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GATEWAY TO AL
DHAFRA

Al Dhafra Fort was builtin 2017 in the style of the
traditional defensive architecture of the emirate
of Abu Dhabi. It is the gateway to the region of
Al Dhafra. Al Dhafra is the western region of Abu
Dhabi, making up 70 per cent of the emirate’s
territory, and stretches from the coast of the
Arabian Gulf to the north-eastern edge of the
Rub’ al-Khali desert (also known as the Empty
Quarter).

At Liwa, in the south of the region, groundwater
a few metres below the surface nourishes a
crescent-shaped series of palm groves and
villages in some sheltered locations. This arc of
oases extends for about 80 kilometres. It used
to take three days to travel from one end to the
other on camelback.

Al Dhafra is the least populated region of Abu
Dhabi but in the past, Liwa was the home of the
Bani Yas tribe before the establishment of the
town of Abu Dhabi in the late 18th century.

Today, Al Dhafra is of major economic
importance to the United Arab Emirates as it
holds around 80 per cent of the country’s oil
reserves. Al Dhafra Fort serves as a gateway to
the region, where you can find out more about
the range of natural and historic attractions Al
Dhafra has to offer.



Plaster stucco fragment found at the Sir Bani Yas Church

AL DHAFRA
REGION

Today, there are three main ecosystems in Al
Dhafra: the desert, the oases and the sea. Most
of the surface of Al Dhafra is desert, due to the
scarce and irregular rainfall. Life here must
cope with extremes of heat and dryness.

At Liwa, people have planted date palms and
created small oases. Palm trees help to bind the
soil and the shade cast by their leaves provides
shelter for other plants to grow underneath.
The warm, shallow waters between the islands
of Al Dhafra are a rich habitat for all kinds of

sea life. The Arabian Gulf is home to the world's
second-largest population of dugongs (also
known as sea cows), and most of these live off
the coast of Al Dhafra. The island of Sir Bani Yas
is a noted tourist destination. A Christian church
and monastery flourished here during the
seventh and eighth centuries CE, the remains
of which can be visited today, while the island
is also a wildlife reserve.

There are seven towns in Al Dhafra Region:
Delma, Ghayathi, Liwa, Madinat Zayed, Mirfa,
Al Dhanna and Sila. Some of these are older
settlements, while others were built after
the foundation of the United Arab Emirates
in 1971. The residents make their living from
various industries: farming, fishing, energy,
manufacturing and tourism.



PALAEONTOLOGY

The geology, fossils and archaeology
discovered here show that over millions of
years, Al Dhafra’s climate alternated between
wet and dry periods. As the climate changed, so
did the plants and animals. During the Miocene
Period, around 23 to six million years ago,
rivers flowed through Al Dhafra. The geological
formation called the Baynunah Formation
was created by the sediments of these
rivers. Here, scientists have discovered many
fossils of plants and animals, including sabre-
toothed cats, crocodiles and the ancestors of
creatures such as hippopotamuses, giraffes and
elephants.

One of these elephant species is the
Stegotetrabelodon emiratus. Unlike modern
elephants, they had four tusks. At Mleisa in
Al Dhafra, the footprints of a herd of these
creatures as they walked through mud remain
visible and are estimated to be seven million
years old.

Around 200,000 years ago, during the
Quaternary Period, sand dunes began to form.
Around 120,000 years ago, humans began to
inhabit Al Dhafra. Since then, the climate has
continued to fluctuate and today, Al Dhafra is
hyper-arid. But people, plants and animals have
developed ways to adapt.

Model of a Stegotetrabelodon emiratus

Neolithic tile knife

Fossilised crocodile droppings



TRIBES

Atribeis a group of interrelated families, linked
by social, political and economic ties. Members
of a tribe usually share the same surname. In
Arabia, the tribal system arose in response to
the difficult conditions of the land. Individuals
and families needed to band together for
mutual support and protection. Tribes
join together in confederations for similar
reasons. The Bani Yas are one confederation.
Traditionally, tribes hold an area known as a dar,
where the nomadic members enjoy grazing
rights. Individuals might also own farms and
water rights. Tribes generally have nomadic,
semi-nomadic and settled members.

The Bani Yas are the main tribal confederation
of Al Dhafra and include around 20 tribes.
Historically, people from different tribes came
into contact with each other for work at various
times of the year. Together with intermarriage,
this helped to reinforce links between tribes
and keep the confederation together.

The Bani Yas have played an essential role in
the nation’s history. The Al Nahyan rulers of
Abu Dhabi are a branch of the Al Bu Falah, one
of the families of the Bani Yas confederation.
Al Maktoum, the Ruling Family of Dubai, also
belong to the Bani Yas tribal confederation.

A camel caravan in 1948

LIFE ON THE
LAND

The environment of Al Dhafra has determined
the way of life of the people who live here.
Many people in Al Dhafra are of Bedouin origin.
Bedouins travel with their livestock from place
to place in search of pasture. There are also
sedentary people in Al Dhafra who cultivate
the oases of Liwa. Both these groups have
always relied on each other and been united
by ties of blood. When the oil industry began to
develop in the mid-20th century, this way of life
changed markedly and people began to adopt
more modern lifestyles.

A hunting party at rest c. 1948-49

Nevertheless, many of the values derived
from the former way of life, the tribal nature of
society and Islam continue to be deeply held
among the people of Al Dhafra. Some of the
most notable values are hospitality, generosity,
loyalty and a strong sense of family.

Travellers in Liwa in 1948



LIFE AT SEA

The warm, shallow waters of the Arabian Gulf
are a good habitat for shellfish, particularly
pearl-bearing oysters. From the 19th to the
middle of the 20th century, there was a high
demand for natural pearls and so many people
living along the shore of the Gulf turned to pearl
diving. Because pearling took place only in the
summer months, it could be combined with
other types of work. Many men came from the
interior of Al Dhafra to work on pearling boats.

Pearling connected Al Dhafra with global
commercial networks. The wealth this

Pearl diving net

trade created allowed the region to import
commodities such as rice, spices and building
materials. At the end of each pearling season,
the catch was sold at a market held on Delma
Island, with merchants coming from as far away
as India. At its height, the taxes from this market
accounted for a quarter of the revenue of the
entire emirate of Abu Dhabi.

An oyster shucking knife

FORTS

Al Dhafra — especially Liwa — is home to many
forts and watchtowers. The Bani Yas built these
to defend their wells, oases and settlements.
From the high towers, men could keep watch
over the surrounding desert. The towers were
used to store supplies and could serve as a
refuge for livestock and people during times of
trouble. These defensive structures were built
at different times but have some similarities in

design. Materials such as stone, palm trunks
and gypsum (for plaster) were available in Al
Dhafra.

Since the 1980s, many of the forts and towers
have been restored or rebuilt, following the
initiative of the late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al
Nahyan, Founding Father of the United Arab
Emirates. These forts are open to visitors today.



SUSTAINABILITY

Al Dhafra has a key part to play as the United
Arab Emirates moves towards net-zero carbon
emissions by 2050. The region is home to
some of the first alternative energy initiatives
in the nation. The Barakah Nuclear Energy Plant
near Al Dhanna is the first in the Arab world.
It started providing power to the Abu Dhabi
grid in 2020, and once all four reactors are
operational, it will meet almost a quarter of the
electricity needs of the United Arab Emirates.
Near Madinat Zayed, the Shams 1 Concentrated
Solar Plant uses mirrors to focus sunlight and to
create heat and steam to generate electricity
through turbines. This plant, which opened in
2013, provides enough energy to power 20,000
homes.

In addition to clean renewable energy, Al Dhafra
is also leading the shift towards sustainable
transport. Etihad Rail opened the first phase
of its national rail network here in 2016, in a
strategic investment for the development of
the region and the entire nation.

UA.E. Wind Project, © Masdar

Wind turbines on Delma Island
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