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coast of the island, and the third was built on top of an
abandoned fish-trap (gargoor), located on the western
coast of the island at 53.24604 E, 24.26879 N (GPS
datum = WGS84).

A number of visits were also made to the artificial feeding
post on the southern coastline of Marawah, about 1.5
kilometres south-west of the village of Ghubbah at
53.26331 E, 24.27087 N (GPS datum = WGS 84).

Results

No bones were recovered from the three eyrie sites.
Material present could all broadly be described as
nesting material, being largely comprised of dried
seaweed, small sponges, with occasional cuttlefish
fragments. Other modern debris in the form of string and
plastic was also observed.

The area around the feeding post pole located on the
south-western coast was littered with fish bone debris.
Fish bone fragments were scattered in a metre wide
radius of the pole, with a considerable number of bones
also being retrieved from the small platform at its top.
All of the visible bone fragments were systematically
collected and subsequently sorted so that the fish
remains could be identified. Identifications were made by
using the author’s osteological comparative collection of
Arabian Gulf fishes. The results of this analysis are
summarised in Table 1.

Needlefish were represented by three distinctive jaw
(dentary) fragments coming from at least two individuals.
These were from small-sized individuals, perhaps ca 50-
60 cm in length. Needlefish are surface-dwelling fishes
which feed mainly on small fishes. A number of genera
and species are present within the Arabian Gulf (Randall
1995). These include the flat needlefish Ablennes hians,
banded needlefish Strongylura leiura leiura, spottail
needlefish Strongylura strongylura and the houndfish
Tylosurus crocodilus crocodilus. 1t is not possible to
distinguish which particular species is present from these
bone remains.

A group of articulated caudal vertebrae was recovered
which appeared to be from a single individual
butterflyfish, probably only ca 10 cm in length. Their
precise identification remains undetermined. Most
species of butterflyfishes occur on coral reefs or rocky
substrata at depths of less than 30 metres. One of the
most common butterflyfishes in the Arabian Gulf is the
black-spotted butterflyfish Chaetodon nigropunctatus
which can attain a length of ca 14cm. Another common
species in the Gulf is the longfin bannerfish Heniochus
acuminatus, which can reach a length of up to 20cm.
This latter species often occurs as solitary individuals or

in pairs and is closely oriented to the bottom (Randall
1995: 253).

The remains of shortnose tripodfish Triacanthus
biaculeatus (Plate 2) comprised the greater part of the
osprey bone debris, amounting for 94% of the total
number of individual fishes represented in the entire
sample. Hundreds of bone fragments (Plate 3) were
recovered, out of which a total of at least 49 skulls and 14
'tails' (ultimate caudal vertebrae) could be recorded
amongst the remains. Most of the remains were from
fish which were about 20-25cm in length.

The shortnose tripodfish can reach up to 30cm in length,
and is an inshore species of flat sand or mud bottoms. It
can also be found in estuaries (Randall 1995: 391).
Tripodfishes feed on bottom-dwelling invertebrates, and
are named after their long first dorsal spine and their two
long pelvic spines. The pelvic spines can be locked in an
extended position, which, together with an erect dorsal
spine, form an effective deterrent to many predators.
Tripodfish belong to the family called triplespines
(Triacanthidae). They are distributed throughout the
Indo-West Pacific, from the Arabian Gulf eastwards
through the Bay of Bengal to eastern Australia, and
northwards to southern Japan and China.

Osprey diet

Our knowledge - of osprey diet is largely derived from
studies which have been carried out in North America
and Europe. Although osprey diet consists almost
entirely of live fish, it is reported that they will occasionally
eat frogs, snakes, ducks, crows, and small mammals
(Burns 1974; DeGraaf et al. 1991; Dubois et al. 1987,
van Daele and van Daele 1982). Their diet is variable
and depends on regional differences in fish availability.
For example, in Nova Scotia, alewife, smelt, pollock, and
winter flounder compose 94 percent of their diet. Along
the southern coast of New England, about one-half of the
fish ospreys eat during the breeding season are winter
flounder Pseudopleuronectes americanus. White herring
Alosa spp. and Menhaden Brevoortia tyrannus each
supply another 20 percent of the diet. Ospreys in western
North America often eat suckers, carp, bulthead Ictalurus
spp., and perch Perca flavescens when nesting near
warm shallow lakes or reservoirs but eat trout when
nesting near deeper, colder waters (Poole 1989, Van
Daele and Van Daele 1982). Inland ospreys are likely to
eat the same species of fish throughout the breeding
season, but coastal populations change prey regularly in
response to the seasonal migration of marine fish (Poole
1989).

TABLE 1. Fishes represented in the bone debris collected from the feeding post site on the south-western coast
of Marawah. (MNI = minimum number of individuals, based on the most common non-repeatable anatomical element

recorded.)

Family Species Common name MNI|

Belonidae ? Ablennes hians, Strongylura leiura leiura, Strongylura Needlefish 2
strongylura or Tylosurus crocodilus crocodilus

Chaetodontidae ? Chaetodon nigropunctatus or Heniochus acuminatus Butterflyfish 1

Triacanthidae Triacanthus biaculeatus (Bloch, 1786) Shortnose 49

Tripodfish
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ca 20-30 cm in length, followed by smaller numbers of
emperors (Lethrinidae), with occasional needlefishes
(Belonidae), groupers (Serranidae) and small rays
(Elasmobranchii). All of these fishes were from small-
sized individuals which, in some archaeological layers,
were directly associated with osprey bones. A number
of these fish, such as the parrotfishes, were clearly
associated with coral reef type environments rather than
just shallow sandy waters, perhaps indicating that the
ospreys here fished out in the shallower reef waters
encircling the northern side of the island. It seems likely
that the ospreys on Marawah may have fished
territorially, catching their fish which were then often
consumed on nearby suitable perching points. The
differences between the fishes represented in the
samples between the northern and southern sides of the
island may partly reflect this territoriality as well as
contrasting access to reefs surrounding the island. It may
also reflect the seasonal availability of different fish
species around Marawah.

Please inform the author if you record the location of any
new osprey nests or perching posts in the U.A.E., in
particular if there are piles of old fish bones near any of
them! This may provide valuable new information about
the geographical and seasonal variability in the diet of
this beautiful bird. Tripodfish are apparently used in
traditional Chinese medicine (Tang 1987), although the
author has been unable to find precise details about this
at present. Information on this topic would be welcomed.
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