
   

 

Desert Ramble in Wadi Faya  

Wadi Faya is one of the two largest watercourses that drain across the sands of the 

Northern Emirates to the Arabian Gulf. Near the area where we visited, the record 

floods of mid-April 2024 coursed through the bed of rolling sand, destroyed two 

small restaurants at the Mahafiz interchange on the Sharjah-Mleiha road (and much 

of the popular bike path), washed the wadi clean and carved steep cliffs into the 

high dunes on the south bank. 

The rains also destroyed the fencing that had been an impediment to access on 

foot, allowing us once again to visit this ecologically varied area, which includes 

sand and gravel flats, small rocky hills, the wadi bed, and larger rolling dunes with 

small ghaf groves and internal hollows supporting enhanced vegetation. Following 

the April 2024 event, there had been almost no rain in most of the Emirates for 

twenty months, but the rain in mid-December 2025 had clearly refreshed this area 

in spite of mostly overcast skies. Mother Nature put on a respectable show for our 

group, which included a number of new members. 
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Contributors ð 

Thank you to the following members for 

their contributions this month: 

*Andrzej Romaniuk 

*Barbara Van Meir 

*Eliza Romaniuk  

*Gary Feulner 

*Georgina Pereira 

*Gosia van Unen 

*Mai Tran 

 

(continued on page 3) 

Check out page 7 to see what is hidingé.. 

Contribution by Gary Feulner;  
photos by Gary Feuner & Mai Tran 

 

Gathering for a closer look (Mai Tran)  

https://www.facebook.com/DNHG.UAE/
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Announcements and Recorders  
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  

M: 050 8069724 

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  

Birds - Panos Azmanis  

M: 050 7083555  

E: azmanis.vet@gmail.com 

Mammals - Binish Roobas  

M: 050 4315365 

E:  binishroobas@hotmail.com 

 
 

From the Editor:  

Many more interesting trips and lectures 
have been planned for 2026!  
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-April -2026 

             ...for the April edition... 

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

Monthly Lecture  

Monday 6 April 2026 at 8 pm  

Central Veterinary Research Laboratory (CVRL)  

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

 

Topic:  The Atlantis Atlas Project: Driving Sustainability and Conservation 

at Atlantis Dubai 

Speakers:  Sherani Ruberu and Freisha Patel lead the conservation and        

sustainability initiatives including the Atlantis Atlas Project  Dubai.  

Abstract:  

The Atlantis Atlas Project at Atlantis Dubai showcases how sustainability and 

conservation can be embedded into large-scale hospitality operations. This   

lecture explores practical strategies and initiatives, highlighting how data-driven 

decision-making and collaborative partnerships create measurable                 

environmental and social impact. Sherani Ruberu and Freisha Patel will share 

insights from their work in sustainability leadership and conservation education 

demonstrating how responsible practices can enhance guest experiences,   

support biodiversity, and turn conservation knowledge into tangible, real-world 

outcomes. Attendees will gain a behind-the-scenes look at how the Atlantis   

Atlas Project translates sustainability strategy into operational practice. 

About the Speakers:  

Sherani Ruberu  has an extensive global experience in sustainability from Asia 

to Australia. She specialises in integrating responsible practices into luxury   

hospitality. In her current role, she translates strategy into practical,   data-driven 

action that embeds sustainability into everyday decision-making, creating  

meaningful and impactful guest experiences. 

Freisha Patel  is a conservation and education professional with over a decade 

of experience working in wildlife conservation and sustainability. She leads   

conservation and education initiatives at Atlantis Dubai, where she develops  

engaging programmes and partnerships that connect people with wildlife,      

promote responsible action, and turn conservation knowledge into real-world 

impact. 

Sherani Ruberu Freisha Patel  

mailto:mailto:gazelleeditor@gmail.com
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(continued  from page 1) 

We saw the three most common diurnal lizards of the sands, the highlight of the day  being 

a courting and mating pair of The White-Spotted Fringe-Toed Lizard (Acanthodactylus 

schmidti). [NB: The need to observe at a respectable distance puts a premium on having a 

decent pair of binoculars or a long lens camera.] We also saw the Yellow Toad-Headed 

Agama (Phrynocephalus arabicus) and watched it bury its body in the sand in the blink of 

an eye, just by shimmying, and the Least Semaphore Gecko, the tiny Pristurus minimus, 

almost invisible among dry stems and leaf litter. 

Mammals were not much in evidence. We saw many camel tracks and gerbil holes, but not 

the beasts themselves. However, we did encounter a herd of ca. 25 sheep, mostly black, in 

the high dunes. 

We saw at least 40 species of plants in all ï a good count after the extended drought. 

Calotropis procera (Sodom's Apple) dominated the wadi and flats environment, with many in 

full flower. The large Fireworks Bush or Desert Broom (Leptadenia pyrotechnica) was in 

flower on the dunes, and many other annual herbs and perennial shrubs and grasses were 

in modest flower among the several environments, for example: Indigofera colutea,              

I. intricata and Limeum arabicum in the dunes; Cyperus conglomeratus, Cenchrus divisus 

(formerly Pennisetum divisum), Eremobium aegyptiacum and Citrullis colocynthis (the bitter 

ground melon, Arabic: hanzal) on the flats; and Centaurea pseudosinaica, Fagonia ovalifolia, 

and Medicago laciniata on the rocky hills. 

Robberflies and redbugs (a particular species of each) were among the most common flying 

insects we saw in all environments. Close inspection also revealed the jumping spider 

(Menemerus cf.) that is a regular on the rough bark of ghaf trees in the Northern Emirates. 

Several attractive but unfamiliar small beetles were seen and photographed. Those will   

require leisure-time investigation, particularly using the Arthropod Fauna of the UAE series 

(six volumes, edited by A. van Harten), the most reliable resource for our area. 

The rocky outcrops along Wadi Faya are fossiliferous, an extension of the rocks seen in the 

nearby Mleiha ï Jebel Faya ï Jebel Buhais area. They are discussed separately in the April 

issue of Gazelle. However, it should be noted that the fossils in this area are firmly             

embedded in the surrounding bedrock. They are suitable for photography, but not for      

collection.   

White-Spotted Fringe-Toed lizards mating 
 - Mai Tran 

Afoot in the high dunes - Mai Tran 

The Least Semaphore Gecko lives among 
shrubs in sandy environments - Gary Feulner  

Medicago laciniata confined to rocky areas - 
Gary Feulner 

Desert Wheatear (male) perched on a  Bitter 
Ground Melon (Arabic: hanzal)  - Mai Tran  

Lizard watching in the dunes - Mai Tran A panorama of Wadi Faya - Mai Tran 

Centaurea pseudosinaica, dry but                
recognisable by its spiny bracts                           

- Gary Feulner 

Indigofera colutea, in flower and fruit    
(small, cylindrical pods) - Gary Feulner 
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A visit to Emirates Bio Farm  

Two weeks ago, the two of us went to Emirates Bio Farm located in Al Ain. It is the largest organic farm in 

the UAE producing certified organic vegetables, fruits, and eggs. They use sustainable farming practices to 

provide customers with the freshly harvested produce. 

At the entrance, one of the employees explained the layout of the farm using a large map which was of 

great help as the place is pretty big, and then we were free to explore the green fields. 

Animal feeding was the first stop on our tour. We helped ourselves to vegetable leftovers placed in wooden 

boxes next to the pens. Goats, sheep and donkeys were more than happy to get fresh beet or carrot tops. 

After the animal encounter, we continued to the valley. On one side you could sit on manicured grass or 

amphitheatre steps and watch the kids go down huge slides embedded in the ground. On the other side, 

where the land was more levelled, we saw the first veggie beds. Neat patches of cabbage, lettuce,      

beetroots, carrots, aubergine, peppers, etc looked fresh and tempting. Here and there they were separated 

from each other by herbs which are used as natural insect repellents, e.g. strong scent and aromatic oils of 

sage deter cabbage moths or carrot flies. After that we climbed up picturesque terraced steps to visit the 

upper part of the farm. At the top of the stairs, we were welcomed by rows of tall sunflowers which we 

could admire while going up and down on romantic Instagramable swings scattered around. The flowers 

attract a variety of birds so our walk was accompanied by the sounds of their chirping and wings fluttering. 

Zigzagging across the fields can make you wish to relax a bit. To accommodate people who need to rest, 

they constructed a massive tent at the top of the farm. It is like an open air majlis with beanbags,           

mattresses, and cushions where you go barefoot to sit, inhale fresh air and appreciate the full view of the 

gardens. Taking a short train ride drawn by a tractor is an alternative way of visiting the upper side of the 

farm, ideal for families with small kids or adults who cannot walk for longer distances. We enjoyed the ride 

a lot. 

Bio Farm Iftar was the last part of our tour. We were shown the way to the restaurant and discovered that 

they mostly served vegetarian food (YAY!). The chefs cooked dishes (all so delicious) made from the 

farmôs own vegetables. Sweets section was extremely interesting as all the cakes were vegetable-based, 

too. Red velvet cake decorated with a blob of beetroot jam was my favourite. 

We finished the day with a visit to the shop where you can buy vegetables, vegetable preserve, eggs, 

honey and plants from the farm.  

Overall, it is a stunning place in the middle of the desert. Plus the tranquillity of  nature helps you forget all 

the stresses of the outside world.   

Contribution by Liz Maley-Craig & Gary Feulner; 

Photos by Sonja Lavrenļiļ unless otherwise identified    
Contribution by Eliza Romaniuk & photos by Andrzej Romaniuk  

1. Farm map 

12. The Iftar meal 10. A short train ride 9. The open air majlis 

8. A bird feeding station 

5. Corn on the cob in the 
making  

6. Amphitheatre steps & valley  
4é. the Lettuce Patch  

3. é.and greeting a donkey 

2. Goat feeding 

7. Sunflowers 

11.  The sweet station 
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Upcoming planned Biodiversity Meets in the Western and Eastern Himalaya  

 

Snapshot of the recent Dubai Desert Conservation Reserve (DDCR) visit  

é.after heavy rains... 

 The nature drive with walking stops was a wonderful  opportunity to see this 

quite remarkable habitat. I was amazed at how green the desert was. The      

recent rains no doubt helped, as does the absence of camels. I was also 

amazed at the scale of the reserve. It is impressive. 

We saw heaps of wildlife, big and small: Oryx, sand and mountain gazelles.  

 

Birds galore : crested larks, shrikes, even some 

geese in the 'lake' and, of course, the eagle owl 

on her nest! The long legged buzzard was also 

nesting and we kept a respectful distance not to 

disturb it. We even saw a Bonelli's eagle in flight. 

The birders in the group, like Marios, Domen or 

Panos, no doubt can give us a more complete list 

as well as pictures. 

 

My personal highlight was the massive dung beetle 

hard at work (several people took pictures. I was not 

one of them). We also saw a Spilothetus longulus   

commonly found in deserts in North Africa, Arabia and 

the Near East. It often lives under host plants, which 

provide food and shelter. To avoid predators, it feigns 

death and can release defensive secretions. And we 

also spotted many spiny-tailed lizards. Hopefully   

someone took a picture! 

 

Plants aplenty as well of course, including the Heliotropium bacciferum, a perennial herb in the Boraginaceae family, commonly 

found in extreme desert habitats. It has a host of traditional medicinal uses including treatment of a wide range of ailments      

including ringworm, tonsillitis and burn wounds. Scientific research has shown that its essential oil contains 76 compounds! 

 

Contribution by Gary Feulner; photos by Gary  & Mai Tran 

Spilothetus longulus 
(Barbara)  

Heliotropium  bacciferum 
(Barbara) 

Bonelliôs eagle (Georgina) 

Oryx (Eliza) 

Pharoah eagle owl (Georgina) 

Contribution by  Barbara Van Meir; photos by  Barbara, Eliza Romaniuk &  Georgina Pereira  

Dhub (spiny-tailed lizard) 
(Georgina) 

The group which organised the Mawmluh Nature Meet in Meghalaya, India last September and which was 

attended by some DNHG members, organises biodiversity meets at various locations in the Western and 

Eastern Himalaya from time to time. 

Kartik Balasubramaniam is kindly sharing announcements for the upcoming 3 meets: 

(a) 12-18 April 2026 : Meet at foothills of Gangotri Glacier in the Western Himalaya 

(b) 02-09 May 2026 : Meet in Eastern Himalaya at Gobuk, Siang Valley, Arunachal Pradesh, India 

Note: Protected Area Permit (PAP) is required for foreign nationals, and ILP (Inner Line Permit) for      

Indian Nationals 

(c) 11-16 June 2026 : Meet at Devalsari, Uttarakhand in the Western Himalaya 

Further information is available via:  

* https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfPXUQEX-B7m5wcuVUfgu1NFx_Yikw16-

MEgMMSfKN_psQBfQ/viewform 

* https://roundglasssustain.com/wild-vault/wing-titli-utsavs-uttarakhand  

DNHG members interested in attending any of the above events may reach out, for further information on 

any of the three events, directly to : Khartik Balasubramaniam  E:  bkartik24@gmail.com  

The desert terrain (Barbara) 
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Contribution & photos by Gosia van Unen The Oasis of Al Ahsa        

A few months ago I was invited to visit Al Ahsa in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia. Three hours 

by train from Riyadh, it is a UNESCO World Heritage site since 2018 recognised for its "evolving    

cultural landscape", representing continued human settlement from the Neolithic period to the present.  

Al Ahsaôs name means òthe sound of water undergroundò in classical Arabic and explains the nature 

of its wealth. It is  artesian water originating from deep fossil aquifers, specifically the Neogene        

aquifer that comes to the surface in this area. It originates from precipitation in the mountain ranges in 

the west of the country and is recharged by yearly rainfall and then slowly transported eastward.       

Water seeps through underground watercourses safe from evaporation as it moves. Along the way it 

gets purified naturally and enriched with minerals. Over this vast distance, water travels extremely 

slowly, taking thousands of years to reach Al Ahsa oasis. This means that water consumed today  

allowing to maintain lush gardens and sizeable agriculture, precipitated many thousands of years 

ago, in much wetter climate. There are many canals in the oasis, 280 springs (some hot and sulphur 

rich), wells and a drainage lake. In such a fortunate location, there are also many historical         

buildings including fortresses and mosques. With its 2.5 million date palms, Al Ahsa is the largest 

palm oasis in the world, but it is also an agricultural centre for another, rather unexpected product. 

As contra-intuitive as it seems for a desert location with a scarce water resources, Al Ahsa is also 

famous for rice cultivation. The ñHawasi riceò has a specific flavour, different from the rice most of 

us are used to consuming. The reason for this peculiar flavour is its prolonged storage (a year or 

more) resulting in light fermentation. In addition to mineral rich water used for growing it, prolonged storing 

method helps locking upthe nutrients responsible for the flavour. I sampled this traditional dish in a restaurant in 

the old city centre and can testify that it really is delicious. In addition to hundreds of kinds of dates and rice it       

produces, Al Ahsa is a modern urban centre with many sprouting initiatives in art, craft and tourism.  

Al Ahsa was already inhabited in the Neolithic times and later became a commercially important city on a             

crossroads of several trade routes linking the Arabian Peninsula with Persia and India through the port of Al 

Uqair. This port made Al Ahsa the ñgreat marketò from which products were transported to central and eastern 

regions. 

There are many historic buildings in Al Hofuf, the major urban 

and administrative centre in Al Ahsa. One of them is the      

Ibrahim Palace, used as a centre of governance of the         

settlement and a permanent residence of the garrison.      

Currently the palace features a restored Al Qubba Mosque 

dating from 1555 CE, a command cabin, soldiersô barracks, 

steam baths, palace well, officersô bedroom suite, basement 

armoury, communications room and eight observation and defense towers distributed across the palace walls. 

The Mosque has excellent acoustics as well as diverse decorative wooden windows, some with stained glass. 

A few kilometers outside the city centre lies Jebel Al Qarah, famous for its canyons, caves and passages that 

offer a steady, cool temperature even in the summer months. Before you enter the caves you can visit a small 

museum to learn about the historical events that happened in this area. Al Qarah Mountain itself is a sedimentary 

mesa formed due to the dissolution of rock and collapse resulting from erosion of earthquake fissures. The caves 

have 28 narrow passageways, a total of                      

1.5 kilometres in length. This enchanting environment used to be     

inhabited ancient tribes and later 

as space for schooling.  

Now, you can stroll down the       

narrow passages in complete   

silence hidden from the outside 

world inside the noise-cancelling 

underground spaces. 

 

An amazing experience! 

Palmtrees dominate the sky 

Eroding super soft sediments of 
Al Qarah Mountain 

Traditional farmhouse setting 

Harder layers on the top protect the 
rock underneath forming mushroom & 

pillar like structures. It is an example 
of the differential weathering 

Entrance to  
Al Warah Mountain -  

human for scale  

Inside the cave      
system 

Local craft vendor 

Palm beams 
along the court-
yard of the 
mosque 

Date trunks used 
for stacking date 

bags to extract 
date molasses Ibrahim Palace Mosque 
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DNHG Nature Hike: An upper wadi in the Hajar Mountains  

It is true that trip leader Gary Feulner may have failed to recall some of the difficulties of the initial 

entry via water-filled rock pools, and the rigours of the final ascent to the pass over loose, eroding 

scree but, overall, our nature hike in a tributary of Wadi Maydaq, in the Masafi area, was a        

leisurely and instructive introduction to the typical upper wadi environment in the ultrabasic rocks 

of that region. The gravel wadi bed narrowed and was more frequently punctuated by bedrock 

outcrops, then by water-worn bedrock gorges and chutes (sometimes requiring modest acrobatics 

to skirt obstacles), and finally we ascended by scree-filled gulleys as the route steepened, ending 

at a breezy pass. 

The area was far from "green" on our visit, but the flora was clearly 

responding to recent rain and (spearheaded by Mai Tran) we 

scored an aggregate total of at least 86 native or naturalised plant 

species ï a very high total for a day out. These included the       

common tree species seen along the wadi banks (sidr and samr and wadi fig, but not ghaf), plus 

shrubs, herbs and grasses in the wadi bed, at the wadi margins, on the gravel and bedrock banks, 

and on the flat wadi-side terraces. Many of the plants clearly had their own preferred habitat. The 

day's total was boosted by a few agricultural weed species associated with our entry past an area 

of traditional plantations. 

The Common Caper Capparis spinosa is abundant on slopes in the 

area and attracted two generally uncommon butterflies that use it as 

a larval host plant - the Salmon Arab and the Caper White. The White Branded Swift was also   

unusually common. The Hummingbird Hawkmoth made a couple of appearances to feed on the 

common pink annual Erucaria hispanica (a photo is the header for the Home Page on the DNHG 

website). The most common bird was the Purple Sunbird, with males in full iridescent blue-black 

breeding plumage. 

Pond life was less abundant than expected, with primarily filamentous algae, mosquito larvae and 

the Polka-Dot Predaceous Diving Beetle Prodaticus pictus (and its presumed nymphs). Flying   

insects were also few except for some large but inoffensive Flesh Flies and several wasp species 

drinking at water. The large Oriental Hornet Vespa orientalis was absent because it hibernates in winter, even in the UAE. 

Spiders for the day included Wadicosa arabica (diurnal on damp gravel), a common but un-ID'd wadi 

wolf spider (mostly nocturnal on gravel), two jumping spiders ï Rafalus arabicus (common by day on 

bedrock and boulders) and Evarcha seyun (seen on a  cemented gravel wall, but more commonly 

seen in peri-agricultural shrubbery) and the UAE's "tarantula" Ischnocolus jickelii (also on a              

cemented gravel wall). 

Binish Roobas and Ekhman Othman kept a lookout near and far with binoculars, but few basking or 

displaying reptiles were sighted and no raptors, even at the pass, where we had a panoramic view 

into the adjoining wadi. There, however, a small herd of multicoloured feral goats awed the distant 

onlookers with their ascent of a rocky ridge on the far horizon. A lone goat, all white, lingered to   

savour the moment, serene in a landscape where we would struggle to tread ï and a reminder,   

perhaps, of why they are considered such dangerous competitors to native mountain quadrupeds. 

 

Contribution & photos by Gary Feulner; photos by Mai Tran 

3. Trees & large shrubs are               
prospering in stretch of wadi 

2. A refurbished stone well beside 
the wadi is and ocean of life 

1. Bedrock pools ñrefreshedò by          
agricultural runoff 

8. é. and you will see a white goat 
looking backé. 

7. Look closely at the distant ridge top at 
the centre of the photo é.. 

6. Bedrock pools are always worth a 
look 

5. Bedrock gorges are a common 
feature of the wadi environment 

4. Examining arthropod life on the 
wadi wall 


