Arabian oryx Oryx leucoryx
reintroductions in
Saudi Arabia: update

For the fourth consecutive year Arabian oryx Oryx
leucoryx have been translocated from the National Wildlife
Research Center ® (NWRC) in Taif, into the 'Uruq Bani
Ma'arid protected area. This reserve lies at the south-
western edge of the Rub’ al-Khali desert, also known as the
"Empty Quarter”. By March 1997, the reserve was
supporting an estimated population of 110 Arabian oryx
(RE-INTRODUCTION NEWS 14).Two shipments
totalling 17 animals (10 females and 7 males) were
completed on the 9" and 31* of March 1998. The white
antelopes were restrained in four crates in groups ranging
from three to six animals, and were transported by air and
road for a trip lasting approximately 7 hours. Animals
were aged between 12 to 36 months old. Of these 17
animals, 14 (4.10) have been fitted with numbered collars
only and 3 (3.0) have been given radio-collars. The first
group was assembled approximately 1 year before
transportation as they had been mother-reared together.
The second group was formed 2 months before the

translocation to create social cohesion among animals with
a large range of ages. All the oryx were pen-trained 1
month prior to the transportation to reduce stress. In the
'Uruq Bani Ma'arid protected area, the oryx were kept in
well-vegetated 4 ha pre-release enclosures for around 1
month, provided with dry hay, dry alfalfa and water ad
libitum. From the day after release, supplementary food
and water were no longer provided.

Since 1995, when the first releases took place in the
"Empty Quarter", 100 oryx (47.53) have been translocated
without any deaths linked to the transport. Ninety two of

these animals were captive-born (NWRC Taif) and eight
came from the Mahazat as-Sayd protected area. Ages of
the translocated oryx ranged between three months to six
years at their arrival (figure 1). Eight (7.1) deaths among
reintroduced animals have been recorded in the reserve
since the first arrivals. Of these, six (6.0) are thought to
have been the result of fights between males. The causes of
the two other deaths (1.1) are unknown. By the end of
April 1998, the population of wild ranging oryx was
estimated to number 155 animals (Wacher, pers. comm.).
Dr. Tim Wacher from the King Khaled Wildlife Research
Center ® (KKWRC) is monitoring reintroduced wild
populations of Idmi gazelle Gazella gazella, Rheem gazelle
Gazella subgutturosa and Arabian oryx in 'Uruq Bani
Ma'arid. Most of the oryx have remained within 100 kms
of the release site. However, some oryx have been located
300 kms to the south-east, probably investigating
interesting pastures. We could expect further colonisation
of the "Empty Quarter” in the near future. Aerial and
ground surveys will be reorganized soon to cover a larger
part of the desert.

Other release sites for Arabian oryx are under
consideration in the Kingdom. In November 1997, the
Mammal Team of the NWRC built an Arabian oryx
pre-release enclosure in al-Khunfah protected area in the
north of the Kingdom under the patronage of the National
Commission for Wildlife Conservation and Development
(NCWCD). The successful concept of twin pre-release
enclosures and capture pens in the 'Uruq Bani Ma'arid
protected area was applied in al-Khunfah protected area
and two enclosures of a surface of 3 ha each were built in
a well-vegetated wadi bed. On the basis of the captive-
breeding experience at the NWRC and the previous
releases of Arabian oryx in the "Empty Quarter”, fence
construction was designed in order to improve the safety of
the future free-running oryx. Al-Khunfah was declared a

Figure 1. Age distribution of the Arabian oryx (n=96) at the time of translocation from
Taif to Uruq Bani Maarid protected area.
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