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Iraqi Marshlands: A Unique Ecosystem 

• Iraq’s Mesopotamian marshes were once one of 
the world's largest wetlands ecosystems and 
covered more than 20,000 km2  

• A rare aquatic landscape in the desert providing 
habitat for important fauna and flora 
populations, including endemic and endangered 
species.  

• The marshlands were famous for their 
biodiversity richness and maintenance of 
biodiversity in the Middle East 

 



Iraqi Marshlands: A Unique Ecosystem 

• More than 80 bird species were found in the 
marshes in the 1970s.  

• Important spawning and nursery grounds for 
shrimp and numerous marine fish species (Richardson 

et al. 2005). 

 

 

 



Iraqi Marshlands: Cultural Heritage 

• This vast wetland carries historical, cultural and 
economic significance beyond the ecology of its 
unique ecosystem. 

• They represent a significant component of our 
regional and global heritage 

 

  
 

 

 

  



Iraqi Marshlands: Cultural Heritage 

• Reed beds in the marshes were home to ancient 
communities rooted in the dawn of human history 

• The Marshes dwellers (Marsh Arabs) are the 5,000 
year-old heirs of the Sumerians and Babylonians.  

 
 

 

 

  



Iraqi Marshlands: Cultural Heritage 

• On the shores of marshes, the human civilization 
began with the Sumerian culture more than 
5,000 years ago (Cradle of Civilisation). 

• Scholars regards the marshes as the site of the 
biblical “Garden of Eden”, and the birthplace of 
the patriarch Abraham. 

• World –renowned archaeological sites on the 
fringes of the marshes include Ur, Uruk, Eridu, 
Lagash  and the antiquity of Babylon (Eden Again 2007). 
 

  

 

 



Environmental &Cultural Disaster 

• From 1991 to 2003, the former Iraqi regime 
nearly destroyed the marshlands.  

• Massive systems of drainage and water diversion 
structures diverted water from the Tigris and 
Euphrates to drain the marshes. 

• Less than 10% of the area remained as 
functioning marshes by 2003 (Richardson & Hussain 2006) 

• This premeditated environmental disaster was 
comparable in scale to the Amazon deforestation 
or the drying of the Aral Sea.  





Environmental &Cultural Disaster 

• These atrocities were internationally recognized 
as environmental and cultural disaster  

• As a consequence, up to 500,000 of the ‘Marsh 
Arabs’ were displaced and forced to live in camps 
in and outside Iraq (Eden Again 2007, USAID 2004). 

• By 2000, over 90 percent of the area had dried 
out to saltpans and wastelands with severe 
ecosystem damage 

• The UN Environment Programme estimated then 
that the Marshlands would be completely lost 
within three to five years unless urgent action 
was taken. 



Environmental &Cultural Disaster 



Environmental &Cultural Disaster 
 

  
 

 

 

  



Restoration of the Marshes 

• In April 2003, water began to return to the 
marshland through actions of the locals and 
government agencies.  

• Since then, the marshlands have been 
undergoing extensive restoration to remedy the 
damage (Environment News Service 2008).  

• Reflooding efforts after 2003 have now restored 
the marshlands to around 60% of their original 
size (UNEP 2005) 

• Since 2003, many refugees and displaced families 
of Marsh Arabs have returned to their homes.  



Restoration of the Marshes 
• The United Nations is planning to list the 

Marshlands of Mesopotamia in Iraq as a World 
Heritage site.  

• Iraqi Government is moving to designate this 
wetland area as a national park. 







Opportunities and Resources 

• Oil & gas 

• Ecosystem conservation 

• Ecotourism 

• Fishery 

• Water-buffalo breeding and diary industry 

• Agriculture 

• Boat-making & local crafts 

 

 

 



Challenges and Constraints 

• External constraints on water availability & flow  
• Water pollution 
• Inefficient water use and land use 
• Salinisation and desertification 
• Ecosystem vulnerability due to modest internal 

resilience  
• Poor infrastructure 
• Inadequate education & capacity development 
• Inadequate/inappropriate financial investment 
• Poor planning & management. 

 
 

 



 The Way Forward: Water Reform  

• The serious water problems facing Iraq, in 
general, and the marshes in particular reflects a 
crisis of Water Resource Management (WRM)  

• There is an urgent need to undertake “Water 
Reforms” guided by the principles of Sustainable 
Development through adopting and enforcing 
modern and fair: 
– legislative and institutional framework 
– Resources allocation system 
– Regulatory instruments 

   



        
 

Sustainability Principles: 
 Economic and Social Developments are Constrained by 

Environmental Limits  
 

 


