WATER CRISIS: 2000

Growing water deficits and declining water qualities plague Israel at the dawn of the new millennium 

Some 2700 years ago, the prophet Isaiah dreamed of the day when people “shall draw water with gladness out of the springs of salvation.” Today, despite enormous progress in such areas as combating desertification and reclaiming wastewater for agricultural purposes, this prophesy has not been fulfilled. The experience of recent years has all too often been one of sorrow rather than gladness as Israel draws water from wells that are dry or no longer fit for human consumption. 

The Causes

Many of the country’s problems are the direct result of the country’s climate, geography and hydrology. Others are a result of human activity and mismanagement. 

Seventy-five percent of the annual rainfall is concentrated into four winter months, with at least six rainless months. Rainfall averages between 600-800 millimeters per year in some parts of the Galilee in the north and drops to 30-200 mm rainfall in the south. Even greater variations are experienced from year to year, with periods of drought or near drought interspersed with periods of relatively heavy rainfall. Global climate change may further magnify the pressure on Israel’s water system by increasing temperatures and evaporation rates and changing the precipitation regime. 

Natural constraints are exacerbated by anthropogenic impacts. Overpumping from aquifers to meet growing demands has led to the infiltration of seawater and salinity, impoundment of springs has dried up perennial and ephemeral streams, domestic, industrial and agricultural practices have contaminated water sources. 

Deja Vu?

During the last water crisis, in December 1990, a special State Comptroller report on management of the water sector in Israel drew public attention to the catastrophic state of Israel’s water balance.  The bleak report underlined the severity of the water crisis and placed the blame on Israel’s water authorities.  It stated: 

The irresponsible management of the water sector over the past twenty-five years has destroyed Israel’s future water reserves and has caused extreme damage to their quality…Today there is a real danger of lack of water of the required quantity and quality even in the short term.  There is no conservation of water resources for future generations…Water quality is constantly deteriorating.  Part of the damage is possibly irreversible.  Restoration of reversible damage will be drawn out, expensive and difficult.

Today, nearly a decade later, not much has changed. Another State Comptroller report, published in 2000, bemoans the state of the country’s water resources and concludes as follows:  

Pollution of groundwater aquifers has resulted from overexploitation of aquifers, on the one hand, and increase of pollutant inputs, on the other. Groundwater is contaminated by domestic, industrial and agricultural wastewater, by fuel leaks  and hazardous substances, by fertilizers and pesticides, by effluent irrigation and garbage dumps… In the opinion of the State Comptroller, not enough has been done to preserve drinking water quality. Treatment and disinfection - of major importance, especially under current conditions - should complement pollution prevention, but cannot substitute for the protection of water sources themselves. 
Challenges Ahead

Mounting criticism of water management in Israel and publication of the latest findings in the State Comptroller report led to special study days by the Knesset State Control Committee in late December 1999 and early January 2000. The conclusions of the committee pointed to lack of national policy, fragmentation of authority for water management issues, dwindling water reserves, degradation of water quality and lack of a clear policy on water allocations to agriculture under conditions of water scarcity. 

On the one hand, all water resources in Israel belong to the state.  On the other hand, a patchwork of authorities, many with vested or conflicting interests, is responsible for water management. On the ministerial level alone, these include the Ministry of Health (drinking water quality and quality of effluents for irrigation), Ministry of Environment (prevention of pollution to water sources), Ministry of Finance (water pricing), Water Commission in the Ministry of National Infrastructures (water quantity, production and supply),  Ministry of Agriculture (drainage authorities and agricultural use of water),  and Ministry of the Interior (water and sewage supply and treatment in local authorities). 

Yet if Israel is to overcome the present crisis and plan for sustainable water supply in the future, decisions must now be taken on the allocation and conservation of freshwater and marginal water in all sectors, on realistic water pricing mechanisms, on the supply of different quality waters to different consumers. 

Water experts warn that by next year Israel will face the gravest scarcity of water ever. Estimates are that by the autumn of 2000, Kinneret water levels will fall below -214 meters, that the mountain aquifer will drop to 70 cm below its red line, and that the coastal aquifer will drop 70 cm below its already depleted levels. If next year will be another drought year, a lack of some 130 MCM of potable water is envisioned. Moreover, the availability of freshwater in coming years is likely to decrease as chloride and nitrate concentrations in aquifers increase. Urban sprawl may further restrict groundwater enrichment by rainwater unless water sensitive urban planning is implemented immediately. 

Solutions

Today, realization of the severity of water scarcity has finally infiltrated public consciousness and the first seeds of change are budding. A 40% cutback in water quotas to farmers has been imposed and will be continued or increased next year, a water conservation campaign aimed at achieving a 10% saving in water consumption in the domestic sector has been launched, the first tender for a desalination plant that would initially produce 50 million cubic meters of fresh water is being prepared, a top-level delegation has visited Turkey with the aim of examining possibilities for the import of water as a stopgap solution. 

Clearly, major financial resources will be required to augment water supplies and to upgrade water quality, but these will be much lower than the funds that will be needed to rehabilitate contaminated soil and groundwater. In planning its future allocations, Israel must also take account of the legitimate water requirements of nature protection, ecosystem preservation and tourism. In the words of Dr. Yeshayahu Bar-Or, head of the Water and Rivers Department of the Ministry of the Environment, “what is needed today is a holistic and integrated vision of water management that takes account of the needs of both present and future generations.” 

