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CHAIRMAN'S MESSAGE
Dear Members,
We hope you are doing well in these extraordinary times
and welcome to this new season!
We tried to keep some sense of normalcy during the
initial months of the COVID-19 outbreak with talks via
zoom, an online photo workshop and special summer
outings to discover Qatar in the hot months.
Sadly we were unable to give a proper send off to
members who left Qatar. But we are happy to welcome
new members to the Steering Committee.
This season there is still uncertainty regarding social
gatherings, but we’ll do our best to keep you discovering
the nature, culture and people of Qatar.
On behalf of the Steering Committee,
Thierry Lesales
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LATEST SPEAKERS
Dr Nicholas Pilcher, Founder of the Marine
Research Foundation gave a wonderful talk on the
biology of sea turtles in Qatar and their
susceptibility to climate change.

Ramaswamy Narayanaswamy is a
student at Newton British Acadamy and
an aspiring zoologist. He shared his
literature review into the evolutionary
success of reptiles with special focus on
lizards in Qatar.
Dr Sara Tomei, genomics
scientist, Dr Ferhan Sakal,
archaeologist, and
Dr Marica Baldonia,
anthropologist, together
brought us fascinating
insights into prehistoric
populations of Qatar and how
they excavate some of Qatar's
several thousand prehistoric
burial mounds.

Neeshad Shafi, co-founder of the Arab Youth
Climate Movement Qatar, talked to us about the
important role of young people in confronting the
climate crisis.

Thank you to all our speakers!

SEA TURTLES IN QATAR
Sea turtles in the State of Qatar are iconic. They have garnered the attention of
the government, the public, industries, conservationists and natural historians.
Several small beaches along the mainland and on adjacent and offshore islands
of Qatar are nesting sites for hawksbill turtles, Eretmochelys imbricata, with two
of these (Ras Laffan and Halul) situated within oil and gas industrial estates.

Releasing a green turtle / Photo: Nicholas Pilcher

Qatar’s waters also host small numbers of foraging, development-stage juvenile
hawksbill and a somewhat larger population of foraging, development-stage
juvenile green turtles, Chelonia mydas. These turtles are believed to originate
from nesting sites in Saudi Arabia to the northwest and from Iran to the north
and northeast.
Protection is afforded
to sea turtles in Qatar
via Law No. 19 (2004)
for Protection of Wild
Fauna and Flora and its
Natural Habitats, and
research
conservation
have

been

and
efforts
underway

since the late 1990s.
Juvenile green turtle movements

Subadult loggerhead turtle

In 2002 and 2003, the Science and Research Center at Qatar University identified
several key nesting beaches, including those inside Ras Laffan Industrial City.
Simultaneously, surveys were initiated in Ras Laffan City to identify and mark
nests, and those efforts continue to the present. In 2004, the Supreme Council
for the Environment and Natural Reserves implemented a study to determine the
status of marine turtles and their habitats in Qatar and following this, marine
turtles were mainstreamed into on-going conservation initiatives. The beach at
Fuwairit has been protected each season since then by the Ministry of
Environment and Qatar University, and those inside Ras Laffan City and on Halul
Island are under the protection of Qatar Petroleum.
Sea turtles are solitary, cold-blooded
reptiles

which

need

to

surface

to

breathe, and only emerge on land to
nest (females) and very occasionally to
bask (both males and females). The life
Hawksbill / Photo: Nicholas Pilcher

cycle of sea turtles can be described
generically as follows: turtles migrate

from distant feeding grounds to nesting areas and males and females mate
during a period of one to two months, during which time, individual females are
receptive for two to three weeks. Males mate with several females and females
mate with several males. Fertilisation of different eggs in a clutch is by multiple
males, likely as an evolutionary tactic to maximise genetic diversity. After mating
it generally takes two to three weeks for a female to lay the first clutch of eggs,
and after this the females may return two to six more times in the same season
to nest. Nests typically contain 80-120 eggs depending on the species, and take
approximately 45-65 days to incubate. They invariably hatch after dark, when the
sand surface cools and so the hatchlings do not suffer from the heat of the sun
on emergence.
Hatchling sex ratios are correlated to nest
temperatures, whereby warmer nests produce
higher proportions of female hatchlings. The
hatchlings crawl down the beach and head in
an offshore direction, mostly using light to
reach the shore, then waves through the
nearshore waters and finally magnetic fields
for guidance as they reach offshore areas.

Two summer loops of a hawksbill turtle

They swim for one to two days in what is known as a ‘swimming frenzy’ to get as
far offshore as possible and after this they generally float on the surface among
convergence zones and weed lines for several years until they recruit as small 2040 cm juveniles to nearshore shallow feeding areas. They typically remain at one
or multiple feeding grounds for five to ten or more years until they reach sexual
maturity, whereupon the cycle is repeated.
Another fascinating facet of sea turtle biology is
their migrations between nesting and foraging
grounds. Nesting hawksbill sea turtles from
Qatar

disperse

widely,

generally

to

the

southeast into UAE waters. Green sea turtles
resident in Qatar waters have shown substantial
fidelity to their foraging grounds, and likely
spend multiple years there before

Mortality of a hawksbill believed to
have been caught in a fishing net

moving on to more abundant seagrass pastures. Green sea turtles do not nest in
Qatar but may traverse Qatar waters during migrations from the UAE to Saudi
Arabia and back. During these migrations sea turtles are subject to mortality via
fisheries bycatch and also vessel strikes and marine pollution such as plastics.
Another significant threat to sea turtles is climate
change. With rising global temperatures, the sex ratio of
sea

turtles

could

become

unbalanced,

something

already seen in Australia. However, to date we are yet to
see this having an impact on Gulf turtles, most likely due
to some acclimatisation process following thousands of
years of warm climates. But this needs constant
vigilance. Just because it has not been seen before, does
not mean it will not occur in the future.
Barnacles on a hawksbill
Photo: Nicolas Pilcher

For Qatar's turtles to continue to thrive, there is a need
to permamently protect their remaining nesting

beaches, to develop programmes to rehabilitate and release those turtles that
become stranded during winter cold-stun events, to raise awareness of the
impacts of humans on beaches during the nesting season, and to train fishermen
to release turtles alive after checking their health and condition. The more
females we protect on beaches and the more juveniles we protect at sea, the
better the long-term prospects are for Qatar's sea turtles.
Nicolas J Pilcher, Marine Research Foundation, Sabah, Malaysia

REPTILE EVOLUTION
Reptiles are among the most coveted jewels of the Natural World. Spanning
centuries of perfection, sculpted carefully by Earth’s loving hands, this group of
organisms have become one of the most successful members of the animal
kingdom yet.
Their old-fashioned eloquence that belies the

design of most reptiles of Qatar, serves them well in
penetrating the bulwark of obstacles Mother Nature
placed before them. For instance, how can you not
capitulate the bizarreness of the protuberances
equipping the Arabian Horned Viper, possibly
utilized for shielding its eyes from the desert sand.
Or question the miniscule fringes of Arnold’s Fringe
Arabian Horned Viper
Source: Qatar e-Nature

Toed Lizard, finely tuned to running on the
imperceptible

vastness

Additionally,

the

of

the

cosmopolitan

desert

sand?

throng

of

adaptations shown by certain members of the
reptile society here ranging from the spade-like
head of the Zarundnyi’s worm lizard, to the bloated
toes of the Gulf Sand Gecko, accentuated their
commendable stance in the plethora of habitats
Arnold's Fringe Toed Lizard
Source: Wikipedia

within the region. This attests to how reptiles
capitalized on the ecosystems they resided in, by
taking advantage of the resources present in a
manner previously unforeseen.
My interest in reptiles started at the age of 8, when I
was entranced by one of the most domineering
forms of their group; the dinosaurs. Yet I knew that

Zarundnyi's Worm Lizard
Source: Qatar e-Nature

the very essence of my ‘interest’ transcended way
beyond that, into marvelling at the dynamism and
functionality of their kindred. My advice to the
future generation in cultivating such interests
would be, to read up on and extensively research
the topic, and to further kindle the fires of their
passion by resourcefully taking advantage of the
knowledge available in the field of herpetology.

Gulf Sand Gecko

Rameswamy Narayanaswamy

READING THE DEAD
Several thousand burial mounds dotted the landscape of southeastern Arabia when
the first archaeological missions began in the 1950s. They quickly became the main
focus of the research. Between 1954 and 1974, the Danish Archaeological Mission
investigated several burial sites in Qatar. The two most famous are Umm al Ma’a on
the western coast and Mezru’ah in the east, where there is now a Farmers Market.
Mezru’ah yielded two remarkably interesting, approximately 2000-year-old, graves
with grave goods including an iron sword and arrow heads. One of these graves has
been reconstructed in the archaeology gallery of the National Museum of Qatar.
One grave contained the remains of animals – one camel and one horse or camel –
which were buried in their own chambers to accompany the human burial. This was
the only time a ritual camel grave had been documented in Qatar until a new
discovery this year.

Half-excavated graves at Kharsaah
Photos: Dr Ferhan Sakal

In 2020, excavation of a cluster of
large grave mounds in Kharsaa
revealed
similar
grave
architecture
with
stone-built
chambers and a ritual animal
grave. Our team from the
Department of Archaeology of
Qatar Museums excavated two
graves which had unfortunately
been looted and the bones were

displaced. Large graves have always been a target for looters because of their
visibility on the landscape. But the grave builders sought this visibility and built
graves on top of plateaus so they could be seen from almost everywhere. The
momuments demonstrate the importance of the deceased and their everlasting
power. The buried camel also shows their high status. It was
buried in a seated position, which indicates it was brought to
the chamber alive, seated, and then slaughtered. The bones of
a young animal found within the same grave indicates it was
probably female and buried with its young one. Although the
graves were disturbed, the looters missed some artefacts.
Several iron objects, which were badly corroded, were sent to
the Conservation Laboratory of the National Museum of Qatar.
And a small golden earring was also found, again underlining
the rich status of the graves.

Kharsaah earring

Research in Qatar in the last 10 years has recorded several thousand burial mounds.
It has also discovered burial grounds without any above-ground structures, such as in
Wadi Debayan archaeological site south of Al Zubarah. One of the graves was
previously investigated by a team from Birmingham University. With this year's
excavation by our team, three graves have been excavated so far, which show the
deceased were buried in simple pits with no above-ground markings. This makes it
impossible to detect these sorts of graves via field walking surveys or remote sensing.
Wadi Debayan graveyard is thought to be the earliest in Qatar – approximately 5000
to 7000 years old, although exact dating is still pending. The deceased were buried
with very few or no grave goods in a fetal position, which was quite a common
practice in the Neolithic to Late Pre-Islamic era.

Wadi Debayan

The morphological characteristics of the
graves, the study of grave goods and the
burial practices provide fascinating
insight into prehistoric populations –
the societal hierarchy, the cultural
connections to other regions and
resource management. This information
is crucial to understanding

the prehistoric people of Qatar as no large settlements have been found to tell us
about life in the prehistoric era. The study of human bones determines age, sex and
health of the deceased. New bioarcheological research allows us to study the genetic
material of a person, which enables us to understand relations between individuals,
their health and diet. This information is crucial to reconstructing the movements of
populations and their interaction with the environment.
The current project Human Populations and Demographics in
Qatar from the Neolithic to the Late Iron Age by Sidra Medicine in
cooperation with Qatar Museums and Tor Vergata University of
Rome and funded by Qatar National Research Fund, aims to
retrieve bone samples from Qatar’s prehistoric graves to access
these bioarchaeological data. Samples will be sent to research

Wadi Debayan
bead

laboratories in the University of Tor Vergata and Sidra Medicine for advanced
paleoanthropological and molecular analyses, including the study of ancient genetic
material. The analyses of bone collagen and tooth enamel will indicate the type of
foods consumed by individuals of that time and the local geology of the area,
including where these prehistoric people lived and built their communities. When we
have all this new information on the cultural and biological history of Qatar, we'll be
back to give another talk to QNHG! Dr Ferhan Sakal, Qatar Museums

DAHL AL MISFIR
1st August, 2020 was cause for much celebration as Qatar entered Phase 3 of
easing its COVID-19 restrictions and small groups were allowed to gather
outside if they respected social distancing and wore masks.
A few QNHG members eagerly attended the first ramble of the summer and
headed south west to Dahl Al Misfir, the 'Cave of Brightness', at sunset to
avoid the most scorching of the high-40 degree Celsius midsummer heat.
The cave drops 40 metres below ground, so happily the temperature dropped
a few degrees as we descended.
A small gerbil was spotted by a pair of eagle eyes in the rawdat nearby.
Can you see it?

Photos: Thierry Lesales

RAWDATS
We've enjoyed a number of stunning sunrise and sunset walks in rawdats in
central Qatar. Rawdats are small depressions in the desert, where sediment
and water accumulate. Vegetation grows in these areas and supports a rich
biodiversity including birds, insects, reptiles, desert hares and hedgehogs.
This little chap in the corner is a scarab beetle.
Rawdats are fantastic places to explore, especially for children and in the
summer when you need shorter trips!
Don't forget that rawdats are government-protected ecosystems best enjoyed
without disturbing the wildlife and walking over the flora.

Photo: Thierry Lesales
Photos: Svitlana Semchuk & Irina Partyka

PURPLE ISLAND
Purple Island, also known as Jazirat bin Ghanim, was the destination of a
sunrise walk on 7th August. We met at 4:45 am and enjoyed good
weather, with a slight breeze.
Several children came and they loved rediscovering the mangrove
(Avicennia marina) and learning about some of the plants on the island,
especially the sea lavender (Limonium axillare).
We also saw Murex shells, which are the traditional source of Qatar's
purple dye, which the island is named after.

Photo: Thierry Lesales

IRKHAYA FARM LAGOONS

Photo: Uma Pandiyan

We had a very pleasant birdwatching tour at Irkhaya Farm Lagoons and
saw a total of 30 species. We were able to observe a group of Egyptian
nightjars resting around the lagoons. It was a rare find since their
feathers camouflage them when they are on the ground.
The highlight of the day was a group of five flamingos arriving on the
site, flying around the water, then resting in the middle of one the
lagoons. Unfortunately, someone thought they made perfect target
practice and shooting from a car, they killed one bird. We reported the
incident and the police are investigating.

How to report an
environmental violation
or incident:
* The Environmental
Operations Center: 998
* WhatsApp : 5568 9998
(share videos & photos)
* MME application Oun
(share videos and photos)
* Call Center: 184
* Police: 999

Photos: Thierry Lesales

FORTS AND VILLAGES
We headed to the northwestern coast of Qatar, to visit some forts and
abandoned villages, between Zubarah and Al Ruwais. The renovated Fort Al
Qathab is not well known, but is quite impressive. Fort Al Rakiyat
is undergoing major renovation. We ended the journey on the coast, by Al
Khuwair for the sunset. The low tide made an interesting exploration
ground, to discover shells and see small crabs. It’s definitely worth exploring
this region more during our next outings.

Photo: Gauke Faber
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CITIZEN SCIENCE

Osprey (Pandion

Indian Ocean Humpback Dolphin

Nightjar (Caprimulgus

haliaetus) also called a

(Sousa plumbea) mostly seen in

europaeus) very well

sea hawk, or fish hawk.

water shallower than 20 metres.

camouflaged when

This magnificent raptor

Thierry Lesales, Azerbaijani Beach

resting during the day

reaches nearly two

on the ground.

metres across the wings,

Thierry Lesales,

yet dives to catch fish

Irkhaya Lagoons

with barely a splash.
Laura Kyle,

It's easy to
become a Citizen
Scientist!

West Bay Lagoon

Find out more at
www.qnhg.org

Three Little Owls (Athene noctua)
often sit out in the open in daytime.
These owlets have emerged from
Desert Hare's
(Lepus capensis)

their nest in the rock behind.
Thierry Lesales, nr Dukan Highway

large ears assist

These apps help
identify flora &
fauna in Qatar:
Qatar eNature
iNaturalist
eBird
GoBIrd

cooling by
spreading body

African

Common

Toad

(Sclerophrys

heat through their

regularis) is an invasive species likely

many superficial

introduced from Egypt. It inflitrates

blood vessels.

Qatar's central desert via water ways

Thierry Lesales, nr

used for irrigation.

Dukan Highway

Lisa Etheridge, Al Rayyan Village

Photo: John Samples

PERSEID METEOR SHOWER

QNHG joined amateur astronomers on the night of August 11-12 for the annual
Perseid meteor shower - one of the best of the year.
The moon rose late so we had a wonderful chance to enjoy the dark sky and
Milky Way. We observed many Perseid meteors, some very bright. We also saw
planets including Saturn and deep sky objects through the telescope. Many
thanks to Hani Dalee for sharing his extensive knowledge and entertaining
stories about the night sky.

Photo: John Samples

Photo: Thierry Lesales

ASTRONOMY EVENTS
Here is what's happening in the night skies from October to December 2020.
Many thanks to AstronOmer!

October 1 Harvest Moon. The full moon closest to the autumnal equinox.
Look out for it just after sunset - yellowy orange and low in the sky.
October 13 Mars in opposition. The best night of the year to view Mars,
when it will be at its very brightest. Look east two hours after sunset.
October 16 New Astronomical Moon. The crescent may be visible on
17th. This marks the start of the Islamic month Rabi’al-awwal.
October 23 First Quarter Moon. A good evening to take a sky ramble
observing the moon, Jupiter and Saturn through a telescope.
October 31 Blue Moon. It's rare to have two full moons in one Georgian
calandar month, hence the saying. Also called Hunter’s Moon.
November 10 Mercury will be farthest from the Sun and hence relatively
easier to see in the sky just before sunrise.
November 15 New Astronomical Moon. The crescent will be easily
visible on 16th November.
November 17 Leonid Meteor Shower. A low-intensity shower. Chances
of seeing a few meteors are highest on the night between 16th and 17th.
November 30 Full Moon also called Frosty Moon.
December 13 Geminids Meteor Shower. Perfect viewing conditions with
no Moon. Highly recommeded to take leave on 14th to enjoy this shower!
December 14 New Astronomical Moon. Crescent may be visible on
15th and easily visible on 16th.
December 21 Winter Solstice. The shortest day and longest night.
December 21 Jupiter and Saturn great conjunction is a rare celestial
event last seen in 2000. Look west just after sunset for this spectacle.
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NEW
COMMITTEE MEMBERS!
Omer Bin Abdul Aziz, Rambles Coordinator
quasar273@gmail.com
A birding enthusiast by day, an astronomer by night and
an engineer in between.

Behind me are hundreds of

pinhole projections of the eclipsed sun from Doha earlier
in 2020. I'm proud to live with my 8 inch telescope, a
bunch of cameras, a bicycle and three daughters!

Ray Toh, Rambles Coordinator
ray_toh@hotmail.com
I'm from Singapore, a Lego Fan and photographer.
I often go with my family to the desert and farms trying to
capture the amazing parts of Qatar from dusk to dawn. I
always say to people who think there's nothing to do here,
"You've not travelled around enough!"

Brenda Mooney, Treasurer
mooneybrenda89@gmail.com
I’ve always loved nature and have been part of QNHG for 8
years. Because of this group, I have seen and learned so
much about Qatar and look forward to the year ahead.

Carl Hughes, Social Media Coordinator
carl.hughes.2020@gmail.com
I’m very excited to be joining QNHG. I have been in Qatar
for just over a year having moved from the UK with my
wife who teaches here. My passions are bird watching,
photography and Formula 1. Hopefully I will get to meet
you all on our exciting rambles and birding outings.

UPCOMING TALKS
October 14
Whale Sharks, Katie Reeves, North Oil Company
November 4
Cultural Fishing Practices and Fish Ecology
Dr Ferhan Sakal, Qatar Museums
Dr Rodrigo Riera, Universidad Catolica de la Santísima Concepcion, Chile
December 2
Ecology of Marine and Terrestrial Environments in Qatar's Desert
Dr Greta Aeby, Qatar University
Dr Aspa D. Chatziefthimiou, Brain Chemistry Lab, USA, The Wilderness Series

RAMBLES & OUTINGS
October 7

November 13

Birding trip

Stargazing & camping

October 9

November 20

Picnic on northeastern coast

Birding trip

October 16

November 27

Ramble dhow trip TBC

Nature Watch

October 17

December 4

Birding trip, Cornell Global Big Day

Ramble TBC

October 23

December 11

Stargazing & Nature Watch

Birding trip

October 30

December 13 & 14

Desert driving workshop

Geminids Meteor Shower

November 6

December 18 & 21

Ramble TBC

Nature Watch

STAY IN TOUCH!
We welcome all contributions
to the newsletter! Please send them to:
laurakyle@rocketmail.com

WE'RE ONLINE!
www.qnhg.org
facebook.com/qnhg.org
instagram.com/qatarnaturalhistory
www.meetup.com

