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December 01 – Insatiable Appetites 

 

The harbor porpoise is one of six species of porpoise. It is one of the smallest marine 

mammals, weighing just fifty kilos on average. As its name implies, it stays close to 

coastal areas of river estuaries, and as such, is the most familiar porpoise to whale 

watchers. But this porpoise often ventures up rivers, and has been seen hundreds of 

miles from the sea.   

 

And even though they are among the smallest cetaceans, harbor porpoises must eat a 

lot of food to maintain high energy levels to survive in cold, northern waters where they 

live. In one of the first studies to measure simultaneously how a marine mammal hunts 

and how often it is successful, a team of European scientists attached monitoring 

devices to a group of wild porpoises in the Danish straits. The resulting data show that 

the creatures feed almost continuously around the clock, each catching hundreds of tiny 

fish per hour and as many as 3,000 fish per day. 

 

Writing in the journal Current Biology, the scientists observed that the harbor porpoises’ 

prey does not have commercial value. However, they warn that even a moderate level 

of disturbance in the busy, shallow waters the animals share with humans could put the 

cetaceans in jeopardy. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Species
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Porpoise
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marine_mammals
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marine_mammals
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whale-watching
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whale-watching
http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Mammals/Harbor-Porpoise.aspx
http://www.cell.com/current-biology/pdf/S0960-9822(16)30314-1.pdf
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December 02 – Long-distance Flier 

The globe skimmer, a dragonfly barely an inch and a half long, appears to be the insect 

kingdom’s most prolific long-distance traveler. According to research by biologists at 

Rutgers University–Newark, the species has evolved adaptations, such as increased 

wing surface area, that allow it to use the wind to migrate thousands of miles per year, 

following wet-weather seasons on various continents in order to reproduce.  

In the process, the species has created a common worldwide gene pool. The scientists 

found populations of the dragonfly with the same genetic profiles in locations as far 

apart as Japan, India and South America. This is the first time anyone has looked at 

genes to see how far insects have traveled. 

Clearly, the globe skimmer is appropriately named, even in its other common name, the 

wandering glider. 

So, this species uses its outsized wings to aid in migration and long-distance flights.  

But, did you know that dragonflies are also the fastest flying insects? 

Well, that’s how they got their fierce name – dragonfly.  Dragonflies are insect-eating 

machines who make their living on the wing and can capture and devour pretty much 

anything their size or smaller. 
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December 05—DDT Again?!?! 

Somewhere along the beautiful coast of Big Sur, a California Condor sinks its beak into 

the decaying flesh of a dead sea lion. It’s a gruesome sight, but it's not unusual—even 

ten thousand years ago, condors were feasting on the carcasses of washed-up marine 

mammals. The difference between then and now is that today's deceased pinnipeds 

come chock-full of harmful toxins, the rotting legacy of decades of poor environmental 

regulations. 

It's theorized that beached mammals might have actually kept condors from going 

extinct at the end of the Pleistocene, when they were steadily deprived of the corpses of 

prehistoric mammoths, sabercats, and giant sloths. But new research published last 

month in Environmental Science & Technology suggests that those marine scraps could 

now be putting the endangered vultures at greater risk by exposing them to an old, 

familiar foe for conservationists: DDT. 

To see if condors were ingesting DDT, researchers analyzed and compared the blood 

collected from coastal and inland condors, and as expected, the coastal birds posted 

significantly higher levels of contaminants than the inland individuals, causing them to 

be forty percent less successful reproducing. 
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December 06 – Shrinking Birds 

The red knot is a medium-sized shorebird, and one of the most colorful. It makes one of 

the longest yearly migrations of any bird, traveling fifteen thousand kilometers from its 

Arctic breeding grounds to as far south as Tierra del Fuego in southern South America. 

A long-term study of red knots that nest in northern Russia and winter in West Africa 

makes a compelling case for climate change causing what Dutch ecologists call a 

serious “ecological mismatch.” 

Writing in the journal Science, the researchers note that snow in the birds’ Arctic 

breeding grounds is melting two weeks earlier than it did three decades ago. This is 

causing insects to emerge and dissipate earlier, before hatching red knots can feast on 

them.  

Climate change keeps the birds from getting enough of the right food at the right time.   

Smaller juveniles result, and these birds later have trouble feeding on their wintering 

grounds. The survival rate among the shrunken red knots is half that of larger juvenile 

red knots elsewhere, a serious concern.  

While such competition within a species for food and nesting sites is natural, in this 

changing environment, there’s a genuine risk of losing half of the world population of 

this shorebird. 
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December 07 – Plant Losing Protein 

Everybody is concerned about the decline of bee populations around the world.  Some 

people pin it on the spraying of too many pesticides.  Others say it’s changes to natural 

habitats. But increasingly, scientists are pinning the decline of bees on climate change. 

For example, consider goldenrod pollen, which provides native bees and honey bees 

with some of their last sources of protein before winter. Protein helps bees maintain 

immunity to pathogens and parasites and is essential for wintertime larval development. 

But in the first investigation to examine how a greenhouse gas can influence bees’ 

diets, a group of U.S. scientists found that rising levels of carbon dioxide are associated 

with a decline in goldenrod protein.  

The plants’ protein levels have declined by a third during the past century. And a poor 

diet sets bees up for failure.  The study suggests that lower-quality pollen could be 

contributing to global bee declines. 

Of course, the decline of bees, just like frogs and other amphibians, is the result of a 

whole suite of causes, which overlap to make the world less habitable.  The value in 

research to understand these changes is not just to help save these wild species, but to 

hopefully save ourselves. 
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December 08 – Avoiding Mid-air Bird Collisions 

Have you ever wondered how birds fly in such great numbers but avoid head on 

collisions? 

Well, to uncover how they do it, researchers constructed a 70-foot-long tunnel outfitted 

with bright lights so that the test subjects—male “budgies”—could easily see each other. 

Using high-speed video cameras to capture every movement, they then released a bird 

at each end of the tunnel and recorded their near-misses as the budgies barreled 

toward each other. 

Over the course of four days, seven budgie pairs made 102 flights with no mishaps. And 

when the researchers reviewed the video, they saw that the birds avoided any aerial 

mishaps thanks to two evolutionary traits. About 85 percent of the time, the birds turned 

right upon approach. This seems to be a simple, efficient, and effective strategy for 

avoiding head-on collisions. 

The budgies also seemed to decide whether to fly over or under an approaching bird, 

and the pairs rarely made the same choice.  How the birds make these decisions is an 

open question; the researchers speculate that either each budgie prefers one flying 

height over the other, or flock hierarchy determines who flies high and who flies low. 
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December 09 – Penguins! 

Everybody loves penguins!  At the Cincinnati Zoo, where I work, they’re the most 

popular birds by far. But did you know that of the seventeen species across the world, 

five are endangered and eight are considered threatened or vulnerable, thanks to 

melting sea ice, overfishing, poaching, and other environmental dangers? 

And man, are penguins amazingly adapted for their marine life. Penguins have a special 

gland that filters salt out of their bloodstream, allowing them to gulp down mouthfuls of 

seawater while swimming. The salty brine is then pumped out of their nostrils, giving 

them a constant case of the sniffles and causing them to shake their heads a lot. 

Today, the largest of the penguins is the Emperor Penguin from Antarctica, which 

stands about four feet tall. But there was once a prehistoric species known as the 

“Colossus Penguin”—that stood at seven feet.  

At just over a foot tall and less than four pounds, Little Penguins from Tasmania are the 

smallest penguins in the world. 

And of course, penguins are built to swim.  The Gentoo Penguin is the fastest swimmer, 

reaching speeds up to thirty miles per hour, and the Emperor Penguin can hold its 

breath underwater for up to twenty-two minutes while scavenging for food. 
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December 12 – Disappearing Ice 

At the beginning of each fall, when the Arctic's ice is done melting from the summer 

heat, the National Snow & Ice Data Center announces how much ice remains (what's 

called the minimum annual extent). According to this year's announcement, sea ice 

covered only 1.6 million square miles on September 10th. That figure, ties this year with 

2007 for the second-lowest minimum on record.  

While the announcement of the ever-shrinking Arctic sea ice minimum serves as a clear 

visual reminder of the earth's warming temperatures, for Arctic wildlife, the picture is 

more complex. All summer long, the melting ice edge unleashes a rich food source 

when trapped algae encounters sun-warm water for the first time in months. The 

resulting algae bloom attracts zooplankton, and then small fish, bigger fish, and top 

predators such as whales, seals, and seabirds.  

Changes in the extent and timing of Arctic ice means a shift in food resources, to which 

birds are adapting and adjusting—some better than others.  But the challenges are real 

for species from polar bears to guillemots trying to find new ways to survive as the ice 

caps around them become increasingly unpredictable. 
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December 13 – Spider Silk Bird Nests  

A spider’s web is an intricate piece of precision engineering. And the spider silk it’s 

constructed with is amazing. Made from large proteins, it’s sticky, stretchy, and tough. 

So it’s no surprise that many small birds make a point of collecting strands of spider silk 

to use in nest construction—birds like hummingbirds, kinglets, gnatcatchers, and some 

vireos.  

Golden-crowned Kinglets, among the smallest of songbirds, build a tiny, square nest. 

They often use strands of spider silk to suspend the structure from adjoining twigs, like 

a tiny hammock.   

And when a female Ruby-throated Hummingbird is building her nest, she collects the 

spider silk she needs by sticking it all over her beak and breast. When she reaches the 

nest site, she’ll press and stretch the silk onto the other materials, such as lichen and 

moss, creating a tough, tiny cup.  

Hummingbird eggs are smaller than jelly beans, but the babies rapidly grow up as big 

as their parents. Spider silk not only acts as a glue, holding the other bits together, but 

it’s flexible enough to accommodate the growing bodies of nestlings.    

So, where we might reach for duct tape, these birds turn to spider silk. 



 

     90 Second Naturalist – December, 2016 Scripts 

 

 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

December 14 – Condor Recovery 

Condors may be the largest birds in North America, but they were, and still are, scarce. 

The bird was among the first animals to be protected by the Endangered Species Act in 

the 1970s. But habitat loss, hunting, DDT contamination, and, above all, lead poisoning 

continued to plague the condor, and ultimately, the species was reduced to a mere 23 

individuals in the 1980s. 

That’s when the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and their partners decided they had to 

step in. In 1987, all of the remaining wild condors were captured and put into captive-

breeding programs. 

Chicks that are hatched in captivity are typically released into the wild before the age of 

two. But reproduction can be slow among the species—females only lay one egg per 

nesting season.  Today, though, there are more condors soaring through the skies than 

there are in captivity. The population is now close to 270, with another 150 or so in 

captivity. 

So what was the turning point for the species? Chicks that were hatched in captivity and 

released into the wild are now producing their own wild chicks. That’s a major milestone 

in the march to recovery. 
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December 15 – Lightbulb Warnings 

Did you know that an estimated seven million birds in the US die each year when they 

fly into the thick cables known as guy wires that hold up tall radio or TV communication 

towers?  The birds, it turns out, are attracted by the same solid red lights that alert 

passing aircraft to the towers’ presence. The lights undoubtedly save human lives 

(preventing plane collisions), but for birds they can be deadly. 

But a new solution might protect birds and people. The Federal Aviation Administration 

has announced new guidelines that will allow towers to turn off those solid red lights and 

replace them with flashing red lights which don’t attract birds the same way. The move 

should reduce the number of bird fatalities around those towers by between 50 and 70 

percent. 

The changes will be most significant for 13 species of conservation concern, including 

neo-tropical migratory birds such as Yellow Rails, Swainson’s Warblers, Pied-billed 

Grebes and Prairie Warblers. Research published in 2013 revealed that more than 2 

percent of the total population for each of these species dies each year, thanks to 

collisions with communication tower wires. 
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December 16 – Ivory Ban Redux 

This year, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced the new federal regulations 

implementing a nearly complete ban on commercial ivory trade in the U.S. It was a 

major victory in the fight to stop wildlife crime. The regulation makes is clear that the US 

government will not tolerate the slaughter of elephants. and the global organized crime 

it feeds. In Africa alone as many as 30 thousand elephants are killed each year to feed 

the lucrative global black market for ivory. This trade threatens the survival of entire 

elephant populations, endangers the lives of and livelihoods of local communities and 

undermines national and regional security. 

Now it's critical that other consumer markets ramp up efforts to stop wildlife crime. And 

just days after the us announced the new regulations this past June, China announced 

that it would issue a timetable for the end of The year to shut down its domestic ivory 

trade. These moves show that there's an undeniable global momentum in the fight to 

save elephants. 

China and the US are showing outstanding leadership as well as taking responsibility 

for the buyers' role in this crisis. And it's reassuring to see other governments and 

entities responding to the call to stop wildlife crime. 
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December 19 – Beavers 

Quick! Can you name the largest rodent in North America or Europe? That would be the 

beaver, of course. Actually, there are two beaver species, the American beaver and the 

Eurasian beaver. They're around the same size and naturally fill the same watery niche 

where they live.  

Beavers have adapted to s semi-aquatic existence with closable nostrils and ears, and 

transparent eye membranes. Both and female beavers have a pair of scent glands 

called castors at the base of their tails. They use the secretions form these glands, a 

musk-like substance called castoreum to mark their territories. And beavers don't just 

build homes from trees – they eat them. Unlike most mammals, beavers can digest 

cellulose, which is a major component of their diet.  

Beavers were once almost hunted almost to extinction because they were valued for 

their pelts, castoreum, and meat. Beaver hats were once the height of fashion, and 

castoreum was used in medicine, food, and perfumes. But no, castor oil, a traditional 

home remedy for constipation, is not made from castoreum, but rather from the oil of the 

castor bean. 

 



 

     90 Second Naturalist – December, 2016 Scripts 

 

 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

December 20 – Giant Anteaters 

Giant anteater which live in savanna-like fields in South and central america are the 

largest of the four living anteater species and can grow over two meters when they're 

adults. They have have four sharp claws on both their forelimbs that they use to dig into 

anthills and termite mounds. Years ago we had a great big anteater in our children's zoo 

in Cincinnati that was dearly loved using its 30 centimeter long tongue to slurp up soft-

serve ice cream. 

 

The creatures assume a standing position when they feel threatened which is 

sometimes referred to as an anteater's hug. And sometimes they've even been 

documented to kill kill a human being with one of these hugs. By literally digging an 

adversaries neck and thighs, the animals are easily able to inflict severe damage, even 

piercing the femoral artery, the large blood vessel in the thigh, which can lead a victim 

to bleed to death. However, the giant anteater is classified as endangered by the IUCN. 

The biggest threat to the species' survival in the wild is habitat loss. But the animals 

which have poor hearing and vision are prone to being killed by cars traveling on roads 

cutting through their territory. 
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December 21—Dahlias 

The dahlia is one of the most spectacular of blooming plants, now found in gardens 

across the world. These herbaceous perennial plants belong the genus Dahlia.  

They're a bushy tuberous plant that originally only consisted of some 35 wild species. 

Dahlias belong to the aster family, making them closely related to daisies, zinnias, 

asters, chrysanthemum and sunflowers.  

Members of this magnificent family of lowers all tend to produce start-shaped blooms. A 

capitulum, or floral head, is also a characteristic of this family. Each capitulum is 

composed of a number of small individual flowers knows as florets. Dahlias most often 

are grown from large, sweet potato-like tubers, which grow in clusters that have the 

appearance of a group of brown carrots.  

The indigenous peoples of the world would use these tubers as a source of food 

medicine, but the dahlias with their magnificent blooms grow best in rich soil, with good 

drainage. It's possible to grow dahlias from seeds, but it's much easier to sprout them 

from their fibrous tubers. And their flowers range from two to ten inches in diameter. 



 

     90 Second Naturalist – December, 2016 Scripts 

 

 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

December 22 – Salmon Cannon 

I swear, sometimes there are a stories you couldn't make up – such as the Salmon 

Cannon. Still in its pilot phase, the cannon-type device is officially known as the 

Whooshh Transport Conduit, and it can zip fish between five and ten meters per 

second, above obstacles such as dams, toward their higher elevation.  

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

cannon could play and important role in helping fish journey upstream. The tube's speed 

and flexibility may provide a more affordable ad sustainable solution than other 

manmade waterways around dams that are currently used by migrating fish.  

Typically, dams have man-made fish ladders to help them swim upstream. In those, 

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 how long can a fish survive out of water? Long enough for a 37 meter tube to 

vacuum up the fish and shoot them upriver through the salmon cannon closer to their 

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

cannon. 
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December 23 – Common Loons 

Biologists long ago established that common loons return every spring to the same 

nesting sites across Canada and the northern United States. Now, a long-term study 

reveals for the first time that the birds are similarly faithful to their wintering sites.  

Common loons have a large winter range that includes coastal areas of much of North 

America. During the course of 15 years, scientists from the Biodiversity Research 

Institute in Maine used satellite tracking and other methods to investigate the birds' 

winter site fidelity at locations in Louisiana, Maine, California, and Washington.  

They report that the birds returned annually to the same places 85 percent of the time: 

Information that has important implications for wildlife and habitat managers. This 

finding was one of the last key unknowns about common loon natural history.  

And the very good news is that loons are on the rise. Each summer, when I paddle the 

lakes of northern Michigan and southern Ontario, I see and hear more and more 

common loons – something that was a rarity 30 years ago. If you've never heard the 

lamenting call of a loon, head north! 
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December 26 – Snowshoe Hares 

The snowshoe hare is a North American species that gets its name from its outsized 

hind legs that are adapted for a life in the snow. Its other common name is the varying 

hare – referencing their seasonal change of color. But as climate change decreases 

snow cover duration, it's bad news for animals such as snowshoe hares that change 

color from white in winter to brown in summer as a form of camouflage.  

Without snow, white hares stand out like light bulbs, potentially making them easy 

targets for predators. Now, after conducting new studies of radio-collared hares in 

Montana, researchers report that this coat color mismatch does indeed increase 

predation. When snow comes late or leaves early, hares suffer a seven percent decline 

in their survival rate due to increased predation.  

This is one of the most direct demonstrations of mortality cause that has been 

documented for a wild species facing climate change. Biologists speculate that some 

individual animals over time may be able to adjust the timing of their color molt as a kind 

of evolutionary rescue. However, such dramatic and relatively quick changes to the 

seasons will have very complicated effects of the entire ecosystem, not just on 

snowshoe hares. 
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December 27— Zoonotic Diseases 

When European explorers landed in the Americas, they brought tuberculosis and a 

wave of other deadly diseases with them. However, some strains of TB may have 

already been lurking in South America.  

A new analysis of three ancient Peruvian human skeletons that date between AD 1028 

and 1280 – well before Europeans landed on American shores – shows evidence of 

tuberculosis including skeletal lesions and curved spines. It looked as though 

tuberculosis was present in the New World before European contact, based on these 

skeletons.  

However, when the researchers reconstructed the genomes of the tuberculosis 

samples, they found the strains didn't fit into any branches of the disease that are 

commonly associated with human infection. Instead, it was branching with the animal 

strains of TB.  

So how on Earth did TB get to the New World less than ten thousand years ago? Well, 

scientists hypothesize that these three Peruvians caught the disease from seals that 

had once lived in Africa and had swum to the New World. When they plugged the seal 

genome into the TB family tree, sure enough, it was branching with our Peruvian 

samples. 
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December 28— Cheetah Pressure 

The cheetah is renowned as the fastest runner in the world.  But as cheetah numbers 

have dwindled from an estimated 100 thousand in 1900 to about 10 thousand today, 

some researchers have wondered whether the big cat's famous sprints costs it too 

much energy, ultimately harming the animal.  

Now, new research shows this isn't the case. Nor are hyenas and lions, which often 

steal the cheetah's hard-won food, to blame for the cheetah's decline. Instead, human 

interference in cheetah territory is harming the cats' ability to find food.  

Researchers studied nineteen wild cheetahs living in two reserves in southern Africa – 

one in the Kalahari Desert, and the other in a wetter area in the in the Karongwe private 

game reserve. After they captured the animals they injected them with a traceable 

isotope and then followed each cheetah for two weeks, recording the cats' behaviors 

such as lying down, sitting, walking and chasing prey. The team also analyzed the rate 

at which the cats excreted the isotopes in their poop, which allowed the researchers to 

calculate how much energy the cheetahs used in their daily activities, such as catching 

prey.  

Surprisingly, the cats spent most of their energy walking long distances to find prey. 
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December 29— Blue Penguins 

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

weighing less than a kilogram. They are also known 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 

carotene. Pores in the matrix trap and reflect light in the blue color range. However, in 

the blue penguin feathers, the beta carotene 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 used x-rays to 

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

blue color. Hundreds of the fibers line line up side-by-side in the cells that make up the 

feathers' barbs, the silky fibers that branch off the quill. 
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December 30— Nature Is Resilient 

Endangered species, from gray wolves to gray whales, are staging dramatic 

comebacks. So how does this saved-from-the-brink comeback scheme work? Actually, 

it's surprisingly simple and easy to understand. Nature is resilient.  

We are incredibly fortunate to live on a self-healing planet. You can see this in the 

reforested areas of New England, a region that was largely clear cut two centuries ago. 

Heck, your own yard would eventually go back to being a beech/maple forest if you quit 

cutting your lawn for ten years.  

I was fortunate a few years ago to author a book with Jane Goodall, by miles the most 

inspiring wildlife conservationist in history. The book is titled “Hope for Animals and 

Their World.” It tells the story of dozens of conservationists, who refuse to give up on 

critically-endangered species. These are the most tenacious people I've ever met.  

But do you know what my main takeaway was from these tireless people? It is that 

effective conservation works only when people recognize it's in their self-interest to 

protect the forest, or river, or reef, or species. From the mountain gorillas in Rwanda to 

the beautiful coral reef in Belize, when people benefit, they stand up and show they 

care. 


