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THE MARVELLOUS
MARINE LIFE OF QATAR
With over 560 km of coastline,
Qatar boasts abundant
marine life and crystal
waters making it ideal for
fishing, sailing, water-skiing,
canoeing, kitesurfing, jetskiing, and windsurfing

S

urprisingly, despite the hot and arid
desert environment, Qatar is home
to one of the most important coastal
marine ecosystems in the world—
mangroves. These woody, green oases, found
in a handful of places throughout Qatar, are
teeming with an abundant array of plant and
animal life and are a true force of nature.
What makes Qatar’s mangroves unique?
Home to the white or grey Avicennia
marina tree species, Qatar’s mangroves
have survived the harsh desert conditions
and low rainfall to create flourishing, green

ecosystems for an array of permanent and
migratory animals.
Each year, a variety of bird species stop
in Qatar on the way to their final destination.
The world’s largest flamingo species, Greater
flamingo, migrate from colder European
temperatures to rest and replenish in Qatar’s
warm mangroves before recommencing their
long journey to Africa.
Qatar’s mangroves provide a unique
opportunity to discover an important
ecosystem of local flora and fauna. Located
around the coastline, mangroves can be

found in areas such as Al Ruwais, Simaisma,
and Fuwairit. Nowadays, kayaking tours are
becoming a popular activity to gain a closeup experience of these natural wonders, and
several adventure companies organise daily
tours. The most abundant mangroves are
found near the northern seaside city of Al
Khor.

Al Thakira
This green expanse is one of the oldest
and largest mangroves in Qatar. During the
winter months, the shallow waters provide

THE ‘SEA COWS’ OF QATAR

T

he seas and waterways around Qatar
are beaming with life. Marine habitats
include coral reefs, salt marshes,
mangroves and over 150 species of
fish. Dolphins, sharks and rays have also
been regularly sighted. However, there is
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something bigger than all of those that also
makes the waters around Qatar its home – the
magnificent and mysterious dugong.
The dugong has lived in Qatari waters for
over 7,500 years. The Arabian Gulf hosts the
second largest population of dugongs in the

the perfect resting spot for migratory
flamingos and other birds to replenish on
small fish before restarting their journey to
Africa.

Purple Island
This small, rocky island is accessible from
the mainland by a long wooden pedestrian
bridge overlooking the mangroves. Three
thousand years ago, the island was famous
for its purple dye produced from crushed sea
snail shells and was coveted by royalty and
the ruling classes.

world, and while they are often found in pairs
of two – a mother and a calf – Qatar hosts a
strange phenomenon. In the northwest region,
herds of 600-700 Dugongs have regularly
been found swimming together, while in 2020
a record-breaking herd of 850 was sighted.
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ON A MISSION
TO PRESERVE
QATAR’S FLORA
AND FAUNA
AMONG YOUTH

opportunity to enjoy the weather and go on field trips to the
mainland, which are very popular because of the opening
of the camping season in Qatar. So we resort to campaigns
for cleaning the plains and replanting natural trees in them,
especially in the rainy season - because the percentage of rain
in Qatar is minimal and the desertification threat is existent so we try to re-plant from the Qatari shrubs in these plains to
combat desertification, either through the center’s programs
or in cooperation with the leaders of initiatives participating
with us in the field activities.”
Animated by expert environmentalists, the organisation
offers workshops on recycling and home gardening, as well as
classes on environmental sustainability.
“During the pandemic period, we were communicating
with a large number of participants; we did not stop during the
pandemic. After the lifting of the restrictions and in adhering to
the precautionary measures, we organized some workshops in
schools and at the center,” al-Hajri said.
“We want to maintain the continuity of organising workshops,
events and seminars. We also participate in exhibitions or
forums organized in the country, and we participate in them
with our partners, such as our previous cooperation with the
Supreme Committee for Delivery and Legacy, and Kahramaa.
We try to convey different messages to the young generation,
as well as to educating different segments of society about the
importance of preserving the environment,” al-Hajri added.
When asked about who influenced him to get so engaged in
the cause of the preservation of the environment, al-Hajiri said:
“I am deeply indebted to my father who trained me and instilled
in me the feeling of belonging to this beloved land and all its
plants, trees, its fauna, flora and the sea. I was also influenced
by Dr Faisal Abou Shama who taught me at Qatar University
and he had an influence on me and my peers especially during
the field visits to the desert and the plains; he had the rare
ability to make you an environmentalist both from the heart
and the mind at the same time. That is why I want to pass on
this heritage to the next generation.”
Al-Hajri reminded that “the centre’s main objective is to
inculcate basic environmental values 
in young people by
raising awareness among them and informing them of the
most important environmental issues and the most important
components of the Qatari environment, as well as raising their
environmental culture and providing them with information
and bringing to their attention the damages that may be
inflicted on the environment.

Under the slogan “Ancestral
Meadows: A Matter of Trust,” the
Qatar National Day is a great way
to serve the youth and highlight
the importance of conserving
the nation’s heritage and its
environment

Farhoud al-Hajri, Director of the Friends of the Environment Center.

By Tawfik Lamari

F

arhoud al-Hajri inherits a treasured heritage of
environmental preservation from his nature-savvy
father, Mohammed al-Hajiri, who is also a very active
veteran Qatari environmentalist.
In a free-wheeling interview with Gulf Times, al-Hajri, who
is also the director of the Friends of the Environment Center,
spoke about the ethos of the centre — one of the youth centers
affiliated to the Ministry of Sports and Youth.
The key objective of the centre, according to al-Hajri,
is to raise environmental awareness and a sense of civic
responsibility among school-age children and youth in general.
“Our aim is to address all the different generations within
society and work through the various activities and events
that the center participates in, ranging from field activities
to awareness seminars and lectures at the center or even at
the venues where the initiatives are implemented, mainly
schools and universities. We contribute to raise environmental
awareness and culture, to get people to pay more attention to
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preserving the environment, taking care about its safety and
sustainability, in order to avoid continuous assaults on the
environment, whether intentional or unintended,” al-Hajri said.
Al-Hajri went on to say that the center’s diverse activities,
organised and held at the centre, as well as activities at venues
such as beach cleaning campaigns, planting natural trees,
recycling workshops, and plantation workshops could be of
interest to many, especially young generations.
Al-Hajiri sounded very enthusiastic about the field activities
because young people love activities that involve action such
as cleaning beaches.
“In the summer season, we clean beaches because the
number of people who visit them increases as a matter of
fact, so we go out to care about beaches by cleaning them
and removing waste. At the same time, we try to deliver a
message to visitors to take care of the beach. The beach is a
place that you frequent with other community members, so it
is necessary to maintain its cleanliness and safety.”
Al-Hajiri is also pleased with the current season because
“during this time of year, environmentalists have an

The grown-ups are given the opportunity to actively
participate and cooperate with us in finding some solutions,
for example, by planting wild plants in some plains; they
understand that this is a solution to some environmental
problems, such as desertification, and we remain in contact
with them. The most important goal is to instill the concept of
preserving a healthy and clean environment that will be passed
on from one generation to the next, and we hope that the next
generation will receive an environment in its best form and
maintain it or raise its level for the better. We believe that we
have achieved success in this field and we aspire for more, we
aspire for the best, and we hope that this message reaches the
largest number of people in the society. We note that the level
of awareness is increasing, whether from the number of active
leaders of initiatives or through the number of participants in
the events.”
Answering a question on success stories in Qatar, al-Hajri
said: “I consider that the nature reserves in Qatar are a success
story plus the fact that recently the Ministry of the Environment
and Climate Change was established. At the local level, the
environment issue is gaining momentum while it is at the same
time one of the four pillars of Qatar National Vision 2030.”
He also thinks that the 26th UN Climate Change Conference
of the Parties (COP 26) in Glasgow at the international level, is
an indicator of concern and interest for the future of the planet
and he hopes that sustainable solutions will be found soon.
Al-Hajri went on to say that the holding of the Qatar National
Day under the slogan “Ancestral Meadows: A Matter of Trust,”
is a great motivation to serve the youth and to highlight the
urgency of conserving the nation’s heritage, its fauna and
flora.”
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THE WHALE SHARKS
OF QATAR
Qatar draws the largest number of whale sharks to its
northeast coast every year, creating a fascinating sight to behold.

Q

atar is home to one of the largest whale sharks aggregations in the entire world.
With its appearance and the confusing name, it often is puzzling whether these
endangered gentle giants are a breed of whales or sharks. Although whale
sharks share a lot of similarities with whales, it belongs to the shark family.
Let’s dive into a few fascinating facts:

FACTS:
LIFESPAN: 60 to 100 years
LENGTH: Upto 59 feet
SPEED: 5kmph
DIET: Carnivore

4 Scientifically identified as Rhincodon Typus, the whale sharks can

Source: visitqatar.qa

grow up to 65 feet in length, parallel to the stretch of a large city
bus.

4 While the fish matures like a whale and expels water through its

gills, it also exhibits a few characteristics of sharks, such as their
skeleton system being made of cartilages (not bones),

4 The female species grow larger than the male species.
4 Whale sharks are known for their distinctly dotted patterns and

camouflaging appearances, making the migratory phenomenon a
must-witness marine activity when in Qatar.

Regardless of the riveting moniker, whale sharks impose no threat to
humans, whether spectators or divers. They meander in warm and shallow
sea waters of the Northern coasts of Qatar, located about 145 kilometres
after the shores of the capital city, Doha. Whale sharks appear in schools of
over 100-150 fishes at a time.

Whale shark eating habits

4 Whale sharks are filter feeders
4 They have about 3000 tiny teeth
4 They don’t use teeth to eat
4 They feed on fish eggs and tiny plankton
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QATAR - A Watersports Haven
Counted among the world’s
top pearl diving centres,
Qatar is an ideal destination
for diving year round

A

s a peninsula surrounded by the Arabian
Sea and blessed with year-round sunny
weather, Qatar is an ideal location for
water sports. In the winter season when
the average temperature is 26 degrees, the
country’s crystal-clear beaches, waterparks and
marinas invite everyone to try out new activities
and experiences.
Here are some of the top six water adventures to
try in Qatar.

1. Kite surfing

their sea legs by booking an introductory lesson
with an experienced coach.

A sailing sport that combines wakeboarding,
surfing and windsurfing, kite surfing or kite
boarding is a popular watersport in Qatar.
Many local tour operators and 5-star hotels
with private beaches offer the experience.

4. Kayaking
The best way to explore the flora and fauna of
the country’s magnificent natural reserves at
the Inland Sea and Al Thakira Mangroves is by

6. Sailing
With 563 kilometres of coastline, sailing is one
of the best ways to see the country. With sailing
clubs offering training in dinghies, keelboats to
traditional dhow boats, luxury yachts, and even
dragon boating for large groups, Qatar caters to
all types of mariners.

2. Parasailing
Initially used as part of the pilot survival training
by NASA in the 1960s, parasailing is a thrilling
experience of soaring at a height of up to 100
metres on a parachute tied to a speedboat.
Best places to try this are Katara Beach
Club and Sealine Resort.

3. Wakeboarding
For a quick and easy adrenaline rush, try
wakeboarding, wakesurfing or waterskiing in
the waters off Doha. Sessions are booked in
20-minute increments and first-timers can get

Qatar.qa

marine life, boat wrecks and limestone
formations. PADI training courses and trips
are offered by many diving centres and tour
operators at a variety of locations.

kayak. Tour operators offer sunrise and moonlit
trips along with training, equipment and guides.

5. Diving
Counted among the world’s top pearl diving
centres, Qatar is an ideal destination for diving
year round. Divers can explore the fascinating
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Activists dive into waste
to protect marine life
By Joey Aguilar

A

recently-held underwater clean-up drive in the country
has collected 960kg of waste, helping to protect Qatar’s
marine life and raising awareness on the dangers of
plastic pollution.
Khaled Zaki, an award-winning underwater photographer/
videographer who is passionate about marine conservation,
said that the initiative forms part of a global movement for
marine life conservation dubbed as “Project Aware”.

Themed Dive Against Debris, the environmental campaign
urges divers to use their endeavour to help keep the oceans
“free of rubbish and stop plastics from harming marine
animals.”

The waste collected by the group at the diving site was
composed of 192kg of metals, 480kg of plastic, and 288kg of
wood, cigarette butts, clothes, and other non-recyclable items.
Zaki, a PADI (Professional Association of Diving Instructors)
master instructor with 25 years in the diving industry in the
Middle East and Egypt, said that they try to keep diving sites
in the country clean by collecting debris whenever is possible.
“Sometimes I do it by myself, sometimes I do it with friends,
sometimes I organise campaigns every month or every three
or four months,” he said, adding that they do diving almost
daily as they try their best to keep the waters clean.
Zaki noted that a number of spots, however, needs special
attention especially the popular and most-visited beaches.
He urged beachgoers to be more responsible by putting
their trash on the right place during their stay.
He also urged visitors to reduce the use of single-use plastic
as it creates a huge negative impact on marine life “because
these things stay there in the waters forever”.
“During the dive, I spotted a group of small fish which keep
circling around me and the group, and I can hear a voice deep
inside my head saying that these fish are very happy, and they
know what we are doing for them,” Zaki said. “So they were
like celebrating and giving us a kind of salute for what we are
doing. Let’s hope for the best for our environment.”
About Project Aware, he said this global movement is
powered by a community of adventurous enthusiasts who
espouse marine life conservation.
According to PADI.com, it is estimated that more than
250mn tonnes of plastic will pollute the ocean by 2025 and
the environmental impact caused by plastic debris alone is
estimated at $13bn a year.

“Divers are often the first to witness the human impact
on the marine environment and are uniquely positioned to
help report, remove and advocate to stop marine debris at its
source,” it added.
Zaki underlined the importance of “spreading the word”
with the advent of modern technology and social media,
helping to create public awareness on the importance of
marine life conservation.
PADI’s flagship programme, Dive Against Debris –
representing the largest underwater cleanup globally – helped
“removed over 2mn pieces of debris and aided over 10,000
entangled marine animals”. It aims to reduce marine debris by
50% in targeted countries by 2030, and among its “key actions”
are engaging the “torchbearer community in citizen science”,
and supporting targeted countries through community grant
programme.

Qatar participates in Indian Ocean Blue
Economy Summit

Q

atar, represented by the Ministry
of Municipality and Environment,
participated in the Indian Ocean
Blue Economy Summit that was
held via visual communication technology
at the invitation of the Intergovernmental
Oceanographic Committee of the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organisation (UNESCO).

The Blue Economy Summit focused on the various legal and
legislative frameworks for preserving the marine environment.

Representatives from 26 member states
and partners of the Indian Ocean Rim
Association also participated in the summit
to discuss a range of important topics,
including the assessment of renewable
energy resources in the Indian Ocean
region, cost analysis and capacity building.
The Blue Economy Summit also
focused on the various legal and
legislative frameworks for preserving the
marine environment and the sustainable
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development of the associated societies,
identifying the main components needed
to advance sustainable development
to protect the oceans and seas, and
formulating the necessary financing and
policy frameworks that the international
community and local governments need
for these countries to achieve this.
The summit aimed to develop access and
benefit-sharing rules for marine biological
exploration and investment in research and
development, infrastructure capabilities,
use of marine renewable energy resources
and others, in addition to providing facilities
and the level of investment in sustainable
coastal and marine tourism and related
infrastructure to reduce marine pollution.
It aims at sustainable management
and protection of marine and coastal
ecosystems, mitigating the effects of
ocean acidification and regulating fish
harvesting with the aim of controlling
overexploitation and returning fish stocks
to environmentally safe levels and ensuring
full implementation of existing regional and
international regulations on oceans and
seas.
During the meeting, an expert in fish
farming at the Fisheries Department at the
Ministry of Municipality and Environment
Mohamed Mahmoud al-Abdullah presented
a detailed report on the ministry’s most
important work and achievements in

The summit aimed to
develop access and
benefit-sharing rules
for marine biological
exploration and
investment in research
and development,
infrastructure
capabilities, and the use
of marine renewable
energy resources.

this field, in addition to its future plans to
contribute to the blue economy in Qatar.
The report reviewed the efforts made
by Qatar in conducting scientific research
on the marine environment and sensitive
species over many years. It also included
many scientific data on local marine
resources.
Al-Abdullah explained that the Ministry
of Municipality and Environment is
preparing a national action plan for the
management and preservation of marine
resources and forming a multi-disciplinary

scientific advisory committee to provide
support for long-term planning for marine
resources management in support of the
United Nations Oceans Programme (20212030).
He also addressed the plans of the
Ministry of Municipality and Environment
in Qatar to establish marine protected
areas covering 30% of Qatar’s water in
the next 10 years to ensure the protection
of ecosystems and sensitive species for
current and future generations, including
whale sharks and dugongs, as they are
important and main species to promote
marine environment preservation and
ecotourism.
The participation of Qatar in the Blue
Economy Summit comes in support of the
policy and the global approach adopted
by the summit, in order to support efforts
to protect the sustainable management
of water resources and preserve healthy
aquatic ecosystems, especially in the
oceans. It is worth noting that Qatar is the
only peninsula in the Arabian Gulf that
has rich and varied biological, mineral
and hydrocarbon marine resources that
have attracted migratory species such as
dugongs and whale sharks in large numbers
annually. The fisheries and petroleum
industries are among the main contributors
to the local economy.
QNA
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QU researchers aim to restore
threatened coral reef
The research will focus on validating locally tested innovative restoration
technologies to support the recovery process of damaged coral reefs in the
Arabian Gulf

C

oral reefs are one of the most
important natural assets in the Arabian
region, particularly in Qatar. Increasing
natural and anthropogenic stressors
in the last couple of decades have resulted
in overall negative trends of coral cover and
diversity across the region. As a result, urgent
but science based action needs to be taken to
conserve the remaining coral reefs and restore
the damaged ones.
Qatar University (QU) researchers are
working on a series of interconnected
projects aptly titled ‘RESTORE’ and ‘QataREEF’
aiming to bridge science to policy and apply
advanced scientific knowledge and tools to
achieving coral reef sustainability in Qatar
and the region. Researchers at QU are using
an innovative approach through artificial reefs
to create ‘coral colonization’ to ensure the
dispersion of coral.
Although coral restoration technologies
have been evolving rapidly, there is a clear
need to combine and adapt restoration
protocols and guidelines to local species
and environmental conditions. Accordingly,
‘RESTORE’ and ‘QataREEF’ will be focused on
validating locally tested innovative restoration
technologies to support the recovery process
of damaged coral reefs in the Arabian Gulf.
Qatar is an adequate place to conduct such
a project, mainly because the Arabian Gulf
has an extreme environment. It is considered
the hottest sea in the world, therefore new
restoration technologies that will work here will
be possibly replicated elsewhere, considering
the warming of the world’s oceans. The Qatari
seas are then considered a testing labouratory
of how other seas will behave in the future.
The ‘RESTORE’ and ‘QataREEF’ research
projects are aligned with the University’s
Research Road Map and address numerous
objectives including mitigating impact
of global warming, protection of marine
resources, enhancing learning and training
of undergraduate and graduate students
and junior researchers in Qatar as well as
developing a scientific and technology
provider leading role in the region for
sustainability of marine resources.
These projects, developed in collaboration
with TOTAL, the Ministry of Municipality

Environment as well as SEABOOST, France
and Nova Southeastern University, Florida, US,
also strengthens QU collaboration with local
industry, government bodies and international
collaborators.
Dr. Radhouan Ben-Hamadou, Associate
Professor of Marine Sciences in QU, leads the
team of scientists based in Qatar. He says,
‘Our environment is our health, our food,
our shelter and therefore we should actively
work to ensure its sustainability. That does
not mean that we don’t take advantage of

UNITED WE PRESERVE
Here are six lifestyle choices that – when
adopted – can help protect and restore our
oceans for future generations.
1. Mind your carbon footprint and reduce
energy consumption
Reduce the effects of climate change on the
ocean by leaving the car at home when you
can and being conscious of your energy
use at home and work. A few things you can
do to get started today: Switch to compact
fluorescent light bulbs, take the stairs, and
bundle up or use a fan to avoid oversetting
your thermostat.
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2. Use fewer plastic products
Plastics that end up as ocean debris
contribute to habitat destruction and
entangle and kill tens of thousands of
marine animals each year. To limit your
impact, carry a reusable water bottle, store
food in non-disposable containers, bring
your own cloth tote or other reusable bag
when shopping, and recycle whenever
possible.

3. Help take care of the beach
Whether you enjoy diving, surfing, or
relaxing on the beach, always clean up

natural resources but that these resources are
exploited in a way that all human beings can
have access to safe water, food, sanitation and
wellbeing in the long run.’
While coral reefs represents only 0.1% of
the total ocean’s area, they support more than
25% of the known marine biodiversity. Dr.
Radhouan says, ‘We are the first generation
to witness the impacts of global changes (like
climate change) and we are definitely the last
generation that can do something about it.’

after yourself. Explore and appreciate the
ocean without interfering with wildlife or
removing rocks and coral. Go even further
by encouraging others to respect the
marine environment or by participating in
local beach cleanups.
4. Don’t purchase items that exploit
marine life
Certain products contribute to the
harming of fragile coral reefs and marine
populations. Avoid purchasing items
such as coral jewelry, tortoiseshell hair
accessories (made from hawksbill turtles),
and shark products.
5. Influence change in your community
Research the ocean policies of public

Dr. Radhouan Ben-Hamadou, Associate Professor of Marine
Sciences in QU

officials before you vote or contact your
local representatives to let them know
you support marine conservation projects.
Consider patronizing restaurants and
grocery stores that offer only sustainable
seafood, and speak up about your concerns
if you spot a threatened species on the
menu or at the seafood counter.
6. Travel the ocean responsibly
Practice responsible boating, kayaking, and
other recreational activities on the water.
Never throw anything overboard, and be
aware of marine life in the waters around
you. If you’re set on taking a cruise for your
next vacation, do some research to find the
most eco-friendly option.
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ESC begins annual monitoring
of rare sea turtle nesting
Sea turtles are part of the rich ecosystem of the country, and are an
important partner in the ecological balance that harmonises the
requirements of urban and industrial development and the protection
and maintenance of the environment, in addition to supporting
biodiversity in the marine and coastal environments

T

he Environmental Science Center
(ESC) at Qatar University (QU) has
started the annual season to monitor
the nesting of rare and endangered
sea turtles for the 2021 season on the
country’s coasts and islands of the country.
The initiative is in co-operation with the
Ministry of Municipality and Environment
and funded by Qatar Petroleum, within the
framework of the marine turtle protection
project launched 19 years ago.
Sea turtles are a component of the
rich ecosystem of the country, and are
an important partner in the ecological
balance that harmonises the requirements
of urban and industrial development and
the protection and maintenance of the
environment, in addition to supporting
biodiversity in the marine and coastal
environments.
Once a turtle lays eggs on a coastal beach,
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a team from QU-ESC collects and transfers
them either to Fuwairit or Ras Laffan reserves.
The eggs are left in their natural nests on
Qatari islands such as Umm Tais Island,
Ras Rakan Island, Shrao’s Island and Halul
Island, where the number of visitors is less
compared to the coastal beaches.
QU-ESC has over the past 19 years carried
out many studies, related to turtles and their
nesting areas, in the form of annual reports or
scientific research published in international
scientific journal. A recent study related to
hawksbill turtles and the effect of climate
change, especially the rise in temperatures
on the processes of hatching and gender
since the high temperature of the nests leads,
for example, to an increase in the number
of males and a decrease in the number of
females.
Another study, which tracked turtles in
the territorial waters of Qatar and the Gulf,

involved placing tracking devices to know
their areas of concentration and feeding until
they return again in other seasons to the
Qatari beaches.
QU-ESC director Dr Hamad al-Saad alKuwari said that the data and the experience
of scientific and technical researchers
acquired over the past two decades, have
contributed immensely in enriching the
knowledge about the dangers that turtles
face in the Gulf and the world.
The in-depth study of marine turtles
provide a better understanding on the
importance of management, protection and
periodic control measures required to reach
the levels that preserve their viability and
about the improvements in the health of
the ecosystem that could contribute to the
restoration of their populations.
Dr al-Kuwari pointed out that the
information currently available indicates

that sea turtles play an important role in the
marine ecosystem. For example, green turtles
contribute to ecological balance through
their exploitation of seaweeds as food, and
hawksbill turtles support coral reefs by
feeding on some invertebrate organisms.
This helps to achieve a balance between
food networks or chains and facilitate
the natural nutrient cycle in the marine
environment. Even the shells of turtle eggs
after the hatching season is one of the most
important natural nutrients for the soil, he
underlined.
The official indicated that turtles have
an important role in providing suitable
housing for the diverse marine organisms
in the seagrass and coral reef environment.
“In-depth and continuous studies will reveal
many of the roles of turtles in protecting the
environment and maintaining the ecological
balance,” Dr al-Kuwari added.
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