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IRAQ'S CHRONIC WATER CRISIS WON'T BE FIXED BY RAIN GODS
- 05.03.2018

The Arab Weekly, March 04, 2018
Nazli Tarzi

No rain god can reverse the damage wrought by political mismanagement and stubborn ecological
factors.

Prolonged drought conditions left Irag dealing with a water crisis, which was interrupted by heavy
rainfall in late February. Overjoyed spectators argued that water reserves, bled dry by upstream
irrigation schemes and irregular rainfall, had been replenished [] or perhaps this was merely an
illusion of drought recovery.

Behind the mirage lurks the recent memory of parched earth cracking because of a lack of
moisture, particularly for its cultivators, farmers and a population dependent on the replenishment
of its twin rivers. The loving words of late Iraqi poet Muhammad Mahdi al-Jawahiri: Tigris of
abundance, mother of orchards sharpen the contrast.

The Tigris has resigned in its capacity as one of Irags twin rivers, wrote Mustafa al-Awsi on
Facebook, days before a downpour transformed Iraq into a temporary Venice of the Arab world.

Dry conditions, water abstraction activities and man-made regulation schemes by riparian states

00 Turkey, Iran and Syria [ with which Iraq shares its water, have devastated agricultural and
aquatic life and the rural economy, which employs 20% of Irags workforce. The crisis is not new
but has grown in the years following the US-led invasion of resource-rich Iraqg.

Blame has been assigned to numerous actors. Activists uphold the ruling elites demonstrable lack
of expertise and mismanagement as one cause. Others accuse the hydraulic diversions led by
Irags neighbours.

Levels remain low, despite assurances from lIraqi Minister of Water Resources Hassan al-Janabi. In
an interview with Al-Baghdadia TV, Janabi explained that four consecutive days of heavy rainfall
compensated the country for the depletion of strategic summer reserves to remedy crop failure.
Despite Janabis optimism, there is no quick fix.

While fingers of blame criss-cross the Iraqi Twittersphere, explanations appear confused at best.
However, no rain god can reverse the damage wrought by a crippling blend of political
mismanagement and stubborn ecological factors.

Drought episodes in lrag are recurrent and vary in magnitude from one year to the next.



Particularly severe are the drought conditions in Diyala Basin, shared with Iran, during the June-
September dry season.

The worst spell struck in 2008, settling heavily over the fertile crescent region, NASA, the US space
agency, at the time wrote, due to climatic changes, reduced rainfall, searing summers and land
degradation. The recent torrential rain may have temporarily reversed the deficit threatening
future water wars but offers no blueprint for how to manage Irags impaired river flow.

A more insidious force at play [J] dam construction by countries whose geographic placement
allows them to control the headwaters of shared water basins [] must first be overcome. The twin
rivers from which Iraq derives its ancient moniker are shared systems extending beyond its
territory. Iraq, as denoted by the term Meso for middle and Potamia for rivers, is the land in
between. This fact encouraged the cultivation of sophisticated 1,000 year-old irrigation systems.

The completion of llisu, the $1.46 billion dam project in southern Turkey, is exacerbating water
scarcity. Although 15 dams have been built in the country, the effects of llisu on biodiverse lands,
the ancient city of Hasankeyf and its 3,700 largely Kurdish inhabitants will be the most significant.

The flow of water has fallen 40%, Janabi told Reuters in December.
Hydroelectric dams are but one piece of the riverine puzzle.

The unsanctioned digging of wells by farmers and the Iragi government added a layer of
complexity. It has sucked difficult-to-replenish groundwater reserves dry.

Water infrastructure battered in the last decade has strained the operating capacity of facilities
and services, resulting in the near total failure of Iraqs sewage systems.

The situation is complex and the need for a resolution cannot be overstated. Article 110 of the
Iragi Constitution reads: The federal government shall have exclusive authority in planning policies
relating to water sources from outside Iraq. However, calculated deception by lrag and its
neighbours is not being adequately addressed.

Frustrations have been expressed in articles published by activists aligned with the Save the Tigris
campaign. One piece argued that postponement of llisu Dam Reservoir is not a success! Turkey,
they said, continues to suggest falsely that the dams work is being delayed and that the Iraqi
government is aware of this deception... but continues to mislead its people.

Denial of the scale and magnitude of Iraqs water crisis works against the vested interests of those
in power. Given that 80% of Iragqs water is at the mercy of upstream neighbours, the risks are
known but left to fester as populations remain unshielded from the dam-building sprees of co-
riparian states.

Water deficit-inspired disputes between tribal communities that dot vegetated lands are set to rise
if deception, inaction and irresponsible spending persist.
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