Turkey: A Case Study of the Ataturk Dam and Environment

1.   The Issue

In the beginning of 1990, Turkey began to fill the reservoir behind the giant Ataturk dam in the southeastern part of the country.  The dam sits on the Euphrates river that also supplies Syria and Iraq with a large part of its water supply.  There has been dispute between Turkey and its neighbors regarding water supply and such disputes can be expected to become more common as water becomes a more valuable asset in the Middle East.  When Iraq objected to the Turkish dams, the Turkish government stated that water was a natural resource.  Turkey doesn't tell Iraq what do to with its oil and Iraq should not tell Turkey what to do with its water.(1)

2.   Description

Former Turkish President Turgut Ozal decided to build a series of 22 dams on the Tigris and Euphrates river systems.  The Ataturk dam, the world's fifth largest, is part of the Southeastern Anatolia Project, or GAP.  GAP is designed to bring electricity to the area and to provide irrigation to almost 30,000 square miles of arid and semi-arid land.  The area is larger than the area of the Benelux countries combined and will supposedly allow Turkey to grow much of the food for the Middle East.  The venture is projected to irrigate 1.7 million hectares (4.2 million acres) of land that will produce an estimated $6 billion food surplus.(2)  The irrigation would enable Turkish farmers to raise cotton, sugar beets, tobacco, soy beans and other cash crops instead of the grain they now raise.

The controversy is not only just over what rights a country has over water and the politics of water, but archaeologists are also protesting the fact that these dams are destroying many unexplored ancient cities.   

Because of the controversy over water rights, the World Bank refused to fund the building of the dams.  Turkey built Ataturk dam anyway.  Anticipating its neighbors complaints, the Turks increased water flow 50% from the Euphrates river for six weeks before cutting the flow to a trickle in order to fill the reservoir.  Besides the environmental problems that go along with an irrigation project of this magnitude, Turkey has a history of strong earthquakes that could potentially destroy Ataturk dam.  The Turks claim the dam was designed to withstand quakes of up to eight on the Richter scale.  

Iraq has actually threatened a regional war if its water needs are not met.  Turkey claims that its water policy is not political, but has been very critical of Kurds in Iraq that have been conducting cross-border raids into Turkey.  Turkey has also conducted talks with Israel, as well as other neighbors, about a possible joint water project that would use a pipeline to carry water.  These talks stalled mostly because Turkey wanted the oil producing countries to devise a similar pipeline to bring oil to Turkey.

As the population of the area increases and available water resources are depleted, the problem of water will become very severe.  Cholera outbreaks in this 1980s during years when water was scarce give us an indication of how quickly disease can spread without adequate potable water supplies.  Food also becomes a problem as nations have to depend on others to feed their own people.

Since most nations in the Middle East do not trust one another, they try not to be dependent on others.  This is especially true in the area of agriculture.  Although many food items may be cheaper to import, most of the countries prefer to grow their own food.  This uses a very large portion of some nation’s available water supplies.  For example, Jordan uses 73 percent of its water for agriculture.(3)  These water-poor countries need to set aside enough water for domestic purposes and then use whatever is left over for agriculture, according to some experts.  This certainly makes economic sense, but fear and distrust have more to do with policy in the Middle East than economic sense.

This is a trans-border issue.  What one country does with water upstream has a significant impact on downstream countries.  There are now legal reasons why a country has to allow water to flow downstream, but not to do so could lead war.  Pollution, from agricultural runoff and sewage, also has an impact on areas downstream.  There is growing population in the region.  Syria's population is growing at an annual rate of 3.8% a year and this can be expected to make the water issue even more critical in the future.
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