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At 16, Sherpa Temba
Tsheri became the

youngest person ever
to climb Mount
Everest in 2001

J
ust outside Abu Dhabi city is a very
special medical centre, at the forefront of
its field, and now - rather unexpectedly -
one of the emirate’s top tourist attractions.

The Abu Dhabi Falcon Hospital (ADFH) is a
unique facility that treats patients of the
feathered variety, but once the nature of its
unusual work got out, it found itself in
demand for more than its medical expertise.
“The hospital was opened in 1999 to provide
care for the falcons of Abu Dhabi,” explains 
Dr Margit Muller, the energetic German
director who runs the hospital and tourist
centre. “It is a centre of research and trains
veterinary students who come from all over
the world to study falcons here.”
Until 2007, it was a private facility getting on
with the important job of protecting the
nation’s favourite birds. But when a few reports
appeared detailing its work, things changed.
“People would come on a holiday to Abu
Dhabi, turn up at the gates and ask to be
shown round!” laughs Dr Margit.
“That’s when we introduced the guided tours 
- to share our love and passion for falcons with
people who would never have the opportunity
to learn about them.”
And that passion is more than evident when
you sign up for a tour.
“We wanted to do the tours in a fun and
interactive way,” Dr Margit enthuses. “You can
actually meet and touch
falcons. It ends up being
an inter-cultural
communication
because
visitors
understand

something about Abu Dhabi’s heritage and
relationship with these birds.”
And that’s exactly why ADFH should be on the
list of must-sees, not only for tourists, but for
UAE residents as well. Seeing these majestic
birds up close is a special experience and if,
like me, you’re lucky enough to hand-feed one
of them a dead quail, you’ll really get an idea
of what fearsome predators they are.
Falconry in the UAE dates back thousands of
years and was an intrinsic part of the
traditional Bedouin way of life. For many
Emiratis, the birds remain an important link
with their cultural past.
“In Europe, falconry was a sport for kings and
lords - it was for entertainment. But here in
the UAE, it has a different background,” Dr
Margit explains. “This area was not an easy
place to survive. The falcons used for falconry
are not native - they were trapped by the
Bedouin as they migrated past and used for
hunting. The tribesman would take the
captured bird back to their tent and of course
the animal would be scared, but the Bedouin
knew what to do. They carried the bird around
on their arms day and night - passing it
between the family. It took about 10-14
days and then the falcon was calm and
ready for hunting.”
The birds were released again after the
hunting season was over
so they could return to 

the wild and
breed.

“It was a very special relationship,” Dr Margit
adds. “Until today, falcons retain a place in the
family. OK, we don’t depend on them for food
anymore but they still have a place of high
regard and usually live inside the house.”
The tradition, already dying out in its real
sense as the UAE developed, had to change for
good in 2002 when the country signed up to

the CITES convention,
controlling animal capture

and trade. Falcons are
protected so you 

could no longer trap
wild birds. 

Now all falconry birds come from captive
breeding. This means that families now buy a
falcon and keep it until it dies - aged up to 
12 or 14 years. 
In the off-season, it rests and maybe pops to
the ADFH for a quick check-up, a falcon
‘manicure’ or a staycation at the falcon hotel -
complete with air-conditioned chill-out areas
and falcon ‘swimming’ pools.
Dr Margit wouldn’t be drawn on the hotel
rates: “It belongs to the government so it is
subsidised,” is all she will disclose, adding, “It’s

part of preserving the UAE’s heritage.
Sheikh Zayed [founder 

of the UAE] had great love for
falconry. He understood the need

for preserving it, even as 
times changed. 
“The country has grown so
quickly but it is important to
keep your roots and falconry
allows Emiratis to retain their
identity and culture.”

Claire Sharrock visits Abu Dhabi
Falcon Hospital for a bird’s-eye view 

of an ancient UAE tradition

High-flying heritage
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BIRD TABLE:
Dr Margit tends

to a falcon  

FEATHERED FACTS
>> Falcons used for hunting are female because they are bigger
and stronger than males
>> A female falcon, depending on its species, weighs between
1-1.8kg. She can kill and carry away prey that is three to five
times her body weight.
>> Peregrine falcons are the world’s fastest bird. When they dive to
catch prey they can reach up to 350kmph.
>> The saker Falcon is the national emblem of the UAE – it can

even bring down a gazelle, although it can’t
fly away with it. They kill with their beak,
biting through the spine, killing it quickly.

>> Today, hunting with falcons is banned
in the UAE, to protect the indigenous
wildlife. So while many keep and train
falcons here, if you want to hunt you
have to go abroad - for that your falcon
needs its own CITES approved passport.

>> Falcons are the only animals in the
world that are allowed to travel in the 

passenger cabin of an airplane without a
transport box. “I don’t know about

British Airways and Lufthansa but
this is the case on the UAE 
airlines, yes!” says Dr Margit.

The tours take place at 10am
and 2pm, Sunday to Thursday.

Booking is essential, visit
www.falconhospital.com 


