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Israrel’s Policy Towards the Litani River

Jawaid | gbal*

Thelargest river in Lebanon, the Litani (100 miles) originatesfrom
theruins of aBaalbek closeto L ebanese border with Syriaand flows
southward through theboard BekaaValley. Near thefrontier with Israel,
thewater dropsto enter adeep Canyon, turn west and cutsthrough the
Southern coastal mountainrangeand thenjoiningintotheMediterranean
Sea near historic Tyre.

TheModern L ebanese State cameinto existencein 1920. Before
1920, the Lebanese State was geographically a much smaller entity
comprising only the mountainous region. Mountain Lebanon was
traditionally thehomeof Maronite Christians. Besidesthe Maronites, Mount
L ebanon was also the home of Druze, areligious sect of IsSlam. Inthe
early sixteenth century the Ottomans captured Mount L ebanon and Syria
fromtheMamluks. With the defeat of the Ottoman Empirein First World
War, Syriaand L ebanon came under the control of France.?

Israel has showninterestinthe Litani sincethetimeof Theodor
Herzl. Hisdiariesreveal that in 1897 the German Chancellor Prince
Hohenl ohe had asked him whether the Zioni stswanted theterritory of
their State to extend asfar north as Beirut or even beyond that.>

During theFirst World War, the Zionist Organi sation began to
draw up firm plansfor the establishment of Jewish national homein
Palestine. On 19" September 1918, the allies established the Occupied
Enemy Territorial Administrations (OETA) inorder to providemilitary
Government to conquered Ottomanterritoriesintheeastern Mediterranean
costal region.*

*  Reader, Centre of West Asian Studies, Aligarh Muslim University, ligarh,
India.
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In February 1919 the World Zionist Organisation (WZO) placed
beforethe Supreme Council at the Parispeacetalks, aproposal regarding
theboundariesof Palestine. The proposed boundary sought to extend the
northern frontiersof Palestine upto thefoothillsof Mt. Hermon. It started
fromthe Mediterranean coast just south of Sidon, runninginany easterly
direction acrossthe Litani river and included the whole of the Jordan
catchmentsareaupto itsnorthern most sourcein Rashayyabeforeturning
south towards Golan Heights.> The Zionist proposal was opposed by
Francewhichinsisted upontheorigina Sykes-Picotline. TheWZOthen
launched avigorous campaign aimed at persuading the Frenchto giveup
Litani but it did not succeed.® In 1919, Great Britain put forth the Deauville
proposal, whichrecommended aboundary followingtheLitani (Qasimiyya)
River fromthecoast, that continues eastward and encompassesthevillage
of Baniyas. According to British statesmen thiswasthe ancient Dan. The
Deauville proposal wasrejected in February 1920 by the French and
Litani remained inside Lebanon.” In the same year British Prime Minister
met Secretary General of the French Foreign Ministry Berthelot, who
said that “all Jews’ were unanimously agreed that the sources of the
Hermaon and the headwaters of the Jordan played vital roleinthe existence
of Palestine. Berthelot replied, Lioyd Georgerecalledin thismemoriesof
the Peace Conference, that the snows of Hermon “ Dominated thetown
of Damascus’ and could not be excluded from Syrianor could thewaters
of the Litani.® In June 1920 an agreement was proposed by France, which
recommended alinethat would leave the coast at Ra san Nagurah, afew
milesnorth of the SykesPicot/OETA line, proceed eastward and then
turned sharply north, so asto includewithin Palestineavertical strip of
territory contai ning thenorth most Jewish settlement (M etulla) andthe
HulaValley.®

Weizmann, tried to convince General Gourud, the French High
Commissionin Beirut, of theimportance of thewatersof the L itani to
Pal estine but could not arose any interest.'®

Finally theagreement between Britain and Francewasreachedin
December 1920. FromtheZionist perspectivetheimplicationsof Palestine’' s
northernfrontierswere quite serious. In the north the country was deprived
of amost all important water resourceswhichtheZionist |eadersconsidered
vital for the power and irrigation plansthey had inmind. Moreimportant,
by failing to approximate natural geographic boundaries, the bordersl|eft
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the country all but indefensible militarily.*

The boundary agreement of 1920 cut sharply into the most
optimistic Zionist estimates of theamount of water availableto support
extensiveJewishagricultural colonizationin Palestine. Zionist planners
wanted to divert part of theflow of Litani River eastwared into the Hasbani
River, wherethe Litani would flow into the Jordan Valley and eventually
be piped overland to the Negev desert.? In 1921, in the book of Jewish
Foundation Fund, Karen Hayesod recorded, pessimistically, “itis, of course
much to be regretted that we must abandon for the present all plans
concerning the Litani.” 3

In 1923, the British and French agreed on thefinal boundary lines,
to the great disappointment of the Zionist |eaders. They had hoped to
retain the Litani, the Upper Jordan, Mount Hermon and theHauranin
Syria, They attempted, neverthel ess, to achievechangesintheboundaries
by settlingimmigrantsin Syriaand L ebanon, amoveviolently opposed by
the French. The Anglo French boundary agreement of 1923 wasapproved
by the League of Nationsin 1934. And after that the Zionist leaders
gradually lost hope of ever achieving achangeinthefrontier line#

In 1943 the Zionist received asmall measure of encouragement
when some Maroniteleaders appeared to bewilling to sharethe water of
the Litani for the agricultural development of the Jewish colony. The
L ebaneseengineeringfirm of Alfred Naccacheand Jewish engineersof
thePalestineWater Cooperative conducted ajoint study which concluded
that L ebanon could usefully exploit only one seventh of Litani’ sflow.

The study approved, therefore, that most of thewater be diverted
from apoint wheretheriver takesawestward bend through atunnel into
Palestine. Inexchangefor water, Lebanonwould receiveall or part of the
power produced by the water drop from the mountains to the Jordan
Valley. The study heartened the Zionists, whose dreams of Negev
devel opment could not befully realized without the Litani water. 1°

In 1944, the Jewish Agency utilized the servicesof Walter Clay
Lowdermil, who was the Assistant Chief of the United States Soil
Conservation Service, and | ater the Head of the Department of Agricultural
Engineering at Technion, thelsraeli Instituteof Technology. After three
monthsof fieldsstudiesin Palestineand Transgordan he proposed aJordan
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Valley Authority (JVA) onthelinesof the Tennesse Valley Authority (JVA).
Thedetailsof JV A weredevel oped by JamesHays, Chief engineer of
TVA. Lowdermilk notedthepossibility of tapping theLitani and diverting
some of the water to the Pal estine coast and Negev.*®

These schemeshowever, |ost rel evance because of establishment
of the State of Israel in May 1948. The establishment of Israel immediately
sparked off thefirst Arab-lsraeli War. Lebanonalongwith Egypt, Syria,
Jordan and Iraq participated inthiswar. Thelsraeli Army occupied Southren
L ebanon upto the point wherethe Litani takesawestward bend. When
negotiationfor aGeneral ArmisticeAgreement (GAA) started, I sragl tried
to coupleitswithdrawal from L ebaneseterritory with guaranteed access
to the water of the Litani.1” The Lebanese Government, however, refused
togiveany concessionsand several weeksof stalematefollowed. It was
only after Israel wasfinally madeto withdraw completely in March 1949
that a GAA was signed between thetwo. Immediately, thereafter, the
L ebanese Government begun preparing aproposal for the Litani Project
which had triple objective (i) sending the potable Litani water to Beirut
(iutilizingthewater for I rrigating the Bigaand South Lebanon (iii) utilizing
thewater flow for the generation of hydroel ectric power.®

Irrigation of the Negev wasavenerable Zionist dream and although
itsfailureto acquirethewatersof the Litani had wrecked plansfor large-
scaledesertirrigation, | srael decided that even atoken Jewish agrarian
presencein the Negev would beanimportant symbol of thevitality of the
Jewish State. In July 1953 therefore, thelsraeli Cabinet approved aplan
todraw water fromthe Jordanriver at thebanat Y akub bridgefor diversion
to the Negev. Work on the canal began in September 1953 but asthe
diversion point waslocated in ademilitarized zone created by the 1949
| sraeli-Syrian Armisticeagreement, Syriaimmediately protested. The Syrian
position was upheld by both the UN and the US. American pressure
ultimately forced Israel to suspend work on the project the following
month.*® In October 1953 President Eisenhower dispatched Eric Jonston
totheregion to undertakethejoint devel opment of the Jordan Valley.
Johnston carried with himaCharles. T. Main which called Litani angered
Israglis, inresponseto the Main plant they came up with the cotton plan
designed by an American engineer John S. Cotton. The Cotton Plantied
theLitani toaregional devel opment schemeand estimated that the surplus
water not needed for irrigationin Lebanon (amounted to nearly 50 percent
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or 400 MCM of tiesLitani’ swater) bediverted to Israel fromapoint near
Marjuyun. Thisdiversionwasto take place through atunnel at apoint
seven miles from the Israeli border where the Litani makes a sharp
westward turn towardsthe M editerranean Sea. The Cotton plant gave
sufficient water for al of irrigableland of Lebanon. Lebanonwould receive
per annum450.7 MCM water toirrigate, 35,425 ha (350,000 dunams).
However, areport prepared by agroup of US Bureau of reclamation
exportsworking for the Foreign Operation Administration was of the
opinion that L ebanon did use about 80 percent of the Litani waters.?°

Israeli’ s attempts to bring the Litani into a regional water
devel opment scheme could not find favour with the Americans. AsBrecher
states, “Whileastrong case could be made on technical and geo-economic
grounds, Israel’ slegal claimwasnon-existent; theLitani wasawholly
national river of an enemy state.?* James Hudson point out that, since
Israel hasno real shareof theLitani basin, it hasno claim under international
law to any Litani waters.

Israel stood better chance of eventually obtaining someLitani water
if an acceptablearrangement wasfirst made and executed withthe Arab
Statesfor Jordanriver. Inany casewater sharing negotiationsinitiated by
theUSinthe 1950 sitself failed amidst proposal and counter proposals
and in October the Arab L eague decided agai nst signing an agreement
might deal the case of Litani later on.??

| srael remained determined, with or without Arab co-operation,
todivert apart of the Jordan river water for irrigation. Consequently in
1956, a national Water carrier Project for irrigating the Negev was
approved and work begun in 1958.2% The construction of Litani Project
startedin 1957. Themajor featuresof the Project were: (i) Hydroel ectric
production and simultaneousirrigation of parts of the southern Biga,
irrigation of someagricultural landsinthe upper Galilean region and some
part of the Sidon-Beirut coastal region. On 30 January, 1961, aplanwas
adopted by the Political Committee of the Arab L eaguewhichwasdesigned
todefeat thelsraeli National Water Carrier Project. Though L ebanon
was a party to the Arab League plan, Beirut’s political 1eaders felt
uncomfortable with the plan as it would drawn Lebanon into direct
confrontation with the Jewish State. 24

Inthe 1960’ sadam was built alake Qaraoun with a200 MCM
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capacity. A mountaintunnel wasbuilt fromthelaketo carry the Litani
waters, four milessouth to ahydroel ectric power station at Markabi. Two
other hydroel ectric power stationsAwali and Joun werebuilt fromthere
westward beforejoining with Awali which flowsinto the M editerranean
Seajust north of Sidon.?® L ebanon had proposed one more dam to be
built at Maifadoun, wherethewater could be stored and distributed for
irrigation purposes. But thisplan was never carried out.2®

In January 1964 the Arab L eague adopted a plan designed to
defeat thelsraeli intention of diverting thewatersof the Jordan. The Arab
Plan amounted to an attempt to reroute the headwater of the Jordan-
Hasbani and Baniyasaway from Isragl. The Hasbani wasto bediverted
partially into thelower Litani with asmaller quantity going eastwardsinto
Syria sBaniyasriver. The Baniyasin turn wasto be connected to the
Y armuk river, atributary of the Jordan.?’ Isragl, quite expectedly was
severely critical of the Arableaguedecision. Noting that the Arab L eague
had earmarked part of the flow of the Hasbani for irrigating Southern
Lebanon, Israel argued that:

“All irrigation plansfor Southern Lebanon haveturnedin the
firstinstance, on utilizing theriver Litani withitsannual flow
of 850 MCM of whichto thisday, most runsto wasteinto
the Mediterranean. Now agood deal of thisflow of the Upper
Hasbani isto bewasted aswell. Lebanon has sufficient water
forirrigation, arableland, not water has alwaysbeen thefactor
limiting the devel opment of L ebanese agriculture.”2®

Work began onthe Arab L eague’ splan and L ebanon decided to
proceed with itsshare of the schemewhile at the sametimedeclining to
inviteforcesfrom other Arab countriesto help defend Southern L ebaon
fromIsraeli attacks. Feelingsonceagainran highinthe Arabworld as
tension mounted between thefrontline Arab Statesand I srael. The June
1967 Arab-Isragli War, put asudden and final endtothe Arab League's
diversion plan.

TheFirst Phase of the Litani project was compl eted beforethe
beginning of June 1967 Arab-lsragli War. With its completion the
assumption on which the Cotton Plan and previous Zionist plansfor using
theLitani had been based weredramatically changed. AlthoughIsrael
wanted to get 400 MCM of water fromthe Litani river, after the construction
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of the Qirwan dam only 100 MCM water was|eft for the Lower Litani.

The history of Litani thuse revolves around three issues: (i)
Continuing Zionistinterest towards South L ebanon’ smost significant water
resourcetheLitani River; (ii) independent L ebanon hasperformedarole
inArab effortsto divert the headwaters of the Jordan River away from
Israel’ sHulaValley; (iii) the climax of water tension beforeand during the
June 1967 Arab-Israel’ sWar. After the 1967 War, Moshe Dayan, defence
Minister proclaimedthat: “Now Israeli bordersareall geographically natural
except thenorthern border with Lebanon” Thisthemwasrepeated again
and again throughout the 1970’ s. On December 3, 1976, thelsraeli daily
Hatsoufeh pointed out, “ The natural and historic border betweentheland
of Israel and LebanonistheLitani River, for the Jabeel mountainsextend
naturally with the three mountainsto the Litani River.”?°

InApril 1972, the L ebanese Minister of Hydroel ectric Resources
askedaU.S. delegationtofinanceal itani schemetoirrigate 23,000ha.
(227,240 dunams) of southern BegaaValley and provideanew water
network for Beirut, In October, 1974, the President of the Council of the
Administrationof National officeof theLitani concluded anagreementin
principlewith the World Bank to provide 60 percent of the $130 million
cost of the ten year project.°
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