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Introduction

Saudi Arabia, a land often envisioned as an unending sea of sand, is in fact host to a
stunning and often overlooked wealth of wildlife and flora. While deserts dominate
much of the landscape, the Kingdom is a mosaic of ecosystems, incorporating rugged
mountain ranges, vast coastlines along two seas, scattered wetlands, and fertile
oases. Each of these habitats harbors its own unique assembly of animal and plant life,
collectively representing a remarkable facet of global biodiversity seldom appreciated
beyond its borders.

Positioned at the juncture of Asia and Africa, Saudi Arabia’s biodiversity is shaped by
its geographical crossroads and rich geological history. Over millennia, species have
evolved unique adaptations to persist amid aridity and extreme conditions. The result
is a distinct blend of endemic species, many found nowhere else, thriving in
environments stretching from the parched Empty Quarter to the misty highlands of
Asir and the teeming coral reefs of the Red Sea. Migratory corridors have imbued the
region with extraordinary avian diversity, and its marine environments host creatures
both ancient and spectacular.

Yet, such diversity has not always been secure. As human populations have expanded,
pressures on wildlife have grown: over-grazing, unsustainable hunting, habitat
destruction, urbanization, and the specter of climate change threaten the fragile
equilibrium these species depend upon. Some of Arabia’s most iconic animals, like the
Arabian oryx and the Arabian leopard, have faced extinction or survive only through
determined conservation efforts. The extinction of the Saudi gazelle serves both as a
cautionary tale and as motivation to protect those species that remain.

In response to these escalating pressures, Saudi Arabia has in recent years prioritized
environmental stewardship and conservation at unprecedented levels. National
initiatives, such as Vision 2030 and the Saudi Green Initiative, are reshaping the way
natural heritage is valued and protected. The expansion of protected areas, regulation
of hunting, restoration of ecosystems, and scientifically managed reintroduction
programs are among the ambitious measures being implemented to ensure wildlife
can persist long into the future.

This book is designed to guide readers through the extraordinary natural history of
Saudi Arabia, from its elusive mammals and colorful birdlife to the intricate worlds of
reptiles, amphibians, invertebrates, and the marine domain. Each chapter shines a
light on the species and habitats that define this region, as well as the cultural and
historical roles they have played.
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Ultimately, the survival of Saudi Arabia’s wildlife is not only a matter of national pride
but of global importance, reflecting our collective responsibility to steward the planet’s
diversity. By exploring the wonders within the Kingdom’s borders, this guide aims to
foster appreciation, understanding, and a deeper sense of responsibility for the wildlife
and fauna of Saudi Arabia—both now and for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Saudi Arabia: Geography and
Ecosystems

Saudi Arabia, often perceived as an immense, uniform expanse of sand, is in reality a
land of striking geographical contrasts and diverse ecosystems. Occupying the vast
majority of the Arabian Peninsula, this Kingdom is bordered by the Red Sea to the west
and the Arabian Gulf (also known as the Persian Gulf) to the east, giving it extensive
coastlines on two significant bodies of water. These coastlines, particularly the
approximately 2,600 km stretch along the Red Sea, represent important and distinct
ecological zones. The country shares land borders with seven other nations: Jordan,
Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, and Yemen. Its sheer size,
estimated to be around 2,150,000 square kilometers, makes it the largest country in
the Middle East and fifth largest in Asia.

Despite the common perception, the topography of Saudi Arabia is far from
monotonous. It ranges from the predicted vast stretches of sand to rugged mountain
ranges and everything in between. The western part of the country is marked by a
narrow coastal plain, known as the Tihamah, which runs parallel to the Red Sea. This
plain gradually rises to meet a dramatic escarpment and a chain of mountains.

These western highlands, which include the Hijaz and Asir mountains, feature peaks
that can soar to over 3,000 meters in the south, particularly in the Asir region near the
border with Yemen. The elevation of these mountains gradually decreases as they
extend northward. The Asir region, in particular, receives more rainfall than other
parts of the country, supporting a distinct environment that can feel surprisingly
different from the arid interior.

East of the western highlands lies the great central plateau of Najd. This region, the
historical heartland of Saudi Arabia and ancestral home of the ruling Al Saud family,
covers a significant portion of the country's area. The Najd plateau features varied
terrain, including bare plateaus, smaller mountains, plains, and extensive sand seas. A
prominent feature within the Najd is the Jabal Tuwayq, a long, narrow escarpment.

Separating the Najd from the eastern lowlands is a narrow strip of desert known as Ad
Dahna, characterized by its reddish sand dunes. The eastern region itself slopes
eastward towards the Arabian Gulf and is generally flat and low-lying. This area
includes the Ad Dibdibah gravel plain in the north and the Al Jafurah sand desert in the
south, which eventually merges with the formidable Rub' al Khali. The eastern
coastline along the Arabian Gulf is often irregular, featuring sandy plains, marshes,
and salt flats. One of the notable features of the eastern region is the Al Ahsa oasis,
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one of the country's most fertile areas.

The most iconic and largest desert region is the Rub' al Khali, or Empty Quarter, in the
south. This vast, largely uninhabited area is one of the largest sand deserts in the
world, extending into neighboring countries like Yemen, Oman, and the UAE. Its
topography is varied, with elevations ranging from 600 meters in the west to 180
meters in the east. It features both longitudinal sand dunes and towering sand
mountains. To the north of Najd lies another large desert, An Nafud, an upland desert
known for its red sands and sudden, strong winds.

Saudi Arabia's climate is predominantly arid, or desert, across most of the country,
with a subtropical climate characterized by dry and warm conditions. The central and
southern regions experience extreme heat and dryness, with temperatures soaring,
particularly in the summer months when they can exceed 50°C in the Rub' al Khali.
Humidity is typically low in the interior but can be high and oppressive along the
coasts. Winters are generally cool, and frost or even snow can occur in the southern
highlands. Average annual rainfall is remarkably low, often below 150 mm in most
areas.

Despite the pervasive aridity, there are variations in climate across the Kingdom. The
southwestern highlands, like the Asir mountains, experience a semi-arid climate and
receive significantly more rainfall, between 400-600 mm annually, supporting more
vegetation and even forests. These areas are cooler due to their higher altitude.

The diverse topography and varying climate have resulted in a range of ecosystems
across Saudi Arabia. The dominant biome is indeed desert, but this encompasses
different types of desert environments, including vast sand seas, rocky deserts, and
gravel plains. Beyond the sands, the western highlands support unique mountain
ecosystems, including juniper woodlands. These mountainous areas, particularly the
Sarawat mountains, are recognized as biodiversity hotspots and crucial bioclimatic
refugia.

Coastal environments along the Red Sea and the Arabian Gulf are distinct ecosystems,
featuring sandy shores, tidal flats, and important habitats like mangrove forests.
These coastal areas are vital for marine life and migratory birds. The Red Sea's coral
reefs are exceptionally rich and diverse, forming an underwater ecosystem of global
significance. While scarce, wetlands and oases provide crucial refuges for life in the
arid interior, supporting unique plant and animal communities. Wadis, which are dry
riverbeds that fill with water after rare rainfall, are also significant, albeit intermittent,
components of the landscape and support specific plant life. These diverse
ecosystems, shaped by the Kingdom's geography and climate, provide the foundation
for the varied wildlife that calls Saudi Arabia home.
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