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ABSTRACT
Environmental water issues are not confined by societal boundaries, especially
when a common watershed is crossed by political divides. In some cases sharing
a Common Pool Resource can lead to conflicts that almost inevitably leads
towards the degradation of the resource through the archetypical situation
known as “Tragedy of the Commons”. However, if the causes of clash are not
directly rooted into environmental issues, these can become a reason for
dialogue. This can constitute a platform of mutual understanding even in the
midst of conflict, giving an opportunity to the involved parties of finding a
neutral ground upon which they can build peace. This paper analyses the case of
the Lower Jordan Valley and the efforts of implementing a grassroots initiative
named Good Water Neighbors, in order to build peace between Israeli,
Palestinians and Jordanian communities using the shared water resources as a
catalyst for cooperation rather than a reason for conflict. The findings from desk
and field research show opportunities and limitations of using environmental
peacebuilding in the middle of a violent conflict, contributing to the theory by
pointing out the basic mistakes that often lead to the failure of this kind of
approach in the case of the Lower Jordan Valley.
Keywords: Transboundary Water Issues, Environmental Peacebuilding, Arab
Israeli conflict, Water in the Middle East, Tragedy of the Commons.
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INTRODUCTION
Then the king said, "Bring me a sword." So they brought a sword for the king. He
then gave an order: "Cut the living child in two and give half to one and half to the
other [woman]”.
Kings 3:24-25.
The King Solomon passage from the Bible gives us a perfect ante litteram
description of the Tragedy of the Commons (Hardin, G. 1968) and effectively
describes the contemporary situation of the Jordan river. To continue with the
biblical metaphor, we can consider the river as the contested child and the
woman contending it as the riparians sharing the Jordan/Dead Sea basin.
Environmental water issues are not confined by societal boundaries, especially
when a common watershed is crossed by political divides. In the world there are
about 260 rivers that cross or form international borders (Wolf, 1998 in Sadoff
and Grey, 2002). Even river basins completely within national boundaries give
rise to disputes among users with different demands and management
preferences; this phenomenon is particularly noticeable in federal states with
strong local authority (Sadoff and Grey, 2002). However, in such cases there is
always a national legislative structure with ultimate authority (ibid.). On the
other hand, there is rarely an institution with equivalent authority when the
dispute is between countries, as the sovereignty of national states is always the
ultimate authority on an international level (ibid.). If water management within
a basin is determined by national interests at the expenses of the riparian
countries, a tragedy of the common is likely to occur.
In a situation of conflict it must be assumed that any drop of water not captured
by one party will be taken by the rivals, hence the only logical action for a
sovereign actor that can sprout from this situation is to extract as much as the
shared resource as possible. In the Lower Jordan Valley / Dead Sea basin, this
leads to consider every drop of freshwater flowing to the Sea as a waste (Jordan
– Israel peace treaty, 1994. Annex II, article 1C ), concept that well describes the
actual situation, as well as the struggle in order to have control over the
upstream positions. When dealing with common pool resources (CPR) shared
by states, it is important to remind that unlike individuals, nations can use
military power in order to achieve their goals (Yetim, M. 2002), hence military
capacity must be taken into account in order to understand the relations
between riparians and their potential control over the water resources.
If the riparians have a high extraction capacity, then sustainable exploitation
rates can easily be crossed, leading in the long term to the degradation of the
resource, defining this as a lose – lose situation.
The only way to avoid a tragedy of the commons is then to reframe the situation
in a way that logical thinking would lead to the goal of exploiting the resources
below their recharge rate, in order not to compromise the capacity of the basin
to provide water in the future for societal needs.
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Because of this, it is necessary to perceive the watershed as a single unit, putting
aside political divides that have no relevance in the matter of water
management. When the situation is defined in this way, shared resources can
become a source of cooperation rather than conflict. However, in some cases
governments can be extremely reluctant to cooperate because of lack of trust
created by long lasting violent conflict, cultural and religious difference and
governmental propaganda depicting the neighbor as “the enemy” mainly for
political reasons, hence forcibly rejecting cooperation and assimilation such in
the case of Israel/Palestine (Goldschmidt and Davidson, 2006 - 298). The case of
the Lower Jordan Valley and Dead Sea is an example of systematic failure of the
current paradigm based on sovereignty and national interest in addressing
transboundary environmental issues.
Within the framework of environmental cooperation over shared resources
between parties in conflict, this paper will analyze a project implemented by
Friends of The Earth Middle East (FoEME) called Good Water Neighbors (GWN)
and the theory behind it. A deep analysis of the project has been carried on in
order to highlight the challenges and opportunities offered by this kind of
approach in the case of LJV.
This initiative has been chosen as it represents a perfect example of
environmental peacebuilding with a grassroots approach in the field of water
cooperation across political divides in the midst of conflict. Moreover, FoEME is
widely recognized as an authority in the communities where it operates and
represents a valuable source of information on environmental peacebuilding in
the region.
The goal of the project is to bring communities together and increase awareness
about the importance of preserving the water resources they share, despite of
their riparian position, in order to keep benefitting from that resource in the
future. At the same time the project aims at creating a dialogue platform
between riparian communities with the goal of moving a step towards a durable
peace.
This paper will examine how does this project contributes to the environmental
peacebuilding theory in the specific context of the Lower Jordan Valley, critically
taking into account opportunities, challenges and theoretical flaws of the
environmental peacebuilding approach.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Identifying the aim of the thesis has been more controversial than previously
thought. In fact, while water is an essential component of the conflict in the
Middle East, it is subordinated to other issues that find a higher place on the
political agenda, such as that of Palestinian refugees in Jordan, the issue of
Jerusalem and the final status of Palestine, the permanent humanitarian
emergency of Gaza and the brutality of the military occupation of the West
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Bank. Besides, different factors contribute to cover up the issue of water scarcity
and degradation of the Jordan river, contributing to a general lack of
environmental awareness among certain stakeholders such as the farmers.
Because of this, while I initially believed that water could be the key to the
resolution of conflict, I later realized that environmental peacebuilding with
shared water as central resource can be the starting point for conflict resolution,
but not the solution itself.
In the light of these findings, I structured the paper’s research questions as
follows:


How does the experience of the Good Water Neighbor Project contribute
to the Environmental Peacebuilding theory?



How can we contribute to a sustainable management model for the
Lower Jordan Valley on the basis of Environmental Peacebuilding
theory?

More practical research questions that arose during the study, and that are
needed in order to answer the main theoretical questions are:


On the light of practical experience, what are the challenges and
opportunities offered by a bottom up environmental peacebuilding
approach in the case of the Lower Jordan Valley?



To what extent can the grass roots approach offered by the GWN project
contribute to the ecological rehabilitation of the Jordan river ecosystem?

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

The main limitation of this study is that it has been conducted in a very specific
area that includes only two of the parties involved into the conflict (Israel and
Jordan), excluding the territories of the West Bank where the issue of water
scarcity is even more dire. While it can be stated that many of the Jordanian
communities within the Jordan Valley share similar characteristics, it is
important to remark that the area of the case study borders with Israel, while
the majority of the water flow length is shared by Jordan with the West Bank.
Because of this, socio economic differences in the riparian countries are not
taken into account hence the reliability of the findings is only limited to the
northern section of the watercourse.
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WATER AND CONFLICT IN THE LOWER JORDAN VALLEY

The peace treaty between Jordan and Israel of 1994 is often regarded as a good
example of transboundary cooperation between countries sharing a CPR
(Eisenberg et al., 2003). However, while it effectively managed to settle down
military conflict it still fails to contemplate the river basin and the Dead sea as
ecosystems that provide services upon which the benefits negotiated into the
agreement are based. The peace treaty discourse in fact lies still within the
paradigm that natural resources do not hold a value per se but are expendable
goods for the national interests. This establishes an unsustainable and unequal
exploitation of the water in the basin, that only reflects the power relation
between countries and institutionalize the result of previous military actions
Given this systemic flaw in the current discourse, grassroots initiatives raising
awareness of the fact can potentially have a more tangible effect than bilateral
agreements based on power relations between riparian countries. On the other
hand in the particular case analyzed, this kind of approach can only have a
beneficial impact on the environment that is punctiform compared to the action
capacity of governments. The positive characteristic of the bottom up approach
must then be seen in terms of increased environmental awareness and as a
“dialogue platform” in the midst of conflict. Even like this, when the reasons for
conflict are rooted into political issues rather than environmental ones, the
dialogue platform becomes extremely difficult to establish and the discourse is
likely to regress to the core causes of conflict of the approach of environmental
cooperation systematically fails to address it.
An important factor to consider in the LJV is not only the absolute water
scarcity, but the riparian distribution. Israel’s water policy is based on the
diversion of most the freshwater from the Lower Jordan watershed, disrupting
the water balance of the region and negatively impacting the Jordan Valley
ecosystem and by consequence the society that rely upon it.
Because of this, an important issue to be addressed must be the equitable
distribution of water resources, to avoid falling into a reductionist trap that sees
sustainability only as exploitation below replenishment rate; we must in fact
consider the social dimension of the issue, dimension that determines the actual
political divides that are at the core of this issue. At the same time it is
important to consider the value of the ecosystem as an entity per se, looking at it
beyond the mere quantity of water it can provide. Within the social dimension it
is essential to consider the role of water in the three different countries, from its
economic to symbolic relevance in the societal life.
Under an environmental point of view, the consequences of this water conflict
are dire and evident. Nowadays, the Jordan river can hardly be considered as
such, given that its water flow has been reduced from 1.5 – 1.3 bcm to only 90
mcm when it reaches the Dead Sea (Libiszewski, 1995) because of various up
and side stream diversions. This creates a number of serious environmental
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consequences including extreme biodiversity loss, water salinization and
eutrophication, lowering water tables, drop of the Dead Sea and creation of
sinkholes (Becker, N. et al 2004).
In the long term this unsustainable exploitation will eventually result in even
more severe degradation, including the almost complete dry out of the Dead
Sea, seriously compromising the living possibility inside the valley, with
enormous social and economic consequences. A sustainable management of this
politically divided watershed cannot be implemented by a single riparian party,
nor it can exclude the necessity of equitable distribution. In fact without water
justice, it is impossible to avoid further violent conflict; this would likely result
in even more severe radicalization of political positions, violence with loss of
human lives, livelihoods and jeopardizing any possibility of concerted efforts to
preserve this unique and delicate environment.
The Good Water Neighbor project fits into this situation by providing a new
approach on the issue of conflict resolution and preservation of internationally
shared resources. A goal of this paper is to analyze this project and understand
its weaknesses and strengths relatively to the specific context into which it
operates and that is explained in detail in this part of the study.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION

In order to understand the repartition of land and resources between riparians
in the Lower Jordan Valley and, more broadly, in the Middle East, it is necessary
to draft the history of the events that shaped the actual situation and how it
came to be framed systematically as a situation of conflict. As the issues in the
area cannot be understood by excluding the demographic, geopolitical and
trust/hate conditions, I will here briefly make a historical contextualization of
the main events that led to the current situation, taking into account the
concepts useful to explain the role that environmental peacebuilding can have in
the area.
In the discourse about water in the study region, it is in fact of the utmost
importance to consider not only water as a necessary resource for the national
interest, but also in its symbolic value within the dominant ideologies in the
area. A particular focus must be used when analyzing the Zionist movement and
the creation of the State of Israel, event that drastically changed the power
relations in the region and the demographic asset of the Middle East. It is
however extremely important to understand the value of water within the
Jordanian culture, particularly regarding the political implications of tribalism
and agriculture into the Jordan Valley.
Political Zionism can be defined as the belief that Jews constitute a nation (or to
use another term a people) with the same rights of any other group, including
the right of return to what they consider to be their ancestral homeland
(Goldschmidt and Davidson, 2006 - 271). However, it is necessary to consider
that this movement is widely perceived in Arab countries as “a missionstatement for the creation of the state of Israel” that “simultaneously has been
the justification for the dispossession of the Palestinian nation. In liberating one
people from their diaspora, it has provided the logic for the creation of
another.”(Murphy, E. 270). To some extent, a necessary characteristic of
Zionism was indeed the creation of a Palestinian diaspora, as the categorization
of the “other” as an enemy was, and to many extents still is, a necessary tool in
order to achieve a national unity under the flag of identity, as explained further
in this chapter. This characteristic of the founding movement of Israel is
extremely important when using a theoretical approach such as environmental
cooperation/peacebuilding. In fact, as described in a later chapter, a grass roots
community based approach within this theory requires trust between the
parties in order to be implemented. A dominant discourse, from both parts, that
systematically excludes trust with the neighboring community as a part of
national identity (especially in the Israeli case) can represent a challenge
extremely difficult to overcome.
Since 1948, the demographic asset of Jordan and Palestine has changed
dramatically, following the occupation of the latter country and the creation of
Israel. It is possible to identify two main migratory movements in the area: the
flood of Palestinian refugees in Jordan (as well as in other neighboring
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countries), and the massive income of Jewish immigrants, escaping the horror of
the Shoah as well as misery in Eastern Europe. Within a few years, the
population boomed, with 1 275 096 new immigrations to Israel between 1948
and 1967 (Jewish Agency for Israel, 2009), putting ulterior stress over the
already scarce water resources.
Besides the pressure put on water availability by a greater number of people, it
is essential to consider the symbolic value of agriculture (that translates into a
need for land and water) within the Zionist discourse; the return of Jewish
people to the land in fact meant literally, especially in the first stage (before the
creation of Israel) a return to a direct contact with the Jewish mother land,
interpreted as a return to the agriculture of biblical times (Murphy, 2005). It can
be noted that at a symbolic level this concept is extremely powerful, especially
considering that some sites, such as the city of Jericho, are the oldest known
agricultural communities in the human history. Moreover, the importance of
control over water resources in the region was deemed important even before
the creation of the Jewish State. In fact, already in 1919 at the Paris Peace
Conference the World Zionist Organization insisted on the importance of the
control of water flows even outside the British Mandate of Palestine (Giordano,
M. et al. , 2002). While it would be erroneous to think that the politics of Israel is
dictated only by the Zionist movement, it would be as well reductionist to
consider it a mere ideological cover. The Zionist rhetoric in fact uses these
powerful symbols in order to motivate the extreme variety of cultures,
nationalities and political views present in Israel, especially at the beginning of
its creation. The myth stating that the Jews should return to the promised
biblical land (Murphy, E. 2005) has in fact been used in order to unite this
variegated population toward a national goal.
It would be a mistake to believe that Israel’s policy is dictated by religious
integralism only, but this component indeed played, and still plays, an important
role in creating legitimacy for what can be considered as a sui generis colonial
occupation (Goldschmidt and Davidson, 2006 – 280).
Lately, especially after 1967 and the six days war, while labor and religious
parties could have different ideas about the legitimacy of a military occupation
and systematic violation of the local Palestinian rights, they both find a
legitimacy pool in the labeling of Arabs as “others” opposed to the Jews that now
became “us” replacing the previous labeling based on national and cultural
provenience. It can be seen here that the comparison with the other and its
labeling as an enemy is a necessary condition for the creation of a shared
identity.

7

EARLY 20 TH CENTURY AND BALFOUR DECLARATION

The late 19th century saw waves of anti Semitism spreading all over Europe,
leading to the creation of a movement called Zionism by Theodor Herzl,
theorizing that Jewish people would have always been prosecuted as long as
they lacked a national state where they had the absolute majority. In the Zionist
theory, once the Jews acquired a Jewish nation, they would have been
recognized at the same level as other European countries, hence the systematic
prosecution towards them would have ceased.
In the first half of the 20th century, Zionism gradually turned into a political
programme for the colonization of Palestine.
The second, third and fourth aliyahs (literally ascents, migration to Eretz Israel)
brought 30,000 (1904–14), 37,000 (1919–23) and 70,000 (1924–48) new
Jewish immigrants respectively. By 1929 the Jewish population of Palestine had
risen to 154,000 (Sachar, 1977 in Murphy, 2005. 278).
In the early 1930s, the Zionist activist Pinhas Rutenberg built the Degania dam
at the northernmost point of the Lower Jordan River, in order to reroute water
flowing from Tiberias lake to the new hydroelectric plant at Naharayim (FoEME,
2008), and provide electricity to the foreseen Jewish state (Smith, C.G., 1966).
The power plant was destroyed in 1948 by Israeli forces to prevent its capture
during the Arab-Israeli conflict and since then the dam has been used to
regulate the amount of water flowing from the lake to the river.
After the construction of the National Water Carrier in the 1960s, the amount of
water allowed downstream was drastically reduced, in order to offset the
outflow of the canal and keep a steady level of the lake.
After the first world war, Britain occupied Palestine with the promise of
returning it to an independent Arab ownership, but in 1922 the occupation was
formalized as a mandate of the League of Nation. Within the terms of mandate
there was an explicit reference to the Balfour declaration, a letter sent from the
British foreign secretary to the Zionist leader in the UK in 1917, that the
Kingdom “viewed with favor” the creation of a Jewish State in Palestine
(Goldschmidt and Davidson, 2006 - 278). In the declaration, the local Palestinian
population was granted civil and religious right, but no right to an independent
state, making de facto the Arab population an undesired nuisance in the process
of creating the Jewish country.
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SECOND WORLD WAR, SHOAH, CREATION OF ISRAEL AND THE
NAKHBA

The Nazi genocide of, among other ethnic groups and dissidents, a
disproportionate amount of European Jews, created the ideal condition for a
mass emigration to a new land where to avoid prosecution. The Zionist
movement spread the myth of “a land without people, for people without
land”(Murphy, E. 2005. 280), creating the ideal conditions for a mass migration
of Jews towards Palestine.
In August 1947, UNSCOP published a resolution stating that Palestine should be
partitioned in two states, Arab and Jewish, with separate Jerusalem-Bethlehem
enclaves to come under UN supervision. In 1948 Britain announced the end of
its Palestinian mandate, leaving the enforcement of the resolution to the
interested parties. Few hours before the official end of the mandate, the state of
Israel declared its existence and a war between the new state and its Arab
neighbors began. War broke out between the newborn state and an alliance of
neighboring Arab countries. Between May 1948 and March 1949 the Arab
coalition was defeated, the political map was redefined by leaving the West
Bank under Transjordan command and Gaza under Egypt. Around 360
Palestinian villages and 14 towns had been destroyed, and 85% of the Arab
population previously living within the new state of Israel’s borders (around
726 000 people) fled either to neighboring countries or to the West Bank – Gaza.
(Murphy, E. 2005).
Every year the 14th of May (Gregorian calendar) is celebrated in Israel as the day
of establishment of the Jewish State, symbolizing in the Zionist rhetoric the
return of Jews to Eretz Israel. The following day is mourned from the
Arab/Palestinian population as the day of Nakhba – the catastrophe, marking
the moment when Palestinians were forced out of their house.
The myth of return to Palestine is widespread in the Palestinian population of
Jordan (which makes up 65% of the whole population) and is symbolized by a
keyhole, a common sight almost everywhere East of the River and in the West
Bank. This point is important to note since it has a strong impact on trust when
talking about peacebuilding between parties in conflict.
This is also important to remark since, as stated in the introduction, the roots of
conflict in the studied area do not lie in the sharing of scarce water resources,
and proves the point that environmental peacebuilding cannot be the key to the
conflict resolution, but only a potential starting point.
THE SIX DAYS WAR

The occupation of Palestine/Israel should not be considered as a stereotypical
case of European colonialism. In fact, while Zionism shares some points with
9

traditional colonial exploitation (military superiority, racial/civilization
superiority etc.), the focal difference lies in the fact that the local population is
not considered as an object of exploitation, but rather an unwelcomed presence
to be expelled. Israel bases its foundations on an explicit duality of society and
economics. The religious/nationalistic view of the occupation sees this almost
as a fulfillment of a prophecy, legitimated by the biblical right of return to the
land. At the same time, the progressive wing of Zionism sees the occupation as a
modernization process, abhorring the exploitation of non Jews for Jewish profit
and draws its legitimacy from the fact that land was purchased, not taken, from
ruthless Arab landlords, guilty in their discourse of exploiting peasant work
while not contributing to the development of either society or agriculture
(Murphy, E. 2005). In this rhetoric, Israeli’s wealth would be based exclusively
on Israeli’s labor, classifying Zionism as something different than a stereotypical
case of European colonialism.
Zionism explicitly states a differentiation of rights between Arabs and Jews. The
law of return (1950) offers the opportunity to every Jew in the world of
becoming a citizen of Israel, while forbidding at the same time the return of
Palestinians to their former homes. The symbolic value of Palestinian house
demolition and olive trees felling, in order to avoid the return of refugees must
not be underestimated (Sarafa, 2004), especially when considering the effect it
has on trust building in the aftermath of conflict. On a demographic point of
view, since its introduction the law of return brought around 2 700 000 (Jewish
Agency for Israel, 2009) new people to Israel (see appendix) while forcing
Palestinians in neighboring countries or confining them within the borders of
the West Bank or the already overcrowded Gaza Strip.
In 1967 another war between Israel and the neighbors broke up; the lack of
Arab military coordination and Israel’s preparation and technological
superiority resulted in an outstanding victory in only six days for the Jewish
state, that redefined its borders occupying the West Bank, Gaza and the Golan
heights.
It is relevant to note that one of the main reasons for this conflict was the Syrian
intention of diverting the waters of the upper Jordan from flowing to the
Tiberias lake (Smith, C.G., 1966), depriving it of the major inflow and preventing
the development of agriculture after the Israeli construction of the National
Water Carrier in 1964, that provides sweet waters to the rest of the country
outside the Tiberias/Jordan watershed.
Briefly, it is possible to state that each successful military campaign and
territorial acquisition of Israel from 1948 to 1967 led progressively the country
to take control of all the watersheds within its borders, while creating a
situation of semi monopole over the Jordan River, shared with the homonymous
country.
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THEORY AND METHODS
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In the traditional paradigm, a shared common pool resource between two or
more parties can lead to conflict over the control of it (Yetim, M. 2002). If a
conflict occurs, the strongest party will achieve the biggest share of the resource
while the other parties will strive to acquire what is left. This leads to the
assumption that everything not controlled by one side, will be taken by the
other one. If the resource in question is scarce, then the exploitation of it is
likely to exceed the renewal rate, degrading in the long term the system
providing the resource. When this happens, an initially win-lose situation (with
the strongest party holding a privileged position over the resource) turns into a
lose-lose situation when all the parties suffer from the loss of the shared
resource in equal measure. This is an archetypical case of tragedy of the
commons (Hardin, G. 1968).
In this case, the definition of situation as conflict rationally leads to
unsustainable exploitation and long term degradation, as it prevents the
implementation of sustainability policies, that require an ecosystem based
approach rather than one based on political/social boundaries. As stated in
Zartman, open conflict ends and turns into negotiation only when it is ripe for
resolution. The sense of ripeness is a result of all parties viewing the conflict as
mutually hurting (Zartman, 1989 in Jägerskog, 2003- 42). The peace treaty
between Jordan and Israel can then be seen under this perspective and, as
stated earlier, represents a non violent resolution for the sharing of water
resources based on previous military confrontation that both parties were
unable to continue. In this case then, the outcome of negotiation is similar to
that of armed conflict, as the underlying discourse over the CPR remained the
same as in the conflictual phase.
As stated by Ostrom, the only solution to prevent this is to rethink the definition
of situation from conflict to cooperation. If both parties agree that the resource
they share will be degraded by the current exploitation driven by conflict, then
it is possible to reframe the perception of a shared pool as a source of
cooperation. Individuals jointly using a CPR overcome the tragedy of the
commons by communicating one another and establishing agreed upon rules
and strategies to improve their joint outcome and develop an institutional
framework (Ostrom, 1990). Developing a new framework would change the
rational course action that would then be focused into putting effort on the
preservation and sustainable extraction of the resource rather than into the
maximization of extracting capacity at the expense of the other.
Using the environment as a peacebuilding tool is a new and unexplored subject
in the field of development and cooperation; in fact the traditional paradigm
focuses (as well as most literature on the subject) on the relation between
11

conflict and environmental degradation, seeking in the resolution of conflict the
root to solve the issue. However, at the world water day in 2002 Kofi Annan
acknowledged that:
“ […] The water problems of our world need not be only a cause of tension; they
can also be a catalyst for cooperation. […]. If we work together, a secure and
sustainable water future can be ours.” (Annan, K., 2002).

This declaration opened the way for a change in the notion of environment and
conflict, bringing ecological issues into political initiatives (Harari, 2008).
The root of the conflict in the studied case may not lie only in the sharing of a
resource, but it would be naïve to believe that control over the water sources
does not play a major role in the geopolitics of the Middle East, for the reasons
mentioned in the previous chapter both in Jordan and Israel water plays a
symbolic/political role both in the Zionist ideology and in Jordanian culture; this
component cannot be ignored by any politician seeking for legitimization, and
this can potentially constitute an obstacle towards the implementation of
sustainability policies.
In this case, being water sources a strategic standpoint in the international
scenario and being an irreplaceable good for all the parties involved, it is
possible to see them as a source of cooperation, in order to safeguard them,
rather than a contested item, given that contending a shared water resource
leads to its degradation due to the tragedy of the commons.
ENVIRONMENTAL PEACEBUILDING

Peacebuilding can be defined as “ a comprehensive concept that encompasses,
generates, and sustains the full array of processes, approaches, and stages
needed to transform conflict towards more sustainable and peaceful relations.
[…] the term involves a wide range of activities and functions that both precede
and follow formal peace accords […] and is a dynamic social process”.
(Lederach, 1997. 20). The end point of this process, peace “Can be thought as a
continuum ranging from the absence of violent conflict to the inconceivability of
it”. (Conca, Dabelko, 2002. 9).
Environmental peacebuilding can be defined as a subcategory of peacebuilding
that focuses on the environment as the key to create peaceful relations, rather
or besides than economic, cultural, political or social efforts. In fact,
environmental issues have a transboundary dimension that require a cross
border effort in order to be properly addressed, representing a perfect platform
for starting peacebuilding efforts even in the midst of conflict.
Prolonged conflict however, where parties have likely experienced violent
trauma and unfairness, tend to create a representation of the “other” based on
fear and stereotyping: “If we do not dominate we will be dominated” (Lederach,
1997 - 15), generating mistrust and hate. This constitutes a first challenge to
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peacebuilding, as mistrust and hate jeopardize the process of reconciliation
which is the first necessary step for peacebuilding. Reconciliation aims at
establishing mechanisms that put parties in conflict in a human relationship
with each other (ibid.).
Within the peacebuilding theory there are several approaches that can be used
in order to construct peace between conflict parties: political, social, economic,
cultural and ecological (Harari, 2008). Focusing on an ecological approach
brings the following advantages (Conca, Dabelko, 2002 in Harari, 2008):




Environmental issues ignore political boundaries, forcing involved
parties to cooperation for the effective resolution of the problem, as
unilateral actions are not able to do it.
Environmental issues require long term cooperation, creating an ideal
platform for dialogue between conflicting parties.
ONTOLOGY AND EPISTEMOLOGY

The perception of water reality as well as the definition of conflict are
constructed by the actors involved into the problem.
Physical reality exists independently of human thought, but the meaning we
give to it is socially constructed. As stated already in 1928 by Thomas, “If men
define situations as real, they will be real in the consequences” (Thomas, 1928),
meaning that the social construction of reality is not necessary linked with the
physical and measurable dimension. Because of this, when dealing with social
constructions it is necessary to bear in mind the concept that people will behave
according to their perception of a situation and not necessarily according to the
scientific reality of facts.
However, this study will also analyze the physical (environmental) dimension of
the water issue in the case studied, but the ontological approach used to
understand the issue cannot be limited to its numeric measurement. It is indeed
possible to apply universally recognized criteria to define concepts such as
water scarcity, but this would not explain the meaning of it for the individuals
subject to this condition and in this particular case.
If the meaning of reality is constructed by society then it is necessary to use a
constructivist ontological approach in order to properly understand the social
dimension of the problem.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Given the purpose of the study and its spatial limitations I used qualitative
methods in order to integrate desk studies with research conducted on the field.
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This paper is a single case study analyzing the GWN project in a specific
community in the northern part of the LJR on the Jordanian side. While the
findings show a certain degree of transferability to other areas of the Eastern
bank, a comprehensive study should address the shared watershed as a unit,
taking into consideration more than an area in a single riparian country.
Because of this, the thesis leaves opened some points for further research.
Building on literature review and internet analysis, a field research was carried
on during an internship period at the FoEME regional office in Amman between
January and March 2010.
Desk studies have been complemented with unstructured interviews,
discussions with involved FoEME members and field notes in the area of Sheik
Hussein. I also made a wide use of random observations collected during
numerous field trips to the study area in order to grasp the social reality of the
water/environmental dimension. To analyze the biophysical characteristic of
the Sheik Hussein area I integrated literature review with first hand data
collected by FoEME and random observations collected during frequent field
trips in the study area.
Distance and area calculations have been made with Google Earth. In order to
get first hand impression about social perception of environmental issues I used
qualitative interviews collected during my internship period by FoEME staff
members within the Community GIS project, initiative to which I personally
took part as author of the final report.
Moreover, direct involvement into the GWN project gave me a facilitated access
to the unpublished organization’s material and allowed me to interview
involved members both from the community and the organization, from all the
three different riparian countries.
Due to the militarization of the river as border between Jordan and Israel, and
due to the hazard of landmines scattered in the area, it was impossible to collect
first hand data and impressions about the state of the river.
However, the ecological and hydrological data about the river have been
recently collected by a team of FoEME members for a comprehensive study
about river rehabilitation. This publication will have a relevant weight in any
future study about the Jordan river, as it represents the first comprehensive
data collection about the status of the river after the study made by Lynch in the
late 19th century. The study is at the time of writing not yet been published but
is available as draft.
For budget, time constraints and difficulty of travelling and crossing the
borders, I rely on secondary data collected from FoEME staff for material
concerning the Israeli side. Most of the findings rely on informal discussions
with FoEME staff members involved in the field projects, as well as informal
discussions with selected individuals from the local population in the study
area. In fact for time, language and budget constraints it has proven prohibitive
to directly interview a larger number of community members.
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ECOLOGICAL STATUS OF THE LOWER JORDAN RIVER

A brief description of the main contested surface water body in the area must be
made in order to understand the extent of environmental degradation and the
threats that this region is facing. Knowing the status of the River is important as
it remarks the need for actual environmental cooperation, hence potentially
opening the way to an environmental peacebuilding approach pushed forward
by a dire and serious concern for environmental degradation.
Throughout the 20th century, the Jordan river underwent through a huge
number of changes that drastically altered its ecosystem and its capacity to
provide essential services. The Jordan Valley and the area surrounding it has
been inhabited for thousands of years, with Jericho being most likely the oldest
town ever built by mankind (Science news letter, 1952) and birthplace of
agriculture.
Sources of information about the river’s status prior to any major disturbance
are extremely rare and scattered. There is however a comprehensive study
carried on by W.F. Lynch in 1852 providing a quantitative overview of different
river sections as well as a generic narrative about the characteristics of the
water flow, which gives us a useful tool for comparing the actual situation to the
“pristine” one, if this condition is possible to identify given the ancient age of
human impact on the river.
Historically the Lower Jordan River (LJR) had an average base flow of 1.3 billion
cubic meters of freshwater per year, with some scholars giving lower figures
(Libiszewski, 1995). This flow was composed of, on average, 540 million cubic
meters (mcm) flowing from the Upper Jordan through the Tiberias lake (Sea of
Galilee), 480 mcm flowing from the Yarmouk river (the main tributary) and the
rest from smaller streams from both sides (Farber et al, 2005, Hof, 1998,
Holzman et al, 2005). During the 20th century, and particularly following the
creation of the State of Israel, agricultural plans and expansion, population
pressure and conflict led progressively to the diversion of 98% of the historical
flow. The water remaining is composed of saline water, agricultural return flow,
sewage (often untreated or only primary treated) and fish pond waters (from
the Israeli side) (Ruppin et al, 2010). Low water quantity and extremely poor
quality led to a rapid degradation of the ecosystem, with salinity and pollutants
reducing the flora and fauna to only the most resistant species. Moreover, the
virtual absence of water drastically reduces the inflow to the Dead Sea, which
level is dropping on average of 1 meter per year (Libiszewski, 1995) with dire
environmental consequences including loss of land due to the appearance of
sinkholes and potential economic losses due to reduced tourism (Becker et al.,
2004).
Politically the water flow of the LJR can be divided in three parts. The first part
goes from the Tiberias lake to the confluence of the Yarmouk river, flowing
entirely in Israeli territory. The second part goes from this point to the Bezeq
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stream, and serves as border between Jordan and Israel (the study area in the
following chapter is located in this section). The third part continues until the
Dead Sea, with the river constituting a border between Jordan and Palestine,
even if de facto the river bank is administered politically and military by the
State of Israel, denying any access to the river from the Occupied West Bank.
Water diversion and inflow of pollutants occurs all along the relatively densely
populated river banks, however, there are some diversion points that must be
taken into consideration. The first and most important are the Degania and
Alumot dams, south of the Tiberias lake and entirely in Israeli territory. These
two dams completely block the outflow from the lake in order to offset the
water loss from the National Water Carrier (NWC) canal carrying the water
outside the Jordan watershed westwards and south until the northern fringes of
the Negev desert.
Saline springs that would naturally flow into the Tiberias lake have been
deviated, during the construction of the NWC in order to improve water quality
for irrigation purposes, into the mainstream of the Jordan flow just south of the
Alumot dam. Fish ponds and sewage, along with the saline water, are now the
only water flowing outside Israeli territory before the Yarmouk joins the Jordan
river (see appendix).
The Yarmouk itself however discharges only a portion of its natural flow into
the Jordan. In fact, progressive damming upstream in Syria and Jordan
drastically reduced the historical flow. Moreover, roughly seven kilometers
before the junction with the Jordan, the Yarmouk river is tapped by the King
Abdullah Canal (KAC) which conveys water southwards along the valley and
allows to enter it into the main river bed only as a return flow from irrigation,
with reduced quantity (because of evapotranspiration and plant growth) and
quality (because of the washing of fertilizers and pesticides).
To briefly summarize the chief causes of environmental degradation of the LJR,
it is possible to state that drastical reduction of the upstream flow, use of
fertilizers and pesticides (that rates among the highest in the world concerning
the Israeli side (Libiszewski, 1995), almost inexistent wastewater management
in Jordan and Palestine, saline springs diversion and fish pond wastewaters
reduced a once tumultuous river into a toxic creek.
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THE GOOD WATER NEIGHBORS PROJECT
PROJECT OVERVIEW

In this chapter I will analyze how the Good Water Neighbor (GWN) project of
Friends of the Earth Middle East (FOEME), as an example of transboundary
environmental cooperation with a grassroots approach, contributes to reframe
the situation of shared natural resource from a source of conflict to a pragmatic
reason for cooperation in a particular community of the Lower Jordan Valley. I
will make a critical analysis of the project’s claims and include challenges,
obstacles and biases that I encountered during the field research period.
The GWN project consists of several coupled partner communities situated on
different sides of the political divide (Jordan, Palestine and Israel) cooperating
in order to prevent further degradation of their shared environment. The
identification of common environmental problems between communities on
opposite riparian positions is a core issue of the project (FoEME, 2007). In fact
an important part of GWN is the direct involvement of community members in
the identification and search for solution of environmental issues. This factor
alone has been proven to increase community consciousness on environmental
issues (FoEME, 2007). To properly implement a bottom up approach, the first
step of the project was to hire a member of each community with an
environmental background as field staff reference. Within the framework of
GWN, FoEME introduced a wide array of initiatives, some of which proved to be
valuable sources of qualitative data, such as the Community GIS project,
especially about the social perception of environmental issues.
Awareness of the situation is however only the first step in order to achieve a
transboundary cooperation and reframe a shared resource into a reason for
cooperation rather than conflict. In fact understanding of common water related
environmental issues constitutes the basis upon which cross border shared
solution can be built, but is not a sufficient condition. Unresolved conflict and
inequitable share of resources, years of propaganda depicting the other as an
enemy and unbearable border controls (at least for the Arab population) have
an extremely negative impact on trust building, which is also a necessary
condition in order to achieve a shared and sustainable water management on
the two sides of the political divide.
The project was initiated in 2001 with 11 initial communities, number that
expanded to 17 in 2010. The intention of GWN is to identify pilot community in
order to eventually achieve a valid management model for the whole region in
the light of the environmental peacebuilding theory explained before. So far
some of the main claimed achievements of the project have been:


Education and empowerment of local youth volunteers about their water
realities and wise water use.
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Investment in public buildings in order to increase water use efficiency
and maximize community involvement
Launch of a public petition concerning a cross border water problem that
needs to be solved for each pair or neighboring community
Creation of an ecological garden in each community
Awareness raising initiatives
Generation of a series of “Memorandums of Understanding” regarding
the need for cooperation on environmental issues signed by mayors of
the paired communities
Creation of a network for the exchange of information gathering experts
from neighboring communities

All these goals reached so far car be categorized either as increases in local
environmental awareness or as efforts for (strictly) environmental dialogue
between partner communities.
THE STUDY AREA

The project has a basin wide dimension, with partner communities distributed
along the whole length of the valley. In my case study I took into consideration
the GWN project in the community of Tabkat Fahal, with a specific focus on the
village of Sheik Hussein (Jordan). Within the project this community is
partnered with the Israeli municipality of Beit Shean. The study area is located
in the northern part of the lower Jordan Valley, which presents some particular
characteristics.
Some considerations about the landscape in the study area must be made in
order to get a picture of the potential issues in the zone.
In fact, while the surrounding area, particularly Jordan, is generically defined as
arid, with average precipitation below 200mm/year, with some zones such as
the eastern desert being below 50mm/year (Libiszewski, 1995), the northern
region is tempered by westerly winds blowing from the Mediterranean and
Black Sea onto the land. These winds cause orographic precipitations along the
sea coast (Levant) and on the main reliefs including the hills of the West Bank
and Northern Jordan. Here the precipitation exceeds the annual
Evapotranspiration providing a water surplus (ibid.) that constitutes the only
recharge of the region’s freshwater resources. Because of this, the river section
falling within the study area is the widest of the whole flow (Ruppin et al., 2010.
33 ).
The eastern bank is characterized by a narrow floodplain, roughly three
kilometers wide and 230 meters below sea level, sharply interrupted by the
escarpment of the valley which rises up to 200 meters within the municipality
borders. The escarpment is deeply incised by canyons or Wadi, that provide a
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seasonal water flow during the rainy months. The most important surface water
bodies in this area are the Wadi Ziglab and the Wadi Al Jurm, flowing
respectively through Sheik Hussein in the northern section and Al Masharea
(Pella) in the south. The Sharhabil bin Hassneh, or Ziglab, reservoir is located
within walking distance from Sheik Hussein and constitutes the downstream
source of the Ziglab creek. Another important anthropic landmark is the King
Abdullah Canal (KAC) that runs parallel to the Jordan river on an average
distance of 2 km from the river bed and conveys southwards the waters tapped
from the Yarmouk, while at the same time intercepting the side Wadi (including
the Ziglab and the Jurm) preventing water from flowing directly into the river
bed, hence allowing it to enter only as return flow from irrigation.
The Jordan river in this section presents a wide and deep channel with slow
water velocity (Ruppin et al., 2010. 32-33). Average water depth is here
between 166 and 119 cm with a difference between April and July of 40 cm,
which is by far the deepest of the documented section (ibid.). The water velocity
in this segment is however next to zero, condition that creates a stagnant
habitat. In the only historical measurement prior to the first disturbance in the
1930s, this part of the river used to have an average depth of 180cm and a
water velocity of 2,5 m/sec, and was described as a fast running torrent with
rapids, cascades and falls (Lynch, 1858).
The floodplain between the northeastern escarpment and the River hosts the
biggest share of Jordan’s agriculture; the main crops in the area are citrus,
vegetables, cereals and to a minor extent bananas (Gorskaya, 2009. 14). Due to
the scarce precipitation in the area, agriculture is fed by surface irrigation with
water taken from the KAC, being the one of the Jordan too saline for agricultural
purposes (Farber et al., 2003). As briefly stated before, the agricultural runoff
from the fields that flows into the Jordan constitutes one of the main inflows of
the river.
Also, it is relevant to state some characteristics of the community where most of
the field study has been conducted. The municipality of Tabkat Fahal is a
medium sized cluster of towns and villages incorporating the communities of Al
Masharea and Sheik Hussein, in additions to the small villages of Tel Arbain,
Gleaat, Al Harawieh, Al Jessoura, Sheik Mohammed, Zumalieh, Busseleh and
Azaba, totaling approximately 25 000 residents. The area is home to the
archeological site of Pella, one of the Roman Decapolis cities. In addition, the
northern crossing of the Jordan river is located in this area, next to the Sheik
Hussein border crossing. The FoEME Ecopark Sharhabil Bin Hassneh is located
within walking distance from the community of Sheik Hussein, next to the Ziglab
water reservoir.
The municipality lies on the eastern side of the King Abdullah Canal (KAC) and
is traversed by the Jordan Valley highway that provides connection with the rest
of the country. As stated earlier, the area receives a higher annual precipitation
compared to the average of Jordan (Libizewsky, 1995). This results in the
(potential) presence of green vegetation on the hills east of the populated areas.
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The GWN project provides a good source of environmental data and, above all,
information about the social perspective of environmental pollution. In 2007
the community of Sheik Hussein was asked to identify areas of environmental
concern within the borders of their municipality. The outcome of this
community based survey was the identification of several different
concerns/hazards.
Another important source of information about the social perception and
awareness of environmental issues is the Community GIS initiative (CGIS) a part
of the broader GWN project. Within this initiative, youth from the partner
communities is involved in field surveys and invited to localize and quantify the
main sources of pollution in the area in order to mark them on a GIS map with
the help of GPS equipment provided by FoEME. The strength of this initiative is
the use of young citizens in order to denounce what they perceive as an
environmental threat, providing valuable qualitative information about the
social perception of the environment from a particular social group, while also
identifying environmental hazards difficult to spot for an independent
researcher.
This grassroots approach to the identification of environmental problems also
provides valuable information about the community’s perception of the
environment and about the different biases (because of culture, lack of
awareness and technical knowledge) the community can have regarding socialenvironmental relations. It is in fact interesting to note not only what the
community discovers as an environmental threat, but also what it fails to
recognize as such. Here are the environmental issues identified by the
municipality of Tabkat Fahal – particularly in the community of Sheik Hussein.
Direct involvement into the CGIS project as report editor gave me the
opportunity to get an insight of the perceived main issues of the LJV. A finding
from this fact is that all the communities, especially on the Jordanian side, suffer
from similar, if not the same environmental issues.

APPLYING THE THEORY

The waters of the Lower Jordan valley are an excellent example of common pool
resource, shared by three parties in conflict. The situation of conflict led the
demand of water to exceed the available amount, with a number of severe
ecological consequences that risk to deteriorate the capacity of the ecosystem of
providing vital services, upon which all the parties rely, in the near future. It can
be then inferred that an environmental peacebuilding approach focuses on
necessity of societies and their reliance on a certain environmental asset, giving
the possibility of overcoming the conflict reasons in the name of a mutual and
more severe threat.
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Dabelko identifies four different roles that the environment may play in a
situation of conflict:








It can help preventing the conflict: a transboundary management of the
shared resource can improve the resource quality and increase the life of
residents, easing the tensions that could eventually develop into conflict.
Environmental cooperation addressing issues of poverty and inequality
may constitute a good peacemaking strategy by preventing the conflict of
generating violence.
It can act as a lifeline during conflict: Dabelko mentions the case of Israel
and Jordan, where some cooperation on the water issue persisted even in
the midst of conflict, because of the irreplaceable value of this resource in
the area. Environmental issues can in fact provide a safe area for
dialogue when considered by the parties “low priority” in the political
agenda. When they are instead considered “high priority”, they can be
perceived as too important to fight over (this is however not the case of
the LJW).
It can help to end the conflict: as a consequence of the previous role,
environment can foster cooperation even in the midst of conflict,
creating a dialogue platform that can help preventing further violence.
It can help making peace sustainable and long lasting: relations can
remain unsettled even when parties reach a formal peace agreement, like
in the case studied. A transboundary management can help providing a
long term cooperation institution that represents a constant contact
point between parties, making it less likely to resume the conflict.

Advocates of the 1994 peace treaty between Jordan and Israel regard the
agreement as an example of cooperation over shared water resources
(Eisenberg et al., 2003), hence defining the current situation already as a non
conflictual one. However, the document simply states what is the share of the
resource due to each party, basing the proportion and control sphere on the
results of the armed conflict. Moreover, the agreement considers the whole
amount of water within the watershed potentially exploitable (Jordan – Israel
Peace Treaty, Annex II article 1/3) for the societal needs, de facto allowing the
total drying of the river and of the Dead Sea, without considering the rights of
the thirds party, the Palestinian Authority, whose water supply is determined
entirely by what Israel and Jordan decide to let flow downstream and whose
actual access to water is controlled, and often denied by military orders (PCG,
2010, 31), of Israel’s occupation forces.
Because of this, the 1994 peace treaty can be considered as a confirmation of
the current paradigm that sees shared resources as a source of conflict. Its only
function and merit is in fact the cessation of military hostilities by unequally
dividing the control of the Jordan’s river waters between the Kingdom of Jordan
and Israel (which acquires the biggest share) in order to prevent further conflict
that no party would benefit continuing. In this way, the management of this
common pool resource is still based on social/political boundaries, and the
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water policy of the riparian countries involved is rapidly leading towards
further and further environmental degradation.
Environmental peacebuilding is a long term process, and it cannot be achieved
by a top down decision between belligerent parties if decision making is based
on military and economic force alone. In order to be sustainable, peace must
have the conditions to self regenerate itself, otherwise the conflict is likely to
resume. Saleem delineated a number of steps necessary to the creation of peace
by environmental means (Saleem, 2005):







Sharing a unified information base about a mutual environmental threat
Recognizing the importance of cooperation to alleviating that threat
Making a cognitive connection and developing trust due to
environmental cooperation
Continuing interactions due to environmental necessity
Clarifying misunderstanding as a result of continued interaction
De escalating conflict and building peace

The temporal dimension is a central element in environmental peacebuilding. In
fact, a short term based perspective systematically fails to address the
environmental dimension of conflict as relevant. In the studied case for instance,
the actual situation as seen by the strongest party (Israel) is only positive when
thinking on a short term: successful military campaigns and consequent semi
monopoly over the shared watershed allowed Israel to achieve their goal of
water availability. In a long term perspective however, this situation leads to
environmental degradation that affects all the parties, with Israel potentially
having to lose more than its eastern rivals.
If the international situation is defined following the traditional paradigm of
power relations, then there is little hope in a top down approach that would
include a watershed based common policy and a long term vision in order to
promote a sustainable use of water resources in this area.
Moreover, as stated earlier, when the environmental dimension of a conflict is
considered as a “low politics” issue, it still represents an opportunity for local
initiatives of grassroots cooperation (Dabelko in Harari, 2008). Because of this,
the best way to promote sustainability in the LJV seems to use a bottom up,
community based approach, able to overcome the official positions of the
respective governments and promote a direct action driven by people’s
awareness. A bottom up approach however encounters a number of difficulties
within its implementation, especially in a situation like the case studied in this
document. In fact, as stated earlier, a prolonged situation of conflict, social
inequality and lack of transboundary justice could undermine irreversibly the
level of trust between the communities on different sides of the political divide,
which is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for successful reconciliation
and peacebuilding.
Theory states that interaction over environmental matters can foster dialogue
and in the long term trust as a consequential spillover of human interaction
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with “the enemy”. However, being the reason of conflict not directly rooted into
environmental issues, dialogue over it is unlikely to address the deep motive of
mistrust. In the studied case in fact, it is essential to remark the causality of the
environmental dimension of the clash. In the first place the creation of Israel
increased the population on the western bank of the Jordan, while displacing the
local Arab Palestinian population on the eastern side. The overall increase of
population in the area is the first cause of pressure on the existing resources,
but the reason of mistrust of both parties is not given by that. In fact the anti
Arab propaganda of the Zionist movement creates fear and mistrust on one side,
while the resentment for the displacement creates hate on the other one. As
long as these issues are not solved, it is unlikely that environmental cooperation
will foster a more productive dialogue towards a long lasting peace. As stated in
Lederach however, conflicting groups live as neighbors and therefore the
relationship of hostile interaction which is the basis of conflict is as well the
basis of its long term solution (Lederach, 1997). Therefore reconciliation aims at
establishing mechanisms that put parties to a conflict in a human relationship
with each other whereby the conflicting groups affiliations don’t have to be
minimized (ibid.).
Environmental cooperation changes the mode and the character of the
relationship between parties to a conflict, offering a platform for dialogues well
as a place for encounter with the perspective of improving common
environmental grievances. Thereby the common dedication for a better future
leads to the formation of shared perceptions, thoughts and experiences (Harari,
2008). Peacebuilding must occur at a multiple level and must be created along
personal, relational, structural and cultural dimension (Lederach, 1997).
Because of the above stated reasons, it is of the utmost importance to get a
detailed picture of all the relevant issues that can potentially affect the
peacebuilding process, starting from the international situation and focusing
down until the community level and related environmental issues.
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FINDINGS

The community based survey carried on within the GWN project in Tabkat
Fahal, Sheik Hussein area gives a lot of insights to the social perception of the
environmental issues within this area. It is possible to consider the survey itself
as a tool to increase awareness among the individuals involved. An interview
with a local student involved into the CGIS project shows evidences of increased
awareness towards water quality degradation after participating to the
initiative. However, the social perception of the causes of the environmental
issues can easily be biased by social/cultural factors hence purely community
based solutions can avoid centering the roots of the problem.
An interesting finding arising from the personal participation in the GWN/CGIS
project is that all the Jordanian communities within the valley included into the
initiative share exactly the same problems, from Sheik Hussein until the
northern fringes of the Dead Sea.
Another consideration that must be made before going into the detail of the
single findings is about the issue of awareness of the River’s state. In fact it is
extremely important to note that access to the banks is strictly forbidden by
military restrictions. This factor is likely to play a major role into the social
perception of the problem, as the very sight of the degradation of the river is
kept far from the citizens; this issue is true even on the Israeli and Palestinian
side of the River, and contributes to the lack of environmental awareness of this
dire issue.

NATURAL SPACES AND OVERGRAZING.

The first area of concern identified by the community is the lack of parks and
open spaces (FoEME 2007). As stated earlier in this chapter, the area of Sheik
Hussein and Tabkat Fahal in general possess a great potential in terms of
recreational value, thanks to the particular environment and to the presence of
sites (such as the archeological park of Pella) with a high cultural content. Lack
of investments prevent the area from becoming a major touristic attraction in
Jordan, with the loss of potential income from tourism. The community’s
perception of this is also a loss of potential income in terms of tourism and
recreation for the residents. A finding from the field study is the availability of a
high potential recreational value of this area, both due to the sharp contrast that
the local climate gives to this area compared to the barrens landscape located
only few kilometers from the communities, and due to the presence of
important archeological sites such as Pella. This potential is however untapped
and unexploited because of lack of investments and resources and is often
shaded by other tourist attractions of the country. An informal discussion with a
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local innkeeper denoted a high level of frustration for this situation, as well as
the passivity of the public institutions regarding the preservation and
exploitation of a potential touristic attraction.
FoEME established in 2005 an ecopark next to the Ziglab dam in order to
provide a solution to this area of concern, perceived as a the main one from the
resident population. The park is located within walking distance from the center
of the village and is in constant expansion.
One issue that has not been mentioned by the community based research is the
threat constituted by overgrazing on the side hills of the eastern escarpment.
This constitutes a main challenge to the creation of a green public area, and can
be considered as a cultural based obstacle to the solution of the problem. In fact
the ecopark area is currently used by three Bedouin families whose livelihood is
based on sheep and goat herding.
The first step in the creation of the ecopark was simply fencing the area
proposed for the project. This allowed the identification of overgrazing as one of
the main reasons for the lack of green area, as simply denying access to
livestock into certain zones drastically changed the landscape, turning barren
hills into green meadows (See appendix for pictures of the dramatic change).
Concerns about this issue have been expressed during informal interviews with
the FoEME members responsible for the GWN project on the Jordanian side.
This thesis is also supported by a study of the nearby university of Irbid,
identifying in overgrazing one of the main contributors to desertification in this
area (Khresat, S. A., 1998).
Moreover, overgrazing reduces water infiltration into the soil during the rainy
season, increasing runoff and flooding the streets of residential areas that,
lacking a proper draining system, are periodically invaded with overflowing
sewage and debris (situation that I personally experienced).
However, the presence of the Bedouins herders still constitute a problem, as the
traditional livelihood of the families taken into account is based on overgrazing
one area before moving to another place (semi nomadic lifestyle). Being the
area outside the fenced park now completely barren, the Bedouins started
trespassing into the park in order to let the livestock graze in the green
protected area, despite of the heavy fines imposed by the local authority. This
resulted in February 2010 into the destruction of dozens of freshly planted
saplings intended for the afforestation of a park’s section. This challenge
involves a number of ethical considerations about the search for sustainable
solutions. In fact, overgrazing is a consequence of the traditional lifestyle
peculiar to this area and represents a major environmental threat that is
however not perceived as such by the local population.
We must in fact consider that the big agricultural expansion in the eastern
Jordan valley started in the 1950s, as a consequence of the big population
explosion due to the massive intake of Palestinian refugees after the creation of
Israel. Simply displacing the Bedouin families, even behind monetary
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compensation, would have the effect of relocating the problem elsewhere while
being perceived as a blow to traditional culture making environmentalism and
sustainability unappealing to the local population.
A much more feasible solution would be to hire the Bedouins as keepers of the
park. Allowing them to retain a sustainable number of livestock would permit
them to continue with their traditional lifestyle, while at the same time their
knowledge of area could be used both to fulfill ranger’s functions as well as
eventually be exploited by a sustainable tourism industry. A sustainable
management model for the watershed should acknowledge traditional
livelihoods and their negative impact on the environment while at the same
time finding appealing trade offs for the people living in such way.

GARBAGE ISSUE

While not strictly related to the transboundary dimension of the water issue, the
garbage problem in the community is worth mentioning as another example of
bias in a community based environmental survey.
In fact, the lack of mention of the issue of littering can be considered as a
finding. While the community based survey saw in dumping an area of
environmental concern, it failed to mention the social component of the
problem. Collection of garbage in the stream beds is caused not only by direct
dumping but mostly by the travel of litter scattered within the watershed
washed by rainwater during the flood season. The absence of trash bins in the
community of Sheik Hussein easily explains that littering is a phenomenon
completely socially accepted and considered as normal given the lack of
infrastructure and peer pressure from the population. What is also relevant is
the littering in the new FoEME ecopark: even if properly managed green areas
are a major need of the population according to the community based survey,
there is a lack of environmental awareness regarding the behavior individuals
have to keep in order to maintain the area. Social behavior leading to
unnecessary pollution can be curbed by awareness campaigns weaved around
the target community; initiatives involving community members in this
direction can also bring towards a positive change.

NO SEWAGE NETWORK AND TREATMENT

The complete lack of a wastewater collection system is perceived as a main
environmental hazard, in Sheik Hussein as well as in the whole Valley. In fact,
most of the dwellings lack access to sewers and rely upon cesspits for their
sewage management. In the community of Sheik Hussein the cesspits are mostly
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well maintained, but in other areas of Tabkat Fahal municipality the situation is
far more dramatic. Lack of management, and sometimes lack of cesspits at all,
often leads to raw sewage flooding the streets of the residential areas, leading to
significant public health hazards. Even where cesspits exist, they are often
emptied directly into the Ziglab stream or simply lack a sufficient sealing,
leading wastewaters to seep into the groundwater hence contaminating the
reservoir. Moreover, pumping from cesspits represents an economic burden for
families living in poverty, causing financial difficulties for the local population
(FoEME, 2005). The community identified as a solution the purchase of
agricultural land with the help of the Jordan Valley Authority (JVA) to build
wastewater collection pools in order to avoid the practice of dumping
wastewater in the residential streets. This would be however a temporary
solution before developing a wastewater transfer system to the nearby
treatment plant in Deir Alla (south) or building a local treatment plant.

POOR AGRICULTURAL PRACTICES AND INEFFICIENT AGRICULTURE

The use of raw manure, the overuse of pesticides and the selection of
inappropriate crops for water scarcity situation led to a particularly
unsustainable agricultural sector in this area. The lack of water saving
technologies in a high Evapotranspiration zone contributes to a wasteful and
inefficient use of the scarce water resources. Moreover, the water pricing tools
are inadequate and contribute to the unsustainable exploitation of the scarce
resources. In fact the price of surface water, regulated by the Jordan Valley
Authority, is on average 0,012 JD per m3 while the use of groundwater is free for
the first 150 m3 and progressively increases to 0,005 JD/m3 for withdrawals up
to 200m3 and to 0,06 JD/m3 for bigger withdrawals (Gorskaya, 2009. 21). It can
be inferred that this mechanism facilitates small plantations reliant on
groundwater (that can take advantage of the 150 m3 tariff free threshold) while
still providing cheap water for agriculture reliant on surface water, that in the
case studied means on the KAC.
Provision of inexpensive water for agriculture is the only factor that allows
farmers in this area to survive, considered that the average economic return of
water used in agriculture in this area is only of 0,3602 JD per m3 (Gorskaya,
2009) and contributes to a mere 3,7% of the Jordanian GDP (CIA world fact
book, 2010), which is a very low figure for a developing country. It must be
noted that Jordanian families living in the Valley are among the poorest of the
country. By comparison, on the other side of the river in Israel, the economic
return for m3 of water employed is on average 2$ (roughly 1,5JD) per m3(Hillel,
2009).
Agricultural expansion is in effect the main driver of the ecological degradation
of the Jordan river. In fact Jordanian agriculture uses up 64% of the whole
water supply, while providing to such a small amount of the GDP. In particular
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the Lower Jordan basin, which contains 80% of the whole irrigated agriculture
in the country and is endowed with 80% of the total water resources (of which
it uses 75%), represent the main demand on this scarce resource (Gorskaya,
2009). Like most of the communities on the eastern bank, Tabkat Fahal
economy is based on agriculture, minor animal husbandry and cottage industry.
However, the particular power structure of the Hashemite Kingdom must be
taken into consideration while analyzing the root of this problem. In fact, the
Ministry of Water and Irrigation (MOWI) is supposed to be the most influent
institution regarding water policy in the country; the Jordan Valley Authority
(JVA) is a department of MOWI dealing exclusively with water policy in the
Valley, and its authority and legitimacy is widely recognized by farmers within
its jurisdiction (Anon, 2008 in Zeitoun, 2009). However JVA authority can be
overridden by the Royal Committee, headed by prince Faisal, brother of the
current King Abdullah. The Committee has the right to override and forbid any
decision of the MOWI on the base of a different interpretation of data, while still
drawing its decision making support on MOWI researches and those of
international donors (Zeitoun, 2009). De facto, the purpose of the Royal
Committee is that of preserving the privileges of certain tribes, as the Monarchy
itself draws most of its power and legitimacy from the tribes (ibid.), hence
preserving the status quo of this influent social group is a political concern with
a high place in the agenda setting.
Most of the farms in the Lower Jordan Valley are owned by members of two
different tribes, with a few large farms owned by Jordanians without tribal
affiliations. Because of the privileged treatment of tribes from the Monarchy,
and because of the Jordanian culture that sees the tribal structure as a
legitimized institution, compared to the government seen as corrupt and
sometimes accused of depriving poor farmers from water in order to divert it to
Zionist Israel (Zeitoun, 2009), large tribal farmers have often the power to
bypass JVA authority. Through personal or tribal connections inside the
administration, as well as the power of deterring public officials from enforcing
JVA policies (sometimes on gunpoint), some large farmers can be more
influential than the minister himself on local water allocation (ibid.). This
creates a favorable condition for continuing with the provision of heavily
subsidized water to use for unsustainable and inefficient agricultural practices.
Criticism about the tribal structure and the Monarchy in particular are a
forbidden argument for most of Jordanians and conducting interviews or even
informal discussion about this matter can turn out to be extremely difficult for
an independent researcher. Moreover, the overriding importance of agriculture
in the preservation of the social status quo automatically relegates the
environmental issues related to agriculture to the level of low politics,
subordinated to the fact that agriculture in the LJR for however unsustainable
and damaging, must exist in order to preserve the legitimacy pool from which
the Monarchy draws power.
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INTERNATIONAL HIGH AND LOW POLITICS ISSUES.

As stated in the chapter dedicated to the theoretical framework, a main
challenge to transboundary cooperation in the study area is the lack of trust in
the partner community and the objective difficulty to overcome the political
divide. It must be considered that the majority of Jordanian residents is
Palestinian or from Palestinian descent and moved to Jordan consequently of
the Israeli’s invasion in 1948 and subsequently in 1967. Because of this the
nearby Israeli community of Beit Shean is often perceived as an illegitimate
occupant of land. At the same time, the very idea of cooperating with the enemy
in order to safeguard a shared water resource can be perceived as collaboration
with the Zionist invader. For this reason, cooperation can only be limited to the
pragmatic aspect of environmental preservation and restoration, but it is
unlikely to blossom in real hate/mistrust free relations, especially until a final
and equitable solution for the Palestinians situation is found.
In fact, adding to the resentment of the Jordanian population for the loss of the
West Bank in the 1967 war, it must be added the Palestinian resentment for the
Nakhba and the awareness of the treatment of Palestinians (often relatives or
related) who didn’t flee and remained in the occupied territories (Shehadeh, R. ,
2008 and Halperin, E. et al. 2010).
Moreover, physically crossing the border can often be a humiliating experience,
especially for Arab citizens. In fact, while Jordanian and Palestinians of the post
1948 emigration are often subject to interrogations and strip searches by Israeli
authorities, Jordanian Palestinians of the post 1967 emigration are categorically
forbidden to enter Israeli soil. On the other hand, Israeli citizens are granted
relatively hassle free passage from one bank of the river to the other: this
unequal treatment is often cause of frustration and discontent among the Arab
population.
While indeed the GWN project in Tabkat Fahal contributed to increase the
environmental awareness of the local population, with a specific focus on the
local youth, it still made a minor contribution to the issue of peacebuilding. This
seems to constitute a major challenge when implementing a project with a
grassroots community based approach between international parties in conflict.
In fact, by not addressing the roots of the conflict, that as stated before lie in
issues other than water, cooperation with the western neighbor has been found
to be generally perceived as a cooperation with an enemy, a betrayal. However,
groups of involved citizens indeed joined willingly events organized by FoEME
within the sub-project “Crossing the Jordan”, where members of different
communities are brought to their partner’s land and showed the shared
environmental issues. A case from such project involved a group of grade school
students from Jordan, Israel and Palestine brought together on a boat trip. A
third party informant present at the even referred that the whole trip was
hostility free, even if no real interaction occurred.
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To briefly summarize, it seems that environmental peacebuilding can indeed
create a brittle dialogue platform, that could eventually evolve into a durable
tool for peacemaking, provided that the conflict does not afflict the involved
parts in a higher measure than the environment.
At an organizational level however it is interesting to note that within each
country there is a number of individual committed to the resolution of conflict
through environmental cooperation. Despite the open hostility showed towards
especially Israeli policy in Gaza and the West bank, involved members are still
eager to cooperate without mention of those issues. However, the same
difficulties encountered during the implementation of the project in the
communities can be met even at this level.
The attendance of a regional meeting between FoEME and official (ministerial)
members of the three involved parties gave me the opportunity to see the
strength and weaknesses of environmental cooperation in a case where
environment is not the root of conflict and classified as a low politics issue.
From the minutes of the six hours conference it can be inferred a sincere
interest in the Jordan River restoration, interest that led in 2010 to the creation
of a joint Transboundary Diagnostic Analysis (TDA) on the health state of the
river. Building on this common data pool however, every party arrived to
different conclusions. While it is in fact agreed that the crisis of the Jordan
ecosystem is due to the diversion of 98% of its waters from Israel, the mention
of this fact still gave rise to harsh polemics. Moreover, the water availability for
Palestinians within the West Bank is subordinated to the Israeli decision, giving
rise to frustration and bringing back the discourse from the environment to the
politics of conflict.
Some extracts from the minutes of the meeting show perfectly exemplify this
frustration and the readiness to which the discourse can switch back from
environment to conflict.
In fact, regarding the issue of water management in the occupied territories:
“Palestine has a very different situation from Jordan and Israel considering
the occupation and water ownership. There are still disputes about who
the water in the West Bank belongs to, for example water in the West Bank
is still not recognized as a Palestinian resource.”
Nadar, FoEME representative for Palestine talking about water
responsibility and rights in the West Bank.

Reply from David, FoEME representative for Israel:
“When Palestine eventually starts building its own sewage treatment
plants and using the results for agriculture it will be using water that
would usually be for the Israeli agriculture sector.”

The conversation then quickly turned into a reciprocal accusation about
environmental responsibilities until the conclusion from Nadar:
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“In 2002 I was one of the Palestinians where the Israeli military decided to
sit on my roof. At the time I was working on raising money to fix water
tanks for example that had been damaged in conflict. We know we have to
take responsibility too but we also want to communicate the restrictions
or constraints on Palestine.”

From this it can be inferred that when environment is classified as low politics
in the agenda, and when the high politics collide with it, the discourse is likely to
come back to the roots of conflict, harming the previous efforts for cooperation
and potentially jeopardizing the previous results. Moreover, if progresses are
not made at least in the environmental field, it can be noted that the discourse
easily steps back to the traditional one of conflict and occupation. This could
underline a basic flaw into the environmental peacebuilding theory: when
parties are in conflict for reasons other than the environmental ones, the roots
of conflict must be addressed by using environmental cooperation as a dialogue
platform between parties. In fact, it is extremely unlikely even for individuals
strongly committed to the environmental cause to ignore the issues of high
politics; this makes it even more difficult for the stakeholders that can indeed be
affected by environmental degradation (and could potentially benefit from a
shared management of the CPR), but that are affected in a higher measure by
issues rooted into the first causes of conflict and that find a higher place on the
political agenda.
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The field study discovered that communities in the Jordan Valley share the same
environmental issues despite their riparian position. In particular, the findings
from Sheik Hussein/ Tabkat Fahal, can be generalized for at least the other
communities on the eastern bank of the river.
The main environmental impacts on the river have been discovered to be
related to agriculture in primis, lack of infrastructure and lack of environmental
awareness. The grassroots approach provided by the GWN experience proves to
contribute to a search for solutions in order to minimize the current
environmental degradation without however being able of addressing the root
of water scarcity.
It can be concluded that the main issue even in the future will be the upstream
diversion of the Jordan River waters at Degania, that reduced the natural
discharge to the Dead Sea from 1300 mcm to only 90 mcm.
The social structure in Jordan seems to be a major obstacle to sustainability
policy on the eastern bank, given the political weight of social groups involved
in agriculture, weight that seems to overcome even the economic logic. Heavily
subsidized water for agriculture in the valley is the only thing that allows
farmers to cultivate the land with a, even if minimal, margin of revenue, hence
allowing the existence of this kind of lifestyle. Agriculture in the LJV is endowed
with most of the water resources of the country and fed by tapping the Yarmouk
river through the KAC, removing most of the remaining natural inflow of the
Jordan and allowing waters to enter as polluted agricultural return flow. Given
the extreme inefficiency and minoritarian contribution of agriculture to
Jordanian economy, it can be stated that the decision of a trade-off between
maintaining an adequate water flow for the river and keeping irrigated
agriculture is a political decision rather than an economic imperative or a
necessity for the self sufficiency of the country.
Without possibility of changing the unsustainable practice without major
structural transformations, the grassroots approach seems to be a good way to
overcome governmental inefficiency and corruption in order to discover
environmental issues and solutions suitable for the local population. In this
term, a community based approach proved to be sustainable under the social
point of view, as the policies sprouting from this approach are a product of local
culture meeting with scientific environmental awareness and practices. It must
be noted however that a purely community based environmental investigation
can fail to recognize some socially accepted practices as unsustainable, like in
the case of overgrazing and littering.
Regarding the environment moreover, solutions discovered by a community
based approach can only decrease the impact of environmentally harmful
activities on water simply increasing the efficiency of use of the scarce
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resources, without addressing the causes of scarcity in the first place that are
driven by the international situation in the Middle East in general, and by the
local societal structure in Jordan. A point for further research would be to
calculate the effect of the community based solutions implemented on the
shared water resource, in order to understand the environmental impact of this
kind of approach. It seems however that encouraging the local community to
independently search for solutions can have a positive impact on local
environmental awareness, posing an important foundation stone for the future
of the environment.
Being the international situation of conflict a major cause of distrust between
the different riparian positions, especially between Israeli and
Jordanian/Palestinians, the environmental peacebuilding approach can be
useful to create a dialogue platform between rural communities, but it is
unlikely for the time being of producing a spillover useful for the resolution of
conflict until the roots of it are addressed at an international level.
As stated earlier, even between individuals strongly committed to the
environmental peacebuilding cause, the issues of high politics and the
Palestinian oppression seem to be a major obstacle to a peaceful cooperation.
Environmental peacebuilding seems capable of creating a brittle dialogue
platform between conflicting parties, a platform that could potentially evolve
into a more stable tool for future peacemaking. However, especially in a first
stage, this platform seems doomed to shatter whenever the deep issues of
conflict, that affect the involved parties in a higher measure than the
environment, are failed to be addressed.
The international situation is the ultimate reason of water scarcity in the LJV
and failing to address it on a top level can only lead to partial solutions. The
virtual monopoly of Israel over the biggest share of the Jordan’s waters, and
their diversion outside the natural watershed, are an insurmountable obstacle
to the rehabilitation of the Jordan river as well as an extra cause of distrust
towards the Jewish state from the Arab population of Palestine and Jordan.
Because of this, environmental issues should be moved as a high politics priority
by focusing on the fact that the wealth, and maybe the very existence of the
countries sharing the Jordan basin is based on the health of the shared
environment.
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APPENDIX
MAP OF THE STUDY AREA

The data collection has been carried on mostly in the Sheik Hussein community,
on the Eastern (Jordanian) side of the Jordan River, that also represents the
border between the Kingdom and Israel. Within the GWN project, Sheik Hussein
is partnered with the Jewish community of Beit She’an. The difference in land
use is evident from this aerial image: while both banks present intensive
cultivation, the eastern one is made up by small family/tribal owned plots of
land while the Israeli side shows large plots with modern pivot centered
irrigation systems. Irrigation on the Eastern side is done by gravity flow with
water taken from the KAC (the green line), an open canal tapping the Yarmouk
before it enters the Jordan and bringing water southwards into the Valley.
Water for irrigation is heavily subsidized in Jordan and withdrawals from
underground aquifers are free for a threshold of 150 m3 per year, condition that
promotes small farms. Water subsidies are the only reason why farmers manage
to have a margin of revenue, as Jordanian agriculture can be listed in one of the
most inefficient : in fact for each cubic meter of water employed, the profit is
only of 0,36JD, which barely offsets the cost of water provision carried by the
state.
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THE LOWER JORDAN VALLEY

The LJR stretches from the Tiberias lake to the Dead Sea. In the short section of
the river flowing entirely in Israeli territory, the water flow is stopped by the
Alumot and Degania dam, preventing any freshwater inflow to the lower section
of the river. This has been done in order to offset the water loss in the lake due
to the National Water Carrier (the green line in the north western section), a
covered canal bringing freshwater to Israel until the fringes of the Negev desert
in the south (making the desert blossom). Moreover, naturally occurring saline
springs that would discharge into the lake have been deviated and pumped
directly into the Lower Jordan next to the northern border of the Kingdom,
making de facto the Jordan river saline in its northern section. Freshwater
inflow from the Yarmouk river (that makes up the border between Syria and
Jordan), is also tapped by the KAC and reduces enormously the quantity of
freshwater available to the river. Along the Valley, where precipitation is
extremely scarce, the only inflows of water are sewage from the communities
scattered along the river banks, return flow from agriculture and fish pond
wastewater from the Israeli side.
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Immigration to Israel from 1948 until 2009. It can be noted that there are two
peaks of immigration, first after the creation of the Jewish state and then after
the collapse of Soviet Union. Source: Jewish Agency For Israel.

OVERGRAZING IN THE SHEIK HUSSEIN AREA
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These images show the dramatic consequences of overgrazing in the Sheik
Hussein area. It can be noted that the fenced zone, now part of the FoEME
Ecopark, presents a radically different vegetation compared to the rest of the
area. This is due to overgrazing of sheep and goats free to roam unprotected
areas. However, herding represents the main livelihood for Bedouin families
and limitations to it can pose ethical issues.
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MAIN WATER DIVERSIONS OF THE LOWER JORDA N RIVER

Tabgha Saltwater: 15mcm

Tiberias Saltspring: 1.5 mcm

Tiberias
lake/Sea of
Galilee

Saline Water
Carrier: 20mcm
total
Alumot
Dam
Sewage: 3.5 mcm
Degania
Dam
Lower Jordan River- Jordan

The Lower Jordan River is dammed first at the outflow from the Tiberias lake
and then at Alumot, barraging completely the flow of water. South of the Alumot
dam however, sewage and saltwater are pumped into the riverbed few
kilometers before the Jordanian border, for an average amount of 20 mcm/year
of saltwater and sewage. This represents the headwater flow of the famous
biblical river in its southern section.
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