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IRAQ DESIGNATES FIRST NATIONAL PARK

Some people believe that Irag's Central
Marshes, formed by the Tigris and
Euphrat watersheds, are the location
of the biblical Garden of Eden. A rare
example of a huge wetland ecosystem
in arid Ve sert conditions, the
Central Mar are a vital stopover for
migratory birc te of unique and
beautiful habitats, and nce the time of
the Sumerians, home to the indigenous
Ma'Dan people, known as the Marsh
Arabs. In the last decades of the 20th
century, the marshes were drained
and burned, most prominently by the
regime of Saddam Hussein in an effort to
destroy possible hiding places and food
for insurgents. Dam construction
y at the Tigris and Euphrate
headwaters exacerbated the devastation.
In 2003 the United Nations Environment
Programme estimated that 93 percent
of the marshlands had disappeared.’
hrough great effort on the part of
Iraqi conservationists, in cooperation
with international organizations, Iraq's
marshes are finally recovering

On July 23, 2013, Irag made a
remarkable announcement: 400 square

United Nations Environment Prox
yoar W ex
Itilingual/l ult. asp
rl, N., Knutsson, S
i Enginee

miles of the Central Marshes are now
protected as Iraq’s first national park.
R oration has been ongoing for
nearly a decade already, with scientists
conjecturing that 70 to 75 percent of
the marshes could recover.? Thanks to
the efforts of Nature Iraq, the Ministry
of Water Re urces, the Ministry of
Environment, and the National Park
Committee, this ecosystem is now
under legal protection as it undergoes
the recovery process

Nature Iraq has identified the locations
richest in biodiversity in anticipation

of increasing the amount of protected
lands and waters in other regions of
Iraq.” The initial designation has taken
aimost a decade. Now, the nonprofit
has a plan for 10 more national parks

that will protect about 17 percent of the

land.? Iraq ranked last in the 2012 EPI,
but has seen a slight improvement in
its performance over the past decade
Efforts like these will boost biodiversity
and habitat and will help the nation
continue to improve its environmental
performance.

1 likely to disappear
nttp wv.unep.org/Documents
xd: January 2014

storing the Garden of Eden, lraq. Journal of

' Natt (2013) Ke areas of Iraq. Available: hitp:// natureiraq.org/maps.html. Last accessed

January 11, 2014
* Sch (2013

Company ilable: hitp naturelraq.org/maps. html
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African countries). Iraq’s failing sparked a conversation within
Iraq’s Government, in particular the still-young Ministry of
Environment, which was formed in 2003, and the Ministry of
Planning, the government agency responsible for much of the
statistical data collection in Iraq. Govemment representatives
assembled an Iraqi national EPI team to dig deeper into the
EPI, its indicators and data, to understand why Iraq’s score was
so low. After reaching out to the EPI team at the Yale Cente
for Environmental Law & Policy in the summer of 2013, the
Iraqi delegation arrived in New Haven almost a year later to
understand how they could improve their standing in the
international EP! ranking.

(Iraq delegation from Ministries of Environment and
Planning with the Environmental Performance Index team at
Yale University, June 2014)

Iraq's Environmental Performance

Where does Iraq perform well and where can they s(ard to
further improve? In examining lraq’s performance In the 2014

EPI, there are some trends that stand out. Wh\le the country
has seen improvements in several Environmental Health

indicators, including reductions in C

increasing access 0 te
scores in the Ecosystem V;fallty objective are pnmanly
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Promise over Peril: Can Irag's environment
thrive amidst the chaos?

It s difficult to regard Iraq as a ‘post-confiict” country when
whole cities are falling to turmail and terrorism. At times like
this, it is important to acknowledge and support those in Iraq
who are fighting to improve their difficult situation in less
poignant but stillcritical arenas, like the environment. Five of
these people - a delegation of scientists and analysts from
Irag’s Ministries of Environment and Planning - visited Yale in
early June to discuss Iraq’s rank on the Environmenta

ridex (EPI).

In the 2012 EP, Iraq came inlast out of 132 countries and in
2014 the country ranked 149 out of 178 cantries. (The
apparent improvement was in part driven by the addition of
poary performing small-island states and many sub-Saharan
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