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The Euphrates River is at the forefront of news these days, as its 

water reached the lowest level in its history. For the first time in histo-

ry, the river's water level has dropped five meters down. New photos 

of the river show a bulldozer, that belonged to Daesh according to 

activists, in the part dried up of the river bed. It seems that it was left 

during the fighting. The river in the photos looks like a creek from afar, 

unlike the large body of water it used to be, as it has been an essen-

tial lifeline for more than three million people in direct way, and more 

than nine million in indirect way.

The Great Euphrates
The Euphrates River is rooted in the hearts of the Syrians, especially 

in Raqqa and Deir Ezzor, as it is the lifeline there. Great civilizations 

have been established along its banks throughout history. And now it 

makes the main part of Deir Ezzor and Raqqa identity, and nothing has 

a meaning without it.

The Euphrates River originates in Turkey, from two main rivers that 

unite before entering Syria at Jarablus city. The Ballikh and Khabur 

rivers join the Euphrates in Syria. It flows through Raqqa and Deir 

Ezzor provinces, and leaves the Syrian territory to Iraq at Al-Bukmal 

city. It runs 610 km in Syria, 1,176 km in Turkey and 1,160 km in Iraq.

The Euphrates low water level 
It is not the first time that the Euphrates water level has dropped, and 

it is not the first time that Turkey has been accused of weaponizing 

water against the region, as it is a recurring problem, especially under 
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under the current situation in Syria, and amid horrible silence from the 

Damascus government over the repeated Turkish excesses.

But what alarmed people this time?

The unprecedented low water level of the Euphrates, which, according 

to the autonomous administration' dams director (Mohamed Tarbouch), 

dropped by 520 cm down, is what raised the people's fears.

This major decline is threatening the people and the region in many 

ways, including:

  First, it is threatening the water and food security of more than three 

million people.

  Second, it is threatening one of the most important sources of drink-

ing water in the region.

  Third, it is threatening agriculture as people depend on the Euphrates 

for irrigation.

  Fourth, it affects electricity generation, which has already dropped by 

more than half and is expected to drop more in the coming days.

  Fifth, the low water level affects the environment, as pollution levels 

have increased due to high concentration of industrial waste and 

sewage, coming from the nearby cities, in the river's water.

  Sixth, it affects fishing profession, which is the main source of living 

for many families in Raqqa and Deir Ezzor.

 The irrigation stations, that the region depends on by 80 percent for 

agriculture, are expected to stop working due to low water level, which 

in turn would lead to the deterioration of agriculture in the region.

The low water level of the Tishreen Dam lake led to the emergence of 

solid waste and sewage, and the disruption of many water pumps, 
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which means that water now needs treatment according to press state-

ments released by administrators in the Tishreen Dam.

Major low water levels, especially in summer months, when tempera-

tures rise above 40 degrees, lead to the death of fish and organisms 

such as shellfish. And these dead organisms would decay and cause 

organic pollution of the river.

Turkey and constant water war:
The most serious point regarding water flowing from Turkey is that the 

latter does not consider it international rivers, but calls it transboundary 

water. Turkey approaches this policy to evade international agreements 

that regulate sharing rivers water, in particular the agreements in 1966 

and 1997. Since Syria, Turkey, and Iraq shared water of the Euphrates 

after delimitation following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire that 

the Euphrates was a part of only before emerging the modern states. 

The Euphrates has become international since 1918. Since 1922, there 

have been agreements and disagreements about the Euphrates. The 

most recent agreement occurred in Syria in 1987, as Syria regulated 

understandings with Iraq and Turkey. The understanding stated Syria’s 

portion of the water is 500 cubic meters per second; however, Iraq’s   

portion is 60 percent of this quantity. In 1989, Syria signed an agree-

ment with Iraq (The country the Euphrates flows into). The agreement 

stated that Iraq’s portion of the water on the Syrian-Iraqi border 58   

percent of the total water, whereas Syria’s portion is 42 percent out of 

the total quantity flowing from Turkey.  Nevertheless, currently, Turkey 

pumps only 200 cubic meters, causing such a severe decrease in 
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the Euphrates water level, as Turkey has built 22 dams that are increas-

ing. Water security experts say that water cavity will be a real standard 

equal to oil so that a water drop is equal to that of oil. Abd al-Ahmad, 

the water and geopolitical expert said in a previous press statement 

that Turkey exploits water in the war against Syria and Iraq. 

Photos of shrinking Euphrates:
The Euphrates contribute to the identity of people of Deir Ezzor, 

al-Raqqa, and the entire Syria, as the river is associated with life, cul-

ture, and civilization just like the Nile in Egypt. Photos circulated on 

social media showing unprecedented shrinking  “great” Euphrates, had a 

severe morale effect, especially over expatriates from the Euphrates 

areas. The photos revealed the miserable situation of the entire area 

due to war and Assad’s regime’s intransigence that showed the 

regime’s fragility before any side. Turkey used water as a weapon in a 

fragile flank, benefiting from Damascus’ silence towards what Turkey 

has done and will do, as long as Assad wages battles to preserve power 

for a further term of office in such farce democracy. 

The photos showed a heavy bulldozer that was overwhelmed, but water 

drought revealed it. Activists expect the bulldozer to belong to Daesh. 

Other photos showed water pumps in dry soil, and bothered fishermen 

who have never experienced such a state of the Euphrates.

What shall we do for Euphrates?
Even if the decrease of the Euphrates water level is partially associated 

with low rainfalls, Turkey makes up for this on the expense of Syria and 
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Iraq, exploiting both countries’ silence, and being indifferent to the 

results of drought on civilians along the Euphrates sides in Syria and 

Iraq. 

Despite media highlighting this problem even on social media, this is 

not enough to pressure Turkey. Here are our recommendations and 

suggestions: 

  Preparing reports and data by networks of local civil organizations in 

Syria and advocating them in international organizations. 

  Pressuring international organizations to issue reports condemning 

Turkey’s practices. 

  Pressuring the sides active in the Syrian case to prevent Turkey from 

exploiting the Euphrates as a political card.

  The Autonomous Administration must provide alternative plans that 

decrease the results of decreased water level, and to preserve levels 

of drinking water in the first place, then irrigation. 

  Considering potential environmental risks and the extent of their role 

in spreading epidemics so that to handle them.

  Launching civil and media campaigns to stir the local and foreign 

public opinion.  

  Posting more photos showing the tragic situation, and narrating 

media stories that reflect humanitarian effects due to the Euphrates 

drought.
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