
 

Lake Urmia risks fully drying up: Iran
wetlands chief
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Seen here in 2018, Iran's Lake Urmia has been drying up for years in one of the
worst ecological disasters of recent decades.

Iran's Lake Urmia will dry out completely if rescue efforts are not
prioritised over the needs of farmers in the drought gripping the region,
an environment official said Tuesday.
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The warning comes just four years after a Japanese government-funded
programme had raised hopes of stabilising what was once the Middle
East's largest lake and turning around one of the worst ecological
disasters of recent decades.

"If the water quotas are not delivered and the approved plans are not
fully realised, the lake will definitely dry up and there will be no hope of
its recovery," said the head of the environment department's wetlands
unit, Arezoo Ashrafizadeh.

"According to the law, the energy ministry is obliged to provide the
environmental water needs of Lake Urmia," she told Iran's ISNA news
agency.

"But the lake has not received its water entitlement due to a decrease in
rainfall among other reasons."

Ashrafizadeh said there needed to be a halt to all new dam construction
and measures to "stop agricultural activities" if the lake is to be restored.

Situated in the mountains of northwestern Iran not far from the Turkish
border, Lake Urmia is designated as a site of international importance
under the United Nations Convention on Wetlands that was signed in the
Iranian city of Ramsar in 1971.

The lake has no outlet to the sea and its former size was the result of the
volume of water flowing into it matching or exceeding the volume being
removed by humans or evaporating off.

The lake once covered 5,000 square kilometres (1,930 square miles).
Since 1995, it has been shrinking, according to the UN Environment
Programme, due to a combination of rising temperatures, reduced
rainfall, dam-building and over-farming.
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The drying out has threatened the habitats of shrimp, flamingos, deers
and wild sheep and caused salt storms that pollute nearby cities and
farms.

Ashrafizadeh said the lake "has not yet completely dried up, but its
northern and southern parts have been separated and about 1,000 square
kilometres (386 square miles) of the lake remain."

In 2013, Iran and the UN Development Programme launched a
campaign to save the lake with funding from the Japanese government.

The plan saw some success as in 2017, the lake expanded in size to reach
2,300 square kilometres (888 square miles) before starting to shrink
again in the face of a protracted drought.

In mid-July, police arrested several people for "destroying public
property and disturbing the security of the population" after they
demonstrated against the drying up of the lake.

It was one of spate of demonstrations in Iran this year against the drying
up of rivers and lakes in drought-affected areas of the centre and west.

A largely arid country, Iran suffers from chronic dry spells that are
expected to worsen with climate change.
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