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The inherent scarcity of freshwater resources worldwide and the vital importance of access to water for
human life, survival, and societal stability render water a potential instrument for the attainment of political
and military objectives, a phenomenon designated in the literature as the weaponization of water. This
practice, which may assume strategic, tactical, or coercive forms, is particularly prevalent during armed
conflicts, where parties seek to exploit the adversary's dependence on water to secure military advantage or
to coerce civilian populations. The ongoing conflict in Gaza, which commenced in October 2023, presents
a stark and well-documented instance of this phenomenon, with Israel having employed water as a weapon
and an instrument of warfare in pursuit of its political and military objectives. This article addresses the
central question of the legal status of the weaponization of water in the Gaza Strip under public international
law. Adopting a descriptive-analytical methodology and drawing upon a comprehensive review of treaty
provisions, customary international law, and the jurisprudence of international courts and tribunals, the study
concludes that the weaponization of water during armed conflicts is fundamentally inconsistent with the
obligations of States under the cardinal principles of international humanitarian law, including the principle
of distinction between civilians and combatants and between civilian objects and military objectives, the
principle of humane treatment, and the prohibition of the infliction of unnecessary suffering and superfluous
injury upon civilians. The deliberate deprivation of the civilian population of access to water, whether
through the destruction of water infrastructure, the obstruction of humanitarian relief, or the contamination
of water sources, further contravenes the specific prohibition, enshrined in Article 54 of Additional Protocol
I to the Geneva Conventions, of attacking, destroying, removing, or rendering useless objects indispensable
to the survival of the civilian population, as well as the customary prohibition of starvation of civilians as a
method of warfare. The study further finds that the acts committed by Israel in relation to the weaponization
of water during the Gaza conflict may constitute conduct forming the material elements of international
crimes, including war crimes and crimes against humanity, as reflected in the statement of the Prosecutor of
the International Criminal Court seeking warrants of arrest against senior Israeli officials. The article
concludes that the existing normative framework governing the protection of water resources during armed
conflicts remains fragmentary and insufficient, and that the progressive development of international law in
this field, including the conclusion of a comprehensive convention on the protection of the environment in
armed conflicts, constitutes an urgent imperative.
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Extended Abstract

The inherent scarcity of fresh water, coupled with its indispensable role in sustaining
life, public health, and societal stability, has forged an intimate nexus between water,
peace, and international security. Beyond the potential for water to drive hostilities, its
role during armed conflicts is equally critical. Parties to armed conflicts, cognizant of
the centrality of water to military operations and civilian survival, frequently target water
infrastructure or, more insidiously, exploit water as an instrument for attaining political
and military objectives. It is this latter phenomenon (the weaponization of water) that
constitutes the principal subject of this study. The weaponization of water has been
classified into three categories according to perpetrator intent: strategic weaponization,
directed towards control or destruction of significant territories, populations, or critical
infrastructure, or exploitation of water as an economic asset to finance State activities;
tactical weaponization, referring to the employment of water for purely military ends on
a localized scale through targeting water sources essential to the adversary's operational
capacity; and coercive weaponization, the most directly oppressive form, entailing the
use of water as an instrument of subjugation through deliberate disruption, denial, or
contamination of water supplies to instill fear among civilian populations. The 2023-
2024 Gaza crisis constitutes a stark and well-documented instance in which Israel has
employed water as a weapon of war in all three forms. The central research question is:
what is the legal status of the weaponization of water in the Gaza Strip under public
international law? The study adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology, drawing upon
treaty provisions, customary international law, the jurisprudence of international courts
and tribunals, and reports of United Nations bodies and experts. The analysis proceeds
in three stages: delineating the conceptual contours of water weaponization; examining
the specific modalities thereof in the 2023-2024 Gaza conflict; and identifying and
applying the applicable rules of international humanitarian law to the Gaza case. The
findings indicate that no specific, comprehensive international legal instrument
explicitly prohibits the weaponization of water as a distinct category of prohibited
conduct. Nevertheless, the prohibition may be inferred with considerable normative
force from established principles and rules of international humanitarian law,
international human rights law, and international criminal law. Most fundamentally,
water weaponization during armed conflicts contravenes the cardinal IHL principles of
distinction between civilians and combatants and between civilian objects and military
objectives, the principle of humane treatment, and the prohibition of inflicting
unnecessary suffering upon civilians. The deliberate deprivation of civilian populations
of access to water, whether through destruction of infrastructure, obstruction of
humanitarian relief, or contamination of sources, constitutes an egregious form of harm
striking at the very foundations of human survival and dignity. Water resources and
infrastructure are entitled to protection as civilian objects. Article 54(2) of Additional
Protocol I of 1977 to the Geneva Conventions expressly enumerates drinking water
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installations and supplies and irrigation works among objects indispensable to the
survival of the civilian population, strictly prohibiting their attack, destruction, removal,
or rendering useless for the purpose of denying their sustenance value, whatever the
motive. The customary status of this prohibition is firmly established, and its violation
constitutes a serious breach of IHL. The events unfolding in Gaza since 7 October 2023
constitute a sustained and systematic violation of these rules. Israel has inflicted
extensive damage upon water installations, including hydroelectric power plants,
desalination facilities, water conveyance infrastructure, and water delivery trucks,
through direct and indiscriminate attacks. Concomitantly, Israel has obstructed the entry
of humanitarian aid and the essential equipment, spare parts, and fuel required for the
repair and maintenance of water supply apparatus. These measures, apparently designed
to coerce the civilian population into displacement, have generated a catastrophic
humanitarian situation in which the overwhelming majority lacks access to sufficient
safe drinking water. Such actions constitute a flagrant violation of IHL and international
human rights law. This assessment is compounded by Israel's failure, as Occupying
Power, to discharge its positive obligation under the law of belligerent occupation to
ensure the welfare of the occupied population. The acts committed by Israel may further
constitute the material elements of several international crimes. Deliberate deprivation
of civilian access to water, committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack, may
amount to a crime against humanity. Intentionally directing attacks against civilian
objects including water installations, and using starvation as a method of warfare,
constitute war crimes under the Rome Statute. Should the requisite specific intent be
established, inflicting conditions of life calculated to bring about the physical destruction
of'a protected group through deprivation of water may constitute genocide. Significantly,
the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court, in applications for arrest warrants
against senior Israeli officials including Benjamin Netanyahu and Yoav Gallant,
specifically identified the cutting of cross-border water pipelines and the use of
starvation as a method of warfare as conduct forming the basis of the alleged crimes.
The study concludes that, although indirect rules exist relating to the prohibition of water
weaponization, the existing normative framework remains fragmentary and insufficient.
The rules of IHL were not designed with this specific phenomenon in view, and their
application, while possible through interpretation, lacks the clarity and systematic
coherence a dedicated instrument would provide. This normative deficit acquires
increased urgency given escalating global water scarcity, the growing strategic
importance of fresh water, and the increasing frequency of water's exploitation as a tool
of warfare. The progressive development of international law in this field is therefore an
imperative of the highest order. The conclusion of a comprehensive convention on the
protection of the environment in armed conflicts, preliminary steps for which have been
taken with the ILC's draft principles on the protection of the environment in relation to
armed conflicts, would substantially resolve current challenges and provide robust
protection for a resource vital to human survival in war. Such a convention should
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include explicit provisions prohibiting water weaponization in all its forms, establishing
clear standards for the protection of water resources and infrastructure, and providing
effective mechanisms of accountability and reparation. The experience of Gaza's civilian
population stands as a stark testament to the human cost of the international community's
failure to address this normative gap with the urgency it demands.

Keywords: Gaza Crisis; Weaponization of Water; International Humanitarian Law;
International Water Law; Right to Water; Protection of Civilians; International Criminal
Court.
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