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Giant Sawfish Parthenogenesis 

Asexual reproduction is often seen among invertebrates — that is, animals 

without backbones.  Until now, evidence of parthenogenesis in vertebrates came 

nearly entirely from captive animals, usually surprising their keepers by giving 

birth despite the fact that they had not had any mates.  

Now scientists find that among smalltooth sawfish, progeny of virgin births do 

regularly live in the wild. These fish are critically endangered relatives of sharks.  

And rare species, like those that are endangered or colonizing a new habitat, 

may be the ones that are doing it most often.  

Smalltooth sawfish, which can grow to over 7.5 meters in length, have already 

disappeared from most of the places in the Atlantic where they were common a 

century ago, and are now principally found in SW Florida. 

Between 2004 and 2013, the researchers sampled DNA from 190 smalltooth 

sawfish. The scientists found seven parthenogens, representing about 3 percent 

of the sawfish investigated. 

Parthenogenesis occurs mainly in small or dwindling populations, when females 

cannot find males during mating season.  However, such asexual reproduction is 

essentially extreme inbreeding,  it is important to remember that parthenogenesis 

alone is not enough to save the critically endangered smalltooth sawfish from 

extinction. 

http://www.livescience.com/23103-virgin-births-common-wild-snakes.html
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Black Widow Spiders 

Despite their ferocious-sounding name, black widow spiders are not aggressive 

creatures.  Actually, they are quite shy.  And with good reason - We pose a much 

greater threat to them than they do to us. 

Black widows eat insects, as well as other arachnids, that they catch in their 

webs. The spiders' venomous bites can kill a mosquito, fly, caterpillar or even a 

grasshopper. However, their venom isn't meant to kill you. While these spiders' 

bites can cause fatalities in humans, they rarely do. 

In 2013, there were 1,866 black widow bites reported and only 14 of these 

envenomations resulted in severe symptoms. None resulted in death. 

In fact, not all bites from a black widow spider result in envenomation. These 

spiders can choose when to inject venom into their perceived attackers, and how 

much to inject. The same study that found black widows tend to reserve bites for 

extreme threats also found that black widows' bites are usually venomous only 

when the spiders feel their lives are in imminent danger. If the threat is less 

severe, the black widow may deliver what's known as a dry, or nonvenomous, 

bite. 

And despite what her name suggests, the female black widow doesn't always 

dispose of her mate after copulation.  While some species of widow spider 

(particularly the Australian redback spider) always consume their sex partners, 

the western black widow of California rarely engages in such cannibalistic 

activities. 

http://www.livescience.com/36287-spider-bites-black-widow-brown-recluse.html
http://www.livescience.com/37536-spiders-die-for-sex.html
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Singing Wolf Spiders 

Male wolf spiders use "purring" vibrations to serenade their sweethearts, but this 

wooing only works if the females can feel these vibrations. 

For the females to feel these vibrations, the courting couple must be standing on 

a suitable surface that can vibrate, like dry leaves. 

Scientists had known that wolf spiders could make airborne sounds that are 

audible to humans. But this group of spiders doesn't have typical ears, and it's 

assumed that the critters can't actually hear any airborne sounds. 

In fact, as far as scientists can tell, they may not deliberately be producing a 

sound. 

So, these "purring" wolf spiders may help researchers learn how some animals 

use vibration, but not sound, to communicate.    

The wolf spider has two small, leglike appendages near its mouth called 

pedipalps. The lowest joint on the pedipalp has a rough surface (called a file) on 

one side and a scraper on the other. The spider can rub its pedipalps together so 

that the file and scraper cross each other, and that creates the vibrations that 

then travel down the limb to the leaf.  Wolf spiders don't spin webs, but are adept 

hunters with keen eyesight.  

When courting they stand on dead leaves.  And those leaves themselves are 

what's resulting in the airborne sound.  It’s thought that the spiders' sensitivity to 

vibrations may also help them avoid predators. Vibrations from say, bird calls. 

http://www.livescience.com/41467-wolf-spider.html
http://www.livescience.com/32252-do-snakes-have-ears.html
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Walruses 

Walruses feed on mollusks, clams and other animals they retrieve by diving to 

the seafloor. Normally, the walruses, particularly females with calves, rest on the 

drifting sea ice between food dives during the summer.   

However, as the ice recedes, it disappears over the relatively shallower waters 

where the walruses can feed. The remaining ice remains only over water that is 

so deep the walruses cannot dive down to the bottom and feed. When this 

happens, the animals retreat onto land near shallower water. 

In recent years, these migrations have happened on an unprecedented scale, 

with walruses congregating in groups of more than 40,000 animals. 

This can strain the local ecosystem as the animals feed in a concentrated 

location, and the cramped quarters can lead to stampedes that kill many, 

generally calves, leaving behind carcasses that can attract hungry polar bears. 

The extent of Arctic sea ice has been retreating for the last three decades. 

This year researchers found that walruses are leaving the ice up to three weeks 

earlier than they have in previous years. 

Walruses  and polar bears aren't the only Arctic mammals threatened by 

retreating summer sea ice.  When large predators are under pressure it has 

cascading repercussions throughout an entire ecosystem. 

http://www.livescience.com/10678-arctic-sea-ice-lowest-point-thousands-years.html
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Fish Eating Spiders 

Not all spiders catch their prey by spinning webs; a surprising number of 

arachnids quite literally fish for their meals, snatching scaly animals sometimes 

twice their size. 

In fact, fish-eating spiders lurk near rivers, ponds and swamps on every continent 

except Antarctica. They've lifted small catfish out of marshes in Ecuador; 

grabbed killifish out of nets in Cameroon; devoured dwarf fish in California 

aquariums; and stalked hatchery ponds in Oklahoma, continuing to kill fish even 

after eating their fill. 

At least 18 different spider species from five have been seen catching fish.  Most 

fish-eating incidents were reported in warmer climates, with a cluster in the 

Florida wetlands and neighboring regions. All cases involved freshwater fish — 

often common ones like mosquitofish or killifish, depending on the region. The 

largest fish was a 9 centimeter goldfish, lifted from a garden pond in Sydney by a 

clever fishing spider. 

When spiders go fishing, they often adopt an energy-saving, sit-and-wait strategy 

— much like how a human fishermen might plop down on a dock with a line and 

hook. 

The spider typically assumes a position near the water's edge, with the rear pair 

of legs anchored to some vegetation or wood or rock, and their three front pairs 

of legs out of the water's surface. 

Then, if a fish's fin or body brushes up against its front legs, the spider plunges in 

to latch on, biting its prey near the base of the head to inject a surge of deadly 

neurotoxins, before dragging the fish out of the water.

http://www.livescience.com/22122-types-of-spiders.html
http://www.livescience.com/29831-florida-everglades-wetlands.html
http://www.livescience.com/11037-goldfish-grow-30-pounds.html
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Comeback Stories  

And I bring you a story of hope.   

 

Did you know that California condors went extinct in the 1980s?  Extinct in the 

wild.  The US Fish & Wildlife Service, in a bold move, took the last 23 birds and 

put them in captivity at the San Diego and LA zoos.  It was controversial as heck.  

Some conservationists said to let nature take its course and let them dwindle 

down to none.  But heroically, thanks to the Endangered Species Act of 1973, 

that would actually have been a federal offense.  You see, every endangered 

species in the United States is required to have a recovery plan, and in the case 

of the California condor, it entailed the last ditch effort of captive breeding.  And 

the good news of course is that it worked.  There are more than 300 condors 

today, many of them flying above the Southwest.  I have seen wild California 

condors flying above the Grand Canyon – as big as a barn door and a symbol of 

hope. 

So, the biologists who saved the condor didn’t give up.  They said, “Let’s do this!”  

They knew that as long as there are even a few animals left, it’s too early to 

declare defeat. 

But who gives a darn about condors anyway?  After all, they are just a gigantic 

vulture built to snack on whale carcasses. 

I’ll let you in on a little secret. Conservation isn’t about saving condors or even 

pandas.  It is about sustaining the human life support system.  Nature will be fine 

without us.  Always was, and will be again. But we will not be fine without the 

natural systems that support us.   
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Nature is Resilient 
 

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

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

Actually, it is surprisingly simple and easy to understand.  Nature is resilient.  We 

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

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

centuries ago.  Heck, your own yard would eventually go back to being a beech 

maple forest if you quit cutting your lawn for 10 years.  The way conservation 

works is that in places where there is enough biodiversity remaining, decimated 

areas will become whole again if we just let them.  The whole darn world works 

this way.  Even at the cellular level.   

Ever broken a bone?  Let me guess, you got home, held up your cast and told 

your Mom the doctor fixed your arm.  But here’s the deal – orthopedists don’t fix 

bones, the bones fix themselves.  The cast is just there to hold the bone steady.  

Just like with nature, if we hold things steady, the very system in and around us 

is built to heal itself. 

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

most inspiring wildlife conservationist in history.  The book is titled, Hope for 

Animals & Their World.  It tells the story of dozens of conservationists who refuse 

to give up on critically endangered species.  These are the most tenacious 

people I have ever met.  But do you know what my main takeaway was from 

these tireless people?  It is that effective conservation works only when people 

recognize it is in their self interest to protect the forest or river or reef or species.  

From the mountain gorillas in Rwanda to the beautiful coral reefs of Belize, when 

people benefit they stand up and show they care. 
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Seismic Blasting 

Oil and gas companies use seismic airgun blasting to find oil and gas deposits, 

creating one of the loudest human-made noises in the ocean.  

However, according to government estimates, as many as 138,000 whales and 

dolphins along the East Coast from Delaware to Florida could soon be injured or 

possibly killed if seismic blasting is allowed. These tests not only threaten marine 

life, but also the communities and industries that depend on their health.  

And not just cetaceans are at risk. 

Turtle ears may be small, but they're sensitive. Seismic blasts could cause 

auditory injuries to sea turtles, and also lead to behavioral changes that could 

interfere with nesting. All of the sea turtle species in the United States — 

loggerhead, green, leatherback, hawksbill, olive ridley and Kemp's ridley — are 

threatened or endangered. Many sea turtles nest on the coast from North 

Carolina to Florida — the same areas proposed for oil and gas surveys. The 

recovery plan for loggerhead sea turtles specifically mentions seismic airgun 

blasting as a threat to rebuilding populations.  

And the Atlantic sea scallop fishery is the largest and most valuable wild scallop 

fishery in the world.  After a seismic survey occurred in Australia in 2010, 

fishermen saw an 80 percent decline in scallops harvested, resulting in a loss of 

$70 million. If seismic testing were allowed along the East Coast, it could 

jeopardize the scallop industry and other important shellfish hatcheries and 

nurseries.  
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Large Mammals Disappearing 

Scientists have noted that the majority of the large herbivores on Earth are 

disappearing, which will in turn, have a deleterious effect on human wellbeing. 

The ecological and social costs of losing these herbivores will be felt by both 

humanity and the ecosystems that depend on these animals. Losses will include 

the animals' ecological roles, the tourism fueled by their presence and the food 

source they provide to as many as 1 billion people, as well as to carnivores and 

scavengers.  

Large herbivores are also vital ecosystem engineers, critical for seed dispersal 

and vegetation consumption that help maintain the distribution and abundance of 

plant species. The open vegetation patches they create through their trampling 

inhibits the initiation and spread of wildfires. For example, African elephants help 

convert woodland to shrubland, increasing dry-season vegetation for impalas. 

There are a few solutions: halting human population increases that are 

compounding threats to the herbivores, decreasing the demand for the meat and 

luxury uses that fuel the poaching industries, addressing climate change, and 

better managing and researching protected areas and threatened species in 

developing countries. 

There is hope for these threatened animals.  One of the greatest success stories 

of recovery is the southern white rhino that went from fewer than 100 individuals 

in the early 1900s to about 20,000 in recent years.   

http://www.livescience.com/51112-endangered-large-mammals-have-impacts-on-people-and-ecosystems.html
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Extinction 

Scientist estimate that pver the last century, species of vertebrates are dying out 

faster than they would have without human activity.  In fact, they say that in the 

past 100 years we’ve lost the number of species of plants and animals it would 

have taken 11,400 years to go extinct under natural extinction rates. 

Much of the extinction is due to human activities that lead to pollution, habitat 

loss, the introduction of invasive species and increased carbon emissions that 

drive climate change and ocean acidification. 

At the natural extinction rate, just nine vertebrate species should have gone 

extinct since 1900, but 468 more vertebrates have gone extinct during that 

period, including 69 mammal species, 80 bird species, 24 reptile species, 146 

amphibian species and 158 fish species. 

Each of these lost species played a role in its ecosystem, whether it was at the 

top or bottom of the food chain.  And of course, every time we lose a species, 

we're eroding the possibilities of Earth to provide us with environmental services. 

The part that is perhaps most amazing is how quickly all this has happened.  The 

first modern humans walked out of Africa 70,000 years ago, and our species 

didn’t really take off until the advent of agriculture in the fertile crescent just 

13,000 years ago. 

http://www.livescience.com/51281-sixth-mass-extinction-is-here.html
http://www.livescience.com/23207-iucn-red-list-ecosystems.html
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Honey Bees 

Did you know that the honey bees in your yard are actually immigrants?  That’s 

right, the first North American honey bees didn’t fly here, they came on ships in 

the 17th Century with European settlers. 

Over the ensuing centuries, they have flourished in the temperate North 

American climate — so successful, they've become an integral part of America's 

agricultural economy, contributing more than $14 billion in pollination services 

each year. 

Today honey bees are suffering from all sorts of challenges that are reducing 

their numbers.  Among the culprits is a tiny red beast called the Varroa mite that 

attaches to the back of a bee and feeds on bee hemolymph or bee blood. The 

blood-sucking in itself is akin to a (rather large) tick bite on a human, but the 

process can transmit diseases and wreak havoc with a bee's immune system.  

The parasite’s original host was the Asian honey bee, which evolved to tolerate 

the mite. When Varroa jumped to the Western honey bee, the bee had no such 

built-in tolerance. 

African honeybees have developed some resistance to this deadliest of 

parasites, so scientists are working to understand what might be done here in 

North America to protect our bees, or at least control the numbers of the Varroa 

mites. 

 



 
     90 Second Naturalist – July 2015 Scripts 
 
 

©2015 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Polar Bears Eating Dolphins Now! 

Oh good greif!@  I guess it’s come to this.  Polar bears are now eating dolphins. 

A polar bear was seen preying on a white-beaked dolphin carcass that had been 

trapped in the ice in Svalbard, a group of Norwegian islands in the Arctic Ocean. 

These dolphins rarely venture so far north in the Arctic; they prefer the sub-

Arctic, which has less sea ice and more open water.  

The dolphins likely made their way to this northern area when the ice had melted, 

but were trapped when strong northerly wind packed drift ice onto the fjords.  

The polar bear observed feeding on a dolphin likely grabbed its prey from an 

oval-shaped hole in the sea ice measuring about 60 by 75 cm. The hole was 

covered with slushy ice, and surrounded by sea ice a little more than 20 cmthick. 

The hole marked the only break in solid sea ice, and was likely a "breathing hole" 

kept open by the dolphins after they made their way to the fjord during the ice-

free stint. Breathing holes can be miles apart, and the researchers found no other 

open cracks or holes in the vicinity. Dolphins can be trapped in the ice and 

drown, or killed by whales and bears while catching a breath of air. 

It may seem unlikely that a polar bear standing on the ice could snatch a dolphin 

from an ice hole, but remember, polar bears are among Earth’s fiercest predator 

and when they’re hungry, watch out! 

 

http://www.livescience.com/15927-dolphin-species-photos.html
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Iridescence as Camouflage  

 

Iridescent creatures — such as dragonflies, catfish and boa constrictors — often 

dazzle onlookers with their shimmering colors. But these alluring, luminescent 

hues may be key to an animal's survival, helping it to confuse and escape from 

predators looking for a meal. 

 

To investigate, researchers trained seven female Japanese quails to peck at a 

virtual black bug, represented by a 20 millimeter circle moving across a touch 

screen. When the quails pecked near the circle's center, they rewarded them with 

dried mealworms.  

 

Once the quails were proficient, he began mixing in iridescent circles. During 

each trial, each quail encountered 20 circles. Half of the circles were black and 

half of them were iridescent, and they were presented in a random order. The 

quails pecked, on average, fewer than three times in order to skewer a black 

circle. But the iridescent circles required extra pecks.  

The quails also had less-accurate aim. They pecked about 16 mm away from the 

middle of the iridescent circles — an average of over 2 mm farther away than 

they did for the black circles.  

 

The results suggest that changes in color or brightness, also known as 

"interference coloration," may make it difficult for predators to track prey.    

So, significant anti-predator benefits may indeed be gained by 

having interference coloration, and may explain why interference colors are so 

widespread.  

http://www.livescience.com/50616-iridescent-animals-confuse-predators.html
http://www.livescience.com/26355-quail-egg-camouflage.html
http://www.livescience.com/50616-iridescent-animals-confuse-predators.html
http://www.livescience.com/41456-tropical-fruit-inspires-clothing.html
http://www.livescience.com/22365-squid-iridescent-rainbow-skin-changes.html
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Truth or Fiction- Snakes  

 

Snakes play important roles in ecosystems, but they also terrify some people. 

That fear has led to many myths about snake behavior.  

For instance, Some people mistakenly think that baby snakes are more 

venomous either because they can't control how much venom they inject, or 

because their venom is more concentrated. Neither idea is true.   

But basically, don't mess with venomous snakes, no matter what age they are.  

And some people believe copperheads can be found up in trees.  But that’s false 

since they don't have any reason to climb trees.  

 And years ago people carried razor sharp snake bite kits so they suck the venom 

out of the wound if bitten.  

 

But Suction is ineffective.  The amount of venom it removes is tiny — 1/10,000 of 

the venom that gets introduced. It can't do any good, and it can do additional 

harm by causing additional injury to the area around the bite.  

 
And you’ll sometimes hear that Copperheads smell like cucumbers.  
 

I've heard this a lot, but I haven't experienced it myself, and I’ve been around a 

lot of copperheads.  Now copperheads do produce a defensive "musk" when 

agitated, but it smells pretty much like classic snake musk.  
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Baboon Bums  

The swollen red bottom of a female baboon has long been thought to be an 

irresistible come-hither signal for males. But actually, male baboons are much 

more sophisticated than that.  

In fact, a male baboon's motivation to mate with a female is based more on the 

length of time since her last pregnancy than on the size of her derriere.  

The female baboon's famously red bottom is a sign of sexual readiness; when 

female baboons ovulate, their butts swell, making it clear to available males that 

they are fertile.   

So,  wanted a precise measurement of female rump swelling, to see if bigger 

bottoms did, in fact, correlate with more mating and infant survival. They used a 

zoom lens and digital calipers to measure 34 wild female baboons' swollen 

rumps down to the millimeter. The biggest change was a swelling of 16.5 

centimeters in one female . The smallest was 10 cm.   

But it ends up the bigger-bottomed baboons didn't attract more males. Rather, 

males really seemed to go for females that had gone through more ovulatory 

cycles since their last pregnancy. Like humans, baboons are not as fertile while 

nursing infants, so it might behoove males to wait a few cycles to mate.  

The next step, the researchers said, is to study whether females prefer to mate 

later after a pregnancy and if doing so translates to better survival for offspring.  

http://www.livescience.com/50589-baboon-butts-can-lie.html
http://www.livescience.com/27046-gelada-baboons-hide-sexual-infidelity.html
http://www.livescience.com/50589-baboon-butts-can-lie.html
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Elephant Contraception  

Unlike elsewhere on the continent, elephants in South Africa have long been 

confined to fenced parks and reserves with man-made water sources. Under 

favorable conditions, their populations can double within 15 years. Denser 

concentrations of elephants, who feed by uprooting trees or tearing off branches, 

can transform landscapes, especially around waterholes.   

Before contraception and other nonlethal means of slowing population growth 

were developed, culling was thought necessary to protect the plants and habitats 

elephants and other species depend on.  

From the 1960s into the 1990s, sharpshooters in Kruger National Park — which 

holds South Africa's largest elephant population — flew in helicopters over herds 

and and killed them.   

Now scientists are doing immuno-contraception research with a drug called 

PZP. delivering the vaccine by dart to elephant cows, twice in the first year and 

then once each year after. The drug — also used on deer, wild horses and other 

mammal species for population control — causes females to produce antibodies 

that bind to the surfaces of their eggs, blocking sperm from fertilizing them.  

In study areas PZP has cut the rate of growth of the elephant population in 

half.  Kruger once relocated elephants to other protected areas, but now all those 

have as many as they want, so this new drug is a viable solution in population 

management.  
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Vampire Octopus 

Have you ever heard of the vampire squid?  The scientific name for the species, 

Vampyroteuthis infernalis, translates to "vampire squid from hell," but the 

animal's behavior isn't all that intimidating. 

Vampire squid drift in chilly, dark waters with low oxygen levels up to 3,000 

meters below the surface. They have a low metabolism and they eat low-calorie 

foods — mostly "marine snow," or clumps of particles, that sink down the water 

column. 

Everything's a bit slower, so this doesn't allow vampire squid to put all their 

energy into one, big reproductive event. 

No one has ever seen vampire squid mate in the wild. But new research hints 

that the deep-sea creatures have a reproductive strategy that sets them apart 

from other cephalopods. 

While most female squid and octopuses have just one reproductive cycle before 

they die, vampire squid go through dozens of egg-making cycles in their lifetimes  

From the largest specimen studied they were able to establish a cephalopod 

breeding record.  If there are an average of 100 eggs in a clutch, this female had 

spawned at least 38 times and was prepared to spawn another 65 times. Based 

on these numbers, the scientists think the vampire squid's adult stage lasts up to 

eight years, with an even longer total life span. Most squids and octopuses, 

meanwhile, spawn just once and don't live beyond one or two years. 

http://www.livescience.com/23460-vampire-squid-food.html
http://www.livescience.com/23460-vampire-squid-food.html
http://www.livescience.com/41933-octopus-katherine-harmon-courage-interview.html


 
     90 Second Naturalist – July 2015 Scripts 
 
 

©2015 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Whale Migration Record 

The western gray whale now holds the record as the mammal with the longest 

known migration. 

A female western gray whale swam from Russia to Mexico and back again — a 

total of 22,511 kilometers — in 172 days, according to a new report. 

Until now, the title of the longest-migrating mammal belonged to the humpback 

whale , which migrates up to 16,400 km round trip as it travels between its 

breeding grounds near the equator and the food-rich waters of the Arctic and 

Antarctic. 

Researchers placed satellite-monitoring tags on seven western gray whales 

living off Russia's Sakhalin Island, where the mammals feed every year. A female 

whale nicknamed Vavara was the only whale whose tag stayed intact throughout 

the entire journey. 

She crossed the Bering Sea, the Gulf of Alaska [and] the lengths of the North 

American continent to get down to the Baja breeding calf lagoons that are used 

by eastern North Pacific whales. 

And Vavara did not stop to feed during her 5.5-month migration. Like other 

baleen whales (whales that have baleen plates in their mouths that filter food), 

gray whales typically don't eat during migration. 

http://www.livescience.com/50487-western-gray-whale-migration.html
http://www.livescience.com/50487-western-gray-whale-migration.html
http://www.livescience.com/13793-humpback-whales-precise-migration-mystery.html
http://www.livescience.com/50487-western-gray-whale-migration.html
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Shark Attacks! 

Despite shrinking shark populations, the number of shark attacks on humans 

worldwide continues to grow each decade.  More people are enjoying the beach 

every year, and globalization means formerly isolated islands are welcoming new 

visitors who don't know where sharks congregate. 

So, here are a few tips to help you watch out for sharks: 

• The most important tip is to use your common sense.  Avoid swimming 

near fish. Where there are fish, there are predators, so Stay away from 

fishing boats and areas with diving seabirds; both indicate fish are in the 

water.  

• Avoid deep channels, troughs between sandbars and underwater drop-

offs. Fish also congregate in these areas, attracting sharks. 

• Stay out of murky water that makes it hard for you to see sharks, and for 

sharks to see you're a human, not a fish or a seal. 

• Don't swim alone. Sharks are less likely to go after groups of swimmers or 

divers. 

• Don't swim at dawn or dusk, when sharks are more likely to be actively 

feeding close to shore. A nighttime swim may be very romantic, but it's 

certainly not the smartest thing to do. 

• Avoid wearing shiny jewelry or watches in the water. They gleam like fish 

scales. 

And remember, far more sharks are killed by people every year that the total 

number of people ever killed by sharks put together! 
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Sharks! 
Did you know there are hundreds of species of sharks? 

One of the rarest sharks is the megamouth shark (Megachasma pelagios, 

meaning "giant mouth of the deep"). Fewer than 100 specimens of the beast 

have ever been seen. It was first discovered in 1976 when struck by and tangled 

in the anchor of a Navy ship off Hawaii. The animal can grow up to 4.6 meters 

long and is a filter feeder, siphoning plankton from the water. 

The cookiecutter shark can take ice-cream-scoop-shaped bites out of other 

sharks, including great whites, which are many times larger. They also have 

been known to bite holes in cables and other materials used by U.S. Navy 

submarines, which has necessitated a switch to a fiberglass, bite-proof coating. 

The skin of a female shark is much thicker than that of a male because males 

bite females during mating.  Pregnant females appear to avoid males on 

migration routes in the eastern Pacific Ocean, perhaps to avoid being bitten. 

The Greenland shark is one of the slowest-moving fish ever recorded and has 

been found with reindeer, polar bears, and fast-moving seals in its stomach.  It's 

thought that Greenland sharks prey upon sleeping seals, which snooze in the 

water to avoid polar bears. 

http://www.livescience.com/26462-cookiecutter-shark-bites-great-white.html
http://www.livescience.com/21162-greenland-sleeper-sharks-seals.html
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Octopuses! 

Everyone knows that octopuses have eight sucker-covered arms. And if you're a 

linguistic know-it-all, you're probably well aware that they're called octopuses and 

not octopi. But did you know that all octopuses have venom? Or than some have 

been seen using tools?  

All octopuses are thought to have some venom that comes from bacteria living 

inside the animals. Most don't have enough poison to harm people. But a bite 

from a small blue-ringed octopus can paralyze a human adult in minutes. 

For all of their amazing abilities, octopuses have short lives that typically last only 

a few years. Some species drop dead after just six months. 

True, humans are prone to projecting their own qualities on the rest of the animal 

world. But anecdotes from aquariums and biology labs suggest octopuses are 

very curious and need stimulation.  Compared with octopuses living in tanks full 

of interesting decor like shells and flowerpots, octopuses living in more spartan 

conditions become pretty stressed out, one study found. Some even turn to a 

disturbing behavior known as autophagy, or eating their own appendages, in 

such non-stimulating environments. 

Also, octopuses are renowned escape artists.  They can unlock locks and even 

dismantle hinges in order to break out of their enclosures. 

 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/41924-smart-octopus-facts.html
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Chocolate Killing Monkeys 

Conservationists have recently discovered that much of the protected land in the 

country's national parks and forest reserves in the Ivory Coast have been turned 

into illegal cocoa farms. 

Between 2010 and 2013 researchers surveyed 23 protected areas and found 

that three-quarters of the land had been turned over to cocoa production. 

There is a growing worldwide demand for chocolate and Ivory Coast produced a 

record 1.7 million metric tons of cocoa last year. 

Many of the older, legal cocoa plantations in the country have been blighted by 

disease or are not producing at earlier levels as previously, which has led some 

growers moving on to create new farms.  And migrants from outside the country 

have moved into Ivory Coast and have turned to farming to survive. 

Unfortunately, as a result, the world’s demand for chocolate has been very hard 

on the endangered primates of Ivory Coast. 

 That’s because there are parks in Ivory Coast with no forests and no primates, 

but a sea of cocoa plants. 

Although a variety of agricultural products were grown illegally in the parks, 

cocoa constituted 93 per cent. 

Unauthorized villages have also sprung up within these parks, with one housing 

nearly 30,000 people. 

So, just when you thought it was safe to dive into that dark chocolate, just as with 

other natural resources, it is worth checking on the origin.
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Hunting on Land Won’t Help Polar Bears 

Even though some polar bears are hunting on land more often in areas hit by 

climate change, a diet of bird eggs and berries can't sustain these huge animals. 

Only a handful of polar bears have been spotted snacking on land-based foods 

to supplement their traditional, blubber-rich diet of seals and marine mammals. 

But researchers have wondered whether the high-protein, high-carbohydrate 

foods polar bears eat on land — such as caribou and berries — could help these 

symbols of the perils of climate change survive, as sea-ice loss makes seals 

harder to snatch. 

It turns out the calorie trade-off isn't worth it.  The biggest bears on the planet, 

polar bears spend so much energy searching for berries or chasing down caribou 

that they reap little caloric reward from these meals. 

A really large bear has high energetic costs when they get up to forage, and 

these [terrestrial] resources are typically lower in calories or widely dispersed. 

Polar bears get all the calories, vitamins and minerals they need from their 

traditional diet, which is the fattiest of any animal on Earth. But their nearest 

geographic cousin, the Arctic grizzly, struggles to find enough food. 

Finally, even if a few polar bears do make bird eggs and other terrestrial foods an 

important part of their diet, the bears may gobble so many eggs that they might 

decimate the Arctic seabird population. Terrestrial foods can't offer polar bears 

what they need at a population level. 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/polar-bears/
http://www.livescience.com/50338-polar-bear-diet-needs-fat.html
http://www.livescience.com/50338-polar-bear-diet-needs-fat.html
http://www.livescience.com/9110-mating-mystery-hybrid-animals-hint-desperation-arctic.html
http://www.livescience.com/42807-polar-bear-diet-shifting.html
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Prairie Dog Plague 

Black-tailed prairie dogs, the best known of the five prairie dog species, live in 

large communities called towns, which can contain many hundreds of animals. 

Over the millenia, prairie dogs have helped shape the open plains where they 

live, playing a key role in their ecosystem. 

But today, things are changing dramatically.  The plague is creeping through the 

grasslands of the US. And the same bacterium that caused the Black Death 

seems to be quietly and irrevocably changing the landscape. 

Though the plague bacteria, Yersinia pestis, now rarely infects people in North 

America, it's been responsible for the deaths of many black-tailed prairie dogs. 

This is a problem for the grasslands, where many other species rely on prairie 

dogs to survive. Predators eat them, animals make homes in their burrows and 

grass growth is shaped by them. 

The ecosystem will be affected by their disappearance as the connection 

between these animals and plants will be distorted and even broken. 

To stem the problem, scientists are searching for new ways to control the spread 

of the plague. They are experimenting with an insecticide called delta dust to see 

if that reduces the numbers of fleas.  But, if they can't control the problem, the 

grasslands are probably going to be far different within the next 100 years. 

It may sound crazy, but yanking the most common mammal out of an ecosystem 

will affect all the other plants and animals there as well. 

http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn24948-black-death-may-have-scuppered-roman-empire.html
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Mountain Gorilla Genome 

The first project to sequence whole genomes from mountain gorillas has given 

scientists and conservationists new insight into the impact of population decline 

on these critically endangered apes. While mountain gorillas are extensively 

inbred and at risk of extinction, research published today in Science finds more to 

be optimistic about in their genomes than expected. Mountain gorillas are among 

the most intensively studied primates in the wild, but this is the first in-depth, 

whole-genome analysis 

Three years on from sequencing the gorilla reference genome, sceintists can 

now compare the genomes of all gorilla populations, including the critically 

endangered mountain gorilla, and begin to understand their similarities and 

differences, and the genetic impact of inbreeding. 

There are now approximately 480  mountain gorillas living in the Virunga 

mountains of Rwanda, Uganda and the DRC. 

Researchers interested to learn how such a small gene pool would affect the 

mountain gorillas were surprised to find that many harmful genetic variations had 

been removed from the population through inbreeding, and that mountain gorillas 

are genetically adapting to surviving in small populations. 

In this data geneticists can observe the process by which genomes are purged of 

severely deleterious mutations by a small population size. 
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Protecting Endangered Apes 

The number of gorillas and chimpanzees in Central Africa continues to decline 

due to hunting, habitat loss, and disease, combined with a widespread lack of 

law enforcement and corruption in the judicial process 

A new study found that  80 percent of great apes in the region occur outside of 

protected areas. 

While national and international laws protect the Critically Endangered western 

lowland gorilla and the Endangered central chimpanzee, both subspecies 

continue to be threatened by hunters and traders seeking to supply the illegal 

commercial market and demand for bushmeat, particularly in urban areas. 

Habitat loss driven by the region's growing human population and the expansion 

of extractive industries and industrial agriculture is another danger to great apes. 

And between the 1990s and 2005, Ebola outbreaks in northeastern Gabon and 

western Congo are thought to have killed thousands of gorillas and 

chimpanzees. 

Central African governments have demonstrated increased willingness to protect 

the dwindling populations of gorillas and chimpanzees.  Now bold steps are 

needed to ensure that existing wildlife laws are upheld and that weak 

governance, which results in widespread impunity for wildlife traffickers, is 

eliminated, to give great apes the opportunity to survive and thrive. 


