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NARRATOR 
They called this the Garden of Eden.  
That powerful myth arose here in the marshes of Southern Iraq where the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers meet. 
 
Once the largest wetland in Southwest Asia, Saddam Hussein destroyed the marshes in 
the early 1990’s. It was an act compounded by Iraq’s neighbours damming the rivers that 
feed the marshes. 
 
Expert  
‘If you look around you, you can see all those shells, which are the remnants of the 
sediments in the area.’ 
 
When Saddam was toppled three years ago the Marsh Arabs broke the dams holding back 
the water.  
 
Now it is coming back.  
 
Earth Report travels through the marshes to see if life too is returning. 
 
NARRATOR 
Twenty years ago the Marsh Arabs were fishing, tending their water buffalo, and harvesting 
the reeds as the Sumerians and Babylonian had done for 5,000 years. Five years later in 
1991 their lives were crushed. 
 
After the first Gulf War many Shia rose up against Saddam Hussein.  But the US withdrew 
their support leaving the Shia to face Hussein’s tanks alone.  
Saddam crushed the Shia. Many fled to the marshes.  
Saddam’s response was to drain the marshes using canals and dams then driving the 
Marsh Arabs into internal exile or across the border into refugee camps in Iran 
 
Fisherman 
‘There was water everywhere in the marshes ‘til 1993 when Saddam’s regime, now dead 
and buried, started to build the dams.  
 
He started to put the dams to bury the marshes. They brought soil and  they put the soil on 
the marshes  After a few months all the water was gone.’  
 
Lady by marsh 
‘Saddam came here with planes and rockets, he destroyed our livestock, houses, he dried 
the marshes and we had to run away at night’  
 
Water buffalo herder 
‘We are the people of the marshland, we used to have buffalos and live on fishing. So when 
the water was cut off we had to migrate. Every one of us went to a different destination’  
 
NARRATOR 
All that remained were the skeletons of a former life. 
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Expert 
‘This is an example of the drying. In all of these places you can find these shells because 
they are very solid, you can find the creatures that lived here’  
There are the ruins of the houses of people that lived here before. In some places like this 
people made a platform and built a house of clay on top of it. You can see the deserted 
houses.  People migrated from here. Still water has not arrived at this place.’ 
 
NARRATOR 
On March 20th, 2003, twelve years after the first Gulf War, an American led coalition 
invaded Iraq.  
 
It was a blitzrieg.  
 
20 days later the capital Bagdad was captured.   
 
The moment Saddam was toppled the Marsh Arabs began destroying the dams holding 
back the waters from the marshes. 
 
Fisherman 
‘When the American troops, or the coalition troops as they call it, came all the people rose 
up with their spades and attacked the dam. So me and my sons, cousins all the Mutashier 
family all of us rose up and destroyed the dam.’  
 
 ‘When the regime fell we ran spontaneously to the dams and broke them without any order 
from the government; we attacked the main dam and opened it to the marshlands. Because 
we wanted to live, our life depends on fishing’  
 
Monique Barbut, Former UNEP Director 
‘The restoration of the marshlands is an act of peace. It’s an act also of recognising 
civilization.  
 
It’s the biggest wetland in the Middle East and it has species that are unique to that area. 
It’s a very important world importance to stabilise this particular eco-system…’ 
 
NARRATOR  
Satellite photos from the 1970’s show the original extent of the marshes, shown here in 
dark red: 20,000 sq. km, almost the size of Wales. 
In 2003, after Saddam had exacted his revenge on the Marsh Arabs the marshes were 
reduced to little more than two thousand sq, km. –a 10th their original size. 
Now, according to the United Nations Environment Programme they look like this: 40% of 
the marshes have returned –thanks to the Marsh Arabs.  But the water is not the same. 
Some of the dried out marshes became salt pans. And in many areas the new water is 
simply soaking up the salt. 
 
Cousin 
‘The water that has come is not sweet, it is not good for the animals or for the people. So 
we have to buy water.’  
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Interpreter  
‘How do you get fresh water? 
 
Kids 
From Al-Imara, in an oil drum.  
 
Interpreter  
How many kms do you have to go? 
 
Kids 
It is 60km from here we go by car.  
 
Jawad Kaghim Alwan 
‘It’s hard to get water. To fill this basin is 6 or 7 thousand dinars, and tankers bring the 
water to us.’ 
 
NARRATOR 
Another recent traveller to the marshes, Prof. Curtis Richardson, cast doubts even on this 
water supply. 
 
Prof. Curtis Richardson Wetland Ecologist, Duke University 
‘The other sad part was they would have these tanker trucks of distilled water. And then we 
would see these tankers with their hoses lying in these canals and dirty river waters, 
sucking up water, they were basically just supplying them with just regular water, it wasn’t 
distilled for them in any way.’ 
 
NARRATOR  
Despite its idyllic image life has always been hard in the Marshes. With temperatures 
typically reaching 50’C clean drinking water is vital.  But here it’s a case of ‘Water water 
everywhere and not a drop to drink’. In an effort to start addressing the problem, The United 
Nations Environment Programme has installed six water treatment plants dotted around the 
marshes. 
 
Water Purification Station Engineer 
‘This is the unit that stores the water from the river. The water that is taken directly from the 
river is stored here. 
 
This is the unit where we purify water; we call it the soul of the station. Here the water 
becomes drinkable. 
 
Then the water comes this unit, from here it gets distributed through pipes to everyone in 
the town. 
 
We produce 100 cubic metres a day and each house can take 1 cubic metre, so that’s 
enough because there are about 100 houses in this area.’  
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Al-Waiell, Governor Of Basra (Super) 
‘We hope that these projects are accelerating and completing there. And we are trying you 
know to with the funding countries to co-ordinate with the local governments because the 
local governments they know what they need.’ 
 
NARRATOR 
So far there are only six water plants in an area the size of Wales serving 100 families 
each. An overwhelming number of people go without. 
 
Lady By Marshes 
We heard you might get a water plant? 
We heard there is a project for sweet water but we don’t know if it will ever be built. I hope it 
will be happen soon.’  
 
Curtis Richardson 
‘It’s something that I think most people in the world just have absolutely no comprehension 
about. Is to have temperatures of 50 degrees centigrade and no shade and no water and 
for young children the numbers of deaths that they were having and difficulties where 
enormous compared to this problem which is just plain good quality drinking water.’  
 
NARRATOR 
In the 5thC BC a socially and culturally advanced people descended from the Iran plateau 
and settled the Euphrates delta, building reed houses, making boats and fishing.  
 
Woman 
‘When the water came, the marshlands became green and this is good and useful. 
 
Do you depend on the mashes for your living? 
 
Our life is the marshland, all our life depends on the marshland, our fish are there, are 
animals are there. We don’t have anything but the marshlands.’ 
 
NARRATOR 
There is no wood in the marshes. The reeds themselves are therefore central to marsh life.  
Most plants have returned despite the saltier water. Of the 15 species that used to live here 
13 are flourishing.  
 
Woman 
‘We cut the reed down and tie them into bundles. We make fences, we made columns, we 
make mesh windows. 
 
Is this enough for living? 
 No, we are living in hell, but what can you do? 
 
Are any organisations or the government giving you help?  
We hear things but there are never results. 
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NARRATOR 
In the old days travellers to the marshes would marvel at the mudhifs –the guesthouses 
built entirely of reeds that crown the villages. It’s where the Sheik greets his visitors. 
 
Sheik Qasim Hadad Monq Ith 
‘The nature of life here is that there is participation in work between men and women. 
The women work at home and men work outside the home. 
 
For example, we live on the reeds. The man brings the reeds and the women work on 
reeds, completing the work started by the man.’ 
 
NARRATOR  
The ancient Sumerian culture relied on what could be hunted, what could be gathered.    
 
Most everything they need they can make themselves including their muzzle-loaded 
muskets.  
 
But some supplies have to be purchased.  Shot is expensive.  
 
The wildfowler has to make every round count. 
 
There is no shooting season in the marshes of southern Iraq. Any bird is fair game. 
 
Prof Curtis Richardson Wetland Ecologist, Duke University 
 ‘The number of birds that have been recorded in this last year, is in the thousands, they’re 
not the million that where there before, but much better than the previous few years where 
there have been only a few hundred.  
 
Of the 80 plus winter species, we’ve had about 75 or 76 that are back. That includes some 
of the rare species that haven’t been seen for over 40 years.’ 
 
NARRATOR 
The first archaeological remains of water buffalos date from 3,500BC.  
 
Most Marsh Arab families have at least three or four.  
 
The buffalos spend all day in the water grazing on shoots, returning in the evening for their 
main meal of reeds.  
 
Rouma Khadhr 
‘What do you do? 
I work with the buffalos, that is my job. 
 
Where do you rear your animals? 
Here in the marshes. 
 
Would you like the marshes to be like before? 
Yes, of course I would like the marshes to be like before they are very useful to us.’ 
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NARRATOR 
The water buffalo are precious.  They give the families not only milk but yoghurt, cheese 
and a special form of cream. 
 
Rouma Khadhr 
 ‘We depend on the marshes to live, the animals depend on the marshes to live. We have 
fish, reeds. 
 
So you live on these things? 
 We live on these things and that is it. Everybody has his own work, one works with reeds, 
one with buffalo, one with fish.’ 
 
NARRATOR  
The famous traveller, Wilfred Thesiger used to say gentlemen in the Marshes used tridents 
not a net to catch fish.  But nowadays nets are everywhere; there’s even a modern form of 
fishing with electricity. 
 
They use a generator to create electricity which passes through the water between the net 
and a wire underneath the boat. It stuns all the fish in a space about a meter all around the 
net. 
 
Electric Fisherman 
‘One wire comes from there and we put it under the boat. The other one is connected with 
to the net. There is a button, when we push the button there will be a complete circle of 
electricity between here and there. If there are fish near us it will float.’  
 
Why do you use electricity?  
Because you catch more. 
 
But this will hurt the marshes?   
No it doesn’t hurt the marshes and it doesn’t hurt the fish, but I catch more.’  
 
NARRATOR  
The debate about fishing techniques is deadly serious. A number of Marsh Arabs started 
using poisons to increase fish yields.  But wiser heads insist this is a practice that must be 
stamped out. 
 
Qasim Hadad Monqith 
‘But about poison. You know, all those people that are present here they witness that 
anyone who is using poison his blood will be taken. Even my son, if he tries to use poison 
or anything that damages the marshes or the environment, his blood would be allowed to 
be taken out.’  
 
Interview 
‘Do you use poison? 
 No never, we never use poison. Anyone that uses poison their blood is allowed. We made 
a treaty between us about that.’ 
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Fisherman 
‘We live on fish, there is no work, this is our only work, we take our nets and collect the fish, 
then in the morning we take them to the market to sell.’   
 
NARRATOR  
All told 28 of the 30 species of fish have returned. Catches are sufficiently abundant that 
excess stocks can be sold at the wholesale market on the banks of the marshes.  
 
Of course some get wasted en route… 
 
Fisherman 
 ‘From the 1st February to the 1st April it is time for the fish to spawn and we will have a lot 
of fish.’ 
 
NARRATOR  
The birds, the water the plants and the fish may well be returning. But Fifteen years ago 
perhaps close to half a million people lived in the marshes.  Now experts estimate only 
10,000 at most have returned. 
 
Fisherman 
What would you like your sons to be like, do you want them to be like you? 
No, we don’t want them to have a life like us, we want them to be a doctor or an engineer, 
not like us because this life is difficult.’ 
 
Rouma Khadhr 
‘Would you like your sons to work inside or outside the marshes?  
No, I would like them to choose what they desire, but there is no point living in the marshes, 
no future.’ 
 
Touma Saad (Reed Man) 
‘We would love our kids to be in school, we think life in the city is better than life in the 
marshlands, but what can we do.’  
 
Sheik Monqith  
‘The marshland has its own characteristics, the aesthetics, and the vitality and the nature, 
these sites make it suitable for tourism.’ 
 
Monique Barbut  
‘They need to develop tourism; they need also to develop agriculture on a much bigger 
scale that has been the case until now. But to image that it might come back to the way is 
was 2000 years ago… that is over I think.’ 
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