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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.
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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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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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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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