
 

 

 

 

Amman Centre for Human Rights Studies – Public Report 

 

International Affairs Webinar:  

Water and Peacebuilding  

in Iraq and Syria  

February 11, 2021: 3PM – 4PM UTC 

 

ACHRS Representative Participant:  

Alexander Royall 

 

 

 

 

 

Brief Introduction 

Chatham House, a think tank based in London, had invited Professor Aysegül Kibaroglu and Dr 

Ramazan Caner Sayan to talk about their research paper that has been published in the International 

Affairs journal. In this research paper, the two academics provide a brief overview of the water politics 

of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers in the last 50 years, followed by the current developments, emerging 

actors, challenges, and policy recommendations. Dr Azzam Alwash, founder and CEO of Nature Iraq, 

had also been invited to provide his view on the matter. The webinar was moderated by Glada Lahn, 

a Senior Research Fellow of the Energy, Environment and Resources Programme at Chatham House.  

 

The objective of this public report, which is by no means a transcript, is to inform those who were not 

present by summarising the core message and information that was shared during the webinar, as 

interpreted by ACHRS’ representative participants. This report also relied on the research paper by 

Professor Aysegül Kibaroglu and Dr Ramazan Caner Sayan which can be found online.   

 

https://academic.oup.com/ia/article/97/1/139/6041469


Professor Aysegül Kibaroglu and Dr Ramazan Caner Sayan demonstrate in their research paper that, 

while Turkey, Syria, and Iraq have been fluctuating between conditions of conflict and fragile peace, 

there has always been some form of bilateral or multilateral cooperation on environmental (water-

related) issues between high-level stake-holders and/or non-state actors, thereby implying the 

existence of an imperfect peace. This condition lies between a positive and negative peace. Such a 

form of cooperation can help improve relations between conflicting parties but it could also have no 

further positive impact on bilateral or multilateral relations at all.  

Tensions between the three riparian states rose since the late 1960s as they carried out individual and 

uncoordinated water development projects. Exacerbated by the existing Ba’athist rivalry between 

Baghdad and Damascus, the two countries were occasionally at the brink of war following 

disagreements on the use of water from the Euphrates. The filling of the Turkish Keban reservoir and 

the construction of the Syrian Tabqa dam in the mid-1970s had ramifications for the flows of the rivers 

and heightened tensions between the three countries, at one point even compelling Saddam Hussein 

to send his troops to the Syrian border. Nevertheless, in 1983 the three states established the Joint 

Technical Committee (JTC) with the purpose of setting out procedures that would provide adequate 

quantities of water for each country. It was disbanded ten years and sixteen meetings later as non-

water issues blocked any sustainable and equitable progress and no agreements could be made on 

the exact focus of the JTC.  

Meanwhile, bilateral treaties between Turkey and Syria in 1987 and between Syria and Iraq in 1990 

also demonstrated the will to come to sustainable and effective solutions, even though the 

agreements were unsatisfactory in many ways. External actors and third parties also played critical 

roles in providing financial support for the constructions of dams and conditional loans that made sure 

that upstream parties (Turkey) would provide minimum amounts of water to downstream parties 

(Syria and Iraq). 

The instability following the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 complicated multilateral cooperation as there 

was distrust, uncertainty, and no functioning and reliable institutional mechanisms that could act as a 

counterweight. Although high-level multilateral cooperation was at a low point during this time, so-

called track-two diplomacy between non-state actors flourished following the 2003 US invasion.  

In 2005, the creation of the Euphrates-Tigris Initiative for Cooperation (ETIC) involved water 

professionals, former diplomats, technocrats, and academics from all three countries. They carried 

out research projects and training activities. Other initiatives, such as the Collaborative Programme 

Euphrates and Tigris (CPET) and the Blue Peace Initiative, have also managed to make progressive 



steps towards improving cooperation through dialogue, trust-building, information exchange, 

analysis, and the prioritisation of regional investment. 

Bilateral cooperation between Turkey and Syria also improved with the Adana Agreement of 1998, 

following military threats by Turkey, as this agreement entailed the expulsion of the PKK from Syria. 

This allowed for more cooperation on water management and discussions about the construction of 

dams on shared borders. Although tensions between Turkey and Iraq occasionally still rise due to 

Turkey’s military involvement in northern Iraq – approved by Saddam Hussein in 1984 -, the two states 

have reopened a bilateral dialogue in 2014. In 2019, Turkey and Iraq worked together to open a water 

resources centre in Baghdad.  

State and non-state armed groups have destroyed and manipulated water infrastructure in the past 

years to advance their agendas. While ISIS is now not so much of a threat anymore in this sense, groups 

as HTS and YPG do control some dams in Syria which might prove to be a liability in the long-term. 

This should motivate the riparian states to establish regional security arrangements and to extend the 

scope of existing water institutions, such as the joint technical water committees or the river basin 

organisations.  

Overall, the last 50 years or so have shown that cooperation has been possible, albeit not to the extent 

that is truly required to deal with the challenges that are posed by droughts. With the prospect of 

climate change, cooperation in water management will gain in importance and will require closer and 

more effective cooperation that can deliver tangible and sustainable results. Non-state actors should 

be included in the process as their so-called track-two diplomacy has shown to be less volatile and 

susceptible to high-level political developments.   


