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Introduction 

197,000 residents to seek alternative water 
sources. The extensive restrictions on freedom 
of movement that Israel has imposed during 
the current intifada, together with the sharp 
deterioration of the Palestinian economy, 
impede Palestinians' access to water and 
aggravate their already grave situation. 

In July 2000. B'Tselem published a position 
paper on various aspects of the water crisis 
in the Occupied Territories, which proposed 
guidelines for a permanent status arrangement 
concerning water that complies with human 
rights principles.1 This report briefly reviews 
the water problem in the West Bank, focussing 
on the hardship of residents in communities 
that arc not connected to a water network.נ 

Israelis receive most of their water from two 
principal water sources: the Mountain Aquifer 
and the Jordan River Basin. Under international 
law. these sources are international water 
resources shared by Israel and the Palestinians. 
The division of water from these sources 
is patently unfair, in Israel's favor. As a 
result. Palestinians in the West Bank suffer a 
permanent water crisis, making it impossible 
for them to meet their basic needs. 

The water crisis causes particularly great 
distress in towns and villages that do not 
have a network to households with running 
water. Two hundred and eighteen communities 
in the West Bank are not connected to a 
water network, compelling their approximately 

1. B'Tselem. Thirsty for a Solution Tinי Water C '/־/ v/\ m tin• Occupied Territories ami its Resolution in the Final-Status Agreement. Position 

Paper, July 2000. 

2. I his report does not deal with the Gaza Strip because almost every town and village there is connected to a water network. In addition. Israel 

lias much less control over the water sector in the Gaza Strip than in the West Bank. 
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The Water Crisis in the West Bank: 

Background Data 

disparity in water consumption between Israelis 
and Palestinians for all uses other than 
agriculture. These include the following: 

household use, such as drinking, cooking, 
hygiene, house-cleaning, flushing of toilets, 
laundering clothes, dish washing, watering 
gardens, and small plots of vegetables and 
fruit trees; 

urban use, such as watering green areas, 
filling public swimming pools, and 
supplying water to hospitals, businesses, 
and hotels; 

industrial use of various kinds that consumes 
water, primarily in the chemicals, food and 
drink, building, and textile industries. 

For all these needs, the average Palestinian in 
the West Bank consumes sixty liters of water 
a day. The precise consumption of residents in 
communities that are not connected to a water 
network is unknown. However, clearly it is 
significantly less than the overall average. In 
comparison, average per capita consumption in 
Israel and the settlements is 350 liters a day. 
i.e., almost six times higher than Palestinian 
per capita consumption/ The minimal quantity 
of water recommended by the U.S. Agency for 
International Development for household and 
urban use alone is 100 liters a clay per person." 

The inequity is especially apparent when one 
considers that the agricultural sector, which 
consumes water for economic reasons and not to 

Shared Water Sources 

The Mountain Aquifer is a system of 
groundwater basins that transects the border 
between Israel and the West Bank. This 
resource is the only water source available 
for Palestinians in the West Bank, serving all 
their needs: household, urban, industrial, and 
agricultural. The aquifer provides Israel with 
slightly more than one-quarter of the water it 
uses, primarily for household and urban needs. 
Currently, some eighty percent of the Mountain 
Aquifer water is earmarked for use by Israel 
and the settlements, and some twenty percent 
for the Palestinians/ 

The second shared water source is the drainage 
basin of the Jordan River, which includes the 
Upper Jordan River and the streams flowing 
into it, the Sea of Galilee, the Yarmuh River, 
and the Lower Jordan River. Palestinians have 
rights to this source because the West Bank 
is situated on the shore of the Lower Jordan 
River. Approximately one-third of all the water 
that Israel uses comes from this source. The 
Palestinians do not benefit at all from the 
Jordan River Basin, cxccpt for a small quantity 
that Israel extracts from it and sells in the Gaza 
Strip.4 

Gaps in Consumption 

The inequitable division of the shared water 
sources is most clearly reflected in the enormous 

For details on the physical and geographic characteristics of the Mountain Aquifer ;!nil its precise di\ ision between Israel and the Palestinian 

Authority, see Thirsty for a Solution, pp. 2S-.()י 
4. A1 the beginning of the occupation. Israel declared the strip of land along the Lower Jordan River as ;1 closed military area, and thereby 

prevented Palestinian access to the ris er. However, access to the river would not have benefited the Palestinians because Israel extracts water 

from the Sea of Galilee and the Yarmuh River before the water reaches the Lower Jordan. As a result, very little water flows into the Lower 

Jordan River. 

5. See Thirsty Jor a Solution, pp. .57-י.י 
6. See the agency's Web site: http: www.usaid.wbg.org watcr.html. 
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under cultivation. 111 practice, the reduction for 
1999 amounted to only ten percent. A press 
report indicates that the actual cutback for 2000 
was of comparable size." 

Furthermore, the State Comptroller revealed 
that the Water Commissioner's Office allocates 
water quotas at a subsidized price, ostensibly for 
agricultural use, for wealthy Israeli communities 
where farming is almost non-existent. These 
communities include KfarShmariyahu, Savyon, 
Omer, and Ramat Hasharon. 1112000. 23.2 mem 
(million cubic meters) of water were allocated 
to these four towns for agricultural use. l : This 
quantity is comparable to half of that year's 
household and urban use in the entire West 
Bank. 

Following the Oslo 
Accords 

Comments of Israeli officials give the 
impression that the Oslo Accords transferred 
responsibility to the Palestinian Authority for 
supply of water to Palestinians. However. Israel 
continues to maintain almost total control over 
the water scctor in the Occupied Territories. 
Every new water-related project, from drilling 
a well for extracting water to laying pipes or 
building a reservoir, including work in Area A, 
which is subject to "complete" control by the 
PA. requires Israel's consent in the Joint Water 
Committee. 

Furthermore, for some projects proposed by 
the Palestinians, the consent of Israel's 
representatives on the Joint Water Committee 
is insufficient. If the project is located in Area 
C of the West Bank, which remains under 

meet basic needs, is the largest water consumer 
in Israel. In 199S. this sector consumed 
fifty-three percent of all the drinking-quality 
water produced in Israel that year. Decisions 
reached by all Israeli governments to heavily 
subsidize water supplied for agriculture is the 
primary reason for the extensive use of water 
by this sector. In other words, the generous 
allocations of water to the agricultural sector 
are not based 011 any economic logic (as regards 
the vast majority of the Israeli public) but on 
clearly political considerations. 

The professional commission appointed by the 
Minister of Agriculture in 1995 to examine 
Israel's water policy recommended cancellation 
of the allocations and subsidies to the 
agricultural sector. Rather, it proposed that 
farmers be allowed to consume water as they 
wish and be charged an unsubsidized price. The 
commission's recommendations, which were 
submitted to the Water Commissioner's Office 
at the end of 1996. were rejected outright." 

The Water Commissioner's Office frequently 
disseminates through the media figures 011 
the "drastic cut" in the water allocations for 
agriculture. For example, following the drought 
during the winter of 1998/1999. the Water 
Commissioner's Office cut the water quota 
for the agricultural sector by forty percent for 
1999 and fifty percent for 2000:׳ However, 
as the State Comptroller's report indicates, a 
substantial part of the cuts were only theoretical, 
because they relate to the 19X9 quota and not 
to the actual consumption during the previous 
year.'" This quota fails to take into account the 
changes that occurred over the past ten years in 
irrigation technology and the size of the land 

7. For :111 updated summary of this contention, see Zv 1 I'ckstein. "Is the Water and Agriculture Sector in Danger." Water and Irrigation (in 

Hebrew). Issue 404. June 2001. pp .0-33י 

Sta .א te Comptro l le r . Animal Reparl >111. 2 0 0 1 . pp. 761-767. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Ibid. 
11. Ha an-t:. 5 October 2000. 
12. 111 early 2001. the Water Commissioner's Office cancelled Savyon's water allocation li»r agricultural use. See State Comptroller, t/mital 
Re/wit MB. footnote א. 



pacc of performance, and B'Tselem does not 
have the ability to determine which party is 
responsible for this failure. 

The additional water quantities that Israel and 
the PA developed pursuant to the Interim 
Agreement led to a certain improvement in the 
supply of water for household and urban use in 
various areas of the West Bank. The southern 
part of the West Bank felt this improvement 
only in 1999 and in subsequent years. I lowcver. 
in the summer, many Palestinians continue 
to suffer from frequent disconnection of the 
water network. These disconnections result 
from the allocation programs that various cities 
are compelled to implement becausc of the 
increased demand in summer months. 

Residents without a Water 
Supply 

B'Tsclem's research conducted during June 
2001 indicates that 21X Palestinian communities 
arc not connected to a water network.14 A few 
of the communities included in this list have 
an internal water network, but it is no longer 
in use, usually becausc water is not supplied to 
the network. The 218 towns and villages on the 
list arc home to 197.000 residents, comprising 
ten percent of the Palestinian population in 
the West Bank (not including the areas that 
Israel annexed in the Jerusalem area). The 
average number of residents in each of these 
communities varies greatly depending on the 
district: in Hebron District, for example, the 
average number of residents is 370. while in 
Nablus District, the number is 2.200 people per 
community. 

complete Israeli control, the Supreme Planning 
Committee and the official in charge of water 
matters, each of the Civil Administration, must 
also give their approval. Because the Oslo 
Accords created dozens of islands of Areas 
A and B (comprising some forty percent of 
the West Bank) with no territorial continuity 
among them, the transport of water from place 
to place often requires movement through 
Area C. 

The Civil Administration delays approval of 
Palestinian water projects that have already 
been approved by the Joint Water Committee. 
As of July 2001, the Civil Administration 
had before it seventeen requests that were 
submitted from 1997 to 2000 by the Palestinian 
Water Authority. On 26 June 2001. B'Tselem 
requested the Civil Administration's response 
on this matter, but has not yet received a reply. 

 the Oslo II Agreement, which was signed וו1
in September 1995. Israel agreed that the 
Palestinians would be allowed to increase 
the quantity of water they extract from the 
Mountain Aquifer for household and urban use 
by some thirty percent during the interim period 
 ,According to the Agreement יי.(1995-1999)
this increase will result entirely from the 
drilling of new extraction wells and not from 
a redivision of existing sources. Responsibility 
for new drillings is divided between the two 
sides nineteen percent by Israel and eighty-one 
percent by the PA. Israel performed its part of 
the Agreement within the time allotted to it. As 
of today, more than three years after the interim 
period ended, the PA produces and supplies 
approximately two-thirds of the amount of 
water that it undertook in the Agreement. The 
two sides disagree over the reasons for the slow 

13. All the water-related matters of the Oslo II Agreement are found in article 4(( of the Annex on C'is il Affairs (Israeli-Palestinian Interim 

Agreement on the West Bank and the Ga/a Strip. Washington. D C'.. 2א September 1995). 

14. The source of the basic information is the lists pro\ ided to B'Tselem by the official 111 charge of water matters, on behalf of the Palestinian 

Ministry for Local Government. 111 each of the West Bank districts. B'Tselem cross-checked the data from these lists with information from 

other sources, among them checks made by B'Tselem lieldworkers. data from the Palestinian Water Authority, and information pros ided by the 

Palestinian Hydrology Group. For a complete list of the communities and the number of residents living in each, see the appendix. 

6 



usually collected on roofs and stored in cisterns 
in the yards alongside the houses. The water 
collected is generally sufficient only during the 
rainy season (November to March). In most 
areas of the Occupied Territories, the amount 
of rainfall in the winter of 2000-2001 was 
from ten to twenty percent less than the 
multi-year average, thus reducing the quantity 
of water from this source that was available for 
household use.'" 

Some residents of communities without a water 
network obtain water from springs near their 
homes by filling bottles and jerricans. The 
West Bank contains 114 springs, most of which 
are primarily used for irrigation. The most 
bountiful springs lie in the Nablus and Jericho 
districts (fifty-two springs). The water flow in 
the other springs is generally negligible.16 In 
drought years, as was the case in 1999, the flow 
in all the springs falls significantly, and in some 
instances ceases completely. 

Unlike the water that flows through pipes, 
the quality of the spring water consumed by 
residents of the Occupied Territories is not 
controlled by the Palestinian Authority, even 
though spring water is more likely to be polluted 
and brackish. This increased susceptibility is 
due to the greater likelihood that sewage from 
nearby towns and villages, and pesticides and 
fertilizers used by local farmers, flow into the 
springs. 

The third source of water is the purchase of 
water from water tankers. For residents of 
communities connected to a water network, 
purchased water provides an additional source 
for the summer months, when water supply is 
irregular. For residents of communities without 
a water network, water tankers arc the most 
important source, and. in the summer, the only 
source of supply for some of them. The tanker 
owners buy most of the water from the Palestinian 
municipal water networks and the rest from 

Dist r ic t N u m b e r of N u m b e r of 

C o m m u n i t i e s Res idents 

Hebron 94 34,000 

Bethlehem 0 0 

Nablus 36 79,500 

Ramallah 4 5,500 

Salfit 4 10,000 

Qalqilya 14 12,500 

Tulkarm 10 4,000 

Jericho 0 0 

Tubas 13 12,500 

J en in 43 39,000 

Total 218 197,000 

These figures only relate to those communities 
that have no working water network. They do 
not include the residents who are not connected 
to a household water network for other reasons, 
such as the failure to connect their house to the 
network, or those residents who do not receive 
water through the network in the summer 
because the water pressure is too low to supply 
homes at high altitudes within the community. 
The precise number of all such residents is 
unknown. B'Tselem's figures accumulated in 
various districts of the West Bank clearly show 
that thousands of Palestinians fall within this 
category. 

Due to the lack of the pipelines to supply 
water to their homes, residents without a water 
network rely on one or more of three water 
sources: collection of rainfall, collection of 
water from springs, and purchase of water from 
water tankers. 

Private collection of rainfall is extremely 
common among Palestinians in the Occupied 
Territories, and not just in communities that arc 
not connected to a water network. The water is 

15. Israel Central Bureau of Statistics. Israel Statistical Monthly May 2001. 
I ft. Palestinian Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation. Regional Plan far the West Hank Covernates Hater and Wastewater 
Existing Situation (PNA. Ramallah. 1998). chap. 2.2..V 
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trenches) that the IDF places throughout the 
West Bank. These obstacles make journeys to 
many villages a long and complicated operation, 
requiring travel along improvised dirt roads. 
The IDF does not inform the population of 
the location of the physical roadblocks, so 
the drivers are unable to plan their route and 
estimate its length.Is 

In addition. B'Tselem documented a number of 
cases in which IDF soldiers prevented tanker 
drivers from crossing staffed checkpoints. 
Testimonies given to B'Tselem regarding 
several cases that occurred near the Beit 
Furik checkpoint (three kilometers southeast 
of Nablus) state that IDF soldiers beat and 
humiliated tanker drivers transporting water to 
Beit Dajan and Beit Furik (sec. for example, the 
testimony of 'Azam Abu Jish. below). In other 
cases, in addition to delaying the transport, 
the security forces spilled the water in the 
tankers onto the ground (see. for example, the 
testimony of Mahmud Abu 'Aram, below). 
Furthermore, in recent months, the movement 
of Palestinians, including that of tanker drivers, 
has also been impaired by prohibitions on 
crossing, by delays, and by acts of violence 
by settlers (sec. for example, the testimony 
of Izdahar Muhammad Sh'aban al-Jenazreh. 
below).1" 

The consequences of the water shortage among 
this population are broader than the trouble 
inherent in bringing water from the springs and 
the uncertainty of waiting for a water tanker 
to arrive after placing an order for water. The 
water crisis also impairs the residents' ability 
to maintain proper cleanliness and hygiene. 
For example, in summer months, most of the 
residents arc unable to permit themselves more 
than one or two showers a week, which they 

Israeli settlements and Palestinian-owned private 
agricultural wells. Regarding the agricultural 
wells, the water quality is not subject to any 
quality control, which, as noted above, is true 
also of spring water. 

The price of water purchased from the tanker 
owners is determined by "market forces." The 
PA makes no attempt to intervene and set a 
maximum price. For this reason, water obtained 
from tankers is several times greater than 
the price paid for water supplied by a water 
network. The price paid by a consumer for 
water from a water network fluctuates between 
NIS 3-5 percubic meter, while the price charged 
for water from a tanker fluctuates between NIS 
15-40 per cubic meter. The expense entailed 
in purchasing water has always placed a heavy 
financial burden on residents of the villages 
without a water network, who generally are 
poor. This financial burden has increased since 
the outbreak of the current intifada, during 
which many families lost their primary source 
of income and the percentage of families living 
in poverty increased significantly.1 As the 
testimonies given to B'Tselem indicate, some 
village residents are unable to purchase water 
from the tankers. In the summer, therefore, their 
only option is to collect water from the springs. 
In communities that do not have springs nearby, 
the very poor residents arc compelled to cut 
back on expenses for other basic commodities 
to enable them to purchase water. 

Since the beginning of the intifada, Israel's 
harsh restrictions on freedom of movement 
in the Occupied Territories have created great 
difficulties for tanker drivers to regularly reach 
the homes of residents who need water. The 
problem results primarily from the physical 
roadblocks (dirt piles, concrete blocks, and 

17. According to the Palestinian Central Bureau 01' Statistics. 111 the lirst quarter of 2001. the median income of a household in the Occupied 
Territories fell by forty-eight percent, unemployment increased from eleven percent before the intifada to thirty-eight percent, and the 
percentage of families Ii\ ing in poverty increased to sixty-four percent, compared to twenty-one percent before the intifada. Palestinian Central 
Bureau of Statistics. Impact oI the Israeli Measures on the Economic Com/it ions of Palestine Households. April 2001. 
IX. Regarding restrictions on the freedom of movement during the intifada, see BTselcm, ('ivilians Under Siege Restrictions on Freedom of 
Movement as Collective Punishment. January 2001; B'Tselem. Xo Hay Out: Medical Implications of Israel's Siege Policy. June 2001 
I1). For a discussion on these activities since the outbreak of the current intifada, see B'Tselem. Tacit Consent: Israeli l.aw Enforcement on 
Settlers in the Occupied Territories. March 2001 
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IDF Soldiers' Gunfire at Water Containers in al־'Arrub 

Refugee Camp 

The al-'Arrub Refugee Camp lies midway between Bethlehem and Hebron, in Area B. 
which is under Israeli security control. Since the beginning of the al-Aqsa intifada, the 
camp has been a focal point of violent clashes between some of its residents and the IDF. 
Testimonies given to B'Tselem by residents of al-'Arrub indicate that, on 9 and 10 July 
2001, Israeli soldiers entered the camp and deliberately fired at water containers on the 
roofs of the residents' homes. These containers are used to supply water for household 
use. 

In his testimony to B'Tselem, Muhammad 'Abd al-Rahman al-'Aziz Mahfuz, 42, 
described the events: 

On Monday [9 July 2001], it was quiet in the camp. There were not any incidents or 
clashes. Around 4:00 P.M., I heard shots and saw soldiers who had left their post and 
entered the camp's market. The soldiers fired randomly at several water containers 
on roofs of the houses. The shooting lasted for around twenty minutes. Then the 
soldiers broke into my shop. 

According to the summary prepared by the head of the camp. Tssa Salem Khamis Abu 
Khiran, the gunfire 011 9 July punctured six water containers and, on 10 July, fourteen 
water containers.20 

On 17 July, B'Tselem requested the Judge Advocate's Office to investigate the incidents 
and, if offenses were committed, to prosecute those responsible. 

Reasons for Lack of Water 
Infrastructure 

The existence of communities without a water 
network results from Israel's policy of neglect in 
infrastructure investment throughout the period 
of occupation. Two comprehensive studies 
on the economy in the Occupied Territories 
conducted by independent bodies the World 
Bank and a research group from Ben-Gurion 
University - examined Israel's fiscal policy 
from the beginning of the occupation to the 
beginning of the peace process, in 1993.:: 

The two studies indicate unequivocally that, 

generally take by using a bucket; water used 
for washing eating utensils, the floors, and 
laundering clothes is collected for reuse; some 
residents improvise toilets outdoors, usually 
only a hole, a less hygienic method than if they 
were to use the toilet in the house, to save 
water. Research in the Occupied Territories that 
was conducted in the early 1990s indicates that 
the water shortage is one of the primary causes 
of infection and skin diseases among residents 
of villages without household water supply, 
and among children, in particular.'1 

20. The testimonies were given to Suha Ziyad on 14 July 2001. 

21. Ana Bellisari. "Public Health and the Water Crisis in the Occupied Territories." Journal of Palestine Studies, vol. 23(2). 1994. pp. 52-63. 

22. World Hank. Developing the Occupied Territories .•In Investment in Peace (Washington. IXC'.. 1993), vol. 3; Arie Anton. Israel Luski. Avia 

Spivak, and Jimmy Wcinblatl. The Palestinian Economy Between Imposed Integration and Voluntary Separation (Brill. New York. 1997). 

pp. 30-34. 
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I lowever. the primary problem was and remains 
the lack of Palestinian access to the water 
sources. Connecting a community to a water 
network causes an immediate increase in 
consumption in comparison with the previous 
situation, in which the residents purchased 
water from tankers at inflated prices. Therefore, 
without increasing the quantity of water for 
all the residents of the Occupied Territories, 
connecting additional communities to an 
existing water network will reduce supply to 
the other consumers. 

For example, at the end of 2000, construction 
work was completed on a new water network 
for eleven villages in Jenin District. More than 
40,000 people live in these villages, a number 
comparable to the city of Jenin.25 This network 
was connected to a central well that supplied 
water to Jenin, which led to a significant 
decrease in water supply to the city: in the 
summer of2000. residents of Jenin continuously 
received water throughout the season, but 
from the beginning of June 2001, the city 
implemented an allotment plan in which each 
house received water only twelve hours a 
week. This deterioration in the water situation 
resulted not only from initiation of supply to 
the neighboring villages, but also from the 
reduction in the quantity of water that Mekorot 
and the West Bank Water Department supplied 
to Jenin in June, which was less than half 
of what it had supplied during the previous 
months.2" 

throughout that period, Israel's expenditures 
in the Occupied Territories (not including 
expenditures for security and the settlements) 
were significantly less than the taxes it collected 
from Palestinians in the Occupied Territories. 
The gap between revenues and expenditures 
flowed regularly into the State treasury. This 
policy resulted in underdevelopment of the 
Palestinian economy, including significant delay 
in development of water infrastructure. 

As a result, in 1995, on the eve of the signing 
of the Oslo II Agreement, twenty percent of 
the population of the West Bank lived in 
communities without any water infrastructure.;; 

Since 1995, the PA. with the help of donor 
states and organizations, connected many 
communities to a water network. Numerous 
plans for connecting other communities could 
not be implemented because of a lack of 
funding. 

Another obstacle is the Civil Administration's 
policy of delay in approving water-related 
projects in Area C of the West Bank. For 
example, the Palestinian Water Authority 
requested the Civil Administration to approve 
the laying of main conduits and construction of 
water networks for Dir Musa, Hebron District, 
on 12 July 1998. for Z'atreh, Nablus District, 
on 2 October 1998, and for seven villages south 
of Nablus, on 29 March 2000.2׳' In each of the 
three cases, the Civil Administration has not 
yet replied to the requests. 

23. Taher Nassereddin. "Legal and Administrative Responsibility of Domestic Water Supply to the Palestinians." in Feitelson and Haddad 
(eds. ).Joint Management of Shawd Aquifers. the Fourth Workshop (PC'G and Truman Institute. Jerusalem. 1997). pp. 117-126. 
24. The villages: Burin. Madmeh. 'Asira al Qibliya. Tell, "Iraq Burin. Sarra. and *Urif. Although these villages are located in Area II, some of 
the main conduits are planned for Area C. making Civ 11 Administration approval necessary. 

25. The \ illagcs: Zububa. Rummana, *Arabbuna. Silat al-llarithiya. 'Anin. al-Yamun. Kafr Dan, al־Hashimiya, al-'Araqa. and Kafr Qud. 
26. I'he head of the Jenin Water Department. Wadah al-I.abdi. provided tins information to B' I'selem in a letter of 5 May 2001. 
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