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[bookmark: _heading=h.ndosdlkpq8hu]		Introduction: How is water instrumentalised in conflict to cause harm?
Water is essential for life as we know it on this planet, and for human life in particular. Yet, water can also unleash immense destructive force when extraordinary volumes are released, sweeping away and destroying everything in their path; likewise, if contaminated, it can become a source of disease and even death. For these reasons, water has historically been used as a weapon against civilians during times of conflict.
Prioritizing water as a key to life and a basis for cooperation among peoples has led to the development of international agreements that—now more than ever—need to be promoted and strengthened.
The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (UN Watercourses Convention)—which includes an explicit provision, based on International Humanitarian Law (IHL), to protect water and water infrastructure during international and non-international armed conflicts—; the International Law Commission’s draft on transboundary aquifers; and, very notably, the United Nations Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes (UN Water Convention) provide tools and mechanisms to prevent conflicts and raise awareness about the importance of cooperation regarding transboundary waters.
Furthermore, international law has evolved to protect water - as an essential element for life- during armed conflict, and access to water as a human right. Access to clean, safe drinking water—as well as to sanitation services, which generally rely on water supplies—constitutes a human right in both peacetime and wartime. Serious violations of IHL affecting water resources and systems, such as intentionally using starvation of civilians as a method of warfare through deprivation of water, unlawful attacks on water infrastructure, and their unlawful destruction or appropriation, may constitute war crimes where the elements of the relevant offence are established.[footnoteRef:2] When such actions are carried out in a widespread or systematic manner, they may even amount to a crime against humanity—that is, an international crime. Deliberate deprivation of water may constitute genocide where it inflicts conditions of life calculated to bring about a protected group’s physical destruction, with the specific intent to destroy that group, in whole or in part, as such.[footnoteRef:3] [2: 	 	Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court ]  [3: 	 	https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/CourtRecords/CR2009_01517.PDF - paras 91-93) and separate and Partly Dissenting Opinion of Tudge Anita Usacka, paras 97-102] 

According to the Pacific Institute, violence related to water management has surged in recent years; 2024 saw the highest number of incidents to date in which water served as a trigger or a weapon in open conflicts, with this trend continuing into 2025. [footnoteRef:4]  This increase is not limited to specific types of conflict, countries, or regions, nor is it confined to state or non-state actors. In this report, the Special Rapporteur analyzes various types of conflict[footnoteRef:5] and occupation[footnoteRef:6] to identify patterns in the weaponization of water in modern-day conflicts,[footnoteRef:7]  observing similar patterns across widely diverse contexts. [4: 	 	https://pacinst.org/announcement/pacific-institute-analysis-finds-surge-in-reported-water-related-violence/]  [5: 	 	This brief focuses on contexts of ‘conflict’, by which the Special Rapporteur refers to International Armed Conflicts (IACs) and Non-International Armed Conflicts (NIACs). However, water can also be weaponized in disputes that don’t rise to the level of armed conflict, such as in transboundary water disputes.]  [6: 	 	The rules of international armed conflict also apply in situations of occupation.]  [7: 	 	For the purposes of this brief, water is weaponized when its supply, safety, or accessibility is used, denied, or endangered to exert coercive pressure or inflict harm on a population.] 

In transboundary river basins, conflicts of various kinds can lead to the upstream management of a river being used to cause serious problems for downstream populations in a neighboring country. This is the case with the Indus River, shared by India and Pakistan, where the situation could potentially trigger a risk of escalation between two nuclear-armed States. Climate change—and the increasingly prolonged and intense droughts it drives—exacerbates these risks.
We observed three principal ways in which water is instrumentalized in conflict to cause harm, which we refer to as the “weaponization” of water.[footnoteRef:8] These three categories are:  [8: 	 	Despite its common usage and growing public attention, “water as a weapon” is under-conceptualized, with varying definitions and categorization, mostly through security-focused lenses that analyze the different military goals achieved by weaponizing water. See e.g. Charlotte Grech-Madin, 'Murky Waters of War: Toward a Clearer Conceptualization of Water as a Weapon' (2025) 3(4) Environment and Security 457, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/27538796251342138; Paula Duarte Lopes and Margarida Gama, 'Reviewing Water Wars and Water Weaponisation Literatures: Is There an Unnoticed Link?' (2025) 17(6) Water 897, https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/17/6/897.] 

1.	withholding water, whether through destruction of the means of supply or distribution, or through blocking or diversion of the source; 
2.	turning water into an agent of harm to civilians or ecosystems, either through unleashing it or through contamination; 
3.	making water dangerous to reach.
Each category comprises a number of different methods, as follows:

	Water is withheld
	●	Denial of access to water 
●	Destruction of the means of water supply
●	Withholding essential water system components
●	Restriction of water delivery by humanitarian actors 

	Water is used as an agent of harm
	●	Release of water as a destructive force
●	Contamination and poisoning

	Water is made dangerous to reach
	●	Making the route to water lethal 



These categories are not mutually exclusive. They may overlap and involve an interconnectedness with cycles of harm feeding each other. For example, destruction of water installations -and in particular sanitation plants- often leads to water contamination as a direct consequence and could also entail long term and cumulative impacts on civilians and the environment.
Water and water infrastructure are protected under international law. In fact, IHL prohibits direct and indiscriminate attacks on civilian objects including water sources and installations, as well as to disproportionate incidental damage.[footnoteRef:9] Attacks carried out in the knowledge that they will cause widespread, long-term and severe damage to the natural environment, including water sources, are also prohibited.[footnoteRef:10] Even if water sources and installations may be characterized as enemy assets, it is also a war crime to destroy them unless justified by strict military necessity.[footnoteRef:11]  [9: 	 	AP I, Arts. 51 (prohibiting direct, indiscriminate and disproportionate attacks) and 52(1) (“Civilian objects shall not be the object of attack or of reprisals”); ICRC, Customary IHL Study, Rules 7, 11-14, and 43 (the parties to the conflict must at all times distinguish between civilian objects and military objectives; attacks may only be directed against military objectives) and Rules 11–14 (prohibition on indiscriminate attacks and the rule of proportionality); Rome Statute, Art. 8(2)(b)(ii). This prohibition is recognized as applicable in both IACs and NIACs. Water infrastructure loses civilian-object protection where it serves a military purpose, such as supplying troops. It then becomes a legitimate military objective subject to ordinary targeting rules. ]  [10: 	 	AP I Arts. 35(3) and 55; ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 45; and Rome Statute Art. 8(2)(b)(iv). Rules of IHL define prohibited conduct in armed conflict. The most important prohibitions are war crimes, but not all violations of the rules amount to war crimes. The prohibition on causing widespread, long-term and severe damage to the natural environment falls into the second category.]  [11: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Art. 53; Hague Regulations, Art. 23(g); Rome Statute Arts. 8(2)(a)(iv), 8(2)(b)(xiii), and 8(2)(e)(xii); and ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rules 50-52 and 156.] 

Attacking, destroying, removing or rendering inoperable objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population is forbidden,[footnoteRef:12] and when accompanied by the intention to starve, is a war crime.[footnoteRef:13] Parties to a conflict are obliged to allow the free passage of essential humanitarian relief supplies to a civilian population.[footnoteRef:14] The collective punishment of a civilian population , by depriving it of the supplies needed to sustain water systems is explicitly prohibited under international law.[footnoteRef:15] Where attacks on water are widespread or systematic, they can also amount to the crimes against humanity of murder, extermination, forcible transfer, persecution, and/or other inhumane acts.[footnoteRef:16] Where such attacks are intended to destroy a protected group, they can amount to genocide.[footnoteRef:17]  [12: 	 	AP I, Art. 54(2) (prohibiting attack, destruction, removal, or rendering useless of objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, “such as foodstuffs, agricultural areas..., crops, livestock, drinking water installations and supplies and irrigation works”); Additional Protocol II, Art. 14 (equivalent prohibition in NIAC); ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 54.]  [13: 	 	AP I, Art. 54(1) (“Starvation of civilians as a method of combat is prohibited”); Additional Protocol II, Art. 14 (same prohibition in NIAC); ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 53.]  [14: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Art. 23; AP I, Art. 70(2); AP II, Art. 18(2); ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 55.]  [15: 	 	Geneva Convention III, Art. 87; Geneva Convention IV, Art. 33; AP I, Art. 75(2)(d); AP II, Art. 4(2)(b); Hague Regulations, Art. 50; and ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 103.]  [16: 	 	Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, Art. 7(1) (defining crimes against humanity, including murder (Art. 7(1)(a)), extermination (Art. 7(1)(b)), deportation or forcible transfer (Art. 7(1)(d)), persecution (Art. 7(1)(h)), and other inhumane acts (Art. 7(1)(k)) and Art. 7(2)(a) (requiring the acts be committed “pursuant to or in furtherance of a State or organizational policy to commit such attack”).]  [17: 	 	Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948), Art. II; Rome Statute, Art. 6 (genocide includes acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, including deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction).] 

States also have obligations regarding respect for human rights that remain in effect during armed conflicts and apply alongside the laws of war[footnoteRef:18]. These include the right to life, the right to health, and the right to water,[footnoteRef:19] which encompasses due diligence obligations to prevent and punish unlawful interference by private actors with civilian water supplies.[footnoteRef:20] These rules are explained in more detail in the corresponding sections below. [18: 	 	1996 Nuclear Weapons Advisory Opinion, para.25; and 2004 Wall Advisory Opinion, para.106. ]  [19: 	 	Derived from the rights to an adequate standard of living and health.]  [20: 	 	https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/cescr/2003/39347. ] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.y8fa00bci758]	1.	Water is withheld
The first category of weaponisation is when water is withheld. Water is essential for human life; a population deprived of it suffers immediately. This makes withholding water a powerful lever of coercion in conflict. The methods below intervene at different points in the water chain: destroying the means of supply; cutting off the inputs that keep supply systems running; diverting or denying the source itself and blocking humanitarian actors from delivering water.
[bookmark: _heading=h.m5nhof9fka4d]	a.	Denial of access to water
A direct way in which water is weaponized in conflict is through the physical denial of access to it, whether to civilians at large or particular groups. This can include through sieges and blockades with physical control of water infrastructure, and supply sources; and through bureaucratic governance of water access, including arbitrary and discriminatory administrative restrictions.
[bookmark: _heading=h.94v1d7rqew1d]	i.	Siege and blockade of water
State and non-State actors alike may withhold water by physically controlling water sources and infrastructure and cutting off public access — for example, by shutting down pumping stations, cutting off the power required for their operation, or blocking or restricting flows from rivers, lakes or reservoirs, putting at risk—especially given current climate change projections—downstream uses upon which the lives of millions of people often depend.
Ukraine. From the start of its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Russian forces have controlled the Kakhovka dam and hydropower plant.[footnoteRef:21]  In April 2022, an explosion damaged the water pipeline in the Kherson region supplying Mykolaiv, disrupting the city’s water supply. For over a year, water supplied through the system was unfit for consumption, and the city authorities relied on saline water from the Southern Buh River due to the absence of an alternative freshwater source.[footnoteRef:22] In occupied Donetsk, severe water rationing has occurred against a broader context of documented pressure on residents of occupied territory to obtain Russian citizenship. OHCHR found that the systems imposed by Russian authorities had, in practice, effectively compelled residents to obtain Russian citizenship in order to access necessary services.[footnoteRef:23] In July 2025, the occupying authorities in Donetsk region introduced water rationing, limiting access to running water in Donetsk and Makiivka to once every three days or less. In Mariupol, as fighting intensified, energy facilities and supply lines were damaged. According to residents interviewed by the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine, water, power and heating ceased on 2 March 2022, one day after the siege began. By mid-March, water had become scarce, with residents reporting that they had to melt snow or use water from radiators and boilers.[footnoteRef:24] [21: 	 	https://wedocs.unep.org/20.500.11822/43696]  [22: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/ukraine/en/stories/repair-of-water-supply-system-in-mykolaiv]  [23: 	 	https://ukraine.un.org/sites/default/files/2024-07/24-07-03%20OHCHR%2039th%20periodic%20report%20on%20Ukraine.pdf]  [24: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/coiukraine/a-hrc-55-66-aev.pdf] 

The destruction of infrastructure and the blockade of water supplies for local populations have also proven to be a powerful tactic in other cities, especially across Donetsk and Luhansk regions.[footnoteRef:25] [25: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/14-million-people-without-running-water-across-war-affected-eastern-ukraine] 

For its part, following the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, Ukraine cut off supplies from the North Crimean Canal, which supplies water to the Crimean Region, not only for irrigation but also for domestic use. [footnoteRef:26] [26: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Countries/UA/HRMMUReport15June2014.pdf; https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session27/Documents/A-HRC-27-75_en.pdf] 

Yemen. Yemen’s civil war began in September 2014, when Houthi forces took control of the capital, Sanaa; by early 2015, the Houthis had consolidated control over the government previously led by President Hadi, and in March 2015, a Saudi-led coalition intervened militarily supporting the Hadi government. The conflict has since produced what the UN has repeatedly called one of the world's worst humanitarian crises;[footnoteRef:27] in March 2026, the UN estimated that 14.4 million Yemenis lack access to safe water, sanitation, and hygiene supplies.[footnoteRef:28] [27: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/en/countries/yemen/our-presence.]  [28: 	 	https://news.un.org/en/story/2026/03/1167157.] 

The withholding of water has played a significant role in the conflict. For example, control over water infrastructure in the city of Taizz has been contested for years between government-backed and Houthi forces, who have repeatedly shut valves on the basins supplying water to an estimated 200,000 residents.[footnoteRef:29] Negotiations brokered in 2019 secured an agreement to hand control of the wells to the Taizz Local Water and Sanitation Corporation (TLWSC), with Houthi forces committing to restore flow from two basins — but the agreement broke down, and Houthi forces continued blocking flows from al-Hyma, Habir, and al-Hawban into the public water supply. [footnoteRef:30] By April 2023, four of Taizz’s five basins were either under Houthi control or on the conflict frontline, cutting the TLWSC off from them entirely.[footnoteRef:31]  [29: 	 	https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/unhcr-delivers-vital-aid-yemenis-embattled-taizz;.]  [30: 	 	Human Rights Watch, Yemen: Warring Parties Deepen Water Crisis – Government, Houthi Abuses in Taizz Have Led to Severe Lack of Water, (Dec. 11, 2023)  https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/12/11/yemen-warring-parties-deepen-water-crisis.]  [31: 	 	Human Rights Watch, Yemen: Warring Parties Deepen Water Crisis – Government, Houthi Abuses in Taizz Have Led to Severe Lack of Water, (Dec. 11, 2023)  https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/12/11/yemen-warring-parties-deepen-water-crisis.] 

Sudan.  Since the civil war between the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF, the national military) and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF, a paramilitary force) began in April 2023, both parties have weaponized water as a military tactic, with the RSF in particular seizing control of reservoirs, damaging water facilities and supply lines and cutting water access to major urban centres and displacement camps.[footnoteRef:32] The UN’s Independent International Fact-Finding Mission for Sudan found that both the SAF and the RSF attacked, damaged, or destroyed civilian infrastructure and objects critical to civilian survival, with Khartoum's water system among the hardest hit: aerial strikes and explosives struck water treatment plants and pipes, causing severe shortages across a number of neighborhoods and by March 2024 just one of the state’s 13 water treatment plants remained operational.[footnoteRef:33] [32: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4091792, paras. 139–141; https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/60/22 paras. 76–77; https://geneva-academy.ch/water-wars-how-sudans-conflict-weaponizes-a-basic-human-need/.]  [33: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2025/09/war-atrocities-sudan-civilians-deliberately-targeted-un-fact-finding-mission.] 

Palestine. Blockades and sieges implemented by Israel have long prevented civilians in Gaza from accessing water and repairing damaged infrastructure, amid decades of ongoing Israeli occupation and repeated periods of active armed conflict.[footnoteRef:34]  This restriction was amplified after the attacks of 7 October 2023, following Israel's announcement of a complete siege on Gaza.[footnoteRef:35] [34: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/48/43, paras. 47–49, 68–70. ]  [35: 	 	https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/10/israel-opt-israel-must-lift-illegal-and-inhumane-blockade-on-gaza-as-power-plant-runs-out-of-fuel/ ; https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/sessions-regular/session56/a-hrc-56-crp-4.pdf] 

Cutting off the energy supply—particularly since the Israeli army launched its attacks on Gaza—has proven to be an effective way to deny the population access to drinking water. This action disables not only well and network supply pumps but also desalination plants, which serve as the Strip's only reliable source of potable water. Furthermore, the power outage has shut down operational sanitation facilities, resulting in the direct discharge of untreated wastewater and the consequent contamination of groundwater.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3uyz8enz96nt]Syria. The Alouk water station is a water treatment plant that provides potable water for much of the population in the Kurdish Northeast Syria, around one million people. The station came under the control of Turkish-backed militias in October 2019. Since then, frequent and prolonged water cutoffs have left the predominantly Kurdish population without water.[footnoteRef:36] With UNICEF mediation, a fragile agreement was reached in June 2023, under which the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), in Syrian Kurdistan, supply electricity to areas controlled by the Turkish-backed SNA in exchange for water being pumped from Alouk to Hasakah.[footnoteRef:37] Following successive negotiations and repeated disruptions, the station is currently operating with UN support.[footnoteRef:38] [36: 	 	https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=25597, pp. 1–2; https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/highlight/2021-07-01.html]  [37: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/S/2025/453]  [38: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/S/2025/453] 

Administrative control and discriminatory access in conflict affected and occupied territories
This method of withholding water involves arbitrary and discriminatory regulation of water access: using administrative control mechanisms — permitting regimes, licensing requirements, zoning restrictions, and administrative approval processes — to withhold water from a targeted population.
Here, the crime against humanity of persecution is particularly relevant.[footnoteRef:39] This form of administrative control and denial also engages the rights to water and the principle of non-discrimination, which require that any restriction on access be based on objective and reasonable justification, applied transparently, and subject to due process and the possibility of challenge, rather than administered in a manner that is arbitrary or that has a discriminatory purpose or effect.[footnoteRef:40] When the entity administering such a regime is an occupying power, this bureaucratic control may additionally constitute a failure to discharge, or an active contravention of, its affirmative obligations to ensure the population's welfare, since administrative withholding of essential resources can achieve the same deprivation as physical denial while being harder to attribute to any single unlawful act.[footnoteRef:41] [39: 	 	Rome Statute, Art. 7(1)(h), 7(2)(g); and ICC Elements of Crimes, Art. 7(1)(h).]  [40: 	 	CESCR, General Comment No. 15, paras. 2, 11–16 (non-discrimination and reasonableness requirements for restrictions on the right to water).]  [41: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Arts. 55, 59.] 

Syria. Beginning in 2012, pro-Government forces imposed sieges on opposition-held areas around Damascus, including Daraya, Madaya, and Eastern Ghouta.[footnoteRef:42] In Madaya, besieged by pro-Government forces from mid-2015, humanitarian access was severely restricted. After nearly three months without humanitarian assistance, a joint UN, ICRC and Syrian Arab Red Crescent convoy was permitted to enter on 11 January 2016.[footnoteRef:43] Even after new convoy-approval procedures were introduced in early 2016, UN officials continued to report significant restrictions and delays affecting humanitarian access to besieged and hard-to-reach areas.[footnoteRef:44] Beyond individual sieges, the UN cross-border mechanism remained a critical channel for humanitarian assistance, including WASH assistance, to millions of people in opposition-held north-west Syria.[footnoteRef:45] Initially authorized in 2014 through four border crossings, the mechanism was progressively reduced to two crossings in January 2020 and to Bab al-Hawa alone in July 2020.[footnoteRef:46] In July 2023, after the Security Council authorization expired, the Russian Federation vetoed a draft resolution that would have renewed the mechanism through Bab al-Hawa; the Syrian Government subsequently granted the United Nations permission to continue using the crossing for six months.[footnoteRef:47] [42: 	https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/PolicyPaperSieges_29May2018.pdf, paras. 9–10.]  [43: 	 	https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n16/164/95/pdf/n1616495.pdf, paras. 34–35; https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/vital-aid-reaches-starving-syrians-besieged-towns.]  [44: 	 	https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/former-secretary-general/notes-correspondents/2016-04-07/note-correspondents-transcript-of-press-encounter-jan-egeland-special-advisor-the-united-nations-special-envoy-for-syria-after-meeting ]  [45: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4013914 ]  [46: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3846843/files/S_RES_2504_%282020%29-EN.pdf; https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3871720/files/S_RES_2533_%282020%29-EN.pdf ]  [47: 	 	https://press.un.org/en/2023/sc15348.doc.htm; https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4020549/files/S_2023_621-EN.pdf, para. 2.] 

Palestine. Since Israel’s occupation of the West Bank began in 1967, it has exercised extensive control over Palestinian water infrastructure including through extraction quotas and approval requirements for water projects. Palestinian water projects in Area C require additional approval from the Israeli Civil Administration, while Israel’s veto power in the Joint Water Committee has constrained the development of Palestinian water infrastructure.[footnoteRef:48] This has all led to a disparity of water access in the West Bank that human rights experts have called “water apartheid”[footnoteRef:49]. For example, it 2013 it was reported that the average Israeli settler consumes roughly six times the amount of water a Palestinian resident of the West Bank does.[footnoteRef:50] [48: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/745109/files/A_HRC_22_63-EN.pdf, paras. 80–85.	 https://docs.un.org/en/A/68/376, paras. 62–63.]  [49: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/A/78/545; para. 59.]  [50: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/A/68/513, para. 38 ] 

As of 31 May 2025, displacement orders and the creation of an Israeli-militarized “no-go” zone have disrupted 75 per cent of all WASH facilities in the Gaza Strip, leaving over 461 WASH assets and facilities inaccessible (out of 618). Affected sites include over 69 per cent of groundwater wells (233 of 336); 72 per cent of desalination plants (33 of 46); 34 of 67 wastewater pumping stations; 16 of 29 lagoons or stormwater basins; and more than 71 per cent of temporary waste dumps (51 of 72) and 83 per cent of water reservoirs (43 of 52). [footnoteRef:51] [51: 	 	https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=30018 ] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.an3729orpy4z]	b.	Destruction of the means of water supply
Water is also withheld by direct destruction of the infrastructure that delivers it. This includes attacks (strikes, shelling, demolition, sabotage, and cyber-disabling) on wells, pipes, treatment and desalination plants, pumping stations, testing laboratories, and the power systems that keep them running. Beyond immediate damage, these attacks often cause long-term harm, as the deterioration of irrigation systems leads to the land drying out and losing its fertility.
Syria. Syria’s civil war began in 2011 when the Assad government’s crackdown on peaceful protests escalated into a complex armed conflict involving government forces, opposition and rebel groups, Kurdish forces, and jihadist groups including ISIS, drawing in regional and international powers before Assad's fall in December 2024. Water infrastructure was repeatedly targeted or weaponized by multiple parties throughout the conflict.[footnoteRef:52] Between December 2016 and February 2017, government aerial attacks on the Ain al-Fijeh spring installation supplying Damascus cut off safe water to an estimated 5.5 million people for several weeks.[footnoteRef:53] The UN Commission of Inquiry later found that while armed group fighters present at the spring constituted a legitimate military target, the resulting harm on civilians was grossly disproportionate to the military advantage achieved, and that the attack therefore amounted to the war crime of attacking objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population and further violated the principle of proportionality in attack.[footnoteRef:54] [52: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/statement-attributable-hanaa-singer-unicef-representative-syria-attacks-and]  [53: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/862479 ]  [54: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/862479, para. 37.] 

Yemen.  Both the Saudi- and UAE-led coalition and Houthis have reportedly damaged water infrastructure through airstrikes, shelling and other attacks throughout the conflict.[footnoteRef:55] Between March 2015 and February 2021, at least 122 airstrikes on water and sanitation infrastructure were recorded in Yemen, causing significant damage to water systems and contributing to the deterioration of water networks in both urban and rural areas.[footnoteRef:56] [55: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1639536; para. 258-280; https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/42/CRP.1, paras. 52, 55.]  [56: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/2021_0524_WaterUnderFire-PDF.pdf, pp. 20–21.] 

The scarcity of safe drinking water and the lack of sanitation contributed to the spread of waterborne diseases, including the 2017 cholera outbreak, which affected Taiz and caused more than 2,000 deaths across Yemen.[footnoteRef:57] [57: 	 	https://www.emro.who.int/images/stories/situation_report_6_as_of_17_july_2017.pdf, p. 2.] 


Palestine. Destruction of water supply infrastructure by Israeli forces has occurred throughout the decades of the occupation of Palestine. In Gaza, there has been an escalation since October 7, 2023, leading to the near-complete destruction of the water system. By July 2026, UNICEF reported that nearly 90% of Gaza’s water and sanitation infrastructure had been damaged or destroyed.[footnoteRef:58] The 2026 Gaza Rapid Damage and Needs Assessment further estimated that 90% of Gaza’s energy infrastructure had been destroyed.[footnoteRef:59] [58: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sop/reports/humanitarian-situation-update-analysis-response-needs-children-mid-year-2026. ]  [59: 	 	https://palestine.un.org/en/314090-final-gaza-rapid-damage-and-needs-assessment] 

Meanwhile, in the West Bank, both the Israeli authorities and armed settlers have destroyed or damaged the water infrastructure of Palestinian communities and villages. Israeli authorities regularly demolish Palestinian-owned water infrastructure in Area C ( a region of the occupied West Bank that is under full Israeli military and civil control, covering about 60 to 61 percent of the territory) on the grounds that it lacks Israeli-issued building permits, which the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) notes are nearly impossible for Palestinians to obtain; in one seven-day period in August 2026 alone, OCHA recorded the demolition of 39 structures, including 24 livelihood-related, agricultural, and water and sanitation structures. [footnoteRef:60]  Settler attacks on Palestinian water infrastructure have reportedly risen sharply since October 2023,[footnoteRef:61] with the UN Commission of Inquiry noting that many settler attacks involved Israeli Security Forces and included the destruction of water tanks and pipes.[footnoteRef:62] [60: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-report-7-august-2026; https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-report-12-june-2026.]  [61: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-report-12-june-2026]  [62: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/sessions-regular/session56/a-hrc-56-crp-4.pdf; para. 344. ] 

Lebanon. Since early March 2026, southern Lebanon’s water infrastructure has been repeatedly affected by hostilities, including airstrikes and expanded ground operations, with damage to reservoirs, pumping stations, solar systems and main supply lines across the south, Bekaa, Baalbek-Hermel and Nabatieh.[footnoteRef:63] In four days during the first weeks of the March 2026 escalation, Israel reportedly damaged at least seven critical water sources, including reservoirs, pipe networks, and pumping stations, cutting supply to approximately 7,000 people in the Bekaa area.[footnoteRef:64] These strikes compound pre-existing vulnerabilities in southern Lebanon, where communities were already struggling to access basic services and the ICRC had been rehabilitating water pumping stations and strengthening water supply systems, including in Marjayoun and Bint Jbeil.[footnoteRef:65] [63: 	 	https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/lebanon/lebanon-flash-update-10-escalation-hostilities-lebanon-19-march-2026]  [64: 	 	https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/israeli-forces-using-gaza-playbook-lebanon-decimating-water-infrastructure]  [65: 	 	https://www.icrc.org/sites/default/files/2026-04/Lebanon_F-F_2025_EN_final.pdf; https://www.icrc.org/en/article/lebanon-maintaining-water-and-essential-lifelines-hostilities-disrupt-essential-services] 

Sudan. In Sudan’s ongoing civil war, attacks have increasingly targeted water and electricity infrastructure. Nearly 70 per cent of water facilities - including treatment plants, dams, water testing sites, and groundwater systems - are reported by UNICEF as nonfunctional[footnoteRef:66]. Attacks on the Merowe Dam in January 2025 knocked out electricity for over 200 water stations in Dongola and Merowe, stopping water supply across the region.[footnoteRef:67]  The Nile water stations and wells on which millions of residents depend collapsed,[footnoteRef:68] forcing them to use generator-powered emergency wells. The Jebel Aulia Dam suffered several attacks from November 2023, resulting in a precarious situation of collapse.[footnoteRef:69] Most recently, during the RSF's siege and eventual capture of El Fasher in 2025, the UN Fact-Finding Mission documented that the RSF damaged water facilities and supply lines, part of a broader pattern of attacks on the city's remaining civilian infrastructure prior to its fall.[footnoteRef:70] [66: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-deputy-executive-director-ted-chaibans-remarks-united-nations-security  ]  [67: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/fight-against-cholera-sudan.]  [68: 	 	https://themedialine.org/mideast-daily-news/water-crisis-in-omdurman-worsens-following-attack-on-sudans-merowe-dam/.]  [69: 	 	https://www.un-ihe.org/news/dams-times-war-looming-collapse-jebel-aulia-dam-sudan]  [70: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2026/02/sudan-evidence-el-fasher-reveals-genocidal-campaign-targeting-non-arab; https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2026/02/sudan-rsf-violations-capture-el-fasher-amount-war-crimes.] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.hvybbkjeczxy]	c.	Withholding essential water system components
In a number of conflicts, water infrastructure is left standing but rendered inoperable by withholding what it needs to function, such as fuel, electricity, chlorine and treatment chemicals, and spare parts. This too, renders objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population useless, which is prohibited under international law.[footnoteRef:71] [71: 	 	AP I, Art. 54(2) (prohibiting attack, destruction, removal, or rendering useless of objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, “such as foodstuffs, agricultural areas..., crops, livestock, drinking water installations and supplies and irrigation works”); Additional Protocol II, Art. 14 (equivalent prohibition in NIAC); ICRC, Customary IHL Study, Rule 54.] 

Palestine. Throughout the complete siege announced on Gaza in October 2023, Israeli authorities have continuously restricted the entry of water, and cut off supplies of electricity and fuel, causing the collapse of groundwater pumping and distribution networks; simultaneously, desalination and wastewater treatment plants failed. The blockade of other resources essential for the operation of water supply and wastewater treatment plants - including spare parts for infrastructure repair and water desalination and treatment supplies[footnoteRef:72]- has persisted even during the brief 2025 ceasefire and beyond. [footnoteRef:73] In fact, measures of this kind were already in effect during the long blockade Gaza previously endured, some 70% of water-, sanitation-, and hygiene-related materials appeared on Israel's dual-use list, and, before October 7, less than 16% of the materials critical to water infrastructure were reaching Gaza.[footnoteRef:74] [72: 	 	https://www.msf.org/israel-uses-water-weapon-collective-punishment-against-palestinians-gaza, p 3. ]  [73: 	 	https://www.msf.org/israel-uses-water-weapon-collective-punishment-against-palestinians-gaza, p 33. ]  [74: 	 	https://www.thinkglobalhealth.org/article/gazas-food-crisis-began-long-israel-hamas-conflict; https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=30018 ] 

Yemen. In Yemen’s civil war, the Saudi-led coalition imposed an aerial and naval blockade from 2015, restricting entry of essential goods including fuel, food, and medicine.[footnoteRef:75] The blockade was tightened on 6 November 2017, when the Saudi-led coalition closed Yemen’s air, sea and land access, blocking the entry of essential supplies, including fuel. Within ten days, fuel shortages forced water and sewage systems in Hodeidah, Sa’ada and Taiz to stop operating, leaving close to one million people without clean water and sanitation amid what the ICRC described as the worst cholera outbreak in modern times.[footnoteRef:76] A 2022 UN-brokered truce significantly eased restrictions on fuel imports through Hudaydah port, though the effects on water and health infrastructure were never fully reversed: 40% of Yemen's health facilities remain partially functioning or out of service, while millions of children continue to lack safe water and adequate healthcare amid recurring cholera outbreaks.[footnoteRef:77] The 2022 truce itself came under renewed strain in July 2026 amid a new cycle of regional escalation. Following reported airstrikes on Sana’a International Airport, the Houthis announced the end of the de-escalation phase and subsequently announced a maritime blockade of Saudi Arabia, prompting renewed UN concern over further escalation and restrictions on freedom of navigation.[footnoteRef:78] [75: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/S/2018/192, Annex 60.]  [76: 	 	https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/highlight/2017-11-17.html; https://www.icrc.org/en/document/yemen-border-closure-shuts-down-water-sewage-systems-raising-cholera-risk.]  [77: 	 	https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc14931.doc.htm; https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/yemen-crisis ]  [78: 	 	https://transcripts.un.org/en/sc/10193; https://transcripts.un.org/en/briefing/sg/2026-07-20] 

Ukraine. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, launched in February 2022, quickly turned water infrastructure into a front-line casualty of the war. Within two months, over six million people in Ukraine were struggling daily to access drinking water.[footnoteRef:79]  The situation was particularly acute in Mariupol, which was besieged by Russian armed forces and affiliated armed groups from early March 2022.[footnoteRef:80] As fighting intensified, energy facilities and supply lines were damaged; according to residents interviewed by the UN Commission of Inquiry, water, power and heating ceased on 2 March 2022, followed by gas a few days later.[footnoteRef:81] OHCHR estimated that 150,000–200,000 residents remained in the city by the end of March.[footnoteRef:82] [79: https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/14-million-people-without-running-water-across-war-affected-eastern-ukraine]  [80: 	 	https://ukraine.ohchr.org/en/situation-human-rights-ukraine-context-armed-attack-russian-federation-EN; para. 41.]  [81: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/coiukraine/a-hrc-55-66-aev.pdf, para. 20.]  [82: 	 	https://ukraine.ohchr.org/en/situation-human-rights-ukraine-context-armed-attack-russian-federation-EN; para. 41.] 

Sudan.   In late October 2024, RSF forces raiding al-Hilaliya in eastern Gezira state looted solar panels and electrical wiring used to extract groundwater, forcing residents to rely on an old, disused well reported to be at risk of sewage contamination.[footnoteRef:83]  [83: 	 	https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/dozens-die-mysterious-illness-besieged-sudan-town-2024-11-07/ .] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.3caa8xp5vwlb]	d.	Restriction of water delivery by humanitarian actors
     There are specific considerations when a State blocks the entrance and delivery of humanitarian aid, including water deliveries. International law imposes an affirmative obligation on parties to a conflict to allow and facilitate rapid and unimpeded passage of humanitarian relief for civilians in need, and prohibits arbitrary withholding of consent to relief operations.[footnoteRef:84] Willfully impeding relief supplies in international armed conflicts is a war crime in its own right, independent of any separate violation arising from the underlying deprivation.[footnoteRef:85] Where the state restricting aid is an occupying power, it has a further affirmative duty to ensure the population's access to food and medical supplies, including by facilitating relief where its own resources are inadequate, and its use of public property, including water installations, is also limited by international law.[footnoteRef:86] These obligations exist independently of, and in addition to, the general prohibition on starvation as a method of warfare and the protections for objects indispensable to civilian survival discussed above, meaning that restricting aid delivery can constitute a distinct violation even where no water infrastructure has been damaged or destroyed. [84: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Art. 23; AP I, Art. 70; AP II, Art. 18(2); ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rules 55-56. ]  [85: 	 	Rome Statute, Art. 8(2)(b)(xxv).]  [86: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Arts. 55 and 59; Hague Regulations (1907), Arts. 53 and 55; AP I, Art. 70; AP II, Art. 18;  ICRC, Customary IHL Study, Rules 31, 32, and 51.] 

Palestine. In Gaza, humanitarian organizations have faced continued restrictions and obstacles affecting the delivery of humanitarian assistance, including water and sanitation supplies.[footnoteRef:87] Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), which reports being the largest producer and a main distributor of drinking water in Gaza after the local authorities, states that Israeli military displacement orders have prevented its teams from accessing areas where they had previously provided water to hundreds of thousands of people.[footnoteRef:88] OCHA has similarly documented that displacement orders and access restrictions have severely disrupted WASH operations across Gaza, placing large numbers of WASH assets and facilities beyond humanitarian reach.[footnoteRef:89] Between May and November 2025, one in every five MSF water distributions ran dry because its trucks were unable to carry sufficient water for all those requiring it.[footnoteRef:90] MSF further reports that one third of its requests to bring critical water and sanitation supplies into Gaza were rejected or left unanswered, and that some previously approved items were subsequently turned away at the border.[footnoteRef:91] UNICEF has likewise reported that essential spare parts, desalination units and generators needed to maintain and repair water infrastructure remained awaiting entry into Gaza.[footnoteRef:92] [87: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-290-gaza-strip; https://www.unicef.org/sop/stories/thirsty-hungry-and-unable-wash]  [88: 	 	https://www.msf.org/israel-uses-water-weapon-collective-punishment-against-palestinians-gaza, pp. 3, 5, 35. ]  [89: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-290-gaza-strip; https://www.unicef.org/sop/stories/thirsty-hungry-and-unable-wash]  [90: 	 	https://www.msf.org/israel-uses-water-weapon-collective-punishment-against-palestinians-gaza]  [91: 	 	Ibid.]  [92: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-290-gaza-strip; https://www.unicef.org/sop/stories/thirsty-hungry-and-unable-wash] 

In the 2024 proceedings brought by South Africa alleging that Israel’s conduct in Gaza, including the deprivation of water, violates the Genocide Convention, the International Court of Justice found the allegations plausible enough to warrant provisional measures.[footnoteRef:93] Across three orders in 2024, the Court required Israel to enable urgently needed humanitarian assistance, to ensure the unhindered provision at scale of water, food, electricity, and fuel, and to keep the Rafah crossing open for aid.[footnoteRef:94] [93: 	 	Application of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in the Gaza Strip (South Africa v. Israel), Provisional Measures, Order of 26 January 2024, I.C.J. Reports 2024, para. 54.]  [94: 	 	Order of 26 January 2024, I.C.J. Reports 2024, para. 70 (noting lack of access to basic foodstuffs, potable water, electricity, and essential medicines), Operative Clause, para. 86(4); Order of 28 March 2024, I.C.J. Reports 2024, Operative Clause, para. 51(2)(a); Order of 24 May 2024, I.C.J. Reports 2024, para. 46 (citing UNRWA Commissioner-General Lazzarini), Operative Clause, para. 57(2)(a)–(b).] 

In April 2024, the Canadian International Development and Relief Foundation (IDRF) reported that its key water-aid truck, which had been delivering clean drinking water to tens of thousands of Palestinians in northern and central Gaza, was bombed while parked outside the Tuffah district in northern Gaza. The truck was clearly marked with the organization’s name and a maple leaf.[footnoteRef:95] Additionally, on 21 January 2024, a UNICEF and CMWU warehouse storing over 2,000 water infrastructure items, was reportedly hit by a guided missile. The warehouse was reportedly designated as a “non-conflict zone”, and its coordinates had been shared with the Israeli military through the deconfliction process.[footnoteRef:96] [95: 	 	https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=30018]  [96: 	 	Ibid. ] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.w129x074whtf][bookmark: _heading=h.ilrepua8masa]Sudan. Since the civil war began, UN experts have stated that both the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) have blocked, looted, and exploited humanitarian assistance.[footnoteRef:97] The experts also that the siege of El Fasher left hundreds of thousands of civilians trapped, suffering severe hunger and thirst due to a lack of food and water.[footnoteRef:98] That siege, which lasted approximately  eighteen months before the RSF takeover of the city in late October 2025, progressively cut civilians off from food, water, medical supplies and humanitarian assistance.[footnoteRef:99] The resulting lack of access to clean and safe water also heightened the risk of waterborne disease in El Fasher.[footnoteRef:100]  By August 2025, Sudan’s cholera outbreak had resulted in more than 96,000 suspected cases and 2,400 deaths nationwide, including nearly 5,000 cases and 98 deaths in Darfur.[footnoteRef:101] OCHA has separately reported that humanitarian access across the country remains severely restrained by violence, bureaucratic delays, and mass displacement, including in Darfur and Kordofan.[footnoteRef:102] The UN’s Fact-Finding Mission also found that both parties have obstructed humanitarian aid delivery more broadly.[footnoteRef:103] Restrictions imposed by the authorities in Port Sudan have also hindered humanitarian operations. UN officials have reported interference with aid operations and bureaucratic obstacles, including delays in visa approvals for humanitarian staff.[footnoteRef:104] Both parties signed the 2023 Jeddah Declaration, committing to allow and facilitate the rapid and unimpeded passage of humanitarian relief.[footnoteRef:105] UN and donor statements have repeatedly called on both the SAF and RSF to honour these commitments and remove obstacles to humanitarian access.[footnoteRef:106] [97: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/06/using-starvation-weapon-war-sudan-must-stop-un-experts]  [98: 	 	Idem]  [99: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/61/77, para. 18.]  [100: 	 	https://www.who.int/news/item/29-10-2025-who-condemns-killings-of-patients-and-civilians-amid-escalating-violence-in-el-fasher--sudan]  [101: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/press-releases/after-500-days-under-siege-children-sudans-al-fasher-face-starvation-mass ]  [102: 	 	https://sudan.un.org/en/288775-spare-civilians-escalating-conflict-darfur-and-kordofan; see also https://sudan.un.org/en/293004-forced-displacement-north-darfur-overwhelms-aid-operations-and-increases-civilian]  [103: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/ffm-sudan/2024-06-18-Oral-Update.pdf, p. 6.]  [104: 	 	https://sudan.un.org/en/248394-statement-press-sudan; https://sudan.un.org/en/267864-wfp-warns-time-running-out-prevent-starvation-darfur-violence-el-fasher-escalates]  [105: 	 	https://2021-2025.state.gov/jeddah-declaration-of-commitment-to-protect-the-civilians-of-sudan/, commitment 3. ]  [106: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/S/2023/861, para. 71, https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/news-stories/news/joint-donor-statement-humanitarian-access-sudan-11-donors-2024-10-21_en] 

	2.	Water is used as an agent of harm
The second principal way in which water is weaponised involves turning water itself into an agent of harm against civilians and the environment. In these cases, the same core protections apply in modified form. It is not necessary to disable or destroy infrastructure indispensable to the survival of the civilian population; floods can be caused, water poisoned, or its quality degraded to achieve similar results.[footnoteRef:107] Where contamination is not a byproduct of destruction but the harm itself, the specific legal characterization depends on whether it was a foreseeable but unintended consequence of conflict or a deliberate act, addressed in turn below. [107: 	 	AP I, Art. 54(2); AP II Art. 14; ICRC, Customary IHL Study, Rule 54.] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.1wzej2wvltli]	a.	Release of water as a destructive force against the civilian population
This is water weaponized in the most literal sense: released so that it destroys everything in its path. Works or installations containing dangerous forces, namely dams, dykes and nuclear electrical generating stations, are protected under international law from targeted attacks.[footnoteRef:108] [108: 	 	AP I, Art. 56; AP II Art. 15; ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 42. The protection ceases under certain stringent conditions (see previous cited sources for details). In an international armed conflict, violating this rule is a war crime. See AP I, Art. 85 and ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 156.] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.dobnbh34oc7y]Ukraine. Since the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022, hostilities have repeatedly damaged Ukraine’s water infrastructure, including water networks and pumping systems.[footnoteRef:109] The best-known case is the 6 June 2023 destruction of the Kakhovka dam, which had been under the control of Russian armed forces since 24 February 2022.[footnoteRef:110] The resulting flood reportedly inundated some 80 communities along the Dnipro River and killed dozens of civilians.[footnoteRef:111] The dam breach damaged over 37,000 homes, 37 educational institutions and an estimated 11 health facilities, and disrupted drinking water and sanitation services for one million people.[footnoteRef:112] The Kakhovka reservoir had also supplied water to a vast agricultural irrigation network; OHCHR has warned its loss will sharply reduce food supply and decrease farmers’ income over the long term.[footnoteRef:113] The destruction of the Kakhovka dam also threatened the cooling-water supply for the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant, Europe's largest nuclear power plant, the control of Russian armed forces since 4 March 2022.[footnoteRef:114] Following the dam’s destruction, the reservoir’s level fell to the point that it could no longer provide water through the normal intake system, requiring reliance on the plant’s cooling pond, discharge channel and alternative groundwater sources.[footnoteRef:115] [109: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/14-million-people-without-running-water-across-war-affected-eastern-ukraine;  https://ukraine.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/ENG_2022-12-02%20HRMMU%20Three%20Month%20Update.pdf]  [110: 	 	https://ukraine.un.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/23-10-04%20OHCHR%2036th%20periodic%20report.pdf, para. 36.]  [111: 	 	https://press.un.org/en/2023/sc15333.doc.htm]  [112: 	 	https://ukraine.un.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/23-10-04%20OHCHR%2036th%20periodic%20report.pdf, para. 37. ]  [113: 	 	https://ukraine.ohchr.org/en/36-periodic-report-EN, para. 37.]  [114: 	 	https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/documents/two-years-of-iaea-continued-presence-at-the-zaporizhzhaya-nuclear-power-plant.pdf; https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/documents/gov2023-44.pdf, paras. 37–40. ]  [115: 		https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/pressreleases/update-177-iaea-director-general-statement-on-situation-in-ukraine] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.9pl0kjvg7xry]	b.	Contamination and poisoning[footnoteRef:116] [116: 	https://www.genevawaterhub.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/gva_list_of_principles_protection_water_infra_www.pdf ] 

Water may also be used to harm populations through the deliberate pollution or introduction of harmful substances, or because it has been contaminated as a consequence of other actions. In these situations, water is accessible, but it is unsafe. At times, it is difficult to distinguish—from an evidentiary standpoint—between intentional water contamination and consequences that are foreseeable, even if not deliberate. This is often the case with contamination resulting from the destruction of infrastructure—specifically the collapse, destruction, or deterioration of sanitation systems. Nevertheless, cases of deliberate poisoning continue to be recorded in various contexts. In this regard, it should be remembered that International law prohibits the employment of poison or poisonous weapons.[footnoteRef:117] Certain toxic substances are specifically prohibited by the Chemical Weapons Convention.[footnoteRef:118] [117: 	 	Hague Regulations, Art. 23(1); ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 72; and Rome Statute, Art. 8(2)(b)(xvii).]  [118: 	 	Chemical Weapons Convention (1993), Art. I. See also Hague Regulations Art. 23(a); ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 72; and Rome Statute, Art. 8(2)(b)(xvii).] 

Palestine. In the West Bank, UN experts have reported that Israeli settler attacks on wells, springs, pipelines, water tanks and other water infrastructure, disrupting Palestinian access to water.[footnoteRef:119] UN Special Procedures have previously expressed concern that settler violence has reportedly involved the poisoning or destruction of water sources, severely undermining the ability of Palestinians to sustain their agricultural way of life..[footnoteRef:120] [119: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-305-west-bank; see also https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-289-west-bank]  [120: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2025/07/israel-un-experts-call-end-violence-state-and-settlers-west-bank ] 

Contamination may be a downstream effect of withholding water elsewhere and damaging the water supply chain. Phenomena such as sewage ingress, industrial pollution and salinization may result from damaged pipes and facilities. Attacks on testing and monitoring infrastructure can also lead to water contamination going unremedied and contaminated water reaching populations. Where contamination flows foreseeably from an unlawful attack on water or sanitation infrastructure or the general collapse of water and sanitation systems in a besieged or blockaded area, it does not require separate legal characterization — it is properly assessed as part of the harm caused by the underlying unlawful acts discussed above.
Sudan. In Khartoum State, after water infrastructure was destroyed, civilians were forced to draw drinking water directly from the Nile, leading to extreme spikes in cholera and other waterborne illnesses.[footnoteRef:121] The ICRC reported that hundreds of thousands of civilians had gone for weeks without clean water and electricity, and that many residents had no choice but to use unsafe drinking water from the Nile or other sources.[footnoteRef:122] UNICEF has reported that the conflict damaged water and energy infrastructure across thirteen states, degrading the functionality of water facilities by seventy percent nationwide.[footnoteRef:123] In May 2025, RSF drone strikes destroyed several power stations in Omdurman, causing widespread blackouts.[footnoteRef:124] UN reporting subsequently noted that a near-total electricity blackout in Khartoum, reportedly caused by drone attacks on critical power infrastructure, severely disrupted access to water and forced residents to resort to unsafe water sources.[footnoteRef:125] As MSF’s medical coordinator in Khartoum explained at the time, “water treatment stations no longer have electricity and cannot provide clean water from the Nile.”[footnoteRef:126] The conflict severely damaged Khartoum’s water-treatment infrastructure, leaving much of the city without functioning treatment capacity.[footnoteRef:127] UNICEF reported that, at one point, Al Manara was the only functioning water treatment plant out of thirteen in the Khartoum area.[footnoteRef:128] As residents began returning to Khartoum in 2025, many found little or no access to basic services, including safe water and sanitation, while much of the city’s water-treatment infrastructure remained damaged or non-functional.[footnoteRef:129] The disruption of safe water access and damage to essential infrastructure contributed to a major cholera outbreak across Sudan.[footnoteRef:130] According to WHO’s cholera situation reporting, Sudan recorded 72,716 cases and 1,830 deaths between January and December 2025 alone,[footnoteRef:131] building on a cumulative total of more than 83,000 cases and 2,100 deaths that OCHA had recorded since the outbreak began in July 2024 (updated in July 2025).[footnoteRef:132] The ICRC has also reported that this toll has exceeded over 2,500 deaths and 100,000 suspected cases, as the outbreak continued to spread.[footnoteRef:133] UNICEF reported that Khartoum State had recorded more than 7,700 cholera cases and 185 associated deaths since January 2025, while attacks on power infrastructure had disrupted water supplies and forced families to collect water from unsafe and contaminated sources.[footnoteRef:134] The crisis has also continued into 2026: WHO’s Sudan representative reported in July 2026 that a renewed outbreak, concentrated in North Kordofan and West Kordofan, had produced over 1,330 confirmed cases and 114 deaths in a matter of weeks, with WHO noting in April 2026 that 37 percent of Sudan’s health facilities remained nonfunctional to respond to such outbreaks.[footnoteRef:135] [121: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/press-releases/over-1-million-children-risk-cholera-spreads-sudans-khartoum-state. ]  [122: 	 	https://www.icrc.org/en/document/sudan-essential-services-breaking-point-after-two-months-fighting]  [123: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/fight-against-cholera-sudan.]  [124: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4091791?ln=en, para. 76.]  [125: 	 	https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/highlight/2025-05-22.html ]  [126: 	 	MSF medical coordinator, cited in Al Jazeera, ‘Sudan says cholera outbreak killed 172 people in a week’ (27 May 2025).]  [127: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/media/13876/file/UNICEF%20Sudan%20-%20Humanitarian%20Action%20-%20Annual%20Results%20Report%202023.pdf]  [128: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/palais-briefing-first-un-mission-khartoum-state-war-broke-out-sudan]  [129: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/stories/race-against-time-0; https://www.unicef.org/sudan/press-releases/over-1-million-children-risk-cholera-spreads-sudans-khartoum-state.]  [130: 	 	https://www.icrc.org/en/article/sudan-faces-worst-cholera-outbreak-years-war-devastates-infrastructure]  [131: 	 	https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/documents/emergencies/situation-reports/20260127_multi-country_outbreak-of-cholera_epidemiological_update_33.pdf.]  [132: 	 	https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/sudan/sudan-cholera-operational-update-3-july-2025.]  [133: 	 	https://www.icrc.org/en/article/sudan-faces-worst-cholera-outbreak-years-war-devastates-infrastructure]  [134: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/press-releases/over-1-million-children-risk-cholera-spreads-sudans-khartoum-state]  [135: 	 	https://www.unognewsroom.org/story/en/3198/sudan-cholera-alert-who/9513; https://www.ungeneva.org/en/news-media/press-briefing/2026/08/un-geneva-press-briefing] 

Palestine. As a result of the electricity cut-off and fuel shortages, the destruction of water and sanitation infrastructure, and the lack of materials needed to repair treatment plants, sewage systems in Gaza have collapsed.[footnoteRef:136] As of July 2026, 60 per cent of Gaza’s population lived within 10 metres of sewage or human waste.[footnoteRef:137] Untreated sewage has continued to flow into streets, shelters and residential areas, while large quantities of wastewater have also been discharged into the Mediterranean Sea.[footnoteRef:138] The degradation of Gaza's coastal aquifer—caused by seawater intrusion and the infiltration of untreated or poorly treated wastewater since before October 2023—renders 97% of its water unfit for human consumption.[footnoteRef:139] The forced and violent displacement of 1.7 million Palestinians into refugee camps in Gaza led to overcrowding among the Strip’s 2.2 million inhabitants, who—during the prolonged blockade—were forced to overexploit the coastal aquifer (Gaza’s only natural source of fresh water), resulting in the salinization of groundwater due to seawater intrusion.[footnoteRef:140] In addition, WASH-related materials (such as water treatment chemicals, pipes, and pumps) were subject to entry restrictions  as ‘dual-use’ items,[footnoteRef:141] hindering the construction and maintenance of sanitation infrastructure, and forcing the treatment of most water below minimum safe chlorination levels.[footnoteRef:142] Since the start of the war, the energy blockade and the destruction of plants have resulted in 130,000 cubic metres of wastewater being discharged into the environment every day.[footnoteRef:143] As a result, 65% of people in Gaza receive less than six liters of water per person per day for drinking and cooking,[footnoteRef:144] and the water available is often undrinkable, as groundwater salinity remains too high for drinking and cooking and microbiological contamination, including fecal contamination, remains widespread.[footnoteRef:145]  [136: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/gaza-humanitarian-response-update-2-15-february-2025; https://www.ochaopt.org/content/gaza-humanitarian-response-update-17-30-august-2025]  [137: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-report-16-july-2026]  [138: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/gaza-humanitarian-response-update-17-30-august-2025; https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-report-1-may-2026]  [139: 	 	https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/48536, Section 1; https://www.unicef.org/sop/press-releases/gvc-and-unicef-help-improve-access-water-gaza-strip]  [140: 	 	https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TmSearch/RelCom?code=ISR+13%2F2025, pp. 1–2.]  [141: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/gaza-humanitarian-response-update-2-15-february-2025; https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-205-gaza-strip]  [142: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-251-gaza-strip]  [143: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/hostilities-gaza-strip-and-israel-flash-update-133]  [144: 		 https://www.ochaopt.org/sites/default/files/Gaza_Reported_Impact_Snapshot_07_May_2025%20final.pdf]  [145: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-report-19-march-2026; https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-357-gaza-strip] 

The use of water as a weapon—alongside famine and the cutting off of medical supplies—constitutes what the Rapporteur has repeatedly described as a silent but lethal bomb, especially for children and infants.[footnoteRef:146]  [146: 	 	https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/-silent-but-lethal-bomb-israel-weaponizing-water-for-destruction-of-gaza-its-people-warns-un-rapporteur/3557898 ] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.mk0j3zrn7fop]	3.	Water is made dangerous to reach 
In armed conflicts, the population is often forced to seek water at distribution points, and there—or while traveling to those locations—attacks occur, involving sniper fire and the laying of mines. This constitutes the third category of the instrumentalization of water as a weapon. These attacks violate the prohibition on direct attacks against civilians;[footnoteRef:147] where landmines or explosive remnants are used indiscriminately or without regard to their foreseeable civilian impact, they may separately violate the general prohibition on indiscriminate attacks and, where relevant, the specific prohibition of anti-personnel mines.[footnoteRef:148] Because water sources and the routes to them are themselves objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, attacks that deter or prevent civilians from safely reaching water may also constitute a rendering-useless of those objects, independent of any harm to the infrastructure itself.[footnoteRef:149] [147: 	 	AP I, Arts. 48 and 51; AP II Art. 13; ICRC, Customary IHL Study, Rules 1-6; Rome Statute, Arts. 8(2)(b)(i) and 8(2)(e)(i).]  [148: 	 	AP I, Art. 51(4)–(5);  ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rules 11-12; Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on their Destruction (1997), Art. 1.]  [149: 	 	AP I, Art. 54(2); AP II, Art. 14; and ICRC, Customary IHL Study, Rule 54.] 

Gaza. Civilians have been shot or struck by airstrikes while attempting to access water in Gaza in the latest hostilities. MSF has also documented the IDF firing at marked water trucks and destroying boreholes, as well as violent incidents at water distribution sites that injured Palestinians and humanitarian aid workers and damaged equipment.[footnoteRef:150] In July 2025, at least 17 people, including at least 7 children, reportedly were killed by an Israeli airstrike while queuing to collect water.[footnoteRef:151] MSF separately reported that during a water distribution in August 2025, a young girl was shot in the ribs and a man was shot in the hand.[footnoteRef:152] [150: 	 	https://www.msf.org/israel-uses-water-weapon-collective-punishment-against-palestinians-gaza]  [151: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-306-gaza-strip; https://palestine.un.org/en/297992-gaza-unicef-mourns-seven-children-killed-queuing-water.]  [152: 	 	https://www.msf.org/people-gathering-water-caught-gunfire-gaza] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.fcspclb7hne]Yemen. Houthi forces have reportedly laid landmines around wells, water infrastructure, and the routes leading to them since at least 2017. Landmines placed near wells and other water sources have caused casualties when individuals have detonated a landmine while attempting to fetch water. In Hodeidah, another governorate of Yemen, Houthis have also placed landmines directly inside of wells, contaminating the water. The placement of landmines near major water infrastructure, including al-Hawjala basin, also blocks organizations from being able to access and maintain water infrastructure, contributing to water scarcity throughout the governorate. [footnoteRef:153] The resulting contamination can continue to affect access to water and agricultural land for decades, leaving farmers unable to safely tend their land or access water sources long after fighting in a given area has ended. [153: 	 	https://www.hrw.org/report/2023/12/11/death-more-merciful-life/houthi-and-yemeni-government-violations-right-water] 

Impacts of Water Weaponization and Disproportionate Harm
Weaponizing water can harm civilians in several ways. It often leads to disease and serious health problems, can cause food production to collapse, trigger forced displacement, and force reliance on private water markets with unaffordable prices. These harms often compound, disproportionately affecting women and children, especially those living in extreme poverty.
[bookmark: _heading=h.fuli2gdo064m]
Withholding and contamination of water can cause dehydration and disease

Without consuming enough water, the body starts to dehydrate, and severe dehydration can become fatal within just a few days - even faster in hot climates or for those with additional health vulnerabilities. Prolonged water deprivation can also lead to lasting kidney damage or kidney disease, in some cases requiring dialysis.[footnoteRef:154] Meanwhile, contaminated water can cause water-borne disease and gastrointestinal illness, including diarrhoea, cholera, dysentery, and typhoid,[footnoteRef:155] which can even lead to death; cholera, for instance, can be fatal within hours if not treated.[footnoteRef:156] Some populations face heightened vulnerability to both dehydration and water-borne disease, including infants and young children, pregnant women, older people, and people with pre-existing health conditions.[footnoteRef:157] A 2019 UNICEF study concluded that children under age 5 are “more than 20 times more likely to die from diarrheal disease linked to unsafe water and sanitation than violence in conflict.”[footnoteRef:158] Suffering from persistent diarrhea—especially in children—causes or exacerbates malnutrition by blocking the intestinal absorption of nutrients.[footnoteRef:159]  [154: 	 	C Roncal-Jimenez and others, 'Mechanisms by Which Dehydration May Lead to Chronic Kidney Disease' (2015) 66(Suppl 3) Annals of Nutrition and Metabolism 10, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26088040/.]  [155: 	 	World Health Organization (WHO), 'Drinking-water' (Fact Sheet) https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/drinking-water; WHO, 'Diarrhoeal Disease' (Fact Sheet) https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/diarrhoeal-disease; MSF, 'How Diarrhoea Kills' https://www.msf.org/how-diarrhoea-kills.]  [156: 	 	WHO, ‘Cholera’ (Fact Sheet) https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/cholera.]  [157: 	 	Welthungerhilfe, Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) in Emergencies (Humanitarian eBrief, Welthungerhilfe, February 2019) https://www.welthungerhilfe.org/fileadmin/pictures/publications/en/project_and_professional_papers/2019-ebrief-wash.pdf. ]  [158: 	 	UNICEF, Water Under Fire: For Every Child, Water and Sanitation in Complex Emergencies (UNICEF, March 2019) p.3, https://www.unicef.org/media/51286/file/Water-under-fire-2019-eng%20.pdf.]  [159: 	 	https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1632474/ ] 

Separately, when clean water for washing (not just drinking) is scarce, skin diseases such as scabies, impetigo, and fungal infections spread more easily, as people are pushed toward reduced hygiene or contaminated bathing sources. These conditions are rarely fatal on their own, but secondary bacterial infection of broken or infested skin can escalate to more serious illness, particularly in people who are already malnourished or immunocompromised.[footnoteRef:160] [160: 	 	Alaa Shaban Mohammed Hassan and others, 'A Cross-Sectional Study of the Burden and Risk Factors of Impetigo and Scabies Among Children During Conflict in the Middle Area of the Gaza Strip' (2026) Scientific Reports https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-026-38441-7.] 

The weaponization of water therefore directly engages the right to health,[footnoteRef:161] and even the right to life, along with the human rights to drinking water and sanitation. States have obligations to respect, protect, and fulfil these rights, including to refrain from arbitrarily or unjustifiably interfering with existing water, sanitation, and public health protection services, as well as adopting positive measures for the progressive realization of these rights for the entire population.  [161: 	 	ICESCR, art 12; CESCR, General Comment No. 14: The Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health (Art. 12 of the Covenant) UN Doc E/C.12/2000/4 (11 August 2000) para 11 (recognizing the right to health to include underlying determinants of health such as safe drinking water and adequate sanitation); CESCR, General Comment No. 15: The Right to Water (Arts. 11 and 12 of the Covenant) UN Doc E/C.12/2002/11 (20 January 2003) paras 2–3, 12 (recognizing a freestanding right to water derived from Arts 11 and 12 ICESCR, requiring water to be available, of adequate quality, and physically and economically accessible without discrimination).] 

The weaponization of water through contamination or release of water as a destructive force can also engages the human right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, as these can cause long-term or irreversible damage to ecosystems.
Sudan. According to UNICEF, roughly 17.3 million people in Sudan lack access to basic drinking water supply, and about 24 million lack proper sanitation, with more than 10.5 million still practicing open defecation[footnoteRef:162], a practice that directly fuels disease transmission in already overstretched communities. UNICEF notes that water and sanitation-related diseases are one of the leading causes of death among children under five in the country.[footnoteRef:163] Sudan has experienced repeated cholera outbreaks following the destruction of water infrastructure and the overcrowding of displacement sites, forcing many communities to rely on unsafe water sources out of necessity. [162: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sudan/water-sanitation-and-hygiene]  [163: 	 	Idem. ] 

Palestine. The degradation of Gaza’s coastal aquifer through longstanding over-extraction and seawater intrusion has resulted in high levels of salinity, while during the war electricity cuts, fuel shortages and restrictions have repeatedly reduced desalination capacity and increased reliance on saline groundwater.[footnoteRef:164] The consumption of unsafe water, combined with inadequate sanitation, has contributed to diarrheal disease and dehydration risks.[footnoteRef:165] Following October 2023, diarrheal disease incidence in Gaza nearly doubled within a year, rising from 26% to 44% and disproportionately affecting children under five.[footnoteRef:166] In January 2024, UNICEF reported that cases of diarrhea in children under five in Gaza rose from 48,000 to 71,000 in just one week, [footnoteRef:167] highlighting the deadly cycle of diseases caused by contaminated water, malnutrition, and dehydration, with children at high risk of death.  In June 2024 alone, a total of 2,006 cases of bloody diarrhea were officially reported to the World Health Organization.[footnoteRef:168] Hepatitis A infections reached nearly 40,000 reported cases.[footnoteRef:169] In mid-2024, poliovirus was detected in wastewater samples and subsequently confirmed in a child, ending 25 years of polio-free status in Gaza.[footnoteRef:170] Skin diseases and parasitic infections also spread widely: by August 2024, WHO reported over 105,000 cases of scabies and 70,000 cases of other skin diseases,[footnoteRef:171] while a subsequent WASH assessment found that 64% of households reported infestations of lice and mites.[footnoteRef:172]  The use of water as a weapon of war against the population of Gaza—combined with starvation and the cutting off of medicines, has been and remains central to the strategy that the UN Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Occupied Palestinian Territory has characterized as genocidal.[footnoteRef:173] [164: 	 	https://www.un.org/unispal/document/water-sanitation-and-hygiene-assessment-at-the-household-level-gaza/; https://www.ochaopt.org/content/gaza-humanitarian-response-update-24-june-7-july-2024; https://www.ochaopt.org/content/gaza-humanitarian-response-update-16-29-march-2025.]  [165: 	 	https://www.un.org/unispal/document/ocha-humanitarian-situation-update-357-gaza-strip/; https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-oPt-IPC_WASH-2024.1.]  [166: 	 	Nour Turkman et al., ‘Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) crisis in Gaza: a case study of public health collapse and governance failure’ (2026) Journal of Water and Health 24(7), p. 991, https://doi.org/10.2166/wh.2026.271]  [167: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/intensifying-conflict-malnutrition-and-disease-gaza-strip-creates-deadly-cycle]  [168: 	 	https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/EB156/B156_20-en.pdf, para. 6.]  [169: 	 	https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/features/gaza-displaced-people-face-new-peril-hepatitis-outbreak.]  [170: 	 	https://www.who.int/news/item/04-09-2024-first-phase-of-polio-campaign-concludes-successfully-in-gaza]  [171: 	 	https://www.ungeneva.org/en/news-media/press-briefing/2024/08/un-geneva-press-briefing-6.]  [172: 	 	https://www.ochaopt.org/content/humanitarian-situation-update-327-gaza-strip]  [173: 	 	https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4089577/files/A_HRC_60_CRP.3-EN.pdf, paras. 114, 137–138, 190, 203, 255–256. ] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.l2dzofymi1jb]Collapse of food systems

Water weaponization also causes harm through its impact on food production. Where irrigation systems are deprived of water or destroyed or waterways are polluted, agricultural land can become unusable and food sources collapse. The deliberate or reckless release of water as a destructive force can achieve similar ends through flooding
This engages the right to food, which requires access to food that is available and accessible in ways sustainable with long-term food security.[footnoteRef:174] Because irrigation-dependent agriculture is frequently the primary livelihood and food source for the affected population, its deliberate destruction can also constitute an unlawful attack on objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, a prohibition that extends explicitly to irrigation works alongside foodstuffs, crops, livestock, and drinking water installations.[footnoteRef:175] Where such destruction is carried out with intent to starve, or with knowledge that starvation is the foreseeable result, it may additionally engage the war crime of starvation of civilians as a method of warfare.[footnoteRef:176] The right to food and the IHL prohibition on starvation are mutually reinforcing here: human rights law establishes the substantive entitlement, while IHL supplies the criminal accountability mechanism for its deliberate wartime destruction. As the Rapporteur has insisted "the deprivation of access to food and medicines" falls under the crime of extermination pursuant to the Rome Statute; and we must not forget that water is the most essential nutrient we need on a daily basis. [174: 	 	ICESCR art 11; CESCR, General Comment No. 12 (1999), paras 6-8]  [175: 	 	AP I, Art. 54(2); AP II, Art. 14; and ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 54. ]  [176: 	 	AP I, Art. 54(1); AP II, Art. 14; ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rules 53 and 156; Rome Statute, Art. 8(2)(b)(xxv) and 8(2)(e)(xix). ] 

Yemen. The Saudi- and UAE-led coalition has been documented attacking irrigation infrastructure, contributing to the destruction of Yemen's agricultural sector and driving 17 million people into food insecurity by the end of 2022.[footnoteRef:177] Attacks have included airstrikes on water pumping stations, irrigation systems, dams, wells, and farms.[footnoteRef:178] The UN reported in 2019 that the most notable civilian infrastructure damage as a result of coalition airstrikes included irrigation sites and agriculture.[footnoteRef:179] Other assessments conclude that the targeting of agriculture and water infrastructure sites were part of the coalition’s military strategy, with 300 total incidents reported in Wadis Zabid and Rima by the end of 2020.[footnoteRef:180] Additionally, the widespread placement of landmines inside or near agriculture and water sources by the Houthis has prevented displaced farmers from returning back to their livelihoods, and further contributed to water, food insecurity, and higher risk of disease in Yemen.[footnoteRef:181] In 2024, the UN reported that Yemen was one of the most landmine and explosive contaminated countries in the world, with the third highest rate of explosive casualties.[footnoteRef:182] [177: 	 	https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2024/country-chapters/yemen.]  [178: 	 	https://ceobs.org/how-has-the-conflict-impacted-agriculture-in-the-tihamah/.]  [179: 	 	https://yemen.un.org/sites/default/files/2019-08/2019_Yemen_HNO_FINAL.pdf.]  [180: 	 	https://ceobs.org/how-has-the-conflict-impacted-agriculture-in-the-tihamah/.]  [181: 	 	https://reliefweb.int/report/yemen/fields-death-ongoing-catastrophe-and-its-long-lasting-impact-enar.]  [182: 	 	https://yemen.un.org/sites/default/files/2019-08/2019_Yemen_HNO_FINAL.pdf; https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/yemen/yemen-humanitarian-needs-overview-2024-january-2024.] 

Ukraine. The June 2023 destruction of the Kakhovka Dam drained the reservoir supplying the region's irrigation network, leaving an estimated 600,000 hectares of agricultural land without irrigation.[footnoteRef:183] The accompanying flood itself damaged agricultural land and crops and caused losses to livestock production in the communities it inundated.[footnoteRef:184] [183: 	 	https://wedocs.unep.org/20.500.11822/43696, p. 7.]  [184: 	 	https://ukraine.un.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/PDNA%20Final%20and%20Cleared%20-%2016Oct.pdf, p. 55.] 

Gaza. A geospatial assessment carried out by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the UN Satellite Centre (UNOSAT) found that less than five per cent of the Gaza Strip’s cropland area (688 out of 15,053 hectares) remains available for cultivation. About 83 per cent of agricultural water wells have been damaged, and are not usable.  “This level of destruction is not just a loss of infrastructure – it is a collapse of Gaza’s agrifood system and of lifelines,” said Beth Bechdol, FAO Deputy Director-General.[footnoteRef:185] [185: 	 	https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/occupied-palestinian-territory/humanitarian-situation-update-292-gaza-strip ] 


[bookmark: _heading=h.aajf4mrcp2o]Conflict-induced displacement can lessen water access and worsen water contamination

Conflict often causes displacement, and those who are displaced may experience greater difficulty accessing safe water and basic sanitation and hygiene services, which entails particularly serious consequences for women, children, and the elderly. Displacement camps and informal settlements resulting from displacement can involve heightened risks of disease, including cholera, due to the lack of adequate sanitation systems and hygiene conditions. Displacement also adds to the dangers of accessing water, particularly for the women and girls who take on that work. Due to the lack of adequate waste and wastewater management for displaced populations, many families dig septic pits near their homes, which can contaminate the groundwater they rely on.
Displacements that do not guarantee access to potable water and sanitation warrant criminal classification as illegal deportation or forcible transfer.[footnoteRef:186] Furthermore—under the laws of war—displacement must ensure public health, hygiene, and the provision of food and medical supplies, as obligations of the State or occupying power[footnoteRef:187] [186: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Arts. 49 and 147; AP I Art. 85(4)(a); AP II, Art. 17; ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rules 129 and 131; and Rome Statute, Arts. 7(1)(d), 8(2)(a)(vii), 8(2)((b)(viii), 8(2)(e)(viii).]  [187: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Arts. 49, 55, and 56; and ICRC Database, Customary International Law, Rule 131.] 

Palestine. By August 2025, 81% of Gaza’s public water and sanitation facilities were reportedly out of reach for civilians, either located in militarized zones or areas under displacement orders, thereby forcing dependence on trucked water and distant distribution points.[footnoteRef:188] MSF reports that reaching distributions often requires walking long distances while carrying heavy jerry cans, and that women and children have taken on the role of water-bearers for their families.[footnoteRef:189]  Displaced families in some areas reportedly must reserve a place on a waiting list a day in advance simply to receive a truck delivery.[footnoteRef:190]  In November 2023, in some of the most overcrowded shelters in the south of Gaza, there was one toilet per 600 internally displaced persons (IDPs), and little to no running water. [footnoteRef:191]  Nowadays, the majority do not have access to a toilet, so open defecation is the only option. [188: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sop/stories/thirsty-hungry-and-unable-wash.]  [189: 	 	https://www.msf.org/sites/default/files/2026-04/Water%20as%20a%20weapon_MSF%20report.pdf, p.17.]  [190: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/sop/stories/thirsty-hungry-and-unable-wash]  [191: 	 	https://reliefweb.int/report/occupied-palestinian-territory/gazas-water-crisis-puts-thousands-risk-preventable-death ] 

Yemen. For displaced persons in Yemen, the distances they must walk to access water can be severe: IOM reported that in one displacement site in Taizz governorate, the nearest water source was a two-hour walk away, and the women, primarly, get up before dawn to make the journey and wait in line for three to four hours, to fill jerry cans, and then carried them back on the same two-hour walk, sometimes arriving to find no water left and returning home empty-handed.[footnoteRef:192] [192: 	 	https://yemen.iom.int/stories/water-trucking-helping-working-mum-taizz-yemen-spend-more-time-her-children.] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.enmhx0y84o5]
[bookmark: _heading=h.fxe3b3pezase]Arduous journeys to access water disproportionately affect women, children, and other vulnerable groups

As discussed above, conflict often involves creating reliance on water distributions that may require travelling difficult distances to reach, which can make it harmful or impossible for people to access water, including pregnant women, older people, and persons with disabilities. It may also place a disproportionate burden on women and children, primarly girls, who must forgo school or other responsibilities, risk physical danger en route, and sustain physical strain from carrying heavy water containers.
The fact that these penalties and risks fall disproportionately on women, children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities may exacerbate violations of international law and reach the threshold of gravity required to constitute crimes against humanity.[footnoteRef:193] It also engages a wider set of protective obligations owed to specific groups under international human rights law. For example, women in rural areas are owed express obligations regarding access to water supply under CEDAW.[footnoteRef:194] States have obligations towards children to combat disease and ensure health through the provision of clean drinking water under the CRC.[footnoteRef:195] States also have obligations towards persons with disabilities to accessible water services as part of an adequate standard of living under the CRPD.[footnoteRef:196] All of this significantly affects displaced persons and communities.[footnoteRef:197] Peasants and other rural people are separately owed express rights to water, including for irrigation, and to sanitation, reflecting their particular relationship to land and water.[footnoteRef:198] [193: 	 	Rome Statute, Art. 7(1)(h), (k)]  [194: 	 	CEDAW, art. 14(2)(h) (states must ensure rural women "adequate living conditions, particularly in relation to ... water supply”).]  [195: 	 	CRC, art. 24 (the right to health, requiring states to combat disease "through the provision of adequate nutritious food and clean drinking-water”)]  [196: 	 	CRPD art 28 (the right to an adequate standard of living, including accessible water services)]  [197: 	 	UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement (1998), Principle 18 (IDPs have the right to an adequate standard of living, and competent authorities must, at minimum and without discrimination, ensure safe access to essential food and potable water, sanitation, shelter, and medical services)]  [198: 	 	UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP, 2018) art 21 (the right to water, including for irrigation, and to sanitation)] 

Yemen. Human Rights Watch interviews with displaced communities found that the burden for accessing water often falls on women and children, who disproportionately must walk long distances and queue for water.[footnoteRef:199] IOM also documented a displaced mother in Al Makha who suffered a miscarriage after carrying heavy jerry cans back from hours of walking to fetch water, and reported that children in her community regularly missed school to help their families search for it.[footnoteRef:200] In 2025, UNICEF reported that an estimated 17.4 million Yemenis lack access to safe water, sanitation, and hygiene services — including roughly 8.5 million children — with only around one-third of the population connected to a piped water network, forcing millions to walk long distances for water and leaving many communities able to collect it as infrequently as once a month.[footnoteRef:201] [199: 	 	https://www.nrc.no/news/2025/july/yemen-water-situation-worsens-amid-scant-rains ]  [200: 	 	https://yemen.iom.int/stories/weight-they-carry-familys-struggle-water-al-makha]  [201: 	 	https://www.unicef.org/media/165851/file/2025-HAC-Yemen.pdf; https://www.unicef.org/yemen/water-sanitation-and-hygiene; https://yemen.un.org/en/node/231131.] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.zchduqyengm6]Financial barriers to water access

Financial vulnerability is another cross-cutting concern, as those with the fewest resources are most vulnerable to the deprivation of water. As public systems collapse during armed conflicts, civilians are often forced to buy water from merchants who—in times of scarcity and in the absence of any regulation—tend to demand prices that many households cannot afford.[footnoteRef:202] As there are no direct attacks against objects or persons, this entails a somewhat different legal framework linked to the right to an adequate standard of living—and in particular to the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation—which requires that access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation be economically affordable for all, including the most vulnerable, without discrimination.[footnoteRef:203]  [202: 	 	https://www.lunduniversity.lu.se/publication/8942599 ]  [203: 	 	CESCR, General Comment No. 15, paras. 12(c)(ii), 27.] 

Under international law, allowing a public water system to collapse, or failing to repair or restore it, while relying on privatized alternatives to fill the gap, may also constitute a failure to fulfil an occupying power’s affirmative duties, particularly where the state exercises effective control over what enters the relevant territory and therefore over the conditions of that private market itself.[footnoteRef:204] [204: 	 	Geneva Convention IV, Arts. 55 and 59; and Hague Regulations (1907), Art. 55.] 

Further, with regard to the right to water, states have obligations to ensure that water and water facilities are economically accessible, meaning that direct and indirect costs must not compromise the realization of protected rights and must not disproportionately burden poorer households.[footnoteRef:205] (para. 12(c)(ii)).  [205: 	 	ICESCR, art 11; UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 15: The Right to Water (Arts. 11 and 12 of the Covenant) UN Doc E/C.12/2002/11 (20 January 2003) paras 12(c)(ii) and 27.] 

Where an occupying power exercises effective control over the territory — and by extension over what water infrastructure, fuel, or supplies may enter it — its human rights obligations may apply extraterritorially to the population under that control.[footnoteRef:206] On this basis, deliberate or negligent tolerance of a shift from a public to an unaffordable privatised water market may constitute a retrogressive measure inconsistent with the state's obligation to progressively realise the right to water, absent adequate justification. [206: 	 	UN Human Rights Committee, General Comment No. 31: The Nature of the General Legal Obligation Imposed on States Parties to the Covenant UN Doc CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.13 (26 May 2004); Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, Advisory Opinion [2004] ICJ Rep 136.] 

Palestine. MSF reports that between October 2023 and January 2026, prices charged by private water vendors in Gaza increased by up to 500%, placing water beyond the reach of most households, many of which had already lost their livelihoods amid the broader collapse of Gaza's economy.[footnoteRef:207] This phenomenon preceded October 2023; in 2021, it was reported that more than 96% of Gazan households did not receive any network water that met drinking-water quality standards, forcing widespread reliance on purchased trucked and bottled water from private vendors. In 2014, more than four in five Gazans reportedly relied on unregulated private vendors for drinking water, with some families spending as much as a third of household income on water alone.[footnoteRef:208] [207: 	 	https://www.msf.org/report-water-weapon-gaza, p.1.]  [208: 	 	https://www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-205644] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.7d1kcg1e3te8]Yemen. In Aden, Human Rights Watch documented that most people relies entirely on privately purchased tanker deliveries after public water supply failed: a single water delivery, covering only a fraction of a household's monthly needs under WHO guidance, could consume close to a quarter of a family's monthly income.[footnoteRef:209] Human Rights Watch also reports that, at the start of the war, military forces linked to the Yemeni government seized control of wells in the Taiz city basin and sold the public water supply to private vendors for personal profit. After gaining full control over the groundwater, these vendors raised prices, turning water into a privilege for the wealthy and an unaffordable commodity for the general population. The situation is very similar in Houthi-controlled territories. With water infrastructure largely destroyed by the war, public services dismantled, and water privatized, the UN estimates that 15.3 million Yemenis—more than half the population—lack access to sufficient, safe drinking water.[footnoteRef:210] [209: 	 	https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/11/16/yemen-aden-electricity-water-cuts-threaten-rights.]  [210: 	 	https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/12/11/yemen-warring-parties-deepen-water-crisis ] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.41cc5bgs9vxl]		Conclusions and Recommendations
The arguments presented and the cases cited demonstrate that, far from merely being a cause of conflict, water is increasingly being used as a weapon of war against the civilian population, in violation of international law. In light of these terrible and inhumane warfare strategies, the Special Rapporteur puts forward the following recommendations:
(a)	The principal bodies of the United Nations, including the General Assembly and the Security Council, must strengthen and promote adherence to the United Nations Watercourses Convention and the United Nations Water Convention, fostering cooperation on transboundary river basins and aquifers, with economic and financial incentives from the World Bank and multilateral banks.
(b)	The UN or a relevant international body, with the agreement and support of Member States, should create a global public registry of complaints concerning acts and strategies where water is used as a weapon of war with devastating direct and indirect impacts on civilians and the environment, often with cumulative and long-term effects.
(c)	The Security Council continue to condemn the use of water as a weapon against the civilian population and include this issue on its priority agenda, in line with the proposals made by Switzerland and Slovenia under the approach known as "blue diplomacy”.
(d)	The principal and subsidiary bodies of the UN and the international community as such, must promote the use of the International Criminal Court and the International Court of Justice as mechanisms to prevent violations of international law, while rigorously condemning the use of water as a weapon of war. The SR also calls States to support the effective enforcement of the rulings of the International Criminal Court and the International Court of Justice.
[bookmark: _heading=h.9q4vyfqhondk](e)	With the support of the UN and human rights institutions and organizations, States should support efforts in fostering "cross-fertilization" among regional human rights courts. Cooperation between regional human rights bodies must be strengthened to generate jurisprudence, particularly in the area of the protection of water and water infrastructure during and after armed conflicts.
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