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The region, comprised of Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT), namely the West
Bank, including East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip, has three main sources for natural fresh
water: the Jordan River, the most important shared surface water resource for the five riparian
States,1 the Mountain Aquifer2 and the Coastal Aquifer, two major productive groundwater
resources shared between Israel and the OPT.3

The Jordan River
 Originating from three main springs, the entire length of the Jordan River is around 360
kilometres, with a surface catchment area of about 18,500 square kilometres. The total natural
pre-utilisation flow available from the Jordan River surface water stream is estimated at
approximate ranges between 1,213 and 1,399 million cubic metres (mcm) annually.4
 Despite the West Bank bordering the Jordan River, Palestinians have been denied physical
access to its riverbanks since the Israeli occupation of the OPT in 1967.
 Israel also denies Palestinians access to their ‘equitable and reasonable share’ of the Jordan
River’s water resources, in violation of international water law.
 While only 37 per cent of the surface catchment area of the Jordan River Basin is located in
Israel, it exploits around 50 per cent of this shared water resource. Subsequently, the Jordan
River supplies up to 700 mcm per year of water to Israel, thereby satisfying almost one third of
the State’s total water use.5

The Mountain Aquifer
 The Mountain Aquifer extends under both sides of the 1949 Green Line and is therefore shared
between Israel and the Palestinians. It is the largest water resource in the region and provides
the highest quality of natural groundwater. Approximately 80 per cent of the water that
annually recharges the aquifer comes from the West Bank.
 Since 1967, Israel has expanded its control over the Mountain Aquifer, and has especially aimed
to exercise absolute control over the recharge areas of the Western and North-Eastern Aquifer
Basins, located in the West Bank.
 While 80 per cent of the water that annually recharges the Aquifer comes from the West Bank,6
Israel extracts 89 per cent of the water from the Mountain Aquifer system annually, leaving a
mere 11 per cent to the Palestinians.
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Legend: EAB= Eastern Aquifer Basin; NEAB= North-Eastern Aquifer Basin; WAB= Western Aquifer Basin.
Palestinian and Israeli extractions and controlled spring flows from the shared Mountain Aquifer. The figures
represent the average outflows between 1995 and 2007 (in mcm/yr unless otherwise stated)7

The Coastal Aquifer
 The Coastal Aquifer is located under the coastal plain of Israel, the Gaza Strip and the Sinai
Peninsula. As a shared transboundary water resource, Israel and the Gaza Strip both rely on this
aquifer for their water supply.
 The 1.6 million Palestinians living in the Gaza Strip are dependent on extraction from the
southern end of the Coastal Aquifer – the only source of water – as the Gaza Strip has no
significant surface water resources. Israel, on the other hand, has various other water resources
available.
 Due to overexploitation of the Coastal Aquifer and surface pollution, the water quality in the
Gaza Strip has progressively deteriorated.
 The groundwater levels in the aquifer have fallen below sea level and been infiltrated by saline
water and sewage.
 Of the water in the Gaza Strip, 90 to 95 per cent is unsuitable for consumption and residents are
forced to rely on desalinated water, the cost of which is high (50 ILS/approximately 13 USD per
cubic metre). This adds considerable financial strain to low-income families where high rates of
poverty and unemployment are already prevalent. Some families spend up to a third of their
income on water.
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 As a result of the ongoing comprehensive illegal closure of the Gaza Strip, the population does
not have access to the majority of the materials necessary to maintain the water and sanitation
infrastructure. Until Israel allows access to indispensable building materials, it is estimated that
the quality of water in the Coastal Aquifer will continue to deteriorate and may become
unusable by 2016, when, in the absence of any alternatives, the Gaza Strip could become unfit
for human habitation.8

Map of the Coastal Aquifer –Al-Haq©
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Endnotes
1

The five riparian States are Lebanon, Syria, Israel, Palestine and Jordan.
By virtue of its geographical location, hydrological qualities and productivity, as well as the importance assigned to it by the
Oslo Accords, this study considers the Mountain Aquifer as the principle groundwater resource.
3
This study does not include the unshared water resources in the region. Unshared water basins, such as the Eocene aquifers
around Nablus-Jenin, the Pleistocene aquifers in the Jordan Valley and the Neogene aquifers in Wadi Fari’a, are often of shallow
depths and are fully used. They are not included in the shared water resources as defined under the Oslo Accords, which only
deal with the Mountain Aquifer. See further, C Messerschmid, ‘Back to the Basics – Policy Options for Palestinian Water Sector
Development’ (2011) Draft Paper Presented at Birzeit University Conference: “Water in Palestine” (1 November 2011) 1.
4
nd
S McCaffrey, The Law of International Watercourses (2 ed.) (Oxford University Press, New York, 2007) 308-309.
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D Philips, S Attili, S McCaffrey and J Murray, ‘The Jordan River Basin: 2. Potential Future Allocations to the Co-Riparians’ (2007)
32 Water International, 55.
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Amnesty International, ‘Troubled Waters: Palestinians Denied Fair Access to Water’ (October 2009) 18.
7
Information is courtesy to Clemens Messerschmid and collected from the PWA Data Base and the HIS (2008). All West Bank
figures are cross-calculations from PWA- and HIS-data. C Messerschmid, ‘Back to the Basics – Policy Options for Palestinian
Water Sector Development’ (n 3) 19.
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