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The Bird Man of Baghdad
An unassuming 32-year-old ornithologist, in the midst of war and chaos, continues to add to the store of knowledge about Iraq's assorted bird life
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Name: Omar Fadhil
Title: M.A. student in biology and laboratory teacher, University of Baghdad
Location: Baghdad, Iraq
I grew up in the city of Baghdad, but on weekends the men in my family—my brother, grandfather, father and I—would go off into the country to practice falconry. Passed down through the generations, this sport is something I still love.
As a child, I became fascinated by birds of prey, like falcons and other raptors, but also by the birds that serve as prey, like the houbara (above), a timid, turkeylike species. Birds became my life, and I continue to pursue that passion through my work at the University of Baghdad, where I do research on the ecology of endangered falcons and other birds of prey. My job takes me to every part of the country, even areas that are still very dangerous and that have been torn apart by war.
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In the spring of 2009 I got a call from a group that I collaborate with that had used radio/GPS tags to track a critically endangered migratory bird called the sociable lapwing to an area near Tikrit, the ancestral home of Saddam Hussein. The birds migrate every spring from Sudan to their summer home in Kazakhstan.
Bird-watching in Iraq is not like bird-watching in a U.S. national park. To make these trips, I need official endorsements from the police and various ministries. After receiving the requisite permissions, we set out with a convoy of 15 soldiers and made our way to the point near the Euphrates River where the lapwing had set down. We scoured the countryside for 13 days, but the birds, always highly mobile during the course of a migration, had already moved on. The area was a resting spot not just for lapwings but also for Al-Qaeda in Iraq, and months later two long-sought leaders were killed near where we had searched.
Whenever I go out, villagers always ask, “What the hell are you doing here?” I never engage them directly. Instead I get out my binoculars, set up the camera tripod and take out my bird books. I show them pictures of the birds I’m looking for and, when possible, let them look through the binoculars at the birds themselves.
After a time, they often warm to me. They point to a bird in the book and say, “We’ve seen this one but not that one.” They become my scouts. Despite the war, I have found six new species that had never been seen before in Iraq.
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Gary Stix, Scientific American's neuroscience and psychology editor, commissions, edits and reports on emerging advances and technologies that have propelled brain science to the forefront of the biological sciences. Developments chronicled in dozens of cover stories, feature articles and news stories, document groundbreaking neuroimaging techniques that reveal what happens in the brain while you are immersed in thought; the arrival of brain implants that alleviate mood disorders like depression; lab-made brains; psychological resilience; meditation; the intricacies of sleep; the new era for psychedelic drugs and artificial intelligence and growing insights leading to an understanding of our conscious selves. Before taking over the neuroscience beat, Stix, as Scientific American's special projects editor, oversaw the magazine's annual single-topic special issues, conceiving of and producing issues on Einstein, Darwin, climate change, nanotechnology and the nature of time. The issue he edited on time won a National Magazine Award. Besides mind and brain coverage, Stix has edited or written cover stories on Wall Street quants, building the world's tallest building, Olympic training methods, molecular electronics, what makes us human and the things you should and should not eat. Stix started a monthly column, Working Knowledge, that gave the reader a peek at the design and function of common technologies, from polygraph machines to Velcro. It eventually became the magazine's Graphic Science column. He also initiated a column on patents and intellectual property and another on the genesis of the ingenious ideas underlying new technologies in fields like electronics and biotechnology. Stix is the author with his wife, Miriam Lacob, of a technology primer called Who Gives a Gigabyte: A Survival Guide to the Technologically Perplexed (John Wiley & Sons, 1999).
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