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CHAIRMAN’S MESSAGE 
 

Dear Members, 
 

We‟re now two months into our very active 
season of events.  There have been two 
fascinating talks by wonderful speakers and 
December‟s meeting looks to be great as well. 
We will welcome two speakers from the 
Maldives Whale Shark Research Programme 
who are stopping off in Doha, especially to make 
this presentation, on route to the Maldives to 
start their winter season of research.   
 
Rambles and field trips have been held every 
week (one week we even had two!) including 
a desert driver training session to keep us safe 
off road (your chairman, with some help from a 
couple of our experts, has now successfully 
driven his way to the Inland Sea and, more 
importantly, made it back!).  For those of you 
around during Eid, we will be organizing 
Rambles during that period.  Lots more are 
being planned for the rest of the year.   
 
We have now filled the position of Secretary to 
the Steering Committee (my thanks to Rose 

Dzugan) but we still need a Social Secretary to 
bring refreshments to the monthly meetings 
(Louise Hunter has been filling in, but needs 
some relief).  If anyone is interested in taking on 
this responsibility, please let me know. 
  
Most people join the QNHG because a member 
told them about our meetings.  Why not bring a 
friend with you to the next meeting?  If you have 
a company bulletin board, why not post the 
announcement or write an article for your 
company newsletter (we can even help you with 
some content if you need it).  Our current 
membership is around 270 and is steadily 
increasing. 
  
 
 
Michael Lesser 
Chairman, QNHG  
 
 
 
 
 

NEWSLETTER EDITOR’S MESSAGE 
 
Many thanks to the following for their 
contributions to the second newsletter of the 
2009/10 season: 

 Renee Richer 

 Rob Ross  

 April Torres Conkey 

 Orlin Lavallie & Marlene van Vuuren 

 John Thompson  

 Dileep Kumar  

 Fran Gillespie 

 Brian Hunter 
 
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 any other item that you think members 
would be interested in, we want to hear from 
you.  Thank you to QNHG members April Torres 
Conkey, Orlin Lavallie & Brian Hunter who have 
sent articles sharing their travel experiences 
during the recent Eid holiday.  

Rob and Helen Ross, residents in Qatar for 16 
years, were asked if they would be the first to 
write what I hope will be a series of articles 
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describing „Special places in Qatar‟. Rob, a 
geologist, writes on page 4 about a pleistocene 
beach and dune system located in the south-
east of Qatar. 

Please send any articles, information or 
announcements to newsletter-editor@qnhg.org 
or hunterlm95@yahoo.com and put „QNHG 
Newsletter‟ 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.   
 
Please note that the dates for presentations in 
the spring will be: Jan 6th, Feb 3rd & March 3rd.  
 
 

 

 

Plate 1:  DESS Location Map 

QNHG MEMBERSHIP 
 

QNHG Membership Guidelines 

• Our new season starts in the month of 
October every year. 
 
 • Membership to the Qatar Natural History    
Group is to be renewed on a yearly basis. 
 
 • A membership period coincides with our 
season (October to September of the next 
year). 
 
 • Membership applications are accepted 
throughout the year. Memberships always 
expire on September 30th of each year. 
 
 • 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 – 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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THE QATAR CAPER 
 
Take a casual drive up the north road and you‟re 
bound to encounter the culinary critter Capparis 
spinosa (the spiny caper).  
 

 
 

The Spiny Caper Capparis spinosa 
 

While the mention of capers brings to mind 
piquant, preserved flower buds and swank 
salads, it is unlikely to stir any thought of Qatar. 
However, here amongst the barren gravel 
plains, grows the delectable caper and caper 
berry, locally known as shafallah. The flower 
bud (caper) is preserved in salt or vinegar and 
used as a garnish, in salads or sauces, the 
smallest buds being the most dear. If allowed to 
develop, the fruit (caper berry) is pickled to star 
in an afternoon mezze. In the desert, the red 
flesh of the berries is revealed and serves as a 
Tenebrionid beetle treat. 
 

 
 
A member of the Brassicaceae family, the caper 
counts among its closest relatives the other 
delicious crucifers including radish, cabbage, 
kale, broccoli, cauliflower, brussel sprouts, 

horseradish, turnip and kohlrabi. The 
characteristic flavor of all arise from the sulfur-
containing glucosinolates and isothiocyanates 
produced by the plant. Medicinally, it has been 
used for everything from inducing abortions, 
expelling worms and treating diabetes (1,2) to 
producing anti-cancer compounds (3). Today, it 
is locally used as an aphrodisiac and to treat 
testicular problems (4) which may be attributed 
to the testicular shape of the fruit; according to 
the Doctrine of Signatures “a widespread belief 
that if a plant part looks like a body part, that 
body part will be affected by the plant” (5). 
 
Unlike much of the lackluster reproductive 
regalia in Qatar flora, the caper flowers are 
easily recognized. They are large with four 
creamy white petals and a mass of whirling, 
pink-tinged stamens.  
 

 
 

Be aware, you need to move quickly to catch 
them! The flowers are nocturnal, opening just 
prior to sunset and closing the following morning 
(6). Make sure to share them with the local bees 
digging deep for the abundant nectar. 
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Although common in the region and prized as a 
food source, the caper is not directly mentioned 
in the Quran. It is, however mentioned in the 
Bible. In some translations, the caper berry is 
equated with desire since ancient Israelis 
referred to the appetizer as “desire shall fail” in 
reference to its ability to stave off hunger (7). 
The New Jerusalem Bible presents a more 
traditional translation (Ecclesiastes 12:5). “When 
the almond tree blossoms and the grasshopper 
drags himself along and the caper bush loses its 
tang. Then man goes to his eternal home and 
mourners go about the streets” (5). 
Appropriately stated, because if the caper loses 
its tang, it‟s definitely time to go home and 
mourn. 
 
Renee Richer,  
Photos: R. Richer 6.22.08 Cement factory off 
North Road, Qatar. 
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SPECIAL PLACES IN QATAR 
 
Rob and Helen Ross arrived in Qatar in 
November 1993 with their three children Rob, 
Simon and Miranda when Rob took up a 

position as a geoscientist with Qatar Petroleum.  
They joined the QNHG soon after arriving and 
enjoyed visiting interesting sites and met people 
who have been good friends ever since. They 
recommend newcomers who are keen to 
explore Qatar join QNHG to learn about the best 
sites to explore whilst they become familiar with 
off-road driving.  Helen and Rob have a couple 
of special places they visit regularly, but in early 
2009 came across a really interesting place to 
explore through geologist Jeremy Jameson of 
Exxonmobil. They have been back several times 
this year.   
 

Pleistocene Beach ~90,000 Years Before 
Present (YBP) 

 
The location provides the opportunity to 
compare ancient, recent and modern beach 
systems.  There are two places to explore.  The 
first is a Pleistocene Aeolian dune complex (1) 
and the second is a Pleistocene beach (2).  Both 
are located 9 kilometres inland and are likely to 
coincide with the ~90,000 years before present 
high stand when sea-level was higher than 
present (see sea-level graph based on 
Fairbridge 1961).   
 

 
 

Pleistocene Dune (1) & Beach (2) 
 

This is one of the best exposures of an ancient 
beach anywhere.  Weathering has enhanced the 
characteristic features of the beach.  Between 
these two locations, there is a Holocene beach, 
which radiocarbon age-dating puts at 
approximately 4,000 years before present, when 
sea-level was around two metres higher than it 
is today.  
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sea-level graph based on Fairbridge 1961 
 

Sitting at the Pleistocene beach, you can readily 
imagine what it was like to be at the coast 
~90,000 years ago. However, instead of the sea, 
there is a 9 kilometre expanse of sabkha 
overlain by spectacular sand dunes to look out 
on between the beach and the Sealine 
coastline.   
 

 
 

Wind ripple lamination and wind erosion 
 

This is an excellent example of a prograding 
coastline where the Aeolian sands have been 
blown south-westwards across Qatar and into 
the sea by the prevailing winds from the North-
West.  The whole nine kilometre sabkha extent 
to the coast has been formed in the last 4,000 
years.  Nearby, you can ponder the origins of 
the Khor Al Adaid coastline from the top of a 
Holocene dune. 
 

 
 

Helen, beach chairs and a Pleistocene beach 
 

 
 

Rob (left) and geologist Jeremy Jameson on 
dune overlooking the beach 

 
Rob Ross 
 

 INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL 
 

Many members of QNHG take the opportunity 
during the Eid holidays to travel within the Gulf 
Region. QNHG committee member April Torres 
Conkey visited Jordan and writes an account of 
the wildlife which might be encountered there. 
 
Orlin Lavallie and Brian Hunter describe their 
travels through Turkey and the Seychelles. 



QNHG 2009/10 Season                                                                                                         Newsletter #2 

- 6 - 

 

These countries lie outside what we might think 
of as the Gulf Region, but are popular choices 
for Eid travel and easily accessible from Doha. 

 
The Wondrous Wildlife of Jordan 

 
Among the wonders of Petra, the Roman ruins 
of Jerash, the Byzantine mosaics of Madaba 
and the crystallized shores of the Dead Sea are 
the treasured flora and fauna of Jordan.  
 
The Kingdom has five nature reserves and 
tourist companies can arrange various levels of 
hikes, rides, and drives (hiking tours are not 
available during Eid).  Even in September, the 
weather in northern Jordan is cool and pleasant, 
and the pine forests near Ajlun help satisfy the 
desert-dweller‟s hunger for greenery.   
 
Rock Agamas (Laudakia stellio) sun themselves 
on the palace ruins of Umayyad, and male Sinai 
Lizards (Pseudotrapelus sinaitus) stake out 
territory on the grounds of Petra, showing their 
bright blue heads and neck.  Although bacteria 
are the only living things that can survive in the 
waters of the Dead Sea, the gardens and 
freshwater sources of the hotels attract 
numerous birds, including the Palestine Sunbird 
(Nectarinia osea), Woodchat Shrike (Lanius 
senator), and Graceful Warbler (Prinia gracilis).  

   

 
 

Rock Agama (Laudakia stellio) 
 

 
 

Sinai Lizard (Pseudotrapelus sinaitus) 
 

Common among the mountains of Petra and 
Wadi Rum is the Sinai Rosefinch (Carpodacus 
synoicus) and the striking black and white 
colours of the Mourning Wheatear (Oenanthe 
lugens).  A spring visit allows the opportunity to 
see the dark purple Petra Iris (Iris petrana) and 
native oleanders in bloom amidst thousands of 
other flowering species.  Tropical fish thrive in 
the reefs of the Red Sea, off the coast of Aqaba, 
where diving and snorkelling are popular 
activities.  Although the mammals are more 
elusive, you can see Nubian ibex (Capra ibex) 
and native gazelles at the nature reserve 
breeding facilities.   
 

 
 

Sinai Rosefinch (Carpodacus synoicus) 
 

And so, if you are considering a trip to Jordan, 
pack your binoculars and make an effort to stop 
and observe the 2200 plants, 105 amphibians 
and reptiles, 421 birds, and 77 mammal species 
of the Kingdom.  You will not be disappointed! 
 
April A. Torres Conkey 
Photographs by Andrew P. Conkey 
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TURKEY – LAND OF ANCIENT 
SPLENDOUR 

 

„We‟re going to self drive‟, we declared when we 
heard that the QNHG trip to Turkey was 
cancelled. We decided to stick to and add to the 
original plan and equipped with a map, a great 
itinerary & travel books we arrived in Istanbul.  
 
Istanbul on the Bosphorus is an amazing city 
with scattered ancient Roman relics to remind 
us what a great nation this is, with tolerance for 
many, appreciating the past and embracing the 
new.  Our binoculars aided to appreciate the 
splendour of the art and mosaics in the Haga 
Sophia (considered one of the eight wonders of 
the world) and Blue mosque.  
 

 
 

View over Istanbul 
 

 
 

Mosaic inside Haga Sophia 
 

We loved the Turkish cuisine (be sure not to 
miss the Pudding shop opposite the Haga 
Sophia and Blue Mosque, an old hippie 
establishment), Turkish Delight and 
pomegranate juice (5 years younger in 5 
minutes, the vendor promised me). We spent 
splendid hours exploring the Galata Bridge and 

Galata Tower (the restaurants underneath the 
bridge, with night views of the Bosphoros and 
Golden Horn, local fisherman, Nirgala smokers 
and backgammon players were a pleasant 
surprise). 
 

 
 

Inside the Blue Mosque 
 

The next morning we picked up our car and 
GPS. Our route took us via the European part of 
Turkey (hugging the coastline of the Sea of 
Marmara) to Gallipoli, historically famous for 
being the site of many battles during WW 1.   
Gazing over Anzac Cove Bay bathed in the last 
rays of the sun with Attaturk, the Turk‟s beloved 
leader, one realizes the strategic importance of 
this area, also at Troy the next day. Later we 
crossed the Dardanelles straight by ferry, to 
arrive in Asian Turkey at Cannakale.    
 
The western coastline of Turkey is lush, rugged 
and mountainous, overlooking the Aegean Sea. 
The area is rich in archaeological wonders, with 
a Hierapolis (ancient Greek city) with impressive 
temples and Roman theatres in almost every 
city we passed through (most Unesco sites).  
Along the route we stopped to enjoy the views 
and to replenish fresh fruit (ripe figs, peaches, 
apples and pears) and nuts from harvesting 
farmers.  In one of the small towns a family was 
harvesting walnuts and invited us to share in the 
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harvest.  I will always remember the smell of fig 
trees on a balmy warm day, the view over 
Pergamom‟s Roman theatre and Ephesus‟ 
ancient temples and library.  At Pumakalle the 
calcareous hot springs create fascinating 
travertines (white terraces and basins). We even 
had time for a morning swim in Cleopatra‟s 
bubbly hot baths (used as a spa since 2nd 
century BC) with roman pillars scattered in the 
bath as a result of previous earthquakes.  
 

 
 

Roman theatre at Pergamom 
 

We arrived in the mountainous Cappadocia 
region at night, to be overwhelmed the next 
morning by the valleys of fairy chimneys 
formations and rock fortresses (we were always 
behind on our schedule but never missed a 
beat). The history of this area dates back to the 
Hittite period (short people living in the most 
amazing underground cities, scattered over the 
region).  People over the ages lived and hid 
from enemies in dwellings and homes carved 
from these formations. We visited some of the 
earliest churches with amazing frescoes in the 
Göreme valley. Cappadocia is also the area 
where wine production started nearly 4000 
years ago.  
 

 
 

Ephesus temple and library 

 
 

Pigeon Valley with carved houses and Uchisar 
Rock Fortress 

 

 
 

Faces from Capadocia 
 

After a very long drive we arrived in Istanbul 
again. After a leisurely cruise on the Bosphoros 
to the Black Sea, we spent an evening in the 
famous Ortakoy area under the Istanbul bridge, 
walking alongside the ancient city walls and 
playing more backgammon in small street side 
cafes. The next day we visited the famous 
Topkapi Museum with its exquisite blue Izmic 
tiles, the famous covered bazaar and the 
archaeological museums with exhibitions of all 
the sites we‟d visited. Our last night in Istanbul 
was spent at the Galata Tower (one of the 
oldest towers in the world), ending a perfect trip 
 

 
 

The Galata Tower 
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with a delicious Turkish meal among people 
from all over the world. 
 

Nine days in Turkey. Next time we‟ll allow more 
time in this wonderful country!  
 
Orlin Lavallie & Marlene J van Vuuren 

 

BIRD ISLAND – SEYCHELLES 
 
Lying 100 km north of the main islands of the 
Seychelles group, Bird Island is truly a world 
apart from any other wildlife holiday destination. 
Most of the Seychelles islands are granitic but 
Bird Island is coralline and the most northerly of 
the group, which have been isolated from 
mainland Africa, Madagascar and India for 
millions of years. The island takes its name from 
the huge colony of Sooty Terns (Sterna fuscata) 
that breeds there and was used in the earliest 
days of settlement as a source of fertilizer.  
 
Bird Island is served by an (almost) daily Twin 
Otter flight from Mahe, capital of the Seychelles. 
From the air we could see that to one side of the 
island there is a grass airstrip, short but easily 
long enough for the plane to land. Also from the 
air you can see that this tiny tree-filled tropical 
island is surrounded by ocean washed pristine 
sandy beaches and a huge expanse of shallow 
coral reef extending many times the area of the 
island. 
 

 
 

Bird Island 
 

Once we landed, we realised that there are two 
more incredibly important aspects to Bird 
Island…. 
 
First, the family owners and operators of the 
island, which includes the air-strip, hotel, cabins, 

power, water, food supply and everything else. 
The family are dedicated to preserving the 
island just as it is – and seem to spend their 
time saying “no” to those seeking to purchase 
the island and turn it into just another holiday 
resort!  Without this dedicated family and their 
team, Bird Island as it is today would not exist. 
These guys represent conservation at its best! 
They deserve all our support, and long may they 
continue. The staff all live on the island, fruit and 
vegetables are grown in the gardens and locally 
caught fish is a staple part of the delicious 
cuisine on offer. Rainwater is collected and used 
to supplement fresh(ish) water drawn from 
underground. 
 
Second, the BIRDS! It would be impossible for 
anyone to visit Bird Island without being 
impressed by the multitude and tameness of the 
birdlife. To begin with, the airstrip and 
surrounding area are home to 700,000 pairs of 
Sooty Terns (Sterna fuscata) – the single largest 
breeding colony anywhere on Earth. Such a 
large number of fish-catching terns in the middle 
of a tropical ocean have their attendant 
predators – so the island hosts good numbers of 
both Lesser and Greater Frigatebirds (Frigata 
ariel/Frigata minor) – for me one of the World‟s 
top 10 birds for sure! Also, easily seen, are the 
magnificent White-Tailed Tropicbirds (Phaethon 
lepturus), Red-Footed Booby (Sula sula) and of 
course that Seychelles speciality – Fairy (or 
White) Tern (Gygis alba) - famous for balancing 
their single egg on the branch of a tropical tree! 
While on Bird Island you will have these 
beautiful birds as your immediate neighbours – 
perhaps even sitting on the back of your deck 
chair sharing your view with the Noddies (Anous 
stolidus & Anous tenuirostris). 
 

 
 

Fairy (or White) Tern (Gygis alba) 
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White-Tailed Tropicbird & chick (Phaethon 
lepturus) 
 

A final mention should go to the Giant Tortoises 
and Hawksbill Turtles. These respectively on-
land and beach nesting giants frequent the 
island. The tortoises (the same species as on 
Galapagos) number ~20 individuals including 
the world‟s oldest Giant Tortoise “Esmeralda” 
who might remember Queen Victoria‟s sailors 
who visited the island! The tortoises were 
transported to the island at various times in the 
past, probably from Aldabra Atoll and it is hoped 
that they will breed.  
 

 
 

‘Giant’ Tortoise & ‘small’ boy! 
 

The island has its own wildlife guide, who lives 
there on an almost permanent basis. Visitors are 
invited to join him on his daily tour of the island. 
His extensive knowledge of the history and the 
wildlife of the Seychelles, and particularly Bird 

Island, is self evident, as is his love for his role 
as a conservator of this tropical paradise. 
 

One word of warning for intending visitors – the 
island is self sufficient – so lights go off (to avoid 
distracting the turtles) at nightfall and guests are 
issued with a torch. The climate is tropical, so 
hot and humid all year and there is not enough 
power to waste on an a/c. Instead the cabins are 
wonderfully open – to benefit from the cooling 
sea breeze; to the clamour of the seabirds and 
to the geckos and invertebrates that share Bird 
Island! Also, leave your mobile and laptops 
behind as you will be out of range of any 
internet. It is a thrill and a privilege to visit Bird 
Island even for 1 night in a lifetime – everyone 
should do it - Enjoy! 
 
For further information visit: 
www.birdislandseychelles.com  
 
Text & photographs: Louise & Brian Hunter 
 

RAMBLE REPORT 
 

URBAN WALK IN DOWNTOWN DOHA 
 

Leaders: Bronwyn & Mike Donaldson 
 
The Urban Walk, held on Friday October 31st, 
was attended by approximately 35 enthusiastic 
walkers, all ready to set off by 8:30am, an early 
start to beat the inevitable heat of a late October 
day. 
 
We began by introducing a little history of the 
Souq Waqif area, the origin of its name and 
giving some information about local historic 
buildings, then set off to savour the aromas of 
the spice souk followed by the bird souq areas.  
 

 
 

The oldest hotel in Doha 

http://www.birdislandseychelles.com/
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Our walk took us out to the Al Khoot Fort, the 
large Sidr trees nearby and views of the clock 
tower. Our route then went through the main 
souq areas past the falconry shops and over 
Grand Hamad St, past Al Fanar and the older 
Souqs and over to the Gold Souq and Bus 
Station. From there we walked down through 
some of the old parts of Doha going along back 
alleys with views a direct contrast to those found 
in West Bay! 
 

 
 

The old Ottoman Bank building 
 

Finally, we went toward the Al Bidda area 
stopping to view an outcrop with some 
petroglyphs on it. Similar types of carvings are 
found in other regions of Qatar. From there the 
walk took us along the front of the Diwan Emeri, 
turned up towards the Clock Tower and finally 
returned to the cars. 
 
It was fairly hot by the time we were finished, 
just after 11 am, but there had been water stops 
on the way. A few folk needed to short cut back 
and because of the location this was easy to do. 
The length of the walk was just over 9km. Well 
done to all the walkers! 
 
Bronwyn Donaldson 
 

QNHG LIBRARY NEWS 
 

Qatar Natural History Group has its own 
library covering a wide range of natural history 
subjects focussing on the Arabian Gulf -
especially Qatar. 
 
A full inventory of all books and publications 
held in the library is available on the QNHG 
website and may be found by using the following 
link qnhg.org/Library/Inventory. 

Many thanks to all those people and 
organisations for their generous donations to our 
library, if you are leaving Qatar and would like to 
make a donation to the library please contact 
Mark Murase or any other committee member.  
 
All publications are gratefully received! 
 
Mark Murase 
QNHG Librarian 
 

BIRDING NEWS 
 FROM THE QATAR BIRD CLUB 

 

EXCEPTIONAL AUTUMN RAPTOR 
MIGRATION 

 
October and early November saw an 
exceptional range of raptors passing through 
Qatar on autumn migration. In addition to the 
regular species, this autumn also saw records of 
Black Shouldered Kite (Elanus caeuleus), 
Honey Buzzard (Pernis Apivorus), Eastern 
Imperial Eagle (Aquila heliaca - see article 
below), Short toed eagle (Circaetus gallicus) 
and Levant sparrowhawk (Accipter brevipes).  
 
The onset of the winter season will see large 
numbers of waders and seabirds along the 
Qatar coastline. Please keep an eye out for 
unusual species and report any sightings to 
members of Qatar Bird Club. 
 

STOP PRESS! Globally threatened 
species visits Qatar. 

 
On 20th November eight Sociable Lapwing 
(Chettusia gregaria), also known as Sociable 
Plover, were found in south central Qatar. This 
species is globally endangered and is listed by 
Birdlife International as one of the world‟s most 
threatened species, with a declining population 
of around 11,000 individuals remaining. The 
Sociable Lapwing breeds in the central Asian 
steppes of Russia & Kazakhstan and follow 
three known migratory routes.  
 
The birds observed in Qatar are believed to 
belong to the least understood migratory 
population which is occasionally recorded in the 
Arabian Gulf, most likely on route to Sudan/East 
Africa. Birdlife International calls for „national 
species action plans‟ to be developed in those 
countries where Sociable Lapwing occurs on 
migration and the Qatar Bird Club will be 
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assessing how best to respond to this 
exceptional sighting. 
 

 
 

Two Sociable Lapwing (foreground) with a 
Northern Lapwing (rear) 

 

Brian Hunter 
Qatar Bird Club Conservation Committee 
Photograph by John Thompson 
 

RARE VISITOR FROM KAZAKHSTAN 
 
On the morning of 30 October  John Thompson 
was at the Abu Nakhla lagoons near the Salwa 
Road, pursuing his hobby of bird photography, 
when he sighted a large eagle with a prominent 
tag attached to its wing. At first he took it to be 
one of the Greater Spotted Eagles which are 
often seen hunting over the lagoons, but it was 
soon identified as an Eastern Imperial Eagle, a 
much rarer bird. In fact, this is only the second 
recorded sighting in Qatar. 
 
These majestic birds of prey closely resemble 
Golden Eagles, and are only a tad smaller in 
size, with wing spans of 2 metres in fully grown 
birds.  
 

 
 

Imperial Eagle (Aquila heliaca) 

Where was it tagged? Emails flew back and 
forth. Within  24 hours, via Arabian ornithologist 
Mike Jennings in the UK and Todd Katzner, 
Director of Conservation and Field Research at 
the National Aviary in Pittsburgh USA, the eagle 
was  tracked to the Naurzum Nature Reserve in 
northern Kazakhstan, a distance of some 3300 
km from Qatar. Staff there confirmed that the 
eagle, probably a male, was wing-tagged on 
July 28 2009.  It was the oldest of three chicks in 
the brood. Immature birds have spotted wings, 
which accounts for the original confusion over its 
identity. 
 
A more different terrain to the sewage effluent 
lagoons could hardly be imagined. Located in a 
valley between two rivers, Naurzum, covering 
some 88,000 ha. and created as a nature 
reserve more than 70 years ago, is a land of 
beautiful pine and birch forests and home to 
around 240 species of birds. 
 
Every year the eagles migrate from South-East 
Europe and West and Central Asia to Africa, 
India and China. Victims of habitat loss, 
persecution, nest robbing and collision with 
power lines, the world population of Eastern 
Imperial Eagles is listed as 'vulnerable'. No more 
than a thousand pairs are thought to inhabit 
Europe.  
  
These huge raptors have a strong preference for 
open country rather than mountains and huge 
forests. Their nests are built at the top of tall 
trees, with open sight-lines in all directions and 
no attempt at concealment. So the deserts of 
Qatar, with the grey water lagoons providing a 
haven for thousands of migrating birds, including 
raptors, may well have seemed a good place to 
stop and have a rest and a snack.  
 
'I thought the tag looked a bit uncomfortable for 
the bird,' was John's comment. 
'I believe it must have just arrived, because it 
seemed tired and made no attempt to fly away 
when we approached it.'  
 
The news of this remarkable sighting spread like 
wildfire, and birders from all over Qatar headed 
to the lagoons in hope of seeing the eagle. The 
next day it had left, wearied perhaps with all the 
attention, to continue its long journey.  
 
Mike Jennings, the co-ordinator of the Arabian 
Breeding Birds Atlas [ABBA] and editor of 



QNHG 2009/10 Season                                                                                                         Newsletter #2 

- 13 - 

 

Phoenix, the Arabian birds magazine which is 
distributed to QNHG members annually, writes, 
 
'There was another Kazakhstan bird in Oman a 
year or two ago and this year I saw many in the 
north of Saudi Arabia (February). The total seen 
was 63 on transect censuses; this extrapolates 
out to over 3000 for the whole region of northern 
Arabia!  On this basis it seems a very significant 
part of the world population winters in Arabia.  I 
am surprised that there have been so few in 
Qatar.  That is  probably because ( I think) all  
eagles enter Arabia by a landward route in 
winter, avoiding sea crossings, ie they come via 
Kuwait and the north, and so they are unlikely to 
get to Qatar that often, (for the same reason 
eagles are relatively rare in Bahrain). 
Alternatively your bird might have been blown 
off course and had to fly across the Gulf.  That 
might account for it appearing 
tired/approachable... Immature Imperials look 
very spotted (as in your picture) and they are 
also very pale above which also makes them 
look a bit like the pale 'fulvescens' form of the 
Greater Spotted.  In flight they have a rather  
long and narrow wing and long tail, unlike the 
short wide wings and short tail of the Greater 
Spotted.'  
 
A version of this article originally appeared in the Gulf 
Times on 2 November 2009     

 

Fran Gillespie  
 

   LECTURE PROGRAMME 
 
Dates may vary from our usual format of the first 
Wednesday of each month, please put the 
following dates in your diary: 

 
Please note new meeting time of 7:00 pm. 

   
The last presentation of the year will be held on 
Wednesday 2nd December at 7pm. Our 
speakers for December will be Adam Harman 
and Richard Rees who are both directors of the 
Maldives Whale Shark Research Programme. 
 

Richard Rees, biologist, trustee, director and 
founding member of the Maldives Whale Shark 
Research Programme has worked voluntarily in 
the charity since its inception. Richard is head of 
research and development and is very much the 
man with the ideas. He often refers to his job as 
„the best job in the World‟. He is an avid free-

diver who loves to encounter a huge variety of 
marine life and is passionate about his work.  

Adam Harman, trustee and director of the 
Maldives Whale Shark Research Programme 
has also worked voluntarily in the charity since 
his involvement began in April 2008. He has 
been passionate about the marine environment 
from as far back as he can remember and 
becomes uncomfortable when away from the 
ocean for too long. Adam heads up the logistics, 
marketing and development side of the charity 
and works tirelessly hoping to help the charity to 
realize its full potential.  

 

Adam Harman & Rich Rees of MWSRP 
 

 
 

In action with the MWSRP 
 
Their presentation to QNHG will consist of: 

 an introduction to the programme and its 
team members  
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 a short film (10 mins) displaying and 
explaining some of the 
MWSRP research  

 a follow up presentation about the 
research  

 the goals of the MWSRP, including the 
development of the new Marine 
Protected Area in South Ari Atoll  

 a short film - it displays the in water side 
of a volunteer's experience with the 
MWSRP  

 Questions and answers 

 
 

The Whale Shark (Rhincodon typus) - the 
largest fish on our planet. 

 

„Despite their great size very little is known 
about these colossal fish. We know they swim 
the oceans, potentially covering vast distances, 
eating only plankton, tiny fish and squid; but 
questions such as, how long they live or where 
they reproduce still remain unanswered.  
 
The Maldives are unique in the Indian Ocean in 
that they host a year round population of Whale 
sharks, making the archipelago a superb place 
to study their biology and behaviour‟.  
 
For further information please visit: 
www.maldiveswhalesharkresearch.org  
 
All are welcome, please feel free to bring along 
friends and guests to the presentation. 
 
Please note that the dates for presentations in 
the spring will be: Jan 6th, Feb 3rd & March 3rd.  
 
Some of you may remember the presentation 
given in October 2008 by Dr. Hubert Bari of the 
Museum of Islamic Art, (attended by around 200 
people, the largest audience recorded for a 
QNHG presentation). He will be returning in 

January to given another presentation to the 
QNHG on the subject of pearls, ahead of the 
great „Pearl‟ exhibition planned at the MIA and 
opening on 29th January 2010. 
 
Dr Bari is the Curator of Gems and Jewellery at 
the Museum of Islamic Art, and Manager of 
Temporary Exhibitions for the Qatar Museums 
Authority. He holds a doctorate from the 
University of Strasbourg in mineralogy, and for 
25 years was employed at the Museum of 
Natural History in Paris. He previously worked in 
Qatar from 2003 to 2006 as curator of various 
exhibitions, including Lost Worlds, put on by the 
museum authorities in Doha. He then took a 
sabbatical for two years to study pearls, a 
subject which has always fascinated him, before 
returning to Doha in June last year.  
 

 
 

‘Pearl Salad’ 
 

THE PEARL EXHIBITION 
 

Museum of Islamic Art 
 

30
th

 January – 5
th

 June 2010 
 

The aim of the exhibition is to surprise! 
 

„We will make a complete tour inside the pearl 
world, natural and cultivated, and we will finish 
with a breathtaking treasure. 
 
More than 500 objects will be exhibited, 
including the most famous pearls, like the Hope 
pearl and the Pearl of Asia, both more than 5 cm 
in size. 
 

A crucial section will be, of course, dedicated to 
Gulf pearls, with the first public presentation of 
the Al Fardan collection‟.  
 

http://www.maldiveswhalesharkresearch.org/
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In February our guest speaker will be Dr. 
Richard Cuttler, the director of the Birmingham 
University, UK, team of archaeologists who are 
working here.  

Title: Prehistoric Arabian Landscapes: 
Current Archaeological Research in Qatar.  

Richard studied Archaeology at the University of 
Birmingham and has spent much of the past 10 
years working on projects in the Gulf region. In 
Qatar he has worked on excavations at Al Khor 
Island, and has since worked on almost 
exclusively Neolithic projects in Kuwait and Abu 
Dhabi.  

Last year Richard returned to Qatar with a team 
from Birmingham to collaborate on a new 
remote sensing project with the Department of 
Antiquities. The project uses remotely sensed 
data from the marine and terrestrial areas of 
Qatar to identify and record archaeological sites. 
Before 8,000 years ago much of the Gulf was an 
open landscape, and for this reason the marine 
areas are considered of particular importance. 
The project is also pioneering the new Qatar 
National Historic Environment record. Richard 
will be discussing a number of Neolithic sites 
and their regional significance for the Qatar 
remote sensing project. 

 
 

Dr Richard Cuttler 
 

RAMBLE / FIELD TRIP PROGRAMME 
 

December 2009 Schedule: 
 

A Message from the Rambles & Field Trips 
Coordinator:  

 
We've had a number of really enjoyable, 
successful trips to start off our season and I'd 
like to thank everyone involved. Let's keep it up! 
I'd also like to ask everyone, however, to keep 
safety on their minds - when we're driving in our 
caravans on- or off-road, or when we're walking 
along any 'safe' stretch of beach or desert, 
please always keep safety a priority.  
 
We do have first aid kits, but we hope we only 
have to use them rarely! 
 
One last thought - we hope to have as minimal 
an impact on the environment as is humanly 
possible on our adventures, so from now on I'll 
be carrying a plastic bag with me to pick up 
some of the trash that I find out on our trips. I 
plan to be picking up stuff on the way in, not the 
way out, but I'll leave it up to you to decide how 
you'd like to do it if you care to join me in this 
effort! 
      
   ~ Safe and fun travels, 
      
    John Tribuna 
 
December Overview – 
 
Friday 4th: Ramble - Ras Abrouq, west central 
coastal area 
Friday 11th: Ramble – Kharrara, mid south 
central area 
Friday 18th: TBA – Watch for E-mails on this 
coming event! 
Fridays December 25th & January 1st:  
No trips planned for the holiday weekends.    
 
Friday, December 4th: Ramble - Ras Abrouq, 
west central coastal area 
 
Description: 
The Abrouq peninsula is a marvelously unique, 
secluded and beautiful area of Qatar dotted with 
gypsum plateaus, littered with fossils, and home 
to a few movie sets, gazelles and ostriches. In 
order to have a chance of seeing the wildlife on 
this trip, we are going to leave a bit earlier than 
usual, but you'll find the experience to be worth 
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it! We'll drive to various places, get out and 
explore - how long we stay will depend on what 
we feel like doing! This is a great place to go for 
a swim and for overnight camping! 
 
What to Bring:  
Bring a pair of binoculars, as we might not be 
able to get very close to the gazelles, and with 
any luck we'll be able to see flamingos. As per 
usual, bring sun lotion, a hat, and water - lots of 
water - along with plenty of food. When we stop 
for lunch, we'll probably need to make our own 
shade, so take an umbrella or tarp along, too.  
 
We will be in primitive conditions, so bring along 
any toiletries you may need. The facilities at 
Umm Alafai Petrol Station are basic, but they 
will be the last ones we see before entering the 
desert. 
Any books on the flora, fauna or geology of this 
part of the world will come in handy, as well. 
  
Other Preparations/Concerns: We will be 
heading out into the desert and sabkha areas for 
this trip, so make sure your 4-wheel drive 
vehicle is in good running condition, that is, 
double-check equipment, top off the gas/petrol 
tank, and generally get ready to go the night 
before departure. We have a long trip ahead of 
us, so we won‟t have time for casual stops along 
the way. 
 
A SPECIAL NOTE TO PARENTS OF YOUNG 
CHILDREN: Do not expect that your children 
will be allowed in vehicles without the required 
safety seating. It is a car owner‟s prerogative as 
to who rides in their car, and the conditions 
under which this occurs. If you want to 
guarantee a seat for your child, you must bring 
your own vehicle.  
 
Restrictions:  
  
You must have a 4-wheel drive (4X4) vehicle for 
this trip. No sedans or saloons.  
Date:   Friday, December 4th 2009 
Rendezvous & Times:  Umm Alafai Petrol 
Station on the Dukhan Road 

Meet at: 7:30 AM 
Depart at: 8:00 AM 

Directions:  
More detailed directions will follow as 
they've gone & moved the road on me 
again! 

 
 

Organizer:  
John Tribuna, QNHG Rambles & Field Trips 
Coordinator – send texts to 605.6762; no calls 
during business hours, and none after 9:00 PM. 
 
Friday, December 11th: Ramble - Kharrara, 
mid south central area 
 
Description: 
Put on your walking shoes and be prepared to 
go for a trip on the multi-colored stone side. 
Dumped on what was an alluvial plain many 
thousands of years ago, many of these rocks 
have travelled all the way from what is now 
Saudi Arabia. Check for animal tracks, desert 
vegetation and just take in the view as we stroll 
up, down and around the landscape! 
 
Bring you dog IF it is well behaved and 
compatible with other mutts! 
  
Restrictions: You must have a 4-wheel drive 
(4X4) vehicle for this trip. No sedans or saloons 
allowed.  
 
Date:   Friday, December 11th 2009 
Rendezvous & Times: Hummer & Cadillac 
Dealership, Al Wakra, Al Wakra Road 

Meet at: 7:30 AM 
Depart at: 8:00 AM 

Directions:  
To get to the Hummer & Cadillac 
Dealership in Al Wakra, take the Al 
Wakra Highway from Doha. The 
dealership is on the right side of the road 
as you travel south, at the 
intersection/corner of the road and the 
first RA in Al Wakra. We will organize 
and caravan to the Singing Dunes from 
this rendezvous. 
 

Organizer(s): Parag Parelkar - please send 
texts to 559.5245; no calls during business 
hours, 9:00 AM – 5:00 PM. 
 

Friday, December 18th: TBA 
 

Description: Keep your calendar clear and 
watch for E-mails regarding this event! 
 

Fridays, December 25th & January 1st   
 

No trips planned for the holiday weekends. 
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John Tribuna 
 

Details of the field trip programme for the 
2009/10 season may also be found on the 
QNHG website 
http://www.qnhg.org/activities/fieldtrips  
 

 SITUATIONS VACANT! 
 
If you would like to join the committee please 
contact Michael Lesser, the QNHG Chairman, 
details given below. 
 

We are still in need of someone who will join 
Jane Hoelker as part of the Overseas trips team 
plus a new Social Secretary – very important if 
we want to enjoy pre-meeting tea or coffee! 
Please don‟t feel shy about volunteering, QNHG 
needs you! 
 

2009/10 COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
 
 

Chairman: 
Michael Lesser 
chairman@qnhg.org   
m.lesser@qfcra.com 
 

Secretary:  
Roze Dzugan 
secretary@qnhg.org   
 

Treasurer: 
Roeland Weisfelt                        
treasurer@qnhg.org  
roelandfw@gmail.com 
 

 
 

 
Membership Secretary: 
Tissa Salter 
membership-secretary@qnhg.org    
Tissa55@gmail.  
 
Newsletter Editor: 
Louise Hunter  
newsletter-editor@qnhg.org 
hunterlm95@yahoo.com 
  
PR & Media: 
Fran Gillespie 
pr-representative@qnhg.org 
gillespi@qatar.net.qa. 
                                                                                                   
Talks Co-ordinators: 
Fran Gillespie / Orlin Lavallie 
talks-coordinator@qnhg.org 
simple_prairieboy@yahoo.ca / 
gillespi@qatar.net.qa 
 
Ramble / Fieldtrips Co-ordinator: 
John Tribuna 
Field-trip-coordinator@qnhg.org 
Rambles-coordinator@qnhg.org  
 
Overseas Trip Co-ordinators: 
Jane Hoelker  
overseas-trips-coordinator@qnhg.org 
jhoelker@gmail.com 
 
Social Secretary: POSITION VACANT 
Social-secretary@qnhg.org  
 
Qatari Liaison Officer: 
Mubarak Abdalla Al-Khulaifi 
Qatar-liason-officer@qnhg.org 
mubarak@qpmcqatar.com 
 
Webmasters: 
April Conkey / Jill Foster 
webmaster@qnhg.org 
aprilanntc@gmail.com 
jillfoster@hotmail.com 
 
Librarian: 
Mark Murase 
librarian@qnhg.org   
murase@qp.com.qa
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