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Small-scale farmers in Iraq are among the most affected groups in Iraq by 

climate change and water scarcity. With the reduction of rainfall and soaring 

temperature, agricultural production is dropping, and farmers’ ability to cope is 

hindered. Affected farmers are exhausted and feel that they are left alone in 

the face of crisis. Many farmers are leaving their lands and looking for better 

opportunities away from their land and the urban areas. 

Duty bearers need to mobilize resources and political well to support farmers 

and the agricultural sector through a national strategy with clear vision on the 

current needs and comprehensive forecast of the impacts of climate change. 

While agriculture is at the heart of Iraq’s past and present, its position in the 

country’s future is at risk. 
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collection process. The gender distribution of the FGDs was eight groups of 

female farmers and seven groups of male farmers, and two mixed groups. In 

addition, 25 key informant interviews (KIIs) were conducted with 

representatives of local and federal authorities and of national and 

international non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and with mukhtars 

(community leaders, who can also be the head of a village or tribe) and 

farmers’ associations. Special efforts were made to include government 

representatives from the Directorate of Agriculture, Directorate of Water and 

Directorate of Water Resources in the data collection process. The data 

analysis was supported by a comprehensive desk review of existing data 

and recently published reports and research.  

The assessment focused on providing female and male farmers the space to 

state what the impacts of drought on their livelihoods, communities and the 

agricultural sector as a whole have been. It took a qualitative approach 

through a comprehensive assessment tool that considered gender, 

economic and social dimensions. During the data collection process, many 

similarities in the impacts of drought were apparent across different 

communities, and there was agreement among different stakeholders on 

the root causes exacerbating its impacts on rural communities.  

THE DILEMMA FOR FARMERS 

THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR IN IRAQ 

Iraq is an agricultural country practising mainly rain-fed agriculture, in 

particular grain and livestock production, with a considerable proportion of 

its farmland dependent on irrigation.
14

 The agricultural sector accounts for 

5% of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) and is the second largest 

contributor after the oil sector. Agriculture is strategically essential for food 

production and as a source of income for millions of Iraqi families; data from 

2018 show that the sector employs 18.7% of the active workforce, and that 

23.3% of those employed are women. Around 22% of the land in Iraq, or 9.5m 

hectares, is suitable for agricultural production, yet only about 5m hectares 

are currently cultivated. Small-scale farming dominates the sector and 

typically it uses traditional farming methods which depend on surface 

irrigation and have a high dependency on farmers and low usage of 

technology, with minimal capital investment, which results in low levels of 

productivity.
15 

Over the years the sector has faced many challenges, 

including ineffective policies, mismanagement and conflict. There are 

currently 1.4 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Iraq whose primary 

income before displacement came from agriculture. However, they cannot 

return to their sources of livelihood without a considerable amount of 

assistance to ensure that their lands are safe and productive.
16

 In the 

winter of 2021, the Government of Iraq (GoI) had to approve an agricultural 

plan to reduce planting of winter crops in irrigated areas by 50% because of 

water scarcity and low water revenues
,17

 further cutting production. With 
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the reduction in cultivation activities, there has been a direct decline in 

food production. The UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates 

that wheat production will be 70% lower by the end of the season and that 

barley production will be negligible.
18 

The World Programme (WFP) has 

already found that marginalized rural communities are adopting negative 

coping strategies to manage the decline in food availability by eating less.
19

 

In 2018 the GoI launched its five-year development plan (2018–22).
20 

In 

relation to the agriculture and water resources sector, the strategy includes 

the following objectives: 

• Increase the agricultural sector’s contribution to GDP (for non-oil 

activities) from 4.5% in 2015 to 5.2% in 2022 and achieve growth in the 

sector in the target year of up to 8.4%. 

• Achieve sustainable food security. 

• Secure water supply to meet annual demand for sustainable use in the 

agricultural, industrial and municipal sectors and achieve water balance, 

with the possibility of reducing demand by 500m cubic metres annually.  

• Work toward providing sustainable water resources. 

The plan also identifies a number of challenges facing the sector, including 

trans-boundary water governance by upstream countries and the impacts 

of climate change. 

Data show that in the first half of 2021 the electricity and water sectors 

contracted by 0.5%. Both sectors are highly subsidized, and shortages are 

exacerbated by overconsumption. These shocks, combined with the 

second-lowest levels of rainfall in 40 years, are disrupting the agriculture 

sector. As a result, agricultural value-added contracted by 3.3% in the same 

period. Such trends will have severe impacts on food security, especially for 

poor communities living in rural areas. Farmers have also been affected by 

rising costs of agricultural inputs and by a lack of support in terms of 

financial and marketing services, combined with delays in payments 

promised by authorities in return for growing strategic crops.
21 

 

CLIMATE CHANGE, DROUGHT AND THE 

WATER CRISIS IN IRAQ 

Iraq is one of four countries that depend on the Euphrates–Tigris river basin 

for its water supplies; the others are Turkey, Syria and Iran. Over the years, 

the river basin has experienced high levels of water stress and 

environmental degradation, which has led to increased water scarcity, 

directly affecting the countries that depend upon it.
22

 With the impacts of 

climate change, drought is increasing in duration and intensity and 

desertification is growing, with more frequent sandstorms and flash floods, 

affecting agricultural yields.
23

  

In May 2021, the Iraqi Ministry of Water Resources (MoWR) announced that 

over the past year water supply from both the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, 

Iraq’s two primary water sources, had decreased by 50%. In addition to 
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climatic conditions, as a downstream country Iraq is vulnerable to upstream 

water use and damming in other countries.
24

 It has one of the lowest water 

productivity rates with the highest water withdrawal for agricultural use per 

capita. According to the National Strategy for Water and Land Resources in 

Iraq 2015–35, freshwater resources per capita are likely to fall to 1,000 

cubic metres per person per year by 2030. The strategy states that by 2016 

Iraq would not have water in sufficient quantity or quality and called for 

significant reforms to change this ‘alarming’ trajectory. It also forecast that, 

by 2050, a decrease of 10% in precipitation and an increase in temperature 

of 1°C would cause a 20% reduction in the availability of fresh water, which 

means that nearly one-third of irrigated land in Iraq will have no water by 

that date.
25

  

Iraq’s complex water crisis is expected to persist, with the potential for 

implications at different levels, including the humanitarian, economic, 

security and social levels, and the risk of population movement. In water 

supply, priority is always given to public water consumption and to other 

vital sectors such as agriculture. However, with population growth the 

demand for food has grown, making the agricultural sector the largest 

consumer of water.
26

  

In a situation like this, farmers, among many other groups, are facing 

multiple challenges that affect their livelihoods and their ability to cope 

with different shocks and crises. Farmers who took part in the research for 

this paper indicated that they had seen a gradual deterioration in their 

livelihoods and in their capacity to sustain their incomes from agriculture 

and also a deterioration in their ability to cope with the different shocks 

they are facing. During the data collection process many challenges were 

identified by farmers, representatives of national and international NGOs, 

farmers’ representatives and government officials from different 

directorates. These challenges are being driven by different factors, 

including a deterioration in economic conditions and the impacts of climate 

change and drought; they are explored in greater detail in the sections 

below. 

‘In some cases, farmers could own land and could have a well, but they don’t 

have the capital needed; hence they won’t farm, even if they wanted to.’ – 

Male farmer, Kirkuk 

‘Farmers can’t develop. Farmers now feel crushed and defeated, as they are 

held back and are suffering.’ – Female farmer, Kirkuk 

ACCESS TO FINANCE, LAND AND 

AGRICULTURAL INPUTS 

According to a farmers’ representative in Salah Al-Din governate, before 

2003 agriculture was seen as a prestigious occupation. The government 

helped farmers with fertilizers, seeds and loans from the agricultural bank. 

Some people were even moving from urban to rural areas to take up farming 

in the area. Some of this support was available up until 2014 – for example, 
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IMPACTS 

One of the biggest and most critical challenges facing farmers is the lack of 

stability and lack of resilience to shocks. Farmers are increasingly seeking a 

future for their children away from agriculture, as they want them to obtain 

more stable jobs. The impact of this crisis is more evident in the case of 

farmers who are wholly dependent on agriculture as their primary source of 

income. The main impacts are set out below.  

IMPACTS ON FARMERS 

Many farming families depend mostly or wholly on agriculture as their 

primary source of income. In one FGD, farmers said that agriculture took up 

most of their time every day, which did not allow them to invest in 

establishing other sources of income. Furthermore, many farmers said that 

the only knowledge and skills they had were related to farming, mostly 

gained from working on their family lands.  

Asked if the current situation would force them to leave agriculture and 

migrate, some farmers said no, especially as they felt a sense of loyalty and 

belonging to their lands and their occupation. However, they acknowledged 

the challenges they were facing, which forced them to question the viability 

of the occupation. Many other farmers, on the other hand, said that if the 

current situation worsened, they would most likely leave their lands. 

Already, agriculture is less popular among the younger generations. Of 52 

farmers asked if they wanted to see their children working in agriculture, 44 

said no. Instead, they wanted them to graduate from university and obtain a 

government job with a stable income. This was seen as a necessity for their 

children’s future and for the well-being of the family by diversifying its 

sources of income.  

Similarly, many daily workers involved in agriculture are looking for job 

opportunities in urban areas. For daily workers, shifting from one sector to 

another is relatively easier to do because the tasks involved require fewer 

skills. Overall, people perceive that urban areas offer more job 

opportunities, higher wages and a greater diversity of sectors. In contrast, 

options in rural areas are limited to agriculture,
29

 and this makes shifting 

from a rural area to an urban one more attractive. 

In many governorates farmers have cut back on the amount they produce, 

with some reducing it to little more than what they need to meet their own 

consumption. The livestock sector has been severely affected; many 

farmers and livestock owners reported the reduced availability of green 

grazing areas, combined with high prices for fodder. This has resulted in 

farmers selling off some of their livestock so that they can afford to 

purchase feed for the rest. According to a study, conducted on November 

2021, by the Norwegian Refugee Council on the impact of drought on 

farming communities in Iraq, up to 37% of households have lost livestock in 

the past six months due to insufficient water and livestock feed or because 

of disease.
30

 In addition, many farmers are selling their livestock at lower 

prices because of the market situation.  
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were low and provide for their families’ needs. In the event of migration, 

women can be affected in two ways. If the whole family has to migrate, they 

are affected by the loss of their social networks and struggle to secure work 

opportunities in urban areas. With the conservative norms of Iraqi society, 

the loss of social networks restricts women’s mobility and participation. 

Conversely, if male members of the household migrate to other areas for 

work, women will in most cases be solely responsible for meeting their 

families’ needs.  

IMPACTS ON CHILDREN 

Children are also among the groups seriously affected, as migration can 

lead to families adopting negative coping strategies that can have severe 

impacts on children. Many respondents reported that children were 

dropping out of school, in some cases to help provide income for their 

families. As drought affects families’ abilities to secure their needs from 

agriculture alone, children will go into work to diversify sources of income to 

meet their daily needs.  

Our children left school and went to work; it is all because of the deterioration 

in agriculture.’ – Female farmer, Mosul 

FARMERS’ VOICE AND REPRESENTATION 

In many governorates, farmers and their associations stressed the need for 

farmers’ voices to be heard by decision makers. As they pointed out, 

farmers are the ones best placed to identify the challenges they are facing. 

Farmers do not feel that they are represented in decision making or in the 

design of national strategic plans by relevant ministries. At a meeting of a 

farmers’ association in Ramadi city in Al Anbar, members stressed that they 

were among the most qualified to identify farmers’ needs and challenges, 

but they felt excluded from the decision-making process. It is worth 

stressing here the need for equal representation of female farmers, as it 

was evident during the data collection process that the voices of male 

farmers dominated over those of female farmers.  

‘Farmers are not consulted; farmers’ unions are not consulted, and farmers’ 

voices are not heard.’ – Male member of farmers’ association, Al Anbar 

OVERALL IMPACT ON THE AGRICULTURAL 

SECTOR AND ON THE ECONOMY OF IRAQ 

Food production in Iraq is based on smallholder agriculture, which 

traditionally has met the needs of its population. However, over the years 

the sustainability of the agricultural sector has been undermined by many 

factors, including conflict, neglect and mismanagement. Local policy 

makers and the international community emphasize the high potential of 
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the sector, but they also point to the challenges it faces, including its low 

productivity levels, which are related to the smallholder system of farming, 

which does little to encourage competencies and skills among farmers.
32

 

Still, small-scale farms are vital to the agricultural sector and are an 

essential source of employment in rural areas.
33

 

Furthermore, small-scale farmers are the most affected by shocks, 

including drought; larger-scale farmers are better able to adopt more 

modern farming practices and shift to climate-smart irrigation systems. 

Small-scale farmers participating in the study indicated that they would be 

willing to do the same, but they are held back financially and are unable to 

make this shift. They also said that the high levels of competition they 

faced from imported crops might hinder their ability and willingness to 

invest in their land. 

Iraq’s economy is slowly recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic and the oil 

shocks of 2020, but it is now being challenged by the spread of new COVID-

19 variants and factors associated with climate change.
34

 Economic 

modelling indicates that its real GDP could fall by 4% compared with 2016 

levels, with demand for unskilled labour in the agricultural sector falling by 

11.8% in the scenario of a 20% reduction in water availability and a climate 

change-induced decline in crop yields. 

IMPACTS ON MIGRATION AND CIVIL UNREST 

Would you continue farming? Answers to this question differed from one 

location to another and from one group to another. When groups of older 

farmers were asked this question, their immediate response was yes. They 

saw agriculture as part of their inheritance from previous generations and 

also as their legacy. They also highlighted the sector’s importance for 

farming communities and for the country as a whole. In many groups, 

participants declared that agriculture was the real oil of Iraq and, being part 

of a generation that has witnessed many changes, they spoke about 

previous eras when the farmer was king. On the other hand, many of the 

farmers acknowledged the deterioration in the sector and the overall 

deterioration of the country, stressing that they were unable to make the 

most of their lands. Many of them stated that if the situation remained as it 

was and the agricultural sector continued to deteriorate, they would not be 

able to farm in the future. For this reason, and as farmers attempt to 

diversify their sources of income, many governorates are witnessing a trend 

of people migrating from rural to urban areas, seeking work opportunities 

and better livelihoods.  

Internal displacement is not new to Iraq; over recent decades it has seen 

waves of displacement caused by many different factors, including ethnic 

and sectarian tensions, armed conflict and recently the war against ISIS. As 

large-scale operations against ISIS wound down, rates of displacement 

diminished and many people started returning to their homes.
35

 Since the 

beginning of the Iraqi displacement crisis in 2013; in December 2017, some 

3.2 million people were recorded as returnees, more than the number of 

people who had been displaced, at 2.6 million. By the end of October 2018, 
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more than four million displaced people had returned to their homes, with 

data indicating slowing rates of return, and there were still more than 1.9 

million IDPs.
36

 Another factor contributing to the movement of IDPs was the 

decision of the GoI to close or reclassify 14 formal IDP camps as informal 

sites between October 2020 and mid-January 2021.
37

 According to the IOM’s 

Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM), by December 2021 there were a total of 

1,186,556 IDPs and 4,952,232 returnees.
38

  

When analysing the implications of climate change and drought for 

migration and civil unrest, there are clear indications of these factors 

causing instability, with intermittent demonstrations in different 

governorates and waves of migration that range from labour migration at 

the individual level up to the migration of whole families from rural to urban 

areas. Some migration trends tend to be temporary in response to 

immediate shocks or needs, but some appear to be more permanent. The 

impact of drought is pushing many Iraqis to move from dry zones to areas 

with more water availability, such as cities, and will continue to do so. This 

can lead to the abandonment of rural areas and can add to stress on living 

conditions in urban areas.
39 

In 2012 around 20,000 individuals, mainly from 

agricultural communities, were displaced because of drought. In 2019, 

similar impacts due to drought were seen in the southern and central 

governorates, with 21,314 individuals internally displaced due to the high 

salinity content of water and/or outbreaks of waterborne disease, in both 

urban and rural communities.
40 

 

There is also a clear pattern of drought-induced migration among young 

people aged 15–24 from farming communities, in search of jobs and 

economic opportunities in towns.
41

 Many farmers highlighted the fact that 

youth are moving away from agriculture, with the younger generation 

preferring to study or to work within the public sector for a more stable 

income. This is caused by many factors, according to farmers, including 

increased instability in the agricultural sector and its deterioration year 

after year. Some farmers still saw some feasibility in agriculture, but said 

that if the situation remained as it was or deteriorated further, there would 

be more migration from rural to urban areas.  

‘I’ve been a farmer forever. I got this land from my grandfather. There is no 

water now, so we cannot work on this land. My sons are now working as 

labourers.’ – Male farmer, Diyala 

Looking at civil unrest, water scarcity, among many other factors, 

sometimes contributes to increasing levels of ethnic and tribal tensions in 

Iraq. Scarcity of resources, combined with a lack of effective government 

action, has the potential to ignite tension and conflict, especially when a 

rural–urban divide overlaps with economic disparities.
42

 A UN factsheet 

published in 2013 reported a number of incidents in Baghdad and water-

related conflicts in Kirkuk between different ethnic groups.
43

 Such tensions 

still exist in different governorates, demanding government action to 

address disruptions to electricity and water supply and the lack of job 

opportunities. Climate change can also act as a conflict threat multiplier. 

Such threats can affect fragile ecosystems and strain the coping abilities of 

local communities, increasing tensions over natural resources. Climate 

change does not inevitably lead to conflict, but it can exacerbate resource 
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scarcity, leading to conflict when combined with political, economic and 

social factors.
44

  

A government official in Mosul interviewed for this study provided an 

example of tension of this kind over water resources. Authorities in the city 

were aware that a particular village was facing challenges in accessing 

water resources. Their response was to construct a well to provide water to 

residents; however, this action was not implemented as people from a 

neighbouring village, concerned that the well would affect their own water 

supply, armed themselves and prevented the authorities from digging it. 

In some areas, the establishment of informal settlements has been 

identified as a challenge. In Salah Al-Din, respondents in KIIs said that 

informal settlements were being built in urban areas as people moved in 

search of better job opportunities, and that these might become a point of 

tension. The same was noted in Diyala, where unplanned informal expansion 

has been taking place, putting more pressure on already sparse services.  

‘If livelihoods are interrupted, people can’t produce what they eat, and with no 

source of income people will go onto the streets, and some conflict will 

happen.’ – Representative of international NGO, Mosul 

A dry road to civil unrest: examples from previous years. 

2018: No water or electricity: why southern Iraqis are at breaking point 

• In 2018 major protests erupted in a number of Iraqi cities due to cuts in 

water and electricity services. The protests began in the southern region of 

Basra and then spread to Karbala and Baghdad, with protestors blaming 

the shortages on corruption and poor management by the authorities. ‘It’s 

not rare for us to go four or five days without a single drop of water coming 

out of the tap,’ an Iraqi man from Basra was reported as saying. These 

protests were not the first to occur in Iraq around lack of access to 

services. However, in 2018 lack of access was exacerbated by a severe 

drought, which reduced the availability of water. 

Sources: A. Ershad. (2018). No water or electricity: why southern Iraqis are at breaking point. 

France 24/The Observers. https://observers.france24.com/en/20180724-water-electricity-iraq-

south-basra; and M. Salim and L. Sly. (2018). Widespread unrest erupts in southern Iraq amid acute 

shortages of water, electricity. The Washington Post. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/widespread-unrest-erupts-in-southern-iraq-amid-

acute-shortages-of-water-electricity/2018/07/14/b9077b90-86c2-11e8-9e06-

4db52ac42e05_story.html  

2020: Kurdistan Region farmers trample own tomatoes in protest at low value 

of produce 

• In 2020 farmers in Erbil, Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI), dumped their tomato 

harvest in the street in protest at a drastic reduction in the value of their 

produce. One farmer was reported as saying: ‘I brought one dunam [2,500 

square metres] worth of product here. The cost of the production was 

5,000,000 dinars. And I sold it only for 100,000 dinars. Who is supporting 

me?’  

Source: Rudaw Media Network. (2020). Kurdistan Region farmers trample own tomatoes in protest 

of low product value. https://www.rudaw.net/english/business/07072020  
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