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040116 - Blue Whales 
 

It is a daunting task to understand the ecology of the blue whale.  Even though they can weigh 

more than 160 tons – the heaviest ever known animal – and reach more than 30 meters in 

length, locating such a rare and highly mobile species in a vast and remote ocean can be like 

finding a needle in a haystack. And even having tracked them down with a transmitter, it can be 

hard to deduce anything about their population structure. 

 

By comparing similarities and differences in the DNA of individuals, scientists can tell which 

individuals are part of the same population and estimate the number of populations.  The 

standard way to get DNA from a blue whale is to take a biopsy by firing a dart that collects a 

small piece of skin and blubber, bounces off the whale and then floats on the water for 

collection. It is akin to a pinprick for an animal as massive as a whale. 

 

Blue whales, like many other whales, migrate between their Antarctic summer feeding grounds 

and their winter breeding grounds at lower latitudes. 

 

Understanding the number of populations and their distribution is vital to helping Antarctica’s 

blue whales recover from 20th-century whaling. 
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April Fools' Special Edition - Wolpertinger 
The Cincinnati Zoo was founded in 1873 by German immigrant and industrialist Andrew 

Erkenbrecher, who made his fortune in early icebox refrigeration. Using even then legendary 

German engineering, he was the man who developed cryopreservation, which is a big part of 

how, a century later, the Cincinnati Zoo was the first to develop a frozen zoo and to play a 

leading role in assisted reproduction of endangered species. 

 

And all that led to Dr. Christian Schmidt, Director Emeritus of the Frankfurt Zoo, coming to town 

last week to deliver the frozen eggs of a rare Bavarian hybrid creature known as the 

Wolpertinger. 

 

Now, Bavarian folklore tells of a Wolpertinger, but it is a real animal inhabiting the alpine forests 

of Germany, not just a mashup of different species that blended in the liquid nitrogen tank. The 

most widespread description portrays the Wolpertinger as having the head of a rabbit, the body 

of a squirrel, the antlers of a deer, the wings of a pheasant, and the fangs of a bat. 

 

Once the litter is born, security will be ultra-tight on the Cincinnati Zoo’s Wolpertingers, because 

controlling a global outbreak of this species would be next to impossible. 



 
     90 Second Naturalist – April, 2016 Scripts 
 
 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

040416 - Animal Behavior  
 

Humanity has a tendency to romanticize the rest of the natural world. We humans aren't so 

great - we destroy natural resources, harm the environment, and all around act like jerks. But 

the rest of nature? Oh no. Other animals are noble and kind. We should learn from them. Right? 

Right? 

 

Wrong. Animals can be GIANT JERKS -- even those traditionally seen as completely adorable. 

Sea otters, for instance, are awful. It takes a lot of resources to feed an otter - they need to eat 

approximately twenty-five percent of their body weight every single day. When food is in short 

supply things can get ugly, though. Some males will hold otter pups hostage until the mother 

pays a ransom of food.  

 

And bottlenose dolphins are terrible, too.  They will kill porpoises, even though they are not 

really in competition with the smaller cetaceans.  They appear to kill simply for fun. 

 

Margays are small spotted cats from the New World tropics, and their behavior is particularly 

troubling because of how it exploits the good nature of their prey. They sound of a baby 

tamarins in distress and then turn around and eat their parents. 
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040516 - Giant Otters 
 

Reaching lengths of a meter and a half, giant otters are very social, chatty creatures, who live in 

highly cohesive groups consisting of a male-female reproductive pair and their offspring of 

varying ages. Each otter has a different role in the group, and this complex organization 

provides the basis for multiple long-term relationships.  

     

To see if they have a sophisticated vocal repertoire that reflects their social structure, scientists 

analyzed the vocalizations of adult and newborn giant otters from five wild and three captive 

groups. Using microphones connected to digital audio recorders, researchers were able to save 

airborne vocalizations. Meanwhile, underwater calls were recorded using a hydrophone, and in 

the wild, this was done while the researchers kayaked near the free-ranging otters.  

 

Sure enough, they found that the giant otters’ social complexity is reflected in their vocal 

complexity. The vocal repertoire of adult giant otters comprised 22 distinct vocalization types. 

These were grouped in four contexts: cohesion, alarm, begging, and “other” calls such as those 

used for mating. 
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040616 - Rhinos 
Rhinos have become one of the high-profile wildlife stories of the world, fueled by a steady 

stream of depressing images of once-impressive rhinos reduced to a bloodied mess. 

But while the media’s focus on the plight of Africa’s rhinos is commendable, it begs the question 

– why aren’t Asian rhino given the same attention? 

 

There are three rhino species in Asia: the Indian, Javan and Sumatran; and two in Africa: the 

white and the black. They’re all fairly similar. All five eat plants, are big mammals, and have a 

thick protective skin. 

 

So why are we in a situation where twice as many people attend a single college football game 

than there are rhinos left in the wild? Well, the current surge in poaching has been driven by a 

recent fad among the affluent middle classes of Vietnam, who consume ground rhino horn in 

drinks either as an aphrodisiac or a hangover cure. 

 

Yet despite Asian species appearing to be in a more perilous situation statistically, conservation 

spending on rhinos appears heavily weighted towards African species, with 80 percent being 

spent in Africa. 

http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/endangered_species/rhinoceros/?src=footer
http://www.medicaldaily.com/vietnamese-millionaires-using-rhino-horns-hangover-cure-245924
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040716 - The Drive of Tourism 
 

Ecotourism is an important stream of revenue for governments, private businesses and local 

people. 

 

According to the World Tourism Organization, wildlife watching represents 80 percent of annual 

sales for tour companies to Africa. The “big five” – lions, elephants, buffalo, leopards and rhino – 

are big money. 

 

But in Indonesia and Nepal, where most of Asia’s wild rhinos live, tourists are mostly there for 

the beaches and the mountains. They simply aren’t as reliant on safari-dollars as countries like 

Botswana. 

 

The African rhino is therefore a perfect example of utilitarian-based conservation – the 

preservation of something because of its monetary value to humans. They are worth more to 

people than their Asian counterparts and are, as a result, the focus of more conservation efforts. 

This isn’t a criticism of those who invest huge amounts of time and effort protecting Africa’s 

rhinos. They undoubtedly believe in what they’re doing and don’t want to see their recent 

successes destroyed by a surge of poaching. 

 

But the conservation of one species over another due its monetary value being higher detracts 

from the main reason to preserve biodiversity. 
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040816 - Javan Rhinos 
 

It is possibly the rarest mammal on Earth. There are only an estimated forty-four Javan rhino left 

clinging onto existence in a tiny forest reserve on the western tip of the island. Its future as a 

species looks bleak. And with rhino horn now estimated to be worth more per unit than cocaine, 

gold, or even diamonds, the chances for the four other rhino species is far from secure. 

 

We are in very real danger of losing many more of our large herbivores, including the iconic 

savannah elephant and African rhinos, within just the next 20 years. This would be a tragic loss, 

not just to us as the species to have driven them out, but also the habitats and ecosystems that 

they maintain. As major environmental engineers, if elephants go extinct, then many other 

species that rely on them to dispense seeds and clear forests will also bite the dust. 

Poachers are using ever increasingly sophisticated methods to obtain horns and tusks, 

including the use automatic weapons and helicopters. 

 

In fact, so much money is being made through the illegal trade in wildlife that it is often said to 

be “the third most valuable illicit commerce behind drugs and arms.” 

http://www.rhinos.org/javan-rhino-conservation-program
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/339/6123/1038.full
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041116 - Waterlily Beetles 
 

Waterlily beetles flit over ponds too quickly to follow with the naked eye — you might spy them 

resting on the surface, but try to spot their departure and you'll be left staring at a series of 

spreading ripples, with the insect long gone. 

 

Now, scientists have discovered the secret behind the beetles' "now you see me, now you don't" 

performance. Using high-speed cameras, they revealed that waterlily beetles use their wings to 

skim across the surface of the water like tiny skiers. 

 

Using this "water flight" technique, they travel at astonishingly fast speeds, zipping half a meter 

in just a second — comparable to a human moving 500 kilometers per hour.   

Waterlily beetles measure about six millimeters in length, and they live in ponds, streams and 

lakes across North America.  Scientists filmed the beetles as they skittered over plates filled 

with water, explaining in a statement that working with them in a lab was difficult because they 

were hard to find when they got loose. 

 

As waterlily beetles are capable of flight, they may prefer "skiing" as a more efficient foraging 

technique. 

http://www.livescience.com/53914-speedy-water-skiing-beetle.html
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041216 - Dog Evolution 
 

Take a trip to a neighborhood dog park and it can be hard to believe that all those dogs are the 

very same species.  Typically, researchers rely on anatomy and genetics to determine whether 

animals belong to the same species. But because of their varied shapes and sizes, anatomy is 

relatively useless when comparing different breeds of dogs.  But a closer look at dog genetics 

reveals that yes, they are all the same species, selectively bred for different traits.  

 

Another clue that all types of dogs are the same is that they can reproduce with one another. 

Technically, different dog breeds can have puppies together, but it is ill advised to mate a giant 

mastiff with, say, a Chihuahua. 

 

And by those standards, dogs and gray wolves are also the same species, as the two share 

most of the same genes. There's still debate about whether to call dogs Canis lupus familiaris, 

suggesting that they are a subspecies of the wolf, or Canis familiaris, a distinct species from the 

wolf. 

 

However, domestic dogs can also breed successfully with wolves — a fact that supports the 

idea of classifying dogs in the same species. 

http://www.livescience.com/53841-how-know-dogs-are-same-species.html
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041316 - Mysterious Ocean Hum 
 

Vast communities of migrating deep-sea marine life are the culprits behind a mysterious, low-

frequency humming sound in the ocean, made as the creatures swim to and from the surface at 

feeding time. 

 

The source of the hum has for years vexed marine biologists, but now, thanks to high-sensitivity 

undersea audio recordings, researchers have documented that it's animals such as fish, jellies, 

shrimp, and squid living in what's known as the ocean's mesopelagic zone — a range 200 to 

1,000 meters below the surface — that are behind the sound. 

 

Creatures in the mesopelagic neighborhood live deep down, in a dark world where the sun 

barely shines and there's not exactly a bounty of food. So each night, with the safety of 

darkness, they venture up to the surface where the food is more plentiful. 

And when they head up top (or back down) the hum — about 3 to 6 decibels louder than ocean 

background noise — kicks in. 

 

The purpose behind the sound is still an open question.  It could be a signal to the entire group 

to head up to the surface or back down. But the creatures might just be passing gas, as their 

swim bladders regulate their buoyancy. 

http://www.livescience.com/53843-mystery-ocean-hum-may-be-fish-farting.html
http://www.livescience.com/53843-mystery-ocean-hum-may-be-fish-farting.html
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041416 - Snakes 
 

Can you believe that there are more than 3,000 snake species in the world? 

 

With so many different species, there are snakes of many different sizes. The world's smallest 

snake is the thread snake, which grows to only about 10 centimeters long. It looks much like an 

earthworm. The largest snake, the reticulated python, can grow to a whopping nine meters. And 

the largest snake fossil ever discovered was Titanoboa. This creature lived 60 million years ago 

and would have been fifteen meters long.  

 

It’s a common misconception that snakes build nests for their eggs. Only one species of snake, 

the king cobra, will build a nest for its young. Not all snakes lay eggs, either. About 70 percent of 

snakes do, the other 30 percent give birth to live young, much like mammals. This is because 

some climates are too cold for eggs to develop and hatch, so some snakes living in colder 

climates don’t lay eggs. 

 

Of course, snakes are carnivorous, so they never eat their vegetables.   

And though they are found all over the world, snakes do not like the cold. They don't have the 

means to regulate their body temperature like warm-blooded mammals and birds. 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2008/08/080803-smallest-snake.html
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2008/08/080803-smallest-snake.html
http://www.livescience.com/27845-snakes.html
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2003/01/photogalleries/snakes/photo5.html
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2003/01/photogalleries/snakes/photo5.html
http://www.livescience.com/27845-snakes.html
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041516 – Tubeworms 
 
Marine tubeworms start their lives as floating blobs that drift through the ocean looking for a 

spot to take up residence as sedentary juveniles. Now, researchers have found that gelatinous 

larvae need a nudge from pointy bacterial structures to metamorphose. 

 

In recent years, scientists have found that many sea floor creatures, including some species of 

coral, sea urchins and tubeworms, require bacteria to go through metamorphosis. But 

researchers haven’t understood exactly what bacteria do to instigate this important transition. 

Now, researchers at Cal Tech have taken a closer look at genes within the common mat-

forming marine bacteria which are thought to be responsible for the metamorphosis of tropical 

and subtropical tubeworms. The researchers discovered networks of strange structures 

produced by these genes that appear to be key to the metamorphosis. 

 

They imaged the newly-discovered structures using a method called electron cryomicroscopy. 

In analyzing the images, the team found that the structures look similar to the tail of a virus, and 

also resemble a syringe, with an exterior sheath that contracts and ejects out an inner tube, 

which then goes into the larvae. 
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041816 – Raft Builder Ants 
 

Ants may be small, but they’re certainly not stupid, as evidenced by the discovery that they build 

rafts to save themselves and their queen during floods. What’s more, they construct the rafts 

using themselves – living ants linked together to form a nearly waterproof, buoyant vessel. 

Social organisms have an advantage when responding to ecological adversity. They can react 

in a collective and organized way. Surprisingly, baby ants were used to form the base of the raft. 

Worker adult ants then joined together to form the rest of the structure. The queen was always 

placed in the safest spot right in the center of the raft. 

 

Now, protecting the queen is absolutely essential to the survival of the colony. Individual ants 

don’t live a long life, so the colony’s future is directly relative to the continued reproductive 

success of the queen. 

 

But putting the babies on the bottom sounds tough. However, further experiments revealed that 

the brood are the most buoyant members of the society, and that rafting does not decrease their 

survival. This configuration benefits the group at minimal cost.  

 

In fact, in experiments with rafting ants, nearly all survived. 
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041916 – World’s Deadliest Spiders 
 

Spiders form the largest part of the arachnid family, with about forty thousand different species 

of spiders crawling the planet.  

 

The most-deadly three are the Brazilian wandering spider -- or banana spider – it has 

repeatedly ranked as the most venomous spider in the Guinness Book of World records. 

Fittingly, it belongs to the genus Phoneutria, which means “murderess” in Greek. The spider’s 

bite is potent enough to kill a human within minutes if antidote isn’t delivered.  

 

And the deadly Australian funnel-web spiders owe their name to the conical webs these 

creatures use as burrows or prey traps. The deadliest funnel web spider family includes about 

forty species in Australia such as the notorious Sydney funnel spider and its tree-dwelling 

cousins. 

 

And right in your backyard lives one of the deadliest spiders in the world. Black widow spiders 

like to lurk in wood piles, sheds, outdoor furniture, and chain link fences, as well as some 

basement crawl spaces. 

 

So be careful of these little leggy beasts, but if all these eight-legged horrors scare you, keep in 

mind that most deadly spiders are shy and attack only if threatened. 
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042016 – How Flies Fly So Well 
 

Catching a fly isn’t easy as anyone who’s ever tried to swat one knows. Why are they so hard to 

catch? It could be because they maneuver like fighter jets.  

 

Using high-speed video cameras, a team of researchers captured the lightning-fast wing and 

body motion of fruit flies, as the insects performed rapid banked turns to avoid a looming threat. 

The species of fruit fly in the study, Drosophila hydei, is known for its excellent flying ability. 

Scientists have sometimes compared their flight to swimming through the air. But the flies’ 

airborne gymnastics are actually closer to those of a fighter pilot. 

 

These flies roll up to ninety degrees. Some are almost upside-down to maximize their force and 

escape. And the flies can change course in less than one one-hundredth of a second – fifty 

times faster than the blink of an eye. Fruit flies have tiny brains, yet they are capable of flight 

maneuvers that are much more complex than those of many other flying insects.  

 

For example, moths have larger brains than flies do, but they just dive to the ground to avoid 

being caught by bats. 
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042116 – Dragonfly Speed Limits 
 

The Hine’s Emerald Dragonfly is the only dragonfly on the federal endangered species list. The 

insect’s largest remaining population lives in Door County, Wisconsin, where sandy beaches 

and cherry and apple orchards draw tourists from Green Bay and beyond. But researchers have 

found that these summer drivers kill about thirty-three hundred Hine’s Emerald Dragonflies each 

year. 

 

Door County has posted two dragonfly warning signs on roads near critical habitat areas. But 

can drivers really safely avoid a dragonfly at highway speeds? Or even spot one from inside 

their car? 

 

Searching for a better solution, some researchers from South Dakota decided to see if dragonfly 

death rates were linked to car speed. They mounted GoPro cameras on a pickup truck and they 

found that at speeds below thirty-five miles per hour, Hine’s Emerald Dragonflies and other 

kinds of dragonflies can survive their tumble over the hood and fly away to live another day.  

So, faster speeds kill. The dragonflies are either killed on impact, or they suffer severe shock 

and fall to the ground and are run over by a second vehicle. 
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042216 – Jellyfish Nookie 
 

With their gelatinous bodies, strand-like tentacles and other strange features, jellyfish appear to 

be very different from other types of animals. There are about four thousand known species of 

jellyfish. Some of these species are considered jellyfish, despite never taking the Medusa form – 

a free-swimming gelatinous body with tentacles often associated with jellies. 

 

The ones that do develop into medusa: scyphozoa, or true jellyfish, which includes the moon 

jelly; hydrozoa, which includes the Portuguese Man o’ War; and cubozoa, also known as the 

box jellyfish. 

 

For the most part, medusa jellyfish swim around in blooms or swarms made up of numerous 

individuals. When it’s time to mate, the majority of the medusa species have a similar, 

unromantic way of going about things. The males release their sperm into the water en masse 

through a single orifice, which serves as their mouth, anus, and reproductive channel on the 

underside of their bells. 

 

Females then take up the sperm. The eggs become fertilized as the females swim through the 

sperm. 
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042516 – Proboscis Monkeys 
 

The first monkey that acts like a cow has been discovered – one that regurgitates to give its 

food another chew, just as cattle do. Cows, goats, sheep and other ruminants chew plants, let 

their meals soften in their stomachs, and then throw up the larger bits into their mouths to 

munch on this cud some more. This chewing helps them break down their food, and get all the 

nutrients within.  

 

And now, scientists find that the proboscis monkey from Borneo chews its cud, too. 

Investigators used video cameras and binoculars to monitor about two hundred proboscis 

monkeys, which lived off fruits and leaves along a tributary of the Kinabatangan River.  

These primates get their names from the males’ large noses, which are thought to be used in 

attracting females. The monkeys suck in their abdomens and stick out their tongues before they 

regurgitate, keeping all of the cud in their mouths.  

 

The proboscis monkeys don’t always chew their cud, though. Scientists found that these 

ruminations usually happened when the animals were spending more time eating, suggesting 

that regurgitation helps the monkeys deal with more food and possibly help them eat more. 
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042616 – Panda Poop 
 
Years ago, our zoo had a giant panda, and let me tell you, the first thing you notice when 

cleaning up after a panda is they have incredibly coarse, dry poop. Picture baseball-size chunks 

of dry straw. Well, that’s because even though bamboo is their main food source, giant pandas 

are horrible at digesting it.  

 
A look at the giant panda gut microbiome -- or bacteria living in the stomach and intestines – 

shows that the animals have relatively few bacteria that help digest fibrous plants such as 

bamboo. Instead, most of the panda’s gut is covered with organisms typically found in meat-

eaters. After all, the giant panda evolved from bears that ate both plants and animals.  

 

Ancient giant pandas likely began eating bamboo about seven million years ago, but became 

exclusive bamboo eaters about two million years ago. Yet modern pandas spend about fourteen 

hours a day eating bamboo, and it isn’t an easy food for them to digest. And it’s even why they 

have the biggest heads of all eight bear species. Over time, the giant panda developed a 

powerful jaw and teeth to help it chew the fibrous plant. 
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042716 – Baboon Bums 
 
The swollen, red bottom of a female baboon has long been thought to be an irresistible come-

hither signal for males. But actually, male baboons are much more sophisticated than that. 

 
In fact, a male baboon’s motivation to mate with a female is based more on the length of time 

since her last pregnancy than on the size of her derriere. The female baboon’s famously-red 

bottom is a sign of sexual readiness. When female baboons ovulate, their butts swell, making it 

clear to available males that they are fertile. So, scientists wanted a precise measurement of 

female rump swelling to see if bigger bottoms did, in fact, correlate with more mating and infant 

survival. 

 

They used a zoom lens and digital calipers to measure thirty-four wild female baboons’ swollen 

rumps down to the millimeter. But it ends up the bigger-bottom baboons didn’t attract more 

males. Rather, males really seemed to go for females that had gone through more ovulatory 

cycles since their last pregnancy.  

 

Like humans, baboons are not as fertile while nursing infants, so it might behoove males to wait 

a few cycles to mate. 



 
     90 Second Naturalist – April, 2016 Scripts 
 
 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

 

042816 – Honey Bees 
 

 

Did you know that the honeybees in your yard are actually – immigrants? That’s right! The first 

North American honeybees didn’t fly here. They came on ships in the seventeenth century with 

European settlers.  

 

Over the ensuing centuries, they have flourished in the temperate North American climate. So 

successful, they’ve become an integral part of America’s agricultural economy, contributing 

more than fourteen billion dollars in pollination services each year.  

 

Today, honeybees are suffering from all sorts of challenges that are reducing their numbers. 

Among the culprits is a tiny, red beast called the varroa mite that attaches to the back of a bee 

and feeds on bee hemolymph, or bee blood.  

 

The blood-sucking in itself is akin to a rather large tick bite on a human, but the process can 

transmit diseases, and wreak havoc in a bee’s immune system. It ends up the parasite’s original 

host was the Asian honeybee, which evolved to tolerate the mite.  

 

The western honeybee had no such built-in tolerance. African honeybees have developed some 

resistance to this deadliest of parasites, so scientists are working to understand what might be 

done here in North America to protect our bees, or at least, to control the numbers of varroa 

mites. 
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042916 – Prairie Dog Plague 
 
Black-tailed prairie dogs, the best-known of the five prairie dog species, live in large 

communities, called towns, which can contain many hundreds of animals. Over the millennia, 

prairie dogs have helped shape the open plains where they live -- playing a key role in their 

ecosystem. But today, things are changing dramatically. 

 

The plague is creeping cross the grasslands of the US, and the same bacterium that caused the 

Black Death seems to be quietly and irrevocably changing the landscape. Though the plague 

bacteria (Latin name pestis) now rarely infects people in North America, it’s been responsible for 

the death of many black-tailed prairie dogs.  

 

This is a problem for grasslands, where many other species rely on prairie dogs to survive. 

Predators eat them, animals make homes in their burrows, and grass growth is shaped by them. 

The ecosystem will be affected by their disappearance as the connection between these 

animals and plants will be distorted and even broken.  

 

Scientists are searching for new ways to control the spread of the plague. They’re 

experimenting with an insecticide called Delta Dust, but if they can’t control the problem, the 

grasslands are probably going to be far different within the next century. 


