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The 6th Extinction 

Scientists agree that we are very clearly at the beginning stages of a 6th mass 

extinction. 

Humans have wiped out half of the world's wildlife population in the past 40 years, and 

fished out 90 percent of the planet's big fish.  If we kept that up, we'd be destined to see 

the loss of about 75 percent of species we're familiar with within a couple of centuries," 

if not sooner. 

This is important because while human beings will probably not go extinct as a result of 

what we're doing, but rather our current way of life may not survive. Humanity depends 

on many other species and their natural systems, and their loss would lead to societal 

conflicts and economic crashes.   

But there's still hope. Only about 1 percent of the species on the planet have been lost 

in the past 12,000 years. And unlike the dinosaurs, humans can see the extinction 

coming and prevent it. 

Most of what we want to save is still out there to be saved, but we have to do things 

differently. 

National governments need to confront climate change.  We need to stop converting 

animal habitats to suit human needs.  We will survive by viewing nature as an 

investment account, where we don't touch the principal, and we live off the interest. 

http://www.livescience.com/13038-humans-causing-sixth-mass-extinction.html
http://www.livescience.com/13038-humans-causing-sixth-mass-extinction.html
http://www.livescience.com/topics/climate/
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Turkeys 

Did you know that turkeys are the largest of the grouse family?  Because turkeys look 

so big and awkward, it may seem unlikely that these birds can take to the skies — 

especially considering how fast they can fly. Over short flights, a wild turkey can top out 

at about 89 km/h, according to the National Wildlife Federation. Domestic turkeys, 

however, can't fly because they are too heavy. These birds have being fattened up over 

generations for the holiday dinner table.  

Examining a turkey's droppings can tell you if a male or a female bird passed through 

the area. The feces of male turkeys are J-shaped, and also straighter and larger than a 

female's.  Hen droppings, on the other hand, look more like a spiral. 

Usually turkeys are spotted eating acorns and other foods close to the ground, which 

makes it hard to picture them all the way up a tree. But, that's where they prefer to sleep 

in order to escape predators. Turkeys typically begin their roost at dusk and return to 

the ground at first light. 

And there's a reason that male turkeys are called "gobblers" — they're the only ones 

that make that noise! Each gobbler has a unique call that he uses to attract females 

during breeding season. In fact, most of the bird calls you hear from any bird are from 

the males showing off for mates.  Female turkeys do make distinct noises, but they 

sound more like chirps and clucks. 

http://www.livescience.com/48875-turkey-facts-thanksgiving.html
http://www.livescience.com/41484-wild-turkey-comeback.html
http://www.livescience.com/17057-turkey-facts-thanksgiving.html
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Tasmanian Devils 

Tasmanian devils are dying.  And it is a scary way to go. 

They suffer from a cancer known as Devil Facial Tumor Disease (DFTD) is a 

transmissible cancer that originated in a female Tasmanian devil. A single cell in this 

devil (patient zero) developed into a cancer cell.  

This is nothing unusual as cancers, whether they are devil or human, originate from a 

single cell. This single cell divided uncontrollably to produce a tumor (mass of cells). 

DFTD developed mechanisms to avoid being killed by the devil’s immune system. 

Again, nothing unusual – cancer cells usually develop such strategies. 

What is unusual about DFTD, though, is that it is transmitted between devils. The same 

cancer cells from patient zero have spread throughout most of the Tasmanian devil 

population, killing every devil infected to date. 

The first case was identified in the far north-east of Tasmania in 1996. Trapping trips 

instigated by the government’s Save the Tasmanian Devil Program and the University 

of Tasmania have monitored the disease as it spread south and west throughout 

Tasmania. 

Their behavior accounts for the transmission. Devils typically bite each other on the face 

and neck and the bites penetrate and cause substantial wounds. DFTD cells have been 

identified on the teeth of diseased devils and the penetrating bites can transfer DFTD 

cells. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22341448
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22341448
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320706001595
http://tasmaniantimes.com/images/uploads/obendorf_eur_j_oncol_4-08.pdf
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Stink Bugs  

Stink bug. As names go it is a PR disaster, each of the words alone hardly endearing, 

and, in combination, wholly off-putting. Which is a shame because stink bugs have a 

perky charm, a distinctive style and, for an insect, a surprising concern for their 

offspring..  

Stink bugs deserve a better name and they have one: shieldbugs. They got this name 

from a medieval knight’s triangular shield.  All shieldbug species have glands producing 

nasty smelling defensive secretions, but they are also united by many much more 

likeable characteristics. 

This group of bugs includes many species that show devoted parental care for their 

eggs and newly hatched young. The adults stay close to batches of eggs, often 

squatting over them, to fend off predators. When the young hatch they cluster together 

much like a proud gaggle of school children on their first outing. 

What provokes the greatest ire, however, is the smell. Glands between the first and 

second pair of legs release a foul odor if the bugs are threatened.  And of course the 

stink from a shield bug can be very persistent. 

Over the past decade the bugs have spread from their original home in China, Japan 

and Korea to become established as an invasive species in the US, where they are 

considered a major agricultural pest, as well as sometimes a household nuisance. 

http://www.northeastipm.org/about-us/publications/ipm-insights/a-stinker-of-a-pest-ipm-researchers-educators-team-up-against-bmsb/
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Wildlife Refuges 

In the late 19th century, a new ethos arose that combined the naturalist spirit of recent 

scientist-explorers like Charles Darwin, the transcendent values of outdoorsmen like 

Theodore Roosevelt, and a growing perception that urban industrialization was 

removing society from the wilderness world of our forebears. Within a century, that 

awareness would lead to the creation of some 200,000 protected areas across the 

globe. 

Established first in North America, Australia, Europe and South Africa, these areas were 

intended to protect spectacular natural features and wildlife, principally in areas with 

little potential for economic use. Recognition of the importance of local conservation led 

to the creation of many more protected areas in the latter part of the 20th century in 

places where species and ecosystems could be conserved from the rapid changes 

taking place.  

And in places, it’s working.  In India's Western Ghat Mountains, government action and 

strong partnerships helped drive a 300-percent increase in wild tiger populations — the 

result of strict government-led anti-poaching patrols, voluntary relocation of villages 

away from tiger habitats, and the vigilant local presence of conservationists. 

Nevertheless, while many nations talk the talk about creating protected areas, they fail 

to walk the walk for securing the right resources and necessary oversight for success. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/24308-museum-honors-teddy-roosevelt.html
http://www.livescience.com/24308-museum-honors-teddy-roosevelt.html
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Tropical Glow Worm 

Bioluminescence is among the very coolest things I have ever seen in nature.  I grew up 

in Florida, where in the fall you can kayak through lagoons that literally light up from 

bioluminescent dinoflagellates from the passing of your paddle, a dolpin, mullet, or 

manatee. 

Bioluminescent animals usually glow to either lure in prey or to warn predators that they 

contain noxious chemicals. But the glowing also occasionally serves other purposes. 

For instance, a firefly (which is another beetle species) has a blinking that is an 

advertisement - a come-hither signal for potential mates. 

Another fascinating thing I have observed in the New World tropics are glow worms.  

There, click beetles produce larvae that glow to lure in prey.  And let me tell you, 

walking in the pitch dark in a tropical forest and seeing a yellow-green glow from the 

forest floor is beyond eerie.   

The click beetle family includes over 10,000 species, but only around 200 are 

bioluminescent.  Unlike other bioluminescent bugs, such as flickering fireflies, these 

predatory larvae are constantly glowing. 

And it ends up that beetles and their larvae get their glow from the same compound that 

fireflies use – luciferon – which emits light from a chemical, not from heat.  And these 

glow worms are great predators, snagging everything from stick bugs to flies once the 

unsuspecting prey is lured near their heads protruding from the soil on the forest floor.  

And they can adjust the intensity of their glow, turning it up instantly i 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/19318-bioluminescent-light-organisms.html
http://www.livescience.com/32688-fireflies-synchronous-flashes-are-booty-calls-study-reveals.html
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Stressed Squirrel Moms 

If jam-packed highways, back-to-back meetings and too little time for "to-do" lists make 

you tense, consider the red squirrels of the Yukon . Regardless of how much food they 

have, these mammals experience a significant amount of stress when their numbers 

increase. 

During population booms, this compact little mammal breeds earlier in the year and 

produces smaller-sized litters with pups that grow quickly. But what cues the females to 

hasten their offspring's growth? To answer this question, scientists hooked up hundreds 

of speakers in the forest and simulated a burgeoning population by blaring squirrel 

chatter.  

Mothers who gave birth after the simulation produced offspring that grew at a faster rate 

than those born to females in a control group, even without additional food. This 

increased growth improved the offspring's survival chances and was driven by higher 

levels of the stress hormone glucocorticoid. Researchers discovered the latter fact by 

analyzing the mothers' fecal matter. 

The researchers now want to determine if accelerated growth is due solely to hormonal 

programming before birth or if maternal behavioral changes after birth play a role. To 

study this issue, they are developing radio collars with cameras to monitor nesting 

activities. The devices will provide a rough idea of how much attention mothers give 

their offspring through nursing and licking, two behaviors that can hasten growth. 

http://www.livescience.com/28182-squirrels.html
http://www.livescience.com/49055-squirrel-mom-stress-improves-pup-survival.html
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Bird and Dinosaur Footprints 

A detailed X-ray video of a modern bird foot is revealing the secrets of dinosaur tracks 

set down more than 250 million years ago. 

The ancient tracks, made by a chicken-size dinosaur contain strange features that are 

likely the marks made when the dino withdrew its foot from the sediment — a process 

that is impossible to document without X-rays that reveal what's below the sediments. 

So, researchers used X-rays to videotape a as it walked through a soft bed of poppy 

seeds. The researchers could see the foot plunging into the seeds, just as a dinosaur 

foot might have sunk into soft sand or dirt. 

They chose guineafowl as their subjects because the birds are close in size to the 

dinosaur print fossils that the researchers wanted to use as comparisons. And, as birds, 

guineafowl are descendents of the avian dinosaurs. 

The video provides a real-time look at how a footprint is formed — the first time anyone 

has been able to see what a bird's foot does in soft sediment.  The researchers found 

that the guineafowl's feet sank about 5 centimeters down into the poppy seeds, a depth 

that is almost equal to the length of the bird's feet. On the dry, granular surface, only an 

indistinct impression remained, more of a trench than a track. 

But 1 cm below the surface, the impression of the bird's foot was preserved in startling 

detail. 

http://www.livescience.com/49047-dinosaur-footprints-bird-x-rays.html
http://www.livescience.com/49047-dinosaur-footprints-bird-x-rays.html
http://www.livescience.com/17485-velociraptors-killer-claws.html
http://www.livescience.com/17485-velociraptors-killer-claws.html
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Pandas Are More Adaptable Than Thought 

Good news on the panda front: Turns out, they're not quite as delicate — or as picky — 

as scientists had thought. 

Until now, information gleaned from 30 years of scientific literature suggested pandas 

were inflexible about their habitat. Those conclusions morphed into conventional 

wisdom, and then guided policy in China. But a closer look revealed evidence that the 

endangered animal is more resilient and flexible than previously believed. . 

This is vital information for scientists and policymakers struggling to protect the 

estimated 1,600 giant pandas remaining in the wild. Those animals have been relegated 

to just 21,300 square kms. 

It has long been thought that pandas demanded a forest with fairly gentle slope (easier 

to mosey around in while seeking bamboo), at a certain elevation, in original, old forest; 

an abundance of bamboo; and plenty of distance from people. Those 

recommendations, however, come from often-scant research, because pandas are 

difficult animals to study. 

Now, research shows that pandas are willing to live in secondary forests — forests that 

were logged and have since regrown. They also don't seem as selective about slope, 

and are willing to climb depending on which of the many varieties of bamboo is growing, 

or what type of forest it is in. The same flexibility exists for elevation and the amount of 

sunshine that the area is exposed to. 

http://www.livescience.com/27335-giant-pandas.html
http://www.livescience.com/27335-giant-pandas.html
http://www.livescience.com/49034-pandas-more-resilient-than-once-thought.html
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Electric Eels Are Shocking 

Electric eels can incapacitate prey by producing a stunning 660-volt zap of electricity, 

but what’s really shocking is how they use that power.  

Scientists have discovered that electric eels use their powerful shocks to “remote 

control” their prey, causing involuntary spasms that reveal the target’s location and 

prevent its escape.  

Electric eels are one of several species of electrical fish but they are the most powerful, 

with around 80% of their bodies composed of specialized cells that effectively work as 

biological batteries. They breathe air and surface regularly to do so. A special mucous 

membrane in their mouths can absorb oxygen from the air, helping them to survive 

during the dry season. 

Electric eels live in muddy freshwater in and around the Amazon and Orinoco rivers and 

their vision is poor. To sense their environment, eels and other electrical fish therefore 

send out low-voltage pulses of power which they use like a radar. Electrical eels, 

however, have evolved a high-voltage charge to defend themselves and to capture 

prey. 

An eel’s electrical discharges can efficiently induce muscle contractions in fish, as they 

mimic the electrical pulses that the fish’s own neurons send to stimulate muscle 

movement. As such, the eel effectively hijacks the target’s neural pathways. 

http://www.livescience.com/49017-how-electric-eels-use-shocks-to-remote-control-other-fish.html
http://www.livescience.com/49017-how-electric-eels-use-shocks-to-remote-control-other-fish.html
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Are Pufferfish Holding Their Breath? 

Pufferfish, also known as blowfish, can quickly expand by gulping water into their elastic 

stomachs to avoid predation.   And it turns out that the fishes' puff has nothing to do with 

holding in air. 

To study this, scientists caught eight black-saddled pufferfish in Australia's Great Barrier 

Reef, and placed them in sealed tanks. The researchers stimulated the fish by gently 

suctioning, which caused them to puff up to about four times their normal size. Then, 

they measured the amount of oxygen in the tank, to check the rate of oxygen 

consumption — a gauge of whether the fish were holding their breath. 

Pufferfish, the researchers learned, can breathe just fine while inflated.  

Moreover, the fish breathe with their gills when puffed up, which means they can 

breathe as they always do, even when they inflate to the size of a football.  

But inflation comes at a cost, and can increase the fish's oxygen uptake to five times 

that of resting levels.  It then takes an average of 5.6 hours before the fish can return to 

typical metabolic levels. A tired fish is a vulnerable one, and it's likely that pufferfish — 

known for their deadly poison — may be easier targets for predators after they deflate. 

They need some powerful mouth contractions to pull in that much water, and then some 

very strong esophageal muscles to hold it in.  If it's taking them several hours to 

recover, it's not a response that they would have evolved to use every hour of the day. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/40132-underwater-mystery-circles.html
http://www.livescience.com/33983-pufferfish-scares-otter-strange-snapshots.html
http://www.livescience.com/34777-sharks-keep-swimming-or-die.html
http://www.livescience.com/41153-poison-exhibition-photos.html
http://www.livescience.com/49010-pufferfish-breathe-during-inflation.html
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Bushfires 

Bushfires are a part of life in Australia, and if you happen to be a small animal, surviving 

the bushfire is only the start of your worries. 

Survival in recently-burnt areas is not a level playing field because higher chances of 

predation puts prey animals at risk. 

The effects of bushfires are felt on a large scale throughout the landscape. Big fires 

burn away vegetation and other ground cover, drastically simplifying and altering the 

structure of the habitat. 

This simplification, in turn, affects the distribution and abundance of animals which rely 

on vegetation for food and shelter. 

This process begins with bottom-up control of the ecosystem, where the fire-effect is 

exerted at the level of the primary producers – the vegetation – and flows upward from 

there. 

Fire reduces vegetation biomass which impacts higher trophic levels from the bottom 

up. In contrast, an increase of predators affect lower levels from the top down. When 

both occur simultaneously the organisms in the middle get heavily impacted. 

Predators introduced outside their native range, such as feral species, can have 

particularly strong effects on native species. Indeed, the deleterious impact of feral 

predators in Australia, specifically of cats and red foxes, has been well overwhelming. 

https://theconversation.com/au/topics/invasive-species
https://theconversation.com/from-the-frontline-saving-australias-threatened-mammals-28337
https://theconversation.com/to-save-australias-mammals-we-need-a-change-of-heart-27423
https://theconversation.com/to-save-australias-mammals-we-need-a-change-of-heart-27423
https://theconversation.com/feral-felines-managing-their-impact-on-native-fauna-11757
https://theconversation.com/is-it-too-late-to-bring-the-red-fox-under-control-11299
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Why Birds Don’t Have Teeth 

Have you ever wondered shy birds lack teeth?  Scientists have. 

Experts looked at the mutated remains of tooth genes in modern birds to figure out 

when birds developed "edentulism" — an absence of teeth. Ancient birds have left only 

a fragmented fossil record, but studying the genes of modern birds can help clarify how 

the bird lineage has changed over time. 

Modern birds have curved beaks and a hearty digestive tract that help them grind and 

process food. But in 1861 the discovery of the fossil bird Archaeopteryx in Germany 

suggested that birds descended from toothed reptile ancestors.  And scientists now 

know that birds evolved from theropod dinosaurs, carnivorous beasts such as 

Tyrannosaurus rex, which had a mouth full of sharp teeth. 

But no one knew exactly what happened to the teeth in the evolution of these animals 

from then until now.  

To find out, researchers investigated the genes that govern tooth production. In 

vertebrates, tooth formation involves six genes that are crucial for the formation of 

enamel (the hard tissue that coats teeth) and dentin (the calcified stuff underneath it). 

They found that all bird species have the same mutations in dentin- and enamel-related 

genes.  The presence of several inactivating mutations that are shared by all 48 bird 

species suggests that the outer enamel covering of teeth was lost around 116 million 

years ago. 

http://www.livescience.com/37781-how-do-fossils-form-rocks.html
http://www.livescience.com/49109-bird-teeth-common-ancestor.html
http://www.livescience.com/49109-bird-teeth-common-ancestor.html
http://www.livescience.com/24745-archaeopteryx.html
http://www.livescience.com/47128-shrinking-dinosaurs-evolved-into-birds.html
http://www.livescience.com/23868-tyrannosaurus-rex-facts.html
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The Evolving Bird Family Tree 

More than 10,000 bird species are alive today, and from the colorful birds-of-paradise of 

New Guinea, to the iconic blue-footed boobies of the west coast of the Americas, birds 

are some of the most varied and fascinating creatures around. 

Now, a new family tree of the world's bird species reveals some surprising relationships. 

More than 200 scientists at 80 institutions spent over four years sequencing the 

genomes of bird species and analyzing them using supercomputers as part of a 

massive effort to reconstruct how birds evolved. Using nine supercomputers, the 

analysis took 300 CPU years (a CPU year is the time it would take a single computer to 

complete the task on its own).  

The researchers analyzed the genomes of 48 bird species, representing all major 

branches of birds, including the crow, duck, falcon, parakeet, crane, ibis, woodpecker 

and eagle. About 95 percent of today's birds belong to a group called Neoaves, and 

most of the species the researchers analyzed belong to this group. 

The new findings show that Neoaves underwent a "Big Bang" of evolution, with many 

new species appearing within just a few million years of the time that most dinosaurs 

went extinct about 66 million years ago.  

One of the most surprising findings was that flamingoes are closely related to pigeons, 

much more so than they are to birds that might seem more similar, such as pelicans. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/birds/
http://www.livescience.com/22475-darwin-finch-genome-sequenced.html
http://www.livescience.com/22475-darwin-finch-genome-sequenced.html
http://www.livescience.com/26757-pigeons-genome-head-crests.html
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Reef Fish Growth 

The California sheephead fish lives in kelp beds and rocky reefs stretching from 

Monterey California to Baja, Mexico. Every sheephead is born female, and then 

changes sex to male after growing large enough to defend a territory. (But the presence 

of a nearby dominant male inhibits this switch.) 

In the Channel Islands offshore Southern California, the sheephead fish population has 

bounced back from overfishing since marine protected areas were established around 

the islands in 2002. Biologists are finding more large males and more egg-producing 

(larger) females. 

And the bigger fish have bigger mouths, which is all the better for breakfasting on the 

rampant, kelp-destroying populations of sea urchins in the region. An 20 centimeter long 

sheephead has a diet that is only 2 percent urchin, whereas a 45 cm sheephead 

munches on so many urchins that they make up 30 to 40 percent of its diet.  

So, sheephead are very important players in the kelp forest. By keeping urchins in 

check, they maintain healthy kelp, which, in turn, provides habitat for many, many other 

species. 

Kelp beds disappeared from California in the early 20th century, as the predators of 

urchins were hunted or fished by the thousands. Urchins nibble off the anchors that hold 

kelp in place, and without their predators, their population exploded, and kelp forests 

vanished. 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/fish/
http://www.livescience.com/49103-sheephead-fish-recovery-overfishing.html
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Ocean Trash 

Before you throw something out your window, did you know that that the oceans hold 

more than 270,000 tons of trash? 

The detritus of everyday life has been pouring into the oceans for decades. Everything 

from plastic bags to water bottles have migrated from the coastlines, harbors and river 

mouths into the oceans, where gyres, or the ocean's giant conveyor belts, carry them to 

the most remote stretches of the seas. 

About 15 years ago, scientists discovered the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, a trash-

filled region of the Pacific Ocean the size of Texas. A recent excursion even found that 

islands of trash were forming in the garbage patch. 

In the 1970s, studies suggested that about 45,000 tons of plastic littered the ocean, and 

the world's production of plastic has increased fivefold since then. But scientists don't 

agree on just how much of the world's plastic makes its way into the ocean, or how long 

it lasts before fish, sunlight and currents break it down and carry it into the deep ocean.  

So, in the recent study, researchers looked at ocean plastic estimates from 24 

expeditions to all of the world's five gyres, from Iceland to the Bay of Bengal. 

The team combined both visual plastic surveys and net hauls with mathematical models 

for how ocean circulation would transport plastic, and compared these results based on 

the size categories of the plastic garbage. Nearly 75 percent of that weight came from 

large plastic objects such as buoys, buckets and other fishing gear. 

http://www.livescience.com/46871-plastic-islands-forming-pacific.html
http://www.livescience.com/39716-breaking-underwater-waves-cause-mixing.html
http://www.livescience.com/43650-ocean-plastic-houses-microbes.html
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Magnetic Dolphins 

Dolphins can now add magnetic sense to their already impressive resume of abilities. 

When researchers presented the brainy cetaceans with magnetized or unmagnetized 

objects, the dolphins swam more quickly toward the magnets. The animals may use 

their magnetic sense to navigate based on the Earth's magnetic field. 

A number of different animals are thought to possess this magnetic sense, called 

"magnetoreception," including turtles, pigeons, rodents, insects, bats and even deer. 

And inside the ocean, the magnetic field would be a very good cue to navigate. 

Exactly how dolphins perceive magnetic fields remains unclear.  Scientists have 

proposed that animals that use magnetic sensing may have tiny "ferromagnetic" 

particles (such as magnetite) in their body cells that react with the magnetic field and 

signal the nervous system. Although magnetite has been found in the brain membranes 

of dolphins, it doesn't prove the animals use it to sense magnetic fields. 

The magnetic blocks in the experiment had a field strength of about 1.2 tesla — orders 

of magnitude stronger than the Earth's magnetic field, which is between 4 and 5 

microtesla. More studies are needed to test whether dolphins' potential magnetic sense 

is sensitive enough to detect the Earth's magnetic field, but it’s starting to look like it. 

http://www.livescience.com/21473-source-animal-magnetic-sense.html
http://www.livescience.com/21080-loggerhead-turtle-migration.html
http://www.livescience.com/33889-pigeons-gps-cells-strange-snapshots.html
http://www.livescience.com/48060-dolphins-have-magnetic-sense.html
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Blind Cavefish 

Some creatures will go to great lengths just to save a little energy. Take the blind 

Mexican cavefish; this super-efficient animal uses almost 30 percent less energy to 

survive than its counterparts in surface waters, and it accomplishes this in a rather 

interesting way. 

The blind Mexican cavefish saves energy by forgoing circadian rhythms. Sometimes 

referred to as an internal clock, circadian rhythms help many organisms — including 

animals, plants, fungi and even certain bacteria — coordinate their behavior and 

physiology with the day-night cycle. 

This clock provides one of its most important functions by controlling metabolism, or the 

chemical reactions involved in maintaining healthy cells and breaking down molecules 

to gain energy. Circadian rhythm helps ensure these reactions occur in advance of 

when an organism will most need energy. 

But unlike most organisms, blind Mexican cavefish don't control their metabolism with a 

circadian clock.  In experiments, researchers found that unlike other fish, they pretty 

much use the very same amount of oxygen and energy whether it is day or night.  This 

is at least partly explained by their environment, which is it total darkness and relatively 

confined. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/28235-cavefish-hearing-loss.html
http://www.livescience.com/13123-circadian-rhythms-obesity-diabetes-nih.html
http://www.livescience.com/32362-what-does-fast-metabolism-mean.html
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What’s the Difference Between Crocs and Gators? 

People often ask me what the differences are between alligators and crocodiles. 

Of course, being cousins, they share many more similarities than differences.  Both are 

aquatic, principally nocturnal, predators.  They float, have waterproof skin, and eyes, 

ears, and nose on the top of their heads for their watery world. 

Both gators and crocs belong to the subgroup Eusuchia, which includes 22 species 

divided into three families: the fish-eating gavials or gharials, which belong to the 

Gavialidae family; today's crocodiles or the Crocodylidae family; and the Alligatoridae 

family, or alligators. Eusuchians appeared on the scene during the late Cretaceous 

some 100 million or so years ago. 

As for differences, of course, there are a few: 

• Snout shape: Alligators have wider, U-shaped snouts, while crocodile front ends 

are more pointed and V-shaped. 

• Toothy grin: When their snouts are shut, crocodiles look like they're flashing a 

toothy grin, as the fourth tooth on each side of the lower jaw sticks up over the 

upper lip. For alligators, the upper jaw is wider than the lower one, so when they 

close their mouths, all their teeth are hidden. 

• And home base: Crocodiles tend to live in saltwater habitats, while alligators 

prefer freshwater marshes and lakes. 

http://www.livescience.com/32144-whats-the-difference-between-alligators-and-crocodiles.html
http://www.ouramazingplanet.com/2754-alligator-facts-oapmp.html
http://www.livescience.com/32144-whats-the-difference-between-alligators-and-crocodiles.html
http://www.livescience.com/15870-rare-siamese-crocodiles-hatch.html
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Toucans 

Some animals sweat to cool off. Toucans can't. Instead, they use their enormous 

orange bills as radiators to dump heat and stay chilled.  

The toco toucan, which hangs out in the canopies of tropical rainforests in South 

America, sports the largest bill relative to body size of any bird, making up over one-

third of the toucan's body length of about 64 cm. 

All endotherms (mammals and birds) try to regulate their body temperature to be fairly 

constant.  For that purpose, they continuously balance the amount of heat they produce 

with the heat they exchange with the environment. 

But the toco toucan takes it to the extreme, as this bird can get rid of a maximum of four 

times the amount of heat the bird produces at rest.  

It works so well because the toucan bill has a large surface area over which to radiate 

heat; it's not insulated with feathers or other heat-trapping material; and it is equipped 

with a network of blood vessels for dumping or absorbing heat.  

In experiments researchers found that as temperatures rose, so did the temperature of 

the bird’s bill, while their core body temperature stayed constant.  And the reverse held 

true as temperatures cooled.  This is accomplished by increasing or decreasing blood 

flow to the bill. 

http://www.livescience.com/7811-toucan-bill-acts-giant-radiator.html
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Spider Silk 

The silk that spiders produce is five to six times stronger than high-grade steel by 

weight, and is stronger than any known natural or synthetic fiber on Earth. 

It's also extremely pliable - spider silk is able to stretch up to 140 percent of its length 

without breaking. 

For such a mighty material, spider silk is remarkably lightweight: a strand long enough 

to circle the Earth would weigh less than a bar of soap. 

The fine protein fiber spun by spiders, also called gossamer, serves many purposes. 

When some baby spiderlings first hatches from an egg, they release a lone stand of silk, 

patiently wait to be carried away by the wind and is dispersed to a new location by the 

breeze, a process known as "ballooning." 

When a spiderling lands, it will secrete silk to build webs to capture other insects for 

food.   Some species of spiders prefer to make tiny webs between their legs and then 

pounce on the insect they hope to make their dinner, wrapping the web around the prey 

in order to overcome it. This costs the spider much less time and energy than building a 

large, elaborate web. 

Some spiders also use gossamer to make protective nests or cocoons, and some 

suspend themselves on silk strands so they can travel distances of at least several feet, 

carried by the wind. And some even recycle - they eat their own web once it has served 

its purpose. 

http://www.livescience.com/32582-how-do-spiders-make-silk.html
http://www.livescience.com/strangenews/070830_ap_spider_webs.html
http://www.livescience.com/32582-how-do-spiders-make-silk.html
http://www.livescience.com/32582-how-do-spiders-make-silk.html
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The Comeback of the Peregrin Falcon 

Peregrine falcons have swooped back from a precipitous decline in the 1960s, when 

they nearly went extinct in eastern North America. A ban on the pesticide DDT, 

reintroduction efforts and the birds' own versatility allowed them to soar back. 

Part of the reason they've been able to climb back from the edge of extinction is by 

adapting to urban areas, nesting in tall buildings instead of their usual cliffs and bluffs 

overlooking river valleys. They've adapted to use these sites as artificial cliffs.  And one 

of the great side benefits to the falcons moving to town is public education.  40 years 

ago most people didn’t even know what a peregrine was.  And today, with many pairs 

nesting on buildings and bridges in cities, the species has become a sort of mascot for 

conservation success. 

Peregrine falcons are bird eating machines.  They can fly over 322 kph, making them 

the world's fastest animal, and very adept at knocking everything from ducks to 

songbirds out of the sky. 

It’s important to note that their now famous comeback didn’t happen because of luck.  

Cleaning up the environment and reducing the spraying of especially dangerous 

chemicals, along with their protection under the Endangered Species Act, paved the 

way for their recovery.  And once we humans got our act together, nature too care of 

the rest.   

Nature is resilient and built to repair itself if there is enough habitat and healthy 

environment for native species to survive. 

http://www.livescience.com/31948-peregrine-falcons-make-comeback.html
http://www.livescience.com/32116-what-is-the-worlds-fastest-animal.html

