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ALEPPO: A Syrian man sells tobacco in the rebel-held side of the northern embattled city of Aleppo. —AFP 

WEST BANK: A mountainous Palestinian com-
munity in the Israeli-occupied West Bank, Al Jab’a
differs in many ways from surrounding Israeli set-
tlements but it shares one worry with its neigh-
bors - a shortage of water. In the last few decades
the West Bank has seen rainfall decrease and
groundwater levels fall with drought expected to
become “more frequent (and) more intense”,
according to a 2012 United Nations Environment
Program (UNEP) report. Residents of Al Jab’a,
who once had to walk for hours daily to fetch
water, do have limited access to Israeli water sup-
plies in their concrete homes due to a reservoir,
pipeline and a pump built in 2013 by an Italian
non-governmental organization.

But the water provided is not enough, accord-
ing to families in Al Jab’a, a village of about 150
houses 12 km southwest of Bethlehem. They also
fear their system could be demolished as it was
not officially approved. “Before, we had to walk
many times a day to the nearby springs to fill our
bottles and buckets,” said Omar Musa, 18, who
lives with his parents and five siblings near the
reservoir in a house atop a hill.

“I was happy when I knew I would have water
at home.” He estimated that his family saves
about six hours a day by not having to fetch
water for their use, crops and livestock.

Water restrictions
But numerous rural and Bedouin communi-

ties in the West Bank are not connected to a net-
work run by Israel’s national water company,
Mekorot, which is responsible for supplying
water to Palestinians in the Israeli-occupied terri-
tory. In Al Jab’a, only 10 percent of homes were
part of the Mekorot distribution system until the
pipes and reservoir completed in 2013 extended
the network to the remaining households. Water
piped by Mekorot is pumped up the hill to be
stored in the reservoir.

But this has not completely resolved the com-

munity’s water problems. Residents say the
Mekorot system supplies water only intermittent-
ly and at low pressure. When supplies flow, fami-
lies must hurry to store as much as they can. In
addition, residents like Musa and his family fear
the reservoir could be demolished by the Israeli
authorities because, like many of their homes,
the structure was built without an official permit.

Construction by Palestinians is forbidden in
Area C, a designation covering about 60 percent
of the West Bank, including Al Jab’a. Between
2010 and 2014 only 1.5 percent of requests for
building permits in Area C were approved,
according to the UN Office for the Coordination
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). An application
for a permit for the Al Jab’a reservoir by GVC, the
Italian development organization that built it in
partnership with UNICEF, was turned down, GVC
said. According to Israeli authorities, issuing
demolition orders for structures built without
permission is a legitimate measure, a 2015 OCHA
report notes.

Although only one-fifth of the 14,000 demo-
lition orders issued in Area C since 1988 have
been carried out, according to OCHA, the
uncertainty leaves residents worried for the
safety of their homes and their water supply.
After the 1967 war in which Israel acquired the
West Bank, Israel imposed restrictions on well
drilling and constructing distribution networks,
which has left a quarter of Palestinians without
piped water, according to a report by the
Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of
International Affairs.

An assessment by UNICEF in 2015 showed
that 400,000 Palestinians from 1.7 million living
in the West Bank were in need of improved
water, sanitation and hygiene services. The UN
Environment Program said in a report that Israel
uses the majority of the water resources avail-
able in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Israel,
however,  points out that it  provides the

Palestinians with double the 30 million cubic
metres of water annually that was agreed to in
the 1995 Oslo accords.

Bring back cisterns?
Gregor von Medeazza, chief of the water, sani-

tation and hygiene programme at UNICEF in East
Jerusalem, said water remains a persistent sore
point between Israel and Palestinian communities
in the West Bank. “Water should be a source of
collaboration and should bring people together,”
he said. “At the end of the day, they all share the
same water resources.” Von Medeazza said that
UNICEF is concerned about ensuring measures
are in place to use water carefully and help com-
munities adapt in the face of growing scarcity.

“It means having rational use of (the) water
available and making sure there is no wasting of
water,” he said. With climate change bringing
more variable rainfall, “it is also important to
emphasise that there is a question of accessibility
and human right to a minimum amount of
water”, he said. Apart from building reservoirs,
Von Medeazza suggests rehabilitating around
300 ancient cisterns - underground storage tanks
dating from Roman times that once collected
water in the rainy season. These have the poten-
tial to be used today and would be a cost-effec-
tive measure, he said.

Around 80 such cisterns have been restored
so far by a coalition of non-governmental organ-
izations. “The long-term vision is to increase the
current access (to water) of people living in
remote places,” Von Medeazza said.  “We have
the technical solutions to extend services and
connect communities. What we need is further
support from all parties (Israelis and
Palestinians) for this to happen.” For his part,
Musa in Al Jab’a remains worried but resolute.
“We are really afraid of losing our reservoir,” he
said. But “we are not leaving our house nor our
community”. —Reuters

As water dries up, West Bank village 
thirsts for a less precarious supply

Rainfall decreases and groundwater levels fall

NEW DELHI: India reaffirmed yesterday
its commitment to a World Health
Organization (WHO) tobacco-control
treaty, despite lobbying from its $11 bil-
lion industry that opposes some meas-
ures in the treaty that will be discussed at
a conference next week. Delegates from
about 180 countries will attend the Nov
7-12 conference near New Delhi on the
only global anti-tobacco treaty, called the
Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control (FCTC). The treaty aims to deter
tobacco use that kills about 6 million
people a year, including about a million
in India. Reuters reported last week that
tobacco industry groups were lobbying
the government with letters and signa-
ture campaigns to safeguard the interest
of farmers and to ensure that no “unrea-
sonable” proposals are adopted at the
conference.

The Tobacco Institute of India (TII), the
cigarette industry body, said in Sept. 28
letter to the government that “there is no
obligation on any signatory to the FCTC”
to comply with its provisions. The govern-
ment response to those letters has not
been made public but on Tuesday, the
health ministry published half-page
notices in several newspapers to say India
would apply the treaty’s provisions. “India
reiterates its commitment to the full
implementation of WHO FCTC,” the min-

istry said in the notice, that included a
picture of Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

The government said in the notice
that tobacco “drains the economy” of
nearly $16 billion a year. The TII, which
represents cigarette makers including
ITC, part-owned by British American
Tobacco, and Philip Morris International’s
local partner, Godfrey Phillips, declined to
comment about the government notice.
Last week, tobacco farmers protested
outside the health ministry and the WHO
regional office in New Delhi asking the
government to boycott the conference.
More than 100,000 farmers also sent the
government a petition seeking protec-
tion from FCTC rules.

Tobacco groups want India to include
farmers in its official delegation. A health
ministry official said last week the gov-
ernment would not agree to their
requests. The tobacco industry has been
at odds with the federal government this
year over a rule requiring makers to print
bigger health warnings on packages. The
WHO FCTC conference decisions,
designed for implementation at national
level by signatories, have a direct bearing
on the nearly $800 billion global tobacco
industry. Topics for debate at the confer-
ence include alternative livelihoods for
tobacco farmers and e-cigarette regula-
tion. —Reuters

SEATTLE: Researchers who track
t h e  e n d a n g e re d  p o p u l a t i o n  o f
orcas that frequent Washington
state waters said that three whales
are missing or believed dead since
summer. The most recent death of
a 23-year-old female known as J28
and likely her 10-month-old calf
drops the current population to
80, among the lowest in decades,
according to the Center for Whale
Research on Friday Harbor, which
keeps the whale census for  the
federal government.

A 42-year-old female whale was
reported missing during the cen-
ter’s July 1 census. Center senior
scientist Ken Balcomb said orcas,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  m o t h e r s  a n d  t h e i r
babies,  are  struggl ing because
they don’t have enough food, a
primary factor in the population’s
decline. He and others called for
four  dams on the  Lower  Snake
River to be breached to open up
habitat for salmon. They said the
best opportunity to save the orcas
is to restore runs of salmon eaten
by the killer whales.

“We know what we need to do,
fe e d  t h e m ,” B a l co m b  s a i d  a t  a
news conference on the Seattle
water front  surrounded by sup -
porters who held signs calling for
the dams to come down. Those
opposed to removing the Lower
Snake dams say they provide low-
cost hydroelectric power and play
a major role in the region’s econo-
my. J28 was believed to have died
in the Strait of Juan de Fuca some-

time last week, leaving behind a
10-month old whale that won’t
l i k e l y  s u r v i ve  w i t h o u t  h e r,
B a l co m b  s a i d .  Th e  m o t h e r
a p p e a re d  e m a c i a te d  i n  re ce n t
weeks, he said.

The number of southern resi-
dent killer whales has fluctuated
in recent decades, from more than
100 in 1995 to about 80 in recent
years, as they have faced threats
from pollution, lack of prey and
disturbance from boats. They were
listed as endangered in 2005. The
whales have a strong preference
for chinook salmon, which are typ-
ically larger and fatter f ish,  but
those runs have been declining.
“ There’s  no reason these  dams
couldn’t  be breached,” said J im
Waddell, a retired engineer with
the group DamSense who spoke at
the news conference.

In May, in a long-running law-
suit, US District Judge Michael H
Simon in Por t land rejec ted the
federal government’s latest plan
for  of fsett ing the damage that
dams in the Columbia River Basin
pose to salmon. The judge ordered
the government to come up with a
new plan by March 2018. He said
he would not dictate what options
the government must consider in
the new plan, but he noted that a
proper analysis under federal law
“may well require consideration of
t h e  re a s o n a b l e  a l te r n a t i ve  o f
breaching, bypassing, or removing
one or  more  of  the  four  Lower
Snake River Dams.”—AP

Scientists call for 
‘breaching dams’

India committed to WHO 
tobacco-control treaty


