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Dino Poop 

If you’ve ever known a graduate zoology student odds are you know that they spend an 

inordinate amount of time working with poop.  That, of course, is because there is a 

tremendous amount to be learned from fecal samples.  Even really really old ones. 

For example, two lumpy pieces of fossilized poop recently showed that some dinosaurs 

ate flowering plants during the Late Cretaceous period, about 75 million years ago. 

The two turds are a prize find, as fossilized dinosaur droppings containing traces of 

flowering plants, known as angiosperms, are rare. 

To be sure, paleontologists did a microscopic analysis showing that the fossilized 

excrements — known as coprolites — contained pieces of angiosperms.  

Flowering plants first appeared during the Early Cretaceous, and rapidly diversified 

throughout the Late Cretaceous, competing with ferns and gymnosperms (plants with 

exposed seeds, such as conifers).  The angiosperms' success likely also helped 

pollinating insects, such as butterflies and moths. 

Some dinosaurs — such as the hadrosaurs (duck-billed dinosaurs), ceratopsians (such 

as Triceratops) and Ankylosaurus (an armored, herbivorous dinosaur that walked on all 

fours) — also experienced more diversity during this time, but it's long been unclear 

whether part of their success was due to the increased levels of angiosperms, which 

could have served as a tasty and important food source. 

http://www.livescience.com/46876-longest-fossil-poop-auction.html
http://www.livescience.com/46876-longest-fossil-poop-auction.html
http://www.livescience.com/47940-big-nosed-dinosaur-discovered.html
http://www.livescience.com/25222-ankylosaurus.html
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Cuttlefish Trickery 

I recently saw the coolest little cephalopods down at the Dallas World Aquarium.  

Cuttlefish change colors for protection in strikingly beautiful ways. 

That works with some predators, but sharks and rays hunt not only by sight, but by 

sensing the bioelectric fields emanating from their prey. 

You see, all living animals give off natural electric fields just by existing. An EKG 

(electrocardiogram) at the doctor's office, for example, tracks heart rhythms by 

measuring the electrical signals that muscle cells send to each other. Sharks and their 

relatives are well attuned to these signals and can detect a bioelectric field from prey 

from more than half a meter away. Even shark fetuses can detect a nearby electric field. 

To study their defenses, researchers exposed cuttlefish of the species Sepia officinalis 

to video clips of fish and other predators looming toward them. They observed that 

cuttlefish froze, halting any movement, in response to these scary movies 80 percent of 

the time. The animals would drop to the bottom of their tanks, slow their breathing and 

close off the siphons and funnels they use to suck up and expel water as they swim. 

By using electrodes placed next to the cuttlefish gills, the researchers found that the 

bioelectric signals from the cuttlefish typically varied between 10 and 30 millivolts. When 

the cuttlefish froze and covered their body openings, their electric fields dropped in 

voltage down to about 6 millivolts 

 

http://www.livescience.com/26129-baby-shark-fetuses-detect-predators.html
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Japan Still Whaling 

I know this sounds crazy in the 21st Century, but Japan still has a whaling industry. 

Japan plans to kill 333 minke whales this year for research purposes.  They claim that 

researchers will study the whales' fish consumption and measure their competition with 

fisheries, creating ecosystem models for managing marine resources.  

 
Naturally, many nations and conservation organizations are going nuts over this move. 

Commercial whaling conducted by most countries ended decades ago, following a 1986 

ban issued by the IWC, a global organization empowered to manage whaling industries, 

evaluate threats to whale populations and oversee conservation. 

But the IWC permits whaling in international waters if the hunt is conducted for research 

purposes. Soon after the 1986 ban, Japan launched its scientific whaling program, 

conducted by the Institute of Cetacean Research. According to the IWC's guidelines for 

the research permits, the Institute of Cetacean Research is allowed to process 

byproducts of the whaling program, such as whale meat, and sell it for consumption. 

In 1994, the IWC designated the Southern Ocean as a whale sanctuary, but Japanese 

officials claimed that their research program provided exemption, even in the newly 

protected area. The hunts continued, and approximately 14,000 whales were killed 

between 1986 and 2014.  For upscale sushi basically. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/44273-minke-whale-miscounting.html
http://www.livescience.com/43338-count-whales-using-satellites.html
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Elephant Hierarchy 

You probably know that elephant herds are matriarchies, with the experienced 

grandmas in charge.  But what happens when a matriarch is killed by a poacher for her 

ivory tusks? 

It ends up younger female elephants assume the roles once held by their mothers, 

maintaining the networks that keep extended families together. 

Earlier research had established that elephant social structure is highly complex. In the 

new study, the researchers analyzed relationships within groups of elephants over time, 

to understand how their social positions and connections could grow and change.  

The scientists paid especially close attention to mother-daughter relationships. Female 

elephants are known to hold important leadership roles in elephant social groups, and 

the researchers were curious to discover how mother elephants might prepare young 

females to forge their own connections and assume adult social responsibilities. 

Scientists reported that after loss of a matriarch 70 percent of had been replaced. They 

found that they could predict which younger elephants would step into vacant roles, 

based on whose mother had previously held that position, establishing connections to 

other young elephants whose mothers had interacted closely with their own mother, 

even if these young elephants had not previously been seen to spend much time 

together. 

http://www.livescience.com/53132-elephant-daughters-keep-mothers-connections.html
http://www.livescience.com/4272-elephant-awareness-mirrors-humans.html
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Threatened Hippos 

With a name derived from the Greek words for "river horse," hippopotamuses are 

semiaquatic herbivores that live their lives in water, except for evening rituals when they 

follow well-worn paths up riverbanks to feeding grounds.  

hippos appear awkward on land , but they are fast runners for their size (much faster 

than a human) and can cover great distances when defending their territory or 

searching for food. Male hippos regularly take over a length of riverbank to establish 

mating territory. Sometimes, these squatting rights result in fierce battles, during which 

the males bellow loudly and bare their huge canine teeth.  

Despite their reputation for bad tempers, hippos are not their own worst enemies. 

Because of illegal and unregulated hunting for hippo meat and teeth (a source of ivory 

for export), hippos now have a "vulnerable" status on the endangered species list. 

Eastern African countries — including Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia — are among the 

few remaining strongholds for the world's third-largest land mammal. 

Hippos rely on freshwater habitats, which puts the animals at odds with humans, who 

have growing needs for the same. More and more land is being cleared for people to 

plant crops like cotton and tobacco, creating runoff downriver that silts up rivers and 

shrinks waterholes for Africa's remaining hippo population.  

http://www.livescience.com/27339-hippos.html
http://www.livescience.com/53079-hippos-getting-poached-for-ivory-and-meat.html
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Each Penguin to Itself 

Scientists have put miniature GoPro cameras on penguins to better understand their 

behavior.  They have discovered that the birds swim together to stalk groups of prey, 

but when it comes to catching and killing their meals, it's every penguin for itself. 

Researchers wanted to learn more about why Little Blue Penguins formed groups when 

foraging, wondering if doing so gives them a better chance at capturing their anchovies, 

krill, jellyfish.  

During the breeding season, the penguins leave their nests at sunrise and return after 

dusk to feed their chicks. 

But surprisingly, the penguins had no more chance of capturing a meal when they were 

in groups than when alone. The birds may swim together, but they apparently do not 

work together after they encounter prey. 

The researchers did find that little penguins were more likely to encounter schooling 

prey than solitary prey when the birds foraged in groups. This suggested that the 

penguins hunt in groups in order to find prey and avoid predation by safety in numbers.   

But, once they find prey, the birds swim wildly, catching all the fish they each can, not 

coordinating their attacks like wolves or lions do. 

 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/53115-camera-toting-penguins-reveal-hunting-secrets.html
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Animal Dads 
 

Lots of animals, including elephants and people, live in matriarchies where the moms do 

the preponderance of rearing the young.  But in some species it’s the dad that gets it 

done.  Seahorse males famously brood their young, for example, and father wolves barf 

up their dinner for their offsping to share. 

Male marmosets take care of their offspring as newborns — even licking and grooming 

them at birth. If that isn't sweet enough, consider this: After his babies are born, a 

marmoset daddy doesn't look twice at an ovulating female, despite stereotypes that 

male animals are always out to spread their genes. 

A father fox takes on babysitting responsibilities while the mother is off foraging. In fact, 

the males of bat-eared foxes spend as much if not more time guarding, grooming and 

rearing the young as the females. This nocturnal species lives in family groups with a 

monogamous mating pair and their young. 

Giant water bugs, also known as toe-biters and alligator ticks, are not pleasant company 

due to their painful bite. But father water bugs are dedicated to their eggs. After mating, 

the female glues a brood of more than 100 eggs to her partner's back. He'll carry his 

future offspring around for the following weeks, airing them out and combing his legs 

through the eggs periodically, protecting them from fungal infection.  
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Cannabalistic Frogs 

It's a frog-eat-frog world out there. 

While it may seem like frogs are insectivores (a long tongue snatching a fly comes to 

mind), these amphibians are actually "generalist" carnivores. They will eat just about 

any small critter they can swallow, including other frogs, according to a new study. 

It's no secret that frogs sometimes snack on their cousins. In fact, biologists have 

conducted studies showing that certain frogs eat members of their own species, in 

addition to frogs of other species.   

While scientists have known about this frog-on-frog predation, they haven't really looked 

at the reasons behind it. What factors make a frog want to hunt other frogs, for 

example? And are certain frogs more likely than others to gobble up their own kind?   

To get to the bottom of the mystery, researchers in South Africa recently conducted a 

review of the available scientific literature on frog diets from all over the world. About 

one-fifth of the 355 studies included in the review mentioned frogs eating other frogs. 

The finding reinforced what the researchers already knew: It's not uncommon for a frog 

to chow down on another frog. 

It seems that frogs, if they are in the right place at the right time, will eat anything that 

moves 

Reserchers have found that invasive species often are the ones to engage in 

anuraphagy, or frog-eating. 

http://www.livescience.com/50692-frog-facts.html
http://www.livescience.com/52086-frog-cannibalism-study.html
http://www.livescience.com/52086-frog-cannibalism-study.html
http://www.livescience.com/4820-huge-frog-eating-machine.html
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Caterpillar Poop 

Scientists have discovered that armyworm caterpillars can send chemical signals to 

plants through their poop, or frass. 

It turns out that the caterpillar frass tricks the plant into sensing that it is being attacked 

by fungal pathogens. 

Corn plants can deal with only one kind of attack at a time, so while a corn plant is 

dealing with the perceived "fungal infection," the caterpillar is left to feast on the plant's 

leaves. Normally, a plant will recognize chemical signatures from insect secretions, 

which helps the plant know when to raise its defenses. In many cases, this includes 

producing a biochemical that repels herbivores, such as insects. 

But chemical signals from the caterpillar's poop act as crafty diversions. 

To study this researchers applied frass extract to the leaves of some corn plants and 

compared caterpillar growth of those that fed on treated leaves with those that munched 

on untreated leaves. 

They then measured how frass-treated corn leaves affected defensive performance on 

plants exposed to a fungal pathogen — in this case, spores of a fungus that causes 

blight in corn.  Over time the plant adjusts to defend itself against what it saw as a 

fungal threat instead of an insect threat. 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/27802-plants-trees-talk-with-sound.html
http://www.livescience.com/27802-plants-trees-talk-with-sound.html
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Pregnant Male Seahorses 

Seahorses are syngnathid fishes — the only animal family in which males, not females, 

carry their young. In seahorse sex, the female deposits her eggs into a "brood pouch" 

on the male's stomach, where he fertilizes them. The expectant dad then carries the 

eggs in this pouch during the 24-day gestation period until he gives birth, using 

abdominal contractions to expel the live young, which are then on their own to survive.  

Until recently researchers knew little about what took place in the brood pouch of the 

pot-bellied seahorse during pregnancy.  To find out, an international team of 

researchers looked at how genes were turned on and off during the course of the 

expecting dads' pregnancies. They compared this activity with that found in the brood 

pouches of nonpregnant males.  

They specifically looked at ribonucleic acid, or RNA in the seahorses' brood pouches 

 (RNA is produced when a gene is turned on and tells the cell to build the protein that 

the gene encodes.)  

Pregnancy led to an uptick in the expression of genes involved in nutrient transport 

within the brood pouch.  Things like fats, and calcium, were transported from the dad to 

the developing fetus. 

Basically, the brood pouch serves the same function as the uterus of mammals and 

reptiles. As such, these findings help shed light on the evolution of live birth, called 

viviparity.  

http://www.livescience.com/39136-animal-sex-how-seahorses-do-it.html
http://www.livescience.com/30077-live-seahorse-birth-caught-on-tape.html
http://www.livescience.com/19044-earliest-pregnant-reptile-live-birth.html
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Wild Parents 
 
A polygamous bird that keeps a harem of up to a dozen females doesn't seem like he'd 

be in the running to win Father of the Year. But what the rhea lacks in monogamy, he 

makes up for with paternal dedication. The male rhea builds nests for his mates to lay 

their eggs in, and then he incubates the eggs and cares for the young while the moms 

move on to mate with other males. Papa rhea is very protective of his young — and at 

50 kilograms and about 2 meters in height, he makes a formidable bodyguard. 

 
Another ratite, the Emu, makes for a sturdy parent, with adults even larger than rheas 

and nearly as tall as ostrich.  And papa emus can't be beat. Dad builds their substantial 

nest all by himself.  Then, After mama lays her clutch of some six to 11 eggs, she 

wanders off to find another mate while he watches over the incubating eggs for about 

60 days. And then, as a single parent, the male cares for his emu chicks for up to two 

years. 

 

Spotted sandpiper ladies, it seems, get to have all the fun, at the expense of Dad. In this 

polyandrous species the female is much larger than the male and mates with several 

males. She stakes out her bachelorette pad where she lures in a mate. The real kicker? 

After laying her four eggs in a ground nest, she flits off to find another guy pal, leaving 

the male sandpiper to incubate the eggs and then tend to the young for at least four 

weeks.  
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Global Warming & Mosquitoes 
 

As if global warming wasn’t already bad enough, now new research shows that it is 

leading to an increased number of mosquitoes!   

 

Over the past decade researchers have documented that melting ice in Arctic ponds 

and rivers has helped shift the mosquito breeding season two weeks earlier, resulting in 

a 53% increase in their survivability.  And for anyone who has even gone on a fishing or 

canoeing trip in the far north knows, the mosquitoes were already tougher there than 

anywhere. 

 

But this increase in the parasite’s abundance is more than just an itchy nuisance.  More 

mosquitoes can affect the entire ecosystem.  For example, the migration of the Arctic 

caribou herd is already driven, in part, in order to move their calving grounds away from 

mosquito infested areas.  With more mosquitoes, the herds will likely keep on the move 

even more, which in turn affects their predators, such as wolves and golden eagles. 

Of course, nobody knows the full impact of having more of these insects in the Arctic.  

Like all organisms, mosquitoes play a key role in their ecosystem.  Trout love their 

larvae, which float on the surface of the water.  And even their role as a parasite is of 

long term value, providing selective pressure on the herds of caribou and other animals 

they feed upon. 

 

But I imagine nobody but the fish are celebrating the increase in their numbers.   I guess 

climate change isn’t just leading to a world more hot and crowded, but itchier as well. 
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Hawks Protect Hummingbirds 

This is a wild one!  Everybody loves hummingbirds.  For their beauty and their crazy 

humming lifestyles.  But did you ever think that hummingbirds would be tasty?  Well, it 

ends up that they are just the right size to be snatched out of the air and swallowed.  In 

fact, in many areas where they nest, hummers have as low as a 6% survival rate. 

So, scientists wanted to study this question, so they headed to the Chiricahua 

Mountains of Arizona, SE of Tucson, where they found out the coolest thing.                                       

That tiny hummingbirds have evolved a clever approach to home security : They use 

hawks as guard dogs. 

About 80 percent of the hummingbird nests studied were clustered near hawk nests.   

And location matters: When hummingbird nests are built near hawks, the nests have a 

survival rate of 31 percent.  

The nesting hawks provide a "cone of safety" extending downward.  Predatory jays that 

snatch hummingbird eggs avoid this cone to prevent becoming hawk food.  Also 

sometimes referred to as a “predator umbrella,” this phenomenon has been observed in 

many habitats with many species. 

Interestingly, it works well for hummingbirds because of their diminutive size.  Hawks 

CAN prey on them, but greatly prefer larger, more rewarding prey.  

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/52094-hummingbirds-use-hawks-nest-security.html
http://www.livescience.com/24126-raptor-migration-hawk-hill.html
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Sea Turtle Evolution 

The world's oldest sea turtle fossil shows that the ancient animal swam the oceans at 

least 120 million years ago, when dinosaurs still roamed the Earth. 

The now-extinct Desmatochelys padillai turtle skeleton was found in Colombia, and is 

25 million years older than the turtle from Brazil that previously held the record for the 

world's oldest sea turtle fossil.. 

To determine the fossilized turtle's age, the researchers examined the invertebrates, 

called ammonites, preserved in the rocks and sediment around the turtle. Ammonites 

were widespread throughout the Cretaceous period, which means they can be used to 

figure out how old the surrounding rock is. 

The finding that the turtle lived during the Cretaceous period could help shed light on 

sea turtle history, the researchers said. The exact point that turtles split into sea 

dwellers and land dwellers has been difficult for researchers to identify. There are few 

turtle fossils from this period, so every specimen is important for understanding the story 

of how sea turtles evolved.  Just as a number of modern sea dwelling mammals like 

dolphins and seals evolved from different land dwelling species, turtles too likely 

traveled a long and winding evolutionary path. 

Researchers haven't yet conducted tests to determine whether the D padillai fossil 

evolved independently from modern-day turtles, but paleontology labs around the world 

are studying the idea.   

http://www.livescience.com/44344-ancient-sea-turtle-bones-photos.html
http://www.livescience.com/32291-how-do-scientists-date-ancient-things.html
http://www.livescience.com/51334-turtle-ancestor-without-shell.html
http://www.livescience.com/52224-oldest-sea-turtle-fossil.html
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Selective Logging 
 

OK, while we all wish that people would just leave the Amazon alone and not log any 

more trees, the reality is that the timber industry is here to stay.  So, the onus is on us to 

find ways to log smarter. 

And researchers in Brazil have discovered that with careful management, selectively 

logged tropical Amazonian forests can actually play a positive role in climate 

stabilization.  New findings show that sustainably logged tropical forests continue to play 

a key role in global carbon sequestration, with important implications for global climate. 

Amazon forests logged with reduced-impact logging techniques can recover their initial 

carbon stock in 7 to 21 years, which is a tremendous improvement on clear cutting. 

Not to mention how important these same forests are to all the other creatures that call 

them home. 

So, why are these lower impact logging methods so important?  Well, about half of the 

remaining Amazon forest is designated for timber production.  So, while 

conservationists may dream of a hands-off approach in the region, it is essential that 

people get better at logging sustainably. 

And research like this can provide measurable scientific data that can help both 

companies and governments make better informed decisions.  Consumers too, since 

just this week I was at a Home Depot looking at inexpensive plywood from Equador and 

wanted to learn more about its origin before buying any. 


