
The history of water resources management in Israel can be divided into 4 times periods:
1) Hydraulic projects (1948-1964): the construction of regional projects that were later connected to a National

System. During this period a national, independent water sector was developed, isolated from neighboring
countries, supporting the growing nation and agricultural settlement. Many of the projects initiated during that
time were driven by political needs and were not economically feasible and were therefore subsidized by the
government through different mechanisms (e.g., by subsidizing the price of water for agriculture).

2) "Wise" management of existing resources (1959-1990): improving the efficiency of using all available resources, for
example by minimizing water losses in the national distribution network (currently less than 3%) and in urban
networks (currently around 12%). In the 1960s, small scale brackish water desalination plants were constructed
along the Arava region and the city of Eilat to provide potable water for remote communities isolated from the
national grid. The incorporation of drip irrigation in the early 1970s significantly lowered water consumption for
agriculture while leading to an increase in agricultural production. During the 1980s, the Shafdan WWTP began
infiltrating secondary effluents in dedicated basins for Soil Aquifer Treatment (SAT) to produce high quality
effluents suitable for unrestricted irrigation. In 1989 reclaimed effluents produced from the SAT started being
distributed through a dedicated supply system to the south of the country for agriculture use.

3) Deliberations (1990-2005): Restructuring the Israeli water sector to its current form. This process was driven by
consecutive droughts at the beginning of the 1990s, and by a 20% population increase due to an immigration flux
from the former USSR. During this period, it was decided that water pricing should reflect different water uses,
and that infrastructure must be developed to start desalinizing water for drinking purposes. More WWTPs were
constructed throughout the country and their reclaimed effluents diverted to agriculture reuse according to the
quality of the treatment. The Israeli Water Authority was established in 2005 to allow centralized management of
all water resources throughout the country as a self-financed closed market.

4) Large Scale Desalination (since 2005): Construction of large seawater desalination plants on the shores of the
Mediterranean and their connection to the National Supply System. Continued improvement of WWTPs
nationwide to treat more water at a higher standard.

Mekorot, Israel's national water company, was founded in 1937, 11 years before the creation of the State of Israel. The
company was established to supply water to the entire population, for any given need, at any given time, 24 hours a
day, 7 days a week.

SUWANU EUROPE is a H2020 project aiming to promote the effective exchange of knowledge, experience
and skills among practitioners and relevant actors on the use of reclaimed water in agriculture. This factsheet
is part of a total of 17 factsheets that describe the successful reclamation practices of Israel and Cyprus in
order to learn and boost implementation of solutions adapted to the European context. Our ultimate goal is
to enhance acceptance and awareness to an alternative source of an increasingly scarce resource, water.

Fact Sheet 3 - Projects and infrastructure to tackle water shortage
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The Success Story of Israel

KEYS FOR SUCCESS – Lessons learned from the success stories of Cyprus and Israel



In its early years, the main source of drinking water in Israel was a fresh water lake (the Sea of Galilee) in the north of
the country, along with water from its coastal and mountain aquifers.

To supply water from these resources to southern parts of the country it was decided to construct a National Water
Carrier (NWC), completed in June 1964 (Figure 1). Though all the water flowing through the NWC are potable, in its
early years 80% of the water was delivered by the NWC were for agriculture use and only 20% for drinking purposes.
Most of Israel's water plants are connected to the NWC to allow efficient centralized control and management of
water resources, regulation of water supply, and water delivery to the most remote places in the country.

Population growth increase in water consumption per capita and depletion of renewable water resources
(groundwater) created a need for locating additional water resources to be used for non-potable applications. The
answer to the increased need was found in shifting some of the agriculture sector, primarily in the Northern Negev
area in the south of the country, to irrigation based on reclaimed effluent. This shift lead to two simultaneous
changes: the proportion of water delivery for agriculture by the NWC decreased to 20%, and the construction of The
Third Water Line to supply reclaimed effluents from the Shafdan WWTP to agriculture reuse in the Negev.

Further changes were made to the NWC in order to accommodate desalinized water and allow its distribution
throughout the country. In addition to the construction of new water lines to connect the desalination plants, the
system was modified to allow flow in all directions instead of an exclusively north-to-south gravity driven flow.

The National Water Carrier: Facts and Figures

 Delivers surface water from the Sea of Galilee
at a flow of 20 m3 per second from a maximum
depth of 215.5 meters below sea level to a
height of 151 meters above sea level,
facilitated by two large pumping stations: Sapir
and Tzalmon.

 The average annual energy demand accounts
for 2% of Israel's total electricity consumption.

 Its overall length is 130 km, originating at the
Sea of Galilee in the North and reaching the
Hayarkon Springs station in Rosh Haayin where
it connects to the two Yarkon – Negev lines, to
form a continuous system that reaches Mitzpe
Ramon in the south.

 The construction provided employment to
more than 4,000 workers during a time when
local population grew by 50%: from 1.6 to 2.5
million.

 The cost of construction was about 420 million
Israeli liras (in 1964 prices), accounting for 5%
of the GDP at that time.

 The NWC was not economically feasible in its
beginnings and became sustainable only after a
few decades of operation.

Figure 1 - The National Water Carrier (NWC)
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Nowadays, drinking water in Israel are sourced primarily from desalination plants combined with a decreasing portion
of groundwater, eliminating the need to use the NWC for conveying water from the Sea of Galilee to the rest of the
country (Figure 2).

This allows using the NWC to deliver surplus desalinated water to the Sea of Galilee, to support and sustain its unique
ecosystem which has priceless value both ecologically and historically.
The incorporation of desalinated water in the system reduce the hardness of the supplied water, thereby lowering
scaling rates of water heaters, equipment, appliances and piping, reducing the consumption of detergents and lime-
removal chemicals, and improving the quality of laundering and dishwashing. This also improved the quality of urban
effluents (in terms of chloride contents) and therefore that of the reclaimed effluent used for agricultural, reducing
required irrigation rates, improving crop productivity, and reducing salt accumulation in soils irrigated with reclaimed
effluent.

Figure 2 - Desalination plants in Israel


