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WATER CONfLICT IN ThE BEkAA: 
ASSESSINg PREDISPOSITION AND 
CONTRIBUTINg fACTORS   

Introduction 
This policy brief is based on the research report “Mapping and Assessing Water Resource Related Interactions in the 
Bekaa” prepared by the Climate Change and Environment Program at the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and 
International Affairs (IFI) at the American University of Beirut (AUB) and funded by the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC).  The report’s aim is to assist the SDC and other international development organizations working in 
the water sector in the Bekaa, in identifying priority areas for action to ensure that their efforts have the highest desired 
impacts on the management and governance of  the sector.  

Background and Problem Statement  
Water is an essential resource for human security and 
sustainable development (USAID, 2014) and as such is 
subject to tensions and conflict amongst the relevant 
stakeholders. Conflict over resources can be defined as 
“an expressed struggle over incompatible interests in the 
distribution of limited resources” (Oetzel and Toomey, 
2013). Recent experience suggests that in developing 
countries, where common property resources may be 
both more critical to survival and less easily replaced or 
supplemented, conflicts are more likely to occur on the 
local and regional level. (Gleik, 1993). 

Several factors are thought to contribute to water related 
tensions such as population growth, inequity in economic 
development, pollution, and access to water and its 
allocation and use within or between states. These 
tensions can escalate into conflict.

Incompatibility or conflict over shared water resources is a 
challenge to sustainable development and can indirectly 
result in exacerbating poverty and social instability, 
and in inducing migration. Such resource conflicts may 
also intensify other non-water-related conflicts that may 
already exist between states or nations (OECD, 2005).

In most cases, it is not the lack of water that leads to 
conflict, but the inadequate way the resource is governed 
and managed by the responsible parties (Wolf et.al, 
2005). 

kEY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
INTERNATIONAL STAkEhOLDERS’ EffORTS IN ThE WATER SECTOR IN ThE BEkAA, 
WhEThER jOINT, COORDINATED AND/OR COMPLEMENTARY, MAY BEST BE 
IMPROvED, fOR hIghER IMPACT, ThROUgh ThE fOLLOWINg ACTIONS:

▸	 Improve communication and ensure transparency 
with local communities on issues related to water 
use and wastewater disposal efforts in relation to 
refugees in informal settlements.

▸	 Improve water availability and related tensions by 
enhancing wastewater treatment capacity through 
developing integrated solutions based on the reuse 
of treated wastewater as well as the production and 
reuse of renewable energy. 

▸	 Aid in capacity building of municipalities to enable 
them to take over some of the functions and 
responsibilities of the management of the sector 
thereby removing one of the obstacles towards more 
decentralization.  

▸	 Contribute to participatory discussions on a 
roadmap towards the amendment and improved 
implementation of Law 221. 

▸	 Contribute to a knowledge-based master plan that 
incorporates population growth, climate change 
effects, and other potential risks such as a sudden 
influx of refugees. 



 

Figure 1: Areas Predisposed to Water Conflict in the Bekaa

Factors that may be assembled under these three major 
categories were identified by the stakeholders as present 
in the Bekaa and adding pressure on the water sector. 
The most mentioned of those factors, in a negative 
connotation, are considered as areas of concern (Figure 
2) that need to be addressed and are discussed in the 
following sections:

 

Although competing interests often characterize water 
management, most disagreements over water resources 
tend to end peacefully and cooperatively. 

As such, interactions among stakeholders in the water 
sector could present challenges and/or opportunities for 
achieving good water governance.

With Lebanon experiencing increasing water scarcity due 
to the plethora of challenges that face the water sector 
including the heavy burden of refugees, water related 
interactions between stakeholders is expected to become 
even more complicated. The Bekaa region, constituting 
43% of the total area of Lebanon, is in many aspects a 
microcosm of the challenges and opportunities in the 
water sector in Lebanon.

Research Methodology  
Desktop research and semi structured interviews were 
conducted to identify the stakeholders involved in the 
water sector in the Bekaa, the state of interactions 
between identified stakeholders and the presence of 
factors contributing to negative interactions as perceived 
by the stakeholders. 

A review of the four main Arabic language Lebanese 
newspapers (An Nahar, As Safir, Ad Diyar, and Al Akhbar) 
from the period 2000 to 2016 was conducted to provide 
further insight on actual water related incidences that 
have occurred in the Bekaa and to identify the prevalence 
of reported factors contributing to water conflict in the 
Bekaa. 

Areas predisposed to conflict in the Bekaa were 
geographically mapped, using ESRI’s ArcGIS, based on 
indicative factors that could contribute to conflict.

Results 

The mapped results identified key areas in the Bekaa 
that are more predisposed to water conflict in relation to  
others. The most predisposed municipalities to water-
induced conflict were identified as follows (see Figure 1):  

▸	 North East Bekaa: Khermateh, Younine, Nahle, Baalbek
▸	 East Bekaa: Tfail, Koussaya, Dalhamiyeh
▸	 Central Bekaa: Qaa Er Rim, Zahle, Rayak, Ablah
▸	 West Bekaa: Houch Aammiq, Khiara, Qaraaoun
▸	 South Bekaa: Aaqbe, Dahr El Ahmar, Rachaya 

Various factors influence the type of interaction (conflict 
or cooperation) between stakeholders in the water sector. 
These may be grouped into three major categories: 
socioeconomic and demographic; institutional; and 
physical and geographic.

Figure 2: Areas of Concern that Could Contribute to Water 
Conflict in Bekaa 



1.1 Socio-Economic and Demographic  
Competition over water resources between villages, users 
and recently between host communities and refugees 
appeared as a problematic issue to stakeholders. 

Many interviewees asserted that population growth 
especially due to the sudden influx of refugees resulted 
in reduced availability of adequate water to the local 
residents. Refugees in informal tented settlements were 
believed to have elevated demand on water resources 
due to increased reliance on trucked water, unregulated 
and illegal pumping from surface and subsurface sources, 
and illegal network tapping. Figure 3 illustrates areas 
of increased water demand as a result of the influx of 
refugees for 2017. 

 

Figure 3: Water Demand Increase due to the Influx of Refugees
 
This intensified demand for water is thought to have 
increased competition over available water resources 
in the Bekaa. Furthermore, suspicions of deteriorating 
groundwater quality that were expressed, were mostly 
attributed to the seepage of wastewater into groundwater. 

It is worth noting that the negative annotation perceived 
in relation to refugee influx was directed towards 
organizations and UN agencies managing the refugee 
crisis in the Bekaa as opposed to the refugees themselves. 

1.2 Physical 

The lack of water availability – due to natural physical 
scarcity, poor network coverage, or pollution – plays a 
direct role in defining relationships between stakeholders 
and is often reflected in stressed groundwater sources.  
Of the three causes leading to the lack of water availability, 
poor water quality was the most frequently mentioned by 
the interviewees. A recurring mention was that the poor (or 
even absence of) management of wastewater and waste 
dumping into rivers and streams is negatively affecting 
surface and subsurface water bodies in the Bekaa region 
which is reflected by the deteriorating quality of the Litani 
River.

Climate change is frequently noted in the literature as a 
key element in governing relations between stakeholders 
in the water sector; however, interviewees only 
emphasized some aspects of this as problematic with 
some mentions of perceived reduced precipitation and 
shifts in seasons.

1.3 Institutional

The institutional aspect of water resources management 
was mostly reflected on through issues related to Law 
221 and its perceived drive towards centralization.

As seen by many stakeholders, the institutional and legal 
framework that has emerged from the enactment of Law 
221 have not been effectively enforced and implemented 
thus leading to an unfinished reform agenda and creating 
institutional uncertainty over sector responsibilities. 

Interviewed stakeholders pointed out to a shortfall 
in water services by BWE which was perceived to be 
due to the establishment’s inability to function as an 
autonomous entity as laid out by Law 221. This inability 
is perceived to be mainly due to the shortage of technical 
staff and financial capacity.

(Interview with representative from governmental institution, June 2017)

“Where are the international organizations 
that have localized refugees in informal 
tented settlements but did not provide 

them with adequate water supply nor with 
wastewater treatment and management?”

“All the towns surrounding Lake Qaraoun are 
affected by the bad odors and diseases. In my 

opinion it is not only the polluted water that 
is affecting people but the crops irrigated by 

farmers from the Litani River.” 
(Interview with representative from governmental institution, June 2017)

“Law 221 disrupted the water sector in 
Lebanon, when it was launched it caused 

confusion in the whole region, in all Cazas 
– water is for everyone.”

(Interview with governmental institution, June 2017)



AUB POLICY INSTITUTE
The AUB Policy Institute (Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and 
International Affairs) is an independent, research-based, policy-
oriented institute. Inaugurated in 2006, the Institute aims to harness, 
develop, and initiate policy-relevant research in the Arab region.
We are committed to expanding and deepening policy-relevant 
knowledge production in and about the Arab region; and to 
creating a space for the interdisciplinary exchange of ideas among 
researchers, civil society and policy-makers.

Climate Change and Environment Program
The Climate Change and Environment program, at the Issam Fares 
Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs at AUB, was 
originally launched in 2008 as “The Research and Policy Forum on 
Climate Change and Environment in the Arab World”. The program 
aims to use academics’ technical expertise to answer socially 
driven questions on climate change and environment in order to fill 
policy gaps in Lebanon and the Arab World. Topics are tackled in a 
multidisciplinary approach using both Social and Applied Sciences 
perspectives to answer the same hypotheses.

Further, Law 221 was seen as pushing for further 
centralization thereby taking away from municipalities any 
role they may have had in providing water and wastewater 
services.

Municipalities perceive decentralization as the best 
approach towards better management and governance 
of the water sector in the Bekaa since the geographical 
area of the region is very large with socially diverse 
communities. 

In addition, municipalities see themselves as the closest 
entity to the various communities thus the most capable 
of understanding their needs and requests. Interviewed 
stakeholders from the private sector expressed similar 
sentiments to those of the municipalities in relation to the 
above.

Concluding Note:
With many entities working on improving the water 
sector in the Bekaa, coordination, collaboration and 
complementarity in action are key to address the 
areas of concern especially in areas identified as more 
predisposed to induced water conflicts.

List of Acronyms 
BWE: Bekaa Water Establishment

MoEW: Ministry of Energy and Water

OECD: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development

SDC: Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation

UN: United Nations 

USAID: United States Agency for International Development
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