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Al Ma’wa: A shelter for smuggled, abused wild animals

Amman

N 

estled in a natural for-
est in northern Jordan, 
Al Ma’wa for Nature and 
Wildlife and the people 
who work there have a 

mission: to rescue and protect wild-
life, especially endangered species.
As visitors walk along a gravel path 
with trees and shrubs covering a 
steep hill, the roars of lions and ti-
gers can be heard, overshadowed 
by the maniacal giggle of a hyena 
sheltering from the scorching heat 
behind a dead tree trunk.

Arabic for “shelter”, Al Ma’wa 
was established in 2009 as a joint 
initiative between the Princess Alia 
Foundation, a non-profit organi-
sation named after and run by the 
eldest half-sister of Jordanian King 
Abdullah II, and Vier-Pfoten Inter-
national, an animal welfare institu-
tion based in Austria.

Al Ma’wa Executive Director 
Mahdi Quatrameez said Jordan’s 
rich biodiversity and its location at 
the crossroads in the Middle East 
makes it a target for illegal wild ani-
mals smuggling.

“Jordan is a vital transit bridge for 
transporting wildlife both legally 
and illegally between sources and 
markets,” Quatrameez explained. 
“Our role is to protect wildlife and 
endangered species and to preserve 
the forest and all flora and fauna on 
site, allowing for the preservation 
and conservation of the biodiver-
sity of the area.

“This is not an easy job at all as 
we encountered many cases where 
we had to intervene to rescue wild 
animals from abuse or smuggling in 

and through the kingdom.”
He noted that rescued animals 

are housed in Al Ma’wa in specific 
enclosures, where they are rehabili-
tated, with some released into the 
wild.

Wild animals are smuggled into 
Jordan from Africa on their way to 
Gulf Arab states. There, some rich 
families raise tigers, leopards, lions 

and even hyenas at farms or even 
their homes in residential areas.

Cheetahs top the list as the ani-
mal most wanted as pets or exotic 
additions to the lives of the rich 
who exchange the wild animals as 
precious gifts. Some use them in 
hunting.

Cheetahs, which can run as fast 
as 120 kilometres per hour, faster 

than any other land animal, are 
smuggled to the Gulf states by boat 
out of Somali regions to Yemen and 
across Yemeni borders by vehicle, 
according to a 2014 report by the 
Convention on International Trade 
in Endangered Species of Wild Fau-
na and Flora. The convention is an 
international agreement between 
governments that aims to ensure 
international trade in specimens of 
wild animals and plants does not 
imperil their survival.

From 1998-2002, 39 young chee-
tahs, identified primarily as origi-
nating from Somalia, were confis-
cated by customs officials at the 
UAE’s Sharjah International Air-
port, according to the report. In 
2014, Dubai Customs confiscated 
seven young cheetahs and trans-
ferred them to wildlife facilities.

Environmental protection agen-
cies and wildlife charities estimate 
that up to 350 million specimens 
are illegally bought and sold on the 
global black market each year.

According to the Coalition 
Against Wildlife Trafficking, a US-
based voluntary public-private 
coalition, wildlife trafficking — the 
illegal trade in wildlife and wildlife 
products — is a soaring black mar-
ket worth an estimated $10 billion 
a year.

Quatrameez said the number 
of animal smuggling cases varied 
from one year to another in Jordan.

“Sometimes, there are four to six 
cases within a few months only,” he 

said. “Most of the animals caught in 
smuggling are big cats and reptiles 
such as lions and tigers, snakes and 
tortoises and, in certain cases, dif-
ferent bird species.”

Few Jordanians know that Al 
Ma’wa shelters wild animals, 
which currently include 19 lions, 
two tigers, a bear, four hyenas, ten 
wolves, 12 vervet monkeys, a jack-
al, three foxes, a python and two 
crocodiles, Quatrameez said.

“Not many know that we’re part 
of saving the wild animals from 
smuggling or even death,” he said.

Al Ma’wa has two sanctuaries: 
New Hope Centre, established in 
2012 and has the confiscated ani-
mals, and Al Ma’wa Wildlife Sanc-
tuary on the outskirts of the Roman 
ruin city of Jerash, 40 kilometres 
north of Amman.

Al Ma’wa depends on donations 
and sponsorships to feed and tend 
to the animals, Quatrameez said, 
noting that it recently cooperated 
with authorities in caring for four 
lion cubs offered for sale on social 
media. A team of veterinaries and 
volunteers work tirelessly to care 
for the animals, he added.

“We have a group of dedicated 
individuals who work around 
the clock to make sure every-
thing is fine, as we have also visi-
tors — mainly some students from 
time to time — for education and 
awareness purposes,” Quatrameez  
said.

“We have big plans to support the 
animals and at the same time act as 
an educational institution for stu-
dents who are interested in know-
ing more about the wildlife.”

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

Voted the cutest lioness by the staff of Al Ma’wa for Nature and 
Wildlife. 
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The take-off of Abu Dhabi’s 
aviation biofuel initiative
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

A 

n experiment is unfold-
ing in the desert region 
of Abu Dhabi to advance 
the aviation industry’s 
commitment to sustain-

able business practices by develop-
ing technology with the promise of 
producing a clean, alternative fuel 
supply.

The world’s first bio-energy pilot 
plant is being constructed in Abu 
Dhabi’s seawater-irrigated “desert 
land” with the purpose of produc-
ing aviation biofuel, food and fer-
tiliser and helping preserve the 
environment, under the auspices 
of Masdar Institute of Science and 
Technology (MIST).

The project is led by the Sustaina-
ble Bioenergy Research Consortium 
(SBRC), a non-profit group set up in 
2011 by Abu Dhabi-based Etihad Air-
ways, Boeing and Honeywell UOP. 
They were later joined by Safran, 
General Electric and Abu Dhabi oil 
refining company Takreer.

SBRC Director Alejandro Rios 
Galvan said the project includes an 
Integrated Seawater Energy and Ag-
riculture System (ISEAS), “which is 
a closed-loop system that addresses 
all three points of the water-food-
energy nexus”.

“The system starts with aquacul-
ture units that use seawater to raise 
shrimp and fish. The waste pro-
duced by the fish and shrimp then 

serves as a fertiliser that promotes 
the growth of a halophyte plant spe-
cies called Salicornia,” he said.

“The hardy plant, which thrives 
in deserts, does not require fertile 
soil and can be irrigated with seawa-
ter to produce crops with enough oil 
and sugar content to be turned into 
biofuels and biochemicals.

“The remaining nutrients from 
the agriculture process are then di-
verted into mangrove forests, which 
eliminate nutrients and waste from 
the food production while also play-
ing two other valuable roles in the 
marine ecosystem as nurseries for 
young fish and as carbon scrubbers 
from the atmosphere.”

ISEAS, then, intends to have five 
positive outcomes, Galvan said.

“It will provide sustainable food 
in the form of fish and shrimp, pro-
duce renewable energy in the form 
of jet biofuels, bioethanol, biogas 
and green diesel from oil-rich na-
tive plants; is a source of valuable 
export products in the form of bio-
chemicals and will contribute to a 
healthier environment in the form 
of enriched mangroves,” he said.

“Furthermore, it will do all of this 
without taking away from the coun-
try’s limited stock of freshwater re-
sources or farmland.”

Initial research effort to produce 
biofuel was undertaken in the Unit-
ed States by the University of Arizo-
na in the 1970s and into the 1990s. 
It was not a concentrated effort and 
ended due to lack of resources.

Studies have shown that sustain-
ably produced aviation biofuel re-
duces carbon emissions by 50-80% 
through its lifecycle. More than 
1,600 flights in the United States 
and Europe by more than 20 air-
lines, including Etihad Airlines, 
have used sustainable aviation bio-
fuel blended with conventional pe-
troleum fuel on commercial flights 
since renewable jet fuel was ap-
proved for commercial use in 2011.

James Hogan, president and chief 
executive officer of Etihad Airways, 
said the company “has a crucial role 
in helping Abu Dhabi diversify its 
economy”.

“One way we will achieve this is 
by supporting the development of 
sustainable, carbon-neutral and 
commercially viable aviation fuels. 
This pilot project will help clarify 
this system as a viable option for the 
future,” Hogan said in a release at 
the launch of the plant’s construc-
tion in June.

The announcement of the pilot 
plant was made in January 2015 dur-
ing Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week, 
the Middle East’s largest gathering 
of international leaders in the field, 
hosted by Masdar, to address the in-
terconnected challenges of energy 
and water security, climate risk and 
sustainable development.

According to Masdar officials, 
the programme is highly relevant 
to Abu Dhabi, given its location 
with easy access to seawater and a 
climate conducive to saline agricul-
ture. They are confident that the 
“path breaking” project would have 
implications for not only the UAE 
and similar arid coastline regions 
around the world, but also for the 
aviation sector’s goal of reducing 
carbon emissions.

The project also ties in with Mas-
dar Institute’s goal to become a 
world-class, research-driven, grad-
uate-level university, focusing on 
advanced energy and sustainable 
technologies.

According to Galvan, the goal of 
the project is to demonstrate that 
an integrated bioenergy process is 

a commercially viable and sustaina-
ble system with respect to essential 
food and fuel production, suitable 
land use, reduced carbon emissions 
and wastewater cleanup.

“The idea is to operate the pilot 
plant for at least three years to un-
derstand the different variables at 
play,” he said. “The next step will 
be to scale it up from the present 
pilot facility to a demo scale facility 
and then to commercial scale opera-
tions around ten years from now.”

In his address at the Abu Dhabi 
Sustainability Week, Masdar CEO 
Ahmad Belhoul stressed that “bio-

energy research will continue to be 
a key area of focus for Masdar and 
will help to position the UAE as one 
that incubates and exports knowl-
edge”.

When one considers that about 
20% of the world’s land is desert 
and 97% of the world’s water is salt 
water, this approach may overcome 
a land and water resource scarcity 
problem by creating a bioenergy so-
lution applicable in countries across 
the globe.

Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Measuring the growth of the halophyte plant species called
Salicornia.
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