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July 01 – Rewilding Europe 
 

European bison went extinct in the wild in 1919, but now a few thousand are back, 

grazing in forests and on plains in a handful of countries.  Conservationists hope the 

animals will continue to multiply and lead the way in “rewilding” a number of areas of 

Europe. 

The bison has been selected for such rewilding efforts because of the important role it 

plays in establishing the ecosystem of Europe's forests and plains. 

Bison serve important roles in cropping and fertilizing grasses, which then become food 

for deer and many other animals. And bison also serve as an important food source for 

wolves and other predators, and for vultures when they die. Today, the largest herds 

are in Poland and Romania, but scientists hope they can gain footholds in other areas.  

Other keystone species being similarly targeted for reintroduction include beavers, 

which shape wetlands; red deer, and wild horses. 

The ultimate goal of introducing bison and other animals is to "make wild nature a 

normal part of modern Europe.” And as more areas are allowed to grow back into 

natural wildlife habitat, there will be greater abundance of native plants and animals. 
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July 04 – Sperm Whale Die-Off 

The heart-breaking effect of our trash was discovered recently when a post-mortem was 

conducted on 13 beached sperm whales. The plastic we discard into the ocean often 

makes its way into the mouths and stomachs of sea creatures. 

 

In the post-mortem of the creatures, found ashore in Germany, showed their stomachs 

were full of plastic. The plastic included a 13-metre-long fisherman’s net and a 70-

centimetre square piece of plastic from a car. 

 

The sperm whales probably didn't die of being poisoned by plastic, however. Scientists 

thought it was likely they perished from heart failure due to starvation. 

 

 Animals can inadvertently consume plastic and plastic waste which causes them to 

suffer, and at worst, causes them to starve with stomachs full of debris that they can’t 

digest. 

 

Of course, this is not just a one-time occurrence. Six sperm whales were stranded in 

Norfolk, England, last year with the very same plastic-based problem. 

The key of course is for people reduce our use of plastics and control all our plastic 

waste so it doesn’t get into the water and natural areas. 
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July 05 – Careful Copulation #1 

With their hairy bodies and large fangs, tarantulas are one of the most recognizable and 

feared types of spiders in the world.  

These spiders, of which there are nearly a thousand species alive today, generally mate 

in the spring and summer.  And their mating is wild! 

Once males reach adulthood, they "charge" their two pedipalps – which are small 

appendages near the front of their head – with sperm. That is, they will spin a small 

web, deposit sperm onto it, and take up the sperm into specialized storage structures of 

the palps, called palpal bulbs. 

Charging these palps is energetically costly, but males can typically copulate with 

numerous females with a single charge. 

During the mating season, charged males will go out in search of receptive females by 

zeroing in on their pheromones, or chemical scents. 

When a male finds a receptive female, the pair will engage in a courtship ritual that can 

be pretty dramatic. 

The pair will orient themselves face-to-face with their bodies and front legs elevated. 

After mating the male will quickly back away and look for other mates – if he’s lucky 

enough to avoid getting eaten, which is common. 
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July 06 – Save the Lemurs! 

We live in a crazy era. Thanks to TV and movies, most people are familiar with the 

lemurs of Madagascar. 

Unfortunately, lemurs are best known for being cute. But all 101 lemur species are at 

risk from the threats of deforestation and poaching stemming from Madagascar’s 

political woes. 

International donors recently have withdrawn funding from environmental programs and 

conservation laws haven’t been enforced. 

Following the recent political crisis, lemur habitat has been under siege from an illegal 

trade in precious hardwoods, forest burning to clear space for crops, and a thriving 

bushmeat trade. The remaining forest habitat is an estimated 92,000 square kilometers 

-- just ten to twenty percent of the original forest cover.  

And most of the habitat is inadequately or not at all protected. And the trouble is that, of 

course, it’s not just about lemurs. These primates fulfill important ecological roles in 

maintaining the island’s forests, and their loss would likely trigger extinction cascades. 

What’s needed to prevent lemur extinction is protected habitat management, promotion 

of ecotourism, and a steady researcher presence in Madagascar. 
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July 07 – Eating the Moa 

Fossils are all that’s left of the giant, wingless birds called Moa that once roamed New 

Zealand. These big-bodied mega-herbivores, some of them weighing over 250 kilos, 

disappeared soon after Polynesians colonized the islands in the late thirteenth century.  

Some researchers had argued that the nine species of Moa were already in decline by 

the time humans entered the scene. Others had proposed the birds’ populations 

collapsed in the wake of volcanic eruptions or the spread of diseases before they ever 

met homo sapiens. 

A new study, however, suggests humans are responsible for the birds’ demise. By 

looking at the genetic profiles of 281 individual fossil specimens, scientists pieced 

together the demographic trends across four different species of moa during the five 

thousand years leading up to their extinction. 

They say they found no genetic signatures of decline. Archeological evidence shows 

that moa were hunted voraciously, and vanished just one or two centuries after humans 

showed up in New Zealand. 

In addition of over-hunting, other indirect human impacts could have contributed to the 

moa’s quick decline, including fires and the introduction of invasive species. 
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July 08 – Elephant Trunks 

What animal has the biggest nose in the world? An elephant, of course. An elephant’s 

trunk is a fusion of its upper lip and nose. There are eight major muscles on each side 

of the trunk, 40 thousand muscles in all, and 150 thousand muscle fascicles which are 

portions of muscles. Compare this to the 640 muscles in the human body and you get 

an idea of how the elephant’s trunk is so unique. There are no bones or cartilage for the 

trunk to gain leverage off, so it takes such a complex anatomy to be so strong.  

An elephant’s trunk is so strong it can push down trees and so agile it can pick up a 

single piece of straw. Elephants also use their trunk like we use our hands: to grab, 

hold, pick up, reach, touch, pull, push and throw.  

The trunk is still a nose, too, and it has two nostrils at the end that suck air up the long 

nasal passages and into the lungs. Elephants also use their trunks to drink, but the 

water doesn’t go all the way up the nose like a straw. Instead, the elephant sucks water 

only partway up the trunk, curls it toward its mouth, tilts its head up and lets the water 

from the trunk pour in. 

The way the elephant’s trunk actually works is a kind of like our tongue. Both tongues 

and trunks are muscular hydrostats: body parts composed almost exclusively of muscle 

tissue that utilize water pressure to move. These body parts have muscles oriented  in 

many varied directions, which grant acrobatic maneuverability.  
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July 11 – Whale Evolution 

Come on, admit it. There’s pretty much nothing more amazing than a whale. Holy cow! 

If you go out on a boat into the ocean and get near an animal bigger than your boat -- 

that is really something.  

And part of what’s so amazing is that whales evolved relatively recently, over the last 

fifty million or so years, from animals that lived on land.  

By moving into the water full-time, the ancestors of whales paved the way for their 

descendants to become behemoths, largely free from gravity’s constraints. And today, 

the blue whale is the largest animal ever to live.  

Now the first whale, a creature whose lifestyle (living on land but eating fish from the 

nearby sea) represented the early stage of this transition into the water, was a wolf-

sized fish-eater that lived about fifty million years ago on the edge of the ancient sea. 

Whereas this creature had a body clearly adapted for land, its relatives began acquiring 

features better suited for life in the water, such as webbed feet and a more streamlined, 

hairless shape.  

The Basilosaurids lived about 34 to 40 million years ago, and they had a more familiar 

shape than their ancestors. Basilosaurids had nostrils situated toward the top of their 

heads, an ear structure that suggested they could hear well underwater, and forelimbs 

that took the shape of paddle-like flippers. 
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July 12 - Moths 

I hope you haven’t been taking moths for granted. Yes, they are pretty common, but 

moths are also really amazing. Did you know that there are more than eleven thousand 

known moth species in the United States alone?  And worldwide they outnumber their 

cousins, the butterflies, ten to one.  

Moths can range in size from smaller than a pencil tip, to bigger than a songbird. The 

Atlas Moth of Southeast Asia is considered the largest in the world. It has a wingspan of 

nearly thirty centimeters. Many moth species are important pollinators, feeding on and 

fertilizing everything from yuccas to honeysuckle.  

But while some moths suck nectar, others don’t eat at all. The adult Luna moth, for 

instance, doesn’t even have a mouth. After it emerges from its cocoon, it lives for about 

a week, and its sole mission in life is to mate and lay eggs.  

Though they lack noses, moths are expert sniffers. They detect odor molecules using 

their antennae instead of nostrils. Male giant silkworm moths have elaborate feather-

shaped antennae with hair-like scent receptors that allow them to detect a single 

molecule of a female moth’s hormones from eleven kilometers away.  

And of course, moths are a major food source for everybody from bats to, believe it or 

not, grizzly bears. 
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July 13 –Hummingbird Tail Clicks 

I was recently visiting some old friends who moved to the Monterrey Bay area of 

California, and I was blown away by the natural splendor of the area. I mean, we saw 

blue whales spouting from their kitchen table, for gosh sakes!  

But not all the wonders were behemoths. I could hear little clicks emanating from the 

tiny Anna’s Hummingbirds as they flew by to get to the feeder. Anna’s hummingbirds 

are the West Coast’s most common hummingbirds. And the distinct clicks are part of 

the male’s elaborate dive-bomber courtship displays he uses to attract a mate. The 

clicking comes from their tail feathers vibrating like a reed in a clarinet in order to create 

the sound. 

It all happens quickly, so scientists had to enlist the use of high-definition video to catch 

the 60-millisecond flaring of the male bird’s tail feathers – roughly as fast as the blink of 

an eye. And it’s in this flaring of the tail that the air vibrates the shaft of the tail feathers 

to create the clicking or chirping sound.  

One interesting note is that for decades, ornithologists had debated whether the Anna’s 

hummingbird’s clicks were produced vocally or by its tail. Scientists had argued that the 

frequency of the sound is similar to the bird’s singing. Intriguingly, the hummingbird’s tail 

chirp is much louder than its song, suggesting the feather sound evolved to escape the 

intrinsic constraints imposed by the bird’s small song box. 
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July 14 – Woodpecker Helmets 

Have you ever wondered why woodpeckers don’t get concussions? Scientists were 

working on a way to make a better hockey helmet, but they faced a challenge: While 

helmets can prevent skull fractures, they can’t prevent concussions. The brain floats 

around in fluid inside our skull, and can therefore slosh around during impact. The 

solution -- was to consider the woodpecker. 

A woodpecker has a very long tongue. In some species, the tongue is supported by 

bones that wrap all the way around the head. It appears that the tongue compresses the 

bones, and therefore the neck veins, as the woodpecker thrusts his head forward. The 

resulting slight increase in skull fluid volume helps keep the brain from knocking against 

the skull.  

Of course, woodpeckers vary in size, but all of the more than 200 woodpecker species 

have some variation of this sort of retractable tongue that wraps around their brain. Just 

picture a tape measure that pulls in and out at a much greater length than one would 

expect because it wraps around itself when contracted. In the case of the woodpeckers, 

their tongue zips in and out of a specialized bony sleeve that wraps under the brain, 

around the back of their head, and then over the top all the way to  their nostrils.  

Most woodpeckers are pecking to get bugs beneath the bark of a tree. Their tongues 

even come equipped with specialized barbs to help them snag their prey. 
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July 15 – Kashmir Musk Deer 

An endangered deer with vampire-like fangs was spotted for the first time in nearly sixty 

years in a remote forest in northeastern Afghanistan. The fanged creature is known as 

the Kashmir musk deer, and it’s native to the Himalayas of northern India, Pakistan’s 

Kashmir region, and northern Afghanistan. 

Only the male deer have fangs, and they use them during mating season to compete for 

females. During recent surveys, researchers spotted a single male Kashmir musk deer 

near the same area three separate times. They also recorded one female and her baby, 

and saw a second single female that they think may have been the same deer without 

her baby. And the researchers also found the carcass of a poached female deer.  

Three decades of war have ravaged the Nuristan province and the continued violence 

and political instability makes the black market trade of musk deer scent glands 

uncontrollable. But poaching isn’t the only threat this rare Afghan species faces. Human 

development has fragmented the musk deer’s habitat. They rely on mountainous 

coniferous forests but deforestation and human settlements are encroaching upon the 

species’ vanishing home. 
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July 18 – Stink Bug 

Stink bug. As names go, it’s P.R. disaster. Each of the words alone hardly endearing: 

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

perky charm, a distinctive style, and for insects, a surprising concern for their offspring. 

Stink bugs deserve a better name – and they have one. Shield bugs. They got this 

name from their shape, which is like a medieval knight’s triangular shield. All shield bug 

species have glands producing a nasty-smelling defensive secretion. But they are also 

united by many much more likeable characteristics. This group of bugs includes many 

species that show devoted parental care for their eggs and newly-hatched young.  

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

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

stink from a shield bug can be very persistent.  

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

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

considered a major agricultural pest, as well as sometimes, a household nuisance. 
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July 19 – Tropical Glow Worm 

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

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

contain noxious chemicals.  

But the glowing also occasionally serves other purposes. For instance, a firefly, which is 

a beetle species, has a blinker that is an advertisement: a come-hither signal for 

potential mates.  

Another really fascinating thing I’ve seen in the New World tropics are glow worms. 

These beetles produce larvae that glow to lure prey. And let me tell you, walking in the 

pitch dark in a tropical forest and seeing a little yellow-green glow from the forest floor is 

beyond eerie. And unlike other bioluminescent bugs, such as fireflies, these predatory 

larvae are constantly glowing. 

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

that fireflies use. It’s called luciferin. And these glow worms are great predators – 

snagging everything from stick bugs to flies once the unsuspecting prey is lured near 

the heads that are protruding from the soil on the forest floor. And they can adjust the 

intensity of their glow, turning it up instantly, if threatened. 
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July 20 – How Hunting and Birding Help Wildlife 

What inspires people to support conservation? A new study by researchers at Cornell 

University provides one simple answer.  

This survey of conservation activity among rural land owners in New York State 

considered a range of possible predictors, such as gender, age, education, political 

ideology, and beliefs about the environment.  

All other factors being equal, birdwatchers are about five times as likely, and hunters 

about four times as likely as non-recreationists to engage in wildlife and habitat 

conservation.  

Both birdwatchers and hunters were more likely than non-recreationists to enhance land 

for wildlife, donate to conservation organizations, and advocate for wildlife -- all actions 

that significantly impact conservation success. Wildlife managers often discuss direct 

and indirect links between wildlife recreation and conservation. But these new findings 

not only validate the connection, but reveal the unexpected strength of the 

conservation/recreation relationship. 

One take-home message is clear: The more time we spend in nature, the more likely we 

are to protect it. 
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July 21 - Insects 

Pretty much anywhere you look, you are guaranteed to see a member of the animal 

class Insecta. That’s because, by a longshot, insects are the most successful creatures 

on Earth. In fact, nobody knows how many species of insect there may be.  

Of the current one-point-five million known plant and animal species, about two-thirds 

are insects. However, a conservative estimate is that there are at least nine million living 

species on Earth, and that as many as ninety percent may be insects. 

The reason for insects’ success include their tiny size, which both makes hiding easier 

and reduces overall energy requirements, their wide diets and habitats, their tough 

protective exoskeletons, their possession of wings, and their prodigious ability to 

reproduce. 

And most numerous of all insects are the beetles. There are over three hundred and 

eighty thousand species described to date, making up forty percent of all insect species 

on the books. But ants outnumber the beetles in sheer numbers. It’s estimated that 

there are about ten quadrillion ants, in all. For perspective, that’s over one point four 

million ants per human. 
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July 22 – Insect Adaptations 

Insects don’t breathe through their mouths, they inhale oxygen and exhale carbon 

dioxide via holes, called spiracles, in their exoskeleton. These holes typically line the 

insects’ thoraxes and abdomens, sort of like exhaust pipes. And the circulatory systems 

of insects are way different than ours.  

Such as closed vessels, such as arteries and veins, shuttling blood around, insects 

have an open circulatory system, in which their blood, called hemolymph, bathes the 

organs. And no, insects are not red-blooded. Their hemolymph is typically clear, but can 

appear greenish or yellowish.  

The oldest insect fossil goes back over 400 million years, suggesting insects were 

among the first animals to transition from sea to land. And not all insects are teeny, 

either. The largest insect ever was Meganeuropsis, or the griffin fly, which was an 

ancient dragonfly with a wingspan of up to a meter. These ancient dragonflies preyed 

on other insects and small, amphibian-like creatures during the age of the dinosaurs.  

The heftiest insect found today is New Zealand’s giant weta, a cricket-like beast that 

can weigh more than half a kilo. 
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July 25 – What If All the Insects Disappeared? 

If insects vanished, that would mean no pesky mosquito bites, or fleas on Fido. Far 

more significantly, the scourge of insect-spread disease, like malaria and dengue fever 

that infect millions and kill hundreds of thousands of people a year, would be over. The 

irony, of course, is that if insects were to disappear, the world would fall apart, and we 

would eventually starve to death. 

How come? For starters, approximately eighty percent of all the world’s plant life are 

angiosperms, or flowering plants. In order to reproduce, these plants must have pollen 

physically transferred from a male anther to a female stigma within a flower. In rare 

instances, wind, water or animals such as birds and bats do the trick, but the vast 

majority of pollinating work is done by insects, including bees, beetles, flies, and 

butterflies.  

The world would not just be a less leafy place in this insect apocalypse scenario: 

between fifty and ninety percent of the human diet by both volume and calories comes 

directly from flowering plants. That’s because angiosperms include staple grains like 

rice and wheat as well as fruits and vegetables.  

And don’t forget that insects play a principal role in decomposition.  
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July 26 – Gulls and Seals 

If you’ve ever explored the shoreline of Namibia in southwest Africa, you know it is an 

awesome place, particularly for a bird called the kelp gull. You see, hungry seagulls on 

the coast of Namibia have a gruesome way of snacking. They peck out and eat the 

eyeballs of baby seals.  

In the winter months, between 20 thousand and 80 thousand cape fur seals make their 

home on Pelican Point along the southern Atlantic Ocean in Namibia’s Dorob National 

Park. Over fifteen years, researchers have recorded about five hundred eye-pecking 

attacks.  

A successful attack starts when a gull approaches a newborn seal that has wandered 

away from its mother, or when the gull happens upon a sleeping juvenile seal. Then the 

gull goes for the creature’s eyes, rapidly pecking at the ocular region in an attempt to 

pluck out the animal’s eyeballs and eat them.  

But eyeball-eating isn’t the end of such an attack. After consuming the seal’s eyes, 

successful gulls start pecking the bodies of chubby baby seals, going for the soft 

exposed region on the underbelly and anus.  

As to why the seagulls do this, scientists note that fish are less plentiful in this region of 

the South Atlantic, and baby seals provide an easy target. 
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July 27 – Tree communities 

No tree is an island, and no place is this truer than the forest. Hidden beneath the soil of 

the forest understory is a labyrinth of fungal connections between tree roots, that 

scientists call the mycorrhizal network.  

Fungi partner with plant roots because each gets something out of it. The fungus 

infiltrates the plant’s roots, but it does not attack – far from it. The plant makes and 

delivers food to the fungus. The fungus in turn dramatically increases the plant’s water 

and mineral absorptive power via its vast network of filaments. They provide far more 

surface area for absorption than the meager supply of short root hairs the tree could 

grow alone.  

What has not been appreciated until relatively recently, is how both complex 

mycorrhizal networks can be and that they can also act as conduits between trees.  

It’s long been known that plants can communicate with unrelated species through the 

air. Plants getting chomped by herbivores release volatile chemicals that are sensed by 

neighboring plants who up their defenses proactively just in case. But communicating, 

even sharing resources, is amazing. 
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July 28 – Oldest Living Animal 

Have you ever wondered who is the longest living animal in the world? Some creatures 

are amazing. Box turtles in your yard live over 100 years. Giant Galapagos tortoises: 

over 150, and some of the great whales are known to live that long as well.  

But the world record for birthdays celebrated belongs to a 507 year-old quahog clam. 

That’s right! To determine how old the clam was, scientists counted the number of rings 

on its shell. Just like trees, clams have growth rings with each ring representing the 

same amount of time. Clam growth rings are visible on the inside and the outside of the 

shell, but the rings on the inside of the shell are better protected and therefore usually 

more reliable.  

So it turned out that the quahog in question was even older than scientists originally 

suspected. More recently, scientists applied a more sophisticated dating method to the 

clam shell, including carbon-14 testing. Embedded in its rings, in the form of oxygen 

isotopes, are 500 years of clues about the changing ocean temperature. Scientists also 

hope to learn its secret to such a long life. 
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July 29 – Wolf Packs 

The way that wolves organize themselves into hunting packs depends upon the number 

of participating wolves and the social status of each wolf. The methods show a striking 

resemblance to the way humans run businesses, which serve as another example of 

animal cooperation to meet a shared goal. In the case of wolves, that goal is to kill other 

animals for survival.  

There are benefits and drawbacks to such cooperation, however. The cooperation of 

multiple hunters presumably sometimes allows them to successfully capture prey that 

none of them would be able to capture on their own. This is the benefit of cooperation. 

On the other hand, those hunting together have to share their spoils, and this is the cost 

of cooperation.  

When hunting prey, such as elk, the best number of wolves in a pack is four or five. The 

wolves can then form a full circle around the victim, once surrounded, the victim has 

little chance of escaping. This type of pack is also successful because each participant 

gets a nice share of the meat reward, sustaining them and motivating them to work hard 

during the next hunt. Wolf hunting parties, larger than four or five, often involve adults 

who demonstrate to young how to bring down their prey. 


