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Surveying the Last of the Mesopotamian Marshlands 
In May 2001, UNEP focused the world’s attention 
on a hitherto unreported environmental disaster: 
the destruction of the Mesopotamian marshlands, 
a unique freshwater ecosystem of global 
significance to biodiversity and ancient human 
communities. Using satellite imagery, GRID-
Geneva revealed how 90% of the largest wetland 
ecosystem in the Middle East had been lost, 
mainly due to drainage schemes and upstream 
damming. A one-thousand square kilometre 
northern section of the transboundary Al-Hawizeh/
Al-Azim marshes, straddling the Iran-Iraq border, is 
all that remains of the extensive wetland complex 
that originally covered an area of 20,000 square 
kilometres. Even this restricted vestige, however, 
is rapidly drying out. UNEP considers this last relic 
as a priority area for conservation and is providing 
early warning to decision-makers and the general 
public about changes in its status. The aim is to 
support Iran and Iraq with timely and scientific 
information and encourage them, in collaboration 
with other riparian countries, to agree on an 
integrated management scheme to conserve what 
is left of the marshes. 
 

(Continued on page 3) 

A strategic coordination meeting between 
the European Environment Agency (EEA)  
and UNEP/DEWA~Europe and the 
Regional Office for Europe (ROE) took 
place at UNEP’s International 
Environment House, Geneva on 27 
February 2002.  The meeting was called 
to discuss a broad series of issues, but 
focused mostly on the recently signed 
“side agreement” to the formal 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
which exists between the two agencies 
since 1996. 
 
The “side agreement” is basically a 
mechanism for the increasingly broad 
and deep collaboration between the EEA 
and UNEP in a number of areas, and 
serves as a “rolling agenda” or workplan 
which is renewable between the two 
partners on a regular basis.  It contains a 
series of annexes to the EEA-UNEP main 
umbrella MoU, which detail their joint 
activities for a given year, including 
specific items of work, deliverables and 
financial arrangements on a case-by-
case basis. 

Currently it is envisioned to jointly 
implement a total of seven major 
projects together throughout the year 
2002, with equal or near-equal resources 
being provided by the EEA and UNEP in 
most cases. The activities covered in 
these seven annexes are as follows: 
♦ UNEP inputs to the EEA’s next major 

environment in Europe report for the 

Kiev Ministerial Conference (May 
2003); 

♦ Co-production of the 2002 “joint 
message”, on the theme of agro-
biodiversity; 

♦ Harmonisation, coordination and 
review of all joint activities; 

 
(Continued on page 4) 

UNEP’s Ever-Expanding Cooperation with  the European Environment Agency 

Expanding the use of earth observation data in joint assessments is an 
important aspect of EEA and UNEP cooperation. This AVJRR image shows 
state of land cover and phytoplankton concentration in European seas. 

Upstream damming and water diversion for 
irrigation schemes have made the streams 
feeding the marshlands run dry. 
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A New Tool for Integrated Water Resources Management 

E-environment: Information Technology and Environmental Cooperation 
The first seminar on the “e-
environment” was held at the 
European Centre for Nuclear 
Research (CERN) in Geneva, 
Switzerland on 15 March 2002. 
UNEP/GRID-Geneva designed 
and developed a web portal for 
this event and provided 
technical support to the 
meeting. This collaboration was 
carried out in the framework of 
the partnership that UNEP/
GRID-Geneva has established 
with Geneva Canton and its 
Environmental Information 
System, known by its French 
acronym SIEnG. 
 
The main objective of this 
seminar was to bring together 
v a r i o u s  e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
institutions on both sides of the 
French-Swiss border in order 
that they exchange information 
about recent technological 
developments and related 
i n f o r m a t i o n  t o o l s  f o r 
environmental research.  

management. 
From 18-27 March a workshop 
was held at the headquarters 
of the World Conservation 
Union (IUCN) in Gland, 
Switzerland, and organised by 
the Wetlands Programme of 
IUCN. The aim of this meeting 
was to define the interface and 
analysis capability of the e-
atlas and to create a demo 
portal based on static and 
animated global and river 
basin maps, with descriptions 
and illustrative graphs. The 
meeting was attended by the 
core-group of the e-Atlas, which 
consists of GRID-Geneva, IUCN, 
IMWI, WRI and UNH. 
 
A wide range of issues were 
addressed at this workshop, 
including the needs of target 
audiences and approaches on 
scenario development and 
water management issues. 
GRID-Geneva  and WRI 
presented an overview of 
available data on global and 
river basin levels and led the 
discussion on how to integrate 
and visualise these data sets 
in scenario setting and model 
calculations. Participants then 
focused on preparing a 
preliminary web interface using 

A new project, the Water 
Resources and Wetlands e-
Atlas, will combine and 
c o m m u n i c a t e  r e l e v a n t 
information on freshwater 
resources to promote and 
support integrated water 
resources management. This 
project was initiated in October 
2001 and is coordinated by the 
Wetland Programme of the 
World Conservation Union 
(IUCN). The partners in the e-
Atlas are, besides IUCN, GRID-
Geneva, the International Water 
Management Institute (IMWI), 
the World Resources Institute 
(WRI) and the University of New 
Hampshire (UNH).  
 
Functioning as an interactive 
web-based information service 
o n  w a t e r  p o l i c y  a n d 
management issues, the e-Atlas 
portal will  rely heavily on 
dynamic maps, vital graphics, 
statistics and annotated text to 
explain the complex issues 
involved. In the first phase, the 
objective is to develop a 
functional prototype that 
consists of several static and 
animated maps addressing 
multi-disciplinary issues relating 
to climate change, food-nature 
conflicts and river basin 

The seminar opened with 
presentations by the Swiss 
Agency for the Environment, 
Forests and Landscape (SAEFL) 
and the French Institute of the 
Environment (IFEN) on their 
respective national approach to 
new information technologies. 
In follow-up discussions, 
participants addressed the 
difficulties encountered in 
developing standardised 
environmental information for 
the two countries. For example, 
topographic maps had to be 
revised as in border regions 
certain roads do not intersect 
at the same point. This is 
b e c a u s e  F r a n c e  a n d 
Switzerland, for historical 
reasons, do not use the same 
geographic projection. 
 
Following the general plenary, 
the meeting divided into four 
thematic workshops addressing 
v a r i o u s  t r a n s - b o u n d a r y 
environmental management 

issues, including: (i) information 
system on watercourses; (ii) 
Internet and the environment; 

(iii) impediments to data 
distribution over the Internet 

(Continued on page 4) 

An example of the maps being created for the e-Atlas, this one shows 
population trends in international river basins. 

Proceedings of the E-environment seminar is accessible at 
http://www.sieng.ch/e-enviro 

a number of static and 
animated integrated global and 
river basin maps. The prototype 
developed is not yet available 
in the public domain, but is 
instead intended as a sample 

des ign for  fund- ra is ing 
purposes. Other outputs of this 
workshop were a new and 
improved business plan and a 
detailed development plan for 
the coming  six months. 



Representatives from UNEP headquarters, GRID Centres and Regional 
Offices  took part in the UNEP.Net meeting in Cambridge. 
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Overall Design of UNEP.Net’s Regional and Thematic Portals Finalised 

organisations, including geo-
spatial data sets, maps, 
publications and graphics. The 
proposed format of the 
Catalogue was examined at 
length to ensure that it meets 
the needs of decision-makers 
and scientists, as well as the 
general public. This was 
followed by a training session 
on how to use and complete 
the 30-plus descriptive fields 
of the meta-data entry form. 
 
A follow-up meeting will be 
held in mid-June to take stock 
of the progress made. Key 
items for consideration include 
preparations for WSSD and the 
prototype of the products 

developed, such as template 
design for the portal and meta-
data catalogue. These will need 
to be enhanced following a 
testing phase under ‘real’ 
conditions.  

design layout and functionality 
offered by the new portal was 
well-received by the meeting’s 
participants. With some minor 
modifications and utility 
enhancements, the meeting 
approved the new design, 
paving the way for the 
finalisation of the remaining 
thematic and regional portals. 
 
Right from the start of the 
UNEP.Net  sys tem,  the 
importance of ensuring a high 
level of interoperabil ity 
between the various operating 
systems, software products 
and development tools used 
was recognised.  In accepting 
the recommendations by the 
OpenGIS Consortium, the 
group decided to develop 
several model applications as 
a testing phase. Based on the 
results attained, centres will be 
invited to create attractive and 
meaningful Internet-based 
tools for the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development 
(WSSD) to be held in 
Johannesburg in September 
2002. 
 
The last item on the meeting’s 
agenda was the UNEP.Net 
catalogue, which is the hidden 
engine of the UNEP.Net 
information network. I t 
provides key meta-data 
describing the various products 
and data holdings produced by 
U N E P  a n d  p a r t n e r 

A technical meeting to discuss 
the nuts and bolts of UNEP.
Net, the global environmental 
information system established 
by UNEP in late 2000, was 
hos ted  by  the  Wor ld 
Conservat ion Monitor ing 
Centre (WCMC) in Cambridge 
from 6-8 March.  Participants 
from the various UNEP centers 
involved in the development of 
UNEP.Net and its array of 
thematic and regional portals 
participated in the meeting 
including from GRIDs-Arendal,
Bangkok, Geneva, Nairobi and 
Sioux Falls, the Regional Office 
for Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and UNEP-WCMC. 
Given the international and 
inter-agency scope of UNEP.
Net, it is important that 
partners meet periodically to 
discuss and exchange ideas 
a b o u t  t h e  t e c h n i c a l 
development and organisation 
of the portals. 
 
The first part of the discussions 
focused on the UNEP.Net 
Project Manual and the 
s t a n d a r d s  f o r  p r o j e c t 
development and tracking 
contained therein. This was 
followed by deliberations on 
the draft template of the UNEP.
Net portal, which has been 
under construction and fine-
tuning for the past several 
months by a specialised team 
from GRIDs-Arendal, Geneva 
and Nairobi. The general 

examination, recent satellite 
imagery  show constant 
regression in Hawr Al-Hawizeh’s  
water line, and perennial lakes 
drying out for the first time.  
 
Large-scale development 
schemes have severely 
degraded Hawr Al-Azim’s 
ecological character and, if 
business-as-usual continues, it 
is likely to disappear within the 
next three to five years. The fact 
is that the marshlands can be 
revived if the water were to 
come back soon. Urgent action 
is therefore required before it is 
too late. For Iran, this means 
allocating an adequate amount 
of water to Hawr Al-Azim within 
the overall water management 
plan of the Karkheh catchment. 
Long-term conservation of the 

Mesopotamian Marshlands  
Azim. As the streams 
nourishing the wetland ebbed, 
the marsh beds dried-up. The 
situation is particularly 
alarming, given relatively 
abundant rainfall this year and 
the fact that the UNEP visit 
coincided with the normal 
p e a k  f l o o d  s e a s o n . 
Furthermore, human-initiated 
fires for land clearing and 
conversion for agricultural 
p u r p o s e s  i s  s t e a d i l y 
encroaching deeper into the 
marshlands. The Marsh Arabs 
and local fisherman have 
deserted the area, and the 
only signs of the wetland’s 
formerly glorious wildlife were 
the rare cormorant and 
flamingo. Although the Iraqi 
part of the marshlands was 
not subject to on-site 

(Continued from page 1) 
 
A rapid assessment mission to 
Hawr Al-Azim, the Iranian part 
of the marshlands, was carried 
out in mid-February 2002 to 
appraise the situation on-the-
spot and collect field reference 
data for follow-up satellite 
image analysis. The scene of 
intense fighting between Iran 
and Iraq (1980-88), the 
wetland has been heavily 
damaged by military conflict 
and may be qualified as an 
“environmental disaster zone”. 
The key issue to marshland 
survival, however, is water.  
The on-going impoundment of 
the Karkheh dam, Iran’s 
largest reservoir dam, which 
began in April 2001, has cut-
off the water supply to Hawr Al-

t rans -boundary  wet land, 
however, will require that Iran 
and Iraq agree on a joint 
recovery plan and reinstate 
managed flooding.  
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and ( iv )  a i r  po l lut ion 
prevention. 
 
The president of Geneva’s 
Department of Interior, 
Agriculture, Environment and 
Energy (DIAEE), Mr. Convers, 
concluded the seminar by 
remarking that information 
systems are undergoing rapid 
expansion, but that this growth 
is constrained by the legislative 
f r a m e w o r k ,  d i v e r s e 
institutional structures and the 
wide spectrum of political 
orientations with different 
priorities.  
 
The seminar created a useful 
forum to better know and 
understand what is taking 
place on both sides of the 
frontier, with participants 

expressing a strong interest for 
follow-up cooperation and 
information sharing. It marks 
the initiation of a process, and 
the next meeting on the “e-
environment” will probably be 
held in two years’ time, to take 
stock of the progress realised. 
 
The contents posted on the “e-
environment” portal served as a 
reference source during the 
entire length of the seminar, 
providing comprehensive 
coverage of the programme, 
last-minute updates, and above 
all because it enabled 
participants to place their 
presentations and related 
documentation on the web and 
avail it to other participants in a 
timely manner. The meeting’s 
proceedings are accessible at: 
 
http://www.sieng.ch/e-enviro  

E-environment  

GRID-Geneva Calendar of Events 
(April– June 2002) 

 
9 - 12 April 
Sub-regional Consultation on “GEO-3 for the Caucasus 
Environment Outlook (CEO)”, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
 
29 April 
GRID-Geneva Advisory Board Meeting, Geneva, Switzerland. 
 
9 - 10 May  
Mission to European Space Agency (ESA/ESRIN), Frascati, Italy. 
 
22 May 
Launch of the third edition of the Global Environment Outlook 
(GEO-3) report (main launch in London, UK) 
 
22-23 May 
Third Meeting of the Steering Group - UNEP/GEF Regionally 
Based Assessment of Persistent Toxic Substances Project, 
Montreal, Canada. 
 
27 May 
Swiss CDS Steering Committee Meeting 
 
17 June 
Caucasus Environment Outlook (CEO) launch; Tbilisi, Georgia 
(tentative)  

 

EEA and UNEP Cooperation 
 
(Continued from page 1) 
 
♦ review of al l  joint 

activities; 
♦ Joint work on scenarios of 

future development; 
♦ Streamlining reporting 

r e q u i r e m e n t s  f o r 
Multilateral Environmental 
Agreements; 

♦ Mediterranean reporting; 
and 

♦ Arctic reporting. 
 
T h e  f i r s t  s u b j e c t  o f 
collaboration is a sign of how 
the EEA-UNEP relationship has 
matured and just how 
symbiotic and useful it has 
become to both parties.  The 
EEA has long contributed to 
UNEP’s GEO report preparation 
process, but 2002 will be the 
first time that UNEP helps to 
prepare inputs to the EEA’s 
periodic report series on the 
state of the pan-European 
environment.  These inputs will 
in particular focus on the Newly 
Independent States and 
Central Asian Republics, where 
the EEA does not yet have well-
developed networks or ongoing 
activities including ongoing 
environmental data collection. 
 

Most of the other activities for 
implementation in 2002 are 
also related to environmental 
assessment and reporting work 
in progress, being either of a 
regional (i.e. Arctic and 
Mediterranean) or thematic 
(agro-biodiversity and the 
global conventions) nature.  
The main thrust within all of 
these areas, however, is to 
improve coordination between 
the EEA and UNEP, and 
develop further synergies 
among our work programmes, 
so that more clear and 
consistent messages on the 
environment are delivered to 
end users, from policy makers 
to the broad public.  As well, 
the joint activities should allow 
the two agencies to carry out 
their work more effectively and 
efficiently, both now and in the 
longer run. 
 
DEWA~Europe will continue to 
serve as overall point of 
contact with the EEA on the 
ma in  MoU and  “s ide 
agreement”, and will be directly 
involved in many of the 
activities to be accomplished in 
2002, while other UNEP units 
involved are helping to 
implement their relevant, 
specific activities.  

change. Highlighting human 
vulnerability to environmental 
deterioration, it assesses 
effects of the spectrum of 
policy measures adopted. 
 
DEWA~Europe/GRID-Geneva 
coordinated European inputs 
to GE0-3 and provided overall 
strategic data support, 
including access to a wide 
variety of global and regional 
"core data sets"  through the 
GEO Data Portal.  

The  third edition of the Global 
Environment Outlook (GEO) 
series, GEO-3, is to be released 
by UNEP’s Executive Director, 
Dr. Klaus Töpfer, on 22 May 
2002. GEO is UNEP’s flagship  
p u b l i c a t i o n  p r e s e n t i n g  
c o m p r e h e n s i v e  a n d 
authoritative reviews and 
analyses of world-wide 
environmental conditions and 
trends, and the policies and 
policy instruments available to 
address them. 
 
Continuing the global and 
regional focus of the series, it 
complements the detailed 
assessment of the state of the 
global environment set out in 
GEO-2000. GEO-3 examines 
environmental trends over the 
past 30 years to provide an 
integrated explanation of the 
developments that have 
occurred. It not only examines 
the state of the environment 
over that period, but also the 
full range of social, economic, 
political and cultural drivers 
that have brought about 

New GEO-3 to be Launched in May 2002 


