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CHAIRMAN'S MESSAGE
Dear Members,
COVID-19 is a reminder that we are part of a complex
world intertwined with nature. Despite the negative
impacts of the confinement, there have been some
bright spots. We are thrilled about Qatar's successful,
ongoing turtle nesting season, with record numbers
reported by the government.
The pandemic has disrupted QNHG’s activities, but
we’ve tried to maintain some sort of normalcy by taking
our monthly talks online.
We may not be able to have group outings, but we can

WHAT'S INSIDE
Speakers - 2
Covid-19 - 3
Ocean Plastics - 5
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without a proper send-off. They will be truly missed and
we’re very grateful for their contribution to QNHG.
Please stay safe and best wishes,
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SPEAKERS THIS SEASON
Dr
Becky
Cramer,
Teaching
Specialist at Weill Cornell Medicine
Qatar, introduced us to many of
Qatar's birds, showing how Qatar
fits into global bird biodiversity.

Dr John Wong, Chairman of Hong
Kong Marine Conservation Society,
brought us a look at the history of
marine conservation in Hong Kong.

Katrin Scholz-Barth, President of
SustainableQATAR, took us to the
high

seas

voyage,

with

the

all-female

eXXpedition,

studying

plastics in the ocean.

Ahmed ElGharib, Assistant Researcher
at Qur'anic Botanic Garden talked
about the research and conservation
of Qatar's flora.

Dr Patrick Tang, Division Chief of
Pathology
Medicine

Sciences
brought

us

at

Sidra

a

timely

webinar on the emergence of a
novel coronavirus.

Thank you to all our speakers!

COVID-19
Q&A with Dr Patrick Tang
1. What is the connection between nature and SARS-CoV-2?

Similar to the other human coronaviruses,
SARS-CoV-2 also originated from animals.
The
original
hosts
of
the
human
coronaviruses are bats and rodents. The
reason we know this is from studies from bat
caves where scientists have found hundreds
of different SARS-related viruses in bats. In
contrast, there are only seven known human
coronaviruses.

Chinese horseshoe bat (Rhinolophus sinicus)
Photo: Merlin D. Tuttle/Science Source

Based on this difference in viral diversity, the resevoir for human coronaviruses
(and in fact for mammalian coronaviruses) is bats. We also know that the bat
immune system is very permissive for viruses, and thus bats are able to host and
co-exist with a large number of viruses.

As the human population expands and encroaches on more animal habitats,
there is a greater chance for human-animal contact and thus more opportunities
for zoonotic viruses to cross over to the human population. High-risk contact
with animals, such as through the trade of wild animals and animal parts, also
increases the chance for infections from zoonotic viruses.
As for climate change and the release of ancient viruses from the permafrost, the
viruses that we have found so far are not ones that infect animals. However,
frozen animal and human remains that are recovered from Arctic ice could
potentially harbor infectious agents including viruses.

2. Is there robust scientific evidence that SARS-CoV-2 was created in a lab?

It is certainly technically possible to create new viruses in the lab these days.
However, it is highly improbable that someone or some country would create this
particular virus with its particular genetic sequence. There are hundreds, if not
more, highly related viruses already existing in nature. Mother Nature has far
more time and far more creativity in creating these new viruses than humans
could ever imagine. The next pandemic influenza virus, the next SARS virus, the
next Ebola virus is already out there in nature waiting to be discovered. Based on
the genetic sequence of SARS-CoV-2, we do not see any telltale signs of human
genetic manipulation, and the genetic components of the virus already exist in
nature. And there is no plausible reason why someone would want to create a
virus with the properties that SARS-COV-2 has.
3. What can we do at a local, global, and policy level to avoid epidemics?

Unfortunately, the drive for economic growth necessitates that all parts of our
economy, including the health care system, operate in the most efficient manner.
While there have been many warnings of an impending pandemic (including a
real pandemic in 2009), and much advice given to governments around the
world, these warnings and advice have largely gone unheeded.
We can argue that the economic cost of this pandemic far exceeds any savings
we could have achieved by cutting back on public health, but in reality, it is hard
to justify spending money on preventive measures because when these measures
are successful, the outcome is an event that does not happen.
Of course, we should limit the destruction of animal habitats, ban the trade of
wild animals, bolster the funding of public health institutions and increase the
capacity of our hospitals, but these measures will ultimately fail as long as we
prioritize economic growth over all other priorities.
4. Can this pandemic serve as an impetus for legislature to avert the climate
change crisis and improve wildlife conservation efforts?

The pandemic will eventually end, whether we find a vaccine or not, but
hopefully, its impact will have a lasting effect on human society. There are many
things that should be changed in the new post-pandemic world, including
addressing climate change and improving wildlife conservation efforts. However,
the root of this pandemic and many of our problems is uncontrolled human
greed. If we are to prevent future pandemics, we need to respect not only other
animals and the planet that we share, but also our other fellow human beings.

OCEAN EXXPEDITION
There could be a million times more plastic in the oceans than previously thought,
says a study by Scripps Institution of Oceanography (Dec 2019). Researchers found
the way we count marine microplastic was likely missing the smallest pieces.
That’s a million times more than the 5.25 trillion
pieces of microplastic (< 5mm) already estimated to
be in our seas.
The chemicals in plastic are impacting human health.
Bisphenol-A, or BPA, mimics the female hormone
estrogen, which can lead to developmental
disruptions, including hormone-associated cancers
of the breast, ovary, and prostate.
This is what inspired skipper Emily Penn to launch
eXXpedition Round the World (pronounced exexpedition, the double X symbolises the female
chromosome).
It's a two-year, all-female voyage exploring four of
the five oceanic gyres, the ocean's densest plastic
accumulation zones.
The voyage calls urgent attention to the impact of

endocrine (hormone)
disrupting chemicals
(EDSs), such as
BPA, on human
health, especially
female
reproduction.
10,000
women
applied for 300
guest spots on 30
voyage legs. I was
one of the first 10
selected for the
inaugural voyage
in October 2019
from Plymouth to
the Azores.

PLASTIC IN US
From the Sea:
Scripps

Institution

Oceanography

of

researchers

estimate there are 8.3 million
mini-microplastic

pieces

of

plastic per cubic metre of
water and have found them in
the stomachs of filter-feeding
marine organisms like salps,
which travel up the ocean food
chain.
As

we

ingest

microplastics
seafood,

these

mini-

with

they

our

enter

our

bloodstream and the chemical
components of the plastics
accumulate
where

in

they

our

bodies

disrupt

our

hormonal balance.
On Land:
Every

day,

we

expose

ourselves to a cocktail of EDCs
including

Bisphenol-A

(BPA)

and phthalates. They are in
the food we eat, the water we
drink and the air we breathe.
They are in electronics, make
up, soaps, nail polish, as well
as toys and furniture. And they
are frequently found in singleuse plastics like bags and food
packaging.
Plastic

effects

on

human

health are not well-known and
Photo: Katrin Scholz-Barth

not extensively studied.

Photos: Katrin Scholz-Barth

As a novice sailor I was ecstatic
and nervous to be onboard the 73foot sailing vessel and research
lab S.V. TravelEdge.
We were in the safe hands of four
professional sailors, but crossing
the English Channel is not for the
faint of heart.
Nine of us instantly got seasick.
Yet all duties, from sailing to meal
preparation,
cleaning
and
conducting science workshops,
still had to be performed in shifts
of four hours on, eight hours off.
We sailed through storm after
storm and experienced life at 45
degrees as we tacked the boat to
move forward. It was relentless.
When the weather was calm
enough, we collected surface
water samples using the manta
trawl and identified various
polymer types of plastics using
infrared spectroscopy.

We found microplastics in every sample. We studied the bacteria and viruses
colonizing them to help identify their origins and how ocean currents affect
distribution. A full report on eXXpedition’s findings will be released at the end
of the two-year voyage, in partnership with the Universities of Plymouth and
Georgia.
To be part of the solution, we must demand alternative materials to plastic. We
must stop our mindless use of plastics, especially single-use, with simple
switches like reusable bags for fruit and veg. We can choose products without
plastic packaging. Washing our clothes less often and at lower temperatures
will reduce microfibres ending up in our oceans as mini-microplastics.
And for interested women, there is still time to join the voyage. The
recruitment process is on hold, but applications are still being accepted at:
https://exxpedition.com Katrin Scholz-Barth, President of Sustainable Qatar

BIRDWATCHING
A small group from the QNHG Birding Group made
their way to Al Wakra Family Park to start birding
at 8am on 8th February.
The

park

was

disappointing

from

a

birding

perspective, giving only the usual resident species.
We then went to the nearby mangroves on the
falling tide and were rewarded with large numbers
of waders, turns and some gulls.
We recorded 22 species in all, including the
Eurasian Curlew, Ruddy Turnstone and Eurasian
Oyster Catchers.
We were particularly pleased to see our first Grey
Plovers of the season. We all enjoyed a lovely walk
across the sand flats, with the kids finding crabs
and shells. We rounded out the morning with a nice
breakfast at the Al Wakra Souk.

We had a good turnout to our ramble
on 21st February to Irkhaya Farm. But
it was a low bird count, probably due
to strong winds.
The farm, 40 minutes drive along
Salwa Road is usually a biodiversity
hotspot in Qatar, with its farm, desert
and water habitats hosting many
winter residents.

Photos: Thierry Lesales

Global Big Day 9th May
How did you mark it?
Download the free app eBird Mobile
More info: www.bird.org/globalbigday

BIRDING ON THE GOLF COURSE

Common Chiffchaff
Photos: Pedro Domingos

Lesser Whitethroat

Long-legged Buzzard

We had a very successful ramble
to Education City Golf Course
with the resident team sharing
their birding observations from
their time spent on the site.

Most of the waders, shrikes and
wheaters were missing, but we
spotted five new species from our
visit two years ago.

IRKHAYA BIRDS
What lurks in the reed beds at Irkhaya Farm?
As it turns out, mist-netting to capture birds
this spring revealed a large number of
individuals and species using these reed beds
for shelter, water, and abundant food.
Anyone who has taken a walk along the
Irkhaya lagoon roads has heard a cacophony
of clamorous reed warbler song, so it comes
as no surprise that this species was the most
commonly captured.

It takes a bit more luck and
patience
to
spot
a
bluethroat, although this
species also proved to be
common.
A male with a pure rustcolored spot in the center of
the throat is most likely from
the
svecica
subspecies,
which
breeds
across
northern Europe, Asia, and
even in parts of Alaska; this
particular
fellow
is
apparently here for the
winter, as I captured him
Photos: Becky Cramer
twice in the same place,
almost two months apart.
Another male with a brilliant white spot could either be
the namnetum subspecies from western Europe or the cyanecula subspecies
from central Europe. The latter seems more likely given what we know about
migration routes, but we’ll need genetics to tell for sure. Most exciting of all
was a European robin, only the fifth record of the species in Qatar; an
excellent first capture of the day! It’s clear that there are plenty of secrets
hiding in these reed beds, and that our European winter visitors are glad for a
spot to catch their breath as they fly south, or to find a warm place to spend
the winter. Dr Becky Cramer

DUGONGS IN QATAR
In March we saw an Al Jazeera report on dugongs in Qatar. Corresponent Stefanie
Dekker takes us behind the scenes capturing these reclusive creatures on camera.
They are marine mammals and breathe air, just like we do.
Pure vegetarians, the dugong, or sea cow, can eat up to 40 kgs of seagrass a day.
Professor of Marine Biology at Texas A&M, Dr Chris Marshall says the largest
population of dugongs is along the northern coast of Australia and what a lot of
people don't realize is that the Arabian Gulf has the second largest population in
the world.
“In Qatar in the winter time," he says, "a bunch of dugongs will aggregate and
it’s the largest aggregation of dugongs in the world.”

Researchers don’t know why dugongs come
together like this. It’s described as “very undugong-like

behaviour”.

A

newly-funded

research project aims to answer that very
question. Marine Environmentalist at Qatar
University, Dr Mehsin AlYafei has been
studying dugongs here for the last few years.
“It’s a new study,” he says. “It will be a little
more advanced, we'll focus only on the
water, not on the land... as previously our
studies have focused more on the dead
bodies, which were washed up. But now we
are studying their life, their food, the sea
floor, their habitat, everything. We’re hoping
to find a lot of answers.”

Photos: Stefanie Dekker

It was while we were on the boat
filming for Al Jazeera, that we
saw the herd – hundreds moving
together,

an

incredibly

rare

sighting, only Dr Mehsin’s second
in

all

his

years

studying

dugongs. We heard them too.
Soft grunt-like sounds as they
came up for air. We saw their
faces and tusks. It seemed there
was a leader directing the way
but this was just our observation,
not scientific.
Dugong numbers are declining.

Dr Marshall says the last survey in
1986 counted around 6,000. Now
people don’t see them as much as
they used to. Key to their survival is
protecting their habitat – the
seagrass they feed on. Also limiting
the use of fishing in their areas as a
large number die as “bycatch”,
caught in nets.
The area off the northwestern coast
of Qatar, where they aggregate
during the winter months, is not a
protected zone. Hopefully that will
change one day.
“Our environment is rich,” says Dr
Mehsin. “But we need to protect it,
and this is part of everyone’s duty,
not just the scientists, or the
Ministry of Environment – no. It has
to be everyone in this country.”
Stefanie Dekker

Photos: Stefanie Dekker

Watch Stefanie's report here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lrilDsnB4gU

Dugong Mascot Competition!
Submit your design to The National Museum
of Qatar by 1st July 2020. www.qm.org.qa

CITIZEN SCIENCE
Violet Dropwing
(Trithemis
annulata).
It adopts this
obelisk posture
when resting,
pointing its
abdomen to the

Spiny-tailed Agama (Uromastyx
aegyptia microlepis).

sun to minimise

Locally known as a dhub.

the exposed
area and
prevent

Usually these reptiles are a
yellowish colour. This one is

overheating.

dark because it is cold.

Viviane

Kyounghee Malawi,
Traina Sinkhole
Become a
Citizen
Scientist!

Desert Thumb
(Cynomorium species)
Unusual parasitic plant
with edible roots.
Peter Hamilton, west
coast of Qatar

Potter Wasp
(Delta species).
Distinctive with its
long metasomal
petiole.
Thierry Lesales,
Al Markhiya

Check out these
useful phone
Apps to help
you learn more
about flora &
fauna in Qatar:
Qatar
eNature
iNaturalist
eBird
GoBIrd
Find more about
Citizen Science
on our website:
www.qnhg.org

CAMPING
At the end of February, we had a beautiful experience exploring and camping
in the area around Al Kharrara and Trainah.
This allowed us to enjoy the wilderness and discover some spectacular
geological features of the Peninsula. The stratigraphy of the hills around Al
Kharrara, presenting limestone escarpments and some formations covered
with beautiful pebbles contrasted with the dunes of the infamous Trainah
Sinkhole, the lowest point in Qatar.
The trip offered several opportunities for interesting observations, including
several spiny-tail agamas, a Pharaoh eagle-owl, a desert hedgehog and a fox.
We enjoyed a peaceful evening sharing some nice treats around a bonfire.

PENUMBRAL ECLIPSE

Thierry took these two stunning
pictures one hour apart on 10th
January.

Taken at 9pm

It was a Wolf Moon - the first full
moon of the year - and the
penumbral eclipse began at 8.07pm
and was maximum at 10.10pm.
Penumbral eclipses are hard to see
with the naked eye as they are the
moon passing through the Earth's
faint outer shadow.
Thierry was on a terrace in Al
Thumama area and used a tripod
and Nikon Coolpix P900. This
camera has a powerful zoom
equivalent to a regular 2000mm and
has a special preset mode for the
moon (and one for birdwatching
too).
A little bit of post-processing was
necessary to correct some exposure
issues, mainly contrast and
brightness.

Taken at 10.13pm
Photos: Thierry Lesales

PALE BLUE DOT

Pale Blue Dot is a photograph of Planet Earth taken
on February 14, 1990, by the Voyager 1 space probe
from a record distance of about 6 billion kilometers
(3.7 billion miles, 40.5 AU), as part of that day's
Family Portrait series of images of the Solar System.

In the week of 13th February, the International
Astronomical Union and astronomical community
worldwide

celebrated

the

photo's

30th

anniversary.

Hani Dalee organised a family stargazing
event on 14th February in the desert
near Al Shahaniya.
More than 50 participants enjoyed the
starry night, saw some deep sky objects
through telescopes and heard the
stories of the stars.

NEWS

QNHG IS ON MEETUP!

TALKS COMING UP!
10th June, 7pm
A

New

Approach

to

Understanding

Prehistoric

Populations of Qatar
Dr Sara Tomei, Dr Ferhan Sakal and Dr Marica Baldoni

Meetup is an online
service for local groups
and offers easy access
to the most current
information
about
QNHG.

10th June
Reptiles - An Evolutionary Success
Ramaswamy Narayanaswamy
DON'T MISS!
21st June, 7.12-10.02am
Partial solar eclipse with the Moon blocking 70%
of the Sun's disk. 8.30am peak.
Remember to use solar filters or eclipse glasses and
never look directly at the sun.
Missed Dr Nicolas Pilcher's talk on turtles?
Watch it here: https://youtu.be/gJjsL4iGF08

Sign up for information
on talks and rambles
and get notifications
of updates and new
events.
You can also connect
directly with QNHG
organisers.
Download the Meetup
App on your phone or
sign up via the website:
www.meetup.com

FAREWELLS
We are sad to be saying goodbye to four of our
committee members.
Robert Moorhead, Ramble and Birding Coordinator.
Hilal Malawi, Ramble Coordinator.
Kyounghee Malawi, Treasurer.
Rebecca Sutherland, Membership Secretary.
Thank you, all of you, for dedicating your time and
energy to helping us explore Qatar and we wish you
all the very best in your new adventures.

STAY IN TOUCH!
Got something to include
in the newsletter?
Email: laurakyle@
rocketmail.com

Follow us:
www.qnhg.org
facebook.com/qnhg.org

If you are interested in filling any of these positions,
please email: chairman@qnhg.org

instagram.com/
qatarnaturalhistory

