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PROJECT BACKGROUND

The marshes in southern Iraq, otherwise known as the Ahwar, 
formed by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, are home to one of 
humanity’s oldest cultures. The Marsh Arabs developed their 
unique way of life around the resources of the marsh, once the 
third largest wetlands in the world. The Tigris and Euphrates Riv-
ers cross on the eastern edge of the marshes at the Shatt al-Ar-
ab; this intersection is thought to be a possible site of the historic 
Garden of Eden. 

In the early 1990s, Saddam Hussein’s forces secretly drained 
the immense Southern Iraq wetlands to punish the Shi’a rebels 
hiding there. The regime transformed it into a desert, murdering 
tens of thousands of Marsh Arabs and compelling hundreds of 
thousands more to flee. Conflict and violence altered the Marsh-
lands into a desiccated parcel, disturbing its ecological com-
position, and leaving detrimental vestiges that still pose serious 
challenges to its survival. `



PROJECT OVERVIEW

The Eden in Iraq Wastewater Garden Project is a humanitarian 
water remediation project, expressed through wastewater gar-
den design and environmental art, that provides environmental 
and cultural regeneration to a desiccated region of southern 
Iraq. The Garden will provide urgently needed health and clean 
water for southern Iraqis, their children, and future generations 
to come. This project, sponsored by NGO Nature Iraq in Iraq 
and the Institute of Ecotechnics in both the UK and USA, is a 
response to decades of conflict in this region and continued 
tension due to climate change, external water rights violations, 
and social upheaval.  Initial support since 2011 spans from Iraqi 
municipalities, the region and State, to international sources; 
most recently, the Eden in Iraq Wastewater Garden Project was 
chosen as one of 100 grassroots projects for UNESCO’s Green 
Citizens Initiative. 

The Wastewater Garden features locally significant design de-
tails, making it a beautifully designed public site that emphasizes 
cultural heritage, while restoring health and offering ecological 
education. It will provide a sanctuary for reflection and relaxation 
in a continuously unsettled time. The garden design will engage 
with local craftspeople, local materials, and ancient crafts e.g. 
reed structures, earthen brick, ancient cylinder seal patterns for 
ceramic tiles, and a floral design layout that is inspired by Mes-
opotamian embroidered wedding blanket patterns (now being 
revived locally).

Above: Burnt reeds yet to be reflooded, Below: Healthy reeds on the marsh; 



As the humanitarian and environmental crisis developing in the 
marshes has been overlooked by various national regimes, the 
most effective governance exists at a local level. This is demon-
strated by the work of the sponsoring organization, the renowned 
environmental NGO Nature Iraq. Our international team of ex-
perts has partnered with Nature Iraq and the Institute of Ecotech-
nics to provide workshops and resources to local municipalities 
interested in implementing this easily replicable technology in a 
way that honors indigenous Mesopotamian aesthetics. 

We offer a solution to contaminated water through the utilization 
of simple and sustainable wastewater recycling technology to 
support a garden that embodies the rich cultural heritage and 
tradition of the marshes and the Marsh Arab community. 

After seven years of intensive fieldwork, groundwork, and design 
preparation, we seek 1.6 million dollars to build a 26,500 square 
meter (6.5 acre, 2.6 hectare) Public Wastewater Garden with the 
support and aid of our in-country partner, Iraq’s first environmen-
tal NGO, Nature Iraq. The wastewater garden features locally 
significant design details making it a public site that emphasizes 
cultural heritage, while restoring health and offering ecological 
education. 

We currently await the Iraq Ministry of Water Resources, who 
has committed to building the first third of the garden composed 
solely of reeds at El Chibaish at 15% of our total budget.
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MORE ABOUT THE WASTEWATER GARDEN

Our site in El Chibaish is 26,250 square meters (6.4 acres, 2.6 hectares), 
which allows for treatment of the sewage wastewater of 7,500 people. Cur-
rently, this wastewater is being discharged along an open canal and chan-
neled in to the marshes.

The constructed wetland treatment will start with 7,000 square meters of 
reeds, which grow 1.8 meters tall. This first reed bed will immediately dimin-
ish the odor from the sewage. The wastewater will then go into the second 
phase of the garden: the “subsurface flow wetland.” Here, organic materi-
al of the sewage will be transformed by bacteria into mineral substances, 
cleaning the wastewater and simultaneously creating a beautiful and cul-
turally significant garden by providing nutrients for plants and fruit trees. 
Design elements will demonstrate the rich cultural heritage of the marsh 
people by incorporating local materials and crafts, including earthen brick 
(adobe), woven reed, and ceramic tile. .

The garden will call attention to Mesopotamian design and history. Woven 
embroidered Mesopotamian Wedding blanket patterns have inspired the 
garden’s blueprint and layout of its planting areas. The designs of this 
ancient woven craft are inspired by “nature and its biological diversity and 
also the spirit of ancestors”*  within Marsh Arab culture, and are passed 
down to new generations.

3,000-5,000 year old Sumerian Cylinder seals will inspire graphic design 
elements and ceramic wall reliefs. We plan to utilize this style of ornamenta-
tion as a means of decorating the garden in collaboration with inhabitants.
Sustainable reed architecture, in use for over 7,000 years, will provide 
shade and respite from heat while allowing fractal light to enter interior 
spaces. This easily assembled construction method will be used in the 
garden for shade structures and viewing towers. Earthen brick, an ancient 
building material well suited for the desert and prized for its thermal stabil-
ity, will supplement the reed architecture. It is envisioned that small local 
businesses will be able use the site to sell crafts, produce, and food.

East-facing landscape architectural drawing of our site 
in El Chibaish 2017

Left: Detail of Mesopotamian wedding blanket.
Right: 3,000 year old cylinder seal showing current 

ubiquitous reed dwellings.



Top left: Landscape architectural plan for our          
site in El Chibaish

Middle: Blueprint for below ground pipe 
system for Wastewater Garden

Bottom: Traditional woven, embroidered 
Mesopotamian wedding blanket, the 
inspiration for the garden’s design.



Ehmad in the Ahwar
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BENEFITS OF THE PROJECT
This first demonstration Wastewater Garden in El Chibaish 
will create a green space that can be scaled up throughout 
Iraq, where adequate sustainable sewage control is lacking. 
In addition, this nature based solution will help to mitigate cli-
mate change by providing necessary green areas for carbon 
sequestration.

The construction of our Wastewater Garden will provide:

 - Better Hygiene and Social conditions in a UNESCO  
   World Heritage Site
 - Water quality amelioration in the South part of the  
   Marshland and in the lower Euphrates stream
 - Carbon sink 
 - Increase of local Biodiversity and Habitat
 - Social point for inhabitants 
 - Tourist attraction and resting point
 - Water reuse 
 - This Nature Based Solution can provide long lasting  
   change to a fragile area, with clean water, health, and  
   adaption to climate change
 - Safeguarding Wetlands like those of southern Iraq  
   plays a crucial role in our global biosphere





Left: East-facing architectural drawing of our 
site in El Chibaish, 2017

Below: West-facing architectural drawing of 
our site in El Chibaish, 2017















THE EDEN IN IRAQ WASTEWATER GARDEN PROJECT TEAM is comprised of Project Directors Meridel 
Rubenstein and Dr. Davide Tocchetto alonside Dr. Mark Nelson of Wastewater Gardens International and the 
Institute of Ecotechnics, Jassim Al-Asadi of Nature Iraq NGO, and Zahra Souhail, our Project Manager.

OUR SPONSORS include Nature Iraq NGO and the Institute of Ecotechnics. We have also been recognized or 
sponsored by UNESCO as a part of their Green Citizens’ Initiative, the Iraq Ministry of Water Resources (MOWR), 
CRIMW, and the University of Arizona School of Sustainability. We received our initial funding through grants 
from Nanyang Technological University in Singapore.

AS OF RIGHT NOW we have secured a place in the national budget and are planning on moving forward with 
the first third of construction of our Wastewater Garden in El Chibaish, S. Iraq, with the blessings, cooperation 
and collaboration of municipal governing bodies. We are searching for further funding for our project.

You can find out more about the EII Wastewater Garden Project and team by visiting 
www.edeniniraq.com for detailed accounts of our story, outreach efforts, and more.

*All photographs used in this presentation are by Meridel Rubenstein and were taken between 2011 and 2014 in      
 the marshes of southern Iraq.


