
   

 

Butterflies on the move  

After the recent IUCN Congress in Abu Dhabi,      

I was driving along the Al Ain road when I 

started to notice that the road ahead was      

peppered by small pale butterflies. They were 

generally flying alone and the movement was 

consistently in an east to west direction, coming 

from Al Ain and going towards Abu Dhabi. I 

pulled in at the small ADNOC petrol station at   

Al Faya to look for casualties and immediately 

found several bodies of the Blue Spotted Arab, 

Colotis phisadia, on the forecourt. Wandering a little further, the roadside leaf litter 

was coloured with several hundred bodies of the pale-yellow male and the orange 

and grey female. 

As I continued my journey the butterflies were visible across the four-lane highway, 

with the phenomenon continuing for approximately 60 kilometres. Numbers peaked 

around Al Khaznah with a slight reduction as I continued into the Abu Samrah       

district.  The roadside vegetation in this area  consists primarily of ghaf trees, with 

several large date palm plantations set back on the edge of the dunes. The         

butterflies had petered out by the time I reached the outskirts of Al Ain but I recalled 

that a few days earlier, when I had been driving 

in the opposite direction, I had seen numerous         

butterflies flitting around the Sesuvium plants 

which carpet many roadsides in the city, although 

on that occasion it had not been practical to stop. 

The Blue Spotted Arab is very common in the 

UAE due to widespread use of its larval         

foodplant, Salvadora persica, in parks and as a 

roadside hedge, and mass movements such as 

this one have been reported on several           

occasions. Butterflies of the United Arab Emirates, by Feulner et al, details the    

following: in October 2007 a large migration, possibly in the millions, arrived on to 

the western coast of Abu Dhabi from the north-west. In November 2008, many  

thousands of individuals were encountered in the 

Sila, a peninsula west of Abu Dhabi and, in       

November 2016, a mass movement was         

encountered, along a 15 to 20 kilometre stretch of 

the Abu Dhabi - Al Ain road, this time travelling 

north. I estimate that my encounter involved   

several hundred thousand individuals and       

resulted in several hundred dirty windscreens in 

need of a good wash. 
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Contributors ð 

Thank you to the following members for 
their contributions this month: 

*Angela Manthorpe 

*Fatima Alketbi 

*Gosia van Unen 

*Kartik Balasubramaniam 

*Kathy Johnston 

*Leonie Jenko 

*Narjess Hamecha-Daniels 

*Nirma Areej 

*Sally Higgins 

*Sanjay Gairola 

*Shamma Alteneiji 

*Srishti Agnihotri 

*Veronika Jenko 

More Musandam memories on page 3 

Contribution and photos by Angela Manthorpe 

Roadside casualties 

Mating pair with female at the top -  
Nadd Al Sheba 

Colourful female - Mushrif Park 

https://www.facebook.com/DNHG.UAE/
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From the Editor:  

2025 - 2026 season will bring 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 : any time before  

                 20-December -2025 

             ...for the November edition...  

Your contributions bring the Gazelle 
newsletter to life and encourage 
continuous learning of our History and 
Nature!  

Monthly Lecture  

Monday 15 December 2025 at 8 pm  

Central Veterinary Research Laboratory  

Location link : https://maps.app.goo.gl/HXjmpJvaHxZXwheS8 

Topic:   Shooting to Save :  

 The Role of Photography in Conservation  

Speaker:  Marios Mantzourogiannis  

Abstract: In this lecture on ñThe Role of Photography in Conservationò, Marios will 
present how photos are more than just art. They are powerful tools for saving the       

environment.  

Through showcasing some of his best and famous photos that have appeared in the 

media over the years, Marios will dive into how photography gives us key information 

to identify species and understand their behaviours, turning simple observations into 

real science.  

More importantly, he will explain how these pictures create public awareness, inspire 

people to love nature and get involved, and lead to effective nature protection and real 

engagement with local communities. Come and discover how every single photo can 

drive conservation action. 

About the Speaker:  

Born and raised in a picturesque corner of the world, Greece, Marios developed an 

innate connection with the environment from an early age. His extensive travels 

around the world exposed him to breathtaking landscapes and diverse wildlife,     

deepening his appreciation for the delicate balance of nature and the importance of 

protecting it.  

Marios holds an MSc in Sustainability from Arizona State University (US), an MBA 

from Simon Fraser University (Canada), an MBA from the Athens University of       

Economics and Business (Greece) and an MSc in Computer Science from The Hong 

Kong University of Science and Technology (Hong Kong).  

He began his career in the Information Technology (IT) sector in Greece, working for 

companies like IBM and SAS Institute, as a Sales Manager. He then moved to Saudi 

Arabia to work as a Business Operations Manager at King Abdullah University of    

Science and Technology (KAUST) and, in 2023, he relocated to the UAE, where     

conservation photography became his main activity. 

As a photographer, Marios has worked extensively in Saudi Arabia on baseline survey 

projects in remote, previously unexplored areas. In the UAE, he works closely with the 

Dubai Desert Conservation Reserve (DDCR) documenting the local fauna. Marios is 

also a regular volunteer supporting initiatives of the Emirates Nature - WWF and the 

UAE Dolphin Project, and serves as the Speaker Coordinator for the Dubai Natural 

History Group (DNHG) Committee. 

Pelican embracing nature Oryxes on the look out Marios on a mission 

mailto:jackyjudas@gmail.com
mailto:mailto:gazelleeditor@gmail.com
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Our exciting trip to Musandam  

Last weekend, the DNHG went on an exciting excursion to Musandam. On the boat, everyone found a cozy spot to sleep, some 

on the top deck and some below. 

In the evening, we went fishing with hand lines and caught lots of glimmering fish. When we went snorkelling we saw colourful 

rainbow fish, an eel and squids! Later, we were kayaking and spotted flying fish jumping out of the water. 

We also went hiking to the ñTwo Seas Viewpointò. There were so many steps, but the view from the top was absolutely beautiful. 

At night, we had a marvellous barbecue on the beach. The best part was seeing the magical                         

bioluminescent algae glowing in the dark and tiny crabs scuttling along the sand. It was an unforgettable 

adventure ! 

 

Beautiful colours 

Hike up to 
Two Seas Viewpoint 

Sunrise 

Contribution  by  8 year old youth member Leonie Jenko;  photos by Veronika Jenko 

Indian Ocean Humpback Dolphins in Musandam  

The Indian Ocean humpback dolphin is a coastal species found from southern Africa to western Indochina, including the waters of 

Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Oman. They are easily recognised by their dark grey colouration and the distinctive hump beneath their      

dorsal fin. These dolphins typically live in small, social groups, though individuals are          

sometimes seen alone. 

During our recent three-night trip to Musandam we recorded several encounters. On the first 

morning, an adult humpback dolphin appeared near our dhow around 7am. We documented 

the sighting including time, date, coordinates, photos and video to report to the UAE Dolphin 

Project. Adults often show unique notches and markings on their dorsal fin and hump, helping 

researchers identify individuals. This same dolphin was seen intermittently over the next six 

hours while we were anchored near As Shisha. 

On our final day we encountered a pair, possibly a 

mother and juvenile, while we were on the way back to 

Dibba. They briefly bow-rode our vessel before heading off. Juveniles typically have fewer 

markings, which develop over time through natural social interactions. 

Humpback dolphins in the UAE are classified as    

Critically Endangered, and long-term monitoring by 

the UAE Dolphin Project shows a concerning decline. 

Because they rely on shallow coastal waters, they are 

especially vulnerable to human impacts such as   

habitat degradation, coastal development, heavy    

vessel traffic, noise pollution and bycatch. As apex 

predators, they also accumulate toxins from the marine environment,    

making their health an important indicator of overall ecosystem conditions. 

If you encounter dolphins at sea, please keep interactions respectful.  

Slow down, maintain distance, and let them choose how close to come. Never attempt to swim with wild         

dolphins! Human pressure adds unnecessary stress to already threatened populations!  

If you sight dolphins around UAE or Oman, please report the sighting to the UAE Dolphin Project on                                     

sighting@uaedolphinproject.ae  or on Whatspp +971 566717164. Please try to include time, date,               

coordinates or a pin on google maps (long press on location to drop pin) along with pictures and videos.  

Memories of the Musandam dhow trip (16 - 19 October 2025)  

Contribution  & photos by Nirma Areej 

Below: Sighting information reported 

Above: Adult  & juvenile dophin 

Adults have patches & notches on their 
humps & fins 

A single male Humpback dolphin spotted  
on the first night 

Checking out the crabs with my new friends 

mailto:sighting@uaedolphinproject.ae
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First Mawmluh Nature Festival  

DNHG members Kartik Balasubramanian, Srishti Agnihotri and Angela Manthorpe thoroughly enjoyed their visit to the               

1st Mawmluh Nature Festival, held in the Northeast India state of Meghalaya (me-GHA-la-ya) on 28 September - 4 October 2025.  

Mawmluh village is located west of Sohra (Cherrapunji) in an area of the Khasi hills known for its high 

species endemism and its network of limestone caves. (Stalagmites from the Mawmluh caves were 

studied to set the geological time scale for the beginning of the latest stage of the Holocene or Recent 

epoch, which followed Pleistocene glaciation. That stage, commencing ca. 4,200 years ago with     

extended drought across Eurasia, is now called the "Meghalayan age"). 

The Nature Festival is aimed at furthering responsible and community led tourism. You can read more 

about it and about our visit, here. 

Arrival and itinerary: The group met at Guwahati International Airport in Assam state and was      

conveyed to Highland Camp, Mawmluh ï a 5-hour drive. On site, the festival itinerary was full and   

varied, including all of the following: 

 

Exploration in and around Highland Camp : This can yield 100+ bird 

species, including rarities such as Flavescent Bulbul, Crested Finchbill, 

and Mountain Bamboo Partridge (we only heard calls). There are also reptiles, amphibians,    

butterflies and moths, orchids and parasitic plants. The long-jawed Orb-weaver spider (Leucauge 

tessellate), Himalayan Red Lacewing butterfly (Cethosia biblistisamena), Assam Bluewing      

damselfly (Matrona nigripectus), day-flying forester moths (Episteme spp.) and parasitic plants 

(Balanophora spp.) are common species in the forests nearby. Unfortunately, the globally       

invasive Lantana shrub has found its way here too. 

Half -day hike on the David Scott Trail  named after an early 19th century British administrator 

posted to the area: The highlight was a very rare butterfly - the Yellow Owl (Neorina hilda). 

 

Half -day hike on the Sohkhyllam trail : Sohkhyllam is Khasi for óolive groveô and we observed several olive family species there. 

Evening visit to the brewing stills, followed by a night herping walk:  We sampled Kiad um ï a traditional rice-based liquor 

prepared by fermenting a mixture of rice, water, and a local herb called ñmaiwandò. This fortified us for the night herping walk. 

Moth screens on two evenings at Highland Camp:  We observed a mass emergence of the Tussock moth Pida apicalis.  

 

 

Half -day exploration of the Mawmluh Cave , an international heritage site (but recommended only for those 

comfortable in narrow enclosed spaces). Full cave gear and expert guides (one for each participant) were     

provided. Angela rated it highly. 

Half -day trail to the Living Root Bridges : These bridges, on steep slopes of subtropical moist broadleaf     

forest, are composed of the living roots of the Rubber Fig (Ficus elastica) and are made/maintained by the 

Khasi community. Both single and double-decker versions are just 2000 stone steps away.  

Half -day trail to Tyrna : This gave us a chance to see rare hesperids, odonates, flowering plants, orchids,     

spiders, waterfalls and torrent frogs, not to mention hill birds at near eye level (otherwise uncommon in the 

Khasi hills as birds have been traditionally hunted here). 

Contribution and photos by Kartik Balasubramaniam & Srishti Agnihotri 

Stalactities &stalacmites 
joined  

Dusk at Highland Camp  

Tussock moth sp -  
Pida apicalis  

Red Lacewing  - Cethosia biblistisamena Blue wing damselfly - Matrona nigripectus  Day-flying Blue Forester moth - Episteme spp  

Drenched on the  
Tyrna Trail 

(continued on page 5) 
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Cultural programme organised by Khasi youth , featuring traditional dance and a local rock band. 

Full -day trip to Shella Bholaganj , an area close to the Bangladesh border. Multiple rare butterflies have been documented here 

and we were not disappointed. Prominent observations included Sylhet Great Archduke, Myanmarese Wizard, Thai Marbled Map 

(both pale and dark morphs), Assam Powdered Baron, Indo-Chinese Chocolate Albatross and Sikkim Yellow Gorgon. The Gorgon 

unfortunately was too active for anyone to photograph. 

Bonfire and a feast: We concluded the Nature Festival with a bonfire discussion, followed by a buffet with local specialties. In the 

morning we were dropped off at Guwahati airport. 

Wildlife Poop: An Insightful Look  

Tracking wildlife at South Africaôs Makalali Game Reserve (06-13 September 2025) 

"Look at this poop, it's nice and clean" said our guide Jan Hendrik and James Conder nodded in    

agreement during our walking tour at the Makalali Reserve in South Africa. Janôs enthusiasm was       

remarkable, so much so that I immediately thought I really need to write about this shi*t. 

Jokes aside, exploring the African wilderness on foot is an extraordinary experience that demands      

constant vigilance. Every sound, every rustle of leaves, every animalôs reaction nearby and the tiniest 

tracks in the dust offer a live status update. And of course, there are the droppings. 

Droppings are gold mines of information for anyone paying attention. A humble pile of poop can reveal 

which species are in the area, whether theyôve passed recently, what they have been eating, whether 

they are carrying a disease and how the ecosystem connects. It is like one of natureôs scripts.  

Take hyenas for example. They have distinctive white or pale-coloured droppings because of the     

massive amount of bones and animal remains they consume. Their incredibly strong digestive systems 

can break down bones that other predators leave behind (if you have ever wondered what happens when calcium meets        

digestion, that is your answer).  

Rhino droppings can even reveal the species. White rhinos (the grazers) leave fibrous piles filled with short-cut grass, while Black 

rhinos (the browsers) leave dung with twigs and shrub fragments. Even more fascinating, some droppings have practical uses 

beyond the bush. In many parts of Africa, elephant dung is used as a fertiliser, building material, and as a fire starteré not a  

candle scent though :).  

While this topic might sound funny or a little taboo at first, it is also a reminder that in the wild, every trace matters - especially the 

ones you have to watch your step around! 

Contribution and photos by Narjess Hamecha-Daniels 

Buffalo droppings Hyena droppings Impala droppings White rhino droppings Black rhino droppings 

Cave explorers 
Local fare - green rice & bamboo chicken 

(photo by Srishti) Riverside at Shella (photo by Srishti) 

(continued from page 4) 

Dennis playing football .é  
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Contribution and photos by Sally Higgins & Kathy Johnston 

Field trip to the Queen of Shebaôs Palace, Shimal Tombs and Dhayah Fort (6 November 2025) 

 

You had me at óQueen of Shebaô. Is she a myth, or did she really exist? And did she meet King Solomon and was she played by 

Elizabeth Taylor in a movie?   

We did not answer these questions on Saturdayôs trip with Anelisa, but we did spend a fabulous 

morning visiting the so-called ñQueen of Shebaôs Palaceò above the village of Shimal in northern 

Ras Al Khaimah near the Oman/Musandam border, investigating Bronze Age tombs and ending 

up at the Dhayah Fort.  

The palace dates to the Julfar period, from the 13th to 16th centuries AD.  It is thought that it was 

the residence of the ruler of Julfar and the reference to the Queen of Sheba probably no more 

than a wistful desire to be connected to the Sabean people of Southern Arabia, who would trade 

in exotic, luxury items like frankincense, spices and gold. The palace looks down over what would 

have been very extensive groves of date palms, providing wealth for the Julfar people.   

A modern stairway has been added over the original Medieval access route, making the Queen of 

Shebaôs Palace easily accessible.  Once on the plateau, one can see the rulerôs building at the 

southwestern corner.  The ruins of the rectangular building are 

about 35m long, with about ten pairs of rooms running along    

either side of a central corridor. A water cistern has been restored 

on the site of the palace to collect and store rainwater, and      

remnants of a stone wall extend all around the edge of the wider 

plateau, with the ruins of small dwellings built against it. These were used as temporary hide-outs 

for the villagers living below, in times of trouble. There is another less well-preserved wall leading 

out from the ground near the base of the palace, towards the ocean. It was once 7km long, with   

fortified towers along it, providing protection for the palace and palm gardens from any possible    

attacks from the south.  

From the palace we moved down the hill and saw some          

examples of Umm an Nar and Wadi Suq period Bronze Age      

Shimal tombs, the earliest of which would have been built some 

3000 years before the Julfar Palace high above. We had a lucky 

drop-in from ñAggie the Archaeologistò, (Agnieszka) who took time 

out of her schedule to show us the nearby Julfar kilns. We caught Aggie as she was leaving the 

archaeological site being led by Professor Lloyd Weeks, from the University of New England in 

New South Wales, Australia.   

Finally, after a 15-minute drive to the north, we climbed a flight of steps and sat down for lunch at 

Dhayah Fort while enjoying the breathtaking view of Ras Al Khaimah from the top. 

Oh. And we saw an Arabian Fox ! 

The remains of a Shimal tomb  
(photo by Sally) 

Sally Higgins on the steps that lead 
to Dhayah Fort (photo by Kathy) 

The group looking at the shell of Terebralia 
palustris - a rich food source in the past 

(photo by Sally) 

The DNHG members (photo by Kathy) 

High plateau behind the Queen of 
Shebaôs Palace, used as a refuge 

for the villagers living below in 
times of danger (photo by Sally) 

A covered, restored water cistern at 
the SW  corner of the so-called 
Queen of Shebaôs Palace  
(photo by Sally) 
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Snorkelling off the Daymaniyat Islands  

Taking advantage of a free day in Muscat I visited the Daymaniyat Islands. There are many 

tour operators leaving either from the Seeb port or Al Mouj which I set out from. It took about         

45 minutes to reach the Marine Sanctuary and, as soon as we arrived, I jumped in to        

explore. 

The first location of the three we were exploring that day was Turtle Island and it quickly       

became apparent why. Just a few meters below the surface 

around 15 turtles were clustered together on the sea floor. 

They were all green turtles, mostly medium in size with only 

two larger ones. They favoured one spot on the rubble of coral 

and came repeatedly back to nibble on the ñspecialò algae. I 

have never seen so many turtles in one spot and it was       

impressive. The turtles, regularly coming up to breathe,       

allowed for a close-up look. While the turtles were feeding they 

were continuously chased away by the Sohal surgeonfish, as 

they are territorial and they considered it their spot. In this   

location coral was badly damaged. It was dismayed that boats were allowed to throw anchor         

overboard in a marine sanctuary.  

In other such locations, buoys are installed to protect the 

coral, an inexpensive and very effective way to protect 

the reef. On other Daymaniyat islands locations, the   

quality of coral was luckily better, especially away from 

the shores and along the deeper, open channels           

between the islands. Large globes of hard coral         

carpeted the gradually sloping seafloor there. Not many 

fish were visible as it was almost midday and they were 

resting in the shade among the corals. I was fortunate to be in a good location when the tides were changing and water poured 

over the narrow ridge of the island, overflowing from the open sea to the islandôs bay. The flow created additional waves and             

bubbles enjoyed by many small fish. While I was enjoying their play, a small black-tip shark came across this newly-opened    

passage and swam over the white, submerged beach. It was an amazing sight. I saw a turtle tucked away sleeping under the 

coral and another pausing his power nap to come up for air, taking a few gulps before returning to his sleeping alcove. A large 

trumpet fish was poised stealthily above the coral waiting motionless for unsuspecting prey. There were adult and young Arabian 

Picasso triggerfish, a large Porcupine fish and plenty of baby boxfish proving it a perfect fish nursery.  

On a final note, I was visiting mid-October and we were not allowed to go to shore because of the restrictions to protect breeding  

turtles and many birds. From November to April, you will be able to explore the islands shores again as well. 

Contribution and photo by Gosia van Unen 

The two larger green turtles 

Cluster of around 15 turtles 

The Marine Sanctuary 

Peacockôs tali, small brown algae - 
Padina pavonica 

The Shoreline Hard coral at around 12m depth Large circular coral growth 

A school of Sergeant major fish - common, 
small, territorial fish from damelfish family 

Coral heads & passing school of fish -   
Possibly juvenile barracudas?  

Black-tip shark swimming in at the rising tide 


