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A great swath of marshland once car-
peted the south of Iraq for thousands 
of miles. Beginning in 1989, most 
of this exceptional ecosystem was 
drained under Saddam Hussein’s re-
gime. Now, while news headlines spell 
out stories related to other regions of 
Iraq, two researchers at the University 
of Victoria and an expert at the Fraser 
Basin Council are helping to frame a 
new way of life for the people of the 
southern Iraqi marshes.

In 1988, an estimated 500,000 
people lived in the region of land cra-
dled between the Euphrates and Tigris 
rivers just north of where the two 
waterways drain into the Persian Gulf. 
� eir traditional way of life was based 
on subsistence living. � ey fi shed for 
consumption and commerce (60 per 
cent of fi sh on Iraq’s market once came 
from the marshes), raised water buf-
falo for milk, and used the tall thick 
reeds of the marshes for constructing 
homes and making carpets, baskets 

and other household items.
By 2003, the population had dwin-

dled to less than 100,000 people, 
residents had dispersed to Iraqi cities or 
scattered to other regions, and the marsh 
surface area had diminished to less than 
15 per cent of its original size.

The international community 
and Iraqi representatives have placed 
great emphasis on the restoration of 
this eco-reserve as part of the overall 
reconstruction of Iraq. Canada is 
involved through the Canada-Iraq 
Marshlands Initiative.

The initiative is split into two 
components with $5 million in fund-
ing from the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA). One 
component, led in Canada by the 
University of Waterloo, focuses on 
ecological aspects of restoration; 
the other, led in Canada by UVic, 
concentrates on social and economic 
recovery. Representatives from various 
Iraqi institutions are closely involved 

in both components of the marsh-
lands initiative.

UVic—in partnership with the 
Fraser Basin Council (an advocacy 
group for sustainment of the Fraser 
River and its 13 watersheds)—is play-
ing a consultative role, working with 
Iraqi offi  cials to develop long-term 
plans for reinvigorating the social 
and economic patterns of life in the 
marshlands. UVic geography profes-
sor Dr. Stephen Lonergan, Maureen 
Maloney, QC, director of UVic’s 
Institute of Dispute Resolution, and 
David Marshall of the Fraser Basin 
Council were selected by CIDA to 
coordinate this work.
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