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Introduction 
The sixteenth session of the Conference of the Parties (COP16) of the
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) is
taking place in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, from 2 to 13 December 2024.
COP16 is more than a critical milestone; it represents a moonshot
moment to raise global ambition and accelerate action on land and
drought resilience through a people-centered approach.

UNCCD is the global voice for land and one of the three major UN
treaties known as the Rio Conventions, alongside climate and
biodiversity. The Conference of the Parties (COP) is the main decision-
making body of UNCCD’s 197 Parties – 196 countries and the European
Union.

Under the theme Our Land. Our Future. COP16 coincides with the 30th
anniversary of UNCCD, marking it as the largest UN land conference to
date and the first UNCCD COP held in the Middle East and North Africa
region. This region faces significant impacts of desertification, land
degradation, and drought, making this event a game-changer in
accelerating investment and action to restore land and boost
drought resilience for the benefit of people and the planet.



IUCN at COP16: 
Session Highlights and
Key Activities

IUCN’s engagement at COP16
highlights its dedication to
combating land degradation and
fostering sustainable solutions.
Through diverse sessions and
collaborations, IUCN emphasized
innovative strategies and practical
approaches to restore ecosystems
and enhance resilience, aligning with
the theme Our Land. Our Future. 

By bringing together policymakers,
experts, and communities, IUCN
facilitated meaningful dialogues to
scale impactful strategies,
contributing to global efforts for
sustainable land management and
biodiversity conservation.



2 Dec 2024

The IUCN Pavilion opened with the session "Linking Land and Sea – Restoring Biodiversity
to Combat Degradation," organized by the National Center for Wildlife (NCW) in
collaboration with IUCN ROWA. The session featured key insights:

Dr. Grethel Aguilar, IUCN Director General, and Dr. Mohammed Qurban, NCW CEO,
showcased NCW’s key restoration initiatives, including combating desertification and
rehabilitating critical habitats such as the Ibex Protected Area.
Ahmed Alboug, NCW General Manager of Terrestrial, and Abdulnasser Qutub, NCW
Head of Marine, discussed efforts to address land degradation and protect coral reefs
by managing Crown-of-Thorns Starfish.
Abdullah Altalasat, NCW General Manager of the Protected Areas Directorate,
highlighted Saudi Arabia’s protected areas in conservation, complemented by Dr. Hany
El Shaer, IUCN ROWA Regional Director, who provided a regional perspective on
integrated conservation strategies.

The session concluded with the launch of the Crown-of-Thorns Starfish Management
Protocol, marking a milestone in marine biodiversity protection.

Linking Land and Sea – Restoring
Biodiversity to Combat Degradation



3 Dec 2024

IUCN spotlighted the Red List of Ecosystems (RLE) at a dedicated session, emphasizing:
The RLE’s role in categorizing ecosystems by collapse risk to guide conservation actions.
The importance of restoration and sustainable management in halting degradation.
Steps to expand the RLE’s application in the Arab region, addressing challenges like
deforestation, habitat loss, and urbanization.

The session concluded with calls for actionable strategies to protect vital ecosystems in the
region.

Red List of Ecosystems – Tackling Land
Degradation



3 Dec 2024

On the evening of December 3, the IUCN Reception celebrated connection and
collaboration. H.E. Dr. Muawieh Radaideh, Jordan’s Minister of Environment, congratulated
IUCN ROWA on its 20th anniversary in Jordan. Dr. Hany El Shaer, IUCN ROWA’s Regional
Director, reflected on the region’s impactful conservation journey, reinforcing the
importance of partnerships.

IUCN Reception: 
Celebrating Partnerships



4 Dec 2024

In collaboration with Iraq’s Ministry of Environment, IUCN ROWA organized the session
"Conservation of Iraqi Marshlands: Challenges and Opportunities." Highlights included:

Eng. Mohamad Abu Safi, IUCN ROWA, addressed challenges to marshlands and their
ecosystem services.
Dr. Hany El Shaer and Dr. Najla Abdullah discussed restoration initiatives for the
UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Ali Hayajneh, IUCN ROWA, emphasized Nature-based Solutions (NbS) and the WEFE
Nexus, while Dr. Fadha Turkey Dakhel and Ms. Rasha Mousa presented tools like GIS
for monitoring and strategies to combat biodiversity loss.

Conservation of Iraqi Marshlands:
Challenges and Opportunities



4 Dec 2024

At the Saudi Green Initiative, a session moderated by Eithne Treanor featured experts that
discussed the crucial role of land restoration in addressing climate change and biodiversity
loss. Moderated by Eithne Treanor, the panel featured Dr. Grethel Aguilar, Director General
of IUCN; Dr. Osama Faqeeha, Deputy Minister for Environment at the Ministry of
Environment, Water, and Agriculture, Saudi Arabia; Dr. Musonda Mumba, Secretary
General of the Convention on Wetlands; and Robert Wilt, CEO of Ma'aden.

The session highlighted innovative approaches like Nature-based Solutions and the WEFE
Nexus, showcasing projects that enhance biodiversity, carbon storage, and resilience in
vulnerable communities. The panel also emphasized the importance of leveraging
technology and fostering collaboration across governments, NGOs, and the private sector
to scale land restoration efforts globally.

Saudi Green Initiative: 
Land Restoration for Climate Resilience



5 Dec 2024

The session "From Soils to the Arabian Leopard – A Manifesto for Comprehensive
Regeneration" highlighted:

Efforts by the Royal Commission for AlUla (RCU) to restore ecosystems, from soil
health to apex predators like the Arabian Leopard.
Presentations on adaptive Nature Reserve Management Plans, carbon sequestration
research, and community-based approaches to reintroduce the Arabian Leopard.

This covered not only the reintroduction of key species like the Arabian leopard but also the
restoration of degraded habitats, sustainable landscaping, and vital community engagement. 

From Soils to the Arabian Leopard: 
A Manifesto for Comprehensive
Regeneration



5 Dec 2024

The session "Resilient Rangelands," organized by NCVC and IUCN, explored Discussions
focused on integrating community participation with scientific approaches to achieve
sustainable environmental, social, and economic outcomes. The session explored global
partnerships, sustainable pastoral practices, IUCN’s expertise through methodologies like
PRAGA, ROAM, and Al Hima, and ways to measure the long-term benefits of rangeland
rehabilitation. It underscored the need for collaboration and innovation to ensure resilient
ecosystems for future generations. 

Resilient Rangelands: Saudi Arabia’s
Path to Land Restoration



5 Dec 2024

IUCN ROWA explored the WEFE Nexus approach, emphasizing the balance between
water, energy, food, and ecosystems.
Eng. Ali Hayajneh shared success stories from the SMART DESERT and AMER projects,
showcasing practical applications in agriculture. Dr. James Dalton highlighted the
importance of translating the Nexus framework into action, while Eng. Ahmad Al Enzi
discussed the progress of Saudi Arabia’s Green Initiative in combating climate change. Ms.
Suzan Ajjawi emphasized the Nexus’s role in addressing climate challenges, and Ms. Silvia
Cardellino stressed the power of collaboration and IUCN tools in advancing cross-sectoral
solutions.

The WEFE Nexus approach: From the
strategic landscape to on-the-
ground applications



5 Dec 2024

This session emphasized the urgent need for science-driven innovation to tackle the
escalating challenge of land degradation.

Discussions highlighted the role of international research collaborations in advancing
solutions and fostering networks, the importance of evidence-based policies aligned with
UNCCD objectives, and the need to scale scientific advancements for practical, global
applications. Strengthening links between research institutions and field initiatives was also
underscored as a key step in transforming cutting-edge science into impactful results.

The session reaffirmed the pivotal role of science, technology, and innovation in restoring
degraded lands, supporting biodiversity, and building resilient communities, with IUCN and
NCVC leading efforts toward sustainable solutions.

Research and Innovation Initiatives
for Combating Land Degradation



6 Dec 2024

This session explored how IUCN’s Red List of Ecosystems (RLE) and Forest Landscape
Restoration (FLR) are transforming conservation efforts.

Key takeaways included:
RLE as a decision-making tool: Insights on its role in conservation planning, tackling data
gaps, and supporting national ecosystem assessments.
FLR integration: How RLE feeds into restoration efforts, aligning local, regional, and
global initiatives for impactful action.
Global frameworks: Opportunities to use RLE for reporting on targets under the
Kunming-Montreal Framework and UNCCD, fostering regional collaboration.
Regional leadership: Success stories like KSA’s ecosystem typologies mapping and
Arabic-translated RLE guidelines empowering local stakeholders.

Integrating Innovative Approaches for
Enhancing Land Restoration and
Management



6 Dec 2024

This session highlighted how the IUCN Green List Standard is revolutionizing protected
areas management.

From Saudi Arabia’s Ibex Reserve to Jordan’s gender and climate integration in
management, regional leaders shared insights on:
 Strengthening governance and socio-economic resilience in arid landscapes.
 Leveraging tools like METT and the Green List Gap Assessment for impactful conservation.
 Overcoming challenges in certifying complex protected areas like King Salman Royal
Reserve.

The commitment to ACT 30 and the Green List Standard is setting a new benchmark for
sustainability across the Arab region.

Enhancing Governance & Effectiveness
of Area-Based Conservation in West
Asia



7 Dec 2024

The session <Microbial Solutions for Soil Health: Empowering Communities to Restore Land
and Enhance Resilience= spotlighted innovative approaches to sustainable farming and land
restoration.
This inspiring event showcased how local communities, especially women and youth, are
driving change through microbial applications in agriculture.

Highlights included:
- Demonstrations on fermentation and natural soil enhancers.
- Case studies from the GCC region illustrating success stories in reversing desertification.
- Interactive discussions on empowering women and youth farmers with actionable insights
and community-led models.

This session emphasized the vital role of soil microbiomes in boosting drought resilience and
promoting sustainable agriculture, aligning with the UNCCD’s vision: <Our Land, Our
Future.=

Microbial Solutions for Soil Health:
Empowering Communities to Restore
Land and Enhance Resilience



7 Dec 2024

The session explored how renewable energy can align with ecosystem restoration and
livelihood goals. Panelists shared insights and case studies from Uganda, China, and West
Asia.
Key takeaways:
- IUCN advocates for sustainable renewable energy, working with governments and the
private sector to ensure renewables contribute to ecosystem restoration and nature
protection.
- The renewable energy sector should prioritize restoring degraded lands, conserving
biodiversity hotspots, managing water sustainably, and enhancing ecosystem resilience.
- Case studies from China demonstrated how renewables can support restoration and local
livelihoods.
- Uganda's energy projects present key opportunities and challenges in advancing
restoration and conservation goals.

Nature Positive Renewables: A Driver
for Restoration



9 Dec 2024

The session celebrated youth leadership in addressing global environmental challenges. The
event emphasized capacity-building projects led by young women, the transformative role
of technology in nature conservation, and the importance of intergenerational collaboration.
Reflections from the RCF Youth and Technology Pavilion were shared, aligning with the
IUCN Youth Strategy and preparations for the upcoming IUCN Congress in Abu Dhabi.

Key highlights included:
Capacity-building projects and land restoration initiatives led by young women,
showcasing innovative approaches to tackling food security and agriculture challenges.
The transformative role of technology in providing scalable and sustainable solutions for
nature conservation and combating land degradation, desertification and water crisis
The importance of intergenerational dialogue, fostering collaboration between
generations to create inclusive and effective conservation strategies.
Outcomes from the Youth and Technology Pavilion at the RCF ROWA, emphasizing
youth-driven innovation and leadership.

Scaling Youth-Driven Innovations for
Climate Resilience and Land
Restoration



Outcomes 

Strengthened
Collaboration and
Partnerships

IUCN ROWA enhanced regional

and global partnerships with

governments, NGOs, and

international organizations to

tackle land degradation and

promote sustainable land

management practices.

Advancement of
Ecosystem
Restoration and
Resilience

Youth
Empowerment and
Innovation

Through sessions on the Red List

of Ecosystems, Nature-based

Solutions, and the WEFE Nexus,

IUCN ROWA emphasized the

importance of integrating

scientific approaches and local

knowledge in restoring degraded

lands and boosting climate

resilience.

IUCN ROWA highlighted the

transformative role of youth in

driving climate resilience and land

restoration, aligning with IUCN’s

Youth Strategy and fostering

intergenerational collaboration to

address global environmental

challenges.



Conclusion
IUCN ROWA’s active participation at UNCCD COP16 underscores its
commitment to addressing land degradation and fostering resilience through
innovative strategies, collaboration, and actionable solutions. These
engagements at COP16 contribute significantly to global efforts for
sustainable land management and ecosystem restoration.




