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Golden Oriole, Oriolus oriolusï photographed 
by Dileep Kumar. This photograph was taken on 
7th Sept 09 at Traina Farm, located in the 
southern part of Qatar. Dileep commented óI was 
there in this farm at 4:45am that day to get hold 
of this shy and secretive birdô. 

 
 

CHAIRMANôS MESSAGE 
 

Dear Members, 
 
With Summer holidays, Ramadan and Eid 
behind us, itôs time to look forward to the 
upcoming new year of activities at the Qatar 
Natural History Group.  We welcome back our 
old members and encourage all of you to spread 
the word about the Group to your friends.  New 
members and guests are always welcome (and 
you donôt need to be a member to come to one 
of our talks).  Why not invite a friend to come 
along to one of our meetings or other activities?  
If you have a newsletter at work, see if you can 
place an article about the Group (we can even 
provide you with one to make it even easier).   
  
We are planning a great programme of 
activities:  our monthly meetings (usually the first 
Wednesday of the month at 7pm at DESS from 
October to June) with a great array of speakers, 
rambles and fieldtrips almost every weekend 
(usually on Fridays, but occasionally on 
Saturday) going all around Qatarðout to the 

desert, to the beaches, some birding (with the 
Qatar Bird Club) and a few, more urban outings 
and of course the annual Starry Night in 
December at the Singing Dunes.  Further details 
of some of the programmes appear elsewhere in 
this newsletter.  The rambles and fieldtrips will 
start on October 17th and run through to at least 
early May. 
  
If you would like to become more active within 
the Group, we are always looking for help.  
Right now our Steering Committee needs a 
Secretary, a Social Secretary (responsible, 
amongst other things, for refreshments at 
meetings) and an additional Overseas Trip 
Coordinator to assist Jane Hoelker.  Many of the 
jobs can be shared and extra people to help out 
on the various committees are welcome as well.  
If you are interested speak to me (or one of the 
other Steering Committee members) at a 
meeting or drop me a line 
(chairman@qnhg.org).   
 
One last reminder, membership fees for the 
2009/10 season are now payable.  Dues for the 
coming year are QR 50 for an individual 
membership and QR 100 for a family.  Note that 
we have eliminated the car fees we had been 
charging for field-trips.  Dues can be paid at any 
meeting or other QNHG event.   
  
 
 
Michael Lesser 
Chairman, QNHG  
 
 
 
 
 

NEWSLETTER EDITORôS MESSAGE 
 
Many thanks to the following for their 
contributions to the first newsletter of the 
2009/10 season: 

¶ Brian Hunter 

¶ Dileep Kumar 

¶ Fran Gillespie 

¶ John Tribuna 
 

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 

mailto:chairman@qnhg.org
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of goings-on in Qatar, news concerning natural 
history or any other item that you think members 
would be interested in, we want to hear from 
you.  We would like, in particular, any articles 
sharing your travel experiences in and around 
the Gulf Region. Where did you travel during the 
recent Eid holiday? QNHG members visited 
Turkey, Morocco and Jordan as part of the 
QNHG sponsored tripsé..please write to tell 
other members about your holiday. 

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 

 

QNHG MEETING DETAILS 
 
QNHG meetings take place between October 
and June, usually on the first Wednesday of 
the month. They are held at 7.00 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.   
 

 

 
Plate 1:  DESS Location Map 

QNHG MEMBERSHIP 
 

QNHG Membership Guidelines 

Å Our new season starts in the month of 
October every year. 
 
 Å Membership to the Qatar Natural History    
Group is to be renewed on a yearly basis. 
 
 Å A membership period coincides with our 
season (October to September of the next 
year). 
 
 Å Membership applications are accepted 
throughout the year. Memberships always 
expire on September 30th of each year. 
 
 Å There are two types of memberships with 
the following membership fees (effective 
October 2009): 
      - Single Membership (QR.50/year) 
      - Family Membership (QR.100/year) 
 

Members from last season do not need to 
repeat the online registration process ï simply 
pay your 2009/10 fees at the next meeting or 
event. 

 
QNHG Membership Application Process for 

NEW members 

1. Applicant submits membership request using 
the online application form  

2. Applicant receives an email confirming the 
successful submission of the membership 
application. 

3. The applicant's membership to QNHG 
remains blocked until membership fees are 
received. 

 4. Membership fees may be paid at any QNHG 
event: general meeting; ramble or special event. 

5. Once the membership fees have been 
received, the applicant's membership is 
changed to active and access to all web site 
functions is enabled. The applicant will receive 
QNHG emails from this time. 

 

mailto:qnhgnewsletter@gmail.com
http://qnhg.org/user/register
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ARCHAEOLOGY OF QATAR 
HIGHLIGHTED AT THE BRITISH 

MUSEUM 

In a 'first' for Qatar, a special session devoted 
solely to the archaeology of Qatar was held at 
the British Museum on Friday 24 July, as part of 
the Seminar for Arabian Studies which takes 
place annually, when recent research into such 
diverse topics as archaeology, history and 
ancient languages and epigraphy is presented 
and discussed.  Archaeologists working in Qatar 
this year gave half-hour presentations on their 
findings, on sites ranging from the Iron Age 
graves at Umm al-Maa to the old trading and 
pearling town of Al Zubara. 

A team from the Visual and Spatial Technology 
Centre [VISTA] at the University of Birmingham, 
UK, led by Dr Richard Cuttler, has been 
reconstructing the ancient palaeogeography of 
Qatar using remotely sensed datasets, and the 
data resulting from their research will be 
integrated into the National Monument Record 
for Qatar. Those members of the QNHG who 
have been here more than 10 years may recall 
that Richard was a member of Qatar 
Archaeology Project: the team of archaeologists 
from the University of Birmingham working 
alongside experienced Arabian Gulf 
archaeologists and staff of the Department of 
Antiquities on the two digs on Jazirat bin 
Ghanim [aka Al Khor Island/The Purple Island] 
in January 2000, for which I was the coordinator.      

Approximately 18,000 years ago the Arabian 
Gulf was dry. The area would certainly have 
been populated, but until recently research on 
terrain that now lies deep beneath the sea was 
perceived as being beyond the reach of 
archaeologists. In her presentation at the BM a 
member of the VISTA team, Rebecca 
Beardmore, explained that as a result of recent 
developments in remote sensing, this is no 
longer the case. Countries such as Qatar are in 
a unique position in that oil exploration has 
provided extensive datasets that can be used to 
model past landscapes and inform future 
research within the region. However, the true 
value of such datasets can only be achieved if 
they are integrated as part of a larger inventory 
of heritage resources, and over the past year 
Qatar has developed a new National Monument 
Record for this purpose. This has involved the 
development of data standards for recording 

and archiving, currently known and new, 
archaeological sites. The integration of both 
marine and terrestrial data into the National 
Monument Record will ultimately facilitate pro-
active management and monument protection. 

A small team working on behalf of Qatar 
Museums Authority has been excavating for the 
last two seasons at the vast prehistoric cairnfield 
at Umm al-Maa, located on the north-west 
coast. The director, Dr Juergen Schreiber, 
presented their findings to date. This site was 
first excavated by the Danish expedition in the 
late 1950s, and again in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s by a Japanese team. The graves 
are thought to date from between 100 BC and 
100 AD.  

The Mission Francaise Archaeologique a Qatar 
from Lyons, headed by Dr Alexandrine Guerin, 
has been working in Qatar for a number of 
years, first at the small fort beside the village of 
Bir Zekrit on the west coast and more recently at 
the Abbasid [9th century] village at Murwab in the 
north-west. Dr Guerin is well known to members 
of the QNHG, having conducted several guided 
tours of Murwab for us in recent years. She 
gave a presentation last year at the Seminar for 
Arabian Studies, and this year she returned to 
present the team's most recent research on the 
ceramics discovered in stratigraphic contexts at 
Murwab. The combination of various studies 
makes it possible to assign particular functions 
to spatial units, i.e. habitation and artisanal 
zones.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Excavation at Murwab of an Abbasid period 
house with plaster floor 

Newcomers to Qatar in 2009 are archaeologists 
from the Department of Archaeology and 
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Anthropology at the University of Wales based 
in Lampeter. This season, directed by Dr 
Andrew Petersen, they conducted a first season 
of excavations at Qal'at al-Ruwaydah sponsored 
by the Qatar Museums Authority [QMA]. Dr 
Petersen gave the QNHG an illustrated 
presentation on the first season's findings, at a 
meeting earlier this year.  

 

Dr. Andrew Petersen of the University of Wales 

Al-Ruwaydah is a large Islamic period site 
stretching over an area of more than two 
kilometres along the beach of a shallow bay on 
the northern tip of Qatar. The site comprises at 
least seven distinct areas including an extensive 
prehistoric component. Although the site was 
recorded in 1972-3 by Beatrice de Cardi's team 
from the UK and a selection of surface pottery 
samples taken for analysis, this is the first time it 
has been investigated through archaeological 
excavation and topographic survey.  

Dr Petersen said that preliminary findings 
indicate that the main site was inhabited from 
the medieval to the early modern period (c. 11th 
- 18th centuries) although this dating is subject 
to modification based on further analysis of the 
finds and other dating materials. Excavation so 
far has concentrated on the most visible feature 

of the site, which is a fortress divided into four 
separate courtyards. The principal aim of this 
season's excavation was to identify the building 
sequence of the fort and also get some idea of 
its foundation date. The team from Wales hope 
to return later this year to continue their 
excavations.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An excavated interior wall at Al-Ruwaydah 
 

The northern pre-oil era walled town of Al 
Zubara has been excavated by the Department 
of Antiquities at various periods over the last 
thirty years, and some of the buildings have 
been partially reconstructed. The most recent 
work on the archaeology and environment of 
this extensive site has been conducted this year, 
at the invitation of the QMA, by a team of 
thirteen from the University of Copenhagen in 
Denmark, led by Dr Alan Walmsley 
[excavations] and Dr Ingolf Thuesen [heritage]. 
The intention this season was to complete a 
preliminary assessment, recording and survey of 
Al-Zubarah and its hinterland, as well as making 
an initial reconnaissance of other sites in the 
north of Qatar. Dr Walmsley's presentation 
focused on the results of the work in and around 
Al-Zubarah, including the mapping of the site, 
the geomorphological and archaeological 
investigation of its hinterland including 
associated sites, and two areas of investigative 
open-area excavations within the town itself. 
 
Last year a small team from Moesgard Museum 
in Jutland, Denmark was here, working near the 
film set in the oasis at Ras Abrouq on Bronze 
Age and Neolithic sites. This marked a return to 
Qatar of Danish archaeologists after a gap of 44 
years: the Danish expedition including Geoffrey 
Bibby, a British archaeologist working alongside 
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them who wrote the best-selling Looking for 
Dilmun in 1970, pioneered archaeological 
research along the whole coast of eastern 
Arabia including Bahrain and Qatar. 
 
Last year Bo Madsen, the director of the team, 
conducted a detailed survey in the west of the 
peninsula and made an astonishing discovery: 
two lithic sites which he believes may be as old 
as 700,000 years. Until now, nothing older than 
the Neolithic, ie 8000 years BP, has been found 
here in Qatar. Next year Bo and his colleagues 
hope to return, under the auspices of the QMA, 
and continue their research. If what he believes 
is correct, it will re-write not only the prehistory 
of Qatar but that of the entire human race, as 
this could be evidence of another migration 
route out of Africa for our earliest ancestors.        
 
Fran Gillespie 
 
Further information about the teams of researchers 
may be found in issues 2 & 3 of the QNHG 
newsletter 2008/09 season. Copies may be found in 
the archive section of the QNHG website. 

 
SAFETY FIRST IN THE SEA AND ON LAND 

 
In this article, Fran Gillespie, a long term resident 
in Qatar, gives her, often first hand, advice on the 
many safety issues to consider when living in 
and exploring a desert environment.  
 

Many people on coming to Qatar have rather 
vague ideas about what safety precautions they 
should take in a hot desert country surrounded 
by sea, and some focus on quite the wrong 
thing. For example there are exaggerated fears 
of sharks, although there has never been a 
single recorded incident of shark attack in Qatari 
waters since the old pearling days, when food 
refuse chucked overboard from boats moored in 
one area for months on end inevitably attracted 
sharks, which gradually lost their instinctive fear 
of humans. Actually, the most dangerous living 
creature in Qatar is the humble little ant, 
because of the number of cases of anaphylactic 
shock resulting from bites. But few people 
believe me when I tell them this. 
 
All the same there are obvious precautions that 
one should take when travelling off-road, and 
the most important is to take plenty of water: at 
least 3 times as much as you and your party 
could possibly drink in one day. Dehydration can 
be a real problem if your vehicle breaks down, 
and in my 25 years in Qatar I've heard of more 

than one death here, in summer temperatures, 
resulting from vehicles breaking down and 
people attempting to walk to safety. Nowadays 
when everyone carries a mobile phone this is 
perhaps less of a danger. But be prepared. 
 
Always, always wear safety belts when driving 
off-road [and on road for that matter] ï sand 
dunes on the route to the Inland Sea change 
their wind-blown shapes and a slope that was 
quite safe to negotiate one week may have 
metamorphosed into a death wall the next. 
Injuries and deaths usually occur when the 
vehicle rolls and people are flung out ï that's 
when a safety belt could save your life.  
 
There are snakes both in the sea and on land. 
And there are scorpions. You are not very likely 
to see them, as such creatures are shy and hide 
themselves, but nevertheless they are there and 
one should be aware of them. 
 
Scorpions belong to a group of arthropods and 
have four pairs of legs. The front pair of legs, 
called pedipalps, look dangerous, like the claws 
of a miniature lobster, but are harmless and 
used for holding and tearing up food. Itôs the tail 
you want to keep clear of. The end segment 
carries a little sac of venom with a needle-sharp, 
curved sting. There are several species in Qatar 
and they can turn up anywhere, even on the 
beach. One school group camping overnight 
found eleven under the ground sheet of their 
tent when they took it down in the morning! 
Scorpions will hide under pieces of old rotten 
wood as well as rocks, and also under bits of 
expanded polystyrene of which, alas, there is no 
shortage in Qatar! 
 

 
 

Fat-tailed scorpion Androctonus crassicauda 
commonly found in Qatar 



QNHG 2009/10 Season                                                                                                         Newsletter #1 

- 6 - 

 

Obvious precautions are to wear closed shoes, 
not open sandals or flip-flops, when out in the 
desert at night, and never to pick up a box or 
turn over a rock with your bare hands without 
checking underneath first. Keep the fly-screen of 
your tent closed at all times ï it's amazing the 
variety of small creatures that seek to join you in 
the middle of the night, and I speak from 
experience.  
 
Some years ago I enquired about the number of 
scorpion victims seeking treatment at the 
Accident and Emergency Unit of Hamad 
Hospital, and was told it was between one and 
three a day. This seemed a surprisingly high 
incidence, but similar figures were available 
from a hospital in Saudi Arabia. It's probably due 
to the large number of people here who make 
their living herding animals in the desert and 
working on building sites where scorpions may 
hide under building materials. A survey carried 
out in the Hail region of Saudi Arabia in 1994 
recorded 820 cases of scorpion stings in 6 
months of which only one, to a small child, was 
fatal. 
 
In the unfortunate event of a sting, the first thing 
is to reassure the victim, who will be suffering 
from shock. Clean the wound and apply a firm 
supporting bandage but not a tourniquet. Keep 
the site of the sting as cool as possible using 
iced water, if available, ensure it remains below 
the level of the heart. In hospital a local 
anaesthetic will be administered by injection to 
relieve the pain, followed by an oral analgesic. 
The injured person is normally kept in for 
observation for six hours and then discharged if 
no deterioration in his/her condition occurs. 
 
There are several species of land snake in 
Qatar, some of which are active during the day. 
However all are quite harmless to humans with 
the exception of one, or possibly two, species of 
viper. On a QNHG field trip a couple of years 
ago someone sat down on the ground to have a 
picnic and found themselves uncomfortably 
close to a small Horned Viper! Fortunately no 
harm resulted. 
 
As with scorpions, never turn over a rock by 
putting your hand underneath, and wear closed 
shoes at night. In the highly unlikely event of a 
bite forget all that dramatic cutting-and-sucking-
the-wound business; all that achieves is further 
pain and shock for the victim. The limb that has 
been bitten should be immobilised at once. This 

is important; the injured person should lie down 
with the site of the bite lower than the heart.  
 

 
 

Horned Viper Cerastes gasperettii 
 

Then apply a broad pressure bandage above 
and below the site, but not so tightly as to impair 
circulation. It can be made of clothing torn into 
strips, and a splint made from a stick will keep 
the limb immobile. The injured person must then 
be carried to a vehicle, preferably an 
ambulance, and taken to hospital.  
 
QNHG trip leaders always carry a First-Aid box 
containing an elasticated pressure bandage, but 
it's a good idea to carry your own basic 
equipment in case of emergency. 
 
Authorities at the Accident and Emergency Unit 
at Hamad Hospital say that they see few 
genuine cases of snake bite.  Far more common 
are the people who feel a sharp jab on the ankle 
from a twig or thorn and rush to the hospital in 
panic! For this reason a simple test for the 
presence of venom is always given before 
treatment. 
     
Nine species of sea-snake inhabit the waters of 
Arabia. Unlike the land snakes here they are 
related to cobras, and in fact the venom of some 
species of sea snake is even more deadly than 
that of cobras. This sounds like bad news, and 
some people are understandably a little nervous 
about encountering a snake while swimming. 
However, the good news is that, although in 
other parts of the world there are species of sea 
snake which can be aggressive to humans, 
none of them inhabit the waters off Qatar. Most 
species of sea-snake are not aggressive and 
would never bite a swimmer or diver unless 
molested. 
 


