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AFP | Chibayish, Iraq

ike his father, Iraqi buf-
Lfalo herder Watheq Ab-

bas grazes his animals in
Iraq’s southern wetlands, but
with persistent drought shrink-
ing marshland where they feed
and decimating the herd, his
millennia-old way of life is
threatened.

"There’s no more water, the
marshes are dead,” said 27-year-
old Abbas, who has led his buffa-
loes to pasture in the marshland
for the past 15 years.

"In the past, the drought
would last one or two years,
the water would return and the
marshes would come back to
life. Now we've gone without
water for five years,” the buffalo
herder told AFP.

This year has been one of the
driest since 1933, authorities
have said, with summer temper-
atures topping 50C across Iraq,
which is particularly vulnerable
to the effects of climate change.
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The UNESCO-listed swamp-
lands in the country’s south
-- where tradition has it that
the biblical Garden of Eden was
located -- have sustained civili-
sations dating back to ancient
Mesopotamia.

But the unrelenting dry spell
has reduced the mythical water-
ways to a barren land of cracked
earth, stripped of the slender
reeds that once dominated the
landscape.

Abbas and tens of thousands
of Iraqis like him who rely on
the marshes -- livestock herd-
ers, hunters and fishermen --
have watched helplessly as their
source of livelihood evaporated.

At the Chibayish marshes,
scarce water still fills some
channels, which authorities
have deepened so that animals
like Abbas’s 25 buffaloes could
cool off.

For years, he and his herd
have been on the move, heading
wherever there was still water,
in Chibayish or in the neigh-

bouring province of Missan.

"Battle for water’

But it has become an increas-
ingly challenging feat. Last year,
seven of his animals died.

Just recently Abbas lost an-
other of his buffaloes which
drank stagnant, brackish water
that he said had "poisoned it”.

The drought has been brought
about by declining rainfall and
soaring temperatures that in-
crease evaporation.

But upstream dams built in
Turkey and in Iran have dramat-
ically reduced the flow of the
Tigris and Euphrates rivers in
Iraq and exacerbated the effects
of climate change.

With the Iraqi government
forced to ration water supply to
ensure the country’s 46 million
people have enough to drink
and to meet agricultural needs,
the marshes appear to be at the
bottom of their priorities.

"There’s a battle for water” in
Iraq, said environmental activist

- Iraqi buffalo herders wander in search of water

Jassim al-Assadi, from the Na-
ture Iraq NGO.

He was among a group of ac-
tivists and engineers who two
decades ago sought to re-flood
5,600 square kilometres (about
2,160 square miles) of marsh-
land.

They were part of the areas
that Saddam Hussein's govern-
ment had drained in the 1990s
to chase out Shiite Muslim mil-
itants sheltering there.

Today, only 800 square kilo-
metres of the marshes are sub-
merged, Assadi said, with many
residents leaving the dried-up
region.

The ecosystem of the marsh-
es is also suffering irreversible
damage, with turtles, otters and
migratory birds among the vic-
tims.

"We used to have 48 species of
fish but now only four remain,
and from 140 species of wild
birds we are now down to 22,”
said veterinarian Wissam al-As-
sadi.

"We have nothing else’

In collaboration with a French
agriculture and veterinarian
NGO, he helps treat the buffa-
loes, which in summer typically
need be in the water for 14 hours
a day and drink dozens of litres
to avoid heat exhaustion.

But the reduced water flow
means "the water does not re-
new, and salinity and pollution
levels increase,” the veterinarian
explained.

"Animals that used to weigh
600 kilos (1,300 pounds) are
now 400 or 300 kilos, their im-
mune systems weaken and dis-
eases multiply,” he added.

The Mesopotamian water buf-
faloes now produce one-third of
their usual output of milk, which
is used to make cheese and gey-
mar, a thick clotted cream that is
a popular breakfast food in Iragq.

A UN report issued in July
warned that "without urgent
conservation measures”, the buf-
falo population was "at risk of

extinction”.

Citing water scarcity as the
cause, it said their numbers in
the marshes have gone from
309,000 in 1974 to just 40,000
in 2000.

Towayeh Faraj, 50, who has
lived in the hamlet of Hassja in
Chibayish for the past two years,
said he has been wandering the
marshes for three decades to
find water for his buffaloes.

"If the livestock is alive, so are
we,” he said.

"We have nothing else:
no salary, no jobs, no state
support.”

He has 30 animals -- down
from the 120 he began his career
with, selling many off one-by-
one to buy fodder for the re-
maining herd.

Faraj inherited the profes-
sion from his father, but the
family tradition might end with
him. His eldest of 16 children
works for a Chinese oil com-
pany, and another is a minibus
driver.

Turkey transport minister gets

AFP | Istanbul, Turkey

urkey’s transport minis-

ter has been slapped with
a speeding fine after posting a
video of himself racing down a
highway with the hashtag #Tur-
keyAccelerates.

On Sunday evening, Ab-
dulkadir Uraloglu posted a video
of himself on X driving along a
highway near the capital Ankara
listening to folk songs and clips
of speeches by President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan.

In several separate shots that
inadvertently show the speed-
ometer, he can be seen clocking
up speeds of between 190 and

225 kilometres per hour (118 to
140 miles per hour).

The speed limit on that high-
way in Turkey is 140 kph (85
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mph).
Several hours later, Uraloglu

reposted the footage, admitting
he had been fined for breaking
the speed limit, saying that in
posting the video he had effec-
tively dropped himself in it.

“I took to the wheel to check
the Ankara-Nigde highway and
unintentionally exceeded the
speed limit for a short period.
With the video I effectively de-
nounced myself,” he wrote.

The penalty notice, a copy of
which he posted, showed he
had been driving at 225 kph and
slapped with a fine of 9,267 Tirk-
ish Lira ($225).

“T will be much more careful
from now on,” he wrote. “Stick-

ne over social media post

ing to the speed limited is man-
datory for everyone.”

He was seen clocking
up speeds of between
190 and 225 kilometres
per hour (118 to 140
miles per hour).



