The Dead Sea Is Dying
by Ofir Berman
Dec. 11, 2022 (abridged) – The Dead Sea.  It is an unparalleled wonder of the world.  The lowest exposed spot on Earth, its therapeutic waters are so full of salt that bathers float right to the top.  This natural spa is a source of rich minerals used by the ancient Egyptians for mummification, and fabled to be the biblical site of Sodom and Gomorrah.
But today the Dead Sea is dying, and its banks are collapsing.  The water level is dropping close to 4 feet every year.  The main part of the lake is now around 950 feet deep — about 15% shallower, and 1/3 of the surface area, compared to its shape half a century ago.
"You've seen a living disaster in front of your eyes," says Jake Ben Zaken, an Israeli who says he operates the only passenger boats on the Dead Sea....
Solutions have been proposed to replenish the Dead Sea, but no significant action has been taken to prevent its further destruction.  Climate change makes rehabilitation of the lake seem even further out of reach.
NPR took a boat ride on the Dead Sea to explore what is being lost, and what it could take to prevent more erosion.
Several Countries and Corporations Cause the Problem
The Dead Sea is a landlocked lake that's partly in Jordan, Israel and the Israeli-occupied West Bank.
The lake — named the Dead Sea because its high salinity is inhospitable to aquatic life — has been drying up for decades.
It's a human-made problem, say environmental researchers and officials.  In a region where water is scarce, Israel, Jordan and Syria in the last several decades have diverted the freshwater sources that feed the Dead Sea, for drinking water and irrigation.
Plus, Israeli and Jordanian companies evaporate Dead Sea water to harvest its rich minerals for export.  The part of the lake dotted with Israeli hotel resorts, a popular spot for tourists to float in Dead Sea water and lather the lake's mineral-rich mud on their skin, is actually an artificial evaporation pool in the lake's southern basin....
It's shocking to see the ridges along the shore, a clear 4-foot drop every single year.  The salty sea is receding so quickly, it leaves behind stunning salt formations along the shores: small salt pebbles on the beach, large salt mushrooms on the shore, and tall salt chimneys sticking out from inside the lake.
As the lake dries up, salt deposits dissolve underground, and cavities along the shore open up into sinkholes — large craters in the earth.
One popular beach was closed because a sinkhole swallowed up the parking lot.  The shore remains eerily littered with beach chairs, a mini barbecue set and an abandoned bar.
Nearby, farmers have abandoned watermelon and basil farms along the shores because of the dangers of sinkholes.  4 years ago, part of a main road sank, as if the earth opened up and swallowed it....
There’s No Significant Action to Save the Dead Sea
....  The World Bank, the Israeli government and a Mideast ecological peace organization have advanced proposals to rehabilitate the lake.  One proposed solution is to build a canal to replenish the Dead Sea with desalinated water from the Red Sea.  Another proposal is to boost the Jordan River's flow to help replenish the Dead Sea.  A 3rd would require mining companies to pay for the lake's rehabilitation.  No significant action is being taken to adopt any of these steps.
Climate change has an indirect effect.  As the climate warms, the desert region around the Dead Sea gets hotter and rainfall becomes rarer.  As populations grow, scarce water resources will be in higher demand for drinking and irrigation, leaving little left for replenishing the Dead Sea.
"This is so sad, because the solutions [are not] easy to make, and very, very expensive now, unfortunately," says  which published its latest proposal to save the Dead Sea in June....
"If you want to bring back water to the Dead Sea, it means desalination water all around," says Galit Cohen, director general of Israel's Environmental Protection Ministry, says.  "This is very, very expensive, of course, and not all the countries around us can pay for that amount of the money.” ....
"What we've heard is a lot of pessimism," Rabineau said, after crossing into Israel from the Jordanian side of the Dead Sea.  "People on the Jordanian side have said our lives have gotten worse ... it seems like most people are accepting that the level of this part of the [Dead] Sea may drop another 100 meters, 150 meters, in the future."
A 100-meter (almost 330 feet) drop could take over a century, at which point some scientists say the Dead Sea may stabilize, but become a very small lake.
Some researchers are optimistic that the Dead Sea will not reach that dangerously low level, because Israeli and Jordanian companies mining Dead Sea water will eventually see the resource dwindle.
"It will go down and down and down until one day it will be difficult for [the companies] to pump water," said Rafi Benvenisti, who previously served as a senior adviser to the Israeli government on Dead Sea rehabilitation.
The question is how long this natural wonder, that's existed for millions of years, will keep disappearing before action is taken to reverse its decline.
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