| From: Save the Tigris Foundation Date: 1 April 2026
To: UNESCO World Heritage Centre
CC: IUCN, ICOMOS

Re: Follow-up on the 2025 State of Conservation Report on the Ahwar of Southern Iraq - Civil
Society Concerns and Requests

We address you as Save the Tigris, a coalition of Iraqi and international civil society
organizations dedicated to protecting the World Heritage Property “The Ahwar of Southern
Iraq: Refuge of Biodiversity and the Relict Landscape of the Mesopotamian Cities”. Since its
inscription on the World Heritage List in 2016, our organization has been continuously
monitoring the conservation status and the environmental and social challenges facing both the
natural and cultural components of the property.

We have assessed the State of Conservation report by the State Party published in January 2025,
submitted in response to World Heritage Committee decision (46 COM 7B.Add4), which
outlines a range of institutional and technical measures taken to safeguard the outstanding
universal value (OUV) of the property. We also take note of Decision 47COM 7B.61 of the
World Heritage Committee at its forty-seventh session (2025), which commended some
progress made, while expressing grave concern about the continuing water scarcity and reports
from third parties regarding potential oil extraction within or adjacent to the Hawizeh marshes
of the natural component. The decision reiterated its request to the State Party of Iraq to provide
an overview of oil and gas developments in the vicinity of the property, and to ensure a proper
impact assessment is conducted prior to any decision to approve extraction activities. However,
existing extractive activities in the vicinity of the property continue to expand and any possible
negative impacts have not been addressed. The requested overview of oil and gas developments
in the vicinity of the property, and related impact assessments, remain pending.

Based on field testimonies from local residents and official documentation from Iraqi
government institutions, we conclude the threat of oil extraction, impacting the integrity of the
site and its Outstanding Universal Value, persists. This requires an urgent and comprehensive
response from your end by the next World Heritage Committee meeting.

We are aware that, following third party reports of potential oil exploration in the Hawizeh
marshes component of the property, on 16 May 2025, the World Heritage Centre requested a
detailed response from the State Party in line with paragraphs 172 and 174 of the Operational
Guidelines.

In 2010 the oil field of Halfaya, adjacent to Hawizeh Marshes, was awarded for exploitation to
PetroChina, Total Energies and Petronas. Since then, oil installations are located less than 2.5
km from the nearest wetlands of Hawizeh. Two stations pump enormous quantities of fresh
water every day for use in industrial facilities, hereby contributing to the desiccation of the
marsh areas. Then in 2023, the Chinese company Geo-Jade Petroleum started operations in
Hawizeh marshes after having been awarded concession for development of Hawizeh 1 (HWZ
1) field, located south of Halfaya, in the heart of the protected wetlands. The oil extraction area
overlaps the protected area by 300 km?. According to documentation by local organizations and
media reports published in late 2024 and early 2025, seismic survey equipment and utility road
construction were observed in areas within the Hawizeh marshes, which had experienced
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extensive drought in recent years. Indeed, official documents issued in March 2025 by the
Ministry of Water Resources’ Iraqi Marshes and Wetlands Restoration Center indicate that the
Oil Exploration Company submitted a formal request to facilitate the entry of engineering
equipment and the opening of pathways within the Hawizeh marshes, within the core zone of
the World Heritage property. Correspondence from the Oil Exploration Company indicates its
intention to open pathways up to 10 meters wide to facilitate the movement of heavy equipment,
which constitutes direct physical interference with the marsh's natural fabric.

Satellite images from November 2025 captured by Terre Solidaire confirm the ongoing activity
in the central zone of this protected site such as seismic prospecting and geological
reconnaissance operations. An Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has not been released,
even though the Ministry of Oil reports having completed such a study for oil extraction in
Hawizeh marshes. It is not clear what the scope was of this study, nor if a specific assessment
was conducted of the impacts on the natural heritage site, nor whether relevant international
bodies were notified. In any case, the fragility of the marshland ecosystem means that these
activities would have a devastating impact on the OUV of the Hawizeh marshes.

Extensive field testimonies from local residents in the vicinity of the Hawizeh marshes indicate
that the drought that has affected the region since 2021 was not merely a seasonal phenomenon,
but rather linked to tangible changes in water flow management. These changes included
opening regulators and depleting water reserves following the 2019 floods, in addition to
reducing water releases into the natural components of the Ahwar. This coincided with a near-
complete cessation of water flow from the Karkheh River in Iran. The result has been
widespread drought, the collapse of traditional livelihoods, and the displacement of large parts
of the population. When Geo-Jade Petroleum started its operations in the marshes, further raised
community concerns were raised about the impact of extraction activities on the natural heritage
of the property. The previous changes in water flow management were then regarded by local
population as a means to prepare for upcoming oil licensing of the area.

Meanwhile, the Iraqi Ministry of Agriculture has formed governmental committees to assess
drought damage and compensate owners of livestock losses in the property. This reflects an
institutional acknowledgment of a widespread crisis. However, these committees have
experienced significant difficulties in collecting accurate and comprehensive data from
Hawizeh marshes, preventing the development of damage estimates or effective compensation
mechanisms. Local residents have also expressed concern regarding the State Party’s possible
intentions to re-examine or redraw the boundaries of the Hawizeh marshes component of the
natural property, which could lead to a reduction in the area designated as a World Heritage
Site. This possibility is considered a highly sensitive issue, given its potential direct impact on
the site's integrity.

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

We believe it is essential that the State Party:

e Establishes an immediate ban on all oil-related activities in and around the Hawizeh
Marshes

e Withdraw licenses to develop oil extraction in the Hawizeh Marshes.

e Restore the marsh areas affected by desiccation and oil projects.
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e Publishes an updated official map accurately showing the locations of oil extraction
activities in relation to the property boundaries and buffer zones;

e Share the results of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA/SEA) studies if oil
extraction activities with the World Heritage Centre and its advisory bodies before
proceeding with any implementation decisions, as explicitly requested by the
Committee.

To the WHC we would like to request:

e To deploy immediately a monitoring mission to the site. The World Heritage Centre
recommended a monitoring mission to be undertaken in 2027, but we urge this mission
to take place earlier given the urgency of the threat.

e Possibly inscribe the site on the World Heritage in Danger List.

e To urge the State Party of Iraq to maintain the boundaries of the site.

For documentation, we have attached a map and photos.
Sincerely,
Salman Khairalla

International coordinator

Toon Bijnens
Chair

Save the Tigris Foundation
www.savethetigris.org
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Adapted from CCFD-Terre Solidaire, 2026. Oil Erases the Hawizeh Marsh in Southern Iraq
(English version).!

! https://ccfd-terresolidaire.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/ccfd-terresolidaire.org-le-petrole-efface-le-
marais-de-hawizeh-au-sud-de-l-irak-english-version.pdf
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Hawizeh marshes — Dec. 2025
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