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AS CLIMATE THREATS GROW, IRAQ BATTLES A NEW ENEMY: WATER SHORTAGES

- 13.12.2017

Reuters, 12 Dec 2017

After years battling Islamic State militants, Iraqi farmers - many of them military volunteers - are 
now returning to their homes and fields only to find a new threat: a shortage of water.

 

Construction of dams and other water-holding facilities in upstream Turkey and Iran, combined 
with increasingly erratic rainfall across the region, mean the amount of water flowing in key Iraqi 
rivers has fallen by at least 40 percent in recent decades, said Hassan Janabi, the country's water 
resources minister.

 

Damage to Iraq's own dams and other infrastructure from years of fighting - and from a recent 
earthquake - also is making water supplies more irregular, he said.

 

While war was raging, water was a secondary concern - but today it is fast becoming a new source 
of conflict, he said.

 

Farmers in swathes of southern Iraq have had too little water to plant this winter's wheat crop, 
leading to demonstrations and increasing anger, the minister said. By next summer, even drinking 
water may be in short supply in some areas, he warned.

 

"People are very, very upset," Janabi said at a conference on climate change and security issues at 
The Hague on Tuesday. "We somehow have a social conflict now."

 

Climate change is contributing to worsening security threats around the world, from growing 
migration to increased militancy, in hotspots from Africa´s Lake Chad basin and Mali to Iraq, 
government and military officials said at the conference in the Netherlands.

 



But acting effectively on those threats remains a challenge, in large part because doing so often 
requires bringing together not just different countries but leaders in wide-ranging fields - from 
peacekeeping to environmental action, food security and migration - who do not usually work 
together.

 

"There is a real need to bring together all the different pieces of this puzzle," said Janani 
Vivekananda, a senior advisor on climate change and peacebuilding at adelphi, a German 
thinktank focused on climate, environment and development issues.

 

In particular, "we need to bring in people who think, `Climate change? That´s not us´", she said.

 

U.S. MILITARY STEPS UP

 

In some cases, that is already beginning to happen. The U.S. military, for example, for years has 
been a leader in looking at security threats from climate change. It has also been altering its own 
operations - including by reducing its use of fossil fuels and adopting renewable energy - to try to 
reduce them, experts said.

 

"There´s a willingness now to understand how these trends - water scarcity, changing climate 
factors, energy resources - are affecting our broader national security and geopolitical situation," 
said Sherri Goodman, a senior adviser for international security at the U.S. Center for Climate and 
Security, a policy institute with top military experts on its advisory board.

 

Many Europeans, similarly, are increasingly aware that top priority problems at home - such as 
dealing with growing flows of migrants - are "intimately connected" to security and climate threats 
elsewhere, said Monika Sie Dhian Ho, the general director of the Clingendael Institute, a Dutch 
think tank on international relations.

 

"We see how urgent this thing is," she said. "We really need to invest in climate problems to deal 
with the migration and refugees and the security risks that develop as a consequence of that."

 

At the conference, the foreign ministers of the Netherlands, Sweden and Belgium and other 
participants signed a declaration pledging to work together on a range of security threats.

 



Those include better coordination of migration and climate change responses, promoting better 
urban resilience and strengthening climate-sensitive development in Mali, water security in Iraq 
and risk assessments in the Lake Chad region.

 

PARCHED IRAQ

 

Janabi, Iraq´s water resources minister, said his country and others have been slow to focus on 
climate change-related threats not only because of other pressing priorities - not least war with 
Islamic State militants - but because climate pressures often build slowly and are harder to see.

 

"When the threat is cumulative, people tend to overlook the challenge. But it is not less a threat to 
the nation and stability," he said.

 

Dealing with growing water security threats, however, has been difficult in a country financially 
devastated by years of war and by low oil prices, which have cut one of its main sources of 
income, said Janabi, who oversaw the restoration of Iraq´s parched southern marshlands, now a 
World Heritage listed site.

 

The minister said fighting in Iraq had damaged significant parts of the country's water 
infrastructure but his capital investment budget for water infrastructure improvements over the 
next two years is set at zero, even as demand to solve the country´s water shortages soars and 
the country imports 70 percent of its food.

 

Solving the problems ultimately may require not just repairs and better use of limited water but 
negotiating effective water sharing agreements with Turkey and Iran - something that will be a 
huge challenge in a region where "geopolitics is an issue", he said. (Reporting by Laurie Goering 
@lauriegoering; editing by Alex Whiting:; Please credit the Thomson Reuters Foundation, the 
charitable arm of Thomson Reuters, that covers humanitarian news, climate change, resilience, 
women's rights, trafficking and property rights.
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