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Recent drought events in Lebanon and the MENA region have led to social and economic 

implications. The Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs (IFI) at the American 

University of Beirut (AUB) held a panel discussion entitled: Drought Policy, Governance, and 

Management Systems in the MENA Region, discussing the roles that existing water management policies 

play in reducing drought risks, and ways to mitigate these impacts. The panel discussion highlighted 

current obstacles and challenges in drought policy planning while identifying possible policy options and 

management systems. 

The discussion started off with ESCWA’s overview of the region, presented by Mr. Fidele 

Byiringiro, the Economic Affairs Officer, at the Sustainable Development and Productivity Division. 

Byiringiro stated that, although the MENA is a highly water scarce region, most of the Arab countries’ 

approach to drought management is reactive. As such the presentation highlighted the need to push 

towards proactive approaches where actions are planned in advance; pointing out that preparing for 

drought is less costly than managing a crisis when it actually hits.  

Byiringiro went on to introduce the guidelines of drought management of the Mediterranean 

Drought Preparedness and Mitigation Planning (MEDROPLAN) which identifies four components for a 

successful planning. He stressed on the fact that drought management requires a proper institutional 

framework in order to establish effective and integrated drought management plans that incorporate 

monitoring, public participation, and contingency planning. Only by doing so can a country succeed in 

identifying institutions and organizations, including stakeholders, that should be involved at all levels 

(national, governorate/basin, local). Enforcing such strategies also provides information on existing 

drought preparedness and management plans which enables a country to evaluate the strengths and 

weaknesses of the legal and institutional framework at hand.  

 Byiringiro stated that although Morocco has a good structure, whereby there is a superior 

council for water and climate, it still suffers from major gaps such as the weak coordination between 

various ministries and organizations, and the lack of standard drought management approaches. He 

concluded the presentation by stating a few of the region’s weaknesses which include the need for a 

drought management unit, a standard management approach, the monitoring of drought risks and early 

warning systems, and a database for drought data collection on national scale. 



 

The second presentation showcased the drought management policies in Cyprus, presented by 

Dr. Manfred Lange, the Director of The Energy, Environment, and Water Research Center at the Cyprus 

Institute. Lange stated that the current precipitation regime in Cyprus shows a general trend towards 

water scarcity. Decreasing precipitation is expected as a consequence to climate change and very dry 

years have been on the rise. Lange noted that a higher demand for water is expected due to the 

population growth and the high number of tourists. Therefore, a better understanding and 

quantification of changes in the precipitation regime and their impacts is needed, and achieved under 

proper regional climate modeling. 

Lange discussed that the drought policies in Cyprus are under EU obligation, thus in 2010, a 

comprehensive “Final Drought Management Plan” was published. The main index used is the Standard 

Precipitation Index, which relates present drought to previous events, along with supplementary indices.  

Dams were one of the major mitigation measures used by Cyprus as a drought management 

plan. In the 1970s and 1980s, Cyprus built a large number of dams to reduce loss of surface water to the 

sea. Water stored in such dams mostly originates from winter precipitation. As such, the variation of the 

quantity stored in dams goes parallel with the amount of annual precipitations. Another more recent 

drought mitigation measure adopted is seawater desalination. However, although this measure 

increased the water supply, especially potable supply, it is very costly and unsustainable. The total cost 

of desalination between 1997 and 2007 was € 218 M, contributed greatly to the national CO2 emissions, 

and constituted 4% of the national energy use. New policies to apply solar powered desalination are 

ongoing and are expected to cover water needs for human consumption, and surpass the need by 30%.  

As a success in drought management, Lange noted that one of the realizations is actually having 

the National Drought Management plan in place, the second is that it is agreed among the different 

agencies and stakeholders, that the Ministry of Agriculture be the sole ministry to administer the water 

use in Cyprus.  

On the other hand, Lange said that one of the shortcomings was the 2007/8 crisis year for 

Cyprus, despite the measures adopted for drought planning. Furthermore, irrigation water supply was 

drastically reduced, resulting in low agricultural production. Cyprus also had to import potable water by 

ship from Greece during that period. Some of the proposed recommendations included: longer-term 

planning for irrigation water supply, improving rainfall-runoff management and recharge of 

groundwater in severely depleted aquifers by tertiary-treated sewage water. Lange also proposed 

planning for extremes which entails modeling and mapping flood extends and hazards. 

The Lebanese case was presented by Dr. Nadim Farajalla, the Faculty Research Director at IFI's 

Climate Change and Environment in the Arab World Program, and Associate Professor at AUB’s Faculty 

of Agricultural and Food Sciences. The presentation revealed that the total annual renewable sources in 

Lebanon fell below the international benchmark for water scarcity. Furthermore, this number is 



 

predicted to drop from 926m3/person to 839m3/person by 2015, although the international benchmark 

is 1000m3/person. Water demand in Lebanon consists of 61% for agriculture, 18% for domestic use and 

11% for industrial use. Farajalla noted that the water infrastructure in Lebanon is in vital need for an 

upgrade, seeing as almost half of the water distribution networks suffer from leakage. Drought episodes 

in Lebanon occurred on several instances from 1930s until early 2000s to a total of eight episodes, 

calculated as 40% of average precipitation. Farajalla warned that conditions will worsen as climate 

change takes its toll on the environment, causing a decrease in precipitation rates, and more frequent 

drought years. 

The discussion moved into the disaggregated management of the water sector in Lebanon and 

to the specific roles of water policy and managing bodies. Farajalla explained how the management of 

water falls under the scope of work of three ministries: the Ministry of Energy and Water (MOEW), the 

Ministry of Agriculture (MoA), and the Ministry of Environment (MoE). Taking drought management a 

little further, Farajalla went on to describe the major organizational changes that took place as a 

reactive plan to drought relief. Most important of which was the inter-ministerial committee, 

established in May 2, 2014, right before the summer season, the most water scarce season, whose role 

was to address the water shortage issue. The committee, proposed by the Parliamentary Committee of 

Public Works, and Energy and Water is made up of a mix of different ministerial water stakeholders, and 

provides proposals directly to the council of ministers to address the situation as needed.  Another 

important committee is the Water Scarcity Task Team, chaired by the MOEW. Its main role is to address 

challenges of the water crisis. Farajalla stressed on the importance of having a national water board, and 

not only as a reactive step.  

 

Successes in the water and drought management plans in Lebanon were actually having a 

National Water Sector Strategy (NWSS) released by MOEW. Although the NWSS does not tackle drought 

management immediately, it hints on proper water management that indirectly falls under securing 

water for national use. Finally, Farajalla noted that some of the shortcomings in water management in 

Lebanon are due to political bickering, the focus on post-drought actions and the lack of awareness and 

coordination amongst ministries. More importantly, Lebanon does not have a drought management 

plan and so, the key recommendation would be to initiate one. 

The discussion panel concluded with a presentation of the preliminary results of a recent study 

produced by IFI’s Climate Change and Environment team. The study aimed to show how the future 

climate change projections will impact the different sectors by using this past drought to estimate the 

economic cost on the industrial and tourism sectors. Main findings showed a 60% increase in water for 

the tourism sector, which was also affected by the eco-political situation in Lebanon, and almost double 

the cost increase for the industrial sectors. Moreover there was around 50% reliance on the private 

vendors in both sectors to satisfy the water need, which is most likely to have several other implications 

on the underground aquifers. 


