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From the Editor

The Hima star shone brightly at the IUCN World
Conservation Congress in Abu Dhabi, where
environmentalists from around the world-
activists, leaders, and policymakers-were
introduced to this system, Arab in origin yet
global in impact.

As the Society for the Protection of Nature in
Lebanon (SPNL) continues to revive Hima on the
foundations of traditional knowledge, modern
science, and community leadership, it is also
working to establish it as a core building block
with which protected areas are woven, one
hima at a time. UNESCO has likewise taken the
initiative to encourage Levant countries to adopt
the Hima approach in establishing biosphere
reserves and geoparks. Soon, the Hima torch
will be lit in Samarkand, where the Global
Environment Facility will hold its Assembly, with
SPNL participating in a key session.

This issue highlights the fast-moving
developments in SPNL's journey, despite the
tragic events shaking the region. It also features
the experiences of enlightened leaders shaping
global environmental policy, shared through their
exclusive interviews with Al Hima magazine.

Raghida Haddad
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BirdLife International is the global partnership of 123
Non-Governmental Organisations working for nature

in 119 countries/territories. The Society for the
Protection of Nature (SPNL) is BirdLife in Lebanon

www.birdlife.org | www.spnl.org
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The Society for the Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL) is one of the
oldest environmental NGOs in the country. Established in 1983 and li-
censed by the Ministry of Interior by decision no. 6/AD dated 8/1/1986,
SPNL is the national partner of BirdLife International and member of the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

Since its start, SPNL has been advocating the establishment of pro-
tected areas in cooperation with relevant ministries. It is now focused
on reviving the Hima approach, which has been prevalent in the Arab
region for more than 1,500 years, based on community engagement in
protecting nature, resources and biodiversity. This is realized by inte-
grating traditional knowledge and practices with modern scientific re-
search. To date, 47 himas have been established throughout Lebanon.

www.spnl.org www.homatalhima.com news@spnl.org
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What Is Hima?

Hima is an Arabic term meaning “protected area.” It refers to a tra-
ditional system of conservation and resource governance that has
been practiced for more than 1,500 years across the Arab region.
Conventional nature reserves primarily aim to protect biodiversity,
species, and ecosystems on state-owned lands. Their manage-
ment and governance are usually the sole responsibility of govern-
ment authorities, particularly Ministries of Environment.

Hima, by contrast, is a community-based approach in which pro-
tected areas are governed and managed by local municipalities
and local stakeholders. Rather than excluding local communities,
the Hima model empowers them to use natural resources respon-
sibly and sustainably.

In Lebanon, Hima is officially recognized as one of the four na-
tional categories of protected areas and is established through
a municipal decision.

5 Lol

From Ridge to Coast
One Hima at a Time

There are moments when an official letter becomes more
than paperwork — it becomes a milestone in a nation’s
environmental journey.

The endorsement of the Beirut River Valley Biosphere
Reserve by the Ministry of Environment is not just a
formal document, but a recognition of a vision rooted in
community, science, and stewardship.

The proposed reserve represents a complete hydrological
system stretching from mountain ridges to the sea, rich in
biodiversity, ecologically connected, and full of potential
for education, research, and eco-tourism.

The Union of High Metn Municipalities has officially voiced
its support, confirming that responsibility is shared among
municipalities, communities, national institutions, and
international partners.

22,135 hectares

e 67 towns and villages

* Protected core areas

e Sustainable buffer zones

e Thriving transition areas

This isn’t theory — it’s the result of decades of fieldwork,
dialogue, and collaboration.

Today, 47 Hima sites stretch across Lebanon.

From wetlands,

To forests,

To rivers,

To the Mediterranean coast.

From the Mediterranean waves to the snow-covered peaks,
From the crash of the waves to the reach of the snow,
The Hima network reflects Lebanon with all its ecological
and cultural diversity.

Protecting a watershed means protecting livelihoods.
Safeguarding biodiversity means safeguarding identity.
Reviving Hima means reviving stewardship.

From ridge to coast,

From village to nation,

From Lebanon to the world,

One Hima at a time.

By Assad Serhal, Director General of the Society for the
Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL), Founder and
Chairman of Homat Al Hima International (HHI), and Birdlife
Chairman Middle East Region Partnership

https://www.spnl.org/from-ridge-to-coast-one-hima-at-a-time/
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Excerpts  from H.E. Minister of Environment Dr. Tamara
Elzein's Letter of Endorsement for the IKI Project Proposal for
operationalizing the Beirut River Valley Biosphere Reserve through
a Hima-Based Approach:

“The Ministry of Environment hereby expresses its
endorsement and support for the project proposal submitted
by the Society for the Protection of Nature in Lebanon
(SPNL) under the International Climate Initiative (IKI).”
“The Ministry acknowledges the projectss pragmatic and context-
responsive approach, which operationalizes conservation and
management actions through Himas at the local level and
coordination under the Biosphere Reserve framework, while
supporting in parallel the adoption of legal and governance
conditions for the future establishment of Natural Parks.”
“The Ministry further recognizes SPNLss long-standing
experience and technical capacity in biodiversity
conservation, community-based governance, and
stakeholder engagement, as well as the projects strong
collaboration with municipalities, the Union of Municipalities,
civil society, and other relevant stakeholders.”

“The Ministry of Environment confirms its willingness to
cooperate and coordinate, within its mandate, with the
project implementation, particularly on matters related
to policy dialogue, governance frameworks, biodiversity
planning, and knowledge exchange.”
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Globally, around 57% of volunteer work is done by women
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Volunteers planting mangrove trees near Jebel Ali, UAE
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An estimated one billion people volunteer monthly across the world

The United Nations has declared 2026 as an
International Year for three separate observances:
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Himanshu Sharma/Reuters

$490,000,000,000
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50% of global rangelands are degraded. The global cost of
land degradation is around US$490 billion per year
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A child rests on a water buffalo in the Diyala River, Baghdad

%80-60

u.&.’)ng Joddd cliol o %80-60 cluudl! 8’~“ oWl Jgal o
%80£Lou|dfqu el o JUodl Juw Gle Lopus albe
Sgw Aoy U gaddd delydl o UsLois! dnudu! dlolell ggall
Auclypl Loyl o %14

In developing countries, women produce 60-80% of the food
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An Indian farmer

UN-Habitat
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Women make up nearly half of the global agricultural workforce
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Camels graze amid lavender flowers in Northern KSA
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Sabreen Alawneh, from Burmah village in Jordan,
applies permaculture principles
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Rangelands support over 2 billion people
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The MENA region encompasses nearly 3.75 million km? of
rangelands
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A Sami woman watches over a reindeer herd in Sweden
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Martin Harper, CEO of BirdLife
International, posted a commentary titled
“In Praise of Hima,” after participating in
the UNESCO/SPNL webinar. Here are
some excerpts:

“Hima can help improve the status of
globally threatened species, restore
habitats, create green jobs, build climate
resilience, and promote peace among
neighbouring communities. It can also
support migratory bird populations
through a connected network of
protected and restored sites that benefit
biodiversity, people, and climate.

‘| applaud the ambition to expand
Hima-inspired efforts as governments
work to protect and sustainably
manage 30% of land, freshwater, and
sea by 2030.”
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UNESCO’s Regional Office in Beirut
and SPNL convened a high-level
online meeting on 2 April 2026 to
initiate a collaborative platform to:
exchange experiences in applying
the Hima approach in developing
better biosphere reserves towards
sustainable development,
and discuss challenges facing
biodiversity loss remedial initiatives
in the Levant region. Participants
explored integrating the
community-based Hima approach
with UNESCO biosphere reserves,
World Heritage sites, geoparks,
and MIDAs. The Levant 2026
Accelerator promoted action-
oriented regional cooperation.
Speakers from SDC, IUCN, GEF,
and BirdLife International stressed
inclusive governance, financing,
and partnerships to scale Hima,
connect landscapes, and address
shared regional challenges.
Panelists included Dr. Nazar
Hassan, Head of the Natural
Sciences Section at the UNESCO
Regional Office; Michelle Jalkh,
National Program Officer at the
Swiss Agency for Development
and Cooperation (SDC); Adriana
Moreira, Head of the Partnerships
Division at the Global Environment
Facility; Martin Harper, CEO of
BirdLife International; Tim Badman,
Director of IUCN’s World Heritage
Programme; Assad Serhal,
Chairman of the BirdLife Middle
East Partnership and Director
General of SPNL; Amer Alrfou
from RSCN, Jordan; Mayada
Saad and Rana Hmaideh from the
Ministry of Local Administration
and Environment in Syria; Thaer
Rabi, Eman Amodi and Imad Al
Atrash from Palestine.
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Andre Bechara represented SPNL
at the “Sustainable Hunting and
Green List Certification Workshop”
in Riyadh, KSA, organized by
IUCN ROWA. He presented a
case study on addressing illegal
hunting in Lebanon through the
Hima model, revitalized by SPNL.
Rooted in customary stewardship
and adapted  to modern
governance, this community-
based approach promotes
shared responsibility among local
communities, municipalities, civil
society, and state institutions. It
has contributed to a measurable
decline in illegal hunting across
several  priority  landscapes.
Bechara highlighted the Hima
model as a scalable framework for
West Asia, supporting protected
areas seeking IUCN Green List
certification.
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Nurturing responsibility after the fire:
Anjar hosted a SNOW Session under
the PROZHUM  Project. Students
were encouraged to reflect on their
personal and collective responsibilities
in safeguarding natural spaces. Simple
behaviors such as proper waste
disposal, responsible use of fire, respect
for wildlife, and adherence to safety

guidelines  were highlighted.
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National Geographic Arabia

highlighted the Hima model in its
November 2025 editorial.
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Seven new Himas were officially
declared in Lebanon: Batroun,
Selaata, Aaitat, Sarahmoul, Saghbine,
Baaloul, and Aaiha. This brings
the number to 47 Himas, steadily
increasing as municipalities and
citizens become convinced of this

successful model for conservation
based on community management.
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eco-trails.
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Assad Serhal, Director General of SPNL, and Fadi Ghanem, President
of Ghadi Association, visited Amman and met with Jordan’s Minister
of Tourism and Antiquities Dr. Emad Hijazin, Minister of Environment — dSyiwe
Dr. Ayman Suleiman, and former Minister of Environment Dr. Taher Al- ‘Zu)fxl 8—5'9-1L' AN 8—5'9-1| by
Shakhshir. They discussed collaboration between Lebanon and Jordan in

eco-tourism, heritage protection, and the potential to create cross-border «-9 ddodl Olaaiad] yoo e st [<ad
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Hadi Merhi, on his master’s
thesis about how communities
in Lebanon revive and govern
Hima sites, and his internship
with Unique Land Use GmbH’s
Agriculture & Rural Development.
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IUCN members in Lebanon met Cardinal Bechara Boutros Al-Rahi to promote
environmental awareness and national environmental responsibility.
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As part of the DIMFE-funded Litani River
Restoration Project, SPNL's Homat Al
Hima International Center (HHIC) in West
Bekaa distributed collection barrels for
waste cooking oil to ten municipalities.
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The Lebanese Minister of Information,
Dr. Paul Morcos, signed a MoU and
cooperation  agreement  with  the
Lebanese Environment Forum, aimed at
strengthening the role of environmental
media. Also, the Lebanese Minister
of Public Works and Transport, Fayez
Rassamni, reviewed the Marine
Protected Areas Network Program led
by LEF and supported the declaration of
marine Himas.
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The Litani River Authority (LRA), led by Director General
Dr. Sami Alaouiyeh, convened a landmark meeting with
UNESCO and SPNL to chart the course for nominating
the Lower Litani River Basin as a UNESCO Biosphere
Reserve. Dr. Alaouiyeh received the Homat Al Hima
Environment Hero Award.
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Exclusive Interview

Dr. Grethel Aguilar: “When Nature Recovers, We Thrive”
Leading IUCN with Trust, Science, and Solidarity

Summary: In this exclusive interview with Al Hima
magazine, IUCN’s Director General Dr. Grethel
Aguilar underscores that today’s most urgent global
challenges—climate change, biodiversity loss,
pollution, and ecosystem degradation—are deeply
interconnected and driven by unsustainable economic
systems and inequality. With the world approaching
ecological tipping points, she stresses that nature
knows no borders and that collective, multilateral
action is essential. IUCN’s unique strength lies in its
inclusive Union model, bringing together governments,
civil society, Indigenous Peoples, scientists, and the
private sector to translate global commitments into
practical, science-based action on the ground.
Reflecting on her leadership journey, she emphasizes
humility, shared leadership, and trust. Her approach
prioritizes listening, inclusive decision-making, resilient
teams, and coordination across IUCN’s global network

21 el

of experts, Members, and partners.

A central highlight is the IUCN World Conservation
Congress 2025 in Abu Dhabi, which marked a shift
from incremental progress to systemic change. The
adoption of the Abu Dhabi Call to Action set out five
pillars: reaffirming nature as foundational; strengthening
multilateral cooperation; ensuring justice and inclusion;
advancing knowledge and innovation; and scaling
up resources for nature and climate. The Congress
also endorsed IUCN'’s long-term Strategic Vision
to 2045 and its 2026-2029 Programme, reinforcing
commitments to nature-based solutions, the 30x30
target, and cross-sector partnerships.

Hosting the Congress in the UAE fostered candid
dialogue with energy-producing nations, highlighting
their role in nature-positive transitions and showcasing
successes such as renewable energy projects and
the restoration of the Arabian oryx. In the Arab region,
IUCN focuses on water scarcity, land degradation,
and coastal pressures through locally driven solutions,
capacity-building, and community leadership.

The Congress also highlighted the Hima model
as a powerful, transferable example of community-
led conservation. Rooted in traditional stewardship
systems, Hima integrates local knowledge with modern
conservation science, demonstrating how shared
governance can benefit both people and nature. By
respecting rights, strengthening community identity,
and linking cultural heritage with biodiversity protection,
the model shows how global conservation targets can
be achieved through locally driven, socially cohesive,
and sustainable approaches.

Throughout the interview, Dr. Aguilar stresses rights-
based conservation, integrating environmental law
with human rights, empowering Indigenous Peoples,
women, and youth, and advancing nature-based
solutions that benefit both ecosystems and livelihoods.
Despite the scale of the crisis, she remains optimistic,
citing growing global conservation momentum,
community action, and nature’s resilience as reasons
for hope.

Interviewed by Raghida Haddad, Editor-in-Chief of Al Hima
Magazine. To read full interview in English and Arabic: www.spnl.org
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Adriana Morera with Andre Bechara at the [IUCN World
Conservation Congress in Abu Dhabi
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The more | learn about Himas - these remarkable conservation
areas that are traditionally kept by local communities - the more |
see their similarities to what we have in Latin America.
We have himas in Brazil. We have himas in Mexico. We have himas
in Colombia. This is a traditional way of communities taking care
of their lands. They have reserves based on shared governance
of their territories, where communities agree on a kind of zoning
process. They identify which areas should be preserved intact,
which areas to be used for agriculture, and which areas are
allowed for limited activities such as hunting or gathering. This is
actually a management plan for a protected area.

Itis important that we put together this heritage and this traditional
knowledge that we share with the Arab peoples.

Adriana Moreira, Head of the Partnership Division at the Global Environment
Facility (GEF), in an interview with SPNL’s Andre Bechara during the IUCN
World Conservation Congress in Abu Dhabi
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Sheikh Khaled bin Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan,
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi, enters the Congress hall
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IUCN World Conservation Congress in Abu Dhabi:
One Nature, One Humanity, One Shared Future

Summary: As storms gathered over the planet—
of melting ice, vanishing species, pollution, and
deepening conflict—people from every corner of
the world came together in Abu Dhabi with a shared
sense of urgency. From 9-15 October 2025, nearly
10,000 participants convened at the IUCN World
Conservation Congress, determined to “power
transformative conservation” in the face of this
planetary crisis.

Inside the halls of the Abu Dhabi National Exhibition
Centre, conversations unfolded acrossfive intertwined
paths: strengthening resilient conservation, reducing
climate overshoot, delivering equity, reshaping
economies to be nature-positive, and unlocking bold
leadership and innovation. These ideas came alive
through lively forums and five summits amplifying
the voices of Indigenous Peoples, youth, businesses,
philanthropists, and ocean advocates from the MENA
region and beyond.

Decisions, however, marked the Congress’s turning
point. IUCN Members adopted more than 150

motions, including a historic call to recognize ecocide
as an international crime. Other motions confronted
the realities of the energy transition, demanding
stronger protections for biodiversity, human rights,
and civic space, while setting firm limits on fossil
fuel expansion. New global ground was broken with
motions on synthetic biology and geoengineering,
urging caution, evidence, and strong governance.
The Congress also looked far ahead. Members
endorsed a 20-year vision—Unite for Nature on
the Path to 2045—anchored by science, traditional
knowledge, and equity. Director General Grethel
Aguilar celebrated signs of hope, from recovering
sea turtles to new global standards for nature-based
solutions.

In the closing moments, the Abu Dhabi Call to Action
echoed through the assembly: protecting nature is
protecting humanity itself. As re-elected President
Razan Al Mubarak urged, the time had come to
move from dialogue to decision—for one nature, one
humanity, and one shared future.
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More than 48,600 species
are threatened with extinction

That is 28% of all assessed species.
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The number of assessed species on the IUCN Red List is now over 173,000, with more
than 48,600 (28%) threatened with extinction (www.iucnredlist.org)
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IUCN ROWA: From Dialogue to
Action for People and Nature

Summary: The IUCN World Conservation Congress was
both a global platform and a key regional moment for West
Asia, emphasizing local knowledge, partnerships, and
innovation in building a resilient, nature-positive future.
The IUCN Arabia Pavilion hosted more than 20 sessions,
engaging 1,500 participants from governments, civil society,
youth, and the private sector to advance solutions aligned
with biodiversity and climate goals.

A major highlight was the “Hima for Peace” dialogue, which
demonstrated how reviving the traditional Hima system—
community-based resource management rooted in Arab
heritage—can address ecological degradation, climate
risks, and social fragmentation. Examples from Lebanon
and Jordan showed tangible benefits, including ecosystem
restoration, improved livelihoods, and stronger social
cohesion.

The Congress also highlighted West Asia’s leadership in
conservation, particularly progress on protected areas and the
IUCN Green List. The launch of Jordan’s Integrated Landscape
Management Initiative showcased large-scale climate
action benefiting over one million people. Nature-based
solutions, regional cooperation, and inclusive partnerships
were emphasized as essential to achieving sustainable
development and conservation goals in the region.
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The IUCN World Conservation Conference adopted
a resolution proposed by the Lebanese Ministry of
Environment for «Supporting the restoration and
rehabilitation of war-damaged ecosystems.»
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Hima Shines at IUCN World Conservation Congress

The traditional Hima approach took center stage at
the IUCN World Conservation Congress (WCC), held
in Abu Dhabi, where it was celebrated as a powerful,
community-led model for sustainable resource
management, conflict resolution, and biodiversity
conservation.

Practiced in the Arab world for over 1,500 years and
revitalized since 2004, Hima has evolved far beyond a
historical practice. It now stands as a living, effective
system of environmental governance, rooted in culture
and led by communities.

The first day featured a session titled «Linking Culture
to Nature Using the Hima Approach,» organized by the
Society for the Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL)
in partnership with IUCN-ROWA.

On the second day, the plenary session “Hima for
Peace” focused on the potential of climate finance and
community governance to scale the Hima model across
West Asia and beyond. Following the screening of
SPNL’s documentary “A Pristine Legacy,” a high-level
dialogue, moderated by Dr. Hany El Shaer (Regional

Director of IUCN West Asia), explored how vertical
finance mechanisms can support community-based
biodiversity and climate action. Panelists included:
Dr. Aiman Soleiman, Egypt’s Minister of Environment;
Dr. Nizar Hani, Lebanon’s Minister of Agriculture; Dr.
Adriana Moreira, Head of GEF Partnerships Division;
Dr. Amgad Elmahdi, Regional Manager, Green Climate
Fund (MENA); Dr. Mahmoud Fathallah, Director of
Environmental and Meterological Affairs, League of Arab
States; and Assad Serhal, SPNL Secretary General.
Together, they discussed practical tools and enabling
conditions for scaling the “Hima for Peace” model in
fragile ecosystems.

On day three, the session «Building Transparency
and Measuring Long-Term Impact in Ecosystem
Restoration» brought forward examples of how
technology and traditional practices can intersect.
Assad Serhal presented SPNL’s work on monitoring
Hima sites.

SPNL’s delegation to the WCC included Assad Serhal,
Andre Bechara, and Raghida Haddad.
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Quotes from Hima for Peace Session
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Stories of traditional crafts in the United Arab
Emirates: Pearl diving, ship building, and
palm fronds weaving, told by artisans at the
IUCN Congress Exhibition in Abu Dhabi
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World Heritage Sites Reconnecting
Nature and Culture

Summary: During the IUCN World Conservation Congress
in Abu Dhabi, the SPNL delegation met with Tim Badman,
Head of IUCN’s World Heritage Programme, who
explained the process and requirements for UNESCO
World Heritage designation. He highlighted IUCN’s role as
the official advisory body for natural heritage, evaluating
nominated sites and providing technical recommendations
to UNESCO, while final decisions are taken by the World
Heritage Committee.

Badman emphasized that the Convention was designed
to unite nature and culture, though these dimensions were
often treated separately in practice. Recent efforts now
promote integrated assessments, stronger collaboration
with ICOMOS and ICCROM, and increased engagement
with Indigenous peoples and local stakeholders. He noted
that concepts such as Hima reflect holistic, community-
based conservation linking ecosystems with cultural values.
The nomination process typically takes 3-4 years, involving a
Tentative List, preliminary assessment, dossier preparation,
and an 18-month evaluation. Badman stressed the Arab
region’s strong potential for new nominations.

To read the full interview: www.spnl.org
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Guardians of the World’s Birds:
Inside BirdLife International’s Global
Science Team

Summary: Dr Stuart Butchart, Chief Scientist at BirdLife
International and Director of its Science Division, describes
how the organization compiles and analyzes bird data
to guide conservation. BirdLife assesses all 11,100 bird
species for the IUCN Red List and State of the World’s
Birds report, drawing on scientific studies, expert input,
and massive citizen-science datasets such as eBird. All
proposed changes to species’ Red List categories go
through an open public review to ensure transparency and
scientific rigor.

Because species’ protection depends on safeguarding
habitats, BirdLife developed the concept of Important Bird
and Biodiversity Areas, which now form the core of the
global Key Biodiversity Area (KBA) network. These sites
identify places of irreplaceable biodiversity and are used
by governments and businesses through platforms like
the Integrated Biodiversity Assessment Tool to screen
development projects worth billions of dollars.

BirdLife also leads research on seabirds through its Global
Seabird Tracking Database, using satellite data to map
movements and identify bycatch hotspots in collaboration
with fisheries and Global Fishing Watch. The science team
further studies climate impacts and prioritizes islands where
removing invasive mammals would most benefit native
birds, informing BirdLife Partner conservation efforts, and
summarized in the State of the World’s Birds report.
Working through its global partner network, BirdLife helps
countries update KBA inventories and meet biodiversity
commitments. In Lebanon, it supports its national partner
SPNL’s work on Hima community-managed areas and
efforts to promote sustainable hunting through science-

based limits and community trust.
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The Society for the Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL)
represents BirdLife as its national partner. The global team
supports SPNL in implementing conservation projects, updating
IBAs and KBAs, and contributing to international policy
discussions. A scientific SPNL team monitors birds in Lebanon.
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Towards Establishing Lebanon’s First Natural Park:
Upper Beirut River Valley - A Landscape of Nature and People

Summary: The Upper Beirut River Valley, one of Mount Lebanon’s most important ecological corridors, is the
focus of a new initiative supported by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) to establish
Lebanon’s first Natural Park. Rich in forests, agricultural terraces, springs, and historic villages, the valley
connects mountain ecosystems to downstream landscapes and overlaps with internationally recognized bird
and biodiversity areas (IBBA and KBA). Despite its ecological value, it faces growing threats from urbanization,
pollution, illegal hunting, and unsustainable resource use.

Building on earlier, more complex attempts to protect the entire valley, the Society for Protection of Nature (SPNL)
adopted a gradual, community-based “Hima” approach, starting with 18 villages in the Upper Valley. Working
closely with municipalities and residents, the project promotes local stewardship and an integrated conservation
vision. In 2025, surveys recorded over 12,000 birds from 96 species and around 440 plant species. Six municipalities
declared Himas, and eleven signed the Natural Park Charter, supporting the valley’s long-term protection.

By Fatima Hayek, Project Manager of the Upper Beirut River Valley Natural Park at SPNL
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Beirut River Valley: A Lebanese
Model for a Biosphere Reserve

Summary: Stretching from Mount Lebanon’s high ridges to
the Mediterranean Sea, the Beirut River Valley spans 219
km2 and forms one of central Lebanon’s most integrated
ridge-to-coast watersheds. It connects forests, agricultural
terraces, villages, and urban areas within a single
hydrological and ecological corridor. Located along the
Eastern Flyway, the valley hosts over 50,000 migratory birds
from around 280 species annually, underscoring its global
ecological importance.

The proposed Beirut River Valley Biosphere Reserve, led by
SPNL, includes 67 towns and follows UNESCOQO’s Man and
the Biosphere zonation model, balancing core conservation
areas with sustainable rural and urban zones. Geologically
diverse and hydrologically self-contained, the valley
sustains springs, wetlands, forests, and agriculture. More
than 60% is forested, creating a rare ecological gradient
from mountain wilderness to coastal city.

By Bilal Alaouiyeh, remote sensing and GIS expert, specialist
in spatial environmental governance and biodiversity mapping
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This photo of migrating storks was taken by Andy Scott, an
artist and birdwatcher, in Harissa, where he was putting the
final touches on his Birds of Lebanon guide and completing
his paintings for SPNL's Hima Mobile Exhibit.
At the same time, SPNL and an environmental delegation
were visiting Patriarch Bechara Boutros Al-Rahi in Harissa
to advocate for Hima and the urgent need to provide a safe
haven for migrating birds across Lebanon.
The Patriarch said he awaits the arrival of migratory birds
and expressed his concern over their declining numbers.
He emphasized the Church’s support for initiatives like
Hima, which strengthen local communities and safeguard
Lebanon’s natural heritage for future generations. He con-

cluded that protecting the environment is an integral part of
moral and national responsibility.

ol 54



(59l buaoll Aguliil axano 3w
drodill agag groa giuunigul] aeylill

cqiill 5gn 2027 ) solaiuall |_].IJJJQ.IJJ \}D 69.13 b.la.o

jajeig nalaill Gilyillg naglgull | - a e = 5
sulsilly Ciaullg plaodl alniadl o
SSW?MZJ}I@JI&:L%LM ULIJ.U;" 6-0 Q.Z,H.h." j.n\JjJ UE!A :e
yal saio Jal 5o
295 U

dgaiill 8uly zlad gound! bl Glyass i
Lazeolips croud oSucignl! Lgidio a8y «dolaiell
Je 35,3 s3I (MAB) «ggudl buelly oluigdhy
dpams 785 poudl Wling il diddleg pludyl
Pl Jo> Ugs 142 $ gou> b

asil )l aSeidl dn J) #oulii] duamo cunil
«ddds] yulson ng,lu.u" | jct s Lg duamo JolS 2001
UK.M.L” =0 ugléza.".ﬁ 69"9"” M' uLm;xl édmﬂu
slaid¥l jisig xd.QLQ.J'g dsub]l ul.«m ¢ sl
@9 le.ll ‘o.a.l.v./..‘lg ug:u.” CAL\J A&.ug ;UL@JJ
JQS LAyl &y gud! Mngl le2 o 5icl 2008 ale
Lg b podly duibg doal &3 u.mJ.Q‘ uﬂub 3V
&L&‘Sﬁ ojiieg LA.JB' L&ub b.s).uA 18 |puuguw
by 8jiiog dsubll

ilaly 2w goundl bl Zodi] diass eudi
dauwd 17000 Jlo> sy s o pewgd goidls §
o0 ! &lus Jlaz] oo 1% iyl Lo (e
lasio e [pungw LB § drdoai dudy) dbhais
Al o 21% Jlo> delyill i n ¥ Jlx
ety 50 scn doluuall gllad JS g (ol
ol lole | ol lgegity aab.l.ll).uwg gey]
LS55 Las L@,_@wu,;so% oo AST Jhsd dylasl

lgiv (4.&&9'4000.0}15"&@6'4@'44.@'&.!6'4}0
gl Jlns ($ 100

Saguliil juoii lalay
sl Aot s 88Ny 2 odoes) it
@31 Eauliil duamma a3 ¢ ggumdl bl ool
sotuss Josly iyl @rlipg<ilg duliad] Zo !
salely (Bl daigll Jledl Ll Blasl Losd

Luae § dusprhll JBUilly rolondl poiil pordna bruanpeS iU [ 5 & i S i S ok A A e :‘wﬂﬂ%@w&mmm Idﬂﬁm E
TN ey 3 _ R T _ = : i .sch'yp eifm; one ofgnﬂebuqh seven mu uﬁlmg_f#

57 Lol




UNESCO Biosphere Entlebuch:
A Blessing for Man, Culture and Nature

Summary: Biosphere reserves are UNESCO-recognized
model regions for sustainable development that balance
nature conservation, economic activity, and human well-
being. The UNESCO Biosphere Entlebuch (UBE) has been
part of the global Man and the Biosphere network since
2001 and was Switzerland’s first biosphere reserve to
meet the Seville criteria. Located in the canton of Lucerne,
it spans seven municipalities, covers about one percent
of Switzerland’s land area, and is home to roughly 17,000
people. Agriculture and tourism are key economic sectors,
while more than half of the region is protected land rich in
pre-alpine moorland and karst landscapes.

The UBE promotes biodiversity, regional products under the
“Echt Entlebuch” label, sustainable tourism, education, and
research. It is uniquely governed through a direct democratic
process and divided into core, buffer, and transition zones.
A recent restoration project at the Gruenholz raised bog
highlights its commitment to habitat conservation and
climate protection through rewetting degraded peatlands.

By Tanja Koch, Project manager in the field of biodiversity and
landscape at the UNESCO Biosphere Entlebuch
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With Assad Serhal, SPNL Director General, during his visit
to Entelboch in winter 2025
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Interview with

Wolfgang Schatz, Director
of UNESCO Biosphere
Entlebuch

Summary: In the heart of Switzerland, the
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Entlebuch
stands out for its unique approach to
conservation and community involvement.
Established three decades ago, it arose
from a popular referendum aimed at
turning the region’s protected peatlands
into an asset rather than a burden. With
a structured zoning system, the reserve
balances strict ecological protection in its
core zone with sustainable agriculture and
tourism in the buffer and transition zones.
Community  buy-in was  fostered
through participatory forums and active
engagement of local stakeholders,
ensuring everyone had a voice. The “Echt
Entlebuch” label supports local farmers by
promoting regional, sustainably produced
products, boosting the local economy and
halting youth exodus. This transformation
has united residents around a shared
vision, enhancing pride in their heritage.
The Entlebuch experience highlights the
importance of community participation
as an essential foundation for building
successful biosphere reserves, a lesson
poised for adoption in Lebanon's
aspirations to establish its own reserve.

Excerpts from a discussion with Assad
Serhal, SPNL Director General, during his
visit to Entelboch in winter 2025
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Hima Trails: Linking People to Nature
and Culture in Lebanese Villages

Summary: Droub Al Hima (Hima Trails) in Lebanon are a major
environmental and development initiative that reconnects
people with nature and revives the traditional hima system
of community-based resource protection. Developed by
the Society for the Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL),
the trail network now extends about 187 km across diverse
villages, forests, mountains, and valleys. More than hiking
routes, the trails promote responsible ecotourism, biodiversity
conservation, and cultural exchange. They also support rural
livelihoods through guesthouses, local products, and trained
guides, reducing migration and strengthening village identity.

By Hamada Malaeb, Manager of Droub Al Hima at SPNL
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In Search of Spaces of Coexistence: An Architect’s Journey

The UAE Ministry of Culture UAE’s Year of Tolerance 2019. Hussain Almoosawi. It highlights
and Knowledge Development The book examines places multicultural influences, heritage,

launched In Search of Spaces of worship

and community and the role of architecture in

of Coexistence: An Architect’s gathering, featuring case studies fostering unity, dialogue, and
Journey in support of the with striking photography by social cohesion across the UAE.
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Reading the City: Hussain Almoosawi’s Facade to Facade

Summary: Hussain Almoosawi’s practice extends
beyond photography into communication design,
documentation, and storytelling, guided by a curiosity
about why things look the way they do. Shaped by
art school and later by Melbourne’s walkable urban
fabric, he learned to see design embedded in everyday
elements such as signage and infrastructure. Rather
than iconic landmarks, he focused on overlooked urban
details that collectively reveal a city’s visual identity.
After returning to the UAE in 2013, this approach
evolved into documenting modernist architecture and,
eventually, his long-term project Facade to Facade.
Initially driven by symmetry, the project now examines
buildings as part of a broader urban narrative, valuing
quiet, fragmentary structures over “hero” icons.

2026 glo/ybi

Hussain’s work reflects a pragmatic environmental
consciousness rooted in sustainability, identity, and
preservation. He is inspired by the Hima system, an
ancient land stewardship approach that promotes
collective  responsibility  through  action-based
knowledge. For Hussain, Hima represents a culturally
grounded model of sustainability adaptable to
contemporary  challenges.

By walking cities, slowing down, and paying attention,
Hussain uses photography to document manmade
environments at risk of disappearing, inviting others to
add memory and meaning to his growing archive.

For more of Hussain Almoosawi’s Photography:
https.//hugraphic.ae/
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Why | Love Vultures

Summary: Dr. Munir Virani links his own life of
migration—from India to Kenya, the United States, and
Abu Dhabi—with the journeys of the saker falcon. He
recounts the death of X26, a female falcon electrocuted
on a Mongolian power pole, and the extraordinary
survival of her chicks, saved by her devoted mate. This
story mirrors a global crisis: millions of birds, including
raptors, die each year from unsafe power infrastructure.
Falcons hold deep cultural meaning across history and
are the, yet thousands are lost annually. Inspired by UAE
commitment to falconry, with the falcon as the national
bird, conservationists worked with herders in Mongolia to
insulate power poles, install artificial nests, and train local
leaders. These efforts cut electrocution by 95 percent,
restored grasslands, supported climate resilience, and
spread benefits across borders. The message is clear:
conservation succeeds when science, community, and
willpower unite to act now and give life a second chance.

Dr. Munir Virani is Chief Executive of the Abu Dhabi-based
Mohamed bin Zayed Raptor Conservation Fund dedicated
to the protection of threatened birds of prey around the
world. This is his keynote speech at the Whitley Fund for
Nature’s People for Planet Summit in London. Virani is
2018 Whitley Award winner. For more information about the
MBZRCF’s work, visit www.mbzraptorfund.org
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Hima: A Sanctuary for Birds,
Biodiversity, and People

Summary: This testimony highlights the Hima approach as
a powerful, community-based model for conservation and
sustainability. Introduced in Lebanon through collaboration
between BirdLife International and SPNL, Hima has grown
into a nationally embraced framework with diverse programs
supporting livelihoods, education, peace, and local governance.
BirdLife International, a global leader in bird and biodiversity
conservation, views Hima as an ancient yet adaptable system
that strengthens community resilience, protects habitats and
endangered species, creates green jobs, addresses climate
change, and promotes coexistence between people and nature
through inclusive, rights-based partnerships.

By Dr. Ibrahim Khader, Regional Director for BirdLife
International Middle East
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From Tasmania to the Cedars of Lebanon, Forests Shaped My Life

Summary: “One of my favourite memories of a lifetime
working in conservation is walking in the beautiful
cedars of Lebanon in the 1990s with Assad Serhal, an
outstanding Lebanese conservationist who founded the
Society for the Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL).”
This is how David Sheppard starts this inspiring
story, reflecting on a lifelong career in conservation,
shaped by early experiences in Tasmania’s protected
landscapes and culminating in global leadership roles.
He traces a journey from forestry work in Australia to
senior positions with the New South Wales National
Parks and Wildlife Service, and then to a dream role
with ITUCN in 1993, leading global efforts on protected
areas and World Heritage. This work involved evaluating
iconic sites worldwide and collaborating with dedicated
conservationists often working under challenging
conditions.

A major focus is a 1994 report on key challenges for
protected areas, revisited in 2026. The author highlights
major progress since then: dramatic expansion of

protected area coverage, improved management
effectiveness, better integration of protected areas into
wider landscapes and seascapes, increased and more
innovative funding, and far stronger involvement of
local communities, Indigenous peoples, NGOs, and the
private sector. While challenges remain, the progress
achieved is remarkable.

The narrative is anchored emotionally by a deep
connection to Lebanon’s Cedar forests. Sheppard
recalls pioneering “Parks for Peace” initiatives in post-
civil war Lebanon, particularly in Horsh Ehden and
Shouf, and pays tribute to Lebanese conservationists
and SPNL for their enduring commitment to protecting
these culturally and biologically significant landscapes
for future generations.

By David Sheppard, former Head of Global Programme on
Protected Areas and World Heritage at the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN); Consultant on international
conservation, environmental issues and organisational governance
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Hammana Sets the Stage for a Smart Hima

The Municipality of Hammana has taken a landmark
series of decisions that place the town at the forefront of
community-based conservation in Lebanon. It officially
adopted the Homat Al Hima (Hima Guardians) approach,
established a Hima Committee, designated a municipal
center as the national Hima hub, and committed to a long-
term environmental vision that links biodiversity protection,
sustainable livelihoods, youth leadership, and responsible
eco-tourism.
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Smart Hima: Integrating
Remote Sensing into
Community Environmental
Governance

Summary: The “Smart Hima” concept
represents a transformative approach to
nature conservation, evolving beyond a
technical tool into a holistic governance
model. It modernizes the traditional Arab Hima
system by combining inherited community
stewardship with advanced spatial science
technologies. Through remote sensing and
GIS, Smart Hima enables accurate mapping,
land cover monitoring, and tracking ecosystem
changes over time. Collected data is displayed
through interactive environmental dashboards
that support faster and clearer decision-
making. The model follows a smart governance
cycle: data collection, analysis, community
sharing, and evidence-based action. It aligns
with global biodiversity goals such as 30x30,
addressing biodiversity loss, climate change,
and desertification.

By Bilal Alaouiyeh, remote sensing and GIS Expert,
specialist in spatial environmental governance
biodiversity mapping

lllustration: Bilal Alaouiyeh
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SPNL’s School with No Walls (SNOW)
Program transforms education through
nature, empowering youth as Hima
guardians, fostering stewardship,
biodiversity protection, and a resilient,
community-driven future in Lebanon.
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Homat Al Hima: The Heart of Himas

Summary: Homat al Hima (Hima guardians, in Arabic)
are the core of the Hima system, transforming it from a
concept into a living model of community stewardship.
They protect natural and cultural resources, ensuring
sustainable use through traditional knowledge and
modern tools. Beyond enforcement, they uphold ethical
values like responsibility and intergenerational equity.
Acting as a bridge between conservation and daily life,
they engage communities and promote shared ownership.
They also serve as ambassadors, raising awareness and
supporting local development. Most importantly, they
foster belonging, especially among youth, linking people
to their land and heritage, and ensuring the Hima’s
continuity and resilience.

By Andre Bechara, Homat Al Hima program manager, ecotourism
and rural development director at SPNL
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Towards the First Hima in Palestine

Summary: Palestine has a remarkable cultural and natural
heritage shaped by diverse climates, geography, and civilizations.
The Palestine Wildlife Society is promoting the traditional Hima
approach in key UNESCO World Heritage Sites such as Battir/
Wadi Makhrour and Tell es-Sultan. Hima supports conservation,
sustainable agriculture, ecotourism, local livelihoods, and
strengthens Palestinian identity through regional cooperation
with partners like SPNL, BirdLife International and UNESCO.

By Imad Al Atrash, Executive Director of Palestine Wildlife Society
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Common Swallowtail
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Wildlife Library of Lebanon
Husein Zorkot Identifies 2,900 Species

Summary: In 2025-2026, biologist and scientific illustrator
Dr. Husein Ali Zorkot documented Beirut Valley’s rich
biodiversity, recording 440 plant species, including 103
endemics. Monitoring 10 Upper Matn sites and expanding
beyond, he combined fieldwork, photography, illustrating
and painting to update national biomonitoring checklists.
His 20-year project has illustrated nearly 3,000 species
in 24 pictorial volumes, linking science and art. Lebanon
hosts 165 butterfly species—remarkable for its small
area—highlighted through his Lepidoptera Libanotica
platform (www.butterflies.spnl.org).

Across more than 40 hima sites, inventories reveal
exceptional endemic richness. Beyond research, Zorkot
advances community-based conservation, building
a comprehensive wildlife library and a long-term
vision to document and safeguard Lebanon’s natural
heritage.
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Cousinia libanotica
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Want to bring the magic of butterflies into your hands?
Order your copy today and start your journey into Lebanon’s
butterfly world (news@spnl.org).
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A Day in the Life of a Beekeeper

Testimony of a young man who got a training in beekeeping
and found joy, a livelihood, and a mission to preserve

biodiversity.

By Nidal Bou Fakhreddine
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HOMAT AL HIMA GUARDIANS

HIMA Guardians Comic Strips

Starting this spring, each issue of Al Hima magazine
will feature a comic strip showcasing the six SPNL
Homat Al Hima -- Guardians of the land. Born in
Lebanon’s UNESCO World Heritage Sites, each
Guardian carries a distinct personality and mission,
deeply rooted in the place they call home: Qadisha
Valley/Cedars of God, Tripoli, Baalbek, Byblos, Anjar,
and Tyre.

Here are the six Hima Guardians:

Hamza the Hawk: The wise and watchful leader
Harith the Badger: The observer of sustainability
Hala the Owl: The scientist and wisest guardian
Hayat the Wildcat: The Communicator

Hanan the Ibex: The explorer of trails

Halim the Hedgehog: The caretaker of fauna and flora

The stories will also introduce the Ghoul—a
monstrous villain who creeps across the land,
underground, and through the sea to destroy
nature and harm its creatures, often disguising as
the Smoke Crow, Abou Kees, Abou Galambo, the
Witch, the Fortune Teller, The Giant, etc.

Dina Al Rifai designed the characters and stories
Sarah Abo Shousha illustrated the comic strips.
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How do trees benefit people? Safety buffer, cool spaces, reduce stress, build connection, getting active,

support health, clean air.
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The 3+30+300 Principle for Greener and Healthier Cities
Imagine stepping outside your home and seeing three large
trees. Walking through your neighbourhood, 30% of the space
is covered by a lush canopy. And within just 300 metres, a
high-quality green space awaits.

Miyawaki Urban Forests

Summary: Tiny urban forests are being planted around the
world using a method invented by the Japanese botanist Akira
Miyawaki. The idea is simple: take a site, plant it densely with a
wide variety of native seedlings, and let them grow with minimal
intervention. The result is a complex ecosystem perfectly suited
to local conditions that improves biodiversity, grows quickly and
absorbs more CO2.

SPNL is adopting this method in cooperation with municipalities,
schools and institutions, especially in Hima villages.
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