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Introduction

Iraqg, often celebrated for its cradle-of-civilization legacy and its place between ancient
rivers, is also a nation of startling ecological diversity and remarkable natural heritage.
Stretching from arid deserts to verdant marshes, and from dramatic highland peaks to
wide, fertile plains, Iraq is the meeting ground of varied habitats that together support
a unique and precious array of wildlife. This book, Wildlife and Fauna of Iraq: A Guide
to the Wildlife and Fauna of Iraq, invites the reader on a journey across these
landscapes to meet the mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fish, and myriad other
creatures that dwell within its borders.

The story of Irag’s biodiversity is both one of abundance and fragility. Historically, its
great rivers and lush marshlands supported iconic animals now gone forever, from
lions and onagers to the diminutive wild ass of the Syrian desert. Yet, many distinctive
and vital species remain, thriving in environments as contrasting as sun-struck deserts
and sprawling riverine wetlands. The Mesopotamian marshes—the lifeblood of
southern Irag—are internationally acknowledged for their extraordinary ecological
value, acting as both a sanctuary for endangered birds and a hub for millions of
migratory species. Meanwhile, the wild forests and highlands of the north harbor
mammals and avifauna rarely found outside these rugged fastnesses.

However, the resilience of Iraq’s wildlife is constantly tested. Decades of conflict, rapid
development, habitat destruction, water mismanagement, and unsustainable hunting
have profoundly affected both the species and the landscapes they depend upon.
Iconic species have fallen silent, and once-abundant habitats have shrunk or vanished
altogether. The draining of the marshes in the late 20th century became a global
symbol of environmental catastrophe—a fate only recently and partially reversed
thanks to determined restoration efforts. Pollution, water scarcity, overgrazing, and
climate change continue to threaten the delicate balance of these ecosystems.

Yet, in recent years, renewed attention to Iraq’s natural riches has emerged.
International designations, growing conservation movements, and the steadfast work
of local ecologists and non-governmental organizations signal hope for Iraq’s wild
heritage. Traditional practices and deep-seated cultural reverence for certain animals
linger as potent allies for conservation. Throughout the country, stories of recovery
and resilience—wildlife returning to restored waters, community-protected areas, and
national pride in endemic species—offer a blueprint for future efforts.

This book aims not only to catalog the fascinating and varied species of Iraqg, but also

to detail the complex interplay between land, water, animal, and people. It will explore
the threats and challenges facing Irag’s fauna, highlight successful conservation
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strategies, and examine the role of wildlife in Iraqgi culture and history. By bringing
together detailed ecological information, conservation insight, and the human
dimension, the chapters ahead aim to inspire wonder, understanding, and renewed
commitment to the protection of Irag’s extraordinary natural heritage.

Whether you are a naturalist, conservationist, student, traveler, or merely a curious
reader, Wildlife and Fauna of Iraq provides a window into the living landscape of a
region all too often defined only by its human history. Within these pages, Iraq’s wild
heart—its rivers, mountains, deserts, and marshes—beats strong, calling out for
recognition, respect, and protection.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Biomes of Iraq

Irag's position at the crossroads of continents, nestled in Western Asia, grants it a
geographical complexity that directly shapes its rich tapestry of wildlife. Bordered by
Turkey to the north, Iran to the east, Syria and Jordan to the west, and Saudi Arabia
and Kuwait to the south, this nation occupies a significant portion of ancient
Mesopotamia, the famed "land between the rivers." This historical heartland,
nourished by the Tigris and Euphrates, is just one facet of a country encompassing
remarkable environmental variation.

The topography of Iraq is far from uniform, presenting a mosaic of landscapes that
range from soaring peaks to vast, undulating plains and parched desert expanses. This
striking diversity creates a variety of ecological niches, each supporting distinct
communities of flora and fauna adapted to the specific conditions. Understanding this
geographical foundation is key to appreciating the distribution and survival strategies
of Iraq's wildlife. Geographers typically divide the country into four principal
geographical regions: the desert, the upper river plains, the northeastern highlands,
and the vast alluvial plain.

The heart of Iraqg, both geographically and historically, is the Mesopotamian Alluvial
Plain, also known as Lower Mesopotamia. This expansive, low-lying area stretches
southward from roughly the area north of Baghdad all the way to the Persian Gulf. It is
characterized by its flatness and is primarily formed by the immense deposits of silt
carried by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers over millennia. The elevation across this
plain is remarkably low, generally below 100 meters, contributing to poor natural
drainage in many areas.

This low elevation and the presence of the two great rivers have historically led to
extensive seasonal flooding, giving rise to the iconic marshlands in the southern part
of the plain. While much of the alluvial plain is characterized by fertile agricultural
land, particularly along the riverbanks where irrigation is feasible, significant areas are
also subject to inundation or have high water tables that contribute to salinity issues.
The landscape is crisscrossed by the main river channels, their tributaries, and a
complex network of irrigation canals, reflecting centuries of human interaction with
this fertile but challenging environment.

North of the alluvial plains, situated between the upper stretches of the Tigris and
Euphrates rivers, lies the Upper River Plains, often referred to as Al-Jazira, meaning
"the island" in Arabic. This region is a rolling upland plateau, a stark contrast to the
flatness of Lower Mesopotamia. The terrain here is more varied, with rocky plateaus
and a landscape dissected by valleys. This area extends westward into Syria and parts
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of Turkey, forming a larger geographical province.

Unlike the alluvial plain where irrigation is fundamental, agriculture in Al-Jazira relies
more heavily on rainfall, although water flows in deeply cut valleys, making irrigation
more challenging. The climate in the southwestern parts of this zone transitions
towards desert or semi-desert conditions. However, the northernmost reaches of this
region, closer to the Turkish border, benefit from higher rainfall and exhibit
Mediterranean vegetation, a distinct ecological shift. This transitional landscape
supports different plant communities compared to the arid zones or the well-watered
delta.

To the north and northeast, Iraq's topography dramatically changes as the land rises
into the rugged Northeastern Mountains. These mountains are part of the larger
Zagros range, a formidable chain extending across Iran and into southeastern Turkey.
The Iragi portion features high ground interspersed with broad, undulating steppes.
Peaks here can reach significant elevations, exceeding 3,600 meters near the Iranian
and Turkish borders. The highest point in Irag, Cheekah Dar, is located in this region,
reaching 3,611 meters.

This mountainous region experiences a cooler climate than the lowlands, with cold
winters and considerable snowfall, which feeds the river systems upon melting in the
spring. The landscape is characterized by forests, primarily oak and pine, grasslands,
and alpine meadows at higher altitudes. This provides a habitat for species adapted to
cooler, more varied conditions than found elsewhere in the country. While much of the
mountain area is suitable primarily for grazing, valleys and steppes with sufficient soil
and rainfall allow for cultivation.

Accounting for a significant portion of the country, roughly two-fifths of its total area,
are the Western and Southern Deserts. These vast arid regions form part of the
larger Syrian and Arabian Deserts. The western desert is an extension of the Syrian
Desert, a stony plain interspersed with occasional sandy areas, with elevations rising
above 490 meters. The southern desert includes areas known as Al-Hajarah and Al-
Dibdibah, featuring rocky desert, wadis, ridges, depressions, and more sandy
stretches with scrub vegetation.

Life in these deserts is dictated by extreme heat and scarcity of water. Temperatures
can soar, particularly in the summer, and rainfall is minimal, often occurring only
during the winter months. A prominent feature of the desert landscape is the presence
of wadis - dry valleys that can fill rapidly with water after the infrequent, but
sometimes torrential, winter rains. These ephemeral watercourses and the sparse
vegetation they support are critical for the wildlife that calls this harsh environment
home.

Dominating the geography and lifeblood of Iraq are the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.
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These two great rivers, rising in Turkey, flow southeastward through Iraq, creating
fertile corridors through otherwise arid or semi-arid lands. The Euphrates enters Iraq in
the northwest, while the Tigris, also originating in Turkey, is significantly augmented
by several tributaries flowing from the Zagros Mountains in Iraq and Iran. These
tributaries, such as the Great Zab, Little Zab, Adhaim, and Diyala, contribute
substantially to the Tigris's volume.

The rivers eventually converge at Al-Qurnah in the south to form the Shatt al-Arab,
which then flows into the Persian Gulf. The river system is vital for agriculture,
providing the water necessary for irrigation in the fertile plains. However, the rivers
also carry significant amounts of silt and salts, which have shaped the landscape and
can pose challenges for cultivation due to soil salinity, particularly in the south. The
flow of these rivers is heavily influenced by melting snow in the Turkish and Iranian
mountains, leading to significant spring floods that were historically unpredictable.

Beyond the major river systems, Iraq is also home to several important lakes. These
water bodies provide crucial habitats for aquatic and semi-aquatic wildlife and serve
various human needs, including water storage and irrigation. Notable lakes include
Lake Tharthar, Lake Habbaniyah, and Lake Milh (also known as Bahr al-Milh or Razzaza
Lake), located between the Tigris and Euphrates or west of the Euphrates. These
lakes, while subject to fluctuations in water levels, offer vital oases in the landscape.
Lake Tharthar, for instance, is the largest natural lake in Iraq and plays a role in
controlling Tigris River floods.

Although Iraq is primarily a landlocked country, it possesses a small but ecologically
significant coastline on the northern edge of the Persian Gulf. This coastline
measures approximately 58 kilometers. The area at the head of the Gulf, where the
Shatt al-Arab enters, includes marshlands and forms a dynamic delta environment.
While limited in length compared to its neighbors, this coastal strip and the adjacent
marine waters are part of the broader Persian Gulf ecosystem, known for its shallow,
warm waters.

The climate of Iraq is largely characterized as hot and arid, with subtropical
influences, though it varies significantly across the different geographical regions. The
lowlands, including the alluvial plains and the deserts, experience a hot, arid climate
with extremely high temperatures during the long summer months, which typically
last from May to October. Summers are dry with little to no precipitation from June
through September, and temperatures can easily exceed 40°C, sometimes reaching
over 45°C in the desert areas.

Winters in the lowlands are mild to cool, occurring from December to February, with
most of the limited annual rainfall falling between November and April. Average
annual precipitation in the lowlands ranges from about 100 to 180 mm. In contrast,
the northern mountainous regions experience a Mediterranean climate with cooler
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temperatures and higher precipitation. Winters are cold with occasional heavy snows,
and the rainy season is longer, from November to April. Summers are shorter and less
intensely hot than in the lowlands. Central Iraq, the semi-arid steppe zone, has hot,
dry summers and mild, wet winters, with average annual rainfall between 100mm and
200mm.

These diverse geographical features and climatic conditions give rise to a variety of
biomes across Iraq, each supporting unique ecological communities. The arid and
semi-arid deserts in the west and south constitute a major biome, characterized by
sparse, drought-adapted vegetation and specialized animal life. The vast alluvial plain,
particularly in the south, is home to the flooded grasslands and savannas biome of the
Mesopotamian Marshes, a globally significant wetland ecosystem.

The upper river plains and central regions represent temperate grasslands, savannas,
and shrublands, transitioning towards more arid conditions in the southwest. The
northeastern mountains support the Zagros Mountains forest steppe, a temperate
broadleaf and mixed forests biome characterized by oak woodlands and steppic
vegetation at different elevations. Finally, the limited coastal area and the Persian Gulf
represent a marine ecosystem, distinct from the terrestrial and freshwater biomes,
and notably includes a small coral reef area adapting to challenging conditions. These
distinct biomes, shaped by Iraqg's varied geography and climate, provide the
foundation for the country's remarkable, yet often vulnerable, biodiversity.
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