
European Scientific Journal   August  2014 edition vol.10, No.24   ISSN: 1857 – 7881 (Print)  e - ISSN 1857- 7431 

364 

SEMAIL OPHIOLITE SUPRA-SUBDUCTION 
ZONE SETTING: EVIDENCE FROM 

SERPENTINITES AND THEIR CHROMITE AT 
MUNDASSAH AREA, UAE 

 
 
 

El Tokhi, Mohamed 
Alaabed, Sulaiman 
Amin, Bahaa Eldin 

Department of Geology, College of Science,  
United Arab Emirates University, Al-Ain, United Arab Emirates 

 
 

Abstract 
 Serpentinites as the base of the Semail Ophiolite in the northern 
United Arab Emirates represent a products of hydration of peridotites as a 
part of the oceanic lithosphere that was obducted onto the Arabian 
continental margin during the Late Cretaceous. Three main rock types are 
recognized in the Mundassah area of eastern UAE: 1-Serpentinized 
peridotites, 2-Massive serpentinites and 3-Foliated serpentinites. At least 
three stages of serpentinization are recorded in the Mundassah area. The first 
stage is characterized by the crystallization of blade-shaped lizardite as 
pseudomorphic replacement of olivine-orthopyroxene. The second stage is 
worked by the appearance of fibers and dense fine-grained aggregates of 
chrysotile and antigorite replacing or cutting the lizardite. The third stage  
involved crystallization of clinochrysotile and carbonate veinlets. 
Analyses of chromite samples from the Mundassah area show that it has 
relatively high Cr2O3 (>53 wt%) and low of Fe2O3 (2.9-9.9 wt%) and low 
TiO2 (< 0.2 wt%). Mundassah chromites are typical of forearc peridotites 
and are distinctly different from those of oceanic abyssal peridotites.  Most 
serpentinites have  high Cr (>2200 ppm), Ni(>2000 ppm) and MgO (>36 
wt%), and low Al2O3 (< 2 wt%) and CaO (< 1.5 wt%). Low CaO content 
may be attributed to the dissolution of clinopyroxene during serpentinization, 
but very low Al2O3 content of together with high Cr suggest that the original 
rocks were dunite or harzburgite, as this is also suggested by the rock relic 
texture. For forearc-mantle peridotites, it appears that they were hydrated by 
the water released from subducted slabs.  
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Introduction 
 The United Arab Emirates (UAE) serpentinites are exposed in the 
anticlinal cores of Jabal Fayah, Jabal Mundassah and Jabal Malaqet. The 
cores of the Mundassah-Malaqet anticlines are composed of peridotite, 
serpentinized peridotite and serpentinite that were stacked as thrust sheets 
before and during folding. 
 The Jabal Mundassah study area is an appropriate place to study the 
process of peridotite serpentinization and its relationto the original tectonic 
setting of the Semail Ophiolite. Some previous workers have described the 
geological setting, petrology and geochemistry of the peridotites and 
serpentinites in the Mundassah area (e.g. Osman et al., 2000, 2001). These 
workers details the PGE contents and chromite chemistry during 
serpentinization of the ultramafic rocks. 
 This paper is discussing the tectonic setting of the Semail ophiolite 
based on evidence from Mundassah serpentinites and it chromite minerals. 
 
2. General Geology 
 The Semail Ophiolite of Oman and the northern United Arab 
Emirates is one of the best preserved ophiolites on Earth. It is also one of the 
largest thrust sheets, with a length of >400 km, a width of 150 km, and an 
inferred pre-emplacement thickness of 15-20 km (Lippard et. al., 1986). It 
was emplaced (obducted) onto the Arabian continental margin in the late 
Cretaceous (98-95 Ma, Albian-Cenomanian) during the closure of the Tethys 
ocean in the Turonian (~90 Ma) (Lanphere, 1981). The Mundassah area is 
located SE of AlAin city, in the eastern part of the UAE, and lies at the 
western margin of the Semail exposures (Fig. 1). The area forms an arcuate 
belt of post-obduction folds and thrusts, and is represented by a series of 
regional NNW-SSE trending ridges consisting of a lower ophiolite-mélange 
assemblage unconformable overlain by Tertiary carbonate sediments.  
 The Mundassah area is divided into two major units: 1) a lower 
allochthonous unit including the Hawasina mélange complex, overthrusted 
by nappes of the Semail Ophiolite (serpentinized peridotite and dunite, and 
serpentinite); and 2) an upper unit consisting of Cretaceous-Tertiary 
carbonates, which were deposited after a nappe emplacement. The rock types 
of Mundassah area consist of: peridotites, serpentinized peridotites and 
foliated serpentinites, which occur at the core of Malaqet and Mundassah 
anticlines, and are also found as blocks and pods at Jabal Um Bak and Jabel 
Al Zarub to the north, but only as a small occurrence of serpentinite along a 
thrust at its western margin (Fig. 1).  
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 Harzburgite and dunite are predominant rock types of peridotite in 
the study area. These rocks are massive or foliated and fractured near their 
contact with the overlying sediments. 
 The homogeneous and foliated serpentinites are derived from 
peridotites and contain remnants of this lithology as blocks and lenses. The 
serpentinized peridotites and serpentinites exhibit horizontal and vertical 
fractures, mylonitic fabrics and shear foliations. The fractures form a 
reticulated network of veins filled by iron oxides, green fibrous chrysolite, 
asbestos, talc and calcite.  
 The peridotites and overlying carbonates were deformed by NNW-
SSE oriented folds and related thrusts. The Malaqet-Mundassah asymmetric 
anticline is the main structure in the study area. It is cut by two thrust faults - 
one is parallel to the fold axis and dipping to the east, and the other within 
the Hawasina mélange complex. 

 
Fig. 1: Geologic map of Jabal Mundassah and Jabal Malaqet 
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3. Petrography          
A detailed petrographic study of the Mundassah meta-ultramafics 

was carried out by Osman et al. (2001). The following is a brief description 
of the various serpentinite rocks. The Mundassah serpentinites include 
massive and sheared varieties. Partly serpentinized peridotite and dunite, 
chromitite and carbonates occur in subordinate amounts. The massive and 
foliated serpentinites differ only in fabric. Microscopically, most of the 
serpentinites consist predominately of lizardite, chrysotile and variable 
amounts of carbonates, talc, chromite, magnetite, tremolite and chlorite. The 
Mundassah  peridotites rocks can be classified into three types: 1) 
serpentinized peridotites, 2) massive serpentinites and 3) Foliated 
serpentinites (Osman et al. 2001). 
 
3.1. Serpentinized peridotites 
 The serpentinized peridotites are medium- to coarse-grained and 
show predominantly mosaic texture grading into porphyroclastic textures 
with large strained orthopyroxene crystals. They consist of olivine crystals 
up 3 mm in diameter, and variable proportions of orthopyroxene and 
chromite with subordinate magnetite as well as secondary lizardite, 
chrysotile, carbonates, talc and tremolite. Chromite forms scattered small 
subhedral crystals having typically cuspate boundaries. Lizardite has 
pseudomorphed olivine and orthopyroxene. Chrysotile is commonly present 
as sets of veins cutting through olivine and pyroxene crystals. Altered 
pyroxene crystals exist in a serpentinized groundmass forming bastite 
minerals. 
 
3.2. Massive serpentinites 
 The massive serpentinites are fine- to medium-grained granoblastic 
textured rocks composed of lizardite, lesser amounts of chrysotile and 
antigorite and variable amounts of carbonates, chromite, magnetite, talc and 
chlorite. Relict olivine and orthopyroxene crystals are present. Olivine is 
more altered than pyroxene along fractures and grain boundaries. It is 
converted to mixtures of lizardite and chrysotile forming mesh and hourglass 
textures..  
 
3.3. Foliated serpentinites 
 Foliated serpentinites are found adjacent to thrust faults and shear 
zones in the serpentinized ultramafic rocks as these rocks are high sensitive 
to alteration (Alaabed, 2011). The intensity of serpentinization and 
carbonatization increases drastically towards the thrust and shear zones. This 
alteration is irregular as it is recorded over a distance ranging between a few 
centimeters to several meters. Foliated and layered serpentinites are 
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composed of lizardite, chrysotile and antigorite together with subordinate 
carbonates, chlorite and tremolite. Clinochrysotile and carbonate veinlets cut 
across the lizardite and bastite. Magnetite crystals are scattered throughout 
the groundmass. 
 
4. Sampling and analytical methods 
 Eleven rock samples were collected from the study area. Major and 
minor element concentrations were determined using a Philips PW 2400 X-
ray fluorescent spectrometer housed at the Institute of Mineralogy of 
Karlsruhe University, Germany. Concentrations of the major oxides were 
obtained on fused lithium-tetraborate discs, while the trace elements were 
determined on pressed pellets. Loss on ignition (LOI) was determined by 
heating powdered samples for 50 min at 1000oC. Platinum group elements 
(PGE) were determined by isotopic dilution technique with a spike of Re and 
a mixed spike of Pd, Os, Ir and Pt. Rhenium was separated using resin after 
digestion of samples. PGE pre-concentrated into a Ni bead were dissolved in 
HNO3. Mass ratios were determined using a HP4500 inductively coupled 
plasma mass spectrometer (ICP-MS), at Luleao University, Sweden (the 
analytical method as described by Ionov et al. 1992). Four concentrates of 
chromite were analyzed using a Cameca CAMEBX SX 100 microprobe with 
a counting time of 10s/element, 20 kV accelerating potential, and 20 nA 
sample current, at Luleao University, Sweden. 
 
5. Geochemistry 
5.1. Chromite chemistry 
 In most of studied samples chromite grains (90-160 µm in diameter) 
are found to be oxidized to ferrichromite and magnetite, however the cores 
of a few chromite grains in the Mundassah  samples preserve their primary 
compositions, judging from their low Fe3+ (Fe3+/[Fe3+ + Al + Cr3+] < 0.12), 
and TiO2 (<0.22 wt%; Table 1). The Cr # of chromite is a good indicator of 
the degree of partial melting for mantle derived peridotites (Dick and Bullen, 
1984). Chromite samples of the studied rocks have relatively high Cr2O3 
(>53 wt %) with variable Cr# (atomic ratio Cr/[Cr + Al]) ranging from 0.79 
to 0.84 (Table 1) and low of Fe2O3 (2.9-9.9 wt%) and low TiO2 (< 0.2 wt%). 
Ahmed and Arai (2002) demonstrated the compositional difference between 
chromites from an early concordant chromitite layer (Cr# = 0.62 and PGE-
poor) and chromites from a later, discordant dyke (Cr# = 0.71, PGE-rich) in 
Wadi Hilti, northern Oman Ophiolite.  The chromites of this study have high 
Cr# (~0.8) due to lower Al2O3 (< 9.82 wt %). The Mg# values (atomic ratios 
of Mg/ (Mg+Fe2+) are similar (0.33-0.39) in all samples. The Cr # of 
chromite is higher in peridotite restite with a higher degree of partial melt 
extraction, e.g. in more depleted peridotites. The Cr # value is also useful in 

http://www.springerlink.com/content/84674v032787uxn4/fulltext.html#CR1
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discriminating the tectonic setting of peridotites. It has distinguished between 
chromites derived from abyssal peridotites of mid-ocean ridge setting (Cr # < 
0.6) and those from highly depleted harzburgite (Cr # > 0.6) in several parts 
of the Oman ophiolite (Kanke Takazawa 2005). Figure 2 shows a ternary 
trivalent cation plot for chromite grains in the serpentinites of the Mundassah 
study area. All of the samples plotted in the field of forearc peridotites. A 
plot of Cr# vs. Mg# shows that the samples are similar to those of arc setting 
(Fig. 3) suggesting a depleted mantle source. Mundassah spinel chromites 
are distinctly different to those from oceanic abyssal peridotites. 

 
Fig. 2: Ternary trivalent cation plot composition of the cores of chromite grains in 

serpentinites. 
 

 
Fig. 3: Composition of chromian Cr # = atomic ratios of Cr/ (Cr+Al), Mg # = atomic ratios 

of Mg/(Mg+Fe+2) 
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5.2. Whole rock geochemistry 
 The chemical analyses of Mundassah serpentinites are given in 
(Table 2). All of the analyzed samples have higher LOI values (10, 15, 17, 
45 wt. %) consistent with the hydrous nature of these rocks.. They contain 35 
– 40.05 wt. % SiO2, 35.86 – 41.62 wt. % MgO, 0.37 – 1.10 wt. % Al2O3 and 
6.21 – 8.90 wt. % total iron as Fe2O3. Cr and Ni contents are high (2100 -
2770 ppm and 1987 – 2820 ppm, respectively), whereas Co ranges from 95 -
114 ppm. Most of the serpentinites in the study area are characterized by low 
concentrations of incompatible elements, which are useful in evaluating the 
origin of igneous rocks. In addition, they contain high concentrations of  
PGE which may be used to discriminate the origins of serpentinites. Most 
samples in the Mundassah area contain high Cr (>2200 ppm), Ni(>2000 
ppm), and MgO (>36 wt%). Alabeed (2000) found that MgO in the UAE 
peridotites is higher than the average mantle peridotites value (35 wt% by 
Taylor & McClennan, 1995) and low Al2O3 (< 2 wt%) and CaO (< 1.5 wt%) 
(Table 2). Low contents of CaO may be attributed to the dissolution of 
clinopyroxene during serpentinization, but very low contents of Al2O3 
together with high Cr suggest that the original rocks were dunite or 
harzburgite (Guillot el al., 2001). On the Al2O3 versus CaO diagram (Fig. 4) 
serpentinites from Mundassah are depleted in Al2O3 and CaO and resemble 
forearc peridotites. The higher Mg # is accompanied by high contents of Ni, 
Cr and Co and depletion in the incompatible elements reflecting the depleted 
and high refractory nature of the parent rocks (Roberts, 1992). Moreover, the 
high Cr # of the chrome chromites combined with the high contents of Ni, Cr 
and Co in the bulk serpentinites suggest high degrees of partial melting 
(Ishiwatari et al., 2003). These rocks also contain low concentrations of 
mildly incompatible elements, such as Ti and V, consistent with their 
derivation from mantle residues. The Mg# values (atomic ratios of Mg/[Mg 
+ Fe] in bulk rocks) are commonly used to show the degree of depletion after 
partial melting.  Mg# values in upper mantle peridotites in the northern 
Semail Ophiolite (UAE) range between 0.9 and 0.93 (Alaabed, 2000) and 
this indicates that the dunites, like harzburgites, are residues of partial 
melting. The residual mantle origin of the Mundassah serpentinites is 
confirmed by the plots of Ti/Cr vs. V/Cr and Ti/Cr vs. Al/Cr (Fig.  5).  
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Fig. 4: Al2O3 WT % versus CaO WT % diagram for the study serpentinites samples (after 

Ishii et al 1992). 
 

 
Fig. 5: Primitive mantle-normalized elemental ratio: (Al/Cr) N versus (Ti/Cr) N diagram. 
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 The foliated serpentinites contain a relativity high content of CaO 
2.76 wt%, sample 11) and low content of Ni and MgO, consistent with the 
occurrence of chlorite, carbonate and relict plagioclase. The compositions 
suggest that they were once solidified melt in the upper most mantle or lower 
crust. This is further supported by high concentrations of moderately 
incompatible Ti and V relative to primitive mantle values. 
 The ratios of Mg/Si and Al/Si appear to provide definitive parameters 
indicating a primary nature of the protoliths of the peridotites. However, not 
all major elements are immobile. The CaO is highly mobile, and its depletion 
is noted in all samples from the Mundassah area.  The data suggest that 
alteration of clinopyroxene is accompanied by dissolution of Ca (Fig.  6). 

Table 1: Chromite compositions of the studied serpentinites 
Oxides 1 2 3 4 A. Dunite A. Harzburgite 
SiO2 0.02 0 0 0.03 0 0 
TiO2 0.04 0.04 0.18 0.06 0.13-0.27 0.0-0.11 
Al2O3 8.8 9.2 6.6 9.8 8.5-20 11.4-28.3 
Fe2O3 3.79 2.9 9.92 4.4 0.0-6.2 0.0-6.2 
FeO 22.93 21.85 23.18 22.16 13.2-19.3 13.5-21.5 
MgO 6.71 7.7 6.28 7.39 9.3-13.4 7.8-14 
MnO 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.23-0.97 0.43-1.06 
NiO 0.04 0.06 0.06 0.01 0.0-0.19 0.0-0.17 
ZnO 0.01 0.17 0.29 0.22 n.d n.d 
Cr2O3 57.09 58.7 53.4 55.8 47.5-61.5 42.2-57.2 
Total 99.64 100.84 100.13 100.4   
Calc. based on 32 O 
Si 0 0 0 0   
Ti 0.01 0.01 0.04 0.01   
Al 2.85 2.93 2.16 3.12   
Cr 12.36 12.44 11.7 11.94   
Fe+3 0.78 0.58 2.06 0.9   
Fe+2 5.24 4.88 5.31 4.95   
Mg+2 2.75 3.09 2.58 2.96   
Mn+2 0 0 0 0   
Ni+2 0.01 0.01 0.01 0   
Zn+2 0 0.03 0.06 0.4   
Cr# 81 0.81 0.84 0.79 0.62-0.82 0.50-0.77 
Mg# 0.34 0.39 0.33 0.38 0.4-0.6 0.38-0.62 
XCr 0.81 0.81 0.84 0.79   
XMg 0.34 0.39 0.33 0.37   



European Scientific Journal   August  2014 edition vol.10, No.24   ISSN: 1857 – 7881 (Print)  e - ISSN 1857- 7431 

373 

 
Fig.6: Al/Si weight ratio versus Mg/Si weight ratio diagram for the study serpentinites 

samples (after Hattori and Guillot, 2007). 
 

Table 2: Bulk chemical composition of serpentines samples 
Oxide 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
SiO2 38.48 35 40.05 40.49 39.2 38.17 39 38.76 40.12 39.15 36.76 
TiO2 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01 
Al2O3 0.49 0.54 0.37 0.67 1.1 0.75 0.99 0.89 0.37 0.66 0.65 
Fe2O3 7.68 6.8 7.44 7.49 8.9 7.1 6.69 7.17 7.57 7.38 6.21 
MnO 0.1 0.12 0.1 0.09 0.1 0.11 0.1 0.1 0.09 0.01 0.11 
MgO 38.66 40 41.62 36.95 38.29 36.8 37.3 36.76 38.65 37.49 35.86 
CaO 0.65 0.64 0.3 1.05 0.33 0.33 0.18 0.44 1.05 0.48 2.76 
Na2O 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 
K2O 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.04 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.04 
P2O5 0.004 0.005 0.006 0.004 0.001 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 
LOI 13.8 17 10.19 13.1 11.8 16.1 15.07 15.11 12.1 14.5 17.45 

            
Cr 2100 2720 2600 2588 2770 2666 2730 2641 2293 2370 2460 
V 27 19 18 35 38 30 42 37 29 28 31 
Co 105 95 111 95 115 100 99 101 114 97 95 
Zn 48 50 55 30 33 30 50 45 34 44 61 
Ni 2200 2250 2820 2260 2390 2051 2000 2081 2063 1987 2010 
Ga <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 
Zr <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 
Y <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 <5 
Sr 10 23 13 18 15 13 10 22 17 25 45 
Pb 139 441 110 115 333 105 117 131 93 134 99 
Th <10 14 10 10 11 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 
U <10 30 10 10 16 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 <10 
Ce 0.29 0.37 0.41 0.12 0.09 n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d 
Nd n.d 0.058 0.076 0.049 0.041 n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d 
Sm n.d 0.019 0.021 0.019 0.019 n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d 
As 56 75 54 16 145 n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d 
Sb 6.4 10 10 0.69 10.2 n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d n.d 

            
Os 2.2 3.71 1.5 2.91 1.6 2.1 2 2.66 3.17 3.23 0.08 
Ir 2.25 1.5 2.99 1.4 2.8 2.2 1.94 1.53 2.41 4.23 0.41 
Pt 2.1 1.46 6.8 5 5.44 2.1 3.11 1.47 10.51 2.63 1.2 
Pd 8.36 2.22 4.59 2.85 10.1 8.35 4.66 2.32 4.47 3.9 10.8 
Re 0.013 0.012 0.02 0.027 0.2 0.012 0.017 0.013 0.03 0.028 0.013 
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5.4. Platinum Group Elements  
 Platinum group elements (PGE) are divided into two subgroups: Pt-
group (Pt, Pd and Rh) and Ir-group (Ir, Os, Ru). The former group of 
elements may be enriched in melts whereas the later elements are compatible 
during partial melting and are retained in the mantle. The contents of PGE in 
the studied area show high concentrations of Os and Ir and low ratios of Pt- 
group /Ir- group, displaying a flat, primitive mantle-normalized pattern with 
a depletion of Re and enrichment of Pd (Fig. 7). Several samples show a 
moderate enrichment of Pd, which may be attributed to serpentinization 
because Pd is relatively mobile in saline fluids (Boudreau et al., 1986). The 
concentrations of PGE and ratios of Pd/Ir and Pt/Ir for most of the samples 
are similar to ultramafic massifs (Gueddari et al., 1996).  
 The PGE data suggest a mantle origin for the serpentinite samples 
(Fig.8). As a rule, rhenium is incompatible during partial melting and the 
concentration of Re in melts is high, even for those derived from a depleted 
mantle (Roy-Barman and Allegre, 1994). Thus the low Re values suggest 
that the Mundassah samples represent mantle residues. The samples contain 
high Os and Ir and low Al, and plot in the field of mantle residue (Fig. 9). In 
contrast, the highly sheared samples contain low Os and Ir and high Pd and 
Pt (Table 2). Incompatible Re, Pt and Pd may be enriched in magmas, 
whereas compatible Os and Ir remain in the mantle. Therefore, crustal rocks 
are generally low in Os and Ir (Peck et al., 1992). 
 

 
Fig. 7: Primitive mantle-normalized plot of Os, Ir, Pt, Pd & Re contents in the studied 

serpentinites. 
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Fig. 8: Ir (ppb) versus Ir/ (Pt+Pd) diagram 

 

 
Fig. 9: (Os+Ir (ppb) versus Al2O3 of serpentinites samples in the study area (after Hattori 

and Hart, 1997). 
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6. Discussion 
6.1. Processes and stages of  serpentinization 
 Identifying the parent igneous rocks of serpentinites may be very 
difficult due to mobilization of  many incompatible elements during 
alteration and metamorphism (Dungan, 1979). However, Boudreau et al. 
(1986) recognized that serpentinites contain significant amounts of transition 
elements, which are generally immobile during metasomatism and 
metamorphism. 
 Serpentinization can result from more than one process: a) infiltration 
of seawater into oceanic lithosphere at MOR’s via oceanic fractures; b) 
marine (or sub-aerial) weathering of peridotite that has been exhumed to the 
surface at fracture zones or low-angle detachment faults; c) infiltration of 
seawater into extensional faults formed in the zone of bending  of a 
subducting slab; and d) dehydration of subducted or underthrusted oceanic 
crust followed by fluid fluxing of overlying mantle wedge material.   
 We refer to serpentinization in scenario b) as an ex situ process, 
whereas all the other processes are in situ processes, i.e. serpentinization 
occurring largely in place within the oceanic lithospheric mantle or mantle 
wedge. A fundamental feature of marine weathered serpentiniztes is their 
significant depletion in Mg due to dispersion of Mg into the Mg 
undersaturated  seawater (Snow and Dick, 1995). In contrast, the water–rock 
ratio in the three other scenarios (a, c and d) is likely to be much lower, 
hence Mg saturation in hydrothermal waters will be reached fairly quickly in 
a semi-closed system, resulting no significant Mg loss from peridotites. 
Indeed, the serpentinization process in many ophiolite sections has been 
shown to be largely isochemical, at least in terms of the major elements 
(Komor et al., 1985). 
 Major-element concentrations in the serpentinites of the study area 
indicate that the Mundassah samples originated from highly refractory 
peridotites. It is not possible for ex situ serpentinization (scenario b) to have 
occurred in this case. Serpentinization via b) probably occurs when the 
exposure time of peridotites on the seafloor is relatively short. We therefore 
expect that the serpentinization of the Mundassah peridotites was an in situ 
process. 
 Lizardite forms the main serpentine mineral in the massive and 
foliated serpentinites of the Mundassah area. It occurs as large plates 
bounded by fibrous chrysotile. Lizardite-bastite exists as large grains 
apparently pseudomorphous after olivine and orthopyroxene, or as mesh-like 
aggregates indicative of derivation from olivine. Lizardite is a low-
temperature phase of the serpentine minerals (Evans, 1977) and is veined or 
replaced by antigorite and chrysotile in most of the samples. Chrysotile 
occurs as irregular fibers of variable width, and also replaces the lizardite or 
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bastite of the mesh rims. Antigorite occurs as dense fine-grained aggregates, 
which were formed by replacement of lizardite and bastite. The textural 
evidence indicates that the peridotites in the Mundassah area underwent early 
hydration to form lizardite at low temperatures, followed by  a later heating 
event that formed  the antigorite and chrysotile. A final serpentinization stage 
produced clinochrysotile and carbonate millimeter-wide veinlets that cut 
through the lizardite-chrysotile-antigorite foliations and crystallized 
magnesite, talc and magnetite in the shear zones. Neal and Stanger (1984) 
and Stanger (1986) suggest two types of serpentinization in the Semail 
ultramafic rocks. The first one “ higher temperature alteration 
serpentinization” is relatively uniform in its effects and unrelated in any way 
with water tables. It is possible took place either whilst the ophiolite was in 
situ part of the oceanic lithosphere or during its detachment. . The second 
type is “low temperature precipitation serpentinization” which related to the 
movement of present day meteoric waters through the rocks.  
 The above discussion of textures and serpentine phases points to 
three stages in serpentinization of the peridotites in the Mundassah area. The 
first stage is characterized by the crystallization of blade-shaped lizardite as 
pseudomorphic replacement of olivine-orthopyroxene. The second stage is 
worked by the appearance of fibers and dense fine-grained aggregates of 
chrysotile and antigorite replacing or cutting the lizardite. The third stage  
involved crystallization of clinochrysotile and carbonate veinlets. 
 
6.2. Geochemistry and tectonic setting 
 The Mundassah peridotites are characterized by enrichments in fluid-
mobile elements (LILE’s) Cs, Rb, Ba, U, Sr and Li. Both seawater and fluids 
released during dehydration of a subducting slab are enriched in these 
elements (Saunders et al., 1980; Gill, 1981; Pearce, 1983), and so the 
enrichment patterns of normal Mundassah peridotites may be explained 
either by i) seawater-derived hydrothermal fluid infiltration or ii) slab 
dehydration related fluid fluxing. It may be possible to distinguish between 
scenarios i) and ii) on the basis of differents temperatures for the fluids 
involved in these two cases.  In the most likely case that  fluids released into 
the mantle wedge by subducting slabs (case ii)  are somewhat  hotter than 
those related to seawater infiltration into lithosphere (case i), a slight 
enrichment in LREEs (e.g., La, Ce, Pr) relative to HFSEs (e.g., Ti, Nb, Zr 
and Hf) may be expected in the resulting serpentinites. This is because at 
temperatures higher than 300°C, small amounts of LREE’s may become  
mobile (Gammons et al., 1996), in contrast to HFSE’s, which remain 
comparatively insoluble in hydrous melts (Saunders et al., 1980; Gill, 1981; 
Pearce, 1983; Keppler, 1996). As a result, the hotter fluids derived by slab 
dehydration will generate both LILE and LREE enrichments, as well as  
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apparent depletions in HFSE’s. The overall LREE depleted signatures 
(compared to HFSE’s) of the average Mundassah serepentinized peridotites 
indicate that subduction-related fluids were probably not responsible for 
most of the serpentinization. Thus, based on the seawater signature, 
conservation of major element compositions (Fig. 2) and low metamorphic 
temperatures, our preferred interpretation is that the majority of the 
Mundassah peridotites were serpentinized by seawater while they were 
structurally in place within the oceanic lithosphere, and not during or after 
tectonic obduction. We speculate that the Mundassah peridotites were 
probably serpentinized via fractures or faults in the lithosphere, i.e. 
serpentinization  processes a) and c). 
 The collective data from the Mundassah serpentinite bulk 
composition and mineral analysis of chromite grains disseminated within the 
serpentinites are consistent with modern forearc tectonic settings. Putting this 
in the regional tectonic framework of the Arabian plate suggests formation of 
Mundassah serpentinites at the base of a forearc-mantle wedge above 
descending Neotethys oceanic crust in a supra-subduction zone setting. 

 
Fig. 10: Mundassah continental margin. 

 
6.3. Source of Water for the Hydration of Peridotites 
 Serpentinization of oceanic lithosphere is of interest to geoscientists 
as it forms an essential part of a cycle connecting surface waters with 
vapours in the upper mantle. This recycling of water has a effect on the 
dispersion of  certain fluid-mobile elements (such as F, Cl  and B) during 
subduction (Leeman, 1996; Straub and Layne, 2003; Rüpke et al., 2004; 
Sharp and Barnes, 2004) 
 Serpentinite can be a major component of the upper part of the 
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oceanic lithosphere and is a significant H2O contributor to subduction zones 
(Scambelluri et al., 2004). Serpentinite dehydration releases large amounts of 
water through a very limited number of discontinuous reactions and therefore 
has the potential to leave distinctive trace element chemical fingerprints in 
overlying rocks (Ulmer and Trommsdorff, 1995; Scambelluri et al., 2004; 
see also Pettke et al., 2009).  
 The sources of water for hydration depend on the tectonic setting of 
the protoliths of the serpentinites. For forearc-mantle peridotites, it appears 
that they were hydrated by the water released from subducted slabs. Stanger, 
1986 suggest that the all-pervasive serpentinization was produced partly by 
the passage of sea water. In contrast, the oxygen isotope studies on the 
Semail mantle sequence (Dunlop and Fouillac, 1984) indicate that the 
serpentinization was mainly produced by  meteoric water at low 
temperatures (  50

o
C).  The fluids originated as meteoric waters and the 

serpentinization must be related to the post-obduction part of the ophiolite 
history producing late stage, cross-cutting veins. For abyssal peridotites, the 
hydration is likely due to  seawater, on the evidence that their bulk-rock 
compositions are typically similar to those of abyssal peridotites, and their 
associated omphacitic eclogites have the chemistry of oceanic basalts and 
gabbros. The present study area is characterized by the absence of both 
oceanic basalt and eclogite.  
 Abyssal peridotites and oceanic basalts are known to acquire Sr in 
solution during alteration by seawater, as evidenced by the low contents of 
Sr in anhydrous peridotites (Kimball and Gerlach, 1986). Other supporting 
evidence is provided by high 87Sr/86Sr values for serpentinites compared to 
the upper mantle value (Fig. 9). Most values are similar to the present-day 
marine Sr value. Considering that there was a lower 87Sr/86Sr ratio in the 
Paleocene-Eocene sea water than at present (McArthur et al., 2001), a high 
87Sr/86Sr ratio suggests a contribution of Sr from abundant sediments, 
which likely accumulated on a slow-spreading oceanic plate.  
 
7. Conclusion: 
 Mundassah serpentinites at the eastern border of the UAE form part 
of the mantle ultramafics of the Semail ophiolite that extends along the 
northeastern margin of the Arabian plate. The rocks are represented by 
partially serpentinized and massive serpentinites. Some are strongly foliated 
by intense deformation. Three stages of serpentinization can be recognized at 
Mundassah area. The earliest stage resulted in crystallization of bladed 
lizardite as pseudomorphous grains after olivine and orthopyroxene. The 
second stage produced fibers and fine dense aggregates of chrysotile and 
antigorite replacing or veining the lizardite. The third serpentinization stage 
produce millimeter-wide clinochrysotile and carbonate veinlets cutting 
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through the foliated lizardite-chrysotile-antigorite and  magnesite + talc + 
magnetite replecements in some shear zones.  
 The geochemical signatures of Mundassah serpentinite (high Cr, Ni, 
and MgO, and low Al2O3 and CaO) and mineral chemistry of their chromites 
(high Cr2O3, and low Fe2O3 and TiO2) are characteristic of forearc mantle 
peridotites and distinct from oceanic abyssal peridotites. Low contents of 
CaO may be attributed to the dissolution of clinopyroxene during 
serpentinization, but very low contents of Al2O3 together with high Cr 
suggest that the original rocks were dunite or harzburgite. Based on the 
seawater signature, conservation of major element compositions and low 
metamorphic temperatures, our preferred interpretation is that the majority of 
the Mundassah peridotites were serpentinized by seawater while they were 
structurally in place within the oceanic lithosphere, and not during or after 
tectonic obduction. For forearc-mantle peridotites, it appears that they were 
hydrated by the water released from subducted slabs. This indicate that the 
rocks were serpentinized by subduction related fluids in a supra-subduction 
zone setting. 
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