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Cone Snails 

Scientists have discovered that at least two species of cone snail have turned insulin 

into an underwater weapon. When these stealthy aquatic snails approach their prey, 

they release insulin, a hormone that can cause blood sugar levels to plummet. 

Nearby fish don't stand a chance. The sudden influx of insulin can enter their gills and 

get into their bloodstream. Within moments, they don't have the energy to swim away to 

escape being eaten alive. 

Normally we think of venom as a specific toxin, so it's unique that an animal has come 

up with a way to target metabolism in prey. 

More than 100 species of these 15 centimeter long underwater predators are known to 

release complex toxins that paralyze prey. In the past, researchers have used cone 

snail venom to develop medications, such as a painkiller that is 1,000 times more potent 

than morphine. 

Now people make insulin in the pancreas, but mollusks produce it in neuroendocrine 

cells, such as nerve cells. Unexpectedly, these two cone snail species make regular 

mollusk insulin in their neuroendocrine cells, and the weaponized insulin in the venom 

gland. 

The weaponized insulin also varies depending on the snail's preferred diet.  Some cone 

snails that eat worms also produce insulin that is similar to worm insulin.  

http://www.livescience.com/49547-cone-snails-insulin-weapon.html
http://www.livescience.com/33717-astonishing-video-killer-cone-snails.html
http://www.livescience.com/14016-natural-products-nih.html
http://www.livescience.com/14016-natural-products-nih.html
http://www.livescience.com/49547-cone-snails-insulin-weapon.html
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Sea Turtle Magnetic Navigation 

Female sea turtles, known to swim thousands of miles before returning to their 

birthplace to lay eggs, find their way home by relying on unique magnetic signatures 

along the coast. 

The turtles imprint on the unique magnetic field of their natal beach as hatchlings, and 

then use this information to return as adults. 

Previous studies have shown that sea turtles use Earth's magnetic field to help guide 

them at sea, but it was unclear whether magnetic features also help steer them toward 

the nesting sites chosen by their mothers. 

To investigate, the scientists examined a database of records covering 19 years of 

loggerhead sea turtle nesting along the eastern coast of Florida, the largest sea turtle 

rookery in North America. Earth's iron core is surrounded by a layer of molten metal, 

and as this molten metal sloshes around, it causes fluctuations in the magnetic field, 

with some areas strengthening and others weakening. 

The researchers wondered whether turtles had changed their nesting locations as 

magnetic signatures drifted across the coast. 

They reasoned that if turtles use the magnetic field to find their natal beaches, then 

naturally occurring changes in the Earth's field might influence where turtles nest. 

A look at the data, from 1993 to 2011, confirmed this idea. As the Earth's magnetic field 

shifted, turtle nests followed suit to new beaches.  

http://www.livescience.com/49468-turtles-migration-magnetic-field.html
http://www.livescience.com/43856-baby-sea-turtle-migration-tracked.html
http://www.livescience.com/43856-baby-sea-turtle-migration-tracked.html
http://www.livescience.com/49468-turtles-migration-magnetic-field.html
http://www.livescience.com/37278-light-pollution-sea-turtle-nesting.html
http://www.livescience.com/49468-turtles-migration-magnetic-field.html
http://www.livescience.com/30295-leatherback-turtle-nest-increase.html
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Zebra Stripes 

Many African animals sport some stripes on their bodies, but none of these patterns 

contrast as starkly as the zebra's. Researchers have long struggled to explain the 

purpose of the zebra's unique black-and-white coat. Some have suggested that the 

stripes may help zebras camouflage themselves and escape from lions and other 

predators; avoid nasty bites from disease-carrying flies; or control body heat by 

generating small-scale breezes over the zebra's body when light and dark stripes heat 

up at different rates. 

Still, few scientists have tested these explanations, and many argue that the stripes 

serve a complex mix of purposes.  

Now, researchers based at UCLA have produced one of the most comprehensive zebra 

stripe studies yet by examining how 29 different environmental variables influence the 

stripe styles of plains zebras at 16 different sites from south to central Africa. 

The scientists found that the definition of stripes along a zebra's back most closely 

correlated with temperature and precipitation in a zebra's environment, and did not 

correlate with the prevalence of lions or tsetse flies in the region. These findings 

suggest that torso stripes may do more to help zebras regulate their body temperature 

than to avoid predators and tsetse flies. 

Other animals also need to thermoregulate, but zebras particularly benefit from an extra 

cooling system because they digest food much less efficiently than other grazers. 

http://www.livescience.com/6305-study-reveals-creatures-spots-stripes.html
http://www.livescience.com/41659-razzle-dazzle-camouflage-fools-eye.html
http://www.livescience.com/49447-zebras-stripes-cooling.html
http://www.livescience.com/27443-zebras.html
http://www.livescience.com/45108-tsetse-fly-genome-mapped.html
http://www.livescience.com/49447-zebras-stripes-cooling.html
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Energy saving Geese 

Every year, flocks of geese fly hundreds of miles over the Himalayas, migrating from 

their breeding grounds in Mongolia to southeastern Tibet or India for the winter. NowBut 

how do they fly so far in the thin mountain air? 

Researchers implanted tracking devices in seven bar-headed geese that measured the 

animals' heart rate, altitude and other parameters. They found that the birds did not 

 remain at a certain altitude for the duration of their flights, and instead, the geese 

climbed and descended with the contours of the terrain below. 

This flight strategy resembling a roller coaster may allow the birds to conserve energy 

while flying. 

It might seem like the geese's actual strategy, of ascending and descending with the 

terrain, would burn up more energy than flying at a constant altitude. But in fact, the low 

density of the air at the higher altitudes over the Himalayas requires that the birds 

expend even more energy to produce lift, so they are better off descending a bit and 

then climbing back up. 

Another advantage to descending is that more oxygen is available at lower altitudes, 

which relieves some of the demand on the birds' bodies as they fly. 

The tracking data also showed that the birds flapped their wings more frequently at 

higher altitudes, where the air is less dense. But more important, a small increase in the 

wingbeat frequency was strongly correlated with a large increase in the heart rate.  

http://www.livescience.com/49470-roller-coaster-goose-flight.html
http://www.livescience.com/12885-flying-secrets-high-flying-bar-headed-goose.html
http://www.livescience.com/49470-roller-coaster-goose-flight.html
http://www.livescience.com/49470-roller-coaster-goose-flight.html
http://www.livescience.com/49470-roller-coaster-goose-flight.html
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Chimp Seed Dispersal 

Everybody knows birds and bees help distribute seeds and pollen to help plants 

germinate.  But how about our cousin, the chimpanzee? 

In the Congo Basin, chimps pluck the bright orange fruit of what is nicknamed the 

“gobstopper” tree and can spend hours enjoying the sweet flesh before spitting out the 

seeds. 

The fruits are incredibly juicy, so the chimps often keep them in their mouths for hours. 

By the time the chimp eventually spits out the seeds they have travelled a long way 

from the parent plant. 

The species is a climbing shrub, or small tree, that can grow to 5m tall and is found in a 

sandy, coastal area within a reserve owned by the Jane Goodall Institute in the 

Republic of Congo. The fruit is the size of a small orange. 

The tree has been classified as vulnerable, and there are fears habitat destruction 

caused by the oil industry and urbanization could leave it on the brink of extinction. 

Of course, chimps are not the only mammal in the seed distribution game.  What do you 

think the squirrels in your backyard are up to?  And long with them, other rodents, bats, 

monkeys, and even elephants are important dispersers.  In fact, the very reason that 

fruits and flowers evolved is to establish a mutualistic relationship between plants and 

animals that benefits both, but is essential to the plants. 
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Biggest Rodent Ever 

The biggest rodent to ever stalk the Earth lived about 3 million years ago in what is now 

South Africa — and it used its large front teeth the way today's elephants use their 

tusks. 

The bull-size creature used its incisors to root around in the ground for food, possibly 

even fighting off predators with the sturdy teeth. 

Past studies had suggested that ancient giant rodents had fairly weak chewing muscles 

and small grinding teeth. That suggested the animals dined on soft vegetation and fruit. 

Yet most rodents have tremendously strong bites, and the researchers suspected this 

massive rodent was no exception. 

To understand more about how this biggest ever rodent used its teetharchiologists 

analyzed the orientation and size of the animals' muscles along the jaw. 

They estimated the rodent could produce a bite force of about 312 pounds — equivalent 

to that of a tiger. Even more impressive, the force at the animals' incisors, or third 

molars, could reach about three times that amount. 

Because chomping down on veggies wouldn't require that level of force, scientists 

suspect the incisors had another purpose. 

And they concluded that it must have used its incisors for activities other than biting, 

such as digging in the ground for food, or defending itself from predators.  

http://www.livescience.com/49723-biggest-rodent-teeth-were-tusks.html
http://www.livescience.com/37877-saber-toothed-predator-weak-bite.html
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New Bangladeshi Frog 

A new species of frog has hopped onto the radar of researchers in Bangladesh. The 

frogs were discovered after the researchers noticed their unusual breeding habits. 

Most frogs have a specific mating season, but researchers found that one frog bred all 

year long, even in the winter. 

The newfound frog's mitochondrial genes are between 5.5 percent and about 18 

percent different from other frog species in the same genus 

Scientists named the new 4 centimeter long frog Euphlyctis kalasgramensis, after the 

Bangladesh village of Kalasgram, where they first found the frogs. 

Further investigations showed that it eats different types of worms, small crabs, snails, 

spiders and insects, especially those that harm local crops.   

The researchers found that the frog lives in pools of water that collect in forests and 

crop fields, which puts it at risk from farming pesticides that pollute water.  The frog is 

also threatened by people who use it as live bait for fishing, and by indigenous people 

who eat it. 

Frogs originated before 265 million years ago.  The first members of our human family, 

the hominids, evolved about only 6 or 7 million years ago. But the existence of this old 

member of our world has become threatened by our activities and ignorance. 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/frogs/
http://www.livescience.com/10957-pesticide-turns-male-frogs-females.html
http://www.livescience.com/49698-new-frog-species-bangladesh.html
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Saving Pollinators Vital For Human Nutrition 
 

Saving the world's pollinators may be a public health issue, according to recent 

research. Scientists have long believed that pollinators are important for human 

nutrition, but this is first time they have tested the hypothesis. What they found is 

disturbing: pollinator collapse could increase nutrient deficiency across local populations 

by a up to 56 percent in four developing counties, with Vitamin A the most vulnerable to 

pollinator decline.  

 

Populations of both managed and wild pollinators are declining around the globe, and 

the importance of pollinators to farm productivity and economics is increasingly clear. 

 

By pollinating a huge number of important crops, the world's pollinators—like bees, 

butterflies, wasps and others—play an outsized role in global food production and 

nutrient production. Recent studies have estimated that pollinators are responsible for 

up to 40 percent of the world's supply of nutrients. 

 

Sixty nine percent or more of the Vitamin A in children’s diets came from fruits and 

vegetables, many of which depend strongly on pollinators. 

The take-home is: pollinator declines can really matter to human health, with quite scary 

numbers for vitamin A deficiencies, for example which can lead to blindness and 

increase death rates for some diseases, including malaria.   
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Giant Clams 

The world’s biggest bivalves are the aptly named giant clams. Inhabiting the warm 

waters of the Indo-Pacific, the largest of these species, the eponymous giant clam can 

reach up to 1.2 meters in length and weigh over 230 kilograms.  Historically known as 

the killer clam for its supposed ability to trap careless divers, these harmless and 

colorful bivalves are favorite animals for divers and snorkelers to spot, but they also are 

big players in the ecosystem.  

 

Giant clams, regardless of species, are among the most immediately recognizable 

animals on coral reefs, yet their ecological roles in these complex ecosystems have not 

been studied in depth.  

All organisms contribute 

differently to their ecosystems from birth to death, and it is no different for the giant 

clam. Young clams grow quickly compared to corals, the other primary producers of a 

reef. Depending on clam and coral species, this rate can range from twice to 75 times 

as quickly as corals.  

Of course, many of these young clams fall prey to predation. At least 75 animals are 

known to rely on these bivalves as a food source, whether as recently-released 

gametes (sperm and eggs) or as juveniles. Even fish occasionally nip chunks off the 

mantles of adult clams, though the giant clams' expulsions of zooxanthellae and 

nutrient-rich feces likely make more significant dietary contributions to reef fish.  
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Termites Hold Back the Desert 

Some termite species erect massive mounds that look like great temples springing up 

from the world's savannas and drylands. But aside from their aesthetic appeal—and 

incredible engineering—new research finds that these structures, which can stand taller 

than five meters above ground, do something remarkable for the ecosystem: they hold 

back the desert. By providing a moist refuge in a dry landscape, termite mounds allow 

plants to flourish and keep desertification at bay. As such, these mounds could be key 

for mitigating some of the worst impacts of global warming in drylands.  

 

The rain is the same everywhere in these areas, but because termites allow water to 

penetrate the soil better, the plants grow on or near the mounds as if there were more 

rain.  The vegetation on and around termite mounds persists longer and declines 

slower. Even when you get to such harsh conditions where vegetation disappears from 

the mounds, re-vegetation is still easier. As long as the mounds are there the 

ecosystem has a better chance to recover. 

 

Termites may be tiny, but in recent years, researchers have recognized that these 

eusocial insects are impressive ecological engineers. In other words, they drastically 

impact their immediate environment. Termite mounds often have distinct plant 

communities and sport higher biodiversity. But ecologists have now found that termite 

mounds provide crucial buffers against drought and desertification.  
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Amur Leopard Comeback 

Things are starting to look up for the rarest big cat on the planet: The critically 

endangered Amur leopard, which is indigenous to southeastern Russia and parts of 

northeastern China, has doubled in population since 2007, according to a new report by 

the World Wildlife Fund. 

Census data from Russia's Land of the Leopard National Park, which covers about 60 

percent of the Amur leopard's habitat, puts the number of these wild cats at 57. That's 

up from the 30 leopards counted in the area in 8 years ago. 

Eight to 12 additional cats were also counted in adjacent areas of China during the 

census, which means the total population of Amur leopards has, in fact, doubled in less 

than a decade. 

To count these solitary cats, park rangers and experts from the Far Eastern Branch of 

the Russian Academy of Sciences placed camera traps throughout the more than 3,600 

square kilometers of land that make up the Amur leopard's habitat. They collected about 

10,000 photographs, which were used to identify approximately 60 individual leopards.  

The Land of the Leopard National Park, where the leopards were counted, was 

established in 2012 along the border of northeastern China and the Russian Far East, in 

a region known as the Amur-Heilong River Basin. Its founding was part of an ongoing 

effort to conserve Amur leopards and other at-risk species, including the Siberian tiger. 

http://www.livescience.com/41533-images-amur-leopard-cubs-spotted.html
http://www.livescience.com/19616-endangered-amur-leopard-park.html
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Siberian Tigers 

Siberian tigers were once in as dire a situation as Amur leopards are now, with only 

about 56 of these tigers living in the wild in 2009, according to the Siberian Tiger 

Monitoring Program, a collaboration among the U.S. Wildlife Conservation Society and 

several Russian organizations. Ten Siberian tigers were introduced to the Land of the 

Leopard National Park in 2012. Another 350 or so Siberian tigers live in other areas of 

the Russian Far East. 

But these tigers are now making inroads into northeastern China as well, according to 

recent video footage captured by World Wildlife Fund officials in that country. The 

footage, taken late last year inside the Wangqing Nature Reserve in northeastern 

China, shows a family of Siberian tigers frolicking about 32 kilometers from the Russian 

border. 

Until this video was taken, the only evidence that Siberian tigers still inhabited parts of 

China was the occasional footprint. 

These images show that Wangqing Nature Reserve has now become a breeding site 

for Amur tigers.  

Conservationists in Russia are now working with their counterparts in China to more 

closely monitor cat populations in that country as well. The next step could be to create 

a nature reserve that stretches across both countries. 

http://www.livescience.com/5925-siberian-tiger-population-declines.html
http://www.livescience.com/49905-amur-leopard-population-doubled.html
http://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/rare-video-of-amur-tiger-family
http://www.livescience.com/49905-amur-leopard-population-doubled.html
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Mexican Wolves 

Once driven to the brink extinction in the United States, the population of Mexican 

wolves has doubled in the past five years. 

There were at least 109 wild Mexican wolves, or lobos, in the Southwest in 2014, up 

from 83 in 2013, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced recently.  It's the fifth year in 

a row the small population has grown. In 2010, there were just 50 Mexican wolves in the 

wild. 

According to the latest wolf census — conducted through radio tracking, aerial surveys 

and sightings in the field — there are now 19 packs, with at least 53 wolves in New 

Mexico and 56 wolves in Arizona. The 2014 total also included 38 wild-born pups that 

survived through the end of the year. 

The Mexican wolf, a smaller subspecies of gray wolf, was hunted out of the wild in the 

United States by the 1970s. 

In the 1980s, when wildlife officials were devising ways to reintroduce captive-bred 

Mexican wolves in the Southwest, their goal was to have 100 individuals in the wild to 

guard against extinction. 

Earlier this year, FWS officials announced that Mexican wolves would be protected as a 

subspecies under the Endangered Species Act, separate from gray wolves. The agency 

also expanded the territory for the population of Mexican wolves and set an objective to 

boost their numbers to up to 325 individuals. 

http://www.livescience.com/43058-mexican-wolf-population-grows.html
http://www.livescience.com/43058-mexican-wolf-population-grows.html
http://www.livescience.com/27909-wolves.html
http://www.livescience.com/49813-grand-canyon-wolf-killed-dna-confirms.html
https://www.fws.gov/southwest/es/mexicanwolf/pdf/NR_Mexican_Wolf_f10j_FINAL.pdf
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Blind Cavefish 

Some creatures will go to great lengths just to save a little energy. Take the blind 

Mexican cavefish; this super-efficient animal uses almost 30 percent less energy to 

survive than its counterparts in surface waters, and it accomplishes this in a rather 

interesting way. 

The blind Mexican cavefish saves energy by forgoing circadian rhythms. Sometimes 

referred to as an internal clock, circadian rhythms help many organisms — including 

animals, plants, fungi and even certain bacteria — coordinate their behavior and 

physiology with the day-night cycle. 

This clock provides one of its most important functions by controlling metabolism, or the 

chemical reactions involved in maintaining healthy cells and breaking down molecules 

to gain energy. Circadian rhythm helps ensure these reactions occur in advance of 

when an organism will most need energy. 

But unlike most organisms, blind Mexican cavefish don't control their metabolism with a 

circadian clock.  In experiments, researchers found that unlike other fish, they pretty 

much use the very same amount of oxygen and energy whether it is day or night.  This 

is at least partly explained by their environment, which is it total darkness and relatively 

confined. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/28235-cavefish-hearing-loss.html
http://www.livescience.com/13123-circadian-rhythms-obesity-diabetes-nih.html
http://www.livescience.com/32362-what-does-fast-metabolism-mean.html
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What’s the Difference Between Crocs and Gators? 

People often ask me what the differences are between alligators and crocodiles. 

Of course, being cousins, they share many more similarities than differences.  Both are 

aquatic, principally nocturnal, predators.  They float, have waterproof skin, and eyes, 

ears, and nose on the top of their heads for their watery world. 

Both gators and crocs belong to the subgroup Eusuchia, which includes 22 species 

divided into three families: the fish-eating gavials or gharials, which belong to the 

Gavialidae family; today's crocodiles or the Crocodylidae family; and the Alligatoridae 

family, or alligators. Eusuchians appeared on the scene during the late Cretaceous 

some 100 million or so years ago. 

As for differences, of course, there are a few: 

• Snout shape: Alligators have wider, U-shaped snouts, while crocodile front ends 

are more pointed and V-shaped. 

• Toothy grin: When their snouts are shut, crocodiles look like they're flashing a 

toothy grin, as the fourth tooth on each side of the lower jaw sticks up over the 

upper lip. For alligators, the upper jaw is wider than the lower one, so when they 

close their mouths, all their teeth are hidden. 

• And home base: Crocodiles tend to live in saltwater habitats, while alligators 

prefer freshwater marshes and lakes. 

http://www.livescience.com/32144-whats-the-difference-between-alligators-and-crocodiles.html
http://www.ouramazingplanet.com/2754-alligator-facts-oapmp.html
http://www.livescience.com/32144-whats-the-difference-between-alligators-and-crocodiles.html
http://www.livescience.com/15870-rare-siamese-crocodiles-hatch.html
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Toucans 

Some animals sweat to cool off. Toucans can't. Instead, they use their enormous 

orange bills as radiators to dump heat and stay chilled.  

The toco toucan, which hangs out in the canopies of tropical rainforests in South 

America, sports the largest bill relative to body size of any bird, making up over one-

third of the toucan's body length of about 64 cm. 

All endotherms (mammals and birds) try to regulate their body temperature to be fairly 

constant.  For that purpose, they continuously balance the amount of heat they produce 

with the heat they exchange with the environment. 

But the toco toucan takes it to the extreme, as this bird can get rid of a maximum of four 

times the amount of heat the bird produces at rest.  

It works so well because the toucan bill has a large surface area over which to radiate 

heat; it's not insulated with feathers or other heat-trapping material; and it is equipped 

with a network of blood vessels for dumping or absorbing heat.  

In experiments researchers found that as temperatures rose, so did the temperature of 

the bird’s bill, while their core body temperature stayed constant.  And the reverse held 

true as temperatures cooled.  This is accomplished by increasing or decreasing blood 

flow to the bill. 

http://www.livescience.com/7811-toucan-bill-acts-giant-radiator.html
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Spider Silk 

The silk that spiders produce is five to six times stronger than high-grade steel by 

weight, and is stronger than any known natural or synthetic fiber on Earth. 

It's also extremely pliable - spider silk is able to stretch up to 140 percent of its length 

without breaking. 

For such a mighty material, spider silk is remarkably lightweight: a strand long enough 

to circle the Earth would weigh less than a bar of soap. 

The fine protein fiber spun by spiders, also called gossamer, serves many purposes. 

When some baby spiderlings first hatches from an egg, they release a lone stand of silk, 

patiently wait to be carried away by the wind and is dispersed to a new location by the 

breeze, a process known as "ballooning." 

When a spiderling lands, it will secrete silk to build webs to capture other insects for 

food.   Some species of spiders prefer to make tiny webs between their legs and then 

pounce on the insect they hope to make their dinner, wrapping the web around the prey 

in order to overcome it. This costs the spider much less time and energy than building a 

large, elaborate web. 

Some spiders also use gossamer to make protective nests or cocoons, and some 

suspend themselves on silk strands so they can travel distances of at least several feet, 

carried by the wind. And some even recycle - they eat their own web once it has served 

its purpose. 

http://www.livescience.com/32582-how-do-spiders-make-silk.html
http://www.livescience.com/strangenews/070830_ap_spider_webs.html
http://www.livescience.com/32582-how-do-spiders-make-silk.html
http://www.livescience.com/32582-how-do-spiders-make-silk.html
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The Comeback of the Peregrine Falcon 

Peregrine falcons have swooped back from a precipitous decline in the 1960s, when 

they nearly went extinct in eastern North America. A ban on the pesticide DDT, 

reintroduction efforts and the birds' own versatility allowed them to soar back. 

Part of the reason they've been able to climb back from the edge of extinction is by 

adapting to urban areas, nesting in tall buildings instead of their usual cliffs and bluffs 

overlooking river valleys. They've adapted to use these sites as artificial cliffs.  And one 

of the great side benefits to the falcons moving to town is public education.  40 years 

ago most people didn’t even know what a peregrine was.  And today, with many pairs 

nesting on buildings and bridges in cities, the species has become a sort of mascot for 

conservation success. 

Peregrine falcons are bird eating machines.  They can fly over 322 kph, making them 

the world's fastest animal, and very adept at knocking everything from ducks to 

songbirds out of the sky. 

It’s important to note that their now famous comeback didn’t happen because of luck.  

Cleaning up the environment and reducing the spraying of especially dangerous 

chemicals, along with their protection under the Endangered Species Act, paved the 

way for their recovery.  And once we humans got our act together, nature too care of 

the rest.   

Nature is resilient and built to repair itself if there is enough habitat and healthy 

environment for native species to survive.  

http://www.livescience.com/31948-peregrine-falcons-make-comeback.html
http://www.livescience.com/32116-what-is-the-worlds-fastest-animal.html

