
Water -^ v^?
howisraeli policies hurtwestbankarahs

The thorny question of autonomy for the West
Bank promises to be further complicated in the
forthcoming negotiations by Israel's concern to
maintain control over perhaps its most crucial
natural resource — water.

Prime Minister Menachem Begin recently
told a Herut Central Committee meeting
that "the Green Line no longer exists —
it has vanished for ever". He added, "We
offer the Arabs all their rights in Eretz
Israel but no rights on Eretz Israel." He
might well have added that the Arabs
would be offered no rights to what lies
under "Eretz Israel". Begin's framework
for autonomy published earlier this
month includes a clause which says,
"WJiejeasjvater resources affect the entire
M§a_andj^qujrejeg?(^
wjll__be_responsible for^planning water

_a^]nistratiq^35W the admi nistrative
authority of the Palestinians.

In a semi-arid region, water is crucial
for survival. Control of land without
access to water has little practical mean
ing. This affects Israel's view of the
West Bank in two ways —firstly, almost
30 per cent of watpr currently used in
side Israel's pre-1967 borders originates
under the hills of the West Bank; and
secondly, Jewish settlements on the West
Bank need water and, if they are to
survive, must preclude the possibility
that an autonomous administration
could withhold water and thus "dry"
them out. It is, however, the first issue
which is now attracting attention in
Israel as a matter with serious implica
tions for the country's economic future.

Short term implications
Israeli Water Commissioner Meir Ben

Meir is, not unnaturally, one of those
who are most concerned that Israel should
retain future sole control over sources of
water on the West Bank. He claims that
many Israeli politicians have not yet fully
grasped the significance of the water
question and are at present more concern
ed with the short-term political implica
tions of the autonomy proposals although
Agriculture Minister Ariel Sharon, under
whose ministry the Water Commissioner
works, is well aware of the problem. The
Water Commissioner does not have direct
responsibility for West Bank water man
agement, but he advises the military
governor through the Agriculture Minis
try and his advice as an expert is generally
taken.

The reason Ben Meir insists so strongly
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Agriculture Minister Sharon wants dual Arab-
Israeli control of water
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on direct Israeli control of these
sources, and rejects the Begin pro;.
also advocated by Foreign Minister h
Dayan and by Sharon, for some for
dual control with the autonomy ad'
stration, is ironically connected
Israel's reputation for having "mad-
desert bloom". Israel has already str:
ed the natural sources of water avail.
to it to the limit — and almost 75
cent of this water is used for agricuh
Forty per cent of the sweet water sui
comes from the Kinneret reservoir, wi
serves much of the west and south
Israel, including the Negev, by pipe;
The rest is pumped from two groi
water sources - an aquifer (undergrc
water reservoir) under the coastal pi
which is recharged in part by water
ning off the West Bank hills, and a !
stone aquifer under the western sic
of the West Bank which is tapper
deep wells on the plain and supplies
per cent of Israel's water. These grc.
water sources are already being
to the maximum — excessive purr:
would lower the water table below
level, making the aquifers salineand ti
fore unusable.

Ben Meir points out that short
massive desalination project which wt
be very expensive and, if nuclear po
were used, politically sensitive, the Isi
economy and particularly agriculture
continue to depend on the maintena
of all the present sources of sweet v.
including the^ 25 per cent to 30 per
which originatesTTngeTjthe "West B>
Politically speaking, such a~Judgr.
clearly implies that Israel would
voluntarily countenance a • transfer
power in the long term to any Palestr
authority, not only for often-cited pc
cal and security reasons but also bee
this would jeopardise its water source

Policy impedes West Bankfgrowth
In the short term, this also means

while Israel continues to control the
Bank there can be no significant dev
ment of agriculture or industry in
area which uses water from the
western aquifer, the major one in
region. The policies of the Israeli
tary authorities on the West Bank air
reflect this preoccupation. West Bar
are already being prevented from exi
ing the use of water, especially for
culture. Both domestic water cons
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I Better off Palestinian farmers have installed drip irrigation systems
m

to finance itself, was, however, said to be
on the north western side of Ramalla
near Abu Sukheidim which would have
tapped the western aquifer. Instead, in
order to fulfil its water needs, the munici
pality has been obliged to accept water.
from Meqorot, the Israeli watercompanv.
All other towns on the West Bank have
so far resisted Israeli attempts to have
Meqorot supply their water needs on the
grounds that this would increase Israel's
political hold over their municipalities.
Nablus municipality has been granted
permission to sink a well, but informed
sources in Nablus said that it would be

situated on the eastern aquifer where the
West Bank hills slope down to the Jordan
valley.

- tion and irrigated agriculture have increas-
ed since 1967 although overall consump
tion is still far below the Israeli level.
Population growth and the expansion of
towns like Ramalla and Nablus have in
creased the demand for domestic water
but the Israelis have generally been reluc
tant to allow the drilling of new wells by
municipalities, particularly if they are to
be drilled in the western aquifer.

The most obvious example of this
Policy has been in Ramalla where the
military authorities have refused to allow
the drilling of a new well to supplement
the existing wells at Ain al Sammiya on
the eastern slopes of the hills which are
said to be drying up. The site for the
new well, which the municipality offered

The Israeli water commissioner stat:<
categorically that West Bank towns will
have to accept piped water from Isra'r
in the future if the only alternative

tapping the western aquifer. The use ci
water for agriculture on the West Bar-
has already been curtailed and all Ara.
wells, springs and pumps are now meter
ed, with penalties for over-pumping.

Overall, only 5-6 per cent of agricx>•.
tural land on tReT/Ve^L Bank is -rrfrge^a
mainly in tne Jordan valley, the Jiftli
a7ea~ of WadrFarfa-and the Jenin-Tu!
karm region. The restrictions on water
use, combined in some areas with t!>.
appropriation of agricultural land for
Jewish settlements, has led some better
off Palestinian farmers to install dr.
irrigation, the most sophisticated ar
economical way of using water. T-
Israelis, however, appear to be relucta-
to allow or encourage~even project
aimed at m_aJ<iQg..j3£tler_JiS^.QtJ4ffltexJi
agriculture, perhaps on the grounds the
inthe longer term, this would lead tc
more generalised demand for the expr
sion of intensive Arab agriculture.

Some foreign voluntary agencies ha\
also come under attack for funding o
encouraging such projects. An article ' ,
the Hebrew daily Maariv on 12 Februa'
claimed that "the aim of these bodies is
in the eyes of Israeli experts, transparem
to make difficult, as much as is possib*'
the Israeli development and settleme"
activities- in Judea and Samaria, by put |)j
ting the tap in Arab hands'".
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One scheme that the Israeli authorities
have atpresent refused to countenance.s
the substitution of a_p.pel.ne for an open
concrete channel taking water down Wad.
FarT'a east of Nablus which ".gates thefertile Jiftlik valley near the Jordan. The
pipeline would eliminate wastage.of water
through evaporation, seepage and pIter^Accord^toWahidal-Masnabca
landowner and chairman of the Wad,
Fari'a Water User's Committee tnescheme.whichwastobeass.stedbyaUS
voluntary organisation, had originallybeen gv^ the' go-ahead for aprel.m.nary
survey by the local military governor, but
waTIubsequently blocked after , had
been referred to higher levels in the Israel,
government.

Settlements "a secondary issue"
In the overall context of the water

Question the supply of water to the Jew-?sh Sments in the West Bank appears
0 be a subsidiary issue, aWioujhthwr
existence and expans.on .s aconsiderable,
political and econom.c irr.tantjand cor.
stitutes another important aspect of the
srae i rationale for continu.ng to control
he area. ThjLwe^^

the so-called Likud B^r^aTic^far not
eSiih^rJTiObitintial agricultural baseS as aresult use^ir^ligible^mif.
wj^fox. domestic ^^.n Tev" do 1
w-hicTTis piped ^Jsrae,^J^^not-malcellus&^f- the. crucial western
aauHeT The other two groups of settle
Ss (apart from the urban settlement
around Jerusalem) - thasgjn the Jordan
vaMeY and those in tnThills along the
established qujtg strong agncu

and

OilfindsbrighlenOmans
outlook

Oman's politicaland£"££**?%£&
the West h»b««fffJZ. Sultan
new appraisals of its oil h
Qabous can now ook forwa,d « a H
from his oilfields ™*°a°?\£l°wh'en the^J;^\:LTraS^ with mode,
nisation.

elite, Oman's beat course is probab!
to raise extra funds abroad in the for
of commercial borrowing and Mate
aid With the Arab aid unavailable
t immediate future Oman can mak

follow.

i mosTof their cuitwatJorT is

tRo^Tna vegetables - «all of *£'£
are very water intense. The settlejxflo
not ^earto^Skll^^S^^S^rle^PU^P^-deep^
orWd inlhe eastern aquifer. Some ot
the'settlements in this area are affecting
ourSs of supply for Palestinian, armers
_ sometimes by taking °ver land on which
there are wells which previous owners had
used and sometimes by drilling de3^ wells
c£e to shallow village wells or springsthu? depleting the flow of water to the
latter, and lowering the water table.

Tho .fnrpCasts by Petroleum Development

ffi£588>. &C0Ur'SH°tn °9P78°;ducinq company, are based on 19/Bs
yea of success in Dhofar where new
& will come on stream <n m.d-1980
adding 70,000 barrels a day (b/d) to
""Yet'two years ago when the WorldBank^ema mission to Oman. PDO wa
talking a different language. At that
s?aae it looked as if Oman, which pro-
!, Vnlv 0 05 of world production,duces only u.uo ui v ,nn 000 b/dwould be down to less than 200.OOU D/o
hw 1Q81 PDO's managing director,
Bob Jet es never known for anything
but extreme caution in predicting, o.
ontnut is now predicting a bu.ld-up back

finThneDoil'news is likely to restore the
balance of payments to surplus in the

f •foRfk In 1979 a budget def.c.t of

Pri and this could be even greater s.nce

essemial role in development and helped

Sapped for <onds. In .he Pipe™ s
S,50 million borrowing v*jdi the'eaa
ra^aVd°on«o«£
Lflt does against a background of dis-

"A political ploy" .Tplan has now been drawn up to lay a
pipeline from the Kinneret reservoir to
ZJordan valley settlements and up into
the hills to supply settlements as far as
Beqaot. One reason for this .scleayo
secure the settlement's water supply
against political change and also to pre
empt criticism that the settlements are
Sdng water from West Bankers. Ben
Meir however, considers the move .s large
ly apolitical ploy which will not be worth
its considerable expense

The British connection
Qabous can also rely on the.contru,

.„ztupi|K wh ch has both a air
and" an indrect military involve,

distance to Oman ... as Ornams
fained to occupy P«W"»^!°
British personnel on secondment
most recent figures show that there
abouUBP seconded UK officers and
tooetner~Wtth' more-than.AOU. t»
officers recruited throughfinvaje;aycr-ffijKFolifgn Commonweal G
has made it quite clear tha there
final date for UK withdrawal from C
'ndeed Qabous has beer, moslt anx.o

his private exchanges with British o
to ensure that no date is fixed fo
withdrawal. TheCor^r^ivegovern
of Margaret Thatcher is unlikely to.
^fe policy. Despite the presence o.
ranking Omanis in the m.l.tary hie

nY visitor to Muscat. amv.ngr
International Airport .simrned ate
aware of the depth of the British n
commitment. Officersin mjhWY<«
mill around the arrival lounge wo;
meet the latest intake. As a vSjTorit confided: "Trtiscountry :
me very much of Hong Kong

The Chinese presence in um.
the second Gulf state to recognis,
s a discreet villa in the main
quarter of Ruwi. The red flag is
out by taxi drivers though it v.
easy to miss the makeshift.embej
first Chinese ambassador Yu-presented his credentials on 28 •
as yet no bilateral programme o
ation has been announced, in
embassy is intended, dip oma
limning post for China

BOBJI '


