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Figure 1: Map of the ET basin countries.2 
The Euphrates originates in Turkey and flows through Iraq and Syria before converging with the Tigris 
River, which has tributaries in both Turkey and Iran and flows towards southeastern Iraq. The two 
rivers converge to form Shatt al-Arab before discharging into the Persian Gulf.

Figure 2: Percentage of flows by country in the Euphrates-Tigris Basin3 
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Unfortunately, the rivers themselves also suffer from the ramifications of climate change—in addi-
tion to the already existing problems like waterlogging, pollution, ecosystem degradation, and high 
salinity. As the climate warms, the basin stands to lose anywhere from 10-60% of its snow-water 
availability according to one study4 (and 55-87% according to another study), while its flows could 
decline by 25-55% and the timing of flows could shift to 18-39 days earlier in the year,5 which would 
have serious implications for agriculture in the region. 
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with Turkey on security matters and accepted 
Turkey’s “first right to use” the Euphrates-Tigris 
waters; in exchange, Turkey guaranteed 500 



Managing Scarcity in the Euphrates-Tigris River Basin in the Age of  
Climate Change: The Euphrates-Tigris River Basin

Page 5

Iraq and Syria argue that they have co-sover-
eignty over the rivers’ governance, and claim 
“historical equal rights” over water quantities 
as Turkey does.28 Agricultural water is strongly 
associated with the two countries’ national 
identities, and they argue that, until the con-
struction boom, they could use the river waters 
without any limits whatsoever. Hence, any new 
reduction in water quantity represents a loss of 
their historical entitlement. This situation also 
triggers Iraq and Syria’s fears of food security, 
as both regimes (especially Syria) have histori-
cally relied on the rivers’ water to a great extent 
to maintain food self-sufficiency,29 survive 
embargoes, and preserve their alliance with 
farmers.30

The countries disagree on the hydrology of the 
river system as well. Turkey treats the rivers as 
a single system, claiming that they are connect-
ed via Iraq’s Tharthar Channel and merge before 
discharging into the Persian Gulf. Iraq and Syria 
both object to this approach and seek to nego-
tiate the waters of the two rivers separately.31 
Iraq, in particular, claims that the single-system 
approach would disproportionately benefit Tur-
key, and it believes that the separate-systems 
approach would result in more water allocations 
to Iraq and Syria.

There is also disagreement over whether the 
rivers are international or transboundary re-
sources. Syria and Iraq view the Euphrates and 
Tigris as “international,” whereas Turkey defines 
them as “transboundary.” For Syria and Iraq, the 
international designation subjects the rivers to 
international water law and third-party interven-
tion. From Turkey’s perspective, the rivers are 
transboundary resources. Thus, any disputes 
over them should be resolved among the three 
countries without third-party involvement—as 
demonstrated by negotiations over the con-

struction of Keban and Karakaya dams, when 
USAID and the World Bank requested minimum 
flow commitments from Turkey.32

There is also contention over the applicable 
legal framework for the river systems, which 
stems from Turkey’s opposition to the UN 
Watercourses Convention of 1997.  The UNWC 
provided a foundational framework for trans-
boundary water management and promoted 
institution-building, cooperation and environ-
mental protection, but has been criticized for 
having a limited scope and failing to address 
climate change.33 

Turkey voted against the UNWC due to Article 
7 of the agreement, which emphasizes “avoid-
ing causing harm” to other countries that use 
the same transboundary water resource, and 
“eliminating or mitigating such harm” if it is 
unavoidable.34 In its objection, Turkey argued for 
“reasonable and equitable utilization” of the 
water sources and only avoiding “significant35 
harm” to other riparian countries.36 It is highly 
likely that this objection was influenced by the 
UNWC’s possible ramifications for Turkey’s 
development projects on the Euphrates-Tigris, 
such as the Birecik Dam, which was subject to 
an aggressive cancellation campaign by Syria 
and Iraq in 1996—the year before the UNWC 
passed.

Establishing a trilateral management 
framework

Iraq, Syria, and Turkey currently do not have a 
formal framework to manage the Euphrates 
and Tigris Rivers. The closest proposal to such 
a framework was Turkey’s Three Staged Plan, 
which included provisions on independent data 
collection, taking inventory of land resources, 
and evaluating the water supply and demand. 
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Considering Iraq and Syria’s approach to food 
security, the three countries could cooperate 
on food trade, especially during drought years, 
to ease these two countries’ anxieties over 
food security, while building trust and goodwill 
among the basin countries. Another advantage 
of cooperation over food security would be for 
Turkey, which has been facing a food inflation 
crisis
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more willingness to cooperate and compro-
mise. While the status quo benefits Turkey, all 
countries have more to win from a sustainable 
basin that fosters the economic and diplomatic 
ties in the region, certainty around water quanti-
ties, and reliable partnerships. It is also a moral 
obligation to ensure that everyone who calls the 
Euphrates-Tigris River basin home has access 
to adequate food, clean water, a livable environ-
ment, and a prosperous life.

Additional cooperation on data-sharing, trans-
parency and development projects on the 
energy-water-food nexus will also be needed to 
improve the livelihood of the basin’s inhabitants 
and ecosystems.

Iraq, Syria, and Turkey should seize this mo-
ment to resolve their past disagreements, 
unite against climate change and droughts as a 
common adversary, and come to the table with 
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