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March 01 – Ultimate Hang Glider 
 
Turkey vultures are the ultimate hang gliders. They use rising bubbles of air called thermals to 

soar, seemingly all day, in search of tasty, smelly, carrion meals. And scientists have found that 

they also use small-scale turbulence to stay aloft at forest edges. 

 

The trick enables vultures to soar continuously without much flapping, giving them more time to 

look for food. 

 

Turbulence is formed when horizontal air currents hit a barrier, like a tree line, creating the uplift 

that supports the vulture. This way, the birds can pop up and down like a roller coaster while 

exerting very little effort at all. 

 

So if the bigger thermals are better for soaring, why fuss with small-scale forest edge lift? Well, 

sometimes it is cool or cloudy and thermal are unavailable, but the vultures are still hungry. 

Maybe, probably because vultures are common, as well as famous for scavenging on dead 

animals, the birds get a bad rap. But turkey vultures are good neighbors. They are part of 

nature’s cleanup crew, and as such, play a leading role in recycling the nutrients that keeps the 

system where we live running strong. 
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March 02 – Queens Rule! 

Queen bees and ants emit a chemical that alters the DNA of their daughters and keeps them as 

sterile, industrious workers, scientists have found. 

When deprived of the pheromone that queens emit, worker bees and ants become more self-

centered and lazy, and they begin to lay eggs. 

Amazingly, the queen pheromone works by chemically altering workers’ genes. 

Queen bees and ants can have hundreds of thousands of offspring and live for many years, 

while workers are short-lived and mostly sterile, even though they have the same DNA as the 

queen. 

Recent research suggests that a chemical modification to a baby bee or ant’s DNA, called DNA 

methylation, helps determine whether the baby develops into a queen or a worker. 

Surprisingly, the queen pheromone of honeybees seemed to lower methylation, while the queen 

pheromone of ants seemed to increase it, suggesting things work differently in bees and ants. 

Bees and ants evolved their two-tier societies independently. Clearly, free will is not a concept in 

the world of social insects. 
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March 03 – Cat domestication 

The cat is the most common domestic animal in the world today, with over 500 million 

individuals. All of today’s cats descend from the African and Near Eastern form of the wildcat. 

People and cats first started to form a close relationship in the Near East from 9,000 to 7,000 

BC, following the birth of agriculture. 

But wait! In China they had an independently-developed line of domestic cat. 

Researchers from the Chinese Academy of Scientists have discovered cat bones in agricultural 

settlements in northern China dating back about 3,500 BC. But the tricky part is that although 

there are no less than four different forms of small cat in China, the subspecies from which 

modern cats are descended has never been recorded there. 

Scientists analyzed the mandibles of five cats dating from 3,500 to 2,900 BC. Their work clearly 

determined that the bones all belonged to the leopard cat. 

Still very widespread in Eastern Asia today, the leopard cat is well-known for its propensity to 

frequent areas with a strong human presence. 
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March 04 – Circle of Poop 

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

whaling from the 1840s to the 1940s. But now, with whaling curtailed, the whales are surging 

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

levels – 239,000 animals. 

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

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

suggests, the resurgence of these massive creatures – with their equally massive appetites – is 

creating ever-greater competition for the commercial krill fishery. 

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

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

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

seawater. 

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

the essential nutrients needed to sustain their krill prey. It’s all in the circle of poop.  
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March 07 – Where Fido Came From 

Before humans milked cows, herded goats or raised hogs, before they invented agriculture or 

written language, before they had permanent homes, and most certainly before they had cats, 

they had dogs. 

Everybody agrees that domestic dogs are descendants of wolves. It has long been imagined 

that early man captured and raised young wolves. But wolves are hard to tame, even as 

puppies, and today, experts believe that dogs, in effect, invented themselves. 

Imagine that some wolves were slightly less timid around nomadic hunters and scavenged 

regularly from their kills and camps, and gradually became the tail-wagging beggar now 

celebrated as man’s best friend. 

Many pet lovers think of dogs as man’s best friend, but ecologically, they basically became 

highly effective parasites. 

By 14,000 years ago, people were burying dogs, sometimes along with humans. But some 

biologists argue that dog domestication occurred will over 30,000 years ago. 
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March 08 – Are You Smarter Than a Hyena? 

Hyenas have very complicated social structures and they require intelligence to function in their 

clans, or groups. So researchers wanted to test the animals and their intelligence compared to 

other predators. They put out metal boxes that the animals had to open by sliding a bolt in order 

to get to the meat inside. 

Only 15 percent of the hyenas solved the problem in the wild, but in captivity, the animals 

showed a success rate of 80 percent. 

They tested 140 animals in 39 species of predators that were part of nine different families. Just 

having a bigger brain did not make a difference, but the relative size of the brain, compared with 

the size of the body, was the best indication of which animals were able to solve the problem of 

opening the box. 

Bears did the best, followed by the family that includes raccoons and coatimundis. The family 

that includes weasels and otters came in third. 

Animals that lived in complex social groups did not do particularly well. 

Sadly, for any fans of “Meerkat Manor,” the family Herpestidae, which includes meerkats and 

mongooses, was the least successful at solving the puzzles. 
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March 09 – Bringing Nature Home 

I heard an NPR report about illegal logging on the Burma/China border that was so 

overwhelming, I pulled my car over. 

So what are we supposed to do to stem the tide of extinction and loss of biodiversity where we 

live? 

Well, as development and subsequent habitat destruction accelerate, there are increasing 

pressures on wildlife populations. But there is an important and simple step toward reversing 

this alarming trend. Everyone with access to a patch of earth can make a significant contribution 

toward sustaining biodiversity. 

There is an unbreakable link between native plant species and native wildlife – native insects 

cannot, or generally will not, eat alien plants. When native plants disappear, the insects 

disappear, impoverishing the food source for birds and other animals. However, in contrast, 

entomologists have studied suburban neighborhoods where there are oaks, beech and cherry 

trees instead of ornamental pears or ginkos, and sure enough, those trees are filled with nesting 

song birds and abundant diversity. 

It all starts with the native plant food source. 
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March 10 – Shark Invasion! 

Each winter, more than ten thousand blacktip sharks can be found swimming off the Florida 

coast, but while these numbers may seem menacing, they are not there to harm people. 

These annual visitors are there to feed on fish and bask in warm coastal waters. 

Visitors to those beaches could even catch a glimpse of the blacktips breaching, leaping out of 

the water like dolphins. 

Scientists began surveying the blacktip sharks in 2011, counting them after they migrate to 

south Florida during the winter. 

The sharks, which grow to about 2 meters in length, spend the summer months near Georgia 

and the Carolinas, where they mate and birth their pups. 

But get this – the ten-to-twelve-thousand estimate represents only the sharks that are able to be 

photographed and counted in one narrow swath near shore, using cameras mounted on the 

underside of a small research plane. There are actually many more blacktips than that 

swimming in the offshore stretch from Miami to Jupiter Inlet in south Florida. 

But people have little to fear from these seasonal visitors. They feed on small, shiny fish, so 

swimmers should avoid wearing reflective watches or jewelry that might be mistaken for the 

sharks’ prey. 
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March 11 – Naked Mole Rats 

For nearly 40 years, we have exhibited a colony of African naked mole rats in our insectarium at 

the Cincinnati Zoo. And all that time we have shared the fascinating story that naked mole rats 

are renowned for their ability to live cancer-free. 

Well, not any more. Researchers have recently found two separate cases of naked mole rats 

with cancer. 

The findings are not completely out of the blue. The researchers had previously found that some 

of the animals had precancerous lesions. But the new findings are still the first reports of full-

blown cancer in the critters. 

In the first case, a 22-year-old male naked mole rat at the Brookfield Zoo in Chicago developed 

a mass on its upper right chest. It ended up being a malignant tumor that likely started in the 

animal’s mammary or salivary gland. The animal survived the surgery and returned to its colony 

soon afterward. 

The second naked mole rat wasn’t as lucky. In this case, veterinarians humanely euthanized a 

20-year-old male after it experienced a severe rash on its face and progressive weight loss at 

the National Zoo in Washington, DC. 

Naked mole rats aren’t the only animals with few cancer cases. Elephants rarely get the 

disease, likely because they have multiple copies of a gene that suppresses tumor growth. 
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March 14 - Galapagos Tortoises 

The giant tortoises of the Galapagos Islands are famous for being one of the animals that 

inspired Charles Darwin to formulate his theory of natural selection. Despite their fame, the 

Galapagos tortoises have long been a bit of a mystery to scientists – at least when it comes to 

their sexual and social behaviors. 

There are two distinct types of Galapagos tortoises. Saddleback tortoises live in dry 

environments where there’s little to eat for 9 months of the year. As their name implies, 

saddleback tortoises’ shells rise in the front like saddles – this adaptation allows them to extend 

their long necks up to feed on cactus. 

Male saddlebacks vie for control over cactus, but will allow as many females into their shaded 

domains and possible. When two male saddlebacks come across one another, they battle for 

access to cacti – and therefore, mates. 

Domed tortoises, on the other hand, live in moist regions where food is plentiful and close to the 

ground, and the shape of their shells prevents them from extending their short necks up. 

Because of the abundance of food, these tortoises don’t control territories and instead roam 

around to find mates, probably using their noses as guides. 
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March 15 – Go Gators! 

People ask me all the time what my favorite animal is, expecting, I think, that it will be something 

showy like a tiger or an elephant. But having grown up in central Florida back in the days before 

the development boom, my favorite critter is the American alligator. 

You probably know that gators are the largest reptiles in the United States, but you may not 

know that they live in eleven states in the southeastern U. S., from Texas to Virginia. 

Fifty years ago, when I was exploring the swamps of Florida, alligators were at their all-time low 

– down to just six percent of their historic population. But thanks to protections under the 

Endangered Species Act, today is estimated that five million American alligators are spread out 

across the southeastern United States, and roughly 1.25 million alligators live in Florida alone. 

Large male alligators are solitary, territorial animals; and although alligators have no vocal 

cords, males bellow loudly to attract mates and warn off other males by sucking air into their 

lungs and blowing it out in intermittent, deep-toned roars. 



 
     90 Second Naturalist – March, 2016 Scripts 
 
 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

March 16 – Gator Glut 

Okay, I think you know there is a great American myth that down in Texas there are private 

ranchers and animal lovers with every type of wild animal on their property. They say there are 

more tigers living in Texas than in all of Asia, where they belong. 

But get this -- tigers, bears, and other large predators are living near your house, as well. 

Take Ohio, for example. In 2013, Ohio officials built the Dangerous Wild Animal Holding Facility 

to house unpermitted creatures relinquished by their owners or seized by the state. The $3 

million compound was created in the aftermath of the 2011 Zanesville, Ohio animal massacre, 

which led to a crackdown on private ownership of lions, tigers, bears, and other exotic animals. 

Here’s a breakdown of creatures hosted by the state over the past two years: 

69 alligators, 17 bears, 11 tigers, 1 lion, 1 leopard, and a dwarf crocodile. 

Why just one croc, when there are 69 gators? Well, believe it or not, American alligators are 

commercially available, and for as little as $100 you can get one shipped to your home in just a 

couple of days. 

But, like all of these dangerous creatures, they start out small and cute, but quickly grow into 

big, dangerous, unmanageable creatures. 
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March 17 - Beavers 

Quick! Can you name the largest rodent in North America or Europe? 

That would be the beaver, of course. 

Actually, there are two beaver species – the American beaver and the Eurasian beaver. They 

are around the same size and naturally fill the same watery niche where they live. 

Beavers have adapted to a semi-aquatic existence with closable nostrils and ears, and 

transparent eye membranes. 

Both male and female beavers have a pair of scent glands, called castors, at the base of their 

tails. They use the secretions from these glands, a musk-like substance called castoreum, to 

mark their territories. 

And beavers don’t just build hoes from trees, they also eat them. Unlike most mammals, 

Beavers can digest cellulose, which is a major component of their diet. 

Beavers were once hunted almost to extinction because they were valued for their pelts, 

castoreum, and meat. Beaver hats were the height of fashion, and castoreum was used in 

medicines, food, and perfumes. 

And no, castor oil, a traditional home remedy for constipation, is not made from castoreum, but 

rather, from the oil of the castor bean. 
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March 18 – Zebra Stripes 

If you’ve always thought of a zebra’s stripes as offering some type of camouflaging protection 

against predators, it’s time to think again. 

Researchers passed digital images taken in the field in Tanzania through spatial and color filters 

that simulated how the zebras would appear to their main predators – lions and spotted hyenas 

– as well as to other zebras. 

They also measured the stripes’ widths and light contrast, or luminance, in order to estimate the 

maximum distance from which lions, spotted hyenas and zebras could detect the stripes, using 

information about these animals’ visual capabilities. 

They found that beyond 50 meters in daylight or 30 meters at twilight, when most predators 

hunt, stripes can be seen by humans but are hard for zebra predators to distinguish. And on 

moonless nights, the stripes are particularly hard for all species to distinguish beyond nine 

meters. 

In open, treeless habitats, where zebras tend to spend most of their time, the researchers found 

that lions could see the outline of striped zebras just as easily as they could see similar-sized 

prey with fairly solid-color hides, such as waterbuck, topi antelope, and the smaller impala. 



 
     90 Second Naturalist – March, 2016 Scripts 
 
 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

March 21 – Baboon Friends Swap Gut Germs 

The warm, soft folds of the intestines are teeming with thousands of species of bacteria. 

Collectively known as the gut microbiome, these microbes help break down food, synthesize 

vitamins, regulate weight, and resist infection.  

If they’re so key to our health, what factors shape an individual’s gut microbial makeup? 

Previous studies have pointed to the food we eat, the drugs we take, genetics – even our house 

dust. 

Now, a new study in baboons suggests that relationships may play a role, too. Researchers 

studied social interactions, eating habits, and bacteria in the feces of 48 wild baboons living in 

two groups near Mount Kilimanjaro in Kenya. 

Poop contains a gold mine of data. And 98 percent of the DNA in poop doesn’t come from the 

animal itself or the food it eats – it’s bacterial. 

They found that baboons from the same troop had more similar gut microbes than baboons 

from different troops, and that baboons who groomed each other more often shared more 

similar sets of gut microbes. 

So this is another way that social relationships can influence your health. Sometimes they’re 

important for the transmission of microbes that are potentially good for you.  
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March 22 – Bat wings 

If you’ve ever sat out on a summer evening, you know that bats can flutter, hover, dive-bomb, 

and change directions midair with tremendous agility. They owe part of their incredible nocturnal 

navigation to echolocation, of course. But new research highlights another underappreciated 

source of a bat’s amazing abilities – the wing. 

Bat wings sport a unique touch receptor design. Tiny sensory cells, associated with fine hairs on 

the bat wing, enable the animals to change the shape of their wings in a split-second, granting 

them impressive midair maneuverability. 

To study this, scientists recorded how the absence of these hairs influenced flight. After 

rendering bat wings temporarily hairless with an over-the-counter cream, researchers measured 

the bats’ flight behaviors. 

The scientists found that without wing hair, bats did not slow as quickly when they approached 

objects, their midair turns were also less tight, and neurological studies revealed that bat brain 

cells responded when the hairs were stimulated with air puffs or light touch. 

Together, these cells provide bats with immediate information about airflow over the wing. 
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March 23 – Termites Hold Back the Desert 

Some termite species erect massive mounds that look like giant temples springing up from the 

world’s savannas and dry lands. 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 effects of global warming 

in dry lands. 

The rain falls 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. So termites 

may be tiny, but in recent years researchers have recognized that these unsocial insects are 

impressive ecological engineers. 

Termite mounds have distinct plant communities and sport higher biodiversity. 
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March 24 - Scary New Termite Hybrid 

The two most invasive termite species in the world are shacking up, producing a potentially 

powerful new termite hybrid in South Florida. The super pests can reproduce more quickly than 

either parent species, and might have a larger range, opening it up to new habitats. 

Together, the Asian and Formosan subterranean termite species cause an estimated 40 billion 

dollars’ worth of damage worldwide every year. The Asian termite is from tropical Southeast 

Asia, while the Formosan hails from the more temperate China and Taiwan. Both types of 

termites have evolved separately for hundreds of thousands of years, but now human 

movement and trade have brought the invasive species together in Taiwan, Hawaii, and South 

Florida. 

Researchers in South Florida have observed the two mating; raising concerns the hybrid 

offspring might have a temperate tolerance that stretches from North Carolina all the way to 

Brazil. So scientists took termites of both species back to the lab. When the two were placed 

together, the Asian males started chasing the female Formosan termites. In fact, males of both 

species preferred females from the other species of termite. 
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March 25 – Mosquito Legs 

Small, semi-aqueous arthropods, such as mosquitos and water striders are free to go about 

their waterborne business thanks to their unique leg-based adaptations, which repel water and 

allow them to float freely on the surface. 

By examining the forces that the segments of mosquito legs generate against the water surface, 

scientists have unraveled the mechanical logic that allows the mosquitos to walk on water. 

Mosquitos land on still bodies of water to lay their eggs, just under the surface, where the 

embryos will hatch and develop into a pupa -- eventually emerging from the water as a mature 

adult to continue the cycle. 

Scientists have found that the insect’s ability to float on water, generating an upward force of 

twenty times its own body weight with its six legs, is owed entirely to the tarsus’s buoyant 

horizontal contact with the surface.  

By reducing the total surface area of the leg in contact with the water, the adhesive force of the 

water on the insect is greatly reduced, which assists in takeoff. The structural ability of the 

tarsus to achieve such a large supporting force per unit length, however, remains an ongoing 

research endeavor. 
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March 28 – Are Pufferfish Holding Their Breath? 

Pufferfish, also known as blowfish, can quickly expand by gulping water into their elastic 

stomachs to avoid predation. And it turns out that the fish’s puff has nothing to do with holding 

its breath. 

To study this, scientists caught eight black-saddled pufferfish in Australia’s Great Barrier Reef, 

and placed them in sealed tanks. The researchers stimulated the fish by gently suctioning, 

which caused them to puff up to about four times their normal size. Then they measured the 

amount of oxygen in the tank to check the rate of oxygen consumption, a gauge of whether the 

fish were holding their breath.  

Pufferfish, the researchers learned, can breathe just fine while inflated. Moreover, the fish 

breathe with their gills when puffed up, which means they can breathe as they always do, even 

when they inflate to the size of a football. 

But inflation comes at a cost, and can increase the fish’s oxygen uptake by five times that of 

resting levels. It then takes an average of five and a half hours before the fish can return to 

typical metabolic levels. If it’s taking them several hours to recover, it’s not a response they 

would have evolved to use every hour of the day. 
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March 29 – 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 avoid 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 a hundred species of cone snails, these 15-

centimeter-long underwater predators, are known to release complex toxins that paralyze their 

prey.  

Now, people make insulin in our 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 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. 
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March 30 - Bushfires 

Bushfires are a part of life in Australia, and if you happen to be a small animal, surviving the 

bushfire is only the start of your worries. 

Survival in recently-burned areas is not a level playing field, because higher chances of 

predation puts prey animals at risk. 

The effects of bushfires are felt on a large scale throughout Australia. Big fires burn away 

vegetation and other ground cover, drastically simplifying and altering the structure of the 

habitat. This simplification, in turn, affects the distribution and abundance of animals which rely 

on vegetation for food and shelter. 

Fire reduces vegetation biomass, which impacts higher trophic levels from the bottom up. In 

contrast, an increase of predators affects lower levels from the top down. When both occur 

simultaneously, the organisms in the middle get heavily impacted. 

Predators introduced outside their native range, such as feral species, can have particularly 

strong effects on native species. Indeed, the deleterious impact of feral predators in Australia, 

specifically of cats and red foxes, has been overwhelming. 
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March 31 - Toucans 

Some animals sweat to cool off, such as horses and humans. But toucans can’t. In fact, no birds 

sweat. Instead, toucans use their enormous orange bills as radiators – to dump heat and stay 

chilled. 

All endotherms, which are warm-blooded mammals and birds, try to regulate our body 

temperatures to be fairly consistent. For that purpose, we continuously balance the amount of 

heat we produce, with the heat that we 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’s 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 their bill.  

 


