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CHAIRMANôS MESSAGE 
 

Dear Members, 
 

I am honoured to have been given the 
opportunity to take over as chairman as the 
QNHG enters its 31st year.  As many of you 
already know, Jens-Ole had to step down as 
Chairman and field trip coordinator for personal 
reasons.  Fortunately, most of this seasonôs 
plans were well under way and we have 
continued to run a spectacular programme of 
rambles, talks and a wonderful 30th Anniversary 
dinner celebration. My thanks go to all the 
volunteers who made this possible.   
 

The QNHG has been an important part of my 
Qatar experience since my arrival and I know 
that holds true for many of our now 400+ strong 
membership.  But, we are all volunteers and can 
only function if people get involved.  We are now 
beginning to plan for next season and I invite 
more of you to join our leadership.  Tasks range 
from large to small; planning and leading 
rambles (this year we had an outing almost 
weekly), helping out at the meetings, doing 
whatever needs to be done! The transient 
nature of the expat community in Doha means 
that as people leave and new ones arrive, our 

committee roles are fulfilled by new people who 
step into the roles vacated by those who leave.  
I note that many jobs can be shared, so the 
work neednôt become over-burdensome and I 
can personally attest that our wonderful steering 
committee is a terrific  group of people and great 
fun to be around (except for the occasionally 
grumpy new chairman).  I am especially keen to 
find a new treasurer as, the current one (me), 
needs a successor.   
 
So, if you are interested in taking a role, large or 
small, please talk to me or any one of our 
current steering committee members. 
 

Michael Lesser 
Chairman, QNHG  
 

NEWSLETTER EDITORôS MESSAGE 
 
Many thanks to the following for their 
contributions to the third newsletter of the 
2008/9 Season: 

¶ John Thompson 

¶ Brian Hunter 

¶ Louise Hunter 

¶ Fran Gillespie 

¶ Mark Murase 

¶ Lenie van Duijn 

¶ David Gillespie 
 

This issue of the newsletter is available on the 
QNHG website, together with previous issues 
which can be found in the archive section.  

The QNHG Newsletter needs your input!  If you 
have any announcements to make, information 
of goings-on in Qatar, news concerning natural 
history or want to share an account of a fieldtrip 
you have been on or any other item that you 
think members would be interested in, then we 
want to hear from you.   

Please send any articles, information or 
announcements to newsletter-editor@qnhg.org 
or hunterlm95@yahoo.com and put óQNHG 
Newsletterô in the subject line.  Please send 
photographs separately and make sure to label 
them.  

Remember to check the website regularly for 
updates regarding our talks programme and 
regular rambles.  

Louise Hunter 

Newsletter Editor 

mailto:qnhgnewsletter@gmail.com
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QNHG MEETING DETAILS 
 
QNHG meetings take place between October 
and June, usually on the first Wednesday of 
the month. They are held at 7.30 pm in the 
gymnasium of the Doha English Speaking 
School (DESS). [See location map below].  
However, due to the growing membership, the 
location of meetings may sometimes be 
changed to the larger Multi purpose hall at 
DESS.  An illustrated talk follows the 
announcements, and there is a small lending 
library of books available to members.  Look out 
for further email announcements regarding talks 
from QNHG. 

 
Plate 1:  DESS Location Map 

 

QNHG 30TH ANNIVERSARY CELEBRAT IONS 
 

Qatar Natural History Group (QNHG) celebrated 
its Pearl Anniversary in style on Friday 6th 
March, with a grand celebratory dinner at the 
Sharq Village and Spa.  
 
The dinner was attended by around 170 
members and friends, including a number of 
distinguished guests to help mark our 30 years 
in Qatar. These included Khalid al-Rabban, a 
businessman whose Rabban Group of 
companies includes Ready Mix and Rayyan 
Mineral Water. For many years Mr. Al Rabban 
has sponsored the visits of the QNHGôs 
speakers from overseas. Also attending was Dr 
Darwish al-Farh, the first director of the National 
Museum. Now in his 80s, Dr. al-Farh was 
present at the inauguration of the QNHG in the 
museum gardens, as were his colleagues 
Jassim Zaini, now a well-known artist and 
businessman, and marine biologist Ibrahim 
Fouad Ahmed.  All three were present not only 

at this dinner but also at the QNHGôs 20th and 
25th anniversary celebrations.  
 
Also present were former members Stephen 
Day, a frequent visitor to Qatar, who served as 
British ambassador from 1981 to 1984, and 
Edward Lewis who served as Chairman of the 
QNHG from 1990 to 1996. Mr. Lewis had flown 
out from the UK specially to attend the 
Anniversary Dinner. Before the meal, current 
QNHG member Ellie LeBaron, who had 
previously been a member from 1980 to 1982, 
shared her memories of expeditions with the 
Group in those days. She was followed by 
Stephen Day, and finally by Fran Gillespie, a 
member from 1985 to date. Between them the 
three speakers covered the three decades of the 
QNHGôs existence.  
 

 
 

Aggie Traditional Club of Texas A & M University 
 

Guests were entertained with impressive sword 
dancing by the Aggie Traditional Club of Texas 
A & M University: a group of young men who 
aim to keep alive the traditional songs and 
dances of Qatar. After dinner coupons were 
distributed for a draw for special prizes. Star 
prizes were two return tickets to Europe donated 
by KLM. Our thanks go to KLM for their 
generous sponsorship and to all those who gave 
up their time to make the evening such a 
success and to the staff of Sharq Village & Spa. 
 

 
History of the QNHG 
 

The promised history of the QNHG has been 
published and is available on our website for 
you to download if you wish. Many thanks to all 
those who sent photographs and stories of the 
early days of the QNHG to Fran Gillespie. 
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THE MALDIVES WHALE SHARK 
RESEARCH PROGRAMME 

Established in 2006 the Maldives Whale Shark 
Research Programme (MWSRP) is a non-profit 
organisation that exists to facilitate whale shark 
research and to foster community-focussed 
conservation initiatives in the Republic of 
Maldives. The MWSRP is an active member of 
the international conservation coalition, the 
Shark Alliance. 

The pioneering research of the MWSRP into the 
demographics and movements of the whale 
shark population in the Maldives provides the 
scientific basis behind the programmeôs wider 
conservation goals.   
 

 
 
One of 400 recorded whale shark encounters 
 

By working closely with island chiefs, the newly 
instated Maldivian government and other key 
industry stakeholders the MWSRP is currently 
developing a Marine Protected Area programme 
to preserve the Maldivesô largest and most 
consistent whale shark aggregation site ï 
Mamigilli Reef. This exciting initiative, the first of 
its kind in the Maldives, will provide the focus for 
sustainable whale shark eco-tourism.    
 
MWSRP Research 
Very basic questions about whale sharks remain 
unanswered in the Maldives: How many sharks 
are there? Why do they gather in this particular 
region? Where do they travel to? Which routes 
do they take and why? The answers to these 
questions are critical to ensuring the most 
effective measures are taken to protect the 
whale shark, both within the Maldives and 
though out the Indian Ocean. 

Since its inception the MWSRPôs international 
team of biologists have been building up a 
demographic profile of the whale shark 
population though a non-invasive technique 
called photo-identification. Having documented 
over four hundred encounters with whale sharks 
the team have identified one hundred and three 
individual sharks, all of them immature and only 
four of them females. We estimate the size of 
the population is very small, probably not 
exceeding one hundred and fifty individuals.   
 
By collaborating on groundbreaking Satellite 
tagging and DNA analysis projects the MWSRP 
is gaining access to essential information and 
providing researchers all over the world with an 
insight into the local, regional and possible 
trans-Indian Ocean movements of the whale 
sharks that aggregate in South Ari atoll.   
 

 
 
Whale Shark fitted with a óPop-upô Satellite Tag 

 
MWSRP Conservation 
 

Whale sharks, like all sharks, mature slowly and 
reproduce infrequently. This, coupled with the 
fact that they are placid filter feeders and swim 
slowly close to the surface, makes them 
extremely vulnerable. The IUCN have 
categorised them as such, stating that they 
expect a worldwide population decrease of 
twenty ï fifty percent in the next one hundred 
years.    
 
The Problem 
 

Illegal poaching for the shark fin trade, pollution 
of the coral reef ecosystem and increasingly, the 
unregulated nature of tourist/whale shark 
encounters are the three major threats to the 
whale sharksô survival in the Maldives. 
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A comparative scarring study carried out by the 
MWSRP revealed that Maldivian whale sharks 
bare the highest frequency of major injuries 
caused by boat propellers in the Indian Ocean.  
 

Despite whale shark fishing being banned in 
1995, the team has encountered sharks that 
have fallen victim to poaching:  
 

 
 

WS 047 with attached Harpoon  
 

In 2007 whale shark WS047 was found impaled 
by a harpoon and in 2008 WS067ôs first dorsal 
fin was almost entirely severed in an 
unsuccessful finning attempt.   
 

 
 

óJoeyô WS 067 
 

The Goal 
 

The goal of the MWSRP is to create the largest 
Marine Protected Area (MPA) in the Republic of 
Maldives, preserving a globally significant 
aggregation site for the whale shark whilst 
providing a focus for community based eco-
tourism.  
 
Defining an area in which whale shark tourism 
and poaching can be monitored and regulations 

enforced will benefit the local community as well 
as the whale shark.  It will create alternative 
employment opportunities for local fishermen, 
increased tourist visitation and income for local 
island communities as well as revenue 
generated though admission and licence fees, 
which will be used to fund education schemes 
and conservation initiatives.  
  
The Approach 

A three year process is planned to allow time to 
develop a collaborative management approach 
between the MWSRP, local governing bodies 
and the Maldivian Government. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 1.1 Map of Southern South Atoll identifying 
the target area of the MPA in blue. 
 

The following are some of the key outputs of the 
Marine Protected Area programme:  

 

¶ An óeco-facilityô incorporating a field 
station for schools, a visitor centre and a 
research laboratory  
 

¶ A training and accreditation scheme 
developed in association with travel 
foundation UK for local tour operators 
including fisherman 

 

¶ Collaborative research projects between 
Maldivian students, outside experts and 
volunteers  
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¶ A whale shark monitoring network 
among tour operators 
 

¶ A public outreach campaign for the 
whale shark throughout the republic 
 

¶ A UK/Maldivian  school exchange project 
with South Ari schools   

 
 
Fig1.2 Satellite image of Southern South Ari. The 
colour markers represent whale shark 
encounters from 2006 (green), 2007 (red) and 
2008 (yellow). 
 

Adam Harman , 
Maldives Whale Shark Research 
Programme  
 
The QNHG hopes to arrange for a member of 
the MWSRP to give a presentation about their 
research in the autumn of this year. Watch this 
space! 
 
 

EXCAVATIONS AT THE ISLAMIC FORT 
OF RUWAYDHA IN NW QATAR 

There was a special presentation on 18 March 
2008 by Islamic archaeologist Dr Andrew 
Petersen, director of the University of Wales 
archaeological expedition to Qatar. In his 
presentation, entitled Excavations at the 
Islamic fort of Ruwaydha in NW Qatar, 
Dr Petersen told us about the first of [hopefully] 
several seasons of excavations at Ruwayda, a 
large ruined Islamic fort in NW Qatar.  

For those of you who have been on the 
'Northern Forts' tours, Ruwaydha is the very 
large ruined fort a few kilometres south-west of 
Al Ruwais, the town on the northernmost tip of 
the Qatar peninsula, with mangroves fringing its 
shoreline. Until this year it has never been 
excavated.  

The famous archaeologist Beatrice de Cardi and 
her British team in 1972-1973 made a surface 
collection of potsherds, some of which dated to 
the early Islamic period, i.e. 10th ï 11th century.  
Now a team of 6 archaeologists from the 
University of Wales, based in Lampeter, has 
come to Qatar to excavate this remarkable and 
unusual Islamic site.  Dr Petersen gave details 
of the recent excavations, which finish later this 
month, and suggested reasons for the 
development and subsequent abandonment of 
the site.  

 

Ruwayda Fort ï the low mounds formed from the 
remains of the fort walls 

The ruined walls and towers, which were no 
more than mounds of rubble before the 
archaeologists began excavating, appear to 
consist of an earlier square fort within a later 


