Earlier this year, California Governor Jerry Brown ordered mandatory water use restrictions
for the first time in California history, declaring that the state’s four-year drought had
reached near-crisis proportions after a winter of record-low snowfalls. The situation in the
United States stands in stark contrast to Israel’s modern, structured, and well-thought-out
water system, with its five desalination plants, highest worldwide reuse rate of wastewater
(85.6%), extensive monitoring of underground water supply systems for leakage, successful
conservation program, and price rate for water that reflects its actual cost. As supporters
of JNF, you know how JNF has contributed to this success by building reservoirs that hold
recycled waste water for agricultural use and adding 1.5 percent to the Israeli water economy
through the Shamir Drill, which accesses water more than a mile underground.
The JNF Parsons Water Fund was created a decade ago during a time of severe drought to
assist Israel in having sufficient water while the government planned and built desalination
plants. The water level of Lake Kinneret, Israel’s fresh water lake, was so low that it was
close to the pumping equipment at its bottom. Today, the drought has been mitigated, and
desalination plants provide 50% of Israel’s drinking water. Israel’s strategic planning and smart
innovations have helped secure its water supply for now and allow Israel to provide sufficient
additional water for both Jordan and the West Bank, as required under the Oslo Accords.
The JNF Parsons Water Fund still has much important work to do, especially with Negev
communities not connected to the national water carrier or a municipal sewage system.
• The Central Arava and Eilot are southern regions with extremely dry conditions and small
farming communities, but no access to the national water system. Despite this, the Central
Arava’s greenhouses miraculously generate 60% of Israeli produce for export. Both areas have
been pumping water from overextended aquifers and the brackish water is becoming saltier.
The Fund is looking into providing small desalination plants in the fields to treat the water
on-site and is working with NewTech, a pioneering national government program that funds
startups in the areas of water and energy, to find an economical way to accomplish this.
• Project Wadi Attir, a community-based agricultural project that showcases the native
Bedouin farming industry in a sustainable environment, has asked the Fund to build a
constructed wetland to treat the wastewater from the Visitors Center, which would be reused to water the center’s grounds. The Fund’s wastewater treatment system will be part
of an integrated infrastructure that will include solar/wind technology supplying the electric
and thermal needs of the site, a biogas production facility, and a composting plant.
• The Hebron stream flows through the Bedouin village of Um Batin, population 1,000,
around 10km north of Be’er Sheva. While the Israeli government recognizes this village, it is
not connected to a sewer network and has not constructed any system of its own. As a result,
untreated sewage flows into the Hebron stream that continues all the way to the city and
river of Be’er Sheva. The Arava Institute’s Center for Transboundary Water Management has
proposed the construction of a specially designed on-site wastewater treatment and reuse
facilities for off-grid communities such as Um Batin.
• The Fund is working in tandem with the JNF Yerucham Task Force to oversee the water
needs for tripling the population of the Negev town of Yerucham over the next 10 years. Plans
include expanding a waste water recycling plant, extending pipes to new construction, and
building a linear reservoir to create a smaller version of the Be’er Sheva River Walk, which
would attract people to move to the area.
• Finally, the Fund plans to underwrite 10 new Rainwater Harvesting School programs,
work with two air force bases in the Negev to provide water for their recreational areas,
and support Israeli high school students’ research in the international Stockholm Water Prize
competition. The local Israeli winners will receive recognition with an award named after
Zevi Kahanov, z’’l, the Fund’s former Staff Director.
Every JNF donor should feel very proud of how much we have done and continue to do to
enhance the lives of the Israeli people with the most vital element of life—water. n
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