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Historians of the human use of water often point out that the English word
‘rival’ comes from the Latin noun ‘rivalis’,1 meaning “those who use the same
stream as a source of water”.2
Many have taken this as evidence that, since time immemorial, water has
always been a source of antagonism; and that those who rely on shared
sources of water are forever condemned to a perpetual state of violence or
near-violence.
In fact, the reverse is true. As numerous scholars have documented, water has
historically been “a catalyst of peace rather than a cause of war”.3 Certainly,
shared waterways have been a source of rivalries, disputes, conflicting social
and economic interests and tensions. Certainly there have been instances
where violence has erupted over access to water.4 But violence between
nations or over water as a scarce resource have been rare.5
This is not to deny that water is currently being weaponised by many states.
Through the 22 dams it has built as part of its giant Southeastern Anatolia

1

See, for example, Enrique Cabrera and Francisco Arregui, "Introduction" in Enrique Cabrera and Francisco Arregui (eds) "Water
Engineering and Management through Time – Learning from History", CRC Press, Taylor & Francis, London, 2010, p.6.
2

Merriam-Webster, "It Takes Two: The History of 'Rival'". https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/it-takes-two-the-history-ofrival
3

Kadar Asmal, "Water is a catalyst for peace", Water science and technology: a journal of the International Association on Water Pollution
Research, Vol. 43 (4): 23–30, 2001.
4

In India, for example, conflict over access to water has resulted in violence and death along the Cauvery River, whilst in California,
farmers in the 1920s the pipeline carrying water to Los Angeles. A database of water-related conflicts and transboundary water
agreements is kept by the Department of Geological Sciences, University of Oregon. It can be accessed at
https://tfddmgmt.github.io/tfdd/index.html.
See also: Gary Kirst, "The Water War that Polarized 1920s California", LitHub, 17 May 2018, https://lithub.com/the-water-war-thatpolarized-1920s-california/ | BBC, Why water war has broken out in India's Silicon Valley, 13 September 2016,
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-37346570.
5

Aaron Wolf, “Shared Waters: Conflict and Cooperation”. Annual Review of Environment and Resources 32 (1): 241–269, 2007.
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev.energy.32.041006.101434. See also: David Katz, “Hydro-Political Hyperbole:
Examining Incentives for Overemphasizing the Risks of Water Wars”, Global Environmental Politics 11:1, February 2011,
https://doi.org/10.1162/GLEP_a_00041

Project,6 Turkey now has the means to deny water to its downstream
neighbours, Syria and Iraq;7 and, as many of you will have experienced directly,
it has recently exercised that power by ruthlesslycutting off water cut off flows
of the Euphrates and other rivers to exert pressure on the Kurdish regions of
Rojava and the Northern Iraq.8 9 ISIS, too, used water as a weapon, threatening
to flood or deprive areas of water.10
But when policy makers such as former United Nations Secretary-General
Boutrous Boutrous Ghali claim that such water terrorism or past and future
“water wars” are rooted in “water not politics”,11 they are wrong, wrong,
wrong.
Where conflict (violent or otherwise) has erupted, it is very rarely because of
an absolute scarcity of water.12 Instead, conflict results from politically-
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generated scarcities13 rooted in inequalities of power that enable one group to
deny others access to water or to degrade the environment at the expense of
others.
In effect, water conflicts are always about politics.
Inequalities in power are not God-given: they are directly related to processes
of capital accumulation, patriarchy, imperialism, corporate and state expansion
at the expense of the commons, and ambitions for regional hegemonic
control.14
If those in Rojava who rely on the River Khabur do not have water, this is not
an Act of God. It is because Turkish-backed militia have cut the supply.
If people cannot drink the water in Basra because it is too saline, this is not an
act of God. It is the result of decisions that have been made by specific people
with specific political and economic interests that have led to poor drainage,
reduced downstream water flows, increased salinisation and increased levels
of chemical run off into water ways.
And if people are denied water because they cannot pay for it, this is not an
Act of God but a direct outcome of unjust economic policies and privatisation
of water supplies.
Whether in the Middle East or elsewhere in the world, water scarcity today is
primarily politically-generated water scarcity. To understand why people go
short of water – or any other resource – it is therefore necessary to address
the complex workings of power that deny access to water at the local, regional,
national and international levels.
Conflicts over water will not be addressed simply through improved
technologies of water extraction, distribution and use, necessary as these may
be, because the issue is not at root amenable to technocratic solutions.
The struggle is not a technological one: it is a struggle against imbalances of
political, economic and social power. It is a struggle for democracy. Whose
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voice counts? Whose environment gets protected and whose gets impacted?
Who gets to enjoy the benefits? Whose needs get to be met?
And because it is a struggle over who controls decision-making, collaboration
in the use of water requires more than simply creating forums in which water
can be negotiated.
Turkey, Syria and Iraq, for example, have been conducting secret, behind-thescenes water negotiations for decades. The forum for negotiations exists. But
the weakened state of Iraq and Syria, particularly in recent years, has left
Turkey entirely dominant in the negotiations – to the extent that it can simply
ignore the outcomes. Addressing that inequality of negotiating power is
essential if an enforceable mutual agreement on the shared use of the
Euphrates and Tigris is to be achieved. And that will require social and
environmental movements in the region not only to pressure Turkey but to
pressure NATO, the European Union, the United States, Russia, the United
Nations and other international actors to hold Turkey to account.
Who takes part in the negotiations over shared waters, whether
transboundary or within countries, is also of critical importance. The TurkeySyria-Iraq negotiations have been almost entirely between technical experts
who have taken it for granted that large dams and water transfer schemes are
part of the solution. Civil society groups have been entirely excluded from the
process. Yet the lesson from elsewhere is that multi-stakeholder processes
reach very different conclusions on water policy options to those that are
restricted to government experts and their corporate allies.15
This is hardly surprising: for corporations, water is simply an input, a cost of
production and a source of profit. For state bureaucrats, it is tube wells, dams,
transfer schemes, pipes, irrigation schemes and the accompanying
bureaucratic imperatives of implementation. But for those who depend for
their livelihoods directly on the land, water is not simply something to drink or
water fields with – it is survival.
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Consider, for example, the rules that emerged from one decades-long,
community-led struggle in India to restore the Alwar watershed in Rajasthan,
an area whose annual rainfall is even less than that received in Syria.16 Years of
deforestation and tube-well extraction had depleted aquifers in the watershed,
causing the River Alwar to dry up in summer months. To combat this, villagers
came together to restore hundreds of small village ponds, known as johads,
that had silted up due to increased deforestation-driven erosion. Each pond
was managed by a village council, which enforced its own rules for
collaborative water management. At a watershed level, the villagers also
formed a “water parliament”, whose rules included “not allowing exploiters
and polluters into the area, being on guard against privatization forces,
conserving the environment, seeking drought-resistant crops, and not growing
cash crops”.17
These are not rules that would emerge from a state- or corporate-driven
negotiating process. They are rules that reflect the priorities of the commons –
those ways of social and economic organising that recognise (and seek to put
into practice) the collective right of all, rather than the few, to survival.
While it has no legal authority, the Alwar parliament has “the moral authority
to be able to impose fines on rule-breakers and to resolve resource-use
disputes between villages”.18 The result is that, during the 1990s and early
2000s, the Alwar River began to flow again all year-round. Groundwater
sources were restored, local wells replenished, and forests bought back to
life.19
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Many communities in other areas of India have followed the Alwar example: a
water parliament has also been established in Finland to manage the Torne
River20 and numerous other communities worldwide have sought to restore
watersheds through community-run water harvesting initiatives.21 The
potential is enormous.22
But the achievements of the communities in Alwar and elsewhere in restoring
and collaboratively managing water sources are not easily replicated. They rely
on more than a bundle of technologies, rules and councils. They are more than
a set of template institutions that, once in place, somehow guarantee water
democracy.
Their success lies in their active, daily promotion of collaboration. Their
harvesting is about more than simply obtaining water: it is about building
society through an active process of challenging undemocratic, unjust,
inequitable and discriminatory practices wherever and whenever they arise.
It is this activism that ultimately engenders the solidarities that make for
collaboration. The struggle is not to obtain H20; nor to put in place new
institutional structures; but to build and defend water justice and democracy
through active, everyday commoning.
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