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Satellite photos show a barren, burned wasteland, but Azzam Alwash
believes the seeds of Eden still exist in southern Iraq, waiting for the garden to
be reborn. "We will never return the marshes to the way they were," said
Alwash, who at 20 fled to the United States in 1978 after refusing to join
Iraq’s ruling party. "But we should never underestimate nature’s ability and
adaptability, and we should try to help her as much as we can."

The marshes of southern Iraq are part of the historic cradle of Western
civilization, and are considered by some biblical scholars to be the site of the
Garden of Eden.

But decades of war and ecological horrors committed by Saddam Hussein
have transformed most of these once-sprawling wetlands into a salty desert.
Thousands of square miles of marshes that nurtured hundreds of wildlife
species and tens of thousands of families have disappeared.

Alwash still remembers the maze of lakes and reeds he witnessed as a child,
the winter duck hunts with his father, the water buffalo, and the Marsh Arabs
who welcomed him into their villages and floating reed-island homes.

These memories have drawn the engineer back to Baghdad, where he is
working to restore the places that inspired them.

And, as Iraqis and their fledgling government slowly recover from war, the
fate of the marshes has drawn international attention. Millions of dollars from
countries around the globe are funding a web of international researchers
committed to restoring the marshlands to their former glory.

"It would be an immense project," said Bill Mitsch, an Ohio State
University wetlands expert who is consulting with a team of United Nations
researchers. "But it can be done."

Paradise on Earth

Wetlands function like a kidney, filtering sewage, salts and fertilizers that
spill into rivers upstream.

The marshes of southern Iraq once covered 7,000 square miles, an immense
flat bog that slowed the courses of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers on their
paths to the Persian Gulf.

The Iraqi wetlands were twice the size of the Florida Everglades.
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In 2003, Marsh Arabs cut this road
to enable the water to flood and
restore some of the wetlands
Saddam Hussein destroyed. The
former Iraqi leader built dikes and
canals that drained as much as 90
percent of the marshes by 2001.
Saddam wanted to root out rebels
and punish Marsh Arabs who
sheltered them.

Ohio State wetlands expert Bill
Mitsch is helping the restoration.
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More than 270 species of birds lived there, including the threatened
Dalmatian pelican, pygmy cormorant and the imperial eagle. Two species, the
Basra reed warbler and the Iraq babbler, are found almost nowhere else.

And it is rich in human history. The ancient civilization of Sumer thrived
in the area between the Tigris and Euphrates, where farming, money and
writing were invented.

People have lived off the marshes for more than 5,000 years, building
homes and floating islands from reeds, hunting and fishing, and trading reed
mats and water buffalo cream for grain from neighboring farmers.

"They lived very well," said Yasser Tabbaa, a professor of Islamic art at
Oberlin College who visited and photographed much of the region in 1979.

Tabbaa, a native of Syria, said he became interested in Iraq in 1974 after
participating in an archaeological dig of the ancient city of Lagash near the
marshes.

"It was a plentiful life in terms of fish and some gardens and hunting,"
Tabbaa said.

That’s all changed. "There’s hardly any people there now," he said.
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The first significant harm began in the 1960s, when Turkey and Iran
dammed the Tigris and Euphrates for power and water.

That limited the marsh’s water supply and stopped the seasonal flooding
that helped it expand and recede. The life and reproductive cycles of several
species of frogs and other amphibians rely on seasonal flooding and drying.

During the eight-year Iran-Iraq war, which began in 1980, the area was
repeatedly bombed. Both sides also built roads through the marsh to
accommodate tanks and armor.

But the greatest destruction came in the early 1990s after Desert Storm
ended and a rebellion against Saddam Hussein failed.

Saddam’s government built dikes and canals that drained as much as 90
percent of the marshes by 2001.

Alwash said the dictator wanted to root out the last remaining rebels hiding
in the wetlands, and to punish the Marsh Arabs who sheltered them.

"It was the Iraqi Sherwood Forest. It was where they went to escape the
wrath of his marauding soldiers."
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Today, life is returning. When Saddam was captured, Shia Arabs in the
region destroyed sections of dikes and canals to reflood some of the
marshlands.

"About half of the reflooded area is in a very robust state of recovery," said
Alwash, who has been in Iraq studying the marshes for the past 16 months.

"Reed beds are as high as 16 meters. The fish are back and, even more
importantly, people are coming back."

After leaving a U.S. civil engineering firm to lead the Iraq Foundation’s
Eden Again project, Alwash said he is studying why some areas are recovering
and others are not.
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"The daunting task ahead of us is how to help nature regain its rich
diversity here," he said.

Teams of ecological experts from Basra to the United States, Canada, Japan
and France are working on it.

Mitsch, director of the Ohio Center for Wetland and River Restoration, is
helping in a United Nations effort to train Iraqis in wetland restoration. In
December, he spent three days in Cairo teaching 25 government water
managers and scientists.

Mitsch’s restoration strategy relies heavily on nature’s ability to recover
with a little help.

He said he hopes to persuade U.N. officials to bring Iraqis to Ohio State to
get more hands-on experience at the university’s Olentangy River Wetland
Research Park.

"We could learn a lot here and not have to worry about someone blowing
up your car in the parking lot."

He also plans to gather Iraqi scientific studies of the marshes when they
were in their prime, to build a standard that could be used to measure and
guide the recovery effort.

A push forward

In March, U.N. officials announced a new effort that would both restore the
marsh and purify water for drinking. The projects would include restoring reed
beds and other marshland-plant habitats that naturally filter out silt and other
wastes.

"We’re looking to see which techniques work best," said Robert Bisset,
spokesman for the United Nation’s effort.

Much of the work is funded through an $11 million grant from the Japanese
government. The Canadian and Italian governments have provided an
additional $4.5 million.

More funding is likely needed. The planned restoration of the Florida
Everglades, for example, could cost as much as $14 billion.

Mitsch said it may not be that expensive to revive the Mesopotamian
marshes. He is encouraged that large portions are coming back with little
effort.

Alwash said he’s confident that one day he’ll again enjoy the marshes he
first saw with his father, an engineer who worked for the Iraqi water district
and now lives in Washington.

"It’s daunting, but not impossible," he said. "If there’s anything I learned in
the United States, it’s ‘If there is a will, there is a way.’ "

shunt@dispatch.com

Copyright © 2005, The Columbus Dispatch

al-Hammar Marsh. Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein later dammed the
area and destroyed the area’s
marshes and their inhabitants’ way
of life.
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As New Orleans and Louisiana officials vow to rebuild the historic

city, an OSU wetlands expert is joining other scientists in saying it 

would be a mistake to drain the water and start over.

And Bill Mitsch didn’t keep his opinion to himself. He e-mailed Gov.

Kathleen Blanco’s office in Baton Rouge and told an official there to

"let the water decide" New Orleans’ new boundaries.

He and others advocate building on higher ground and restoring the

wetlands and barrier islands that acted as a natural buffer against

storms.
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The governor hit the roof, said Mitsch, who has been working with

researchers at Louisiana State University on a coastal-restoration

program.

"I was suggesting that maybe New Orleans shouldn’t be rebuilt the

way it was before. It hit a sensitive nerve," he said.

State and federal officials vow that New Orleans will be restored.

And as the water level in the city slowly drops, the rebuilding rhetoric

is increasing.

"We’re going to do this right. We’re going to do this smartly," Blanco

said during a news conference earlier this week.

Restoring the wrecked and polluted city could cost $200 billion,

said U.S. Rep. William Jefferson, who represents New Orleans.

Jefferson told The Times-Picayune, of New Orleans, that the money

would be used to repair levees and the port, provide loans to the city

and school systems, and help with cleanup and housing costs.

So far, there has been no mention of wetlands and barrier islands,

which once acted as a natural buffer before they began to disappear.

More than 1 million acres of wetlands and barrier islands have

withered away since 1930. Scientists predict another 300,000 acres

will disappear by 2050 if the trend isn’t reversed.

With each acre lost, the threat to New Orleans is increased, Robert

Twilley, a professor of wetland science at Louisiana State University,

told the San Francisco Chronicle. Twilley also is the leader of a team

overseeing the marshland rehabilitation project.

While Mitsch expects politics will rule any final decision, he stressed

that biology cannot be ignored.

"It makes no sense to spend any money rebuilding the city without

addressing the long-overdue issue of restoring the natural features

that once protected New Orleans from storms," he said.
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The Society for Ecological
Restoration (SER)
International is like the “ER”
bit of its name, in that it is a
sort of emergency room for the
environment. It undertakes
“the process of assisting the
recovery of an ecosystem that
has been degraded, damaged,
or destroyed”.

Founded in the US in 1987,
SER has now grown well
beyond its US base, and has
members in 37 countries, with
regional chapters throughout
North America, Europe,
Australia and India. The
international conference in
Zaragoza (see main article)

was, however, its first major
gathering outside the US.

SER acts as a forum for
theoretical research and the
exchange of practical
information, and promotes
public awareness of, and
support for, restoring
damaged ecosystems. It also
stresses the need to protect
indigenous peoples and
respect their “traditional
ecological knowledge”.

Restoration projects range
from very small to very big.

Some people contribute to
the restoration of Iowa’s
vanished prairie by planting
flowers and grasses from

original prairie seed banks in
their gardens. This has a
small but tangible impact on
wildlife.

At the other end of the
scale, the Lower Zambezi
Valley and Delta Program – an
alliance of US and
Mozambican conservationists,
politicians and local people –
aims to periodically re-flood
the delta of one of Africa’s
great rivers to restore its
vegetation and wildlife, which
has traditionally provided the
livelihoods of its human
inhabitants.

� www.ser.com

‘E
cological restoration is the re-
framed environmental move-
ment,” declares Keith Bowers,
chairman of the Society for Ec-

ological Restoration (SER) Internation-
al. “We are perfectly poised to lead this
movement. We can restore faith in a bet-
ter tomorrow.”

These are very big claims, and sound
messianic out of context. And in the cur-
rent climate of ever worsening environ-
mental news – from the Asian tsunami to
Hurricane Katrina – they can sound like
wishful thinking.

However, the World Conference on
Ecological Restoration, which took place
in the northern Spanish city of Zaragoza
last month, provided a wealth of evi-
dence to demonstrate that we have a
slim but real chance of using science to
reverse the devastation of our planet.
Provided, of course, we can find the polit-
ical will to do what needs to be done.

Many of the 850 participants at the
conference agreed that environmental-
ists need to make their case in a much
more positive manner in order to reach
politicians and impact on public opinion
with this message.

“Ecological demands are often pre-
sented as a sacrifice,” environmental
economist Robert Costanza tells The
Irish Times. “The truth is the reverse.
The environment is not a luxury. It pro-
duces absolutely essential services to
our well-being, which are not currently
factored into market economics. Nor
does the market tell us the hidden costs
of our current production system in
terms of ecological damage. People will
be better off, not worse off, on a restored
Earth.”

However, Costanza is decidedly
vague as to how the world’s markets can
be persuaded to listen to this message – a
blind spot that is characteristic of many
conference speakers.

Driving the restoration movement is
the belief that damage done to the envi-
ronment can be, in many cases, at least
partially reversed. If a wetland can be
drained, it can also be re-flooded. If the
damage is recent, restoration can hap-
pen surprisingly quickly. And this is al-
ready happening around the world, on a

scale that may surprise those who keep
reciting the sorrowful litany that the
whole planet is going down the tubes.

William J Mitsch of Ohio State Univer-
sity gives the example of the great Meso-
potamian marshes on the Tigris river.
He says that it is no coincidence that a
wetland area should have been one of
the cradles of human civilisation – many
great cultures have learned to live in har-
mony with water, in sharp contrast to
our current obsession with drainage.
“The Garden of Eden,” he says, “was a
wetland.”

In more recent times, however, the
marshes have become a desiccated hell-
hole for their human inhabitants. The
Marsh Arabs who rose against Saddam
Hussein during the first Gulf war were
hard to flush out of their maze of water-
ways, so the Iraqi dictator built dams and
dykes upriver. Within 10 years, 90 per
cent of one of the world’s largest
wetland, with its extremely high biodi-
versity, was converted into semi-desert.

But once Saddam was removed from
power, the surviving Marsh Arabs began
to breach the dykes and dams. Within
two years, 40 per cent of the wetlands
were flourishing again, Mitsch says. “It
was like adding water to Japanese paper
flowers,” he says.

Such comments tend to make some tra-
ditional environmentalists deeply suspi-
cious of restoration. They fear it is a
false promise, held out by corporations
and governments who want to calm pub-
lic fears by claiming that today’s environ-
mental pillage can be mitigated by tomor-
row’s ecological repairs.

THIS SUSPICION CAN have perverse ef-
fects. The conference heard a great deal
about the threat of global warming. But it
also heard how reforestation – a form of
ecological restoration – can slow the ac-
cumulation of greenhouse gases. There
is a double benefit here: new forests ab-
sorb more carbon, and they can be used
to produce biomass energy in the future,
substituting for fossil fuels.

Yet some environmental groups have
argued against the inclusion of reforesta-
tion in climate agreements, because they
suspect it will take the pressure off gov-

ernments and businesses to reduce car-
bon emissions and stop deforestation.

In fact, restoration ecologists argue
for the two-pronged approach of protect-
ing as much existing biodiversity as pos-
sible and restoring what we can of the
damage already done. And Mitsch him-
self knows well that the answer is never
as simple as “just add water”. “There is
no way back to the past in a wetland, be-
cause nothing in a wetland is constant,”
he says. The point is rather to allow the
interplay of natural forces a much great-
er part in determining the future.

Hurricane Katrina has made Mitsch
more sharply aware that delays in resto-
ration can cause devastation on a terri-
ble scale. He has been one of the strong-
est advocates for an ambitious and very
complex project to restore the coastal
wetlands of Louisiana, costed at $14
billion (¤11.6 billion).

Just a few months ago, the first tranch
of funding came through. But it was
much too late to save New Orleans. “We
were predicting for years that New Orle-
ans would take a direct hit from a hurri-
cane, unless the natural barriers provid-
ed by the wetlands were restored. We
told the authorities there would be an
unmitigated disaster. They should have
known, but they were totally unpre-
pared.”

Now thousands of people have died,
and the US government is faced with a
bill many times higher than the cost of
restoring the wetlands. And Mitsch fears

this huge new expenditure will all be in
vain unless the city’s surrounding envi-
ronment is repaired before rebuilding
begins.

“It’s vital that they do not put the city
back the way it was. Building bigger and
bigger dykes just sets us up for bigger
and bigger disasters,” he says. “As sure
as I’m standing here, new dykes will be
breached again.” The Mississippi must
be given time to recover at least some of
its estuary structure. The natural sand-
banks that would develop from that
process could absorb much of the shock
of an incoming storm before it reached
the city.

Mitsch is aware that his voice is unlike-
ly to be heard, and that the Bush adminis-
tration will probably concentrate on “re-
building the superdome as soon as possi-
ble”. But he takes some heart from the
large-scale ecological restoration
projects already under way in the US,
such as the plan to return large sections
of Florida’s Everglades to something
approaching their original condition.

A NOTE OF caution on the limits of resto-
ration science is sounded by Richard
Hobbs, of Murdoch University in Aus-
tralia. “Prediction is very difficult,” he
says, quoting the physicist Neil Bohrs
wry comment, “especially if it is about
the future.”

He stresses that even relatively small
ecosystems contain vast numbers of vari-
ables. How these variables will interact

is never totally predictable. They cannot
be subjected to the kind of controls used
in laboratory experiments, nor will they
behave like computer models. This
means that the only certainty in this field
is that the restoration of a degraded envi-
ronment will not achieve the precise re-
sult the restorers seek.

“Under these conditions,” he says,
“it’s amazing we do as well as we do.” He
insists that restoration projects cannot
guarantee a return to a “desired state”,
some supposedly ideal point in the past
of a degraded or disturbed ecosystem.
But then, he adds, such projects can –
and do – produce changes that may actu-
ally be better for biodiversity than the de-
sired state itself would have produced.

Hobbs says we live in an era of “post-
normal science”, where “facts are uncer-
tain, and values are in dispute”.

He recognises the difficulties such un-
certainties create in trying to attract
funding and public opinion to restora-
tion. “Simple messages are good and ef-
fective in terms of PR. But science keeps
telling us that the message is more and
more complex.”

Despite these cautions, he finds eco-
logical restoration an invigorating area
to work in. “I’m in this because it’s not all
negative. After their first few weeks, my
students often come up to me and say,
‘Most of the news in the world is so bad,
it’s great to be doing something where
things can actually get better’. Restora-
tion is a magnet for getting many people
involved at a local level. Ecologists too
often think of people – human beings – as
if they were a problem. That’s not the
whole truth. People are part of the
solution.” And many people have volun-
teered to be part of this movement since
the University of Madison-Wisconsin ini-
tiated restoration projects in the 1930s.

While much ecological restoration re-
quires high-end technology – and there
are plenty of case studies involving that
at the conference – much of the work al-
so requires people with shovels, pens
and other commonplace instruments to
get a job done.

Perhaps what is most attractive about
ecological restoration is precisely that it
recognises that human beings are an es-
sential part of the environment, and not
an alien intrusion on some supposedly
pure natural paradise. As Richard Fore-
man, professor of landscape ecology at
Harvard, puts it: “We must learn to
mould the land so that nature and people
can both thrive.”

� Visit www.ecologicalrestoration.net/
costanza.htm for Robert Costanza’s
keynote conference address

Advocates of ecological restoration argue
that there is a slim but real chance of using
science to reverse the devastation of our
planet, writes Paddy Woodworth
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Bracken is curling on the ditch, au-
tumn creeping through its fronds in
a filigree elegance that attends the

fern especially well at death. Looking at
our crowded acre, almost submerged in
trees, it’s hard to credit the imminence of
so much leaf-fall, the slow sift of biomass
back to the earth, the winter’s impercepti-
ble disposal of it all. A thousand forms of
life dismantle the cells into their mole-
cules, ready for reassembly in the spring.

Never have we been so aware that this
is what makes the world go round, that na-
ture generates no waste it can’t reuse: on-
ly human industry makes things that
won’t decay. “Recycling” is now a slogan
and its repetition reminds us not only
that manufactured matter need not al-
ways be wasted, that much can usefully
be sent through the mills again, but also
of Earth’s annual engineering of renewal.

Rather than hope for some metaphysi-
cal hereafter, many people are cheerfully
content to surrender their substance to
this Gaian continuity.

Or, as a flier for an upcoming confer-
ence in Dublin puts it: “Have you thought
of joining the food chain as perfect com-
post, with your spirit re-emerging in the
Dawn Chorus from the throat of a well-
fed song bird?” It is possible to trust that
conventional burial eventually serves
something like this end. That is best imag-
ined in an old village graveyard, where

well-spaced, wonky limestone slabs bear
a good growth of lichens and mosses un-
der the sycamore trees. In a fast-filling
county council plot, with room for nei-
ther trees nor birds along its polished
aisles, there is little to speak of natural
growth. Besides, booking a space here is
to succumb to established rituals and
styles of interment, none of which may be
comfortable to unaligned and do-it-your-
self spirits.

Hence “Bury Me Green”, Ireland’s first
“natural burial” conference, to be held in
Cultivate – Dublin’s Temple Bar centre
for alternative living – on October 16th.
Its initiator is Judith Hoad, a herbalist and
writer who lives on a hillside in Co
Donegal. Nearby, her late husband Jerry,

a fine painter and a lovely man, lies bur-
ied beneath the apple trees they planted
together.

Sorting out the practical formalities of
his burial, mainly to keep the local health
inspector happy, helped to set Judith
forth on her current campaign.

More than 200 natural burial grounds
already exist in England and Wales, and a
few are even owned by local authorities.
Common to them all is environmentally-
friendly burial (no harmful additives or
preservatives) and the absence of monu-
mental markers other than trees or wild-
flowers. As for ritual or celebration,
there’s usually a ceremony hall for what-
ever the deceased prescribed in advance
or now feels right to relatives and friends.

Essential, of course, is a biodegradable
coffin. The late pope’s cypress chest im-
pressed many with its simplicity, a plain
wooden box at the heart of a medieval
pageant, but it was never going to end up
in the ground. Judith Hoad promotes the
Ecopod, designed by Hazel Selene, a light-
weight shell of cellulose fibre inspired, I
feel sure, by the incomparably snug com-
fort of the broad bean. She also offers
highly portable caskets woven to size by
Linda Scott from willow-wands nour-
ished by the Co Mayo rain. You could live
with these for years as handsome blanket-
chests, thus lessening the strangeness of
departure.

Who will provide land for the burial
groves? Mrs Hoad and her committee
hope to tempt farmers looking to diversi-
fy their set-aside hectares: a farmer from
Britain and an Irish planner are among
the conference speakers. Members of the
Woodland League and Irish Wildlife
Trust will also offer notions. Trevor Sar-
gent, leader of the Green Party, is sched-
uled to open the conference, braving any
bad jokes about votes in graveyards.

Quite where all this leaves my own
plans I’m not sure. “You want your ashes
to swirl along the strand at Thallabawn,”
mused Michael Longley in a generous po-
em, “among clockwork, approachable/
Circumambulatory sanderlings, crab
shells,/ Bladderwrack, phosphorescence
at spring tide . . . ” Well yes, all that, but
it’s not so environmentally friendly, is it,
when you count in the diesel for the
hearse to Dublin, the fuel for the fiery fur-
nace and all the smoke? Even those who
prefer to keep their molecules within an
“eco-friendly biodegradable urn . . . over-
laid with moss green, handmade paper”
will need to weigh up their impact on the
atmosphere.

Bean pod or basket – it’s the cheerful,
ecological thought that counts.

� For conference details, contact
086-8104359 or 0749-736406; e-mail
judithlivingearthhoad@hotmail.com

www.comhar-nsdp.ie
Comhar, the national sustainable
development partnership, was formed
in 1999. This site sets out its worthy
principles and gives details of the
surprisingly small number of projects it
has been involved with to date.

Restoring
our wetlands

EyeonNature

� Send observations to Michael Viney,
Thallabawn, Carrowniskey PO,
Westport, Co Mayo; e-mail:
viney@anu.ie (include a postal address)

Bring banks attracting litter
Littering at recycling centres and
bring banks is a growing problem,
according to new research. “The
number of people who dump at bring
banks is unacceptably high and public
opinion is against them,” said Darrell
Crowe, marketing manager with
Repak. A new survey by Repak has
found that 30 per cent of users leave
recyclables on the ground at bring
banks and two in three surveyed
believe such people should be
prosecuted. “We urge people not to
leave recyclables on the ground as
they are jeopardising the
development and expansion of
existing and new facilities,” said
Crowe. The research also revealed
that 82 per cent of people believe
there should be litter bins at bottle
banks/recycling centres, but Repak
believes bins would encourage further
littering. The survey of 1,200 adults
was carried out by Repak Ireland in
advance of its fifth recycling week,
which begins onMonday. Local
authorities will distribute more than
50,000 reusable recycling bags for
free through recycling centres during
the week. See www.repak.ie

Festive season for trees
The annual autumn festival of trees/
Féile Samhna na gCrann begins today
with a guided family walk at 2.30pm in
the National Botanic Gardens,
Glasnevin, Dublin. Other highlights of
the three-week festival include a walk
next Saturday at 1pm in Belvoir Forest
Park, Belfast, led by Ben Simon,
chairman of the broadleaf tree charity
Crann. Jan Alexander, founder and
president of Crann will revisit small
broadleaf tree plantations in the south
Leitrim region on Saturday, October
15th, meeting in Ballinamore, Co Leitrim
at 10am. And Coole Park near Gort, Co
Galway is the venue for woodland
games and nature walks on Sunday,
October 16th from 2pm. Finally, the 160
acres of parkland and woodland that
surround Belvedere House, Mullingar,
Co Westmeath will host another family
day on October 22nd. All events are
free. Contact 01-6275075 or e-mail
info@crann.ie.

Donegal town talks trees
The themes of “Getting Recreational
Forestry Right”, “Wood Energy – the
Way Forward” and “Supporting
Private Growers” will be discussed at
a forestry conference in Donegal
town on October 17th and 18th. The
event aims to develop sustainable and
integrated forestry policies with
community involvement. Speakers
will include Ben Simon from Forest of
Belfast and Pieter Kofman, a Danish
wood energy consultant. To register
contact Barbara Edwards at
074-9734053 or by e-mailing
edwardsevents@eircom.net. See also
www.forest-link.com

Developing without destroying
Finding a way to bridge the gap
between conserving our heritage and
encouraging development will be the
theme of a conference on October 18th
and 19th in the Killiney Castle Hotel,
Killiney, Co Dublin. Organised by Tim
Carey, heritage officer in Dún
Laoghaire- Rathdown County Council,
and the Heritage Council, the
conference will highlight issues raised
when heritage features are integrated
into residential and commercial
developments. Contact Tim Carey on
01-2054700 or e-mail tcarey@dlrcoco.ie.

� horizons@irish-times.ie

Eco-friendly burials: a means to a green end
Recently I had a wonderful time in the
company of a little egret. Through
binoculars I viewed him as he worked
on the river Burrin about a mile from
Carlow town. The bird was feeding on
fry; with the left foot forward he stirred
up the riverbed and snatched a fish,
then changed feet and repeated.

 Alan O’Dwyer, Co Carlow

I planted a few oak saplings last winter
and this year I found two spheres about
1.5cm in diameter, like acorns on one of
the trees. Initially green they turned
beige. I cut into it and was surprised to
see a fly (wasp?) inside – with wings.

 Conor O’Byrne, Ardrahan, Co Galway
It was the gall wasp Andricus kollari
which was mature and ready to emerge.

We saw what we thought were a dozen
avocets on Moyour on Clew Bay. They
were almost completely white, with
black wing tips, and were sweeping
their heads back and forth on the mud
flats at low tide. They spent the after-
noon here before flying westward.

Kate Thompson and Malcolm
Douglas, Co Mayo

They were avocets, frequent in the south of
England, but unusual on our west coast.
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