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Baghdad

D 

ays after flash floods in 
Iraq killed 60 people, 
injured dozens and dis-
placed hundreds, the 
country is grappling with 

a cholera outbreak that has infected 
at least 2,200 people, killed six and 
expanded beyond its borders.

In Bahrain, the Health Ministry 
reported 55 confirmed cases of chol-
era, saying the infected individuals 
had been in Iraq. Kuwait reported 
five cases, also saying all those with 
the disease had visited Iraq.

Syria, which has been devastated 
by war, has several confirmed cases, 
though there are no exact numbers 
or details on how cholera was con-
tracted there.

Bahrain, Kuwait and Syria have 
significant Shia Muslim communi-
ties. At least 7 million pilgrims con-
verged on Iraq in October to take 
part in rituals at a Shia shrine in 
Karbala.

Concern has been increasing that 
more pilgrims will contract cholera 
during a Shia holiday celebrated 
in Iraq in December. Millions are 
expected in Karbala for Arbaeen, a 
religious ritual marking the end of 
mourning for the Prophet Moham-
mad’s grandson Hussein.

“Iraqis are jinxed,” joked engi-
neering student Karrar al-Ameri, 22, 
a Shia.

“It’s been one disaster after the 
other, militants and explosions, sec-
tarianism and killings, unbearable 

summer heat, electricity cuts, gov-
ernment corruption and protests, 
floods and now cholera.”

Cholera can lead to death by de-
hydration and kidney failure within 
hours. It was first detected west of 
Baghdad in mid-September and has 
since spread to other Iraqi prov-
inces, including cities controlled by 
Islamic State (ISIS) militants.

There was no immediate word 
on conditions in ISIS-run areas but 
the Iraqi Health Ministry said there 
were cholera cases there as well.

The outbreak can be traced to 
several factors, primarily low water 
levels in the Euphrates and flood-
ing that contaminated the river and 
shallow wells with sewage water.

Near Baghdad, extensive flooding 
caused sewage systems to overflow, 
affecting 65,000 residents in camps 
for people displaced by Iraq’s ongo-
ing violence.

The war against ISIS is also a fac-
tor in the cholera outbreak. It has 
displaced 3.1 million Iraqis, with 
many of them now living in squalid 
and muddy camps where condi-
tions are conducive to the spread of 
the disease.

UNICEF, a UN agency tending 
children worldwide, warned on 
November 6th that “given the scale 
of the outbreak in Iraq, the risk of 
cholera spreading across Iraq’s bor-
ders remains high”.

It did not elaborate but UNICEF’s 
representative in Iraq, Peter Hawk-
ins, told The Arab Weekly that the 
outbreak has a regional dynamic 
and the “risk of that can only be in-
creased by people from all over the 
region coming into Iraq”.

One in five of the confirmed cases 
in Iraq is a child and in large parts 
of the country the start of the school 
year was delayed by a month as a 
precaution, according to UNICEF’s 
statement.

In response to the outbreak, 
UNICEF said it was providing bot-
tled water, oral rehydration salts 
and installing community water 
tanks but, as with most humanitar-
ian operations in Iraq, it is severely 
underfunded.

With concern rising that the 
disease could spread due to re-
cent rains and ongoing insecurity, 
UNICEF — alongside the World 
Health Organisation — is supporting 
the response led by the Iraqi Health 
Ministry. It is delivering and secur-
ing clean water supplies, providing 

treatment for people showing chol-
era symptoms and undertaking a 
national communication campaign 
to help people protect themselves 
against the disease.

“There is unfortunately a high 
risk that cholera will reach more ar-
eas of Iraq, affecting marginalised 
and displaced children, women and 
their families in particular,” Hawk-
ins said. “So we have to act fast.”

Hawkins said a significant part of 
UNICEF’s effort is to “help commu-
nities protect themselves against 
cholera”, by using water only from 

a protected source, by treating wa-
ter they store at home and by call-
ing for medical help when a family 
member develops diarrhoea or oth-
er symptoms.

UNICEF has provided Iraqi health 
authorities with 820,000 sachets of 
oral rehydration salts used to treat 
patients suffering from dehydra-
tion, the organisation’s statement 
said.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.
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Iraqi child getting vaccinated for cholera in Baghdad, in November.
The war against ISIS 
is also a factor in the 
cholera outbreak.

Baghdad

F 

lash floods that battered 
Iraq left thousands of dis-
placed people struggling 
to survive in mud ponds 
and water pools at the 

start of what is possibly another 
harsh winter, with little assistance 
by cash-strapped relief organisa-
tions and a government afflicted 
with rampant corruption.

The Iraqi Health Ministry an-
nounced November 6th that 60 
people died in flooding that swept 
across Iraq. It did not explain if 
displaced Iraqis were among the 
victims but noted that most of the 
victims had been electrocuted.

Like much of the Middle East, 
Iraq was hit by torrential rain over 
several days in late October and 
early November, causing major 
flooding in Baghdad and other ar-
eas in northern and southern Iraq.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi declared a state of emergen-
cy in areas overwhelmed by rain. 
He also mobilised rescue squads to 
assist the population.

“We’re drowned in mud, not 
floods,” shouted Omer Mahmoud, a 
displaced Iraqi who lives in a run-
down, ground-floor apartment in 
the northern Kurdish city of Kirkuk. 
He was referring to mud swept by 
the torrential rain that submerged 
homes and shops in the city’s lower 
areas.

“My brother and his family, who 
live in al-Amal camp in Baghdad, 
lost their tent and belongings. They 
lost everything,” Mahmoud said. 
He said his brother’s tent was blown 
away and family members were 
stranded in the rain until they were 
evacuated to a nearby mosque.

Mosques, schools and Iraqi fami-
lies hosted the displaced or gave 
them food, blankets and other sup-
plies. The displaced are generally 

cared for by the United Nations and 
local and foreign relief agencies.

Officially known as Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs), the num-
ber of the displaced Iraqis is esti-
mated at 3.1 million, nearly 10% of 
the country’s population. There are 
also thousands of refugees who fled 

war in Syria and ended up in Iraq.
The displaced, who are of dif-

ferent ethnic and religious back-
grounds, fled violence-stricken 
areas to more secure cities, such as 
Baghdad. Many were trying to es-
cape the rule of Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants.

They ended up in four makeshift 
tented camps scattered around 
Baghdad. Some, however, rented 
apartments in the capital and other 
cities.

Many tents in the Baghdad camps 
were blown away by strong winds, 
leaving the displaced exposed to 
rain. Muddy ponds dotted the set-
tlements, where children walked 
barefoot and played in mud up to 
their knees.

The rain caused heavy damage to 
private and public buildings as well 
as to street infrastructure. Damage 
was estimated in the millions of 
dollars, Iraq’s state television said.

Many streets, houses and shops 
were flooded with a combination 
of rainwater and sewage. On social 
media, however, disgruntled Iraqis 
— who had taken to the streets in 
the summer to demand improved 
infrastructure and better state ser-
vices, including an end to frequent 
power cuts — criticised the govern-
ment for what they called its mis-
handling of the latest crisis.

Frustration even spread to relief 
workers.

Ahmed Agha, head of the Iraqi 
Ghawth (“relief”), a non-govern-
mental organisation made up of 
young Iraqis, said life in Amal 
Camp, Arabic for “hope”, “is so 
miserable that the name of the 
camp doesn’t apply to the situation 
there”.

“There’s no hope or anything to 
look forward to,” Agha said. “The 
displaced people are really living in 
a total disaster in all the four camps 
in Iraq.”

Agha said Iraqi NGOs began win-
ter preparations in mid-October 

and pressed ahead when the Iraqi 
Meteorology Board announced that 
heavy rains were in the offing. He 
said NGOs contacted government 
offices for help but received nega-
tive feedback.

“We asked the authorities to 
shelter the displaced in some old 
buildings in the marketplace but 
the authorities refused,” Agha said ,  
adding  that  his group “also contact-
ed Sunni Muslim endowments to 
help shelter some of the displaced” 
but nothing has yet been done.

“The displaced are in poor con-
ditions,” he said. “They lost every-
thing. They lost their tents, food, 
children’s milk, blankets, clothes 
and medicine.”

Agha said NGOs hoped the dis-
placed in all four camps in Bagh-
dad would get their plastic tents 
exchanged for prefabricated units 
ahead of winter. He said the High-
est Committee of Relief, headed by 
Deputy Prime Minister Saleh Mut-
laq, was established with $200 mil-
lion but was quickly dissolved after 
Mutlaq was accused of corruption.

“Nothing happened since. It was 
all words with no deeds. All the ac-
tivities, including raising funds for 
the IDPs, were put on hold,” he said.

Iraqi parliament Speaker Salim 
Jabouri said he had asked clerics to 
issue religious edicts allowing the 
IDPs to be relocated to mosques 
and other places of worship.

Ahmed Ali, another displaced 
Iraqi, said when he was a farmer 
in Saqlawiyah, 6 kilometres north-
east of Fallujah, “I used to pray for 
rain for my crops.

“But this rain damaged what we 
have. It damaged our tents. I do not 
understand how the government 
did not prepare itself for this win-
ter, especially that it knew well our 
situation and the similar hardships 
we went through the last winter.”

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has been covering Iraqi affairs for 
three decades.
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A child outside his tent submerged in rainwater at a camp for 
displaced persons in Youssifiyah, 20 kilometres south of Baghdad.

The number of the 
displaced Iraqis is 
estimated at 3.1 
million, nearly 10% 
of the country’s 
population.


