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Spider Fangs 

A spider's fangs are natural injection needles, making them perfectly suited for piercing 

the skeletons of prey and delivering a kiss of venom. 

Spider fangs have evolved to penetrate the external skeleton of the arachnids' prey, 

usually insects, in order to inject venom. As such, the fangs have to be able to withstand 

significant forces without deforming or breaking. 

So, scientists investigated the structural mechanics of the wandering spider from 

Central America. Wandering spiders don't build a web to catch their prey; instead, they 

hunt around on the ground. 

Unlike other biological injection needles, such as mosquito and bee stingers, the fangs 

of these spiders are curved. The curvature enables the arachnids to attack from 

different directions and hold their prey in place as they inject their venom. 

The hollow, conical shape of the spiders' fangs gives them nearly optimal stiffness per 

unit volume — a measure of their resistance to deformation — making them ideally 

suited for piercing prey. 

The fangs are a composite of protein and chitin, a carbohydrate molecule found in the 

shells of many insects and crustaceans. 

Understanding the biomechanics of spider fangs could reveal how other sharp 

structures, from a scorpion's stinger to a mammoth's tusk, evolved in nature. 

 
 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/spiders/
http://www.livescience.com/41591-brazilian-wandering-spiders.html
http://www.livescience.com/41591-brazilian-wandering-spiders.html
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150 Million Acres Saved 

Some good news from the Amazon. This spring the Brazilian government, along with 

the World Wildlife Fund announced the establishment of the world's largest network of 

protected areas — 150 million acres of the Brazilian Amazon rainforest. 

For perspective as to the significance of this effort, the 150 million acres are equivalent 

to three times the size of all U.S. national parks combined. 

In all, there are almost 100 protected areas encompassing the 150 million acres of 

forest. These were selected based on the rich and unique diversity of habitats and 

species found there. Half of them are strict conservation areas, some appropriate for 

tourists, others only for biological research. The others are sustainable-use areas where 

local people can harvest natural resources , such as rubber or nuts. 

The conservation value of that amount of protected areas is cause for celebration in and 

of itself. But what's truly groundbreaking is its funding mechanism. 

An unprecedented number of partners created an extraordinary $215 million transition 

fund to help the Brazilian government manage the protected areas for the next 25 

years. During that time, Brazil gradually will increase its own to establish permanent 

financing. 

Protecting the Amazon is so important because the area helps stabilize our planet's 

climate, harbors one in ten known species, and provides a home for 30 million people.  

 

http://www.livescience.com/40513-amazon-rain-forest-trees-photos.html
http://www.livescience.com/45865-amazon-swath-preserved-in-huge-partnership.html
http://www.livescience.com/45865-amazon-swath-preserved-in-huge-partnership.html
http://www.livescience.com/topics/climate/
http://www.livescience.com/45865-amazon-swath-preserved-in-huge-partnership.html�
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Crabs Parasites 

Did you know that there is a barnacle that makes a living as a real-life body-snatcher of 

crabs. Unlike most barnacles that are happy to simply stick themselves to a rock and 

filter food from the water, Sacculina carcini has evolved to be parasitic, and they are 

horrifyingly good at it. 

The microscopic larva of the barnacle seeks out an unsuspecting crab using specialized 

sensory organs. It then settles on a part of the crab where its armor is most vulnerable, 

usually on the membrane at the base of one of the crab’s hair (called a setae).  

The larvae then transforms itself into a kind of living hypodermic syringe (called a 

kentrogon). This syringe stabs the base of the crab’s hair and injects the next stage of 

the parasite – a microscopic blob called the vermigon – into the crab’s bloodstream. 

This blob will eventually grow into a parasite that takes over the crab’s entire body. 

In fact, Sacculina takes over the host in both body and mind – it castrates the crab, then 

turns it into a doting babysitter that grooms and aerates the barnacle’s brood, tending 

the next generation of baby-snatchers as if they were its own babies.  

So, Sacculina are more than just body-snatchers – their impact extends beyond their 

hosts and affects the rest of the environment. Ecosystems are composed of complex 

networks of biological interactions, and mediating them are the parasites which are 

often overlooked or ignored.  

 
 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0022098185901546
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0022098185901546
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=4373724
http://www.livescience.com/46032-the-crab-castrating-parasite-that-zombifies-its-prey.html
http://www.livescience.com/46032-the-crab-castrating-parasite-that-zombifies-its-prey.html
http://www.livescience.com/46032-the-crab-castrating-parasite-that-zombifies-its-prey.html
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Zebra Migration 

OK, everyone’s heard of the great Serengeti migration in which millions of hoofed 

mammals travel over 500 miles, traveling with the rains in order to find grass to eat. 

 Now researchers have discovered another long distance migration In the grasslands 

and floodplains of southern Africa.  Zebra have been documented to move over 300 

miles, crossing national borders in the process. 

The discovery provides a surprising glimpse at how wildlife endure even amid declining 

populations of species around the world. 

Each year thousands of Burchell’s zebras make the trek back and forth between 

Namibia and Botswana over several months. The zebras traveled a total of 300 miles, 

tracing a natural migratory route marked by wet or dry seasons, food supply and water. 

Today's direst threats to wildlife migration include the construction of guarded borders 

between countries, and railroad tracks and highways that block animal movements and 

change their environments. A 2011 study published in Oryx described a 15,000-year-old 

zebra migration in Botswana that had vanished after the construction of fences in 1968, 

but emerged again in 2004 when the fences were removed. 

The beauty of the discovery is that the migration took place entirely within the Kavango 

Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area or (KAZA), which spans five African countries 

and covers an area the size of Sweden, is Africa’s largest transborder conservation 

area.  
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Jellyfish Mating 

With their gelatinous bodies, strandlike tentacles and other strange features, jellyfish are 

very different from other types of animals.  So are their mating rituals. 

There are almost 4,000 species of jellyfish.  Not all, but most have the well known free-

swimming gelatinous bodies with tentacles, and are called medusa jellyfish..  

For the most part, medusa jellyfish swim around in blooms or swarms made up of 

numerous individuals. When it's time to mate, the most species have a similar, 

unromantic way of going about things: The males release their sperm into the water en 

masse through a single orifice, which serves as a mouth, anus and reproductive 

channel, on the underside of their bells.  

Females then take up the sperm. In some species, females have egg-containing brood 

pouches near their orifice — the eggs become fertilized as the female swims through 

the sperm. In other species, the females eat the sperm to internally fertilize their eggs. 

But some jellyfish have a mating strategy that involves a courtship dance. The male will 

use his tentacles to grab a female's tentacles; he will then drag her around for a while 

before pulling her in close to him. Next, he will produce and release a spermatophore or 

sperm packet, and use his tentacles to pass it to one of the female's tentacles. The pair 

splits, and the female eats the sperm packet. 

 
 
 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/jellyfish/
http://www.livescience.com/39052-peacock-spider-mating-dance.html
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Spider Camoflage 

Many animals camouflage themselves to avoid being eaten by predators, but few are as 

strange as a spider that disguises itself as bird poop. 

The orb-web spider's silver body and the white, silken, disclike decoration on its web 

give it an uncanny resemblance to bird droppings. The spiders may use this disguise to 

avoid being captured by predatory wasps. 

The body coloration of many web-building spiders strikes a balance between being 

attractive to prey and hidden from predators. As part of their disguises, many spiders 

also add colorful decorations to their webs, called stabilimenta, made from prey 

carcasses, egg sacs, plant matter or silk.  

So to test whether the fecal disguise was effective, the scientists measured the color 

contrast between the spider's body, its web and actual bird droppings, all against a 

background in nature. The results showed that the spider bodies were indistinguishable 

from their webs and from the bird droppings. 

Then, the researchers blackened either the spiders' bodies and web decorations, just 

the disclike web decorations or just their bodies, and observed how often wasps 

attacked the arachnids. The wasps were more likely to attack a spider when only its 

decoration was blackened, suggesting that the spiders were, indeed, using their body 

and decoration as a disguise. 

Also, birds eat a lot of spiders and I don’t have to be a hot shot researcher to tell you 

that the last thing a bird wants to eat is another bird’s poop. 

http://www.livescience.com/21786-spider-diversity-gallery.html
http://www.livescience.com/3221-big-bird-left-big-droppings.html
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Female Scorpions are Fiercer Than Males 

Female scorpions tend to move more slowly than males, due to the extra weight they 

carry during pregnancy.  And new research shows that females are more agressive to 

compensate for their slower running speed. 

Scorpions, of course, have a sharp stinger atop the end of their long tail.  But a scorpion 

"tail" is, in fact, just an extension of the abdomen, with the stinger at the end. 

To study this researchers collected more than 5 dozen bark scorpions in the New 

Mexican desert.  They weighed the scorpions, then placed a 2.5 cm cardboard target on 

their backs and tracked how often they stung. In another trial, they measured how fast 

the insects sprinted across a track. 

No matter the sex, heavier animals were more aggressive. 

But on average the females were heavier, likely because they are pregnant eight 

months of the year and have to lug around a belly full of baby scorpions in addition to 

their own body weight. 

The females stung the target about four times per second, compared to about three 

times per second for the males. 

The males were the speedier sprinters, running about 30 percent faster than the 

females. 

 
 
 

http://www.livescience.com/21944-usain-bolt-vs-cheetah-animal-olympics.html
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Full Moon Effect 

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

can grow as long as 1.8 meters and weigh up to 32 kilograms. 

Yet these "muskies," though common in the lakes of North America, are incredibly 

tough to catch. 

Angling wisdom is filled with 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, scientists pored over data from 

341,959 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 5 

percent. 

But the lunar effect was even stronger at higher latitudes, for bigger fish and for fish 

caught in midsummer. 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. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.livescience.com/43047-great-lakes-water-cycle-discovered.html
http://www.livescience.com/45937-muskies-caught-full-moon.html
http://www.livescience.com/20130-full-moon-rising-supermoon.html
http://www.livescience.com/45937-muskies-caught-full-moon.html
http://www.livescience.com/45937-muskies-caught-full-moon.html
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Manatee Boat Strikes 

 

Have you ever wondered why Florida manatees get hit by so many boats?  Sure, part of 

it is that there are more boats that ever in and around Florida.  And yes, these boats are 

much faster than a generation ago.  I grew up on the water in Florida and in the 1960s 

most fishing boats were little old boats with little old motors.  Today, I have friends with 

bass boats that cost more than my car – and I live in Ohio! 

But the real challenge for manatees comes from their life history.  Unlike other marine 

mammals, manatees live only in shallow water since that’s where they can find the sea 

grass and other plant life they eat.  Also unlike pinnipeds, or seals, manatees never get 

out of the water.  They even sleep on the bottom, so staying where it is shallow helps 

them as they need to come up for a breath ever 20 minutes or so when sleeping. 

Also, manatees just are not built for a fast paced world.  These big vegetarians only 

need two things to thrive – warm water and green plants.  As a result, manatees are not 

nearly as fast swimming as other marine mammals, like dolphins or sea lions. 

Over the past decade, the biggest jump in manatee injuries has come from jet skis. 

 There are more than a million jet skis in Florida alone, and just like other vessels, 

today’s jet skis are bigger, heavier, and more powerful, and faster than they used to be. 

All of which makes it tough to be a Florida manatee. 
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Gooey Starfish  

If you’ve ever walked along the rocky coast of the Pacific NW, you know how iconic the 

sea stars are to that ecosystem.  Unfortunately, now a mysterious disease that is 

turning sea stars to goo has taken off along the Oregon coast, with up to half of the 

creatures being infected. 

The terrible part is that just a few months ago less than 1 percent of the purple ochre 

sea stars living along Oregon's intertidal zones were affected by the wasting disease.  

Sea star wasting syndrome causes a sea star's body to disintegrate, turn to goo, and 

ultimately leads to death. 

The current outbreak of sea star wasting syndrome was first reported in 2013 along the 

coast of Washington. Since that report, die-offs have been documented everywhere 

from California to Alaska and even along the East Coast from Maine through New 

Jersey. 

So, Wasting has been known for a long time, but usually it's very localized to a single 

site or single region.  Usually, the chances for recovery are high since the plankton, or 

floating forms, of the sea stars from healthy, nearby populations can recolonize those 

areas that were hit.  

The thing that is worrisome now is that it's happening pretty much all along the West 

Coast, even up into Alaska.  

http://www.livescience.com/41042-starfish-wasting-disease.html
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Polar Bear are Amazing 

An adult male polar bear typically weighs between 351 to 550 kilograms, or the weight 

of about five to seven men. By contrast, adult females weigh only half as much as 

males. 

But the bears are tiny when they're born, weighing only about half a kilo.  Males reach 

their adult size between ages 8 and 14, while females reach full size between ages 5 

and 6.  

If a polar bear doesn't eat for seven to 10 days, it can slow its metabolism until it finds 

its next meal. They survive off of fat reserves from their diet, which consists mostly of 

ringed and bearded seals. (But climate change is making food more scarce and driving 

some bears to cannibalism.) 

The bears don't hibernate, but mother bears live in dens while they raise their cubs. 

While mama bears are in their dens (generally between January and March), they don't 

eat, drink or defecate. 

Although polar bears appear white, their fur is actually transparent. It only appears 

white, because it reflects visible light. Under their fur, polar bear skin is actually black.  

The individual hairs are hollow, which provides insulation and allows heat transfer to the 

black skin. 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/27436-polar-bear-facts.html
http://www.livescience.com/17500-global-warming-driving-polar-bears-cannibalism.html
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Polar Bears II 

Polar bears have a keen sense of smell, which they use to find prey, the favorite of 

which are seals. A polar bear can sniff out a seal on the ice 32 kilometers away, and 

can even smell a seal's breathing hole in the ice more than half a kilometer away. 

Polar bears are the most carnivorous of all 8 living bear species.  They also the most 

active of bears.  Polar Bears are basically marine mammals and very adept swimmers, 

easily traveling miles between islands and ice floes.  However, they rely on sea ice to 

hunt, and studies predict that global warming could melt enough sea ice to lead to the 

disappearance of two-thirds of polar bears by 2050. The decline in sea ice has forced 

the bears to swim longer distances, consuming energy they cannot afford to use. 

The United States listed polar bears as a threatened species under the Endangered 

Species Act in 2008, and Canada and Russia have listed them as a species of special 

concern.  

Like many species, the polar bear has a shrinking livable range in which they will 

eventually be found.  Hopefully, there will always be wild polar bears in the Arctic, but 

just at the Mountain Gorillas live only in restricted areas of the Virunga Mountain range 

in Central Africa, it is predicted that by the end of this century polar bears may live 

solely in the high Arctic near the North Pole. 

http://www.livescience.com/15127-climate-change-polar-bears-swimming.html
http://www.ouramazingplanet.com/977-polar-bears-endangered-species-act-climate-change.html
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Endangered Polar Bears 

The largest terrestrial predator on Earth is losing the ground under its feet. Polar bears 

used to dominate the expanse and loneliness of the Arctic, which can seem unaffected 

by human presence. However, appearances deceive. The polar bear is now a symbol of 

the many species whose survival is at risk because of the effects of climate change and 

pollution. 

The polar bear might look cute and cuddly, but in fact, it is a ferocious predator that 

spends much of each year on the sea ice hunting and, in the process, covers distances 

1,000 kilometers.  

There have long been concerted, international efforts to conserve the polar bear.  For 

40 years there has been collaboration among the five nations where polar bears exist —

Canada, Greenland (an autonomous community that is part of Denmark), Norway, 

Russia and the United States.  

Current estimates are that there remain a total of 20,000 to 25,000 bears in the wild.  

And climate change, which is leading to reduced ice cover and the thawing of 

permafrost, is not the only factor having detrimental effects on polar bears. Increased 

economic activities, such as oil and gas exploration and exploitation, and shipping, are 

also taking their toll. As apex predators, polar bears are vulnerable to environmental 

pollutants, and post-mortems have shown dangerous levels of mercury and other toxins 

in the animals.  

http://www.livescience.com/17500-global-warming-driving-polar-bears-cannibalism.html
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Tusks 

Tusks, those ivory spears that protrude from the jaws of certain large mammals, are 

actually elongated teeth. Ivory, the stuff they're made of, is a type of dentine calcium-

rich tooth tissue . 

The tusks of elephants and narwhals are modified permanent upper incisors, whereas 

the tusks of walruses, warthogs and wild boars are outsized canines .  

There's no one reason that tusks evolved from teeth in so many different species. 

Elephants use them to dig and bore into trees and compete with other elephants. Only 

male Asian elephants have tusks, while both genders of African elephants have them.  

African elephants often come from a dry climate, so the need for digging tools is 

greater.  Male narwhals spar with their single tusk to impress narwhal-ladies. Walruses 

use their twin tusks like picks, to grip ice and dig up mollusks. Boars and warthogs use 

them as weapons. 

The largest tusk I’ve ever seen was in the National Museum of Kenya.  It belonged to an 

African elephant and weighed over 100 kilograms and was 4 meters long. 

And by the way, our teeth and bones are not the same thing.  Teeth are composed of 

calcium, phosphorus, and other minerals. Bones contain those, but mostly consist of the 

protein collagen. Collagen is a living, growing tissue that gives bones their a flexible 

framework that allows them to withstand pressure.  

http://www.livescience.com/33130-why-are-teeth-not-considered-bones.html
http://www.livescience.com/6634-7-strange-ways-humans-act-vampires.html
http://www.livescience.com/32893-elephant-species-differences.html
http://www.livescience.com/32893-elephant-species-differences.html
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Mammoth or Mastodon? 

Mammoths and mastodons may have once roamed the Earth together, but they 

represent two distinct species of the Proboscidean family. And while these extinct giants 

have a lot in common, they also exhibit some interesting differences. 

Mammoths arose about 5.1 million years ago in Africa.  From Africa, the mammoths 

migrated throughout Eurasia and North America. Their evolution continued over millions 

of years, eventually producing the woolly mammoth, beginning roughly 250,000 years 

ago. 

Mammoths went extinct about 10,000 years ago. Mammoths and modern elephants are 

closely related members of the same family (Elephantidae).  

Mastodons came into existence even earlier, about 30 million years ago. They lived 

primarily in North and Central America. 

While similar in size and stature, mammoths possessed fatty humps on their backs that 

provided them with the additional nutrients necessary in their more northerly, ice-

covered habitats. 

The most important difference between these two species lies in how they ate their 

food. Both animals were herbivores, but mastodons had cone-shaped cusps on their 

molars designed to crush leaves, twigs and branches. 

Mammoths, however, had ridged molars that allowed them to cut through vegetation 

and graze like modern-day elephants.  

http://www.livescience.com/34446-mammoth-or-mastodon.html
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Female Social Spiders 

Ants, bees, wasps, termites and other social insects form colonies that are often divided 

into specialized castes. These castes may include sterile workers and soldiers, as well 

as reproductive queens and males.  

Many other animals are social as well but do not form castes that are anatomically 

specialized for distinct tasks. However, differences in personalities may help to 

determine the division of labor in social animals. 

For instance, some female spiders that live together in colonies may adopt "warrior" or 

"nanny" roles, similar to how insects can form "soldier" and "worker" castes. 

To learn more, researchers investigated the comb-footed spider.  These spiders form 

colonies, hunt together and share their webs and prey. They also communally guard 

egg sacs and feed immature spiderlings by regurgitating food. 

They found there are two kinds of female spiders in this species: aggressive females 

and docile females. 

although docile females don't participate very much at all in prey capture, aggressive 

spiders share prey with docile individuals. So, Everyone gets to eat. 

But the docile spiders are important also.  Offspring raised by docile females are twice 

as likely to survive as young spiders raised by aggressive females.  Their tasks include 

guarding egg cases, and regurgitating to feed offspring. 

http://www.livescience.com/46343-spider-personalities-divide-labor.html
http://www.livescience.com/46343-spider-personalities-divide-labor.html
http://www.livescience.com/45496-weirdest-animal-moms.html


 
     90 Second Naturalist – July 2014 Scripts 
 
 

©2014 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Owl Monkey Dads 

If there were a competition for “best father” in the animal kingdom, owl monkeys might 

very well win. 

Why? Because father owl monkeys provide most of the care needed by their young; 

they carry them almost all the time, even when chased by predators. By contrast, 

caregiving from owl monkey mothers to their young is limited almost exclusively to 

nursing.  

Considering the high prevalence of “deadbeat dads” and even “cannibal dads ” in the 

animal kingdom, why — of all creatures — are father owl monkeys so attentive and 

protective of their young?  

It ends up that owl monkeys, as well as a number of other small South American 

species including tamarins and marmosets, have very devoted dads.  This is true for a 

number of reasons, including the energy required to carry the babies through the trees.  

Owl monkeys have big babies that quickly can weigh half their parents’ weight.  So, in 

order to avoid predators such as capuchin monkeys or small wild cats, the dad puts his 

energy into carrying the young, while the mom puts her energy into generating milk. 

And owl monkeys are not only devoted fathers, but are also truly monogamous — 

another rarity in the wild. An owl monkey is faithful to its mate until its mate dies. The 

unflagging fidelity of owl monkeys has been verified by DNA fingerprinting, similar to the 

type of DNA fingerprinting used in the courts to prove human paternity. 

http://www.livescience.com/46311-owl-monkey-best-animal-fathers-nsf-bts.html
http://www.livescience.com/46311-owl-monkey-best-animal-fathers-nsf-bts.html
http://www.livescience.com/2264-parents-eat-young-big.html
http://www.livescience.com/46311-owl-monkey-best-animal-fathers-nsf-bts.html
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Nocturnal Monkeys 

Owl monkeys are South American primates with a rare trait.  They are nocturnal — 

even though they were once daytime creatures, as indicated by certain characteristics 

of their eyes.  Lacking built-in flashlights, why would any species return to the night? 

Researchers suggest several potential reasons why owl monkeys may have joined the 

night life. For one thing, families of owl monkeys snuggle and sleep together in 

protected tangles of vines or tree holes during the day, and then climb into the forest 

canopy to find their favorite tree fruits at night. 

Owl monkeys, which are relatively small monkeys, hide and sleep during the day in 

order to avoid huge, day-hunting raptors, such as harpy eagles and hawks, which 

regularly swoop down from the skies and snatch even large monkeys that dangle and 

jump through the tall forest canopy during the day. Also, by only searching for tree fruits 

during the night, owl monkeys avoid competing with larger monkeys that spend their 

days hunting for the same foods. So by “time sharing” the canopy with larger monkeys 

in a day/night cycle, owl monkeys increase their potential for collecting food while 

reducing their risk from predators. 

The first thing you notice about an owl monkey is its very big eyes, which help them find 

fruits in the night.  However, the genus of the owl monkey is Aotus, which is the Latin 

term for ‘earless,’ since you have a hard time seeing their ears at first glance. 
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Penguins Face Climate Change 

Since the last ice age, penguins have basked in warmer Antarctic climates because less 

ice makes it easier for the birds to breed and hunt for food, a new study reveals. But 

there's a key caveat: Current climate change is happening too fast for their food supply 

to keep up with demand. 

Declines in some species of penguins have been happening for the past 1,000 years, 

but are getting worse as climate change accelerates. 

Researchers examined how populations of penguins changed since the end of the last 

ice age, some 11,000 years ago. The scientists looked specifically at three current 

Antarctic penguin species: gentoo, Adelie, and chinstrap. All three of these species 

prefer ice-free waters to look for food, and ice-free land to nest and raise youngsters.  

But too little ice is hurting some penguin populations now, the study found. One of the 

penguins' main sources of food — krill, or shrimp-like crustaceans — because they 

prefer to eat algae that clings to the bottom of sea ice. 

Only gentoo penguins appear to be maintaining stable populations, likely because they 

feed on more diverse types of prey. 

This suggests current climate warming ... is favoring generalist gentoo penguins as 

climate change 'winners,' while Adelie and chinstrap penguins have become climate 

change 'losers.’ 
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Humans and Chimpanzees 

The ancestors of humans and chimpanzees may have begun genetically diverging from 

one another 13 million years ago, more than twice as long ago as had been widely 

thought, shedding new light on the process of human evolution. 

Scientists also discovered that male chimps pass on far more genetic mutations to their 

offspring than male humans do, revealing previously unknown evolutionary differences 

between the species. 

In comparison, male humans only pass on three or four times more mutations than 

female humans. Overall, the offspring of chimpanzees inherit 90 percent of new 

mutations from their fathers, and just 10 percent from their mothers. 

Male humans and chimps contribute more mutations to offspring than do females 

because male mammals make sperm all their lives, while females are born with all the 

eggs they are ever going to have. This means that males can accumulate mutations in 

their sperm with age, but the females' eggs mostly remain genetically unchanged over 

time. 

One explanation for why male chimps pass on more mutations than male humans may 

have to do with differences in mating behavior. Male chimps have evolved to produce 

many more sperm than humans, possessing testes more than three times the relative 

size of human testes. This greater level of sperm production increases the opportunity 

for new mutations to emerge. 
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Pandas vs. Horses 

2014 is the year of Year of the Horse in China. But pandas, it turns out, aren't 

celebrating. 

Why not? Because livestock, particularly horses, have been identified as a significant 

threat to panda survival. The reason: Horses have been beating pandas to the bamboo. 

Pandas have specific habitat needs — they live in gently sloping areas far from human 

populations. And they only eat bamboo.  China invests billions to protect its panda 

habitat and conserve the 1,600 remaining endangered animals supported by this 

habitat. 

For years, timber harvesting has been the panda's biggest threat. But conservation 

programs limiting timber harvesting have chalked up wins in preserving natural areas. 

But over the years, researchers have been seeing uninvited guests serving themselves 

at the bamboo buffet — and they were eating like horses … literally.  Horse damage left 

areas looking like someone had been in there with a lawn mower. 

Because horses are prohibited from grazing in designated grazing areas, to prevent 

them from competing for food with cattle, some farmers have been letting horses graze 

unattended in forests. Livestock affect make up 20 percent of all of the earth's land 

mammals and therefore monopolize key resources needed to maintain the earth's 

fragile ecosystems. 
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Stinky Cuckoos 

Cuckoos are the freeloaders of the animal kingdom, laying their eggs in other birds' 

nests. But such slackers may not be total parasites. 

A study of great spotted cuckoos and the carrion crows that raise the cuckoos' young 

finds that young cuckoos secrete a noxious substance that repels predators that come 

to attack the nest. These results suggest cuckoos and crows have a mutually beneficial 

relationship. 

Researchers were studying carrion crows in Spain when they noticed a strange pattern. 

When cuckoos were present at a crow's nest, the nest had lower chances of being 

predated by feral cats and birds of prey. And when threatened, the baby cuckoos 

released a stinky secretion, which seemed to deter the predators.  

So, this chemical defense of the cuckoo turns what we thought was parasitism into 

mutualism. 

To test their theory, researchers moved cuckoos that were in crow's nests to nests 

without cuckoos. Nests newly occupied by cuckoos had fewer predators attack them 

than cuckoo-free nests, suggesting the interlopers were, in fact, benefitting the crows. 

Even so, all cuckoos aren't off the hook. There are two kinds of cuckoos: those that 

evict all the eggs and chicks from the nest of the host bird, and those that lay their eggs 

alongside the host bird's eggs without evicting them.  
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Destroying Ivory 

Wildlife experts estimate that 96 African elephants per day are being poached in the 

wild.  It’s amazing to me that after 6 decades of serious elephant conservation efforts, 

there remains such illegal pressure on the species.  All for trinkets, really. 

Some progress is that Vietnam is the latest country to destroy its stockpiles of illegal 

wildlife products. 

Officials with the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development of Vietnam say they are 

considering crushing their elephant ivory, rhino horn, and tiger bone to help curb the 

market in these illegal resources. 

Vietnam would join other countries that have recently destroyed their stockpiles of 

confiscated illegal wildlife items, often used in traditional Asian medicines, luxury goods 

and souvenirs. 

France recently pulverized more than 15,000 pieces of ivory, mostly trinkets seized at 

airports over a 20-year span. China burned six tons of ivory in January. The United 

States crushed its ivory stockpile for the first time in November. Officials in Hong Kong 

announced they would start burning more than 30 tons of elephant tusks and other ivory 

products throughout the first half of this year. 

These public crushes and burns are largely symbolic, intended to delegitimize ivory and 

send a message of zero-tolerance to poachers and traffickers. 
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