


2. OPPORtUNitY COst RElAtiVE tO SiZE Of ECONOmiEs

The opportunity cost for 1991-2010 appears largest for Saudi Arabia at $4.5 trillion or one third of the total opportunity loss 

incurred by 13 countries in the region. However, as compared to the size of its economy, Iraq has suffered the largest loss. 

Its GDP could have been more than 30 times of its present size. Moreover, we have used 1990 as the base year. Iraq had 

already spent a decade in a war with Iran by that time. If we examine Iraq’s opportunity loss since 1980 when it entered  

a period of warfare – first with Iran, then Kuwait and finally the West – it would be at least 50 times of its GDP in 2010.

Opportunity Cost in Comparison with the Size of Economies 

(In 2006 $ billions)
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Total Military Expenditure by Country

There is a race going on in the Middle East – an arms race. Saudi 

Arabia leaps in a decade from $18 billion to $ 30 billion, Iran from 

$3 billion to $10 billion, Israel from $8 billion to $ 12 billion – and this 

was in the times before the dollar began its slide. As a region, it 

registered the highest increase in the world in the decade ending 

2006, closely followed by the United States, which is extensively 

involved in the Middle East in any case.
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1. Spills, Flames & Wells of Wars

According to Iraqi estimates, 15 million barrels of oil and 1.5 million cubic meters 

of petroleum products were burnt during the First Gulf War. It took 9 months  

to extinguish all Iraqi oil wells. On an average most beaches contaminated by 

oil slicks take 5 years to recover, whereas beaches affected during the First  

Gulf War needed more than a decade for recovery. 

The war caused severe landscape degradation as well. 

In Kuwait, an estimated 375,000 bunkers and trenches were hollowed into the 

ground. About 50% of the desert surface was compacted. 20% of tree cover in 

the country was felled as a result of the war. 

In Iraq, 160 sq. Km of forest land was destroyed and Iraqi marshlands shrunk 

from 15,000 sq. Km to an astounding 50 sq. Km, displacing a 100-300,000  

people who lived in the area. Presently only 10% of people living in Iraqi  

marshlands can lead a traditional life of subsistence.

Environmental Consequences of Oil Related Damage

First Gulf War: 1990-1991

Oil Spill

Oil Wells

Oil Lakes

Soil

Oil Tankers

Oil Slick Damage

Plumes

Oil Related Pollutants

CO2 Emissions

Kuwaitis killed

Birds

Gulf War Syndrome

Est. 10 million
barrels of oil into 
Arabian Gulf

Est. 650-810
damaged by spills or burning Est. 240-300 

25-60 million barrels spilling
onto Kuwaiti desert 

Est. 40 million tonnes
contaminated in Greater 
Burqan area in Kuwait

Est. 80 sunk in the Gulf

800 miles (Kuwait & Saudi Arabia)

Est. 13,700 tonnes
toxic smoke emitted

Est. 500,000 tonnes per day

Est. 1.5% annual worldwide
(fossil fuels & biomass burning)

Est. 100+
from oil fumes

Est. 25,000 
of the1-2 million migratory birds 

soaked in oil

Est. 100,000
US Veterans

440 miles Saudi Beaches

Human Costs

Hawksbill & Green 
Turtles affected



9. Impact of Climate Change 

The water stress in the Middle East is expected to be further exacerbated by climate change over the next decade.  

While climate change can not be directly ascribed to the atmosphere of conflict in the Middle East, it is likely to act as  

a threat multiplier – exacerbating water scarcity and tensions over water within and between nations. If there is no  

cooperation and collaboration between neighbouring countries that share water resources, the fight over natural  

resources could lead to a war.

Unequal water distribution is 
expected in countries like Syria, 
Jordan, Iraq and Palestine with 
greater inequity between urban 

and rural agricultural populations.

Global Warming

Rise in Sea Level 
& Floods

20% Reduction in Precipitation 
Over the Next 20 Years

Severe Water Shortage

Greater
Desertification
in the Middle East

Degradation of Soil

Loss of Agriculture

Food 
Shortage

Disease

Human 
Migration

Conflict

Mean summer temperatures are 
expected to rise by 0.8-2.1 °C. Areas 
bordering the Mediterranean would 

have a lesser degree of warming. Winter 
temperatures will also rise but not by the 

same extent.

Urban centres near river basins are 
expected to be most affected. For 
example Tripoli in Lebanon and 
Baghdad in Iraq.

Rise in sea level by 0.5m will lead to loss of the 
city of Alexandria in Egypt and displacement 
of  nearly 2-4  million Egyptians. Rise in sea 
level by 1 m will lead to displacement of 6-8 
million Egyptians. 

More extreme weather events will mean 
rainwater will run more quickly over the 
surface of the land = reduced water in 
aquifers= water stress in Israel, Palestine

In Israel and Jordan, the mean 
average storage volume in surface 
reservoirs could decline by as 
much as 25 percent by 2100

Intrusion of sea water into 
aquifers would lead to 

greater soil salinity, making it 
unfit for many kinds of crops.

Agricultural productivity in Leba-
non, Syria, Iraq and Palestine are 
expected to be specially affected 
since the length of the dry period 

will increase. 

In Egypt climate change 
is expected to lead to a 

loss of 20% productivity of 
wheat and rice by 2050.

Due to water 
borne diseases

Syria is expected 
to experience water 
shortages by 2020.
Syria and Israel share 
the resources of the 
Jordan River and the 
Sea of Galilee.

The Litani River is no 
longer expected to 
flow into the Mediter-
ranean and Lebanon 
will be unable to meet 
local demand in the 
coming 10-15 years. 
Lebanon will be forced 
to extract more water 
out of the Wazzani 
River, which is shared 
between Lebanon 
and Israel, leading to 
conflict.
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Chapter 9 :  Scenarios 2025

Two-State Solution

One-State Solution
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Where Suspicion Prevails
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