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Shrinking wild spaces 

Changes in climate is affecting the western desert area of the U.S 

Scientists used satellite imagery to map the vegetation changes from 2000 to 2014 in 

the western United States. They found that during the drought of 2002, the abundance 

of available vegetation that mule deer eat contracted to the mountainous regions, and 

less of the Mojave Desert and other dry regions had enough greenery to sustain the 

population. 

At the same time, the actual abundance of mule deer dropped by about 20 percent, with 

the deer occupying a smaller area. Even though mountain lions don't eat grass (mule 

deer make up about 60 percent of their diet), the declines in vegetation also led to a 

dramatic drop in mountain lion populations as well. 

Paradoxically, the dwindling mountain lion population may mean more conflicts with 

humans. As fewer mule deer survive in the wild, they may venture out into the 

manicured greenery of human landscapes. 

Agriculture and urban landscapes are irrigated and fairly consistent. As conditions in 

native habitat diminish, it makes those human landscapes all the more attractive. 

Mountain lions, meanwhile, may have to roam farther to find food, which also increases 

the risk of clashes with humans. 
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Salamanders Disappearing 

Wild salamanders that live in the Appalachian Mountains are shrinking because they 

must burn more energy as the local climate gets hotter and drier. 

Researchers found that the salamanders they collected between 1980 and 2012 were 8 

percent smaller than those collected in earlier decades, starting in 1957. The findings 

confirm predictions that some species will shrink in response to climate change. The 

climate where the salamanders live has gotten warmer and drier. 

 

The researchers' interest in salamander size was sparked by a decline in salamander 

populations in the Appalachians since the 1980s.  And scientists had noticed a similar 

decrease in frogs she studied in Central America, which turned out to have been 

caused by a lethal fungal disease. So they wondered if the decline in size of 

Appalachian salamanders might also be linked to a disease. 

 

But researchers found no evidence of fungal disease in the 16 salamander species they 

examined. However, they did find that six salamander species grew notably smaller.  

The animals shrank 1 percent per generation on average. 

They found that modern salamanders, when as active as their ancestors, but, as cold-

blooded animals, they had to burn 7 to 8 percent more energy to maintain the same 

level of activity. 

http://www.livescience.com/16563-climate-change-shrinking-animals.html
http://www.livescience.com/39422-salamanders-deadly-fungus.html
http://www.livescience.com/19628-fungal-diseases-emerging-threat.html
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Pangolins 

Pangolins are often called scaly anteaters, which is a very good description for them, 

even though they are not technically anteaters. However, like anteaters, pangolins have 

long snouts and even longer tongues that they use to slurp up ants and termites. Their 

bodies are covered in scales that form a kind of armor. 

The scales are made from keratin, the same thing as human hair and fingernails. When 

threatened, pangolins roll up into a ball. If the other animal gets caught between the 

scales, it can get a nasty cut. Pangolin is a name derived from the Malay word 

"pengguling," which means "rolling over." 

There are eight different pangolin species living in tropical regions of Africa and South 

Asia. 

Their tongues are quite amazing. When extended, their tongues are longer than their 

bodies and head combined. Unlike humans and many other animals, the pangolin's 

tongue is connected not in its mouth, but at the bottom of its ribcage. When not in use, 

the tongue is stored in the animal's chest cavity. 

 

Sadly, pangolins are increasingly endangered due to the bush meat trade.  In fact, the 

only one I’ve ever seen was strapped on the back of a motor scooter on the way to a 

cook pot. 

 



 

     90 Second Naturalist – March, 2017 Scripts 

 

 

©2017 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Even Giraffes Are Endangered 

Earth's tallest land mammal, the giraffe, is now threatened with extinction.  This is mind-

boggling to me, since I visit East or Southern Africa annually, and still see giraffe very 

regularly, even browsing near airstrips and roads.  However, while giraffes are 

commonly seen on safari, in the media and in zoos, people – including conservationists 

– are unaware that these majestic animals are undergoing a silent extinction 

Over the last 30 years, giraffe numbers have dropped by 40 percent across their African 

range. 

As the human population in Africa rises, habitat loss from farming and deforestation, 

illegal hunting and the impact of civil wars are all pushing the creature towards 

extinction. 

To reverse the dramatic declines, conservation actions include raising awareness about 

giraffe declines, restoring the integrity of protected areas for the animals, and supporting 

already-created giraffe conservation strategies and action plans. 

These gentle giants have been overlooked. It’s well known that African elephants are in 

trouble and there are perhaps just under half a million left. But what no one realized is 

there are far fewer giraffes, which have already become extinct in seven countries. 

It is time that we stick our neck out for the giraffe before it is too late. 
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Chimpanzee Rear Ends 

Chimpanzees can recognize each other from behind. 

While chimps remember faces as well, new research has found that the primates 

recognize the buttocks of their kin just as well as humans recall familiar faces.  

 

The ability to recognize one another is important for social animals. For humans, the 

face offers important information beyond identity, such as attractiveness and health. For 

chimpanzees, their buttocks can serve the same purpose. For instance, chimps can 

determine if the rump they see belongs to a relative or to a female that is ovulating.  

 

Color plays an important role for chimps. Female primates have hairless faces and 

buttocks, making the skin features more visible. Female chimpanzees' bottoms are red, 

deepening in color and growing in size when the female is ovulating.  And non-human 

primates' eyes are able to easily distinguish red tints. 

 

Researchers showed both humans and chimpanzees stimuli such as the faces, 

buttocks — and, as a control, feet — of both humans and chimpanzees.  

And sure enough, when the chimpanzees were presented with images of buttocks, they 

were much faster than humans to click on the correct buttocks. 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/54995-fish-can-recognize-human-faces.html
http://www.livescience.com/47322-facial-symmetry-sexy-health.html
http://www.livescience.com/56306-primates-including-humans-are-the-most-violent-animals.html
http://www.livescience.com/15297-chimps-humans.html
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Climate Change and Endangered Species 

 

Reindeer populations in northern Russia are falling, according to a new study. The new 

findings dovetail with other research showing that reindeer populations are falling in 

other parts of the Arctic as well. 

 

But Santa's trusty steeds aren't the only iconic wintry beasts facing worldwide declines. 

Polar bear populations could decline by about one-third over the next 30 or 40 years 

based on sea ice estimates. 

 

To get a better understanding of why arctic animals are in decline, scientists looked at 

reindeer populations in Far North Russia. This reindeer population, at 600,000 animals, 

makes up 24 percent of the global reindeer population.  

Reindeer have a strong tendency to return to the same places over and over again. 

But there have been changes in this area. Warming conditions meant that mosquitoes 

flourished at lower latitudes, so reindeer were venturing farther north during the summer 

season to avoid mosquito harassment.   

 

And Rivers that are historically frozen solid are melting earlier in the season leaving 

young calves to swim across open rivers, which is another reason the reindeer 

population is declining. 

http://www.livescience.com/56310-reindeer-facts.html
http://www.livescience.com/45404-mosquito-bites.html
http://www.livescience.com/45404-mosquito-bites.html
http://www.livescience.com/43435-arctic-sea-ice-melt-causes-dramatic-warming.html
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Vampire Bats 

I have a friend who served in the Peace Corps in Panama years ago and joked that they 

learned to keep their feet well inside their tent because if they stuck them out they would 

wake up with little scabs on their toes from having been fed upon by vampire bats! 

Of course, this is common knowledge to locals. 

And now scientists have documented the phenomenon. 

The hairy-legged vampire bat inhabits forests in northeastern Brazil and It was thought 

that birds were its sole prey, but dung analysis recently revealed that other types of two-

legged animals — humans — were on the bat's menu as well. 

  

Vampire bats, which live only in the Americas, feed by slicing back the skin of their prey 

with razor sharp incisors and lapping up the flowing blood, mixing it with saliva that 

prevents their meal from coagulating too quickly while they are sipping from the wound. 

To find out what the bats might be eating, researchers collected 70 fecal samples from 

a colony living in a cave in Brazil's Catimbau National Park, and extracted DNA to 

identify the bats' most recent meals. 

 

Of course, domestic animals and people usually live close together, making it easier for 

the bats to grab a quick bite from whoever is available. 
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Winter Recharge 

 

For most of us, harsh winter conditions can seem pretty devastating.  But of course, we 

are not built for it, and with our modern creature comforts, we are spoiled.  But not so for 

animals built for the Arctic. 

 

Ecologists at the University of Saskatchewan offer new insight into the winter survival 

skills of snowy owls that endure harsh weather on the prairies of northern Canada. 

Using data from volunteers who helped tag and track owls in subzero temperatures, the 

researchers found that few of the 537 birds they studied during 18 winters showed signs 

of starvation. Many of the raptors actually increased their fat stores during the cold, 

nonbreeding months. Because female snowies are larger than males, they dominate 

prime territories (giving them better access to food) and seem to be healthier at winter’s 

end. Snowy owls, which have dense plumage that insulates them from cold, may use 

winter to recharge and build up their reserves before returning to their breeding 

grounds. 

 

Snowy owls are big birds, weighing between 4 and 5 pounds.  While that may not sound 

big, how about this?  Snowies are lemming eating machines.  Lemmings are small 

mammals and the snowy owl’s favorite food.  And a single owl can eat about 1,600 

lemmings a year – that’s about 3-5 a day. That’s a lot of lemmings! 

 

Due to changes in food availability, large numbers of snowy owls periodically visit 

southern Canada and the northern US in what birders refer to as an “irruption.”

http://www.nwf.org/News-and-Magazines/National-Wildlife/Birds/Archives/1997/Super-Bird.aspx
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US Biodiversity Loss 

 

One of the great sounds of summer in much of the US is the sweet call of the night 

hawk.  40 years ago when I moved to the Midwest I recall seeing “waves and waves” of 

these acrobatic insectivores snatching bugs mid-air over ponds and cities. 

That just doesn’t happen anymore. Hammered by habitat loss, pesticides and vehicle 

collisions, nighthawk populations have plunged in recent decades. According to 

the North American Breeding Bird survey, the birds declined 61 percent nationwide 

between 1966 and 2014. 

 

And Nighthawks are hardly alone. The species is one of hundreds of once-common 

U.S. birds that have decreased dramatically in recent years. According to the North 

American Bird Conservation Initiative, more than a third of the continent’s 1,154 avian 

species are in trouble.  

 

The problem goes beyond birds. Based on analyses of the nation’s best-studied groups 

of plants and animals—including birds, mammals, fish, reptiles, amphibians and 

vascular plants—scientists estimate that about a third of all U.S. species are at risk of 

extinction. That percentage translates to more than 8,500 of our best-known plant and 

animal species. 

 

In addition to the aesthetic and moral implications of species declines, we as human 

beings depend on natural ecosystems for food, clean water and even safety, such as 

the coastal habitats that protect us from storms and floods. 

https://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/
http://nabci-us.org/
http://nabci-us.org/
https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Conservation/Ecosystem-Services.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Conservation/Ecosystem-Services.aspx
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The World Beneath the Snow 

Snow blanketing the land can appear serene, however, rather than being still and 

silent, a snowscape actually bustles with energy and life.   In fact, a deep snow layer 

supports a surprising diversity of animals and plants. 

 

That many organisms use snow as a refuge against the cold of deep winter might seem 

counterintuitive, but in fact the deeper an animal digs into the snow, the warmer the 

ambient temperature becomes.  Near the ground, snow traps heat that rises from the 

soil, maintaining temperatures that might be just below freezing, while the world above 

the snow may be bitterly cold. Perhaps more importantly, snow acts as a shield against 

the vagaries of weather, damping the effects of wind and otherwise wildly fluctuating 

conditions to create a stable environment.  Basically, it serves as a thermal blanket. 

 

Under the snow, small mammals take advantage of air pockets that form next to logs or 

branches, searching for seeds on which to nibble. Sometimes, weasels or other 

predators scamper after them in pursuit; foxes and owls might listen from above for the 

subtle scrabbling of snow-covered rodents. Grouse and ptarmigan plunge into snow on 

especially frigid nights to stay warm. And larger mammals, from porcupines 

to wolverines to bears, dig dens in snow for resting between bouts of foraging, raising 

families or hibernating during winter’s duration. 

 

Of course, climate change threatens to upend this delicately adapted world in a number 

of ways.  

http://blog.nwf.org/2013/02/climate-change-takes-a-bite-out-of-wolverines-habitat/?s_subsrc=Web_Article__NWM_HiddenWorldSnow
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Swordfish: Well-Oiled Machines 

 

Scientists have estimated that a swordfish can swim as fast as 60 miles per hour in the 

open ocean. Now, marine biologists in the Netherlands have identified the source of that 

speed: a large gland located at the base of the animal’s long, pointed upper bill. While 

examining specimens and MRI scans of swordfish, researchers discovered a network of 

capillaries that connects the gland to the animal’s skin and secretes an oily substance 

through tiny pores. Writing in the Journal of Experimental Biology, they note that oil from 

the gland, combined with microscopic projections on the skin, produces a super water-

repellent surface that greatly reduces drag. Essentially, a swordfish lubricates itself as it 

rockets through the sea.  In fact, you could say they are well-oiled machines. 

 

Unfortunately, swordfish cannot out swim fishing boats.  Overall, the species is 

threatened from over harvesting.  But, of course, it’s complicated.  According to the folks 

at the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Seafood Watch program, it is sustainable to eat 

swordfish if it is caught via harpoon or handline, but not if by longline or gill net.  

Naturally, not every grocer or waiter will know all the details, so it is a good idea to lay 

off swordfish all together. 

 

Big, predatory fish like swordfish are relatively rare to begin with and are very slow to 

recover from over fishing.  Check out seafoodwatch.org on your phone the next time 

you are thinking of purchasing or ordering fish and you’ll easily find good, sustainable 

alternatives. 

 

 

http://jeb.biologists.org/content/219/13/1953.abstract
http://jeb.biologists.org/content/219/13/1953.abstract
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Monarchs at Risk 

 

The migration of the monarch butterfly across North America is as renowned as that of 

the wildebeest of the Serengeti.   At the end of October, like clockwork, the butterflies 

arrive in central Mexico’s Transvolcanic Belt, a chain of steep, fir-clad peaks that span 

some 600 miles from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. The majority of monarchs 

overwinter on just a dozen of these peaks in an isolated area northwest of Mexico City 

protected as the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. In the reserve’s cool, thin air 

between 9,500 and 10,800 feet, butterflies huddle together by the millions on the firs, 

whose dense, dark-green canopies serve as both an umbrella, shielding monarchs from 

rain, sleet and snow, and a blanket, providing a microclimate that is up to 12 degrees F 

warmer than surrounding open areas and prevents them from freezing. On warm winter 

days, as sunlight strikes the oyamels, rivers of orange and black butterflies swoop down 

the mountainsides in search of water. 

 

Two decades ago, about a billion butterflies fluttered down to Mexico from as far as 

southern Canada, but since then, the number arriving in the reserve has declined by 

more than 80 percent.  

 

The precipitous plunge in monarch numbers is blamed on a combination of destructive 

factors. During the spring and summer breeding season, a dramatic loss of milkweeds 

(the species’ only host plants) has limited monarchs’ ability to reproduce—especially 

across the U.S. Midwest, where herbicide-intensive agriculture has wiped out tens of 

millions of acres of milkweed.  

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1290
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Megaladon! 

 

Megalodon, the largest known shark that ever lived, had a taste for small whales and it 

went extinct when populations of their favorite prey collapsed as the Pliocene Epoch 

drew to a close 3-5 million years ago. 

 

The evidence for this consists of fossilized bones from animals that megalodon 

devoured. Riddled with the enormous shark's bite marks, the fossils are the first to show 

exactly what species the megalodon consumed in its diet. 

All of the fossils were unearthed at a site in southern Peru. 

Megalodon, which could grow to over 53 feet long, ate the now-extinct baleen 

whale Piscobalaena nana and the early seal Piscophoca pacifica. Both animals were 

still impressive in size, at just under 16.5 feet long, but were presumably easy, nutritious 

pickings for megalodon. 

Great white sharks today like to eat seals and sea lions, but will usually only scavenge 

on whales. Except for the pygmy right whale, all other baleen (filter-feeding) whales 

today greatly surpass even the biggest great white sharks in size. 

Based on its remains, megalodon preferred warmer waters.  The Ice Age began when 

this species went extinct, but other factors in addition to climate change could explain 

why the shark died out. 

 

 

http://www.seeker.com/japan-whaling-2035451108.html
http://www.seeker.com/national-zoo-mourns-loss-of-navy-seal-2089667661.html
http://www.seeker.com/ice-age-clues-help-explain-mysterious-slowdown-of-earths-rotation-2132467383.html
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Global Biodiversity Crisis 

 

In the mid-1980s, the planet’s “biodiversity crisis” burst forth as a critical conservation 

issue.  Global species losses were accelerating at such a rapid pace that Earth was 

entering its sixth mass extinction event—the fifth having taken place some 65 million 

years earlier when the dinosaurs and countless other creatures disappeared forever. 

Concerns about species loss focused primarily on distant tropical habitats like 

Australia’s Great Barrier Reef and Amazonia’s rain forest. Today, conservationists want 

to focus more attention on the biodiversity crisis taking place in our own backyards. 

Not all species are in trouble, of course, and some are doing better than at any time in 

recent history. Conservationists have done a good job restoring large charismatic 

animals that were once imperiled, including bald eagles, gray wolves and grizzly bears. 

The same is true for game animals such as elk, white-tailed deer and wild turkeys. But 

many other species have been overlooked.  While most of us have felt satisfied with 

what we’ve accomplished, the truth is we’re not winning the war to save biodiversity 

overall. 

 

More than a third of North American bird species need urgent conservation action. In 

addition, U.S. amphibian populations (including this spotted salamander) are declining 

nearly 4 percent a year. And since 1950, at least five butterfly species (including this 

great spangled fritillary, above right) have gone extinct in the United States. 

https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Birds/Bald-Eagle.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Mammals/Gray-Wolf.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Mammals/Grizzly-Bear.aspx
http://blog.nwf.org/tags/elk/
https://www.nwf.org/News-and-Magazines/National-Wildlife/Animals/Archives/2010/Deer-in-Rock-Creek-Park.aspx
http://blog.nwf.org/2011/11/twelve-unusual-and-fascinating-facts-about-wild-turkeys/
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Florida Fish in Trouble 

 

Last year in Florida there was a crisis with toxic green algae flowing in the St. Lucie and 

Caloosahatchee Rivers, spoiling estuaries from Indian River Lagoon to Pine Island 

Sound, home to the Ding Darling National Wildlife Refuge.   

 

The nucleus of the crisis lay inland, in Lake Okeechobee, the vast liquid heart of the 

excessive El Niño rains last summer had flushed untold tons of phosphorus and Greater 

Everglades Ecosystemnitrogen from agricultural fields into the lake, along with septic-

tank pollutants and tainted urban runoff. The intense rains and the summer’s excessive 

heat—worsened by climate change—led to the growth of cyanobacteria (often called 

blue-green algae), organisms that reproduce explosively when fed by heat and nutrient 

pollution. The resulting bacterial bloom grew to more than 230 square miles, a blotch so 

massive it was visible from space. 

 

The crisis took a stark toll. East to west across southern Florida, green tides slopped 

ashore. People fell ill, beaches closed, seagrass beds suffocated, unknown numbers of 

fish died, tourism suffered and protests erupted. So widespread was the algal invasion 

that Governor Rick Scott declared a state of emergency in several Florida counties. 

 

To understand how southern Florida came to this tipping point, it’s important to 

understand the history of water management in the state. Industries like sugar farms 

long called the shots, but today, mother nature is calling their bluff. 

https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wild-Places/Everglades.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wild-Places/Everglades.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Threats-to-Wildlife/Pollutants/Algal-Blooms.aspx
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Coyotes 

Historically confined to the deserts and prairies of Mexico and the central United States, 

coyotes today inhabit nearly every part of the continent, from tundra, grasslands and 

forests to city parks and suburban backyards. 

Scientists cite several reasons for this remarkable range expansion, including the 

coyote’s intelligence, adaptability and rapid reproduction. In addition, humans have 

helped the animals spread by converting forests to more hospitable open lands and by 

killing off cougars, wolves and other large predators that once competed with or preyed 

on coyotes. 

 

Medium-sized carnivores that weigh in at about 25 to 45 pounds, coyotes also “occupy 

a sweet spot in terms of size.  Unlike gray wolves, which top the scale at 60 to 140 

pounds or more, coyotes can survive on a diet of small prey like mice and voles. 

Because of their lower energetic requirements and diet flexibility, the predators can live 

in small habitat patches, a clear advantage in human-dominated landscapes. 

 

While the impact of coyote expansion is complex, there is evidence the carnivores can 

benefit some wildlife, especially birds, by keeping other predators at bay. In a landmark 

1999 study published in Nature, scientists in southeastern California found that patches 

of sage-scrub habitat with resident coyotes had a higher diversity of native birds, 

including California quail, spotted towhee and Bewick’s and cactus wrens, than patches 

without coyotes. The likely reason is that more coyotes mean fewer small predators 

such as opossums, raccoons and, especially, domestic cats. Each year free-ranging 

cats kill billions of birds and mammals nationwide. 

http://www.nwf.org/News-and-Magazines/National-Wildlife/Animals/Archives/2013/On-the-Trail-of-Cougars.aspx
http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Library/Mammals/Gray-Wolf.aspx
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v400/n6744/full/400563a0.html
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v400/n6744/full/400563a0.html
http://www.nwf.org/News-and-Magazines/National-Wildlife/Animals/Archives/2015/Opossums.aspx
http://www.nwf.org/News-and-Magazines/National-Wildlife/Animals/Archives/2014/Raccoons.aspx
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Invest in Research  

 

I recently was very fortunate to hear the renowned Japanese-Canadian scientist, Dr. 

David Suzuki, give a presentation. He's 80 years old now and was reminiscing about the 

heyday of scientific research which was the 1960s. Suzuki got his PhD in the late 50s 

and feels that the #1 thing that pushed the support research forward was when the 

Russians put the Sputnik satellite up in 1959.  

 

America did not have any sort of space program at that time, so present Eisenhower 

assigned the army to it and they got excited and started shooting missiles, but they all 

either blew up or crashed in the ocean. But as you know the end of the story - in less 

than 10 years America landed men on the moon returned home safely. Susuki’s point 

though, was not that achievement, but that all of the modern communication and 

technological advances that grew directly out of the 1960s space program and the 

commitment to scientific research.  

 

He pointed out that this is not the time to cut research funding, but double down on it.  

He was clear that climate change is not just a challenge - climate change is an 

opportunity for growth in scientific research that will lead to amazing advances we 

cannot yet imagine. 
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Ivory Ban Redux  

 

This year the US Fish and Wildlife Service announced new federal regulations 

implementing a nearly complete ban on commercial ivory trade in the United States. it 

was a major victory in the fight to stop wildlife crime.    

 

the regulation makes it clear that the US government will not tolerate the slaughter of 

elephants and the global organized crime it feeds.  in Africa alone as many as 30,000 

elephants are killed each year to feed the lucrative global black market for ivory.  this 

trade threatens the survival of entire elephant populations, Endangers the lives and 

livelihoods of local communities, and undermines national and regional security. 

 

 now, it is critical that other consumer markets ramp up efforts to stop wildlife crime. And 

just days after the US announced the new regulations this past June, china announced 

that it would issue a timetable for the end of the year to shut down its domestic ivory 

trade. These moves show that there is an undeniable global momentum in the fight to 

save elephants.  

 

With these commitments, China and the US are showing outstanding leadership, as 

well as taking responsibility for the buyer’s role in this crisis. It is reassuring to see other 

governments and entities taking actions at home and responding to the call to stop 

wildlife crime. 
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Seawalls and Bird Habitat 

 

For over 32 years my family’s vacation is on the Jersey Shore, where we go in October 

for the massive hawk migration.  And like many coastal areas, they are concerned 

about their beaches and coastal protection against rising tides and increasingly violent 

storms. 

Some towns are trucking in sand to replenish eroded beaches and build artificial dunes. 

But more often than not, people are building seawalls in front of their homes and behind 

beaches. Often 20 feet tall or higher, these concrete behemoths are constructed to 

withstand the sustained assault of incoming waves and storm surges. 

Seawalls currently line 14 percent, or nearly 15,000 miles, of the United States 

coastline—a number that’s expected to grow in the coming decades as the sea level 

rises. 

As construction intensifies, a growing chorus of scientists and environmentalists are 

raising concerns over an unintended consequence: Seawalls eliminate habitat for birds 

and other wildlife. Their footprints take up space on the beach the day they're built. 

Then, over the course of decades, beaches in front of seawalls often narrow when 

natural cycles of erosion and sand deposition are disrupted. 

Scientists pooled data from 25 studies about seawalls, and found that half as many 

organisms and a quarter fewer species live on beaches and marshes in front of 

seawalls compared to seawall-free areas. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1890/150065/abstract
http://www.kqed.org/w/coastalclash/armoring.html
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Head Count 

 

Intrepid scientists are working hard gathering new intelligence on gorillas.   

 

In the fall of 2015, deep in the forest of the volcanic mountain range called the Vigunga 

Massif, a new mountain gorillas census began. Although the great apes face on going 

threats from disease transmission, poaching, and deforestation, the population in the 

Virunga Massif increased from an estimated 380 to 480 between 2003 and 2010.  

 

So researchers wanted to know if this positive trend had continued.   To find out, teams 

made their way through the Virunga massif, recording gorilla nest sites and collecting 

fecal matter for genetic analysis. The census will provide the most detailed data set yet 

on the entire population of mountain gorillas. It will help scientist fine-tune conservation 

strategies, building on the conservation successes of the past to secure the long-term 

future of one of our closest relatives.  

 

The census – led by the greater Virunga transboundary collaboration is the first one 

since 2010. Release of the detailed findings is expected in 2017.  But current estimates 

are that the population of mountain gorillas has in fact grown – some say to as many as 

700. 

 

In many ways mountain gorillas are the ultimate model for conservation success.  

Ecotourism to Rwanda, Uganda and the DRC provides jobs AND the incentive for local 

people to protect the animals. 
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Island Scrub Jays 

 

Fewer than 3000 island scrub Jays exist today, and they all reside off the coast of 

California on Santa Cruz Island, where the nature conservancy has worked to restore 

habitat for nearly 4 decades.  

 

But a change in climate threatens the jay’s survival. The island is getting dryer in more 

fire prone, and the mainland, just 20 miles away harbors mosquitoes that carry diseases 

like west Nile virus that can be fatal to jays.  

 

Scientists are closely monitoring the birds. If any show signs of disease, the group will 

mobilize a vaccination program. And researchers have also suggested establishing a 

second population on another channel island. But more research is needed first.  

 

However, the scientists know these threats are coming, they just don't know when.   

This is a big challenge for modern conservation: when should you be proactive, and 

how do different sciences and land managers evaluate urgency? 

 

Because for many ever-smaller populations around the world, simply letting nature take 

its course is no longer the way forward. 

 

Ornithologists estimate that today there are about 2500 island scrub jays on Santa Cruz 

Island, down from 12,500 in the 1950s. 
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Monitoring the Melt 

 

One of the more surprising consequences of a change in climate is unfolding in the 

Nature Conservancy’s Gustavus forelands preserve in Southeast Alaska, where the 

properties land area is actually expanding.  As glaciers melt and retreat from the shores 

of Alaska's glacier Bay, the weight of ice pressing down is decreasing. As a result, the 

land is rebounding, rising up at a rate faster than any other place on earth.  

 

Researchers are using GPS markers and tide gauges to measure the change: 15 feet in 

the last 150 years. The preserve sits outside the town of Gustavus, near glacier Bay 

National Park and preserve. As the land lifts, the ocean is receding. The former 

shoreline now lies inland. Because the preserve’s legal boundary is mean high tide, the 

property is gained 1100 acres of dryland since it was surveyed in 1921.  This is very 

significant in a 2600-acre preserve. 

 

Meanwhile, researchers are documenting other changes around glacier Bay, including a 

shifting cocktail of nutrients reaching the ocean from glacier-fed streams. The national 

Park is also monitoring whether the loss of ice at the Water’s edge is affecting the 

distribution of harbor seals, which typically rest with their pups on icebergs that calved 

from glaciers. 


