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Snake Mating Strategies 

More than 3,000 species of snakes exist today, living on all continents except 

Antarctica, as well as many islands across the globe. Though snakes garner 

much media and research attention, the reproductive strategies of many species 

are still shrouded in mystery.  

Unlike most other snakes, the mating behaviors of garter snakes have been 

extensively studied. Female garter snakes will emerge from their winter 

hibernation — technically called "brumation," a hibernation-like state that cold-

blooded animals go through during chilly months — a few days after males do. 

When males catch the pheromone scent of a female, they will swarm over her, 

forming a "mating ball."  

Many snakes are known to take a more one-on-one approach. When a male 

locks onto the pheromone scent of a female receptive to mating, he will follow it 

until he finds her. If there is already another male in the area, the males may 

engage in non-violent combat.  

Rat snakes and vipers, for instance, will begin by sizing each other up, facing 

eye-to-eye as they stand their bodies up in a vertical position. They will then try 

to subdue each other — one male will place his chin on the top of the other 

male's head and push down, almost like arm wrestling.  And the loser must find 

another mate. 

After mating, the female may store sperm for over a year, and somehow selects 

which male's sperm will fertilize her eggs.

http://www.livescience.com/27845-snakes.html
http://www.livescience.com/48212-animal-sex-snakes.html
http://www.livescience.com/48212-animal-sex-snakes.html
http://www.livescience.com/44072-garter-snake.html
http://www.livescience.com/48212-animal-sex-snakes.html
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The Adam & Eve of Fishes 

The first mating on Earth looked like square dancing — if fish could square 

dance, of course.  

That is the finding of a new study of 385-million-year-old fossils that reveal that 

the oldest jawed fish on Earth were the first known to reproduce by copulation. 

Later fish would revert to spawning — releasing eggs and sperm into the water to 

meet — but some have since re-evolved the ability to have coupled-up breeding. 

With fossils, we often just get a glimpse of what ancient animals looked like, but 

rarely do we get an insight into behavior. 

These newly discovered male and female sex organs in Microbrachius fish date 

to 385 million years ago. Microbrachius was part of a group of placoderms called 

antiarchs; these were the oldest lineage of placoderms, which were once thought 

to be evolutionary dead ends, Long said, but studies in recent years have turned 

up evidence that they were the original developers of the vertebrate body plan. 

They were the first animals to develop jaws, teeth, paired hind limbs and even 

inner ears with three semicircular canals — an anatomy that looks just like what 

humans have in their heads today. These discoveries suggest that placoderms 

were the ancestors of modern bony fishes. 

Only some bony fish reproduce by copulation today; it appears they lost the 

ability as a group, only to regain it in some lineages later on. 

http://www.livescience.com/13670-25-amazing-ancient-beasts-dinosaurs-reptiles.html
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Spider Myths 

As I’m sure you know, there are a lot of myths about how dangerous spiders are. 

Perhaps the most pernicious is the idea that if you didn't see what bit you, it was 

a spider.  

Spiders are blamed for all kinds of bites, bumps, rashes and growths that they 

likely had nothing to do with.  

The notion that spider bites are extremely common is also a potentially 

dangerous myth.  

And many people believe spiders are aggressive and eager to bite humans. 

Bites can occur when spiders feel threatened or are surprised, but for the most 

part, spiders seem pretty oblivious to humans. 

And even great big spiders like tarantulas are not dangerous to people.  Yes, 

they have big sharp fangs, but no, they won’t kill you or even hurt near as much 

as is you are stung by a wasp or hornet. 

And a final myth about spiders is that they belong outside.  In many parts of the 

United States there are more than 2 dozen house spider species that have 

adapted to living in and around our sinks, tubs, and basements.  If you think it’s 

necessary to gently capture them and put them outside all you are doing is wildly 

disorienting them, kind of like if you let a monkey loose who had grown up at the 

zoo.  It’s best for everybody to just leave them be. 

http://www.livescience.com/22122-types-of-spiders.html
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Dangerous Spiders 

You always hear how dangerous spiders are.  But it’s kind of exaggerated 

bragging. 

Australia's most venomous spiders include the Sydney funnel-web and the 

redback spider.  Both are found in forested and urban areas, making contact 

between these species and humans more likely than some city dwellers might 

prefer. However, no deaths have been associated with these "deadly" spiders in 

many decades. 

No one in Australia has died from being bitten by a Sydney funnel-web spider 

since 1981, when antivenin treatments became available. Redback antivenin was 

developed in the 1950s, and no deaths have been reported from these types of 

spider bites since. 

In Brazil, there are three species of wandering spiders — named for their 

tendency to wander around on the ground looking for food — that are often 

considered "deadly."  But it's extremely rare for these spider bites to cause 

human deaths. 

A study of Brazilian wandering spider bites conducted in 2000 showed that, of 

422 bites, only two resulted in severe envenomation, and both of those cases 

occurred in children under age 10. One of those cases resulted in the death of a 

3-year-old child, but most adults bitten by these arachnids experience mild to 

moderate symptoms, such as localized pain and vomiting. Some adults 

experience no symptoms at all. 

So, the moral of the story is that we need spiders more than they need us.  They 

eat bugs, some of which are a nuisance.  And besides, there are more than 

75,000 known species of arachnids, so they’ve got us outnumbered! 

http://www.livescience.com/47783-spider-eggs-imported-bananas.html
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10742722
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Head Banging Termites 

Head-banging termites send out long-distance distress signals by bashing their 

noggins into the ground a dozen or so times per second. 

In the African savanna, termites construct gigantic mounds in which they grow 

fungus for food like farmers. To defend their homes against predators  such as 

hungry aardvarks, termites need ways to communicate with remote nestmates 

over long distances. 

To find out more about how termites work together, scientists analyzed termites 

in South Africa. Since these insects are difficult to find outside their colonies, the 

researchers opened up the mounds at their bases and recorded how soldier 

termites warned their nestmates of intrusions using high-speed cameras.  

They witnessed the soldiers rapidly banging their heads on the ground about 11 

times per second, with signals each capable of spreading 40 centimeters. 

Soldiers that received the warning ran to assist their nestmates, while workers 

retreated.  

The soldiers responded to drumming by drumming themselves. This can spread 

an alarm  much the same way soldiers at the Great Wall of China alerted others 

by using smoke signals during the day and beacon fires at night, thus spreading 

the signal along the length of the wall. 

http://www.livescience.com/11325-top-10-deadliest-animals.html
http://www.livescience.com/38738-termite-distress-signal-head-banging.html
http://www.livescience.com/8070-termite-battles-explain-evolution-social-insects.html
http://www.livescience.com/28268-fairy-circle-mystery-solved.html
http://www.livescience.com/38738-termite-distress-signal-head-banging.html
http://www.livescience.com/38001-hawkmoths-rub-genitals-to-repel-bats.html
http://www.livescience.com/38001-hawkmoths-rub-genitals-to-repel-bats.html
http://www.livescience.com/38738-termite-distress-signal-head-banging.html
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Blue Penguins 

Fairy penguins from Australia and New Zealand are the smallest penguins on 

Earth, weighing less than a kg.  They are also know as little blue penguins. 

And it ends up they have a special protein structure in their feathers that 

generates the blue color by reflecting light in a way that has never been seen in 

feathers before. 

For the last 30 years only two ways of making a non-iridescent blue feather were 

known, both which depend on holes in a spongy-like matrix of a protein called 

beta-keratin. The pores in the matrix trap and reflect light in the blue color range 

However, in the blue penguin feathers, the beta-keratin is aligned into parallel 

fibers, like a row of hairs. The alignment and size of the fibers scatters the light 

and reflects those in the blue pigment range. This is the first time this 

organizational structure has been seen to produce color in feathers. 

Researchers examined how these filaments scattered light and X-rays to 

determine what the structures look like and figure out how they were producing 

the blue color. They saw that the structure was highly organized; it looked a lot 

different than the spongy, disordered keratin structures that have been observed 

to create colors in other feathers. 

Hundreds of the fibers line up side by side in the cells that make up the feather's 

barbs — the silky fibers that branch off of the quill. 

http://www.livescience.com/12780-blue-penguin-feathers.html
http://www.livescience.com/12780-blue-penguin-feathers.html
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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 at 

all the nutrients within. 

Now scientists find the proboscis monkey from Borneo chews its cud, too.  

Investigators used video cameras and binoculars to monitor about 200 proboscis 

monkeys, which lived off fruit 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 the cud in their mouths. 

The proboscis monkeys don’t always chew their cud though.  This rumination 

usually happened when he spent more time eating, suggesting that regurgitation 

helps the monkeys deal with more food and possibly helped them eat more. 

http://www.livescience.com/13472-proboscis-monkey-eats-regurgitation.html
http://www.livescience.com/13472-proboscis-monkey-eats-regurgitation.html
http://www.livescience.com/13472-proboscis-monkey-eats-regurgitation.html
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Capybaras & Cows 

If there is one thing that Americans know about the environment of Brazil, it is the 

decimation of Amazon forests for ranching and agriculture. But what if I told you 

that there is a place in Brazil where cattle graze on native grasses seasonally 

replenished by an annual flooding cycle, where ranches are dotted with lakes full 

of fish, where rivers support giant river otters and where forests line riverbanks 

and form highways for jaguars and other rare species? 

This place, the Pantanal, is the vast, low-lying alluvial plain of the Alto Paraguay 

River, one of South America's mightiest waterways, which is born on the 

surrounding highlands, courses through the immense lowlands of the Pantanal 

basin, and joins the Paraná River before draining into the southern Atlantic 

Ocean.  

The traditional way of life in the Pantanal for nearly two centuries has been 

ranching. Typical ranches are quite large and include extensions of seasonally 

flooded grasslands, small lakes and "cordilheira" forests — patches of forest 

occupying land just high enough to avoid flooding. These forests provide food 

(especially fruiting trees), habitat and connectivity to other patches of forest for 

wildlife. 

In some cases, these forests form very long corridors across multiple ranches 

running hundreds of kilometers.  And these corridors are used by white-lipped 

peccaries, an important "indicator species" that reveals much about the health of 

the ecosystem.  

http://www.livescience.com/27301-jaguars.html
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Kashmir Musk Deer 

An endangered deer with vampire-like fangs was spotted for the first time in 

nearly 60 years, in a remote forest in northeastern Afghanistan. 

The fanged creature is known as the Kashmir musk deer, and it's native to the 

Himalayas of northern India, Pakistan's Kashmir region and northern 

Afghanistan. Only the male deer have fangs, and they use them during mating 

season to compete for females.  

During recent surveys, researchers spotted a single male Kashmir musk deer 

near the same area three separate times. They also recorded one female and 

her baby, and saw a second single female that they think may have been the 

same deer, without her baby. The researchers also found the carcass of a 

poached female deer. 

Three decades of war have ravaged Nuristan province, and the continued 

violence and political instability make the black-market trade of musk deer scent 

glands uncontrollable.  

But poaching isn't the only threat this rare Afghan species faces; human 

development has fragmented the musk deer's habitat. They rely on mountainous, 

coniferous forests, but deforestation and human settlements are encroaching 

upon the species' vanishing home.  In fact, more than 50% of their native range 

has been lost since 1970. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/37201-deer-pee-changing-forests.html
http://www.livescience.com/14800-wildlife-survives-wartime-afghanistan.html
http://www.livescience.com/14800-wildlife-survives-wartime-afghanistan.html
http://www.livescience.com/30948-camera-trap-images-persian-leopard.html
http://www.livescience.com/48585-fanged-deer-sighting-afghanistan.html
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Hagfish 

This nasty creature may be even scarier than its name suggests. The Atlantic 

Hagfish bores a hole in dead or dying fish and munches away at its internal 

organs and muscles. Yet despite its horrifying habits, the hagfish plays a critical 

role in cleaning the ocean floor and recycling nutrients. 

As primitive, tubelike scavengers that feed on dead and dying animals, hagfish 

are hardly charismatic or appealing, so the discovery that at least 12 percent of 

hagfish species face an elevated risk of extinction may not tug on the 

heartstrings. 

But conservationists are concerned.  

Hagfish are a great example of one of those 'not-so-cute' species that play a vital 

role in ecosystem health. 

Recent studies found that of 76 species of hagfish worldwide, nine qualified as 

endangered.  The study indicates that fishing is the primary direct and indirect 

cause of hagfish declines: Hagfish are caught intentionally for food and leather, 

and they also get scooped up unintentionally in bottom-trawling nets that damage 

their habitat on the seafloor.  

In addition to working as clean-up crew, hagfish are also important prey for other 

fish, seabirds and marine mammals. Stock of other commercial species, such as 

flounder, plummeted when fishing pressure focused on hagfish in certain 

locations in the northwest Atlantic Ocean. 

http://www.livescience.com/15291-hagfish-threatened-endangered-fishing-scavengers.html
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Galapagos Comeback 

Giant tortoises that were once driven to the brink of extinction on a tiny 

Galápagos island have made an amazing comeback. 

The tortoise population on the island of Española dwindled to just 15 animals in 

the 1960s, because of damage to their habitat caused by feral goats. Then, 

about 40 years ago, captive-bred tortoises were released on the island, and now 

there are about 1,000 of them living and breeding in the wild. 

Whalers hunted the tortoises on Española for food. Fishermen later brought 

goats to the island in the late 1800s, devastating the native ecosystem and the 

tortoises along with it. By the 1960s, only a couple of handfuls of the colossal 

reptiles were left. 

To fix the problem, the first order of business was to eradicate the goats. 

Meanwhile, the Galápagos National Park Service reintroduced captive-bred 

tortoises to the island, and marked and recaptured them over the years. 

And the tortoises are breeding. Some of the younger animals found in the last 

five to 10 years weren't bred in captivity.   

However, scientists have found that over the past 150 years or so, there's been a 

shift in the flora from grasses to small trees and shrubs. These woody plants 

prevent the growth of cacti, which are staples of the tortoise's diet.  So even 

though the tortoises are rebounding, it will take a lot longer for the ecosystem to 

bounce back and the tortoise population can fully recover, Gibbs said. 

http://www.livescience.com/17807-galapagos-tortoise-reappears.html
http://www.livescience.com/37903-lonesome-george-preserved-new-york.html
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How Cats Were Domesticated 

Thousands of years ago, a wildcat first started lingering on the outskirts of a 

human camp, perhaps to eat the mice living in people's granaries. Now, billions 

of house pets later, researchers have revealed the genetic roots of the special 

relationship between humans and cats. 

Cats and humans go way back: Some studies suggest cats were first 

domesticated about 9,000 years ago in the Near East, while others trace cat 

domestication back to China around 5,000 years ago. 

But though the relationship between you and your kitty may seem completely 

natural, domestication is an extreme rarity in the animal world. Humans have 

only domesticated a handful of animals — such as the dog, cow, chicken, sheep 

and goat — and scientists did not know which genes were involved in the 

domestication process. 

So scientists sequenced the genomes of several other domestic cats and two 

species of wildcat, and compared them to the genomes for the tiger, the dog and 

many other animals.  In domestic cats, genes linked to motivation and fear had 

faced strong evolutionary pressure over history, leading the cats to be less shy 

and more driven by rewards. 

As a result, researchers began to unravel the changes in the genome that have 

led to domestication or, more correctly, to the adaptation of the ancestors of 

domestic cats that allowed them to associate with humans and thus gain both 

protection from their predators and an ample food supply of rodents. 

http://www.livescience.com/41984-cats-domesticated-china.html
http://www.livescience.com/41984-cats-domesticated-china.html
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World’s Deadliest Spider 

Every few months, almost like clockwork, a media hype about arachnophibia 

arises in the press. But we rarely find a balanced story about deadly spiders. Just 

how toxic are they, really?  

Of all the spiders whose toxicity is currently known, probably the most toxic are 

the funnel-web spiders of Australia. Their bites are lethal to small children within 

minutes or hours and adults within 24 hours – but, having said this, there have 

been no Australian fatalities since anti-venom was developed. 

Black widow spiders cause a fair bit of morbidity. However, death from widow 

bite is pretty much a thing of the past as supportive care and anti-venom has 

provided tremendous relief. One mitigating factor is that deaths during the early 

part of the 20th century may have been due to bites that occurred in men in 

outhouses bitten on dangling genitalia where thin skin and heavy vasculisation 

allowed for quick introduction of venom. Indoor plumbing has minimized widow 

bites. 

Brown recluse spiders have a widespread reputation for causing damage, but, 

like with other spiders, there is a great deal of exaggeration. Most recluse bites 

cause only minor problems. About 10% develop significant skin necrosis but 

even so, experts recommend these can be treated with minimal intervention. 

Fewer than than 1% of recluse bites become systemic, typically in children, and 

can cause death in 12 to 30 hours. However, dialysis and hydration can reverse 

the systemic effects. 
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Pangolin Medicine 

Eight species of pangolin live across most of Africa, India, southern China and 

Southeast Asia. 

Despite their recognition as an endangered species and the supposed protection 

that brings, pangolin are now thought to be the most trafficked wild mammal 

species in the world. Their scales have been used for millennia in Asian 

medicine. When roasted, they are alleged to detoxify and drain pus, relieve 

palsy, and stimulate lactation. The animals are either traded alive (involving 

appalling cruelty) or killed and their scales removed to meet culinary and 

medicinal demand in East and Southeast Asia.  

In parts of Africa, scales are also used as a kind of traditional medicine known as 

“muti”, and African pangolins are also being increasingly exploited to satisfy 

growing demands from Asia. In July 2014 customs officials in Vietnam seized an 

astonishing 1.4 tons of dried pangolin scales from a cargo ship arriving from 

Sierra Leone. 

Each pangolin yields only about half a kilo of scales; the arithmetic of pending 

extinction is thus simple for a species that bears only one offspring per year. That 

single shipment seized was the result of the illegal slaughter of 3000 African 

pangolins. 

The illegal trade in wildlife is big business, worth an estimated US$23 billion 

according to the UN. And though big animals like elephants, rhinos and tigers get 

all the press, they only account for about 10% of illegal poaching.  The burden is 

clearly on the smaller, less well known species. 

http://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2014/04/opinion/sutter-change-the-list-pangolin-trafficking/index.html?hpt=hp_t5
http://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2014/04/opinion/sutter-change-the-list-pangolin-trafficking/index.html?hpt=hp_t5
http://www.thanhniennews.com/society/big-haul-of-pangolin-scales-seized-in-vietnams-port-29089.html
http://www.thanhniennews.com/society/big-haul-of-pangolin-scales-seized-in-vietnams-port-29089.html
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Flamingo Mating 

Flamingos are perhaps the most easily recognizable birds in the world thanks to 

their flamboyant feathers, which range from light pink to bright red. But are these 

birds' mating behaviors just as flashy as their looks?  

Six species of flamingos exist today — four live in parts of South America, the 

Yucatán and along the Galapagos Islands, and two species can be found in 

Africa, the Middle East and India. The birds don't have a distinct mating season, 

and instead breed when water levels and food availability in the wetlands are just 

right. 

Flamingos are highly social animals that live in huge colonies, often consisting of 

thousands of birds. But when the adults decide to mate, the entire colony doesn't 

commence with their courtship rituals all at once.  But the flamingos do display in 

groups, composed of tens to hundreds of individuals. 

To attract mates, both males and females participate in elaborate group dances, 

which consist of several different moves.  

Flamingos get the vibrant colors of their feathers from pigmented compounds 

called carotenoids, which they co-opt from the algae and small invertebrates they 

eat.  

Interestingly, flamingos are generally monogamous, with mating pairs staying 

true to their partners and cooperatively building nests and incubating eggs — for 

that single season, at least. But most adults find new mates each year. 

http://www.livescience.com/48646-animal-sex-flamingos.html
http://www.livescience.com/27322-flamingos.html
http://www.livescience.com/48646-animal-sex-flamingos.html
http://www.livescience.com/48646-animal-sex-flamingos.html
http://www.livescience.com/32968-why-are-flamingos-pink.html
http://www.livescience.com/32968-why-are-flamingos-pink.html


 
     90 Second Naturalist – December 2014 Scripts 
 
 

©2014 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Sonar Jamming Bats 

Just like Navy engineers who jam the sonar of enemy ships, bats can jam the 

signals of other bats to ward off competition for food. 

Bats hunt by echolocation, which means they emit high-pitched sounds and listen 

to the echoes that bounce off their prey. But competition for food can be fierce, 

and Mexican free-tailed bats emit a special call that can interfere with the sonar 

of other bats that are pursuing a meal. 

They get into amazing aerial dogfights in which one will jam the other, who in turn 

will jam back. 

Scientists studied this using high-speed infrared cameras and microphone 

arrays, examining the relationship between the bats and their moth prey.  They 

noticed the bats produced a strange sound, which they only made when another 

bat was homing in on the moth. 

It sweeps through the frequency range that bats use, and that’s the standard 

method used to jam man made sonar and radar.  It's called "sweep jamming.” 

When a bat is right about to nab its prey, it emits a "terminal buzz" that is thought 

to help it lock on to its meal's location. The scientists played the jamming signals 

both during the terminal buzz and also at other times during the hunt.  And bats 

that heard the jamming signal right when they were about to reach a moth meal 

were 86 percent more likely to miss. 

http://www.livescience.com/48658-bats-jam-signals-of-competition.html
http://www.livescience.com/48658-bats-jam-signals-of-competition.html
http://www.livescience.com/17240-bats-sonar-echolocation.html
http://www.livescience.com/47345-dolphins-squeal-with-delight.html
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Saving Bees 

Bees are big business.  Pollinators contribute more than $24 billion to the U.S. 

economy. A little more than one-third of that total comes from wild pollinators, 

such as native bumblebees and exotic alfalfa leafcutter bees. In all, there are 

more than 20,000 know species of bees, worldwide. 

The list of crops that simply won’t grow without honey bees is a long one: Apples, 

cucumbers, broccoli, onions, pumpkins, carrots, avocados, almonds … and it 

goes on. 

Beekeepers first sounded the alarm about disappearing bees in 2006. Seemingly 

healthy bees were simply abandoning their hives en masse, never to return. 

Researchers call the mass disappearance Colony Collapse Disorder, and they 

estimate that nearly one-third of all honey bee colonies in the country have 

vanished. 

Why are the bees leaving? Scientists studying the disorder believe a combination 

of factors could be making bees sick, including pesticide exposure, invasive 

parasitic mites, an inadequate food supply and a new virus that targets bees' 

immune systems.  

Although the U.S. Department of Agriculture has allotted $20 million over the 

next five years for research, that amount pales in comparison with the potential 

loss of crops that bees pollinate every year. And the USDA has so far failed to 

aggressively seek out a solution. 

If we don’t act now to save the honey bee, it might be too late. And no honey 

bees will mean no more of your favorite fruits and vegetables. 

http://www.livescience.com/48655-getting-the-buzz-on-bees.html
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Falcons and parrots linked 

 
When a falcon swoops from the sky to seize its fleeing prey, no one would 

mistake the sleek predator for a gaudy parrot. 

Yet the secret kinship of falcons and parrots is one of many surprises geneticists 

found when examining the avian family tree. 

Birds are all around us, having evolved into a dazzling variety of forms in every 

part of the world, but the chore of mapping their family tree has long stumped 

scientists. Many previous studies relied on painstaking comparisons of outward 

characteristics and behaviors, which often fail to reveal true relationships. 

Genetic comparisons can tell a deeper story. The researchers discovered many 

cases in which seemingly similar birds were merely distant relatives, or birds long 

assumed to be unrelated were closely linked. 

The analysis also showed falcons are more closely related to parrots than to 

other hunters such as hawks and eagles.  

So, here’s what’s going on.  Sometimes unrelated species change over time to 

share traits through a process called convergent Evolution.  One noticible 

example is monarch and viceroy butterflies.  One eats milkweed as a caterpillar 

and is whereby poisonous enough to evade being eaten, while the other is its 

mimic.  

But the case of parrots and falcons sharing the same ancestors is representative 

of divergent evolution. 
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Animal Weapons 
 
When most people conjure up an image of animal weapons they probably think 

of big things like horns and tusks.  And generally in nature there does exist an 

arms race of sorts in which bigger is better.   

 

This is the case for what are known as sexually selected weapons – the kind 

used by males to compete over mating rights with females.  These are tests of 

strength, built for one-on-one fighting. 

 

But these weapons are not always as big as you might envision.  Take for 

instance the dung beetles of East Africa.  The famous dung beetles do not sport 

any weaponry.  They are smooth headed creatures, often observed pushing their 

balls of dung back to their nests.  What’s crazy is that the males compete for 

female attention with the size of their dung balls.  The bigger the better. 

However, in the very same areas, if you dig just below the surface you will find a 

number of other dung beetle species, many of which do have very elaborate, 

twisting and curving horns.  That’s because most dung beetles live a 

subterranean life, in tunnels just the right size for two males to duke it out over 

mating rights. 

 

But make no mistake, these are no small contests.  Dung beetle males are 

incredibly strong.  A single beetle is capable of burying a quantity of dung 250 

times its body weight in a single night.  For perspective, that means for a dung 

beetle my size, it could bury 12 tons of poop!  And how about this?  In all, there 

are more than 5000 species in the dung beetle family.  
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Salmon Cannon 

I swear sometimes there are stories you couldn’t make up!  Such as . . . the 

Salmon Cannon developed by a company called Whoosh Innovations. 

Still in its pilot phase, the cannon-type device, "o'fish'ally" known as the Whooshh 

Transport Conduit, can zip fish between 5 and 10 meters per second above 

obstacles, such as dams, and toward their destination. 

The device is designed to help salmon reach their spawning grounds. 

The salmon cannon could play an important role in helping fish journey 

upstream. The tube's speed and flexibility may provide a more affordable and 

sustainable solution than other manmade waterways around dams that are 

currently used by migrating fish. 

Typically, dams have manmade fish ladders to help fish swim upstream. Water 

flows over a series of steps, and the determined fish leap up repeatedly, climbing 

up the steps until they exit into the river at the top of the dam. 

But sometimes fish will turn around if the water in a fish ladder is too warm. Other 

times, the ladder may disorient fish, causing them to turn around and go up and 

down the steps repeatedly, instead of straight toward the exit.   

But how long can a fish survive out of water? Long enough, it seems, for a 37 

meters tube to vacuum up the fish and shoot it upriver, closer to their spawning 

grounds.  The trip takes about 5 seconds, including air time at the end of the 

cannon. 

http://www.livescience.com/43171-salmon-know-migration-route.html
http://www.livescience.com/27497-fish-migration-escape-predators.html
http://www.livescience.com/27497-fish-migration-escape-predators.html
http://www.livescience.com/32738-whats-the-biggest-dam-in-the-world.html
http://www.livescience.com/47582-unusual-fish-bichir-animal-evolution.html


 
     90 Second Naturalist – December 2014 Scripts 
 
 

©2014 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Remote Sensing Amazon Tribes  

The Amazon is the largest and most diverse rainforest in the world— about 10 

percent of all known species on Earth dwell there. The long-term survival of the 

estimated 50 to 100 isolated tribes who live in the region is under increasing 

threat of disease and violence as the tribes encounter the rest of the world. 

In order to help conserve these uncontacted Indians, researchers need accurate 

estimates of their populations. One way to collect this data involves flying over 

their villages, but such overflights are both expensive and invasive, and could 

instill fear among these indigenous peoples. Another strategy involves 

encountering individuals on the ground, but among other risks, scientists could 

accidentally spread disease to members of the tribes. 

Instead, scientists investigated whether satellite imaging could monitor 

uncontacted tribes.  

The researchers combed through satellite images to look at five isolated villages 

previously identified via overflights by Brazilian officials of an area on the 

Peruvian border. They confirmed these locations and measured the sizes of their 

villages, houses and gardens. The villages ranged from a small one of about 50 

people to a large and growing village of about 300 people. 

Hopefully, this will lead to better understanding and protection of indigenous 

rights, all while leaving the tribes alone. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/21552-amazon-biodiversity-photos.html
http://www.livescience.com/48611-isolated-amazon-tribes-satellite-data.html
http://www.livescience.com/48611-isolated-amazon-tribes-satellite-data.html
http://www.livescience.com/46895-uncontacted-amazon-people-treated-for-flu.html
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Dragonflies  
 
OK, when you work with animals you come to realize that prey animals are 

skiddish and have an understandably quick flight reflex.  Think gazelles and 

rabbits for example. 

 

But dragonflies?  Really?  I mean dragonflies are the flying aces of the insect 

world and really tough predators themselves. 

However, given their size and proclivity for cruising over ponds and streams, 

dragonflies are also on the menu of predatory fish. 

Just the mere presence of a predator can stress out dragonfly larvae enough to 

kill them — even if the dragonflies are out of the predator's reach and completely 

safe. 

Biologists placed dragonfly larvae and their predatory fish together in aquarium 

tanks. The two were separated so that although the dragonflies could see and 

smell their predators, the fish could not actually reach or eat the dragonflies. 

The dragonfly larvae that were exposed to predatory fish or aquatic insects 

whose presence may have also caused the larvae stress had survival rates 2.5 

to 4.3 times lower than those that had not been exposed to either stressor. 

And the research showed that 11 percent of the larvae that were exposed to fish 

died before reaching adulthood, compared with only 2 percent of larvae that went 

through metamorphosis in a predator-free environment. 

So dragonflies may be fast and tough, but they also can be scared to death. 
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Pterosaurs 

Giant toothless pterosaurs with wingspans stretching 12 meters across ruled the 

skies 60 million years ago, and new research suggests that these ancient flying 

creatures once had a worldwide presence, and likely played an important role in 

the Late Cretaceous ecosystem. 

Despite their formidable size, the pterosaurs in the Azhdarchidae family had no 

teeth. The new research suggests they replaced their toothed relatives as the 

dominant species when high levels of carbon dioxide killed off important 

microscopic marine creatures, leading to a mass extinction about 90 million years 

ago. 

This shift in dominance from toothed to toothless pterodactyloids apparently 

reflects some fundamental changes in Cretaceous ecosystems. 

Fossil records show that pterosaurs were likely the first airborne vertebrates and 

they took to the skies around 220 million years ago. Some were so large they 

likely had to get a running start before taking off and had a hard time landing.  

The name Azhdarchidae comes from the Persian word "aždarha," which means 

dragon.  These toothless creatures lived during the Late Cretaceous Period, 

about 70 million years ago. 

Scientists know little about pterosaurs, since their fossil record is largely 

incomplete. Pterosaur bones are more fragile than other dinosaur bones and 

there are few that have survived. Most Azhdarchidae pterosaur fossils are 

preserved in soft sediment deposits, and these kinds of fossils are rare for the 

Late Cretaceous, so paleontologists have a hard time piecing together the 

pterosaur lineage. 

http://www.livescience.com/47426-toothless-pterosaurs-dominated-world-skies.html
http://www.livescience.com/44556-how-pterosaurs-ruled-the-skies.html
http://www.livescience.com/45101-first-pterodactyloid-fossil-discovered.html
http://www.livescience.com/24636-giant-pterosaurs-in-flight.html
http://www.livescience.com/37781-how-do-fossils-form-rocks.html
http://www.livescience.com/47426-toothless-pterosaurs-dominated-world-skies.html
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