Dear Friends,
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I’m back from Iraq with really good news. The Eden in Iraq Wastewater
Garden in the Mesopotamian Marshes at El Chibaish has been partially
funding by Iraq’s Ministry for Water Resources! Plans are underway to
break ground as soon as possible, by this fall, If not sooner.
After a 4 year detour to vanquish ISIS, Iraq has a new sense of a future.
There are plans to invest both environmentally and culturally. There are
new faces returning to direct the Ministries as well as the Embassies abroad.
Educated civil servants, who have studied abroad, energetically abound.
New attention is being paid to the Mesopotamian marshes, since being
designated, in 2016, a UNESCO World Heritage site. This includes the
ancient sites of Ur, Uruk, and Eridu.
It’s been a very wet spring, so this is the first time since the marshes were
drained in the early 1990’s that they are 85% re-flooded.

There’s so much water that the Tigris can be diverted into the Euphrates to
finally get to an adequate level. Plans are in effect to store water in
preparation for the summer heat wave. In the image above, you can see
what we saw in 2011: the marshes re-greened 20%, with 80% still
desertified.
The entire trip via the Netherlands to the Mesopotamian Marshes to
Baghdad was great! After 8 years, this was a very different trip. At all points
I was graciously and publically thanked for our project, with various
institutions ready to lend their support.
The Ministry of Water Resources (MOWR) is giving us technical and
financial support to build the first 1/3 of the garden! This is equivalent to
$200,000+. They are also going to pay for this trip for the 4 of us as well.
The Center for Restoration of the Marshes and Wetlands (CRIMW), a
Ministry subdivision, under the direction of Samira Abed, will host us,
making me an advisor to facilitate logistics.
In addition, both the Ministry and the Thi Qar region’s Governor Nasiri are
committed to helping to raise additional funds. The Governor has asked me
to come up with a wastewater garden design concept for a new tourist
center being planned for the Zigguraut at Ur.

This was a Temple to the Moon God Nanna (Inanna’s father). Astronomy
was first developed in Mesopotamia, so that's one place to start with a
garden design, not to mention the other Mesopotamian inventions such as
the wheel, the chariot, the sailboat, math, farming, the Hammurabi (first)
Code of Law.
I hadn’t been in the marshes since May 2014, due to the political situation.
Davide and I went to Baghdad in 2015 for an Emergency Meeting to Restore
the Marshes. The marshes had dried out a 2nd time due to ISIS closing two
dams in the North and Turkey closing its dam on the western edge. Davide
went to the marshes in 2015 to negotiate with the El Chibaish Town Council
for the piece of land for which we’ve most recently designed. I went to
Jordan in 2016 to study flora for our garden at the Royal Botanic Garden,
here in the wild, over 500 years old, and mentioned in the Koran.

In 2017 we created a large comprehensive exhibition at the National Design
Centre in Singapore including our design process, the history of marshes
and its people, and our sources of inspiration. (See
www.meridelrubenstein.com/eden-in-iraq. Click on pdfs to see installation
views as well as images and wall texts included.)

When we were at the Paris Peace Forum last November, looking for
funding possibilities, I met Farah Souhail, a Dutch Iraqi working with Iraqi
and Syrian women refugees. She recommended her sister Zahra as a
translator for us on this trip. Getting in touch with Zahra in Amsterdam
inspired her to let the Iraqi Ambassador to the Netherlands, Dr. Hisham
Alawi, know about our project. This coincided with his own interest in
helping to develop the south.
I had already decided to fly thru the Netherlands to cut the length of the
trip and spend time with Joppe and Maricel Cramwinckel , Singapore
friends . Joppe is a renowned water specialist and a huge supporter of the
project. He even joined us in Paris, to help figure out fundraising.
By the time I got to The Hague, it had become apparent that the only way
to get Visas was thru this Embassy. I was treated so elegantly by the
Embassy. They me picked up at the airport gate to chauffeur me to Joppe’s

in preparation for our afternoon meeting with the Ambassador. Dr. Alawi
had given the project much thought and planned to arrange several
meetings for us that he would attend as well, as he was leaving for Iraq the
next day.

With Joppe in Paris and at Iraq Embassy in the Hague

Dr. Alawi subsequently arranged meetings with the new governor of the
region and the Ministry of Water Resources in Bagdad, in addition to having
us give a presentation at a meeting he called of Iraqi investors in Baghdad
(at The Iraqi institute For Economic Reform). The Ambassador wined and

dined us in Holland at a marvelous Iraqi restaurant in Leyden, all the while
giving us names to consider asking for support. He will submit a proposal to
Dutch funders by the end of the year.
Next I rendezvoued with Singaporean Edmond Wong, our filmmaker and
logistics pro, in Istanbul to fly to Basra. We went first to Nature Iraq’s office
in El Chibaish, greeted as warmly as ever by managing Director Jassim Al
Asadi who is a member of our team and our partner. We are an official
project of Nature Iraq NGO. http://www.natureiraq.org/wastewater-gardenproject.html

Please link to this for a brief description of and current designs for the Eden
in Iraq Wastewater Garden Project.

Jassim Al Asadi, an accomplished engineer, also sings, recites poetry, and is
always exuberant, most likely as result of having been born in the marshes.
I’ll attach his description of coming into this world, which was a wall text for
the Singapore exhibition.

The first day in the marshes we had a meeting with the El Chibaish Town
Council. Our piece of land was now underwater, so the Council gave us a

new more accessible plot. We had very substantive talks working out a
multi organizational system for managing the garden once it is built. This
involves a much bigger commitment from the town as well as recognition
of various Ministries needing to be involved: MOWR, CRIMW, and the
Ministry of Culture. They prepared a letter of commitment and description
of our new site. We feel very secure about this commitment.
Later in the week, Dr. Alawi had us join him in Nasiriyah where I made a
presentation to the Governor of the Thi Qar Province, which includes El
Chibaish. Governor Al Nasiri discussed incorporating us into to his
development plan for the UNESCO site at Ur. UNESCO is driving the region
to make longer-term plans for tourism and infrastructure. He will make a
funding proposal for both gardens so the Marshes will be included in
development plans! He was very grateful for our work and eager to
incorporate our project into plans for the area. Dr. Alawi has asked us to
attend an International Water and Agricultural Meeting in The Hague June
19th. So I have to have a proposal ready for a Garden at Ur. Davide and
Jassim will attend and present.

Meeting in Nasiriyah above.

Here we are at the end of the day back on the marshes with the
Ambassador and members of his retinue.

It was a full moon!

Zahra and Edmond
Dr. Davide Tochetto, environmental engineer and longtime team member
from Italy joined us Saturday. Monday we set out early for Baghdad, with
an overnight in Babylon. More about that in another letter.

Davide

Babylon

Our first stop in Baghdad was at the Center for the Restoration of the Iraq
Marshes and Wetlands(CRIMW) to see Samira Abed, the Director. She also
hopes to get the Ministry of Water Resources( MOWR) to fund us, so we
prepared for the next day’s meetings with Dr. Alawi and the MOWR and
then departed for our hotel. We also have to work on our talks for Tuesday
eve.

Jassim, Samira Abed, Dr. Al Adly, me, Dr. Alawi, Davide
There is a protocol with all government meetings that can take a while. In
this case after two waiting areas and customary picture taking and tea, we
met in the formal meeting room first in big chairs and then at the
conference table so I could show Dr. Al Adly images. Dr. Al Adly has had
many positions including in Nuclear energy. Like Dr. Alawi he’s taking his
new position very seriously and as a visionary.
He wants to clean all of the rivers and waters in Iraq diverting water
through wetlands areas and in and out of the rivers. He’s seen our project

as part of this effort and once again he is Hugely grateful and
congratulatory. He says he can fund the first part now by using his own
workers and budget. This is a HUGE success for us. Both he and the
Governor want the whole garden, so this will allow us to break ground and
plan ahead. He and Dr. Alawi want other projects around our site, just as
we do. He wants a geo park. I’m not sure what that is. Dr. Alawi wants
hydroponic greenhouses to grow food. We want cottage industries for
crafts, fruit sales, and a recycling concession. Davide must now make a new
budget based on our new site.

Here we are on the MOWR website:

That evening we made presentations at the Institute for Economic Reform.
It appears that Dr. Alawi is highlighting the work of Nature Iraq and ours ,
its star project, for this new audience.
We had been hoping to see my friend and archaeologist Dr. Abdulameer
Hamdani, but he had been called away. He is the new Minister of Culture,
Antiquities, and Tourism. So instead we went to the Ministry and met his
staff who then took us through the reopened Baghdad Museum. The most
thrilling thing was to see the original Warka Vase from Inanna’s Temple at
Uruk c. 3500BC . It was briefly stolen, broken into 14 pieces before being
returned in 2003. Now repaired, its on view!! You can see at the top
Inanna’s reed staff and granary.
Warka vase:

Here She is being given an offering:

The statue of the Sumerian woman was also very moving.

We only had a short time at the Museum as Jassim had an important
meeting back at the MOWR. He’s part of a large committee chaired by Dr.
Al Adly comprised of members of various ministries and regions to focus on
the problems of the marshes. Jassim, in effect, is the star of the
meeting. What we’ve been seeing this trip is the heightened concern of the
country to help the marshes, so unlike 2015. The meeting was in Arabic so
we missed a lot of it, but Dr. Al Adly did introduce me and thanked us
profusely again.
The International Folk Art Market in Santa Fe July 11-14.
Our Garden design references the embroidered wedding blanket tradition
in the marshes. Jassim had brought 14 rugs for our Singapore exhibition.
And 4 were sold.

So I decided to apply to the International Folk Art Market (IFAM) in Santa Fe
this July for Nature Iraq since they’ve been sponsoring teaching this craft to
younger women. We were accepted which meant Jassim, Zahra, and I had
to collect rugs to bring to Santa Fe as well make arrangements for his visas
well as that of Salmah Abed Dimaj, a wonderful older weaver who was
going to attend. She had made the rugs shown in Singapore above. The
Market will pay all expenses but Salmah’s visa was denied on the grounds
that she might try to stay in US?? Alone at 65 with a family in Al Khuter? So
Zahra will come instead. There is already a lot of PR about the Marsh
women and by association about our project. I want to do some kind of
fundraising for our Eden in Iraq Wastewater Garden Project during the
Market time. Other Iraqi friends and supporters are planning to attend as
well.

From IFAM, here’s Salma:

So before Dr. Alawi arrived in Nasiriyah, we spent two days in Al Khuter at
the home of rug dealer Khalid. We visited Salma as well as several other
women, and recorded their stories. This is a lot of extra work for us, but I
think it will be worth it for Jassim and Zahra to attend and help to bring this
experience back to the marshes. IFAM is a very profitable market as well,
and earnings will partially be used to provide workshops for the older
women like Salma to teach the younger women. Here is Khalid’s little shop.

I brought back 6 historic rugs and blankets for our fundraising event.
Three of the best embroideries are by a Jewish woman whose rugs range
from 1940-60. I’ll do more writing about the embroidered wedding
blankets soon.
I want to get this to you all, so I’ll close here with tulips from Amsterdam.
Boundless Wishes,
Meridel

Appendix
I Jassim’s text
Life in the Marshes

I'm Jassim Al Asadi. I was born in 1957, in the middle of the central marsh.
At that time, my mum had 3 cows, and every day she went to the marshes to collect
the reeds for their cows. And one day she was there and I born in the middle of the
marsh, and when my mother arrive back home, she arrives with a child and grasses.
That child is I. When I open my eyes, the first time I open my eyes its on blue sky, on
water, on fish, on buffalos. Buffalo breeders also. Fish are everything between the
green and the blue. These bright colours, this is the brightness of the marshes.

And then I started the primary school. That time I remember that there is no any
road to connect between Chibaish and the main town of Nasariyah. Chibaish
contains 1400 islands and the transportation between the island and other islands
is by boats. That is small boats, and transportation between island and the small
market is also by boat. That time I have a small boat, and each morning I go with
this boat from my island to the primary school. And flood time, our school is flooded
with water. We go to the marshes with our teachers to collect grasses and reeds and
put a layer of the reeds, and the grasses inside the classrooms and put the desk on it.
And that time in the classes there are not only the teacher and the pupil. There is a
teacher and pupil and frogs, fish, reed beds. It is an environmental class; it is not like
any other class in the world.

And I became bigger and bigger and I go to the marshes 2 or 3 time a week to help
my mother to collect the grasses or I collect the reeds to manufacture the mats. I
remember that in that time there is not any houses with brick; there are only 3 or 4
houses of brick in Chibaish.
All the houses are made by reeds and by another materials from the marshes. The
Sumerian style, Sumerian building. And then I remember that at night and at
morning we stay with the locals in the mudhief. It is the big house of the reeds, it is
the Sumerian mudhief. And we tell stories about the marshes and about the villages
and about everything.
But Saddam Hussein regime drain the marshes during 1991 until 2003. Most of the
villages are destroyed completely and most of the people immigrated to another
area, to the middle of Iraq, to cities north of Baghdad…. And most of them go outside
Iraq, to Iran or another Europe country like Sweden, England, Australia, also United

States. And when I see the marshes after 91, I see a desert. It is not the marshes that
I lived in it, when I am a baby.
And then after Saddam Hussein regime ends, locals decided to cut the embankment
that prevented water to the marshes and I and Nature Iraq help them to make a
cutting in this dike and then the marshes are returned back again, marshes after
marshes.
And then I work with Azzam Alwash (CEO,Nature Iraq, NGO) but at the same time I
worked in the Ministry of Water Resources until 2011 when I stop in order to work
full time with Nature Iraq. I love Nature Iraq organization. This is a fantastic
organization that works to help the locals to reflood the marshes again, to help them
with their life in the marshes. Of course, I'm lucky that I've returned back again to
the marshes. I'm lucky that I'm now work with the locals in the marsh.
Jassim Al Asadi, Engineer
Managing Director
Nature Iraq NGO
El Chibaish

