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SUMMARY 

Turkey has stopped filling the Ilisu dam on the Tigris River to help Iraq overcome water 

shortages, but it will resume filling the dam on July Turkey stated that once the filling starts 

again, water will still flow into Iraq in accordance with agreements between the two countries. 

Turkey had previously delayed the date to start filling the dam from March until June on Iraq's 

request. 

The Ilisu Dam is  located on Tigris river and it is  about 45 km from the Syrian-Turkish border. 

It will be the largest hydroelectric power plant in the Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP) with 

a hydropower capacity of 1,200 MW, producing an expected 3,800 GWh/yr. With a planned 

height of 135 m, the dam will have a 10.4 BCM reservoir.  

 

The controversial Ilisu Dam Project has raised concerns among a wide range of stakeholders 

including the main Tigris riparians, local residents  and international nongovernmental 

organizationsInternational consortium of export credit agencies were heavily criticized by 

several environmental and human rights groups to stop financial support to the Ilısu Dam. 

 

Critics of the project claim that the region’s cultural heritage will suffer irreparable damage 

with the flooding of the ancient city of Hasankeyf and neighbouring areas and the involuntary 

resettlement of about 50,000 people, while at the same time causing further environmental 

damage to the Mesopotamian Marshlands. 

Ilısu Dam Construction began in August 2006, but was interrupted two years later because of 

cancellation of international funding support. Determined to see the project through, Turkey 

sought other lenders, both domestically and abroad. 

                                                             
1 For citation : YILDIZ, D, 2018 " Turkey want to fıll the Ilısu Dam Reservoir", World Water 

Diplomacy & Science News. Hydropolitics Academy Center , July 2018 ,Ankara.-Turkey 
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Climate Change effect on water resources political uncertinities and Ilısu dam reservoir filling 

period  will shape a new hydro logics and hydro politics in the region.  

Apart from Ilısu Dam’s negative consequencies on environment and cultural heritage ,in this 

article, we aim to focuse on   hydrological and hydropolitical effects of the Ilısu Dam in the 

basin. 

Keywords: Ilisu Dam, Hydropolitics, Tigris River, Real Water Diplomacy, 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  
 

Hydrological Characteristics 
 

The Tigris River waters mainly originate in Iran, Iraq and Turkey. Syria does not contribute 

any significant discharge to the river. In the absence of measured water balance data, riparian 

contributions are expressed as ranges: upstream Turkey contributes an estimated 50 % of the 

river’s annual discharge, Iraq 40%, while Iranian headwaters and tributaries are estimated to 

contribute 10% to Tigris river flow.   
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The length of the Tigris was calculated by tracing the Butan from its source to the confluence 

of the Tigris with the Euphrates. Different literatüre sources establish the length of the river at 

1,850 km2 and 1,718 km 3 While the Tigris headwaters lie in Turkey, most of its tributaries 

originate in Iran and join the Tigris in the Iraqi Lowlands.The Tigris has a higher water yield 

than the Euphrates River. Historically, the natural annual flow of the Tigris at the Iraqi-Syrian-

Turkish border was around 21 BCM. Flow contribution to the mean annual flow volume of the 

Tigris from tributaries located between Mosul and Kut amount to an estimated 25 BCM4. In 

the literature these contributions are often referred to as significant, accounting for 50% of the 

Tigris flow in Baghdad5 ( Figure 1 ). 

 

Flow Regime and Annual Discharge Variability 

 

The Tigris river flow regime can be considered natural before the 1970s, with limited water 

regulation in the runoff generation area in Turkey, Iran and Iraq upstream of Mosul. This 

natural flow regime shows a high-flow season from February to June and a low-flow season 

from July to January. The increased discharge during the high-flow period is typically 

generated by snow-melt and increased precipitation in the Turkish and Iraqi-Iranian mountains.  

 
Figure 2. Main Annual Precipitation in the Tigris Basin (1). 

                                                             
2 Kibaroglu, 2002a; Kliot, 1994b; FAO, 2009. 
3 Shahin, 2007; Al-Ansari and Knutsson, 2011. 
4 Including mean annual flow volume of the Greater Zab (12.7 BCM), Lesser Zab (7.8 BCM) and the Diyala 

River (4.6 BCM) according to data provided by USGS, 2012; Ministry of Water Resources in Iraq, 2012. See 

Chap. 4. 14. Including mean annual flow volume of the Greater Zab (12.7 BCM), Lesser Zab (7.8 BCM) and the 

Diyala River (4.6 BCM) according to data provided by USGS, 2012; Ministry of Water Resources in Iraq, 2012. 

See Chap. 4. 
5 Kliot, 1994a; Shahin, 2007; ACSAD and UNEP-ROWA, 2001. 
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Such a rainfall/snow-melt regime was typical for the 1931-1973 period of record at Mosul and 

farther downstream at Kut. Compared to the Euphrates flow regime, the Tigris high-flow 

season is much longer and more pronounced due to higher winter precipitation over a much 

greater basin area. 

The gradual melting of snow cover in the headwater region of the Tigris River and its tributaries 

helps to maintain water levels. Peak discharge in the Tigris Basin generally occurs in April, a 

month before the peak of the Euphrates 

River. One study based on measurements from Iraq claims that the March-May high-flow 

season accounts for more than half of the mean annual flow volume of the Tigris6 

 

Available flow data for the Tigris River covers the period 1931-2011 and comes from the 

Mosul and Kut gauging stations. The records for the station at Mosul represent the river’s 

natural flow after crossing the border between Turkey and Iraq as no dams were built on the 

Turkish stretch of the Tigris until the 1990s.  

 

During the second period from 1974 until 2005 major water infrastructure projects were 

implemented in the basin, though the Tharthar Dam was already built in the 1950s. 

The mean annual flow for the entire period of record is 20 BCM at Mosul and 25.7 BCM at 

Kut.  
 

2.WATER RESOURCES  DEVELOPMENT IN THE TIGRIS RIVER BASIN 

 

Iraq has a long history of water use in the Tigris Basin and was also the first riparian to develop 

irrigation projects, and construct dams, barrages and cross regulators on the river and its 

tributaries. Early engineering projects  launched in the 1940s focused on hydroelectric power 

production and support for irrigated agriculture in the lower parts of the basin.7 

In the mid-1970s, Iraq irrigated approximately 5.6 million ha of land, of which almost 70% 

(3,825,000 ha) were located in the Tigris Basin8. The river currently irrigates around 4 million 

ha of land in Iraq9.  

Iraq has also built a diversion projects on the river, centring on the Tharthar Canal between the 

Euphrates and Tigris. 

 

Syria is a minor Tigris riparian as the river defines only a short stretch of the Syrian-Turkish 

border. The country only exploits the basin’s water resources for small-scale agricultural 

activity and domestic use. 

However, in mid-2010, Syria launched the first phase of an irrigation project on the Tigris 

River.34 The project is based on a 2002 agreement between Syria and Iraq, which authorizes 

Syria to pump an annual 1,250 MCM from the Tigris River10 The water is to be used to irrigate 

approximately 150,000 ha of land inHasakah Governorate in the upper part of the Khabour 

Basin  through an interbasin water transfer11.The project also aims to generate hydroelectricity 

and strengthen the local economy by improving agricultural yield12. 

                                                             
6 Beaumont, 1998, p. 169; Isaev and Mikhailova, 2009, p. 386 state that from March until August- 

September, the flood season accounts for 56%-75% of annual Tigris runoff. 
7 Öziş Ü. 1983, p. 343. 
8 Al-Sakhaf in Isaev and Mikhailova, 2009. 
9 ACSAD and UNEP-ROWA, 2001, p. 99. 
10 Ministry of Irrigation in the Syrian Arab Republic and Ministry of Irrigation in Iraq, 2002. 
11 IFAD, 2009. 

12 Ministry of Irrigation in the Syrian Arab Republic, 
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Figure 3 .Operated and planned damns in the upper Tigris Basin in Turkey ( 4)  

 

Turkey has started to make more use of the Tigris in recent years and has built six dams and  

hydroelectric power plants  on the Tigris River . 

“Western Tigris Development Plan”13  also aims to establish a reservoir system on the upper 

Tigris River for flow regulation. The Ilısu Dam Project lies at the heart of this system, with a 

hydroelectric power generation capacity in the range of 1,200 MW. 

The Ilisu Dam is assumed to substantially attenuate floods and increase seasonal low flows14 

 

3. STEPS FOR COOPERATION  

At the Joint Economic Committee meeting in 1980 , Iraq and Turkey set up a Joint Technical 

Committee (JTC) for Regional Waters to determine how they would allocate a reasonable 

amount of water to each country and exchange data15. In 1983, Syria joined JTC, creating a 

trilateral forum. 

The work of the JTC experts focused mainly on the Euphrates River rather than the Tigris. 

After 16 meetings, JTC came to a deadlock in 1992 over the question of whether the Euphrates 

and Tigris Rivers constitute a single system or not . 

                                                             
2010. 
13 For more information on the first projects on the Tigris see Ozis, 1983. 
14 Ilisu Environment Group, 2005. 
15 The idea of JTC dates back to 1946 when experts from Iraq and Turkey met to discuss flow guarantees on the 

Euphrates (see Chap. 1). The committee was subsequently established based on a Turkish-Iraqi Joint Economic 

Committee meeting protocol. 
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Since 2004, a number of meetings have been convened at ministerial and technical levels, 

indicating a thaw in basin relations. For instance, relations between Syria and Turkey played a 

crucial role in advancing the current 

Syrian project on the Tigris, with construction only starting after Turkish approval was secured. 

Iraq and Syria then experienced a remarkable rapprochement in recent years, with reciprocal 

visits leading to a number of agreements, mainly on economic cooperation and security issues. 

There is no basinwide agreement in place that includes the four Tigris riparians or that allocates 

Tigris water resources among the four riparians. Besides a 2002 agreement between Syria and 

Iraq, there are no bilateral agreements that deal exclusively with the river. 

The 2002 agreement is also the only one to address water quantity issues in the Tigris Basin. 

The agreement allowed Syria16 to establish a pumping station on the Syrian side of the river. 

After Turkish approval in 200917, Syria launched the project, which aims to withdraw 1,250 

MCM annually from the Syrian part of the Tigris River (provided that the river’s flow is 

average) and irrigate an area of 150,000 ha18. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Tigris River Basin (1). 

 

 

4.KEY CONCERNS IN THE BASIN  

 

• CLIMATE CHANGE :Water use for irrigation and hydropower production is 

constantly increasing, with numerous operational and planned projects along the 

river’s main course and its tributaries placing pressure on flow regimes in the basin. 

                                                             
16 According to the Syrian Ministry of Irrigation, the Tigris defines the Syrian-Turkish border for 39 km and the 

Iraqi-Syrian border for 5 km (Daoudy, 2005, p. 65). 

17 Droubi, 2010. 
18 Ministry of Irrigation in the Syrian Arab Republic and Ministry of Irrigation in Iraq, 2002. 
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Climate Change and periodic droughts affect water supply and may impact water 

allocation to different sectors in the future. 

 

• NO AGREEMENT &  DISPUTES:There is no basin-wide agreement and no common 

approach or consensus on how to regard the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers While the 

development of new infrastructure along the river course has in general not sparked 

disputes among basin countries, the Ilisu Dam Project in Turkey remains 

controversial. Iran’s damming of the Wand River has also caused tensions between 

Iran and Iraq. 

 

• WATER QUALITY:Water quality is relatively good in the upper part of the basin, 

but salinity levels increase in the Iraqi part of the basin.Rising pollution from 

domestic and industrial sources is a cause for concern. 

 

• BIODIVERSITY :The Mesopotamian Marshes have suffered severe damage as a 

result of upstream damming projects in the 20th century, reducing the marshes to 14% 

of their original size. More than half of the original area of this unique freshwater 

system has recently been rehabilitated in a joint effort by the Iraqi Government and 

international organizations. 

 

Flow Decreased 

 

 River runoff is currently controlled by several dams in Turkey, Iraq,Iran  with more dams 

under construction and in planning stages may have led to a  reduction in flow volumes farther 

downstream,  

According to the New Eden Master Plan for the Sustainable Development of the Iraqi 

Marshlands  there is also a significant difference between pre- and post-1990 measurements in 

terms of annual flow volumes. The natural Tigris water regime has been affected by the 

construction of large water control structures in Iraq Iran and Turkey. This has in turn impacted 

the ecosystem of the Mesopotamian Marshlands in Iraq, which depend on regular high flows 

and floods. Before 1990, annual water availability in the Mesopotamian Marshlands was 

estimated at 47.5 BCM. After 1990, this figure dropped to a maximum of 24 BCM, with 

minimum flows of 4.2 BCM recorded in 2001 (1). 

 

5.CURRENT HYDROPOLITICS OVER THE  ILISU DAM  

In fact, we could say that hydropolitical realtions betweeen Turkey,Iraq  has been  less 

problematic than Euphrates Rivers hydropolitics . Main reason of this Turkey as a upstream 

country hasnt developed their water resources significantly in the upper Tigris basin untill 

1990’s.  

Apart from historic agreements that jointly address the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers, water 

resources in the Tigris Basin have not received much attention at the negotiation table. There 

is no basin-wide agreement in place, and the Tigris River has been the subject of only one 

bilateral agreement. 

Syria is a minor Tigris riparian as the river defines only a short stretch of the Syrian-Turkish 

border. The country only exploits the basin’s water resources for small-scale agricultural 

activity and domestic use. 
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However, in mid-2010, Syria launched the first phase of an irrigation project on the Tigris 

River19. The project is based on a 2002 agreement between Syria and Iraq, which authorizes 

Syria to pump an annual 1,250 MCM from the Tigris River20.The water is to be used to irrigate 

approximately 150,000 ha of land in Hasakah Governorate in the upper part of the Khabour 

Basin21 through an interbasin water transfer22. 

 

Photo 1. Ilisu Dam  

In June 2  2018, Iraqi Minister of Water Resources Hassan Al-Janabi said there are no fears of 

lower level of water flow in the Tigris River. He added in a press conference that the level of 

water in most areas of Iraq decreased because of “natural scarcity of water” due to insufficient 

snow cover and rain. 

According to Al-Janabi, communication channels are being opened between Iran and its 

neighbouring countries and the decrease of water would not affect those relations. He also 

stressed that further discussions are needed with neighbouring countries. Trying to relieve the 

people, the minister said that Iraq has enough drinking water and enough water for irrigation 

for hundreds of thousands of square kilometres of land. 

Al-Janabi further said that his country has an agreement with Turkey regarding the amount of 

water for the dam’s reservoir and the quantity to be launched, adding that an Iraqi delegation 

would visit Turkey soon to discuss the matter with Turkish officials. 

Turkey’s ambassador to Iraq, Fatih Yildiz, said that his country started filling the reservoir after 

consultations with the Iraqi side, and hosted an Iraqi technical delegation to check the dam. He 

                                                             
19 Also referred to as the Khabour River Basin Irrigation Development Project 
20 Ministry of Irrigation in the Syrian Arab Republic and Ministry of Irrigation in Iraq, 2002. 
21 The Khabour is a sub-basin of the Euphrates Basin. 
22 IFAD, 2009. 
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stressed that his country would not take any step without consulting Iraq, as Turkey believes 

that Tigris–Euphrates waters are mutual waters. 

Second time Turkey delayed  filling the Ilisu dam on the Tigris River to help Iraq overcome 

water shortages, but it will resume filling the dam on July.  Turkey stated that once the filling 

starts again, water will still flow into Iraq in accordance with agreements between the two 

countries. Turkey had previously delayed the date to start filling the dam from March until June 

on Iraq's request. 

Filling of the reservoir of Ilisu dam will take about one  year and  the level of the Tigris River 

will visibly drop.But Turkey reported  that “Iraqis have nothing to fear from the filling of an 

upstream reservoir on the Tigris River, saying “sufficient quantities of water” would continue 

to flow to the neighboring country.  

Iraq’s Minister of Water Resources has nevertheless sought to downplay fears of drought, 

saying there will be enough water for drinking and for half the normal summer irrigation. 

Hassan al-Janabi told that there had been an “unfair and organized defamation campaign to 

spread panic among Iraqis.”He said Iraq and Turkey reached a “fair” agreement whereby 

Turkey will release 75 percent of the river’s volume while keeping the rest to fill the dam over 

the next six months. He said the two sides are set to meet again on Nov. 1. However, when 

asked about it at the press conference, the Turkish ambassador denied any agreement had been 

reached. 

Iran, as a riparian state  is also in the Tigris Water Equation in the Middle East. The recent 

shortages have also been blamed on dams built on tributaries in neighboring Iran. 

6.CONCLUSION  

In fact, characteristics of the Tigris River Hydropolitics is not comperable with the Euphrates 

River’s one  . Because of that  development of the Tigris water resources has begun from the 

lower part of the basin in Iraq. Turkey as an upper basin country has started to develop  Tigris 

River much later than Iraq   in 1990’s. Iran has decided to develop it’s dams constructions in 

tributary of  Tigris River in 2000’s. 

In addition to this,  range of water potential of the Tigris River in riparian states is much more  

different than that of Euphrates River.Tigris River waters mainly originate in Turkey  Iran, as 

well as Iraq. Syria does not contribute any significant discharge to the river.  

Contrary to Euphrates River basin  , several tributaries flows to Tigris river in the lower part 

of the Tigris Basin  

 Riparian contributions are expressed as ranges: 

Turkey contributes an estimated 50 % of the river’s annual discharge, Iraq 40%,while Iranian 

headwaters and tributaries are estimated to contribute between 10 % to Tigris river flow23. The 

most recent estimates to annual Tigris flow is 1833 m3/s (58 MCM ) at Al -Qurna  region before 

flowing to the Gulf (6). 

 

                                                             
23 It is excluded Karkheh River and Karun River  
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Due to its geographic position,  about  half of the total Tigris flow orginates in Turkey  and as 

Turkey develops it’s water potential. its influence on the river’s water regime will grow.  

In recent years, it is  clear that  “Tigris flow volumes have been affected by large water 

development projects in Iraq and Turkey”.  

 

Starting to fill Ilisu Dam reservoir may  raise hydropolitical tension among riparian states.But 

Turkey and Iraq can solve this dispute with a paradigm shift from classical hydropolitics of 

20th Century .  The region’s political unstability , however, would make this a challenging 

endeavour.  

 

Climate change  is another challenging issue that  has dramatically affected to water resources 

in the region (4). .In 2006,2007,2008 Tigris river annual flow rate decreased as of 24 % of long 

term mean annual flow, while Euphrates River annual flow rate decreased 40%. 

In the year of 2008 the active storage rate of the dams in  Euphrates and Tigris basins has 

dropped as of 23 %.  

 

Realistic and Visioner Water Diplomacy  Needed  

 

Climatologially and Politically  different New Middle East  will require a new water equation 

and applicable solution for this equation with new water diplomacy paradigm . Any step 

towards the development of interdependence principle, in order to increase the relations of the 

countries with each other, will positively affect inter-country hydropolitics. Without mutual 

trust and mutual benefits between riparian states no sustainable and effective water agreement 

can be accomplished.  

 

Development of water resources in Iran and Turkey will result releasing less Tigris water to 

Iraq . A  prolonged reduction of the river would  affect Iraq’s supply of water and somehow  

reduce the amount of electricity it gets from hydroelectric dams.   

 

In the Tigris and Euphrates Basin , developing the mutually beneficial interrelations certainly 

play the most fundamental role in the solution of the older hydropolitical problems .Cilimate 

change effects on water resource in the region is also an important concern.The only  solution 

is the development of water management cooperation based on mutually benefical approach 

that can be called “Real Hydropolitics”. 

 

Any step towards the development of the interdependence principle, not oil to exchange water, 

but developing relations of the countries, will positively affect inter-country hydropolitics. 

But Oil and Natural gas  are the most suitable and basic natural resources in this regard. The 

two natural resources, water and oil, can contribute to this process through a rational plan that 

can develop bilateral relations and interdependence. 

 The riparian states should ultimately reveal their political will to manage all oil, gas and water 

resources for their own interest as much as possible. If this will come late, the problems will 

be much more complex.    

What we talk about is not “Water-Oil Exchange”.  it shouldn’t be misunderstood, we are talking 

about the development of a real cooperation based on mutual benefits, 
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Some Key points 

• Main reason of the water shortage in the downstream is not only the dams built in 

Turkey 

• The most applicable solution of the Middle East water problems lies in the 

development of mutually beneficial ways. 

• Mutually beneficial approach will play the most fundamental role in solving the water 

problems, No way out ! 

• The Riparian States should demonstrate their political will to manage water, oil and gas 

resources for the benefit of their own interest as much as possible, 

• 30 years ago, a water peace process has been started by Turkey.   But this opportunity 

has been sacrificed because of the the riparian states  domestic policy goals, 

• The  uncertanities about water management  is rapidly shifting towards re-enforcing 

water  into security policies in the region,  

• Since the effects of climate change will increase after 2020, to set up stability in the 

region,there will be no other solution except for collaboration on water management. 
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