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Introduction 

In its modern history, the Palestinian water sector has been governed by different administrations, 

starting from the Ottoman Empire, through the British Mandate, through the Jordanian administration 

of the West Bank and the Egyptian administration of the Gaza Strip (with different laws and 

dissimilar institutional patterns), to the Israeli occupation after the 1967 war, which has got the upper 

hand, a situation which the Oslo Accords failed to correct as they granted Palestinians only very 

limited powers and rights in this regard. Following the seizure of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, 

the occupation authorities issued a set of military orders which tightened their control over the water 

resources in the occupied Palestinian territories. One of these orders gave the Israeli Civil 

Administration Officer the exclusive right to issue licensure for drilling wells and operating water 

facilities (Palestinian Water Authority, 2011). 

 

Since the establishment of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) in 1994, water issues in Palestine 

have garnered political, economic, and social attention. The ongoing severe shortage of water in the 

Palestinian Territory is largely due to denying Palestinians rightful control over their water resources, 

though the "water rights" issue was among the five issues which were left for final status negotiations 

in the interim arrangement (Oslo II Accords). Annex 3, Clause 40 of the Protocol on Economic 

Relations (the Paris Protocol) stated (under Water and Sewage) that Israel recognizes Palestinian 

water rights and that these rights would be discussed and finalized in the framework of the permanent 

status negotiations. It was determined that Palestinians would receive 118 million m
3
 per year from 

the existing resources. In addition, the Protocol allows Palestinians to drill wells that would add 

further 80 million m
3
 per year from the aquifers (PWA, 2011). 

 

To implement these agreements, the two sides established an Israeli-Palestinian Joint Water 

Committee (JWC) to supervise all water and sewage projects and issue permits for drilling wells. The 

decisions of the Committee must be based on the consent between the two sides (Annex 8). However, 

the situation in the Palestinian Territory has been worsened by poor water infrastructure (poor-quality 

networks, storage reservoirs, sewage treatment plants, and conveyance systems, as well as high loss 

rates), adverse economic conditions, high poverty rates, and poor organizational infrastructure in the 

water sector (World Bank, 2009). Thus, there is a growing need for reliable water supplies at 

affordable prices that are typical for public goods to which every human being should have access. 

For Palestinians, controlling their own water resources is a strategic need that contributes to the 

struggle against the occupying authorities towards an independent Palestinian state that has 

sovereignty over its natural resources. As it stands, Palestinians and Israelis have unfair shares of 

water, as the Israeli and colonial Jewish settler per capita share of water is four-fold that of 

Palestinians.   

 

1. Paper Objective 
 

In this background paper, the authors look at the feasibility, the optimal methods, the advantages, and 

the disadvantages of supporting the water sector development through two different channels: 1) 

private Palestinian (or foreign) investment in water projects; and 2) the funds allocated to the PNA 

developmental budget or to the Palestine Investment Fund (PIF), the national sovereign investment 

fund.  

 

First: The Principles Underpinning the Structure of the Water Sector  
Once the Palestinian Water Authority (PWA) was created, it started diligently designing national 

water policies which aim to define governance in the sector and regulate it in accordance with Law 

No. 3 of 2002, establishing the National Water Council as a higher decision-making governance body. 

The structure of the water sector were designed around four key principles:  

 

1. Separating regulatory and operational responsibilities. 

2. Dividing the institutional structure of the water sector into three levels: 

-  Adoption of water policies (the National Water Council); 

-  Regulation (the PWA); 
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-  Operation (regional water utilities, water suppliers, and sewage service providers). 

3. Integrating water service providers within regional water institutions that enjoy financial and 

administrative independence. 

4. Creating a national water company which would function as a bulk water service provider and 

which would take over the assets, rights and obligations of the West Bank Water Department.  

 

However, the PWA and all other key players in the water sector are now aware that the existing 

methods of managing the sector (with far-reaching humanitarian and development dimensions) have 

never been effective (PWA, 2011). For around 30 years under the Israeli occupation, the roles and 

responsibilities within the sector have remained fragmented, indefinite, and overlapping, which 

produced a state of chaos in the sector. Hence, there is an urgent need to restructure the water sector in 

a way that would produce effective regulation, supervision, and controlling technical, administrative 

and financial performance at the national, regional, and local levels (AMAN, 2009). 

 

The way the sector is managed is not very different from the legal and institutional framework. The 

relationship between the service provider and the consumer is often exclusively determined by the 

former, with little or no regulation. For example, municipalities set water prices at their sole discretion 

(AMAN, 2009). Local councils have no standard tariff systems, subscription fees, or prices for 

installing domestic networks and meters. If they existed, the standard tariffs would have been used to 

set reasonable prices of water. Rather, the prices are determined by local councils in accordance with 

individual municipal standards because a national agency that can set a standard price for all 

governorates does not exist. The hardest-hit are poor households that cannot afford to pay the prices 

set by the municipalities and service providers (Ramahi, 2010). 

 

Second: The Water Sector Reform Plan 
On 14 December 2009, the Palestinian Council of Ministers endorsed a reform action plan to define 

and implement a comprehensive program for institutional and legislative reform. The plan is expected 

to organize the water sector and its institutions, build its capacity, and design its national policies and 

strategies.  

 

2. National Water Policy and Strategy 
 

 The National Water Policy and Strategy (NWPS) document is the product of strenuous efforts 

undertaken after the adoption of the reform plan. The document provides a framework for the 

planning Sustainable development of water resources: Water is a scarce resource with an 

economic, social, and environmental value. 

 Integrated water resources management: Just, equitable, and sustainable allocation to all 

legitimate users. 

 Water rights: Palestinians are entitled to their water rights, including the right of access, right 

of control, and right of use of water resources. 

 Access to water and wastewater services: Each citizen has the right to sufficient and 

affordable water of the required quality for the purposes of use; the needs and interests of all 

groups will be taken into account.  

 Financial sustainability of water utilities: Ensuring the financial sustainability of production, 

transportation, and distribution of water, as well as the sustainability of wastewater collection 

and management, while enabling service providers to achieve financial reliability in terms of 

full cost recovery (operation, maintenance, replacement, and capital investment): 

- Implementing clear regulations for collection and controlling illegal connections; 

- Ensuring that the proposed funding for services reflects the approved financial objectives; 

and where tariffs do not achieve full cost recovery in the medium term, all sources of 

funding to fill this gap must be specified; 

- Building and implementing a fair tariff system that ensures all poor and vulnerable groups 

have access to services and all service operators recover costs.   
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 Governance and management: 

- The responsibilities for water resources policy, organization, and management should be 

separated institutionally; 

- Encouraging the restructuring of the water sector and providing for private sector 

participation in financing, implementing, operating, and maintaining water and 

wastewater supply systems in order to improve the sector’s efficiency and build its 

technical expertise; 

- The agencies responsible for the water sector should develop sound financial and 

technical plans to achieve the national strategic goals in the long term. This requires 

effective planning of infrastructure in different governorates as well as creating an 

investment enabling climate. 

 Sustainable wastewater management:  

- Water polluters should pay for the damage they produce; 

- Treated necessary to protect water resources and enhance their sustainability while 

improving water and sewage services in line with relevant Palestinian standards. The plan 

is structured over a set of topics including:  

- wastewater effluent is a water resource and should be added to the water balance. 

 

3. Decree No. 14 of 2014 on Water  
 

Within this strategic vision, the Decree aimed at managing and developing water resources in 

Palestine, as well as increasing their production capacity, improving their quality, and protecting them 

from pollution and depletion. The legislature also envisages the improvement of services through the 

application of the principles of integrated and sustainable water resources management. The 

legislation provides the framework for enforcing the NWPS. The principles contained in that 

document were previously defined by the Decree which: 

 

- Created the legal framework for separating the responsibilities within the sector’s institutions; 

- Defined the framework governing the implementation of the tasks and goals of those 

institutions. 

 

4. Institutional Structure of the Palestinian Water Sector 
 

- The PWA 

 The Decree gave the PWA the full responsibility for designing policies as well as planning and 

managing the water sector, in addition to regulatory powers. According to the Decree, the PWA 

shall cooperate with relevant parties to create a stable investment climate that stimulates private 

sector investment in the water sector. The PWA has the powers to make the institutional, 

regulatory, and economic changes necessary to promote partnership with the private sector 

according to a regulation to be issued for the purpose hereof. 

- The Water Sector Regulatory Council: According to the Decree, the Council shall monitor all 

matters related to the operation of water service providers, including production, transportation, 

distribution, consumption, and wastewater management, with the aim of ensuring water and 

wastewater service quality and efficiency to consumers at affordable prices. The Council has the 

powers to issue licenses to regional water utilities and operators. It shall also approve water 

prices, costs of supply networks, and other services required for the delivery of water and 

wastewater services, as well as monitor the costs to ensure compliance with the policy adopted by 

the PWA.  

- The National Water Company: The National Water Company has been established in accordance 

with the Decree to be fully owned by the state. The Company supplies and sells bulk water to 

service providers. 

- The Regional Water Utilities: The Regional Water Utilities are responsible for the provision of 

water and wastewater services, each within its specified administrative and geographical zone. 

They seek to: 
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- Provide water and wastewater services to consumers for various uses in line with sustainable 

economic, social, and environmental principles; 

- Meet the needs for water of suitable quality and wastewater services through the implementation 

of the required and appropriate measures and building the necessary plans and programs to 

develop these services. ) 

- Water Users Associations (WUAs2: WUAs will be responsible for managing the services of 

supplying irrigation water. WUAs are supposed to be established in accordance with a system to 

be defined by the Council of Ministers based on the provisions of the Law. WUAs will be 

licensed and report to the Water Sector Regulatory Council. 

 

Third: The Water Sector and the Private Sector 
The private sector activities in infrastructure projects are exclusively concentrated in the contracting 

business. There are very few projects funded and managed by the private sector, other than the 

infrastructure projects in Rawabi and the sewage management project in Reehan.  

 

1. Why is the private sector needed in water projects? 
 Obviously, the water policy and water law have established strong foundations for private sector 

involvement in the water sector. The National Water Strategy 2014-2032 has focused on: 

- Business practices for the operation of the formal water sector;  

- Involving and encouraging the private sector to invest and participate actively in managing 

the water sector. According to the National Water Strategy, such involvement would:  

1. Enhance efficiency in water use; 

2. Improve the operation and maintenance efficiency; 

3. Create jobs; 

4. Cut government expenditure.  

 

2. Opportunities for private investment in the water sector  
 The water sector provides different opportunities for private investment:   

- Wastewater treatment: This is possible through building, managing, and operating plants for 

treating wastewater. The Palestinian sewage flowing into Israel and later treated in Israeli 

water management plants is estimated at 17 million m
3
 per year. Since 2000, the Israeli side 

has deducted more than NIS 487 million from Palestinian clearance revenues for this 

treatment. Worse, Palestinians squander large amounts of treated water which flows into 

Israeli farms (Water Sector Regulatory Council, 2016). 

- It is important to know whether the private sector is willing to finance, manage, and run 

sewage treatment plants in areas where wastewater flows into Israel. As for investing in 

treated water for agricultural purposes, treated wastewater effluent must be considered as a 

water resource that can be used in agriculture. The agricultural sectors in neighboring 

countries use treated water in irrigation. In Israel, for example, 70 percent of treated effluent 

is used for agricultural purposes. 

- Desalination: Be it the central desalination plant in the Gaza Strip, the Fashkha Springs 

desalination project in the Dead Sea area, or desalinating salt wells. 

- The management and operation of the water system and reducing loss.  

 

3. Barriers to Private Sector Involvement 
- Israeli restrictions: Clause 40 of Annex III of the Oslo II Accords, in particular the 

implementation mechanisms through the joint Israeli-Palestinian Committee, which has been 

inactive since 2012. 

- The sensitivity of allocating water resources among sectors: The ability to determine the 

priorities for allocating water supplies to legitimate users and areas, and ensuring a fair, 

equitable distribution across the country. 

                                                           
2  Irrigation water associations, as in reality, and according to their definition in the law, there is no single water users association to date 

because the Water Authority and the Ministry of Agriculture are legally commissioned to build rules of procedures for such 

associations to be later endorsed by the Council of Ministers. Such a task has yet to be done.  
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- Low rates of cost recovery and collection: The existing water projects are still operating far 

from cost-recovery levels. All investments in the sector depend on donors’ support, which can 

barely cover maintenance and operating costs. Collection rates are still low, with an average 

of 65-75 percent in the West Bank and 25-50 percent in the Gaza Strip. 

- Lack of some important regulations, such as: water tariff system in accordance with the water 

policies and laws in force; a private sector involvement system; a regional water utilities 

system; a system for licensing operators and utilities; and standards ensuring the quality of the 

technical and administrative services provided by operators. 

 

Questions for discussion 
- Why has the regulatory system failed to implement the regulations provided in the water law?  

- How can the efficiency of water management be enhanced? Why is there no standard tariff for 

bulk water supply? 

- Why does the public sector refrain from initiating a dialogue with the private sector on 

opportunities for investment in the water sector? 

- How can the private sector be encouraged to invest in projects that use treated wastewater in 

agriculture? 

- Is lack of funding the major obstacle to building a desalination plant in the Gaza Strip? 

- Do the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and the PWA have complementary roles with respect to 

treated wastewater effluent? 

- Why does the government not seek the support of the private sector in financing some 

infrastructure projects when there is shortage of funds or delay in donor aid? 
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