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Cover image: The newly completed wastewater treatment plant in  

    Al-Hamdaniya, Ninewa Governorate. The 14,000 m³/day 

     facility is part of a sewage and rainwater network project 

     (Source: Iraq’s Ministry of Construction, Housing and 

 Public Municipalities, December 2025). 
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Securing Iraq’s Water Future Through 
Wastewater Management Reform 
 

Introduction 

Iraq faces a profound and growing shortage of clean water. Climate change, upstream damming, and 

rising demand are drastically reducing the volume of freshwater in the Tigris and Euphrates river 

systems—the nation’s hydrological lifelines. This physical scarcity is exacerbated by a largely unseen 

crisis: the large-scale contamination of these dwindling resources with untreated wastewater. Iraq’s 

extensive deficits in wastewater collection and treatment infrastructure, overwhelmed by population 

growth and decades of neglect, transform wastewater management from a mere environmental 

concern into a direct threat to water security.1  

Millions of cubic meters of untreated or partially treated effluent (the treated water released from 

treatment plants) are discharged directly into Iraq’s rivers daily. This pollutes scarce water resources, 

rendering them unsafe for human and animal consumption. Furthermore, in the downstream south, 

offtake and intense evaporation concentrates these wastewater pollutants, and the resulting 

contaminated flows merge with—and exacerbate—the severe, separate crisis of seawater intrusion, 

rendering vast quantities of freshwater unusable. By simultaneously degrading quality and diminishing 

usable supply for drinking, agriculture, and industry, this contamination compounds the severe 

challenges facing one of the world’s most climate-vulnerable nations. 

This crisis stems from systemic failures in infrastructure and governance. Sewage dumping is a leading 

source of pollution nationwide, with particularly acute impacts in the upstream provinces of the 

Kurdistan region due to a near-total lack of treatment capacity and weak policy coordination with the 

federal government. The problem is equally severe in major urban centers in federal Iraq; Mosul (est. 

pop. 1.9 million) and Baghdad (est. pop. 9 million) suffer from chronic treatment deficiencies and 

operational failures that discharge contaminated flows directly into the Tigris. This situation is a 

manifestation of a governance crisis with grave consequences: harmful pathogens like E. coli  and 

cholera vibrio, combined with household chemicals and toxic industrial byproducts—including oils, 

heavy metals, and hazardous compounds—pose a relentless threat to public health, ecosystems, and 

agricultural livelihoods. Addressing Iraq’s clean water shortage is therefore impossible without a 

fundamental reform of how the country manages its wastewater. 

 
 ____________________________________________ 

 

Omar Al-Nidawi authored this report with contributions by Erik K. Gustafson. 

 
1 Iraq’s Water Resources Minister recently described the drought of 2025 as the harshest and most intense the 
country has experienced since 1933, ي إلى تركيا بشأن المياه؟

 ما هي نتائج زيارة الوفد العراق 

https://ultrairaq.ultrasawt.com/%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B7%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D8%B4%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%A7-%D9%87%D9%8A-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A6%D8%AC-%D8%B2%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D9%81%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82%D9%8A-%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D8%A8%D8%B4%D8%A3%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%87%D8%9F/%D9%81%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%82-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1
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Untreated sewage flows towards the Tanjero River from a nearby residential development in Sulaymaniyah 
province. (photo credit, Waterkeepers Iraq) 

 
Challenges: War, Neglect, and Mismanagement 

Iraq’s wastewater collection and treatment infrastructure faces a host of challenges. Many of the 

country’s treatment facilities, originally built in the 1970s, were destroyed in successive wars, beginning 

with the Iran-Iraq War (1980–1988) and the 1991 Gulf War. The devastation was compounded by 

crippling economic sanctions in the 1990s, the 2003 U.S. invasion, and years of insurgency and 

instability. Together, these crises damaged infrastructure and diverted scarce government resources to 

other urgent reconstruction needs. Mismanagement, negligence, and corruption—longstanding issues 

in Iraq’s governance—further delayed investments in wastewater treatment. The combined effect has 

left a critical gap between the country’s needs and its capabilities, a gap that has proven difficult to 

bridge. 
 

Although recent years have seen investments in basic urban infrastructure, most Iraqi cities still lack 

adequate sewage pipeline networks, wastewater treatment facilities, or both. A 2021 parliamentary 

report noted that most cities rely on rainwater drainage networks, which residents, businesses, and 

even government institutions misuse for wastewater disposal. These networks ultimately discharge 

directly into rivers without treatment.2 Even where treatment plants exist, many are outdated and in 

need of repairs or upgrades, resulting in poor-quality effluent. Studies by Iraqi scientists have also 

shown that inadequate operation of certain systems within wastewater treatment plants results in the 

 
2 Iraqi Parliament’s research department, “Environmental reality of sewage treatment plants across Iraq for 2021,” 
August 2023, 2021 ي -عموم-العراق-لعام

ي -لمحطات-معالجة-مياه-الصرف-الصحي -ق 
 الواقع-البيئ 

https://iq.parliament.iq/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A6%D9%8A-%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%B7%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D8%A9-%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%87-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%B1%D9%81-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%AD%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%B9%D9%85%D9%88%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%85-2021.pdf
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release of effluent containing high levels of organic pollutants, such as ammonia and phosphorus 

compounds, back into the environment.3 
 

Rapid population growth has only deepened the strain. Existing sewage systems are consistently 

overwhelmed by rising demand, with treatment plants forced to process volumes far beyond their 

design capacity. In Baghdad, for example, facilities built to serve 4 million residents are now struggling 

to handle nearly 9 million, forcing them to operate at 140% of intended capacity.4 The result is partial 

treatment at best, and in many cases, untreated wastewater ends up flowing directly into rivers. Heavy 

rains, otherwise welcome events in the parched country, make matters worse, forcing stations to 

bypass treatment altogether and release a toxic mix of stormwater and raw sewage into waterways. 

 

 
Oil spills repeatedly contaminate farmlands in oil producing provinces . (Iraqi National News Agency image, Salah 
ad-Din Province, 2024) 

 
Industrial pollution adds another layer to the crisis. A 2023 government report found that most of 

Iraq’s aging industrial facilities—built in the latter half of the 20th century—fail to meet environmental 

standards for liquid waste management.5 Their discharges, often laden with hazardous pollutants, are 

 
3 A study by Al-Qadisiyah University assessing performance at a wastewater treatment plant in al-Muthanna 
province found that incorrect operation of certain systems resulted in phosphorus, ammonia, and total suspended 
solids (TSS) levels being higher in water released from the facility than in the raw sewage entering it. Hantoush, 
Noor & Ghawi, Ali. (2023). Performance Evaluation of conventional Sewage Treatment Plant, Iraq. IOP Conference 
Series: Earth and Environmental Science. 1232. 012019. 10.1088/1755-1315/1232/1/012019.     
4 Iraqi News Agency, “Environment: regular monitoring and special government committees to develop water 
treatment stations,” October 2024,  البيئة: مراقبة دورية ولجان حكومية خاصة لتطوير محطات معالجة المياه « وكالة الانباء العراقية
 )واع(
5 Iraq’s Central Statistical Organization, “Environmental statistics in Iraq - Sewage sector for 2023,”  تقرير قطاع
 المجاري 2023

https://ina.iq/219958--.html
https://ina.iq/219958--.html
https://www.cosit.gov.iq/documents/environment/stat/Full%20Report/%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1%20%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%A7%D8%B9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%202023.pdf
https://www.cosit.gov.iq/documents/environment/stat/Full%20Report/%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1%20%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%A7%D8%B9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A%202023.pdf
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routinely “released directly into waterways or public sewage networks untreated, partially treated, or 

fully treated but in inefficient systems.” This regulatory failure is compounded by the widespread, 

unregulated practice of mobile operators—such as tanker trucks—washing toxic chemical and 

petroleum residues directly into streams, introducing potent point-source pollution. 

 

Chronic electricity shortages further undermine wastewater treatment. Frequent power outages shut 

down pumping and treatment stations for hours at a time, slashing the volume of wastewater that can 

be processed. With peak demand nearly double Iraq’s current power generation, electricity shortfalls 

are likely to remain a major obstacle to effective wastewater treatment for the foreseeable future.6 The 

result is a system chronically incapable of protecting public health. 

 

Millions of Cubic Meters, Untreated, Every Day 

According to 2023 government data, there were 44 central wastewater treatment facilities across Iraq 

(excluding the Kurdistan region), of which 30 were either fully or partially operational and 14 were 

offline. Additionally, there were 28 medium and small-sized facilities, of which 24 were either fully or 

partially operational and 4 were offline. Combined, these 72 facilities have a total designed capacity of 

2.77 million cubic meters per day. The report further states that about 70% of wastewater that arrives 

at these facilities was treated before being released into waterways. On average, the 72 facilities 

received 3.10 million cubic meters per day, while the volumes that were actually treated averaged 2.07 

million cubic meters per day, meaning that more than a third of the incoming sewage went straight 

into the rivers. 

 

Operational problems are not limited to aging facilities. The data also indicate that in some cases, 

newly built treatment stations, such as in Wasit province, were not operational due to a lack of 

specialized crews. These examples reveal systemic weaknesses beyond construction: a crippling deficit 

in operational budgets, reliable energy, and skilled human resources that renders infrastructure 

ineffective. Other relatively new stations in Diyala and Babylon were not operational due to 

incomplete sewage pipeline networks needed to bring the wastewater in.  

 

In terms of coverage, 37.2% of households across the country were served by sewage networks. Of 

these, 75.3% had networks that were connected to treatment facilities. The coverage is, however, 

highly uneven. As of 2024, 92% of households in Baghdad were served by sewage networks compared 

to just 20% in other provinces, according to The National Strategy to Protect and Improve the 

Environment in Iraq 2024-2030.7 A significant part of the problem is that a majority of Iraq’s rural 

communities are not served by sewage collection and treatment networks. The strategy document 

notes that an estimated 61% of village residents dispose of sewage water directly into the surrounding 

 
6 Peak demand was expected to increase from 45 gigawatts in 2024 to 55 gigawatts in 2025 against 2025 output of 
approximately 28 gigawatts. See: Baker Institute, “Iraq’s Electricity Shortage and the Paradox of Gas Flaring,” June 
2025, Iraq’s Electricity Shortage and the Paradox of Gas Flaring | Baker Institute; Shafaq, “Iraq to construct power 
stations of 48,000 MW output,” October 2025, Iraq to construct power stations of 48,000 MW output - Shafaq 
News 
7 See “The National Strategy to Protect and Improve the Environment in Iraq 2024 – 2030,” (p.41), 
_العراق_ 2030-2024 ي

_البيئة_ق  اتيجية_الوطنية_لحماية_وتحسي    pdf.الاست 

https://www.bakerinstitute.org/research/iraqs-electricity-shortage-and-paradox-gas-flaring
https://shafaq.com/en/Economy/Iraq-to-construct-power-stations-of-48-000-MW-output
https://shafaq.com/en/Economy/Iraq-to-construct-power-stations-of-48-000-MW-output
https://moen.gov.iq/moe-backend/public/media/POST_FILE/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D9%88%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A6%D8%A9_%D9%81%D9%8A_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82_2024-2030.pdf
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areas. This is highly problematic considering that about a third of villages consume water drawn 

directly from waterways without treatment. The strategy document also points out that all of Iraq's 

provinces have problems with user awareness, misuse of sewage networks, and unauthorized 

connections between sewage and rainwater networks, raising further risks to public health and the 

environment.  

 

Consequences: When the Rivers Run Foul 

Water pollution poses a constant risk to public health, livelihoods, and stability. In recent years it has 

spread disease, killed animals, displaced farmers from their lands, and sparked public unrest. The 

problem’s intensity is starkly highlighted during the hot summer months when water levels in the 

Tigris and Euphrates decline to their lowest. While the impact is most painfully felt in southern Iraq, 

northern provinces like Sulaymaniyah also experience the consequences of pollution. 

 

 
A stream of untreated sewage water enters Lake Dokan, a 7-billion cubic meter reservoir that provides water for 
drinking and irrigation for most population centers and farms in Kirkuk and Sulaymaniyah provinces.  

 

In the marshes and rural areas of Basra, Dhi-Qar, Maysan, and other southern provinces, more and 

more farmers are abandoning their dying land to make a living elsewhere. Animals like water buffalo, 

a vital source of income for marsh communities, are dying as water shortages drive salinity and the 

concentrations of other toxins in the water to unsafe levels.8 Mass deaths of fish have become a routine 

 
8 Al-Sumaria, “Agriculture: cattle die north of Basra because of pollution in the Euphrates,” June 2025,  الزراعة: هلاك
 الكثت  من الماشية بشمال البصرة نتيجة تلوث مياه الفرات | محليات

https://www.alsumaria.tv/news/localnews/529481/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D9%87%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%B4%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B5%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%86%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%AC%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D9%84%D9%88%D8%AB-%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%87-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA
https://www.alsumaria.tv/news/localnews/529481/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D9%87%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%B4%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B5%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%86%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%AC%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D9%84%D9%88%D8%AB-%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%87-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA
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occurrence in the rivers and marshes of southern Iraq in recent summers.9 The impact of these 

environmental hazards on livelihoods is driving thousands from their homes each month. According 

to recent studies by the International Organization for Migration (IOM), more than 172,000 Iraqis 

have been displaced by climate-induced factors across south and central Iraq as of March 2025, with 

numbers steadily rising.10 This figure is double what it was just two years ago.11  

 

Investing in this sector is vital for public health. Waterborne illnesses sent nearly 120,000 people to 

the hospital in Basra in 2018, contributing to public discontent that precipitated mass protests.12 Other 

provinces, including Sulaymaniyah and Erbil, have reported recurring cholera outbreaks in recent 

years.13  

 

A new water crisis loomed this summer when water supplies in Basra dropped to the point that many 

neighborhoods in the 3 million-resident province were getting an hour or less of water from the 

municipal network a day, prompting authorities to send emergency water supplies using the military’s 

fleet of tanker trucks. Residents also complained that the water quality had deteriorated to the point 

that it was visibly muddy and noticeably foul-smelling, and no longer suitable for any human use, let 

alone drinking or cooking.14  

 

In August, Iraqi Human Rights Commission officials in Basra said that nearly 2 million of the 

province’s inhabitants were affected by the latest water crisis, with water salinity impacting 90% of the 

 
9 In 2024, authorities and locals in Maysan provinces reported vast numbers of fish dying in local rivers and 
marshes, and attributed the loss to low water levels and rising toxicity. See al-Sumaria, “Catastrophic phenomenon 
spreads in Iraq’s east and south,” August 2024, ق وجنوب العراق.. ما علاقة تركيا وإيران؟ | محليات   ظاهرة كارثية تتمدد شر
10 IOM, “Climate-Induced Displacement – Central and Southern Iraq,” May 2025, 
https://iraqdtm.iom.int/files/Climate/2025564739543_Climate_ET_Mar_2025.pdf  
11 IOM, “Climate-Induced Displacement – Southern Iraq,” July 2023, 2023-07-10 - 1_ET_Clim_June_2023_f 
12 See Human Rights Watch, “Basra is Thirsty: Iraq’s Failure to Manage the Water Crisis,” July 22, 2019, Iraq: Water 
Crisis in Basra | Human Rights Watch, which documents how the government has responded to this health crisis in 
the past, and the scale of the problem. 
13 For instance, in the summer of 2023, the Kurdistan region’s Health Ministry reported at least 117 confirmed 
cases of Cholera, ا  and the previous year, more than 3,000 cases were ;إقليم كردستان يعلن تسجيل 117 إصابة بالكولت 
reported across 13 provinces, and the highest numbers of cases were reported in Kirkuk, Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and 
Baghdad, Iraq - Cholera Epidemic - DREF Operation - Final Report n° MDRIQ015.pdf 
14 Complaints were coming from various neighborhood of Basra City itself, as well as other districts in the province. 
See: المربد - ) ي البصرة ;مواطن: دولة وعلم وهذا الماي بالفاو )خيس وطي  

 and ;المربد - "سيقتل الأطفال" .. استمرار الشكاوى ضد الماء ق 
 الشعب البصري يناشد حول الماء .. وهذا مواطن من الجمهورية - المربد

“Our children are dying because of the water, please get our message to the 

government. My daughter’s health has been ruined because of the water that’s not 

even good for animals.” –A Basra resident’s message to a local radio station.  

 

“We’re tired of the foul and salty water…How can anyone wash in this water? This 

water is foul.” –A Basra resident’s message to a local radio station. 

https://www.alsumaria.tv/news/localnews/495916/%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%87%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%83%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AB%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%AF%D8%AF-%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%82-%D9%88%D8%AC%D9%86%D9%88%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82-%D9%85%D8%A7-%D8%B9%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D8%A5%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%9F#google_vignette
https://iraqdtm.iom.int/files/Climate/2025564739543_Climate_ET_Mar_2025.pdf
https://iraqdtm.iom.int/files/Climate/20237105016440_2023-07-10_ET_Clim_June_2023.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/node/331987
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/07/22/iraq-water-crisis-basra
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/07/22/iraq-water-crisis-basra
https://www.mawazin.net/Details.aspx?jimare=234563
file:///C:/Users/itmbl/AppData/Local/Temp/MicrosoftEdgeDownloads/681463df-3a25-44d1-95b8-cb5e16416d56/Iraq%20-%20Cholera%20Epidemic%20-%20DREF%20Operation%20-%20Final%20Report%20nÂ°%20MDRIQ015.pdf
https://www.al-mirbad.com/detail/185851
https://www.al-mirbad.com/detail/185649
https://www.al-mirbad.com/detail/185635
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communities in central Basra and adjacent districts.15 The officials noted that as many as 30,000 people 

were suffering from skin diseases directly linked to water pollution, raising the prospect of a mounting 

health crisis caused by shortages of fresh water suitable for drinking and washing.16  

 

Rainfall levels and damming policies of upstream countries are beyond Iraq’s control, but the same 

cannot be said about optimizing the management of water resources within the country’s borders. As 

Iraq’s water resources dwindle over time, there’s greater urgency to make what’s available cleaner and 

safer for use by Iraq’s communities. Ensuring that wastewater is treated before it is allowed to flow 

back into rivers is a logical starting point.  

 

The Upstream Problem 

As of 2025, not a single city in the Kurdistan Region had an operational wastewater treatment facility.  

This is a serious problem for Iraq because, liter for liter, pollution from wastewater released upstream 

has the potential to cause more harm as it passes through more population centers and contaminates 

the water intake for millions downstream. This is made worse by excessive evaporation during the 

summer, which further concentrates pollutants.  

 

The facilities that were built in the 1970s to treat wastewater in Kurdistan's cities were damaged, 

destroyed, or looted during and after the Iran-Iraq and Gulf wars and were never rebuilt. In 

Sulaymaniyah, for instance, plans to rebuild the wastewater treatment infrastructure began in 2010 but 

were later derailed by mismanagement, cost considerations, and corruption, local environmental 

activists argue. In Erbil, efforts to build wastewater treatment facilities are only now being launched, 

with ambitious plans for a facility that will serve more than three million people in Erbil and 

surrounding districts.17 Such projects, however, are expensive and take a long time to complete. The 

first stage alone, out of eight, is expected to take three years to complete at a cost of $230 million. 

Financing is provided by the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), meaning sustained 

progress hinges on the federal government’s support and commitment to funding the construction 

under its existing agreement with JICA. The completion of the Erbil project should not be taken for 

 
15 Local environmental activists and experts reported in July that total dissolved solids (TDS) in Basra’s waterways 
have reached dangerous levels, ranging from about 11,000 mg/liter in central Basra, to as high as 30,000 mg/liter 
in Siba, south of the provincial capital. ي البصرة تسجل مستويات غت  مسبوقة تجاوزت 10 آلاف

 بالفيديو | TDS نسبُ ملوحةِ المياهِ ق 
16 Baghdad Today, “Basrawis face deadly salinity. More than two million impacted as health crisis looms on the 
horizon,” August 2025, ر وكارثة صحية تلوح بالأفق « وكالة بغداد اليوم الاخبارية ي متصر 

 البصريون يواجهون ملوحة مياه قاتلة.. أكتر من مليون 
17 Rudaw, “Project launched to treat sewage water in Erbil and reuse it for agriculture,” October, 2025, 
https://www.rudawarabia.net/arabic/kurdistan/100920251  

[L]iter for liter, pollution from wastewater released upstream has the potential to 

cause more harm as it passes through more population centers and contaminates 

the water intake for millions downstream. 

https://www.alsumaria.tv/news/%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%88/531952/%D9%86%D8%B3%D8%A8%D9%8F-%D9%85%D9%84%D9%88%D8%AD%D8%A9%D9%90-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%87%D9%90-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%B5%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%B3%D8%AC%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%BA%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%A8%D9%88%D9%82%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%AA-10-%D8%A2%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%81-t#google_vignette
https://baghdadtoday.news/280271-.html
https://www.rudawarabia.net/arabic/kurdistan/100920251
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granted, especially considering perennial budget disputes with Baghdad that have repeatedly 

diminished the region’s spending power.18  

 

Instead of going to central treatment facilities, much of Sulaymaniyah’s wastewater goes directly into 

the Tanjero River, which feeds into the Diyala (Sirwan) River and ultimately joins the Tigris just south 

of Baghdad. Streams flowing southwards from Sulaymaniyah towards the Dokan Dam are used for 

the same purpose. 
 

 

 
In this satellite image, the Tanjero River is seen as it passes through the southwestern outskirts of Sulaymaniyah. 
Notice the water color changing to dark brown as untreated sewage flows from the east  (Google Earth). 

 
The same problem exists in Erbil. Some of the wastewater goes into the open fields around the city 

and ultimately evaporates or seeps into groundwater, while other volumes flow from communities 

into the Shiw-a Sur Chay, which feeds the Great Zab River. The Shiw-a Sur Chay is a seasonal river 

that has been experiencing longer dry periods and is often flowing entirely with sewage.  

 

 
18 A major breakthrough in the Erbil-Baghdad oil dispute allowed Kurdistan’s oil to be exported via Turkey for the 
first time since March 2023. Optimism should be tempered with caution, as many previous understandings 
between the two sides were short-lived.  

Iraq has opportunities to act now to significantly mitigate the problem and protect 

its rivers with a few strategically selected investments in infrastructure.     
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While these may appear to be regional, even local problems, there is a joint regional and national 

responsibility to take urgent action to address them together. 
 

 
The Great Zab’s water is clearly discolored as sewage flows in from the Shiw-a Sur Chay at Gwer, southwest of Erbil. 

 

Opportunities 

Iraq has the tools to address the problem—should political leaders choose to use them. The goal of 

completely ending the practice of dumping untreated sewage water into the rivers requires huge 

investments and years of planning and construction. Despite these obstacles, Iraq has opportunities 

to act now to significantly mitigate the problem and protect its rivers with a few strategically selected 

investments in infrastructure.     

To be clear, there have been significant improvements to the wastewater management system in recent 

years, with new facilities being built and entering service. Of note, for example, is the inauguration of 

eight wastewater treatment facilities serving Baghdad’s Medical City. Benefiting more than 3.5 million 

[W]ithout addressing the infrastructure deficiencies upstream, improvements in 

water treatment systems in central and southern provinces will not offer a 

satisfactory solution to the pollution problem. 
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people, the plants help address the problem of medical waste, which was an issue of grave concern 

for environmental advocacy groups.19  

 

On the national level, Planning Ministry data indicates that the number of wastewater treatment 

facilities increased from 44 in 2010 to 72 in 2023.20 Additional facilities are under construction in 

Kirkuk, Ninewa, and elsewhere.21 Meanwhile, data from the Central Statistical Organization (CSO) 

and The National Strategy to Protect and Improve the Environment in Iraq 2024-2030 show 

that the percentage of wastewater treated relative to the amount arriving at facilities improved from 

45% in 2017 to 60% in 2020, and to 70% by 2023.  

 

That is a remarkable improvement, but without addressing the infrastructure deficiencies upstream, 

improvements in water treatment systems in central and southern provinces will not offer a 

satisfactory solution to the pollution problem. 

 

Decision-makers in Baghdad should recognize this critical infrastructure gap and take serious steps to 

prioritize investments accordingly, namely, to develop plans to accelerate the construction of 

wastewater treatment pipeline networks and stations in the cities of the Kurdistan region.22 Fast-

tracking these projects would serve not only the residents of those particular communities but 

everyone else who lives downstream. 

 

Such efforts would have to overcome multiple challenges. As illustrated earlier, building new facilities 

is expensive and time-consuming. These problems are further exacerbated by corruption, which can 

lead to inflated costs, delayed timelines, and incomplete or sub-standard facilities. Second, wastewater 

treatment facilities tend to be low on the priority list of politicians compared to higher-profile, 

headline-making projects like airports and highways. Third, and perhaps most critically, political 

hostility and budget disputes between the KRG and Baghdad may reappear at any time, complicating 

the KRG’s financial difficulties. At times of difficulty, the Erbil government gives priority to payment 

of civil servant salaries to avoid popular unrest. Overcoming this requires a fundamental shift from 

ad-hoc, politicized projects to a transparent, long-term national strategy, underpinned by legally 

protected funding and independent oversight.   

 
19 UNICEF, “3.5 million people benefit from wastewater treatment plants,” December 2023, 
https://www.unicef.org/iraq/press-releases/35-million-people-benefit-wastewater-treatment-plants; Humat 
Dijlah, “Tigris River Pollution in Baghdad: Challenges and Recommendations,” February 2018, 
https://humatdijlah.org/en/18919/  
20 Iraq’s Planning Ministry, “Spatial and technical analysis of sewage services in Iraq,”  ي لخدمات

ي والفئ 
التحليل المكان 

ي العراق
 الصرف الصحي ق 

21 According to the Planning Ministry, the first stage of the Kirkuk facility is slated for completion by the end of 
2025. It’s designed to process 300,000 cubic meters of influent water per day, serving a up to 900,000 residents, 
 Meanwhile, the facility that will serve Mosul’s  ; بطاقة تصميمية تصل إلى 300 ألف مت  مُكعب…... - وزارة التخطيط العراقية
western side is designed to process 100,000 cubic meters of wastewater per day,   وع محطة ي مشر

٦٤٪ نسبة الانجاز ق 
  معالجة... - المديرية العامة للمجاري
22 Analysis from Chatham House notes that Iraq’s water insecurity is exacerbated by fragmented governance and 
the lack of a coherent, long-term strategy, leaving it vulnerable to upstream pressures and internal failure. Hayder 
Al-Shakeri, “Iraq’s water crisis: Dammed by neighbours, failed by leaders,” October 1, 2025. 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/08/iraqs-water-crisis-dammed-neighbours-failed-leaders  

https://www.unicef.org/iraq/press-releases/35-million-people-benefit-wastewater-treatment-plants
https://humatdijlah.org/en/18919/
https://iqforum.mop.gov.iq/images/research_day/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%84_%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A_%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%86%D9%8A_%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%AF%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%B1%D9%81_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%AD%D9%8A_%D9%81%D9%8A_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82.pdf
https://iqforum.mop.gov.iq/images/research_day/%D8%AA%D8%AD%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%84_%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A_%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D9%86%D9%8A_%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%AF%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%B1%D9%81_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B5%D8%AD%D9%8A_%D9%81%D9%8A_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%82.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/100064619419429/posts/%D8%A8%D8%B7%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%B5%D9%84-%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89-300-%D8%A3%D9%84%D9%81-%D9%85%D8%AA%D8%B1-%D9%85%D9%8F%D9%83%D8%B9%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%B7%D9%8A%D8%B7-%D8%AA%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A8%D8%B9%D9%8F-%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B9-%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%8A-/1060571589440145/
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0FhDtAof4ENAn2yyXqWnATuXHmUSg3DeYgXL6hzPzih7WTL2Gsp8xp8RGHy9ocpsal&id=100068869943722
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0FhDtAof4ENAn2yyXqWnATuXHmUSg3DeYgXL6hzPzih7WTL2Gsp8xp8RGHy9ocpsal&id=100068869943722
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/08/iraqs-water-crisis-dammed-neighbours-failed-leaders
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While these obstacles are not insurmountable, tackling them requires a sincere and urgent effort by 

Iraqi officials to decouple water infrastructure from politics.  

 

 
Wheat fields in Salah al-Din's Al-Alam district are inundated by a crude oil spill, a recurring event since 2014. The 
problem stems from the environmental damage left by ISIS's former oil operations and infrastructure sabotage, which 

remains unaddressed eight years after the group's territorial defeat. (Source: al-Sumaria News, February 2024) 

 

EPIC Policy Recommendations 

To halt the degradation of Iraq's rivers and protect public health, the government must initiate 

urgent reforms in governance, infrastructure, and enforcement. The following seven 

recommendations provide a concrete roadmap to transform wastewater management from a 

chronic failure into a pillar of national water security: 
 

❖ Prioritize and fast-track wastewater treatment infrastructure in upstream 

provinces, especially the Kurdistan Region. This is critical because untreated sewage 

released upstream contaminates water for millions downstream. Federal and regional 

governments must collaborate to secure funding and overcome political and budgetary 

disputes.                                                                  
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The crisis of wastewater in Iraq is ultimately a crisis of governance. While upstream dams and climate 

change reduce the quantity of water, the unchecked contamination of what remains is a direct result 

of political neglect, institutional fragmentation, and a tolerance for failure. The recommendations 

presented here are not merely technical fixes but prerequisites for stability. Implementing them would 

demonstrate a fundamental shift in priorities—proving that Iraq’s leaders can manage the vital 

resource that underpins health, agriculture, and social cohesion. The alternative is the continued 

erosion of the nation’s hydrological lifelines, where the cost of inaction will be measured in more 

displaced families, more silent farms, and more hospitals filled with the victims of poisoned water. 

Securing Iraq’s future begins with cleaning its rivers. 
 

 

 

 

 

Enabling Peace in Iraq Center (EPIC) 
1140 Third Street NE, 2nd Floor,  

Washington, DC 20002 
 

   www.EnablingPeace.org 

❖ Accelerate the construction of sewage collection networks. Some treatment plants 

are non-operational because connecting pipeline networks are incomplete. Expanding 

household coverage, particularly in rural areas, is essential to stop the direct disposal of 

waste into the environment. 

❖ Decouple water infrastructure investment from political conflicts. Treat 

wastewater management as a non-negotiable national security priority for public health 

and stability, ensuring consistent funding even during budgetary disputes. 

❖ Invest in operational capacity and electricity resilience. Address chronic staffing 

shortages, provide specialized training for plant crews, and secure reliable power 

supplies to keep existing and new treatment facilities functioning continuously. 

❖ Enforce regulations against industrial and medical waste discharge. Strengthen 

monitoring and enforcement to prevent hazardous pollutants from factories and 

healthcare facilities from entering sewage systems and waterways untreated. 

❖ Launch public awareness campaigns on sewage system misuse. Educate which 

overwhelm and contaminate systems. 

❖ Adopt an integrated national water management strategy. Recognize that water 

security is impossible without effective wastewater treatment. This strategy must 

coordinate between federal and regional authorities and address the entire river basin 

from source to sea. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


