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January 02 – Seawalls and Bird Habitat 

For over thirty-two years my family’s vacation is on the Jersey Shore, where we go in 

October for the massive hawk migration.  And like many coastal areas, they are 

concerned about their beaches and coastal protection against rising tides and 

increasingly violent storms. 

Some towns are trucking in sand to replenish eroded beaches and build artificial dunes. 

But more often than not, people are building seawalls in front of their homes and behind 

beaches. Often twenty feet tall or higher, seawalls currently line fourteen percent, or 

nearly fifteen thousand miles, of the United States coastline—a number that’s expected 

to grow in the coming decades as the sea level rises. 

A growing chorus of scientists and environmentalists are raising concerns over an 

unintended consequence: Seawalls eliminate habitat for birds and other wildlife. Then, 

over the course of decades, beaches in front of seawalls often narrow when natural 

cycles of erosion and sand deposition are disrupted. 

Scientists pooled data from twenty-five studies about seawalls, and found that half as 

many organisms and a quarter fewer species live on beaches and marshes in front of 

seawalls compared to seawall-free areas. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1890/150065/abstract
http://www.kqed.org/w/coastalclash/armoring.html
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January 03 – Invest in Research  

I recently was very fortunate to hear the renowned Japanese-Canadian scientist, Dr. 

David Suzuki, give a presentation. He's eighty years old now and was reminiscing about 

the heyday of scientific research which was the nineteen-sixties. Suzuki got his PhD in 

the late 50s and feels that the number one thing that pushed the support research 

forward was when the Russians put the Sputnik satellite up in nineteen fifty-nine. 

America didn’t have any sort of space program at that time, so present Eisenhower 

assigned the army to it, and they got excited and started shooting missiles -- but they all 

either blew up or crashed in the ocean. But you know the end of this story - in less than 

10 years America landed men on the moon returned home safely. Suzuki’s point, 

though, was not that achievement, but that all of the modern communication and 

technological advances that grew directly out of the nineteen-sixties space program and 

the commitment to scientific research.  

He pointed out that this is not the time to cut research funding, but double down on it.  

He was clear that climate change is not just a challenge - climate change is an 

opportunity for growth in scientific research that will lead to amazing advances we 

cannot yet imagine. 
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January 04 – Tigers on the Rise! 

 

The story of India’s tigers is it unlikely one. Despite the fact that India has one of the 

world’s largest and fastest-growing human populations - with deforestation and other 

development pressures to match - tigers in India are recovering in some areas. 

Last year, India's national tiger conservation authority announced a nearly thirty percent 

rise in the national tiger population following its national tiger survey.  Yet while India’s 

Tigers have benefited from the country’s ramped up commitment to wildlife protection, 

poaching, conflict with humans, and habitat loss and fragmentation due to development 

pressures remain ever-present dangers.  

The good news is that in the year two thousand, the governments of India and Nepal 

cooperated to establish the Terai Arc Landscape which protects eleven critical habitat 

areas bordering the two countries.  

Today, successful reforestation has led to the return of tigers in corridors like Khata, a 

forest that links Nepal’s Bardia National Park with Katarniaghat wildlife sanctuary in 

India. 

It is amazing to think that in a region as crowded as South Asia, there still may be room 

for the world’s largest cat a century from now. 
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January 05 – Head Count 

Intrepid scientists are working hard gathering new intelligence on gorillas. In the fall of 

2015, deep in the forests of the volcanic mountain range called Virunga Massif, a new 

mountain gorilla census began. 

Although the great apes face ongoing threats from disease transmission, poaching, and 

deforestation, the population in the Virunga Massif increased from an estimated 380 to 

480 between 2003 and 2010. So researchers wanted to know if this positive trend has 

continued. To find out, teams made their way through the Virunga Massif recording 

gorilla nest sites, and collecting fecal matter for genetic analysis. 

The census will provide the most detailed data set yet on the entire population of 

mountain gorillas. It will help scientists fine-tune conservation strategies, building on the 

conservation successes of the past to secure the long-term future of one of our closest 

relatives. 

Release of the detailed findings is expected in 2017. But, current estimates are that the 

population of mountain gorillas has in fact grown, some say to as many as 700. In many 

ways, mountain gorillas are the ultimate model for conservation success. 
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January 06 – Island Time 

Fewer than three thousand island scrub jays exist today, and they all reside off the 

coast of California on Santa Cruz Island, where the Nature Conservancy has worked to 

restore habitat for nearly four decades. 

But a change in climate threatens the jays' survival. The island is getting drier and more 

fire-prone -- and the mainland, just twenty miles away, harbors mosquitoes that carry 

diseases like West Nile virus that can be fatal to jays.  

Scientists are closely monitoring the birds. If any show signs of disease, 

conservationists will mobilize a vaccination program. And researchers have also 

suggested establishing a second population on another Channel Island, but more 

research is needed first.  

However, scientists know these threats are coming, they just don't know when. This is a 

big challenge for modern conservation. When should you be proactive, and how do 

different sciences and land managers evaluate urgency?  

Because for ever-smaller populations around the world, simply letting nature take its 

course is no longer the way forward. Ornithologists estimate that today there are about 

twenty-five hundred island scrub jays on Santa Cruz Island, down from 12,500 in the 

1950s. 
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January 09 – Shrinking Ice 

According to figures from the US National Snow and Ice Data Center, the ice in the 

Arctic hit a low of just over four million square kilometers this fall, well below the 

average. The low occurs as a new paper shows that all nineteen of the world’s polar 

bear subpopulations are facing trends of declining ice coverage. 

The Arctic is particularly vulnerable to extreme heat - the region is warming at twice the 

rate of the rest of the world. Globally, the past sixteen months have each broken 

consecutive heat records, and 2016 may go down as the hottest year ever recorded.  

The continued warming trend turns up the heat on national governments to speed up 

ratification of the Paris agreement on tackling climate change. To enter into force, the 

agreement must be ratified by at least 55 countries representing at least 55 per cent of 

global greenhouse gas emissions. Urgent and accelerated implementation of the Paris 

deal is necessary in order to prevent the worst impacts of climate change.  

Otherwise, southern species will continue to move north and usurp the ranges of Arctic 

and polar species. And more importantly, the global impact of our changing climate has 

the greatest and most damaging effects on people and our economy. 
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January 10 – Full Moon Effect 

The muskellunge, or muskie, is one of the largest freshwater fish in North America, and 

can grow to 1.8 meters in length, and weigh up to 32 kilos. Yet these muskies, though 

common in the lakes of North America, are incredibly tough to catch. 

Angling wisdom is filled of ideas about how to improve the odds of catching a muskie. 

Many anglers believe that muskies are likelier to bite during the full moon. Newspapers 

from Minnesota to Michigan publish solar and lunar tables based on that premise. So to 

see whether science backed up fishing lore, researchers pored over data from almost 

four hundred thousand muskie catches between 1970 and 2013. 

Muskie catches were more likely during the full and new moons. An angler who only 

fished on the full and new moons would increase his chances of landing the fish by five 

percent. But the lunar effect was even stronger at high latitudes, for bigger fish, or for 

fish caught in mid-summer. 

Taken together, the findings suggest that anglers aren’t catching more fish simply 

because more of them are out there. Instead, muskies may actually be feeding more 

during the full and new moons, making them easier to catch. 
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January 11 – Wolves on the Move 

The U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service's 2015 report on gray wolf populations found 1,904 

wolves living in the northwest region of the lower 48 that covers Idaho, Montana, 

Wyoming, Washington, and Oregon.  

And in August, 2015, northern California wildlife managers found their remote camera 

traps had bagged quite a surprise -- images of a wolf pack, the first in the state in nearly 

a century. The two adult wolves and five pups, called the Shasta Pack, arrived in the 

state perhaps from as far as 300 miles away in northeastern Oregon, where DNA 

evidence shows the pack's adult female was born. It's a testament to the decades of 

conservation that came before.  

Conservationists are working to conserve paths that can connect large, undeveloped 

landscapes, because wolves move over such large areas. And the presence of wolves 

is a validation of that work.  

Of course, many people do not welcome the wolves, fearing predation on livestock and 

other animals. However, wolves can also improve the ecological health of the land to 

which they return. Wolves on the hunt can prevent deer and elk from over-browsing 

trees, and keep midlevel predators like raccoons and coyotes in check. In many ways, 

it's amazing and surprising that there are enough wild areas left in such a crowded 

world. 
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January 12 – Monitoring the Melt 

One of the more surprising consequences of a changing climate is unfolding in the 

Nature Conservancy's Gustavus Forelands preserve in southeast Alaska, where land 

area is actually expanding.  

As glaciers melt and retreat from the shores of Alaska's Glacier Bay, the weight of ice 

pressing down is decreasing. As a result, the land is rebounding -- rising up at a rate 

faster than any other place on Earth.  

Researchers are using GPS markers and tide gauges to measure the change -- fifteen 

feet in the last hundred and fifty years. The preserve sits outside the town of Gustavus 

near Glacier Bay National Park. And as the land lifts, the ocean is receding, so the 

former shoreline now lies inland. Because the preserve's legal boundary is mean high 

tide, the property has gained eleven hundred acres of dry land since it was last 

surveyed in 1921. This is very significant in a 2,600-acre preserve.  

Meanwhile, researchers are documenting whether the loss of ice at the water's edge is 

affecting the distribution of harbor seals, which typically rest with their pups on icebergs 

that have calved from glaciers. 
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January 13 – Bycatch Killing Whales 

With hundreds of thousands of whales and dolphins dying every year after being 

accidentally entangled in fishing gear, the world must take concrete steps to protect 

them through the International Whaling Commission.  

It’s estimated that three hundred thousand whales, dolphins and porpoises are 

accidently killed as bycatch from the fishing industry every year. 

  

Bycatch is the critical factor in the recent extinction of the Yangtze River dolphin in 

China, and is the greatest threat to endangered cetaceans, including North Atlantic right 

whales, Arabian Sea humpback whales, as well as the critically endangered vaquita in 

Mexico, and Hector’s dolphins in New Zealand. 

Countless cetaceans can be saved every year if the International Whaling Commission 

takes the lead and helps countries adopt effective measures to mitigate bycatch in both 

national and international waters. 

  

In addition, there is a long-standing effort to create a vast new protected area that would 

be off-limits to whaling – the South Atlantic Whale Sanctuary.  Over fifty species of 

cetaceans inhabit the area’s waters, including seven – blue, fin, sei, common minke, 

Antarctic minke, humpback and southern right whales – that are highly migratory. 
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January 16 – Spanish Marshes Run Dry 

The health of Spain's Doñana National Park is fully dependant on water. But the aquifer 

that feeds Doñana’s marshes is drying up at an alarming speed, and its deterioration is 

affecting rivers, marshes, and lagoons, as well as the plants and animals that make 

Doñana unique. 

Experts from the World Wildlife Fund have determined that Doñana’s aquifer would 

need between thirty and sixty years to recover completely from the current 

overexploitation. That would first require strong measures to be taken to end illegal and 

unsustainable water use. 

But in recent years, the hundreds of thousands of birds that are flying from Europe to 

spend the winter in Spain's Doñana National Park find the marshes almost empty of 

water. 

The Spanish government admits that the huge underground water deposit that feeds 

the marshes has suffered a dramatic decline since the 1970s. Water governance 

around Doñana is so weak that the amount of water extracted each year from the 

aquifer is unknown.  

Meanwhile, Temporary lagoons, one of the natural features that makes Doñana unique 

in Europe, are drying up at an appalling rate. As a result, forty percent of the species of 

dragonflies that lived in Doñana, associated with those lagoons, have been lost.  
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January 17 – Swordfish Disappearing 

You have probably heard for decades that swordfish tops the list of what not to order for 

dinner. The reason, of course, is that the wild population of this marine predator is in 

collapse. This is doubly true for the Mediterranean swordfish. 

Catches of the fish have decreased by almost fifty percent in the last twenty years and 

too many juveniles are caught before they can reproduce and secure the survival of the 

species. We can’t afford to delay actions and repeat the same mistakes that brought 

bluefin tuna to the verge of collapse in the past. 

 According to scientists, swordfish stock spawning biomass -- the combined weight of all 

individuals in the stock that are capable of reproducing -- is eighty-eight percent lower 

than the levels considered safe to maintain the stock. Fish catches are twice as high as 

they should be and seventy percent of the fish caught are juvenile. 

Mediterranean swordfish is a highly valuable species for many countries in the 

Mediterranean, and the EU fleet accounts for seventy-five per cent of the total catch, 

with Italy, Spain and Greece reporting the largest catches. 

So the next time you’re out for dinner, see if you can find an alternative when they offer 

you a swordfish steak. 
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January 18 – Tough Moms 

Mammals are the most famous among animals at our parental care. Heck, the 

classification, Mammalia, is based on the way that mammal moms nurse their young. 

But other classes of animals run the maternal marathon, as well. 

The small, fish-clinging female louse has to deal with males that impregnate up to 

twenty-five females at one time. But the worst part? By the time she’s ready to give birth 

to hundreds of baby lice, she sits back, and the babies chew through her abdomen to 

emerge into the world. 

And the teensy female poison arrow frog literally goes above and beyond when taking 

on the duties of motherhood. After laying as many as five eggs, and watching them 

hatch, the strawberry poison arrow frog carries her tadpoles one by one on her back 

from the rainforest floor up into trees as high as a hundred feet. After hoisting her 

babies to the treetops, the frog then finds individual pools of water in leaves for each 

tadpole, setting up safe and individualized nurseries. 

That’s not the end of her supermom duties, though. The mother strawberry poison dart 

frog then feeds each of her young with her own unfertilized eggs over the course of six 

to eight weeks. 
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January 19 – Room to Roam 

Unlike many endangered species whose habitats are disappearing, the approximately 

160 Florida panthers remaining in the wild could move north to a new territory, but only 

if conservationists and landowners preserve the corridor for the cats to reach it.  

The Nature Conservancy has worked for decades to protect tens of thousands of acres 

of panther habitat in South Florida, including the Spirit of the Wild and Dinner Island 

wildlife management areas. And it's now working to protect 7,300 acres near the 

Caloosahatchee River, an area threatened by development. And frankly, 

conservationists, in cooperation with the state of Florida, need to get this corridor 

completed in the next five to ten years, or it'll be too late.  

In 1998, the Nature Conservancy helped protect 35 thousand acres of the 

Okaloacoochee Slough for panthers, in 2012 another 13 thousand acres used by 

panthers to cross the Caloosahatchee River were protected, and since 2015, a new 

underpass near the Black Boar Ranch helps panthers avoid cars as they move north. 

And the good news is that in late 2016, a female Florida panther was photographed on 

a camera trap north of the Caloosahatchee River. So although the predators today only 

occupy five percent of their historic range, with a little help, they can make a comeback.
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January 20 – Giant Insects 

Many of the world’s biggest insects, take, for instance, the Central African goliath 

beetle, congregate in the equatorial tropics. Abundant food, a year-round growing 

season, and warm weather are all reasons that big insects thrive in the tropics.  

For animals such as mammals, that rely on internal heat, it pays to be bigger in the 

colder climes. The smaller the surface area to volume ratio in large animals helps them 

reduce heat loss through their skin. 

As for goliath beetles, our insectarium at the Cincinnati Zoo was the first place to exhibit 

live specimens back in the late ‘70s. Until then, no one knew they could fly. Since they 

are so heavy, you wouldn’t imagine they would have the stamina for sustained flight. 

It ends up, they use it to escape. So it was, 35 years ago in a TV studio, in front of a live 

audience, that this amazing discovery was made.  

Standing under the hot, bright lights, waiting to go on after the commercial break, 

suddenly the beetle I was holding on a branch took off. It sounded like a helicopter until 

it ran out of energy after just a few feet of climbing, and fell right onto the chest of one of 

the women in the audience.  

Man, I’ll tell you, that was some live TV show. 
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January 23 – Lionfish 

Lionfish, an invasive Pacific Ocean species, have been wiping out native fish 

populations in the Caribbean Sea and Atlantic Ocean for the past couple of decades. 

Now, research reveals the Terminator-style approach to hunting that has likely made 

them so successful. 

Under normal conditions, the population of a small reef fish, like the fairy basslet tends 

to fluctuate. These fish hide in rocks and crevices for shelter, meaning they become 

more difficult for predators to hunt when the population sinks to low numbers. But when 

predatory fish move on to other areas where prey are more abundant and thus easier to 

catch, the population of fairy basslets gets a chance to bounce back, and the cycle 

continues.  

However, they get no such relief when lionfish are present. Researchers found that low-

density populations of the prey fish that were living in reefs invaded by lionfish 

experienced a mortality rate four times higher than their counterparts living in reefs 

exposed to native predators like groupers and trumpet fish. 

Lionfish, which are covered in venomous spines, are such successful invaders because 

they can tolerate a variety of habitats, and they reproduce at alarming rates. 



 

     90 Second Naturalist – January, 2017 Scripts 

 

 

©2017 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

January 24 – 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-sized 

dinosaur, contains 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 an x-ray to videotape birds as they walked through soft beds of 

poppy seeds. They could see the foot plunging into the seeds, just as a dinosaur foot 

might have sunk into soft sand or dirt.  

They chose guinea fowl as their subjects because the birds are close in size to The 

dinosaur-print fossils that the researchers wanted to use as comparisons. The video 

provided a real-time look at how a footprint was formed.  

The researchers found that the guinea fowl’s feet sank about five centimeters down into 

the poppy seeds, a depth that is almost equal to the length of the bird’s foot. On the dry, 

granular surface, only an indistinct impression remained – more of a trench than a track. 

But one centimeter below the surface, the impression of the bird’s foot was preserved in 

startling detail. 
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January 25 – Whale Wisdom 

Menopause is a downright bizarre trait among animals. It’s also rare. Outside of the 

human species, only the female members of two whale species outlive their 

reproductive lives in such a major way. 

Female killer whales typically become mothers between the ages of twelve and forty, 

but they can live for more than ninety years. Now, researchers have new evidence to 

explain why, evolutionarily speaking, these select female whales live so remarkably 

long.  

Older individuals serve as key leaders, directing young members of whale society -- and 

especially their own sons. To understand why menopause is such a great mystery, it’s 

important to recall that evolution is all about reproduction and survival. Traits that enable 

individuals to pass more of their genes on to the next generation win out.  

The question, then, was how to explain the fact that killer whale females could live for 

decades beyond their ability to pass on any genes to future generations directly. Now 

it’s understood that menopause evolved in the whales because those females help to 

ensure the survival and reproductive success of their younger kin.  
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January 26 — Sperm Whales Fend Off Orcas 

Okay, think about a sperm whale – the largest of the toothed whales – weighing 

between fifteen and forty tons. They’re like Moby Dick, right? Sperm whales have the 

largest brain of any organism on Earth, and mostly live on giant squid and other 

creatures of the deep, pursuing them with the most powerful natural sonar known. 

But get this. The thing Pacific Ocean sperm whales fear the most are orcas. You know, 

like Shamu. Also called killer whales, these guys weigh in at a comparatively petite six 

tons. But of course, orcas hunt in groups, and can kill much bigger prey. 

So while female sperm whales typically stick together in groups of about ten females 

that care for and suckle each other’s progeny, and defend their companions from attack, 

in areas where there are high numbers of orcas, sperm whales will sometimes form 

giant clans numbering in the thousands. 

Of the ten known attacks on sperm whales by killer whales, none took place in the 

Atlantic Ocean, while six took place in the eastern Pacific, and the others occured in the 

southern oceans surrounding Antarctica. This is despite the fact that researchers have 

spent more time watching sperm whales in the Atlantic than in the Pacific. 
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January 27 — Howler Monkeys 

It’s tough out there in the wild – especially for male howler monkeys. A new study 

suggests that these primates have to make an evolutionary choice. Deep calls, or small 

testicles. I swear, I’m not making this up. 

The smaller the size of the testes in a howler monkey, the larger the size of the animal’s 

hyoid bone – a structure that enables the monkeys to make deep, booming calls: noises 

on a par with those of a tiger, although howler monkeys are only about the size of 

cocker spaniel. 

The relative sizes of the hyoid bones and testes appears to be related to how the animal 

lives and reproduces. Howler monkey males that live in groups with more than one male 

invest in larger testes. Whereas those that live only with females invest in a booming, 

attractive voice.  

Curiosity about the howler monkeys’ booming calls dates back to at least Charles 

Darwin, who suggested that the males’ cries are used to attract females, which choose 

mates based on the depth and resonance of these calls. And it is likely that the harem-

heading howler monkeys use their deep calls to attract more females, or perhaps to 

scare off males that might steal their mates. As a result, they can get away with a lower 

sperm load. They compete for females before the actual mating act. 
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January 30 — Circle of Poop 

In the Southern Ocean, surrounding Antarctica, blue whales were nearly wiped out by 

industrial whaling from the 1840s to the 1940s. But now, with whaling curtailed, the 

whales are surging back. By 2066, blue whale numbers could be back to historic  

levels – 239,000 animals. 

For conservationists, this last-minute rescue of the world’s largest animals on Earth is a 

good-news story. For others, the blue whale’s return is daunting prospect. As 

conventional thinking suggests, the resurgence of these massive creatures – with their 

equally massive appetites – is creating ever-greater competition for the commercial krill 

fishery. 

However, blue whales don’t decimate krill populations, the bolster them. 

The Southern Ocean is short of iron, an essential nutrient for phytoplankton. Blue whale 

feces, however, has an iron concentration more than a million times higher than the 

background seawater. 

By defecating in surface waters, blue whales essentially fertilize their own feeding 

grounds with the essential nutrients needed to sustain their krill prey. It’s all in the circle 

of poop. 
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January 31 — Giant Otters 

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

who live in highly cohesive groups consisting of a male-female reproductive pair and 

their offspring of varying ages. Each otter has a different role in the group, and this 

complex organization provides the basis for multiple long-term relationships.  

     

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

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

three captive groups. Using microphones connected to digital audio recorders, 

researchers were able to save airborne vocalizations. Meanwhile, underwater calls were 

recorded using a hydrophone, and in the wild, this was done while the researchers 

kayaked near the free-ranging otters.  

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

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

types. These were grouped in four contexts: cohesion, alarm, begging, and “other” calls 

such as those used for mating. 


