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ABSTRACT

The Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP) of Turkey represents one of the world’s largest water
development and dam-building schemes, with far-reaching environmental, social, and security
implications for West Asia. While the project has been officially promoted as a means of economic
development, agricultural expansion, and energy production, its transboundary impacts have generated
serious challenges for downstream countries, particularly Iraq and Syria, and indirectly for Iran. Reduced
water flows, wetland degradation, intensified desertification, and the expansion of dust storm sources
have undermined food security, public health, and social stability across the region. This article adopts a
descriptive—analytical approach to evaluate the GAP project in light of the core principles of international
environmental law, including the obligation not to cause significant transboundary environmental harm,
the duty of cooperation, and equitable and reasonable utilization of shared watercourses. The findings
indicate that the unilateral implementation of GAP is inconsistent with these legal principles and raises
the issue of Turkey’s international responsibility for environmental damage. The study concludes by
emphasizing the need for regional cooperation, integrated water resources management, and the
application of international legal norms to ensure sustainable development and long-term environmental
security in the Tigris—Euphrates basin.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
This study examines the Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP) of Turkey as one of the largest

hydraulic development schemes in the world and evaluates its environmental, geopolitical, and legal
consequences within the framework of international environmental law. Water has increasingly
emerged as a strategic resource whose governance directly affects environmental sustainability,
human security, and regional stability. In arid and semi-arid regions such as West Asia, large-scale
dam construction and river regulation projects profoundly alter natural hydrological systems and
socio-economic structures. The Tigris—Euphrates river basin, which constitutes the historical and
ecological backbone of Mesopotamia, is a paradigmatic case in which upstream interventions have
far-reaching downstream effects. Scholars have emphasized that water security is no longer
separable from political geography and geopolitics, as control over shared watercourses translates
into structural power asymmetries among riparian states (Kaviani Rad et al., 2019). Within this
context, GAP is not merely a national development initiative but a transboundary project whose
impacts transcend Turkey’s borders and reshape environmental and security dynamics across Iraq,
Syria, and indirectly Iran. The core objective of this research is to analyze GAP beyond its declared
developmental goals and to assess its compatibility with the fundamental principles and obligations
of international environmental law.

Historically, GAP was conceived as a comprehensive regional development plan aimed at
accelerating economic growth in southeastern Turkey through extensive dam construction,
hydroelectric power generation, and large-scale irrigation networks. Official narratives present the
project as a tool for poverty reduction, energy self-sufficiency, and agricultural modernization (Asari,
2018). However, critical analyses indicate that the project has also served broader geopolitical and
security objectives, including the consolidation of state authority and strategic control over water
resources originating in Turkish territory (Shahandeh et al., 2020). Geographically, GAP
encompasses the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates, granting Turkey a decisive upstream
position in one of the most sensitive international river basins in the world (MacQuarrie, 2004). The
construction of dozens of dams and reservoirs has fundamentally transformed the physical
landscape, disrupted ecological connectivity, and altered long-established patterns of water flow
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(Sahan et al., 2000). While these infrastructural changes have generated tangible economic benefits
within Turkey, they have simultaneously imposed environmental and socio-economic costs on
downstream states, revealing the inherently transboundary nature of the project (Akbari & Mashhadi,
2019).

From a hydropolitical perspective, GAP exemplifies how water infrastructure can function as an
instrument of power in international relations. Hydropolitics conceptualizes water not only as a
natural resource but also as a political asset capable of influencing regional balances of power
(Mianabadi & Amini, 2018). Turkey’s upstream advantage has enabled it to regulate water flows in
ways that significantly affect the livelihoods, food security, and environmental resilience of Iraq and
Syria (Kirschner & Tiroch, 2012). Reduced downstream discharge has contributed to declining
agricultural productivity, salinization of soils, and the degradation of wetlands that once played a
critical role in sustaining biodiversity and local economies (Ward & Stanford, 1995). These
transformations illustrate how unilateral water management practices exacerbate asymmetrical
dependencies and undermine cooperative basin governance. Moreover, the weakening of
agricultural systems and rural livelihoods has intensified migration pressures and social
vulnerability in downstream countries, thereby linking hydrological change to broader patterns of
political instability and insecurity (Williams, 2012).

The environmental consequences of GAP extend beyond immediate hydrological impacts to
encompass regional ecological degradation and climate-related effects. One of the most severe
indirect outcomes has been the desiccation of wetlands and riverbeds, which has facilitated the
formation of major dust and sandstorm sources in Iraq and Syria. These dust storms increasingly
affect neighboring countries, particularly Iran, demonstrating the cascading and borderless nature
of environmental harm (Mehrabi et al., 2023). Scientific studies associate the intensification of dust
phenomena with upstream damming and water diversion that reduce soil moisture and vegetation
cover (Shamshiri et al., 2012). The resulting air pollution poses significant public health risks,
increases economic costs, and undermines environmental resilience across the region (Zargar &
Abbasi Alouti, 2023). Such outcomes underscore that large-scale water projects, when implemented
without comprehensive transboundary environmental assessments, can generate systemic risks that
outweigh localized developmental gains.

In legal terms, the impacts of GAP raise fundamental questions concerning compliance with
international environmental law. Core principles such as the obligation not to cause significant
transboundary environmental harm, the duty of cooperation and prior notification, equitable and
reasonable utilization of shared watercourses, and sustainable development constitute the normative
backbone of international water and environmental law (Mousavi, 2005). These principles, grounded
in customary international law and reflected in multiple international instruments, impose
substantive and procedural obligations on states engaged in activities with cross-border
environmental effects (Mackielo, 2009). Evidence from the Tigris—Euphrates basin suggests that the
unilateral implementation of GAP has failed to adequately respect these norms, particularly by
prioritizing national interests over the legitimate rights and environmental needs of downstream
states (Rezaei & Jalalian, 2018). Although Turkey has been cautious in its engagement with certain
international water conventions, the customary character of many relevant obligations limits the
legal relevance of non-ratification (Ziaei Bigdeli, 2023). Consequently, the environmental harm
associated with GAP can be framed within the doctrine of international state responsibility, which
entails duties of cessation, reparation, and guarantees of non-repetition (Pourhashemi & Mousavi,

2011).
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Finally, this study argues that the GAP case illustrates a broader structural gap between the
normative aspirations of international environmental law and its practical implementation. While
legal frameworks provide clear guidance for cooperative and sustainable management of shared
natural resources, their effectiveness ultimately depends on political will, regional dialogue, and
institutional mechanisms capable of enforcement (Habibi, 2021). The persistence of environmental
degradation and social insecurity in the Tigris—Euphrates basin demonstrates that development
strategies divorced from transboundary environmental responsibility are inherently unsustainable.
The experience of GAP highlights the urgent need for integrated basin-wide governance, meaningful
environmental impact assessments, and inclusive cooperation among riparian states. Without such
measures, large-scale projects risk transforming vital shared resources into long-term sources of
conflict rather than engines of sustainable development and regional stability (Kelleher, 2021).
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