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In this issue 
we list 
terrorist 
attacks made 
on water 
infrastructure 
in the Middle 
East from 
September 
2012 to the 
present.
 



INTRODUCTION 
 

The Global High-Level Panel on Water and 

Peace has observed that the increasing 

tendency to use water resources and 

infrastructure as targets or as weapons in 

armed conflicts is of deep concern. In 

recent armed conflicts, states and non-

state armed groups have destroyed and 

captured water installations. Water supply 

systems fail, supply lines are deliberately 

sabotaged or water resources are 

poisoned to intimidate civilians. Non-state 

armed groups capture dams and barrages, 

and use them to flood or starve 

downstream populations. Dams are used 

to shelter high-value prisoners, while 

poisoning water harms local civilian 

populations. This is more evident in the 

Middle East countries now than ever.

 

From 2013 to 2017, Islamic State (known 

as ISIS/IS/ISIL or Daesh) carried out a 

number of attacks which used water either 

directly or indirectly. The clashes between 

ISIS and various governmental/ non-

governmental forces also led to lakes, 

rivers and other water bodies in both 

countries being diverted or poisoned, 

making water a deliberate or incidental 

weapon in the war. The airstrikes 

conducted by the United States of America 

(US)-led international coalition, Russian 

Forces or Syrian Armed Forces also hit and 

damaged water infrastructure, water pipes 

and led to millions of people in both 

countries getting sporadic and limited 

access to water.

 

 

 

The decline of ISIS in 2017-2018 can be co-

related to their loss of control over territories 

with important water infrastructure. ISIS was 

defeated from their de facto capitals, Mosul in 

Iraq and Raqqa in Syria, which were the 

locations of the Mosul Dam and the Tabqa Dam, 

the two big water infrastructures that ISIS had 

seized. The map  on the next page shows the 

territories held by ISIS between January 2015 

(when they were at the height of their power), 

and January 2018.
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Territories held by ISIS in January 2015 and January 2018

               Map Source: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27838034

ISIS may no longer pose a threat to 
the water in the Middle East. 
However, dangers in the region are 
still looming. Frequent clashes 
between the Turkish forces and the 
PKK have led to water and 
electricity supplies being cut off in 
villages in Turkey. The town of Afrin 
in Syria lost access to water for a 
week in March 2018 when the 
Turkish backed Free Syrian Army 
took control of the town from the 
Kurdish People's Protection Units 
(YPG).
 
The Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) 
(affiliated to the Al- Al-Qaeda) are 
also still present in Syria and are 
gradually gaining power. Although 
there are no reports of HTS 
currently attacking water 
infrastructure, the group does 
control water and electricity 
supplies in Idlib. In the event that 
the group were to gain access to 
more territories, they could use the 
same tactics as ISIS of using water 
as a weapon in the Middle East 
region. Similarly, other terror 
groups in the future gaining power 
could implement the same tactics of 
using water as a ‘weapon’ in the 
Middle East or any other region.

This “Blue Strike List” provides details of attacks 
that have taken place between 2012 and 2018 in 
Iraq, Syria and Turkey. The attacks have been 
categorized into three types, either “Direct Target”, 
“Weapon” or “Indirect Target”, based on the kind of 
attack. 
 
The three categories are defined as:
 
Direct Target - A direct target is a focused attack on 
water or water-related infrastructure, such as an attack 
on a dam or a water pipeline. For example, fighting 
between ISIS and anti-ISIS militias hit a water pipeline 
that cut off water supplies for 650,000 people in Mosul.
 
Weapon - A weapon is an attack where water is used or 
there is a threat to use water as a means of violence, 
such as threatening to cut off a water source or flooding 
of a region. For example, the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) controlled the water resources in 
the northern part of the Tigris River which provided the 
water for central and southern Iraq and KRG had 
threatened to cut off this source of water when it felt the 
Iraqi government had not followed through on promises 
to the KRG.
 
Indirect Target -An indirect target is an attack on areas 
surrounding water infrastructure without the express 
intention of hitting or damaging the water infrastructure, 
where water infrastructure is attacked incidentally. For 
example, the US-led coalition conducted airstrikes 
against ISIS in order to weaken ISIS’s hold in the 
region, thereby destroying the main pipeline supplying 
water to Raqqa.
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