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The Jordan River Basin contains some of the most historically 
important bodies of water in the world. In addition to being 
important water sources, the Jordan River and the Dead 

Sea have a long religious history documented in both the Old and New 
Testaments. Also part of the Basin, Lake Tiberias (also known as the Sea of 
Galilee) and the Yarmouk River have been major sources of water for the 
region for centuries. In such a dry climate, these water sources have been 
fuel for conflict and disagreement since the fall of the Ottoman Empire. 
Consequently, water is a politicized issue that has important implications 
for national security and is a major driver of politics. Indeed, Israeli leaders 
recognized the importance of water before the state of Israel was even 
created: plans for the Israeli National Water Carrier were tentatively drawn 
up before 1948.1 

However, unsustainable water policies and the overuse of these 
important water sources have led to a drastic reduction in the water levels of 
the Dead Sea and the Jordan River. Water flow in the Jordan River has been 
reduced by 98% in the last 40 years, while the water level of the Dead Sea has 
declined so drastically that the Sea has split into two separate, smaller basins. 
Moreover, the reduced water levels in both the Jordan River and the Dead 
Sea have resulted in severe consequences for the biodiversity of the area, and 
shifting salinity levels pose a significant threat to the groundwater sources of 
the region.

1 Actual construction of the National Water Carrier, originally known as the Jordan Project, did not 
begin until 1954. See Kantor, Shmuel. «The National Water Carrier.» . Haifa University, n.d. Web. 20 Dec 
2011. <http://research.haifa.ac.il/~eshkol/kantorb.html>.
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In response to the dire condition of the Dead Sea, Israel has been the 
main driver behind the Red Sea-Dead Sea Conveyance Project,2 which would 
channel water from the Red Sea to the Dead Sea, aiming to rehabilitate the 
latter. The project would consist of a series of canals and piping networks 
that would transport two billion cubic meters (BCM) each year from the 
Red Sea to the Dead Sea. Included in the project is the construction of a 
hydropower plant that would generate up to 850 megawatts of electricity 
and would provide power for a newly proposed desalination plant that will 
desalinate 800-850 million cubic meters (MCM) of fresh water annually. 

This project, however, creates several trade-offs that will have 
environmental and political impacts. Despite these consequences, the Red-
Dead project is moving forward in spite of better alternatives that would 
be less destabilizing for the region. It is the position of MA’AN Development 
Center that the political powers in Jordan, Syria, and particularly Israel 
strongly consider different ways to rehabilitate the Dead Sea and to 
produce fresh water. MA’AN believes that the most sustainable and most 
environmentally-friendly way of rehabilitating the Dead Sea would be to 
allow the natural flow of water through the Jordan River and its tributaries. 
Should the Red-Dead project continue, it risks creating more environmental 
problems than it solves and would allow the unsustainable practices that 
created the environmental disaster to continue unabated.

2  Hereafter referred to as the Red-Dead project

Photo 1: The Jordan river at “Qaser il yahood.” The baptism site was closed to the public in 2010 after testing 

revealed high levels of sewage and chemicals.
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The Dead Sea is fed primarily from he Dead Sea is fed primarily from 
the north by the Jordan River.the north by the Jordan River.1 
The Jordan River has historically The Jordan River has historically 

been the most important water source for the been the most important water source for the 
region, running from southern Lebanon through region, running from southern Lebanon through 
the occupied Golan Heights and feeding into Lake the occupied Golan Heights and feeding into Lake 
Tiberias. The lower Jordan River begins at the Tiberias. The lower Jordan River begins at the 
southern edge of Lake Tiberias and is partially southern edge of Lake Tiberias and is partially 
fed by springs and rainwater within the West fed by springs and rainwater within the West 
Bank. Water from Syria and Jordan, coming from Bank. Water from Syria and Jordan, coming from 
the Yarmouk River, also flows into the lower the Yarmouk River, also flows into the lower 
Jordan River.  At 252 km long, the Jordan River Jordan River.  At 252 km long, the Jordan River 
terminates in the Dead Sea. terminates in the Dead Sea. 

  Various small streams and surface water sources also feed   Various small streams and surface water sources also feed 
into the sea.into the sea.

GEOGRAPHICAL GEOGRAPHICAL 
INTRODUCTION TO THEINTRODUCTION TO THE  
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the north by the Jordan River.the north by the Jordan River.33  
The Jordan River has historically The Jordan River has historically 

been the most important water source for the been the most important water source for the 
region, running from southern Lebanon through region, running from southern Lebanon through 
the occupied Golan Heights and feeding into Lake the occupied Golan Heights and feeding into Lake 
Tiberias. The lower Jordan River begins at the Tiberias. The lower Jordan River begins at the 
southern edge of Lake Tiberias and is partially southern edge of Lake Tiberias and is partially 
fed by springs and rainwater within the West fed by springs and rainwater within the West 
Bank. Water from Syria and Jordan, coming from Bank. Water from Syria and Jordan, coming from 
the Yarmouk River, also flows into the lower the Yarmouk River, also flows into the lower 
Jordan River.  At 252 km long, the Jordan River Jordan River.  At 252 km long, the Jordan River 
terminates in the Dead Sea. terminates in the Dead Sea. 

33  Various small streams and surface water sources also feed   Various small streams and surface water sources also feed 
into the sea.into the sea.

DEAD SEADEAD SEA
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Photo 3: The slow decline of the Dead Sea
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Table 1: The Major Tributaries of the Jordan River4

Importantly, the Jordan River is divided into its upper and lower parts by 
Lake Tiberias, which sits between Israel proper and the occupied Golan Heights. The 
lake has a length of 21.5 km and a maximum width of 12.3 km. Water enters from the 
northern valley of Lake Hula, carrying with it the water of the Banias and Hasbani 
Rivers as well as spring and floodwater that gathers in the Lake Hula basin. Streams 
and springs located at the western and eastern edges also feed into Lake Tiberias, 
and floodwaters descend into it from the deep valleys of the surrounding hills and 
mountains. Lake Tiberias is more than simply a natural reservoir for large quantities 
of water along the Jordan River’s path; it is the largest fresh water reservoir available 
to Israel, providing the country with a third of its fresh water.5

4  See: “Water Resources in the Region.” Passia. Web. 20 Dec. 2011. http://www.passia.org/publications/bulletins/
water-eng/pages/water02.pdf.
5  "Israel’s Water Supply System." Mekerot. Web. 15 Dec 2011. http://www.mekorot.co.il/Eng/Mekorot/Pages/
IsraelsWaterSupplySystem.aspx

Photo 2: The once mighty Jordan River

Source Origin Volume (Million 
Cubic Meters)

Percent Flow* 
of Jordan River

The Banias 
River 

Springs from Mount Hermon and meets the 
Hasbani River about 14 km from Lake Hula.

120 MCM 10%

The Dan 
River 

Springs from Israel and is the longest 
tributary of the Jordan River.

250 MCM 25%

The Hasbani 
River 

Springs from Lebanon. 140 MCM 10%

The Yarmouk 
River 

Springs from the Mzayreeb Lake in Syria, and 
is the largest tributary of the Jordan River. 

420 MCM 40%

*The total flow of water into the Jordan River has been between 875-1250 million cubic meters; these major 
tributaries account for approximately 85% of the total.



Naturally, the water from Lake Tiberias and the Jordan River flows into 
the Dead Sea to the south. The Dead Sea is the lowest point on earth, 
with its surface sitting at 423 meters (1388 feet) below sea level.6 The 
sea gets its name from its extreme salinity (around 340g/liter, or almost 
10 times as salty as the ocean7), which prevents sustenance of any life. 
With rainfall in this immediate region barely reaching 50mm per year, 
the Dead Sea relies on the flow of the Jordan River to maintain its natural 
levels.

CAUSES OF THE DETERIORATING CAUSES OF THE DETERIORATING 
STATE OF THE DEAD SEASTATE OF THE DEAD SEA

WWater from the hypersaline Dead Sea cannot be 
used for human consumption due to its extreme 
levels of salt. Yet the unique beauty of the Dead 

Sea environment, resulting in part from the sea’s high salinity in 
combination with its high ambient temperatures, has made the sea a 
touristic wonder. In addition to its natural beauty, the prevalence of its 
rare chemical composition, salts, minerals, and hot springs has turned 
the Dead Sea into a year-round center for health tourism. Furthermore, 
the religious significance of the Dead Sea has made the sea a center 
of religious tourism as well. Economically, the salts and minerals that 
can be extracted from the sea are valuable, leading to a growing health 
products industry that leads to exports of beauty goods across the world. 
Both Israel and Jordan greatly benefit from these advantages, and have 
created major resorts along the shores of the Dead Sea in addition to 
large factories on the shores that produce health goods, fertilizers, and 
other products.

6  "Monitoring of the Dead Sea." Israel Oceanographic & Limnological Research. Web. 15 
Dec 2011. http://isramar.ocean.org.il/isramar2009/DeadSea/.
7   Jin, Yan, Song Weining, and Eviatar Nevo. "A MAPK gene from Dead Sea fun-
gus confers stress tolerance to lithium salt and freezing–thawing: Prospects for sa-
line agriculture." ILAR. N.p., 9 Nov 2005. Web. 15 Dec 2011. http://www.pnas.org/
content/102/52/18992.full.

De
st

ru
ct

iv
e E

nv
iro

nm
en

ta
lis

m

7



8
MA AN Development Center

8
MA AN Development Center

Perhaps the Jordan River is as important to the surrounding countries as 
the Dead Sea. The river has been a major source of fresh water for Jordan, 
Palestine, and Israel for decades. Until the mid-1960s, 1.3 billion cubic 
meters flowed annually along the southern part of the river. The width of 
the river spanned between 40-60 meters. Today, however, a very meager 
amount, not exceeding 20-40 million cubic meters, pours into this part 
of the river, and its width has dwindled to only 0.5-6 meters across. 
This means that the amount of water historically flowing in the river 
has decreased by about 98%.8 Despite its reduced flow, the river is still 
responsible for around 33% of the fresh water consumed by Israelis.9

The reduced flow of the Jordan River is primarily responsible for the 
decline in the water level of the Dead Sea.10 Israeli diversion of water 
in Lake Tiberias and the lower Jordan River, in addition to Jordanian 
and Syrian diversion of water from the Yarmouk River, have resulted in 
lower water levels in the Jordan River and, consequently, in the Dead Sea. 
The decline is compounded by the use of Dead Sea water by Israeli and 
Jordanian factories on the shores of the sea that produce mainly potash 
and methyl bromide fertilizer. Natural factors also play a role in the water 
depletion, as high temperatures in the Jordan Valley have resulted in a 
high rate of evaporation.

It should be noted that Palestinian use of the Jordan River has been 
prohibited since the creation of Israeli military zones along the river’s 
edge at the beginning of the occupation in 1967. Thus, similar to the 
Dead Sea, Palestinians are unable to benefit from the various advantages 
of the Jordan River.

8  Hussein, Hussam. "Jordan River and Dead Sea: slowly going to an end?." Think About It.  
12 July 2010. Web. 15 Dec 2011. 
9  "Israel's Water Supply System." Mekerot.
10  Ghazal , Mohammad. "Dead Sea water level continues to decline." Al-Shorfa. 7 April 
2010. Web. 15 Dec 2011. http://al-shorfa.com/cocoon/meii/xhtml/en_GB/features/meii/
features/main/2010/04/07/feature-02.
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The main reason why the water level of the Dead Sea is rapidly and 
dangerously dropping is the Israeli, Jordanian, Syrian acquisition of fresh 
water from its tributaries.  Indeed, the reduced flow of the Jordan River 
has resulted not only in a declining Dead Sea water level, but also in a 
decreased surface area.

Table 211

Year Elevation (in meters; 0 = sea level) Surface Area km2
1960 -390 1,020
2005 -420 635
2050 -500 520

As Table 2 shows, the levels of the Dead Sea will continue to decline 
if no measures are taken. In the 90 years between 1960 and 2050, 
it is predicted that the Dead Sea water level will drop an average of 
1.2 meters per year and the surface area will shrink by 5.5 square 
kilometers per year.12

11  Salem, HS. "The RSDSC Project: a solution for some problems or a cause of many 
problems."Proceedings of the 2nd international Conference on Water Values and Rights. Ed. 
Palestine Academy. Ramallah: Palestine Academy, 2009. 3:300 - 3:366. Print. P. 3:305
12  Salem, HS. p. 3:305

Stages of Dead Sea shrinkage and the separation of northern and southern basins from each other.
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Table 3: Water Diverted from the Dead Sea for Consumption by States in 
the Jordan Valley Basin13

Diversion Amount Beneficiary 
From the Lake Tiberias via the Israeli 
national carrier

700 MCM Israel

From the Yarmouk river water 450-500 MCM Israel, Jordan, 
Syria

Dead Sea water extraction used for potash 
& fertilizer manufacturing

400-450 MCM Jordan, Israel 

As mentioned above, the Jordan River is split into upper and lower 
sections by Lake Tiberias, which sits on the border between Israel proper 
and the occupied Golan Heights. The reduced flow of the Jordan River is 
mainly caused by diversion of water: Israel uses water from Lake Tiberias 
and Syria and Jordan take water from the Yarmouk River, which forms the 
Jordanian-Syrian boundary before converging into the lower Jordan River 
south of Lake Tiberias. The Yarmouk River, from which Israel, Syria, and 
Jordan all benefit, is one of the major tributaries of the lower Jordan River. 
Unfortunately, like the Jordan River and the Dead Sea, the Yarmouk River 
has suffered from declining water flow for the past several decades.

Unsurprisingly, Jordan, Syria, and Israel have all tried to maximize 
the potential of the Yarmouk River. Naturally, a substantial amount of 
water flows through the Yarmouk River into the Jordan River annually. 
However, water projects and water sharing agreements have cut the 
amount of water reaching the Jordan River in half. A number of Syrian 
water projects since the 1970s have increased Syrian use of the Yarmouk 
to around 90 million cubic meters per year. Jordan, mainly through 

13  See: "The Water Conflicts in the Middle East from a Palestinian Perspective." Applied 
Research Institute - Jerusalem. n. page. Print. http://web.macam.ac.il/~arnon/Int-ME/wa-
ter/ARIJ - The Water Conflicts in the Middle East from a Palestinian Perspective.htm. and 
Salem, HS. p. 3:305
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the King Abdullah Canal and the Al Wahda dam, diverts another 377 
million cubic meters from the River while Israel, through agreements 
made with Jordan as part of the Jordan-Israel Peace Treaty, receives 
around 25 million cubic meters from the river.14

Additionally, Israel diverts hundreds of millions of cubic meters of fresh 
water from Lake Tiberias each year. Using a massive dam that prevents 
Tiberias water from reaching the lower Jordan River, the Israeli National 
Water Carrier is capable of diverting 72,000 cubic meters per hour 
-- which amounts to up to 1.7 million cubic meters per day -- from the 
Jordan River.15 Overall, the National Water Carrier pumps around 700 
million cubic meters, or about one third of Israel’s fresh water, from Lake 
Tiberias each year.16 As a result of these massive diversion efforts, the 
levels of both the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias are decreasing rapidly. 
Lake Tiberias, of which Israel is the only beneficiary,17 had a water level 
of 208.9 meters below sea level in 2004; by the end of 2009, the lake had 
receded to 212.91 meters below sea level.18 In other words, Israeli water 
diversion efforts over a five year period resulted in a five-and-a-half-
meter decrease in the water level of the lake.
  

Photo 4: The Israeli dam at Lake Tiberias

14  Hudes, Karen. "Shared Water Resources in the Jordan River Basin." n. page. Print. 
http://www.gonzagajil.org/pdf/volume1/Hudes/Hudes.pdf. p 4
15  Waldocks, Ehud. “Inside the National Water Carrier.” The Jerusalem Post [Jerusalem] 
18 February 2008. Available at http://fr.jpost.com/servlet/Satellite?pagename=JPost/
JPArticle/ShowFull&cid=1203343698351
16  "Israel's Water Supply System." Mekerot.
17  Israel is the only country that pumps water from Lake Tiberias, but Jordan receives 
50 million cubic meters per year of fresh water from Israel. See: Attili, Shaddad, et al. 
“Historical Developmental Plans of the Jordan River Basin.” Available at:  http://www.
nad-plo.org/userfiles/file/Reports/howb.pdf.
18  “Sea of Galilee, Miflas Kinneret.” Israel Weather. Web. 15 Dec 2011. http://www.
israelweather.co.il/english/kineret.asp

11



12
MA̕̕ AN Development Center

The lower Jordan River is similarly in a dire situation. Already 
stifled by the diversion of water from the Yarmouk and Lake Tiberias, 
the flow of water through the river and into the Dead Sea has decreased 
significantly. As mentioned above, the amount of water historically flowing 
in the river has decreased by about 98%. At the turn of the century, in 
fact, the Jordan River deposited around 450 million cubic meters into 
the Dead Sea; while this is far lower than the 1.3 billion cubic meters 
that was deposited annually in the 1960s, it is still more acceptable than 
what was observed more recently in 2005, when only 250 million cubic 
meters of water found the Dead Sea.19 To make matters worse, today 
the lower Jordan River includes a consistent flow of untreated Israeli 
wastewater, used water from fish ponds, and discarded agricultural water. 
Consequently, the Jordan River now presents a public health risk due to its 
pollution from nitrates and high levels of coliform bacteria. Of course, high 
levels of fecal coliform indicate that the water is contaminated by high 
levels of human waste and bacterial diseases.20 

Additionally, factories on the shores of the Dead Sea -- particularly the 
Israeli factories on occupied Palestinian land in the West Bank -- have 
used the Dead Sea water to fuel the production of potash and chemical 
fertilizers (namely, methyl bromide.) These factories pump around 400-
450 million cubic meters of water from the northern basin of the Dead 
Sea every year.21

19  Salem, HS. p. 3:303
20  Gradstein, Linda. “Faith, tradition, sewage meet in the River Jordan.” The Star [Toronto] 
18 Jan 2011. Available at
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/article/924088--faith-tradition-sewage-meet-in-
the-river-jordan
21  Salem, HS. p. 3:305
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THE DECLINE OF THE DEAD SEADEAD SEA

As a consequence of the reduced flow of water into the Dead 
Sea, the natural wonder has been increasingly shrinking. 
As mentioned, the Sea has split into two separate basins 

and the water level has been decreasing at approximately one meter each 
year. It is unlikely, though, that the Dead Sea will completely dry up. Various 
simulations and projects predict that the sea will reach a new equilibrium 
of water inflow, resulting in an water level of 520-570 meters below sea 
level. In 400 years, in other words, the surface area of the sea is predicted 
to be no more than one-third of its 1966 level.22 Of course, that the sea 
will not completely disappear hardly implies a moral and environmental 
carte blanche for those responsible for its decline. The environmental 
degradation that has already occurred -- and will continue to occur if a 
more sustainable water policy is not adopted -- is significant and affects 
industry, tourism, biodiversity, and fresh water sources.

The Consequences of the Decline of the Dead Sea

An increase in salinity of the Dead Sea water, and in the 1. 
precipitation and crystallization of salts.
The formation of numerous sinkholes along the coasts, which 2. 
would be prone to collapse as a result of the low density of water 
that increases the velocity of fresh groundwater in the direction 
of the Dead Sea, dragging with it internal rocks and dirt. Currently 
there exist about 1,000 known water-covered sinkholes, resulting 
in a large number of problems, including the drowning of a 
number of people. The sinkholes also caused the collapse of part 
of the highway adjacent to the Dead Sea on the Jordanian side. 
Similarly, landslides on the Jordanian coast forced the evacuation 

22  Salem, HS. p. 3:303
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of more than 3,000 people from the region. Needless to say, 
sinkholes pose a threat to many tourist facilities and threaten to 
prevent the construction of some others. 
A reduction in the fresh groundwater reserve. This fresh water 3. 
becomes salty as a result of its contact with land that still contains 
large amounts of salt residues. As the saline pollution increases, 
the water reserves of fresh groundwater in the area of   the Dead 
Sea are reduced.

It is clear that some action must be taken to rehabilitate the Dead Sea and 
the Jordan River. Significant national interests of Israel, Jordan, and Syria 
are at stake in addition to the major environmental problems that are 
likely to continue and expand. Even though Palestine is denied its water 
rights by Israel, the ecological damage still threatens the Palestinian 
environment. To this end, the Red-Dead project has been developed in 
order to rehabilitate the Dead Sea while concurrently providing fresh 
water and electricity to Jordan, Israel, and Palestine.

THE RED-DEAD PROJECTTHE RED-DEAD PROJECT

Of course, the Red-Dead project would provide a number of 
important advantages for the contributing countries. especially  
Israel. Such a massive project would certainly create jobs and 

other economic opportunities in addition to the desalination of around 
800-850 million cubic meters of water for use in all three countries. 
Moreover, the project would raise the water level of the Dead Sea while 
potentially contributing to an economic boom along the Israeli-Jordanian 
border. 

Economically, the project would unquestionably benefit Israel, and to a  ●
lesser extent, Jordan. In addition to the influx of money and employment 
opportunities that would come with the project, Israel is contemplating 
massive real estate construction along the proposed Red-Dead canal that would 
include skyscrapers, massive hotels, casinos, and man-made lakes.23 The project 
itself would provide a great influx of opportunities as well, with over US$5 
billion in international financing and potentially over one million jobs created.24

As mentioned above, the project would also include at least one water  ●
desalination plant that would eventually produce up to 850 million cubic 
meters of fresh water annually to be shared between Israel, Jordan, and 
Palestine. Jordan and Palestine both desperately require more fresh water 
sources, while Israel has been searching for alternative sources of water.

23  Kraft, Dina. “Red Sea-Dead Sea canal stirs environmental objections.” The Jewish Review. Avail-
able at http://www.jewishreview.org/Red-Sea-Dead-Sea-canal-stirs-environmental-objections
24  Salem, HS. p. 3:318
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The construction of a hydroelectric plant would make use of the natural  ●
flow of water from the Red Sea down to the Dead Sea. Such a power plant 
could theoretically create enough electrical power to run the desalination 
plant and to pump the water from the Red Sea, in addition to creating 100 
megawatts of surplus electricity.
The influx of water from the Red Sea could arguably begin to combat the  ●
environmental damage in the Dead Sea. While it would take a long time to 
reverse the declining water level trends of the sea, an increased water level 
would benefit the production of potash and fertilizer for the industries that 
pump water from the sea. Also, the tourism industry that relies on the beauty 
of the area would benefit as well. Increased water levels could also potentially 
eliminate sinkholes and help restore the biodiversity of the region.

Many of these potential advantages, however, are completely theoretical 
and are far from guaranteed. Moreover, a simple list of potential advantages 
does little to warn of the subsequent and probable consequences of the 
project. Indeed, the construction of such a massive project is not without 
significant environmental, economic, and political concerns. In fact, a 
thorough examination of the potential and probable consequences of such a 
large-scale undertaking overwhelms the benefits.

The Red-Dead project would be constructed through or near three different  ●
groundwater aquifers, most notably the Shallow Wadi Araba Aquifer System. 
Construction of piping or a canal near groundwater sources risks the 
contamination of these groundwater sources. Moreover, a leak of sea water 
from the project into the aquifer systems would contaminate the naturally 
fresh water source. Moreover, the new saline levels of the Dead Sea could 
pose a threat to the surrounding groundwater, including the Palestinian 
Mountain Aquifer, as it would alter the ratio of saline groundwater to fresh 
groundwater, thus drawing massive amounts of fresh groundwater to the 
surface.
There is concern that the action of pumping two billion cubic meters of  ●
water out of the Red Sea would have a negative impact on the natural 
biodiversity of the sea. Notably, the construction along the Jordanian and 
Israeli Red Sea coastlines have arguably already caused damage to the 
pristine coral reefs of the Red Sea. The Red-Dead project would require the 
construction of a man-made bay on the coast of the Red Sea, which would 
likely be the victim of changing tidal patterns and changes in currents. 
Moreover, to compensate for the loss of water in the Red Sea, more water 
will naturally be pulled from the less saline Indian Ocean, likely having a 
negative effect on the biodiversity of the Red Sea and not only disrupting 
unique ecosystems, but also the important diving tourism sector of the 
Egyptian Sinai.25

25  Salem, HS. p. 3:331
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The Dead Sea is nearly ten times as saline as the Red Sea, with a salt  ●
concentration of 33.7% in the Dead Sea and 3.7% in the Red Sea. The mixing 
of the two drastically different salinity levels would have immense effects 
for the Dead Sea. The ultimate result could be the creation of a “new” sea 
with chemical properties that vary wildly from the current traditional 
properties of the Dead Sea. The resulting lower concentrations of salt and 
minerals would be detrimental for both the potash industries along the 
shores of the Dead Sea, as well as for the health tourism sector that project 
advocates hope to expand. Moreover, the mixing and changing salinities of the 
two seas could possibly result in a proliferation of algae blooms that could 
potentially turn the color of the Dead Sea from blue to a reddish-brown.26 
Alternatively, the new chemical composition could shock the sea such that 
a gypsum precipitate would turn the surface of the sea to white.27 Such a 
dramatic shift in the chemical and physical properties of the Dead Sea would 
unquestionably hurt the health and tourism of the site.
The Red-Dead project is set to be constructed on top of an active seismic fault  ●
line (the Dead Sea Transform Fault) ranging from the southern tip of the Dead 
Sea to the Gulf of Aqaba on the Red Sea.28 Indeed, the danger of seismological 
activity in the region is so great that Israel has adopted a specific building code 
to reduce potential damage. Seismic activity in this region could endanger the 
facilities built for the Red-Dead project, and the construction of the project 
itself could even trigger or induce earthquakes along this fault line.29 

The Red-Dead project does nothing to reverse the environmental damage  ●
that has been inflicted on the Jordan River. What was once an important 
water source for all riparian countries has been reduced to a trickle by the 
unsustainable overuse of water. Any effort designed to “save” the Dead 
Sea should also aim to rehabilitate the Jordan River. Like the Dead Sea, the 
Jordan River has immense potential attached to its religious, historic, and 
economic importance.

Importantly, many of the potential advantages of the Red-Dead project 
are undermined by its probable risks. The potential reinvigoration of the 
tourism industry surrounding the Dead Sea, for example, will likely suffer 
from the probable deterioration of the natural beauty of the area due to a 
change in the chemical balance of the sea. Likewise, the sustainability of 
the potash and fertilizer industries along the sea will be threatened as the 
salinity of the Red Sea water alters the unique properties of the Dead Sea. 

26  “Better Red than Dead?” The Economist [Jerusalem]15 Mar 2007. Available at http://
www.economist.com/node/8861571
27 Glausiusz, Josie. “New Life for the Dead Sea?” Ben-Gurion University. 22 April 2010. Avail-
able at
 http://www.aabgu.org/media-center/headlines/new-life-for-the-dead-sea.html
28  Salem, HS. p. 3:332
29  Salem, HS. p. 3:333
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ALTERNATIVES TO THE ALTERNATIVES TO THE 
RED-DEAD PROJECTRED-DEAD PROJECT

Some of the proposed alternatives to the Red-Dead project, 
such as the construction of a canal from the Mediterranean 
Sea to the Dead Sea, would simply produce similar negative 

consequences as the proposed project. Moreover, any project that 
aims to rehabilitate the Dead Sea without also including the Jordan 
River would be overlooking an important opportunity to prevent 
further degradation to one of the most historic rivers in the world. 
Finally, allowing the current state of environmental abuse to continue 
unabated is simply not an option. Further ecological degradation could 
result in irreparable damage to the Dead Sea, the Jordan River, and the 
groundwater sources in the area. Moreover, continued environmental 
damage would undoubtedly negatively affect the tourism and potash 
industries in the area, resulting in immense economic consequences 
for this environmental abuse.

Often overlooked is the option of simply restoring the natural balance 
of the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. This option would involve a shift 

in the national water policies of Jordan, Syria, and Israel. By shifting 
policy in an effort to find more sustainable sources of water, the 

diversions in the Yarmouk River and Lake Tiberias could be 
removed or at least significantly reduced in order to allow a 

more natural, balanced flow of water to reach the Jordan 
River and the Dead Sea. 
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Israeli waste water directly flow to Tiberias Lake

The advantages of restoring the Jordan River are tremendous. Not only 
would a revitalized Jordan River reverse the environmental damage 
inflicted on both the Jordan River and the Dead Sea, but it would also 
avoid all of the probable ecological consequences of the Red-Dead 
project. Natural order in the region would be restored and the variety 
of economic and environmental benefits of the Dead Sea, such as the 
potash industry and the tourism sector, would be sustainable ensured. 
Moreover, by allowing the Jordan River to once again flow naturally, 
the riparian countries would be able to utilize the natural beauty of the 
Jordan River to construct a viable tourism sector along the river as well.

Of course, reducing the consumption of Jordan River water would 
involve major changes to water policies for the riparian countries. 
Israel currently takes one third of its water supply from the Jordan 
River via Lake Tiberias, while Jordan and Syria both pump a significant 
amount of water from the Yarmouk River, thus preventing its natural 
flow to the Jordan. Yet, there are easy alternatives for water sources 
for these countries. In Jordan, for example, there has been a discussion 
about the viability of a desalination plant with piping that would send 
fresh water from the Gulf of Aqaba to Amman. Likewise, Israel should 
expand the use of desalination plants long the Mediterranean coast to 
use as an alternative source of water. The rehabilitation of the Dead Sea 
through restoration of the natural flow of the Jordan River would also 
be extraordinarily less expensive than the US$5 billion proposed Red-
Dead project. Dan Zaslavski, a former Israeli water commissioner, has 
said that the regeneration of the Jordan River would cost no more than 
US$800 million.30

30  Khalifa, Omar. “Red Sea Canal Plan ‘threat.’” Al Jazeera. 19 July 2008. Available at
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2007/08/2008525172719818600.html
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 The proposed Red-Dead project is an effort to combat 
nature. It is an attempt, in other words, to remedy the 
consequences of Israeli, Jordanian, and Syrian water 

policies without altering any of the destructive behavior. The decline 
of the Dead Sea and the Jordan River is the result of a combination 
of water policies that altered the natural balance of the regional 
water system. Instead of simply removing the elements that have 
disrupted the natural balance, the Red-Dead project will create more 
potentially more devastating imbalances. While it is admirable that the 
governments of the riparian states are looking for ways to rehabilitate 
what was once a natural phenomenon, the rehabilitation of the Dead 
Sea should be brought about naturally.

Moreover, by artificially altering nature, the riparian governments will 
inevitably be creating both predictable and unpredictable environmental 
disasters that could potentially destroy the very natural wonder that 
the project was meant to preserve. A undertaking as massive as the 
Red-Dead project unquestionably has many benefits for all countries 
involved. Yet, the enormous scale of the project should demand caution 
and meticulous scrutiny over the cost/benefit ratio. This project, as 
designed, will create more environmental problems than it fixes. When 
considering the environmental consequences, it should be clear that the 
Red-Dead project is unfeasible.

In addition to significant environmental concerns, the proposed 
canal also has major political dimensions that are being overlooked. 
The construction of the canal would give Israel major control over 
the sustainability of the Dead Sea, part of which, according to 
international law, is located in occupied Palestinian land. This project 
would likely result in the enhancement of Israeli industry and tourism 
in the Dead Sea region, thus reinforcing the Israeli occupation of the 
West Bank.
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Alternatively, the best means to rehabilitate the Dead Sea, in our opinion, 
is to simply restore the natural sustainability of the Jordan River. The 
health of the Dead Sea relies on the health of the Jordan River and, 
as such, the riparian countries should be proactive in their efforts to 
discover water sources that do not destroy the river. Moving towards a 
more sustainable water policy and investment in new water technology 
-- such as water desalination plants -- is a far more sustainable and 
environmentally-friendly way to rehabilitate the water systems in this 
arid region. Unclogging the rivers and lakes that feed into the Jordan River 
Basin is unquestionably the most sustainable and environmentally sound 
means to rehabilitate the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. 






