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“With God’s will, we shall continue
to work to protect our environment
and our wildlife, as did our
forefathers before us. It is a duty,
and if we fail, our children rightly,
will reproach us for squandering an
essential part of their inheritance and
our heritage.”

Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan

The Founding Father of the United Arab Emirates

“Environmental effort is
a collective responsibility.
Everyone is an ambassador for
the environment and should
be keen on ensuring its
cleanliness and sustainability.”
H.H. Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan
President of the UAE and Ruler of Abu Dhabi

“Those who take the lead take
it by doing three things. First,
science to be able to manoeuvre;
second, knowledge to be able to
invest heavily in education; and
third, a very wise leadership with
a clear vision and a roadmap to
the right direction.”

H.H. Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan

Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme Commander
of the United Arab Emirates Armed Forces
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As the global leader in pre-emptive species conservation, we manage a network
of captive-breeding centres: National Avian Research Center (NARC) in Sweihan;
the Sheikh Khalifa Houbara Breeding Center at Seih Al Salam in Abu Dhabi
(SKHBC-AD); the Emirates Center for Wildlife Propagation (ECWP) in Missour /
Enjil, Morocco, and the Sheikh Khalifa Houbara Breeding Center in Kazakhstan
(SKHBC-KZ) and a coordinated release programme across range countries.
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Furthermore, we also have research and conservation agreements in place with
countries around the world. Our breeding and release efforts continue to expand
year on year, complemented by the International Fund for Houbara Conservation’s
work in the fields of cultural projects, regulation and enforcement and sustainable
community development.
To date, we have bred more than 553,119 houbara chicks across our network of
centres, with over 375,383 released into the wild across range countries to help
rebalance wild populations.
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International Fund For Houbara Conservation (IFHC) is an organisation committed
to preserving the houbara bustard to achieve viable wild populations across the
species’ range.

The Covid-19 pandemic has challenged all sectors. Against the backdrop of a
global pandemic and its social restrictions and despite significant uncertainties, the
International Fund for Houbara Conservation completed its objectives for 2019 – 2020.
The achievements further strengthen our status as the world leader in pre-emptive
species conservation and reinforce our expertise over the past four decades.

At the International Fund for Houbara Conservation, we are keen to transform
challenges into opportunities based on UAE’s commitment and role in pioneering
a pre-emptive species preservation model and desire to strengthen cooperation in
protecting habitats and restoring ecosystem balance.

Enhanced cooperation extended well beyond our home shores this year, through
agreements with governments, educational institutions, and NGOs worldwide. We
made history by signing a five-year accord with the Israel Nature & Heritage Fund (INHF).
We joined forces with the Wildlife Institute of India to aid the conservation of the
highly endangered Great Indian Bustard and the Lesser Florican. Simultaneously,
in the USA, we signed an MoU with the prestigious Smithsonian Institution for

knowledge exchange and educational programmes for the public to preserve and
protect wildlife and the broader ecosystem.
We extended our work with Pakistan to support the ambitious ‘Multi-Species
Raptors Conservation Action Plan’, under which the International Fund for Houbara
Conservation will continue to release captive-bred houbara into the wild.
We also retooled our conservation education programme, ‘Conservation Education:
the Houbara Model,’ which has already engaged more than 55,000 students. This
year we successfully transferred our learning and teacher training tools onto online
platforms. This ensured continuity of our campaign to involve UAE schoolchildren
in our heritage and conservation efforts, with more than 5,000 pupils interacting
with our distance learning tools. Other milestones included completing five online
teacher training sessions, which qualified another 50 educators for the Houbara
Model and 58 youth brand ambassadors’ training.

In conclusion, in 2021, we will continue our role as pioneers
in pre-emptive species conservation locally, regionally, and
internationally. With the unwavering support from our Board of
Directors and the UAE Government’s preparedness, we will be
able to confront future environmental crises.
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We wish everyone across the globe safety and prosperity.

2019-2020
67,202
BRED

Yours in conservation,
Mohamed Ahmed Al Bowardi
Deputy Chairman, International Fund for Houbara Conservation
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30,317
RELEASED
4
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MESSAGE FROM THE BOARD

Last season, 67,202 houbara eggs were laid across all centres, with 30,317 houbara
released into the wild, and our centres bred 96 Arabian Bustard chicks. Our efforts
to build a far-reaching approach to species conservation and the environment have
been enhanced by signing an MoU with the UAE Ministry of Climate Change and
Environment (MOCCAE). This agreement acknowledges the International Fund for
Houbara Conservation’s world-leading status and allows us to co-lead houbara
preservation efforts internationally.

In line with our vision and mission, we
implemented a range of initiatives across
strategic areas, including Conservation
Breeding and Release; Education;
Communications; International Affairs;
Legal, Regulatory and Enforcement;
Science; and Wildlife Reserves.
The International Fund for Houbara Conservation’s focus on the key
area of Conservation Breeding and Release, houbara inventory and
production management was enhanced by a greater understanding
of genetic stock profiles and production levels against key wild
populations. The team also expanded analysis and reporting capabilities
through the implementation of advanced query and reporting tools.
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In dealing with the challenges presented by Covid-19, we implemented
strict safety measures in line with governmental health and safety
guidelines and global best practice. Combined with our standard
biosecurity measures that safeguard both houbara inventory and staff,
these measures enabled the International Fund for Houbara Conservation
to meet breeding and production targets across all centres.
In Education, given pandemic challenges, we accelerated
migration to digital platforms to maintain momentum. At the
same time, in Communications, we expanded our digital reach
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International Affairs are vital to our work, and the pandemic
brought challenges and constraints to our ability to manage
and expand bilateral collaborations with partners. Despite
these challenges and limitations, we entered into a landmark
agreement with the Israel Nature & Heritage Foundation (INHF)
to work together on conservation in Israel, while completing
studies on other economic impacts of IFHC programmes.
In the USA, we signed an accord with the illustrious
Smithsonian Institution to establish programmes designed
to educate the general public on the importance of
protecting
wildlife
and
conserving
the
environment.
Locally, we entered a new agreement with the Ministry of Climate
Change and Environment (MOCCAE) to enhance efforts to
conserve the houbara bustard.
In Legal, Regulatory and Enforcement, the focus was to continue
developing effective frameworks to foster sustainable houbara
populations within the range. Throughout the year, we initiated
regular dialogue and discussions with regulators and range countries
to foster greater collaboration to enhance houbara protection.
On the Science front, the research team advanced work on
several studies and completed an analysis of parental age on
progeny performance; this and other findings are an integral part
of our continuous improvement programme. The Wild Reserves
team completed a habitat protection plan covering key migratory
and range areas to provide additional safeguards for the species
during migration.
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SUSTAINING
GROWTH

and published several books, including the Houbara Scientific
Papers comprising six volumes with 222 articles addressing best
practices in houbara conservation.

50+

ACHIEVEMENTS 2019–2020
MILESTONES IN
CONSERVATION

67,202
131,420
houbara eggs laid
across IFHC
breeding facilities

houbara chicks
bred in IFHC centres

teachers trained

4

international agreements

30,317

6

4K+

INTERNATIONAL &
LOCAL COLLABORATIONS

volumes of scientific papers
published comprising
222 research and study articles

online game
downloaded
and played

5K+

EDUCATION &
AWARENESS

students engaged
in distance
learning tools

2

events and
activations
in the UAE

houbara released
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local MOUs

325

Arabian bustard
eggs laid in
IFHC centres

7

96

Arabic bustard
chicks bred in
IFHC centres

55K+

16

students engaged
in the education
programme

webinars
attended
(1.3 million views)

58

brand
ambassadors
trained

4.5M+

social media
engagements
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While many organisations faced unprecedented obstacles due to the pandemic, we
were able to mitigate the risks with continued action to reach our annual goals.

This year, we unveiled a notable six-volume
collection of Houbara Scientific Papers comprising a
total of 222 papers featuring information collected
and analysed over decades by experts at IFHC and
Reneco Wildlife Consultants.
The book covers an exhaustive range of topics
around the vulnerable species, including habitat,
peculiar characteristics and more.

NEW SCIENTIFIC PAPERS
Our committed team of scientists also produced
several key research papers and journals over the
past 12 months on topics, including: chronicling
the flora of eastern Morocco and its coastal regions;
a study of sexual maturity of male Asian houbara;
exposure to and circulation of avian influenza and
Newcastle disease viruses in peri-domestic wild
birds in the United Arab Emirates; and genetic
assessment of a conservation breeding programme
of the houbara bustard in Morocco, based on
pedigree and molecular analyses.
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PARTICIPATION IN
SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCES
2020 was an extraordinary year, with Covid-19
having a profound impact on industries and
sectors globally. We were honoured to participate

9

in the 27th Wildlife Society annual conference.
Wildlife experts from around the world attended
the virtual conference. They provided the
International Fund for Houbara Conservation with
a great platform to outline our efforts to breed
wild and captive-born migratory Asian houbara in
Central Asia.
Our quest to foster greater global dialogue on
conservation took us as far as Brazil this year as
our team delivered a talk titled ‘The successful
case of bustards: wildlife conservation breeding
programmes’ to a study group at the Federal
University of Minas Gerais in Belo Horizonte.

OUTSTANDING
ACHIEVEMENTS IN
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

• A Master’s thesis on ‘The Effect of male and
sperm age on reproductive success in the
African houbara bustard’ by Meunier, L. at
University of Tours, France.

CONTINUE THE MISSION
DESPITE THE CHALLENGES
Disruptions in activities due to exceptional
events such as a pandemic should not distract
conservationists
and
governments
from
their mission to safeguard biodiversity since
conservation actions are long-term commitments.
Conservation requires accurate and long-term
science, and the interruption of species and
habitat monitoring is not a viable option as it
creates dramatic gaps in longitudinal datasets,
potentially affecting future conservation planning.

Other notable work in scientific research included:
• The publication of a doctoral thesis on ‘The
assessment of health risks associated with the
exposure of poultry farms to peri-domestic wild
avifauna: example of conservation farms of
houbara bustards in the United Arab Emirates’
by Hirschinger, J. at the Federal University of
Toulouse Midi-Pyrénées (UFTMP), France.
• A Master’s thesis on ‘The implications of the
founders’ hypothesis for the genetic management
of ex situ conservation programmes’ by Erlichman
Verlet, A. at Sorbonne University, Paris, France.
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CONSERVATION PROGRESS AND
SCIENTIFIC UPDATES

COLLECTING AND
DOCUMENTING
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

IN-COUNTRY ECOLOGY MILESTONES
UAE

225 houbara
found on 60
irrigated fields

Our two facilities in Abu Dhabi, the National Avian
Research Center (NARC) and the Sheikh Khalifa
Houbara Breeding Center (SKHBC-AD), continued
to excel with scientific research and programme
evolution
during
this
reporting
period.
Collectively, the centres released more than
6,000 houbara into the wild between July 2019 and
June 2020.
During the breeding count in the UAE, two displaying
male surveys were conducted in 2020. We also found
39 nests, including 36 that were monitored, and 121
houbara were observed during the post breeding count
in autumn 2019. In addition, 225 houbara were found
on 60 irrigated fields out of approximately 84 fields
currently active in the Al Dhafra Region of Abu Dhabi.

KAZAKHSTAN
The Sheikh Khalifa Houbara Breeding Center-Kazakhstan (SKHBC-KZ)
in Shayan is one of the most thriving centres in our network and is vital
to the future of the Asian houbara.

MOROCCO
In Morocco, scientists at the Emirates Center for
Wildlife Propagation (ECWP) in Missour observed,
studied, and reported back on the behaviour of the
North-African houbara in the wild.
Between July 2019 and June 2020, the centre
released 7,902 houbara into the wild and observed
73 displaying male houbara during the male counts.
The team found 268 nests, including 199 that were
monitored, and an additional 502 houbara were
observed during the post-breeding count.
Scientists at the ECWP observed and studied two
other bird species: the Black-bellied Sandgrouse
and the Eurasian Stone-curlew. 638 Eurasian
Stone-curlews and 1,095 Black-bellied Sandgrouse
were bred and released into the wild to reinforce
the wild populations.

Found

The latest data collected by tracking and monitoring devices
revealed that houbara bred at the centre follow similar migration
routes to wild houbara. Consequently, several birds were
detected in the UAE, demonstrating that houbara bred in captivity
maintain the same trait as birds born in the wild to complete long
migration journeys. In addition, a total of 9,507 houbara were
released into the wild from the SKHBC-KZ between July 2019 and
June 2020.

268

nests
and observed

73

displaying male
houbara

Total of

9,507
released into the
wild and some
detected in UAE
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houbara were

HISTORIC BREAKTHROUGH FOR
THE ARABIAN
BUSTARD
As we continue the ground-breaking work
in pre-emptive species conservation, the
Arabian Bustard has been a focus for us.

Our history-making chick became a social media star and was given the
name Dargham, Arabic for ‘The Brave’, following an online poll on the
International Fund for Houbara Conservation’s channels. We have since
hatched 96 chicks, 10 of which were born via artificial insemination.
This is the highest captive-breeding production of the species since
the inception of NARC back in 1989. Currently, there are 325 Arabian
Bustards hosted on-site for future breeding purposes. This historic
moment follows IFHC’s decades of success in captive-breeding of Asian
and North-African houbara and coordinated release into the wild.

96
chicks

hatched
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325

Arabian Bustards
hosted on-site
for breeding
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The world’s first Arabian Bustard chick born via artificial
insemination hatched in 2020 at NARC. This breeding milestone is
an important step towards the Arabian Bustard’s eventual return
from being classified as Near Threatened (NT) by the IUCN Red List
of Threatened Species due to hunting and habitat deterioration. The
study, conducted by NARC, took nearly two years and succeeded in
developing a species-specific technique for artificial insemination.

In 2020, we commissioned a research report with Deloitte UK to measure the socio-economic impact
of the International Fund for Houbara Conservation’s centres in the UAE and Kazakhstan.
The report covers three main areas:
• Firstly, assessing the “value” of the Asian houbara, an estimation based
on widely used economic models evaluating the worth of endangered or
iconic species
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AED 2.5 million
is generated in
economic output

15

Health and
wellbeing
greater life satisfaction
and improved health
for the population
involved

• Secondly, the economic impact of the conservation centres in the UAE and
Kazakhstan, including the value created, job creation and impact on the
welfare of the population
• Lastly, the broader economic and social impact of additional investments made
by the Government of Abu Dhabi

Key research findings
IFHC centres are the key
drivers of economic value
for communities. For every
AED 1 million spent
on preserving the houbara
by the International Fund
for Houbara Conservation,

Key areas of social impact

Operating the centres
in the UAE and
Kazakhstan supports
3,927 full-time jobs

The estimated noncommercial value of the
Asian houbara across
the range countries is

AED 3.5 billion

With respect to the
International Fund for
Houbara Conservation’s
conservation centre, the
socio-economic impact of the
Government of Abu Dhabi’s
infrastructure investments in
Kazakhstan, in terms of gross
output is valued at

AED 560 million

Social cohesion
community
empowerment,
intergenerational
contact, volunteering,
civic pride and tolerance

Personal development
skills development,
educational and
employment benefits,
greater confidence
and creativity

Cultural heritage
enhanced sense of self,
place and belonging,
local identity and
distinctiveness
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FAR-REACHING
SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACT

LOCAL AND INTERNATIONAL
COLLABORATIONS

UAE MINISTRY OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND
ENVIRONMENT (MOCCAE)

Since the International Fund for Houbara
Conservation’s inception in 2006, we have
pioneered dialogue and collaboration in the
UAE, across the houbara range and worldwide,
as we strive to conserve the houbara bustard
and various sub-species, the broader ecosystem
and communities.

In the past year, domestically, we have worked on enhancing engagement
with key conservationists and decision-makers. A major milestone was a
new agreement with MOCCAE, to increase houbara conservation through
multiple activations and commitments. These include: the strengthening of
legislation and agreements to combat excess hunting; organising, sponsoring
and hosting specialised conferences and forums for the conservation of
houbara; exchanging information and scientific expertise related to the
protection and breeding of the species; and working towards restoring wild
populations of houbara and releasing them into their natural habitats.
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With the continued support of our partners, our efforts have thrived. We will
continue strengthening existing collaborations and forming new relationships to
meet our objectives.

#EarthOptimism
reached an
audience of millions
in more than
170 countries
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As we continue to drive the global dialogue, another significant moment was
the renowned Smithsonian Institution’s agreement to explore and enhance
programmes, execute projects, and establish joint research activities on the
houbara and potentially other species. The common goal is to seek opportunities
to build knowledge, skills and best practices among scientific professionals
through distance mentoring, training workshops and internships. As well
as identify opportunities to continue joint research activities and exchange
knowledge, and explore options in science and conservation education,
including leadership and teacher professional development. Additionally,
IFHC’s participation at the Earth Optimism Digital Summit 2020 underlined
our efforts to drive global dialogue on species conservation. The Summit
highlighted the International Fund for Houbara Conservation's successful
pre-emptive model for houbara conservation and saw representatives take
their place among 100 international industry leaders and decision-makers.
Through the event, we demonstrated to an audience of millions from over
170 countries that, despite enormous challenges, environmental progress is
possible when solutions are shared and replicated.

18
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SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION

ISRAEL

INDIA

We have taken a historic step in strengthening
our international collaboration by entering a
five-year agreement with the Israel Nature &
Heritage Foundation (INHF). The landmark
union aims at protecting and conserving
Israel’s nature, landscapes, and heritage
sites; conservation of the houbara bustard
and other rare and threatened bird species
in the country.

In India, we have provided our knowledge and expertise in collaboration with
the Wildlife Institute of India, in the state of Rajasthan, to save the Great Indian
Bustard and Lesser Florican from extinction. The Great Indian bustard is listed as
critically endangered, with only an estimated 160 individuals remaining in the
wild, while the Lesser Florican is classified as endangered. In efforts to conserve
both species, our experienced scientific team has exchanged knowledge and led
the tracking of birds in their natural habitat, monitoring behaviour, movements
and habitat use and conducting nest surveys, wild egg collection, transport and
incubation, in addition to designing a captive breeding programme.

The cooperation entails field studies and
research to preserve the wild houbara
population and its habitat in the region. The
ongoing studies include monitoring to assess
survival, dispersal and breeding success.

The agreement has produced early success with the hatchings of nine
eggs out of 10 wild eggs collected, marking the beginning of a new era
in conservation of the species. This success drew high praise from the
Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi, who referenced the work of
the Wildlife Institute of India and IFHC at the 13th Conference of Parties
(COP) of the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild
Animals (CMS) in Gandhinagar, India, in 2020. We have also trained the
Indian personnel in breeding techniques and played a significant role within
the steering committee managing the conservation programme based on our
tremendous experience and achievements in captive breeding.Our goal is to
build a captive stock for the Great Indian Bustard to facilitate the breeding of
suitable chicks to enhance future reintroduction operations.

Providing our expertise and knowledge
of more than 40 years, we will study
the biology, behaviour and population
dynamics of the houbara bustard and other
vulnerable species.

PAKISTAN
Collaboration in Pakistan continues to go from strength to strength. This year we entered
an agreement with government entities in Pakistan, under the ‘Multi-Species Raptor
Conservation Action Plan’ to play a transformative role in restoring the wild Asian houbara
populations in Pakistan, preserving the heritage sport of falconry and wider ecosystems.
The release of captive-bred houbara into the wild will continue.
In addition, consolidating the conservation efforts between the two countries, His
Excellency Majid Al Mansouri was part of a UAE delegation visit to Pakistan during which
he exchanged dialogue and strategies with the Pakistan-based Houbara Foundation
International (HFI) in a concerted effort to revive local populations of the endangered
Asian houbara bustard.
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Great Indian Bustard
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The signing of this historic accord gained
strong interest, including top media across the
UAE and Israel, highlighting the importance
of the conservation work.

INNOVATION IN EDUCATION
Today’s youth are the conservation leaders of tomorrow, and it is our duty and
responsibility to nurture them and raise awareness about the importance of
preserving the environment for a brighter future.

Since we initiated our programme ‘Conservation
Education: the Houbara Model’ in late 2017,
with a seven-school pilot scheme, we have
engaged more than 55,000 students across all
seven emirates. Building on the programme’s
early success, our strategy for the 2019–2020
academic year was to continue educating our
youth towards a sustainable future, stressing the
importance of conservation of this emblematic
species, its habitat and its vital role in the UAE’s
ecosystem and heritage.
Early in the academic year, a key highlight was
the hosting of the first-ever IFHC Education
Awards in Abu Dhabi, which provided a platform
to demonstrate our commitment to nurturing
the youth in line with the UAE Government’s
ambitious drive for a diversified knowledgebased economy. In the presence of officials from
the Ministry of Education (MoE), we handed
out several awards throughout the ceremony in
categories such as:
• Houbara Conservation Champions
• Curriculum Integration
• Houbara Action Project

21
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• Community Outreach and Programme
Sustainability

One of our innovative interactive educational tools, ‘Journey of a Bird’, has proved
to be an increasingly useful tool for teachers. The gamification tool tackles different
cognitive and knowledge dimensions, with students learning, through compelling
storytelling and gamification features, to connect with core subjects and the real
world. Students step into the life of an ecologist and embrace the meaning of
conservation work. As they progress through the levels, players learn about different
aspects of the houbara bustard and our ecology work.
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The online tool has been incorporated from grade 4 to 11 across public and private
schools in the UAE. Since its implementation, we have conducted five teacher
trainings and developed supplementary materials to support the teachers in
onboarding the tool that has been downloaded and played more than 4,000 times.
‘Journey of a Bird’ has also been officially recognised by the MoE and made available
to all teachers and educators in UAE on the MoE teaching and learning platforms.
Our online educational tool’s official recognition validates our position as a key
partner in the UAE education sector. We have continued working with the MoE,
providing assistance and developing online learning manuals.
Furthermore, underlining our commitment to nurture future conservationists and
spread awareness about the importance of the houbara bustard, we collaborated
with ADEK on its Activity Platform where ‘Journey of a Bird’, our online gamification
tool, provided participants with a unique experience to learn about the species and
conservation. More than 200 children engaged with the game on the Activity Platform.

23

Curriculum integration

Maths • Science • Social Studies •
Arabic • English • Art

55K

50+

students
engaged in
the education
programme

teachers
trained

58

5K+

brand
ambassadors /
teachers
trained

students
engaged
in distance
learning
tools

1

online game
launched
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The closure of schools for the final term of the 2019–2020 academic year impacted
education and its delivery. However, our method, blended approach and innovative
learning techniques enabled us to act as a key support mechanism for the MoE in the
transition to distance learning.
We quickly adapted and efficiently migrated teacher training online, maintaining
development and understanding of our programme amongst educators virtually.
We have now trained more than 50 teachers online with our training materials
transformed into digital resources, including video tutorials, allowing educators to
access them virtually.

CONSERVATION EDUCATION:
THE HOUBARA MODEL

PASSING ON THE KNOWLEDGE
Youth are a vital part of the UAE’s future. Therefore, they need to be involved in the
environmental conservation agenda to ensure conservation efforts’ sustainability. In line with this,
our Emirati Talent Development and Knowledge Transfer Programme was launched last year.

In partnership with the Abu Dhabi Department of Education & Knowledge (ADEK) and
Reneco Wildlife Consultants, our Emirati Talent Development and Knowledge Transfer
Programme provides Emirati graduates and Master’s students a practical experience in
the key focus areas of species conservation, which include scientific research into species
behaviours and habitat, veterinary science, ecological studies and other operational aspects.
The multi-disciplinary internships aim to develop a deeper understanding of conservation
career options by focusing on the houbara, its importance to the wider ecosystem and the
UAE culture.
The IFHC education and outreach team strives for new and innovative ways to engage
and educate students in these unprecedented times. Our modern teaching and learning
methodology put the International Fund for Houbara Conservation at the forefront of
supporting the Ministry of Education (MoE) in their immense efforts to provide distance
learning programmes to students in the UAE. Further, with systems in place, we were able
to efficiently migrate teacher training online, ensuring that we sustain their development
and understanding of our programme despite the lack of physical presence. We regularly
trained teachers online and, in partnership with the MoE, provided virtual workshops to
students across all seven Emirates.
Our educational materials were transformed into digital educational resources and uploaded
to the MoE’s national learning platform as well as to the IFHC YouTube channel. Due to our
efforts, teachers and students continue to have access to our many distance learning tools
from anywhere at any time.

The official recognition of our online educational resources validates our position as a key
partner in the UAE education sector. It further underlines our role in helping shape the
future of education while showcasing how we, as an organisation, have embraced Abu
Dhabi’s digital transformation drive. Thanks to the commitment of the Ministry of Education
in sharing our conservation vision, all teachers and students in the UAE and beyond have
been provided access our fun, innovative and interactive educational materials.

25
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Our first online game, ‘Journey of a Bird’ proved to be an increasingly useful tool for
teachers. Therefore, we developed and shared a second online game with the MoE and
with the general public via our social media channels. Launching ‘Centennial in Review’ was
a significant milestone and engaged more than 5000 players within the first two weeks of
launching the game.

MIDDLE EAST
FALCONRY
ARCHIVE (MEFA)
Launched by His Highness Sheikh
Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan in 2008, the
Middle East Falconry Archive (MEFA) strives
to collect, preserve, and share the historical
documentary heritage of Arab falconry.
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MEFA research has made significant progress with the work led by Dr
Anna Akasoy. A widely published academic whose research interests focus
on Islamic intellectual history - and one of very few academics in the word
well-versed in ancient Arabic falconry texts – Dr Akasoy is also an Associate
Professor of Islamic History Hunter College, City University of New York.
Detailed companion notes have been developed for select manuscripts,
including identifying key anecdotes and highlights of the texts. Six research
accounts have been written on various themes resulting from the study of
the MEFA manuscripts. A comparative study of the care and training of
birds of prey is ready to start in 2021 with UAE falconers’ participation.
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Exhaustive work took place in 2020 to develop a multimedia touch screen
promoting MEFA and its research as part of the Sheikh Zayed Heritage
Wing at the Archives of Falconry in Boise, USA and the new His Highness
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Museum of International Falconry at the
International Association for Falconry headquarters in Brussels. Both
projects are set to open to the public in 2021.
Key work in relation to planning, strategy, communications and outreach
has also taken place, focusing on how MEFA will integrate and be a part
of other wider falconry collections and initiatives led by IFHC and the
Mohamed Bin Zayed Raptor Conservation Fund.
In 2021, MEFA will launch as a new digital archive library, working with
one of the world leaders in the digital transformation of cultural heritage.
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Since its inception, MEFA has identified a bibliography of 56 Arabic
manuscripts, dated between the eighth and sixteenth centuries,
which are amongst the oldest and most influential texts in the history
of Arab falconry.

IFHC ANNUAL REPORT 2019-2020

Brigadier Mukhtar Ahmed is one of
the International Fund For Houbara
Conservation’s most important partners,
supporters and advisors. He has made
exceptional efforts in preserving houbara
and other endangered species in Pakistan.
One of Pakistan’s foremost conservationists for more than 30 years,
Brigadier Mukhtar Ahmed has dedicated much of his life to the
protection of species. Brigadier Mukhtar is a longtime nature and
wildlife enthusiast. In his quest to conserve the houbara bustard the
defining moment came during a meeting with the late Sheikh Zayed
bin Sultan Al Nahyan, the UAE’s Founding Father and the visionary
who pioneered houbara conservation in the 1970s. During that meeting,
Sheikh Zayed implored Brigadier Mukhtar to champion the preservation
of the houbara and the Chinkara (desert gazelle) in his country.
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Credited with establishing the Houbara Foundation International, Pakistan (HFI), in
1995, the determined environmentalist also helped launch the houbara Research
and Rehabilitation Centre in the desert city of Rahim Yar Khan; the houbara
Research, Rehabilitation and Breeding Center (HRRBC) in Kirichi, Balochistan,
and the Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan Conservation Breeding Centre
in Bahawalpur. We thank our long-standing partner in conservation Brigadier
Mukhtar Ahmed, for his exceptional work in the preservation of the houbara
bustard and other vulnerable species in Pakistan.
Through his long-standing adroit leadership, the programme to safeguard,
rescue, and release houbara in semi-wild environments has developed steadily
and produced formidable results. To date, more than 3,892 houbara bustard
have been successfully rescued from unauthorised trappers and released into
specially created habitats by the HFI Pakistan. A vibrant partnership between
IFHC and Brigadier Mukhtar’s umbrella initiatives has seen more than 7,600
captive-bred houbara gain a home in Pakistan’s deserts. In addition, he was also
instrumental in launching a deer breeding centre in Rahim Yar Khan to aid the
protection and nurturing of the Chinkara (desert gazelle) and to date, the centre
has bred and released over 3,400 Chinkaras into the wild across Pakistan.
Holding a deep interest in the art of falconry, Brigadier Mukhtar is the
driving force behind the creation of the Falcon Foundation International
Pakistan, which has ably facilitated the pioneering Falcon Release
Programme set up by the late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. This
enduring collaboration has helped release over 400 rescued falcons
into the wild and enabled the release of more than 900 falcons, donated by
Abu Dhabi, into natural habitats all over Pakistan. Driven by an intense passion
for the preservation of the houbara habitat and other threatened species, the
Brigadier facilitated the launch of a habitat restoration programme in the
Cholistan desert, leading to the release of over 2,400 kilograms of seeds
to help reverse the degradation of natural habitats, and provide cover and
nutrition to the region’s wildlife. The result is a steady growth of endemic
and exotic species. IFHC honours Brigadier Mukhtar for his tremendous
contribution towards conservation and looks forward to further collaboration
and achievements.
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CELEBRATING
PIONEERS:
PRESERVING
HOUBARA AND
PROTECTING
WILDLIFE

SAFETY FIRST
AND THE ROAD
AHEAD
Addressing the challenges posed by the
pandemic, we took prompt action in
successfully implementing an action plan
across our network to minimise the impact
of Covid-19 by following government
health and safety protocols such as working
remotely and limited in-office personnel.
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Whatever challenges lie ahead this year, our work will continue unabated
in 2021 with a range of strategic initiatives. The coming year is a significant
milestone for us as we celebrate our 15th anniversary. We will look
back fondly on our achievements of the past 15 years while using that
experience to further our mission this year and beyond.
Our goal is to continue fostering engagement across the GCC for
regulation on key issues, including flora, fauna and the houbara trade,
while internationally, we will strive to grow our network of influencers
and continue driving the conservation dialogue. In this regard, we will
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host a GCC inter-governmental summit on how to tackle the illegal trade
of falcons and houbara.
Within our Culture and Heritage pillar, we aim to support the expansion of
sustainable hunting in the GCC, pilot dedicated hunting areas across the
houbara range and devise action plans for those protected areas.
The growth and continued success of ‘Conservation Education: the
Houbara Model’ is another key focus for 2021 as we embrace digitalisation
and explore international expansion.
Furthermore, we aim to officially inaugurate the Sheikh Khalifa Houbara
Breeding Center in Kazakhstan and bring the global scientific community
together for an international summit on conservation.
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As a result, our work continued, and we achieved breeding targets
across our centres. Additionally, we have effectively transformed our
communication and education materials on digital platforms.

THE IMPORTANCE OF TRACKING
HOUBARA MIGRATION IN CENTRAL ASIA
In 1994, the migration path of a wild Asian houbara bustard overwintering in the UAE was uncovered
for the first time thanks to satellite tracking technology. Since then, the IFHC has been capturing and
tagging wild houbara males, females and juveniles across the species’ breeding grounds from the
Caspian Sea to Mongolia. More than 600 birds have been tracked with satellite technology to reveal
their incredible journey during their annual migration.

Such intensive monitoring efforts are essential to the International Fund for Houbara
Conservation’s global conservation strategy for multiple reasons. Tracking individuals
originating from different populations has already helped identify:

4. Fidelity to breeding grounds; and

1. The existence of three main corridors with distinct pathways, yet with
some overlap and evidence of shared wintering grounds, suggesting medium
migratory connectivity;

These intricate findings are central research questions of the IFHC pertaining to
how migrant houbara populations are distributed in space and time throughout
their journey, and how observed variations between populations or individuals may
be linked to their genetics, age and experience. Research into the Asian houbara
bustard’s migration guides the genetic management of the International Fund for
Houbara Conservation’s conservation breeding initiative, release strategy, and insitu efforts to protect populations and regulate hunting.

2. The main stopover sites and the delineation of wintering grounds;
3. The existence of various migration strategies:

5. Areas of high mortality risk along migration routes.

a. with either short- or long-distance migrants, as well as a leap-frog pattern,
i.e., birds breeding at southern latitudes migrate over shorter distances than
birds breeding at higher latitudes;

Note: Cover image is an artistic reproduction of the displayed map.
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b. with respect to timing and pathway choice, according to sex and age (e.g.,
juveniles depart first and migrate alone, not following older individuals);
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