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  Urban Water Security: Challenges and Potential Solutions 

 
 

Introductory Notes By:  
  Dr. H. El-Naser 

 
 Chairman of the Middle East Water Forum (MEWF), Former Minister of Water and Irrigation, 

Former Minister of Agriculture, Former Member of the Jordan House of Representatives.   

 

 

Question (I):  Can you elaborate on the challenges, related to urban water 

security, with examples from your long-lasting experience in water, 

sanitation, and agriculture sectors in Jordan? (5 min) 

 
In the face of growing populations and climate change, existing freshwater sources and 

water infrastructure projects are not sufficient or adequate to address the challenges of 

urban water insecurity.  

 
• In the case of a country like Jordan which is considered to be one of the scarcest 

water countries in the world  where annual per capita availability of renewable 

resources for all uses for the year 2021 is less than 100 m3, which is far below the 

absolute poverty line. This severe water shortages situation has been recently 

challenged by new external elements  

(1)  climate change which simply means more water shortages and suffering from  

lack of water supply-a lifetime challenge Jordanians will most probably have 

to live and struggle with it for many years to come. Due to climate change 

impact temporal and spatial rainfall will have a significant impact on the 

availability of water and the continuity of irrigated and rainfed agriculture 

with all associated negative impacts on water and food security. The resulted 

high temperature rates, increase intensity of heat waves and the severity of 

drought,  will definitely lead to high evaporation rates, increase water demand 

for the agriculture sector by about 18%. Such additional needed water supplies 

as a result of climate change, will not be compensated in anyway due to lack 

of affordable and easily accessible water supplies.   

(2) Influx of refugees to Jordan from neighboring countries; the latest was the  
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Syrian refugees’ crises (about 1.5 million refugee) increased demand by an 

overall increase of 22% with specific areas near the Syrian borders (four 

northern governorates) by 40%.  

(3) In addition to these external factors, there are many national elements and  

improper practices which accelerate the severity of water scarcity on our 

fragile environment i.e., excessive groundwater overpumping to cater for the 

demand increase because of crisis management during influx of refugees (5 

times since 1948). This unusual situation led to ruined long-term planning of 

water sector. 

(4) No more easily accessible traditional water resources. Traditional urban water  

management facing increased water demand relied on large-scale water 

infrastructure projects to meet demand; however, these projects are 

environmentally, economically, and politically costly. Environment cost 

include over pumping of precious groundwater resources that either 

nonrenewable or support ecosystems (Disi and Azraq). Economic cost mainly 

related on distant and remote resources which increase cost of transportation 

and treatment with relatively high losses (Jordan Disi Pipeline 360 km). With 

most of water supply resources being transboundary, such projects can create 

political tension (Syrian Al Hasakah and Basrah City of Iraq).  

(5) lack of needed financing as cost increase with water scarcity, new financing  

schemes did not enter the water sector as other sectors like electricity and 

telecom. Apart from some BOT projects there are no jump in financing 

schemes to bring in more money to the urban water development.  

(6) Affordability and cost recovery. Domestic water tariff among the highest  

worldwide with an average price of about $ 2.0 for 1 m3 of water and 

wastewater services, where total cost is about $ 4.0/ m3 (WAJ, 2018 data).   

(7) Efficiency, water losses and illegal uses is a major challenge to sustainability  

of urban water in Jordan which impacting WASH services.    

(8) A key challenge is to identify how new technological interventions can be  

channeled into pathways towards sustainable water security.  Digital water 

transformation is well behind (NRW, automation, SCADA). In a survey done 

by the NEWF on the need for digital water in water utilities, 45% of the 300 

from 120 countries participants reported the main barrier is the lack of 

financing. Not being able to push digital water to raise efficiency and cost 

effectiveness, will negatively impact water security.  

 

  

Question (II): How to accelerate progress to achieve urban water security 

with potential solutions? 

 
• There is no “magic solution”, but in the case of Jordan, the sector been working 

on a bundle of measures, actions, and programs to alleviate water shortages, 

namely. 

 

(1)  Demand management, water conservation and public awareness. Public and 

community engagement in resource management in particular women and youth, 

and water operations is essential to increase efficiency. In order to mee the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development and guaranteeing the human rights to safe 

drinking water and sanitation, Jordan shall work more in engaging communities, 

strengthening the WASH enabling environment, incorporating water scarcity in 
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climate change national strategies interlinked with the linked sectors mainly 

energy, environment and agriculture.  

(2)  Circulate water approach or one water cycle mainly demand management, 

water treatment and wastewater reuse are seen as major technological 

interventions that can address the increased pressure on water resources in the 

context of growing demand for freshwater for domestic and productive 

uses. Today Jordan reuses all its wastewater.  

(3) Increase efficiency in water uses in all sectors operations including irrigation, 

Jordan managed to reduce the allocation to Agriculture sector from 80% to 53% 

in the last 25 years, while not affecting the productivity, on the contrary, the 

agriculture sector managed to double or sometime triple the productivity. This 

was achieved by the implementation of strict policy for improving irrigation 

systems and shifting towards more advanced ones. Jordan’s total water budget 

being around 1 BCM did not increase since the year 2006 despite completion of 

many waters supply projects, but the increase was offset by the reduction of 

groundwater yield, depletion, violation on transboundary resources and climate 

change.  

 

(4) Introduction of new financial schemes, as the major wastewater treatment plant 

of Amman and Zarqa which is serving about 2/3 of Jordan’s population was 

done under a unique set up of BOT blended with donors’ money to maintain 

continuity, sustainability, and reduction of cost to be affordable by customers 

of the plant (2002).  

(5) Work on IWRM and good sector governance to achieve sustainability as a  

long-term goal. Although, Sustainability of urban water in Jordan and most of 

the Arab region is “in question or on hold” due to unilateral actions or projects 

by upstream countries, as most of our water resources coming from outside 

national borders, Nile, Euphrates, Tigris, Jordan River without even talking 

about groundwater which is much complicated. unless the world, the UN and 

Security Council finds new ways and means to prohibit such actions.  

In a life webinar polling done by MEWF on Hydro diplomacy and 

transboundary water resources indicated that 56% out of 350 participants from 

52 believed that national efforts to achieve SDG’s countries did not include a 

focus on the governance of transboundary water resources.  

(6) Increase water supply through desalination, wastewater reuse, water 

harvesting and groundwater.  

(7) This triggered the UN High Commissioner in 2016 to describe the water 

management in Jordan as achieving a daily miracle in serving Jordanians and 

Syrians.  To tolerate the impact of Syrian refugees, a resilience and response 

plan has been prepared in collaboration with key donors. 

(8) Introduction of renewable energy (solar, wind, hydropower, and biogas) to 

reduce water cost. Today around 15-20% of energy use comes from 

renewables).  

(9) Regional cooperation throughout the Arab region to ease intra transboundary 

conflicts, transfer of knowledge, etc. Participation in high-level events, like the 

one done by the LAS in cooperation with FAO, UINCEF, ESCWA, and others 

where water experts together with politicians and decision makers agree on 

priorities related to water scarcity and sustainable development.  The main 

recommendations out of that event encouraged countries to work on IWRM, 

enhancing WASH services, good governance and reforms among interlinked 

sectors and shall be considered as a part of wider national and regional agendas.  
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Question (III): How could the MEWF helps in achieving urban water 

security? 

 
• The Middle East Water Forum (MEWF) is a pioneer platform with regional 

perspective on raising public awareness and enhancing management of water 

challenges in the Middle East by adopting effectiveness, efficiency, integration, 

and sustainability through exchange of data, expertise, and innovative 

technologies. Its mission is to promote best practices for cooperation and 

exchange of knowledge among various parties and stakeholders involved in water 

issues and actions through an online forum that ensures the impartial and 

transparent dissemination of information towards sustainable water security in the 

ME and Arab region and preparing future water leaders for the region.  

 

(1) The MEWF publishes technical article and not research ones. The idea is that 

as maximum as possible readers can benefit from such articles.  

(2) Information hub as members can download the documents videos and 

interviews, they want to have. 

(3)  Organization of technical webinars. MEWF organized more than 10 in 2021 

and 2022 in the filed of Impact of COVID-19, water scarcity, transboundary, 

new technologies and digital water. 

(4) Running game-based simulation on transboundary negotiations as a unique 

training program worldwide. 

(5) Surveys and polling on water related issue issues. 

(6) Certain highly specialized studies. 

(7)  Preparation of future water leader through webinars and training programs. 

Soon we will have the first training program on hydro diplomacy for forging 

policy employees in cooperation with regional and international partners.  

(8)  Soon we will unveil young youth professional network on water for the Arab 

Region.  

(9) Promotion of SDGs through most of our activities. 

 

  MEWF is Willing to cooperate and partner with all stakeholders and 

donors on all mentioned aspects.    
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