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MY PROPOSALS AS DARWIN LEADER TO IMPROVE GRASSLAND CONSERVATION

Once we understand how the grasslands function in Uruguay, their biodiversity, the ecosystem 
services they offer, their historical transformation, and the conservation threats they face, we must 
contemplate what can be done to preserve these ecosystems. As a Darwin Leader and after engaging 
in a process of dialogue and information exchange with researchers and local stakeholders in Uruguay, 
I have formulated four proposals for conserving grasslands.

The first proposal is to reclaim lost pastures. There is a significant area in Uruguay consisting of 
agricultural properties that were once pastures but were converted for agricultural purposes. After 
intensive exploitation, their productivity has diminished, leading to abandonment, or in some cases, 
farms have been left untouched by their owners. While grasslands are highly productive ecosystems 
and can be quickly restored, the process must be facilitated, and the formed grassland should closely 
resemble the original grasslands. Introducing crop plants or feeding livestock in the restoration process 
may introduce seeds of exotic plants, which can act as invasive species in grasslands, displacing 
native plants. Therefore, a restoration process, along with monitoring and surveillance, is crucial, as 
exemplified by the work of Pedro Pañella, a researcher at the Agronomy Faculty of the University of 
the Eastern Republic of Uruguay (UDELAR). Exotic herbaceous plants colonizing the grassland may 
hinder the development of native plants by occupying their niche or have greater dispersal capacity, 
facilitating easy dispersion.

The second proposal is to protect deserving grassland areas. This involves not only safeguarding well-
preserved grasslands but also areas where restoration work can be conducted or those serving as 
ecological corridors. This proposal is essential because it is alarming that only 1.06% of Uruguay’s 
national territory is considered a protected natural area. In contrast, other countries, such as those in 
the European Union, have developed a biodiversity strategy that includes the legal protection of 30% 
of land and marine areas with natural spaces. Hernán Jiménez, a member of the Uruguayan Park Ranger 
Association, expresses concern that only 336,203 hectares of the territory are protected, advocating 
for an expansion of the surface area of protected natural areas. 

These protected areas in Uruguay are part of the National System of Protected Areas (SNAP), currently 
comprising 18 protected natural spaces. In Figure 3, a map prepared by the author illustrates the 
distribution of these protected areas. It is noteworthy that the majority are located on the coast, 
associated with wetlands or in mountainous or forested interiors, and significantly lack representation 
of grasslands. Equally striking is the limited connectivity between these protected areas. While 
implementing ecological corridors is challenging, given the transformed countryside and the numerous 
producers involved, engaging in a dialogue and adopting protection measures that allow certain activities 
to continue under tighter regulation could foster understanding and collaboration. Recognizing that 
nature cannot be preserved in isolation, and understanding the interconnectedness of everything, is 
crucial in these efforts. 
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Figure 3. Map created by the author that reflects the Protected Areas in Uruguay in 2023. These SNAP 
data also show the protected areas in the process of integration.

The third proposal aligns with education. It is crucial to raise awareness among the Uruguayan 
population about the significance of grasslands for the country. By contributing to their conservation, 
citizens directly benefit as they play a role in preserving their soils, water, and biodiversity. Therefore, 
dissemination campaigns should be conducted, facilitating the communication of scientific work to 
citizens and involving institutes and schools to enhance awareness among new generations. I also 
wanted to take the opportunity to highlight in this proposal the example of educational projects such 
as School 54 - Clemente Estable, where its director Malvina Bentos has presented to us how they work 
with children and families to seek answers in nature for themselves, encouraging research. Another 
example that I would like to highlight is the informative project “Tomorrow is late” formed by Martín 
Otheguy, Ramiro Pereira and Leo Lagos that seek to bring scientific publications and research projects 
closer to citizens.

The fourth and final proposal is closely tied to research. It is imperative to deepen our understanding 
of the species inhabiting grasslands and the ecological processes taking place. This information can 
be used to create red lists of threatened species, aiding in their conservation. Additionally, it helps 
identify areas that generate the most ecosystem services. Increased knowledge allows for proposals 
to establish protected areas in locations with higher biodiversity, a greater number of threatened 
species, or areas of significant ecological value.
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SPECIAL THANKS

I wanted to thank all the people who have made my stay as a Darwin Leader in Uruguay possible. It has 
been a country that has welcomed me with open arms and has been very attentive to all my scientific 
concerns to be able to work with grasslands. The researchers from IIBCE (Figure 4) and UDELAR 
have accompanied me during my stay in Uruguay and both this report, the documentaries, and the 
photographic essays share the enthusiasm that they have transmitted to me to conserve the nature 
and grasslands of their country.

 

Figure 4. IIBCE scientists who have accompanied me during my work in Uruguay. The photo was taken in 
Montevideo where I was able to present all the work done as Darwin Leader to thank the scientists for 
their help and for them to see how everything had turned out.
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