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From: Save the Tigris Foundation Date: 1 April 2025
To: UNESCO World Heritage Centre
CC: IUCN, ICOMOS

Re: Follow-up on 2024 Conservation Report by the State Party of Iraq on the Ahwar — Civil
Society Concerns and Requests

We write as a coalition of civil society organisations from nine countries concerned with the
protection of the Ahwar of Southern Iraq. For over a decade, our network has been monitoring the
status of the Iraqi Marshes. We would like to express our urgent concerns to the World Heritage
Centre over the State Party of [raq’s commitment to Decision 46COM7B.49 of the World Heritage
Committee. Previously, in June 2024, we had shared with you our examination of the State Party
of Iraq’s 2024 State of Conservation Report. Although we understand the next review of the Ahwar
file will take place at the 47th World Heritage Committee meeting in July 2025, we would like to
share these concerns with you now due to its urgency.

Our concerns relate specifically to Al-Hawizeh Marshes, which forms the natural property of the
Iraqi Marshes together with Hammar and Central Marshes and straddles along the Iran-Iraq
border. The Hawizeh Marshes are critical to the survival of the Ahwar. According to information
from several local sources, oil activities in the area have increased significantly, with areas in the
Al-Hawizeh Marshes currently being explored for oil.

On 18 October 2023, Maysan Oil Company hosted a joint meeting with several government entities
to prepare for the development of the Hawizeh Oil Field. The meeting covered key pre-
development activities, including technical and seismic surveys, pipeline route planning,
construction works, and oil well drilling, aiming to expedite the development process. Attendees
included representatives from Maysan Oil Company, the Oil Exploration Company, the Ministry of
Defense, the Civil Defense Directorate, the Mine Affairs Directorate, and the Chinese company Geo-
Jade, which will oversee the field’s development.

In November 2024 reports indicated that extensive oil exploration activities were underway in
areas such as Suda, Al-Mujfifat, and Haur Al-Sanaf, the main tributary of Al-Hawizeh. These
operations confirm the presence of substantial oil reserves in the area. Some of these fields date
back to the 1980s but were later abandoned. Current exploration and expansion efforts suggest a
long-term strategy for resource extraction. With 79% of the Marshes located within Iraq and the
remainder in Iran (where similar projects have already been developed), civil society in Al-
Hawizeh Marshes has observed in the past years construction roads and networks within Iraq's
portion of the marshes reportedly to facilitate oil extraction. This shift from protection towards
resource extraction raises critical concerns, particularly given the Marshes’ World Heritage
designation within the Ahwar of Iraq Property and their centrality to the livelihoods of local
communities. Most of the Hawizeh Marshes area in Maysan Governorate have completely dried
up at various periods of time since 2020, indicating severe water scarcity. The water levels of
Hawizeh Marshes throughout the past years have been below the required minimum. The
remaining water is of bad quality and contains no oxygen, while in some months the area is
completely dry. Local communities in the Marshes believe that the Iraqi authorities are
deliberately aiming to desiccate some of the marsh areas in order to re-arrange the boundaries
and reduce the area of the natural property, possibly for oil extraction.

Fluwelen Burgwal 58, 2511CJ] The Hague, Netherlands || www.savethetigris.org



j(f Save_Tigris

Local communities reported in November 2024 that vehicles of the Iraqi Oil Exploration Company,
affiliated with the Iraqi Ministry of Qil entered up to 2 km deep into the Hawizeh Marsh area in
the first phase of their exploration. The location of the machinery was estimated at 31.6965° N
47.7039° E near the Al-Soudah and Al-Madfaat area. These tools, which include oil extraction and
seismic equipment, confirm 100% the presence of oil resources in this area. The Al-Soudah and
Al-Madfaat areas have been severely impacted by water scarcity in the past years and are
completely dry. The locations where the oil exploration tools have been observed to operate have
been accurately mapped by Iraqi civil society actors, and include the areas of Al-Hawizeh Marsh,
Birkat Manaj, Al-Soudah, and Al-Azim Marshes. Oil wells were discovered in these areas in the
1980s. While no oil was extracted from these sites, they are currently being re-surveyed.
Furthemore, the sites of Al-Majafaat and Al-Sanaf Marsh have also seen oil explorations recently.

On February 21, 2025, on Facebook. Raed Al-Maliki, a member of the Iraqi parliament
representing Maysan province, confirmed on social media that developments are taking place in
the Hawizeh Oil Field. Mr Al-Maliki posted that the development and production contract for the
Hawizeh Oil Field was awarded to the Chinese company GeoJade. Local sources have been
informed that further exploration is expected to begin in the first half of 2025. Exploration tools
are set to reach Al-Sanaf Marsh to complete exploration work. This Marsh has been dried up over
the past years. Later on, the exploration is set to head to desiccated marshes to resume their
operations.

Current oil exploration activities in Al-Soudah Marsh and Al-Azim Marsh are similar to Iranian oil
extraction activities across the border that have taken place for over two decades. They raise
concerns about their impact on the local environment and the communities that depend on these
marshes for their daily lives. The attached photos show the presence of machinery in these areas
as well as the announcement of the oil field, which confirms the expansion of exploration activities
in the area.

Save the Tigris contacted the Ministry of Water Resources in January 2025 to inquire about the oil
developments in Hawizeh Marshes. Our aim was to obtain official clarifications. However, we did
not receive any response.

Recommendations

In light of these developments, we reiterate the importance for the World Heritage Center to urge
the State Party of Iraq to strengthen environmental protection mechanisms and ensure that the
marsh ecosystem of the Ahwar World Heritage Property is not negatively affected. Save the Tigris
emphasizes the need to provide comprehensive environmental assessments for all oil projects in
the region to ensure the protection of natural sites that are part of the World Heritage. In its
Decision 46COM 7B.49, the World Heritage Committee recalled its “significant concern over the
continued vulnerability of the marsh components and the related natural values of the property
to oil and gas developments”. The State Party of Iraq committed that any proposed extractive
activities that may impact the Ahwar World Heritage Property would be assessed for their
potential impacts, prior to taking any decisions to approve such projects. In fact, the State Party of
Iraq in its 2024 State of Conservation Report expressed that “Iraq affirms its pledge and
commitment to ensure that no oil activity or exploration is carried out that may cause damage to
the property”. Yet the World Heritage Committee in its Decision 46COM 7B.49 urged the State
Party of Iraq to “Extend its commitment to a permanent ban on all extractive industries, including
oil and gas, within the property”. We ask the World Heritage Center whether the State Party of
Iraq has reported on these potential oil extraction activities that we indicated, to the World
Heritage Center and whether the State Party is committed to undertake and share their impact
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assessment. We also reiterate our request for a complete overview of oil and gas development
within or in the vicinity of the property.

Please find attached map and photos provided by local civil society actors in the Ahwar, detailing
the developments that we indicated.

Sincerely,
Save the Tigris Foundation

www.savethetigris.org
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Oil Exploration in the Hawizeh Marshes

A detailed visual representation of oil exploration activities in the Hawizeh Marshes.
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The Halfaya oil field, northwest of the Hawizeh Marsh, March 2025

Detonators for oil surveying, 4 kilometers within Al-Hawizeh Marshes, November 2024

A sign indicating Al-Hawizeh oil field, December 2024

Signage inside the oil exploration site, November 2024
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