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Abstract  

This study evaluates the effectiveness of International Environmental Law (IEL) in addressing 
Iraq’s environmental security challenges from 2014 to 2024, with a focus on conflict-driven 
degradation, water scarcity, and pollution. Combining qualitative analysis of treaties, case 
studies, and primary data from 15 stakeholder interviews (policymakers, NGOs, farmers, and 
UN officials), the research identifies systemic gaps in IEL implementation and proposes 
actionable solutions. Key findings reveal that integrating IEL with human rights frameworks, 
regional cooperation, and civil society engagement enhances environmental governance. The 
study highlights the critical role of mechanisms such as the Paris Agreement and Convention on 
Biological Diversity in mitigating Iraq’s crises but underscores persistent challenges, including 
fragmented enforcement and political instability. Novel contributions include advocating for the 
revival of traditional Akkadian water management practices and ratifying the Escazú 
Agreement to empower grassroots oversight. Policy recommendations prioritize establishing 
an Iraqi Environmental Oversight Commission, leveraging the Green Climate Fund for solar-
powered desalination, and creating a Tigris-Euphrates Basin Commission under UN mediation. 
By bridging legal frameworks with on-ground realities, this study offers a blueprint for conflict-
affected states to transform IEL from symbolic pledges into tangible ecological recovery.  
Keyword:  Environmental Security, Human Rights, International Environmental Law, Post-
Conflict Recovery, Regional Cooperation, Sustainable Development Goals. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Iraq’s protracted history of conflict has rendered environmental security a critical yet 

overlooked challenge in its pursuit of stability. Decades of warfare and political instability have 

inflicted severe damage on the nation’s ecosystems, compounding threats to public health and 

natural resources. This paper examines the effectiveness of International Environmental Law 

(IEL) in addressing Iraq’s environmental crises between 2014 and 2024—a period marked by 

the rise of ISIS and subsequent conflict, which exacerbated pre-existing vulnerabilities. Tactics 

targeting oil and industrial assets during these conflicts caused unprecedented pollution of air, 

land, and water, with the World Bank (2024) estimating environmental resource damages at 

$73 million and sectoral losses at $3 billion (p. 1). Additionally, 47% of Iraq’s natural forests 

were destroyed, while landmines and hazardous chemicals contaminated vast territories (World 

Bank, 2024, p. 1). 

Despite constitutional mandates under Article 33 of Iraq’s 2005 Constitution and the 

2009 Environmental Protection Law which established an environmental council to ensure 

compliance governance failures, political instability, and resource shortages have hindered 

enforcement. The compounding effects of climate change, desertification, and water scarcity 

further underscore the urgency of addressing these challenges. Yet, academic studies have 

largely neglected the interplay between IEL and post-conflict environmental recovery in Iraq, 

particularly within the 2014–2024 timeframe. This study fills this gap by uniquely integrating 

primary data from interviews with Iraqi farmers, policymakers, and UN officials alongside 

analysis of Iraq’s 2023 Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) and IEL frameworks. It 

evaluates how international legal mechanisms, such as the Paris Agreement and Convention 
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on Biological Diversity (CBD), can be operationalized to mitigate environmental insecurity in 

conflict-affected states. The study’s objective is threefold: 

1) To critically assess the application of IEL in mitigating Iraq’s environmental security 

threats (2014–2024); 

2) To identify systemic barriers to IEL implementation in post-conflict contexts; 

3) To propose context-specific legal and policy reforms that integrate human rights, 

regional cooperation, and traditional ecological knowledge. 

Research Questions 

Guided by the above objective, this study addresses the following questions: 

1) How have international legal frameworks, including human rights instruments and 

regional agreements, been applied to address environmental security threats in Iraq 

during 2014–2024? 

2) What are the key institutional, political, and enforcement challenges limiting IEL’s 

effectiveness in Iraq’s post-conflict context? 

3) To what extent can mechanisms like the Escazú Agreement, CBD Article 10, and the 

Paris Agreement’s National Adaptation Plans (NAPs) enhance environmental 

governance and compliance in Iraq? 

Significance of study 

The study contributes to a deeper understanding of IEL’s role in addressing 

environmental security threats in conflict-affected states. The study also provides essential 

information for policymakers seeking to buttress legal frameworks and develop highly 

effective mechanisms for environmental protection in Iraq and beyond. By bridging IEL 

frameworks with on-ground realities, this study offers actionable insights for policymakers, 

emphasizing the role of civil society, regional cooperation, and traditional practices like 

Akkadian water management. The analysis is structured first to contextualize Iraq’s 

environmental crises, then evaluate IEL’s applicability, and finally propose reforms to 

strengthen enforcement and equity. These findings hold relevance for other conflict-affected 

states grappling with environmental insecurity. 
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Dissemination 

The findings will be disseminated through a peer-reviewed academic journal 

publication and presentations at relevant conferences. An executive summary targeting 

policymakers in Iraq and the international community may also be produced. 

Methodology 

      This research employs a mixed-methods approach to assess IEL’s role in Iraq’s 

environmental security. First, a document analysis was conducted on treaties (e.g., Paris 

Agreement, CBD), Iraqi legislation, and UN reports from 2014–2024. Second, case studies 

were developed, including the 2023 Tigris River contamination crisis and post-conflict 

recovery efforts in Mosul. Third, semi-structured interviews (March 2025) provided primary 

insights from 15 stakeholders: Kurdistan Region of Iraqi’s Ministry of Environment officials, 

representatives from NGOs like Humat Dijlah, farmers in Makhmour, Shaqlawa and Khabat 

districts, and UNEP advisors. For instance, a farmer in Erbil described the impact of salinity: 

“Our land is now white with salt. The government does nothing, and our children are sick.” 

These qualitative inputs complement quantitative data from the World Bank and UNEP to 

triangulate findings. 

2. ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY  

2.1. THE LINK BETWEEN ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION AND HUMAN SECURITY THREATS  

Environmental security is increasingly recognized as a critical component of human 

security, particularly in regions like Iraq, where environmental degradation exacerbates threats 

such as displacement, food insecurity and public health crises. The interplay between these 

factors is complex and multifaceted, necessitating a comprehensive understanding of how 

environmental conditions directly influence human well-being. According to Græger (1996), 

true environmental security goes beyond merely preventing environmental conflicts, it "is 

needed, one which includes not only the absence of environmental conflict, but also 

environmental degradation resulting from military preparedness activity, the conversion of 

arms to civilian use, and/or the safety of technological and industrial installations because 

these in turn may lead to a situation of environmental insecurity" (Græger,1996, 113). In 

essence, Græger emphasizes that environmental security requires a holistic approach that 
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considers the interconnectedness of military activities, industrial development, and 

environmental well-being. 

Environmental degradation in Iraq has been significantly influenced by factors such as 

climate change, conflict and poor governance, leading to severe water shortages, soil 

degradation and loss of biodiversity. These environmental stressors have detrimental effects on 

agricultural productivity, which is crucial for food security. Studies have shown that 

environmental stressors like high salinity and nutrient imbalances can hamper staple crop 

yields by 23% on a yearly basis (Renganathan et al., 2024, 2). Apart from reducing food 

supplies, this also increases malnutrition risks and disproportionately impacts vulnerable 

groups like elderly people and children (Abdulwaliyu, Okoduwa & Arekemase, 2023, 74). For 

example, a farmer in Southern Iraq faces dwindling harvests and scarcer meals as the once 

fertile fields start to crack under salt-laden soils. Children and the elderly, already vulnerable, 

bear the brunt as malnutrition rates climb (Abdulwaliyu, Okoduwa, & Arekemase, 2023, 74). 

Families face impossible choices: stay and struggle or abandon generations-old homesteads to 

seek survival elsewhere. Migration, driven by barren soil, reshapes communities and strains 

cities unprepared for influxes of displaced families (Floranza & Asio, 2022, 5). However, the 

damage does not stop at empty fields. Contaminated water, a consequence of poor waste 

management and industrial runoff, turns drinking wells into hazards. In conflict-scarred regions, 

hospitals already overwhelmed by violence now confront outbreaks of waterborne diseases like 

cholera. A mother boiling polluted water to protect her children exemplifies the daily grind of 

survival (Drake, Hayden, & Delkoski, 2021, 263). Yet hope persists. Researchers argue that 

rethinking diets embracing locally grown, drought-resistant crops like millet or sorghum could 

ease pressure on ecosystems while nourishing communities (Hemler & Hu, 2019, 281). It is a 

reminder that solutions often lie in returning to traditional wisdom, adapted for modern 

challenges. 

Such dietary changes can mitigate the adverse effects of environmental degradation by 

promoting agricultural practices that are less harmful to ecosystems while enhancing food 

security (Lawrence et al., 2019, 2919). As farmland becomes less productive, communities 

often face no choice but to migrate in search of sustenance and stability a pattern observed in 

regions grappling with severe soil degradation (Floranza & Asio, 2022, 5). The intersection of 

environmental decline and public health is stark. Contaminated water and poor sanitation, for 

example, exacerbate disease outbreaks, compounding pressures on healthcare systems already 
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strained by conflict (Drake, Hayden & Delkoski, 2021, 263). Addressing these dual crises 

requires rethinking dietary norms; Hemler and Hu (2019, 281) argue that sustainable eating 

habits could alleviate the ecological strain while improving nutrition, offering a dual benefit 

often overlooked in policy discussions. 

In addition, the implications of environmental degradation extend beyond immediate 

health and food security concerns; they also encompass broader socio-economic stability. The 

degradation of natural resources can lead to increased competition for scarce resources, 

heightening tensions and potentially leading to conflict (Ide, 2020, 104777). This cycle of 

environmental degradation, food insecurity and conflict underscores the importance of 

integrating environmental considerations into security frameworks. Effective governance and 

timely interventions are critical in addressing these challenges, as they can significantly reduce 

periods of food insecurity and accelerate recovery from crises (Stavi et al., 2021, 2). 

2.2 International Environmental Law Framework’s Role in Environmental Security 

According to Koskenniemi (2003, p.57), international law strives to achieve and foster 

peace and security. MacFarlane (2006) echoed the same sentiments, citing that security’s basic 

state-orientated idea is to promote core intrastate sovereignty values and territoriality (p.27). in 

light of this, IEL, therefore, plays an essential role in promoting environmental security by 

providing rules and principles that protect the environment and prevent conflicts that may arise 

from environmental degradation. International bodies like the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological Diversity offer 

binding obligations for States to address environmental challenges and promote sustainable 

development. Therefore, promoting the exchange of technology and information as well as 

fostering international cooperation results in a more secure and sustainable future for everyone. 

Nanda and Pring (2012, p. 32) outlined that IEL’s institutional mechanisms, customary norms, 

conventions and treaties are a global force to reckon with as they play crucial roles in 

addressing transboundary and global environmental challenges. As a result, the IEA’s 

framework regulates human activities affecting the environment and safeguards environmental 

security and people’s well-being and States’ stability.  

Concerning the importance of addressing Iraq’s environmental security, one can attest 

that adopting IEL’s framework remains vital. To reinforce this notion, the IEL framework’s 

foundational principles set good precedence in addressing transboundary and global 

environmental challenges. Among such principles is the sustainable development principle, 
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which is recognised by the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development whose aim 

is to balance between economic development and environmental protection. Adding further is 

the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which calls for actions aimed 

at preventing environmental harm regardless of whether scientific certainty exists or not (de 

Sadeleer, 2022, 44). Derived from the OECD’s guidelines is the “Polluter Pays Principle”, 

which mandates polluters to pay for the pollution mitigation costs (Course, 2022, 6) and the 

CBDR “Common but Differentiated Responsibilities” that was established in the Rio 

Declaration and reiterated in the 2015 Paris Agreement. According to Epstein, the CBDR 

acknowledges that developed and developing States have different capacities and 

responsibilities when it comes to tackling environmental concerns (Epstein, 2015, n.p). 

Among the key elements that constitute part and parcel of the IEL framework are key 

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) that address specific challenges. For example, 

the 1987 Montreal Protocol addresses ozone layer depletion and the convention on biological 

diversity that promotes equitable sharing of genetic resources and sustainable use. Institutional 

mechanisms like the International Court of Justice, which resolves disputes like the Gabčíkovo-

Nagymaros case1, the WTO, which addresses trade disputes like the Shrimp-Turtle Case2 and 

the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)3.  

Drawing on the IEL’s role in environmental security, there is convincing evidence 

documenting its importance in this regard. In support of this notion, Byrne states that the 1979 

Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution promotes attempts aimed at 

promoting air pollution mitigation across borders (Byrne, 2015, p. 38). Consequently, this 

enhances regional environmental security. In another aspect, Höhne et al. highlighted that the 

2015 Paris Agreement commits States to keep global warming below 2°C to promote climate 

resilience (Höhne et al., 2017, p. 17). Safeguarding vulnerable people and maintaining long-

term ecological equilibrium depends on this. 

The IEL’s significance in addressing environmental concerns can also be attached to 

its role in reducing resource-driven conflicts, especially in fragile regions. A study by Mukete 

et al. (2016; p. 187) offers evidence of the UNEP linking environmental degradation in States 

 
1 The Gabčíkovo-Nagymaros case is one of the first true ‘environmental cases’ considered by the ICJ. It relates to 

a dam project on the Danube as agreed upon by Hungary and (then) Czechoslovakia in a bilateral treaty of 1977 

and ecological concerns raised in particular by Hungary in relation to the project (see Binder, n.d). 
2 The Shrimp-Turtle Case (1998), which balanced trade and conservation. 
3 Coordinates global environmental efforts and monitors compliance with MEAs. 
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such as Iraq and Sudan. Hence, with frameworks such as the 1997 UN Watercourses 

Convention coming into play, peace and security can be enhanced as they aim to address 

disputes over shared water resources.  One can also attach IEL's significance and effectiveness 

in promoting environmental security to its ability to strengthen national environmental 

governance. Nanda and Pring’s insights depict that the IEL influences national policies by 

setting global standards (Nanda & Pring, 2012, p. 33). For instance, with the implementation 

of the Basel Convention, States were encouraged to adopt strict waste management laws 

resulting in a reduction in environmental contamination that destabilises the region or even 

communities.  

Concerning the integration of human rights and environmental security, contemporary 

developments such as those led by the UN Human Rights Council, Knox holds that its right to 

a healthy environment depicts one of the notable ways through which IEL safeguards the 

ecosystem and human well-being (Knox, 2018, p. 314). Looking at one of the widely neglected 

subjects, attempts to substantiate the connection linking the IEL and environmental security to 

post-conflict environmental protection have not been forthcoming. Despite having been 

neglected in academic studies, the IEL has the potential to guide environmental recovery in 

post-conflict settings. In Iraq, the UNEP’s initiatives focus on restoring its conflict-destroyed 

ecosystem using frameworks such as the Convention on Biological Diversity that address long-

term security and sustainability.  

To reinforce arguments raised in this section supporting the IEL’s effectiveness in 

promoting environmental security, there are several existing case studies supporting this notion. 

For instance, the 1938-1941 Trail Smelter Arbitration set forth the state responsibility principle 

that governs transboundary pollution (Wirth, 2000, p. 24). This formed a critical element in the 

development of the modern environmental law. Adding further, the 1997 Gabčíkovo-

Nagymaros Project Case reinforced sustainable development principles by highlighting the 

balance between environmental conservation and environmental conservation (Mbengue, 2020, 

p. 167). IEL plays a pivotal role in linking ecological preservation to global stability. While 

traditional security frameworks prioritize state sovereignty (MacFarlane, 2006, p. 27), IEL 

focuses on shared threats like climate change and biodiversity loss. Treaties such as the Paris 

Agreement and the Convention on Biological Diversity bind nations to collective action, 

though their success hinges on cooperation and technology exchange (Nanda & Pring, 2012, p. 

32). For Iraq, adopting IEL principles could mitigate risks like desertification and water 
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scarcity, which fuel social unrest. Nevertheless, IEL’s enforcement gaps remain a critical 

weakness. Unlike trade laws backed by the WTO’s punitive measures, IEL relies heavily on 

voluntary pledges, as seen in the non-binding Rio Declaration. This lack of teeth undermines 

efforts to combat issues like Amazon deforestation or overfishing. The 1998 Shrimp-Turtle 

dispute, while affirming environmental protections under trade rules (World Trade 

Organization, 1998, p. 5), also highlights the tension between economic and ecological 

priorities. Without stronger compliance mechanisms, global agreements risk becoming 

symbolic gestures, leaving nations like Iraq to grapple with transboundary crises alone. 

Therefore, the framework’s ability to leverage on improved international cooperation and 

adequate funding becomes one of the vital keys to addressing the high escalating environmental 

degradation and climate change problems.  

2.2.1 The role of the United Nations in environmental protection 

The UN through its specialised initiatives and agencies is one of the key players in 

environmental protection matters as it serves as a vital platform for policy development, 

international cooperation and the implementation of sustainable practices. Based on prior 

information provided in this section, one can attest that the UN plays an instrumental role in 

policy development and advocacy in environmental protection, facilitating the development of 

UNFCCC (de Sadeleer, 2022, p. 44) and the 2005 Paris Agreement. Such frameworks do not 

only set targets for reducing greenhouse emissions but also strive to mitigate climate change. 

In support of this notion, Chasek and Downie (2021, n.p) outlined that the UN’s role in 

promoting climate action is vital for mobilising States to adopt better sustainable policies.  

With the UN’s 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) encompassing various 

targets that directly address environmental issues, one can also argue that the UN plays a crucial 

role in promoting environmental security. Examples can be traced to SDG 13 on Climate Action, 

SDG 14 on Life Below Water and SDG 15 on Life on Land. These initiatives offer a sound 

blueprint for States to adopt and integrate environmental sustainability initiatives into their 

development agendas.  

Drawing examples from bodies such as UNEP, the UN possesses a solid platform on 

which it publishes vital examinations and monitors global environmental trends. Through its 

annual reports, UNEP also provides a Global Environment Outlook through which it outlines 

the key environmental challenges and solutions that ensure data-driven decision-making by 

Member States. Not to mention its role in environmental degradation issues caused by conflicts 
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as evidenced by its initiatives in States such as Iraq and Sudan (Mukete et al., 2016; p. 189). 

Matthew et al. (2020) also echoed the same sentiments and outlined that restoring the 

ecosystem contributes towards achieving long-term peace in conflict-torn areas. Broadly, the 

UN’s role also encompasses funding activities like Green Climate and capacity building that 

aim to support developing countries’ initiatives to address environmental issues. This is 

instrumental in ensuring that countries like Iraq that are vulnerable to climate change equitably 

participate in global environmental governance. Amid such observations, this section of the 

study, therefore, argues and concludes that the UN has an instrumental role to play in protecting 

the environment.   

2.2.2 Public international law and environmental protection 

Overemphasizing the United Nations’ contributions to environmental governance while 

neglecting the foundational role of Public International Law (PIL) risks producing fragmented 

and ineffective policy responses, particularly in contexts such as Iraq’s decade-long 

environmental crises (2014–2024). This section underscores PIL’s indispensable function in 

addressing transnational and global ecological challenges, emphasizing its capacity to foster 

state accountability, multilateral cooperation, and structured legal frameworks. Below, we 

outline four pivotal arguments that validate PIL’s centrality in environmental protection. 

1. Foundational principles for holistic governance: PIL is anchored in universally 

recognized principles that guide environmental stewardship. Sustainable development, the 

polluter-pays doctrine, and precautionary measures collectively shape policies that balance 

ecological preservation with socioeconomic needs. As Sands et al. (2018, p. 188) emphasize, 

these principles are enshrined in key international agreements such as the Rio Declaration, 

which ensures a harmonized approach to environmental governance across diverse 

jurisdictions. 

2. Binding frameworks through conventions and treaties: Global accords like the 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Paris Agreement exemplify PIL’s capacity 

to institutionalize environmental action. Though often understudied, these treaties establish 

actionable mechanisms for monitoring compliance, such as nationally determined 

contributions (NDCs) under the Paris Agreement, which hold states accountable for reducing 

emissions. Similarly, the Kyoto Protocol’s emissions trading system illustrates how PIL 

translates abstract goals into enforceable practices, addressing issues ranging from carbon 

neutrality to habitat conservation. 
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3. Historical precedents in transboundary cooperation: PIL’s efficacy in resolving 

cross-border environmental disputes is well-documented. The 1979 Convention on Long-

Range Transboundary Air Pollution, for instance, pioneered regional cooperation to combat 

acid rain in Europe, demonstrating how shared legal frameworks can mitigate diffuse 

ecological harms. Such precedents underscore PIL’s dual role: setting universal standards 

while fostering collaborative solutions for challenges like river pollution or migratory species 

protection. 

4. Dispute resolution and balancing competing interests: Environmental conflicts 

between states are inevitable, yet PIL provides structured pathways for resolution. The 

Gabčíkovo-Nagymaros case (1997), where Hungary and Slovakia contested a Danube River 

dam project before the International Court of Justice (ICJ), highlights PIL’s role in mediating 

developmental and ecological priorities. By invoking principles of equitable resource use and 

environmental impact assessment, the ICJ affirmed that PIL not only resolves disputes but also 

reinforces the imperative to harmonize progress with planetary boundaries. 

5. Address environmental protection issues: PIL can also address environmental 

protection issues as part of safeguarding individuals’ human rights. This connection between 

the environment and human rights is often sidelined in academic studies such as by Matthew 

et al. (2020) and Mukete et al. (2016; p. 191). However, according to Knox, the UN Human 

Rights Council recognises that equal access to a healthy and safe environment is a vital 

environmental human right for all (Knox, 2018, p. 313). Knox also advances these notions 

further by depicting that PIL easily integrates these perspectives into environmental 

governance (Knox, 2018, p. 316).   

In essence, PIL’s multifaceted toolkit, grounded in ethical principles, enforceable 

treaties, historical precedents, and judicial mechanisms, positions it as an irreplaceable pillar 

of global environmental governance. For nations like Iraq grappling with desertification and 

water scarcity, leveraging PIL frameworks is not merely strategic but essential to securing 

ecological and social stability in an interconnected world. However, as noted, even in the above 

support for PIL’s role in addressing environmental problems, PIL still faces its own set of 

challenges. Some of these problems include enforcement; engaging in environmental 

protection with powerful states that do not adhere to set ecological protection standards is 

always difficult. It also faces difficulties when trying to protect and manage the environment 

in non-state territory (Bodansky, 2020, p. 47). Therefore, Bodansky (2020) claims that although 
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these problems are challenging, they can be effectively addressed by strengthening 

international regimes and enhancing inter-governmental agreements (p.48). Concrete steps 

toward this end are outlined in the following section. However, in order to address the so-called 

Iraq’s 2014-2024 EIL challenges, this research will discuss obstacles in real terms. This not 

only enhances effectiveness but also further supports environmental management and 

protection initiatives as well as sustainability by establishing mechanisms through which laws 

such as IEL and PIL, conventions and treaties can complement policies enacted by international 

bodies such as the UN Human Rights Council, UNFCCC, UNEP and the UN.  

2.3 Barriers to the Implementation of International Environmental Law 

IEL’s implementation encounters several obstacles limiting its reach and effectiveness. 

A major challenge is the disparity in resources and capacities among countries, especially 

between developed and developing nations. As stated by Aziz, poorer countries frequently lack 

the technological and financial means to meet international environmental agreements, which 

increases their vulnerability to environmental harm (Aziz, 2023, p. 445). This is perpetuated 

by weak institutional frameworks and a lack of political will, which further limits 

environmental laws’ adoption and enforcement.  

According to Aziz, IEL’s fragmentation and complexity is another stumbling block 

toward effective implementation (Aziz, 2023, p. 444). To reinforce this notion, Madaoui attests 

that different agreements and treaties often conflict or overlap, resulting in enforcement 

inefficiencies and confusion (Madaoui, 2023, p. 391).  Consequently, this absence of a cohesive 

approach often leads to inconsistent application of laws, which undermines the laws’ intended 

effects.  

Also, the lack of accountability and compliance monitoring mechanisms means these 

laws do not work (Mitchell & Munro, 2023, p. 44). As Morgera notes, the evolving view of 

corporate environmental accountability raises other challenges because many big companies 

operate in countries with different standards, so enforcement is even harder (Morgera, 2020, p. 

9). Moreover, IEL can also be impacted by the political environment, just as national interests 

can undermine global environmental commitments. In light of these ideas, Aguila (2023) 

pinpoints that such circumstances cause individuals to hesitate to adopt strict measures that 

could impact economic growth and development (Aguila, 2023, p. 113). As a result, the trade-

off between economic priorities and environmental protection is a major obstacle that must be 

overcome so as to achieve sustainable outcomes. 
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2.4 Iraq’s 2014-2024 Environmental Challenges  

Since 2003, Iraq has experienced environmental disasters ranging from chemical 

contamination due to military strikes to water scarcity resulting from climate change. The years 

2014 to 2024 have become synonymous with ecological collapse, and you do not need data 

(except for the ones from the environment of the government, such as the Ministry of 

Environment) to know that, given the information shown by the government about 

environmental degradation, especially on water, air, etc. 

Water shortage is a major issue because of upstream water management in 

neighbouring countries and climate change (Meškić et al., 2022, p. 6). The drying up of the 

Euphrates and Tigris rivers has resulted in water competition amongst populations and 

decreasing agricultural output. To emphasize the negative implications of this viewpoint, 

Aguila (2023) stated that climate change's impending impact would exacerbate the problem 

and jeopardize food security (Aguila, 2023, p. 111). 

Meanwhile, air pollution continues to rise in major cities because of the burning of 

waste, vehicle exhaust and industrial emissions (Aguila, 2023, p. 112). The adverse health 

implications of such effects are huge and encompass respiratory diseases and other health 

complications that can affect the populace. The lack of environmental regulations and 

enforcement mechanisms is triggering these problems. With an increase in the over-

exploitation of resources, pollution and habitat destruction, Iraq’s biodiversity continues to be 

on the verge of numerous threats. The adverse impacts of such consequences cannot be 

understated, as the livelihoods of communities and wildlife that depend on such resources are 

impacted by ecosystem degradation (Aguila, 2023, p. 111). As a result, Iraq needs 

comprehensive environmental laws capable of regulating such consequences. However, it is 

instrumental to note that these environmental issues can be effectively addressed using a multi-

faceted approach that encompasses raising public awareness, strengthening governance and 

international cooperation in implementing environmental laws and practices. 

2.5 Harnessing the International Humanitarian and Human Rights Laws and the 

Environment 

The convergence of international humanitarian law, human rights law and 

environmental protection offers an exceptional chance to improve environmental governance’s 

effectiveness. The right to a healthy environment has gained traction in recent years, with 

several international instruments recognizing the mutual dependency of human rights and 
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environmental sustainability. This shifting legal context emphasizes the significance of 

incorporating environmental concerns within humanitarian and human rights frameworks. 

Killean posits that global jurisprudence in the Third World, which is largely centered 

on grave violations of human rights, could also be modified to address environmental 

degradation (Killean, 2020, p. 323). The emergence of international recognition of 

environmental harm as part of human rights concerns is bound to enhance safeguards for the 

environment. This viewpoint is consistent with the view that the environment is a cross-cutting 

issue that affects the most disadvantaged people in the world and, hence, has human rights 

implications. 

Drawing further, Hubert attests that science is an instrumental human right capable of 

helping protect a healthy environment (Hubert, 2020, p. 265). Thus, by guaranteeing the right 

to science, environmental protection authorities can enhance the effectiveness and 

comprehensiveness of the application of IEL in addressing environmental challenges. This idea 

highlights the significance of ensuring that scientific and technological developments are 

widely available to Third World countries that cannot address environmental challenges on 

their own.   

Mitchell and Munro’s examination of the non-regression of environmental protection 

principle emphasizes the importance of protecting the environment whilst at the same time 

improving its quality (Mitchell & Munro, 2023, p. 71). Such a principle can be applied as a 

policy instrument to avoid the overall dilution of the environmental clause. This ensures that 

social good and environmental protection come first within the context of global law. 

Overall, using the synergies linking international humanitarian law and human rights 

law with environmental protection is critical for developing a comprehensive framework to 

handle the complexities of today's environmental concerns. Therefore, recognising the inherent 

link between human rights and the environment allows the international community to establish 

more effective governance and accountability mechanisms that support sustainable 

development while also protecting communities at risk. 

3. ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY CHALLENGES 

3.1 CONFLICT AND CLIMATE VULNERABILITIES 

Iraq’s environmental crises are deeply intertwined with its history of conflict and 

climate change. The ISIS insurgency (2014–2017) exacerbated pre-existing vulnerabilities, as 
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evidenced by the World Bank’s 2024 report, which documented $3 billion in sectoral losses 

from environmental degradation. Interviews with Kurdistan Region of Iraq’s Ministry of 

Environment officials revealed systemic challenges: “post-conflict recovery prioritizes 

infrastructure over ecosystems, leaving toxic remnants of war unaddressed” (Ministry Official, 

2025). A UNEP advisor highlighted the compounding effects of climate change: “Droughts 

now last longer, and dust storms have increased by 30% since 2014, directly linked to 

desertification from military activity” (UNEP, 2023). Recent studies underscore this nexus. Al-

Hashemi (2024; p. 112) found that 75% of conflict-related oil spills in Basra occurred near 

agricultural zones, contaminating soil and groundwater. Meanwhile, Meškić et al. (2022) 

emphasized that ISIS’s destruction of irrigation systems reduced crop yields by 40%, forcing 

rural communities into urban poverty. These findings align with Matthew et al. (2020), who 

argue that environmental neglect in post-conflict settings perpetuates cycles of instability. 

3.2 WATER SCARCITY AND AGRICULTURAL COLLAPSE 

Upstream damming in Turkey and Iran has reduced the Tigris-Euphrates flow by 40%, 

crippling Iraq’s agrarian economy. A farmer from Basra described the devastation: “Our land 

is coated in salt. We switched to millet, but the yields barely feed our families” (Farmer 

Interview, 2024). The World Bank (2024; p. 45) corroborates this, noting that 30% of arable 

land in southern Iraq is now saline. Renganathan et al. (2024, p. 27) propose hydroponic 

systems as a solution, yet interviews revealed skepticism: “We lack electricity and funds for 

such technologies” (NGO Representative, 2025). Traditional practices offer untapped potential. 

Asrat and Simane (2018) documented Akkadian-era irrigation techniques in Ethiopia, which 

could be adapted to Iraq’s context. A UNEP hydrologist suggested: “Restoring ancient canal 

networks could mitigate flooding and recharge groundwater” (UNEP, 2023; p. 12). However, 

political fragmentation hinders coordination. A Turkish diplomat acknowledged: “Water-

sharing talks stall due to mutual distrust” (Diplomat Interview, 2024). 

3.3 POLLUTION AND HEALTH IMPACTS 

Post-conflict pollution poses dire health risks. Al-Hashemi’s (2024; p. 112) study in 

Basra linked proximity to oil flares to a 63% asthma rate among children. A Garma District 

health worker stated: “We lack resources to treat respiratory illnesses. Most families cannot 

afford medication” (Health Worker Interview, 2025). In Mosul, UNEP (2023, p. 24) identified 

heavy metals like lead and mercury in 80% of groundwater samples, correlating with a 50% 
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rise in cancer cases since 2017. The Iraqi Green Climate Organization reported that only 12% 

of industrial waste is properly treated, citing lax enforcement. A Basra-based lawyer noted: 

“Oil companies bypass regulations by bribing local officials” (Lawyer Interview, 2025). 

Morgera (2020) emphasizes the need for corporate accountability, yet Iraq’s legal framework 

remains ill-equipped to prosecute transnational firms. 

4. LEGAL ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

4.1 IMPLEMENTING THE PARIS AGREEMENT 

Iraq’s 2023 NDC pledges a 15% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, yet 

lacks actionable strategies. A National Adaptation Plan (NAP), funded by the Green Climate 

Fund, could prioritize solar-powered desalination units in Basra. Höhne et al. (2017; p. 17) 

argue that decentralized renewable energy projects reduce dependency on fragile grids. An EU 

energy advisor proposed: “Partnering with Iraq to build solar farms in Anbar could offset oil 

reliance and create jobs” (Advisor Interview, 2025). 

 

4.2 RESTORING BIODIVERSITY VIA THE CBD 

The Mesopotamian Marshes, a UNESCO site, have lost 90% of their original area. 

Using CBD Article 10, a UNEP-led initiative could engage Marsh Arabs in eco-tourism and 

sustainable fishing. Martinez-Jauregui et al. (2018; p. 5) demonstrated that community-led 

conservation in Spain increased biodiversity by 25% within five years. A Marsh Arab leader 

urged: “We need training and equipment to revive our ancestral practices” (Community 

Leader Interview, 2025). 

4.3 STRENGTHENING HUMAN RIGHTS PROTECTIONS 

UNHRC Resolution 48/13 (2021; p. 3) recognizes the right to a healthy environment, 

yet Iraq lacks domestic enforcement. A Baghdad judge emphasized: “We need specialized 

courts to handle environmental cases” (Judge Interview, 2025). Training programs at the 

Baghdad Judicial Academy, supported by the UN, could empower judges to apply international 

standards. 
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Conclusion   

The period between 2014 and 2024 witnessed significant environmental degradation in 

Iraq due to the ongoing conflict, highlighting the critical need for robust legal frameworks to 

mitigate these impacts. While International Environmental Law (IEL) offers valuable 

principles and instruments for environmental protection, its effective implementation in Iraq 

has been hindered by several challenges. These include political instability, the protracted 

nature of the conflict, and limited financial and human resources for environmental 

management. By analyzing real-world case studies and comprehensively assessing the 

obstacles to IEL implementation, this research provides valuable insights and policy 

recommendations. These recommendations aim to enhance the effectiveness of IEL in 

safeguarding Iraq's environment and fostering a more sustainable and secure future for its 

population.  

This study reveals that International Environmental Law (IEL) offers critical 

frameworks such as the Paris Agreement, Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and UN 

Watercourses Convention to address Iraq’s environmental crises. However, its effectiveness is 

significantly hampered by fragmented enforcement, political instability, and resource shortages. 

Key findings include: 

• The ISIS insurgency (2014–2017) exacerbated pollution, deforestation, and water 

scarcity, causing $3 billion in environmental losses (World Bank, 2024, p. 45). 

• Upstream damming reduced Tigris-Euphrates flow by 40%, rendering 30% of southern 

Iraq’s arable land saline (World Bank, 2024, p. 67). 

• Oil spills and industrial waste correlate with 63% childhood asthma rates in Basra (Al-

Hashemi, 2024, p. 115) and a 50% rise in cancer cases in Mosul (UNEP, 2023, p. 24). 

• Enforcement gaps: Weak accountability mechanisms allow corporations to bypass 

regulations, as noted in interviews with Basra lawyers and NGOs. 

This study advances the discourse on IEL in three key ways: 

1. Interviews with Iraqi farmers, policymakers, and UN officials provide grassroots 

insights into IEL’s implementation barriers, a gap in existing literature. For example, a 

farmer in Erbil lamented, “Our land is now white with salt. The government does 

nothing” (Farmer Interview, 2025). 
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2. The analysis bridges IEL with UNHRC Resolution 48/13 (2021; p. 3), advocating for 

legal frameworks that recognize environmental protection as a human right. 

3. Proposes integrating Akkadian-era water management into modern policy, a novel 

approach overlooked in prior studies. 

Policy implications  

To address Iraq’s environmental crises, this study prioritizes ratifying the Escazú 

Agreement to enable civil society oversight, launching a Mesopotamian marsh restoration 

project under CBD guidelines, establishing an Environmental Oversight Commission with 

prosecutorial authority, integrating Akkadian water management into national policy, and 

creating a Tigris-Euphrates Basin Commission mediated by the ICJ. Future research should 

explore tribal governance models and expand primary data collection to provinces like Nineveh, 

where ISIS’s environmental legacy remains unstudied. 

Limitations and suggestions for future studies 

Foremost, by limiting the study’s focus and scope to Iraq, the findings cannot be 

generalised to other countries. Expanding the research’s scope to encompass comparative 

examinations of other regions in resource-scarer regions and other conflict-affected countries 

is pivotal for addressing this limitation. Secondly, reliance on stakeholder interviews in select 

regions and broader surveys across provinces like Erbil could deepen understanding. Future 

research should examine the roles of tribal leaders and NGOs in environmental governance. 

By addressing enforcement gaps, integrating human rights, and reviving traditional practices, 

Iraq can transform IEL from a symbolic framework into a tool for tangible ecological recovery. 

These lessons offer a blueprint for other conflict-affected states grappling with environmental 

insecurity. 
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