PLANT LIFE IN QATAR
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Introduction

Qatar is an oblong-shaped peninsula lying on a north-south axis alongside the center of the eastern coastline of Saudi Arabia
separated from it by Salwa Bay on the eastern side and is attached to it by a total distance of 60 km at its most southern end.
Qatar is small in size with a maximum length of 185 km and a maximum width of 85 km.

The latest estimate of the total length of its coastline is over 700 km attributed to the very variable nature of its coastline characterized
by bays, undulations, spikes, etc. and including a number of government and private jetties. At the extreme southeastern coastline,
lies the Inland Sea (Khor Al Udeid) which has been proposed as a world heritage to preserve and conserve its uniqueness. Equally
at the southern end lie the magnificent sand dunes of Qatar that line the coastline.

Twelve islands belong to the State of Qatar. These are Halul (the only inhabited island in Qatar), Al Besheireya, Sheraouh, Al Ashat,
Al Alia, Al Safleya, Ras Rakan, Umm Tais, Lamshoot, Al Nakheel, Umm Al Far and Janan. There are also numerous fashts in Qatar
marine zone (QMZ). Fashts are raised coral reefs such as Fasht Al Debil.
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Soils and Landform in Qatar

Qatar is basically a flat land with slight undulation and a tilt from the west (Jebal Dukhan) towards the east. Any land feature that
exceeds 60-70 m in height is referred to as a jabal (Ar. for hill/mountain). The land rises to a maximum of 103 m only at one point
south of Sudanatheel known as Taur Al Humair and is below surface at 6 m at Khor Al Udeid i.e. a total span of 109 m. Qatar's
mainland is mainly a stony desert with depressions of varying sizes and areas of rocky outcrops.

Generally the landform includes jabal formations, sand dunes and sabkhas which together contribute to about 15% of the mainland.
Meanwhile, the main soil type [stony fragments impregnated with wind-blown sands and rocky outcrops] forms over 85% of the
mainland.

Natural vegetation is sparse and confined to specific landforms. Most of the year round few trees and shrubs exist in depressions,
along runnels and wadis. There are 10 trees in Qatar: Prosopis cineraria, Acacia ehrenbergiana, Acacia tortilis, Acacia nilotica
subsp. Indica, Ziziphus numularia, Ziziphus spina-christi, Cocculus pendulus, Ephera foliata, the mangrove Avicenia marina and
the naturalized invasive species Prosopis juliflora.

Beside trees, a number of shrubs and undershrubs occur in Qatar. Lycium shawiiis the most common shrub in Qatar and Tetraena
qgatarense is the most common undershrub in Qatar. It covers large areas of the mainland of Qatar and exists on all soil types. It is
the most common on vegetated areas of the stony desert. Other woody species include Ochradenus baccatus, Salsola imbricata
and Heliotropium bacciferum all dominating on disturbed locations and by roadsides everywhere in Qatar.

Along the coastline where soil salinity is high, members of the chenopods dominate. These include Halopeplis perfoliata, Suaeda
vermiculata, Suaeda aegyptiaca, Arthrocnemum macrostachyum, and Halocnemum strobilaceum. Limonium axillare, a member
of the family Plumbaginaceae occurs on saline-shelly coastal soils.

Perennial grasses, sedges and reeds of saline soils include Sporobolus ioclados, Aeluropus lagopoides, Cyperus conglomeratus,
and Jucus rigidus respectively. There are few perennial grasses in Qatar which occur inland on sandy soils and include Panicum
turgidum, Pennisetum divisum, Cymbopogon commutatus, Lasiurus scindicus, Chrysopogon species and Dichanthium species.

Coastal vegetation on sandy soils forming dense growth of Cyperus conglomeratus.
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Exotic Trees and Shrubs

Over the years a number of exotic trees and shrubs have been introduced to Doha City and other major towns. Few of these
woody species have since managed to establish themselves along various roadside routes in Qatar. These include Ziziphus spp.,
Parkinsonia aculeata, Acacia nilotica subsp. indica, Acacia cyanophylla, Leuceana glauca, Prosopis juliflora, Pithecellobium dulce
and Moringa oleifera. This list does not include species that have particularly spread in farms such as Prosopis farcta. However,
they all remained in major residential areas where water seepage helped to maintain them except for Ziziphus species and
Prosopis juliflora which have since appeared outside towns mainly by roadsides of highways. Meanwhile, Prosopis juliflora has
since went further and is now found in all types of habitats. The species is invasive and is now included in the flora as a naturalized
species.
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The Stony Desert

The stony desert also known as the desert pavement (Barr Qatar/Hamad, Ar.) is the dominant feature of Qatar's mainland. Hamad
(Ar.) means the land that is unproductive/ unfruitful since its composition is stony fragments and pebbles (Hassa, Ar.). This stony
desert varies in its composition and general features from one location to another. In some areas the whole stretch of land is
covered with small fragments and is barren. Some areas are covered with different shaped and coloured pebbles on top of a sandy
firm ground.

Other sites are composed of rock fragments and fragments of fossil gastropods. Stony outcrops are equally common and are
usually covered with crustose lichens.

Though mostly barren, there exists within this harsh landform, natural and man-made depressions of various depths. These retain
enough rain water to sustain growth of annuals and woody species. However, plant cover is sparse and limited in species richness.
With the onset of the rainy season and the drop in temperature, the landscape changes drastically. The arid stony desert turns
green with seasonal growth and annuals, lush green new growth on the perennial species and, rain pools with low undershrubs. For
a short period, grassland meadows with ephemerals and the common grass Stipa capensis cover many areas of the stony desert.
The most common shallow depressions are roadside depressions. In Doha and main towns, roadside depressions are usually with
rubble and few individuals of woody species. Along the main network of the roads recently constructed are various depressions
varying in size, depth and soil composition. Low depressions retain rain water and support few shrubs and short-lived perennials.
The most common species is the succulent xerophytic undershrub Tetraena qatarense deserving the country’s sake name in being
the most common plant in Qatar.

T. gatarense appears in shades of green to deep orange and is tolerant of all types of soils but does not favor extreme salinity.
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Dark clouds and the promise of seasonal rains. dyewgll ,Lao¥l acg g da ST sl

Stony desert with Tetraena qatarensis. Sl pygdl Sl duysuall ¢l yoall
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Plant growth after the seasonal rains in a rawda in North of Qatar. Algal mats after first rains in rawda in North of Qatar.
nggqpﬂmn%@ﬁigb}c@h@ w#‘)my|mmgéw|/w|mwg
Roadside depression with annual grasses and seasonal growth. Stipa capensis growing in a depression after the seasonal rains.
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A roadside depression with seasonal growth. g0 9 Ay Gupadl Cols e padsiio
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Plant growth dominated by Tetraena qatarense on wind-blown sands.

Tetraena qatarense colour variant. 5, baall p,gll 58 ool ol
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Large shallow depressions with good plant cover after the seasonal rains. Surrounding higher
grounds are barren.
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Plant growth on a roadside slope.  §vall cils e Slo slwS
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Plant growth dominated by perennial grasses on wind-blown sands. oyael Glind) oagany dlsya Jloy e Sl shanS
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Shallow depression with seasonal growth of Convolvulus prostratus. bl als 0guu Sy Joud jadsio
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Rawda depression with mature Acacia species at Al Karanaa. )—3-'-‘0 Loy o gy dile, S uﬁ oy,
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Rawda

Deepdepressions are referred to as Rawdas and may reach a maximum depth of 1.5m. These are filled with fine soil and rain-washed
litter and are the best naturally occurring well-drained sandy-loamy soil in Qatar. They support the few large trees occurring in
Qatar as well as undershrubs and seasonal growth. Rawdas are scattered all over Qatar but are more frequent on the northeastern
side of the mainland. In the past their fine soils were removed to use in farmlands. Gratefully, the Ministry of Environment (MoE ex
Supreme Council for the Environment and Natural Reserves) set rules prohibiting removal of soils.

Rawda depression with mature Ziziphus spina-christi in South of Qatar Hod Lgis 8 ra20 jamw Lgy dung,
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Sand Dunes

Sand dunes in Qatar are either of marine origin characterized by the presence of shell fragments mixed with coarse sands or of
land-origin recognized by their high content of quartz. The sand dune fields near Mesaieed are referred to as the Nijyan and are
Aeolian sands. Crescent-shaped sand dunes are referred to as Barchans. The sand dunes south of Maesaeed are nowadays a

tourist attraction.

Sand dunes in South of Qatar. Hod ogis 9 duloydl olLas
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Sabkhas

Salt pans are known as sabkhas. These sabkhas maybe vegetated with halophytes common along the coastline or when hypersaline,
they are barren. Usually approaching the mangrove forests from higher stony grounds sabkhas both vegetated and non-vegetated
are encountered.

The vegetated sabkhas vary in their species richness and species abundance. They may be with over 80% cover and composed of a
single species. The majority of the local halophytic species are members of the family Amaranthaceae Subfamily Chenopodioideae.
Halopeplis perfoliata stands as the most tolerant species of high salinity as compared to other halophytes and can form pure
stands in sabkha depressions.
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First stages in mangrove forest establishment. Sgpid) Ayl gSTT acdl jodadl

26

b dlgs b bl sl



Mangrove Forests

Naturally occurring and planted mangrove woodlands occur along the northern and eastern coastline on the intertidal zone
at locations where the substrate is of a muddy-clayey sandy constitution. Only one mangrove species occurs in Qatar and is
Avicennia marina.

Naturally occurring mangroves are few. In the eighties the Ministry of Municipality and Agriculture embarked on mangrove
plantation all around the coastline of Qatar. Success was mainly on the northeastern coastline (Al Dhakhira, Al Kour, Fewairet and
Ar Reweis) and poor growth was at a number of locations. Unsuccesful plantations (along the southern and the western coastlines)
were attributed to the nature of the sediment or higher salinity of the seawater. Very dense mangrove forests are at Al Dhakhira and
Fewairet. Mature mangrove saplings, bushes or trees cannot be transplanted because of their intricate anastomosing cable root
system. Establishing mangrove growth is only possible by seedling plantations.

Formation of a large cable network of pneumatophores (breathing roots). dasinll jgdndl duay,e AS D (g ST
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Dense growth of a mature mangrove forest at Al Dhakhira.
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Springtime in Qatar

Qatar is an arid land and the landscape is mostly lowlands. The winter period, though short is the reward to all forms of life that
sustained the hot humid summer months with peak temperature over 50 °C during the months of June to August. It is the Springtime
of Qatar. Those who visit Qatar expecting to see a sandy barren desert throughout the year are in for a surprise.

For some onlookers, desert plants are unattractive but a closer look portrays the beauty found in these small flowers particularly
in their colors and intricate structures.
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This short spell of coolness and availability of seeds and fruits bring to Qatar a large number of migrant birds some passing
over and others to breed on the coastline, coastal woodlands and the uninhabited islands. All islands belonging to the State of
Qatar have been reported as nesting grounds for local birds and migrant birds. Terns (Sterna spp.) nest on Banana Island and Al
Besheireya Island. Herons nest on Al Besheireya and Cormorants nest on Al Alia Island. Umm Al Far Island, near Al Dhakhira is
also known as a nesting location, Some locals set traps (Kawakh, Ar.) on some islands and coastal areas to capture price birds
such as eagles and Falcons which will fetch good money as hunting birds.

Reef Heron (Hg=inly) o3t el Silks
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Bird trapping BY W 2N | RN
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The cool winter is also a time for family recreation. Locals camp in tents all over Qatar to enjoy the greenery and the coolness
of the weather. People of all ages usually group as families and friends during the spring season in search of Nature’s gifts in the
form of the much priced Faqaa the desert truffles, Atar/Yarawa fruits of Glossonema varians and edible leaves of Huwa (Launaea
capitata) and Malbo (Convolvulus prostratus).
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Glossonema varians (ogl,Jl) ,izll Desert truffes 246

Launaea capitata g9
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Domestic Animals

Qatar is a country with a wealth of domestic animals particularly camels, goats and sheep. During the season of plant growth
animals graze on the natural vegetation. These animals are fed most of the year round on lucerne, oats, Rhodes grass, grains
[mainly oats], dates and others including dried bread. However locals believe that grazing on natural range plants improves their
animals’ health. There is no doubt that some practice of range management is necessary since the natural vegetation cannot
sustain the continuous increase in the members of domestic animals and the adverse effects of over grazing are evident at some
locations. Recently a law has

Overgrazing by goats and sheep causing total degradation of this grassland area. Pladl sl SN jg005 I (5054 BR{IE SIS |
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Camels, goats and sheep grazing in S. Qatar. Hod wgi 9 )5 8lsg jclog Jloo
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This booklet is an abridged form of the book (Plant Life in
Qatar) prepared at the Environmental Studies Center, Qatar
University. It is based on materials, photographs and video films
at the Information Department, E.S. Center with the intention of
providing information on plant life in Qatar.

Coordinator: Khalid Al Bakri Al Yafei (Information Manager)
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