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A few members of the Asian Houbara colony

Al Marmoom Desert Conservation Reserve

DNHG'’s field trips are always full of fun, lots of talk and nature study, watching birds
and noting information on the local flora and geology. Our December 2024 trip was a
special opportunity as we spent around five hours spotting birds, enjoying their
beauty, observing their daily activities at the Al Marmoom Desert Conservation
Reserve, which included some private areas that are normally not open to the public.
Our first stop, at 7.30am, was a private area near the main Al Qudra roundabout
(Last Exit).

Immediately, we observed keepers offering mealworms and other freshly prepared
foods, as well as factory made pellets, to the Asian Houbara, but also larks, sparrows
and Cattle Egrets swooped down for a free meal. The wildlife caretaker for the entire
Al Marmoom area facilitated our close observation of the Houbara.

One member soon spotted the head of a bird above a Zygophyllum bush, which |
confirmed was a Houbara. Soon, two or three more appeared and those with long-
lens cameras got an opportunity to photograph a Houbara in action. We spent more
than 20 minutes here but, as we were hard pressed for time, we had to say goodbye
to the Houbara and move on. However, it was not in vain as | immediately spotted a
few eagles resting on transplanted ghaf (Prosopis cineraria) trees. We made a detour
through the indigenous Arabian trees and shrubs so all members could see and
photograph the eagles. There was an "Eagle Bonanza” as, by the end of the trip, we
had seen more than eight eagles, including the Critically Endangered, Endangered
and Vulnerable species, and all were migrants. Most fascinating was the Eastern
Imperial Eagle, the largest eagle that regularly visits Al Marmoom. There were at
least three Greater Spotted Eagles, one Steppe Eagle and one Bonelli’'s Eagle. In
addition, we saw Shikras, Common Kestrels and a Black Kite. A bonus was the herds
of Arabian and Sand gazelles that crossed our paths, and we were also able to spot a
South American Mara, a very large rodent that had escaped and established itself in
Al Marmoom.

We continued from the Al Marmoom General Area to the Houbara Breeding Forest.
Here 33,000 tree saplings were planted over an area of one square kilometre

; Under the patronage of H.E. Sheikh Nahayan bin Mubarak Al Nahayan

| (continued on page 3)
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Announcements and Recorders

Monthly Lecture
Monday 10 February 2025 at 7.45pm

Speaker: James Conder

Topic: The journeys and responsibilities of becoming
a Safari Guide

Abstract:

1 Have you ever wondered what it takes to be a safari guide?
1 What qualities make a good guide?
9 What do you need to know?

James will take us on his personal journey to become a qualified guide while studying
and working in South Africa, Namibia and Botswana.

He will share some of the adventures he has had along the way, talk about his love of
walking in the bush, and considering how to manage encounters with potentially
dangerous animals safely on foot.

About the Speaker:

James Conder currently works for Sharjah Safari as their
Guide Development Officer, training the UAE Nationals
§l who work at the park about the African animals that live
there, as well as providing support to the research team.

As a field guide, he has worked with African Monarch
Lodges, llala Safaris, Shangani Trails, Saudi Birding and
Green Viet. James has had a varied career bridging
] education and conservation in Peru, Vietnam, Borneo,
AN Egypt, southern Africa, Saudi Arabia and the UK.

Some highlights have included helping save one of the world’s rarest turkeys,
performing dental work on a bear, going undercover to reveal illegal wildlife trade in
southeast Asia, and pulling a dead crocodile out of a Namibian river. James holds a
BA in African Studies and is currently pursuing a Masters in Wildlife Biology and
Conservation. He also studied to become a Safari Guide and Trails Guide in South
Africa at Ecotraining. Furthermore, James has also undertaken a number of solo trips
through different African countries and is an enthusiastic naturalist with a particular
love of bird watching.

DNHG Recorders

Reptiles - Dr. Reza Khan
M: 050 6563601

Astronomy - Lamjed El-Kefi
T: 06 5310467

Off: 06 5583003

E: lankefi@emirates.net.ae

Marine Life - Lamjed El-Kefi
(contact as above)

Geology - Gary Feulner
T: 04 3065570
E: grfeulner@gmail.com

Insects - Gary Feulner
(contact as above)

Fossils - Valerie Chalmers

T: 04 8832930

M: 050 8305018

E: valeriechalmers@gmail.com

Plants - Valerie Chalmers
(contact as above)

Archaeology - Anelisa Lambert
M: 056 6904508
E: anelisalambert@gmail.com

Seashells - Andrew Childs
M: 050 4590112
E: andrew.childs@eim.ae

Bird Recorder - Panos Azmanis
M: 050 7083555
E: azmanis.vet@gmail.com

Mammals—Jacky Judas
T: 04 354 9776

M: 050 6181026

E: jjudas@enwwf.ae

From the Editor:

Welcome to 2025 with many more
interesting trips and lectures!

Please share with us through the email
below your observations, stories,
photos and captions of wildlife, nature
and history in the UAE or abroad.

Email: gazelleeditor@gmail.com

Deadline: 20-February-2025
...for the February edition...

We look forward to hearing from you.

Your contributions bring the Gazelle
newsletter to life and encourage
continuous learning of our History
and Nature!
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(continued from page 1)

between 2013 and 2016. This forest includes a lake with two large and three small islands.
This is my research lake, as 200-300 Western Cattle Egrets and 12-15 pairs of Little Egrets
have been breeding here during April to July since 2020. Due to it being winter, there were
over 2500 migratory mallards in the lake. | requested everyone to watch and take pictures |
from their cars, thus avoiding the birds flying off, as they would then not return before | =
sundown. The Houbara Forest is a strictly private area where Houbaras and Stone Curlews ’
breed during the breeding season.

The next stop was Al Marmoom’s Private Pivot Fields which consist of eighteen pivot fields
covering 4.1 square kilometres. Fodder grass is cultivated all year round and the cut, dried
and baled dry grass is supplied to the privately owned areas.

At the two large lakes in the pivot field area we spotted migratory geese, teals, ducks,
herons, eagles and Glossy Ibis. Among the resident birds there were Greater Flamingos,
Red-wattled and White-tailed Lapwings, Black-winged Stilts, Little Grebes, herons, egrets
and many Pin-tailed Sandgrouse. We spotted around 200 Western Cattle Egrets foraging in
the pivot fields that were being irrigated through a pivot system of water spraying over the
grass fields. There were also smaller passerines such as the Clamorous Reed Warbler,
Delicate Prinia, Shrikes, Bluethroat, Water Pipit, Wagtails and Tawny Pipits. We also saw
here European Starlings, a few Grey-headed Swamphen and Common Moorhen.
Shikra Uncommon though were the Ferruginous Ducks and Marbled Teals.

Greater Spotted Eagle & Steppe Eagle

After an 11:30 pit stop at the Pivot Field office, where the park ranger kindly offered us hot coffee, ="
we continued on to our last destination, Expo Lake, where we had been given permission to take all k
five vehicles inside the area. Although we observed many common resident and migratory ducks
and other water/ wading birds, our most prized sighting was the Pied Avocet. It is not so commona |
bird and is usually considered a migrant. However, recently it has started breeding near the lakes |
and fresh water bodies within Al Marmoom. Earlier breeding records were only from Al Wathba
Reserve in Abu Dhabi.

Between the Pivot Fields and Expo Lake we spotted a Bonelli’'s Eagle being chased by a Marsh
Harrier and ravens over a pond formed by last April’'s downpour, where we also sighted uncommon =
migratory Gadwall ducks. By 12.30pm we were back at the Al Marmoom Last Exit parking lot, i -
content and ready to go home. Imperial Eagle
Editor's Note: The trip participants have expressed their thanks to Dr. Khan for organizing this
special trip, and for the expertise and enthusiasm with which he led it.

Contribution by Reza Khan; photos by Chandrashekhar Sardesai and Marios Mantzourogiannis

Pin-tailed Sandgrouse

Eurasian Hoopoe Bluethroat Bonel lids Eagle and MdWietailedlapwing



The 'Mantis of the Opera’ Contribution by Gary Feulner; photo credits under each image

Herbarium, EPAA, based in Al Dhaid, where he has begun a programme of early morning rambles
among the autumn shrubbery. His main focus is on the diversity of flower pollinators, but other § év
things inevitably turn up.

undergo 'incomplete’ metamorphosis between egg and adult stages.) It is identifiable as a mantis,
but we know it's a nymph not an adult, because the wings are not fully developed and the
abdomen is still recurved (a characteristic peculiar to many mantises).

What is most striking, however, is the insect's elaborate costume of intricately patterned frills and -7 -
6Mantis of the Op

flaps and flanges, worthy of the lead character in a fantasy opera or ballet — and yet ultimately decorated and camoufiaged nymph
found in Al Dhaid, originally
unidentified (Sanjay Gairola)

very well camouflaged in its chosen environment. A check of basic references — print and online —
confirmed our initial impression that no photos of such a flamboyantly decorated creature have yet
been photographed from the UAE. However, a convincing look-alike is shown in a line drawing in
Green Guide to the Emirates, a very popular 1992 nature guide by pioneering UAE naturalist
Dr. Marijcke Jongbloed; she labeled it "Tamarisk Mantis" after the habitat in which she found it.

The relatively large size of Sanjay's nymph meant that, if the adult was a known mantis species, it
could only be one of the few larger ones recorded from Eastern Arabia. The Conehead Mantis
Empusa hedenborgii, known from throughout Arabia since the 1980s, was one such possibility,
but was dismissed because the body proportions of the adult (featuring an exceptionally long
thorax) differed too much from the unknown nymph, and E. hedenborgii is not known to use An illustration of such nymph by

. . Mari jcke Jongbl oed
patterned coloration, either as nymphs or adults. to the Emirateso (

Another large UAE mantis seemed more promising — Blepharopsis mendica, also known as the
Thistle Mantis (or Egyptian Flower Mantis), a colourful and geometrically patterned species that
ranges across the arid regions from North Africa to northern India. It is a 'sit-and-wait' predator
which typically positions itself in thorny shrubs. Fortuitously, a NEEaaEE RN

and includes thumbnail photos of several ornate and differently'
coloured B. mendica nymphs, showing features such as the flared §§
pronotum (the 'shoulder' area of the thorax), large, wide-spaced

in the form of a confident photo identification by a South African
colleague of Sanjay's, Prof. Serban Proches of KwaZulu-Natal
University.

An adult Thistle Mantis Blepharopsis An early stage nymph of the

i i imi i mendica in an Acacia sapling alon Conehead Mantis -
DNHG Librarian Angela Manthorpe reports several similarly frilly the UAE (Gary Feu/ner)P g along Empusa hedenborgii in Fujairah

nymphs, but plain-coloured or with more subdued colours, from (Gary Feulner)
her own photo collection.

Two important positions are currently open: (a) Speaker Coordinator and (b) Librarian/Bookseller.
While members with other responsibilities are filling in temporarily, that is not a long term solution.
The DNHG depends on volunteers.

Please contact the Chairman, Vice Chairman or another Committee member if you might be
interested in supporting your group.
Remember that we are always interested in and look forward to new Speaker ideas, new Field Trip

ideas, and Volunteers to lead the field trips. Field trip leaders need not be experts. Many of our field
trips are designed to be exploratory.




DNHG Day Trip to Meteora , Greece - October 2024 Contribution and photos by Kay Deeming

Meteora is a UNESCO world heritage site featuring complexes of Eastern Orthodox monasteries located in the region of
Thessaly, north western Greece. Meteora from Greek translation means ‘lofty, elevated’ and this indeed sums up the location
where there were once 24 monasteries established in the 14" century on top of giant natural pillars and hill-rounded boulder
shapes.

These unique columns of rocks rise precipitously from the ground and are a mixture of sandstone and conglomerates. Sixty
million years ago in the Paleogene period, earth movements pushed the seabed upwards into high plates, causing many vertical
fault lines. These huge rock pillars were formed by weathering of water, wind and extreme temperatures leaving unique
uniformity of the sedimentary rocks with few signs of vertical layering.

Caves are thought to have been inhabited 5,000-50,000 years ago in this vicinity. Documented inhabitation was first recorded in
9™ century by ascetic group of hermit monks. By 14™ century, monasteries were being built by monks seeking safe refuge from
increasing Ottoman attacks. Access was via either ladders or windlass rope structures which could be hoisted upwards denying
access up the vertical rock face.

There are now six remaining open, active monasteries, five of which are managed by 60 remaining monks and one by nuns.

We were lucky enough to visit the following sites:
Monastery of Great Meteora, also known as Holy Monastery of Transformatlon.
This is the oldest and largest of the monasteries, built in 14™ century
and stores an amazing ecclesiastical collection of books, the oldest
being 861AD John Chrysostom commentary on the Gospel of ==
Matthew, beautifully inscribed and illustrated on vellum, photography §
prohibited. On the right side of the close up photograph you can see
the tower with a small balcony which is where the monks were hauled
upto in the small rope baskets, not for the faint hearted!

u;l\’k el 4

Monastery Varlaam: This is the second largest, work commenced in
1350 by Monk Varlaam who was the first to scale the rocks, hoisting
materials up the rock to build a church. The site was abandoned for
| 200 years before the Apsarades brothers came from loannina and
& spent 22 years hoisting materials up to rebuild the church in 1517.
Wide array of golden embroidery tapestries are on display, along with
a room containing a 16,000 litre wine cask for ensuring provisions
were a plenty. The stunning Oriental Persimmon tree is located in the
garden, laden with fruit. The genus name, Diospyros, is a mash up of
Greek words meaning ‘divine wheat’ or ‘divine grain’ and is meant to
highlight the fruits heavenly taste.

Monastery of Roussanou

This striking building is also known as St Barbara’s Monastery, patron saint of armourers,
artillery men and others who work with explosives. This is due to her legend’s association
with lightning. The monastery is thought to have been founded circa 1388 with the first
certain documentation in 1527. During the Ottoman period the conditions became very &

hard for monks and numbers dwindled until finally in WW2 the monastery was empty.

In 1950 the first woman settled here and by 1988 the monastery became a female
community with eight nuns.1996 saw building expansion to include more cells, a library and
workshop room in the garden.

77 Our final monastery of the day involved a tough vertical ascent up the
I Monastery of St Nicholas of Anapafsas.

; ' Anaphasis in Greek translates into ‘resting’, so Agios Nikolaos of Anapafsas literally translates
ﬁ into ‘Saint Nicholas the one who rests you’, which is exactly what we had to do once we saw
_ this view.

! | would like to thank Konstantina Sakellariou for her energy, enthusiasm, knowledge and at-
tention to detail at putting together this spectacular trip for the DNHG members.



Ar a 0 e e n -triggered seasonal gift Contribution by Shamma Alteneiji, photos by Sanjay Gairola

During a field visit to the Al Batayeh area (Sharjah) in the first week of November 2024, we were
fortunate to record the Ara’een mushrooms (Podaxispistillaris). We found a few clusters, as well as
some individual mushrooms. However, the highlight was spotting a large specimen; this was the first
time we had come across a big Ara’een mushroom (size: ¢.20 cm long and cap: ¢.11 cm wide),
making it an interesting find. The Ara’een mushroom is a fascinating and sought-after natural
treasure in the deserts, especially during the rainy winter season. It is cherished for its taste and
cultural significance, a delicacy passed down through generations.The best time and place to find
this mushroom after rain can depend on several factors. It generally appears after substantial rainfall
and thrives mainly in areas influenced by thunderstorms. Ara’een growth conditions and rare
appearance make it an exciting challenge to spot and explore. Locating the Ara’een requires
patience, sharp observation and persistence. The delicate balance of rarity, effort, and its reputed
delicious taste makes it a prized find for those venturing into the deserts during winter rains.

i
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Interesting News Snippets

Report on 2024 Archaeology Conference in Abu Dhabi Contribution by Anelisa Lambert

This year’'s Archaeology Conference was a two-day event, held in the beautiful Louvre Museum buildings of Abu Dhabi’'s
Saadiyat Island. It was a fitting location, as archaeology is one of the cornerstones of the Louvre’s permanent collection, often
represented in its temporary exhibitions too. The Conference was organised by the Department of Culture and Tourism and
Zayed National Museum (ZNM), celebrating the 65 years of UAE archaeology and history since 1959: the tombs and structures
discovered at Umm an Nar Island in 1959 gave their name to a third millennium Bronze Age Culture that spans much of South
East Arabia, permitting archaeologists to seal the previously purely scholarly connection between the UAE/ Oman and the
Bronze Age ‘Magan’ of Mesopotamian writings. In the intervening years since 1959, much work has been done across the
Emirates to build on that foundation, weaving local knowledge and expertise with that of foreign, visiting archaeologists.

This year’s conference saw 28 teams presenting their findings, each speaker allotted a precious 20-minute window in which to
convey their information.

Please use the YouTube link below to watch all or part of the excellent two-day event.
(Note that Hassan Zein Day 1, 11:40, Hatta, and Maria Gajewska Day 2, 11:00, Sir Baniyas Island, were unable to present).

Looking ahead, the Zayed National Museum’s director, Dr Peter Magee, made the exciting announcement that ZNM will host the
celebrated Seminar for Arabian Studies in 2025 — the first time that it will be held within the Arab world.

https://www.youtube.com/@ZNMUAE/streams#bottom-sheet

Former Gazelle Editor Anne Millen, now resident in Eastern Australia, has become (among other things)
a twice-published author. Her memoir of circumnavigating the world by yacht is called More Than a
Thousand Dawns. Her first novel is called Tripping Over the Ocean. She says it is about very little that is
natural — ocean plastic, old iron beds used as reef base — except the weather. A second novel, one not
yet published, is about Elapidae (a genus of poisonous snakes) and contains lots of "natural history
stuff”. But that is still to come!

Dr. Rolf Schuster and his family will be leaving Dubai in February to take up residence in north China,
their retirement home, on the shores of the Yellow Sea. We wish them all the best. Rolf has been a
parasitologist with Dubai's Central Veterinary Research Laboratory (CVRL) for the past 22 years and a
DNHG member for most of that time, as well as a several-time lecturer. Rolf admits that before coming to
Dubai he worried that this might be a boring place to do parasitology, but in the end he found it very
satisfying, dealing with parasites of major hosts such as camels, horses, falcons, cats, bustards,
flamingo, oryx and various reptiles, as well as intermediate parasites including mites, houseflies, scarab
beetles and freshwater crustaceans. During that time Rolf and his CVRL colleagues published more than
80 scientific papers on parasitology and the CVRL has amassed the largest research collection of
parasites in the region.

Khalid Rafeek, on leave in January in his native Kerala, took part in a 5-day faunal survey of the
Munnar Wildlife division in Kerala's "Far East", situated high in the Western Ghats, organized by the
Forest Department and the Travancore Natural History Society. A team of more than 75 naturalists
operated from 20 base camps. Khalid himself was camped at 2000 meters on the slopes of Ana Mudi
(2900m), the highest peak in the area. Despite the chilly weather, the survey added 24 new species of
birds, butterflies and dragonflies for the region.



https://www.youtube.com/@ZNMUAE/streams#bottom-sheet

Dubai Natural History Group (DNHG) Programme 2025 / 2026

DNHG Lectures 2025 / 2026
10 February James Conder : A Beginner’'s Guide to being a Safari Guide

DNHG Field Trips 2025

08 February - Kalba Hike

21-23 February - IEW 2025 (Inter-Emirates Weekend) will be hosted by ENHG Al Ain - in Al Ain

08 March - Sharjah Safari

28-31 March - Dibba to Musandam dhow trip - Eid al Fitr (tentative & dependant on number of participants)
06-15 June - Volcanoes of Sicily - Eid al Adha

06-13 September - South African Safari

Date to be confirmed - Emirates Soil Museum - Sharjah (tentative & dependant on interested members)

For more information on upcoming lectures, field trips and membership please refer to the DNHG website www.dnhg.org
To sign up for the field tri ps lavsoh@gmaikcbne ase contact: Sonj

DNHG COMMITTEE 2024/2025

When possible, please contact committee members outside office hours

Name Telephone Email
Chairman Gary Feulner 04 306 5570 grfeulner@gmail.com
Vice Chairman Valerie Chalmers 050 830 5018 valeriechalmers@gmail.com
Treasurer Puneet Kumar 050 452 4820 puneetcps@gmail.com
Membership Secretary Kateryna Fomenko 052 936 3916 dnhg.membership@gmail.com
Greeter lain Dodson 050 5583271 iaindodson14@yahoo.co.uk
Speaker Co-ordinator Currently vacant
Fieldtrip Co-ordinator Sonja Lavren]| i |050256 1496 lavson@gmail.com
Member-at-Large Pradeep Radhakrishna 050 450 8496 wgarnet@eim.ae
Member-at-Large Anindita Radhakrishna 050 656 9165 anin@eim.ae
Newsletter Editor Heidi Struiksma 055 899 2222 gazelleeditor@gmail.com
Librarian/Book Sales Angela Manthorpe 058 1354143 manthorpe2005@yahoo.co.uk
Website Co-ordinator Alexis Biller 055 103 9014 alexis.biller@gmail.com

Postal Address: DNHG, PO Box 9234, Dubai, UAE

DNHG Membership

DNHG membership remains one of Dubai’s best bargains at Dh100 for families and Dh50 for singles. Membership for the current
year is valid from September 2024 to September 2025. Initial and renewal fees can be paid in cash at lecture meetings or
remotely as described in (2) below.

New members can join in person at monthly lecture meetings or remotely. There are only two requirements:

(1) complete the one-page Membership Application available at meetings or by download from our website (www.dnhg.org) and
hand or e-mail it to the Membership Secretary (see above);

(2) Pay the membership fee, either in cash at a lecture or remotely by cash deposit or bank transfer to our Emirates NBD
account, using our IBAN number AE640260001012012013302.

Important: The banking process does not always identify the payer, so please include a note in the transfer stating the member(s)
name(s) and send the Membership Secretary an e-mail with a reference number or photo of the payment slip, so we know whose
money we have received.

DNHG membership entitles you to participate in field trips and helps pay for our lecture hall, publication and distribution of our
monthly newsletter (Gazelle), our post office box, additions to our library, incidental expenses of speakers and occasional special
projects.
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