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Information note 
I. Background 

 

The Arab region is a water stressed region. More than half of current freshwater withdrawals exceed what is 

naturally available in some countries and total water productivity in the region is only about half the world’s 
average.  A significant share of available water resources in the region is transboundary in nature, with a 

majority used to support agricultural production.  

 

Groundwater resources are a significant source of freshwater in the Arab region. Countries are increasingly 
drawing upon these resources for domestic, agricultural and industrial use as surface waters become more 

scarce, polluted or costly to capture. It is estimated that most countries in the region rely on groundwater for 

more than half of their water supply, with this estimate increasing to as high two-thirds for the countries of the 
Arabian Peninsula.  

 

Groundwater includes both renewable and non-renewable resources that are found near the surface and deep 
underground. The ability to access groundwater resources has increased due to improved technologies and 

lower operation costs largely associated with drilling and pumping, including the use of renewable energy 

technologies. As a result, groundwater is being depleted and groundwater levels are dropping beyond 

sustainable limits, particularly in non-renewable fossil aquifers.   
 

Climate change is also directly and indirectly affecting the ways that groundwater can be sustainably managed. 

It is projected that climate change will affect natural recharge rates due to reduced precipitation and increased 
evapotranspiration in large parts of the region. More intensive rainfall events and flash floods may also reduce 

recharge in the absence of appropriate management. In tandem, dependency on groundwater resources will 

increase as climate change affects surface water availability since higher temperatures and evapotranspiration 

rates would increase water use in the agricultural sector. 
 

Arab States are also heavily reliant on shared aquifers. Most states in the Arab Region share both renewable 

and non-renewable aquifers. The geographic extent of the shared groundwater aquifers and the advancement 
of pumping technology have prompted increased reliance on these resources by the agriculture sector and 

governments in their pursuit of food self-sufficiency. 

 
In the Arab region, water users often benefit from unrestricted access to groundwater resources due to weak 

regulatory and enforcement regimes.  Ownership of groundwater resources located beneath privately held land 

is also a commonly perceived notion. This results in a “tragedy of the commons” as groundwater users have 

little or no incentives to conserve groundwater at the community level or for future generations. This becomes 
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even more complicated in transboundary settings with slow-flowing groundwater as each pumping well 

individually does not seem to affect groundwater levels, while as a whole over pumping has a very nefarious 

effect. Falling groundwater levels are also difficult to observe before it is too late, leaving groundwater to 
become depleted, saline or too concentrated with pollutants for use.  Improved legal, regulatory, enforcement 

and technological instruments are thus needed to improve groundwater governance and the sustainable 

management of these essential resources in the water-scarce region. 
 

II. Objectives of the meeting 
 

The meeting aims to review draft groundwater abstraction guidelines that have been prepared by ESCWA 

consultant based on an extensive review of available experiences and regulations in the Arab region in 
managing the abstraction of groundwater. Participants will also discuss a proposed set of indicators to assist 

in evaluating current national and local regulatory and enforcement mechanisms that aim at improving the 

management of groundwater from the abstraction control and monitoring aspects. 

 
The meeting will allow professionals to also exchange experiences and best practices to support peer-to-peer 

learning and improve capacity in managing and controlling abstraction of groundwater for various uses through 

regulations, enforcement and innovative technologies.  
 

III. Participants  
 

The meeting will gather senior officials from government institutions and technical experts responsible for 

groundwater resources management in the Arab region. Experts from the United Nations organizations will 
support the meeting as well as resource persons from expert institutions. 

 

IV. Organization of the meeting 
 

The meeting is organized by ESCWA and will be held on Thursday 4 March 2021. The meeting will be 

conducted online. A dedicated web link will be provided to nominated participants and speakers prior to the 
meeting.  The meeting is expected to begin at 11:00 and conclude by 14:00 Beirut time (GMT+2). The online 

link will be open as of 10:00 to test audio and video connections. The meeting will be conducted in Arabic. 

 
Nominated representatives will receive the final meeting agenda and draft groundwater abstraction guidelines 

prior to the meeting. All meeting documentation and presentations will be provided in the Arabic language. 

Interpretation will not be available during the meeting. 

 

V. Correspondence 
 

Inquiries and completed registration forms should be submitted to the following meeting focal points: 
 
Mr. Ziad Khayat 
Economic Affairs Officer 
Project Coordinator of IWRM for Improved Water 
Security 
Climate Change and Natural Resources 
Sustainability Cluster 
ESCWA 
Beirut, Lebanon 
Tel: + 961 1 978 517 
Cell: + 961 3 387 771 
Fax: + 961 1 981 510 
E-mail: khayat@un.org   

Ms. Zoubeida Ziadeh  
Senior Administrative Assistant 
Water Resources Section  
Climate Change and Natural Resources 
Sustainability Cluster 
ESCWA 
Beirut, Lebanon 
Tel:  + 961 1   978 855 
Cell:  + 961 70 172 282 
Fax: + 961 1   981 510 
E-mail:   ziadeh@un.org  
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