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Foreword

I T  I S  W I T H  G R E AT delight that we bring you 
The Birds of Saudi Arabia – the �rst book dedi-
cated to birds here in the Kingdom.

As a young boy growing up in the Eastern 
Province, I was fascinated by the variety of birds 
that would pass through our neighborhood each 
year. My family and I found these birds captivat-
ing. Over time we learned their names and enjoyed 
watching the many social interactions that birds 
have every day – but how we would have appreci-
ated a book such as this to help us �nd out so much 
more about these feathered creatures. 

This beautiful book focuses on the unique 
birds of the Arabian Peninsula. It also highlights 
the challenges resident birds must overcome 
to nest in Saudi Arabia, and the dangers that 

migratory birds face as they pass through the 
Kingdom. It discusses the signi�cant role of 
birds in Arabian cultural history, and considers 
their potential status in the future. I believe it 
will stand as a key reference on this subject for 
years to come. 

Not only is the book highly informative, it is also 
inspiring. It is �lled with one thousand remarkable 
bird photographs taken by some of Saudi Arabia’s 
best wildlife photographers – breathtaking por-
traits that help capture the exceptional diversity, 
beauty, grace, charm, and vulnerabilities of the 
birds of Saudi Arabia. 

More than anything, this wonderful book re-
minds us how fortunate we are to share this land 
with such a wide variety of truly special birds. 

AMIN H. NASSER
P R E S I D E N T  A N D  C E O 

S AU D I  A R A M C O

P H A R A O H  E A G L E � O W L



C O R N  B U N T I N G

THE BIRDS OF SAUDI AR ABIA  are extraor-
dinary. In total, 499 species have been recorded in 
the Kingdom. This incredible diversity includes 
some of the most beautiful birds on earth, some 
of the most fascinating, some of the most bizarre, 
some of the most migratory, some of the rarest, 
some of the smallest, some of the largest, and some 
of the fastest birds on earth. Indeed, the birds of 
Saudi Arabia should be world famous.

Because of Saudi Arabia�s central location 
between Africa, India, Europe and Asia, an eclectic 
array of birds occurs in the Kingdom. Saudi Arabia 
hosts bird species that originated in Africa (such 
as Abyssinian Roller, African Paradise-�ycatcher, 
Egyptian Vulture, and Nile Valley Sunbird), as well 
as birds from Europe, (such as Cyprus Wheatear, 
European Robin, Mediterranean Gull, and Spanish 
Sparrow), birds from the Middle East (including 
Basra Reed-warbler, Kurdish Wheatear, Levant 
Sparrowhawk, and Palestine Sunbird), birds from 
Asia, (Caspian Plover, Indian Silverbill, Oriental 
Skylark, and Siberian Chi�cha� ), and birds from 
even farther a�eld (such as Arctic Jaeger, Paci�c 
Golden Plover, and Northern Wheatear). Many of 
the birds that migrate to or through Saudi Arabia 
will have nested as far away as Sri Lanka, South 
Africa, Norway, Iceland, Georgia, Siberia, Alaska, 
and even Canada. A further 46 species �y to Saudi 
Arabia each year to breed, with most arriving from 
Africa or India. 

Saudi Arabia also contains 19 species that 
are largely or entirely con�ned to the Arabian 
Peninsula, including the dazzling Arabian Sunbird, 
the astonishing Arabian Babbler, the enigmatic 

Preface

Arabian Scops-owl, the rare Arabian Grosbeak, and 
the quizzical Arabian Woodpecker. One endemic 
species, the Asir Magpie, is con�ned entirely to 
Saudi Arabia, occurring only in a few small patches 
in the �Asir Mountains. This highly endangered 
bird, which has a fair claim to being the National 
Bird of Saudi Arabia, is one of the rarest birds on 
the planet. 

What�s more, the birds of Saudi Arabia are liv-
ing in perhaps the most punishing conditions on 
earth. The majority of the Kingdom experiences 
a desert climate characterized by extreme heat 
and negligible rainfall. The average daily summer 
maximum temperature is about 45°C, but temper-
atures of up to 54°C can occur. The heat becomes 
intense shortly after sunrise and persists until 
well after sunset. Desiccating northerly winds 
(known locally as shamal) can bring severe sand 
storms that make �ying and foraging impossible. 
In winter, air temperature can drop below freez-
ing, particularly in the precipitous mountains of 
the west. For most of the Kingdom, annual rainfall 
is very low and highly erratic. The entire year�s 
rainfall may consist of one or two heavy down-
pours or thunderstorms. Some parts of the Rub� 
al-Khali may not receive any rain for a decade. 
Not one drop. And yet, every year an estimated 
27 million pairs of birds attempt to breed in Saudi 
Arabia. Millions more migrate to spend the winter 
here or to pass through the Kingdom on their epic 
journeys to more distant lands. Every one of those 
birds is a living marvel, a portrait of perseverance. 
Every one of those birds relies upon the people of 
Saudi Arabia to grant them safe passage.



Is it any wonder then that birds have been 
a central part of Arabian culture for as long as 
humans have lived in Arabia? Their colorful 
plumage, their sweet song, their dogged fortitude, 
and their beguiling behavior has captivated the 
hearts of the people of Arabia for centuries, indeed 
millennia. Birds have pervaded Arabic art, poetry, 
folklore, and song. They are used as enduring sym-
bols of love, peace, strength, and gentleness. They 
are mentioned in the Qur�an on 20 occasions, 
where they teach lessons of courage and faith, and 

we celebrate the birds that are endemic to the 
Arabian Peninsula (Chapter 6); and we celebrate 
the exceptional diversity of birds that share this 
land with us (Volume 2). We begin by discussing 
the status of the Kingdom�s birds (Chapter 1), 
noting the signi�cant changes that are right now 
taking place in the distribution and abundance of 
the birds of Saudi Arabia. 

One of the themes of this book is that very 
few in-depth studies have been conducted on 
birds within the Kingdom. This is a great shame 

demonstrate the grace of god through their mas-
tery of �ight. 

This book is a celebration of these extraordi-
nary birds. We celebrate the importance of birds 
in Arabian culture (Chapter 2); we celebrate the 
diversity of birds across the various ecosystems 
of Saudi Arabia (Chapter 3); we celebrate the 
birds that are able to overcome the extreme chal-
lenges of breeding in this hyper-arid environment 
(Chapter 4); we celebrate the birds that migrate 
vast distances to visit the Kingdom (Chapter 5); 

as the birds of Saudi Arabia are remarkable and 
their stories deserve to be told. We hope this 
book helps to inform people that the birds of this 
Kingdom are indeed extraordinary and we hope 
to inspire people to enjoy, to learn about, to study, 
to cherish, and most of all to protect the birds of 
Saudi Arabia. 

S O O T Y  G U L L

CHRIS BOLAND AND  
ABDULLAH ALSUHAIBANY



S AU D I  A R A B I A N  photographers took the vast 
majority of photographs used in this book. In total, 
we received over 57,000 photographs from 55 Saudi 
Arabian photographers, both men and women, as 
well as 11 expatriate photographers living in Saudi 
Arabia. Overall, around 90% of the photos used in 
this book were taken within the Kingdom, with 
Saudi Aramco employees contributing about 20% 
of all photos used. A further 76 other photographers 
generously provided the remaining photographs, 
which were taken in Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, UAE 
and, where necessary, from further a�eld. 

The text and maps in the book were developed 
with contributions from the leading ornithologists 
in Saudi Arabia, including Jem Babbington and 
Philip Roberts (Saudi Aramco), Prof. Mohammad 
Shobrak (Tayif University), Dr. Ahmed al-Boug 
(Saudi Wildlife Authority), Michael Jennings 
and Peter Castell (Environmental Balance Estab- 
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lishment, Jiddah). Dr. Robert Sheldon (Chair of 
the Ornithological Society of the Middle East, the 
Caucasus and Central Asia), Sarah Alsaidalani, 
Sara Al-Bassam, Janet Pinheiro (Saudi Aramco) 
and Wendy Boland improved earlier drafts of 
this book. Bruce Burwell, Karim Hussein (Saudi 
Aramco), Osama Qurban and Mohammed Bukhari 
(Environmental Balance Establishment, Jiddah) 
conducted the GIS work required to produce the 
maps used in the book. Essam Mohamed pro-
vided the English translations of Arabic poetry 
in Chapter 2 unless otherwise stated. Aswathy 
Sathish, Noelandro de la Peæa and Malda Smadi 
(Motivate Media Group) provided graphic design 
and publishing services.

We are grateful to Saudi Aramco for its unwa-
vering support for this book, and for the Company�s 
ongoing e�orts in protecting and enhancing the 
birds of Saudi Arabia. 
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CHECKLIST OF THE BIRDS OF 
SAUDI ARABIA
To date, there is no o�cial checklist of the birds of 
Saudi Arabia. For this book, we have collated the 
expert knowledge and observations of the leading 
ornithologists and bird photographers of Saudi 
Arabia to develop a comprehensive checklist con-
taining 412 regularly occurring species (including 
11 exotic species) and 87 vagrant species. Thus 
499 bird species have been recorded with con�-
dence in the Kingdom. We believe that this is the 
most precise checklist of the birds of Saudi Arabia 
ever assembled (Appendix 1). 

SPECIES NAMES AND 
TAXONOMY 
The common and scienti�c names used through-
out the book are based on the taxonomic system 
used by BirdLife International, the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), and 
the Handbook of the Birds of the World. By conven-
tion, o�cial bird names are presented in British 
English, while the rest of the book is in American 
English as per the conventions of Saudi Aramco. 
Scienti�c names for other taxa mentioned in the 
book are included in Appendix 2.

CONSERVATION STATUS AND 
POPULATION TRENDS
Global conservation statuses and population 
trends are from the IUCN Red List of Threatened 

Guide to 
Volume 1

Species1 and are up to date as of 10 March 2020. 
Regional conservation statuses and population 
trends are also from the IUCN�s Conservation 
Status and Distribution of the Breeding Birds of the 
Arabian Peninsula2 with updates from the IUCN 
Red List of Threatened Species3 where applicable. 
Note that this regional assessment includes the 
Sinai Peninsula and areas north to Syria, Iraq 
and Kuwait.4 

POPULATION SIZE ESTIMATES
Data on estimated annual breeding population 
sizes are primarily from the Atlas of the Breeding 
Birds of Arabia5 with updates from our own records 
or more recent published accounts where appli-
cable. The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Arabia 
estimates are extrapolations based on survey data 
compiled from over 66,000 records across the 
Arabian Peninsula. While some of the estimates 
are based on inconsistent sampling and thus likely 
to be inaccurate, they nonetheless represent the 
best attempt to quantify the population sizes of 
the breeding birds of Saudi Arabia. The only devi-
ations from the population estimates provided 
in the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Arabia are 
for Arabian Lark, Asir Magpie, Egyptian Vulture, 
Grey Francolin, and Lanner Falcon, based on the 
lack of recent records for these species. Although 
speci�c numbers are given for annual breeding 
pairs, these should be regarded as broad estimates 
with wide error bars.

W E S T E R N  R E E F � E G R E T



SIZE, WEIGHT AND 
WINGSPAN ESTIMATES
Body size, weight and wingspan measurements 
are based on data provided in the Handbook of the 
Birds of the World6, with updates from our own 
records where applicable. In any analyses using 
body mass or body size, the mean of male and 
female weight or height is used. 

FIGURES AND DATA 
ANALYSES
All �gures and data analyses in this volume are 
based on the data presented in Volume 2 unless 
otherwise stated.

RANGE MAPS
The Saudi Arabian components of the endemic 
species range maps in Chapter 6 are from Volume 
2 clipped to each species elevation range limits. 
The non-Saudi Arabian ranges are modi�ed from 
Handbook of the Birds of the World again clipped to 
each species elevation range limits.

B R O W N  B O O BY

DATA SOURCES USED 
IN THIS BOOK
Over 700 scienti�c manuscripts and books were 
used in developing this book. These are listed in 
the References sections at the end of each volume. 
For more general information about the birds of 
Saudi Arabia, we frequently use and highly rec-
ommend the following key sources:

�	 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Arabia: 
Jennings (2010)

�	 BirdLife International: www.birdlife.org
�	 Birds of Saudi Arabia:  

www.birdsofsaudiarabia.com
�	 Handbook of the Birds of the World:  

www.hbw.com
�	 The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species: 

www.iucnredlist.org
�	 Ornithological Society of the Middle East, the 

Caucasus and Central Asia: www.osme.org



I N  O R D E R  T O  ensure that bird-watching and 
bird photography is sustainable, it is essential that 
all bird-watchers and nature lovers adhere to the 
following simple principles:

1.	 We always give the highest priority to 
the welfare of the bird. Animal welfare 
always (always) comes �rst. 

2.	 We do not harass a bird to get a better 
view. Harassing birds causes them stress and 
harm. We never rush up on a bird to make it 
�y or �ush a bird from a bush just for a pho-
tograph. Flight is energetically expensive. 
Making a bird �y unnecessarily is stressing 
that bird. Birds that are gaping (that is, holding 
their mouth wide open) are already showing 
signs of heat stress. Thus harassing them sig-
ni�cantly increases their chances of dying. 

3.	 We do not disturb breeding birds at the 
nest. Even minimal disturbance can result in 
the nest, eggs and chicks being abandoned. For 
example, �ushing a bird from the nest can cause 
egg temperature to increase above the lethal 
limit, ruining that year�s nesting attempt (most 
birds only get a few breeding attempts in their 
life). If parents are unable to feed their chicks 
for even a short amount of time, then the chicks 
may die or �edge at a lighter weight making 
them unlikely to survive their �rst winter. 

4.	 We do not modify habitat around the nest. 
Birds try to choose the optimal location for 
their nest that balances shelter, accessibility, 

The Birdwatcher’s 
Code

and protection from predators. Thus modi-
fying vegetation around the nest can expose 
the nest to too much sun or wind, or reveal its 
location to predators with fatal consequences. 
Repeatedly walking to a nest can leave both a 
foot trail and a scent trail for predators such as 
foxes, cats, and dogs to follow. There are no cir-
cumstances where it is acceptable to modify 
the nest or its approaches.

5.	 We do not disturb endangered species. 
By de�nition, endangered species are rare and 
usually decreasing in number. It is absolutely 
essential that we do not add any additional 
stresses to their fragile existence. By all 
means, �nd these birds, watch them, photo-
graph them, admire them, wish them well, 
and then leave them alone. Endangered spe-
cies are highlighted in the species accounts in 
this book. 

6.	 We do not disturb migratory birds. Most 
migratory birds have already �own thousands 
of kilometers to arrive in Saudi Arabia and 
may be extremely tired and in urgent need of 
food and rest before resuming their long jour-
neys. Many of these birds are on the brink of 
exhaustion. Disturbing them can kill them.

7.	 We do not disturb wetland birds. Wetland 
birds are notoriously vulnerable to distur-
bance. Enjoy them from a distance with 
binoculars or a spotting scope, and use a bird 
hide or take advantage of natural cover when 
watching them. 

PA L E S T I N E  S U N B I R D



8.	 We do not disturb owls and nightjars. 
We do not �ush an owl from its daytime roost. 
Owl eyesight is wonderfully adapted to noctur-
nal vision, but not for diurnal vision. If we are 
lucky enough to �nd an owl during the daytime, 
we observe them and photograph them and 
then leave them be. We regard watching and 
photographing owls at night as an enjoyable 
challenge that tests and extends our skills.

9.	 We use spotlights sparingly. We keep the 
bird held in the spotlight for seconds rather 
than minutes. Spotlighting disturbs birds and 
animals that are sleeping or resting and inter-
feres with the vision of nocturnal species. 
Using a spotlight near a nest may also cause 
birds to abandon their nest or the young to fall. 

10.	We always move quietly and slowly to 
avoid disturbing the birds. Wherever pos-
sible, try to stay on paths and tracks to avoid 
damaging the habitats used by birds.

11.	 We do not repeatedly play recordings of 
birdsong or calls. Although it is tempting 
to repeatedly play bird calls to help get that 
perfect view or photograph, this will distract 
a territorial bird from other more impor-
tant activities such as foraging, displaying, 
defending its territory or feeding its young.  

Most birds have barely enough time in each 
day for these essential activities. They can-
not a�ord to spend additional energy chasing 
imaginary birds o� their territory. Playing 
recordings should never be used to attract 
birds during their breeding season as this can 
cause a bird to abandon its nest.

12.	We always take all our litter away with 
us to be disposed of properly. Where facil-
ities exist we recycle as much of the rubbish 
as possible. When we go bird-watching we 
are guests in the habitats on which the birds 
depend for their very survival. Therefore, it is 
imperative that we minimize our impact on 
their habitat. 

Accordingly, in this book we have only included 
photographs that have followed the principles 
outlined above. We only include photographs of 
nests that have not been disturbed. We do not 
include photographs of eggs or nestlings without 
their parents in attendance. There are no photo-
graphs of owls that have been �ushed from their 
daytime roosts. We do not have photographs of 
birds that have been stressed by the photographer. 
We simply have photographs of birds in their nat-
ural habitats behaving naturally. 

N I L E  VA L L E Y  S U N B I R D



K E Y  P O I N T S

�	 499 bird species have been recorded in Saudi Arabia. 

�	 401 native or migratory species and 11 exotic species occur regularly in Saudi Arabia, 
while a further 87 species occur as vagrants.

�	 19 species are endemic or nearly endemic to Arabia.

�	 219 species breed in the Kingdom.

�	 23% of all breeding species contain less than 100 annual breeding pairs.

�	 25% of Saudi Arabia�s birds are increasing, while 21% are decreasing.

�	 Increasing species usually occur in arti�cial habitats, whereas decreasing species 
usually occur in more natural habitats.

�	 Larger birds tend to be decreasing more rapidly than smaller birds. 

�	 29 species are regionally threatened, and 17 species are globally threatened. 

�	 Four species may be locally extinct, while two more are on the verge of local extinction.

C H A P T E R  1

The Diversity and 
Status of the Birds of 

Saudi Arabia

E N D E M I C  T O  S A U D I  A R A B I A ,  T H E 
A S I R  M A G P I E  S TA N D S  O N  T H E  E D G E 
O F  E X T I N C T I O N .



2 3T H E  B I R D S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A T he   D i V ersity       and    S tatus of         the    B irds     of   S audi     A rabia   

THE SURPRISING DIVERSITY 
OF BIRDS IN SAUDI ARABIA
A surprisingly high number of birds occur in 
Saudi Arabia. Indeed, according to our research, 
499 bird species have been recorded with cer-
tainty in the Kingdom (see Table 1). At least 401 
species occur naturally within the Kingdom (as 
native residents or frequent migratory species), 
along with 11 exotic species, while a further 87 
species have been recorded on less than 10 occa-
sions and are thus currently regarded as vagrants 
(see Volume 2). This number continues to grow as 
more bird observers identify and report rare birds 
from the many remote regions of this remarkable 
country. 

T H E  P I E D  K I N G F I S H E R  I S  O N E  O F 
4 9 9   D I F F E R E N T  S P E C I E S  O F  B I R D 
T H AT  H AV E  B E E N  R E C O R D E D  I N 
S A U D I  A R A B I A .
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As shown in Figure 1, birds can be found all 
over Saudi Arabia. By superimposing the range 
maps of every bird species (see Volume 2), we 
have created a �heat map� of bird diversity across 
the Kingdom. Locations with more species are 
depicted in redder colors, whereas locations with 
fewer species are shown in greener colors. The 
greatest diversity of birds can be found around 
the coasts, around Riyadh (due to the presence 
of treated wastewater streams and surrounding 

While 401 regular native or migratory species 
make an impressive bird list, how does that �gure 

TA B L E  1 :  T H E  D I V E R S I T Y  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A� S  B R E E D I N G 

A N D  N O N � B R E E D I N G  B I R D  S P E C I E S .

B R E E D I N G  S P E C I E S 	

NATIVE BREEDING RESIDENTS	 162

NON�NATIVE BREEDING RESIDENTS	 11

BREEDING MIGRANTS	 46

	 2 1 9

N O N � B R E E D I N G  S P E C I E S 	

WINTER VISITORS	 52

PASSAGE MIGRANTS	 49

WINTER VISITORS AND PASSAGE MIGRANTS	 88

YEAR�ROUND VISITORS	 4

VAGRANTS	 87

	 2 8 0

T O TA L 	 4 9 9

farmlands), in the southwestern highlands, and in 
patches throughout the central deserts. Obviously 
the great aridity of the Rub� al-Khali results in 
fewer bird species � but even there up to 145 
species (primarily passage migrants) could poten-
tially be found throughout the year.

F I G U R E  1 :  H E AT  M A P  O F  B I R D  D I V E R S I T Y  W I T H I N  S A U D I  A R A B I A 1.  R E D D E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  G R E AT E R  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y. 

G R E E N E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  F E W E R  B I R D  S P E C I E S .  T H E  M I N I M U M  N U M B E R  O F  B I R D  S P E C I E S  P O T E N T I A L LY  F O U N D  AT  A N Y 

L O C AT I O N  I N  S A U D I  A R A B I A  I S  1 4 5  I N  T H E  R U B �  A L � K H A L I ,  W H I L E  T H E  M A X I M U M  I S  2 9 3  I N  T H E  �A S I R  M O U N TA I N S .

Chris Boland



4 5T H E  B I R D S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A T he   D i V ersity       and    S tatus of         the    B irds     of   S audi     A rabia   

H A M E R KO P  B E L O N G S 

T O  T H E  O R D E R 

O F  B I R D S  C A L L E D 

P E L E C A N I F O R M E S . 

S A U D I   A R A B I A  C O N TA I N S 

2 5  O F  T H E  W O R L D � S 

3 6   D I F F E R E N T  O R D E R S 

O F   B I R D S .

T H E  R A R E  N O R T H E R N 

L O N G � E A R E D  O W L  I S  O N E 

O F  AT  L E A S T  8 7  S P E C I E S 

T H AT  A R E  VA G R A N T  T O 

S A U D I  A R A B I A .

F I G U R E  2 :  R E L AT I V E  B I R D  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y  I N  T H E  1 3  L A R G E S T  C O U N T R I E S  O N  E A R T H . 
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Relative diversity is measured as the area of each country divided by the num-
ber of birds regularly recorded in the country multiplied by 1 million, which 
equates to the number of bird species per million square kilometers. Bird diver-
sity data for the other 12 countries are from BirdLife International (2019b).

compare to other countries? After all, with an 
area of 2,149,690 square kilometers, the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia is one of the largest countries 
on earth � therefore, we might expect there to 
be a considerable diversity of birds within such 
a large landmass. Accordingly, Figure 2 plots 
the number of bird species regularly recorded 
within the world�s largest countries divided by 
the overall area of each country to give a meas-
ure of relative bird diversity. This �gure shows 
that while Saudi Arabia does not have as many 
birds as some other countries, particularly large 
tropical countries like India, Argentina and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, it nonetheless 
has more bird species per square kilometer 
than countries such as Australia and the USA 
and almost as many species per unit of area as 
Brazil. In other words, while Saudi Arabia may 
be largely a desert, it is certainly not deserted. 
It has a rich and wonderful bird fauna (and an 
equally rich assemblage of reptiles, mammals, 
and plants too).
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WHY ARE THERE SO MANY 
BIRDS IN SAUDI ARABIA?
The striking diversity of birds recorded in Saudi 
Arabia is largely a result of global biogeography. 
The Arabian Peninsula lies at the crossroads 
of Africa, Europe, Asia, and the Indian sub-
continent. Species from these surrounding 
landmasses have naturally colonized the Arabian 
Peninsula throughout the millennia and con-
tinue to do so. Consequently, if we travel to the 
west and southwest we �nd a large number of 
birds with Afrotropical origins; if we move north 
and northeast we �nd more Eurasian-Palearctic 
birds, and as we travel east and southeast we 
�nd more Indo-Malay birds (see Figure 3). This 
is well illustrated by the three colorful species of 

rollers that occur in Saudi Arabia. The Abyssinian 
Roller (which originated in the Afrotropical 
region) occurs in the southwest of the Kingdom, 
the Indian Roller (which is from the Indo-Malay 
region) occurs mainly in the Eastern Province, 
while the European Roller is widespread when 
migrating from the north. 

Furthermore, Saudi Arabia is able to support a 
wide variety of birds because the Kingdom itself 
is composed of a diversity of ecosystem types, 
ranging from hyper-arid desert to relatively moist 
alpine areas, and from coral islands to vast rocky 
plains. Each ecosystem type hosts a di�erent 
assemblage of birds that specialize in that par-
ticular ecosystem, resulting in an eclectic array of 
species across the Kingdom (see Chapter 3). 

A staggering 
499 species of 

birds have been 
recorded in 

Saudi Arabia.

F I G U R E  3 :  T H E  I N F L U E N C E  O F  G L O B A L  B I O G E O G R A P H Y  O N  T H E  B I R D S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A .  D A R K E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  G R E AT E R  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y. 

� A �  B I R D S  W I T H  A F R O �T R O P I C A L  O R I G I N S  � S H O W N  I N  R E D �  A R E  M O R E  C O M M O N  I N  T H E  W E S T.  � B �  PA L E A R C T I C  B I R D S  � S H O W N  I N  B L U E �  A R E 

M O R E  C O M M O N  I N  T H E  N O R T H .  � C �  I N D O � M A L AY  B I R D S  � S H O W N  I N  G R E E N �  A R E  M O R E  C O M M O N  I N  T H E  E A S T.  � D �  C O M P O S I T E  M A P  S H O W I N G  T H E 

D O M I N A N T  B I O G E O G R A P H I C  A F F I N I T I E S  A C R O S S  T H E  K I N G D O M .

B E C A U S E  O F  I T S 

G E O G R A P H I C A L 

P O S I T I O N ,  S A U D I  A R A B I A 

H A S  B E E N  N AT U R A L LY 

C O L O N I Z E D  BY  B I R D S 

F R O M  I N D I A ,  A F R I C A ,  A N D 

E U R A S I A ,  S U C H  A S  T H E 

I N D I A N  R O L L E R  � B E L O W 

L E F T � ,  A BY S S I N I A N 

R O L L E R  � B E L O W  R I G H T � , 

A N D  E U R O P E A N  R O L L E R 

� L E F T � ,  R E S P E C T I V E LY.

A BY S S I N I A N  R O L L E R

E U R O P E A N 

R O L L E R 

I N D I A N  R O L L E R
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We also �nd a healthy collection of birds that 
are endemic to Arabia � that is, they occur in the 
Arabian Peninsula and nowhere else on earth 
(see Chapter 6). While some endemic species can 
be found across much of Saudi Arabia, they are 
most abundant in the southwest highlands where 
species have become genetically isolated in the 
rugged and remote mountain ranges. 

In addition, Saudi Arabia�s breeding residents 
share this wide, sandy country with literally mil-
lions of migrating birds that pass through Saudi 

Arabia each year as they travel between their 
breeding grounds in the northern hemisphere 
and their wintering grounds in the south. Thus, 
birds from Iceland, Britain and Norway in the 
west to Siberia, Alaska and Canada in the east 
pass through Saudi Arabia on their way to India 
or Africa. Further, because Saudi Arabia is located 
in the tropics, it hosts species from the north 
(Eurasia) that choose to winter in the Kingdom, as 
well as species from the south (Africa and India) 
that choose to nest here. 

A B C

D
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F I G U R E  4 :  H E AT  M A P  O F  B R E E D I N G  R E S I D E N T  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y.  R E D D E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  A  G R E AT E R  D I V E R S I T Y  O F 

B R E E D I N G  R E S I D E N T S .  G R E E N E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  F E W E R  B R E E D I N G  R E S I D E N T S .  T H E  M I N I M U M  N U M B E R  O F  R E S I D E N T  S P E C I E S 

P O T E N T I A L LY  B R E E D I N G  AT  A N Y  L O C AT I O N  I S  3 ,  W H I L E  T H E  M A X I M U M  I S  8 6  I N  T H E  �A S I R  M O U N TA I N S .

P I E D  AVO C E T,  O N E  O F  AT 

L E A S T  2 1 9  S P E C I E S  T H AT 

B R E E D  I N  T H E  K I N G D O M .

F I G U R E  5 :  H E AT  M A P  O F  B R E E D I N G  M I G R A N T  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y.  R E D D E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  A  G R E AT E R  D I V E R S I T Y  O F 

B R E E D I N G  M I G R A N T S .  G R E E N E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  F E W E R  B R E E D I N G  M I G R A N T S .  G R E Y  A R E A S  I N D I C AT E  Z E R O  B R E E D I N G 

M I G R A N T S .  T H E  M A X I M U M  N U M B E R  O F  S P E C I E S  M I G R AT I N G  T O  B R E E D  AT  A N Y  L O C AT I O N  I S  1 4  I N  T H E  R E D  S E A .
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BREEDING BIRDS
At least 219 species breed in the Kingdom, which 
represents more than 53% of all Saudi Arabia�s 
regularly occurring birds (see Chapter 4). Of these 
breeding birds, 173 are year-round residents, while 
46 species migrate to the Kingdom to breed having 
spent the non-breeding season outside of Arabia. 
A greater diversity of breeding residents occurs 
in the western highlands and Tihama, and at rich 
feeding sites around Riyadh (see Figure 4).

Of the 46 breeding migrants, most arrive 
from Africa (as far south as Madagascar and 
Mozambique) and/or India. Four tern species 
breed in Saudi Arabia after having spent many 
months foraging in the Arabian Sea and Indian 
Ocean, with some wintering as far as Japan. Many 
of the breeding migrants are seabirds, therefore 
most breeding migrants are found along the coasts, 
especially in the southern Red Sea. Substantial 
numbers of breeding migrants also occur around 
Riyadh. Not surprisingly, no bird species migrate 
to the Rub� al-Khali to breed (see Figure 5).

A further 17 species are regarded as possibly 
breeding in the Kingdom. These are birds in which 
early season breeding behavior � such as court-
ship displays, pairing and singing � have been 

T H E  A R A B I A N  WA X B I L L  I S  E N D E M I C 

T O  T H E  M O U N TA I N S  O F  S O U T H W E S T 

S A U D I  A R A B I A  A N D  Y E M E N .
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A  M A L E  R E D  AVA D AVAT 

C O L L E C T I N G  N E S T 

M AT E R I A L .  T H I S  I S 

O N E  O F  O N LY  1 2 

I N T R O D U C E D  S P E C I E S 

T H AT  B R E E D  R E G U L A R LY 

I N  S A U D I   A R A B I A .

T H E  A R A B I A N  G R E E N  B E E ‑ E AT E R 

I S  O N E  O F  1 9  S P E C I E S  T H AT  A R E 

E N D E M I C  O R  N E A R � E N D E M I C  T O  T H E 

A R A B I A N   P E N I N S U L A .

F I G U R E  6 :  H E AT  M A P  O F  R E G I O N A L LY  E N D E M I C  A N D  N E A R  E N D E M I C  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y.  R E D D E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  A  G R E AT E R 

D I V E R S I T Y  O F  E N D E M I C  O R  N E A R  E N D E M I C  S P E C I E S .  G R E E N E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  F E W E R  E N D E M I C S .  G R E Y  A R E A S  I N D I C AT E  Z E R O 

E N D E M I C  S P E C I E S .  T H E  M A X I M U M  N U M B E R  O F  E N D E M I C  S P E C I E S  B R E E D I N G  AT  A N Y  L O C AT I O N  I S  1 6  I N  T H E  �A S I R  M O U N TA I N S .

F I G U R E  7 :  HEAT MAP OF INTRODUCED EXOTIC SPECIES  DIVERSIT Y.  REDDER COLORS INDICATE LOCATIONS WITH A GREATER DIVERSIT Y OF INTRODUCED 

SPECIES.  GREENER COLORS INDICATE LOCATIONS WITH FEWER INTRODUCED SPECIES.  GREY AREAS INDICATE ZERO INTRODUCED SPECIES.  THE MAXIMUM 

NUMBER OF INTRODUCED SPECIES  OCCURRING AT ANY LOCATION IS  8  IN  R IYADH.  INTRODUCED SPECIES  TEND TO OCCUR IN MODIF IED URBAN HABITATS.
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accidentally introduced into Saudi Arabia (see 
Table 2). Exotic species can be a signi�cant con-
servation issue if they negatively impact native 
�ora and fauna. For instance, some exotic spe-
cies may outcompete native birds for food or nest 
sites, or may introduce novel diseases that local 
birds cannot tolerate. Fortunately, most of Saudi 
Arabia�s exotic species have 500 or fewer breeding 
pairs and indeed �ve contain less than 40 annual 
breeding pairs in the Kingdom, which may not be 
su�cient to maintain a sustainable breeding pop-
ulation in the long term. The status of two species 
in this list needs clari�cation: the Mallard occurs 
naturally in the kingdom as a non-breeding spe-
cies but has been augmented with feral breeding 
populations, while the White-eared Bulbul may 
have been native to eastern Saudi Arabia in small 
numbers though certainly at least some popula-
tions have been introduced. Almost all of Saudi 
Arabia�s exotic species are con�ned to heavily 
modi�ed habitat in urban areas (see Figure 7).

recorded in spring indicating that these birds may 
occasionally breed in Saudi Arabia without it yet 
being observed or reported.

This impressive list of breeding bird species 
includes 15 species that are endemic to Arabia 
and four more that are almost endemic (with 
more than 98% of the global population breeding 
within the Arabian Peninsula). While at least one 
endemic or near endemic species can be found 
anywhere in Saudi Arabia � with the exception of 
the Rub� al-Khali desert � the majority (16/19) of 
the Kingdom�s regionally endemic or near endemic 
species occurs in the �Asir Mountains (see Figure 
6). Indeed one of these birds, the Asir Magpie, 
occurs only in the �Asir Mountains of Saudi Arabia 
and nowhere else on earth. The list of 175 breed-
ing residents also includes 36 species that have 
at least one subspecies that is endemic (n=29) or 
near-endemic (n=7) to Arabia. These 19 endemic 
and near-endemic species and 36 endemic and 
near-endemic subspecies are especially impor-
tant as they help to make the Kingdom�s avifauna 
unique (see Chapter 6). 

Very few of Saudi Arabia�s breeding residents 
are exotic species that have been deliberately or 

Given the extremes of climate that charac-
terize much of Saudi Arabia, each and every bird 
that manages to breed successfully within the 
Kingdom deserves our full respect and admiration. 
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T H E  E N D E M I C  A R A B I A N  W O O D P E C K E R . 

R E S T R I C T E D  T O  S A U D I  A R A B I A  A N D 

Y E M E N ,  T H I S  I S  O N E  O F  T H E  R A R E S T 

W O O D P E C K E R S  I N  T H E   W O R L D .
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COMMON NAME NATIVE RANGE DISTRIBUTION IN SAUDI ARABIA ESTIMATED BREEDING PAIRS

White-eared Bulbul South Asia/Arabia? Eastern lowlands, Riyadh, Jiddah, Makkah, Tabuk 140,000

Common Myna South Asia Eastern lowlands, Riyadh, Jiddah, Makkah, Tabuk 35,000

House Crow Indian subcontinent Eastern lowlands, Jazan, Jiddah, Yanbu� 10,000

Rose-ringed Parakeet South Asia, North Africa Eastern lowlands, Riyadh, Tihamah 5,000

Red-vented Bulbul South Asia Eastern lowlands, Riyadh 500

Red Avadavat South Asia Eastern lowlands, Riyadh 300

Mallard Northern Hemisphere Large arti�cial wetlands 200

Alexandrine Parakeet South Asia Eastern lowlands, Jiddah 40

Streaked Weaver South Asia Eastern lowlands, Riyadh 15

Bank Myna South Asia Eastern lowlands, Riyadh 15

Baya Weaver South Asia Eastern lowlands, Riyadh 10

Grey Francolin Indian subcontinent Eastern lowlands 5

Scaly-breasted Munia Indian subcontinent Jiddah, Riyadh, Tayif 5

Saudi Arabia�s breeding birds are a testament to 
the extraordinary capacity of birds to endure heat 
and drought and sacri�ce their own body condi-
tion in order to raise their o�spring.

NON�BREEDING BIRDS
In total, 281 non-breeding migratory species have 
been recorded in Saudi Arabia (see Chapter 5). 
One of the reasons why Saudi Arabia receives so 

many migratory species is that three major �yways 
pass over the Arabian Peninsula, namely: (i) the 
East Asia/East Africa Flyway; (ii) the Black Sea/
Mediterranean Flyway; and (iii) the Central Asia/
South Asia Flyway (see Figure 4, Chapter 5). These 
three �yways bring an array of birds to Saudi Arabia 
from seemingly disparate regions of the world.

Fifty-two species are recorded in the Kingdom 
purely as winter visitors. These are birds that 

Given the 
extremes of 
climate that 
characterize 
much of Saudi 
Arabia, each 
and every bird 
that manages to 
breed successfully 
within the 
Kingdom deserves 
our full respect 
and admiration.

I N  S A U D I  A R A B I A ,  2 8 1 

N O N ‑ B R E E D I N G  S P E C I E S 

H AV E  B E E N  R E C O R D E D 

A N N U A L LY,  I N C L U D I N G 

T H E  M A G N I F I C E N T 

C I N E R E O U S  V U LT U R E .

TA B L E  2 :  T H E  D I S T R I B U T I O N  A N D  A B U N D A N C E  O F  E X O T I C  S P E C I E S  B R E E D I N G  W I T H I N  S A U D I  A R A B I A

F I G U R E  8 :  H E AT  M A P  O F  W I N T E R  V I S I T O R  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y.  R E D D E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  A  G R E AT E R  D I V E R S I T Y  O F  W I N T E R 

V I S I T O R S .  G R E E N E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  F E W E R  W I N T E R  V I S I T O R S .  T H E  M I N I M U M  N U M B E R  O F  W I N T E R  V I S I T O R  S P E C I E S 

O C C U R R I N G  AT  A N Y  L O C AT I O N  I S  1 7  I N  T H E  R U B �  A L � K H A L I ,  W H I L E  T H E  M A X I M U M  N U M B E R  O F  PA S S A G E  M I G R A N T S  I S  1 5 3  A L O N G  T H E  C O A S T S .

F I G U R E  9 :  H E AT  M A P  O F  PA S S A G E  M I G R A N T  S P E C I E S  D I V E R S I T Y.  R E D D E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  A  G R E AT E R  D I V E R S I T Y  O F  PA S S A G E 

M I G R A N T S .  G R E E N E R  C O L O R S  I N D I C AT E  L O C AT I O N S  W I T H  F E W E R  PA S S A G E  M I G R A N T S .  T H E  M I N I M U M  N U M B E R  O F  PA S S A G E  M I G R A N T  S P E C I E S 
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breed outside of Saudi Arabia (primarily in 
Eurasia) before migrating south or southwest to 
spend the winter months within the Kingdom 
where the climate is relatively mild. While winter 
visitors can be found at any place in the Kingdom, 
they are more likely to be found along the coasts, 
in the northern half of the Kingdom, or at rich 
feeding sites around Riyadh (see Figure 8).

A further 49 species are recorded solely as 
passage migrants. These extraordinary birds pass 

through the Kingdom while migrating thousands 
of kilometers between their northern breeding 
grounds and their African or Indian non-breeding 
grounds. Although passage migrants can be found 
everywhere in the Kingdom, they are more likely to 
be found along the coasts, or in a broad band through 
the center of the Kingdom migrating along the pro-
li�c East Asia / East Africa Flyway (see Figure 9).

Another 88 species are recorded as both win-
ter visitors and passage migrants. Most of these 
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species breed in Eurasia; after breeding, part of 
the population chooses to stop in Saudi Arabia 
for the winter while the rest continues further 
south to winter in Oman, Yemen, Africa, or India. 
Four more species are recorded as year-round 
non-breeding visitors; these are either seabirds 
that regularly forage in Saudi Arabian waters or 
land birds that visit from nearby breeding sites 
that could conceivably breed within the Kingdom 
as well. 

In addition, 87 species have been recorded as 
vagrants only (see Volume 2). Vagrants are birds 
found well outside of their normal range. Most are 
migratory birds that have become disorientated 
or blown o� course by unusual weather events or 
have overshot their intended destination. With 
further surveys in remote areas, we may �nd that 
several of these vagrant species in fact occur regu-
larly in the Kingdom.

The non-breeding birds of Saudi Arabia are 
truly amazing. Many undertake annual round-trip 
migrations that exceed 10,000 kilometers; oth-
ers exceed 20,000 kilometers; some even exceed 
30,000 kilometers every year just to �nd suitable 
breeding and foraging habitat. These extraordinary 
travelers should be treated as visiting dignitaries 
to the Kingdom and given safe passage so they can 
continue their epic voyages unimpeded. 

The non-breeding 
birds of Saudi 

Arabia are truly 
amazing. These 

extraordinary 
travelers should 

be given safe 
passage so they 

can continue 
their epic voyages 

unimpeded.
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THE CONSERVATION STATUS 
OF SAUDI ARABIA�S BIRDS
While the diversity of birds in Saudi Arabia is 
surprisingly high, the density of birds is, not 
surprisingly, low. This is because most of Saudi 
Arabia is arid or hyper-arid with very low levels 
of primary productivity. In other words, there are 
generally few plants, and thus few invertebrates 
and small vertebrates in the landscape available 
for birds to eat. Consequently, many of the breed-
ing birds in Saudi Arabia have low total population 
sizes. Indeed, as demonstrated in Figure 10, 46% 
of all breeding birds in Saudi Arabia have popula-
tions containing less than 1,000 annual breeding 
pairs, while 23% have populations with less than 
100 annual breeding pairs. 

This is concerning because small populations 
are particularly vulnerable to extinction in the face 
of any additional population decline. Moreover, 
they are susceptible to pernicious genetic problems 
such as inbreeding and a loss of genetic diversity, as 
well as disease, climatic events, and demographic 
stochasticity. If a population contains, say, only 40 
breeding pairs, then essentially any nest failure 
has a signi�cant impact on population size. Small 
populations can easily enter an �extinction vortex� 
whereby populations become increasingly small 
simply because they are already small. 2Unfortu-
nately, as is the case in many countries, the birds 
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of Saudi Arabia are su�ering widespread ongoing 
declines as a result of deserti�cation, habitat loss, 
hunting, secondary poisoning, collision with elec-
tricity cables, climatic shifts, ingestion of plastic, 
and many other threatening processes.3 

The numbers above the bars indicate the percentage of species in each cate-
gory. Population size equals the estimated number of annual breeding pairs as 
per the following categories: Extremely Rare = 1�10 pairs; Very Rare = 11�100 
pairs; Rare = 101�1,000 pairs; Uncommon = 1,001�10,000 pairs; Common = 
10,001�100,000 pairs; Very Common = 100,000�1,000,000 pairs; Abundant > 
1,000,000 pairs.4
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REGIONAL CONSERVATION 
STATUS
The collective threats facing the birds of Saudi 
Arabia are having an impact on the conserva-
tion status of many species across the Kingdom. 
In 2015, the IUCN provided regional conserva-
tion assessments for 329 bird species occurring 
in the Arabian Peninsula,5 including 258 species 
that occur in Saudi Arabia. In total, 21% of Saudi 
Arabia�s regionally assessed birds are decreas-
ing within the Arabian Peninsula (see Figure 11). 
It is quite concerning that more than one in �ve 

bird species in Saudi Arabia is currently experi-
encing a signi�cant population decline. What�s 
more, two species are listed as undergoing a �very 
rapid decline� within Arabia; these are the famous 
Asian Houbara and the Arabian Bustard. Sadly, the 
decline for both these species is now almost com-
plete � only an estimated 30 breeding pairs remain 
for the Asian Houbara, while just one individual 
Arabian Bustard has been seen in almost 30 years. 
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P O P U L AT I O N .Interestingly 25% of assessed species are 
increasing at the regional level (see Figure 11), 
which means more species are increasing than 
decreasing within the Kingdom. However, most 
of the species that are increasing in Saudi Arabia 
occur in human modi�ed habitats, speci�cally 
wetlands, farmlands, and settled areas, such as cit-
ies and towns. Conversely, most of the species that 
are decreasing occur in areas of relatively intact 
natural habitat, such as arid areas, scrublands, 
acacia woodlands, coastal areas, and, in particu-
lar, the southwest highlands where so many of the 
Kingdom�s endemic species and subspecies occur 
(see Figure 17). Consequently, birds in natural 
habitats tend to have a poorer conservation status 
than birds in modi�ed habitats.7 Given that almost 
half of Saudi Arabia�s birds are either increasing 
(25%) or decreasing (21%), it is quite clear that a 
rapid and momentous shift is currently occurring 
in the birds of Saudi Arabia (see Figure 16).
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This shift in the Kingdom�s avifauna is favor-
ing smaller birds at the expense of larger birds.9 
Species that are decreasing tend to be heavier 
and larger than those species that are stable or 
increasing (see Figure 18). There are several 
reasons why larger birds are more likely to be 
declining compared to smaller birds. Large birds 
are presumably more attractive to hunters and 
may be more likely to be persecuted by land-
owners. Further, larger birds are often long-lived 
predators or scavengers, and as such they are 
more vulnerable to secondary poisoning and bio-
magni�cation. They typically require a greater 
amount of prey than smaller birds and thus have 
larger home ranges, making them especially vul-
nerable to habitat loss and fragmentation. In 
addition, larger birds may be more vulnerable 
to collision with power lines and other cables. 
Finally, larger birds � especially those in arid 
environments � usually take longer to achieve 
reproductive maturity and reproduce less often; 
they lay smaller clutches (often only a single 
egg) and take a long time to �edge their chicks.10 
These traits make larger birds very vulnerable 
at a population level to any additional mortality 
with limited capacity for population recovery. 

A score of +1 would indicate that all species within that habitat type are increas-
ing, whereas a score of -1 would indicate that all species are decreasing.8 Figures 
adjacent to columns are the mean number of annual breeding pairs for species 
within each habitat type. Bars represent standard error.
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As a result of these cumulative threats, larger 
and heavier birds are more likely to have sig-
ni�cantly poorer regional conservation status 
compared to smaller and lighter birds. For example, 
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of the 258 Saudi Arabian species that have had 
their regional conservation status assessed by the 
IUCN, the nine heaviest species are all region-
ally threatened (see Table 3). Indeed, the heaviest 
bird of all � the Ostrich � went extinct throughout 
Arabia several decades ago but has since been rein-
troduced into fenced protected areas (see Figure 
14). To put it another way, while 9% of the lightest 
100 species are threatened or near-threatened, 
over 30% of the heaviest 100 species are threatened 
or near-threatened. In short, Saudi Arabia�s larger 
birds are steadily disappearing from the landscape, 
and that is a tragedy. 

The decrease in large iconic birds in Saudi 
Arabia is evident when examining the list of 50 
High Conservation Priority species developed 
by the former National Commission for Wildlife 
Conservation and Development (now the Saudi 
Wildlife Authority) in 2003. These 50 species are 
birds with particularly high national value, such 
as �agship species, birds that are economically 
or culturally important, birds that are endemic 
or have internationally signi�cant populations 
occurring within the Kingdom, birds that are glob-
ally threatened, and birds in which Saudi Arabia 
is essential to the conservation of the species.12 
The IUCN has assessed the regional conservation 
status of 44 of these 50 species.13 While this list 
is now understandably somewhat out of date as a 
result of recent taxonomic revisions, it is nonethe-
less concerning that 24/44 (55%) assessed High 

More than one in 
�ve bird species 
in Saudi Arabia 
is currently 
experiencing 
a signi�cant 
population 
decline.

Conservation Priority species are formally listed 
as decreasing regionally by the IUCN. Only three 
species are listed as increasing (n=1) or possibly 
increasing (n=2), while the remaining 17 species 
are stable. 
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S A U D I   A R A B I A .

Overall, 29 species regularly occurring within 
Saudi Arabia are listed as regionally threatened by 
the IUCN (see Table 4; Figure 20a), with several 
at risk of becoming extinct within the Kingdom. 
Indeed, four may already be locally extinct, namely 
the Arabian Bustard, Bateleur, Bearded Vulture 
and Northern Bald Ibis, while the Arabian subspe-
cies of the Common Ostrich went extinct several 
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SPECIES

TA B L E  3 :  R E G I O N A L  C O N S E R VAT I O N  S TAT U S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A� S  1 2  H E AV I E S T  B I R D  S P E C I E S . 

COMMON NAME MEAN BODY MASS  
�G�

SAUDI ARABIAN  
BREEDING PAIRS

REGIONAL POPULATION 
TREND

REGIONAL CONSERVATION 
STATUS

Common Ostrich 128,000 80 Stable Extinct in the wild

Arabian Bustard 12,350 0? Very rapid decline Critically endangered

Golden Eagle 8,840 200 Decreasing Endangered

Griffon Vulture 8,500 2,500 Decreasing Endangered

Verreaux�s Eagle 8,025 25 Increasing Endangered

Lappet-faced Vulture 7,400 500 Decreasing Vulnerable

Bearded Vulture 5,800 0? Possibly decreasing Vulnerable

Pink-backed Pelican 5,450 400 Decreasing Vulnerable

Goliath Heron 4,390 60 Possibly stable Endangered

Pharaoh Eagle-owl 4,200 2,200 Possibly increasing Least concern

Asian Houbara 3,950 30 Very rapid decline Critically endangered

Tawny Eagle 2,350 100 Decreasing Endangered

decades ago. Furthermore, the Asian Houbara and 
the Lanner Falcon are both critically endangered 
and their small estimated populations of 30 and 10 
breeding pairs respectively are both experiencing 
rapid declines. In addition, the regionally endan-
gered Tawny Eagle, Asir Magpie and Golden 
Eagle all have small and decreasing populations 

(containing less than 200 pairs), and thus are also 
at high risk of local extinction. While it is de�-
nitely concerning that 29 of Saudi Arabia�s bird 
species are regionally threatened, the proportion 
of threatened species in the Kingdom is compara-
ble with the conservation status of the world�s bird 
species (see Table 5; Figure 20b). 

T H E  L E S S E R  C R E S T E D 

T E R N ,  O N E  O F  5 0 

B I R D  S P E C I E S  L I S T E D 

N AT I O N A L LY  A S  B E I N G 

O F  H I G H  C O N S E R VAT I O N 

P R I O R I T Y  BY  T H E  S A U D I 

W I L D L I F E  A U T H O R I T Y. 

S A U D I  A R A B I A  I S 

E S S E N T I A L  T O  T H E 

C O N S E R VAT I O N  O F 

T H I S   S P E C I E S .

T H E  O S P R E Y  I S 

N AT I O N A L LY  L I S T E D 

A S  A  S P E C I E S  O F  H I G H 

C O N S E R VAT I O N  P R I O R I T Y 

B E C A U S E  I T  P L AY S  A 

S I G N I F I C A N T  R O L E  I N 

M A I N TA I N I N G  A  B A L A N C E D 

E C O S Y S T E M .
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R E G I O N A L  C O N S E R VAT I O N  S TAT U S R E G I O N A L  P O P U L AT I O N 
T R E N D

N AT I O N A L  R E S I D E N C E 
S TAT U S

N AT I O N A L  B R E E D I N G 
PA I R S

R E G I O N A L LY  E X T I N C T  � N = 1 �

COMMON OSTRICH STABLE BREEDING RESIDENT 80 R

C R I T I C A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D  � N = 5 �

ARABIAN BUSTARD VERY RAPID DECLINE BREEDING RESIDENT 0?

ASIAN HOUBARA VERY RAPID DECLINE BREEDING RESIDENT 30 R

NORTHERN BALD IBIS DECREASING WINTER VISITOR 0

LANNER FALCON DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 10

SAKER FALCON UNKNOWN WINTER VISITOR 0

E N D A N G E R E D  � N = 1 3 �

AFRICAN OLIVE�PIGEON STABLE BREEDING RESIDENT 75

BLACK�BELLIED SANDGROUSE UNKNOWN WINTER VISITOR 0

GOLIATH HERON POSSIBLY STABLE BREEDING RESIDENT 60

GRIFFON VULTURE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 2,500

TAWNY EAGLE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 100

GOLDEN EAGLE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 200

VERREAUX�S EAGLE INCREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 25

COLLARED KINGFISHER DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 300

SOOTY FALCON DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 300

PEREGRINE FALCON POSSIBLY INCREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 600

ASIR MAGPIE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 100

BASRA REED�WARBLER UNKNOWN BREEDING MIGRANT 10

EUROPEAN GOLDFINCH DECREASING BREEDING MIGRANT 2,000

V U L N E R A B L E  � N = 1 0 �

HELMETED GUINEAFOWL DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 500

HAMERKOP DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 1,500

PINK�BACKED PELICAN DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 400

SOCOTRA CORMORANT DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 35,000

CRAB�PLOVER DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 1,400

BLACK�WINGED KITE INCREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 3

BEARDED VULTURE POSSIBLY DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 0?

EGYPTIAN VULTURE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 50

SHORT�TOED SNAKE�EAGLE STABLE BREEDING RESIDENT 120

LAPPET�FACED VULTURE POSSIBLY DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 500

R R E I N T R O D U C E D  I N T O  F E N C E D  P R O T E C T E D  A R E A S

T H E  G O L D E N  E A G L E  I S 

O N E  O F  2 9  R E G I O N A L LY 

T H R E AT E N E D  B I R D 

S P E C I E S  T H AT  O C C U R  I N 

S A U D I  A R A B I A .

T H E  E X Q U I S I T E 

C O L L A R E D  K I N G F I S H E R 

I S  R E G I O N A L LY 

E N D A N G E R E D  W I T H I N 

T H E   A R A B I A N  P E N I N S U L A .

TA B L E  4 :  R E G I O N A L LY  T H R E AT E N E D  B I R D  S P E C I E S  O C C U R R I N G  I N  S A U D I  A R A B I A .
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S A U D I  A R A B I A N  S P E C I E S N O N � S A U D I  A R A B I A N  S P E C I E S

C O N S E R VAT I O N  S TAT U S N U M B E R  O F  S P E C I E S % N U M B E R  O F  S P E C I E S %

LEAST CONCERN 203 78.7 8,405 75.9

NEAR�THREATENED 26 10.1 1,012 9.1

VULNERABLE 10 3.9 799 7.2

ENDANGERED 13 5.0 469 4.2

CRITICALLY ENDANGERED 5 1.9 224 2.0

EXTINCT IN THE WILD 1 0.4 5 0.0

EXTINCT 0 0.0 156 1.4

TOTAL 258 100 11,070 100

T H E  I C O N I C  S A K E R 

FA L C O N  I S  C R I T I C A L LY 

E N D A N G E R E D 

W I T H I N   A R A B I A .

T H E  A R A B I A N  B U S TA R D  I S 

C R I T I C A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D 

I N  A R A B I A .  O N LY  O N E 

B I R D  H A S  B E E N  S E E N 

I N  T H E  K I N G D O M  I N 

T H E  L A S T  2 7  Y E A R S . 

F O R T U N AT E LY  A 

P O P U L AT I O N  S T I L L 

E X I S T S  I N  A F R I C A .

TA B L E  5 :  R E G I O N A L  C O N S E R VAT I O N  S TAT U S  O F  A S S E S S E D  S A U D I  A R A B I A N  B I R D S  V E R S U S  G L O B A L  C O N S E R VAT I O N  S TAT U S  O F  A L L  B I R D S .
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INTERNATIONAL 
CONSERVATION STATUS
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has an important 
role to play in the international e�ort to protect 
the world�s birds. Of the 401 native species regu-
larly occurring in Saudi Arabia, 362 have had their 
global population trend con�dently assessed. 
Ominously, 147 of these species (41%) are declin-
ing globally. Saudi Arabia supports at least 17 
species that are globally threatened (see Table 6; 
Figure 20b) as well as 24 near-threatened species. 
Thus 10% of Saudi Arabia�s birds are listed as glob-
ally threatened or near-threatened. One of these 
species is critically endangered, namely Sociable 
Lapwing. A considerable proportion of the 
remaining population migrates through the north 
of Saudi Arabia each year, while some individu-
als remain in the Kingdom over winter.14 Further, 
the endangered Northern Bald Ibis is probably 
extinct in the region and the critically endangered 
Slender-billed Curlew (which has never been 
identi�ed with certainty in the Kingdom) may 
be extinct globally. Signi�cantly, one of the most 
endangered species in Saudi Arabia, the Asir 
Magpie, is endemic to the Kingdom. The entire 
global population resides within a few small 
patches of habitat in the �Asir Mountains. These 
birds, in particular, are relying upon the people of 
Saudi Arabia for their continued existence. 

Four species may 
already be extinct 
within Saudi 
Arabia, namely 
the Arabian 
Bustard, Bateleur, 
Bearded Vulture 
and Northern 
Bald Ibis.

T H E  B E A R D E D  V U LT U R E 

M AY  N O W  B E  E X T I N C T 

I N   A R A B I A .
T H E  B AT E L E U R  H A S  N O T 

B E E N  R E C O R D E D  I N  S A U D I 

A R A B I A  S I N C E  1 9 9 9.
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G L O B A L  C O N S E R VAT I O N 
S TAT U S

G L O B A L 
P O P U L AT I O N  T R E N D

N AT I O N A L 
R E S I D E N C E  S TAT U S

N AT I O N A L 
B R E E D I N G  PA I R S

C R I T I C A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D  � N = 1 �

SOCIABLE LAPWING DECREASING WINTER VISITOR 0

E N D A N G E R E D  � N = 8 �

GREAT KNOT DECREASING WINTER VISITOR 0

NORTHERN BALD IBIS STABLE WINTER VISITOR 0

EGYPTIAN VULTURE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 50

LAPPET�FACED VULTURE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 500

STEPPE EAGLE DECREASING WINTER VISITOR 0

SAKER FALCON DECREASING WINTER VISITOR 0

ASIR MAGPIE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 100

BASRA REED�WARBLER STABLE BREEDING MIGRANT 10

V U L N E R A B L E  � N = 8 �

COMMON POCHARD DECREASING PASSAGE MIGRANT 0

EUROPEAN TURTLE�DOVE DECREASING BREEDING MIGRANT 1,600

ASIAN HOUBARA DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 30

SOCOTRA CORMORANT DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 35,000

GREATER SPOTTED EAGLE DECREASING WINTER VISITOR 0

TAWNY EAGLE DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 100

EASTERN IMPERIAL EAGLE DECREASING WINTER VISITOR 0

SOOTY FALCON DECREASING BREEDING RESIDENT 300

Saudi Arabia 
supports at 

least 17 species 
that are globally 

threatened.

T H E  G R E AT E R  S P O T T E D 

E A G L E  I S  L I S T E D  A S 

G L O B A L LY  V U L N E R A B L E . 

T H I S  I M P R E S S I V E  B I R D  I S 

S T I L L  A  J U V E N I L E .

G L O B A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D 

G R E AT  K N O T S  S P E N D  T H E 

W I N T E R  I N  S A U D I  A R A B I A .

TA B L E  6 :  G L O B A L LY  T H R E AT E N E D  S P E C I E S  O C C U R R I N G  I N  S A U D I  A R A B I A .
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R E G I O N A L LY  E X T I N C T

C R I T I C A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D

E N D A N G E R E D

V U L N E R A B L E

N E A R  T H R E AT E N E D

L E A S T  C O N C E R N 

F I G U R E  2 0 A :  R E G I O N A L  C O N S E R VAT I O N  S TAT U S  O F  T H E  B I R D S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A .

E X T I N C T

C R I T I C A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D

E N D A N G E R E D

V U L N E R A B L E

N E A R  T H R E AT E N E D

L E A S T  C O N C E R N 

F I G U R E  2 0 B :  G L O B A L  C O N S E R VAT I O N  S TAT U S  O F  T H E  B I R D S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A .

L I S T E D  A S  G L O B A L LY 

V U L N E R A B L E ,  T H E 

E U R O P E A N  T U R T L E �

D OV E  I S  D E C L I N I N G 

R A P I D LY  A C R O S S  I T S 

R A N G E .  C U R R E N T LY 

A R O U N D  1 , 6 0 0  PA I R S 

B R E E D  A N N U A L LY  I N 

S A U D I   A R A B I A .

T H E  N O R T H E R N  B A L D 

I B I S  I S  C R I T I C A L LY 

E N D A N G E R E D  G L O B A L LY 

A N D  M AY  N O W  B E 

E X T I N C T  I N  A R A B I A .



4 8 4 9T H E  B I R D S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A T he   D i V ersity       and    S tatus of         the    B irds     of   S audi     A rabia   

CONCLUSION
The distribution and abundance of the birds of 
Saudi Arabia are currently undergoing a rate of 
change that is probably unprecedented in history. 
In the face of rapidly changing ecosystems, a quar-
ter of all of Saudi Arabia�s birds are signi�cantly 
increasing, while more than a �fth are visibly 
decreasing. Birds that live in more natural eco-
systems, such as the southwest highlands, desert 

landscapes and coastal areas, are su�ering whereas 
those that live in human-created habitats, such as 
constructed wetlands, farmlands and cities, are 
increasing. Sadly, many of our large and iconic spe-
cies are disappearing. Although several species now 
occur in very small numbers within the Kingdom, 
there is still time to address these imbalances and 
protect the Kingdom�s most endangered birds.

T H E  S O C I A B L E 

L A P W I N G  I S  C R I T I C A L LY 

E N D A N G E R E D  G L O B A L LY ; 

A  L A R G E  P E R C E N TA G E  O F 

T H E  G L O B A L  P O P U L AT I O N 

M I G R AT E S  T H R O U G H 

N O R T H E R N  S A U D I  A R A B I A 

E A C H  Y E A R .

A  G L O B A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D 

B A S R A  R E E D � WA R B L E R  I S  TA G G E D 

A N D  R E L E A S E D  F O R  S C I E N T I F I C 

M O N I T O R I N G .  T H E  D E L I C AT E  FAT E  O F 

M A N Y  S P E C I E S  R E S T S  I N  O U R   H A N D S



K E Y  P O I N T S

�	 Birds have always been an important and uplifting theme in Arabian art.

�	 The earliest visual artworks in Arabia are 10,000-year-old rock engravings that depict birds.

�	 The earliest Arabic poetry also depicts birds, with birds mentioned in poems  
dating back more than 1,400 years.

�	 The earliest Arabic proverbs, folktales and folksongs also regularly feature birds.

�	 One of the world�s oldest sports � falconry � is based on a deep respect for birds,  
and has been practiced in Arabia for thousands of years.

�	 The word of God, the Holy Qur�an, reveals the signi�cance of birds.

�	 When we care for birds, we care for our cultural heritage. 

C H A P T E R  2 

The Importance of Birds 
in Arabian Culture

A  L A N N E R  FA L C O N ,  O N E  O F  T H E 
M O S T  C U LT U R A L LY  I M P O R TA N T 
B I R D S  O F  A R A B I A
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THE LONG HISTORY OF BIRDS 
IN ARABIAN CULTURE
For thousands of years, the people of Arabia have 
shared this vast arid landscape with hundreds 
of species of birds. They viewed these remark-
able animals not just as sources of food, but also 
as sources of information, inspiration, hope, and 
happiness. 

The nomadic peoples of Arabia studied and 
contemplated birds. They developed an inti-
mate understanding of bird behavior, as well as 
profound respect and admiration for the birds 
themselves. Then, around 12,000 years ago, the 
�rst small settlements and villages began to 

emerge in the Arabian Peninsula. Soon after, com-
mensal species like pigeons, doves and sparrows 
began to live in close quarters with people, allow-
ing the early Arabs to develop a closer relationship 
with birds than ever before. 

Throughout this long history, birds have 
beguiled the people of Arabia with their beauty, 
their songs, their fragility, their grandeur, and 
their prowess. In an unforgiving and sparse land, 
the sight or the sound or even the thought of a bird 
must have brought great comfort and joy. It is no 
wonder then that birds have been one of the most 
common and enduring motifs in ancient Arabian 
art, poetry, music, sport, folklore, and religion. 

A  B L U E T H R O AT. 

T H R O U G H O U T  H I S T O R Y 

T H E  P E O P L E  O F  A R A B I A 

H AV E  B E E N  B E G U I L E D  BY 

T H E  D E L I C AT E  B E A U T Y 

O F   B I R D S .

E U R O P E A N  B E E � E AT E R S  A R R I V E  I N 

S P R I N G  A N D  A U T U M N ,  A N N O U N C I N G 

T H E  C H A N G E  O F   S E A S O N S .
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T H E  N I L E  VA L L E Y 

S U N B I R D  S U R E LY  S PA R K S 

H A P P I N E S S  I N  E V E R Y 

P E R S O N  W H O  S E E S   O N E .

BIRDS IN ANCIENT 
ARABIAN ART
About 70 kilometers northwest of Hayil, near 
the town of Jubbah, lies an astonishing collec-
tion of art dating to the Neolithic period. Rock 
panels are crowded with literally thousands 
of engravings of human �gures and wild ani-
mals, including unmistakable images of lions 
and aurochs � mammals that are now region-
ally and globally extinct, respectively � along 
with oryx, ibex, gazelle, onager, and birds, spe-
ci�cally ostrich. For example, one petroglyph 
clearly depicts two adult ostrich standing beside 
four juveniles. Another site, Shuwaymis, con-
tains perhaps even more rock art than Jubbah, 
and it too includes numerous etchings of ostrich 
and their young. In fact, the ancient artwork at 
Jubbah and Shuwaymis is so abundant � and so 

A S  P E O P L E  B E G A N  L I V I N G  I N  S E T T L E D 

V I L L A G E S ,  T H E Y  B E C A M E  C L O S E LY 

A C Q U A I N T E D  W I T H  C O M M E N S A L  B I R D S 

L I K E  T H E  H O U S E   S PA R R O W.
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important � that it has recently been inscribed on 
UNESCO�s list of World Heritage sites. Although 
dating rock engravings is one of the greatest chal-
lenges in modern archaeology, there is little doubt 
that these carvings are well over 10,000 years old. 
In other words, for as long as there has been art in 
Arabia, Arabs have celebrated birds. 

Images of ostrich and other birds are also 
common on rocks at the site of as-Suwaydirah, 
70 kilometers east of Medina. These images were 
carved around 9,000 years ago. A similar panel at 
Qaryat al-Asba (140 kilometers west of Riyadh) 
contains an extraordinary assemblage of hun-
dreds of animals carved into the rock, including 
lions, oryx and ibex, as well as human skeletons, 
battle scenes and numerous designs that appear 
to be tribal symbols. Dominating one such panel 
is a magni�cent engraving of an adult ostrich 
standing beside 11 juveniles, which accurately 
re�ects the large clutch size of these enormous 
birds (the ostrich usually lays up to 11 eggs or 
sometimes more).1 

The engravings of ostriches at Bir Hima (30 
kilometers northeast of Najran) are the most life-
like in all of Saudi Arabian rock art. Here the birds 
are depicted with full, �u�y plumage (particularly 
the tail feathers) in wonderfully realistic postures. 

Some show ostrich standing upright and still, oth-
ers depict them in full stride running for their lives 
as saluki dogs or cheetahs chase after them. In one 
panel an ostrich is towering over a human �g-
ure. In another, an ostrich is surrounded by three 
hunters on horseback � one hunter has thrust his 
enormous, sharp spear through the body of the 
stranded bird. 

In fact, images of ostriches can be found all 
over Saudi Arabia, from Bir Hima in the south, 
to Tayma in the north, to Qaryat al-Asba in the 
center of the Kingdom, and many places in 
between. We can only speculate as to the motive 
behind these remarkable carvings, though one 
thing is certain � they are not mere doodles; 
they are accomplished pieces of art that clearly 
required considerable skill and time to complete. 
The artists who created these pieces were cer-
tainly motivated. Using crude stone tools, they 
must have felt a strong desire to painstakingly 
carve the image of birds in stone. Birds were 
important to them. 

Sometime around 1,500 years ago, Arabian 
rock art becomes noticeably less abundant. 
This is probably because the artists of Arabia 
had learned a new form of expression: poetry� 
magni�cent poetry. 

Ancient rock 
etchings of 
ostriches can be 
found all over 
Saudi Arabia, 
from Bir Hima 
in the south, to 
Tayma in the 
north, to Qaryat 
al-Asba in the 
center of the 
Kingdom.
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VULTURES: OMINOUS 
SHADOWS IN THE DESERT
Vultures also feature prominently in Arabic 
poems with the poets again distinguishing 
between several di�erent species. In some, the 
poet compares the great bulk of his she-camel to 
the ominous shadow cast by an old Lappet-faced 
Vulture (which was called Gashaam, Labaad or 
Madhrahy). Other poems mention a brown vul-
ture (called al-Anoque), probably the Gri�on 
Vulture, and the white vulture (al-Rakham), the 
Egyptian Vulture. 

The early poets used the remote nest of the 
Gri�on Vulture (which lays its eggs in crevices 
high up in rocky cli�s) as a metaphor for some-
thing frustratingly di�cult to reach, such as the 
house of a lover, as Tameem bin Moq�ble lamented 
humorously: 

Alas! Her home is farther than the eggs of a Gri�on Vulture 
in Raam [the name of a steep mountain]
Beyond layer upon layer of rough muddy sand 
in al-Bareque! [a remote place in the �Asir Mountains]

TA M E E M  B I N  M O Q ’ B L E  ( D E C .  6 7 9 ) 

It is indeed di�cult to imagine something less 
accessible than the eggs of a menacingly huge 
bird, laid high in a cli�, beyond miles of heaping 
sand dunes, on a prominent mountain, deep in the 
rugged �Asir Mountains! This well-known Arabic 
proverb (more unreachable than the eggs of a vul-
ture) is still in use today.

T H E  O M I N O U S  S H A D O W 

C A S T  BY  A  C R U I S I N G 

L A P P E T- FA C E D  V U LT U R E 
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E A R LY  P O E T S .

T H E  E N D A N G E R E D 

E G Y P T I A N  V U LT U R E 

WA S  K N O W N  T O 
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R E M O T E  N E S T 
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V U LT U R E  O N  A 

P R E C I P I T O U S 

C L I F F  FA C E  N E A R 

TA N U M A H .  T H I S 

I S  T H E  S T U F F 

O F   L E G E N D S .



6 6 6 7T H E  B I R D S  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A T H e  I M po  R t A n C e  o F  B i R D s  in   A R A bi  A n  C U L t U R e

SANDGROUSE: ACHING FOR 
WATER IN A SEA OF SAND
Other common birds in Arabic poetry include 
sandgrouse, which are depicted in detail with 
remarkable accuracy. Impressively, the poets 
distinguished between at least three of the six 
sandgrouse species found in Saudi Arabia: they 
mention Lichtenstein�s Sandgrouse, al-Qata 
Elcodri, with its dusty color, mottled back and 
belly, yellow throat and short tail; Black-bellied 
Sandgrouse, al-Qata Aljoni, with its black belly 
and wings, and pinions with short tails; and the 
Crowned Sandgrouse, al-Qata Ghatat, with its 
dusty-colored back, belly and chest, black wing 
tips, and long legs and neck. 

The Bedouin knew that sandgrouse rarely 
drink, but when they do they often �y in large �ocks 
to drink in the morning or at night. Some poets, 
such as �Abid ibn al-�Abras (dec. 554), claimed his 
horse was faster than a thirsty sandgrouse racing 
to a pool of water. Further, they knew that sand-
grouse nested in hollows in the ground and that 
nesting sandgrouse have developed an unusual 
behavior for hydrating their chicks: the adults �y 
quickly from their nest to a pool, dip their breast 
feathers in the water, and then race back to the 
nest to allow the chicks to drink the water that still 
clings to their plumage. The Bedouin knowledge 
of sandgrouse is all the more impressive when 
you consider they did not have binoculars. Toward 

L I C H T E N S T E I N � S 

S A N D G R O U S E  �  O N E 

O F  AT  L E A S T  T H R E E 

S A N D G R O U S E  S P E C I E S 

I D E N T I F I E D  A N D 

D E S C R I B E D  BY  E A R LY 

A R A B I C  P O E T S .

the end of the sixth century, al-Muthaqqib noted 
that his thirsty she-camel would rest her chest in 
a pool of water much like a brooding sandgrouse:

The hollows in the ground where she sets her callouses [i.e., rests]
are like the settling-places of the black-backed sandgrouse 
that come in the early dawn to drink. 
When she takes a deep breath and so �lls her chest, 
it almost cuts through the plaited strands 

A L - M U T H AQ Q I B  ( A R O U N D  5 8 0 )  

[ T R A N S L AT E D  BY  LYA L L  1 9 1 8 ]

PIGEONS AND DOVES: 
COO TO COMFORT ME
Pigeons and doves are very common images used 
in early Arabic poetry. Their mournful bewailing 
on the branches of trees reminded poets of their 
loved ones, and still does today. Again, the poets 
had a clear knowledge of the di�erent types of 
pigeons and doves in Arabia. For example, in his 
moving verse from the Umayyad period, Nabiq�a 
Bani Shaiban uses the constant calling of African 
Collared-doves as a symbol of the perpetual chas-
tity of his lover:

She kept it away from a thirsty man even if he dies
As long as the collared-doves sing a song

N A B I Q ’A  B A N I  S H A I B A N  ( D E C .  74 3 ) 

P I N �TA I L E D 

S A N D G R O U S E .  E A R LY 
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C O M M O N  S Y M B O L S  I N 
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Rock Doves (the common pigeon), often 
called Warqua in Arabic poetry, were sometimes 
mentioned as the grey pigeons that nest on the 
balconies of palaces, probably as a lyrical way of 
displaying stability and thus wealth. 

With balconies, unreachable for birds,
Though, there you can see the nests of grey pigeons

A L - A’ S H A  ( D E C .  6 2 9 ) 

The gentle, mournful call of the Laughing Dove 
(known as al-Gamari or al-Fawakhet) certainly 
lends itself to poetry and was thus a common met-
aphor. In the Abbasid period, the poet ar-Roumi 
compared the soft voice of his beloved with the 
sound of the Laughing Dove�s call:

She is a gazelle, inhabiting the heart
She is a Laughing Dove singing a song

A R - R O U M I  ( D E C .  8 96 ) 

Likewise a heart-broken Majnoon Laila found 
solace in listening to a pair of doves, before lamenting: 

O, the two doves
Reply to each other�s melody,
Then coo to comfort me

M A J N O O N  L A I L A  ( D E C .  6 8 7 ) 

CROWS AND OWLS: BIRDS OF 
ILL FORTUNE
Interestingly, some birds were not regarded 
fondly, particularly the crows (i.e., ravens) and 
owls. Crows are much maligned in many parts 
of the world. Some of this criticism derives from 
the belief that crows kill livestock, particularly 
sheep and goat. Some people see a crow eating 
a carcass and assume they must have killed it; 
but in fact crows usually only eat the bodies of 
already-dead animals. Although people may 
find the idea of a crow (or a vulture) eating a 
carcass distasteful, these birds nonetheless play 
an important role in the ecosystem by helping to 
remove dead animals from the landscape, which 
would otherwise rot, smell and spread disease. 
Regardless, these large, jet-black birds with 
their reputation for killing other animals were 
a poetic goldmine. 

Accordingly, in Arabic poetry the Brown-
necked and Fan-tailed Ravens are generally 
associated with misfortune, feeding on the 
soft parts of corpses, such as the eyes. They 
received many names in Arabic poetry, includ-
ing Wilderness Crow (ghorab alfala) (reflecting 
their ability to live and nest in even the deepest 
desert), Black Crow, Departure Crow and the 
Bird of Misfortune. Some poets cursed ravens, 
claiming they were the cause of their lover 
departing:

Are you shedding tears
because of the whooping of crows in the morning?
O crow of parting, may you shout not;
May a slayer get your throat veins.
The hearts of mad lovers are horri�ed 
when they hear your shouting

M A J N O O N  L A I L A  ( D E C .  6 8 7 )

Although the owl is typically used as a symbol 
of wisdom in the west, in Arabic poetry it often 
had negative connotations.4 For example, it was 
used as a symbol for a weak man, or its shrieking 
call was compared to the wailing of a mother who 
had lost her only child. In other poems, the bark-
ing or shrieking of an owl indicated menacing 
wilderness:

Fearful wasteland where the female owl replies to the male
Awesome, when the night goes darker 

‘A B I D  I B N  A L - ’A B R A S  ( D E C .  5 5 4 ) 

In some poems, the owl was intimately associ-
ated with death and vengeance and used skillfully 
by some poets to graphically depict the gruesome 
aspect of combat:

In every valley between Yathrib and al-Qusur, as far as al-Yamamah
Is the ululating of a captive, 
The screaming of a burnt man, 
Or the voice of an owl

‘A B I D  I B N  A L - ’A B R A S  ( D E C .  5 5 4 ) 

[ T R A N S L .  BY  LYA L L  1 9 1 3 )

BIRDS AND THE AGONY OF 
LOST LOVE
It is clear that Arabic poets had not only an inti-
mate knowledge of birds, but also a deep respect 
and admiration for them. Many saw the intrinsic 
beauty and elegance of birds as metaphors for the 
beauty of their lovers:

She has no �aw, while her eyes are blue
Similarly, the eyes of the bird masters [i.e., eagles] are blue

A B U  A L - A S WWA D  A L - D O E’ LY  ( D E C .  6 8 8 )
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She dropped her eyelids shyly
As a bustard while falcons are �ying around 

A B U  T H O I A B  A L - H OT H A LY  ( D E C .  6 4 8 )

Some poets compared the marvelous swift 
�ight of birds to the speed of their all-important 
she-camels:

My she-camel �ies as a vulture
When the wind is helpful

TA M E E M  B I N  M O Q ’ B L E  ( D E C .  6 5 7 )

The �ight of a vulture is a strong metaphor 
for the smooth and swift movement of a camel. 
Vultures rarely �ap their wings in �ight; instead 
they move both rapidly and serenely through the 
air in seemingly e�ortless bursts of soaring and 
gliding �ight � just the qualities a Bedouin would 
admire in a camel. 

Other poets compared the speed and endur-
ance of birds to their most valued possession of 
all, their horse, which was critical in both hunting 
and warfare. The father of Arabic Poetry, Imru 
al-Qays, described riding his prized mare:

As if l am riding a fast-hunting, supple-winged eagle
When shaking my legs upon my horse

I M R U  A L - Q AYS  ( D E C .  5 6 5 )

Similarly, al-Harith son of Hillizah of Yakshur:

My horse is like a hawk 
driving before him a pack of doves to the box-thorn bush;
As a hawk that hunts with his talons, deft on the wing to strike: 
when he clutches once in his swoop a dove, she moves no more!

A L - H A R I T H  ( S I X T H  C E N T U RY ) 

[ T R A N S L AT E D  BY  LYA L L  1 9 1 8 ]

In one outstanding passage, Zuhayr ibn Abi 
Sulma compares the speed of his horse to that of 
a startled sandgrouse, which � already nervous 
from having lost its sister � is �eeing from a wild 
falcon in full �ight:

T H E  B R E AT H -TA K I N G 
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She is like one of the sandgrouse that drink at the wells,
Frightened away by those who come to water,
And which nets have already separated from her sister.
Dusky, with a sheen like a gleaming water-pebble� 
On it swoops a falcon with cheek feathers su�used with red,
Its fore-feathers lying lightly over one another, 
A bird for which traps have never been set�
The two �ew from high in the sky to low above the earth,
The falcon at the grouse�s tail, 
No escape for one, but no overtaking for the other.
With the falcon at its tail the grouse cries and squawks; 
Sometimes the falcon almost seizes it, sometimes it speeds away.

Z U H AY R  I B N  A B I  S U L M A  ( S I X T H  C E N T U RY ) 

[ T R A N S L .  BY  J O N E S  2 0 1 1 ]

Interestingly, early Arabic poets were not afraid 
to portray animals as feeling emotions. For exam-
ple, in the poem by �Abid ibn al-Abras (detailed 
above) the fox is clearly depicted as feeling fear. 
Attributing emotions to animals is normally con-
sidered to be a relatively modern phenomenon, 
but it is a well-developed feature of Arabic poet-
ry.5 It is regarded technically as the highest level 
of expression of beauty, and is yet another way in 
which the early poets showed their deep connec-
tion with birds. For example, while imprisoned 
by the Byzantines Abu Firas al-Hamadani saw 
a dove standing in the window of his cell. After 
hearing its melancholy call he began speak-
ing to the dove to see if it too was weeping  from  
heartache:

When a dove wept beside me, I asked,
�Do you feel what I am feeling?�
But you never went through the agonies of love;
The departure of your lover
Had not even passed by your imagination.
Does a captive laugh
Whilst the free cries?
My eyes are more deserving of tears than yours
But my tears in calamities are scarce.

A B U  F I R A S  A L - H A M A DA N I  ( D E C .  9 7 9 )

Oh, what exquisite imagery.

THE ONCE COMMON 
OSTRICH: AL�HAYA NO MORE
The species most frequently mentioned in early 
Arabic poetry is the Common Ostrich. Of the 
150 poets reviewed in this analysis, 26 mention 
ostrich in over 50 di�erent poems. The ancient 

poets clearly admired this enormous bird. Its 
amazing running speed, which can exceed 70 
kilometers per hour, was often compared to 
the speed of the she-camel or horse. In other 
poems, the billowing black and white plumage 
of the male was likened to oncoming rain clouds, 
while the curving neck was said to resemble the 
curve of a bow. Underlining how well the ancient 
Bedouin knew and appreciated these birds, it was 
known by more than 130 di�erent names usually 
based on its distinctive appearance or behavior 
(see Table 1). 

In perhaps the greatest display of admiration, 
some of the poets even envied birds, particularly 
their incredible ability to �y and the freedom 
it bestows. Here the pre-Islamic poet Tarafa 
ibn al-�Abd envied the curlews. Stranded on a 
slow-moving horse in the desert, the poet rea-
soned that although curlews may be perpetually 
chased by falcons, at least they can �y:

E U R A S I A N  C U R L E W. 
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C U R L E W  B I R D S �,  S O  S A I D 
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1 4 0 0  Y E A R S   A G O .
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ARABIC NAME MEANING NOTES

al-Ajfal Scared easily Ostrich can run for many kilometers when threatened

al-Akhraj Black and white Ostrich have black and white plumage

al-Asak Bare shank Ostrich have quite bare shanks

al-Azar Featherless Ostrich have quite bare legs and neck

al-Hayg Huge Ostrich stand up to 275 cm tall and weigh 90�156 kg making them the largest bird 

in the world

al-Khadhb Henna Arabian ostrich males had red neck and legs (particularly when breeding) as if rouged 

with henna

al-Sa’al Small head Ostrich head is tiny compared to the body

al-Shawh Ugly one Although beauty is in the eye of the beholder, ostrich are not exactly known for their 

piercing good looks

al-Thaleem Black Arabian ostrich males had darker, black feathers compared to the female

al-Zafoof Fast Ostriches are the fastest land birds on earth, able to exceed 70 km/h

Hagfan Rough and coarse with 

thick feathers

Ostrich plumage is very thick with some feathers exceeding 50 cm

Mehar The male whose feathers 

fall in summer

Ostrich molt in summer at the end of the breeding season

Nagnag The sound of the beak clapping Ostrich clap their beak as a signal when threatened

A  W H I T E - B R E A S T E D 

K I N G F I S H E R  S TA R E S 

I N T E N T LY  AT  A  W E T L A N D 

B E L O W.  I N T E R E S T I N G LY, 

E A R LY  A R A B I C  P O E T S 

W E R E  N O T  A F R A I D  T O 

P O R T R AY  A N I M A L S  A S 

F E E L I N G  E M O T I O N S .

Using graceful verse, the poets explain accu-
rately that the ostrich can obtain all the water it 
needs from the plants it eats, which plants it prefers 
to eat, its habitat, nest shape, clutch size, chick-rear-
ing behavior, sexual dimorphism, vigilance, molting, 
foraging techniques, gregariousness, vocalizations, 
and anti-predator strategies, among many other 
behavioral traits, many of which were not known to 
western science until the second half of the twenti-
eth century. 

A poem by al-A�asha includes a typical example 
of how well the Bedouin understood bird behavior. 
Ostrich usually nest as a solitary pair, or in a group 
comprising a territorial male, one primary female 
and one or more secondary females, which share 
the same nest. The primary female usually lays up 
to 11 eggs, whereas the secondary females lay only 
two to six eggs.6 In this passage, al-A�asha alludes 
to the drab-grey secondary female trying to assert 
herself within the group, perhaps seeking status 
as the primary female: 

We own a day, 
So do curlew birds. 
The miserable �y
But we cannot.
Their day is ominous �
Always chased by falcons!
Our day, what a day�
Riding on motionless horses; 
Neither arriving, 
Nor moving on. 

TA R A FA  I B N  A L - ’A B D  ( D E C .  5 6 9 )
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Small-headed ostrich with thick grey dusty feathers at al-Garatain
Went in the evening following its male,
As if challenging the grey female
In a group of ostrich

A L - A’A S H A  ( D E C .  6 2 9 )

B R U C E � S  G R E E N -

P I G E O N ,  O N E  O F  T H E 

W O R L D � S  P R E T T I E S T 

P I G E O N S .  N O  W O N D E R 

B I R D S  A R E  R E G U L A R LY 

U S E D  A S  S Y M B O L S  I N 

A R A B I C   P O E T R Y.

In an extended passage from the enigmatic 
�al-Qamah bin �Abadah, constructed over 1,400 years 
ago, the poet insightfully describes the ostrich�s 
appearance and foraging behavior, as well as its unu-
sual paternal care and communal breeding biology. 

Like a male ostrich, with legs colored red 
and scanty down on his fore wing-feathers, 
to whom along the margins of the sand dunes 
the colocynth and the tannum have ripened.

He spends the day among the colocynths
streaked with green and yellow, 
breaking them open to extract the seeds, 
and he nips o� that which shoots up above ground of the tannum. 

His mouth is like a split in a stick �
hardly canst thou discern the cleft: 
he is small in that wherewith he hears sounds [i.e., its ear], 
as though it were cut o� at the root� 

A �eet runner is he: 
his breast is like the wooden frame of a lyre: 
he looks like a water-bird [�ying down with outstretched neck]
to pools in moist meadows. 

He is making for a brood of nestlings with little hair on their crops: 
when they crouch together in the nest, 
they look like the roots of trees 
with dust gathered about them by the wind. 

A N C I E N T  A R A B I C 

P O E T S  H A D  OV E R 

1 3 0  N A M E S  F O R  T H E 

C O M M O N  O S T R I C H , 

E A C H  D E S C R I B I N G  A 

D I F F E R E N T  A S P E C T  O F 

T H E  A P P E A R A N C E  O R 

B E H AV I O R  O F  T H E S E 

C O L O S S A L  B I R D S .
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Till at last he attains, 
while the Sun�s limb is still high, 
to the nest of two spouses, 
wherein are the eggs arranged close together� 

Small is his head, 
set on a slender neck, 
and his wings and breast are like a tent fallen down, 
about which a clumsy handmaid busies herself. 

There comes round about him his mate, 
long-necked, bending down her head, 
who answers him with a murmuring note 
wherein is a trill.

 ‘A L - Q A M A H  B I N  ‘A B A DA H  ( S I X T H  C E N T U RY ) 

 [ T R A N S L AT E D  BY  LYA L L  1 9 1 8 ]

It is sobering to think that a bird that was inti-
mately known to early Bedouins and so much a 
part of Arabian life for millennia is now extinct in 
the wild. Equally sobering, most people in Saudi 
Arabia today do not even know that the Common 
Ostrich ever occurred in the Arabian Peninsula.

FALCONRY
The oldest known sport, falconry, is intimately 
connected with the birds of Arabia. Exactly where 
and when it began is unclear, but archaeological 
evidence provides some tantalizing clues that it is 
indeed an ancient practice. For instance, 12,000�
year-old cave art in central Iran depicts a hunter 
riding a horse, with a hunting dog by his side and 
a large, sleek bird standing on his �st, perhaps 
indicating falconry. Likewise, recent excavations 
from ancient Sumer (a culture that extended into 
Eastern Arabia) uncovered 9,000-year-old burial 
sites containing hunting dogs lying alongside fal-
cons, which were presumably for hunting. 

While these discoveries are suggestive of fal-
conry, the oldest unequivocal evidence for this 
ancient pursuit comes from Tell Chuera in Syria, 
a site that lies within the same basalt desert that 
stretches south to Saudi Arabia. The artwork on 
a 5,000-year-old shard of pottery depicts a rap-
tor standing atop the �st of a man; signi�cantly, 
the bird has captured prey and is wearing leather 
jesses (leg straps) typical of modern Arab falcon-
ers.7 Falconry has remained an important aspect 
of Arabian culture ever since. 

From 3500 BCE, there are early references to 
hunting with birds from the al-Ra�dein region of 
Iraq. By 1700 BCE, wall hangings, bas-reliefs, and 
pictorial records indicate Arabian falconry was 

widespread.8 By the fourth century, we �nd the 
written descriptions of famous Arabian people 
training and using falcons, speci�cally al-Har-
ith bin Mu�awiya bin Thawr al-Kindi, the king of 
an area that included part of modern day Saudi 
Arabia. Many stories are told of the ancient ruling 
house of al-Araiar, the hereditary sheikhs of the 
Bani Khalid in Hasa and Najd, which encouraged 
the sport and preserved game for falconry�s sake.9 

Falcons and falconry continued to be depicted 
prominently in Umayyad and Abbasid art and cul-
ture, including on early Umayyad coins.10 For the 
Umayyad Caliph Yazid Bin Mu�wiya, who came to 
rule in 680, hunting with falcons and trained chee-
tahs was his passion; he had special houses built 
for his falcons and developed Arabian falconry 
into a highly organized sport. Around 710, Adham 
bin Mehrez al-Baheli wrote his classic text The 
Advantages of Birds, which is the �rst book ever 
written about falconry. Technical knowledge of 
falconry was then transmitted to Europe through 
the spread of Islam where it soon became a sport 
of the elite.11

The Arabian fascination with falconry contin-
ued into the medieval period. Around 1150 we �nd 

written descriptions of hunting for houbara bus-
tards with falcons, such as the chronicles of the 
medieval Muslim poet, author, faris (knight) and 
diplomat, Usama ibn Munqidh (1095�1188), and it 
is clear from European records that falconry had 
become the dominant desert sport among Arabs 
by the eleventh century.12 Clearly falconry and the 
lore of falcons are deeply ingrained in Arab tra-
ditions and culture, and falcons continue to have 
a central and respected place in Arabian society 
and culture. 

The long history of falconry in Arabia under-
pinned UNESCO�s decision in 2012 to inscribe 
falconry in Saudi Arabia and 12 other nations on 
the list of humanity�s Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
Falconry is therefore recognized internationally 
as part of our shared cultural heritage � a social 
tradition respecting nature and the environment, 
passed on from generation to generation, and pro-
viding a sense of belonging, continuity and identity. 
UNESCO identi�ed that �falconers develop a 
strong relationship and spiritual bond with their 
birds, and commitment is required to breed, train, 
handle and �y the falcons.� It is now considered a 
symbol of Arabian culture and tradition. 

The oldest known 
sport, falconry, 
may date back 
12,000 years 
or more. It has 
remained an 
important aspect 
of Arabian culture 
ever since.

O S T R I C H  AT  S H AY B A H 

W I L D L I F E  S A N C T U A R Y. 

A N C I E N T  A R A B I C  P O E T S 

A C C U R AT E LY  D E S C R I B E D 

M A N Y  A S P E C T S  O F 

O S T R I C H  B E H AV I O R  � 

A L L   I N  S U B L I M E  V E R S E .

A  FA L C O N E R � S  P R I Z E D 

S A K E R  FA L C O N  I N  F L I G H T.

G O L D E N  E A G L E S  H AV E 

B E E N  T R A I N E D  F O R 

H U N T I N G  F O R  C E N T U R I E S 

I N   A R A B I A .
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T H E  L A N N E R  FA L C O N  H A S  B E E N  U S E D 

I N  FA L C O N R Y  F O R  M I L L E N N I A ,  B U T 

I T  I S  N O W  C R I T I C A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D 

I N   A R A B I A .
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IS MODERN FALCONRY 
SUSTAINABLE? 
In Saudi Arabia, three species of falcons are 
primarily used for falconry: Saker, Lanner 
and Peregrine (including Barbary) falcons. 
Unfortunately all of these birds are now exceed-
ingly rare in the region. Hence the question, is 
modern falconry sustainable?

Traditional Arabian falconry requires great 
patience, ingenuity and sensitivity. Bedouins 
would trap, train, and hunt with migratory falcons 
during the winter months in order to supplement 
their diet and for recreation. It usually took weeks 
to catch a wild falcon by hand, and two or three 
more weeks to train it. In early spring, the fal-
con was released to resume its natural migratory 
behavior.

Most falcons were not disadvantaged by this 
practice. For example, a falconer who captured a 
Peregrine Falcon at Yanbu� in 2011 accidentally 
released his bird while hunting south of al-Wajh in 
Tabuk Province. The bird was captured 12 months 
later breeding in the far north coast of Russia 
where it continued to breed for several years. 
Indeed, some researchers suggest that birds used 

for falconry may even have bene�tted from tradi-
tional falconry through increased survival rates 
over their �rst winter.13

Today, most Arab falconers keep their falcons 
in air-conditioned rooms or in free-�ying aviar-
ies during the summer so that they can be used 
again for the next season. As a result, increasingly 
few falcons are given the chance to migrate and 
breed in the wild. Sadly, medical records reveal 
that in Riyadh alone more than 2,000 captive 
falcons are treated every year for infectious dis-
eases (especially Newcastle disease), traumatic 
injuries, toxicosis and metabolic or nutritional 
diseases.14 Further, the high price paid for young 
falcons means that unsustainably high numbers 
of wild birds are being captured all year round. 
For instance, on average an estimated 34 Saker 
Falcons and 180 Peregrine Falcons are trapped 
in Saudi Arabia every year, with the numbers 
increasing steadily.15 Birds are also captured at 
remote breeding areas throughout Eurasia, par-
ticularly central and northern Asia (and are then 
smuggled into Arabia, often with poor outcomes 
for the birds), which further threatens falcon 
populations.16 

T H E  S A K E R  FA L C O N 

I S  O N E  O F  T H E  M O S T 

I C O N I C  B I R D S  O F  A R A B I A , 

B U T  N O W  I T  I S  AT  R I S K 

O F   E X T I N C T I O N .

Given the 
signi�cance 
of falconry in 
Arabian culture 
and their 
important role 
in the ecosystem, 
it is imperative 
that falcons are 
protected.

T H E  A S I A N  H O U B A R A 

B U S TA R D  I S  N O W 

C R I T I C A L LY  E N D A N G E R E D 

I N  A R A B I A ,  L A R G E LY  D U E 

T O  OV E R  H U N T I N G .
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T H E  P E R E G R I N E  FA L C O N  I S  I N C R E A S I N G 

G L O B A L LY  A F T E R  R E C OV E R I N G  F R O M 

T H E  I M PA C T S  O F  D D T  P O I S O N I N G . 

U N F O R T U N AT E LY  I T  I S  S T I L L  E N D A N G E R E D 

W I T H I N  A R A B I A .
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This suggests some modern falconry practices 
are now contributing to the demise of some of the 
most iconic species in the Kingdom. Regionally, 
Peregrine Falcons are endangered, while Lanner 
Falcons and Saker falcons � the quintessential 
birds of Arabian falconry � are both critically 
endangered and decreasing. Not only that, the 
species that are traditionally targeted by falcon-
ers, namely Asian Houbara, Eurasian Thick-knee 
and Cape Hare, are also becoming increasingly 
rare, particularly Asian Houbara, which is now 
critically endangered within the region. If these 
declines continue, we will no longer see any wild 
falcons (or Houbara) in the Kingdom. Given the 
signi�cance of falconry in Arabian culture and 
their important role in the ecosystem, it is imper-
ative that these species are protected.

Some scientists have proposed projects to 
trap �rst-year passage migrants in fall, train and 
�y them in falconry during fall and winter, and 
then release them back to the wild at the time of 
spring migration, as a way to increase �rst-year 
winter survival above that occurring in nature.17 
In other words, by reverting to traditional Arabian 
falconry practices, we may be able to help restore 
populations of these magni�cent birds and elevate 
the grandeur of the sport. It seems that modern 
science is indicating that the old time Bedouin 
falconers knew best how to protect their birds and 
their environment.

BIRDS IN ISLAM
Birds are mentioned in the Qur�an on 20 occasions. 
They appear in episodes in the life of Abraham, 
Joseph, David, Solomon and Jesus. The Prophet 
Muhammad taught that Muslims should act kindly 
towards all living beings, including birds. For 
example, he commanded that birds� nests should 
not be disturbed and that the eggs or chicks should 
not be stolen. Once he ordered a man who had 
taken �edglings from their nests to return them 
immediately. Furthermore, he said: �If without 
good reason anyone kills a sparrow, or a creature 
lesser than that even, the living creature will put 
his complaint to God on the Day of Judgment, say-
ing: �So-and-so killed me for no purpose�� (Nasai, 
Sayd, 34). 

Birds are used to con�rm the magni�cence 
of God�s creation, either through the miracles 
provided to the prophets or to remind humans of 
His ability and power. For example, when talking 
to Jesus the ability of birds to �y is mentioned 
alongside other miracles including healing the 
sick, curing blindness and bringing the dead 
to life:

Birds are 
mentioned in 

the Qur�an on 20 
occasions where 
they display the 

ability and power 
of God.

T H E  B R I L L I A N T  A Z U R E  F E AT H E R S  O F 

A  C O M M O N  K I N G F I S H E R .  I T  I S  N O 

W O N D E R  T H AT  B I R D S  A R E  M E N T I O N E D 

I N  T H E  H O LY  Q U � R A N  N O  L E S S  T H A N 

2 0  T I M E S .
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T H R E E  B I R D  S P E C I E S  A R E  S P E C I F I C A L LY 

M E N T I O N E D  I N  T H E  H O LY  Q U � R A N , 

I N C L U D I N G  T H E  FA N -TA I L E D   R AV E N .

�I have come to you with a sign from your Lord, 
that I design for you out of clay, as it were, the 
�gure of a bird, and breathe into it, and it becomes 
a bird with Allah�s permission; and I heal him who 
was born blind, and the leper, and I bring the dead 
to life with Allah�s permission. And I inform you of 
what you eat, and what you store in your houses. 
Surely, therein is a sign for you, if you believe.�

S U R AT  A L - M A A I DA H  1 1 0

Three birds are mentioned in the Qur�an 
by their speci�c name: the Fan-tailed Raven 
(Ghurab), the Common Hoopoe (Hud Hud), and 
the Common Quail (Salwa). God sent the raven to 
the Sons of Adam to show him how to bury their 
dead after the �rst murder on the face of the earth:

Then Allah sent a crow searching in the ground to 
show him how to hide the disgrace of his brother. 
He said, �O woe to me! Have I failed to be like this 
crow and hide the body of my brother?� And he 
became of the regretful.

S U R AT  A L - M A A I DA H  3 1

The Common Hoopoe is mentioned in relation 
to the Prophet Solomon to give another lesson 
to humanity in courage and faith: the Hoopoe 
shows great courage when it sat near the Prophet 
Solomon knowing that it could be punished for 
its delay, and great faith when at the end of his 
story he states �Allah � there is no deity except 
Him, Lord of the Great Throne�. This story also 
provides an early reference that the Hoopoe can 
migrate between Palestine and Yemen: 

He inspected the birds, and said: �What is the 
matter that I see not the hoopoe? Or is he among 
the absentees? I will surely punish him with a 
severe torment, or slaughter him, unless he brings 
me a clear reason.�

But the hoopoe stayed away not long, he [came 
up and] said: �I have grasped [the knowledge 
of a thing] which you have not grasped and I 
have come to you from Sheba [in Yemen] with 
true news. I found a woman ruling over them 
[the Queen of Sheba], and she has been given 
all things that could be possessed by any ruler 
of the earth, and she has a great throne. I found 
her and her people worshipping the sun instead 
of Allah��

S O R AT  A L - N A M L  2 0 2 6
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Finally, the Common Quail is mentioned to dis-
play one of God�s miracles. 

We delivered you from your enemy, and we made 
an appointment with you at the right side of the 
mount, and we sent down to you manna and quails.

S O R AT  TA H A  8 0

Birds are mentioned in the Qur�an to display 
the ability and power of God. One example is the 
story of the army of elephants, which came from 
Yemen under the command of Abrahah al-Ash-
ram, to destroy the Ka�bah in the Holy Mosque at 
Makkah. According to Islamic sources, the ele-
phants refused to march on the Ka�bah, despite 
being whipped, and the army was then miracu-
lously destroyed by a �ock of birds that �lled the 
sky and pelted the men with stones:

Have you [Oh Muhammad] not seen how your 
Lord dealt with the companions of the elephant? 
Did He not disrupt their plans, and send against 
them birds, in �ocks, striking them with hard clay 
stones; leaving them like a �eld of grazed crops?

AYA H  A L - F I L  1 0 5 : 1

In this instance, the birds are referred to as 
�at-tayer al-ababel�, which means simply �birds 

T H E  I N C O M PA R A B L E  C O M M O N 

H O O P O E  I S  C I T E D  I N  T H E  Q U � R A N 

T O  T E A C H  A  L E S S O N  I N  C O U R A G E 

A N D   FA I T H .

T H E  C O M M O N 

Q U A I L  I S 

R E V E A L E D  I N 

T H E  Q U � R A N  A S 

A N  E X A M P L E  O F 

O N E  O F  A L L A H � S 

M I R A C L E S .
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in large �ocks�. Some authors suggest this refers 
to large �ocks of swallows or swifts; however, no 
detail is mentioned in any of the trusted literature 
about the particular species of these birds.

Finally, Allah asked humans to know Him 
through bird �ight, by observing how they �y and 
move their wings:

Do they not see the birds above them, spreading 
out their wings and folding them in? None upholds 
them [aloft] except the Most Bene�cent [Allah]. 
Verily, He sees everything.

S O R AT  I - M U L K  6 7: 1 9

By studying and understanding birds perhaps 
we will better understand ourselves. 

CONCLUSION
Birds in Arabic art, poetry, song, speech and sport 
demonstrate how the beauty of birds has pervaded 
our consciousness, perhaps more than we realize. 
They are as much a part of our inner world as they 
are a part of the outer world. In Saudi Arabia the 
decline of some bird species (see Chapter 1) rep-
resents a loss of not only our natural heritage, but 
also our cultural heritage. It not only takes some-
thing special away from the ecosystem, it takes 
something special away from us.

A  B L A C K S TA R T  I N  F L I G H T. 

T H E  Q U R �A N  I N V I T E D 

H U M A N S  T O  S E E  A L L A H 

I N  T H E  M I R A C L E  O F 

B I R D   F L I G H T.

A  G R A C E F U L  P R I N I A  B U R S T S  F O R T H 

W I T H  S O N G ,  B R I N G I N G  J O Y  T O  A L L 

T H O S E  L U C K Y  E N O U G H  T O  L I S T E N .

A  D E M O I S E L L E  C R A N E  AT 

S U N S E T  O N  T H E  R E D  S E A .


























































































































































































































































































































































