
enjoys stronger diplomatic relations and
regional acceptance than predecessors in the
early post-2003 period— as underscored by
Sudani’'s recent meeting with Turkiye’s
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Active diplomacy is crucial to Iraqg’s ability to
address water problems. Iraq’s leaders must
demonstrate the political will to consistently
assert Iraqg’s reasonable demands and to

capitalize on its role as an important partner

in security, trade, and energy sectors, where
Iraq possesses elements of leverage that can
be useful when engaging upstream countries
in negotiations.

In trade relations with Iran and Turkiye, Iraq
can strategically utilize the offer of new transit
routes and the potential imposition of tariffs
as effective incentives for engaging with these
countries, both of which highly value Irag as a
crucial export market. Trade is inseparable
from border security, where Iraq’s cooperation
in addressing Iran’s and Turkiye’s concerns
about cross-border militant activity can be
another valuable tool in the hands of
determined Iraqi negotiators.

Particularly timely, a resetting of energy
relations with Turkiye— to include resuming
northern oil exports, offering discounted oil,
and reviving gas export schemes with
Baghdad’s blessing— could be part of a
broader diplomatic effort in which achieving
progress in water sharing and management is
one of the highest priorities.

A deal with Turkiye could include innovative
approaches, such as a system of water credits
that reduces severe losses to evaporation
from Iraqgi reservoirs and promotes joint
financing and modernization of water
management infrastructure.

To avoid the confusion and blame-shifting
that has plagued past communications with
Irag’s neighbors, the prime minister should
unequivocally empower leaders in the
Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR) to
represent Iraq directly with its neighboring
countries. Promoting the head of the MoWR
to the rank of Deputy Prime Minister, similar
to ministers in charge of oil and other key
portfolios, would reflect the government’s
recognition of water as a priority.
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An Iraqi farmer checking the cactuses he planted after he had to abandon the crops that he usually plants on his land due to lack of

water. © Ahmed Kaka/NRC, October 2022.

GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT

Iraq’s predicament lies in the fact that it is a
downstream, mostly arid country that relies
heavily on surface water that originates from
other countries. This disadvantage is exacerbated
by the poor relations Iraq has had with its
neighbors, ranging from tumultuous and
contentious to weak and subservient.

After Iraq gained independence in the early 20th
century, the country’s relations with Turkiye were
uneasy, due to the legacy of Ottoman rule and
Ankara’s lingering territorial claims to Mosul and
Kirkuk. More recently, since the 1980s, the key
driver behind Turkiye’s Iraq policy has been its
security concerns about the separatist Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) presence in northern Iraq,
from where it has long sustained its insurgency
against the Turkish state. Since 2003, relations
have also been shaped by Turkiye’s concerns
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about Iraqi Kurdish autonomy and its potential
for energizing separatist feelings among the
Kurds of southeastern Tulrkiye. Those concerns are
balanced by Ankara’s interest in growing its
energy relations with the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG). Its relationship with the rest
of Iraq has also been influenced by skepticism
about the intentions of a Shia-dominated
government in Baghdad drifting into Tehran’s
zone of influence.

Irag’s relations with Iran have been even thornier,
characterized by deep concerns about
hegemonic and territorial ambitions. These
concerns exploded into war in 1980 as Saddam
Hussein grew anxious about Iran seeking to
“export” the Islamic Revolution to the sizeable
Shia population in Iraqg’s south.



The fall of Saddam’s regime in 2003 removed built coercive capability inside Iraq by sponsoring

Iran’s immediate nemesis and provided Tehran allied militias that worked against the U.S.

with an opportunity to capitalize on relations with military presence and extended its reach in Iraq
former Iraqi opposition groups that moved in to and beyond. Tehran’s influence grew stronger
form the core of a new government. These were across Iraqi institutions as it became heavily
primarily Shia—and to a lesser extent Kurdish— involved in shaping successive Iraqi governments,
political powers that were grateful for Tehran’s and helped powerful militia-backed political

past support. After Saddam’s fall, Iran factions become dominant players in Baghdad.

Currently, these are organized under the umbrella
of the Coordination Framework, which
encompasses factions led by former Prime

Iraq’s predicament lies in the fact that it Minister Nouri al-Maliki and militia leaders Hadi

is a downstream, mostly arid country al-Amiri and Qais al-Khazali, and their allies.
that relies heavily on surface water that

. . . Over the past five decades, Iraqg’s relations with
originates from other countries.

Syria, the third upstream country, have been
mostly characterized by tension and hostility. This
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Tehran’s influence grew stronger across
Iraqi institutions as it became heavily
involved in shaping successive Iraqi
governments, and helped powerful
militia-backed political factions become
dominant players in Baghdad.

history of animosity can be traced back to the
intra-Ba’ath party rivalries of the 1970s. Relations
further deteriorated in the following decade after
Syria sided with Iran during the 1980s war. That
episode was soon followed by Damascus’
participation in the 1991 Gulf War as part of a UN-
backed coalition of 39 countries following Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait, and later, its support of Ba'ath
party insurgents and foreign extremists during
the insurgency that followed the 2003 U.S.-led
invasion. Relations changed dramatically after the
eruption of civil war in Syria in 2011 that deepened
the region’s polarization along sectarian lines.
That conflict soon pulled in Iran and its allied Shia
militias in Iraq to fight alongside the Syrian
regime of Bashar al-Assad. Iran and the militias

feared that a Sunni opposition victory in Syria
would empower Sunni militancy and Sunni Arab
states to dominate the region, starting with Iraq.
Today, Baghdad and Damascus enjoy cordial
relations as junior partners in an Iran-led regional
“axis of resistance” to the U.S,, Israel and, until
recently, Sunni Arab states.

CLIMATE CHANGE &
IRAQ'S WATER REALITY

Iraq is for the most part an arid country where
summers are hot and dry while rain is limited to
short winter and spring seasons. Long-term
average rainfall across the country is an estimated
216 millimeters per year.2 For comparison,
average rainfall in the contiguous United States
falls around 762 millimeters per year.®> The Tigris
and Euphrates rivers provide the vast majority—
over 90%— of Iraq’s water supply. Most of the
water from the rivers comes from Turkiye at 71%,
followed by Iran and Syria at 7% and 4%,
respectively.# Although this report focuses mostly
on water resources as they relate to Turkiye, it is

In 2022, crops dried due to water scarcity and drought in Sinjar and other areas across Ninewa governorate. As a result, Iraqi
farming communities experienced a sharp drop in harvests for the second year in a row. © Fared Baram/NRC, October 2022.



important to note that Iran’s contributions to the
Tigris, though small, are vital to local residents of
Irag’s eastern provinces like Diyala. Further, some
transboundary rivers, such as the Karun, flow
directly from Iran into the Shatt al-Arab
waterway, and are not represented in the
aforementioned ratio.

Irag's dry climate makes the water from the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers indispensable for both
human sustenance and agricultural needs. While
rain-fed farming is prevalent in the northern
regions, the majority of Iraq's agricultural land
heavily relies on irrigation, which constitutes a
significant 75% of the country's surface water
consumption.®

In recent years, Iraq has experienced increasingly
severe water shortages due to low rainfall and
reduced water supplies from the Tigris and
Euphrates.® During the drought-stricken summer
of 2021, a group of 13 aid organizations operating
in Middle East warned that more than 12 million
people in Syria and Iraq were at risk of losing
access to water.” These shortages have caused
severe damage to Iraq’s agricultural output and
threaten the livelihoods and health of millions of
people. Although oil revenue represents nearly
90% of government income, about a quarter of
Irag’s population relies on agriculture to make a
living.8 According to Iraq’s Deputy Minister of
Agriculture Mahdi al-Jubouri, in just two years
water shortages reduced surface water fed farms
by more than two thirds. In a recent interview, he
stated, “Two years ago, the agricultural plan
involved 5 million dunams of irrigated land.® This
shrank last year by 50% to 2.5 million, and this
year [2022] it shrank again from 2.5 to 1.5 million
dunams due to water shortages and reduced
water flows from the Tigris and Euphrates.”1© He
noted that the loss of each additional 1 billion
cubic meters of water per year renders an
additional 250,000 dunams unusable. In turn,
water shortages caused wheat and barley yields
to decrease from 5 million tons in 2020 to just
over 2 million tons in 2022."

As a downstream nation, Iraq has little control
over the water it receives from transboundary
rivers and their tributaries. According to Iraqi
government's estimates, the total volume of
water received from these rivers has notably

declined from 93.47 billion cubic meters in 2019
to 49.59 billion cubic meters in 2020, primarily
due to the actions of upstream countries. 12

Underlying these changes is the fact that Iraq,
due to its location, arid geography and fossil fuel-
heavy economy, has been experiencing the
impact of climate change in a disproportionately
severe manner compared to much of the rest of
the world. According to Berkeley Earth, an
independent environmental data analysis
organization, Iraqg’s climate has warmed at double
the global rate since the beginning of the 20th
century, rising by as many as 4.1 degrees
Fahrenheit.13 Temperatures in Iraq are expected
to rise a further 4.5 degrees Fahrenheit by the
middle of this century.14# Rising temperatures
have led to rapid evaporation of surface water,
causing losses estimated at up to 8 billion cubic
meters per year.'® The total amount of water Iraq
reportedly received from the Tigris and Euphrates
in 2020 was 49.59 billion cubic meters; the
country lost 16% of that water to evaporation.
Rising temperatures in Iraq have led to a
significant decrease in annual rainfall, currently
measuring 30% below normal levels. 16
Disturbingly, this decline is expected to reach a
staggering 65% by the year 2050.17

Although oil revenue represents nearly
900% of government income, about a
quarter of Iraq’s population relies on
agriculture to make a living.

Throughout 2022 and early 2023, the impact of
climate change grew in intensity, most vividly in
the drying of Iraqg’s southern marshes, which has
wiped out local animal populations and forced
the migration of communities whose millennia-
long sustainable way of life depends on the fabled
marshes.'® In addition, Iraq has been grappling
with intense heat waves and a sharp increase in
sandstorms, with detrimental consequences for
public health and economic productivity.
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In the marshes of Chibayish district, a woman collects reeds. Chronic water insecurity has harmed livelihoods, compelling many of

the men of the marshlands to seek jobs in nearby cities, while women are often left behind to shoulder the burdens of caring for

their families and livestock. © Caroline Zullo/NRC, October 2022.

INTERNATIONAL LAW

The body of international law on using shared
non-navigable waters is not as well developed or
universally applied as others, such as the Law of
the Sea. The Madrid Declaration of 1911, the
Salzburg Decision made by the International Law
Institute, and various declarations by the
International Law Association in 1956, 1958, 1960,
and 1966, along with reports from the UN
International Law Commission in 1978, 1989, 1991,
and 1994, serve as primary sources guiding the
understanding and application of international
law regarding riparian water rights.'® These
principles, known as the Helsinki Rules, were
codified in the 1997 UN Convention on Law of the
Non-Navigational Use of International
Watercourses (commonly known as the UNWC). 20

The UNWC serves as a vital framework,
consolidating existing customary international
water law. It encompasses crucial principles like
"Equitable Use" and the "No Significant Harm"
principle, reinforcing the significance of fair water
allocation and the avoidance of adverse impacts.
The convention also highlights procedural
obligations, such as the "Duty of Notification"
concerning major planned measures, as well as
secondary responsibilities related to pollution
prevention and the exchange of information. 2!

In that sense, the convention is more akin to a
collection of guidelines than enforceable legal
rules. This is made particularly apparent in its use
of broad terms, such as “equitable” and
“appreciable,” which leave a great deal open to



interpretation. In addition to its ambiguity, the
convention’s main weakness arises from its lack of
enforceability. The UNWC came into effect in
2014, when it reached the required number of
ratifying states. To date, only 37 countries have
ratified the UNWC. In 2015, Iraq signed and
ratified the convention, demonstrating its
commitment to its principles. Syria, on the other
hand, has signed the convention without
completing the ratification process, while both
Turkiye and Iran have neither signed nor ratified
the convention. Notably, Turkiye was one of only
three countries that voted against the adoption of
the convention.?? Similarly, Iraq has joined the
UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE)
Water Convention to strengthen its legal

footing, 23 but Turkiye has not. 24

There are several competing legal principles
derived from customary law that states have
utilized to ascertain their riparian rights. One such
principle is “Prior Appropriation,” which contends
that in conflicts between two riparian states,
neither can claim water solely based on their

geographic position, but rather, the right to utilize
the water depends on who used it first.2> In light
of this, Iraq asserts that it should continue to
receive the water it needs, citing ancestral rights
that predate the establishment of modern
riparian states. Turkiye, however, has traditionally
considered the Euphrates and Tigris as
components of a single water system within its
sovereign borders, entitling it to develop and
utilize the water according to its national needs. 26
This stance is grounded in the principle of
“Absolute Sovereignty,” which asserts the
upstream riparian state’s unrestricted authority to
make decisions regarding the amount and quality
of water that flows beyond its borders, without
any obligation to consider the downstream
counterparts.2’ Emboldened by this principle,
Turkiye’s former president, Suleyman Demirel,
once asserted that “neither Syria nor Iraq can lay
claim to Turkey's rivers any more than Ankara
could claim their 0il.”28 Of course, perspectives
on riparian rights can evolve, and government
positions may vary based on diplomatic
negotiations and changing circumstances.

One widely adopted approach that seeks
common ground is the principle of “Equitable
Utilization.” This principle aims to ensure the fair
and reasonable allocation of shared water
resources among riparian states, considering
factors such as socio-economic needs, current
water usage, and future development potential. It
promotes negotiation, cooperation, and the
establishment of agreements to achieve
equitable sharing and sustainable management
of water resources, serving as a guiding principle
in resolving disputes and fostering peaceful
coexistence.29 The United Nations, through its
various agencies and initiatives, embraces the
“Equitable Utilization” principle as a guiding
principle in transboundary water management,
exemplified by the adoption of the UN
Watercourses Convention.30 The International
Court of Justice (ICJ) applies this principle in cases
involving shared water resources, emphasizing
fair allocation based on equity.31 Moreover,
International Joint Commissions (1JC) established
between riparian states, such as the one for the

Great Lakes of North America, frequently adopt
the “Equitable Utilization” principle, while many
riparian states themselves incorporate it into their
national water laws and establish dedicated
water management institutions to ensure fair
utilization.32 With international support, the
“Equitable Utilization” principle offers a promising
path toward sustainable and peaceful water
management for Iraq and the region. 33

With international support, the
“Equitable Utilization” principle offers
a promising path toward sustainable
and peaceful water management for
Iraq and the region.



A panoramic view of Tirkiye's Atatiirk Dam on the Euphrates River, alongside NASA satellite images of the river before (20 August
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1983) and after (24 August 2002) dam construction was completed in 1990. The resulting lake, sometimes referred to as a sea by
locals, covers 320 square miles (817 square km) in total surface area. The Atatiirk Dam is the largest of a series of dams along the
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, which both have their headwaters in southeastern Tiirkiye. © Bernard Gagnon € BY-SA 3.0, May 2014.

WATER DISPUTES
WITH TURKIYE

Irag’s water dispute with Turkiye emerged as a
serious concern in the late 1960s, when Turkiye
launched its Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP),
which included plans to build a series of dams
and hydroelectric power plants on the Tigris and
Euphrates.34

Half a century later, with 19 of the planned 22
dams completed, GAP has contributed to
reducing the amount of water flowing to Iraq to
about 40 billion cubic meters per year, just 45% of
the former long-term average of 90 billion cubic
meters per year.3> By 2035, this loss is projected

to increase by an additional 11 billion cubic meters
per year. This would have a devastating effect on
agriculture and the environment, as it would
further widen the gap between available water
and the more than 70 billion cubic meters per
year that Iraq will need due to projected
population growth.36

Water disputes between Iraq and its neighbors
are complex and multifaceted. These disputes
arise from disagreements over defining Iraqg’s
rights concerning the two rivers, aggravated by
the lack of mutually verifiable climatological,



hydrological, and environmental data, as well as
accurate estimates of available water versus
amounts needed. Additionally, the absence of
comprehensive multilateral agreements among
riparian states creates a legal vacuum, adding to
the challenges in resolving these issues.

In the 1980s, the Iraqi government accused its
Turkish counterpart of exploiting this vacuum by
dragging out water-sharing negotiations by
complicating the work of the Joint Technical
Committee, a trilateral body established by Iraq,
Syria, and Turkiye in 1983 to facilitate

communications on water issues concerning the
shared rivers. By 1993, the Committee collapsed
without having achieved any progress in resolving
outstanding water disputes.37 Turkiye has also
politicized water disputes by using the “Kurdish
Problem” as a bargaining chip with Syria,
promising to allow a greater share of water to
flow into Syria in exchange for Damascus’
commitment not to support the PKK. This
strategy was in use until 1998, when Turkiye
captured PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan,38 and was
renewed since the Kurds declared an
autonomous region in northeastern Syria in 2012.

A boy selling carp at a Baghdad fish market. The carp is often grilled and seasoned to make masgouf, widely hailed as Iraq’s

national dish. © Erik Gustafson/EPIC, March 20, 2023.
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Under international pressure from GAP investors,
such as USAID and the World Bank,3° Turkiye's
position has softened over the years. It now
appears to rely less strictly on the “Absolute
Sovereignty” principle and lean more towards the
principle of “Equitable Utilization.”#© As a guiding
principle of the UNWC, a riparian state may use
the water within its borders as it sees fit, provided
that it does not cause substantial harm to the
water of another riparian state.*! However, in
determining “equitability,” TUrkiye has not
considered a country’s needs alone but also how
much it contributes to the shared rivers. From this
perspective, Turkiye does not perceive Iraq’s water
needs-- approximately 72 billion cubic meters per
year 42 -- as equitable in relation to Irag’s own
contribution in snowmelt and rainwater-- which
is around 18 billion cubic meters per year.*3 In
contrast, Turkiye contributes a combined 70% of
the Euphrates-Tigris basin water potential.
Therefore, Turkiye maintains that nearly 89% of

With 19 of the planned 22 dams
completed, Tiirkiye's Southeastern
Anatolia Project (GAP) has contributed
to reducing the amount of water
flowing to Iraq to about 40 billion cubic
meters per year, just 45% of the former
long-term average of 9o billion cubic
meters per year.

the Euphrates water potential comes from its
own territory, while Iraq’s consumption target
exceeds 64% of the river's overall potential.**
Additionally, Turkiye argues that Irag consumes
almost all (92%) of Iraqg’s territorial water
contributions to the Tigris, estimated at just over
40% of the Tigris river's total water potential.4>

Furthermore, Turkiye disputes Iraq’s and Syria’s
data on their irrigable land areas, and,
consequently, their water needs. While some
estimates put Iraq’s irrigable land at up to 5.7
million hectares, 46 Tlrkiye estimates it to be
approximately half that amount.#”7 Thus, Turkiye
questions the basis for Iraqg’s claims regarding its
irrigation needs and overall water demand. By not
considering Iraqi lands that have become arid
due to water shortages, Turkiye argues that Iraq
only requires 40% of available water for
agriculture, not the 75% often cited by Iraq.48

As for the principle of “Not Causing Appreciable
Harm,” Turkiye rejects the notion that damming
the rivers has caused any harm, environmentally,
economically, or otherwise. Instead, it argues that
damming the rivers saves water that would
otherwise go to waste downstream due to
mismanagement and outdated irrigation
methods in both Syria and Iraq.%° Further, it
argues that it took necessary measures not to
cause harm by releasing more than the 500 cubic
meters per second during the impounding of the

Ataturk Dam, per the 1987 protocol between
Turkiye and Syria. Iraq received a little more than
half (58%) of this water according to a further
agreement between Iraq and Syria.>© More
recently Turkiye made the same claim when it
delayed filling the llisu Dam in 2017 on Iraq’s
request.>!

Tarkiye’'s most current position, according to its
water envoy to Iraq, Veysel Erogluy, is that it
cannot agree to send a fixed volume of water
downstream to Iraq and Syria, since climate
change makes the overall amount of water
available unpredictable. Instead, Turkiye would
be willing to release certain ratios of water,
provided that the downstream countries share
detailed data about their water usage. That's
data that Iraqi water officials currently keep
confidential. In the words of Iraq’s former Water
Minister Mahdi al-Hamdani, “they are tools in our
negotiations.”>2
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In November 2015, Iran completed the Daryan Dam on the Sirwan river. Located roughly 18 miles (28.5 kilometers) from Iraq’s

border, the dam redirects some of the Sirwan river’s waters to farmlands in Southwestern Iran. Over the past three decades, Iran is
reported to have built 600 dams for power generation and farm irrigation. © https://destination-overland.com.

WATER DISPUTES
WITH IRAN

Irag’s water disputes with Iran center on Iran’s
upstream water usage that reduces the flow of
Tigris tributaries into Iraq.53 Following in TUrkiye’s
footsteps, Iran has developed its own plans to
build 109 dams on various rivers, including
important tributaries that feed into the Tigris and
Shatt al-Arab. In the process, it has diverted the
Little Zab, on which much of the Kurdistan
Region of Iragq and Kirkuk depend, into Urmia
Lake. Iran has also built 16 dams on the Sirwan
River,>* which feeds the Diyala River in Iraqg, and
diverted much of its water towards Iran’s Sarpol
Zahab farmlands.>> Overall, the amounts of
water Iraq receives from lran dropped from
historical averages of 15 billion cubic meters per
year to negligible amounts by 2018.56 This
reduction in water flows has greatly depleted the
reservoirs built on these tributaries. The
Darbandikhan Dam on the Diyala, which
historically received an average flow of 160 cubic
meters per second--much of which came from

the Sirwan and Zmkan rivers that originate in
Iran-- was receiving water at half that rate by
2017,%7 and as little as 28 cubic meters per
second in 2021. These reductions forced Iraqi
officials to make drastic cuts to their agricultural
plans in Diyala, deeper than in any other province.
In 2022, the entire grain growing season was
canceled there; the water shortage has also
forced the closure of fisheries, and created
drinking water shortages for border communities
such as Halabja. There are concerns that Iran’s
Daryan Dam, which diverts water from the Sirwan
to irrigate farms in southwestern Iran via a tunnel,
could potentially cut these communities’ primary
source of drinking water entirely.58

When Iraqi government officials raised objections
to Iran’s decision to cut off the water from several
tributaries, including the Karun, which feeds into
the Shatt al-Arab, by as much as 90%7° Iranian
diplomats flatly denied the charge.®© Instead,
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Iran blames the reduced water flow on climate
change, and argues that Iraq should look to solve
its water problems with its primary source of
water, TUrkiye.®! Iraqi officials have also accused
Iran of diverting salt drainage water into Iraq,
causing serious damage to agriculture and water
quality in the Shatt al-Arab region.®? Iran’s actions
have caused secondary harm beyond their direct
impact on water levels. Its dam construction
prompted the KRG to dam the same tributaries
on its territory, particularly the Little Zab and
Sirwan, further reducing water flows to the Tigris.

Overall, the amounts of water Iraq
receives from Iran dropped from
historical averages of 15 billion cubic
meters per year to negligible amounts
by 2018.

Top: A panoramic view of Darbandikhan Lake in Iraq’s Sulaymaniyah Governorate. The lake was created by completion of the
Darbandikhan Dam on the Diyala river (a tributary of the Tigris) and is fed by the Sirwan and Tanjaro rivers. Bottom: Completed in
1961, the dam provides irrigation, flood control, and hydroelectric power generation. The reservoir lake is the primary source of
drinking water for the area’s 850,000 residents. @ Adam Jones, April 20, 2011.
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WATER DISPUTES
WITH SYRIA

Irag’s disputes with Syria are an extension of its
disputes with Turkiye, since Syria shares Iraq’s
disadvantageous position as a downstream
country. Throughout most of the GAP
development, Syria and Iraq found themselves on
the same front, objecting to Turkiye's upstream
activities on the Euphrates. This does not,
however, mean the two have had a completely
cooperative relationship. When Syria started
filling the Tabga Dam in 1975, Iraq almost went to
war with its neighbor; conflict was only averted
through Saudi Arabia’s intervention.63

To formalize their shared interest in the
Euphrates, Syria and Iraq have entered into
bilateral agreements, most notably in 1989,
whereby they agreed that Iraq was entitled to
58% of the Euphrates water volume crossing the

Turkish-Syrian border, while the remaining 42%,
was allocated to Syria.54 But Syria has accused
Turkiye of releasing volumes short of the 500
cubic meters per second it had promised to
release into Syria in a protocol signed in 1987. The
water flow was down to 250 cubic meters per
second by 20145° Syria thus blames Turkish
actions for the reduced water flow to Iraq.%®

The outlook of this situation is extremely
concerning. Climate change trends, reduced
water flows from Turkiye, population growth, and
the damage and deterioration of infrastructure
due to Syria’s civil war-- all point to a future in
which Syria faces a growing gap between
demand and available water resources. As a
result, Iraqg’s share of the Euphrates will inevitably
suffer even greater reductions.

THE STATE OF IRAQ'S
WATER DIPLOMACY

Post-2003 Iraqi governments have neglected
water disputes as a priority, with the new political
class persistently reluctant to confront
neighboring countries' water policies that
adversely affect Iraq. The political parties that
held sway in the post-2003 government have
been either dependent on neighboring countries
for political support, fearful of their coercive
power, or lacking in confidence and authority to
defend their national interests. Additionally, the
consociationalism that has characterized post-
2003 governments has meant little continuity in a
coherent national agenda. Instead, competition
over oil revenue for the maintenance and
expansion of subnational patronage networks has
taken precedence.®? Failing to make water
diplomacy a national priority, Iraqi presidents and
prime ministers have often delegated it to sub-

cabinet level ministry officials and bureaucracies
lacking the means to persuade Iraq’s neighbors to
take their grievances seriously. Officials in Iraq’s
Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR) often
complain that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has
taken too long to contact Turkish and Iranian
authorities, and that their regional counterparts
have played for time in order to dodge enquiries
and invitations to meetings.

The political parties that held sway in
the post-2003 government have been
either dependent on neighboring
countries for political support, fearful
of their coercive power, or lacking in
confidence and authority to defend
their national interests.
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Consequently, Iraq’s water diplomacy for much of
the last 20 years has been inconsistent and
lacklustre. The management of water resources
has received little attention from political leaders,
and this has been reflected in the budgets
allocated to the MoWR. Since 2003, the MOWR
has been regarded as an entity of marginal
importance and one of the least funded
government agencies. %8

In dealing with Turkiye, Baghdad has generally
accepted verbal promises from Turkish officials
that Ankara’s new dams would not cause harm to
Irag. Only one notable action was taken between
2003 and 2016. In 2006, Irag conducted a study to
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assess the negative impacts of the llisu Dam and
subsequently sent a letter to the European
Commission in 2007, raising the alarm and
requesting intervention to halt the project.62
Beyond this, and occasional media statements,
there was little government effort to assert Iraqg’s
water rights with its neighbors.

It was not until 2016-2017, when the llisu Dam was
near completion, that Iraq finally started taking
the matter seriously. Over the next several years,
prompted by the severe impact of climate
change, Iraq has intensified its diplomatic efforts.
In 2019, it signed a memorandum of
understanding with Turkiye to hold a tri-lateral

The controversial llisu Dam on the Tigris in Tirkiye's southeastern Mardin province began construction in 2006. When complete, the
dam will have a maximum storage capacity of 10.4 billion cubic meters of water. AA Photo.

water summit in Baghdad.70 Leading up to the
summit, Iraq sought to create a united front with
Syria, as the respective ministers of both countries
met in Damascus.”! Iraq had hoped to convene
the tri-lateral summit before the end of 2022, to
restart negotiations that had stalled in the
1980s.72 As of the time of writing, the meeting
has not taken place.

Despite growing cooperation between Iraq and
Syria, deep hostilities between Syria and Turkiye

make a breakthrough in regional disputes less
likely. And with Iran, there has been even less
progress. Hatem Hamid, Director of Iraq’s National
Water Resources Management Center, summed
up the country’s water diplomacy woes by saying,
“with Turkiye, there is dialogue, but with many
delays... With Iran, there is nothing.” 73

The delays described here, regardless of who
caused them, stand in stark contrast with the
urgency of Iraq’s current water crisis.
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Correspondence in October 2022 between Iraq’s
Parliament and Ministry of Foreign Affairs
revealed that a meeting with Turkiye's water
envoy— which Iraq had earlier requested to
discuss relief for intense water shortages that
summer— was delayed five months at that time.74

The Iraqi government’s progress in addressing
water disputes with Turkiye is further hindered by
confusion about who is responsible for
negotiations with neighboring countries about
water. At a parliamentary session in November
2022, Iraq’s Water Resources Minister appealed to
the foreign affairs committee, and indirectly to
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to approach
Turkiye.75 Article 80 of Iraq’s Constitution grants
authority to the Council of Ministers to design and
implement public policies, and to negotiate and
sign treaties, while the MoWR Law of 2008
unambiguously describes a key part of its
mandate as “[p]reserving Iraq’s rights to shared
international waters, maintaining
communications, and exchanging information
with neighboring and riparian states towards fair
treaties for allocating the quantity and quality of
water entering Irag.”’® That the minister chose to
make his plea through parliament instead of the
cabinet and prime minister suggests either
ignorance of the law or the desire to shift blame
to others.77

“With Tiirkiye, there is dialogue, but
with many delays... With Iran, there is
nothing.”

When it comes to Iran and water rights, the
problem is not confusion, but deliberate
avoidance. On the condition of anonymity,
Foreign Ministry officials have echoed the
frustrations of their colleagues in the MoWR,
saying that higher authorities instructed them
“not to speak to Iran about it.” 78

The lack of political will to confront Iran was made
clear in 2020 when the MoWR threatened to file a
lawsuit against Iran at the International Court of
Justice (ICJ) on the basis that its diversion of
tributaries violated the 1975 Algiers Agreement.”°

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Iraqi Prime Minister
Mohammed Shia al-Sudani met at the Presidential Complex in
the capital Ankara, Tiirkiye, March 21, 2023.

But no politician or senior government official
supported this threat to sue Iran.

For their part, Iranian officials, like their Turkish
counterparts, respond to Iraq’s complaints by
arguing that the real problem is Iraqg’s outdated
agricultural methods and irrigation systems. 8°
Iran also rejects Iraqi calls to resolve water
disputes by going back to the Algiers Agreement,
claiming it dealt with flood management, not
water sharing. 8!

The MoWR'’s threat was perhaps simply an
attempt to calm an Iraqgi population that has
grown increasingly resentful of their neighbors’
influence over Iraqi politics and governance. The
value and sincerity of the threat was particularly
questionable because the officials had threatened
to take Iran to the ICJ, not for violating the UNWC,
but for violating the 1975 Algiers Agreement, from
which Iraq had unilaterally withdrawn in 1979.82

Foreign Ministry officials have echoed
the frustrations of their colleagues in
the MoWR, saying that higher
authorities instructed them “not to
speak to Iran about it.”
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THE WAY FORWARD

Irag’s approach to addressing its water disputes
since 2003 has remained ineffective. To meet the
country’s current and future water needs, and
adapt to climate change and population growth,
Irag’s leaders must take a more engaged and
practical approach. The recent trip by Prime
Minister Mohammed al-Sudani to Ankara during
which he spoke directly with President Erdogan
about Iraq’s water needs was a step in the right
direction. Erdogan’s announcement that Ankara
would increase the volumes of water released to
Iraqg through the Tigris and Euphrates for one
month to alleviate Iraq’s immediate needs,
though not a lasting solution, underscores the
potential for active diplomacy. 83

Despite lingering weakness and disunity, the
government of Prime Minister al-Sudani enjoys
better diplomatic relations and regional
acceptance than previous Iragi governments in
the post-2003 period. A growing desire in
Baghdad to balance and expand its relations with
Ankara, combined with a more welcoming
attitude from Arab neighbors and Western
support for Iraqi sovereignty and regional
engagement, has worked to enhance Iraqg’s
standing as a regional bridge for cooperation.84
This diplomatic revival stands in stark contrast to
the isolation experienced by Baghdad in the past,
especially under former Prime Minister Maliki.

One of the most elusive questions with which Iraq
grapples is determining the extent to which its
water shortage is due to climate change versus
the actions of upstream countries. This is
important for differentiating between necessary
climate adaptation and unfair exploitation of
water resources. Certainly, Iraq needs to push
back against Turkiye’'s policy of reducing
estimates of Irag’s water needs based on
degradation of arable land, while overlooking
reduced water flows from Turkiye since the 1970s
as the primary cause of the diminishing irrigable
land.

To address these challenges more cooperatively,
establishing joint research centers with Turkiye
(and later with Iran) would be beneficial. These
centers could produce mutually verifiable and
accurate data on water usage and available
resources. Such collaborations would enable Iraq
to negotiate from a shared understanding and
provide the necessary environmental assessments
to indicate when Turkiye and Iran are in violation
of the “No Significant Harm” principle.

More active diplomacy could revive some efforts
by previous Iragi administrations that fell by the
wayside. Over the past two years, a handful of

meetings have been held between officials from

the MoWR and their counterparts in Turkiye.
These meetings have primarily focused on Iraq’s
water needs in light of recent droughts,85 and on
requests for new negotiations of Iraqg’s share of
the Tigris before the llisu Dam is filled to capacity.8®
These meetings have not produced agreements
on greater water shares, but have nonetheless
placed water closer to the center of Irag’s
relations with Turkiye. This was especially evident
when former Iraqi Prime Minister al-Kadhimi
made water a prominent item on his agenda
when he visited Ankara in December 2020.87

Iraq needs to push back against
Tiirkiye’s policy of reducing estimates
of Iraq’s water needs based on
degradation of arable land, while
overlooking reduced water flows from
Tiirkiye since the 1970s as the primary
cause of the diminishing irrigable land.

One of the outcomes of these meetings has been
a memorandum of understanding between the
MoWR and the Turkish Presidency’s Special
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Representative to Iraq, Veysel Eroglu, to establish
a joint research center to study water resources in
Iraq.88 Forming this center could be an important
step, as long as it allows Iraqi researchers to study
Turkiye's water resources and utilization as well.
The new Iraqi government of Mohammed al-
Sudani should build on the process started under
his predecessor and engage personally with
senior Turkish leaders to push for implementation
of the memorandum’s provisions. Iraq should also
take advantage of whatever help the U.S. and
other key actors in the international community
are willing to offer, such as U.S. Geological Survey
assistance with training for satellite imagery
analysis,82 which could allow Iraq to negotiate
from a stronger and better-informed position.

To avoid getting bogged down by the confusion
and blame-shifting that has plagued past
communications with Iraq’s neighbors, the Prime
Minister should unequivocally empower MoWR
leadership to represent Iraq directly with its
neighbors. Considering the pressing need for Iraq
to negotiate effectively with other riparian states,
the Iraqi government should seriously consider
giving the Minister of Water Resources the title of
Deputy Prime Minister, similar to the titles of his
colleagues in charge of the Oil, Planning, and
Foreign Affairs portfolios.

The four neighboring riparian states are aware
that international law, as the sole instrument for
securing riparian rights, is insufficient. This, at
least in part, explains why Iraq has yet to pursue
legal action against its neighbors. Nevertheless,
Iraq possesses the potential and necessary tools
to engage in productive bilateral diplomacy to
defend its water rights. To do so, Iraqg’s leaders

The Prime Minister should
unequivocally empower MoWR
leadership to represent Iraq directly
with its neighbors.

Livestock is also affected by the drought and rising temperatures
in Baaj, Ninewa. © Fared Baram/NRC, October 2022.




must demonstrate the political will to
consistently assert Iraq’s demands and to
capitalize on its role as an important partner in
security, trade, and energy matters with its
neighbors. This can generate goodwill and
leverage in negotiations, as discussed below. To
leverage its position, Iraq has several assets at its
disposal to persuade Turkiye and Iran to be more
responsive to its water needs. But employing any
of these tools to generate leverage in negotiations
depends first and foremost on having the political
will to uphold the national interest and assertively
deal with powerful neighbors that wield
considerable influence in Iraq.

Trade

In 2022, Iraq was the third largest market for
Turkish exports, which averaged more than $1.1
billion a month.92° Trade with Iran reached $12
billion a year, and Iran wants to expand that to
$20 billion.?! Iraq is mainly on the importing side
of these trade relations, which means it could use
trade as a bargaining tool with both countries,
considering how much they rely on Iraqgi markets.
One possible course of action would be to raise
the prospect of higher tariffs on Iranian and
Turkish imports unless they come to the table to
discuss Iraq’s demands for a fair share of water. To
make this threat credible, Baghdad could open
negotiations with other neighbors, such as
Kuwait, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, to help replace
Turkish and Iranian imports. Another potential
incentive in negotiations with Ankara in particular
is to provide Turkiye with discounted crude oil or
unimpeded access to the Persian Gulf through
Irag’s southern ports. In exchange for cheaper fuel
or access to new and cheaper trade routes, Iraq
could receive more adequate and predictable
water supplies from Turkiye. 92

One possible course of action would be
to raise the prospect of higher tariffs
on Iranian and Turkish imports unless
they come to the table to discuss Iraq’s
demands for a fair share of water.

However, as explained next, Baghdad'’s effective
use of trade in negotiations will require improved
border security to control the flow of goods and
collect customs in areas under effective KRG
control, or where Iran-backed militias hold sway.

Border Security

Both Turkiye and Iran have been pressing federal
and KRG authorities to do more to secure their
borders to prevent threats by separatist Kurdish
groups, such as the PKK and the Kurdistan
Democratic Party of Iran (KDP-1).23 Both countries
have used military force in cross-border
operations on Iraqi soil on multiple occasions in
the past two years, and have pressured Iraq to
deny safe haven to these groups.2* The value of
border security for Iran was emphasized in March
2023 when Ali Shamkhani, the former head of
Iran’s Supreme National Security Council, visited
Baghdad to sign an agreement for cooperation on
border security aimed at curbing the activity of
separatist groups. Iraq can use this to extract
concessions on water.

Baghdad can condition sustained security
cooperation and the deployment of additional
Iragi border guards—which help Turkiye and Iran
deal with cross-border threats—on the release of
more water downstream to Iraq. This would
require a careful sequencing of efforts. First,
Baghdad could use the situation to win its
neighbors’ support (who can use their influence
with the KRG and Iran-backed militias) to
normalize conditions at border crossings, boost
security, and bring border crossings under
effective federal customs control. The cooperation
of officials in the Kurdistan region may be easier
to win now than at any time since 2003 for two
reasons. First, there are growing demands for
transparency in customs revenue management
from within the region as a reflection of persistent
PUK-KDP political disputes.?> Second, officials in
the cash-strapped KRG are keen on realizing the
region’s share of the recently passed national
budget. The budget bill gives the federal
government a greater role in managing the
region’s oil exports and overseeing its revenue.96
It also requires the KRG to remit non-oil revenue
to the federal treasury; this presents an
opportunity to strengthen federal oversight of
border crossings, where much of the non-oil
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revenue is generated in the form of customs fees.
Iran’s help in establishing formal state control
over the borders may be harder to secure than
Turkiye's, given Tehran’s history of backing allied
militias along important trade and smuggling
routes in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.

Energy partnerships

Turkiye imports some 40% of its crude oil and
natural gas from Iraq.%7 This trade, and recent
developments involving Iraq, Turkiye, and the
KRG give Iraq additional tools with which to
influence its energy-strapped neighbor’s policies.

Relations between Iraq and Turkiye have been
strained by Ankara’s decision to allow the KRG to
independently export crude oil through the Iraqg-
Turkiye Pipeline (ITP), despite objections from
Baghdad. In March 2023, Iraq won in an
arbitration in which it argued that Turkiye had
violated the bilateral treaty for use of the pipeline
by unilaterally allowing KRG oil exports without

Baghdad’s consent. Although Iraq was awarded
only $1.5 billion in damages— a fraction of the tens
of billions it was seeking from the arbitration—
this could give Baghdad leverage to negotiate its
water rights with Turkiye. Ankara responded to
the arbitration ruling by halting oil flow through
the pipeline seeking to negotiate the damages;
causing economic loss for all parties. At stake for
Ankara are millions of dollars per month in oil
transit fees—which could rise further if Iraq ramps

Baghdad can condition sustained
security cooperation and the
deployment of additional Iraqi border
guards—which help Tiirkiye and Iran
deal with cross-border threats—on the
release of more water downstream to
Iraq.

up exports beyond the 450,000 barrels per day
the ITP carried on average before the halt.
Furthermore, the resumption of oil exports is vital
for the stability of the KRG, which Ankara sees as
an important partner against the PKK and in
maintaining a favorable geopolitical balance for
Ankara vis-a-vis Baghdad and Tehran. A resetting
of energy relations could also revive the potential
for cheap, accessible natural gas flowing from
Iragi Kurdistan to Turkiye, with Baghdad’s
blessing.28 Further, Iraq could broaden the scope
of its diplomacy to include water disputes

At stake for Ankara are millions of
dollars per month in oil transit fees—
which could rise further if Iraq ramps
up exports beyond the 450,000 barrels
per day the ITP carried on average
before the halt.

currently brewing between Turkiye and Iran over
the Aras and Lake Urmia, arguing against
unsustainable water-hoarding practices of
riparian countries.?? And this could generate
regional momentum, and attract regional and
international attention to the urgency of resolving
current water disputes before they escalate.

Water credits

Some water experts believe economic incentives
might be built into water-sharing agreements
with Turkiye. Azzam Alwash, a leading Iraqgi water
expert and founder of Nature Iraq, suggested in
conversations with the authors that it would be
more sustainable for Iraq to develop an
agreement with Turkiye to hold some of the
water it considers to be its fair share of the Tigris
and Euphrates as credits for Irag. Storing water in
Turkish reservoirs has the benefit of much lower
evaporation rates compared to Iraq’s sun-
scorched Lake Tharthar, from which an estimated
7-8 billion cubic meters of water evaporate each
year. These credits could be exchanged for
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Primary school students in Baghdad celebrate graduation at one of the city’s newer sculptures, a work designed by Iraqi sculptor
Mohammed Ghani Hikmat titled “Saving Iraqi Culture” (or “Nasb Enqath al-Thagafa”.) © Erik Gustafson/EPIC, March 20, 2023.

partnerships in the development of projects in
which Iraq leases storage space from Turkiye,
while the latter helps Iraqg improve its water
management infrastructure and modernize its
agricultural practices, to the benefit of both
states.

CONCLUSION

Water scarcity poses an existential threat to Iraq’s
ability to sustain healthy living for its 42 million
residents. In addition to developing the country’s
water management infrastructure and resilience
to climate change, Iraq’s leaders would be wise to
collectively support their country’s demands for
more water.

Because international law lacks enforcement
mechanisms, Iraq’s efforts to secure water from its
neighbors cannot rely entirely on technical and
legal channels. More active, assertive diplomacy is
crucial.

To be sure, Iraqi diplomacy faces a disadvantage
in that the country’s post-2003 political class has
been and remains divided, and its leaders have
grown dependent on foreign support to stay in

Iraq’s efforts to secure water from its
neighbors cannot rely entirely on
technical and legal channels. More
active, assertive diplomacy is crucial.

2]



power and balance against domestic rivals.
Despite this, there are opportunities for common
ground and regional cooperation to mitigate the
impact of climate change and share the burden
of ensuring needed water in more just ways.

There must be political will to place
water at the top of the agenda at the
most senior levels of government.

To strengthen Iraq’s position in negotiations, Iraqi
leaders have at their disposal several forms of
leverage to back their country’s water demands.
These center around trade, border security, and
energy, as well as new and innovative approaches
such as the use of water credits. But first there

must be political will to place water at the top of
the agenda at the most senior levels of
government. At the same time, MoWR leaders
should be unambiguously empowered to
represent Iraq in discussions with its neighbors to
translate high level political understandings into
practical steps for resolving water disputes and
meeting essential water needs. Political will must
also place national interest above partisan and
personal interests and entanglements.

The Iraqi government must deal with water as the
endangered vital commodity that it is, and its
shortage as a core national security threat. As
with the war against ISIS, the international
community can provide moral and material
support to Iraq, but only the Iraqgis themselves can
do what is needed to ensure the survival of its
growing population in the land of the two rivers.

The worsening climate emergency and water crisis is an economic disaster for the affected regions. © Ahmed Kaka/NRC, Oct. 2022.
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