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Fools and Dreamers - Reading

1. Read the article below and add the sentences below into the correct gaps:

a. Following the US invasion in 2003 and Saddam’s subsequent overthrow, regeneration
became possible.

b. As Alwash puts it: “Through the water, you could see the tips of reeds growing, green is
coming back, and voilà! Two months later, the water is clear, the reeds are up, and life is
back. Turns out, all we need to do to restore nature is to let her work by herself”.

c. Turkey has built over thirty dams on tributaries of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers which
feed the marshes, while recent engineering projects across the Iranian border have
lessened the flow into Iraq.

d. A landscape that had been full of life was now reduced to a silent expanse of desert,
apart from two huge and sterile canals that bounded the region.

e. The reeds and aquatic plants are not only the perfect environment for the herds of water
buffalo that lazily make their way through the channels and waterways, nor just the source
of livelihood for the thousands of local residents who farm and fish here, but a globally
significant store of sequestered carbon.

f. Environmentalists worldwide feared that the damage was irreversible; that the
ecosystem of the Mesopotamian Marshes had disappeared forever.

2. Discuss - how does this story compare with that of Hinewai as portrayed in the documentary
‘Fools and Dreamers’?

‘Green is coming back’ - the regeneration of the Mesopotamian Marshes

The marshlands of southern Iraq and western Iran have been a unique environment for
thousands of years. One of the largest wetlands in the world, they provide a habitat for
innumerable fish and bird species and a home for the Marsh Arabs, a distinctive cultural
group possibly descended from the Sumerians of long ago. 1

Yet, if you had visited the Iraqi marshes in the early 2000s, you would have found few signs
of animal or plant life, let alone active human settlements, across huge swathes of the
region. 2

This desolation was not the result of climate change, nor of gradual encroachment by
modern farming methods, so much as a potent political statement by one man: the Iraqi ruler
Saddam Hussein. He ordered the marshes to be drained in the early 1990s following an
uprising by forces based in this southern region of Iraq.
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3 Under the guidance of engineer-turned-environmentalist Azzam Alwash, the embankments
and canal walls were breached in multiple places, allowing water to flood the landscape
once again.

4 Yet the pessimists were proved wrong. Seeds that had lain dormant for over a decade
started to grow, without human intervention. 5

Aided by heavy rainfall in the region, the water level has rebounded towards pre-1990s
levels, and birds such as the pied kingfisher and pygmy cormorant have returned in large
numbers. However, challenges remain, not least from attempts to combat water shortages in
neighbouring countries. 6 Modern fishing methods pose a risk as well, especially the illegal
contrivance of electro-fishing, which involves using a car battery to electrocute all fish and
insects within five metres.

“The truth is that the marsh ecosystem is extremely fragile”, warns Alwash. Nevertheless,
almost twenty years on from the first breaching of the canals, the resurgence of biodiversity
in this watery habitat stands as testament to nature’s resilience.

Based on the following sources:

“How a disaster zone in Iraq became a conservation success story” (Positive News)
https://www.positive.news/environment/how-a-disaster-zone-in-iraq-became-a-conservation-
success-story/

“Reviving the marshlands in southern Iraq” (DW News)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Awsjn-_rvxI

“Iraq Marshlands Restored to Glory” (BBC Earth Unplugged)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qk5GqPfkpLM


