Sandstorm Wave Sweeps Middle East, Sending 1,000s to Hospitals
by Claire Parker and Kasha Patel
May 26, 2022 – On Monday, a bright orange glow bathed the streets of Kuwait City, like a wildfire without flames.  In Tehran, the tip of the Milad Tower, the tallest structure in the city, could barely be seen.  In Mosul, Iraq, a wall of dust blotted out the skyline.  Further south, bridges disappeared into the haze.
At least one dust storm began on Monday in Iraq and traveled to Saudi Arabia, satellite imagery showed.  NASA data showed dust reaching more than 3 miles into the sky, said Hiren Jethva, a Morgan State University and NASA scientist.  The dust layer thinned over Saudi Arabia on Thursday and migrated toward the Red Sea.
More than 1,000 people were hospitalized across Iraq with respiratory problems, as of Monday, Health Ministry spokesman Seif al-Badr told Agence France-Presse.  The Iraqi government declared a national holiday Monday, to keep people in their homes.
Flights were grounded briefly in Kuwait for the 2nd time this month.  Officials warned drivers in Riyadh, the Saudi capital, to move slowly.  Schools and government offices in Tehran were closed last week.  100s of people in southern Iran sought medical help for troubled breathing and flights were delayed, the Associated Press reported.
Sand and dust storms, known as haboobs, have always been a feature of life in the Middle East, a region known for its deserts.  The storms ramp up in the late spring and summer as seasonal winds blowing from the northwest, known as the “shamal,” kick up dust from the Tigris-Euphrates basin and transport it to the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula.
But experts say the storms this year are particularly intense, as climate change and desertification increase their frequency.  In Iraq, at least 9 significant storms have hit the country since April.  More are likely to materialize in the summer.  Without major policy changes, they could continue to get worse in years to come.
“We have had many more dust storms this spring than in the past,” said Salam Abdulrahman, a lecturer at the University of Human Development in Iraq, said in an email.  “Every dust storm has lasted from 1 day to 2-3 days.  Previous dust storms were shorter.”
Benjamin Cook, an environmental scientist at Columbia University’s Climate School, said 3 elements are needed for a sandstorm to take off: wind, a source of dust where there is little to no vegetation, and very dry conditions.
The recent storms in Iraq have stemmed in part from a lack of rain, water-flow issues, and human activity.
2020-21 was the 2nd-driest rainfall season in 40 years, resulting in crop failure.  Conditions remain poor.  In most of the country, groundwater storage, used for crop irrigation and drinking water, is near its lowest levels compared with long-term records, according to NASA data.
The limited water stunts vegetation growth, which loosens the surface for dust storms, said Abdulrahman.  He said some locals in Iraq now refer to the dust storm activity as “soilfall” or “earthfall,” because the winds kick up layers of soil.
Wetlands in southern Iraq and Iran, where many people make a living off the land, are drying up.
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