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very year the houbara 
bustard, a rare desert bird 
whose meat is prized by 
Arab sheikhs as an aph-
rodisiac, migrates from 

Central Asia to the far reaches of 
Iraq and Pakistan in search of a mild 
climate and a place to breed.

Its arrival sets off another migra-
tion as scores of wealthy Gulf Arabs 
descend on Iraq to hunt the bird 
with trained falcons through the 
winter months.

But the kidnapping of 26 Qataris, 
including members of the country’s 
royal family, while they were hunt-
ing in the Iraqi desert in December, 
has highlighted the risks of pursu-
ing the “sport of kings” at a time of 
heightened regional turmoil.

No one has claimed responsi-
bility for the kidnappings, which 
happened in a region dominated 
by Shia militias but it is clear that 
the immense wealth of Qatar and 
the Doha government’s successes 
in freeing political prisoners in war 
zones have made its citizens prey 
to those seeking to raise money or 
exploit the Gulf state’s diplomatic 
clout.

“The kidnapping of the Qatari 
hunters dealt a painful blow to the 
reputation of all the southern areas 
of Iraq,” said Abdul Rahman Ham-
moud, chief of the Iraqi Hunters 
Association in Samawah, where the 
Qataris were kidnapped.

“We are a tribal community and 
Gulf hunters are our guests. After 
the abduction, not a single hunter 
from the Gulf is coming to Iraq 
anymore, fearing from being kid-
napped. It will take a long time to 
repair the damage and convince 
Gulf hunters to resume their Iraq 
trips.”

It is perhaps the world’s most 
elaborate blood sport — cargo 
planes fly tents, luxury jeeps and 
falcons worth hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars to custom-built 
desert airstrips.

Mega-rich owners often keep 
their falcons in vast air-condi-
tioned rooms and free-flying avi-
aries. They often use helium-filled 
balloons and drones to train the 
birds at higher altitudes.

Local communities can benefit 
from the hobby, which for dec-
ades has seen Arab elites channel 

cash — via hunting permit fees 
and jobs — into remote corners of 
the Middle East and beyond.

To curry favour with local com-
munities whose land they descend 
upon to pursue prey, Arab hunt-
ers have built roads, schools and 
mosques in such places as Paki-
stan’s Balochistan province and 
Afghanistan’s Helmand. Residents 
also benefit from the international-
standard airstrips that can spring 
up. New four-wheel-drive vehicles 
brought in for the hunting season 
are sometimes left behind as gifts 
for local leaders.

Critics, though, say hunting with 
falcons, a practice Arab nomads 
used to survive in the desert, is to-
day a reckless hobby that threatens 
the houbara, a dwindling species, 
and funnels money into areas con-
trolled by militias.

The tradition of falconry is 
thought to date back thousands of 
years in the Middle East, and for 

centuries, nomadic hunters relied 
on falcons but rapid urbanisation 
and population growth, fuelled by 
the discovery of oil, swallowed the 
desert breeding grounds and habi-
tats of falcons and their prey.

In the 1960s, falconers began to 
extend their hunting grounds into 
Iran, Iraq and Pakistan as well as 
Azerbaijan, Mauritania and Moroc-
co to hunt in areas that cover thou-
sands of square kilometres.

“It is dangerous,” said Moham-
med al-Khater, a student at Qatar 
University who trains and breeds 
falcons. “The hunters fly into hot-
spots because it’s where you find 

the most prey. It’s a risk — but then, 
it’s their passion.”

The hunts have proved divisive.
The global houbara population is 

estimated at 79,000-97,000, accord-
ing to BirdLife International, which 
lists the bird as “vulnerable”. It says 
the population has declined by one-
third or more over the last 20 years 
due to hunting and habitat loss.

A 2015 ruling by Pakistan’s Su-
preme Court banning hunting of 
the houbara — after complaints 
from conservationists that the bird 
was at risk of extinction — was over-
turned in January when the govern-
ment argued it damaged relations 
with Gulf states, key investors in 
the country.

A senior Saudi prince and his en-
tourage killed 2,100 houbara during 
a 21-day hunt in 2014, according to 
an official report leaked to Pakistani 
news media.

Hunters say they breed houbara 
to replace those they kill and com-

plain that the royal visits are being 
unnecessarily politicised.

Farooq Al-Elji, a falconer who 
works for the Al Gannas Society, a 
Qatari association of hunters, de-
fended the practice.

“These people are falconers, you 
cannot take that away from them. 
Even if you take the trips away, it is 
in their personality. Every human 
emotion is connected to being a 
falconer. It’s very deep-rooted,” he 
said.

“It’s a traditional trip. They like to 
maintain it to recapture the mood 
of being a survivor in the desert. 
That’s the beauty of it — it’s a won-
derful vacation for them.”

But the vacation is over for now, 
at least in Iraq.

In the wake of the kidnappings, 
Colonel Mahmoud Abbas at Iraq’s 
Interior Ministry said Gulf citizens 
would no longer be able to secure 
visas “until further notice”.
(Reuters)
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audi Arabia was the site of a 
terrorist attack for the sec-
ond week in a row when a 
car bomb was detonated in 
Riyadh. The Islamic State 

(ISIS) claimed responsibility for the 
bombing, a reminder of the group’s 
danger to the kingdom.

The explosion in the Al-Azizia 
district on February 8th damaged a 
number of vehicles but no one was 
hurt, authorities said. The car used 
in the attack belonged to a member 
of security services, making it likely 
the person was being monitored by 
ISIS.

The SITE Monitoring Service, 
which tracks jihadist threats, re-
ported that a statement released on 
the Telegram social messaging plat-
form was attributed to ISIS’s Amaq 
news agency and said the blast was 
caused by a “sticky bomb” attached 
to the vehicle of a member of the 
Saudi armed forces.

The January 29th attack on a Shia 
mosque was more devastating, kill-
ing four people and injuring 18 oth-
ers. According to Saudi counterter-
rorism authorities, a terrorist set 
off an explosives-laden vest after 
security forces stopped him near 
the al-Rida mosque — the apparent 

target of the attack — in the eastern 
Al-Ahsa region. A suspected accom-
plice was taken into custody after 
worshippers in the mosque subdued 
him.

Although there was no claim of re-
sponsibility, the sectarian nature of 
the bombing fit the modus operandi 
of ISIS, which prompted 50 Saudi 
Shia clerics to sign a petition con-
demning the attack on the mosque 

and urge officials to deal with sec-
tarian incitement in a decisive man-
ner.

Security has been increased 
around mosques in the eastern 
province, where most of the king-
dom’s Shia minority live, following 
a string of attacks targeting Shia 
mosques in 2015. Security personnel 
routinely search visitors heading to 
houses of worship.

The Saudi Interior Ministry has 
appealed to the Saudi populace for 
help, offering financial incentives 
for information that leads to thwart-
ing terrorist operations.

Interior Ministry spokesman Ma-
jor-General Mansour al-Turki, at a 
news conference following the lat-
est attack, said the ministry is offer-
ing 7 million riyals ($1.9 million) for 
information that directly prevents 
terrorist attacks. There is also a 1 
million riyals ($266,000) reward for 
credible information on the where-
abouts of terrorists.

The announcement of the bounty 
coincided with the arrest of Saudi 
soldier Salah Al-Shahrani and his 
wife for their alleged involvement 
in an attack that killed 12 members 
of the kingdom’s special forces in 
Abha, in the south-west of the king-
dom.

 After the mosque attack, the In-
terior Ministry announced the ar-
rest of 33 terror suspects, including 
nine US nationals. Following the an-
nouncement, a number of US offi-
cials told Reuters news agency that 
the United States could not confirm 
that any Americans were among the 
33 suspects detained.

US State Department spokesman 
John Kirby said Washington was 
looking into the arrests. He said he 
was not aware that the department 
had been notified through official 
channels of the arrests, which were 

listed on a website affiliated with 
the Saudi Interior Ministry.

A diplomatic source told The Arab 
Weekly, on condition of anonymity, 
that the State Department was fol-
lowing up on the matter.

In 2014, Saudi Arabia designated 
ISIS a terrorist organisation and it 
and its Gulf neighbours joined a 
US-led military coalition attacking 
ISIS in Syria, which some feared 
would result in a regional jihad-
ist blowback. In 2015, ISIS claimed 
responsibility for three attacks on 
Shia mosques in the eastern region 
of Qatif, which killed more than 25 
people.

A mass execution, in which a 
group, most of whom were jihad-
ists, was put to death January 2nd, 
prompted ISIS to threaten to de-
stroy Saudi prisons holding jihad-
ists.

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates are members of a US-led 
international coalition conducting 
air strikes on ISIS targets in Syria 
and Iraq and both countries have 
said they were prepared to commit 
ground troops to that fight.

The kingdom also works closely 
with Washington in its war against 
al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups. 
Saudi security authorities in July 
said they had foiled operations 
sponsored by ISIS and arrested 
more than 400 individuals alleg-
edly affiliated with the group.
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A Qatari man prepares to release his falcon during the Qatar International Falcons and Hunting Festival at Sealine desert.
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Scores of wealthy 
Gulf Arabs descend 
on Iraq to hunt the 
bird with trained 
falcons through the 
winter months.

Major-General Mansour al-Turki, a security spokesman from the 
Saudi Interior Ministry, during a news conference in Riyadh.
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