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SYRIAN-IRAQI DISPUTE OVER THE 
EUPHRATES WATERS 

ZOHURUL BARI* 

Disputes over the distribution of the waters of international rivers are a frequent 
phenomenon of the present century, and stem from efforts by riparian 
countries to control the natural .flow of water with the help of modern techno­
logy. They also arise from endeavours to secure greater exploitation of water 
resources. There have been bilateral and even multilateral treaties to resolve 
such · disputes, but so far no set system of international law on water resources 
has been evolved. 

As a number of varied factors-human, economic, and even political-are 
involved in these disputes, and the practices of the various states differ, it is es­
pecially difficult to solve these disputes unless bilateral considerations are taken 
into due account and a greater understanding of the interests involved is brought 
to bear. 

The purpose of this study is not to discuss the dispute between Iraq and Syria 
over the waters of the Euphrates within any legal framework of international 
law, particularly in view of lack of any standard statistics on the river relating 
to the present dispute.1 Our aim here is just to look at the dispute in its geo­
graphical, economic, and also political perspectives, and to examine. the effo~ts 
of each state to create situations conducive to a settlement of the dispute to Its 
own advantage. 

We could divide this study into four parts: (I) Geographical positions of Syria 
and Iraq in relation to the Euphrates; (2) topography of the river basin and 
the efforts made to secure greater exploitation of its water resources by the two 
states; (3) the dispute as such; and (4) the attempts made ~awards a settlement 
of the dispute. 

GEOGRAPHICAL PoSITIONS 

For the purpose of the present study, Syria could be divided into three regions. 

*Mr Bari is Documentation Officer (West Asia) at the School. 
I Two sources of information on the dispute, though arbitrary in nature. would have been 

of much use if they had been made public, viz the World Bank Report of 1965 and the report 
prepared by Soviet experts in 1972. Both were submitted to the Governments con cerned. 
Though each Government has been referring to such parts of the reports as are favourable to 
it, none has deemed it fit to release them in full . 
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The first region is the one which is traditionally the main area of cultivation
and which includes (i) a strip of land along the Mediterranean coast from the
Lebanese border in the south to the Turkish in the north and (//) the 100-mile-
wide steppe plain in Central Syria which runs north-eastwards from the Jordanian
borders towards the Euphrates Valley. The principal cities of Syria, Damascus,
Horns, Hama, and Allepo, are located in this plain. This region enjoys the
Mediterranean climate and is fairly fertile. It has two well-marked seasons—a
moist cool winter and a dry hot summer, with rainfall confined to winter. The
pattern of rainfall is influenced by proximity to the Mediterranean Sea, and
varies according to the distance from it. Whereas the region in Category (/') gets
twenty-four to forty inches of rain, i.e. enough for the cultivation of cereals,
citrus fruits, and other commercial crops, the region in Category (//') is dry, with
most of it receiving less than fifteen inches ofrainfall a year. Irrigation is also
practised in the region along the Orontes and other small rivers. Besides wheat,
which is the traditional crop grown throughout Syria, cotton and tobacco are the
principal crops in the area.

The second region, in the north-east along and east of the Euphrates, is
known as al-Jazira ("island"). It is alow-lying plateau and also consists ofplains.
The population was sparse before the Second World War. But it is now expec
ted to have reached 18 per cent ofthe country's total, thanks to the introduction
ofmechanized dry farming, recent discoveries ofcrude, and agricultural expan
sion made possible by the construction of the Euphrates Dam. The annual
rainfall ranges from twelve to twenty-four inches. Avariety ofcrops, including
rice, are now being grown in the area, but wheat and cotton, especially cotton,
are the major crops.

The third region comprises most of the area south of the Euphrates and
forms part of the vast desert that stretches into Jordan, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia.

Iraq likewise could be divided agriculturally into two regions: (/) rain-fed and
(ii) arid. Iraq's north and north-eastern region, a large part of which is known as
Kurdistan, has fifteen to twenty-five inches of rain that comfortably supports
agriculture in the low land. Here barley, wheat, and Mediterranean fruits are
the main agricultural products. Moving further down from the mountains, one
passes from awet zone of climate to adesert one. This area has two principal
seasons-a long, hot, rainless summer extending from May to October, and a
short, not-so-cool, winter from December to February, with spring and autumn
tilling in the short intervals between the two. Rainfall, which averages not more
than five inches, occurs wholly in winter and is due to the depression crossing
the region from the Mediterranean.

This region could be subdivided into three parts. The area north and north
east of Baghdad between the two great rivers of Iraq, the Tigris and the Euphra
tes, is called al-Jazira, which also extends to Syria as described earlier. Though
essentially a fertile area, most of it remains unused for agriculture. Then there is
Central and Southern Iraq from the region around Baghdad and south ofit. This
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is an alluvial plain with saline soil deposited by recurring floods. This is 
the principal agricultural zone of the country, with its life-giving rivers being 
the only source of agriculture. Here barley,rice, and dates are the staple food. 
Finally, there is almost all the rest of Iraq-more than half of it-which is desert. 

The Euphrates, along with its sister river the Tigris, has contributed to 
the · prosperity ·or the country from time immemorial, and has seen the rise and 
fall of many civilizations in the valley between them'. The Sumerians were the 
first to establish (c. · 3000 B.C.) a rich civilization in the area below present 
Baghdad on the Gulf. Here they had a highly developed agricultural economy, 
supported by a remarkable irrigation system based on the two rivers. Skilful 
and scientific use of the rivers for irrigation reached a high stage of develop­
ment during the Abbasid period (A.D. 850-1000). Then, during the Mongol 
invasions of Baghdad in the thirteenth century, there was a large-scale destruc­
tion of dams, dykes, and irrigation canals. This caused salinity in the soil in the 
following centuries, and most of the lands formerly irrigated were abandoned 
or left fallow. Agriculture deteriorated to an extent that it was unable to provide 
an average Iraqi farmer with more than a bare subsistence, and both quality and 
quantity of products went down. 

If environmental criteria, independent of political boundaries, are adopted, 
the valley of the Euphrates and the Tigris between the plateau of Asia Minor 
and the Gulf could be divided into two regions, with the area around Baghdad 
forming the boundary between the two. North of this area was called al-Jazira 
by the Arabs, and Mesopotamia by the Romans; whereas the southern alluvial 
plain was called Iraq by the Arabs, and Babylonia by the Romans. 2 Part of the 
territory called al-Jazira by the Arabs now forms Northern and Eastern Syria, 
whereas another part lies inside Northern and North-Western Iraq. Yet another 
part lies in Turkish territory. This includes Diyarbakir. The plateau of al­
Jazira includes certain groups of hills like Jabal Abdel Aziz between the Balikh 
and the Khabour inside present-day Syria, and Jabal Sinjar between the Khabour 
and the Tigris inside present-day Jraq. The Balikh and the Khabour, the two 
important left-bank tributaries of the Euphrates, rise beyond these hills in the 
Turkish part of the Jazira, towards the north. The Balikh joins the Euphrates 
between Jarablus, on the Syrian-Turkish border, and Deir-ez-Zor; whereas the 
Khabour joins it twenty miles below Deir-ez-Zor-the Khabour being the last 
tributary. In Jabal Sinjar, in Iraqi territory, are the sources ofNahr Tharthar 
(Tharthar River), which flows southwards into the desert and disappears in Wadi 
Tharthar (Tbarthar Valley), between the two rivers. 

2See Hans J. Guterbock, ''Mesopotamia", Encycfopaedia Britannica, cdn of 1969, vol. 15, 
p. 203. The author describes this division in what he calls a narrow sen se of the terms used 
to denote the two halves of the region. He says that the term "Mesopotamia" is also used in 
a much wider sense to include the entire area from the foot of the mountains or Asia Minor 
to the Gulf. Likewise "al-Jazira" also is somctin1es used to denoto a wider area. 

APRIL-JUNE 1977 
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TOPOGRAPHY AND EFFORTS AT GRBATER EXPLOITATION 
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63 per cent of the water flows during a span of four months, March to June, and 
in May the flow of water is seven-and-a-half times as great as in September. 
Second, the flow takes only two months-July and August-to reach the mini­6 

mum, whereas it takes as manY as nine months to attain the maximum.
A fairly wide variation is also found in the countries through which the river 

flows. From the mountains of Turkey, where the river is more or less torrential, 
it emerges at the Syrian steppe of ai-Jazira, where it is slightly sunk below the 
level of the surrounding plateau and where the slope averages 30 centimetres 
per kilometre between Jarablus and Hit. But between Hit and Shinafiya the 
slope remains 10 centimetres per kilometre. After Shinafiya and Nasiriya the 7 

slope is never more than 3 centimetres per kilometre. Indeed it almost disappears.
Navigation is common in the lower Euphrates. But because of the steep slope 
and the fast current, upstream navigation is difficult in the middle and uppet 
reaches. In fact, at Hit the river suddenly suffers decline in both volume and 
velocity, ~nd this rapid decline is the main cause of widespread deposition of 
sediment on the delta plain, as a res.ult of high heat, heavy evaporation, and 

8 
extensive channellization. As the river decreases at Hit, and the slope is slight in the region beloW, large 
areas used to be regularly inundated due to annual floods in May before the 
construction of the dams in Iraq and Syria. During the flood season the Euphra­
tes carries a great quantity of silt. According to the available data, the maximum 
flood discharge of 2,733 cubic metres per second is enough to cover 600 acres 
of land with a layer of silt 0.25 centimetre thick (in a day)." This silt, with the 
accumulation of sodium and magnesium chlorides and the stagnant flood water, 
is prone to salinity under the conditions that have existed for ages in th.e area. 

The Baghdad Observer attributes the increase of salinity in Iraqi soil to the rise 
of subterranean water, the non-availability of taping network, bad utilization of 
water, a high degree of heat which causes widespread evaporation of water and 
leaving of salt in the soil, and absence of canals to drain the subterranean 
water. The High Con1mission of 194911 estimated that in about 60 per cent of 

10the observations perhaps 20 per cent to 30 per cent of the cultivated land in the 
irrigated areas has been abandoned during recent decades owing to the accumula­
tion of salt, and that yield in the area still being tilled may have declined by 20 

per cent to 50 per cent. 

6 lbid. 
BThe Euphrates loses 46 per cent of its water between Hit and Nasiriyah, ~ distance of 680 7 Ibid. 

- 8N~ri K. ai-Darazi, .TI1e GeographY of Agriculture ill Irrigated Areas of the. Middle Euphrates kilometres. Ibid. 

lO"Strategy of Agricultural Development in Iraq", Bogl1dad Ob server, 26 August 1975, P· 7. 
HRtport 011 the Control of the Rivers of Iraq a11d tl1e Utili zation of Th eir Wate rs, 1951 , p. J75. 

Vall ey (Daghdad, 1961), p.62. 

Cited by al-Barazi, n. 9, p. 134· 
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Thus, so far as the utilization of the Euphrates in Iraqi territory is concerned, 
two separate problems are involved: (I) control of floods in order to prevent 
recurring large-scale destruction and (2) utilization of river water for both irriga­
tion and desalination. 

Flood control schemes on the Euphrates involve two basins: Habbaniya and 
Abu Dibbis. Originally water is diverted to the Habbaniya Lake to avert the 
danger of flood in the Euphrates. A barrage across the river at Ramadi raises the 
river level so as to allow diversion into the Habbaniya Depression Lake. This 
barrage was constructed in 1955-56, and ever since it bas been possible, whenever 
the water level is very high, to divert 2,800 cubic metres of water per second in 
the direction of Lake Habbaniya along a canal on the right side of the Euphrates 
3 kilometres from Ramadi Town-called the Warrar Stream . This canal is 8.5 
kilometres long and 210 metres wide. In addition, another canal leads to the 
Abu Dibbis Reservoir, a depression west of Karbla Town. At present this depres­
sion is used only to receive surplus water from Habbaniya during the flood sea­
son in an emergency. 

In this connexion the importance of the Tigris in relation to the Euphrates can­
not be overlooked. Above the region of Baghdad both the rivers flow in distinct 
and well-defined valleys. At Baghdad they come closest, the two flowing at a dis­
tance of 40 kilometres only from each other. They get separated again below Bagh­
dad, though the valley walls disappear. Because of greater volume, the largest 
flood control scheme of Iraq is located on the Tigris. This scheme involves Wadi 
Tharthar north-west of Baghdad between the Euphrates and the Tigris. A barrage, 
similar to the one at Ramadi, was completed on the Tigris at Samara in 1955-56. 
This barrage is capable of diverting 9,000 cubic metres of water per second 
towards the depression of Wadi Tharthar along a canal 65 kilometres long. Tbar­
tbar is a natural depression, and its storage capacity is 72.84 billion cubic metres. 
After the completion of these two projects, Iraq for the first time in its history 
was protected from the catastrophe of regular floods. 

Now desalination poses a problem for Iraq more serious than irrigation. In the 
olden days a simple but effective system of canals was created to perform the dual 
function of watering arid areas and draining water-logged zones with a view to 
removing salinity. Skilful use was made of the variation in level between the 
Tigris and the Euphrates. A large number of canals were constructed on both 
sides of the Tigris from Tikrit southwards. Five major channels led water from 
~he Euphrates to the Tigris in the region of Baghdad and Babylon. 

Some of these canals have now been cleared and are again being used. Efforts 
have also been made to establish a well-co-ordinated scheme of large-scale peren­
nial irrigation on the Tigris-Euphrates plain below Samara and Ramadi. A bar­
rage at Hindiya on the Euphrates was constructed in 1913. Its aim was (I) to 
divert water from the Euphrates into a canal that was an old channel of the river; 
and· (2) to raise the general level of the Euphrates and thus allow irrigation in 
the region of Karbla on the right bank of the river, as also upstream on the 
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The idea of building a dam on the river in Syria was originally prompted by a 
realization of the fact that the river had not been adequately utilized in a region 
known to have a highly fertile soil. It was this realization that induced the 
Government of Syria in 1947 to carry out the first scientific study of the possibi­
lity of exploiting the Euphrates River. No significant development, however, came 
until, on 22 April 1966, Syria and the Soviet Union signed a protocol, with 
the Soviet Union agreeing to provide Syria with equipment and technical assis­
tance of the value of 500 million Syrian pounds (100 Syrian pounds=$27.21, at 
the 1974 exchange rates) at an interest of 2.5 per cent per annum and on easy 
terms of repayment. Thus, on 7 March 1968, work on the Euphrates Dam was 
officially inaugurated. 

The high priority which the Government of Syria accords to this project is 
apparent from the establishment of several organizations totally devoted to the 
project. Though the Syrians say that ever since 1947 this project has received 
active consideration of the authorities and that one Government organization or 
another has always looked after it, it was only in 1961 that the first General Or­
ganization of the Euphrates Dam was set up. This was followed by the establish­
ment of the Higher Authority for the Euphrates Project directly under the Prime 
Minister. The General Administration for the Development of the Euphrates Basin 
was·set up in 1968. A full-fledged Ministry of the Euphrates Dam was created in 
1970 to look after the various works connected with the project. The Syrian Arab 
Company for Construction is worth mentioning here. This company also comes 
under the direct supervision of the Euphrates Ministry. The construction of Tabqa 
City (now renamed Al-Thawrah City), the model villages around the newly irriga­
ted areas to encourage the growth of population in the region, and the construc­
tiou work in the project area are the primary concern of the company at present. 

The Euphrates Dam (cost: $300 million) is the second largest dam in the 
Middle East-second after the Aswan High Dam-to be built with Soviet 
assistance. The dam took its full shape when construction on the first stage was 
completed in 1973. It is an earthen dam built of gravel and sand. The basic 
structure is 4.5 kilometres in length and 60 metres in height. The base is 512 
metres wide. The dam controls the flow of water. The water forms an artificial 
lake (named the Assad Lake) 80 kilometres in length and 630 square kilometres 
in area, with a storage capacity of 11.9 billion cubic metres of water.18 The 
project consists of the dam proper, a high voltage power station consisting of 
eight units, and an electric network of lines to supply power to the various parts 
of :he country. 

fhe course of the river was diverted on 5 July 1973 at the completion of the 

lBAccording to reported disclosures by reliable sources, there were 1,000 Soviet experts, 
engineers, technicians, and otbers working on the project, all on the pay-roll of tlie Syrian 
Government, their Syrian counterparts reportedly numbering about 12,000. Arab World 
Weekly (New York, N . Y.), 30 June 1973, p. 12. · 
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'II contribute substantially to the 
Th Euphrates Dam WI · It ·s expected 

first stage of the dam. e . . t" on hcilities in the country. I h If 
supply of power, as also th_e trrtga t t 'in Syria will reach two-and-a· a 
that power production from the Eup:::u~~ion at present is not more than three~ 
billion kilowatts per hour. (Power p he dam will irrigate about ~40,00. 
fourths of a billion kilo':"att~ per hou~) ~he present total irrigated area 111 Syna 
hectares of Jand,l" whiCh ss more t. a: ill be in addition to the 400,000 h~c­
(estimated to be 550,000 hectares). Thts . t on the Khabour River. Accordmg 
tares to be irrigated under ~ separate ~~~~ecment of the land is expected ~o ~e 
to Syrian estimates, reclamatwn and de p fter 1975. This means that tt wtll 

f 20 000 hectares a year a 1 the Euph­
achieved at the rate o ' 640 000 hectares of land a ong 
take about thirty-two years to develop . -~will help accommodate about two 
rates in Syria. Once this is done, the pr_oJe~o some studies, increase in the a~nual 
million people in the area; and, accor~I;;O iflion Syrian lira(£ 7 million) dtrect­
national income will be of the order o m . . 
ly from agriculture alone.~o . h" . k that the project will help in e_st~bhshtng 

The Bath Government 111 Syna t In s . t the foundation of a Soctahst trans­
an economic base wide enough to ~;onst~t~he former Syrian Minister of Industry, 
formation in the country. In the words o e ·ect is Syria's future. The Euphrates 
Nureddin al-Rifai: "The Syrian Eu~hrate; pro~ be able to stand on its own ·feet 
region is the new Syria, and Syna WII nmoy in future unless it is capable of 

d rosperous econo ••21 
and to ensure a stable an P ter There is no other way. 

f th Euphrates wa · benefiting from its share o e . . 

THE DISPUTB 

- S rian plan to construct a dam on the_Euph-
The dispute arose in the wake of th~ . y a ricultural countries. Desplt~ tl~e 

tes Both Syria and Iraq are traditiOnally g d efforts at industrialization m 
ra · t g trading sector an t y's 11existence of a traditiona y s ron . . t be the backbone of the coun r 
recent years, agriculture in ~yna c?ntl~~i~ a~e unable to reduce the importance 

Ll.kewise in Iraq dlscovenes o economy. • 

. . . (I) The Balikh basin­
. · · · able land inlo the followtng reg tons. basin- 25,000 

lDThe Syrians spht thts trng V II -240 000 hectares; (3) the Rasafeh I . s­
185,000 hectares; (2) the ~uphr~te~40a~~ hect~res; and (5) the Western Meskene Pam 

h Mayadm platns •4)hectares; ( t e • . b have been collected 
150 000 hectares. d h related tssues a ove 6 

2ooetails relating to ~he Euph~~~esS~r~: ;~fo~:n:~ion Ministry, viz Sadd al·::;ea:~~~~~~~~1 of 

~~:et;:ob~~~~j~:s~~:;~~c!e~iwilh the t~~i~~~~~a~~~~~ct\~e 0~~:~:c~~:1~no~~~ent launc:1cd ~~ 
the Euphrates basin rtcsp~~~v~~;rw:~ep~~lication is not met~tioned, _bul tstho:;'t~~v~~:~~:t:su~am 
h Bath Governmen · ' 33.48. 1 wo aruc c 

t e S lso Suriya ai-Thawralt (1974), PP· b 1969 and the other on 30 July 1973. 
1975- ee a kl one on 27 Septem er 
appeared in the Arab ~Vorld Wee y, An-Naltar (Beirut), 17 May 1975, p. 9. 

21Nureddin al·Rifat, statement to 
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of ~he agricultural sector to the econom 22 
Syna's dependence on the Euphrates has b:~ How~ver, as c~~lpared with Iraq, 
that has prospered on th . b n marginal. TraditiOnally it is Iraq 

· . e nver anks. Now the I · 
the1r establi shed right to the t f h . raqts say that they must have 

wa er o t e nver ac d ' · 
ey also emphasize that a d'st· t' h cor lllg to International law. 

Th I lflC IOn S OU)d b d b
Euphrates irrigated at present i th .e rna e etween the areas by the 
irrigation, with priority to thonse le tdwo coh~ntnes and the planned expansion of 

an s w 1ch are d · · · 
or the purpose of distribut· r un er ungatJOn at present

f · · 100 0 the water of th · ' 
d1stmction is essential to sustal·n th . . e nver. They say that thise ex1st1ng populat" · h · . 

In fact, technically speak in th S .. JOn m t e nver basm. 23 
right to the water of the Euphr:t· be yrhmns have not denied Iraq's established 

· es, ut t ey say that th I · 1 · • 
respect IS exaggerated The Sy · d e raq1 c aun m this· nans try to raw a r b
comumption in Iraq which defi h me etween the average water 

. . . • nes t e real requir t dfac1httes to use in view of the h emen ' an what the Iraqis had 
. uge amount of wat th

along the nver before the dam h er at used to be wastedon t e other side 0 f tl b . 
As we have seen the dispute . . . 1e order was butlt. 

. . ' arose pnmanly as 1 
npanan nation that is Syrl·a ·~ ~ a resu t of the efforts by a . ' , ,or greater expl 01't f100 f . 
area, wh1ch had remained unexplo 't d Th . ~ o the nver water in its 1
side is that Syria has little wate e · e rnam pomt put forward by the Syrian 

r resources as com a d · h 
and that, therefore, it should be allowed a ro P _re wll Iraq and Turkey 
for developmental purposes. Nureddin al·R·/· .por~JOnate use of the river water .t at, Ill h1s statement to AwNahar 2s 

2''F d ' - oo and Agriculture Organization Produ ctio 11
This provides the following Table of a' . Year Book (Rome, 1974), vol. 28·1 p 12 

· . . gncu1tural popul t" • · · 
active 10 agncuhure in Iraq and Syria forth a IOn and population economicallye years I 960 and 1970. · 

Year Total Agricultural Economirally De/ill~ population 
population population Tvtal Jn iiKriculture Percentage 

Iraq 1960 6,945,000 3,691,000 I
1970 9,690.000 4,516,000 ,839,000 977,000 53.2 
1960 4,561,000 2 474 0 2,395,000 . 1,116,000 46.6 

Syria 1970 ' ' OO I 263 000 685 000 
. 6,182.ooo l .OI7,00o 1:574:ooo 768:ooo . ~g 

The populauon of Iraq and Syria in 1974 rose I II 161 000 . . 
23For a del ai led Iraqi point of view on th ~ · • · and 7,080,000 respeclively. Ibid 

history of the negolialions between S . e sud.Jelct a~d also for Iraq's official version of tile 
M ' · • bl yna an raq m the matter h 1llliStry s pu ication Azmat ui-Fura/' Ta 'k l A • see t e raqi Information 
not mentioned, the publicalion cover;ev r; I wa rqam . Although the date of publication is 

24Th h h ens up to 1975. 
oug I e source of the river lies in Tu k . .

hydro-electric dam at Keban and has r ey, which also has built ils most ambitious 
. P1a ns to build three m d b . 

ave een pretend JOg that they do not h , ore ams, oth Syna and Iraq
h . k b h ave any senous problem · h T 
I m t at at least for the near futur T k wn urkey. Perhaps they
hh 1 e ur ey would not be abl 1 

w at t ley both consider to be its due. The Keban Da . . e o consume more water than 
70-mile·long lake, has been operational since 1973. m, which IS 670 feet high and forms a 

25Among the available explanations of the S . . . . . 
mer Syr~an Industry Minisler, Nur<ddin al-;r::in ~~e~point, the one forw~rded by the for· 
Nureddm ai-R1fai is considered in Syria b ' f he most comprehensJV.e and analytical.

1
with the Euphrates project and related issu~s e. one ~ thos~ to. have had the closest association smce I e beginning. At~-Nuhar was directed by 
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Syriau-lraqi Dispu te over t!Je Euphrates Waters 

emphasizes that in fact Iraq has no water shortage even though Syria uses what 
he calls its "share" of the waters of the river. He points out that Turkey bas vast 
water resources of more than 100 billion cubic metres a year, where'as Iraq's 
annual water ~esources are, on an average, about 35.5 billion cubic metres, ex­
cluding the Euphrates. In comparison the water resources of Syria, excluding the 
Euphrates, amount to just about 3.5 billion cubic metres a year. According to 
him, the idea of using the Tigris as a twin river to the Euphrates to cover the 
water shortage in the latter once came up during negotiations. He says that as 
Iraqi land (in the delta area) is flat to ·a great extent; it is possible to divert 
water from one river to the other and that in fact Iraq is currently engaged in a 
huge project that would connect the Euphrates with the Tigris through the Thar­
thar Depression Canal "with a storage capacity of 80 billion cubic metres of 
water". Another point of importance, · according to al-Rifai, is that in most 

26 
cases Syrian agriculture depends only on rainfall, which is variable and uncer­
tain. If, in any year, rainfall is not enough, Syria faces serious economic diftlcul­
ties. Basically, with its agricultural economy, Syria depends on irrigation, and in 
future, with an increased population, which is estimated to be about IS to 16 
million by the end of this century, and decreased water resources, it cannot 
ensure a stable and prosperous economy if it does not exploit the Euphrates and 
expand its irrigated agriculture.27 AI-Rifai's reply to the Iraqi claim of establi­
shed right to the water of th:: Euphrates is that intcrnationallegal practices 
also give every country its "rightful share" in the water flowing in its region, and28 

that Syria has so far not taken its share of the water of the river . 
But what is this "established right" that Iraq claims? And what is the 

"rightful share" that Syria speaks of? According to the data provided by the 
Syrian side, the average annual flow of water in the Euphrates, provided there is 
no obstacle in the upper reaches, is about 28 billion cubic metres on the Syrian­
lraqi border. This becomes 29 billion cubic metres as a result of the additional 
water (estimated to be 4 billion cubic metres a year) that the Balikh and the 
Khabour bring- in when they join the Euphrates (and consumption of some of 

the present Information Minister to get further information on the subject from Nureddin al­

Rifai. A11·Nahar, 17 May 1975, P· 9. 
2tiJbid. ' The following Table of land use and irrigation in Iraq and Syria as provided by the 

Production Year Book of the Food and Agriculture Organization (n. 22) might be of some 

interest : lrriKatinnAgric n/lllrnl ore n 
Total arell Year AreaYearCountry A ruble tum/ Laud u11der

(111 thousands (In thousands peruUJnent
of hectares) of hectares) . 

crop 
3,67519631514,848 619Iraq 1971 43,492 19733285.546

Syria 1973 18,541 

21 A11-Nahar, 17 May 1975, p. 9. 

2Bibid. 
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this water in Syria)!9 Al-Rifai says that during a tripartite meeting held in 
Baghdad in September 1965, Iraq demanded 18 billion cubic metres as its share 
of water, Turkey demanded 14 billion cubic metres, and Syria asked for 13 
billion cubic metres. The total is more than what the river carries. Hence the 
problem.30 

The Iraqis base their argument by and large on the reports submitted by the 
World Bank and the Soviet experts. According to them, the World Bank report 
for 1965 states that agricultural land in the Euphrates basin in Turkey is 153,000 
hectares; in Syria, 212,500 hectares, and in Iraq, 1,231,000 hectares. The 
report says, further, that there are possibilities of expansion in the areas under 
agriculture in all the three countries. It estimates that the expansion of the area 
under agriculture would be 1,100,000 hectares in Turkey; 413,000 hectares in 
Syria; and 7 I 0,000 hectares in Iraq. It also states that water needed for irrigation 
in Turkey is estimated to be a billion cubic metres; in Syria, 3.30 billion cubic 
metres; and in Iraq, 8.6 billion cubic metres. If the flow of water in the river 
rises to 35 billion cubic metres a year the expected future requirements of the 
three countries would be: I 1.9 billion cubic metres for Turkey; 7 billion cubic 
metres for Syria; 16.1 billion cubic metres for Iraq. 31 

It is also said that the Soviet experts who came out in 1972 with a detailed 
report on each country's requirements of water based their report on the World 
Bank statistics. The Soviet report suggests two time-tables. One is connected 
with the expansion of the area under agriculture in the three countries (viz 
Turkey, Syria, and Iraq) in such a way as not to affect the esta blished right of 
Iraq.~· The report wants Iraq to reduce its share of water after twenty years. The 
second time-table, according to Iraq, is connected with the filling up of the two 
reservoirs, one in Turkey (Keban) and the other in Syria (Tabqa), to a level that 
would not affect the irrigated lands in Iraq. The Iraqis claim to agree with the 
content of the Soviet report. They also demand that the established right should 
be placed at 13 billion cubic metres a year for Iraq and at 4 billion cubic metres 
a year for Syria and that the surplus water should be distributed between Syria 
and Iraq in the ratio of 7:3, provided that this ratio is reversed in the event of the 

2ilbid. This average is accepted by Iraq as well . Iraq is more precise in explaining the · 
point. It says that the annual flow o·f water in the river, as recorded between 1925 and 1969, 
was 29.4 billion cubic metres. The flow was highest in 1969 (63.4 billion cubic metres) and 
lowest in 1930 (12.5 billion cubic metres) . See A zmat a/.Furat, n. 23, p. 5. 

30An-Nahar, 17 May 1975, p . 9. 
111A zmat ai-Furat, n. 23, p . 6. 
aa Ibid ., p. 15. Mukrram ai·Talebani, in an interview to AI-Hawadith, explained that in 

view of the high rate of salinity and bad soil conditions in its territory, Iraq needed more 
water to wash away the salt and reclaim the land. He argued that if the three countries had 
followed th'e time-table suggested by the Soviet experts, Iraq would have been able, with 10 
billion cubic metres of additional water at its disposal, to wash its soil in the Euphrates basin 
in about twenty years. See AI·Hawadith, 22 August 1975, pp. 31-32. 
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~heir soil conditions ~od :~r country before introdu~l~g ria 3& On the other ban~, 
along the Euphr.ates lU t e between their country ~n ty d .a good deal of their 
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. . b subJect \lave T b a 
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b t een the two · tion to Ul 1 the
Negotiations e w . nnounced its mten party that contro s 
since 1962, when .Syrt~o~ned these negotiati~ns a~ awitb Turkey concluded on 
Turkey also someumes { bas a treaty of frtends\llp ys· "Turkey s\,lall keep 
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S3Azmat ai-Filrat, n. 23, p. \5. June 1975· The typed Ara~ic text of 
3•Jbid p. 16-18· m Minister). statement, . E tbassy in New Delhi. 
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36Thts IS o al for time·tablcs. Also, tt: is could be diverted HttO t e duthat diversion of 
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ite manY ups and downs ID . I exists. After talks between e of the Euphrates River 
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(SWBl {Reading, Englan • . . 
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Iraq cla ims that in 1962 it agreed with Syria to exchange hydrologica l and 
other technical information concerning the dams that would be built on the river 
in future, and to recognize the established rights of the two countries.38 There is, 
ho wever, no formal agreement yet between Syria and Iraq on the subject. Turkey 
participated because it was a lso planning to build dams on the rivers, and Iraq 
was understandably anxious to evolve a formula for the distribution of water 
that would protect its interests. It would appear that serious differences arose 
betv.een Syria and Iraq and that, after crucial tripartite negotiations in September 
1965 in Baghdad, it was decided that it would be better fo r Syria and Iraq to 
hold talks on a bila teral basis. Thus a series of bilateral negotiations took place 
b oth in Baghdad and in Damascus. 1972 proved to be a particularly anxious 
year for Iraq, for work on the Tabqa dam was fast nearing completion and there 
seem ed no possibility of the dispute being resolved . · 

The Iraqi team for the bilateral negotiations held in March 1972 was headed 
by Saddam Hussein, Iraq's strongman and Vice-President of the Revolution 
Command Council.39 The Iraqi Minister of Irrigation, Taha Ibrahim, arrived in 
Damascus on 22 March and held separa te talks with the Syria n Minister of the 
Euphrates Dam40 a day after Saddam Hussein had met President Assad of 
Syria and held high-level talks with the Syrian delegation. Topics of major 
importance that came up for discussion d u ring Saddam Hussein's 6-day 
visit were economic co-operation and the building of an additional oil pipeline 
from the Iraqi oil-fields to the Mediterranean through Syria. The talks were 
comprehensive. An Iraqi proposal for urgent union between Iraq, Syria, and 
Egypt for countering King Hussein's announced plan for the creation of a 
United Hashmite Kingdom41 was the most important item discussed in Damas­
cus before Saddam Hussein proceeded to Cairo.• ~ Obviously, Iraqi views did 
not find positive response in Syria, and nothing concrete came out of the nego­
ti ations. Though in the same year the two sides agreed on Soviet arbitration, the 
talks proved to be a turning-point in the behaviour of the two countries towards 
the dispute. 

Here we could draw a clear line between the two phases of the relations 
between the two countries, especially as regards the Euphrates issue, the turning­
point being March 1972. We could call the first the accommodative phase, as 
attempts at a settlement of the dispute during this period (1962-72) were con-· 
fined to the technical aspects. The negotiations of March 1972 introduced 

18Azma/ ai·Furat, n. 23, pp. 35 and 37. 
391bid., pp. 12-13, for the importance that Iraq gave io these negotiations, as also for the 

Iraqi version of the proposals presented. 
•oswB (ME/3931), 25 March 1972, p. A/14. 
"For the text of the statement of the unity plan by the Iraqi Revolution Command Coun­

cil, see SWB (ME 3942), 17 March 1972, p. A/II . . 
62See, for the items discussed , a report of the Press statement released at the end of the 

Damascus talks, in AI-Ahram (Cairo) of 27 March 1972. ' 
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Syria and of a pipeline that extended from Iraqi oil-fields . across Syria to the 
Mediterranean coast, and the consequent demand by the Government of Syria 
for a big hike in royalties and Iraq's rejection of the demand. This led to a 
sharp deterioration in the relations between the two countries. Indeed it appears 
to have caused drastic rethinking in Iraq on the whole structure of Iraqi-Syrian 
oil-water relations. Then, on 26 August 1973, Iraq concluded an agreement with 
Turkey for the construction of an oil pipeline from Iraqi oil-fields, across Turkey 
to the Mediterranean. Syria felt infuriated, for it felt that the agreement was a 
retaliation by Iraq and a direct attack on its interests relating to royalties from 
the oil pipeline extending across Syria . The Syrians said that Iraq had already 
agreed with Syria on a project aimed at increasing the capacity of the present 
pipeline across Syria by 10,000,000 tons a year45 and that the agreed pipeline 
across Turkey wa s uneconomical, as it entailed an "exorbitant cost".46 They 
accused Iraq of "reviving a British-Nuri project" "in addition to the conditions 
Turkey stipulated to Iraq under which Iraq should supply the US Sixth Fleet 
with Iraqi oil"Y 

The last tripartite meeting to be held on the question of sharing the water of 
the Euphrates was the one that took place in Baghdad in May 1972. Since then 
Iraq appears to have made a point of distinguishing between a country with 
which it has a formal treaty relationship on the subject (Turkey) and a country 
with which it has no such treaty (Syria). It has tried to promote good will in 

45As indicated earlier, Iraq must have had some framework for broader co-operation with 
Syria in mind, making distribution of the Euphrates waters part of a package deal. 
During Saddam Hussein's visit to Damascus in March 1972, protocols conceming co-opera­
tion between Syria and Iraq relating to the three fields-namely the Euphrates waters, econo· 
mic co-operation, and construction of new pipelines across Syria- were postponed to facilitate 
further discussions. See report of the statement at the end of the visit, in At-Ahram, 27 March 
1972. Apparently Iraq agreed during the intervening period for the new pipeline project 
across Syria. Embarrassed by the Syrian criticism, the official Iraqi Bath paper, 
Ath-Thawrah, said that Iraq still stood by its agreement . While it criticized Syria for 
what it called its "extortionate attitude which conflicts with all measures of unity and dealings 
among brothers, when they imposed tolls on the nationalized Iraqi oil", it also said that the 
agreement with Turkey was in line with the Government's policy of diversifying the outlets 
for pumping nationalized Iraqi oil to the world market instead of confining itself tn just one 
outlet, "which, for one reason or another, could be blocked by the imperialists and their 
tools". The Ath-Thawrah article was released by the Iraqi News Agency and broadcast by 
Baghdad Radio. See SWB (ME/4413), 2 October 1973, p.A/3. There has been no news 
since then about the proje: t for a new oil pipeline through Syria. The Iraqi explanation for 
the' change introduced in Iraqi thinking in favour of diversification of the outlets for oil export 
as a result of the Syrian action of nationalization and the subsequent demand for an increase 
in royalties can be found in Saddam Hussein's speech inaugurating the "strategic oil pipeline" 
linking Haditha with Fua on the Gulf. Iraq Today (Baghdad), 15 January 1975, p. 7. 

USWB (ME/4409), 27 September 1973, p.A/5. 
47Ibid. The accusation was contained in a statement allegedly issued by a so-called Iraqi 

national grouping and released by the Syrian Arab News Agency under the patronage of the 
Syrian Government. 
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GREAT BRITAIN AND THE BIRTH OF SYRIAN . AND 
LEBANESE INDEPENDENCE 

ABED AL-HAFIZ MANSUR• 

Though of major importance to the field of international studies, Britain's role 
in the devolution of the Preach mandate has not been thoroughly 1researched, 
nor adequately or thematically presented, at least in printed form. Even the 
more detailed accounts by George Kirk and Howard Sachar have treated the 
subject in a rather general and sporadic fashion, serving merely as adjuncts to 

2 
broader themes of Middle Eastern bistory. 

Prompted by these shortcomings and utilizing British archival material which 
has since become accessible, the present study will examine the birth of Syrian 
and Lebanese independence in the context of an inimical encounter -- encounter 
not only between the Levantine nationalists and the French, but mainly between 
the French and the British, who, ironically, had been instrumental in the birth 
of the French mandate itself. Emphasis will also be placed upon the interplay 
of domestic, regional, and international politics in this, the last phase of historic 

' Anglo-French rivalry in the Levant.
The resurgence of that dormant rivalry during the Second World War emana­

ted basically from the circumstances and exigencies of the conflict. Britain's war 
effort in the Middle East demanded that it should pay close attention to the 
Levant states, partly because their nationalist ferment was sympathetically echoed 
in various Arab capitals, but largely because of their strategic proximity to other 
areas vital to British interests. Enemy bombers based in Syria, for instance, 
could, as British olficial quarters feared, threaten Egypt, the Suez Canal, the oil 

•or Mansur is Associate Professor of History, Departnlcnl of llistory, Indiana State Uni­

versity, Terre Haute, Ind.Cf. Abed ai-Hafiz Mansur, "Anglo-French Rivalry in the Levant and the Question of 
1Syro-Lebanese Independence, 1939-1943" (Unpubli >hed l'h.D. thesis, University of Oregon, 

!964) . in tire War (London, 1952), pp. 92ff· and 272ff.; and2George Kirk, Tire Middle East 
Howard M· Sachar, Europe L r aves tire Middl e Eas t , 1936-1954 (London, 1974), pp. 194ff. and 

282ff. 
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