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Re-introduction of Arabian oryx into Um Al  
Zomoul, Abu Dhabi Emirate, United Arab Emirates  
 

 Khaldoun Kiwan1, Hossam El AlKamy2 &  Ahmed Al Daheri3 
 

1 - Manager, Protected Areas (kkiwan@ead.ae) 
 & 2, 3 - Protected Areas Coordinator,  

Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi, P. O. Box 45553, Abu Dhabi, UAE  
 
Intoduction  
Historically the Arabian oryx (Oryx leucoryx) inhabited the northern-southern 
parts of the Arabian Peninsula. In the United Arab Emirates (UAE) the Arabian 
oryx inhabited the Eastern and Western regions of Abu Dhabi Emirate reaching 
the Empty Quarter Desert. The Arabian oryx is listed on CITES Appendix I. More 
than 4,000 captive Arabian oryx are found within the UAE as the result of a 
governmental and private conservation initiative on saving the Arabian oryx from 
the edge of extinction. Today, the UAE hosts more than 50% of the total global 
Arabian oryx population. This huge success in captive breeding was the result of 
the efforts of the Late President Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan whose dream 
was to see these animals roam freely in the deserts of Abu Dhabi. Today this 
dream has became a reality when H. H. Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the 
President of UAE ordered to establish a release program for the Arabian oryx 
which resulted in 98 individuals being released to the Um Al Zomoul area as a 
part of a five-year program under the patronage of H. H. Sheikh Mohammed Bin 
Zayed Al Nahyan, Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi emirate. 
 
Goals 
• Goal 1: Establish a viable population of Arabian oryx in the Um Al Zomoul area 

in the south-east corner of Abu Dhabi emirate. 
 
Success Indicators 
• Indicator 1: An increase in the 

oryx population. 
• Indicator 2: A minimal mortality 

rate of released oryx. 
• Indicator 3: An expanding home 

range of released oryx. 
• Indicator 4: Efforts to continue 

with habitat restoration. 
 
Project Summary 
Following the successful 
establishment of an Arabian oryx 
(Oryx leucoryx) captive-breeding 
programs within the Abu Dhabi 
emirate and with more than 4,000 Arabian oryx (Oryx leucoryx) 
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animals (the largest population in 
the world) are found within these 
programs. The Environment 
Agency - Abu Dhabi (EAD) in 
coordination with other relevant 
parties took the initiative in 
preparing a 5-year project proposal 
to establish a free-living population 
of Arabian oryx in the deserts of 
Abu Dhabi emirate. The 5-year 
project represents the preparatory 
phase for oryx releases in the Abu 
Dhabi emirate. Upon its completion 
the follow-up project (running for 
another 5 years) will build on the 
achievements of the initial 5-year 
phase and consolidate the secure 

establishment of effective and self-sustaining Arabian oryx sub-populations in 
UAE. 
 
Site Selection and Habitat Suitability - Site selection and Habitat is one of the 
most important challenges that were addressed early phases of this project. 
Certain criteria were agreed and adopted by the re-introduction team members to 
select release sites that would be suit the animals and these were:  
• Availability of food and shelter. 
• Availability of water sources. 
• Habitat quality and quantity. 
• Human use.  
• Accessibility.  
 
According to these criteria three potential sites have been identified as release 
sites in the in the south-eastern corner of Abu Dhabi Emirate which borders Saudi 
Arabia in the south and Oman to the east. The project release area covers 
approximately 8,950 km2 of semi fenced sand-dunes and gravel plains with 
access control gates. Three pre-release facilities were selected and pre-release 
enclosures have been constructed at these selected sites. As part of the site 
preparations, artificial shelters, shades and water drinking sites were constructed 
in order to encourage the survival of the animals especially during the early 
stages of the release. Parallel to that, plantations of animal feed such as grasses, 
shrubs and trees were planted at the release site to provide animals with food and 
shelter taking into accounts the harsh climatic conditions in the area. 
 
Selection and translocation of animals - Animals were selected from three 
different sources: i) Al Ain Zoo, ii) Sir Bani Yas Island Collection and iii) private 
collections. The primary reason for this is to maximize different blood lines and 
increase the genetic diversity of the released animals. Animal fitness and health, 
age and sex ratio are the main criteria that used to select animals. Healthy and fit 
animals have been selected to form herds in the pre-release enclosures and 

Arabian oryx on sand dune 
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grouped into various herds. Each 
pre-release site has three sub 
groups, each sub group consists of 
three males (dominant male, two 
sub-adult males)  and 7 - 8 
females (adult and sub adult 
females). Blood samples of 
randomly selected animals were 
first checked for infectious 
diseases before the actual capture 
and translocation of the animals 
was attempted. Translocation 
procedures started with darting the 
selecting oryx according to their 
sex, age, and health conditions. 
Selected animals were vaccinated 
against common infectious diseases such as PPR and FMD and Clostridia and 98 
oryx were identified using ear tags and microchips. Animals were translocated 
into the pre-release facilities in single crates to minimize the stress and pressure 
and kept there 6 - 10 weeks before the official release.  
 
Monitoring and Evaluation - In February 2007, a total of 98 oryx were released in 
to the wild for the first time after 40 years of extinction in the wild. Released 
animals were monitored using: 1) satellite tracking and 2) radio tracking. Satellite 
transmitters send 4 - 6 GPS readings per day which are directly downloaded and 
displayed visually on a map of Abu Dhabi emirate. Eleven satellite and 26 VHF 
collars were fitted on various animals with different age structures. In addition to 
monitoring devices, wildlife rangers follow the animals on daily basis counting 
them and report for any abnormal observations. 
 
Site Management - Addition to the release program activities, hunting is banned 
not only in the released area, but all over the UAE as well. Grazing is still a 
challenging issue within and outside the release area where grazing activities 
take place. However, the management vision for the release site is primarily 
aiming to restore the natural vegetation cover and habitats of the area, while at 
the same time minimize human interference through adopting sustainable 
strategies and long term objectives, including:  
• Establishing the site as a protected area. 
• Develop and implement regulations for grazing and other practices. 
• Develop a conservation oriented zoning plan for the area.  
• Enhance the natural vegetation cover through sustainable agricultural 

techniques.  
• Enforce wildlife legislation through well trained rangers.  
 
 
 
 
 

Umm Al Zamoul oryx release site 
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Major difficulties faced 
• Extreme desert conditions (very hot and dry weather). 
 
Major lessons learned 
• It is highly recommended that translocation takes place in the winter months 

so that heat does not cause additional stress on the animals. 
• Animals should be given enough time to form herds and socialize before the 

actual release takes place. 
• Genetic and blood tests are crucially important in the translocation and release 

phase. 
• It is important to get the animals adapted to the release environment through 

adopting a diet program based on the food quantity and quality that animals 
might require daily. 

• Documentation and proper management of the data are highly important tools 
to mange the herds and overall release program effectively. Newborns, 
mortalities, ear tag numbers and all other data should be documented in well 
designed data collection sheets. 

• Daily close observations on the behavior and health conditions of the animals 
are vitally important to improve the management of animals and ultimately 
increase the chances of survival and success in the wild. 

• Successful re-introduction programs require long term financial commitment 
and support. 

 
Success of project 

 
Reasons for success/failure: 
• Low mortality rates. 
• Good calving season with 17 births. 
• Widening distribution range of the released Arabian oryx. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 
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