
 
 
 
 
Collaborative Question 
 
Rivers of Conflict:  
Damming the Tigris and Euphrates 
 
 
The Scenario 
You are members of a special United Nations task force.  You have been asked to give a 
recommendation for the settlement of a dispute between Turkey and Syria.  You are of 
various nationalities (but not American) and completely impartial (you have nothing to 
gain by the recommendations you will be asked to make.  You will be asked to make a 
presentation to the governments of Turkey and Syria explaining your recommendation 
and how it will satisfy the national interests of both countries. 
 
Turkey 
About twenty years ago, the Turkish government decided to build a series of large dams 
on the Tigris and Euphrates river system.  The project, known as the Southeastern 
Anatolia Project, is designed to bring electricity to the area and to provide irrigation to 
almost 30,000 square miles of arid and semi-arid land (an area about the size of South 
Carolina).  This water will allow Turkish farmers to raise cotton, sugar beets, tobacco, 
soybeans and other cash crops instead of the grain they now raise.  According to 
government projections, Turkey would be able to supply enough food to feed itself and 
the entire Middle East region, generating about US$6 billion in export revenues.  Without 
this additional farm production, Turkey would become increasingly dependent on food 
imports, thereby draining resources needed for development. 
 
The dams will also provide some degree of flood control, and through the power that they 
generate, assure a clean and reliable source of electricity for Turkey’s growing 
population.  Surplus electricity generated by the dams could also be sold outside the 
country to generate additional revenue for Turkey. 
 
Syria 
The Euphrates river flows south into Syria.  A desert country with an underdeveloped 
agricultural sector and a rapidly growing population, Syria is concerned that its water 
needs will not be met if Turkey captures water from the Euphrates River behind its dams.  
Eighty percent of Syria’s agricultural production depends on rainfall.  The potential for 
irrigation remains untapped.  Although Syria generally has adequate rainfall to meet its 
needs, the great distance between major water supplies and population centers poses 
serious problems in getting water to cities and towns.  This problem is made worse by 
rapid population growth, industrial expansion and increased water pollution. 
 



Syria also worries that a strong earthquake in Turkey could destroy one or more of the 
dams, causing a major disaster for Syria.  The Turkish government claims that the dams 
were designed to withstand quakes of up to eight on the Richter scale, but other experts 
are not so confident. 
 
The Dispute 
Turkey claims that since the rivers start in Turkey, the water is a Turkish natural resource 
to do with as it pleases. Syria has threatened war if its water supply is interrupted.  You 
should also keep in mind that Syria’s dictatorship just passed to the son of the former 
dictator and his views on these issues are unclear. 
 
Because of the controversy over water rights, the World Bank has refused the fund the 
building of the dams.  Fearing a regional war over water, the United Nations has 
convened this special task force to recommend ways to resolve the conflict before 
violence erupts.   
 
Your Assignment 

1. Draw up a list of the national interests for both Turkey and Syria with respect to 
the water resources of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.  Why does each country 
want to control of these rivers (or prevent the other country from controlling the 
flow)? 

2. Recommend at least one viable way of resolving the conflict between Turkey and 
Syria.  Your aim is to satisfy the national interests of both countries.  Give as 
many specifics as you can.  You may present more than one possible solution, but 
be sure to indicate and explain which you think is the best. 

 
You will give your presentation to the Turkish and Syrian UN representatives in 30 
minutes 
 
The attached map and fact sheet should help you as you prepare your presentation  You 
might write outlines on the board if you wish. 
 
Good luck! 


