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Syria’s war impacts environment
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T 

ens of thousands of hec-
tares of agricultural land 
in the eastern governo-
rates of Deir ez-Zor, Raqqa 
and Hasakah — Syria’s 

breadbasket — have become uncul-
tivable because of pollutants from 
large-scale primitive oil refining 
practices by militant groups, includ-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS).

Officials say the highest levels of 
cancers in Syria were reported in 
those governorates in the last four 
years.

Additional environmental damage 
includes millions of trees cut down 
across the country but especially in 
forest areas on the Syrian coast, due 
to military operations and overcut-
ting for heating purposes.

Cultivation in the Syrian desert, 
initiated to stop sands from reach-
ing nearby urban areas, has halted. 
Irrigation networks, which are part 
of the Euphrates Projects in Raqqa 
and Deir ez-Zor, were damaged and 
water has stopped flowing in many 
of them. In eastern governorates, 
the many primitive “burners” refine 
crude oil by heating it to extract de-
rivatives.

Minister of State for Environmen-
tal Affairs Nazira Sarkis said poison-
ous emissions, including gases and 
smoke, are produced when miner-
als in crude oil’s water content are 
burned.

Other pollutants, including radio-
active materials such as radon and 
radium, are also present, she said, 
adding: “The half-life of such radio-
active materials can be up to hun-
dreds of years. Their pollution can 
reach the air and spread with wind 
before falling on soil and plants and 
reaching waterways.”

Sources in Deir ez-Zor’s eastern 
countryside said that more than 
1,000 large and small “burners” are 
in use in villages and towns on both 
banks of the Euphrates.

“Primitive oil production by 
armed groups in the beginning of 
the Syrian crisis and by ISIS now 
has brought damage to the region,” 
said Deir ez-Zor Director-General 
for Agriculture Mahmoud Hayo. “It 
has had a major negative impact on 
agriculture and the livestock. Native 
and natural life has been destroyed.”

Some 73 island reserves — called 
hawaij —have been damaged in the 
Euphrates, he said. “They existed 
between the borders of Raqqa gover-
norate and the Syrian-Iraqi borders,” 
he said. “Some were more than 100 
hectares in area and included rare 
plants and animals… Residents and 
militants cut trees and exploited the 
hawaij.”

Irrigation canals in the Euphrates 
Projects were misused too, Hayo 
said by telephone from Deir ez-Zor.

“Water was overused, leading to 
soil salinisation, which means that 
large agricultural areas are now un-
cultivable,” he said. “Many farmers 
are out of business because agri-
cultural materials are either hard to 
find or too expensive.”

Abed Najem El-Obeid, the health 
care director in the city, said resi-
dents suffer high rates of cancers, 
believed to be linked to increasing 
pollution.

“Cancers, especially lung and skin 
cancers, as well as fetal malforma-
tions, are being reported in regions 
outside the government’s control in 
the countryside,” he told The Arab 
Weekly in a telephone interview.

“The numbers are very high 
compared to 2011 (when the Syrian 
revolution started). It is hard to give 
specific numbers because of a lack 
of statistics and inaccurate registra-
tions.”

He said emissions by oil burners 
were the obvious cause of the health 
problems.

In the governorates of Raqqa and 
Hasakah, primitive oil burners are 

reported at lower numbers but still 
numerous enough to harm the envi-
ronment. Local sources in Mansou-
ra, in Raqqa’s western countryside, 
said hundreds of burners operated 
in less than 10 sq. km. In an area of 
50 sq. km around the burners, the 
soil has become obviously darker, 
the sources said.

By the end of 2015, all burners 
stopped working because air strikes 
by a coalition of foreign countries 
had destroyed ISIS tankers carrying 
crude oil from Deir ez-Zor fields to 
Raqqa burners.

“The burners in Mansoura and 
other parts of the western coun-
tryside of Raqqa worked for three 
years, contributing to a major envi-
ronmental disaster,” an agricultural 

engineer from Tabaqa in the gover-
norate said, speaking on condition 
of anonymity.

“Last year was supposed to be a 
good harvest season but trees did 
not give fruit as expected because 
they were covered with soot from 
the burners. Even livestock has been 
blackened.”

Hundreds of thousands of trees 
were cut down in the governorates 
of Tartus and Latakia on the Syr-
ian coast. Some wood was used for 
heating but most was sold. Forests 
in the governorates, as well as the 
countryside of the inland city of 
Hama, disappeared. “Syrian forests 
that survived warfare did not sur-
vive the axes of traders in wood and 
charcoal,” said Ibrahim Ahmad, an 

engineer from Tartus.
“Syria is heading for a major en-

vironmental disaster,” said Yahiya 
Oweida, head of the Association 
for Environmental Protection and 
Sustainable Development. “Syria’s 
environment underwent systematic 
destruction.”

Cleaning the soil needs very com-
plicated efforts he said, pointing to 
the looting of wastewater treatment 
stations as another problem, add-
ing: “Reversing the disaster needs 
efforts by several nations, not mere 
associations.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

The use of primitive techniques to refine oil, like burners, causes serious damage to the environment.
Some 73 island 
reserves — called 
hawaij — have been 
damaged in the 
Euphrates.

“Cancers, especially 
lung and skin 
cancers, as well as 
fetal malformations, 
are being reported in 
regions outside the 
government’s 
control

Increasing wariness over climate change in Egypt

Cairo

T 

his winter has been a lot 
chillier in Egypt than usu-
al. Summer heat has also 
become more extreme, 
with experts saying cli-

mate change threatens to do irrepa-
rable harm.

“One of these things is the effect 
of the rise in seawater levels, which 
is expected to be induced by the 

melting of polar ice caps, on Egypt’s 
coastal cities and the Nile delta,” 
environmentalist Ahmed Abdel A’al 
said. “Effects in this regard will be 
catastrophic for our country, caus-
ing massive economic damage and 
loss to millions of people.”

Rising sea levels — a projected 
effect of climate change — could 
cause billions of dollars of dam-
age to Egypt’s coastal cities and the 
delta, experts and environmental 
studies say.

The delta could flood if sea levels 
rise 10 metres, according to the geo-

science news and information site 
Geology.com.

The delta is densely populated 
and Egypt’s most important agricul-
tural region, containing millions of 
acres of farmland and providing the 
country with the bulk of its agricul-
tural production. The delta and the 
narrow valley of the Nile account for 
5.5% of Egypt’s total area but more 
than 95% of its population and agri-
culture are found in the region.

The delta is flat and a small rise 
in the sea level could flood much 
of it, placing coastal cities, such as 

Alexandria, Damietta and Port Said, 
at risk.

With the exception of small areas 
of cultivated land in the oases of the 
western desert, the coastlands west 
of the delta, and in Northern Sinai, 
the rest of Egypt is desert.

Mohamed Dawoud, an agricul-
ture expert, says crop yields have 
been falling throughout Egypt be-
cause of climate change.

“Farmers are losing their crops 
because of rising temperatures,” 
Dawoud said. “The worst is yet to 
come.”

A few years ago, a large number 
of farmers growing mango trees in 
Ismailia, near the Suez Canal, and 
other provinces blamed rising tem-
peratures for the burning of their 
mango trees.

Studies predict Egyptian crop 
yields will fall by a staggering 30% 
in less than 35 years if average tem-
peratures rise 1.5-2 degrees Celsius.

This, experts say, will be a signifi-
cant loss to a country that already 
imports more than 60% of its food 
and whose agricultural space con-
tinues to shrink because of natural 
and human-caused desertification.

Egypt is trying to protect its 
coasts from the predicted rise of sea 
levels by putting millions of con-
crete blocks along the coast — some 
of them seen in Alexandria and Da-
mietta.

Nevertheless, specialists say 
Egypt needs to do more work to 
adapt to expected changes.

“We need to invent our own ad-
aptation mechanisms, which will 
make it necessary for us to, for ex-
ample, change our farming and crop 
plans,” said Sayed Sabri, another 
environmentalist. “We also need to 
create new types of seeds that show 
resilience to — among other things 
— warmer weathers and scarce wa-
ter if we really want to adapt to the 
changes.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

An abandoned car is partially submerged after a heavy rainfall in 
Alexandria, in October 2015.

A girl rides a bike during a rain and hail storm,
in Alexandria.
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