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Dr Majid Al Qassimi, Acting Director - Terrestrial Biodiversity at Environment Agency — Abu Dhabi. Image by Jorge Ferrari.
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Al Ain Zoo, listening to lungs of a baby fringed-ear oryx (African species) at the vet ICU. © Environment Agency Abu Dhabi.
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Dr Al Qassimi at the Environment Agency Of AbuDhabi Headquarters - on theleft is a Arabian Oryx and on theright is a dugong skeletone. Image by Jorge Ferrari.
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he word ‘vet’ typically brings to mind images

of dogs and cats and compassionate doctors

attending to them. But vets like Dr Majid
Al Qassimi, Director of Terrestrial Biodiversity at
the Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi, one of only
four Emirati veterinarians in the UAE, can tell you
there’s much more to the profession.

“Vets are the cornerstone of many practices that the
public may not realise. We don’t just deal with cats
and dogs,” says Dr Al Qassimi. “Take food safety,
for example, do you know who checks that your
meat and milk is safe for human consumption?
Who regulates the use of medication in the animals
that produce these products? Who researches
and combats all diseases involving animal hosts
or vectors?”

Indeed, vets are at the forefront of maintaining
the health of the population. It is also thanks to
them that numerous animal species have been
saved from going extinct.

At the Terrestrial Biodiversity division of the
Environment Agency, a scientific department with
alarge component of fieldwork, Dr Al Qassimi is
in charge of monitoring and executing various
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Al Ain Wildlife Park and Resort is an extension of the existing Al Ain Zoo.© Al Ain Wildlife Park & Resort.

which is the honour roll thatrecognizes a
college student for his or her outstanding
academic achievement.

But to get there was no easy journey.
“Once you've submitted your application,
it’s 25 people to a seat, and in some
universities it’s more. So you're lucky
if you get to the interviews after that.”
Not only did Dr Al Qassimi get through
the selection process, but in 2008,
he qualified as a doctor of veterinary
medicine at Hungary’s Szent Istvan
University, proving that with some
determination, everything is possible.

“I understood that I was the only one
who could change my fate. It was in my
hands, soIcommitted all my resources
to achieving it. I had a busy week: five
days of school, rugby twice a week, as
well as playing for the UAE U19 team
(formerly known as the Gulf Squad). I
did martial arts twice a week after school
as well, and had one day in the weekend
to go out and see friends.”

“But I spent my hours studying, doing
my homework, being physically fit
and generally putting in the hours
to becoming a better student. Short
version, I worked very hard, balancing
body and mind.”

THE JOY OF BEING WITH ANIMALS

Hard work always pays off, and soon Dr
Al Qassimi was reaping the rewards of his
effort by working with 3,600 animals in
Al Ain Zoo, the Middle East’s largest and
most acclaimed zoo. Founded by the late
UAE President Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al
Nahyan, may God rest his soul, in 1968,
the zoo also houses the world’s biggest
population of captive Arabian sand cats.

“Working at Al Ain Zoo was like working
with a big family. You knew everyone
and every morning you saw everyone. It
has a very special place in my heart. It
was incredible to be able to work outside
and in the winter I never wanted to
go home. Working with large African
animals, such as giraffes and rhinos, is
incredible. They are such unique animals
and all have their own character.”

As a veterinarian dealing with over 180
species, Dr Al Qassimi recalls that his
clinical work and knowledge at the zoo
was always challenged, as different
animals needed different care and
reacted to medication differently.
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© Environment Agency Abu Dhabi.

functions related to the terrestrial part of the
local environment.

“We do wildlife assessments and monitoring,
manage certain protected areas both in terms of
ecology and infrastructure, and have projects that
involve breeding and reintroducing endangered
and extinct species,” he tells Shawati’. “We also
work as a scientific body for the Emirate of Abu
Dhabi and the UAE, and are involved in a number
of exciting projects that will be announced in
the near future.”

BALANCING MIND AND BODY

A keen advocate of science and education and a
highly respected doctor of veterinary medicine,
it’s difficult to imagine that Dr Al Qassimi
struggled during his early days in schools, when
teenage-hood took its toll and put his future
career path at risk.

As he told a young audience in a motivational
speech, he eventually graduated at the top of
his class, receiving the Council of International
Schools (CIS) Award for International
Understanding and making it to the Dean’s List,
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“You have to take into account that some of these
animals are not easily handled, and that gets
incorporated into your therapy and treatment
regimes. I learned a lot of knowledge that can
be gained by observation, and that has become
a part of my everyday problem solving.”

Inspired by one individual who unknowingly
transformed his professional fate, Dr Al Qassimi,
recalls these fond memories, when he was given
the opportunity to work at the Central Veterinary
Research Laboratory in Dubai.

“The Scientific Director, Dr Ulrich Wernery,
was that single inspiration. Before meeting
him, medicine was not even on my radar. But
then I watched him work, and explain, again
and again, on so many different subjects.
During pathological dissection, bacteriology
assessment, parasitology or laboratory results,
he would always be explaining, helping me
understand, and afterwards, scribbling or
drawing diagrams.”

The giraffe enclosure at the Al Ain Zoo. © Xavier Eichaker.
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Al Ain Zoo, checking on a Giant tortoise. © Environment Agency Abu Dhabi.
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Al Ain Zoo, preparing a caracal for surgery. © Environment Agency Abu Dhabi.
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“His knowledge was vast and deep, and he
still is one of the most knowledgeable people
I know today. I wanted to be like him, pure
and simple, and to understand the natural
world like he did. I am forever grateful for that
mentorship and guidance.”

MORE EMIRATI VETS NEEDED
Years later, Dr Wernery’s passion for sharing
knowledge has evidently passed on to Dr Al
Qassimi, who continues to participate in public
speeches and spread the word about the need
for more Emirati veterinarians.

“We have literally a handful of National vets.
What will bring more to the profession? It has
to be knowledge. We have to share this with
as many other Nationals as we can, and those
who care and are curious enough will join. I
dowhatIcan, in terms of public speaking and
through my work at the Environment Agency.”

“We have to find the kids who are not looking
to become disc jockeys and managers. We need
to find those who have a love for the natural
sciences, because that is what you have to learn
for five or more years before you get to the finals.
And it is what you will deal with throughout
your career.” Those who lack this desire, and
who “cannot stand getting their hands dirty,
cannot be vets,” he stresses.

While Dr Al Qassimi had to travel abroad to
obtain his degree, two veterinary programmes
are now available in the UAE. A two-year
diploma in veterinary science is offered at
the Higher Colleges of Technology’s Al Ain
Men’s College, and a bachelor’s programme
in veterinary medicine is taught at the UAE
University’s College of Food and Agriculture.

Dr Al Qassimidescribes the latter as the broadest
science degree there is in the country. “It’s a
start in the right direction and I hope to be
involved with them in the future,” he remarks.

The strongest indicator of the demand for this
active profession is the number of veterinary
jobs available on the market. According to Dr
Chaleb Al Hadrami, head of the College of Food
and Agriculture at the UAE University, there
are about 400 jobs waiting to be filled if the
graduates were available. They would be hired
“instantly” and the starting salaries would be
around AED 30,000 a month.

Moreover, most of the students joining the
UAE University’s bachelor’s programme would
be sponsored by the Abu Dhabi Food Control
Authority and the Ministry of Environment
and Water, which would also offer work
placements.
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Sheikh Zayed Desert Learning Centre at the Al Ain Zoo. o Al Ain Wildlife Park e-Resort.
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Dr Al Qassimi has also been working on
establishing a veterinary society, given that
there are more than 1,000 practicing vets in
the UAE today yet no professional association to
represent them.

“The challenge for this task is greater than some
might think. Unfortunately, the association is
lacking in the number of Nationals. We are four
in the country today and you need a minimum
of 20 founding National members to set up an
official association. When we have that capacity,
we can formally engage with the ministries.
The need for representation of the profession
is critical.”

The first ministry that would support such an
association would be the Ministry of Environment
and Water, as they regulate veterinary practice,
but the Ministry of Health would be also involved,
as well as every municipal body in the Emirates.

FADING LINKS

Despite the historical bond between Bedouins
and their animals, many Emiratis have gone
from being dependent on camels and falcons
for survival to having little association with
them. Nowadays, the majority of locals don’t
even accompany their pets to the vet, they send
them with their maids and in the case of falcons,
with trainers - a strange phenomenon but not
an unexpected one.

“The affluence of our country and our extremely
fast development allowed us many opportunities
in terms of modernisation and exploring abroad.
Unfortunately, this also came with a fast and
demanding lifestyle as our people grew an
economy and cities in less than three generations.
With all this came distractions, interests, and
many other avenues of career and lifestyle,”
elaborates Dr Al Qassimi.

“In the past, when hunting and fishing for
your daily meal was commonplace, we are now
all getting burgers and shopping in the malls.
I am happy to say we are ‘coming back’. Many
environment agencies and cultural departments
have brought our youth back and done incredible
work to care for our heritage.”

He notes that tourism has sufficiently matured
in the UAE to exhibit and showcase the country’s
history and culture. “I’'m seeing more and more
young Emiratis who have turned around and
incorporated our traditions into their modern
practices. My generation faces what I call a
culture shock - growing up and trying to find
that balance of modernism and heritage, to give
our children a solid identity.”

-
oty

Al Ain Zoo, working with keepers during our routine vaccination of gazelles. © Environment Agency Abu Dhabi.
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Dr Al Qassimiis one of four National veterinarians in the UAE. © Environment Agency Abu Dhabi.
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FAMILY, MUSIC, WOODWORKING

When not busy at work or inspiring students
and future vets, Dr Al Qassimi can either be
found enjoying the company of his loved ones or
engrossed in one of the diverse set of activities
that he pursues.

“I am a family person so I spend time with my
wife and extended family. I have also been
playing drums for 15 years now and have a project
band that I sit with weekly. We are all Emiratis,
and are working on an album that should be
finished mid next year. Although we primarily
play heavy metal, our project is a unique form
of storytelling.”

“I also picked up woodworking recently and
hope I can spend more weekends putting some
projects together when the weather cools down.”

By utilizing his mind and body and by enriching
his soul with his dream career, Dr Al Qassimi
has become of one of those few who have
discovered the route to self-contentment — a
path which anyone can take if they can achieve a
similar level of balance in life. F



