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MIDDLE EAST, NORTH AFRICA

OE Watch Commentary: Turkey’s neighbors have historically accused 
the country of restricting water flow to their territories because of the 
several dams the Turkish government has built on the Euphrates and 
Tigris Rivers since the 1960s. The completion of the Ilisu Dam rekindled 
the decades old water dispute between Turkey and Iraq. The excerpted 
accompanying 20-page assessment on water security, written by a Turkish 
professor for the Turkish think tank Center for Middle Eastern Strategic 
Studies, sheds light on the water conflict between Turkey and its neighbors 
with a focus on Turkish and Iraqi relations. 

The accompanying passage analyzes the historical background of the 
issue and makes an assessment on how it could be resolved. According to 
the author, the water conflict between Turkey and Iraq dates to 1965 when 
Turkey built its first dam, Keban, on the Euphrates. Iraq initially insisted 
that Turkey allow 350 cubic meters per second of water flow while the dam 
fills up. The financiers of the dam, including the World Bank, pressured 
Turkey to provide guarantees insisted upon by Iraq. Therefore, in 1966 
Turkey guaranteed Iraq 350 cubic meters per second of water flow, even 
though having third parties interfere in this dispute infuriated Turkey. The author argues that Iraq blames its neighbors, especially Turkey, for 
its water shortages because of Turkey’s Southeastern Anatolia Project. According to the author, Iraq’s internal conflicts and crumbling water 
infrastructure have caused its water shortages. 

The accompanying passage also touches upon Iran’s role in this dispute between Turkey and Iraq. Even though at first glance the issue 
seems to be affecting Turkish, Iraqi and Syrian relations, Iran has contributed to the water shortages in Iraq as well. Iran has built dams on 
sources feeding the Tigris and significantly decreased the amount of water flow to Iraq. However, Iran has historically blamed Turkey for water 
shortages. The latest example was in 2017, when Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani accused Turkish dams on the Tigris and Euphrates of causing 
water shortages. The author states Iran’s aim is to create a perception in the international arena that Turkey causes water shortages in the 
region. 

In the last chapter, the author states that Turkey’s stance on water security has been the same for decades. Turkey has always been against 
third-party interference in this issue. However, Iraq has influenced public opinion internationally in many ways since the building of the Ilisu 
Dam, even though the dam was built to generate power, not to provide water to Turkish farmers. The author argues that Turkey should point 
out that its water usage is in compliance with the international law. Despite the concerns of Turkey’s neighbors over water security, the author 
believes water should be a tool for regional cooperation and Turkey should play an active role in providing technical assistance to its neighbors 
to solve this water conflict. End OE Watch Commentary (Gunduz)

Turkish Dams Cause Water Conflict in the Middle East 

International developments played a significant role in the transboundary water issue between Iraq and Turkey … In this study, …the 
evolution of transboundary waters issue will be evaluated and recommendations will be made for the future…

In general, it has been stated that the emergence of water issues between Turkey and its neighbors [(Syria and Iraq)] started with the 
construction of the Keban Dam in 1965. 

The Keban Dam regulates the Euphrates River and has had a positive impact on water storage infrastructure of Syria and Iraq.  However, 
Iraq has insisted that during the filling up of the Keban Dam, Turkey must guarantee 350 cubic meters per second of water continue to flow. 
The institutions that provided the funding [for the dam] pressured Turkey to comply and Turkey, signed an agreement in 1966, stating that it 
would take all the measures to release 350 cubic meters per second of water…

Turkey’s…experience has caused Turkey to have a negative attitude towards third party interference in this issue…

Iraq sees its neighbors especially Turkey as the root cause of its water scarcity. Iraq claims that because of the Turkey’s multi-faceted 
development project, the Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP), there has been a decrease in the water level of the Tigris and Euphrates that 
causes water scarcity in Iraq. This claim is far from reality. Especially on Tigris, Iraq’s main water source, no project that would consume 
water has been implemented…

The Tigris river has become a tool for continuous political turmoil in Iraq…

Because of the Dams Iran has built on branches [of the Tigris River] from time to time, it has caused serious water shortages…yet in 2017 
[Iran] blamed the Turkish Dams…[in] 2017 Iran’s President [Hassan] Rouhani targeted Turkey and stated that the dams Turkey has built 
negatively affect the water levels of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers… 

Source: Dr. Seyfi Kılıç, “Türkiye-Irak İlişkilerinde Su Meselesi ve Geleceğe Dönük Öneriler (Water Issue in Turkey-Iraq Relations and Future 
Recommendations),” Orsam.org.tr, 5 June 2018. http://orsam.org.tr/files/Degerlendirmeler/72/72TR.pdf

“Iraq sees its neighbors especially Turkey as the root cause of its water scarcity.”
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