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Preserving
Abu Dhabi’s
Fossil Heritage

Step back 7 million years,
meet Abu Dhabi’s ancient
elephants, hippos,
and crocodiles.

Discover a lost land that
once flowed where desert
and sea meet today. d
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The Baynunah Formation
inctudes the most significant
Late Miocene sites in the
Arabian Peninsula, unique in
combining both evidence of
fossil bones and trackways.

Many of these spectacular finds have found
their new home at the Natural History Museum

Abu Dhabi on Saadiyat Island, where visitors ‘ﬁ
can journey back in time through life-size
reconstructions and fossil exhibits.




Discover the
Baynunah
Formation

Stretching along 250 km of Abu
Dhabi's Arabian Gulf coast, the
Baynunah Formation is one of the
most remarkable windows into life
7 million years ago. These ancient
rocks, exposed on coastal jebels
stretch from Abu Dhabi city in the
east to Sabkha Matti in the west,
and up to 70 km inland, preserving
the story of a vanished world.

Formed by ancient rivers that
crisscrossed floodplains and fed
wetlands, savannah grasslands
and forests, the resulting
geological formation is up to 50 m
thick. The rocks beautifully record
transitions—from coarse river
gravels to fine silts, limestone, and
gypsum-capped mesas that define
today’s landscape.

A Story Unearthed
History of
Fossil Discovery

O 1946

First fossils spotted by engineers searching for oil.

01979 - 1995

Early scientific surveys led by Yale University and
London's Natural History Museum.

0O 1992 - 2006

Major sites discovered by Abu Dhabi Islands
Archaeological Survey (ADIAS).

O 2006 - Present
The Baynunah Palaeontology Project revealed extraordinary
fossils and trackways, with ongoing studies supported by the

Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi and, since 2021,

by the Natural History Museum Abu Dhabi.




Seven million years ago, Al Dhafra's desert was a thriving river
floodplain. A broad, shallow river system flowed towards the
northwest, possibly linked to the Tigris-Euphrates River system.

The region resembled today’s African savannahs, with Acacia trees,
palms, shrubs, and grassland. Seasonal wet and dry periods left perfect
conditions for fossil preservation.

Wildlife thrived here: crocodiles, hippos, turtles, and catfish occupied the
rivers, whilst elephants, giraffes and grazing herds of early horses and
antelopes roamed a fertile environment, with sabre-toothed cats, hyenas
and mustelids hunting for prey, starkly different from today’s desert.

Chronology:
Dating the Ancient River

Age Duration
Between 7.7-7.0 million years ago Less than 750,000 years

Geological techniques such as palaesomagnetism (using ancient shifts in
Earth's magnetic field) helped unlock the position of the landmass and
timing of events during the Miocene.




Life in Abu Dhabi
7 million years ago

Fossilised acacia wood discovered in Umm
al-Ishtanin Abu Dhabi's Al Dhafra region.
(Photo: NHMAD)

Grazers and
predators

Hipparion abudhabiense (three-toed horse)
being chased by sabre-toothed cats.

Late Miocene giraffes
(Palaeotragus aff. germaini) had
short necks but still maintained
the two ossicones on top of their
heads like modern day giraffes.




Giants
of the
Miocene

Reconstruction of the Mleisa trackway
and a herd of female and juveniles as
well as a lone male Stegotetrabelodon
emiratus - four-tusked Arabian elephant.
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Trackways:
Footprints
inTime

Beyond bones, the
Baynunah Formation
captures fossilised
footprints of elephants
and other animals in
hardened mud. These
tracks reveal ancient
behaviours—herds
moving together frozen
in the sands of time.

View of the 7-million-year-old
Mleisa elephant trackway (Photo:
DCT Abu Dhabp)
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Aeial he 7-million-year-old Mleisa
elephant trackway (Bibiletal. 2012, ESM Fig.1)
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