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Section One 
 
Information for assessing possible inclusion of a listed site in the Montreux Record 
 
Essential items 

   
• Name of site 
 Hawizeh Marsh 
 
• Ramsar Criteria for listing the site as internationally important 

The Hawizeh Marsh, Republic of Iraq, is located east of the Tigris River between the cities 
of Amara and Basrah. The marshes extend over the international border into the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, where it is named the Haur Al Azim.  

Up to the 1970s the Hawizeh Marsh and its associated marshes covered an area of 
approximately 300 thousand hectares (3,000 sq. km) of which 243 thousand hectares (2,430 sq. 
km) were inside Iraq. It was considerably reduced in area due mainly to deliberate policies by 
the former Iraqi regime as well as the upstream construction of dams in Iraq as well as in Turkey 
and Iran.  

Since the 2003 fall of the previous Iraqi regime, Iraq undertook major steps to reverse the 
draining policies of the former regime. The local communities also breached dykes and levees 
to allow water to flood more area of the former marshes. As a result, refugees have been 
returning to the former marshes. UNEP reported in August 2005 that up to 40% of the degraded 
wetlands of southern Iraq have been successfully reflooded.  

The Hawizeh marsh is fed by floodwaters from the River Tigris in the west through Al-
Musharah and Al-Kahla’a rivers as well as the Karkheh River which originates in Iran in the 
Zagros Mountains. It is bordered in the north by Assanaf Marsh and in the south by the Shatt al 
Arab. The Marsh is part seasonal and part permanent. The permanent part has extensive reed-
beds alternating with open sheets of water.  

These wetlands drain southeastwards into the Shatt al-Arab waterway. 
The Hawizeh Marshes was designated as a Ramsar site in 2007 with an area of 137,700 

hectares (1,377 sq. km.). 
 

Criterion 1: Remnant component of a rare example of extensive freshwater marshes in the 
Middle East. The vast permanent and seasonal, fresh to brackish wetlands of Lower 
Mesopotamia were the largest area of these wetland types not only in the Middle East but also 
in the whole of Western Eurasia. The Hawizeh marshes are the most intact and largest 
remains of the original Mesopotamian marshland complex and although degraded by recent 
drainage actions are nevertheless a functional wetland unit. Together the newly reflooded 
wetlands of the Hawizeh Marshes and other parts of Lower Mesopotamia play a vital role in 
the maintenance of biodiversity in the Middle East, primarily because of their size, the 



richness of their aquatic vegetation and their isolation from other comparable systems. They 
are home to two endemic species and an endemic subspecies of mammal, two endemic 
species and two endemic subspecies of bird, and several endemic species and subspecies of 
fish. 

 
Criterion 2: Support at least ten species of globally or regionally threatened species of 

birds as defined by IUCN. These include the Marbled Teal/Duck Marmaronetta 
angustirostris (Vu), Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (NT), White-headed Duck Oxyura 
leucocephala (En), Iraq Babbler Turdoides altirostris (LC), and Basra Reed Warbler 
Acrocephalus griseldis (En). In the 1970s, Lesser White-fronted Goose Anser erythropus 
(Vu) and White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla (LC) were recorded in the region but no 
specific records for Hawizeh Marsh were possible at that time. Regionally threatened or 
declining species in the 1970s also included African Darter Anhinga rufa (LC), Great Bittern 
Botaurus stellaris (LC), and Black Francolin Francolinus francolinus (LC). BirdLife 
International (Evans 1994) reported that the Hawizeh Marsh and regional wetlands support 
almost the entire world population of two species, the Basrah Reed Warbler Acrocephalus 
griseldis (EN) and Iraq Babbler Turdoides altirostris (LC).  

The site also supports unique mammal species, especially the Smooth-coated Otter Lutra 
perspicillata maxwelli (Vu). Another vulnerable mammal species is the Long-fingered Bat 
Myotis capaccinii. 

 
Criterion 4: The lakes and marshes of Lower Mesopotamia are one of the most important 

wintering areas for migratory waterfowl in western Eurasia. These support wintering habitat 
for majority of the global population of several endangered bird species. The site is of 
international importance as a staging and wintering area for at least 79 species of waterfowl 
and nine species of birds of prey on their way between breeding grounds in Western Siberia 
and Central Asia and winter quarters in eastern and southern Africa. Further, the 
Mesopotamian marshes are of considerable importance for breeding waterfowl. 

 
Ornithological surveys of the southern marshes in Iraq in February-March and June 2005 

have noted particular occurrences of these important species: 
• Pygmy Cormorant  (Phalacrocorax pygmaeus) 
• African Darter (Anhinga rufa) 
• Eurasian Bittern (Botaurus stellaris) 
• Sacred Ibis  (Threskiornis aethiopicus) 
• Marbled Teal/Duck (Marmaronetta angustirostris)  
• Ferruginous Duck (Aythya nyroca)  
• White-headed Duck (Oxyura leucocephala)  
• Iraq Babbler (Turdoides altirostris) 
• Basra Reed Warbler (Acrocephalus griseldis) 
 

Criterion 6: It regularly supports 1% of the individuals in a population of one species or 
subspecies of waterbird. Field observations historically and in 2005 indicate the area supports 
at least 1% of the world population of the White-headed Duck and it is believed other species 
of birds as well.  
 

Criterion 8: Is a critical nursery area for freshwater fish species and is a water source area 
for marine fish stocks of the Gulf used for basic human survival in the region.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smooth-coated_Otter�
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lutra_perspicillata_maxwelli&action=edit&redlink=1�
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lutra_perspicillata_maxwelli&action=edit&redlink=1�


 
Culture: The Hawizeh Marsh is also of great cultural significance, having provided a 

home for the Ma'dan or Marsh Arabs for at least five thousand years. The site is important as 
it supports more than 400,000 local inhabitants who depended on the resources of these 
marshes for survival. For this the Hawizeh Marsh is one of the most important sites in the 
Middle East. 
 
• Nature of the change in ecological character/potential for adverse change 

Hydrologically, the Hawizeh Marsh results from mixtures of waters that come from Iraqi 
as well as Iranian rivers. The major inflow from the Iraqi side comes from the Tigris River 
through Al-Musharah, Al-Kahla’a and Al-Machriya rivers. All these rivers form smaller but 
extensive networks of channels feeding into the Marsh. There is also a flood escape 
constructed in the 1990s, the aim of which was to divert Tigris flood waters in spring months 
to Haur As-Sanaf which ultimately feeds into the Hawizeh Marsh. In July 2005, the inflow to 
the Hawizeh Marsh from inside Iraq was estimated at 85m3/sec. The quality of the inflow 
was very good.  

The inflows to the marsh from the Iranian side come mainly via the Karkheh, Al-Teeb and 
Dwairij rivers. The Karkheh River was the biggest contributor to the Hawizeh Marsh before 
the construction of the Karkheh Dam. Its historical record shows that the average annual flow 
exceeded 200m3/s. The Al-Teeb and Dwairij discharge rates are variable and the minimum 
and maximum discharges vary between 1 m3/s and 1000 m3/s. Major seasonal streams also 
exist that provide significant flush flooding waters to the system in wet years.  

The Hawizeh Marsh ultimately discharges its water into the Tigris River through the 
Kassara escape and into the Shatt al-Arab Waterway via As-Suwaib River. Both these rivers 
are located entirely within Iraqi territory and play major roles in regulating the water level and 
the storage of the Hawizeh Marsh. Hence nature of the change in ecological character/ 
potential for adverse change is: 
 
 (a) Within the Ramsar site: Extensive drainage in the 1990s, warfare destruction of 
landscape, increased salinity of waters and soils, water pollution, over hunting and over 
fishing. There is also the danger of land mines along the border which represent a serious 
problem. 
 
(b) In the surrounding area: Dam-building activities on the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in 
recent years, both within Iraq and upstream in Turkey, Iran and Syria, have resulted in the loss 
of much of the former wetland habitat. The on-going construction of a dyke along the Iranian 
border threatens ongoing natural water flows to this wetland complex and would lead to 
habitat fragmentation. Numerous large dams and barrages have been installed on the Tigris 
and Euphrates, and an elaborate network of drainage canals was constructed. 
 

Scott and Evans (1993) concluded that drainage of the wetlands of Lower Mesopotamia 
could result in the global extinction of several mammal and bird species as well as the decline 
in the world populations of some species of birds. The current status of many migratory 
populations that may use Iraqi habitats remains uncertain. 

 
Migratory populations of waterfowl have also been affected over a very wide area from the 

West Siberian tundra to southern Africa, as one of the major staging and wintering areas in 
the West Siberian/Caspian/Nile flyway was reduced by up to 90% of its former area. In 
August 2005, UNEP reported that up to 40 % of the original marshes areas had been 



reflooded. Drainage of the Lower Mesopotamian wetlands constituted an ecological 
catastrophe of unprecedented proportions in Western Eurasia that may never be fully 
mitigated. 

 
The Hawizeh Marsh facing a great danger now, and is becoming hydrologically and 

ecologically stressed. Upstream dams constructions in Turkey as well as in Iran have caused 
significant decreased in water inflows to the marsh. These represent real threat to the 
ecological and hydrological integrity of the marsh. According to these actions, extensive 
physical damage to surface vegetation and soil occurred, so decreased in species numbers of 
plants were happened. According to Key Biodiversity Area (KBA) survey led by Nature Iraq 
from 2004 to 2008 in the Hawizeh Marsh has described that 23 aquatic, wetland and 
terrestrial plant species were confirmed to be present in the site in comparison with Hor Al-
Azim on Iranian side of the border found 56 species of wetland plants, which can be 
considered as a good reference for the undisturbed condition of this area. 
 
• Reason(s) for adverse change, or potential adverse change, in ecological character 

Iraqi Wetlands had suffered generally, and the marsh area in particular (being located in 
the far south of Iraq) of the scarcity of water resources coming from the riparian States with 
Iraq in 2008, with continued water shortages during the year 2009, had cut off the water 
resources of the marsh area in full. Thus, the region of the Iraqi Marshlands, including AL 
Hawizeh marsh had faced humanitarian and environmental disaster, led to the aridity of the 
region by 90% of the area recovered from after 2003, amounting up to 4,000 square 
kilometres, including the 1,377 square kilometres of Al Hawizeh marsh. There remained only 
areas of shallow water covered by submerged plants grown in natural light. Marsh plants 
disappeared, resulting in the migration of hundreds of Iraqi families that inhabit the region, 
the loss of fisheries and livestock that turned the area into desert, dusty. Among the leading 
causes of this disaster, were as follows: 
 
External causes:  
1. Low rainfall and snow in the last two years on the regions of the Tigris and Euphrates 

basins (succession seasonal drought), and the accompanying climate changes, have 
reduced the quantity of imports to Iraq's water rates seriously.  

2. Is about the Turkish government plan to complete the Southeastern Anatolia Project 
(GAP) which would control the flow of the Euphrates River, in particular.  

3. That the Iranian Government to establish a series of dams, reservoirs and modifications to 
all streams of rivers shared by Iraq and Iran, with the alteration of the course of the Karun 
river feeding Shatt al-Arab river. add "to create earthen embankment, up six meters height, 
of eight meters width and a length of 80 kilometres to separate Al Hawizeh marsh 
extension at the rear of the Iranian in Al Azim marsh, which cut off all supplies of water 
from the river Karkheh, after in advance, "the establishment of a number of dams and 
reservoirs which reduce the historical flow amount of the river Karkheh which fed the 
shared marsh, to less than half.  

4. The absence of agreements between Iraq and the riparian states with ensuring the rights of 
Iraq's water, and even the existing agreements have become neglected and are not working.  

 
Internal:  
1. Waste and losses in the water due to the traditional methods of agriculture, with losses in 

water distribution networks, as well as "to the various abuses.  



2. The absence of any national strategy is able to simulate the changes, forecasting, advance 
preparation and coordination, prepare to manage and confront the dangers of drought, in 
order to reduce losses to a minimum.  

3. Oppose the people of the marshes to the implementation of a number of projects which 
could provide water needed to feed some areas of the marshes.  
 
 

Additional items which may be included 
 
• Date Information Sheet on Ramsar Wetlands submitted 

The initial Ramsar Information Sheet was submitted in 2007, update has been made in 
2008.  

 
• Date and source of Information Sheet updates (e.g. National Reports, 

national wetland inventory, specific survey) 
− Iraq Ministry of Environment, Iraq Ministry of Water Resources and Iraq Ministry of 

Municipalities and Public Works 2006. The New Eden Master Plan for Integrated 
Water Resources Management in the Marshlands Area. Four volumes and Roster of 
Experts: Volume 0: Main Report. Volume 1: Overview of Present Conditions and 
Current Use of the Water in the Marshlands Area. Volume 2: Future Water 
Resources Requirements in the Marshlands Area. Volume 3: Implementation Plans. 
Prepared by Nature Iraq in Cooperation with the Italian Ministry of the Environment 
and Territories. Baghdad, Iraq. Accessed at www.natureiraq.org. 

− Nature Iraq 2007. Needs Assessment Workshop, Hawizeh Marsh Management Plan. 
Amman, Jordan. September 7-9, 2007. Unpublished draft report. 

− Nature Iraq 2008. Land Cover Analysis of Hawizeh Marsh. February 
2008. Draft report, Sulaimanih, Iraq. Unpublished.   

 
• Benefits and values derived from the site 

The site represent atypical ecosystem of the Middle East, which is totally rare in its 
geographical location, and a wetland now existing as a relatively natural area refuge to 
wildlife. Hawizeh Marsh supports an appreciable assemblage of rare, vulnerable and 
endangered species of plant and animal life, notable migratory and endemic bird species. 
The site provides a special area for invertebrate protection, whose fauna has not recognized, 
the preliminary data indicates that it contains numerous special care species, and of special 
interest for maintaining genetic and ecological biodiversity in the Middle East. 
 
• Extent to which values and benefits derived from the site have decreased or changed 

The extent of values and benefit for the protection of water quantity, water quality and 
biodiversity of the site as well as the improvement in the conservation condition. 
 
• Monitoring programme in place at the site, if any (technique(s), objectives, and 

nature of data and information gathered) 
 

• Assessment procedures in place, if any (how is the information obtained from the 
monitoring programme used) 
 

• Ameliorative and restoration measures in place or planned (if any) so far 

http://www.natureiraq.org/�


 
• List of attachments provided by the Contracting Party (if applicable) 

− Karkheh River: Current and Projected Flow and Salt Growth and its Impact on 
Hawizeha Marsh in Iraq. Prepared by Furat AL-Faraj- WREng. Consultants.  

− Managing for Change. The Present and Future State of the Marshes of Southern Iraq. 
Produced by the Canada – Iraq Marshland Initiative. 
http://www.iraqimarshlands.org/repository/detail/managing_for_change_the_present_and_future_state_of_the_iraqi_marshes/  

 
• List of attachments provided by the Ramsar Bureau (if applicable) 

http://www.iraqimarshlands.org/repository/detail/managing_for_change_the_present_and_future_state_of_the_iraqi_marshes/�

