Empowered lives.
Resilient nations.

AL-HESWA WETLAND
PROTECTED AREA

Yemen
Equator Initiative Case Studies

Local sustainable development solutions for people, nature, and resilient communities

UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and indigenous communities across the world are advancing innovative sustainable development solutions that work for people
and for nature. Few publications or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they
change over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories with community practitioners themselves guiding the narrative. The
Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.
The Equator Prize 2014 was awarded to 35 outstanding local community and indigenous peoples initiatives working to meet climate and
development challenges through the conservation and sustainable use of nature. Selected from 1,234 nomination from across 121 countries, the
winners were recognized for their achievements at a prize ceremony held in conjunction with the UN Secretary General’s Climate Summit and the
World Conference on Indigenous Peoples in New York City. Special emphasis was placed on forest and ecosystem restoration, food security and
agriculture, and water and ocean management. The following case study is one in a growing series that describes vetted and peer-reviewed best
practices intended to inspire the policy dialogue needed to take local success to scale, to improve the global knowledge base on local environment
and development solutions, and to serve as models for replication. Case studies are best viewed and understood with reference to The Power of
Local Action: Lessons from 10 Years of the Equator Prize, a compendium of lessons learned and policy guidance that draws from the case material.

Editors

Editor-in-Chief:		
Contributing Editors:

Joseph Corcoran
Mattea Mrkusic, Anne Virnig

Contributing Writers

Anthony von Arx, Tiffany Challe, Elle Chang, Joseph Corcoran, Lorena De La Parra Landa, Eva Gurria, Anthony Halley, Qiang Li,
Kathryn McCann, John Mulqueen, Maryka Paquette, Deganit Perez, Alejandra Pero, Alan Pierce, Daina Ruback, Elizabeth Shaw, Martin
Sommerschuh, Anne Virnig, Joshua Voges

Design

Kimberly Koserowski

Acknowledgements

The Equator Initiative acknowledges with gratitude the Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area and UNDP Yemen, in particular the guidance
and input of Fuad Ali. All photos courtesy of Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area. Maps courtesy of CIA World Factbook and Wikipedia.

Suggested Citation

United Nations Development Programme. 2016. Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area, Yemen. Equator Initiative Case Study Series. New York, NY.

AL-HESWA WETLAND PROTECTED AREA

Yemen

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

The communities behind Al-Heswa Wetland Protected
Area have successfully transformed a garbage dump into a
functioning wetland ecosystem that provides a breeding site
to more than 100 migratory bird species, including flamingos.
As a result, the Aden wetlands have grown into one of the most
important wetland ecosystems in Yemen and in the entire
region. An entry fee system has been introduced to capitalize
on ecotourism interest and to ensure adequate revenues for
effective management of the protected area. Local livelihoods
have improved, with jobs created in the areas of natural resource
management, apiculture, small-scale business, and ecosystem
restoration. Communities living adjacent to the protected area
are leading monitoring and evaluation activities, regulating
access, and ensuring that the restoration of this ecosystem is
creating sustainable livelihoods. The community-managed
protected area also redirects treated wastewater away from
the sea to wetlands and local farms, optimizing resource use
in a water-scarce environment and reducing negative impacts
on marine habitats.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2014
FOUNDED: 2005
LOCATION: Aden Wetlands, Aden Governorate, Yemen
BENEFICIARIES: Local communities in the Gulf of Aden
AREA OF FOCUS: Wetland restoration, ecotourism, and
livelihoods development
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Background and Context

A land of poverty and conflict

Only three percent of the total land is arable, and less than half of
that – roughly 1.5 million hectares – is actually cultivated. In spite
of limited cultivable land, agriculture is the mainstay of Yemen’s
economy, generating more than 20 percent of gross domestic
product (GDP) since 1990 (20.4 percent in 2005 according to the
Central Bank of Yemen) and employing more than half (54.2 percent
in 2003) of the working population.

Yemen is located at the southern tip of the Arabian Peninsula
between Oman and Saudi Arabia. It is situated at the entrance to
the Bab el Mandeb straight, which links the Red Sea to the Indian
Ocean and is one of the most active and strategic shipping lanes in
the world.
Yemen is the poorest country in the Middle East. In 2015, it ranked
160 out of 177 countries on the human development index (HDI),
a measure of life expectancy, education, and standard of living.
Several welfare programs are in place, but they generally have been
considered inadequate to meet the needs of Yemen’s impoverished
citizens. Over 80 percent of the population lives in rural areas and
an estimated 40 percent of the population lives in extreme, chronic
poverty. With a 2008 population of 23 million people, Yemen is the
most populous country in the Arabian Peninsula. Over half of the
population is clustered in the highlands of four western governorates.
Notable is the regular influx of Somali refugees into Yemen—tens
of thousands every year. According to the United Nations Refugee
Agency, there were almost 96,000 African refugees in Yemen in 2006,
including more than 91,000 Somalis.

Yemen’s cultivated area is distributed among about 1.2 million
landholders. Sixty-two percent of farms are less than two hectares,
while only four percent of farms are more than ten hectares.
Productive land in Yemen is increasingly concentrated in the hands
of a small number of wealthy families, reducing the rural and
urban poor’s access to land. Large landowners are often absentee,
increasing the extent to which power, wealth, and influence are
situated in the cities and rural populations are marginalized.
The main food crops in Yemen are fruit and vegetable crops and
cereals such as sorghum, wheat, maize, millet, and barley. The
most lucrative cash crops include qat, coffee, cotton, sesame, and
tobacco. Production of qat, a mild narcotic that is chewed on a daily
basis by many Yemeni adults, is continually on the rise. According
to the World Bank, cultivation of this plant plays a dominant role
in Yemen’s agricultural economy, constituting 10 percent of GDP
and employing an estimated 150,000 persons while consuming an
estimated 30 percent of irrigation water and displacing land areas
that could otherwise be used to produce food for local consumption.

North Yemen gained independence from the Ottoman Empire in
November 1918, and South Yemen became independent from Britain
on 30 November 1967. The Republic of Yemen was established on
22 May 1990, with the merger of North Yemen, formerly the Yemen
Arab Republic, and South Yemen, previously known as the People’s
Democratic Republic of Yemen. In March 2015, Yemen descended
into widespread armed conflict, further exacerbating an already
dire situation where 15.9 million people are in need of some form of
humanitarian assistance.

Yemen has a long history of clearing and terracing hillsides to
conserve soil and water and to increase sustainable crop production.
As a result of extensive industrial agricultural development over the
last 40 years, however, many natural landscapes in Yemen have been
severely degraded. Industrial agriculture has been characterized by
a significant increase in the use of mechanization, fertilizers, and
pesticides; poor soil fertility management; and overgrazing. In the
last decade, 12 million hectares of agricultural land has been lost to
soil erosion, 3.8 million hectares to salinity, and three to five percent

Agriculture, concentration of wealth and desertification
Much of Yemen – 55 percent of its total land area – is desert. It is
dry, rocky, water-scarce terrain. Thirty-four percent of Yemen’s land
is classified as agricultural, but the vast majority of this is rangeland.
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of agricultural land is subject to desertification. Forests and natural
sanctuaries are losing biodiversity due to overgrazing, overhunting,
road construction, and firewood gathering. The greatest problem by
far, however, is water scarcity.

the site for feeding and roosting, including cattle egrets (Bubulcus
ibis), flamingos (Phoenicopterus minor), chestnut-bellied sand-grouse
(Pterocles exustus), and redshanks (Tringa totanus). The site regularly
holds over 10,000 waterfowl including 12 species with regionally
important populations and three globally threatened species.

An escalating water crisis

Since the reunification of Yemen in May 1990, significant social,
political, and economic changes have taken place across the country
– in Aden in particular – that have increased threats to the integrity of
the wetlands. Rapid development, demographic pressure, withdrawal
of water for irrigation, oil contamination from oil pipelines, large-scale
habitat conversion, and unsustainable harvesting practices have
led to the steady destruction of this valuable wetland habitat. The
site has been managed by government authorities that have shown
little consideration for balancing long-term development planning
with environmental protection, despite the importance of healthy
wetlands to the provision of ecosystem services that make life in the
region possible. Prior to the inception of the Al-Heswa Protected Area,
the wetland ecosystem was under threat from poor management
practices, with a large area completely degraded through its use
as a garbage dump. Climate change-associated shifts in rainfall
compounded the situation. Increased frequency of droughts led to
inadequate groundwater recharge and intensified desertification in
both the Aden wetlands and buffering agricultural lands.

Yemen faces a crisis in terms of water supply and water quality. Less
than half of the rural population has access to safe drinking water and
the country has one of the lowest per capita water availability rates
in the world at only 150 cubic metres per year. Annual rainfall ranges
from 67 to 93 cubic millimeters and the country has no permanent
rivers, meaning that surface water is available mainly from seasonal
spate water and springs.
Competition for water for domestic and industrial use is increasing,
and withdrawals far eclipse the capacity for water table renewal.
Withdrawals are exceeding renewable resources by 36 percent
(IDRC 2010) and Yemen’s water tables are falling by approximately
two metres a year. Groundwater contamination is pervasive due to
industrial and residential waste as well as seepage of wastewater.
Many shallow aquifers are polluted and coastal aquifers subject to
saline intrusion. Groundwater used in public water supplies is not
filtered. Well-water is contaminated with viruses and bacteria. In
the poorest neighborhoods and villages, outbreaks of waterborne
disease such as cholera, bacterial dysentery, typhoid, and infectious
hepatitis are common.

Community initiative to restore the Aden Wetlands
Recognizing a governance and stewardship vacuum, communities
living in and around Aden met with local experts to discuss ongoing
land degradation, water management, and drought risks. After a
consultation process, they came up with the idea to divert treated
wastewater onto the site of a former garbage dump. Not only
would this intervention irrigate the surrounding soil for livestock
grazing, but it would also transform the former dump into an
artificial wetland ecosystem for migratory birds. In 2005, the Yemeni
government approved an integrated plan for the management of
the Aden coastal zone. By 2008, a Prime Ministerial degree officially
established the Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area.

Customary principles of water management govern most of Yemen.
These principles hold that: (1) water is an ownerless resource that
can be appropriated by those who develop the resource (e.g.,
sinking a well); (2) upstream riparians have priority; (3) water
cannot be alienated from the land; (4) wells must be spaced a
certain distance; and (5) no one can deny drinking water to another
person. However, in many areas of the country, new technology that
enables the diversion of large quantities of water upstream as well
as uncontrolled drilling that depletes groundwater reserves has
meant that downstream users are denied water access altogether.
This has increasingly undermined traditional principles of water
management and water management systems, resulting in the
inequitable distribution of water.

An overwhelming majority of the work needed to launch and
sustain this initiative has come from community volunteerism
and farmer leadership, with few financial inputs from outside
stakeholders. Communities living adjacent to the protected area
are leading monitoring and evaluation activities, regulating access,
and ensuring that the restoration of this ecosystem also creates
sustainable livelihoods.

The Gulf of Aden: A unique biodiversity hotspot
The coastline of Yemen is over 2,500 kilometres long and includes
three different coastal regions – the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden, and
the Arabian Sea. Both the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden region represent
complex and unique tropical marine ecosystems with extraordinary
biological diversity and a remarkably high degree of endemism.

A management board has been established to govern the protected
area in a sustainable way and to provide a platform that ensures
accountability, transparency, and local inclusion in decision-making
on conservation and livelihood activities. The board is governed by a
management plan, which was developed to guide community work
and outlines the roles and responsibilities of its 17 staff members. A
central component of the project has been the development of AlHeswa as an ecotourism destination.

The Aden wetlands are among the most important wetlands in
Arabia. They consist of lagoons, salt plains, mudflats, marshes, and
beaches – a complex of habitats adjacent to Aden City that together
form one of the most important areas for wading birds and other
waterfowl in the region. More than 100 migratory bird species use
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Key Activities and Innovations

Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area has emerged as a communitydriven initiative for ecosystem restoration, biodiversity management,
and livelihoods diversification in a war-torn and water-scarce region.
The initiative’s work centers around wetland restoration in the face
of climate change, sustainable natural resource use, and ecotourism.
Recognition of the community conserved area by national and
regional governments has empowered local communities to
sustainably manage wetland ecosystems and generate local revenue
streams. The initiative is the first of its kind in the country and in the
region to use effluent from a sewage treatment plant to restore a
wetland ecosystem.

surrounding Al-Heswa wetland. Local farmers dig small, open
channels that enable them to divert treated wastewater from the
wetland to their fields. Used to sustain food crops or grow fodder
for animals, this is a much-needed solution in a water-scarce region.
Farmers also use protected wetland areas to graze their livestock,
adhering to a closely monitored rotational grazing schedule.
The doum palm used for water filtration also plays a critical role in
ecosystem protection and local livelihood development. The palm
leaves are used by local women to produce a popular vinegar that
can is sold at Aden City markets. The wood and fronds of the tree are
also used to produce huts, beds, carpets, baskets, nets, and hats. The
community views production of vinegar and doum palm-handicrafts
as important strategies for livelihood diversification.

Restoring ecosystem functioning and bolstering local
livelihoods
The communities managing Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area
have employed an innovative approach to wetland restoration that
capitalizes on existing resources. In response to climate changeassociated drought conditions and depleted groundwater, the
initiative redirected wastewater from the Aden sewage plant to
restore the wetland water table. To accomplish this, community
members ploughed channels to divert treated wastewater effluent
from the Aden sewage treatment plant to the protected area and
surrounding agricultural areas. Roughly 6,750 cubic metres, or 45
percent of the total sewage effluent outflow, are diverted and reused
daily. To ensure that water is properly treated prior to reaching the
wetland and surrounding agricultural lands, community members
have planted a four-hectare buffer zone with the economically and
environmentally-beneficial doum palm (Hyphaene thebaica). This
species plays an important role in purifying wastewater, providing
an additional safeguard to ensure that toxins are removed before
water enters the wetland ecosystem.

In a further effort to increase biodiversity and plant cover density
in the wetland, community members have planted a wide range of
flora across the protected area, including grey mangroves (Avicennia
Marina), cotton (Gossypoum incanum), and henna (Lawsonia inermis).
As the mangrove thickets grow in the flow terminal of treated
wastewater, they will enrich the marine food network with oxygen
and vital nutrients, protect the sea coast against erosion, and provide a
habitat to a number of migratory birds. Industrial crops such as cotton
and henna, which are not affected by impure treated waste water, will
further protect the ocean from polluted water run-off.

The reuse of sewage effluent for irrigation has not only restored
the wetland sanctuaries for internationally important migratory
bird species, but has also increased incomes for the communities

A core activity of the Al-Heswa communities is the management
of an ecotourism site, which has become a tourism destination of
choice for domestic visitors to the region. Ecotourism and a protected

A new wastewater-fed nursery was constructed in the protected area
to supply mangrove, bombax, cotton, and henna seedlings to the
wetland protected area, as well as to neighboring institutions such
as schools and farms. The nursery was set up to train community
members in its operations and generate income for beneficiaries.

Managing an ecotourism site
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area entry fee system provide an essential revenue stream for the
initiative, which makes possible all of the group’s other activities
in the protected area, including investments in conservation,
restoration, and sustainable livelihoods. Basic infrastructure has
been constructed to meet tourist needs, including a two-story
observatory for bird-watching, an entrance booth, five walking trails,
over 90 ‘eco-sheds’ that provide seated areas for tourists to rest, two
restrooms, and a 30-car parking lot.

to-day management of the protected area, including restoration
activities. The initiative has become a credible, legitimate governing
body in the eyes of local government authorities, whose years
of centralized management of the ecosystem were decidedly
ineffective, costly, and unsustainable.
Legal establishment of the protected area as a community-managed
entity has significantly reduced the risk that the site will be developed
in the future. Al-Heswa Protected Area is the sole remaining green
space within Aden City. The clear livelihood benefits provided
by the wetlands – including enhancing agricultural productivity,
rangeland carrying capacity, doum palm handicrafts, and tourism
opportunities – provide strong local and regional motivation for its
continued protection. The wetland is now recognized as one of only
a handful of tourism sites in the region, which bodes well for its longterm viability.

The initiative is working to train community members as guides as
a way of enhancing the quality of tourist engagement while also
bringing additional jobs to Aden City. The entry fee system has
created operational self-sufficiency and provides the community
with monthly revenues that cover the costs of all 17 staff that are
needed to maintain the protected area. At the same time, the
number of visitors is kept within the carrying capacity of the area,
always below 250 visitors a day. This visitor ceiling ensures the
sustainability of the initiative by safeguarding wetland functions
and ecosystem services.

The initiative has developed a detailed management plan that
identifies priority actions to address environmental conservation
and economic development throughout the region. Planned
projects include environmental education and awareness-raising
among community members and politicians, the formation of local
wetlands protection associations, increasing wastewater inputs
and decreasing pollutants, reforestation and scientific studies of
biodiversity, and enhancing income-generating activities for local
communities.

Demarcation and maintenance of the Al-Heswa protected
area
Among the primary achievements of the initiative has been the official
declaration of Al-Heswa as a protected area. The decentralization of
management authority has put communities in charge of the day-
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Impacts

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS

Conservation activities have also included redirecting wastewater,
fencing off animal grazing areas, and management of a tree and plant
nursery as well as a seed bank. Community cleaning campaigns are
regularly held which mobilize local schools to assist in maintaining a
garbage-free wetland.

Yemen occupies a unique geographical region in West Asia. Its
biodiversity richness comes from the presence of a wide array
of ecosystems, a broad range of elevations and climates, and its
geographic isolation hedged in by the desert and the sea. The
country is a ‘transition zone’ between three biogeographical regions,
resulting in a mixture of species from all three. The country sits at the
foot of the Arabian Peninsula and serves as an important stopover
destination for 370 species of migratory birds, including both birds
of prey and waders.

The following species of migratory birds breed in the restored Aden
wetlands: the green heron (Butorides striatus), cattle egret (Bubulcus
ibis), reef heron (Egretta gularis), moorhen (Gallinula chloropus),
black-winged stilt (Himantopus himantopus), spur-winged plover
(Hoplopterus spinosus), kentish plover (Charadrius alexandrines),
and Saunders’ little tern (Sterna saundersi). The lesser flamingo
(Phoenicopterus minor) has attempted to breed in the area recently,
constructing 172 nest mounds – the largest concentration anywhere
in the Middle East. Al-Heswa is the only site in Arabia where the
lesser flamingo has attempted to breed. In addition to water birds,
the marshes are an important watering source for chestnut-bellied
sandgrouse (Pterocles exustus).

The country, however, has a deficit of natural resource management
systems in comparison to its biological wealth. Its biodiversity is
in rapid decline. In addition to the loss of wildlife and bird species,
ecosystems like wetlands are degrading to a point where they can
no longer provide the ecosystem services that sustain the local
population. Rampant deforestation, coral reef destruction, an overreliance on pesticide-intensive agriculture, destruction of marshes
and mangroves, industrial pollution and irresponsible oil exploration
are all leading to a widespread environmental decline.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
Creation of Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area has improved
local livelihoods and created jobs in the areas of natural resource
management, apiculture, small-scale business, and ecosystem
restoration. Between 2008 and 2011, the total revenues generated
from Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area were more than US$78,000.
In 2012 alone, revenues from environmentally friendly livelihoods
were approximately US$96,000 (see Table 1).

Against this backdrop, the communities behind the Al-Heswa
Wetland Protected Area have been able to achieve what seemed
a near-impossible feat – restoring a garbage dump into a fully
functioning, healthy wetland ecosystem that now sustains local
wildlife and is a cornerstone of the local economy. Between 2004 and
2008, the size of the wetland area has almost doubled, expanding
from 10 hectares to 19 hectares. The group has prioritized sustainable
natural resource management practices – such as reforestation and
improved irrigation – that have brought the marshland back to life.
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Table 1. Estimated revenues of environmentally friendly livelihoods in 2012
Activity

Local beneficiaries

Estimated annual revenues (US$)

25 households

35,000

Incense production and marketing

50 women

5,000

Vinegar production and marketing

40 men

15,000

25 households

3,000

Sewing

95 women and girls

9,800

Embroidery

20 women and girls

1,200

50 households

7,000

30 men

17,000

50 women

3,000

Ecotourism

Palm leave collection and marketing

Dairy marketing
Honeybee production and marketing
Handicrafts from palm trees leaves
Total

96,000

POLICY IMPACTS

Prior to the initiative, local herders and their animals suffered from
recurrent droughts and lack of access to drinking water. This resulted
in a ‘tragedy of the commons’ situation where overuse of shared
land caused herders to venture further and further afield to access
water for their animals, creating a continual cycle of increased land
degradation and reduced ecosystem functioning. By diverting and
reusing wastewater, the initiative has been able to create a dedicated
rangeland for animal grazing so that droughts and water scarcity no
longer limit livestock production. The system has been functional
for over eight years and the dedicated rangeland has grown in size
to support over 500 animals while still adhering to sustainability
principles.

Several government policies, from the local to the national level,
have aligned to support the protection of the Al-Heswa wetlands.
Among these, the Aden City Master Plan for 2005-2025 identified the
wetland reserve as an ‘Environmentally Sensitive Area’ that should
be protected. The national Cabinet Decree No. 2 (2005) went one
step further, defining Aden wetland as a protected area within a
landscape-level integrated management plan for the Aden Coastal
Zone. In 2008, Cabinet Decree No. 249 expanded on this nationallevel recognition of the Al-Heswa Protected Area, defining the
boundaries of various zones of the wetland and designating official
management bodies. Decree No. 249 also made explicit the role of
communities in the management of the protected area, the scope of
responsibilities of the managing body of Al-Heswa Protected Area,
the purpose of the protected area, and penalties for transgressions
of the rules governing the protected area.

GENDER IMPACTS
Women’s empowerment has been an important area of achievement
for the initiative. As part of registering the protected area, the initiative
established a women’s non-governmental organization (NGO) to
help mobilize resources and take action to address priority issues for
women in the community. The NGO conducted needs assessments
to determine the priorities of local women and identify areas ripe
for small business development. These assessments identified
home-based sewing, embroidery, and crafts as potentially fruitful
businesses. The women’s NGO has been supported to purchase
sewing units, workspace, office equipment, conference worktables,
and irons. More than 150 women from the Al-Heswa have received
training in diverse areas including handicrafts, sewing, weaving,
animal husbandry, veterinary practices, bird monitoring, first-aid,
midwifery, literacy, business planning, proposal development,
English language courses, bookkeeping, accounting, and computer
programming. This combination of support mechanisms has
positioned the women’s organization and its members to operate
businesses, create viable revenue streams, and pursue resource
mobilization for their own suite of activities.

Representatives from diverse government ministries, police authorities, and the local community have come together to establish the
Aden Management Board (AMB). The AMB is intended to provide a
mechanism for local community members to advocate for policies
that support the protection and maintenance of Al-Heswa Protected
Area at local, regional, and national levels. The board is also meant
to serve as an oversight body capable of mobilizing resources and
developing partnerships with donors and with the private sector.
Unfortunately, discussions around the formation of the AMB have
been temporarily suspended due to Yemen’s ongoing civil war. Its
formation, however, remains a top priority for the local community
and government agencies.
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

Work in an active conflict zone

The entry fee system for Al-Heswa Protected Area ensures that the
initiative is equipped with adequate financial resources to manage
operations and deliver its service sustainably. This system has proven to
be highly effective at transitioning the initiative towards financial selfsufficiency. Although the entry fee system provides enough money to
meet the operational costs of the protected area, it does not provide
the funds the community needs to enhance the ecotourism project.
Unfunded proposals are in place for a coordinated garbage collection
system, a small café, and further wastewater processing ponds.

Prior to the outbreak of conflict in Yemen in March 2015, AlHeswa received modest financial support from the Environmental
Protection Authority and political support from the governor of the
Aden Governorate. However, the war has led to a complete cessation
of financial and political support from governmental authorities. The
civil war has also led many of the long-term goals of the Al-Heswa
Protected Area to be suspended. While the wetland area continues
to be maintained, infrastructure like the entry gate and plant nursery
have been destroyed. Insecurity from violence, war and conflict
poses the most significant threat to the long-term sustainability of
this initiative. Conflict also serves to reduce the tourist traffic that
the initiative relies on for its financial self-sufficiency and for ongoing
protection and restoration activities. Since the intensification of the
conflict in Yemen, visitor levels have dropped to zero. When peace is
restored, the community is committed to working with government
officials to enhance the economic and environmental services
provided by the protected areas.

To ensure environmental sustainability, the number of visitors to
the protected area is capped at 250 per day. The wetland area has
been fenced off and signs have been erected that ask visitors not to
disturb the birds. Livestock grazing is strictly controlled through the
rotational use of gazing areas and local farmers are encouraged to
grow henna and cotton as an alternative to livestock rearing. As one
of the few non-developed sites within Aden City – where land value
is rapidly rising – Al-Heswa may experience increased pressure from
developers in the coming years. Strong community engagement
will continue to be critical to ensure the viability of the Al-Heswa
Wetland Protected Area.

REPLICATION
The Al-Heswa protected area has generated a good deal of visibility
in the country and the region as an innovative model that has high
potential for replication. The initiative was launched and supported
by the UNDP ‘Sustainable Natural Resources Management’ project. Of
the three locations targeted by this program, Al-Heswa has emerged
as the most successful. The initiative has received substantial
coverage from local and national news media for its achievements
and for the grassroots nature of its conservation activities. The AlHeswa experience has been exchanged through peer-to-peer
platforms with other protected areas in Yemen.

The management of the Al-Heswa site relies heavily on volunteers, a
group of committed individuals who dedicate their time to clearing
the site of rubbish and creating a viable reserve. In order to ensure
the success of these efforts, members of the initiative will need to
develop effective communication and advocacy strategies. Capacity
building in technical skills, marketing local products, promoting
ecotourism throughout the country, and developing ecotourism and
hospitality services will all be essential to improve local livelihoods
over the long term.
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PARTNERS

raising. In addition, Al-Heswa Wetland Protected Area has established
and maintained partnerships with media, concerned agencies, and
local offices of ministries, local councils, and governorates to ensure
long-term support for their work across diverse sectors. More than
80 school environmental clubs have been created to support AlHeswa awareness-raising campaigns, restoration projects, and
clean-up activities as a way of ensuring that a conservation ethic is
instilled in future generations.

The initiative has created partnerships with academic and research
institutions as well as with international environmental NGOs such as
BirdLife International and intergovernmental organizations such as
the United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS). Experts from
Aden University have helped the initiative address technical issues
related to sustainable wetland management. Birdlife International
and UNOPS have supported community outreach and awareness-
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